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Christian Martyrs Last Prayer 
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Early Persecutions 

• Initially the Jewish authorities imprisoned 
and in some cases executed Christians (Paul’s 
former life).   

• At first considered another Jewish sect, but 
eventually the Christians attract the attention 
of Rome as a “new superstition.”   

• First official imperial persecution done by 
Nero in 64 A.D, after a great fire. 

• “Nero sang while Rome burned?”   

 



Neronian Persecution 

• Nero blames the Christians, which 
exacerbates tensions.   

• Nero makes the Christians wear napalm-
infused shirts to make human torches, feeds 
them to wild beasts, and crucifies them.   

• Peter and Paul most likely die during this 
persecution (mid 60’s).   

• The faith continues to grow in spite of this.   



Nero (r. 54-68) 



Domitian Persecution (89-96) 

• Seems to have been rather sporadic.   

• Localized “hot-spots.”   

• Perhaps the reason for the writing of the 
book of Revelation (although not all scholars 
or church fathers agree completely).   

• Eusebius (4th century historian) says Domitian 
exiled his own wife and cousin due to 
converting, or “Jewish sympathies” according 
to other historians.   



Domitian (r. 89-96) 



Trajan Persecution (98-117) 

• One of the most well-documented early 
persecutions.   

• A series of letters between Trajan and his 
governor in what is now northern Turkey, 
Pliny the Younger, survive.   

• It seems there was not an official imperial 
policy, but rather general guidelines.   

• It isn’t clear if Christians were persecuted for 
being themselves, or because of rumors 
about their behavior (incest and 
cannibalism?).   



Trajan Persecution (98-117) 

• Christians are not sought out.   

• Christians brought to the authorities based 
on accusations or publicity.   

• Christians told to burn incense in front of the 
Emperor’s image, or swear by him etc… 

• Christians punished, killed, banished etc…not 
for their faith, but for “being obstinate.”   

• Not honoring the Emperor this way made you 
a usurper and enemy of the peace and state.   



Trajan (r. 98-117) 



Empire at Trajan’s Death 



Ignatius of Antioch (c.110) 



St. Ignatius of Antioch (c.110) 

• Disciple of the Apostle John, and was most 
likely ordained by him or Peter.   

• Second Pastor/Bishop after the Apostles in 
one of the most important Christian cities.   

• Nicknamed “Theophorus” meaning “God-
bearer” or “he who was borne by God.”  
Some even believed he was the one who 
Christ sat down as a child in the midst of the 
Apostles.   



St. Ignatius of Antioch (c.107) 

• Born somewhere around the end of Christ’s 
earthly ministry (early 30’s).   

• Famous for writing 7 letters on his journey 
from Antioch to Rome for his trial (meaning 
he was most likely a Roman citizen).   

• These letters attest to the early church’s 
views on Sunday worship and Holy 
Communion.   

• They are written in the style of Paul’s letters.   



St. Ignatius of Antioch (c.107) 
“(The Eucharist) is the medicine of immortality, 

the antidote against death, and everlasting life 
in Jesus Christ.” – Letter to the Ephesians 

 
“Take note of those who hold heterodox opinions 

on the grace of Jesus Christ which has come to 
us, and see how contrary their opinions are to 
the mind of God ... They abstain from the 
Eucharist and from prayer because they do not 
confess that the Eucharist is the flesh of our 
Savior Jesus Christ, flesh which suffered for our 
sins and which that Father, in his goodness, 
raised up again. They who deny the gift of God 
are perishing in their disputes.” — Letter to the 
Smyrnaeans 



St. Ignatius of Antioch (c.107) 
“Be not seduced by strange doctrines nor by 

antiquated fables, which are profitless. For if 
even unto this day we live after the manner 
of Judaism, we avow that we have not 
received grace.... If then those who had 
walked in ancient practices attained unto 
newness of hope, no longer observing 
Sabbaths but fashioning their lives after the 
Lord's day…” 



St. Ignatius of Antioch (c.107) 
“…on which our life also arose through Him and 

through His death which some men deny ... 
how shall we be able to live apart from Him? 
... It is monstrous to talk of Jesus Christ and 
to practice Judaism. For Christianity did not 
believe in Judaism, but Judaism in 
Christianity.” — Letter to the Magnesians 



St. Ignatius of Antioch (c.107) 
• Killed in the Flavian Amphitheater (later 

known as the Coliseum) by lions.   

 

• His last known words: 
 
“When I suffer, I shall be free in Jesus Christ, 
and with him shall rise again in freedom…I 
am God’s wheat, to be ground by the teeth of 
beasts, so that I may be offered as pure bread 
of Christ.”  

 



Route of Ignatius’ Martyrdom 



St. Polycarp (c. 150’s) 



St. Polycarp (c. 150’s) 

• Good friend of Ignatius, who was possibly his 
mentor.   

• Also a disciple of the Apostle John.   

• Taught the young St. Irenaeus.   

• We have one letter, an “Epistle to the 
Philippians” that survives.   

• The “Martyrdom of Polycarp” was a letter 
written by his church in Smyrna to the church 
in Pontus to describe his death by the local 
authorities.   



St. Polycarp (c. 150’s) 

• Brought in front of the local authorities 
because his flock was annoying the local 
pagans and Jews.   

• By their refusal to bow to the Roman 
emperor, the locals viewed the Christians as 
destroyers of the peace, and clamored for 
their venerated old leader.   

• At first in hiding, Polycarp reveals himself, 
believing it God’s will for him to die.   



St. Polycarp (c. 150’s) 

• Before the local governor, Polycarp makes 
the famous statement, “For eighty and six 
years have I served him and he has done me 
no wrong.  How can I curse my King who 
saved me?” 

• He is threatened by wild beasts and fire, to 
which Polycarp references the eternal fires of 
Hell and is unimpressed by the beasts.   

• He is sentenced to be burned at the stake, 
but the fire doesn’t work, so he is stabbed, 
and his blood puts out the fire!     





Marcus Aurelius (r. 161-180) 

• Considered one of the most noble Emperors 
of pre-Christian Rome.   

• A Stoic philosopher, he embodied the 
Platonic ideal of a “philosopher-king.”   

• His book entitled “Meditations” is considered 
a Greco-Roman classic, and was part of a 
classical education well into the modern era.   

• Even admired by the Christians that he 
persecuted, such as Justin Martyr.   



Marcus Aurelius (r. 161-180) 
“Think constantly, both as a Roman and as a 

man, to do the task before you with perfect 
and simple dignity, and with kindness, 
freedom, and justice.  Try to forget 
everything else.  And you will be able to do 
so if you undertake every action in you life as 
if it were the last, leaving aside all negligence 
and the opposition of passion to the dictates 
of reason, and leaving aside also all 
hypocrisy, egotism, and rebelliousness 
against your own lot.” – Meditations, 2.5   



Marcus Aurelius (r. 161-180) 

• Nevertheless, Marcus still persecuted Christians, 
again for “stubbornness” or “obstinacy.”   

• As one who took the spiritual seriously, it is 
likely he viewed Christians as a threat to the 
well-being of the Empire.   

• He seems to admire their courage in the face of 
persecution.   

• Local authorities do more damage then he 
himself does, such as the martyrs frozen to 
death in France, or the death of Justin Martyr.   



Marcus Aurelius (r. 161-180) 
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