
City On a Hill Session 3: Various Texts




         COVID-19 EDITION 

SESSION OBJECTIVE: VARIOUS TEXTS 
To consider how what is normal to a person of faith might be shocking to a non-believer.


Stay At Home 
If you haven’t heard the term “social distancing” yet, where have you been? The COVID-19 pandemic has 
brought a lot of change to the world we live in, and the restricted physical contact with people out of the 
nuclear home has been one of the most difficult for people. Some industries and professions have certainly 

been able to operate more normally than others, but for the church, normal is not on the table anymore. Our 
Bible studies have moved from a classroom or home filled with the smell of coffee, food, and the sound of 
laughter, to a Zoom meeting online, a FaceTime call, or text messaging. Instead of having a teacher in the 
classroom, you have to watch me on on your phone, tablet, or TV (sorry). Instead of gathering on Sunday 
mornings with people you know and love and new people you’ve yet to meet, you now worship and learn 
through the live-stream. Everything is from a distance, confined to your home. While you might be grateful for 
such technological innovation that allows for us to do what we’ve been able to do, it’s hard to not lose 
confidence in the impact we can make in the lives of other people when we aren’t allowed to be anywhere 
near them. 


However, a closer a look at the Apostle Paul might be just what we need during this time. When we think 
about the Apostle Paul, we typically think of his three missionary journeys, the miracles he performed, or the 
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radical way he came to faith on the road to Damascus, and yet, what made the greatest lasting impact was 
not only the churches he planted, but his commitment to writing letters to those churches afterwards. Paul 
wrote extensively to churches and individuals on a variety of doctrinal and practical issues, and it didn’t take 
long for those letters to be seen as holding the same authority as the Old Testament (2 Pet. 3:15-16).


Now consider, for a moment, specifically three of Paul’s letters to churches he planted: Ephesians, Philippians, 
and Colossians. These three letters have much in common. All of them were written to churches. All of them 
highlight the Supremacy and Deity of Jesus Christ. All of them contain some very practical instruction on 
Christian living. And perhaps most importantly for our current situation, all of them were written when Paul 
was confined to his own home. Wait, what?


As you may know, Paul served a two-year Roman imprisonment (Acts 28:16). What you may not be aware of, 
is that this Roman imprisonment was not served in a prison, but on house arrest! Paul, sheltering in place in 
his own home, continued to make a lasting impact by writing these letters that now form part of our New 
Testament today. This morning we will take a closer look at portions of these letters, and my hope is that you’ll 
be inspired. Sheltering in place is not an ideal scenario. The church is meant to gather. But don’t allow these 
restrictions to deceive you into thinking that God can’t use you right now. He can. He will. We just have to be 
willing, like Paul.


A Prisoner 
“I feel like a prisoner to my own home.” I’ve heard some number of variations of this phrase more times than I 
can count now. No one wants to feel imprisoned, and yet, the message of the New Testament is that every 
human being is a prisoner to something or someone. Before we look at the prison epistles, we will consider 
some truths from the book of Romans.


A SLAVE TO SIN 
Scripture confirms that every person born is born a slave to sin. Romans 3:23 says, “All have sinned and 
fallen short of the glory of God.” Jesus says in John 8:34, “Amen, amen, I say to you, everyone who practices 
sin is a slave to sin.” What does it mean to be a prisoner or a slave to sin? As a prisoner is bound to do what 
his/her captor demands, so we are bound to do what sin demands of us. Paul expresses in Romans 7:14 that 
he is, “sold under sin,” and then in verse 15 he expresses what being a prisoner of sin is like: “For I do not 
understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.” Can you relate?


There is good news, however. The Gospel sets us free from our bondage to sin. We can leave the prison cell 
of sin and walk in the freedom of Christ by faith. Now, back up to the top paragraph of this section. I said, 
“Scripture confirms that every person is born a slave to sin.” But we just discovered that Christ sets us free 
from the prison of sin. So as Christians, we are no longer prisoners! Well, not quite.


A SLAVE TO RIGHTEOUSNESS 
Being a Christian means we are no longer slaves to sin, but it does not mean we are no longer slaves to 
anything. Paul spells out this exchange of captors in Romans 6:16-18: “Do you not know that if you present 
yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads 
to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness? 17 But thanks be to God, that you who were once 
slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart to the standard of teaching to which you were committed, 
18 and, having been set free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness.” Christians are no longer slaves 
to sin, but Jesus.
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A Shift in Thinking 
Keep in mind, the context of the prison epistles is that Paul is writing from house arrest. He has no freedom to 
go where he wants to go. There are churches he has planted that he desired to visit. There are people he 
desired to disciple. He was in prison, so to speak. Which is why we find these very purposeful phrases in 
these letters: 


Philippians 1:12 - “I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance 
the gospel, 13 so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard and to all the rest that my 
imprisonment is for Christ.”


Ephesians 3:1 - “For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles…”

Ephesians 4:1 - “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord…”


Colossians 4:18 - “I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. Remember my chains. Grace be with you.”


Why does Paul include these phrases? I believe it’s because he is making a point: “While I may be in prison 
on house arrest and not able to go and do the things I desire to do, make no mistake: I am not a prisoner to 
Rome, but to Christ.” We can learn from Paul, here. It’s a subtle way of changing our thinking. Whenever you 
feel like a prisoner in your own home, unable to go and do the things you desire to do, remember who you 
truly belong to and then let that truth shape your priorities and actions.


An Influence 
It’s important to note that Paul’s influence while at home was two-fold. Below is a brief look at the two ways 
he was influential.


TO THE CHURCH 
In his letters to the three churches (and a fourth letter to Philemon, also written during his house arrest), Paul 
spends time encouraging and discipling the believers to whom he is writing. He encourages them by telling 
them that he has been in prayer for them (Col. 1:9; Phil. 1:3-5; Eph. 1:15-16; Phm 4), instructs them in 
relational matters (Eph. 5:22-6:9), warns of grumbling or disputes (Phil. 2:14-18), encourages the study of 
God’s Word (Col. 3:16), and to avoid false teachers (Col. 2:16-19). 


TO THE WORLD 
He also sees his time of house arrest as an opportune time for evangelism. He would have been in the 
presence of a rotating cast of Roman guards, which gave him an audience for the Gospel. As a result, many 
came to faith. He tells the believers in Philippi that the Gospel had, “become known throughout the whole 
imperial guard” (Phil. 1:13). He asks the believers in Ephesus and Colossae to pray that he as, “an 
ambassador in chains,” would have doors opened for the mystery of Christ to be declared (Eph. 6:19-20; Col. 
4:3). He even suggested that the new Roman believers were sending their greetings in Philippians 4:22: “All 
the saints greet you, especially those of Caesar’s household.” Paul used his time in his home to effectively 
communicate God’s goodness to people who did not know of it.
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An Influence 
For us, practically speaking, what is the application? I think it’s quite simple. With the free time you’ve been 
given, spend it either encouraging and pouring into believers you are in community with, or spend it sharing 
the hope you have in Christ with someone that doesn’t know Him as Lord and Savior. Share the hope you 
have in times of crisis with believers and non-believers. Be a “safe place” for your believing friends and your 
non-believing friends to feel scared or skeptical right now, and then offer them comfort and peace by 
speaking life to them. Social media has given us the ability to reach and influence people in a way that was 
not possible in Paul’s life, and yet he was still able to be used by God. How much more, then, can the church 
impact the world now?


Study Questions 
Day One 

1. Read Philippians 1:12-14. How did Paul view his imprisonment? Who had come to hear the Gospel as a 
result of it (See also: Phil. 4:22)? What was the effect of this Gospel explosion in the other churches?


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Read Philippians 2:14-15. How would obedience to these verses impact the world today in this current 

pandemic?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Two 
1. Read Colossians 3:16. What does he tell the church to let dwell within them? How do you let the Word of 

Christ dwell in you? What does it mean that it is to dwell, “richly?” 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read Colossians 4:2. What were the Colossians to continue in? Is there ever a time when you should not 
continue praying? Why or why not?


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Day Three 
1. Read Ephesians 1:3-10. Make a list of all of the things God has done for us in Christ. Circle any words 

that are particularly interesting to you, and write a brief explanation of why you chose those words.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read Ephesians 4:25-31. Make a list of all of the things we are to do to/for one another in Christ, and all of 
the things that we are NOT to do to/for one another in Christ. Circle one from each list that you want to 
intentionally work on more during this season of your life.


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Day Four 
1. Read Philemon 4-7. What does Paul specifically pray for? What is significant about Paul’s words in verse 

7 regarding the joy and comfort he has felt from their love? In other words, think about where Paul was 
and where the people were, and how they would have conveyed their love to him.


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


2. Read Romans 3:23 and 6:16-18. Who has fallen short of God’s glory because of sin? What are we 
naturally a slave to? What do we become slaves to when we come to faith in Christ?


__________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________


Week 3 Discussion: Evangelism and Discipleship 
In Paul’s prison letters, there are elements of both evangelism to the Roman guards who are guarding him, as 
well as discipleship in all of the teaching he does to the churches he wrote to. Talk as a group this week about 
what things you can do to encourage believers outside of this class (church members that you usually only 
see on Sunday), and witness to non-believers in your life. 


1. Icebreaker: Do you feel like a prisoner in your own home right now? Why or why not?

2. What creative ways can you minister to other Christians right now? Think about technology and any other 

creative, practical means that are at your disposal.

3. What creative ways can you share the Gospel with non-believers right now?

4. What have been the most impactful forms of discipleship that you’ve experienced during this pandemic?

5. Challenge: Write down the names of one believer and one non-believer and share with the group how you 

plan to minister to each of them this week. Put them on a prayer list and have the class pray for the whole 
list of names throughout the week. Share your results throughout the week with the group via email.


Takeaways: 
1. Paul capitalized on being on house arrest by discipling other believers and sharing the Gospel with non-

believers.

2. This time of social distancing does not mean that God cannot still use you to do the same.


PRAYER REQUESTS:
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