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Letters from Chains 

An Introduction to the Prison Epistles of the Apostle Paul 

 

On the weekends we are currently going through the book of Acts and we find ourselves 

currently in chapter 19. Here we see the beginning portion of Paul’s Third Missionary 

Journey. Tonight in our midweek study we are beginning to go through what are called 

the Prison epistles of the Apostle Paul. To help set the stage for studying the books of 

Colossians, Philemon, Philippians and Ephesians we need to take the opportunity 

tonight to jump ahead a little bit in the book of Acts in order to understand the situation 

surrounding Paul’s arrest and imprisonment. 

After his Third Missionary journey, Paul returns to Jerusalem. But he had been warned 

by words of prophecy that he would be arrested if he returned (Acts 21:10-11). And sure 

enough, we find in Acts 21:26ff that Paul does get arrested while he is in the Temple. 

The charges against him were that he had brought Gentiles into the Temple and in 

particularly into the Court of the Jews. For the Jews, this is a capital offense. 

In Acts 21:30 and following we read –  

30 
And all the city was disturbed; and the people ran together, seized Paul, 

and dragged him out of the temple; and immediately the doors were shut. 
31 

Now as they were seeking to kill him, news came to the commander of the 

garrison that all Jerusalem was in an uproar. 
32 

He immediately took 

soldiers and centurions, and ran down to them. And when they saw the 

commander and the soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. 

33 
Then the commander came near and took him, and commanded him to be 

bound with two chains; and he asked who he was and what he had done. 
34 

And some among the multitude cried one thing and some another. So when 

he could not ascertain the truth because of the tumult, he commanded him to 

be taken into the barracks. 

Through a series of events which we don’t have time to go into tonight, the commander 

of the Roman garrison held Paul overnight and called together the Jews and the 

Sanhedrin the next morning to see what all the fuss was about and what the charges 

were against Paul. 
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But, after a short time before the Sanhedrin, Acts 23:10 tells us –  

10 
Now when there arose a great dissension, the commander, fearing lest 

Paul might be pulled to pieces by them, commanded the soldiers to go down 

and take him by force from among them, and bring him into the barracks. 
11 

But the following night the Lord stood by him (by Paul) and said, “Be of 

good cheer, Paul; for as you have testified for Me in Jerusalem, so you must 

also bear witness at Rome.” 

But the next day, the Jews were even more determined to put together a 40 man 

assassination team to murder Paul, even while he was under Roman arrest – it would 

have been a suicide mission, but that’s how much they hated the message and the 

messenger of grace. After the commander of the garrison found out about the possible 

attack Acts 23: 23 tells us –  

23 
And he called for two centurions, saying, "Prepare two hundred soldiers, 

seventy horsemen, and two hundred spearmen to go to Caesarea at the 

third hour of the night (9:00PM); 
24 

and provide mounts to set Paul on, and 
bring him safely to Felix the governor." 

Acts 24 tells us Paul was to stand before Felix the governor. Felix knew that Paul wasn’t 

guilty of any crime, yet he didn’t want to set the Jews into a riot, so he left Paul in jail at 

Caesarea… for two years!! (24:27) 

After that two years, Felix was succeeded by a man by the name of Porcius Festus. 

Festus wanted to hear Paul’s case, so he called him in to be investigated. After hearing 

the testimony of the Jews and of Paul, Festus asked Paul if he was willing to go back to 

Jerusalem to get the whole issue settled. But Paul knew that the Jews would be waiting 

for him, so he appealed to stand before Caesar. 

So in Acts 25:12 we read –  

12 
Then Festus, when he had conferred with the council, answered, "You 

have appealed to Caesar? To Caesar you shall go!" 

Now, there’s a lot that happened before that. And there will be a lot that happens as 

Paul is taken as a prisoner to Rome, but we will get into that during our Acts study. But 

for now, let’s jump to Acts 28 where Paul finally lands in Rome –  
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16 
Now when we came to Rome, the centurion delivered the prisoners to the 

captain of the guard; but Paul was permitted to dwell by himself with the 
soldier who guarded him. 

30 
Then Paul dwelt two whole years in his own rented house, and received 

all who came to him, 
31 

preaching the kingdom of God and teaching the 

things which concern the Lord Jesus Christ with all confidence, no one 

forbidding him... 

This is an absolutely amazing situation for the Apostle. He is not thrown into the 

depths of a Roman prison shackled with chains. But, he’s also pretty safe from the Jews 

at this time since he had a Roman soldier chained to him... kind of a personal body 

guard.  

He’s allowed to stay in his own rented house. And even though he was still chained to a 

Roman guard every day, he had multiple opportunities to share his faith with both the 

guards, and those who would come in and out of his life during that period. 

Here’s an interesting note: in the midst of his confinement, he had great freedom and 

although he was held captive in chains, the message of the Gospel continued to go out 

as he wrote the epistles to the Ephesians, the Philippians, the Colossians, and to 

Philemon.  

 

It’s also widely believed that his epistle to the Laodiceans was written during this same 

time frame, although we have lost that letter completely. As a matter of fact, outside of a 

short note he adds to the letter to the Colossians, we would have never known about 

the Epistle to the Laodiceans.  

Colossians 4 
15 

Greet the brethren who are in Laodicea, and Nymphas and the church that 

is in his house. 
16 

Now when this epistle is read among you, see that it is read 

also in the church of the Laodiceans, and that you likewise read the epistle 
from Laodicea. 

 

There are a few other things I would like to bring out before we get into the verse by 

verse study of these Letters from Chains.  
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First of all, when we think of Paul, held in confinement, chained to a Roman soldier, for 

the most part we think we think of this as a horrible situation. And to a point it very much 

is a bad situation – it could have been worse, but as it is, it’s a bad situation. But then 

we find out that  

Because Paul fully trusts God,  
he could surrender fully to the situation.  

While he was in Rome, he wrote to the Church in Philippi, thanking them for assisting 

him financially and through their prayers. The man who was under arrest and in chains 

wrote in Philippians 4 

10 
But I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at last your care for me has 

flourished again; though you surely did care, but you lacked opportunity. 
11 

Not that I speak in regard to need, for I have learned in whatever state I am, 

to be content: 
12 

I know how to be abased, and I know how to abound. 

Everywhere and in all things I have learned both to be full and to be hungry, 

both to abound and to suffer need. 
13 

I can do all things through Christ who 

strengthens me. 
14 

Nevertheless you have done well that you shared in my 
distress.  

He had learned to be completely surrendered to the will, the plan and the purpose 

of God in his life. He fully understood the sovereignty and omnipotence of Almighty 

God. He knew that he could trust every situation into God’s hands. As a matter of fact, 

that was the only way he… and you and I could ever get to the point of saying – 

I have learned in whatever state I am, to be content 

Secondly, Paul had a clear perspective on his situation. Although Rome thought 

they had control of the prisoner, Paul understood that the chains on his feet were 

nothing, because he had already surrendered his life as a prisoner to God. His desire 

was for the Lord Jesus Christ to would have full and complete control over his life. He 

was the prisoner of Christ.  

As he writes these Letters from Chains, look at how he describes himself –  

Ephesians 3 
1 
For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for you Gentiles— 
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Ephesians 4 
1 
I, therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you to walk worthy of the 

calling with which you were called, 

Ephesians 6 
20 

…I am an ambassador in chains; that in it I may speak boldly, as I ought 
to speak. 

Philippians 1 
7 
…just as it is right for me to think this of you all, because I have you in my 

heart, inasmuch as both in my chains and in the defense and confirmation 
of the gospel, you all are partakers with me of grace. 

13 
so that it has become evident to the whole palace guard, and to all the 

rest, that my chains are in Christ; 
14 

and most of the brethren in the Lord, 

having become confident by my chains, are much more bold to speak the 

word without fear. 
15 

Some indeed preach Christ even from envy and strife, 

and some also from good will: 
16 

the former preach Christ from selfish 
ambition, not sincerely, supposing to add affliction to my chains; 

Colossians 4 
18 

This salutation by my own hand--Paul. Remember my chains. Grace be 
with you. Amen. 

Philemon 
1 
Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, to Philemon 

our beloved friend and fellow laborer, 
9 
…for love's sake I rather appeal to 

you --being such a one as Paul, the aged, and now also a prisoner of Jesus 

Christ-- 

 

Thirdly, we see that Paul took full advantage of his situation. 

As Paul was chained to the soldiers 24 hours a day, every day, he had a built-in 

audience of one.  

Do you think you could be chained to Paul for even three straight hours and NOT hear 

the gospel? 

We read in Philippians 1:12-13 

12 
But I want you to know, brethren, that the things which happened to me 

have actually turned out for the furtherance of the gospel, 
13 

so that it has 
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become evident to the whole palace guard, and to all the rest, that my 

chains are in Christ; 

A.T. Robertson in his commentary of this Philippian passage speaks of the palace or 

Praetorian Guard: 

There were originally ten thousand of these hand picked soldiers, concentrated in Rome 

by Tiberius. They had double pay and special privileges and became so powerful that 

emperors had to court their favor. Paul had contact with one after another of these 

soldiers.1 

Vincent adds to that –  

The apostle was under the charge of these troops, the soldiers relieving each other in 

mounting guard over the prisoner, who was attached to his guard's hand by a chain. In 

the allusion to his bonds, Ephesians 6:20, (“I am an ambassador in chains”) he uses the 

specific word for the coupling-chain. His contact with the different members of the corps 

in succession, explains the statement that his bonds had become manifest throughout 

the Praetorian Guard.2 

But, not only the Praetorian Guard, but also to all the rest. To help us determine who 

this all the rest are, we once again go to Philippians (one of the most personal letters 

written by the Apostle). Philippians 4:22 – 

All the saints greet you, but especially those who are of Caesar's household. 

Although it’s tempting to believe that perhaps some of Caesar’s physical family had 

become Christians, it is more likely that some of the servants of the household had 

become Believers.    

So, what we see, is the man of God placed in a difficult situation. He had desired to go 

to Rome… to preach the Gospel… Well, he was in Rome – but as a prisoner. And he 

did have opportunity to preach the Gospel – working through the members of the 

Praetorian Guard.  

                                            
1
 Robertson, A.T. "Commentary on Philippians 1:13". "Robertson's Word Pictures of the New Testament". 

https:https://www.studylight.org/commentaries/rwp/philippians-1.html. Broadman Press 1932-33. Renewal 1960. 
2
 Vincent, Marvin R. DD. "Commentary on Philippians 1:4". "Vincent's Word Studies in the New Testament". 

https://www.studylight.org/commentaries/vnt/philippians-1.html. Charles Schribner's Sons. New York, USA. 1887. 

https://www.studylight.org/desk/index.cgi?q1=Philippians+1:4&t1=en_nas
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As bad as it was, it could have been much word and for that, Paul was thankful. For in 

the midst of his chains, he had the freedom to write words of encouragement and 

instruction to the Church.  

I think that just by knowing and understanding th gravity of Paul’s situation, I think the 

Church gained even more encouragement from the Apostle.  

He wasn’t one sitting on a hill, in a lush mansion telling people about how wonderful 

being a Christian is. He was one who had suffered greatly for the cause of Christ and 

still wanted to share his joy with the world. 

As the hardened Roman soldier was chained close to his side, the Apostle dictated his 

messages to these churches.  

It was from his chains that he wrote to the church in Ephesus 

(1:3) about the goodness of God, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in 

the heavenly places in Christ,  

(1:5) The fact that God has called us or adopted us, according to the good pleasure of 

His will,   

While he was held captive by the Romans, (1:11) he wanted the Church to know about 

the richness of their inheritance, being predestined according to the purpose of Him 

who works all things according to the counsel of His will,  

(1:18) He prayed for them continually that the eyes of (their) understanding being 

enlightened; that (they) may know what is the hope of His calling, what are the 

riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints, 

Although Rome seemed to have power over him, he reminded the Church, beginning in 

verse 21 that Jesus Christ is 
21 

far above all principality and power and might and 
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dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this age but also in that which 

is to come. 
22 

And He put all things under His feet, and gave Him to be head over 

all things to the church, 
23 

which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all. 

The one whom the world would look at and consider him filled with trials and tribulation 

prays for the Church at Ephesus –  

13 
Therefore I ask that you do not lose heart at my tribulations for you, which 

is your glory. 
14 

For this reason I bow my knees to the Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, 
15 

from whom the whole family in heaven and earth is named, 
16 

that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be 

strengthened with might through His Spirit in the inner man, 
17 

that Christ 

may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted and grounded 

in love, 
18 

may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the width 

and length and depth and height-- 
19 

to know the love of Christ which passes 

knowledge; that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 
20

 Now to Him 

who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, 

according to the power that works in us, 
21 

to Him be glory in the church by 
Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen. 

This is a guy who is under arrest, chained 24/7 to a Roman Guard, and he’s the one 

declaring these words and encouraging you and me to be strong in Christ. 

The man who the world would say had every right to have hatred and distain for the 

ones who caused him to be in house arrest declares –  

Ephesians 4 
31 

Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away 

from you, with all malice. 
32 

And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, 
forgiving one another, just as God in Christ forgave you. 

The Apostle encouraged the Church at Philippi 

Philippians 1 
6 
(Be) confident of this very thing, that He who has begun a good work in 

you will complete it until the day of Jesus Christ; 

When he could have had a pity party because of his situation, he explained  

12 
But I want you to know, brethren, that the things which happened to me 

have actually turned out for the furtherance of the gospel…, 
19 

For I know 
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that this will turn out for my deliverance through your prayer and the supply 

of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, 
20 

according to my earnest expectation and hope 

that in nothing I shall be ashamed, but with all boldness, as always, so now 

also Christ will be magnified in my body, whether by life or by death. 
21 

For 

to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain…  

Philippians 2 
14 

Do all things without complaining and disputing, 

Philippians 3 
1 
Finally, my brethren, rejoice in the Lord. For me to write the same things 

to you is not tedious, but for you it is safe. 
8 
Yet indeed I also count all things 

loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I 

have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as rubbish, that I may 
gain Christ 

Philippians 4 
4 
Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I will say, rejoice! 

5 
Let your gentleness 

be known to all men. The Lord is at hand. 
6 
Be anxious for nothing, but in 

everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests 

be made known to God; 
7 
and the peace of God, which surpasses all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus. 

To a Church he has never met face to face, the Church of Colosse, Paul writes – 

Col 1:3 We give thanks to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, praying 
always for you, 

Col 1:9 For this reason we also, since the day we heard it, do not cease to pray for 

you, and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all wisdom 

and spiritual understanding;
 10 

that you may walk worthy of the Lord, 

 

Col 1:24 I now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up in my flesh what is 
lacking in the afflictions of Christ, for the sake of His body, which is the church, 
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Col 2:
1
 For I want you to know what a great conflict I have for you and those in 

Laodicea, and for as many as have not seen my face in the flesh, 
2 
that their hearts 

may be encouraged 

 

Col 4:
18 

This salutation by my own hand--Paul. Remember my chains. Grace be 
with you. Amen. 

 

Even as Paul was limited because of the chains and the house arrest, he was still 

willing to send Onesimus (the runaway slave) back to Philemon. But not as a slave... 

Philemon 1 
10 

I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, whom I have begotten while in my 

chains, 
11

 who once was unprofitable to you, but now is profitable to you and 

to me. 
12 

I am sending him back. You therefore receive him, that is, my own 

heart, 
13 

whom I wished to keep with me, that on your behalf he might 
minister to me in my chains for the gospel. 

 

Paul cared more about the reconciliation of the relationship of these two Brothers than 

for his own comfort and ease. Even in chains, Paul continually gave of himself. Paul 

was even willing to offer to repay whatever loss Philemon had during the time of 

Onesimus’ absence. But at the same time, reminding his old companion that there was 

much to consider in this 

Philemon 1 
17 

If then you count me as a partner, receive him as you would me. 
18 

But if 

he has wronged you or owes anything, put that on my account. 
19 

I, Paul, am 

writing with my own hand. I will repay--not to mention to you that you owe 

me even your own self besides.   

Paul even has the confident faith that he would be released and have the opportunity to 

once again visit his old friend –  

Philemon 1 
22 

But, meanwhile, also prepare a guest room for me, for I trust that through 
your prayers I shall be granted to you. 
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What are your thoughts when  

 the world is coming at you at 200 miles per hour,  

 when your plans are detoured,  

 when things aren’t going the way you planned  

 or at least not as fast as you hoped they would change? 

Undoubtedly Paul had his bad days.  

But in the overall sense during this time of limited freedom and an unknown future, Paul 

had the hearts and lives of these Believers; the Churches and his old friends utmost on 

his mind.  

And he wanted to make certain that he himself continued to maintain a positive 

testimony for the Lord Jesus Christ.  

There is a selflessness seen in these letters that we cannot deny and we dare not 

forget whenever we go through trials.  

Could it be that your present trail is there in order that you might be a light and an 

encouragement to another. 

The old saying is: They don’t care how much you know, until they know how much you 

care. 

I think the recipients of the Letters in Chains knew that Paul cared. His letters of love 

and correction carried a lot of weight – particularly when you consider when and from 

where they were written.  

Two years of chains… and two years of encouragement to others. 

 


