A Man Like No Other #13

“Christ’s Ambassadors”

Luke 6:12-16
Ever notice how many things are named “Saint-So-and-So”? Not only churches bear these names, but schools, colleges, hospitals, and even cities! Many of these titles come from a group of men in the New Testament, some of whom we know more about than others. They were the men closest to Jesus Christ during His life and ministry on earth, known as “the disciples,” “the apostles,” or sometimes simply “the Twelve.”

How many of them could you name off the top of your head? (Don’t look it up—that’s cheating!) Many churchgoers would rattle off Peter, James, and John; a few might recall Andrew, Philip, and “Doubting Thomas.” Oh, and don’t forget Judas Iscariot, the traitor of the bunch.

In addition to knowing these men as “St. Peter” and “St. John,” we also have this image from medieval art that biblical characters walked around with halos above their heads and facial expressions that are just…unnatural. I mean, who really looks like that? All these add up to an impression that the people of the Bible aren’t real; they’re made up of plastic or cardboard or something. Hence we can’t relate to them!

But is that accurate? Who were the disciples, or apostles, or whatever they were called? What do those words mean, anyway? Are they interchangeable? We don’t have time to go into an in-depth study of each one of the Twelve (perhaps we will do that at another time), we can learn some valuable lessons by considering them as a group.


All three Synoptic gospels list the Twelve as Jesus selected them, and each text provides insights for us. Luke 6:12-19—our Scripture reading for today—states,

One of those days Jesus went out to a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God. When morning came, he called his disciples to him and chose twelve of them, whom he also designated apostles: Simon (whom he named Peter), his brother Andrew, James, John, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James son of Alphaeus, Simon who was called the Zealot, Judas son of James, and Judas Iscariot, who became a traitor. 
Matthew 10:2-4 adds,

These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon (who is called Peter) and his brother Andrew; James son of Zebedee, and his brother John; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Zealot and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him. 


And finally we read in Mark 3:13-19,

Jesus went up on a mountainside and called to him those he wanted, and they came to him. He appointed twelve—designating them apostles﻿﻿—that they might be with him and that he might send them out to preach and to have authority to drive out demons. These are the twelve he appointed: Simon (to whom he gave the name Peter); James son of Zebedee and his brother John (to them he gave the name Boanerges, which means Sons of Thunder); Andrew, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James son of Alphaeus, Thaddaeus, Simon the Zealot and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him. 
Before we get to the important lessons about the Twelve, consider the listings of the Twelve in these passages. There are minor variations in the order, but if we divide the names into three groups of four, the same names occur in each group in all our lists. The same name heads each group, though the order within the groups varies.
 This grouping suggests that the Twelve were organized into smaller units, each with a leader.
 Also, it appears that the names are arranged in pairs. Since Jesus sent His apostles out two-by-two, this was a logical way to list them,
 though we cannot say with certainty that these were the exact pairings when they were sent out.

The Twelve are normally mentioned as a group, with only occasional focus on individuals. As expected, Peter is the most familiar, with his name mentioned 210 times in the New Testament. The combined appearances of the names of all the other apostles totals only 142 times. Not much is known about the individual lives of the Twelve except what can be gathered from the scant biblical data and from some statements of the early church fathers.

The first name in all the lists is Simon. Jesus gave him another name, Peter, which means “Rock.” The first gospel uses the word “first” in connection with Peter; this cannot mean he was the first convert—Andrew or John was—likely it means “first among equals.”
 Certainly Simon Peter emerges as the spokesman of the Twelve and, in time, would become a capable leader of the early church.

Within the group are two sets of brothers—Andrew and Simon Peter, James and John—and perhaps a third, if Matthew (aka “Levi, the son of Alphaeus” in Mark 2:14) and “James, the son of Alphaeus” (Mark 3:18, also called “James the Less” meaning “James the Younger”) share the same father.
 

There may have also been a father-son pair within the Twelve. In the King James Version in Luke and Acts there is a disciple who is called “Judas the brother of James.” In the Greek—as the italics of the kjv show—there is no word for “brother”; it reads simply “Judas of James.” This is a very common Greek idiom, and almost in​variably it means not “brother of,” but “son of.” This apostle should be described as “Judas the son of James.” Why this confusion? The translation “brother” instead of “son” crept in to identify the apostle Judas with the Judas who wrote the letter which we commonly call the Epis​tle of Jude, and who introduces himself as “the brother of James.”
 (In fact, the authors of the New Testament books James and Jude were brothers, and all indications point to them being half-brothers of Jesus.) At any rate, this “Judas the son of James,” who is called “Thaddeus” in Matthew and Mark, could possibly be the son of James the son of Zebedee, the brother of John.

Another issue in the list of names is Bartholomew and Nathanael. The name Bartholomew (Bar-Tolmai) means “son of Tolmai.” It was a surname—his other name was Nathanael, or, to use his full name, Nathanael Bartholomew.

The “other Simon” in the Twelve is called “Simon the Canaanite” by Matthew and Mark but “Simon the Zealot” in Luke. “Canaanite” is an inaccurate translation into English, for this term had nothing to do with national or racial origin. The variations in the nickname of Simon are due to its expressions in Aramaic (qan’ana = “zealot”) and Greek (zelotes = “zealot”). The Zealots were a group of Jewish extremists organized to overthrow Rome; and they used every means available to advance their cause. The Jewish historian Josephus called them “daggermen.”
 Nowadays we would call them “terrorists.” How fascinating that Jesus would call a terrorist and a Roman collaborator as part of His closest friends! As William Barclay put it, “The plain fact is that if Simon the Zealot had met Matthew the tax-gatherer anywhere else than in the company of Jesus, he would have stuck a dagger in him.”

All three lists finish with Judas Iscariot and mention his betrayal. “Iscariot” probably means “man of Kerioth,” a town in southern Judea. If so, Judas was the only non-Galilean in the twelve.

With all that in mind, let’s consider three important truths about these twelve who were chosen by Christ.
They Were Men of Ordinary Character

First, they were men of ordinary character. Leon Morris observes, “When Jesus chose his Twelve he did not choose supermen; God does not need outstanding people to do his work, and it seems that, while some of the Twelve were very able men, others were very ordinary.”
 John MacArthur, in his book Twelve Ordinary Men, adds, “He seems to have deliberately chosen men who were notable only for their ordinariness.”
 None of these men were from influential or wealthy backgrounds, none (that we know of) were highly educated or exceptionally talented. In fact, we read in Acts 4:13, “When they [the Jewish religious leaders] saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus.”

Why, we might wonder, would Jesus do this? Looking at Scripture as a whole, we discover that God has made a habit of choosing regular, ordinary people—even those we might consider “the least likely to succeed”—to accomplish His purposes. And this is not by accident. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 1:26-31,

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteous-ness, holiness and redemption. Therefore, as it is written: “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.”


The secret lies in verse 29: “so that no one may boast before Him.” God chooses and uses people so unlikely to accomplish greatness so that, when they do, they cannot take the credit for themselves. Onlookers shake their heads and wonder, “How did that happen? Certainly it was not because of him (or her)!” And God gets the credit.

It is as if Jesus said, “﻿Give me twelve ordinary men and I will change the world.﻿” The work of Jesus is not in the hands of men whom the world calls great, but in the hands of ordinary people like ourselves.

They Were Men with an Overall Commitment

Jesus did not select the Twelve randomly, though. As vastly different as they were from one another, there is a common thread in them all: They were men with an overall commitment. This is seen in the word “disciple,” a popular designation for the Twelve.

The word “disciple” is the translation of the Greek term mathetes, meaning a learner, follower, one who follows the teaching of another.
 In those days a disciple was a student, but in the first century a student did not simply study a subject; he followed a teacher. There is an element of personal attachment in “disciple” that is lacking in “student.”
 I prefer the concept of “apprentice” to describe a disciple, one who learns a practical trade by observing and mimicing a master. As Wiersbe puts it, “A disciple is one who learns by doing.”

As we have already seen in the lives of Peter, Andrew, James, John, and Matthew, becoming a disciple of Jesus meant leaving everything else behind. Being a disciple of Jesus was more than a full-time job; it was a life-changing commitment. They went with Him everywhere—they walked together, they ate together, they slept together—they lived together with the Master. 

And they learned together. While Jesus taught the masses and interacted with crowds, much of His teaching was directed to the Twelve. They were His apprentices. 

Before leaving this subject, I want to point out that the term “disciple” was also applied to others beyond the Twelve. There were, in fact, many disciples of Jesus. At one point He sent out seventy-two in pairs to do ministry in Luke 10. In the book of Acts, the word was used to describe all the Christians (Acts 6:1,2,7; 9:36).
 When Jesus gave the Great Commission in Matthew 28:19-20, His singular command was to “make disciples of all nations.” We are all called to be Jesus’ disciples today, though we do not have the privilege of the personal interaction these men had in the first century.

They Were Men with an Outstanding Challenge

While Jesus had many disciples, He hand-picked a small group of men from among them to be set apart for intensive training, men to whom He could entrust His ministry when He was gone.
 They were men with an outstanding challenge. 

Why twelve? I agree with Leon Morris who writes, “This is the number of the tribes of Israel, a number which indicates that Jesus was establishing the true Israel, the people of God.”
 Notice that Morris did not say Jesus was establishing a new Israel, but rather “the true Israel.” Many commentators suggest that Jesus was founding a brand new organization that would replace Israel as the people of God. I strongly disagree. We need to remember that all of the Twelve—and Jesus Himself—were Jews! All of the early Christians in the book of Acts were Jews. The New Testament was written by Jews with one exception, Luke. To borrow Paul’s analogy of the olive tree in Romans 11, God did not chop down the original tree—Israel—and plant a new tree called the Church. No, He broke off the natural branches (Jews) who refused to believe, and grafted in wild olive shoots (Gentiles) who believed. But notice that it’s the same tree! While it is true that most Jewish people of Jesus’ day (and ours) did not accept Him as Messiah, the New Testament Church is actually the faithful remnant of the Old Testament Israel. Thus Jesus chose twelve men, just as the nation of Israel descended from Jacob’s twelve sons.

We read in Luke 6:13, Jesus “called his disciples to him and chose twelve of them, whom he also designated apostles…” From among many disciples Jesus chose twelve apostles. This provides a clue to the role of the Twelve: not only are they Jesus’ disciples (committed followers), but they are also in training to be his apostles (commissioned representatives).

The word “apostle” is familiar to many Christians, but what does it mean? The English word “apostle” comes directly from the Greek term apostolos, literally meaning, “one sent forth,” or “a mes​senger.” 
 In the ancient world, this term was not used to describe a mere courier, though. This was an official word used to indicate someone who was authorized to represent the one who sent him. The best way to understand the word “apostle” in our own day and age is to think of the word “ambassador.” An ambassador today represents the government of his homeland to the nation to which he was sent. If a message is to be relayed personally from one government to another, the ambassador delivers the message with the full power and authority of his government.

In New Testament times, an “apostle” was one commissioned for official service by one with authority. Jesus had many disciples but only twelve apostles, His special “ambassadors.”
 Earlier I mentioned the Great Commission in Matthew 28, where Jesus commanded His followers to “make disciples of all nations.” An important phrase begins the Great Commission that is often overlooked: “All authority in heaven and on earth is given to Me, therefore go…” By saying this, Jesus delegated His authority to the Twelve and sent them out with His message, representing Him as official delegates. “Apostle,” like “ambassador” today, was a title of great respect and privilege.

One interesting sidelight: The first apostle we meet in the New Testament is neither Paul nor Peter. It is Jesus himself. Jesus defines his role as one sent by the Father. He came with the words and the authority of the Father.
 Hebrews 3:1 refers to “Jesus, the apostle and high priest whom we confess.” And now He commissions others.

One resource of mine gave this helpful distinction between disciples and apostles:
A disciple is one who learns; an apostle is one who is sent.
A disciple receives a message; an apostle transmits a message.
There were many disciples; there were but few apostles.
We must know before we can tell; we need to tell what we know.
Learning is the basis for living; a changed life is the fruit of learning.
Jesus needs disciples before He can have “apostles.”
Jesus wants to make “apostles” out of His disciples!
“As the Father sent Me, so send I you” (John 20:21) 


So how does this apply to us today? Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:20, “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God.” We are all called to be Jesus’ disciples—His apprentices, learning to act and talk like Jesus—and we are called to be Christ’s ambassadors—His official spokesmen to a lost and dying world. The Church is Heaven’s embassy on earth, and we are Christ’s ambassadors. As Wiersbe concludes,

The work of salvation could be accomplished only by Jesus Christ, and He did it alone. But the witness of this salvation could only be accomplished by His people, those who have trusted Him and been saved. The King needed ambassadors to carry the message—and He still needs them. It is not enough that we pray for laborers to be sent into the harvest fields. We must also make ourselves available to serve Him.


None of us will probably have a church, school, or hospital named after us, but we are no less saints—those God has called and set aside for a special purpose—than those twelve ordinary men Jesus called to be His disciples and apostles.
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