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The Persecution of the Church in Jerusalem
Acts 12:1-23

Introduction:

I. How His Plan Was Devised – 12:1-4
A. The Killing of James – 12:1-2
1. The Murderer – 12:1

“Now about that time Herod the king stretched out his hand to harass some from the church.”
This is Herod Agrippa I grandson of Herod the Great who ruled at the time of Jesus’ birth.
He saw a way to gain favor with the Jewish leaders – “kill their defenseless enemies the Christians”
(Paul stood before Herod Agrippa II in Acts 25-26.)
Note: there is no record that they replaced James as they did Judas. There is no Apostolic succession “from Peter to the current pope.”
2. The Martyr – 12:2
“Then he killed James ﻿﻿the brother of John with the sword.” 
James and John, the sons of Zebedee, were among the first apostles of Jesus. Their mother wanted them to have special positions in the kingdom. (Matt. 20:20-22)
She asked, “Grant that these two sons of mine ﻿﻿may sit, one on Your right hand and the other on the left, in Your kingdom.” 

Jesus said, (to them), ‘Are you able to drink ﻿﻿the cup that I am about to drink, ﻿﻿and be baptized with ﻿﻿the baptism that I am baptized with?” They said, “We are able.”

James was the first of the apostles to die for Jesus. This was apparently not because of the statement above: John was the last to die. He died peacefully in Ephesus. 
B. The Capture of Peter – 12:3-4
1. Why he was imprisoned – 12:3a
“And because he saw that it pleased the Jews he proceeded further to seize Peter also.”
Herod wanted to please the Jewish leaders even more, so he captured Peter.

Peter was the logical one – he was:

· He was the known leader of the church.
· He had fraternized with the Gentiles.
(Not requiring them to be circumcised.)

2. When He was Imprisoned – 12:3b
“Now it was during ﻿﻿the Days of Unleavened Bread. Many Jews were in Jerusalem for the feast. It followed “Passover” for seven days, making it an 8 day feast.”
Herod could get the maximum exposure at that time.


3. Where He was Imprisoned – 12:4

“So ﻿﻿when he had arrested him, he put him in prison, and delivered him to four ﻿﻿squads of soldiers to keep him, intending to bring him before the people after Passover.”
The prison probably was Antonia fortress on the Northwest corner of the temple area. There were steps leading down into the temple area. He was guarded by 16 soldiers around the clock- 4 on each 6 hour shift. One chained on either of Peter and two guarding the door. 
No way Peter can escape, right?

II. How His Plan Was Derailed – 12:5-19
A. Human Prayer – 12:5
“Peter was therefore kept in prison, but ﻿﻿constant prayer was offered to God for him by the church.”
When the prison gates closed, Heavens gates opened.

B. Heaven’s Plan – 12:6-17

1. Peter’s Rest – 12:6
“And when Herod was about to bring him out, that night Peter was sleeping, bound with two chains between two soldiers; and the guards before the door were ﻿﻿keeping the prison.”
Was Peter pacing up and down?
Was he shaking in his sandals?

Was he trying to figure out how to react at his death?
No! Peter was asleep! Maybe he figured God wouldn’t let him die? James had just died. God allowed that.
Maybe he remembered Jesus’ words: 
﻿
“Most assuredly, I say to you, when you were younger, you girded yourself and walked where you wished; but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another will gird you and carry you where you do not wish.” (John 21:18)
He apparently decided to depend on God’s will to be done.

2. Peter’s Rescuer – 12:7-10
a. The Angel’s Descent – 12:7a 
“Now behold, ﻿﻿an angel of the Lord stood by him, and a light shone in the prison;”
He did not come through the door or the wall, he just appeared.
This is the second time an angel has helped Peter escape. (Ch. 5) Again, this is an angel of the Lord, not the Angel of the Lord of the O.T.

Was it the same angel? Maybe it was Peter’s guardian angel.
Jacob had an angel to protect him from Laban. (Gen 40:16)
Daniel had an angel to protect him from the lions.(Dan.6:27)
Little children have their angels (Matt. 18:10)
Paul received strength on a sinking ship (Acts 27:23)
You have an angel (Heb. 1:14)
A light shone in the prison – still Peter is asleep!
b. The Angel’s Demand – 12:7b-9
“he struck Peter on the side and raised him up, saying, “Arise quickly!” And his chains fell off his hands. ﻿Then the angel said to him, “Gird yourself and tie on your sandals”; and so he did. And he said to him, “Put on your garment and follow me.” So he went out and followed him, and ﻿﻿did not know that what was done by the angel was real, but thought ﻿﻿he was seeing a vision. 
He had to strike Peter on the side to wake him up. The angel had Peter do what he could.
1. Arise quickly! Why? What’s the hurry? We don’t know.
2. Put on your clothes

3. Put on your sandals

4. Follow me

The angel did what Peter could not do.
1. He took the chains off.

2. Opened the iron gate
c. The Angel’s Deeds – 12:10a
“When they were past the first and the second guard posts, they came to the iron gate that leads to the city, ﻿﻿which opened to them of its own accord;”
The angel does not even have to touch the chains or the gates.
d. Departure – 12:10b
“and they went out and went down one street, and immediately the angel departed from him.”
Angels don’t linger long. 
He was sent to do a job in answer to the prayers of the church.

He was not sent to tell Peter about heaven.

He was not sent as proof of God’s Word.
Not to tell Peter what to do next.
His job was done, He left.

3. Peter’s Reasoning – 12:11-17

a. What He Decided – 12:11-12
“And when Peter had come to himself, he said, “Now I know for certain that ﻿﻿the Lord has sent His angel, and ﻿﻿has delivered me from the hand of Herod and from all the expectation of the Jewish people.” 

﻿
So, when he had considered this, ﻿﻿he came to the house of Mary, the mother of ﻿﻿John whose surname was Mark, where many were gathered together ﻿﻿praying. He decided that this was God’s work through an angel. He went to the house where he expected to find the believers Mary’s house.

I believe that this is the house of the last supper the house of Pentecost Acts 2. It was a large house with a court yard and a outer gate.
b. What He Discovered – 12:13-15

“And as Peter knocked at the door of the gate, a girl named Rhoda came to answer. When she recognized Peter’s voice, because of her gladness she did not open the gate, but ran in and announced that Peter stood before the gate. ﻿But they said to her, “You are beside yourself!” Yet she kept insisting that it was so. So they said, ﻿﻿“It is his angel.” 

So much for the prayer of faith.
“beside yourself” is a polite way of saying. “You’re crazy.” 
“It is his angel” maybe his “spirit” He’s dead! or, Guardian angel who looks like him.”
c. What He Did – 12:16-17
“Now Peter continued knocking; and when they opened the door and saw him, they were astonished. ﻿But ﻿﻿motioning to them with his hand to keep silent, he declared to them how the Lord had brought him out of the prison. And he said, “Go, tell these things to James and to the brethren.” And he departed and went to another place.”
They finally let him in. He explained what had happened. Then, he said for them to go tell James. (Obviously this is not the apostle, but, James the half-brother of Jesus. younger son of Mary and Joseph).
James was obviously prominent in the church, also in Acts 15 where he made the decision of the first church council on the Grace Gospel, “Faith Alone in Christ Alone” (Acts 15:13-21)
Then Peter went to a safer location.
C. Herod’s Problem – 12:18-19

1. The Excitement of the Guard – 12:18
“Then, as soon as it was day, there was no small ﻿﻿stir among the soldiers about what had become of Peter.”
They were terrified by his absence. If a guard loses his prisoner, he takes his place. Prison or death!  

2. The Examination of the Guard – 12:19a
“But when Herod had searched for him and not found him, he examined the guards”
They had no more answer that the soldiers at the tomb of Jesus. We don’t know! It’s your job to know!
3. The Execution of the Guard – 12:19b

“and commanded that they should be put to death.”
Herod followed the rule: Peter was to die – they die. Like the Philippian jailor of Acts 16, he was about to fall on his sword

 [He went down from Judea to Caesarea, and stayed there.]
III. How His Plan Was Defeated – 12:20-23
A. Herod’s Anger – 12:20
“Now Herod had been very angry with the people of ﻿﻿Tyre and Sidon; but they came to him with one accord, and having made Blastus ﻿﻿the king’s personal aide their friend, they asked for peace, because ﻿﻿their country was ﻿﻿supplied with food by the king’s country.”
Herod was looking for someone on whom to vent his anger. Leaders of Tyre and Sidon came asking for peace. Not a good time! 

B. Herod’s Arrogance – 12:21
“So on a set day Herod, arrayed in royal apparel, sat on his throne and gave an oration to them.”
In Antiq. 19.344. Josephus says that Herod at this time wore a robe of cloth of silver, so richly woven, and framed with such art, that when the sun shone it reflected the light with such a lustre as dazzled the eyes of the spectators, and struck an awe upon them.
He gave an oration – a political speech. It was to the men of Tyre and Sidon. He probably told of their faults, what they deserved, and what he could do to them. It was apparently a great speech, well delivered.
C. Herod’s Audacity – 12:22-23


1. The Invisible Watcher – 12:22-23a
“And the people kept shouting, “The voice of a god and not of a man!” Then immediately an angel of the Lord ﻿﻿struck him, because ﻿﻿he did not give glory to God.”
He should have told them to stop saying that,
· Like Paul and Barnabas in Acts 14 – we are only men
· Like Peter in Acts 10 – I am only a man
· Like the angel in Rev 19:10 – I am your fellow servant.
· Jesus accepted it – He was and is God, but Herod enjoyed it too much.

2. The Invincible Worm – 12:23b
“And he was eaten by worms and ﻿﻿died.”
No need to discuss what kind of worms they were. He died. That’s all that matters. God judge this enemy of the church as He has throughout the history of the church. The gates of Hell shall not prevail against it. Matt. 16

IV. How His Plan was Reversed – 12:24-25

A. Multiplication – 12:24
﻿
“But ﻿﻿the word of God grew and multiplied.”
The Word of God, basically the Gospel grew - got larger, more prominent. And more numerous- i.e. more mouths were speaking it.
B. Motivation – 12:25
“And ﻿﻿Barnabas and Saul returned ﻿﻿from Jerusalem when they had ﻿﻿fulfilled their ministry, and they also ﻿﻿took with them ﻿﻿John whose surname was Mark.”
Remember that Barnabas and Saul were in Jerusalem at this time. They had brought the offering with them. (ch.11) According to Galatians 1 they met with Peter and James, Jesus’ half-brother.
Mark was Barnabas’ nephew. That makes his mother Barnabas’ sister or sister-in-law. Mark may have heard of the ministry in Antioch and the stories Saul and Uncle Barnabas were relating. So, he asked if he could go and his mother allowed it.
He would fail his first assignment. He would be one of the reasons that Saul and Barnabas dissolve partnership. (Acts 15) But he is also the one who would later team up with Peter for ministry in Babylon and Asia minor and write the Gospel of Mark through the eyes of Peter.
