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The Roman persecution of
Christians

In his letter under the above heading (Oct. 2002
p. 376), Brother David Noakes concludes with a
query: “Was Paul . . . as a brother with the cre-
dentials of a Roman citizen, intent on travelling
to Rome to gain from the emperor the formal
approval of the State for the gospel? If so, does it
mean that his intention had the Master’s ap-
proval, yet ultimately failed?”. No reply to his
query has been forthcoming and perhaps the
following might help.

The Apostle Paul’s path to Rome was dictated
by a commission and two incidents. One inci-
dent occurred at a crossroads in his later life, but
from which there was really only one way possi-
ble. The other incident may have provided fur-
ther motivation for making his appeal to Caesar.

Paul’s commission came from the Lord Jesus
via the disciple Ananias: “Go thy way: for he isa
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chosen vessel unto me, to bear my name before
the Gentiles, and kings, and the children of Is-
rael” (Acts 9:15). The apostle appeared before
the two Roman officers, Felix and Porcius Fes-
tus, and also before King Herod Agrippa Il. But
really there was only one independent king in
the Roman Empire and that was the emperor
himself.

The first of the two incidents is that of his
arrest in Jerusalem and the subsequent events,
as detailed in Acts 22—-26. Here was a crossroads,
for, though Agrippa said to Festus, “This man
might have been set at liberty, if he had not
appealed unto Caesar” (26:32), Paul would have
been conscious of the fact that certain Jews had
vowed to murder him (23:21), so he could not
have taken that road to freedom. To Rome he
must go, for he would have been aware of the
law Lex Julia de ui Publica, enacted by Augustus
Caesar, which ensured that any Roman citizen
anywhere in the empire, having made an appeal
to Caesar, had to be brought before the emperor
unharmed.

The second incident happened earlier, when
Paul was at Corinth. Acts 18 records: “And when
Gallio was the deputy of Achaia, the Jews made
insurrection with one accord against Paul, and
brought him to the judgment seat, saying, This
fellow persuadeth men to worship God contrary
to the law” (vv. 12,13). What happened next was
quite startling, and must have taken both Paul
and his accusers completely by surprise: “And
when Paul was now about to open his mouth,
Gallio said unto the Jews, If it were a matter of
wrong or wicked lewdness, O ye Jews, reason
would that | should bear with you: but if it be a
question of words and names, and of your law,
look ye to it; for |1 will be no judge of such mat-
ters” (vv. 14,15).

This is what we would call today a ‘test case’.
Gallio’s words, “but if it be a question of words
and names, and of your law”, effectively linked
the Christian way to Judaism. Since the latter
was not a proscribed religion, Christianity, linked
to it by the judgement of this Roman governor,
would not now be regarded as proscribed, at
least for the time being.

We can only surmise what was in Paul’s mind
when he made his appeal to Caesar. Was he
thinking back to Gallio’s judgement seven to
eight years earlier? Now, thanks to his own la-
bours, it was no longer proper to record Chris-
tianity as merely an offshoot of Judaism, since
it was manifestly more Gentile than Jewish. A
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favourable hearing before the Gentile emperor
might win recognition for the Christian way.

In connection with this, if it was Paul’s inten-
tion to act in this way, it would be precarious for
us to set limits to his high hopes, however im-
probable in retrospect they are to us, who know
the monster Nero became. Lempriere’s Classical
Dictionary informs us that “The beginning of
Nero’s reign was marked with acts of greatest
kindness and condescension and affability, com-
plaisance and popularity” (p. 437). This possibly
was the emperor Paul expected to meet. But
Lempriere goes on to say: “These promising vir-
tues were soon discovered to be artificial, and
Nero, displaying the flagitious propensities of
his nature, soon delivered himself from the sway
of his mother and at last ordered her to be assas-
sinated”.

Nevertheless, it is the general opinion that at
the end of the two years in his own rented house
in the care of a soldier, Paul was granted a trial
before Nero which resulted in his acquittal, pos-
sibly because his accusers had not presented
themselves at the time.

A discerning reading of the two letters to Timo-
thy will detect a difference in atmosphere be-
tween the first and the second. In the former,
Paul was able to make arrangements for travel
as a free man; “These things write | unto thee,
hoping to come unto thee shortly” (3:14); “Till |
come, give attendance to reading, to exhorta-
tion, to doctrine” (4:13).

However, in the second letter, underlying the
obvious affection of the great apostle for his son
in the faith, there is a note of misgiving and
anxiety. We cannot be surprised at this if we
think about his situation. Paul, again a prisoner,
was not now in a “hired house” (Acts 28:30) but,
as some think, in the dark, damp, fetid Tullianum,
known as ‘the Sepulchre’, for many in it were
slowly eaten alive by rats. After the great fire of
Rome in A.D. 64, which was blamed on our early
brethren and sisters, hosts of whom were put to
horrible deaths, it was a crime to be a Christian,
and such were savagely persecuted. This devel-
opment must account for Paul being so forsaken
(2 Tim. 4:10,11), and for his great gratitude to
Onesiphorus for having risked his life to visit
him (1:16-18).

It is with great sadness that we view the igno-
minious end of Paul, apostle to the Gentiles, the
power of whose words, charged as they were
with feeling, has rarely been equalled. Through
his letters, particularly that to Rome, Christian-
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ity received an intellectual presentation which
gave it a standing in the world for ages to come.
Here, in that awful prison, he could write to
Timothy, his young son in the faith, and to us
also in our day, without a shred of boasting: “I
have fought a good fight, | have finished my
course, | have kept the faith” (4:7).

Regarding the second part of the question (see
above), if it was Paul’s intention to petition the
emperor on behalf of the Brotherhood, it was
unlikely that he would have gained sympathy
for his high hopes from a man like Nero. But can
this be labelled as a failure? The fertile minds of
brethren and sisters, past and present, have al-
ways been seeking new ways to preach the gos-
pel and advance the Truth. Not to have tried
would have been a failure.
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