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INTRODUCTION TO PHILEMON 
The letter to Philemon1 (Grk. Pros Philēmona) is a Biblical text that often draws a blank stare 
from many people today. Perhaps at twenty-five verses, it is often thought to be too small to 
demand any serious attention. It is, after all, just a piece of personal correspondence from 
the Apostle Paul to a friend, right? “Unlike Paul’s other letters, Philemon does not deal with 
theological controversies or ethical difficulties in the lives of his audience” (EDB),2 so what 
bearing does it really have on our understanding of Scripture, or even just the Apostolic 
Writings? 

It has been my observation that too frequently, it is those small, rather obscure Biblical 
books that often contain a lesson or two that are vital for us understanding something 
important. A. Patzia observes how the letter to Philemon “offers a fascinating window not 
only on a corner of the social world of the first century, but on Christian principles at work 
in a particular setting within the early church.”3 Not enough of today’s evangelicals read 
Philemon, in an effort to understand the transformative power of the gospel. And if this be 
true of Christians, then how are today’s Messianic Believers to learn to appreciate Philemon, 
and what it shows us in our distinct reading of the Apostolic Scriptures? 

It is quite difficult to separate Philemon from the Epistle to the Colossians, as 
traditionally it is considered to be a part in a series known as the Prison Epistles, also 
including Philippians and Ephesians. The letter to Philemon would have originally been 
composed on a single piece of papyrus or ancient parchment (also similar to 3 John), 
concurrent with ancient letter writing conventions of the day. Philemon’s canonicity has 
scarcely been challenged by mainline theologians, although those who deny Pauline 
authorship of all his attributed letters will similarly discount Philemon (similar to those of 
the liberal Tübingen school). But even if Philemon’s place in the Biblical canon has been 
largely assured, that does not mean that the role Philemon plays within the Scriptures has 
not been questioned. 

 
1 Please note that in spite of the common reference to Philemon as “the Book of Philemon,” I am going to 

purposefully refer to the text as either the Epistle to Philemon or Paul’s letter to Philemon, and not use this 
reference. By failing to forget that this text is a letter written to a specific audience in a specific setting, we can 
make the common error of thinking that this was a text written directly to us. Our goal as responsible 
interpreters is to try to reconstruct what this letter meant to its original audience first, before applying its message 
in a modern-day setting. 

2 Marion L. Soards, “Philemon, Letter to,” in David Noel Freedman, ed., Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 1046. 

3 A. Patzia, “Philemon, Letter to,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 703. 
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What is the purpose of Philemon within the Bible? A cursory reading shows how 
Onesimus encounters Paul, and Paul is writing this letter because he is sending him back to 
Philemon (v. 10). The letter to Philemon is a difficult text to consider when we really sit 
down and dissect the issues, because it forces us to deal with the ancient issue of slavery. 
This is not the slavery once known to the American South or the Caribbean, but a slavery 
practiced in the Roman Empire where one human being owned the life of another. Did the 
work of Yeshua on the cross change anything in regard to slavery? Was it still to be a valid 
practice that born again Believers could use? What does Paul write to Philemon about how 
he is to treat Onesimus? 

 
PAUL AND HIS RELATIONSHIP TO PHILEMON 

The authorship of the letter to Philemon is virtually unchallenged today, as generally 
all scholars believe Philemon to be genuinely Pauline, following a Pauline style of 
composition, vocabulary, and theological themes. James D.G. Dunn summarizes, “The style 
and vocabulary, as judged particularly by the opening and closing (vv. 1-7, 21-25), are 
characteristically Pauline, and overall the degree of variation lies well within the diversity 
of Paul’s epistolary practice as attested by the undisputed letters...reasons for a later 
pseudepigrapher to bother to invent a letter of this sort and pass it off as Paul’s are hard to 
imagine.”4 The Epistle to Philemon is a personal letter, rather than a theological treatise, but 
even so it does tell us a great deal about the Apostle Paul. By no means is the letter to 
Philemon a mere personal note. 

The contents of the letter itself state that Paul is the author (vs. 1, 9, 19), although 
Timothy is listed as a co-sender (v. 1). Given the shortness of Philemon in comparison to 
Colossians, the entire message probably came from Paul, unlike Colossians where Timothy 
could have served as a co-author. The style of Philemon is consistent with the non-disputed 
Pauline Epistles, so in v. 4 where Paul says “I thank my God always, making mention of you 
in my prayers,” it is easy to see a composition parallel with Philippians 1:3-4: “I thank my 
God in all my remembrance of you, always offering prayer with joy in my every prayer for 
you all.” 

The connection between the letter to Philemon, and the much larger Epistle to the 
Colossians, is pretty obvious to see when examining the list of people who greet the 
Colossians, and then also greet Philemon. Apparently these individuals were known, in 
some degree, to both. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
4 Dunn, pp 299, 300. 
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PERSONAL REFERENCES and greetings 
philemon colossians 

 
…Timothy our brother… (1) 

 
…Timothy our brother… (1:1) 
 

 
Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Messiah 
Yeshua, greets you, as do Mark, 
Aristarchus, Demas, Luke, my fellow 
workers (23-24) 

 
Aristarchus, my fellow prisoner, sends 
you his greetings; and also Barnabas's 
cousin Mark (about whom you received 
instructions; if he comes to you, 
welcome him)…Epaphras, who is one of 
your number, a bondslave of Yeshua the 
Messiah, sends you his greetings…Luke, 
the beloved physician, sends you his 
greetings, and also Demas (4:10-12, 14) 
 

 
…and to Archippus our fellow soldier… 
(2) 

 
Say to Archippus, “Take heed to the 
ministry which you have received in the 
Lord, that you may fulfill it” (4:17) 
 

 
I appeal to you for my child Onesimus… 
(10) 

 
… and with him Onesimus, our faithful 
and beloved brother, who is one of your 
number… (4:9) 
 

 
Philemon himself was either a member of the Colossian assembly, or was known in the 

wider community of Believers present in the Lycus Valley triangle of Colossae, Laodicea, 
and Hierapolis. We can safely surmise that Philemon, similar to Colossians like Epaphras 
(see Introduction to Colossians), had come to faith in Yeshua as a result of Paul’s preaching 
ministry in Ephesus (Acts 19:10), which saw people in Asia evangelized. Philemon was 
presumably a wealthy non-Jewish Believer, who owned several slaves, which would have 
included the runaway Onesimus (v. 16). We have to assume that Paul and Philemon met in 
person at least at one point, as it would seem doubtful that Paul would have taken the time 
to write Philemon if the two had not met face to face. The two men had formed some kind of 
bond (v. 7), and one of Philemon’s slaves, Onesimus, knew of Paul either by name or by 
appearance, so as to encounter him in the future. 

The relationship between the Apostle Paul and the Greek Philemon had to be cordial 
enough for Paul to be able to write to him so freely on what to do with his runaway slave 
Onesimus. Paul was able to tell him, “I appeal to you for my child Onesimus, whom I have 
begotten in my imprisonment” (v. 10). 
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WHERE WAS PAUL WHEN HE WROTE THIS LETTER? 

Considering the greeting connections seen between Colossians and Philemon, Paul 
probably wrote Philemon in the same place as the Epistle to the Colossians was composed. 
But, even if where Philemon was written was in a different location or domicile in the same 
city, that city would definitely have been where he encountered the runaway Onesimus. 
The traditional location of Philemon’s composition is believed to be Rome. D.A. Carson and 
Douglas J. Moo indicate, “Onesimus may well have wanted to get as far away from Colossae 
as possible, and the teeming cosmopolitan population of Rome offered obvious advantages 
to a person trying to hide from the authorities.”5 It would have been very easy for Onesimus 
to hide in a city with so many slaves, so much so that it would have been largely futile for 
someone like a bounty hunter to try to find him. 

Paul expresses hopes in his letter to visit Philemon in person soon (v. 22), and so some 
think it is most unlikely that Paul was confined in Rome when he writes to him. While 
traditionally Rome is held to be the place of Philemon’s composition, other interpreters have 
concluded that perhaps he was confined in Ephesus, given the short distance between 
Colossae and Ephesus. Some find it difficult to think that with Paul’s ministry activity 
turning Westward, that he would make the effort to return to the East from Rome, requiring 
an Eastern imprisonment. Others claim that the best location for the place of writing would 
be during his Caesarean imprisonment (Acts 24:27). 

While on the surface, a Roman imprisonment could seem unlikely, Paul could have 
traveled from Rome to Colossae in about five weeks time. F.F. Bruce points out that the need 
for Paul to return to Asia from Rome may have been quite serious. He observes, “The 
developing situation in the province of Asia as a whole, as he learned of it from Epaphras 
and other visitors, may well have seemed to him to demand his presence as soon as he 
regained his freedom...His opponents there were exploiting his absence to gain support for 
their policy and to undermine his authority.”6 Moo further states, “if we accept the Pastoral 
Epistles as genuinely Pauline, they pretty clearly indicate that Paul, in fact, did end up 
traveling back to the Eastern Mediterranean after his release from Roman imprisonment.”7 

Our analysis of Philemon will stand by the traditional view that the letter was 
written by Paul when he was in Rome. 

 
WHEN DID PAUL WRITE THIS LETTER? 

When we rightfully assume that Philemon was composed at the same time as 
Colossians, an approximate date of 60-62 C.E. seems likely. Not to be overlooked is how Paul 
describes himself as “the aged” (v. 9), so Philemon was written as Paul was getting old. The 

 
5 Carson and Moo, 592. 
6 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 196. 
7 Moo, 363. 
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letter to Philemon would have been one of Paul’s later letters, the latest for those who hold 
to pseudonymous authorship of other epistles in the Pauline corpus. Many think it likely 
that Paul wrote the entire letter to Philemon himself, without the aid of an amanuensis.8 

Due to the close connection between Colossians and Philemon, most interpreters are 
rightfully agreed that the two letters were sent together. Paul’s courier Tychicus would be 
taking the Epistle of Colossians with him (Colossians 4:4-7), and with Colossians the 
runaway slave Onesimus would be returning home, with the letter to Philemon. It is also 
not impossible that the general epistle which became known as “Ephesians” was also 
finished off at this time, for the early communities of Believers in the region of Asia Minor, 
to which Tychicus was traveling (Ephesians 6:21; cf. 1:1, RSV). 

A few have actually suggested that Philemon is the letter that Paul told the Colossians 
was coming from Laodicea (Colossians 4:16). 

 
WHO WAS THE TARGET AUDIENCE OF THIS LETTER? 

The letter to Philemon is addressed “To Philemon our dear friend and co-worker” (v. 1, 
NRSV). Philemon was an individual who certainly lived in the Lycus Valley, who was a 
Greek Believer in Yeshua, and who worked in some way in the evangelistic mission. 
Philemon was likely a person of means, who was perhaps a successful businessman who 
owned several slaves.9 Onesimus, the runaway slave, was either from Colossae or the 
surrounding area as well, as in Colossians 4:9 he is labeled as “one of yourselves.” This is 
naturally taken as though Onesimus was a part of the Colossian assembly, although the 
people in the surrounding general area could also be intended, indicating that Onesimus 
was from the region. Epaphras, who had traveled to visit Paul in prison, and for whom the 
Epistle to the Colossians was composed, extends Philemon his greetings (v. 23). 

The letter to Philemon also extends greetings “to Apphia our sister, and to Archippus” 
(v. 2), with Apphia most probably being Philemon’s wife, and Archippus possibly his son, 
although this cannot be known for certain. These people were members of the congregation 
that met in Philemon’s home. Another possibility, though less likely, is that Philemon was 
the host of the congregation, and Archippus was its main leader (cf. Colossians 4:17). 

The letter to Philemon concerns what to do with Onesimus, who was a runaway slave. 
In reading through Philemon, we have to remember how we have no extant information on 
how Onesimus became a slave. Did he become a slave because of an indebtedness he was 
trying to pay off, or was he a slave because of some military campaign against an oppressed 
people? Likewise, it is a mistake for us to think that Philemon is an entirely private letter 
from Paul to Philemon, especially as Timothy is included in the opening greeting (v. 1). The 
letter to Philemon would eventually be read in the congregation meeting in 
Philemon’s house. 

 
8 S. Scott Bartchy, “Philemon, Epistle to,” in ABD, 5:306. 
9 Cf. Dunn, pp 300-301. 
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While the significant majority of commentators recognize that the letter to Philemon 
concerns the matter of a runaway slave, at least one interpreter has proposed something 
radical, by suggesting that Onesimus and Philemon were brothers in the flesh.10 This is 
concluded on the basis of Paul’s word to Philemon in v. 16 to treat Onesimus “no longer as a 
slave but more than a slave, a beloved brother...both in the flesh and in the Lord” (NRSV). 
So, Philemon really did not own Onesimus, but just treated him poorly, like he was a slave. 
This is often viewed to be a stretch of what is written in Paul’s letter, and also an over-
reaction to not wanting to acknowledge some of the First Century Believers as actually 
owning slaves. 

No scholar, conservative or liberal, has ever proposed a Hebrew or Aramaic origin for 
the composition of the letter to Philemon.11 If there would have been any language other 
than Greek for the letter’s composition, then we would have to consider how Philemon’s 
wife, Apphia, had a Phrygian name12 and pick one of the dialects particular to the Lycus 
Valley. And arguing for a Hebrew or Aramaic origin is particularly difficult when we see the 
wordplay between Onēsimos, meaning “useful” (BDAG),13 and archēstos and euchrēstos, 
“useless” and “useful,” in vs. 11-12. ABD further summarizes how the letter to Philemon 
followed standard classical conventions, well known to the First Century C.E.: 

“The letter is correspondingly brief: 335 [Greek] words encompassing an occasionally 
specialized vocabulary of 143 words. As such, it is the shortest extant Pauline letter in the 
NT canon. In its final form, Paul followed more closely than in any of his other writings the 
pattern of Hellenistic letters known to us, particularly letters of intercession.”14 

 
WHAT IS THE THEOLOGICAL MESSAGE OF PHILEMON? 

The letter to Philemon follows standard First Century convention, but most readers do 
not examine it to admire Paul’s ability to ably communicate to a wealthy Asiatic Believer. 
Most people read Philemon to see what Paul does with the issue of slavery. In the epistles 
that were also composed at the same time, Paul instructs, “Masters, grant to your slaves 
justice and fairness, knowing that you too have a Master in heaven” (Colossians 4:1), and 
“Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and 
trembling, in the sincerity of your heart, as to Messiah” (Ephesians 6:5). Does Paul uphold 
the ancient status quo of slavery just being a part of the Roman economic system, or does he 
challenge this system in any way? Furthermore, how did the runaway Onesimus actually 

 
10 Allen Callahan, “The Letter of Paul to Philemon,” in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, pp 2147-2150. 
11 Even self-attested expert Andrew Gabriel Roth, Ruach Qadim: Aramaic Origins of the New Testament 

(Malta: Tushiyah Press, 2005), 329, who strongly advocates an Aramaic origin for the Apostolic Scriptures 
(notably being completely disengaged with contemporary discussions in conservative New Testament 
scholarship), has to admit that the letter to Philemon had to eventually reach Philemon in Greek transcription. 

12 Florence Morgan Gillman, “Apphia,” in ABD, 1:317-318. 
13 BDAG, 711. 
14 Bartchy, “Philemon, Epistle to,” in ABD, 5:305. 
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run into Paul or encounter him, and what were the circumstances surrounding his flight 
from Philemon? 

The traditional view surrounding this letter’s circumstances is that Onesimus had done 
some kind of wrong to his owner Philemon (v. 18), and then he ran away. Onesimus may 
have not been a very useful or profitable slave,15 and it is often thought that he stole money 
from Philemon. And so while it is often thought that Onesimus stole money from Philemon, 
Dunn is keen to note, while this “most likely indicates robbery or embezzlement...It should 
be recalled...that Onesimus’s physical removal of himself from Philemon’s household would 
itself constitute an act of robbery.”16 Either way we view this, being a runaway slave, 
Onesimus sought out Paul’s help. It is held that Onesimus escaped to Rome, and then 
through whatever circumstances—which can only be supposed—he either encountered 
Paul in prison, ran into Paul accidentally, or he encountered other Believers who then 
directed him to Paul. N.T. Wright simply observes how, 

“Onesimus could have joined a band of other ex-slaves, hidden himself in the 
underworld of a big city, or fled for refuge to a pagan shrine. Instead, whether by design or 
sheer providence, he had met Paul. And he had become a Christian [meaning, a born again 
Believer].”17 

According to Roman law, a runaway slave could be punished by death, even though 
runaway slaves could have found solace in a temple.18 Instead, the runaway Onesimus, now 
coming to faith in Yeshua, sought the Apostle Paul’s help in reconciling with his master. The 
traditional framework of what necessitated Philemon’s composition serves to ask the 
question what the slaveowner Philemon was to do with Onesimus, how he was to reconcile 
with him, and how he was to treat this slave as a fellow brother in the Lord. 

An alternative view behind Philemon’s being written, suggests that Onesimus was not 
at all a runaway slave, but had legally departed from Philemon, in order to seek out some 
form of mediation from the Apostle Paul, with Onesimus having had a dispute with his 
master. ABD summarizes that for this view, “This means that Onesimus’ wrongdoing was 
neither running away nor stealing from household funds in order to finance his travel. 
Rather, something that he had done wrong led Onesimus to decide to seek out Paul as his 
advocate.”19 It is partially based on some Roman legal conventions, which decreed, 

“A slave who takes refuge with a friend of his master, in order to obtain his 
intercession with the latter, is not a fugitive; not even if he has the intention of not 

 
15 Dunn, 302, speculates how Onesimus may have become a slave. He may have sold himself, or had been 

sold into slavery because of an unpaid debt, but notes “that Phrygian slaves were notoriously unsatisfactory.” 
Yet, Onesimus may have been well trained and educated, being someone of ability who impressed Paul (vs. 11-
13). 

16 Ibid., 303. 
17 Wright, 166. 
18 Bartchy, “Philemon, Epistle to,” in ABD, 5:307. 
19 Ibid., 5:308; also summarized by Patzia, “Philemon, Letter to,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 705. 
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returning home if he does not obtain pardon. He is not yet a fugitive, for the reason that the 
term ‘flight’ does not merely apply to design but also to the act itself” (Digest 21.1.17.5).20 

From this view, the slave Onesimus was not a Believer in the Lord, but he was going to 
persuade Paul, who was a Believer, to influence another Believer, Philemon. In writing the 
return letter to Philemon, Paul expresses how he is responsible for Onesimus’ conversion of 
faith, and that Philemon should deal with him generously (v. 19). The debt that Paul intends 
to pay for Onesimus (vs. 18-21), was not something that Onesimus necessarily stole, but 
would have been lost income from the lack of Onesimus’ services in Philemon’s household. 
Advocates of a traditional Roman location for Paul’s imprisonment, such as Carson and Moo, 
think that even though an appealing alternative view, “it is unlikely that Onesimus would 
have gone as far as Rome to find a mediator.”21 

Another alternative view behind Philemon’s composition is that it was not Philemon, 
but actually Archippus (v. 2), who was the owner of Onesimus. Philemon would have been 
the overseer of the congregation which met in his home. The unspecified ministry, that 
Archippus is encouraged by Paul to fulfill (Colossians 4:17), is actually to release Onesimus 
and send him back to Paul for him to use.22 

Not all are agreed that the traditional view of Onesimus’ flight as a runaway slave can 
be easily determined, and that it is best for us to try to not figure out all of the details that 
preceded Paul’s writing to Philemon. Instead, in Morna D. Hooker’s estimation, “It is best to 
begin with what the letter actually tells us.”23 This vantage point prefers not to really 
speculate on what happened before Onesimus showed up to encounter Paul, but prefers to 
focus more on what happened after. Still, Hooker suggests that Onesimus had indeed been a 
slave in some way, somehow encountering Paul in prison, and now as a new Believer, 
Philemon was required to welcome Onesimus as a brother in faith. This would hint that 
Philemon manumitted Onesimus, treating Onesimus with graciousness and compassion. 

Presumably, whatever the original circumstances of this letter’s composition, 
Onesimus was able to return to Philemon, and Onesimus was released from his bond of 
slavery, being set free so he could fulfill some kind of ministry work. The historical record 
does indicate that there was an Onesimus who became bishop of Ephesus at the beginning of 
the Second Century (Ignatius Letter to the Ephesians 1.3),24 and various commentators have 
suggested that this is the same Onesimus who was a young man at the time the Apostle Paul 

 
20 The Civil Law, trans. S.P. Scott (Cincinnati: Central Trust Company, 1932). Accessible online at 

<http://www.constitution.org/sps/sps.htm/>. 
21 Carson and Moo, 591. 
22 This view is summarized by Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, 661; BY O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 

266. 
23 Hooker, “Philemon,” in ECB, 1447. 
24 “I received, therefore, your whole multitude in the name of God, through Onesimus, a man of 

inexpressible love, and your bishop in the flesh, whom I pray you by Jesus Christ to love, and that you would all 
seek to be like him. And blessed be He who has granted unto you, being worthy, to obtain such an excellent 
bishop” (Ignatius Letter to the Ephesians 1.3). 
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wrote to Philemon. Donald Guthrie notes how “There seems to be no positive reason for 
rejecting the theory that Onesimus the slave later became bishop of the Ephesian church, 
but merely the similarity of name cannot of itself confirm the identity.”25 Contrary to this 
suggestion, N.T. Wright expresses some doubts as “the name ‘Onesimus’ was not 
uncommon.”26 But, if the Second Century Bishop Onesimus were the same Onesimus 
featured in the Epistle to Philemon, then Peter T. O’Brien’s thoughts are not far-fetched: 

“If the latter did subsequently become bishop of Ephesus and knew about the collection 
and publication of the Pauline corpus of letters, then he may have made sure that his Pauline 
letter found a place in the collection.”27 

Even though the traditional view of Onesimus being a runaway slave, making his way 
to Rome, encountering Paul and becoming a Believer, certainly is something we can 
accept—what is most important is not the backstory behind the letter to Philemon, but how 
we interpret and apply it. V. 16, where Paul instructs Philemon to regard Onesimus “no 
longer as a slave, but more than a slave, a beloved brother,” was especially subversive for 
the First Century. This is a distinct manifestation of the equality that the work of Yeshua has 
brought to all people (Galatians 3:28; Colossians 3:11). The fact that Paul could ask Philemon 
to forgive Onesimus of any prior wrong would have been most serious, as Roman law 
allowed a slaveowner to inflict whatever punishment he wanted on a runaway, usually 
death. 

Paul urges Philemon to be beneficent toward Onesimus, working on the meaning of 
Onesimus’ name as “useful” (v. 11). Much has been made by some interpreters of a Roman 
letter written about forty years later, by Pliny the Younger, which is thought to use a similar 
language and style seen in Philemon. A freedman of Pliny’s friend Sabinianus comes to him 
for help, and so in writing, Pliny says things like “praise for forbearance is especially due 
when the grounds for anger are more justified...you pain yourself when your mild 
disposition turns to anger,” and “having rebuked him more sharply and severely, having 
threatened that I shall never plead with you again after this” (Epistle 9.21).28 

Aside from the kinds of external data we can piece together, Dunn is probably correct 
in asserting, “it may not matter much that we know so little about Onesimus himself; what 
[is important is what] the letter reveals as a witness to an early Christian attitude to 
slavery.”29 A direct confrontation to abolish the institution of slavery in the First Century 
Roman Empire would have been nothing short of fomenting revolution for the early 

 
25 Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, 665. 
26 Wright, 165. 
27 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 268. 
28 Pliny the Younger: Pliny the Younger: Complete Letters, trans. P.G. Walsh (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2006), 227. 
29 Dunn, 302. 
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Believers.30 The Apostle Paul was not a revolutionary, and so what we can detect from a 
letter like Philemon is that he proposed a transformation from within, against its evil. Even 
if Paul did choose to openly protest slavery as some kind of ancient abolitionist, what would 
it have really done? Wright observes, 

“What alternatives were actually open to him? He was committed to the life, and the 
standards, of the new age over against the old (Col. 3). But a loud protest, at that moment in 
social history, would have functioned simply on the level of the old age: it would have been 
heard only as a criticism by one part of society.”31 

Paul says to Philemon in v. 21, “Having confidence in your obedience, I write to you, 
since I know that you will do even more than what I say,” and this is about as close as he gets 
to describing an utter disdain for slavery. In Colossians 3:22-23, Paul instructs slaves to 
demonstrate proper behavior, which would include avoiding the deeds of the flesh 
(Galatians 5:19-21). What Paul sought in changing the institution of slavery was not a violent 
slave uprising, but rather a slaveowner-by-slaveowner encounter with how this was not 
what God originally intended from Creation. IDB concludes, 

“In its very nature...slavery is antithetical to the heart of the Christian gospel; but so 
are political revolution and bloody warfare. Only a bloody revolution could at that time have 
changed the institution, and Paul chose the method of working for brotherhood within the 
prevailing social pattern. As many have pointed out, he was sowing the seeds of a more 
spiritual type of revolution—that of the transformation of relationships.”32 

Had the Christian Church of later centuries taken Paul’s letter to Philemon more 
seriously, it is thought that the institution of slavery would have been undermined much 
sooner in history. (And not to be overlooked is the still-ongoing exploitation of the poorer 
classes in various “Christian” countries.) Guthrie concludes that “It is clearly incongruous 
for a Christian master to ‘own’ a brother in Christ in the contemporary sense of the word, 
and 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 ultimately 
lead to the abolition of the system.”33 

Some disagree, though, claiming that there is no clear abolitionist tenor in either the 
letter to Philemon, or similarly in Pauline passages like 1 Corinthians 7:20-24. Arthur A. 
Rupprecht thinks, Paul “strongly hinted that the slave would be useful to him in the work of 
evangelism. Nowhere does Paul openly state that Philemon should set Onesimus free. Nor is 
it necessary to assume that Onesimus would be freed if he were to join Paul in his 

 
30 Moo, pp 371-372, points out how we cannot read the more recent experiences of slavery in North 

America, ending in the Nineteenth Century, as a grid to fully understand ancient slavery in the Roman Empire—
even though both practices were equally abhorrent. 

31 Wright, 169. 
32 M.E. Lyman, “Philemon, Letter to,” in IDB, 3:784. 
33 Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, pp 665-666. 
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missionary work.”34 But can the idea that Onesimus would never be freed from slavery by 
Philemon be truly supported from the tone of Paul’s letter? Did Paul expect Onesimus to just 
be treated as an equal brother in the Lord, but still be a slave? 

Other than Paul addressing, even indirectly, the issue of slavery, the Epistle to 
Philemon also includes within it a definite theology of fellowship. Paul writes, “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” (v. 6), and “If then you regard me a partner, accept 
[Onesimus] as you would me” (v. 17). Paul asks Philemon to forgive Onesimus of whatever he 
has done to wrong him, and for him to be reconciled to the congregation of Believers that 
meets in his home (at least indicating that Onesimus had already been exposed to the gospel 
before encountering Paul in Rome). The transformation that takes place when one comes to 
faith in Messiah Yeshua is to change relationships between people, which in Onesimus’ case 
meant that his owner Philemon would have needed to treat him differently (vs. 16-17). Both 
Onesimus (v. 10) and Philemon (v. 19) owed their salvation to Paul’s ministry. 

One challenge that cannot be overlooked is that past interpretations of Philemon 
actually used Paul’s letter as a support for the institution of slavery. Some Nineteenth 
Century American theologians considered Philemon to include a “Pauline mandate” for 
slavery, even for the requirement of runaway slaves to return home to their masters.35 It is 
quite difficult, if not utterly absurd, to argue that First Century Roman slavery is the same 
as the plantation slavery that was witnessed in the American South and Caribbean. Roman 
slaves could be of any ethnic background, they could work to earn their freedom, and they 
had opportunities—even if difficult ones—to become wealthy once such freedom was 
attained. Some slaves, within a wealthy household, had better living conditions than free, 
rural peasants.36 

As much as Paul probably did not personally like slavery, there would have been 
problems with him throwing down his fist and requiring immediate release of all of 
Philemon’s, or anyone else’s, slaves. Moo discusses the various problems that exist when 
such instantaneous change is required: 

“A Christian slave owner who immediately released all his or her slaves might be 
condemning many of them to poverty and starvation. Perhaps the contemporary problem of 
polygamy among new converts is something of a parallel. Should a man who has converted 
to Christianity and come to recognize monogamy as a biblical principle immediately send all 
but one wife away—even if, in doing so, he condemns those women to a life of outcasts and 
economic hardship? While going some way toward answering the problem, this factor still 

 
34 Arthur A. Rupprecht, “Philemon,” in EXP, 11:454. 
35 Cain Hope Felder’s words are entirely correct: 
“There is no basis whatsoever for thinking of Onesimus as a progenitor of the African American slave, 

especially since the Roman Empire did not have a race-based policy for the institution of slavery, neither in the 
first century nor at any other time” (“The Letter to Philemon,” in NIB, 11:885; cf. Dunn, pp 306-307). 

36 For a further review, consult S. Scott Bartchy, “Slavery (Greco-Roman),” in ABD, 6:65-73. 
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does not go all the way; for we still might have expected Paul to have encouraged Christians 
to release their slaves in a timely and compassionate way.”37 

Moo, surprisingly, does not think that Paul really advocated the early Believers who 
owned slaves to release them, given the social implications of the First Century. Fortunately 
though, he does think, “we rightly draw from Paul’s principle [in Galatians 3:28 and 
Colossians 3:11] the conclusion—that Christians not own slaves—that he did not explicitly 
draw in his day.”38 So from this perspective, Paul continued to lay stepping stones back to 
the equality of all human beings—a trajectory forward which would see to the eventual 
death of slavery in later centuries. 

While we should not have expected all slaves to be released by their owners who were 
Believers, specifically dependant on whether or not these people could economically make it 
on their own—the letter to Philemon certainly encourages that First Century slaveowners 
treat their slaves with a great deal more respect and kindness than their contemporary 
culture did. Manumission should be encouraged, but it would probably not have happened 
in every single instance where a slave was owned by a Believer. Yet in Onesimus’ case, it 
would be most unlikely that the Epistle to Philemon was included among the books of the 
New Testament, if he had not been released from his slavery. 

 
HOW DOES PHILEMON RELATE  
TO MESSIANIC BELIEVERS TODAY? 

Moo begins his introduction to Philemon with the word, “Most Christians have never 
studied Philemon; many have never heard it taught or preached.”39 If this is true of most of 
today’s evangelical Believers, what is to be said of today’s Messianic Believers? In our 
Messianic faith community, we have enough problems with trying to get people to study 
more than the weekly Torah portion, so small books of the Bible like Philemon never get 
noticed. Yet even within their Torah studies every week, today’s Messianics almost always 
avoid the issue of slavery. (And if Torah questions about slavery ever do come up, people 
often just irresponsibly allegorize the passages, like Exodus 21:1-6, and say that it describes 
“my relationship to Yeshua.”) 

When the Apostle Paul encountered Onesimus, he was certainly stuck with the 
difficult question of what to do. As a faithful Jew, Paul would have known that the Torah 
allows for a runaway slave to not have to go back to his master (Deuteronomy 23:15-16), yet 
as a Roman citizen, harboring a runaway slave, or helping one escape, could have meant 
further problems for Paul in prison. A Jewish community functioning within the confines of 

 
37 Moo, pp 376-377. 
The author discusses the issue of polygamy in his article “Is Polygamy for Today?”, refuting any 

Messianics today who would argue that it is a valid principle (appearing in Men and Women in the Body of Messiah: 
Answering Crucial Questions). 

38 Ibid., 377. 
39 Ibid., 361. 
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the Roman Empire would certainly have had to develop halachah in order to deal with the 
authorities. While Paul’s preference was no doubt to keep Onesimus for himself, having 
helped bring him to faith in Yeshua, the law of Rome required Onesimus to be sent back to 
Philemon (v. 12). Fortunately, though, Philemon was a Believer just like Paul—and so Paul 
could instruct him on how to be kind and gentle with Onesimus (vs. 15-17). 

Our exegesis of Philemon must be tempered by the fact that Onesimus was not a slave 
like the Ancient Israelites were in Egypt. Rather than helping to run the Egyptian Empire, 
Onesimus was probably a household servant or field laborer, and his master saw that all of 
his needs were met. Paul had actually desired to keep Onesimus with him as a useful 
associate in his ministry work, but knew that he would have to be returned to Philemon. 

Knowing the Torah, Paul realized that slaves could be released in the year of jubilee 
(Exodus 21:2-13), slaveowners who killed their slaves could be executed (Exodus 21:12), and 
harsh punishment of slaves would mean that the slaves could immediately go free (Exodus 
21:26-27). These were casuistic laws in the Pentateuch, originally designed to regulate 
Ancient Israel’s economy in the Ancient Near East—not the Roman province of Judea, nor a 
widespread Diaspora Jewish community in the Mediterranean basin. So Paul was informed 
from these Torah commandments on how Philemon needed to act toward Onesimus, but he 
also had to deal with the necessities of Roman law, and most importantly how the gospel of 
salvation is blind to one’s status as either slave or free. 

How important is it, really, for today’s Messianic movement to understand the Epistle 
to Philemon? The Epistle to Philemon is a testament to the social realities of the First 
Century Mediterranean. When we read the Apostolic Scriptures, we often forget that as 
much as one-third of the Roman Empire in the First Century C.E. was made up of some kind 
of slaves. When we study the Apostolic Scriptures, the social diversity of the 
Mediterranean—Jewish, Greek, Roman, slave, poor, etc.—is often not considered. This is a 
problem, because large numbers of people from the slave class and/or lower class were 
Believers in Yeshua. 

Understanding a letter like Philemon could aid us significantly for remembering the 
kinds of ethical and moral controversies faced by the early ekklēsia. Onesimus was a 
runaway slave who could very easily have stolen money, escaped, but then encountered the 
Apostle Paul. Onesimus realized what he did wrong, and he was changed by the good news. 
We are often at a disadvantage, because even though we think we are trying to understand 
the Scriptures in their ancient context, we do forget that while the needs of people to be 
loved and treated with respect have not changed—the demographics of the First Century 
assembly were quite diverse. Patzia is correct in asserting, “When read together with 
Colossians 3:22-4:1, we begin to appreciate how conversion to the Christian faith broke 
down all social, racial and economic barriers.”40 Rupprecht’s remarks are also well taken: 

 
40 Patzia, “Philemon, Letter to,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 706. 
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“Each [main person in the letter] has heard the claims of [the gospel] from totally 
different backgrounds. Paul was once a rigorous Jew of the Dispersion who advanced in 
Judaism beyond all his contemporaries. Philemon was a wealthy Asiatic Gentile. Onesimus 
was the most despicable of all creatures, a runaway slave. They find themselves united in 
the gospel of Christ.”41 

Carson and Moo also point out how (1) Philemon shows us a significant picture of the 
love and respect shown toward others in the early Body of Messiah, and (2) how Believers 
should approach the issue of slavery.42 Today’s evangelical Christian theology is much 
further along in appreciating the role of Philemon within the canon than today’s Messianic 
movement. If we are truly a faith community that desires to be “fully Biblical,” I think it is 
fair to say that a reconsideration of Philemon is in order. This is most especially true if when 
reading the Torah, we scratch our heads at what to do over the issue of slavery. The Epistle 
to Philemon shows us where the trajectory was headed: the ultimate elimination of the 
practice. 

In reconsidering Philemon, Messianic Believers will also be able to understand a little 
more about why Torah issues like Shabbat or the dietary laws are really not addressed in the 
Pauline letters, when compared to issues like how to treat one’s slaves, or why not to 
fornicate. Too many of today’s Messianics, even some of the professionally trained teachers 
among us, forget the complicated social dynamics present in the ancient world. The First 
Century world was not the same world as the Twenty-First Century. Today’s Messianic 
movement simply does not have to deal with the issue of runaway slaves, much less all of 
the baggage that goes along with those who were really raised in Greco-Roman pantheism. 

We also get a detailed look into the personal traits of the Apostle Paul, who was a man 
who was willing to pay another’s debts (v. 18). 

It is my hope that each of us, in examining this short letter in the Apostolic Scriptures, 
can learn something vital for our reading of the whole Bible. 

 
ABBREVIATED OUTLINE OF PHILEMON 
 

I. Greeting (vs. 1-3) 
II. Commendation of Philemon (vs. 4-7) 
III. An Apology or Defense for Onesimus (vs. 8-22) 

a. Paul’s condition in prison (vs. 8-9) 
b. Onesimus as Paul’s “son” in faith (v. 10) 
c. Paul is sending back Onesimus as “profitable” (vs. 11-14) 
d. Philemon should receive back Onesimus as a dear brother, and no slave 

(vs. 15-16) 

 
41 Rupprecht, in EXP, 11:456-457. 
42 Carson and Moo, pp 593-594. 
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e. Paul offers to pay back Onesimus’ debts (vs. 17-20) 
f. Paul expects Philemon to honor his requests, and asks him to prepare a 

lodging for him when he arrives for a visit (vs. 17-20) 
IV. Conclusion (vs. 23-25)43 
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