
Sermon 5: Ephesians 3:1: ‘Paul, a prisoner’

OUTLINE

A prisoner for Christ Jesus
A prisoner on behalf of the Gentiles

INTRODUCTION

At Bible college during one of the chapel services a pastor by the name of Bill Hughes 
shared with us.  He was a very godly man who was serving in a church that wanted to fire 
him because of His Calvinistic convictions.  It was a long a painful process that ended in him
resigning to save the church from a split.  During the long and painful time of enduring the 
difficulties Bill struggled to find a reason to get out of bed being extremely demotivated by 
the ordeal.  But he had a faithful wife who put a sign on the bedroom wall that he would 
see each day giving him a reason to go out and serve that day.  The sign had four words, 
For Him, For them.  For God and for His people, this is the very reason why a minister gets 
up in the morning.  And as we come to Ephesians 3:1, this is what we see motivated Paul as
well, ‘For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles—.’  

We have been going through Ephesians very quickly doing massive chunks of it, we are 
going to slow down now.  In the context Paul has been rehearsing the amazing salvation 
that God has wrought.  He has spoken about the double alienation of being separated both 
from God and His people, and in Christ the double reconciliation to God and to become a 
part of the people of God.  In Ephesians chapter 3 Paul was going to go from v1 to verse 
14.  He wanted to explain why and what he is prying for them.  But at the mention of the 
fact that Paul is a prisoner for the Gentiles he feels he may need to explain to those who are
unfamiliar with him in Ephesus why he a Jew is a willing prisoner in service to the Gentiles.  
So v2-13 is a quick explanation of his calling and ministry as an apostle to the Gentiles.  

Today we want to look into Paul’s motivations and the history of the events that led to 
Paul’s imprisonment.  In a day when we are told that we should get up in the mornings for 
ourselves, to love ourselves, and get busy with our self-help projects, while we are being 
kind to ourselves, ensuring that we have safe spaces where I can be me, protecting my me-
time, carving out legal and ideological place for me to reinvent myself contrary to my 
biological sex.  A look at a gospel driven heart living for God and others is a tonic in an age 
that has deified itself.  

A prisoner for Christ

‘‘For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus.’  We have already mentioned how Paul 
was going to show that in light of the unified humanity we are in Christ how this moves him 
to pray in a certain way, v14-21.  But it is at the mention of his present status as a prisoner 
that he sends himself on a tangent about His apostolic call to the Gentiles.  Paul is a man 
who is not his own, he constantly alludes to himself as the Lord’s bondservant/slave, and 
even in these few words more of this attitude is evident.  There are at least three ways in 
which we can see Paul’s servant heart.  Firstly, in how he faced his impending 
imprisonment; secondly, in how he identifies himself as a prisoner of Christ not Nero.  

Let’s familiarize ourselves with the background to Paul’s imprisonment from the book of 
Acts.  Paul wrote Ephesians along with his other prison epistles, Colossians, Philemon and 
Philippians during his third missionary journey.  There was a famine in Judah where the 



Jewish Christians were suffering acts 11:28 and Paul as an apostle to the Gentiles wanted to
gather an offering to alleviate their suffering from the Gentile churches. If you look at Acts 
20:4 you see a list of men who were travelling with Paul.  These were the men who were 
representing the various Churches that the money had come from.  Paul was deliberately 
taking representatives from the Gentiles Churches to Jerusalem to meet the apostles and 
the rest of the Church there.  He wanted to demonstrate the grace of God in the changed 
lives of these Gentiles to the Jews so that they too would be confronted with the work God 
was doing in their lives and change their attitude towards them.  This would kill two birds 
with one stone, firstly, he would help his own suffering countrymen, but more importantly 
this gift from the Gentile followers of the Jewish Messiah would ease the racial tension and 
suspicion that existed between the two groups.  While on his way to Jerusalem to deliver 
the gifts, Paul was hunted warned that he was going to be imprisoned.  We see that there is
an assassination attempt upon his life in Greece as he as about to sail for Syria (20:3).  He 
tells the elders of the Ephesian Churches that the Spirit has revealed to him many times 
already that he will have to face prison and hardships (20:23).  And we see at least two 
instances of the Holy Spirit warning Paul of his impending trouble (21:4, 11).  

Facing death is a very scary thing.  Men who were on death row and are walking towards 
the electric chair, their legs buckle under them and they had to be dragged to the chair by 
the guards escorting them.  Men lined up in ranks on the morning of a battle have been 
known to wet themselves, and to vomit with fear and adrenaline.  At least with a battle you 
know that there is a chance that you will survive, but what if God revealed to you by 
prophecy that you were definitely going to die?  This is what happened to Jesus.  He knew 
he was going to die, and going to face suffering no human had ever faced before, but he 
set his face like flint towards Jerusalem and went.  Paul’s journey to Jerusalem has been 
compared to Jesus journey to Jerusalem.  Both Paul and Jesus knew of the trial that was 
coming, and yet both were committed to going to Jerusalem in the service of the Church.  
Paul’s journey to Jerusalem is a dramatic demonstration of what it means to walk in the 
master’s footsteps.  But he was committed to the path, it was a path that ended in his 
beheading but he was willing to risk arrest to ensure that the Church was united.  

Let’s take a look at how he was imprisoned.  Acts 21-28 is the final stretch of the book of 
Acts where Paul the free missionary and preacher becomes Paul the prisoner.  Luke slows 
down the pace of his narrative and enters into great detail about this leg of Paul’s life.  The 
six chapters  from 21-27 will document 5 different trials that Paul was subjected to: The first
is found in 22:1-22, where he gives defence of himself to the temple mob; the second is 
before the Sanhedrin in 23:1-11; the third, fourth and fifth, are before Felix, Festus, and 
Herod Agrippa the second.  

In verse 17 we see that Paul is warmly received by the Jerusalem brethren, the fact that he 
came with a large amount of money from the Gentile Churches where he was ministering no
doubt helped.  The gift itself, although mentioned in 24:17 is conspicuous by its absence, it 
appears that Paul’s arrival is overshadowed with a growing concern from the Jewish 
Christians that Paul was betraying their heritage.  After Paul has given an account of all that 
God is doing amongst the Gentiles, the Elders of the Jerusalem Church tell of the thousands 
of Jewish Christians who were being saved.  Verse 21 has the main concern, ‘They have 
been informed that you teach all the Jews who live among the Gentiles to turn away from 
Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children or live according to our customs.’  At this
point we need to try and unravel some of Paul’s thinking about the Law, and trust me this is
no small thing to do, his thinking is complex and multi faceted, any oversimplification, or 
wrong reporting of Paul’s view can easily put his view in a bad light and upset those like 
these Jewish Christians.



Here are some of Paul’s views regarding the law.  Firstly, the law does not save.  The law 
cannot save.  The law was given that it might expose our sin, and point us to Christ as our 
saviour (Rom 7:13).  We need to accept a righteousness, freely, from Christ in order to 
stand before God sinless.

Secondly, Paul believed that Christ had fulfilled certain ceremonial and civil aspects of the 
law.  In other words, all those aspects of the law that were pointing forward to Christ and 
his work are fulfilled and we are no longer obliged to keep them.  This is where Paul was 
getting into trouble with the Jews, for not everyone had this radical view of fulfilment, even 
some of the apostles were still too Jewish in their outlook and couldn’t see that these things 
were fulfilled.  The NT believer is no longer bound by those things that were relevant to 
Israel in the OT.  The people of God are no longer limited to one nation, and God’s way of 
salvation in Christ is fully revealed so we no longer need to keep those laws which were put 
there to prepare us to receive Christ.  All the symbolism and meaning of those laws has 
found fulfilment and we no longer cling to the photograph when we have the real person.   

Thirdly, Paul did allow for Jews to continue practicing their OT laws if their consciences were
too weak not to.  We see in Romans 14 that Paul leaves room for those who have not yet 
fully grasped the full relevance of Christ, and allows for them to not eat certain foods 
offered to idols like Daniel, and continue to observe certain days of the year.  Always with 
the stress that these things do not save.  But he also makes sure that this same liberty is 
extended to those who are not Jewish and who do not feel it necessary to keep such laws.  
(Romans 14:5-8).  This third point is relevant to what we are looking at in Acts 21, for we 
see that a false report has come back to the Jews in Jerusalem.  Paul was not disallowing 
the Jews to do these things, he was merely teaching that they were no longer necessary.  
And there is a big difference.  But because Paul made such a big point about the law not 
saving, his finer distinctions, and making allowances for weak consciences would have been 
overshadowed.  Paul’s true view regarding the law was being misrepresented in Jerusalem.  

Fourthly, because Paul felt liberty from the law, and that it was not essential for salvation, 
he also freely used the law for expressions of personal worship, and for extending the 
Gospel.  Paul made a nazarite vow in Acts 18:18, and he also circumcised Timothy (Acts 
16:3).  If we do not acknowledge that Paul has a nuanced view of the law we will accuse 
him of inconsistency.  When the Gospel was at stake he would speak out against salvation 
by keeping the law in the strongest terms, but when the unity of the Church was at stake, 
the sanctification of a fellow believer, or the Gospel could be promoted, Paul would also 
make room for some use of the law, however, it was never a return to the OT use.  

It was in the spirit of this last point that Paul submitted to James suggestion that he join in 
the purification rite of some other believers.  Paul was not doing it because he thought it 
could save him, he was not doing it because he thought Christians are still bound by such 
laws, no he submitted to it to silence the lies that has spread around about his views of the 
law.  He was doing it in the spirit of 1 Corinthians 9.

For all James and Paul’s good intentions God had a plan for Paul in him becoming a 
prisoner, God wanted Paul to be arrested as part of His will, this was even prophesied 
through Agabus.  Just when Paul thought he was through the woods as he neared the end 
of the time of the purification ceremony some of his old enemies came back to haunt him, 
some of his persecutors from Ephesus spotted him in Jerusalem; and having seen 
Trophimus there too, who was a Gentile they assumed that he had brought him into the 
temple.  This was against the law, any Gentile who had not been circumcised stood under 



the threat of death if they went into the inner temple courts.  To enter the Temple as a 
Gentile would be like George Bush going to Mecca at Ramadan.  This was like a red flag to a
bull, and we see in verse 30 that the whole city was aroused.  They dragged him from the 
temple and shut the gate so that no one could defile it, and they tried to kill him.  The 
Roman garrison was next door, there was a report, and Paul’s life was saved, though no 
doubt he would have suffered some major bruises and bleeding.  As Paul was being rescued
by the Romans the crowd cried out something that had been shouted out 30 years earlier, 
‘Away with him’.  

God put Paul in prison!  How would that have made Paul feel?  We know that Paul knew 
that God has prophesied it was going to happen.  Here in Ephesians 3:1 we have a bit of 
insight into how he saw it.  Now if you have an RSV or 2011 ESV the words read, ‘a prisoner
for Christ Jesus,’ this should read, ‘of Christ Jesus.’  In other words Paul did not see himself 
as a prisoner of Nero or Rome, he was in God’s sovereign plan and owned it.  He was the 
Lord’s prisoner.  Becoming a prisoner involved trauma in the form of mob violence, rejection
by his people, his years of hard work in gathering up the offering all resulted in an anti 
climactic fizzle; but Paul and we know God has done it.  We need to be very grateful to God 
for the Scriptures which show bad things happening to his people by his willing it.  For as 
we go through difficulty this is our assurance and our anchor for the soul—God is in control! 
And he is wise and good and has a plan better than anything you or I could conceive.  

But lets also reflect on the change that Paul is being forced to undergo, a major life change. 
Have you ever experienced a negative life change, empty nest, when the children leave 
home; retirement; debilitating sickness that ensures you have to spend more time at home; 
retrenchment from a productive and active job?  Imagine Paul’s feelings as a man who has 
been a world travelling missionary, independent, self sustaining, productive and successful, 
driven and passionate.  Do you think he may have asked the question, ‘Is God doing the 
right thing?’  Do you think he might have thought that he could be better used somewhere 
else?  Are you frustrated with your own life’s circumstances because you feel that you too 
have been hamstrung.  
Think upon Paul’s usefulness as a prisoner.  If Paul had not been in prison, many of his 
letters would not have been written, as well as this account in Acts.  If Paul had not been a 
prisoner he would not have been able to speak to all the dignitaries that he encountered of 
the Gospel.  Paul as a prisoner was able to minister to the various guards that would have 
watched him on a rotation basis bringing him into contact with thousands of soldiers who 
could carry the Gospel to other parts of the world.  Look for ways to be faithful in your 
present hamstrung circumstances, God has a plan for us.  We may not think much of the 
opportunity that we have in what seems to be restrictive circumstances, but God is 
sovereign and there is a method in the maddening restrictions we feel.  If we apply this 
principle further not only to our circumstances but our abilities, we can also take 
encouragement for the restrictions we feel in our personalities and abilities.  God uses these
straight jackets to magnify his strength, that when any accomplishments are made, they are
uncharacteristic of what we are able to accomplish.  God uses shepherds for kings (David), 
people with speaking problems to be leaders and prophets (Moses), young people to lead 
(Timothy), old people to win battles (Caleb), a minority to overcome (Jonathan and his 
shield bearer), a persecutor to grow the Church, a prisoner to spread the Gospel (Paul).  
God is seeking to extend his kingdom through each one of our lives, but first we need to see
our weaknesses as opportunities for his strength, our circumstances as God’s specific 
appointments.  We need to get over the appearances of what we are going through and put
our trust in a God who controls all events.  Like Paul we can submit to them because God is 
in it and we are the Lord’s.  But not only that we do it for them as Paul did it on behalf of 
the Gentiles.



A prisoner on behalf of the Gentiles

Paul willingly laid down his life for the church because Christ willingly laid down His life for 
the church.  Remember when Paul was confronted on the Damascus road in Acts 9, Christ 
said to him, ‘And falling to the ground he heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why are 
you persecuting me?"  Christ identified the suffering of the church with Himself, he told Paul
that the persecutions against the church were done against Jesus Himself as the head of the
body as well.  Jesus teaches this truth in the parable of the sheep and the goats and reveals
that the good or bad deeds done to even the least of the church was done to Him, Matt. 
25:40, ‘And the King will answer them, 'Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least 
of these my brothers, you did it to me.'

This is not just a figure of speech or hyperbolic speech, we are mystically united to Christ so
that He is the head and we are the body, Eph. 2:22-23.  It is this union that ensures that all 
that has happened to our head has happened to us.  He has died and has resurrected, and 
so have we.  And likewise when we suffer it is His body that suffers.  I am not implying 
some weird view that makes Christ cringe every time we stub our toes, but rather a unity 
that makes our sufferings His.  So then as we go out into this world and preach the Gospel 
we are an extension of Jesus doing it.  In fact Paul talks about his own ministerial sufferings
as further sufferings of Christ for the church, Col. 1:24, ‘Now I rejoice in my sufferings for 
your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of
his body, that is, the church.’  There is nothing lacking in Christ’s sufferings when it comes 
to the issue of paying for our sins, but there is still much suffering on the part of Christ’s 
body as we take the message of the Gospel into hostile territory and are persecuted and 
killed as we go.  Paul sees his own suffering for the preaching of the Gospel to bring in the 
church as Christ’s sufferings.  In 2 Timothy 2:10 he puts it this way, ‘Therefore I endure 
everything for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain the salvation that is in Christ 
Jesus with eternal glory.’  Paul views his ongoing gospel ministry, as painful as it often was, 
as the necessary means by which God was calling His elect to Himself.  There is no suffering
that is too great done in service to the church because it is Christ serving His church 
through us, and He would not count any task too much.  

Paul counts this to be one of the greatest things in the Christian life, listen to the things that
he treasures above all else in Phil. 3:8-11, Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the
surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of 
all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, 
not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes 
through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith--- 10 that I may 
know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death, 11 that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the 
dead.’  In amongst the list of ‘the righteousness from God,’ ‘that I may know Him,’ and ‘the 
power of His resurrection,’ we find this precious phrase, ‘and may share His sufferings.’  We 
can easily understand the desire to have God’s gift of imputed righteousness, and to know 
Jesus face to face, and to know freedom from this life in resurrection, but can you put this 
on your bucket list, on your list of the things you value more highly than anything else in 
life?  Do you count those things suffered in the cause of the gospel as of highest value?  Do 
you see your suffering for the church and its health as the highest privilege and form of 
service you can render here on earth?  When Paul said, ‘to live is Christ,’ he meant, ‘to live 
is to serve the church like Christ.’  For Him, for them, this is how he served, and so should 
we.


