Week Seventy-Five – “Onesimus, slave of Philemon & Jesus Christ” (Philemon v.1-25)
Welcome/Prayer

Review of Week 74:  “Jude, the brother of James & a slave of Christ” (Jude v.1-25)
The writer of the epistle of Jude, who is described as the brother of James (Jude 1:1; James 1:1), was not the apostle Judas Thaddaeus (Matthew 10:3; Mark 3:18), because he was the son of a man named James (Luke 6:16; Acts 1:13)(NASB/ESV), while Jude was the brother of James who were both younger, half-brothers of Jesus (Mark 6:3).  Jude does not identify himself as an apostle in his epistle like Paul & Peter do (Romans 1:1; 2 Peter 1:1), since Jude quotes from the apostles (Jude v.17-18, cf. 2 Peter 2:2-3).  Jude also describes himself as a ‘slave of Christ’ (Jude v.1), which occurred sometime before Pentecost, but after the Resurrection, when he became a believer (Acts 1:14), since he was not a believer during Jesus’ ministry (Mark 3:31-35; John 7:3-5).  Jude’s concern for the Church was to warn them of apostates who had already infiltrated the church with their false teachings (Jude v.4,14-16), comparing them to demons & the most evil men in Old Testament history (Jude v.6-13).

“Onesimus, a slave of Philemon & Jesus Christ” (Philemon v.1-25)
‘Onesimus’ (Greek [proper masculine noun]: ‘Onēsimos’ – ‘profitable or useful; a Christian slave of Philemon’)(Colossians 4:9; Philemon v.10).  (From Greek [verb]: ‘oninēmi’ – ‘to be useful, to profit, to benefit, to have joy’ [Philemon v.20].)

‘Philemon’ (Greek [proper masculine noun]: ‘Philēmōn’ – ‘affectionate; one who kisses; a resident of Colossae converted to Christianity by Paul’)(Philemon v.1).  (From Greek [verb]: ‘phileō’ – ‘to love, to kiss; to treat affectionately or kindly; to welcome, befriend, approve of’ (Matthew 26:48; John 5:20; 16:27; 20:2; 21:15-17).) (From Greek [adjective]: ‘philos’ – ‘friend, wish him well, a companion; e.g.: describes the ‘friend’ of a bridegroom’)(John 3:29).  Ex:  ‘Philadelphia’ – ‘brotherly love’ (Revelation 3:7).  The name ‘Philemon’ describes the loving, intimate relationship that a ‘master’ is to have with his ‘slave’ (Colossians 4:1, cf. Ephesians 6:9), as well as slaves being obedient to their master in ‘all things’ (Colossians 2:22-25, cf. Ephesians 6:5-8; 1 Timothy 6:1-2; 1 Peter 2:18).

‘slave’ (Greek: ‘doulos’ – ‘one who gives himself up to another’s will; devoted to another to the disregard of one’s interest; those whose service is used by Christ in extending & advancing his cause among men’)(Colossians 3:22; Philemon v.16).

‘master’ (Greek: ‘kyrios’ – ‘Lord; he to whom a person or thing belongs, about what he has power of deciding; the possessor & disposer of a thing; the owner; one who has control of a person; title given to God, the Messiah’)(Matthew 6:24; 7:21-22; Colossians 3:22; 4:1; Philemon v.3,5,16,20,25).  

Paul was a prisoner in Rome (Acts 28:30-31) when he wrote this epistle, along with his other ‘prison epistles’ (Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians), describing himself as a ‘prisoner of Christ’ (Greek: ‘desmios’ – ‘bound, in bonds, a captive’)(Philemon v.1).  Paul addressed it not only to Philemon, but also to ‘Apphia’ (Greek [proper feminine noun]: ‘Apphia’ – ‘fruitful’) & to ‘Archippus’ (Greek [proper masculine noun]: ‘Archippos’ –‘master of the horse’), as well as the rest of the church at Colossae, which was held in their home (Philemon v.1-2).

Paul mentions ‘Timothy’ (Greek: ‘Timotheos’ – ‘honoring God’), who Paul refers to as their ‘brother’ (Philemon v.1; Colossians 1:1, cf. Philippians 1:1).  Timothy was a resident of Lystra, who was the son of a believing Jewish woman (Acts 16:1) named Eunice, who along with his grandmother Lois (2 Timothy 1:5), is who he learned his ‘genuine faith’ from his childhood regarding the Old Testament Hebrew Scriptures (2 Timothy 3:14-15).  Paul refers to Timothy as his ‘beloved & faithful child’ (1 Corinthians 4:17), since his father was an (unbelieving) Greek.

Paul thanks God for Philemon’s ‘love & faith’ towards Jesus & ‘all the saints’ (Philemon v.5) (which includes Onesimus), which Paul acknowledged ‘the hearts of the saints have been refreshed’ through Philemon (v.7), since ‘there is neither slave nor free man…for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3:28).

“As they met together in Philemon’s home, the Christians were all one in Christ Jesus.  Rich & poor, male & female, master & slave – all were there as full-fledged members of the family of God.  As soon as they returned to the work-a-day world, their social distinctions would reappear.  But at the Lord’s Supper, for instance, they were all on the common level of holy priests.  Philemon would have no precedence over Onesimus.” – Believers Bible Commentary, p. 2149
Rather than ‘order’ (‘command’) Philemon what was is ‘proper’ (ie: to forgive Onesimus)(Philemon v.8), Paul ‘appeals’ (Greek: ‘parakaleō’ – ‘encourage, beseech, beg’)(from ‘para’ & ‘kaleō’ – ‘call to one’s side’)(v.10), for his ‘child’ (metaphor: ‘pupil, disciple’) Onesimus (‘useful’), who he had ‘begotten’ (‘converted; led him to Christ’) in prison.  Paul states Onesimus (‘useful’), who was formerly ‘useless,’ is now ‘useful’ (v.11), just as we all were once ‘useless’ to God (Romans 3:12).

Paul announces that by sending Onesimus back to Philemon, he’s sending his ‘very heart’ (‘tender mercies & affections’)(v.12), who could have ministered for him while in prison (v.13), but only of Philemon’s ‘own free will’ (‘consent’) to release him (v.14).  Paul surmises God may have allowed Onesimus to run away (v.15) in order for Onesimus to be ‘more than a slave’ – ‘a beloved brother’ (v.16, cf. John 15:14-15), both ‘in the flesh’ (ie: in this physical life) & ‘in the Lord’ (ie: spiritual oneness & fellowship), while still remaining Philemon’s slave.  Paul urges Philemon to ‘accept’ Onesimus ‘as you would me’ (Philemon v.17), reminiscent of our Lord’s words (Matthew 10:40).  

Since theft from masters was common for run-away slaves, Paul pleads with Philemon that ‘if’ Onesimus stole from him, whatever he owes ‘charge that to my account’ (Philemon v.18).  This ‘substitutionary payment’ by Paul to Philemon on Onesimus’ behalf parallels Christ’s substitutionary sacrifice & death on the cross on our behalf (ie: the atonement):

“Here we see how St. Paul lays himself out for poor Onesimus, & with all his means pleads his cause with his master, & so sets himself as if he were Onesimus, & had himself done wrong to Philemon.  Even as Christ did for us with God the Father, thus also St. Paul does for Onesimus with Philemon. …We are all His Onesimi, to my thinking.” – Martin Luther, Believer’s Bible Commentary, p. 2147
Paul ensures that Philemon knows for certain that the epistle is from Paul by writing it in his own handwriting (Philemon v.19) – just as Paul did in his other epistles (cf. 1 Corinthians 16:21; Galatians 6:11; Colossians 4:18; 2 Thessalonians 3:17).  Paul reminds Philemon that he ‘owed’ his spiritual life to him, because Paul led Philemon to the Lord, yet did not press him for ‘payment’ of debt, much like Jesus commanded those who He ‘paid’ the unpayable debt to do likewise with fellow believers who owed them a much smaller payable debt (Matthew 18:21-35).

Paul uses another play-on-words – ‘let me benefit’ (Greek: ‘oninēmi’) from you (Philemon v.20) – by Philemon forgiving Onesimus & bringing ‘joy’ to the apostle’s heart, which Paul had total confidence he would & ‘do even more than what I say’ (ie: possibly free Onesimus??)(v.21), & hopefully visit Philemon in Colossae (v.22).

Paul concludes his epistle to Philemon with greetings from fellow believers (v.23-24), some of whom he also mentions in his epistle to the church at Colossae, such as ‘his fellow prisoner’ Epaphras (Colossians 1:7; 4:12), Aristarchus & Mark the cousin of Barnabas (4:10), Demas (v.14) – who later deserted Paul (2 Timothy 4:10) – & Luke the ‘beloved physician’ (Colossians 4:14).  To ensure Onesimus’ travel safety, Paul sent his faithful companion & fellow believer Tychicus along with Onesimus to Colossae (v.7-9) to deliver both epistles (v.17), written in Paul’s own hand (v.18).

What happened to Onesimus?  What was his legacy?
Church history records his martyrdom under the Roman Emperor Domitian in 95 A.D.  However, other Christian historians identify Onesimus as the pastor of Ephesus ~110 A.D. [“Eusebius: The Church History” by Paul L. Maier, p.108-109], as well as being instrumental in collecting & preserving Paul’s epistles [“Twelve Unlikely Heroes” by John MacArthur, p.208-209.]  If so, ‘Pastor’ Onesimus would have been well acquainted with John’s book of Revelation, where the apostle John writes to the ‘angel’ (‘messenger,’ pastor-elder-bishop) to repent for ‘leaving their first love’ (Revelation 2:1-7) written around 95-96 A.D. – around the time Timothy was the first pastor of Ephesus (1 Timothy 1:3), & who was martyred ~97 A.D. & then succeeded by Onesimus.  The epistle to Ephesus was also one of Paul’s ‘prison epistles,’ which Onesimus – having been with Paul in Rome when he wrote it – would have been aware of it.  

Onesimus was a reconciled & ‘useful’ slave, who Paul ‘interceded’ for him with his master Philemon, just as Christ ‘interceded’ for the Christian slave with his Master God, who forgives & frees him from the sin of slavery.

“We are all His [the Lord’s] Onesimi, to my thinking.” – Martin Luther
Next Bible study topic:  “Barnabas & Silas” (Part 1)

Next Bible study:  Sometime in March

