
Philemon Commentary
Philemon is the shortest of Paul’s four personal letters included in the 
New Testament. The authors are listed as Paul and Timothy, 
however we see starting in verse 4 that it is a basically a personal 
letter from Paul to Philemon, a wealthy slave-holding Christian likely 
living in the city of Colossae. But addressees also include two other
individuals as well as the church that met at Philemon’s house (v. 2), 
so it defies classification in regard to Paul’s other letters, and is more 
typical of an “appeal letter” which used rhetorical devices for 
purposes of persuasion, not unlike John’s 3rd epistle.

After reading Colossians 4:7-9, a case can be made that Onesimus 
likely traveled with Tychicus to Colossae and delivered this letter to 
the church there, as well as to Philemon at his house. It is tricky to 
figure out where Paul was at the time of writing, but the majority view 
is that it was written during Paul’s first Roman imprisonment, about 
AD 60-61, but a date of AD 63 is also possible.

The letter appears, although we must admittedly read into it a bit, to 
be an appeal from Paul to Philemon to essentially grant Onesimus his 
freedom from slavery. And from the context (vs. 15-18) it is somewhat 
safe to assume that Onesimus was an escaped slave who 
subsequently came into Paul’s confidence during his imprisonment.
As such, the letter is often looked to as a personal, and Christian, 
example of how to deal with the realities of slavery in the first century 
world. Paul certainly preferred that God’s people would not be slaves 
(see 1 Cor 7:20-23), however, the economic situation of the time 
would have actually made it all but impossible for a slave to transition 
to freedom without the support of a patron, or a gift, which would 
allow the slave to become independently established. It seems Paul 
is standing in to fill this need here (see vs. 18-19), while still 
respecting the legal rights of Philemon, to whom he must appeal for 
the emancipation request. But he also stresses the idea that 
Onesimus is to be thought of as a human, on equal terms with 
Philemon in front of God – a “brother.”

Thus, in the larger picture, we see Paul imitating Christ as kinsmen-
redeemer. Luther very well captures this when he wrote, “Even as 



Christ did for us with God the Father, thus also doth St. Paul for 
Onesimus with Philemon: for Christ also stripped Himself of His right, 
and by love and humility enforced the Father to lay aside His wrath 
and power, and to take us to His grace for the sake of Christ, who 
lovingly pleadeth our cause, and with all His heart layeth Himself out 
for us. For we are all His Onesimi, to my thinking.”

So the arrival of Christ in human history allows us to redefine all 
human relationships in accord with God’s redemptive purposes.
The Preterist can be encouraged by the example of history, 
recognizing that Isaiah foresaw that Christ’s reign would continually 
increase without end. And certainly, while admitting that the problem 
of slavery still exists in the world, many gains have been made to 
eradicate the institution (thus further “humanizing humanity”), and 
mainly through the work of committed Christians, one early shining 
example being that of William Wilberforce.


