Charge It To My Account              Philemon            

     9-5-10
Have you ever been on the receiving end of someone’s kindness such that they took your burden and “charged it to their account”? 
I recall many years ago Jennie and I were up in the mountains for a few days of vacation.  We were staying at an overpriced resort and running up a tab on my credit card that would take months to pay off.  We went to eat one night at a fancy restaurant.  No sooner had we ordered our meal than some folks from High Point (our parents’ friends) spied us and came over to say hello.  They were warm and gracious, asking after our families.  They went back to their table, finished their meal, and waved to us as they departed.  I didn’t give it much thought until we finished our dessert and asked for the check.  “Oh,” replied the waitress, “It’s been taken care of by those folks who left a little while ago!”

I remember the first time I was called upon as a pastor to serve as an agent for an even more loving act of “account-taking”.   One December, an older couple in the church I served invited me to drop by to “help” them with a special project.  I was to take an envelope to a friend of theirs who was struggling financially after some high medical bills.  I was to deliver the gift upon the condition of strict anonymity.  As I stood on the front porch and explained my purpose to the woman who received the gift, her look of suspicion (she did not know me) was transformed as she held in her hands an envelope containing $150!   Since I gave it to her under the conditions of the giver, that woman had no idea that that couple in my church lived on a modest pension and probably did not give their own grandchildren as much money for Christmas as they gave that friend in need!
Paul writes to his friend and Christian brother to plead for his new child in faith, Onesimus.  Interestingly, Paul makes a word play on the slave’s name which means "useful" or "beneficial".  Paul seeks to convince Philemon that this runaway slave (who perhaps also had robbed his master) is now worthy of his name because he has been changed.  Onesimus now has claimed faith in the same Christ who is Lord over both Paul and Philemon. Since Onesimus is different, says Paul, no longer can the personal relationship between slave and master be the same as before.  "a beloved brother ... both in the flesh and in the Lord. Receive him as you would receive me." 
That Paul could make such a startling request reveals the underlying power of our God.  As Paul was quick to repeat in his other letters, NEW LIFE IN CHRIST CHANGES EVERYTHING, ESP. RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PERSONS.  As we are liberated from our fear of sin and our fear of death, we can no longer look at ourselves or others or the world in the same light.  When I think of the courage and perseverance of the earliest Christians who died rather than deny their trust in Jesus before official Roman persecution, I see the power of new life.  When I think of the brave persons over the ages who left the comfort of homes and families to bring Good News to far away places, I see the power of new life.  When I think of the many black and white persons who stood up for their basic civil rights in the face of violence and narrow-mindedness in my own American South during the 50's and 60's, I see the power of new life.  When I think of those who work for justice and peace around the world today in Eastern Europe and South America and the Middle East - places where death is a daily reality, places where so many have embraced violence as their means of change, I see the power of new life.  And in our own culture, when I see so many others who put the value of persons above the value of things, I KNOW the power of new life.
But we can not afford to lean back upon the faith of others or the inspiration of the past.  We must be willing to ask ourselves: "What difference does my faith in Jesus Christ make in my life?  How are my relationships different than they would be otherwise?  How are my  priorities different?  How do I use my time, my talents, my money differently than I would otherwise? How am I different from those who claim no such faith?"
How prophetic that Paul should tell Philemon, "If he has wronged you at all, or owes you anything, CHARGE THAT TO MY ACCOUNT."  I don't know about you, but my charge accounts stay busy enough without adding anyone else's expenses !  Perhaps Paul had in mind Jesus' story of the Good Samaritan.  Most certainly, Paul was moved by the example of Jesus' suffering and death on a cross.  Like every Christian since, Paul was set free by a God Who's love is strong enough to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves.  Only by the power of this Risen Lord are we able to

fully love one another.

Paul's strongest appeal in the letter is to this very love, which Philemon has demonstrated such that "the hearts of the saints have been refreshed through you."  Paul can only make such an extreme request of one who has proven his capacity to love after the example of Jesus.
Like most preachers, I speak often of love.  Let us not cheapen or sentimentalize the word.  Love is NOT a warm fuzzy. Love is NOT always accompanied by strong emotion.  More often than not, the strong feelings come after the love is put into action.  LOVE IS A VERB.  Love IS an act of the will.  Love can be taught and learned and conditioned, just as we learn to respect our parents or eat our vegetables!
So it is with the love of God which lives within us.  It does not impose itself on us by force.  Even though its authority is the greatest in the universe - greater even than the authority of Paul over Philemon - like Paul the love of God invites us to act by our own free will.  We can ignore it and let it wither. Or we can employ it and see it grow beyond anything we imagined!
Such is the awesome privilege and responsibility that God places in our hands.  How shall we live?   How shall we love?

