
PHILEMON – the challenge of slavery    Reading: Philemon  

Isn’t it amazing who God chooses and uses to extend His kingdom? Certainly not who you might expect.  
Sometimes we see how minds are changed and a different attitude is adopted to issues and people. 
Philemon comes into this category. This epistle is possibly the most personal one of all. This is the only 
reference to him by name in Philemon 1 v1. The name Philemon means ‘loving’, carrying with it the idea of 
showing affection in adversity. This is Paul’s letter to his friend Philemon. The authors of this letter are given 
in Philemon 1 v1 as Paul and Timothy. 

Slavery was common in the Roman Empire at this time and slaves had no rights whatsoever – they were 
not even treated as ‘human’; they were objects that could be acquired or dispensed with. This is an account 
of a runaway slave who becomes a Christian and Philemon learns an important lesson. 

What does the Bible say about Philemon? 

Philemon was a first-century Christian who became a Christian through Paul on one of his visits to Asia. 
Paul had stayed with him in his home. Philemon was a slave owner who also hosted a church in his home, 
most likely in Colossae.  There was a close bond between Paul and Philemon. Paul, in Philemon 1 v1, refers 
to him as ‘a dear friend and fellow worker. The letter is written whilst Paul is in prison in Rome. It is not 
clear how Onesimus, the runaway slave, met with Paul but he has become a believer in Christ. So, Paul has 
a dilemma. Technically Onesimus belongs to Philemon and, if he returns, could be killed because he has 
chosen to run away. So this letter is a covering letter for Onesimus to return and Paul is pleading with 
Philemon to be gracious, understanding and forgiving as Onesimus has status now in Christ. This is really a 
heartfelt pleading for his life. 

What can we learn from the story of Philemon?  

• It would appear that Philemon was relatively wealthy who owned at least one slave. He lived in 
Turkey. 

• He hosted a church in his home, along with “Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellow soldier” 
(Philemon 1 v2). These were probably Philemon’s wife and son. 

• He regularly prayed for Paul and his ministry. 
• He loved the church and its people. 
• He had a guest room in his home where Paul was welcome to stay. 
• In v19, Paul puts some gentle pressure on Philemon and calls in a ‘debt’ on behalf of Onesimus and 

how he should be treated. 

The book gives us a clear template for appealing to our Christian brothers and sisters about issues of 
disagreement. Paul does not criticise Philemon for his ownership of slaves, but he does remind him that 
Onesimus is now a brother in Christ and that should be his attitude towards this man. Given this stance 
adopted by Paul it is likely that Onesimus returned and was treated as a fellow-Christian. 

Is this book relevant to us today? 

Just as Paul asks Philemon to be generous to a slave who has become a ‘brother in Christ’, is there anything 
in my life that requires a similar generous response? 

What do you learn about Paul’s attitude towards slavery? (1 Corinthians 12 v13) 

What is our attitude to modern day slavery? (It is estimated that 45 million people are held in slavery with 
2/3rds being in Asia. Does this cause us concern?  Whilst William Wilberforce led a campaign against 
slavery, there is still much that is needed to be done today.) 

Prayer 

Paul said ‘When I remember you in my prayers, I always thank my God because I hear of your love for all 
the saints and your faith toward the Lord Jesus’. (Philemon 1 v4–5) 

Father God, please show me what I can do to free people from all types of slavery and let me share my 
freedom given to me by Jesus Christ, my Lord. Amen 
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