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A good magician impresses the audience with the difficulty of the trick. The trick 
appears impressive if the person in a life-threatening situation is chained or gagged or 
blind-folded or handicapped in some other way. It leaves us wondering ‘How will he 
ever get out of this alive?’ 

In Acts 12, all the characters are helpless. This is not to impress us like a good 
magician, but to make it clear that this is purely a divine miracle. God needs no help 
from people. 
As we start the new year in Acts seeing how the church begun and what our purpose 
is, today we see God is in control and unstoppable. 
 

1. Herod puts Peter in prison (Acts 12:1–19) 
Last week we saw Gentiles being given the Holy Spirit for the first time. Salvation is 
open to all who believe Jesus is Lord. Not everyone is happy about this. Dictators fear 
any movement that is growing. Herod the King of Judea has started arresting and 
killing Christians. In verse 2, even James one of the twelve disciples was put to death 
with the sword. Death by sword is an indication Herod perceives Christians as a threat 
to his regime. 
When Herod sees that killing Christians pleases the Jews he sets out to kill Peter too. 
He does everything humanly possible to get it right, he fails at one major point. 
Peter is put in prison and guarded by four squads of four soldiers each. In other 
words, there would be guards watching Peter all night. We read in verse 6 that two 
were either side of Peter while he slept and two guarded the entrance. Peter was even 
bound with two chains. How could Peter possibly escape this? 
If this were a magic trick we would be impressed at the difficulty of the hero escaping 
alive. 
But, we are told in verse 5 that the church was earnestly praying to God for him. 

Then that prayer is answered in verse 7 when an angel of the Lord appeared, struck 
him and woke him: ‘Quick, get up!’ The chains fell off Peter’s wrists, he gets dressed 
and follows the angel out of prison straight pass the guards who were oblivious to it 
all and then into the city. 

Peter can’t believe this himself, until the angel left him. 
Peter goes to the house of Mary the mother of John also called Mark. This is Mark 
who wrote the Gospel Mark based on Peter’s account of Jesus’ life. He knocks on the 
door but no one will let him in. Rhoda the servant is beside herself and the other 
disciples don’t believe it’s really him. Makes you wonder if they truly believed God 
would answer their prayers so suddenly and dramatically!? 

Eventually, Peter gets in and tells what happened and then leaves. To avoid being 
arrested again Peter no longer has a fixed address in Jerusalem, and so takes on a 
missionary role. Interestingly, this is the end of Peter as the official leader of the 



church; this role is handed over to James the brother of Jesus who becomes the new 
leader of the church in Jerusalem.  

The next morning at the prison, there is a raucous when they realise Peter has 
escaped. Peter can’t be found. The guards are cross-examined and executed. 

It is obvious that the escape of Peter was a miracle of God. There is no other 
explanation. Peter had no part in his escape, he was dumb-struck through it all. The 
disciples were also dumb-struck and didn’t believe it had happened. 
Herod’s efforts to stop the church growing fail miserably. He failed at one major 
point: God rules, not Herod. 
 

2. Herod dies (Acts 12:19-23) 
Herod didn’t learnt. In this next account, Herod makes himself out to be god. 

He moved from Judea to Caesarea. He dressed in royal robes and sat on his throne to 
deliver a public address. The crowd 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. 

A central message of Acts is God rules and all who oppose him will be judged: in this 
life or the next. 

Josephus the Jewish historian also records this public meeting where the crowd 
treated Herod like a god. Josephus says Herod had ‘violent internal pains’ and was 
carried home to die. 
This is what happens to those who stand in the way of God and his glory. 

 
3. The word of God continued to spread and flourish (Acts 12:24) 

The very last sentence is the key point of this chapter. Verse 24: 
But the word of God continued to spread and flourish. 

Despite efforts to stop the growth of the church by Jews and political leaders, the 
word of God continued to spread and flourish. 

Often we fear the powers and people of this world. But real power is in the word of 
God. It cannot be stopped. 

It’s not dictators like Herod who yield the sword. Real power is the word of God. 
God’s word is unstoppable. As one commentator said, God’s word is unfettered. 

‘But even though the word of God is not fettered, its servants may well have to suffer 
and be bound.’ 

We see that in the death of James, one of the first twelve disciples of Jesus. 
You might not think this at first, but this is great comfort for Christians around the 
world who suffer for the name of Christ today. Our suffering doesn’t mean God has 
forsaken or forgotten us, he still rules the world. His word continues to spread and 
flourish even through our suffering. 



God cares for his people. He is just. Kim Jong-Un, ISIS in Iraq, Boko Haram in 
northern Africa, radical Hindus on the subcontinent… all who mistreat his people will 
be punished, whether it be in this life or the next. 
Finally, what a great reminder for us to pray and expect God to answer. He might not 
answer how we expect – that was the case for the disciples praying for Peter – but he 
always answers according to his sovereign plan of salvation. 

Never give up praying. 
In the latest CMS Checkpoint magazine (Summer 2016/17), we read Christians have 
been praying for the Muslim world in a focused and concerted way for 30 years. The 
results of this prayer are staggering… in the first 12 years of this century there have 
been 69 separate movements to Christ among different cultural groups – a movement 
of believers is defined as a group of more than 1000 baptised believers or 100 new 
churches within a Muslim community. Sixty nine separate movements to Christ in 12 
years compared to no movements of converts to Christianity in the first 12 centuries 
of Islam. 
Prayer is powerful because God is powerful. 

‘Those who faithfully pray at home do as much for foreign missions as those on the 
field, for the quickest way to the heart of a lost person is by way of the throne of 
God’1 
 

Let’s pray now: 
Lord Almighty, you alone are God over all the kingdoms of the earth. You made 
heaven and earth. Your word is powerful and continues to spread and flourish today. 
Help us to be prayerful… acknowledging our human fears, frailty, and powerlessness. 
Lift up our eyes to see your power and glory. 
Please touch the hearts of our non-believing friends and family… 

We ask for a movement across our nation where men and women and children give 
their hearts to Jesus as Lord and Saviour. We pray especially for rural Australia where 
the gospel hasn’t had great impact for many generations, we ask your word would 
spread and flourish… 

We commit to you the people our mission partners are serving across the world: the 
Malaitans in the Solomon Islands, the Yao people in Mozambique, Italians in Rome, 
and remote people that can only be accessed by plane. 
Please give your Holy Spirit so that there is repentance and faith that leads to life in 
the name of Jesus. 
Amen. 

 

                                                
1 Eugene Stock, The History of the Church Missionary Society. 


