The case of Philemon v. Onesimus
Sermon notes for Labor Sunday 2010
Most of the lectionary texts for September 5, 2010 deal with issue of judgment for those who have not followed God’s law. Therefore, it would take much more work to avoid the temptation of “traditional” prophetic preaching, which in the current political environment surrounding the preaching event, tends to be instantly polarizing.
The really bright spot among the lectionary readings is the epistle for the day, Paul’s Letter to Philemon. Unlike others of Paul’s letters, this one can be seen according to a classical rhetorical structure called a chiasm, in which the argument moves toward a central theme and then applies that theme by moving in reverse parallel order back toward the beginning of the letter. The structure is diagramed on the next page.

· Sections A and A’ relate to greeting

· Sections B and B’ relate to thankfulness, for past (B) and future (B’) occurrences.

· Sections C and C’ relate to changes in relationship and their implications

· Section X is the affirmation of new relationship between people because of their mutual relationship with the Lord.
Therefore, although the relationships implicit in a system of slavery are the backdrop of the discussion, the letter is neither a defense of nor an attack upon the institution of slavery. The letter centers instead on the question of how the new relationship with the Lord changes everything in our approach to relationships with those who, as brothers and sisters in Christ, stand on the other side of some line from us.
Verse 16 stands at the center of the letter. By entering into relationship with the Lord, Onesimus is no longer just a slave to Philemon. He has become his beloved brother. But the situation is not as simple for Paul as telling Philemon what to do.
At this point, the situation of Paul represents that of the contemporary U.S. church. If there a new relationship with the Lord as a result of the life and ministry of Jesus, then it must change all relationships.

 Philemon

CHIASM

 1Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, 

To Philemon our dear friend and fellow worker, 2to Apphia our sister, to Archippus our fellow soldier and to the church that meets in your home: 

 3Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Thanksgiving and Prayer 

 4I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, 5because I hear about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints. 6I pray that you may be active in sharing your faith, so that you will have a full understanding of every good thing we have in Christ. 7Your love has given me great joy and encouragement, because you, brother, have refreshed the hearts of the saints.

Paul's Plea for Onesimus 

 8Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, 9yet I appeal to you on the basis of love. I then, as Paul—an old man and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus— 10I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. 11Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me. 

 12I am sending him—who is my very heart—back to you. 13I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. 14But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced. 15Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for good— 16no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord. 

 17So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. 18If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. 19I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back—not to mention that you owe me your very self. 20I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ. 21Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask. 

 22And one thing more: Prepare a guest room for me, because I hope to be restored to you in answer to your prayers. 

 23Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you greetings. 24And so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow workers. 

 25The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.
As we look closer at the two major parts of the letter, we see that they are controlled by two different types of relationships. The first fifteen verses are dominated by Paul’s position as “father” to both Philemon and Onesimus. He is in a leadership position where he could solve any problems by simply telling them what to do; much as today’s church leadership may feel tempted to do regarding differences of opinion on the part of the people in their pews.
The care that Onesimus gives to Paul in prison comes as a loving response of a child to his new-found father in the faith. But Paul’s process in relating the heart of his message to Philemon in verse sixteen causes him to change the way that he relates to both men. Paul cannot convince Philemon of the transformation of his relationship to Onesimus without recognizing for himself the transformation of his own relation to both Onesimus and Philemon. He must treat them both as siblings, as family.
It would have been just this kind of reasoning from a faith stance that would lead to further persecution of the early church, for class lines in both the Roman and the Greek worlds were rigid, impermeable. “Fraternizing” across class lines was a serious infraction, similar in the eyes of some to treason, because it washed away the foundation of civil society.

Paul begins the letter with a similar understanding of Onesimus as Philemon has – he is property. He asks Philemon, as a son, to transfer the use of Onesimus to him. But as he reaches the center of the letter, Paul encourages Philemon to relate to Onesimus in a new way, against all his cultural training and understanding of what was right. Paul recognizes that Onesimus is both a man and a brother to both of them. 

From verse seventeen through the end of the letter, Paul must complete the transformative nature of his own request by himself treating Philemon as both a man and a brother. As a man, he must stand good for any expense he has caused Philemon. As a brother to Philemon, he must allow him to make his own reasoned and faith decisions, rather than pressing his own thought process upon him. 

It is here that the Letter to Philemon begins to speak today. There is a sense in which Onesimus represents today’s illegal immigrant worker community, and Paul and Philemon represent the two major approaches to the immigration reform problem within the church. Paul seems to represent the position of church leadership.

It was the pacifist A.J. Muste who was credited with saying, “There is no way to peace; peace is the way.” As Daniel Carroll pointed out, a fundamental issue in the current debate around immigration reform is that the vast majority of illegal immigrants in the U.S. are Christians. That should really make the church pause to reflect and pray. Paul was asking Philemon to break the mores of his society, never an easy task, based on the “fact” of a new relationship established through Jesus Christ. Philemon’s relationship with Onesimus must find a way to incarnate that fact.
But apparently both Paul and Philemon were citizens. If both were going to relate differently to Onesimus, then their relationship with many of their peers in the world was going to change drastically as well. Therefore, the relation among the three of them, the sense of Christian community, becomes even more essential. The relationship between Paul and Philemon must be transformed in the same way that their individual relationships with Onesimus were being transformed.

It is here that the current task of the church in a society deeply divided over immigration issues comes into sharper focus. In the first section of the letter, the arguments are based on law and obligation, just as much of the debate about immigration reform now is. But the second half shifts. It argues for what must be done on the basis of relationships, beginning with a clear understanding of the transforming nature of the new relation offered by God through Christ Jesus.
What would this look like in the current division within the church over immigration reform? First, it would mean that the relationship between the two parts of the church must become transformative rather than remain defensive of partisan positions. The church must relearn how to arrive at a community consensus rather than assuming that the battle will continue until one side wins. The early church did not overtake the Roman Empire by a show of strength, but by the patient creation of a different kind of culture. The fact that we begin discussion as brothers and sister has value for us, and will cause us to end up in a different position.

Second, it would mean that all of us in the church must get involved in relationships with today’s “Onesimus.” This is a point of contention, as one side of the debate within the church is predicated upon dealing with issues rather than people, assuming that relationships will cloud issues. The Letter of Philemon helps us at this point because everything turns upon that relation with the Lord. So, after the majority church begins to treat each other in a new way, it is only half way home. It must still relate to immigrants, both inside of and beyond the church, as a means to understanding God’s further leading. After all is said and done, God is a God of relationship.
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