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“The Angel of the Lord Strikes Again”
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Introduction: Barnabas and Saul Go to Jerusalem (11:29-30)
Our passage today is bracketed by the relief efforts of the church of Antioch.

In Acts 11:29-30 Barnabas and Saul are sent to the elders in Judea 



bringing relief from the famine.


In Acts 12:25 they return to Antioch.

So these two stories in chapter 12 are held together by the coming and going

of Barnabas and Saul.

The rescue of Peter and the death of Herod are connected by something else.

Both Peter and Herod experience the same thing:



the angel of the Lord strikes them both!


Verse 7 –



The angel of the Lord “struck Peter on the side”


Verse 23 –



An angel of the Lord “struck [Herod]”
This word, patasso, is used only a few times in the NT:


It is used in the gospels to quote from Zechariah 
“strike the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered” 
as well as when the disciples wanted to smite Jesus’ foes with the sword 
in the garden of Gethsemane.


And it is used in Revelation of Christ who strikes the wicked and brings judgment.

But it is used over 400 times in Greek translation of the OT – 
pretty much any time you see the English words “strike” or “smite” or “slay” 



In 2 Kings 19:35 the angel of the Lord struck down the Assyrian army




as they encamped around the beleaguered city of Jerusalem.

Overwhelmingly, this word “patasso” is used to refer to judgment

as God strikes down his enemies.

1. The Angel of the Lord Strikes (12:1-19)
This makes our first story most interesting!

About that time Herod the king laid violent hands on some who belonged to the church.


He killed James the brother of John with the sword,



and when he saw that it pleased the Jews, 



he proceeded to arrest Peter also.


This Herod was Herod Agrippa, who ruled the whole region from around 41-44 AD.

As the ruler of Judea, one of his main constituencies would have been the Jews,


who had often been troublesome to Rome.


Placating the Jewish leadership was important to Rome,



so Herod would have been very interested in making nice with the Jews.

This was during the days of Unleavened Bread.

Only ten years before Jesus had been crucified at the time of the Passover,



and now Herod is trying to do 

the same sort of thing that Pilate had done a decade before.


He kept Peter in prison until after Passover,



and then was prepared to have Peter executed as well.

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.

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

I should point out that this is one of the last times that we will see Peter in this book.

He will appear again in chapter 15 at the Jerusalem Council,



but that’s it.

The last episode where Peter is the central figure

finds him imprisoned at the Passover, just like Jesus.

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.


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



He struck Peter on the side and woke him, saying,




Get up quickly!



And the chains fell off his hands.



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.



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.
Peter had been told by Jesus that he would die for the sake of the gospel.


So Peter probably thought “now is the time!”


After all, Peter has finished his work –



he has opened the kingdom to the Jews (chapter 2)



to the Samaritans (chapter 8)



and even to the Gentiles (chapters 10-11).


His job is done.



Or so he thought!


It all goes to show that you never know what God will do next!


You may think that you’ve got it all figured out,



but God has a way of turning the tables on us.

There are some really interesting OT parallels to our passage.


In 1 Kings 19:5, 7 the angel of the Lord touched Elijah and waked him, 

and told him to rise and come



What makes this all the more interesting



is that Elijah was running away from a king – Ahab,




the most wicked of all OT kings.


Now the angel of the Lord comes to Peter as he sleeps,


but he does not merely touch him,



he “strikes” him on the side.

I’ve given you a smattering of the OT usages of this word “to strike” “to smite” or “to slay.”

Why does the angel of the Lord strike Peter?


If this were the only usage of the word “patasso” in this passage,



I would be inclined to say that it is simply a figure of speech –





just like in English, where “strike” can be used in either place.



But the fact that Luke uses the same word just a few verses later,



and the fact that both “strikings” are done by the angel of the Lord,





leads me to believe that we are supposed to see a connection!


But why does the angel of the Lord strike Peter?


There is another famous instance of someone striking something.


Moses at the rock in the wilderness – where he struck the rock –




Literally, “he struck the petran.” (Numbers 20:11)


The Greek word for rock is “petra”




-- Moses struck the petra and water flowed out for the people of God.




-- now the angel of the Lord strikes the petros,





and delivered the apostle from the hand of his foes.


We have seen repeatedly throughout the book of Acts


that the apostles were called to continue the ministry of Jesus.


Luke even suggests that the best way to think of this second book of his



is as the things that Jesus continued to do and to teach through the apostles.


Jesus had said to Ananias about Saul,


I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of my name (9:16).


That is also true of Peter – and of all who believe the apostles’ preaching.

God sends his angel to strike his own servants!

As Peter would say many years later:


Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, 




but let him glorify God in that name.



For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God;




and if it begins with us,




what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God.


(1 Peter 4:16-17)

The fact that you are a follower of Christ does not mean that he will never strike you.


Rather, it means that his blows are intended for your good!

When the angel of the Lord strikes Peter,



he strikes him for the purpose of setting him free!

But notice the result.


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.


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.


When he realized this, he went to the house of Mary, 

the mother of John whose other name was Mark, 

where may were gathered together and praying.
They were praying for Peter (as verse 5 tells us),


but they do not appear to have expected God to answer their prayers!


And when he knocked at the door of the gateway, 

a servant girl named Rhoda came to answer.


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.


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.”


But Peter continued knocking, and when they opened, they saw him and were amazed.
Before we laugh at them for their unbelief,

let us first inquire of ourselves whether we have the stamina to pray as they did!

How did Peter know where to go?


Peter had been sleeping – which suggests that this was fairly late at night.


And yet many were gathered together to pray.

And Peter knew where they would be.

After all, these people from the start had been devoted to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship,


to the breaking of bread and to the prayers.

They were committed to regular times of prayer together.


And so when Peter was set free,


he knew that people would be gathered to pray 

at the house of John Mark’s mother.

Knowing that Herod would be looking for him soon,

Peter departed and went to another place.
Now when day came, there was no little disturbance among the soldiers 

over what had become of Peter.

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.
2. The Angel of the Lord Strikes Again (12:20-24)
Part two of our passage then explains what happened at the end of Herod’s life.

We don’t know exactly the time sequence.

Did these things happen immediately after the episode with Peter,



or could there have been a couple years in between?


That doesn’t really matter,



because what Luke is doing is showing us the connection 

between Herod’s persecution of the church and Herod’s death.

Now Herod was angry with the people of Tyre and Sidon.

Herod was the king of Judea, Samaria, and Galilee,



but Tyre and Sidon were not under his direct control.


But as verse 20 indicates, their country depended on the king’s country for food.
We don’t know much about this dispute, except how it ended!


On an appointed day Herod put on his royal robes, took his seat upon the throne,



and delivered an oration to them.


And the people were shouting,



The voice of a god, and not of a man!


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.

We read Ezekiel 28 earlier,


where God spoke to the king of Tyre and rebuked him for his arrogance.


King Hiram of Tyre had been an ally of David and Solomon.


Tyre had submitted to God’s anointed king, 




and so Tyre had a unique place among the nations.



But now Tyre has rebelled against the house of David.


Tyre rejoiced to see Jerusalem in ruins.


And so Ezekiel prophesied the coming doom of Tyre.

Ezekiel had said in his day of the prince of Tyre 

Because your heart is proud, and you have said ‘I am a god, I sit in the seat of god,



in the heart of the seas,’


yet you are but a man and no god, though you make your heart like the heart of a god.
And Ezekiel had said of the prince of Tyre

They shall thrust you down into the pit, 

and you shall die the death of the slain in the heart of the seas.
Of course, Ezekiel had spoken this of the prince of Tyre.

Herod is not the prince of Tyre.


But Herod is guilty of the same sin.



Herod has exalted himself and accepted the claim that he is a god.

And so the angel of the Lord struck him.

We don’t know by what means the angel of the Lord struck Herod.



There were rumors that his enemies poisoned him.



Josephus tells the same story of how the people called him a god,

and how he was immediately afflicted 

by a terrible pain in his belly that lasted for five days




before he died.

The angel strikes twice.


When the angel of the Lord strikes Peter, he is set free from Herod’s grasp.


But when the angel of the Lord strikes Herod, he dies.

What is the difference?

The difference is that Peter’s sins were forgiven.


Remember all those passages about being “struck” 


“strike the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered.”


Jesus was struck for his people.


For that matter, Paul tells us that when Moses struck the rock,



that rock was Christ.


Christ is the rock that produces living water for his people.
He was struck down for our sins.


Stricken, smitten, and afflicted.

Think of the contrast between Jesus and Herod:

The people called Herod a god – but Jesus was God!


And so when Herod, the pretender to divinity was struck, he died.


But when Jesus, the true God-man was struck, he passed through death into life eternal.

This doesn’t mean that you will never be struck by God.

The angel of the Lord may strike you someday –



but that blow will be for your deliverance,




even as Peter was delivered by the angel’s blow!

But if you are apart from Christ,


then when the angel of the Lord strikes you,


you will die.

Conclusion: Barnabas and Saul Return (12:24-25)
But the word of God increased and multiplied.

This is a strange phrase.
Herod breathed his last,


But the word of God increased and multiplied.

The word of God, for Luke, is not some static thing.

The word of God grows.


It increases.


It multiplies.

Even as Adam and Eve in the garden were told “be fruitful and multiply”


so now the word of God is being fruitful and multiplying.

When the word of God takes root in your heart


it increases – it grows.

And so as the people believed the word of God,


it grew and multiplied throughout the region.

And how does the word of God multiply and bear fruit?


And Barnabas and Saul returned from Jerusalem when they had completed their service



bringing with them John, whose other name was Mark.

Luke reminds us of the reason why Barnabas and Saul were in Jerusalem.


They were their to give the money that had been raised in Antioch for those in need



in Jerusalem.


As the word of God increases and multiplies,


the result is increased love and care for one another.

We have come to the end of part 2 of the book of Acts.


Each part ends with a martyrdom:


At the end of part 1, the martyrdom of Stephen launched a persecution 

that resulted in the spread of the gospel throughout Judea and Samaria.


Now at the end of part 2, the martyrdom of James signals a new wave of preaching.

The person responsible for each of these martyrdoms is also struck down.


Saul was responsible for the death of Stephen, 

and he was struck down on the road to Damascus.


Herod was responsible for the death of James,



and he was struck down by the angel of the Lord.

The book of Acts makes it clear that if the wicked will not repent, they will be destroyed.

God is merciful, but he is also just.


If you do not trust in the one who was stricken, smitten and afflicted,


then when you are struck, you will die.

But if you trust in the one who took your sins upon himself,


then when you are struck, you will live!
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