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Pentecost 16, 2007
Text:  Philemon 1, 10-21
Theme:  The Gospel Brings About Real Change.
1. It ends old, dysfunctional ways.
2. It creates new, spiritual relationships.
Preached:  September 16, 2007 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

It would make an interesting movie—the background of this little book of Philemon. A slave called Onesimus gets fed up with his master. He escapes from the man who has enslaved him. In order to be able to travel far away from their little town of Colosse, Onesimus has to steal from his master so that he has the money to make it all the way to the big city of Rome. That’s where the slaves go when they run away. It’s easy to go unrecognized in the crowds of Rome. But a strange thing happens there, something he never would have imagined. Some friends introduce him to a wrongly imprisoned preacher named Paul, and Onesimus finds himself being drawn into the spell binding tale that Paul has to tell—how a man came who was God Himself. Paul told how this God came into this world to establish a perfect relationship in a world where every relationship goes wrong. This God-man Jesus came to root out the sin that makes every relationship turn sour. Onesimus was intrigued by how this Jesus died on the cross to suffer the bitterness that the sins of the world had brought upon the human race. As Onesimus felt himself come to believe in Jesus, something else occurred to him. The sins that he had committed needed to be admitted and confessed to the man he had sinned against. And so the Apostle Paul sent Onesimus back to little Colosse, and with him he sent this letter that only takes up one page of our Bible. That’s what this tiny book of the Bible really is—it’s a letter of explanation written by the Apostle Paul to Onesimus’ master, a man by the name of Philemon. The message of the letter is:  Forgive. Take him back, not as a slave but as a brother.
The Gospel of Jesus Christ is a powerful message. It alone can bring about real change. It alone can completely root out bad attitudes. It alone can create pure motives. That’s our theme for today:  The Gospel brings about real change.
Did it strike you this morning how different a tone there was in the Second Lesson and the Gospel? I don’t think I’ve ever been in a service where there was such a stark contrast of law and gospel. Let me read the first paragraph again from the Luke reading. This is Jesus speaking here: “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple.” Whoa! “Hate”—now there’s a strong word. It’s not like the place where Jesus said:  “Love God more than your father or mother, your son or daughter.” Hate! Now, that’s pretty extreme. Most people aren’t aware of it, but Jesus says some of the harshest things in the whole Bible. We always think of Him as kind, sweet Jesus. But that’s a simplistic view of Jesus. Do you remember that one from the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus warns against looking at a woman lustfully, and He follows it up by saying, “If your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away!” Ouch! Jesus left no wiggle room when it came to sin. He spoke the law in all its blistering, piercing heat. In this reading from Luke, He is saying that God demands such a perfectly unselfish attitude that we are ready to immediately give up every loved one—yes, even our very own life. 
It’s really surprising how much law and how little gospel Jesus actually spoke in His sermons. After blistering them with some of these talks, His disciples would respond, “Then who can be saved?” And the closest that Jesus would come to speaking the gospel would be:  “With man this is impossible; but with God all things are possible.” Jesus wanted to make absolutely sure that His listeners realized that they could not save themselves. And then instead of telling them that He had come to save them, I think Jesus simply wanted to show them how He was saving them. He wanted them to see it in His patience, in His so meticulously obeying God’s entire law. He wanted them to see it in His suffering and death on the cross. It’s very striking that in the New Testament, the wonderful gospel message that we are saved completely by Jesus’ actions is not clearly stated until after His suffering, death and resurrection. Jesus left the telling of the gospel up to His disciples. He Himself merely enacted the gospel.
Did you notice in our sermon text this morning what a different tone there is in this letter of the Apostle Paul than there is in Jesus’ own words? This letter is worded very “lovey dovey,” I’m going to call it. Notice how flowery it is. This is not typical of the Apostle Paul. He writes to this slave owner Philemon about returning his slave to him:  “I am sending him—who is my very heart—back to you . . . that you might have him back for good—no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother.”  No more of this “a man must hate his brother and sister” (Jesus). Instead, Paul says about Onesimus the slave, “He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord.” The law had already done its work in the heart of Onesimus. The 7th commandment which Paul had preached to Onesimus (“You shall not steal”) had accomplished its purpose. It got Onesimus to see that he was guilty of stealing—even if it was from a master who had perhaps abused him. Paul’s command, “Give everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes;  . . . if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor”—this command made Onesimus realize that, though slavery was no godly institution, a Christian still owed respect to the one who had given him a living all his life. 
This slave owner, Philemon, was also a Christian. Paul had evidently learned to know him from his traveling days as a missionary. Paul had been through Colosse, where Philemon lived, and now he sends Onesimus back to his owner, knowing that their relationship was now changed. Philemon would no longer treat Onesimus as a slave but as a brother. The forgiveness of sins that Jesus had won for both of them now changed their relationship. The old animosities that existed between slave and master were now gone. And although the two were not social equals, they were spiritual equals. And just as the guilt of their sins against one another was gone, so Paul the preacher of the gospel wanted to wipe out any physical losses of money that Philemon might have experienced:  “If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back.” 
Paul just oozes the good will of the gospel throughout this little letter. He emphasizes that the old ways—the ways of sin and wickedness—are gone. The old and dysfunctional habits that we have are done away with by the gospel. They are drowned in the water of baptism, and life has a fresh beginning. He starts out in v. 10 by saying to Philemon, “I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains.” The law that required us to give up every shred of love—even love of ourselves—so that we could give every ounce of it to God has been turned on its head. The gospel creates new relationships, spiritual relationships. Those who share faith in Christ become brothers and sisters of one another, and we are encouraged to enjoy and revel in these relationships. Those who lead us to Christ are said to be our fathers and mothers in the faith. And those we lead to faith are called our sons and daughters. 
Now, we no longer demand things of one another. But we can rest assured that the love of Christ that flows in our brothers’ and sisters’ hearts will lead them to do what is right and kind to us. I don’t know if you can catch what Paul is lovingly hinting at in verses 13 and 14. “I would have liked to keep him (Onesimus) with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced.” Can you tell what Paul is asking for? Paul always had these assistants who would travel with him on his missionary journeys. At this time he was imprisoned in Rome for preaching the gospel, and he evidently wanted Onesimus to stay in Rome so that he could run errands for Paul or help him in some other way. But Paul is saying that he would not be that presumptuous as to keep Philemon’s servant. He is sending Onesimus back to Philemon. You see, for people who live the gospel, kind deeds are “spontaneous and not forced.” We don’t have to ask our brothers and sisters for “favors.” They just do them without being asked. Jesus has done the ultimate for us. So we are eager to do these little acts of kindness for one another. Notice how he closes the text (v. 20): “I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ. Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask.” 
Oh, that these words of Paul would come true more often! If only we people of God put the gospel into action more often! Wouldn’t we all like to see this happen? Aren’t we all longing to bring about this kind of change in our lives? If you want to make this change, remember that it only comes through the gospel. Oh, the law demands a change too. And our ears pick up on the message of the law much easier than on the message of the gospel. We know what is right and good. But doing it—that’s another thing. The law says, “Do! Don’t!” “Be kind to that kid who calls you names at school.” “Be courteous to that guy who cut you off in traffic; give him the right of way.” “Stay faithful to that shnook of a husband who hasn’t gotten a decent job to support his family.” We know what we should do, but our human nature just can’t stomach these unselfish deeds. But when the gospel of Jesus shows you that you aren’t a slave anymore to these bad habits, that you can let go of them, that you can wash them all away as you remember your baptism—these things give you a fresh attitude. This fresh perspective makes you into a person who doesn’t just react to the temptations that come your way, but approaches the issues of life with a positive mindset, with a mindset that says Christ has already made you the winner in this situation. 
Confident—that’s what Christians are. They are confident that everything will end in the best way possible. The closing words of this text I want to speak to you—you Onesimuses—who have been freed from your slavery to sin, you Onesimuses who must go back to your masters again tomorrow, though you will not always be treated fairly by them, because they’re sinful. “Confident,” God says to you, “confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask.” That’s the kind of change that God has worked in you. In baptism He has drowned your old Adam and brought forth a new spirit in you. Through the Word, Christ now dwells in you, and He is the one who makes the decisions in your life. “Confident of your obedience,” our God says to you, “I send you back knowing that you will do even more than I ask.”  What a change the gospel works in you. Live the change.  Amen.
