


Undeserved privileges. Unexpected blessings. 

In my years as a Christian teacher and pastor, I’ve experienced plenty of both. Among the privileges has been 
the ability to partner with and learn from other Christians from around the world. One thing I’ve learned is 
that the church—the totality of men and women, boys and girls, from every nation, culture, and century who 
have put their faith in Jesus—is broader and deeper than I’ve fully appreciated. Broader, in that it 
encompasses many traditions and expressions of devotion. Deeper, in that its roots are ancient. 

More recently, I’ve had the honor of serving on the Philemon Project teaching team with several dear 
brothers. We’ve been exploring a part of Scripture that tends to be neglected—the epistle (from the Greek 
word for “letter”) of the Apostle Paul to Philemon—striving to learn what this ancient letter about 
reconciliation and renewal can say to us as followers of Jesus today. 

Along the way I’ve sought to discover imagery connected with this brief but powerful letter. The following 
slides are a guided tour of the results. They combine Bible study, art history, church history, even foreign 
language lessons. My hope is that they will awaken in you the same thing that I unexpectedly found along 
the way: a sense of wonder. At the gifts the Holy Spirit has given creators of beauty. At the consistent love for 
God and his Word shown across so many centuries. At the infinite grace of Jesus, which deserves every 
expression of human creativity, devotion, and praise we can offer. 

Jimmy Agan
Senior Pastor, Intown Community Church



Artist Adrien Converse created this 
illustration of brotherly love using verses 
15-16 of Philemon. The translation is from 
the 1995 update of the New American 
Standard Bible. Adrien teamed up with 
author Jeffrey Kranz to identify and 
illustrate key texts from every book of the 
Bible.

Members of the Philemon Project teaching 
team identified this as our favorite image 
connected to this book of Scripture—though 
we’re open to learning as we discover more!

I’m always drawn artwork that 
incorporates words and text. I love the way 
this piece seamlessly merges the verbal and 
the visual.

From "Bible verse art: one drawing for every book of the Bible," 
by Adrien Converse

Photo link

https://overviewbible.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Bible-verse-art-Philemon-15-16-768x576.jpg




1550 Stephanus Greek New Testament; Philemon title page
Photo Source

Printed in Paris in 1550 by Robert Stephanus, 
this is the Greek text of Philemon 1-4. (The top of 
the page, not pictured here, includes the final 
verses of Titus.) The title reads, “The Epistle of 
Paul to Philemon.” 

The Greek font here is simply beautiful, 
featuring many flourishes and unusual 
characters. For example, notice the symbol for 
kai, “and,” at the end of the first line of text—one 
of three different ways the word “and” is printed 
in these verses!

The message of Philemon is beautiful. Aren’t we 
thankful that someone took time to make the 
letters themselves so lovely?

https://www.insightoftheking.com/store/p43/1550_Stephanus_Bible_Leaf.html




“Epistle to Philemon”—so reads the red text in this 
image. The next lines, what we know as verse 1, 
feature a “sacred abbreviation.” 
Note the horizontal lines over IU and XU, indicating 
abbreviation of the phrase "of Jesus Christ.” Many 
Greek manuscripts abbreviate words referring to 
members of the Trinity, as an expression of reverence.

The figures at left are revered leaders, as their halos 
suggest. In most ancient art, the Apostle Paul is 
depicted, as here, with a beard. The other figure could 
be Onesimus (believed in some traditions to have 
become the bishop of Ephesus) or Philemon (believed 
in some traditions to have become the bishop of 
Gaza). 

What caught my eye about this image? The beauty of 
the Greek script, the bold colors, and the simplicity of 
the figures.Illuminated Greek manuscript of Philemon; source unknown

Photo link

https://www.sats.edu.za/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/philemon-greek.jpg




In this 14th century French manuscript, we see the beginning of 
the text of Philemon. The illustration shows a messenger 
receiving the (just-completed?) epistle from the Apostle Paul 
(identified by a halo). The illuminated upper-case ‘P’ is the first 
letter of the Apostle’s name. To the right of the 'P' you can find 
the names Timothy (thymotee), Philemon (philomen), Apphia
(aapie), and Archippus (archipe)—all  mentioned in verses 1-2 of 
the epistle.

I love the eager look on the messenger’s face, the intricate details 
in the artwork, and the beauty of the script itself.

Who was the actual messenger who delivered this epistle? It was 
most likely carried from Paul’s place of imprisonment to 
Colossae by two people: Tychicus and Onesimus himself (see 
Colossians 4:7-9). I wonder if our unknown French artist 
thought he was depicting Onesimus?

Illuminated French manuscript of Philemon; 
14th century; held in the National Library of the Netherlands
Photo link

https://picryl.com/media/st-paul-sending-a-letter-to-philemon-e29d58




This image, from a Latin manuscript of Philemon, 
features a “historiated initial”—the first letter of a 
paragraph, decorated and containing a picture. 

Here the picture features the Apostle Paul (with halo), 
Onesimus (center), and Philemon (receiving Paul’s 
epistle). Onesimus is portrayed with a tonsure, a partial 
shaving of the head associated in medieval times with 
slavery (and thus worn by monks as “slaves of Christ”). 

The contrast of rich brown and blue is striking, but what 
I appreciate most in this image is the facial expressions. 
Paul looks hopeful, eager; Onesimus looks concerned, 
anxious; Philemon, startled, surprised. He appears to be 
looking at Paul, underscoring the boldness of the 
Apostle’s request: “I am sending him back to you, 
sending my very heart…that you might have him back 
forever, no longer as a slave but more than a slave, 
as a beloved brother…” (Philemon 12, 16). 

Detail from illuminated Latin manuscript of Philemon; 
source unknown
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http://surburg.blogspot.com/2018/02/commemoration-of-philemon-and-onesimus.html




“To Phile[mon]. To the Hebrews.” Bold red and blue letters tell 
us that this beautifully decorated (“illuminated,” to use the 
technical term) page includes the entire epistle of Philemon and 
the beginning of the epistle to the Hebrews. 

A unique feature of this manuscript is the red text that separates 
sections on the page. The portions surrounding Philemon 
say,“The argument [that is, summary] of the epistle to Philemon 
begins…. The argument ends. The epistle to Philemon begins…. 
The epistle to Philemon ends.” The creator(s) of this manuscript 
wanted the content to be clear to read and beautiful to see. 

So, let’s see Paul (with beard and halo) giving a scroll to 
someone. Who could it be? The argumentum tells us: “He [Paul] 
writes a private letter to Philemon on behalf of Onesimus his 
slave. He writes from the city of Rome, from prison, [sending his 
letter] by the Onesimus written about above.”  

Illuminated Latin manuscript of Philemon; held at the British Library 
Photo link

http://www.bl.uk/IllImages/Kslides/big/K137/K137783.jpg




Just over a century after Paul wrote his epistle to 
Philemon, a Christian scribe wrote the letters you 
see here. 

This papyrus fragment is the earliest known 
manuscript of Philemon. Analysis of the materials, 
ink, and writing style enable scholars to conclude 
that this document was created around 175-225 
A.D. 

It reminds us that early Christians viewed this not 
as a “private letter,” but as apostolic wisdom for 
followers of Jesus in every age. Even then, 
Christians were doing what we still do today: 
listening to these words read aloud in worship, 
asking the Lord Jesus to help us live out the truth 
they express.

Papyrus 87, with excerpts from Philemon 13-15; 
late 2nd-early 3rd century
Papyrus 87 - Wikipedia

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papyrus_87


Below is a translation of Philemon 13-15. The word 
order has been modified from standard 
translations to approximate the order of the Greek 
text. Green highlights indicate parts of the text that 
appear on the Papyrus 87 fragment:

I would have liked to keep him with me so that on 
behalf of you he could assist me while I am in 
chains for the gospel. But without your consent I did 
not want to do anything, so that any good you might 
do would be not as according to force but 
voluntary. Perhaps for this reason he was separated 
from you for a little while, so that you might have him 
back forever…

Papyrus 87, with excerpts from Philemon 13-15; 
late 2nd-early 3rd century
Papyrus 87 - Wikipedia

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Papyrus_87


Here, the portions of the text that appear on the 
papyrus fragment are overlaid on the image, to 
give a rough idea of what the surviving Greek text 
says.  

I would have liked to keep him with me so that
on behalf of you he could assist me while I am 
in chains for the gospel. But without your 
consent I did not want to do anything, so that 
any good you might do would be not as 
according to force but voluntary. Perhaps for 
this reason he was separated from you for a 
little while, so that you might have him back 
forever…

When I read an ancient text like this, I feel a deep 
sense of connection to the earliest generations of 
Christian believers.

Papyrus 87, with excerpts from Philemon 13-15; 
late 2nd-early 3rd century
Papyrus 87 - Wikipedia
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Paul and Timothy write to “Philemon our beloved fellow-worker, and 
Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellow-soldier, and the church in 
your house” (Philemon 1-2). In the larger painting from which this detail 
comes, Greek text tells us that these figures represent (left to right) 
Archippus, Apphia, and Philemon. 

In Luke 10:1, Jesus sends out a large group of people to spread the good 
news of God’s Kingdom. In the Western church, these 70 (72 in some texts) 
are known as “disciples,” and in the Eastern church as “Apostles” or “The 
Apostles of the Seventy.” Archippus, Apphia, and Philemon are often 
included in lists and images of the Seventy. Though it is appropriate to 
honor them as early church leaders, it is most likely that they were 
converted through Paul’s ministry (see Philemon 19), decades after Jesus 
sent out the Seventy.

Despite the poor resolution, this image has somehow captivated me. The 
rich colors, and especially the facial expressions, keep drawing me back. 
These look like wise and gentle people I would want to shape my life. 

Detail of Archippus, Apphia, and Philemon from a larger painting 
of the Apostles of the Seventy; source unknown

Saints and Feasts: Apostle Philemon – St Onesimus  – St Apphia (wordpress.com)

https://orthodoxlogos5.wordpress.com/2013/11/22/saints-and-feasts-apostle-philemon-of-the-seventy-st-onesimus-the-disciple-of-st-paul-st-apphia-the-wife-of-philemon-and-equal-of-the-apostles-apostle-archippus-the-martyr-of-the-seventy/




Here Philemon (center) and Archippus (right) are depicted 
alongside Cecilia. In some traditions, these three martyrs are 
honored on November 22, even though Cecilia lived two 
centuries after the others. All three are believed to have been 
beheaded for their faith in Jesus. 

Eastern Orthodox views of images like this, known as icons, are 
complex. I don’t have to agree with all of those views to 
appreciate the beauty of the artistry here; or to rejoice that 
over centuries, there has been a faithful witness to Jesus Christ 
around the world, extended to a beautifully diverse church—to 
Jew and Greek, slave and free, male and female (Galatians 
3:28).  

May the beauty of Jesus give us boldness to live, and if 
necessary to die, for him.

Greek Orthodox icon of Saints Cecilia, Philemon, and Archippus
November 22 Celebration of Saints Cecilia, Philemon,and Archippus 

https://medium.com/greek-namedays-christianity-art/november-22-celebration-of-saints-cecilia-philemon-andarchippus-25853bf5c3e1




This modern mosaic depicts “Apostle Onesimus.” Its 
relationship to the book of Philemon is complicated. 

Some ancient lists include a man named Onesimus in the 
list of “The Apostles of the Seventy” (see earlier slide). One 
such list indicates that this “Apostle Onesimus” is different 
from the Onesimus mentioned in the book of Philemon. On 
the other hand, many traditional sources assume that the 
two are the same person. Historically, that doesn’t fit the 
timeline of the New Testament: Jesus sends out the 70 
before 30 A.D., while the Onesimus mentioned in Paul’s 
letter doesn’t come to faith in Jesus until decades later (see 
Philemon 10).

While this image may not relate directly to the book of 
Philemon, it reminds me that the church has always 
celebrated leaders who spread the message of Jesus’ 
saving work.

Mosaic of Apostle Onesimus, by Djuro Radulovic; 
St. Petka’s Chapel, Belgrade, Serbia 
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https://kb.osu.edu/handle/1811/39597




Here we see a modern image of Bishop Onesimus. Did the man once 
enslaved to Philemon become a leader in the ancient church? 

Greek Orthodox tradition has maintained that the answer is yes, 
supported by two ancient texts. One second-century document 
mentions “Onesimus, a man of inexpressible love,” and goes on to 
use language similar to that found in Paul’s letter to Philemon 
(Ignatius, Epistle to the Ephesians, 1.3). And a fourth-century 
source says that Onesimus “appears to have been” ordained “to high 
office” after being released from slavery (Apostolic Canons, 82). I’m 
inclined to accept the tradition as accurate, though modern scholars 
are divided on the question.

Three things are certain: 1) There was an ancient bishop named 
Onesimus. 2) This name was common for slaves. Even if he wasn’t 
the man mentioned in Philemon, bishop Onesimus was likely a 
former slave. 3) Many Christians, from many centuries, have 
celebrated what was unthinkable in Roman society—the possibility 
that a freed slave could become a key leader in a new kind of 
society. 

Can we trust the power of Jesus to do the unthinkable in our day?Modern Orthodox icon of Bishop Onesimus; 
source unknown
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