A narrow escape by Rev John Castle

A sermon given on Sunday 26 July 2026
at St John the Baptist Church, Aldenham

Readings: Acts 12:1-17

Introduction: Angels

How do you imagine an angel? Does it have wings and a
halo round its head? In the Bible there’s no instance of the
beings identified as angels having wings, although the
seraphim in Isaiah’s vision certainly do. The Hebrew and
Greek words translated “angel” actually mean “messenger”?.
When sent to human beings, angels always appear in human
form — which is not to say that they actually have that form
in themselves. My guess is that they take human form so as
not to scare the people they are sent to. In our second
reading today, there was no description of the angel’s
appearance, but Peter clearly believed it was an angel that
led him out of Herod’s prison to freedom.

Stories of angels didn’t disappear with the writing of the
Bible. Here’s one from a hundred years ago, but there are
also people today who have also experienced angels.

An angelic deliverance

In the 1920’s a Norwegian missionary called Marie Monson
was working in China.

! Hebrew 7891 (mal’ach), Greek &yyeAog (angelos)
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At that time lawlessness was rife in China, with hordes of
brigands attacking innocent people on the roads and in their
homes. Even the Chinese army were not beyond reproach.
One night the leader of the soldiers promised them that they
could loot a city one night as he had been unable to pay
them for so long. This city housed the headquarters of the
mission for which Marie worked, and she was there that
night. Rumours had been heard that the looting would start
at 10 p.m., but the soldiers were impatient and began at 8
p.m.

Marie and the Chinese Christians with her heard shooting
and shouting all night, but no soldier came to bang on the
door of their compound. However, all through the night,
terrified neighbours kept arriving to take refuge with them.
They climbed into the compound over the walls, each
carrying a little bundle of valuables in case their homes were
burnt to the ground by the soldiers. There were many fires
to be seen around the city and much commotion
everywhere. All night Marie and the Chinese Christians with
her welcomed the fearful neighbours, made them
comfortable and shared with them the peace that only God
can give. The non-believing neighbours saw the difference a
Christian faith made to these people, who had no fear of the
city-wide attack happening all around, which could have
invaded their own compound at any moment. As the bullets
whistled overhead, Marie shared with all of them the
comfort in the words of Psalm 91:5 ‘You will not fear the
terror of the night, nor the arrow that flies by day,’ in her
own words substituting bullets for arrows.
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The following morning, many of the other people who lived
near the compound came to ask who their ‘protectors’ were.
At first Marie was not sure what they meant, until she heard
the same account from so many people that she knew it was
true. They all separately said they had seen three tall foreign
(not Chinese) soldiers standing on the high roof of their
Gospel Hall, one at each end and one in the middle. A fourth
protector was sitting on the porch over the main gate,
keeping watch in every direction. They were there all night,
and all the accounts said they ‘shone’. Neither Marie nor any
of her Christian friends had seen them. Only the non-
believers living nearby had seen these angel protectors, to
convince them that God takes care of all who trust in Him.?

Peter’s story

Today’s New Testament reading contains another
remarkable story. It is a time of persecution for the church in
the Holy Land. It is now 12 to 15 years after the resurrection
of Jesus. Herod Agrippa |, the grandson of Herod the great
and nephew of Herod Antipas, has become King of the
whole of Palestine. The Jewish historian Josephus tells us
that Herod spent many years living in Rome, where he
became friendly with the Roman emperors Caligula and
Claudius. But Jewish sources tell us that when in Palestine,
he made real efforts to win over the Jews, who hated his
family, with displays of piety. Acts chapter 12 opens with an
account of Herod’s persecution of the church, which
included the beheading of James, the brother of John, one of

2 Angels by Hope Price (1993: Pan Books, London), pp 166-167
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the 4 fishermen whom Jesus chose to be apostles. Now
Peter is in prison, expecting to be executed shortly. But the
church are earnest in prayer for him, and even as Peter
sleeps between 2 guards, prayer is being offered in the
house of John Mark’s mother Mary.

Herod knows that Peter, the ringleader of the sect that
became known as the Nazarenes, is an important prisoner,
and his trial and death will bring him (Herod) popularity with
the Jewish religious establishment and those who see the
followers of Jesus as a threat. So he has him securely
guarded, chained to the wall with two chains, and with a
soldier on either side of him in his cell, with further guards
outside the door and further along the corridor. There is no
way, humanly speaking, that Peter can escape.

| wonder what Peter was thinking before he went to sleep
that night. Certainly it appears that he wasn’t kept awake by
worry. Several years had passed since he denied Jesus on
Good Friday morning, and Peter had become used to leading
a group that was subject to sporadic persecution. He'd
come to terms with what Jesus had said about taking up
one’s cross to follow him. | believe he had entrusted himself
and whatever was to come into God’s hands. With the
promise of an eternal future with his Master in heaven, he
could not lose, whether he was killed by Herod or lived to
bear witness to Christ for another day, or however many
years God granted him.

His trust was not misplaced. God still had work for Peter to
do. This was not his time to die. No amount of chains or



guards could prevent God’s angel securing Peter’s escape
from Herod'’s clutches.

God intervenes

What do we make of these 2 stories — both about God’s
intervention to rescue his servants in the face of danger all
around? We might well ask why God didn’t intervene to save
James, or to prevent the Chinese soldiers attacking the
ordinary citizens of the city where the missionary lived? And
in our own lives, why is it that God seems to answer some
prayers and not others? Have you had experiences of God
intervening in your life or those you know? Have you
received the ministry of angels? Often when things turn out
as we had prayed, or better, we are tempted to put it down
to “good luck” or co-incidence?

One thing is clear, both from these stories and from our own
experiences: we cannot predict how God will act, much less
dictate to him. We cannot understand how God is working
in the midst of the apparently random mess of suffering and
injustice in the world, although sometimes when we look
back we can discern his hand at work. But equally, we are
often guilty of taking his blessings of good health, financial
security and so on for granted.

Luke’s purpose in telling this story of Peter’s miraculous
“narrow escape” from death is to show that whatever
difficulties the church faces, both from conflicts within and
from opposition without, God is ultimately in control and
will work his purposes out. The story so far in Acts has
shown the phenomenal success of Pentecost and the
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subsequent growth of the church, the death of Stephen and
the subsequent persecution, the conversion of Saul, the
controversy over Peter’s visit to Cornelius and the challenge
of including Gentiles without making them Jews. There is
more trouble ahead, as well as much growth and blessing.

Today’s account of Peter’s miraculous escape is an example
of God intervening in a specific situation. How do we expect
God to answer our prayers? Are we surprised when he does?
Is it crazy to pray for a miracle, and would we recognise one
if it happened? Are you open to the possibility that God’s
angels might be all around us, unseen but working to protect
us, or appearing to us in disguise, in the form of someone
who gives us advice, or seeks our help? The writer of the
letter to the Hebrews warns:

Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing
that some have entertained angels without knowing it.>

The writer is referring to the three strangers who turn up at
Abraham’s tent and tell him that he and Sarah will have a
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Peter was rescued by the angel because in God’s purposes it
was not his time to die. Are we willing to believe that God
might want to work his purposes out through us and in us?
As we look back over our own lives, and over the life of our
church, can we see God’s hand at work? Will we give him
the credit for the blessings we and the church have
experienced?

3 Hebrews 13:2 NRSV
4 Genesis 18L.1-15



Pray anyway

There’s also a lesson for us here about faith: God often
seems to work in spite of our lack of faith. The story of Peter
coming to the house is frankly comical — the church are
praying for him, but can’t believe it when he shows up at the
door! | wonder what they were saying in their prayers?
What did they expect to happen? Perhaps they hoped that
Peter’s trial the next day would have an unexpected
outcome and he would be released. Certainly they didn’t
expect Peter to turn up on the doorstep that very night!
They would have known the verse from Psalm 34 that says

The angel of the LORD encamps around those who fear him,
and delivers them. °

But they never thought they would see this play out literally.

Perhaps that should be an encouragement to us: don’t not
pray because you think you don’t have enough faith; just
keep on praying anyway!

We can do this on our own or with others. We will soon
starting a monthly prayer meeting. | hope it will be well
attended. Praying with others is a good discipline, and
builds up your own faith.

And there is plenty to pray for, for ourselves and our loved
ones, for our local community, and for the wider world.

We cannot expect to understand the ways of God, or predict
which prayers he will answer, or when, or how. But let’s

3 Psalm 34:7 NRSV



echo confidently the words we read in Paul’s letter to the
Romans:

We know that all things work together for good for those who
love God, who are called according to his purpose.

God has plans for the world. He invites us to become agents
of those plans, both by offering our lives to him, and through
our prayers. Let’s respond to the challenge!



Prayers

The verse | quoted from Hebrews is followed by these
words:

Remember those who are in prison, as though you were in
prison with them; those who are being tortured, as though
you yourselves were being tortured.®

So let’s pray for those who are in prison, both those in our
own country who are serving time for their crimes, and our
brothers and sisters in Christ who are persecuted for their
faith throughout the world.

A prayer for prisoners

Heavenly Father, we pray for those behind bars. In a place
filled with so much danger and uncertainty, guard their
bodies from violence, sickness, and harm. Keep them safe
from those who wish to hurt them, and give them the
wisdom to avoid conflict. Protect their minds from the
constant noise of negativity and from the whispers of
despair and anger that try to poison the soul.

Give them discernment to know which paths to walk and
which people to avoid. Let them feel Your holy angels
standing guard over their cell, their bunk, and every place
they must go.

Above all, protect their spirit from becoming hard and bitter,
and from the darkness that tries to creep in and extinguish
their hope. Let them feel Your mighty presence as their
constant guardian and defender.

% Hebrews 13:3 NRSV



As they reflect on the crimes which have brought them into
prison, give them the courage to look honestly at their past
actions without being completely consumed by them. Soften
their hearts and lead them to a place of true repentance,
and may they experience your love and the power of Jesus’
sacrifice, so that they know that they have been fully and
completely forgiven by their loving Father, and can forgive
themselves. In Jesus’ Name, Amen.

For those persecuted for their faith

We pray for those who are persecuted for being followers of
Jesus.

Almighty God, you promise that neither hardship, nor
distress, nor persecution, or anything else in all creation will
be able to separate us from your love in Christ Jesus our
Lord. Hear our prayers for those who are persecuted for
their faith throughout the world.

Give your church the strength to endure trials and to remain
faithful until the end. Let every persecuted believer feel the
support of the global church praying and standing with
them. Give them the grace to forgive their oppressors and to
respond with love rather than hatred. Soften the hearts of
their persecutors and cause them to encounter Your love
through the faith of those they persecute. And in your great
mercy, deliver all your children from all evil and strengthen
their hope in your everlasting purposes. We make our prayer
through him who gave up his life to set us free, our Saviour
Jesus Christ. Amen.
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