Philemon

Syllabus

1. The course requirements are as follows: the student will read the text of Philemon in
Greek.

2. The student will read a commentary of his or her choosing on the book of Philemon.

3. The participant shall write a 4-5 page paper at the conclusion of the course describing
their understanding of the text of the letter including all introductory matters.

4. The course grade will consist entirely of this written work.

5. The student is required to read the following commentary by the course instructor
along with the commentary of their choosing (2 above).

Introductory Matters

Philemon is the shortest of all Paul’s letters. The subject of the letter, Onesimus, became
Bishop of Ephesus according to an early tradition of the Church. The letter’s recipient
was Philemon along with Archippus, Apphia, and the community which gathered in their
house. Evidently they lived in Colossae. The letter was written because Onesimus, a
slave, had run away. That was not uncommon in the Roman world. Paul did not write
simply as a private individual to Philemon about this situation but as an apostle.
Onesimus should be received as a Christian brother and not as a runaway slave subject to
the death penalty. Evidence suggests that Paul wrote this letter while in prison in Rome
sometime around 60-61 AD.

On the question of slavery in Christianity, we can make four observations. 1) Slaves are
involved in serving Christ. 2) Owners have a master in heaven. 3) God deals impartially
with master and slave. 4) Both are bond-servants of Christ. Though Paul nowhere calls
for the abolition of slavery, FF Bruce wisely notes that “what this letter does is to bring us
into an atmosphere in which the institution of slavery could only wilt and die”. Being
Brothers in Christ abolishes such distinctions and the terms slave and master are
transcended, even superseded.

Phle 1:1 IMTadAog Séopiog XpiroTod 'Incod kai Tiudbeog 6 ddeAdpog
iAoVl TG AyamnTd Kol CUVEPYEH NUBV

Philemon belongs to a community of mutual love and has demonstrated his love in the
past. This note of mutual love echoes throughout the entire letter.



2 xai “Amdig TH &deAdT) kai TApximmy T CLOTPATIWTY NUAV Kai
T4 ka1’ 0ikév gou &xkAnoiq,

The folk named here are not recipients of the letter but merely greeted as a courtesy.
Apphia was most likely Philemon’s wife, and Archippus their son- as this was the normal
order of greeting when one addressed a person and his family. Archippus is noted as one
who had labored with Paul in his missionary labors. The Church which meets in their
house is also greeted, as a courtesy.

3 xdpig Opiv kai egiprvn amo 0ol maTpog fUAV kail kupiou “Incod
Xp1oTo0.

Paul’s greeting indicates a deep prayerful concern for Philemon, Apphia, Archippus and
the church that meets in Philemon’s house, and that they might understand and appreciate
more fully the grace of God in which they stand.

4 EOxop1oT® T® 0ed pou MAVTOTE pveiav oou TMOLOVHEVOG &l TOV
TPOCEVXWV HOUL,

Once again Paul begins a letter by mentioning that he gives thanks to God for the
recipient. See the companion letter, Colossians. ITdvtote “Continually” means he did
not forget Philemon in his regular prayers.

5§ dkobwv cov TNV &ydmnv kai TNV TOTLV, NV €XELG TTPOG TOV
kUptlov ’Inoodv kal eig mdavTog TOOG ayioug,

dxolbwv expresses continuity and duration; it suggests that Paul had received up to date
information about him.
[TioTiv means faithfulness towards Jesus and God’s people.

6 OTwg 1 kolvwvia THg MoTewg gou Evepyng yévnTal €v EmMYyvWoel
mavTog dyabod ToD &v Nulv eig XploTov.

This is an intercession concerning Philemon’s generosity. Intercessory prayer springs out
of the prayer of thanksgiving. Paul could not give thanks for the love and faith of his
colleague without making intercession for him.

fl kowvwvia THg mioTedg gou = your fellowship with other Christians created by
faith.

évepyng means “effective” rather than “active”. This stresses the fact that we are being
brought always into a closer relationship with Christ.  In sum the verse says “I pray that
your generosity, which arises from your faith, may lead you effectively into a deeper
understanding and experience of every blessing which belongs to us as fellow-members
in the body of Christ”.



7 xapav yap moAAnv £€oxov kai mapdkAnotv émi T dydmn cou, 6Tt
Ta omAdyxva Tdv ayiwv dvamémauTar 61& 000, &deAdE.

In this simple transition important ideas from both the thanksgiving and the body of the
letter are mentioned or anticipated. He again mentions Philemon’s love. The second
clause of the verse may indicate that Paul has learned of one particular deed by which
Philemon has helped the congregation.

Ta omAdyxva Designates pity or sympathy or tender mercy. Because Philemon had
acted in this manner towards others, Paul expects he will act in the same way towards
Onesimus.

dvamémauTal means to cause to give rest, refresh, taking rest in a literal sense, or
calming someone who is disturbed or upset.

8 A10 moAAnv év XploTd mappnoiav Exwv EmMTAO0ElY 0Ol TO
a&vijkov

This section (vv8-20) is the heart of the letter, and it is an intercession for Onesimus. The
introductory word Ao links it with everything said thus far. mappnoiav describes
someone who can speak out freely.

9 81a TRV dydmmv pdAdov mopokaAd, Tolo0Tog wv ¢ ITadAog
mpeofUTNG vuvi 8¢ kai déoptog XptoTod “Inood:

Paul does not intend to force compliance, instead he bases his appeal on the love of
Christ. He wants Philemon to consent freely. Because he knows of Philemon’s kindness
and generosity in the past that he is able to entreat rather than command, and he looks
forward to Philemon’s love being shown once again.

To1o0TOg Wv = “since this is the sort of person I am”

mpeofUTng can also denote an envoy and is not restricted to chronological age. Cf. Eph
6:20.

déopiog - prisoner, he shares in the suffering of Christ.

10 mapokoAd oe mepi ToD £pod Tékvou, Ov éyévvnoa év Tolg
deapoic, Ovnaoipov,

“I encourage” is repeated yet again. He is reinforcing the theme of the letter- a request.
This may have been the first word Philemon had heard of Onesimus since he ran away.
Paul establishes the fact that he is a Christian, and this is very important for how
Philemon can be expected to receive him. Onesimus means “helpful, profitable”.

To0 €pod Tékvou, Ov éyévvnoa denotes the image of spiritual parenthood. There are
numerous references to this in the New Testament- 1 Cor 4:15, 2 Tim 1:2, Titus 1:4.
Likewise, in the Babylonian Talmud, “when a man teaches the son of another the Torah,
the Scripture treats him as if he had fathered him”. It was also believed that the Jew who
wins another to faith satisfies in an ideal manner the injunction to be fruitful and
multiply. Since Onesimus is Paul’s son, he is therefore Philemon’s brother!



11 7év moTé oot GxpnoTov vuvi 8¢ [kail goi kai époi ebxpnoTov,

GxpnoTov / ebxpnoTov contrasts what Onesimus had once been and has since he met
Christ now become. From useless to useful. This contrast between useful and useless
occurs everywhere in Greek literature from Plato to the Shepherd of Hermas. Phrygian
slaves were well known for being unreliable and unfaithful. Onesimus has become a
different person. That is the mark of genuine conversion.

12 &v &vémepPpd oot, adTdv, ToOT E0TivV TA £ud omAdyyva:
b b

avémeppd epistolary aorist. Such use of the aorist means the writer is placing himself in
the situation of the readers- and should be translated as a present tense verb.

Runaway slaves of the day were often taken to market and sold and the price obtained
returned to the original owner. So far as Jewish law was concerned on the matter, see Dt
23:15-16. Paul thus expects Philemon to recognize that Paul is under no obligation to
return Onesimus. But the rabbinic interpretation (BT Gittin 45a) is that it refers to a
slave (including a gentile slave) who fled from outside the Land of Israel to the Land. The
Medieval commentators noted that the reasoning is that if he fled from idol worship to
Israel, than he should not be forced to return to idol worship.

EoTiv TG €ua omAdyyva = he is very dear to me. He doesn’t mean that Onesimus is
literally his bowel!

13°0v éyw &BouAdunv mpog EpauTov KaTéxetv, iva OTEP 00D pot
dtakovij év Toig Sdeopoig ToD edayyeAiov,

¢BouAdunv = imperfect middle indicative, wish, will, would like. It would have been his
preference. Imperfect verbs frequently indicate desire but not actuality. Aorist verbs are
verbs of actual occurance (see 10éAnoa in the following verse).

OTEP OouL = as your representative.

14 ywpic 8¢ THig ofig yvwpng o0dev NBéAnca motfjoat, Tva un wg
katd &vdyknv 170 &yabdv oou 7§ A& kaTd ékoloiov.

yvuwung Means “opinion” or “decision” and here has the connotation of “previous
knowledge”.

{va pi dg kard &vdyknv 16 dyabdv cou Q) dAA& katd Ekodotov is Paul’s way of
saying that Philemon’s action should be spontaneous and not forced.

15 Téxa yap 81& T00TO Eéxwpicbn mpog wpav, iva aidviov adTov
dméxng,



Tdayxa implies possibility. mpdg wpav literally means “for an hour”. When something
is but an hour it is quite insignificant when compared with its lasting consequences.
Consequences are often far more important than actions.

16 00kéTL wg So0Aov GAN” Omep SoDAov, &deAdpov dyamnTdv, pdAtoTa
gpoi, méow 8¢ paAdov ool kai &v cgapki kal &v kupiw.

Onesimus will be far more than a slave to his master. Cf. I Cor 7:20-24. Onép when used
with the accusative means “beyond” or “more than”. There was no religious organization
in the ancient near east or roman world which included a slave as a brother. Paul and the
early church are unique in this.

udAioTa is a superlative form meaning especially. If Onesimus is a beloved brother for
Paul than he is even more than that for Philemon.

2 5 v / —~ ? N < > 7/
17 €l o0V pe €xelg kolvwvov, TMPooAafod adTov WG EUE.

Paul bases his appeal on the partnership he shares with Philemon. Paul doesn’t just
intercede for Onesimus, he identifies with him.

18 el 8¢ 11 R8iknoév oe 1 dpeidet, ToOTO €noil éAAGya.

There would have been serious financial consequences when a slave ran away. Loss of
labor, loss of investment (the price of the slave), and cost of replacement. Further, to get
all the way to Rome Onesimus most likely would have had to stolen funds. It was, after
all, 900 or so miles away. éAAdya was a commercial term that meant “to charge to
someone’s account.

19 éyw IMadAog Eypada T €uij xewpl, éyw amotiow: iva pn Aéyw
ool OTL Kal OEqUTOV ol TPOododeiAeLg.
gyw ITodAog €ypapa Tf épfj xeipi, éyw &motiow This parenthetical segment is

Paul’s IOU. Note the emphatic £yw. The rest of the sentence harkens back to verse 18.
Paul gently reminds Philemon that he owes Paul a lot more than Onesimus owes him!

20 vai &8eAdé, €y oouv dvaipnv év kupiw' dvamavodv pov TA
omAdyxva év Xpl1oTd.

ovaipnv in the first person optative means “may I have benefit”.

21 ITemo1Buwg Tfj Omokof} cov Eypadd odot, €idwg OTL kal Omep &
Aéyw TOINOELG.

OmakoT] means obedience rather than willingness. Obedience is the only proper
response to the command of an Apostle.



22 dua 6¢ xai eTolpalé pot Eeviav: éAmiCw yop 671 Sia TdV
MPOCELXBV VUGV xaplobnoopal Opiv.

Eeviav denotes hospitality and even entertainment; but it also even means “a
guestroom”, which seems the sense used here. The outcome of Paul’s imprisonment is
completely in the hands of God. Paul’s release would benefit them- and that is why he
desires it.

23 AomndteTal o "Emadpdg 60 ouvauxpdAwTég pou év XploTd
’Inoo0,

See Col 4:10-14.

24 Mapkog, “ApioTapyog, Anpdg, Aoukdg, ot ouvepyol pov.
25 “H xdpig 100 xupiov 'Incod Xp1oTod peTd TOO MVEVHATOG VPGV.

Appendix
Da Briaiaf vom Paulus an Filemoon- Ziirichdeutsch

(1) Dé Paulus, in Gfangna vo Jesus Chrischtus, und di Briiiidiar Timooteus an
ggliabti Filemoon, Am Mitarbaitir vo ois,

(2) und ad Schwoschtiir Afia, an Archippus, 6isd Mitkaampfar, und ad Gmaind, wo
sich I dim Huus trift.

(3) Gnaad und Fridi iibir Oi vo Got, disim Vatiir, und vom Hir Jesus Chrischtus.
(4) Ich danké mim Got, indem ich i miind Gebit immir a Diich taanka,

(5) wel ich vo diinéra Liibi und vom Glauba ghoorid, wo Du an Hiir Jesus und alni
Hailiga gaganiibér hasch,

(6) und das Gmainschaft vo Dim Glaubi wiirksaam wird, indem Du s'Guatin
archansch, wo miir im Hiiblik uf Chrischtus hand.

(7) Ich ha grossi Froid und grossi Trooscht dur Dini Lisbi, wel d'Héaértsi vo di
Hailigd dur Dich, Bruidir, uufgschtelt wordi sind.

(8) Drum méocht ich, obwool ich dié groossi Freihait in Chrischtus heti, Diir opis
tsbefela,

(9) Dich aifach biti - wels ja um d Liébi gaat, als aini won iich, di alti Paulus, jezt
abir au dn Gfangni vo Jesus Chrischtus bin -

(10) Ich biti Dich fiir mis Chind, won ich zum Glauba gfiidirt han, obwool ich
Huusarrescht han, fiir di Oneesimus,

(11) wo Diir dmal unniits gsii isch, jetz abér Diir und miir niitzlich isch.

(12) Ich han édn zu Diir zrug gschikt, idr isch mis Haarts.

(13) Ich han an bi miir weli bhaalti, das ar schtat Diir miir difint i di Feesla vom
Evangeelium.

(14) Ooni Dini Zuaschtimig han ich abir niit weld machi, damit Dini Wooltaat nod
artswungan isch, sondérn freiwilig.



(15) Vilicht hat das grad miiisi sii, das dr drum fiir 4 Ziit lang vo Diir dwigg isch,
damit dn nachané fiir imméér bi Dar hasch.

(16) Und zwaar ndod als Sklaav, sondirn mee als in Sklaav, namlich als 4n Briiddir
wo aagnoo isch, und das fiir miich, abir na fil mee fiir Diich, sowool im Flaaisch als
im Har.

(17) Wan Du mich fiir diin Gfairtan aaluiigsch, so nimm édn uf wii miich.

(18) Wiinn ar Diir abir ds Unricht taa hit odir Diir opis schuldig isch, so tui das
miir aarachna.

(19) Ich, di Paulus, has mit miné aigna Hand gschriiba: Ich wird is zali. Ich muis
dér ja nod sagi, das Du miir Dich salbir schuldig bisch.

(20) Briiéidair, ich wot froo sii iibidr Dich im Héir, mach mir 4 Froid i Chrischtus.
(21) Wel ich Dim Ghoorsam virtroué, han ich Dér gschribi, und ich waiss, dass Du
na mee machsch, als ich diir saga.

(22) Glichziitig bit ich Dich abér, dass Du miir idn Platz vorberaitisch. Ich hoffa,
dass ich Oi dur Oiri Gebat ggschankt wirda.

(23) An Gruiss vom Epafras, mim Mitgfangni i Jesus Chrischtus,

(24) vom Markus, Arischtarchus, Demas und dm Lukas, mind Mitarbaitir.

(25) D'Gnaad fom Hiir Jesus Chrischtus wird mit Oirim Gaischt sii.



