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# 72: THE LETTER TO PHILEMON (L)
http://www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?bk=Philemon&ch=

This short letter addressed to three specific individuals was written by Paul during an imprisonment, perhaps in Rome between A.D. 61 and 63 (see the Introduction to Colossians for other possible sites). It concerns Onesimus, a slave from Colossae (Col 4:9), who had run away from his master, perhaps guilty of theft in the process (Phlm 18). Onesimus was converted to Christ by Paul (Phlm 10). Paul sends him back to his master (Phlm 12), with this letter, asking that he be welcomed willingly by his old master (Phlm 8–10, 14, 17), not just as a slave but as a brother in Christ (Phlm 16). Paul uses very strong arguments (especially Phlm 19), in his touching appeal on behalf of Onesimus. It is unlikely that Paul is subtly hinting that he would like to retain Onesimus as his own slave, lent to Paul by his master. Rather, he suggests he would like to have Onesimus work with him for the gospel (Phlm 13, 20–21). There is, however, little evidence connecting this Onesimus with a Bishop of Ephesus of the same name mentioned by Ignatius of Antioch (ca. A.D. 110).

Paul’s letter deals with an accepted institution of antiquity, human slavery. But Paul breathes into this letter the spirit of Christ and of equality within the Christian community. He does not attack slavery directly, for this is something the Christian communities of the first century were in no position to do, and the expectation that Christ would soon come again militated against social reforms. Yet Paul, by presenting Onesimus as “brother, beloved…to me, but even more so to you” (Phlm 16), voiced an idea revolutionary in that day and destined to break down worldly barriers of division “in the Lord.”

Philemon ((http://www.catholic.com/thisrock/1995/9501ntg.asp) by Antonio Fuentes)


PHILEMON was a wealthy Colossian; a personal friend of Paul, who converted him to the faith. He had a slave called Onesimus, who stole from him and then ran away to escape punishment. Later, he, in turn, met Paul and became a Christian.

After Onesimus had been in Rome a short time, Paul asked him to go back to Colossae, to his master, bringing with him a letter from the Apostle. This short letter is a fine example of the art of letter-writing, full of sensitivity and refined charity. Paul makes no demands in it; he simply makes a humble appeal to Philemon.

The letter, which has been described as the magna carta of Christian freedom, touches on a subject of special importance in ancient times -- that of slavery.

Paul does not directly denounce slavery -- then the basic structure of labor relations, but he does establish the groundwork for its abolition. By stressing the dignity of the human person, he shows that all slaves' real master is Christ, even if they render service to Christ through obedience to their human masters; as he puts it elsewhere, they should act, not as "men-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart" (Eph. 6:6). This is a direct consequence of the freedom which Christ won for us, which makes us His sons and therefore brothers of those who share our faith -- on a level of equality with other Christians, without any distinction of race or color or class or condition. Centuries later, when the civil law had been imbued with this teaching, slavery would become a thing of the past. (L)
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2) http://catholic-resources.org/Bible/NT_Letters.htm  (by Fr. Felix Justus S. J.)
3) http://catholic-resources.org/Bible/ (Electronic New Testament Educational Resources by Fr. Felix Justus S. J.)
