Frequently Asked Questions - J.S. Smith
FAQ #11 – Are There Church of Christ Apostles?


Can you name the apostles of the church of Christ? 

It is a question that has befuddled generations of Bible class students, causing them to spend endless hours memorizing names that are both familiar and obscure. But the question begs another: when those original apostles died, did any others take their office? 

Luke gives his list in Acts 1:13, consisting of Peter, James, John and Andrew; Philip and Thomas; Bartholomew and Matthew; James the son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot; and Judas the son of James. The careful reader will quickly note that only 11 names are given because Judas Iscariot had committed suicide about a month earlier following his betrayal of Christ. The apostolic company, however, did not begin the church age shorthanded. One of them took note of an ancient prophecy in the book of Psalms: “Let another take his office.” 

Candidates who could testify that the risen Christ was the same Jesus they had seen during his ministry were narrowed to two and Matthias was selected by Christ through casting lots. 

More apostles died, however, as the New Testament progressed, but there is no record of any of their offices being refilled. Only that of Iscariot was vacated by disloyalty and before Pentecost and only his was authorized by prophecy to be refilled. Herod killed James with the sword (Acts 12:2) before the gathering of apostles and elders at Jerusalem and yet we do not see the process of apostolic succession there or anywhere. 

The filling of Iscariot’s office was done under limited authority for that office in particular and does not establish apostolic succession for any of their offices. The church of Christ is blessed to be built on a foundation of apostles and prophets (Ephesians 2:20) given by the Lord (Ephesians 4:11), but the New Testament simply does not authorize the process of apostolic succession so popular in Catholicism and Mormonism. Apostles were required to give eyewitness testimony about Christ before and after his death (Acts 1:21-22) and no man since the second century has been so qualified.

1. What is the literal translation of the word “apostle”?
Apostle means literally “one sent.”

2. Although others are described as apostles in a different sense, twelve men are closely associated with the office. Identify them, harmonizing different names in the lists (Matthew 10:2-4, Mark 3:14-19, Luke 6:13-16, Acts 1:13).
a. Two pairs of fisherman brothers: Peter, Andrew, James and John
b. Middle Four: Philip, Bartholomew, Thomas, Matthew (a.k.a. Levi)
c. Final Four: James (son of Alphaeus), Judas Iscariot, Labbaeus Judas Thaddaeus and Simon the Canaanite Zealot

3. The apostles received two commissions from Jesus. Summarize each of them, according to the following passages.
a. Matthew 10:1, 5-15: Exorcism, healing, preaching the imminent arrival of the kingdom of heaven, resurrection, cleansing.
b. Matthew 28:18-20: Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them and teaching them to observe the doctrine of Christ.

4. Whom did Jesus anoint at the Last Supper as the head apostle (Luke 22:14, 24-30)? What arguments are often made in support of the primacy of Peter (Matthew 16:13-16 and John 21:15-19)?
No apostle is anointed chief, although Jesus surely had opportunity and occasion to do so. The argument is made that the church is built on Peter, but he is really just a small pebble and part of its foundation, grammatically and scripturally (cf. Ephesians 19-22). John reports the rebuke of Peter which cured his arrogance, not an effort by Jesus to make him the Pope, a term unknown to scripture and the privileges of which he rejected.
5. Identify some interesting notes about the following apostles.
a. nickname of James and John (Mark 3:17): “Boanerges,” Sons of Thunder
b. occupation of Matthew (Matthew 9:9): tax collector
c. meaning of Zealot, term for Simon: rabid anti-Roman sentiment
d. Peter’s marital status (Matthew 8:14)?: Married
e. Thomas’s post-biblical nickname: Doubting Thomas

6. Which of these 12 offices was slated in prophecy for a successor (Acts 2:20)? Which were not? What churches today continue to practice apostolic succession? What qualifications did Peter list for the office (Acts 1:21-22)? 
Only Judas Iscariot, the betrayer’s office was to be filled upon his death. Both the Roman Catholic church and the Mormon church practice apostolic succession. An apostle, however, must have seen Christ both before and after his death.
7. List four other men who are called apostles in the New Testament.
Matthias (Acts 1:26), Paul (Galatians 1:1), Barnabas (Acts 14:14) Jesus (Hebrews 3:1).
8. What authority did the apostles possess, according to these passages?
a. Matthew 16:19, John 16:12-15: To bind and loose truth for the church
b. Acts 8:18: To pass along supernatural gifts through laying on hands

9. What evidence suggests the apostles were not morally infallible? Specifically, how are the apostles part of the foundation of the church?
Thomas doubted, Paul rebuked Peter for hypocrisy, Judas betrayed Jesus. Their inspired words guide the church even today.
