
ADDITIONAL OBSERVATIONS ON HELLENISTIC JUDAISM AND THE  
FIRST EVANGELIZATION OF GREEKS 

 
 The Torah in the Diaspora: Praeparatio evangelica? Outside of Palestine, i.e., 
in the Diaspora (“Dispersion” of Jews throughout the Greco-Roman world 
contemporaneous with Paul, who was himself a Diaspora, Hellenistic Jew), Judaism 
was even more strongly influenced by Greek thought than it was in the Holy Land. 
Hellenistic thought was oriented toward the universal, towards a “cosmopolitan” (“my 
city is the universe”) worldview.1 Hellenistic Jewish authors such as Philo of 
Alexandria seek to demonstrate to pagans that Judaism is a rational religion according 
to the laws of nature.2

 Related to this are Jewish works, such as the Wisdom of Solomon, which have 
“a peculiar mixture of strict loyalty to the Torah . . . with an intellectual openness to the 
world.”

 Apologetics and an effort to be understood is behind this (e.g., 
Josephus).  

3 Other books are more radical, holding to “the thesis that the Torah has 
fundamental significance not only for the one chosen people, but for all peoples, all 
humanity — and not as a document in which Gentiles would find for themselves only 
rejection and scathing divine judgment.”4 One such author, Aristobulos (150 B.C.E.), 
“proposes that the Torah be considered the property of all humanity . . . without 
expecting or even desiring that anyone should for this reason become a Jew.”5

 This type of “Diaspora Judaism which was characterized by an openness to the 
world and a positive relationship to Hellenistic culture, and which on its own initiative 
had already reflected on how to overcome the dichotomy between the belief in the One 
God for all humankind and the nationalistic and particularistic effect of every kind of 
Torah propaganda that simultaneously adhered to the claim that the Torah was given to 
Israel alone,” would seem to be behind the group that the converted Paul fell in with 
(about which more below).
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 Adopting Eusebius of Caesarea’s expression (translated into Latin), praeparatio 
evangelica, certain scholars such as Martin Hengel use it to refer to the service which 
Hellenistic Judaism performed for primitive Christianity by thinking of the Torah as a 
universal law for all peoples which did not require them to adopt the distinctive 
hallmarks of Judaism.7

 The “Stephen Group” and the Evangelization of Paul. In Acts 6:5, Stephen 
heads a list of some “Hellenists” (contrasted with “Hebrews,” but all Jews, including a 
proselyte from Antioch ). Stephen engages in bitter debate with other Diaspora Jews, 
6:9-14.

 

8 Stephen represents a group with a virulent anti-Temple and Law position 
attributed to Jesus (v. 14).9 The dispute ends with the stoning of Stephen, which may 
have been a Jewish legal execution. According to Luke, it is part of “a great 
persecution” unleashed against the Jerusalem Church in which Saul/Paul participates 
(8:1). In Luke’s divine scheme of things, the persecution results in the spread of the 
Gospel. Some who fled the persecution went to Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch (11:19), 
the coast on the border between Palestine and Asia Minor in the region of Cilicia 
(Paul’s) and Syria.10

 

 At first, they preach only to Jews, but then some Cypriots and 
Cyreneans came to Antioch and preached also to the pagan Greeks (v. 20). This will 
result in the beginnings of the divide between Judaism and Christianity, requiring a new 
name for the Jewish sect: “Christians,” v. 26.  

The Hellenistic Jewish-Christian followers of Stephen now explicitly 
elevated and made central what was only potentially present in the 
spontaneous openness of Jesus and his first disciples. The Hellenistic 
Jews who joined the Jesus movement saw in Jesus’ devotion to the 
religious outcasts and the degraded among the Jewish people (and only 
occasionally, at the fringe, also beyond the borders), the triggering 
impulse for the notion, which was already latent in them, that God’s 
devotion to all of his creatures among all peoples cannot end with the 
national and ritual-cultic boundaries of the One People, chosen and 
distinguished by means of the Torah, but, to the contrary, must rather 
genuinely benefit all human beings in like manner and by the same 
“right”— and must therefore be made known also to all through 
missionary preaching.11
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