
John Wesley, the eighteenth century Methodist evangelist, regularly

preached fifteen sermons a week. In the light of this, according to the

busyness of Jesus recorded in the Gospels, it is unlikely that Jesus

preached and taught publicly for less than twenty hours a week. If so, and if

he spoke at one hundred and thirty words per minute, which is a normal

lecture speed, then in one year of his public ministry our Lord would have

delivered 8,112,000 words; and in three years that would amount to around

twenty-four and a half million words. But only twenty-four thousand are

recorded in the Bible, which means that we have merely one thousandth

part of what Jesus taught during his public ministry. In bringing ‘all things’

to the memory of the disciples (John 14:26), the Holy Spirit must have been

very selective. This is confirmed by John, who informs us that we have only

a small part of the miracles, interviews and actions of Jesus (John

21:24–25).

It is perhaps hardly surprising, therefore, that for all their importance,

most of the apostles have very little on record either of what they said or

what they did. James the son of Alphaeus does not have a single word

recorded and is mentioned only in the lists of the Twelve and as the son of

Mary in Mark 15:40; we know even less about Simon the Zealot! Unless we

identify Bartholomew with the Nathanael of John’s Gospel, where he

enjoyed a very brief interview with Jesus and went fishing with a few of the

disciples after the crucifixion, we know nothing about him either. Similarly,

there are no recorded words of Matthew, and it is only his dramatic call to

discipleship and the meal that he put on afterwards for his cronies to meet

Jesus, that draws our attention to him at all.

More surprising is the fact that even Andrew has less than thirty words

credited to him, and John—surely one of the leading apostles—offers us

not a single word of his own, apart from two or three phrases that he shares

either with his brother James or with Peter. We know nothing about

Thomas, apart from what John tells us in his Gospel, but then, John seemed

to have a particular interest in some of these lesser known apostles. Even

Judas the betrayer has more to say for himself than most of the apostles. So,

whatever we read Jesus and his apostles said and did, and whoever we read

they met, all this must be very significant because there was a vast amount

more that could have been recorded.
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For this reason, although they are all apostles who we imagine were some

of the ‘big’ characters of the New Testament, considering how little we are

told about most of them and what they all were before their call to follow

Christ, they fit well into the pattern of God’s little people. Apart from Peter

and John, they all virtually pass from our view as individuals after the first

chapter of Acts. James only reappears in time to be executed by Herod.

Whilst there is inevitably plenty of legend to follow them all beyond the

pages of Scripture, there is very little that we can be certain of—and that

goes for Peter and John as well. Is this an accidental oversight of history, or

the deliberate purpose of God? They, like all of us, had a relatively small

window of opportunity to serve Christ before they were hurried into the

eternal kingdom. Their legacy never had a name-tag attached for the

following generations to read: the apostles started no movements under

their own name and erected no buildings; even the claim that Peter was the

founder of the church at Rome is of more than dubious reliability.

Under the covenant recorded in the Old Testament a male heir was

crucial, and to be able to trace one’s family roots was essential, but when

the new and lasting covenant was ushered in with the advent of the Son of

God, all this became irrelevant. Not one of the apostles left a blood line that

we can trace, Peter is the only apostle of whom we have any detail about his

domestic life, and even the theology of an unbroken apostolic succession is

a wishful myth. When Paul heard a hint of apostolic parties, he rejected

such ideas immediately (1 Corinthians 1:12–13). The only movement

known to have adopted the name of an apostle, the Paulicians, was a

heretical group who came to birth in Armenia in the mid-seventh century

and struggled on for a long time before becoming extinct some twelve

hundred years later.

Like all of us, these little people worshipped, worked and went.

Admittedly books have been written on the life and letters of Peter, and the

writings of John, but that is all. There is simply insufficient material for a

single book on any of the others. Sadly, and perhaps significantly, we could

write more about Judas Iscariot than Bartholomew, Matthew, James the

son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus combined. Yet these are the ‘apostles’—

no less! But then, the whole purpose of our lives, as theirs, is not that we

should leave a name for ourselves but that we should exalt the name of
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Christ. John the Baptist set the compass bearing for the journey of the

apostles of Christ—and for all who follow them—when he announced: ‘He

must become greater; I must become less’ (John 3:30). Few have exhibited

this so well as the twelve apostles.

It may help to avoid some confusion if we remember that Jesus himself

had at least four brothers who are mentioned in the Gospels: James,

Joseph, Simon and Judas (Matthew 13:55) and three of these share the

same name as apostles. Each of them appears to have been persuaded of

who Christ was only after the resurrection—which is remarkable since they

grew up with their unusual brother—and later James became the leading

elder in Jerusalem and the author of the New Testament letter; his brother

Jude also left us a letter.

What is particularly interesting is the close relationship that many of the

apostles shared. Peter and Andrew were brothers, as were James and John.

Matthew and James were both sons of Alphaeus and this could mean they

were brothers also, though we are not told so. More than this, if James and

John were sons of Salome, then they were cousins of Jesus because Salome

was very likely the sister of Mary. But there were close business ties also.

Peter, Andrew, James and John worked together in a fishing syndicate, and

almost certainly Philip and possibly Thomas were in the same trade;

Bartholomew (Nathanael) was very likely a fisherman too, which means

that seven of the twelve were fishermen. Of the rest, we know only the

profession of Matthew and the political affiliation of Simon the Zealot; of

the other three we can only guess.

Having said all this, if we believe that the Holy Spirit has carefully

selected the information we are given, then it is not at all impossible to

make some significant judgements about the character of each of the

apostles, without resorting to wild speculation. As with the little people in

the letters of Paul, I have not provided much application of the lessons

learnt from these lives. My purpose has been to describe their characters

with all the information we have available. The application speaks for itself.
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