
 

“Remember the Prisoners” 
(Hebrews 13:3) 
 
 
 

Introduction:  The book of Hebrews is a sermon which was preached in written form a long time ago by the author 
to his Hebrew readers to encourage them not to fall away from Christ and the blessings of the New Covenant, but to 
press forward and to persevere in faith to the end of their lives.  Now there are different ways that a sermon can be 
structured to make it the most effective.  Some first lay out their whole teaching in one big section, before they apply 
it.  For instance, Paul, in the book of Ephesians, lays out the whole of his doctrine in the first three chapters, before 
applying it in the remaining three chapters.  But others, such as the author to the Hebrews, teaches a little and then 
applies a little, then teaches a little more and then applies a little more.  He has done this throughout the whole of his 
book now until the end.  He has shown us step by step how the New Covenant is in every way superior to the Old, 
and then has exhorted us on the basis of those truths to keep pushing forward to the very end of our days into the 
kingdom of heaven.  This last chapter, chapter 13, is the last of those exhortations.  It too is an exhortation which is 
meant to keep pushing us forward.  But it is different in that, unlike the other applications, it contains several 
different exhortations in a variety of areas.  All of his applications have to do with holy living, all of them have to do 
with moving forward in the Christian race, but these are more specific as to how we are to do this.   
  The first command he gave us is really a summary of all that God would have us to do toward the brethren, 
which is to love them with brotherly love and affection.  We are called upon to embrace one another as fellow-
members of the body of Christ and to care for and love each other as we love ourselves.  The second command he 
gave is one that will help us develop this kind of affection and closeness with strangers:  that we should show them 
hospitality.  Certainly, we are called to open our homes to the needs of our brethren.  But here we are called to open 
our homes to those brethren we don’t know in order to bring them into a closer relationship with ourselves and to 
meet whatever needs they may have.  I believe that there are also times when we should show hospitality even to 
those who are outside of the covenant community -- since we are to love our neighbor as ourselves --, with the hope 
that perhaps our Christian witness and testimony might be used by the Lord to bring them into a saving relationship 
with Christ.  But the author’s exhortation this evening goes beyond these things to remind us that we should not only 
love those who are near and those who come near to us from a distance,  
 
  We should also love those members of the body who are separated from us, whether near or far, especially 
if they are being persecuted.   
 
I.  He exhorts us here to remember those who are in prison and who are ill-treated.   

A.  Now who is he referring to?   
1.  Certainly, he could mean everyone who is imprisoned anywhere in the world, for as I’ve already said, 

Christians are called by the Lord to love all men, and any prisoner certainly qualifies as our neighbor.  
We should never hate or despise anyone, but always seek after the best for all men.  And by those who 
are ill-treated, he could also be referring to anyone in the world who suffers injustice from the hands of 
their fellow man, for the Lord takes notice of every injustice, not only those which are committed toward 
His people, but those which are committed toward all people.   

2.  But it is more likely that what he has in view here are those who are imprisoned and mistreated for the 
sake of the Gospel he was preaching to them.   
a.  God has so ordered the events of this world that at just about every point in history there are those of 

His people who enjoy peace and freedom, while others must endure adversity.  Not everyone is called 
by the Lord to resist the ungodly to the point of shedding blood.  But there are always some.   
(i)  Even now there are places in the world where Christians are being persecuted, imprisoned and 

even killed, some for preaching the Gospel, others simply because they are Christians.   
(ii)  Remember Fikret’s testimony of how he was put in jail in Turkey merely because he professed 

Christ.  Not too long ago, the Muslims were killing Christians in Indonesia.  They are now doing 
so in the Sudan.  And not too long ago I told you how the Lord Providentially preserved Antiev 
and his wife and children from the attacks of the Muslims in Nigeria.  They were spared, but a 
neighboring pastor was not.  They didn’t lose their lives, but they did lose their church, their 
home, and all of their possessions.  Many Christians are persecuted and imprisoned around the 
world because they desire to confess and follow Christ.   
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b.  Certainly the author would also have in mind those who had come to know Christ through the 
testimony of these imprisoned saints while they were in prison.   
(i)  It doesn’t really matter why they were incarcerated to start with, at least as far as what the author 

is exhorting us to do.   
(ii)  Yes, would be much more virtuous to be put into prison for proclaiming Christ, than it would be 

for murdering someone.  But once that murderer comes to faith in Christ and has his sins washed 
away by His blood, he too is to become an object of our affection because he is our brother.   

(iii)  These are the ones of whom the author is speaking.   
 

B.  And what he would have for us to do in his exhortation is to remember them.   
1.  What he calls us to here is sympathy.   

a.  Sympathy is an English word which comes from two Greek words:  the word sun, which means with, 
and the word paqoj, which means to suffer.  Together they mean “to suffer along with someone else.”   

b.  Notice how he says that we are to sympathize with them.  He says, “Remember the prisoners, as 
though in prison with them.”  Literally he is saying, think about them, meditate on their condition, as 
though you were right there with them in that prison and in their chains.  In other words, we are not to 
give them just a fleeting thought -- Oh, that’s a shame, or Oh, that’s too bad --, or to have a passing 
warm thought about them.  We are to suffer with them, as though we were literally with them, 
suffering the same things.   

 
2.  If we do this, it will move us to do the following things:   

a.  Certainly, it will move us to pray for them.  I think we are all guilty of getting so caught up into the 
small problems we have to face, that we forget our brethren who have lost everything and who are in 
danger of their lives at every moment.  While we’re worried about whether or not we’ll be able to see 
the television program we enjoy watching, or whether or not we or our children will win the game 
we’re playing, or whether or not we’ll be able to afford the vacation we’d like to go on, there are 
brethren who are concerned about where their next meal with come from, or whether or not they will 
be imprisoned, or whether they will remain alive or be killed, and all because they have made the 
good profession of faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  How small are our minds and our hearts, when we 
think this way?  How weak are our affections?  Jesus told us that we should be concerned for His 
sheep.  Are we concerned for them?  If we are, then what are we doing about it?  One thing we can do 
is pray.  Pray in your family worship.  Pray in your closet.  Come to the Prayer Meeting on 
Wednesday nights, and pray.   

b.  Another thing we can do is support those efforts which the church makes to relieve their suffering.  
Sadly, there aren’t too many Reformed efforts to do this, but there are some.  But any project which 
relieves the suffering of our brethren, no matter who might be administering it, is worthy of our 
consideration.   

c.  One further thing we can do is to actually visit them, whether they are far away or near.   
(i)  It would be very difficult, if not impossible for most of us to help those who are suffering in 

foreign countries where Christians are persecuted.  But the Lord does, of course, make it possible 
for some.  The only question is whether or not we have the heart to do it.  The Lord has given 
some of us that desire, which is why we have missionaries in Africa who are doing this very thing.   

(ii)  But we mustn’t forget that there are also those who are near, such as the Christian prisoners in our 
nearby prisons.  Their situation might be very different from what the author has in mind here.  
They are not necessarily imprisoned for the sake of the Gospel, some may be, but most aren’t.  
They are not necessarily suffering mistreatment, most are treated fairly well.  They are not hungry 
or thirsty, but well-fed and provided for.  But they might be hungering for the Word of God.  They 
might be hungering for some good instruction and fellowship.  They might be grieving over what 
they have done to their families.  Certainly we should do what we can to help them.   

 
d.  We should do all that we can to relieve our brethren’s suffering wherever and whenever we can.  

Remember that Jesus has told us ahead of time what we will be judged for on the day of His righteous 
judgment.  Those who see the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the stranger, the sick and the imprisoned, 
and are moved in their hearts to minister to their needs, will show themselves to be the true children 
of the kingdom and will inherit it.  But those who see them and are not moved by their hearts to help, 
will show themselves to be the children of the wicked one and will have their part in the lake of fire 
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(Matt. 25).   
 

II.  In closing, the author includes one final reason why we should be mindful or concerned about them.  He 
writes, “Since you yourselves are also in the body.”   
A.  Now by this, he could mean one of two things.  The first is that we should be mindful of them, because we 

ourselves are still in this world and also liable to the same kind of mistreatment.   
1.  We could face the same thing ourselves one day.  The readers of this letter had already suffered 

persecution, and they might do so again.  How then would they want others to treat them?  How would 
we want others to treat us if we were in their shoes?  Would we want them to ignore us?  We want them 
to continue in their comfort and pleasure, without ever a thought concerning us, or without ever lifting a 
finger to help us?  Or would we want them to pray for our release, or to do what they could to come and 
relieve our suffering?  Remember the great commandment, “However you want people to treat you, so 
treat them, for this is the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 7:12).   

2.  Being in the flesh ourselves should give us a greater concern for those who are suffering, for not only can 
we sympathize with their sufferings, though our suffering to this point has been very limited, we could 
also find ourselves some day in the same situation.  If we this happens, the Lord tells us that He will bring 
the same kind of treatment back to us that we showed others.  Solomon wrote in Proverbs 21:13, “He who 
shuts his ear to the cry of the poor will also cry himself and not be answered.”  I believe that Solomon 
gives us here a spiritual principle of justice.  If we will not reach out to help relieve the suffering of the 
afflicted, then one day when we are suffering and reach out for help, the Lord will remove all comfort 
from us as well.   

 
B.  Now this is true, but the author might also have in mind here the fact that we are all members of the one body 

of Christ.   
1.  Remember that the church is not a group of individuals, who all live for themselves most of the time, but 

meet together once a week.  It is the people of the Lord all united together in one living organism.  All of 
its members are parts of a larger whole.  Paul writes, “Now you are Christ’s body, and individually 
members of it” (1 Cor. 12:27).   

2.  Think of the implications of this.  Paul writes, “And if one member suffers, all the members suffer with it” 
(v. 26).  When one of the parts of our bodies is injured -- such as our finger or foot or arm or head --, our 
whole body suffers.  That is the nature of the union which all the members of our body have with one 
another.  They are all connected in a vital and sensitive union.  What happens to one of our members also 
affects the others.  The same is true of the body of Christ.  When one members suffers, it necessarily 
affects the whole body:  the whole body suffers.  It should suffer, because one of its own is hurt.  The 
only way that this suffering of the whole can be circumvented is by cutting the suffering member off.  
This is what we effectually do when we either remain ignorant of the suffering of our brethren, or when 
seeing it, we shut off our affections, so that we won’t be affected by it.   

3.  People of God, this passage should serve to remind us that as Christians we are called not only to love 
those who are near, but also those who are far away; not only those whom we know, but also those who 
are strangers.  May the Lord help us to pay more attention to the sufferings of the church around us.  May 
He give to us a heart of compassion and mercy.  It is true that we cannot help everyone.  But surely we 
can help someone.  Let us do what we can then to relieve the suffering of our brethren.  Let us give what 
we can.  Let us go when we can to help them.  But especially, let us be mindful of them, sympathize with 
them, and pray that the Lord would be with them and deliver them, if it is His will, or give the strength to 
endure to the end, if it is not.  If we do this last thing, the others will certainly follow.  Amen.   


