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Text 
It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the church, intending to persecute 
them. 2 He had James, the brother of John, put to death with the sword. 3 When he saw that this pleased the 
Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also. This happened during the Feast of Unleavened Bread. 4 After 
arresting him, he put him in prison, handing him over to be guarded by four squads of four soldiers each. 
Herod intended to bring him out for public trial after the Passover. 5 So Peter was kept in prison, but the 
church was earnestly praying to God for him. 6 The night before Herod was to bring him to trial, Peter was 
sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and sentries stood guard at the entrance. 7 Suddenly 
an angel of the Lord appeared and a light shone in the cell. He struck Peter on the side and woke him up. 
"Quick, get up!" he said, and the chains fell off Peter's wrists. 8 Then the angel said to him, "Put on your 
clothes and sandals." And Peter did so. "Wrap your cloak around you and follow me," the angel told him. 9 

Peter followed him out of the prison, but he had no idea that what the angel was doing was really 
happening; he thought he was seeing a vision. 10 They passed the first and second guards and came to the 
iron gate leading to the city. It opened for them by itself, and they went through it. When they had walked 
the length of one street, suddenly the angel left him. 11 Then Peter came to himself and said, "Now I know 
without a doubt that the Lord sent his angel and rescued me from Herod's clutches and from everything the 
Jewish people were anticipating." 12 When this had dawned on him, he went to the house of Mary the 
mother of John, also called Mark, where many people had gathered and were praying. 13 Peter knocked at 
the outer entrance, and a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer the door. 14 When she recognized 
Peter's voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without opening it and exclaimed, "Peter is at the door!" 
15 "You're out of your mind," they told her. When she kept insisting that it was so, they said, "It must be his 
angel." 16 But Peter kept on knocking, and when they opened the door and saw him, they were astonished. 17 

Peter motioned with his hand for them to be quiet and described how the Lord had brought him out of 
prison. "Tell James and the brothers about this," he said, and then he left for another place. 18 In the 
morning, there was no small commotion among the soldiers as to what had become of Peter. 19 After Herod 
had a thorough search made for him and did not find him, he cross-examined the guards and ordered that 
they be executed. Then Herod went from Judea to Caesarea and stayed there a while. 20 He had been 
quarreling with the people of Tyre and Sidon; they now joined together and sought an audience with him. 
Having secured the support of Blastus, a trusted personal servant of the king, they asked for peace, because 
they depended on the king's country for their food supply. 21 On the appointed day Herod, wearing his royal 
robes, sat on his throne and delivered a public address to the people. 22 They shouted, "This is the voice of a 
god, not of a man." 23 Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck 
him down, and he was eaten by worms and died. 24 But the word of God continued to increase and spread. 
25 When Barnabas and Saul had finished their mission, they returned from Jerusalem, taking with them 
John, also called Mark. 
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Introduction 
 There was this intelligent, mature, godly girl Andrea and I knew in college.  She 
was on Student Government with me.  I also knew this guy who I recruited to preach at 
the nursing home that I preached at occasionally.  He was rock solid with a passion for 
God’s Word and a heart for people; probably more godly than I.  This guy and this girl 
started dating about the same time Andrea and I started dating. 
 On September 11, 2001, Andrea was scheduled to fly home from visiting her 
brother and sister-in-law in New Jersey.  I had elaborate plans to ask her to marry me that 
week.  Two planes crashed into the World Trade Center, one into the Pentagon, and one 
into a field in Pennsylvania that morning, shutting down all air travel for that week.  
Andrea could have been on one of those planes, …but she was not and we got engaged 
that week anyway – a day later than I had initially planned and only a few short hours 
after she had gotten back to Chicago after an all-night train ride, but I was determined. 
 That very same week the guy and the gal that we knew from college got engaged.  
We set the date for our wedding for June 29th of the following summer.  They set their 
wedding date for the very same day.  He wanted to be a preacher; I wanted to be a 
preacher.  But that winter, while on a ski trip with the youth group that he helped lead, he 
had an accident and ran into a tree, severely injuring his head.  He was lucky to be alive, 
but the brain damage he suffered has caused him to be in a coma-like state ever since.  
Many people prayed for him for a full recovery, but it hasn’t happened.  On June 29th, 
2002, Andrea and I got married and this couple had a less joyful ceremony where the 
guy’s family released the girl from the engagement to go on with her life. 
 Why?  Why him?  Why not me?  Why did we get to be married and they didn’t?  
A lot of these questions swirled in our heads and still do.  It doesn’t make sense.  My 
mom and her best friend were pregnant with their third child at the same time.  My little 
sister died when she was 10 days old and my mom’s friend’s kid has grown up to be a 
healthy young man.  How do you explain that?  Was my mom being punished for 
something?  Did people not pray hard enough for that couple who never got married?  Is 
God cruel and sadistic?  Or worse yet: impotent?  I’m sure all of you have some similar 
experience or story.  Maybe you’ve thought about that question before.  And while there 
are no easy answers Luke wants us to think about that question today and what he wants 
us to be assured of is just this: God is in control and his good purposes will go 
forward. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Prison Break (vv. 1-11) 
 Last week we were up in Antioch along the outer borders of the gospel’s reach.  
Luke is getting us ready for even more Gentile expansion and the thrilling accounts of 
Saul/Paul’s missionary journeys from Antioch, but first – as we’ve become accustomed 
to – he jumps back to Peter and the Jerusalem church.  The last verse in chapter 11 told of 
Barnabas and Saul’s visit to Jerusalem.  The last verse of chapter 12 tells of their return, 
with John Mark, to Antioch.  In between Luke tells of this amazing and perplexing story 
of God’s rescue and non-rescue of Peter and James respectively in the context of Herod’s 
ruthless crackdown on the Jerusalem church. 
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 You’ve heard of the name of Herod, right?  It comes up in the New Testament a 
lot, right?  But what you might not know is that there are several different Herods in the 
Bible.  The one in mind in Acts 12 is Herod Agrippa.  Now you may have heard of Herod 
the Great.  Herod the Great was the Herod we hear about at Christmas who tried to kill 
baby Jesus, forcing the holy family to flee to Egypt until he died (cf. Mt. 2:19).  Herod 
the Great’s son, Herod Antipas, is the Herod we hear about around Easter who was 
complicit in actually killing adult Jesus, mocking him and refusing to spare his life (cf. 
Lk. 23:8ff).  Herod the Great was Herod Agrippa’s grandfather and Herod Antipas was 
Herod Agrippa’s uncle.  Herod Agrippa the 1st that is.  We’re going to meet another 
Agrippa later on in Acts who is this Herod’s son.  But today we’re dealing with Herod 
Agrippa I. 
 If you study the family history of the Herods it’s quite fascinating and sensational 
– great material for a modern day made for TV movie.  These were incompetent, 
insecure, immoral, people who were known to have their wives and kids killed and ruled 
with a heavy hand.  They were part Jewish, but their relationship with the Jews was 
always tempestuous because their ties to Rome were very strong.  Herod Agrippa, 
however, had a better than average public approval rating among the Jewish people and 
did whatever he could to curry favor with them.  He quickly realized that if he could 
persecute the church, this despised sectarian group among the Jews, he would get in on 
the good side with them. 
 So he gathered up many Christians and put them in prison.  One of them – the 
apostle James – he actually had killed with the sword.  This was James, the brother of 
John – the pair that Jesus had nicknamed Sons of Thunder; Zebedee’s boys.  “When he 
saw that this pleased the Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also” (v. 3a).  “Hey,” he 
thought, “if this worked with James, just think how much they’ll like me if I get rid of 
Peter too.”  Ironically, this happened during the Feast of Unleavened Bread – the 7 day 
festival that followed immediately upon Passover.  I say ironically, because this was the 
same time of year that Jesus was arrested, tried, and crucified some 10-15 years earlier. 
 Herod wanted to wait until the weeklong Jewish celebration was over, so he had 
Peter put in prison.  Now this wasn’t like the Cook County maximum security prison, 
mind you.  Peter was guarded heavily and watched meticulously.  There were four squads 
of four soldiers working in shifts so that there was always a fresh cadre for extra security.  
Two guards watched the gates and two were always at Peter’s side as Peter was bound 
with chains – no unsupervised showers or open laundry trucks here.1 
 Peter was kept under custody, no doubt certain of Herod’s intentions to repeat the 
James mockery of justice with him.  “But the church was earnestly praying to God for 
him” (v. 5b).  How long was Peter there?  4, 5, 6, 7 days?  And yet the church was 
praying.  “To those outside the family of God,” Kent Hughes writes, “this is terminal 
weakness.  The Christians should have been planning a terrorist reprisal or a kidnapping.  
What good would this effeminate praying do?”2  But they knew their God was the 
“Sovereign Lord… [who] made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in 
them” (4:24).  They knew he was the God who delivered Daniel from the lions’ den and 
the God who miraculously delivered Peter and the other apostles from prison earlier in 
Acts 5.  So they prayed. 

Note well that they are still praying, even after they had seen James get 
mercilessly killed despite their prayers for his release.  They are still praying.  They 
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didn’t give up.  They didn’t get cynical and disillusioned.  Doubtless some of their 
prayers were for Peter to be faithful to the end and die well if it was his time and to be a 
bold witness to the guards, but they were surely also praying for God to spare him and to 
intervene.  And the text says that they were praying earnestly, fervently.  Samuel 
Chadwick says, “Intensity is a law of prayer… There are blessings of the kingdom that 
are only yielded to the violence of the vehement soul.”3  Do you pray vehemently?  Do 
you pray passionately, desperately, persistently, or casually, flippantly, disinterestedly? 

God heard their earnest prayers and intervened.  He sent an angel to go get Peter 
out.  And when this angel found Peter, Peter was sleeping.  Peter was sleeping!  It was a 
deep sleep, the kind of rest you can only get when your heart is at peace.  This angel 
shone a light into the cell, struck Peter on the side, which I find peculiar, and undid his 
handcuffs, abruptly waking him up.  Angels aren’t these soft, sweet, plump little cherubs 
that you see on greeting cards.  They’re the kind of creatures that can cause you to fall to 
the ground in terror (cf. Dan. 10:15ff).  This one meant business.  There’s no, “Peter, 
Peter, wakey, wakey.  It’s time to get up.”  No, he’s gruff, serious, to the point, and kind 
of blunt – SLAP, “quick, get up,” “put on your clothes,” “follow me,” “alright you’re on 
your own.” 

The whole time, Peter is being dragged along, groggy, stumbling, crusty-eyed, 
sandals on the wrong feet.  He’s still waking up and thinks he’s dreaming – I mean 
c’mon: gates opening automatically!?  But we read in v. 11, “Peter came to himself and 
said, ‘Now I know without a doubt that the Lord sent his angel and rescued me from 
Herod’s clutches and from everything the Jewish people were anticipating.’”  God had 
moved!  God acted to save his life.  Why?  Why him?  Why not James? 
 
Answered Prayer on the Doorstep (vv. 12-17) 
 Peter was utterly amazed at God’s supernatural show of might.  He had to share it 
with others.  He went right away “to the house of Mary the mother of John, also called 
Mark, where [he knew there would be] many people… gathered and… praying” (v. 12).  
Why did he go there?  It was obviously one of the usual gathering spots for the church – a 
relatively large estate with an outer entrance and servants that could accommodate many 
people.  But it also makes sense because church tradition ascribes a close relationship 
between Mark and Peter.  Remember, this is the same Mark who wrote the second 
Gospel most likely from stories handed down to him from Peter.  So Peter must have 
spent a lot of time at his house. 
 The church is praying for Peter inside and Peter is knocking on the door outside 
and a very comical scene takes place.  Rhoda gets the door and recognizes Peter and in a 
fit of girlish exuberance slams the door in Peter’s face and runs back into the prayer 
meeting giddily announcing that Peter was outside.  And they don’t believe her!  Isn’t it 
quite silly how reluctant we are many times to believe our prayers are answered even 
when the answer is right on our doorstep?  Maybe we don’t really believe God will 
answer us.  Well, she was adamant that it was really Peter and they were adamant that she 
was out of her mind or that it was his angel.  This is where some people get the idea of a 
guardian angel from (see also Mt. 18:10).  There was a common belief at the time – 
whether the Bible endorses it or not I don’t know – that people could have an angelic 
protector that was capable of assuming the physical appearance of the one being 
protected.4 
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 Meanwhile, the real Peter kept knocking, trying not to cause too much of a 
commotion because he’s trying to be incognito.  Finally, they go check for themselves 
and lo and behold it was Peter!  And they’re ecstatic and Peter motioned with his hand 
and told the story of his miraculous deliverance.  He didn’t have much time because soon 
they would be on his trail, but he told them to pass it on, specifically to James – this was 
James the brother of Jesus (not an apostle) who was assuming a leadership role in the 
Jerusalem church at that time. 
 So why does Luke tell us this story?  Because it’s a cool story of God’s mighty 
power to answer prayer and intervene to protect people?  Yeah, that’s part of it, but not 
all of it.  Why does he include the detail about James getting killed by the sword right 
before he tells of Peter being delivered?  His juxtaposition of James’s execution with 
Peter’s release is no doubt intentional and meant to cause us to reflect on the reality of the 
seeming unfairness of life; suffering’s indiscriminateness… God’s peculiar ways.  Luke 
doesn’t specifically answer the why question with a hackneyed explanation or speculate 
about the reasons.  He just tells it like it is because… it’s the way it is.  And we need to 
wrestle through this.  There is suffering in life and the whos and the hows and the whens 
and the whys aren’t usually clear to us. 

“That James should die while Peter should escape is a mystery of divine 
providence which has been repeated countless times in the history of the people of God,”5 
says F.F. Bruce.  There is no clear cut answer that we can understand.  It’s simply a 
reality of God’s world.  And I. Howard Marshall remarks that “it would be highly 
perverse to deduce from verse 5 that prayer was offered for Peter but not for James.”6  
The church surely prayed intensely for both, but God allowed James to be killed and did 
not allow Peter to be.  Was he incapable of helping James?  Most definitely not!  What he 
did for Peter shows that he is completely capable; he is in complete control and nothing 
can thwart him.  We may not know all the reasons why, but we know that God has a plan 
and we have to believe from this passage and other passages of Scripture that he is good; 
his plan is loving; he is not malicious. 

John Piper says, “It isn’t as though God fumbled the ball with James and scored a 
touchdown with Peter.  God never fumbles the ball.  If he turns it over to the other side 
for a few downs, it’s because he knows a better way to win.”7  “Oh, the depth of the 
riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable his judgments, and his 
paths beyond tracing out” (Rom. 11:33)!  We have to embrace that mystery and cling to 
God’s sovereignty and his infinite goodness.  We must have the determination and faith 
of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego when faced with the flames of a raging furnace and 
the demand to give up worship of Yahweh who said firmly, “If we are thrown into the 
blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it, and he will rescue us from 
your hand, O king.  But even if he does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will 
not serve your gods or worship the image of gold you have set up (Dan. 3:17-18).  [Even 
if we die, God has not failed and he is no less God and we will not abandon him].” 

I’ve said this before: in a sermon from Luke a couple years ago I said, “Even with 
a church our size there’s a good possibility that something tragic could happen among us 
– cancer, a car wreck, the death of a child, a drive by shooting – and I want us to be 
prepared.”8  And in an earlier sermon in Acts we saw that to be in Christ is to 
mysteriously participate in his sufferings; that’s part of the Christian life.9  Later in Acts 
we’re going to see that “through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God” 
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(14:22).  We need to know now that no matter what happens God is good, that nothing 
happens to us that he does not ordain and that is not ultimately good for us.  One of the 
best sermons I’ve ever heard was on Hebrews 11.  Hebrews 11 is full of all those 
amazing stories of God’s actions in behalf of men and women of faith; great references to 
those who “escaped the edge of the sword,” but then without pause, in the middle of v. 
35, the writer goes on to say presumably still through faith, “Others were tortured and 
refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection.  Some faced jeers and 
flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison.  They were stoned; they were 
sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword.  They went about in sheepskins and 
goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated – the world was not worthy of them.  They 
wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground” (Heb. 11:34-
38).  This is God’s design.  This is the way it is with people of faith. 
 God sometimes acts to show his might and his power and his unrivaled, constant 
control, but he doesn’t always act to relieve our suffering.  He wants us to trust him 
through it, to really believe that “to live is Christ and to die is gain” (Ph. 1:21), and that 
we have a sure hope that God’s good purposes for the world and for us will prevail and 
come to pass.  We must never become fatalistic or discouraged and give up on prayer.  
We must keep praying in faith, imploring God to act in such a way that his glory is 
highlighted the most, and sometimes that’s in a miraculous escape from prison and other 
times it’s in a holy death that displays for others that there doesn’t have to be fear in 
death or it’s in a heart that is steadfast and unwavering in faith despite the searing loss of 
goods and kindred – a heart that still goes hard after God when your spouse dies or your 
house burns.  And you know what?  Even if God spares you many times, you will still die 
and you will still suffer in some way eventually.  Peter is released here, but we know 
from extrabiblical sources that he was eventually crucified upside down several years 
later.  God’s ways are mysterious, but God is in control. 
 
Herod Gets His (vv. 18-25) 

Luke reminds us of that in the last part of this chapter.  Herod thought he was in 
control and God was inconsequential.  Herod, in good family fashion, was one bad dude.  
We’ve already noted how for political expediency he had James killed.  Now, upon the 
embarrassing news of Peter’s escape, he callously has the guards executed.  Herod the 
Great, this Herod’s grandpa, right before he died, because he wanted the country to be in 
mourning, gave orders for one member of each family to be killed “although they had 
done nothing wrong or offended him in any way and had not been accused of any other 
crime.”10  It ran in the family, I guess. 

But Luke is sure to tell of this Herod’s end.  This prideful, ruthless, godless king 
left the Jewish city of Jerusalem after his obligatory appearance at Passover and headed 
for his posh digs in the Roman town of Caesarea, where he felt more at home.  And we 
see Herod doing all of his important political stuff and trying to keep Tyre and Sidon 
under his thumb [and let me just say that Blastus is a cool name, isn’t it; the perfect name 
for a video game hero, I think] and Herod does the whole royalty show – he puts on 
glittery robes, sits in his extravagant throne, and gives a display of oratorical flourish.  
And “they shouted [just what Herod loved to hear], ‘This is the voice of a god, not a 
man.’  Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord 
struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died” (vv. 22-23). 
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Something like this must have run in the family too, because I found this graphic 
description of Herod the Great’s death in Josephus, the first century Jewish historian, that 
some of you medical types might find interesting (others, I’ll warn you, may find 
disgusting): 
 

But Herod’s illness became more and more [severe], for God was 
inflicting just punishment upon him for his lawless deeds.  The fever that 
he had was a light one and did not so much indicate symptoms of 
inflammation to the touch as it produced internal damage.  He also had a 
terrible desire to scratch himself because of this, for it was impossible not 
to seek relief.  There was also an ulceration of the bowels and intestinal 
pains that were particularly terrible, and a moist, transparent [pus] [about] 
his feet.  And he suffered similarly from an abdominal ailment, as well as 
from a gangrene of his private parts that produced worms.  His breathing 
was marked by extreme tension, and it was very unpleasant because of 
[his bad] breath and his constant gasping.  He also had convulsions in 
every limb that took on unendurable severity.11 

 
Not very pretty, huh?  A little preview of Hell, “where ‘their worm does not die, and the 
fire is not quenched’” (Mk. 9:48), huh?  Just like Herod the Great, Herod Agrippa 
suffered a terrible death.  Ajith Fernando points out, “There is irony here too, for the man 
who was glorious on the outside was rotting of worms on the inside.”12 
 God was in control.  Herod was not a threat to him.  Herod tried to assume the 
place of God, refused to give glory to God, and God showed him who was boss.  We can 
be assured that evil will not triumph.  That God is just and will punish wickedness, if not 
in this life at least in the next or on the cross where the punishment for our sin was 
absorbed by Jesus in his horrendous death and God’s greatest display of love was joined 
with immense suffering; where the world’s greatest evil undeniably coincided with God’s 
meticulous sovereignty.  He is in control, he is good, he is loving, he is merciful, he can 
be trusted even in the face of evil and suffering and pain. 
 And look at v. 24 – “But the word of God continued to increase and spread.”  
Despite James’s untimely death and Peter being a fugitive on the run, God’s good 
purposes for his word – the revelation of his character and the proclamation of his 
salvation in Jesus Christ – continued to march forward undeterred.  The movement that 
started with its leader getting killed and had a bloody history full of opposition was still 
on the move, unstoppable.  God’s plan for his creation from the very beginning through 
the birth, life, and death of Christ has been marvelously unfolding according to plan.  
And he will carry it on to completion.  “This is my Father’s world, O let me ne’er forget 
that though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.  This is my Father’s 
world; the battle is not done; Jesus who died shall be satisfied, and earth and heaven be 
one.” 
 
Conclusion 
 Recently I heard a missionary, David Stitton, speak about his passion for 
proclaiming the gospel to completely unreached, cannibalistic, head-hunting tribes in 
Papua New Guinea.13  I sat riveted with amazement and wonder (and conviction of my 
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own comfortable life) as he recounted Elijah-and-the-prophets-of-Baal-type stories of 
God’s amazing displays of power to spare him and show that he alone is God.  I bet his 
son Joshua has many times listened with awe as his dad recounted these stories of God’s 
deliverance after supper around the dinner table. 
 But I also think with equal amazement and wonder of the story of the five 
missionaries to Ecuador in 1956.  The story never grows old to me.  Five men, with wives 
and children, who believed that “he is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain that 
which he cannot lose;”14 these five men had a passion for proclaiming the gospel to a 
completely unreached, violent tribe in Ecuador.  But they were speared to death trying to 
make contact with them (and they had guns!!).  What was God doing?  Why?  I’m sure 
Steve Saint asked those questions as he had to grow up without his father.  But you know 
what?  In an interview in 1996 Steve Saint said this about his dad’s death, “It is an 
anomaly that I cannot explain outside of divine intervention.”15  Divine intervention?!?  
Yes divine intervention.  Steve Saint’s conclusion is that God intervened to orchestrate 
his dad’s death and as a result many in that tribe have come to Christ and accepted the 
word of God including the very ones who killed the missionaries AND countless 
thousands of people in the last 50 years because of this story have accepted God’s call to 
take the gospel to people who need to hear it no matter the cost.  “The word of God [has] 
continued to increase and spread” (v. 24).  God moves in a mysterious way! 
 And oh yeah, I count my baby sister’s death when I was 7 years old and all the 
existential angst it threw me into as God’s primary means of calling me to himself and 
saving me. 

Brothers and sisters.  The devil will get his; evil will be punished.  But in the 
meantime we must cling to Christ for in him we escape the punishment that rightfully is 
due us and have the assurance that God is for us and even though we will suffer like 
Christ, we will also live eternally in a perfected body like Christ does in a place where 
death and evil and suffering are banished forever and ever.  Will you give God glory 
today?  Will you put your faith in him?  Will you live your life in such a way as to be 
bold for Christ and not shy away from suffering, knowing that you are a part of 
something big and unstoppable and that God is in control and his good purposes will 
go forward. 
 
Benediction 
May you be assured of this: “whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever 
loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it” (Mk. 8:35). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 26, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 
personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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