The Small Books of the NT: Philemon



4/20-21/2011

Why Philemon?


Philemon provides an excellent model for how to treat others and resolve conflict. Plus, it’s not a book that people talk about very much.

History:

· Written by Paul to Philemon, a Christian in Colosse.  Paul was probably in prison in Rome at the time.

· It is a personal letter to Philemon and probably came with the letter that would become Colossians. It was delivered by Onesimus, the subject of the letter (Colossians 4:9).

· Fun fact: Both Philemon and Colossians mention Mark and Luke (Philemon 24 & Colossians 4:19, 14).

Background:

· Onesimus was Philemon’s slave who stole from him and then ran away. Under Roman law, Philemon had the legal right to have Onesimus killed if he was caught.

· While in exile, Onesimus met Paul and became a Christian. This letter is Paul’s request to Philemon to forgive Onesimus and accept him back.

· The letter is gentle and polite, but Paul’s intention is clear.

· The name “Onesimus” means “useful” in Greek. Watch for puns.

The Text:

Read Philemon 1-7

What are some of the characteristics of Philemon? How would you characterize him from this description?

Read Philemon 8-22

v. 8-11

Paul claims that Onesimus has become “useful” (note the pun). Why is he now useful?

v. 12-16


Onesimus was very close to Paul, why did Paul send him back?


How did he want Philemon to respond?

v. 17-21

Paul asks acceptance of Onesimus as a personal favor and offers to make right whatever Onesimus has done. Do you think Paul expected Philemon to take him up on the offer?

Read Philemon 22-25

The Message: Each person involved – Philemon, Onesimus, and Paul – play a particular role that we can learn from.

· Philemon: the victim

What would have been your response if Onesimus had shown up at your door?

What does the Bible say about forgiveness?


Cross references: Colossians 3:12-14, Colossians 4:1 and Matthew 18:21-35

When has it been hard to forgive someone even though you know what the Bible says? Were you able to embrace that person “as a dear brother”?

Is forgiveness an act or an attitude?

· Onesimus: the offender

Would you have returned if you were Onesimus? Is it necessary to ask for forgiveness?

What does the Bible say about seeking forgiveness?


Cross references: Matthew 5:23-24 and Romans 12:18

Sometimes it is easy in our minds to shift the burden of reconciliation to the person who has been wronged. Whose responsibility is it to make things right? Is the burden shared?

Can you think of any situation in which you could be proactive and make things right?

· Paul: the advocate

How seriously do we take reaching out to someone in need like Onesimus? Do we even consider taking on their cause?

What does the Bible say about this role?


Cross references: Matthew 5:9 and Galatians 6:2

How did Paul approach Philemon? How did he communicate the right thing without offending or causing conflict?

Conclusion: We will probably all find ourselves in each position at one point or another. It’s important to treat people in a Christ-like way because it glorifies Him. John 17:20-23 shows how our unity can be a blessing.

