Newton NBC
Study on Philemon

Lesson 5

Ice Breaker
When we have conflicts with people, we are often reminded that we need to forgive and forget.  Why doesn’t Paul just ask Philemon to do that?  Why must there be this reconciliation?

The Appeal for Onesimus to Be Accepted by Philemon (vv 8-21) (cont…)
The basis of the appeal (vv 17-21)
Now that Paul has made his request known unto Philemon, he addresses an issue that is very pertinent to the situation:  Compensation.  

In verse 17 Paul adds in the basis for the appeal.  Why should you receive Onesimus?  Why should you forgive him?  It is because “if thou count me therefore a partner, receive him as myself.”  What does Paul mean by “if thou count me therefore a partner”?  Often times when we use the word “if” we are conveying a sense of uncertainty or possibility.  E.g. “If it rains today, if I get sick…”  However, “if” can also be used to show certainty.  E.g. “If Paul is a man, if Jesus is God…”  The “if” in this sentence is one of certainty.  Paul is not saying that Philemon does not consider him a partner.  The sense we get here is this – “Since thou count me therefore a partner…”  And Paul does consider Philemon a partner (v 1) and so it should be vice versa.  So if that truly was the case, Paul exhorts Philemon to receive Onesimus as he would receive Paul.

The same construction is used again in verse 18.  By the “if” here, Paul is not saying that there was a possibility that Onesimus did not wrong Philemon – he was indeed saying that Onesimus did wrong Philemon.  “Since he has wronged thee, or oweth thee aught…”  This is why some Bible commentators think Onesimus stole from Philemon.  But Paul does an interesting thing here.
Paul feels the need to compensate Philemon should compensation be necessary.  For example, it is indeed the duty of every Christian to forgive and forget – but knowing that this is too often the case a difficult thing to do, because of the sinfulness of our heart, it is right at times to offer compensation.  

Scenario:  We go on a trip together to a cold country.  I have warm clothing and you do not; so I lend you some to use for that trip.  After that trip, you offer to wash whatever clothes you have borrowed.  I agree.  However, it has taken you almost 6 months to return them – and having washed them, you left the clothes in a big black trash bag.  Eventually, having left the bag in the corner, it was one day mistaken to be trash by a family member during your annual spring cleaning and thrown away.  It is within my power to forgive you and forget the entire situation, despite the exorbitant price of winter clothing.  However, I might not be a mature Christian and thus might not have spirituality and grace enough to forgive without some compensation.  It is thus your spiritual responsibility to make sure that I do not fail of the grace of God to do the right thing – which is to forgive you.  And for you to be forgiven and for us to be reconciled, compensation might be needed.  

Many times Christian brethren are still at odds with one another – although one party has tried to forgive the other and forget the situation, many times the sour memory comes back.  It could be that no compensation was made or offered.  No doubt it is the responsibility of the offended to forgive regardless, but it is also the responsibility of the offender to make compensation when necessary.  Reconciliation is always a two-way traffic.  The ideal situation is always that the offended can forgive even when no compensation is made.  That is true spiritual maturity.  Forgive just as our God has forgiven us.  
Interesting enough, Paul says that he himself is willing to compensate Philemon.  Remember that Paul is in prison and relies on the good will offerings of the saints, even of Philemon.  But Paul swears to do so, if necessary.  He states in verse 19 that he has written it by his own hand – this is equivalent to a contract, a covenant – he die die must pay up if required to.  This is emphasized by the word “I, Paul.”

Paul’s love for Onesimus is manifested here, even willing to repay all that he owed.  Paul also refuses to exercise his right to make the demand that it is actually Philemon who owes him a favor in return.  Philemon is indebted to Paul on at least two counts – firstly, he owes Paul his spiritual conversion and secondly, for the spiritual conversion of Onesimus, who left him and is now being returned to him as a brother.  On this account, Paul is asking Philemon therefore to do the right thing by forgiving Onesimus that Paul’s “bowels” will be refreshed.  Remember that this is the term that Paul also used to indicate the result of Philemon’s physical relief.  So if Philemon does this, it is no different from what he has done to Paul, and will be commended for it.  Just as Christ said “Verily I say unto you, inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me” (Matthew 25:40).

In verse 21, Paul states that he is confident that Philemon would do even more than just receive Onesimus back and forgive him.  You see, this was a very sensitive letter.  Paul could have commanded Philemon to receive Onesimus, but took great pain to write in this manner to cajole and to exhort gently.  The concept of the equality of all in Christ was very nouveau and shocking to the established caste system.  So Paul probably in writing this statement hoped in his heart that Philemon would free Onesimus from bondage of slavery.
Closing Matters (vv 22-25)
Greetings and identification of its sources (vv 22-24)
Having completed making his appeal by expressing his confidence in Philemon to accede to it, Paul now turns to an incidental personal matter which he covers quickly in one verse.  By the plural pronoun “you,” Paul indicates that he is no longer just addressing Philemon, but all the rest that he mentioned in verse 2.  He asks them to pray for his early release from prison, that he might go to Colossae soon.  He asks them to prepare a place for him to stay in when he visits.  This appendage to the letter softens the tone a bit more.  It was not a harsh instructive letter, nor a charter, but it was indeed a personal letter, with Paul’s personal requests.  

Paul mentions two groups of people: firstly, his fellow-prisoner, Epaphras who brought the letter to Colossae, obviously having been released already.  The other four in verse 24 were probably imprisoned along with Paul as well, but not released.  The fact that they are mentioned indicates that Philemon knew who they were.  

Benediction
Finally, in closing his epistle, Paul turns to all the recipients of his epistle and announces his wishes for them which is also a prayer.  The same farewell prayer is found only once elsewhere in the New Testament (Galatians 6:18).  The context of this epistle seems to indicate that Paul’s prayer for his recipients is that the grace of the Lord Jesus will be theirs also to teach the same lesson of love and to produce the same spirit of obedience.

May God grant us all the grace to forgive, to seek forgiveness in humility (with compensation if needed), and especially to learn from the example of Paul to be a peace maker.  Let us also learn to speak as Paul did, in gentleness and tact, but straightforward and plainly, with great maturity and love and understanding of other people’s weaknesses.  Amen.

Discussion
1. What particular lessons have you garnered from this study and which areas of your life do you think you need to change?
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