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Briefly outline the pattern of persecution during the second and third centuries, and assess the 

reasons for its ultimate failure (3,500 words) 

 

In February 313, over three centuries after the birth of Jesus, Emperors Constantine and Licinius 

agreed on a policy of religious freedom for all
1
 in the Roman world, following the conversion to 

Christianity of Emperor Constantine himself, and with this, Christianity finally became a religio 

licita
2
, Of course, it was not always this way for believers in the second and third centuries. 

 

It is held by some that the time prior to Constantine was one continuous purge against Christianity, 

whilst on the other hand many have played down the hostility of the state to the Christians. Neither 

view is wholly correct, but neither is totally wrong
3
. As we shall see, Christians also enjoyed times 

of peace and comfort, and persecution ranged from attacks by superstitious mobs to full-blown  

state purges. Persecution did not always come in the same way and often remained localised in a 

particular town or province, but on other occasions it was also on a large scale. 

 

At the start of the second century, there was an official Roman state religion, but alongside these 

there were various cults with their enthusiastic devotees
4
. The state cult required nominal 

acceptance, but not fervent support. But this nominal acceptance was obligatory!
5
 Already then, we 

can see that it was possible for other cults and belief systems to exist within the empire, but this was 

in addition to the official state religion, not instead of it. This would have perhaps allowed 

Christianity to flourish unhindered  throughout the Roman world. Indeed, Christianity was not, in 

the first instance, hostile to the state. Jesus' teaching allows for the co-existence of church and state 

without conflict (Matt 22:21 NRSV). However, this did not work out in history for two key reasons: 
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Firstly, the Roman Emperor became increasingly viewed as a god to be worshiped, such as 

Domitian (d. 98), who decreed that he should be addressed as 'Our Lord and Our God'
6
, and 

although Caesar was not officially worshiped, it would soon become compulsory to accept his 

deity. 

 

Secondly, persecution would become inevitable, not merely because of the deification of Caesar, 

but because of the exclusivism of Christianity, and that of Judaism before it. The other Graeco-

Roman religious cults would tolerate other beliefs, but Yahweh simply could not. Initially, the 

association of Christianity with Judaism afforded it some protection, but the fact that Christians 

would not only refuse to worship the emperor but also refuse to acknowledge the divinity of other 

pagan gods set a collision course with the people and government of the Roman empire that would 

inevitably result in persecution.  

 

Christianity of course had its roots in Judaism, and although Judaism was often regarded with 

vulgar distaste
7
, it enjoyed some protection from the Romans, as long as the Jews offered sacrifice 

on behalf of the Emperor
8
, and despite initially gaining some protection from its Jewish roots, 

Christianity was viewed as perhaps too exclusive and threatening for the Romans to merely dismiss 

it as a harmless threat, and so persecution became inevitable. 

 

We cannot make a list of all persecutions that took place
9
, but nonetheless many persecutions of the 

second and third centuries are well documented. The first well-documented persecution of the 

second century is that initiated by Pliny. Upon becoming governor of Bithynia, Pliny found to his 

alarm that Christians were numerous
10

, and that the prosperity of the Christian faith had meant that 
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the pagan temples had become empty and the meat of sacrificial animals practically unsaleable
11

. 

Pliny himself however seems to have been somewhat unsure as to precisely what he should do  with 

the Christians that were brought before him. He wrote to Trajan: 

  

“I was never present at any trial of Christians; therefore I do not know what are the customary 

penalties or investigations, and what limits are observed 
12
 

 

Pliny seems to have been uncertain as to exactly what crime was being committed by Christians, 

and seems to have executed a number of Christians for practicing what he described as 'madness'
13

. 

Trajan's reply to Pliny shows a reluctance to take the matter too seriously
14

, and seems to reflect 

much of the state attitude to Christianity, which is more one of bemusement over the peculiar 

behaviour of Christians, rather than a decisive policy of state wide purging. In any case there 

certainly seems to be some confusion over initial state policy: is being a Christian a crime, or is a 

governor supposed to investigate the crimes popularly associated with Christians? Incest and 

infanticide – allegations concocted from partial knowledge of the ideas of brotherly love and of 

eating the body and drinking the blood of Christ in the Eucharist
15

 - were frequently leveled at 

believers, and as Christianity began to develop, onlookers seem to have been uncertain as to what 

exactly Christians practiced, giving leave for superstition and ignorance to run rife, which, until the 

rise of the Apologists and the development of a credible intellectual foundation for the Christian 

faith, would lead to further persecution. 

 

Following the death of Trajan, the next Emperor was Hadrian. Like Trajan, he fell short of 

prescribing a universal legal precedent to deal with Christians, but restricted the ability of informers 
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to betray and denounce Christians by insisting that the penalty for falsely accusing someone of 

Christianity would be a fine in excess of the amount the informer would have gained on conviction 

of the accused
16

. This offered Christians protection from false and malicious denouncement, and 

some governors refused to even hear accusations against Christians
17

. Both Trajan and Hadrian had 

discouraged personal initiative in persecution, and some provincial governors even protected the 

church
18

. At this stage of the second century then, there seems to be a haze of uncertainty 

surrounding official Roman policy and practice, with the result that in some instances Christians 

were persecuted, whereas in others they were left unhindered. Crucially, this lack of decisiveness 

would allow the Church to grow and stabilise, which meant that it would have much stronger 

foundations in the persecutions to come. 

 

After Hadrian died and was replaced by Antoninus 138. The Christians continued to enjoy a 

comparatively uneventful period of tranquility
19

, although Gwatkin suggests that Antoninus was 

more dangerous than Hadrian to the Christians
20

, and lists Ptolemaeus and Publius as two examples 

of martyrdom
21

 during his reign. There is however one highly notable example of persecution 

during Pius' reign – the martyrdom of Polycarp of Smyrna. Polycarp had been a pupil of St John, 

and this link with the apostolic age had been invaluable for the church in Asia, where he was 

bishop. Polycarp was known even to the pagans as the 'father of the Christians'
22

, and his 

martyrdom occurred at the end of the gladiatorial games, a ritual of unity in Greco-Roman religion. 

McKechnie argues that passions rose against the Christians because of 'polytheistic anxiety' about 

the popularity of Christianity
23

, perhaps heightened by the unity and fervour that the games 

brought. So Polycarp, at the age of eighty-six, together with eleven other believers, was put to death 
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in the arena. The precise date of Polycarp's martyrdom is uncertain, although it is thought to be 

around 156. 

 

Again, this persecution falls short of the later persecutions of Decius and Diocletian, and seems to 

have been born out of popular anti-Christian feeling rather than an official turnaround in state 

policy. There are however similarities between the martyrdom of Polycarp and the deaths ordered 

by Pliny under Trajan. Pliny executed Christians for their 'inflexible obstinacy'
24

, and likewise 

history records that Polycarp was likewise obstinate in refusing to say 'Lord Caesar' and  sacrificing 

to save his life
25

. By now the conflict between the church and the state was growing, and 

persecution thus increased. Christianity was always opposed to paganism, and therefore the pagan 

religion of the Roman state, but with the advent of 'Lord Caesar', Roman  idolatry became 

inseparable from Roman rule and it was inevitable that the full might of Rome would eventually 

turn on the Church. However, at this point persecution was sporadic and depended on local 

attitudes, and it was not until the third century that the Church was seen as more of a threat
26

. 

 

It is worth mentioning at this point, that the threat to the Church did not just come from the sword 

or  the lions, but also from the pen of its pagan opponents. The early believers were viewed as a 

strange and even an incestuous and cannibalistic group, and so much early popular persecution was 

based on such superstition. This popular viewpoint was strengthened by pagan critics such as 

Celsus (c. 180), who criticised the faith as being of 'no trustworthy foundation'
27

, and  these and 

other writings like these gave a stronger intellectual platform from which to launch attacks on 

Christians. Other notable opponents of Christianity during this time were Fronto, and Tacitus, who 

rejected Christianity as nothing more than  'nasty fashion from Judea'
28

. 
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Perhaps it was no coincidence that these men arose during the reign of Marcus Aurelius, the 

philosophical emperor. He was of a naturally religious disposition
29

, although his stoic 

philosophical beliefs meant that he had disdain for Christianity. During the year 166, natural 

disasters, famine and plague were rampant throughout the Empire, and the mob was always ready to 

believe that such catastrophes were a result of the gods' displeasure at Christian 'atheism'
30

, and 

against this backdrop a fierce persecution broke out against the Church in Lyons and Vienne in 177. 

An extensive letter written from those undergoing persecution in Lyons records that 'the unbridled 

fury of the heathen'
31

 was directed against the church, and many believers were, tortured and finally 

martyred.  

 

Marcus Aurelius consented to the death of these Christians, although there is anecdotal evidence 

that despite his contempt for believers, he had a change of heart after the prayers of Christians saved 

his army from dying of thirst whilst campaigning against the Quadi in the north of the empire
32

 by 

praying for a thunderstorm, which duly came . It was argued by some that this caused Marcus to 

treat the Christians with lenity
33

, but his treatment of the believers at Lyons and Vienne in 177 

show that either he had never favoured the Christians, or that if he had, he quickly forgot his 

previous mercies. 

 

Marcus Aurelius died in 180 and was succeeded by his son Commodus. Commodus was not 

naturally evil-disposed
34

, but the persecution went on as it had before under Marcus Aurelius
35

. A 

notable persecution under Commodus' reign occurred - notable because it is the first record of 

persecution in Africa. Once again though, the authorities had not sought the believers out, and 
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proconsul Vigellius Saturninus would have happily let them go, provided they swear an oath to 

Caesar
36

, but they would not, and so were executed. 

 

Commodus was murdered in 192, and civil war followed, with Septimus Severus eventually coming 

to the throne in 193. The empire now descended into a time of instability unparalleled in Roman 

history. The second century had seen just six emperors on the throne, but between Septimus 

Severus in 193 and Diocletian in 284, there would be no fewer than twenty-two rulers over the 

Roman empire. This would inevitably affect the Church, for both good and bad. On one hand, the 

short reign of each emperor meant that if he was a ruthless persecutor, he would not be in power 

long enough to eradicate the church. However, the perceived internal and external threats to the 

empire during this period would lead to demands for loyalty and conformity, with dissenters harshly 

punished, and this led to great persecutions under Decius, Valerian and Diocletian particularly. 

 

Septimus Severus was initially friendly to Christians after having been healed of a disease by a 

Christian slave named Procolus
37

. However, there was again persecution in Africa in 202, where 

Perpetua and Felicitas, amongst others, were martyred. Following the death of Septimus Severus, 

the Church was left in relative peace for thirty-eight years
38

, and between 244 and 249 emperor 

Philip was even believed by many to be a Christian
39

. However, upon the death of Philip in 249,  

Decius ascended to the throne, and with him he would bring the most profound persecution the 

Church had yet experienced. 

 

In 249 when Decius took power, the empire was suffering from economic strain and external 

pressure
40

. This was particularly problematic in the east, where the Persians had conquered some 
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Roman territory, and with their armies had come their religions, most notably Zoroastrianism
41

. 

Decius perceived this as a threat towards Greco-Roman polytheism, and had to act. He also blamed 

the rise in Christianity as a cause for the decline of the Roman Empire
42

, and so any attempt to 

restore what he viewed as religious and social normality would certainly culminate in a clampdown 

on the Church. All subjects of the Empire were forced to offer sacrifice to the Emperor as a show of 

loyalty, and a certificate would be issued proving that one had sacrificed acceptably. 

 

The suddenness of persecution rocked the Church, and some, upon hearing of the demand to 

sacrifice, did not wait to be arrested before they made their denial
43

 but simply gave themselves in. 

There were sadly many apostates, because after years of relative peace and security, Christianity 

had almost gained social acceptance, due in no small part to the work of the apologists, and Origen 

at this time was even discussing the possibility of converting the whole Empire
44

. However, there 

was now a generation in the Church who had grown up as Christians without thinking they might be 

called on to lay down their lives for the faith
45

, and many did not. There were of course though, 

many martyrs who refused to sacrifice and instead chose to lay down their lives for Christ. The 

persecution was short-lived however, as Decius was killed in combat in 251 and replaced by 

Valerian. 

Valerian was, it seems initially friendly to Christians
46

, but was later persuaded to persecuted them 

by his adviser Macrian, to whom believers were: 

 

“pure and saintly men as rivals who hindered his own foul, disgusting incantations!”
47
 

 

This malicious whispering in Valerian's ear was enough for him to order another state-wide 
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persecution in 257. Notable martyrs at this time include Cyprian in 258, though he had fled the 

original persecution by Decius to much criticism. Valerian's persecution was much less intense than 

that of Decius, and Eusebius records only three martyrs in all of Caesarea
48

. The Church was 

granted a further period of peace however, when Gallienus took over from Valerian in 260 and 

issued an edict of tolerance of Christianity. However, the Church was to endure a further period of 

darkness before reaching the status of full legal recognition and tolerance under Constantine – the 

Great Persecution. 

 

Christian propaganda had made enormous progress after Valerian
49

,  (even the Imperial Palace 

itself was said to be full of Christians
50

), and persecution had occurred only in scattered incidents 

between the 260s and 303
51

. The Empire was once again under threat of invasion, particularly in the 

east, and Emperor Diocletian was clearly uneasy. 

 

The Empire had been split in half for ease of management, with Diocletian and Galerius overseeing 

the east, and Constantius and Maximian the west. During an sacrificial ritual, the augurs found that 

they could not discern the usual signs on the livers of the sacrificial animals, because some 

Christians present had crossed themselves
52

. After further consultation, it was decided to persecute 

the Christians once more, and this began when the Christian cathedral at Nicomedia was destroyed 

in February 303. Many clergy were imprisoned, and this was followed by a demand for sacrifice to 

the Emperor in 304. The force of persecution varied throughout the empire though, the fiercest 

persecution was in the east, whereas in Britain there was nothing beyond the destruction of 

                                                                                                                                                                  
47
Eusebius, p226 

48
Ibid, p231 

49
Duchesne, L D The Early History of the Christian Church From Its Foundation to the End of the Fifth Century Vol 2 

(London: John Murray, 1957) (3 Vols) p5 
50

Ibid, p7 
51
McKechnie, p221. I am aware that the date of the Great Persecution is actually a Fourth Century one, and so beyond 

the time period to be discussed in this essay. However, this Persecution may not be part of the Third Century 

chronologically speaking, but it is part of the historical phase of Christianity that ended with the official acceptance 

of Christianity in 313, and so I have included in for that reason. 
52
Chadwick, p121 



churches
53

. Again, the force of persecution was not universally applied. 

 

Diocletian abdicated in 305, but in the east Galerius and Maximian continued the persecution with 

great ferocity, the high point coming during the 'year of terror' that was 308
54

. In the west however, 

civil war meant persecution was now no longer a priority for the crumbling Roman state. Relief 

emerged though in 311, when a dying Galerian, granted the Church rights of assembly in return for 

which they were to pray for his health and for the defence of the state
55

. Persecution finally came to 

a halt in both east and west when Constantine and Lucinius agreed upon a policy of religious 

toleration for all in 313. 

 

So then, the persecutions of the second and third centuries ultimately failed. The Church remained 

whilst all who had opposed her over the years were long dead. But why should such a small band of 

Christian believers outlast the might of the pagan Roman Empire? I believe there are several 

reasons for this. 

 

Firstly, the initial uncertainty over exactly what to do with Christians must surely have worked in 

the Church's favour. Pliny, the first example I have discussed, expressed his uncertainty to Trajan 

(see note 13), and Trajan, like Hadrian after him, did not forbid the persecution of the Church, but 

neither did he actively persecute it. This contributed to the failure of persecution overall, because 

whilst the Church could focus on its task of growth and evangelism, the Romans were not 

singularly united and decisive in eradicating the Church. Those Emperors who did persecute the 

Church severely, such as Decius and Valerian, did not remain in power long enough (Decius ruled 

for just two years) or left sufficient gaps in between periods of persecution for the Church to 

recover its strength. There were six years in between the death of Decius and Valerian's persecution, 
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and a further nineteen years between the death of Valerian and the Great Persecution of 303. The 

lack of a consistent, ongoing and far-reaching policy of persecution would ultimately mean the 

Church would triumph, as its opponents lacked the focus and purpose that Christian believers had. 

 

Persecution was not without its casualties however, and there were many apostates, most notably 

during the Decian purge. The Church had grown in numbers, which seems to have led to a lowering 

of standards
56

, and many believers came willingly to sacrifice to save their lives
57

. In the first 

instance, this appears to indicate a victory for the Roman persecutors as many denied Christ and 

betrayed their brethren. However, it is my contention that in the long term this strengthened the 

Church, as those who were lukewarm and complacent in their faith either left the Church, or 

realised the gravity of their betrayal and returned to Christ in repentance. Either way, a Church that 

came through persecution would be purer and more dedicated to the cause of Christ. 

 

Tertullian remarked that 'the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church'
58

, and in a wonderful 

paradox, it seems that the more the Church bled, the stronger it became, and as long as the 

willingness of Christians to become martyrs exceeded the will of the Romans to kill them, 

persecution would always fail to eradicate the Church. 

 

The Christians were also at an advantage here. They could focus solely on Christ and the ongoing 

work of the Church, but as the Roman Empire began to shake both internally and externally, the 

Romans were forced to expend their energies on matters other than persecuting Christians. Eusebius 

remarks that the Church emerged during a time of rebellion, at first largely amongst the Jews, who 

were ruthlessly suppressed
59

. Crucial to the survival of the Church was that although always 

opposed to the paganism of the state, the Church was not a rebellious faction in the first instance. 
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As Roman religion and state affairs became inseparable with the introduction of sacrifice to the 

Emperor, Christians would inevitably clash with the state and so persecution would follow. 

 

Finally, the rise of the Apologists must not be overlooked as a reason for the triumph of the Church 

over persecution. Their engagement with the pagan philosophers of the day ensured much of the 

superstition behind early persecution was exposed as false, but they also laid down and enshrined a 

written intellectual defence in the face of opposition from men such as Porphyry, Celsus and 

Tacitus, who were part of the pagan revival which helped turn the state against the Church. The 

proclamation of sound doctrine by the Apologists ensured the Church continued to follow not the 

way of compromise but revolution
60

 that had marked the Church since its inception by Christ, and 

so because of Him, and through Him and for Him the Church remained whilst persecution failed to 

overcome it. 
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