Was Apphia an Early Christian Leader? An Investigation and Proposal
Regarding the Identity of the Woman in Philemon 1:2
Nicholas Rudolph Quient
The epistle to Philemon begins, “Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus,
and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our dear friend and coworker” (NRSV). Paul and Timothy1 then also address “Apphia
the sister” (Apphia tē adelphē). Throughout the multitude of
commentaries on Philemon, one struggles to find a helpful
description of this mysterious woman. The standard volumes
concerning the evangelical gender debate rarely mention
Apphia, and both hierarchical2 and egalitarian3 perspectives
have done little to explore her identity. Specifically, the lack of
detailed research regarding Apphia’s status may be due to the
fact that, unlike other women in the NT, she is not given a nowcontroversial title (cf. “deacon” in Rom 16:1–2 or “apostle” in
Rom 16:7). Also potentially at play is the tendency of readers to
miss something they are not looking for: because Apphia is not
contested ground in the evangelical gender debate, it makes sense
that a work exploring her identity has been missing. In contrast,
most of the detailed work on Paul’s relationship with Apphia is
not by evangelical scholars.4
In Phlm 1:2 we catch a glimpse into the dynamics of the
ancient Christian household into which Paul is writing: “to
Apphia our sister,5 to Archippus our fellow soldier, and to the
church in your [sg.] house” (NRSV). The intent of this article
is threefold: first, to explore Apphia’s status within the ancient
household; second, to investigate her relationship to the various
parties mentioned; and third—most importantly—to determine
the potential implications for women in the church today.
Apphia: Wife, Slave, or More?
What did the early church make of Apphia, in those rare cases
where she is discussed at all? Is she a wife, a friend, a slave, a
Pauline co-worker?
The leading view is found, for example, in the writings
of John Chrysostom (c. 347–407), who believed Apphia was
Philemon’s wife: “It seems to me that she was his partner in life.
Observe the humility of Paul. He both joins Timothy with him
in his request and asks not only the husband but the wife also,
to whom Paul may be a friend as well.”6 Pelagius (c. 360–418) is
less certain when he writes, “Apphia is believed [my emphasis] to
be Philemon’s sister or spouse.”7 F. F. Bruce contends that Apphia
is “probably” Onesimus’s wife, and other modern commentators
have followed suit, including Murray J. Harris, Ralph Martin,
Ben Witherington, Bruce Malina and John Pilch, Douglas Moo,
and James D. G. Dunn. Karl Barth asserts this same sentiment.8
However, as Robert Wilson correctly observes: “Apphia is
frequently thought to be Philemon’s wife, and Archippus his
son, but while it is very natural to think of a family this is not
expressly stated in the text.”9 Sara Winter is far more blunt:
“The assumption that Apphia was the wife of Philemon can
be attributed to androcentric gender bias.”10 Rather, Apphia
is prominent enough to be named among men without being
socially confined as a wife.11 Indeed, as Eduard Lohse points out:
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Their names [Apphia and Archippus] are mentioned
because the matter that the Apostle is dealing with
is not just a personal affair that concerns Philemon
alone. Rather the decision that must be arrived at is a
concern of the entire community.12
Since Apphia’s potential status as wife carries historical weight,
we will explore this option first. It is not obvious that Apphia is
either the wife of Philemon or Archippus, and this uncertainty is
due to Paul’s use of “sister” (tē adelphē) instead of “woman, wife”
(gunē). Paul has married couples within his social sphere (e.g.,
Priscilla and Aquila in Rom 16:3, 1 Cor 16:19 and 2 Tim 4:19),
and he is perfectly capable of referring to Apphia as someone’s
wife—but he does not. These facts leave open the interpretation
that Apphia is an unmarried woman within the household, an
interpretation which I prefer.
If Paul wanted to indicate that Apphia was in a socially
subordinate position—either that of a wife or a slave—Paul could
have used doulos (“slave,” “servant”) to describe her ranking,
but he does not. Language of subordination in Philemon is only
self-applied by Paul: “prisoner” (desmios) in Phlm 1:1, 9. Paul
does write to slaves in several of his epistles (e.g., 1 Cor 7:21–22,
Eph 6:5–9, Col 3:22–4:1, 1 Tim 6:1–2, Titus 2:9–10), but it does
not seem that any slave is actually addressed by name. Apphia,
if she is a slave, would be the sole exception.13 In antiquity, the
direct addressees of a letter are named first (after the name of
the sender), which is a position of honor or preeminence. The
epistle to Philemon is directly addressed first to three individuals
(Philemon, Apphia, Archippus, vv. 1–2), and second to the
broader church (v. 3). The inclusion of Apphia before Archippus
may signify that she held a status higher than his.14 Thus, any
notion of Apphia’s status being presented by Paul as subordinate
can and should be judged as incongruous. Indeed, Theodore of
Mopsuestia, a contemporary of Chrysostom and Pelagius, rules
out any notion of Apphia’s subordination: “Paul makes a point
of greeting Philemon and Apphia equally. He wishes to indicate
thereby that in no way is there a difference of faith or strength of
faith between men and women.”15
Apphia in the Congregation
Because Apphia is probably not a wife or a subordinate within
the household, the question arises concerning her actual status.
The primary recipients (Philemon, Apphia, Archippus) are
mentioned first, then “and to the church in your house” (kai tē
kat᾽ oikon sou ekklēsia). The use of the second person singular
genitive “your” (sou) demands some explanation: is this a
collective singular, addressing the three individuals as one, or is
this referring to Philemon, as has been traditionally assumed?16
Since three people are directly addressed and spoken highly of
in the direct address, one cannot limit the address to a singular
individual.17 Had Paul only intended to communicate with

Philemon, for instance, he would have made it clear in only
naming Philemon.
The options are multiple: Apphia could have been the (or “a”)
homeowner,18 a manager within the household, a well-respected
member of the house church, or some combination thereof.
Her being called “the sister” (tē adelphē) can now be more fully
explored in the next section, and these interpretive options leave
open a host of opportunities regarding the identity of Apphia—
including the position of leader.
Sister Apphia the Leader? Explorations and Parallels
Paul’s use of tē adelphē is appositional, describing Apphia as “the
sister.” The standard lexicon for NT Greek lists two glosses for
adelphē: a literal, “a female who comes from the same womb
as the reference, sister” and a metaphorical, “a person or thing
viewed as a sister in relation to another entity, sister.”19 The word
itself does not mean “leader” or any of the other disputed terms
for leadership in the evangelical gender debate; that, of course,
does not mean Apphia was not a leader within the household.
Paul does not need to describe women with terms of leadership
in order for women to be leaders.
Paul has already used familial language in v. 1 in his reference
to his co-author Timothy as “brother” (ho adelphos). The apostle’s
consistent use of familial language throughout all his epistles is
stark: he uses adelphoi (“brothers,” “siblings”) regarding mixed
congregations (Rom 1:13, 7:1, 8:12, 1 Cor 1:11, 3:1, 12:1, 14:20, Gal 1:2,
etc.)20 and does not seem interested in being gender-exclusive.
For example, the NT does have women who were prominent in
the early church. In Rom 16:1, Paul commends “our sister (tēn
adelphēn hēmōn) Phoebe, deacon21 of the church at Cenchreae.”
Paul’s use of the articular hē adelphē for Phoebe and Apphia
specifies a precise designation, and does not likely refer to either
woman as simply a fellow Christian.
The accusative feminine noun adelphēn applied to Phoebe is
singular and articular, and it follows a near-identical syntactical
pattern as Phlm 1:2: personal name + article + appositional noun:
Rom 16:1: Phoibēn tēn adelphēn hēmōn (“Phoebe the
sister of us”)
Phlm 1:2: Apphia tē adelphē (“Apphia the sister”)
Philemon 1:2 is written to Apphia, as the dative form Apphia tē
adelphē indicates: “to Apphia the sister,” putting her as a direct
recipient. Since tē adelphē is articular, it could be a title: “Apphia
the Sister.”22 Instead of being the recipient of the epistle, Phoebe
receives commendation in Rom 16:1–2, hence the accusative case
of “sister” in this context. Craig Keener notes that, “probably
[Phoebe] was the owner of the home in which the Cenchreaen
church met, and thus its host.”23 Similarly, in Rom 16:15 Paul
specifically mentions the sister (tēn adelphēn) of Nereus—though
he does not name her. This unnamed sister was included within
a specific group, illustrating her status in Christ along with her
brother and the others. All this evidence shows that, in the work
of the early church, “sisters” were heavily involved in missionary
activity, and being a “sister” does not indiscriminately remove
one’s ability to serve as a leader. Apphia, therefore, by virtue
of Paul’s chosen terminology and by being mentioned in the

address, is an esteemed member of the house church and thus
shares an equal status with Philemon and Archippus. Michael
Bird suggests that Apphia “may also have held some formal office
in the house church that met in her house.”24
Apphia the Leader: A Response to Objections
There are some stated objections to this reading, and key
commentators who argue against it are Joseph Fitzmyer and
Andrew Perriman.25 These scholars come from differing
perspectives,26 but both concur that Apphia was not a leader in
the church. Fitzmyer, in response to the work of Winter writes,
“there is not a hint here that adelphē means that Apphia was
‘also a church leader’; such a meaning of adelphē is nowhere
attested.”27 Perriman comes to a similar conclusion when he
writes, “the fact that the term [adelphē] is also applied to Phoebe
. . . certainly does not mean that these two women held similar
positions or wielded similar influence.”28 Fitzmyer’s dismissal of
Winter’s argument illustrates a lack of serious engagement. In
both of her articles, Winter contends that Apphia is a “church
leader”29 or “church worker.”30 Her arguments for Apphia being
a church leader spring from Apphia’s inclusion in the address31
and the fact that this is a public document to the house church.32
Fitzmyer’s contention that, “There is not a hint here that adelphē
means that Apphia was ‘also a church leader’” misses the
mark, and it must be reassessed for the following five reasons:
(1) Fitzmyer does not take into consideration the rhetorical
placement of Apphia, which would include her status as “the
sister.” (2) He excludes the authority women had in some homes
in the ancient world.33 (3) He ignores Phoebe and the possible
parallel described above. (4) He does not explain the other women
named by Paul, who illustrate that Paul had no issue with women
leaders in the church.34 (5) He relies too much on the semantic
domain of adelphē35 and ignores contextual, perspectival, and
rhetorical factors that undermine his dismissal36—especially
given Apphia’s placement in the introduction—and because of
this he assumes a surface level reading of a rhetorically sensitive
and dialogically sophisticated introduction.37 In short, Fitzmyer
never asks the important questions about Apphia, and thus we
should find his objection lacking sufficient force or nuance.38
Supplemental Reasons for Naming Apphia: The Liberation
of Onesimus
Interpretive difficulties arise almost instantly regarding the
social context of Onesimus: was he a runaway slave, as has been
traditionally believed? Options abound39 but based on our
conclusions we must ask the question of the consequences of
Apphia’s status in this public epistle. Perriman notes, “The fact that
the term [adelphē] is also applied to Phoebe … certainly does not
mean that these two women [Apphia and Phoebe] held similar
positions or wielded similar influence.”40 This is a remarkable
case of question begging. Perriman, like Fitzmyer, never asks the
question about Apphia’s placement and her function within the
epistle, and thus his comment lacks coherence.
Paul sent Onesimus back and the question naturally arises,
“for what reason?” Whether for acceptance or reconciliation or
manumission, what can be plausibly inferred is that Apphia’s
presence gives her the potential for vital input in the treatment of
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Onesimus. Paul is, in effect, giving her a voice and treating her as a
distinct and natural moral agent in the house church.41 Marianne
Meye Thompson notes, “If Onesimus was a household slave,
then his departure from the household will also have affected her
[Apphia].”42 Whether the purpose of the epistle is manumission
or some other option,43 Onesimus’s status is inextricably tied up
with the three people mentioned in the introduction (Philemon,
Apphia, Archippus) and within the larger Christian assembly.
Paul’s ingenious inclusion of multiple people almost assures the
necessary social pressure that would have resulted in Onesimus’s
freedom. I conclude with J. Albert Harrill, who notes:
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Apphia was a woman greeted by Paul in his letter to Philemon. What was her role or position at Colossae? Was she Philemon's wife?
Or was she another Phoebe?Â The letters of the apostle Paul give glimpses of some of the men and women involved in first-century
church life. In a short letter sent to Colossaeâ€”a letter which we know as the letter to Philemonâ€”Paul writes primarily about his
friendship with two men, Philemon and Onesimus,[1] but Apphia is also addressed. Who was Apphia, and what was her role or position
in the church at Colossae? Apphia the Sister. It has been thought that Apphia was Philemonâ€™s wife. Paul greets him along with
Apphia (probably Philemonâ€™s wife) and Archippus (possibly a son), and the Christian community, Philemon it is thought was
converted by Paul possibly in Ephesus. Paul refers to himself as a prisoner, as often elsewhere (cf. Romans, 1 Corinthians, Galatians
especially), the second word in Greek enunciates the theme and sets the tone of the letter. Here it is the prisoner of Christ Jesus (for he
writes this while in prison for preaching the gospel) appealing ,rather than the apostle commanding, Philemon to consider his feelings for
freeing Onesimus the slave.Â An Investigation and Proposal Regarding the Identity of the Woman in Philemon 1:2. By Nicholas R
Quient. The Otherness of Onesimus: Re-reading Paulâ€™s Letter to Philemon from the Margins. These high-born Christian women
seized upon the study of the Bible and of Hebrew and Greek. The circle of Roman women who studied with Jerome in the late 300s
showed such scholarship that he thought nothing of referring some church elders to Marcella for the resolution of a hermeneutical
problem. By the early 400s, Augustine could declare that â€œany old Christian womanâ€ was better educated in spiritual matters than
many a philosopher.Â The womenâ€™s spiritual zeal exploded into social service. Fabiola founded the first Christian hospital in
Europe. Many other church women encountered severe opposition from their families for spending their wealth so generously in helping
the poor. Such selfless ministry became a trademark of Christian women.

