
you in the Lord” (v. 20). What exactly 
does he want? The strong hint is that he 
would like for Philemon, as a voluntary 
good deed (v. 14), to send Onesimus back 
to Paul to be of service to him (v. 13). 
While in prison, Paul probably needed 
to rely on people on the outside to tend 
to his needs (bring him food, changes of 
clothing, etc.). Still, he seems to have had 
a number of persons with him who could 
do those things (v. 24), and he expects to be 
released soon (v. 22). Thus he must be think-
ing long term: Onesimus can join his team and 
aid him in his missionary work of spreading the 
gospel. It may be that Paul is also suggesting that 
Philemon grant Onesimus his freedom.

Paul is probably writing to Philemon from Ephe-
sus around 54–55, or from Caesarea around 58–60, 
or from Rome around 60–61. Scholars debate which 
of these options is best, but none of them can be 

Fig. 23.3. Men in chains. This Roman stela 
portrays men who became slaves because 
they were taken as prisoners in a war. But 
people could become slaves for many reasons, 
defaulting on debt being the most common 
one. Between one-fourth and one-third of 
the people in the Roman Empire were slaves. 
(© Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford, 
UK / The Bridgeman Art Library International)

Box 23.4

Was Paul an Old Man?
In his letter to Philemon, Paul says that he writes to his friend as a presbytēs, an “old man” 

(v. 9). This statement is intriguing because it is the only reference in the New Testament to 

Paul’s age. How old was he? What would qualify as an “old man” in those days?

Some scholars suggest that he is not necessarily referring to chronological age but rather 

to his status as a leader or “elder” in the church. But Paul never refers to himself as a church 

“elder” in any other instance, and writers who do refer to themselves that way use slightly 

different Greek words to do so (cf. 1 Pet. 5:1; 2 John 1; 3 John 1).

A few scholars have speculated that there might be an error in our manuscripts here. Paul 

did not write “elder” or “old man” but rather another word that looks very similar in Greek. 

They suggest that perhaps he referred to himself as a presbeutēs (“ambassador”; cf. pres-

beuein in 2 Cor. 5:20; Eph. 6:20), and a later copyist mistook that word for presbytēs (“old 

man” and “elder”). But this is simply a guess for which there is no actual evidence; we have 

no manuscripts in which the word presbeutēs (“ambassador”) occurs here.
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