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Review of the World in Hebrew Scripture  

Religion of Israel was connected with history (and history took place in geographical settings). 

We have learned about the world in which the Israelites lived. 

We learned the surrounding nations had a direct influence on the life and faith of God’s people. 

 

Starting in Genesis – 

Abraham wandered over a large area of what is now known as the ancient Near Eastern world. 

Joseph became involved with the Egyptian government three generations later. 

Political alliance with Egypt gave Solomon easy access to the outside world. 

His business and cultural associations gave Solomon easy access to the Phoenicians. 

Period of exile brought about a dispersion of devout Jews that affected their later story. 

When a remnant returned to Judea, the neighboring nations interfered with their resettlement. 

Intermarriage was a threat to the religious and cultural separateness of the Jewish people. 

 

Intertestamental Period – 

Alexander the Great was the political figure of the time (and is introduced in 1 Maccabees). 

Outside world intruded radically into Jewish life in the person and policies of Antiochus IV. 

Following the Maccabean rebellion Israel had a century of independence. 

Independence ended with the conquest by the Romans.   

Israel could never escape from the political and social environment of its neighbors. 

 

Church and Society – 

People of God lived in a world that touched them with religious, political, and social pressures. 

They were also affected by nature.  

On the one hand the people were in a positive relationship with the world God created. 

Outcome of covenant with Abraham was that in him all the families of the earth shall be blessed. 

On the other hand the people were to remain distinctive and in a real sense apart from others. 

Later prophets tried to balance their idea of privilege with the responsibility ordered by God. 

Amos affirmed the uniqueness of Israel. 

He also declared that the Lord was concerned for other nations. 

World was to be a mission field for the people of God. 

Unique relationship to God in no way diminished his concern for the rest of creation. 

To the contrary it was supposed to increase human responsibility. 

For example for Jonah it meant he had to reject his personal preferences for the sake of Nineveh. 

 

 



    

     Ways to Define the World  

 

     Most common word in the Greek New Testament is  

     kosmos.  Root meaning is associated with order and  

     refers to the created world. 

 

     Another word is oikoumene from which we get the word 

     ecumenical.  It refers to the inhabited world.  Under the  

     Roman Empire it came to refer to civilization as well as  

     the secular and religious imperial administration. 

 

As we look at the gospels, the Gentile world was not the primary focus for Jesus. 

Jesus was the one who established a base for the church. 

Jesus carried out his ministry within the Jewish tradition as a prelude to what was to come. 

Gentile mission remained for Paul. 

Ultimately the saving acts of God would be fulfilled in the rest of the world.   

Desire of God from the very beginning was to save the whole world.  

 

Read John 3:16-21  

Very presence of Jesus in the world was judgment for those who did not believe. 

Jesus provoked people to judge themselves based on whether they were for (or against) him. 

In John there was only this two-fold reaction to Jesus. 

It was very much dependent on the choice one made towards Jesus. 

Choice was influenced by one’s way of life (whether deeds were wicked or were done in God). 

Evil-doers were disbelievers while good works and faith went together (outward expression). 

Idea was that Jesus revealed what one really was and revealed the real nature of one’s life. 

Jesus was a penetrating light.   

One who turned away was not an occasional sinner but one who practiced wickedness. 

It was not that the person could not see the light but that the person hated the light. 

 

Spirit Empowers the Church 

Coming of the Spirit on the Day of Pentecost was the sign that the promise was being fulfilled. 

Spirit of God would be poured out on all humanity. 

Whoever called on the name of the Lord would be saved. 

Miracle of all speaking and hearing in their own language parallels the giving of the law at Sinai. 

Jewish legend recounts seventy tongues of fire on the mountain. 

It represented the seventy languages of the seventy nations in the world. 

At that time the law remained largely the private possession of Israel. 

According to Luke the goal was now achieved on this particular day. 

All people come under the power of the Spirit of God so that all can hear the one Gospel. 

 

Acts 2:5-13 

Eastern countries are noted and those from the west. 

Pontus, Cappadocia, and Asia are listed in 1 Peter 1:1. 

In 1 Peter they are named as part of the exiles of the Dispersion.  



 
 

Diaspora  

Diaspora relates to the scattering of the Christians of Hellenistic Jewish origin. 

First significant Jewish Diaspora was the result of the Babylonian Exile (586 BC). 

Cyrus the Great (Persian conqueror of Babylonia) permitted the Jews to return in 538 BC. 

Part of the Jewish community voluntarily remained behind. 

 

Largest and most significant Diaspora flourished in Alexandria. 

In the 1st Century BC 40% of the population was Jewish. 

Around the 1st Century AD an estimated 5,000,000 Jews lived outside Palestine. 

80% of them lived within the Roman Empire. 

However they looked to Palestine as the center of their religious and cultural life. 

Diaspora Jews far outnumbered the Jews in Palestine even before 70 AD. 

After the destruction of Jerusalem the chief centers of Judaism shifted from country to country. 

Communities gradually adopted distinctive languages, rituals, and cultures. 

Some merged themselves in non-Jewish environments more completely than others. 

 

In Acts 8:1 the term included those who lived around Jerusalem and Samaria. 

Those scattered were essential in the expansion of early Christianity.  

As noted the main reasons for the Diaspora –  

Forced deportation triggered by conquests of the Assyrian, Babylonian, and Roman empires. 

Voluntary migration due to optimism and a restoration of their dignity. 

 

During Diaspora there were probably few major cities or regions without a community of Jews.   

At the time of the birth of Jesus the Jews of the Diaspora participated fully in the Roman world. 

Some enjoyed full citizenship rights. 

At the same time they zealously maintained their national identity and religion. 

Where possible they formed some type of civic organization of their own.  

In more settled areas the synagogues served as centers of Jewish religious and political life. 



Temple of Jerusalem held the Jews of the Diaspora together. 

Thousands visited Jerusalem annually for the feast of the Passover. 

Every male Jew twenty years or older supported the temple with the annual half-shekel tax. 

Diaspora Jews were not privy to the oral or unwritten laws developed by scribes of Palestine. 

Greek-speaking Jews studied the Septuagint. 

Language as well as geography made the teaching of the Mishnah and Gemarah inaccessible. 

 

To the best of their abilities the Hellenistic Jews adhered to the Law of Moses. 

Roman writers (Horace and Juvenal) indicated that the Jews were noticeable to the Gentiles.  

Noteworthy was their obedience to the ceremonies outlined in the Torah and their monotheism. 

Jews worshiped without any graven images.   

Ethical conduct was for the most part above reproach. 

However their distinctive way of life also made them the object of ridicule and resentment. 

Yet there was much about Judaism that attracted the high-minded Gentiles. 

Synagogues of the Diaspora were sensitive to this opportunity and actively sought converts. 

 

It has been said that Gentiles were attracted to Judaism as a philosophy. 

Josephus identified the major Jewish parties and sects as the four philosophies – 

Sadducees, Pharisees, Essenes, and Zealots. 

Philo of Alexandria taught that the religion of Moses was the highest philosophy. 

He attempted to demonstrate the correspondence between the teaching of the OT and Platonism. 

Greek and Jewish thinkers used common speech and discourse. 

It made for obvious implications for the Gentile mission of the Christian Church. 

Judaism taught the unity of God and of the world. 

It satisfied the longings of individuals for a purification from the passions of the flesh. 

At the same time some of its laws remained a deterrent to its broader mission (circumcision). 

 

Back to Acts 2 

Perhaps they gathered there because of a general expectation of the appearing of the Messiah. 

From Luke 19:11 there was the thought that the kingdom of God would appear soon. 

This would have brought those who were most zealous and devout to Jerusalem. 

They wanted an early share in the kingdom of the Messiah and the blessings of the kingdom. 

 

Spread of the Gospel to the ends of the earth is anticipated by Luke in his description. 

We already noted the significance of the tongues of fire. 

Devote Jews who came were – 

Those who had moved to these lands and were returning for the feast. 

Gentiles who accepted baptism and circumcision (proselytes). 

Other devout Gentiles  

 

For Luke they represented all of humanity. 

Luke was not content merely to anticipate the world mission of the Church. 

In the rest of Acts he will depict each stage of its development. 

 

 

 



Acts 8 

Disciples (now to be called apostles or sent ones) are to bear witness to the gospel of Christ. 

First in Jerusalem and then in all Judea and then in Samaria and then to the ends of the earth. 

Appropriate that the witness started in Jerusalem as it was the place of revelation. 

Judea was in keeping with the divine order that the Jews were to be first. 

Shift to Samaria brought the opportunity to bear the good news to those alienated from Israel. 

 

Samaritans were a Semitic people. 

They were descended from the northern tribes of Israel. 

Samaritans were viewed by traditional Jews as racially impure and politically treacherous. 

Gatekeepers of the Roman occupation in Palestine were headquartered in Caesarea (Samaria). 

They shared with Judaism the belief that the law of Moses was the Word of God. 

However their version of it differed slightly from the accepted Jewish tradition. 

Chief point of disagreement was on the place of worship. 

Samaritans chose Mount Gerizim rather than Jerusalem. 

They had their own priesthood distinct from the Jerusalem priesthood. 

 

When Philip preached the gospel in Samaria he had impressive results. 

Soon thereafter the gospel moved to a wider circle when we encounter the Ethiopian eunuch. 

According to Mosaic law, a eunuch could not participate in the covenant worship. 

Term was also used for a powerful court figure. 

Eunuch was prepared in advance to hear the gospel. 

Philip immediately interprets for him the text from Isaiah 53 as a prophecy of Jesus Christ. 

Story seems to have originated in Hellenistic circles.  

It has been worked over by Luke to serve the overall objective of paving the way for Gentiles. 

 

Acts 11 

Antioch of Syria was the third-largest city in the Roman Empire. 

Only Rome in Italy and Alexandria in Egypt were larger. 

Syrian Antioch was a busy seaport trade hub with a lively mix of people from different cultures. 

It also had a variety of religions with high intellectual and political status. 
 

 

     Antioch plays a significant role in Acts. 

     City was home to many Diaspora Jews. 

     Many Gentiles were drawn to Judaism / Christianity. 

     One such Gentile convert was Nicolas. 

     In Acts 6:5 he was 1 of 7 to be chosen as deacon. 

 

     Intense persecution that broke out in Jerusalem after  

     the death of Stephen prompted some Jewish  

     believers to flee to Syrian Antioch.  When leaders in  

     Jerusalem heard of the considerable number of  

     Gentile converts they sent Barnabas there. 

 

Barnabas brought Paul with him to Antioch. 

It was here where believers were first called Christians. 



City became the launching site of organized Christian foreign missions work. 

First missionary journey that Paul and Barnabas took into Asia Minor ended back here. 

 

Not to be confused but another city called Antioch is in the Bible. 

It was located between the districts of Phrygia and Pisidia in Asia Minor. 

Pisidian Antioch was founded by Antiochus 1. 

It was founded once more by Augustus as a Roman colony. 

Augustus populated the city with thousand of his veterans and their families. 

 

Pisidian Antioch became a key landmark on Paul’s first missionary journey with Barnabas. 

Some Biblical scholars believe that the Epistle to the Galatians  was written to Pisidian Antioch. 
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First Missionary Journey of Paul  

Acts 13-14 

 

Second Missionary Journey of Paul 

Acts 15-18 

 


