PETER BEGINS TO STRENGTHEN HIS BROTHERS

Psalm 69   Acts 1:15-26 (text).

In Luke chapter twenty-two, Jesus said to Peter, “Simon, Satan has demanded to sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail and you, when once you have turned again, strengthen your brothers.” You can read that prayer in John seventeen: “Holy Father, keep these (disciples) in your name, even as, while I was with them, I kept them in your name and not one of them perished, that the Scripture might be fulfilled.” Our text this morning is the beginning of the fulfillment of that, for Jesus did preserve Peter, and the other ten, and they’re all named in verse thirteen that we looked at a couple of weeks ago. Yet still, there are only eleven apostles. 

Psalm eighty-seven, which we sang, tells us that, “God has laid the foundation of his kingdom in Zion, the City of David.” And as the people of the Gentile nations would be converted down through history, God would say, “This one was born there. That one was born there – in Zion.” Just as Isaiah chapter two prophesied; “In the last days many peoples would come and say, Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.” For the Law – and it’s the big word for Law there – the Torah, the whole instruction, the whole teaching of the Bible, will go forth from Zion, the people of God, the church. So Jesus said to the Samaritan woman, “Salvation is of the Jews.” 

Israel is foundational to God’s saving work in the world and it all comes from that covenant that God made with Abraham in Genesis seventeen,
 that he would be the father of many nations, as those nations come and join themselves with Israel. Therefore, Paul says, the New Testament church is nothing else than "the Israel of God."
 So Jesus says to the twelve, after he had especially appointed twelve from among all the many disciples who were following him during his ministry, and after spending the night in prayer, that “they might be apostles.”
 Just before, Jesus told Peter that he had prayed for him that satan might not have him. He had said to the twelve, again in Luke twenty-two, verse twenty-eight, “You are those who have stood by me in my trials. And just as my father has granted me a kingdom, I grant you that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom and you will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” So when we get to the Book of Revelation it still speaks of the church as the Twelve Tribes of Israel. 

It is in line with this that Paul tells us that “the church is built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the chief cornerstone,” in Ephesians chapter two. But while Jesus has preserved Peter, “Judas,” as Peter noted in verse twenty-five, “has gone to his own place that the Scriptures might be fulfilled.”
 But God has not been taken by surprise in that, even though it seems now that the foundation of the church of the New Testament is incomplete. And that is how it seemed to Peter too. 

So what we see going on in our text this morning is Peter, in obedience to the command of his Lord, beginning to strengthen his brothers by restoring the foundation of the church. That might sound a little distant and a little academic, we being two thousand years thence, but it’s not, in a number of ways. But also, this morning, we begin to get an insight into how we are to read and understand the prophecies of the Old Testament, particularly as they are spoken of Israel. There is a lot of confusion in the world today about that. Well, how then does Peter go about strengthening his brothers and therefore for that matter, us as well? I want to say three things. First of all;

1.
EVERYTHING IS UNDER GOD’S CONTROL 

Peter has a new-found confidence in this story. Well of course, Peter had always had plenty of confidence! Maybe we’d better call it ‘chutzpa’, since he’s Jewish – brazenness, effrontery almost. But Peter has not been so cocky lately. There had been that time at the Lake of Galilee when John told him that the man who just directed them and helped them to get a great catch of fish was the Lord! And Peter leapt over the side and strode in to the shore and yet, when he got there, we don’t read that he did anything. Jesus had to bring up what was between him and Peter – after breakfast, with that gentle but terrible question, “Peter, do you love me?” 

But Peter has now been restored and he’s been restored in confidence as well. And brothers and sisters, there’s an encouragement and a lesson for us right there. Sin does not disqualify us from serving the Lord.
 Sin does not even disqualify us from exercising authority! Now it’s true, it might be necessary that time be given to re-establish credibility, for "works of repentance" to show that the repentance is genuine.
 But sin – and we all have it – the sin of denial had been dealt with, publicly too by the way, as you will see if you read John chapter twenty-one. So Peter is restored and his confidence is restored with it. And brothers and sisters, if this should apply to us in any way, and it will apply to us all in some way at some time, for “we all sin in many ways,” says James, pick up your responsibilities and get on with it again. And men especially, because it is our particular duty to show leadership – to exercise authority, especially and firstly in our homes. 

Not only had Peter been restored, and restored in confidence, he also understood exactly what the Lord had called him to do. Jesus had made that plain: “Feed my lambs. Feed my sheep. Strengthen your brothers.” And his particular brethren at the moment were the band of apostles. “Judas,” Peter reminded them, “was counted among us and received his portion in this ministry.” 

Sometimes it has been suggested that replacing Judas with Matthias was a mistake and the eleven should have waited for the Lord to fill the gap – with the Apostle Paul later on. But Paul doesn’t completely fit the bill. In verse twenty-five, where they prayed before casting lots, again this apostleship, this twelve, is spoken of as a particular ministry: "this ministry and apostleship." And earlier, in verse twenty-one, Peter has spoken similarly, “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 he was taken up from us; one of these must become a witness with us of his resurrection.” But Paul had not been with Jesus in his ministry here on earth. John too, later, spoke of the apostles having "heard and seen, and beheld – the word means observed, studied over a period of time – and our hands have handled the Word of Life – … this one whom we have seen and heard declare we unto you.”
 

It is likely that there were many others who would have been with Jesus the whole time of his ministry on earth and witnessed the resurrection; because Peter called for nominations, as it were. But, only “one of these should become a witness with us.”
 The apostleship, the twelve was a special, identifiable group of official witnesses who were, as it were, the new twelve founding fathers of the renewed Israel of God. And an essential aspect of the preaching of the church was the victory of the resurrection. 

Of course Paul was an apostle and indeed there is reference to other apostles in the New Testament in a secondary sort of sense. But Paul was not an apostle in the same, primary foundational sense as the twelve. They were the officially appointed eye-witnesses of Jesus’ life, ministry and resurrection, especially to the Jews. Paul had a special apostleship to the Gentiles. 
Note also that there are no continuing apostles. When James was beheaded – you can read about that in chapter twelve – he was not replaced, because the witness to the Jewish nation had been established. The foundation had been laid. 

Notice too how Peter was not fazed by Judas’ treachery and fall. He recognized that it was according to the Scriptures, that it had been prophesied. That didn’t excuse Judas, of course. Judas didn’t betray Jesus because he was very concerned to fulfill prophecies of the Old Testament! Judas betrayed Jesus for the same reason we all sin – because we are carried away by our own lusts; in his case, the lust for money. People of God, terrible things happen in this world. People disappoint us. Terrible things happen in the church at times. 
Yet Psalm 121 is always true. 

He will not allow your foot to slip. 

He who keeps you will not slumber. 

Behold he who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep. 

The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade at your right hand. 

The sun will not smite you by day, nor the moon by night. 

The Lord will protect you from all evil. 

He will keep your soul. 

The Lord will guard your going out and your coming in from this time forth and       forever. 

Of course, some of those things may happen to us. But not without God. It is very interesting how Jesus spoke in Matthew chapter six; “A sparrow does not fall to the ground without your heavenly Father.” It doesn’t say, “without your heavenly Father knowing it.” It doesn’t say, “without your heavenly Father allowing it.” It simply says, “without your heavenly Father,” whatever exactly that means. It was necessary that the Scripture be fulfilled, not just to prove that the Scripture is right; but God ordains all that comes to pass and God does nothing without a good reason. Everything that happens in this world, even Judas’ betrayal, is under God’s sovereign and wise control. 

The second thing we should notice is this: not only is everything under God’s control; 

2.
EVERYTHING IS TO BE ACCORDING TO GOD’S WORD 

As I said, in this story, Peter has a new-found confidence. But he also has a new-found and clear insight into the Word of God – about things that they simply didn’t understand before even though Jesus had told them many times, so that he even had to say to Thomas one day, “Have I been so long time with you and yet you still don’t understand?”
 

But now Peter sees it all. You see that not only in the fact that he’s not fazed by the terrible treachery of Judas.
 You see it also in the fact that he spoke about it in the same way that Jesus spoke about his own sufferings on the cross. In Luke chapter twenty-four, when Jesus drew up alongside those two disciples who were walking on the way to Emmaus, he said, “Was it not necessary for the Christ to suffer these things and enter into his glory? And so he explained to them everything concerning himself in all the Scriptures.” And then a little later on he says to the eleven, “All things which are written about me in the Law of Moses and the prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled. And then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures” and, in particular, to understand that primarily the Scriptures speak about him – Jesus Christ, the Messiah. 

And Peter makes a simple deduction. He reads not just an isolated verse of the Psalm. He reads the rest of the passage which prophesied Judas’ downfall. And he went on to say, “Well, just as it was necessary for Scripture to be fulfilled in the sad business of Judas’ betrayal, so must the rest of the prophecies about that be fulfilled: "his office let another man take."
 Peter is quoting two Psalms. They are both Psalms of David – sixty-nine and one hundred and nine. In these Psalms David is crying out bitterly to the Lord about the sufferings that he is experiencing at the hands of his enemies: "Lord, will you vindicate me? Will you deliver me and will you judge my enemies?" 

Now you young people who are coming up against other ideas of how to interpret Bible prophecy at school, listen here especially, because here we have the Bible teaching us how to read the Bible.
 Peter is using a Psalm of David to speak about Jesus Christ and therefore, Peter goes on, when it speaks about David’s enemies, it is talking about Jesus’ enemies, because David is Jesus. Jesus is David fulfilled. We’re going to see this several times over the next several chapters of the Book of Acts. 

Many Christians today are looking for Jesus to come back – as the Son of David – and sit on the throne of David, in Jerusalem, there in Israel, half the world away, and to restore a political, military kingdom there which will rule over the whole world. It’s the same old mistake that the Jews made. 

#
We are going to see in the next chapter that Jesus is already sitting on David’s throne – in heaven. Some Christians complain that this is spiritualizing Scripture. Maybe it is. But if that’s what the New Testament does with the Old Testament prophecies, that’s what we must do with them. 

#
We are going to see also that the prophecies about the restoration of Israel and the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem and so on are fulfilled in the growth of the church, and the gospel going out into the whole world, to all the nations. There’s a wonderful example of that in Acts chapter fifteen where James takes Amos chapter nine – a prophecy that speaks about the rebuilding of the broken walls of the city of David – and he says, “Men, what Paul is telling us and reporting to us about the gospel going to the Gentiles, this is what Amos was talking about.” That is spiritualizing if you like, but that’s what Peter does with it and Peter was inspired by the Holy Spirit. 

#
Jesus’ kingship is a spiritual kingship – it is “in the heavenlies,” the book of Ephesians tells us. And the proof that Jesus has been crowned king is found in the fact that he gave the church the promise of the Father, the Holy Spirit, who is the deposit on the whole inheritance that one day we will receive. Peter talks about that more in chapter two, so we’ll look at that again in a few weeks’ time. 

But all of this flows out of the fact that Jesus’ kingship is first of all a spiritual kingship in the hearts of his people, manifested by repentance toward God and faith in Jesus Christ. And that’s what John the Baptist, and that’s what Jesus, told the people when they said to them, “The kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

Now I know, young people, when you talk to your friends at school about this, I know what their reactions will be. It will be disbelief, because nearly all popular interpretation of Old Testament prophecy today is what I call ‘literalistic’. They want a political, military kingdom and so on. But when we read Old Testament prophecies through the eyes of the New Testament we find that God’s idea of the kingdom and the victory of Christ is so much more wonderful. Put simply, it is the conversion of all the nations of the world to be disciples and servants and worshippers of Jesus Christ, that all things be summed up in Jesus Christ, to the glory of God – not so much that all God’s enemies will be crushed and destroyed; yes, they will be; those who will not repent and believe – but that the great majority of God’s enemies will have the rebellion of their hearts crushed when they are born again into newness of life and God turns his enemies into his friends, that is the glory and the greatness of Christ's victory!
 So we look for the day when "the glory of the knowledge of the Lord will cover the earth as the waters cover the sea."
 

So therefore, in obedience to what the Scriptures – and Peter only had the Old Testament then – Peter calls this meeting to order and they choose a new apostle. And what success followed the preaching of the gospel based on that foundation! The next day three thousand are saved! And within thirty years or maybe less the Gospel has got to the heart of the empire, the City of the Seven Hills. In two hundred and eighty years the great Roman Empire is crushed by Christianity, this new spiritual “kingdom that falls out of heaven, a stone made without hands,” according to Daniel’s prophecy, that crushed the whole image of world empires. Over the next two hundred and eighty years there were times when Rome persecuted Christianity terribly, but in the year of our Lord, three hundred and thirteen, Constantine capitulated, he gave in, he converted to Christ and Christianity became free.
 

People of God, we need just such another working of the Spirit of God in Pentecostal power today to take this victory another stage. This is what we should pray for fervently. But our prayers will not be heard while the church continues to live in the disobedience she lives in in the western world today. The early church crushed Rome spiritually because she was an obedient church. She took the Word of God seriously. Ethelbert Stauffer, a German scholar of earlier last century, said, “A church which took the truth so seriously in a relativising age was bound to win out against the other philosophies and religions of the day.” 

People of God, hold to the truth. Do not relativise. All these false philosophies and religions around you that you see today and seem so much greater than Christianity will fall – will fall before a church that has integrity and stands on the Word of God. But it will only take us seriously when we take the gospel seriously! No less than Julian the Apostate, an emperor who tried to revive the paganism of old Rome in 361, complained that not only did Christians look after their own poor but also the poor and the outcast of the world. The early church was obedient. The early church was compassionate. The early church sought to do everything according to the Word of God. And thus the early church crushed Rome!

Everything is under God’s control, that’s true. Therefore, do not fear; do not fret. But Peter did not understand that to excuse the church from obedience. Are we obedient, people of God? Young people, are you obedient to your parents? Parents, are you obedient to the Word of God, including what the Word of God says about being parents? Elders, are we obedient to the Word of God – about how to manage "the church of the living God which is the pillar and ground of the truth" in this perverse and dark world?
 The Scriptures, you see, must be fulfilled – not only in their prophecies and predictions; God will see to that. All must be done according to the Word of God – the commands also, the Law. That is the path of thankfulness and life and joy and success. But that is not a mechanical formula, congregation, because when it’s become a mechanical formula, we have lost the heart. So thirdly; 

3.
ALL MUST BE DONE IN DEPENDENCE ON GOD

Peter has found a new-found dependence on God. Just as we when we look for elders and deacons and ministers, we are to consider men in the light of the qualifications that Scripture lays out, so the early church did too. To look for the new twelfth apostle, Peter said, “The man must have accompanied us all the time that Jesus was living among us – right from his baptism by John, up to the day of the Ascension.” It sounds very much that there were more than just the eleven who saw Jesus rise into heaven on a cloud.
 

Well, they put up their duo and it almost sounds as if Joseph might have been the more likely candidate. He had two surnames. That’s rather impressive. But Peter knew (assuming it’s still Peter speaking later on), as God had to teach Samuel about those fine-looking older sons of Jesse, that "man looks on the outward appearance but God looks on the heart" and it is the heart that makes the man, or the woman. And they understood this procedure to be the Lord making his own choice known.
 “You, Lord, who know the hearts of all men, show which one of these two you have chosen to occupy this ministry and apostleship from which Judas turned aside to go to his own place.” 

Some people think that Peter was being, well, Peter here in this whole text – impetuous, running ahead. But Peter is acting quite differently from how he did a few days ago when Jesus had been crucified but had not yet risen from the dead. “I’m going fishing,” he said and off he went, as if there were nothing else worth doing. It’s not that sort of thing going on here. He begins by speaking about and from the Scriptures. He’s working in harmony with his brothers. He does nothing without this sincere prayer that reflects the Proverb, “The lot is cast into the lap but the outcome is from the Lord.” 

We do that too before we vote in a congregational meeting as we will in a few weeks' time, Lord willing. The Church Order tells us to. Mind you, I hope it doesn’t take the Church Order to tell us to as the reason for which we do it! And I hope the prayer is not just a formality. Brothers and sisters, do we commit everything we do to the Lord – before we make decisions, particularly about important things? Do we really commit them to the Lord and ask for his outcome? “Trust in the Lord,” says the Proverb, “with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him and he will direct your paths.” All we do must be done in sincere dependence upon the Lord. 

So we see, congregation, in this chapter, Peter beginning to strengthen his brothers. And it’s true, he takes a certain first place here, but he’s not a pope. Paul told him off roundly in the Book of Galatians. Can you imagine a cardinal doing that to the pope nowadays? Peter is more like a president or a chairman or a moderator – first among equals, if you like. And he strengthens the infant New Testament church by ensuring its foundation, the apostolate, the officially appointed witness to the Lord’s life, death and resurrection. 

And the apostles still, with Christ as the cornerstone, are the foundation of the church. In the next chapter we see that the early believers continued steadfast in the apostles’ doctrine. John calls his readers in his first Letter to “have fellowship with us (apostles) for our fellowship is with the Father.” There is no fellowship with God and no salvation therefore, except in a living fellowship with God through Jesus Christ understood according to the apostles’ doctrine. 

Is that fellowship you have true? – according to the apostles’ doctrine, yes, but also sincere? For look at Judas, congregation. Judas walked with the Lord for three years, yet he was eternally lost! 

Peter laid the foundation of the church here again this morning; also, in a sense, in the manner in which he went about things. He saw that even Judas’ betrayal was according to the Scriptures, because God is serious about his Word. And therefore, everything else in the Scriptures has to be fulfilled also. Do we, brothers and sisters, in all our ways acknowledge the Lord? Do we seek to live our whole lives according to his Word? Because that and that alone is the path to life and joy and peace and happiness and, yes, success, even though at times, outwardly at least, it may not seem like it. For doing everything, living life according to the Word of the Lord, is the proof that we really live in dependence upon God. “Without me,” Jesus said, “you can do nothing, but he who abides in me, and I therefore, in him, will bear much fruit.” 

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 23rd October, 2005

Postcript:  Knowling, on Judas' death, says; "The field was purchased with Judas' money and thus he might be called its possessor (Mt.27:5) in the same sense Joseph is said to have hewn his own tomb, or Pilate to have scourged Jesus." Edersheim says that by a legal fiction, the money with which the high priests purchased the field was still to be considered his. Stott says the field was called the Field of Blood because i) it was bought with blood money or ii) because Judas spilled himself there. It is not unusual for common names to be attributed to different origins. ((falling flat on his face or fell headlong. 
� And before that in chap.12 & chap.15.


� Galatians 6:16.


� Mark 10:13-19.


� John 17:12.


� Cf. Ps.51:13.


� Acts 26:20.


� 1 John 1.


� Stott; first hand witness: Acts 2:32; 3:15; 10:40-42, which included having been with Jesus throughout his whole ministry; cf. Acts 10:39; 13:31. Furthermore, the original twelve had to have been chosen by Jesus himself; Luke 6:12-13; Acts 1:2. So he must choose Judas' replacement.


� John 14:9.


� Others have observed that this is evident also in the very circumspect manner in which Peter speaks about the event: "who became a guide to those who arrested Jesus" (16); "from which Judas turned aside to go to his own place" (25). Cf. Jude 9-10.


� The AV retains "bishopric" here in the case of apostleship; but it uses "overseer" in Acts 20:28 & 1 Peter 5:2 of eldership; but "bishop" again in 1 Peter 2:25, where the reference is to Christ.


� Bruce; The apostles probably learned the principles of interpretation from Jesus in Luke 24. The Jews and Jesus agreed on Ps.110:1 (Mk 12:35ff). Ps.2:9 is referred to the Messiah in Psalms of Solomon 17:2b about the middle of the first century. Hence what was said of the Psalmist was understood of Christ (2:25ff; 34ff). Hence what was said of the Psalmist's enemies would refer to Christ's enemies (4:25ff). So Jesus with Ps.41:9 in John 13:18 & 17:12.


� This fits with other Scriptures as well. Jesus' kingdom is essentially a spiritual kingdom, as Jesus sits on a spiritual throne, for his kingship is spiritual – subduing enemies that are not flesh and blood (Eph.6), bringing all philosophies and false religions into subjection to the Gospel (2 Cor.10), the sword of Christ's mouth (Rev.19).


� Habakkuk 2:14.


� Quite possibly Constantine was already a Christian; but at any rate, at that point he declared it.


� 1 Timothy 3:15.


� Another evidence that the Apostolate was an official twelve, not just anyone or even all those who met the requirements.


� We read of no casting of lots after the Holy Spirit came upon the whole church at Pentecost. So, did only the apostles cast lots and not the whole 120? Calvin thinks the lot was introduced, and a duo, to show that the choice was not so much by the votes of men as appointed by God. Pastors are chosen by the church but apostles by God, he says. With two surnames Joseph might have been thought more honourable, but God chose Matthias.
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