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O P E N I N G  P R AY E R 

A reading from the First Letter of St. Peter:
“But even if you do suffer for righteousness’ sake, you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, 
nor be troubled, but in your hearts reverence Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to make 
a defense to any one who calls you to account for the hope that is in you, yet do it with 
gentleness and reverence; and keep your conscience clear, so that, when you are abused,  
those who revile your good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.”  —1 Peter 3:14-16

Heavenly Father, thank you for sending your only Son to draw all people back to yourself. 
Not only did you rescue your firstborn, Israel, but you opened your family to the Gentiles. 
Now, we can all be heirs to your Kingdom. God, give us a heart like yours—one that desires 
for each and every person to personally know your love and forgiveness. Help us to have the 
obedience, faith, and courage of Peter and to share the good news of Christ in our families, 
our neighborhoods, and in our world. In Jesus Christ’s name we pray. Amen.

St. Peter, pray for us.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Peter was raised to be a faithful Jew. In the light of Jesus’ teaching, however, he has to 
reconsider numerous things he once thought settled. For example, the Temple was expected 
to last forever, but Jesus prophesied its destruction. The Messiah was expected to unshackle 
the Jews from Roman slavery and reestablish the kingdom of David, but instead, Jesus 
offered freedom from slavery to sin and an eternal Kingdom greater than David’s. Instead 
of the glory of a throne, Jesus was glorified on a Cross.   

Now, as the head of the Church, Peter will be led by Jesus to the city of Joppa, where he will 
yet again be called to reconsider and deepen his understanding. What he learns has lessons 
for us all. 
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C o n n e C t
 

1. Were you ever faced with a choice to do the right thing, but knew you’d be criticized by 
others?  What helped you to do what was right anyway? How did you handle what others said 
about your decision?  

2. Have you ever looked back on your life and realized how often seemingly random events and 
encounters later seemed to fit together like pieces to a puzzle? Think of an event in your life that 
seemed to have no obvious purpose but later led to something important. 

  

WAT C H  V I D E O 
The following is a brief outline of the topics covered in the video teaching. 

I. Joppa and Caesarea Maritima
A.  Peter stays in Joppa after raising Tabitha 

from the dead.
B.  “At Caesarea there was a man named 

Cornelius, a centurion of what was 
known as the Italian Cohort, a devout 
man who feared God with all his house-
hold, gave alms liberally to the people, 
and prayed constantly to God”  
(Acts 10:1-2).
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II. Peter’s Vision (Acts 10:9-16)
  A.  God reveals to Peter that the Kosher 

laws, and thus the separation of Israel 
from the other nations, are no longer 
necessary

  B.  Othonē
 C.  Origin of the kosher laws–  

Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy

III. The Gentile Pentecost (Acts 10:34-48)
 A.  Cornelius and his household are the first 

Gentiles to enter the New Covenant
 B.  Peter saw the vision as a metaphor: if 

the animals are no longer unclean, then 
the people are no longer unclean

 
IV. Peter bar Jonah
 A.  Joppa only mentioned once in the Old 

Testament–the prophet Jonah
 B.  Jesus intended all along for Peter to go 

to Rome as Jonah went to Nineveh, to 
preach to the capital of the enemy of 
Israel

V.  The Bridge from Jerusalem to Rome  
(Acts 12:18-19)

 A. Peter is recapitulating the life of Jesus
 B.  Peter is freed from prison and escapes 

from Herod Agrippa to Caesarea
  1.  Scripture and tradition fit together 

beautifully from here
   2.  Cornelius and Senator Pudens, 

Santa Pudenciana (2 Timothy 4:21)

  

Peter bar Jonah: How Peter Came to Rome
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D i s C u s s

1. What is the significance of Peter’s choice to travel to the port city of Joppa? What are the
similarities and differences in Peter and Jonah’s experiences in the city of Joppa?

2. When Peter arrives at Cornelius’ home, he finds more than just Cornelius there to hear his
message. As a result, many are baptized and come to faith. How is Cornelius a model for
evangelization?  What qualities did Cornelius likely possess to bring so many with him to Christ? 

3.  Kosher laws caused division between the Jews and the Gentiles. In what ways are Christians
divided from those who are not Christian? How might those divisions be resolved? What keeps
you from sharing your faith? How might Peter be an example to us of stepping out in faith?   

4. Dr. Gray shows from Scripture the links between Peter and Cornelius, Pudens’ name
appearing in 2 Timothy 4:21, and the Tradition of Peter’s time in Rome. How might we be
inspired when Scripture, history and Tradition intersect? How does understanding the history
of the early Church affect your faith?

5. The Catechism beautifully explains the relationship between Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture.
Read the following quote. Have you ever thought about that description of Scripture? How does the
relationship between Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition impact your faith? 
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Peter bar Jonah: How Peter Came to Rome

“So then, brethren stand firm and hold to the traditions which you were taught by us, either by word of 
mouth or by letter.”            —2 Thessalonians 2:15

“‘Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture, then, are bound closely together, and 
communicate one with the other. For both of them, flowing out from the same divine 
well-spring, come together in some fashion to form one thing, and move towards the 
same goal.’ Each of them makes present and fruitful in the Church the mystery of 
Christ, who promised to remain with his own ‘always, to the close of the age’. ‘Sacred 
Scripture is the speech of God as it is put down in writing under the breath of the 
Holy Spirit.’ ‘And [Holy] Tradition transmits in its entirety the Word of God which 
has been entrusted to the apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit. It transmits 
it to the successors of the apostles so that, enlightened by the Spirit of truth, they may 
faithfully preserve, expound and spread it abroad by their preaching.’” —CCC 80–81

C L O S I N G  P R AY E R 

Father God, we thank and praise you that your love and forgiveness reach beyond our human 
borders and pride. Give us new hearts like yours, full of mercy, so that we can be a part of your 
plan to open your family to all people. Fill us with your spirit of joy as we follow you to bring 
the Gospel to all the world. In Jesus Christ’s name we pray. Amen.

St. Peter, pray for us.

FOR FURTHER READING
Moses Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed (Empire Books, 2013)

 

 

“Do your best to come before winter. Eubulus sends greetings to 
you, as do Pudens and Linus and Claudia and all the brethren.”

—2 Timothy 4:21
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  C o m m i t – DAY 1
  The City of Caesarea Maritima

As we travel with Peter on his ministry journey after Pentecost, we are introduced to a new 
city—Caesarea Maritima. Not only is this location significant because of Peter’s divinely directed 
encounter with Cornelius and presentation of the Gospel to the Gentiles, but it will later be the port 
city from which both Peter and Paul sail to Rome.    

Caesarea Maritima, which means 
“Caesarea by the Sea,” was a port city 
built by Herod the Great and dedicated 
to Caesar Augustus. Construction began 
around 22 BC and took a decade to 
complete. The entire coastline of Israel has 
only one natural harbor, located along the 
northern coastline at modern-day Haifa, 
but this did not deter Herod from spending 
ten years building the first artificial harbor 
in the world further south at Caesarea. 
According to Josephus, this port’s capacity 
to accommodate 300 ships made it larger 
than that of Athens at Piraeus. 

The harbor was an engineering triumph of its day. Herod’s engineers floated huge barges filled 
with volcanic ash out to a determined location. The barges were then sunk, allowing the ash 
and water to harden as concrete on the sea floor. These blocks, some nearly 40-by-50 feet, were 
placed one upon another to form huge breakwaters lined with warehouses for the shipping trade. 
A lighthouse, whose fires burned 24 hours a day, stood at the end of the breakwater. Enormous 
bronze statues marked treacherous sandbars. 

Herod spared nothing in the construction of the city of Caesarea, which was built like a model 
Greco-Roman city. Laid out on a grid of paved streets, the city included a forum, theatre, temples, 
public baths, and an underground sewage system. A marvelous hippodrome was created along the 
shore so that spectators could watch competitions with the Mediterranean Sea in the background. 
Every five years the city hosted gladiatorial games, sports competitions, and performances. The 
lack of fresh water in Herod’s new city required a lengthy aqueduct built on arches to bring water 
from springs at the base of Mount Carmel nearly ten miles away. Herod put that water to use in his 
near-Olympic-sized pool, one aspect of his elaborate palace. However, the focal point of Caesarea 
was a magnificent temple dedicated to Augustus. Raised upon its platform just off the port, the 
grand temple greeted all who traveled to the city. 

Caesarea, 1st century AD © Balage Balogh / Art Resource, NY
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Peter bar Jonah: How Peter Came to Rome

During Herod’s time, Caesarea boasted a 
population of over 100,000 spread over 164 acres. 
Its location and amenities made it one of the 
busiest ports in the Mediterranean and thus the 
Roman Empire. Caesarea became the major trade 
junction between the East and the West.

From around 13 BC Caesarea was the civil and 
military capital of the province of Judea, making 
it the official residence of the Roman governors. 
Important and influential political figures of the 
time lived in the palace Herod had meticulously 
designed with every comfort they could want. We often think of Pontius Pilate as living in Jerusalem. 
But while he would have traveled there for Jewish feast days as a deterrent to insurrectionists. Pilate 
actually spent most of his time in Caesarea. Acts 23-24 recounts Paul’s escape from Jerusalem after 
attempts on his life, and his appearance before the Roman governor Felix in Caesarea. 

As the military capital, Caesarea was the headquarters of the Roman legions stationed in this 
area of the empire. Rome assigned put a unit of its own legion, the Italian Cohort, in Caesarea 
because of its strategic location, tasking them to guard the sizable tariff money collected at 
the port. It was just such an assignment that would have brought Cornelius to Judea. 

It would take several centuries to reduce the city to ruin. An earthquake in 130 AD in 
Caesarea severely damaged the harbor. Caesarea’s port continued to be used for trading, but 
in an increasingly limited fashion. During the Byzantine period, the city’s Roman temple was 
replaced with a splendid octagonal Christian church. In the 7th century Muslims invaded the 
city, replacing the church with a mosque. Crusaders reclaimed the city for a short period in 
the 12th and 13th centuries, but their defeat combined with the razing of the city’s fortifications 
and the silting in of the harbor, the city’s inhabitants dwindled away.

Archeologists began exploring the ruins of the port and 
city in 1873. Modern excavations began in 1945. Numerous 
historical artifacts have been discovered since then, including 
the “Pontius Pilate Stone,” which provides evidence of 
Pilate’s title and proof that he was present in Judea during 
Jesus’ time on earth. Today, Caesarea Maritima is a national 
park on the Israeli coastline.

Spend some time reflecting about how our faith can be 
strengthened by the convergence of the Scriptural narrative, 
history, and Catholic tradition. The broad tapestry of events 
demonstrates the meticulous craftsmanship of a Creator 
who is greater than any one component. Take a moment to 
journal your thoughts about this truth: the God over history 
yearns to be in a relationship with you—to love you, guide 
you, and bring you into the fullness of his plans.

Ruins of an ancient city Caesaria. Israel, aqueduct  
© Bragin Alexey / Shutterstock.com

Caesaria’s National Park 
© Sergey Karpov/ Shutterstock.com
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   C o m m i t – DAY 2
  The Priestly Office of Apostle 

As the author of both a gospel and Acts, St. Luke recounts the works done by Jesus during his 
earthly ministry, followed by those done in his name by Peter and the Apostles. Look up the 
following passages. What miracles are performed by both Jesus and then Peter? 

Jesus Peter

John 5:1-9 - Acts 3:1-10 -

Luke 4:40 - Acts 5:15-16 -

Luke 8:49-56 - Acts 9:37-43 - 

Jesus left his Church on earth to lead many to faith through preaching and miracles. From the 
opening chapter of St. Luke’s account in Acts, it becomes clear that Christianity would not be 
limited to the geographical confines of Jerusalem.

After raising Tabitha from the dead, Peter remains at the house of Simon the tanner in Joppa, 
a town on the Mediterranean coast of Judea.  Peter goes to the rooftop patio to pray while his 
lunch is being prepared. There, he receives a vision. Let’s take a look at Acts 10:9-20.

What animals appear in Peter’s vision? 

What is Peter’s response when instructed to “kill and eat”? 

How many times is the vision given? 

Scripture tells us that Peter “became hungry and desired something to eat,” but when he is 
shown “all kinds of animals and reptiles” and told to “kill and eat,” Peter quickly objects. What 
keeps Peter from eating even though he is hungry? And why does God choose to use a vision of 
unclean food to prepare Peter to meet Cornelius?

Peter is a faithful Jew. He knows that, since the time of the Exodus, God had required his people 
to follow the numerous laws regarding food, also known as “kosher laws (see Leviticus 11, 
Deuteronomy 14). The miraculous events of the Exodus, even with all their magnificence, weren’t 
enough to sway Israel to trust God to provide for them in the wilderness. Soon after crossing the 
Red Sea they murmured and grumbled to return to the “fleshpots” of Egypt. When Moses had 
gone to Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments, the people returned to their worship of 
the gods of Egypt, specifically a bull calf fashioned of gold. 

It was only after the incident with the golden calf that God gave Israel strict laws, including what 
food may be eaten or avoided. Things once used in the worship of the Egyptian gods would now be 
sacrificed, such as calves/bulls, sheep, etc. Things that were consumed in the “fleshpots” of Egypt 
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Peter bar Jonah: How Peter Came to Rome

would now be forbidden for God’s people to eat, such as swine. In addition, laws were also given 
regarding the preparation of food. All of these laws and traditions were part of Peter’s understanding 
when God gave him the visions. It’s no surprise, then, that Peter reacts as he does. Told to “kill and 
eat” unclean animals, he would refuse in order to remain faithful to God’s Law.  

Why does God give Peter a vision of clean and unclean food as a preparation for his encounter with    
Cornelius? Why doesn’t God simply tell Peter that it’s all right for Gentiles to be baptized and come into 
the New Covenant? 

The primary goal of the kosher laws was to direct Israel to the one true God. But, because of Israel’s 
weakness and fickleness, God had to separate them from the pagan practices around them—first from 
Egypt, and then from the other nations and idolatrous practices they would face. It was not uncommon 
for pagans to consume food offered to their gods. Jews, eating with pagans, might succumb to those 
sensibilities and turn to the pagan gods themselves. The dietary laws, while directing Israel to God, also 
created a separation between Jew and Greek, a separation Peter understands and articulates as he enters 
Cornelius’ house: “You yourselves know how unlawful it is for a Jew to associate with or to visit any one 
of another nation” (Acts 10:28).

God gives Peter a vision with clean and unclean foods and tells him, “What God has cleansed, you 
must not call common” (Acts 10:15) because he is removing what was a division between God’s people 
and the Gentiles. What God required in the Old Law due to Israel’s weakness, he can now do away 
with because of the forgiveness of sin and the power of the Holy Spirit that dwells in each Christian. 
That the New Covenant would bring about such a change was made clear by the Old Testament 
prophets. Read the following passages. What is at the heart of their message?

Jeremiah 31:31-33   

Ezekiel 36:25-27  

What the Law could not do because of man’s sin, Jesus Christ through the gift of the Spirit now 
makes possible. 

The forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Spirit not only make it possible for us to live 
according the law of the New Covenant, but they also unite all men and women in Christ. As 
St. Paul later writes:

“…seeing that you have put off the old nature with its practices and have put on 
the new nature, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator. 
Here there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, 
Scythian, slave, free man, but Christ is all, and in all.”           —Colossians 3: 9-11

God repeats Peter’s vision three times to attest to its certainty. Indeed, Israel’s dietary laws and the 
separation between Jew and Gentile is about to end. Just as Peter’s vision finishes and Peter considers its 
meaning, Cornelius’ men arrive at the gate of Simon the tanner’s home. 
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C o m m i t – DAY 3
Cornelius’ Vision  

While Peter is staying in Joppa, some thirty miles north in Caesarea a Gentile named 
Cornelius has received his own vision. Let’s take a look at what kind of man Cornelius was. 
Read Acts 10:1-4.

What work did Cornelius do? 

How do Acts 10:2 and 10:22 describe Cornelius’ faith? 

How did Cornelius put his faith into action?

According to Acts 10:2 and 10:7, what effect did Cornelius’ faith have on those around him?

We’ve learned that Caesarea Maritima was the civil and military capital of the province of 
Judea. Rome had stationed members of its own Italian Cohort there because of its location and 
the lucrative income provided by its enormous port. Cornelius is among those soldiers serving a 
tour of duty in this seaside city. 

Acts describes Cornelius as a devout man who feared God. While at prayer one afternoon, he 
receives a vision in which an angel of God appears to him. After calling Cornelius by name, 
what are the angel’s first words to him in Acts 10:4? (See also Acts 10:30-31.)

Look at Luke 1:13. What similar words does the angel speak to Zechariah?

In the opening verses of his gospel, St. Luke describes Zechariah as “righteous before God, 
walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord blameless” (Luke 1:6). While 
Luke doesn’t use these same words of Cornelius, he describes Cornelius’ actions—his devout 
prayer, his generous almsgiving—to show us that even as a Gentile he is righteously following 
the commandments of the Lord. The angels tell both men that their prayers have been heard. 
For Zechariah this was the prayer for a son—and a son he was given, one named John who was 
filled with the Holy Spirit and would go before the Lord and make ready a people by preaching 
and baptizing with water (see Luke 1:13-17; 3:1-16). We are not told Cornelius’ specific prayer, 
but he is instructed to send for “one Simon who is called Peter” who will bring to Cornelius and 
his household the gospel and baptism that John foretold.
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Peter, prepared by his own vision and directed by the Spirit to “Rise and go down, and accompany 
them without hesitation; for I have sent them” (Acts 10:20), departs with his visitors the very next 
morning for the return journey to Caesarea. Upon arriving, Peter must first halt their inclination 
to worship Peter as some type of god, lifting them up from this false worship and preparing them 
to worship Jesus.

According to both the envoy sent to Peter (Acts 10:22) and Cornelius (Acts 10:33), what are they 
expecting from Peter?

How does Acts describe Peter as he begins to preach in Acts 10:34?

Just as Moses spoke the Old Covenant Law, and as Jesus spoke the Sermon on the Mount, now 
Peter “opens his mouth” to preach the gospel message about Jesus Christ, the fulfillment of the 
Old Law and the measure of the New. Peter testifies that it is to Jesus Christ that “all the prophets 
bear witness,” and he proclaims Jesus’ death and resurrection. While Peter is saying this “the Holy 
Spirit fell on all who heard the word.” (Acts 10:44)

What is the reaction of the believers who traveled with Peter at the outpouring of the Holy Spirit?

At what, specifically, are they amazed?

Most Jews expected the Messiah to come and save them from their Gentile oppressors, and 
reestablish the kingship and kingdom of Israel. While the crucifixion, resurrection, and 
ascension of Jesus had corrected their understanding of the Messiah and his kingdom, they had 
not grasped that the Gentiles would be included as brothers and sisters in that kingdom. But 
this was about to change. 

The narrative says only that “the believers…who came with Peter” were amazed. There is no 
mention of Peter’s feelings. Having received and pondered in prayer God’s vision given to him 
in Joppa, having been told that it is God who has sent these Gentiles to him, having preached 
the good news of Jesus Christ and watched the Holy Spirit descend upon Cornelius and his 
household, Peter responds to the will of God. Peter recalls the words spoken by John the Baptist: 
“I baptize you with water; but he who is mightier than I is coming…; he will baptize you with the 
Holy Spirit and with fire” (see Luke 3:16 and Acts 11:15-17). The fulfillment of John’s prophetic 
words, which began at Pentecost, is now being poured out on the Gentiles. Peter is decisive. He 
declares, “Can any one forbid water for baptizing…?” and commands them “to be baptized in the 
name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 10:46-48).
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Baptism of the legionnaire Cornelius by Saint Peter. From 
the Sarcophagus of the “Miraculous Source”/ Erich Lessing 
/ Art Resource, NY

Peter bar Jonah: How Peter Came to Rome

God knew Cornelius’ heart. But he doesn’t simply pour out his Spirit on Cornelius in the midst 
of his prayer. Rather, he directs Cornelius to send for Peter so that Peter might preach the good 
news. As St. Paul later writes,

“But how are men to call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe 
in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher? And 
how can men preach unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those 
who preach good news!’ …So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes by the 
preaching of Christ.” —Romans 10:14-17 

God’s normal way of working is through his body, the Church. It is by believers sharing their 
faith with nonbelievers and bringing them to the Church so that they can receive baptism and 
the Holy Spirit and be incorporated into the apostolic faith.

Acts of the Apostles notes that Cornelius was not alone in waiting for Peter’s arrival. According 
to Acts 10:24, who is with Cornelius?
  

Cornelius was an evangelist. As a “devout man who feared God,” he had already drawn his 
household and one of his soldiers to a life of devotion. Now when he expected God to speak to 
him through “one Simon who is called Peter,” he “called together his kinsmen and close friends.” 
As a result they all heard Peter’s preaching of the gospel and “the Holy Spirit fell on all who heard 
the word” (Acts 10:44). “All”—men, women, children, family, friends, colleagues— heard and 
received the Holy Spirit and were baptized by the hand of Peter. As Peter recounts later, the angel 
of the Lord had told Cornelius, “…you will be saved, you and all your household” (Acts 11:14). 

Cornelius was an evangelist because he shared 
with others “what” and “who” he loved—the one 
true God. His love and enthusiasm were infectious. 
His authority and credibility could not be denied. 
This is the type of evangelist God calls each of us to 
be. It is not necessary to have a degree in theology. 
Cornelius didn’t. We need to be willing to share 
with others the love we have found in Jesus Christ. 

Take a moment to think about your own family and 
friends. How is God asking you to be like Cornelius 
to them?    
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C o m m i t – DAY 4 
bAr JonAh from JoppA

With the gift of the Holy Spirit falling upon Cornelius and his family and friends, we see the 
fulfillment of the words of the prophets and of Jesus. As we’ve already noted, most Jews expected 
the messiah to come as a savior only for the Jews. Their understanding of a new kingdom of David 
did not include the Gentiles in the one kingdom of Jesus Christ. But a closer reading of the Old 
Testament reveals how the Law and the Prophets set the stage for God’s plan to gather all his 
children, Jew and Gentile, into one family. 

Look up the following passages.

In Genesis 12:1-3, Abraham is to be a blessing to whom? 

In Leviticus 19:33-34, even when kosher laws were to separate Israel from the other nations, how 
was Israel to treat the stranger when he was in their land? 

In Daniel 7:14, who serves the Son of Man?

In Isaiah 52:10, who will see the salvation of God?   

Isaiah presents an eloquent prophecy about the coming messiah. This passage is from one of 
Isaiah’s “Servant Songs.” God is speaking to the Servant of the Lord, which is the role that Jesus 
will fulfill, expanding his mission to include salvation for both Israel and all the nations:

“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob 
and to restore the preserved of Israel; I will give you as a light to the nations, that my 
salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” —Isaiah 49:6

With the baptism of Cornelius and his household these prophecies see their fulfillment. The 
mission to the Gentiles, begun by the hand of Peter, will continue with Paul’s conversion and 
subsequent journeys, with the work of Peter and Paul in Rome, and with the labors of the 
Apostles to all corners of the world. 

Peter’s vision and his journey to Caesarea to preach and baptize Cornelius also brings us back 
to Jesus’ prophetic words in Matthew 16:17: “Blessed are you, Simon bar-Jona.” As we saw in 
previous sessions, Jesus’ changing of Peter’s surname to bar-Jonah spoke to the character of Peter’s 
mission. Jonah was called to preach repentance to Israel’s enemy. At Joppa, Jonah flees from this 
call, boarding a ship in hopes of hiding from God. Jonah’s attempt at “hide-and-seek” fails, and his 
eventual preaching in Nineveh causes the city’s repentance and salvation. 

In Joppa Peter receives and ponders a vision setting aside the kosher laws that Israel had followed 
for hundreds of years. From Joppa Peter travels north to the home of a Gentile who serves in 
the Roman legion, the army of the pagan empire that now oppressed God’s people. As a Roman 
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centurion, Cornelius represented Israel’s greatest enemy. Peter could have rebelled against his 
calling and fled just like Jonah. But he didn’t. Peter bravely enters Cornelius’ home, perceiving 
that “…God shows no partiality, but in every nation any one who fears him and does what is 
right is acceptable to him” (Acts 10:34-35). Peter’s preaching brings not only repentance of sins, 
but new life in Jesus Christ and his Spirit. Unlike Jonah, who leaves the city angry with God 
for his mercy, Peter stays several days with Cornelius’ household, rejoicing in God’s plan of 
salvation for all his sons and daughters.

Eventually Peter makes his way back to Jerusalem, but not everyone is rejoicing at Peter’s actions in 
Caesarea. According to Acts 11:1-3, what critique does Peter receive from some Jewish believers?  

In response to their questions and criticism, Peter recounts the vision he was given and the Spirit’s 
command to go with Cornelius’ servants, noting that the Spirit made “no distinction” (see Acts 11:12). 

According to Acts 11:18, how does the response of those criticizing Peter’s action change after 
they hear the word of the Spirit? 

While some Jewish believers rejoice that the Gentiles too had received new life, their entry 
into the family of God continues to cause debate among other believers. Were Gentile converts 
required to follow the Law? Surely they must be circumcised, as all Jews were. It wouldn’t be 
until the Council of Jerusalem when Peter, the head of the Apostles, rises to speak, and James, 
the head of the church in Jerusalem, replies in agreement with Peter, that the matter would be 
put to rest. The Church, led by the Spirit, would confirm God’s will that circumcision and kosher 
laws would be no longer binding on God’s people (see Acts 15). 

Acts 8:1 and 11:19 tell us that a persecution has broken out against the church in Jerusalem. 
James is martyred and Peter is arrested. Later, Peter, is miraculously rescued from imprisonment. 
Herod Agrippa is furious and “sought for him and could not find him.” According to Acts 12:19, 
what order does Herod give regarding the sentries?  

According to Acts 12:19, where does Peter go?  

Knowing that Herod Agrippa was earnestly searching for him, Peter departs Jerusalem and makes 
his way to a location that was not under Herod’s jurisdiction—he heads to Caesarea. While Luke 
does not name the particular location that Peter heads to in Caesarea, it makes sense that Peter 
would return to the home of Cornelius where he had stayed after Cornelius’ baptism. 

And it will most likely be his friend Cornelius, a centurion of the Italian Cohort, who will be the 
connecting link for Peter from the Holy Land to his new home in Rome. Having left Joppa once to preach 
the gospel to the first Gentiles, Peter bar-Jonah is about to depart Joppa once again, this time to sail to the 
capital city of the enemy of the Jews and there proclaim the repentance of sins and the gospel of new life 
in Jesus Christ. 
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  C o m m i t – DAY 5 
     truth AnD beAutY

   The Liberation of Saint Peter, Raphael, 1514

“The Liberation of Saint Peter” is a fresco painted by the Renaissance artist Raphael, and it is one 
of numerous works that Raphael was commissioned to paint in the Apostolic Palace. The painting 
recounts the events of Acts 12:1-11 when Herod Agrippa is persecuting the Church. Let’s take a 
look at the passages below to set the stage for the painting.  

According to Acts 8:1 and 11:19, why were many of the brethren scattered to various locations? 

In Acts 12:1-2, what has already happened to the Apostle James? 

In Acts 12:3-4, what then happened to the Apostle Peter? 

Raphael’s work is painted over the door of one of the entrances into this particular room of the 
Apostolic Palace. Given the working space for the painting, Raphael shows the events of Peter’s 
liberation in three scenes, beginning at the top center. Herod has beheaded James, and Peter is now 

The Liberation of St Peter from prison / Scala / Art Resource, NY 
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in prison awaiting the same fate. Raphael has painted a monumental prison made of heavy walls 
with floor-to-ceiling prison grating, all of which communicates the impossibility of escape by any 
human means. Acts 12:6 tells us that Peter was “sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two 
chains.” Raphael has clearly depicted these cords with one chain binding Peter’s hand to one soldier 
and a second chain binding Peter’s feet to the second soldier. In addition, guards are stationed 
outside the prison both to its left and right, as shown in the two side scenes of Raphael’s painting. 

Why are there all these precautions for one old fisherman? Read Acts 5:17-26. What happened when 
the Apostles were arrested earlier?   

Herod Agrippa is taking no chances. Doing all that he can to avoid another escape from prison, 
Herod has Peter bound hand and foot to the guards inside his cell. But thick walls, heavy grates, 
and multiple squads of soldiers cannot keep out God’s heavenly messenger. Into the cramped space, 
“an angel of the Lord appeared, and a light shone in the cell” (Acts 12:7). Peter is sound asleep 
between the soldiers. 
What must the angel do to wake him in Acts 12:7?  
 
Peter being sound asleep should give us pause. What night is it in Acts 12:6?

Peter is only hours away from being led out of prison to his execution. For most, this would be a 
time of heightened fear and anxiety. But the “peace of Christ” is the foundation of Peter’s life after 
Pentecost. This reality is seen in Peter’s later writings. Read these verses in Peter’s letters. What is 
Peter’s admonition in each to the faithful?

1 Peter 3:14 

1 Peter 5:7 

1 Peter 5:10 

Peter sleeps not simply from tiredness, but because the peace of Christ fills the hearts of those who 
trust in the will of the Father. Peter knows that he can trust the Father’s will because Christ will 
strengthen him for whatever lies ahead.

Peter and the angel depart the prison. They find the guards are asleep in the scene on the right. 
On the left one guard appears to be awakened by the illumined cell, to which he is pointing. He is 
attempting to rouse his comrades, bringing our attention full circle to the top scene. The anxiety of 
the guard in the left scene is contrasted to the calm exit of Peter and the angel on the right.
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Viewing the three scenes together gives us a chance to reflect on one of the most wonderful aspects 
of Raphael’s work—that is, his use and comparison of light. 
Look closely at the far left scene. What different sources of light appear in this scene?

Look at the light of the angel in the top and right scenes. How does the light from these two 
different sources compare?  

The left scene includes multiple sources of light, but this natural light cannot compare to the 
splendor and intensity of the divine light of the angelic being sent from heaven. The contrast of 
the light and its sources also acts as a contrast between Herod and the forces that would attack the 
Church, and the heavenly King who has told his Apostles that he will be with them always (see 
Matthew 28:20). In depicting the massive prison walls, as well as the numerous soldiers located 
on all levels dressed in their armor and supplied with their varied weapons, Raphael portrays 
the length to which Herod has gone to protect his prize so as to please the Jews in putting Peter 
to death. But none of these human tactics can contain Peter as he is led out of the prison. Just as 
the growing light of dawn cannot compare to God’s divine light, so too the forces of evil cannot 
overcome God’s Church. 

Raphael’s “The Liberation of Saint Peter” is one of four paintings in the Stanza di Eliodoro (room 
of Heliodorus). The four walls of the room, which were an antechamber of Pope Julius II’s private 
apartment, are painted with narratives taken from the second book of Maccabees (the expulsion of 
Heliodorus from the Temple), from the Acts of the Apostles (the liberation of St. Peter from prison), 
from early Church history (the repulse of Attila the Hun by Pope Leo I in AD 452) and, a more 
recent event in Church history at the time of Raphael’s painting of “The Liberation of Saint Peter” 
(the Eucharistic miracle at Bolsena, Italy, in AD 1263). All these works are united by the common 
theme of divine intervention and protection provided by Christ on behalf of the Church. 

Christ’s protection of his Church extends to each of its members. Take a moment to reflect on God’s 
watchful care in your own life, and to pray for a deeper sense of the peace of Christ that Peter 
shows us in this beautiful painting. 
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Take a moment to journal your ideas, questions, or insights about this lesson. Write down thoughts 
you had that may not have been mentioned here. List any personal applications you got from the 
lessons. What challenged you the most in the teachings? How might you turn what you’ve learned 
into specific action? 

Peter bar Jonah: How Peter Came to Rome


