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So do you believe that prayer actually moves the hand of a sovereign God?  I’m not asking if you 

know the right answer to the question—we’re not taking a quiz.  I’m asking, “Do you really believe 

that in your heart of hearts?”  Let’s think of it this way.  Think this morning: What is the thing that’s 

most heavy on your heart, the thing maybe this week that kept you awake at night, the thing that 

causes concern, that causes fear and anxiety, the thing that you would say is the thing that’s most 

heavy on your heart?  Did you really fervently pray this week, believing that it was possible that 

your prayers could move the hand of a sovereign God to do the impossible?   

 

There’s this fine line between believing in a sovereign God and crossing that line into some level of 

fatalism where you just simply conclude that it’s going to be what it’s going to be and God’s going 

to do His thing and my prayers don’t change anything.  And while we may give lip service to 

something contrary to that, deep in our heart of hearts we believe it’s going to be what it’s going to 

be.  I can’t change that—God’s going to do His thing.  Once we start thinking that way, we start 

redefining what prayer is.  Prayer becomes kind of a therapy session where I don’t know that it 

really moves the hand of a sovereign God but it just kind of feels good to dump the load 

somewhere.  So it’s therapy...Or we start talking about aligning our will with God’s will.  Now 

that’s a very important thing and that is true.  But, if what we mean by that—deep in our hearts—is 

that prayer doesn’t really change anything; I just need to get in alignment with God—I think that’s 

untrue.  I think somewhere along the way we’ve settled into some sort of fatalism and, in our heart 

of hearts, we don’t really believe that prayer changes anything.  Perhaps the littleness of our prayer 

life indicates deep down we really don’t think it changes anything.  

 

When I began to think about a series on prayer, I thought about: Okay, what would be the best thing 

to talk about?  We could look at the Lord’s Prayer and we could kind of dissect it and see all the 

pieces and that would be good.  Or we could talk about how to pray or different ways to pray, but 

there are lots of very good books that cover all that stuff.  Isn’t it possible that, at the end of the day, 

the biggest issue is whether or not we actually believe in the power of prayer?  Is it possible that 

God has actually granted us an invitation to ask in such a way that it moves the hand of a sovereign 

God, and do we believe that?   

 

So our goal over the next five weeks is very simple.  It’s to convince; it’s to motivate; and it is to 

get us to think about the possibility that prayer actually does move the hand of God in a way that it 

otherwise simply wouldn’t move.  We’re going to tell you five stories.  This morning’s story is the 

only one out of the New Testament; the other four will be out of the Old Testament—five stories of 

how prayer moved the hand of a sovereign God and changed the world.   

 

Our story this morning takes place roughly ten years after the death, burial and resurrection of 

Jesus.  The church has continued to grow and prosper.  There’s been persecution; there’s been a lot 

of threat.  There have been some imprisonments and releases; there’s been the martyrdom of 

Stephen.  But by and large the church has progressed forward.  Eleven of the twelve apostles—you 

remember Judas committed suicide, so of the remaining eleven—ten years later all eleven are still 

alive, and all eleven are still leading the church.  And there’s a belief among the church that these 
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guys are invincible, that the church is unstoppable and, “We’re going to get this job done,” ...until 

Herod shows up on the scene.   

 

Now when we talk about Herod, it gets confusing because Herod is a title; it’s not a first name.  So 

there are actually three different Herods in the gospels and the epistles.  The first Herod is Herod the 

Great.  Herod the Great would have been the Herod during the birth of Jesus—Herod that the Magi 

visited, Herod that slaughtered all the babies.  Herod the Great was a bit of a nut case; he was a 

lunatic.  He killed many of his own family members, including his own son, because he thought he 

was after the throne. 

 

The second Herod would be a son of Herod the Great, Herod Antipas.  This would have been the 

Herod who executed John the Baptist.  This would have been the Herod that was part of the trial of 

Jesus.  When Pilate sent Jesus over to Herod, it was this Herod. 

 

The third Herod, Herod Agrippa, is the Herod of our story.  He would be the grandson of Herod the 

Great.  It was his father that his grandfather executed.  Herod Agrippa was four years old when his 

grandfather killed his own son, which would have been Agrippa’s father, and he has quite an 

interesting life.  Tiberius Caesar didn’t like Agrippa so he threw him in prison.  After he died, 

Caligula took over as emperor.  He was actually a childhood friend of Agrippa, so he pulled him out 

of prison and gave him some responsibility.  Caligula died; Claudius became emperor.  Claudius 

also was a childhood friend of Agrippa so he made him king of Judea.  As king of Judea, Agrippa 

desperately wanted the Jewish people to like him.  He wanted their favor but they didn’t like him.  

He did everything possible.  When he was in Jerusalem he was very orthodox in his behavior, but 

the Jews thought of him as a pagan.  They just simply didn’t like him, no matter what he did...until 

he arrested some of the Christians, including James the apostle.   

 

Now this is one of the big three—Peter, James, and John.  They were invincible until Herod arrested 

James and cut off his head.  And this absolutely rocked the church!  This isn’t just another 

Christian—this is one of the big three—this is the invincible apostle of Jesus!  And suddenly the 

church starts to come unraveled.  Herod realizes this really pleases the Jewish crowd. Suddenly they 

liked him and he had figured out, “This is the way to gain their favor.  I’ll wipe them all out.  Get 

rid of the Christians and the Jews will love me.”  So he arrests Peter, the second of the big three, 

with every intention of executing Peter.  Now the church is in disarray—suddenly it’s coming 

unraveled.  The apostles don’t seem invincible and the church doesn’t seem unstoppable.  The only 

thing that prevented Herod from executing Peter immediately is it was Passover.  There’s no way 

that he could violate Passover and win the favor of the Jews, so he had to wait for Passover, 

followed by the Feast of Unleavened Bread.  So eight days he has to house Peter in prison and, at 

the end of eight days, he can execute him—and the Jews will love him. That’s where we pick up our 

story in Acts, Chapter 12. Verse 1: 

 

Now about that time Herod the king laid hands on some who belonged to the 

church, in order to mistreat them.  And he had James the brother of John put to 

death with a sword.  When he saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest 

Peter also.  Now it was during the days of Unleavened Bread.  When he had seized 

him, he put him in prison, delivering him to four squads of soldiers to guard him, 

intending after the Passover to bring him out before the people.  So Peter was kept 

in the prison, but prayer for him was being made fervently by the church to God.                            
                   (*NASB, Acts 12:1-5) 
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So Peter is arrested, but he must wait, so he puts him in prison.  There’s language throughout this 

text that tells us Herod was doubling up everything necessary so nothing happened, so Peter didn’t 

escape, in order that he might execute him.  The squadrons—the four squads—is the idea of squads 

of four rotating every three hours.  This was far more than a normal prisoner would have received.  

He was putting him in maximum security in order to carry out the execution.  Meanwhile the text 

tells us that the church was praying fervently.  This word fervently is the exact same Greek word 

that is used of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.  This wasn’t Wednesday night prayer meeting as 

usual.  This wasn’t, “Anybody have a request?”  This was the church coming unraveled; this was 

the church desperately afraid.  One of the big three has gone down; the second one is about to come 

down; everything’s falling apart.  They are afraid!  If this works, Herod will kill them all, and so 

this is a prayer meeting filled with fire.   

 

We’ve often reminded ourselves that when we trusted Jesus as Savior, we did not board a cruise 

ship—we boarded a battleship!  I can assure you that the prayer meetings on a cruise ship are really 

different than the prayer meetings on a battleship.  The prayer meetings on the Love Boat gather for 

a few minutes.  I mean you don’t want to waste too much time praying on the Love Boat.  And so 

they pray that the hot tub will get fixed by tomorrow (laughter); they pray that the buffet will be a 

little better the next day; they pray that it doesn’t rain; they pray that they have enough money to go 

to the gift shop.  But on the battleship prayer meetings are not like that.  These are prayers of 

desperation; these are prayers of fear; these are prayers about whether or not I’m going to live one 

more day.  The intensity level on the battleship would be much higher.  Verse 6: 

 

On the very night when Herod was about to bring him forward, (meaning the night 

before the execution) Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two 

chains; and guards in front of the door were watching over the prison.  (That would 

be two of everything; it would be double what’s normal every step of the way.)  And 

behold, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared, and a light shone in the cell; and 

he struck Peter’s side and woke him up, saying, “Get up quickly.”  And his chains 

fell off his hands.  And the angel said to him, “Gird yourself and put on your 

sandals.”  And he did so.  And he said to him, “Wrap your cloak around you and 

follow me.”  And he went out and continued to follow, and he did not know that 

what was being done by the angel was real, but thought he was seeing a vision.  

When they had passed the first and second guard, they came to the iron gate that 

leads into the city, which opened for them by itself; and they went out and went 

along one street; and immediately the angel departed from him.  When Peter came 

to himself, he said, “Now I know for sure that the Lord has sent forth His angel and 

rescued me from the hand of Herod and from all that the Jewish people were 

expecting.”          (*NASB Acts 12:6-11)   
 

So Peter’s lying in a cell, sound asleep, the night before the execution.  That alone tells us 

something about Peter.  He wasn’t tossing and turning.  He had probably resolved in his own heart 

that this was the end of the story and he was fine with that.  Like James, he would die for his faith.  

He’s sound asleep.  The angel shows up and it’s interesting that the text says, “...struck him in his 

side”.  I don’t know why the angel didn’t just kind of shake him or call his name, but it sounds like 

he kicked him one in the side. (laughter)  Peter is sleeping and he wakes him up and then he walks 

him through this process:  “Okay, Peter, put on your shoes.  Okay, Peter, put on your pants.  Okay, 

Peter, put on your shirt; put on your coat; follow me; we’re heading out.”  Now why does the text 

give us that level of detail?  I think it’s to tell us that Peter didn’t expect the great escape.  He hadn’t 

planned this out.  This wasn’t the great escape from Alcatraz.  He was sound asleep; he had 

resigned himself he’s going to die.  And so he’s awakened in the middle of the night and he’s 
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confused, and so the angel has to say, “Put on your shoes; put on your pants; put on your shirt.  

Okay, follow me; we’re walking out.”  And so they walk past the guards.  One of the interesting 

things in the story is there simply is no mention of the guards in any significant way.  They just 

seem to be non-factors.  The chains fall off; they walk out of the jail cell; they walk past the guards; 

they finally get to the gate that leads to the city and it opened by itself.  The Greek word that is 

translated by itself is the word from which we get the word automatically.  The gate just opened.  

Gates in the cities didn’t just open in the middle of the night, but it did, and Peter and the angel 

walked through and then suddenly the angel disappears.   

 

And the text basically says Peter finally gets it—that God has set him free.  This story is basically 

the story of a battle between two powers—between the king of Judea and the King of the 

universe—and Peter gets it!   The King of the universe has said, “Not this time, fella,” and has 

walked him out and he’s free.  Verse 12: 

 

And when he realized this, he went to the house of Mary, the mother of John who 

was also called Mark, where many were gathered together and were praying.   
 

Now one little side note here: this would be the house of John Mark, owned by his mother, Mary.  

There’s quite a bit of evidence that the upper room that Jesus and the disciples were in the night that 

Jesus was arrested was this same room.  It was the house of Mary, the mother of John Mark.  We 

don’t know that for sure but the evidence seems to lean that way, so it adds a little dimension to the 

story.  They’re back in the very place where they had met with Jesus in the upper room. 

 

When he knocked at the door of the gate, a servant-girl named Rhoda came to 

answer.  When she recognized Peter’s voice, because of her joy she did not open the 

gate, but ran in and announced that Peter was standing in front of the gate.  They 

said to her, “You are out of your mind!”  But she kept insisting that it was so.  They 

kept saying, “It is his angel.”                                                                           (Vs.13-15)   
 

So Peter realizes he’s out, so he makes his way to where he knows the church will be gathered and 

he’s knocking on the gate and, I’m sure, looking over his shoulder.  It’s only a matter of time before 

the soldiers come down the street looking for him.  He’s a wanted man, so he’s knocking on the 

gate and he’s trying to get their attention, and the servant girl, Rhoda, comes and she hears Peter.  

She realizes its Peter but, instead of letting him in, in her excitement she runs back to the prayer 

meeting and she says, “You are not going to believe this; Peter is standing at the gate!”  And their 

faith-filled response is, “You are crazy!”  I find myself wanting to know, “What were they praying 

for?” (laughter) Were they even asking for release or had they resigned themselves to the fact that 

he would die and, “Give us strength and protect us”?  Whatever they were praying for, they 

definitely did not expect Peter to be standing at the gate.  They say, “Girl, you’re crazy.”  So she 

insists and they say, “It can’t be Peter; it’s got to be a ghost.”  So just to make sure we understand: 

they’re completely convinced it couldn’t be Peter, but they’re plenty willing to believe it’s a ghost. 

(laughter)  That’s the frame of mind that they are in.  I love verse 16: 

 

But Peter continued knocking; (I’ll bet he did...looking over his shoulder like, “Would 

you people let me in?”) But Peter continued knocking and when they had opened the 

door, they saw him and they were amazed.  But motioning to them with his hand to 

be silent, he described to them how the Lord had led him out of the prison.  And he 

said, “Report these things to James and the brethren.”  Then he left and went to 

another place.                                                                                                      (Vs. 16-17)   
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This would not be James of the big three because that James is dead.  This would be the James, the 

half-brother of Jesus who wrote the little New Testament book of James.  By this time he was a 

main player in the New Testament Jerusalem church.  So Peter tells them the story, “This is what 

happened; make sure you tell James; I’m out of here.”  Interestingly enough, this is really the end of 

what we know about Peter, other than how he died.  He disappears off the scene—probably goes 

into hiding—he would have had a bounty on his head.  And Paul really takes up the story in this 

part of the book of Acts and it’s about Paul and his missionary journeys from this point on in Acts.  

Verse 18—kind of, meanwhile, back at the ranch: 

 

Now when day came, there was no small disturbance among the soldiers as to what 

could have become of Peter.  
 

Can you imagine?  They go down to find him, to bring him out to execute him and he’s nowhere to 

be found.  “Did you check under the cot?  Did you look under the mattress?  Where is this guy?”  

Obviously they know there’s trouble. 

 

When Herod had searched for him and had not found him, he examined the guards 

and ordered that they be led away to execution.  Then he went down from Judea to 

Caesarea and was spending time there.  (Vs. 19)   
 

So Herod sends the guards in order to get Peter, in order to execute Peter, in order to be a hero to 

the Jewish leaders—but Peter is nowhere to be found.  He’s gone; he’s escaped.  So he brings forth 

the guards; he has them executed and he gets out of town—total embarrassment!  The rest of the 

Herod story finishes the chapter.  It says: 

 

Now he was very angry with the people of Tyre and Sidon; and with one accord 

they came to him, and having won over Blastus the king’s chamberlain, they were 

asking for peace, because their country was fed by the king’s country.  On an 

appointed day Herod, having put on his royal apparel, took his seat on the 

rostrum and began delivering an address to them.  The people kept crying out, 

“The voice of a god and not of a man!”  And immediately an angel of the Lord 

struck him because he did not give God the glory, and he was eaten by worms and 

died.  But the word of the Lord continued to grow and to be multiplied.  (Vs. 20-24) 

 

Verse 24 is key, because that’s what the whole story is primarily about.  It’s a power encounter 

between the king of Judea and the King of the universe and the story finishes by saying, “God took 

out Herod and the church kept growing.”  It is indeed unstoppable.  But in the midst of this story, 

there is this emphasis on the praying church and the deliverance of Peter.  The story is basically that 

if you gather together and fervently pray with great faith, Peter will be released.  Amen.  Have a 

nice day.   

 

Wait a minute! That’s not really the way the story goes.  First of all, they didn’t seem to have great 

faith.  I’m not exactly sure what they were asking for.  But, clearly, they did not expect God to 

release Peter.  The text is clear.   It was shocking; it was amazing; it caught them totally off guard.  

No one could make the case that these prayers moved the hand of a sovereign God because these 

people had great faith.  They didn’t.  They were people who were fearful; they didn’t know where 

to turn; they were confused and they were fervently gathered in the presence of God.  It is a great 

story of God doing the impossible and releasing Peter from prison. 
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I would love to be able to tell you this morning that, if you pray fervently and if you believe, you 

can walk out these doors believing God will release Peter and everything will be okay.  If you just 

conjure up enough faith, you can actually manipulate the hand of God and get whatever you want.  

That’s the way it works; but that’s only part of the story.  It’s a great story.  Peter was miraculously 

released, but James is dead.  I’m sure they were praying for James.  I’m sure they loved James; I’m 

sure they wanted James released, but James is dead and Peter is released.   

 

This is the challenge of prayer.  We don’t know, at the end of the day, whether we get a James story 

or whether we get a Peter story.  And if you get enough James stories, you start to believe it doesn’t 

work.  It doesn’t do anything; it doesn’t change anything.  I mean I can only hope and believe so 

many times.  If I keep being disappointed, I just can’t go there anymore.  And so I stop believing 

that prayer really moves the hand of God.  Maybe it’s just a therapy session and nothing more.   

 

I have to tell you, I so resonate with that feeling.  Of all of the spiritual disciplines, the one I 

struggle with by far the most, is the discipline of prayer.  Some of you are thinking, “Oh no, the 

pastor doesn’t pray! (laughter)  We need a new guy.”  I’m just being honest with you.  This is really 

a struggle for me.  You say, “Why is that?”  I’ll tell you why it is.  It’s twenty years—twenty years 

of a child watching his father suffer unimaginable pain, day after day, week after week, year after 

year—as a boy crying out to God, praying to God, pleading with God, “Please do something; make 

it stop!”  Not only did we not experience healing, it just got progressively worse.  You can only 

believe; you can only have hope; you can only cry out so many times and feel like God is nowhere 

to be found—where you just can’t do it one more time.  I can’t set myself up to be hurt again; I 

don’t have it in me.  That’s twenty years of my life.  To this day, it makes prayer hard for me.  It’s a 

discipline where I must choose to believe, but there’s a pain in my heart that will never fully go 

away.  And the more painful life is, the more difficult the circumstances are, the greater the risk of 

believing it’s possible that God could give me a Peter story.  But dealing with the reality, it may be 

a James story—and I don’t know that I can do that one more time. 

 

Some people swing the pendulum so far to the Peter story that they convince themselves, “If I just 

have enough faith, if I believe hard enough, I can actually manipulate the hand of God and get what 

I want every time.  Every time, every story will be a Peter story.”  I’m telling you, “If you believe 

that, you’re setting yourself up for some deep, deep disappointment.”  There’s nowhere the Bible 

promises that.  But we can’t let the pendulum swing to the other side.  Where, because we have had 

James stories, because we’ve prayed and it was painful, and we desperately wanted God to do 

something, and God didn’t respond the way we wanted Him to respond, we just finally conclude, 

“This doesn’t work.  God’s sovereign; He does His thing; I can’t change that; I just need to suck it 

up and accept that.”  That’s just not true.  We can’t go to that swing of the pendulum.  I still must 

choose to believe that prayer moves the hand of God. 

 

I find myself asking of the text, “What if the church hadn’t been praying?”  Even with the littleness 

of their faith, is it possible Peter would not have been released?  I don’t know.  There’s no way to 

answer that question.  I only know that, within the story, there’s great emphasis on the fact that the 

church was praying fervently and that was part of the story that led to the release of Peter.   

 

I do believe with all of my heart that prayer does move the hand of God.  I believe that!  I’m just 

telling you that it’s hard and it’s painful and, when the hand of God doesn’t move, it’s painful in a 

deep part of me—and some of you, probably many of you, would resonate with that.  You’ve been 

down that same path, where you cry out to God and it seems like God doesn’t care.  It seems like 

God doesn’t listen, and you finally concluded, “It just doesn’t work.  What’s the use of doing it 

anymore?  I can’t think that way one more time; I can’t hope one more time because I just can’t 
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endure the pain of being disappointed one more time.”  We have to discipline ourselves, with all 

that we have, to believe that prayer can move the hand of a sovereign God.  It is possible that, 

through my prayers, God might do the impossible.  I might get a Peter story or I might get a James 

story.  That’s what makes prayer so hard. 

 

So here’s what I would invite you to do.  I want you to think about whatever was on your mind, 

your heart, when we started the message.  I asked you to think about:  What this week was heavy on 

your heart...What kept you awake at night...What are you struggling with?  And what I want to ask 

you to do is, over the next five weeks, I want you to fervently pray for God’s hand to move in 

whatever situation that is.  Not a casual request...not maybe if I have time, but, for the next five 

weeks, I’m going to get at it.  I’m going to get at it in the presence of God and I’m going to ask God 

fervently to do the impossible.  I’m not promising you will get a Peter story—I can’t make that 

promise.  I don’t know if it will be a Peter story or a James story.  I am saying it’s possible, that 

when the people of God fervently pray, you may get a Peter story and bring dramatic change to 

whatever it is that’s so heavy on your heart this morning.  Each week, then, as we talk about prayer, 

you can run it through the grid of this thing in your life and your fervent prayer and what you’re 

asking God to do.  And let’s just see if, at least among some of us, over the next five weeks, there’s 

a Peter story. 

 

 

Our Father, we’re thankful that You’re the God of all power.  Lord, Herod was no match for 

You.  That’s obvious!  Lord, I don’t doubt for a minute this morning that You love me, but, 

Lord, You know this prayer thing can be very hard.  In the most painful moments of life 

sometimes it seems like we pray and we pray and we cry out; we ask for something.  It feels 

like a James story.  It just doesn’t end the way we had hoped it would end.  Lord, that makes 

it hard, as You know, to believe the next time and the next time.  Lord, I know there are 

people here this morning who, like me, have experienced that.  It’s just really hard to believe 

that.  Lord, give us the faith to believe it is possible we could have a Peter story.  Lord, 

prayer does reach Your ears and it does move Your hand.  Lord, we have to believe that.  

And when we get a James story, we just have to trust You.  Lord, this is hard.  Give us what 

we need.  In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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