Suggested sermon outline (short)
Bible passage – Matthew 9 vs 1-13
Introduction
Speakers may wish to set a context by referring to any involvement they or the
congregation have in prison ministry, or in experience of crime as offender or victim.
The very short story in Matthew 9 verses 9-13 shows Jesus’ attitude to those who have
offended.
(In the Bible, tax collectors are often associated with sinners because they were generally
corrupt, as in the example of Zacchaeus.)
Jesus recognised that the people he was with had offended
Many prisoners will try to deny or belittle their crimes when you first talk to them. One of
the things that Prison Fellowship volunteers find through talking to prisoners is that as the
relationship grows, they often become more honest about what they have done.
Whenever Jesus met people, he was discerning about them. He was direct, openly calling
his dinner guests “sinners”. We don’t have to pretend that prisoners have not offended;
we don’t even love them in spite of their offences. Rather, we show God’s love to them
because they are offenders, and because of that, they need it.
Jesus got close to them
He didn’t harangue them from a distance. He sat round a table with them and engaged in
conversation at close quarters. It is the daily experience of people in the criminal justice
system to be talked at rather than talked with. As Christians we need to model a different
relationship, a Christ-like relationship, by coming alongside them.
(Of course, in a prison context there have to be boundaries for security reasons).
Jesus brought a message of salvation
One of the messages from the Prison Fellowship restorative justice course is “There are
reasons why we are the way we are, and excuses are why we stay that way”. We
acknowledge prisoners’ offences but we also offer them hope. Whether we are involved in
an openly evangelistic activity such as a Bible study or a neutral activity such as the
Sycamore Tree Restorative Justice course, we model to prisoners a different way of life, a
Christ-like way of life.

Jesus message to offenders was that he had come to call them and to bring them the Gospel
message. The salvation he preached was available to them – as evidenced by his statement
to the repentant thief on the cross – “Today, you will be with me in paradise”.
Conclusion
End with a real life story. A first hand story is good if you have one. Two suggested stories
that have appeared in the Prison Fellowship magazine “Cell Out” are below.

