Roman Persecutions of Early Christians

Dates Emperor Famous Martyrs, Other Comments

AD 64 Nero Paul, Peter

¢.90-96 Domitian (81-96) Clement of Rome, John (exiled to

Patmos)

98-117 Trajan Ignatius, Symeon, Zozimus, Rufus

161-180 Marcus Aurelius Polycarp; Justin Martyr

202-211 Septimus Severus Irenaeus

235-236 Maximus the Thracian

249-251 Decius (249-251) libelli issued to those who sacrificed to
Roman gods

257-260 Valerian (253-260) Origen, Cyprian

303-311 Diocletian (284-305) perhaps the most vicious of the

Roman persecutions
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Beginnings to AD 313: Expansion and Persecution

“...And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in
Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and
Samaria, ... Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word.”
Acts 8: 1,4

“Let us, therefore, hold steadfastly and unceasingly to our hope and the
guarantee of our righteousness, who is Christ Jesus, who bore our sins in his
own body upon the tree, who committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his
mouth; instead, for our sakes he endured all things, in order that we might live
in him. Let us, therefore, become imitators of his patient endurance, and if we
should suffer for the sake of his name, let us glorify him. For this is the
example he set for us in his own person, and this is what we have believed.”
(Polycarp, Letter to the Philippians)

L. WHAT IS CHURCH HISTORY AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
A. God commands us to be students of the past
B. We are 'relatives' of those who came before us
C. “There is nothing new under the sun”

D. We should be humbled and encouraged



II. THE POLITICAL, CULTURAL, AND RELIGIOUS CONTEXT OF
EARLY CHRISTIANITY

A. Judaism

B. The Roman Empire

C. Greek philosophy and religions

III. THE EXPANSION OF CHRISTIANITY

A. Roman empire sets the stage

B. Why did people become Christians?

IV. ROMAN PERSECUTIONS

A. Reasons for Persecution

. Apostolic Martyrdom

-Paul: imprisoned under Nero, then beheaded in Rome

-James the brother of John: was beheaded by Herod (Acts 12:2)
-Thomas: shot with an arrow in India

-Peter: imprisoned under Nero, then crucified upside down in Rome

-Simon the Zealot: crucified in Africa
-Mark: founded the church in Egypt and was burned alive in Alexandria

-Bartholomew: beaten, crucified, and beheaded in Armenia

-Andrew: crucified in Ethiopia

-Matthew: killed with a spear in Ethiopia

-Philip: crucified and stoned in Greece

-James the brother of Jesus: ordered stoned by the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem
-John the apostle: exiled to Patmos, died of natural causes

. Major Persecutions:

D. The Church survives persecution...Can it survive

acceptance?



Date Major Developments

ca. 208 Tertullian becomes a convert to Montanism

211-217 Persecutions under Caracalla

ca. 213-early 230s  Hippolytus active in Rome

ca.215(?) Apostolic Tradition

ca. 215-early 250s  Teaching and writing of Origen in Alexandria and Caesarea

235-238 Persecutions under Maximin

late 230s Minucius Felix’s Octavius

240s-260s Ministry of Gregory the Wonder-Worker in Cappadocia
Influential work of Platonist scholar Plotinus

248 Cyprian becomes bishop of Carthage

249-251 First empire-wide persecutions under Decius
Thousands of Christians lapse, complying with orders to sacri-
fice to the pagan gods

250s Intensifying disputes between Rome and Carthage over the treat-
ment of the lapsed
Writings of Cyprian

251 Novatian and his followers separate from other Christians in
Rome

ca. 254 Death of Origen

257-260 Persecutions under Valerian

258 Martyrdom of Cyprian

268 Paul of Samosata deposed as bishop of Antioch for allegedly
teaching Monarchian views of Jesus

270s-280s Intellectual attacks on Christianity by Plotinus’s disciple
Porphyry

284 Diocletian becomes emperor

293 The tetrarchy of Diocletian and Maximian, Galerius and
Constantius formed

303-304 The Great Persecution
Arnobius’s Against the Pagans

304-313 Lactantius works on the Divine Institutes

305 Diocletian and Maximian abdicate

306-312 Easing of persecution in West under Constantine and Severus
Further oppression in East under Galerius

311 Galerius issues edict of tolerance
After Galerius’s death, continued persecution under Maximin,
especially in Egypt

312 Constantine defeats Maxentius at Milvian Bridge

313 “Edict of Milan” issued by Constantine and Licinius: universal
tolerance

324 Constantine becomes sole emperor

Date
66-73

70

early 80s
late 80s (?)
ca. 90
early 90s

90s
ca. late 90s-110

ca. 100-180
ca. 110

ca. 112
132-135
ca. 140
140s-150s

150s

ca. 151
155-156

late 150s

ca. 160
161-180

early 160s

165

late 160s-170s

177

ca. 178
180

180s-190s

ca. 190
190-220
190s—ca. 215
199-220s
202-203

Timeline of Early Christianity
(Source: Davidson, The Birth of the Church.)

Major Developments

Jewish war with Rome in Palestine
Fall of Jerusalem and destruction of temple
Acts of the Apostles

Nazarenes cursed in Jewish synagogue prayers

Gospel according to John

Emperor Domitian demands worship as a god

Persecution of Christians
Book of Revelation
1 Clement

2 Peter and Johannine Epistles

Epistle of Barnabas
Didache

Growth of Gnosticism

Martyrdom of Ignatius of Antioch
Correspondence of Pliny and Trajan
Bar Kochva revolt in Palestine
Apology of Aristides

Marcion active (excommunicated in 144)
Shepherd of Hermas (?)

Disputes begin about dating of Easter

First Apology of Justin

Martyrdom of Polycarp

Justin's Dialogue with Trypho the Jew
Tatian'’s Diatessaron

Persecutions under Marcus Aurelius
Second Apology of Justin

Martyrdom of Justin

Growth of the New Prophecy/Montanism
Apologetic works by Tatian and Melito

Athenagoras’s Plea for the Christians
Massacre of Christians at Lyons

Celsus'’s attack on Christianity in the True Discourse

Theophilus’s Apology to Autolycus

Death of Christians at Scillium near Carthage
Pantaenus active as Christian teacher in Alexandria

Ministry and writings of Irenaeus of Lyons
Muratorian fragment

Tertullian’s main period of writing in Carthage
Teaching and writing of Clement of Alexandria
Quartodeciman dispute and Monarchian controversies

Persecutions under Septimius Severus

Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas in Carthage
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