
THE APOSTOLIC ERA (33AD-100AD)

I. Why study church history? 

A. To see God’s hand at work through the ages

B. To learn from mistakes of the past

C. To grow in our understanding of the Christian faith through the work and experiences of 
those who came before us

1. Tradition vs. Traditionalism (e.g. Trinity)

a) “Tradition is the living faith of the dead, traditionalism is the dead faith of 
the living. And, I suppose I should add, it is traditionalism that gives 
tradition such a bad name.” - Jaroslav Pelikan

II. Things to avoid when studying Church history: 

A. Chronological snobbery 

B. Old=Good

C. Lack of context and cultural understanding

III. Early Spread of the Gospel

A. “Fullness of time” - Gal 4:4

B. Roman Roads/Pax Romana

C. Hellenized Culture/Empire

D. Koine Greek

E. Lower class citizens evangelizing. 

IV. Roman Attitudes toward Christianity

A. First, just another Jewish sect (tolerated by Rome). Most persecution came from the 
Jews, and any apostolic interaction with Rome was the result of riots. 

B. Charge of “atheist”

C. Once distinguished, persecution was the result of 3 basic factors1

1. Popular 

2. Political

3. Philosophical 

V. Nero (54-68)

A. Who was Nero? 

1. Sixth emperor of Rome

 Don Forstner “Church History”1
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2. Plotted with his mother to poison his stepfather and stepbrother to obtain the throne

3. Began as a good emperor, but ended up becoming controlling and power hungry.

4. Started to commit great acts of perversion sexually and other kinds of insanity. 

5. Savage and brutal- kicked pregnant woman to death, tried to kill his own mother. 

B. The Great Fire of 64 AD

1. Disputed as to the cause. Some ancient historians think Nero had a plan to burn 
down sections of Rome to build a fancy palace and hired arsonists to do so. Others 
claim the fire started in a warehouse. 

2. Allegedly, Nero played his lyre and wrote songs theatrically while Rome burned. 

3. Needed a scapegoat and turned to the Christians. 

a) Christians were despised in Roman society. Nero’s persecution was limited 
mainly to Christians in the city of Rome.

(1) “Therefore, to scotch the rumour, Nero substituted as culprits, and 
punished with the utmost refinements of cruelty, a class of men, loathed 
for their vices, 27 whom the crowd styled Christians. 28 Christus, the 
founder of the name, had undergone the death penalty in the reign of 
Tiberius, by sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilatus, 29 and the 
pernicious superstition was checked for a moment, only to break out 
once more, not merely in Judaea, the home of the disease, but in the 
capital itself, where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect 
and find a vogue. First, then, the confessed members of the sect were 
arrested; next, on their disclosures, vast numbers 30 were convicted, not 
so much on the count of arson as for hatred of the human race. 31 And 
derision accompanied their end: they were covered with wild beasts' 
skins and torn to death by dogs; or they were fastened on crosses, and, 
when daylight failed were burned to serve as lamps by night. Nero had 
offered his Gardens for the spectacle, and gave an exhibition in his 
Circus, mixing with the crowd in the habit of a charioteer, or mounted 
on his car. Hence, in spite of a guilt which had earned the most 
exemplary punishment, there arose a sentiment of pity, due to the 
impression that they were being sacrificed not for the welfare of the 
state but to the ferocity of a single man.” - Tacitus, Annals

C. Peter (64/67)

1. Early church tradition held he was crucified head down in Rome, according to the 
historian Eusebius. 

D. Paul (64/67)

1. Beheaded by Nero sometime between 64/68 BC, according to Eusebius

VI. Destruction of Jerusalem (70AD)

A. First Jewish Revolt (66AD)

1. Roman governor Florus began raising taxes and persecuting the Jews. The Zealots 
responded by fighting back. 
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2. Removed Roman presence from the city. 

3. Emperor Nero responds by sending General Vespasian to besiege the City. 

B. Vespasian becomes emperor in 69, and sends General Titus (who would later become 
emperor) to continue the siege. Eventually the City and the Temple are totally destroyed 
in 70 AD, and hundreds of thousands are killed. 

1. Many Christians escape because of Jesus’s warnings in Matthew 24. 

2. Because the church was no longer centered in Jerusalem (cf. Acts 15), Christianity 
became increasingly Gentile in membership. 

3. The Jewish Christians refused to participate in fighting Rome, which made the 
tension between traditional Jews and Jewish Christians increase. 

C. Bar Kochba Revolt of 135

1. Bar Kochba was viewed as a Messiah and let another revolt, which gained 3 years of 
autonomy and freedom for the Jews until the entire city was fully destroyed by Rome. 
This was the final rift between the Jews and Jewish Christians. 

VII.Domitian (81-96)

A. Really strengthened the Roman Empire militarily and economically. 

B. Deified himself. Strong proponent of traditional Roman religion

C. Assasinated. Known as a dictatorial tyrant. 

D. Persecuted Christians.

1. “Domitian, having shown great cruelty toward many, and having unjustly put 
to death no small number of well-born and notable men at Rome, and having 
without cause exiled and confiscated the property of a great many other 
illustrious men, finally became a successor of Nero in his hatred and enmity 
toward God. He was in fact the second that stirred up a persecution against us, 
although his father Vespasian had undertaken nothing prejudicial to us”- 
Eusebius

2. However, not much more information is given about his persecution. 

3. The book of Revelation likely was written during his reign. 

VIII.Trajan (98-117)

A. Military officer who worked to make social services available for children of the poor, etc. 
Made major infrastructure improvements as well. 

1. Important letter between Trajan and Pliny

a) Discusses attitude of Rome and early Christian worship

B. Ignatius of Antioch (110)

1. Bishop of Antioch in Syria (oversaw the churches in Antioch)

2. Arrested under Trajan for being a Christian; wrote 7 letters (epistles) on his journey 
from Antioch to Rome
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a) In these letters, he references 1 Cor, Eph, 1-2 Timothy, and Matthew. 

b) Encourages believers to be united in Christ, to suffer for Christ, to believe in the 
bodily death and resurrection of Christ (vs. Docetism) and deity of Christ. 

(1) “I am writing to all the churches and giving instructions to everyone 
that I die willingly for God, if indeed you do not hinder me. I urge you do 
not be an ill-timed kindness to me.  Allow me to be food for beasts, 
through whom it is possible to reach God. I am God’s wheat, and I am 
ground by the teeth of beasts, that I may be found pure bread of Christ. 
2 Instead, coax the beasts that they may become a tomb for me and 
leave nothing of my body, that ⌊I may not be a burden to anyone when I 
die⌋.  Then I will truly be a disciple of Jesus Christ, when ⌊the world will 
not even see my body⌋.  Petition Christ on my behalf that through these 
tools, I may be found a sacrifice. 3 I give orders to you, not as Peter and 
Paul; they were apostles, I am a convict, they were free but I until now 
am a slave. But if I suffer I will be a freedperson  of Jesus Christ, and I 
will rise up free in him. For now, being imprisoned, I am learning to 
desire nothing.” (Epistle to the Romans)

(2) 10.1 But if, just as some who are atheists (that is, unbelievers) say, his 
suffering was in appearance only, (it is they who are in appearance 
only),  why am I in chains? And why also do I wish to fight the wild 
animals? Therefore I die for no cause. As a result, then, I am telling lies 
about the Lord. (Epistle to the Trallians)

IX. Marcus Aurelius (161-180)

A. Marcus Aurelius was a “virtuous” emperor who was also a Stoic philosopher. Christianity 
was a rival to Stoicism, and some of the persecution could have come from there. 

1. Stoicism teaches (in a nutshell) that people must learn to control themselves and 
overcome destructive passions and emotions in order to live in harmony with the 
Divine Reason. 

a) “What a soul that is which is ready, if at any moment it must be separated 
from the body, and ready either to be extinguished or dispersed or continue 
to exist;1 but so that this readiness comes from your own judgment, not 
from mere obstinacy, as with the Christians,2 but considerately and with 
dignity and in a way to persuade another, without tragic show.” 
-Meditations

B. Polycarp (155 or 166?)

1. Polycarp disciple of the apostle John and by him ordained bishop of Smyrna 
was chief of all Asia, where he saw and had as teachers some of the apostles 
and of those who had seen the Lord. He, on account of certain questions 
concerning the day of the Passover, went to Rome in the time of the emperor 
Antoninus Pius while Anicetus ruled the church in that city. There he led back 
to the faith many of the believers who had been deceived through the 
persuasion of Marcion and Valentinus, and when. Marcion met him by chance 
and said "Do you know us" he replied, "I know the firstborn of the devil." 
Afterwards during the reign of Marcus Antoninus and Lucius Aurelius 
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Commodus in the fourth persecution after Nero, in the presence of the 
proconsul holding court at Smyrna and all the people crying out against him in 
the Amphitheater, he was burned. He wrote a very valuable Epistle to the 
Philippians which is read to the present day in the meetings in Asia- Jerome

2. But Polycarp also was not only instructed by apostles, and conversed with 
many who had seen Christ, but was also, by apostles in Asia, appointed 
bishop of the Church in Smyrna, whom I also saw in my early youth, for he 
tarried [on earth] a very long time, and, when a very old man, gloriously and 
most nobly suffering martyrdom, departed this life, having always taught the 
things which he had learned from the apostles, and which the Church has 
handed down, and which alone are true. To these things all the Asiatic 
Churches testify, as do also those men who have succeeded Polycarp down to 
the present time,—a man who was of much greater weight, and a more stedfast 
witness of truth, than Valentinus, and Marcion, and the rest of the heretics.- 
Irenaeus, “Against Heresies”

3. But as Polycarp entered into the stadium, a voice came to him from heaven; 
‘Be strong, Polycarp, and play the man.’ And no one saw the speaker, but 
those of our people who were present heard the voice. And at length, when he 
was brought up, there was a great tumult, for they heard that Polycarp had 
been apprehended. 2When then he was brought before him, the proconsul 
enquired whether he were the man. And on his confessing that he was, he tried 
to persuade him to a denial saying, ‘Have respect to thine age,’ and other 
things in accordance therewith, as it is their wont to say; ‘Swear by the genius 
of Cæsar; repent and say, Away with the atheists.’ Then Polycarp with solemn 
countenance looked upon the whole multitude of lawless heathen that were in 
the stadium, and waved his hand to them; and groaning and looking up to 
heaven he said, ‘Away with the atheists.’ 3But when the magistrate pressed 
him hard and said, ‘Swear the oath, and I will release thee; revile the Christ,’ 
Polycarp said, ‘Fourscore and six years have I been His servant, and He hath 
done me no wrong. How then can I blaspheme my King who saved me?’- The 
Martyrdom of Polycarp (160AD)

X. The Didache (written sometime between 70AD and 100AD)

A. The Didache was an early church manual for discipleship and instruction in those newly 
converted to Christ (Catachumens)

B. Gives a window into what some practices of early Christians looked like (and Jewish 
character)

C. First part on holy living, second on Christian worship
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The Didache

The Lord's Teaching Through the Twelve Apostles to the Nations.

Chapter 1. The Two Ways and the First Commandment. There are two ways, one of life and 
one of death, but a great difference between the two ways. The way of life, then, is this: First, 
you shall love God who made you; second, love your neighbor as yourself, and do not do to 
another what you would not want done to you. And of these sayings the teaching is this: Bless 
those who curse you, and pray for your enemies, and fast for those who persecute you. For 
what reward is there for loving those who love you? Do not the Gentiles do the same? But love 
those who hate you, and you shall not have an enemy. Abstain from fleshly and worldly lusts. If 
someone strikes your right cheek, turn to him the other also, and you shall be perfect. If 
someone impresses you for one mile, go with him two. If someone takes your cloak, give him 
also your coat. If someone takes from you what is yours, ask it not back, for indeed you are not 
able. Give to every one who asks you, and ask it not back; for the Father wills that to all should 
be given of our own blessings (free gifts). Happy is he who gives according to the 
commandment, for he is guiltless. Woe to him who receives; for if one receives who has need, 
he is guiltless; but he who receives not having need shall pay the penalty, why he received and 
for what. And coming into confinement, he shall be examined concerning the things which he 
has done, and he shall not escape from there until he pays back the last penny. And also 
concerning this, it has been said, Let your alms sweat in your hands, until you know to whom 
you should give.

Chapter 2. The Second Commandment: Grave Sin Forbidden. And the second 
commandment of the Teaching; You shall not commit murder, you shall not commit adultery, you 
shall not commit pederasty, you shall not commit fornication, you shall not steal, you shall not 
practice magic, you shall not practice witchcraft, you shall not murder a child by abortion nor kill 
that which is born. You shall not covet the things of your neighbor, you shall not swear, you shall 
not bear false witness, you shall not speak evil, you shall bear no grudge. You shall not be 
double-minded nor double-tongued, for to be double-tongued is a snare of death. Your speech 
shall not be false, nor empty, but fulfilled by deed. You shall not be covetous, nor rapacious, nor 
a hypocrite, nor evil disposed, nor haughty. You shall not take evil counsel against your 
neighbor. You shall not hate any man; but some you shall reprove, and concerning some you 
shall pray, and some you shall love more than your own life.

Chapter 3. Other Sins Forbidden. My child, flee from every evil thing, and from every likeness 
of it. Be not prone to anger, for anger leads to murder. Be neither jealous, nor quarrelsome, nor 
of hot temper, for out of all these murders are engendered. My child, be not a lustful one. for lust 
leads to fornication. Be neither a filthy talker, nor of lofty eye, for out of all these adulteries are 
engendered. My child, be not an observer of omens, since it leads to idolatry. Be neither an 
enchanter, nor an astrologer, nor a purifier, nor be willing to took at these things, for out of all 
these idolatry is engendered. My child, be not a liar, since a lie leads to theft. Be neither money-
loving, nor vainglorious, for out of all these thefts are engendered. My child, be not a murmurer, 
since it leads the way to blasphemy. Be neither self-willed nor evil-minded, for out of all these 
blasphemies are engendered.
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Rather, be meek, since the meek shall inherit the earth. Be long-suffering and pitiful and 
guileless and gentle and good and always trembling at the words which you have heard. You 
shall not exalt yourself, nor give over-confidence to your soul. Your soul shall not be joined with 
lofty ones, but with just and lowly ones shall it have its intercourse. Accept whatever happens to 
you as good, knowing that apart from God nothing comes to pass.

Chapter 4. Various Precepts. My child, remember night and day him who speaks the word of 
God to you, and honor him as you do the Lord. For wherever the lordly rule is uttered, there is 
the Lord. And seek out day by day the faces of the saints, in order that you may rest upon their 
words. Do not long for division, but rather bring those who contend to peace. Judge righteously, 
and do not respect persons in reproving for transgressions. You shall not be undecided whether 
or not it shall be. Be not a stretcher forth of the hands to receive and a drawer of them back to 
give. If you have anything, through your hands you shall give ransom for your sins. Do not 
hesitate to give, nor complain when you give; for you shall know who is the good repayer of the 
hire. Do not turn away from him who is in want; rather, share all things with your brother, and do 
not say that they are your own. For if you are partakers in that which is immortal, how much 
more in things which are mortal? Do not remove your hand from your son or daughter; rather, 
teach them the fear of God from their youth. Do not enjoin anything in your bitterness upon your 
bondman or maidservant, who hope in the same God, lest ever they shall fear not God who is 
over both; for he comes not to call according to the outward appearance, but to them whom the 
Spirit has prepared. And you bondmen shall be subject to your masters as to a type of God, in 
modesty and fear. You shall hate all hypocrisy and everything which is not pleasing to the Lord. 
Do not in any way forsake the commandments of the Lord; but keep what you have received, 
neither adding thereto nor taking away therefrom. In the church you shall acknowledge your 
transgressions, and you shall not come near for your prayer with an evil conscience. This is the 
way of life.

Chapter 5. The Way of Death. And the way of death is this: First of all it is evil and accursed: 
murders, adultery, lust, fornication, thefts, idolatries, magic arts, witchcrafts, rape, false witness, 
hypocrisy, double-heartedness, deceit, haughtiness, depravity, self-will, greediness, filthy 
talking, jealousy, over-confidence, loftiness, boastfulness; persecutors of the good, hating truth, 
loving a lie, not knowing a reward for righteousness, not cleaving to good nor to righteous 
judgment, watching not for that which is good, but for that which is evil; from whom meekness 
and endurance are far, loving vanities, pursuing revenge, not pitying a poor man, not laboring 
for the afflicted, not knowing Him Who made them, murderers of children, destroyers of the 
handiwork of God, turning away from him who is in want, afflicting him who is distressed, 
advocates of the rich, lawless judges of the poor, utter sinners. Be delivered, children, from all 
these.

Chapter 6. Against False Teachers, and Food Offered to Idols. See that no one causes you 
to err from this way of the Teaching, since apart from God it teaches you. For if you are able to 
bear the entire yoke of the Lord, you will be perfect; but if you are not able to do this, do what 
you are able. And concerning food, bear what you are able; but against that which is sacrificed 
to idols be exceedingly careful; for it is the service of dead gods.

Chapter 7. Concerning Baptism. And concerning baptism, baptize this way: Having first said 
all these things, baptize into the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, in 
living water. But if you have no living water, baptize into other water; and if you cannot do so in 
cold water, do so in warm. But if you have neither, pour out water three times upon the head into 
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the name of Father and Son and Holy Spirit. But before the baptism let the baptizer fast, and the 
baptized, and whoever else can; but you shall order the baptized to fast one or two days before.

Chapter 8. Fasting and Prayer (the Lord's Prayer). But let not your fasts be with the 
hypocrites, for they fast on the second and fifth day of the week. Rather, fast on the fourth day 
and the Preparation (Friday). Do not pray like the hypocrites, but rather as the Lord commanded 
in His Gospel, like this:

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on 
earth, as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily (needful) bread, and forgive us our debt as we 
also forgive our debtors. And bring us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one (or, 
evil); for Thine is the power and the glory for ever..

Pray this three times each day.

Chapter 9. The Eucharist. Now concerning the Eucharist, give thanks this way. First, 
concerning the cup:

We thank thee, our Father, for the holy vine of David Thy servant, which You madest known to 
us through Jesus Thy Servant; to Thee be the glory for ever..

And concerning the broken bread:

We thank Thee, our Father, for the life and knowledge which You madest known to us through 
Jesus Thy Servant; to Thee be the glory for ever. Even as this broken bread was scattered over 
the hills, and was gathered together and became one, so let Thy Church be gathered together 
from the ends of the earth into Thy kingdom; for Thine is the glory and the power through Jesus 
Christ for ever..

But let no one eat or drink of your Eucharist, unless they have been baptized into the name of 
the Lord; for concerning this also the Lord has said, "Give not that which is holy to the dogs."

Chapter 10. Prayer after Communion. But after you are filled, give thanks this way:

We thank Thee, holy Father, for Thy holy name which You didst cause to tabernacle in our 
hearts, and for the knowledge and faith and immortality, which You modest known to us through 
Jesus Thy Servant; to Thee be the glory for ever. Thou, Master almighty, didst create all things 
for Thy name's sake; You gavest food and drink to men for enjoyment, that they might give 
thanks to Thee; but to us You didst freely give spiritual food and drink and life eternal through 
Thy Servant. Before all things we thank Thee that You are mighty; to Thee be the glory for ever. 
Remember, Lord, Thy Church, to deliver it from all evil and to make it perfect in Thy love, and 
gather it from the four winds, sanctified for Thy kingdom which Thou have prepared for it; for 
Thine is the power and the glory for ever. Let grace come, and let this world pass away. 
Hosanna to the God (Son) of David! If any one is holy, let him come; if any one is not so, let him 
repent. Maranatha. Amen.

But permit the prophets to make Thanksgiving as much as they desire.
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Chapter 11. Concerning Teachers, Apostles, and Prophets. Whosoever, therefore, comes 
and teaches you all these things that have been said before, receive him. But if the teacher 
himself turns and teaches another doctrine to the destruction of this, hear him not. But if he 
teaches so as to increase righteousness and the knowledge of the Lord, receive him as the 
Lord. But concerning the apostles and prophets, act according to the decree of the Gospel. Let 
every apostle who comes to you be received as the Lord. But he shall not remain more than one 
day; or two days, if there's a need. But if he remains three days, he is a false prophet. And when 
the apostle goes away, let him take nothing but bread until he lodges. If he asks for money, he is 
a false prophet. And every prophet who speaks in the Spirit you shall neither try nor judge; for 
every sin shall be forgiven, but this sin shall not be forgiven. But not every one who speaks in 
the Spirit is a prophet; but only if he holds the ways of the Lord. Therefore from their ways shall 
the false prophet and the prophet be known. And every prophet who orders a meal in the Spirit 
does not eat it, unless he is indeed a false prophet. And every prophet who teaches the truth, 
but does not do what he teaches, is a false prophet. And every prophet, proved true, working 
unto the mystery of the Church in the world, yet not teaching others to do what he himself does, 
shall not be judged among you, for with God he has his judgment; for so did also the ancient 
prophets. But whoever says in the Spirit, Give me money, or something else, you shall not listen 
to him. But if he tells you to give for others' sake who are in need, let no one judge him.

Chapter 12. Reception of Christians. But receive everyone who comes in the name of the 
Lord, and prove and know him afterward; for you shall have understanding right and left. If he 
who comes is a wayfarer, assist him as far as you are able; but he shall not remain with you 
more than two or three days, if need be. But if he wants to stay with you, and is an artisan, let 
him work and eat. But if he has no trade, according to your understanding, see to it that, as a 
Christian, he shall not live with you idle. But if he wills not to do, he is a Christ-monger. Watch 
that you keep away from such.

Chapter 13. Support of Prophets. But every true prophet who wants to live among you is 
worthy of his support. So also a true teacher is himself worthy, as the workman, of his support. 
Every first-fruit, therefore, of the products of wine-press and threshing-floor, of oxen and of 
sheep, you shall take and give to the prophets, for they are your high priests. But if you have no 
prophet, give it to the poor. If you make a batch of dough, take the first-fruit and give according 
to the commandment. So also when you open a jar of wine or of oil, take the first-fruit and give it 
to the prophets; and of money (silver) and clothing and every possession, take the first-fruit, as 
it may seem good to you, and give according to the commandment.

Chapter 14. Christian Assembly on the Lord's Day. But every Lord's day gather yourselves 
together, and break bread, and give thanksgiving after having confessed your transgressions, 
that your sacrifice may be pure. But let no one who is at odds with his fellow come together with 
you, until they be reconciled, that your sacrifice may not be profaned. For this is that which was 
spoken by the Lord: "In every place and time offer to me a pure sacrifice; for I am a great King, 
says the Lord, and my name is wonderful among the nations."

Chapter 15. Bishops and Deacons; Christian Reproof. Appoint, therefore, for yourselves, 
bishops and deacons worthy of the Lord, men meek, and not lovers of money, and truthful and 
proved; for they also render to you the service of prophets and teachers. Therefore do not 
despise them, for they are your honored ones, together with the prophets and teachers. And 
reprove one another, not in anger, but in peace, as you have it in the Gospel. But to anyone that 
acts amiss against another, let no one speak, nor let him hear anything from you until he 
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repents. But your prayers and alms and all your deeds so do, as you have it in the Gospel of our 
Lord.

Chapter 16. Watchfulness; the Coming of the Lord. Watch for your life's sake. Let not your 
lamps be quenched, nor your loins unloosed; but be ready, for you know not the hour in which 
our Lord will come. But come together often, seeking the things which are befitting to your souls: 
for the whole time of your faith will not profit you, if you are not made perfect in the last time. For 
in the last days false prophets and corrupters shall be multiplied, and the sheep shall be turned 
into wolves, and love shall be turned into hate; for when lawlessness increases, they shall hate 
and persecute and betray one another, and then shall appear the world-deceiver as Son of God, 
and shall do signs and wonders, and the earth shall be delivered into his hands, and he shall do 
iniquitous things which have never yet come to pass since the beginning. Then shall the 
creation of men come into the fire of trial, and many shall be made to stumble and shall perish; 
but those who endure in their faith shall be saved from under the curse itself. And then shall 
appear the signs of the truth: first, the sign of an outspreading in heaven, then the sign of the 
sound of the trumpet. And third, the resurrection of the dead -- yet not of all, but as it is said: 
"The Lord shall come and all His saints with Him." Then shall the world see the Lord coming 
upon the clouds of heaven.

________________________________________

Pliny to the Emperor Trajan

Meanwhile, in the case of those who were denounced to me as Christians, I have observed the 
following procedure: I interrogated these as to whether they were Christians; those who 
confessed I interrogated a second and a third time, threatening them with punishment; those 
who persisted I ordered executed. For I had no doubt that, whatever the nature of their creed, 
stubbornness and inflexible obstinacy surely deserve to be punished. There were others 
possessed of the same folly; but because they were Roman citizens, I signed an order for them 
to be transferred to Rome.

Soon accusations spread, as usually happens, because of the proceedings going on, and 
several incidents occurred. An anonymous document was published containing the names of 
many persons. Those who denied that they were or had been Christians, when they invoked the 
gods in words dictated by me, offered prayer with incense and wine to your image, which I had 
ordered to be brought for this purpose together with statues of the gods, and moreover cursed 
Christ--none of which those who are really Christians, it is said, can be forced to do--these I 
thought should be discharged. Others named by the informer declared that they were 
Christians, but then denied it, asserting that they had been but had ceased to be, some three 
years before, others many years, some as much as twenty-five years. They all worshipped your 
image and the statues of the gods, and cursed Christ.

They asserted, however, that the sum and substance of their fault or error had been that they 
were accustomed to meet on a fixed day before dawn and sing responsively a hymn to Christ as 
to a god, and to bind themselves by oath, not to some crime, but not to commit fraud, theft, or 
adultery, not falsify their trust, nor to refuse to return a trust when called upon to do so. When 
this was over, it was their custom to depart and to assemble again to partake of food--but 
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ordinary and innocent food. Even this, they affirmed, they had ceased to do after my edict by 
which, in accordance with your instructions, I had forbidden political associations. Accordingly, I 
judged it all the more necessary to find out what the truth was by torturing two female slaves 
who were called deaconesses. But I discovered nothing else but depraved, excessive 
superstition.

I therefore postponed the investigation and hastened to consult you. For the matter seemed to 
me to warrant consulting you, especially because of the number involved. For many persons of 
every age, every rank, and also of both sexes are and will be endangered. For the contagion of 
this superstition has spread not only to the cities but also to the villages and farms. But it seems 
possible to check and cure it. It is certainly quite clear that the temples, which had been almost 
deserted, have begun to be frequented, that the established religious rites, long neglected, are 
being resumed, and that from everywhere sacrificial animals are coming, for which until now 
very few purchasers could be found. Hence it is easy to imagine what a multitude of people can 
be reformed if an opportunity for repentance is afforded.

Trajan to Pliny

You observed proper procedure, my dear Pliny, in sifting the cases of those who had been 
denounced to you as Christians. For it is not possible to lay down any general rule to serve as a 
kind of fixed standard. They are not to be sought out; if they are denounced and proved guilty, 
they are to be punished, with this reservation, that whoever denies that he is a Christian and 
really proves it--that is, by worshiping our gods--even though he was under suspicion in the 
past, shall obtain pardon through repentance. But anonymously posted accusations ought to 
have no place in any prosecution. For this is both a dangerous kind of precedent and out of 
keeping with the spirit of our age.
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