Philemon 15




 - is the adverb TACHA, meaning “perhaps, possibly, probably.”  It is usually found with the indefinite particle EAN and the optative mood, but a very rare use is with the indicative mood and without EAN.  It is only found twice in the NT, here and Rom 5:7 where it is correctly translated “perhaps.”  We will translate it probably because the indicative mood is used in the main verb.  If AN plus the subjunctive or optative mood were used, then “perhaps” or “possibly” would be a more appropriate translation to bring out the element of contingency or possibility.

 - is the inferential postpositive conjunction GAR, meaning “For.”
 - is the third person singular aorist passive indicative from the verb CHORIZW, which means “to be separated, to be taken away, to take one’s departure, to go away.”

The aorist tense is a dramatic aorist used for stating a present reality with the certitude of a past event.  It is a device for emphasis.


The passive voice indicates that Philemon received the action of the verb.


The indicative mood is declarative for the reality of what has happened to Philemon.

, - is the preposition PROS plus the adverbial accusative of measure of extent of time from the feminine singular noun HWRA, meaning “a short period of time, an hour, time in general.”  It is translated “for a short time.”
“For he was probably taken away for a short time,”
- is the conjunction HINA, which is used to introduce a purpose clause here—God’s purpose in taking Onesimus to Rome and motivating him to return again to Colossae.  It is translated “in order that.”
 - is the adverbial accusative of measure of extent of time from the masculine singular adjective AIWNIOS, meaning “eternal, forever.”
 - is the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “him” and referring to Onesimus.

 - is the second person singular aorist active subjunctive from the verb APECHW, which in its transitive use was a technical term for the full payment of a financial debt.  It means “to receive back, to have back.”

The aorist tense is a dramatic aorist used for stating a present reality with the certitude of a past event.  It is a device for emphasis.


The active voice indicates that Philemon produces the action, having Philemon return forever.


The subjunctive mood is always used with HINA to introduce a purpose clause and denotes that there is an element of contingency involved in whether or not Onesimus will stay to serve Philemon.

“in order that you might have him back forever.”
Phlm 15 corrected translation
“For he was probably taken away for a short time, in order that you might have him back forever.”
Explanation:
1.  Paul now explains the divine motivation for what has happened between Onesimus and Philemon.


a.  Paul states the situation as a probability because he has no direct communication from God regarding the matter, and will not presume to make a direct declaration of the will of God apart from God’s divine revelation.


b.  So we might say that Paul made a very good educated assumption based on his understanding of the nature of God, the essence of God, the known will of God, and his past doctrinal understanding of how God operates.

2.  Onesimus was taken away for a short time from Philemon, so that Onesimus could be saved and start to grow spiritually.


a.  As an unbeliever, Onesimus probably thought he was as good as Philemon, as smart as Philemon, and as capable to manage money as Philemon.


b.  Therefore, in arrogance he sought his freedom by illegal means to prove his point.  His illegal means was running away from his responsibilities and duties as a servant.


c.  Being arrogant, Onesimus also saw no need for believing in Christ and becoming involved in that stupid superstition of believing that an illegitimate, unknown revolutionary Jew from an insignificant part of the world, who performed magic tricks was God and raised himself from the dead.  How could anyone with any intelligence believe such a lie?  Surely, this was Philemon’s character flaw, which allowed others to lie to him, cheat him, and take advantage of him without reprisal.  Therefore, Onesimus had nothing to fear by way of punishment from running away from this stupid Christian full of “brotherly love.”  Both Paul and Philemon know that Philemon had done nothing wrong to drive Onesimus away.  Philemon has nothing to feel guilty about.


d.  Therefore, God permitted Onesimus’ arrogance to motivate him to steal from his master and take off on his own.  However, God also knew that Onesimus’ own arrogance would be the source of his own ruin.  And within a short time, Onesimus was homeless on the streets of Rome and afraid for his life.


e.  God had allowed Onesimus to use his own volition to bring himself to the very end of his rope.  Onesimus had only one choice left—to reject Christ again and die as an unknown peasant in the mob in the ghetto of Rome, or believe in Christ and have a new start in life.  Fortunately for Onesimus, Philemon, Paul and all of us, Onesimus made the right choice.


f.  Onesimus was either accidentally found on the streets of Rome by Epaphras (although there are no accidents in the plan of God) or he made his way to the place of Paul’s imprisonment, having remembered Philemon speak about his famous friend.  Being hopeful for financial help or wanting Paul to persuade Philemon to take him back without killing him, Onesimus confronted Paul with his situation.  Paul gave him the most important thing of all—the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.


g.  Onesimus believed in Christ and started to learn doctrine.  Now the Lord Jesus Christ could start to mold Onesimus into someone useful in the plan, purpose, and will of God; someone who would be of great benefit to both Paul and Philemon.


h.  But in order for all of this to happen, Onesimus had to be taken away from Philemon for a short time.  And this is what Paul is explaining to Philemon.

3.  God’s motivation in taking Onesimus away for a short time was so that Philemon could have him back forever.


a.  “Forever” indicates that Philemon will get Onesimus back as a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ.


b.  Notice that God returns Onesimus to Philemon as a slave.  God did not change Onesimus’ social position or social condition; He only changed his thinking.  Does this teach once a slave always a slave?  No!  Does this teach once a peasant always a peasant?  No!  Does this teach once an aristocrat always an aristocrat? No!  But it does teach that God is not in the business of improving social conditions.  That’s Satan’s system of doing things.


c.  In what sense does Philemon get Onesimus back forever.



(1)  As a slave?  No!  For there is no slavery among members of the royal family of God; we are all equal before Christ.



(2)  As a fellow-believer?  Yes!  All members of the body of Christ serve the other members of the body of Christ.  This is the whole point of the body metaphor.  This is why the hand cannot say to the foot, “I don’t need you.”  We all need each other as fellow-members of the body of Christ.  The problem is, often we just don’t understand how we need each other.



(3)  As a friend?  Most definitely.  For Onesimus and Philemon will become the best of friends, and Paul already knows this, having been good friends with each of them.  Also in eternity as fellow members of the royal family of God we will all be friends, having no enemies, holding no grudges, seeking and fearing fear no revenge on or from others.

4.  Application: Sometimes God takes certain things away from us, so that we can have them back later in far superior condition than we could have otherwise ever imagined.  This is the grace of God and the plan of God.
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