
FORGIVENESS

The Refreshing Requirement of the Gospel

A Study of Paul’s Letter to Philemon

Paul’s brief letter to Philemon - centered on a runaway slave, a wronged 

master, and a call to reconciliation - offers Scripture’s most personal 

portrait of grace in action.

In this elective, we’ll walk through Philemon to see why forgiveness is not 

an optional add-on to the Christian life, but the very fragrance of the Gospel. 

We will explore the cost, the freedom, and the practical reach of 

forgiveness.

Whether you’re carrying an old wound or simply longing to grasp grace more 

deeply, this study will refresh your heart and reshape your relationships.

“Refresh my heart in Christ.”
Philemon 20



Six Weeks in Philemon
Forgiveness — the Refreshing Requirement of the Gospel

SESSION 1    The Refreshing Requirement
Why forgiveness — strange and unfashionable as it has become — is not an optional add-on to 
the Christian life but the refreshing requirement of the Gospel, the very air the church breathes.

SESSION 2    The Story Behind the Letter
Meeting Paul, Onesimus, and Philemon in the hard world of Roman slavery, and discovering our 
own “modern Onesimus” in the ordinary relationship where forgiveness is hardest right now.

SESSION 3    A Persuasive Appeal
How Paul moves Philemon to forgive — through truth in community, hope in a bigger story, and 
the economics of grace that were first spent on us at the cross.

SESSION 4    How Forgiveness Frees Us
How the forgiveness we have already received in Christ becomes the engine that frees us from 
the misery of unforgiveness and the absurdity of keeping score.

SESSION 5    How Forgiveness Forms Us
How forgiveness reshapes everyone it touches — the one offended, the one forgiven, and the 
watcher who only ever hears about the wound secondhand.

SESSION 6    Practicing Forgiveness
Putting it to work: distinguishing forgiveness from reconciliation and trust, learning to ask 
forgiveness well, and facing the hard cases honestly.



Session 1
The Refreshing Requirement of the Gospel

“Everyone says forgiveness is a lovely idea, until they have something to  
forgive. And then to mention the subject at all is to be greeted with howls of  

anger.”
— C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity

1. Forgiveness is the refreshing requirement of the gospel.

2. Identity shapes activity.

  Colossians = identity letter

Philemon = activity letter

Col. 2:6–7 — “as you received…so walk in him.”

3. What forgiveness IS — and what it is NOT

Not forgetting

Not excusing

Not denying justice

Not reconciliation

IS the costly release of the right to retaliate

4. Philemon walks us into the practice.

BIG IDEA · Forgiveness is the refreshing requirement of the Gospel —    
the air the church breathes. The forgiven forgive.

Reflection

1. Which cultural script rings loudest in your heart – therapeutic ‘let it go’ or expose-
and-retaliate?

2. Is there a gap between what you have received from Jesus and what you are
willing to extend to others?



Forgiveness

Upon a Life I Have Not Lived
Horatius Bonar

Upon a life I have not lived,
upon a death I did not die,

Another's life; Another's death,
I stake my whole eternity.

Not on the tears which I have shed,
not on the sorrows I have known,
Another's tears; Another's griefs,
on these I rest, on these alone.

O Jesus, Son of God,
I build on what Thy cross has done for me;

There both my life and death I read,
my guilt, and pardon there I see.

What forgiveness IS — and what it is NOT

• Forgiveness is NOT forgetting. It is the choice not to weaponize a
memory.

• Forgiveness is NOT excusing. It names the offense and then absorbs the
cost.

• Forgiveness is NOT denying justice. It releases vengeance while
entrusting the matter to God.

• Forgiveness is NOT reconciliation. Forgiveness is unilateral;
reconciliation is bilateral.

• Forgiveness IS the costly release of the right to retaliate - granted
because Christ has already absorbed our debt.

Identity shapes activity. The forgiven forgive.



	

Session	2	
A	Story	of	a	Fugitive	in	Need	of	Forgiveness	

“Conflict	is	not	an	annoyance	or	for	avoidance	but	an	assignment.”	

Scripture:		Philemon	1:1–25	

The	Shape	of	the	Letter	

Greeting	(vv.1–3)	
	
Thanksgiving	and	prayer	(vv.4–7)	
		
Appeal	(vv.8–20)	
	
Closing	(vv.21–25)	

The	Characters	in	the	Letter	

Paul	(and	Timothy)	

Onesimus	

Philemon	

Roman	Slavery	—	the	context	to	which	Paul	writes	

Not	racial.	Slaves	often	educated.	Manumission	common.	25–33%	of	the	empire.	
But:	legally	property.		
Mercy	toward	a	runaway	was	unethical.	

The	Modern	Onesimus	in	Your	Life	

A	sibling.		A	former	business	partner.		A	parent.		A	church	member.	
Or	-	you	are	someone	else's	Onesimus.	

	

BIG	IDEA	·	Philemon	is	a	story	of	the	most	common	experience	in	the	Christian	life	-	a	real	wound,	
a	real	cost,	and	a	Christian	being	asked	to	absorb	rather	than	collect.	

	

Reflection	

1. Which	things	are	hardest	for	you	to	forgive?	
2. Where	might	“conflict	as	assignment”	change	how	you	view	a	current	relational	difficulty?	



Session 3 
Forgiveness – Why and How 

“You are absorbing the debt, taking the cost of it completely on yourself instead of 
taking it out on them. All forgiveness is costly; it is a form of suffering.” 

— Timothy Keller, The Reason for God 

1. WHY FORGIVE?

• God's law commands it. (v. 8; Mark 11:25; Colossians 3:13–14)

• God's love compels us. (vv. 9, 12–14)

2. HOW DO WE FORGIVE?

• Hearing truth in wise & winsome community. (vv. 1–2, 4–7, 17, 22–25)

• Hoping in a bigger, better story. (vv. 15–16)

• Holding to the economics of grace. (vv. 3, 25)

o Assess sin as debt. (vv. 17–19; Matthew 6:12; 18:21–35)

o Admit that someone must pay. (v. 18)

o Recognize the cost of forgiveness.

o Refuse to collect from the offender - render payment as the offended.

3. HOW WERE WE FORGIVEN?

• “We are all God’s Onesimi.” - Martin Luther

• Colossians 2:13-14

• John 19:30

BIG IDEA · We extend forgiveness to others to the degree that we embrace God's forgiveness 
for us in Christ. 

Reflection 

1. Linger, leverage, libel - which do you most regularly break?

2. Have you ever repented of breaking your promise to forgive?



The Three Pricey Promises

Forgiveness is declared at a point in time 

- and kept by promising the same thing over and over.

1.
I will not LINGER.

I will not keep replaying this in my imagination. 

Impossible to forget - but I will labor not to linger. 

2.
I will not LEVERAGE.

I will not bring this up and use it against you. 

The score will not be reopened. 

3.
I will not LIBEL.

I will not talk to others about this to diminish you. 

No gossip. No slander. No against-reports dressed up as concern. 



A Poem from Our Class

Forgiveness by Olivia Oster 

I ran away to Rome 
To complete my utter ruin; 

Instead, from a man in chains 
I heard of redemption. 

Thus transformed, I return, 
Delivering promissory letter. 

No fear of just Phrygian brand, 
I bow before mercy’s master. 

We now both profess to believe 
In a power that restores all that is lost. 

Can we both now agree 
To offer up the real and hurtful cost? 

Let us exchange our names 
In the name of the One who saves, 
Affectionately useful to each other, 
Giving and receiving lavish grace. 



 

Session 4 
How Received Forgiveness Frees Us 

“Her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much. But he who is forgiven little, 
loves little.” 

Luke 7:47 

1.   Extend what you have received. (Col 2:6–7, 9–15) 

• Walk in him the way you received him.  (vv.6–7) 

• Fullness, Forgiveness, Freedom. (vv.9–15) 

 

2.   Two Prerequisites of a Forgiving Life. 

• Emotional humility. 

• Emotional wealth. 

 

3.   Three Signs You Are Not Deeply Receiving God's Forgiveness. 

• Performance-based standing. 

• Defensiveness to criticism. 

• Inability to extend forgiveness. 

 

4.   Misery: unforgiveness. (Eph 4:31–32; 2 Cor 2:10–11) 

 

5.   Absurdity: debt comparison. (Matt 18:21–35) 

 

BIG IDEA · Received forgiveness is the engine of extended forgiveness. The forgiven forgive. 

 

Reflection 

1. Emotional humility or emotional wealth - which is more often missing? 

2. Three signs that you have not deeply received God’s forgiveness - which rings most 
familiar? 

 



 

 
Received Forgiveness 

 

“Forgive as the Lord forgave you.” 
Colossians 3:13 

 

Two prerequisites for a life of forgiveness 

 

EMOTIONAL HUMILITY 

You can remain bitter toward someone only if you feel superior to them. 

The gospel removes the superiority. The forgiven know they are as capable of 
sin as the worst of sinners. 

 

 

EMOTIONAL WEALTH 

You cannot be gracious to someone if you are too needy and insecure. 

If you know God's love and forgiveness, there is a limit to how deeply another 
person can hurt you. 

 

 



 

Session 5 
How Forgiveness Forms Us 

“You can remain bitter toward someone only if you feel superior, if you are sure that you 
would never do anything like that. To remain unforgiving means you are unaware of your 
own sinfulness and need for forgiveness. When Paul says he is the worst of sinners (1 Tim. 
1:15), he is not exaggerating. He is saying he is as capable of sin as the worst criminals are. 
The gospel has equipped him with emotional humility. At the same time, you can’t be 
gracious to someone if you are too needy and insecure. If you know God’s love and 
forgiveness, then there is a limit to how deeply another person can hurt you. He or she can’t 
touch your real identity, wealth, and significance. The more you rejoice in your own 
forgiveness, the quicker you will be to forgive others. You are rooted in emotional wealth.” 

— Tim Keller, Forgive 

1.   How forgiveness forms the offended. 

• Proves our faith. (vv.4–7, 21) 

• Deepens our faith. (v.6) 

• Refreshes our faith and the church. (vv.7, 20) 

 

2.   How forgiveness forms the offender. 

• From useless to useful: redemption. (vv.10–11) 

• The formative power of the offended:  ruin or redemption. 

 

3.   How forgiveness forms the watcher. 

• Passing along bad reports: the against-report. (James 4:10–11; 5:9) 

• Receiving a bad report: cover the offense. (Prov. 17:9; 16:2; 18:17) 

• When it’s too serious to cover: go directly. (Prov. 25:8–10; Matt. 18:15) 

• Covering offenses refreshes the church: “refresh my heart in Christ.” (v.20) 

 

BIG IDEA · Forgiveness forms three people: the offender, the offended, and the watcher.  

 

Reflection 

1. Are you using your power as the offended for ruin or for redemption? 

2. Is there someone you have cooled toward on someone else’s report? What would 
covering that offense look like this week? 



 

A Band of Natural Enemies 

 

The reason there are so many exhortations in the New Testament for 
Christians to love other Christians is because the church itself is not 

made up of natural friends. It is made up of natural enemies.  

What binds us together is not common education, race, income, politics, 
nationality, or jobs. Christians come together not because they form a 

natural collocation, but because they have all been saved by Jesus Christ. 

In this light, we are a band of natural enemies who love one 
another for Jesus' sake. 

Christian love will stand out and bear witness to Jesus because it is a 
display, for Jesus' sake, of mutual love among social incompatibles. 

— D.A. Carson, Love in Hard Places 

 

Exclusion and Embrace 

 

“Forgiveness flounders because I exclude the enemy from the 
community of humans even as I exclude myself from the community of 

sinners… no one can be in the presence of the God of the crucified 
Messiah for long without overcoming this double exclusion, without 

transposing the enemy from the sphere of monstrous inhumanity into 
the sphere of shared humanity, and herself from the sphere of proud 

innocence into the sphere of common sinfulness.” 

— Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace 



 

Session 6 
Practicing Forgiveness - Forgiveness, Reconciliation, Trust 

“Forgiveness which by-passes the need for repentance issues not from love but from 
sentimentality.” 

- John R.W. Stott, Confess Your Sins 

1.   Forgiveness ≠ Reconciliation. 

• vv. 18–19.  “Charge that to my account… I will repay it.”  The debt released. 
• vv. 15–17.  “Receive him as you would receive me.”  Standing restored. 
• vv. 21–22.  “Confident of your obedience.”  Trust expressed. 

2.   Forgiveness ≠ Trust. 

3.   How to Ask for Forgiveness (Seven A’s) 

4.   How to Assess Genuine Repentance (Seven Signs) 

5.   When Hesitant to Reconcile (Ten Guidelines to Consider) 

6.   Pursuing Justice 

• It does not drop the charge. (Rom 13:1–4) 
• Two ways to pursue it:  out of vengeance, or out of love. 
• Rachael Denhollander.  Justice pressed to the full, forgiveness spoken in the 

same breath. 

7.   Hard Cases 
• Unrepentant.  Forgive before God and release the debt; don’t force a 

reconciliation that waits on repentance not yet given. 
• Dead/unreachable.  Forgiveness is finally between you and God - it can be 

granted across the grave, across the silence. 
• Abuse.  Forgive without restoring access; forgiveness is not proximity. Safety, 

boundaries, and consequences - even legal ones - still stand. 
• Repeated offense.  Seventy-seven times means absorbing a repentant brother 

or sister, not enabling someone who keeps wounding and never changes. 
• “I can’t forgive myself.”  “I’m angry at God.”  No separate court of yourself 

(Rom 8:1); and what feels like forgiving God is lament. 
 

   BIG IDEA · Forgiveness, reconciliation, and trust are three different things. Keep them separate. 
 

Reflection 

1. Have you ever been pressured to “forgive and reconcile” in a way that conflated the 
two? 

2. Name the one conversation you owe this week - and write the first sentence of it. 

Attached:  Forgiveness, Reconciliation, Trust  ·  How to Ask. How to Assess.  ·  Ten Guidelines to Consider 



 

Forgiveness, Reconciliation, Trust 

Three Different Things 

FORGIVENESS RECONCILIATION TRUST 

WHAT 
Release of the right to 
retaliate. 

WHAT 
Rebuilding of a broken 
relationship. 

WHAT 
Offered confidence that 
this person will not do 
this again. 

UNILATERAL / BILATERAL 
Unilateral - depends on 
you alone. 

UNILATERAL / BILATERAL 
Bilateral - depends on 
both parties. 

UNILATERAL / BILATERAL 
Bilateral - earned by the 
offender. 

COMMANDED? 
YES. Eph 4:32; Col 3:13; 
Matt 6:14–15. 

COMMANDED? 
Pursued - “as far as it 
depends on you.” Rom 
12:18. 

COMMANDED? 
Not commanded. Trust is 
wisdom, not duty. 

BASED ON 
Grace. Unconditional. 

BASED ON 
Repentance + grace + 
time. Luke 17:3–4. 

BASED ON 
Tangible evidence. A 
pattern, not a promise. 

TIMING 
Granted at a point in time. 

TIMING 
A process. Often a long 
one. 

TIMING 
Built brick by brick. The 
bridge. 

REQUIRES OF OFFENDER 
Nothing. 

REQUIRES OF OFFENDER 
Repentance. Change. 
Cornell’s Seven Signs. 

REQUIRES OF OFFENDER 
Demonstrated, sustained, 
evidence-bearing change. 

BIBLICAL ANCHOR 
Eph 4:32; Mark 11:25; 
Matt 18:21–35; Luke 
23:34. 

BIBLICAL ANCHOR 
Matt 5:23–24; Matt 
18:15–17; Rom 12:18; Gen 
45 & 50. 

BIBLICAL ANCHOR 
Prov 25:19; Luke 16:10; 
Matt 10:16. 

 

Forgiveness can happen without reconciliation.    
Reconciliation can happen without full trust. 

Trust cannot be rebuilt without forgiveness - but it does not flow automatically from it. 



 

How to Ask. How to Assess. 

The two-sided practice of forgiveness 

 

SEVEN A’s OF CONFESSION 
How to ASK for forgiveness. 

SEVEN SIGNS OF REPENTANCE 
How to ASSESS what you are hearing. 

1. ADDRESS 
Everyone involved - God and every 
person the sin affected. 

1. RESPONSIBILITY 
Accepts full responsibility. Not “If I’ve 
done anything…” 

2. AVOID 
“If,” “but,” and “maybe.” Real 
confession owns the offense plainly. 

2. ACCOUNTABILITY 
Welcomes accountability from others. 

3. ADMIT 
Specifically, what you did. Not “I 
haven’t been a good friend” but the 
actual thing. 

3. STOPS 
Does not continue in the hurtful 
behavior. 

4. ACKNOWLEDGE 
The hurt. Say back what your offense 
cost them. 

4. UNDEFENSIVE 
Has no defensive attitude about being in 
the wrong. 

5. ACCEPT 
The consequences - relational, 
financial, even legal. 

5. UNDIMINISHED 
Does not dismiss or downplay the harm. 

6. ALTER 
Your behavior. Name what you will do 
differently. 

6. UNRESENTFUL 
Does not resent doubts about sincerity, 
especially after repeated offenses. 

7. ASK 
For forgiveness - and then wait. Not on 
your timeline. 

7. RESTITUTION 
Makes restitution where necessary. 

 

Sande, The Peacemaker / Cornell, “How to Move from Forgiveness to Reconciliation.” 



 

Ten Guidelines to Consider 

When you are hesitant to reconcile 

• Be honest about your motives. Please God, not get even. 

• Be humble in your attitude. Renounce vengeance; don’t aim to make him 
grovel. 

• Be prayerful about the one who hurt you. (Luke 6:28) 

• Be willing to admit how you may have contributed. 

• Be honest with the offender. If you need time, say so; don’t use it as 
punishment. 

• Be objective about your hesitancy. Name your reasons plainly. 

• Be clear about the guidelines for restoration. Concrete conditions, 
accountability, evidence. 

• Be alert to Satan’s schemes. (Eph 4:27) 

• Be mindful of God’s control. (1 Cor 10:13; Rom 8:28) 

• Be realistic about the process. Change takes time; occasional failure isn’t proof 
of an unrepentant heart. 

Steve Cornell, “How to Move from Forgiveness to Reconciliation.” 




