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1 Examples of those incorrect assumptions are that ancient slavery was inherently racist and
that all slavery—including ancient and American antebellum—is exactly the same.

2 So Horsley (“The Slave Systems of Classical Antiquity,” 22–23) on the basis of scholarship
provided in Finley, Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology, 32–33.

3 The reduced view of Christianity is apparent in this quotation, for example:

Christianity does what it should; it accepts the political disposition of society as a given
condition to which it must submit; it accepts temporal slavery as a fact. It directs its
efforts only to the morality of men. … [L]egislation favorable to the social position of
the slave was indeed rare, and one should not be too surprised by that. … [I]t is evident
that laws too favourable to the slaves would have strongly tended to upset the whole
social edifice, already crumbling under the repeated blows of foreign invasions. It was
preferable, in order to maintain public tranquility, that improvement in the lot of the
slave be brought about progressively through improvements of the master. (Ed Biot, De
l’abolition de l’esclavage ancien en Occident [Paris, 1840], as quoted in Finley, Ancient
Slavery and Modern Ideology, 32–33)

4 Horsley, “The Slave Systems of Classical Antiquity,” 22.

Theological Implications of Slavery
in the New Testament

The preceding discussion has demonstrated that slavery was an integral
part of ancient society and that several favorite assumptions entertained by
moderns against slavery in its ancient guise are unwarranted.1 Our earlier treat-
ment provides a foundation for considering still more carefully how our an-
cestors in the faith dealt with slavery as they went about their lives each day
as Christians in the first century A.D.

There is some (limited) truth to the ideas that Christianity “acquiesced” to
slavery originally as a preexisting “fact of life,” and that in order to improve
the lot of slaves in the increasingly Christianized society of late antiquity it was
necessary first to “improve the moral capabilities” of masters.2 However, such
interpretation assumes that Christianity itself is really no more than a process
of gradual moral transformation in society.3 In such a system it seems to some
that slavery as such is “utterly incompatible with Christian beliefs and values.”4

We would counter, however, that such an opinion represents an extremely lim-
ited understanding of Christianity—and also of slavery. The position fails to
consider that slavery as depicted in the NT had originally (and still has) tremen-
dous significance for actually being a Christian in this fallen world.

Being a Christian consists ultimately of death to sin and self and resurrec-
tion to new life in Christ that has been wrought in a sinner-saint by the Holy
Spirit through the Word of God and the Sacraments. Christian life also involves
daily submission to what Luther called one’s own “blessed, holy cross”:

Therefore, we who would be Christians must surely count on having the devil
with all his angels and the world as our enemies and must count on their
inflicting every possible misfortune and grief upon us. For where God’s Word
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5 Luther, LC, Lord’s Prayer, 65 (emphasis added). 
6 “Slavery is a species of social murder. It reduces human life to a travesty of itself, sacrifices

human beings on the altar of violent desire. And slavery teaches us what freedom really is
[then follow the “paradigmatic” magnalia Dei (“great works of God”) of the Bible which, as
the editors argue, consist mainly in the liberation of slaves]. … Freedom, peoplehood, human
rights: all defined by the previous experience of slavery” (Callahan, Horsley, and Smith,
“Introduction,” 1).

7 “This comfort [that God hears Christians in wretched estate, not just when they are free,
happy, exalted, etc.] is necessary and must often be impressed upon men, for it makes hearts
confident and prevents the dangerous abandoning of a calling, the abandoning that is never
attempted without sin. For by nature hearts shun the cross and strive with blind ambition for
what is high” (LW 3:65; emphasis added). Wingren, Luther on Vocation, 113, says: “Luther
uses strong language to describe how men are taken captive by Satan and led to treachery to
vocation, disobedience, and violence” (see the discussion of how Satan tempts people to
such treachery on pages 87–88 and 113–23).

8 The word derives ultimately from Latin servio -ire, “to be a servant or slave [to someone (in
the dative case)], to serve, be in service to [plus dative]”; servus -i (masculine), serva -ae
(feminine), “slave, servant”; and servitus -tutis (feminine), “the condition of a servus; slav-
ery, serfdom, service, servitude.” See Lewis and Short, 1682–83; Standard Dictionary,
2:1636.

9 So Achtemeier (1 Peter, 195) on 1 Pet 2:18 ff.

is preached, accepted or believed, and bears fruit, there the blessed holy cross
will not be far away. Let nobody think that he will have peace; he must sacri-
fice all he has on earth—possessions, honor, house and home, wife and chil-
dren, body and life. Now, this grieves our flesh and the old Adam, for it
means that we must remain steadfast, suffer patiently whatever befalls us,
and let go whatever is taken from us.5

All this is to say that we would do well to consider what some of the the-
ological implications of biblical slavery are, particularly during this time when
so much of the scholarship informing the church merely caricatures slavery as
a form of “social murder” or extols the pursuit of freedom at any cost.6 Such
thinking is superficial at best. More seriously, it is at variance with what the
Word of God in fact teaches about slavery, and it can inspire even in mature
Christians (as Luther says) a “dangerous abandoning of a calling.”7 Scripture
often describes one’s sanctified life in Christ as a kind of servitude8—first to
God (Deut 6:5; Mt 22:37; Mk 12:30), and then to one’s fellows at church, home,
work, school, or wherever else on earth God places his Christians and calls
them to be faithful.

We shall warm to this idea by considering, first, how slave-like the death
of Jesus was and how vast segments of the church undoubtedly consisted of
slaves, freedmen and freedwomen, and persons of low social status, all of
whom would have known best how slavery functioned in the first century A.D.
Second, we shall examine the household codes in the NT and see how the in-
spired writers of Scripture made slaves “paradigmatic”9 for all would-be Chris-
tians in Greco-Roman society. That insight provides a framework by which to
consider, third, the attitudes toward work that are revealed in Scripture and in
pertinent extrabiblical texts. Fourth, we shall turn to Luther’s doctrine of vo-
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10 Valerius Maximus, 2.7.12; Scriptores Historiae Augustae, 6.4.6; 15.12.2; Tacitus, Histories,
4.11 (cf. 2.72); Horace, Satires, 1.8.32; Livy, 29.9.10; 29.18.4 (cited in Hengel, Crucifixion,
51–52, n. 1).

11 Synonyms of humiliores include humiliore loco nati (“born of humble estate”); tenuiores
(“persons of the meaner sort”); and plebeii (“plebeians”). Antonyms include honestiores
(“gentlemen”); in aliqua dignitate positi (“persons of some dignity”); and honestiore loco
nati (“born of higher estate”). These are cited from Berger, Encyclopedic Dictionary of
Roman Law, 489–90.

12 So Berger, Encyclopedic Dictionary of Roman Law, 490. Also Crook, Law and Life, 274.
13 Ad furcam damnatio (Digest, 48.19.28, preface); in furcam damnabitur (49.16.3.10). See

also the related phrases in furca suspendisse (48.13.7, preface); furcae subici (48.19.9.11);
furca figendos (48.19.28.15); furcae suspenduntur (48.19.38.1); in fucam tolluntur
(48.19.38.2).

14 Crucifixion, burning alive, and beheading are mentioned in Digest, 48.19.28, preface, in
decreasing order of severity. The next punishments (after death) were sentencing to the
mines and deportation to an island.

15 Digest, 48.19.28, preface (citing Callistratus, A.D. 193–200).

cation in light of biblical slavery. Much of the thinking here shall be Luther’s
own because Luther was, and remains, the theologian of the cross par excel-
lence, and his insights into the death of Christ and what the cross means for
any Christian in this world have rarely been surpassed. Throughout this sec-
tion, we will have opportunity to examine just a few of the diverse callings that
Christians serve still today as they believe the Gospel, die to self, and live in
Christ, submitting each day to the “holy cross” that God gives.

In the final section, “What Circumstances May Have Caused Onesimus to
Run Away from Philemon?” we shall attempt to establish more clearly the cir-
cumstances associated with Onesimus’ theft and flight, circumstances that
obliged Paul to write the letter to Philemon in the first place. We will explore
these questions: In what type of servitude might Onesimus (twice called
dou'lo", “slave,” in v 16) have been engaged? How might Onesimus have
“wronged” Philemon (hjdivkhsevn se, v 18)? And what events possibly caused
Onesimus to become “separated” (ejcwrivsqh, v 15) from his master?

The Servility of Christ and the First Christians
Not everyone who died on a cross was a slave in the ancient world, yet any

who did perish by crucifixion experienced the so-called “slaves’ punishment”
(servile supplicium). The examples Hengel cites from ancient literature10 include
army deserters, freedmen, and other despised members of lower-class society
who were not slaves—as if to say, “These particular humiliores11 died shockingly,
the way slaves always do.” Ordinarily, punishment for capital offenses depended
on one’s standing in society: humiliores could be subject to crucifixion, torture,
bodily punishment, and exposure to beasts (in the arena), whereas for the same
offenses honestiores (“gentlemen”) were “merely sent into exile.”12

Crucifixion (called “condemnation to the gallows” in the Digest13) was not
the only extreme penalty, of course.14 Still, Callistratus supposed that crucifix-
ion should be considered even more extreme than burning alive (vivi crema-
tio) or beheading (capitis amputatio).15 The OT attests early forms of
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16 Precedents of crucifixion include the suspension or impalement of condemned persons on
trees or beams of wood. A number of OT passages refer to such practices (e.g., Gen 40:19,
22; Deut 21:22–23; Josh 8:29; 10:26; 2 Sam 4:12; 21:6, 9, 12; Esth 7:9–10; 9:13–14, 25;
Ezra 6:11).

17 For example, Cicero (Verrine Orations, 5.12) relates that slaves suspected of rebellion in
Sicily were handed over for crucifixion more maiorum (“in the manner of our ancestors”).
This must hark back at least to the time of the Sicilian slave uprisings of 137–133 and
104–101 B.C. (on which, see A. Momigliano, A. G. Woodhead, and R. J. A. Wilson, “Sicily,”
OCD3, 1402), although evidence in Plautus (our earliest Roman source) makes clear that
slaves had been executed on crosses “from time immemorial” (so Hengel, Crucifixion, 52).

18 It came to Rome from Persia (by way of Greece) and Carthage. The practice was also used
in India, Assyria, Scythia, Gaul, Germania, and Britannia (so J. Schneider, “staurov",” TDNT
7:573, and Hengel, Crucifixion, 22–24).

19 “The practice approved by most authorities has been to hang notorious brigands on a gal-
lows [famosos latrones … furca figendos] in the place which they used to haunt, so that by
the spectacle [conspectu] others may be deterred from the same crimes” (Digest,
48.19.28.15, citing Callistratus, A.D. 193–200).

20 Scio crucem futuram mihi sepulcrum; ibi mei sunt maiores siti, pater, avos, proavos, abavos
(Plautus, Miles gloriosus, 372–73; trans. P. Nixon; LCL; ca. 205 B.C.; also cited in Hengel,
Crucifixion, 52).

21 Tacitus, Annals, 13.32 (trans. J. Jackson; LCL; also cited in Garnsey, Social Status and Legal
Privilege in the Roman Empire, 26; Watson, Roman Slave Law, 134–38; and NDIEC 8:2).

22 In the NT, staurov", “cross,” occurs with reference to the crucifixion of Jesus in Mt 27:32
(|| Mk 15:21; cf. Lk 23:26); Mt 27:40, 42 (|| Mk 15:30, 32); Jn 19:17, 19, 25, 31. Likewise,
staurovw, “to crucify,” refers to the crucifixion of Jesus in Mt 20:19; 26:2; 27:22–23
(|| Mk 15:13–14; Lk 23:21, 23); Mt 27:26 (|| Mk 15:15); Mt 27:31 (|| Mk 15:20); Mt 27:35
(|| Mk 15:24); Mt 27:38 (|| Mk 15:27); Mt 28:5 (|| Mk 16:6); Mk 15:25; Lk 23:33; 24:7, 20. The
language associated with crucifixion is most frequent in John 19, with eleven instances of the
verb and four of the noun in Jn 19:6–41.

23 Hengel, Crucifixion, 62, citing Plautus, Carbonaria, fragment 2: patibulum ferat per urbem,
deinde offigitur cruci.

crucifixion during the two millennia before Christ.16 Still more evidence attests
to the antiquity,17 ubiquity,18 and spectacularity19 of crucifixion. Finally, there
was the sense that virtually any person of “the meaner sort” could end up on
the gibbet himself one day: “I know [scio] the cross will be my tomb,” jokes a
rascally slave in Plautus, “[for] there’s where my ancestors rest—father, grand-
father, great-grandfather, and great-great-grandfather!”20 By Roman times,
even freedmen could “suffer the penalty” (supplicia penderent) if they had con-
spired with slaves to do their patron in.21

Hence the “slaves’ punishment” (servile supplicium) was very much part
of the cultural landscape inhabited by the first Christians—and this quite apart
from our Lord’s own well-known death upon a cross:

So they took Jesus, and bearing his own cross [staurovn] he went out to what
was called “the place of a skull,” which is called in Hebrew Golgotha, where
they crucified him [aujto;n ejstauvrwsan]. (Jn 19:16b–18)22

This brings us, then, to the main issue Hengel raises: the appalling offen-
siveness of the cross. Hengel points out that people in ancient society would
have been “all too aware of what it meant to bear the cross through the city and
then to be nailed to it.”23 He suggests that Paul’s preaching of “Christ cruci-
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24 “We preach Christ crucified [hJmei'" de; khruvssomen Cristo;n ejstaurwmevnon]” (1 Cor 1:23).
See also 1 Cor 1:13 (ironic), 17, 18; 2:2.

25 Hengel, Crucifixion, 61–62.
26 Hengel, Crucifixion, 62.
27 Especially Gill, “Acts and the Urban Élites.” Also, Filson, “The Significance of the Early

House Churches,” 111; Judge, “St. Paul and Classical Society,” 31; Grant, Early Christiani-
ty and Society, 11; Malherbe, Social Aspects of Early Christianity, 29–31, 47, 73–74,
113–15; Theissen, The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity, 73 ff.; Meeks, The First Urban
Christians, 51–53, nn. 10–14; Bruce, “On the Social Identity of the Early Christians,” 46–47;
and Blue, “Acts and the House Church,” 172, n. 206.

28 For example, Jason (Acts 17:5–9); Aquila and Priscilla (18:2–3); Titius Justus (18:7); hos-
pitable Christians at Troas (20:6), Tyre (21:3–4), and Ptolemais (21:7); Philip “the evange-
list,” who had a house (21:8; cf. Mnason [21:16]); hospitable “friends” at Caesarea (24:23)
and at Sidon (27:3); hospitable Corinthians (1 Cor 16:5–7); Macedonians (2 Cor 11:9);
Philippians (Phil 4:15, 18); Philemon (Philemon 22). Furthermore, Barnabas, Paul’s first
missionary companion, is mentioned in Acts 4:36–37 in connection with the sale of a piece
of property, the proceeds of which he laid at the feet of the apostles. He was a Levite from
Cyprus and “a man of wealth” (Redlich, S. Paul and His Companions, 213).

29 ajnquvpatoi: Acts 13:7, 8, 12 (Sergius Paulus); Acts 18:12 (Gallio). The former was descend-
ed from elites at Pisidian Antioch according to Mitchell (Anatolia, 1:152).

30 ajrcisunavgwgoi: Acts 13:15 (at Pisidian Antioch); 18:8 (Crispus); 18:17 (Sosthenes).
31 hJgemwvn: Acts 23:24, 26, 33; 24:1, 10 (Felix). Also, Acts 24:27; 26:30 (Festus).
32 tine;" … tw'n ΔAsiarcw'n, Acts 19:31.
33 oJ prw'to" th'" nhvsou, Acts 28:7 (Publius).
34 oJ oijkonovmo" th'" povlew", Rom 16:23 (Erastus).
35 Cf. Sherwin-White, “Paul at Rome.” The point is valid even if Paul stood merely before a

deputy of Caesar and not Caesar himself, for Nero, as a youthful emperor, “avoided person-
al jurisdiction” (p. 110).

fied”24 could well have been a considerable deterrent to the advancement of
Christianity in the original situation. Any alleged “son of god” who could not
help himself (cf. Mk 15:31), but rather required that followers should take up
their respective crosses and follow him,a would “hardly [have been] an attrac-
tion to the lower classes of Roman and Greek society.”25

Hengel resolved the dilemma by suggesting that early Christianity “was
not particularly a religion of slaves.”26 That position is consonant with what
has been argued elsewhere by quite a number of scholars27 to the effect that
early Christianity was not primarily a movement of the poor and socially dis-
enfranchised. The itinerant Paul relied often upon Christians who obviously
were quite wealthy and well-positioned in ancient society to give both him and
the expanding mission much needed assistance. Lydia, the hospitable “seller
of purple goods” (porfurovpwli", Acts 16:14–15; cf. 16:40), comes to mind,
as do many other Christians who must have been quite similar to Lydia with
respect to wealth and relatively high social status.28 Also, one is astonished to
see how often Paul apparently rubbed shoulders with the power elites of his
day: proconsuls;29 rulers of synagogues;30 the Roman procurator of Judea;31

Asiarchs in Ephesus;32 the “chief man” at Malta;33 a city treasurer in Corinth;34

and possibly even Caesar himself in Rome.35

(a) Mt 10:38;
16:24; Mk
8:34; Lk
9:23; 14:27
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36 The passage “would be a strange example” were there “no slaves among the addressees”
(Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 64).

37 Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 63 (cf. p. 59). Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 49,
concurs: they were “probably her slaves.”

38 Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 57. Others who possibly fit this category (according to
Meeks) are Amphliatus (Rom 16:8); Andronicus and Junia(s) (Rom 16:7); and Epaenetus
(Rom 16:5).

39 1 Cor 16:17. Possibly he was a slave of the household of Stephanas (according to Redlich,
S. Paul and His Companions, 200) or a freedman colonist from Italy (according to Meeks,
The First Urban Christians, 56).

40 1 Cor 16:17. He too was of Stephanas’ household and probably was a slave (Redlich, S. Paul
and His Companions, 235).

41 Rom 16:14. Each of these men was “probably a slave” (Redlich, S. Paul and His Compan-
ions, 238). “It [Hermas] is common among slaves, but not so much so as Hermes” (Sanday
and Headlam, Romans, 427).

42 Louka'" oJ ijatro;" oJ ajgaphtov", Col 4:14; see also Philemon 24. “Doctors were often slaves;
we might speculate that Luke had been a medicus [doctor] in some Roman familia, receiving
the name of his master (Lucius, of which Lukas is a hypocorism) on his manumission”
(Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 57).

43 tou;" ejk tw'n Narkivssou, Rom 16:11. This Narcissus may well have been a freedman of
Claudius, whose death just after the accession of Nero is recorded in Tacitus, Annals, 13:1. If
so, Narcissus’ servile household (the so-called Narcissiani) received Paul’s greeting here (so
Sanday and Headlam, Romans, 425–26; Redlich, S. Paul and His Companions, 255, note).

44 “No longer as a slave [oujkevti wJ" dou'lon] but as more than a slave [ajllΔ uJpe;r dou'lon]”
(Philemon 16; see also Col 4:9). The evidence suggests that Onesimus was in fact a slave—
and this long before his master was able to accept him in faith as “a beloved brother
[ajdelfo;n ajgaphtovn]” (Philemon 16). See the commentary on v 16.

45 For example, Urbanus (Rom 16:9): “a common Roman slave name” (Sanday and Headlam,
Romans, 425); “probably a slave” (Redlich, S. Paul and His Companions, 285). But Meeks

We shall argue here, however, that emerging Christianity never lost its
servile character, even as it bubbled upwards to engage the elites of ancient so-
ciety. Consider that some Christians at Corinth, for example, were clearly of
servile, or at least of freed, status:

Were you called while a slave [dou'lo" ejklhvqh"]? Do not let it concern you,
but if you are able to be made free [duvnasai ejleuvqero" genevsqai], rather
make use of [it]. For he in the Lord who is called while a slave [dou'lo"] is a
freedman of the Lord [ajpeleuvqero" kurivou ejstivn]. Likewise, he who is
called while free [ejleuvqero"] is a slave of Christ [dou'lov" ejstin Cristou'].
You were bought for a price [timh'" hjgoravsqhte]; do not become slaves
[dou'loi] of men. (1 Cor 7:21–23)36

Likewise, “Chloe’s people” (uJpo; tw'n Clovh", 1 Cor 1:11) were either
“slaves or former slaves” of Chloe, according to Meeks.37 Indeed, it was the
existence of “Chloe’s people” in particular that caused Meeks to consider how
many slaves and freedmen with apostolic endorsement traveled between the
congregations “as agents of their masters or mistresses.”38 When still other
names are pressed, it seems Paul often memorialized persons who were of
servile—or at least freed—status: Achaicus;39 Fortunatus;40 Hermas and Her-
mes;41 Luke, called “the beloved physician”;42 “those … who belong to the fam-
ily of Narcissus”;43 Onesimus;44 and probably others.45 Four times Paul
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supposes Urbanus lacks “any clear indicator of … social standing” (The First Urban Chris-
tians, 56). Social ambiguity likewise attaches to Rufus in Rom 16:13.

46 Philemon 1b–2. See also the similar phrases in Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 16:19; and Col 4:15.
47 So Branick, The House Church in the Writings of Paul, 37. See also these characterizations:

“The house-church came to represent a ‘cross section of society’ ” (Fitzmyer, Philemon, 90).
“ ‘House’ [Philemon 2] represents the basic earthly human structure of life in space and
time” (Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 263).

48 Fee characterizes them this way: “not … the world’s ‘beautiful people,’ but … the lower
classes, the ‘nobodies’ ” (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 78).

49 That was the pagan view of Celsus, who wrote his philosophical tract against Christianity in
the late second century A.D., quoted by Origen, Against Celsus, 3.44 (translated by the
author). For some reason, ANF 4:482 omits a translation of ajndravpoda, “slaves.”

50 Hengel, Crucifixion, 62.
51 In the so-called Suffering Servant Songs of Isaiah (Is 42:1–9; 49:1–12; 50:4–11;

52:13–53:12), db,[, is commonly translated as “servant” in the designations of the Messiah as
“the servant of Yahweh” or “my servant,” even though db,[, in the OT generally denotes a
“slave.” See the discussion of this issue in Mitchell, Our Suffering Savior, 17–19 and n. 5 on
p. 148. The NT frequently quotes or alludes to the Suffering Servant Songs to explain the
ministry, atoning death, and resurrection of Christ in terms of his servile role and faithful ser-
vice to God the Father (pp. 28–40). See further the discussion of 1 Pet 2:22–25 below under
“The Paradigmatic Significance of Slavery in the New Testament: Household Codes.”

52 The servile supplicium hovered like a pall over ancient society in general. See Hengel, Cru-
cifixion, 86–89.

conveyed greetings to named Christians and their anonymous households,
which undoubtedly included servile people: “to Philemon … and to Apphia …
and to Archippus … and to the church throughout your house [th'/ katΔ oi\kovn
sou ejkklhsiva/].”46 Here “house” (oi\ko") signifies not so much a building as
the all-embracing, extended household that would have included the master’s
immediate family, relatives, temporary workers, tenants, business partners,
clients, and (especially) dependent freedpersons and slaves.47

Finally, Paul used particular tags to designate not only the telltale presence
of slaves and other social undesirables among the Corinthian Christians, but
also Greco-Roman society’s contemptuous estimation of them:48

For look at your calling, brothers, for not many are wise according to the flesh,
not many are powerful, not many are noble-born. But God selected the foolish
things of the world [ta; mwra; tou' kovsmou] … the weak things [ta; ajsqenh'] …
the low-born/ignoble things [ta; ajgenh'] … and the despised things [ta; ejx-
ouqenhmevna] … the things that are not [ta; mh; o[nta].”(1 Cor 1:26–28)

Later pagans opined that educated persons could not possibly be Chris-
tians for that religion appealed only to “foolish, dishonorable and stupid” peo-
ple—indeed, to “slaves [ajndravpoda], women, and little children.”49

In short, Hengel’s suggestion that early Christianity “was not particularly
a religion of slaves”50 cannot be substantiated. We may even say that the vig-
orous Christianity revealed in the texts of the NT was quintessentially a slaves’
religion in that so much of it—epitomized by the death of Jesus, the Lord’s Ser-
vant,51 upon a cross—could not help but strike a responsive chord in countless
slaves, who themselves may well have served under the constant threat of cru-
cifixion in the early centuries.52 Hengel himself admits as much toward the end



of his study, where he comments upon the significance of the death of Jesus
and how, in his opinion, the “passion story” formed a “solidarity” between the
love of God and anyone who has ever experienced “unspeakable suffering.”
He had in mind primarily the slaves of the early centuries A.D.:

In the person and the fate of the one man Jesus of Nazareth this saving “soli-
darity” of God with us is given its historical and physical form. In him, the
“Son of God,” God himself took up the “existence of a slave” and died the
“slaves’ death” on the tree of martyrdom (Philippians 2.8), given up to pub-
lic shame (Hebrews 12.2) and the “curse of the law” (Galatians 3.13), so that
in the “death of God” life might win victory over death. In other words, in
the death of Jesus of Nazareth God identified himself with the extreme of
human wretchedness, which Jesus endured as a representative of us all, in
order to bring us to the freedom of the children of God:

He who did not spare his own Son,
but gave him up for us all,
will he not also give us all things with him? (Romans 8.32)53

At the same time, the Gospel was presented to the world as a bold invita-
tion to anyone and everyone (regardless of social status) to become a slave of
God in Christ by faith and Baptism, taking up one’s “cross” and following Je-
sus into a new life and destiny as a disciple of the Crucified One.54 The proper
starting point for the historical origin of this NT language, opines Schneider,
was the carrying of the cross to public execution by one condemned to die.
That horrific act might well have suggested to onlookers “a beginning of [Chris-
tian] discipleship” which would then become “a lasting state” for anyone who
had been baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus: “The disciple of Je-
sus is a cross-bearer, and [this] he remains … his whole life.”55 Thinking of this
type must have penetrated to the very depths of society during the first century
A.D.

The Paradigmatic Significance of Slavery in the New
Testament: Household Codes

As evidence for the paradigmatic significance of slavery, we first consider
1 Pet 2:18–21, a text that several scholars believe pertained directly to Chris-
tian slaves in ancient contemporary society:56
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53 Hengel, Crucifixion, 88–89.
54 ajravtw to;n stauro;n aujtou', Mt 16:24; Mk 8:34; and Lk 9:23, which appends “daily” (kaqΔ

hJmevran).
55 Schneider, TDNT 7:578.
56 For example, see “The Duties of Christian Slaves” (Selwyn, The First Epistle of St. Peter,

175); “Christian Slave” (Cranfield, The First Epistle of Peter, 62); “Anweisungen für die
Sklaven—die Logik der Gnade” (Brox, Der Erste Petrusbrief, 127); “Living as Servants: Be
Subject to Your Masters” (Grudem, The First Epistle of Peter, 123); “Appropriate Conduct
for Christian Household Slaves” (Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 189); “Slaves, Submit to your Mas-
ters” (Black and Black, 1 & 2 Peter, 74).
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1 Smyth, Greek Grammar, §§ 2060–61; BDF, § 418.3.
2 Smyth, Greek Grammar, § 1545; BDF, § 187.5.
3 Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 314.

Philemon 8–12

Paul’s General Appeal for Onesimus

Translation
8Therefore, though having much boldness in Christ to command you [to do]

what is right, 9out of love instead I appeal—being such a one as Paul, an old man
and now indeed also a prisoner of Christ Jesus— 10I appeal to you on behalf of
my child, whom I begot in prison, Onesimus, 11who once was useless to you, but
now indeed is quite useful both to you and to me, 12whom I am sending back to
you—him, that is, my very heart.

Textual Notes
8 Diov—This inferential conjunction (“therefore”) is formed from the combina-
tion of the preposition diav and the neuter relative pronoun o{. It means, literally, “on
which account” (LSJ) and links this next section of the letter with what Paul just said
in the thanksgiving (vv 4–7).

pollh;n ejn Cristw'/ parrhsivan e[cwn ejpitavssein soi—The circumstantial par-
ticiple e[cwn (from e[cw) is equivalent to a dependent clause and so has an array of 
semantic possibilities: it could denote time, manner, means, purpose, concession, con-
dition, and so on.1 Most translate the phrase here concessively: “although having much
boldness.” The compound verb ejpitavssw, “to command with authority, order, com-
mand tiniv someone” (BDAG), patterns with the person commanded in the dative case,
thus soi.2

Most understand the noun parrhsiva here to mean “a state of boldness and con-
fidence, courage, confidence, boldness, fearlessness” (BDAG, 3). In other contexts it
can mean “a use of speech that conceals nothing and passes over nothing, outspo-
kenness, frankness, plainness” (BDAG, 1).

to; ajnh'kon—This neuter singular participle of ajnhvkw, “it is proper, fitting”
(BDAG, 2), has been substantivized. That is, it functions virtually as a noun, with the
article functioning as an adjective: “that which is fitting” (BDF, §§ 264.6; 413.1),
“what is proper, one’s duty” or “the right thing” (BDAG, 2). The neuter gender can
be used of a particular thing or act (BDF, § 263.1). Comparable examples in Phile-
mon are the phrases panto;" ajgaqou' tou' ejn hJmi'n eij" Cristovn, “of all the good that is
among us in Christ” (v 6), and to; ajgaqovn sou, “your kindness” (v 14), where the
neuter adjective to; ajgaqovn stands for a particular good thing or act.

“To command what is right” (ejpitavssein … to; ajnh'kon) might seem to be an ap-
parent contradiction, an oxymoron.3 If Philemon were to comply resentfully and only
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4 See the textual note on devsmio" Cristou' ΔIhsou' in verse 1. Regarding Paul’s imprisonments,
see “Author, Time, Place, and Purpose of Writing” and “St. Paul in Ephesus (A.D. 54–56)” in
the introduction.

5 BDF, § 64.2; BDAG. Cf. Lat. ecce! “behold!”
6 So G. Stählin, “nu'n,” TDNT 4:1108.
7 Cf. Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 323.
8 See BDAG, s.v. nuniv. The expression occurs eighteen times in the NT, sixteen of which are

by Paul himself.

as the result of the apostle’s “command,” he would not be doing “what is right,” be-
cause “what is right” is for Philemon joyfully to receive Onesimus in Christian love.
What Paul surely means to convey here, however, is his complete confidence that Phile-
mon will adopt the right course voluntarily, a sentiment repeated in verses 14 and 21.
9 dia; th;n ajgavphn ma'llon parakalw'—The preposition diav with the accusative
(th;n ajgavphn) means “because of, for the sake of ” or, with words associated with emo-
tions, “out of” (BDAG, s.v. diav, B 2 a), hence “out of love.” The construction dia; th;n
ajgavphn occurs once elsewhere in the NT: “God, being rich in mercy, out of his great
love [dia; th;n pollh;n ajgavphn aujtou'] [with] which he loved us … made us alive with
Christ—by grace are you saved” (Eph 2:4–5).

Here the adverb ma'llon means “rather in the sense instead” (BDAG, 3; see 3 a
b). This sets up a contrast with the preceding alternative—namely, “to command …
what is right” (Philemon 8). Rather than command (ejpitavssw), Paul instead appeals:
parakalevw, to “request, implore, entreat” (BDAG, 3). Paul repeats the verb at the
beginning of verse 10, after two phrases wherein he describes his present condition.

toiou'to" w]n wJ" Pau'lo" presbuvth"—The present active participle of eijmiv, w[n,
defines the subject of the main verb parakalw', which is Pau'lo"—Paul himself—
and indeed expands the description of Paul. The particle wJ" introduces the character-
istic quality of the person referred to in context (see BDAG, 3 a a)—namely, Paul—
which permits the apostle to elaborate upon himself. The particle wJ" occurs similarly
in Rom 3:7 (tiv … wJ" aJmartwlo;" krivnomai; “Why am I condemned as a sinner?”)
and in 1 Cor 3:10 (wJ" sofo;" ajrcitevktwn qemevlion e[qhka, “I laid a foundation as a
skilled expert builder”). In Philemon 9, then, Paul expands upon his name (Pau'lo")
and the fact that he is a presbuvth": “being such a one as Paul, an old man.” Usually
presbuvth" denotes an “old man, aged man” (BDAG), but in 2 Cor 5:20 Paul speaks
of his apostolic work with the verb presbeuvw, to “be an ambassador/envoy” (BDAG),
and he probably exploits both meanings here. See the commentary below.

nuni; de; kai; devsmio" Cristou' ΔIhsou'—This second phrase expands upon the sub-
ject of the main clause, namely, Paul himself. He began this epistle by calling him-
self a “prisoner” (devsmio" , v 1) and repeats the term here.4 Nuniv is a more emphatic
form of the temporal adverb nu'n, “now,” formed by adding the demonstrative suffix
-i.5 Some have argued for a “non-temporal nu'n”6 in such situations: “as it is, as the
case stands,” or “as a matter of fact.”7 Nuni; dev, however, is one of Paul’s character-
istic expressions, and so the possibility of the non-temporal nu'n seems remote.8 Most
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9 Fitzmyer, Philemon, 107.
10 So Barth and Blanke (Philemon, 327–28), on the basis of Epictetus, Dissertationes, 3.22.31.
11 Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 326–27. See further the commentary below.
12 Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 330–31. Cf. Fitzmyer, Philemon, 107.

often nuni; dev focuses attention upon a striking addition: “and now indeed [what is
more] also a prisoner of Christ Jesus.” The same construction occurs in verse 11: Ones-
imus “once was useless to you, but now indeed [nuni; dev] is quite useful both to you
and to me.” For similar instances of nuni; dev in the Pauline corpus, see Rom 3:21;
6:22; 7:6; 1 Cor 12:18; 15:20; Eph 2:13; Col 1:22; 3:8.
10 parakalw' se peri; tou' ejmou' tevknou—Paul’s appeal for Onesimus, already ini-
tiated by the first occurrence of parakalw' (v 9), is here resumed. Three devices give
Paul’s appeal maximum impact here: (1) repetition of the most characteristic verb in
this section, namely, “I appeal” (parakalw' … parakalw'); (2) a focus upon Paul
himself, who is both “old” and now also a “prisoner”; and (3) a postponement of Ones-
imus’ name to the last possible moment (the end of v 10).

o}n ejgevnnhsa ejn toi'" desmoi'", ΔOnhvsimon—The name ΔOnhvsimo" was a common
name for slaves and literally means “useful” (BDAG). See further “Onesimus as
Paul’s Child and as Now Useful” in the commentary below. “Paul has begotten Ones-
imus, because Onesimus has been converted to Christian faith through his instru-
mentality.”9 Any educator could occupy the role of spiritual “father” in antiquity.10

Here Paul possibly appropriated for Christian purposes the language of the mysta-
gogical catechesis (mystery religions) or rabbinical (Jewish) instruction, both of
which had the potential of producing spiritual “children.”11 It is more likely, however,
that Paul alludes to the new birth in Christ that occurs in Holy Baptism through faith
in the Gospel (e.g., Jn 3:3–8; Rom 6:1–6; paliggenesiva, “rebirth,” in Titus 3:5).
Onesimus has been reborn as a child of God through such means of grace as have
been brought to bear on him by Paul, his “father” in Christ. At the same time, as Paul
declares that Onesimus is “my child, whom I begot” (Philemon 10), he as much states
that, through the Gospel, he has established a noble patrimony for Onesimus:

The runaway slave has now a full name that includes a patronym. He can
introduce himself as, and can be called by others, “Onesimus, son of Paul.”
So he is no longer a more or less anonymous “boy” but has his own dignity.
Far from being any longer of unknown, dubious, or bad stock, he has a
respectable father.12

Having carefully prepared Philemon’s ears even to hear the name “Onesimus,”
Paul commences the theme of Onesimus’ dramatic change for the better in a series of
relative clauses and appositional phrases that will be sustained well into verse 13.

The phrase ejn toi'" desmoi'" (v 10) literally means “in bonds,” but often the plural
of desmov" refers to the “locale where bonds or fetters are worn[,] imprisonment,
prison” (BDAG, 1 a). Paul alludes several times to the fact of his imprisonment in
this letter: devsmio" in verses 1, 9 and ejn toi'" desmoi'" in verses 10, 13. Probably the
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13 In the ancient world this was called custodia libera or fulakh; a[desmo", “liberal detention.”
“Whoever is responsible for the prisoner assures that his detention is sufficient to prevent
escape” (Rapske, The Book of Acts and Paul in Roman Custody, 28; cf. Fitzmyer, Philemon,
108).

14 Rapske (The Book of Acts and Paul in Roman Custody, 206–9) discusses those particular
aspects of wearing chains on the basis of Livy, 32.26.18; Josephus, War, 4.628–29; Lucan,
De bello civili, 72–73; Lucian, Toxaris, 29, 32–33; Tertullian, To the Martyrs, 2.

15 For example, Barth and Blanke (Philemon, 340) state:

Onesimus’s former uselessness and his later usefulness [have] given occasion for vili-
fying and besmirching the slave’s former character and conduct. The conviction is wide-
spread that after continuously proving inept and careless, lazy and unprofitable in his
daily work, this bad man had plotted his escape, had made provisions for it by theft, and
had finally succeeded in running away.

16 See “Higher Forms of Slavery in Ancient Society” and “What Circumstances May Have
Caused Onesimus to Run Away from Philemon?” in the introduction.

17 See the textual note on nuni; dev in verse 9.
18 “ ‘Then’ and ‘now’ can be as radically mutually exclusive as either and or, black and white,

evil and good” (Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 345).
19 Manuscripts Å2 A C D 0278 1739 and 1881 omit the first kaiv, translated “both.”
20 So Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 344; emphasis added. The emphasized “especially” repre-

sents an intensive kaiv.

imprisonment was of a milder sort,13 and yet the weight of fetters, their physical
effects on Paul’s body, and the noisy rattle of chain links can now only remotely be
imagined by modern Christians.14

11 tovn potev soi a[crhston nuni; de; [kai;] soi; kai; ejmoi; eu[crhston—The pun on
the name Onesimus (v 10, “useful,” “helpful”) is developed further in the contrast be-
tween a[crhston (“useless”) and eu[crhston (“useful”). This verse, together with
verses 15 and 18, sustains the widespread conviction that Onesimus had been an in-
competent low-level slave.15 We, however, believe it more likely that Onesimus had
been a trusted, highly placed slave with great responsibilities in Philemon’s house-
hold, yet someone who—in a way (or ways) now unknown to us—had betrayed his
master.16 Nevertheless, we do agree with most commentators that Paul’s characteri-
zation of Onesimus as “useless” must depict Onesimus’ pre-Christian state, for what
is being contrasted here is “the once” (tovn potev) of Onesimus’ uselessness and the
striking “but now indeed” (nuni; dev)17 of the same—albeit changed—slave’s useful-
ness both to Philemon and to Paul.

Quite similar to [kai;] soi; kai; ejmoi is the expansion in verse 16: “especially to
me [mavlista ejmoiv], yet how much more to you [povsw/ de; ma'llon soiv], both in the
flesh [kai; ejn sarkiv] and in the Lord [kai; ejn kurivw/].”18 The first kaiv in verse 11 (in
brackets) is not reflected in all manuscript traditions,19 though the evidence is not de-
cisive either for including or for omitting it. Some commentators who omit the first
kaiv translate the phrase as “useful to you and especially to me.”20 However, we pre-
fer to retain the first kaiv and thus translate the phrase as “useful both to you and to
me.” This allows the interpretation to extol the theme of the “great reversal.” See the
commentary below.
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21 These examples are discussed at greater length in Metzger, Textual Commentary, 589, and
Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 351.

22 Metzger, Textual Commentary, 589.
23 So Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 351.
24 Winter, “Paul’s Letter to Philemon,” 7; cf. Knox, Philemon among the Letters of Paul, 25.
25 For example, it can denote referring a proposition to a king: ajnapevmyai … to; yhvfisma …

pro;" to;n basileva (OGI 1.329.51). It can be used for referring the following things to a high-
er authority: disputed laws: ajntilegovmena … ajnapemfqh'nai pro;" hJma'" (SIG 1.344.51–52);
important matters and capital cases: ta; ga;r meivzw pravgmata kai; ta;" fonika;" divka" ejfΔ eJau-
to;n ajnapevmpein ejkevleusen kai; tou;" eJbdomhvkonta (Josephus, War, 2.571). These are cited
in Nordling, “Onesimus Fugitivus” (1991), 108, n. 1; (1997), 273, n. 28.

12 o}n ajnevpemyav soi, aujtovn, tou'tΔ e[stin ta; ejma; splavgcna—This verse has a
number of textual variants, most of which are poorly attested. Let us consider, briefly,
what subtle divergences in meaning would result from only the most important tex-
tual variants, were such permitted to stand:21

• Replacement of soi (“to you”) with su; dev (“but you”) in manuscripts F and G.
Thus Paul’s opening statement would simply be “I send him back,” giving Paul
small regard for the person to whom Onesimus should be returned. This variant
makes Paul out to be a legalist, a harsh representative of statutory “law and order.”

• Addition of su; dev (“but you!”) after ajnevpemya, and the addition of proslabou'
(“receive him!”) at the end of verse 12 in manuscripts Å2 C2 D* 0278 1739 1881
and others. This manuscript tradition has almost certainly copied proslabou'
from verse 17b. These additions would convey Paul’s hope that Philemon’s recep-
tion of Onesimus would be exceptionally warm.

• Substitution of e[pemya for ajnevpemya (“I am sending” for “I am sending [him]
back”) in manuscripts D* itar, (b), d, (g), o vgmss, (cl) and other versions. This reading
emphasizes the already strong likelihood that Onesimus (traveling with Tychicus,
Col 4:7–9) had been authorized by Paul to bring the apostle’s specific letter to
Philemon.

It seems unlikely to us, however, that Paul desired to introduce the thoughts rep-
resented by the variant readings at this point in the letter. Most editors agree on what
must have been the original form of the text at this point (even if they disagree about
the comma divisions, which were not part of the original text). The text adopted by
NA27 and UBS4, based on Å* A 33, “best explains the origin of the other readings.”22

Also, the logic of the letter would be muddled if Philemon’s anticipated warm recep-
tion of Onesimus (the addition of proslabou', “receive him!” at the end of v 12) would
occur in this part of the letter that in fact describes Paul’s attitude toward Onesimus.23

Thus, we cannot commend the variant readings.
ΔAnevpemya is an “epistolary aorist,” as is e[scon in verse 7 (see the textual notes

there). Winter argues that Paul did not literally send Onesimus back to Philemon, but
somehow referred “his case to the proper, higher authority.”24 In extrabiblical exam-
ples, ajnapevmpw sometimes possesses a legal significance,25 and plainly a technical
meaning is attached to the word elsewhere in the NT: Lk 23:7, 11, 15 (trials of Jesus);
Acts 25:21 (Paul’s appeal to Rome).
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26 Cf. “And when it was decided that we should sail for Italy, they delivered Paul and some
other prisoners [paredivdoun tovn te Pau'lon kaiv tina" eJtevrou" desmwvta"] to a centurion of
the Augustan Cohort, named Julius” (Acts 27:1 RSV).

27 This is because theorists of the Greek epistolary tradition assumed that the primary function
of an ancient letter was to maintain friendship (filiva, amicitia)—not only between social
equals, but also between men in prominent positions (military commanders, viceroys, gov-
ernors, etc.) and their many dependent inferiors. Hence, when distance prevented friends
from being together, so-called “friendly letters” (filikaiv) were thought to provide a suitable
substitute for actual companionship. See Stowers, Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity,
58; Doty, Letters in Primitive Christianity, 12; and Stowers, “Greek and Latin Letters,” ABD
4:290–93.

Such examples need not mean, however, that Paul referred Onesimus’ “case” to
Philemon but did not refer Onesimus himself to Philemon. The other NT passages
make it clear that actual people, not just “cases,” were referred from one jurisdiction
to another: Pilate sent Jesus to Herod for proper sentencing (ajnevpemyen aujtovn, Lk
23:7); Herod and his soldiers mocked Jesus and sent him back to Pilate (ajnevpemyen
aujtovn, Lk 23:11, and ajnevpemyen … aujtovn, Lk 23:15). In Acts 25:21 Festus told King
Herod Agrippa that he had been holding Paul in custody until he could “send him up”
to Caesar (e{w" ou| ajnapevmyw aujto;n pro;" Kaivsara). Festus meant that Paul should
actually be conveyed to Rome for trial,26 not that merely Paul’s case should be sent
to Rome. In Philemon 12, therefore, the words o}n ajnevpemyav soi must indicate that
Paul literally had sent Onesimus back to Philemon.

At the end of the verse, a single word (aujtovn) and a short clause are strung to-
gether by apposition: aujtovn, tou'tΔ e[stin ta; ejma; splavgcna. Regarding ta; …
splavgcna (“heart”), see the textual note on it in verse 7; the expression will recur in
verse 20.

The disjointed syntax possibly represents Paul’s attempt to anticipate and keep
pace with Philemon’s mind as he, upon receiving the letter, would struggle to see
Onesimus in the new light: as Paul’s spiritual child (v 10); as a “beloved brother” (v
16); and even as a piece of Paul himself (v 17). Ancient letters were themselves con-
sidered living things, the fictive presence of the person who had written (or “sent”)
a particular letter in the first place.27 So Paul writes as though he were actually en-
gaged in a spirited conversation with Philemon. The wronged master could not have
helped but be doubtful about Onesimus at first, yet then (increasingly) persuaded by
Paul’s overwhelmingly positive and expansive description of the reborn Christian
Onesimus.

Commentary
The Main Body of the Letter

The body or main part of the letter is reached with Paul’s “therefore” (diov).
This conjunction marks the transition from what Paul has just said in the thanks-
giving (vv 4–7) regarding Philemon to the specific matter involving Onesimus,
to which Paul now turns with great tact and sensitivity.

Unlike the patterned modes of expression so often used in epistolary salu-
tations and thanksgivings, letter bodies varied with specific situations and so
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28 Sanders, “Transition,” especially in his list of formal indicators on page 349. So also Doty,
Letters in Primitive Christianity, 34.

29 White, “The Structural Analysis of Philemon,” 36.
30 Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 307.

were less stereotypical. However, the verb parakalw', “I appeal,” may be one
of the few reliable indicators in an ancient letter by which to evaluate the tran-
sition from an epistolary thanksgiving to the letter body.28 By using parakalw',
a letter writer often signaled his or her intent to introduce the new material of
the letter body, followed by important hints as to where discussion might lead,
and indicated also that he or she was interacting with letter recipients in a
friendly as opposed to authoritative manner. The doubled form in Philemon,
“I appeal … I appeal” (parakalw' … parakalw', vv 9–10), though not unique
to this letter (Paul uses the same device also in Phil 4:2), must nonetheless in-
dicate the extreme gravity of the situation and Paul’s fervent desire that Phile-
mon and Onesimus be reconciled to each other as beloved brothers “in the
Lord” (v 16).

Paul chose each word with such consummate care that Philemon would
have been at pains to refuse Paul at any point along the way. The apostle would
appear to make use of a loose, even rambling, epistolary style in this section:
“The request is so oblique, so faltering, that one has difficulty in determining
what it is, precisely, [that] Paul requests.”29 Indeed, now that Paul draws still
nearer to Philemon with his actual request, “he approaches the man with soft
tones and as if on cat’s paws.”30

Christ Appeals through Paul
Having just spoken so approvingly of Philemon in the glowing words of

the letter’s thanksgiving (vv 4–7), Paul turns now to a description of himself
(vv 8–9) in a series of dependent clauses that culminate in the doubled “I ap-
peal” (parakalw', vv 9–10). Paul repeats the verb in verse 10 almost as if it
had been premature for him to go into the specifics of the appeal in verse 9.
Paul’s appeal to Philemon there “out of love” (dia; th;n ajgavphn, v 9) reminds
Philemon of the sort of person he is in Christ, for earlier parts of the letter had
established the fact that Philemon was a “beloved” person (“to Philemon our
beloved,” v 1) and a person who had displayed “love” (vv 5, 7) toward other
Christians (v 5).

However, amid the extreme circumstances that occasioned the need for this
letter, Paul finds it best to make concrete the specific terms of the appeal not
on the basis of the kind of person Philemon is, but on the type of person Paul
himself is in Christ, namely, an “old man” (or is it “ambassador”? see below)
and “prisoner of Christ Jesus” (v 9). Moreover, Paul goes so far as to claim
Onesimus as “my child, whom I begot” (v 10). The language Paul uses for
begetting Onesimus as his own child recalls the language of being “born again”
through “water and the Spirit” (Jn 3:3, 5), or of being adopted as a son of God
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31 The verb gennavw, which occurs eight times in Jn 3:3–8, is the same verb used in Philemon 10
and translated, “I begot” (ejgevnnhsa). Gennavw appears additionally in such passages as per-
tain to spiritual rebirth as Jn 1:13; 1 Cor 4:15; 1 Jn 2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18. Through bap-
tismal incorporation into Christ, a person is reborn as a son of God, even as Christ is the one
whom God the Father called “My Son” at his Baptism and transfiguration (Mt 3:17; 17:5
and parallels; see also Acts 13:33; Heb 1:5; 5:5; 2 Pet 1:17).

32 The most important text in this regard is 1 Cor 11:1: “Be imitators of me [mimhtaiv mou giv-
nesqe] as I am of Christ.” See also 1 Cor 4:16; 1 Thess 1:6; 2:14; 2 Thess 3:7, 9.

33 Paul will state in Philemon 14: “Apart from your consent, however [cwri;" de; th'" sh'"
gnwvmh"], I wanted to do nothing, in order that your kindness might not be by necessity [kata;
ajnavgkhn], as it were, but willingly [ajlla; kata; eJkouvsion].”

34 Vincent, Philippians and Philemon, 183, paraphrases: “I do not speak as an apostle, but sim-
ply in my personal capacity. Being such as I am,—Paul, an old man, a prisoner of Christ,—
I beseech thee …”

through Baptism into Christ (e.g., Rom 6:1–6; Gal 3:26–29; Titus 3:5).31 Be-
cause Jesus Christ actually had granted Onesimus the new spiritual birth and
thus made Onesimus a child of God, Paul in effective claims in this section of
the letter to represent the Lord himself.

This is not the only time that Paul points to himself as the very embodi-
ment of Christ for those Christians to whom he writes.32 As a representative of
Christ for Philemon in the matter at hand, Paul twice uses the characteristic
verb “I appeal” (parakalw') in verses 9–10, then proceeds—very gently and
(seemingly) indirectly—to mention Onesimus’name (v 10), the important fact
that Paul begat (ejgevnnhsa, v 10) Onesimus in the faith during the course of
his imprisonment, and Onesimus’ new usefulness to Paul now and even to
Philemon (v 11). So complete has the change wrought in Onesimus been that
Paul wishes now that he could keep Onesimus all for himself, as it were (pro;"
ejmauto;n katevcein, v 13a), rather than send the slave back to his master
(ajnevpemyav soi, v 12). Yet Paul does send him back—not for his own sake,
since certainly he could profit from Onesimus’ ministrations during his im-
prisonment (i{na … moi diakonh'/ ejn toi'" desmoi'", v 13b), but rather for the
sake of Philemon’s conscience.33

Paul balances polar opposites in this section of the letter in fine rhetorical
style:

• “Boldness” (parrhsiva, v 8) versus “love” (ajgavph, v 9)

• “To command” (ejpitavssw, v 8) versus “to appeal” (parakalevw, vv 9–10)

• “Once … useless to you” (a[crhsto", v 11) versus “now indeed … quite useful
both to you and to me” (eu[crhsto", v 11)

The tension is felt most profoundly in the self-characterization of Paul him-
self in verse 9, where Paul’s name (wJ" Pau'lo", “as Paul”) and the admission
that he is old (presbuvth", “an old man”) and merely “a prisoner of Christ Je-
sus” (devsmio" Cristou' ΔIhsou') seem at first to establish the meekness and low-
liness of the apostle.34 However, each component of the apparently self-effacing
characterization has also an exalted, even glorious side. So Paul’s name in the
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35 Regarding salutations, see the textual notes and commentary on “Paul” in Philemon 1. For
similar uses of his name elsewhere, see, for example, 2 Cor 10:1; Gal 5:2; Eph 3:1; Col 1:23.
Here Lightfoot (Colossians and Philemon, 338) cites Theodoret to the effect that the very
name “Paul” betokened the herald of the known world (oijkoumevnh), the husbandman (gewr-
gov") of earth and sea, the vessel (skeu'o") of God’s election (Theodoret, Interpretation of the
Fourteen Epistles of St. Paul [PG 82:873C]).

36 Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 179.
37 Cf. Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 180–81, who speaks of the “paradoxical offices” of

the apostle: he is an ambassador (a title of honor) of Christ Jesus and also a prisoner of Christ
Jesus, which Paul claims (paradoxically) as a title of honor. Like Christ himself (Phil
2:1–11), Paul sets aside his rights “in order to bring salvation to others” since Christ’s
“authority is exercised from the cross” (p. 181).

38 Pseudo-Hippocrates, quoted in Philo, On the Creation of the World, 105–6, which is cited in
BDAG; G. Bornkamm, “presbuvth",” TDNT 6:683; Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 321;
Fitzmyer, Philemon, 105. According to Pseudo-Hippocrates, a “man” exists from twenty-
eight until forty-nine years old, then is an “old man” (presbuvth") until fifty-six years old.

39 So MacMullen, Roman Social Relations, 81.

nominative case (Pau'lo", “Paul”) may involve a considerable assertion of au-
thority as in the salutations of his epistles and elsewhere.35

Essentially the same may be said regarding the title “a prisoner of Christ
Jesus.” The name and an admission of Paul’s prisoner status have already oc-
curred in the opening words of the epistle (Pau'lo" devsmio" Cristou' ΔIhsou',
“Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus,” v 1). In verse 9 the same words are used
again, but in expanded form: “being such a one as Paul, an old man and now
indeed also [nuni; de; kaiv] a prisoner of Christ Jesus.” Elsewhere Paul uses the
phrase nuni; dev to introduce the idea of striking reversal in passages where the
Gospel trumps with especial force the Law, sin, and death: “but now indeed
[nuni; dev] apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been revealed” (Rom
3:21); “but now indeed [nuni; dev] having been freed from sin …” (Rom 6:22);
“but now indeed [nuni; dev] Christ has been raised from the dead” (1 Cor 15:20;
see also Eph 2:13; Col 3:8). Here, with the addition of an intensifying kaiv, Paul
applies to himself an even stronger form of the same formula of striking re-
versal, as if to say, “An old man, true, but now also [nuni; de; kaiv] a prisoner of
Christ Jesus!” Hidden in Paul’s wretchedness and misery as a prisoner is Christ
himself with all his gifts for the situation at hand: “The apostle, so to speak,
plays Christ to them [Philemon and Onesimus], his ministry of reconciliation
mirroring that of Christ at every point (2 Cor. 5:17–21).”36

The designation “old man” (presbuvth", Philemon 9) is another part of the
expansion and justifies our understanding that, in this section of the letter, at
least, Paul represents, or even embodies, Christ.37 Although the term “old man”
does not enable one to fix Paul’s age with any exactitude, some philosophers
in antiquity used presbuvth" to designate the sixth of a man’s seven ages, which
might suggest an age in the neighborhood of forty-nine to fifty-six years old.38

Or perhaps Paul refers to the last age in a four-stage period of life: boy, ephebe,
youth, and elder or old man.39 Possibly Paul labels himself an “old man” to
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40 “Yes, I have become a father though I have been under lock and key” (the paraphrase of
Philemon 10 by J. B. Phillips, quoted by Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 328–29).

41 Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 323. See also Scott, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians,
107; Moule, Colossians and Philemon, 144; Bruce, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians,
212; Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 180.

42 2 Chr 32:31; 1 Macc 13:21; 14:21–22, 40; 15:17. In those passages LEH defines it as
“ambassador.”

elicit Philemon’s sympathy, thus strengthening his appeal. Old age was, pre-
sumably, a mark of respect (cf. Lev 19:32; Prov 23:22; 1 Tim 5:1) and so some-
thing Paul could use to exert a positive influence on Philemon. Notice the mood
swings to this point of Paul’s appeal: first, he uses praise, or even flattery, in
the thanksgiving (vv 4–7); next, frankness (parrhsiva), as he mentions the pos-
sibility of commanding Philemon to do “what is right” (ejpitavssein soi to; 
ajnh'kon, v 8); and finally, the (perhaps humorous?) statement that as an aged
prisoner Paul possessed the paternal potency through the Gospel to beget Ones-
imus as his “child” (v 10).40 Everything in this section—as indeed in the entire
letter—was intended by Paul to have a calculated impact upon Philemon.

“Ambassador” (presbeuthv") and “old man” (presbuvth") were two titles
easily confused in the Greek language for only an internal epsilon (-e-) distin-
guishes them formally. The two etymologically related words may well have
sounded the same. Thus meaning and usage gradually coalesced: “Before and
after Paul’s time the original difference between presbyt∑s and presbeut∑s had
begun to vanish or became neglected.”41 While “ambassador” (presbeuthv") is
absent from the NT, it occurs in the LXX,42 as does prevsbu", which usually
means “ambassador” (e.g., Num 21:21; 22:5; Deut 2:26, translating μykia;l]m';
these verses are cited in LEH, s.v. prevsbu"). In the NT Paul employs the cog-
nate verb presbeuvw to describe himself. In classical Greek presbeuvw could
mean either “to be the elder or eldest” (LSJ, I 1) or “to be an ambassador or
serve as one” (LSJ, II), but in the NT it has only the latter meaning. Thus Paul
writes to the Ephesians: “I am an ambassador in chains” (presbeuvw ejn aJluv-
sei, Eph 6:20), which is also true in his dealings with both Philemon and the
estranged Onesimus. To the Corinthians he declares: “We are ambassadors for
Christ [uJpe;r Cristou' … presbeuvomen] as God himself appeals through us
[wJ" tou' qeou' parakalou'nto" diΔ hJmw'n]: … be reconciled [katallavghte]”
(2 Cor 5:20). Again, those clauses pertain also to the situation Paul addresses
in his epistle to Philemon.

Let us assume, then, that Paul uses presbuvth" in Philemon 9 to exploit a
full range of semantic possibilities. Both aspects of the doubled personality
(Paul himself and Christ through him) combine here to strengthen the appeal.

The Appeal to Reconcile Philemon and Onesimus
The insight into the doubled nature of the Pauline persona enables one now

to understand also the sort of relationship that Paul hoped could begin to exist
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43 “We should imagine that the first thing Onesimus did after returning to his angry master was
to hand him Paul’s little letter” (Nordling, “Onesimus Fugitivus” [1991], 108–9; [1997],
273).

44 “Perhaps Onesimus made excuses and accusations, showed anger or also contrition, sweat-
ed or trembled or wept while he spoke. Perhaps he was pleading guilty, but also expressed
his wishes and hopes. … Paul certainly spoke to Onesimus about Jesus Christ, and the slave
obviously had reason to believe and trust Paul” (Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 147).

henceforth between Philemon and Onesimus. As Paul composed this letter he
knew Onesimus would soon look his aggrieved master full in the face. To al-
leviate that anxious and potentially painful moment Paul wrote ajnevpemyav soi
to refer to Onesimus as him “whom I am sending back to you” (v 12). The
apostle used the epistolary aorist to insinuate himself (the letter writer) into the
letter recipient’s present time as the latter would read the epistle. Paul pro-
ceeded as if the two combatants were now facing each other in the same room
and Paul himself was there also in the text of the letter, which would be read
first thing at the initial encounter between Onesimus and Philemon.43

Hence Paul presents himself in this section of the letter especially as man-
ifesting Christ in engagement with the governing dispositions and animus
which would have led Philemon as well as Onesimus to react to the other at
that point in time, each knowing full well the other’s “old Adam.” Paul’s im-
mediate remarks are addressed to Philemon (“you,” soi in vv 8, 11–12; se in
v 10), and yet, if the appeal is at all symmetrical, points put now to Philemon
may well have been put already to Onesimus in an earlier conversation—just
before the letter was written, perhaps. Because Paul reminds Philemon now
that he has “much boldness [pollh;n … parrhsivan] in Christ to command you
[ejpitavssein soi]” (v 8), how much bolder, and more insistent, might Paul have
been toward Onesimus in bringing that runaway slave to a repentant acknowl-
edgement of his “uselessness” (a[crhsto", v 11), then in begetting him to a liv-
ing faith amid the bleakness of the imprisonment (ejn toi'" desmoi'", v 10) and
instilling in him a desire to be truly “useful” (eu[crhsto", v 11) to his master
once again?44

We can never be completely sure about such possibilities, of course. Yet
the pattern had already been set in verse 8, where Paul commenced his com-
plex appeal in Christ (ejn Cristw'/). Behind the changed Onesimus stands Paul,
and behind Paul stands Christ—each person lending stature to the one who
stands before. Hence the relationship envisioned by Paul vis-à-vis Philemon
and Onesimus is essentially triangular, with Paul himself playing Christ’s part
at the apex of the triangle. Paul urges the sanctified response of love wherein
former combatants are to be for each other “in Christ,” even as Paul—Ones-
imus’ spiritual father (v 10) unto whom Philemon is beholden (v 19)—has al-
ready stood as Christ for each of the other two on prior occasions, in separate
settings. See figure 8.
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45 For example, Paul uses the autobiographical phrase “through the grace that was given to me”
(dia; th'" cavrito" th'" doqeivsh" moi, Rom 12:3). Slight variations on the formula occur at
Rom 15:15; 1 Cor 3:10; Gal 2:9; Eph 3:2, 7.

46 “Preface to the Epistle of St. Paul to Philemon” (LW 35:390). Luther continues: “For Christ
emptied himself of his rights [Phil. 2:7] and overcame the Father with love and humility, so
that the Father had to put away his wrath and rights, and receive us into favor for the sake of
Christ, who so earnestly advocates our cause and so heartily takes our part. For we are all his
Onesimus[es] if we believe.”

47 Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 311; cf. Fitzmyer, Philemon, 104.
48 Mk 1:27; 6:39; 9:25; Lk 4:36; 8:25, 31. In Mk 6:27 Herod commands the execution of John

the Baptist. The participle is used in Lk 14:22 to refer to what a master, who represents God,
had commanded his servant. In Acts 23:2 the high priest Ananias commands that Paul be
struck. The only other NT occurrence is in Philemon 8.

Figure 8

Christ’s Ambassador and Servant

Just as Christ had shown God’s grace to Paul on prior occasions,45 and as
Christ even now intercedes on behalf of sinners before God the Father,a so Paul
presents himself now through epistolary means as the one through whom the
forgiveness of sins shall be conveyed to the two feuding Christians—namely,
to Onesimus and to Philemon. The triangularity of the relationship is felt in
Luther’s famous observation: “What Christ has done for us with God the Fa-
ther, that St. Paul does also for Onesimus with Philemon.”46

Verse 8 is the one clause in the body of the epistle where Paul “flexes his
muscles,” so to speak. The apostle declares that “in Christ” he possesses the
“boldness” and authority “to command” Philemon, even if he does not utilize
that authority. “The apostle had no reason to consider commanding as bad in
itself.”47 Sometimes Paul does, to be sure, issue authoritative commands (us-
ing, e.g., diatavsswb and paraggevllwc). As for ejpitavssw, the particular verb
meaning “to command” that Paul uses here, often Christ himself is the subject
of that verb in the Gospels.48 It is a curious fact, however, that only in Phile-
mon 8 is Paul the subject of ejpitavssw, and here the apostle declines to com-
mand Philemon, saying, “Out of love instead I appeal” (v 9). Paul does use the
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49 Paul declares that he was called to be an apostle by God’s “command” (1 Tim 1:1; Titus 1:3; cf.
ejpitaghv also in Rom 16:26). In three passages Paul states that he deliberately refrains from
issuing an authoritative “command”: regarding marriage (1 Cor 7:6), the unmarried and wid-
ows (1 Cor 7:25), and the collection of money for the Jerusalem Christians (2 Cor 8:8). How-
ever, in Titus 2:15 Paul issues a series of imperatives for the pastor’s ministry, and those imper-
atives include the mandate for the pastor to employ commands properly: “Speak these things
and exhort and rebuke with all authority [meta; pavsh" ejpitagh'"]. Let no one disregard you.” In
Titus 2:15 ejpitaghv means “right or authority to command, authority” (BDAG, 2).

50 Scott, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians, 107.
51 So Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 180; Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 310.
52 Van Unnick, “The Christian’s Freedom of Speech,” especially p. 474 on Philemon 8. Cf.

Malherbe, “Gentle as a Nurse,” 208; Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 307–8; Fitzmyer, Phile-
mon, 104.

53 Malherbe, “Gentle as a Nurse,” 208–9, contends:

The Cynic, the morally free man, conceived it his right and duty to speak with par-
rhsiva [“boldness”] and to act as an example. He did so because of his filanqrwpiva, his
desire to do good to men. As humane a person as Dio [Chrysostom] was convinced that
it was necessary for the serious philosopher to be harsh when the occasion demanded it.

cognate noun ejpitaghv, “a command,” several times, but in these passages too,
he appears reticent to issue commands.49

Paul wielded his apostolic right to command with extreme delicacy and
rather ostentatiously refrained from it so as not to burden consciences in non-
essential matters. So Paul mentioned the possibility of issuing a command (ejpi-
tavssein, v 8) in order that he might even more emphatically appeal and
encourage (parakalw' … parakalw', vv 9–10) Philemon to respond appro-
priately to Onesimus in the ways he suggests. Paul’s self-deprecation in this
passage (so that, ironically, the risen Christ might have greater sway in Paul’s
weakness) fits Paul’s tendency elsewhere to forego his rights as an apostle—
his “right” (ejxousiva) “to eat and drink” (1 Cor 9:4), “take along a sister-wife
[Christian wife] as do the rest of the apostles” (1 Cor 9:5), and be paid a living
wage for his ministry (1 Cor 9:12, 15, 18; 2 Thess 3:8–9). Hence some inter-
preters conclude that Paul foregoes his right to command Philemon because
“in this present matter he must live up to his character.”50 However, others stress
that even in such displays of self-abnegation the apostle renounced neither his
right nor his authority.51

Paul’s gentleness toward Philemon is evident in that he does not act with
the “boldness” (parrhsiva, v 8) by which the apostle might have legitimately
commanded Philemon to do his Christian duty. Why not employ “boldness”
when a more authoritative approach would have been more expedient? Some
argue that parrhsiva (“boldness,” v 8) means “freedom of speech” and con-
notes a friendly relationship wherein social equals expressed themselves
frankly and openly with each other, as opposed to the sham compliments of
flatterers.52 Perhaps Paul deliberately appropriated a term that possessed a con-
siderable significance among the philosophers of his age.53 However, the true
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He himself spoke with parrhsiva, but adapted his message to his hearers’ needs, and
remained with them. (See, for example, Dio Chrysostom, Orations, 32.19 ff.; 77/78.38)

54 Cf. H. Schlier, “parrhsiva, parrhsiavzomai,” TDNT 5:883.
55 Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 313.

reason why Paul, instead of commanding with “boldness” (v 8), instead appeals
to Philemon “out of love” (dia; th;n ajgavphn, v 9) is because that is how God has
acted toward humanity in Christ, and Paul presents himself as Christ’s apostle.54

Likewise, some interpreters relate “what is right” (to; ajnh'kon, v 8) to sim-
ilar expressions in Greek that pertain to heightened status in polite society:

Originally aesthetic beauty, then a person’s conduct appropriate to high or
low status, was described by them [i.e., such terms as to; kaqh'kon, to;
prosh'kon, to; prevpon, to; divkaion, etc.]; pleasure and joy are evoked by
beauty and beautiful conduct. “Proper” was, for instance, an artist’s recita-
tion that displayed his gifts, corresponded to the subject matter, and pleased
the audience. Or satisfactory performance of an official could be so labeled.55

Yet Paul uses “what is right” (to; ajnh'kon, v 8) as an open-ended expres-
sion that points toward the Gospel as the source of all that is good and right for
humanity—all that comes by God’s grace, not by force or a command of Law.
Paul encourages Philemon to act with the same sort of Christian decorum in-
dicative of right conduct anywhere in the church, regardless of station. Thus,
for example, Paul states that Christian wives submit to their husbands “as is
right [or ‘proper,’ ‘fitting’] in the Lord” (wJ" ajnh'ken ejn kurivw/, Col 3:18). Con-
versely, Paul lists vices “which are not right” (a} oujk ajnh'ken, Eph 5:4) for
Christians (cf. Eph 5:3: kaqw;" prevpei aJgivoi", “as befits saints”).

Onesimus as Paul’s Child and as Now Useful
Following Paul’s characterization of himself as a manifestation of Christ

unto Philemon (“in Christ,” ejn Cristw'/, v 8; “as Paul … a prisoner of Christ
Jesus,” wJ" Pau'lo" … devsmio" Cristou' ΔIhsou', v 9), Paul develops the per-
son of Onesimus in verses 10–12 in such a way that he may present this erst-
while runaway to his master in the best possible light. Each description of
Onesimus contains a personal referent: “my child” (v 10); “whom I begot” (v
10); “useful both to you and to me” (v 11); “whom I am sending back” (v 12);
and “my very heart” (v 12). This description occurs because it would not have
served Paul’s conciliatory purposes to have Onesimus interact with his master
on Onesimus’ own terms, which already had proved disastrous. The personal
referents insinuate Paul into the fast-moving descriptions of the changed Ones-
imus. Thus, at the encounter between this particular master and his former run-
away slave, Philemon would face not the person he once thought he knew all
too well, but an Onesimus who was in Christ a completely new person: a “new
creation” (kainh; ktivsi", 2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15), “a beloved brother” to Phile-
mon (ajdelfo;" ajgaphtov", v 16), and verily a piece of Paul himself—“my very
heart” (v 12).
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56 Compare 1 Pet 1:3, where the apostle praises God, “who has begotten us anew into a living
hope” (oJ … ajnagennhvsa" hJma'" eij" ejlpivda zw'san) through the resurrection of Christ.

57 See “St. Paul in Ephesus (A.D. 54–56)” in the introduction.
58 “Probably Paul listened to the slave and spoke to him, consoled, informed, and instructed

him over a period of time” (Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 330).
59 “He who teaches Torah to his neighbour’s son is regarded by Scripture as though he had

fashioned him [waç[, from hco;[;]” (Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin, 99b [Soncino ed.]; also
cited in Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 200, n. 27; O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 291).

(d) See also
Phil 2:22; 
1 Tim 1:2,
18; 2 Tim
2:1

Linking devices connect Onesimus to other Christians who would have
been known to Philemon and trusted by him. For example, “my child” (tou' 
ejmou' tevknou, v 10) presents Onesimus to Philemon in the same terms as those
by which Paul characterizes highly trusted “Timothy, who is my child” (Timov-
qeon, o{" ejstivn mou tevknon, 1 Cor 4:17),d and “Titus, [my] genuine child” (Tivtw/
gnhsivw/ tevknw/, Titus 1:4). Onesimus, in other words, held the same status as
any one of those Christians elsewhere in whom Paul had invested so much af-
fection, and even pain, that he could think of them as actual children to whom
he had given birth through the seed of the Gospel: “my children [tevkna mou],
for whom again I am in the pangs of childbirth [ou}" pavlin wjdivnw] until Christ
be formed in you!” (Gal 4:19).e

One wonders, had Paul made the same investment—and felt the same
pain—in the case of Onesimus? That he had indeed done so is suggested in
Paul’s description of Onesimus as the one “whom I begot [o}n ejgevnnhsa] in
prison” (v 10).56 Paul had used this same terminology to remind his stubborn
Corinthians how, like a father, he himself had begotten them (ejgw; uJma'"
ejgevnnhsa) through the Gospel (dia; tou' eujaggelivou, 1 Cor 4:15). Similarly,
Paul exploits both masculine and feminine imagery as he describes his rela-
tionship with the Christians in Thessalonica: he was like a “father” toward “his
children [tevkna]” (1 Thess 2:11) and like a “nurse who nurtures her children
[tevkna]” (1 Thess 2:7). He had given them the new birth in Christ and then
with hard toil he nursed them along in the faith without being a burden to any-
one as he preached the Gospel to them (ejkhruvxamen eij" uJma'" to; eujaggevlion
tou' qeou', 1 Thess 2:9).

Similar terminology in Philemon suggests that the same dynamic had come
to exist between Paul and Onesimus. Although not expressly stated in Philemon,
it must have been the Gospel Paul presented that had brought Onesimus to faith
and kept him there. While Philemon may have been converted as he heard Paul
preach and teach in a public setting,57 Paul’s encounter with Onesimus probably
had occurred in a private setting. We imagine that no bold preaching unto Ones-
imus in a crowded synagogue, church, or lecture hall had wrought the conver-
sion, but long, patient instruction amid the fetters of Paul’s imprisonment (ejn toi'"
desmoi'", v 10), as a loving father might counsel a wayward son.58

Paul had indeed come to think paternally toward Onesimus as many rab-
bis affectionately regarded their students in the Torah.59 Onesimus was to him
as a “child” (tevknon, v 10), whose life had been engendered not by Paul him-

(e) Cf. 1 Cor
4:14; 2 Cor
6:13; Eph
5:1, 8; Phil
2:15; 
1 Thess 2:7,
11; 1 Tim
1:2; Titus 1:4
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For other pertinent descriptions of the rabbi-student relationship, see F. Büchsel, “gennavw,”
TDNT 1:665–66, and Fitzmyer, Philemon, 108.

60 On the postponement of Onesimus’ name in verse 10, see Wright, Colossians and Philemon,
181–82, and Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 336–37.

61 Harrison, “Onesimus and Philemon,” 268. Cf. Martin, Colossians and Philemon, 164;
Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 181; Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 337–38; Fitzmyer,
Philemon, 107–8.

62 So Arzt-Grabner (“The Case of Onesimos,” 596) on the basis of evidence he compiles in
note 37: 185 male slaves named Onesimus; 18 females named Onesime; one Onesimio(n),
and two Onesi[—].

63 For example, ΔOnhvsimo", dou'lo" Dioteivmou, “Onesimus, slave of Diotimos” (TAM
2/3.1026.1–2; Lycia, Roman times); ΔOnhvsªiºmo" dou'lo" Mav(rkou) Aujr(hlivo)u
M≥h≥nodovªtoºu ªeujºchvn, “Onesimus, slave of M. Aurelius Menodotos [offers] a prayer dedi-
cation” (I.Labraunda 3/1.39.1–4; Caria, A.D. 212–300). A Phrygian inscription from the late
third century A.D. is almost certainly Christian: ΔOnhvsimo" qeou' dou'lo", “Onesimus, slave of
God” (MAMA 4.32). These are cited in Arzt-Grabner, “The Case of Onesimos,” 596.

64 So Lightfoot, Colossians and Philemon, 33, 235; Abbot, Colossians, 87; Lenski, Colossians,
Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus, and Philemon, 196–97; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon,
171, n. 14; Martin, Colossians and Philemon, 130–31; O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 248;
Bruce, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians, 177, 196–98, Barth and Blanke, Colossians,
478; Dunn, Colossians and Philemon, 273, 301 ff.; Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 156;
Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 143, 147, 338, 339, 362; Fitzmyer, Philemon, 9, 12, 14, 119,
121, 122.

self, but by the Gospel he had been given by Christ himself. The positioning
of Onesimus’ name at the end of verse 10 is suggestive of the slave’s new life
in Christ, his coming to be a Christian.60 Until that encounter with Christ em-
bodied in Paul, Onesimus had not “lived up to his name,” so to speak, which
was ΔOnhvsimo", “Beneficial, Profitable, Useful.” This was the sort of name
masters assigned slaves in hopes of securing conduct becoming of a trust-
worthy slave:

Give a dog a good name, and you will have done him a good turn—provided,
of course, that he lives up to it. A slave who lived up to this name would be a
treasure, and his master lucky to get the willing, cheerful, efficient service it
seems to promise.61

The name “Onesimus” is derived from the verb ojnivnhmi, to “profit, benefit,
help” (LSJ, I). It can scarcely be a coincidence that the sole NT appearance of
that verb is in Philemon 20, where Paul will say, “May I benefit [ojnaivmhn] from
you in the Lord.” This slave name is extremely well-attested in the documentary
papyri, occurring some 200 times at Rome alone62 as well as elsewhere in the
Mediterranean basin, particularly Asia Minor.63 In the NT the name occurs else-
where at Col 4:9, where it undoubtedly refers to the same person.64 A similar
name, Onesiphorus (2 Tim 1:16; 4:19), literally means “Profit-bearing.”

There seem to be several plays on words in Philemon 11. Most commenta-
tors point out the shared element (-crhsto") and antithetical prefixes (a[- and
eu[-) in Paul’s two adjectives for Onesimus, “who once was useless [a[-crhsto",
literally, ‘not-useful’] to you, but now indeed [nuni; de; kaiv] is quite useful [eu[-
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65 Their phonological equivalence must account for Suetonius’peculiar statement (in Claudius,
25.4) that Claudius was obliged to expel from Rome rioting Jews who were instigated by
Chrestus on grounds that they threatened stability within the Jewish element in Rome. So
Bruce, New Testament History, 268, n. 12; 297, n. 13; Barth and Blanke, Philemon, 345.

66 So Barth and Blanke (Philemon, 345), although it should be pointed out that the adjective
ajcristov" does not exist as such in Greek literature. Moreover, Fitzmyer (Philemon, 109)
believes that such a pun is “far-fetched” since “non-Christian” would have had to be ajcri-
stianov" (based on Cristianouv", “Christians,” in Acts 11:26) rather than ajcristov", “not anoint-
ed.” Fitzmyer cites Lightfoot (Colossians and Philemon, 340), who says: “Any such allusion
… even if it should not involve an anachronism, is far too recondite to be probable here.”

67 The formula nuni; dev occurs also, for example, in Rom 3:21; 6:22. See under “Christ Appeals
through Paul” above.

68 “Christus [was,] not unnaturally[,] confused with the common slave-name Chrestus, which
was pronounced in practically the same way” (Bruce, New Testament History, 297).

69 Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 182.
70 See “What Circumstances May Have Caused Onesimus to Run Away from Philemon?” in

the introduction.

crhsto", literally, ‘well-useful’] both to you and to me.” There may be two
other plays between a word (or stem) in verse 11 and still another that shares
phonetic resemblances. First, crhstov", “useful,” may evoke cristov", “anointed
one, Christ,” because the two vocables possibly sounded the same to the ancient
ear.65 Second, a[crhsto", “useless,” may call to mind ajcristov", “not anointed,”
so both a[crhsto" and ajcristov" could have been applied to Onesimus while he
was not yet a Christian.66 Moreover, by using the formula of reversal “but now
indeed” (nuni; de; kaiv) in verse 11, Paul indicates that he regards the change
wrought in Onesimus to be just as significant as the Christ who was manifest in
his own double persona:67

The underlying word chr∑stos [“useful”] was indistinguishable in pronunci-
ation from the title Christos [“Christ”],68 so that there may be a double pun
intended. Onesimus is now in Christ. And if he is euchr∑stos [“quite useful”],
Christian and “useful,” that means that his relationship with Philemon, and
not just with Paul, will be seen in quite a new light. He will be “Onesimus,”
“useful,” both to you and to me.69

In other words, Onesimus had now become a sinner and useful saint in one
person as a result of the living faith Paul had engendered in him through the
Gospel (v 10), whereas before he had been only a useless sinner. His single act
of disobedience70 against Philemon some time ago (“who once [potev] was use-
less to you,” v 11) had been supplanted, by God’s grace, with an ongoing and
doubled usefulness which could be rendered both to Philemon and to Paul
([kai;] soi; kai; ejmoiv) simultaneously.

This “great reversal” is one of Scripture’s favorite themes: one man’s fla-
grant sinfulness is remedied by God, who brings about the unforeseen salva-
tion of many saints. The pattern is most fully developed in the Adam-Christ
typology of Rom 5:12–21: Adam’s one act of disobedience brought sin and
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71 See, for example, Gen 50:20; Is 38:17; Jer 29:11; Rom 8:28. “He [God] sees and blesses In
worst distresses; He can change them with a breath” (Lutheran Worship 442:2).

72 Lightfoot, Colossians and Philemon, 340. Likewise, Fitzmyer, Philemon, 108, says: “Ones-
imus is now living up to his name.” Cf. Knox, Philemon among the Letters of Paul, 24: “As
to whether Paul gave the slave the name, as well as the character that made him worthy of it,
we cannot be sure. In either case, Onesimus is now ‘himself’ (aujtovn).”

73 H. Köster, “splavgcnon ktl,” TDNT 7:555. Cf. Fitzmyer, Philemon, 109; Arzt-Grabner,
Philemon, 216.

death upon the entire human race, but Christ’s obedience has brought a surplus
of grace, forgiveness, and eternal life available to all. The reversal exists in
many other passages, and the church still sings of this in her hymnody.71 Any
baptized Christian, while still a sinner (e.g., Romans 7), is simultaneously a
“new creation” (kainh; ktivsi", 2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15) in Christ.

Paul intended Onesimus to be a living sign of the new reality breaking in
now among those Christians who worshiped the risen and ascended Christ in
the congregation that convened in Philemon’s house. “Henceforward he will
be true to his name.”72

By describing the change that had been wrought in Onesimus as a partic-
ular usefulness both to Philemon and to himself (v 11), Paul prepared Phile-
mon for the upcoming suggestion that Onesimus might serve Paul henceforth
in Philemon’s place (uJpe;r sou', v 13). Any such possibility is still unexpressed
in verse 12, however—not out of any deviousness on Paul’s part, but only out
of a sensitivity to what Philemon can bear now in his still-evolving estimation
of Onesimus. Thus verse 12 represents an opportunity for Paul to inform Phile-
mon of what the “new” Onesimus means to him (Paul), and the apostle makes
the most of the opportunity: “whom I am sending back [ajnevpemya] to you—
him [aujtovn], that is, my very heart [ta; ejma; splavgcna].”

It is as if Paul, in the [returning] runaway slave, came to Philemon in person
with his claim to experience love. The frequent use of the word [splavgcna,
“heart,” in vv 7, 12, 20] in this short letter shows how personally Paul was
involved in the matter.73

To be sure, in the next stage of the letter Paul will confess that he could not
keep Onesimus for himself (pro;" ejmauto;n katevcein, v 13) because such a
course would violate Philemon’s conscience in Christ:

Apart from your consent [cwri;" … th'" sh'" gnwvmh"], however, I wanted to
do nothing, in order that your kindness might not be by necessity [kata;
ajnavgkhn], as it were, but willingly [ajlla; kata; eJkouvsion]. (v 14)

Nevertheless, at this stage in the appeal, Paul desires Philemon to know
that the departure of the slave Onesimus from Paul and his return to Philemon
came only at a tremendous cost to the apostle. Onesimus represents “the es-
sential Paul,” he says in so many words. He affirms this with statement in ap-
position in verse 12: “him” (aujtovn, that is, Onesimus) whom Paul is sending
is his “very heart” (splavgcna). It is as if Paul were saying, “You see my very
insides when you behold Onesimus,” for that is what the word splavgcna
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74 The same Greek term used in Philemon 7, 12, 20 is also used in this example:

One’s children are said to be innards [oiJ pai'de" splavgcna levgontai], and as posses-
sions are set in one’s house, so are one’s guts in the flanks [ou{tw ta; splavgcna toi'"
lagovsin ejgkei'tai]. For the rich man—even anyone attempting to hide that fact—[the
vision] foretells indecency and disgrace; for it is dreadful for all [such people] that their
innermost selves should be perceived by anyone [deino;n de; pa'si to; uJpov tino" kata-
noei'sqai ta; splavgcna]. (Artemidorus, Onirocritica, 1.44; translated by the author; the
Greek text is in Köster, TDNT 7:548)

The Testament of Zebulun and the Testament of Naphtali (second century B.C.) anticipate that
God will send his splavgcnon, and Lightfoot (Colossians and Philemon, 340) sees these pas-
sages as having been fulfilled in Christ. Thus the Testament of Zebulun 8:2 says: “In the last
days God will send his compassion [splavgcnon] on the earth.” Likewise, the Testament of
Naphtali 4:5 states: “The Lord will disperse them [his disobedient people] over the face of the
whole earth until the mercy [splavgcnon] of the Lord comes, a man who effects righteousness,
and he will work mercy on all who are far and near” (trans. H. C. Kee in Charlesworth, The Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha, 1:807 and 812, respectively; emphasis added).

75 Ta; splavgcna appears three times in the 25 verses that constitute Philemon. In contrast, it
occurs only two times each in much larger books (2 Cor 6:12; 7:15; and Phil 1:8; 2:1) and is
even rarer in the rest of the NT, appearing only in Lk 1:78; Acts 1:18; Col 3:12; 1 Jn 3:17.

(“heart”) meant in antiquity.74 The very frequency of the word “heart” in the
letter (vv 7, 12, 20) makes the idea all the more conspicuous.75

Possibly what Paul intended by the concentration of “heart” (splavgcna)
in such brief compass was to put those Christians whom he knew mattered most
to Philemon (“the saints” in v 7 and Paul himself in v 20) into an unbroken
connection with Onesimus. Paul refers to “the hearts of the saints” in verse 7
(“the hearts of the saints have been refreshed through you, brother”), and he
will refer to his own heart in verse 20 (“refresh my heart in Christ”). Hence,
when in verse 12 he says, “whom I am sending back to you—him [Onesimus],
that is, my very heart,” Paul in effect places Onesimus into the same category
as “the saints” (v 7) and the apostle himself (v 20). Thus Paul hopes Philemon
will display the same kindliness toward Onesimus that he had so characteris-
tically shown to Paul himself and to the other Christians.

How, then, could Philemon not deal with Onesimus in the distinctive man-
ner with which Philemon was known to deal with everyone else? Paul pro-
ceeded, even at this preliminary stage of the appeal, as though Philemon had
already yielded to what the ultimate request of the letter would be—namely,
that Philemon would receive Onesimus as though he were Paul himself (v 17b).
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