
Lesson Fifty-seven 
 

Philemon 
 

 

 

Author:  It is universally recognized that Paul the apostle is the author of this letter. Three times 

in the short letter, the author refers to himself as Paul (v. 1, 9, 19). The early church fathers all 

agreed that Paul was the author of this letter. There is also a close association between this 

letter and the letter to the Colossians – both letters mention Archippus, Epaphras, Aristarchus, 

Demas and Luke. All of these individuals were closely associated with Paul.  

Recipient:  Philemon was a wealthy Christian from the city of Colossae. He apparently owned 

slaves and a house big enough to host a church. It is generally believed that Apphia, mentioned 

in verse 2 is his wife, and Archippus is his son. Philemon was apparently led to Christ by Paul. 

Occasion for Writing: Onesimus, one of Philemon’s slaves, evidently stole money from 

Philemon and ran away to Rome (v. 18). While in Rome, the providence of God somehow led 

Onesimus to the home where Paul was kept under house arrest in his first imprisonment. While 

there, Paul talked with him and led him to faith in Christ as well. Onesimus then stayed with 

Paul in Rome for a while and became a useful helper to him.  

Paul, however, felt that Onesimus had a responsibility to return to Philemon and make 

restitution to him. This was risky because, under law, Philemon had every right to treat 

Onesimus very harshly. Severe floggings were common punishments for runaway slaves. So 

Paul wrote to Philemon to urge him to forgive Onesimus, to treat him gently and to restore him 

as a brother in Christ. Paul sent the letter with Tychicus and Onesimus accompanied him back 

to Colossae. At this time, Tychicus was apparently entrusted with the letter to the church at 

Colossae as well.  

Importance of this letter today: This letter gives us important insight into the institution of slavery 

as it existed in the Roman Empire during the New Testament period. Paul urged Philemon to 

accept Onesimus back, not as a slave, but as a brother. In verse 21 he asserts that he was 

confident that Philemon would “do even more than I ask” which many believers interpret to 

mean that he was asking Philemon to set him free.  



A Positive Pat On The Back 

Philemon 4-7 

 Have you ever had someone literally change your life with the power of the spoken 

word? For some of us, that change may have been negative. Some may be living with anger or 

frustration because of the hurtful things someone said to you in the past. However, others could 

likely give testimony to positive ways in which their life was transformed by a parent, teacher, 

coach or mentor who believed in them and told them so. Mark Twain once wrote, “I can live for 

two months on one good compliment.” 

 The whole letter to Philemon is a letter about relationships. It gives us insight into 

powerful, life-altering connections we can make with each other. In these verses, Paul gives us 

insight into maximizing our relationships by giving a positive pat on the back to each other. What 

are the things which should characterize our speech to those closest to us? 

I.  AUTHENTIC APPRECIATION (v. 4-5) 

     A.  As Paul moves to the heart of his letter, he begins by expressing appreciation to 

Philemon. He said, “I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers.” This is very 

similar to what Paul told the Philippian church. The tense of the sentence expresses a 

continuous action. It was not just a one-time passing thought of appreciation – Paul was 

continually thankful for Philemon and remembered him often in his prayers. 

    B. This was not phony appreciation just to butter Philemon up before he asked a favor of him. 

Paul was genuinely appreciative of Philemon, his friendship and his contributions to the church 

at Colossae. 

    C. It is amazing how motivating expressed appreciation can be to others. A note, a call, or a 

private conversation telling someone what you appreciate about them can change their day, and 

possibly their outlook on their current situation. 

 

II.  ASPIRING ANTICIPATION (v. 6) 

     A. Paul was not only appreciative of what Philemon had done in the past – he expressed 

great anticipation of how God would use him as he continued to be faithful in sharing the Gospel 

with those around him. He anticipates Philemon continuing to grow in Christ. These were meant 

as words of encouragement to spur him on to greater maturity in the faith. 

     B.  Typically, people will live up, or down, to our expectations of them. Paul said to Philemon, 

“I believe in you.” What a difference it would make in our children, in our spouse, in our co-

workers, in our church members if we shared our anticipation of what God can do through them 

by telling them, “I believe in you!” 

 

III. ADMIRING AFFIRMATION (v. 7) 

     A.  Paul says that Philemon’s love has given him joy and encouragement because he had 

refreshed the saints.” What a great legacy to leave behind – that you REFRESHED the saints. 

Most of us focus on those people who EXHAUST us rather than refresh us. Have you ever been 

around someone that simply reinvigorates you by their presence? 

    B. Sometimes, we can tell people we appreciate what they do without ever really telling them 

what they mean to us. If we really want to maximize our relationships, we should not tarry in 

letting others know they are a blessing to us and that we love them.  

 

 

As you go through this Bible study, it is tempting to think, “I wish someone would say these 

things to me.” Instead, focus on “who should I be saying these things to? Who can I encourage 

today by saying these things to them?” It may surprise you how saying these things changes 

your outlook on life. 
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