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Literary Analysis of Paul's Letter to Philemon
An Analysis of Paul’'s Use of Poetic Devices
to Appeal to Philemon’s Conscience

By Scott Redd

The letter to Philemon tackles the personal issue of theetween the slave
Onesimus and his master Philemon, with the hope thet l&ill receive back his
runaway slave not only as a member of his household but as di&htbsother. Despite
its personal subject matter, the letter exhibits tharatteristics of a typical public letter:
the introductory and concluding greetings contain iplétaddressees, and the
introductory greeting makes a point to establish therdstapostolic nature. These
elements would appear awkward if the letter were miarPhilemon’s eyes only,
suggesting that Paul intended it for a public audienbés impression is strengthened by
Paul's handling of the subject of slavery in the earlyi§tian church, which seems
tailored to address broad questions about how social andspioifal relationships were
to be undergirded, and perhaps undermined, by the caoityvof mutual love that was
found in the church.

This letter is an appeal not only for reconciliation betwskane and master, but
for a new relationship between brothers in fellowship efglospel. Paul recognizes that
for such a new relationship to be possible, there must Ipe than a change in the
current state of affairs; there must be a change of héartan apostle, Paul could “order”
Philemon to do this or that, but he opts for a more diplacadly nuanced “appeal” to
Philemon’s own capacity for love and to the caring wdwt tPhilemon has done in the
past for the saints, including for Paul.

Some scholars have noted the high level of indeterminacyanhar Paul's
argumentation, since Paul never comes out and etpbtates how Philemon should
proceed. Though Paul hints at what a favorable respérom Philemon would look like,
he tends to speak in terms of Christian perspectivenga$f hink of it like this” or “See
him like that,” and “Do that thing that you know will refsh (or encourage) me,” thus
leaving the practical application up to Philemon’s adisternment. Christians today,
from parents to spouses, business managers to chudgrdeavould do well to imitate
the firm yet respectful and caring tone of Paul'sdett

We should also note at the outset the circumstancesubRaiting. By his own
words we learn that he is in prison as a result of se@cChrist (9) and that Onesimus
ministered to him there before being sent back to Plitem Colossae (10). On the face
of it, we read about a criminal beseeching a wealthy nmalpedalf of a slave. Yet Paul's
argumentation in the letter reveals a much different higmnar Paul, the spiritual father
of both Philemon (19) and Onesimus (10), appealsé@te to receive the other, not as a
slave but as a brother (16).
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I. Greetings and Salutations

1 Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brofteePhilemon our beloved
brotherand fellow worker?!

With “prisoner of Christ,” Paul makes immediate refece to the circumstances
of his writing. In the greeting, he does not usedbstomary “apostle” or “servant of
Christ” as was used in other letters. In doindgnednighlights for his readers the
humbled state to which the gospel ministry has bnbbgn, perhaps bringing to mind
that faith in Christ makes claims on the lives offdaehful. Philemon would do well to
remember the claims of faith on his life when decidiog to respond to this lettér.

Lohse’s opinion that this introduction carries wittthe nuance of apostolic
authority supports the view that this is a pulditdr even though it regards a personal
matter. Mention of Timothy, an associate at Paitle, supports this assertidorOne
should also note that the multiple addressee&ifuvther support Lohse’s opinion.

L All Scripture quotes are from the New American Stangte (updated edition, 1995) except where
otherwise indicated.

2 For a discussion of proposed locations of Paul’s impnismt, see Peter T. O'BrieBolossians,
Philemon.World Biblical Commentary. (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982) 2&%] xlix-liv.

% Eduard LohseColossians and Philemoifithe New Century Bible Commentary (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1986) 189.



Philemon is “our belovetrotherand fellow worker.” “Beloved” introduces the
leitwort* of “love/beloved” (vv. 5,7,9,16) as a reminder tRailemon belongs to a
“community of mutual love” and has already shown the character of love.
Acknowledgment of this community and character sthanfluence the decision that
Paul is asking him to make regarding Onesimus.ideseghis, Philemon is an active
“fellow worker” in the gospel.

2 and to Apphia our sister, and to Archippus our fel&oldier, and to the church in your
house

Mention of others in Philemon’s community also sigs this as a public letter
(See notes on v. 1). Some scholars have positedpipdia must have been a close
relation to Philemon since she is mentioned directlyrafe is° but this position cannot
be adopted dogmatically. John Knox has arguedAtddtippus is the actual master to
whom Onesimus is to be reconciled (see Col. 4:16d) that Philemon was most
likely a community leader through whom the letter wa,daut this position is not
evidenced in the letter to Philemon itself. Rattiee,additional names and house church
that Paul mentions in his greeting are witnessaiol'® appeal for Onesimus. In this
context, Philemon is accountable to the communityoiw he responds to Paul's appeal.

3 Grace to you and peace from God our Father andateeJesus Christ.

“Grace to you and peace.” This is a signature sadutdtir Paul, meaning “may
grace and peace be yours” or “may you be blessddgrace and peace.” The “you” is
plural.

II. Thanksgiving

4 1 thank my God always, making mention of you in pngyers,

5 because | hear of your love and of the faith wiych have toward the Lord Jesus and
toward all the saints;

6 and | praythat the fellowship of your faith may become effeetifirough the
knowledge of every good thing which is in [us] forr(Stis sake.

Paul gives thanks for Philemon’s faith. In v. 6, legwith Metzger (contra the
NASB) that the first-person plural “in uséif heminis preferable to the second person
plural “in you” (en humin, though the latter is better attested. The vafiantou” can
be explained as a harmonization of second-persormpnsfound in this sentence.
Further, the first-person reading draws attentiothéosharing/fellowship that Paul and
his addressees have in common. The thanksgivatts Ieecessarily to petition in Paul's

4 Or “lead word,” which is the repeated use of a wordsocdgnates to emphasize a certain thematic point.
®ibid., 189.

® Peter T. O'BrienColossians, PhilemoWorld Biblical Commentary. (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982)
273.



prayers. It is his hope that this sharing of faiil &ffect Philemon as “faith working
through love” (Gal. 5:6).

7 For | have come to have much joy and comfort iarylove, because the hearts of the
saints have been refreshed through you, brother.

In this passage Paul introduces what will be an instreithieme throughout the
rest of the letter. Referring to a particular ins& he explains that the “hearts of the
saints” have been given relief or refreshment becatisew Philemon has demonstrated
his love. The term “hearts” is a synecdoche reprsg whole of a person, and will be
revisited two more times over the course of Paapgeal. For now we should note that
Philemon has shown love in a way that is a blessir@¢htistian community of saints of
which Paul is a member.

Ill. Body — Appeal and Request for Onesimus (8-20)

A. Disclaimer — this is an “appeal,” not an “order”(8-9)

8 Therefore, though | have enough confidence in Ctwoistder youo dowhat is proper,
9 yet for love's sake | rather appéalyou—since | am such a person as Paul, the aged,
and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus—

Here Paul explains the tone of his appeal to Phifentéis gentle approach to the
matter at hand is foreshadowed in his referencemsdif in the greeting (and again in
this verse) as “prisoner” and not “apostle.” He dodsntend to force Philemon to obey
even though this would be his apostolic prerogatimetead, he makes clear from the
outset that his aim is to “appeal,” that is, to “malkstrang request” or “implore,
entreat.?

Furthermore, this appeal is based on mutual love, metolesiastical authority.
Paul's use of théeitwort “love” establishes this basis for his appeal. Phiens
“beloved” of Paul (v. 1), and his own demonstratidriove has been reported to Paul, for
which Paul is thankful to God (v. 5). Not only thisit Ibecause Philemon has
demonstrated love, the saints have been “refreshed).(Mt is on the basis of this
mutual love that Paul entreats Philemon now.

" Lohse, 194.
8 Walter Bauer, ed. Frederick W. Dank&rGreek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Earl
Christian Literature 3™ edition (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2000) 765.



B. Appeal for Onesimus (10-16)

1. From Paul’s Interests (10-13)

10al appeal to you for my child Onesimus,

With the first mention of Onesimus by name, Pau$ ¢ge the main issue of the
letter.

10b whom | have begotten in my imprisonment,
11 who formerly was useless to you, but now is usedti bo you and to me.

With the relative pronoun “whom,” Paul begins a starfigelative clauses that
continues until v. 13. Each clause refers backriestnus, and in doing so builds a
catalogue of Paul's own interests in the mattéraatd. This entire section (vv. 10-13) is
held together by these relative clauses. The lf@tt@nesimus was “begotten” of Paul
indicates that the slave was converted through ®auiliistry, making Paul his spiritual
father. We will see that Philemon bears a sinrggaitionship to Paul (v. 19).

Inv. 11 the pronominal movement (you, you, me) erafes the intertwined
relationships between Philemon and Onesimus as weétaseen Paul and Onesimus.
The parallel structure of the verse (“was formedglass” // “now is useful to me and to
you,” supplemented by the pun on the words “usel@ssireston and “useful”
(euchrestopdraws attention to the assertion that Onesimalsievis not what it used to
be? This is actually a double pun since the Greek s$eon“useless” and “useful” also
suggest that whereas Onesimus was once “withoustCta-christog, he is now a “good
Christian” eu-christo$.'® Paul himself has witnessed the very real change that
Onesimus has undergone.

12a[whom] | have sent back to you in person,
12b that is,sendingmy very heart,

The relative clauses referring back to Onesimusico@twith this escalation from
one who is merely converted to one who is useful ingtmnto one who is now
synonymous with Paul’'s own heart. Paul previourslpked the term “heart” in
reference to Philemon’s demonstration of love anttéfseshing” effect on the saints (v.
7). Here the synecdocti¢hearts” becomes a metaphor to describe the itéima
relationship that Paul has with Onesimus. In sendingbaick to Philemon, Paul is
risking no small part of himself. Perhaps Pa@l$® signaling that he is resolved to their

° O'Brien. 291, 292.

19 Luke T. JohnsoriThe Writings of the New Testament: an Interpretatidtinneapolis, MN: Fortress
Press, 1999) 388.

1 A figure of speech in which a part stands for the whole



separation if his appeal fatéput even in such a case, the separation would dr¢-he
breaking to Paul.

The pronominal movement of v. 12 (you, me) parallelstbgement in v. 11
again stressing the interrelatedness of these theeés fates. Philemon cannot respond
to Onesimus in a vacuum; his response will havgmifgiant effect on Paul, as well as
on those who hear this letter read.

13awhom | wished to keep with me,
13b so that on your behalf he might minister to me in mgrisonment for the
gospel;

Here Paul makes clear that the best-case scenamniohils perspective is for
Onesimus to be reconciled to Philemon and return&dt so that Onesimus can
minister to the apostle. Again Paul keeps thedébis imprisonment front and center in
his appeal. He is not making this request frortaaegpof wealth or leisure, but from a
place of suffering for the gospel.

V. 13 is a janu$ between the string of relative clauses (13a) thaeftome
before it and the string of purpose clauses (13b) thatanitinue until v. 15. If the
previous section makes its appeal from Paul's @stisrin the matter of Onesimus, then
the forth-coming section appeals to Philemon’s interest

2. From Philemon’s Interests (14-16)

14abut without your consent | did not want to do anything,
14b so that your goodness would not be, in effect, by conguulsiit of your own
free will.

Having explained his own interest in Onesimus’ reconmimwith Philemon,
culminating in his desire to have Onesimus return tast@nto him, Paul now makes a
perspectival switch from his own interests to Philemantarests in receiving Onesimus
with grace.

The string of purpose clauses continues in v. 14¢hasizing Paul's decision not
to force Philemon’s hand but instead to let him chobsedsponse that best reflects his
loving character. Paul also amplifies what hejhassaid in v. 13. Paul's inactivity (“I
did not want to do anything”) in v. 14a parallels desire to keep Onesimus with him in
v. 13a; the “goodness” in v. 14b refers to Philemon makiagstate of affairs possible so
that Onesimus would again be able to minister to Pgptlison (13b). Paul is apparently
expressing two reasons for sending Onesimus biickt, he wishes to have Onesimus
returned to him in prison. Second, he wants Philematyfte choose to be reconciled
to Onesimus. However, these two reasons for Paciiens are not so easily

2 Ralph P. MartinColossians and Philemoithe New Century Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1985) 165.
13 A textual element that looks backward and forward as#mee time.



distinguished from one another. Onesimus’ minigdriaul goes hand in hand with
Philemon’s willingness to respond freely with a damnscience.

15aFor perhaps he was for this reason sepafatedyoufor a while,
15b that you would have him back forever,

Here Paul offers a summary reason for reconciliatihis” is a cataphoric
reference to Philemon “hav[ing] [Onesimus] baclefar.” At this point, Paul begins to
show that he is talking about a reconciliation th@aggbeyond the social/professional
relationship of master and slave. His gesture toteeternal (“forever”) expands the
theater of his appeal beyond the slave-masteraafdtip to the spiritual, everlasting
communion of saints.

V. 15 is the last purpose clause of the string blegian in v. 13. Onesimus’
separation from Philemon (v. 15a) parallels Paul's seled Onesimus (v.13b) and
Paul's not doing anything (14b). Paul also usesptssive verb “was...separated” in
order to emphasize God’s sovereign work in coursbasdd events. This culmination of
Paul's poetidour de forceeffectively raises the stakes of his appeal: Plileims the
opportunity here to receive back not just a slavealdariother in Christ.

16 no longer as a slave, but more than a slave, adetlorother, especially to me, but
how much more to you, both in the flesh and in thedLor

Paul applies Onesimus’ conversion to the matter @natation, amplifying
what he meant by “hav[ing] him back forever.” Besawf Onesimus’ conversion, all
three men relate to one another (note the prondmiogression: me-you) as members of
a family of faith. Onesimus’ status is escalatenf“more than a slave” to “a beloved
brother,” (cf. with v. 1 where Philemon is callecefbved”), and his relationship to Paul
and Philemon is also escalated: “to me” (*espegigland “to you” (“much more™!).
As a result he is to be regarded as a changed pé&sitnin the ordinary sense (“in the
flesh”) and in the spiritual sense (“in the Lord”).

In v. 16 Paul completes the section of appeal to Phitésnoterests that began in
v. 14 (v. 13 being the janus verse). The serieshoft, staccato statements in v. 16 caps
the section and gives it the quality of a gradatmmpose clause (v. 13) + purpose clause
(v. 14) + purpose clause (v. 15) + escalation @). 1

C. Three Requests

1. First Request (“Accept him as you would me.”)

17 If then you regard me a partner, accept himaswouldme.

Paul, having appealed to both his interests and Philemon’s, now cutkishort
appeal and states outright what Philemon shouldHibhas already said that he
considers sending Onesimus the same as sending/higeart (v. 12), and here he



applies this to Philemon who is to accept Onesimutteswere Paul himself. Paul
maintains his humble posturing, referring to himself agaather” of Philemon, since
what is to follow is not to be understood as an apgiestommand but an appeal of an
equal.

The three purpose clauses of the previous seat®neplaced by three
imperatival clauses, of which this is the first. Pdatifies his appeal to Philemon, but
even his clarification falls short of telling Pmien exactly what he is supposed to do. In
this way, the indeterminacy of the appeal reminds Rioilethat Paul is calling for a
change of heart that should result in an acquisaicthe right Christian perspective on
the matter. Paul's union with Onesimus alludediéounion with Christ through which
all Christians are reconciled to the Father. If&hibn has enjoyed the blessings of union
with Christ, then it should come naturally to him ibesd the same blessings to his
Christian brother, Onesimus.

Luther’s point is well put:

“He acts exactly as if he were himself Onesimusy Wwad done wrong.
Yet he does this not with force or compulsion, asadiin his rights; but
he empties himself of his rights in order to compel Pholemlso to waive
his rights. What Christ has done for us with God thédrathat St. Paul
does also for Onesimus with Philemon. For Christ esdgtimself of his
rights (Phil. 2:7) and overcame the Father witreland humility, so that
the Father had to put away his wrath and rightd,raneive us into favor
for the sake of Christ:*

2. Second Request (“Charge that to my account.”)

18 But if he has wronged you in any way or owes you langt charge that to my
account;

191, Paul, am writing this with my own hand, | will repa&ynot to mention to you that
you owe to me even your own self as well).

Paul follows with another if-then statement. Inl#&dn to the imperatival clause,
Paul also relates this request to the previous @nparallel structure. The protasis “If
you regard me a partner” (v. 17) parallels “if ha haonged you”(v. 18); and the
apodosis “accept him” (v. 17) parallels “chargwitne”(v. 18). Onesimus’ identification
with Paul is not to be taken lightly, but extends eweretribution for whatever wrongs
Onesimus has committed. There is a play with tbede/“owe” Epheile) and “repay”
(prosopheileiy further stressing that whatever debt Onesimussda®hilemon should
be transferred to Paul who now “owes” the debt irtstea

14 Martin Luther. E. Theodore Bachmann, ed. “Preface to the&tlE of Saint Pail to Philemon, 1546
(1522)" Luther's WorksAmerican Edition vol. 35, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1380)



The mention of Paul as Onesimus’ guarantor hirasttie wrongdoing that
caused the rift in his relationship with Philemon migdwénbeen financial. However,
whether his debt is financial or of another sortrza be argued from the letter alone.

3. Third Request (“Refresh my heart in Christ.”)

20 Yes, brother, let me benefit from you in the Lordreggh my heart in Christ.

Paul's rare use of the term “benefidnaimen- used only here in the New
Testament) reminds us of Onesimus’ name because of the canserand assonance
(similar consonantal and vowel sounds) betweervtibevords. The benefit that Paul
seeks from Philemon has to do with the forgivene€3rm&simus, as well as with
Onesimus’ reconciliation to his master. Besidés ihcan be inferred that Paul is
requesting yet again that Onesimus be allowed to retumimt®

The third and final request completes the motiftedért” that Paul has used to
frame his appeal. Here is Paul's argumentatidmiemon’s love has refreshed the hearts
of the saints, of whom Paul is one (v. 7), OnesiralBaul’'s own heart (v. 12), and so
Philemon’s love should “refresh” Onesimus as well0).

There is a clear parallel between these two pafaol’s request, with “let me
benefit...in the Lord”// “refresh my heart in ChristThe two separate requests are
actually one and the same.

However, even at this rhetorical highpoint, Paalks the practical application of
the letter somewhat vague. The indeterminacy af®appeal again supports his own
assertion that he approaches Philemon not with atdtiee command (v. 8) but with a
request from an equal, “for love’s sake” (v. 9)y iBvoking Philemon’s loving character,
Paul allows Philemon to work out the details of higpmnse on his own. Should
Onesimus be freed from service to Philemon? Shoeilbe sent back to Paul
immediately or at a later date? How should Onesirdabt be charged to Paul's
account, if it should be charged at all? Thesderaare left to Philemon’s conscience
and judgment.

'° Bauer, 711.

161 owe the discovery of the correspondence betweenefiitand the name “Onesimus” to Reggie Kidd's
class discussion of the letter to Philemon in the Aetg-Rourse that he offered at Reformed Theological
Seminary in Orlando, FL. Spring, 2003. Patzia notemdasisignificance of the name: “Onesimus,

whose name means “useful,” can only be of value to hisemifi$te returns, and to Paul if he stays. In spite
of Paul’s tact in approaching Philemon, it is obvious tieatvants Philemon to release Onesimus so that he
can retain him for his own service.” A. Patzia. “Leti@ Philemon.” Hawthorne, Gerald F.; Martin, Ralph
P.; and Reid, Daniel G.; edBictionary of Paul and His Letter§Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
1998) cd-rom version.



IV. Conclusion- Final Remarks and Greetings

A. Final Remarks

21 Having confidence in your obedience, | write to ysace | know that you will do
even more than what | say.

22 At the same time also prepare me a lodging, for | hlogethrough your prayers | will
be given to you.

Having made his case for Onesimus, Paul assuréesr®im that he trusts
Philemon’s discernment on the matter. That Pawd #sit “lodging” be prepared for him
has lead some to suggest that the place of Paylissomment was somewhere close to
Colossae, perhaps in Ephesus, but the evidence ssipipatrthe location was probably

Rome?’

B. Short list of Greetings (23,24)

23 Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, greais yo
24 as doMark, Aristarchus, Demas, Luke, my fellow workers.

These concluding greetings are an abbreviationeobttes found in Colossians,
with the exception that the names Tychichus and Jesiss found in the letter to the
Colossians are not mentioned h&tdf this letter did accompany the longer letter to the
Colossians, little would have been gained by rapgan full the information found
there.

C. Benediction (25)

25 The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with youitspi

The benediction is a longer form than the one theegtes the letter to the
Colossians. Paul’s blessing on “your spirit” isrplun the Greek. It does not refer to
Philemon alone, but goes out to the community for whdmletter is to be read publicly.
It is assumed that the second-person plural hasatine referent as the second-person
plural of v. 3.

17 See footnote 1.
18 Johnson, 383.



