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TIMELINE

➤ 597-538 BCE 3 Youths(Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego) 

➤ 175-164 BCE Maccabean Martyrs 

➤ 6 BCE - 34 CE Life of Jesus 

➤ 32-65 CE Paul’s call-conversion and ministry 

➤ 64/65 CE Peter and Paul killed in Rome by Nero 

➤ 81-96 CE Domitian emperor (Revelation?) 

➤ c. 110 CE Ignatius’ martyrdom 

➤ 112 CE Pliny’s letter to Trajan 

➤ 155-165 CE Polycarp’s martyrdom



MARTYRDOM: SOME BASIC FACTS

➤ unpredictable, sporadic, localized 

➤ often related to tensions between Christians and locals 

➤ NOT empire-wide; often by governors, not emperor 

➤ each region = famous martyrs 

➤ celebrated & remembered: part of church calendar 

➤ martyrs were from all classes, genders, and ages



METHODS & MEANS

➤ Multiple ways to die: 

➤ “beheaded, and crucified, and thrown to wild beasts, and 
chains, and fire, and all other kinds of torture” —Justin’s 
Dialogue with Trypho, CX 

➤ If not martyred, still could suffer persecution 

➤ exile, imprisonment, financial penalties, rape, beating, 
social consequences, loss of economic stability, confiscation 
of property, slavery, refused manumission, etc.

Gladiator mosaic 

1st c. CE, Libya 

Archaeological Museum of Tripoli 

https://www.livius.org/pictures/libya/zliten/villa-of-dar-
buc-ammera-gladiator-mosaic-12/



REASONS

➤ new and/or foreign religion 

➤ superstitio 

➤ immoral 

➤ cannibals 

➤ practiced incest 

➤ name “Christian” 

➤ represented disloyalty, 
trouble 

➤ atheists

➤ threat to pax Romana & pax 
deorum 

➤ anti-imperial language & 
behavior  

➤ political association 

➤ alternative “family” & 
“kingdom/empire” 

➤ disrupted families & social 
norms 

➤ unrest among Christian 
groups





PLINY’S LETTER TO TRAJAN AND TRAJAN’S TO PLINY (CIRCA 112 CE)

➤ Pliny, governor of province of Bithynia-Pontus (c. 110-113 CE) 

➤ Trajan, Roman emperor (98-117 CE) 

➤ After offering them chances to recant their faith, Pliny has 
executed Christians; he also let free those who burned incense 

➤ Trajan affirms Pliny’s actions and reiterates that anonymous 
accusations should not be considered 

➤ No empire-wide program, but persecution real 

➤ “Christians” (distinct from Jews) have “spread like a 
contagion” —Pliny, Letter 10.96

Marble bust of Trajan, 2nd c. CE 

Louvre, France 

https://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/emperor-trajan-ad-98-117



IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH
➤ Ignatius, bishop of Antioch (c. 35-110 CE) 

➤ knew/studied under John the Apostle 

➤ condemned by Trajan, killed at Rome by wild beasts 

➤ “Then Trajan pronounced sentence as follows: ‘We command that 
Ignatius, who affirms that he carries about within him Him that was 
crucified, be bound by soldiers, and carried to the great [city] Rome, 
there to be devoured by the beasts, for the gratification of the 
people.’” —Martyrdom of Ignatius 

➤ 7 letters, including one to Polycarp of Smyrna 

➤ looks forward to death with great joy in Ignatius’ Letter to the Romans 

➤ martyrdom = imitation of Christ; salvation 

➤ seeking martyrdom?

http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0123.htm

Image from https://www.tektonministries.org/student-reflection-on-st-ignatius-of-antioch-tomorrows-reading-reflection/



POLYCARP OF SMYRNA
➤ Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna (c. 70-160 CE) 

➤ knew/studied under John the Apostle (?) 

➤ wrote Letter to the Philippians 

➤ hide or seek? 

➤  vision of burning pillow; hears voice from heaven 

➤ “Eighty-six years have I been His servant, and He has done me no wrong. How 
then can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” (Martyrdom of Polycarp 9.3) 

➤ accused of being an “atheist” 

➤ “the father of the Christians, the puller down of our gods, who teaches 
multitudes not to sacrifice nor worship” (12:2) 

➤ calm and steadfast during his death: words, fire, and sword

http://earlychristianwritings.com/text/polycarp-smyrnaeans.html

Image from http://fatherkevinestabrook.blogspot.com/2016/02/homily-feb-23-2016-st-polycarp.html



WHAT THE BISHOPS TEACH US
➤ Martyrdom is always a possibility for those who follow Christ. 

➤ Lifelong faithfulness to God doesn’t guarantee an easy life. 

➤ Death is not the end, nor is it something to be feared. 

➤ God is with us, even in trials, persecution, and death. 

Image from https://kimberlinglutheran.com/2017/08/30/church-history-lesson-8-the-last-of-the-apostles-students-ignatius-and-polycarp/ignatius-and-polycarp-2/



IN THEIR WORDS

All the ends of the world, and all the kingdoms of this earth, shall profit me 
nothing. It is better for me to die for the sake of Jesus Christ, than to reign over all 
the ends of the earth. ‘For what is a man profited, if he gain the whole world, but 
lose his own soul?’ I long after the Lord, the Son of the true God and Father, even 
Jesus Christ. Him I seek, who died for us and rose again.  

—Ignatius’ Letter to the Romans 6 

Let us therefore without ceasing hold fast by our hope and by the earnest of our 
righteousness, which is Jesus Christ who took up our sins in His own body upon 
the tree, who did no sin, neither was guile found in His mouth, but for our sakes 
He endured all things, that we might live in Him. Let us therefore become imitators 
of His endurance; and if we should suffer for His name's sake, let us glorify Him. 
For He gave this example to us in His own person, and we believed this. 

 —Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians 8:1-2 
http://earlychristianwritings.com/text/polycarp-lightfoot.html

http://earlychristianwritings.com/text/ignatius-romans-longer.html


