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“In Christ”, in Chains, St. Paul and suffering 

Posted on April 13, 2008 by Fr. Ted 

As we Orthodox get ready for entering into Holy Week, my own preparations this year 

have included reading L. Ann Jervis’ AT THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL: SUFFERING 

IN THE EARLIEST CHRISTIAN MESSAGE. 

Jervis takes a look at verses from three of the Epistles of St. Paul, 1 Thessalonians, 

Philippians and Romans, which deal with suffering.   I will focus here on a comment she 

makes related to Paul’s Letter to the Philippians.   This letter is thought to have been 

written by the Apostle Paul while he was in prison, which would not have been a 

particularly benevolent experience in the First Century. 

Jervis comments on how St. Paul understood his own suffering as the result of his being 

“in Christ.”   “Reckoning his imprisonment as being ‘in Christ’ strongly suggests that 

Paul is not pointing a finger at anyone.  That is, Paul is not interpreting his 

situation as one of persecution- his imprisonment may be caused by his 

commitment to the gospel, but he chooses to interpret and present his situation from a 

deeper level.  His suffering is not shaped by his jailers but by Christ.” (p. 48) 

Her comments made me think about how St. Paul does not (and cannot) eliminate or 

even lessen his own suffering.  He is incarcerated, including being in chains.   He does 

however place his suffering (his imprisonment, being “in chains”) in a much larger, a 

cosmic, context, which changes his understanding of what he is undergoing.  His is a 

true paradigm shift.  His jailers and his enemies see Paul as now (and deservedly!) “in 

chains.”  They see him as a troublemaker, and his arrest and imprisonment as proof of 

his being a criminal.  Paul on the other hand, does not see himself as “in chains”, but 

rather views himself being “in Christ”  (Philippians 1:13).  

For St. Paul it is not his antagonists who have forced the imprisonment on him.  Rather, 

it is Christ himself who has made the chains necessary.   St. Paul made himself obedient 

to Christ’s will, and he accepts the fact that Christ has led him to this imprisonment.  

St. Paul now sees himself as a slave of Christ.  Paul is Christ’s slave, not the state’s 

prisoner.  He accepts his current condition as being a sign of his voluntary enslavement 

to Christ.   The state and his jailers may think they have imprisoned Paul and put him in 
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chains.   St. Paul sees this as nothing more than an outward sign of his being Christ’s 

slave.  So though it does nothing to relieve the real suffering of Paul, his re-interpreting 

events gives him hope by giving meaning to his suffering.  He comes to interpret his 

temporal and temporary confinement as simply part of his being “in Christ.”  His 

humiliating chains are thus infused with the eternal freedom which Christ has bestowed 

upon the world.  The chains though real are also symbolic reminders of how the world 

enslaves us, how sin enslaves us, and how Christ himself frees us from such slavery to 

sin and death. 

No doubt we all find our life not only in the world, but even at times in the Church, to be 

painful, limiting, and hardly of what we imagine being a Christian should consist.   It is 

possible that if we were to experience Paul’s paradigmatic shift, we might come to 

understand that what we really hope for is available to us only when we see our lives as 

being “in Christ.”  In service to Christ, as servants of Christ, we can see that some of 

what we suffer might be the very way “in Christ” we are doing what He needs us to do.  

It won’t reduce our suffering, but can give us hope by putting our own lives into that 

context of being “in Christ.”   We will no longer see ourselves as victims of the world or 

of evil, but rather come to understand that our suffering might be the very way we are to 

overcome the world (John 16:33). 

 

The Sacrifice of Abraham 

Posted on April 17, 2008 by Fr. Ted 

One of the most heart wrenching stories in the Old Testament is the story of Abraham, 

in obedience to God setting out on the journey to offer his own son, Isaac, in sacrifice 

(Genesis 22).  

The story is set up by the description of how Abraham and his wife Sarah struggled to 

have a child at all.  It was the source of bitter grief between them.   And then when he 

was 100 years old, Abraham is finally given a son through Sarah.  But then, after 

enduring all these years of Sarah’s childless grief, Abraham is put to the test – will he 

obey God and sacrifice his own son, the son which God had specifically promised to give 

him and through whom God promised to fulfill His plans for the world. 

Abraham is incredibly silent through the ordeal.  What can he say, but perhaps “the 

Lord gives and the Lord takes away”?  Who can understand this God?   Why was he 

given a son, just for a fleeting moment of joy and peace with his wife?   He is lost in 
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thought, unable to speak, probably in shock and in denial about what is happening to 

him, to his son, to his world, to his faith.  And he is given three days to think about the 

death of his son, for that is how long it takes Abraham to traverse to where the sacrifice 

will take place.  How many times does his son die through those days of sojourning as he 

turns over in his heart and mind and stomach what must happen?  And each time 

Abraham dies with him. 

We read in Genesis 22: 6-8 (NRSV): 

Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on his son Isaac, and he himself 

carried the fire and the knife. So the two of them walked on together.  Isaac said to his 

father Abraham, “Father!” And he said, “Here I am, my son.” He said, “The fire and the 

wood are here, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?”  Abraham said, “God himself 

will provide the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” So the two of them walked on 

together. 

At least from the Christian point of view, we see a prefiguring of Christ, God’s only son.  

Isaac, Sarah’s only child – a promised and much awaited child –  must bear the wood 

for the sacrifice, as Christ himself will carry the wood of his cross, the means of his 

sacrifice.  

Abraham carries the fire and the knife – he is not allowed to not think about what is to 

happen.  He has to carry the instrument of his son’s death.  And he apparently says 

nothing to anyone about what God has told him to do.  Abraham alone carries God’s 

word in his heart, and it is weighing him down.  For how will he explain to Sarah what 

he has to do?  How will he explain murdering his own son, the son they waited so long 

for, suffered for, and then received through a promise and blessing from God?  The son 

who had taken away Sarah’s bitterness and given peace to their marriage. 

And they walk on.  Sojourners headed to a final destiny.  Only Abraham understands the 

finality of this destination – the place from which one will not come back and from 

which one will never leave. 

And Abraham cannot bring himself to say anything.  But Isaac, the beloved son calls his 

father out of his reverie and misery.  “Father!”   He is wondering where his father is, lost 

in thought as he seems to be walking along in dreadful, mortal silence.  Isaac’s youthful 



mind is observant and curious.  The world is still a mystery though to the boy, there is so 

much to learn. 

“Here I am, my son.”  Abraham is lost in this pilgrimage, present in body but not in soul 

or heart.  He feels the need to locate himself, to place himself in relationship to his son.  

But where is Abraham?   Near his son, yet in spirit so far away from their situation.  No 

doubt he choked on these words, not wanting to speak, struggling to voice a reply 

through a constricted throat and conflicted mind. 

He intends for his voice to be assuring to his beloved son. “I am here, do not be afraid.”  

Yet it is only he who is afraid, for his son is totally trusting his father.  The son asks in all 

innocence about the future, but his question is as sharp as Abraham’s knife. 

On the other hand, Abraham does not want to assure his son of his presence, for he 

carries the knife, and not without purpose.  The father, whose job is to protect his son, is 

in this story the only threat to the child.   Is Abraham tearful, bitter or trusting?  We do 

not know.  He has accepted his mission, but withdrawn within himself he does not 

reveal his heart.  He is on a mission and must lay emotion aside lest it overwhelm him 

and cause him to fail.  Cold logic is in control, mind over heart.  Abraham, suppressing 

all feeling, has stopped thinking in the darkness of his heart.   He knows what must be 

done.  But what logic, what reason, what rationale is there in what he has been 

commanded to do?  His is not to reason why, but to do is to die, for his heart will burst 

with the death of his son.   There is to be no peace in his life, no peace with his wife.  

How will he ever justify what he is to do?   The invisible God will not be there to explain 

why he murdered his son, whose promised birth had caused Sarah to laugh at God.   She 

would not be laughing when Abraham told her that God had commanded death. 

“God will provide.”  He says emptily with profound sorry, as a father who realizes the 

loss of his son.  He mouths the words, but his heart is not in them.  It is factual, but 

perhaps not faithful.  God has already told him what He has provided.  The long hoped 

for son, the son that finally brought joy and peace between his wife and himself, being 

the most prized possession in his life, is the very thing that he must offer in sacrifice.  He 

will hold nothing back from God.   He will be faithful in action even if his heart is not in 

the deed he must do. 



He says nothing more, not a word, until called by the Angel of the Lord.  His son carries 

the load of wood.  Abraham carries the burden of what he must do, and he is weighed 

down far more. 

God asks much from those willing to serve Him.  He does not ask more than what He 

Himself is willing to do.  For God too will offer His Son, and will contemplate His death 

for three days.  God provides as Abraham discovers, and does not require his son’s, or 

His Son’s,  life to end in sacrificial death.  Isaac is spared.  His Son is raised from the 

dead, revealing the prophetic and prototypical meaning of the story of Abraham 

sacrificing his son.   Abraham is spared the loss but not the agony of losing one’s son.  

Through his story we come to know the full extent of the passion of Christ, God’s only 

begotten Son. 

 

Reflections on the Holy Saturday Scriptures Readings 

Posted on April 29, 2008 by Fr. Ted 

Reflections while listening to the Scripture at the Holy Saturday Vespers-Liturgy. 

Whenever listening to the scriptures read, I often have thoughts come to mind about a 

verse or idea in the Scriptures. Here are a few of the things I thought about while 

listening the 15 Old Testament readings on Holy Saturday. 

Genesis 1:4 “And God saw the light was good.” The very first thing that God sees as good 

is “light” which was also the first thing He called into existence. There is goodness in 

creation from the very beginning. A blessedness, which God is pleased to see. He is not 

indifferent to the creation He has made. He not only brings it into existence, He 

experiences creation (He sees it) and finds goodness in it. As the Creator, He no doubt 

imbued the creation with goodness, but the text also suggests that He experiences that 

goodness when encountering the creation. He draws goodness out of the created! 

Creation is not valueless in God’s eyes. It has a value and this value is not only what He 

put into it, it is also what He draws out of it when He encounters the created. Goodness 

is not simply a property of God. It is also a value that His creation possesses and 

something which can be experienced through encountering created things. The 

goodness in Christ for example is not simply the divine in Him, it is also the case that 

His physical body possesses such goodness, as it was meant to do from the beginning. 

There is no form of dualism here. If creation is not good, it is not because God has 

withdrawn this property from it, but rather that the created has spurned what God has 
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given to it. Humans are to have a very particular role in creation, and that role requires 

the humans to be good, blessed, holy, and godlike. But when humanity rejects its place 

in creation, it forsakes goodness and then can no longer fulfill the role God intended 

humans to have in the created order. Christ re-unites the goodness of God with the 

goodness God saw in His original creation. 

Jonah – the King of Nineveh proclaims a fast in response to Jonah’s message, but the 

not eating food or drinking even water is not the goal of the fast. Rather the food fasting 

is simply to get everyone’s attention and to get everyone focused on what really needs to 

happen: “yes, let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence which in is his 

hands.” It is turning away from all evil which the king hopes will cause God to relent and 

not destroy the city. It isn’t letting heaps of food go uneaten which is the goal of the fast 

– that will not earn God’s favor. Rather by fasting, people are to stop all their normal 

ways of behavior so that they can concentrate on correcting the real problem – sin. That 

is what our Great Lent out to be for each of us as well. It is not piles of uneaten food 

which are going to reach up to heaven, get God’s attention, and cause God to forgive 

sinners. It is only our changing our hearts and repenting of evil which God will really 

notice and care about. Something for us to think about – we are not offering up to God 

uneaten foods, as God isn’t looking for such offerings from us. He is looking into our 

hearts and hoping to find in us hearts cleansed of sin so that He can dwell with us. 

Jonah – God tells Jonah: “And should I not pity Nineveh, that great city, in which there 

are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right 

hand from their left…?” It is interesting that God’s motive in warning the Ninevites is 

His own love, but a particular type of love: compassion or pity. He is not desiring to save 

the city because of how good the people are, or how holy they are. He pities them 

because of their ignorance! Nevertheless He feels compassion and mercy for them and 

desires to save them. He doesn’t wait for them to become good and holy. God’s love is 

purely gratuitous and unconditional. In Lenten services we do pray for “the errors of the 

people” or sometimes translated as the “ignorance of the people”, a phrase found in 

Hebrews 9:7. God’s loving concern for people is not based on the people’s “lovability” 

nor on their holiness or goodness. God can also love based upon pity and compassion – 

another lesson for Christians. 

Exodus 13:20-15:1 It is God who directs the Israelites to move to the location which will 

entrap them between the Egyptian army and the Red Sea. Interesting that He doesn’t 

lead them in such a way so as to avoid danger and difficulty, which would certainly be 
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the way most of us would prefer and would choose. There would be no need for dramatic 

escapes and rescues if God didn’t lead them to a point where they needed to be saved in 

the first place. Moses is so confident that God will save them – He will do it all, “Fear 

not, stand firm, and see the salvation of the Lord, which He will work for you today…” 

But God, ever unpredictable, says to Moses, “Why do you cry to me? Tell the people of 

Israel to go forward.” God it turns out is not going to do all the work in salvation. He 

tells Moses, “Lift up your rod and stretch out your hand over the sea and divide it…” It is 

Moses who has to part the sea, not God! The salvation of the people is in Moses’ hands. 

And what is God going to be doing while Moses parts the water and enables the 

Israelites to escape? “I will harden the heart of the Egyptians so they shall go after 

them.” In other words, God is not going to stop the Egyptians, on the contrary He is 

going to provoke them to pursue the Israelites, while Moses is busy trying to get the 

Israelites away from the Egyptians. God is not trying to make things easier for Moses 

and the Israelites. God doesn’t drown the Egyptians, He tells Moses to stretch out his 

hand and to return the waters to their rightful place. God doesn’t do this act on His own, 

He commands Moses to do it, but then leaves it to Moses to get the job done. God does 

not and will not do everything for us – He cooperates with us and demands synergy 

from us in working with Him. He tells us what to do but then leaves it up to us whether 

or not we do it. This is not God-alone thinking, but true synergy. 

Isaiah 61:1-19 Sometimes we Christians are too narrowly focused in our theology. For 

example we hear a great deal regarding how Jesus died for our sins. But Jesus came into 

the world to do a lot more than dealing only with sinners. “… because the Lord has 

anointed me to bring good tidings to the afflicted; He has sent me to bind up the 

brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to 

those who are bound; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance 

of our God; to comfort all who mourn … to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil 

of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit… that he 

may be glorified.” We Christians sometimes get so focused on sin that we forget all the 

things that is was prophesied that the Messiah would do. There is a whole lot more 

wrong with the world than just sin, there is sickness and affliction, captivity and 

mourning, and broken heartedness too. Christ came not just to take on our sins, but also 

to heal our diseases and to take on all our ailments, spiritual, mental and physical. 

 


