
 
 

 
 

The Connection between Colossians and Philemon 

Paul’s letter to Philemon is usual understood as closely associated with his letter the church in 

Colossae. Not only is Onesimus mentioned as traveling with Tychicus to deliver the letter to 

Colossae (Col. 4:9), but Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, Luke and Demas are mentioned in the 

greetings of both letters (Col. 4:10-14; Philemon 23-24). Achippus is also mentioned in both 

letters as being present in Colossae (Col. 4:17; Philemon 2). Most likely, Philemon was the 

leader of a house church that met in his and Apphia’s home (Philemon 2) and was one of 

several in the Lycus Valley. 

 

The Structure of Philemon 

Philemon follows the common structure of first-century letters: opening, body, and closing. 

 Opening (v.1-7) 

Salutation (v.1-3) 

Thanksgiving (v.4-7) 

 Body (v.8-22) 

Appeal on behalf of Onesimus (v.8-17)   

Offer to reimburse Philemon (v.18-20) 

Personal request for Philemon (v.21-22 

 Closing (v.23-25) 

 

The Back Story 

The most commonly suggested background for the letter to Philemon is that Onesimus was a 

slave in Philemon’s household. At some point, he apparently stole money from Philemon and 

fled Colossae (Philemon 18). Onesimus subsequently made his way to Rome where he came 

in contact with Paul while the latter was under house arrest (Philemon 9). Through Paul’s 

ministry, Onesimus became a Christian (Philemon 10).  

 

Ephaphras’s arrival in Rome with a report on the circumstances in Colossae (Col. 1:7) 

prompted Paul to write to that church as a whole (Col. 4:18). Paul entrusted the letter to the 

Colossian church to Tychicus (Col. 4:7) and took the opportunity to send Onesmius back to 

Colossae (Col. 4:9). Before they left, Paul wrote a second letter, this one to Philemon, asking 



that Onesimus be reconciled to the household from which he had fled and be accepted as a 

brother in Christ (Philemon 8-17). That letter teaches two important lessons. 

 

Lesson #1: Forgiveness in Christ 

In his Survey of the New Testament, Merrill Tenney notes that “every aspect of the divine 

forgiveness of sin is duplicated in the forgiveness that Paul sought for Onesimus” (317). The 

elements include: 

1. An offense against an offended party (v.11, 18) 

2. The need for compassion on behalf of the offended party (v.10) 

3. Intercession on behalf of the offending party (v.10, 18, 19) 

4. Substitutionary payment of the debt owed by the offending party (v.18, 19) 

5. Restoration between the two parties (v.15) 

6. Elevation of the offending party to a new relationship with the offended party (v.16) 

Paul’s appeal on behalf of Onesimus reminds us that we should forgive one another as God in 

Christ has forgiven us (cf. Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13). 

 

 

Lesson #2: Acceptance in Christ 

In his commentary on The Epistle to Philemon. J. B. Lightfoot writes, “Onesimus represented 

the least respectable type of the least respectable class in the social scale . . . There was 

absolutely nothing to recommend him. He was a slave . . . a thief and a runaway” (311-12). 

Yet Paul became Onesimus’s advocate, because salvation brings a dramatic transformation in 

social relationships. Onesimus had once been a “useless” slave to Philemon (v.11), but he was 

now a “useful” brother in Christ (v.11, 16).The social barrier between slave and master has 

been broken down just as the ethnic barrier between Jew and Gentile had been. In its place, a 

new bond had been established, as Paul wrote in Colossians 3:11, 

There is no distinction between Jew and Greek . . . slave and free, but Christ is all, 

and in all. 

Paul’s appeal on behalf of Onesimus also reminds us that regardless of the differences that 

might exist between us, we should accept one another just as Christ has accepted us (Rom. 

15:7). 

 

Both lessons can be challenging to learn and even more challenging to apply. Nevertheless, Paul’s 

point is . . . We must forgive and accept others as Christ forgave and accepted us. 

 

Getting Personal 

 

Take some time to read though Philemon. Then, reflect on how you would answer the 

following questions. 

 

1. Can others take joy and comfort in the way you relate to your fellow believers (v.4-7)? 

 

2. Can others be confident that you will respond as Christ would wish when you encounter a 

challenging situation (v.8-9)? 

 

3. What characterizes your forgiveness and acceptance of others—compulsion or willingness 

(v.12-14)? 

 

4. How willing are you be an advocate for your brothers or sisters when they need one (v.17-

19)? 


