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The Life
of the
Apostle
Peter
Part One - Peter Before Pentecost
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We live around 2 000 years after the times of Jesus and Peter and the rest of
the Disciples, and the World has changed a lot since then.
In what ways are we products of our World?…

What might Peter find very different today?

What might Peter find familiar today?…

In the Book of Acts we first meet Peter as one of the Eleven Disciples and
already something of a spokesperson for them. He was the main driver behind
the appointment of Matthias as the replacement 12th. Disciple. Then, on the Day
of Pentecost, it is Peter who stands up and delivers the first Christian Sermon.
He has a mastery of the Old Testament Law and Prophets, and seems to have
leadership abilities too. But…
What do we know about this ‘Peter’? I wonder… Who was he?…
Where and when do we first meet him?
Read - John chapter 1 verses 40 to 42…
So his name was not Peter to start with - it was,…
And his father was called?… (See Matthew 16;17)
And his brother was called,…
And Peter had a family - Read - Matthew chapter 8 verses 14 to and 15…
And the two brothers were both disciples of Jesus. Jesus called them to follow
Him, and they did - which sounds odd to us, but maybe not to them.
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What do we know abut Peter’s world?…
First century Palestine was an essentially Jewish world. It was the time of the
Jewish Sect we might know as the ESSENES - The group who for some
reason had hidden many of their scrolls and writings in clay jars in caves in the
mountainous desert. These scrolls were of all sorts, but some were copies of
the Jewish Scriptures and they became known as the Dead Sea Scrolls. So we
might think that these people were the Jews proper, but in fact they were a
group who separated themselves off from society and were regarded by most
Jews as being at least a bit odd! They thought that only they had the truth
proper.

In the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John we are introduced to some
other religious groups who were around then.
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First there were the
Pharisees. The Pharisees
are known to everybody from
the New Testament where
they enjoy a very negative
press. They clearly are seen as
the opponents of Jesus and
"the bad guys.” They seem to
have been a scholarly group or
a group of Jews who, as
Josephus the historian says, had
a reputation as the most
meticulous observers of the
ancestral laws. So here is a
group which claim expertise in
understanding the Torah of
Moses (The Law) and claimed
expertise in the observance of
the laws. And apparently most
Jews were prepared to accept
that claim.... They started with
the best of intentions. The Law
was ‘Good’ and given by God
for the People’s benefit, so the Pharisees were set up to teach about it and to
help to ensure People kept the Law. But they had a reputation for being more
interested in seeing that others kept the Law than in doing good.
Then there were the Sadducees. These were the opponents of the
Pharisees, of course, who were no less pious than the Pharisees, but the
Sadducees did not believe in the authoritative nature of the ancestral laws. What
did the Sadducees do then, exactly, we don't really know. Except the Sadducees
apparently had a great deal of following among the well-to-do, among the
priestly classes, and seem to have been characterised primarily by two things.
One, they opposed the Pharisees and two, they denied belief in the resurrection
of the dead, a belief that the Pharisees espoused and the Sadducees denied. And
this, of course, made the Sadducees famous as we see very clearly in the New
Testament passages where the only thing in the gospels you know about the
Sadducees is basically that they deny the belief in the resurrection.
Which is why they were “Sad, you see!”
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Not forgetting the Scribes! These were trained in the Torah and its
interpretation. They were responsible for ensuring that the Scrolls needed for
Worship were accurate and without mistakes or errors. They preserved the
meaning and accuracy of the Law that the Pharisees claimed to be so good at
keeping, so often were found together ‘…the Scribes and the Pharisees…’
And of course, the Politicians - The Herodians. Rome did allow the
troublesome Jews a fair
degree of self rule, and
there was a Puppet
King, Herod, and those
who supported him
politically. Usually
looking after nothing
more than their own
interests and bankbalances, they were a
dangerous lot full of
intrigue and not above
‘doing away’ with
those who got in their
way. An unlikely but
common alliance here
was with the ruling High Priestly party, especially where Jesus was concerned!
Then were the others!… One of Jesus’ Disciples was called ‘Simon the
Zealot!’ and the exclamation mark was for real!!!! These were a group who
had had enough of being ruled over by the Romans. They were fed up of waiting
for the God of the Pharisees to come and do something about their plight, and
were taking things into their own hands via a program of protests and direct
action’ as we would say today. There were others too, like the Sicarri, who
probably didn’t like the Zealots, but had a similar agenda. Neither party liked
anyone who seemed to be collaborating with the Roman Rulers. Both probably
had Political factions too, who used slogans and rhetoric to raise the rabble, and
there were very likely various criminal elements at work too - those who seek
to make profit from the violence of the politics of the day.
Worship centred around the rebuilt Temple in Jerusalem, but on a dayto-day basis most folk’s centre of worship would be the local Synagogue. This
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was a meeting place for worship, teaching and also probably for a variety of
Community events too. Not all Synagogues were the same by all accounts. Some
were led by those at the extremes of the Religious Spectrum of the day, but
others were more ‘Liberal’ and less politically motivated.

The Temple

A First Century Synagogue
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And then there was everyone else!… Plain, simple, ordinary folk who
were (more or less) good Jews and who made up the vast majority of the
population. Like our own societies, there would be a wide variation of Faith
amongst the ordinary people, but according to most records, the ordinary Jew
was in fact quite pious. They would keep the Law as best they could, especially
the Food Laws and the keeping of the Sabbath. In Peter’s case, when God told
him to ‘Rise, kill and eat’ animals that the Jews regarded as ‘Unclean’, Peter
answers God ‘I have never eaten anything that is unclean!’ A bold statement to
make to God unless you are very sure that you have kept the Law in every way!
The main influence on their everyday life outside their Faith was without doubt
the fact of the Roman Occupation! They were surrounded by evidence of it.
Probably soldiers on every corner in places like Jerusalem, and we know there
were Roman Army Billets along the main roads.

If a Roman Soldier asked you to, you were required to carry his pack along
the road for a mile, and of course, there were the Taxes!!! One way Rome
exercised its power and kept it was by keeping its subjects poor through the
levying of Taxes. Taxes when buying and selling. Taxes for growing crops, and for
transporting them. Taxes for the maintenance of Peace.
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And finally, this was very much the Age of the Rabbi! And they
were to become very important in our story of Peter!!
Rabbis were a fairly new phenomenon. They came in many sizes, shapes and
persuasions, but in the main were characterised by a rejection of most current
religious thinking, especially where there was evidence of Hypocrisy and overcomplication. Their emphasis was on a return to the simplicity of the Jewish
Faith, and an appeal to follow a simple and ‘better’ way. They taught about God
as Loving and as Father, and led by example, not by dictate.

A Rabbi needed a following, and usually this following was made up of those
who came to the Rabbi to ask to become a member of the group and maybe
after a test of some sort, they were accepted. TheRabbi would teach this group
and often give them a special prayer to use. Usually the followers would do so
for a couple of years and then go back home and continue their lives, hopefully
better for the Rabbi’s teachings.
But Jesus, who was recognised as a Rabbi, called those who He wanted to
follow him, which is where we started Peter’s story, isn’t it!
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