
Bible Book Club

Inspiring quotes

4 When I remember you in my prayers, I always 
thank my God 5 because I hear of your love for all 
the saints and your faith toward the Lord Jesus. 
(Philemon 1.4-5)

Welcome him as you would welcome me. 
(Philemon 1.17)

Philemon

This very short letter takes the form of a very personal appeal to Philemon, one of Paul’s 
friends and someone who had worked alongside him proclaiming the good news of Jesus 
Christ (1.1), as well as to Apphia, whom Paul addresses as a sister, and Archippus, a fellow 
soldier (presumably in the battle for Christ) and the church in Philemon’s house (1.2). The 
subject of the letter is Onesimus, a runaway slave from the household who had met Paul 
in prison and come to faith in Christ. Paul sent him back to the household with this letter, 
a letter that encouraged its recipients to receive him back with love and fellowship.

How long will it take? 

Reading time: 	 3 mins
Short of time? 	 It’s only 25 verses, read it all!

Genre

Letter

Anything tricky?

The trickiest feature is that Paul does not say, 
as we might have hoped today, that Onesimus 
should be freed because slavery is wrong. At 
best this is implied.



The time of writing varies depending on which 
prison you think Paul might have been in when 
he wrote – the range of possible dates stretch 
from ad 55 to 64.

Onesimus is mentioned in Colossians 4.7-9  
as being sent to Colossae with Tychicus; it also 
mentions Archippus (Colossians 4.17)  
so Philemon may have lived somewhere  
near Colossae.

What were people feeling? 

The letter implies that Onesimus was very 
nervous about his return but we know little 
about Philemon or how he was feeling. Sadly we 
also don’t know whether Philemon did, in fact, 
welcome Onesimus home or not.

About the times What kind of Book is it?

This is a letter. Like 2 Timothy it stands as out as 
being a personal letter written to address the 
particular concerns of a single person (although 
unlike 2 Timothy it is addressed to more than 
one person). The particular concerns of this 
letter are a runaway slave who is going home.

How is it structured?

1.1-3	 Introduction

1.4-7	 Thanksgiving and prayer

1.8-20	 Paul’s appeal for Onesimus

1.21-25	 Farewells

The authors of this letter are given in 1.1 as Paul 
and Timothy.

What do we know about him?

Paul is probably the best known of all the early 
Christians. Before encountering Jesus Christ on the 
road to Damascus, he was a zealous Pharisee who 
sought to maintain the purity of Judaism. After 
his experience on the Damascus road, he turned 
his zeal to proclaiming Jesus Christ among the 
Gentiles. This brought him into conflict with some 
other early Christians, not least Peter, who thought 
that followers of Jesus Christ should convert to 
Judaism. He travelled around the Roman Empire 
(though primarily in Asia Minor – modern-day 
Turkey – and Greece) proclaiming the good 
news of Jesus Christ and founding communities 
of Christians as he went. He also wrote a large 
number of letters, 13 of which are preserved in the 
New Testament. Philemon has traditionally been 
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