CHAPTER 21

LETTER TO PHILEMON

That Paul wrote this letter is not seriously disputed even by those who oo
tend that he did not write Col, a letter that has the same setting and mamy o
the same dramatis personae as Phlm. Frequently their assumption is s
from the genuine Phlm a pseudonymous writer drew the context for Ga
Inevitably the question arises as to why both letters might not be psenden
graphic; but the counterquestion is why would someone bother to crese
Phlm, a note with such a narrow goal, and attribute it to Paul. Such speculis-
tion leaves much to be desired; but in this Introduction, one goal of whas
is to familiarize readers with what seems reasonable to a centrist scholasie ™
majority, Phlm will be accepted as genuinely from Paul, independentls &
the position taken on Col. After the Background and the General Analfyss
subsections will be devoted to the Social import of Paul’s view of slaves
From where and when, the Subsequent career of Onesimus, Issues for refiees
tion, and Bibliography.

(3

The Background

This is the shortest of the Pauline letters (335 words), and in format ¢
est to the pattern of ordinary Hellenistic letters, especially to those mais
intercession.! One should be careful, however, not to evaluate it simply
letter from one individual to another asking for a favor. As one who has
a long life? and suffered much in the service of Christ, Paul is writing =
head of a Christian house-church, or even to a church in the person of
host (since Paul anticipates communal pressure on Philemon), He wris=
a prisoner, i.e., one who has sacrificed his freedom for Christ, to ask
another’s freedom; and in every line just beneath the surface is the &
challenge to the societal rank of master and slave offered by the che

It is comparable to the shorter letter of Pliny the Younger appealing to Sabinianus for an
freedman who sought refuge in Pliny’s home; Pliny offers reasons for Sabinianus to be i
(9.21; in English and Latin in Lohse, Colossians 196-97). As for length, there are 245
1T John, 219 in I1I John; their shorter length is generally thought to have been dictated by the
a sheet of papyrus.

2In v. 9 the reading presbytes, “old man,” is found in all mss., although some prefer o =
substitute presbeutés, “ambassador.”




The Background

Summary of Basic Information

DATE: ca. 55 if from Ephesus; 58-60 if from Caesarea (unlikely); 61-63 if from
Rome.

To: Philemon, with Apphia (his wife?), Archippus, and the church at Philemon’s
house.

AUTHENTICITY, UNITY, AND INTEGRITY: Not seriously disputed.
FormaL Division:
A. Opening Formula: 1-3
B. Thanksgiving: 4-7
C. Body: 8-22 (21-22 can be considered a Bady-Closing or part of the Con-
clusion)
D. Concluding Formula: 23-25.

DIVISION ACCORDING TO CoNTENTS (and Rhetorical Structure):

1-3:  Address, greeting

4-7. Thanksgiving serving as an exordium to gain Philemon's good will by
praise

8-16:  Appeal offering motives to Philemon on behalf of Onesimus (confirmation)

17-22: Reiteration and expansion of appeal ( peroration)

23-25: Concluding greetings, blessing.

relationship introduced by the gospel. Literary criticism and sociology have
cariched the study of the letter (Petersen), but Soards is correct in insisting
on the primacy of the theological dithension.

Since this letter deals with a slave, a few general remarks about slavery in
Faul’s time may be appropriate before we look at the specific situation. Soci-
=1y in the provinces of the Roman Empire where Paul conducted missionary
sctivity was highly stratified. At the upper level would have been the Romans
“opointed by the Senate or the emperor to administer the province politi-
<ally, fiscally, and militarily; next would come the local privileged class
“wough heredity or money); then the small landowners, shop owners, and
“rafispeople. These would have been followed in social rank by the
“eedmen and freedwomen who had been released from slavery through
e action of their masters or by their own purchase of freedom; and then at
= bottom would have been the immense number of slaves with whose exis-
“=nce the economic welfare of the Empire was intimately involved. (The dire
s=salts of the revolt of the slaves in Ttaly led by Spartacus in 73-71 pc show

of slavery would have had Empire-shaking

aves in various ways: Many were prisoners

; pped by slave hunters; still others were en-

“ed through debt; and, of course, there were the children born to slaves,
% slavery many English-speaking readers of the Bible are most familiar
W is that of the blacks in America, but the Roman situation was more
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complicated. Within the general category the most burdensome form of slze
life was endured by those who did heavy manual labor, e.g., in the mines.
building construction, and the rowing banks on ships. By contrast many whe
worked in households for understanding masters would not have been muct
worse off than servants in wealthy British homes at the end of the last cem-
tury known to TV watchers through “Upstairs, Downstairs”’ On a partice-
larly high level were the very well-educated slaves who administered thes
master’s estates or businesses, instructed the children, and even earned thes
own money. These would have been the group from which many emergss
by gaining or being given freedom.

The specific slavery situation dealt with in Phlm is well known to Pau’
Philemon, and Onesimus. Unfortunately presuppositions are not spelled o
and the sequence of events has to be reconstructed from hints, (To judge the
situation we must pay attention not only to the personal names used to ides-
tify the dramatis personae but the titles given them that indicate their roles
as Christians.) A plausible reconstruction is that Philemon was a well-to-ae
Christian, Apphia was his wife, and Archippus was close to him;3 Philemos
home served as the meeting place of a house-church. It is not clear that Pasd
has ever personally encountered Philemon;* at least, however, the evangeliz-
ing of the area in which Philemon lived was probably the fruit of Pauls
mission, perhaps through Pauline fellow-workers (vv. 23-24: Epaphras™.
Onesimus was Philemon’s slave who seemingly had run away.5 The language
of begetting in v. 10 suggests that Paul had (recently) converted him. Iz
another city was he thrown into prison (but not as a runaway or he wouls
have been sent back), and was it there that he met Paul who evangelizes
him? Or was the encounter more deliberate: Without being imprisoned, has

3Archippus is variously identified by scholars, e.g., as Philemon’s son, or the head of the chusch
that met in Philemon’s house (Stdger), or even the owner of Onesimus, (The last identification =
maintained by J. Knox; also L. Cope, Biblical Research 30 [1985], 45-50—then Paul would hewe
written in order to have Philemon, the church leader, present when the request about Onesimus we
made to Archippus.) The last two proposals depend on dubious interpretations of the instructios =
Col 4:17 to Archippus to fulfill his ministry, e.g., by administering the church or by freeing Ones
mus. (In the latter case, why such bluntness in the Col passage after all the delicacy in Phlm?) The
variety of proposals illustrates how little is spelled out in Phlm.

4Pointing to no encounter: v. 5 “I hear; pointing to an encounter: v. 1 “co-worker” (a term wsed
by Paul mostly to refer to people who had been with him personally) and v. 19 “You owe me your
very life.” Those who favor an encounter generally suggest that the meeting had not taken place
where Philemon now lives (because Paul himself had not evangelized Colossae) but perhaps =
Ephesus, Would Apphia and Archippus have been with Philemon, or are we to posit different rele-
tionships between Paul and the three people addressed?

SWe have ancient examples of “wanted posters” offering money for the apprehension of runawa
slaves, but it is not clear that Onesimus was being legally pursued—perhaps already an indication
of a Christian sensibility on the part of the master. Or Onesimus might not simply have been seeking
freedom, e.g.: Perhaps while in service Onesimus had done something that caused Philemon to lose
money (“Formerly he was useless to you in v, 11, plus 18-19); and rather than face his master. fe
had gone elsewhere to look for someone who would intercede for him.
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Analysis of Phlm 1-21

he, as 4 fugitive, sought help from g Christian 8roup (and from Paul, of
whom he hag heard his master speak) in a Strange city where pe was now in
trouble? In any case the fact that Paul has beep responsible for the new life
shared by both Philemon ang Onesimuyg underlies thig message designed to
work out the effects of that theologica] reality on the social plane,

“The name Onesimus, common for slaves, meang “useful” in Greek; Pay| plays on that inv. 1]
% 5 contrast between “formerly Worthless to yoy | . |
nesimus stole somethi
man law that 5 person who harbors 5 1
W e Joss of work involved,
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that Philemon should release from slavery Onesimus who is his Christizn
brother. Paul will visit after being released (an occasion that Philemon has
been praying for: v. 22). Is this a subtle indication that Paul wants to see for
himself how Onesimus has been treated? That Philemon reacted generously
is almost certain, or the letter would not have been preserved.

Social Import of Paul’s View of Slavery

Jesus himself had a strong apocalyptic view: The kingdom/rule of God
was present in his ministry; decision was imperative in face of a divine invi-
tation that would not be repeated. In the tradition Jesus avoided spelling out
a horarium of the endtimes; but even if the precise moment could not be
known, the dominant impression is one of the end coming soon. Paul too
had an apocalyptic approach in which the death and resurrection of Christ
marked the changing of the times. Strong apocalypticism does not encour-
age long-range social planning. Structures in society that prevent the procla-
mation of the gospel must be neutralized. Yet precisely because Christ is
coming back soon, other structures that do not represent gospel values can
be allowed to stand provided that they can be bypassed to enable Christ t
be preached. It will not be for long. The implications of the gospel for slav-
ery are clear to Paul: In Christ Jesus “there is neither slave nor free” (Gal
3:28); all are of equal value. All were baptized into the one body (I Cor
12:13) and should treat one another with love. The only true slavery that
remains after the change of the acons is slavery to Christ (I Cor 7:22). Yet
to overturn the massive Roman societal institution of slavery is not a feasible
accomplishment in the very limited time before Christ comes. Obviously on
the worldly level slaves will seek to gain freedom; but if one is a slave at the
time of being called and physical freedom is unobtainable, that situation is
not of essential importance. “In whatever state each was called, there let that
person remain with God” (I Cor 7:21-22).

To some interpreters Phlm reflects a welcome, stronger Pauline position
on slavery, one that would eventually move sensitive Christians as a whole
to reject it. Here we see that when Paul can hope for cooperation, he chal-
lenges a Christian slave owner to defy the conventions: To forgive and re-
ceive back into the household a runaway slave; to refuse financial reparation
when it is offered, mindful of what one owes to Christ as proclaimed by
Paul; to go farther in generosity by freeing the servant; and most important
of all from a theological viewpoint to recognize in Onesimus a beloved
brother and thus acknowledge his Christian transformation. (Many today in
evaluating Phlm might not appreciate the last-mentioned dimension, but for
Paul that was the key demand.) Taking such a gracious stance might have
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“eleterious social implications in the eyes of outsiders and even of less dar-
2 Christians. It might make one who acts thus look like a troubler of the
wocial order and a revolutionary; but that is a price worth paying out of loy-
“%y to the gospel.

To other interpreters,

“Swom Where and When?

“aul writes this letter from prison, and so we must survey the same three
“adidates for imprisonment examined for Phil in Chapter 20: Ephesus,
irea, Rome.® Yet now the situation i
=t gives fewer hints than did Phil: Although Paul wants a guest room
svared for his visit (v. 22), we are never told where the addressees live.
= One must admit that a request to Prepare a guest room if Paul would
10 make a long sea Journey from either Rome or Caesarea even to draw
the site addressed seems odd.

“2ht be considered that here as well.
Sowever, one must also take into account the clear relationship of Phlm
ol The beginning of both letters lists Timothy “our brother” as a co-
with Paul; and the ending of both is supplied in Paul’s own hand
= 19; Col 4:18). Eight of the ten people mentioned in Phlm are men-

ncesd, Burtchaell, Philemons Problem, uses this letter as entrée into issues that constitute the
‘Slemma of the Christian,
% = impossible to determine whether this was a confining detention or a type of house arrest
Faul was easily approached. Strangely the 2d-century Monarchian Prologues assign Phlm
“ 10 Rome, but Col to Ephesus. In my judgment there is little to recommend Caesarea as the
“om which Phlm was sent,
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tioned in Col as well.!® (Nevertheless, it is uncertain that Paul wrote Col
and so details therein may not be factual biography.) Because Onesimus an
Archippus are referred to in Col (4:9,17), the vast majority of interpretess
assume that Philemon lived in the Colossae region; and that workable ==
sumption!! favors Ephesus as the candidate of Paul’s whereabouts. In terms
of a slave’s flight that city was only 100-120 miles away, as contrasted wits
immense distances between Colossae and Rome or Caesarea.!2 There ar=
difficulties, however. The christology of Col is advanced, and if Col is geme-
inely Pauline, that might favor the Roman captivity (61-63) and the end o
Paul’s career for the composition of both Col and Phim. More specificalis.
of those who were with Paul when he sent Phlm (vv. 1,24), while Timoths «
presence favors Ephesus (p. 495 above), Aristarchus both was with Paul =
Ephesus in 5457 and set out with him from Caesarea for Rome in 60 (Acs
19:29; 27:2); Mark (which one?), Luke, and Demas are not mentioned in the
Ephesus stay, but are later associated with Rome (respectively 1 Pet 5:1%
[Babylon = Rome]; II Tim 4:11 [also Acts 28:16 if Luke is part of “we™
IT'Tim 4:10). All this is very uncertain, however; and overall the arguments for
Ephesus and composition ca. 56 are as good as and even better than those for
Rome. Nothing essential by way of interpretation depends on the decision

Subsequent Career of Onesimus

Presumably Paul wrote a large number of personal letters to individus
Christians. Why was this one preserved? The usual and more likely answes
is that this letter is more ecclesial than personal, having important pastora:
theological implications (even if, as we have seen, Paul does not determime
the future of slavery). But in order to explain preservation, a more romantic
proposal, associated with the names of Goodspeed and Knox, has bees
made. Onesimus was released by Philemon and returned to work with Pau

19Timothy, Archippus, Onesimus, Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke are shared ==
the two works; Philemon and Apphia are absent from Col. Yet the role assigned to Onesimus in o
4:9 scarcely corresponds to the role he has in Phlm.

"'Why workable? If Col was written by Paul, one can trust the geographical and historical refe
ences therein and theorize that Tychicus and Onesimus carried with them to Colossae the letter
Philemon (Col 4:7-9). Yet Col, which contains many greetings to people at Colossae (and Laodices .
makes no mention of Philemon. Was the house-church that met at his home not in Colossae but =
a nearby town in the area? (The precision that Laodicea was the town is related to Knox’s advensu
ous thesis that, after being read by Philemon in Laodicea, Phlm was brought to Archippus in Colo
sae and so was the letter from Laodicea in Col 4:16.) If Col was not written by Paul, the mentios =
Onesimus and Archippus therein was most likely inspired by the genuine letter to Philemon, and s
direction of the pseudonymous letter may stem from a reliable tradition that connected these peogike
with Colossae.

12With difficulty one could argue for a flight by a slave to Rome to become untraceable in @
capital of the empire over 1,000 miles away; but there is less plausibility in a flight to Caesarea.
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of Christ allowed toleration of unjust social institutions for the expecasl
short while (provided one could still proclaim the gospel); on the other hamt
heroic demands seem to have been made on Christians precisely becaws
things to which they might become attached were not going to last. If
I Cor 7:20-24 a slave can be told to stay a slave on the principle that cme
might as well remain in the state in which one was called, the same applue
to a single person or to a married person whose lives may also be troubles
“The appointed time has grown short; from now on, let those with wive:
live as though they had none” (7:29). How does one determine what is pes
manently demanded by the gospel even if that demand was placed with s
presupposition of a short interim?
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