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Have you ever noticed that the great stories of history are usually where good and evil 

are in conflict with one another? In the Lord Of The Rings, it is the evil Sauron and his followers 

against the King of Gondor and the free people of the West. In the Chronicles of Narnia, it is the 

White Witch and her followers against Aslan and the free people of Narnia. Even in the Marvel 

Comic Universe series, it is a struggle of good against evil. The basic plotline is good against evil. 

In reality, these plotlines are shadows of the real plotline of the struggle of evil against good, or 

we can also say of Satan and his followers against God, His Son, and His people. There is one big 

difference. The struggle of good and evil in the Bible is not one where the forces of evil and the 

forces of good are equal. It is clearly one-sided. Jesus wins! He always wins! 

Acts 12 really is a reminder that we are in that struggle. In Acts 12, we are reminded 

that Jesus and His church have enemies. We read about the heartbreak of the death of the 

Apostle James. Then we read about a somewhat humorous story about the Apostle Peter’s 

rescue from prison and how he made his way back to the church that was praying for him. 

Finally, Acts 12 concludes by reminding us that Jesus wins. He always wins. 

Here is the main point: No king, no ruler, no government, no laws, no execution of God’s 

people, no imprisonment of God’s people, can stop God, the word of God, the prayers of God’s 

people, and the advance of the gospel.  

 

Verse 24 is the key verse in Acts 12. It reads,  

But the word of God increased and multiplied. 

The enemies of the gospel can kill James and put Peter in prison, but that will not stop 

the spread of the gospel. The gates of Hell cannot withstand the advance of the gospel.  

When you consider what Jesus had to say about the coming tribulation, He did not fret. 

He didn’t minimize the coming persecution. He didn’t say it was no big deal. Instead, He 

prepared us for the coming tribulation by commanding us not to look at it all with our physical 

eyes but through the eyes of faith. In Matthew 24:42-46, He called us to—“Stay awake.” Listen 

to what He says: 

Therefore, stay awake, for you do not know on what day your Lord 

is coming. 43 But know this, that if the master of the house had 

known in what part of the night the thief was coming, he would 

have stayed awake and would not have let his house be broken 

into. 44 Therefore you also must be ready, for the Son of Man is 
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coming at an hour you do not expect. 45 “Who then is the faithful 

and wise servant, whom his master has set over his household, to 

give them their food at the proper time? 46 Blessed is that servant 

whom his master will find so doing when he comes.” 

 We stay awake when we see with the eyes of faith. This means when it seems like the 

world is beating up the church and even killing God’s people, it does not mean the gates of Hell 

are prevailing. Instead, it does mean we must stay awake and be vigilant in our faith. It means 

we must keep pressing forward until the Lord calls us home because we know that Jesus wins! 

 So, when Acts 12 begins, it looks the church is on the ropes and the government of that 

day and its rulers will win, but by the end of Acts 12, we see that they do not.  

Let’s walk through Acts 12 and get a picture of what is going on here. Right out of the 

gate, in vv. 1-2, we learn that the Apostle James, the brother of Apostle John, who was part of 

Jesus' inner circle of disciples, was arrested and murdered by King Herod. 

Before we go any further, we need to get an understanding of who King Herod was. We 

have been hearing about kings named Herod since the birth of Jesus, and now we will meet 

another Herod. In Acts 25 & 26, we will meet another King Herod. So, who were these kings 

who ruled over Judea and Samaria? 

The first thing we need to understand is that these kings were Edomites and only part 

Jewish. The Edomites were decedents of Esau. Remember from Genesis that Esau was the twin 

brother of Jacob. The Edomites and the Jews did not like each other because Jacob had tricked 

Esau out of his birthright as the firstborn. So, this family feud had a long history. The Jewish-

Edomite feud makes the Hatfield’s & McCoy’s look minor in comparison. 

King Herod, in Acts 12, was also known as Herod Agrippa I. Herod Agrippa I was 

grandson to Herod the Great. Herod the Great was king over Judea and Samaria when Jesus was 

born. He was the Herod who talked to the wise men and told them to come back to him and let 

him know where the Messiah was born so he could go and worship Him too. Then when he 

realized that the wise men were not coming back, he had all of the baby boys in Bethlehem two 

years old and younger slaughtered. Herod the Great was a brutal king. He even had his own 

son, Herod Agrippa’s father, Aristobulus, murdered. 

After Aristobulus was killed, Agrippa was sent to Rome to be educated. He eventually 

returned to Judea, but his uncle, King Herod Antipas, humiliated him and made him live in 

poverty.  

Then in a turn of fortune, his childhood friend in Rome, Claudius, became Emperor of 

Rome. When Claudius became emperor, he made Herod Agrippa king over Judea and Samaria. 

Later, in Acts 25, we will meet Herod Agrippa’s son, King Herod Agrippa II. King Herod Agrippa II 

will be the one to whom the Apostle Paul preached the gospel.1 

 
1 R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word: Acts, 164. 
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Now, back to Acts 12 and Herod Agrippa I. In vv. 1-2, he executed James, and that went 

so well for him that he arrested the Apostle Peter. Verses 3-4 imply that after the Passover, he 

was going to execute Peter as well. 

However, at the end of all of these bad events, in v.5, Luke dropped some truth on us. 

Verse 5 says: 

So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made 

to God by the church. 

To pray in the midst of this kind of turmoil and persecution is to stay awake. It is to see 

with the eyes of faith. 

Then we have this kind of funny scene in vv. 6-11 about Peter in prison. Verse 6 says 

that the night before Peter was to be brought out that he was bound in chains and sleeping 

between two soldiers in the inner part of the prison. Then, suddenly, a bright light fills the cell, 

and an angel is standing next to Peter. Peter must have been a good sleeper because v. 7 says 

the angel had to strike him on his side to wake him. Then his chains fell off, and he told him to 

put on his sandals and wrap his cloak around him and leave. 

Luke tells us that Peter thought he was dreaming or having a vision. It was not until he 

was outside the prison that he came to himself and realized that he had been set free. In v. 11, 

Peter says: 

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. 

Then we learn in vv. 12-14 that Peter showed up at Mary’s house and began knocking 

on the door. Then this poor girl named Rhoda went to the gate and recognized Peter’s voice. 

She was so excited that Peter was outside that she did not open the gate and let him in the 

house. She ran back and told the others that Peter was outside the gate. 

So, here is the scene. The church was laboring in faithful prayer for Peter. Finally, Peter 

showed up, and Rhoda told them Peter was outside, but they did not believe her. As a matter 

of fact, they told her she was out of her mind and that she had seen his angel.  

When v. 15 says, “it is his angel,” refers to an old Jewish belief that the angel or spirit of 

someone who has died will pass by those whom they love on their way to heaven. So, what this 

means is that they didn’t believe their prayers and that they believed he had been killed.2 

However, Peter kept knocking, and they finally went to the gate and let him in the 

house. Verse 16 says they were all amazed. They had no idea what the results of their prayers 

had done. Now they were so excited that v. 17 says he had to motion to them with his hands to 

be quiet. Then he told them the story of how God rescued him from prison. 

 
2 James Montgomery Boice, Acts: An Expositional Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1997), 209–213. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/boicecm65ac?ref=Bible.Ac12.1-19&off=9704
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Peter also told them to tell these things to James and the brothers. The “James” in v. 17 

is James, the brother of Jesus, who was also a leader in the Jerusalem church and the author of 

the Epistle of James. 

Finally, v. 17 concludes by saying that Peter left and went to another place. Most likely, 

he knew he needed to leave Jerusalem in order to escape Herod’s wrath. We read in vv. 18-19 

that Herod was so angry that he killed the guards who stood watch over Peter.  

In vv. 20-24, we read Herod’s obituary. The Jewish historian Josephus records that 

Herod came out and gave an amazing speech dressed in robes that were shiny and silver. When 

the light reflected off of them, it lit up the room like the sun. After the speech, the crowds 

erupted by declaring that Herod’s voice was the voice of god.3 Which obviously he received 

with great pleasure. 

Immediately after his speech, an angel of the Lord struck him dead. It was nothing for 

the rulers of that day to receive praises as if they were gods, but Herod’s time was up. Pride 

goes before a fall, and Herod falls because he was struck dead by the angel. There is only One 

God, and His glory He will not share with another.  

Just as a side note, various historical sources tell us that Herod Agrippa I died in AD 44.4 

This means the events in Acts 12:20-24 were about 12 years after Jesus’ resurrection. 

Remember how Acts 12 began? It began with Herod’s rage against the Lord’s church 

and the killing of James, arresting Peter, and then he gave his speech. But the Lord has the last 

word. Acts 12:22-24 tells us God’s word prevailed and not Herod’s word. Herod’s words were 

silenced, but God’s word increased. 

Finally, in v. 25, Luke transitions from following Peter’s ministry to following Paul’s 

ministry. Barnabas & Saul return to Jerusalem from their first journey, bringing with them John 

Mark. 

I want us to consider four principles from our text. 

1. When persecution comes, we should confidently pray to our Sovereign God (v. 5). 

After James was murdered and Peter was arrested, look at what the church did in v. 5: 

But earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church. 

 This may seem like a no-brainer, but not necessarily. Confident and earnest prayer is not 

something we default to when persecution or tribulation hits our lives. Often when persecution 

or tribulation comes into our lives, we default to fretting, anxiety, worry, or forgetfulness of 

God. We don’t pray without ceasing; instead, we worry without ceasing. 

 Think about what went on in Acts 12. The Apostle James was executed by Herod. He 

was a leader in the church. He was the Apostle John’s brother, and now he was dead. In 

addition to James’ death, Peter had been arrested and was most likely to be executed next.  

 
3 Brian J. Vickers, ESV Commentary: Vol. IX, John-Acts, 451. 
4 N. T. Wright, Acts for Everyone: Acts Part 1 (Chapters 1-12), 190. 
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So, the church got busy. They got on Facebook and began blasting their leaders. They 

formed a committee to picket the authorities. They posted their displeasure with their leaders 

all over social media.  

No. They got on their knees. They began to take their petitions and intercession to the 

One who could really make a difference. These Christians prayed individually and corporately. 

They prayed continually and with confidence in their Sovereign God. Keep this in mind, just 

because James died, it did not shake their confidence in God.  

Bottom line: trust in God and pray. We do not know why the Apostle James died and the 

Apostle Peter was rescued. The Lord has His plans, and we do not know why things work out 

the way they do. However, we know what we must do, and we must pray. 

So, when things do not work out according to how we are praying does not mean the 

Lord is not working things out at all. It simply means we do not understand all of His plans. He 

does not always tell us all of His plans for each and every situation. However, He calls us to trust 

Him and to seek Him in prayer. Here is the good news—when we pray, He will meet us there. 

2. When persecution comes, we should confidently rest in our Sovereign God (vv. 6-11). 

Don’t you love this part of the story where Peter was so fast asleep that the angel had to wake 

him by shaking him to wake him up? This is the only account in Scripture where someone meets 

an angel and hits snooze, and says, “Give me five more minutes.” 

Okay, I am being funny. However, I want you to notice this. The Peter we meet in Acts 

12 is not the same Peter we met in the gospels. Peter has learned to rest in God’s sovereign 

plan even if it was going to cost him his life. That’s good news for all of us who seek spiritual 

growth in Christ. 

Brothers and sisters, it is the presence and peace of the Holy Spirit that allows us to rest 

in the presence of our persecutors. We can rest in Jesus even when we are surrounded by our 

enemies. As Psalm 23:5 says: 

You prepare a table before me 

in the presence of my enemies; 

you anoint my head with oil; 

my cup overflows. 

Peter experienced the rest described in Psalm 19:23: 

The fear of the LORD leads to life, 

and whoever has it rests satisfied; 

he will not be visited by harm. 

We can rest because we know that he will rescue us. However, we need to be careful 

here to consider what it means for the Lord to rescue us.  

Rest in Jesus is a sure promise, but the rescue may not always work out the way we 

always think or how we are praying. This leads us to our next principle. 
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3. When persecution comes, we can be confident that we will be rescued by the hand of 

our Sovereign God. There are two kinds of rescue that occurred in our story this morning.  

First, James’ rescue was an ultimate and eternal rescue. James was saved and rescued 

from the power and penalty of his sin. This is the most important rescue. 

However, when we follow Jesus we must be like James who knew that to follow Christ 

meant to take up his cross, and sometimes that means it will cost us everything. For the Apostle 

James, it meant that his rescue came in two ways. First, when he was saved, he was rescued, 

and, second, when he was executed for his faith in Jesus, he experienced the final rescue. In 

this rescue, he entered into the presence of His Rescuer—the Lord Jesus Christ. 

We must remember that Jesus did not hold on to His own life but gave it up in order to 

save us. Our Savior, for the joy that was set before Him, endured the cross, was buried and rose 

to life on the third day so that by our faith and repentance in Him, we may be rescued from the 

guilt of our sin, the penalty of our sin, and power of our sin. 

We must remember, sometimes it is God’s plan to rescue us from persecution. 

However, sometimes His plan is not to deliver us from our tribulations and persecutions.  

Does this mean God does not care or that He is not Sovereign? No, it does not. It simply 

means we do not know God’s plan in every situation. We are called to pray earnestly and say 

with the Apostle Paul in Romans 8:31-39: 

What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can 

be against us? 32 He who did not spare his own Son but gave him 

up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all 

things? 33 Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is 

God who justifies. 34 Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one 

who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right 

hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us. 35 Who shall 

separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, 

or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? 36 As 

it is written, “For your sake we are being killed all the day long; we 

are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.” 
37 No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him 

who loved us. 38 For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor 

angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor 

powers, 39 nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 

will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 

Lord. 

4. When persecution comes, our Sovereign God’s word will never be silenced. Our final 

principle is an amazing one! Think about it. At the beginning of Acts 12, Herod thought he was 
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controlling everything. He thought his voice was the voice of a god, but in the end, he was 

eaten by worms. 

 However, it was the word of God that prevailed. It is always the word of God that 

prevails because Jesus always wins. His word is eternal. His word created all things and holds all 

things in existence. One day by the word of Jesus, He will call an end to all of the wickedness in 

this world, and by His word, He will judge the nations. 

 We can be confident that God's word always prevails and Jesus always wins. His gospel 

will march forward until He returns to take us home. 

Jesus gives us instructions in Mark 13:32-37 about how to live in these perilous times 

until He returns: 

But concerning that day or that hour, no one knows, not even the 

angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 33 Be on guard, 

keep awake. For you do not know when the time will come. 34 It is 

like a man going on a journey, when he leaves home and puts his 

servants in charge, each with his work, and commands the 

doorkeeper to stay awake. 35 Therefore stay awake—for you do 

not know when the master of the house will come, in the evening, 

or at midnight, or when the rooster crows, or in the morning— 
36 lest he come suddenly and find you asleep. 37 And what I say to 

you I say to all: Stay awake. 

 

 We stay awake by prayer. Prayer is our lifeline to Jesus—the One who wins. 


