
Outline of Philemon Emphasizing Love for God in Speech and
Behavior 

The Letter to Philemon, Paul's shortest epistle, demonstrates how love for God transforms the most challenging
relationships through forgiveness, reconciliation, and radical Christian brotherhood. Written around AD 60-62 from
Paul's Roman imprisonment, this intensely personal letter addresses the delicate situation of a runaway slave who had
become a Christian and now needed to return to his master. Paul shows how authentic love for God expresses itself
through sacrificial intercession, gentle appeals, and the revolutionary principle that in Christ "there is neither slave nor
free" (Galatians 3:28)[1][2][3].

I. Greeting and Thanksgiving (Philemon 1-7) 

Paul establishes the foundation for his appeal by celebrating Philemon's reputation for love, creating the context for
what he will request[1][4].

Personal and Corporate Greeting (1-3) 

Paul addresses not only Philemon but also Apphia (likely his wife), Archippus (possibly their son), and "the church in
your house"[1][3][5]. This public dimension is significant—Paul wants the entire Christian community to witness this
demonstration of gospel transformation[6].

Key Elements of the Greeting[1]:

Paul's Identity: "A prisoner of Christ Jesus" - Paul writes from weakness, not power

Timothy's Inclusion: Shows this is not just personal opinion but apostolic counsel

Church Context: The decision will affect the entire believing community

Grace and Peace: The standard Christian greeting emphasizing God's unmerited favor

Thanksgiving for Faith and Love (4-7) 

Paul begins with extensive praise for Philemon's character, establishing the moral foundation for his upcoming
request[1][3][4].

Philemon's Reputation (4-5):
"I thank my God always when I remember you in my prayers, because I hear of your love and of the faith that you have
toward the Lord Jesus and for all the saints" (4-5)[1][4].

Paul celebrates two interlocking virtues[4]:

Faith toward Jesus: Personal trust and commitment to Christ

Love for all saints: Practical care extending to all believers, not just close friends

The Impact of Philemon's Love (6-7):
"And I pray that the sharing of your faith may become effective for the full knowledge of every good thing that is in us for
the sake of Christ. For I have derived much joy and comfort from your love, my brother, because the hearts of the saints
have been refreshed through you" (6-7)[3][4].

Paul emphasizes that Philemon's love has had a "refreshing" effect on fellow believers. The Greek word for "refreshed"
(anapauō) means to give rest or relief, like an oasis in the desert[7][4]. This establishes Philemon's track record of loving
Christian service.

Love for God Expressed: Regular thanksgiving and prayer for others; faith toward Jesus combined with practical
love for all believers

Speech Impact: Words that acknowledge and celebrate others' spiritual virtues; prayers of gratitude for Christian
growth



Behavior Impact: Living in ways that refresh and encourage fellow believers; demonstrating love through practical
service

II. Paul's Appeal for Onesimus (Philemon 8-16) 

Paul makes his revolutionary request—that Philemon receive back his runaway slave not for punishment but as a beloved
brother in Christ[2][3][8].

The Foundation of the Appeal (8-9) 

Paul demonstrates Christian leadership by appealing through love rather than demanding obedience[1][7][5].

Love Over Authority (8-9):
"Accordingly, though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do what is required, yet for love's sake I prefer to
appeal to you—I, Paul, an old man and now a prisoner also for Christ Jesus" (8-9)[7][5].

Paul possesses apostolic authority to command but chooses to appeal for "love's sake" (dia tēn agapēn). This
demonstrates how love for God transforms leadership—authority is used to serve others rather than coerce them[7][5].

Paul also mentions his status as "an old man" (presbytēs) and "prisoner," emphasizing his vulnerability rather than his
power[7]. He appeals from weakness, following Christ's example of servant leadership.

The Transformation of Onesimus (10-11) 

Paul reveals the reason for his letter—Onesimus, Philemon's runaway slave, has become a Christian[9][3][10].

Spiritual Parenthood (10):
"I appeal to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I became in my imprisonment" (10)[8][6].

Paul calls Onesimus his "child" (teknon), indicating he led him to faith in Christ. The metaphor of spiritual fatherhood
shows the deep bonds created by gospel ministry[8][6].

From Useless to Useful (11):
"(Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is indeed useful to you and to me.)" (11)[10][8][6].

Paul plays on the meaning of "Onesimus," which means "useful" or "profitable." The wordplay is striking[8][6]:

Formerly useless (achrēstos): Perhaps referring to his theft and escape

Now useful (euchrēstos): Gospel conversion has transformed his character completely

This transformation demonstrates the power of the gospel to change lives fundamentally[11][6].

Paul's Personal Investment (12-14) 

Paul reveals the depth of his affection for Onesimus and his sacrificial decision to send him back[3][5].

Sending His Heart (12):
"I am sending him back to you, sending my very heart" (12)[5][12].

The phrase "my very heart" (ta ema splagchna) refers to the seat of emotions and affections. Paul is sending back
someone he deeply loves, making this a costly decision[5][12].

Respecting Philemon's Choice (13-14):
"I would have been glad to keep him with me, in order that he might serve me on your behalf during my imprisonment for
the gospel, but I preferred to do nothing without your consent in order that your goodness might not be by compulsion
but of your own accord" (13-14)[5].

Paul demonstrates Christian love by:

Acknowledging Philemon's Rights: He won't keep Onesimus without permission



Valuing Voluntary Response: He wants Philemon's goodness to be freely chosen, not forced

Sacrificing Personal Benefit: He gives up valuable help for the sake of relationships

The Revolutionary Request (15-16) 

Paul makes his most radical statement—Onesimus should return not as a slave but as a brother[2][3][11].

Divine Providence (15):
"For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while, that you might have him back forever" (15)[11].

Paul suggests God may have used even Onesimus's wrongdoing to bring about a greater good—permanent
reconciliation that transcends the master-slave relationship[11].

From Slave to Brother (16):
"No longer as a bondservant but more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother—especially to me, but how much more
to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord" (16)[2][11][8].

This verse contains the theological heart of the letter[2][11]:

"No longer as a slave": The old relationship has been fundamentally altered

"More than a slave": Something greater has taken its place

"Beloved brother": Christian love creates family bonds stronger than social distinctions

"In the flesh and in the Lord": The brotherhood is both practical and spiritual

This request was revolutionary in the Roman world, where slaves were considered property rather than persons[3][11].

Love for God Expressed: Choosing love over authority in leadership; recognizing God's transforming power in
conversion; respecting others' freedom to choose

Speech Impact: Appeals based on love rather than commands; testimony to gospel transformation; expressing deep
affection for fellow believers

Behavior Impact: Sacrificing personal benefit for relationships; sending away beloved companions when necessary;
treating former enemies as family

III. Paul's Personal Guarantee (Philemon 17-22) 

Paul offers to personally guarantee any financial obligation and expresses confidence in Philemon's response[1][9][7].

Partnership and Reception (17) 

Paul bases his request on their shared Christian partnership[13][12].

Partnership Appeal (17):
"So if you consider me your partner, receive him as you would receive me" (17)[13][12].

The word "partner" (koinōnos) refers to business partners who share profits and losses. Paul argues that their spiritual
partnership creates obligations of mutual support[13]. If Philemon would welcome Paul, he should also welcome
Onesimus[12].

This verse demonstrates how Christian love creates networks of mutual obligation and care[13][12].

Financial Guarantee (18-19) 

Paul offers to personally cover any financial losses Onesimus may have caused[1][9][7].

Taking Responsibility (18-19):
"If he has wronged you at all, or owes you anything, charge that to my account. I, Paul, write this with my own hand: I will
repay it—to say nothing of your owing me even your own self" (18-19)[9][7].



Key Elements of Paul's Guarantee[9][7]:

"If he has wronged you": Paul acknowledges potential theft or damages

"Charge that to my account": Paul assumes full financial responsibility

"I will repay it": Personal commitment to make restitution

Written guarantee: Paul writes this portion in his own handwriting for legal validity

Gentle reminder: Philemon owes Paul his very soul through conversion

This offer demonstrates sacrificial love—Paul willingly bears the consequences of another's wrongdoing[9][7].

Confidence and Joy (20-21) 

Paul expresses confidence that Philemon will respond positively and even exceed expectations[1][7].

Appeal for Refreshment (20):
"Yes, brother, let me benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ" (20)[7].

Paul asks Philemon to "refresh" his heart, using the same word (anapauō) he used to describe Philemon's effect on
other believers (v. 7). Paul wants to experience the same refreshment Philemon has given others[7].

Confidence in Compliance (21):
"Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask" (21)[1][7].

Paul expresses certainty that Philemon will not only forgive Onesimus but exceed expectations—perhaps by freeing him
entirely[1][7].

Hope for Fellowship (22) 

Paul concludes with a request that demonstrates his expectation of successful reconciliation[1].

Prepare a Guest Room (22):
"At the same time, prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping that through your prayers I will be graciously given to
you" (22)[1].

Paul's request for lodging shows he expects to find a situation of reconciliation and harmony when he arrives. He
wouldn't want to stay where there was ongoing conflict[1].

Love for God Expressed: Christian partnership creating mutual obligations; willingness to bear others' financial
burdens; confidence in others' spiritual maturity

Speech Impact: Words backed by personal commitment and sacrifice; expressions of confidence in others'
goodness; requests based on spiritual relationship

Behavior Impact: Taking financial responsibility for others' wrongs; making concrete plans based on expected
reconciliation

IV. Final Greetings and Benediction (Philemon 23-25) 

Paul concludes with greetings from fellow workers and a prayer for grace, emphasizing the community context of this
personal appeal[1][11].

Greetings from Fellow Workers (23-24) 

Paul includes greetings from his companions, showing this is not just his personal opinion but reflects the broader
Christian community's values[1][11].

The Community of Witnesses (23-24):
"Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends greetings to you, and so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke,
my fellow workers" (23-24)[1][11].



These names represent a diverse group[11]:

Epaphras: Likely the founder of the Colossian church and Philemon's spiritual mentor

Mark: John Mark, who had been restored to usefulness after earlier failure

Aristarchus: Paul's traveling companion from Thessalonica

Demas: Later mentioned as one who abandoned Paul (2 Timothy 4:10)

Luke: The beloved physician and Gospel writer

The inclusion of Mark is particularly significant—he too had experienced restoration after failure, providing another
example of second chances[11].

Grace Benediction (25) 

Paul concludes with his standard benediction, emphasizing the foundation of all Christian love and transformation[1][11].

Prayer for Grace (25):
"The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit" (25)[1][7][11].

This brief benediction contains profound theology[7][11]:

Grace: The unmerited favor that enables all Christian transformation and forgiveness

Lord Jesus Christ: The full title emphasizing Jesus' deity and authority

Your spirit: The innermost part of human personality where grace works transformation

The prayer for grace is essential because what Paul asks—forgiving an offending slave and treating him as a brother—is
humanly impossible without divine enablement[7][11].

Love for God Expressed: Including fellow believers in important decisions; praying for divine grace to enable
Christian love

Speech Impact: Greetings that acknowledge community support; prayers for supernatural enablement

Behavior Impact: Living within Christian community rather than isolation; depending on God's grace for difficult
relationships

Key Points All Christians Should Know from Philemon 

Theme Key Teaching Impact on Speech and Behavior

Love Over
Authority

Appeal through love rather than
command (8-9)

Christian leadership serves rather than coerces; gentle
appeals over harsh demands

Gospel
Transformation

From useless to useful through
conversion (11)

Recognizing and celebrating God's transforming power in
people's lives

Christian
Brotherhood

No longer slave but beloved
brother (16)

Relationships transcending social status; treating all
believers as family

Sacrificial
Intercession

Charge any debt to my account
(18)

Willingness to bear others' burdens and consequences of
their failures

Voluntary
Goodness

That your goodness might not be
compulsory (14)

Allowing others freedom to choose right responses rather
than forcing compliance

Refreshing
Others

Hearts of saints refreshed through
you (7)

Living and speaking in ways that encourage and refresh
fellow believers

Partnership in
Faith

If you consider me your partner
(17)

Christian fellowship creates mutual obligations of love and
support



Summary 

Philemon demonstrates that love for God transforms the most difficult relationships through forgiveness, sacrificial
intercession, and the radical equality of Christian brotherhood. This brief letter shows how the gospel addresses
practical social issues not through legislation but through heart transformation.

The epistle teaches that authentic love for God produces:

Speech that reflects Christian love:

Thanksgiving and prayer that celebrates others' spiritual virtues

Appeals based on love and relationship rather than authority or power

Words that acknowledge transformation and potential in others

Personal guarantees backed by willingness to sacrifice

Expression of deep affection and emotional connection with fellow believers

Behavior that demonstrates sacrificial love:

Choosing love over authority even when we have the right to command

Willingly bearing others' financial and social burdens

Treating former enemies and social inferiors as beloved family members

Respecting others' freedom to make good choices rather than forcing compliance

Living in ways that refresh and encourage the Christian community

Relationships marked by gospel transformation:

Partnership in faith that creates mutual obligations of love and support

Forgiveness that looks beyond past wrongs to future potential

Brotherhood that transcends all social, economic, and ethnic distinctions

Community involvement in personal decisions and reconciliation processes

Confidence in others' spiritual maturity and capacity for grace

The letter's revolutionary message—that a slave should be received as a "beloved brother"—demonstrates how love for
God breaks down all human barriers and creates new forms of relationship based on spiritual rather than social
realities[2][3][8]. This wasn't merely progressive social thinking but the inevitable result of understanding what it means
to be "in Christ."

Paul's method is as important as his message. He doesn't condemn slavery directly but undermines it completely by
showing that master and slave are now brothers[3][8]. He doesn't demand compliance but appeals to love, knowing that
genuine Christian love will produce the right response[7][5].

The letter's personal nature shouldn't obscure its public implications. By addressing "the church in your house" (v. 2),
Paul makes this a community matter, showing how individual relationships affect the entire body of believers[6]. The way
Philemon responds will either strengthen or weaken the church's witness to the transforming power of the gospel.

Philemon calls every believer to examine how love for God affects their most challenging relationships. Are we willing to
forgive those who have wronged us? Do we see people as God sees them—not as they were but as they can become?
Are we prepared to sacrifice our own interests for the sake of reconciliation? The letter shows that such radical love is
both the demand and the result of authentic Christianity.

The epistle's enduring relevance lies in its demonstration that the gospel doesn't just change individuals but transforms
relationships and social structures. When people truly love God, they cannot help but love others—even those who have
hurt them, even those society considers inferior, even when such love costs them personally. This is the revolutionary
power of Christian love that Paul embodies and calls Philemon to demonstrate.
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