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Peter and Paul - Loosing human bonds for freedom 

 

Acts 12.1-11 
2 Timothy 4.6-8,17,18 
Matthew 16.13-19 
 

‘Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever 

you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.’ 

The significance of the apostles Peter and Paul can be thought of in 

terms of two questions their lives puts to us. 

First, what stops you from being freely yourself? What binds you?  

Second, what liberates you to be most fully yourself. What looses you 

from your bonds? 

Peter and Paul challenge any facile answers to these questions. They 

do so from within their own bitter sweet taste of what binds and 

liberates them.  

Peter was first amongst the apostles. He had given up his life as a 

fisherman to follow Christ and was the first to confess Jesus as 

Messiah. He promised undying loyalty. And yet he denies Jesus three 

times and betrays him to death. Peter was confronted with what 

bound him at a level he hadn’t appreciated: his cowardice, his 
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duplicity, his rash self-aggrandisement, and, indeed, his despair at 

himself. 

Paul was the great apostle to the Gentiles who travelled across the 

Mediterranean to spread the Good News of Jesus Christ crucified and 

risen. His writings make up a large part of the New Testament. And yet 

Paul was initially a persecutor of the early church. He delighted in 

Stephen’s stoning and breathed out violence against the first disciples. 

Paul's whole life was bound by a murderous zeal, a religious 

fundamentalism, and a blind arrogance. 

Both men, however, were liberated from their bondage in their 

encounter with the risen Christ. Paul meets the risen Lord on the road 

to Damascus in an experience that turned this life inside out. He tastes 

the depth, breath and height of God's mercy. Paul’s conversion 

becomes instrumental in shaping the life of the early Church through 

his ministry, teaching and martyrdom. Peter is reworked through his 

encounters with the risen Christ, most notably in an intimate 

exchange with Jesus who asks Peter three times if he loves him, 

judging and healing Peter's threefold denial. Peter becomes a central 

authority figure in the early Church through his leadership, teaching, 

healing and martyrdom. 

Both these men are loosed from their bonds by being welcomed into 

a new fellowship with God and every other human being. Their liberty 

comes from a new sense of being bound to the good of others in the 
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love God. This is a love that cannot be bound by our failures, 

aggression or deceit, but seeks to heal and overcome them. 

The binding and loosing of Peter and Paul do not simply stand at the 

beginning of the Church. Rather, it is the very lifeblood of the church. 

To repeat the words Jesus tells Peter:  

‘Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever 

you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.’ 

This makes a remarkable claim about Christian life. That the Church, 

and we, as its members, have been given power over all the forces of 

evil that threaten human freedom. We have the power to name and 

overcome what binds human dignity. We have been given power to 

free people to be fully themselves and enter into a new depth of 

relationship with God and others. The feast of Peter and Paul 

celebrates this. It also calls us to account.   

For do we in our lives actually loose the bonds of others? Do we bind 

what harms others by bringing injustice to light? Do we build 

communities where people are welcomed to grow in freedom and 

supported in choosing the good and true, and celebrating the 

beautiful? What might such a community  look like? 

Before training for ordination, I worked for a charity that provided 

social care for adults with severe learning disabilities. The model of 

care was a community-based one. Staff and service users lived and 
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worked together and contributed to fostering an auspicious common 

life. The charity had a Christian ethos rooted in trust in God and 

relationships that championed human dignity.  

During my time there I became close to one person. Let’s call him 

Hamish. Hamish was severely autistic and needed a high degree of 

support. He would find basic tasks of daily life difficult. He had only 

limited speech and would often become distressed and violent 

towards himself. His appearance was disturbing to some. And yet he 

was so much more than all this. He had a wonderful sense of humour. 

He loved playing the organ. He delighted in butterflies, particularly 

Red Admirals, and cups of tea that came in metal tea pots at cheap 

cafes and looking at the weather page of the Times newspaper. He 

would often act out scenes from the Sound of Music much to others’ 

joy or despair.  

Hamish’s life had been bound by disabilities, family breakdown, 

societal prejudice and violence. And yet after many years of 

transformation in the community, he was freed into being himself. He 

had been welcomed into a context that celebrated his gifts and gave 

him the dignity of work and home life that allowed him to flourish. It 

also enabled Hamish to the bind what diminished others and loose 

them into freedom.  

Hamish would transform the lives of people who came into contact 

with him. He had a way of encouraging people to step out of 
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themselves, to open their hearts and let go of their inhibitions. Hamish 

by his very vulnerability and personality would provoke others into 

confronting how they might be bound by fear, anger, insecurity. He 

would invite them into a greater and more gentle freedom that could 

live more joyfully and courageously in the light of human weakness. 

Going to the local pub with him was always a humbling experience. 

The pub had a rough reputation, full of burly men having a drink after 

work, but it would visibly soften when Hamish came in. We would be 

greeted with warmth. 

Hamish could do none of this on his own. His disability meant he 

needed others to help him to loose his bonds, to come to greater 

freedom and to himself become one who could confront injustice and 

work for others’ freedom. But of course this true of us all. This is what 

every Christian community that is built on Christ and the foundation 

of Peter and Paul is called to do where the so-called weak and the so-

called strong fashion a stronger common life together. To such a 

community is given the power to bind evil, to loose people from what 

binds them, to free each person into fuller human flourishing. Let us 

be such a community. Let us in the footsteps of Peter, Paul, and 

Hamish go out renewed in this service of human freedom, a service 

we carry out in the name of Christ in whom God binds all people 

together in the freedom of love.  

 


