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What is the purpose of a “Mission Statement”?  I suggest it is our compass from which we are to set our 

bearings in life, all of life.  Probably of greater value is that our Mission Statement is to continuously grip 

us, capture us, take hold of us, shape us, motivate us.  How is our Mission Statement gripping your life? 

NT Wright has a wonderful take on Paul’s short, personal letter to the doctor, Philemon.  He states that 

this letter reveals a dynamic, personal example of Paul’s belief in Christ’s death, burial and resurrection 

reconciling man to man and man to God.  “The little Letter to Philemon, though it does not mention the 

death of Jesus specifically, exemplifies its meaning, which for Paul focused on the ministry of 

reconciliation.  Paul extends one arm to Philemon and the other to Onesimus and brings them together 

within his own love for them both, insisting to Philemon that if Onesimus has wronged him in any way 

he, Paul, will make it good.  That looks to me like a practical application of the cross.  Philemon functions 

as a small signpost to Paul’s largest and most important letter, one that has always featured 

prominently in any discussion of the meaning of Jesus’s death: the Letter to the Romans.” N.T. Wright, 

The Day the Revolution Began, (Harper One, 2016). 

 

Philemon:  Background 

G. B. Caird, Paul’s Letters from Prison, (Oxford University Press, 1976). 

Authorship:  Paul’s letter to Philemon bears its own unique stamp of authenticity which few critics have 

ever wanted to question.  Like Colossians, with which it is so intimately related, it was first attested by 

Marcion [second century heretic who claimed everything with a Jewish tint was false and rejected from 

his canon of Scripture.  Marcion actually prompted the leaders of the church to begin the process of 

canonization.  His following was widespread throughout the Mediterranean basin.], who included it in 

his Pauline corpus, then by the Muratorian Canon [late second century list of authoritative letters].  It 

was attributed to Paul by Origen [184-253 A.D.], Tertullian [155-240 A.D.], and Eusebius [263-339].  

Jerome [347-420] had to defend it against the attacks of those who in his day considered its theme to be 

beneath the dignity of an apostle.  Today that argument could be used in reverse, since to our way of 

thinking the letter would surely not have been preserved at all without a strong tradition that it came 

from the hand of Paul.  213 

Occasion:  The letter is addressed to Philemon, Aphia, Archippus, and the church in your (singular) house.  

It is a natural inference from this that the person addressed throughout in the second person singular is 

the first mentioned, that he is the owner of the slave Onesimus (vr 10), and that Apphia and Archippus 

are members of his household, his wife and son.  Since Onesimus belongs to Colossae (Col 4:9), it 

follows that his master is a resident of that town, apparently well-to-do, since he has a house large 

enough to be used as a meeting place and is well known for his benefactions (vr 7).  Philemon had been 
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converted by Paul (vr 9), and both he and his son had become Paul’s colleagues in missionary work (vr 1), 

presumably during the three-year period which Paul spent in Ephesus (Acts 20:31).  Archippus now held 

some sort of office in the church (Col 4:17), possibly as a replacement for Epaphras during his absence in 

Rome.  213-214 

We are not told how the slave Onesimus came to be in Rome, but it is safe to assume from Paul’s appeal 

for him (vr 10) and the references to his past uselessness and wrongdoing (vr 11, 18) that he was a 

runaway.  The literature and law codes of the ancient world provide ample evidence that wherever 

there was slavery there were runaway slaves (e.g. 1 Sam 25:10).  The penalties were severe, ranging 

from death (mandatory in the Code of Hammurabi) to flogging and chains.  In Greece and Rome, the 

commonest punishment was branding.  The chances of successful escape were flight, though somewhat 

improved by the right of asylum in a religious sanctuary.  There were even some men who earned their 

living as slave-catchers.  214 

Onesimus had apparently robbed his master into the bargain (vr 18).  Lightfoot deduces that the theft 

came first, and that Onesimus had run away to escape the consequences.  But he may simply have 

‘packed up a thing or two’ belonging to Philemon to provide for his journey.  He had certainly not been a 

model servant, but we have no reason to think that he had been a dishonest one before his flight.   214 

Rome might seem a long way from Colossae, yet its cosmopolitan populace offered better cover for the 

fugitive than anywhere else in the world.  Half the population of the capital were slaves, the captives of 

many campaigns or the victims of kidnapping, piracy, slave of minors, and other forms of slave trade.  

We need not attempt to conjecture by what chance Onesimus in Rome fell in with Paul.  All we know is 

that he was converted by him and became his very dear friend.  For a time Paul was tempted to keep 

Onesimus with him to ease the burden of his imprisonment, and to write and tell Philemon that he had 

done this.  But in the end a number of reasons made him decide otherwise…  Legally a slave was his 

master’s property, and only Philemon had the right to determine what should be done with him.  214-
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Paul’s letter to Philemon was written to accompany the returning slave and entrusted no doubt to 

Tychicus, the bearer of the other letter to Colossae (Col 4:7).  It is an appeal for Onesimus, but we must 

not exaggerate its tone.  There is not a hint that Paul is apprehensive of any of the more brutal forms of 

retribution.  Philemon is a man of Christian character who can be trusted to behave with moderation 

and clemency.  What he needs to be told is that Onesimus is now a Christian also, to be received home 

as a full member of the brotherhood, a reformed prodigal well able now to live up to his name, which 

means Profitable.  215 

Three observations:  (1) In his letter to the Colossians (3:11), as previously in Gal 3:28, Paul had made an 

unequivocal declaration of principle: none of the causes of division or discrimination which were 

characteristic of the old world order are to have any place in the new humanity of Christ…  (2) It was one 

thing for Christians to behave in the home and in church as though the institution of slavery did not exist.  

It would have been quite another matter if, by a constant demand for legal emancipation, they had 

allowed Christianity to be identified in the public mind with the freeing of slaves.  Ancient society was 

economically as dependent on slavery as modern society is on machinery, and anyone proposing its 

abolition could only be regarded as a seditious fanatic.  The Christian liberty of which Paul was the 

outspoken champion certainly had its social consequences, but it existed only ‘in Christ.’  Where the 

Spirit of the Lord was, there and only there was liberty; and such liberty was not to be attained by any 
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superficial changes in the structure of Graeco-Roman social and economic life.  (3) Emancipation could 

be an act of cruelty.  Elderly slaves, for example, were sometimes given their freedom because they no 

longer earned their keep.  In a world where slavery provided a large proportion of the labor force, even 

an able-bodied freeman might find it hard to make a living.  216 

 

Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul, (Yale 

University Press, 1983). 

The Formation of the Ekklesia (Church).  One cannot read far in the letters of Paul and his disciples 

without discovering that it was concern about the internal life of the Christian groups in each city that 

prompted most of the correspondence.  The letters also reveal that those groups enjoyed an unusual 

degree of intimacy, high levels of interaction among members, and a very strong sense of internal 

cohesion and of distinction both from outsiders and from “the world.”   74 

The meeting places of the Pauline groups, and probably of most other early Christian groups, were 

private houses…  As we saw earlier, the household was much broader than the family in modern 

Western societies, including not only immediate relatives but also slaves, freedmen, hired workers, and 

sometimes tenants and partners in trade or craft.  75-76 

The adaptation of the Christian groups to the household had certain implications both for the internal 

structure of the groups and for their relationship to the larger society…  The house as meeting place 

afforded some privacy, a degree of intimacy, and stability of place…  The centrality of the household has 

a further implication for the way we conceive of the Pauline mission: it shows our modern, 

individualistic conceptions of evangelism and conversion to be quite inappropriate.  76-77 

The Fellowship and Its Boundaries.  In order to persist, a social organization must have boundaries, 

must maintain structural stability as well as flexibility, and must create a unique culture…  How the 

Pauline Christians developed “a unique culture” is an extremely complicated matter.  84-85 

The letters of the Pauline circle are rich in words and phrases that speak of the Christians as a very 

special group and of the relations between them in terms charged with emotion.  Very often the 

addressees of the letters are called “saints” or “holy ones…”  The term elect and its cognates are 

important, too… as is the related set, calling…  The notions the members are peculiarly “loved” by God… 

and that they are “known” by him are also striking.  All these terms are drawn from biblical language 

referring to Israel; Paul himself still uses several of them of the Jewish people in Romans 9-11.  

Repetitive use of such special terms for the group and its members plays a role in the process of 

resocialization by which an individual’s identity is revised and knit together with the identity of the 

group.  85-86 

Especially striking is the language that speaks of the members of the Pauline groups as if they were a 

family.  They are children of God and also of the apostle.  They are brothers and sisters; they refer to 

one another as “beloved.” The Pauline letters are unusually rich in emotional language—joy and 

rejoicing, anxiety, longing…  Both the number and intensity of the affective phrases in the Pauline letters 

are extremely unusual.  86 


