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GATEWAY CHURCH NORTHUNBERLAND  

17.4.16 

Peter in Prison – Joss Bray 

We’ve started to look at Peter on Sundays. So last week we heard about 

Peter’s revelation recorded in Matthew 16 that Jesus was the Christ – 

the son of the living God – an amazing statement. 

We heard that Jesus called Peter a rock who would become 

foundational in the church, and that the church is built on Jesus as the 

bedrock – the ultimate foundation. Why was that? – well, precisely 

because of what was revealed to Peter – that Jesus was the Christ, the 

Messiah – which means anointed one – a king or a priest. In his case, 

he was both, and he was also the saviour of the world – as well as being 

the son of God. 

It was a huge deal – and not to be taken lightly. On this revelation, this 

truth, the whole of the church through the ages has been built. Without it, 

there is no church.  

So Peter had had quite an exciting time before the events that we are 

going to look at today.  

He had been a close disciple of Jesus, then he had denied even 

knowing him but he had been restored again by Jesus personally, he 

had seen and performed many miracles, he had had visions, he been 

filled with the Spirit, he done a lot of public speaking, he had been fully 

part of the early church family with all its ups and downs, he had been 

persecuted and jailed by the authorities at least twice, been up in court, 

been flogged, seen close friends being killed and the church persecuted 

and scattered.  

He then saw the results of the amazing conversion of Saul who had 

been responsible for much of that persecution. He had also had another 

significant revelation that changed the whole course of the church - that 

was that Christianity wasn’t only for the Jews but for everyone else too.  

Wow – what a life. Anyone who says Christianity is boring should take 

note – and we should take note! 

Anyway – there was more – we are not even halfway thorough Acts. 

So let’s look at Acts 12 v1-17: 
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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. 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 around 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. 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 recognized Peter’s voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without opening it 

and exclaimed, “Peter is at the door!” “You’re out of your mind,” they told her. When 

she kept insisting that it was so, they said, “It must be his angel.” 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.  

So there are some important things to note and think about here.  

Prison was a fact of life for the early church.  

Believers were dragged off and put into prison quite a lot. In particular, 

back in Acts 5 we read about the apostles being put in the public jail. We 

can perhaps imagine what that was like – or perhaps not. Prison was an 

occupational hazard of being a Christian – and in some countries it still 

is. It may become the same in this country if more laws are passed that 

mean we have to make a decision between obeying God and obeying 

man.  

In fact, in Acts 5, they were miraculously released from prison. I don’t 

think this was the norm though. Many Christians were put in jail – there 

are very few accounts of miraculous releases – but that’s not the point.   
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God had plans that needed them to be out at that particular time. God 

always has plans – we can be sure of that – even when we have no idea 

what they are. At that point, the apostles needed to be out preaching in 

the temple courts, and God sorted it so they could do that.  

So during Passover, Herod has Peter put into jail because he was a 

populist politician. He had pleased the people by killing James – and his 

plan was to do the same to Peter after a “trial” – which we can only 

assume would have been rigged. And Peter knew that as well. 

But by Acts 12, the authorities had learnt a thing or two. Notice that now 

there were four squads of four soldiers guarding Peter – 16 soldiers!! I 

don’t think that this was the usual staffing levels in a “public jail” - not 

then and certainly not now! So this was a high security situation – they 

must have deemed Peter as a high escape risk. The authorities had 

seen what God could do and they weren’t going to let Him do it again.  

So – here’s the situation - one soldier either side of Peter, attached to 

him we assume with a chain each, and 2 soldiers guarding the cell door. 

Then every 6 hours, the squad would be relieved and fresh soldiers 

would take over. No chance of escape then – you would think. 

Well, Peter wasn’t really expecting it either was he – in fact he was 

asleep. In contrast to Paul and Silas in prison in Acts 16, he was 

slacking. Around midnight, Paul and Silas were praying and singing 

hymns to God and the other prisoners were listening to them – not that 

they had much choice probably. But Peter was asleep – fair enough – 

and he was on his own - possibly lonely and possibly miserable.  

It’s good to know that God can act when we don’t expect it - when we 

are asleep and not even praying and even if we are miserable and 

lonely! That’s very reassuring.  

However – the church was praying! Peter belonged to a praying 

community. They cared – they prayed together. They were together.  

We don’t know what they praying. Do you think they were praying for his 

miraculous release? Perhaps not as they didn’t believe it when it 

happened. Does that remind us of ourselves? Do we pray expecting 

God to answer – even if it’s not what we expect? We should. They 

maybe weren’t praying for what God had in mind to do – but that didn’t 

matter – God did it anyway! They were astonished – lets prepare to be 

astonished too – even if the news is delivered through the most unlikely 

person – let’s hear it for Rhoda!  
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A through the gate ministry 

So – what actually happened? – Well, here we have the second 

example of a through the gate ministry. The first recorded one was Acts 

5 as we mentioned where an angel opened the gates of the prison and 

let the apostles out so they could preach in the temple.   

Through the gate work is very important in prisons and we need a lot 

more of it. People are supported inside a prison right through to release, 

then they are met at the gate and taken wherever they need to go then 

supported in living outside.  

Here we see the angel doing a great job. He is in there with him in the 

prison, he encourages him - by nudging him awake and telling him what 

to do, he prepares him for release – “put your clothes on”, he personally 

escorted him through the gates and even down the road until he was 

sure that Peter could stand on his own two feet as it were.   

Then what happened? – Peter had the support and love of the church – 

the family that God had been building up. This sort of support is really 

important to many people leaving prison. 

What can we learn as a church and how does that relate to prison 

and prisoners now? 

As we know, we, the church here, have had quite a lot to do with 

prisons. Together we have experience of being in prison as prisoners, as 

well as working in prisons, visiting people in prisons, supporting people 

who are visiting prisoners, and supporting people who have been in 

prison. We have a big prison on our doorstep – and 6 others in the North 

East. 

These are things God has put on our hearts as he is building us together 

and as a church we are keen to get involved more. It is part of our vision 

to serve the community – and that includes prisoners and ex-prisoners – 

a group of people often forgotten. And it’s not just the prisoners, but 

people who work in prison that we want to support – and especially 

those with an overtly Christian ethos and message. 

Why is that then? These are my personal thoughts -  

In the last year when I have been working in prisons, my preconceptions 

have changed. I have found that it’s not really about bars and cell doors. 

They aren’t the biggest issue that most prisoners have. It’s not really 

about being locked up. 
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The real prison for them is their lives. They often have difficult 

beginnings then make unwise decisions and suffer the consequences – 

they spiral into a way of life that keeps them in a living prison. They can’t 

get out without help. They know deep down that they are trapped but 

don’t know how to change their lives. 

In fact – they are like everyone else outside – and like we used to be. 

Without hope, without a future and weighed down with sin and missing 

out on knowing God as a loving Father who wants to restore them and 

give them new life. They need the good news – the Gospel of Jesus – 

they need the kingdom of God in their lives – they need to be set free. 

Galatians 5 says that “it is for freedom that Christ has set us free” – 

When we are reconciled and reunited in a relationship with God, our 

heavenly Father through Jesus his Son – that is when we are free. We 

are not governed by the sinful desires and influences that we were 

slaves to. Yes – we do sin and take wrong turnings, but the amazing 

thing is that when we know God as Father, and Jesus as Lord – then we 

have unlimited forgiveness. Forgiveness that is paid for by Jesus 

personally. Forgiveness that never runs out. A future that is never in 

doubt. A hope that will never fail.  

And what’s more, we have the power to change – We can be filled by 

the same spirit that Peter was, the same power that broke the chains, 

that opened the cell door, that took him all the way out of that prison - 

that same power that raised Jesus from the dead. This Holy Spirit of 

God changes lives – we know that for ourselves, and we want everyone 

else to know it too. 

Let’s hear what Jesus had to say in Luke 4: 

Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about him spread 

through the whole countryside. He was teaching in their synagogues, and everyone 

praised him. He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the 

Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 

and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the 

place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed 

me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the 

prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim 

the year of the Lord’s favour.”  

So this year – let’s do the same as Jesus. Let’s proclaim the year of the 

Lord’s favour, lets proclaim this good news, let’s make a difference by 

the mighty the power of God who sets people free. 


