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PRISONER OF CHRIST JESUS 
Ephesians 3:1 (No. 14) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
July 12, 2015 

INTRODUCTION 

During our study of Ephesians, we’ve barely mentioned anything about Paul and where he was 
writing.  How was it that Paul came to write this letter to the Ephesian church in the first place?  
It’s a fascinating story. And if you know the story, it makes sense why he has spent so much time 
writing about the union of Jews and Gentiles in their union with Christ. 

Paul’s Imprisonment – How We Got Here 

Paul says here in 3:1, he is a prisoner: “I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus.”  He repeats that in 
4:1: “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord.”  And the place he’s writing from is Rome.  So, he’s a 
prisoner in Rome.  So what happened? How did he become a prisoner in Rome?  And the answer 
is that it all started in Jerusalem. His arrest and imprisonment began in Jerusalem—over 2,300 
miles away.  And Luke (the author of the Gospel of Luke and Acts and), one of Paul’s traveling 
companions, records how that happened in Acts 21. 

As you read this account of Paul’s arrest and imprisonment, you realize why it is that Paul is 
making such a big deal about the union of the Jews and Gentiles in their union with Christ. 

Acts 21:27-29 27 When the seven days were almost completed, the Jews from Asia, seeing him in 
the temple, stirred up the whole crowd and laid hands on him, 28 crying out, “Men of Israel, help! 
This is the man who is teaching everyone everywhere against the people and the law and this 
place. Moreover, he even brought Greeks into the temple and has defiled this holy place.” 29 For 
they had previously seen Trophimus the Ephesian with him in the city, and they supposed that 
Paul had brought him into the temple. 
 

So this is the charge.  Paul is at the temple in Jerusalem. The Jews identify Paul—who was well-
known to them by now as one who is teaching people that the Messiah has come—and they seize 
him.  And what are their charges?  He’s teaching falsely and he’s brought Greeks/Gentiles into 
the temple and defiled the place.  Remember I told you that at the temple was a wall that Gentiles 
could not go past under threat of execution?  Paul used that physical structure to make a spiritual 
point in 2:14—which he called the dividing wall of hostility that separated the Jews and Gentiles. 

So one of the charges is that he brought Trophimus—a Gentile believer from Ephesus—into the 
temple.  Trophimus was also a traveling companion of Paul who he met (and may have been one 
of Paul’s converts) in Ephesus. His name is mentioned in 20:4. 

Now, that wasn’t true—he wouldn’t have brought a Gentile into a place where the penalty for 
doing so was the death penalty.  The charges were trumped up charges.  Nevertheless, they 
seized Paul. Let’s pick the story back up in v. 30 

Acts 21:30-22:2 30 Then all the city was stirred up, and the people ran together. They seized Paul 
and dragged him out of the temple, and at once the gates were shut. 31 And as they were seeking 
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to kill him, word came to the tribune of the cohort that all Jerusalem was in confusion. 32 He at 
once took soldiers and centurions and ran down to them. And when they saw the tribune and the 
soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. 33 Then the tribune came up and arrested him and ordered 
him to be bound with two chains. He inquired who he was and what he had done. 34 Some in the 
crowd were shouting one thing, some another. And as he could not learn the facts because of the 
uproar, he ordered him to be brought into the barracks. 35 And when he came to the steps, he was 
actually carried by the soldiers because of the violence of the crowd, 36 for the mob of the people 
followed, crying out, “Away with him!” 
37 As Paul was about to be brought into the barracks, he said to the tribune, “May I say something 
to you?” And he said, “Do you know Greek? 38 Are you not the Egyptian, then, who recently 
stirred up a revolt and led the four thousand men of the Assassins out into the wilderness?” 39 Paul 
replied, “I am a Jew, from Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no obscure city. I beg you, permit me to 
speak to the people.” 40 And when he had given him permission, Paul, standing on the 
steps, motioned with his hand to the people. And when there was a great hush, he addressed them 
in the Hebrew language, saying: 
22 “Brothers and fathers, hear the defense that I now make before you.” 
2 And when they heard that he was addressing them in the Hebrew language, they became even 
more quiet. And he said: 

 

So Paul begins to make his defense to the crowd. He begins to boldly answer his critics.  He tells 
about his Jewish heritage—how he was trained under the famed Gamaliel and how he persecuted 
Christians (called “the Way”).  Then he tells about seeing Jesus on the Damascus Road and 
becoming blind.  And how he was sent to a man named Ananias. And Ananias restored his sight 
and prophesied that Paul was to be a witness for Jesus.  And then Paul says he returned to the 
temple in Jerusalem and while he was there he saw another vision of Jesus who told him to get 
out of Jerusalem because the Jews would only reject Paul’s testimony. 

And up until this point, the whole crowd appears to be silent listening to his story.  Until he gets 
to the words Jesus spoke to Paul in 22:21: “And he said to me, ‘Go, for I will send you far away 
to the Gentiles.’”  So Jesus said to Paul—leave the Jews in Jerusalem because they won’t listen 
and instead go to the Gentiles.  And when the Jews in the crowd who had beaten Paul and 
wanted him arrested heard this part of Paul’s story they wanted him dead. 

Look at verse 22: “Up to this word they listened to him. Then they raised their voices and said, 
“Away with such a fellow from the earth! For he should not be allowed to live.” 

What’s the problem?  The Jews understood Paul’s message: Jesus the Messiah has come into the 
world and Jesus has rejected the Jews and their system and instead was sending Paul to the 
Gentiles.  Remember that the Jews thought Gentiles only made good kindling for hell.  They 
didn’t want to mingle with them. If a Jew married a Gentile—they held a funeral for the Jew—he 
was as good as dead. 

Now, what follows in Paul’s imprisonment story takes place over two years.  But in summary, 
Paul is imprisoned and put on trial before the Sanhedrin—essentially the Jews’ Supreme Court—
the final arbiter of their religious laws and customs.  Paul’s testimony throws the whole 
Sanhedrin into turmoil—the Roman soldiers were afraid Paul would be killed before he was tried 
and found guilty—so they got him out of there. 
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They sent him to Felix in Caesarea—the Roman governor over the area. Paul then went through 
a series of trials and eventually he appealed to Caesar—as was his right because he was a Roman 
citizen—and so they took him (still under arrest) to Rome where he could get a trial before the 
Emperor—who was Nero at the time.  The intense persecution of Christians under Nero hadn’t 
yet begun. So Paul had freedom.  He was essentially under house arrest. Under guard and 
confined, yet able to receive visitors and conduct ministry. 

And during this first imprisonment of Paul in Rome, he wrote four letters that we now refer to as 
the Prison Epistles: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon.  These four letters were 
written during this two year stint in jail in Rome.  [He also wrote 2 Timothy from jail in Rome, 
but that was a second imprisonment under Nero’s persecution] 

But these four Prison Epistles—again Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon—are 
much more optimistic. And why wouldn’t he be optimistic—he knows there is no case against 
him and he has every reason to believe he’ll win his appeal.  But nevertheless, he’s been in 
prison for over 4 years. The charges against him are false. 

So Paul pens Ephesians under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. And as we’ve seen—and will 
see—Paul articulates the very doctrine that he was at that time suffering for.  Namely, that God’s 
plan of salvation now includes the Gentiles and that the Jews and Gentiles become one in Christ.  
For Paul, the issue isn’t academic.  He is under arrest and has been in prison for 4 years because 
of the very things he just wrote in chapter 2.  “I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you 
Gentiles” 

Now, Paul knows firsthand that this doctrine of Jews and Gentiles becoming one is controversial.  
He knows the gospel is controversial.  So in the first half of chapter 3, Paul is going to give 
reasons for his authority in bringing this message.  But before we get there, I want us to consider 
Paul as a prisoner.  We should consider the boldness of Paul as he once again articulates the 
truths that landed him in jail.  We should consider that nowhere in the entire letter is there any 
hint of complaining.  Not a hint of grumbling about his circumstances.  No bitterness.  He didn’t 
count the past 4+ years as a waste. 

And I want to ask: is there anything in verse 1 that tells us why he is so hopeful despite his 
circumstances?  What lessons can we glean from him? 

Eph 3:1: For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles— 

Paul had a perspective about his circumstances that changed everything for him.  His perspective 
enabled him to endure hardship.  He was able to maintain joy even when his friends abandoned 
him.  He stayed hopeful in the bitter providences of God.  And I want to know—what did Paul 
know that made him that way? 

Paul knew three truths that will help us endure hardship and maintain hope.  First of all. . .  

I. PAUL KNEW WHO HE BELONGED TO 

Now, a more literal translation is: “I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus.” 
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That’s how it appears in the NASB, NIV, NKJV, NET, HCSB.  Paul calls himself “the prisoner 
of Christ Jesus.”  That’s strange. Wasn’t he a prisoner of Rome? Of Nero? Of Jewish 
oppression?  He was all that—but first and foremost, he knew he was a prisoner of Christ.  Paul 
was convinced that the whole of his life—including his wearisome imprisonment—was under 
the lordship of Christ.  Christian, do you know that all of your life’s ordeals are under the 
lordship of Christ? 

• Everything that appears to be bad luck. 
• Everything that has beat you up. 
• All that has caused you pain. 
• All the acrimony. 
• All the ache. 
• All the agony. 

Listen, all of it is under the lordship of Christ.  And you’re existence today isn’t proof that Jesus 
has abandoned you, it’s proof that he has been sustaining you the whole time.  Paul had learned 
the secret of endurance in life’s most difficult seasons. Paul suffered to a degree you and I never 
will. 

• How many times have you been shipwrecked? 
• How many days and nights have you spent adrift at sea? 
• How many times have you had your back whipped until it was jelly? 
• How many times have your bones been broken with steel rods? 
• How many times have you fled for your life? 
• So surely we have nothing to murmur at when we realize what Paul realized—he knew 

who he belonged to. 

The secret to enduring was knowing who he belonged to.  This truth affected Paul down to the 
core of his being.  He always expresses his identity in terms of Christ.  In this letter, he is an 
“apostle of Christ” “a prisoner of Christ.”  Listen how he opens each of his letters. These are the 
first lines of his letters: 

Ro 1:1: Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, 

1 Co 1:1: Paul, called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus, 

2 Co 1:1: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, 

Ga 1:1-2: Paul, an apostle—not from men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the 
Father, who raised him from the dead 

Eph 1:1: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, 

Php 1:1: Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus,  

Col 1:1: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,  
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1 Ti 1:1: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by command of God our Savior and of Christ Jesus our 
hope, 

2 Ti 1:1: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God according to the promise of the life 
that is in Christ Jesus, 

Tit 1:1: Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God’s 
elect and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness, 

Phm 1: Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus,  

He knows himself in reference to Christ.  And those are just the opening lines of the letters.  Part 
of Paul knowing who he belonged to was that he also knew that what makes your life significant 
is not who you are, but whose you are.  He isn’t boasting in being an apostle.  He’s resting in the 
truth that he’s “of Christ.” 

Ga 6:14: But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the 
world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 

I don’t care who you are. I want to know whose you are.  Whose are you?  And if you are 
Christ’s, do you meditate on that until it affects your outlook on your circumstances? 

There’s a second truth Paul knew that will help us endure hardship and maintain hope. . .  

II. PAUL KNEW THE REASON FOR HIS HARDSHIP 

Eph 3:1: For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles— 

Why was Paul in prison?  Not for unrighteousness.  He didn’t do anything wrong.  It wasn’t for 
unrighteousness that he was in prison.  He was in prison because he proclaimed the gospel’s 
message that salvation is extended to the Jews and the Gentiles—the gospel is multi-cultural, 
multi-ethnic, multi-national in that sense.  Paul knew that it is far better to be a prisoner of the 
Lord than a prisoner to sin and Satan.  That’s the jail we are all born into: 

Eph 2:1-3 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following 
the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work 
in the sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, 
carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the 
rest of mankind. 

 

So, when you suffer while walking in the path of obedience to Christ—whether the suffering is 
from a person who wants to kill you because of your gospel witness or it’s the sickness you get 
when you care for the less fortunate in the name of Christ—you will be helped when you 
remember the cause of your hardship. 

Remember when we studied 1 Peter 4? 

1 Pet 4:12-19 12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, 
as though something strange were happening to you. 13 But rejoice insofar as you share Christ's 
sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed. 14 If you are 
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insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon 
you. 15 But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a meddler. 16 Yet if 
anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in that name. 17 For 
it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God; and if it begins with us, what will be the 
outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God? 18 And “If the righteous is scarcely saved, 
what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?”19 Therefore let those who suffer according to 
God's will entrust their souls to a faithful Creator while doing good. 

 

It will cost you to live in obedience to Christ. You will suffer for it.  Had Paul never been 
converted and never proclaimed the gospel—had he just remained silent—had he just stayed the 
man he used to be—he wouldn’t have been in prison.  But he couldn’t do that.  And neither can 
you, right? Your conscience won’t allow you?  So when you suffer walking the path of 
obedience, remember the reason of your suffering.  Christians suffer for righteousness. 

Finally. . .  

III. PAUL KNEW THE AIM OF HIS SUFFERING 

Again, focusing on that phrase “a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles.”  Paul 
sacrificed his body, his life in order to bring the gospel to the Gentiles.  There was a point to his 
suffering.  There was a grand design to his hardship.  He says in v. 13: “So I ask you not to lose 
heart over what I am suffering for you, which is your glory.”  He would suffer in order to bring 
them to glory. 

You see, before Paul was a prisoner of Christ, he was a slave of Christ.  Listen to how he talks 
years earlier: 

2 Cor 4:7-18 7 But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs 
to God and not to us. 8 We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to 
despair; 9 persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 10 always carrying in the 
body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies. 11 For we 
who live are always being given over to death for Jesus' sake, so that the life of Jesus also may be 
manifested in our mortal flesh. 12 So death is at work in us, but life in you. 
13 Since we have the same spirit of faith according to what has been written, “I believed, and so I 
spoke,” we also believe, and so we also speak, 14 knowing that he who raised the Lord Jesus will 
raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you into his presence. 15 For it is all for your sake, so 
that as grace extends to more and more people it may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. 
16 So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed 
day by day. 17 For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory 
beyond all comparison, 18 as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are 
unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal. 

It’s cross before the crown.  He wanted to lay down his life for other people—so that grace 
would extend to more and more people for the glory of God.  And he was seeing that happening. 
In Philippians—one of the other letters he wrote during his imprisonment—he writes: 

Php 1:12-14: I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to 
advance the gospel, so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard and to all 
the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ. And most of the brothers, having become confident in 
the Lord by my imprisonment, are much more bold to speak the word without fear. 
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Paul was a servant of Christ.  O that we would be a church full of: 

• Hard-working 
• Self-sacrificing 
• Praise-deflecting 
• Others-seeking 
• God-glorifying 
• Joyful slaves of Christ 

We’d change this campus, change this city, change the world. 

CONCLUSION 

So what do you know when you suffer? 

Paul knew: 

• Who he belonged to 
• The reason for his hardship 
• The aim of his suffering 

If you know those three things, through the Spirit’s help, you’ll be able to endure hardship and 
maintain hope. 
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