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ACTS                                                 
  “HEROD PERSECUTES THE CHURCH” 

LESSON 11

A statement that is meant to encourage those in need, but more often sends chills down their back is, “I 
am from the government and I’m here to help you.” To some this statement seems like an oxymoron. 
Confidence in our government seems to be at an all-time low. As a Gallup Poll released in March of 
2014 reports, Americans rank government as the cause of three of the top five problems in our country. 
Complaining about our leadership has become a national pastime. Support for our president over the 
past 75 years has varied from an all-time low of 22% approval rating for Harry Truman during the 
Korean War to 90% approval rating for George W. Bush following the 9/11 attack. 

Paul, no stranger to persecution by authorities, writes, “Let every soul be subject to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and the authorities that exist are appointed by 
God” (Romans 13:1 NKJV). It is often difficult to reconcile our need to submit to authorities (as 
instructed by Scripture) with leadership hostile to the gospel and biblical principles. In earlier studies the 
apostles told those in authority that when the law of the land conflicts with the law of the Lord, followers 
of Christ are obliged to follow God’s Word (Acts 4:19 and Acts 5:29). Because God permits man to 
have freedom of choice, it is possible for leaders to make decisions outside of, or in opposition to, His 
revealed will (His truths contained in His Word). 

However, because God is in complete control of His universe (see Psalm 33:10–11), it is impossible for 
man to act outside of God’s sovereign will. According to His sovereign will, God permits or causes all 
activities for our good (Romans 8:28) and to bring Him glory. Often God accomplishes His purposes 
behind the scenes and His actions are not discernible. However, in Acts 12, God’s involvement is easily 
seen. Jesus’ inner circle of disciples included the “sons of thunder” brothers John and James, and their 
partner in the fishing business, Peter. Acts 12 begins with Herod Agrippa clearly against God’s revealed 
will, executing James, likely for purely political reasons. As Herod watched his approval ratings soar, he 
arrested Peter intending to execute him following the feast of unleavened bread. Peter’s impending 
execution was clearly not within the sovereign will of God as we see God’s messenger miraculously 
deliver him from Herod. Herod later falls under God’s judgment for his actions. 



When those in leadership seem bent upon ignoring God’s Word, what are we to do? The early church 
provides us with a perfect model as we witness them offering constant prayers, or petitions, for Peter’s 
deliverance. The Greek for “constant” (NKJV), or “fervently” (NASB) is ektenos, meaning to stretch out. 
We get our word extended from it. It was as if the prayers of the church were an extended-mix playing 
on a continuous loop before the throne of God. 

The storyline from Acts 12 (government leadership making decisions based upon political expediency in 
opposition to God’s Word) sounds like today’s news. What comfort can we take from this incident in the 
history of the early church? 

Jerry Bridges says it so very well, “The sovereignty of God is the one impregnable rock to which the 
suffering human heart must cling. The circumstances surrounding our lives are no accident; they may 
be the work of evil, but that evil is held firmly within the mighty hand of our sovereign God...All evil is 
subject to Him, and evil cannot touch His children unless He permits it.” 

1http://www.gallup.com/poll/167873/americans-cite-jobs-economy-gov-top-problems.aspx                                                                                                                           

2Bridges, Jerry. Trusting God. Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2008. 38 

Day 1 - Herod’s Violence to the Church – Acts 12:1–4 
Herod Agrippa 1, mentioned in Acts 12, is the grandson of Herod the Great, who was king at the time of 
Jesus’ birth. He was the nephew of Herod Antipas, who was part of the trial of Jesus. He served as king 
over Judea and much of Palestine from AD 37 to 44. His mother was from the Maccabees family that 
led the Jewish revolt against Greek rule a century earlier. He at least superficially obeyed the Jewish 
laws and traditions. 

1. The charge Herod used against James, according to Josephus, was based upon Deuteronomy 
13:12–15. How could that passage be misused against James?  
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

2. Saul’s motivation in persecuting the church was a sincere, but misguided, belief that Jesus was not 
the Messiah, and that Christianity was a false religion. Herod’s motivation was not nearly as noble. 

From verse 3, what do you feel was his purpose in persecuting the church?  

Memory Verse
“The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord, like the rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes.” 
Proverbs 21:1 NKJV 

http://www.gallup.com/poll/167873/americans-cite-jobs-economy-gov-top-problems.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/poll/167873/americans-cite-jobs-economy-gov-top-problems.aspx


__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. According to Jewish law, no one could be executed during the weeklong observance of Days of the 
Unleavened Bread. This meant Peter would be incarcerated for seven days prior to his execution. What 
precautions did Herod take to make sure his prisoner would be present at the end of the week? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

4. At first glance this much security for one prisoner might seem excessive. What incident involving 
security guards occurred earlier that might have prompted Herod’s actions (see Matthew 28:11–15)? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Day 2 - The Great Escape – Acts 12:5–11 
The four squads of soldiers consisted of a four-man team with one chained to each of Peter’s wrists 
and another two men at the cell door. Each squadron would stand watch for three hours at a time. This 
is a reminder that no matter how tightly shut the prison door is, the doorway to heaven is always open 
to our prayers. 

1. Significantly, what was the church doing while Peter was in prison ? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

2. When Daniel was thrown into the lion’s den we read that the king could not sleep that night, but 
Daniel, like Peter, knew they were in the middle of God’s will. What did that confidence allow Peter (like 
Daniel) to do the night before his scheduled execution?  
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Memory Verse– Fill in the Blanks 
“The king’s ____ is in the ____ of the Lord, _____ the rivers of ________; He turns it _________ He 
wishes.” Proverbs 21:1 NKJV 



3. At first Peter didn’t realize that his escape was actually happening.  
 a. What was Peter’s first thought on what was happening as he saw the angel?  
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

b. How was his first impression understandable based upon Acts 10:9–15? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

c. What convinced Peter that this was reality and not his imagination? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. How do the following passages encourage us to follow the example of the early church when we 
encounter a seemingly insurmountable problem? 

a. Philippians 4:8–9__________________________________________________________________ 
b. James 5:16_______________________________________________________________________ 

c. John 15:7________________________________________________________________________  

Day 3 - Their Prayers are Answered – Acts 12:12–19 
The church was meeting at the home of Mary. Apparently she was a woman of means who owned a 
large house in Jerusalem. Most scholars feel her home was the location of the Last Supper as well as 
the site of the meeting on the Day of Pentecost. We are introduced to her son John Mark who will later 
travel on Paul’s first missionary journey, and under the direction of Peter write the gospel bearing his 
name. As Peter exits our story he will only briefly appear once more in the Book of Acts in chapter 15. 

1. What was the church wisely doing when Peter came to Mary’s home? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

2. Briefly describe the scene as Peter tries to gain entrance into Mary’s house.  
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Memory Verse – Fill in the Blanks 
“The king’s __________ is __ the ________ of ___ Lord, _____ the ____ of _________; He turns it 
______ He ______.” Proverbs 21:1 NKJV 



3. Despite their persistent prayers what is the response of the believers in Mary’s house when Peter 
enters? What should that teach us about prayer (James 5:16)? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

4. It is often said there is God’s part and there is our part. God miraculously delivered Peter. 

a. What steps did Peter take to avoid further persecution from Herod? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

b. Based on Matthew 4:7 and Deuteronomy 6:16 why was this the proper action rather than expecting 
the Lord to deliver him again? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

5. Earlier in our study, Day 1 mentioned the soldiers entrusted with the guarding of the tomb of Jesus. 
According to Matthew 28:11–15 the Jewish leaders explained the empty tomb as a result of guards 
sleeping on duty while the disciples stole the body. The soldiers were bribed to support this fable. 
Based upon Acts 12:18–19, why is this story very unlikely? 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

6. Are there any insights or observations in the story of Peter’s arrest and escape that the Lord showed 
you in your study? If so, please record them and bless the members of your group by sharing them. 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Day 4 - Herod’s Violent Death – Acts 12:20–25 
The events of this passage are also described by the Jewish historian Josephus. Josephus tells us that 
Herod wore a robe made from silver thread that glimmered like the sun in the mid-morning when he 
delivered his speech. 

Memory Verse– Fill in the Blanks 
“____ king’s _______ ___ __ the _______ of ___ Lord, _____ the _______ of _______; He _______ it 
___________ He _________.” Proverbs 21:1 NKJV 



1. Describe the events that led up to Herod’s speech and why the crowd may have been giving Herod 
excessive praise for his oration. 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. According to Isaiah 42:8, for what crime was Herod guilty? 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Most of us would like to see justice served up quickly and extra crispy for men such as Herod. What 
do the following passages teach us in respect to God’s justice? 

a. Galatians 6:7–8___________________________________________________________________                           
b. 2 Peter 3:8–9_____________________________________________________________________  

Day 5 - The Government and Believers 
Read the following passages and share what they teach us about our relationship to the government. 

1. 1 Peter 2:13–17 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

2. Romans 13:1–7 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

3. Matthew 22:17–21 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________________________

Memory Verse – Write the Entire Verse from Memory 
________________________________________________________________________________
_ ______________________________________________________________________________ 
__________.” Proverbs 21:1 NKJV 



Memory Verse
“________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________” Proverbs 21:1 NKJV 

4. Acts 5:29 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________

Take Away / Summary 
If one of your friends at work or a neighbor were to ask you what you did on Tuesday, you would tell 
them you went to a Bible study. The next question would likely be, “What did you learn?” We often 
summarize an entire athletic contest or a movie in a few brief sentences and easily convey the essence 
of the event. Now apply these same skills to give a summary of the passage in a sentence or two. 
Then, in an additional sentence or two, describe what impact this passage will have on how you live. 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Key Words/Phrases                                                                                                                
Write out the definition of these key words. You can use a regular dictionary or go to one of the Greek 
sources listed in the Tool Box at the end of the study. You may also use a concordance to see where 
else and how the word is used in the Bible. How would these phrases instruct or encourage us today? 

God’s Revealed Will 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________  

God’s Sovereign Will 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________

Tool Box 
Step 1: The Bible. Read the passage in a couple of different versions. If you are having trouble 
understanding a passage, choose a more dynamic version such as New Living Translation or The 
Message. To focus in on the exact meaning of a verse, choose a more literal translation such as New 
American Standard Bible or New King James Version.



Step 2: Study Tools. Use these to help you dig deeper. Background Information: 1) Unger’s Bible 
Dictionary 2) Bible Dictionaries online at biblestudytools.com and blueletterbible.com. Word Studies: 
1) Zodhiates’ The Complete Word Study New Testament 2) Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary 3) 
Strong’s Dictionary of Bible Words. 
Step 3: Commentaries. Commentaries should not be used in place of studying God’s Word directly, 
but they can give you additional insights. Some good commentaries include: John MacArthur, J. 
Vernon McGee, The Expositors Commentary, NIV Application Commentary, William Barclay (great for 
background and culture but be careful of his spiritual applications). 
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