
I N W HOSE H A N DS ?
One way to get to know people is to watch their hands at work. Idle 
hands, we say, are “the devil’s workshop,” a sign of laziness, or at least 
a lack of imagination! Busy hands indicate interest and effort. Hands can 
be articulate — some of us simply can’t talk without using our hands! 
There’s a special fascination in watching someone use sign language.

Jesus’ earthly ministry was the “sign language of God.” His hands 
were always in meaningful motion — praying, healing, breaking bread, 
blessing children — signaling the gracious care of God. His nail-pierced 
hands were instruments of our salvation. A week after His resurrection 
came the words, “Put your finger here…. see my hands!” (John 20:27). It 
was His invitation to Thomas to come out of his doubt and into faith. We 
consider His hands and seek to let them move our own.

The Book of Acts is the story of “hands-on” ministry by the disciples of 
Jesus as their ministry replicated His touching, healing, breaking bread, 
and blessing. We see hands at work baptizing thousands. We see the 
blessing through hands laid on the seven new deacons (6:6), the new 
Samaritan believers (8:17), missionaries Saul and Barnabas (13:3), and 
the disciples of John in Ephesus (19:6).

God’s Hand Strengthens and Saves

THE LORD’S HAND: THE PLANTING OF THE  
CHURCH IN  ANTIOCH – ACTS 11:19–26 72

HELPING HANDS: AGABUS AND THE FAMINE  
ACTS 11:27–30 73

V IOLENT HANDS: K ING HEROD’S OPPOSIT ION  
ACTS 12:1–5 74

AN ANGEL’S HAND RESCUES PETER – ACTS 12:6–19 75

GOD’S HAND STRIKES DOWN HEROD – ACTS 12:20–25 76

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ACTS 13:1–52 77
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In this lesson, we watch two contrasting sets of 
hands. In Acts 11:21 we read that the mission 
of the church prospered because “the hand of 
the Lord was with them.” The risen Lord, Jesus 
Christ, was continuing His ministry — His hands 
working through theirs! But in Acts 12:1 we see 
another set of hands at work: “Herod the king 
laid violent hands on some who belonged to the 
church.” The hands of Herod and the hand of the 
risen Lord — two drastically different sets of 
hands! The challenge for those disciples and for 
us now is to trust that whatever human hands 
may do to us, we are, finally, in the Lord’s hands.

T H E LOR D’S H A N D : T H E PL A N T I NG 
OF T H E CHU RCH I N A N T IO CH 
acts 11:19–26
The narrative of the disciples scattered by 
persecution and preaching the Word begun three 
chapters earlier (8:4) here resumes with the very 
same words: “Now those who were scattered…“ 
(11:19). Luke describes the believers making 
another leap forward, this time to “Phoenicia 
and Cyprus and Antioch, speaking the word to no 
one except Jews.” Phoenicia is nearly 200 miles 
north, the island of Cyprus a bit farther, and 
Antioch fully 300 miles from Jerusalem.

With a population of more than 500,000, Antioch 
was the third-largest city in the Roman Empire 
after Rome and Alexandria. One of 16 cities that 
bore this name in honor of the Seleucid King 
Antiochus Epiphanes, it was called “Antioch on 
the Orontes (River)” to distinguish it from the 
others. This lovely city, the “Queen of the East,” 
was dedicated to the pursuit of many pleasures, 
including chariot racing! The temple of Daphne 
(in mythology, a maiden with whom Apollo fell 
in love) stood near the town in a laurel grove, 
serviced by priestesses who were prostitutes. 
The worship there made Antioch a byword for 
luxurious immorality. People said Antioch had 
“the morals of Daphne.”

For Luke the really noteworthy item about 
Antioch was that “men of Cyprus and Cyrene…
spoke to the Hellenists also, preaching the Lord 
Jesus” (v. 20). Here, very clearly, the Gospel was 
growing beyond its Jewish roots. That Jesus is 
proclaimed as “Lord” and not “Christ” reminds 
us that on Hellenistic soil, the word “Christ” 
(the Greek term for “Messiah”) had little import 
for the hearers. The word “Lord,” on the other 
hand, had deep significance to Gentiles as well 
as to Jews. For those in the Roman world, it was 
the title given the emperor as supreme, even 
divine (kyrios kaisaros — “Caesar is Lord”). The 
earliest, most succinct of the Christian creeds 
was “Jesus is Lord” (1 Cor. 12:3).

News of the developing situation in Antioch 
was concerning to the believers in Jerusalem. 
Fearful that the mission was moving so rapidly 
as to be out of control, and worried that this 
might provoke more trouble from Jews who 
did not accept Jesus, the leaders in Jerusalem 
once again had to investigate. Whom to send? 
Because Barnabas was a Diaspora Jew from 
nearby Cyprus, he seemed a good fit for the 
task. His stature was growing so that he would 
later be called “apostle” by Luke (see 14:4, 14). 
It was the grace of God that they sent this great-
hearted man! Twice before, by his sacrificial 
giving (4:36–37) and then by his sponsoring of 
Saul (9:27), he had lived out the meaning of his 
name (“The Encourager”). Now, once more, he 
brings encouragement. “When he came and saw 
the grace of God, he was glad, and he exhorted 
them all to remain faithful to the Lord with 
steadfast purpose” (v. 23). So he stayed on to 
teach the new believers.

The growth of the church in Antioch soon 
necessitated additional help for Barnabas. He 
made the decision to “look for Saul” in Tarsus 
(see 9:30), another 80 miles to the northwest. It 
was now AD 40 and Saul had been back home 
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in Tarsus for four years, but he agreed to return with Barnabas. That choosing had 
far-reaching consequences. They teamed up to teach together for the next year. Their 
partnership would carry over into their first mission journey (13:2).

It was in Antioch that “the disciples were first called Christians” (v. 26). Was it initially 
a contemptuous nickname (says Barclay), or was it an identifying label by the Romans 
in Antioch to distinguish them from other religious groups? If the latter is true, this 
may have opened the door for persecution by the Romans themselves. As “Christians” 
they were no longer seen as a sect of Judaism and therefore no longer a “licit religion” 
(religio licita). Losing that label meant losing the protections that came with it.

H ELPI NG H A N DS: AG A BUS A N D T H E FA MI N E 
acts 11:27–30
Though the church was in its infancy, there was already developing an embryonic 
organization. The apostles had oversight of the whole church, and their chief tasks were 
“prayer and the ministry of the word” (6:4). Deacons (6:5–6) had been appointed to 
conduct food ministry for the widows. In this small section we read of two other kinds 
of leaders. In verse 30 comes the first mention of “elders” whose role will include being 
house church leaders (see 14:23). Also mentioned here are “prophets” (listed after 
“apostles” in Eph. 2:20 and 1 Cor. 12:28–29). The prophets’ task was both to “foretell” 
the future and to “forth-tell” the counsel of God for special situations or individuals.

Three of those prophets are named in Acts. Judas and Silas appear in 15:32, and 
Agabus is mentioned prominently here and in 21:10–11. Agabus foretold a “great famine 
all over the world,” one which came just a few years later during the days of Emperor 
Claudius, who ruled from AD 41–54. The disciples took Agabus seriously and began 
making provision for a relief offering, which they finally sent to Jerusalem “by the hand 
of Barnabas and Saul” (v. 30).

Though the church was in its infancy, there was already developing an 
embryonic organization. The apostles had oversight of the whole church, 

and their chief tasks were “prayer and the ministry of the word.”
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The prophecy of Agabus was important for the disciples, because difficulties and disasters then, 
as now, became the occasion for deeds of kindness and care. In addition, they provided a special 
opportunity for drawing Jew and Gentile together. Concern for relief of the saints in Jerusalem 
became one of Paul’s permanent concerns (2 Cor. 8–9; Rom. 15:25–28, 31), for it was a way 
that he saw Gentiles being able to “give back” to the Jewish believers through whom they had 
received the blessings of Christ. So the two groups could be knit together.

The “famine visit” by Saul and Barnabas mentioned here is one of three Luke describes in Acts. 
The first was his initial trip there after his conversion to meet the leaders, a meeting during which 
Barnabas vouched for him to the others (9:26–29). The final one mentioned is his journey to the 
great council in Chapter 15. Barnabas is his companion in all three.

When Paul himself describes his interaction with the leaders in Jerusalem in Galatians 1–2, he 
mentions only two visits, a fact which has led to much discussion among scholars as to how the 
two visits mentioned in Galatians match up with the three in Acts, a conundrum since Galatians 
was almost certainly written after the council convened in AD 50. The simplest matchup, says 
Longenecker, seems to be as follows:

First visit (AD 36) Acts 9:26–29 Gal. 1:18–20

Famine visit (AD 46) Acts 11:27–30 Gal.2:1–10

Council visit (AD 50) Acts 15 (no mention)

We will have more occasions to match the events narrated in Acts with the people, places, and 
events we read about in Paul’s letters.

V IO LEN T H A N DS: K I NG H EROD’S OPP OSI T ION 
acts 12:1–5
In AD 41 Rome withdrew her provincial governor from Caesarea and replaced him with Herod 
Agrippa I, possibly as a favor, since He had played a role in securing the throne for Emperor 
Claudius. This Herod (ruled AD 41–44) was extremely popular with the Jews and looked for ways 
to enhance his acceptance among the Jews. He found an answer in harrying the pestilential sect 
of Jesus that was gaining a large following in Judea.

Who was this “Herod”? Herod Agrippa I was the grandson of Herod the Great, who had ruled 
Judea nearly 40 years (40 BC – 1 BC). We remember Herod the Great as the monster of the 
Christmas story who massacred the infants of Bethlehem (Matt. 2:1–19). That violence was in 
character, for he also murdered one of his wives and three of his sons, which prompted Caesar 
Augustus to say: “I would rather be Herod’s pig than Herod’s son.” One of Herod the Great’s sons 
who survived was Herod Antipas, who ruled from 4 BC to AD 39 and executed John the Baptist 
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(Matt. 14:1–12). It was to Antipas that Pilate sent 
Jesus for an audience before his crucifixion. Now 
Herod Agrippa I, the son of Antipas, was on the 
scene, and he continued their murderous ways.

“About that time Herod the king laid violent hands 
on some who belonged to the church. He killed 
James the brother of John with the sword” (v. 1), 
probably by beheading, as in John the Baptist’s 
case. James, one of Jesus’ “inner circle,” was 
the first of the Twelve to be put to death. Shortly 
afterward, Herod had Peter arrested, intending to 
kill him as well. We don’t know why James was 
singled out, but the arrest of Peter may have been 
prompted by news that he had baptized the Gentile 
(Roman!) Cornelius, angering Jews in Jerusalem. 
Peter’s arrest took place during the Passover 
festival, a time when neither trials nor executions 
were customarily allowed, though that custom had 
been ignored in Jesus’ case. The delay gave the 
church opportunity to make “earnest prayer” for 
Peter (v. 5).

A N A NGE L’S H A N D R ESCU ES PET ER 
acts 12:6–19
Peter was guarded in Fortress Antonia by four 
“quaternions” (groups of four) of soldiers, one for 
each three-hour watch of the night. He was chained 
between two, while two others guarded the door, 
and it seemed impossible that he would escape 
death. But Herod’s “violent hands” were about to 
meet their match.

“And behold, an angel of the Lord stood next to 
him, and a light shone in the cell” (v. 7). The angel 
“struck” Peter with enough force to waken him. 
The “chains fell off his hands” and, at the angel’s 
command, Peter dressed himself. “Follow me,” he 
directed, and Peter mechanically obeyed, supposing 
that this was another “vision” (v. 9) like the one 
on the rooftop in Joppa. They passed the other 
two guards, who were almost certainly asleep and 
went through the large iron gate, which opened 
“of its own accord” (v. 10). Miraculous it was, but 

no vision, Peter concluded, for though the angel 
departed, he was still standing on the moonlit 
street in the chill night air. The whole scene recalls 
Easter morning, when the Lord Jesus escaped both 
death and a sealed tomb while the guards slept 
(Matt. 27:64–28:4), another story in which angels 
figure prominently. This deliverance is now the 
second of three miraculous rescues from prison 
Luke narrates in Acts (see also 5:19 and 16:26).

Peter had enough sense not simply to bolt, but 
to make his way to the large home where “many 
were gathered together and were praying” (v. 12). 
It was the home of Mary, the mother of John Mark. 
Some scholars guess that this is the same house 
in which Jesus met with the Twelve in the “upper 
room,” the same one where the 120 were gathered 
on Pentecost! If so, it may help explain the 
frequent appearances of Mark and the increasing 
prominence of his cousin Barnabas. Tradition says 
that Mark employed Peter’s recollections when 
he composed the second of our Gospels and that 
he later went to Alexandria and became the first 
bishop there!

Peter “knocked at the door” and was greeted by 
one Rhoda, a servant girl who came to answer. 
Recognizing Peter’s voice, she ran joyfully to 
announce his presence, forgetting to let him in! 
For their part, the praying disciples had a hard 
time believing Rhoda’s story. Was it because no 
angel had rescued James? Was it because of the 
messenger herself, a youngster with a penchant 
for excitability? Were they betraying their own lack 
of faith in the very prayers they had been praying? 
Soon enough, they could all hear the persistent, 
increasingly loud knocking at the door. At last 
someone went to let him in.

As they listened with amazement, Peter told of his 
dramatic escape, and he insisted that they “tell 
these things to James and to the brothers” (v. 17). 
This James, most people believe, was Jesus’ own 
brother who is mentioned in Matt. 13:55. Though 
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he and the rest of the family had initially 
thought Jesus was “out of his mind” (Mark 
3:21), he later came to faith, perhaps helped 
by a special appearance made to him by 
Jesus after the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:7). In 
October 2002, an extraordinary stone box 
was announced to the world. It’s a small 
ossuary (bone-box), less than two feet long, 
but it bears the remarkable inscription in 
Aramaic: “James, son of Joseph, brother 
of Jesus.” Though its authenticity is still 
debated, there’s no doubt that the name it 
bears has a vast importance. This James 
became the head of the church in Jerusalem 
and the likely author of the Epistle of James.

Quickly, lest he be captured again, Peter 
departed, fleeing from Herod just as Jesus’ 
parents had taken him in flight from Herod’s 
grandfather (Matt. 2:13–15). The luckless 
guards back at Fortress Antonia would not 
escape Herod’s wrath. After a fruitless search 
for Peter, an angry Herod ordered that the 
sentries themselves be executed (v. 19), the 
usual penalty when a prisoner escaped. And 
what became of Peter? In addition to one 
more appearance at the Apostolic Council in 
Jerusalem nine years later, Peter’s travels 
took him to Antioch (Gal. 2:11) and ultimately 
to Rome, probably accompanied by his wife 
(1 Cor. 9:5). There, says tradition, he was 
martyred by crucifixion.

GOD’S H A N D ST R I K ES 
D OW N H EROD 
acts 12:20–25
And what happened to Herod? Luke tells 
us that the man who dared raise his violent 
hands against the church met his end at 
the mightier hands of an “angel of the Lord” 
(v. 23). Both Luke and Jewish historian 

Josephus describe the scene which unfolded 
in AD 44 in the city of Caesarea. There Herod 
presided over some festivities attending the 
visit of a delegation from Tyre and Sidon 
seeking to patch up a quarrel with Herod. 
On the second day of the gathering, Herod 
entered the theater clad in a shimmering 
silver robe. He “delivered an oration” (v. 21) 
that provoked a flattering response: “The 
voice of a god, and not a man!” (v. 22).

“Immediately” an angel struck him down 
“because he did not give God the glory, and 
he was eaten by worms and breathed his 
last” (v. 23). His sudden, gruesome death has 
been variously explained as arsenic poisoning 
or appendicitis, resulting in peritonitis, 
aggravated by intestinal roundworms (Maier). 
Curiously, according to 2 Macc. 9:5–9, the 
notorious Antiochus Epiphanes died the same 
way. Just as the mighty hand of God once 
struck down the rebels Korah (Num. 26:10) 
and Dathan and Abiram (Deut. 11:6) in the 
wilderness and earlier in Acts had suddenly 
punished Ananias and Sapphira (5:1–11), 
now it dispatched Herod.

So Herod died an awful death, but “the word 
of God increased and multiplied” (v. 24). 
Neither man nor famine could halt the 
proclamation of the Gospel and the growth 
of God’s Church (Smith). The hand of God 
once again proved mightier than the hands 
of any man!

The summary statement in 12:24 brings the 
section to an end (cf. 6:7 and 9:31). From this 
point on, Luke’s focus will be on the advance 
of the Gospel to the Gentiles and finally to 
Rome itself.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 13:1–52

Lord God, as I begin this study, remind me that You have a mission for me. Help me to 
discern it. Equip me and empower me by Your Spirit to obey Your direction and to bear 

a faithful witness to Jesus, my Savior and Lord! In His name, I ask it. Amen.

Review
1. Review what you learned about Herod the Great, Herod Antipas, and Herod Agrippa I. Besides their blood 

relationship, what thread runs through their stories?

2. Compile a list of the actions of Barnabas thus far in Acts. How does he live up to his name?

Acts 13:1–3
3. As we begin studying the “mission journeys,” let’s do some reflecting. What would you say is the “mission” 

of your congregation? What kind of “mission” has God given you personally?

4. What do we learn about the five men listed in verse 1? Look up any unfamiliar words Luke uses to describe 
them.

5. Is there anything in this section that seems foreign to our everyday experience of “church”? If so, why?

6. Who initially got the idea of making these journeys? How does this compare with Acts 8:26, 29?

7. How do you suppose the Spirit spoke to them? How do you expect the Spirit to speak to us today?

Acts 13:4–12
8. Who is “John”? See 12:25.

9. Describe the missionaries’ initial strategy in spreading the Gospel.

10. Locate a map of the eastern Mediterranean or one that depicts the “First Missionary Journey” of Paul (as in 
the Concordia Self-Study Bible). Locate the island of Cyprus and the cities of Salamis and Paphos. We will 
return to this map later.
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11. Barnabas was a native of Cyprus. What might he and Paul have discussed on their voyage?

12. What do you think is the relationship between Sergius Paulus and Elymas? How is Elymas like Simon 
Magus (8:9–24)? How do they differ?

13. What changes in verse 9? Why might this be significant on a mission to Gentiles?

14. Compare verse 9 with Acts 1:10, 3:4, 7:55, 14:9, 23:1. What is the same in all these verses?

Acts 13:13–41
15. Track their progress on the map. Where do Paul and Barnabas go to make their first Gospel presentation 

(see verse 5)?

16. What “personnel” detail is reported in v. 13? What consequences will it have later for Paul and Barnabas 
(see Acts 15:36–40)?

17. Make a brief outline of Paul’s message in Pisidian Antioch. Whom does he address? What does Paul say 
about Jesus? What Scripture references does he employ? How is his sermon similar to that of Peter on 
Pentecost (re-read Acts 2:14–36)?

18. How do the sermons we hear in church in our day compare to the messages in Acts? What are some 
similarities and differences?

19. What contrasting reactions do the missionaries receive? What kind of opposition have you faced because of 
your faith? Did it make you stronger or make you clam up?

20. What significant step do they announce in vv. 46–48? How’s this news received?

Memory Challenge
Review what you have learned thus far.
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