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I. Forgiveness & Reconciliation (Philemon 8-20) 

 

“8   Accordingly, though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do what is required, 9 

yet for love’s sake I prefer to appeal to you—I, Paul, an old man and now a prisoner also for 

Christ Jesus— 10 I appeal to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I became in my 

imprisonment. 11 (Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is indeed useful to you and to 

me.) 12 I am sending him back to you, sending my very heart. 13 I would have been glad to keep 

him with me, in order that he might serve me on your behalf during my imprisonment for the 

gospel, 14 but I preferred to do nothing without your consent in order that your goodness might 

not be by compulsion but of your own accord. 15 For this perhaps is why he was parted from 

you for a while, that you might have him back forever, 16 no longer as a bondservant but more 

than a bondservant, as a beloved brother—especially to me, but how much more to you, both 

in the flesh and in the Lord. 17 So if you consider me your partner, receive him as you would 

receive me. 18 If he has wronged you at all, or owes you anything, charge that to my account. 

19 I, Paul, write this with my own hand: I will repay it—to say nothing of your owing me even 

your own self. 20 Yes, brother, I want some benefit from you in the Lord. Refresh my heart in 

Christ.” (Philemon 1:8–20 ESV) 
 

1. In verses 8-20 Paul gets to the issue at hand between Philemon and Onesimus.  In verses 

8-9 Paul chooses not to use his apostolic authority to command Philemon to forgive and 

appeals instead (the actual appeal does not come until verse 17).   In verse 9, on what 

grounds does Paul appeal in order to get Philemon "to do what is required"?  Why is this 

critical for the act of forgiveness?   

 

 

 

 

1 Corinthians 13:4-8b “4   Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not 

arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful (lit. not 

count up wrongdoing); 6 it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. 7 Love 

bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” 

 

1 Peter 4:8 “8 Above all, keep loving one another earnestly, since love covers a multitude of 

sins.” 

 

Galatians 5:22-23  “22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.” 

 

 

 

2. What conditions do people usually want before forgiving?    How do the following 

passages teach us to forgive?  
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Proverbs 10:12 “12 Hatred stirs up strife, but love covers all offenses.” 

 

 Mark 11:25 “25 And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against 

anyone, so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses.”” 

 

Matthew 18:21-22  “21   Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will my brother 

sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” 22 Jesus said to him, “I do not 

say to you seven times, but seventy-seven times.” 

 

Ephesians 4:31-32 “31 Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put 

away from you, along with all malice. 32 Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 

another, as God in Christ forgave you.”  

 

Luke 17:3-4 “3 Pay attention to yourselves! If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, 

forgive him, 4 and if he sins against you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, 

saying, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive him.”” 

 
 

 

 

3. What are some reasons people might find unconditional forgiveness difficult?  How do 

the following passages combat some of these reservations?  

 

 
 

Psalm 82:2-4 “2 How long will you judge unjustly and show partiality to the wicked? ... 3 Give 

justice to the weak and the fatherless; maintain the right of the afflicted and the destitute. 4 

Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.”” 
 

Proverbs 24:11-12  “11 Rescue those who are being taken away to death; hold back those who 

are stumbling to the slaughter. 12 If you say, “Behold, we did not know this,” does not he who 

weighs the heart perceive it? Does not he who keeps watch over your soul know it, and will he 

not repay man according to his work?” 

 

Luke 17:3 “3 Pay attention to yourselves! If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, 

forgive him," 
 

Matthew 18:15-17 “15   “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between 

you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. 16 But if he does not 

listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the 

evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if 

he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” 
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Galatians 6:1 “1 Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual 

should restore him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted.” 

 

 

 

  

4. What is the difference between forgiveness and reconciliation?  Can reconciliation be 

unconditional?  How do the following passages describe reconciliation?  Is it possible to 

forgive without reconciling? 

 

 

 

2 Corinthians 5:18-20 “18 All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself 

and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; 19 that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world 

to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of 

reconciliation. 20 Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through 

us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.”  

 

Romans 12:18 “If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.” 

 

 

  

5. Paul's appeal to Philemon to forgive is also an appeal for him to reconcile with 

Onesimus.  It's important to note that Onesimus accompanied the letter to Philemon.  He 

didn't wait in Rome to see if he would be forgiven first.  The fact that he returned not 

knowing how Philemon would respond indicates a desire to repent no matter the 

outcome.  With the offender repentant and desiring to reconcile, what were the steps 

necessary for Philemon to take in order to forgive and reconcile as described in verses 

15-19?
1
  

 

“15 For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while, that you might have him back 

forever, 16 no longer as a bondservant but more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother—

especially to me, but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord. 17 So if you 

consider me your partner, receive him as you would receive me. 18 If he has wronged you at 

all, or owes you anything, charge that to my account. 19 I, Paul, write this with my own hand: 

I will repay it—to say nothing of your owing me even your own self.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Notice how Paul displays the gospel by willingly taking on Onesimus' debt in order to satisfy the legal demand for 

restitution.  
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6. Even though he would have desired to do so, Onesimus would not have been able to 

make restitution for his offense against Philemon.  In order to remove any potential 

hindrance to the reconciliation process (but not the forgiveness process), Paul sincerely 

offers to pay Onesimus' debt.  But then he uses the ultimate method of removing any 

hindrance to reconciliation by adding the side comment in verse 19, "—to say nothing of 

your owing me even your own self." What was the ultimate reason Philemon should 

reconcile with Onesimus despite the damage incurred? 

 

 

 

 

7. Does reconciliation mean that the victim has to relate to the repentant offender as if the 

damage of the offense never happened? Why? 

  

  

  

 

 

8. According to the following passages, how are we to respond to those who have wronged 

us but refuse to repent?   

 

 

 

 

 

Romans 12:14, 17-21  “14  Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.... 17 

Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. 18 If 

possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge 

yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, 

says the Lord.” 20 To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give 

him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” 21 Do not 

be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.” 

 

Matthew 5:43-45 “43   “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and 

hate your enemy.’ 44 But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute 

you, 45 so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven. For he makes his sun rise on 

the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

9. How are we most like Jesus when we choose to forgive?  How did Jesus display this 

same kind of response?   
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Romans 5:7-8 “7 For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good 

person one would dare even to die— 8 but God shows his love for us in that while we were still 

sinners, Christ died for us.” 

 

 

 

  

10. Bitterness is a difficult enemy to spiritually combat especially if it has been entrenched in 

the heart for a long time.  In 2 Corinthians 10:5 Paul writes, “We destroy arguments and 

every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought captive 

to obey Christ...”  In the context of countering false teachers for the sake of saving 

people through gospel, Paul simply says that he combats thoughts that contradict God's 

truth with God's truth (ie. truth).  What false hoods do we believe when we are bitter?   

How can Paul's principle of spiritual combat help us destroy the stronghold of bitterness? 

 

 

II. Conclusion (Philemon 21-25) 

  

“21   Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I 

say. 22 At the same time, prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping that through your 

prayers I will be graciously given to you. 23 Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, 

sends greetings to you, 24 and so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, my fellow workers. 

25 The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.” (Philemon 1:21–25 ESV) 
 

Paul was confident that the love of Christ would motivate Philemon to love Onesimus beyond 

what he was even asking.  50 years later, an early church father named Ignatius wrote to the 

Ephesian church and mentioned the name of their bishop - Onesimus.  Is this the same 

Onesimus, maybe - maybe not.  Regardless, we can be sure that things turned out well between 

Onesimus and his master.   It is unlikely the book would have been included in the canon had 

Philemon refused to forgive because it would have given a false impression to the church.   Paul 

looked forward to the prospect of coming to visit his beloved sons in the faith who he was 

confident would reconcile, thus displaying the gospel to the joy of the saints and the 

bewilderment of unbelievers, and would continue in gospel ministry together for God's glory.  

As believers who have been forgiven an unpayable debt and have been filled with the love of 

Christ, we too can brightly shine the light of the gospel in the world when we choose to forgive 

like we have been forgiven and love like we have been loved.  We are no more like our Savior 

then when we forgive. 

 

"The Bible commands us to do a hard thing in forgiving others as we have been forgiven. As 

hard as this is, it leads to the infinitely greater joy of encountering the mercy of Jesus Christ in 

our own lives as we reflect on all that he has done for us.  God calls us to forgive others so that 

we can experience the joy of being reminded of the amazing mercy of Jesus, who forgives us and 

makes us his own." (Heath Lambert, A Theology of Biblical Counseling, p. 238) 


