21st August 2011
Philemon
A letter to Philemon
What’s the difference between a person, a cow and a hoe?

For a particular group of people in the Roman world absolutely nothing. The observation of one contemporary writer sums up the prevailing attitude. In referring to farming he said there were three kinds of farm implements, one kind spoke – slaves, one kind couldn’t speak – cattle and one kind couldn’t move – a hoe. 
Roman society depended on millions of slaves, who originated from every corner of the empire and it required their passivity, if not their loyalty for it to function properly. To put these into perspective it is estimated that a third of the population in late Republican Italy were slaves – as many as 3 million people.
Their status was officially sub-human. A sentiment that was summed up by the attitude of one eminent Roman, Cato  who advised a prudent landowner to dispose of worn out oxen, poor cattle and sheep, and old and sickly slaves, as superfluous. This attitude prevailed if and when they tried to escape. All slaves could expect appalling punishment from beating to crucifixion or being sold to fight as a gladiator, which was as good as a death sentence.
All this conjures up an appalling picture of life for millions of human beings in the Roman Empire. However we should also bear in mind the attitudes that prevailed in our own country that saw Africans being bought and sold for our own economic prosperity and the more up to date example of the recently exposed trade in human trafficking which fuels our desire for cheap food. 

By briefly looking at the issue of slavery in the Roman Empire we can have some idea of the world in which Paul wrote his letter.  

What’s the point of this letter?

The headline is that - the gospel is a message of unity. The question Paul addresses is between that unity and the potential for disunity. As we have heard the letter is about a Christian (Philemon) who has influence in this case 
some social standing. To such an extent that according to the law and social norms of the time he could do what he wanted with the person that Paul is writing about – Onesimus. Philemon was in a position to treat Onesimus as an object to satisfy his annoyance at losing his property. And also to serve as an example to the other slaves he probably owned.
Paul’s point

It is perhaps surprising that Paul does not deal with the question of slavery as such or even this particular instance of slavery. In his carefully chosen words his persuasive argument transcends the relative social position of Philemon and Onesimus. He deals here with the issue of brotherly (and if we take the point to its logical conclusion sisterly) love. He wants Onesimus to be welcomed back as a Christian brother and in such a way that he himself would be treated.
We can find clues to Paul’s view throughout the letter – in his own relationship with Philemon, his persuasive rhetoric and in his recognition that something has changed. The last two clues are very closely bound together. 
He lays out a model relationship with Philemon by way of his own example. Paul firstly recognises the love in which Philemon is held by him and by the church Philemon is a member of. Secondly he makes no play of his own authority as an apostle to coerce Philemon to do what he wants. In these opening verses he acts as a model of Christian persuasion for what he now requests.

The bulk of the letter now turns on Paul’s rhetoric. He points out that through Onesimus’ conversion – they are now brothers in Christ irrespective of social standing. In Roman society and in or own – family is family. It is worth 
remembering at this point Paul’s view on the relationship between Christians which he expresses in his letter to the Galatians – ‘there is neither Jew nor 
Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’ (Gal 3:28)

Paul mindful of his own circumstances when he as a Roman citizen demanded to be tried properly – now acts within that law by sending 
Onesimus back to Philemon. It is Philemon’s responsibility to take any decisions concerning him, not his. Again this is another example of the way Paul by acting within the law seeks to be a role model to his friend. 

His final offer is to promise to bear the cost of Onesimus’ ‘crime’ – ‘I Paul...will pay it back’ (v19) This final sentiment reinforces the Christian relationship he now has with Onesimus, he completely identifies with him as a brother in faith, which is on the same level as his dear friend Philemon. 

Paul as he finishes his letter is confident of that Philemon’s decision will be one that will be glorifying to God. It is reasonable to suppose that this situation did indeed have a happy ending – otherwise the letter would probably have been destroyed or ‘lost’.

What can we hear from this letter?

Although we don’t have the issue of slavery to address, we have our own day to day relationships to consider not only with each other but in our conversations and behaviour towards those who are not Christians.

We are all too well aware of the difficulties that the wider church faces as our culture moves into secularism and multiculturalism. To help us in our thinking and to be able to guard against these things – we have the results of some useful research work done with people who find church culture difficult.

Firstly there are those who have been members of a church and who leave. Accepting that people move for a variety of reasons, job or other life changes for example – there are those who leave through destructive interpersonal 
dynamics or have a reluctance to remain in a community that does not seek to live out the gospel. 

Secondly there are those who see the institutionalised role of the church in a way that they feel disconnected from it. This is as much to do with their own lack of knowledge as failings from within the church. But their views point to the importance of the need for us to speak and embody the relevance of the Christian faith today, such as 

· Using language that connects with people rather than excludes them
· By developing worship and liturgy that inspires rather than confuses. 
· By offering practical advice that connects with daily lives and provides the space to think through the ‘big questions’ of life that are often buried in the frenetic activity of life.  

It is to these types of issues that Paul draws our attention to today – although for Onesimus,’ freedom from his slavery might have been beneficial physically. Paul knows that ultimately it would be immaterial whether he was slave or free – in the end what matters is to have accepted Christ’s call and to follow him. This thinking applies to us in our relationships whether inside or outside the church. The aim is for people to see the face of Christ in us.
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