LESSON #4 - TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS IN CHURCH HISTORY
The Early Church #4: The Rising Prominence of the Roman Church 

and the Persecutions of the Empire

Introduction

By the end of the second century, the church at Rome was becoming exceptionally prominent and prestigious.  This prominence had not yet attained institutional form, nor did everyone yield to Rome’s ascendance.  But the more able and significant Christian teachers sought hearings and position in the Roman Church with the result that the latter was increasingly involved in the controversies of the day and often made the significant rulings that were determinative for doctrine and life. At the same time, the imperial government continued to deify the emperor and the state which raised sharply how a Christian was to remain a law-abiding citizen in the face of institutional and governmental idolatry.  What factors entered into this development and how should Christians respond? 

I. The Roman Church’s Rise  to Preeminence 

There were several factors in the rise of the Roman church to influence and importance.  For one thing, a host of prominent Christian teachers made their way to Rome (both orthodox and others).  Among these were the martyr Ignatius, teachers such as Justin, Tatian, Hippolytus and Gnostics like Marcion and Valentinus.  Other factors were:  
A. Administrative Ability of the Roman Bishops

Though perhaps not initially outstanding theologically, the Roman bishops were wise and prudent administrators.  They were able to hold together the diverse elements comprising their flock.

B. Increased Size and Connections

The Roman church grew enormously in the 2nd and 3rd centuries.  Christians from other parts of the empire came to reside in Rome, converts were extensive, and its contacts with other parts of the empire, even internationally, were also extensive. 

C. Prestige of a Capital Church

Just as people looked to the capital of the empire for leadership, similar tendencies carried over to the church of the empire.  People looked to the Roman church for guidance and example. 

D. Orthodoxy in Belief

In the face of a century of considerable theological variety and novelty, the Roman church remained steady and balanced in preserving Apostolic tradition.  This yielded a confidence and a reputation for trustworthiness.

E. Wealth and Generosity

The Roman church acquired significant wealth which it used to care for the poor and to provide relief to Christians everywhere in the empire.  This generosity brought an increase of authority to the church. 
F. Prominent Political Connections

By the end of the 2nd c. Christianity was obviously penetrating senatorial families and other government officials in Rome.  This gave the Roman church increased influence in the political realm. 

G. Apostolic Origins

The Roman church’s claim of direct contact with the Apostles Peter and Paul gave it a legitimacy and a priority over other churches of the empire. Few churches could legitimately make this claim, though later many tried. 
H. Apostolic Martyrdoms

It also did not hurt the prestige of the Roman church that both Apostles Peter and Paul were believed martyred in Rome.
II. Persecution by the Roman Government
Earlier persecutions of Christians had occurred under emperors Domitian (81-96 A.D.), Trajan (98-117 A.D.), Hadrian (117-138 A.D.), and Marcus Aurelius (161-180 A.D.).  Under the latter, there perished Justin Martyr (A.D. 166), Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna (d.155 A.D.), a large number of Christians of Lyons and Vienne in Gaul, including the slave girl Blandina and Pothinus, the aged bishop (177 A.D.).  After a lull in these attacks, Septimius Severus (202 A.D.) restricted Christianity by forbidding its extension and, in the provinces, continued to enforce the laws and edicts against Christians.  Thus, in Alexandria, Leonidas, father of Origen, and Potamieaena, with her mother, perished for their faith, and in Carthage, Perpetua and Felicitas were wrapped in a net and thrown to a mad cow.  They were then put to the sword. This policy of persecution continued sporadically. 
A. Maximin the Thracian (235-238 A.D.)

Assuming that the most aggressive promoters of the gospel were the officers of the churches, he directed his edict specifically against them. For example, the 2 rival bishops of Rome, Pontianus and Hippolytus, were sent to work in the mines where they soon lost their lives. This edict was relaxed under his successors Gordian (238-244 A.D.) and Philip the Arabian (244-249 A.D.) and Christians were allowed to go unmolested. But this peace did not last. The storm broke with emperor Decius.  
B. Decius (249-251 A.D.)


This emperor instituted the severest persecution endured by the church up to his time. No longer local, this persecution embraced the whole church.  Decius came to the conclusion that Christianity was radically opposed to the genius of Roman institutions and that the only way to save the Roman Empire was to suppress Christianity.  Decius thought that to restore Rome’s ancient glory, it was necessary to restore her ancient religion.  He made the worship of the gods mandatory.  He ordered the prefects to summon Christians back to the state religion.  If the Christians refused they would be threatened, then have their goods confiscated, tortured, and finally be put to death. Many yielded to these strategems and were called the “lapsed.”  They were to show their return to paganism by sacrificing to the gods, by strewing incense, or by signing a certificate of having done so.  Those who refused  and persisted in adhering to the Christian faith in spite of torture were called “confessors” and those who suffered unto death were called “martyrs.”  The bishops Fabian of Rome and Babylas of Antioch died as martyrs.  Origen and hosts of others were tortured and the number of “confessosrs” and the “lapsed” was quite large.  Many of the lapsed, when the persecution was over, sought readmission to the church in bitter penitence. 
C. Valerian (253-260 A.D.) 


He had partnered with Decius in the latter’s persecution but when in 253 he obtained possession of the Empire, he initially left the Christians unmolested. However, in 257 and 258 he renewed an attack upon them with great ferocity. Christian assembly was forbidden; Christian churches and cemeteries were confiscated; bishops, priests, and deacons ordered to be executed; lay Christians in prominent roles were disgraced, banished, and their goods forfeited. Cyprian died in Carthage along with other bishops under this persecution.  It ended with the capture of Valerian by the Persians in 260 A.D.  
D. Gallienus (260-268 A.D.)


The persecution was arrested abruptly and formally by the son of Valerian, Gallienus.  He was a thoroughly weak and incompetent ruler who promptly gave up the struggle with Christianity.  He issued an edict of toleration without, however, recognizing Christianity as a legitimate religion, as is often alleged.  He returned the church property but left the old laws against Christianity unrepealed.  This toleration was continued by Claudius II (268-270 A.D.) and Aurelian (270-275 A.D.), and through the nine years preceding the accession of Diocletian.  
E. Diocletian (284-305 A.D.)

In 284 A.D. Diocletian became Roman Emperor.  He came from humble origins, probably that of slave parentage.  He had a distinguished career in the army and was raised to Imperial rule by his fellow soldiers.  He had great administrative abilities which he employed to reorganize the empire into a more adequate military defense, thwart any army conspiracies to secure change of Emperors, and to make internal administration more efficient.  He associated with himself Maximian as co-reigning “Augustus” and appointed 2 subordinate rulers to whom he gave the name “Caesar.”  The latter were Galerius under Diocletian and Constantius Chlorus under Maximian.  For 18 years Diocletian’s rule was marked by a natural benevolence and statesmanship in the face of many urgent demands for the suppression of Christianity.  Both his wife, Prisca, and their daughter Valeria, were Christians.  The peace of the church seemed secure. 
In 303 A.D. he seems to have been persuaded that his plans for the reorganization of the Empire were being endangered by the toleration of the Christians.  In 295 a number of Christians had been condemned to death for refusing to join the army and others for trying to leave it.  This was viewed as a serious danger which would, it was thought, lead to Christians in the army refusing to obey orders. This led to all Christians being expelled from the legions. Some officers, not wanting to deplete the strength of the army, sought to compel Christians to deny their faith.  The result was a number of executions commanded by Galerius, Diocletian’s subordinate “Caesar.”  Galerius became increasingly prejudiced against Christians and persuaded Diocletian to issue an edict against them.  The purpose was not to kill Christians but to remove them from positions of responsibility in the government.  All Christian buildings and books were to be destroyed.  When many Christians refused to turn over their sacred Scriptures, the persecution became more intense.  The recalcitrant Christians were tortured and condemned to death.  When fire broke out in the imperial palace, Galerius accused the Christians of having set it in revenge for the destruction of their buildings and the burning of their books.  Diocletian was incensed.  He ordered that all Christians in the imperial court must offer sacrifice before the gods.  His wife and daughter, Prisca and Valeria, complied.  But the Grand Chamberlain Dorotheus and several others refused and suffered martyrdom. The persecution became general.  Christian meeting houses and sacred Scriptures were put to the torch.  In some areas, overzealous officials, following the emperor’s lead, put Christians to death.  Diocletian issued an edict imprisoning all bishops and presbyters, and another subjecting them to torture.  These edicts were the signal for the outburst of popular fury by the pagans upon the Christian community.  The atrocities were numerous.  A fourth edict was issued in 304 A.D. which demanded of Christians either apostasy or death.  The persecution became a systematic and determined effort to exterminate Christianity.  A few Christians broke down under this bloody violence and were designated “traditores” from giving up their sacred Scriptures. The majority, however, endured intense suffering and vast numbers met horrible deaths.  
F. The Accession of Constantine the Great (d. 337 A.D.)

In 305 A.D. Diocletian abdicated his throne along with Maximian, his associate.  Galerius and Constantius Chlorus then took the title of “Augustus.” The 2 “Caesars” under them were Severus and Maximinus Daia both of whom were manipulated by Galerius. Constantius’ young son Constantine lived for years in Diocletian’s court (later in Galerius’) apparently as a hostage.  He escaped by feigning the need to visit his ailing father Constantius Chlorus.  When Constantius died, the army under his aegis refused obedience to Galerius and proclaimed Constantine “Augustus.”  Constantine bided his time and set about strengthening his position in Gaul and Great Britain.  
Persecution continued while all of this political intrigue was occurring.  In the West, Constantine chose not to enforce the decrees against Christians, seeing them as the work of his rival Galerius; in the East, Maximinus Daia, the protege of Galerius, continued persecuting Christians. He sought to have Christians maimed and put to work in the quarries. When the latter began organizing churches in their places of punishment, Maximinus had them killed or deported anew.  The lists of martyrs grew longer and longer and there seemed to be no end in sight. 
But then Galerius became ill with a painful disease.  For whatever reason (fear of the Christians’ God?), he grudgingly decided to change his policy.  He announced that in an effort to be “benevolent” to all, pardon would be extended to Christians such that they would be able to gather again in their assemblies.  This they may do as long as they do not interfere with public order.  “In return for our tolerance,” he said, “Christians will be required to pray to their god for us, for the public good, and for themselves, so that the state may enjoy prosperity and they may live in peace.”  
This edict in 311 A.D. ended the most cruel persecution the church had to suffer from the Roman Empire.  The prisons were opened and disgorged a multitude of people bearing the marks of torture and abuse.  Galerius died 5 days after this edict and the empire was divided among four contenders for office of emperor.  Three recognized one another and one was declared a usurper.  
A great political change was about to occur which would put a final end to persecution.  Constantine began a campaign that would eventually make him master of the empire.  He gathered his armies in Gaul, crossed the Alps and marched on Rome. In 313 A.D., Constantine and Licinius, who had come to the throne jointly after civil dissension and war, reissued at Milan an edict of toleration and, perhaps, more than toleration.  “It proclaimed absolute freedom of conscience, placed Christianity on a full legal equality with any religion of the Roman world, and ordered the restoration of church property confiscated in the recent persecution “ (Walker).
Licinius was defeated by Constantine in 314 and suffered a final defeat in 323 A.D.  Constantine was at last sole ruler of the empire and the church was free of persecution everywhere.  Yet at the same time the church had now entered under the control of the Roman government—a fateful union with the state.
G. Why Did Christianity Succeed?

1. External Conditions

a. Judaism previously had provided bases of operation throughout the empire.

b. Greek language and culture (Hellenism) provided a common medium of communication throughout the empire. 

c. Roman government  provided peace, stability, and means of communication for travel.
2. Internal Conditions

a. Conviction of the truth of Christianity

b. Christianity’s openness to all people—its universal outlook
c. The brotherly love and charity practiced toward all the needs of its members

d. The disciplined self-government of each of the Christian communities which were united to one another. 

e. Warm fellowship giving a strong sense of community

f. Strong combination of religious practice and philosophical thought
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