


CMCA Correctional Ministries Summit | May 17-18, 2024 | Wheaton College, IlCMCA Correctional Ministries Summit | May 17-18, 2024 | Wheaton College, Il

Paul Nielsen
Colorado DOC Chaplain, Denver Seminary 

Preaching 
Behind the Bars 
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About.txt

• Who are you?
• You preach in prison, or want to 

• No formal seminary, homiletics, or hermeneutics training

• Theory / Issues / Decisions  

• Ideas that works for me, or not
• Some you’ll say, “not for me.”

• You might find some useful 
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Conference Strategy 

Attend the sessions -  for the energy in the room, dialog w/ speaker. 

Watch sessions online later -  for the content.
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www.ColoradoCorrectionalMinistriesResourcePage.weebly.com
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Reframing
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Reframing

Convict
Imago Di
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Reframing

Sermon
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Jail / Prison
Evangelism / Equip & Encourage 
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Free-World
Sermons

Prison
Sermons

The Problem 

• Many free-world sermons don’t work inside

13

• Different
• Culture

• Lexicon

• Concerns

• Idols
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The Problem 

Wide range of:
• Educational levels

• World views / theologies

• Faith backgrounds

• Institutionalization

• Jailhouse religion
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Free-world congregations self-sort
 

Less so in prison
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102 References to Preaching
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God Centered

And so it was with me, brothers and sisters. When I came to 
you, I did not come with eloquence or human wisdom as I 
proclaimed to you the testimony about God.

For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except 
Jesus Christ and him crucified.

16

- 1 Corinthians 2:1-2



CMCA Correctional Ministries Summit | May 17-18, 2024 | Wheaton College, Il

Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

• Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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Eph 2:1-10 
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Eph 2:1-10 
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Battle w/sin 
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Eph 2:1-10 
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Like waiting for bed
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Eph 2:1-10 
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Prepared

Masterpiece 

Because 
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Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

• Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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Homiletics 
Taste and see that the LORD is good.
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Homiletics terms 

• Homiletics - the art of Preaching

• Exegesis  - to draw out truth out from…

• Eisegesis  - to insert an idea into…

• Hermeneutics - to properly interpret

• Expository  - grounded in Scripture  
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Expository Preaching - 

• grounds the message in the text so that all the sermon’s points are the 
points in the text, and it majors in the text’s major ideas. 

• It aligns the interpretation of the text with the doctrinal truths of the 
rest of the Bible (being sensitive to systematic theology). 

• And it always situates the passage within the Bible’s narrative, 

• showing how Christ is the final fulfillment of the text’s theme (being 
sensitive to biblical theology).

25

- Tim Keller, Preaching 



CMCA Correctional Ministries Summit | May 17-18, 2024 | Wheaton College, Il

The Great Paradox

Weighty

• It’s weighty to stand in front 
of the congregation and say, 
“thus says the Lord.” 

• They depend on us to preach 
the truth.

And yet, Weighty

• The Holy Spirit is the real 
teacher, us.  

• Only God the Holy Spirit 
can change a heart. 

• So, it’s up to us.
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The Great Paradox 
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All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ 
and gave us the ministry of reconciliation:

that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not 
counting people’s sins against them. 
And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.

      - 2 Corinthians 5:18-19
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The Art of Homiletics

God’s truth 

A truthful sermon, 
applied to today 

the truth of the 
culture and 

congregation 

28

Sermon 

Scriptural Exegesis Congregational Exegesis
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The Art of Homiletics

God’s truth 

A truthful sermon, 
applied to today 

the truth of the 
culture and 

congregation 
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Sermon 

Scriptural Exegesis Congregational Exegesis
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Biblical Hermeneutics 

30

Meet Dr. Neutics 

our good friend Herman 
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Biblical Hermeneutics 
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Biblical Hermeneutics 

the Art and Science 

of 

Interpretation
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Biblical Hermeneutics 

• What did this passage mean to the author & original readers?

• How do we read this genre/type of biblical literature? 

• Hermeneutical goals in preaching: 
1. Present the Scripture correctly

2. Model and teach how to read the Scriptures correctly 
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Biblical Hermeneutics 

• The world behind the text 
• Culture, politics, religion, family life, economy, land, seasons, 

 agriculture, Ancient Near East influence

• The world of the text 
• Type of literature, idioms, allusions, language, polemics 

• The world in front of the text 
• Our modern, American, scientific, western-thinking biases 
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- Dr. Nijay Gupta
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Biblical Hermeneutics 

35

Dr. Gupta
Seminary Now
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the Redemptive Story 

• Genesis 3
• The Fall, everyone and the whole world is broken 

• Daniel 7
• Cloud Rider

• Son of Man, Jesus being bold, the Kingdom – Trial w/ Caiaphas 

• Luke 24
• 2x The Law, Prophets, and the Psalms all point to Jesus
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The Redemptive Story 

37

• Every passage points to Christ, somehow
• Sin  → our need for a savior

• Genealogies → Waiting on the Lord for a Savior

• Covenants → God’s design and provision

• Law  →  the character of God

• Parables  → Illustrate the Kingdom and grace 
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The Redemptive Story 
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Biblical Theology 
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Commentaries

40

• Scripture Exegesis 
• Scholarly – NICOT, NICNT, Bakers, Word 

• If Mardell's sells it, it’s not scholarly 

• Congregation Exegesis / Application / Sermon  
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Commentaries
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Scripture Exegesis
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Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

• Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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The Art of Homiletics

God’s truth 

A truthful sermon, 
applied to today 

the truth of the 
culture and 

congregation 
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Sermon 

Scriptural Exegesis Congregational Exegesis
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Free-World
Sermons

Prison
Sermons

Many Sermons are Universal 

49

DVDs of church sermons
• Add prison application 
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Free-World Prison

The Problem 

50
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Concerns & Fears

51

Free-World

Prison
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Concerns & Fears
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Free-World

Prison

Social Media

Family Conflict

Medical Problems

Paying Bills / debt 

Relationship Problems 

Life Choices

Politics

Job Issues

Busy Schedule

Parenting

Death
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Concerns & Fears
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Free-World

Prison
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Concerns & Fears
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Free-World

Prison

Shame

Does God redeem the wasted years?

Forgiving yourself

Trusting God for Protection

Loving othersSafety

Trauma

Isolation from – worry about Family

Dying in Prison

Am I forgotten; Do I still matter to anyone? 

Case
Medical Care

Loneliness
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Concerns & Fears

55

Free-World

Prison

Shame

Does God redeem the wasted years?

Forgiving yourself

Trusting God for Protection

Loving othersSafety

Trauma

Isolation from – worry about Family

Dying in Prison

Am I forgotten; Do I still matter to anyone? 

Case
Medical Care

Loneliness

When you pray, 
Pray for their concerns
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Idols

56

Free-World

Prison
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Idols
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Free-World

Prison

House
Vacations

401K / Bank

Career
Car

86” Home Theater

Reputation

Perfect Life

Ed. Degrees

Trophy Spouse / GF/ BF

Hot Bod

Theology Library
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Idols
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Free-World

Prison
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Idols
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Free-World

Prison

Freedom
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Free-World
Sermons

Prison
Sermons

The Problem 
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≠
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Congregation Exegesis

How?

61
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The Spiritual Gift of Listening

• Conversations / counseling - 70% listening

• Active Listening – ask probing questions

• 20 minutes of friendly chatting 
• before they begin to share what’s really on their heart

• The best sermon prep happens in the study, 

                            but in the pod, in 1-on-1 conversations 
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The Spiritual Gift of Listening

Listening says to the person: 

“You have value.”

“You are worth my attention and my time.”  
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Concerns, Fears, & Idols

64

My life would be perfect if only
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Concerns, Fears, & Idols
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My life would be perfect if only ________.
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Institutionalized 

• Free-world – 500 decisions a day 

• Incarcerated –   40 decisions a day 

Conditions them to think 

You must be specific with your application 
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Prison Culture 

• Spend time inside

• More than your program – in the pods, barbershop, music room
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The Art of Homiletics

God’s truth 

A truthful sermon, 
applied to today 

the truth of the 
culture and 

congregation 

68

Sermon 

Scriptural Exegesis Congregational Exegesis
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Sermon

69

Scripture Exegesis

Congregation Exegesis
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The Three Big Questions

1. What does this passage mean? 

2. How does this passage fit into God’s Grand Redemptive Story?

 - How does this passage point to Christ? 

3. How does this passage change my life today? 

 - How does this passage help me repent? 

 - How does this passage help me be a living sacrifice? 
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The Goal of every Sermon

• The Gospel
• not the ABC of the Christian life, but the A to Z of the Christian life

• Hope
• They have a place in Christ’s Kingdom

• They are forgotten

• God has a plan to use them for his glory TODAY! 
• Not someday later - if/when they get out

• Comfort, Comfort Ye my People
• God cares about their concerns

71
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Scriptural Exegesis Sermon Outline
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Shame 

• Every aspect of prison is designed to: 
• Dehumanize

• Remind them of the one of the worst 
days of their lives

• Reduce their hope 

• They wear their sin and shame

73

• Preach:
• New Creation

• Biblical Role  

• Imago Di – Honor 
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ACE Trauma 

• Adverse Childhood Experience

74

• Preach:
• Source of sin & trauma

• God as master of time

• God as sovereign, wise

• Forgiveness



CMCA Correctional Ministries Summit | May 17-18, 2024 | Wheaton College, Il

Prison Trauma 

• Crime trauma

• Arrest, interrogation, sentencing

• Prison trauma 

75

• Preach:
• Source of sin & trauma

• God as master of time

• God as sovereign, wise

• Forgiveness
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Guilt  

• They wear their sin

• Overwhelming regret 

76

• Preach:
• Brokenness of all

• Mark 1:41 – Indignation (NIV,NET)

• God as wise

• Romans 8:1 – No Condemnation
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Loneliness  

• Constant façade 

• Miss family

77

• Preach:
• Family of believers 

• Christ as big brother

• Connection
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The Art of Homiletics

MeditateStudy
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The Art of Homiletics

Study
Hermeneutics
Scholarly Commentaries
Full Research 

Prayer
Meditation

Prison Culture
Listening

Relationship
Time in the pod

79

Sermon 

Scriptural Exegesis Congregational Exegesis
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Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

•          Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

•          Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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1) Your habit of Prep & Pray ?

Pray when choosing the passage

Pray when talking with the guys

Pray when studying / prepping

Pray & meditate on the passage for a couple of weeks

Pray before you preach – “I am not qualified, I need  you LORD”

Pray to open the Sermon

Pray during your sermon

Pray at the close of the sermon 
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2) Ministry Theme Verse? 

But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord.

Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to 
give the reason for the hope that you.

But do this with gentleness and respect,

       - 1 Peter 3:15 
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Only the Bible 
Bible with 

Illustrations and 
Application 

Story 
Application

+
Bible Verse 

Inspirational 
Talk 

3) Inspirational Spectrum?

84

?

- Grit - 
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4) Teach or Preach? 

Teaching is transferring facts and knowledge
• Good teaching is Instructional Design
• Adult education Principles

85

Preaching is leading 
a person to repent 
and follow Christ

Great Preaching is both 
teaching and preaching
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5) Sermon Type? 

• Topical 

• Book study – verse by verse 

86
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6) Rotating Chaplains / Prisons ?

• Each on their 
own schedule
• Con: No 

continuity, 
Topics jump all 
around

• Con: It’s easier, 
no challenge 

87

• Rotating through a 
shared schedule
• Pro:  Continuity for the 

Inmates

• Pro:  It makes you a 
better preacher

• Pro: learn to collaborate 
-  same page

• Con: Lockdowns can 
shift the schedule
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6) Rotating Chaplains / Prisons ?

• Repeating / reusing a sermon 
• Iterations improve a sermon 

88
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7) Organize your Sermon?

89

Point A
Point B
Point C
Application

Big Idea
Application

Passage – Meaning – Application
Passage – Meaning – Application
Passage – Meaning – Application
Passage – Meaning – Application
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7) Organize your Sermon?

• 3-point well-outlined Sermon

• Big-Idea Method

• Passage – Meaning – Application

• Wander all over the place with no destination until time is up 

90
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8) Sermon Flow ?

• Scripture Reading

•   Sermon Intro – grab attention, reduce anxiety 

•     Prayer

•       Sermon Message (25-45 minutes)

•     Closing Prayer 

•   Song

•   Final Point

• Benediction – Jude 24-25, Romans 15:13 

91
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9) Educational Level? 

• Wide range of reading levels – 4th grade to Masters 

• Vocabulary

• How abstract?

• How much Bible background detail?

• To whom in the congregation are you preaching? 

92
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10) Preaching Translation?

3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Grade Level 

70% of all incarcerated adults 
reading level below 4th grade  

93
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ERV – Prison Bible
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NLT – Prison Bible

95
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A vernacular translation of Rom 6:23

96
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11) Interaction? 

• Asking Questions

• Allowing Questions
• Clarification

• Vocab Questions

97

• Theological Challenges 
• Pro: address heresy from the power of the pulpit

• Con: can become a public debate

• Con: you set up other chaplains / preachers for trouble
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Concerning Theology

98

Prison is  
petri dish of theology 
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12) Preaching Theology? 

• 1 - Core, Essential theologies

• 2 - Secondary, Denominational Differences

• 3 - Opinions 

Are you a Christian, Protestant, or Denominational Preacher? 

99



Circles of Theology • Essentials, Absolutes, Core
• Clear in Scripture

• Every Christian Tradition agrees 

• The core, must believe, theologies of 
the Christian faith.

• If you don’t believe these, then 
unbeliever, cult, or very poorly 
misled. 

• Convictions
• Less Clear in Scripture 

• Denominational / Personal beliefs 
based on Scripture 

• We can respectfully disagree and still 
have joyful fellowship

• Opinions
• No, or very little, Scriptural direction 

• Our personal preference not based 
on clear Scriptural teaching.

100

Essentials 
Absolutes

Convictions Opinions



(1) 8 Essentials, Absolutes, Core
 

• Scripture is the Word of God – faithful and true

• One God – Three in One – Father, Son, & Holy Spirit

• God created everything (physics, time, matter, all life) from nothing 

• God is all powerful, all knowing, everywhere, and here

• God is the definition of good, wisdom, love, & justice

• Humans live one life, then Judgement - Afterlife

• The Fall – everyone has wandered/sinned and needs salvation

• Salvation only by Grace Through Faith in Christ’s faithfulness
• Christ’s virgin birth, perfect life, death, & resurrection of Christ for salvation

Essentials 
Absolutes

Convictions Opinions

101



(2) Convictions

• Calvinism-Reformed / Arminianism 

       God Chooses Us / We Choose God

• Dispensationalism / Covenant 

• Perseverance of the Saints

       Once Saved Always Saved

       Conditional Salvation 

• Young Earth / Old Earth

• Baptism – who?, mode?, meaning?

• Women Pastor ordination 

• End Times

• Meaning of Communion

• Baptism of the Spirit

• Sign gifts

• Hell-Guilt / kindness in evangelism

• Worship on Saturday / Sabbath

• Tithing

• Bible Translations 

• LGBTQ Marriage, lifestyle, ordination

Essentials 
Absolutes

Convictions
Dogma

Opinions
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(3) Opinions

• Alcohol

• Bible Translations

• Ordination requirements

• Church Government Style

• Worship music style 

• Color of the carpet 

• School building / build a church building

• Expository / Topical sermons

Essentials 
Absolutes

Convictions Opinions

• Sermon Style 

• Best size of church 

• Pastor tucks in his shirt, wears socks

• Method of communion

• Home Church / Organized Church

• Christmas

103
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Concerning Theology

Theology 
- Love 
Noise 

104
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Charitable Orthodoxy

105

1st seminary 
M Div in Chaplaincy
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13) Addressing Sin?

• Discussing Sin - Wandering from God - False Identity

• Everyone Wanders 
• Some to professional careers and wealth 

• Some to a boring 9-5, nagging wife, and beer 

• Some, life goes sideways and they end up with a DOC number 

• Everyone is broken, Everyone will die 
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14) Presenting the Gospel?

• Every sermon?

• When 
• Woven into the Sermon

• Tacked on the end  

• How to invite
• Invite them to talk with you after

• Alter call, raise hands

• Invite them to talk with an incarcerated believer

107
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15) Illustrations?
• From a book? 

• Quote a theologian? 

• Stories from history?

• Art? 

• Your personal stories? 

108
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16) PowerPoint?

Aid or Distraction?

Scripture? 

Amount of Text?

How to get the file into the prison? 
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17) Preaching Morality

• Preach morals 

• Preach gospel? 

• Are you making good people who 
don’t know Jesus? 
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Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

• Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever 

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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Never have I ever… 

112

tried to sound like, 

 or be like, 

  my favorite pastor. 
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Never have I ever… 

113

tried to sound tough. 
Be transparent.
It’s ok to lament.
No one will believe that you’re perfect – don’t try to be.
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Never have I ever… 
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used the pulpit as a personal therapy session. 

The congregation will quickly learn your weakness.
Open to manipulation. 
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Never have I ever… 
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used an 

application or devotional

commentary.



CMCA Correctional Ministries Summit | May 17-18, 2024 | Wheaton College, Il

Never have I ever… 
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used

25¢ words, 

university words, 

adv theology 

words. 
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Never have I ever… 
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bashed another religion. 
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Never have I ever… 
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called out someone for anything negative. 
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Never have I ever… 
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revealed a confidential issue from the pulpit. 
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Never have I ever 

read Scripture 

 & only saw how I might preach this passage.
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Never have I ever 

Used my prison ministry for my personal 
validation or to meet my emotional needs.
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Never have I ever 

thought of an incarcerated person 

as “less than” me. 
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Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

• Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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Public Speaking Practical Tips 

• apologize

• “Bear with me.”

• “Good Morning -- I can’t hear you”
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Public Speaking Practical Tips 

• Put extra effort into your first minute.
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Public Speaking Practical Tips 

Speak more slowly. 

Annunciate your words. 
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Public Speaking Practical Tips 

• Make it easy to follow

• Make clean transitions

• Wrap up the point

• Where are we in the outline

• Introduce the next point

• Always walk through your outline
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Public Speaking Practical Tips 

• Be yourself – Don’t try to sound like anyone else

• Be Yourself – Authentic 

• Be Yourself – More than the words you use is the 
  love and care they see in you

• Be yourself – Let your personality show

• Be Yourself – They love you, not some TV  
   preacher 
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Bible Tips

• Hold your Bible when reading a passage

• Point to the passage

• Use legal pointer strips 

• Working/Preaching Bible
• Not a study Bible

• Large print

• Easy to read font

129



CMCA Correctional Ministries Summit | May 17-18, 2024 | Wheaton College, Il

Public Speaking Practical Tips 

Just Sing
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Public Speaking Practical Tips 

Imposter Syndrome
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Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

• Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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Equipping the Incarcerated 

• Choose a small set of inmate who you think can grow into the role

• Choose a book of the Bible that’s easy to preach

• We picked Philippians

• Study the book

• Learn from videos from the resource list

• Let them practice their intro

• Let them choose the passage/section they want to preach.
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Preaching Behind the Bars 

• Homiletics 

• Homiletics Applied to Prison

• Intentional Decisions

• Never have I ever

• Practical Tips

• Equipping the Incarcerated

• Resources
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Preaching Resources 
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Preaching Resources 
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Preaching Resources 
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Preaching Resources 
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Habakkuk 3

139

Being faithful 
in a hard place 
gives God the 
greatest glory. 
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www.ColoradoCorrectionalMinistriesResourcePage.weebly.com
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