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Let me repeat that:  he put country first, over himself. I tell that story not just 
because it is powerful, but because the scripture we just heard read is one that 
calls for an act of selflessness and integrity that is out of the bounds of the usual.   



It is the story of a young man named, Onesimus, and he is a runaway slave.  You 
have to read between the lines to understand his story, but its pretty easy to 
figure out what’s up here.   
 
Onesimus was owned by a rich man from the town of Colossae.  He has been 
away from his master’s home for a long time.  He’s run away.  He has, in fact, 
run to someone.  He has run to the famous man, Paul, who once planted a 
Christian Church in that town.   
 
Why he has run away is not mentioned.  Perhaps he has been treated harshly?  
More likely, from what we can pick up in the letter, he has stolen something.  We 
don’t know for sure. It’s very possible that during the time he is a guest of the 
famous apostle he converts to the faith.  Whatever, we do know that Paul has 
convinced him to return home again to face the music, so to speak.   
 
And so we can surmise from the letter that he is to be sent home to his slave 
master, Philemon, clutching a piece of paper, the very letter we read this morning 
from the hand of Paul, the apostle.  And now, two thousand years along, 
amazingly, this letter has become part of the Bible. 
 
Now, slavery was widespread in the ancient world.  At the Roman port of Delos  
10,000 slaves were sometimes bought and sold in a single day.  It’s also 
important for us to note that slavery in the 1st Century  was not like what we know 
of slavery in the American South of the 19th century.  Slaves were not always 
drudges, the means to prop up an entire economy.  No.  Many slaves in Paul’s 
day were physicians, teachers, scribes, poets, musicians, civil servants.  These 
were the best educated people of their day and they served as key people in 
every important household.   
 
What is similar, comparing slavery in Paul’s day and in 19th century America, is 
that punishment in both places for running away could be extreme.  Runaways 
could be sold to the slave galleys, severely whipped, even executed which 
underscores the critical importance of this letter from Paul. 
 
Paul calls the slave, Onesimus,  "a faithful beloved brother."   "Restore him," he 
urges Philemon. Don’t punish him.  Don’t make of him an object lesson. Take 
him back peaceably, and completely.     
 
Now, you need to know that the letter is not a private one.  It is meant to be 
shared among the Christian community that meets in Philemon's house.  There 
were, in fact, no churches as we know of them until the 4th century. 
 
Why an open letter?  Well, it is meant to pressure Philemon to welcome the 
slave, Onesimus back.  Paul is not above using heavy handed means of 
leverage. 
 



Paul believes that the issue at hand is more than merely something between a 
slave master and a slave.  Onesimus as a Christian, is, according to Paul,  
answerable to the entire Christian community.   
 
According to Paul, opportunities are presented by this situation: first, here is an 
opportunity for the community to show itself to be a community that is run 
according to the teachings of Jesus; it is not a secular one. It is a community that 
is as different from the “world” community as can be.   
 
Secondly, here is an opportunity for the community to show such love and mercy 
to Onesimus as to ground this new Christian in the faith.  Onesimus is not on trial 
because he has come home. No, according to Paul, it is the Christians in 
Philemon's house church there in the town of Colossae that are the ones on trial. 
 
The fate of Onesimus and his brothers and sisters in the church community are 
linked irrefutably for Paul who says, "If one member suffers, all suffer together,  
if one member is honored all rejoice together.” 
 
Finally, and this is just as important, here is an opportunity for Philemon himself 
as a leader of this community of Christians, to show what he is made of.  Paul 
makes the following appeal to him:  
 
I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do your duty,  yet I would rather 
appeal to you on the basis of love . . .  I prefer to do nothing without your 
consent, in order that your good deed might be voluntary and not something 
forced.   
 
Paul shows that he is pretty hopeful that Philemon will do “the right thing.” 
 
I hear of your love for all the saints and your faith toward the Lord Jesus. I have 
indeed received much joy and encouragement from your love, because the 
hearts of the saints have been refreshed through you, my brother.  
 
“Refreshed.”  This is an interesting word, and I want to spend the rest of the 
sermon focusing on it. The word in Greek literally means, given shelter.   
 
It’s akin to the wonderful invitation Jesus gives in Matthew 11:28, Come unto me, 
all you that are weary and are heavily laden, and I will give you rest.  
 
So, the question hanging in the air in this community is, will Onesimus be given 
shelter?  How merciful are you, Philemon, when push comes to shove?  Can you 
be as gracious to your own runaway slave as to other “important” people who 
have come to Colossae?  Or does your love have boundaries?   
 
 



Boundaries. This is the acid test. Boundaries when it comes to love are always 
key when it comes to judging whether someone is behaving in a manner we 
would call Christian.  Why?  Because Jesus, the founder of the faith, seemed to 
have none.   
 
Lutheran pastor, Nadia Bolz-Weber, says that whenever you and I draw a line in 
the sand, so to speak, Jesus is on the other side of that line.  That is to say that 
when you and I draw a line or build a wall in order to exclude someone, for 
whatever reason, Jesus is on the other side of that line – Jesus is with the other 
person we are attempting to exclude, every time.   
 
Well, Paul understands this.  Paul is asking Philemon to do some stretching 
when it comes to boundaries.  Paul himself had done some stretching himself.  A 
lot in fact.  Paul was once a  Pharisee, part of the reformed party of Judaism.   
 
As such, he was someone with massive institutional blinders.  But he has given 
up that way of looking at the world.  He has changed.  He has not just exchanged 
one set of religious blinders for another.  He has thrown them off completely.   
 
We know this and we know it absolutley because of something he says in 
another of his letters, this one to the church in Galatia -- 
 
There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no 
longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:28). 
 
You cannot underestimate the radicalness of that statement, coming as it does in 
the time and place it comes from.   
 
There is just something deeply refreshing about it.  Like the funeral of John 
McCain, it was deeply refreshing. It reminded us at this critical time, what our 
country is really about and what our leaders are truly capable of.   
 
You know, Paul had never met Jesus.  He said he had a mystical encounter with 
him, but, outside of a reference to the last supper and the cross, we have no 
proof Paul knew anything of Jesus’ teaching, but looking at what Paul is saying 
here, those words could have come from Jesus himself.  You know, being blind 
to gender and culture was essential to everything he ever said or did.   
 
Opening his heart to women and children as he did, he blew people away.  He 
was that big a blast of fresh air.  And yet, so few Christians actually recognize 
this about him.    
 
But thank heaven, Jesus is not the only means of refreshment available to our 
hearts.  You have to look hard for it sometimes, but history is full of wonderful 
examples.    



Back in 1958 when Pope Pius XII died, the Cardinals were deadlocked, choosing 
a new pope.  So they picked the oldest among them, Cardinal Guiseppe Roncalli. 
He was chosen as a kind of benign place-holder.   
 
Well, the Cardinals had no idea what they had done. Pope John XXIII came in 
and said, “I am going to open the windows on our church. Windows that haven’t 
been opened in a thousand years.” And in blew fresh air and fresh ideas and an 
openness no one could have imagined, and the Vatican is still reverberating from 
that big bang. 
 
Pope Francis is now under tremendous pressure to speak up about the recent 
bombshell concerning revelations of massive abuse by Catholic priests in 
Pennsylvania. The church continues to hemorage members and it’s clear that 
only if the pope himself finds a way to own the scandal and implemement 
measures that prove the church is truly penitent will the church stand a chance of 
finding its feet again.  And this pope has some terrible enemies.   
 
This is a huge moment for him and his church.  The whole world is watching to 
see if some sincere refreshing action can turn the ship of that church around.   
 
 “Refresh my heart,”  says Paul to Philemon. The world is dying for examples of 
genuine transforming love.   
 
I remember when the host of NPR’s Weekend Edition Saturday, Scott Simon, 
spoke with Billy Crystal who is nothing short of an American treasure.   
 
Simon asked him, “Do you ever feel an outcast in Hollywood.  You’ve been 
married to the same woman for nearly 50 years?” 
 
Billy Crystal laughed and then referred to the awful magazines at the checkout 
stand at the market that are always featuring, you know, the current batch of 
Hollywood “Hot Couples” and, he said of himself and his wife, Janis, “We’re 
never in it.  What could be hotter than to be married to the same woman for 48 
years?”  He went on to describe his marriage.  He said,  
 
"I was 18; I knew it when I first met her. It gets better all the time. 
And we laugh a lot — she's really funny, and one of the few 
people who really gets a belly laugh outta me. 

"You know, I respect her. And I always look forward to being 
with her. And one of the most important times we had was — the 
girls were starting to get bigger, I was on the road a lot, and 
doing very well. But I was working a lot. And at one point she 
said to me, 'Let's make sure you don’t become Uncle Daddy.' 

 



"And ... you know, that was it. I never missed a birthday, I never missed a school 
play. We carpooled. And the greatest compliment I can ever get is not about my 
career or performance or anything; it's when people say, 'You know, your girls 
are great.' That's the real thing for me." 
 
Refreshing?  You bet.   
 
We don't know if Philemon took the hint and re-instated Onesimus;  we don't 
know if he might even have freed him and sent him back to Paul   But there is at 
least one good reason for thinking so. 
 
Years later when Paul was long since dead, another saint was in jail: Ignatius. 
 
The bishop of Ephesus had sent some friends to visit him and Ignatius had 
written a letter to ask this bishop if those friends could possibly stay with him.    
 
Curiously, Ignatius, in his letter, uses some of the same language Paul uses in 
his letter to Philemon, almost as if he were trying to remind the man of 
something.   
 
I say that because the name of the bishop Ignatius was writing to was Onesimus.  
There is no proof of course that he was the slave boy grown up to become a 
bishop, but it is deliciously tempting to think so.   
 
But that is the way with acts of love that are rare and beautiful.  The refreshment 
they offer goes on and on and on. 
 
Amen 


