"God's Plan: The Pain, The Power, The Purpose"

Acts 12
Small Group Discussion Guide


(Note to Facilitators:  We encourage you to have a significant time of prayer after this study, so you may want to watch the time as you go through the questions.  Also, there are many questions; please feel free to prioritize and skip some.)
Opening question: Joshua Crane noted the pain that begins our passage, and observed that many of us devote great energy to “pain avoidance.” (Avoiding pain is not necessarily a bad thing.) What is one way that you regularly avoid pain?

In order to understand the context of our passage, take turns reading this summary of Acts 11 and 12

Luke will devote the second half (chapters 13-28) to the reception the Gentiles [non-Jews] gave to the gospel throughout the Roman world.  Paul, accordingly, comes to center stage while Peter fades from the scene. Before making this transition, however, Luke shows that the church is expanding rapidly and enduring more and more intense persecution.
We might outline chapters 11-12 as follows:
1. The northward expansion of the church from Jerusalem to Antioch
 (11:19-30).

2. The intensified persecution of believers under the reign of Herod Agrippa I (12:1-25).
READ Acts 12:1-5

1. The new “Christian” church had seen little persecution since what they experienced directly following Stephen’s death in Acts 7. 
  However, now two of their three main leaders were taken by authorities: James was killed and Peter arrested.
  

a. How would you feel if you were one of the church members?
b. Have you ever experienced something that initially seemed so devastating?  How did you feel and how did you respond to this type of pain?
c. How did the early church respond to this crisis?
 (Leaders: with “sustained, stretching,” fervent prayer). 
d. Joshua Crane cited a study on Sunday called “Pain Really Does Make Us Gain.” The premise is that when we endure pain together with a group of people, solidarity, loyalty, and a sense of focus develop. How have you seen this in your own life and relationships? With this in mind, how might pain be part of God’s plan for us?

READ Acts 12:6-11
2. God sent an angel to rescue Peter from prison.
a. What are your initial thoughts about this passage?  What did you notice?
b. Boice says in his commentary, “Peter was sleeping so soundly that the angel had to poke him in the side to wake him up.” (p207).  This despite one of his closest colleagues and friends being murdered and despite this being the last night before he was to be killed.
  

i. How could Peter sleep so soundly knowing all this?


ii. How do you sleep during a crisis?  Explain.


c. Peter was held in what we would call a “maximum security” prison.  He was guarded by 16 professional soldiers and two of them were physically chained to him.
  Yet, still the angel of the Lord rescued him.  

i. How does Luke connect the prayers of the believers with Peter’s escape? How might that type of power affect our prayers?

ii. Hudson Taylor remarked that our circumstances—when we pray fervently—often go from “impossible, to difficult, to done.” Is there any area of your life or our church community’s life where this is currently the case?

READ Acts 12:12-17
3. Peter returns to his core set of believers to tell them the good news of his release.

a. What are the varying responses to the initial news of Peter’s release?
b. What do you make of the fact that some of them refused to believe that Peter had escaped?

c. Do you see yourself in any of these responses?

READ Acts 12:18-25
4. Our chapter began with a huge setback. By the end of this chapter, the tide has changed. How would you contrast the fates of Herod and of the gospel?  What does this tell you about God’s purpose for his gospel? 
a. Joshua Crane observed on Sunday that God is engaged in two continual projects, guided by his love: 1) he is building a people for himself, and 2) he is conforming individual believers in the likeness of Christ. How do you see that fact in this passage?

b. How might this affect your hope and prayers for the spread of the gospel in our community?
c. Contrast the fates of Peter and James. What does this tell you about God’s purpose for us individually? Does this scare you? Explain.
d. There could be four types of responses when Christians face a crisis: 1) Give up hope, 
2) strive harder, 3) pray with doubt, and 4) pray with faith (servant girl Rhoda).  Honestly, which describes you right now?  How might we grow toward “praying with faith”?

SHARING/PRAYER: Among our usual requests, ask God to increase our faith in His sovereign spread of the gospel and ask Him how we can be a part of His purpose in our community.
� Acts Study Guide, � HYPERLINK "http://www.sbcommunity.org" ��www.sbcommunity.org�. 


� Antioch was an extremely cosmopolitan city.  Its population (estimated at about 500,000) was primarily Greek but included Jews, Persians, Indians and Chinese.  Josephus called it the third city of the empire behind Rome and Alexandria. (Ibid)


� Acts:  An Expositional Commentary, Boice, James Montgomery, p205ff.


� Ibid.  John appears spared (or may have been next).  


� Boice states that Peter was released in the middle of the night.  The Christians nevertheless must have been praying together all night, since in those days it was not safe to wander around the streets in the dark.” (p211)


� During the week-long Feast of Unleavened Bread when Peter was imprisoned, God could have rescued Peter at any time, but waited until the last night.  How do we cope when God waits until the last minute to answer our prayers?


� Peter was fortunate.  Herod was probably planning on killing him also.  “It was Passover time, however, and since Herod did not want to break any of the rules surrounding these special days in the Jewish calendar [and cause a riot], he put Peter in prison….”  Boice, p206.
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