Reading The Greek New Testament Week 120: Philemon

Notes on the Greek New Testament
Week 120 — Philemon

Day 596: Introduction to Philemon

"The letter to Philemon is unique within the New Testament. It is the only genuinely
personal, that is, person-to-person, letter, even though the wider community is also in view
(explicitly in vv. 2,22, and 25 and in the background throughout." Dunn.

The Recipient

Philemon was probably a successful businessman (vv. 17 & 18) who had been converted
through Paul's ministry, perhaps while visiting Ephesus. His home in Colossae was the
meeting place of the church (or one of the house churches) of which he was probably the
leader. It seems he had also assisted Paul in his evangelistic work in more than the role of a
patron (see v.17).

Purpose of the letter

The letter's primary purpose is to intercede with Philemon concerning his runaway slave
Onesimus. It seems that Onesimus may have robbed Philemon as well as running away or
perhaps had embezzled funds entrusted to him. How he came into contact with Paul is
difficult to say. Dunn suggests that Onesimus may have left his master's household with the
express purpose of contacting Paul. Having offended his master he seeks for Paul to plead
with Philemon on his behalf. Dunn writes,

"This would create an interesting dynamic in the three-way relationship which makes this letter so
intriguing... For it would mean that Onesimus, not yet a Christian, had sought out his master's
Christian mentor to intercede for him... That tells us at once that it was Philemon's character as a
Christian which Onesimus saw as likely to work most effectively in his favour. It also tells us that
Philemon's regard for Paul would be well known within his household and that Philemon had not
insisted that his whole household adopt his new faith, though conceivably Onesimus had been
drawn into one or two of the meetings of the church in Philemon's house... That may suggest in
turn, however, that Onesimus was ripe for conversion."

The converted Onesimus had become close to the imprisoned Paul and had proved useful to
him. Paul commends Onesimus to Philemon, urging him to receive him back, "no longer as a
slave, but more than a slave, as a beloved brother" (v.16).

Place of Writing

Opinion is divided concerning the location of Paul's imprisonment when he wrote the letter.
Some argue that it was written from Ephesus in the middle of the 50s since Ephesus is close
to Colossae and also Paul seems to have been expecting imminent release (v.22). Others
think it was written from Paul's imprisonment at Rome. Despite the far longer journey for
Onesimus, the links between the letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, and the universal
tradition of the early church, favour its origin in Rome.

Referenced Works

Dunn, James D G The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids,
1996
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Day 597: Philemon 1-3

Verse 1

IMadrog déourog XpLotod Incod kai
TwudBeog 6 AdehpOg DLATIUOVL TD
AyamnTd Kal ouvepyd NUAV
0EOUL0g, OV m prisoner

As with the letter to the Colossians, this

personal letter also includes Timothy as an
author.

dyamnrog, M, ov beloved
ovvepyog, ov m fellow-worker

Philemon is mentioned here alone in the NT.
Here he is "numbered in that select and
important band whom Paul designates as
'fellow workers,' which includes Prisca and
Aquila, Urbanus, Timothy (Rom 16:3,9,21; 1
Thess 3:2), Apollos (1 Cor 3:9), Silvanus (2
Cor 1:24), Titus (2 Cor 8:23), Epaphroditus
(Phil 2:25), Euodia, Syntyche, and Clement
(Phil 4:3), Aristachus, Mark, and Jesus Justus
(Col 4:11), and Demas and Luke (Phm 24; see
also on Col 4:11)." Dunn

Verse 2

kol Art@ig T adehgf] kal Apyinmw 10
oVOTEATIOTN NUAV Kol Tf kate 0lkdv cov
ékxkAnoio-

|Apphia is probably Philemon's wife. |
adehgn, ng f sister, female believer

| Archippus is commonly taken to be their son. |
ovotpatiwg, ov m fellow soldier
Suggests that he was active in ministry in
Colossae.

olkog, ov m house, home, household
ékkAnowa, ag f congregation, church

Cf. Col 4:15 for a similar reference to a church
in someone's home.

"The assumption is that the letter would be
read openly at a meeting of the house church...
Of course, this was a not altogether subtle way
of bringing pressure on Philemon, but the very
fact that it could be done indicates that
Philemon was likely to recognise the church's
right to take an interest in and even advise on
the internal affairs of his own household...;
this was the character of their shared faith
(v.6). This is all the more striking since almost
certainly slaves (Philemon's or others') would
also be members of the house church (cf. Col
4:22-25)." Dunn

Verse 3

¥AoLg VULV kal elprivn dmd Oeod matpodg
NUOV kai kvpiov ‘Incod XpLotod.

etonvn, ng f peace

Cf. Col 1:2.

Day 598: Philemon 4-11

Verse 4

EUyopLotd 1@ 0e®d wov mdvrote uvetav
0OV TTOLOVUEVOG £TTL TV TPOOEVYDV OV,

Paul's common practice was to follow the
greeting with an expression of thanksgiving
which commonly follows the pattern
exemplified here in vv 4-5: cf. Rom 1:8-9; 1
Cor 1:4; Phil 1:3-4; Col 1:3-4; 1 Thess 1:2-3; 2
Thess 1:3.

gOyapLotew thank, give thanks

T® Be® pov "underlines the personal
character of Paul's devotion." Dunn.

mavtote always
uvela, ag f remembrance, mention
mpooevyn, ng f prayer

"We should not regard this as mere literary
flourish...; Paul must have had an extensive
prayer list and presumably spent some time
each day naming before God all his churches,
colleagues, and supporters. This would help
maintain and strengthen the sense of a faith
shared with 'all the saints' (5-6)." Dunn.

Verse 5

AKOVWY 0OV TNV AYATNV Kol TNV TLoTLY fjv
£yeLg mPOg TOV KVpLov ‘Inoodv kal eig
mavtog Tovg dylovg,

The present tense indicates a regular flow of
news. The expression that follows suggests
Onesimus must have spoken warmly of his
master.

motie, ewg f faith, trust, belief
aylog, o, ov holy, consecrated, set apart
to/by God; ol dywo. God's people

The NIV apportions the love and faith between
the phrases which follow in the relative clause,
'your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for
all of the saints', cf. Col 1:4. Dunn thinks this
an attractive reading but says it is not
demanded by the text.
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Verse 6

Omwg M kowvwvio Thg miotewe oov évepyng
vévnal €v Emyvmoet Tavtog dyabod tod
év fulv eig Xptotdv:

"Slightly awkwardly the purpose clause
follows from the subordinate clause of v.4."
Dunn

omwg (or Omwg av) that, in order that
kowwvia, ag f fellowship, sharing in,
participation, contribution

Dunn comments, "The puzzle is whether
KoLvwvLa is something objective (the
fellowship brought about by faith) or
subjective (the experience of shared faith), and
likewise whether tLOTLS is objective (the
fellowship of a shared confession) or
subjective (the shared experience of
believing)." Dunn thinks the subjective is
most likely in both cases. He concludes, "The
prayer is that this shared experience of a
common trust in Christ might be or become
(yevntow) évepyng, 'effective, active,
powerful' (cf. the other two New Testament
instances: 1 Cor 16:9; Heb 4:12; also the verb
in Gal 5:6) in the knowledge (émtLyvoolg, a
term common in Colossians: 1:9-10; 2:2; 3:7;
cf. also particularly Phil 1:9) of all the good
which was their common lot as Christians...
The corporate character of the shared faith is
central to the thought; Paul had no desire to
promote the idea of religious faith as
something private, that which a person enjoys
alone and practices as a separate individual.
Moreover, the phrase underlines not only the
bonding character of this faith, but also the
fact that this shared faith was the basis and
energy source of their common life and
worship."

"The tense of the verb (dvamemavtal, perfect)
indicates some past ministry of Philemon
which had had enduring results (the parallel
with 2 Cor 7:13 is thus particularly close).
Possibly some particular visits were in mind
which had brought a reinvigoration and
refreshment to various churches, which would
suggest that Philemon was a fine preacher. Or
he had acted in such a way to set various
churches on a secure foundation, perhaps by
financial aid or legal advice..., thus removing
anxieties and giving them peace of mind,
which would strengthen the impression that
Philemon was a figure of some power and
influence in wider society as well as in the
church. Whatever the precise circumstances,
the more emotional note implicit in the use of
omhayyvo (rather than the much more
common kapdLa) should be noted; the
emotional bonds between Philemon and 'the
saints' were strong. No doubt Paul hoped that
this would be a factor in his favour when he
came to make his appeal to Philemon in the
next paragraph; hence also, presumably, the
repeated mention of Philemon's love (vv.
6,7)." Dunn

Verse 8

A6, molv év XpLotd mappnoiav xwv
é¢mtdooeLy ool 1O Aviikov,

owo therefore, for this reason

On the ground of a common faith (v.6) and in
knowledge of Philemon's character (v.7).

TTOAVG, TTOAAN, TTOAV see v.7

évepyng, eg active, effective
vévntal  Verb, aor subj, 3's yLvOuoL
gmyvoolg, ewg £ knowledge,
recognition, consciousness
dyabog, M, ov good, useful, fitting

Verse 7

YO0V YO TOAANY EoyoVv Kol TapaKAnoLy
¢l Tfj dydmn oov, Ot1L T& OTAGYY VO TV
aytov avarmémavtal dud 000, ddehpt.

"Literally 'T have much in Christ boldness.'
Paul could be so confident because he would
be speaking 'in Christ,' that is, as one who
stood (with Philemon) in a higher or more
important relationsip ... which took precedence
over earthly obligations of client to patron or
of subordinate to superior. In other words, the
appeal here is not to Paul's apostolic authority
vis-a-vis Philemon; the reminder of Philemon's
debt to Paul will come later (v.19). As one
equally 'in Christ,' Philemon could be expected
to acknowledge that an 'in Christ' obligation
transcended all others." Dunn.

yxapa, ag f joy, gladness

TTOAVG, TTOAAY, TTOAV gen TOAAOV, MG, OV
much, many

goyxov  Verb, aor act indic, 1 s & 3 pl £xw

mapakinolg, emg f encouragement,
comfort

omhayyvov, ov n affections, heart

dvamémovtal  Verb, perf pass indic, 3 s
dvamavw give relief, refresh

mappnola, ag f boldness, assurance

The participle, éxwv in context here has the
force 'although I have' (it is concessive),
corresponding to the pualhov of the following
verse.

é¢mitaoow command, order

"But such an abrupt assertion of authority was
not Paul's preferred way; he never uses the
verb elsewhere and refuses in 1 Cor 7:6 and 2
Cor 8:8 to issue an £mitoyn." Dunn.
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dvnkel impers vb. it is proper or right; to
avnkov the appropriate thing

Verse 11

Being a Christian introduces a new set of
obligations and responsibilities — no longer
simply those demanded by the mores of
society.

OV ToTE 0oL dyponotov vuvi 8¢ [kai] ool
kal ¢uoi etyyonotov,

Verse 9

L TV AyAmmyV udAhoV TaPOKOAD,
toroftog v wg Madlog mpeofvng, vuvi
8¢ kai déouog Xprotod 'Inood -

mtote enclitic particle once, fomerly, at one
time, ever, at any time

dyonotog, ov of little value

VUVL see v.9

¢uol Pronoun, dats £yw

eOyonotog, ov useful, beneficial

uoiiov adv more; rather, instead
napakohew exhort, encourage, urge

The name 'Onesimus' literally means 'useful,’
allowing Paul to make this pun.

'yet rather, for love's sake, I appeal to you'
Hendriksen. "mopokalelv epitomises the
quality of discourse which should characterise
the church in its discussion and debate — that
is, not the demand of rights or threat of
sanctions (it here stands in antithesis to
£71LTO00ELY), but the exhortation, the appeal,
the request within a community whose
members trust and respect each other." Dunn.

Day 599: Philemon 12-16

Verse 12

Ov avémeupd oot, avtdv, tolte EoTLv TO
gudt oAy Vo

avarmeutw  send, send back

TOLOVUTOG, GVTT, OVTOV correlative pronoun
and adjective such, of such kind
npeofutng, ov old man, elderly man

Another epistolatory aorist. Onesimus would
have returned with Tychicus (Col 4:7-9) along
with this letter and the one addressed to the
Colossian church.

Though the Greek clearly reads mpeofutng
'an old man,' many have argued that
tpeofevtng, 'ambassador' should be read
here. The conjecture is unnecessary. The
appeal is for the respect a younger member of
Christ's family should show towards one who
is older.

€Uu0G, M, oV 1st pers possessive adj my,
mine
OTAQY(VOV, OV n see V.7

The awkwardness of the Greek has given rise
to various 'improvements' in the course of
transmission, particularly the addition of
mpoolafov, receive.'

vuvL (originally an emphatic form of vuv)
now
0e0UL0g, OV m prisoner

Verse 13

Paul does not issue commands as an apostle
but makes a simple appeal as an old man and
Now a prisoner.

OV £€yw £fovAouny mPog EUAVTOV KOTEXELY,
{va Bmtep 00D pot dLakov £v Tolg deoUols
tol evoyyehiov,

foviounor want, desire, wish, intend, plan

Verse 10

TOPAKAA® ot Tepl Tod ¢uod tékvov, Ov
gyévvnoa év 1olg deopots OvioLuoy,

"The imperfect tense ('l was wanting') implies
a period during which Paul weighed the
consequences of his action and during which
the value of Onesimus's presence was a
considerable factor in his deliberation." Dunn.

TTAPAKOAEW see V.9
o€ Pronoun, acc s ov
tekvov, ov n child

Cf. 1 Cor 4:14,17; Gal 4:19; also Phil 2:22; 1
Thess 2:11; 1 Tim 1:2,18; 2 Tim 1:2; 2:1; Tit
1:4.

vevvoaw be father of, bear, give birth
oeouog, ov m (& n) bond, chain,
imprisonment, prison

guovtov  Pronoun, acc s éuovtov myself
kotexw hold fast, keep

dlakovew  serve, wait on, care for
deouog, ov m(&n) seev.10
gdayyelov, ov n  good news, gospel

Verse 14

ywpic 8¢ tfig ofic yvoung ovdev 10éknoa
motfioar, Tva un wg kot dvaykny to
AyaBdv cov N AAAA KoTd £KOVOLOV.

¥wpLlg prep with gen without, apart from
00¢, Om, 00V possessive adj. your, yours
yvoun, ng f purpose, intent, decision

| Here, 'consent.’
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0VdELS, 0VdEULL, 0VdEV  Nno one, nothing
Behow  wish, will

The aorist here in contrast with the imperfect
of the previous verse — after a period of
consideration Paul reached a decision.

In both the 'fleshly’ relationship of servant to
master and in the spiritual one of brother in
Christ, Philemon would find Onesimus now a
blessing to him.

molfjoor  Verb, aor act infin woLew
avaykn, ng £ necessity, compulsion
dyabog, m, ov good, useful, fitting

I Verb, pres subj, 3s i

£kovoLog, o, ov  willing

Verse 15

Day 600: Philemon 17-25

Verse 17

Ei o0v ue &xelg kowvovdv, Tpooiafod
avTOV MG £UE.

Tdiya Yo S todto éxwpiodn mTeodg Mpav
{va alwviov avtov améyms,

KoLvwvog, ov m partner, sharer

toya adv perhaps, possibly

gywptobn  Verb, aor pass indic, 3 s ywELLw
separate; pass. separate oneself, be
separated, be taken away

mpa, ac f hour, moment, period of time

alwviog, ov eternal, everlasting

"The ambiguity of the aiwviov is part of
Paul's 'softly, softly' strategy. It is not clear
whether he refers already to the new relation
between Philemon and Onesimus, consequent
upon the latter's conversion, as one that will
last beyond death (‘forever'...), or rather to the
restored and henceforth assuredly permanent
relation of master to now dutiful slave
(‘permanently')." Dunn. There may be an
allusion to Ex 21:6 and Deut 15:17 which refer
to 'a slave for life.'

Here perhaps more than a reference to being
fellow Christians, perhaps also to them as
fellow workers. So Dunn who says "The
appeal, in other words, is to Philemon as a
fellow evangelist or worker on behalf of the
churches who looked to Paul for leadership. It
is this further dimension of shared experience
and shared ministry, with its evocation of
mutual trust and collegiality between Paul and
Philemon, and its implication that Philemon
like Paul put the work of the gospel and care
of the churches among his highest priorities,
that gave Paul the stronger confidence that
Philemon would know how to put the righting
of Onesimus's wrong in its proper
perspective."

améyng Verb, pres act subj, 2's dmeyw
receive, have back

mpoohafol  Verb, aor midd dep imperat, 2 s
mpoohaupavouol  welcome, accept,
receive

Verse 18

Paul sees the hand of God at work in the illicit
flight of Onesimus.

Verse 16

el 8¢ 1L N6lknoév oe 1) delder, Todto éuol
EMAOYar

OVKETL g doDAoV AL Vrtep doDrov,
AdeApOV ayammtov, udiiota éuot, TOoW
6t udAlov ool kai év oopkl Kol €v Kvplw.

"The 'if has ... the force of 'whatever,' the
rhetorical effect being to underline the
comprehensiveness of Paul's guarantee:
'whatever wrong he has done or debt he has
incurred ..."" Dunn

ovket, adv no longer, no more

There seems to be an element of ambiguity
here. Is Paul hinting that Philemon should free
Onesimus or is the meaning 'no longer merely
aslave ...' The latter seems more likely in
view of the possible allusion to Ex/Deut in
v.15 and the final clause of this verse.

0ovAog, ov m slave, servant

dyamnrog, 1, ov beloved

uaiiota especially

000G, 1, ov  how much(?)

uoiiov adv more; rather, more than that

o00pg, capkog £ flesh, physical body,
human nature

adikew wrong, harm; be an offender

o¢ Pronoun, accs ov

1N or

opeLh  owe

éuol  seev.11

¢éhoyyew and éloyyow charge to one's
account
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"Whatever justifiable claim Philemon had on
Onesimus in financial terms, Paul would meet
itin full. This is an astonishing guarantee for
someone with as little independent means as
Paul, not to mention that he was in prison at
the time. It can only mean that he would be
able to call on wealthy backers who
presumably knew both Paul and Onesimus,
should the IOU be called in. Alternatively,
Paul could be so bold because, despite
whatever misgivings he still had, he could not
believe that Philemon would call in the debt.
The issue is sharpened still further by the way
Paul proceeds." Dunn

Verse 19

gyw IMadhog Eypapa T Eufi xewol, ¢yw

Amotiom: Tva un Aéyw oot &L Kal oeovTOv

UOL TTPOCOWELAELS.

Yoo write

guog, M, ov see v.12

xevp, xewpog f hand, power

arotiom  Verb, fut act indic, 1 s dmoTivmw
pay (someone) back

|Pau1's signed guarantee. |

|1V(1 un Aeyw oot OTL 'not to mention that ...' |

oeavtov, ng reflexive pronoun yourself
mpooopeLMw owe, owe besides

Dunn speaks of Pauls words here as a
'thetorical trick,' adding that it "nonetheless
evidences a certain hesitation on Paul's part to
lean on Philemon too heavily. Its effect is to
leave the main weight on the preceding legal
guarantee, so that Philemon's hoped-for
positive response would appear more as an act
of graciousness on his part that as an unwilling
repayment of a debt owed to Paul."

Verse 20
vai, adehpé, éyw cov dvaiunv év kuplw:
Avamavodv pov T omhdyyva év Xolotd.
val  yes, yes indeed, certainly
ovatunv Verb, 2 aor midd dep opt, 1 s
ovivoual  benefit, profit, have joy
Dunn says this is a 'neat pun' on the name
Onesimus. He points out that this is the only
occurrence of the first person optative in the
New Testament as well as the only instance of
this verb. The sense is 'Yes, brother, I am
asking a favour of you.'

dvdamavoov  Verb, aor act imperat, 2 s
avamovw give relief, refresh
omhayyvov, ov n affections, heart

Verse 21

[emoBwe T vitakofi cov Eypod oot,
eldwg OTL kal VIEp & AMyw movjosLs.

metolBws  Verb, perf act ptc, m nom s
melbw persuade; perf trust, rely on,
have confidence, be confident

Indicates a "settled trust resulting from
previous experience of Philemon as one in
whom confidence could be placed." Dunn

vmakon, ng f obedience

| The meaning is 'heedful hearing.'

yoogpw see v.19

| Again, an epistolatory aorist.

eldwg  Verb, perf act ptc, mnom's 0ida
(verb perf in form but with present
meaning) know

Vrep & Méyw moujoelg suggests Philemon
will do more than Paul had asked, "the most
obvious alternatives being Philemon freeing
Onesimus and/or sending Onesimus back to
Paul to continue to serve Paul on Philemon's
behalf (vv. 12-14). But it is left entirely to
Philemon to decide what is appropriate.”
Dunn

Verse 22

Gua 8¢ kai £toipalé ol Eeviav, EATiCw
yOp 8T dLd TOV TEOOEVYDV VUDV
yooLo0fjoopat HUTV.

Guo  at the same time, together
¢tolwolw prepare, make ready
Eevia, ag f place of lodging

Dunn picks up on the lack of a definite article,
suggesting that Philemon has more than one
guest room: he is a man of means.

"There is a gentle compulsion in this mention
of a personal visit to Colossae. The apostle
would thus be able to see for himself that
Philemon had not disappointed his
expectations." Lightfoot

éutilw hope, hope for, expect

wpooevyn, ng f prayer

xapLonoouatr  Verb, fut pass indic, 1's
yoplCouor grant, give, bestow

The use of yapLloual implies that Paul's
release would be a gracious act of God. "In
other words, Paul's expectations were not high,
and in the normal course of events he would
have recognised the unlikelihood of his being
able to come to Philemon; it would take an act
of generosity of God's part, in which their
(again plural) prayers would be important."”
Dunn
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Verse 23

Aomdletai o "Emoagpdg 6 ouvolyudiwtdg
wov £€v XpLot® ‘Inood,

domalouol greet
o¢ Pronoun, accs ov
ouvalyuoiwtog, ov m fellow-prisoner

See on Col. 4:10-12 for comment on the
persons named here and in the following verse,
also for the meaning of the term 'fellow-
prisoner'. "There is, however, a curious
interchange between Epaphras and Aristarchus
at this point. In Col 4:10-13 it is Aristarchus
who is given first mention, and he who is
designated 'fellow prisoner,' with Epaphras
following, commended for his 'great labour'
(though not designated 'fellow worker'). Here,
however, it is Epaphras who is named first and
described as 'fellow prisoner,' and Aristarchus
is mentioned merely as one, and not even the
first, of the following group of 'fellow workers'
(v.24)." Dunn

Verse 24

Mdpkog, Apiotapyog, Anudcg, Aovkdc, ob
OVVEQYOL LOV.

ovvepyog, ov m fellow-worker

Cf. Col 4:10-14. The two letters were
evidently written at much the same time.

Verse 25

H ydprg 100 kvpiov 'Incod XpLtotod petd
to0 mvevpatog Vudv.

Many MSS include fjuwv after kvpLov.
Metzger comments, "If the pronoun were
present originally, it is difficult to account for
its omission, whereas copyists were prone to
introduce such natural expansions."

uetd Tod mvevuatog vudv cf. Gal 6:18 and
Phil 4:23.
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