
“Peter’s Arrest and Deliverance” 
(Acts 12:1-19)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  This morning, we had the opportunity to see two things:  First, how the church 
made use of God’s Word, especially prophecy.   
a.  When some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch, one of them – 

Agabus – foretold of a coming worldwide famine.   
b.  Instead of disregarding that message, they listened and prepared for it.  
c.  It’s wise for us to listen to God when He speaks.   

(i)  What He says is true and will certainly happen.   
(ii)  He tells us in advance so that we can get ready for it.   
(iii)  When He tells us of a coming day of judgment, He does so that we might 

make sure we’re safe in Christ:  that we’re trusting in Him, repenting of our 
sins and serving Him.   

(iv)  Please make sure that you are.   
 

2.  But second, we saw how they not only used that information to benefit 
themselves, but also others.   
a.  Those who were able prepared themselves as best as possible.   
b.  They did so not only for themselves, but for their poor brethren in Judea – 

since they had become partakers of the riches of the covenant God made with 
them.   

c.  This Gentile church shared their food and resources with the Jewish brethren, 
showing their love and that they were one body in Christ.  All gave something, 
as the Lord enabled them to.   

d.  We need to see ourselves as one body in Christ and be willing to help others, 
even of other denominations.   
(i)  We should be concerned for the least of Christ’s brothers and sisters.   
(ii)  But we should also be concerned for our neighbors outside the body:  

many are lost and in need of Christ.   
 
B.  Preview.   

1.  This evening, we’re shifting from how we should use prophecy to how we should 
use prayer.   
a.  Here we see that Herod decided to institute persecution against the church.   

(i)  He first mistreated some of the brethren.   
(ii)  Then he arrested and beheaded James, the brother of John.   
(iii)  Seeing how this pleased the Jews, he then arrested Peter.   
 

b.  But the church prayed for him and saw the Lord’s gracious and merciful 
deliverance, which answer should also encourage us pray.   
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2.  What we’ll see now are five things:   
a.  First, Herod’s persecution against the church.   
b.  Second, the church’s response in prayer.   
c.  Third, the Lord’s deliverance of Peter.   
d.  Fourth, how the Lord glorifies Himself through this deliverance.   
e.  Finally, the reaction of the Lord’s enemies.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, let’s consider Herod’s persecution against the church.   
1.  We really haven’t seen any persecution since that of Saul.   

a.  Perhaps his startling conversion and powerful preaching left them 
dumbfounded.   

b.  Perhaps it caused them to think again about Gamaliel’s counsel:  if this is of 
men, it will be overthrown, but if of God, it will not be overthrown and you 
might find yourselves fighting against God.   

 
2.  The church hadn’t launched any further persecution against the church, but Herod 

did.   
a.  Apparently without the prompting of the Jews.   

(i)  But obviously in an attempt to please them.   
(ii)  And remember, it wasn’t just the unconverted Jews who hated Christians, 

it was the rest of the world as well.   
 

b.  He laid hands on some who belonged to the church, to mistreat them, 
beginning with those who were less, working his way to the apostles.   
(i)  He had James, the brother of John, put to death with the sword, which very 

likely means he was beheaded, as his father Herod Antipas had earlier 
beheaded John the Baptist.   
(a)  James was one of the first three apostles called.   
(b)  A witness of the transfiguration and of Christ’s agony in the garden – 

perhaps to prepare him for what he must here do.   
(c)  He was one of the sons of thunder – because of the strength of his spirit, 

perhaps so strong that he provoked Herod.   
(d)  And he was the first apostle to seal his testimony with his blood.   
(e)  Jesus said that both he and his brother John would drink the cup He 

would drink and be baptized with His baptism (Matt. 20:23).   
(f)  He would suffer with Him that he might reign with Him.   
 

(ii)  When Herod saw this pleased the Jews, he also had Peter arrested.   
(a)  Once he started, it was easy to continue.   

(1)  That’s the way sin works.   
(2)  We must resist the first inclination to sin, and not allow ourselves to 

open the door that leads to more:  which is often God’s discipline for 
the first.   
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(b)  The Jews were glad Herod killed James, even though they had not 
encouraged him to do so.   
(1)  This made them accomplices after the fact:  they too were guilty of 

his death.   
(2)  Also, when people praise us for what we do, it encourages us to do 

more of the same.   
(3)  Those who fall into the trap of pleasing men open themselves up to 

more of Satan’s snares.   
(4)  They were happier now that he had Peter.   
 

(c)  This was done during the days of Unleavened Bread – the Passover, 
which means more Jews would have been present in Jerusalem.   
(1)  If Herod wanted to please the Jews, this was the time to do it.   
(2)  With so many present, the desire to persecute the Christians would 

be stronger.   
(3)  They seized him, put him in prison, placed a guard of four squads of 

men – sixteen men total – to watch him, and waited until the Passover 
was over to bring him out to the people – some say he waited until 
after the Passover so that no one would be able to demand the release 
of one prisoner, as Pilate offered when Christ had been arrested (Matt. 
27:15).   

 
B.  Second, we see the church’s response in seeking the Lord in prayer.   

1.  This is the one thing emphasized here:  “So Peter was kept in the prison, but 
prayer for him was being made fervently by the church to God” (v. 5).   
a.  They had no legal way of getting him out of prison, and certainly weren’t 

strong enough to break him out – but they knew someone who was.   
b.  The delay because of the Passover gave them the time they needed, which they 

didn’t appear to have in James’ situation.   
 
 

2.  We need to see this as God’s Providence.  It was the Lord’s time for James to be 
with Him, but not Peter.   
a.  And so the Lord put it on the hearts of His people to pray – He brings 

situations like this so that we would pray.   
b.  And they prayed continually, fervently:   

(i)  James, the brother of the Lord, tells us, “The effective prayer of a righteous 
man can accomplish much” (5:16).   

(ii)  Most likely they prayed in their gatherings for worship, in their private 
meetings, in their individual prayers, and as we’ll see, in their homes.   

 
C.  Third, we see the Lord’s answer in the deliverance of Peter.   

1.  We don’t know how long Herod kept him, but on the very night Herod was about 
to bring him out for execution, the Lord answered their prayer.   
a.  The Lord often allows things to become their darkest before He acts, to test the 

faith of His people and to show the glory of His merciful deliverance.   
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b.  Moses writes, “For the LORD will vindicate His people, and will have 
compassion on His servants, when He sees that their strength is gone, and there 
is none remaining, bond or free” (Deu. 32:36).   

c.  Some have said because of this, “The worse, the better.”  The Lord didn’t stop 
Abraham until he had raised his hand and was ready to kill Isaac.   

 
2.  It was on this night, when Peter was sleeping between two soldiers that the Lord 

acted:  He delivered Peter in such a way that both Peter and the church would 
know that He did it.   
a.  Consider how well he was guarded.   

(i)  He was sleeping between two guards:  if Peter stirred, the guards would 
awake.   

(ii)  Even if he could have overcome them, he was bound by two chains.   
(iii)  And if he overcame the guards and somehow got the chains off, he was in 

prison and couldn’t get through the locked doors.   
(iv)  And if he could get through all this, there were still the guards at the door, 

and perhaps the other fourteen of the four squads watching him.   
(v)  Perhaps they had learned something from the first time they arrested him 

and the other apostles, when the Lord had set them free (Acts 5).   
(vi)  He was as secure as they could make him.  This is the kind of situation 

that God uses to glorify Himself.   
 

b.  It was while he was sleeping that an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared.   
(i)  His being able to sleep shows us the peace Peter had knowing that he was 

in his Lord’s hands.   
(ii)  David writes, “I lay down and slept; I awoke, for the Lord sustains me.  I 

will not be afraid of ten thousands of people who have set themselves 
against me round about.  Arise, O Lord; save me, O my God!  For You have 
smitten all my enemies on the cheek; You have shattered the teeth of the 
wicked” (Psalm 3:5-7).   

(iii)  The angel came to release him from prison and from his death sentence, 
since both were unjust, fulfilling what David wrote, “I sought the Lord, and 
He answered me, and delivered me from all my fears.  They looked to Him 
and were radiant, and their faces will never be ashamed.  This poor man 
cried, and the Lord heard him and saved him out of all his troubles.  The 
angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear Him, and rescues them.  
O taste and see that the Lord is good; how blessed is the man who takes 
refuge in Him!” (Psalm 34:4-8).   

(iv)  The glory of the Lord was with him in his appearance, but the guards 
didn’t see this or hear him, or if they did, perhaps they trembled and became 
as dead men, as those who were guarding Christ’s tomb (Matt. 28:4).   

 
c.  The angel awakened Peter and told him to rise up quickly (v. 7).   

(i)  At this, his chains fell off.   
(ii)  “Tradition makes a mighty rout about these chains, and tells a formal story 

that one of the soldiers kept them for a sacred relic, and they were long after 
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presented to Eudoxia the empress, and I know not what miracles are said to 
have been wrought by them; and the Romish church keeps a feast on the 
first of August yearly in remembrance of Peter's chains, festum vinculorum 
Petri--The feast of Peter's chains; whereas this was at the passover.  Surely 
they are thus fond of Peter's chains in hope with them to enslave the world!” 
(Henry).   

 
d.  The angel ordered him to gird himself, put on his sandals, wrap his cloak 

around himself and follow him, and he did (v. 8).   
(i)  Peter didn’t know what was happening was real; he thought it was a vision 

(v. 9).   
(ii)  Sometimes the Lord’s blessings are so great to us, they seem too good to 

be true.  But remember that our God is able to do exceedingly abundantly 
beyond all we ask or think (Eph. 3:20).   

 
e.  The angel led him to safety, past the first and second guard, and to the iron 

gate that led to the city.  The gate opened by itself, and then probably shut 
behind them (v. 10).   
(i)  The angel led him down a street and then departed.  Now that Peter was out 

of danger, he was no longer needed.   
(ii)  This deliverance makes a good picture of the salvation the Lord provides 

for us:  setting the prisoners free from prison.   
(iii)  Peter was now safely out of their hands.   
 

D.  Fourth, we see how the Lord used this event to glorify Himself.   
1.  When Peter finally came to himself, he realized that the Lord had sent an angel to 

set him free, that he had delivered him both from Herod and from what the Jewish 
people were hoping would take place.  Sometimes it takes a while for us to 
understand the implications of the Lord’s answers to our prayers.   

2.  When he realized what the Lord had done, that he was now free, he had to go to 
the others and let them know what happened.   
a.  He went to where his friends would most likely have gathered for prayer:  to 

Mary’s house – Mary was the mother of John Mark (Mark) and apparently 
Barnabas’ aunt, since Mark was his cousin (Col. 4:10).   

b.  And he was right, they were there praying for his deliverance.   
(i)  We don’t know whether they knew Herod had planned to bring Peter out 

the next day to kill him.   
(ii)  But they knew Peter was still alive, that they still had a promise from God 

and that the Lord is pleased to bless His people when they gather together to 
seek Him.   

 
c.  They didn’t realize that the answer to their prayers was at the door.   

(i)  He knocked at the door of the gate and a servant girl named Rhoda came to 
answer (v. 13).   
(a)  She wouldn’t open the door – what they were doing was illegal – she 

wanted to make sure that it wasn’t an enemy first.   
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(b)  She recognized Peter’s voice, but didn’t open the gate because she was 
too excited.   

 
(ii)  She went to tell the others, but when she told them, they thought she was 

out of her mind.   
(a)  Very often when we pray, we don’t expect the Lord to answer our 

prayers, but this is just the opposite of the faith we are to have.   
(b)  Now they didn’t have a specific promise that the Lord would deliver 

Peter, after all, He didn’t deliver James, but they should still expect the 
Lord to be gracious.   

 
(iii)  When she kept insisting that it was Peter, they kept insisting it was his 

angel (v. 15) 
(a)  Either the Lord’s angel sent to minister to Peter, which wouldn’t 

explain why it called itself Peter or sounded like him.   
(b)  Or that it was a messenger sent in Peter’s name, for the word angelos in 

Greek also means messenger.   
 

d.  But Peter kept knocking until they finally let him in (v. 16).   
(i)  When they saw him, they were amazed.  And after he had quieted them, he 

explained how the Lord had sent His angel and let him out of the prison.   
(ii)  He also told them to report these things to James – the brother of the Lord, 

the author of the book of James, the head of the Jerusalem council – and the 
rest of the brethren, to show them the answer to their prayers, to ease their 
concern, and that they too might glorify and thank God.   

(iii)  When he finished, he left for another place where he would be safer.  The 
Lord didn’t set him free to have him arrested again, but to continue the 
work He had called him to.   

 
E.  Finally, we see the reaction of the Lord’s enemies.   

1.  The soldiers were very naturally concerned, since to lose a prisoner meant death.   
2.  Herod instituted a search for Peter, but they couldn’t find him.  Apparently, the 

Lord had helped Peter to find a very safe hiding place.   
3.  He then examined the guards and sent them away to execution.   

a.  In delivering Peter, the Lord also judged these Romans.   
b.  He has the right to take anyone’s life away when He wills, since all have 

committed a capital crime in Adam and many times since – the day that you 
eat from it, you will surely die (Gen. 2:17); the soul that sins shall die (Eze. 
18:4).   

 
4.  Herod then went down to Caesarea and spent some time there.  But Herod himself 

was guilty for his crimes against the Lord, the greatest of which perhaps, we’ll 
look at next time as the Lord executes Herod for blasphemy.   

5.  But for now, let’s remember that the Lord answers prayer and be encouraged by 
this passage to pray more and to expect great things from God.  Amen.   


