
1 
 

303-311 The Great Persecution 

• Diocletian (284-313) became emperor as a strong military leader at the end of a century of 

political chaos. 

• In 285 he ended the diarchy of the principate created by Caesar Augustus in 27 BC, in which 

the senate and the emperor had shared power. He thought only a strong monarchy could save 

the empire. There was no room for democracy.  

• Out of this arose the greatest of the Christian persecutions. 

• It began with the first edicts of persecution in March of 303. It ordered: 

o The cessation of Christian meetings 

o The destruction of the churches 

o The deposition of church officers 

o The imprisonment of those who persist in their testimony of Christ 

o The destruction of the Scriptures by fire 

• A later edict ordered accused Christians to sacrifice to the pagan gods or die. 

• Eusebius wrote that prisons became so crowded with Christians that there was no room for 

criminals. 

• Christians were punished with loss of property, exile, imprisonment, or execution by sword or 

wild beasts. Some were sent to labor camps and worked to death in the mines 

• This persecution included the burning of Scriptures which forced the church to decide which 

books were really Scripture and canonical. Who wants to risk death for a book that was not 

even inspired? 
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312 Constantine 

• While in Britain in 306 Constantine was declared emperor of the western 

Roman Empire, in Rome his position was usurped by Maxentius. 

• In 312 Constantine challenged him. 

• Constantine gave an account of the events before the battle in 312 to 

Eusebius, the church historian. Alarm due to reports of Maxentius’ 

mastery of magical arts led Constantine to pray to the “Supreme God” for 

help. Constantine then saw a cross at noonday “above the sun” and with 

it the words, “Conquer by this”. 

• That same night Constantine had a dream of Christ who told him to use the sign of the Chi (Χ) 

and the Rho (Ρ) (the “ch” and the “r” of the name Christ) 

• Constantine then defeated Maxentius at the battle of the Milvian Bridge on October 28, 312. 

o The Milvian Bridge was an important route over the Tiber River 

• Constantine’s commitment to Christianity was sincere but his understanding of the Christian 

faith was far from orthodox. 

• Constantine did not even distinguish between the Father of Jesus Christ and the divine sun. 

• Constantine maintained the pagan high priest’s title of Pontifex Maximus. 

• Constantinian coins continued to feature some of the pagan gods. 

• Constantine delayed Christian baptism until the end of his life. (Although this was a custom of 

the day to help one avoid committing a mortal sin.) 

• In 313 with the Edict of Milan he 

declared, along with Licinius (the 

eastern emperor), that Christianity was 

no longer illegal. 

• In 321 Constantine made the first day of 

the week a holiday and called it ‘the 

venerable day of the Sun’ or ‘Sunday.’ 

 

313 Edict of Milan 

• Constantine had granted toleration of 

Christianity and restitution of property 

taken from Christians in the lands of 

Gaul, Spain and Britain in 306. 

• By 310 Maxentius had done the same in 

Italy and Africa. 

• In 311 Galerius and Licinius decreed 

tolerance to Christianity in the Balkans 

and began restitution in 313. 

• The Edict of Milan came in 313 when 

emperors Constantine and Licinius 

proclaimed religious tolerance 

throughout the Roman Empire to include 

newly acquired land taken from 

Maximinus. 
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• The Edict of 

Milan came in 

the form of a 

letter from 

Licinius to the 

Governor of 

Bithynia in June 

of 313. It was 

sent on behalf 

of Emperor 

Licinius in the 

East and 

Emperor 

Constantine in 

the West. It was 

to be circulated 

to the 

governors 

throughout the 

east. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

311-314 Melchiades, 

Bishop of Rome 

(Miltiades) 

• Suffered under 

Emperor Diocletian and Galerius persecutions 

• Became bishop of Rome in 311 

• When Constantine came to power Melchiades saw the end of persecution andthe beginning of 

the new age of Christendom. 

• He was given the Lateran Palace by Constantine. The Lateran Palace was the ancient palace 

of the Roman Empire. It became the residence of the popes for the next 1,000 years. It is from 

this center that the Western Church would direct its affairs. Today it holds the Pontifical 

Museum of Christian Antiquities. 
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313 Donatists 

• Six months into his reign the Donatists asked Constantine to intervene in Church affairs over a 

decision concerning who should be bishop. When the Donatists refused his council’s verdict 

Constantine threatened to go to Africa and settle things himself: 

     “I am going to make plain to them what kind of worship is to be offered to God. . .What   

     higher duty have I as emperor than to destroy error and repress rash indiscretions, and so      

     cause all to offer to Almighty God true religion, honest concord and due worship?” 

• Constantine ordered the Donatist churches to be confiscated and their leaders banished.  

• Constantine’s efforts were to no avail and he revoked his order. The Donatists survived for 300 

more years. 

 

295-373 Athanasius 

• Bishop of Alexandria Egypt and a friend of the famous hermit, Anthony of Egypt Defender of 

the Christian faith who opposed Arian and Arianism before, during, and after the Council of 

Nicea. 

• After the Council of Nicea his enemies (the Arians and Eusebius of Nicomedia) lied about him 

to Constantine who then had him banished. 

• Athanasius was restored from banishment by Emperor Julius I but was forced into exile four 

more times between 335-366. 

 

312 Arius 

• The bishop of Alexandria put Arius in charge of one of the big churches in the city named 

Baucalis. 

• As a pastor he found success and gained a large following with his teaching and ascetic life. 

• Arius published “Thalia” where he established the unity and simplicity of the eternal God and 

the superiority of the Son over other created beings. The Son being created by God before 

time began. 

• The new bishop of Alexandria, Alexander, had begun to teach what Arius thought was 

blasphemy. Alexander taught “as God is eternal, so is the Son – when the Father, the Son, - 

the Son is present in God without birth, ever-begotten, an unbegotten-begotten.” 

• Eusebius of Bicomedia and Eusebius of Caesarea defended Arius. 

• Bishop Alexander excommunicated him. 

• Emperor Constantine arrived in the East in 324 and attempted himself to settle this “trifling and 

foolish verbal difference, the meaning of which would be grasped only by the few.” 



5 
 

 
325 Council of Nicea 

• Emperor Constantine ordered this Church council. 

• It was the second Church council. 

• Nicea is modern Iznik, Turkey, a little town near the Bosporus Straits which flows between the 

Black Sea and the Mediterranean Sea. 

• It began July 4, 325 with about 300 bishops and deacons every region of the empire except 

Britain in attendance. 

• Constantine arrived in his imperial clothing overlaid with jewels but without his customary train 

of soldiers. 

• Constantine spoke only briefly saying that “Division in the church is worse than war.” 

• At stake was the most profound church question yet: “Who is Jesus Christ?” 

• It was a new day for the church. Many of the bishops and deacons had scars from previous 

persecution from the emperors. A pastor from Egypt was missing an eye. One was crippled in 

both hands as a result of red-hot irons. 

• Most of the bishops were impressed with Constantine and were willing to compromise. 

• A young deacon from Alexandria, Athanasius, was not willing to compromise.b Athanasius 

insisted that Arius’s doctrine left Christianity without a divine Savior. 

• Also present was the church historian, friend of the emperor, and half-hearted supporter of 

Arius, Eusebius. Eusebius put forward his own creed for council approval. 

• The council wanted something more specific and added, “True God of true God, begotten not 

made, of one substance with the Father. . .” 

• The expression “one substance” was the “homoousion.” 
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• After long debate only two bishops did not agree with “in one Lord Jesus Christ, . . .true God of 

true God.” 

• Constantine was pleased thinking the issue was settled. 

• For the next 100 years the two views of Christ, the Nicene (Athanasius’) view and the Arian 

(Arius’) view battled for supremacy. 

• Church people were banished, exiled and killed as power shifted with the change of emperor 

and church leadership. 

• The Council of Nicaea laid the cornerstone for the orthodox understanding of Jesus Christ. 

• The next council at Chalcedon would develop it further. 

• Other issues decided at Nicaea were: 

o The celebration of Passover (now called Easter) was to be observed on the first Sunday 

after the first full moon on or after March 21 

o Validity of baptism by heretics 

o Lapsed Christians 
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