
     Session 4 

1. Septimus Severus (193-211) 

a.  Received the Empire after a series of destructive civil wars. 

b. The Germanic Tribes, dissident groups, and rebel armies were a problem. 

c. Decided the way to combat this and unify the Empire again was through religious 

conformity. 

d. All must worship the unconquered sun, “Sol Invictus,” as supreme, while one could have as 

many different private gods as one pleased. 

e. Of course, Jews and Christians refused to yield to this policy.   

f. Servus then made it illegal to convert to Judaism or Christianity under pain of death.  This 

was in addition to Trajan’s already existing laws.   This policy probably killed St. Irenaeus and 

Origen’s father in 202. 

g. Most famous martyrdom form this time is that of Perpetua and Felicitas in 203.   

 

2.  Decius (249-251) 

a.  Most Christian historians say that he was quite cruel for his brief reign.   

b. Believed that a return to the gods would restore the glory of Rome, since the gods had been 

neglected and Rome was crumbling.  

c. Instead of rumors of immorality or obstinacy, Christians are now being persecuted for 

treason. 

d. The worship of the gods was a mandatory edict, and Christians who refused were tortured, 

imprisoned, threatened etc…some gave in, others produced fake certificates saying they 

sacrificed, and many stood firm.  Unlike previous persecutions, this one was empire wide.   

e. Those who remained firm in the midst of torture and the like earned the title of “confessor.”   

f. After Decius, Valerian in 257 tried to persecute, but was captured by the Persians and the 

church enjoyed peace for about 40 years.  

 

 

 

 



3. Church Discipline 

a. During and after these persecutions, the question of those who abandoned the faith and 

wanted back in came to the forefront.  

b. St. Cyprian of Carthage (c.200-258, martyred) is one of the most important fathers during 

this time.   

c. Some argued the lapsed should be let back in, others said they should never be let back in, 

and others took mediating positions.  The authority of who makes these decisions also was a 

problem.   

d.   A schism started to take place, and Cyprian as Bishop of Carthage (most important city in 

Latin North Africa) called a synod, where it was decided that those who had purchased false 

certificates of sacrifice were readmitted immediately, those who sacrificed would only be 

allowed back in on their deathbeds, or a new persecution allowed them to prove their 

worth.  Those who sacrificed and were not repentant were excommunicated, and all of 

these actions were to be administered by the local pastors/bishops, not “confessors” who 

were faithful. 

e. Cyprian fully believed in the unity of the church, with Christ as the head and that “outside 

the church there is no salvation” and that “no one can have God as Father who does not 

have the church as mother.”   It should be noted however that this does not inherently 

mean the church in Rome, but the church “catholic.”  The church is a community of saints.   

f. Because of questions such as this, the system of “penitence” came forward as a way of 

proving one’s loyalty to Christ and his church.  This system would later cause many of the 

problems that would lead to the Reformation. 

 

      


