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PHILEMON 
New identities and a new world order, Philemon 8-16 
 
 
On the surface, Paul’s short letter to Philemon regarding his slave Onesimus can almost be 
ignored for its deceptively straight forward message and its small size.  Even though we might 
pay little attention to the book, its message would have surprised Paul’s Roman world and, 
when properly understood, continues to surprise our world. This lesson will explore the book 
and consider Paul’s belief that Jesus gives Christians new identities that create a new world 
order. 
 

Masters, slaves, and Christian fellowship 
Paul wrote to Philemon about his slave Onesimus who, for reasons not stated, left his master to 
go to Paul who was imprisoned in Ephesus (Philemon 8-12).  After spending some time with 
Onesimus, Paul sent him back to his master Philemon with a message that forms our book of 
Philemon.  Even though the letter Paul sent with Onesimus sought to reconcile the master and 
slave together, Paul sought reconciliation in a way that did not follow either the expectations of 
his time nor our time. 

• Paul employed his position as Philemon’s superior to encourage reconciliation between 
Philemon and Onesimus.  But Paul’s identification as a person of superiority did not match 
his culture’s expectations. 

o The Roman world divided people into unmoving and clearly defined classes.  People 
of higher social class were considered superior to all lower classes and could 
exercise power over those below them. 

o Paul’s position as an apostle placed him in an authoritative position over Philemon 
(cf. Matthew 16:13-19; Acts 1:1-8; 9:1-16), a position strengthened by his personal 
connection to Philemon (Philemon 19).  Paul would therefore have had tremendous 
persuasive power in his relationship with Philemon. 

o But the persuasive power Paul welded did not fit the circumstances of his life. 
▪ His imprisonment, which he considered a point of pride (Philemon 1, 10; 2 

Corinthians 4:7-12; 11:16-12:10; cf. Matthew 20:20-28), was normally 
inconsistent with the position and power Paul claimed. 

▪ Additionally, Philemon’s ownership of slaves and his hosting of the church in 
his house (Philemon 2, 16) point to Philemon as a person of wealth while 
Paul worked as a poor laborer (cf. Acts 18:1-3; Philippians 4:10-13); Paul’s 
authority over Philemon reversed the usual ordering of power in the Roman 
world. 

• Just as Paul’s authority did not match his world’s expectations, so too did his message 
confound his world's anticipated response to Onesimus’ situation. 
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o Paul did not treat either Philemon nor Onesimus as inferior to him or to one 
another; he instead treated them all as his equals (Philemon 10, 16-17, 20; cf. 
Galatians 3:28). 

o Paul’s rejection of the normal, hierarchal nature of Roman society in favor of 
equality between himself, Philemon, and Onesimus points to an important part of 
his message - he argued for a new way of life. 

▪ While Paul commented on the possibility of a God-sanctioned providence 
behind Onesimus’ departure from Philemon, he did not refer to Onesimus as 
a run-away slave nor did he offer an apology for his departure (Philemon 15). 

▪ Paul did not request Onesimus’ freedom when he sent him back to Philemon 
(although he did hint at it, Philemon 12-14).  He instead asked for something 
far more profound - accept Onesimus back as your slave but treat him as if 
he were Paul himself (Philemon 17). 

▪ Paul’s request builds on the “sharing”1 that exists among those in Christ 
(koinonia, Philemon 6). 

• Because Christians “participate” (koinonia) in Jesus’ life (1 Corinthians 
10:14-22; Philippians 3:7-11; 1 John 1:1-3), they also share fellowship 
with one another (Ephesians 2:11-4:16). 

• Paul also tied the idea of acceptance to fellowship (Philemon 17) 
when he urged Philemon to treat Onesimus as a brother in Christ and 
not merely a slave (Philemon 15-17; Romans 15:7). 

• Paul thus asked for a unity that cut across the traditional social 
boundaries that defined Roman culture (cf. Romans 12:1-2; Galatians 
3:28; Philippians 3:20).   

• Paul’s request reveals that reconciliation and fellowship between Christians proves more 
important than the roles we fill in our society, allowing us to fill those roles without being 
defined or limited by them. 

 

Applications 
• Jesus does not necessarily call us out of our relationships in this world, but he calls us to live 

differently in them (1 Corinthians 7:10-20; Philemon 8-16). 

• We must be defined by Jesus and not by our society (Philemon 15-16; 2 Corinthians 5:16-17; 
Galatians 3:27-28). 

• The ways that Jesus asks us to restructure our relationships goes against the commonly 
accepted wisdom of our world (cf. 1 Corinthians 1:18-31). 

• The new way of living to which Jesus calls us cannot fit seamlessly into our world; it will 
create conflict in our relationships (Matthew 10:34-39; 2 Timothy 3:12). 

• Being a Christian means something and our relationships with one another must 
demonstrate that worth in intentional, real, and meaningful ways (Romans 12:1-2; 
Ephesians 2:11-3:10). 

                                                      
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 


