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Philemon—one of the “postcard” epistles, so
small it did not warrant chapter divisions—
is often overlooked. Yet, simply by its place
in the canon, it offers something of value if
one would only take the time to discover it.
As one of the most personal letters in
Scripture, it was sent mainly to one
individual; however, with the inclusion of a
few other people, it “turns what appears to
be a private matter into a household matter
in the broader sense of the Christian
family.”! Paul used a private situation to
teach the church as a whole.

Historically, people have viewed Philemon
through the lens of slavery because it was
written about and for a slave. Other people
have wrongly used it as a basis for
promoting slavery and all its evils.
Problematic with such an interpretation is
the wide spectrum of understanding
regarding slavery—which is rather difficult
to define. To consider Philemon’s place in
the canon as solely a discourse on slavery,
one misses the larger principle—the power
of grace offered to the unworthy and
undeserving by Jesus Christ’s work on the
cross. Ultimately, Philemon presents a study
in grace and its sensational power to change
individuals and entire societies. The grace
Paul illustrates in Philemon completely
undercuts the practice of slavery in which
one human is held under the control of
another.

Addressee and Author

A simple reading of the letter readily reveals
that the recipient is Philemon (v. 2), with the
addition of Apphia and Archippus and their
house church. Philemon, a person of
financial means and a slave owner, hosted a
house church. Some scholars posit that
Apphia was his wife and, possibly,
Archippus was his son.? Others suggest that
Apphia was Philemon’s sister and
Archippus was simply a fellow worker.’

E. J. Goodspeed and J. Knox re-interpreted
the letter by presenting the idea that
Archippus, not Philemon, was the real slave
owner. Paul simply appealed to Philemon to
act as mediator on Onesimus’ behalf and
entreated Archippus to have compassion on
the run-away slave. According to
Goodspeed and Knox, Onesimus returned
and “became in due course the bishop of
Ephesus in the second century, an
identification attested by Ignatius [the
Church Father].”* Furthermore, they
maintain that Onesimus, as bishop and
because of his personal stake, collected and
published all the Pauline letters, including
Philemon.” Regardless of whether or not the
Onesimus from Philemon became the
Bishop of Ephesus, the theory that
Archippus was the true slave owner is
strongly opposed by the fact that Philemon
stands at the beginning of the list of
recipients.



Paul is the mostly undisputed author of
Philemon. The letter appeared early in the
Muratorian Fragment and in Marcion’s
canon.® In the nineteenth century, F. C. Baur
of the Tubingen School “questioned its
authenticity.”’ Using “tendency criticism,”
he proposed that Philemon was a post-
Pauline writing as a means of instructing or
illustrating how Christian communities
should handle the question of slavery.® As
Wikenhauser states, “In that case, Philemon
would be a very clumsy forgery, for Paul
does not clearly direct that Onesimus be set
free.”® Baur also rejected Philemon as
Pauline because of the letters’ close parallels
to a “Christian romance” of the third century
(i.e. Clementine Homilies), while W. C. van
Manen rejected Pauline authorship because
of the ambiguity of directness, stating that
“doubleform ... is not a style that is natural
to anyone who is writing freely and
untrammeled.”*° Philemon has a close
connection with the Epistle to the
Colossians; if authorship is contested, it is
only because of this association.** In the
end, parallelism to a later form does not
automatically prove a later date; it could
simply be that the later form actually used
Philemon as its source. Rejecting the
Apostle Paul as the author simply because of
the letter’s ambiguity is to wrongly lump the
epistle in with the other epistles without
considering its special construction and
purpose. Altogether, | find no solid reason to

reject the Apostle Paul as the author and
disbelieve what the epistle, itself, states.

Location and Date

The book of Philemon does not identify a
precise location. Paul’s letter to individual
people does not specify the exact city of
residence yet, based on the people
mentioned in the introduction and
conclusion, one can deduce that Philemon
lived in the Lycus Valley in Asia Minor—
probably in Colossae or Laodicea.
Archippus, Onesimus, Epaphras, Mark,
Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke are all
mentioned in both Philemon and Colossians.

The Lycus Valley was located by the Lycus
River, a tributary of the Maeander in
Phrygia.'? Colossae lay near Laodicea and
Hierapolis with the larger city of Ephesus
about 100 miles to the west-northwest.
Colossae, Laodicea, and Hierapolis lay
along the main roads and would have been
privy to the new philosophies and ideas,
including religions such as Christianity.*®
The area consisted of local natives or
Phrygians, Greeks, and Jews.

The introduction clearly indicates that Paul
wrote the letter from prison. The problem
lies in determining which imprisonment; this
information, in turn, would help a person
identify the date. Table 1 identifies the
varying viewpoints.**



Table 1. Arguments For Each Location®®

Imprisonment in Rome

Imprisonment in Ephesus

1000-mile land journey and two sea
voyages. A dangerous journey for a slave
to undertake.

100 miles away yet large enough for a slave
to “get lost in” and Onesimus would have
been more familiar with this city

Paul was not planning to return to the
Lycus Valley but to proceed to Spain, why
then the request for lodgings?

The closeness of Ephesus to Colossae makes
more sense when considering Paul’s desire
for lodging.

Rome would seem a more likely place for
an escaped slave who is trying to escape
his master’s detection.

The people associated with Paul’s
imprisonment seem better acquainted with an
imprisonment at Ephesus.

The association with Colossians makes a
Roman imprisonment more probable, it
bests agrees with the information given in
Colossians and Acts.

An Ephesian imprisonment is never overtly
mentioned and can only be assumed, but Acts
is a selective history.

The seriousness of the Colossian Heresy
could have prompted Paul to change his
mind and desire another visit.

Paul speaks of suffering imprisonment in
plural even before Caesarean and Roman
imprisonments (2 Cor. 6:5; 11:23).

When considering only the book of
Philemon, Ephesus would seem the
weightier argument, but one cannot
disassociate it from Colossians; in that case,
a Roman imprisonment seems more likely.
Rome is a great distance from Colossae and
Laodicea, and—in view of the severe
punishment exacted on runaway slaves—it
seems more likely that Onesimus would
have desired to hide in a large city a long
distance away from his former master. Also,
Paul was on house arrest in Rome, which
allowed him the freedom to have visitors;
this helps one understand why he would
mention particular people and his ability to
write and send letters. Because Onesimus is

mentioned in Colossians as returning with
Tychicus, the bearer of Colossians, and is
mentioned in Philemon and Colossians as
associated with the same people, it seems
clear that Philemon should be dated at the
same time as Colossians. Assuming a

Roman imprisonment, Philemon would have
been written in approximately A.D. 60-63.%°

Purpose

Paul’s purpose in writing Philemon was to
make an appeal to Philemon on behalf of a
slave named Onesimus (v. 10). Paul appeals
to Philemon to accept Onesimus back—not
as a slave, but as a dear brother in Christ (v.
16). The following provides a simply outline
of the book:*’



Introduction (vv. 1-7)

Authorship (v.1)

Recipients (vs. 1-2)

Blessings (v. 3)

Prayer (vv. 4-7)

1. Thankfulness for Their Love and Faith (vv .4-5)
2. Thankfulness for Their Love and Faith (vv. 4-5)
3. Prayer for Their Continued Fellowship (vv. 6-7)
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Paul’s Appeal (vv. 8-16)

A. For Acceptance of Onesimus (vv. 8-10)
1. Because of Paul’s Status and Imprisonment (vv. 8- 9)
2. Because Onesimus is Now a Son of Paul (v. 10)

B. For “Usefulness” of Onesimus (vv. 11-16)
1. As a Minister to Paul in His Imprisonment (vv.11-14)
2. As a Fellow Brother in Christ (vv. 15-16)

Paul’s Admonishment (vv. 17-22)
A. Accept Onesimus as Paul Himself (v. 17)

B. Charge Onesimus’ Debt to Paul (vv. 18,-19)
C. Refresh Paul’s Heart with Obedience (vv. 20-21)

D. Prepare a Lodging for Paul (v. 22)

IV.  Conclusion (vv. 23-25)

A. Greetings from Fellow Christians (vv. 23-24)

B. Doxology (v. 25)

Philemon is a standard “letter of
recommendation” from ancient Rome where
“patron[s] wrote to social peers or inferiors
on behalf of a dependent client to ask a
favor for him.”*® Craig Keener lays out the
letter as follows: (1) exordium, or the
opening appeal (vv. 4-7); (2) main argument
consisting of proofs (vv. 8-16); and (3)
peroratio, or a summary of the case (vv. 17-
22). The letter is one of “deliberative
rhetoric” used by educated persons in
persuasion.’® A similar letter from antiquity
is Pliny the Younger’s letter to his friend
Sabinianus.?’ Pliny’s appeal falls short in
comparison with Paul’s; it never appeals for
equality, whereas Paul asks for a complete
change of status for Onesimus. “Paul’s letter
to Philemon ranks among the most liberating
documents of ancient times.”?* While Paul
never overtly commands Philemon to free

Onesimus, the requests to view him as a
brother makes such a command
unnecessary—one does not keep a brother as
a slave. As Arthur A. Rupprecht writes,

Whenever the letter to Philemon was
sent, whether before or at the same time
as the Colossians letter, it is obvious that
Paul sensed the unrest that would exist
or had existed because of his handling of
the Onesimus matter. Onesimus, the
slave, was either released from bondage
or he was received back without
punishment, itself an unheard of thing in
the ancient world. Either outcome would
cause Christian slaves to reach the
conclusion that the Church advocated
physical as well as spiritual freedom for
them.??



If Paul had commanded Philemon in such a
manner, he would essentially have made
Philemon the slave who either had to fulfill
his commands or face consequences. Rather,
Paul’s appeal calls Philemon to consider
how relationships in Christ must change as
each Christian is changed internally.
Philemon offers no doctrinal discourse, but
it does reveal that relationships in the body
of Christ are as important as correct
doctrine.

The letter itself leaves much to be assumed.
One deduces that Onesimus is a slave of
Philemon who has fallen out of favor with
him and somehow came to know Christ
through Paul’s ministry. The reader is never
explicitly told how Onesimus displeased his
master or if he is, in fact, a fugitive. Paul
does not reveal how he met Onesimus.
Verse 18 states, “But if in anything he has
wronged you or owes you, charge this to
me,” and has been used to exhibit thievery
on Onesimus’ part, but that is conjecture at
best.

Analysis of Context

Paul follows the customary salutation along
with a prayer and blessing (vv. 1-7) and the
purpose of the letter, right relationship with
Onesimus restored (vv. 8-16). After the
appeal, where Paul gently urges Philemon to
see Onesimus in a new light, he sets forth a
harsher admonishment. In this portion (vv.
17-21), Paul reminds Philemon of his
indebtedness to Paul as a way of more
strongly encouraging Philemon to do the
right thing. After the admonishment, Paul
concludes with requests for lodging,
greetings from fellow believers, and a
doxology.

The relationship between Philemon and
Onesimus is one of master and slave. While
this is the only biblical letter which
specifically addresses this type of

relationship, Paul does address it on a
smaller scale in a few other epistles (1 Cor.
12:13; Gal. 3:28; Eph. 6:5-9). In the
passages in 1 Corinthians and Galatians,
Paul sets forth the new social status found in
Christ—equality and mutual submission. In
Christ, everyone has the same standing—
sinners saved by grace. In the Ephesians
passage, Paul discusses what a master-slave
relationship should look like when one or
both have become brothers/sisters in Christ.
The Philemon epistle takes it one step
further; while Paul does not directly tell
Philemon to set Onesimus free, he urges him
to see Onesimus as a brother instead of a
slave, which carries the same idea.

Slavery in Ancient Rome

Philemon, a slave, is at the heart of the
letter; therefore, one cannot study the book
without first establishing some general
background on slavery. If one views slavery
through the North American lens, one would
interpret the epistle entirely out of context.
The slavery present during the first century
was of a completely different nature than
that practiced by Americans in the
seventeenth through nineteenth centuries.
Slavery was a foundational part of first-
century society. “Slavery existed throughout
the history of antiquity side by side with free
labor ... both by masters and by slaves it
was regarded as an inevitable and
unavertable [Sic] condition.”? Slavery was
so common that former slaves had no
problem owning other slaves. In a letter
written by the Cynic Seneca to Serenus, one
finds discussion of a former slave, Diogenes,
who now, as a freedman, owns his own
slaves.?* Slaves comprised a large part of the
population and were not associated with one
particular race or culture. According to
William Westermann, slavery had six
sources: slavery by birth, exposure of
infants, sale of children under stress or
poverty, sale of slave material from border



tribes to the slave trade within the
boundaries of the empire, voluntary
submission to slavery, and penal
condemnation to slave status.?® Slaves did
not have a particular look and their
treatment varied according to specific duty
and individual master.?

Most sources posit that Paul could not and
did not even consider the ending of slavery;
it was too much a part of society. | cannot
feel comfortable drawing that same
conclusion when Philemon is such a radical
letter. The ancient world was not a
democracy and for Paul to protest slavery
would simply lead to war and bloodshed,
accomplishing little for God’s Kingdom.
Instead, Paul fought for the eventual
emancipation of all slaves by redefining
relationships in Christ. True Christianity,
which promotes equality, love, and respect,
would change society and naturally end
slavery.”” Americans sometimes forget that
Christianity is not, nor has it ever been, a
political movement. Jesus did not come in
political power to overthrow the
government; He came as a servant whose
glory was revealed in His sacrifice (cf. Isa.
53). Jesus, and later Paul, did not address the
issues of society by recommending an
overthrow of the political structure, but by
acting within the structure and calling for an
overthrow of the sinful self. Donald Guthrie
aptly states,

... although the existing order of society
could not be immediately changed by
Christianity without a political
revolution (which was contrary to
Christian principles), the Christian
master-slave relationship was so
transformed from within that it was
bound to lead ultimately to the abolition
of the system (emphasis added).?®

The ancient world adhered to either the
Roman or Greek point of view and each had

differing laws regulating slavery. The
Romans viewed slaves as objects to be
owned. “The slave of a Roman was an
object of buying, renting and selling;
damage to this slave was damage to
property; and several persons at once could
own him, as if he were a field.”?* Roman
slaves, in principle, had no rights or duties;
in practice, in society, it was more like a
“continuum of statuses.” In Greek law,
slavery was not so distinct from freedom,
which was broken down into four
components:

1. The freedman is to be his own
representative in all-legal matters.

2. The freedman is not subject to
seizure as property. He cannot be
taken into custody, except by due
process of the laws applying to free
men.

3. He may do what he desire to do, i.e.,
he may earn his living as he chooses.

4. He may go where he desires to go, or
(in a variant form) he may live where
he desires to live.™

Any of the last three components could be
limited as a condition of manumission—
basically being a “freedman” was in name
only.

The Greeks had three categories of ancient
slaves: (1) public slaves, (2) temple slaves,
and (3) privately-owned slaves.*
Westermann states, “Household
employment was one particular field of
labor in which slaves may have been used
more generally than free servants.”*
Onesimus would have been a privately-
owned household slave, which is the only
type of slave Paul addresses.** People often
used privately-owned slaves as letter bearers
or carriers for private correspondence. One



has to wonder if this is, in fact, how
Onesimus came to be away from
Philemon—considering the reader is never
explicitly told that he had in fact run away.®

Both Roman and Greek law viewed a
runaway slave as unacceptable. “The
problem of the runaways was a serious one
in all parts of the Empire, constituting a loss
of property and of valuable services to the
owners of slaves and a general public
menace through the increase of

brigandage.”” Interestingly, a letter survives
that tells of two sisters whose slave has been
granted a level of freedom (see Greek laws
above), but who was still required to pay out
of his work earnings for the sisters’ support.
When he refused to pay, the sisters wrote a
letter appealing to the law.>” Slaves were, in
the end, property; they could be beaten, sold,
and separated from their families, although
there was an “astonishing fluidity of status
in both directions, from slavery to freedom
as from freedom to slavery.”*®

Slavery and the Apostolic Fathers

The period after the death of the Apostles
through the second century is known as the
era of the Apostolic Fathers. It is usually
thought of as the time after the death of John
the Apostle to the death of Polycarp. With a
brief look at the Didache, Ignatius’ letter to
Polycarp, Martyrdom of Polycarp, Clement
of Alexandria, and Origen, one can see a
view of slavery in this period.

The Didache, or The Teaching of the Twelve
Apostles, was found by Philotheos
Bryennios in 1873 in the Library of the Holy
Sepulchre in Constantinople. Ten years
later, he published them and quickly they
became, according to some scholars, one of
the most important literary pieces for
Christianity outside of the New Testament.
The book is split into two sections: (1) a
discourse on ethical practices and behaviors,

and (2) a discourse on church ritual.* In
chapter 4:10-11 it writes:

Do not give orders to your male slave or
female servant—who hope in the same
God—out of bitterness, lest they stop
fearing the God who is over you both.
For he does not come to call those of
high status, but those whom the Spirit
has prepared. And you who are slaves
must be subject to your masters as to a
replica of God, with respect and
reverential fear.*’

Interestingly, people did not react for or
against slavery; they simply assumed it to be
a part of life within the church. The teaching
of the Didache parallels those of the Apostle
Paul where masters are reminded that they,
too, have a Master in heaven and should
treat their slaves accordingly (Eph. 6:9; Col.
4:1). The teaching also parallels Ephesians
6:5, 6 and Colossians 3:22 in commanding
slaves to obey their masters.

The letters of Ignatius were written while
Ignatius, the early second century Bishop of
Antioch, was en route to his martyrdom in
Rome.*! In Ignatius’ Letter to Polycarp,
section 4.3, he writes:

Do not be arrogant towards male and
female slaves, but neither let them
become haughty; rather, let them serve
even more as slaves for the glory of
God, that they may receive a greater
freedom from God. And they should not
long to be set free through the common
fund, lest they be found slaves of
passion.*?

Once again, slaves are commanded to
obedience and masters to kind treatment.
Ignatius does not make an appeal to a
Master in heaven, as seen previously in the
Didache, but he does make an intriguing
reference to slaves being set free through a



common fund. Based on this reference, one
can conclude that in some church
communities of which Ignatius was a part,
they combined finances and purchased
enslaved brothers and sisters in order to set
them free. It leaves one to wonder why the
church would take these actions. Did the
church do this because of negative feelings
regarding slavery, in general, or for some
other reason?

Polycarp, the Bishop of Smyna, was
martyred in the first half of the second
century. The account of his martyrdom, The
Martyrdom of Polycarp, is apparently based
on eyewitness accounts and is the “earliest
Christian martyrology that we have outside
of the New Testament description of the
death of Stephen (Acts 7).”*® This account
provides the first reference to slaves owned
by a Christian outside of Scripture.** In
sections 6 and 7 of Polycarp’s Martyrdom,
the reader learns that it was at the arrest and
torture of two young slaves and the
subsequent confession of one of them that
Polycarp was found and arrested. The
arrested slaves were members of Polycarp’s
household. Obviously, if a Bishop of the
church owned slaves, the practice, sadly,
was not frowned upon within the church.

Clement of Alexandria concerns himself
more with sexual purity and integrity than
with slavery. Actually, in his writings and
warnings regarding slaves and the impurity
they can bring, one can see a prejudice
against slaves.*® In his writing, Christ the
Educator, book 3, chapter 6, he writes,

To begin with, take ornaments away
from the woman, and servants from the
master, and you will discover that the
master differs in no way from the slaves
he has bought, neither in bearing, nor in
appearance, nor in voice. In fact, he is
very similar to his slave in these
respects. He differs from his slave in one

way only, in that he is more delicate and,
because of his upbringing, more
susceptible to sickness (emphasis
added).

In this, one finds a striking similarity to
Aristotle’s beliefs that some men are more
fitted by nature for slavery. He writes,
“these are by nature slaves, for whom to be
governed by this kind of authority is
advantageous, inasmuch as it is
advantageous to the subject things already
mentioned.”*

Origen, Clement’s successor, is the one
considered responsible for “an opinion about
the origin of slavery that has haunted the
Church for at least seventeen centuries.”*’ In
his Homily on Genesis 7, he claims that
slavery entered the world through Ham’s
descendants. He writes:

Consider how the Hebrews are said to
have been reduced to slavery violently,
to whom liberty was natural ... but
Pharoah reduced the Egyptians to
slavery easily, and it is not written that
he did this violently. For the Egyptians
were prone to a degenerate life, and
easily fell into the servitude of all sorts
of vices. Look to the origin of this race
and you will see that their father, Ham,
who mocked his father’s nakedness
merited that his son Canaan should be a
slave to his brethren; so that the
condition of slavery should be proof of
the wickedness of his disposition. Here
we find not only gross prejudice, but a
schism between biblical teachings on
equality in Christ and Christian
teachings that by nature people are not
equal even within the church. It is
obvious how such a belief lends itself to
the enslavement of people groups,
especially as was culminated in the
slavery of the African people in the New
World.*®



Slavery According to Augustine

Augustine, Bishop of Hippo (396 A.D.), was
a prolific writer whose theology did much to
shape the Church for centuries. His
influence was paramount, including his
views on slavery. His three works, The
Confessions, City of God, and The Lord'’s
Sermon on the Mount, reveal a fairly clear
understanding of Augustine’s perspective
regarding slavery, which would carry on in
the Church and have ramifications for 1500
years.

Augustine’s work, The Confessions, focuses
on his coming to know and accept God;
while it does not deal with the issue of
slavery per se, it reveals an other-worldly
concept of the issue. In books 6, 7, and 8,
predominantly, Augustine wrestles with his
sinfulness and views slavery as, ultimately,
slavery to sin. Augustine recreates an
atmosphere where freedom is a spiritual
issue; when a person finds God, he or she
finds freedom. While such a belief is not
wrong, it created a foundation for Augustine
to continue accepting slavery in this world.

Augustine’s The City of God, is a massive
work that consists of twenty-two books. In
Book 19.15-16, Augustine echoes Origen’s
equation of the sin of Ham with the
introduction of slavery. He writes: “For of
course it is understood that the condition of
slavery is justly imposed on the sinner.”*
He also makes reference to the idea that the
Latin word from which “slave” is derived
carries with it the concept of preservation,
since by making captives slaves, they were
being preserved from death. Augustine does
purport that slavery was not God’s intention
initially, but then he goes on to write,

Moreover, in a peaceful order in which
some men are subjected to others,
humility is as beneficial to servants and
pride is harmful to masters. But by

nature, in which God first created man,
no man is the slave either of another man
or of sin. Yet slavery as a punishment is
also ordained by that law which bids us
to preserve the natural order and forbids
us to disturb it; for if nothing had been
done contrary to that law, there would
have been nothing requiring the check of
punishment by slavery. For this reason
too the Apostle admonishes slaves to be
subject to their masters, and to serve
them heartily and with good will, so that
if they cannot be freed by their masters
they may themselves make their very
slavery in some sense free, by serving
not in crafty fear but in faithful affection,
until all wickedness pass away and all
lordship and human authority be done
away with and God be all in all.*

Clearly, Augustine finds slavery to be a
natural and inevitable component of society.
He also misinterprets Paul and fails to place
his exhortation to slaves in proper context.
Augustine lived when Christianity actually
had political power, and he could have
worked toward abolishing an evil like
slavery; however, he failed to do so.
Augustine also states, “So if any one in the
household by disobedience breaks the
domestic peace, he is rebuked by a word or a
blow or some other kind of just and
legitimate punishment.”* This statement
intrinsically holds so-called natural order
above anything else and a person who
breaks this peace is deserving of
punishment.

In The Lord’s Sermon on the Mount,
Augustine writes one specific item that is of
concern with regards to the institution of
slavery. In chapter 19.59, he writes:

Here, then [referring to Matt. 5:40] we
are to understand all such things for
which we may be brought into litigation,
whereby they may pass from our



ownership to his who contends or in
behalf of whom he contends—clothes,
for instance, house, land, a beast of
burden, and in general, any kind of
property. But whether this is to apply to
slaves also is a weighty problem. For no
Christian ought to possess a slave as he
might a horse or money ... But if that
slave is receiving from you, his master, a
better moral education and training, one
that is more conducive to his worship of
God, than he can possibly receive from
him who would take him away, | do not
know if anyone would venture to say
that he should be disregarded the same
as a garment (emphasis added).>

Augustine clearly saw slaves as property,
and although he encouraged their moral
training, relied too much on philosophy and
misinterpreted Scripture, thereby allowing
wrong theology to continue unhindered.
Unfortunately, Augustine’s precedent was
largely accepted throughout church history,
including the leaders of the Protestant
Reformation, Luther and Calvin. This
naturally led to what has become a mar in
American history—the enslavement of
African people.

Slavery in the New World

Slavery, as it existed in the New World, was
racially motivated with the enslavement of
African people to European-born people.
African people became a commodity, which
was kidnapped, transported, and sold in
exchange for wealth. The slaves were used
as free labor to work on large plantations so
that the masters could enjoy wealth and
relative ease. Slaves were kept illiterate due
to a fear of education; biblical passages were
often misused, especially passages regarding
slavery, in order to continue oppressing the
slaves.” Black slaves who served as
preachers were illiterate.>* Indeed, when
masters allowed their slaves to be religious,
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a part was always hidden or simply
forbidden, with the promise of a whipping,
because masters did not want their slaves to
pray for freedom. This disconnect often led
many slaves to reject “Bible Christianity”—
as practiced by their masters. In turn, an
experiential Christianity arose within the
slave world that did not focus on the Bible
and its interpretation, but rather on the
experiences achieved.>

A sermon by Charles Colcock Jones to a
slave congregation in 1833 is a great
example of the misuse of Scripture—
surprisingly based on Philemon. He writes:

| was preaching to a large congregation
on the Epistle of Philemon: and when |
insisted upon fidelity and obedience as
Christian virtues in servants and upon
the authority of Paul, condemned the
practice of running away, one half of my
audience deliberately rose up and
walked off with themselves, and those
that remained looked any thing but
satisfied, either with the preacher or his
doctrine. After dismissing, there was no
small stir among them; some solemnly
declared ‘that there was no such an
Epistle in the Bible’; others, ‘that they
did not care if they ever heard me preach
again!’... There were some too, who had
strong objections against me as a
Preacher, because | was a master, and
said, (‘shis people have to work as well as

b
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It is astonishing what one can “find” within
Scripture to support a perspective of
personal benefit. It is also horrifying how
bad theology can be passed down through
the ages. Slavery is an example of this.
Instead of the church being the forerunner in
abolition, understanding the slave passages
in context, and seeing the radical aspect of
Philemon, they looked to philosophers, such
as Plato and Aristotle, to interpret Scripture.



They failed to use the platform of
Christendom to bring about righteous
change, which resulted in a horrifying form
of slavery that ended with the subjugation of
a people group based solely on their
ethnicity.

Slavery in Modern Times

Slavery continues to exist today, not as a
pillar of society like in ancient Rome, nor
with the racial foundation such as existed in
the New World. However, slavery exists in
the form of forced prostitution and labor and
it permeates almost every culture in the
world. It is an “underground market in
people, termed human trafficking” and as of
2006 “between 600,000 and 800,000 people
are trafficked across international borders
each year—approximately two-thirds are
ensnared in sexual slavery.”®’ Human
trafficking includes “force, fraud, or
coercion—Ilegally sanitized words that cover
intimidation, kidnapping, beatings, rape,
deceit, abandonment, and murder.”*® Human
trafficking is an “exploitative and lucrative”
business bringing slaveholders billions of
dollars in annual profit.>® Although mostly
women and girls are trapped as sex slaves,
men and boys are also enslaved for
homosexual prostitution. In the West, the
demand for sex slaves is “encouraged by the
ubiquitous presence of pornography and the
glamorization of prostitution in films such as
Pretty Woman.”®

By its very nature, sex slavery remains
secretive and behind closed doors;
consequently, it can be easily forgotten, but
this does not dismiss its reality in the world
today. This new form of slavery “is not
about owning people in the traditional sense
of the old slavery, but about controlling
them completely. People become completely
disposable tools for making money.”®" It is
not difficult to see how slavery has morphed
into the human trafficking existent today.
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When an idea like natural inferiority is
promulgated and accepted, it does not take
much transformation for that to become sex
slavery, especially among women who have
long been viewed as inferior.

Modern day slavery also includes the forced
labor of adults and children. There are
several common themes in modern day
slavery:

Each victim is manipulated through the
threat of violence or its use; each is a
displaced person, in foreign
circumstances that increase his or her
dependence on the slave holder; each
represents a profitable input in an
underground market but is also
considered, paradoxically, a highly
expendable input; and each is,
practically, surviving in a reality that
evades the intervention of law.®

Adults and children alike are essentially
tricked into taking a job in another area and,
oftentimes, a foreign country. Then, when
the person is solely dependent on his or her
employer, he or she is forced to work
inhumane hours and in horrible conditions
with little or no pay. One can easily see how
breaking out of these conditions is virtually
impossible. In some cases, it is only through
death that the slave escapes. Many of the
people who find themselves in such
conditions are looking for a better life or a
way out of poverty, only to end up as slaves.
The reality of slavery in the modern context
only increases the need for proper
interpretation of the Bible and epistles like
Philemon. Christians in the twenty-first
century must make up for the
misinterpretation of the past and become the
forerunners in ending slavery once and for
all.



Commentary on Philemon

The following commentary will focus on the
heart of Philemon (vv. 8- 21) and not the
introduction (vv. 1-7) or the greetings and
doxology (vv. 22-24). Correct interpretation
requires that one work from the most
original text, in considering the textual
variations in the multitude of New
Testament manuscripts, the author’s
translation is as follows:

8 Therefore, having much confidence in
Christ to order you to do the fitting
thing, 9 rather, | appeal on account of
love, being such a one as Paul the elder,
but now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus;
10 I appeal to you on behalf of my son,
whom | have begotten in my
imprisonment, Onesimus, 11 the one
formerly useless to you but now useful
to you and to me, 12 whom | have sent
to you, him, that is my heart; 13 Whom |
was wishing to keep with myself, so that
on your behalf he might serve me in the
bonds of the gospel, 14 but | wish to do
nothing without your consent, in order
that your good thing might be according
to free will and not as according to

Table 2. Visualization of Philemon’s Rhetoric

necessity. 15 For perhaps on account of
this he was separated for a season, that
you might have him forever, 16 no
longer as a slave but more than a slave, a
beloved brother, especially to me, but
how much more to you both in the flesh
and in the Lord. 17 Therefore if you
have me as a partner, receive him as me.
18 But if in anything he has wronged
you or owes you, charge this to me. 19 |,
Paul, have written this with my hand, |
will repay; in order that I might not say
to you that you owe to me even yourself.
20 Yes, brother, 1 would like to benefit
from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in
Christ. 21 Being confident of your
obedience | write to you, knowing that
you will do even more than what | say.

When examining the Greek text of
Philemon, the letter’s artistry quickly
becomes apparent. Paul uses a number of
words multiple times and also the letter
contains several hapax legomena, or words
used only once in the entire New Testament.
F. F. Church demonstrates the rhetorical
structure of Philemon in Table 2.%°

Exordium

Proof

Peroratio

my prayer (v. 4)

your prayers (v. 22)

your love (w. 5, 7)

through love (v. 9)

all the good (v. 6)

the good (v. 9)

the sharing in common of
your faith (v. 6)

sharing in common with me
(v.17)

the inner being of the
saints has been refreshed

through you (v. 7) 16)

Onesimus my inner being, a
beloved brother (vv. 10, 12,

I desire some “benefit”
(onaimen) in the Lord,
refresh my inner being (v.
20)
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8 Awo moAAnv év Xpiotw moppnoiov
EYOV ENLTAOOELY OOl TO OVIIKOV

8 Therefore, having much confidence in
Christ to order you to do the fitting thing,

Auo, therefore, points back to the previous
two verses in which Paul encouraged
Philemon to be effective in the participation
of his faith for Christ and expressed joy at
Philemon’s love and his refreshing of the
saints hearts. Paul is able to appeal to
Philemon (v. 9) and not command him
precisely because of Philemon’s track record
in doing the right or good thing. The noun
translated confidence, zappnoiav, actually
carries the idea of freedom of speech.
Considering the context, Paul is not
referring to his personal authority as an
apostle, but rather all believers’ freedom of
speech that comes because of a relationship
with Christ. As followers of Christ, boldness
comes to encourage and speak truth to one
another.

Verse 8 is a dependent clause and it does not
contain a finite verb; it contains two
participles, eywv and aviixov, and an
infinitive, ezizarooerv. The first participle
acts as a concessive, carrying the idea of
although. The second participle is being
used substantively and is literally “the fitting
thing.” What is this “fitting thing?” It is the
actions that Philemon should take with
Onesimus, which Paul defines in greater
detail in verses 15-16. The infinitive verb,
emiroiooerv, comes from the verb eriraocow
and is an explanatory infinitive explaining
the extent of Paul’s confidence. One could
interpret this verb as Paul’s right as an
apostle, but considering the form of the
letter and that Paul never once references his
apostleship, it seems more likely that Paul is
highlighting the duty of Philemon as a
Christian and Paul’s right as a fellow
believer to enjoin him to perform that duty.
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9 Six v ayarnv uaAiov mopaxelo,
t010070¢ wv w¢ Iorvdoc mpecBvTne vowvi
J¢ xoi deouroc Xpiorov Inoov

9 rather, | appeal on account of love,
being such a one as Paul the elder, but
now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus;

The adverb uaiiovemphasizes what Paul is
going to do instead of commanding or
ordering; the preposition, dia, indicates the
reason for following the coming appeal—
that reason is love. The verb zopaxelw is
an interesting verb with a myriad of
meanings and uses. It comes from the
preposition zapa, which can be translated
‘from, beside, in the presence of, and
alongside of,” and the verb xadew, ‘I call.” It
is used in the first century and especially the
New Testament as “to call near, summon,
invite, beseech, comfort, exhort, urge,
entreat, and implore.”® It carries an idea of
inviting and encouraging someone to imitate
a person’s actions. In this case, Paul is
inviting Philemon, because of love, to do
what should be done in Christ and what
Paul, himself, would do.

The last part of the verse calls attention to
Paul’s status of elder, as someone who has
wisdom, and his status of prisoner, as
someone who has done the “fitting thing”
even when it came at a personal sacrifice.
Paul’s appeal comes from a rich background
of experience, thereby giving it more
weight. Paul could have used his status of
apostle to order Philemon, but instead he
uses his example. This is a case where Paul
defers to referent power instead of legitimate
power as the defining factor in his
exhortation.

10 mopaxal® oe 7EPL TOV EUOV TEVOD,
ov eyevviioa €v tolg deauoic, Ovnoyov,



10 I appeal to you on behalf of my son,
whom | have begotten in my
imprisonment, Onesimus,

In the previous verse, Paul lays the
foundation for his appeal—love and his
example; verse 10 identifies the purpose of
his appeal, Onesimus. Paul repeats the same
verb, zapaxalw, and then goes on to
describe his relationship with Onesimus, a
father with his child. It is understood from
this sentence that Onesimus came to faith
through Paul’s ministry while Paul was in
prison. This concept of being a spiritual
father is used by Paul in 1 Corinthians 4:15,
17, Galatians 4:19, 2 Timothy 1:2, and Titus
1:4. It is a Jewish idea that carries over into
the Christian world. Paul’s reference to
Onesimus as his child not only reveals the
spiritual change that has taken place in
Onesimus’ life, but also the affection that
Paul has for him.

This is the first time Onesimus is mentioned
in the epistle. The name Onesimus means
useful or profitable and Paul uses this to his
advantage. Paul places Onesimus at the end
of the description in order to provoke
favorable thoughts regarding Onesimus.
Philemon understands that Onesimus is not

simply his slave, but now Paul’s son in the
faith.

11 7ov moté oot ayrnoToV VUVI 8€ 0Ol
Ko Euol evypyorov, 12 ov avéreuya oot
aﬁrdv 1007 €0TIV TO é,ud azr/la'ma 13
ov eya) eﬂovﬂounv ﬂpog ELorvTOV
Karexezv v wzap 00D Lot Siakovi] Ev
101c deouoic 10V EVOYYeEAIOD,

11. the one formerly useless to you but
now useful to you and to me, 12 whom |
have sent to you, him, that is my heart; 13
Whom | was wishing to keep with myself,
so that on your behalf he might serve me
in the bonds of the gospel,
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The next three verses draw attention to
Onesimus’ new status and to Paul’s
affection for him. Verse 11 creates a word
play on Onesimus’ name, useful. Paul is
revealing to Philemon that, whereas
Onesimus once did not live up to his name,
now he does. We find the substantive article,
rov, along with the adjectives, ayznorov
and evypyorov, in the same case as
Onesimus was in the last verse, which shows
appellation. They are all referring back to or
naming him. Ayznorovis the first hapax
legomena,; it is chosen precisely for being a
synonym with Onesimus’ name.

Paul once again uses the noun ozlayyve
(used previously in v. 7). It literally refers to
the bowels, which were considered the seat
of the emotions. Paul is expressing his
affection for Onesimus. In its use in verse 7,
Paul was expressing joy at Philemon’s
refreshing of the saints’ ozAayyva, but here
Paul appears to be giving Philemon the
opportunity to refresh Paul’s heart through
his actions with Onesimus.

In verse 13, Paul uses the imperfect tense, “I
was wishing,” to show a desire that he had
over a period of time, but then decided
against. The wish was there, but was not
fulfilled. Could this be an invitation for
Philemon to fulfill that wish? The desire to
keep Onesimus was in order that he might
minister to or serve, staxovn, Paul while he
is in prison because of the gospel. It is
interesting to note the many times Paul has
used the emphatic form and its cognates of
the personal pronoun, €yw. This is not
without purpose, but accentuates Paul’s own
interest in Onesimus and his situation.

14 ,w)ptg S rng ang wa),ung ové‘ev
neelnaa noznaat v ui wg Kool
aveyknv w0 ayedov cov il oAla koo
EKOVOLOV.



14 but I wish to do nothing without your
consent, in order that your good thing
might be according to free will and not as
according to necessity.

The verb in this clause switches to the aorist
active and shows a decision being made
after the deliberating imperfect from the
previous verse. The word translated consent,
yvaung, means opinion or decision and is
coupled with the emphatic possessive o7¢
because Paul wants Philemon to know that
he is the sole decision-maker in Onesimus’
situation. Paul’s reason for deferring to
Philemon is expressed next using a purpose
clause expressed by 7ver with a subjunctive
verb—that Philemon would not be coerced
but allowed to act freely. The good thing
spoken of in this verse seems to refer back
to verse 8, the fitting thing. Paul has not yet
defined what that is in the letter, but he has
masterfully created an atmosphere where, no
matter how revolutionary, it will be the
obvious thing to do.

15 Taye yop Sia tovT0 EYwpiodn mpoc
wpay, Ve almVIiov aVToV CREYG,

15 For perhaps on account of this he was
separated for a season, that you might
have him forever,

The opening phrase here, Toya yop, seems
almost ambiguous and uncertain but,
understanding Paul’s use of persuasive
language and ancient rhetoric, it becomes
clear that Paul is pointing to something or,
in this case, someone that has had control
the entire time. The S rov7o is referring
to a phrase that is yet to come and will be
discussed in a following section. The verb
Paul uses, £ywpro6n, is most telling. The
verb’s definition is not unclear or overly
interesting, rather it is the form used that
directs the sentence. The verb is a passive
construction of the third person singular.
Based on the context, the implied subject is
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Onesimus and that he is the one receiving
the action. The verb and phrase offer no
explanation as to the agent precisely because
Paul is pointing to God as the agent. Paul
wants Philemon to understand that what has
occurred has been God’s plan and this
should direct any action he takes with
Onesimus. A paraphrase might read: “It
seems obvious that God is the one who
separated Onesimus from you.”

The separation, while orchestrated by God,
was not meant to last forever but, zpoc
wporv, “for a season.” That Onesimus was
not a follower of Christ upon his separation
from Philemon is clear from Paul’s
reference to his becoming Paul’s son during
Paul’s imprisonment (v. 10). The season of
Onesimus’ separation served a mighty
purpose in bringing him to Christ, but the
season was not to be lasting.

16 ovkert we SovAov aAl’ vmep Sovlov,
OIOEAPOV QYOTNTOV, UXALIOTA ELOL, TOOW
J€ UdAAov ool kol €v oopkl Kol €V
KUpLw.

16 no longer as a slave but more than a
slave, a beloved brother, especially to me,
but how much more to you both in the
flesh and in the Lord.

This verse reveals that o:a Tovro was
referring to—receiving back Onesimus. It is
“on account” of Onesimus’ return that God
separated him. The verb used here, azeyng,
is enlightening. In this case, it is the
definition that causes one to pause. Az&yw,
depending on its form, means to abstain,
away, enough, have back, have in full,
received in full, and off. When it is a
transitive verb, requiring a direct object, as
in Philemon, it is translated receive in full or
have back. It is actually derived from the
preposition oo, from, which can act as an
intensifier, and the verb £yw, | have. Its use



through time closely matches the use found
in the New Testament, except in the papyri
from the same period where one finds the
word being used largely for receipts when
the payment was received in full. When the
verb carries the idea of payment, it is used
for inanimate objects not usually people.®

Paul uses this verb in four other passages. In
1 Thessalonians 4:3, 5:22, and 1 Timothy
4:3, he uses the middle form of the verb
translated abstain or avoid, instructing the
churches to abstain from fornication, every
form of evil. In 1 Timothy, he quotes those
who are wrongly telling the church to
abstain from meat. In another passage,
Philippians 4:18, Paul uses the present form
of the verb, also transitive, referring to the
“things” that he received from Epaphroditus
on behalf of the church. Itisonly in
Philemon that we find the verb used by Paul
(and any other biblical writer) in reference
to an actual person and then with the idea of
receiving that person back in full. It seems
evident that Paul used this verb for a
purpose, as seen more clearly in a following
section.

The beginning of this clause, 7ve, coupled
with the subjunctive form of the verb
discussed previously, is a signifier that this
is a purpose clause. It tells the reader the
purpose of Onesimus’ temporal separation,
which is not only to receive him back, but to
receive him back forever. (The clause is 1va
atwviov avtov argyng). The noun atwviov
comes from aiwv where the words “aeon”
or “eon” come from,; it carries the idea of an
age or a long duration of time. When
atwviovis used in the New Testament, it is
almost always translated “eternal” or
“eternity;” only in Philemon is it translated
“forever.” It carries the idea of quality
rather than time. The understanding of
becoming a Christ follower was inherently
coupled with eternity and eternal life. Paul
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plays on this concept by choosing this
particular adjective. The idea is not that
Onesimus will never die or leave again, but
that qualitatively he, as a Christian, is bound
to Philemon in a new and better way and
they will enjoy eternity together. What a
powerful image. Aiwviov acvzov are in the
same form, accusative, to show their
relationship to each other and their
relationship as the direct objects of the verb.
It is “him” or Onesimus who will be
received forever.

The next portion is the climax of the entire
letter; it serves as the drive behind Paul’s
writing and his subtle push for Onesimus’
freedom. The phrase ovkert w¢ doviov, is
very straight forward. Onesimus’ “forever”
status has changed from a slave; therefore,
Philemon should receive him back
differently. Here Paul uses the verb azeymg,
which was discussed earlier. However, he
uses a verb normally reserved for inanimate
objects, especially receipts, to refer to a
person. As previously discussed, slavery
was a complicated, yet expected social
arrangement in the Roman world. Slaves
were not considered to be people, but rather
objects. Aristotle captures the way people
viewed slaves when he refers to them as “a
live article of property.”® Paul plays off this
idea and reveals how this view should be
transformed in the Church. Onesimus, as a
slave, was property; by his absence, he cost
Philemon money. By sending Onesimus
back, Paul is telling Philemon that
Onesimus’ debt, both figuratively and
literally, has been paid in full; therefore, he
should be received as such. According to
verse 18, Paul forthrightly tells Philemon to
charge any monetary debt to himself. Paul
obviously wanted to highlight Onesimus’
new nature and change of status.

The status change is not complete by simply
stating that Onesimus was “no longer a
slave.” Paul now defines who Onesimus is



and how Philemon should view him. Paul
writes: oAl vrep SovAov, adedgov
ayarnrov. The verse uses the term aile,
“but,” which, in Greek, indicates a strong
contrastive—signifying a complete change.
Onesimus’ change is found in appositional
form where Paul uses first an ablative of
comparison, vzep SovAov, “more than a
slave,” with the apposition being adeigov
ayernrov, “a beloved brother.” The use of
apposition reveals that Paul considers the
“more than a slave” to be equal to “a
beloved brother.”

The word ayarnroc is derived from the
word ayarn, “love.” It was used in
Classical Greek with reference to desirable
things and also to people who were
“beloved.” People often used the term to
address letters and was first found in this
form in the LXX. The word adeigoc
dervies from the ¢, copulative, and deigug,
“womb” and literally means “son of the
same mother.” Aristotle was the first person
to use this term and people later used it in
reference to kinsmen, colleagues, associates,
member of a college, a term of address used
by kings, and, finally, brother—as in a
fellow Christian.®’

Moulton and Milligan cite a number of uses
of the word aryaznroc. Its main use appears
to have been in the addresses of letters, but
they also cite its use in a horoscope. The use
of adelpoc is more complicated. Moulton
and Milligan identify numerous literal uses
of the word, but also note instances where it
may be used in reference to one’s husband.
Further, they state that the word could
denote members of the same religious
community, kinsmen, and friends. In all
instances, the term shows some type of
relationship that is recognized and valued.®®

In the New Testament, aryazrnzoc is used in
reference to Jesus and, Paul, in particular,
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uses the term to refer to fellow believers and
people who came to salvation through his
ministry. In addition, it is used substantively
in addresses, particularly in salutations. It is
often used along with adedgoc when talking
to or about a fellow Christian. Its plural
form is used when addressing or discussing
the church in general. Paul frequently uses
the phrase adelgpov ayarnrov in varying
forms to highlight the relationship that is
common to all Christians, thereby negating
partiality in the body of Christ. He uses this
particular phrase when highlighting
Onesimus’ new status and ability to partake
in the equality of relationships available in
Christ.

Concerning Onesimus’ new status as a
beloved brother in Christ, Paul writes,
uodiorer €uot. The word podiore is an
elative superlative or an absolute
superlative, yet Paul couples it with the
phrase roow &¢ paiiov cot, which
contains both zoow, an interrogative
pronoun “how much” and uailov, a
comparative, “more.” The comparative
phrase in this case is put in a position of
being a degree higher than the absolute
superlative. How is this possible? The whole
idea behind a superlative is that there is
nothing greater or higher. Paul, writing to
Philemon, says that uot, “to me,” [Paul],
Onesimus’ status as a beloved brother is
especially important, but got, “to you,”
[Philemon], Onesimus is even that much
more important. The emphasis here,
especially in light of the Greek word choice
and construction, is glaringly obvious. The
relationship that Onesimus has with Paul is
vital; he has become his son in the spiritual
sense. However, the relationship with
Philemon is an even greater contrast.
Previously it was a slave, a commodity; now
he is familial, a brother—a beloved brother!



Paul separates the relationship change and
status of Onesimus into two parts. First,
Onesimus has become a beloved brother xa:
gv oapkt, “both in the flesh,” and second,
Kol €v kupiw, “and in the Lord.” The ko

. ko construction is a correlative
conjunction built to emphasize that both
elements involved should be viewed equally.
Philemon could easily have seen Onesimus
as only having changed in the Lord, then his
slave status would have been neither here
nor there. However, Paul urges Philemon to
recognize that Onesimus’ flesh change, from
slave to brother, is just as important. This is
paramount in seeing the radicalness of this
small letter. Paul’s duo of status emphasis
indicates that he saw slavery as contrary to
Christian principles.

17 &1 oVV e g xotvovov, mpooiaBov
avtov w¢ €ue. 18 €l 8¢ t1 NOIKNOEV O N
ogeilel, 1'01710 é,uoi éﬂlo’ya 19 éya)'
Hav/log eypm//a m s,un xazm sya)
azzonaa) vor un A€ym oot 0Tt Kol
OEQVTOV 0L TIPOCOPEIAEIC.

17 Therefore if you have me as a partner,
receive him as me. 18 But if in anything
he has wronged you or owes you, charge
this to me. 19 I, Paul, have written this
with my hand, | will repay; in order that |
might not say to you that you owe to me
even yourself.

The word “therefore” (v. 17) relates back to
the main point. Paul has sent Onesimus, his
heart, back to Philemon and he wants
Philemon to receive Onesimus just as he
would receive Paul himself. The word
xotvovov is used again. In verse 6, the word
referred to Philemon’s faith; now it is used
in reference to Paul and Philemon’s
relationship. The term carries the sense of a
business-partner and can be viewed as a
clever word play—Iike the verb used for
receipts cited earlier. Paul discusses a
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commodity and payment in the ancient
world, but does so with the same language
used to designate Christian fellowship.

Verse 18 has long been used as proof that
Onesimus stole something from Philemon
before he left. While this may, in fact, be the
case, the verse alone does not give enough
information to make this determination. It is
a simple conditional sentence that does not
prove a wrong done or goods stolen. The
emphasis is on Paul’s willingness to step in
and repay. In verse 19, Paul extends an IOU
(I owe you). Whether Paul wrote the entire
epistle by hand or only this particular
sentence is debatable, but in any case, one
can be certain he wrote verse 19 because this
would act as the legally signed document if
a debt existed. Once again, Paul uses the
emphatic personal pronoun, £yw, and
another hapax legomena, the verb aroriow,
which is the future form of the verb
arnorivw. It is a “legal technical term, found
frequently in the papyri meaning to ‘make
compensation,” ‘pay the damages.’” 69

At the end of verse 19, the reader finds a
peculiar parenthetical comment with an
interesting construction of 7ver 11 using the
indicative. Paul is addressing what he does
not want to mention; that is, if considering
debts, then Philemon must remember he
owes Paul. The verb Paul uses,
npooogeileig, is another hapax legomena
and is simply a compound verb including
the former verb, ogeiier, found in verse 18
with the addition of the preposition zpoo,
which can be translated towards, for, with,
or besides. Paul seems to be emphasizing
that Philemon’s debt to Paul, his salvation,
is a greater debt than what could be owed by
Onesimus. The construction of o7: with the
indicative is epexegetical clarifying what
Paul is not wanting to say, but that which
should provoke Philemon to do the right
thing.



20 vau OOEAPE, Eyw ooV ovaiunY €V
KUPLW CVOTQUOOV OV T, OTACY)VEL EV
Xpiora. 21 IerolBwg tf vmokofl oov
ENpoye; 001, ELSWC OTL KOl VIEDP O AEY®
ZOLTIOIEC.

20 Yes, brother, 1 would like to benefit
from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in
Christ. 21 Being confident of your
obedience | write to you, knowing that
you will do even more than what | say.

In verse 20, another hapax legomena occurs
with the verb ovazunv. It is the aorist
optative of the verb ovivau: and means to
benefit or enjoy. Although the expression is
commonly used in secular writings, its lack
of use in the New Testament makes its use
in Philemon too coincidental to not be
another word play on Onesimus’ name
(which is a derivative of this verb). The
optative form is not often seen in the New
Testament, but when it is used, it carries the
idea of an “attainable wish.”’® Paul’s use of
adeAge for Philemon is very telling. In verse
1, Paul referred to Philemon as “the
beloved.” The combination of these two
Greek words is found in verse 16 to describe
what Onesimus has become. It would be
hard to miss the note of equality found in
Paul’s language; Onesimus is now a beloved
brother just like Philemon. Paul uses the
noun ozAayyve again as an invitation for
Philemon, who was earlier commended for
his refreshing of the saints’ hearts, to now
refresh Paul’s heart in his response to
Onesimus.

Verse 21 begins with a passive participle
that seems to be acting as a participle of
manner; in other words, Paul has written in
and with confidence, which is accentuated
by the use of the next participle, ezdwc. He
knows that Philemon will not only do what
Paul has requested, but he will do more than
requested. This is another use of the
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comparative for emphasis. What is the “even
more” that Paul knows Philemon will do?
The obvious expectation throughout the
letter has been for the forgiveness of
Onesimus without holding anything against
him. The unspoken expectation has been the
hint at equality and freedom. | would
venture to say that the “even more” is
referring to the unspoken expectation and is
a subtle push for Philemon not only to
forgive Onesimus and see him as a beloved
brother, but to take it to its logical
conclusion and set him free.

Philemon for Today

A brief historical survey of slavery quickly
reveals that slavery has changed over the
centuries. The audience that Paul faced in
the New Testament world understood
slavery as radically different from the way
modern Americans view it. Does this mean
the message of Philemon is lost to a modern
audience? Absolutely not! Although the
letter centers on a slave, the message of right
relationships, true transformation, and the
amazing power of grace is as necessary for
the church today as it was in the days of
Paul.

The letter of Philemon steps outside Paul’s
norm of correcting and encouraging the
church through theological discourses and
into the realm of relationships. Clearly, God
sees correct relationships as just as vital in
the church as correct doctrine. The whole
purpose of the letter is to mend a severed
relationship and call that relationship to a
higher level—to one of equals. Paul puts
himself into the position of reconciler, just
as Christ worked to reconcile humanity to
God. Paul exemplifies who Christians are
called to be. This high calling is not to be
taken lightly and is based in humility. A
wealthy slave owner called to view his slave
as a beloved brother must “have the mind of
Christ” (Phil. 2:5) and put on humility.



From this small letter, one learns the
importance of reconciliation, both as the
receiver and as the agent, as well as the
importance of impartiality. The love of
status seems to be a sidekick to sin. The
“being like God” lure from Genesis 3:5
haunts humanity and causes people to strive
for importance and significance, oftentimes
in very wrong ways. This same search can
cause people to view other individuals as
less valuable, thereby establishing the basis
for how they treat their fellowman. Just as
Philemon is called to see Onesimus in a new
light, Christ-followers should view other
believers through a grace-lens, as infinitely
valuable and deserving of love. This is the
“loving others as yourself” that Christ
declared as the second greatest
commandment (Matt. 22:39). The unity that
eludes the Church would be more easily
achieved if people could somehow grasp this
small, but profound principle: God loves all
people the same; therefore, people should
also extend love to their fellowman.

Transformation is God’s business. Sinful
humans becoming Christ-like is nothing
short of miraculous. In Philemon, the reader
is introduced to an obscure first century
slave whose life and salvation were
orchestrated by God. In like manner, God’s
interest and ability, as illustrated in
Philemon, extended to humanity today.
Although a seemingly trite idea, its
profundity is without explanation. If the
Church fails to grasp God’s transforming
power, it risks becoming ineffective and
impotent.

Grasping God’s transforming power means
not only believing in it, but also allowing it
to work in one’s life. The failure of past
saints to allow deep transformation in their
lives is the underlying reason slavery has
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continued unabated for thousands of years.
Deep transformation of the human heart is
the only thing that will truly change society.
Laws can dictate behavior, but cannot touch
the heart. The political arena can preserve
freedoms and punish lawbreakers, but it
cannot affect motivations. One cannot
overstate this fact. Christians always face
the threat of becoming too reliant on the
government and political or religious leaders
to make things right. In so doing, they
neglect to work for the advancement of
God’s Kingdom, which does not set itself up
in governments, but in human hearts. While
believers should do their part to end
modern-day slavery, a true end will never
come without eliminating the underlying
causes, such as lust, perversion, and greed,
from peoples’ hearts. Paul reveals such a
balance in Philemon. He does not insist on
Onesimus’ freedom or even command it, but
rather he implores Philemon, in Christ, to do
what is fitting—a heart changed in Christ
frees a slave. The impartiality and equality
of the body of Christ, starts in hearts and
extends to change individual relationships
and eventually entire societies.

Philemon is also a call for believers to
recognize the amazing power of grace.
God’s grace in Philemon is two-fold: (1)
powerful enough to save a sinner and create
a new man—Onesimus; and (2) powerful
enough to change the heart of a slave-owner
so he could view his slave as a beloved
brother—Philemon. This grace is available
for people today! God is able and willing to
change peoples’ lives and free them from
sin. He is able to reconcile broken
relationships. The power of grace is fervent
and exhaustive and the small letter of
Philemon stands above the best works of
literature as its prime example.



APPENDIX A

Pliny the Younger’s Letter to his friend Savinianus (9.21)

Your freedman, with whom you said you
were angry, has approached me, and
groveling at my feet he has clung to them as
if they were yours. His tears were copious,
as were his pleas and also his silences. In
short, he persuaded me that he was
genuinely sorry, and | believe that he has
turned over a new leaf because he feels that
he has misbehaved. | know that you are
furious with him, and I know also that you
are rightly so, but praise for forbearance is
especially due when the grounds for anger
are more justified. You were fond of him,
and | hope that you will be so in the future;
meanwhile it is enough that you allow
yourself to be appeased. It will be possible
for you to renew your anger, if he deserves
it, and you will have greater justification if
you have been prevailed upon now. Make

APPENDIX B

Letter by Two Sisters: An Appeal to the Law

In the consulship of our lords the Emperor
Diocletian Augustus for the 6th time and
Constantius the most noble Caesar for the
2nd time. To the Aurelii Dionysios also
called Apollonios and Demetrianos son of
Ploution, both from gymnasiarchs,
councilors of the illustrious and most
illustrious city of the Oxyrhynchites, the
most worthy nyktostrategoi. From Aurelia
Tapammon daughter of Thonios, whose
mother was Allous, from the same city
acting without a kurios by the ius liberorun
through her foster-father Aurelius
Sarapiades sone of Didymaos also called
Hierax from the same city. By inheritance
from my parents | own with my sister
Dioskouriaina a slave by the name Sarmates,
house-born from the female slave Thaesis,
and since the time of the death of my parents

21

some allowance for his youth, for his tears,
and for your own benevolence. Do not cause
him pain, to avoid paining yourself, for you
pain yourself when your mild disposition
turns to anger.

| fear that | may seem to be applying
pressure rather than to be pleading with you,
if I join my prayers to his, and | shall do this
all the more fully and frankly for having
rebuked him more sharply and severely,
having threatened that | shall never plead
with you again after this. That threat was
addressed to him, for it was necessary to
scare him, and not to you; indeed, | shall
perhaps plead with you again, and my plea
will again be granted, provided only that it is
fitting for me to request it, and for you to
grant it. Farewell.”

he has been providing us with income. But
now, from I did not know what motive, he is
withdrawing from his work (?) and is not
willing to remain in our service or,
moreover, to pay dues, with what purpose |
do not understand. Therefore, since | cannot
endure the insolence of a servant, | am
presenting this written document with the
intention of making a petition (?) and
requesting that through your attention the
slave be compelled to pay the income owed
by him and be ordered to remain in our
service. In the 12th year and 11th year of our
lords the Emperors Diocletian and
Maximian Augusti, and the 4th year of
Constantius and Maximian the most
renowned Caesars, Pauni 19th. Aurelia
Tapammon has presented (this) through me,
Aurelius Sarapiades. I, Aurelius Ischyriom,
wrote for her.”
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