15th July 2007  Philemon 1-25    Freedom or Slavery

Man at boat park, 'Please come in no.6, your time is up.'
Five mins later, 'I said, 'No.6, your time is up!''
Five mins later - after flash of inspiration - 'No.9, are you having 
difficulties?'

The reading this morning was a letter written by St Paul about an escaped 
slave called Onesimus, whom Paul was sending back to his owner, Philemon, 
hoping that, as both slave and owner were now Christians, Onesimus would be 
treated differently from other returning escapees.  Reading this letter, and 
others Paul wrote, he uses and interchanges lots of words and images about 
freedom and slavery - and you get the feeling that he's constantly 
challenging us by sometimes describing prisoners as being free, and 
sometimes calling those who are free, slaves.  In making us see things the 
way we'd expect to, and then turning them, upside down, Paul's quite skilled 
at unsettling our preconceived ideas and encouraging us to see in a new way.

Sometimes we have to look at things upside down before we can see them 
properly.  Slavery in New Testament times is a good example, and that's what 
I want to look at this morning - and ask the question, 'Which way up do you 
think the coin has landed for you - slavery side up, or freedom side up?

First of all, we need to understand that New Testament slavery was a very 
different thing from the slavery we've heard a lot about this year (being 
the 200th anniversary of the abolition).

In Paul's day people became slaves for a number of reasons.  Some were folk 
who had been captured in battle, others had had to sell themselves in order 
to pay debts, and some were born into it.  But whilst some slaves were 
treated as you might expect, some of them were highly respected and well 
paid.  You could work you way up the ladder from labourer to teacher, 
accountant, and so on.  You could own property.  There were rules for being 
set free too (and most were) - and when they were freed, they weren't just 
kicked out, but had to be given the wherewithal to set up on their own 
(tools, money and so on).

The other important thing to remember when looking at what St Paul did and 
didn't say about slavery is that he was convinced that Jesus would return 
soon and the world would end.  Slavery was integrated into every part of the 
Roman Empire, it was so far reaching that nobody could really imagine 
anything working without slaves.  Paul didn't condemn slavery as fiercely as 
he might because it wasn't worth trying to fix a problem that was so huge it 
would take centuries to work out when you only had a short time left.  Where 
things hindered him in proclaiming the Christian gospel, he fought tooth and 
nail to change them; but where something was a worthwhile cause in itself 
cause, but not necessarily hindering his mission, then it wasn't a high 
priority for him - he didn't think he could afford it to be.

Education, for example, is of immense importance for most of us, but if we 
thought the world was going to end in one year, we probably wouldn't bother 
much with it.

Paul wrote in his letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor 7:20-24), "Each of you 
should remain in the situation which he was in when God called him. Were you 
a slave when you were called? Don't let it trouble you. Each man, as 
responsible to God, should remain in the situation God called him to."  In 
other words, 'Get on with the important stuff and don't worry about the 
rest.'

Paul also went on in the next verses, and this is where we have to start 
looking at things a bit differently, "He who was a slave when he was called 
by the Lord is the Lord's freedman; similarly, he who was a free man when he 
was called is Christ's slave."  Paul saw some who were slaves as actually 
free men, and some who were supposedly free as slaves.  In his appeal to 
Philemon he wrote, "Perhaps the reason Onesimus was separated from you for a 
little while was that you might have him back for good - no longer as a 
slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. So if you consider me a 
partner, welcome him as you would welcome me."

There's quite a challenge to Philemon - Paul's sort of asking, 'Do you see 
yourself as free and Onesimus as a slave, or the other way round - or 
perhaps you are both slave and free?'  Paul even begins this letter by 
writing, "Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus."  He's physically in prison, but 
defines his imprisonment in relation to Jesus, not the Romans - he sees 
himself as a prisoner of Christ, whereas everybody else would have seen him 
as a prisoner for Christ.

And then there's a play on Onesimus' name.  Onesimus means 'useful', and 
Paul says of him, "Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become 
useful."  Paul defines Onesimus' usefulness in terms of his faith, not his 
obedience.  As a slave he was useless because he had no faith.  Paul 
himself, despite being in chains, can still fulfil a useful purpose - again, 
because he's defined by his faith, not his activity.  He turns captivity and 
freedom on their head.

And so to us in 21st century Bures...

There are lots of issues that might emerge from this short letter, but Paul 
wants us to see the paradox, to see ourselves as free and as slaves - both 
at the same time, but not in the way the world sees those things.  The 
question isn't about whether you feel enslaved, but by what or whom are you 
enslaved?  And we have great freedom in our lives, we can do almost anything 
we want - but how useful is that freedom?

As I said earlier, in Paul's day, some became slaves by being captured in 
battle.  Jesus said (Matt 6:21), "Where your treasure is, there your heart 
will be also."  Where's your heart, what captures people's imagination these 
days?  Is it wealth, ambition, celebrity, addiction?  Many of us have been 
taken in, we've lost the fight with worldly ways and been captured.

Some people became slaves by getting into debt.  Jesus taught us to pray, 
'Forgive us our debts,' and he said (John 8:34-36), "Everyone who sins is a 
slave to sin - and a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son 
belongs to it for ever. So if the Son sets you free, you will be free 
indeed."

Some people in Paul's day were born into slavery, and it's still goes on 
with us - only a different kind of slavery.  I know so many people who are 
burdened by a sense of having to be useful, having to do the right thing, 
and it's something that's been handed down or inflicted from previous 
generations - it's just as though they've been born into it.

But the good news of the Christian faith is that we can be set free from all 
the things we're not meant to be slaves to - money, status, image, the past, 
the future, all our anxieties and fears, even time (and I suspect we're 
probably all slaves to that one).  "If the Son sets you free, you will be 
free indeed."

Slaves of Christ, freed from the world.  But how?

I love the bit in this letter where Paul says, "Although in Christ I could 
be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, yet I appeal to you on the 
basis of love."  Paul could have used a formula - 'I have authority and so 
you do what I tell you.'  Instead, he took the risky route and hoped that 
love would win the day.

There is no simple answer to how we can rid ourselves of the burdens we hate 
being held captive by (and anyway, we've all lived with them far too long 
now to think they can be dumped that easily), but we can learn to trust God 
more and give love a chance.  We can use what authority we have over others 
as Paul did, as Jesus did - with love and humility.  We can make sure that 
we don't pile on the burdens for others (in this generation and the next) 
through our expectations of them, through asking too much and making them a 
slave to usefulness and the clock and busyness and doing what we've always 
done.

True freedom is found only in being bound to Christ.  Paul wrote to the 
Galatians (5.1), "It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, 
then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery."

And Jesus (Matt.11.28-29), "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, 
and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am 
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls."



