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The letter to Phile m on tackles the personal issue of a rift b etween slave, 
Onesim us, a nd  m aster, Phile m on, with the hope that latter will rec eive b a c k the 
form er not only as a m e m b e r of his household  b ut as a Christia n b rother.  
Despite its personal sub ject m atter, the letter exhib its the chara cteristics of a 
typical pub lic letter:  the introd uctory and  conclud ing  g re eting s contain m ultiple 
a d d resse es, and  the introd uctory g re eting  m a kes a point to esta b lish its apostolic 
nature.  These ele m e nts appe ar awkward  if the letter were m e a nt to b e a private 
a ffair for Phile m on’s eyes only.  N ot only d o these form al consid erations sug g e st 
a pub lic intention for this letter, b ut the sub je ct m atter of slavery in the e arly 
Christia n church raise d  m a ny questions a b out how social and  professiona l 
relationships were to b e und erg ird e d  and , perhaps und erm ine d , b y the 
com m unity of m utua l love that was found  in the Church. 

This letter is an appe al not only for reconciliation b etween slave and  
m aster, b ut for a new relationship b etween b rothers in fellowship of the g ospel.  
Paul recog nizes that for such a new relationship to b e possib le, there m ust m ore 
than a cha ng e  in the current state of a ffairs; there m ust b e a chang e  of he art.  As 
an apostle, Paul could  “ord er” Phile m on to d o this or that, b ut he opts for a  m ore 
d iplom atic ally nua nc e d  “appe al” to Phile m on’s own capa city for love and  to the 
c aring  work that Phile m on has d one in the past for the saints, includ ing  Paul.   

This essay will analyze how Paul uses poetic d evices (structure, 
leitwort, parallelism , etc.) to appeal to Philem on’s conscience in a winsom e 
and  sub tle way.  Som e scholars have note d  the hig h level of ind eterm ina cy 
inherent in Paul’s arg um entation, since Paul never com es out and  explicitly 
states how Phile m on should  proce e d .  Thoug h Paul hints at what a favora b le 
response from  Phile m on would  look like, he tend s to spe ak in term s of Christia n 
perspective, saying , “think of it like this” or “se e him  like that,” and  “d o that 
thing  that you know will re fresh (or encoura g e ) m e,” thus le aving  the practic al 
applic ation up to Phile m on’s own d iscernm ent.  Christia ns tod ay, from  parents 
to spouses, b usiness m a na g ers to church le a d ers, would  d o well im itate the firm  
yet m utua lly respectful a nd  c aring  tone of Paul’s letter. 

W e should  also note at the outset the circum stances of Paul’s writing .  By 
his own word s we le arn that he is in prison as a result of service to Christ (9) and  
that Onesim us ha d  m inistere d  to him  there b e fore b eing  sent b a ck to Phile m on in 
Colossa e (10).  Over the course of the letter we le arn that the literal, social re a lity 
of these relationships is und erm ine d  b y a n ironic, spiritua l a ctua lity of who these 
m en are in Christ.  On the fa c e of it, we re a d  a b out a crim inal b ese e ching  a  



wealthy m a n on b e ha lf of a slave.  Yet Paul’s arg um entation in the letter reve a ls a 
m uch d ifferent hierarchy:  Paul, the spiritual father of b oth Phile m on (19) and  
Onesim us (10), appe als to the one to rec eive the other, not as a slave b ut as a 
b rother (16). 
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N otes 
 
In these notes I am relying on the New Am erican Stand ard Bible (upd ated ed ition, 1995) 
except where otherwise indicated. 
 
I. Gre eting s and  Salutations 
 
1 Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and  Tim othy our b rother, To Phile m on our 
b e love d  brother a nd  fellow worker,  
 

W ith “prisoner of Christ” (de,smioj Cristou / VIhsou )/ Paul m a kes im m e d iate 
re ferenc e to the circum stanc es of his writing .  In the g re eting , he d oes not use the 
custom ary “apostle” or “serva nt of Christ” as was use d  in other letters.   In d oing  



so he hig hlig hts for his re a d ers the hum b le d  state to which the g ospel m inistry 
has b roug ht him , perhaps b ring ing  to m ind  that faith in Christ m akes cla im s on 
the lives of the faithful.  Phile m on would  d o well to re m e m b e r the claim s of faith 
on his life when d e cid ing  how to respond  to this letter.1   

Lohse’s opinion that this introd uction c arries with it the nua nc e of 
apostolic authority supports the view that this is a pub lic letter even thoug h it 
re g ard s a persona l m atter.  Mention of Tim othy, an associate at Paul’s sid e, 
supports this assertion.2  One should  also note that the  multiple a d d resse es in v.2 
in further support of the Lohse’s opinion.  

Phile m on is “our b e love d  brother a nd  fellow worker” (tw /| avgaphtw /| kai. 
s u nergw /| h m̀w /n).  “Belove d ” introd uces the leitwort (or “le a d  word ” which is the 
repe ate d  use of a word  or its cog nates to e mphasize a c ertain the m atic point) of 
“love/b e love d ” (vv. 5, 7, 9, 16) as a re m ind er that Phile m on b e long s to a 
“com m unity of m utua l love”3 and  has shown the chara cter of love in him self.  
Acknowle d g m e nt of this com m unity a nd  chara cter should  influenc e the d e cision 
that Paul is asking  him  to m ake re g ard ing  Onesim us.  N ot only this, he is a n 
a ctive “fellow worker” (su nergw /|) in the g ospel.   
 
2 and  to Apphia our sister, a nd  to Archippus our fellow sold ier, and  to the 
church in your house  
 

Mention of others in Phile m on’s com m unity also sig nifies this as a pub lic 
letter (Se e notes on v. 1).  Som e scholars have posite d  that Apphia  m ust have 
b e e n a close relation to Phile m on since she is m entione d  d irectly a fter he is,4 b ut 
this position c annot b e a d opte d  d og m atic ally.  John Knox has arg ue d  that 
Archippus is the a ctua l m aster to whom O nesim us is to b e reconcile d  (se e Col. 
4:16,17), and  that Phile m on was m ost likely a com m unity le a d er throug h whom  
the letter was sent, b ut this position is not evid e nc e d  in the letter to Phile m on 
itself.  Rather, the a d d itional na m es a nd  house church that Paul m entions in his 
g re eting  is a witness of Paul’s appe al for Onesim us.  As such Phile m on is 
ac counta b le to the com m unity in how he respond s to Paul’s appe al. 
 

                                                
1 For a d iscussion of proposed  loc ations of Paul’s im prisonm ent, see Peter T. O’Brien. Colossians, 
Philem on. W orld  Bib lic al Com m entary.  (W aco, TX: W ord  Books, 1982) 269, and  xlix-liv.    
2 Ed uard  Lohse. Colossians and Philem on. The N ew Century Bib le Com m entary (Phila d elphia: 
Fortress Press, 1986) 189. 
3 ibid., 189. 
4 Peter T. O’Brien. Colossians, Philem on. W orld  Bib lic al Com m entary.  (W aco, TX: W ord  Books, 
1982) 273. 



3 Grac e to you a nd  pe a c e from  God  our Father and  the Lord  Jesus Christ.  
 

“Grac e to you and  pe a c e” (ca,rij u m̀i/n kai. eivrh ,nh ) This is the nom inative 
use in ind epend e nt clause, in this case a salutation.  This is a sig nature salutation 
for Paul m e a ning :  “m ay g ra c e and  pe a c e b e  yours…” or “m ay you b e  b lesse d  
with g ra c e and  pe a c e… ” 
 
II. Tha nksg iving  
 
4 I thank m y God  always, m aking  m e ntion of you in m y prayers, 
5 b e c ause I he ar of your love and  of the faith which you have toward  the Lord  
Jesus a nd  toward  all the saints;  
6 and I pray that the fellowship of your faith m ay b e c om e e ffe ctive throug h the 
knowle d g e of every g ood  thing  which is in [us] for Christ's sake.  
 

Paul g ives tha nks for the Phile m on’s faith (th /j pi,stew ,j sou   - sub jective 
g e nitive “your faith”).  In v. 6, I a gree with Metzg er (contra the NASB) that the 1st 
person plura l “in us” (evn hm̀i/n) is pre fera b le to the second  person plural “in you” 
(èn u m̀i/n) thoug h the latter is b etter atteste d .  The varia nt “in you” c an b e  
explaine d  as a harm onization of 2nd person pronouns found  in this sentenc e.  
Furtherm ore the 1st person re a d ing  d raws attention to the sharing /fellowship  (h  ̀
koinw ni,a) which Paul a nd  his a d d resse es have in com m on.  The thanksg iving  
le a d s ne c essarily to petition in Paul’s prayers. It is his hope that this sharing  of 
faith would  have further e ffe ct on Phile m on as “faith working  throug h love” 
(Gal. 5:6)5 
 
7 For I have com e to have m uch joy and  com fort in your love, b e c ause the he arts 
of the saints have b e e n re freshe d  throug h you, b rother.  
 

In this passa g e Paul introd uces what will b e a n instructive the m e 
throug hout the rest of the letter.  Paul, re ferring  to a particular instance, explains 
that the “he arts of the saints” (ta. spla,gcna tw /n ag̀i,w n) have b e e n g iven relie f or 
re freshm ent b e c ause of how Phile m on has d e m onstrate d  his love.  The term  
“he arts” is a synec d oche representing  whole of a person, and  will b e revisite d  
two m ore tim es over the course of Paul’s appe al.  For now we should  note that 
Phile m on has shown love in a way that is a b lessing  to Christia n com m unity of 
saints of which Paul is a m e m b e r.  
                                                
5 Lohse, 194. 



 
III. Bod y – Appe al and  Request for Onesim us (8-20) 
  

A. Disclaim er – this is an “appe al,” not an “ord er”(8,9) 
 

8 There fore, thoug h I have enoug h confid e nc e in Christ to ord er you to do what is 
proper, 
9 yet for love's sake I rather appeal to you-- since I a m  such a person as Paul, the 
a g e d , and  now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus— 
 

Here Paul explains the tone of his appe al to Phile m on.  His g e ntle 
approa ch to the m atter at hand  is foresha d owe d  in his re ferenc e to him self in the 
g re eting  (a nd  a g a in in this verse ) as “prisoner” and  not “apostle.”  He d oes not 
intend  to force Phile m on to ob ey even thoug h this is his apostolic prerog a tive.  
Inste a d  he m a kes cle ar from  the outset that his aim  is to “appe al” or “to m ake a 
strong  request for som eone, request, im plore, entre at” (parakale,w )6.   

Furtherm ore, this appe al is b ase d  on m utua l love not on ecclesiastical 
authority.  Paul’s use of the leitwort “love” esta b lishes this b asis for his appe al.  
Phile m on is “b e love d ” of Paul (v. 1), and  his own d em onstration of love has b e e n 
reporte d  to Paul for which Paul is tha nkful to God  (v. 5).  N ot only this, b ut 
b e c ause he has d e m onstrate d  love the saints have b e e n “re freshe d ” (v. 7).  It is on 
the b asis of this m utual love alone that Paul entre ats Phile m on now.   
 

B. Appe al for Onesim us (10-16) 
1. From  Paul’s Interests (10-13) 

 
10a I appe al to you for m y child  O nesim us,  
 

W ith the first m ention of Onesim us b y na m e, Paul g ets to the m a in issue 
of the letter.    
 
10b  whom  I have b e g otten in m y im prisonm ent, 
11 who form erly was useless to you, b ut now is use ful b oth to you and  to m e.  
 

W ith the relative pronoun “whom ” (o]n), Paul b e g ins a string  of relative 
clauses that continues until v. 13.  Each clause re fers b a ck to Onesim us, a nd  in 
                                                
6 W a lter Bauer, ed . Fred erick W. Danker. A Greek-English Lexicon of the N ew Testam ent and other 
Earl Christian Literature, 3rd e d ition (Chic a g o: University of Chic a g o, 2000) 765. 



d oing  so b uild s a c atalog ue of Paul’s own interests in the m atter at hand .  This 
entire section (vv. 10-13) is held  tog ether b y these relative clauses.  The fa ct that 
Onesim us was “b e g otten” (evge,nnhsa) of Paul ind ic ates that the slave has b e e n 
converte d  b y Paul’s m inistry, m aking  Paul his spiritua l father.  W e will se e that 
Phile m on b e ars a sim ilar relationship to Paul (v. 19) and  should  ke ep this in 
m ind  as he d e a ls with Onesim us.    

In v. 11 the pronom ina l m ove m e nt (you, you, m e ) e mphasizes the 
intertwine d  relationships b etween Phile m on a nd  O nesim us as well as Paul and  
Onesim us.  The para llel structure of the verse (“was form erly useless” // “now is 
use ful to m e and  to you,” pote, soi a;crhston // nu ni. de. Î kai.Ð  soi. kai. evmoi. 
eu ;crhston), supple m e nte d  b y the pun on the word s “useless” (a;crhston) and  
“use ful” (eu ;crhston) d raws attention to the antithetic al assertion that Onesim us’ 
va lue is not what it use d  to b e.7  This is actua lly a d oub le pun since the Gre ek 
term s for “useless” a nd  “use ful” also sug g e st that onc e Onesim us was “without 
Christ” (a-;cristoj) he is now a “g ood  Christia n” (eu ;-cristoj).8  Paul has witnesse d  
him self the very re al cha ng e  that Onesim us has und erg one. 

 
12a [whom ] I have sent b a ck to you in person,  

12b  that is, sending m y very he art,  
 

 
The relative clauses re ferring  b a ck to Onesim us continues with this 

esc alation from  one who is m erely converte d  to one who is use ful in m inistry to 
one who is now synonym ous with Paul’s own he art.  Paul previously invoke d  
the term  “he art” in re ferenc e to Phile m on’s d e m onstration of love and  its 
“re freshing ” e ffe ct on the saints (v. 7).   Here the synec d oche, “he arts,” b e com es a 
m etaphor to d escrib e the intim ate relationship that he has with Onesim us.   In 
send ing  him b a ck to Phile m on, Paul is risking  no sm all part of him self.  Perhaps 
Paul is also sig naling  that he is resolve d  to their separation if his appe al fails9, b ut 
even if this is the c ase, such a separation would  b e he art-b re a king  to Paul. 

The pronom ina l m ove m e nt of v. 12 (you, m e ) parallels the m ove m e nt in v. 
11 a g a in stressing  the interrelate d ness of these thre e m en’s fates.  Phile m on c an 
no long er respond  to Onesim us in a va cuum , b ut now his response will have a 

                                                
7 O’Brien. 291, 292. 
8 Luke T. Johnson. The W ritings of the N ew Testam ent: an Interpretation. (Minne apolis, MN: Fortress 
Press, 1999) 388. 
9 Ralph P. M artin. Colossians and Philem on. The N ew Century Bib le Com m entary (Grand  Rapid s: 
Eerd m ans, 1985) 165. 



sig nific ant e ffe ct on Paul as well (not to m ention all of those who he ar the 
re a d ing  of this letter). 
 
13a whom  I wishe d  to ke ep with m e,  

13b  so that on your b e ha lf he  mig ht m inister to m e in m y im prisonm ent 
for the g ospel;  

 
 
Here Paul m akes cle ar the b est case scenario from  his perspective: for 

Onesim us to b e reconcile d  to Phile m on and  returne d  to Paul so that he c an 
m inister to him .  Ag a in Paul ke eps the fa ct of his im prisonm ent front and  c enter 
in his appe al.   He is not m aking  this request from  a pla c e of we alth or leisure b ut 
from  a pla c e of suffering  for the g ospel.   

Be c ause v. 13 contains b oth syntactic al expressions, it is a janus (a textual 
ele m e nt that looks b a ckward  and  forward  at the sa m e  tim e ) b etween the string  of 
relative clauses that have com e b e fore it and  the string  of purpose clauses that 
will continue until v. 15.  If the previous section m a kes its appe al from  Paul’s 
interests in the m atter of Onesim us, then the forth-com ing  section appe als to 
Phile m on’s interests. 
 

2. From  Phile m on’s Interests  (14-16) 
 
14a b ut without your consent I d id  not want to d o anything ,  

14b  so that your g ood ness would  not b e, in e ffe ct, b y com pulsion b ut of 
your own free will.  

 
 
Having explaine d  his own interest in Onesim us’ reconciliation with 

Phile m on culm inating  in his d esire to have Onesim us return to m inister to him , 
Paul now m akes a perspectiva l switch from  his own interests to Phile m on’s 
interests in rec eiving  O nesim us with g ra c e.   

The string  of purpose clauses continues in v. 14, e mphasizing  Paul’s 
d e cision not to force Phile m on’s ha nd  b ut inste a d  to let him  choose the response 
that b est re fle cts his loving  chara cter.  Paul also a mplifies what he has just said  in 
v. 13.  Paul’s ina ctivity (ou vde.n hvqe,lhsa poih /sai) in v. 14a parallels his d esire to 
ke ep Onesim us with him  in v. 13a; the “g ood ness” (avgaqo,n) in v. 14b  re fers to 
Phile m on m aking  the state of a ffairs possib le so that Onesim us could  m inister to 
Paul in prison (13b ).  Paul is apparently expressing  two re asons for send ing  
Onesim us b a c k.  First, he wishes to have Onesim us returne d  to him  in prison.  



Second , he wants Phile m on to fre ely choose to b e reconcile d  to Onesim us.  
However, these two re asons for Paul’s actions are not so e asily d isting uishe d  
from  one another.  Onesim us’ m inistry to Paul g oes hand  in ha nd  with 
Phile m on’s willing ness to respond  fre ely with a g ood  conscienc e. 
 
15a For perhaps he was for this re ason separate d  from  you for a while,  

15b  that you would  have him b a ck forever,  
 

 
Here Paul offers a sum m a ry re ason for reconciliation.  “This” (tou /to) is a 

c ataphoric re ferenc e to Phile m on “hav[ing ] [Onesim us] b a ck forever.”  At this 
point, Paul b e g ins to show that he is talking  a b out a reconciliation that g oes 
b eyond  the social/professiona l relationship of m aster and  slave.  His g esture 
toward  the eterna l, “forever,” (aivw ,nion) expand s the the ater of his appe al b e yond  
the slave-m aster relationship to the spiritual, ever-lasting  com m union of saints. 

V. 15 is the last purpose clause of the string  that b e g a n in v. 13.  Onesim us’ 
separation from  Phile m on (v. 15a ) parallels Paul’s rele ase of Onesim us 
(v.13b )/not d oing a nything  ( 14b ).  Paul also uses the passive verb  
“was…separate d ” (evcw ri,sqh) in ord er to e mphasize God ’s sovereig n work in 
course of these events.  This culm ination of Paul’s poetic tour d e force e ffe ctively 
raises the stakes of his appe al:  Phile m on has the opportunity here to rec eive 
b a ck not just a slave b ut a brother in Christ. 

 
16 no long er as a slave, b ut m ore than a slave, a b e love d  b rother, especially to 
m e, b ut how m uch m ore to you, b oth in the flesh a nd  in the Lord . 
 

Paul applies Onesim us’ conversion to the  m atter of reconciliation, 
a mplifying  what he m e a nt b y “hav[ing ] him b a ck forever.”  Bec ause of his 
conversion, Onesim us, Paul a nd  Phile m on relate to e a ch other (note the 
pronom ina l prog ression: m e-you) as m e m b e rs of a fa m ily of faith.  Onesim us’ 
status is esc alate d  from  “m ore than a slave” to “a b e love d  b rother,” (cf. with v. 1 
where Phile m on is calle d  “b e love d ”), as is his relationship to Paul and  Phile m on 
esc alate d :  “to m e” (“especially”), and  “to you” (“m uch m ore”!).  As a result he is 
to b e re g ard e d  as a cha ng e d  person, b oth in the ord inary sense (“in the flesh”) 
and  in the spiritual sense (“in the Lord ”). 

In v. 16 Paul com pletes the section of appe al to Phile m on’s interests that 
b e g a n in v. 14 (v. 13 b e ing  the janus verse ).  The series of short, stac c ato 
state m e nts in v. 16 caps the section and  g ives it the quality of a gra d ation: 



(purpose clause, v. 13) + (purpose clause, v. 14) + (purpose clause, v. 15 + 
esc alation, v. 16). 
 
 C. Thre e Requests  
 
  1. First Request (“Accept him  as you would  m e.”) 
 
17 If then you re g ard  m e a partner, accept him  as you would m e.  
 
 Paul, having appe ale d  to b oth his interests and  Phile m on’s, now cuts short 
his appe al a nd  states outrig ht what Phile m on should  d o.  He has alre a d y said  
that he consid ers send ing  O nesim us as the sa m e as send ing  his own he art (v. 12), 
and  here he applies this to Phile m on who is to ac c ept Onesim us as if he were 
Paul him self.  Paul m aintains his hum b le posturing , re ferring  to him self as a 
“partner” of Phile m on, since what is to follow is not to b e und erstood  as an 
apostolic com m and  b ut an appe a l of an equa l. 
 The thre e purpose clauses of the previous section are repla c e d  b y thre e 
im peratival clauses, of which this is the first.  Paul clarifies his appe al to 
Phile m on, b ut even in his clarific ation fa lls short of telling  Phile m on exa ctly what 
he is suppose d  to d o.  In this way, the ind eterm ina cy of the appe al re m ind s 
Phile m on that Paul is calling  for a chang e  of he art which should  result in a n 
a cquisition of the rig ht Christia n perspective on the m atter.  Paul’s union with 
Onesim us a llud es to the union with Christ throug h which a ll Christia ns are 
reconcile d  to the Father.  If Phile m on has enjoye d  the b lessing s of union with 
Christ, then it should  com e natura lly to him  to extend  the sa m e  b lessing s to his 
Christia n b rother, Onesim us. 
 Luther point is well put: “He a cts exa ctly as if he were him self Onesim us, 
who ha d  d one wrong .  Yet he d oes this not with force or com pulsion, as lay 
within his rig hts; b ut he em pties him self of his rig hts in ord er to com pel 
Phile m on also to waive his rig hts.  W hat Christ has d one for us with God  the 
Father, that St. Paul d oes also for Onesim us with Phile m on.  For Christ e mptie d  
him self of his rig hts (Phil. 2:7) and  overc am e the Father with love and  hum ility, 
so that the Father ha d  to put away his wrath and  rig hts, and  rec eive us into favor 
for the sake of Christ.” 10  
 
  2. Second  Request (“Charg e that to m y ac count.”) 

                                                
10 Martin Luther. E. Theod ore Bachm ann, ed . “Pre fa c e to the Epistle of Saint Pail to Philem on, 
1546 (1522)” Luther’s W orks, Am eric an Ed ition vol. 35, (Phila d elphia: Fortress Press, 1960) 390. 



18 But if he has wrong e d  you in a ny way or owes you anything , charg e that to 
m y account;  
19 I, Paul, a m  writing  this with m y own ha nd , I will repay it (not to m ention to 
you that you owe to m e even your own self as well). 
 
 

Paul follows with another if-then state m e nt.  In a d d ition to the 
im peratival clause, Paul a lso relates this request to the previous one via parallel 
structure.  The protasis “If you re g ard  m e a partner” (v. 17) parallels “if he has 
wrong e d  you”(v. 18); and  the apod osis “ac c ept him ” (v. 17) parallels “charg e it to 
m e”(v. 18).  Onesim us’ id e ntific ation with Paul is not to b e taken lig htly, b ut 
extend s even to retrib ution for whatever wrong s Onesim us has com m itte d .  
There is a play with the word s “owe” (ovfei,lei) and  “repay” (prosofei,leij) further 
stressing  that whatever d e bt Onesim us owes to Phile m on should  b e transferre d  
to Paul who now “owes” the d e bt inste a d . 

The m e ntion of Paul as Onesim us’ g uara ntor hints at what wrong  d oing  
m ig ht have c ause d  the rift in his relationship with Phile m on.  However, whether 
his d e bt is fina ncial or of another sort cannot b e arg ue d  from  the letter alone. 

 
  3. Third  Request (“Re fresh m y he art in Christ.”) 
20 Yes, b rother, let m e b e ne fit from  you in the Lord ; refresh m y heart in Christ.  
 

Paul’s rare use of the term  “b e ne fit” (ovnai,mhn – a term  that is use d  no 
where else in the N ew Testa m e nt)11 re m ind s us of Onesim us’ na m e b e c a use of 
the consona nc e a nd  assona nc e (sim ilar consonantal a nd  vowel sound s) b etween 
the two word s.  The b e ne fit that Paul se eks from  Phile m on has to d o with the 
forg iveness and  reconciliation of Onesim us to his form er m aster.  N ot only this, it 
can b e  inferre d  that Paul is requesting  yet a g a in that Onesim us b e a llowe d  to 
return to him  a g a in.12 

The third  a nd  fina l request com pletes the reoccurring  m otif of “he art” that 
Paul has use d  to fra m e  his appe al.  Here is Paul’s arg um entation:  Phile m on’s 
                                                
11 Bauer, 711. ovnai,mhn is not used  elsewhere in the Pauline corpus. 
12 I owe the d iscovery of the correspond enc e b etwe en “b e ne fit” and  the nam e “Onesim us” to 
Re g g ie Kid d ’s class d iscussion of the letter to Philem on in the Acts-Paul Course that he offere d  at 
Reform ed  Theolog ic al Sem inary in Orland o, FL. Spring, 2003.  Patzia notes a sim ilar sig nific anc e 
of the nam e:  “Onesim us, whose nam e m e ans “useful,” c an only b e  of value to his m aster if he 
returns, and  to Paul if he stays. In spite of Paul’s tact in approaching  Philem on, it is ob vious that 
he wants Philem on to rele ase Onesim us so that he c an retain him  for his own service.” A. Patzia. 
“Letter to Philem on.” Hawthorne, Gerald  F.; Martin, Ralph P.; and  Reid , Daniel G.; e d s., 
Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998) cd -rom  version. 



love has re freshe d  the he arts of the saints of whom  Paul is one (v. 7), Onesim us is 
Paul’s own he art (v. 12) and  so Phile m on’s love should  “re fresh” Onesim us as 
well (v. 20).   

There is a cle ar para llelism  b etween these two parts of Paul’s request, with 
“let m e b e ne fit… in the Lord ”// “re fresh m y he art in Christ.”  The two separate 
requests are a ctually one in the sa m e .   

However, even at this rhetoric al hig hpoint, Paul le aves the practic al 
applic ation of the letter som ewhat va g ue.  The ind eterm ina cy of Paul’s appe al 
a g a in supports his own assertion that he approa ches Phile m on not with 
authoritative com m and  (v. 8) b ut with a request from a n equa l, “for love’s sake” 
(v. 9).  By invoking  Phile m on’s loving  chara cter, Paul allows Phile m on to work 
out the d etails of his response on his own.  Should  O nesim us b e fre e d  from  
service to Phile m on?  Should  he b e sent b a ck to Paul im m e d iately or at a later 
d ate?  How should  O nesim us’ d e bt b e charg e d  to Paul’s ac count, if it should  b e 
charg e d  a t all?  These m atters are le ft to Phile m on’s conscienc e and  jud g m e nt. 
 
IV. Conclusion- Fina l Re m a rks and  Gre eting s 
 
 A. Final Re m a rks 
21 Having  confid e nc e in your ob e d ie nc e, I write to you, since I know that you 
will d o even m ore tha n what I say. 
22 At the sa m e  tim e also prepare m e a lod g ing , for I hope that throug h your 
prayers I will b e  g iven to you. 
 
 
 Having  m a d e his case for Onesim us, Paul assures Phile m on that he trusts 
Phile m on’s d iscernm ent on the m atter.  That Paul asks that “lod g ing ” b e 
prepare d  for him  has le a d  som e to sug g e st that the pla c e of Paul’s im prisonm ent 
was som ewhere close to Colossa e, perhaps in Ephesus, b ut the evid e nc e supports 
that the location was prob a b ly Rom e.13 
 

B. Short list of Gre eting s (23,24) 
23 Epaphras, m y fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, g re ets you, 
24 as d o Mark, Aristarchus, De m as, Luke, m y fellow workers. 
 
 

                                                
13 Se e footnote 1. 



 These conclud ing  g re eting s are an a b b reviation of the ones found  in 
Colossia ns, with the exception of the na m es Tychichus a nd  Jesus Justus found  in 
the letter to the Colossians.14  If this letter d id  ac com pany the long e r letter to the 
Colossia ns the there would  b e little g a ine d  b y repe ating  in full the inform ation 
found  there. 

 
C. Bene d iction (25) 

25 The gra c e of the Lord  Jesus Christ b e with your spirit.  
 
 

The b e ne d iction is a long er form  than the one that closes the letter to the 
Colossia ns.  Paul’s b lessing  on “your spirit” (ou / pneu ,matoj u m̀w /n) d oes not re fer to 
Phile m on alone, b ut g oes out to the com m unity for whom  this letter is to b e re a d  
pub licly.  It is assum e d  that the 2nd person plural has the sa m e  re ferent as the 2nd 
person plura l ( u m̀i/n) of v. 3. 

                                                
14 Johnson,  383. 


