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CHRISTIANS AND THE ROMAN EMPIRE

[Address given by Bill Markham at the Sydney Unitarian Church on Sunday, 03 July 2011.]  

Background

Christianity had its origins in Judea via the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified under Roman 
authorities in 33AD (during the reign of the Roman Emperor Tiberius). 

The teachings of Christianity were spread by some of the followers of Jesus, particularly the apostle Paul 
until the movement reached Rome. 
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The initial persecution of Christians came not from the Romans, but from conservative and orthodox Jewish 
elements in the East. In fact, the first Christian to be put to death for his faith was Saint Stephen, stoned to 
death by an angry Jewish mob. Formal persecution of Christians began in Rome during the reign of the 
Emperor Nero. The refusal of Christians to have anything to do with pagan divinities, meant that they were 
treated with suspicion. The story has it that Saint Peter was crucified in Rome at the time of Nero.  He 
requested to be crucified up side down so that his death would not be the same as Jesus of Nazareth.

Christians in Rome met in secret in the Catacombs.  Many martyred Christians were buried in these 
catacombs and the cavities that once housed their remains can still be seen today.  Many Christians who were 
put to death were seen as martyrs and many were nominated as Saints by the Christian church. Many 
suffered terrible deaths, for example Saint Lawrence.  He was roasted to death on a grill. The story goes that 
he actually told his torturers that he was burned enough on one side and that they should turn him over. St 
Ignatius of Antioch, who was torn to pieces by lions.

Over the course of time, the Christian movement spread with churches being established and local bishops 
appointed to “spread the word”. In the fourth Century AD, Christianity became the official religion of the 
Roman Empire through efforts the Emperor Constantine.

Roman Emperors

In 64AD, a fire broke out in Rome and some suspected the Emperor Nero of starting it.

However, there is no historical evidence linking Nero to the fire.  Nero was able to blame the starting of the 
fire on the Christians, who were already unpopular within the Roman community. Many Christians were 
attacked and killed by raging mobs and Nero instigated the persecution of Christians. Many Christians were 
burned alive, crucified or hunted down by wild animals in the arena.  In terms of Roman law, failure to 
worship the State Gods was treason, and many Christians who refused to worship such deities were 
executed.

Jerusalem was sacked by the Romans in 70 AD under the emperor Vespasian and his son, Titus. The booty 
brought back to Rome from this was used to finance the construction of the Coliseum. Over the next three 
centuries, many Christians were put to death in this arena.  Other arenas such as the Theatre of Marcellus 
were also used to execute Christians.  The execution of Christians was normally a part of the gladiatorial 
games.
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The years 100 to 160 AD were a time of continuous persecution of Christians particularly the Emperors 
Trajan and Hadrian.  In addition, Hadrian had to put down a Jewish Rebellion in 135AD. The Jewish 
population was virtually exterminated and Jerusalem was renamed Aelia Capitolina.  This was the period of 
one of the great Diasporas or scattering of Jews to other countries. The Jews do not come back on mass to 
Judea till after WW2, nearly 2000 years later.  It is interesting to note that despite all this, Jews in Rome at 
the time were still tolerated by the authorities.

In the early third century AD, the Christian church was flourishing, particularly in the East. Christians who 
had previously been confined to the lower classes were now beginning to penetrate middle and upper levels 
of society.  This alarmed Roman authorities, since Christians were still regarded as traitors under Roman 
law.  In AD 250, the emperor Decius made the first attempt to abolish Christianity throughout the Roman 
Empire.  Christians who refused to worship state gods were liable to be put to death. However, Christians 
who renounced their faith in front of pagan officials avoided execution.  The persecutions of Decius ended 
with his death in battle against the Goths.  The persecutions under his reign were extensive and were only 
surpassed by those of the Emperor Diocletian.

Persecution of Christians was maintained under the emperor Valerian.  Christians were often blamed for the 
general calamities of this time. Valerian required all Christians to publicly worship state gods. He also 
forbade Christian reunions and closed Christian cemeteries. In 260 AD,Valerian was captured whilst battling 
the Persians and executed by orders of the Persian King.  His son, Gallienius, who was also an emperor, did 
not follow his father’s policies and issued an edict forbidding the execution of Christians.  For a generation, 
the Christian church enjoyed a period of peaceful growth.

The persecution of Christians was revived by the emperor Diocletian, who came to power in 284AD.  He 
wanted the Christians to conform to the state religion. Diocletian issued edicts that Christian churches and 
books be destroyed and Christians who refused to worship state gods put to death.  He instituted the last 
great persecution of Christians.  
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Diocletian was an efficient and able administrator. He ended the civil strife and barbarian incursions that 
characterized most of the third Century AD. As the Greek historian Zosimus wrote: “the frontiers of the 
Roman Empire were everywhere studded with cities and forts and towers and the whole army was stationed 
along them, so it was impossible for the barbarians to break through”. Diocletion’s exploits however were 
overshadowed in history by his avid persecution of Christians. 

Diocletian divided the Roman Empire in Diocese, a term still used by the Roman Catholic Church to denote 
regional boundaries.  Diocletian was one of only a few emperors of the third century AD who died of natural 
causes.  Most others in this period were either assassinated by their own troops/colleagues or died in battle in 
civil wars or in wars against Barbarians. 

An examination of the crisis of the Third Century AD

The third Century AD was a period when the boundaries of the Roman Empire suddenly collapsed and 
hordes of barbarians broke through the frontiers, Goths in the North and Persians in the East.  The situation 
was so dire, that Roman Emperors had to take the field to battle barbarians. This was the era of the “Soldier 
Emperors”. Some of these Emperors were defeated and killed in battle (Decius, Valerian) and some others 
won notable victories (Gallienus, Claudius the Second , called Gothicus, and Aurelian, called the Restorer of 
the East. The effort required to restore the frontiers almost bled the Roman Empire white and it was never to 
regain its former vitality. The fact that the Roman Empire recovered from the chaos of this period was a feat 
in itself. It was to survive for another 200 years.

The Roman emperor, Galerius, continued the persecution of Christians for a time. However, he realised that 
instead of persecutions, it would be of benefit to the empire if the Christians were absorbed into it. He 
therefore issued an edit of toleration of Christians.  This allowed Christians the right to practice their religion 
and rebuild their churches provided they did not offend public order.  For the first time since Nero’s initial 
persecutions in 64AD, a man could legally be a loyal Roman and a good Christian. 

The Roman Empire becomes Christian
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In 312AD, Constantine (known to history as the Great) defeats his rival Maxentius at the battle of the 
Milvian bridge in Rome and becomes emperor.  The story goes that before this battle, Constantine saw a 
cross and writing in the sky which read ‘by this sign, you will conquer’, a message from God some say.  
Constantine ordered his soldiers to mark their shields with a cross.  He went on to win the battle and become 
emperor.

In 313AD, Constantine issues the Edict of Milan granting Christians unrestricted freedom of worship. The 
persecution of Christians ends.  Constantine recognized Christianity as a state religion and in time 
Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire.  In 324AD, Constantine decides to build a 
new imperial capital in the East, Constantinopolis; ie, the City of Constantine (Constantinople). This city was 
in time to become the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire then later the capital of the Byzantine Empire.  It 
is now known as Istanbul. It is because of Constantine that Christianity became the dominant religion of the 
Western World.  By changing the religion of the greatest empire in history, Constantine did more than any 
one man to mould Western Civilization.

In 360AD, Julian becomes emperor.  He tried to revive the persecution of Christians and make paganism 
once again a living religion.  He had little success since Christianity was too firmly established.  He died 
whilst campaigning against the Persians in the East.  He is known to history as Julian the Apostate (for 
wanting to abandon Christianity and revert back to paganism).

The end of Empire

The Western Roman Empire remains Christian but falls in 476AD, when the last Roman Emperor, Romulus 
Augustulus is deposed by the Goths. Christianity survives in the East under the protection of the Eastern 
Roman Empire.

Justinian comes Emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire in the sixth century AD. His armies succeed for a 
time in recapturing lost Roman territory. However, new waves of barbarians swarm down from the north and 
the dark ages take firm hold. 

•Frontiers breached by Goths and Persians
•Soldier emperors take the field of battle
•Civil wars
•Christians are a scapegoat in these stressful times


