
Philemon
Opponents of the Gospel howled that the Church had turned 
the world upside down. They weren’t wrong – the message of 

the cross rocked the Greco-Roman world, affecting not just the 
religious life of the Church, but their business affairs and home 

lives as well. A member of the church at Colosse, 
Philemon, received a personal letter from Paul asking him to 
do something unheard-of in his world. The letter concerns 

a man named Onesimus, a slave who had run away from his 
master: Philemon. Onesimus encountered Paul in Rome and 

became a believer. Paul sends him back to his Christian master 
with this letter in which he urges him to forego his legal rights 

as a slaveowner to punish or even kill Onesimus. He urges 
Philemon to receive him as a brother and strongly hints that he 
ought to set his slave free for the Gospel’s sake. The Bible does 

not advocate outright revolution but its message changes hearts 
and lives one at a time – turning the world upside down.
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About Philemon
Author: Paul
Date: ca. 61 AD
Genre: Epistle
Purpose: This is an appeal to Philemon to receive his runaway 
 slave, Onesimus, back into his home as a brother in the Lord.
Characteristics: The shortest of Paul’s epistles, Philemon contains strong pleas for forgiveness,  
 restoration, and brotherly love. 

Outline
I. Opening (v. 1-3)
II. Thanksgiving (v. 4-7)
III. Paul’s Appeal for Onesimus (v. 8-20) 
IV. Closing (v. 21-25)

Questions to Think About
1.) Paul called on Philemon to forgive and receive Onesimus, even though    
 Onesimus had wronged him.  How do you respond when someone wrongs  
 you? 

2.) Paul could have used his authority as an apostle to command Philemon to   
 recieve Onesimus back.  He instead appeals to love.  Why do you think Paul’s  
 approach was important for this situation?  In what ways can this play out in  
 your life when you are in a position of authority? 

3.)  Many are troubled by the fact that the New Testament, and specifically  
 Philemon, doesn’t condemn slavery.  While the system of slavery is clearly   
 not in sync with the nature of God, the focus of the New Testament is the 
 individual’s relationship to God and the advancement of the gospel. What   
 does this speak to you about your own station in life and commitment
 to further the Kingdom?

House Churches
 In v. 1, Paul makes mention of the church that met in Philemon’s home.  House 

churches are mentioned a number of times elsewhere in the New Testament (see Acts 
5:42, Rom. 16:3-5, Col. 4:15). “The practice of churches meeting in private homes for 

worship was common up to A.D 200.  Not until the third century did churches meet in 
separate buildings.”1  In our culture, the idea of the church meeting only in homes would 

certainly be impractical.  However, the advantage and blessing of believers meeting in 
smaller groups in homes should not be lost on us!  Home groups have become a great 
place for believers to develop deeper relationships with each other as they continue in 

fellowship, worship, prayer, and bible study.
1The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (Vol. 2, p. 771)

Onesimus and His Name
In Philemon 10-11, Paul says, “I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, whom I have begotten 
while in my chains, who once was unprofitable to you, but now is profitable to you and me.”  
Paul was making a play on words; Onesimus means useful.  In essence, Paul was saying that 
Useful had become useless to Philemon.  However, since coming to Christ, Onesimus could 

once again live up to his name.  He became profitable to the apostle Paul, Philemon, and 
ultimately to the Lord.  Onesimus is now a picture of what each person could be.  Sin had 
rendered us useless to the Lord, yet the Lord redeemed us and has made us useful in His 

hands.  He’s created works for us to walk in, and has equipped us to be able to carry out His 
plans and purposes.    

•Colossae

Onesimus would have most likely traveled across the Mediterranean Sea from Colossae 
to get to Rome.  This is a distance of nearly 1200 miles.

“We are all the 
Lord’s Onesimus”

~Martin Luther 

From Colossae to Rome
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Introduction	

Slavery	in	the	Greco-Roman	world	was	widespread.		“By	the	time	of	the	New	

Testament,	about	30	percent	of	the	population	of	the	Roman	Empire	is	estimated	to	have	

been	slaves.”1		That’s	nearly	one	in	three	people.		Slavery	was	so	common	that	the	economy	

of	Rome	was	dependent	upon	it.		Both	wealthy	and	common	households	alike	owned	

slaves.		Because	of	Rome’s	dependence	upon	this	widespread	practice,	there	was	not	much	

thought	or	discussion	at	the	time	as	to	the	ethics,	morality,	or	abolishment	of	slavery.					

	

Who	Were	They?	
In	our	culture	today,	when	one	thinks	of	slavery,	the	atrocities	committed	to	those	of	

African	descent	invariably	come	to	mind.		However,	in	the	Greco-Roman	culture,	slavery	

was	absolutely	not	limited	to	ethnicity.		It	included	many	people	from	many	different	

ethnicities.		One	could	rarely	tell	if	a	person	was	a	slave	by	simply	looking	at	them.	There	

were	many	different	ways	a	person	became	a	slave.		The	largest	contributor	was	that	of	

war.		When	Rome	conquered	new	territory,	they	would	often	make	many	slaves	from	the	

populace.		Other	means	by	which	a	person	could	be	made	a	slave	included	punishment	for	

crimes	committed,	paying	off	debt,	or	being	born	into	slavery.		A	person	could	even	sell	

himself	to	become	a	slave.		This	was	done	either	to	pay	off	debt	or	in	some	cases	get	better	

social	standing.			

	

How	Were	They	Treated?	
There	was	an	incredible	variance	as	to	how	slaves	were	treated	during	the	New	

Testament	period.		It	greatly	depended	upon	two	factors:	the	kind	of	work	or	task	the	slave	

was	committed	to	do	and	the	personality	of	the	owner.		“Under	the	influence	of	Roman	law,	

a	slave	is	usually	considered	to	be	a	person	(male	or	female)	owned	by	another,	without	

																																																								
1	Bartchy,	S.	S.,	&	Powell,	M.	A.	(2011).	slavery	in	the	New	Testament.	In	M.	A.	Powell	(Ed.),	The	
HarperCollins	Bible	Dictionary	(Revised	and	Updated)	(Third	Edition,	p.	971).	New	York:	HarperCollins.	



rights,	and—like	any	other	form	of	personal	property—to	be	used	and	disposed	of	in	

whatever	way	the	owner	may	wish.”2		In	essence,	the	character	of	the	owner	determined	

how	a	slave	was	treated.		This	often	meant	that	the	slaves	had	a	great	working	relationship	

with	their	owner.		There	are	even	cases	where	slaves	were	set	free	during	their	owner’s	

lifetime	or	instructions	were	left	to	grant	a	slave	their	freedom	upon	the	owner’s	demise.		

This	is	called	manumission.	There	are	plenty	of	other	cases,	however,	which	include	harsh	

working	conditions,	beatings,	and	murder.		Regardless	of	how	they	were	treated,	Rome	

allowed	slaves	to	buy	their	freedom	if	they	were	able	to	do	so.			

	

What	Did	They	Do?	
The	type	of	work	slaves	did	during	this	time	varied	as	much	as	how	they	were	

treated.		“Huge	gangs	toiled	in	the	fields	and	mines	and	on	building	projects.	Many	were	

domestic	and	civil	servants.	Some	were	temple	slaves	and	others	were	craftsmen.	Some	

were	forced	to	become	gladiators.	Some	were	highly	intelligent	and	held	responsible	

positions.”3		Theoretically,	one	slave	could	have	worked	the	equivalent	of	a	middle-class	

office	job	while	another	was	sent	to	the	Colosseum	to	die	as	entertainment	for	the	masses.		

Working	the	fields	or	constructing	buildings	were	certainly	not	the	only	things	slaves	did.		

The	range	of	work	was	quite	vast.			

	

Conclusion	
Slavery	in	the	Roman	Empire	during	this	time	was	very	diverse.		For	some,	being	a	

slave	was	great	for	their	general	well-being,	finances	and	social	standing.		For	others	it	was	

horrific	because	of	their	owner	and/or	what	they	were	required	to	do.		At	the	end	of	the	

day,	however,	a	slave	was	a	slave.		They	didn’t	belong to themselves.  They were literally the 

property of another, and thus, had no rights or freedom of their own.   

	

																																																								
2	Kitchen,	K.	A.	(1996).	In	the	Old	Testament.	In	D.	R.	W.	Wood,	I.	H.	Marshall,	A.	R.	Millard,	J.	I.	Packer,	&	
D.	J.	Wiseman	(Eds.),	New	Bible	dictionary	(3rd	ed.,	p.	1110).	Leicester,	England;	Downers	Grove,	IL:	
InterVarsity	Press.	
3	Brooks,	J.	A.	(2003).	Slave,	Servant.	In	C.	Brand,	C.	Draper,	A.	England,	S.	Bond,	E.	R.	Clendenen,	&	T.	C.	
Butler	(Eds.),	Holman	Illustrated	Bible	Dictionary	(p.	1511).	Nashville,	TN:	Holman	Bible	Publishers.	


