
Martyrs, Kings, and Fathers 

Confessors and the Lapsed 



Septimius Severus (r. 193-211) 

• Became Emperor after a period of great 
instability, civil wars, and invading Germanic 
tribes.  

• Decided that religious conformity was 
enormously important to maintain stability 
and “patriotism.”   

• Decided to view “Sol Invictus” or the 
unconquered sun as the focal point.    



Septimius Severus (r. 193-211) 

• One is allowed private gods, as long as the 
main god is still honored.   

• Of course, Christians and Jews refuse to 
capitulate, and are persecuted.   

• Severus makes it a crime to convert to either 
Christianity or Judaism, in addition to the 
already existing laws under Trajan.   

• Regional governors use this new policy to 
stamp out any opposition.   



Septimius Severus (r. 193-211) 

• St. Ireneaus probably killed during this 
persecution.   

• The famous “Martyrdom of Felicitas and 
Perpetua” dates from this, and may have 
been written by Tertullian (all from 
Carthage).  

• Perpetua is a 22 year old nursing 
noblewoman, and Felicitas was her expectant 
slave.   

• Probably done as part of games to honor 
Severus’ son and “Augustus,” known as Geta.     



St. Perpetua and Felicitas 



St. Perpetua St. Felicitas and 
Companions 



Septimius Severus (r. 193-211) 



Decius (r. 249-251) 

• One of the most cruel of persecutions in an 
era of cruel persecutions.   

• Believed the restoration of the Roman gods 
would return prosperity to a crumbling 
Rome. 

• Rather than “obstinacy” or conversion, 
worshipping the gods a mandatory edict, and 
all required to produce a certificate saying 
they burned incense to the gods.  They are 
guilty of treason.   



Decius (r. 249-251) 

• Refusal meant torture, imprisonment, threats 
to family, and sometimes death (usually from 
the after effects of torture).   

• Some Christians survive and given the 
honorary title of “confessor.”  Some produce 
fake certificates, others give in.   

• This persecution systematic and empire-
wide.   

• After Decius, Valerian in 257 tries to 
persecute, but he is captured by the Persians 
and there is 40 years of relative peace.   



Decius (r. 249-251) 



Question of the Lapsed 

• How does the church respond to those who 
gave in but now wanted to repent and come 
back? 

 
1. Lapsed should be let back in, no questions. 
2. Lapsed should never be let in, no 
questions.  
3. Several mediating positions between.   

 

• Synod of Carthage in 251 tries to solve the 
problem.   



Question of the Lapsed 

• Led by St. Cyprian (martyred, 258), bishop of 
Carthage.   

• Who has the authority to make these 
decisions?   

• A group known as the “rigorists,” lead by 
Novatian, argue the most harsh position, 
causing a schism.   

• Novatianism is condemned as schismatic and 
overbearing (they argued for an almost 
monastic lifestyle as normative for 
Christians).   



Solution? 

• Synod says that those who purchased false 
certificates are let back in immediately.   

• Those who sacrificed only allowed back on 
their deathbeds (unless a new persecution 
allowed them to prove themselves).   

• Those who were unrepentant are 
excommunicated.   

• These decisions to be administered by the 
local pastors/bishops, not the laity or 
“confessors.”   



St. Cyprian of Carthage 

Commemorated in the 
West (including the 
LCMS) on September 
16th 



St. Cyprian of Carthage 

• “No once can have God as father who does 
not have the church as mother,” and “outside 
the church there is no salvation.”   

• However, this does not necessarily mean 
being in communion with the Bishop of 
Rome. 

• This unity was extremely important to 
Cyprian, and is a point of contention between 
Romans, Eastern Orthodox, and some 
Protestants (especially Lutherans, Anglicans, 
and some Reformed).     
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