The first followers of Jesus met together for worship, following the teaching of the apostles, sharing their possessions, praying in the temple, and praising God. Known for their close-knit community and for their acts of compassion and charity, the Christian community grew rapidly. Luke tells us that “day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved” (Acts 2:47).

One day, Peter and John went up to the temple, where Peter healed a crippled man and spoke about the power of Jesus to heal and forgive. A group of religious leaders came to them, “much annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming that in Jesus there is the resurrection of the dead” (Acts 4:2). Had Keith Urban been present, he might have started to sing, “Raining on Sunday.”

The religious leaders arrested Peter and John and put them in custody. When questioned about the source of their power, Peter said, “this man is standing before you in good health by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead” (Acts 4:10). Amazed, the leaders not knowing what else to do, ordered Peter and John to refrain from teaching in the name of Jesus. Peter and John replied, “we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20). The leaders threatened Peter and John but let them go when they realized that the people of Jerusalem were praising God for what had happened. 

Peter and John prayed with the other followers of Jesus, and “they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God with boldness” (Acts 4:31). The apostles went out, with great power, to give their testimony to the resurrection of Jesus. They had great success healing the sick, and because of this the high priest moved against them. Cue up “Here Comes the Rain Again,” because the religious leaders threw the apostles in prison again; but an angel of the Lord freed them, encouraging them to “Go stand in the temple courts…and tell the people all about this new life” possible for them in Jesus (Acts 5:20).

The religious leaders rounded them up again and brought them before the council, where the high priest questioned them, saying, “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching, and you are determined to bring this man’s blood on us” (Acts 5:27-28). Like a clap of thunder, Peter answered, “We must obey God rather than any human authority” (Acts 5:29). Compelled to follow God by preaching the gospel, which is the good news of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, Peter practiced a form of “civil disobedience.” Peter did not define himself “in terms of protest,” says Scripture professor Robert W. Wall, “but as a witness to God’s salvation of Israel. He [was] not the leader of a movement of protest but a movement of God.”

Thunder. Peter then offered a powerful statement of faith: “The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior that he might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him” (Acts 5:30-32). 

We can hear three thunderclaps in Peter’s words. First, Peter accused the religious leaders of lynching Jesus in an act of premeditated murder: “you had [Jesus] killed by hanging him on a tree.” Second, Peter explains how God exalted Jesus as “Leader and Savior,” the first time the word “Savior” is used for Jesus. Finally, Peter confesses, “we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit.” The Holy Spirit, the powerful breath of God, inspired everything that the apostles saw and said: Lynching. Savior. Holy Spirit. 

The religious leaders, enraged by Peter’s words, wanted to kill the apostles, but a level-headed Pharisee named Gamaliel calmed the storm, saying to them, “I tell you…let them alone, because if this plan or this undertaking is of human origin, it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them — in that case you may even be found fighting against God!” (Acts 5:38-39). You can almost hear Mumford & Sons playing “After the Storm” in the background. Unable to kill them, the religious leaders flogged the apostles and let them go; but Peter and John went right back to proclaiming Jesus as the Messiah.

So, what can we learn from this exercise in paleotempestology? What can this tempest teach us? Like Peter and the apostles, we cannot keep from speaking about what we have seen and heard. We must be honest about the presence of the risen Christ in ourselves and in the church today and be willing to speak about it openly and without fear. Jesus continues to forgive us and heal us, and to inspire our Christian community to act as his hands and feet in the world.

Like Peter and John, we must obey God rather than any human authority. This means having the courage to put God’s mission first and aligning our ministries with God’s ultimate purpose of reconciling all people and reclaiming creation. When we welcome strangers, visit people in prison, feed the hungry, and care for the sick, we are putting God first. When we cry out against injustice and violence, we are part of God’s movement.

In his poem, The Observer, Rainer Maria Rilke marvels:
I can tell a storm by the way the trees are whipping, compared to when quiet,
against my trembling windows, and I hear from afar things whispering
I couldn't bear hearing without a friend or love without a sister close by.

There moves the storm, the transforming one,
and runs through the woods and through the age, 
changing it all to look ageless and young:
the landscape appears like the verse of a psalm, so earnest, eternal, and strong.

How small is what we contend with and fight; how great what contends with us;
if only we mirrored the moves of the things and acquiesced to the force of the storm,
we, too, could be ageless and strong.

For what we can conquer is only the small, and winning itself turns us into dwarfs;
but the everlasting and truly important will never be conquered by us.
It is the angel who made himself known to the wrestlers of the Old Testament:
for whenever he saw his opponents propose to test their iron-clad muscle strength,
he touched them like strings of an instrument and played their low-sounding chords.

Whoever submits to this angel, whoever refuses to fight the fight,
comes out walking straight and great and upright, and the hand once rigid and hard
shapes around as a gently curved guard. No longer is winning a tempting bait.
One's progress is to be conquered, instead, by the ever mightier one.

In Rilke’s poem, "the observer" is not a passive onlooker, but a participant willing to be shaped by the storm, or more precisely, by the hand of the One who controls the storm. When we need “Shelter from the Storm,” when we know “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” and when we feel like we are “Blowin’ in the Wind,” we can trust that God is greater than life’s storms, we can believe that Jesus is our salvation, and we can hope in the power of the Holy Spirit to guide us safely forward. The spiritual tempests of the first century have much to teach us. The record of past storms can help us face the future with honesty, courage and trust.

Prayer: Saving God, in Jesus, you came and found me. You brought your peace to my heart through the comfort of the Holy Spirit. Now, I ask that you inspire me to the kind of faith and courage that will help me obey you regardless of the external pressures and the inner temptations that I face. I want to honor you with my heart, soul, mind, and actions. Through the intercession of Jesus, who knows me and my world, I pray. Amen.
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People have been singing about storms for years. Lena Horne famously crooned about “Stormy Weather.” The Doors sang about “Riders on the Storm.” Creedence Clearwater Revival asked us, “Have You Ever Seen the Rain?” And the Eurythmics warned us, “Here Comes the Rain Again.” We’ve heard “Raining on Sunday” by Keith Urban, “Thunder” by Imagine Dragons, and “After the Storm” by Mumford & Sons. We live on a stormy planet, and apparently, we love to sing about it!

Emily Elliott is a University of Alabama scientist who studies ancient hurricanes. Not storms from last year or from the last decade, but storms from hundreds and even thousands of years ago. Elliot’s field of research is called “paleotempestology” (paleo-ancient; tempest-storms; ology-the study of). Elliott drive tubes into the bottoms of lakes and pull up sediment showing evidence of deadly storms from the distant past. These core samples verify that our planet experienced eras when intense storms struck coastlines even more frequently than they do today, and it proves that ancient hurricane seasons were even more savage than the ones we witness today. 

By studying ancient hurricanes, these scientists hope to predict how hurricane patterns will change in response to rising and cooling global temperatures. From studies of sediment, Elliot’s team made some fascinating discoveries. For instance, there was once a period of intense hurricane activity in the Gulf Coast region, worse than we see today. It lasted for centuries, and then it ended abruptly around 600 to 800 years ago. Why did the Gulf Coast have this long period of storms? Scientists think that a current of warm water flowed close to shore during that time, fueling the storms. Then the current shifted away, and the water cooled. Paleotempestologists are worried that the Gulf’s surface temperature is now warming again, meaning we may face another period of terrible tempests and intensely “Stormy Weather.” It’s curious that the truth may be found by studying the past.

The truth about the first followers of Jesus may be uncovered through a kind of paleotempestology. Not by taking core samples in lakebeds, but by drilling into our Bibles, specifically the book of Acts, written by Luke. There we learn about the strength of their faith in the face of terrible political and spiritual tempests, storms much worse than what we see today. The first followers of Jesus might be called “Riders on the Spiritual Storm.”



