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*** 

INTRODUCTION 
I have been translating New Testament books for the last few years. These are “studied” 
translations involving a great deal of word and syntax analysis and review. I am attempting to 
use the study tools available to assess and more accurately convey the language and world of 
the New Testament into 21st century American English.  I have been studying, reading, and 1

teaching “on it” since about 1990. My first study was the classic book by J. Gresham Machen, 
that faithful presbyterian brother standing against anti-Christianity being misnamed “liberal.” 
My next study was in my doctoral work with a classicist doing courses in Homeric Greek. Since 
then I used Gerald L. Stevens, New Testament Greek (University Press of America, 1994, 1997 
second edition) for teaching. I met him in the mid 1990’s and he kindly gave me a copy of the 
overhead projector notes prepared for his classes at New Orleans Baptist Theological 
Seminary.  Though I did not learn through an inductive, verbal, and fluency model of Greek, I 2

endorse it.  3

This year, I selected Philemon, working through the original setting of this book. Part of the 
reason for this was to address a current revolution in American culture from the New 
Testament, namely the vestiges of slavery in America. The Black Lives Matter (BLM) 
movement have been staging events, protests, and provoking riots (since 2013, but notably in 
2020). “Slavery’s afterlife is central to Black Lives Matter’s important call for racial and 
structural justice and equality.”  The platform is quite broad. It is not simply to address the 4

tragic loss of African American lives due to the evil or unwise use of force in policing. “BLM’s 
#WhatMatters2020 will focus on issues concerning racial injustice, police brutality, criminal 
justice reform, Black immigration, economic injustice, LGBTQIA+ and human rights, 
environmental injustice, access to healthcare, access to quality education, and voting rights 
and suppression.”  5

Those that are advocating for this movement and participating in this slogan misunderstand 
slavery in the ancient and modern world. The very word “slave” conjures an image. For 
example, here is the Google “image” for the term:  
  

 See my introduction to Galatians and translation for more on my translation theory: https://www.wordmp3.com/1

product-group.aspx?id=591

 https://www.nobts.edu/faculty/stoz/stevensg.html 2

 See the book here: https://www.amazon.com/Introduction-Biblical-Greek-Grammar-Exercises/dp/16835911863

 https://theconversation.com/black-lives-matter-but-slavery-isnt-our-only-narrative-137016 accessed on 4

9/22/2020. ]

 https://blacklivesmatter.com/what-matters-2020/ accessed on 9/22/2020.5
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Philemon

Each of these images and hundreds more on Google are of African American slaves. This 
myopia of identifying only Africans with slavery leads to a whole range of problems when 
reading the Bible or thinking about American culture. Let me be clear if I must: The enslaving 
of Africans (or any others) in America was very wrong. I reject and abhor human slavery in all forms. 

All in Adam are slaves to sin and such people have frequently been slaves to other sinners 
through history. Only the gospel  of the Lordship of Jesus, the only true King can even possibly 
change this: John 8:36! “So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed” (NASB). My 
translation is more radical and contextual: “So when you are made a freedman by the true Son 
of the Father, know that you are finally free. You cannot be enslaved by nature (ontos) again.” 
For all current slaves and former slaves and all generations of slaves - please received this. 
There is no other freedom. 

*** 
Our task in New Testament studies is to understand the world of the first century’s Jewish and 
Greco-Roman setting. It is in just that setting that we find the only personal letter (that is not a 
pastoral epistle) to one, Philemon, a slave owner. So to the bygone question of whether a saint 
can be a member in good standing and a slave owner, the answer is obvious in the New 
Testament. 

The circumstances and language of the New Testament is relatively clear. Philemon was an 
elder and host to the church of Colossae. Philemon held slaves under the Roman system and 
had a “runaway” slave, Onesiumus. This runaway slave becomes an important figure in the 
early Pauline ministry (Col. 4:9). Onesimus became the bishop of Ephesus and so he went from 
being a slave to servant of Paul and the church(es), to being a shepherd, finally a Bishop 
overseeing many congregations. He went from slave to servant to shepherd. Ignatius says of 
him: “... Onesimus, whose love surpasses words, in the flesh as your bishop. I pray that you 
may love him with a love according to Jesus Christ, and that you may all be like him. For 
blessed is He Who granted unto you, worthy as you are, to possess such a bishop” (Epistle to 
the Ephesians, ch. 1). Many churches acknowledge him as a saint, e.g., the Eastern and Western 
churches commemorate him on February 15 or 16. 

My commentary and study of this book is within the recorded sermons. Listen to them. 
Philemon, the book, is so powerful, though modest. This book sows the seeds of the 
destruction of slavery in Christian civilization. Long may this message resound!  
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TRANSLATION 
*** 

Paul, prisoner of King Jesus and Timothy our brother: 

To Philemon, our beloved friend and co-laborer. 2 And Apphia the beloved, and Archippus, our fellow 
soldier, and the church in your house (Philemon): 3 Grace to you and peace from our Father God and 
the Lord Jesus, King! 

4 I give thanks to my God always remembering you in prayer 5 because I hear of your kiss of peace and 
love toward All Saints and of your faith in the Lord Jesus. 6 I pray that your sharing with us in the faith 
may energize your ever deepening understanding of every good thing we share in King Jesus. 7 Your 
love (for All Saints) has given me great joy and strength (in the battle), because you, brother, have rested 
and refreshed the hearts of all the saints. 

8 Therefore, while I have enough authority in King Jesus to command you to do what you ought, 9 
rather, in God’s love instead I appeal to you - since it is me, Paul, the Presbyter, even now a prisoner of 
the King. 10 I appeal to you to for the sake of my child (in the faith) Onesimus (Mr. Useful) whom I have 
fathered in the faith even in prison. 11 He was unprofitable (Mr. Useful) as a servant to you, but now is 
profitable (Mr. Useful) for both you and me. 

12 I have given him a mission to go back to you in person, sending my very heart with him. 13 I wished 
to keep him with me so he would continue to serve me in my imprisonment for the announcement of 
the gospel (of the King). 14 But without your consent I did not want to “enslave" him for myself. Rather, 
so that your good actions would not be due to any compulsion but be of your own voluntary action (I 
am making appeal rather than command you). 15 For it may be that he was for this very reason 
separated from you temporarily, that you would have him back eternally, 16 no longer as a slave, but far 
better than a bondservant, a brother, beloved — which he is exceedingly to me — how much more 
(should he be) to you also, both in body and in the (body of the) Lord 

17 Therefore, if you accept me as a partner (in the faith), accept him as you would me. 18 If he has done 
any injustice to you or owes you anything, charge it to my account. 19  I, Paul, am writing this with my 
own hand—I will repay what he owes to you (I will not mention what you owe to me, hahaha — your 
very soul). 20 Yes, brother, let me have joy from you in the Lord, refresh my very core (as you have 
others) in the King! 21 I have such confidence in your response and I know you will do even above and 
beyond what I say!  

22 As you are doing this (responding to my appeal) please prepare a guest room for me because I hope 
that your prayers for me will result in my release and my return to you. 23 Epaphras, my fellow prisoner 
in King Jesus, greets you, 24 and so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, my fellow laborers. The 
grace of the Lord Jesus the King be with your spirit.

Page  of 4 4


