
I have a lot of stories about life in prison from my own ten-year stretch ‘inside!’

Sometimes as a prison chaplain you got so involved with the lives and issues of

prisoners, some of them anyway, that it almost felt you were sharing their

sentence with them. The difference always was that you carried keys, and at

the end of the day you could hand them in at the gate and go home. My

thoughts about prison today were rather prompted by our second reading, that

fascinating little epistle of Paul to the slave-owning Christian, Philemon, which

we read almost in its entirety. Paul reveals that he is a prisoner as he writes

this letter. It is thought that he wrote from a Roman provincial prison, probably

Ephesus, in the mid-50s of the first century.

Because we hear this reading so rarely in our worship services, I thought it

would be useful to reflect on it for a few moments today and consider how it

challenges or informs our own present-day struggles between choosing life in

Christ or choosing to follow the conventions of our times and culture.

There are two main characters in the letter. Philemon himself was a member

of a church, possibly in Colossae, not far from Ephesus. He may have been its

leader, for we learn in the first two verses that the church met in his house.

Slavery was part of the system and taken for granted in those times. Philemon

had a slave called Onesimus (a name that meant ‘Useful,’ hence Paul’s play on

words in the text). It used to be thought that he had fled from him because of

some debt or offence against his master, and that he had gone to Paul for help,

asking him to intercede with Philemon on his behalf. However, it is now

considered more likely that Philemon sent his slave Onesimus to help his

mentor Paul in prison and, in a sense, share his sentence with him.

During his stay with Paul, Onesimus had become a Christian. Now Paul has

sent Onesimus back to Philemon with this letter. Although the letter is

addressed to Philemon, Paul is also addressing the Christians that met in his

house. It was a personal but not a private letter. The closing greetings (which

were not included in our reading) indicate that it had been shared with Paul’s

co-workers who were also known to Philemon.

This short letter has been described as ‘a masterpiece of persuasion,’ because it

attempts to lead the recipient to do the right thing without actually ordering



him. It also provides a case study of what life ‘in Christ,’ life in the ‘new

creation’ is to be like.

Philemon was a Christian who had slaves. Onesimus had now become a

Christian. So, the issue was: May a Christian have a Christian slave? Paul’s

answer, though not explicit, is essentially ‘no.’ Whether a Christian master

should have a slave at all is beyond the scope of the letter, but there is little

doubt that Paul took a dim view of slavery per se. But here he is saying that

Onesimus is to be received back as ‘a beloved brother.’ And the two are to be

brothers ‘both in the flesh and in the Lord,’ indicating not just spiritual equality,

but equality in life.

We don’t know how Philemon acted in response to Paul’s appeal, whether he

freed Onesimus immediately or later, but he surely did. Early Christian sources

report that a man called Onesimus eventually became Bishop of Ephesus. With

a name like his it is very likely the same person, and that this letter got included

in the New Testament because of Onesimus, his story, and his connection with

Paul.

What value has this story for us? It reminds us that life in Christ abolishes the

hierarchical relations of conventional culture, not just spiritually but in life, in

the flesh. The questions to consider for the Church and for us as individual

Christians, even 2,000 years later, are: how far have we embraced this good

news of a Christ-inspired upheaval in human relationships? How far have our

lives been shaped as a result of being baptized into Christ? Are we really a new

creation, a new humanity or have we still got one or even both feet firmly

planted in an old life that is governed by family, class, culture, convention,

national identity or whatever other ‘gods’ we choose to be loyal to?

So, turning to the Gospel today, Jesus did not hide the difficulties, the

hardships, the sacrifices that would be required by those who would follow

him, and the conflicts that would be caused with the status quo, the way things

are, the conventions, even family ties and obligations. But perhaps his words in

today’s Gospel still sound over-harsh and unreasonable. It is hard to get back

to what Jesus really said, but it is unlikely that he called his followers literally to

hate father, mother, and family. ‘To love less,’ is probably nearer to what he

had in mind.



It is about the rare circumstances in which one might have to choose. Of

course, many have had to choose, especially when the family has been less

than sympathetic about the path in life their loved one has wanted to take, or

when the family has proved indifferent or hostile to the faith. I know a priest

who wrote in his parish newsletter of how he became the black sheep of his

family when he became a Christian, and his reputation sank even further when

he set out on the path to ordination.

We have always to recognise that the way of Christ is not easy. Not that it will

necessarily result in opposition, though it could, of course. Although few of us

will ever face persecution, we need to be prayerfully aware that many

Christians still do. The opposition we are more likely to face is, as with my

priest friend, having to contend with the scepticism or lack of understanding of

those around us, perhaps including our nearest and dearest.

Jesus certainly advocated the virtue of common sense in the decision to follow

him, for prudence, for counting the cost, for discernment. But we can draw

encouragement from the first disciples, the apostles. They struggled at every

point to follow Jesus. Yet he persevered with them. They learned from their

failures. Their weaknesses were turned to strengths. Jesus is also aware of our

frailty, our shortcomings. But he will lavish his presence and grace and sure

help on all of us if we heed his words, his call to us to keep walking resolutely

forward on his way, his path, every day.  His words are, ‘Follow me.’


