
CHURCH HISTORY 

 

6. PERSECUTION & CONSTANTINE 
 
 

1. THE REALITY OF PERSECUTION 
 

• Bible verses on persecution: 
o Matthew 5:10-12 
o Mark 10:29-30 
o John 15:19-20 
o John 16:33 
o Romans 8:17-18 
o 2 Corinthians 12:9-10 
o 1 Thessalonians 3:3-4 
o 2 Timothy 3:11-12 
o 1 Peter 4:12-16 

 

• The Bible is clear that Christians can expect to be persecuted for their faith. 

• Persecution of Christians began very early on: Martyr comes from the Greek word for 
messenger. Messengers of the Gospel were often put to death for their faith. 

• As far as we can tell from Church tradition, all the Apostles except John died as martyrs. 

• The most prominent early Church Fathers were also martyred. 

• Many Christians viewed their martyrdom as an example to be followed. 

• Wrong reactions to persecution:  
o Avoid it at all costs.  
o Actively seek it. 

• Persecution of the Church:  
o Was intermittent, there were times of toleration. 
o Usually confined to particular geographical areas (though some were Empire-wide). 
o Varied in severity: For some Christians, persecution meant being were severely 

tortured or maimed but left alive, others were killed. Many that died did so in the 
arena, for the pleasure of spectators, others were burned or cut down with the 
sword. Others still were worked to death in Roman gold and silver mines. 
 

• Important questions to consider: Is persecution good for the Church? What reasons would 
you give for avoiding persecution?  

 

• We can understand why the Jews persecuted Christians, but why did the Romans do so?  
o Christians were seen as superstitious for believing in the resurrection of a man, 

which doesn’t happen! Also, according to them this man, Jesus, was a traitor who 
was put to death for rebelling against Roman rule. If Jesus rejected Roman rule, so 
would his followers they argued. 

o Many Romans still regarded Christianity as a branch of Judaism, and so when the 
Jews rebelled in 66 AD and again in 132 AD, Christians were (unfairly) viewed as 
complicit in these acts. 

o Christians were viewed as disloyal citizens of the Empire because they would not 
partake in Roman religious festivals and celebrations. 

o Christians made no distinctions between peoples and welcomed all into their 
religion: it was very popular among the poor, oppressed and outcasts. Slaves, 



women and children abounded but intellectual Romans thought it to be the religion 
of the lower classes (remember that they considered non-Latin and -Greek speakers 
Barbarians). 

o Christian gatherings were not open to just anyone, and often happened in secret. 
Soon rumours began to spread that they ate human flesh and drank blood 
(communion) and that they practised incest (because they called each other 
brothers & sisters). 

o Many Christians did not believe in taking up arms. Some considered killing, even in 
war, to be against Christ’s commandments, while others did not want to fight to 
expand the wicked and pagan Roman Empire. This again caused them to be seen as 
disloyal subjects of the Empire. Because Christians were so unpopular and unlikely 
to fight back, the Romans could easily make scapegoats out of them:  
 
If the Tiber reaches the walls, if the Nile does not rise to the fields, if the sky does not 
move or the earth does, if there is famine, if there is plague, the cry is at once "The 
Christians to the lion!” – Tertullian, 197 AD. 
 

 

2. TIMELINE OF PERSECUTION IN THE EARLY CHURCH 
 
35  Stephen martyred by Jewish mob; the Apostle Paul converted (?). 

42  Apostle James (brother of John) beheaded by Herod Agrippa I. 

62 James (brother of Jesus), leader of Jerusalem church, killed on order of Jewish leaders. 

64  Great fire in Rome is blamed on Christians by Emperor Nero, who cruelly persecutes them. 

* Fire burned for 6 days and almost certainly happened because Nero had plans to develop a  

   new palace and temple complex but required space to do so. 

65  Peter and Paul executed in Rome under Nero (according to tradition). 

66 Jewish revolt breaks out that ends in the Roman destruction of the Temple in 70 AD. 

90-96  Emperor Domitian demands to be worshipped as a god and has many Christians killed for 

refusing. 

100? Clement of Rome is martyred, though traditional accounts of his death vary greatly. 

107  Simeon, bishop of Jerusalem, martyred under Emperor Trajan. 

112 Trajan writes to Pliny (a Roman governor) to say that only those who practise Christianity 

openly should be persecuted. If they denied Christ, they could be set free. 

 * Pliny said that Christians were good citizens, they paid taxes and didn’t cause trouble. He   

                  struggled to understand why they needed to be persecuted. 

* He also said that there were so many Christians that it was stretching Roman resources! 

117 Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, also martyred under Trajan. 

 * He was the first person to speak of the Catholic Church. 

 * Said the Bishop was head over all the churches, elders, pastors and deacons in a city. 

 * Sent to Rome to be thrown to the lions; wrote 7 letters to churches on the way. 



* Called his chains spiritual pearls and sought martyrdom to be with Christ. 

132 Outbreak of 2nd Jewish revolt led by Simon Bar Kokhba, who many believed to be the 

Messiah. Defeated by Emperor Hadrian’s forces in 135 AD and Jerusalem sacked. 

* Hadrian realised Roman expansion had limits: Had a wall built to keep enemies out.  

155  Polycarp martyred, though there was no outbreak of persecution at the time. 

* “Eighty-six years have I served Him. He has never done me wrong. How then can I   

   blaspheme the god who saved me?” 

165  Justin Martyr martyred under Marcus Aurelius.  

 * He was a Greek philosopher who converted to Christianity. 

 * The Apologists took Christianity to the intellectual sphere and debated scholars and  

                  philosophers. 

 * Justin clearly did not have the whole New Testament, and his attempts to merge  

    Christianity with philosophical ideas means his theology was wonky in places. 

197  Tertullian writes his Apologeticum in which he decries the Roman hatred of Christians. 

* Wrote “The blood of Christians is seed”. 

 * He believed that Jesus was coming back at any moment, therefore did not want his wife to  

   get pregnant or she would be in that state for eternity… 

202  Emperor Septimius Severus forbids conversions to Christianity or Judaism. 

203 Two female martyrs, Perpetua & Felicitas, thrown to wild bulls in the arena. 

* Influential scholar Origen’s father is martyred. In order to stop him from going his mother  

   hid his clothes. 

* Origen became the father of the allegorical method of interpretation. 

235  Emperor Maximinius Thrax persecutes church leaders. 

250  Emperor Decius orders universal offering of incense to the Emperor. Church leaders 

arrested; Origen jailed and tortured; Fabian, bishop of Rome, martyred, as are bishops of 

Antioch and Jerusalem; Cyprian, bishop of Carthage (now Tunis), flees. 

* Cyprian was accused of cowardice for fleeing and not setting the example of martyrdom. 

* He was not a coward. Rather, he viewed himself and his role as too crucial for the church. 

* He had converted at age 26, and by 29 he was made bishop, a huge responsibility! This  

   shows that there were not many mature believers in the churches of Carthage.  

251  Decius dies; Cyprian returns to Carthage and deals with lapsed Christians; Novation schism. 

* Everyone who offered incense to the Emperor received a certificate, the libellus. 

* What about Christians who had offered sacrifice and now wanted to return to the church? 

* The sacrificati were all those who willingly sacrificed, whether they gave in immediately or  



    suffered tremendous torture before giving in.   

* The libellatici never sacrificed but had purchased false certificates stating that they had. 

* The Confessors were those who, even after suffering torture and often being maimed, did  

   not deny Christ. They became very influential in dealing with those who had lapsed. 

* Consider the following: 1. The Apostle Peter had denied Jesus and was not condemned. 

2. How would you feel if a family member had been killed or   

 maimed for their faith and now these ‘cowards’ wanted to come   

 back into the church? 

* Surprisingly, the Confessors were very forgiving, and wanted to allow repentant believers  

   Back. 

* Cyprian and other bishops felt they should decide the fate of the lapsed, not the  

   Confessors. Cyprian was in favour of allowing lapsed Christians back…on their death bed, if   

   they had lived lives of repentance and did good works to make up for their unfaithfulness. 

* Novation, another bishop, didn’t want to allow lapsed Christians back under ANY  

   circumstances.  

* Those who agreed with Novation broke away and started their own churches. Cyprian  

   rejected this and said that only the Catholic Church is the true Church. The Roman Catholic   

   Church will often quote Cyprian to argue that he had them in mind (clearly he didn’t). 

* The issue remained unresolved and would soon rear its head again. 

252-53 Emperor Callus revives persecutions of Decius. Origen, weakened by torture, dies in 254. 

257-58 Emperor Valerian blames military defeat on Christians. After failing to exile them, he 

persecuted them. Cyprian of Carthage martyred willingly and without hesitation. 

286 Emperor Diocletian divides the Empire into two: Each with an Augustus (ruler) and a Caesar 

(deputy), who would take over from the Augustus after 20 years. 

303  Great Persecution under Emperor Diocletian. Church buildings to be destroyed, sacred 

writings burned, Christians to lose civil rights, clergy to be imprisoned and forced to sacrifice, 

and (in 304) all people to sacrifice on pain of death. 

305  Diocletian and Maximian abdicate; hiatus in persecution. Constantius becomes Augustus in 

the West. Galerius becomes Augustus in the East and continues persecution of Christians. 

306  Constantius dies. His son, Constantine, named Augustus of the West by the army.  

311  Donatist schism begins. 

* Many Christians had given up precious Christian writings to be burned. Others, having not    

   learned from the Novation controversy, pretended to hand over Christian writings, though   

   these were fake or unrelated books written in a language the soldiers didn’t understand. 



* The traditores (from which we get the word traitor) were those that handed over writings  

    to be burned. 

* Donatus in North Africa became the leader of a group who said that the traditores were  

   not true Christians. The problem was that many bishops or church leaders had handed   

   over writings. According to the Donatists these leaders were unbelievers, and this meant    

   that any ordinations, baptisms or giving of communion they had performed were invalid. 

* On the one hand, we would agree that only true Christians should perform these tasks, but  

   we would reject the idea that there is power in them of themselves.  

* Donatism fractured the African church and contributed to its collapse when faced with  

   Islam 300 years later. 

312  Constantine defeats Maxentius to take control of Western Empire. Before the battle he sees 

a vision of the cross, and later sees the Chi Rho sign and hears a voice “In this sign conquer”. 

313  Constantine and Licinius (now Augustus in the East) meet; the resulting “Edict” of Milan 

grants toleration of Christianity. Christians no longer actively persecuted, yet Christianity 

remains illegal in the Eastern Empire. 

321 Arius condemned as a heretic and excommunicated from the church in Alexandria. 

* Because Christianity is still illegal in the East, there is not much the churches can do to 

   enforce this. 

* Arius taught that Jesus was a created being (There was when the Son was not).  

* He used songs to spread his theology and gained a large following. 

324  Constantine defeats Licinius to unite East and West and become the sole Roman emperor. 

He renames the city of Byzantium to Constantinople (now Istanbul in Turkey) and makes it 

the new capital of the Empire. Christian persecution ends and is now fully legal. 

325  Constantine assembles the Council of Nicaea to deal with the Arian heresy. 

* This was almost certainly more of a political move than a religious one: He did not want  

    the empire he had worked so hard to unite to fracture because of religious differences. 

* Contrary to what the Da Vinci Code claims, Jesus was not made God by Constantine at this  

   council. Constantine also did not decide which gospel accounts would be included in the  

   Bible. The main discussion was what the Bible teaches regarding the divinity of Jesus.  

* Because both sides appealed to Scripture, they ended up settling on a non-Biblical word to  

   Describe the divine nature of Jesus: He was homoousios, of the same substance as the  

   Father, not homoiousios, of a similar substance as the Father, as Arius argued. 

* The council voted 316-2 in favour of accepting the homoousios position as Biblical truth.  

   Constantine did not vote or influence the result in any way. 



* Unfortunately, despite this defeat Arianism was not dead, and it slowly crept back into the  

   mainstream. Constantine, ever the politician, was eventually baptised on his death bed…by   

   an Arian bishop. 

381 Emperor Theodosius I makes Christianity the state religion of the Roman Empire. 

391 Theodosius declares pagan worship illegal and orders temples to be shut. 

* He was the last emperor to rule over the united Roman empire. After his death his sons  

   divide it in two, and it remained so until the fall of Rome in 476. 

 

• For the first three hundred years, to be a Christian could cost you your life, could result in 
persecution and incredible suffering. This was very effective in keeping false believers out of 
the Church. 

• But suddenly, first through the work of Constantine and then Theodosius, this changed. 

• When Constantine legalised Christianity he also ordered the Church to be compensated for 
books and writings that were destroyed and property that was confiscated. This meant that 
the Church suddenly became wealthy, and we all know that where there is money all kinds 
of interesting people follow. 

• When Theodosius made Christianity the state religion, it meant that most Roman citizens 
adopted Christian practices without undergoing true conversion. It resulted in a blending of 
Christianity with pagan rituals and beliefs.  

• It also meant that the Church and State became closely linked, with the Church gaining 
political influence, but the emperors expecting to have a say in Church affairs. 

• It birthed the monastic movement, which began with monks who moved to the desert in 
order to live solitary lives of contemplation and prayer away from the corruption they saw in 
the Church. Men like Simeon the Stylite followed this tradition and took it to new extremes. 
 

• BUT it wasn’t all bad news. Even though persecution had kept some churches strong, it had 
wiped out many churches and had often left young Christians with no shepherds or pastors. 
Now there could be discipleship and Christian education. 

• The Church’s newfound wealth and the peace it enjoyed could be employed for the copying 
and spreading of Christian writings and Bible books.  

• The Bible could be translated into Latin and spread over the Empire (a very good translation 
for the tools Jerome had at his disposal). 

• Being able to influence rulers could result in the accepting of good policies and the rejection 
of bad policies. 

 

3. CONCLUSION 
 

• The right reaction to persecution: 
o Prepare yourself for it and bear it bravely if it should come. 

• Examine your own heart. 

• Be slow to judge those who experienced persecution. 

• Be thankful to God for preserving His Church and giving us great examples of faithful and 
brave men and women who stood firm in their faith. 

 


