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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Before we begin with our lesson let me put it into its proper context.  

To do that I am going to have to go all the way back to the beginning of 

Jesus’ public ministry and one of the first things he did.  The story is 

recounted in John 2.  Jesus went up to Jerusalem for the feast of the 

Passover.  When he was there he went to the temple mount, made a whip of 

cords, entered into the temple grounds and drove out the moneychangers.  

He overturned their tables.  He scattered their money and their livestock.  He 

caused a huge commotion.  In doing this he unmasked the hypocrisy, 

spiritual bankruptcy, and apostasy of the religious leaders of the day.  He 

held up their gross corruption for all the world to see.  He confronted them.  

He challenged them.  He embarrassed them.  He began his ministry by 

bringing confrontation and strife and he engendered an anger in his 

opponents that over the course of time would grow and fester and turn 

deadly.   



 As we come to our lesson today, we find that approximately 18 

months of ministry has passed.  During that time Jesus has been 

demonstrating his authority with signs and wonders, ministering with a 

merciful, loving heart to the many who thronged to him, and angering the 

religious authorities even more.  He has healed the sick of all sorts of 

diseases.  He has rebuked demons and delivered the possessed.  He has eaten 

at the table of notorious sinners.  He has cleansed lepers and in so doing has 

demonstrated his power to eradicate the terrible effects of sin.  In healing a 

paralytic he has shown his power to forgive sins.  And as we saw last week, 

he has declared himself to be the Lord of the Sabbath.  “Come to me,” Jesus 

says, in effect, “and you will find your true rest and comfort and blessing.  

You true Sabbath is to be found in me.”  And in all of this he deeply 

offended and angered the members of the religious class.  As you recall, our 

lesson last week closed with these words: 

 But they [the scribes and Pharisees] were furious and began to 
discuss with one another what they might do to Jesus. 

 Now our lesson today begins with the words, “One of those days.”  

What does that mean?  “One of those days.”  One of what days?  One of the 

days of growing crisis; one of the days of growing tension; one of the days 

in which the rejection of Jesus is made complete.  The Pharisees and scribes 



have seen him and they have seen enough.  Having followed Jesus for some 

time they discovered that they hated the gospel he preached.  They despised 

his doctrines of grace.  They spurned his call to repentance.  They repudiated 

the faith.  They put their trust in their physical descent from Abraham rather 

than on the faith that Abraham held.  And now, in earnest, they begin their 

plotting to end Jesus’ life.  John had it exactly right in the opening of his 

gospel when, under the superintendence of the Holy Spirit, he wrote, “He 

came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.”   

 Now Jesus knew all this, of course.  He read the hearts of men and he 

knew their plotting.  And he knew that in a very short time—about a year 

and a half, he would go to Jerusalem and to a cross.  He knew that he would 

suffer and die and on the third day be raised to life.  And he knew that after 

his resurrection he would ascend into heaven to sit at the right hand of his 

Father.  All these things had been ordained.  They were part of the decree 

that God himself had made before the foundation of the world.  That being 

the case, Jesus knew it was time to call and train apostles who would carry 

on the work of the church when he was gone physically from the scene.   

Our lesson, then, marks a time of change in the priorities of Jesus.  

His top priority is now to call and train up men to become apostles—his 



spokesmen and ambassadors.  As we walk with Jesus over the next months 

we will begin to see him more and more concentrate on teaching the Twelve.  

While he will still preach and teach large numbers of people, more and more 

we will get an intimate portrait of his life, his teaching and his fellowship 

with the apostles.   

 Let’s turn to our lesson.  It starts, “One of those days Jesus went out to 

a mountainside to pray, and spent the night praying to God.”  As this new 

phase in his ministry begins, Jesus starts with prayer.  He spent the night 

praying, probably some 8 to 10 hours straight.  Now there are a couple of 

things we need to notice that we don’t see clearly in the English translation.  

First, the word translated “spent” in the phrase “spent the night” has in the 

Greek a sense of toiling or striving.  It cannot be used, for example, to say 

that someone “spent the night sleeping.”  This word indicates that Jesus was 

enduring a heavy task throughout the night.  His prayer was fervent and 

draining as he lifted up those he was about to call and interceded with his 

Father on their behalf.  Here is J. C. Ryle and the application he gives: 

 Do we desire to help forward the cause of pure and undefiled 
religion in the world?  Then let us never forget to pray for ministers, 
and especially for young men about to enter the ministry.  The 
progress of the Gospel, under God, will always depend much on the 
character and conduct of those who profess to preach it.  An 
unconverted minister can never be expected to do good to souls.  He 
cannot teach properly what he does not feel experimentally.  From 



such men let us pray daily that the Church may be delivered.  
Converted ministers are God’s special gift.  Men cannot create them.  
If we would have good ministers, we must remember our Lord’s 
example and pray for them.  Their work is heavy.  Their responsibility 
is enormous.  Their strength is small.  Let us see that we support them, 
and hold up their hands by our prayers. 

 The second thing to note that doesn’t come through in the English is 

found in the expression “praying to God.”  The original indicates not so 

much that what we have here is a prayer to God, but rather the prayer of 

God.  The prayer of God.  We have a picture, then, of Jesus in his fully 

human nature toiling in prayer throughout night on behalf of the 12 he would 

choose in the morning, and Jesus in his fully divine nature interceding for 

those whom he is about to choose in perfect communion and agreement with 

the Father and the Holy Spirit.   

 Let me make a further application.  Jesus often spent time in prayer.  

He would drop things and get away to spend time alone with his heavenly 

Father.  It was a pattern the early church learned well.  In Acts 6 when the 

first deacons are chosen to aid in the ministry of the growing church, we find 

the apostles praying.  In Acts 13 we find the church praying and fasting 

before they send Barnabas and Paul off on mission work.  In Acts 14 elders 

are appointed for the emerging congregations with prayer and fasting.  Paul, 



in prison in Rome, writes to the Philippians who have been praying for him, 

saying,  

 Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through your 
prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has 
happened to me will turn out for my deliverance.  I eagerly expect and 
hope that I will in now way be ashamed, but will have sufficient 
courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, 
whether by life or by death.  For to me, to live is Christ and to die is 
gain.   

 Our lesson continues: 

 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 as called the 
Zealot, Judas son of James and Judas Iscariot, who became a traitor. 

At this point Jesus had many disciples.  From among the entire group he 

sovereignly chose 12 and designated them as apostles.  They did not choose 

him; he chose them.  Now in Scripture the word “apostle” is used in two 

different ways, a broad way and a narrow way.  The word itself means 

someone who is “sent” and, in a broad way, not only are the Twelve counted 

as apostles, so are Barnabas, Apollos, Silvanus, Epaphroditus and Timothy.  

They are all called apostles in that wide sense because they were all 

preachers sent of God to represent the cause of Christ to the world.  In a 

narrow sense, however, and in the more usual sense of the word, “apostle” is 



used to designate the 12 Jesus chose here and Paul, whom Jesus chose later 

on, after his resurrection.   

Let me talk for a minute about the role of the apostles.  They were 

given leadership in the church and an exclusive teaching authority.  Their 

authority to teach stood firm because their message was one received from 

Jesus himself.  He gave them the truth of God and that was what they taught 

and that is what some of them wrote to make up the New Testament.  It was 

what Paul called the “pattern of sound teaching,” or the “good deposit... 

entrusted to [them].”  To confirm that it was the truth that these men taught, 

Jesus granted them supernatural powers to work signs and wonders—to do 

miracles that attested to their truth and faithfulness to his gospel.  The 

apostles, then, laid the foundation of the Christian church.   At the end of Act 

2 there is a description of the early church.  It says, “They devoted 

themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of 

bread and to prayer.”  The Apostles’ teaching was authoritative and binding, 

because it was the teaching of Jesus.  You can think of it this way: Jesus set 

the 12 aside for a special task.  He taught them.  He equipped them.  He 

authorized them.  And he sent them into the world to be his official 

representatives—ambassadors, as it were.  With these 12 he replaced the 12 

tribes and the apostate Jewish religious leaders.  The apostles represent the 



true Israel of God, a people gathered together on the basis of grace alone, 

through faith alone in the promises of God given in Jesus Christ.    

Now when we look at the men Jesus chose as his apostle, we need to 

note several things.  First, all of them save Judas Iscariot were from Galilee.  

Judas, as his last name attests, was from a small town in southern Judah.  

Iscariot means “from Keriath.”    They were not, then, from the 

cosmopolitan city of Jerusalem, but from the backwaters of Palestine.  Not 

one was rich.  Not one was highly connected or of noble birth.  Not one was 

a Pharisee or Scribe, a priest or ruler or elder in the synagogue.  In the New 

International Version, in Acts 4:13, they are called “unschooled, ordinary 

men.”  In the Authorized Version the same passage is translated, “unlearned 

and ignorant men.”  They were not the sort of men that the world would 

choose for such a heavy responsibility, but if we know our biblical history 

we see that they were just the sort of men that God has chosen in the past.   

J. C. Ryle said, “A religion that turned the world upside down while 

its first preachers were all poor men, must needs have been from heaven.”  

In Zechariah we read these words: ‘“Not by might nor by power, but by my 

Spirit,’ says the Lord Almighty.”  When God called Moses, Moses said to 

him, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites 



out of Egypt.... I have never been eloquent... I am slow of speech and 

tongue.”  When God called Gideon, that judge of Israel replied, “But Lord, 

how can I save Israel?  My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the 

least in my family.”  When the prophet Samuel went to Jesse’s house to 

anoint one of his sons as king over Israel, Jesse hadn’t even thought to bring 

his youngest son in from the fields; his older brothers were the much more 

logical choice.  And yet it was David, the youngest, that God had chosen to 

take the throne of the kingdom.  Isaiah, on being called of God, can only 

think to say, “”Woe to me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips and 

I dwell among a people of unclean lips and my eyes have seen the King, the 

Lord Almighty.”  When he was called, Jeremiah said, “Ah, Sovereign Lord, I 

do not know how to speak; I am only a child.”  And the Apostle Paul, though 

one of the most gifted men in the history of the church, ministered in 

weakness and humility.  He wrote these words in his First Letter to the 

Corinthians: 

When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or 
superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God.  For 
I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ 
and him crucified.  I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much 
trembling.  My message and my preaching were not with wise and 
persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so 
that you faith might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power. 

Time and time again we see God choose the foolish things of the world to 

bring his purposes to fulfillment.  That, of course, is why God chose them.  



He chose them so that his power would shine all the more brightly through 

their all too apparent weaknesses.  It was to better demonstrate his glory, to 

the praise of his holy name.   

 Next week I am going to talk about the apostles themselves.  I don’t 

know if I will be able to cover all 12 of them.  Some we know much about, 

others really very little.  But we do know what they taught.  What they 

preached.  And what, ultimately, all but one were martyred for: God the 

Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the 

communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body 

and the life everlasting.  Beloved, as our brothers and sisters in Christ did so 

many years ago, let us devote ourselves to this teaching, to fellowship, to the 

breaking of bread and to prayer.  And in this way may the name of Jesus be 

glorified and praised.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


