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MAIN POINT

The ambitions of men can never thwart the purposes of God.

GETTING STARTED

Have you or someone you know ever experienced something that they could not explain? Share
that story with the group.

Are there any famous things or events that the world has trouble explaining? Consider things like
Bigfoot, the Lochness Monster, etc.

DIGGING DEEPER

READ ACTS 12:1-5.

According to the text, what motivated Herod to kill James and imprison Peter? What impact
might these actions have had on the church?

Why do you think Herod put Peter under such heavy security? Was Peter more likely to attempt
escape than others? Read Acts 5:19 to further your discussion.

Verse 5 highlights the response of the church to Peter’s imprisonment. Do you think prayer is a
legitimate response to the evil actions of men? Why or why not? How might have Herod and
others in support of his actions perceived this act of prayer?

READ ACTS 12:6-11.

If it were the night before your execution due to your faith, do you think you could sleep as
soundly as Peter did? Why or why not?
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Examine the facts of Peter’s escape, setting aside the angel’s role. Could there be any other
reasonable explanation for his escape? Why or why not?

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ ACTS 12:12-18.

How did those praying for Peter respond when he came to their home? Would you have
responded similarly? Why or why not?

Is there any contradiction between the prayers of the people and their insistence that Peter had
died (v. 15)? Explain.

What was Herod’s reaction to the guard’s story? Why do you think he reacted so harshly towards
the guards?

LIVING IT OUT

What purposes might God have in allowing some of his messengers to be killed, but not others?

How do we know whether we should leave a rescue up to God or take personal action ourselves?

Do we view prayer as a powerful weapon? Do our prayer lives reflect what we say we believe?

What are some ways that God might use us as rescuers instead of sending an angel?

How is Peter’s rescue a picture of how Jesus rescued us?

PRAY

Pray for greater faith in God’s sovereignty and for trust in the power of prayer.

COMMENTARY

ACTS 12:1-19

12:1 The story begins with a vague time reference. It was “about this time.” Evidently Luke meant about the
time the Antioch church was preparing its relief offering for the Jerusalem church (11:27–30). Considering
the history of Herod Agrippa I, the Herod of this story, the time most likely would have been the spring of
a.d. 42 or 43.The Greek of v. 1 is quite vivid: Herod “laid violent hands” on some of the Christians.

Though king, Agrippa was hardly secure. Much of his good fortune was due to his friendship with Caligula,
and Caligula had not been a popular emperor with the Romans. In fact, Agrippa could not count on always
being in the good graces of Rome. It became all the more important for him to win the loyalty of his
Jewish subjects in order to give him at least a firm footing at home. Everything Josephus said about
Agrippa would indicate that he made every attempt to please the Jews, particularly currying the favor of
the influential Pharisees. His “Jewishness,” however, seems to have been largely a face he put on when at
home. When away, he lived in a thoroughly Roman fashion. Why persecution of the Christians was
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particularly pleasing to them at this time is not stated. Perhaps the acceptance of uncircumcised Gentiles
as related in chap. 11 had something to do with their disfavor.

12:2 Agrippa began his persecution of the Christians by having James killed “with a sword.” This James is
described as “brother of John” and thus was the apostle, the son of Zebedee. Some interpreters have
suggested that his brother John was also executed at this time, interpreting Mark 10:39 as a prediction
that both would be martyred. John 21:23, however, seems to predict the opposite; and early church
tradition has John living to an old age and dying a natural death. If Herod executed James in the Roman
fashion “with the sword,” he was beheaded. If he used the Jewish mode of execution, which forbade
beheading as a desecration to the body, he had “the edge of the sword” thrust through his body. The
martyrdom of James is told with the utmost brevity. Luke did not want to dwell on it but used the incident
to set the stage for his main emphasis—God’s deliverance of Peter.

12:3–5 Having won points with the Jews by the execution of James, Agrippa then moved against the chief
of the apostles, Peter, arresting him and placing him in prison. Luke noted that it was the Feast of the
Unleavened Bread. Herod would not risk his favor with the Jews by executing Peter during this time, since
that would be considered a desecration. The Passover was eaten on the eve of Nisan 14 and was followed
by seven days of eating unleavened bread, ending on Nisan 21. Luke used the term “Passover” for the
entire period. It would have been after the holy days had ended that Agrippa would have brought Peter
forth for public trial and surely also for execution (v. 4). Peter was placed under heavy security, being
guarded by four squads of four soldiers each. This was the usual Roman practice, changing guards every
three hours throughout the twelve night hours to assure maximum alertness. Why the heavy guard?
Perhaps the Sanhedrin had informed Agrippa of their own experience in jailing the apostles on a previous
occasion (5:19). While Peter waited in prison, the Christians used their most effective means of assistance.
They prayed continually for him (v. 5).

12:6–8a The story of Peter’s deliverance begins with the notice that it was the night before Peter’s trial.
This heightens its dramatic impact. It was the last minute before the sealing of the apostle’s doom. Peter
is described as sleeping, bound with two chains, each fastened to a guard, one on his right and one on his
left. The other two guards of the squadron of four stood watch at the doors of the prison. Perhaps one
stood at each of the two inner gates of the prison (cf. v. 10). That Peter could sleep so soundly the night
before his trial is perhaps indicative of his calm assurance that he was in God’s hands. It may also reflect
that the guards were asleep on either side of him. Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared, and a flash of
heavenly light filled the cell. Peter was still fast asleep, and the angel had to arouse him, perhaps with a
kick in the ribs. Still not fully alert, Peter really had no idea what was happening. The angel had to direct
every single movement of the apostle: “get up”; “put your coat on”; “tie your sandals”; “follow me.”
Obviously, this was not Peter’s escape. It was rather his deliverance. Peter was totally passive throughout
the entire incident.

12:8b–11 Peter dutifully followed the angel’s direction. Still half-asleep, he imagined that he was having
some sort of vision (v. 9). With a pronounced dramatic tone, each step of their progress was noted. They
safely passed the first sentry guarding the inner gate to the cell. Perhaps a “deep sleep from the Lord” had
fallen upon the guards (cf. 1 Sam 26:12). Suspense mounted: Would they make it past the rest of the guard?
They passed the second gate safely and then came to the outer gate that led into the city, a forbidding
iron barrier.

Most likely the place of Peter’s confinement was the Tower of Antonia, where the Roman troops were
barracked. Located at the northeastern corner of the temple complex, its eastern entrance led into the
streets of the city. Even this formidable iron barrier proved no hindrance to Peter and the angel, opening
of its own accord and allowing their safe passage. The angel led Peter down the length of the first street
from the prison. Perhaps coming to a corner and allowing Peter to turn into a side street and out of sight
of the prison and having delivered the apostle to safety, the angel disappeared. Only then did Peter come
to full alertness and realize that God had indeed delivered him from Herod’s clutches and his anticipated
death (v. 11).

12:12 The scene shifts to the Christian community who had been praying fervently for Peter (vv. 12–17). One
group had gathered at the home of John Mark’s mother, and Peter headed there. It is unusual that Mary
was identified through Mark; usually the child was identified by the parent. The reason possibly is that
Mark was the better known of the two in Christian circles, or it may be that there were several prominent
women named Mary in the early church. They were perhaps distinguished by their children. John Mark
would soon play a significant role in the first missionary journey of Paul and Barnabas (12:25; 13:5, 13; 15:37,
39).

12:13–14 The scene at Mary’s house is played out in a delightful fashion with the servant-girl Rhoda as the
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main character. Rhoda was a common Greek name, often borne by servants and meaning rose. When
Peter arrived, he stood at the outer gate that entered into the courtyard. Rhoda probably was responsible
for keeping the gate, a task often delegated to female servants (cf. John 18:16f.). Responding to Peter’s
knocking, she hurried out to the gate and discovered who was there. For all her joy, she ran back into the
house to announce the good news, forgetting altogether that Peter would really like to have come in. This
heightened the suspense all the more. Peter did not need to be standing outside in the street, exposed to
possible recapture. “Peter is at the door!” Rhoda announced excitedly, interrupting the prayers of the
Christians who had gathered there. “No, it can’t be,” they replied; “it must be his angel.”

12:15–16 This response reflects the Jewish belief that each person has a guardian angel as his or her
spiritual counterpart. It was believed that one’s angel often appeared immediately after the person’s
death, and that idea may lurk behind the response to Rhoda. “You’ve seen his ghost,” we would say. Such a
reply is remarkable coming from a group that had been totally occupied in prayer for Peter’s deliverance.
They found it easier to believe that Peter had died and gone to heaven than that their prayers had been
answered. In any event, who could trust a hysterical servant girl? Some things are just too good to be true
(cf. Luke 24:11). But it was true, and Peter’s persistent knocking finally got a response (v. 16).

12:17 Verse 17 is a key verse. Basically, it gives three pieces of information: (1) Peter’s report of his
miraculous delivery, (2) his instruction to tell the news to James, and (3) his departure to “another place”
where he would find refuge from the wrath of Agrippa. The first item is exactly what one would expect
under the circumstances. That Peter had to motion them to silence in order to share his story is indicative
of the excited hubbub created by his totally unexpected presence. The second item, though seemingly
incidental, is actually a keynote for the subsequent text of Acts. The James who was to be informed of
Peter’s deliverance was James the oldest of Jesus’ brothers, who from this point on assumed the
leadership of the church in Jerusalem (cf. 15:13–21; 21:18). It is interesting that “the brothers” are to be
informed along with James. Perhaps this refers to the elders, who were assuming an increasing role in the
governance of the Jerusalem church (cf. 11:30). The other apostles are not mentioned. At this time they
may have been absent from Jerusalem, having taken refuge from Agrippa’s persecution. The third piece of
information in v. 17 has perhaps provoked more scholarly attention than it deserves, largely due to the
tradition that the “other place” to which Peter went was Rome. Luke evidently did not consider the place
all that important and did not specify where it was. The point is simply that he had to go elsewhere to find
safety from Agrippa. Later, after Herod’s death, he was back in Jerusalem (15:7). That Peter went to Rome
at this early date is most unlikely, and Paul’s Epistle to the Romans seems to speak against it (15:20).

12:18–19a The final scene in the story of Peter’s escape returns to the prison (vv. 18–19a). When the guards
awoke in the morning, they found no one attached to their chains and likely no evidence of an escape
other than the obvious fact that Peter was not there. After interrogating the guards and failing to locate
Peter, Agrippa had the guards executed. This was in accordance with Roman law, which specified that a
guard who allowed the escape of a prisoner was to bear the same penalty the escapee would have
suffered. Agrippa had every intention of subjecting Peter to the same fate as James.
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