
Second	Reading,	19th	to	23rd	Sundays	:	Year	C,	2022	
Letter	to	the	Hebrews	—	Letter	to	Philemon	
In Year C between the 19th and 22nd Sundays in Ordinary Time, we read passages from 
chapters 11 and 12 of the Letter to the Hebrews. Excerpts from the twelve chapters of the 
Letter to the Hebrews are also read every second year from Monday in the First Week 
through Saturday in the Fourth Week of Ordinary Time, inclusive.  

In addition, a passage from Hebrews is read every year on Christmas Day and Good Friday; 
in Year B on the Feast of the Holy Family, the 5th Sunday in Lent, the Feast of the Body and 
Blood of Christ, and passages from chapters 2–10 between the 27th and 33rd Sundays. In 
Year C, Hebrews is also read on the 4th Sunday of Advent and the Feast of the Ascension. 

 
In Year C, on the 23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time, we read a single passage from Paul’s short 
Letter to Philemon. A passage from this letter of 335 words is also read every second year on 
Thursday in the Thirty-Second Week of Ordinary Time. 

Readings for Ordinary Time — Year C 
Nineteenth Sunday, Hebrews 11:1–2, 8–19  
This reflection on faith, embodied in the lives of Abraham and his wife Sarah, emphasises that 
faith relates to reaching hoped-for goals. At the same time, faith provides what we need to 
sustain us while we endure suffering and wait patiently to achieve our promised goal.  
Twentieth Sunday, Hebrews 12:1–4 
We are encouraged to persevere, through the images of both athletic endurance and of Jesus 
who endured the cross, despite its shame. Through his suffering on the cross, Jesus received 
the joy of union with his Father.  
Twenty-first Sunday, Hebrews 12:5–7, 11–13 
A challenging text for Western congregations! In the writer’s world, however, using physical 
punishment on his sons was a normal and accepted part of a good father’s role. In this 
context, when we see even our sufferings as expressions of God’s love, we know that when we 
endure we grow in strength. 
Twenty-second Sunday, Hebrews 12:18–19, 22–24a 
Through Christ’s sacrifice we are brought into relationship with God in worship. Mount 
Sinai, the holy place of the Old Testament, is surpassed by Mount Zion, the new holy 
mountain. This is a place of joy achieved for us through a new covenant, made possible by the 
new and more powerful sacrifice of Jesus’ death. 
Twenty-third Sunday, Philemon 9–10, 12–17 
Paul appeals to Philemon to take Onesimus back without punishment. Paul asserts that the 
slave returns to his master as much more than a slave—he is now a brother in Christ. Paul 
stresses this new relationship that all three share: Paul, Philemon and Onesimus. 

Background to the Letter to the Hebrews 
Among the New Testament books, many scholars consider that the Letter to the Hebrews 
stands out for its brilliance. It is often regarded not as a letter but as a type of highly literary 
sermon, expounding the simple theological point: Christ is both the perfect sacrifice for sins 
and the priest who offers himself as a sacrifice; He died for us and for our sins. 



The author of Hebrews is unknown, but scholars agree it was not Paul: this much was known 
from very early days. However, we know from the text that the author had a sophisticated 
knowledge of the Old Testament in its Greek translation (known as the Septuagint), wrote 
high quality Greek, and understood the techniques of Jewish biblical interpretation. 

Without any great degree of certainty, scholars tend to believe that the letter was probably 
written to Jewish Christians who may have been discouraged and wavering in the face of 
suffering. They may have been a community in Rome or Jerusalem. The letter may have been 
composed in the late 50s or early 60s, but could have been as late as the 80s.  

Main Themes and Structure of Hebrews 
This is one of many ways to summarise the key themes in this complex sermon or letter that 
has a detailed underlying structure: 

§ The sacrificial nature of Christ’s death and the value of his atonement for sin 
§ Christ is both the perfect sacrifice for sins and the priest who offered that sacrifice 
§ Christ is the key to the Old Testament and his priesthood completes the Old 

Testament priesthood 
§ Understand Christ’s sacrifice and priesthood revitalises Christian faith and practice. 

Brown sketches out the overall framework of the letter in this way: 

§ Introduction (1:1–3) 
§ Superiority of Jesus as God’s Son: over the angels (1:4–2:18); over Moses (3:1–4:13) 
§ Superiority of Jesus’ priesthood (4:14–7:28) 
§ Superiority of Jesus’ sacrifice and his ministry; inauguration of a new covenant (8:1–

10:18) 
§ Faith and endurance: availing oneself of Jesus’ priestly work (10:19–12:29) 
§ Injunctions about religious practice for individuals and communities (13:1–19) 
§ Conclusion: blessing and greetings (13:20–25) 

 
Background to the Letter to Philemon 
Onesimus was a Christian convert and a slave who belonged to Philemon, a wealthy man in 
Colossae. (This city was situated east of Ephesus on a major trade route through Asia Minor. 
In Roman times, it was well known for its olives and figs, and its thriving wool industry. 
What remains of the city is located in the south-west of the modern republic of Turkey.) 

It seems Onesimus had fled, possibly to Ephesus 120 miles away, and was afraid to return to 
his master. Paul wrote to Philemon in the style of letters of the day, to encourage him to 
accept Onesimus back as required under Roman law, but without any of the retribution a 
returned slave might expect. It is not known if Paul actually knew Philemon but he may have 
proclaimed the gospel in that area, or perhaps it was proclaimed by a fellow worker, 
Epapharas. Nor is it certain which period of imprisonment Paul refers to in the letter but it 
may have been in Ephesus. However, there is agreement among many scholars that the letter 
was written by Paul around 56 AD.  

Main Themes and Structure of Philemon 
The theme of the letter is not slavery but the transforming power of baptism, the new 
creation in Christ. Through baptism, Paul, Onesimus and Philemon are now of the one 
family in Christ; Philemon and Onesimus are not just master and slave but also brothers.  



The structure of letter can be described as: 

§ Address and greeting (1–3) 
§ Thanksgiving and praise, to encourage Philemon’s good will (4–7) 
§ Appeal offering motives to Philemon on behalf of Onesimus (8–16) 
§ Reiteration and expansion of appeal (17–22) 
§ Concluding greetings, blessings (23–25) 
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