
 
 

THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 
Presented by: Dr. Jon Korkidakis 

 
 

SESSION 6 – CHAPTERS 12-14 
 
12:1-23 – PERSECUTION AND THE ESCAPE OF PETER 
 

• This section is often divided into three subsections but keeping them as one unit forms an 
inclusio. 

 

Acts 12:1-23 

Event Event Event 

Herod kills the Apostle 
James (John’s brother) 

Peter is arrested but miraculously 
escapes Herod dies 

 
• The opening of chapter 12 presents the first instance of persecution by Roman authorities 

against the church. 
• It also signals a predominant shift in Acts to the Gentile mission. 
• James was one of the first called to be a disciple by Jesus (Mark 1:16-20; Luke 5:1-11). 
• Herod takes advantage of the political favour it garnered him from the Jewish people, the 

first time that religious and political motivations conspire since the crucifixion of Jesus. 
 

• The Passover (Literally the Days of Unleavened Bread) was a seven-day celebration that 
began the day after Passover. Herod saw the swell of people in the city as an opportunity to 
grandstand for political gain. 

• The irony of Christian persecution against the backdrop of the Passover cannot be missed. A 
feast that celebrated the deliverance of God. 

• The persecution is motivated by nothing more than politics, with prominent believers as the 
target. 

 
• The imprisonment of Peter is told against two extremes stressed in the text. 

a. Four squads of soldiers guarding Peter (a squad typically consisted of four soldiers), 
probably as extra security considering his earlier escape (See Acts 5:19-24). He was 
chained with both hands between two soldiers. Escape was considered impossible. 

b. The church was praying fervently. 
 

• An angel is sent in the night to free Peter. The Greek contains a hint of humour. 
a. The soundness of Peter’s sleep despite being scheduled for execution. 
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b. The angel’s coaching and Peter’s grogginess. Peter doesn’t come to his senses until the 
angel has left him in safety. 

c. Peter makes it to Mary’s home, an amusing incident that is often ignored for its greater 
lesson concerning prayer. 

d. Herod’s response to the incident results in the execution of the guards, a reaction typical 
of his lineage. 

 
• Verses 20-23 record the death of Herod, presented here as a direct judgment of God. 
• The death of Herod, based on the accounts of Luke and Josephus, was a painful one and 

triggered because of the worship he accepted. The implication here is that he also led the 
people astray from God. Whenever a leader accepts what rightly belongs to the Lord, it 
diminishes a nations reverence and therefore its worship. 

 
 
 

HEROD’S FAMILY TREE 

HEROD THE GREAT 
Ruled Palestine 37-4 BC (Luke 1:5) 

Great builder including the temple in Jerusalem 
Ordered the death of baby boys in Bethlehem (Matt 2:1-17) 

       

Antipater Alexander Herod 
Aristobulus 

Herod 
Philip I 

Herod 
Antipas I 

Herod 
Archaelaus 

Herod 
Philip II 

  

 

Married 
Herodius 

and 
married 
Salome 

(Matt 14:3; 
Mark 6:17) 
Herodius 
asked for 
the head 
of John 

the Baptist 

Ruled 
Galilee & 
Perea 4 

BC-39 AD 
Beheaded 
John the 
Baptist 
He tried 

Jesus 
(Mark 6:14-

29; Luke 
13:31-32) 
Married 

Herodius 
after 

Herod 
Philip did 

(Mark 
6:18) 

Ruled 
Judea, 

Samaria, & 
Idumaea 4 

BC-6AD 
(Matt 2:22) 

Ruled 
Iturea & 

Trachonitis 
4 BC-34AD 
(Luke 3:1) 
Married 
Salome 
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  Herod 
Agrippa I 

 Herod of 
Chalsis   

  

King of 
Palestine 
37-44 AD 

Killed 
James, 

imprisoned 
Peter, God 
judged him 
(Acts 12:1-

11, 23) 

 

Ruled 
from 41-48 

AD 
Married 
Bernice   

 
 

 
 

 
  

Herod 
Agrippa II  Drusilla  Bernice   

Ruled 
Chalsis & 
Northern 
Territory 
50-70 AD 

Paul 
addressed 

him and 
Bernice 

(Acts 
25:13-
26:32) 

 

She 
married 

Felix, ruler 
of Judea 
52-59 AD 
He tried 

Paul (Acts 
23:26-
24:27) 

 

She 
married 

Herod of 
Chalsis 

Heard Paul 
with 

Herod 
Agrippa II  

  

 
 
 
 
12:24-25 – THE MISSION CONTINUES 
 

• Luke concludes this section with another summary statement that despite the increase in 
persecution, the church continues to grow. 

• It brings to mind the words of Jesus from Matthew 16:18 - that he would build his church and 
the gates of hell would be unable to stop it. 

• The closing verse sets up the next sequence of events in chapter 13 by bringing Paul, 
Barnabas, and John Mark, back to Antioch. 

• The summary also stresses a truth that we need to be reminded of. What is happening in the 
culture of the time-persecution, famine, etc., is totally natural. What is happening in the 
church, which exists parallel to its culture, is supernatural. 
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13:1-3 – THE COMMISSIONING OF PAUL AND BARNABAS 
 

• The chapter begins with the following insights. 
a. Prophets and Teachers as two distinct categories. 
b. The strength of leadership and diversity in the Antioch church. 
c. Worship and Fasting – the inner journey is the catalyst for the outer journey. There is 

clear direction by the Holy Spirit. 
d. The Greek text implies that these leaders were ministering, i.e. serving. Not something 

we easily associate with worship or fasting. 
e. Barnabas and Saul were chosen and then commissioned – notice the two-step process of 

fasting and prayer. 
f. Though Antioch was a growing concern as a community of faith, it still responded to the 

missionary pull of the Spirit. 
g. The tone of the trip is decidedly Gentile in nature. 

 
 
PAUL’S FIRST MISSIONARY JOURNEY 
 
13:4-12 – PAUL AND BARNABAS IN CYPRUS 
 

• The first missionary journey is prompted by the Spirit, not personal motivation or need. 
• The first contact is the Jewish synagogue. A pattern that we see throughout Acts. It may 

have been the impetus for Paul’s statement in Romans 1:16, “to the Jews first and also the 
Greek”. 

• John Mark, writer of the earliest Gospel, is traveling with them. 
• Cyprus is Barnabas’s homeland. 
• They meet a false prophet named Bar-Jesus (In Aramaic it means Son of Jesus (Joshua)). The 

Greek name applied to him is not a known Greek name or title. Two possible options are 
given. 
a. It could be a variant of the Arabic root, Alim, meaning sage. 
b. It could be from the Aramaic haloma, meaning Interpreter of Dreams. 

 
• This is the only time someone in Acts is called a false prophet (Greek is pseudo-prophet) 
• It was common in the Greek world to have traveling philosophers and orators of religion go 

from city to city to spread their worldview through public presentations. 
• It was not unusual for these magos to be attached to Roman dignitaries because Roman 

officials were highly superstitious. 
 

• Sergius Paulus, as governor (Proconsul), held the highest Roman office on the island, one 
appointed by the Roman Senate. 

• He is characterized as an intelligent man – Greek stresses the gift of natural intelligence and 
wisdom. 

 
• We begin to see the shift from Saul to Paul – from his Jewish name to his Roman name. 
• Paul, filled with the Spirit, pronounces judgment on Bar-Jesus. 
• The governor, based on what he saw and what he heard, becomes a believer. 
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13:13-43 – PAUL AND BARNABAS IN ANTIOCH OF PISIDIA 
 

• Beginning here, Paul begins to take the prominent role rather than Barnabas. 
• John Mark leaves, though we are not told why, Paul treats it as a desertion (15:38). 
• Once again, they enter a synagogue on the Sabbath where they are invited to speak. 

 
Outline of a Typical Synagogue Service. 

 

The Shema “Hear O Israel…” (Deuteronomy 6:4-9) 

Shemoneh Esrei  
Meaning “eighteen” denoting the number of 
blessings divided into three types – Praise, 
Petitions, Thanks. 

Reading 
Mosaic Law passage 

“Prophets” passage 

Address / Sermon Sometimes given by a guest 

Benediction Given by the “priest” 

 
Note: This is a basic outline typical of most Jewish synagogues of the time. Depending on the 
locale and those in leadership the service could also include songs of praise and readings 
from the Psalms among other elements. 

 
• Luke records three of Paul’s messages, this being the longest (Lystra in 14:15-17 and Athens in 

17:22-31). 
• Paul’s message is similar to Peter’s (2:14-40) and Stephen’s (7:2-53). It consists of three parts. 

a. The coming of Messiah (16-25) 
b. Jesus the Messiah, rejected, crucified, but resurrected (26-37) 
c. The appeal to believe in Jesus (38-41) 

 
• They converted many and the section concludes with Paul and Barnabas being invited to 

speak again the following week. 
 
 
 
13:44-52 – THE FOCUS TURNS TO THE GENTILES 
 

• The excitement drew a large crowd that incited the jealousy of some of the Jews. 
• The matter of Jesus’ Messiahship has long been a stumbling block for the Jews. 
• Paul quotes Isaiah 49:6 which is part of the second servant song in Isaiah (2 of 4), which 

speaks of the Messiah being rejected at first by his own people but will bring salvation both 
to Israel and the Gentiles, and restoration to Israel (see Isaiah 49:1-13). 

• The Gentiles receive the message while the Jews incited a mob. 
• Paul and Barnabas shake the dust off their feet as a graphic sign of their rejection. 
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14:1-7 – THE MINISTRY IN ICONIUM 
 

• Iconium comes from the Greek eikon, meaning image. In Greek mythology, Prometheus and 
Athena recreated humanity there after a devastating flood by making images of people from 
the mud and breathing life into them. 

 
• Here we have a similar pattern as seen in the previous section in Antioch of Pisidia. 
• Here though, signs and wonders confirm the message, yet the town becomes divided, and 

those who are antagonistic drive Paul and Barnabas to their next destination.  
 
 
14:8-20 – THE MINISTRY IN LYSTRA AND DERBE 
 

• Lystra was about 20 miles southwest of Iconium, which was a typical day’s travel at the time. 
• Luke stresses two conditions of a man they came upon. 

a. He was crippled from birth. 
b. Paul recognized he had faith to be healed. 

 
• The healing causes the people to mistake Paul and Barnabas for Zeus and Hermes (see 

commentary for local legend story). 
• Zeus (Roman Jupiter) was the patron god of Galatia and the chief god in the Greek pantheon, 

while Hermes was his herald (Roman Mercury). Greek legend states that Hermes was an 
eloquent speaker and he invented speech. The English word hermeneutics, the science of 
interpretation, comes from this word. 

 
• When Paul and Barnabas realize what is happening, they tear their robes, a common Jewish 

expression for blasphemy. 
• Paul uses the opportunity to present the Gospel, one of only two instances in Acts where he 

presents to a totally pagan audience (see 17:22 for the other – Athens). These are great 
examples of Paul’s evangelistic sensitivity that he outlines in 1 Cor. 9:18-27. 

 
• Jewish antagonists stir the crowd and Paul is stoned and left for dead. 
• Paul, having recovered, goes right back into the town before leaving the next day for Derbe. 

 
 

 
14:21-28 – THE JOURNEY BACK TO ANTIOCH IN SYRIA 

 
• Paul and Barnabas retrace their journey, as they prepare to return to the church in Antioch. 
• Verse 22 now includes suffering as part of the message to new believers. 
 
• Upon their return, Paul and Barnabas call a meeting of the church to report on what God had 

accomplished. 
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