
Abounding Grace Christian Church 
The Acts of the Holy Spirit through the Church – Part 38 

I. Exposition of Chapter Twelve. 

A. Verses 1-2 - James the apostle dies at the hands of Herod. 

1. Verse 1 – “Now about that time Herod the king stretched out his hand to harass some from the church.” 

 a. “…Herod the king…” – This is Herod Agrippa I, the grandson of Herod the Great, who ruled in the  

     days of Jesus’ birth (Matthew2:1-16).  He was also the nephew of Herod Antipas, who had a role in  

     the trial of Jesus (Luke 23:7-12). 

“The Jews readily accepted Herod as a leader because his grandmother (Mariamne) was a Hasmonean/Maccabean 

(i.e. Jewish patriot) princess. He was a strict follower of Judaism (but possibly for political reasons).”1 

 

b. “…stretched out his hand to harass some from the church.” -  It is understood that he did this for  

    political reasons.  The Jews, in general, were pleased by this (verse 3).  The meaning of the word  

    “harass” here means; “to cause harm or injury to someone or something (a highly generic  

    meaning involving a wide range of harm and injury)”2  Some scholars emphasize the fact that this  

    was a very violent persecution.  In fact, the English Standard Version reads: 

“About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church.” – Acts 12:1 

 

  2. Verse 2 – “Then he killed James the brother of John with the sword.” – This James was the son of  

      Zebedee, as was John (cf. Luke 5:10) who, together were called the “sons of thunder” by Jesus, presumably  

      because they wanted to call fire down from heaven on the Samaritans (cf. Luke 9:51-56; Mark 3:17).  They  

      also, along with their mother, asked Jesus to be seated at His right hand in His kingdom (Matthew 20:20-23).   

      John was partnered with Peter in the healing of the lame man and the trial that followed as we saw in chapters  

      3-4. James was the first of the 12 apostles to be killed.  Dr. Bob Utley asserts: 

“This refers to the Apostle James, who was the brother of John (cf. Luke 5:10; 6:14; 8:51; 9:28, 54). He was a 

member of the inner circle of disciples (cf. Matt. 17:1; 26:37; Mark 5:37; 9:2; 14:33; Luke 9:28). Why James 

should die and Peter be spared is a mystery of God. Beheading with a sword was the normal method of capital 

punishment for Roman citizens, but it apparently was odious to Jews.”3 

 

 B. Verses 3-19 – Peter arrested, imprisoned and supernaturally set Free! 

  1. Verse 3 – “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.”   
   a. The Jews who were pleased were, no doubt, the religious leaders.  Dr. Stanley Horton writes: 

“The execution of James ‘pleased’ (was acceptable to) the Jewish leaders and their friends.  They had not forgotten 

how the apostles defied them.  Moreover, since most of these leaders were Sadducees, they did not like the 

teachings of the Christians; they wanted them stopped.  They were probably aware also of the spread of the 

gospel among the Gentiles.”4 

 

   b. “…during the Days of Unleavened Bread.” – This was a major feast of the Jews which meant there  

       were multitudes gathered from outside Jerusalem just like we saw for the Feast of Pentecost (Acts 2:1- 

       12). Dr. Thomas Constable states: 

“The Feast of Unleavened Bread was a seven-day celebration that began on the day after Passover each spring. 

This was one of the three yearly feasts in Jerusalem that the Mosaic Law required all Jewish males to attend. As on 

the day of Pentecost (ch. 2), the city would have been swarming with patriotic Jews when Herod made his 

grandstand political move of arresting Peter. These Jews knew Peter as the leading apostle among the Christians, 

and as a Jew who fraternized with Gentiles (ch. 10). This was the third arrest of Peter that Luke recorded (cf. 4:3; 

5:18). Note that this persecution of the Christians did not arise from anything they had done, but simply because 

Herod wanted to gain popularity with (‘when he saw that it pleased’) the Jews.”5 
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  2. Verse 4 – “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.”  

   a. “…delivered him to four squads of soldiers…” – With this kind of security, it seems Herod was  

       concerned that Peter could escape.  Toussaint states: 

“Herod made certain that Peter’s imprisonment was secure by handing him over to be guarded by four squads of 

four soldiers each! Probably this means two were chained to Peter, one on each side and two were standing guard 

outside (cf. vv. 6, 10). The four squads probably were each on guard for six hours each. Evidently the authorities 

remembered Peter’s earlier escape (cf. 5:19–24) and Herod did not want that to happen again.”6 

 

 3. Verse 5 – “Peter was therefore kept in prison, but constant prayer was offered to God for him by the  

     church.” – The word “constant” means; “pertaining to an unceasing activity, normally involving a degree  

     of intensity and/or perseverance”7 

“The phrase ‘but prayer’ is the turning point in the story. Never underestimate the power of a praying church! 

‘The angel fetched Peter out of prison,’ said the Puritan preacher Thomas Watson, ‘but it was prayer that fetched 

the angel.’”8 

 

 4. Verses 6-8 – The Night before Peter was to be put to death, an Angel of the Lord shows up! 

  a. Verse 6 – “And when Herod was about to bring him out…” – So Peter was initially imprisoned  

      during the Feast of Unleavened Bread which was, as stated, a seven day feast.  We don’t know how  

      many days Peter was in prison but it was probably for several of those days and now we’re at the end  

      of those seven days.   

  b. “…Peter was sleeping…” – Warren Wiersbe offers some great insights concerning this when he  

      writes: 

“What gave Peter such confidence and peace? To begin with, many believers were praying for him (Acts 

12:12), and kept it up day and night for a week; and this helped to bring him peace (Phil. 4:6–7). Prayer has a way 

of reminding us of the promises of God’s Word, such as, ‘I will both lay me down in peace, and sleep; for Thou, 

Lord, only makest me to dwell in safety’ (Ps. 4:8). Or, ‘Fear thou not, for I am with thee. Be not dismayed, for I am 

thy God. I will strengthen thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of My 

righteousness’ (Isa. 41:10). 

But the main cause of Peter’s peace was the knowledge that Herod could not kill him. Jesus had promised 

Peter that he would live to be an old man and end his life crucified on a Roman cross (John 21:18–19). Peter simply 

laid hold of that promise and committed the entire situation to the Lord, and God gave him peace and rest. He did 

not know how or when God would deliver him, but he did know that deliverance was coming.”9 

 

  c. Verse 7 – “…an angel of the Lord stood by him, and a light shone in the prison…” - This is the  

      second time an angel helped Peter escape (cf. 5:17–20).  Some scholars seem to think the “light” was  

      to light up the room so Peter could see.  We know that light is often associated with the presence of  

      angels and the presence of the Lord Himself. (cf. Psalm 44:3; Ezekiel 10:4; Luke 2:9; II Corinthians  

      11:14; I John 1:5) 

  d. Verses 7-8 - “…and he struck Peter on the side and raised him up, saying, ‘Arise quickly!’  And  

      his chains fell off his hands.  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.’” – Waking Peter up, the  

      angel told him to get dressed and follow him out of the prison.  Supernaturally God caused the chains  

      to fall off his wrists and kept the guards asleep. 

 5. Verses 9-10 – The Angel helps Peter break out of Prison! 

  a. Verse 9 – Peter thought he was having a vision at first. 

  b. Verse 10 – It’s clear here that the supernatural was ongoing.  The angel led Peter through two guard  

      posts without the guards even seeing him.  The gate “…opened to them of its own accord…”, again,  

      without the guards noticing! 
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Slide 1 

The Acts of the Holy Spirit 

through the Church – Part 38

 

 

Slide 2 “The Herod mentioned here is Agrippa I, a 

ruler popular with the Jews for he was partly 

Jewish, being of Hasmonean descent. His 

kingdom covered basically the same area as 

that of his grandfather Herod the Great. He 

was known for doing everything possible to 

curry the favor of the Jews, so he found it 

politically expedient to arrest Christians and 

to execute James, the brother of John. Herod 

Agrippa I died in A.D. 44. His son, Herod 

Agrippa II, was king of Judea from A.D. 50–70. 

Paul was on trial before Agrippa II and his 

sister Bernice (25:13–26:32).” 

 

Stanley D. Toussaint, “Acts,” in 
The Bible Knowledge Commentary: 
An Exposition of the Scriptures, ed. 
J. F. Walvoord and R. B. Zuck, vol. 
2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 
1985), 384. 
Herod the Great: Christmas story 
Herod Archelaus: Joseph to 
Nazareth instead of Bethlehem 
because of him 
Herod Antipas: Killed John the 
Baptist 
Herod Philip: Ruled area north 
and east of Galilee 
Herod Agrippa I: Eaten by worms 
Herod Agrippa II: Trial of Paul in 
Caesarea 
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“He was one of the three who were 

especially close to Jesus (with Peter 

and John). He was beheaded like John 

the Baptist was, indicating a political 

crime to the Romans (akin to treason), 

but equally shameful as crucifixion to 

the Jews. In Agrippa’s mind, this would 

have been the first of many such violent 

deaths.”
Grant R. Osborne, Acts: Verse by Verse

 

Grant R. Osborne, Acts: 
Verse by Verse, Osborne 
New Testament 
Commentaries (Bellingham, 
WA: Lexham Press, 2019), 
224. 

 
 
 

Slide 4 What is the ministry and function of 

angels?

1. They were created to bring glory to

God (Col. 1:16; Rev. 4:6-11; Ps. 

148:2).

2. They are ministers of worship unto 

God (Is. 6:3; Heb. 1:6; Rev. 5:8-13).

3. They execute the will of God (Ps. 

103:20-21).

 

 

Slide 5 4. They protect the people of God (Ps. 35:4-5;

34:7; 91:11-12; II Kgs. 6:13-17; Is. 63:9; 

Dan. 6:22; 12:1; Heb. 1:14).

5. They guide the believer at times (Acts 8:26;

10:3).  In this sense they are deliverers of 

messages from the Lord.

6. They minister to the physical needs of 

God’s people (I Kings. 19:5-8).

7. They strengthen and encourage the 

believer (Mt. 4:11; Lk. 22:43; Acts 5:19-20;

27:24).  
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8. They serve as agents in the answering of 

our prayers (Dan. 10:10-12; Acts 12:1-17). 

9. They are interested in salvation and rejoice 

when a sinner comes to Christ (I Pet. 1:12; 

Lk. 15:10)

10. They will come with Christ for the 

believers at the Second Coming (II Th. 1:7-

8; Mt. 25:31-32).
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“The picture Luke paints is quite vivid (12:8–

10): the bright light with the angel in its midst, 

Peter waking up after a heavy blow, his 

getting dressed one article of clothing at a 

time, his passing first one set of guards then 

the other, the gates opening as if on 

automatic power, and all the time Peter 

walking in a daze, thinking, ‘It can’t be real; it 

must be a dream or vision.’ Everything is 

done by the Lord and the angel. Peter is 

barely functioning and is in shock.” 

 

Grant R. Osborne, Acts: Verse by 
Verse, Osborne New Testament 
Commentaries (Bellingham, WA: 
Lexham Press, 2019), 226. 
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“Only after they have passed “the iron gate 

leading to the city” and the angel has left him 

outside the prison a block later does he truly 

wake up. Every single step, everything that 

transpires, is a miracle sent from the Lord. 

This isn’t a miraculous escape; it’s an entire 

series of miraculous events enabling his 

escape. A dozen miracles, one after another!”

Grant Osborne, Acts: Verse by Verse

 

Grant R. Osborne, Acts: Verse by 
Verse, Osborne New Testament 
Commentaries (Bellingham, WA: 
Lexham Press, 2019), 226. 
 
 
 

 


