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Philemon, Game Theory  
and the Reconfiguration of Household 

Relationships
Joel White

RéSuMé

La lettre de Paul à Philémon paraît curieusement opaque 
quant aux intentions de l’apôtre. Joel White vise à mon-
trer que, lorsqu’on analyse la stratégie rhétorique de 
Paul selon la théorie du jeu, il devient clair que l’apôtre 
tente d’obtenir l’affranchissement d’Onésime en offrant 
à Philémon la possibilité d’y coopérer, plutôt que de 

lui présenter une demande qui serait perçue négative-
ment selon les anciens codes de l’honneur. En outre, 
Paul emploie un vocabulaire familial pour tenter de 
déconstruire les hiérarchies du devoir dans la société 
ancienne et pour les reconstruire à partir d’une nouvelle 
compréhension de l’église comme une famille, ce qui 
conduit nécessairement à rendre l’institution de l’escla-
vage illégitime au sein de l’église.

ZuSAMMENFASSuNG

Der Brief des Paulus an Philemon bleibt fremd unklar 
über die Absichten von Paulus. Der vorliegende Artikel 
vertritt die Ansicht, dass eine Bewertung der rhetorischen 
Strategie von Paulus im Sinne der Spieltheorie verdeut-
licht, dass jener versucht, die Freiheit für Onesimus 
zu erwirken. Dies tut Paulus, indem er Philemon die 
Gelegenheit bietet mit zu wirken, anstatt ihn mit einer 

Forderung zu konfrontieren, die im Sinne des altertüm-
lichen Ehrenkodex als negativ angesehen würde. Des 
Weiteren verwendet Paulus das Vokabular familiärer 
Beziehungen bei dem Versuch, die Hierarchien von 
Verpflichtungen in der Gesellschaft der Antike abzu-
bauen und sie anhand eines neuen Verständnisses von 
Gemeinde als Familie wieder aufzubauen. Dieser neue 
Ansatz erklärt notwendigerweise die Einrichtung der 
Sklaverei innerhalb der Gemeinde für unrechtmäßig.

SuMMARy

Paul’s letter to Philemon is curiously opaque with regard 
to Paul’s intentions. This article argues that when one 
assesses his rhetorical strategy in terms of game theory, it 
becomes clearer that Paul is trying to achieve Onesimus’ 
freedom by offering Philemon the opportunity to coop-

erate rather than confronting him with a demand, which 
would be viewed negatively in terms of ancient codes 
of honour. Further, Paul employs familial vocabulary in 
an attempt to deconstruct ancient society’s hierarchies of 
obligation and to reconstruct them around a new under-
standing of the church as a family, which necessarily del-
egitimises the institution of slavery within the church.

1. Introduction
in recent years, the epistle of Paul to Philemon 
has been the object of renewed scholarly atten-
tion and innovative new approaches.1 scholars are 
becoming increasingly aware that, in spite of its 
brevity, this letter provides a unique window on, 
among other things, the crucial period of early 

christian identity formation, Paul’s apostolic self-
understanding and his rhetorical approach. the 
latter will be the focus of our interest here, though 
our investigation will have clear ramifications for 
the other topics as well. 

we note at the outset that Philemon confronts 
us with a curious conundrum: it is quite clear 
from the letter that Paul is intent upon obtain-

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *

* * * * * * * *
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‘asian rhetoric’ throughout his correspondence 
with the colossian and ephesian churches.6 apart 
from fundamental questions as to the usefulness 
of the category ‘asian rhetoric’,7 the fact that such 
rhetoric is conspicuously absent in the epistle to 
the galatians argues against its conscious use by 
Paul in particular situations. after all, the galatian 
churches, regardless of whether they were located 
in north central or south central anatolia, were 
not far away from colossae and must have been 
equally attuned to oriental conventions, so that 
one could expect, on the basis of witherington’s 
hypothesis, to find at least traces of asian rhetoric 
in that letter as well. 

if Paul’s opaque style is, in fact, the result of a 
conscious decision, if it is, in other words, a rhetori-
cal strategy that he has intentionally adopted, what 
purpose is it designed to serve? the most cogent 
answer is that it is a concession to the high value 
placed on the concept of honour in the ancient 
world.8 there is now an extensive body of litera-
ture demonstrating that societal interactions in the 
ancient Mediterranean world were characterised 
by a strong concern for the accrual and mainte-
nance of honour and the avoidance of shame, its 
binary opposite.9 cicero captures this attitude well 
when he asserts that ‘the human race was designed 
by nature for what is honourable’ and encourages 
orators to ‘speak most of glory and honour’ when 
addressing ‘well educated people’ and of avoid-
ing disgrace when talking to the ‘ignorant and 
unlearned’, for ‘there is nobody so boorish that he 
is not deeply sensitive to contumely and disgrace, 
even though he be less influenced by actual consid-
erations of honour’ (De Partitione Oratia 26.91-
93).10 all relationships were assessed in terms of 
the honour due to one’s opposite and the honour 
one could expect from him or her.11 slaves were 
just as preoccupied with accruing honour within 
their relational networks as members of the elite.12 

any given interaction between equals – and Paul 
and Philemon would have probably viewed each 
other as social equals – would be characterised by 
a competition for honour, with each party con-
cerned that the other did not gain honour at their 
expense.13 encroaching on the honour and status 
of others of the same class would conversely be 
viewed as unacceptable and would have risked the 
loss of one’s own standing and prestige.14 thus, 
social peers had a vested interest in maintaining 
the ‘balance of honour’ in their interactions with 
each other.

ing Philemon’s approval for something, but as 
John barclay notes, although ‘the letter is skilfully 
designed to constrain Philemon to accept Paul’s 
request…, it is extremely unclear what precisely 
Paul is requesting.’2 specifically, there is no con-
sensus among scholars as to whether Paul was 
actually trying to obtain freedom for onesimus.3 
this lack of consensus on so basic a question for 
the correct interpretation of the epistle reflects 
the opaque manner in which Paul formulates his 
request. this opacity is on display throughout the 
letter:
• vss. 8-9: ‘therefore, though i have no reser-

vations about commanding you to do what is 
right, out of my love for you, i would rather 
make an appeal to you.’

• vs. 14: ‘i did not want to do anything apart 
from your consent, so that you would not do 
the right thing out of compulsion, but rather of 
your own free will.’

• vs. 20: ‘yes, brother, i am hoping to gain some 
benefit from you in the lord.’ 

• vs. 21: ‘i am writing to you because i am confi-
dent that you will comply; indeed, i know that 
you will do even more than i ask.’4 
Paul’s overly polite style in these passages often 

strikes western ears as unfocussed or even disin-
genuous. what accounts for his cumbersome locu-
tions and deferential tone? why doesn’t he come 
out and say, simply and clearly, what he expects 
of Philemon? one could argue, perhaps, that it is 
the result of inept communication, such that his 
intent was a complete mystery even to the letter’s 
recipients. such an explanation, however, seems 
less than satisfactory, given what we know of 
Paul’s communication skills as they are on display 
in his other letters. Paul was clearly quite capable 
of saying what he meant when he wanted to.

2. Paul’s rhetorical strategy
in what follows i will argue that 1) Paul’s manner 
of communication is the result of a conscious 
rhetorical strategy designed to avoid confronta-
tion and yet move Philemon by means of insinu-
ation toward the goal Paul is trying to achieve, 
and 2) once this is recognised, it becomes clearer 
that Paul is, in fact, trying to obtain onesimus’ 
freedom from slavery. Here i am in substan-
tial agreement with ben witherington,5 though 
i remain sceptical of witherington’s overarch-
ing thesis that Paul is consciously appropriating 
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illustrated in table 1 below:

outcome Paul Philemon
a. Paul demands that 

onesimus be set free 
and Philemon accedes 
to Paul’s demand.

increased 
honour 

decreased 
honour 

b. Paul demands that 
onesimus be set free 
and Philemon refuses 
Paul’s demand.

decreased 
honour 

increased 
honour 

Table 1

at this point, it is important to avoid anachro-
nistic ethical assessments of Paul’s rhetorical strat-
egy, if we wish to understand him. For modern 
readers, especially in the west, it might seem self-
evident that Paul should have insisted on a zero-
sum game. in contrast to first-century inhabitants 
of the Roman empire, we view the institution of 
slavery with unmitigated horror, and we would 
certainly place no value on preserving the honour 
of a slave owner. indeed, we would probably view 
it as a desirable outcome if Philemon’s standing in 
the community were to be diminished. we operate 
from the strong conviction that onesimus must 
be freed from slavery at all costs, especially if the 
potential cost to us, if we lose the game, is merely 
the loss of standing in a society whose values we do 
not share. that would be a small price to pay for 
the satisfaction of championing the cause of jus-
tice, which, we would likely feel, is its own moral 
reward. 

it is beyond the scope of this paper to exam-
ine the institution of slavery in Roman antiquity, 
but much has already been written regarding 
its variegated nature, which makes it difficult to 
align with our neat moral categories.20 the situ-
ation of a house slave, which onesimus seems to 
have been,21 was not always undesirable; it was, in 
fact, often preferable to liberty in the eyes of slaves 
themselves, since freedom could be an economi-
cally precarious situation in which to find oneself. 
to be sure, slavery involved the loss of freedom 
and was rife with abuse so that, other things being 
equal, Paul probably saw it as a good and desirable 
thing to secure onesimus’ manumission (cf. 1 cor 
7:21).22 However, he sensed not only an obliga-
tion to better onesimus’ lot, if he could, but also 
(and this is where we struggle to understand Paul’s 
thinking) a responsibility to protect the honour 
of Philemon in his role as pater familias and as 
patron of the church that met in his house. to put 

3. A game-theoretical assessment of Paul’s 
rhetorical strategy

since honour had the character of a scarce com-
modity in the ancient world, it can be profitably 
analysed in terms of the basic principles of game 
theory. in what follows i hope to show on the basis 
of a game theoretical analysis of Paul’s rhetorical 
strategy that it can best be understood against the 
background of the ancient world’s code of honour, 
as it is briefly described above, and that Paul was, 
in fact, trying to secure the release of Philemon’s 
slave onesimus from slavery while still deferring 
to that code. 

two caveats are important at this juncture. 
First, i am neither a mathematician nor an econo-
mist, and i claim no expertise in the complex field 
of game theory.15 thankfully, for our purposes, 
we only need to master a couple of game theory’s 
most basic and generally accessible principles.16 
second, though it should be self-evident, it is per-
haps important to stress at the outset that i view 
this exercise as purely heuristic. Paul clearly didn’t 
think in these terms, but game theory has proven 
to be quite useful in examining the interactions of 
parties in just these sorts of situations. 

in the case of Paul and Philemon, then, we 
begin with the assumption that Paul is, in fact, 
eager to secure the release of onesimus from slav-
ery.17 theoretically, he could have structured his 
exchange with Philemon as a ‘strictly competitive 
game’, also known as a ‘zero-sum game’,18 a social 
interaction in which a ‘util’, defined as a hypo-
thetical quantity of a commodity that has utility 
for both parties,19 is forfeited by one ‘player’ and 
acquired by the other. (a coin toss is an exam-
ple of a zero-sum game.) if Paul had chosen this 
course of action, his rhetorical strategy would have 
involved demanding that Philemon set onesimus 
free. in terms of the mores of the ancient world, 
this would create a situation in which one of the 
parties gains honour and standing at the expense 
of the other. as noted above, there are only two 
possible outcomes, and they are winner-take-all 
scenarios. if Philemon were to accede to Paul’s 
demand, it would entail a loss of honour on 
Philemon’s part and effect the enhancement of 
Paul’s standing in the community. alternately, 
if Philemon were to choose to disregard Paul’s 
demand (and it should be noted that Paul had no 
mechanism to force Philemon’s compliance), Paul 
would forfeit honour, and Philemon’s standing in 
the community would rise correspondingly. this is 
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due to the loss of a slave and (most likely) due 
to the fact that onesimus had stolen from him 
(vs. 18); perhaps more importantly, he has suf-
fered a loss of honour and esteem in his com-
munity. 

• onesimus presumably wants his freedom 
and acceptance in the church in colossae as a 
brother in the lord.

• the church in colossae has an interest in avoid-
ing an open conflict between Philemon and 
Paul and in the establishment of a new relation-
ship between Philemon and onesimus.

• Paul wants the church to acknowledge his 
apostolic authority, to achieve the freedom of 
onesimus (so that onesimus can join his mis-
sionary team) and to enjoy a continued close 
relationship with Philemon. 
in this situation, a strategy of cooperation, 

rather than confrontation, offers the best chance 
of maximising the benefits for all the parties con-
cerned. table 2, below, illustrates the potential 
gains that such a strategy could afford.

with all these mutual benefits at stake, Paul’s 
rhetoric can be understood as an attempt to avoid 
the zero-sum game that a demand on Philemon 
would entail. instead, he sets up a situation in 
which both he and Philemon can enhance their 
honour by cooperating while at the same time 
achieving maximum benefits for the other parties 
involved. to be sure, Paul risks a loss of honour 
if Philemon refuses to cooperate, but this is the 
only strategy that allows him to potentially achieve 

it in modern terms that do not quite fit but bring 
out the stark contrast to our way of thinking: Paul 
viewed both onesimus’ dignity and Philemon’s 
honour as equally fundamental ‘human rights’.23 
He therefore had adequate reasons for choosing 
a pragmatic rhetorical strategy that would allow 
him, potentially at least, to secure the latter with-
out sacrificing the former.

4. The benefits of cooperation
we should not forget that Paul is concerned not 
only about Philemon and onesimus, but also 
about the church in colossae, which meets in the 
home of Philemon and to which the letter is also 
addressed (vs. 2). the other members of the com-
munity are by no means disinterested bystanders in 
this awkward situation. Philemon was most likely 
an important patron of the church, which would 
have been committed, according to the social con-
ventions of ancient patron/client relationships, to 
the preservation and enhancement of his honour.24 
we do not know how they felt about onesimus 
before his conversion, but the fact that he became 
a christ-follower through his interaction with Paul 
would likely entail a sense of obligation to him on 
their part, as well.

thus, the letter to Philemon evokes a situation 
in which Paul is weighing the various interests of 
four parties; not only his and Philemon’s but also 
those of onesimus and the church in colossae:
• Philemon has incurred economic disadvantages 

Paul Philemon Onesimus Church

Paul ---
strengthened  
friendship;  
admiration

greater 
standing

recognition of 
autonomy

Philemon
strengthened 
friendship;  
gratitude

 --- freedom, 
forgiveness

stronger 
leader; unity 

affirmed

Onesimus loyalty;  
co-worker gratitude and loyalty ---

increased 
devotion; joy 

in service

Church
recognition 
of authority;  

respect

standing confirmed; 
greater honour

recognition 
of equality ---

Table 2

gains 
from

party
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the table makes clear that the best outcome for 
both bonnie and clyde would be achieved if both 
keep silent (the lower right-hand corner of the 
table). but in actual fact this is not the most likely 
outcome, assuming that both players are weighing 
their choices rationally and acting in their own best 
interest. the default outcome is actually that both 
bonnie and clyde will confess (the upper left-hand 
corner of the table) since that represents what has 
come to be known as the ‘nash equilibrium’ (after 
John nash, one the pioneers in the field of game 
theory, who later won a nobel prize in economics 
for this ground-breaking theoretical insight26) in 
this particular ‘game’. a nash equilibrium holds 
when ‘all players are simultaneously making a 
best reply to the strategy choices of others’.27 it is 
therefore the best outcome either player in a two-
person game can hope for regardless of the other 
player’s strategy. in our example this means that 
since neither bonnie nor clyde can be sure that 
their partner will keep silent, they will both move 
instinctively toward an outcome that minimises 
their potential losses instead of one that maximises 
their potential gains: Rather than risking 20 years 
in prison while hoping for 5, they are more likely 
to risk 10 years and hope for 2. 

in the case of Paul and Philemon, we are of 
course dealing with an abstract concept (honour) 
rather than an easily quantifiable commodity 
(years in prison), but game theory can still provide 
insight into Paul’s understanding of the ‘game’ 
he is proposing. essentially he is trying to move 
Philemon toward cooperation, i.e. taking advice 
instead of following an order. both men stand to 
gain from cooperating, but Philemon could refuse 
to follow Paul’s suggested course of action (which 
would entail a loss of honour on Paul’s part). if 
Paul were to anticipate this, he might be tempted 
to revert to a heavy-handed exercise of apostolic 
authority (in which case Philemon would suffer a 
loss of honour). if both revert to zero-sum strate-
gies, both will retain the measure of honour that 
derives from holding one’s ground in the face 
of the presumed unreasonable behaviour of the 
other. table 4 attempts to quantify the scenario 
in terms of the potential gains or losses of utils of 
honour: 28

both his goals: preserving Philemon’s honour and 
bettering onesimus’ lot – not to mention contrib-
uting to the cohesion of the church in colossae. 
For his part, Philemon stands to gain both materi-
ally and immaterially from cooperation, and alter-
nately he will lose standing in his community if he 
snubs Paul. 

5. Paul, Philemon and the ‘prisoner’s 
dilemma’

given the potential benefits that accrue for all par-
ties if Paul and Philemon cooperate, not to men-
tion the loss of honour that both could suffer if 
they do not, it might seem that they would be 
eager to do so. but it is not that simple, at least 
not according to the basic tenets of game theory. 
though it might seem counter-intuitive at first 
glance, game theory suggests that, generally speak-
ing, a less than optimal outcome is more likely 
in these kinds of situations. to understand why, 
we must familiarise ourselves with one of game 
theory’s most scrutinised scenarios, the so-called 
‘prisoner’s dilemma’,25 which game theorists often 
explain by envisioning a situation like the following 
one: a prosecutor in rough-and-tumble chicago 
in the 1930’s has just apprehended the infamous 
gangster couple bonnie and clyde at the scene 
of a murder. He can prove that they supplied the 
weapons and are thus guilty of being accessories 
to murder, but in order to prove that they actu-
ally committed the crime of premeditated murder 
he needs a confession. so he separates bonnie and 
clyde for questioning and offers both a deal: if 
either confesses and testifies against the other, 
he or she will receive a reduced sentence of two 
years, while the other will be looking at 20 years 
in prison. if both confess, both will do 10 years 
in prison as part of a plea agreement. if, however, 
both keep silent, they will both face prison terms 
of 5 years for the lesser charge. 

these outcomes are depicted in table 3 below:
Bonnie

confess keep silent

Clyde

confess
10

10

20

2

keep silent 
2

20

5

5

Table 3
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have realised, or at least intuited, that if his interac-
tion with Philemon remained framed according to 
ancient society’s honour codes, there was a good 
chance that the outcome would be less than ideal, 
not only for Philemon and himself, but also for 
onesimus and the church.

thus, though Paul did not pose the ques-
tion ‘what can i do to change the dynamics of 
this interaction so that it does not end in a non-
cooperative nash equilibrium?’, he may well have 
thought about what he could do to make coop-
eration the more likely outcome. one way would 
be to undermine the entire discourse with regard 
to honour. in other words, Paul could discourage 
Philemon from placing inordinate value upon the 
preservation of his own honour. this would be 
very much in line with Paul’s fundamental convic-
tions, for already in 1 corinthians 1 he had thor-
oughly deconstructed the ancient world’s emphasis 
on honour, prestige and status.29 in applying these 
insights to the case of onesimus, it seems to me 
that Paul is trying to persuade Philemon that the 
question of honour was moot, since higher claims 
upon his person were now operative.

we must turn our attention one final time to 
game theory and the nash equilibrium in order 
to note that one of the criticisms levelled against 
it is that it can only account for the behaviour of 
players who are acting in their own best interests.30 
there are, however, situations in which players 
consciously choose not to do this. they are well 
aware that their choice might accrue entirely to 
the benefit of the other player or players and will 
cost them dearly, but they act altruistically in spite 
of that awareness. Family members, for instance, 
are often quite willing to put the interests of other 
members of the family ahead of their own.

7. Paul and family rhetoric
Paul’s frequent and intriguing use of familial lan-
guage demands attention at this point.31 this is, 
of course, not exclusive to Philemon, but the use 
of familial terms is especially salient in this letter. 
note the following instances:
• vs. 1: timothy is ‘the brother’ (ἀδελφός)
• vs. 2: apphia is ‘the sister’ (ἀδελφή)
• vs. 2: the church is ‘the household’ (οἶκος)
• vss. 7, 20: Philemon is Paul’s ‘brother’ 

(ἀδελφός)
• vs. 10: onesimus is ‘my child’ (τό τέκνον ἐμοῦ)
• vs. 15: Philemon should receive onesimus as a 

Philemon

cooperate renege

Paul

cooperate
5

5

10

0

renege 
0

10

2

2

Table 4

in this ‘game’ the following outcomes are pos-
sible: if Paul and Philemon cooperate, both gain 
5 utils of honour (upper left-hand corner). if both 
refuse to cooperate, both gain 2 utils of honour 
(lower right-hand corner), since some honour is 
gained by holding one’s ground. if either of the 
parties offers to cooperate while the other reneges, 
all the honour goes to the one who walks away 
from the table, because the other will lose face 
(upper right-hand or lower left-hand corner). the 
nash equilibrium is represented by the lower-right 
hand corner, since both players are more likely to 
renege and settle for 2 utils of honour (and pos-
sibly gain 10), rather than going out on limb by 
cooperating and running the risk of losing every-
thing.

in other words, by making Philemon an offer to 
cooperate, Paul may in fact inadvertently be nudg-
ing Philemon towards a strategy of non-cooper-
ation. even though a better outcome would be 
available if they cooperate, Philemon would actu-
ally be acting in his own best interests by choosing 
an outcome that guarantees the retention of some 
honour, rather than running the risk of losing it 
all, and Paul would be acting in his own interests 
if he reserves the right to exercise his apostolic 
authority.

6. Game theory and honour discourse in 
antiquity

Paul, of course, knew nothing of the nash equilib-
rium and probably did not analyse his own strat-
egy on this or any other meta-level, but the point 
of nash’s theory is that it anticipates how players 
tend to ‘proact’ (as opposed to react) when assess-
ing the potential choices of their counterparts, and 
presumably that has not changed over time. in 
any case, i think it is not unreasonable to assume 
that, while composing his letter to Philemon, Paul 
thought through the possible outcomes of his 
intervention on onesimus’ behalf. He may well 
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‘beloved brother’ (ἀδελφός ἀγαπητός)
in addition to these appellations, the meta-

phorical use of σπλάγχνα (‘heart’, vss. 7, 12, 20), 
the verb γεννάω (‘generate, become father of’, vs. 
10), and possibly the noun πρεσβύτης (‘old man’, 
vs. 9) all carry strong connotations of kinship.32 
together these references bear witness to the fact 
that Paul is seeking to establish so-called ‘fictive 
kinship’ relationships among the members of the 
church of colossae, including its newest member, 
onesimus. though none of the relationships so 
denoted are in fact biological kinship relationships, 
Paul wants his audience to conceive of them as 
such and treat each other accordingly.

it has often been argued that this use of famil-
ial appellations for non-family members was a 
christian proprium over against ancient guilds and 
associations that can be traced to Paul’s Jewish 
heritage.33 this view has recently been called in 
question by Philip a. Harland, who argues that 
the same phenomenon is attested among mem-
bers of Hellenistic associations and trade guilds.34 
However, the very fact that the extant parallels are 
found in that context points to an interesting dif-
ference: within the earliest christian communi-
ties the practice of using familial terms cuts across 
the socio-economic barriers which the clubs and 
guilds codified and maintained.35 what this implies 
for our investigation is that the expectation that 
a slave owner should view his slave as a ‘beloved 
brother’ would, in fact, seem to be a novum in the 
ancient world. 

we are therefore not merely dealing with a social 
convention in early christianity. Rather, it seems 
that Paul is using kinship language to deconstruct 
accepted values and norms, reconfiguring them 
around the new reality that characterises their 
relationships in christ. this becomes clear when 
we assess the changes in the hierarchy of relation-
ships between Paul, Philemon and onesimus that 
Paul repeatedly nudges Philemon to acknowledge. 
of special note are the verses 15-16, which in my 
opinion offers the key to understanding the entire 
letter: ‘Receive him [onesimus] no longer as a 
slave but as more than a slave, indeed as a brother 
in the flesh and in the lord, which he certainly is 
to me and all the more to you.’

according to the conventions of the ancient 
world, which Paul’s characterises as ‘in the flesh’ 
(ἐν σαρκὶ), he and Philemon are equal in status and 
are both higher in status than onesimus, though 
only Philemon has authority over onesimus. we 

can represent this simply as in graph 1 (the direc-
tion of arrows signify an obligation of deference to 
a greater claim of honour):

Graph 1

‘in the lord’ (ἐν κυρίῳ), however, this hierar-
chy of relationships has to be reconfigured. in one 
sense, Paul, Philemon and onesimus are now all 
brothers, and thus on the same level (cf. the list of 
familial terms above). this is best represented as a 
circle with mutual obligations flowing among all 
parties, as in graph 2 (which we should imagine 
we are viewing from above, since no vertical – i.e. 
hierarchical – honour claims are operative):

Graph 2

a comparison of graphs 1 and 2 makes it appar-
ent that Paul has, by means of his subtle rheto-
ric, simply deconstructed one of the most stable, 
unquestioned and important institutions of the 
ancient world, slavery. He has ingenuously turned 
the relationship between master and slave – a key 
to maintaining the economic and social fabric of 
the Roman empire – on its head and subverted 
it entirely. For if Philemon adopts Paul’s way of 
viewing his relationship with onesimus, i.e. if 
Philemon begins to view onesimus as a family 
member, it must result in a change of status. no 
virtuous person willingly enslaved members of 
their own family; indeed, a loving sibling would 
do all his power to prevent his brother or sister 

Paul Philemon
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Paul
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from falling victim to such a fate.36 it is inconceiv-
able that Paul would use this language without 
understanding its deepest implications: christians 
simply could not hold their brothers and sisters in 
christ as slaves.

Paul does not, however, shy away from invoking 
a different hierarchy of obligations in order to put 
pressure on Philemon to make the right decision. 
this new hierarchy arises from the fact that both 
Philemon and onesimus owe their membership 
in christ’s family to Paul’s apostolic engagement. 
thus, Paul appropriates for himself, explicitly in 
the case of onesimus (vs. 10) and implicitly in the 
case of Philemon (vs. 19), the role of father. this 
hierarchy of relationships is portrayed in graph 3:

Graph 3

this is clearly not the hierarchy that obtained 
before Philemon and onesimus became members 
of the same family of faith, but in Paul’s mind it 
is operative since onesimus’ conversion, and Paul 
does not hesitate to make use of it for his purposes. 
He thus puts maximum pressure on Philemon to 
take the action that Paul is convinced is the right 
one. this highlights one of the most troubling 
aspects of the letter to Philemon: the manipulative 
rhetoric that lies just below its surface through-
out and becomes explicit in verse 19: ‘i hardly 
need to mention that you owe me your very soul’  
(ἵνα μὴ λέγω σοι ὅτι καὶ σεαυτόν μοι προσοφείλεις). 
this is an audacious statement, even in its original 
context.37

why does Paul risk jeopardising Philemon’s 
willingness to cooperate by making such a state-
ment? i would argue that it is precisely the crea-
tion of a family dynamic and Paul’s appropriation 
of the role of ‘father’ that legitimises it. while it 
may not relieve all the ambiguities that surface 
here, it seems to me that this rhetoric of existential 
obligation may be deemed acceptable only within 
the context of a family, and indeed it is practised 

with regularity in families in a broad variety of cul-
tures (though probably least in western cultures). 
it is also essentially true: we do, in most cases, to 
a very large extent owe our lives, our well-being, 
even our identity, to our parents. while we might 
properly hesitate before making use of such rheto-
ric ourselves, we can hardly fault Paul for doing so.

Conclusion
Paul strongly insinuates that there is a hierarchy of 
relationships (apostle / church member; father / 
child in the faith) to which he could appeal directly 
if he chose in order to achieve his purpose: the 
release of onesimus from slavery. instead, he opts 
for a strategy of cooperation designed to maximise 
the potential benefits for all involved – Philemon, 
onesimus, the church in colossae and not least 
himself. Paul walks a fine line, holding out on 
the one hand the prospect of heightened honour 
for Philemon within the community if he acts in 
accordance with Paul’s strong ‘suggestions’, while 
at the same time reconfiguring the relationships 
of all involved so that they are no longer based 
on hierarchies of honour, but rather on a sense of 
mutual obligation and a willingness to put others’ 
interests ahead of their own that characterises fam-
ilies (at least good ones). 

the rhetoric of family explains several features 
of the letter and adds credibility to the hypoth-
esis that Paul was in fact seeking manumission for 
onesimus. commentators who see this other-
wise are, however, right in one important sense: 
Freedom for onesimus is a secondary goal of 
Paul’s. His primary goal is nothing less than the 
re-envisioning of relationships among believers so 
that they adequately reflect a revolutionary new 
theological reality: christ-followers are – by virtue 
of the fact that they belong to the one family of 
god – brothers and sisters. that this entails par-
ticular ethical obligations and what these obliga-
tions were in the case of Philemon and onesimus 
should be clear enough. at least Paul thought they 
were.

dr Joel white is the book review editor of this 
journal. He teaches new testament at the Freie 
theologische Hochschule giessen, germany. His 
address is Rathenaustraße 5-7, d - 35394 gießen, 
germany. 
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