
Sermon on Acts 12 prepared by Jonathan Shradar 

 

“Believe in your infinite potential. Your only limitations are those you set upon yourself. Believe 

in yourself, your abilities and your own potential. Never let self-doubt hold you captive. You are 

worthy of all that you dream of and hope for.” Roy Bennet, the Light in Your Heart.  
 

The mantra of the moment is this “believe in yourself.” While it is a relatively new sentiment in 

human history, the indoctrination of self as solution to everything that ails us is hard to avoid. In 

our schools, in our entertainment, in our politics… and even in our religion.  

 

We want self-esteem - it’s not a bad thing - to rightly value ourselves and others as image 

bearers of God. But the obsession with self as the greatest value, the idea that how we think of 

ourselves will solve even the deepest problems in life. The attitude is a phenomenal help in the 

gym or board room. It is a perspective that pervades beyond political barriers - the liberal belief 

in self outlaws external definitions of a person - and the conservative belief in self tells you to 

walk with your shoulders back and head high… The more you believe in yourself, the stronger 

you are.  

 

We then approach the creator of the universe like we do a sales goal, or weight loss plan… These 

ideas of self as solution bubble over into faith and the life of the church. ‘God helps those that 

help themselves…’ ‘You are the hero of the story and the church is meant to make heroes…’  

 

All of it winds up where humanity began… in a garden, reliving an ancient conversation and 

setting aside what is truest of us. 

 

“Satan doesn’t whisper, “Believe in me.” He whispers, “Believe in yourself.” 

 

But when we open the revelation of God, in his Word, we begin to see something starkly 

different from the mantra of the moment. Self is seen in a healthier, appropriate light, even the 

purpose of redemption does not remain an individual endeavor, and there is but One hero in 

this story.  

 

We encounter some of this today in our reading from Acts. A church not campaigning on the 

solution of self, but having met and communed with the Solution, relying on him for help, for 

life. And what is true of the church is true of each believer.  

 

The strength of the church is supernatural, unleashed in prayer. 

 

We get there, through a collection of events that happen back where the church began, in the 

streets of Jerusalem. Setting the scene, Barnabas and Saul have been sent with support from 

Antioch back to the brothers and sisters in Jerusalem.  

 



Acts 12:1-24 “About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the 

church. [2] He killed James the brother of John with the sword, [3] and when he saw that it 

pleased the Jews, he proceeded to arrest Peter also. This was during the days of Unleavened 

Bread. [4] And when he had seized him, he put him in prison, delivering him over to four squads 

of soldiers to guard him, intending after the Passover to bring him out to the people. [5] So Peter 

was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made to God by the church. 

 

[6] Now when Herod was about to bring him out, on that very night, Peter was sleeping between 

two soldiers, bound with two chains, and sentries before the door were guarding the prison. [7] 

And behold, an angel of the Lord stood next to him, and a light shone in the cell. He struck Peter 

on the side and woke him, saying, “Get up quickly.” And the chains fell off his hands. [8] And the 

angel said to him, “Dress 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 followed him. 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 the second guard, they came to the iron gate leading into the 

city. It opened for them of its own accord, and they went out and went along one street, and 

immediately the angel left him. [11] When Peter came to himself, he said, “Now I am sure that 

the Lord has sent his angel and rescued me from the hand of Herod and from all that the Jewish 

people were expecting.” 

 

[12] When he realized this, he went to the house of Mary, the mother of John whose other name 

was Mark, where many were gathered together and were praying. [13] And when he knocked at 

the door of the gateway, a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer. [14] Recognizing Peter's 

voice, in her joy she did not open the gate but ran in and reported that Peter was standing at the 

gate. [15] They said to her, “You are out of your mind.” But she kept insisting that it was so, and 

they kept saying, “It is his angel!” [16] But Peter continued knocking, and when they opened, 

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 brought him out of the prison. And he said, “Tell these 

things to James and to the brothers.” Then he departed and went to another place. 

 

[18] Now when day came, there was no little disturbance among the soldiers over what had 

become of Peter. [19] And after Herod searched for him and did not find him, he examined the 

sentries and ordered that they should be put to death. Then he went down from Judea to 

Caesarea and spent time there. 

 

[20] Now Herod was angry with the people of Tyre and Sidon, and they came to him with one 

accord, and having persuaded Blastus, the king's chamberlain, they asked for peace, because 

their country depended on the king's country for food. [21] On an appointed day Herod put on 

his royal robes, took his seat upon the throne, and delivered an oration to them. [22] And the 

people were shouting, “The voice of a god, and not of a man!” [23] Immediately an angel of the 

Lord struck him down, because he did not give God the glory, and he was eaten by worms and 

breathed his last. 

 



[24] But the word of God increased and multiplied.” (ESV) 

 

The strength of the church is supernatural, unleashed in prayer. 

 

There is ongoing persecution in Jerusalem, from the day that Stephen was martyred for 

preaching Jesus… since that moment we have been following the dispersion of believers as they 

left Judea and brought the good news of Jesus to other places.  

 

In these ten years, thousands have comes to faith in Jesus and the Spirit has made clear the 

gospel was for all people by filling and empowering even those once thought too far from God. 

The church in Antioch has formed and it grows through the power of God and their faithful 

partnership with one another.  

 

In Jerusalem the gospel was also going forth but always under the specter of persecution, 

imprisonment and harm.  

It is now political sport to silence the people of the Way. Herod Agrippa I, grandson of the 

murderous king that attempted to kill Jesus as a child, willingly kills an apostle, James the 

brother of John - the sons of thunder. He keeps going when the crowds approve and Peter is 

arrested.  

 

But the faithful, plodding church keeps going and here reveal to us something of their weakness, 

the Supernatural strength that belongs to the church and the prayer that unleashes it.  

 

1) Weakness  

 

I have yet to read a book about church growth that has advocated for highlighting the weakness 

of the church. In a day when we describe people as “strong Christians” and want our churches to 

seem like institutions of perfection and prowess. But we can’t change the script we see in 

Scripture and over and over again it is not the position of the church that matters but the One 

they worship.  

 

Here the church in Jerusalem is a not a powerhouse with political clout. Herod, the Roman 

appointed imposter king, sees Christians as dispensable renegades. Not a voting bloc to nurture. 

He hunts them and harms them.  

 

But in their weakness they keep going. While many have moved out of the city, just as many 

remain, the still gather for the Apostle’s teaching, the breaking of bread and the prayers. They 

have heard the words of eternal life in Christ. There is nowhere else to go.  

 

The situation is really grim. One of the leaders in the church is beheaded. Another one, the rock, 

Peter is captured and set to meet the same fate - they just have to wait for the feast days to be 

over so it’s not in bad form!  

 



Weak.  

 

But as we read the New Testament, we notice this isn’t something that is unique to Jerusalem. 

Church after church, bands of saved sinners bumbling forward… in need of help all along the 

way.  

 

Even the Apostle Paul, the church planting, epistle writing pastor to pastors was well acquainted 

with his weakness.  

 

2 Corinthians 12:7–10 “So to keep me from becoming conceited because of the surpassing 

greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass 

me, to keep me from becoming conceited. [8] Three times I pleaded with the Lord about this, 

that it should leave me. [9] But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is 

made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that 

the power of Christ may rest upon me. [10] For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with 

weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am 

strong.” (ESV) 

 

The weak church, the weak Christian has hope because there is power to be had… there is 

strength beyond us that has taken up residence in us.  

 

Christians from every age will face conflict if seeking to advance the gospel. But we can face such 

conflict with unshakable assurance that Christ will win and he will pour out his strength along 

the way.  

 

2) Supernatural Strength  

 

I think Peter gets it. Here his fellow apostle has been killed and he has been jailed facing the 

same fate. But as he waits under heavy guard, he is either clueless or he so trusts in the care of 

Jesus that he can sleep soundly. Sleeping on the pillow of God’s sovereignty. The angel sent to 

break him out has to poke him awake and give him clear instructions - to get dressed and walk 

out.  

 

This is the supernatural strength visited upon the church. Peter has no upper hand, no strategy 

for release that we can surmise. He is left to do nothing but sleep and wait. But God acts and 

chains fall off. The prison door opens and the guy facing death, under captivity is freed.  

 

All Peter contributed to the event was walking dazedly through the prison as told. This story isn’t 

about Peter’s escape on his own; it’s about Peter’s deliverance by God.  

 

Then he shows up where he knows the church will be gathered… and poor Rhoda, she leaves him 

at the door and they think she has lost her mind. Humorous! Peter has to hush them they are so 



excited to see him. Peter tells them to spread the word, tell everyone of the supernatural 

strength of Christ to save us...  

 

Peter’s experience reacquainted the embattled church with the true nature of her strength: no 

matter how grim life might appear, God and his angels are present and ministering, and he can 

deliver us anytime, anywhere, anyplace he sees fit! 

 

Those ragtag, beleaguered Christians possessed greater power than Herod’s hordes! The legions 

of Rome barred the door, but it only took one of God’s secret agents to liberate the captive!  

 

What joy this truth hold for us. But this strength is not just a “get out of jail free card!” It goes 

deeper and shuts down those that oppose Jesus.  

 

John Piper “If we stay with Jesus, we win, and if we oppose him, we lose.” 

 

That is exactly what happens to Herod. High on his own accolades and power… his sway over 

the Jews and Rome… he can’t believe Peter would disappear so he flies into a rage and has the 

guard put to death. Leaving Judea though he doesn’t escape the reach of this strength. While 

receiving praise from the crowd he doesn’t deflect it toward the one true God and he is struck 

down. Josephus the historian says he was dressed in his finest robes of silver that glowed in the 

sun… and in an attempt to rob God of glory he meets his demise.  

 

The lesson here is clear: those that oppose the Lord will lose. When they oppose his kingdom, 

they lose. When they oppose the truth, they will eventually lose. Though the Lord doesn’t always 

settle accounts immediately, he will. All who oppose the King will face his wrath. Herod’s death 

anticipates the great and final day of the Lord’s judgment.  

 

Herod dies, “But the word of God increased and multiplied.” V. 24. The unstoppable 

force, the word of God, the word of Christ - the good news of his life, death, and resurrection 

goes on, and it grows the church. Freeing captives, transforming lives and making disciples that 

are missionaries.  

 

A great opponent to the work of Christ died, but the word goes marching on! Jesus continues to 

build his church.” 

 

This is our hope… in 2018 the same as in 68 AD… “The King’s mission is unstoppable. While we 

will inevitably encounter opposition as we seek to advance the gospel through prayer and 

proclamation, we can engage in the war with boldness and courage. Our King is triumphant. He 

has paid the price for our sins, and he is the exalted Lord of glory. Unlike King Herod’s, our 

King’s body wasn’t eaten by worms because he didn’t stay in the ground for them to do their 

decomposing work! No one can overcome our King, and nothing can separate the believer from 

his love - not tribulation, distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, danger or sword.” Merida 

 



And the hinge between this expressed and lived out weakness of the church and the 

supernatural strength they experience and are likewise given to be witnesses of Christ is prayer.  

 

3) Prayer  

 

Peter goes to where he knows they are gathered together and praying. Verse 5 says that “earnest 

prayer for him was made to God by the church.” CSB, “the church was praying fervently…”  

 

This seems to be the difference. How the weak are equipped for strength. And it is all over the 

history of the church as the model for experiencing this supernatural strength.  

 

It is not that God needs us to force his hand - but he chooses to use prayer to win battles, to 

advance the kingdom and involve his people in his purpose.  

 

It is not even the “work that the church does” but a realization that it is the Lord that must work, 

we don’t first run to our strategies and resumes to solve the problem, we submit to Jesus in 

prayer for help, for strength.  

 

Prayer isn’t retreat or the last option. It’s an act of holy defiance. It’s an act of placing dependent 

confidence in the sovereign God who hears the prayers of his people and rules over all. In the 

words of John Piper, prayer is a “wartime walkie-talkie”. The church is at war, so they call up 

the Commander, who shuts lions’ mouths, humiliates pharaohs, breaks chains, and opens prison 

doors, knowing he will act in whatever way he knows is best.” 

 

This strength of the church is unleashed because before, during, and after these events, they 

pray.  

 

So how do they pray? Earnestly, fervently… with passion, not giving up, like the story of the 

persistent widow; Luke 18:7–8 “And will not God give justice to his elect, who cry to him day 

and night? Will he delay long over them? [8] I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily. 

Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” (ESV) 

 

We get a sense then of earnest prayer. But we can also look at the church praying before to see 

how the went about it. In Acts 4, facing a similar situation, threats of death, they pray not for 

safety but for courage! Acts 4:29–30 “And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to 

your servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness, [30] while you stretch out your 

hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of your holy servant 

Jesus.” (ESV) 

 

That the kingdom would go on… that the ground would be prepared for harvest.  

 

They prayed filled - Jesus promises power to come on his follower, that they would be his 

witnesses, through the work of the Spirit, the Helper.  



“I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever” 

(John 14:16). “Jesus announced the provision of a Helper who would come alongside us. The 

Spirit doesn’t teach you by saying ‘here’s a textbook on prayer’. He teaches you by coming into 

you and praying in you. Suddenly you are taken out of yourself, you know an exchange is taking 

place inside you. Words start pouring out of you that you know didn’t have their origins in you. 

You find another energy, which Paul talks about in Colossians, ‘we pray with all the energy that 

He mightily inspires within us.’ We begin to engage with the Spirit.” Terry Virgo 

 

Engaged with the Spirit they pray trusting… It might not always turn out like you think. I am 

sure they were praying for James when he was brought before Herod. God’s plan rolled on. 

Christians can pray, and die with confidence because our King can put heads back on!  

 

They pray - we pray because we have been freed by Christ. No longer captives, chained by our 

sin and lies of identity and self… instead the prison has been blown wide open, we have been 

given life, purpose and a connection to the source of power. We are all Peter’s stumbling out of 

sleep, into the glory of Christ. 

 

God wants his people to rest in the assurance of his unchanging, constant power.  

 

“Some of us need to be reacquainted with our position and power in Christ. Once-dear realities 

have faded, and as life passes by we feel like leaves in the wind. Difficulties have eased our grasp 

of spiritual realities, and our lives seem askew. The truth is, we are God’s children, and God’s 

children will never be orphans! God is in control! He has promised to never abandon us or leave 

us to our resources. His angels are sent to minister to us. Prayer brings amazing power into our 

lives.” Hughes  

 

The strength of the church is supernatural, unleashed in prayer. 

 

Weak Christians, all of us; Christ’s power made perfect in our weakness. When we are weak we 

are strong. In prayer, supernaturally strengthened for the fame of Jesus.  

 

What are we looking to unleash? 

 

Come to the source, meet Jesus. Believe in him, his life, death and resurrection for you 

salvation. That you would have eternal life, identity and purpose in him. Bring your weakness.  

 

Pray.  Invited to live our faith as children, weak yet with “joyful confidence in our King, under 

the care of our great Father? We need to believe like trusting children. To pray like children. To 

go to sleep like children. We need to laugh like children, trusting that our Abba is the sovereign 

Father over all things. He breaks chain. He frees prisoners. He humiliates bullies. We can trust 

him. We should petition him. We must rest with the peace that comes from him. He is amazing.” 



Give word to your requests. Earnestly ask Jesus to move on our behalf for his glory. Ask like you 

mean it! “Thou art coming to a King, large petitions with thee bring for his grace and power are 

such; none can never ask too much.” John Newton 

 

Pray together. As friends, as family, as small groups, as a church. Join one another in prayer. 

Make it one of the competing values in life that wins out. Second Thursdays (this week the 8th) 

we gather for prayer 7-8, every Sunday morning at 9:30 before service we gather to petition the 

Lord.  

 

At every turn, grab some folks and pray. Make it your first response, your reflex reaction.  

 

And this is what the small church has - not the self-sufficiency the culture demands, but we can 

be the church with prayer.  

 

May the Lord unleash the Supernatural strength of the church to advance the gospel and bring 

people to faith in Jesus. The church, connected to Christ, by the work of the Spirit, strengthened, 

supernaturally equipped for ministry and life. Let’s be about it!  

 

“Just before WWII in Itasca, Texas, there was a school fire that took the lives of 263 children. It 

was a horrifying tragedy. After the war Itasca built a new school with the finest sprinkler system 

in the world. Never again would the citizens of Itasca be caught with such a tragedy on their 

hands. Honor students were selected to take citizens of the community on tours through the new 

school, to show them the finest sprinkler system ever assembled. The town continued to grow, 

and seven years after the new school was built an addition was needed. A the new construction 

began, it was discovered that the sprinkler system was never connected…” 

 

Some of us need to come into better connection with the Source, and this happens only through 

a growing faith and honest prayer.  

 

Psalm 20:1–7 “May the LORD answer you in the day of trouble! May the name of the God of 

Jacob protect you! [2] May he send you help from the sanctuary and give you support from Zion! 

[3] May he remember all your offerings and regard with favor your burnt sacrifices! Selah [4] 

May he grant you your heart's desire and fulfill all your plans! [5] May we shout for joy over your 

salvation, and in the name of our God set up our banners! May the LORD fulfill all your 

petitions! [6] Now I know that the LORD saves his anointed; he will answer him from his holy 

heaven with the saving might of his right hand. [7] Some trust in chariots and some in horses, 

but we trust in the name of the LORD our God. (ESV) 

 

Psalm 29:11 “May the LORD give strength to his people! May the LORD bless his people with 

peace!” (ESV) 

 



Ephesians 3:20–21 “Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or 

think, according to the power at work within us, [21] to him be glory in the church and in Christ 

Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen.” (ESV) 


