Adult III – 11 August 2013 – Notes on Acts 11:27 – 12:23
Acts 11 - Defending Ministry to the Gentiles

v27-30 - A prophetic word announces a famine.

· Barnabas came to encourage them, and after they responded to the encouragement and received the Spirit, they had prophets sent them to show them things to come, as Christ had promised, John 6:13.
· 13However, when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into all truth: for he shall not speak of himself; but whatever he shall hear, that shall he speak: and he will show you things to come.

· v28  We don't know exactly how Agabus was shown by the Spirit that this famine was on the way.  But we read of Agabus again prophesying about Paul's imprisonment, Acts 21:10-11.  He seems to be an Old Testament style of a prophet.  But the Christians in Antioch took the word seriously, and generously begin preparations to meet the needs.
· The time that followed was marked by a succession of bad harvests and consequent scarcity in various parts of the empire - in Rome, Greece, and Egypt as well as in Judaea.
· Matthew Henry says:  God sent them the bread of life, and they rejected it, loathed the plenty of that manna; and therefore God justly broke the staff of bread, and punished them with famine; and herein he was righteous. They were barren, and did not bring forth to God, and therefore God made the earth barren to them.
· You can tell these are true disciples and Christians, because they gave generously to meet the need.  They gave, each according to his ability.

· We also see they determined to give.  If a person does not determine to give, they often never do.

· Sent it to the elders by the hands of Barnabas and Saul: The high regard that Barnabas and Saul had among all is evident by the fact that they were trusted with the relief fund.
Joseph interpreted Pharaoh’s dream of as 7 plentiful years and 7 lean years and prepared for the lean years.
Matthew 16:1-3 1The Pharisees also with the Sadducees came, and tempting desired him that he would show them a sign from heaven. 2He answered and said to them, When it is evening, you say, It will be fair weather: for the sky is red. 3And in the morning, It will be foul weather today: for the sky is red and lowering. O you hypocrites, you can discern the face of the sky; but can you not discern the signs of the times?
· Prepare for the coming:

· harder times

· persecutions

· Spiritually - Prayed up & studied up on the Word

Acts 12 - James Is Martyred, Peter Is Set Free

v1-2 Herod harasses the church and kills the apostle James.

· Herod the king: This is Herod Agrippa I, the grandson of Herod the Great, who ruled in the days of Jesus' birth (Matthew 2:1-16).  Herod Agrippa I was also the nephew of Herod Antipas, who had a role in the trial of Jesus (Luke 23:7-12). Unlike his predecessors, Agrippa was a strict observer of the law, and he sought, with some success, the favor of the Jews. 
· Stretched forth his hands to vex certain of the church: No doubt, this was done because it was politically popular for Herod.  It pleased many of his citizens who didn't like Christians.  Many political figures are ready to persecute Christians if it will make them politically popular.

· And he killed James the brother of John with the sword: This is a new development in the history of the church.  James is the first of the twelve who followed Jesus to be martyred.

· Up to Acts 12, the church has been on a "hot streak," experiencing one exciting conversion after another.  First there was Saul of Tarsus, then the Gentile centurion Cornelius, then the mixed crowd of Jews and Gentiles in Antioch.  
· James is not the first Christian to die in faithfulness to Jesus.  Stephen (Acts 7:58-60) was martyred before this, and certainly others were also.  But the death of James shattered the illusion that somehow, the twelve enjoyed a unique Divine protection.

· James the brother of John, in particular, might have thought to have been "protected."  He was one of the special intimates of Jesus, often mentioned with his brother John and with Peter (Mat_17:1, 26:37, Mar_5:37, 9:2, 14:33; Luk_5:37, 9:2, and 14:33).

· But Jesus promised no special protection for even His closest followers; He warned them to be ready for persecution (Matthew 10:16-26).

· In Mark 10:35-40, John and his brother James came to Jesus and asked to be considered His two chief lieutenants.  Jesus replied to them, You do not know what you ask.  Can you drink the cup that I drink, and be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?  James and John, not really knowing what they were saying, replied by saying they could.  Jesus promised them, You will indeed drink the cup that I drink, and with the baptism I am baptized with you will be baptized.  
· This martyrdom was the fulfillment of that promise for James.  
· John fulfilled it by a lifetime of devoted service to God despite repeated attempts to martyr him.

Eusebius relates a story from Clement of Alexandria, who says that the soldier who guarded James before the judge was so affected by his witness that he declared himself a Christian also and was willingly executed for Jesus alongside of James (Eusebius, Church History 2.9.2-3).

v3-4  Herod imprisons Peter.

· Because he saw that it pleased the Jews: Seeing his approval ratings rise in the polls when he kills James, Herod seeks to improve his ratings even more when he turned to Peter also.

· There was a significant difference between the persecution promoted by Saul of Tarsus (Acts 8:1-3) and that by Herod.  Saul persecuted out of sincere religious conviction, Herod persecuted out of purely political motives.

· Intending after Easter to bring him forth to the people. (pascha = Passover 28, Easter 1):  Herod will deal with Peter at a politically opportune time, fearing an unpredictable mob reaction when Passover pilgrims flood Jerusalem.  Why wait?
· Delivered him to four squads of soldiers: Knowing Peter (with the other apostles) had mysteriously escaped from prison before (Act_5:17-21), Herod assigns a high-security detail to guard Peter.

v5  The church prays for Peter.

· Herod has his soldiers and his prisons; but the church has the power of prayer.  The outcome will be decided easily!

· But prayer was made without ceasing: The phrase without ceasing has the idea of earnest; literally, the word pictures someone stretching out all they can for something.  "The verb ektenos is related to ektenes, a medical term describing the stretching of a muscle to its limits." Luke uses this same word ektenos for the agonizing prayer of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane (Luke 22:44).

· When every other gate is shut and locked, the gate to heaven is wide open.  We must take advantage of that open gate through prayer!

v6-11 God sends an angel to free Peter from prison.

· The chains, the guards, the prison doors mean nothing to God and His appointed messengers; Peter is instantly set free.

· That night Peter was sleeping: Peter shows no signs of anxiety.  He is able to sleep soundly on what seemed to be the last night before his execution.  

· Peter obeyed the angel without really knowing what was happening.  He knew enough to sense that God was doing something and the explanation could come later.

· The soldiers, the chains, the guard posts, the iron gate - are all nothing when God is with us and prayer is behind us.  Many of us are worrying about the iron gate before we ever get to it.  

· Why did James die and Peter find deliverance?  God alone knows!  Simply, it wasn't time for Peter to go home yet.  Until it was time, he was invulnerable.  He couldn't be harmed.  It was time for James; it was not time for Peter.

v12-17  Peter presents himself to the believers that prayed for him.
· Rhoda is so excited to hear from Peter that she leaves him out at the gate!
· Even while they are praying for Peter, they find it hard to believe God actually answered their prayer. Their prayer was earnest, but their faith was not overwhelming.  Little faith can accomplish great things if it is placed in the great God.
· v15 It is his angel: The Jews believed in the idea of "guardian angels," and it seems that they may have believed that one's guardian angel bore some kind of resemblance to the human it was assigned to.
· v17 Go, tell these things to James and the brethren: The James that Peter tells others to report to is not the James who was just martyred.  It is probably James, the brother of Jesus, who was a prominent figure in the church at Jerusalem.

v18-19  The execution of the soldiers who guarded Peter.

· Herod was furious that his prized prisoner had escaped. The execution of the guards was customary; in that day, if a guard's prisoner escaped, the guard was given the penalty due to the prisoner - in this case, death.
v20-23  Herod gives a speech to the people of Tyre and Sidon
· He was eaten by worms and died: The manner of Herod's death befits his spiritual state; he corrupted from the inside out.

· The ancient Jewish historian Josephus also describes the death of Herod in gory detail (Antiquities, Book19.8.2).

