THE EPISTLE OF ST PAUL

TO PHILEMON

AUTHOR

   A private letter of intercession written by St Paul, probably from Rome, to Philemon at Colossae in Asia Minor (Col. 4: 7-9). It demonstrates the power of the gospel and the blessing of Christian fellowship in action.

PHILEMON

   He was apparently a member of the Church of Colossae, which seems to have held its assemblies in his house (2); and he became its bishop.

   His benevolence (5-7) and St Paul’s request for him to prepare a lodging (22) indicate that he was a man of some means.

   St Paul had never been in Colossae (Col. 2:1), Philemon must have met him elsewhere, possibly in Ephesus, which was not far away.

    It would seem that he owed his conversion to St Paul (19).

THE STORY OF ONESIMUS

    Onesimus was a runaway slave of Philemon, who robbed his master and fled to Rome (18). His conduct was in sharp contrast to his name, which means “useful”(11). In about 61 or 62 A.D. he had been brought into contact with the apostle in prison, probably through his fellow-townsman Epaphras (Col. 4:12). He was converted, baptized and became a devoted disciple of Christ (Col. 4:9). St Paul would have chosen to keep him in Rome as a helper (13), but not having the consent of Philemon (14), he felt it to be his duty to send the slave back to his master. So the apostle wrote this priceless epistle of intercession, pleading with Philemon to forgive and restore Onesimus to favor.

THE EPISTLE MESSAGE

    This epistle shows St Paul as an example of the following:

1. The pastoral or fatherly love towards everybody, especially the lowly. He used to take care of everyone, even a runaway slave, as if he was his only son.

2. Wisdom in dealing with Philemon, who was injured by his runaway slave Onesimus. At the same time, St Paul realized the Christian brotherhood that obliterates all social and class distinctions.

3. Regarding the duty of obedience to the law on the part of converts, Onesimus must return to his master.

4. Using the abilities and gifts of every member of the church, St Paul noticed that the converted slave had abilities to serve Christ (17,18) and work for the edification of the Church. He helped the Apostle Paul and then was ordained bishop, taking care of Christ’s people.

5. Interceding for others. St Paul’s intercession for Onesimus breathes the unique spiritual intercession of Christ for His own before the Father by His redeeming blood. St Paul asked Philemon to receive Onesimus as Paul himself, and to put any demerit on his account. Our Lord Jesus Christ is our representative before the Father; all our sins are reckoned or imputed to His account.

CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP

IN ACTION

     *St Paul called himself “a prisoner of Jesus Christ” (1), perhaps to incite Philemon to accept his advice because his suffering father in Christ issues it.

     Onesimus was worthy of being imprisoned; St Paul willingly accepted imprisonment for the preaching of the gospel to the sinners, one of whom was Onesimus.

     *The epistle is addressed to Philemon, his beloved sister Apphia, Archippus and the whole church, meaning that even the personal dealings between Philemon and Onesimus are not private, but they had an effect on the whole church. What we do, say, or even think has its effect on the life of the church; for we are members of each other.

*St Paul behaved wisely in his appeal to the injured Philemon:

1. He showed his deep love towards him, as he mentioned that he was always praying for him, even while he was in prison (4).

2. He mentioned Philemon’s love and faith (5-7), therefore what he asked concerning Onesimus’ forgiveness was not hard for Philemon. On the contrary, Philemon did this joyfully through his abundant love and living faith.

3. He mentioned that he was the aged prisoner of Jesus Christ, to consider these things obeying him.

4. Onesimus attained by his conversion a new position. He became the son of St Paul who was born in the apostle’s bonds(10), the bowls of St Paul (12); a profitable one to St Paul and Philemon, served the apostle during his imprisonment instead of Philemon (13); a beloved brother in the flesh and in the Lord (16); representative of St Paul himself(17). Onesimus, who was a runaway slave, through the grace of God became a son and brother. “You are all the sons of God by faith in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ…There is neither bond nor free…for you are all one in Christ Jesus”, Gal. 3:26-28.

5. St Paul had the authority to give orders to Philemon, who was concerned by his preaching, but he desired Philemon to practice love willingly (14).

6. St Paul undertook the task of repaying what Onesimus had robbed. He didn’t defend the slave’s faults, but he was ready to pay the price of these faults.

7. It is the source of inner joy to St Paul that Philemon practiced this Christian love (20).

8. It is God’s goodness that changes even the faults of Onesimus for the advantage of many people. He was separated from his master for a while to return as a profitable brother in Christ to him and to all believers.

9. St Paul believed that Philemon would do more than St Paul asked him (22).

10. St Paul was not waiting for an answer, for he trusted in Philemon’s faith, love, and obedience. It was a time to prepare a lodging for St Paul, who would be freed from prison.

       At last, in the conclusion of his letter he sent the greetings of the saintly ministers as if they also interceded for Onesimus with St Paul.

Questions for study and discussion

1. How do Christians face social injustice?

2. How do we deal with injured brothers? And with those who injured them?

3. Explain how St Paul practiced apostleship as love more than as authority?

