Newton NBC

Study on Philemon
Lesson 1

Ice Breaker

Recall a time when you wanted to restore a fractured relationship.  What were some of your fears in approaching the situation?  

Introduction

Paul’s epistle to Philemon is unique because it is a personal letter dealing with an individual’s domestic matter and is devoid of strict doctrinal teaching which is normally present in other of his epistles.  However, from this personal epistle, the reader has much to learn with regards to the handling of a highly delicate and emotional issue which is at the same time a social concern.  

As a mediator or peace-maker, Paul demonstrates that love truly can conquer all.  Paul exercises his brotherly love and care for both his slave-owning friend Philemon and slave friend Onesimus while persuading the former to restore the latter.  Paul’s tactfulness and courtesy are revealed in this epistle.  “It is model of healed relationships in Christ and of Christian social justice…[and] a model for approaching social concerns that grow out of the transformed life of a Christian”  (Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, 336).  Therefore, we can glean many valuable principles that can be applied to our days.  

Authenticity

This epistle has been widely accepted to be authored by Paul (vv 1, 19, and Colossians 4:7-9).  No one doubts this, save a few in the fourth century.  Today, no reputable scholar doubts its Pauline authorship (Kent, Treasures of Wisdom: Studies in Colossians and Philemon, 153).  For us, it is a lot simpler – the Bible says it was written by Paul, hence it is.  

Most of Paul’s letters, as was the custom in those days among teachers and disciples, were penned down by his followers when he dictated his words to them.  What is interesting, is that here, we find that Paul might have written the whole letter himself (v 19).  Either that, or he penned the closing words to show that he was sincere (Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 222).

Occasion

Onesimus came to Paul as a heathen slave of the wealthy church leader Philemon.  And Paul converted Onesimus while in prison (v 10).  After conversion, Onesimus ministered to Paul (v 11 and 13).  The time came when Tychicus was going to Colossae to deliver Paul’s epistle to the Colossian Christians (Col 4:7).  Paul took the opportunity to send Onesimus back to Philemon.  Along with Onesimus, Paul wrote Philemon this letter.  

Through the content of the letter, we are told that there was a strain between Onesimus and Philemon.  Being an understanding spiritual father, Paul understood the predicament that Onesimus was in and therefore paved the way for him to return to his rightful position by having Tychicus accompany him together with a letter of appeal.  Paul asked Philemon to forgive Onesimus and to accept him back as a brother.

Date and Place

The epistle was written when Paul was in prison (v 1, 9, 10, 13) but he does not say where.  Biblical records show that Paul was imprisoned at Caesarea and Rome.  The fact that Tychicus, Luke, and Aristarchus were with him (v 24, Col 4:7) points strongly that Paul was in Rome when he wrote this letter.  The date of the writing would thus be between AD 60 and AD 62.

Background on Slavery

During Old Testament time, slavery was very common in the ancient East.  Slaves were mainly used to perform household duties and to work in the field together with the master and his family.  Exodus 21:1-11, Leviticus 25:39-55, and Deuteronomy 15:12-18 record Old Testament law concerning the freeing of slaves.  A Hebrew slave was to be released after 6 years of service, during the Jubilee year, or if the master has maimed him.  The Old Testament Hebrew slave therefore was not in bondage for life.  For foreign slaves, however, there was no release.  In the case of a Hebrew selling himself to a resident foreigner, his relative has the option of buying him back.  Otherwise, he would have to be released in the year of Jubilee (Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, s.v. ‘slavery’).

The Old Testament slave was treated like a member of his master’s family.  He therefore shared in their religious life.  Exodus 20:10 and 12:12 provided for their rest on the Sabbath and Deuteronomy 12:12 provided for his participation in religious festivals.  Slaves were given protection from abuse – the murder of a slave, for example, was punishable by death.  The illegal sale of persons and the returning of runaway slaves were restricted.  Hebrew slaves were allowed to form their own families and to acquire assets of their own.  Whether or not these laws were upheld is not known.  However, accounts of slaves of the Old Testament, such as Eliezer, Saul’s slave, Gehazi, and Jarha give a better picture of their treatment – these show that a close and trusting relationship can be developed between the master and his slave.  

By New Testament time, the institution of slavery was already well established in the Graeco-Roman world.  The inhuman treatment of slaves by the Romans in the pre-Christian era was greatly improved by the revolutionary changes that took place in Roman society by the first century AD.  By then, slavery had become a means of obtaining Roman citizenship which was valuable because of its privileges.  There are also evidences showing that Romans freed many of their slaves.

A slave did not remain a slave for life.  Cicero records that sometimes a master would help his freed slave to establish himself in a trade, profession, or business.  Both of them may even become partners in business.  In Rome, for example, the Sacra Via is a street lined with jewelry shops whose owners were former slaves.  It is possible for an ex-slave to end up more prosperous than his former masters (The Illustrated Bible Dictionary, s.v. ‘slave’).  Regardless of the welfare and benefits associated with being a slave, the simple fact is that slavery is about buying and owning people for their services, without rendering to them any kind of salary.  
Question – Is slavery immoral?  

Textual Outline

I
Introductory Matters (vv 1-3)

1. Identification of the originators (v 1a)

2. Identification of the recipients (vv 1b-2)

3. Christian greetings (v 3)

II
Thanksgiving, Prayer and Commendation (vv 4-7)

III
The Appeal for Onesimus to Be Accepted by Philemon (vv 8-21)

1. The nature of the appeal (vv 8-16)

a. Paul and Onesimus (vv 8-11)

b. The proposed plan for Onesimus (vv 12-16)

2. The basis of the appeal (vv 17-21)

IV
Closing Matters (vv 22-25)

1. Greeting and identification of its sources (vv 22-24)

2. Benediction (v 25)
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