Philemon — Study Notes

Contextual Summary

The Epistle to Philemon is Paul’s most personal letter, written from prison to a Christian named
Philemon concerning his runaway slave, Onesimus. Paul intercedes on Onesimus’ behalf,
urging reconciliation on the basis of grace, not obligation. The letter beautifully portrays
forgiveness, restoration, and equality within the body of Christ. Through this appeal, Paul
demonstrates how grace transforms relationships—replacing law and penalty with mercy and
fellowship. Philemon stands as a living illustration of the believer’s eternal reconciliation to God
in Christ: forgiven, accepted, and forever secure.

1-3. “Paul, a prisoner of Jesus Christ... and to our beloved Apphia, and Archippus our
fellowsoldier, and to the church in thy house...”

Paul identifies as “a prisoner of Jesus Christ,” not of Rome—his chains serve grace. The letter is
addressed to Philemon and the church meeting in his home, highlighting the communal nature
of Christian fellowship. The greeting—“Grace to you, and peace”—frames the theme of
reconciliation grounded in divine grace.

4-7. “| thank my God, making mention of thee always in my prayers... For we have great joy
and consolation in thy love...”

Paul commends Philemon for his faith and love toward “the Lord Jesus and all saints.”
“Fellowship of thy faith” (koinonia tés pisteds) means active sharing of grace through generosity
and forgiveness. Philemon’s love refreshed (anapepautai) the hearts of believers, setting the
stage for Paul’s gracious appeal.

8-10. “Wherefore, though | might be much bold in Christ to enjoin thee... yet for love’s sake |
rather beseech thee... | beseech thee for my son Onesimus...”



Paul could command (epitassd) Philemon but chooses instead to “beseech” (parakald) out of
love. Grace never coerces; it persuades. Onesimus, whose name means “useful,” had become
spiritually useful through conversion. Paul’s affection—calling him “my son”—illustrates the
spiritual adoption believers receive in Christ.

11-14. “Which in time past was to thee unprofitable, but now profitable... Whom | have sent
again... not as it were of necessity, but willingly.”

The transformation from “unprofitable” (achréston) to “profitable” (euchréston) mirrors the
believer’s regeneration. Grace restores purpose where failure once ruled. Paul sends Onesimus
back voluntarily, not under compulsion, showing respect for Philemon’s free choice—just as God
never forces obedience but invites willing response.

15-16. “For perhaps he therefore departed for a season, that thou shouldest receive him for
ever; not now as a servant, but above a servant, a brother beloved...”

Divine providence turns temporal loss into eternal gain. “For ever” (aidnion) reflects eternal
relationship in Christ. The gospel elevates all believers to spiritual equality—social distinctions
remain outward, but spiritual standing is identical.

17-19. “If thou count me therefore a partner, receive him as myself... If he hath wronged thee,
or oweth thee ought, put that on mine account.”

This is the gospel in miniature. “Partner” (koinonon me) indicates full fellowship. Paul’s
statement, “put that on mine account” (elloga touto emoi), echoes substitutionary
atonement—Christ bearing the believer’s debt. Paul pledges repayment just as Christ satisfied
divine justice for our sins.

20-21. “Yea, brother, let me have joy of thee in the Lord... having confidence in thy obedience |
wrote unto thee...”



Paul expects a gracious response, not forced compliance. “Let me have joy” (onaimén) is a
wordplay on Onesimus’ name, reinforcing the theme of restored usefulness. Philemon’s
obedience would demonstrate grace in action—proof of maturity, not condition of salvation.

22-25. Closing Greetings
Paul expresses hope for release, requests lodging, and sends greetings from fellow workers.
The closing benediction—“The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit’—centers the

entire letter on divine grace, which empowers reconciliation and ensures unity in the body of
Christ.

Koine Greek Linguistic Notes

Koinonia tés pisteds (Gk., v.6): “fellowship of faith,” active participation in grace.
Anapepautai (Gk., v.7): “refreshed,” revived or encouraged.

Epitasso (Gk., v.8): “to command,” give authoritative order.

Parakalo (Gk., v.9): “to beseech,” appeal through love.

Euchreston (Gk., v.11): “profitable,” useful.

Aionion (Gk., v.15): “for ever,” eternal relationship.

Koindnon me (Gk., v.17): “partner with me,” one in fellowship.

Elloga touto emoi (Gk., v.18): “put that on my account,” charge to my ledger.

Onaimén (Gk., v.20): “let me have joy,” gain delight or refreshment.

Doctrinal Insight



Philemon presents the grace dynamic in personal reconciliation. Forgiveness flows from
understanding one’s own forgiveness in Christ. Paul’s willingness to bear another’s debt
illustrates substitutionary grace: Christ paid for our offenses, reconciling us eternally. The letter
reminds believers that the gospel not only secures salvation but transforms relationships —
freeing us to forgive as we have been forgiven.

Free Grace Summary

Forgiveness illustrates grace, not merit.

Spiritual equality transcends social and cultural roles.

“Put that on mine account” mirrors Christ’'s atonement — payment in full.

Paul appeals through love, not law — grace motivates the willing heart.

Eternal security undergirds all reconciliation; believers forgive because they are forgiven.

Philemon embodies Free Grace living — salvation settled, grace practiced, fellowship restored
through love.



