
An Overview Of The Bible 
Philemon 

I. Introduction 
A. The life-changing gospel forms the backdrop for the letter to Philemon. 

When one thinks about it, Paul must have written numerous short 
letters. One of three personal letters in the Bible, this one is Paul’s 
personal plea for a slave. 

B. This note from Paul is a short, graceful masterpiece of courtesy and 
tact. It contains distinct spiritual values. It is a revealing little window 
into the more private contacts and disposition of the apostle. It also 
provides a unique practical illustration of Christian principles applied to 
social relationships. It is a shame that so many have dismissed or 
ignored it. 

II. The Structure Of Philemon 
A. Onesimus, who was probably a domestic slave of Philemon, had run 

away. Vs. 18 indicates that he had stolen money from his master. He 
left Asia and went to Rome, perhaps thinking that he would never see 
Colossae again. But in Rome, he came under the influence of Paul, 
was converted, and later returned to Colossae a changed man. 

B. Onesimus quickly grew in grace and endeared himself to Paul, proving 
so useful that Paul would have definitely kept him in Rome. Paul plays 
on the name “Onesimus,” which means “profitable.” Vs. 11 says, 
“Which in time past was to thee unprofitable, but now profitable to 
thee and to me.” But Onesimus belonged to Philemon so the apostle 
took opportunity to send him back along with Tychicus, bearing the 
Colossians epistle, and the private note to Philemon. 

C. The letter has a simple construction. The first seven verses are about 
Philemon, vss. 8-17 are about Onesimus, and vss. 18-22 are about 
Paul. In the first group of verses Paul’s affectionately diplomatic 
approach to his intercession for Onesimus consists of sincere praise for 
Philemon. In the next group of verses Paul deftly presents his lovely 
plea on behalf of the newly-converted Onesimus. In the third group 
Paul gives his solemn pledge to repay whatever amount Onesimus has 
stolen. 

III.The Outline Of Philemon 
A. Greeting (vss. 1-3). 
B. Paul’s praise of Philemon (vss. 4-7). 
C. Paul’s plea for Onesimus (vss. 8-17). 
D. Paul’s pledge and assurance (vss. 18-22). 
E. Conclusion (vss. 23-25). 



IV.Authorship And Date 
A. This letter is now generally regarded as one of the undisputed works 

of Paul. Because Paul speaks of being a “prisoner” (vs. 1) and how he 
had converted Onesimus during his “bonds” (vs. 10), this letter was a 
prison epistle. 

B. Like Ephesians, Philippians, and Colossians, Philemon was written 
during Paul’s first Roman imprisonment. This dates the book at A.D. 
60-62. 

V. Major Themes In Philemon 
A. Forgiveness. 

1. Philemon was Paul’s friend and the legal owner of the slave 
Onesimus. Paul asked Philemon not to punish Onesimus but to 
forgive and restore him as a new Christian brother. 

2. Christian relationships must be full of forgiveness and acceptance. 
Can you forgive those who have wronged you? 

B. Barriers. 
1. Slavery was widespread in the Roman Empire, but no one is lost to 

God or beyond His love. Slavery was a barrier between people, but 
Christian love and fellowship are to overcome such barriers. 

2. In Christ we are one family. No walls of racial, economic, or political 
differences should separate us. The gospel can work through you to 
remove barriers between saints. 

C. Respect. 
1. Paul was a friend of both Philemon and Onesimus. He had the 

authority as an apostle to tell Philemon what to do. Yet Paul chose 
to appeal to his friend in love rather than to order him what to do. 

2. Tactful persuasion accomplishes a lot more than commands when 
dealing with people. Remember to exhibit courtesy and respect in 
your relationships. 

VI.Conclusion 
A. What barriers stand in your home, neighborhood, and congregation? 

What separates you from fellow Christians? Race? Status? Wealth? 
Education? Personality? As with Philemon, God calls you to seek unity, 
breaking down those walls and embracing your brothers and sisters in 
Christ. 

B. Just as Onesimus became reconciled in heart to Philemon and 
voluntarily returned to his owner, so have we become “reconciled to 
God” and of our own freewill have gratefully returned to Him.


