
16th SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST 

September 4, 2016 

 

Text: Philemon 1-21 

Theme: Refresh My Heart 

 

On Monday hundreds of people went to a cathedral in Mississippi to 

mourn the loss of two nuns who were killed last week in their homes.  

The nuns were well-known and well-liked in the community because 

they lived among the poorest people and dedicated their lives to 

ending racism and poverty.  One of the pastors who spoke at their 

funerals said that justice for such a crime demanded punishment but it 

did not demand revenge. 
 

The death of these two women made me think about the movie Dead 

Man Walking.  The movie was based on a book written by a nun who 

was the spiritual adviser to two convicted men who did some horrific 

things to a teenage couple.  The nun ministered to them while they sat 

on death row.  Five years after the movie was released, the one 

survivor wrote her own book (Forgiving the Dead Man Walking) that 

shares how she came to exonerate those responsible for her abduction 

and abuse.   
 

Because her book is so powerful the survivor (Debbie Morris) has 

been interviewed extensively over the years.  Among all the questions 

that she is asked, one question remains the same: Have you 

completely forgiven these two men?  And her answer never changes: 

Yes, I have!  And then the one doing the interview usually admits in 

amazement – I cannot begin to understand what it would take to 

forgive in that capacity. 
 

I have read that people pay attention to sermons on forgiveness more 

than any other topic.  The reason is that we recognize our constant 

need for forgiveness as well as our need to forgive.  And (at the very 

least) we want to be better at this forgiveness thing.  So we take notice 

when we hear about these extreme examples of human forgiveness 

and we wonder if we can somehow learn from them for our less 

extreme circumstances.   
 

 

Debbie Morris says that the reason she can forgive these two men is 

because Jesus Christ entered her life.  Along the way in her own 

recovery, someone shared with her the gospel message and she came 

to know Jesus Christ as her Lord and Savior and that gave her the 

capacity to forgive.     
 

But most of us are not there yet.  Even though we are Christians we 

believe we are not capable of that kind of forgiveness because we 

have been justifiably wronged (and we get stuck right there).  It is 

hard to forgive the unforgiveable, it is hard to let go of our anger and 

disappointment so we allow God to do his thing (and those who seem 

to be able to rise to the occasion) and we remain justifiably distant 

from the whole situation.   
 

Forgiveness is personal and I say that we cannot truly forgive unless 

we believe and trust that God through Christ has forgiven us.  And in 

our lesson today from Philemon we have a very personal letter that 

Paul wrote to his friend and co-worker that describes what 

forgiveness looks like. 
 

Briefly, Onesimus is a slave who robbed his master, Philemon, and 

then fled for his life.  He somehow came into contact with Paul who 

took him under his wing and who then taught him about Christ.  As a 

result Onesimus became a Christian.  And Paul is now writing to 

Philemon to say that Onesimus is a changed man and Paul wants 

Philemon to forgive the past and to receive his servant back with open 

and loving arms.   
 

This letter leaves out all the little details that makes for a good story – 

the severity of the crime committed and how Onesimus and Paul met 

– we only hear Paul appealing to his Christian friend, Philemon, to 

forgive his servant so he can return to his duties.   
 

Paul tells his friend that the gospel message is so powerful that it can 

transform the hearts of anyone and everyone.  The gospel is so 

incredible that we can forgive the most atrocious of sins.  And as Paul 

suggests, we do it (not out of duty) but out of love.  We do it (not 

because we are forced) but voluntarily.  
 

 

 



Paul is telling us that we cannot sit here week after week and be 

exposed to the gospel – be exposed to the love of God through Christ 

– be granted forgiveness for our every sin – and have it not make a 

difference in our lives.  Paul knows what he is talking about because 

Christ forgave him after he ravaged the church and dragged men and 

women to prison.  Paul knows what it means to be forgiven by Christ 

and so he knows how to forgive.  Paul is so passionate to win people 

for Christ that he sends letters like this one to his friends so they can 

see themselves (and those who have wronged them) as restored in the 

eyes of God.   
 

Onesimus fled as a slave who knew nothing about Christ and Paul 

wants him to return as a brother in Christ.  We are not told any of the 

details to know if this was an extreme example of forgiveness or the 

sin was of a lesser offense.  I know that if someone is forgiven for 

abducting and abusing a teenage couple it does not mean the abusers 

are suddenly set free to do the same thing over again or to harm 

another human being.  But we can forgive and still let people be 

accountable for their behaviors.  What Paul is suggesting is that we 

hold ourselves accountable for our behaviors and follow the example 

of Jesus Christ.   
 

We have no idea how this story ends.  We have no idea if Philemon 

received Onesimus as a brother in Christ.  And more than likely we 

do not know how our own story will end.  We may not know now 

what forgiveness will look like towards an estranged family member 

or a co-worker or friend but Paul helps us with the process of figuring 

this out … 

Remain in prayer over the situation 

Pray that the sharing of our faith will result in a change of heart  

Pray that the change of heart …  

is not only for the other person but for ourselves 

Appeal to our own sense of love to forgive 

Do not be driven by a sense of duty 

Voluntarily forgive and do not be forced to forgive 

Consider the benefits and reduce the debt 

Own the debt for the sake of reconciliation 
 

 

If you read the book written by Debbie Morris you will know that she 

is not some super human.  She remembers her thirst for vengeance.  

She also recalls her own day of reckoning when the anger and the 

hatred grew so strong that it clouded her every move.  And then her 

story became a movie and she confronted the real-life nun who wrote 

the book on which the movie was based because the nun never even 

consulted her about it ahead of time.   
 

But God again showed his power as he transformed her hate into a 

friendship with the nun.  They shard a love for Jesus Christ, a desire 

to be obedient to God, and they both valued human life.  They valued 

their own lives and they believed God could work through the most 

resistant of souls.  And that is why Debbie could say that she 

completely forgave those two men.  They were not released from 

prison but they were released from their tormented souls. 
 

Forgiveness is personal and when we forgive out of love (and not 

duty) and voluntarily (and not forced) we will know that we finally 

found the key that will offer us some peace.  I am not saying this is an 

easy task and we will talk about it again but we can start with this … 

imagine saying to God … I cannot begin to understand what it takes 

for you to forgive us with such love and grace … and then invite God 

to work in our hearts so we can do the same for others.  Amen  

 

 


