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Acts 12:5
So Peter was kept 
in prison, but 
earnest prayer 
for him was made 
to God by the 
church.
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3THE STORY: ACTS 12:1-25



1 About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to 
the church. 2 He killed James the brother of John with the sword, 3 and when he 
saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also. This was during the 
days of Unleavened Bread. 4 And when he had seized him, he put him in prison, 
delivering him over to four squads of soldiers to guard him, intending after the 
Passover to bring him out to the people. 5 So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest 
prayer for him was made to God by the church.
 
Peter Is Rescued
6 Now when Herod was about to bring him out, on that very night, Peter was 
sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and sentries before the 
door were guarding the prison. 7 And behold, an angel of the Lord stood next 
to him, and a light shone in the cell. He struck Peter on the side and woke him, 
saying, “Get up quickly.” And the chains fell off his hands. 8 And the angel said to 
him, “Dress yourself and put on your sandals.” And he did so. And he said to him, 
“Wrap your cloak around you and follow me.” 9 And he went out and followed him. 
He did not know that what was being done by the angel was real, but thought he 
was seeing a vision. 10 When they had passed the first and the second guard, they 
came to the iron gate leading into the city. It opened for them of its own accord, 
and they went out and went along one street, and immediately the angel left him. 
11 When Peter came to himself, he said, “Now I am sure that the Lord has sent 
his angel and rescued me from the hand of Herod and from all that the Jewish 
people were expecting.” 12 When he realized this, he went to the house of Mary, 
the mother of John whose other name was Mark, where many were gathered 
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          1 Tony Merida, Exalting Jesus in Acts, ed. David Platt, Daniel L. Akin, and Tony Merida, Christ-centered exposition (Nashville, TN: 
B&H Publishing Group, 2017).
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BIG IDEA

WITH THE GREATEST ADVENTURE COMES GREAT 
PERSECUTION SETTING US UP FOR A GREAT RESCUE. 

together and were praying. 13 And when he knocked at the door of the gateway, a 
servant girl named Rhoda came to answer. 14 Recognizing Peter’s voice, in her joy 
she did not open the gate but ran in and reported that Peter was standing at the 
gate. 15 They said to her, “You are out of your mind.” But she kept insisting that it 
was so, and they kept saying, “It is his angel!” 16 But Peter continued knocking, and 
when they opened, they saw him and were amazed. 17 But motioning to them with 
his hand to be silent, he described to them how the Lord had brought him out of 
the prison. And he said, “Tell these things to James and to the brothers.” Then he 
departed and went to another place. 18 Now when day came, there was no little 
disturbance among the soldiers over what had become of Peter. 19 And after Herod 
searched for him and did not find him, he examined the sentries and ordered that 
they should be put to death. Then he went down from Judea to Caesarea and spent 
time there.

The Death of Herod
20 Now Herod was angry with the people of Tyre and Sidon, and they came to him 
with one accord, and having persuaded Blastus, the king’s chamberlain, they asked 
for peace, because their country depended on the king’s country for food. 21 On 
an appointed day Herod put on his royal robes, took his seat upon the throne, and 
delivered an oration to them. 22 And the people were shouting, “The voice of a 
god, and not of a man!” 23 Immediately an angel of the Lord struck him down, 
because he did not give God the glory, and he was eaten by worms and breathed 
his last. 24 But the word of God increased and multiplied. 25 And Barnabas and 
Saul returned from Jerusalem when they had completed their service, bringing 
with them John, whose other name was Mark.

Kingdom advancement comes at a significant cost.¹ In our study of Acts thus far we have seen the 
tremendous growth of the church amid great suffering and persecution. While Barnabas and Paul are 
meeting and teaching the church at Antioch (11:25-26) and completing their mission there (12:25), 
King Herod arrests and persecutes some of the believers in Jerusalem. James the brother of John is put 
to death with the sword, and Peter is imprisoned but is eventually freed by an angel of God.  
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¹Charles R. Swindoll, Swindolls living insights New Testament commentary (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2016)           

²Warren W. Wiersbe, Be dynamic: experience the power of Gods people (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2009).    

³ Ibid.
⁴ Ibid. 

Just like this story,  the stories of our lives are also full of highs, lows, ups, downs, advancement and set 
back. We live in a natural world guided by natural laws, yet we serve a God who can–and sometimes 
does–overrule the laws of nature. But when He doesn’t, we must learn to accept circumstances for 
what they are. Good people get sick and die. Hardworking people go bankrupt. Honest businesses 
go under. Innocent people are mistreated, convicted, and punished. In many situations, God does 
not supernaturally intervene to prevent misfortune, yet we must not view life strictly from a human 
perspective. Miracles still occur, but they are not common at all. Whether or not the Lord chooses 
to intervene miraculously He remains in control and has promised to work out all events and 
circumstances for our good and for His glory.¹

God saw what Herod Agrippa I  was doing to His people. This evil man was the grandson of Herod the 
Great, who ordered the Bethlehem children to be murdered, and the nephew of Herod Antipas, who 
had John the Baptist beheaded. A scheming and murderous family, the Herods were despised by the 
Jews, who resented having Edomites ruling over them. Of course, Herod knew this, so he persecuted 
the church to convince the Jewish people of his loyalty to their traditions. Now that the Gentiles were 
openly a part of the church, Herod’s plan was even more agreeable to the nationalistic Jews who 
wanted nothing to do with them. Herod had several believers arrested, among them James, the brother 
of John, whom he beheaded. Thus James became the first of the apostles to be martyred. In Mark 
10:35-45, when James and John asked for thrones next to Jesus’ throne, he made it clear to them that 
there can be no glory apart from suffering. “Are you able to drink of the cup that I shall drink of, and to 
be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with? Their bold reply was, “We are able.”²

Of course, they did not know what they were saying, but they eventually discovered the high cost 
of winning a throne of glory: James was arrested and killed, and John became an exile on the Isle of 
Patmos, a prisoner of Rome (Rev. 1:9). Indeed, they did drink of the cup and share in the baptism of 
suffering that their Lord had experienced!³ If it pleased the Jews when James was killed, just think 
how delighted they would be if Peter was killed too. God permitted Herod to arrest Peter and put him 
under heavy guard in prison. Sixteen soldiers, four for each watch, kept guard over the apostle, with 
two soldiers chained to him, and two watching the doors. After all, the last time Peter was arrested, he 
mysteriously got out of jail, and Herod was not about to let that happen again. 

Why was James allowed to die, while Peter was rescued? 
Both were dedicated servants of God, and were needed by the 
church. The only real answer to this difficult question is the very 
thing Peter and the church had prayed about after their second 
experience of persecution (Acts 4:24-30)–’the sovereign will of 
God.’ Herod had ‘stretched forth’ his hand to destroy the church, 
but God would stretch forth His hand to perform signs and 
wonders and glorify His Son (Acts 4:28-30). God allowed Herod 
to kill James, but He kept him from harming Peter. Remember, 
regardless of how crazy any throne on earth is, heaven’s throne 
is in control, and will reign forever. It is good to know that, no 
matter how difficult the trials or how disappointing the news, 
God is still on the throne and has everything under control. We 
may not always understand His ways, but we know his sovereign 
will is best and is always at work.⁴ 

Regardless of 
how crazy any throne on 
earth is, heaven’s throne 

is in control, and will 
reign forever.



As Peter sat in prison, devout Jews were celebrating Passover. Had it not been Passover season, it 
is likely that Peter would have been killed immediately after he was brought to trial. But no trials or 
sentencing could take place during Passover and Herod longed for the full attention and support of 
his Jewish audience. 

But Prayer
The phrase “but prayer” is the turning point in this story (12:5). 
The angel of the Lord guides Peter from the prison cell past the 
sleeping guards and iron gate and Peter goes straight to the 
home of Mary, mother of Mark where the church was stretched 
out in earnest¹ prayer. Never underestimate the power of a 
praying church! “The angel released Peter out of prison, but it 
was God who released the angel through the earnest prayers of 
the church. God alone can do the extraordinary, but His people 
must do the ordinary. The same angel that removed the chains 
from Peter’s hands could have put the shoes on Peter’s feet, but 
he told Peter to do it.² 

This deliverance took place at Passover season, the time of year 
when the Jews celebrated their exodus from Egypt. The ultimate meaning of the Passover wasn’t about 
Pharaoh and 10 plagues, but about the deliverer who was to come. The perfect lamb of God that was 
slain for the plague of sin in the world. And thru the death of the first born over all creation, Jesus the 
Christ, we would not just avoid death, but be granted ultimate victory over it. This is eternal life. This 
doesn’t mean that we won’t experience suffering in this life, it means that we won’t go thru it alone. 

Rather than believing that Christ suffered instead of us, there is great comfort in knowing that he 
suffered on our behalf; not that we might be exempt from suffering, but that our suffering might be 
like His. What the cross offers us, is not a way around suffering, but a way through it, so that by it, he 
can bring us out of it–into eternal life. Paul expands on this point as he writes to the church of Philippi. 

         1 The word earnest is the Greek word ektenos, a medical term describing the stretching of a muscle to its limits. It carries the 
literal idea of someone stretching out all they can for something.  
      ² Warren W. Wiersbe, Be dynamic: experience the power of Gods people (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2009).    
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 Never underestimate 
the power of a 
praying church!

WHAT THE CROSS OFFERS US, 
IS NOT A WAY AROUND SUFFERING, 
BUT A WAY THROUGH IT, 
SO THAT BY IT, 
HE CAN BRING US OUT OF IT–
INTO ETERNAL LIFE.



          1Philippians 3:7-11, ESV
      ²Luke 22:42, ESV
      ³David Guzik, “Study Guide for Acts 12,” Blue Letter Bible, accessed June 11, 2018, https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/guzik_da-
vid/StudyGuide2017-Hbr/Hbr-12.cfm?a=1145002
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God is still writing 
the Book of Acts!

Bible Scholar and theologian F.F. Bruce relates the 
story of Sundar Singh, a Tibetan Christian who 
was likewise freed miraculously from a prison. For 
preaching of the gospel, he was thrown into a well, 

and a cover set over it and securely locked. He would be left 
in the well until he died, and he could see the bones and 
rotting corpses of those who had already perished in there. 
On the third night of his imprisonment, he heard someone 
unlocking the cover of the well and removing it. A voice 
told him to take hold of the rope that was being lowered. 
Sundar was grateful that the rope had a loop he could put 
his foot in, because he had injured his arm in the fall down 
into the well. He was raised up, the cover was replaced and 
locked, but when he looked to thank his rescuer he could 
find no one. When morning came, he went back to the 
same place he was arrested and started preaching again. 
News of the preaching came to the official who had him 
arrested, and Sundar was brought before him again. When 
the official said someone must have gotten the key and 
released him, they searched for the key – and found it on 
the official’s own belt. God is still writing the Book of Acts!

7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 Indeed, I count everything as 
loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered 
the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9 and be found 
in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes 
through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith-- 10 that I may know 
him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his 
death, 11 that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.¹

Paul clearly had his eyes set on Christ “by any means necessary”. As we experience hardship in this 
life, what is your heart truly set on attaining? Is it your own personal comfort? Maybe it’s love and 
acceptance? Perhaps it’s a child or another close family member? Your education? Financial security or 
satisfaction in your career? The list goes on and on of the things that daily compete for our allegiance. 
In the Garden of Gethsemane, even 
Jesus seemed to wrestle with what 
God was asking him to do. Yet, his final 
response was, “nevertheless, not my will, 
but yours be done”. 

Furthermore, the Hebrew writer gives 
us some insight on what Jesus had his 
heart set on when he writes: 

“Looking to Jesus, the founder and 
perfecter of our faith, who for 
the joy that was set before him 
endured the cross, despising the 
shame, and is seated at the right 
hand of the throne of God.” ²

The New American Standard Version 
translates this beautifully as, ‘fixing our 
eyes on Jesus.’ We can only run the race 
as we look to Jesus and have our eyes 
locked on to Him. He is our focus, our 
inspiration, and our example. In the 
ancient Greek, looking unto Jesus uses 
a verb that implies a definite looking 
away from other things and a present 
looking unto Jesus. It’s not that Jesus 
regarded the cross itself as a joy. But 
that He could look past the horror of the 
cross to fix his heart on the joy beyond 
it. The same mentality enabled the early 
Christians (and we ourselves) to endure.³



How have you ever experienced persecution 
because of your faith? How did you respond? 

In what areas of your life have you witnessed 
the unexpected sovereignty  of God?

What have you learned from the first 12 
chapters of Acts that has benefited you the 
most?

How can our Life Group be more involved 
in praying for one another?

How often have we prayed for the impossible, trusting God’s ability, only to mourn 
our disappointment? Here are two prayer applications from our passage:

First, ask God for what you want– and be bold! Too often we temper our requests, even good, godly requests like the 
healing of a friend or the restoration of a failing marriage–perhaps to protect ourselves from disappointment or to 
pray responsibly, or to avoid presuming upon God, or to pray within the bounds of what we imagine the Lord’s will 
might be: “Lord, if it be Your will, restore this failing marriage,” We can pray boldly and confidently for what is good. 
Don’t hold back. Don’t qualify our requests. God’s sovereignty isn’t threatened and His goodness isn’t compromised 
if you plead earnestly for good to prevail. He may not choose to alter the circumstances. He may allow a Stephen to 

REFLECT & DISCUSS

8

suffer unjustly. He may allow a wicked authority to 
deprive the church of a godly leader. Nevertheless, 
He will honor our earnest desires, if not in the 
manner you hope, then in some unexpected way 
you cannot foresee. 

Second, trust the sovereignty and goodness of 
God to prevail. The people in the home of Mary 
gathered to pray for Peter. We don’t know the 
content of their prayers, but some must have 
asked God for a miraculous release, just like the 
earlier release. Clearly, however, no one really 
expected to see Peter alive again, or they wouldn’t 
have been so dubious when he knocked. Still, they 
trusted God. 

We can’t expect the Lord always to do as we ask 
or to give us exactly what we want. Even so, we 
can be sure He will always do what is right and 
will always act in the long-term best interests 
of everyone involved. No matter how your 
circumstances turn out after earnest prayer, assure 
yourself with these words–repeat them as often as 
necessary: The Lord is right in all His ways.
(Deut. 32:4; Daniel 4:37)²

GOD TAKES US THROUGH IT 
SO THAT HE CAN BRING US OUT OF IT!

As Pastor John Piper puts it, Jesus “was sustained by the hope of the total success of his mission, the joy 
set before him.”¹ He knew that his obedience to the Father and the success of the cross would mean the 
fulfillment of his earthly mission, the joy of bringing many sons and daughters into the kingdom, (Heb. 
2:9,10; 1 Pet. 4:12) and a glorious crown! 

Can you see the crown in your cross? Like Jesus, we too have been called to take up our cross and 
follow Him. (Luke 9:23) This represents a complete dying to self and absolute surrender. As we face 
opposition because of our allegiance to Jesus, may we not focus on the hardship in this life, but on the 
fellowship that we have with Jesus in our suffering (Phil 3:10), and the eternal weight of glory (2 Cor. 
4:17) that awaits us in the next. 

        ¹ John Piper, “Ask Pastor John,” Desiring God, accessed June 11, 2018, 
https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/what-joy-did-jesus-not-already-have

        ²Charles R. Swindoll, Swindolls living insights New Testament commentary (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2016)           


