The Books of Titus, Philemon, and Jude, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 8: A Brother, No Longer a Slave
Philemon 12-25
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

What is at stake in this lesson is the heart of the gospel itself, seen in miniature: substitution,
forgiveness, and reconciliation. When Paul offers to pay Onesimus’s debt (“charge that to my
account ... | will repay”) and asks Philemon to receive the runaway as he would receive Paul
himself, he enacts a living parable of what Christ has done for sinners. The teacher should draw
out this gospel picture clearly: we are the debtors who ran, Christ is the One who takes our debt
upon Himself, and through Him we are received not as condemned offenders but as beloved
family. Reconciliation between people flows from, and pictures, our reconciliation to God.

The lesson also handles the resolution of the slavery question begun in the previous lesson.
Paul’s instruction to receive Onesimus “no longer as a bondservant but more than a
bondservant, as a beloved brother” completes the gospel’s quiet dismantling of slavery’s logic.
The teacher should keep this in view while focusing on the central theme of forgiveness and
reconciliation, showing that the new family created by the gospel transforms even the most
fraught relationships.

The formational aim is to move students from receiving forgiveness to extending it, and from
admiring reconciliation to pursuing it at real cost. Paul models a love that goes beyond the
minimum, confident that gospel-shaped people do more than duty requires. Send students
home willing to absorb a cost for the sake of reconciliation, to release debts as their own debt
was released, and to receive others as Christ has received them.

Question 1
Student Question:

Paul sends Onesimus back, saying he is “sending my very heart” (v. 12), and would have liked to
keep him but wanted Philemon'’s consent to be voluntary, “not by compulsion but of your own
accord” (v. 14). What does this reveal about how the gospel honors genuine, willing love rather
than forced obedience?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Notice the tenderness of verse 12: in sending Onesimus back, Paul says he is sending “my very
heart.” The runaway slave has become so dear to Paul that parting with him feels like parting
with his own heart. This is the gospel’s effect: it forges deep love between people the world
would never have joined.



Focus on Paul’s refusal to compel in verse 14. He would have liked to keep Onesimus to help
him, but he would do nothing “without your consent in order that your goodness might not be
by compulsion but of your own accord.” Paul prizes willing love over extracted compliance. He
wants Philemon’s good deed to be free, springing from a transformed heart.

Connect this to the nature of God’s dealings with us. God seeks willing worshipers and glad
obedience, not grudging compliance. Love that is forced is not love at all. Help students see that
the gospel consistently aims at the free, glad consent of a changed heart, and that this should
shape how we seek good from others too.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The gospel forging deep love between unlikely people

¢ Willing love prized over forced compliance (2 Corinthians 9:7)
® God seeking glad obedience, not grudging duty

e Respecting the free consent of a transformed heart

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why does Paul refuse to compel Philemon’s goodness?
e What is the difference between forced compliance and willing love?
e How does God seek the same kind of willing love from us?

Question 2
Student Question:

Paul deliberately leaves Philemon’s response up to him, refusing to force his hand (v. 14). Is there
a place where you are trying to force an outcome that really needs to be left to another person’s
free choice, or to God? What would it look like to release your grip and trust rather than control?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question takes Paul’s restraint in verse 14 and applies it to our urge to
control outcomes. Paul deliberately left the decision in Philemon’s hands and in God'’s. We, by
contrast, often try to force results that are not ours to force, manipulating, pressuring,
manufacturing the outcome we want.

Help students distinguish between faithful action and controlling manipulation. We are
responsible to speak truth, to appeal, to do what is right; we are not responsible for, and often
cannot control, how others respond. Trying to seize control of what belongs to another’s free
will or to God breeds anxiety and damages relationships.

Move toward release. Ask each student to identify one outcome they are gripping too tightly, a
person’s decision, a relationship’s direction, a result only God can give, and to consider what it



would look like to do their part faithfully and then entrust the rest. The goal is one act of
releasing control to trust.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The difference between faithful action and controlling manipulation
®  Trusting God and others with outcomes not ours to control

* Anxiety as the fruit of grasping for control

¢ Doing our part and entrusting the rest to God

Discussion Prompts

¢ Where are you trying to force an outcome that is not yours to force?
e What is the difference between faithful action and manipulation?
¢ What would releasing control and trusting look like for you?

Question 3
Student Question:

Paul suggests that Onesimus may have been “parted from you for a while” so that Philemon
might “have him back forever” as “a beloved brother” (vv. 15-16). How does this reflect the
biblical truth that God can weave even painful separations and failures into His good purposes,
and how does the gospel turn a lost slave into a brother for eternity?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Draw out Paul’s striking providence statement in verses 15 and 16. He suggests, tentatively
(“perhaps”), that Onesimus was parted from Philemon “for a while” so that he might have him
back “forever,” no longer as a slave but as a beloved brother. Paul reads even the painful
disruption of a runaway through the lens of God'’s purposes.

Be careful and biblical here. Paul does not say the sin was good or that God caused Onesimus to
sin; he says God can weave even our failures and losses into His redemptive purposes. This
echoes Genesis 50:20 (what others meant for evil, God meant for good) and Romans 8:28 (God
working all things together for good for those who love Him).

Highlight the eternal upgrade. Philemon lost a slave “for a while” and gained a brother
“forever.” The gospel does not just restore what was lost; it transforms the relationship into
something far better and eternal. Help students see how God'’s redemptive work turns temporal
losses into eternal gains.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* God weaving even failures and losses into His purposes (Genesis 50:20; Romans 8:28)
¢ The distinction between God causing sin and God redeeming it



e Atemporal loss turned into an eternal gain
¢ The gospel transforming, not merely restoring, broken relationships

Discussion Prompts

e How does Paul read even the runaway’s flight through God’s purposes?
* Why is it important to say God redeems sin without causing it?
e How does the gospel turn temporal losses into eternal gains?

Question 4
Student Question:

Paul sees God'’s hand at work even in Onesimus’s running away (v. 15). Looking back over your
own life, where have you seen God bring lasting good out of a painful loss, failure, or separation?
How does that strengthen your trust in Him with a hard situation you are facing now?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question invites students to look back over their own lives for evidence of
God’s redemptive work, the way Paul saw it in Onesimus’s story. Personal testimony of God
bringing good out of pain builds faith for present trials.

Encourage specificity and honesty. Not every wound has yet shown its redemption, and the
teacher should not pressure students to tie a neat bow on fresh grief. But most believers can
name at least one past loss, failure, or separation through which, in time, God brought
unexpected good.

Connect past to present. The point of remembering is to strengthen present trust. Ask each
student to name a hard situation they are facing now and to consider how God’s track record of
redeeming the past might fuel their trust for this. The goal is faith for the unresolved.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Remembering God's past redemption to fuel present trust
® Patience with wounds whose redemption is not yet visible
e Testimony as faith-building for ourselves and others

e Trusting God’s character with an unresolved situation

Discussion Prompts

e Where have you seen God bring good out of past loss or failure?
e How does remembering that strengthen your trust now?
e What present hard situation most needs that trust today?

Question 5



Student Question:

Paul says, “receive him as you would receive me” (v. 17), and offers to absorb Onesimus’s debt
himself (vv. 18-19). How does Paul’s offer to take on another’s debt picture the substitutionary
work of Christ, who took our debt upon Himself, and what does this teach about the cost of true
reconciliation?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is a central doctrinal block, and it should unfold the gospel picture in verses 17 through 19.
Paul says, “receive him as you would receive me” (imputed welcome), and “if he has wronged
you at all, or owes you anything, charge that to my account ... | will repay it” (substitution).
These two moves together form a vivid picture of the gospel.

Trace the parallel to Christ carefully. We are Onesimus: we have wronged God, run from Him,
and incurred a debt we cannot pay. Christ is the One who steps in and says to the Father, in
effect, charge it to my account; | will repay. And on the basis of His payment, the Father receives
us as He receives His own beloved Son, “as you would receive me.” This is the heart of the
atonement: substitution and acceptance.

Draw out the cost of reconciliation. Paul’s offer was not cheap; he bound himself in writing to
repay a real debt. True reconciliation always costs the reconciler something. At the cross, it cost
Christ everything. Help students see that genuine forgiveness is never the mere waving away of
wrong; it is the absorbing of its cost by the one who forgives.

Let it move from doctrine to wonder. The teacher should not present this only as a theological
parallel to be admired but as a personal reality to be received. The student who grasps that
Christ said “charge it to my account” about their own sin will be changed. And that wonder
becomes the wellspring for forgiving others.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Substitution: Christ taking our debt upon Himself (2 Corinthians 5:21)
¢ Imputed welcome: received by the Father as He receives the Son

¢ The real cost of reconciliation, borne by the reconciler

¢ The atonement pictured in Paul’s offer to pay Onesimus’s debt

Discussion Prompts

e How does Paul’s offer to pay the debt picture what Christ did for us?
e Why does true reconciliation always cost the reconciler something?
e How does grasping “charge it to my account” change you personally?

Question 6

Student Question:



Paul personally guarantees Onesimus’s debt: “charge that to my account ... | will repay it” (vv.
18-19). Reconciliation almost always costs someone something. Are you willing to absorb a cost,
swallow your pride, give up being repaid, take the first step, in order to reconcile with someone?
What is holding you back?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question takes the cost of reconciliation (vv. 18-19) into the student’s own
relationships. Reconciliation almost always requires someone to absorb a cost: to swallow pride,
give up being repaid, forgo being proven right, or take the first step toward someone who
wronged them.

Help students name what is holding them back. Often it is pride (the refusal to make the first
move), or a sense of justice (the demand to be repaid or vindicated), or fear (of being hurt
again). These are real, and the teacher should be honest about how hard reconciliation is, while
pointing to the One who absorbed the ultimate cost for us.

Move toward one concrete step. Reconciliation is not always possible or safe, and wisdom is
needed; but often there is a step we could take and have refused. Ask each student to identify
one relationship and one cost they could absorb, a first word, a released debt, a surrendered
grievance, for the sake of peace.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The personal cost of pursuing reconciliation

* Pride, the demand for repayment, and fear as obstacles

e Wisdom and safety in pursuing reconciliation

e Christ’s absorbed cost as the motive and power for ours (Romans 5:8)

Discussion Prompts

* Are you willing to absorb a cost to reconcile with someone?
e What is holding you back, pride, justice, or fear?
e What is one step toward reconciliation you could take this week?

Question 7
Student Question:

Paul expresses confidence that Philemon will “do even more than | say” (v. 21), trusting that
gospel-shaped love goes beyond the minimum required. How does the gospel move us past mere
duty and minimum obedience into glad, generous, above-and-beyond love for others?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Focus on Paul’s confidence in verse 21 that Philemon will “do even more than | say.” Paul
expects gospel-shaped love to exceed the minimum. He does not spell out every detail (he never
explicitly says “free him”), trusting that a heart shaped by grace will go beyond mere compliance
to generous, glad obedience.

Contrast the two postures. The legal mind asks, “What is the least | am required to do?” The
gospel-shaped heart asks, “How can | do more than required, out of love?” Grace lifts us out of
minimum-requirement religion into generous, wholehearted devotion. The forgiven much love
much (Luke 7:47).

Apply it broadly. Whether in forgiveness, generosity, service, or love, the gospel consistently
moves us past duty into delight. Help students see that going “even more” is not extra credit for
the spiritually elite but the normal fruit of a heart that has grasped grace. Invite reflection on
where they have been settling for the minimum.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

®  Gospel-shaped love going beyond the minimum required
® The contrast between legal minimum and generous love
¢ The forgiven much loving much (Luke 7:47)

e Glad, wholehearted obedience as the fruit of grace

Discussion Prompts

¢ How does the gospel move us past minimum obedience into generous love?
e What is the difference between asking “the least | must do” and “how can | go beyond”?
e Where have you been settling for the minimum?

Question 8
Student Question:

Paul expects Philemon to exceed what is asked of him. In your own walk with Christ, are you
mostly asking “what is the least | have to do?” or “how can | go beyond?” Where is Christ inviting
you to move from minimum obedience to generous, wholehearted love?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question presses verse 21 into the student’s own walk. Many believers
operate, often unconsciously, on a minimum-requirement basis: the least church involvement,
the least generosity, the least forgiveness they can manage while still feeling like a Christian. The
question invites honest self-assessment.

Help students see the joylessness of minimum-requirement faith and the freedom of generous
love. Minimums are anxious and grudging; generosity is glad and free. The aim is not to add



burdens but to invite students into the fuller, happier life of wholehearted devotion that grace
makes possible.

Move toward one specific area. Ask each student where Christ is inviting them to move from
minimum to more, in forgiveness, in giving, in service, in love for a difficult person, and to name
one concrete way they will go “even more” this week, not to earn anything, but in glad response
to grace.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Minimum-requirement faith versus wholehearted devotion
® The joylessness of grudging minimums

e Generous love as the glad, free fruit of grace

* Going “even more” in response to grace, not to earn it

Discussion Prompts

* Are you asking “the least | must do” or “how can | go beyond”?
e Where is Christ inviting you from minimum to more?
e What is one way you could go “even more” this week?

Question 9
Student Question:

This letter shows reconciliation and forgiveness flowing directly from the gospel, with Onesimus
restored not as property but as a brother, and Paul standing in to pay the debt. Drawing the
threads together, how does the gospel make genuine forgiveness and reconciliation between
people possible, and why can the world’s call to forgive never match the power of the cross to
actually reconcile?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest doctrinal block of the lesson, drawing the threads together: how the gospel
makes genuine forgiveness and reconciliation possible. Begin by distinguishing the gospel’s
reconciliation from mere human tolerance or moving on. The world can urge us to forgive, but it
offers no real basis for it and no power to accomplish it; it often reduces forgiveness to
forgetting, excusing, or suppressing the wrong.

Show how the cross provides both the basis and the power. The basis: God did not ignore or
excuse our sin; He dealt with it fully in Christ, who bore its cost. Because the debt was actually
paid, forgiveness is just, not a pretending that wrong did not matter. The power: having
ourselves been forgiven an unpayable debt, we are both moved and enabled to forgive others
(Ephesians 4:32; Matthew 18:21-35). The forgiven become forgivers.



Press the vertical and horizontal connection. The whole letter shows reconciliation between
people (Philemon and Onesimus) flowing from reconciliation with God. Paul’s ministry, he says
elsewhere, is a “ministry of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:18-21): reconciled to God, we
become agents of reconciliation among people. The two cannot be separated; a heart truly
reconciled to God will pursue reconciliation with others.

Bring it home with both honesty and hope. Reconciliation is hard, sometimes slow, and not
always fully possible in this life, especially where there has been serious harm; wisdom, safety,
and justice all matter. But the cross means that genuine forgiveness and even restored
relationship are really possible, not as a denial of the wrong but as the absorbing of its cost in
love. Help students see their own reconciled relationships, and their efforts at reconciliation, as
extensions of the gospel into the world.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* The cross as both the basis and the power of genuine forgiveness (Ephesians 4:32)

e Forgiveness as the absorbing of wrong's cost, not the denial of the wrong

e Reconciliation with God as the source of reconciliation with people (2 Corinthians 5:18-21)
* The forgiven much becoming forgivers (Matthew 18:21-35)

e The world’s call to forgive lacking the cross’s basis and power

Discussion Prompts

e How does the cross make real forgiveness both just and possible?
e Why can't the world’s call to forgive match the power of the cross?
¢ How does reconciliation with God flow into reconciliation with people?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across this letter, which you now complete. Paul has shown you a substitute who pays
the debt, a runaway received as a brother, and reconciliation born from the gospel. Name one
specific way you sense Jesus forming you through Philemon. What is the single truth from this
letter that you most need to carry into this coming week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone closes the study of Philemon, so help students gather the whole letter into one
personal takeaway. The letter is short but concentrated; its themes of substitution, forgiveness,
and reconciliation are among the richest in Scripture.

Trace the arc across both Philemon lessons. Paul appealed in love, saw a runaway transformed
into a brother, offered to pay the debt himself, asked that Onesimus be received as he would



receive Paul, and trusted gospel love to do more than required. The whole letter is the gospel
lived out in one real, awkward, redeemed relationship.

Close on application. The unrecorded ending of the letter leaves each reader to ask what they
will do with the people who have wronged them. Ask each student to name the one truth from
Philemon they most need to carry, and one relationship in which they will let the gospel of
reconciliation take fresh hold this week.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

Substitution, forgiveness, and reconciliation as the heart of Philemon
The gospel lived out in real, costly relationships

The open ending as a personal call to forgive and reconcile

Carrying one specific, applied truth into the week

Discussion Prompts

What one truth from Philemon do you most need this week?
In which relationship will you let gospel reconciliation take hold?
How is Christ forming you through this letter?



