
10. Jerusalem, Samaria and the ends of the 
earth 
  
In 66 AD Jews living in the region of Judah began a rebellion against their Roman 
masters in what became known as the First Jewish Revolt.  It was initially successful 

with a revolutionary government being formed and the Romans being expelled from Jerusalem.  In response the 
Roman Emperor Nero dispatched the general Vespasian who set about putting down the rebellion.  By 69 he had 
pushed most of the rebellious forces into Jerusalem.  Around the time of the Passover in 70 the General Titus began 
a siege of Jerusalem.  By August most of the city was starving and the Romans breached the final defenses of the 
city, burning the second Temple (the Western Wall is all that remains).   Much of the population was either 
slaughtered or shipped off into slavery.  I mention this because the resurrection took place in Jerusalem and the first 
gathering of the church took place there as well so it is reasonable to think of Christianity, in its early days, as being 
“headquartered” there.  After this destruction there would still be Christians in Jerusalem but it would no longer be 
the hub from which growth occurred.   
 
The last words spoken by Jesus in the Acts of the Apostles before his ascension are, “You shall receive power when 
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to 
the end of the earth.”  Today we are going to delve a bit into how this happened.  At the time of the destruction of 
the Temple in Jerusalem there were probably fewer than 3,000 Christians in the world.  However, by the year 350 
AD there would be somewhere around 34 million.  And while most of those would be in the general vicinity of the 
Mediterranean we know that in this time Christianity had made it to Britain and as far as India.  So how exactly 
does something like this happen?  Naturally, we believe that God was involved but there was also a very human 
aspect to it, with individual believers sharing the good news. Past scholarship has largely argued that Christianity 
was mainly a movement through the lower classes – those oppressed and marginalized like slaves.  However more 
modern scholarship tends to see it as more mixed.  From the Bible we know that there are slaves, merchants and 
some who are quite wealthy.   
 
In a previous lesson we talked about how, after Alexander the Great, Jews began leaving the land of Israel.  With 
the destruction of the Temple this diaspora would continue.  As best we can tell these Jewish communities, in far 
flung parts of the Roman Empire, were the main focus of early Christian evangelization.  This is testified to in the 
Acts of the Apostles and from other sources.  Ephraim Issac stated that, “according to Ethiopian tradition, when 
Christianity first appeared there, ‘half of the population was Jewish and…most of them converted to Christianity.’”1  
And in many ways this makes sense because if Jesus was the Jewish messiah the place where the least amount of 
explaining needed to be done would be in a Jewish context.  This is not to say that there was no concern for those 
outside of Judaism, after all St. Paul is sometimes referred to as the Apostle to the Gentiles.  In another bit of 
information about Christian’s concern for the wider community we have a rather comical letter written in 362 by 
the Emperor Julian (aka Julian the Apostate) complaining about the Christians and their good works.  He writes, 
“For it is disgraceful that, when no Jew ever has to beg, and the impious Galilaeans (Christians) support not only 
their own poor but ours as well.”2  Or put another way it seems that some became attracted to Christianity not 
because of the theological aspects of it but rather because of the actions performed by believers.  In these pagan 
times Christianity, like certain mutual funds, performed very well in times of crisis.  “Another advantage Christians 
enjoyed over pagans was that the teaching of their faith made life meaningful even amid sudden and surprising 
death…Christianity was therefore a system of thought and feeling thoroughly adapted to a time of troubles in which 
hardship, disease and violent death commonly prevailed.”3  For example in response to the Plague of Cyprian (249 
– 262) the Bishop of Alexandria, Dionysius, wrote this, “Most of our brother Christians showed unbounded love 
and loyalty, never sparing themselves and thinking only of one another. Heedless of danger, they took charge of the 
sick, attending to their every need and ministering to them in Christ, and with them departed this life serenely 
happy; for they were infected by others with the disease, drawing on themselves the sickness of their neighbors and 
cheerfully accepting their pains.  Many, in nursing and curing others, transferred their death to themselves and died 
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in their stead. The best of our brothers lost their lives in this manner, a number of presbyters, deacons, and laymen 
winning high commendation so that death in this form, the result of great piety and strong faith, seems in every way 
the equal of martyrdom.”  In contrast the pagan tradition was to flee a city infected by the plague and leave the 
dying to fend for themselves.     
 
It was not just in caring for the sick that Christianity offered an attraction over the prevailing beliefs at the time --
another would be in their treatment of women.  Because of infanticide there were simply a lot more men than 
women in the Roman world.  Which gives you a fair idea how the Romans viewed women and that it would not 
require much to improve on it.  The historian Henry Chadwick writes, “Christianity seems to have been especially 
successful among women.  It was often through the wives that it penetrated the upper classes of society in the first 
instance.”4  One of the differences was that “like pagans, early Christians prized female chastity, but unlike pagans 
they rejected the double standard that gave pagan men so much sexual license.”5  But it was not just treating 
women better than the Romans; women were also entrusted with leadership roles in the church.  The third century 
Christian scholar Origen writing in a commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Romans states, “The text teaches with the 
authority of the Apostle that…there are, as we have already said, women deacons in the Church and that women, 
who have given assistance to so many people and who by their good works deserve to be praised by the Apostle to 
be accepted in the diaconate.”6  Another advantage of  the large amount of women converts is that they often 
converted their husbands.  
 
We will end with one last factor and that factor is the martyrs.  This is not easy to quantify but those who went 
joyously to their deaths among great persecution must have provided a certain attractiveness to this new religion.  
We will end with one of my favorite stories from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs about a martyr named Telemachus.  It 
begins with a description of the gladiatorial games, which are interrupted by a monk who “boldly leaped down into 
the arena. He was seen to be a man of rough but imposing presence, bareheaded and with sun-browned face. 
Without hesitating an instant he advanced upon two gladiators engaged in a life-and-death struggle, and laying his 
hand upon one of them sternly reproved him for shedding innocent blood, and then, turning toward the thousands 
of angry faces ranged around him, called upon them in a solemn, deep-toned voice which resounded through the 
deep enclosure. These were his words: "Do not requite God's mercy in turning away the swords of your enemies by 
murdering each other!" 
 
Angry shouts and cries at once drowned his voice: "This is no place for preaching!--the old customs of Rome must 
be observed!--On, gladiators!" Thrusting aside the stranger, the gladiators would have again attacked each other, 
but the man stood between, holding them apart, and trying in vain to be heard. "Sedition! sedition! down with 
him!" was then the cry; and the gladiators, enraged at the interference of an outsider with their chosen vocation, at 
once stabbed him to death. Stones, or whatever missiles came to hand, also rained down upon him from the furious 
people, and thus he perished, in the midst of the arena. 
 
The few who knew him told how he had come from the wilds of Asia on a pilgrimage, to visit the churches and keep 
his Christmas at Rome; they knew he was a holy man, and that his name was Telemachus. His spirit had been 
stirred by the sight of thousands flocking to see men slaughter one another, and in his simple-hearted zeal he had 
tried to convince them of the cruelty and wickedness of their conduct. He had died, but not in vain. His work was 
accomplished at the moment he was struck down, for the shock of such a death before their eyes turned the hearts 
of the people: they saw the hideous aspects of the favorite vice to which they had blindly surrendered themselves; 
and from the day Telemachus fell dead in the Coliseum, no other fight of gladiators was ever held there.”7 
 
Questions 
1.  Where are the “ends of the earth” today? 
2. Evangelism obviously requires God but how much does it require of us? 
3.  What notable good works do we see Christians doing today? 
4.  Do you still see Christianity as being uniquely attractive to women? 
5.  There are still martyrs today.  Why do you think we rarely hear their stories? 
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