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1 Paul, a prisoner of Messiah Yeshua, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our 
beloved brother and fellow worker, 2 and to Apphia our sister, and to Archippus 
our fellow soldier, and to the [assembly] in your house: 3 Grace to you and peace 
from God our Father and the Lord Yeshua the Messiah. 
 
1 Paul’s letter begins following standard ancient letter writing techniques. He identifies 

himself as “Paul, a prisoner of Messiah Yeshua,” Timothy is listed as a co-sender, and 
Philemon is considered to be “our beloved brother and fellow worker.” This is very 
important to notice, because Paul makes no reference to his apostolic authority as he 
typically does in the opening of his other letters.1 The Epistle to Philemon is the only one of 
Paul’s letters where he begins by describing himself as “a prisoner for Christ Jesus” (RSV). 
For one who has been imprisoned for the cause of Messiah, Paul deserves to be heard, as he 
has an important message to Philemon about his runaway slave Onesimus. Paul does not 
have to assert his apostleship, because there is no question of it being challenged. 

In the view of Maxie D. Dunnam, “The letter to Philemon resonates with an 
understanding of life Jesus set forth in the Sermon on the Mount and gives dynamic witness 
to the meaning of faith in the marketplace.”2 Paul’s reference to himself as a prisoner, as 
opposed to an apostle, is an assertion of a unique kind of authority. This kind of authority is 
one which Douglas J. Moo considers is related “to pursue a particular argumentative 
strategy...Paul’s imprisonment is a subtle reminder of his own sacrifices for the sake of the 
gospel and should lead Philemon to look on his request with sympathy.”3 

Timothy is listed as a co-sender of the letter to Philemon, just like he is in Colossians, 
but Paul refers to himself as “I” throughout the letter, devoid of any real usage of “we.” 
Timothy is listed in the opening greeting because he stands by Paul as a close ministry 
associate. Ultimately, though, the letter to Philemon is the account of one man 
communicating to another man. 

 
1 Romans 1:1; 1 Corinthians 1:1; 2 Corinthians 1:1; Galatians 1:1; Ephesians 1:1; Colossians 1:1; 1 Timothy 1:1; 2 

Timothy 1:1; Titus 1:1. 
2 Dunnam, 402. 
3 Moo, 380. 
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V. 1 also gives us some important clues into who Philemon was, including the only 
explicit reference to him as tō agapētō, meaning “the beloved,” indicating that he was valued 
by Paul, Timothy, and other Believers. Knowing the connection between Philemon and 
Colossians (see Introduction), we can deduce that Philemon was a recipient of Paul’s 
ministry work in Ephesus (Acts 19:9-10), who could have encountered his preaching 
ministry during a business trip to Ephesus. Philemon as a fellow worker (sunergos) would 
suggest that he helped build up the community of Believers in various acts of service. It 
could be suggested that Philemon was some kind of itinerant minister in Colossae and the 
Lycus Valley,4 but we cannot know this for certain. 

2 Paul’s opening greeting continues, with him expressing goodwill “to Apphia the 
beloved, and to Archippus our fellow-soldier, and to the assembly in your house” (LITV). We 
can safely assume that Apphia was Philemon’s wife, with James D.G. Dunn even noting that 
there is “a serious attempt made...to treat women as individuals.”5 She is recognized as a 
fellow “sister” (adelphē) in the Lord, after all. Some have speculated that Archippus was 
Philemon’s son, but we cannot know this for certain. All three of them were a part of the 
congregation that met in Philemon’s home. 

Archippus did have a special ministry, which Paul alludes to in the closing salutation of 
his letter to the Colossians (4:17), being a good indication that he was a leading member of 
the assembly that met in Philemon’s home. Like Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25), Archippus 
is considered to be a “fellow soldier” (sustratiōtēs) or “comrade-in-arms” (NEB). 

V. 2 is yet another confirmation of how the early congregations of Believers most 
always met in homes. The implication for reading Paul’s letter is that Philemon was 
probably wealthy, and that Onesimus was one of several slaves that he owned. 

3 Common to his letters, Paul issues grace and peace to Philemon: “Grace to you and 
peace from God our Father and the Lord Yeshua the Messiah.” Issuing grace and peace was a 
combination of both Greek and Jewish greetings. V. 3 includes the plural “you” (hēmōn) as a 
matter of courtesy to Apphia and Archippus, even though Philemon is the addressee of the 
letter. Also common to the opening Paul’s letters, “God” is a reference to the Father and 
“Lord” represents Yeshua. But, Yeshua as “Lord” or kurios does not solely pertain to Him 
being Divine, but also serves to underscore the issue that Philemon as a master who owns a 
slave, has himself a Master to whom he must submit. Ben Witherington III indicates, 
“Philemon himself has a Master, who provides him with a model as to how he should behave 
in this situation.”6 
 
 
 

 

 
4 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 272. 
5 Dunn, 321. 
6 Witherington, 56. 
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4 I thank my God always, making mention of you in my prayers, 5 because I hear 
of your love and of the faith which you have toward the Lord Yeshua and toward 
all the saints; 6 and I pray that the fellowship of your faith may become effective 
through the knowledge of every good thing which is in you for Messiah's sake. 
 
4 Vs. 4-7 in Paul’s letter to Philemon serve to establish not only Paul’s appreciation for 

his friend, but also help build Paul’s credibility to Philemon, as he will be informing him 
about what has become of the runaway Onesimus. He informs him how “I always thank my 
God as I remember you in my prayers” (NIV). Paul’s reference to God as “my God” (cf. 
Romans 1:8; 1 Corinthians 1:4; Philippians 1:3) is not an implication that he somehow 
worships or serves a different deity than Philemon, but is rather a reflection on his own 
relationship and experience with God. According to Dunn, this “does not denote Paul’s God 
as distinct from Philemon’s, but rather underlies the personal character of Paul’s devotion.”7 
Paul’s usage likely parallels various references we see in the Psalms to the interactions 
people have with God (Psalm 3:8; 5:3; 7:2, 4, 7; 12:4; 17:3; 21:2; etc.) 

In order to pray for Philemon, Paul had to consciously make the effort to remember 
him and the relationship that the two of them had. One of the most important things a good 
Jew like Paul would have known, was how Exodus 13:3 admonished Ancient Israel, 
“Remember8 this day in which you went out from Egypt, from the house of slavery; for by a 
powerful hand the LORD brought you out from this place.” Whether there are echoes of God 
requiring His people to remember how He delivered them from slavery, and how Paul 
remembers Philemon—with this being a distant clue about what will be discussed further 
on about the slave Onesimus—we can only speculate. Remembering Philemon in prayer, 
though, would have been important to express how valuable he was to Paul. Moo states, 
“‘Remembering’ people in prayer, then, involves not only the mental activity of considering 
their needs but also calling on God to consider them and act for their benefit.”9 

5 The main reason Paul is able to really pray for Philemon is “because I hear of your 
love and of the faith which you have toward the Lord Jesus and all the saints” (RSV). It is 
reasonable to assume that Paul has heard something about Philemon via Epaphras 
(Colossians 1:4, 8). Yet, as mundane as we might consider this expression of gratitude to be, 
there is some slight disagreement about what it is intended to convey. The NASU, RSV, and 
ESV all follow the Greek pretty closely, which reads sou tēn agapēn kai tēn pistin, hēn echeis 
pros ton Kurion Iēsoun kai eis pantas tous hagious—“your love and faith which you have 
toward the Lord Jesus, and toward all the saints” (YLT). The reason that there is 
disagreement is that “love and faith” are directed toward both the Lord Yeshua and toward 
the saints. 

 
7 Dunn, 316. 
8 Heb. zakar; Grk. LXX mnēmoneuō. 
Philemon 4 employs the noun form of mnēmoneuō, mneia. 
9 Moo, 386. 
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How can faith be directed not only toward the Lord, but also toward the saints? F.F. 
Bruce suggests that “loyalty” is the best rendering for pistis.10 Philemon demonstrates 
loyalty to the Lord and to the saints, which is something to be slightly differentiated from 
“faith in Messiah Yeshua”11 (Colossians 1:4; cf. Ephesians 1:15). Peter T. O’Brien, however, 
lists how pistis might be taken to mean “reliability.”12 Moo suggests that any option other 
than pistis as “faith” is difficult, primarily because he cannot see pistis as relating to anything 
other than faith in the Lord. He argues that v. 5 is to be read chiastically, with faith in the 
Lord Yeshua, and then love toward all of God’s people, being spoken of.13 This view is 
reflected in both the NIV and NRSV renderings of v. 5: 

 
“[B]ecause I hear about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints” 
(NIV). 
 
“[B]ecause I hear of your love for all the saints and your faith toward the Lord Jesus” 
(NRSV). 
 
Still, another view of pistis, fully at our disposal,14 is that Philemon demonstrates “love 

and faithfulness” to both the Lord and the saints. This may be our best option, simply 
because Paul is trying to express appreciation to Philemon for the good service that he has 
demonstrated as a worker (v. 1) in the ekklēsia. 

6 What Paul actually prays for, on Philemon’s behalf, is now detailed: “I pray that the 
fellowship of your faith may become effective through the knowledge of every good thing 
which is in you for Messiah's sake” (NASU). Believe it or not, this is the most difficult verse 
in the entire letter, in terms of evaluating what Paul is trying to convey to Philemon, how it 
is to be translated, and the overall theological purpose of it.15 

How is the clause hē koinōnia tēs pisteōs sou to be translated? The NIV has this as “in 
sharing your faith,” followed by the NRSV which has “the sharing of your faith.” A common 
view is that the knowledge of one’s faith leads a person to be more active in sharing it, and 
this must be the case with Philemon. Philemon has a proper faith in the Lord, is 
experiencing the Lord’s goodness, and Paul is desiring that “the sharing of [his] faith” via 
the proclamation of the good news becomes more effective. 

Also to be considered is how the koinōnia, viewed to be “sharing” by many, could regard 
the sharing of one’s resources that comes from an active faith in Yeshua. From this vantage 
point, 2 Corinthians 9:6, 8 would be appropriate to note: “Now this I say, he who sows 
sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also reap 

 
10 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 208. 
11 Grk. tēn pistin humōn en Christō Iēsou; “your faith in Christ Jesus” (RSV). 
12 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 278. 
13 Moo, 388. 
14 Cf. LS, 641. 
15 Consult Moo, pp 389-394 for an evaluation of views. 
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bountifully...And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that always having all 
sufficiency in everything, you may have an abundance for every good deed.” 

Yet is it an assumption that koinōnia means “sharing”? Could “the fellowship of your 
faith” regard coming together with other Believers, and in the process of being built up 
together in the Lord, properly express oneself as changed by Him? The options before us, in 
Dunn’s estimation, are how “The puzzle is whether [koinōnia] is something objective (the 
fellowship brought by faith) or subjective (the experience of shared faith), and likewise 
whether [pistis] is objective (the fellowship of a shared confession) or subjective (the shared 
experience of believing).”16 

N.T. Wright further observes, “Koinōnia cannot mean ‘sharing’ in the sense of dividing 
something up or parcelling it out. Nor is the language primarily of business. The key idea is 
‘mutual participation’. The whole phrase then means ‘the mutual participation which is 
proper to your faith.’”17 The NLT rendering of v. 6 tries (although perhaps not as well as it 
could) to capture this option with, “I am praying that you will put into action the generosity 
that comes from your faith as you understand and experience all the good things we have in 
Christ.” 

Sharing or “fellowship” in terms of Philemon being generous with his finances, 
distributed to other Believers, does not appear to be the issue in v. 6. Rather, koinōnia 
appears to pertain to what occurs when one participates in fellowship with Believers, and 
the implications of that fellowship as demonstrated in faith. This would fit the theme of 
Paul’s letter quite well. Moo summarizes, “When people believe in Christ, they become 
identified with one another in an intimate association and incur both the benefits and 
responsibilities of that communion. Philemon is fundamentally all about those 
responsibilities, as Paul, Onesimus, and Philemon, bound together in faith, are forced by 
circumstances to think through the radical implications of their koinōnia.”18 

If the “fellowship of your faith” is understood to mean the shared experiences of one’s 
faith, helping build up one another to become more effective Believers in the Lord, then for 
what purpose is this to take place? Paul says that is to occur en hēmin eis Christon, literally “in 
us to/toward Christ.” The NASU having “for Christ’s sake” (also TNIV) seems a rather 
ambiguous and general rendering, and the HCSB having “for the glory of Christ” makes a 
value judgment. Also not to be overlooked are the textual variants between hēmin or “us” 
(ESV), and humin or “you,” both of which seem to have some good evidence among mss.,19 
although “us” should be preferred as it would include Paul in this mix. Given the specificity 
of the Greek clause eis Christon, either “in Messiah” or “unto Messiah” would be the clearer 
rendering. The implication of how one’s shared experiences of faith make us be more 
effective Believers is certainly done for the Lord’s sake, but more specifically is done unto 

 
16 Dunn, 318. 
17 Wright, 176. 
18 Moo, 392. 
19 Cf. Metzger, Textual Commentary, 657. 
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the Lord for the further establishment of His Body. In Ephesians 4:12-13 Paul details how 
this works, 

“[F]or the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body 
of Messiah; until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of 
God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of 
Messiah.” 

Philemon’s fellowship of faith, that Paul prays for, is involved with this important 
process. And, the textual evidence favoring “in us unto Messiah,” points to how Paul, 
Philemon, and Onesimus are all participants in this faith. They are all involved in the Body 
of Messiah. 
 

 
7 For I have come to have much joy and comfort in your love, because the hearts of 
the saints have been refreshed through you, brother. 8 Therefore, though I have 
enough confidence in Messiah to order you to do what is proper, 9 yet for love's 
sake I rather appeal to you—since I am such a person as Paul, the aged, and now 
also a prisoner of Messiah Yeshua— 
 
7 V. 7 serves as a transition point, as Paul has just expressed his appreciation for 

Philemon, by telling him how he is in his prayers, and how he is mindful of his involvement 
in the Body of Messiah. He says, “Your love has given me great joy and encouragement, 
because you, brother, have refreshed the hearts of the saints” (NIV). This is not too different 
than how Paul reports to the Colossians how Epaphras “also informed us of your love in the 
Spirit” (Colossians 1:8). We can assume that given how the Believers have been refreshed by 
Philemon, that he has demonstrated benevolence toward the community of saints in his 
home, but possibly also Colossae and/or the Lycus Valley. In Bruce’s estimation, “Philemon, 
it appears, was fairly well-to-do, and used his means to help his fellow-Christians. But he 
showed grace not only in the fact of his generosity but in the manner in which he practiced 
it: those who benefited were not made to feel embarrassed.”20 So, while v. 6 may not directly 
allude to any kind of financial sharing, it can be implied from v. 7. 

The most notable parallel with v. 7 actually appears in 3 John 3, when the Apostle John 
writes to Gaius, “For I was very glad when brethren came and testified to your truth, that is, 
how you are walking in truth.” 

What has just been compiled in vs. 4-7, where Paul expresses goodwill toward 
Philemon, issuing a word of appreciation for his service in the Lord, is thought by 
Witherington to be part of a very distinct rhetorical approach to his addressing the issue 
concerning Onesimus. He remarks, “He does not attack the problem head on, but rather 
builds rapport with Philemon, praises his character and previous behavior, appeals to the 

 
20 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 210. 
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deeper emotions, and then shows how the requested action gives Philemon an opportunity 
to continue to behave in such gracious Christian ways.”21 

8 The reason why Paul expresses such appreciation, for Philemon’s faith experience, is 
indicated in his careful words, “Accordingly, though I am bold enough in Christ to command 
you to do what is required...” (RSV). Paul would very much be able to order Philemon to do 
something—but this he does not do. Being an elder in the faith, and one who has served in 
the Lord in ministry work, Paul wants to see what Philemon will do of his own free will, not 
asserting the authority that he could. 

This is actually pretty serious when you think about it, because in a classical sense, 
parrēsia or “freespokenness, openness, frankness” (LS),22 did concern where a citizen could 
speak his candid opinion as a part of the democratic process. Witherington points out, “In 
Paul’s immediate milieu parrēsia had come to refer to the kind of speech that was 
characteristic between true friends.”23 Paul, because of his ministry service and now 
imprisonment, has very much earned the right to say whatever he feels to Philemon: “I 
might feel free to dictate...” (REB). The term parrēsia similarly appears in John 18:20, where 
Yeshua says “I have spoken openly [parrēsia] to the world...” 

In addition to his faithful ministry service, which requires Philemon to respect Paul, 
O’Brien notes how also, “No doubt Paul has in view their personal intimacy...which 
probably began at the time of Philemon’s conversion when Paul was the instrument God 
used.”24 Paul could very much “command” (RSV, NRSV, ESV, HCSB; Grk. epitassō) Philemon 
as to what his proper duty was. He does not do this because instead he has confidence that 
Philemon will do what is necessary according to the imperative of love (v. 9), and that being 
assertive to Philemon regarding Onesimus (who he still has not mentioned) he will not have 
to issue any stringent dictate. Also not to be overlooked is how even while Paul expects 
Philemon to be guided by love, completely concurrent with his track record of faith, using 
direct language might have caused some problems for the good Apostle in prison. Dunn 
reminds us, 

“A further factor not to be ignored is the possibility that Paul’s letters would have been 
read by the authorities before being allowed to be taken out of prison. A concern not to 
arouse suspicion or give unfriendly officials excuse to accuse him of disrupting the social 
fabric could also have weighed in Paul’s choice of words and use of what was in effect 
Christian code language.”25 

When the subject would shortly come up about what Philemon was to do with 
Onesimus, Philemon could have thought that enforcing the Roman slave code regarding 
runaways was his appropriate duty. But Paul, writing to Philemon, expresses how he has 

 
21 Witherington, 61; detailed further on pp 62-64. 
22 LS, 611. 
23 Witherington, 66. 
24 O’Brien, Colossians-Ephesians, 288. 
25 Dunn, 324. 
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confidence that Philemon will consider what will be right for him to do in the Messiah, 
without him having to be demanding of it. 

9 Appealing to love, Paul reminds his friend Philemon of who he actually is: “I appeal to 
you on the basis of love. I then, as Paul—an old man and now also a prisoner of Christ 
Jesus—” (NIV). Paul chooses not to order Philemon, but instead act dia tēn agapēn, “because 
of love” (LITV).26 Paul is an old man when writing this letter, but for someone of the First 
Century C.E., a presbutēs was probably someone in his fifties, concurrent with Philo’s 
sentiment “He is a middle aged man till he is fifty-six” (On the Creation of the World 105).27 

Some versions like the RSV render v. 9 with “Paul, an ambassador.” This judgment is 
made on the basis of hōs Paulos presbutēs being almost identical to the word for ambassador, 
presbeutēs, and wishing to conform the translation to the sentiment he expresses in 
Ephesians 6:20, “I am an ambassador in chains.” Wright favors this view, commenting, “If it 
is as Christ’s ambassador, and prisoner, that he is writing, then the appropriate method for 
him to use is that of Christ himself, namely, the setting aside of right in order to bring 
salvation to others.”28 

Dunn is one, among various interpreters, who argues that the mss. evidence is not 
convincing in favor of presbeutēs being intended by v. 9,29 and the rendering “old man” is 
followed by other modern versions like the NIV and NRSV. The reasoning behind wanting 
to render presbutēs as “ambassador” and not “old man,” is to try to connect it to the later 
wordplay seen in v. 11 between “useless” and “useful.” While Paul is doubtlessly an 
ambassador for the Lord, he does not really appeal to that role here, and instead appeals to 
Philemon on a personal basis. 

Older people are required to be treated with respect, given their life experience and 
accumulation of wisdom. Leviticus 19:32 explains, “You shall rise up before the grayheaded 
and honor the aged, and you shall revere your God; I am the LORD.” Also informing us would 
be Sirach 8:6, “Do not disdain a man when he is old, for some of us are growing old.” In the 
estimation of Witherington, “This letter is not an ambassadorial letter but an emotive 
appeal using Asiatic rhetoric.”30 If Paul had yet to reach his fifties, then perhaps he could 
have used “ambassador,” but given the nature of his message to Philemon, “old man” is best. 
 
 
 

 

 
26 Cf. Romans 13:8-10; Galatians 5:13-15. 
27 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 16. 
28 Wright, 181. 
29 Dunn, 322 fn #3. 
30 Witherington, 67. 
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10 I appeal to you for my child Onesimus, whom I have begotten in my 
imprisonment, 11 who formerly was useless to you, but now is useful both to you 
and to me. 
 
10 Having now gone through his words of commendation to Philemon (vs. 4-7), and 

knowing that in the Lord and on the basis of love he will do the right thing (vs. 8-9), Paul 
now addresses the main issue of his letter. He says, “I appeal to you for my child, Onesimus, 
whose father I have become in my imprisonment” (RSV). But do take note of the actual word 
order in the Greek, and how Onesimus is the last word of the sentence: 

Parakalō se peri tou emou teknou, hon egennēsa en tois desmois, Onēsimon. 
We are looking at this letter and are trying to probe the various reasons Paul says what 

he does in vs. 4-9 preceding, knowing that they are building up to the subject of the 
runaway Onesimus. Philemon did not know this. The Greek of v. 10 is clearer than English 
translations, as Paul states what had happened first, and then he mentions Onesimus by 
name. O’Brien points out to us how “This was probably the first news Philemon had 
received of his slave since he ran away and he might be expected to react negatively to the 
mention of his name.”31 Being the first time that Philemon had heard of Onesimus, Cain 
Hope Felder poses a list of poignant questions that are deserving to be asked of whose who 
recognize that he had run away: 

“Why did Onesimus leave in the first place? Where did he go, and where could he 
expect refuge? If Onesimus had committed some crime, had Philemon published a reward 
notice regarding him? If so, then how widely would that reward notice have been circulated 
and known? If there was a reward notice, then Onesimus would have had increased need to 
remove himself as far from that master’s arena of influence (Colossae) as resources and 
opportunity would allow.”32 

We will probably never know all of the answers to why or how Onesimus fled from 
Philemon, and then how he encountered Paul. The reality of the letter to Philemon is that he 
did encounter Paul, and that Onesimus was converted to saving faith by the ministry 
activity of Paul. Paul referring to Onesimus as a child that he had begotten is not something 
inconsistent with his other letters, where he also has spiritual “children” (1 Corinthians 4:15; 
Galatians 4:19; 1 Timothy 1:2; Titus 1:4). Not unimportant to also be aware of is what comes 
with being a spiritual “father” to such a child. It is sometimes noted that there might be a 
connection to the Rabbinical opinion, “Whoever teaches Torah to the son of his neighbor is 
credited by Scripture as if he had made him” (b.Sanhedrin 99b).33 

11 Being born again as a result of Paul’s ministry service, even with Paul in prison, has 
manifested itself in something quite serious. Paul reports to Philemon, “Formerly he was 

 
31 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 290. 
32 Felder, in NIB, 11:898. 
33 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
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useless to you, but now he is indeed useful to you and to me” (RSV). There is a wordplay 
present in the Greek between “useless” and “useful”: 

Ton pote soi achrēston nuni de [kai] soi kai emoi euchrēston. 
The wordplay is seen between the adjectives achrēstos and euchrēstos. Surprisingly, 

David H. Stern is one who really does make note of this, commenting, “The Greek name 
Onêsimos (v. 10) is another word for ‘useful.’ The JNT makes explicit the Greek text’s implicit 
wordplay.”34 Stern’s version paraphrases v. 11 with, “His name means ‘useful,’ and although 
he was once useless to you, he has now become most useful—not only to you but also to me” 
(CJB). This kind of wordplay was common to both Jewish and classical literature,35 and in 
Witherington’s opinion, “The wordplay is more than just clever verbal pyrotechnics. It 
helps the argument along.”36 The same kind of wordplay seen in v. 11 is seen in the Second 
Century Hermas Vision 3.6.7, “When you were rich, you were useless; but now you are 
useful and fit for life. Be ye useful to God; for you also will be used as one of these stones.” 
 

 
12 I have sent him back to you in person, that is, sending my very heart, 13 whom I 
wished to keep with me, so that on your behalf he might minister to me in my 
imprisonment for the gospel; 14 but without your consent I did not want to do 
anything, so that your goodness would not be, in effect, by compulsion but of 
your own free will. 
 
12 Informing Philemon that his runaway slave Onesimus is now “useful” (v. 11), Paul 

tells him “I have sent him back to you in person, that is, sending my very heart.” While 
sending back Philemon’s runaway slave, Paul considers Onesimus to be his “bowels” (KJV), 
as splagchnon can mean “inward parts” (BDAG),37 which is tried to be captured with 
renderings like “very heart” (RSV/NIV/ESV). Witherington observes, “Paul therefore means 
that the slave has become a profound part of himself, taken into his heart, life, and ministry. 
Sending him away is very difficult. How Philemon treats Onesimus will be how he treats 
Paul’s heart, or very self.”38 

In returning Onesimus to Philemon, it could be thought that Paul is endorsing the 
practice of slavery, sending a runaway slave back to his owner. In actuality, though, Paul is 
simply being tactful. He will proceed to express how he really did not want to send back 
Onesimus to Philemon, but did recognize it to be necessary. 

13 Paul actually has a very good reason as to why he did not want to send Onesimus 
back to Philemon, reflecting on the fact that Onesimus really did get saved: “I wanted to 
keep him with me, so that in my imprisonment for the gospel he might serve me in your 

 
34 Stern, 658. 
35 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 291. 
36 Witherington, 74. 
37 BDAG, 938. 
38 Witherington, 75. 



PHILEMON 

- 199 - 

place” (HCSB). Rather than Philemon coming to Rome to help Paul, Onesimus could help 
Paul. Onesimus could be very useful in attending to Paul in his personal needs, while in 
prison, unlike Timothy who needed to attend to Paul’s ministerial needs as an evangelistic 
agent. Paul retaining Onesimus and not sending him back to Philemon would have been 
consistent with the Torah’s instruction regarding runaway slaves: 

“You shall not hand over to his master a slave who has escaped from his master to you. 
He shall live with you in your midst, in the place which he shall choose in one of your towns 
where it pleases him; you shall not mistreat him” (Deuteronomy 23:15-16). 

Unlike the Torah, Roman law required Onesimus to be sent back, and being someone 
who was already in prison—and aiding a runaway slave—could have severely hurt Paul. 
But not all are agreed that Paul really considered the Torah’s instruction on slaves to be that 
important, as it largely pertained to foreign, and not Israelite slaves. Moo’s opinion is that 
“Paul’s decision to send Onesimus back to Philemon is based on neither Jewish nor Roman 
law, but on the higher law of love.”39 Regardless of which way one looks at it, Paul had to 
send Onesimus back to Philemon, because he was Philemon’s property. 

14 Vs. 14-21 summarize the issue of what Paul expects Philemon to do with Onesimus, 
based on their relationship as friends to one another, and the confidence that Paul places in 
Philemon. Paul informs Philemon that Onesimus is being sent back because “I did not want 
to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not 
forced” (NIV), or “that your good deed might be voluntary and not something forced” 
(NRSV). Notable is that nowhere so far is this favor or good deed defined by Paul. While 
many of us want to leap ahead and automatically assume that Paul is requesting that 
Onesimus be released from slavery, Paul could just as well be referring to Philemon sparing 
Onesimus’ life for him having run away. Slaveowners in the Roman Empire did have the 
responsibility to take good care of their slaves, as the practice of slavery was an important 
part of the economy, and that could have been a “good deed.” 

Paul did not plan to just do anything with Onesimus without Philemon’s consent, 
taking improper advantage of the cordial relationship that these two men had. The term 
gnōmē, rendered as “consent,” can have legal implications meaning “a proposition, motion” 
(LS).40 Paul wants Philemon to make decisions regarding Onesimus of his own free will, not 
because he feels like he is being compelled to do it by force. The good deed that Philemon 
would perform would be consistent with what he has thusfar done with the other saints in 
fellowship service (vs. 6-7). Dunn states, “In the social relationships of a church [meaning, a 
congregation of Believers] existing in an unequal society there is a particular responsibility 
on the part of the powerful to act toward others in a spirit of goodness rather than standing 
on their rights.”41 The good deed would be highly reflective on Onesimus’ new status as 
a born again Believer. 

 
39 Moo, 411. 
40 LS, 166. 
41 Dunn, 333. 
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15 For perhaps he was for this reason separated from you for a while, that you 
would have him back 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 If then you regard me a partner, accept him as you would me. 
 
15 Vs. 15-17 actually detail what Paul expected Philemon to do regarding Onesimus, and 

while we may think it likely that they allude to his release from slavery, we need not come 
to this conclusion too quickly as no direct statement is made regarding Onesimus’ physical 
status compared to his spiritual status. 

Having just told Philemon about Onesimus’ conversion of faith (v. 10) and how he has 
become useful (v. 11), Paul tells him “Perhaps this is why he was parted from you for a while, 
that you might have him back for ever” (RSV). The passive aorist verb echōristhē is employed 
for “separated,” which many are inclined to think is a Divine passive, detailing the 
sovereign work of God. Was the separation of Onesimus from Philemon really Onesimus’ 
doing—or God’s doing? Joseph’s sentiment to his brothers, “As for you, you meant evil 
against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result...” (Genesis 
50:20), could certainly be in view. Yet Paul tempers his words with Tacha gar dia touto, “for 
perhaps because of this” (YLT), as it is not his intention to directly state whether God did 
this or not. 

The larger point made is that Onesimus was separated from Philemon pros hōran, only 
“for an hour” (YLT), to later be received back by Philemon hina aiōnion, “forever” or 
“permanently” (HCSB). 

16 How was Philemon to receive back Onesimus? If Philemon really is a mature, 
generous, born again Believer, then Paul’s request of him will be easily fulfilled: “have him 
back...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.” He first says that Philemon is to 
no longer consider Onesimus hōs doulon, but continues by adding, all’ huper doulon, meaning 
no longer “as a slave, but above a slave” (my translation).42 We are not required to read this 
verse in the context of Onesimus being manumitted, but rather in the relationship that 
Philemon and Onesimus would have. For certain, in treating Onesimus as being above a 
slave, Philemon would need to give him greater love and warmth as he returned.43 Some 
echoes of 1 Corinthians 7:21-23 could be considered, but perhaps more applicable would be 
how in the Lord a born again Believer is to be considered “no longer a slave, but a son; and if 
a son, then an heir through God” (Galatians 4:7). 

 
42 I have chosen here to render the preposition huper, appearing with the accusative case (denoting direct 

object) doulon, as “above” (LS, 833; option B.II.). 
43 Dunn, 336. 



PHILEMON 

- 201 - 

In the salutation of his letter to the Colossians, Paul does label Onesimus to be “our 
faithful and beloved brother, who is one of your number” (Colossians 4:9). Onesimus has 
come to faith, and he is considered to be faithful and beloved in the Lord. The Colossians 
were certainly going to know this, meaning that the personal word to Philemon to value 
Onesimus highly, would have had an effect on the community of Believers in the region. 

Paul tells Philemon to regard Onesimus as a beloved brother en sarki kai en Kuriō, “in 
the flesh and in the Lord.” Paul’s usage of “in the flesh” probably does not relate to Onesimus 
remaining as a slave, but rather speaks of Philemon recognizing him person-to-person or 
man-to-man. Bruce does note, though, how it would not have been irregular if Onesimus 
were somehow Philemon’s son, should Philemon have fathered him via a slave-girl, which 
would make Onesimus a slave child. Yet, as he concludes, “nothing in Paul’s language 
suggests that this was the situation.”44 Paul’s reference to “in the flesh” could also be 
regarded along the lines of “in your earthly relationship” (NICNT)45 or “on the natural plane” 
(New Jerusalem Bible). 

While the work of the gospel itself was to radically change the relationship of people to 
one another (Galatians 3:28; Colossians 3:11), not to be overlooked is how Stoic philosophy 
had already advocated some kind of an equality for all people (Seneca Epistles 44.1). While 
Philemon would be motivated by how Messiah Yeshua had changed his heart, in his 
approach to Philemon, commentators are often keen to note how in a classical context Paul’s 
statements do have some parallels, as seen Seneca’s writing, “Be kind and courteous in your 
dealings with a slave; bring him into your discussions and conversations and your company 
generally” (Epistles 47.10).46 Paul’s assertions are, of course, far more profound than 
anything pagans could say about slavery, but they are not inconsistent. Witherington 
further concludes, 

“Paul certainly believes that all persons in Christ are new creatures and of equal sacred 
worth. This clearly has implications for the way he treats Jews and Gentiles and men and 
women, and there is no reason to doubt it would have social implications for his views about 
relationships between Christian slaves and masters.”47 

Notable to be considered is that Philemon 16 is the only place in the Apostolic 
Scriptures where a slave is actually labeled as a “brother.” While Philemon could receive 
Onesimus back, and retain his ownership of him, this would be very difficult to envision if 
he were to treat him as a fellow “brother.” While Moo emphasizes how we need to weigh the 
different ancient options of continuing a master-slave relationship, and the legitimate 
challenges that could present themselves should Onesimus be manumitted, he also has to 
say how “Paul is not yet technically asking Philemon to do anything...But by suggesting that 
this might indeed be God’s purpose, Paul is, of course, putting considerable pressure on 

 
44 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 218. 
45 Ibid., 216. 
46 Seneca: Letters from a Stoic, trans. Robin Campbell (London: Penguin Books, 2004), 93. 
47 Witherington, 80. 
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Philemon.”48 It really would be hard to argue that Paul envisions Philemon to treat 
Onesimus as an equal, yet keep him as a slave. 

17 In considering Onesimus a beloved brother, Paul is clear to emphasize, “if you 
consider me your partner, receive him as you would receive me” (RSV). Philemon is to 
“welcome” (NIV) Onesimus. The verb proslambanō is used by Paul in Romans 15:7 to describe 
the mutual welcoming of all people toward one another in the Body of Messiah: “Therefore, 
accept [proslambanō] one another, just as Messiah also accepted [proslambanō] us to the 
glory of God.” If Philemon highly regards the Apostle Paul, then he will similarly regard the 
returned slave Onesimus. He will also (have to) learn to act toward him as though he were 
Paul, forgiving him of having run away, and we can safely assume, manumitting him from 
his bonds. 

But v. 17 is less about Onesimus and Philemon, and is more about Paul and Philemon. 
Paul and Philemon were fellow brothers in the Lord, and even though separated, they were 
in fellowship together. Their fellowship could be compared to a business partnership, as 
Onesimus’ expenses will be discussed (v. 18), but spiritual ties were far more important. 
Dunn comments, “its implication [is] that Philemon like Paul put the work of the gospel and 
care of the churches [or, assemblies] among his highest priorities, [and] that gave Paul the 
stronger confidence that Philemon would know how to put the righting of Onesimus’s 
wrong in its proper perspective.”49 He further observes how serious it would be for 
Philemon to actually welcome Onesimus back as a partner, as though Onesimus were Paul: 

“[I]t was a traditional assumption in Greco-Roman society that such a relationship was 
possible between equals, and certainly not between master and slave.”50 

Paul has directly subverted some of the sentiments seen in Platonic and Aristotelian 
philosophy: 

 
“[E]ven if you proclaim that a master and his slave shall have equal status, friendship 
between them is inherently impossible. The same applies to the relations between an 
honest man and a scoundrel” (Plato Laws 757a).51 
 
“Friendship between brothers is like that which unites the members of a social club, 
because the parties are equal in standing and age...but there can be no friendship or 
justice towards inanimate things, and not even towards a horse or an ox, nor yet 
towards a slave qua slave; because there is nothing common to both parties: the slave is 
a living tool in the same way that a tool is an inanimate object” (Aristotle Nicomachean 
Ethics 8.11.6-7).52 
 

 
48 Moo, 425. 
49 Dunn, 337. 
50 Ibid., 338. 
51 Plato, Laws, 184. 
52 Aristotle, Ethics, 278. 
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We can agree with Moo, “The focus throughout this verse...is on the need to receive 
Onesimus as a Christian, with all the revolutionary implications of that action.”53 Such a 
welcoming of Onesimus, the same way that Paul would be welcomed, would serve as a 
significant testimony against the prevailing views of First Century Greco-Roman society. 
 

 
18 But if he has wronged you in any way or owes you anything, charge that to my 
account; 19 I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand, I will repay it (not to 
mention to you that you owe to me even your own self as well). 
 
18 The clue that is used to imply that Onesimus likely stole something from Philemon, 

either money or goods, is found in Paul’s willingness to pay back any debt: “If he has 
wronged you at all, or owes you anything, charge that to my account” (RSV). Noting that he 
will personally incur any financial penalties that Onesimus has accrued is fairly serious, 
especially given how in his larger letter to the Colossians he says, “For he who does wrong 
will receive the consequences of the wrong which he has done, and that without partiality” 
(Colossians 3:25), and “Masters, grant to your slaves justice and fairness, knowing that you 
too have a Master in heaven” (Colossians 4:1). The Apostle Paul is willing, in many ways, to 
take as much of the place of Onesimus as he can. 

It is, of course, possible that Onesimus did not steal money from Philemon, but instead 
the debt is some kind of lost income that would be derived from Onesimus’ service to his 
owner. Paul recognized Philemon as an able businessman, and here uses his language. 

Of course, how would Paul have been able to repay such a debt? He probably had no 
money as a prisoner. Moo asks, “Did he have his own private funds that he could draw 
upon? Did he have financial backers, or ‘patrons,’ willing to help? We simply cannot 
know.”54 Philemon would have had to suspect that Paul had no money, and so would have to 
take this as a point of how serious Paul was about Onesimus being treated properly. The 
Apostle with no money was willing to pay for Onesimus’ debt. 

19 So serious is Paul about paying Onesimus’ debt, that he actually says, “I, Paul, write 
this with my own hand, I will repay it” (RSV). We can tell from this that at least part of 
Paul’s letter was not written by an amanuensis (the secretary possibly being Timothy), and 
so Paul, possibly handcuffed, made the deliberate point to at least write this sentence.55 
Writing an important statement should have impressed Philemon, no different than how in 
1 Corinthians 16:21 we see, “The greeting is in my own hand—Paul.” 

The thought could very well be that not only is Paul taking upon himself an unpayable 
debt to himself, but that he really is striving to emulate his Lord, whose sacrifice paid for the 

 
53 Moo, 427. 
54 Ibid, 428. 
55 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 220. 
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sin debt of humanity (Isaiah 53:6; John 1:29; Hebrews 7:27; 9:26, 28). Writing a note with his 
own hand, Paul is making a legal obligation to pay Onesimus’ debt. 

Yet in asking Philemon to charge Onesimus’ debt to himself, Paul slips in a short 
reminder to him: “not to mention to you that you owe to me even your own self as well.” 
Paul reminds Philemon that he is responsible for bringing him to saving faith, which is 
something that Philemon could never by any amount of money ever pay back. Philemon was 
a new man in Messiah Yeshua because of Paul’s ministry. Even releasing Onesimus from 
slavery, and/or sending him back to the Apostle Paul, would never pay back what Philemon 
could be thought to actually “owe” Paul. 
 

 
20 Yes, brother, let me benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Messiah. 
21 Having confidence in your obedience, I write to you, since I know that you will 
do even more than what I say. 22 At the same time also prepare me a lodging, for I 
hope that through your prayers I will be given to you. 
 
20 A very critical clue about what Paul wants Philemon to do is seen in his word, “I do 

wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in 
Christ” (NIV). The verb translated benefit is oninēmi, an obvious cognate to the name 
Onēsimos. By doing something important with Onesimus, Paul will be refreshed in the Lord. 

About fifty years later, Ignatius bishop of Antioch, would highly acclaim the bishop of 
Ephesus, Onesimus.56 While Ignatius is a rather controversial figure for today’s Messianics 
(including proposals of him being among the false prophets of Revelation 2:2), in no small 
part because of his negative statements about the Torah,57 if this is the same Onesimus as 
appears in the letter to Philemon, then what kind of a reflection would this be upon 
those who knew of his spiritual character? Even if we might consider Ignatius to not be 
the kindest of people to the Jews and the Law of Moses, Ignatius would have been able to 
laud Onesimus because of the impact that Paul had left on him. 

21 Paul did not explicitly ask Philemon to release Onesimus, but very much tells him, “I 
am confident as I write this letter that you will do what I ask and even more!” (NLT). From 
Paul’s expectation huper ha legō, “even more than I say” (RSV) or “above what I say” (my 
translation), is an excellent indicator that he desires Onesimus to be manumitted. Paul 
certainly expected Philemon to do more than just welcome Onesimus as he himself would be 

 
56 “But as touching my fellow servant Burrhus, who by the will of God is your deacon blessed in all things, I 

pray that he may remain with me to the honor of yourselves and of your bishop. Yea, and Crocus also, who is 
worthy of God and of you whom I received as an ensample of the love which ye bear me, hath relieved me in all 
ways—even so may the Father of Jesus Christ refresh him—together with Onesimus and Burrhus and Euplus 
and Fronto; in whom I saw you all with the eyes of love” (Epistle to the Ephesians 2.2; cf. Bruce, Colossians-
Philemon-Ephesians, 221). 

57 Cf. “Law, Mosaic,” in David W. Bercot, ed., A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 1998), 393. 
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welcomed, but still maintain Onesimus’ slave status. Witherington notes how 
“manumission was not opposed in the Roman world, even by social conservatives, because 
it was in fact a way of maintaining the ongoing existence and stability of the system.”58 
Many slaves could expect to be released at one point or another in their tenure of service, as 
a normal part of this ancient social practice. Moo summarizes the First Century realities: 

“[I]t is most likely that Onesimus, like most slaves in the ancient world, could have 
looked forward to being manumitted at some point; it is therefore possible that what Paul is 
really asking is that Philemon not use Onesimus’s absence as a reason to delay his 
manumission or, alternatively, that Philemon should free Onesimus immediately...Still, 
while perhaps not the focus of Paul’s concern, the emancipation of Onesimus, we feel, is an 
action indivisible from what Paul hopes Philemon will do.”59 

Paul considers whatever Philemon will do regarding Onesimus—beyond what he has 
asked him—to constitute “obedience.” Witherington indicates, “There was in any case a cost 
for manumission, it appears that Paul was asking Philemon to bear it, though he offered to 
pay for Onesimus’s wrongdoing and for what Onesimus owed Philemon.”60 How Paul would 
have paid for any of this is, of course, unsolvable. Philemon, because he was a mature and 
generous Believer in Messiah Yeshua, would simply have to write off the financial loss, and 
recognize how the power of the gospel had changed Onesimus. In so doing, freeing 
Onesimus from slavery would be an appropriate gesture of their new brotherhood in the 
Lord. 

22 Paul communicates to Philemon as a very close friend, with whom he really can 
speak directly. He expects some kind of soon release from his imprisonment, informing 
Philemon that as he does more than what he has asked regarding Onesimus (v. 21), “At the 
same time, prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping through your prayers to be granted 
to you” (RSV). The Apostle Paul recognizes how Philemon and his home congregation 
(“your” [humōn] is plural) has been praying for him, being in prison, and he asks him to 
have a “lodging” (NASU) ready for him, a very good indication that Philemon was wealthy. 

Some think that by asking Philemon to have a guest room ready, that it was most likely 
for Paul to be confined in Ephesus, given the fact that a trip from Rome to Colossae could 
have taken around two months. Furthermore, Paul’s ministry orientation from Rome had 
turned Westward toward Spain (Romans 15:23-24), and it is thought that this would make a 
return visit Eastward unlikely. But if the Pastoral Epistles are genuinely Pauline (as we 
believe), then the circumstances in Asia may very well have required him to return from 
Rome to the East.61 The Apostle Paul was very much able to alter his travel schedule for the 
will of the Spirit (i.e., Acts 16:6-10), or the needs of the ekklēsia. 

 
58 Witherington, 88. 
59 Moo, 436. 
60 Witherington, 89. 
61 Moo, 438. 
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Not wanting to read too much into v. 22, some would simply take this as a courtesy 
remark. O’Brien indicates, “It has been suggested that this feature at the close of the epistle, 
called a ‘travelogue,’ is no courtesy remark but a deliberately phrased convention, known 
from letter forms in the Greco-Roman world.”62 V. 22 could be considered as an allusion 
simply to Paul’s apostolic presence, implying that Paul may never actually have to go visit 
Philemon in order for his authority to reach there. Yet Paul probably did desire to visit the 
East again, similar to how he wanted to visit his close friends in Philippians 2:24, and so 
having a place to stay in the home of a good friend like Philemon would have been 
important. Not to be overlooked is how Dunn describes, “hospitality played a much larger 
role in traveling than today; inns were generally places to be avoided if at all possible, so 
that householders would generally expect to provide hospitality for their compatriots.”63 
 

 
23 Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Messiah Yeshua, greets you, 24 as do Mark, 
Aristarchus, Demas, Luke, my fellow workers. 25 The grace of the Lord Yeshua 
the Messiah be with your spirit. 
 
23-24 The letter to Philemon ends with some greetings extended to Philemon by the 

same people who extend greetings to the Colossians (4:10-14). The only person missing from 
this list is Jesus Justus (Colossians 4:11), who was probably just not present when the letter 
to Philemon was written.64 Epaphras, labeled by Paul to be his “fellow prisoner in Messiah 
Yeshua,” served here as his personal attendant, similar to how Aristarchus had performed 
this function when Colossians was composed. The rest of the people are Paul’s “fellow 
laborers” (NKJV), just like Philemon (v. 1). No matter how all of these people are separated, 
they are all connected in the Lord, and are all working for His objectives. 

25 In Paul’s closing word to Philemon, he says “The grace of the Lord Yeshua the 
Messiah be with your spirit,” with tou pneumatos humōn appearing in the plural. This is not 
only a reference back to Philemon, Apphia, and Archippus (vs. 1-2), but now all the 
Believers meeting in Philemon’s home. Why would they all need to have grace be present 
among them? Moo astutely answers, “here he might especially be aware of how much the 
whole community would need a strong measure of grace in order to respond well to the 
Onesimus affair.”65 

It stands reasonable for us to believe that when Onesimus returned, he was 
manumitted from his slavery. The historical record could very well indicate that this is the 
same Onesimus who served as bishop of Ephesus. Even if this were a different man, 
Onesimus the runaway slave became “useful” (v. 11) for the Kingdom of God. The letter to 

 
62 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 306. 
63 Dunn, 346. 
64 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 224; Wright, 192; Dunn, 348. 
65 Moo, 442. 
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Philemon makes all Twenty-First Century Believers look back in time to a period when 
slavery was a normal practice, and should cause us to consciously be aware of the ancient 
social and demographic settings of the Holy Scriptures. This is even more important for us 
as a Messianic movement, that is trying to not only bridge a huge gulf between the past and 
present, but reconnect all of God’s people to their Hebraic Roots and heritage in Israel. 
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