AS Religious Studies: Early Church History

Expansion of Christianity

Martyrdom and its Impact
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Background


Until AD 250 there were no Empire-wide persecutions directed against Christians.  Outbreaks of persecution were local, limited to particular cities or provinces, and often short-lived.  Pagans increasingly blamed and victimised Christians for any local disaster.  As Tertullian put it, ‘When the Tiber floods, or the Nile fails to flood, up goes the cry: Christians to the lion!’  The reasoning behind this was that the gods were angry and were punishing the Empire because Christians were drawing people away from worshipping them.


The provincial governors were the only judges who could order the death penalty.  Their sole concern was to govern their province in the political interests of Rome.  Expediency rather than moral principle guided their decisions.  Often the only question they would ask was, ‘Will persecuting the Christians please the general population and calm them down?’ 

Its impact


The dignified courage of Christians in the face of martyrdom won the sympathetic respect of many and the subsequent conversion of many to the Christian faith.  While the emperor Marcus Aurelius (AD 161 – AD 180) was opposed to Christianity, he acknowledged the bravery of its martyrs.  The martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas resulted in the conversion of some spectators.  Tertullian wrote to the governor Scapula around ten years after Perpetua’s martyrdom and told him that those who see the noble patience of the martyrs are moved to examine the matter and often become disciples themselves.  In his Apology he wrote:


Your cruelty does not profit you, however exquisite.  Instead it tempts people to our sect.  As often as you mow us down, the more we grow in number.  The blood of the Christians is the seed…The very stubbornness you criticise teaches for us.  For who on seeing is not excited to enquire what lies behind it?  Who, having enquired, does not embrace our faith?

There are three main martyrs that you are asked to study:

1. Justin Martyr

2. Polycarp

3. Blandina

For each of these, you must have the following information:

· Background

· Account (brief) of how they were martyred

· Evidence of their faith

· If possible, a quotation on how their martyrdom affected others.

Additional note to resources:

Justin Martyr: Background



Justin was the greatest of the 2nd Century apologists.  Justin studied philosophy as a young man, but was unsatisfied by the philosophies.  He started to think about Christianity after being impressed by the fearless way that Christian martyrs went to their deaths.  Finally Justin became a Christian through an unexpected meeting with an old man when he was out walking one day along the sea-shore at Ephesus.  



Justin lived and taught in Rome and he founded a Christian Philosophical school there.  He was martyred in Rome in the AD 160s, during the reign of Marcus Aurelius.  The account of his martyrdom and that of his companions reveals his refusal to compromise and his assurance of heaven.

 Read the article, ‘How the Early Church Viewed Martyrs’.  Use this article to add evidence to the summarised ideas below:
How did the early Church view martyrdom?
· As an imitation of Christ. _____________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· As a spiritual battle against the powers of hell. ___________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· The Church understood the believer’s suffering and death as a concrete realisation of death and burial with Christ. _______________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· The source of the martyr’s strength as the Holy Spirit. _____________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· The martyrs and confessors were held in high regard in the Church and were though to possess spiritual authority. __________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· They believed in martyrs as master intercessors. _________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· ‘The sentiment of the early Church towards its martyrs moved from love to reverence to veneration’.  ______________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
· The honour paid to the dead was transferred to their physical remains. ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

We will also study Ignatius later in our AS course.  Ignatius is also important with regards to how martyrs were viewed in the early Church.  He encouraged the martyr cult, a mentality that saw Christians actively seeking out martyrdom.  This reasoning for the development of the martyr cult is evident from the article you have just read – martyrdom was viewed as the closest imitation of Christ’s suffering and was a glorious death.  Ignatius wrote of how in martyrdom he would become a ‘true disciple’.  Tradition also held that the famous Christian writer Origen was prevented from running out on to the street so that he could be martyred with his father because his mother hid clothes!
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