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Were the Early Christians Really Persecuted? 
 

All who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. (2 Tim 3.12) 

 

Introduction 

Until quite recent times, it could be held with confident that the one thing people knew, or at 

least thought they knew, about the early Christians was that they were persecuted. Children 

would gather round pictures of Christians in the arena about to be eaten by lions, and Sunday 

School teachers would encourage them to admire the bravery of the martyrs. Films such as 

Quo Vadis? (1951) and The Robe (1953) reinforced the popular view that from the outset, 

Christians were both hated and hunted by the Romans, and lived in constant fear of being 

sentenced to death in the arena. From the early persecutions of Paul (1 Cor. 15.9–10; Gal 

1.13–14; Phil 3.6; cf. Acts 9.1) to the pogrom in Nero’s Rome (Tacitus, Annals 15.44), 

Christians experienced what they perceived to be persecution. Indeed, in their writings, they 

presented themselves as a suffering community, facing intolerance and misunderstanding 

from Jew and Gentile alike, to the extent that in Acts, the Jewish community in Rome are 

made to declare of early Christianity, ‘we know that people everywhere are talking against 

this sect’ (Acts 28.22). 

However, while this sketch may still represent popular views of early Christianity, 

historians generally recognise that while members of the early Church undoubtedly did face 

some harassment, there was no empire-wide policy against Christianity until well into the 

third century, and even then, these were short lived. Where Christians experienced 

persecution, it tended to be localised, sporadic, and random,1 and resulted from pockets of 

prejudice rather than any official imperial interest in the Church.  

If we see those who take at face value the deutero-Pauline claim that ‘all who desire 

to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted’ (2 Tim 3.12) as representing a 
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‘maximalist’ view of persecution,2 then, in direct contrast, what might be termed a 

‘minimalist’ account is gaining popularity among scholars. Minimalists go beyond the view 

that Christians faced ‘periodic persecution’, and conclude that in all significant respects, the 

Christian narrative of persecution is a constructed myth.3 Moreover, they tend to turn 

Christian charges against their pagan neighbour of intolerance back onto the early Church, 

arguing that in a Roman environment of general imperial tolerance towards varieties of 

beliefs and practices, it was Christian intolerance and intransigence that led to their 

appearances before magistrates. However, this was not persecution in any meaningful sense, 

but prosecution. Both maximalist and minimalist accounts of early Christian experiences of 

suffering construct a context in which a generally tolerant group encounter an intolerant 

‘other’. Depending on which approach is adopted, either Christians or Romans were the 

‘victims’ of intolerance. 

In light of this apparent scholarly paradigm shift,4 I return to the basic question: were 

the early Christians persecuted? First I outline the formerly dominant ‘persecution paradigm’, 

arguing that this way of presenting Christian experience is already promoted in New 

Testament texts. Next, I evaluate recent revisionist ‘minimalist’ accounts, noting that the idea 

Christians invented—or at least exaggerated—the extent of the persecution can be found as 

far back as the eighteenth century. These re-evaluations offer an important and valuable 

corrective to the maximalist approach. However, minimalists, I argue, tend to simply replace 

a one-sided Christian reading of history with an equally skewed Roman perspective.  

Instead, I offer a reading which might be categorised as ‘modified minimalism’, in 

which I sidestep the persecution/prosecution dichotomy, and conclude that while it is 

certainly the case that Romans would have understood their (albeit limited) actions against 

Christians as prosecutions designed to protect the integrity of the State, Christians 
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experienced those actions, not without reason, as persecution. I argue that Christians and 

Romans were indeed ‘tolerant’ of the other—just not where it mattered!      

 

The Persecution Paradigm 

This idea that Christians faced constant persecution has a long pedigree. John Foxe in his 

Acts and Monuments notes that after Christians had faced persecution from the Jews, they 

suffered under  

 

the heathen Emperors of Rome, who having the whole power of the world in their 

hands, did what the world could do, to extinguish the name and Church of Christ. 

Whose violence continued the space of three hundred years. All which while the true 

Church of Christ was not greatly in sight of the world, but rather abhorred everywhere.5 

 

In this first three hundred years of violence, Foxe identifies ten emperors who were 

particularly responsible for persecuting the Church: Nero, Domitian, Trajan, Marcus 

Aurelius, Severus, Maximus, Decius, Valerian, Aurelian, and Diocletian. In 313, Constantine, 

inspired by God, put an end to the persecution and established the peace of the Church that 

would last until John Wycliffe (c. 1320–1384).6  In dividing the history of the earliest church 

into periods of persecution, Foxe was following the template created by the fourth century 

historian, Eusebius. Unlike Foxe, Eusebius mentions periods of relative peace, such as under 

Vespasian (H.E. 3.17.1) and Gallienus (4.12.1–13.7), but has a similarly list of persecuting 

emperors to that of Foxe: Nero (H. E. 2.25.1–8), Domitian (3.17), Trajan (3.32.1–33.4), 

Marcus Aurelius (4.14.10–17.14), Severus (6.1.1–5.7), Maximus (6.28), Decius (6.39.1–

42.6), Gallus (7.1), Valerian (7.10.1–12.1), Galerius (8.17.1–2), and Diocletian (8 App. 3).7 
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Earlier Christian writers reinforce the impression that the Church lived in the midst of 

hostility. Justin complains to the Emperor Antoninus Pius that Christians are condemned for 

merely being Christians, rather than for any specific crime.  

 

If any of the accused deny the name, and say that he is not a Christians, you acquit him, 

as having no evidence against him as a wrongdoer; but if anyone acknowledge that he 

is a Christian, you punish him on account of this acknowledgment.8  

 

This, Justin contends, is clearly unjust. Tertullian in his famous quip, paints a picture in 

which at the slightest misfortune, the Romans were ready to turn on the Christians: 

 

[Pagans] suppose that the Christians are the cause of every public disaster, every 

misfortune that happens to the people. If the Tiber overflows or the Nile does not, if 

there is a drought or an earthquake, a famine or a pestilence, at once the cry goes up, 

‘The Christians to the lions’.9 

 

The Martyr Acts also narrate persecutions of such ferocity that a devilish origin is ascribed to 

them:  

 

The Adversary [Satan] swooped down with full force, in this way anticipating his final 

coming which is sure to come. He went to all lengths to train and prepare his minions 

against God’s servants; the result was that we were not only shut out of our houses, the 

baths, and the public square, but they forbade any of us to be seen in any place 

whatsoever. Arrayed against him was God’s grace, which protected the weak, and 

raised up sturdy pillars that could by their endurance take on themselves all the attacks 
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of the evil One. These then charged into battle, holding up under every sort of abuse 

and torment; indeed, they made light of their great burden as they sped on to Christ.10 

 

The Martyrdom of Polycarp is also situated in the midst of persecution, culminating in 

Polycarp being forced to choose between loyalty to Caesar or to Christ.  

 

The governor tried to persuade him to recant, saying…‘Swear by the Genius of the 

emperor. Recant….Swear and I will let you go. Curse Christ!’ 

But Polycarp answered, ‘For eighty-six years I have been his servant and he has done 

me no wrong. How can I blaspheme against my king and saviour?’ (Mart. Poly. 9.2–

3)11 

 

Of course, the arch-villain of the earliest church was Nero.  

According to Tacitus, after fire broke in Rome, Nero sought to deflect suspicion that 

he was responsible by blaming the conflagration on the Christians. He subjected them to such 

torture in the arena, including crucifixion, burning, and being torn by dogs, that Tacitus 

suspected they were being killed ‘not for the public good, but to glut one man’s cruelty’.12 

Suetonius also mentions Nero’s punishment of the Christians, but does not make any link 

between this treatment and the charge of arson.13 While neither Tacitus nor Suetonius 

believes the Christians were responsible for the fire, they do both express disdain for them. 

Suetonius dismisses Christians as ‘a class of men given to a new and mischievous 

superstition (genus hominum superstitionis novae ac maleficae)’, while Tacitus argues they 

deserved punishment ‘not so much for the crime of arson as for their hatred of the human 

race (odium humani generis)’. Tacitus’ comments, which almost certainly reflect the attitude 

to Christians in his own day, appear to lend weight to the complaint of Justin and Tertullian, 



6 

 

that Christians were not punished for any particular wrong-doing, but only for being 

Christian. This evidence of apparent hostility throughout the first three centuries led Frend to 

conclude,  

 

In the 250 years that separate the Neronian persecution in 64 CE from the conversation 

of Constantine to Christianity, c.312, Christianity was an illegal and suspect religion 

whose members were subject to arrest, condemnation, and in many cases, death.14 

 

Of course, for Christians, the expectation they would suffer persecution and 

martyrdom goes back to Jesus, who, in Mark, warned that disciples would have to choose 

between being a faithful disciple and the avoidance of suffering or death: ‘If anyone would 

come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me’ (Mk 8.34). 

Though Luke’s addition of ‘daily’ (9.27) gives the saying a metaphorical meaning, in Mark, 

the syntax of the logion suggests that denial of self and taking up the cross come before 

following Jesus. In other words, taking up the cross is not a potential consequence of 

discipleship; it is a condition.15 The Q version of the saying (Luke 14.27; cf. Matt. 10.38) 

reinforces this interpretation: ‘The one who does not take one’s cross and follow after me 

cannot be my disciple.’ There is a similar martyrological force behind Jesus’ warning that 

disciples should not fear those who can kill only the body, rather they should fear God who 

can destroy both the body and soul in Gehenna (Matt 10.28//Luke 12.4–5). That is to say, 

there is an expectation behind these words that Christians will face a choice between saving 

and losing their lives, but that it is better to be killed by humans than judged by God (cf. Mk 

8.35–38). Such a scenario may arise in the judicial setting imaged by Mark 13.9–13:  
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But take heed for yourselves; for they will deliver you up to councils, and you will be 

beaten in synagogues; and you will stand before governors and kings for my 

sake…And when they bring you to trial and deliver you up, do not be anxious 

beforehand what to say, but say whatever is given to you in that hour…And brother 

will deliver up his brother to death, and the father his child, and children will rise 

against parents and have them out to death, and you will be hated by all for my name’s 

sake. But the one enduring to the end will be saved.  

 

Rather than a genuine prediction of Jesus, it is more likely these words reflect the experience 

of Mark’s readers.16 Given Matthew’s added emphasis on suffering in his adaptation of this 

paragraph, a persecution background for Matthew’s community has also been advanced.17  

Persecution and suffering permeate Paul’s letters. Not only does Paul himself suffer, 

he acknowledges that the church in Thessalonica received the word with much affliction (1 

Thess. 1.6), and that they suffer in the same way as Christians had in other places (2.14). Paul 

warns his readers that they will face persecution, which must be endured for the gospel.  He 

himself models the suffering Christian, urging his churches to imitate his example (2 Cor 

1.3–8). For the sake of the gospel, Paul claims, he has been imprisoned, beaten, lashed, and 

stoned,18 but he can still boast in that suffering.19 As Paul suffers, so must his converts; it is a 

sign of faithfulness,20 which demonstrates the legitimacy of the church.21 Therefore, in the 

face of suffering believers should be joyful.22 

Similarly, 1 Peter appears to have been written with a backdrop of persecution. The 

church suffers for righteousness (3.13), sharing in the suffering of the wider church (5.9). 

This suffering, the author claims, will test the genuineness of their faith (1.6–7), but he 

reassures his readers that glory will follow (1.10–11). As in Paul’s writings, even those who 

experience maltreatment (2.18–25) should accept suffering with joy (1.6; 4.13–14).23 
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The language of suffering and martyrdom is found throughout the book of Revelation: 

Christians are called to be faithful to death (2.10); there are already martyrs under the altar 

(6.9); there is a vast crowd of martyrs (7.9–17; 14.1–5); two witnesses will be slain (11.1–

14); the saints conquered the dragon by not loving their lives to death (12.10–11); the Beast 

slays faithful Christians (13.15); so that all who die in the Lord are blessed (14.13); those 

who have slain Christians are punished (16.4–6); the harlot is drunk with the blood of the 

saints and martyrs of Jesus (17.6); and those beheaded for Jesus will reign for a thousand 

years (20.4). The author of the Apocalypse creates a narrative that appears to expect the 

deaths of all its readers.24  Martyrdom is a major theme in the Apocalypse, with John 

presenting a picture of violent persecution and the near certainty of martyrdom for the 

faithful.25 

While John depicts many anonymous martyrs in his Apocalypse, when it comes to 

naming those he knows who have been killed for their faith, he can offer only a single name, 

Antipas, ‘who was killed among you, where Satan dwells’ (2.13). In a book so infused with 

martyrdom, this lack of ‘real’ martyrs is striking. Indeed, this absence of martyrdom is not 

restricted to the Apocalypse. Paul, who repeatedly speaks of the dangers Christians will face, 

is unable to cite a single martyr. While Prisca and Aquila ‘risked their necks’ for the gospel 

(Rom 16.3–4), and Epaphroditus ‘nearly died in the service of Christ’ (Phil 2.30), the closest 

Paul comes to writing about a martyr is in the anticipation of his own death.26 Similarly, in 

Hebrews 11 the author lists a number of martyrs as exemplars of the Faith, and enjoins his 

readers go and suffer like Jesus (13.12–13), but acknowledges no-one from the community to 

which he is writing has yet been martyred: ‘In your struggle against sin you have not yet 

resisted to the point of shedding your blood’ (12.4). In fact, aside from Antipas in Revelation, 

there are only two named martyrs in the rest of the New Testament, and then only in Acts: 

Stephen is killed by a Jewish mob (7.54–8.1), and James is executed by Herod (12.1–5). 
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Therefore, although the New Testament appears to reflect a persistent level of persecution, 

claiming that that Christians are hated for all, and are spoken against everywhere (Acts 

28.22), there are very few actual instances of martyrdom. Despite the strong backdrop of 

persecution throughout the New Testament, the body count appears somewhat low, 

suggesting that despite the strong persecution rhetoric, the reality on the ground for the early 

Christians may have been somewhat less hostile.  

 

The Myth of Persecution 

In the 1960s, the view of the persecuted church was decisively challenged by Geoffrey de ste 

Croix, Timothy Barnes, and Adrian Sherwin-White. This trio argued, in influential pieces, 

that the supposed legal basis for the persecution of Christians was problematic; there was in 

fact no proscription of the name Christian, and there was little in the way of state-sponsored 

persecution.27 To be sure, sometimes Christians were caught up in more general returns to 

traditional religious practices, such as under Decius, but the enforcement of these rituals was 

not aimed specifically at Christians. Other so-called imperial persecutions were often nothing 

more organised than local mob violence. Barnes, in particular, complained that tainted with 

hagiography and presupposition, the literature on the subject of the juridical basis of the 

persecutions of Christians was ‘to a large degree worthless!’28 Others have also offered 

revisionary histories, with Keith Hopkins going so far as to suggest that Christians 

‘manufactured’ the persecutions.  

 

Christians needed Roman persecutions, or at least stories of persecutions rather more 

than Romans saw the need to persecute [them]…The Christians nurtured a sense of 

danger and victimisation.29 

 



10 

 

While it is only in the last few decades that the revisionist position has become the scholarly 

consensus, this general view is found as far back as the eighteenth century in Edward 

Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.30 In his monumental 

work, Gibbon argues that the early Christians exaggerated both the number of martyrs and 

the varieties of torture inflicted upon the Church. The main targets of Gibbon’s invective are 

the ‘monks of succeeding generations’ who in their solitude ‘invented torments of a much 

more refined and ingenious nature.’31 The number of Christian martyrs and the intensity of 

persecution were exaggerated, Gibbon quips, ‘by the pencil of an artful orator’.32 So Gibbon 

concludes that these monks displayed a ‘total disregard of truth and probability in the 

representation of these primitive martyrdoms.’33  

Gibbon does not dispute there was violence inflicted on the Christians, but in the 

main, Romans ‘frequently declined the odious task of persecution’;34 they were reluctant 

persecutors.35 It was, Gibbon suggests, the Christians’ obstinacy and provocation that forced 

the Romans to act against them.36 The generally tolerant Romans were later depicted by the 

Christians through the lens of their own later intolerance of difference: 

 

The ecclesiastical writers of the fourth or fifth centuries ascribed to the magistrates of 

Rome the same degree of implacable and unrelenting zeal which filled their own 

breasts against the heretics or the idolaters of their own time.37 

 

For Gibbon, Christianity was more violent and more intolerant than any of their Roman 

adversaries. 

 

We shall conclude this chapter by a melancholy truth which obtrudes itself on the 

reluctant mind; that, even admitting, without hesitation or inquiry, all that history has 
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recorded, or devotion has feigned, on the subject of martyrdoms, it must still be 

acknowledged that the Christians, in the course of their intestine dissensions, have 

inflicted far greater severities on each other than they had experienced from the zeal of 

infidels.38    

 

For Gibbon, Christian texts that spoke of intense violence and persecution affecting the 

Church were not reliable witnesses. 

The revisionist position is put in its most acute form by Candida Moss, who in the 

subtitle of her Myth of Persecution suggests that Christians ‘invented the story of 

martyrdom’.39 Challenging the older estimation that Christians experienced persecution for a 

little over half of the years from Nero to Domitian,40 Moss argues that even counting for 

Roman ‘persecutions’ that were not specifically directed at Christians, there were ‘fewer than 

ten years out of nearly three hundred during which Christians were executed as the result of 

imperial initiatives.’41 Moss does not doubt Christians experienced prejudice, some 

mistreatment, or even torture and execution. However, for much of the time, persecution was 

perceived rather than actual: ‘There’s no doubt that Christians thought they were persecuted; 

they ruminate on it, theologize about it, bewail, lament, protest, and complain’.42 While Moss 

stops short of naming early Christian authors’ persecution complex as hysteria, she concludes 

that ‘their experiences do not line up with either the mythology of Christian persecution or 

modern definitions of persecutions in which persecution in centralized and state-led.’43 

Indeed, even the Christian martyr texts appear to support the view first expressed by 

Gibbon that the Romans were sometimes reluctant persecutors. On a number of occasions 

Roman prosecutors attempt to persuade Polycarp to save himself: ‘Now what harm is there 

for you to say “Caesar is Lord” (κύριος καῖσαρ), to perform the sacrifices…and thus save your 

life?’44 Two further attempts are made to dissuade Polycarp from bringing destruction on 
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himself.  In the amphitheatre, the governor asks him to ‘swear by the fortune of Caesar, and 

repent (μετανόησον)’, and later he explicitly promises to let Polycarp go free if he will swear 

and curse Christ (λοιδόρησον τὸν Χριστόν).45 The officials appear to be concerned about 

executing such an old man, and clearly do not want to see him die. But Polycarp makes his 

famous response: ‘For eighty-six years I have been his servant and he has done me no wrong. 

How can I blaspheme against my king and saviour?’46  

If the prosecutor is concerned for Polycarp’s age, in the Passion of Perpetua, the 

governor is concerned that a young mother might be killed, and tries to persuade Perpetua to 

remain alive for the sake of her infant son: 

 

‘Have pity on your father’s grey head; have pity on your infant son. Offer the sacrifice 

for the welfare of the emperors.’ 

‘I will not,’ I retorted. 

‘Are you a Christian?’ said Hilarianus. 

‘And I said, ‘I am a Christian (Christiana sum).’ (6.3–4) 

 

In other stories, Roman officials are found to rebuff direct action by Christians trying to get 

themselves executed. Tertullian describes an incident where the Christians of Asia presented 

themselves to the bemused proconsul Arrius Antonius demanding to be martyred. ‘On 

ordering a few persons to be led forth to execution, he said to the rest, “O miserable men, if 

you wish to die, you have cliffs and nooses!”’47 While Tertullian clearly approved of the 

actions of these Christians, and indeed threatens the proconsul to whom he is writing with the 

same behaviour, it is noteworthy that the proconsul simply allows some of the Christians to 

go free—although he does execute some.   
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However, while these incidents are advanced as evidence of Roman toleration that is 

thwarted only by Christian intransigence, it is worth reflecting that even these 

confrontations—in which the Romans appear to be attempting to save the Christians’ lives—

have a theological function in the context of the martyr narrative. Clearly the main point of a 

martyr story is a martyrdom! The fulcrum of each martyrology is precisely the confrontation 

between the would-be martyr and the authority figure when the Christian can choose to save 

or lose their life (Mark 8.34–38). This confrontation, where the believer can choose to fear 

either the one who can kill only the body, or the one who can destroy the soul, is overlaid 

with cosmic significance. Crucially, the Devil, who is often the source of persecution, does 

not seek to kill Christians, but to save them through apostasy; ‘the Devil is anti-martyrdom’.48 

What appears to be an act of judicial kindness or compassion becomes the fulcrum of the 

martyrological battle where Christian identity is at stake. Clearly, anyone who ends a 

martyrology still alive has obviously failed in some way, or as I have expressed it elsewhere, 

once a martyr act has begun ‘to fail to be martyred is to fail to be Christian.’49 

Therefore, the idea of the reluctant persecutor is perhaps not as secure as might be 

supposed, even from the evidence of the Christians’ own writings. A martyrology loses its 

drama if there is no opportunity for the martyr to save their life, and so the ‘compassionate’ 

or ‘reluctant’ prosecutor is a necessary element in the narrative drama, and probably a literary 

construct. This is not to say a timely denial would not save a former-Christian’s life. But this 

can hardly be put down to acts of unusual charity as Gibbon appears to suggest. Clearly, the 

role of a magistrate is to ascertain guilt. If there is no crime, there is no special merit in a 

governor freeing the accused. However, in The Martyrs of Lyons those who deny are not in 

fact freed, but executed as common criminals, and so doubly cursed.  
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At the first arrest those who had denied their faith were locked up with the others and 

shared their privations; at this point they gained nothing by their denial. On the other 

hand, those who admitted what they were were detained as Christians, but no other 

charge was preferred against them. The others, however, were held on the charge of 

being murders and criminals and were punished twice as much as the rest. For they 

were comforted by the joy of martyrdom, their hope in the promises, their love for 

Christ, and the Spirit of the Father; whereas the others were greatly tormented by their 

conscience so that as they passed by they were easily distinguished by their looks from 

all the others. (1.33–34)  

 

In this text at least there is no sign of the reluctant persecutor who is anxious to save the lives 

of errant Christians. Of course, the greatest threat to the confidence and integrity of Christian 

identity was not so much persecutors as Christians who denied, and so a clear theological 

purpose is served by presenting the deniers as having no advantage, and suffering even the 

pagan crowd’s taunts that they were ‘ignoble cowards’.50 

Therefore, that Christian texts portray Roman governors as reluctant persecutors, 

concerned for the lives of the Christians, even displaying compassion for the age or maternal 

status of the accused, should not be too readily accepted as evidence that this was the case. 

Such ‘mercy’ serves a theological and narrative function in emphasising the bravery and 

piety of the martyr in following Jesus’ command to deny self, take up the cross, and follow 

him through embracing death. It may also be noted that although there are instances where 

the crowd appear to have compassion on the Christians, even calling for their release,51 this 

does not appear to have any effect on their fate.52 This is, of course, not to deny that those 

accused of being Christian could save their lives by denial, but it going beyond the evidence 

to attribute compassion to the Romans who freed an accused found not guilty of a crime. The 
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portrait painted by Gibbon and others that what passes for ‘persecution’ of the early 

Christians should be viewed as confrontation between ‘reluctant persecutors’ and 

‘intransigent Christians’ determined to die is not persuasive. So how might we best account 

for the evidence?  

 

Were Christians Really Persecuted? 

Despite de Ste. Croix’s dismissal of emperor-worship as ‘a factor of almost no independent 

importance in the persecution of the Christians,’53 it enjoys near ubiquity throughout the 

Christian Martyr Acts. The Martyrdom of Polycarp sets up a confrontation between the 

Christian community and the Imperial power of Rome. Polycarp is given a choice between 

execution and freedom. To escape with his life, all he has to do is to confess Caesar is Lord, 

perform a sacrifice, and curse Christ. Polycarp declares himself to be unwilling to do any of 

those things. After the interrogation and efforts to make him repent, the governor sends a 

herald to announce ‘Three times, Polycarp has declared himself to be a Christian’.54 The 

narrative clearly sets Christian identity in opposition to the obligations to Caesar. Similarly, 

sacrificial offering to the gods is also declared to be something Christians must not do. The 

crowd declare in ‘uncontrollable rage’ that Polycarp is the ‘father of the Christians, the 

destroyer of our gods, and the one that teaches many not to sacrifice or worship [them]’.55 

This confrontation is repeated in many of the martyr acts, where a demand is explicitly made 

to sacrifice to the image of Emperor, or for the health of the Emperor, or a demand to 

sacrifice to the gods is made on the command or authority of the Emperor.  

Even where it appears central, as in the Decian libelli controversies, it is not evidence 

that the Emperor Cult was enforced, even less that Christians were specifically targeted. 

Romans would simply fail to understand why any right-minded person would refuse to offer 

sacrifice for the well-being of the emperor or make appropriate reverence to local or national 
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cults to maintain the pax deorum. For Christians to refuse to participate in reasonable cultic 

activity was interpreted as wishing harm on the emperor or empire, and was as seditious as it 

was irrational.   

The pax romana depended on the pax deorum, explaining why a governor appears to 

be upset that he has let Carpus ‘babble on so long, I’ve led you to blaspheme the gods and the 

emperor’.56 Atheism was a serious concern. Since eschewing cultic worship risked bringing 

misfortune on a town or even the empire, Christians gained the reputation of odium humani 

generis, haters of the human race, which made them the targets of suspicion. If a group was 

suspected of hatred of humanity and of disloyalty to the Emperor, there was an easy way to 

allay such fears: sacrifice to the gods and to the image of the emperor. Romans allowed the 

people of the Empire freedom to follow their own customs and gods. All they asked in return 

was a modicum of civic loyalty. To refuse to engage in the imperial cult when asked to do so 

would be interpreted as an extraordinary act of disloyalty. 

This is not to say Christians were hostile to the State. Injunctions to ‘be subject for the 

Lord’s sake to every human institution’ (1 Pet. 2.13) or to pray for (1 Tim 2.1–2) or honour 

(1 Pet 2.17) the emperor are found in the New Testament. Tertullian argues that by praying to 

the true God for the safety of the emperor, Christians are doing far more for the emperor than 

those who offer sacrifice to gods that do not exist.57 Similarly, Justin and Irenaeus maintained 

that Christians obeyed or prayed for the emperor.58 Even Polycarp insists that in refusing to 

sacrifice to the emperor he was not dishonouring him: ‘We have been taught to pay respect to 

the authorities and powers that God has assigned us’.59 Unfortunately for the Christians, 

although they took on what they thought to be an accommodating stand towards Rome, when 

measured against Jesus’ conditions for discipleship in the gospels (Mark 8.34–38), they could 

not be good Christians and good Romans at the same time.  While Romans could tolerate 

Christian worship of their god on the same terms as other groups, who could worship their 
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deities so long as they also took on cultic obligations towards Roman gods, Christians could 

not make such an accommodation to Rome’s, leading Benko to conclude, ‘by and large the 

Roman state and its citizens showed tolerance towards Christianity which the church failed to 

reciprocate.’60  

However, Benko’s charge of Christian intolerance is unfair; Christians were 

monotheists. Christians offered what they thought was reasonable accommodation to Rome 

by praying for its rulers. Nonetheless, however much they might have tried, Christians could 

not satisfy Roman expectations; ‘the standard for even the most nominal display of good 

citizenship was set far in excess of what the Christians could meet.’61 The demands of the 

Empire were incompatible with the claim that God and Christ had on the Christian. 

Therefore, in the arena when forced to declare for Christ or the emperor, the confession, 

‘Χριστιανὸς εἰμι’ signalled the Christian’s allegiance to Christ and resistance to the demands 

of Empire. In return, Christians lived with low level hostility that occasionally spilled over 

into mob violence. To be sure, this was not persecution in the sense that it was a 

premeditated, centralised, and sustained attack on Christianity and Christians. As far as the 

Romans were concerned, any action against the Christians was correction for anti-social un-

Roman misdemeanour that threatened the State through the rejection of the gods. Therefore, 

it was indeed, so far as the Romans were concerned prosecution rather than persecution.  

It is at this persecution/prosecution crossroads that scholarship reaches an impasse. As 

Moss writes of the Decian persecution: 

 

That Christians experienced and interpreted Decius’s actions as persecution does not 

mean that Decius himself intended to persecute them. If we are going to condemn the 

Romans for persecuting the Christians, then surely they need to have done it 

deliberately or at least have been aware they were doing it.62 
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In other words, perception of persecution does not equate to actual persecution. For 

‘persecution’ to be persecution, Romans would have to be setting out to deliberately 

persecute the Christians or to be reasonably sure their actions would be interpreted in that 

way.    

While most of our evidence for persecution comes from Christian sources, there are a 

number of pagan writings which appear to suggest significant actions took place against the 

Christians. While Tacitus and Suetonius describe events long since passed, Pliny’s famous 

letter to Trajan is a first-hand account of a governor dealing with Christians.  

 

Having never been present at any trials concerning those who profess Christianity, I am 

unacquainted not only with the nature of their crimes, or the measure of their 

punishment, but how far it is proper to enter into an examination concerning them. 

Whether, therefore, any difference is usually made with respect to ages, or no 

distinction is to be observed between the young and the adult; whether repentance 

entitles them to a pardon; or if a man has been once a Christian, it avails nothing to 

desist from his error; whether the very profession of Christianity, unattended with any 

criminal act, or only the crimes themselves inherent in the profession are punishable; on 

all these points I am in great doubt.  

 

At the point of writing, Pliny is clearly aware that Christians have been tried before, but as he 

has never been present, he is unclear what the basis of any charge should be. Crucially, he 

does not know if simply being a Christian is reason enough to merit conviction, or if their 

membership of a Christian group has to be accompanied by more specific criminal action. 
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Although Pliny appears uncertain on these most basic of legal principles, he had already dealt 

with a number of cases, which he outlines for Trajan’s approval.  

 

In the meanwhile, the method I have observed towards those who have been brought 

before me as Christians is this: I asked them whether they were Christians; if they 

admitted it, I repeated the question twice, and threatened them with punishment; if they 

persisted, I ordered them to be at once punished: for I was persuaded, whatever the 

nature of their opinions might be, a contumacious and inflexible obstinacy certainly 

deserved correction. There were others also brought before me possessed with the same 

infatuation, but being Roman citizens, I directed them to be sent to Rome. 

 

No-one could accuse Pliny of unreasonable hot-headed persecution. Therefore, this episode 

offers a good case to test a persecution/prosecution dichotomy. Some scholars see in Pliny’s 

approach evidence that Christians were normally charged simply for being Christian.63 

However, the uncertainty which causes Pliny to write to the emperor, and that he is sure some 

undisclosed crimes lie behind the name renders this conclusion insecure.64 Moreover, Pliny 

appears to be more offended by the inflexible obstinacy of the Christians rather than their 

identification.65  

It can be deduced from Pliny’s letter that the number of Christians he has encountered 

is relatively large. Those accused of being Christians vary in age and current adherence, and 

the number of Roman citizens seems to comprise only a minority of the total number, but 

significant enough to mention. Moreover, once Christians started appearing before him, more 

were then accused by anonymous pamphlets. From a Christian perspective, Pliny’s 

prosecutions may have developed into a relatively major persecution. Although Pliny asks 

Trajan for his ruling on whether or not having been a Christian was actionable, he reports that 
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he had decided not to proceed against those who had given up Christianity. Having satisfied 

himself these former Christians were telling the truth by making them offer prayers to the 

gods, offer incense before Trajan’s statue, and cursing Christ, he let them go. 

Clearly Pliny would not have understood his actions against the Christians as 

persecution. He was simply upholding law and order, and secondarily perhaps, the honour of 

local and State gods. But how would this ‘local prosecution’ look to a Christian living in 

Bythinia who had been denounced by an anonymous pamphleteer, and who found herself 

before Pliny? She would be given the choice between sacrificing to the emperor or torture, 

and then between cursing Christ and death. While the actions of magistrates such as Pliny 

may fall into the category of ‘local prosecution’ rather than ‘imperial persecution’, the 

Christians would not have made any distinction; members of the church were being brought 

before Roman officials with the threat of execution if they did not offer sacrifice to the 

emperor or curse Christ.66 This may not constitute the empire-wide sustained persecution to 

which those of an earlier age thought the early Christians were subjected. However, given 

Pliny employs imperial apparatus in his prosecution procedure, Christians, not unreasonably, 

imperialised these local initiatives.67 

So, were the early Christians really persecuted? Certainly not to the extent that still 

may be found in the popular imagination. But to ask the question the other way round, what 

is at stake in insisting they were not, and that what has been spun over the centuries is a 

‘myth of persecution’?  It is not obvious to me why Roman self-understanding should be 

decisive in this prosecution/persecution debate, or that only that which conforms to modern 

expectations of persecution should be accepted as such. Romans did not consciously 

persecute anyone, but their prosecution was experienced as persecution by the Christians. 

Despite Gibbon’s protestations of Roman tolerance, Christians who found themselves before 

a magistrate could not follow their monotheistic belief and practice without consequence, and 
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as Pliny’s testimony indicates, this could result in fairly large scale executions, which would 

in turn add to the feeling of persecution Christians undoubtedly experienced. 

 

Conclusion 

Despite protestations that they honoured and prayed for the emperor, Christians could not be 

good citizens of the Empire. To begin with, the claims Christians made for Christ that 

belonged to the Emperor went largely unnoticed, which explains the relative ‘tolerance’ of 

the State. In contrast, for the Christians, that honours due to God alone were being given to a 

man, who also demanded worship of idols, was unacceptable blasphemy. Christians could not 

accommodate the claims of God and the claims of Caesar.  

While there was no state-sponsored persecution of Christians, their rejection of local 

cults resulted in sporadic bouts of pressure or violence. However, Christians then 

imperialised these experiences of suffering, that is, they read them as originating from a 

single imperial source, and interpreted them as persecution. Any resultant execution, the 

declared to be martyrdom. It seems that local magistrates or governors exacerbated this 

imperalisation by employing the sacrificial test, not because they wanted to promote the 

Emperor Cult, but as a simple test of loyalty in which any reasonable person would be happy 

to participate. Pliny did not know very much about Christians, but he did know that they had 

been tried before, and he had heard they would not curse Christ or offer sacrifice to the gods 

or emperor. Importantly for Pliny, this test served a dual purpose; not only did it flush out 

Christians, it confirmed they were disloyal, seditious, and impious, thus deserving of 

punishment.68  

What we witness in the confrontations between Romans and Christians is a clash of 

realities that were both mutually exclusive, but ironically, mutually supportive. Each trial of a 

Christian satisfied the Romans that justice was being dispensed and suborn anti-Roman 
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malefactors were being prosecuted. Christians, on the other hand, interpreted the same event 

as the persecution of which Jesus had warned, and which gave them an opportunity to testify 

before governors and kings, and ultimately, follow Christ’s example of suffering and death 

through their own martyrdom. 
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