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Acts chapter 12 is a powerful reminder that God is in control even when evil seems to be winning. In 
this chapter we see persecution, prayer, miracles, martyrdom, pride, and judgment—all side by side. 
And through it all, “the word of God grew and multiplied” (Acts 12:24). 

1. Herod’s Persecution and James’ Martyrdom (Acts 12:1–3) 

“Now about that time Herod the king stretched out his hand to harass some from the church. Then 
he killed James the brother of John with the sword.” (Acts 12:1–2) 

This Herod is Herod Agrippa I, the grandson of Herod the Great (the ruler when Jesus was born). 
Herod Agrippa I had Jewish blood through his grandmother, and he tried hard to win Jewish approval 
by keeping Jewish customs and siding with their religious leaders. Persecuting the church was one 
more way to gain favor with them. 

He “stretched out his hand to harass some from the church” and then crossed a terrible line: he had 
James the brother of John executed with the sword. James and John were the “sons of thunder,” the 
two brothers who once asked to sit at Jesus’ right and left in His kingdom. Jesus told them they 
would drink His cup—that is, they would share in His suffering (Matthew 20:22–23). Here we see that 
fulfilled in James. He is the first of the apostles to be martyred. 

“And because he saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded further to seize Peter also. Now it was 
during the Days of Unleavened Bread.” (Acts 12:3) 

Seeing that James’ death pleased the religious leaders, Herod arrested Peter as well, planning to 
make him the next victim after the Passover feast. 

Practical note 

Sometimes evil rulers will hurt God’s people simply because it is popular. James is faithful and still 
dies. Peter is faithful and is delivered. Both are in God’s hands. We do not always understand why 
one believer is rescued while another is taken home, but we know that the Lord is righteous in all His 
ways and near to all who call upon Him. 

2. Peter in Prison and the Church in Prayer (Acts 12:4–5) 

“So when he had arrested him, he put him in prison, and delivered him to four squads of soldiers to 
keep him, intending to bring him before the people after Passover.” (Acts 12:4) 

Herod does not want Peter slipping away. He assigns four squads of four soldiers each (sixteen in 
total), rotating through the night. Peter is chained to two soldiers, while two more stand guard at the 
door. Humanly speaking, there is no way out. 

“Peter was therefore kept in prison, but constant prayer was offered to God for him by the church.” 
(Acts 12:5) 

This is the turning point: Peter is held by chains, bars, and armed guards—but the church is holding 
him up in prayer. They cannot storm the prison, but they can go boldly to the throne of God. 
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Their faith is far from perfect (we will see that in a moment), but their hearts are right: they are calling 
on the Lord together “without ceasing.” 

Practical application 

When circumstances are impossible, praying together is not a last resort; it is obedience. The early 
church does not say, “Well, there’s nothing we can do.” They gather and pray. We should learn from 
them. 

3. A Miracle in the Night (Acts 12:6–11) 

“And when Herod was about to bring him out, that night Peter was sleeping, bound with two chains 
between two soldiers; and the guards before the door were keeping the prison.” (Acts 12:6) 

The night before his expected trial—and likely his execution—Peter is sleeping. That is remarkable 
confidence in God. He is not pacing in panic; he is resting in the Lord. 

“Now behold, an angel of the Lord stood by him, and a light shone in the prison; and he struck Peter 
on the side and raised him up, saying, ‘Arise quickly!’ And his chains fell off his hands.” (Acts 12:7) 

A light fills the cell. An angel appears. Peter is struck on the side, awakened, and told to get up—
“and his chains fell off his hands.” No guard unlocks them. God simply overrules the iron. 

“Then the angel said to him, ‘Gird yourself and tie on your sandals’; and so he did. And he said to 
him, ‘Put on your garment and follow me.’ So he went out and followed him, and did not know that 
what was done by the angel was real, but thought he was seeing a vision.” (Acts 12:8–9) 

Peter is half-awake, thinking it is perhaps another vision. The angel has to tell him step by step: get 
dressed, put your sandals on, put your cloak on, follow Me. God is doing something so amazing that 
Peter can hardly believe it. 

“When they were past the first and the second guard posts, they came to the iron gate that leads to 
the city, which opened to them of its own accord; and they went out and went down one street, and 
immediately the angel departed from him.” (Acts 12:10) 

The chains drop off, the guards are left behind (likely overwhelmed by the presence of the angel), 
and the iron gate swings open “by itself.” God is never limited by human systems or metal barriers. 

“And when Peter had come to himself, he said, ‘Now I know for certain that the Lord has sent His 
angel, and has delivered me from the hand of Herod and from all the expectation of the Jewish 
people.’” (Acts 12:11) 

Standing in the night air, Peter finally “comes to himself” and realizes this is not a dream. God has 
intervened and delivered him from Herod’s plan and the crowd’s expectations. 

Practical application 

• God can open doors that no one else can. 

• He may wait until the last moment from our perspective, but He is never late. 
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• When God delivers, we should acknowledge it: “Now I know for certain that the Lord has 
delivered me.” 

4. The Prayer Meeting Surprised by Its Own Answer (Acts 12:12–17) 

“So, when he had considered this, he came to the house of Mary, the mother of John whose surname 
was Mark, where many were gathered together praying.” (Acts 12:12) 

Peter heads to the house of Mary, the mother of John Mark (the future author of the Gospel of Mark). 
Many believers are gathered there, praying for him. 

“And as Peter knocked at the door of the gate, a girl named Rhoda came to answer. When she 
recognized Peter’s voice, because of her gladness she did not open the gate, but ran in and 
announced that Peter stood before the gate.” (Acts 12:13–14) 

Rhoda hears Peter’s voice, recognizes it, and in her excitement runs back inside without opening the 
gate. She announces, “Peter is at the door!” 

“But they said to her, ‘You are beside yourself!’ Yet she kept insisting that it was so. So they said, ‘It is 
his angel.’” (Acts 12:15) 

The very people praying for Peter’s deliverance tell her she is crazy. When she keeps insisting, they 
decide it must be his angel—perhaps his spirit. The one explanation they do not consider is the 
simplest: God answered their prayer. 

“Now Peter continued knocking; and when they opened the door and saw him, they were 
astonished.” (Acts 12:16) 

They finally opened the door, saw Peter standing there, and were stunned. Their prayers had been 
sincere, but their expectations were far too small. Still, God answered. 

It is not the amount of faith we possess that determines whether God responds. Jesus taught that 
faith as small as a mustard seed—the tiniest measure familiar in His day—is enough for God to act. 
If we have enough faith to bring our requests before Him, He is able and willing to answer. 

“But motioning to them with his hand to keep silent, he declared to them how the Lord had brought 
him out of the prison. And he said, ‘Go, tell these things to James and to the brethren.’ And he 
departed and went to another place.” (Acts 12:17) 

Peter quiets them, briefly explains how the Lord delivered him, and asks them to tell James (the 
half-brother of Jesus, now a key leader in the church at Jerusalem) and the other brothers. Then he 
goes into hiding, knowing Herod will soon be searching for him. 

Practical application 

• God sometimes answers our prayers even when our faith is weak and mixed with doubt. That 
does not mean faith is unimportant, but it does show that God’s goodness and purposes are 
greater than our limitations. 
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• We should not be surprised when God actually does what we ask according to His will. We 
should expect Him to hear and answer in His way and time. 

5. Why Was James Killed and Peter Spared? 

This chapter forces a difficult question: Why did God allow James to be executed but delivered Peter 
miraculously? 

Scripture does not give a detailed explanation. We are told what happened, not all the reasons 
behind it. We know: 

• God could have rescued James, just as He rescued Peter. 

• God chose, in His wisdom, to bring James home and to preserve Peter for further ministry. 

• Both men belong to the Lord and fulfill His purposes in different ways. 

There is a pattern in Scripture: God preserves His servants until their work is finished. In Revelation 
11, the two witnesses serve powerfully and cannot be harmed until they “finish their testimony.” 
Only then are they allowed to be killed (Revelation 11:7). 

We are not toys in the hands of fate. Our lives are in the hands of a wise and loving God. He knows 
our times and our seasons. There is mystery here, but also comfort: He knows when to deliver and 
when to call His children home. 

In the world people often say, “Only the good die young,” as though an early death were some sort of 
tragedy in itself. But Scripture gives us a different perspective. God never designed or equipped 
human beings to thrive in a world saturated with sin. Pain, sorrow, disappointment, heartache, and 
death were never part of His original intention for humanity. We were fashioned for abundant life 
with Him—life that reflects His goodness, His joy, and His peace. 

Think of it this way: we spend nine months in the womb preparing for life in this world. Then, in God’s 
kindness, we are given a lifetime—roughly seventy or eighty years on average, sometimes more—to 
decide where we want to spend eternity. And Scripture presents only two destinations. We can 
choose to be with God forever, experiencing the fullness of who He is, or we can choose eternal 
separation from Him. 

Hebrews tells us, “It is appointed for men to die once and after this comes judgment.” That judgment 
simply reveals the choice we made in life. If we decided we wanted no relationship with God, then 
God does not force Himself upon us. Jesus honors that decision and gives us what we chose—an 
eternity apart from His presence. The Bible calls that place Hell. This was never created for 
humanity but for Satan and the angels who followed him in rebellion. When a person rejects God 
during their earthly life, then at the moment of physical death they simply receive what they have 
chosen—separation from the One who is the source of all goodness. 

Billy Graham once observed that the worst thing about Hell is that God cannot be experienced there. 
Scripture describes Hell as a place of darkness, isolation, fire, torment, and relentless pain. These 
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images reflect what life becomes when every aspect of God’s character—light, life, love, joy, peace, 
kindness, goodness, and every other gracious gift—is completely absent. 

But if a person chooses Jesus in this life, God likewise gives them what they have chosen—eternity 
with Him. Heaven is the environment for which humanity was created. Jesus will recreate the earth, 
restoring what was lost in Eden. There is no pain, no sorrow, no death, and no disappointment. 
Instead, those who are with Him experience the abundant life Jesus promised, without interruption 
and without end. Paul’s triumphant words capture this hope: “O death, where is your victory? O 
death, where is your sting?” For the follower of Jesus, physical death is not a terror. It is a doorway 
into the life we were actually made for. 

This brings us back to the question some might ask when reading Acts 12: why was James killed 
while Peter was delivered? It may seem unfair, as though James received less than Peter. But James 
was the one who stepped immediately into glory. He became “absent from the body and present 
with the Lord,” never again to face suffering or sorrow. Peter, on the other hand, was spared because 
his work on earth was not yet finished. He would continue to serve Christ faithfully, enduring 
persecution and eventually sealing his witness with martyrdom. 

In God’s wisdom, both men fulfilled their calling. James entered eternal joy; Peter remained to 
continue the mission. And for every believer, the same truth holds: as long as God has work for us to 
do, He sustains us. And when our work is complete, He brings us home—not to loss, but to 
overwhelming gain. 

6. Herod’s Rage and God’s Judgment (Acts 12:18–23) 

“Then, as soon as it was day, there was no small stir among the soldiers about what had become of 
Peter.” (Acts 12:18) 

Morning brings panic in the barracks. Peter is gone. The guards know what that means. 

“But when Herod had searched for him and not found him, he examined the guards and 
commanded that they should be put to death.” (Acts 12:19) 

According to Roman law, if a prisoner escaped, his guards suffered the penalty intended for him. 
Herod is planning to execute Peter, so he executes the soldiers instead. Then he leaves Jerusalem. 

“And he went down from Judea to Caesarea, and stayed there. Now Herod had been very angry with 
the people of Tyre and Sidon; but they came to him with one accord, and having made Blastus the 
king’s personal aide their friend, they asked for peace, because their country was supplied with food 
by the king’s country.” (Acts 12:19–20) 

Herod goes to Caesarea, a beautiful coastal city and Roman center. The people of Tyre and Sidon 
depend on his territory for food, so they seek to regain his favor. 

“So on a set day Herod, arrayed in royal apparel, sat on his throne and gave an oration to them. And 
the people kept shouting, ‘The voice of a god and not of a man!’” (Acts 12:21–22) 
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On an appointed day Herod appears in royal splendor. Ancient historian Josephus describes him 
wearing a robe woven with silver threads that shone brilliantly in the sun as he entered the theater in 
Caesarea. The crowd, hoping to flatter him, shouts, “The voice of a god and not of a man!” 

“Then immediately an angel of the Lord struck him, because he did not give glory to God. And he was 
eaten by worms and died.” (Acts 12:23) 

The same God who sent an angel to rescue Peter now sends an angel to strike Herod. Herod 
receives worship that belongs only to God and refuses to give glory to the Lord. The judgment is 
direct and severe. Josephus confirms that Herod Agrippa I died in great agony after this event. 

God is patient, but He is not mocked. Human rulers may exalt themselves, but He has the final 
word. 

Practical application 

• God takes His glory seriously. When humans try to seize what belongs only to Him, it is 
dangerous ground. 

• Those who seem powerful and untouchable in this world still answer to the King of kings. He 
can topple any throne at any time. 

7. The Word of God Marches On (Acts 12:24–25) 

“But the word of God grew and multiplied.” (Acts 12:24) 

James has been killed. Peter has been imprisoned and then delivered. Herod has been struck down. 
Empires rise and fall, but the word of God keeps advancing. The Gospel is not chained. 

“And Barnabas and Saul returned from Jerusalem when they had fulfilled their ministry, and they also 
took with them John whose surname was Mark.” (Acts 12:25) 

Barnabas and Saul (Paul) had gone from Antioch to Jerusalem to bring relief for the believers during 
the famine. Now they return to Antioch, taking John Mark with them. Antioch will soon become the 
main base for sending the Gospel out to the nations. 

A Challenge for Believers 

Acts 12 presses several challenges on our hearts: 

1. Will you trust God when His ways do not make sense? 
James dies; Peter lives. One believer is taken home, another is spared. You may not 
understand why God allows certain events in your life or in the lives of those you love. The 
question is: Will you still trust His character when you cannot trace His reasons? 

2. Will you pray earnestly even when your faith feels small? 
The church in Jerusalem prayed constantly for Peter, but when the answer knocked at the 
door, they struggled to believe it. Yet God still answered. Do not wait until your faith feels 
perfect to pray—bring your weak, honest heart to God and cry out to Him anyway. 
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3. Will you give God the glory for every deliverance? 
Peter clearly says, “The Lord has sent His angel and has delivered me.” Herod accepts 
worship and is judged. When God rescues, heals, or provides, make sure your testimony 
points to Him and not to yourself. 

4. Will you rest in God’s timing for your life? 
God knows how long you are to serve and what He has called you to do. You are not an 
accident. You are not at the mercy of blind chance. Until your work is finished, you are 
immortal in the center of His will. Live obediently and leave the timing in His hands. 

5. Will you stand against pride and self-exaltation? 
Herod’s robe, speech, and the people’s flattery became a trap. Pride is deadly. Choose 
humility. Give God the glory; give others the credit. Remember that everything you have is by 
grace. 

An Invitation to Those Who Do Not Yet Know Christ 

If you are not yet a follower of Jesus, Acts 12 is a wake-up call. 

• James reminds us that life can end suddenly; we do not know how many days (or hours) we 
have. 

• Peter reminds us that God is able to rescue and deliver those who call on Him. 

• Herod reminds us that pride and rebellion end in judgment. 

• The growing word of God reminds us that God is still calling people everywhere to 
repentance and life. 

The central message of Scripture is that God loves you and has made a way for you to be forgiven 
and reconciled to Him. Sin has separated us from God, but He sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to die in 
our place. When Jesus shed His blood on the cross, He paid the price for our sins. On the third day 
He rose again, declaring that He is God, Savior, and Lord. 

Scripture says: 

“For whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” (Romans 10:13) 
“Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved.” (Acts 16:31) 

If you sense God drawing you, you can respond to Him now. Your own words are best, but you might 
pray something like this: 

“Lord God, I know that I am a sinner and that I cannot save myself. I believe that Jesus died on the 
cross for my sins, shedding His blood for me, and that He rose again from the dead. I believe that He 
is God, Savior, and Lord. I turn from my sin and ask You to forgive me. Please come into my life, make 
me new, and teach me to follow You. I give myself to You.” 
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If you truly turn to Jesus in repentance and faith, He will forgive your sins, give you new life, and make 
you His own. Just as God delivered Peter from a prison he could never escape on his own, God can 
deliver you from the prison of sin and death. Today is a good day to trust Him. 


