Last week we discussed Christ's endorsement of the Old Testament. So what about the New Testament? When Jesus Christ was on earth with His followers, was there a New Testament? No. The New Testament wouldn't be written for many years after Christ's death, Resurrection and Ascension. So how could He endorse the New Testament?

The answer lies in His appointment of the apostles. In the Old Testament God was active in redeeming and judging His people, Israel. God Himself raised up prophets to give a true record and interpretation of what He was doing. Now God was active, through Christ, in redeeming and judging all people of the world. But there still needed to be scribes to give a true record and interpretation of what He was doing, just like what had already been done for the Old Testament. So Jesus made provision for this. After praying all night, He carefully chose and appointed, and then went on to train and authorize, the twelve apostles to be his witnesses, as God had chosen the prophets in the Old Testament:

In these days he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he continued in prayer to God. And when day came, he called his disciples and chose from them twelve, whom he named apostles. (Luke 6:12-13)

All followers of Jesus while on earth were “disciples,” but only the twelve (and later a couple more) were named “apostles.” We find the word “apostle” used for some others in the New Testament, but they were “apostles of the church,” which the ESV translates as “messengers,” or what we would call missionaries. The “apostles of Christ” were a small, specially chosen circle consisting of the Twelve (with Matthias replacing Judas), Paul, James Jesus' brother, and maybe one or two others. Even though all Christians are to be “apostles” of the church that Christ sends out into the world, that is not a general title for Christian in the New Testament. Even Paul's loyal and trusted colleagues like Timothy were not apostles. Paul deliberately drew a distinction between himself and them. For example, he started his letter to the Colossians with “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother.” Timothy was a brother, just like all Christians are brothers and sisters. But he was not an apostle like Paul.

Stott points out that modern research suggests that the Greek word apostolos is the equivalent of the Aramaic shaliach, and that the shaliach in Judaism was a emissary of the Sanhedrin, sent out to teach in the Council's name, like an ambassador or legal representative. He spoke with the authority of the person or group that had commissioned him. Before Paul was converted, he was Saul of Tarsus, who persecuted the new Christian movement. He was an “apostle” of the Sanhedrim, armed “with the authority and commission of the chief priests” (Acts 26:12). So Jesus deliberately gave this same name to His chosen representatives, endowed with His authority to speak in His name. When he sent them out, he said “He who receives you receives me” (Matthew 10:40; John 13:20).

There were four unique attributes that the apostles of Jesus Christ had that set them apart from all other disciples. First they had a personal call and authorization by Jesus. This was clear in the case of the Twelve (see Luke 6:12-13 above), and Paul claimed something similar in his Damascus road experience, where Christ personally appeared to him and converted him to be an apostle (Acts 26:13-17). In fact, the very words that Jesus used to commission him are (translated in Greek by Luke) are “ego apostello se” or “I make you an apostle” (Acts 26:17).

The second unique atrribute that the apostles had was an eyewitness experience of Christ. The Twelve were appointed, as Mark says, to be “with him, and that he might send them out to preach.” The verb “send out” is again “apostellein,” and their qualification for the work of apostleship was to be “with him.” Also, while in the upper room with the Twelve, Jesus said to them “And you also will bear witness, because you have been with me from the beginning” (John 15:27).

So Jesus gave them many opportunities to hear His words and see His works, so that they could bear witness to what they had seen and heard. It was especially important for them to have witnessed His resurrection. This is a major reason why they chose Matthias to replace Judas in the Twelve.

Now Paul was not one of the Twelve. He did not have the eyewitness experience of Jesus – he probably never even saw Jesus in the flesh. Some have reasoned that the three years Paul spent in Arabia, during which he received the gospel by “revelation of Jesus Christ” (Galatians 1:11-12, 15-18), were deliberately intended to compensate for the three years of Christ's public ministry that he had missed. Regardless, Paul fulfilled this second qualification by being a witness of the resurrection. “Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” he cries in 1 Corinthians 9:1. His reference is to his Damascus road experience. Although this took place after Christ's ascension, Paul claims that it was an actual resurrection appearance, and he adds that it was the last. At the end of his review of the resurrection appearances he writes:

Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me. For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. (1 Corinthians 15:8-9)

The third unique attribute of the apostles was an extraordinary inspiration of the Holy Spirit. All Christians have the privilege of the Holy Spirit dwelling within them. It was not restricted to only the apostles. However, the ministry of the Spirit which Christ promised the apostles was something quite unique, as we see in John 14:25-26 and 16:12-13:

“These things I have spoken to you while I am still with you. But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you. … I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth ...”

These promises, though they can sometimes be applied to all Christians, were primarily meant for the apostles, who were gathered around in that upper room. All of the “you”s in those passages were directed squarely at those apostles. Jesus promised two things through the Holy Spirit. First, that it would help them to remember everything Jesus had said and done, and secondly that Jesus would teach them even more after He was gone, more than they could bear or “take in” during His short stay here on earth. The major fulfillment of these promises was in the writing of the Gospels and the rest of the New Testament.

The forth unique attribute of the apostles was their power to perform miracles. The Book of Acts is actually called “The Acts of the Apostles,” and Paul states that the miracles were an attribute of an apostle in 2 Corinthians 12:12: “The signs of a true apostle were performed among you with utmost patience, with signs and wonders and mighty works.” Now this doesn't mean that every miracle performed was by an apostle. Stephen and Philip performed miracles, but they were not apostles. But the major purpose of the miraculous power give to the apostles was to authenticate their commission and message:

How shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation? It was declared at first by the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who heard, while God also bore witness by signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will. (Hebrews 2:3-4)

So in these four ways the apostles were unique from all other disciples and believers. And through them Christ provided for and gave His endorsement to the New Testament scriptures.

