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PERSECUTION’S 0? THE EARLY CHRISTIANS .

William Emmett Speaker^ »b



The persecutions of the early Christians did not come uj 

on them unarraresj they had been taught by their Bivine Teachei 
that’the servant is not above his master, nor the disciple 
above his lord, if thej^ have persecuted me they will also per-I 

secute you.’ They had seen vividly set before them the fullne^ 

and extent to which human hatred and passion would go in the 

crucifixion of their Lord and Saviour. The cross which they 
bore as their banner was the symbol, not of all-conquoring 

force and power; but of all-conquoring love and endurance. 

The Master had taught them by precept and Example to accept 
persecution^fearlessly, trustingly, patiently. How well they^ 

learned the lesson we will see from the lives of those whom 

we shall study. He had said’they shall lay hands upon you and
I persecute you, delivering you up to the Synagogue and the -C? 

prisons, being brought before kings and rulers for ray name’s 
sake.’ 'And ye shall be betrayed both by parents and brethrei 

and kinsfolk, and friends; and some of you they shall put to 
death and ye shall be hated of all men for my Name’s sake.' 

The outlook would have been dark indeed, had it not been that 
along with the assurance of persecution^ they had the promise oJ 

His presence with thera^to give wisdom to their lips, and for­

titude to their hearts, and blessedness to their lives even 
here, as well as the promise of eternal life hereafter.

For forty days after the resurrection of Jesus the
Apostles enj\)yed his companionship ere he led them out to the
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"brow of Olivet, and gave them his final command., *Oo ye into
• tr dall the world and preach the Gospel,h and lo I am with you alwa; ,

even unto the end 

both in Jerusalem

of the world.* They were to be his witnesses 

and Judea and the uttermost parts of the earlri

they were to be endowed with power when the Holj/- ©irit should 
come upon them. This Av event occurred at Pentecost, j

when the irit descended upon them, attended with visible sigrs 
and wonders, the effect of which was/ithey all spoke with foreifn 

tongues. This extraordinary manifestation brings the Apostles 

at once into prominence. The crowds are astonished at the 
miracles of tongues and Peter siezes the opportunity of speak­

ing to them in order td convince them that Jesus was really the 
Messiah, the effect of which was that three thousand converts 

were baptized into the church and numbers were constantljr bein£ 

added

All this was carri edyj in open and without fear of molesta­

tion by the disciples, Indeed, with only one or two short.- 
lived attacks, such as when Peter and Johh were in prison at 

the instigation of the Sadducees, whose sole objection seems tc 

have been to the disciples* declaration of Christ’s resurrec­

tion and consequent propagation of the belief in a future state.

And again when they are brought before the Sanhedrin, where the/ 
declined to obey and Gamaliel is represented 

haps God is supporting their cause, in which 

succeed in checking it, /and the Sanhedrin is 

as saying that pei-

case nothing woulc

content with in­

flicting corporal pu^nishment^ and imposing silence upon them.



There iS4no violent persecution until it began with Stephen, 

about the year 35. The direct cause of this seems to have bee: 
the opposition which Stephen aroused, (by his preaching in the 

Synagogue) especially among the Libertines, Cyricians, and 

Alexandrians,-various sects of the Jews. "And as they were 

not able to resist the v/isdom and the..spirit by which he spake 

they suborned men who said, We have heard him speak blasphe­
mous words against Moses and against God." And as his speech 

before the Sanhedrin seemed to confirm rather than deny this 

charge, as his hearers interpreted it, the result was the 
martyrdom of Stephen and a rupture between the Christian 

church and Judaism.
A general Jewish persecution followed; which evidently 

took place under the leadership of the Sanhbdrin, and was 
therefore public. When men like Saul entered into it as volun 

teers they were with authority from the highest Jewish

tribunals.

The Christians now for the first time were recognized to 

be renegades, the whole zeal of the guardians of the Law, was 
turned against them. And none was more furious than that part; 

whose chosen life-work it was to cherish and^TM/O/CM'f'or^^the law 

as the only source of their race’s salvation, the center of ai: 

its truth and hopes. The persecution was Pharasaic. Under 

their leading the prophecy of Jesus was now on a fair way of 
being fulfilled. ’The son would rise against his father and 
the father against the sonJ The most zealous set out with



letters from the Sanhedrin, hunted the suspected, stirred up 
the populace, until family ties were disregarded, and the loca 

courts incited to institute inquiries and inflict penalties.
■Rut this very conflict which hurst upon the Church led^ 

to its greatest advance. The Acts tells us how the persecutio 

resulted in its extension throughout the country. And what 

seemed likely to prove the ruin of theAChurch became the first 

memorial of her advance, the starting point of her march 

through the world.

Por not only did it serve to scatter the Christians to 

different regions, hut it exerted a wholesome influence upon 

their inner life. The uprising of Judaism against Christians 

forced them to take up an independent position. They saw 

themselves for the first time persecuted in the name of the 

law, and the light dawned upon them that as a matter of fact^ 
the law was no longer to them what it was to the rest. Their 

hope was in the coming Kingdom of Heaven, and in that Kingdom 

it would no longer he the law, hut their Lord from whom they 
would expect solution.

Following thi^ time was given for the Church to gather 
strength, for the persecution was not maintained with the 

energy of the first onset. Aa ia usually the case when attempt 

are made to suppress a erwu, uie measures adopted were im­

perfectly carried, out and their execution was fitful. But the 

hostilitj/" continued and no one could 'count at any moment on 

security. When Paul, nine years later, came to Jerusalem for



first time, ib was for Ltie purpose of makxhg the Hcquaxuthaice i 

of PeUf tiiid b/f co/uxiig an unaersLancixng with him, James was 

the only other msmher of the Church in Jerusalem whom he saw. 
The fact that he was not to the church shows clearlj

that complete secrecy was of urgent necessity at this time.

The anxious times of suppression were not over. And once 

more there was an outbreak of hostility leading, as in the 

case of Stephen, to deatn, when the other TEames, the son of 

Zebedee, was executed. At this time Peter also was
He was to be sacrificed and was placed in prison, but succeedec 

in making his escape. This could only, it seemed to the churcl 
have happened by a miracle; An angel from the Lord, as we 

read, had delivered him. This persecution that was aimed di­
rectly at the leaders of the Church was directed by a new ruleJ 

Agrippa I., the grand-son of Herod the Great, who had succeeds 
in obtaining from Claudius the right of sitting aso^^ on his 

hereditary throne. His motive seems to have been in aninordi- 
nate desire to gain popular favor with the Jews. Peter accor­

dingly escaped death by flight, and the church'was soon after­
wards delivered from all danger from this quarter by the suddei

death of- Agrippa at Cesarea in 44 A. L. The Romans thereupon 
took the administration of the country once more into their owi 

hands, the Procuratorship was reinstituted, and as these were 

not conditions under which it would be easy for the Jews to 

establish the authority of their religious the period 

of persecution came to an end.



a knowledge of the more or less widespread persecutic i

that broke out with the Martyrdom of Stephen- And that which 
animated by Agrippa -T . led to the .death of Barnes and the escape 

of "Peter by flight. We would naturally expect, what many 
scholars hare claimed, that Paul’s death was accompanied by a 

general pefsecution, most connecting it with that under ^ero.
'^he two grounds for th^ir reason being, first, that involred 

in the statement of Acts, ‘That he lay in prison two years.’

If Paul arrived in Pome in the spring of *^62, then the reckonin 
would agree with the burning of the city in '^64^^and the other 

reason is the tacit assumption that but for that incident the 

trial must hare resulted with the recognition of Paul’s in- 

nocence, but according to Weizj^a^er the "Two years had no 

decisive value, and the second reason is an erroneous hypo­

thesis." "It is more probable that Paul was condemned as he 

had been accused as a promoter of disturbances. And it is at 

least uncertain whether his death took place during the great 

trial of the Christians. Up to the time of the death of Paul 
the persecution of the Christian faith arose chiefly from the 

quarter of Judaism. The Jews saw in Christianity a deadly 

enemy, whose apparent intention was to supplant their cherished 
tenets. They had crucified its Pounder, they well remembered 

his bitter polemics against the Phariseigs and f^adducees and how 
he had insulted their national pride by his attention to the

Samaritans. They saw, also, how that in far distant Rome they 

were confounded in the mind of the populace with this despised
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And to increase their enmity, when Jerusalem was besieged

the Christians fled from it to a place
Rome, under such leadersthe Jews revolted against the power of 

as Bar^ocheba, the false messiah, the Christian took no part

lal

differences, and all .too frequently broke out into the destruct 

ive flames of persecution.
But now Christianity comes face to face with even a more 

Christians were both driven from Rome.
from thisthe first decisive persecution, which aroseBut

to 68.)

Christians

than from
set fire to the Imperial City in order to add dra-that Nero

matically

struct ion

poorer sections of the city which Nero was glad to see swept aw
ancient palaces and costly treasures of count-many of thewent

four out of the fourteen districts into whichless

Rome was divided

■

new foe,
This evidently proceeded less from antipathy g^b the

to the representation of the Ancient Play, ’The Be-
of Troy.• But the conflagration went farther than he

wars. Only

against them in common. Thus under the Bmperor Claudius, the

remained unharmed. The rest were in whole or

Nero’s brutal nature. It is claimed bjr good authorit

had anticipated. Thefire raged for six days and along with the

in part destroyed. Nero was at once charged with the crime,

occurred under the reign of Nero (A. B. 54

in the revolution. All these things added fuel to the fire 
already kindled and which was constantly being fanned by doctri 

i
i.Jews and

formidable foe, One that threatened at times the existence bot i 
of Judaism and Christianity, and frequently directs its attack?i 

of safety, and later whe



and in order to allay suspicion lie took advantage of the hos­

tility to the Christians, laying the hlame of the fire on them 

as being enemies of society^ eager to injure the city, and im­

mediately began a persecution against them.'

All the cruelty that could be instilled into the hearts 
of the persecutors bj^ the bloody scenes of the arena, by re­

vengeful wrath of the populace, by the invention of that Mon­

ster vfhose name has come down to us as the synonym of heart- 
lesness, was vented upon the Christians. They were punished 

in many ways, some sewed up in the skins of wild beasts, 
and made the subjects of sport, while being torn to pieces by 

dogs. Some, were placed upon wooden crosses covered over with 
pitch and burned as human torches in Nero's gardens. While 

Nero clad as a charioteer entertained the multitude by chariot

r ac e s.

These extreme measures 

compassion even on the part 
victims, as such unmerciful 

in torture roused the feeling of 

of the Christians' enemy for the 
persecution is sure to do. And

men felt that however merited their sufferings were, they were

not inflicted upon them for the general welfare but to grati:fy

the passion of a cruel monarch.

The news of this persecution everywhere produced profound 
emotions in the hearts of the Christians, and althoijgh local ii 

itself, it doubtless lent a sanction to persecutions of like 
nature in various portions of the Roman world.

Luring the reign of Vespasian and Titus the Christian

7



enjoyed a period of peace, but the persecution was renev/ed 

with terrible energy in the latter part of Bonitian’s reign, 
It was the Christians* rapid increase that incited the fear of 

Boinitij^n, especially so as he had learned that Christ was of 

the royal line of the Jews, and rumors were brought to his ears 

that in .dis-tant parts of the empire there were men who claimed 

to be of the family and might aspire to the throne. It is sale 

Boraitian sent for these men, and having enquired of them and 

found them ignorant, and that their hands indicated that they 
were laborers, let them return home. He is said to have ban-

j ished to an island on the west coast of Italy his niece, 

riavia Domitilia, and the wife of his cousin, Flavian Clemens, 

was put to death for her confession of faith. Flavian himself

was slain, probably for the same reason. Although Banitian
did not systematically persecute the church, the evidence is

abundant that he subjected many to martyrdom.

The reign of Nerv«;was for the Christian, an era of peace.

but it was like the calm before the storm for upon the access:3n
of Trajan (A. B. 90) the persecution was renewed. The policy

of the Roman government at this time is best seen in the letter

of Pliny, the governor of Bithynia, and Ponti>x, to Trajan.
Pliny had become very much perplexed in dealing with the Chris­

tian owing to the fact of the number that were brought before 
him, and the extent to which they ha<-l been insubordinate to 
the state. He was much impressed with the harmlessness of the

[principles of the new religion. But this general impression
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did not effect his attitude toward it. He considered that it 

was a crime^ and that those he had condemned were deserving of 

death, for ohstinancy,if not for Christianity. Pliny's 

questions to the emperor majr he summed up as follows: "Should 

any discrimination between different culprits on account of 

youth he made? Should those who repent he pardoned? Is the 

mere Jiame, without anj^ proof that serious moral offenses have 
been committed, to be punished, or is it definite crimes con­

joined with the name, that deserve punishment?" The reply of 

Trajan to the detailed account of the manner in which Pliny ha 
dealt with the Christians was to this effect, vis. that Pliny' , 

procedure against the Christian had been correct, his original 
assx’mption that the "Name of Christian, if persisted in, de­

served punishment was corredt. Extenuating circumstances were 
to be considered according to the discretion of the governor. 

Penitence deserves pardon, if shown in act by compliance with 

the rights of the Roman religion. The governor is not to 

search for the Christians; but, if they are formally accused 

by an avowed accuser, the penalty must be inflicted."

Ramsey says "This rescript did not initiate procedure 

against the Christian. It is absurd to suppose that Trajan for 

the first time laid down the principal that "The Christians 
< are criminals deserving death; but you may shut your eyes to

them until an accuser insists upon your opening them." Trajan s
language is that of one vdio feels unable to contravene or ab­

rogate an existing principle of the imperial government, but
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who desires this principle to he applied with mildness and not 

insisted on."
Althoiigh Trajan did not make the Kame a crime, he left th 

life and the liberty of the Christian in jeopardy, their safet ■ 

was at the mercy of their self-appointed accusers, many of who i 

would naturally take advantage of th* situation. Among the 

many vrho were put to death the most distinguished names were 

Simon,Bishop of Jerusalem; Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch. The 

attifiude of the Roman government was very much the same toward . 

the Christians under Hadrian as it had been under the reign of 
his predecessor, but in order to avoid extreme abuses, Hadrian 

ordered his proconual^ to inflict punishment on Christians 
only when a charge was brought against them in legal form, and 
if any should be found guilty of bringing an accusation agains 

the Christians theough mere calumny or enmity, they themselves 
should be punished.

In the reign of Antonius Pius the hostility of the people 

against the Christians became so great that the emperor was 

obliged to take measures to restrain them. The occasion of thi 

increased enmity lay in the fact that the country was visited 

with/ifloods, pestilence, and famine, and the people supersti- 

tiously thought that the gods were angered because the Christij n 
faith was permitted to be practiced in the Empire.

It is a sad fact to contemplate that in Marcus Aurelius 

one of the best of Roman rulers, Christianity should have founc 

its worst enemy. The cause of this is to be found in the fact
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that he saw in Christians the great obstacle to the revival of 

the national religion. The Christians met with resistance all 

his efforts to force upon them the heathen faith. Marcus 

Aurelius was determined to enforce his policy, the Christians 

were even morS determined to resist the current ritual; con­

sequently Christian blood flowed more freely under his reign 

than at any previous date with the possible exception of 

Lomitian.
Throughout the reign of Commodius the church enjoyed an 

unaccustomed peace, the policy of persecution was stopped, | 

while many of those condemnffid to the mines of Sardinia, under 

Marcus Aurelius, were released and the church flourished and 

many of the upper classes attached themselves to the* *nev/  faith 
In the early years of the third century we see the Em­

perors beginning to realize that the church which their pre­
decessors had persecuted was no mere body of anarchists to be 

rooted out wherever necessary, but a social organization of 

growing strength which madd its suppression if possible, or if 

not its adoption, a political necessity. By the middle of the 

century this consciousness of a struggle had become so clear 

and definite that the more energetic rulers made efforts to 

crush out the church by the use of all the resources of the 

state. The police measures under Antonius gave place to a 

civil war without quarter. But uhlikeother civil wars, onl; 

one side was and that side,strange'-to saer, was des­

tined to be defeated.
-------i---------------- -------------------------- --------

•---------k
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The first emperor to realize the new conditions And to

attempt the suppression-of the church was one who, at the firs

alarmed by the rapid growth of the new religion, Septiraius

Severua, thought it necessary to take active measures against

be allowed to be­

come a proselyte to Judaism, and applied the same to the churc}
and this dedree was followed by the severest measure of re­

Severus, were confined chief'y
to the ^ast and to North Africa. They were so fierce that a

large part of the church regarded

Origen was beheaded and the beautifulAlexandria the father of

honored the Christian faith as a religion of equal worth with 

a violent earthquake was attributed to their presence. But

Christi in

flour­
ished and increased in numbers and popular power.

Decius Trajan came to the throne of the empire with the

fice to the heathen gods, and if they refused they were hunted

local persecutions, especially in Pontius and Cappadocia, when

during the reigns of Gordionus and Philip the Great the 

enjoyed a brief respite from persecution and the church

had treated the Christians with a degree of leniency. But

him as the Anti-Christ. In

the former religion. The Christians were called upon the sacri 

Christianity. He ordered that no one should

pression. The persecutions under

express t purpose of blotting out the church and establishing 

Perpetua was torn to pieces. During the reign of Caracolla 
and successor, E^gaba/i/jf, there was very little oppositior 

to Christianity and Alexander Servius (222 to 235 A. D.) 

the national and other religions. Under Maximus there were still 

BF a
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out, banished, their property confiscated, and 

exposed to insult, outrage, torture and death, 

of Lecius vzere especially aimed at the leaders

they themselves
The persecutions

of the church

under the supposition that if the officers were removed the 
church would collapse. So severe was the persecution that 

when Pope Fabian was executed no one for over a year was ap­

pointed as his successor, but the church held firmly to the 

faith and one of the remarkable features was the proportion of 
brave women among the confessors. The persecution was es­

pecially severe in Carthage and Egypt and many there were who, 

under the stress of suffering, denied their Lord, but we have 
some glorious examples of others who were faithful unto death. 

In Carthage we read of seventeen comrades of a confessor 
called Lucian who died together in prison of h-unger and thirst

In Egypt we learn of Julian, aged and crippled so that he coul< 

not walk to the stake, who was carried on the back of a darnel 
ana the jeers of the raob/ifnd, also, of Liii7scur^roe, a mere boy 

of fifteen who was neither persuaded by words nor restrained b: 

torture from constantly confessing his Lord. Five Christian 
soldiers, standing on duty and noticing a prisoner who I 

showjed signs of wavering, made vigorous signs for him to stan< 

firm. On being observed by some, of the authorities they ran 

up to the Tribunal and offered themselves as martyrs on the 
altar of sacrifice.

The persecution was arrested by the attention of Lecius 
being drawn avay by a foreign war, and his sudden death spared
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the Christians from further suffering at his hands. Under his 

successor, Salliuy, the persecutions were continued with some­
what less energy, hut this was atoned for’ in the reign of Va­

lerian, who,favorable at first, later issued an edict that all 

Bishops, Presbyters and Beacons should he put to death;' that 

all Christian senators and knights should be stripped’ of their 

office and property and, in case of their refusal to adopt the 

national religion, should be beheaded. Among the victims of h 

fury were Sixtus, Bishop of Rome, and Cyprian, Bishop of Car­

thage .

Gallie.’nus was favorable to the Christians and endeavored 
to undo the evils imposed upon them by his predecessor. He 

secured an edict to the effect that all forfeited property 
should be-restored to the Chrfa^ians, and the exiled Bishops 

could return. His successor was, also, lenient in his policy. 

But Diocletian,v^ho followed him, was bitter against Christian­
ity on the ground of its great progress-as a competitor agains 

the state religion. Accordingly he began a persecution in 303 

A. D. and all Christian assemblies were forbidden. He issued 

four different edicts, each exceeding the preceding in intensi 

The first was the burning of every copy of the Bible, the,sec­

ond that all churches should be abolished and all Christians 

deprived of their civil rights. The third provided for the im 

prisonment of all preachers, while the last required all Chris 
tians, on pain of death, to sacrifice to the heathen gods. 

After Diocletian and his associate ruler, J'Jaximian, abdicated

f
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Valerius and. ■. Constantine Chlorius,and their subordinates,
A new edict was issued, and a veritab .ereigned in their stead.
It was in these fateful years that th reign of terror ensued.

real terror of the so-called Diocletian persecution was felt.

All the torture that cruel tyrants could invent was exercised 
upon the Christians. At Caesarea Eusebius saw in one day 97

Christians on their way to the mines at Phaeno, each one minus 
the right eye and the left foot disabled by a hot iron, After

extinguish Christianity, and failin :doing all that he could to
like all his predecessors. We find Galerius relenting on his

death bed, tormented witth a disease vulgarly known as the bein 
eaten of worms,--a/pr^ of superstition. The- gods upon whom

he had depended had not helped him, so he issued his famous ed ct

of toleration, and in this extraordinary document wrung from l

man by the terror of the unknown, he tried to bargain with the 

Christians and their Cod, to remit, from him the punishment due 

him for his cruel^ty. He had only persecuted, he maintained, 
to bfing back the Christians to a good disposition toward the 

abandoned persuasion of their fathers, and the institutions
of the ancients. He confessed that he had failed to induce hi 

victims to display due reverence for the gods or pay heed to 

the God of the Christians. So the edicts were rescinded; in 
return the Christians were expected to pray to their God for 

his recovery, but it was too late. The unknown God, to whom 
Galerius had at last betaken himself, gave no answer to his in 

solent and tardy invocation, and five days afterward Galerius



died , and his kingdom passed into the hands of Maximun 
and Licinian. ^^o^ had refused to consent to the edict of tol* 

eration» He did, indeed, inform some of his magistrates that

they need not exert themselves in this cause, and in many case; 
a temporary peace followed. ?rom a thousand mines and prisons 
the""^cuBe^ warriors of Christ returned hogie. But still they 

were at the mercy of local rulers, many of whom were hitter

against them and hegged for the privileges of persecution. Whei 

Maximan was making his tour in the East he came to a Hugh me­

morial, especially prepared for him, representing a procession

of the gods, and asking permission to Danish the Atheists. At 

Tyre the town council put up a brass tablet forbidding Chris­

tianity within the city. On receiving the news of this Maximal

wrote to them his delight: ’•At last weakness has become streni th.

The night of error is scattering; the mist is breaking. Ask 

what you like and you shall receive it." But th^^last of the 
persecutors had about finished his course. His fierce onsets 

had brought about a reaction, which ended in a civil war known 
as the Eirst Crusade in which Eoga was destined to be defeated

Constantine, being elected to royal honor, upon the death 

of his brother, Constantine Ghlovjus, crossed the Alps and 
gained his famous victory ov-er Maxientius in 312 A. D-. Here 

Constantine had seen his vision and from this time on did hom- 
j agd to the conquering power of the 6ross. He met his colleagu , 

Licinian, at Milan and from thence, issued the Magna Charta to 

the Christians, which read as follows: "We have long seen tha' 

------- ---------------------------------------------------------------
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I we have no business to refuse freedom of religion. The power 

of seeing the matters of belief must he left to the judgment 

and desire of each individual according to the man's own free 

will." Had a. Europe a.n rulers ever after, who looked to Rome 

for law, been ready to accept the spirit of this edict of Con­

stantine’s, what suffering would have been spared and what wis 

dom would ]iave been dtsplayedi
Not long after this was defeated bj'’ Licinian and Ithe 

edict went into effect both in the Bast and the West, and Befea 

a fugitive dying in delirium tremens, when the end came, de­

clared his adhesion to the policy of Constantine, and thus diei 

the last of the persecutors of the early Roman emperors, hav­

ing seen the church, which he had tried to crush, arise from ti 

contest with still greater strength. The emperor was defeated 

the Gallilean had at last conquered.’

It might be well, in conclusion, to give a fevz concrete e: 

amples of suffering to impress upon our minds the cruelty of 

the methods of torture implied, as well as to set forth the fo: 

titude and endurance of the Christians. I have already re­

ferred to the methods of torture employed by Nero when 

of every sort was added to their deaths, covered with the skin 

of beasts they were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed 

to crosses^ or were doomed to the flames and burned. But fear­
ful as this first attack was, it was by no means the climax of 

the suffering of the Christians. It might be compared to the

e

first volley in the battik when the foe takes aim and mercifully
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kills outright, leaving for the after battle the awful havoc 
of blind butchery when suffering men, praying for death, have 

it denied them. In the later persecutions the Cross itself 
was not deemed sufficient torture by the persecutors, so while

hanging on the tree, the Christians were beaten by rods until

their

their

bowfels gushed out, 

wounds. Many were

while vinegar and salt were rubbed in 
shut up in sac^/and^hrown into the

to catapults, instruments of wasome were taken and tiedsea;
and the limbs wrung 

to the wild beasts, 
they could be gored

from their bodies. To see Christians 

or tied to the horns or swung in nets 
to death by infuriated animals, was a

cast

wher
comm n

spectacle of amusement in the arena of the theaters of the lar

ger cities.
Many were made to lie on sharp shells and tortured with

scrapers, claws and pincers before being delivered to the 
flames. The feet of some were s/owly burned away while cold

water was administered at intervals lest they should expire to »

rapidly. It is told of one of Biocletian’s servants that he 

was scourged to the bone and made to stand near a gridiron tha . 

he might witness the roasting of pieces torn from his body.
The backs of many were burned with melted lead, while a few, b r

the mercy of the emperor, escaped death,after being punished

by the tearing out of their eyes or the wrenching of their lirr )S

from their body. No wonder it was written of them', "These are

they that have corQe up out of great tribulation." It cost in

those days to witness for Christ. Yet we hope to gain some tili.e.
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th<trheritage without suffering. Fortunate were those for whoi 

there was the relief of death. In the deadly mines of Sardini 

with chains on their limbs, and insufficient food, destitute 

of clothing and comforts;-beaten by savage masters, many wore 

away a wretched existence.
For women there, were punishments worse than de-rith, the 

least of which was their exposure in the arena. Some were tie 
to trees, head-downwards, and left to perish of hunger and thii st.

They were more fortunate than some of their sisters, many of 

whom were dragged to the brothels to suffer shame before being 

led to the stake or cast to the lions. Christians to the

PanthatTC^ virgins to the Pandar^ the cry of bestial cfuelty 
was no mere jest but part of the cost that must be paid for 

Christ’s sake. Said Theodora, of Alexandria, when the judge 

read to her the cruel order: "If you force me to do this I do 

not think God will count it a sin." Some thought to escape 

in the destruction of their beauty, or even in suicide.
Among the stories of martyrdom none is more interesting 

and true to life than that of Perpetua,--with her estatic vi­

sions and her unconquerable faith, she is one of the heroic 

figures of the early church. She was of good family, liberal 

education and well married. She tells in par*t her own exper­

ience in prison. "I was terrified; never before had I ex­

perienced such awful darknessl 0 dreadful day.’ The heat,over 

powering bj'- reason of the crowd of prisoners, the extortions o; 
of the guard.’ Above all I was torn with anxiety for my babe"

I
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Two deacons obtained her removal^ for a few hours a day to a 1 

better room; "TherE*,' says she, "I sat suckling ray babe, who was

slowly wasting 

palace." When 

to the emperor 

rades to fight 

son. When the

away. Nevertheless the prison was made 

brought before the judge and ordered to

to me a

sacrif i e

she refused, and was condemned with her com-
the beasts. She went back with joy to her pri- 

day came for her to be torn in the net she seeraid 

in an ecstacy of joy, and after being severely gored, she 

asked, "When are we to be tossed?" and could scarcely be in

duced to believe that she had suffered in spite of the marks 

on her body. T'inally she was put to death by a gladiator, the 

first stab being' purposely misdirected.

her own throat the uncertain hand of the 

the least part of the agony of Perpetua,

The next she guided t •

young gladiator. Not

as well as of other

martyrs, was the entreaties of loved ones,oftentimes brought 
by magistrates into the hall of justice for this very purpose. 

Pathetic, indeed, were the entreaties of her heathenfather, as 

told in her ov/n words: "Laughter," he said,’"have pity on my 
gray hairs; have compassion on thy father. Lo -not giVe me 

over to disgrace. Behold thy bfother, thy mother, behold thy 
child that cannot leave without thee. Lo not destroy us all.’

Thus spoke my father, kissing my hands and throwing himself at 

my feet. And I wept because of my father, for he alone of all 

my family would not rejoice at my martyrdom. So I comforted 

him saying, *In this trial what God determines will take place 

We are not in. our own keeping, but in God’s’. So he left me
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weeping bitterly," But ontfie day of the trial he was once niorf 

at the bar calling out’ as 

have pity on your babei" 

he held her child in his arms. "Mother
Truly Origen has said, "It was the

love of wife and children that filled up the measure of mar­

tyrdom.
I mention another who was even of sterner mould. Cyprian 

the Bishop of Carthage, when brought before the Proconsul for 

trial, the Judge said, "Art thou ThrasittS Cyprian, the Bishop 

of many imperious men? ’’ The most sacred emperor commands 

thee to sacrifice." "I will not," replied the Bishop. "Con­

sider well," was the answer. ."Execute your orders," replied

Cyprian. "The case admits of no consideration." With some 
reluctance, after conferring .with his counciljfccread the sen­
tence, To the effect that^^*^ould be immediately beheaded.

04/"God be thankedJ" Answered the Bishop. And he^ sturdily re­

ceived the blow of the persecutor’s sword^ tho ocane as he had 
received the knowledge of his sentence. Examples could be mul­
tiplied of this type. They v/ere so numerous that the emperors 

were impressed with the fact that the Dhristians were only too 
happy to die. As Cyprian said, "The tortured stood more firm 
than the torturors'. The torn limbs' overcame the hooks that to: e 

them. The blood of the martyrs cvbecame, indeed, the seed of 
the church. In t^he fine figure of Justin, "The church was a 
vine which,the Xire it ‘dledjUnder the pruning knife, the more 

fruitful it became'." What was the secret of this marvelous 

growth in spite of persecution? Says a prominent historian,
/------------------------------- --------------- 1------

’ / •
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"The opinion that no belief, no moral conviction can be eradi­

cated from a country by persecution is a grave popular fallacy 
-- How then came this new, despised and persecuted religion to 

overcome the dangers and perils of so grave a nature with no 
external agency in^ its favor and every external power ragged 

against it? There exists for us as historians no human cause 
or combination of causes sufficient to account for the triumph 

of Christianity." There is but one reason--the reason given 

in Revelation. The new religion came from God and could not 
be over-thrown of men. One of the most significant observa­

tions we gain from the history of persecution is this, that 

persecution always tended to purify the church and the churc' 

purified was ever invincible. The martyrs were tempted in 

every way to compromise their religion with the religions of 
Greece and Rome. They could have secured peace, outward peace 

at/least, by a mere lowering of their standards. This they 

could not do. It is to their lasting glory they could not. Th 

spurned the very thoughts of receiving favor by any compromise 

of their faith. Well would it be for the church today could 
she learn the lesson they taught. The lowering of the standart 

of the church to the level of the world has never gained any­
thing for the church, save a merited mockery and scorn. Ke nei d 

again to catch 'the* martyr spirit, having no confidence in huma 
strength, but an invincible faith in the power of God, fearing 

naught of the world but sin, and seeking above all things to b<

surrendered to God’s will and to become a peculiar, rather thai


