
3 Acts Lesson 3 Handout  - The Evolving  Christian Community 

A new section of the book begins at this point. It is introduced by 
reference to two groups in the early community, identified by their 
background prior to their conversion—the Hellenists and the Hebrews. 
From this chapter onwards, Christians are referred to as “disciples”; in 
other words this term is no longer applied only to the apostles and to 
those who were adherents of Jesus during his life on earth: all the 
baptized are “disciples”. Jesus is the Lord of his Church and the Teacher 
of all: after his ascension into heaven he teaches, sanctifies and governs 
Christians through the ministry of the apostles, initially, and after the 
apostles’ death, through the ministry of their successors, the Pope and 
the Bishops, who are aided by priests. 

Hellenists were Jews who had been born and lived for a time outside 
Palestine. They spoke Greek and had synagogues of their own where the 
Greek translation of Scripture was used. They had a certain amount of 
Greek culture; the Hebrews would have also had some, but not as much. 
The Hebrews were Jews born in Palestine; they spoke Aramaic and used 
the Hebrew Bible in their synagogues. This difference of backgrounds 
naturally carried over into the Christian community during its early 
years, but it would be wrong to see it as divisive or to imagine that there 
were two opposed factions in early Christianity. Before the Church was 
founded there existed in Jerusalem a well-established Hellenist-Jewish 
community—an influential and sizeable grouping. 

This chapter relates the establishment by the apostles of “the seven”: this 
is the second, identifiable group of disciples entrusted with a ministry in 
the Church, the first being “the twelve”. 

Although St Luke does not clearly present this group as constituting a 
holy “order”, it is quite clear that the seven have been given a public role 



in the community, a role which extends beyond distribution of relief. We 
shall now see Philip and Stephen preaching and baptizing—sharing in 
some ways in ministry of the apostles, involved in “care of souls”. 

St Luke uses the term diakonia (service), but he does not call the seven 
“deacons”…(However) the diaconate is a form of sacred office of 
apostolic origin. At ordination deacons take on an obligation to 
perform—under the direction of the diocesan bishop—certain duties to 
do with evangelization, catechesis, organization of liturgical ceremonies, 
Christian initiation of catechumens and neophytes, and Church 
charitable and social welfare work. 

The Second Vatican Council teaches that “It pertains to the office of a 
deacon, in so far as it may be assigned to him by the competent 
authority, to administer Baptism solemnly, to be custodian and 
distributor of the Eucharist, in the name of the Church to assist at and to 
bless marriages, to bring Viaticum to the dying, to read the Sacred 
Scripture to the faithful, to instruct and exhort the people, to preside over 
the worship and the prayer of the faithful, to administer sacramentals, 
and to officiate at funeral and burial services” (Lumen gentium, 29). 
(Ibid. Navarre pp. 59-60) 


