
Our Chains Are Gone
13th Sunday after Pentecost - Year C - 09/08/2019

Psalm Reading: 139 
1st Reading: Jeremiah 18:1-11, 2nd: Philemon 1-21

Paul’s letter to Philemon is one of two personal letters that
are contained in the Bible. This letter is an historical primary 
resource that gives us a little insight to how things worked 
behind the scenes in churches, but also speaks to us in our own 
context on both a practical and a theological level because Paul 
in all of his dealings was, in fact, both practical and theological.

(v.1-3) Background to letter:
Paul writing to Philemon

an evangelist / bishop in Colossae
Wealthy – owns at least one slave.

Onesimus
Writing to convince Philemon to free his slave, 

Onesimus
Paul writing from Prison 

Nature of imprisonment
People with him. (Mark/Aristarchus/Demos/Luke)
Still operating as evangelist.
Also writing in name of Timothy

Basically writing with the moral force of church 
behind him.

(v.4-7) Paul talks about own relationship with Philemon
Fellow workers in Christ.
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As worker in Christ, Paul assumes that Philemon has come 
to understand what it means to live in loving relationship with 
others. Paul indicates that the more he lives as a Christian the 
more understanding he gains. And Paul notes that he has done 
so much for the church that he must have gained a high level of
Christian understanding, and…

(v.8) Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you 
to do what your ought to do, (v.9a) yet I prefer to on the basis 
of love.

Because, my friends, now that Philemon is free from the 
chains of the secular world Paul knows that he will do what is 
right because he wants to, because he loves his fellow 
Christian, Onesimus.

(v.9b) Relationship between Paul and Onesimus.
Like a Son
Fellow worker
Inspired, reliable

(v.10) Indeed, Paul writes, “Formerly he was useless to you, but 
now he has become useful both to you and to me.”

Nature of Slavery (Onesimus as example)
Degrades Slave
Degrades Master
Degrades Society

In freedom, a willing heart, working for self, but also 
selflessly for the church.
Happy in work / Not resentful
Improved relationships.

In Bible study: Explored nature of slavery more deeply.
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Slave to things / Idols
Slave to sin

God frees us from these things.
Now free to love God. In relationship with God we 

improve our lives
(Physically, Psychologically, Spiritually)

Slavery is all about relationships:
Paul hits the nail on the head: (v.15-16a) Perhaps the 

reason he was separated from you for a little while was that 
you might have him back forever – no longer as a slave, but 
better than a slave, as a dear brother.

Paul, perhaps unintentionally, illustrates through this 
specific incidence of a man once a slave and now acting in 
freedom, that the same same person, the very same person, 
put in different relationship, becomes a better person. And this 
is to the advantage of Philemon. It is surely better to have a 
brother in Christ who loves and supports you through thick and 
thin than a slave who feels the burdens of servitude and wants 
to run away, wants to escape.

And I think sometimes we feel enslaved, burdened by the 
things that we are enslaved to and want to run away from 
them.

Paul was a 
master of rhetoric.
Supreme theologian
He was a very persuasive person

Given credit for evangelizing the greater part of 
the Roman Empire.
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Was he able to convince Philemon to free Onesimus for the 
good of the church, for Paul’s benefit, for the good of Philemon 
himself?

We do not know for sure.
Survival of letter.
Church annals

Onesimus mentioned several times
Second bishop of Ephesus

Philemon held in the Eastern Church as a Saint.
Bishop of Colossae / Bishop of Gaza

Some accounts:
Both Martyred in Rome. At the same time.

Persecution by Nero or perhaps Trajan
(v.22) And one thing more: prepare a guest room for me, 
because I hope to be restored to you in answer to your prayers.

Sad story of the end of Paul.

One aspect of this story that is interesting to contemplate 
is that Paul himself was in chains, in bondage per se. But 
throughout the letter we never get the idea that he felt that his 
own agency or the agency of God were being thwarted. 
Throughout his letters, no matter where Paul is, no matter what
is happening to him, his confidence shines through. He knows 
that God is in control, and that no matter what besets him, the 
obstacles in his path will be overcome. The slavery imposed on 
Onesimus is just one more obstacle that Paul works to 
overcome.

Paul explains to Philemon that Onesimus is a better person
in freedom than in slavery. This is a demonstrable practical 
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truth. And Paul does demonstrate the truth by telling Philemon 
that it is better to have a brother than a slave. But all the while 
there is Christian faith in the background. Paul’s evaluation of 
the situation in particular and slavery in general is true because 
God has established us in relation with each other and with the 
Triune God. And so there is a direct connection between what 
is practical and what is Christian. And this naturally extends to 
our own lives. A life in Christ is good on so many levels, 
psychological, physical, and of course spiritual.

So we believe that Philemon did free Onesimus, and 
became a better person for it. I think the chains of bondage he 
had held over Onesimus must also have been chaffing for 
Philemon as well as Onesimus. It was better for him to put 
Onesimus in right Christian relationship with himself. I would 
encourage you all, if your relationship with someone else is not 
that of Christian fellowship, put yourself in right relationship 
with them and you will both be better for it.

ἀμἠν
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