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Sermon: The Apostles 

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

 This week we are going to stay with a text we considered two weeks 

ago when, as we followed along with Jesus, we heard him call out the 

Twelve from among his entire group of disciples to be his apostles.  In our 

last time together we discussed the timing of Jesus’ call and role of the 

apostles.   He called his apostles when he did because the time of his 

ministry on earth was running short and he had to select and train up those 

who would carry on his work after he had ascended into heaven.  Calvary 

was beginning to loom on the horizon.  As we follow Jesus in our lesson 

today we need to remember that he has only some eighteen short months 

before entering into his Passion.  And as to the role of the apostles, we found 

that they were leaders of the church, its authoritative teachers and 

ambassadors of Jesus Christ to the world.  They spoke his message—what 

the Apostle Paul called the “good deposit”--and were given power from on 

high to perform miracles, signs and wonders in order to confirm the truth of 

what they said.   



 Last time together we also considered the sort of men Jesus chose.  

They were common, ordinary folk.  He chose four fishermen.  A tax 

collector.  A political activist.  We don’t know what the others did for a 

living, but we know the Lord didn’t choose elders or rulers or priests or 

teachers of the law.  Some twenty-five years later Paul was to write of this 

habit of God, saying,  

 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.   

 Let’s look at our lesson.  Before we get to a few of the individuals 

named, let me make a few preliminary comments about this list of apostles 

found in Luke.  It is one of four found in the Bible, the others being in 

Matthew, Mark and the Acts of the Apostles.  In each list, except for the list 

from Acts, which doesn’t contain the name of Judas Iscariot, who had by 

that time shown himself to be a traitor and had killed himself, there are three 

groups containing four disciples each.  The head of the first group is Peter.  

The head of the second group is Philip.  The head of the third group is 

James, the son of Alphaeus.  He was also called “James the Less”, either 



because he was short—“little James”—or because he was not as prominent 

as James, the brother of John.   

 The members of the first group are most likely the first disciples Jesus 

called to himself.  They would have been with him the longest and they 

occupied the most trusted positions in his inner circle.  Within this first 

group which was made up of four fishermen and two sets of brothers, Peter, 

James and John seemed to have an especially close relationship with Jesus.  

He took those three up with him on the Mount of Transfiguration.  He asked 

those three to watch with him while he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane 

just before his arrest.  The second group does not have quite so high a profile 

in Scripture but they are still significant figures in the gospel.  The members 

of group three are rarely mentioned in the gospels, except for Judas Iscariot.  

James, the son of Alphaeus should not be mistaken for the James who wrote 

the Letter of James.  The letter writer was James, the half brother of Jesus.  It 

is his bones that might have been discovered in a limestone box that is now 

on display at the Royal Ontario Museum.  And Judas, son of James, is most 

likely not the Jude who wrote the second to last book in the New Testament.  

That Jude, or Judas—the names are the same—was probably another half 

brother of the Lord.    



 That being said, let’s take a look at some of the individual disciples, 

starting with Peter.  His given name was Simon, a common name at the time.  

Peter was a nickname Jesus gave him.  It means “rock” and it gives us an 

indication of what Jesus wanted Peter to become.  It is clear, however, from 

the gospel accounts that to mold him so that he would deserve his new name, 

Jesus had a lot of work to do.  Simon Peter was impetuous, impulsive, 

headstrong and explosive; he was a man of action, though often ill-advised 

action.  But he had the raw material to make a great leader and that he 

unquestionably was.  In Matthew 10:2 it says, “These are the names of the 

twelve apostles: first, Simon (who is called Peter).”   The word there for 

“first”, protos, does not mean first on the list, but first as in preeminent.  He 

was the chief apostle.   

Let’s think about that.  Like all true leaders, Peter was curious.  He 

was the one who asked most of the questions of Jesus.  How many times 

must I forgive?  What reward will there be for leaving all behind and 

following you?  What’s the deal with the withered fig tree?  What is going to 

become of John, the beloved disciple?  And along with this curiosity were 

drive, ambition and energy.  You see, as well as asking the questions he tried 

to answer them.  First to ask, first to answer: that was Peter.  Think back to 

Caesarea Philippi.  It was there that Jesus asked his disciples what the people 



were saying about him.  Who do they say that I am?  After receiving their 

various answers, he asked the most important question of all.  Who do you 

say that I am?  Peter leapt in with the answer before all the rest.  “Thou art 

the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  At that time Jesus pronounced him 

blessed, because flesh and blood had not revealed that to Peter, but the 

heavenly Father himself.  And then Jesus began to teach about just what it 

meant for him—Jerusalem, a cross, a grave and a resurrection.  Peter jumped 

in again.  “No.  That can’t be.  That must not be.”  Jesus rebuked him as 

harshly as he could.  “Get thee behind me, Satan.”   

But even there we see a characteristic of true leadership, if for the 

time-being misdirected.  Peter was always in the middle of the fray.  He was 

never one to stand on the sidelines.  When Jesus walked across the lake to 

get to the boat the disciples were in, Peter was the one to jump out of the 

boat and make his way to his Lord.  When Jesus was arrested, Peter drew his 

sword and attacked the servant of the high priest, cutting off his ear.  Now I 

don’t know what Peter was thinking.  The place was swarming with soldiers 

and guards.  There would have been more than 100 armed men sent to arrest 

Jesus.  He couldn’t have taken them all on.  But there he was, in the middle 

of things.  And after the arrest, he and John were the only ones to follow 

Jesus.  Yes, he denied him three times—but nobody else was even in a 



position to do so.  Like all good commanders, Peter was a man who led from 

the front.   

How did Jesus shape Peter and make him bold and steadfast and wise 

instead of bold and vacillating and stupid?  He did it through discipline.  He 

rebuked Peter at Caesarea Philippi, as we have seen.  He also did it later on, 

in the upper room, just before the Last Supper.  The disciples had been 

fighting about who would be the greatest in the kingdom.  Jesus, as an object 

lesson, got a basin of water and began to wash the disciples’ feet—a task that 

was usually done by the lowliest slave.  Peter was horrified.  “No, you shall 

never wash my feet.”  Jesus answered him, “Unless I wash you, you have no 

part with me.”  It was a devastating answer, but Peter was a man after God’s 

own heart.  “Then, Lord, not just my feet but my hands and my head as 

well.”   

Jesus also shaped Peter through failure and through his failures 

worked humility and dependence into his character.  The greatest example of 

this, of course, in Peter’s failure of courage and faith when he denied the 

Lord three times.  He had earlier pledged to die with Jesus.  Here is the 

account from Luke’s Gospel: 



Peter sat down with them.  A servant girl saw him seated there 
in the firelight.  She looked closely at him and said, “This man was 
with him.” 

But he denied it. “Woman, I don’t know him,” he said. 
A little later someone else saw him and said, “You also are one 

of them.” 
“Man, I am not!” Peter replied. 
About an hour later another asserted, “Certainly this fellow was 

with him, for he is a Galilean.” 
Peter replied, “Man, I don’t know what you’re talking about!”  

Just as he was speaking, the rooster crowed.  The Lord turned and 
looked straight at Peter.  Then Peter remembered the word the Lord 
had spoken to him: “Before the rooster crows today, you will disown 
me three times.”  And he went outside and wept bitterly. 

That failure taught Peter humility and dependence and when Jesus forgave 

him for his denial it taught Peter the greatness of God’s grace, love and 

mercy. 

 We get a glimpse of the mature Peter in his two letters.  He had 

learned the real nature of leadership.   

 Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as 
overseers—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God 
wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording 
it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.     

He had learned humility. 

 All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, 
because, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”  
Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand that he may 
lift you up in due time.  Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares 
for you.   



He had learned godly courage—a courage that would not flag under the 

threat of death because it was a courage founded upon the knowledge and 

trust of God.  He began to see burdens as blessings given by God to shape 

him into the man God wanted him to be.   

 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!  In his 
great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that 
can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through 
faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation 
that is ready to be revealed at the last time.  In this you greatly rejoice, 
though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all 
kinds of trials.  These have come so that your faith—of greater worth 
than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be 
proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honour when Jesus 
Christ is revealed.  Though you have not seen him you love him; and 
even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled 
with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal 
of your faith, the salvation of your souls.   
  

 Much more needs to be said about Peter.  We will come to know him 

better as we go through the Gospel and the Book of Acts, but time is short so 

let’s move on to James and John.  These two were rugged, hard-edged, 

intolerant, ambitious, volatile and brash.  Their father Zebedee was fairly 

well off—he had a fishing business that was large enough to hire multiple 

hired servants.  He was also a man of some prominence.  His son John was 

known to the high priest.  That’s how he was able to get Peter admitted to 

the high priest’s courtyard on the night of Jesus’ arrest.  The family name 



and reputation, then, were prominent enough to have reached from Galilee to 

Jerusalem.  Perhaps that is why John and James both sought to be first 

among the apostles.  They wanted to sit at the Lord’s right hand and left 

when his kingdom had come.  Their mother even asked Jesus that they be 

given that honour.   

Jesus gave them the nickname Boanerges—sons of thunder.  There is 

a story in Luke 9 that gives us a clue as to why.  In Luke 9:51 we see Jesus 

headed from Galilee to Jerusalem.  The time had come for him to enter into 

his passion.  Usually Jews making that trip would skirt around Samaria.  

Jews and Samaritans were like oil and water.  But Jesus went straight 

through Samaritan territory.  He sent disciples ahead of him so that things 

might be prepared and he might have a place to stay the night.  Luke records 

that “the people there did not welcome him, because he was heading for 

Jerusalem.”  The Samaritans had their own mount of worship—Mount 

Gerazim—and they thought everybody should worship there.  They wanted 

no part of anybody going to Jerusalem for the Passover. 

Now James and John, on hearing this, ask Jesus a question.  “Lord, do 

you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy them?”  Now the two 

brothers did not think this up out of thin air.  They had biblical precedent.  In 



II Kings 1 we find the story of Ahaziah.  He was the son of Ahab and Jezebel 

and, on his father’s death he became king of Israel.  One day, in his palace in 

Samaria, he managed to fall out of his second story window.  He leaned on a 

piece of latticework that gave way and down to the ground he tumbled.  He 

injured himself gravely.  Wondering about his prognosis, he sent envoys to 

consult with the priests of Baal-Zebub, the god of the Canaanites.   

Now God had absolutely forbidden this sort of thing.  Divination, 

witchcraft, the forecasting of the future are all an abomination to him.  So 

God sent the prophet Elijah to intercept the messengers of the king and to 

bring him this word: “You will not leave the bed you are lying on.  You will 

certainly die.”  Now when the king was given this news, he was, of course 

troubled and so he sent out a company of soldiers to arrest Elijah.  The king 

was apparently operating on the misapprehension that if he could either get 

Elijah to retract the curse or kill him, the curse would be lifted and he would 

live.  Fifty men left the city of Samaria that day.  They tried to arrest Elijah.  

The prophet called down fire from heaven and they burned up.  “‘If I am a 

man of God, may fire come down from heaven and consume you and your 

fifty men!’  Then fire fell from heaven and consumed the captain and his 

men.”  The king sent out another company of fifty.  The same thing 

happened.  Then he sent out a third.  The third captain thought it was a 



suicide mission, so rather than try to arrest Elijah he fell on his knees and 

begged for his life and the life of his men.  Elijah spared them and, with the 

promoting of the angel of the Lord, went to the city, confronted Ahaziah and 

confirmed his death sentence.  And so it was that King Ahaziah died. 

Now John and James were apparently thinking of this incident that 

happened years earlier in the territory they were passing through.  It worked 

for Elijah in his confrontation with Ahaziah—why wouldn’t it be a 

possibility for them and these inhospitable Samaritans.  But you see, they 

had the wrong motives.  They asked out of a spirit of arrogance and pride.  

They had forgotten that Jesus had come to seek and save that which was lost 

and that in time Philip would go to the Samaritans with the gospel and they 

would be saved.  And so Jesus rebuked them and ultimately taught them to 

put aside their earthly ambitions, to serve and to love.  James, who wanted a 

crown of glory, drank the cup of suffering instead and was the first of the 

apostles to be martyred.  John became known as the “apostle of love” and 

his naturally rugged, ambitious and intolerant nature was tempered by the 

Lord’s gentle hand.  This passage is from John’s First Letter and illustrates 

the distance he had traveled spiritually since that day in Samaria: 

Dear friends, let us love one another, for loves comes from 
God.  Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God.  
Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.  



This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only 
Son into the world that we might live through him.  This is love: not 
that we love God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning 
sacrifice for our sins.  Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also 
ought to love one another.   

 Let me say a word about Andrew in closing.  He was Peter’s brother 

and someone less like Peter is hard to imagine.  Andrew didn’t press 

forward, but was content to stay in the background.  Peter seemed to blurt 

out whatever came to mind; Andrew was thoughtful and considered and isn’t 

recorded as saying anything in Scripture that’s not entirely appropriate.  

While Peter preached to thousands, Andrew seemed to work one on one.  He 

brought Peter to Jesus.  He brought Greek seekers to Jesus.  He brought the 

young land with the fish and loaves to Jesus so the Lord could feed the 

5,000.  He laboured quietly in humble places and so perhaps he is the one 

apostle of the first four that is most easy for us to identify with.  Yet for all 

his humility he was richly blessed.  He was the first to hear that Jesus was 

the Lamb of God.  He was the first to follow Jesus.  In bringing Peter to 

Christ he became the first “home missionary.”  In bringing Gentiles to Christ 

he became the first “foreign missionary.”  He knew the value of little things, 

for most of life is made up of little things, and he honoured God with them 

by offering those little things to the Lord.   



 We’ll take a look at the rest of the disciples next week, but until then 

let’s contemplate what the apostles were—and what Jesus in his mighty 

power made them into—and let’s remember that power is still at work in the 

hearts and lives of his beloved.  He takes his own and through trial and 

discipline he makes them wonderful.  What a mighty God we serve—and 

what a privilege to be molded by his mighty hand.  In Christ’s name.  

AMEN. 


