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Missiological Observations in the NT (12) — Philemo

By Steef van 't Slot, Ph.D.

Paul wrote the letter to Philemon during hisRioman
imprisonment, from where he also authored
Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians. Timothy was
with him during that time except when Paul
committed the Ephesians to paper. Paul expected to
be released.

Philemon lived in Colossaewhere he probably led a
house churcA.Epaphras had ministered thetkiring
Paul’s time in Ephesuslt seems that Philemon came
to know the Lord through Paul’s ministfypossibly in the hall of TyranndsThis may
explain Paul's intercession for hiVhether Apphia was Philemon’s wife and/or Archigpu
his son cannot be said with certainty.

The epistles to the Colossians and the one to rRbileare related: both were written from
Rome, addressed to the same church, delivered bshids® mentioning similar
circumstances about Paul’s time injadnd have almost identical personal greetifigs.

This letter deals mainly with Philemon’s slave Gmess* who had ran away to Rome and
visited Paul, under whose ministry he came to kr@wist!* Paul does not only seek to
restore the relationship between master and séfvant also to recruit Onesimus into
missionary service by motivating Philemon to becdnsesendet®

This writing is the shortest of theorpus Paulinum and the most personal one, although it is
also addressed to the churéhwe find no doctrinal issues or heresies addresbed:was
done in the letter to the Colossians.
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Paul encourages Philemon to share his fithrough local evangelism — not only to win
people for Christ but also because it stimulatesvg in spiritual understandirg.

With this request, Paul chose not to use apostniibority — although he had the right to do
s0?® He opted for a loving, diplomatic approath,naughtily throwing agé and
imprisonment into the game. Kind requests are macdeefuse than apostolic orders.

It was obvious and logical that Onesimus could stay with Paul because Philemon owned
him and therefore Paul had to send him BdcKet Paul would love to recruit this new

brother as co-worker and makes this clear by reaogeBhilemon, the church leader, to now
become a missionasender.?* Such a thing cannot be forc&tthere must be willingness in a

sending church to let its missionaries go.

Paul talks about a partnership between sender emtdose, between church and missionary,
one that should have practical and logistical iogtlons2® where the sender facilitates the

sent one, or where the settled one helps the @aVeltinerant missionaries cannot function

well without facilitation.

Future missionaries should be treated as veterarseatef and there should be no favoring
of persons. The once-a-slave newcomer should besttevith equal respect as the ones that
have been around for a long time.
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