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Study on Philemon
Lesson 3

Ice Breaker

Focus on verses 4-7.  What impresses you about Philemon’s character?  Which characteristics that Philemon possesses would you most like to grow in?

See verse 7.  Paul commends Philemon on his works, particularly of “refreshing” the saints.  Looking back on your Christian life, what works/characteristics has God developed in you as a result of you experiencing the blessings and working of God in your life?

Thanksgiving, Prayer and Commendation (vv 4-7)

As is common in Paul’s letters, a prayer for the recipient follows the greeting.  The prayer follows his customary pattern of thanksgiving and intercession.  In fact, in all of Paul’s general letters except 2 Corinthians and Galatians (Romans 1:8, 1 Corinthians 1:4, Ephesians 1:16, Philippians 1:3-4, Colossians 1:3, 1 Thessalonians 1:2, and 2 Thessalonians 1:3) contain similar patterns of thanksgiving and prayer.  This practice reveals his character – that he was devout and habitually so.  Paul kept times of regular prayer, a normal pious Jewish practice (probably at least two hours a day).  

Here, Paul switches from using “you” to “thee.”  This means that whereas in the beginning, he was addressing Philemon, Apphia, Archippus, and ‘the church in thy house,’ Paul is solely addressing one person – Philemon, the letter’s chief recipient.  

It was a common portion in the body of a letter.  However, the fact that Paul did not do it on two occasions (such as in Galatians where a scolding is in place of the thanksgiving) means that his practice of thanksgiving for his readers was not merely a formality, but rather the natural and sincere expression of his feelings at the time of writing.

The thanksgiving shows how personally Paul knew God, as he addressed Him as my God.  The sense that we get from this verse is that Paul gave thanks for Philemon during his regular prayer times.  If we are to take a quick look at the epistles, there are no less than 50 names mentioned favorably by Paul.  He most definitely prayed for every one of them.  But for what reason did Paul give thanks to God for Philemon?  It is because Paul had heard “of thy love and faith, which thou hast toward the Lord Jesus, and toward all saints” (verse 5).  Paul had probably heard about Philemon’s works from Onesimus or Epaphras.  

What does verse 5 specifically mean?  Does it mean that Paul was thankful for both Philemon’s faith and love toward Christ, as well his faith and love toward the saints?  It must be seen in this structure:
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This criss-cross structure is supported by Ephesians 1:15 and Colossians 1:4 where Paul refers to love as linked to one’s fellow believers while faith as linked to the Lord Jesus Christ.  These appear to be the two most outstanding qualities of Philemon – he is commended for his faith in Christ and his love toward all saints.  

What is this faith in Christ?  Faith here does not mean faithfulness.  Although we do not doubt that Philemon was faithful to Jesus, it is not the meaning here.  Faith here refers to Philemon’s belief in Christ.  It refers to the knowledge he has of God and how he acts upon that knowledge.  You can say that faith is the overall composition of a believer’s relationship with God.  The meaning can be summarized in a common phrase often said of spiritual giants – “Wow, that man’s faith in Christ is amazing!”  So we see Philemon as a great man of faith.  

How does one acquire this kind of active and deep faith in Christ?  Consider what John Calvin says in his Institutes:  “True wisdom principally consists of two parts – the knowledge of God, and the knowledge of ourselves.  We begin to discover God, when we are plunged into misery.  Our poverty, infirmity and depravity, lead us to perceive and acknowledge that God is all strength, wisdom, and goodness.  Through our imperfections, we are made to realize his perfections.  A true vision of God and His perfections, however, casts us flat to the ground.  We begin then to see our hypocritical righteousness, and loathe it as the greatest iniquity.  This knowledge should tend to lead us into a life entirely dependent on Him – the fountain of all goodness.”  

And the fruit of this kind of faith is love.  1 John 4:15-16,19-5:3.  Hence, a result of Philemon’s faith toward Christ has led to the cultivation of love for all the saints.  The love spoken of here is agape love.  It is the love that is spoken of by Paul in 1 Corinthians 13.  Agape love refers to a giving and sacrificial love.  It is a love that by definition results in action.  Since God loved the world, He gave His only begotten Son (John 3:16).  In 1 Corinthians 13, it is translated as charity.  Indeed, Christian love is a charitable love.  Because Philemon was most likely wealthy, his faith in Christ manifested itself in a love that refreshed the saints.  We jump to verse 7.  

As a result of his faith and love, the bowels of the saints are refreshed by Philemon.  Bowels here literally means the inward parts or entrails.  The use of this word shows how deeply the saints have been touched by Philemon’s love; that his love is able to refresh even the innermost parts of the saints.  How Philemon did this is speculative.  But most likely, it had to do with hosting the church that met in his house.  “Hospitality was considered a paramount virtue in Greco-Roman antiquity, especially in Judaism.  Well-to-do hosts often gathered those one rung below them on the economic ladder, sometimes members of their own religious group, to their home and provided a meal; Philemon and other well-to-do Christians sponsored the meals in their house churches” (The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament).  It is the same kind of attitude that the believers in Jerusalem, particularly Barnabas, had in Acts 4:31-37 and the attitude of the Antioch Christians who had heard of the famine in Judea in Acts 11:28-30.  

It was because of this love that existed in Philemon that caused Paul great joy.  He had reached great maturity in Christ.  It is a joy for any shepherd to see this kind of love exercised among the brethren of the church.  And even more so, it seems as if Paul had also been a recipient of that charity, because he used the personal plural pronoun “we.”  It is likely that Philemon had sent relief to Paul while he was in prison.  

Back to verse 6.  Here Paul continues to explain to Philemon what it is that he prays for concerning Philemon.  He has already told Philemon that he prays for him, especially upon hearing of his good works.  Paul prays that “the communication of thy faith may become effectual by the acknowledging of every good thing which is in you in Christ Jesus.”  This is a difficult verse to understand.  “Paul’s great desire for Philemon is that he may increase in knowledge as he grows in grace, that in the active and effectual exercise of…his faith, he may apprehend more clearly and possess more fully and richly the full knowledge of every good thing which is the possession of the believer by virtue of his union with Christ” (Edmond Hiebert, Philemon, EBC).  In other words, Paul wishes that when Philemon continues to exercise his love through works, he will begin to understand more clearly how God has given him everything that is good.  The opposite is also true – when we begin to realize the goodness of God, the works of our faith will increase.  How charitable we are and how much good works we do shows the level of our faith.  Christ taught that a good tree will bear good fruit (Matthew 7).  

Taking this passage as a whole, there is a suggestion here that the effective faith of Philemon will have a bearing on the reputation of the Colossian Christians.  A believer’s action or testimony therefore is not viewed in isolation, but has a bearing on the larger body of believers.  Why did Paul write this thanksgiving and prayer portion?  Paul inserts it in his letter not only because it is an integral part of a Pauline letter, but because he has an agenda at hand.  He is making an appeal.  This letter is a ‘letter of recommendation’ – the sort that a patron wrote to social peers or inferiors on behalf of a dependent client to ask a favor for him.  This thanksgiving portion is known as the exordium, or opening appeal.  It is followed by the main argument consisting of proofs.  Exordia were used to praise the recipients in order to secure their favor.  What he knows about Philemon gives added incentive to the writing of the letter.  He uses this to soften Philemon’s response to the difficult request he is about to make.  Is this spiritual blackmail?  It sure is!  But it is certainly legitimate.
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