Texts: Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Psalm 1; Philemon 1-21; Luke 14:25-33

This morning is the only time in the three year cycle of scripture that we read from Paul’s shortest and most personal letter – the letter to Philemon.


Paul wrote to his friend Philemon, a leader of a house church in the city of Colossae.  This little letter doesn’t get much attention these days but it has in the past.  In the 19th century, this letter and some other things Paul wrote were smack dab in the center of the debate over slavery.  But I’ll come back to that in a few minutes.


I’m going to do something a little different in this morning’s sermon, and I’d like you to help me.  Get a pencil and take your bulletin with the reading on the back.  We are going to read this passage closely.


First, who can tell us what a noun is?  Let’s find and circle every noun that describes a relationship between two people – either as family members or as friends.  Then, say who is being described in that way.

[v.1: brother – Timothy; friend – Philemon; co-worker – Philemon; sister – Apphia; 
fellow soldier – Archippus

v.7: brother – Philemon
v.10: child – Onesimus; father – Paul

v.16: slave – Onesimus
beloved brother – Onesimus

v.17: partner – Paul

v.20: brother – Philemon]


One of the relationship nouns here doesn’t quite fit in the same category as the others.  What about the word “slave”?  What kind of relationship does that describe? [economic, ownership, not between equals]


It’s important to remember that slavery was an entrenched part of the economic system of ancient Rome.  People owned slaves.  As much as we might wish that Paul would have rejected the institution of slavery, he doesn’t do that in any of his letters. In that way, he was a man of his time and culture.  We can imagine that Philemon was probably wealthy, because he had a house big enough to gather other believers in a house church.  I imagine that he owned slaves to keep the household running.  

Not every biblical scholar agrees that Onesimus was Philemon’s slave, but that’s what I think.  I think Onesimus ran away or somehow absconded with something valuable.


This letter was used 150 years ago in the hard debates over slavery in this country.  The pro-slavery side claimed that because Paul sent Onesimus back and asked Philemon to take him back, that this was biblical sanction for the Fugitive Slave Law, which required runaway slaves to be returned to their masters, even if the runaway had been found in a free state.  The abolitionist side also used this letter.  They contended that Paul is urging Philemon to take Onesimus back and to set him free.  Do you see how the Bible can be used to justify opposing points of view?

But let’s leave behind 19th century America and go back to 1st century Colossae.  In verse 17, Paul asks Philemon to do what? [to “welcome him as you would welcome me.”]  And that means what?  Look at verse 16 for a hint.  “No longer as a slave but more than a slave, a beloved brother.”


Welcome him as you would welcome me.


What needs to change in you in order to consider someone to be your brother who was formerly your property?  [change of heart, change of attitude, change of mind, change of action]  When that former slave is now your brother, what would you begin to do?  What would you have to stop doing?


How is any of this possible?  How is it possible to change your heart, mind, attitudes and actions?  Can you do it on your own?


Let’s go back to the passage itself and count the number of times that Paul mentions Jesus Christ: [v.1, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 20]  8 time in 21 verses.  For Paul, Jesus Christ has changed. everything.  


Here is what Paul wrote to the church in Corinth:  “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation.  Everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new.”  (2 Cor. 5:17) And here is what he wrote to the church in Galatia: “There is no longer Jew nor Greek, there is no longer slave nor free, there is no longer male and female, for all are one in Christ Jesus.” (Gal. 3:28)  The community that Paul proclaims in Christ is completely new and completely different from the old community of economic, social and family relationships.  

So here at Immanuel Lutheran Church, 2000-some years later, we make the claim that “All are welcome.”  This morning I would like to dig deeper into what we mean when we say those words.


What does “all” mean?   [everyone, everybody]


Let’s get specific about who is included in all, everyone and everybody:  
[families, children, working people, retired people, senior citizens, married, widowed, divorced, single, college students, parents, grandparents, veterans, etc. etc.]

There are a lot of words getting thrown around these days about who counts and who doesn’t count in this nation.  Let’s name some of those groups: 

[poor, black, immigrant, LGBT, Hispanic, non-Christian, Muslim, Indian, refugee]


Now let’s look at all these words.  Do you find yourself described somewhere here?  Who might we be missing?

Now let’s turn to the word “welcome.”  What do you associate with this word “welcome”? [greeting, friendliness]


I looked up the word in the dictionary.  The word “welcome” can be a noun, a verb or an adjective.  As a noun, it’s defined as “a kindly greeting or reception.”  As a verb, it means “to greet the arrival of a person, guests, etc. with pleasure or kindly courtesy.”  As an adjective, it means “to be gladly received, as one whose arrival gives pleasure.”  What similarities do those definitions have with the list that we have made?  Are there differing levels of welcome?  How do we continue to welcome people after that first “kindly greeting”?  How do we assure that welcome continues?


Once again, we can look to Paul.  He asks Philemon to welcome Onesimus as if he were welcoming Paul himself.  Slave becomes brother.  Paul calls those who read his letter (and that includes us) to see every single human being through the lens of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  To see every single human being through the lens of the gospel message of dignity and freedom and reconciliation.

This is not easy.  Jesus tells us so in this morning’s gospel.  To follow Jesus means that you must “hate” father, mother, wife, children, brothers and sisters, even life itself.  The word “hate” is a loaded word for us.  So I need to explain that the Greek word has less to do with an intense emotion and more to do with the choices and commitments that you express in your actions.  To be a disciple of Jesus means that you live in the good news of life, hope and God’s love for all people.  And that means that who you call your “family” is going to change.  To take up your cross means that your entire life gets re-shaped by your commitment to the crucified Messiah.  To be a disciple means that you will be called to examine all the ways that sin works in you, all the ways that you want to restrict God’s love, all the ways that you want to take control and look out for Number One.  To be a disciple means that when your loyalties compete, the priority is Jesus Christ.  The priority is God’s unconditional love.  The priority is the cross and the resurrection.

Welcome him as you would welcome me.  Welcome to all.  This is what it means to be a disciple.  This is for keeps.
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