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1  Chapter 1 
 

Setting the Stage for Socio-Rhetorical Interpretation 

1.1 Introduction 

Jean Valjean, my brother, you no longer belong to evil but to good. It is your soul that I am 
buying for you; I am taking it away from black thoughts and from the spirit of perdition, 
and I am giving it to God.1 

This is one of the most beautiful scenes in the touching French novel Les 

Misérables, a scene in which the bishop speaks to Valjean and transforms him 
from a person who has trained himself to be detached from others into one 
who cares and is willing to suffer for others. It is true that it is not a law or a 
command that changes a person, but love manifested in a genuine relationship 
that transforms a person. In another scene describing the struggle within 
Valjean, the bishop addresses him as “my brother,” which touches Valjean’s 
heart and gives him the strength to break the bondages of hatred, and become 
a man who loves others as himself. The love shown in the bishop’s deed not 
only sets him free but also carries with it an expectation for him to be an 
honest man. 

Paul, when writing the letter to Philemon (Phlm), may have had a similar 
thought in mind. He understood well that only love can transform one’s rela-
tionship and break the bondage in one’s mind. He also knew that only treat-
ing someone like a brother with love can really set him free given the Roman 
slavery. Therefore, he wrote Phlm in love and with love, with a purpose to 
transform the relationship between Onesimus and Philemon from an econom-
ic one into a loving relationship of brotherhood. Indeed, he tried to set two 
people free – namely Philemon (to be freed from the control of the prevailing 
values as a master) and Onesimus (to be freed from the control of the Roman 
slavery system). 

Phlm, due to its short length, has long been interpreted by different kinds 
of hypotheses, among which the runaway hypothesis is the most widely held. 
The reason behind interpreters basing their interpretation on a hypothesis is 
the insufficient information provided by the text itself. This makes reliance  
 
 

                           
1 Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, trans. Julie Rose (London: Vintage Books, 2010), 155. 
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on a hypothesis necessary. This does not imply that it is justified to adopt any 
hypothesis without enough argument and evidence for support.2 The influ-
ence of the underlying hypothesis cannot be underestimated, as it will surely 
affect the direction of interpretation. One of the problems of previous studies 
is that they do not make it explicit how their hypotheses are established. 
Sometimes, one only focuses on how well the hypothesis can help fill the gap 
in interpreting the text. This method surely involves the risk of circular logic, 
in which the hypothesis is established to fill the gap and its validity is, in turn, 
judged by its applicability in explaining the text. 

It must be emphasized at the beginning that my argument is not a com-
mentary aimed at producing a verse-by-verse interpretation of every detail. 
Not every question concerning Phlm is discussed and answered. Some of the 
questions are discussed briefly, and it may not be necessary to have a definite 
answer in order to proceed in the interpretation process. Instead, by reexamin-
ing the inadequacy of previous studies and interpretations of Phlm, my argu-
ment seeks to establish an interpretation based on the socio-rhetorical3 frame-
work, so that the hypothesis used to interpret Phlm can be more explicit, 
consistent with the entire Pauline thought, and evidence-based. Also, I would 
like to establish the view that the purpose of Paul in writing Phlm was to 
persuade Philemon to transform his relationship, which was dominated by 
economic motives, into a loving brotherhood one. In this direction, we can 
clearly read the rhetoric in the letter. It has to be emphasized that our claim 
does not assume that Paul is interested in economics but the impact of 
economy-driven institutions on the relationships between masters and slaves. 
Paul is not a pure theologian. He forms his theological thought in response to 
needs, or sometimes tensions, in different congregations. He addresses the 
wrong teaching on “works of law” from the rival missionaries in the letter to 
the Galatians.4 Therefore, it should not be surprising to see Paul addressing 
an economic relationship if we can successfully demonstrate that an econom-
ic relationship was indeed the barrier for Philemon’s acceptance of a slave as 
a loving brother in Christ. 

There are six chapters, including this introduction, in this work. This chap-
ter focuses on clearing the ground for further in-depth discussion based on the 
socio-rhetorical interpretation framework. Chapter 2 is the analysis of the  
 
 

                           
2 Sara Winter, “Methodological Observations on a New Interpretation of Paul’s Letter 

to Philemon,” USQR 39, no. 3 (1984): 209–10. 
3 Although Vernon Robbins uses “sociorhetorical,” without a hyphen, there is no clear 

and significant difference between “sociorhetorical” and “socio-rhetorical.” We choose to 
use the more common spelling of “socio-rhetorical” in this thesis. 

4 Jouette M. Bassler, Navigating Paul (Louisville: John Knox, 2007), 18. 
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inner texture of Phlm aimed at looking for the possible focus of the letter by 
examining different layers of the text without assuming a specific hypothesis. 
The outcome is clear, and the relationship is the key issue addressed by Paul. 
This chapter not only provides some partial answers but also raises some new 
questions that require the analysis of the subsequent chapters. Chapter 3 ana-
lyzes the intertexture of Phlm. As will be explained later, the intertextual 
analysis focuses on the theological and ethical thoughts of Paul generated 
from the other six undisputed letters. The reason to focus on the theological 
and ethical thoughts of Paul is that, following the hints in Chapter 2, it pro-
vides the most relevant reference to understand the structure of thought and 
the main arguments beneath the text. Chapter 4 presents the analysis of the 
economic texture, which substitutes the socio-cultural and ideological textures 
in the original framework suggested by Robbins. The focus is on exploring 
the relationship in reality, which Paul tries to address in Phlm. The informa-
tion we get from this chapter can help us project the barriers that prevent 
Philemon from accepting a slave as his brother; therefore, it helps us to read 
the corresponding rhetoric in the letter. In order to understand how the insti-
tutions of Roman slavery worked together to create a specific master–slave 
economic relationship, I employ the New Institutional Economics (NIE) the-
ory; the justification for this method is provided in Chapter 4, which should 
help us understand that different institutions concerning Roman slavery were 
driven by economic motives. The master–slave relationship created in this 
way is called an economic relationship in subsequent chapters. Chapter 5 is a 
synthesis of the previous chapters. There are two main sections in this 
chapter. The first part will try to reconstruct the problem addressed by Paul in 
light of his theological and ethical thoughts and the economic texture. Having 
reconstructed the problem, I reinterpret the body of the letter in verses 8–21, 
those which contain the main part of Paul’s argument in the letter. 

1.2 Thesis Statement 

In Phlm, Paul deliberately wants the newly converted Onesimus to find a 
new, loving relationship with his master, who is also his brother in Christ. 
Developing his ethical thought of love, Paul argues rhetorically for a new, 
loving relationship, and against the barriers that exist because of the existing 
economic relationship. It is argued in this book that the economic relationship 
is not a simple relationship but a complicated one sustained by the different 
institutions of Roman slavery. The rhetoric of the letter, therefore, has to be 
read together with the economic texture. 
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1.3 The Value of this Research 

This research makes a few contributions, which are as follows: 

1. Methodologically, the use of economic texture opens a new horizon in bib-
lical studies on how to incorporate economic theory and perspective in the 
interpreting process. This approach may not be the only way to incorporate 
economics in biblical research but, at least, this research rigorously shows 
a way to use the rich resources present in the knowledge of economics in 
biblical research. 

2. Theologically, this thesis seeks to bring the relevant part of Paul’s theo-
logical and ethical thoughts into the interpretation process. Although it is 
controversial to put forward “one” premise as Paul’s theological and ethi-
cal thoughts, it is more important to try to discuss explicitly, rather than to 
accept unanimously that there is a coherent Pauline theology. The contri-
bution, then, is to make one of the important assumptions in interpreting 
the letter explicitly. We can discuss not only the interpretation of Phlm but 
also the interpretative assumptions that were previously only asserted. 
Also, with reference to a consistent theological and ethical thought, this 
study can keep the interpretation process as Pauline as possible. 

3. Contextually, the introduction of NIE in analyzing Roman slavery can help 
to understand the relationship between a master and his slave in a com-
plicated, and sometimes, contradictory system. The Roman slavery system 
is agreed to be a very complex one. It was indeed an enormous task to 
manage such a huge number of slaves to do diverse jobs. It required differ-
ent institutions working together to sustain such a complex system. Instead 
of just picking one aspect of the huge system as grounds for interpretation, 
NIE helps to explain how different institutions work together to serve the 
economic interests of the masters and the Empire as a whole. The institu-
tions mattered, therefore, not only to the system but also to the economic 
relationship between a master and his slave. 

4. Using a new interpretation framework, this book demonstrates a new way 
of understanding Phlm. It is a letter deliberately persuading Philemon to 
reconcile two conflicting relationships by using various rhetorical skills in 
addressing different characteristics of the economic relationship between a 
master and his slave. 

1.4 Interpretation History of the Letter to Philemon 

As briefly noted in the introductory section, the interpretation of Phlm has 
long been affected by the various hypotheses used. The key problem and in-
adequacy with them, as is shown later, are that some of them are not suffi-
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ciently based on historical evidence nor are they consistent with the Pauline 
thought. Sara Winter rightly points out that “[a] given method has its own 
bias, it is intended and equipped to analyze only certain aspects of the text.”5 
Even worse, interpreters are tempted to use a hypothesis just because it can 
help them fill the gaps in the letter. The following section seeks to review the 
hypotheses used in different points of discussion and hopes to show how the 
different hypotheses affect the interpretation of Phlm significantly. A new 
framework and explanation could provide an interpretation of Phlm that is 
more consistent with Paul’s theological thought. This framework should also 
be more historically based. The review is composed of three parts. First, I dis-
cuss the runaway hypothesis, which has dominated the interpretation of Phlm 
for a long time, hoping to show its insufficiency to give a comprehensive 
picture of the letter. John Knox’s challenge and contribution is also discussed 
in this section. Then, I introduce the new trend of research, one following 
Knox’s proposal, to show how new questions and interests are aroused after 
the dominance of the runaway hypothesis declined. Third, I synthesize the 
discussion up to the recent debate and try to make a short conclusion on 
possible new areas for research. 

1.4.1 Development and Insufficiencies of the “Runaway Hypothesis” 

We begin our discussion with the runaway hypothesis because it has had an 
enormous impact on the interpretative history of Phlm. It is not only a hypoth-
esis regarding the story of Onesimus but it has served as a hermeneutical lens 
for the whole epistle. The reason is simple: if Onesimus was really a fugitive 
and did something wrong to Philemon, it would be natural, though not neces-
sary, to infer that Paul’s purpose was to ask for forgiveness, and at the most, 
manumission for Onesimus which may be more than Paul asked for (verse 
21). The hypothesis used to interpret the text and its result reinforced each 
other for a long period to sustain the dominance of the runaway hypothesis. 
The following section debates that the recent argument over the runaway 
hypothesis is not as solid as previously thought. I am not going to refute it 
completely, as it is not necessary to justify my thesis, but challenge the 
necessity of holding it and its subsequent effect on interpreting the text. 

The origin of the runaway hypothesis can be traced back to John Chrysostom 
in the fourth century.6 The hypothesis suggests that Onesimus was a slave of 
Philemon, who ran away from his master after doing damage, theft, or some 

                           
5 Winter, “Observations,” 206. 
6 Albert J. Harrill, Slaves in the New Testament: Literary, Social, and Moral Dimensions 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 6; Winter, “Observations,” 205. Margaret Mitchell does not 
agree with that and suggests the runaway hypothesis has been held by scholars before the 
fourth century. Margaret M. Mitchell, “John Chrysostom on Philemon: A Second Look,” 
HTR 88 (1995): 135–48. 
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other wrong.7 Winter describes the taking of the hypothesis as a bias.8 She 
specifically highlights the problem of considering the traditional hypothesis: 
it causes one to overlook Paul’s intention, which I agree is very important, in 
making use of many social roles in the letter. She invites the reader to recon-
sider the rich resources with respect to the relationship between the social 
roles mentioned in the letter and the social setting, and to take Paul’s use of 
commercial languages seriously.9 Similar views are also held by Markus 
Barth and Helmut Blanke, who propose that the interpretations of Onesimus 
as a runaway slave who did something wrong to Philemon are biased by the 
interpreters.10 They further point out that most of these interpreters are estab-
lished church leaders or scholars who may easily choose to stand on the side 
of the slave master to explain the letter. These criticisms are supported by the 
findings of Peter Garnsey, suggesting that the proposer of the runaway 
hypothesis, John Chrysostom, showed the same bias toward slaves as other 
thinkers during the same period. Garnsey finds, “John Chrysostom says that 
slaves were every bit as bad as they were made out to be, and he even claims 
endorsement from the slaves themselves for this view.”11 Chrysostom once 
used slavery as a metaphor to explain why God needs to chastise people. He 
explained to his audience (most of them were slaveholders) that sinners were 
similar to slaves and that “rebellious and anti-social slaves, like criminals, 
should be punished.”12 This thinking follows the natural slave theory proposed 
by Aristotle, which still prevailed during Chrysostom’s time. It is, therefore, 
not difficult to understand that the runaway hypothesis was formed in a period 
when there was a strong prejudice against slaves. This bias makes us over-
look the importance of Paul’s mentioning of so many roles and assuming that 
Onesimus wronged Philemon. However, showing that the hypothesis arose in 
a historically biased context cannot prove that it is wrong; we need to further 
show that the other arguments for this hypothesis cannot stand under critical 
examination as well. 

                           
7 Modern commentators supporting the traditional hypothesis include Joseph B. Light-

foot, John M. G. Barclay, John Nordling, Peter O’Brien, and Norman Petersen.  
8 Winter, “Observations,” 206. 
9 Paul’s use of commercial language was first introduced by Clarice J. Martin, “The 

Rhetorical Function of Commercial Language in Paul’s Letter to Philemon,” in Persuasive 

Artistry: Studies in New Testament Rhetoric in Honor of George A. Kennedy (ed. Duane F. 
Watson; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991), 328–35. 

10 Markus Barth and Helmut Blanke, The Letter to Philemon (Cambridge: Eerdmans, 
2000), 226–27. 

11 Peter Garnsey, Ideas of Slavery from Aristotle to Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 74. 

12 Chris L. De Wet, “Honour Discourse in John Chrysostom’s Exegesis of the Letter to 
Philemon,” in Philemon in Perspective: Interpreting a Pauline Letter, BZNW 169 (ed. 
D. Francois Tolmie; Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), 327. 
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The runaway hypothesis is supported mainly by two lines of reasoning. 
Textually, supporters use verse 11 to demonstrate the slave’s previous unsatis-
factory services and verse 18 for the damage and loss done to his master. This 
is not a strong argument, as the interpretation of these two verses does not ex-
press an explicit meaning that supports the runaway hypothesis. The detailed 
interpretation of these verses is discussed in later chapters. Historically, one 
of the justifications of the runaway hypothesis comes from using Pliny the 
Younger’s letter to Sabinianus as evidence to support Paul’s letter as a similar 
type.13 Pliny the Younger’s letter to Sabinianus is often quoted to support the 
view that Phlm belonged to the same epistolary genre, the one asking for 
forgiveness. John Knox was one of the earliest commentators who challenged 
this traditional runaway hypothesis, although he mentioned he was not the 
first to criticize the traditional view.14 He describes the unconditional accept-
ance of the hypothesis as “taking quite too much for granted.”15 He argues 
that, on the one hand, the letter does not explicitly give any information for us 
to determine that Onesimus was a runaway slave. On the other hand, he 
claims that the use of the letter of Pliny the Younger cannot help in supporting 
the hypothesis. The reason he gives is that in the letter, Pliny had explicitly 
asked for forgiveness on behalf of the freedman, whereas Paul did not write 
one word asking for forgiveness for Onesimus.16 Although Knox’s interpreta-
tion is not generally accepted, it is worth taking a closer look at his argument. 

Pliny the Younger’s letter to Sabinianus: 

Your freedman, with whom you said you were angry, has approached me, and grovelling at 
my feet he has clung to them as if they were yours. His tears were copious, as were his 
pleas and also his silences. In short, he persuaded me that he was genuinely sorry, and I 
believe that he has turned over a new leaf because he feels that he has misbehaved. I know 
that you are furious with him, and I know also that you are rightly so, but praise for for-
bearance is especially due when the grounds for anger are more justified. You were fond of 
him, and I hope that you will be so in the future; meanwhile it is enough that you allow 
yourself to be appeased. It will be possible for you to renew your anger, if he deserves it, 
and you will have greater justification if you have been prevailed upon now. Make some 
allowance for his youth, for his tears, and for your own benevolence. Do not cause him 
pain, to avoid paining yourself, for you pain yourself when your mild disposition turns to 
anger. 

I fear that I may seem to be applying pressure rather than to be pleading with you, if I 
join my prayers to his, and I shall do this all the more fully and frankly for having rebuked 

                           
13 Joseph Fitzmyer, The Letter to Philemon (AB 34C; New York: Doubleday, 2000), 17. 
14 John Knox, Philemon among the Letters of Paul (New York: Abingdon, 1959), 38–

47. 
15 John Knox, The Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 1990), 11:556. 
16 Knox, Philemon, 70. Knox’s whole theory has not found popularity, not because his 

argument is not convincing but probably because he assumed that the letter was directed to 
Philemon, who had his residence in Laodicea, not in Colossae. He further argued that the 
ultimate addressee was Archippus, who was the true master of Onesimus, not Philemon. 
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him more sharply and severely, having threatened that I shall never plead with you again 
after this. That threat was addressed to him, for it was necessary to scare him, and not to 
you; indeed, I shall perhaps plead with you again, and my plea will again be granted, 
provided only that it is fitting for me to request it, and for you to grant it. Farewell.17 

Stanley Stowers categorizes Pliny’s letter and that of Paul to Philemon as let-
ters of mediation. He defines it as one in which “one person makes a request 
to another person on behalf of a third party.”18 This categorization, however, 
is far from being specific. Also, Stowers’ categorization is based on an as-
sumption that Phlm was “an intercessory letter on behalf of the runaway slave 
Onesimus.”19 Although I am not against Stowers’ categorization, I think it 
provides little help in analyzing these two letters. A closer look into the two 
letters would ensure significant differences between them. 

First, Pliny’s letter to Sabinianus clearly conveys the freedman’s regret for 
his own wrongdoing, whereas Paul’s letter does not. In Pliny’s letter, the 
author wrote explicitly that “he persuaded me that he was genuinely sorry, 
and I believe that he has turned over a new leaf because he feels that he has 
misbehaved.” The wrongdoing is the main cause of anger of Sabinianus. 
However, in Phlm, Paul only said (Phlm 18), “If he has wronged (ἠδίκησεν) 
you in any way, or owes (ὀφείλει) you anything, charge that to my account.” 
Paul used a conditional sentence that implies the protasis in the sentence is 
uncertain or may only be a possibility that is not fixed in reality.20 This phrase 
may also be a rhetorical skill to acknowledge Philemon’s feeling that he was 
wronged by Onesimus, which is discussed thoroughly in Chapter 5. Given the 
uncertainty in the meaning of verse 18, the interpretation of the exact wrong 
committed by Onesimus to Philemon depends on different assumptions. Barth 
explains that if one assumes Onesimus is a runaway slave, then he may have 
done something worse than running away, such as stealing Philemon’s money. 
However, if one takes the hypothesis proposed by Winter that Onesimus was 
not a fugitive but was sent to Paul by Philemon, the possible interpretation of 
“wronged” (ἠδίκησεν) and “owes” (ὀφείλει) could be the loss brought about 
by his extended stay with Paul.21 No matter which interpretation we accept, 
we can draw a conclusion to mark its difference from Pliny’s letter: Phlm 

                           
17 Pliny, Ep. 9.21 (Complete Letters of Pliny the Younger, trans. Peter G. Walsh [Ox-

ford: Oxford University Press, 2006], 227). 
18 Stanley K. Stowers, Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity (Philadelphia: West-

minster Press, 1989), 153. 
19 Ibid., 155. 
20 Barth and Blanke, Letter to Philemon, 480; James D. G. Dunn, The Epistles to the 

Colossians and Philemon: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1996), 338; Peter O’Brian, Colossians-Philemon, WBC 44 (Dallas: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 
300. 

21 Barth and Blanke, Letter to Philemon, 481. 


