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Imper ial Actions Before the Third Century 
 

 NeroÕs short-lived persecution, though it does not seem to have resulted in any specific 

laws against Christians, legitimized prejudice and suspicion toward them.1  T. D. Barnes 

maintains that the fact that Nero could even attempt to blame the fire of 64 AD on Christians 

shows that public opinion already considered them untrustworthy and immoral.2  Whether the 

people of Rome truly thought the Christians in their midst were capable of arson, or Nero put 

that thought in their minds, later generations certainly had the events of 64 AD in their collective 

memory. 

 A half century later, Pliny wrote to Trajan, calling Christianity, Òa depraved and 

extravagant superstitionÓ.3  He said that he had forbidden Christian assembly and indicates that 

this was according to a mandate of Trajan.4  If there was an earlier ruling by Trajan, it is lost to 

us. However, he did reply to PlinyÕs inquiry regarding procedure, ruling that no search for 

Christians should be conducted, and no anonymous accusations should be accepted. But if 

someone was accused and convicted of being a Christian, they must be punished. On the other 

hand, a person might gain his or her pardon by a public act of worship toward the gods of 

Rome.5  TrajanÕs rescript gives Pliny permission to punish Christians, simply for the name. 

There is no crime implied, such as arson or even atheism; the charge is simply being a Christian. 

The concept that non l i cet esse Chr i sti anos may go back to Nero, or it may even predate 

him.6  But this is the first time we can see it in writing. 
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 In 167 Marcus Aurelius issued an edict ordering sacrifices throughout the empire in the 

hope that this would convince the gods to release the empire from the grip of plague. Because 

Christians refused to participate in the sacrifices, some persecution resulted, producing martyrs 

in certain places.7  Though this was an indirect result of the edict, and not the emperorÕs 

intention, it nevertheless provided another important precedent for the following century. For the 

first time, pagan worship was associated with loyalty to the emperor.8 

 TertullianÕs writings assume that there were laws against Christianity and the church, and 

he states that public opinion of the time was against the Christians.9  Though there were 

outbreaks of persecution from time to time before the third century, and though they were legally 

(if somewhat loosely) based on the actions of Nero and Trajan, they cannot be directly attributed 

to the personal attitudes of the emperors at the time.10  The rescript of Trajan was only meant to 

keep the peace, and Marcus AureliusÕ edict was mean to unify the empire in time of plague.11 

With the exception of Nero, it was not until Septimius Severus that emperors got personally 

involved in the persecution of the church. 

 

The Church and the Sever i 

 In the early part of his reign, Septimius Severus was apparently tolerant of the church.12 

Christian writers of the time were reluctant to blame persecution on the emperor, and Tertullian 

can list Christians in the emperorÕs entourage.13  

 But at the turn of the century, SeptimiusÕ outlook on the church changed, and he began to 

see it as a threat to the empire. Apparently motivated by his tour of the east, in which he saw the 

great numbers of people who were being converted to Christianity (especially in Alexandria, 

where the catechetical school was attracting people of all social classes away from the Museum), 
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Septimius returned to Rome in 202 and issued what appears to be the earliest imperial edict 

against Christianity.14 

 The Hi stor i a Augusta mentions this edict, which forbade conversion to Christianity. It 

seems to have had as one of its main goals the closing of the catechetical school of Alexandria.15 

It is unclear how accurate the Hi stor i a Augusta is on this point. Either the edict mentioned 

both Judaism and Christianity as under the ban against proselytism, or it banned Christian 

evangelism, referring back to an earlier ban on Jewish conversion as precedent.16  Antoninus 

Pius had forbidden Jews to make converts, and Severus was probably simply adding Christians 

to this earlier law.17  M. Sordi does not think the edict existed at all, citing the scarcity of 

evidence and the unreliability of the Hi stor i a Augusta. However, she is assuming that, since 

Judaism was a legal religion and Christianity was not, they could not both be cited in the same 

edict.18  Her argument is not convincing, and in addition, Eusebius does mention the closing of 

the catechetical school of Alexandria.19 

 Unlike the previous persecutions, this one was not confined to one location (though it 

was not enforced empire-side owing to the differing practices of provincial officials).20  Since the 

edict of Septimius Severus was aimed at Christian conversion, apparently out of fear that the 

church was growing too large, most of the known martyrs were teaches and recent converts.21 

The charge against these new Christians was simply that they had converted to the faith.22 

 Though much of the material in the Christian martyologies is historically unreliable, there 

is enough agreement among them to get a general picture of the trial process. A person was 

convicted of the crime of Christianity on his or her own admission. He was always given the 

chance to prove the accusation false, or if true to gain a pardon, by renouncing the faith. Pliny 

had required that accused Christians pray and burn incense to the gods and in honor of the 
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emperor, and that they curse Christ in order to be acquitted.23  Anyone who refused to recant was 

tortured. If he still refused to renounce the faith, he was executed.24 

 The basic issue behind the charge of Christianity was perceived disloyalty to the emperor. 

Loyalty could be shown by a sacrifice for his safety or an oath by his genius, but by the same 

token, refusal to participate in this aspect of the state cult came to be considered an act of 

treason.25 

 Before Septimius SeverusÕ edict, Christians were only tried if accused, and in some 

places, an actual crime was necessary before they could be brought to trial.26  After late 202 or 

early 203, Christians could be sought out and arrested, and it seems that in several cases they 

were systematically rounded up at the catechetical schools.27  This change in policy from 

TrajanÕs rescript is unexplainable without the edict mentioned in the Hi stor i a Augusta. 

 According to Eusebuis of Caesarea, there was no imperial persecution during the reign of 

Caracalla.28  However, Tertullian records persecution in Africa under the proconsul Scapula. 

Most likely, this was the result of ScapulaÕa enforcement of CaracallaÕs Consti tuti o 

Antonini ana.29  When Caracalla made all free men citizens in 212, it was supposedly out of 

thanksgiving to the gods for GetaÕs downfall. As Marcus Aurelius had in 167, Caracalla required 

that everyone make a sacrifice. Though persecution was not CaracallaÕs intention, it is certain 

that Christians who refused to sacrifice to the Roman gods could be tried and executed on the 

basis of their ÒdisloyaltyÓ.30 

 In spite of this, the Severan dynasty after Septimius has been described as friendly to the 

church.31  It was in the Severan age that the church gained the right to own property as a 

corporate entity.32  One example is the cemetery, which bishop Zephyrinus of Rome (199-217) 

commissioned to be constructed. Since burial property had to be registered with city officials, the 

cemetery and its ownership by the church was legal.33  It is likely that Christian cemeteries of the 
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time were owned under the same laws which permitted funerary col l egi a.34  Christians may 

have even been meeting in house churches which existed legally as religious col l egi a.35 

 Even though Macrinus and Elagabalus left the church alone, the legal status of Christians 

did not change.36  Martyrdoms continued in the provinces, and Callistus (bishop of Rome 218-

222) was murdered by a mob uprising in Rome during the early reign of the young Alexander.37 

UlpianÕs De Offi ci o Proconsulis seems to have included legislation against Christians. Though 

it was virtually erased by Justinian, what remains shows that sacrilege against the traditional 

Roman religion was legally on a par with treason.38 

 Barnes dismisses all references in the Hi stor i a Augusta to Severus AlexanderÕs 

religious tolerance as inventions of its fourth century author.39  Still, it is so pervasive that there 

must be a historical background to the legend, and EusebiusÕ testimony is not so easily 

disregarded. AlexanderÕs mother, Julia Mamaea, is said to have know the Christian theologians 

Origen and Hippolytus.40  Alexander patterned his method of choosing provincial governors after 

the way Christian priests were chosen, and he entrusted to a Christian, Sextus Julius Africanus, 

the creation of a library in the Panteheon in Rome.41  He is said to have been fond of quoting 

JesusÕ Ògolden rule,Ó paraphrased as Òwhat you do not wish to be done to you, do not do to 

another.Ó42  Eusebius states that by the time of AlexanderÕs death, his household was mostly 

Christian, and Eusebius connects the hatred of Maximinus toward AlexanderÕs house, and his 

persecution of the church to this fact.43 

 MaximinusÕ persecution seems to have been motivated mainly by a desire to rid his court 

of AlexanderÕs followers.44  If any of the reports of AlexanderÕs relationship with the church are 

to be believed, Maximinus may have seen the church as a political threat. At this time there was 

an earthquake in Asia Minor. Maximinus either truly thought that it was the result of the anger of 

the gods, or he simply used the opportunity to begin persecution anew.45 He ordered the 
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execution of all church leaders.46  While MaximinusÕ persecution affected Rome, it was not 

enforced universally, probably because Maximinus was not well liked.47 

 Under Philip, Christianity was given a rest from persecution, and even prospered to the 

point where some writers have claimed Philip was a Christian. Eusebuis has Philip among the 

worshippers at an Easter service prior to his becoming emperor, and says that both he and his 

wife corresponded with Origen.48  But local mobs could still become violent toward Christians,49 

and the status of the Christian remained illegal.50 

 In reality, it is unlikely that Philip was actually the first Christian emperor, but he was 

sympathetic to the church, to the point that the church was secure enough to attract nominal 

Christians, most of whom would lapse under DeciusÕ persecution. Origen lamented that the 

church was so safe, that some people sought positions of church leadership because of the 

worldly prestige those positions brought.51  In general, the reigns of the later Severi (interrupted 

by Maximinus) and especially the reigns of Gordianus III and Philip, were the calm before the 

storm. 

 In the early third century, the legal status of Christians was that defined by Trajan. An 

admitted Christian was deserving of capital punishment unless he or she made a sacrifice to the 

ancient gods of Rome.52  Marcus Aurelius made sacrifice an act of loyalty to the emperor, and 

therefore a refusal to sacrifice was seen as an act of treason. From the time of Septiumius 

Severus, new concerts and their teachers could be hunted down and arrested. Maximinus added 

to that the proscription against church leaders.53  

 Before Septimius Severus, persecution of the Christians was localized and occasional. 

After Septimius, the precedent was set for persecution by imperial decree. But until the time of 

Decius it was neither empire-wide nor systematic.54  In addition, as the midpoint of the century 

approached, local anti-Christian uprisings increased in intensity. Popular opinion, spurred on by 
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natural disasters and the declining prosperity of the Empire, once again turned against the 

church.55 

 

The Decian Persecution 

 By the middle of the third century, there were over 150 clergy in Rome, and it has been 

estimated that the church of Rome had over 30,000 members.56  In 248, the Goths began an 

invasion, and by the time Decius came to the throne, barbarians were pressing in on all fronts.57 

The economy of the Empire was experiencing uncontrollable inflation, and to add insult to 

injury, many people were responding to these crises by joining the church.58  All of this, 

combined with DeciusÕ realization that he was surrounded by Christians in high office, was 

perceived as a threat to what he thought was needed to turn the Empire around, namely the 

revival of the old Roman virtues.59 

 Decius began his persecution of the church almost immediately upon gaining power.60 

But it was only one part of a larger program of restoration and unification of the empire. Among 

other reforms, he also revived the office of censor, and restored discipline to the frontier troops. 

In addition, Decius wanted to rid his court of PhilipÕs supporters, just as Maximin had done with 

those of Alexander.61 

 In an edict no longer extant, Decius apparently decreed that every person in the empire 

had to make a sacrifice, eat sacrificial meat, and renounce Christ. This was to be witnessed by a 

local magistrate, and the citizen was given a l i bel l us, a certificate of proof that he or she had 

made the required sacrifice. Several of these l i bel l i  survive.62  In some places a loyalty oath to 

the emperor was also included.63 

 Some Christians were able to pay another person to make the sacrifice on their behalf, 

thus avoiding association with the ritual. Others simply bribed the local officer, in effect buying 
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a l i bel l us without making even the pretense of a sacrifice.64  Barring these options, any 

Christian who did not sacrifice was brought to trial before the proconsul (or the Urban Prefect if 

in Rome) and if persistent, would eventually be tortured and either exiled with confiscation of 

property or executed.65 

 DeciusÕ edict, though based on precedents set earlier, was the first time that such an order 

to sacrifice was enforced empire-wide, including the smaller towns and villages. There was a 

fixed date on which everyone had to make their scrifice.66  The edict apparently mentioned 

Christians specifically, though all people were expected to make the same show of allegiance.67 

 By the end of 249 AD, Fabian, the bishop of Rome, was dead and several Roman priests 

were in prison awaiting trial. The bishops of Alexandria and Carthage were in hiding, and 

Christian clergy and lay people (even women and children) were imprisoned in cities all over the 

empire.68 

 DeciusÕ intention seems to have been more to make apostates than martyrs, though many 

died as a result of torture or imprisonment. Even some who did renounced their faith were left to 

starve to death in prison.69  Many Christians simply gave in and made the required sacrifices. 

Others fled to the countryside, and faced the dangers of the hinterlands.70  As more and more 

Christians either lapsed or disappeared, it became harder and harder for those left to resist, 

especially as their leaders were gone.71  Many of the lapsed were landowners who did not want 

to lose their property.72  Church membership diminished greatly by martyrdom and apostasy. 

 As Decius became more preoccupied with the war against the Goths, the persecution 

subsided somewhat. The question arose as to whether those who had made sacrifices or bought 

l i bel l i  should be readmitted to the church. Even those who had refused to sacrifice and survived 

(called ÒconfessorsÓ) were divided on the issue.73  Eventually this controversy would split the 

church in Rome.74 
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 The Roman church had been without a bishop for a year and a half when Cornelius was 

elected in June of 251.75  Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, claimed that Decius had said he Òwould 

rather confront a rival emperor than to see a new bishop installed in the church at Rome.Ó76 

Those who disagreed with Cornelius on the issue of readmission of the lapsed left the fellowship 

and consecrated Novatian as a rival bishop.77 

 The death of Decius in the Gothic war in 251 was understood by many (Christians and 

pagans alike) as vindication of the Christian God and punishment for imperial mistreatment of 

the church.78  Though persecution of Christianity was nothing new in the Roman empire, with 

Decius it had ceased to be localized. For the first time the personal attitude of the emperor was 

translated into an attempt to erase the church from the empire.79  The troubles of the church were 

far from over, but eventually what would prevail is the attitude found in Eusebius of Caesarea, 

that what is good for the church is good for the Empire, and a good emperor is one who is good 

to the church. 
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