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Philemon – Sunday Study (Summer 2007)

PHILEMON

INTRODUCTION

Background

Philemon, the recipient of this epistle, was an owner of at least one slave, named Onesimus; Onesimus had run away, then owing his master the value of the work that should have been done, maybe owing Philemon the goods possibly stolen from his master, or possibly another offense (v. 18). Onesimus had absconded to Rome, somehow found the imprisoned Paul,
 maybe having heard of Paul from his Christian master, and was brought to the faith (v. 10).

Philemon was a resident of Colossae and a convert of Paul, perhaps through an encounter with Paul in Ephesus during Paul’s second or third missionary journey (Acts 18:19; Acts 19).
 The gospel may have also reached Colossae through the ministry of Epaphras. Having heard Paul preach and knowing of his associates, Philemon might have welcomed Epaphras into his home. Epaphras was a native of Colossae (Colossian 4:12) and from him the Colossian Christians had learned the grace of God (Colossians 1:6,7); he had also toiled greatly among the Colossian Christians (Colossians 4:13).

Philemon seems to have been the leader in the local church and in whose house the believers gathered, since he is named first as a recipient;
 Apphia was probably his wife; Archippus was probably his son or maybe a prominent leader in the house church. Since Philemon was likely not alone as a slave owner among the Colossian believers, the apostolic letter would have provided guidelines for other master-slave relationships.

In this letter Paul compellingly and emotively attempts to persuade Philemon to forgive the crime and to receive Onesimus as he would receive Paul himself; the epistle attests to the strength of bond between the apostle and his converts by the confidence with which Paul makes his request. Although Onesimus had become a real asset to Paul (onesimus means “useful”), both knew that as a Christian, Onesimus had a responsibility to return to Philemon.  That day came when Paul wrote his letter to the Colossians; Tychicus was the bearer of that letter (Colossians 4:7-9) and possibly the letter to the Ephesians (Ephesians 6:21,22; and/or Laodiceans, see Colossians 4:16). Paul decided to send Onesimus along with Tychicus to Colossae, knowing that it would be safer, in view of slave-catchers, to send Onesimus with a companion. 

About fifty years later, Bishop Ignatius of Antioch wrote a letter to the bishop of Ephesus, who was a man named Onesimus, who was probably the former slave. It is reasonable to infer from the preservation of the letter in the New Testament that Paul’s request of Philemon about Onesimus was granted. If Onesimus had subsequently become the bishop of Ephesus and knew about a collection of the Pauline epistles, humanly speaking he may have ensured that his Pauline epistle found a place in the collection.

The Message of Philemon

Does Christian brotherly love really work, even in situations of extraordinary tension and difficulty? Will it work, for example, between a prominent slave owner and one of his runaway slaves? Paul has no doubt. He writes a “postcard” to Philemon, his beloved brother and fellow worker, on behalf of Onesimus – a deserter, thief, and formerly worthless slave, but now Philemon’s brother in Christ. With much tact and tenderness, Paul asks Philemon to receive Onesimus back with the same gentleness with which he would receive Paul himself. Any debt Onesimus owes, Paul promises to make good. Knowing Philemon, Paul is confident that brotherly love and forgiveness will carry the day.

The Scriptures give no hint as to how the master received his returning slave. Tradition says his master received him, and took Paul’s veiled hint and emancipated Onesimus. Christ in the heart of the slave made the slave recognize the social order of his day and then, having returned to his master, he was determined to be a good slave and live out his natural life as a slave.  Christ in the heart of the master made the master recognize the slave as a Christian brother and give to him his liberty.

This briefest of Paul’s letters is a model of courtesy, discretion, and loving concern for the forgiveness of one who would otherwise face the sentence of death. The letter develops the transition from bondage to brotherhood that is brought about by Christian love and forgiveness. Just as Philemon was shown mercy through the grace of Christ, so he must graciously forgive his repentant runaway who has returned as a brother in Christ. It is doubtful that Onesimus would have returned even with this letter if he had not become a believer in Christ. Paul wrote this letter as his personal appeal to Philemon to receive Onesimus even as he would receive Paul. This letter was also addressed to other Christians in Philemon’s circle, because Paul wanted it to have an impact on the Colossian church as a whole. Paul’s primary and pastoral concern was reconciliation in Christ—for Philemon, Onesimus, and all the other Christians who comprised Philemon’s shattered congregation in Colossae. 

This tactful and highly personal letter can be divided into five components: greeting (vv. 1-3), prayer of thanksgiving for Philemon (vv. 4-7); petition of Paul for Onesimus (vv. 8-16); promise of Paul to Philemon (vv. 17-22), closing greeting (vv. 23-25).

A Brief Note on Slavery

The ancient evidence of slavery causes a genuine perplexity at what was—already in antiquity—a complicated and baffling institution. The evidence suggests that types of slavery existed in the ancient times that were socially constructive as well as types that were destructive. Another problem with many modernist condemnations of all forms of ancient slavery is that they extol “freedom” (in modern secular terms) above that worth to the human condition that the Word of God assigns, and thus they reduce Christianity itself to a mere system of toleration and fairness that Paul would not have recognized as the Gospel of Christ crucified. We cannot adapt or view Paul on slavery to suit the demands of certain voices today; the cinematic images of ugly racism on beautiful southern plantations must not displace what God’s Word says about slavery.

On the whole, the New Testament presents slavery as a vocation in which typical Christians could honorably serve God, their master,
 and many others in ancient society. Mutual interdependence would seem to be an accurate way of categorizing the relationship that existed between vast numbers of masters and slaves in antiquity, not just the domination-submission model assumed by many today.

We may wonder why Paul did not take this opportunity simply to condemn slavery.  Several factors may have been the reason.

· One factor, humanly speaking, is that conditions were not yet right for such a massive social upheaval. Because slaves were the human engines of the Empire,
 Romans would never have voluntarily freed their slaves.  Hence, any revolt would have been savagely crushed. Runaways were considered criminals that could be punished by severe measures, including death.

· A second factor may have been that, unlike the North American experience, Roman slavery was not a permanent condition based on race; in fact, slaves could purchase their freedom and enter the mainstream of society.
  Furthermore, because Paul was not the owner, he had no legal right to keep Onesimus at his side.

· A third factor is that Paul, by locating the hearer’s own place in Christ, placed all relationships for the Christian “in Christ” (Colossians 3:22ff.; Ephesians 6:5 ff.); he was not preaching a gospel of egalitarianism, but of uniting all things, in heaven and on earth, in Christ. In that atmosphere, slavery could only wilt and die. Also, keeping Onesimus in Rome would have involved a breach of Christian fellowship between himself and Philemon.

1. How is one’s sanctified life in Christ described in Matthew 22:37 and Mark 12:39? See also Deuteronomy 6:5.

2. According to Galatians 3:28, what positions and categories has man used to distinguish himself from others? Read the verse again; do those same distinctions have any place in the discussion of justification by grace through faith before God?

3. Read I Peter 2:18-25. What kind of comparison may be made between Christ and a slave? How does Peter portray Christfor all who suffer persecution for the sake of the Father’s Gospel?

Despite the unpleasantness associated with the highly charged word “slave” in contemporary American culture, all Christians—including those who live in modern egalitarian societies—should come to see their sanctified life in Christ as a genuine service, even a slavery, since they have been purchased by Christ to serve as slaves of their Lord (I Corinthians 7:22; I Peter 2:16; Revelation 1:1, 7:2; 22:3,6; also Romans 7:6,25; 12:11; 14:18).

Any sense of alienation ends with Christ, who Himself died a horrible slave’s death; this all-availing death and resurrection has made possible a new destiny for every sinner, regardless of one’s relative standing within any human social structure of this fading world.

The relationship between masters and slaves in the New Testament and between Christians and persons of greater or lesser stations in the world is essentially the same. We should not dismiss such passages of God’s Word as outmoded relics of an earlier age. God continues His creative work through humanity’s diverse vocations on earth, and these range from the stately to the lowliest labor.

salutation, verses 1-3

Text Notes, Parallel Passages, & Study Questions

Verse 1

· prisoner. Paul was imprisoned at Rome (ca. 60), at which time and place he also composed the letters to the Colossians and the Ephesians. See Ephesians 3:1; Philippians 1:13.

· Timothy. Acts 16:1; II Corinthians 1:1; Philippians 1:1; Colossians 1:1; I Thessalonians 1:1; 3:2; II Thessalonians 1:1.

· our brother. This term can include biological kinship, friend, business partner, guild member, co-religionist or even official. See Matthew 5:22-24,47; 7:3-5; 18:15,21; 23:8; 25:40; 28:10; Luke 22:32; John 20:17; Acts 3:22; 7:23-26,37; Romans 8:29; Hebrews 2:11-12,17, 7:5.

Verse 2

· Apphia. That her name follows Philemon suggests that she is the wife of Philemon, not a fellow leader of church.

· Archippus our fellow soldier. Paul does not usually refer to Christians as “soldiers”, but instead reserves the term for himself and his co-workers (Philippians 2:25). Archippus is also mentioned in Colossians 4:17.

· your house. “your” is singular, referring to Philemon; in the letter “you" is singular except for vv. 3, 22, 25.

· the church throughout your house. For similar expressions, refer to Romans 16:5; I Corinthians 16:9; Colossians 4:15. The private dwelling in Dura-Europos (a garrison town in Syria of the third century A.D.) provides the most compelling evidence for ancient Christian life and cultus in antiquity: a small platform in the “assembly room” [for 30-40 people] for the reading of Scripture and teaching, impressive wall paintings, a baptistery (font and canopy) and possible refinements made to another room to accommodate Christians who were about to receive the Eucharist.

· house. This refers not so much to the building but to the all-embracing extended household, including owners immediate family, relatives, temporary workers, tenants, business partners, clients, dependent freed persons and slaves.

Verse 3

· grace to you and peace. Paul takes the standard Graeco-Roman epistolary salutation, greetings, and modifies it to encapsulate the gospel; the greeting comes not from him but from God and the Lord Jesus. Peace consciously imitates the Old Testament greeting and a standard Jewish form. With this salutation, He appeals to all people, regardless of background.

· Lord. Paul contrasts the emperors of Rome with the One crucified and risen, Jesus (Matthew 28:18; Acts 2:36; 5:31; Romans 1:4; 8:34; 10:9; I Corinthians 15:25-28; Ephesians 1:20-21; Colossians 3:1; Hebrews 1:3, 13; 2:6-8; 8:1; 10:12-13; 12:2; I Peter 3:22; Revelation 3:21.

4. In our personal correspondence, what need do we have to identify ourselves? How does Paul identify himself in the salutation? Why?

5. By his introduction of Timothy as “our brother”, what does he say about all who hear and read this epistle? Consider Mark 3:33-35.

6. After the writer has named himself, the recipient is referred to. How is Philemon identified? What might we deduce about Philemon?

7. By calling Philemon and Onesimus “beloved” (verses 1,16) on what level does he put them? How has the gospel affected relationships in the Church?

8. What services might Philemon have rendered according to:

· Verse 2

· Verses 5,7

· Verse 22

9. Other recipients of the letter are also mentioned. How is Apphia introduced? What might we deduce about her? How is Archippus identified? What might we deduce about him?

10. Paul has modified a standard epistolary greeting of his day and transformed it to serve the Gospel. Rather than depending on one’s own strength or household deities for welfare and hope, what is the source of grace and peace for the life of the Christian? By prefacing Jesus with “Lord”, what does he suggest about all who worship Jesus? How does this alter the usual way in which we identify our relationships; in other words, what relationship stands at the center of our identity?

Prayer, verses 4-7

Text Notes, Parallel Passages, & Study Questions

Verse 4

· thank. Romans 1:8; I Corinthians 1:4; Philippians 1:3; Colossians 1:3; I Thessalonians 1:2; 2:13.

· my God. Paul’s language reflects the prayers of the psalms, in supplication (Psalm 5:2; 13:3; 22:1; 35:24; 38:15; 59:1; 109:26; 140:6) and in thanksgiving (Psalm 18:2,29; 30:2,12; 40:5; 43:4; 71:22; 86:12; 118:28).

Verse 5

· hearing of your love and faith which you have toward the Lord Jesus and for all the saints. Paul refers to the love (A) and the faith (B) which Philemon has toward the Lord (B’) and for all the saints (A’).

· the Lord Jesus. A form of the most basic Christian confession; see Luke 2:11; 6:46; John 13:13; 20:28; Acts 10:36; Romans 10:9,12; 14:9; I Corinthians .12:3; Philippians 2:11; Colossians 2:6.

· Saints. Romans 1:7; I Corinthians 1:2

Verse 6

· knowledge. This word usually denotes knowledge of God; see Ephesians 1:17; Philippians 1:9; Colossians 1:9,10; compare to Colossians 3:10; II Peter 1:3.

· Sharing of your faith. Luther rendered the phrase dein Glaube, den wir mit einander haben, “your faith, which we have in common” (Nordling, 207).

Verse 7

· hearts. Literally “inward parts, entrails,” but usually in the New Testament it is figurative for “the seat of the emotions.”

· refresh. Romans 15:32; I Corinthians 16:18; II Corinthians 7:4,13.

11. Paul’s fervent petitions for another, an individual as here or a congregation (e.g., Philippians 1:3,4), usually follow the salutation. What has Paul noted that prompted this thanksgiving? How might Paul’s thanksgiving shape the content of our prayers?

12. An association between love and faith should not be unexpected. In other places, Paul described the link between love and faith. Consider Galatians 5:6; Ephesians 1:15; 3:17; Colossians 1:4; I Thessalonians 1:3; I Timothy 1:14; 2:15; 6:11; II Timothy 1:13; 2:22; 3:10; Titus 2:2. However, after reviewing those passages, what distinguishes the order of love and faith in Philemon 5 from other paired occurrences of these words? What might the difference in word order suggest? Refer to the note under verse 5.

13. Paul utilized language to its fullest, and his every word, with its position, carries weight. In the ESV, “for” begins verse seven; what does its position at the head of the sentence signify? A love that is “toward . . .  all the saints” signals what kind of character about the love? In what way has Paul been encouraged by Philemon? How can one’s heart be refreshed by others?

14. Often when we speak of an individual’s faith, personal confidence likely is the referent. In other words, “the faith of Philemon” can mean “Philemon believes.” In verse six, for what, then, had Paul prayed?

15. Yet, there is another way to understand “the faith of Philemon.” Rather than referring to the personal act of believing, the faith of Philemon can mean __________. A faith that is toward the Lord Jesus signifies what kind of character about the faith? With this second of the phrase, for what would Paul had prayed?

16. How are those two senses of “the faith of Philemon” linked? In what ways are those expressed in the regular services at Trinity? In your daily life?

17. How does confession of “Jesus is Lord” resonate through the community, maybe especially for Philemon? How does that prepare the way for Paul’s plea (vv. 8-10)? In what ways does the lordship of Jesus stand counter-cultural for us?

18. In ordinary usage, knowledge can denote an awareness of the facts, but not necessarily a personal acquaintance with the circumstances. However, in the Scriptures knowledge bears a substantial relational sense; here, knowledge could be rendered as “realization.”
 How does this sense of knowledge alter the meaning of the sentence? What does this knowledge of God impart? Consider Romans 1:28; II Timothy 3:7; I Timothy 2:4; John 14:6; Romans 3:20. For what is Paul praying? And how will this alter how we pray for other Christians?

19. One question remains: “What is “all the good” which Philemon is to realize?” Some suggest that Galatians 6:6, I Timothy 6:17-19, and James 2:16 are parallel passages; what does “good” refer to in those passages? However, with the alternative view on Philemon in fellowship with Paul in the faith, to what else might good refer? Consider I Corinthians 6:19; 12:13; Romans 6:3; Galatians 3:27; I Peter 3:15; II Peter 3:18. As we thank our Father for all the good that He has done and continues to do in our midst, what will be the primary good that is recalled and anticipated?

Petition, verses 8-16

Text Notes, Parallel Passages, & Study Questions

Verses 8-16

· Note in these verses the emphatic contrasts that Paul deftly builds: bold / love (verse 8); command / appeal (verses 8-10); was useless to you / he is indeed useful to you and to me (verse 11); compulsion / free will (verse 14); for a while / forever (verse 15); a slave / but more than a slave, as a beloved brother (verse 16); especially to me / but how much more to you (verse 16); in the flesh / in the Lord (verse 16)

Verse 8

· command. Paul in other circumstances issues authoritative commands (I Corinthians 7:10; 7:17; 11:17, 34; 16:1; I Thessalonians 4:11; II Thessalonians 3:4, 6, 10, 12; I Timothy 6:13; Titus 1:5).

Verse 9

· appeal to you. Compare to I Corinthians 1:10.
· for love’s sake.  Only here and Ephesians 2:4-5.

· old man: The word, usually meaning “elder”, was also used on occasion of an envoy; here Paul would then have referred to himself as an ambassador (compare II Corinthians 5:20; Ephesians 6:20).

Verse 10

· my child: see also I Corinthians 4:14; II Corinthians 6:13; Ephesians 5:1, 8; Philippians 2:15; I Thessalonians 2:7, 11; I Timothy 1:2; Titus 1:4.

· became. Begot captures the sense better. Compare this to the baptismal language of Romans 6:1-6; Galatians 3:36-29; Titus 3:5.

· Onesimus. The sole New Testament appearance of the verb that is the basis of this proper name is found in verse 20.

Verse 11

· useless. A depiction of Onesimus’ pre-Christian state. The two words used for “useless” and “useful” possibly sounded the same to ancient ears as the words for “not anointed” and “anointed,” suggesting how the transformation from “useless” to “useful” had truly occurred.

Verse 13

· I would have been glad. This word suggests an unattainable wish.

· serve me on your behalf. Paul reminded other converts that they were indebted to him (I Corinthians 16:17; Philippians 2:30; I Thessalonians 3:10).

Verse 14

· I preferred. The expression in verse 13 might have left the matter open, but here it is definitely closed.

· compulsion / free will. See also II Corinthians 9:7; I Peter 5:2.

Verse 15

· was parted. The passive verb form suggests that God’s providence was at work. See also Genesis 50:20.

Verse 16

· no longer as a slave. Compare to I Corinthians 7:22.

20. How does Paul describe the situation in verses 8-16?

21. Requests and claims are exercised through relationships; for what reason could Paul address Philemon boldly (verses 8,9)? Yet, on what basis had Paul addressed him? Why then might Paul have mentioned the possibility of issuing a command and his own name? Though Trinity congregation “in the flesh” is directed by a constitution and bylaws, how will Paul’s request of Philemon shape what and how we ask of each other?

22. The name “Christ” (verses 1 3, 6, 8, 9, 20, 23, 25) and the phrase “in Christ” (verses 8, 20, 23) govern the spirit of the letter. What is required of Philemon? How may the phrase “what is required” stand as an open-ended expression that points to the Gospel as the source of what is good? What, therefore, motivates our actions within the Body of Christ?

23. Paul often referred to his converts in a familial sense (see above note on verse 10). How had Onesimus become the son of Paul? See also I Corinthians 4:15,17; II Timothy 1:2; Titus 1:4. How had Paul revealed his feelings toward Onesimus in verse 12? How might that confession have created a buffer between Philemon and Onesimus? What words do we usually employ to express our relationships at Trinity? What are those words meant to convey?

24. In verse 13, Paul advanced his case before Philemon. Because Philemon owed a great debt to Paul (verse 19), but Philemon cannot at the present retire the debt, how had Paul described Onesimus’ services? 

25. Though pagan authors (e.g., Seneca and Pliny) recognized the equality of all men, no religious fellowship in the ancient world would have included a slave as a brother in a new relationship at such a deep personal level as we read here in Paul. According to verse 16, in the future how was the earthly relationship between Philemon and Onesimus to be determined? Was Paul then really dealing with the issue of slavery? Though the temporal relationship had not changed – they were still master and slave – how was Philemon to receive Onesimus? Of what was Onesimus a living sign?

26. Given Paul’s concern and need for Onesimus, why had Paul returned Onesimus to Philemon? (Consider also what Deuteronomy 23:15-16 said about the master / slave circumstance.) Why hadn’t Paul exerted his apostolic authority, declared Onesimus free, and kept him as a partner in the Gospel? Why was a decision from Philemon necessary? Do you think that Philemon did what Paul asked? In what way would Philemon have been right to refuse Paul? What is the only debt that we are to owe each other?

27. Given the seriousness of the crime committed by Onesimus, what impact might his return have had on Philemon’s household? For this, discuss what “in the flesh” and “in the Lord” mean. What impact might his return have had on Paul’s relationship with Philemon? What impact might his return have had on Onesimus himself? Discuss how we view each other “in the flesh” and “in the Lord.”

28. Though at the first Onesimus’ departure was considered no good thing, considering the situation through God’s providence, for what reasons might Onesimus have been separated from Philemon (verses 13,15)? How will this alter our perspective on how we respond to the baffling, the perplexing, and the troubling events of life?

promise, verses 17-22

Text Notes, Parallel Passages, & Study Questions

Verse 17

· therefore (“so,” ESV). This returns the hearer to the main theme of the epistle.

· partner. In II Corinthians 8:23 “partner” and “co-worker” are conjoined with reference to Titus.

· receive. This is a second person singular imperative, directed only toward Philemon.

Verse 18

· wrong, owe. The words designated illegal activities of people who refused to pay debts and so incurred criminal prosecution.

· charge. The only other New Testament occurrence of this word is Romans 5:13, “Until the Law, sin was in the world but sin is not charged when there is no Law.”

Verse 19

· repay. This word would have been familiar to the Jewish audience, for it is used in the legal codes of the LXX (e.g., Exodus 22:7, “the one who stole shall pay back double”).

· with my own hand. “Writers were in the custom to adding the phrase `with my own hand’ to guarantee authorial authenticity, provide a more personal touch, and endure that whatever had been written was legally binding.”

Verse 20

· benefit. This plays on Onesimus, suggesting “I would derive an Onesimus from you in the Lord.”

Verses 21a-22

· The “you” forms are singular forms, referring to Philemon alone.

Verse 22

· prepare. In other contexts, the word includes making ready for a variety of possible events.

· guest room. Synonyms are in Luke 2:7; 10:34; 22:11; Mark 14:14. The word may also be rendered “hospitality” (Romans 12:13; Hebrews 13:2).

· The plural pronouns in verse 22 indicate that Paul was addressing the whole congregation that met in the house of Philemon.

· will be graciously given. Compare with Luke 7:21, 42; Romans 8:32; I Corinthians 2:12; Ephesians 4:32; Philippians 1:29; Colossians 3:13.

29. Though strongly intimated in verse 16, in verse 17 Paul revealed the intent of his epistle; what was he seeking? Certainly Paul veiled his suggestions to Philemon that he not crucify, maim or even scourge Onesimus;
 however what was the more difficult aspect of the relationship to which Paul called Philemon? Previously Paul had instructed Philemon to receive Onesimus no longer as a slave, but as a brother. How has Paul advanced that idea in verse seventeen?

30. No specific account remains detailing the injury and harm that Onesimus brought upon Philemon; humanly speaking, one could justify the anger of a slave’s master in those circumstances. Yet, the letter took an atypical direction. How did Paul mollify the probable pain and ire of Philemon (verses 18-19a)?  Furthermore, to remove any possible hindrances of Philemon’s reception of Onesimus, what had Paul promised
? In fact, with his name and “I will repay” in his own writing, what had this letter become?

31. If Philemon were to have responded with the matter of the debt that Onesimus then owed, what should he have remembered (verse 19)? With what had Paul intended to inspire Philemon? However, what social association was not overturned by the Gospel?

32. Why had Paul placed Philemon into a position of indebtedness in Christ? If this indebtedness is compared to hunger, what will satisfy this hunger? See Isaiah 25:6-9; 55:1-2; 65:13; Matthew 5:6; Revelation 19:6-9; 21:6; 22:14, 17.

33. Though written under different circumstances, how should we understand Paul’s words in Romans 13:8, “Owe no one anything except to love each other, for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law”? Consider Matthew’s record of the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:12); who has paid all debts that we have owed to God? See especially Colossians 2:14; and then Romans 3:25; Hebrews 2:17; 9:28; I John 2:2; 4:10; and compare with Exodus 25:17; Leviticus 16:10, 15-17.

34. When Jesus forgave the sinful woman (Luke 7:36-50), He stated: “Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little” (verse 47, ESV). With his reception of Onesimus, what would Philemon have demonstrated? How would this have been refreshing for Paul? Though asked before, we cannot return to this often enough: how do Christians relate to and refresh each other?

35. As Christians we acknowledge two kinds of obedience, one wrought by __________ and the other created by __________. How would you describe the obedience that Paul hoped Philemon would reveal? This obedience, however, exists not as an abstract principle; obedience is incarnated. So, when Paul noted that he was confident of Philemon’s obedience, to whom ultimately was Paul referring? Read Romans 5:19 and Hebrews 5:8.

36. The appearance of an authority could have created trepidation;
 when Paul described his desire to stay with the congregation, what kind of anticipation had he intended to generate? What would Paul’s presence have indicated about his “I will repay”? However, it was not only by his presence that Paul’s authority could be manifested; what has conveyed his power thus far? In what way will this affect how we hear and read the Word of God?

37. In verses 4 and 22, Paul recounted the mutual intercessions that have been offered to God. Who would have graciously presented Paul to Philemon and the congregation? Therefore on whom had Paul’s confidence rested? What example does this set for the Body of Christ?

38. Though Paul has set all of this before Philemon and the congregation, he could not accomplish it by apostolic or pastoral fiat; whose faith must be active in love?

closing, verses 23-25

Text Notes, Parallel Passages, & Study Questions

Verse 23

· send greetings. This same construction occurs in Romans 16:16; I Corinthians 16:19,20; II Corinthians 13:12; Philippians 4:21,22; Titus 3:15; Hebrews 13:24; III John 15. See also Romans 16:21,23; Colossians 4:10, 12, 14; II Timothy 4:21; I Peter 5:13; II John 13.

· Epaphras. His name, probably an abbreviation for a longer name, suggests that he could have been a slave or a freedman. He was a native of Colossae (Colossians 4:12); he might have been converted during Paul’s years in Ephesus (Acts 19:8,9); the Colossians first learned the faith from him (Colossians 1:7); and he endured much hard labor for the Colossians, Laodiceans and Hierapolitans (Colossians 4:13).

Verse 24

· Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke. This list of names also appears in Colossians 4:10-14. 
· Mark (John) Mark was the cousin of Barnabas (Colossians 4:10). Though having withdrawn from a missionary journey (Acts 13:13), which caused a sharp disagreement and a separation between Barnabas and Paul (Acts 15:37,38), he and Paul were later reconciled (II Timothy 4:11).

· Aristarchus. Likely a Jewish Christian (Colossians 4:10-11), he as a traveling companion of Paul (Acts 19:29); he accompanied the Gentile offering to Jerusalem (Acts 20:4); and he sailed with Paul to Rome, possibly as his fellow prisoner (Acts 27:2; cf. Colossians 4:10).

· Demas and Luke. He is mentioned three times in the New Testament, and always with Luke (Philemon 24, Colossians 4:14; II Timothy 4:10-11). According to Colossians 4:10-14, both men were Gentile Christians; however, Demas later abandoned Paul and returned to Thessalonica, whereas Luke remained with Paul (II Timothy 4:10-11). 

Verse 25

· your spirit. When the Old Testament refers to a person’s spirit, often the emphasis is on the spiritual condition of that person as created and redeemed by God and on that person’s relationship with God.

39. Consider Colossians 4:7-9. When the Colossians heard the letter from Paul, who was standing in their midst? What impact might his presence have had upon the hearers? Compare the circumstances of Philemon (and the church that met in his house) and Onesimus to the general pattern of forgiveness and reinstatement found in Luke 15:11-32, Genesis 22:1-19, and Romans 5:6-21.

40. Whatever the circumstance, even with the troubled Galatian believers, Paul addressed the people of God in a similar fashion. What might a standard greeting, appearing in epistles penned in a variety of circumstances by the hands of different authors, say about the Lord of the Church, Jesus Christ, and His people? Reconsider how often the phrases “in Christ” and “in Christ Jesus” are used in the letter; how has this framed the hearing of the epistle, and therefore the hearing of all others who read and believe this word from Paul? Furthermore, what does that suggest about our conduct in regard to assemblies and gatherings?

41. Though the list of men conveying greetings could possibly be regarded as a kind gesture, given the situation at Colossae Paul certainly would not have retreated now into simple epistolary etiquette. First, to whom does “fellow workers” apply? What, then, does that “title” denote about those men? And second, having been identified by Paul, they were known by the Colossians; their names could stand as witnesses of what new state of Onesimus?

42. Twice during the Divine Service, the pastor speaks a salutation, “The Lord be with you.” This salutation occurs at crucial moments in the liturgy; identify the three places when it is declared. First, on whom does the salutation depend? Second, as noted in the previous question, though his epistolary form was guided by convention, his content was not dictated by tradition. What then does the salutation mean; in other words, what purpose does a salutation or benediction serve? In your response, bear in mind the congregation’s response, “And with your spirit.”

43. Have you found yourself in a situation similar to that of Onesimus, that is, do you have something you need to return and make right? Why is it important to rely on a Paul who can help you?

44. When do you feel obligated to forgive someone: When the person confesses the sin? When the person later has changed the offending behavior? When someone else intercedes for the offending party? For whom might you serve as a “Paul” in bringing about reconciliation?

45. Though you have always numbered Philemon as a book of the Scriptures, maybe you once regarded it as only a brief letter, without the weighty substance of Romans or Hebrews. In what way has your understanding of the letter been transformed? For what reasons would you return to this letter? Why would you turn another to these words?

�  That was Paul’s first Roman imprisonment (A.D. 60,61); however, arguments for an Ephesian imprisonment are significant.


� 	While Paul had journeyed through other regions of Asia Minor on previous occasions, there is no evidence to suggest that he had passed through Colossae before writing the letter to Philemon.


� 	Most households in Roman antiquity simply adhered to the domestic cult of the paterfamilias.


� 	John Nordling, Philemon, (Concordia Publishing House: St. Louis, 2004), 39-148.


� 	Unlike the American experience, race had little or nothing to do with slavery in the first century A.D. Furthermore, slaves in ancient society could attain to a relatively high education and standing; in fact, many slaves were more educated than their masters (and their masters’ children; see Galatians 3:24; 4:2); their achievements invite favorable comparisons to today’s lawyers, doctors, and teachers. They acted in ways comparable to how a modern CPA might exercise a duty; they could own property (and even other slaves); they could assemble publicly and have some of the rights of the freeborn citizen. No occupation in Roman society was closed to slaves; the only exception could be that of military service.


� 	Slaves could influence their type of treatment they could expect to receive from all-powerful masters: “A master is in general what his slaves desire him to be; if they are good, he is good; if they are bad, he becomes severe” (from Plautus). Consider also See also Matthew 25:24-26. The parable of the servant entrusted with supervision (Matthew 24:45-51; Luke 12:42-48) refers not to an impoverished peasant, but a high level slave who had enjoyed the master’s complete confidence.


� 	Not even in secular society of Paul’s day would violence against a slave ever have been considered a normal or desirable state of affairs. The unspoken question was this: how could the master properly motivate the slaves to exercise appointed tasks? Authorities could resort to threats and violence, but the best rarely did.


�  A slave in Romans times was regarded in culture and by secular law as an animated tool, a piece of property and so a being without any personhood whatsoever. At this point in history, approximately sixty million slaves in the Roman Empire formed a critical component of the Empire’s socio-economic structure.  


� 	Manumission was generally regarded as a reward for faithful work; no master ever had to accept a slave’s purchasing price for freedom just because it was offered.


� 	Nordling, 29. In Corinth a similar room accommodated barely twelve people.


�	No word for “full” is in this sentence; it was added by the translators to convey the goal of Paul’s prayer.


� 	Nordling, 264.


� 	Punishment also included branding, wearing an iron collar or plaque around the neck, consignment to grueling tasks for the rest of life, as well as mutilation and shocking forms of death (Nordling, 271).


� 	Christians in Jerusalem urged Paul to pay the expenses of four men at the temple (Acts 21:23-24); Felix detained Paul in hopes of procuring a bribe (Acts 24:25-26); and Paul also lived in a rented house in Rome (Acts 28:30). Paul usually bore the cost of his ministry by himself (Acts 18:3); he also received gifts from Christians (e.g., Philippians 4:18). 


�  See I Corinthians 4:21; and compare I Corinthians 2:4; Romans 16:25; I Corinthians 1:21; 15:14; II Corinthians 13:2-3.


� 	See Matthew 18:19; John 14:13; Romans 12:12; 15:30; II Corinthians 1:11; Ephesians 6:18; Philippians 4:6; Colossians 4:2; I Thessalonians 5:25; I Timothy 2:1; 5:5; I Peter 3:7; 4:7.
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