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Introduction: The day I proposed to my wife. We had an on-again-off-again kind of relationship and 
I think she was waiting for me to commit and like the typical guy I just couldn’t, in my case it was fear 
that held me back.  
After a summer of not seeing each other I decided how I would propose to her. Each year we’d both 
get a stack of wedding invitations from friends and so I brought up a whole handful of them but then 
I created a custom wedding invitation addressed to her and put that invitation in the back of the 
stack. She opened the envelope last, and it was an invitation to her own wedding.  
Now, at first she paused—and I thought, “Oh no. The answer is going to be no.” But then she smiled 
and said “yes.” 
Transition: Have you ever been surprised when the answer was “yes.” 
Purpose of Acts: Luke wrote this history in ancient “Novella” form—Acts is a fast moving, gripping 
account of the Apostles’ ministry of taking the Gospel to the World.  
His overall purpose was to show that the Gospel Message, what he also called “the Word of God” 
about Jesus flourished despite fanatical opposition and increasing hostility toward the church.  
This particular story today is going to capture that theme brilliantly. This story is symbolic of how the 
people of God—the followers of Jesus—transcend persecution and thrive in the face of hostility.  
The Story: Acts 12:1-11 
It was about this time that King Herod arrested some who belonged to the church, intending to 
persecute them. 2 He had James, the brother of John, put to death with the sword. 3 When he saw 
that this met with approval among the Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also. This happened during 
the Festival of Unleavened Bread. 4 After arresting him, he put him in prison, handing him over to be 
guarded by four squads of four soldiers each. Herod intended to bring him out for public trial after 
the Passover. 
5 So Peter was kept in prison, but the church was earnestly praying to God for him. 
6 The night before Herod was to bring him to trial, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound 
with two chains, and sentries stood guard at the entrance. 7 Suddenly an angel of the Lord appeared 
and a light shone in the cell. He struck Peter on the side and woke him up. “Quick, get up!” he said, 
and the chains fell off Peter’s wrists. 
8 Then the angel said to him, “Put on your clothes and sandals.” And Peter did so. “Wrap your cloak 
around you and follow me,” the angel told him. 9 Peter followed him out of the prison, but he had no 
idea that what the angel was doing was really happening; he thought he was seeing a vision. 10 They 
passed the first and second guards and came to the iron gate leading to the city. It opened for them 
by itself, and they went through it. When they had walked the length of one street, suddenly the 
angel left him. 
11 Then Peter came to himself and said, “Now I know without a doubt that the Lord has sent his angel 
and rescued me from Herod’s clutches and from everything the Jewish people were hoping would 
happen.” 
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Transition: What happens when God comes through? Let’s draw out some observations from the 
text on how to persist in the face of loss and triumph.  
 

1. Our enemy will almost always target leaders first.  
To stop the Gospel from making headway into Judea, Samaria, Galilee, and now it 
appears all the way up to the city of Antioch—where the Gospel was taking hold—to 
stop this Herod Agrippa takes a risky chance and gathers up leaders from this new Jesus 
movement, executing one of their top generals: James   
Remember, James is one of the inner circle leaders that Jesus himself chose to be with 
him in a more intimate way than some of the other apostles. At the mount where Jesus 
was transfigured before them into a vision of his heavenly glory—conversing with Elijah 
and Moses, it was Peter, James and John who were there and witnessed it.  
 
James is a key leader among the faithful and he is the first of many, many apostolic 
martyrs who were willing to give their lives for the faith. Now, Herod Agrippa I. has seen 
that the Jewish leadership was pleased with this action—and his goal, like his father 
before him, was to placate the Jewish Sanhedrin and curry their favor. In one diabolical 
political act, he rounds up Peter presumably to suffer the same fate as James. 
 
Now just try to imagine the emotional impact this must have had on the church. The 
church of Jesus is growing and spreading and the Gospel is thriving. They’ve lost one of 
their key leaders, now Peter is taken. 
 
Satan will most often target those in mission-critical positions of leadership. 
Families, he is going to be most active working against Dad. Because unfortunately as 
Dad goes, so often does the home. He is working overtime to get men to sign up 
for the cult of leisure and isolation. And if Satan can get your husband to join that 
cult—he will isolate him and destroy him with loneliness, emptiness, and sin. 
Satan is also hard at work to absolutely destroy this and every church by corrupting 
the leadership. Folks he is working tirelessly to tempt your leaders to be immoral, 
prideful, judgmental hypocrites—dividing into factions over petty nonsense.  
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2. The church of Jesus thrives in seasons of blessing and pressure.  
The book of Acts has this curious alternating pattern between success and setbacks.  
Acts 1 is a picture of an apparent setback. Jesus has preached to thousands and ends 
up with only 120 people in his congregation. Not the kind of thing you want to brag about 
on your ministry resume.  
 

Acts 2-3 is triumphant! The Holy Spirit is poured out and captures the attention and 
interest of thousands in the eavesdropping crowds. Peter preaches boldly, the Spirit 
convicts the crowd of sin and thousands of people are added to the church. 
 

Acts 4: Trial before the Sanhedrin. What makes this scene so scary is that these are the 
same men who have tried Jesus and sent him to Rome for crucifixion. Now the whole 
enterprise is threatened with the same fate. 
 

Acts 5: reveals internal problems and challenges of great success. People join this new 
movement for lots of personal reasons, not the least of which is to exploit it for personal 
gain—and two high profile people are judged in public while the Apostles go on to 
perform miracles and preach in Jesus’ name—then they wind up being hauled before 
the authorities again.  
 

Acts 6-8 are truly depressing as one of the most powerfully anointed servants of 
Jesus—a Man named Stephen who was said to be “full of the Holy Spirit” is tried before 
the Jews and his message is so offensive to them at his trial that they hold their hands 
over their ears and rush him with rocks and kill him, the first time we meet Paul. 
 

Acts 8-9: Now, prior to coming to Jesus Saul violently persecuted the church, house to 
house hauling them off into prison. And Jesus gets his number. On his way to expose and 
disrupt the massive revival among Hellenistic Jews in Antioch, Jesus appears to him and 
he is converted, called, and consecrated to Jesus as an apostle.  
Acts 11:19 “Now those who had been scattered by the persecution that broke out when 
Stephen was killed traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, spreading the word 
only among Jews.”  
You see? In both seasons of blessing and abundance followed by persecution and pain—
the church of Jesus thrives and flourishes.  
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3. God’s people are called to earnest (solemn) and fervent 
(impassioned/intense) prayer.   
Acts 12:5 “So Peter was kept in prison, but the church was earnestly praying to God for 
him.” 
Now, unless we think for one second that this occasion of Peter’s imprisonment kind of 
woke them up and caused them to pray—Luke has made it clear that this church is 
already a praying church.  
 
Acts 1:14, 24 “They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and 
Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers…Then they prayed, ‘Lord, you know 
everyone’s heart. Show us which of these two you have chosen’” 
 
Acts 2:42 “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and to prayer.” 
 
Acts 3:1 “One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the time of prayer—
at three in the afternoon.” I love the incidental phrase “at the time of prayer.” 
 
Acts 4:24-31 “they raised their voices together in prayer to God. “Sovereign Lord,” they 
said, “you made the heavens and the earth and the sea, and everything in them…31 
After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.” 
 
Folks they were devoted to the Apostles’ teaching of the Old Testament which was 
now forever and irrevocably Christological in its orientation. These Jews were not 
learning the OT (they already knew it), they were relearning in the light of its revelation 
and fulfillment in Jesus the slain and risen King. They devoted themselves to 
uncommon community—meeting the needs and enjoying fellowship.  
And they prayed about everything. Prayed for God to work and rescue their leaders in 
peril. They prayed for the effectiveness of the Gospel in the world. And God invites us 
to partner with him in prayer for his work to be done. 
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4. God is still Sovereign in miraculous answers to prayer. 
Now, let’s observe something that is between the lines here. This church that is led by 
transformed and anointed leaders who are the target of the enemy, This church that is 
thriving and flourishing being moved along by the Spirit, This church that is praying as a 
way of life—God answers their prayer for Peter but he does not say “yes” to their 
prayers for either Stephen or James.  
 
We can safely assume that they prayed for Stephen and James, given the kind of prayer 
that they have been characterized with in Acts by Luke.  
 
But the answer in James’ case is “no.” James isn’t delivered and now they continue to 
meet and pray earnestly and fervently for Peter’s release.  
 
In the case of Stephen and James, God’s will was different than in Peter’s case. In all 
situations we are to pray for the best possible outcomes. But that does not mean that 
we always know what the best possible outcome is, or that we can see what long term 
good will be accomplished by this short-term pain.  
 
John 21:22 “If I want him to remain alive until I return what is that to you? You must 
follow me.” The key to the story and the Acts 12 imprisonment is Jesus’ will.  
I don’t think there’s a prayer that should come off our lips where we don’t ask for the 
best possible results.  
At the same time, we are to always have the attitude that God reserves the Sovereign 
right to answer yea or nay! 
 
We are to pray and ask for what we want, in the hopes that what we want is in line 
with what he wants.  
 
But in those times when God’s overriding purpose prevails and we can’t see why—we 
cling to Him—and the knowledge that he is the only wise God.  
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And when the answer is “yes” I rejoice and celebrate the goodness and mercy of God.  
 
When the answer is “no” or “not yet” or “not that way” then I glory in goodness and 
wisdom of God.  
 
12 When this had dawned on him, he went to the house of Mary the mother of John, 
also called Mark, where many people had gathered and were praying. 13 Peter knocked 
at the outer entrance, and a servant named Rhoda came to answer the door. 14 When 
she recognized Peter’s voice, she was so overjoyed she ran back without opening it and 
exclaimed, “Peter is at the door!” 
15 “You’re out of your mind,” they told her. When she kept insisting that it was so, they 
said, “It must be his angel.” 
16 But Peter kept on knocking, and when they opened the door and saw him, they were 
astonished. 17 Peter motioned with his hand for them to be quiet and described how 
the Lord had brought him out of prison. “Tell James and the other brothers and sisters 
about this,” he said, and then he left for another place. 
18 In the morning, there was no small commotion among the soldiers as to what had 
become of Peter. 19 After Herod had a thorough search made for him and did not find 
him, he cross-examined the guards and ordered that they be executed. 
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5. Sometimes persecution and pressure can lead to new ministry 
opportunities.  
 
Don’t miss this verse 17 “Tell James and the other brothers about this” then he left for 
another place.”  
 
And with the close of this story we will not see Peter again except for once in his 
testimony at the Jerusalem council in Acts 15, and again in Galatians where it is clear 
that he has gone to Antioch at least for a while until Herod Agrippa dies or until things 
cool a bit.  
 
We also have by church tradition that Peter made several missionary journeys, not the 
least of which was Corinth and Rome. And we have Peter’s own epistles which are 
written to “God’s elect, exiles scattered throughout the provinces of Pontus, Galatia, 
Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia” in the last chapter Peter sends his greetings from his 
fellow exiles in Babylon.  
 
Scholars believe that it is this occasion with Herod Agrippa I which caused him to flee 
“to another place” which is travelling and taking the Gospel out of Jerusalem and to 
Greek cities.  
 
Sometimes a difficult situation can signal a needed change of direction, and this was 
certainly the case in Peter’s experience.  
 
God wanted the Apostles to take the Gospel to semitic peoples, to Gentile-Judaic 
converts in Antioch, and to the nations.  
 
And this situation was the catalyst for Peter’s greater ministry in Asia.  
 
And it also signaled James, the brother of Jesus, it signaled his rise to influence and 
leadership within the church at Jerusalem.  
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So much so that when Peter returns from his Gentile missions, he feels the need to offer 
a report justifying his work among the Gentiles to the council of Christian elders in 
Jerusalem, led by Pastor James.  
 
Application Questions: 
1. If the dark and shadowy enemy of our souls—the devil, if he was going to derail you 
what people of influence in your life would attack first? How often have you prayed for 
that person?  
 
2. Since the church thrives in seasons of blessing (abundance) and pain (persecution)—
what ought to be our expectation for Christ Community Church? We should expect a 
greater harvest of people coming to faith, growing in their faith, and growing in 
community together. But we should not be surprised when the culture pushes back on 
the Gospel going forward.  
 
3. Would you characterize your prayer as earnest, fervent, desperate, bold?  
OR—Do you often find yourself mumbling out passionless and anemic prayers?  
 
4. Have you asked God for the best possible result and also deferred to his Sovereign 
will?  
 
5. Is there a door of ministry closing to you—like Peter do you find that you’ve come 
through a difficult situation and now it’s time to “move on to another place” of ministry? 
 
 


