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September 8, 2019 

Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18 

Philemon 1-21   The Waters in Which we Swim 

 

The story goes that two young fish are swimming along, and they 

happen to meet an older fish swimming in the opposite direction. He 

nods at them and says "Morning, boys. How's the water?" The two 

young fish swim on for a bit. Then eventually one looks over at the other 

and says "What the heck is water?"1 We may not know it, but we are all 

swimming around in our own waters, surrounded by our own culture, 

inhabiting our own particular time and place. We swim in those waters 

without paying them much mind. The apostle Paul swam in the waters of 

ancient Rome. Your grandparents swam in the waters of WW I and WW 

II. We have our waters now of the internet and global markets. We all 

swim the waters of our context. And in every time and place, as 

followers of Jesus, we need to ask, how do I follow Jesus NOW? How 

do I serve God HERE?  In these waters, how does my life reflect the life 

of Christ? 

 
1 David Foster Wallace, https://www.1843magazine.com/story/david-foster-wallace-in-his-own-words 

https://www.1843magazine.com/story/david-foste
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Paul, the apostle, swam in waters that were different from the waters that 

we swim in today. In his time and place, in the 1st century in the Roman 

empire, women were considered property. Children had no rights. 

Slavery was legal. In fact, slavery was how the economy of the world 

worked. It was so common, in Paul’s context, that some scholars 

estimate up to 1/3 of the population were slaves. That’s one in three 

people. And that’s how things were in Paul’s world. That’s how things 

worked. Life was organized into a pyramid with lots of slaves and 

laborers on the bottom and a few privileged folks at the top. Imagine a 

third of the population living in slavery. A large group of people who 

were the property of someone else. With no say over their lives. With no 

rights or recourse under the law. Human beings owned by other human 

beings as if they were pieces of equipment: a lawnmower, a dishwasher, 

a vacuum cleaner. Imagine that’s the world you live in. Those are the 

waters you swim in: Slavery as part of life. And imagine that was not 

just for a certain race or class of people: you could become a slave due 

to any number of unfortunate events. You could become a slave too. 

You could be captured by an invading army. You could be sold off by a 
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governor or ruler that didn’t like you. Or maybe there was a bad season 

on the farm. Maybe your family patriarch got sick and died. Maybe there 

was a fire or a flood and you lost everything and you faced bankruptcy 

and debtors prison. You and your family might end up as slaves. 

These were the waters that the apostle Paul swam in. This was his 

culture and the culture of the first churches. Some followers of Jesus had 

slaves. Some WERE slaves. And Paul had to figure out how they would 

all be faithful in his time and place. Jesus mentioned what to do about 

slaves. But he healed slaves. He forgave them. He offered them the same 

invitation into the Kingdom of God. There wasn’t a slave version and a 

master’s version of God’s grace. There wasn’t a Jewish version and a 

Gentile version. The Kingdom of God was the kingdom of God for 

everyone. New life was new life. Love and mercy were love and mercy. 

So what did it mean in that time and place? What did it mean for Paul’s 

churches? And what does it mean for us, in the waters we swim in now, 

where there are still divisions and great pyramids of inequality? 

So this is where we start with the letter to Philemon. This short little 

letter was written by Paul to a church leader named Philemon, who 
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sponsored a church in his house. Philemon was someone important. Paul 

calls him a co-worker, in Greek, a sunergos, meaning one who works 

alongside or labors with. Paul compliments Philemon on his faith in 

Jesus. He commends him for his love for all the saints. Philemon does 

good things and he can do even more good, Paul says, if he will do what 

Paul is asking. If he will receive his slave Onesimus whom Paul is 

sending back to him, not as a slave but as a brother. Because Onesimus 

was now a brother in Christ. And that changed things. It should change 

every relationship, but Paul was satisfied to start with this one. And he 

does whatever he can to get him see the waters he swims in are not 

necessarily the waters of the Kingdom of God. The ways of the world 

were not equal to the ways of God. Jesus had a higher calling for them. 

A better way to be. 

It’s for this reason that Paul is writing to Philemon. It’s for this reason 

that he is sending his slave Onesimus back to him so that Philemon can 

be an agent in this act. Onesimus belonged to Philemon and Onesimus’ 

name in Greek means useful. His name had become a joke because 

evidently, Onesimus had not been useful to Philemon. In fact, he called 
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him useless. Maybe Onesimus was slow. Maybe he was clumsy. Maybe 

he was just not a good slave. Some interpreters have wondered if he was 

sent with Paul to get him out of the house. Or maybe he had run away 

and come to find Paul. Whatever the case, Onesimus, the useless one, is 

with Paul in prison in Rome. And contrary to the joke about his name, 

Onesimus has turned out to be quite useful. He has been helping Paul 

and ministering to him and with him. Paul has come to know that this 

slave is more than a slave. He is a brother in Christ. An equal by the 

Spirit of God. Paul has become a witness that he is not less, and another 

more. They are one in Christ. And if Paul and Onesimus were brothers 

in Christ, then Onesimus and his master Philemon should be brothers 

too. For the sake of Jesus, for the sake of his cross, for the sake of his 

resurrection and forgiveness, they could show the world something new. 

Paul challenges Philemon to receive his slave Onesimus as a brother in 

Christ. He challenges him to live beyond the water he is swimming in. 

And see Onesimus as Paul sees him, as Jesus sees him, as God sees him. 

As a person of value and worth, as someone worth living for and dying 

for and rising again for. Paul says to Philemon, “I am bold enough to 
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command you, but appeal to you in love.  I am sending my own heart 

back to you. Receive him as a BELOVED brother in the Lord.” 

Imagine a master receiving a slave as a brother. Imagine Paul 

commanding him, imploring him, bargaining with him, guilting him. In 

this letter, Paul does everything he can to convince Philemon. He 

flatters, he threatens, he bribes. “Treat him as if he were me!, Paul says. 

Charge whatever he owes to my account. I’ll pay his debts. Remember, 

Philemon, what you owe to me. Even your own life. Because of the 

gospel that I shared with you. And the love of God I made known to 

you. So, do what is right. Do your duty; and refresh my heart in Christ. 

Be a brother to your slave, Onesimus.” 

This would be a challenge to Paul’s culture of slavery. And it would be a 

challenge to the culture of slavery in America too. People struggled for 

centuries with how to understand how slavery and discipleship went 

together from as early as 1619, when African slaves were brought to the 

colonies of Virginia. Americans accepted slavery as part of the natural 

order of things. Some people were made by God to do hard labor. Some 

people needed masters to boss them around.  And they used Paul’s 
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writings in the Bible to justify things. In the first letter to the 

Corinthians, Paul tells slaves they should remain as slaves. In his letter 

to the Ephesians, chapter 6, he says slaves should serve their masters as 

they would serve Christ. And look at this letter to Philemon, Paul returns 

a slave to his master. This was proof, they said, that slavery was God’s 

will. These were, in fact, the waters of the kingdom of God. 

But some pointed to other parts of the Bible. They pointed to God 

freeing the slaves in Egypt. They pointed to prophets proclaiming that 

God wanted to release captives. They pointed to Paul’s other writings 

where he announced that all people, Jew or Greek, slave or free, male 

and female were one in Christ. A hundred years ago, people struggled 

with what God’s word meant in their time and place. 

Now, of course, none of us would use the Bible to endorse slavery. No 

church would say that a person has a Biblical right to own slaves. No 

Christian would say it’s God’s will for one person to be another person’s 

property, and to be used at a master’s discretion. A tool for labor and 

nothing more. The waters we swim in have changed. But God hasn’t 

change. And Paul knew that. Paul knew that God is way out in front of 
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us. And that we are always trying to catch up with God.  Because the 

good news is shocking news, that all of us equally belong to God. All of 

us need grace. All of us need forgiveness. All of us need mercy at some 

time or other. And we can receive it, no matter who we are. We are 

brothers and sisters because Jesus laid down his life for all of us. And we 

are, all of us, loved and set free. Whether we are young or old, rich or 

poor, black or brown or white, male or female, Jew or Greek, enslaved 

or free. 

Paul makes us think about the waters we swim in. His letter challenges 

us to think about our culture and our context. And how we use passages 

from the Bible and our tradition of the way things have always been to 

justify things like slavery. Or to justify making women subordinate to 

men. Or owning military assault weapons. Or supporting corrupt 

politicians. Or silencing supporters of LGBTQ rights. People use the 

Bible as a weapon to deny good news rather than share it. Because we 

confuse our own kingdoms with the kingdom of God. We forget that it’s 

not the waters of our culture that we swim in, but the waters of our 

Baptism. The waters of our baptism make us all brothers and sisters in 
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Christ. The waters of our baptism make us servants of the Servant. The 

waters of our baptism erase all of our qualifications and titles and 

achievements. They wash away our personal facades and our cultural 

walls and our racial identities. They scrub us of our past mistakes and 

previous failures. In these waters, we have died to an old life and we 

have started a new one. A life that is a gift from God. A reborn life of 

mercy and joy and membership in God’s family and it cannot be taken 

away from us. 

Paul reminds Philemon of this. In the cultural waters of the 1st century, 

Paul does what he can. First Paul says to Philemon, “If you consider me 

your partner, welcome Onesimus as if you were welcoming me.” Paul 

says, if you are in this with me, if we are truly partners in Christ and 

partners in mission and partners in our baptism, then do this for me. In 

Greek, the word for partner is koinonon. It means companion or one 

who shares something with you. At its root is the word koinos which 

means common. A partner was the one you had something in common 

with. A common goal, a common purpose, a common direction. Paul 
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says: We are partners, Philemon. With a common baptism. So welcome 

Onesimus as you would welcome me. 

And second, Paul says, if this is about debt, I’m willing to pay. At the 

heart of the gospel, that’s what the good news is about. Our debts have 

been canceled. Whatever we owe has been forgiven. Whatever we have 

done in the past, it is no longer counted against us by God. There is no 

outstanding balance between us anymore. In Christ, it has all been 

cleared. We owe nothing; because we swim in the waters of God’s 

grace. If Philemon has forgotten that, if feels he is owed something by 

Onesimus, Paul will pay it. But if it is about debt, then wouldn’t 

Philemon need to pay up as well? Wouldn’t we all be slaves who owe 

more than we could possibly repay? Remember mercy, Paul says, mercy 

is the water we swim in. 

As brothers and sisters in Christ, we don’t float along oblivious to the 

culture around us. We don’t confuse the kingdoms of the world with the 

Kingdom of God. We don’t sanctify the way things are because they are 

the way they have always been. The waters of our culture are not the 

waters of our baptism. Because those waters have anointed us and made 
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us into something new. Brothers and sisters in Christ. Servants of the 

Servant. Partners, co-workers, companions in God’s mission to reclaim 

the world and remind us of our place in God’s family. 

So we ask ourselves, in this time and place, how do we follow Jesus? Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., once said that the church should be the 

headlights of society, not the taillights. So how do we swim against the 

current? How do we swim in the waters of our baptism? How do we 

speak for the value and dignity of others? How can we be witnesses to 

the goodness of God’s creation? To another kind of water, another kind 

of grace, another way of being? As the church, may we always be asking 

those questions. To the glory of God. 


