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Persecution, Peter and Prayer 
or 

The king vs THE KING 
 

Acts 12:1-25 (NASB) 
 

By Chris Losey 

 
Intro: 
The great persecution that started with the 
martyrdom of Stephen had caused many 
Christians including Peter to leave 
Jerusalem taking the gospel with them. In 
the city of Lydda, Peter healed a man by the 
name of Aeneas and many people trusted 
in the Lord. In Joppa, Peter raised Dorcas 
from the dead. Again, great numbers of 
people put their faith in Jesus. In Caesarea, 
Peter led Cornelius, a Roman centurion, and 
many of his household to a saving 

knowledge of 
Jesus. Cornelius 
was the first 
Gentile convert. In Acts chapter 11, through 
other Christians many people came to the 
Lord, and established a church at Antioch. 
It is interesting to know that believers were 
first called Christians at Antioch. 
Christianity was spreading like wildfire 
across the region. Jews and Gentiles were 
getting saved. God was doing great things. 
But you can be assured that when God 
does great things, the enemy “Satan” 
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ramps up his attacks trying to derail the gospel. Soon Peter returned to 
Jerusalem only to wind up in prison for no other reason than the fact he 
was a follower of Christ. In the same Jerusalem persecution, James was 
beheaded. Here’s the account from Acts 12. 
 

1 
Now about that time Herod the king laid hands on some who 

belonged to the church in order to mistreat them. 
2 
And he had 

James the brother of John put to death with a sword. 
3 
When he 

saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also. Now 

it was during the days of Unleavened Bread. 
4 

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.   
5 
So Peter was kept in the prison, but prayer for him 

was being made fervently by the church to God. 
6 
On the very 

night when Herod was about to bring him forward, Peter was 

sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and guards 

in front of the door were watching over the prison. 
7 
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. 
8 
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." 
9 

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. 
10 

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. 
11 

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." 
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. 
13 

When he knocked at the door of the gate, a 
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servant-girl named Rhoda came to answer. 
14 

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. 
15 

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." 
16 

But 

Peter continued knocking; and when they had opened the door, 

they saw him and were amazed. 
17 

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. 
18 

Now when 

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

what could have become of Peter. 
19 

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. 
20 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. 21 On an appointed day Herod, 
having put on his royal apparel, took his seat on the rostrum and 
began delivering an address to them. 22 The people kept crying 
out, "The voice of a god and not of a man!" 23 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. 24 But the word of the 
Lord continued to grow and to be multiplied. 25 And Barnabas and 
Saul returned from Jerusalem when they had fulfilled their 
mission, taking along with them John, who was also called Mark.  
 

The account is straightforward enough. 
- Herod kills James and puts Peter in prison to please the Jews with 

the plan of putting him to death after the Passover 
- Christians fervently pray for Peter’s release 
- An angel rescues Peter from prison 
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- Peter goes to the home of Mary and reports what happened 
- Herod has the prison guards put to death 
- God kills Herod for receiving glory to himself 
- The church continues to expand 

 
In the account there are several key points that will help us in our walk 
with Christ today. The first is: 
 

Every generation has those who persecute Christians  
Acts 12:1-4 states, 

 
1 Now about that time Herod the king laid hands on some who 
belonged to the church in order to mistreat them. 2 And he had 
James the brother of John put to death with a sword. 3 When he 
saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also. 
Now it was during the days of Unleavened Bread. 4 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.  

 
In Acts chapter 12 the persecutor was “Herod Agrippa I”. As king of 
Judea he had a significant amount of power. He didn’t oppose 
Christianity because he necessarily hated Christians, he opposed 
Christianity because it was a way to gain more acceptance with the 
Jewish religious leaders who resented him because he represented 
Roman rule over the region. The Jews longed for the day when the yoke 
of Rome would be removed.  
 
Since the Jewish religious leaders hated the new religious group of 
Christians, Herod reasoned that by persecuting Christians he could 
show the leaders that they should cooperate with him. To show his 
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opposition, King Agrippa had James put to death by the sword. The 
annals of history indicate that this meant beheading.  
 
James’ brother was John. Together they were the Sons of Thunder, two 
of Jesus’ disciples. They were in Jesus’ inner circle. James was 
undoubtedly well known as a leader in the Christian movement.  
 
To Herod, people were simply pawns to be used in order to gain 
political advantage. The life of people meant nothing to him. Herod 
Agrippa’s grandfather was Herod the Great, the one who slaughtered 
the children in and around Bethlehem after the visit of the Wisemen. 
Herod Agrippa’s sister Herodias was the one responsible for having 
John the Baptist Beheaded. The whole Herodian family were ruthless 
murderers killing others and even their own members in order to get 
political gain. 
 
Here is what is said of the Herodian line in the International Standard 
Bible Encyclopedia, 
 

The name Herod (Ἡρώδης, Hērṓdēs) is a familiar one in the history 
of the Jews and of the early Christian church. The name itself 
signifies "heroic," a name not wholly applicable to the family, 
which was characterized by craft and knavery rather than by 
heroism. The history of the Herodian family is not lacking in 
elements of greatness, but whatever these elements were and in 
whomsoever found, they were in every case dimmed by the 
insufferable egotism which disfigured the family, root and branch. 
Of nearly all the kings of the house of Herod it may truly be said 
that at their death "they went without being desired," unmissed, 
and unmourned. The entire family history is one of incessant 
brawls, suspicion, intrigue arid shocking immorality. 
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It is not surprising that this Herod, “Herod Agrippa I” killed James and 
put Peter in prison. 
 
Since there are those who oppose Christianity in every age, we should 
not be surprised if we encounter persecution. We can be thankful that 
we live in a country where persecution of Christians is minimal, but in 
many countries Christians are persecuted to a much greater degree. 
Muslim countries are a good example. The many murders of Christians 
in Egypt in recent years. The current imprisonment of Pastor Saeed in 
Iran. He is one of many.  
 
An article dated September 8, 2012 speaks of another Iranian Pastor,  
 

“Supporters of imprisoned Iranian Christian Youcef Nadarkhani 
began celebrating Saturday as news reports surfaced that the 
pastor had been released by Iranian officials, mere months after it 
appeared a final execution order had been handed down. 
Nadarkhani, 34 and a native Iranian, was found guilty in 2010 of 
apostasy and sentenced to death for refusing to recant 
Christianity. He has spent the last three years in jail awaiting his 
fate. 

 
In 2 Timothy 3:12 (NASB) the apostle Paul states, “Indeed, all who 
desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” 
 
 In John 15:20 (HCSB) Jesus said, “Remember the word I spoke to you: 

‘A slave is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted Me, they will 

also persecute you. If they kept My word, they will also keep yours.  

Jesus also said in Matthew 5:10 (NASB), “Blessed are those who have 
been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven.”  
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The fervent prayer of God’s people changes things 
 
Acts 12:5 states, “So Peter was kept in the prison, but prayer for him 
was being made fervently by the church to God.”  
 
Don’t you love those words, “But prayer”? Whatever we’re going 
through you can insert the words “but prayer.” But not only prayer, 
fervent prayer! It was the fervent prayer of this small group that was 
partly responsible for Peter’s release from prison. 
 
What is fervent prayer? Does it mean emotional prayer? Does it mean 
shouting your prayer to God? Does it mean weeping as you pray? 
Actually, the word fervent is the Greek word ekteino. It comes from two 
words, ek meaning out, and teino meaning to stretch or extend. Fervent 
prayer is prayer that is stretched out. In means extended prayer that 
goes longer than normal.  
 
So many people, myself included, pray what I call token prayers. We 
don’t often dig in and spend extended time in prayer. I remember 
seeing a cartoon in a book. The first picture showed a person 
requesting prayer and the other person promising to pray for them. The 
next caption shows the next Sunday at church. The person who said he 
would pray sees the person coming towards him who he said he would 
pray for. Realizing that he hasn’t prayed for the person all week, the 
person who said he would pray shoots up a quick prayer. Immediately 
the person who he was going to pray for, sees him and comes over. The 
two greet each other and the person who was supposed to praying for 
his friend quickly says, ‘How are you doing, I’ve been praying for you.” 
His statement isn’t a lie because he had just prayed, but in reality no 
fervent prayer for his friend had taken place. 
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If we are going to be fervent prayers we need a prayer list and a time 
that we set aside to do nothing but pray. How are you doing in this 
regard? If you are doing well, great. If not, I encourage you to get a 
prayer list and set a time and become a fervent prayer warrior. 
 
The next important point is: 
 

God intervenes in human affairs in His timing 
Acts 12:6-11 states, 
 

 6 On the very night when Herod was about to bring him forward, 
Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, 
and guards in front of the door were watching over the prison. 7 

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. 8 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." 9 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. 10 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. 
11 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." 

 
Notice that God intervened for Peter, and did it the night before Peter 
was to go to trial and probable execution. This raises several questions? 
 

- Why didn’t God intervene for James? 
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- Why did Peter have to go to jail at all? 
- Why didn’t God get Peter out of jail sooner? 

 
None of us knows the answers to these questions. When dealing with 
God I often claim Isaiah 55:8,9. 

 
8 "For My thoughts are not your thoughts, Nor are your ways My 
ways," declares the LORD. 9 "For as the heavens are higher than 
the earth, So are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts 
than your thoughts.  

Although these verses explain why I may not understand what God is 
doing, they don’t bring a lot of comfort. That’s why I also claim Romans 
8:38,39 and Romans 8:28 when I don’t understand what God is doing. 
Romans 8:38-39 (NASB) states,  
 

“38 For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor 
principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 
39 nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, will be able 
to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.”  

 
Romans 8:28 (NASB) states, “And we know that God causes all things 
to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are 
called according to His purpose.”  
 
These verses give hope and comfort. 
 
The fourth important take away from this passage is. 
When God does something great for you, share it with other 
Christians 
 
Acts 12:12-17 states, 
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 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. 13 When he knocked at the 
door of the gate, a servant-girl named Rhoda came to answer. 14 

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. 15 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." 16 But Peter continued knocking; and when they had 
opened the door, they saw him and were amazed. 17 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.  

 
When Peter was miraculously released from prison, he didn’t race out 
of town, he first went and shared with his fellow believers. He 
undoubtedly knew they were praying for him and he wanted them to 
be the first to hear the good news of his release. 
 
It is interesting that even though the people at the prayer meeting 
were praying fervently, their faith wasn’t too big because they were 
praying for Peter’s release but couldn’t believe he could actually be at 
the door. Evidently their faith was at least as big as a mustard seed 
because God answered their prayers  (Mt 17:20). 
 
Also, when Peter left it simply says that he went to another place. The 
other place was likely away from Jerusalem for a time. He evidently 
didn’t tell the group where he was going so they could honestly say, if 
questioned, that they had no idea where he was. 
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Who do you share your good news with? Hopefully you have someone 
in your life who you can share the good and the tough times with. We 
all need that! 

 
God has the last word 
Acts 12:18-25 states, 
 

18 Now when day came, there was no small disturbance among 
the soldiers as to what could have become of Peter. 19 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. 20 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. 21 On an 
appointed day Herod, having put on his royal apparel, took his 
seat on the rostrum and began delivering an address to them. 22 

The people kept crying out, "The voice of a god and not of a 
man!" 23 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. 24 But the word of the Lord continued to grow and to be 
multiplied. 25 And Barnabas and Saul returned from Jerusalem 
when they had fulfilled their mission, taking along with them 
John, who was also called Mark.  

 

Herod continued his evil ways by putting the soldiers to death. 

Sometimes it seems that evil wins, but in the long run, people get their 

just desserts; if not in this life, in the life to come. God eventually took 

Herod’s life and I imagine Herod went to Hell.  
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Proverbs 24:19-20 (NASB) “
19 

Do not fret because of evildoers or be 

envious of the wicked; 
20 

For there will be no future for the evil man; 

The lamp of the wicked will be put out.”  

Final Comments 
In closing, here are three take-aways we need to get from the passage. 
 
God has a different plan for each of us 
Peter was spared, James was not. Why? I don’t know. But it reminds me 
of what Jesus told Peter in John 21:22 after Peter questioned Jesus 
about the future fate of the apostle John. Jesus said to Peter, “If I want 
him to remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow me.” 
 
We need to pray fervently for one another 
When we are going through tough times, we need to not just say we 
are going to pray, but we are to pray for each other. 
 
We need to trust God with our future even when we don’t 
understand what’s going on 
His ways are higher than our ways, but we can know for certain that 
nothing can separate us from His love. 
 
Acts 12:1-25 
1 Now about that time Herod the king laid hands on some who belonged to the church in order to mistreat them. 2 And he had James the brother of 

John put to death with a sword. 3 When he saw that it pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also. Now it was during the days of 

Unleavened Bread. 4 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.   5 So Peter was kept in the prison, but prayer for him was being made fervently by the church to 

God. 6 On the very night when Herod was about to bring him forward, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and 

guards in front of the door were watching over the prison. 7 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. 8 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." 9 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. 10 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. 11 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." 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. 13 When he knocked at 

the door of the gate, a servant-girl named Rhoda came to answer. 14 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. 15 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." 16 But Peter continued knocking; and when they had opened the door, they saw him and were 

amazed. 17 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. 18 Now when day came, there was no small disturbance 

among the soldiers as to what could have become of Peter. 19 When Herod had searched for him and had not found him, he examined the guards 
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and ordered that they be led away to execution. Then he went down from Judea to Caesarea and was spending time there. 
20 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. 21 On an appointed day Herod, having put on his royal apparel, took his 

seat on the rostrum and began delivering an address to them. 22 The people kept crying out, "The voice of a god and not of a man!" 23 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. 24 But the word of the 

Lord continued to grow and to be multiplied. 25 And Barnabas and Saul returned from Jerusalem when they had fulfilled their mission, taking 

along with them John, who was also called Mark. 


