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Jesus and his apostles
The first Christians were all Jews who followed the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob according to the Jewish Scriptures.  These Jewish Christians believed that they were being faithful to the Law of Moses and the writings of the Jewish prophets, but they also believed that a man from Nazareth in Galilee was the promised Davidic King and God’s Messiah.  This man’s name was Jesus. 
Jesus was born in Bethlehem in fulfillment of the prophecy of Micah:

As for you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, too little to be among the clans of Judah, from you One will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel.  His goings forth are from long ago, from the days of eternity.  Therefore He will give them up until the time when she who is in labor has borne a child.  Then the remainder of His brethren will return to the sons of Israel.  And He will arise and shepherd His flock in the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of the LORD His God (Micah 5:2-4).

After his birth, Jesus’ family fled to Egypt to escape death threats from King Herod.  After King Herod died, the family returned to their home in Nazareth, a small town of only a few hundred people.  
Nazareth was in Galilee which was primarily Gentile territory where Jews were a minority.  In smaller towns like Nazareth, however, most of the people were probably Jewish.   Although Nazareth was a small town, we should not think of Nazareth as a remote, backwards village far from the rest of the world.  Nor should we conclude that Jesus grew up isolated or ignorant of the wider world.  
Nazareth sat on a hill that overlooked the valley of Jezreel.  Looking west from the top of this hill Jesus would have been able to see the coast of Tyre and the Mediterranean Sea.  In the distance, Jesus could see places where some of the many historical events took place such as Mount Carmel where the prophet Elijah contended with the prophets of Baal.  In the Jezreel Valley below Jesus could see the place where some of the most significant battles in Israel’s history took place such as: the battle between the Israelite prophetess Deborah and Sisera, commander of a large Canaanite army; the battle between Gideon and the Midianites; the battle between King Saul and the Philistines, and the battle between King Josiah and Pharaoh Necho of Egypt.  This valley would also someday be the location for the future epic battle of Armageddon.  In this valley Jesus could also see the main trade route that led from the east and north, from Damascus, Syria to Egypt and Ethiopia.   
Towards the east Jesus could see the Sea of Galilee.  To the north only four miles away, Jesus could see the Hellenistic city of Sepphoris, the capital of Galilee.  For at least two hundred years Sepphoris had been one of the largest cities in Galilee until it was destroyed by the Romans in 4 B.C. The Romans had destroyed the city of Sepphoris to stop one of the many rebellions that sprang up from the Jews living in the region of Galilee.  At the time that Jesus was growing up in Nazareth, Tetrarch Herod Antipas rebuilt Sepphoris according to the Hellenistic model.  He built it to be his capital and the city grew to a population of about twenty to thirty thousand people.  

Because Sepphoris was so close, it would have influenced life in Nazareth.   Major trade routes between Syria, Mesopotamia, the Mediterranean coast, and Egypt ran through this populous city.  Caravans, government emissaries, soldiers, religious pilgrims, and tourists regularly passed through the area on these busy highways.  These travelers passed on news and information from faraway places spreading culture, ideas, and new and exotic philosophies.   Jesus would have had many opportunities to learn about life in far-away places.  
Sepphoris was a great place to learn about the rest of the world and it was a good place to find work.  Herod Antipas needed many workers and artisans to help him build his capital.  Both Jesus’ and his father Joseph were builders and Sepphoris would have been a great place to find work.  
Although the New Testament does not record any visits of Jesus into Sepphoris, we should not think that Jesus did not go there.  For example, Jesus’ family went to Egypt but only Matthew records this visit.  Only the Gospel of John records Jesus’ early visits to Jerusalem.  Only Mark records Jesus’ visit to the Gentile cities of Decapolis.  Only Matthew and Mark record Jesus’ visits to the Syrian cities of Tyre, Sidon, and Caesarea Philippi.  The New Testament does not mention any visit of Jesus to the city of Tiberius, but many scholars believe that Jesus would not have passed up an opportunity to preach in Tiberius.  Jesus travelled throughout all the cities and towns of Galilee, as well as to areas heavily populated by Gentiles such as the cities of Decapolis and Perea.  He also traveled outside of Palestine to the pagan city of Caesarea Philippi a favorite tourist destination because of its famous Temple to the god Pan.  Jesus also traveled to the Syrian cities of Tyre and Sidon.  If Jesus was willing to go to these Gentile centers, he would not have been reluctant to go to Sepphoris or to Tiberius.

 Jesus was a rabbi—a Jewish religious teacher.  Rabbis were respected teachers who taught in the synagogue and taught children in the synagogue schools.  All Jewish boys were expected to attend these schools.  Some scholars believe that girls also received education in these schools.  Most of these synagogues were controlled by rabbis from the sect of the Pharisees.  

In addition to teaching the children in the synagogue schools, some of the more scholarly rabbis taught young men who hoped to become rabbis.  These young men were disciples of the rabbis and many of them entered into the very strict fraternity of the Pharisees.  The disciples of the rabbis often lived with their rabbi and served him.  A rabbi would give his disciples a special prayer and he would train them according to his “yoke” or interpretation of the Torah the Law of Moses.  The rabbis of the Pharisees believed in the Old Testament but they also believed strongly in the traditions of the elders.  
Although these rabbis held similar beliefs and doctrines we should not think of the Pharisees as a homogeneous group.  In other words, not all Pharisees belonged to the same group.  The Pharisees were separated into at least two groups: the school of Hillel and the school of Shammai.  These groups were not friendly towards each other.   The Talmud records over three hundred differences of opinion between the disciples of Hillel and the disciples of Shammai.  The Rabbis liked to debate and argue.  Sometimes these disagreements turned into bloody fights.  

Jesus was a rabbi very similar to the rabbis of the Pharisees and taught similarly to the rabbis of the Pharisees.  His parables and other teaching methods were similar to the kind of teaching methods used by the rabbis of the Pharisees.  Like the other rabbis, Jesus gave his disciples a special prayer.  We call this “the Lord’s prayer.”  Like the other rabbis, Jesus encouraged people to become his disciples by taking on his yoke—his interpretation of the Torah the Law of Moses.  
Jesus, however, differed from the Pharisees because he did not conform to their traditions.  Jesus publicly opposed the Pharisees because they put too much emphasis on religious traditions, and on many occasions Jesus got into debates with the Pharisees over these traditions.  Because of Jesus’ opposition, the Pharisees conspired to kill Jesus.
To help him in his ministry, Jesus chose twelve men to be his special envoys.  He called these envoys “apostles”.  Like the disciples of the other rabbis, Jesus’ twelve apostles lived with him, followed him, memorized his teachings, and assisted him in his needs and in his mission to bring God’s word to the world.
Jesus’ disciples also included a large group of women.  The Bible says: 

He began going around from one city and village to another, proclaiming and preaching the kingdom of God. The twelve were with Him, and also some women who had been healed of evil spirits and sicknesses: Mary who was called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, and Joanna the wife of Chuza, Herod's steward, and Susanna, and many others who were contributing to their support out of their private means (Luke 8:1-3).
Luke reports that in addition to the three women named there were “many others”.  The other Gospels also report about this large group of women disciples: 
There were also some women looking on from a distance, among whom were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the Less and Joses, and Salome. When He was in Galilee, they used to follow Him and minister to Him; and there were many other women who came up with Him to Jerusalem (Mark 15:40-41).
We need not try to identity all these women, but two of them—Salome and Johanna—are of particular importance.  Salome was the mother of two of Jesus’ closest disciples, James and John.  Salome’s husband was Zebedee, a wealthy businessman living in Capernaum, a town on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee.  In addition to being wealthy, members of Salome’s family had connections with members of the Jewish aristocracy.  Salome’s son John was an acquaintance of Annas the high priest.  The high priest was one of Israel’s most important leaders, second in power and influence only to King Herod.  
Salome was more than simply the wife of a fisherman.  She was a wealthy and influential woman who became one of Jesus’ closest disciples and who contributed to his ministry financially.
The other woman of note was Joanna who was probably living in Tiberius when she first met Jesus.  Like Salome, Joanna was one of Jesus’ closest disciples. Joanna was wife of Chuza, the epitropos (steward) of Herod Antipas who had moved his capital to Tiberius.  An epitropos was an important official in King Herod’s court or palace.  Chuza may have been a government official or Herod’s guardian or tutor.  In either case, Chuza was an important official in Herod’s court and Chuza’s wife, Joanna, was one of Jesus’ closest disciples who, like Salome, contributed financially to Jesus’ ministry.

The picture of Jesus’ disciples often given in commentaries and sermons is that Jesus’ disciples were poor, ignorant fisherman.  Some people even believe that Jesus’ disciples were illiterate because of the statement in Acts 4:13 which says: “Now as [the chief priests] observed the confidence of Peter and John and understood that they were uneducated and untrained men, they were amazed, and began to recognize them as having been with Jesus.” 
   Although the word “uneducated (αγραμματοι)” could be translated “illiterate”, it could also mean “untrained.  Peter and John had not gone through the usual training of the rabbis so in the minds of Jesus’ opponents, these men were uneducated.  
In first century Israel, all young boys and, according to a few scholars, some young girls, attended the synagogue schools and were taught to read the Torah by the rabbis, but only those who planned to become a rabbi went on for formal rabbinical training and ordination.
   Apparently Jesus and his apostles had not completed this rabbinical training, so some of Jesus opponents considered them to be uneducated. 

Jesus apostles, however, were far from ignorant.  They had all attended their local synagogue schools and learned to read the Torah.  Matthew was a government official who worked in the local tax office.  In addition to his ability to read the Torah, Matthew would also have been proficient in writing and in basic accounting skills. He would have been required to write in Greek and perhaps knew some Latin.  Peter and John both wrote portions of the New Testament.

In addition to being well educated some of Jesus’ apostles were wealthy.  Matthew was a tax collector who business made him wealthy.  Jesus’ closest disciples Peter, James, and John were business partners in a lucrative fishing business.  We know that this business was profitable because they owned a number of fishing boats and had employees who worked for them.  
Jesus was associated with other wealthy and influential families.  The family of Mary, Martha and Lazarus was a wealthy and influential family.  Remember that just before Jesus’ crucifixion, Mary poured about a pound of ointment over Jesus’ body.  This pound of ointment was worth three hundred denarii or about $13,000.  For Mary to have owned such an expensive amount of ointment she must have belonged to a very wealthy family.
Another close disciple was Joanna the wife of Chuza who was an important official of Herod Antipas.  So Joanna was financially and socially well-off and was able to contribute financially to Jesus’ ministry.

In addition to being financially wealthy, some of Jesus’ disciples were politically well connected.  John, one of Jesus’ closest disciples, was an acquaintance of the high priest Annas.   We read that when Jesus was arrested a few of his disciples followed him as he was taken by the Temple guards into the city.  One of these disciples, John the son of Zebedee, records what happened next: “Simon Peter was following Jesus, and so was another disciple.  Now that disciple was known to the high priest, and entered with Jesus into the court of the high priest, but Peter was standing at the door outside. So the other disciple, who was known to the high priest, went out and spoke to the doorkeeper, and brought Peter in (John 18:15-16).”   

The relationship that John had with the family of the high priest was close enough to not only allow John to be granted access but also for John to get Peter inside the courtyard of the high priest’s personal residence.  Therefore, John’s relationship with the family of Annas must have been more than a casual acquaintance for him to be able to enter into the compound of the high priest so easily.  We don’t know exactly how John knew the high priest.  What we do know is that the family of Zebedee was wealthy and in some way had connections with the family of the Jewish high priest who was one of the most powerful people in Israel. 

Another important point that helps us to see the intellectual prowess of Jesus’ disciples is their leadership in the early church.  Jesus chose men who had leadership qualities.  Jesus gave Simon a new name—Peter.  Peter is Greek for rock.  Jesus called Peter “Rockman” because of his strength of character, and Peter proved to be instrumental in the formation of the early church.  Peter was also instrumental in helping the early Jewish believers accept Gentiles into the Church.  God chose Peter to go to an Italian soldier named Cornelius and lead him to faith.  Twenty years after Jesus’ death and resurrection at the pivotal Jerusalem Council Peter would remind the leaders of the church that God had chosen him to take the Gospel to the Gentiles, and he led the leaders at the Council to allow Gentiles into the Church.  Later Peter would go to Rome and help lead the Christians there.
Jesus’ disciple John also was an important leader.  Not only did John assist Peter in leading the church in Jerusalem but John accompanied Peter to Samaria to help him consolidate the Samaritan Christians into the Church.  Later John would go to the city of Ephesus in Asia Minor to lead the Christians there.

Perhaps their most important contributions to the formation of the Church was their literary accomplishments.  Peter wrote two letters to the Christian Jews who lived in Asia Minor.  John wrote one of the Gospels, three letters, and the book of Revelation.  The Apostle Matthew also wrote a Gospel.   
The Gospel of Mark was written by John Mark a close associate of Peter who may have been one of Jesus’ early disciples.  John Mark’s family was wealthy, and his family employed servants.  His family owned a large house with a courtyard surrounded by a wall with a gate.  The house was large enough to hold many people and it was used by the members of the early church as a meeting place.  John Mark was a cousin of another leader in the church named Barnabas.  Barnabas was also a wealthy man who in addition to his residence in Jerusalem owned property which he sold and donated the proceeds to the church.  
Some of the men who followed Jesus were some of the most influential men in all of Israel.  One of these men was Rabbi Nicodemus.  We read about Nicodemus in the New Testament:

Now there was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews; this man came to Jesus by night and said to Him, "Rabbi, we know that You have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these signs that You do unless God is with him."  Jesus answered and said to him, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God." (John 3:1-3).
The officers then came to the chief priests and Pharisees, and they said to them, "Why did you not bring Him?"  The officers answered, "Never has a man spoken the way this man speaks."  The Pharisees then answered them, "You have not also been led astray, have you?  No one of the rulers or Pharisees has believed in Him, has he? But this crowd which does not know the Law is accursed." 

Nicodemus (he who came to Him before, being one of them) said to them, "Our Law does not judge a man unless it first hears from him and knows what he is doing, does it?" 

They answered him, "You are not also from Galilee, are you? Search and see that no prophet arises out of Galilee." (John 7:45-52).
“Nicodemus, who had first come to Him by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred pounds weight. (John 19:39).”
As “the teacher in Israel” Nicodemus was a leading rabbi of the time.  He was a Pharisee and a member of the national Supreme Court called the “Sanhedrin”.  He was willing to attempt to defend Jesus before the Sanhedrin though he did not risk his own life in doing so.  After Jesus’ death he was more willing to be associated with Jesus and helped Joseph of Arimathea ,another member of the Sanhedrin who was one of Jesus disciples.  We read about Joseph of Arimathea in the Bible: 

When it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who himself had also become a disciple of Jesus.  This man went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. Then Pilate ordered it to be given to him.  And Joseph took the body and wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and laid it in his own new tomb, which he had hewn out in the rock; and he rolled a large stone against the entrance of the tomb and went away (Matthew 27:57-60). 

Mark writes that Joseph of Arimathea was “a prominent member of the Council, who himself was waiting for the kingdom of God (Mark 15:43).”  And John writes that Joseph of Arimathea was a “disciple of Jesus, but a secret one for fear of the Jews (John 19:38).”   
Many of the leaders in the early church were connected by family relationships.  The fact that most of Jesus’ disciples had other family members who also followed Jesus is evidence that the movement was not a fringe group.  Jesus’ disciples believed that they were in the mainstream of traditional Jewish religion.  They knew that Jesus did not follow the traditions of the Pharisees, but there was room in Jewish religion for such differences.  

Probably one of the most important family connections is the connection between Jesus and John the Baptist.  Jesus and John the Baptist were relatives—probably second cousins.   Jesus’ relative John the Baptist was the son of a priest.  Most priests came from families who were part of the Jewish aristocracy.  

Another important family connection was Jesus’ mother who often followed Jesus to various locations and was with him in Jerusalem when he was crucified.

Other family members include one of Jesus’ brothers named “James”.  After Jesus’ death and resurrection, Jesus’ brother James became the leading pastor of the church in Jerusalem.  Jesus’ brother is also the author of the letter of James.  Another of Jesus’ brothers named “Jude” wrote the letter of Jude.  

Other family connections include the brothers Peter and Andrew and brothers James and John, the sons of Zebedee and their mother Salome.  

We should not, however, think that Jesus’ movement was limited to a small circle of friends and family.  Jesus had thousands of followers from every socio-economic class.  Wherever Jesus went the crowds followed.  They came to see Jesus as he was teaching along the shore of Lake Tiberius.  They came to him as he taught in the Temple in Jerusalem.  On more than one occasion so many thousands of people were crowding Jesus that he did not have time to eat.  Once Jesus tried to find relief from the crowds by taking a boat to get away, but the people followed him on foot.  Others followed him in boats so that when Jesus arrived he was greeted by a huge crowd.  The crowd grew to at least five thousand men and many thousands more women and children.  The people were so enthusiastic that some wanted to force Jesus to begin a political coup and declare himself to be their king.  

Because of the huge crowds that were constantly around him, Jesus left the country of Israel and went to Syria to be alone with his disciples.   Jesus tried to keep his presence in Syria a secret but even in far-away Syria people recognized him and came to him.

When Jesus returned from Syria he did not stay in Galilee but moved further west across the Jordan into a region called “Decapolis”.   Decapolis was a region of ten predominately Greek or Gentile cities.  These cities had temples to pagan gods—especially the god Zeus.  Yet even here in this Gentile region, thousands of people followed Jesus.  One of the biggest crowds that came to him while in Decapolis was a crowd of at least four thousand men along with thousands of women and children.  These people—presumably mostly Gentiles—came to Jesus and stayed with him for three days.  Because they stayed with him so long Jesus felt compelled to feed them.  We call this miracle the feeding of the four thousand.

Whether they were in Galilee, Jerusalem, or across the Jordan, most of these thousands and thousands of people, were common people.  They were people like you and me.  They had heard that a great prophet and miracle worker was teaching in Galilee and they came to see him.   Many of these people were simply curious.  They came to satisfy their curiosity, yet when they saw him and heard him teach their curiosity turned to commitment and many became his committed disciples.  

Some of these committed disciples became members of a small army of Gospel preaching foot soldiers.  Jesus had trained these men sufficiently enough to entrust them with the task of preaching the Gospel.  The Gospel was Jesus’ message that he had come to usher in the kingdom of God.  The kingdom of God is a spiritual reality where Jesus is King and all those who surrender to King Jesus are allowed entrance into God’s Kingdom.  During Jesus’ third year of ministry, he sent out a large group of seventy disciples to go two-by-two into the villages of Judea to preach the Gospel message.   

After Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension into heaven, the early church mobilized into an important and powerful force in Israel.  A very committed group of a hundred and twenty disciples continued to meet together in Jerusalem.  The apostles were part of this group and during one meeting the Apostle Peter announced that they needed to replace Judas who had betrayed Jesus and out of guilt had committed suicide.  The Bible records Peter’s announcement: 

“Therefore it is necessary that of the men who have accompanied us all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us--beginning with the baptism of John until the day that He was taken up from us--one of these must become a witness with us of His resurrection.”  So they put forward two men, Joseph called Barsabbas (who was also called Justus), and Matthias (Acts 1:21-23).
These were men who had been with Jesus from the beginning and had followed him throughout the three years of his ministry.  Some of these disciples, men like Joseph and Matthias had followed Jesus for three years, and like Joseph and Matthias, they were trusted and well trained.  They had proven their faithfulness and their knowledge of the Gospel.  No doubt many of these men were among the seventy disciples that Jesus had trained and whom he sent out two by two into the villages of Judea to preach the message of the kingdom of God.
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