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Philemon, Hebrews, James 

Pathways of Discipleship Bible Survey 

PHILEMON 

Title, Author, and Date 

 Philemon is one of the four “prison epistles,” along with Philippians, Ephesians, and Colossians; all are written by 

Paul; written around 60-62 A.D. 

 The letter is written to Philemon, a prominent member of the church at Colossae; the church meeting in 

Philemon’s house was also to read it 

Background 

 Philemon had been saved under Paul’s ministry several years before the writing of the letter 

 Apparently, he was a slaveowner from whom the slave Onesimus had fled; Onesimus somehow came into 

contact with Paul and was converted 

 Paul was now returning Onesimus to Philemon, but he asked for gracious treatment of the runaway slave 

 Paul wanted to keep Onesimus with him because he was providing useful service and evangelism; however, the 

slave had broken Roman law and defrauded his master; Paul knew these issues had to be dealt with, and so 

decided to send Onesimus back 

 Along with Onesimus, Paul sent Philemon a personal letter 

Themes/Features/Characteristics of Philemon 

 Slavery 

 Slavery was widespread in the Roman Empire and was an accepted part of life 

 In Paul’s day, slavery had virtually eclipsed free labor; slaves worked in all aspects of the labor force: they 

could become doctors, musicians, teachers, artists, librarians, accountants, etc. 

 Slaves were not legally considered persons; they were merely the tools of their masters 

 Masters had virtually unlimited power to punish them 

 At the time of the NT, slavery was beginning to change; slaves were becoming more productive, and 

masters began to treat them with greater leniency; some began to enjoy favorable and profitable status with 

their masters 

 The NT nowhere directly attacks slavery; this would have been futile and would have likely brought about 

brutal suppression of the message of the gospel 

 Instead of attacking the system, Christianity (Paul here in Philemon) undermined it by going after the hearts 

of slaves and masters 

 The NT stressed the spiritual equality of masters and slaves; the Bible did away with slavery’s abuses 

 Both masters and slaves were to operate from a center of brotherly love; Philemon was to treat Onesimus as 

a “dear brother,” and Onesimus was to return to and honor his master 

 When a slaveholder begins to view his slave as a brother in Christ, emancipation should not be far away 
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 Christianity thus established conditions that make it unlikely for slavery to endure, even though Paul (or any 

biblical author) never outrightly condemns the institution as immoral 

 Contents 

 Paul expressed thanksgiving for the faith and love of Philemon 

 On the foundation of love, Paul appealed for Philemon to give merciful treatment to Onesimus; Onsesimus 

means “profitable” (Paul makes a play on the name by stating that Onesimus was once useless and is now 

profitable, referring to his conversion) 

 Paul spoke of the usefulness of Onesimus in the ministry, but refused to keep him, since his escape broke 

Roman law 

 Paul promised the repayment of any debt owed by Onesimus to Philemon 

 Though he made no specific request for the release of Onesimus, the letter’s tone implies that this was 

Paul’s desire 

HEBREWS 

Title, Author, and Date 

 Hebrews is an anonymous letter, at least to us 

 The original audience had a close relationship with the writer; he approaches them in a pastoral manner 

 Paul, Barnabas, Silas, Apollos, Luke, Philip, Priscilla, Aquila, and Clement of Rome have all been suggested 

as possible authors by various scholars 

 Whoever the author was had a deep understanding and working knowledge of the OT (quoted often) 

 Determining an exact date for the writing of Hebrews is impossible, but certain factors (reference to Timothy, 

sacrifices in the Jewish temple, etc.) indicate a probable date before 70 A.D. (when the temple was destroyed) 

Background 

 Hebrews was written to Christians who were struggling to continue in their commitment to Christ 

 Though the original recipients were mostly Christian, there were probably unbelievers in their midst who were 

attracted by the message of salvation, but who had not yet made a full commitment of faith in Christ 

 One thing is clear: the recipients of this letter were under fierce persecution; they were thus tempted to throw 

off their identification with Christ, to commit Apostasy 

Themes/Features/Characteristics of Hebrews 

 Purpose  

 The writer urges his readers to continue in their commitment, warning them not to turn away from the 

gospel of Jesus 

 He focuses on the superiority of Christ, showing that Christ is the fulfillment of the OT priesthood and 

prophecy 

 Superiority of Christ  



 

 

3 

P
h

il
e

m
o

n
, 

H
e

b
re

w
s
, 

Ja
m

e
s
 |

 1
1

/
1

4
/
2

0
1

0
  

 Once, God had spoken through the prophets, but he has now spoken through His Son; thus, the message of 

the prophets was fulfilled and surpassed by the life and message of Christ; Jesus is the greatest and final 

message of God to humans (1:1-4) 

 Jesus is also superior to the angels; Jewish readers would have had a high regard for angels; Hebrews 

presents Christ as greater than the angels (1:5-2:18) 

 He is the creator; they are part of the creation 

 Jesus had become “lower than the angels” for a time, but this indicates not that He is inferior to them, 

but that He became human to save the world; the incarnation makes is possible for humans to overcome 

their fear of death (Jesus is alive!) and know that Christ can help in our struggles (since He faced life as a 

man) 

 Jesus is greater than Moses and Joshua (3:1-4:13) 

 Moses and Joshua, though important, were merely servants in the God’s house 

 Jesus, on the other hand, was the Son of God serving over the house 

 Joshua led the people to “rest” in the Promised Land, but Jesus provides real rest through Him, both 

now and for eternity 

 The work of Christ is superior (4:14-10:18) 

 He has a superior priesthood than the Levites of the OT 

 He is our great high priest who has entered the very presence of God on our behalf 

 He is similar to the OT priests, in that he is sympathetic to our needs 

 However, he is superior: his priesthood is eternal and He is a sinless priest 

 He operates through a superior covenant 

 Internalization of the law; written on the hearts and minds of His people 

 Direct knowledge of and interaction with God 

 Complete forgiveness of sin; removed internally, instead of just externally 

 His sacrifice is superior 

 His death cleansed the conscience, brought complete forgiveness 

 It was once and for all, never to be repeated; the fact that the OT priest regularly repeated animal 

sacrifices showed that these sacrifices could not remove sin 

 Christ has superior power (10:19-13:25) 

 Readers were to endure hardship because Christ did so and provides the power to enable believers to 

imitate Him 

 He gives His people the power to draw near to God and experience true fellowship with one another 

 Warnings 

 Warning 1—Warning against drifting from the word that has been spoken (2:1-4) 

 Here, the warning is against drifting away from what they have heard and neglecting the salvation 

provided by Jesus.  Such drifting is compared by many to that of a ship at sea, one that missed its 

intended harbor due to the current and winds 

 such drifting in the life of professing believers happens when such people take their focus from the 

central truth of the gospel and allow themselves to be taken by the flow of sinful society and ungodly 

influence 
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 Biblical and incarnational truth about the Savior far surpasses all other matters; there is a high price for 

ignoring such truth. 

 For those who drift away, those who neglect the gift of salvation offered through Jesus Christ, there is 

no remedy—“just punishment” awaits and they will not “escape.”  The exact nature of the punishment is 

not clear, though the author parallels it with the historical punishment given to the forefathers of the 

audience.  Perhaps the author intends the audience to bear in mind the myriad of punishments for those 

who transgressed the Mosaic Law; if so, he thus intends them to draw the conclusion that the 

punishment for drifting from or neglecting Jesus is far greater 

 Warning 2—Warning against rejecting or ignoring the voice of God (3:7-19) 

 Those who rejected the voice of God through Moses suffered the loss of the Promised Land (rest).  

Those who reject the voice of God through the revelation of Jesus will suffer all the more and in far 

greater ways than the Exodus generation, for the loss incurred is not that of a physical Promised Land, 

but of eternal life (true rest) 

 Warning 3—Warning against any who would “fall away” from the truth of the gospel (5:11-6:20) 

 It is clear that many in the community are convinced of the legitimacy of their profession of faith in 

Jesus, but that many are not true believers.  The warning centers on the impossibility of repentance for 

those who apostatize.  Describing his readers as immature and “elementary” in their faith, the author 

urges them toward spiritual maturity in Christ; they must not renounce Christ and return to Judaism 

 Turning away from Jesus, the One superior to Aaron and Melchizedek, is both foolish and disastrous.  It 

should be noted that such falling away is not intended to encompass temporary disobedience on the part 

of believers.  Instead, those who fall away, though they once professed true faith in Jesus now openly 

disgrace and deny Him.  Thus, the author has in mind those who perhaps claim true faith, but reveal by 

their apostasy that their supposed faith was in fact illegitimate; the mark of true faith is endurance 

 Warning 4—Warning against deliberate sin after one has learned the truth of Christ (10:26-29) 

 Some have confused the author’s intent and interpreted this passage to argue for no forgiveness of sins 

committed after one’s baptism.  However, as others point out, this warning is against willful, 

deliberate, “high-handed,” lifestyle-oriented sin after having encountered the truth and even professed 

faith in Jesus.  Such a description distinguishes between those who sin in ignorance, simply wandering 

(perhaps unknowingly) from the path of truth and obedience.  Thus, the writer clearly has apostasy in 

view. 

 The author highlights the punishment received by those who rejected the Mosaic Law; he points out the 

greater punishment in store for those who reject the Law of the Son of God. The pending judgment is 

not clearly defined, but is described as “fearful,” conveying a fate left to the full wrath of God. 

 Warning 5—Warning against falling short of the grace of God (12:15-17) 

 God’s grace was available both for salvation and for endurance in the midst of difficulty.  Even in their 

difficult times—including even persecution—the audience is warned not to reject the favored status 

offered to them by God’s grace. 

 Hebrews 12 follows the famous chapter 11, which details the faith of past Israelites.  Despite their 

suffering and despite the often lack of immediate fulfillment of the promises of God, these saints are 

shown to have maintained their faith, to have continued life in the grace of God.  Thus, they are 

examples to those who received the Epistle to the Hebrews of believers who endured and did not fall 

short of the grace of God.  After describing the faith of the ancients, the author presents the superiority 
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of Christ, who endured even the cross and never wavered in His commitment to the Father.  Christ is 

the ultimate and best example of one who did not fall short, but took full advantage of, the grace of 

God. 

 Those who do not avail themselves to the available grace of God produce a “bitter root,” which in turn 

produces bitter fruit in the community, “defiling many.”   The results include the figurative relational 

bitterness, which leads to obvious trouble among believers.  Instead of falling short, the community is to 

promote faith and endurance in the midst of trial. 

 Warning 6—Warning against rejecting the One (God) who has spoken, or “the One who speaks.” (12:15-

29) 

 In ancient times, the Israelites rejected the commands of God delivered through Moses and the Law; 

their disobedience then brought great suffering.  They must not repeat this pattern regarding the 

commands and Word of God in the new covenant 

 The ancients did not escape punishment, and the author’s original audience will receive “even less” 

escape from the same.  The wrath of God is poured out on those who rejected Him then and now 

 

JAMES 

Title, Author, and Date 

 James, the half-brother of Jesus, wrote this epistle 

 It is the earliest-written book of the NT, composed in the mid-to-late 40s A.D. 

 James was one of the leaders of the Jerusalem church, but was not converted until after the resurrection of Jesus 

 He was martyred in 62 A.D. 

Background 

 James wrote to Jewish believers who had been scattered, possibly as a result of Steven’s martyrdom in Acts 7, 

but more likely because of the persecution under Herod Agrippa 

 The letter was not written to a specific church; thus, it does not address a particular issue, but remains general in 

nature 

Themes/Features/Characteristics of James 

 Purpose 

 James writes to deal with various aspects of practical and authentic Christianity; what should the lives of true 

Christians look like? 

 Contents 

 Facing trials 

 James teaches that trials, or testings of faith, should be received with joy, since they are meant for 

increasing spiritual maturity 

 Those in need of wisdom during such a trial should not look to themselves or others, but should ask of 

God 
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 Trials and temptations are different; trials are periods of faith-testing, often brought about, but always 

used by, the Lord Himself; temptations come from the evil desires in man and must be resisted or fled 

 Even when facing trial or temptation, God provides man with the strength to endure; God is never at 

fault when man sins as a result of trial or temptation 

 Responding to God’s Word 

 Authentic Christians will eagerly hear and apply biblical teaching 

 Hearing, however, is not enough; authentic believers are doers of the Word 

 James includes in this the taking care of widows and orphans 

 Partiality 

 Partiality and prejudice are sins 

 No partiality is to be given to anyone, regardless of their social standing 

 Love must be extended to all 

 Good works 

 Faith is demonstrated in good works and holy living 

 Right belief always leads to right behavior 

 The tongue 

 Words are powerful and must be submitted to the authority of Christ 

 A person’s words reveal his or her heart 

 Speech is to be honest and straightforward 

 Wise living 

 Life is short 

 Only what is done for/through the Lord truly matters 

 Even times of persecution will not last; therefore, believers can endure hardship and patiently await the 

return of Christ 

 Prayer  

 The prayer of the righteous is effective to heal and restore those who are spiritually weak 

 Believers should share both their joys and burdens with one another and receive strength 

 Allusions to Jesus’ sayings 

 James contains numerous allusions to sayings of Jesus recorded in the Gospels, especially the Sermon on the 

Mount 

Resources 

John MacArthur: The MacArthur Bible Handbook 
Zondervan Handbook to the Bible 
Lea and Black: The New Testament: Its Background and Message 
Carson and Moo: An Introduction to the New Testament 
Lecture Notes from Liberty Theological Seminary, Dr. Donald Fowler 
Holman Illustrated Study Bible 
John MacArthur: The MacArthur Bible Commentary 
Robert H. Gundry: A Survey of the New Testament 
Elmer Towns: Theology for Today 


