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Last Time - 

• Following Jesus by doing what He would do.
• The People are amazed.
• The Authorities are annoyed.
• The Disciples are imprisoned.

Today’s study looks at another incident in Peter’s life that sort of follows on 
from last time in that it is another time when Peter finds himself in prison.  The 
previous time, after Peter and John had been released they went back to the 
Community and then continued in their mission to spread the Gospel. It seems 
like Peter stayed in Jerusalem, and continued to be the leader of the community. 
However, the community grew and new communities of Followers of the Way 
sprang up in other cities and towns, some nearby, and some outside Palestine 
proper, in Greek (Gentile) areas where there were Jewish communities - Like 
the City of Antioch.

Acts Ch.11 - 12
During this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. One of them, 
named Agabus, stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would 
spread over the entire Roman world. (This happened during the reign of Claudius.) The 
disciples, as each one was able, decided to provide help for the brothers and sisters 
living in Judea. This they did, sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and Saul.

At Antioch the community of ‘Followers of the Way’ were well established and 
growing in an environment free (for the time being) of persecution. They were 
visited by ‘Prophets’ from the Community in Jerusalem. These ‘Prophets’ were 
people who had a gift from God of being able to know what God wanted to say 
to His Church, and that is what they did. The Christian Community at Antioch 
(it was in Antioch the they were first called ‘Christians’ - literally ‘Little Christs’) 
‘Took compassion’ on those who were likely to suffer most from such a famine 
and sent Aid to Jerusalem, where ‘The Elders’ would use it to care for the 
Christian Community there.  The ‘Elders’ were those of the original Disciples 
who remained in Jerusalem.

Those Christians in Antioch were living out the instruction of Jesus when He 
had said - ‘By this they will know that you are my Disciples - that you love one-
another, as I have loved you’ Maybe that is why they were given the name ‘Little 
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Christs’ - because they were living in imitation of the Life of Jesus Christ to 
bring to reality ‘The Kingdom of God’?

These communities of Christians were growing and forming into what we might 
call the ‘Early Church’ and this is the background to what happens next. 

It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the church, 
intending to persecute them. He had James, the brother of John, put to death with the 
sword. When he saw that this met with approval among the Jews, he proceeded to 
seize Peter also. This happened during the Festival of Unleavened Bread. After arresting 
him, he put him in prison, handing him over to be guarded by four squads of four 
soldiers each. Herod intended to bring him out for public trial after the Passover.

Last time, when Peter and John had been arrested following the healing of the 
Lame Man, it was the Religious Rulers who were behind their arrest and trial. 
Now it was the turn of the Political Powers of the day to have a go. The ‘Herod’ 
of this story is probably  Herod Agrippa I who ruled the area under Caesar 
Gaius. 

He was the third King Herod of the era, and had a similar reputation to those 
who went before him! He had obviously heard about the growing exploits of 
the Apostles and other Followers, and maybe he saw a chance to ingratiate 
himself with the Religious Leaders of the Jews by using his power and deputised 
authority to deal with the threat both parties perceived might come about if 
this new Christian Sect were to grow! So, for no reason we are given, Herod 
has James and others arrested, and James he then had beheaded. 

Beheading was seen in those days as a sort of immediate justice meted out to 
the ruffians, thieves and violent perpetrators for whom any formal Justice 
process was deemed to honourable! 

When Herod saw that this pleased the ‘Jews’ he went on to arrest the leader of 
the Community, Peter himself. This was just before the Feast of Unleavened 
Bread’ - i.e. The Passover, which for Peter at least, and for many others too I 
suspect, would be very pertinent!

The writer of Acts, (Luke) we already know, was capable of putting together his 
story in a way whereby each bit of the tale speaks to what else happens, both 
before and afterwards. It is quite deliberate. So, we have here first the story 
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about the Christians in Antioch living the Kingdom. Now we see this story is set 
at the same time of the year as the Passion of Christ! 

Herod too maybe remembered that previous Passover season and what 
happened afterwards and was not prepared to risk riots and upset, so he keeps 
Peter ‘On Ice’ as it were, until after the religious season is past and he can make 
a suitable spectacle for Peter’s 
demise. 

So Peter was kept in prison, but the 
church was earnestly praying to God 
for him.
The night before Herod was to bring 
him to trial, Peter was sleeping 
between two soldiers, bound with two 
chains, and sentries stood guard at 
the entrance. Suddenly an angel of the 
Lord appeared and a light shone in 
the cell. He struck Peter on the side 
and woke him up. ‘Quick, get up!’ he 
said, and the chains fell off Peter’s 
wrists.
Then the angel said to him, ‘Put on 
your clothes and sandals.’ And Peter did so. ‘Wrap your cloak round you and follow me,’ 
the angel told him. Peter followed him out of the prison, but he had no idea that what 
the angel was doing was really happening; he thought he was seeing a vision. They 
passed the first and second guards and came to the iron gate leading to the city. It 
opened for them by itself, and they went through it.  When they had walked the length 
of one street, suddenly the angel left him.

The Powers of Darkness have made their plans and Herod has made special 
arrangements to ensure that this time nothing spoils those plans! Peter is 
chained to two guards, one on each hand, and there are two more, probably one 
either side of the cell door, with two more shifts of four allocated as well on 8 
hour shifts, to make sure that these soldiers don’t get overtired and fall asleep - 
all for one passive prisoner who is so relaxed about it all that he sleeps soundly 
between his minders. I wonder whether Herod or the Soldiers slept as well that 
night?
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Echoes again of that Passover a few years before come as an Angel appears on 
the scene, bathing all in Heavenly light! Once again those set to guard the cell 
(or the tomb!) fall into a stupefying sleep from which nothing will rouse them! 

But Peter remains fast asleep as well.  The Angel has to dig him in the ribs to 
rouse the sleeping Apostle. Even then Peter remains where he is, on the floor. 
“Get up!” urges the Angel, so Peter staggers to his feet and stands there, 
blinking uncomprehendingly back at this apparition! So relaxed had Peter been 
the evening before that he had taken off his outer garment and his shoes so as 
to sleep more 
comfortably. He 
has to be told, 
stage by stage, as 
we would a child - 
‘fasten your belt, 
put your shoes on, 
get your coat (and 
have you got your 
P.E. kit?!?!?)’ - “and 
now follow me!” 

And out they go, 
past the sleeping 
soldiers, along the 
corridors and to 
the ‘Iron Gates’ 
Now Iron gates’ to us are normal, but in Jerusalem 2000 years ago it is likely 
that such gates were only found in one or two places, and were as much a 
statement of dominance as an actual barrier. Rome put you in the prison and 
only Rome will let you out! Or so they think… 

Then Peter came to himself and said, ‘Now I know without a doubt that the Lord has 
sent his angel and rescued me from Herod’s clutches and from everything the Jewish 
people were hoping would happen.’
When this had dawned on him, he went to the house of Mary the mother of John, also 
called Mark, where many people had gathered and were praying. Peter knocked at the 
outer entrance, and a servant named Rhoda came to answer the door. When she 
recognised Peter’s voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without opening it and 
exclaimed, ‘Peter is at the door!’
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Rhoda the servant girl doesn’t get the best press in 
this bit of the story, but then again, neither do the 
rest of the Apostles and Disciples! 

Slowly it dawns upon Peter 
that this was no dream, but 
that God had indeed set him 
free. Having past out 
through the Iron Gates of 
Prison, he arrives at a much more friendly set of 
gates, those of the garden of the house of Mary.  (This 
Mary is mother of John Mark, who many believe was the 
‘Young man’ who was seen fleeing away naked, leaving 
his coat behind, when Jesus was arrested in the garden 
at Gethsemane) There, so Peter hopes, he will find 
safety and friends. So he knocks on the door.
Inside the house the Community is at prayer.  This 
is something they did daily, along with listening to the 
Apostles’ Teaching and going to Worship at the Temple. 
But this was special! They had been there all night, praying. 
Probably praying for Peter, certainly praying about Peter and his situation. Maybe 
even for his release! Rhoda, one of the house servants, goes to the door to 
answer it, looks through the grating hatch on the door and hears and partially 
sees who is outside in the street, and slams the hatch back shut and goes 
inside!!!!!

‘You’re out of your mind,’ they told her. When she kept insisting that it was so, they said, 
‘It must be his angel.’

How many of our prayers do we make and say without ever really owning their 
outcome? Rhoda knows what she had seen and heard, and like the Women on 
the Day of Resurrection, she reports it to the Disciples and is regarded as 
talking rubbish! This time there is no Peter to run to the Tomb and see whether 
there is any truth in it! And so they go back to their prayer, or try to, if Rhoda 
will let them! 

So they tell her it is ‘His Angel’ Now in those days there was a belief - a sort of 
folk tradition, - that everyone had a sort of celestial Double, their guardian angel, 
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who could look and sound just like you. So maybe, they thought, this is Peter’s 
Angel on his way to a better place!

But Peter kept on knocking, and when they opened the door and saw him, they were 
astonished. Peter motioned with his hand for them to be quiet and described how the 
Lord had brought him out of prison. ‘Tell James and the other brothers and sisters 
about this,’ he said, and then he left for another place.

But Rhoda keeps insisting it is true, and the ‘Angel’ at the door will not go away. 
Eventually they open the gate and find Peter there, and of course, now there is 
great joy. 

But Peter is not going to stay around. Soon there would be a search for him. If 
he were found it would not go well for Peter, and neither would it go well for 
whoever’s home he was found in. So Peter, like Jesus did with the Women who 
met Him that first Easter Day, gives the group a message for James and the 
others (Probably James the brother of Jesus and his family) and then Peter goes 
away, and we hear nothing of him again until he comes some time later, back to 
Jerusalem - but that is another story!

In the morning, there was no small commotion among the soldiers as to what had 
become of Peter. 

Again, the story mirrors the story of the Resurrection. Confusion reigns! Who is 
to blame for this? How could a man bound to two Soldiers and guarded by 
others in a locked and gated prison get out, without anyone seeing how? They 
go to the King and have some explaining to do! 

After Herod had a thorough search made for him and did not find him, he cross-
examined the guards and ordered that they be executed.

And Herod listens to what they say, but has a problem. Last time the soldiers 
were bribed to tell a lie, but it didn’t work! Too many people were involved for 
the truth not to come out. So this time there would be no witnesses!

Then Herod went from Judea to Caesarea and stayed there. He had been quarrelling 
with the people of Tyre and Sidon; they now joined together and sought an audience 
with him. After securing the support of Blastus, a trusted personal servant of the king, 
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they asked for peace, because they depended on the king’s country for their food 
supply.
On the appointed day Herod, wearing his royal robes, sat on his throne and delivered a 
public address to the people. They shouted, ‘This is the voice of a god, not of a man.’ 
Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck 
him down, and he was eaten by worms and died.

This little cameo on the end of our story points back to beginning. In Antioch 
the Christian Community hear about the famine and are generous to a fault in 
their reaction. Herod, whose responsibility it was to ensure that the populace 
were fed, creates a famine to punish those he has a grudge against! The contrast 
between the Community of Christ and the Community of the Powers of this 
World is stark! 

Herod, in all his finery and royal power, sits on his throne and accepts the 
adulation of the people who he has forced to come and beg for his help, setting 
himself in the place of God. He abuses and abases the poor, raising himself to 
the heights of Deity, and yet, in that very moment, is held to account for his 
actions!

But the word of God continued to spread and flourish.

By contrast, the very thing that both Herod on the political side, and the ‘Jews’ 
and their religious leaders hope to halt and destroy, is blessed by God and 
flourishes. 

Next time - 

Peter learns a lesson

If you can, before then, read - Matthew chapter 
15 verses 21 to 28.
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