
FR JOCK ON THE GROWTH OF THE EARLY CHURCH 

Last Sunday, Fr Jock preached on the Acts of the Apostles and the background to the creation 

of the first ‘deacons.’  Quite a few people expressed an interest – but made clear that there 

was too much for them to take in, and that they might appreciate a written version… 

‘I am always struck by how big a gap there is in many Catholics, in knowledge, and perhaps 

interest, in the early Church, and how we got so quickly from Jesus being crucified and 

buried as a criminal and his followers having dispersed, to the first vibrant body of confident 

believers, and then to a Church that has been growing ever since. I think there is a kind of 

‘Catholic myth’ that the Apostles were ordained at the Last Supper and they then went all 

over the world, spreading the good news and in time ordained the bishops and then life 

went on. But in practice it was much more complex, and fascinating….  

Today’s first reading is a very important one in all this. It is from the Acts of the Apostles. St 

Luke, or the author of the third gospel, was the only evangelist to write a second volume 

and he was writing it around 40 or 50 years after the Death and Resurrection of Jesus.  He 

describes in this second volume how the gospel reached the ends of the earth; in other 

words, how it got from Jerusalem to Rome, because to someone in Israel, well, Rome was 

the end of the earth!  And he is writing, not history as we understand it, rather it is a kind of 

mixture of history and theology since it was believed to be alright for an ancient historian to 

shape the material to suit his thesis. 

It is important to stress that there is still so much that we do not know. But this first reading 

is clearly a key moment in the history of the early church. However, to understand why that 

is so, we need to know what has happened so far. According to Luke’s account, after the 

various appearances of the Risen Jesus, 40 days later Jesus ascended to heaven, and then 

ten days after that, at Pentecost, the disciples, and Mary and the family, received the Holy 

Spirit in the Upper Room - or certainly in a large room - in Jerusalem. Peter proceeded to go 

outside and to speak on their behalf with such power that people were drawn to become 

part of this community.  In all this, and all that follows, what I find striking is how settled the 

apostles were in Jerusalem, with no thought of going elsewhere – but it’s important to be 

aware that for several more decades ‘Christianity’ would still be very much part of Judaism, 

a sect within it -…so the apostles still went to the Temple to pray, even though they would 

also meet on the first day of the week for the breaking of bread.  And according to Luke, 

they were much respected - there is a kind of ‘perfect’ picture presented of them holding all 

things in common and living in complete harmony. 

However, and it is quite a big however, that does not seem to have been quite the complete 

picture – as is shown by what emerges at the beginning of Ch 6 and the reading we heard 

today (nb as I often say in Eastertide, do read the Acts of the Apostles, it is a great book and 

perhaps the easiest book of the New Testament to read.)  In this passage we suddenly 

discover that this early community is divided into two groups - Hellenists and 

Hebrews….what is that about? Well Jerusalem, with the Temple, is very much the centre of 

Judaism; most of the people in Jerusalem are Aramaic speaking – Aramaic is a kind of 

descendent of Hebrew similarly as - I think - Italian emerged from Latin.  In addition, quite a 



few of them also knew a smattering of Greek because Greek is the lingua franca of the 

Eastern Mediterranean – and particularly once the Roman Empire has taken over there.  

However, there is also a vast Jewish diaspora all over the Eastern Mediterranean, starting 

off it seems from the Babylonian deportation, six centuries earlier – so for example there 

are a million Jews in Alexandria in Egypt, the second city of the Roman empire, and they are 

speaking Greek.  Now, some of these devout diaspora Jews seem to come to live in 

Jerusalem for the final stage of their life, perhaps a little bit like a devout Catholics going to 

live in Rome, and they are Greek speakers - who seem to know very little Aramaic and seem 

to have been formed by a different kind of culture. Indeed, as I read this morning, they 

perhaps even lived in a different part of the city to the ‘Hebrews’.  

The twelve, the Apostles, belong to this first group, the ‘Hebrews’, even though they are 

Galileans from the North.  They speak Aramaic but among the new followers of Jesus are 

some of ‘Hellenists’ who just speak Greek. And remember the followers of Jesus are just 

meeting in each other’s houses as churches did not exist for another 300 years.  Within that 

context, it is natural for language groups to stick together.  Moreover, as in most cities there 

is poverty and the new Christians will seek to care for their own – but throughout Acts there 

is a sense that the Christian community in Jerusalem is quite poor (which is why Paul will 

later in the book want to gather a collection for them).   

The Greek speakers, the Hellenists, feel that their widows are being left out of the 

distribution of food, so the Apostles call together an assembly and the decision is taken to 

create a new group to resolve the problem: strikingly, the seven names that are given us are 

all Greek names and they are going to be there to ‘wait on tables’, making sure that 

everybody is treated equally and nobody is left out. There is a tendency to read backwards 

through later developments and to see these seven as the first deacons but there is actually 

no mention of them as deacons, rather of diaconia – the Greek word for service - and in fact 

these seven leaders of the Hellenist community will also preach.  Stephen, just after this, 

will do so – and very combatively – as a result of which he will end up as the first martyr - 

because of what he has been saying rather disparagingly about the Temple.  

Stephen’s death will lead to the first persecution – though it just seems to be of the 

Hellenists…all the Hebrews will remain in Jerusalem, and not face any opposition….. and so 

next Sunday we are going to find Philip (the deacon not the apostle) in Samaria - and if you 

read on, you will also find him in Gaza in a wonderful encounter which leads to the baptism 

of an Ethiopian Eunuch who is on his way back to the court of the Queen of Ethiopia.  

Amazingly this persecution is a catalyst for what seems to be the first missionary enterprise 

of this new movement - the kind of God writing straight with our crooked lines that happens 

so often.  And eventually among the places that the fleeing Hellenists will get to will be 

Antioch, the third city of the Roman Empire after Rome and Alexandria, where in fact a lot 

of Gentiles will want to be part of the community and will ‘join up’ - and where, too, the 

people of this movement will be first called ‘Christians’.  It will be from Antioch that 

Barnabas and Paul will be sent out as missionaries…and eventually Paul will reach Europe 

and Greece – and found churches in Philippi and Thessalonica and Corinth.’  


