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Title

Philemon, the recipient of this letter, was a prominent member of the church at Colosse (vv. 1,2; cf.
Col. 4:9), which met in his house (v. 2). The letter was for him, his family, and the church.

Author and Date

The book claims that the Apostle Paul was its writer (vv. 1,9,19), a claim that few in the history of the
church have disputed, especially since there is nothing in Philemon that a forger would have been
motivated to write. It is one of the Prison Epistles, along with Ephesians, Philippians, and Colossians.
Its close connection with Colossians, which Paul wrote at the same time (ca. A.D. 60–62; cf. vv.
1,16), brought early and unquestioned vindication of Paul’s authorship by the early church fathers
(e.g., Jerome, Chrysostom, and Theodore of Mopsuestia). The earliest of NT canons, the Muratorian
(ca. A.D. 170), includes Philemon. For biographical information on Paul, see Introduction to Romans:
Author and Date; for the date and place of Philemon’s writing, see Introductions to Ephesians and
Philippians: Author and Date.

Background and Setting

Philemon had been saved under Paul’s ministry, probably at Ephesus (v. 19), several years earlier.
Wealthy enough to have a large house (cf. v. 2), Philemon also owned at least one slave, a man
named Onesimus (lit.“useful”; a common name for slaves). Onesimus was not a believer at the time
he stole some money (v. 18) from Philemon and ran away. Like countless thousands of other
runaway slaves, Onesimus fled to Rome, seeking to lose himself in the Imperial capital’s teeming
and nondescript slave population. Through circumstances not recorded in Scripture, Onesimus met
Paul in Rome and became a Christian. The apostle quickly grew to love the runaway slave (vv.
12,16) and longed to keep Onesimus in Rome (v. 13), where he was providing valuable service to
Paul in his imprisonment (v. 11). But by stealing and running away from Philemon, Onesimus had
both broken Roman law and defrauded his master. Paul knew those issues had to be dealt with, and
decided to send Onesimus back to Colosse. It was too hazardous for him to make the trip alone
(because of the danger of slave-catchers), so Paul sent him back with Tychicus, who was returning
to Colosse with the epistle to the Colossians (Col. 4:7–9). Along with Onesimus, Paul sent Philemon
this beautiful personal letter, urging him to forgive Onesimus and welcome him back to service as a
brother in Christ (vv. 15–17).

Historical and Theological Themes

Philemon provides valuable historical insights into the early church’s relationship to the institution of
slavery. Slavery was widespread in the Roman Empire (according to some estimates, slaves
constituted one third, perhaps more, of the population) and an accepted part of life. In Paul’s day,
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slavery had virtually eclipsed free labor. Slaves could be doctors, musicians, teachers, artists,
librarians, or accountants; in short, almost all jobs could be and were filled by slaves.

Slaves were not legally considered persons, but were the tools of their masters. As such, they could
be bought, sold, inherited, exchanged, or seized to pay their master’s debt. Their masters had
virtually unlimited power to punish them, and sometimes did so severely for the slightest infractions.
By the time of the NT, however, slavery was beginning to change. Realizing that contented slaves
were more productive, masters tended to treat them more leniently. It was not uncommon for a
master to teach a slave his own trade, and some masters and slaves became close friends. While
still not recognizing them as persons under the law, the Roman Senate in A.D. 20 granted slaves
accused of crimes the right to a trial. It also became more common for slaves to be granted (or to
purchase) their freedom. Some slaves enjoyed very favorable and profitable service under their
masters and were better off than many freemen because they were assured of care and provision.
Many freemen struggled in poverty.

The NT nowhere directly attacks slavery; had it done so, the resulting slave insurrections would have
been brutally suppressed and the message of the gospel hopelessly confused with that of social
reform. Instead, Christianity undermined the evils of slavery by changing the hearts of slaves and
masters. By stressing the spiritual equality of master and slave (v. 16; Gal. 3:28; Eph. 6:9; Col. 4:1; 1
Tim. 6:1,2), the Bible did away with slavery’s abuses. The rich theological theme that alone
dominates the letter is forgiveness, a featured theme throughout NT Scripture (cf. Matt. 6:12–15;
18:21–35; Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13). Paul’s instruction here provides the biblical definition of forgiveness,
without ever using the word.

Interpretive Challenges

There are no significant interpretive challenges in this personal letter from Paul to his friend
Philemon.
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