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THE RAGE OF NATIONS 
Jesus People Meet Opposition with Boldness & Grace 

Jesus People (Part 3) 
Text:  Acts 4:1-31; 5:12-42; 6:8-8:3 

 
The Rise of the Jesus People 

 
The Book of Acts makes clear that before the complex and cluttered institution we call 
Christianity came to be, there moved through this world a much leaner band of 
brothers and sisters I have called the Jesus People.  They believed they had met in 
Jesus of Nazareth the ultimate image of God’s love and of life’s potential.  They were 
convinced that Christ wanted to continue his ministry through their lives.  And so, 
banding together in prayer and fellowship, these people began to turn over to Jesus 
himself the management of their lives.   
 
As the Holy Spirit filled them up, a remarkable renovation began to occur.  Their 
character and conduct – even deeply ingrained cultural attitudes about race, gender, 
and age - began to look more and more like those of Jesus. In Acts 3, Peter actually 
teaches and heals a crippled man the same way Jesus did.  In Acts 5, we’re told that: 
“People brought the sick into the streets and laid them on beds and mats so 
that at least Peter's shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by.”  
The practical proof of God’s power at work in and through the Jesus People was so 
obvious that when they shared the verbal truth of the gospel, when they called others 
to repent and turn themselves over to Christ’s management too, many people were 
willing to listen and respond.  The good news was magnetic. 
 
At the start of chapter 2, there are maybe 20 or 30 Jesus People.  At the start of 
chapter 3, there are 3000 of them.  At the start of chapter 4, the movement has now 
swollen to 5000.  In the beginning of chapter 5, we read: “More and more men and 
women believed in the Lord and were added to their number.”   In the chapters 
that follow, the multiplication goes on like this -- like a benevolent virus that over the 
next centuries would dramatically alter for the better the spiritual physiology of the 
entire Western world. 
 

The Rage of Other People 
 
With the rise of the Jesus People, however, also came the rage of other people.  In Acts 
4:1 we read: “The priests and the captain of the temple guard and the 
Sadducees… were greatly disturbed because the apostles were teaching the 
people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead. They seized 
[them], and because it was evening, put them in jail until the next day.”  In 
Acts 6:8 we read: “Now Stephen, a man full of God's grace and power, did 
great wonders and miraculous signs among the people. Opposition arose, 
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however…”  Verse 57 says that when Stephen preached the gospel, “They covered 
their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, 
dragged him out of the city and began to stone him.” 
 
Why is it that when some people met the witness of the Jesus People, they recognized 
there a way of hope and health, while others simply got threatened and angry?  Why 
do we see the same dichotomy in our time?  The media carries stories of people 
devouring Christian literature and flocking to leading churches in stunning numbers.  
We see the joy and excitement of those who find Christ’s transforming power in the 
church’s life or experience its caring touch out in the world.  But there are so many 
other people who would like to banish anything that smacks of Christianity from 
contemporary life, who view it as dangerous to the health of society.  In many parts of 
the world today, to be recognized as a Jesus Person is to be subject to beatings or 
imprisonment or to come under the murderous focus of terror. 
 
This reaction frankly puzzled the first Jesus People.  They were convinced that they 
were offering something that was such a gift to the world – the gracious power of God 
unto salvation.1  In Acts 4:23, we read: “On their release [from prison], Peter and 
John went back to their own people and reported all that the chief priests 
and elders had said to them. When they heard this, they raised their voices 
together in prayer to God.” Then, using the prayer of King David in Psalm 2:1-2, 
they asked: “Sovereign Lord… 'Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot” 
against us? 
 

The Roots of Rage 
 
There is no one single answer to this question, of course.  Sometimes, I suppose, 
Christians meet with anger and opposition because those who call themselves 
Christians are not always under the management of Jesus.  History counts many times 
when those who marched beneath the banner of Jesus stepped more to the drumbeat 
of self-interest than to the command of Christ.  The rage of individuals or nations is 
sometimes a justified response to the injustice or arrogance of those who are not truly 
Jesus People.  If you and I meet hostility from others regarding our faith, it is almost 
always good to humbly examine our approach or seek to understand the past 
experience of others’ better. 
 
There is, however, an even larger cause to the hostility that the Jesus movement meets 
in the course of its journeying.  Dr. Robert Webber points out that in the twenty-first 
century, as in the first century, we are locked in a pitched battle over “who gets to 
narrate the world”2 – “who gets to tell us the meaning of human existence… the 
meaning of the world and of human destiny?”  This is the battle we are meeting when 
we read in Acts 5:17 that, seeing how the crowds were being captivated by the Jesus 
People “the high priest and all his associates… were filled with jealousy… 
They arrested the apostles and put them in the public jail.”  This is the struggle 
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we see unfolding in Acts chapter 6 when, after hearing Stephen say that the story of 
Israel finds it climax and fulfillment in Jesus, the local leaders became enraged and 
stoned Stephen to death.  
 
You see, the Jewish leaders of that day believed THEY had the story that truly narrated 
the world.  It was the story of God’s special love for them as his chosen people and the 
eventual defeat of all who opposed them.  It was the story of God’s coming restoration 
of the kingdom of Israel to prosperity and prominence.  But the Jesus People came 
along and challenged this worldview with a larger story still.  They spoke of a God who 
out of the fullness of the divine community of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit brought forth 
a Creation and a wealth of nations, ALL designed to reflect his glory, all created to 
enjoy the splendor of relationship with God and one another.  The Jesus People spoke 
of the tragic fall of man from this place of communion, into pride and selfishness.  They 
described the reign of division, death, and decay that came as human beings lost their 
connection with God, the human family, and the earth for which they’d been 
commissioned to care.  
 
The Jesus People declared a story of God’s relentless effort to restore the communion – 
how he sent prophets, priests, and kings to call human beings back into relationship 
with him.  They told of God’s decision to more deeply enter into the Creation himself, to 
take on human flesh and walk among human beings, showing them the way of love 
and justice for which they had been created.  They spoke of how this Jesus voluntarily 
went to a cross, proclaiming forgiveness even to his crucifiers, absorbing in himself in 
one climactic moment all of the grief and pain and sin of human life, dragging it down 
with him into hell, and removing its power to finally destroy what God had begun. 
 
The Jesus People then told of how Christ rose from the grave triumphant, proclaiming 
the power of God’s grace to restore all that is broken and lost.  They spoke of the 
invitation he now extends to all people of all races, genders, ages, and nations to come 
enter the new life of his kingdom – how he invites us all to become participants and 
messengers of the people-reconciling, life-redeeming, culture-transforming, creation-
renewing love of God.  And, life-by-life, community by community, this story became 
the narrative that, for many centuries, was the vision-replenishing fountain in the center 
of middle-Eastern and Western civilization.  
 
But the nations still rage, in some great part because we still cannot agree upon the 
story that best narrates the world, that most makes sense of what we see happening 
around us or provides the pathway to something better.  As Bob Webber puts it: “The 
secularists [came along and] said we will narrate the world around the human person, 
around wisdom and reason that comes from the human person…  The fascists came 
along and said, ‘We will narrate the world around a dictator’…  The communists said 
‘We will narrate the world around a centralized government’…” The narcissists came 
along and said ‘We will narrate the world around your tastes and pleasures.  “And today 
we face a new narrator, the Islamic fundamentalists, who insist we will narrate the 
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world under Allah, and we will bring the world under Sharia law.”  That, says Webber, is 
why the most pressing issue [of our time] is the question: ‘Who narrates the world?’” 
 

Telling the Story with Boldness & Grace 
 
Confronted in their time with the rage of nations against their movement, the Jesus 
People made a very interesting response, I think.  Two qualities, in particular, struck me 
as I looked at their example.  The first quality is boldness.  Listen to the prayer of the 
apostles as they meet the hostility of others.  We find this text in Acts 4:29. “Now, 
Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word 
with great boldness.”  Six more times in the Book of Acts, we hear an explicit 
emphasis on the boldness with which the Jesus People shared the story of Jesus with 
their world.3  In other words, faced with opposition, the early church did not shrink or 
go silent.  The very fact that they were meeting hostility seemed to suggest to them the 
need for an even bolder telling of the story that reconciles and narrates the world.   
 
The question I want to ask is: How are you and I bold in our telling of the story?  I’m 
not talking about contesting with people on all the intellectual questions surrounding 
the subject of Christian faith.  There is a place for that, only it’s not usually what the 
Jesus People model here.  If we look at the testimony of Stephen, Peter, or Paul for 
example, what we see modeled is the simple re-telling of the story of creation, fall, and 
redemption, or of the impact of God on their own lives.  When was the last time you 
told someone that story?   
 
The second thing we see in the example of the early church’s witness is the quality of 
grace so evident there.  I mean that in two senses.  First, in the tone of their witness.  
When Peter boldly says in Acts 4:12, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there 
is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved," 
there is no trace of the anger, pride, or contempt often associated with evangelism 
today. On the contrary, if you study the testimony of the Jesus People, you can’t help 
but be struck by the blend of boldness with kindness, respect, and consideration for 
others. 
 
But this sense of grace is also blended with another.  The Jesus People kept praying for 
God’s gracious power to be poured out to authenticate their message and open up the 
doors for others to hear.  Confronted by the rage of opposition, Peter and the others 
prayed: “Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and 
wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus." And the text goes on: 
“After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they 
were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.” 
 
The last question I want to leave you with is this: How faithfully are we praying for 
God’s grace to fill us so that we can fulfill the mission he has for us in our time?  It will 
not be by human power alone that the raging conflicts of our time are resolved.  
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Speaking at the Executives Breakfast Club here in Oak Brook on Friday, former Attorney 
General John Ashcroft reminded us that the tactics of terrorists are to “accomplish by 
imposition what they can not achieve by inspiration.  Lacking confidence that they can 
win hearts and minds in the free market of ideas, they resort to violence.”   
 
There is counsel here for Christians too, I think.  It will not be by clever marketing 
strategies or by imposing our wills through the legal system, by military advantage that 
the story of Jesus becomes again the story that narrates and unifies the world.  It will 
be by inspiration.  It will be the grace that moves through the words and life of Jesus 
People.  That’s why one of the most important acts of our time, must be prayer.  I ask 
you to join me in praying, as those first followers of Jesus so regularly did, for God to 
“stretch out his hand and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the 
name of Jesus.”  I ask you to pray that God will demonstrate his power by renewing 
our character and conduct, by transforming our cultural prejudices, by moving through 
us as agents of healing and helping wherever we go.  I ask you to pray that God will do 
something supernatural here.   For where such grace is joined with boldness, people 
will hear the story, they will be drawn to the story, they will enter into the story of the 
God who meets us in Jesus and whose redeeming purposes still narrate this world.  
                                                 
1 Romans 1:16 
2 Robert Webber, Who Gets to Narrate the World?, Sermon delivered on August 13, 2006 at Bethany Beach, 

Michigan. 
3 Acts 4:31; 9:28; 13:46; 14:3; 18:26; 19:8; 28:31 


