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The Roman persecution of
Christians

I am writing regarding Brother Elliott’s article,
“The Roman attitude to Christianity” (Jul. 2002,
p. 275), which | found most interesting, as his-
torical research is not my field.

Perhaps the biggest question I have on this is
that of why the Master permitted this relentless
persecution across the decades of the various
Roman emperors. No doubt the early persecu-
tion under Saul forced the spread of the gospel
and removed the brethren from Jerusalem, which
was to suffer so terribly at the hands of the Ro-
mans in A.D. 70.

But the persecution continued, and no doubt
equally caused the spread of the gospel, for there
seems to have been no stopping it once it be-
came deeply rooted in the hearts and minds of
true and faithful brethren. What an example to
us not to cease to teach and to preach Jesus as
the Christ! Of this further spread there is little
record.

Also, by way of contrast, there is that perplex-
ing determination of Paul to go to Jerusalem and
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eventually to Rome. Paul is warned several times
not to go, yet persists. Why? Brother John Carter,
in his excellent notes on the speeches in Acts,
develops some thoughts on this. We begin in
Acts 19:21: “After these things were ended, Paul
purposed in the spirit, when he had passed
through Macedonia and Achaia, to go to Jerusa-
lem, saying, After | have been there, | must also
see Rome”.

In his exhortation to the brethren from Ephesus
he said, “And now, behold, | know that ye all,
among whom | have gone preaching the king-
dom of God, shall see my face no more” (20:25),
which was not to be true as he did visit them
again, but in itself is intriguing as to why he
should have said it. He had just said, “And now,
behold, I go bound in the spirit unto Jerusalem,
not knowing the things that shall befall me there:
save that the Holy Spirit witnesseth in every
city, saying that bonds and afflictions abide me”
(vv. 22,23).

A second warning was given at Tyre: “And
finding disciples, we tarried there seven days:
who said to Paul through the Spirit, that he
should not go up to Jerusalem” (21:4).

The third followed quickly: “And when [Aga-
bus] was come unto us, he took Paul’s girdle,
and bound his own hands and feet, and said,
Thus saith the Holy Spirit, So shall the Jews at
Jerusalem bind the man that owneth this girdle,
and shall deliver him into the hands of the Gen-
tiles” (v. 11).

So why did he go on? Perhaps the most pow-
erful testimony is of course from the Master him-
self when he appeared to Paul: “And the night
following the Lord stood by him, and said, Be of
good cheer, Paul: for as thou hast testified of me
in Jerusalem, so must thou bear witness also at
Rome” (23:11). Paul had purposed in the Spirit
and the Master had approved. The matter was of
such magnitude that the Lord came to His serv-
ant Paul.

Brother Carter makes the point that amongst
the religions of the Roman Empire few were
approved and Judaism was one. Christianity was
not. Was Paul, therefore, as a brother with the
credentials of a Roman citizen, intent on travel-
ling to Rome to gain from the emperor the for-
mal approval of the State for the gospel?

If so, does it mean that his intention had the
Master’s approval, yet ultimately failed? That is
the question | ask.
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Peterborough


http://www.testimony-magazine.org/back/jul2002/elliott.pdf
http://www.testimony-magazine.org/back/jul2002/elliott.pdf

