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Description:  K.E.Y. Bible Study introduces the essential biblical narratives, concepts, and themes, and teaches the student 
how to apply the message of the Bible to daily living.  Each teaching session is self-contained, which allows participants to join in 
the study at any time during the five years. 

 
Purpose: To teach the most significant events, passages, and doctrines of the Bible in a manner and using 

methods which encourages and empowers the student to: 
     Keep the faith that we have received 
     Be Equipped to serve the Body of Christ 
     Become Yoked, or connect, with others for the purpose of ministry  

 
 
	  

Do You Really Believe  
With God All Things Are Possible? 

December 2, 2015 
Acts 12:1-25 

 

 
 

General Background 
 

     So… you are sitting in a house with other believers deeply in prayer and distressed by the 
predicament you are in. Government officials and religious zealots are bent upon your 
destruction. Is there any hope?  
 
   Or… you are sitting in prison awaiting an unfair trial and certain death. Are you asleep or 
awake? Are you panicky or calm and assured? If you do manage to get some sleep and you 
get a tap on your shoulder, does it startle you? Would you expect to see a guard rousing you 
to get up to go to a sham trial or would you expect to see an angel? 
 
   Thus we find the situation in the twelfth chapter of Acts. An apostle, James, had been 
arrested and beheaded. Believers were being detained and abused. Another apostle, Peter, 
had been arrested and placed in holding to wait for his impending beheading. The church was 
in hiding and deeply in prayer. Everything seemed to be going against them; the possibility of 
death was impending and the impossibility of escape loomed. However, in the midst of this 
bleakness, this eternal truth was affirmed: with God all things are possible. 
 

   A word about the Herods of the New Testament era: 
• The first of the New Testament Herods is Herod the Great, who reigned from about 41 BC to 

1 BC. He is the Herod of Matthew 2, who was in power when Jesus was born.  
• Herod Philip I. He was the first husband of  Herodias. He is mentioned, under the name of 

Philip, in Matt. 14:3, Mark 6:17 and Luke 3:19. He had no official office. He was the father of 
Salome. 

• Herod Antipas. He was the ruler of Galilee and Peraea. He was the second husband of 
Herodias and consented to the death of John the Baptist. He was also the Herod to whom 
Pilate sent Jesus for trial (Luke 23:7ff.). 

• Archelaus. He was the ruler of Judaea, Samaria and Idumaea. He was a thoroughly bad 
ruler and was deposed and banished. He is mentioned in Matt. 2:22. 
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• Herod Philip II. He was the ruler of Ituraea and Trachonitis. He was the founder of Caesarea 
Philippi, which was named after him. In the New Testament, he is called Philip and is 
mentioned in Luke 3:1. 

• Aristobulus; his mother was Mariamne, a princess who was descended from the great 
Maccabaean heroes. His own father, Herod the Great, murdered him. He had a son called 
Herod Agrippa.  

• Herod Agrippa is the Herod of our present passage in Acts 12. He had been educated in 
Rome, but he was careful to keep the law and Jewish observances. This kept him in good 
graces with the Jewish people. He was the father of: (a) Agrippa II, before whom Paul was 
examined and before whom he made his famous speech (Acts 25-26); (b) Bernice, who 
appeared with him when Paul was under examination; and (c) Drusilla, who was the wife of 
Felix, the governor before whom Paul was tried (Acts 24:24). 
 

What Happened 
 
Acts 12:1-2 - It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the 
church, intending to persecute them.  He had James, the brother of John, put to death 
with the sword..  

Herod began a program of arresting followers of Jesus and heaping abuse on them. James, 
one of the Twelve, was one arrested. Literally he was “made away with by the sword” or 
beheaded. This was about eight years after the stoning of Stephen. Why was so much written 
about Stephen’s death (Acts 6:8-8:4) and so little about James? 
 

Acts 12:3-5 - When he saw that this pleased the Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also. 
This happened during the Feast of Unleavened Bread. 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. So Peter was kept in 
prison, but the church was earnestly praying to God for him.  
   Herod primarily found this program to be a good way to gain favor with the Jewish 
leadership and was not done as a stand for principles. This was the Passover, a major Jewish 
festival. People were extra vigilant during this season. This was the eleventh anniversary of 
the crucifixion of Jesus.  
   At each watch, four soldiers were assigned to Peter: two were chained to him and two 
guarded the doors. Arresting Peter was favorable to the masses and greatly disturbing to the 
church. Guards guarding… a church praying… which was stronger. 
 

Acts 12:6-8 - 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. 
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. 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.  
  Notice how soundly Peter was sleeping. A light shone and the angel had to strike him on his 
side (poke him in the ribs). The guards were miraculously lax with their task; a job their life 
depended upon. Peter obeyed the angel’s commands to dress and to follow him. Even while 
God was doing something extraordinary, Peter was commanded to do something ordinary… 
get dressed! 
 

Acts 12:9-10 - 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. They passed 
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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.  
   Luke, the writer of Acts, had heard Peter tell this story and the phrasing of this account 
shows this. The first barriers were mortals who amazingly were not doing their job. The final 
obstacle was an iron gate that would not by mortal mistake or laxness simply not do its job. 
The angel knew the code to the automatic gate opener – a praying church. 
 

Acts 12:11 - 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." 
   Peter had been under the impression that he was dreaming, but now reality set in. He was 
free and standing alone on a narrow street. “And now knowing, I know” – complete confidence 
that (1) God is the one who sent the angel, (2) He had been rescued and set free to continue 
to do the work to which Jesus had commissioned him. This was the Passover, a time to 
celebrate deliverance. 
 

Acts 12:12-14 -  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.  Peter 
knocked at the outer entrance, and a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer the 
door. When she recognized Peter's voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without 
opening it and exclaimed, "Peter is at the door!"  
   Peter had been in prison for about a week now. He did not know what he would find. Was 
the church scattered? Were they defeated? Instead, he found a great number of believers 
gathered and praying. They were gathered at the home of Mary, the mother of John (Mark), 
who is the writer of the second gospel. Mark was most likely a convert of Peter whom he 
would call “my son” 1 Peter 5:13. 
    Again, we find a delightful detail that Luke heard first hand from Peter about that night. 
There was a knock at the door. Who could it be? It was very early in the morning not long after 
midnight. Soldiers? A servant girl, Rhoda, bravely answered the door, perhaps through a 
peephole. Upon immediately recognizing the voice of Peter, she ran back into the house to 
make the announcement that it was Peter at the door! She forgot to let him in! 
 

Acts 12:15-16 - "You're out of your mind," they told her. When she kept insisting that it 
was so, they said, "It must be his angel." But Peter kept on knocking, and when they 
opened the door and saw him, they were astonished.  
   “Quiet, Rhoda! Can’t you see we are praying for Peter?” They kept praying, Rhoda kept 
protesting, Peter kept knocking. 
   “It must be his angel” Were they speaking of an apparition?... A guardian angel?... A 
messenger? 

   Finally, they crept to the door…. “Yes? Who is it?” They opened the door. “Astonished” is 
too mild a word. Literally, they were “beside themselves”; their minds were “completely upset” 
or as we might say it, “completely blown!” 
    

Acts 12:17 - 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.  
   There was such a commotion, that Peter had to settle the crowd down and then told them all 
that had just happened. The “James” mentioned is the half-brother of Jesus and the leader of 
the church of Jerusalem. “The brothers” raises a question. Is this a reference to the disciples? 
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More than likely it was the brothers of James (see Acts 1:14). Luke does not name the place 
that Peter departed to, but it most certainly was out of the city. 
 

Acts 12:18-23 -  In the morning, there was no small commotion among the soldiers as 
to what had become of Peter.  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. 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. On the appointed day Herod, wearing his royal robes, sat on his throne and 
delivered a public address to the people. They shouted, "This is the voice of a god, not 
of 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.  
   Again, Luke understates the reality of the situation – “no small commotion!” It was a major 
commotion resulting in the execution of the four guards on duty. Herod left the city as well. He 
had lost his credibility with the Jewish leadership and cashed in all of the good will he had 
previously gained with them. 
   Herod could not run away from all of his troubles. A conflict existed between Herod and two 
cities along the coast that were not part of his domain, but with whom he had mutual trade 
obligations. It appears that they had tried to win influence over him. During a festival that 
perhaps was a celebration of a Roman victory by the Emperor Claudius, Herod came out 
dressed in his regal robes and proceeded to announce his decision concerning the conflict. 
Dressed in spender and speaking to the body politic, the crowd was enraptured by this event 
and began to ascribe a god-like quality to Herod. Often Roman leadership was attributed with 
the status of a god who was incarnate in that person. This “deification” of Herod was no more 
than mere flattery to tickle his vanity. 
   Since Herod did not stop this adulation, God struck him down with disease and death. The 
secular historian, Josephus, reported that Herod lingered for five days after the event, 
suffering great discomfort in his belly. 
 

Acts 12:24-25 -  But the word of God continued to increase and spread. When Barnabas 
and Saul had finished their mission, they returned from Jerusalem, taking with them 
John, also called Mark.  
   Herod perished and the word of God continued to be proclaimed and bear fruit.  A young 
man was discipled. 
 

 
What Does It Mean and How Can I Apply It? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

	  	  	  This	  continues	  to	  be	  the	  case:	  
	  

1. The	  world	  opposes	  the	  gospel	  message	  and	  those	  who	  proclaim	  it	  
2. The	  word	  of	  God	  continues	  to	  be	  proclaimed	  and	  to	  produce	  fruit	  
3. New	  believers	  are	  discipled	  to	  carry	  on	  the	  mission	  
4. Never	  underestimate	  the	  power	  of	  a	  praying	  church	  

 
 

	  


