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“He Remains Faithful” 
 
 
In the painting on screen, Rembrandt depicts the 
apostle Paul writing letters in prison. Pensive and 
apparently at ease, one foot free of his shoe, one hand 
resting on the bible in his lap, surrounded by his 
beloved, life-giving scriptures with the sword, a symbol 
he himself has used in his letters for the words of the 
Spirit at his right hand. A warm cloak around his 
shoulders, we see Paul enjoying the sunlight coming in 
through the window.  
 
It is not the picture of a captive in distress, but the 
image of a man who is somehow at peace. His weather beaten face, the grey hair, and hands that show his 
age, they all exude a benign authority that is at odds with his situation. No worry about his personal fate is 
evident, with a more carefree, relaxed attitude permeating the painting.  
 
Paul, at the end of his life, prisoner in Rome, is, as Rembrandt shows him in this picture, not a person in 
distress, anxious and full of questions and doubt as he could well have been, but confident, pondering, 
faithfully waiting for what is to come, ready to leave this earthly life behind, but equally happy to stay and 
spend time with the scriptures, with the light of Christ brightening up his day.  
 
A picture that is very much in accordance with the words as we read them from the second letter to 
Timothy this morning.  
 
Paul is in prison. He is close to death. The Christian communities he has worked so diligently for are 
vulnerable. They are under threat of false teachings, falling apart through incompetent leadership, fighting 
to find their identity, insecure about their future. Timothy, a trusted friend and fellow preacher of the 
gospel, is struggling with opposition, trying to care for the Churches he and Paul have served together, on 
his own.  
Remember Jesus Christ, says Paul to his friend, that is my gospel for which I suffer hardship. That the only 
thing that counts. If we are faith-less, he remains faith-full.  
 
As this text travelled with me through the week, and I pondered those words, and the picture Rembrandt 
painted of the apostle in prison, I wondered about his faith, about the faith that got him there, in that place 
and to those words that speak of conviction and trust, of peace and acceptance, of preparedness to take 
life as it comes and be free of worry for what the future might hold. 
 
And I realised that I’ve been fortunate enough to be with people like that. People free of the drive to make 
things happen, to control, who were ready to let go in trust, at peace with what they had done, or not 
done, no longer burned up by the past or the future, but able to be in the present moment open, 
accepting, able to enjoy what there is to enjoy in the present moment, even if it is as simple as the sunlight 
reaching them through a barred window, or a warm cloak around their shoulders and a pile of books on a 
bed. And how important encounters with people like that have been for me in offering me a glimpse of 
what is really important in life and what real faith looks like when it has had a chance to mature.  
 



 

 

Remember Jesus Christ says Paul. That is my gospel. That's whats important…. not the wrangling over 
words…  
 
Pondering the text through the week I realised how similar our situation is to his. As a Church, and as 
individuals. Similar to the Church of the first century, and to Paul in his prison cell helplessly watching 
developments with no other option than to let go.  
 
There is as much wrangling with words in our time than there was in his. Our Church communities are as 
vulnerable as they were then, incompetent leadership and the pressure of infighting and disagreement in 
evidence everywhere. There are plenty competing voices where it comes to the preaching of the gospel, all 
equally convinced that they, and they alone are right. With that tranquil, relaxed, deeply at peace with 
itself certainty of faith elusive at best.  
And there is very little preparedness to surrender in trust that God will, still, create new life out of death 
again. At meetings of the wider Church this week what struck me most was the sense of frenzied panic, of 
desperate helplessness and overwhelm, of people struggling for breath. Busy, tired, stressed, clergy and lay 
people running around like mad hares, doing more than they can in what feels like last ditch attempts to 
save the Church, to turn the tanker around, to re-invigorate, to re-invent ourselves and be, once again, a 
force to be reckoned with, a Church to be proud of. Grinding our teeth, as clergy and as lay people involved 
in the wider Church, grinning and bearing the discomfort determined to do what we can while we are still 
able.  
 
Contrast that with the picture of Paul on screen. A prisoner, one foot out of its shoe, ready for anything, 
but not concerned. Trusting, and at peace.  
 
I sometimes wonder about this Church, us, here at North Balwyn. Worry about what we could, or should 
do, to turn the tide. To attract young people, to get more people to services, to activities, more likes for our 
Facebook page. Should we be more into fresh expressions, the new faith, or the old, go back or forward, or 
sideways perhaps? Wonder what we could DO to make the gospel more attractive, so we would have more 
chance at survival, at still being here in 25 years time. And I will confess there are times it keeps me awake 
at night.  
 
As I assume it must have the apostle Paul. To see congregations he loved, communities he had served, 
crumble, to see others take the message that was so important to him and reshape it into something he 
had trouble to recognise as even remotely related to what he had stood for and shared. Awake worrying 
about his friend Timothy, still in the fray, buckling under the stress, overworked and exhausted from 
keeping all his balls in the air as well as some of the others.  
 
Remember Jesus Christ, says Paul, that’s my gospel. If we have died with him, we will also live with him….. 
he remains faithful, even if we are faith-less 
 
I believe, and others with me, that we are, as a Church, as a people, in a time of dying. In a time where we 
find what we have worked for and what we have lived for in faith, crumbling. With competing voices 
proclaiming the gospel in different ways to ours. A time with little security and massive question marks as 
to what the future will hold.  
 
The comfort I get from reading Paul’s words to Timothy two thousand years ago, and that painting of 
Rembrandt that so beautifully portrays that is that this is not new. And that what got us through in the past 
has never been fear, exhaustion, over work, frantic panicking or wrangling with words and infighting.  
 
Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, faithful, alive and people being prepared to entrust themselves to that 
truth, that reality, is what’s made us, what has made the Church, through all its ups and downs, survive and 
flourish.  
 



 

 

Not a Paul pacing his cell, gnashing his teeth and beating his breast in agonised frustration about all the 
things he can no longer do, all the things he would if he only could, but a Paul surrounded by the scriptures, 
bathing in the light of Christ’s new day, with the sword of the Spirit within reach, one shoe of, relaxed, at 
peace, assured of God’s faithfulness and Christ’s presence at work. Writing his letters, encouraging his 
friends, praying I imagine, for God to be there for them in the future and create new opportunities to live 
the gospel for them who come after him.  
 
The word of God is not chained. We may be, or feel like we are, sometimes, bound by time and space, by 
context and circumstance. Limited in what we can do, what we control, what we can make happen. But 
God’s word is not, it survives, it endures, and cannot but remain faithful.  
 
The future, clear and simple is not in our hands. Not the Church’s nor our own, and not even the worlds. 
We are in God’s hands. And all we have to remember is Jesus Christ, the gospel Paul suffered for. A gospel 
of liberation, that brings peace, trust, faith, and new life. A gospel that will not let go, a gospel that will 
carry us, if we let it.  
 
Perhaps we can go into the week with that picture of Paul in his prison cell in our hearts. Feeling the cloak 
of God’s love and compassion around us, with the light of Christ’s gospel warming our soul, with the sword 
of the Spirit ready to cut through any crap we may encounter, and the words of scripture surrounding us 
with their wisdom and care.  
 
Relaxing in the certain knowledge that whatever happens outside our reach, outside our circle of control or 
influence,  is still within God’s faithful loving reach. That God is at work, even if we can’t see exactly how. As 
God was at work in that prison cell in Rome, in the heart of Timothy as he struggled to keep his 
communities afloat, and even in the hearts of those preachers who had it wrong at the time, but helped to 
flesh out the truth further and shape the gospel for future generations. For us, and for the Church as it will 
be after we have gone. Different, unrecognisably different perhaps, but alive, in that love of God that 
walked the earth in Christ. Amen.  
 
http://www.thewords.com/articles/thoseeyes.htm 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/ae/Rembrandt_St._Paul_in_Prison.jpg 


