
Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis 

Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary 

Bachelor of Divinity Concordia Seminary Scholarship 

3-2-1927 

The Causes of the Persecution of the Early Christians The Causes of the Persecution of the Early Christians 

Karl H. Maier 
Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, ir_maierk@csl.edu 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.csl.edu/bdiv 

 Part of the History of Christianity Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Maier, Karl H., "The Causes of the Persecution of the Early Christians" (1927). Bachelor of Divinity. 655. 
https://scholar.csl.edu/bdiv/655 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Concordia Seminary Scholarship at Scholarly 
Resources from Concordia Seminary. It has been accepted for inclusion in Bachelor of Divinity by an authorized 
administrator of Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary. For more information, please contact 
seitzw@csl.edu. 





-31-

!lie Roman view of Christianity 1a well il~uatrated in the 

.letters of 211ny and ?raJan.whioh are the moat important 

doouments bearing upon the treatment of the Christiana 

b1 the authorities. ~he letter of 2liny ~o TraJan is 

outatanding beoauae~rioh in detail.it deaoribea the man­

ner in whioh the Ohriatiana were dealt with. and a ref­

erenoe to its oontenta at this point is 1D order. The 

aubatanoe of the oommunioation 1a thia: 211117 repDrta 

to ~rajan in the year 113 that•aome of hia aubJeota in 

Bythnia have been aoouaed of being Christiana. Upon in­

vestigation he finds some to be guiltJ. and them he or­

ders exeouted. He also finds that the number of '-hr-1at-

1ans in hie territor1 1a ver1. large. and suggests that 

by patient treatment many may be turned away from the 

"pernicious superstition". The emperor's repl7 approves 

of the course whioh Plin7 had pursued and givea advioe 

to be followed in future inatanoea. 

fli~•a letter proves that the Ohriatiana were then well 

known in the world and also ahowa that he was aware that 

the Christiana were being exeouted in other part• of the 

Roman world. He states that he 1a in doubt as to the 

oourae to pursue in dealing with the Christiana, and thia 

ia aignifioant beoauae it proves that he had not before 

taken charge of auoh triala, and waa doubtful on the meth-
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od of prooeedura, beoause there was no settled law on the 

matter,exoept the general polioy and prinoiple of the em­

perors and the laws regarding new and foreign religion■• 

Berplexing questi~ns arose in his mind, auah aa: Should 

disorimination be made in punishments beoauae Jf old age 

or youth? Should those who repented be pardoJ!Jftd? Ia the 

orime to b.e punished beoause of the mere faot that one 1a 

a Christian? ~hie demonstrates that Pli117 himsel:t was not 

familiar with such ~rials of the Christiana, but doea not 

establish,aa Hardy states, that the trials of the Christ­

iana had been neither frequent nor important, ainoe ~11117 

was at a lose how to proaee4. lD his examination of the 

aaaused ,211111 was able to discover nothing beyond " a 

bad and excessive superstition''• He saw in their inflexib­

ility an obatinatio against the government. ihe letter of 

Bliny is of note beaause it establishes the faot that be­

fore ~rajan there was no express law or formal ediot speo-
-. 

ifioally against the Christiana. ~he Christiana were 

Judged by 211rq by virtue of hi~ authority, the imperium 

delegated to him as to the governor of a provinoe who hacl 

the power of searohing out and punishing evildoers. Christ­

iana had previousl7 been olasaed as outlaws, aa haa been 

J1hown,and the admission olf the Bame''Chriatiann in 1tael:t 

entailed condemnation. fhey wa~e~ oonclemnad before the•-. ·-
diot of ~raJan, as well as later, on thia oharge. 
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.Another point of note emphasized bJ thia dooument~a that 

Pliny's treatment of the Christiana waa not arbitra17,but 

rather in oonformit7 with a settled prinoiple of imperial 

polio7, and a definite mode of proaeedur~'A~~ established 

itself through uae and repitition. ~overnora ~ emperors 

in auooeaeiOn, under the impression that Chriat:lanitJ was 

against the general law and order of the atate, aoting 

on the aame law-and-order impulse, had brought about a 

general prooeedure whioh in time had •11 the foroe and 

authority of a legal preoedent.Thia faat substantiates 

previous statements made in this paper that there were 

no speoifio laws against the uhrietiana aa auoh, but that 

a general polio7 baaed on preaedent established b7 Nero 

and amplified b7 later emperors deaided the treatment of 

the Christiana. The latter also aeema to indioate that 

while, in oonforllit7 with his offioe: of e•peror, Trajan 

oarried out the prinoiple, he waa paraonallJ opposed to 

it,as ia evidenaed b7 the faat th~t he •~vised 211zv to 

give no heed to ano117moua oharges and to puniah falae 

informers. He diaplqa hie polio7 of humanit7 also b7 

stating that aooused persona who might reoant should be 

released unhar~ed. 

With the adiot of ~rajan, a def1nitei, stated measure and 
I 

polio7 was established in regard tothe Christiana, whioh 
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regulated the treatment of Ohriatiana for more than a aen~ 

tury. it muat be allowed that from the ~oaan view the ed1at 

ia in oonform1t7 with the ;olemeno7 usua~l7 assooiated with 

Trajan,$nd the humane element is not laoking.Chriatianit7 

na a stubborn opposition to the lawa of the empire ancl 

aa auah should be dealt with, though with all possible 

modifications of meray, and the aase should be handled aa 

a dealing with mildly deluded people who had been led aatr~ '• 

Workman does not aooept the ediat of Trajan aa inaugurating 

a new polioy of perseoution against the Ohristiana. Ke 

points out that ~rajan•s aim was to ohange a poliay whiah 

had aauaed mu.oh suffering iD harmiiss fanatioa,stat1ng that 

rrajan expressly refuses to la, down a general pol107 

whiah may serve aa a fixed rule of prooeedure. Thia refus­

al to inaugurate a ''fixed :rulew would seem rather an in­

dioation that sentence should be paaaed on individual 

oases after they had been given apeoial and individual at­

tention and examination. While Traj~ with hia aenae of 

Roman juatioe would not allow the obatinaay of the Christ­

iana to pass altogether, hia whole poli97 1a manifestly 

one of justice ~amp•~•d with humanity. 

aard7 adopts a sort of middle poa1t1ma ancl atatea that if 

the resaript of Trajan ia not important aa laying down a 

new or imperial polioy with regarci to the ~hriatians,it 

nevertheless furnishes ua with the first authentia eTid-

' 



denoe of the view of the government on Chr1atian1t7 (p.98) 

ut of hatre 
never oomm .. 

~he moat outstanding oaaa of this nature 1■ the imputa­

tion b1 Nero of the guilt of having ■et fire to Rome 

upon the Christiane. ID the tenth 7ear of Nero's reign, 

aooording to Taoitua, there tiappenea a great fire at 

Rome. Nero wae auapeoted of having aet it himself. H1a­

tor7 indioatea that he was probablJ not a Roma at the 

time of the fire,but at Antium, and that he returned onl7 

when the blaze threatened the royal buildings. The point 

of the matter whioh touohea· the Christiana v1talq aa a 

oause for pereeoution 1a that faot that the report waa 

oirculated that the fire .waa due to Bero•a orders.The 

report found ready ears with the people,ancl the uglJ rum­

or spread rapidlJ. ''To auppresa the oammon rumor, Bero 

prooured others to be aoouaed and inflioted exquisite 

gunishmenta upon those people, who were in •bhbtrepoe 

for their orimea, and were more 00111111onl7 known b7 the 

name of Chr1a:.t1ans''(Ergo aboleDdo rumori Bero aubdiciit 

raoa,te exqu1s1t1aa1mia peonie affeoit quoa per flagitia 

inviaoa, vulgua Ohriatianoa appelabat.-Tao.A,Dn.16,44) 

BJ ~hia ~tatement,Taoitu~intimatea that the Christiana 

were generallJ hated for the orimea imputed to them.Bero• 

ohargea were on}Jr a pretext for placing hie guilt upon 
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1;hoae who were alreacl7 in disfavor with the popu-la~e. 

and whose words of vindioation would avail them nothing. 

Taaitus aontinuea:''But neither all human help, nor 1ihe 

liberality of 1ihe emperor, nor all the atonements pre­

sented to the gods availed to abate the in:tam, he~ 1111~ 

der of having ordered the oity to be set 01n fire". (Seel 

non ope humana, non largitionibus 2rinoipia,aut 4eum 

plaaaementia deaedebat infamia,quin 3usaum inoendium 

orederetur.-Taa • .tUm.15,44) 

Under the charge of inoendiarism plaoed upon the Christ­

iana ''there began a oarnival of blood auah aa av.en heath­

en Rome never saw before or sinae". Bero'a peraeoutiona 

were so manifestly aots of hatred and an attmept to 

oover his orimes by oharging them to the innoaent Christ­

iana that the Roman people themaelvea began to have s1m­

pathy with them, and to believe that they were being 

deatro~ed not with a view to publio -welfare,but onl.J to 

aatiai) the oruelt7 of one 1111U1.(----miaeratio oriebatur 

tanquam non utilitate publioa, sed in aaevitiam uniua 

abaumerentur.~ao • .Ann.16:44) the later a ooount of Sul­

pioiua Severus agrees with that of Taoitua. He,too, 

states that the guilt for the conflagration was aaoribed 

to the Christiana by Bero in an effort to olear himae~, 

anc1 ·that his tortures were the more severe 1D an attempt 

to make his oonduot and aotiona seem ainoere. He aqa: 



•sad bpinio omnium invidiam inoendif in ~rinoipam re­

torqueba~.--------Beque ulla re Bero effioiebat,quin ab 

eo ~uasum inoendium putaretur. Igitur vertit invidiam in 

Ohr1at1anoa, aotaeque 1D innoxioa arudeliaaimae quaeatioi 

ea!! Sul.Severua.saor .• Biat.2,41) ID this oonneotion,Oan­

field ia inolined to doubt the aoourao1 of Taaltua,be­

oauee of the ailenoe of other oontemporariea on the 

oharge of inoandiariam. He holds, on the baaia of Sue­

tonius (Nero 16) that the Christiana were suppressed aa 

a police meaeure,perhaps beoause of supposed immorali t7 

or for acme other roaaon whiah would aharaoterize them 

ae intolerable. The •iew of RamsQ, ·that in the abaenoe 

of raany sources, we use those available and make 'the 

beat of them, soema to be the answer to Canfield'& ob­

~ection here. 

It has been suggested by Arnold that some ar the Obrist~ 

ians under examination aonf'eaaed themselves guilt7 of 

the crime whioh they had never committed. Thia woulcl 

naturally give the impression th•t the Ohriatiana had 

comepired to fire the city. ont this ''oon:taaaion•• waa 

established, the oonviotion that the hated people bad 

started the fire would gain popular oredenoe and approval 

and from this point the DBt~er waa not difficult. It 

would how onl.7 be neoesaar1 to oonviot Christiana of 

being Ohriatians to obtain the ·death sentence. Thia 111&7 

' 
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have been the oase,but a better interpretation ia that 

whioh HarclJ favors, and whioh aeema to be not quite 10 

forced aa that of Ramaa,. The Ohrtatiam had been aingled 

out amen obnoxious to the people, on whom Bero would 

shift the oharge of inoendiarism. The oharge of arson 

broke down in the oouree of the trials, but at the same 

time muoh information oonoerning the Ohriatiana,3ust as 

useful to Nero, whioh would indioate on the part of the 

Christiana a frame of mind of wijioh araon and deatruotion 

would be the outoome, waa discovered. Thia seema to be 

quite fitting. The Chriitiana were held fi~at on a 

oharge of arson and when that fell through in the oourts 

enough had been discovered about them in the WQ of evil 

reports and rumors to oonviot tham,in an attempt to make 

~ero's aotion seem Justified. The theory of the Italian, 

Easohal, is extreme. He considers the Christiana aa the 

true authors of the fire and oonoludea that they had 

really carried out the 1noend1aJ7 orders of Bero, and hia 

whole theory is manifestly warped wad untenable. 

The peraeoution waa not a oarefull-y plaDDed and premed­

itated af'fort at extirpating Christianity, baaed on a 

oivil or ~eligioua prinoiple or poliaJ, but only an ex­

plosion of hatred, a convenient agenoy on Bero' ■ part 

for diverting publio aoouaation i'rom himself, and aotion 

whioh waa, however, looked up~n by later regenta aa a 
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preoadent in imperial polio7. Moat aoholal"B maintain that 

the peraeoution waa aimplJ an aot Qf violenoe b7 Bero, 

abort of duration and limited to the oit7 of Bome. !hi■ 

ia the onl.7 view that oan be upheld bJ the evidenoe of 

original aouroea. 

Similarly,in the year l??, the Ohriatiana in Iqona and 

Vienna in eouthern Franoe were unJuatl.7 peraeouted for 

orimea whioh they had never perpetrated. Heathen alavea 

were oompelled by torture to deolare that their owners 

were guilty of the immoral orimea whioh were oommoni, 

rumored against them, and this prooeedure was reaorted 

to only to justify the tortures whioh were being in~liot­

ed upon the Ohriatiana. 

AD in._pident of the aame oharaoter ooourred under Dio­

oletian, when ~aleriua amplo7ed private inoendiartes 

to set the ro7al palaoe ablaze. Hie plan was partially 

suooeea:tal and the blame was laid upon the Christiana, 

ao that ''the varJ appalation of Christiana grew odious 

on aocount of that firen. It was olaimed that the Christ­

ians, together with the eunuoha, had plotted to deatro1 

the royalty. Diooletian did not deteot the pl·ot, but 

began an investigation bJ torture to eatabliah the blame 

for the fire. Starting with the domeatioa of hia own 

houaehold,hia pera~outiona aoon inoluded preab7tera and 
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offiaers of the Ohuroh,who,together with their families, 

were exeauted,often without evidenae or oonviotion.(Lao­

tantius,Bow the 2eraeoutors Died,XII-XV). 

Domitian 4evelpped and fostere4 the praotiae of enoour­

aging informers to remove umer various pretenoe■ those 

who had aome under hia notioe and suapicion aa dangerous 

oharaoters o~ as objeota of his greed, and the oharge of 

Christianit1 was interprate4,~aa thllt of treason with the 

subsequent death santenoe. 

Eusebiua reaorda another apeoifia inatanae of false 

ahargea brought against the Christiana through hatred, 

with resultant punishment and torture. ~he incident oo­

ourred about 303 in Dama.sous ,and 1a raoorclecl thus: ''While 

those things were yet doing, a militar1 offioer,whom the 

Romana call Dux, fetohed some infamous women from the 

marketplaae,whom by threatenings he oompelled to cleolare 
~ 

and testify in writing cA•y••v eyyp.c•--, that they ha-cl 

formerly been Christiana and that they were aoquaintecl 

with their worship-----~-- am everything else whioh he 

required them to say for defaming our re)ttll:on". (Bk.9, 

ah~p.5,p.166,Greek.Ed.). lt waa no~ an unoommon praatiae 

for magistrates and "Qffioiala to foroe eapeoiall.7 wom­

en to oonfeaa,truthfully or otherwlae,that they had been 

Christiana, and to reaite enormities and infamous prao-

. 
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tioe■ whioh the7 alleged the Ohriatiana engaged iD, where 

upon persecution and puniahmanta were taken up anew a­

gainst the believers. Euae~iua alao ·mentions the tortur­

ing,unauooeaafull.y, of~ certain Biblias in an effort to 

foroa her to utter impious things against the Uhristiana. 

( bk.5,l).Pli1J7 examined b7 torture two maid-servants 

(deaooneases) in an attempt to foroe from them avidenoe 

whioh would inor~minate the Christians. Bia efforte dis­

covered nothing more than "a bad and exoeseive supersti­

tion'' ,aa ha himself writea in his rep_ort to ~•ror Tra­

~an. The same letter reoords that the Christiana were 

unjustly aaouaed b7 informers who brought false ohargea 

against them.(Al11 ab 1nd1oe nominat1), 

Thia demonstrates, than, that m&D7 Christiana were per­

aeouted and tortured on the baais of false ohargea of 

orimes and wrongs whioh they had never oommitted,eimpq 

out of hatred • 

.Popular Hatre.d oauaed Peraeoution. 

A oauae for peraeoution whose importanoe aannot be over­

looked is the emnit7 of the populaoe against the Obrist~. 

iana. Hatred of the Christiana was not ao pronounoed a­

mong the ariatoara01 as among the lower olaaa. ~o the 

rioh, the new aeot waa for the moat part but another 

of the petty disturbanoea of the rabble,not important 
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eno~gh to disturb their peaoe:tulneaa of life. To the poor 

the question was a different one. Living orowded togethe~ 

with the Christiana, a oertain hostility was aroused by 

the sanotimonious,and to the heathen,ostentatiousl7 good 

oonduot,of their Christian neighbors. Their absenoe from 

publio and religious fetes and gatherings marked them aa 

those who would rob life of its Joy. The believers seemed 

as ''men dead to the world••• The oharge of atheism,already 

alluded to, w~a a oommon one among the people. Ugl7 rum­

ors of o~nnib~liam and the aeoreoy of their ~itea,when 

other religious serviovs were open to inspection, created 

suspiaion. Caaailius oharaaterizea the Uhriatiana aa a 

''people skulking and shunning the light, silent in public, 

but garrulous in corners'', who ''despise the · temples as 

aharnel houses". 

The solioitude of the followers of Christ for their sal­

vation was something unintelligible to the heathen, and ; ,. : · 

their statements concerning final 3udgement and eternal 

punishment for man were held to be evidence of their hat-

red for their ~allow men. 

All these aaouaationa served only to increase hatred and 

rage against them. The situation finally reaohed such a 

state that all oalamities were laid to their charge. Earth­

quakes and other diaturbanoea of the ale.me~• were 3udged 

' 

' 
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to be ID!I.Difeatationa of the anger o~ the gods at the 

spread o~ the new seot. The proverb had oome into uae in 

northern Afrioa, aooording to Augustine: Non glult.deua, 

duo ad Ohriatianos,(I:r there ia no rain,lq it to the 

blame of the Christiana),and at ever1 famine or peatilenoe 

theory of hatred arose nA,vay with the atheiata,to the 

lions with the Chriatianat•• · 

:Llaximinua the Thr~oian(236-238) allowed the popular rage 

against the Christiana full away, this time inoited b~ 

an earthquake. Nero oapitalized thia feeling against 

Christianity when he glao~d on ~ta proponents the ahargea 

whioh led to their martyrdom. ~or the moat part, th~ per­

seoutions in the provinoea were due to the hatred and vio­

lenoe of the people, 

It must not be inferred, however, that pure~ religious 

hatred was the strongest oauae for the perseoution of the 

Christiana. The situation ia bet~er viewed in the aapeot 

of a aooial or sooial-religious revolution. Bamaq aaya: 

"The ordinar1 pagan did not oare- two atrawa whether hia 

neighbors worshipped twenty goda or twenty-onedfp.130), 

but the faot that the believers did not mingle ill pub­

lio or 9rivate life with their neighbors, and their a­

loofness from heathen thought and activities invoked a 

hate against them and aggravated peraeoution, whioh 

broke out whenever -opportunity afforded. 
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Another ground of offenoe and violenoe aga1nat the Chriat­

iana · ia found in the faot that the7 drew man awa7 from 

the worship of the heathen goda. The temples began to be 

not so muoh frequented aa formerl.7. The prieata and all 

who depended upon the temples for a livelihood,-the aao­

rifioera,image makera,engravera,aoroerara, and others 

were deprived of their usual revenue. Thia aondit1on 

made fieroe enemies for the Christiana • .AD aarl.J in­

stance of this kind is on reoord in the Book of Aata 

19 :23( Paul and Demetrills J. T'here was no laok of infuriatec 

individuals to incite persecution against the Ohriat1&ns. 

It is said of Alexander of Abonotaiohua,the prominent 

magioian at the ti,e of .Maroua Aurelius, that when hia 

performanoea had failed to elioit anthuaiaam or oreate 

sensation in different plaoes, he oalled UPDD the mob 

to atone the Uhristians,in order that the anger of the 

gods might be averted. Ever.1 performanoe waa preoadad b7 

the statement :''If' any atheiat,Ohristian,or Epiourean baa 

slipped in as a apy , let him begone l ''. Suah animoai t7 was 

not without tangible effeot on the Ohriat1ana, and reoour1a 

by magioiana and others whose interests were being retard­

ed by the Christian influenoe to popular v1olenoe against 

them seems to have been not unueual. 

The Christiana ware ohargad with praotiaing magia. 

=--u--Th.e~ BJl,P.81"StLtJ..on_of_ :th.e_hea.1;hen neoD.l .e l >_la._o_e_cl, 'QDOn the 


