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 It is generally true that we like people who are most like ourselves. And, in contrast, we 
tend not to build friendships as quickly with people who are not like us. Sometimes, if we are not 
careful, prejudices can develop toward those who are not like us.  Today’s lesson from Phile-
mon encourages us to take a closer look at how we view people and to see them as Jesus 
sees them. This letter is not a theological treatise; it is a very personal letter permeated with genu-
ine emotion. It does not deal with issues in the abstract; it deals with them in the context of a very 
real set of circumstances being addressed by very real people.  Obviously Philemon was one of 
the individuals involved in the situation behind Paul’s writing of this letter, for it is addressed to 
him. The other was an escaped slave named Onesimus. They were asked to become models of 
the reconciliation made possible through Jesus. This was no easy task for either of them. In 
the world of the first century they were miles apart on the socio-economic scale: Philemon was 
an apparently well-to-do businessman; Onesimus, a humble slave. How they responded to 
Paul’s appeal had the potential to provide an impressive testimony to the uniting power of the 
gospel. There is an important lesson here for all of us. It is quite possible for us to believe that the 
gospel should go to everyone, even people who are not like us, but at the same time refuse to 
accept such people into our own fellowship. Paul appealed to Philemon to display a willing-
ness to break down social barriers in the name of Jesus. His appeal is addressed to us, too.  
However, we will see in this study that there is more than just social change at stake; the impor-
tance of forgiveness is also a pivotal issue. This, too, is difficult. According to the standards of 
the day, Philemon would have been under no obligation to be kind to or forgive his slave. But 
Paul knew of Philemon’s Christian commitment and appealed to him to “go the second mile” 
with a person whom society would have said did not deserve such treatment. This appeal also is 
addressed to us.   
 Some believe that Philemon is the most personal book in the Bible. Certainly there is no 
other book quite like it. It deals with a very sensitive set of circumstances. The problem was a 
runaway slave named Onesimus. He had fled from his master, Philemon (and may even 
have stolen something before he left). When Onesimus reached Rome, he met Paul and 
his companions. As a result, he became a Christian.  Now what was Paul to do? Should he 
tell Onesimus to go back to his master (where he might be punished), or should he tell him to 
stay in Rome and thus remain a fugitive? Paul chose a third course of action—one that illustrates 
the gospel’s ability to heal the divisions that characterize a sinful world. He would send One-
simus back, but plead for Philemon to treat him as a brother rather than a slave—in other 
words, to allow their relationship in Christ to overrule their relationship in society.  Some Bible 
students wish that Paul (and the New Testament in general) had more to say about the evils of 
slavery. Actually it comments very little on the subject (perhaps the closest to a criticism of slavery 
comes in Paul’s reference to “slave traders” in 1 Timothy 1:10). Slavery was simply a part of first-
century culture. No one would have given serious consideration to abandoning it, for they could 
not have conceived of an alternative. But Paul put into effect the transformation of the master-
slave relationship by urging Philemon to treat Onesimus as a brother in Christ rather than as a 
slave. It seems that Paul did not try to change society as such, but to change individuals and to 
encourage them to apply Christian principles to every situation. In that way, society would be 
changed. Not only does Paul address Philemon in this letter, but he also mentions Apphia and 
Archippus (v. 2). Some Bible students believe Apphia to be Philemon’s wife and Archippus his 
son, but there is no proof of this.  Philemon is one of the prison epistles, most likely written 
around the same time as Ephesians, Philippians, and Colossians. Since Paul sent Onesimus with 
Tychicus to Colosse (see Colossians 4:7-9), it seems likely that Philemon lived in or near that 
town. Onesimus probably delivered Paul’s letter to Philemon. This, of course, would have added 
an extra touch of tenderness to Paul’s appeal. 
                                                                         (Adapted from the NIV Standard Lesson Commentary)  
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Food for Thought 
 
 

Showing Real Love 
 
Lord, teach us the secret of loving, 

The love You are asking today; 
Then help us to love one another; 
For this we most earnestly pray. 

 
  By this all will know that  
  you are My disciples,  
  if you have love for one another 
                  John 13:35 (NJKV) 
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NOTES AND CROSS-REFERENCES 
 
Pray for others  (vs 4) 

Pray on all occasions with all kinds of requests for others 
(Eph 6:18-19) 

And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of 
prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and 
always keep on praying for all the saints.  19 Pray also 
for me, that whenever I open my mouth, words may be 
given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mys-
tery of the gospel, 

Pray for others that they may stand the test (2 Cor 13:7) 
Now we pray to God that you will not do anything 
wrong. Not that people will see that we have stood the 
test but that you will do what is right even though we 
may seem to have failed. 

Pray for others that an open door is provided for the spread 
of the Gospel (Col 4:3) 

And pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our 
message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of 
Christ, for which I am in chains. 

Pray for others for their deliverance (2 Thess 3:2) 
And pray that we may be delivered from wicked and 
evil men, for not everyone has faith. 

Pray for others that they may have a clear conscience and 
desire to live honorably in every way (Heb 13:18) 

Pray for us. We are sure that we have a clear conscience 
and desire to live honorably in every way. 

 
Be loving  (vs 5) 

Be loving by expressing our faith through love (Gal 5:6) 
For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumci-
sion has any value. The only thing that counts is faith 
expressing itself through love. 

Be loving by doing work prompted by love (1 Thess 1:3) 
We continually remember before our God and Father 
your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by 
love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord 
Jesus Christ. 

Be loving by executing what God has taught us about loving 
others (1 Thess 4:9-10) 

9 Now about brotherly love we do not need to write to 
you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to 
love each other. 10 And in fact, you do love all the 
brothers throughout Macedonia. Yet we urge you, 
brothers, to do so more and more. 

Be loving by being devoted to others and honoring them 
(Rom 12:10) 

Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one 
another above yourselves. 

Be loving by doing no harm to anyone (Rom 13:10) 
Love does no harm to its neighbor. Therefore love is the 
fulfillment of the law. 

Be loving by doing everything in love (1 Cor 16:14) 
Do everything in love. 

Be loving by being completely humble, gentle and patient 
(Eph 4:2) 

Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing 
with one another in love. 

 
Share our faith  (vs 6) 

By supplying the needs of God's people (2 Corinthians 9:12-
14) 

12 This service that you perform is not only supplying 
the needs of God's people but is also overflowing in 
many expressions of thanks to God. 13 Because of the 
service by which you have proved yourselves, men will 
praise God for the obedience that accompanies your 
confession of the gospel of Christ, and for your generos-
ity in sharing with them and with everyone else. 14 And 
in their prayers for you their hearts will go out to you, 
because of the surpassing grace God has given you. 

By helping others (Hebrews 6:10) 
God is not unjust; he will not forget your work and the 
love you have shown him as you have helped his people 
and continue to help them. 

By doing deeds out of faith (James 2:14) 
What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have 
faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? 

By letting our light shine before others (Matt 5:16) 
In the same way, let your light shine before men, that 
they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in 
heaven. 

By living such a good life that others will glorify God (1 
Peter 2:12) 

Live such good lives among the pagans that, though 
they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your 
good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us. 

By always being prepared to give an answer to everyone 
who asks us to give the reason for the hope that we have (1 
Peter 3:15-16) 

15 But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always 
be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you 
to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do 
this with gentleness and respect, 16 keeping a clear con-
science, so that those who speak maliciously against 
your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their 
slander. 

 
Refresh the hearts of others  (vs 7) 

By providing encouragement (2 Cor 7:13) 
13 By all this we are encouraged. In addition to our own 
encouragement, we were especially delighted to see 
how happy Titus was, because his spirit has been re-
freshed by all of you.  

By supplying their needs (1 Cor 16:17-18) 
17 I was glad when Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus 
arrived, because they have supplied what was lacking 
from you. 18 For they refreshed my spirit and yours 
also. Such men deserve recognition.  

By being together with saints in service (Rom 15:31-32) 
31 Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in 
Judea and that my service in Jerusalem may be accept-
able to the saints there,  32 so that by God's will I may 
come to you with joy and together with you be re-
freshed.  


