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Study/Series: New Testament Overviews

Philemon

I. Introduction.

A. Theme of Philemon: Forgiving a sinner.

B. Introductory Notes.  This is a one chapter book.

1. It is a personal letter from Paul to Philemon, yet sent along with the letter to the Colossians. 

Though personal, it was not necessarily private.  It bears a secondary address to Apphia,

probably Philemon’s wife, Archippus probably their son, and to the church in their house. 

Philemon’s actions in response to Paul’s request would not be private, nor would Onesimus’s

conversion.

2. “Onesimus” means “useful.”  The irony is that as an unbeliever, he became useless to

Philemon through theft and escape.  But through conversion to Christ, he became useful, first

to Paul, then to Philemon, then presumably to the whole church.

II. Lessons in Human Forgiveness.

A. The Reality of Christian Compassion.  Vss. 1-7.

B. Forgiving and Restoring One Who Sinned Against You.  Vss. 8-10.

1. In this case, one who has become a Christian.  Thus, these are lessons about forgiving a

fellow Christian for his past sins.

C. Going Above and Beyond the Minimum.  Vss. 21-22.

D. Final Greetings and Benediction.  Vss. 23-25.

III. The Symbolism of God’s Forgiveness of a Sinner.  Gromacki: “Human forgiveness should reflect divine

forgiveness.  To the spiritually sensitive, the personages of Paul, Philemon, and Onesimus symbolize

respectively Christ, the Father, and the converted sinner.  When Paul besought Philemon to receive the slave

forever as Paul himself (12, 15, 17), the truth that God receives believing sinners in the beloved One, Christ,



takes on flesh.  Paul also wrote: “If he hath wronged thee, or oweth thee ought [sic] put that on mine

account...I will repay it (17, 18).  This is the language of imputation (cf. II Cor. 5:19-21).  The debt of the

sinner (sin, guilt, and penalty) was paid by Christ’s redemptive death.  The person who paid the debt is also

the one in whom the believer finds an acceptable standing.”  Thus, like Onesimus the guilty slave found an

acceptable standing in Paul before Philemon, against whom he had sinned, so the guilty sinners finds an

acceptable standing in Christ, before God, against whom he had sinned.


