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Response to Slavery/Christ as Lord

Philemon and Colossians

General Introduction 

a. Four of Paul’s letters have traditionally been viewed as coming from his 
Roman imprisonment, described at the end of the book of Acts, and probably 
to be dated to AD 60-62. These are Philemon, Colossians, Ephesians, and 
Philippians. All contain references to Paul in jail (Philemon 1, Colossians 4:3, 
Ephesians 6:20, Philippians 1:14); thus, they have come to be known as the 
Prison Epistles.

I. Colossians and Ephesians: Tychicus as Mailman

a. Traditionally, too, Philemon, Colossians, and Ephesians have been assumed 
to come from one period of Paul’s imprisonment and Philippians from 
another. We will say more about Philippians under the introduction to that 
epistle; we want to focus on the other three letters here. In both Ephesians 
6:21-22 and Colossians 4:7-8, Paul names Tychicus as “mailman” or letter-
carrier. 

II. Philemon and Colossians: Same Names Among Greetings and Greeters

a. In both Colossians 4:10-14 and Philemon 23, Paul lists the same five 
companions who send greetings (Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and 
Luke). This suggests Paul sent all three letters at the same time. 

III. Philemon in One House Church in Colossae

a. Philemon was apparently from the Colossian church (Philemon 2 and 
Colossians 4:17 both send greetings to Archippus, a member of Philemon’s 
household), while Ephesus was the nearest major urban center to Colossae, 
approximately 100 miles to the west. So it would be natural for all three of 
these epistles to be sent by means of one courier. 
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IV. Colossian Church Founded by Epaphras

a. Perhaps during Paul’s Ephesian ministry, he had met up with or even shared 
the gospel with Epaphras, the native of Colossae he credits with founding the 
church there (Colossians 1:7, 4:12).

V. Traditional Setting: Roman Imprisonment

a. As alternatives to the common assumption that Paul was in jail in Rome, 
two other suggestions about the time and place of his imprisonment have 
garnered periodic support throughout church history. We know from Acts 
23:23–24:27 that Paul spent 2 years in jail in Caesarea on the Palestinian 
coast, probably from AD 57–59. But that seems a long way away from 
Ephesus and Colossae, and in Philemon 22 Paul is hopeful for release in 
the near future, an optimism not obvious from the pages of Acts 23–24. 
One early church tradition (the Marcionite prologue to Colossians) cites 
Ephesus as the place of Paul’s incarceration, which would date the letter 
between 52 and 55. This would make his correspondence with the Ephesians 
and Colossians very easy and could dovetail with Paul’s remarks in Second 
Corinthians 1:8 about the hardships he suffered in Asia (minor). It would 
explain how Onesimus, Philemon’s runaway slave, could reach Paul without 
great difficulty, though one wonders if a runaway would have stayed so close 
by. On the other hand, Paul’s Ephesian ministry (Acts 19) is not one of those 
portions of Acts in which Luke uses the first person plural (the so-called “we-
passages”), yet he is present with Paul for these prison epistles. The clear 
Scriptural foundation, strong early church tradition, and the fact that Rome 
was a natural slave-haven, all seem to make the Roman hypothesis the most 
likely. Philemon 22 is still a problem for this hypothesis in that Paul had told 
the Romans he wanted to go to Spain after seeing them. But his unexpected 
imprisonment could easily have changed his plans.

PHILEMON—A CHRISTIAN RESPONSE TO SLAVERY

Introduction
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a. Here is the shortest, most personal, and most occasional of all Paul’s letters. 
Still, it is addressed to an entire (house) church (v. 2), and its inclusion in 
the canon demonstrates the early church’s belief in its abiding applicability. 
Some early traditions name Onesimus as bishop of Ephesus at the beginning 
of the second century; if they are accurate, this too could account for 
the letter’s preservation. The setting for the epistle is Paul’s request for 
Philemon to welcome home his runaway slave Onesimus, who has now 
become “useful” (v. 11, which is what his name meant) as a new believer 
in Christ (v. 10) with Paul’s promise of financial redress (v. 18). The usual 
assumption is that he had stolen some of Philemon’s property. How he came 
to run into Paul has been a matter of much speculation; one interesting 
possibility is that he knew or knew of Paul from Paul’s previous ministry in 
Asia minor, and appealed to him as an amicus domini (a technical, legal term 
for a “friend of the master” who would intervene in situations like this) to 
help him be reconciled to Philemon after the wrongs he had committed.65

Analysis

I. The Argument of the Letter

a. Greetings (vv. 1-3)
i. In the salutation (vv. 1-3), Paul mentions Apphia and Archippus along 

with Philemon, and the church that met in their home. It would be 
natural to infer that Apphia was Philemon’s wife and Archippus, their 
son and/or pastor of the congregation (cf. Colossians 4:17), but we 
cannot be sure.

b. Thanksgiving and praise for Philemon (vv. 4-7)
i. Verses 4-7 comprise the thanksgiving. Paul is praising Philemon 

before making his request. Verse 6 probably has nothing to do with 
evangelism as the NIV seems to suggest. The Greek is literally “that 
you may be active in the fellowship of your faith” and, in context, 
probably refers first of all to the restored fellowship Paul hopes 
Philemon will have with Onesimus.

c. Main information (vv. 8-16)



Outline - The Ancient Church  - CH501
© 2021 Our Daily Bread University. All rights reserved.

LESSON 11 of 24
CH501

The Cappadocian Fathers

The Ancient Church
 

This course is offered through Our Daily Bread University. To learn more, visit us at odbu.org.

Course Outline

i. Verses 8-22 form the body of this short letter. Although information 
and exhortation are woven throughout, one can divide the body into 
vv. 8-16 and 17-22. As Paul prepares in the first of these sections for 
the request he will make more explicitly in the second, he appeals to 
Philemon to act out of his friendship and not merely as submitting to 
an apostolic mandate. These verses are a masterful model of pastoral 
tact and psychology. Paul in no way wants to coerce, and yet he also 
wants to make sure Philemon complies.66 

d. Main, though veiled, requests (vv. 17-22)
i. Paul’s basic request to Philemon is clearly that he welcomes 

Onesimus back and thus that he not punish him as slave owners were 
free to do under Roman law, even to the extreme of executing a thief-
runaway. But Paul’s hint in v. 21, that he is confident Philemon will do 
even more, may suggest that he is hopeful he will also grant him his 
freedom.  

e. Closing (vv. 23-25)
i. Verses 23-25 close the letter with brief greetings.

II. The Pastoral Strategy

III. The Problem of Slavery

a. The main issue for modern-day readers that this letter has raised is the 
problem of slavery. Why does Paul not challenge the practice more directly? 
Several features need to be kept in mind. (1) Although sometimes barbaric, 
slavery in ancient Rome was not what it was in 19th-century America. Some 
servants in well-to-do households with kind masters lived much better 
lifestyles than many “freedmen.”  (2) Slavery was not primarily an issue of 
racism but of the subjugation of conquered territories. (3) In a culture that 
had never known of any alternatives and in which Christianity had no “power 
base,” widespread emancipation attempts would almost certainly have failed 
and perhaps led to the destruction of Christianity in the process. (4) Paul’s 
main concern is for inward, spiritual transformation rather than outward, 
physical liberation from this-worldly circumstances (cf. First Corinthians 
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17:17-24).

IV. The Presumed Outcome

a. Nevertheless, Paul does teach in First Corinthians 7:21b that slaves who 
can acquire their freedom should do so.67 And by focusing on equality in 
Christ, irrespective of outward circumstances, Paul certainly plants the seeds 
for more explicit abolition in later centuries. As F. F. Bruce puts it, “What 
this letter does is to bring us into an atmosphere in which the institution 
could only wilt and die.”68 Who knows how much bloodshed in subsequent 
centuries could have been avoided if revolutions and liberation movements 
had progressed more slowly and “spiritually”?  Yet, in the face of unrelenting, 
evil oppression, even the Bible at times condones violence. So perhaps we 
must tolerate it in a fallen world as a last resort.69

COLOSSIANS—CHRIST AS LORD OF THE COSMOS AND THE CHURCH

Introduction

I. A Two-Pronged Heresy

a. This brief letter, the second Paul wrote to a church he did not personally 
found, seems to have been occasioned by false teaching in Colossae (see 
especially 2:8). Although some commentators have seen exclusively Jewish 
or exclusively Greek features in this heresy,70 most agree that it is some 
combination (and hence religious “syncretism”) of both Judaizing and 
Gnosticizing elements.71 The former would include an insistence on obeying 
various ritual laws of Judaism, especially regarding ceremonially clean food 
and holidays (2:16). The latter involved angel-worship and a false humility 
despite a prideful reliance on spiritual visions (2:18).

II. An Outline of Paul’s Response to Three Crucial Doctrines

a. The contents of Paul’s letter suggests three major doctrines that this heresy 
affected: Christology, soteriology, and anthropology. The more Judaizing 
element could have denied Christ’s full deity, leading to an incomplete 
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atonement which had to be supplemented by human works. The more 
Gnosticizing element would have denied Christ’s full humanity, leading to 
salvation only for the spirit and a radical separation of inward spirituality 
from outward morality. The sequence of Paul’s thought can be seen as 
addressing all three of these doctrines in turn.

III. The Question of Pauline Authorship

a. Pauline authorship of Colossians is often, though by no means universally, 
doubted in critical scholarship.72 The language and style of the letter 
are considerably different from Paul’s other letters, including paragraph-
length sentences and quasi-Gnostic vocabulary. But the vocabulary may 
reflect Paul’s need to reply to this specific heresy, and the different style 
can be explained by Paul’s extensive use of traditional materials73 and/or a 
different amanuensis (scribe) given the freedom to write Paul’s thoughts in 
his own style.74

b. The theology seems to differ as well, particularly in Christology, ecclesiology, 
and eschatology. Chapter 1:15-20 and 2:9 make some of the strongest 
affirmations of Christ’s deity in the New Testament, Christ appears as the 
head of His body, the church (1:18), rather than fellow Christians all making 
up the body (as in I Corinthians 12 and Romans 12), and eschatology seems 
more “realized” (present) and less future (3:1-3). At the same time, however, 
one can point to Romans 9:5 and Philippians 2:5-11 for equally exalted 
language about Christ. Paul’s metaphors are notoriously fluid (recall I 
Corinthians 3:9) and 3:4 at least partially balances his present hope with a 
reminder of the future.

Analysis

I. Introduction: Greeting, Thanksgiving, Prayer (1:1-14)

a. After the conventional, brief salutation (vv. 1-2), Paul thanks God for the 
Colossians’ growth (w. 3-8) and prays that they might grow even more (vv. 
9-14). In his thanks appear his favorite “faith-love-hope” triad (v. 5) and the 
reminder that the gospel is bearing much fruit around the empire (v. 6). His 
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prayer in essence asks God to help the Colossians bear similar fruit (v. 10).

II. Theological Exposition (1:15–2:23)

a. The Christ-hymn (1:15-20)—contra inadequate Christology
i. Paul begins his letter-body with a highly poetic paragraph of tightly-

packed doctrine about the person and work of Christ (1:15-20), which 
has often been seen as an early Christian creed or even hymn that 
Paul may have reproduced and/or edited. With these affirmations, 
Paul combats the inadequate christology of the Colossian heresy. At 
least nine points may be enumerated about Christ: 

1. Image of God (v. 15a)
A. He is the image of God (v. 15a, probably drawing on both 

Genesis 1 and Proverbs 8:22-36); 
2. Firstborn over all creation = first in rank (v. 15b)

A. He is the firstborn of all creation (v. 15b, the Greek word can 
mean not only a first-created being, which would contradict 
2:9, but also first in rank or prominence). 

3. Agent of creation (v. 16)
A. He is God’s agent in creation (v. 16, cf. John 1:3-4 with 

Genesis 1:3). 
4. Pre-existence (v. 17a)
5. Providentially sustaining the world (v. 17b)
6. Lordship over the church (v. 18a)

A. He is the head of the church (v. 18a, in light of v. 18c almost 
certainly implying his authority or lordship). 

7. Firstborn of resurrection = firstfruits (v. 18b)
A. He is the first of those to be resurrected (v. 18b, and 

therefore guaranteeing our resurrection). 
8. Fullness of Godhead (pleroma) (v. 19)

A. He is fully God (v. 19; cf. 2:9–the word “fullness” [pleroma] 
also being used by Gnostics for their godhead of multiple 
“aeons” or emanations from the one unknowable, original 
God). 
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9. Universal reconciler vs. universalism (v. 20)
A. He made possible universal reconciliation through his 

crucifixion (v. 20, not to be confused with “universalism,” in 
which all creatures are automatically saved no matter their 
response to the gospel).75

b. Application of Christ’s work to the church (1:21–2:23)—contra inadequate 
soteriology

i. From these lofty heights of doctrine, Paul turns to the practical 
application of Christ’s work to the church (1:21–2:23). Here he 
combats the Colossians’ inadequate soteriology. 

1. Reconciliation with God certain granted perseverance (1:21-23)
A. First, reconciliation with God is guaranteed granted the 

Colossians’ perseverance (1:21-23). Verse 23 is a first-class 
condition and does not introduce any doubt into the “if-
clause.” 

2. Reconciliation between Jews and Gentiles revealed (1:24-2:7)
A. Second, in keeping with Paul’s distinctive labor as apostle 

to the Gentiles, reconciliation between Gentiles and Jews in 
Christ is revealed (1:24–2:7). This is the “mystery” (vv. 26-
27), a secret now revealed, which Old Testament revelation 
had not made clear.
I. For Paul, this means suffering (1:24-29)

1. For Paul this means suffering and agonizingly 
hard work (1:24-29). With a vivid metaphor, Paul 
speaks of filling up in his flesh what is still lacking 
in Christ’s afflictions (v. 27). This is often taken as 
a reference to the common Jewish belief in a period 
of Messianic woes—an intense but fixed amount of 
tribulation for God’s people prior to the full arrival 
of the Messianic age, in which case Paul would be 
reducing the need for other Christians to suffer the 
more he suffered. Alternately, he may be modeling 
his ministry after Christ’s and claiming that he has 
not yet suffered to the extent Jesus did, namely in 
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laying down his life.76
II. For Colossians, this means unity in love (2:1-7)

1. For the Colossians, Paul’s ministry intends to create 
unity in love and maturity in understanding (2:1-7).

3. Reconciliation with any other philosophy excluded (2:8-23)
A. Third, reconciliation with any other philosophy or religion 

is excluded (2:8-23). Here Paul most directly confronts the 
specific elements of the Colossian heresy. 
I. Judaizing excluded (2:8-17)

1. Judaizing is excluded because the circumcision that 
counts is now spiritual—the putting off of the sinful 
nature (v. 11)—not physical. Because of verse 12, 
some see baptism as the New Testament counterpart 
to circumcision here, but a close analysis of the 
grammar demonstrates that the true equivalent is 
spiritual rebirth.77 New life in Christ also cancels 
the “I.O.U.” that stood against us as a result of our 
inability to keep the Law (vv. 13-14) and publicly 
demonstrates Christ’s triumph over demonic powers 
(v. 15). Therefore Christians must not judge each 
other based on whether or not they keep the Jewish 
ritual law (vv. 16-17). Here is one of the clearest New 
Testament texts against Sabbatarianism (keeping 
the Sabbath—whether on Saturday or Sunday—as a 
mandatory day of rest).78

II. Gnosticizing excluded (2:18-19)
1. Gnosticizing is likewise excluded (vv. 18-19). Fasting 

and other forms of asceticism, often as a prelude 
to particularly intense and even visionary spiritual 
experiences, were widespread in Hellenistic religion. 

III. General summary (vv. 20-23)
1. In Paul’s closing summary of this section (vv. 20-23), 

he stresses that ascetic practices have no inherent 
spiritual worth. They do not prevent the lusts of the 
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heart from continuing and may even be counter-
productive, causing even more excessive indulgence 
once the time of abstinence has passed.

III. Ethical Implications (3:1–4:6)—Contra Inadequate Anthropology

a. As Paul turns to his exhortational material and, as in Romans, moves 
from theology to ethics, he combats the inadequate anthropology of the 
Colossians. 

i. Concentrate on heavenly things—via moral living (3:1-17)
1. He begins by encouraging them to concentrate on heavenly 

things (3:1-4) but, against the bifurcation of material and 
spirit worlds, immediately defines this as holy and moral living 
(3:5-17). This definition includes increasing mortification of 
the old nature and progressive recreation in the image of God 
(see especially v. 10). Verse 11 provides a kind of equivalent to 
Galatians 3:28, but without reference to men and women. It does 
declare, however, that in Christ there is no slave or free, even 
though Paul immediately turns to instructions for authorities and 
subordinates (3:18–4:1), including masters and slaves (3:22-4:1), 
about right Christian living within the structures of this world. 
For all the same reasons addressed in our discussion of Philemon, 
Paul does not overthrow the system but works to revolutionize it 
from within—presumably the same analogy holds for husbands 
and wives.

ii. Submit to divinely ordained relationships of authority (3:18–4:1)
1. The section on wives and husbands, children and parents, slaves 

and masters (3:18-4:1) has been called, since Luther’s day, a 
Haustafel, German for “household code.” Many such sets of 
instructions about relationships within extended households 
existed in antiquity, including ones in Ephesians 5–6, I Peter 
2–3, Josephus, Philo, ben Sira and the Stoics. The ancient world, 
with many fewer choices about jobs, spouse, place of living, or 
class in society, was more preoccupied with the virtuous life 
within whatever circumstances one found oneself. The greatest 
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distinctive of the Christian Haustafein (plural) was the reciprocal 
nature of the responsibilities commanded. Husbands, fathers, and 
masters were not used to being restricted in the way Paul does.

iii. Pray and speak properly (4:2-6)
1. Chapter 4:2-6 closes the body of the letter with final commands 

about proper prayer and speech. On verse 6, C. F. D. Moule is 
particularly insightful: “This verse is a plea to Christians not 
to confuse loyal godliness with a dull, graceless insipidity. If a 
Christian is ever difficult company, it ought to be because he 
demands too much, not too little, from his fellows’ responsiveness 
and wit.”79

IV. Closing Greetings (4:7-18)

a. Little of great theological import occurs here, but much of the information 
that helps us to reconstruct the circumstances of the letter does appear.

Application

a. Aberrant versions of each of the three major doctrines that Colossians 
addresses continue to require correction. Cultic, liberal, New Age, or 
blatantly non-Christian interpretations of Jesus often continue to deny 
either His full humanity or, more commonly, His full deity. Very traditional 
Catholicism and cultic Christianity often denies the completeness of Christ’s 
atonement. Legalism and works-righteousness, as noted under Galatians, 
run rampant throughout our church and world. Perhaps most pointedly of 
all for today’s evangelical church—Paul’s insistence on the inseparability of 
doctrine and ethics, worship and obedience, or the inward life and outward 
practice— calls to seriously question individuals and groups who claim to 
profess faith in Christ but refuse to allow Him to transform major areas 
of their personal or corporate ethics, whether in the bedroom or in the 
boardroom.

I. Christologically

II. Stereologically
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III. Anthropologically


