
ACTS 11:27-12:25            10/11/13 

 

Wouldn’t it be good to live in a world where the good guys won and the baddies got everything they deserved? 

My only problem is where I would hide in such world if I truly believe the biblical message. Well today in our 

text there’s a bit of such justice.  

 

This is the 10
th

 message since August in our Acts series and today does actually represent a break in Luke’s 

telling of the story. The first 12 chapters are largely about the mission to the Jews with forays into Samaritan 

and Gentile territory. These chapters end with King Herod Agrippa’s death – not the Herod of the gospels but a 

later one from the wider family. New Testament scholars think it’s now about 44AD – some 11-15 years after 

Jesus death and resurrection. Chapter 13 marks the beginning of intentional outreach to the Gentiles. I’m sorry 

to say goodbye to this book for a while; it is a gripping account of God as work 

 

Our passage begins and ends with Saul (still) and Barnabas and what I’d like to do is cover look at this text from 

the perspective  of what happens to the key people and their change in status. But I won’t do it in the correct 

order. 

 

The text begins like this. 

27 
During this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. 

28 
One of them, named Agabus, 

stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would spread over the entire Roman world. 

(This happened during the reign of Claudius.) 
29 

The disciples, as each one was able, decided to provide help 

for the brothers and sisters living in Judea. 
30 

This they did, sending their gift to the elders by Barnabas and 

Saul. 

Peter’s miraculous escape from prison 

12 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 round 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.’ 



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 recognised 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. 

Then Herod went from Judea to Caesarea and stayed there. 
20 

He had been quarrelling with the people of 

Tyre and Sidon; they now joined together and sought an audience with him. After securing the support of 

Blastus, a trusted personal servant of the king, they asked for peace, because they depended on the king’s 

country for their food supply. 

21 
On the appointed day Herod, wearing his royal robes, sat on his throne and delivered a public address to 

the people. 
22 

They shouted, ‘This is the voice of a god, not of a man.’ 
23 

Immediately, because Herod did not 

give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died. 

24 
But the word of God continued to spread and flourish. 

25 
When Barnabas and Saul had finished their mission, they returned from

 
Jerusalem, taking with them John 

also called Mark. 

 
HEROD AT THE BEGINNING AND THE END 

 

Herod begins this section of Acts in control. He’s a nasty, sadistic person as it seems has been the case with so 

many despots throughout history. When Lord Acton wrote to a bishop in 1887 ‘Power tends to corrupt, and 

absolute power corrupts absolutely,’ he was right on the button. The rest of the quote that’s generally not 

included says, ‘Great men are almost always bad men.’ Interesting isn’t it. We’d need to define greatness – 

probably he’s thinking in political and power terms 

 

Herod begins to persecute the church, again as have many powerful people, over the centuries. And he did 

what all leaders do – he put them in prison. At this point I won’t mention Robben Island, Guanatanamo Bay and 

Abu Graihb, the Burma Railroad, Changi in Singapore, Auschwitz and Buchenwald or a thousand others. Places 

where powerful people have done despicable things to others. And we could go to many places throughout the 

world where the appalling work of dictators continues. 

 

Herod was clever; get one of the leaders – James, the brother of John, the much loved apostle. And when he 

saw the popularity of this move he decided to go for broke and seize Peter. Such thinking was no doubt the 

motivation behind the recent American drone attack on the leader of the Taliban – strike the leader and the 

sheep will be scattered (from Matthew quoting Zechariah). Imran Kahn isn’t so sure it will work – watch this 

space. 



 

So Herod reigns supreme. I’ll show these Christians where to get off, so have Emperors, Kings, Dictators and 

Despots from Herod on. No question about the biblical teaching concerning the depravity of humanity. There’s 

also the illusion of power which was probably behind Len Brown’s behaviour too (side-track), and Dough 

Graham and Uncle Tom Cobbly and all! Actually Tom Cobbly gets blamed for a lot doesn’t he? 

 

At the beginning of this chapter, Herod’s in charge – and at the end of the chapter when there’s this 

pronouncement. ‘This is the voice of a god not man’, the people cry. Well! Whatever struck Herod down; it 

was violent, quick and not a sight to be gazed on.  

 

For some reason I can’t help thinking of John Lennon who at one stage, at the peak of the Beatles’ fame said, 

‘we’re more popular than Jesus Christ.’  

 

From power and control, nastiness and hatred to this! Someone has wisely said God doesn’t settle his accounts 

at the end of every harvest.’ 

 

On the other hand 

 

PETER AT THE BEGINNING AND THE END 

 

Peter begins Chapter 12 in prison, at the whim of Herod or was it a calculated attack to destroy the Christian 

community. He was heavily guarded and Herod made it clear he was going to make a spectacle of Peter once 

the Passover was celebrated. 

 

We’re not told what the conditions were like in the prison, we can only assume. One thing we can be sure of - it 

wasn’t like the Milton Hilton! Not that I’ve been there yet! (Dennis, are conditions pretty good there?) 

 

While he’s in prison, the church is earnestly praying for him, he doesn’t know this but Luke did when he got to 

tell the story. 

 

Then this amazing God-gifted deliverance; at the last minute – night before the trial, Peter’s woken by 

somebody – his chains fell off, his heart was free, he rose went forth and followed the angel. This is even too 

much for Peter – he thought it was a vision or a dream. I like that. When Ella won the Otago Cross-Country 

which she wasn’t expecting to, her first response was ‘slap me, is this a dream?’ 

 

So the people are praying earnestly, as we saw the children doing, believing God was listening and would hear 

their prayers. 

 

When Peter gets to the house where the prayer meeting is being held the servant, may looking through a small 

window or hole recognises him and runs to the prayers shouting, ‘Peter’s here.’ 

 

They’re too busy praying we believe you Lord; hear our prayer, urging one another to faith. 

 

Oh it can’t be Peter, must be his angel. 

 

Finally the knocks became so persistent that someone opened the door and behold it was Peter, in the flesh so 

to speak - no angel. 

 

No comment about their prayers being answered I note. 

 



So Peter ends this time, out of prison, free to continue to share the good news, making sure everyone’s told 

about this, especially James. Is there another James or doesn’t Peter know that he’s dead? 

 

So Peter’s in a better space literally and metaphorically since the beginning of this account. And sadly the 

consequences aren’t so good for the jailers. In our own country we saw recently dereliction of duty dealt with 

by a court-martial and dismissal. In this case the court-martial is ignored and the punishment was a summary 

execution. 

 

So at least for Herod and Peter in this section of Acts the good guys do win and the bad guys get what they 

deserve. It doesn’t always look like this and you know that well. Somehow this got me thinking of the bird 

falling out of the sky into some recently deposited manure - ask me about it afterwards, if you remember. I 

sure won’t. 

 

BARNABAS AND SAUL AT THE BEGINNING AND THE END 

 

Barnabas and Saul were given the responsibility of taking the gift from Antioch to Jerusalem. It’s always a 

pleasant thing to do to be the bearer of good news or to bring much needed help. Many groups will be gearing 

up today to do something similar for the communities which have been ravaged by typhoon in the Philippines. 

And many will be Christian. Today they won’t distinguish between Christian and non-Christian, - need will be 

the starting point. 

 

But there is on the basis of what Jesus said and in this text, the particular responsibility Christians have for 

other Christians.  That’s why we’re going to pause now and pray for the persecuted church throughout the 

world. 

 

So the two went and I’m sure were welcome with open hands and arms – the kingdom is seen in all it’s glory. 

 

Our text ends with two statements. 

24 
But the word of God continued to spread and flourish. 

God’s favour was on his people; the message was being proclaimed in ever-increasing circles – spreading and 

flourishing. Imagine living in those times. Actually it might not be quite so fine we’d have to get rid of 

compromise, average Christianity and we’d have to have same changed priorities. We might even find 

ourselves being persecuted – just for your consideration. Seems the faith we belong too may be stronger in 

adversity. 

25 
When Barnabas and Saul had finished their mission, they returned from

 
Jerusalem, taking with them John 

also called Mark. 

Mission accomplished, help delivered and presented, connections made, glory given to God. Peter’s out of 

prison, Herod’s dead, but we’ve got all these new believers to help mature in Antioch. And by the way we’re 

going to take John Mark with us – we think he’s got possibilities. 

 

And of course the story of Mark is interesting in itself, grace given, fallen from grace, restored by grace and 

ultimately the one who wrote the first account of Jesus’ life and work. 

 

At this point I had three really good questions for you to consider. When I woke this morning my computer had 

no record of the last hour I’d spent preparing - I guess it was bound to happen sooner or later. It reminds me of 



the time in Ashburton when I’d put my sermon in the bag I had on my small motorbike, I got to the church 

riding into a stiff nor-wester - bag but no sermon. 

 

One was about praying but not expecting  

The other two were really important last night! 

 

We’ll pray 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


