slave Onesimus (vv. 8–21). Paul says that Onesimus has become like a son to
him during his imprisonment (v. 10), but he is now sending Onesimus back
(v. 12). He does so reluctantly and hints that Philemon might allow Onesimus
to return to him (vv. 13–14). In any case, Paul wants Onesimus to receive a
favorable reception, and he offers to repay any debt that Philemon has incurred
because of him, though Philemon also owes a great debt to Paul—his “own
self” (vv. 15–19). Paul expresses confidence in Philemon’s obedience (v. 21) and
asks him to have a guest room prepared for when he comes to visit (v. 22). He
closes the letter with a series of greetings from his companions (vv. 23–24).

Historical Background
Paul is in prison (vv. 1, 9, 23), and several of his coworkers are with him (vv.
1, 23). He is writing to a friend named “Philemon.” This letter does not say
where Philemon lives, but since two members of his household (Archippus [v. 2]
and Onesimus [vv. 10–16]) are also mentioned by Paul in Colossians 4:9, 17,
we probably can conclude that he lives in or near Colossae. Philemon apparently is a wealthy and influential man, since he owns slaves (vv. 15–16) and is
able to host gatherings of the church in his home (v. 2). Paul knows Philemon

Box 23.1

An All-Star Cast
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The brief letter to Philemon features cameo appearances by some very big names. All the folks
who send greetings in verses 23–24 are mentioned elsewhere in the New Testament.
• Epaphras (Col. 1:7; 4:12): the missionary who evangelized Colossae, Laodicea, and
Hierapolis.
• Mark (Acts 12:12, 25; 15:37, 39; Col. 4:10; 2 Tim. 4:11; possibly 1 Pet. 5:13): also known as John
Mark, a relative of Barnabas; Paul has troubles with him in Acts, but letters ascribed to Paul
indicate that they are on good terms at a later point in his ministry; he is identified in church
tradition as the author of the Gospel of Mark.
• Aristarchus (Acts 19:29; 20:4; 27:2; Col. 4:10): from Thessalonica, a long-time companion of
Paul who was sometimes imprisoned with him.
• Demas (Col. 4:14; 2 Tim. 4:10): a sometime companion of Paul who, according to 2 Timothy,
later deserted him.
• Luke (Col. 4:14; 2 Tim. 4:11; possibly all of the “We Passages” in Acts 16:10–17; 20:5–15; 21:1–
18; 27:1–28:16): known as the “beloved physician,” he is traditionally identified as the author
of the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts and as a companion of Paul on portions of his
first and third missionary journeys and his voyage to Rome.
• And, of course, in verse 1, the letter’s cowriter, Timothy (Acts 16:1, 3; 17:14–15; 18:5; 19:22;
20:4; Rom. 16:21; 1 Cor. 4:17; 16:10; 2 Cor. 1:1, 19; Phil. 1:1; 2:19; Col. 1:1; 1 Thess. 1:1; 3:2, 6;
2 Thess. 1:1; 1 Tim. 1:2, 18; 6:20; 2 Tim. 1:2).
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