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remote though we be from the disorders, find ourselves sharing in the 
calamity, in the disturbance of the other members.

xxxii. There is another and a greater need for us to pray for the 
Emperor, and, indeed, for the whole estate of the empire, and the 
interests of Rome. For we know that the great upheaval which hangs 
over the whole earth, and the very end of all things, threatening terri
ble woes, is only delayed by the respite granted to the Roman empire.1 * III. * V. 
Because we would not experience these things, we favour Rome’s long
continuance when we pray that they be delayed__ In the Emperor we
reverence the judgement of God, who has set him over the nations....

d. The Neronian Persecution
The Martyrdom of SS. Peter and Paul Clement of Rome, Ep. to 

Corinthians (c.95), v
Let us come to the heroes nearest to our times__ Let us set before our
eyes the good apostles; Peter, who by reason of unrighteous jealousy 
endured not one or two but many labours, and having thus borne his 
witness went to his due place of glory. Paul, by reason of jealousy and 
strife, pointed out the prize of endurance. ... When he had preached 
in the East and in the West he received the noble renown of his faith. 
Having taught righteousness to the whole world, even reaching the 
bounds of the West, and having borne witness before rulers, he thus 
left the world and went to the holy place, becoming the greatest 
pattern of endurance.

e. The Martyrdom of Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, 155
From Martyrium Polycarpi [A letter from the Church of Smyrna. The first 
Martyrology]

I. II. [At the festival of Caesar a number of Christians were set to fight the
wild beasts.]

III. ... All the crowd, astonished at the noble conduct of the God- 
beloved and God-fearing race of Christians, cried out, ‘Away with the
atheists;2 let search be made for Polycarp.’

V. But the most admirable Polycarp when first he heard of this was 
not dismayed, but wished to remain in the city. The majority, 
however, prevailed on him to withdraw. And he withdrew to a small

1 Cf. 2. Thess. 2: 6, ‘that which restrained’, generally interpreted in the early Church 
as the power of Rome.

2 An epithet commonly applied to Christians because they refused to worship 
heathen idols and had no images or shrines of their own.
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estate not far from the city. There he passed the time with a few 
companions, wholly occupied night and day in prayer for all men and 
for the churches throughout the world; as, indeed, was his habit. And 
while at prayer he fell into a trance three days before his arrest and saw 
his pillow set on fire. And he turned and said to his companions, T 
must needs be burned alive.’

VI. Now since they that sought him were persistent he departed to 
another estate. Then straightway they were upon him, and when they 
did not find him they apprehended two young servants. Of whom 
one confessed under torture; for it was impossible for him to escape, 
since they that betrayed him were of his own household. Then the 
sheriff,1 who bore by God’s appointment the same name (sc. as our 
Lord’s judge), being called Herod, hastened to bring him into the 
stadium, that he might fulfil his own appointed lot by becoming a 
partner of Christ, and that his betrayers might undergo the punish
ment of Judas himself.

VII. So, on the day of the preparation, mounted police with their 
usual arms set out about supper-time, taking with them the servant, 
hurrying ‘as against a thief.’ And at a late hour they came up to the 
place and found him in a cottage, lying in an upper room. He could 
have gone away to another farm, but he would not, saying ‘The will of 
God be done.’ So, hearing their arrival, he came down and talked with 
them, while all that were present marvelled at his age and constancy, 
and that there was so much ado about the arrest of such an old man. 
Then he ordered that something should be served for them to eat and 
drink, at that late hour, as much as they wanted. And he besought 
them that they should grant him an hour that he might pray freely. 
They gave him leave, and he stood and prayed, being so filled with the 
grace of God that for two hours he could not hold his peace, while 
they that heard were amazed, and the men repented that they had 
come after so venerable an old man.

VIII. When he had brought to an end his prayer, in which he made 
mention of all, small and great, high and low, with whom he had had 
dealings, and of the whole Catholic Church throughout the world, the 
time had come for him to depart. And they set him on an ass and led 
him into the city. Now it was a high Sabbath. And there met him the 
sheriff Herod, and his father Nicetes, who removed him into their 
carriage, and tried to persuade him, sitting by his side and saying,

1 είρήνα.ρχος—‘officer of the peace’, ‘chief constable’. Frequently mentioned in 
inscriptions.
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‘Now what harm is there is saying “Lord Caesar,” and in offering 
incense, and so on, and thus saving thyself?’ He at first made no reply, 
but since they persisted he said, ‘I do not intend to do what you 
advise.’ Then, failing to persuade him, they began to use threatening 
words; and they pulled him down hastily, so that he grazed his shin as 
he descended from the carriage. Without turning back, as if he had 
suffered no hurt, he went on with all speed, and was led to the 
stadium, wherein the tumult was so great that no one could be heard.

IX. Now, as he was entering the stadium, there came to Polycarp a 
voice from heaven, ‘Be strong, Polycarp, and play the man.’ And no 
one saw the speaker, but the voice was heard by those of our people 
who were there. Thereupon he was led forth, and great was the uproar 
of them that heard that Polycarp had been seized. Accordingly, he was 
led before the Proconsul, who asked him if he were the man himself. 
And when he confessed the Proconsul tried to persuade him, saying, 
‘Have respect to thine age,’ and so forth, according to their customary 
form; ‘Swear by the genius1 of Caesar,’ ‘Repent,’ ‘Say, “Away with the 
atheists!” ’ Then Polycarp looked with a severe countenance on the 
mob of lawless heathen in the stadium, and he waved his hand at 
them, and looking up to heaven he groaned and said, ‘Away with the 
atheists.’ But the Proconsul urged him and said, ‘Swear, and I will 
release thee; curse the Christ.’ And Polycarp said, ‘Eighty and six years 
-have I served him, and he hath done me no wrong; how then can I 
blaspheme my king who saved me?’

X. But the Proconsul again persisted and said, ‘Swear by the genius 
of Caesar’; and he answered, ‘If thou dost vainly imagine that I would 
swear by the genius of Caesar, as thou sayest, pretending not to know 
what I am, hear plainly that I am a Christian. And if thou art willing 
to learn the doctrine of Christianity, grant me a day and hearken to 
me.’ Then said the Proconsul, ‘Persuade the people.’ Polycarp replied, 
‘Thee I had deemed worthy of discourse, for we are taught to render 
to authorities and the powers ordained of God honour as is fitting. 
But I deem not this mob worthy that I should defend myself before 
them.’

XI. Then said the Proconsul, ‘I have wild beasts; if thou repent 
not, I will throw thee to them.’ But he said, ‘Send for them. For repen
tance from better to worse is not a change permitted to us; but to 1

1 Genius (fortuna, numen) Caesaris. An oath invented under Julius Caesar (Dio 
Cassius, xliv. 6). Under Augustus certain days were set apart for worship of the 
Emperor’s genius; and the practice grew under later Emperors.
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change from cruelty to righteousness is a noble thing.’ Then said the 
Proconsul again, Tf thou dost despise the wild beasts I will make thee 
to be consumed by fire, if thou repent not.’ And Polycarp answered, 
‘Thou threatenest the fire that burns for an hour and in a little while 
is quenched; for thou knowest not of the fire of the judgement to 
come, and the fire of the eternal punishment, reserved for the 
ungodly. But why delayest thou? Bring what thou wilt.’

XII. As he spake these words and many more, he was filled with 
courage and joy; and his countenance was full of grace, so that no 
only did it fall not in dismay at what was being said to him, but on the 
contrary the Proconsul was astonished, and sent his herald to 
proclaim thrice in the midst of the stadium, ‘Polycarp hath confessed 
himself to be a Christian.’ When this was proclaimed by the herald the 
whole multitude of Gentiles and Jews who dwelt in Smyrna cried out 
with ungovernable rage and in a loud voice, ‘This is the teacher of 
Asia, the father of the Christians, the destroyer of our gods, that 
teacheth many not to sacrifice nor worship.’ They kept shouting this, 
asking Philip, the Asiarch,1 to loose a lion at Polycarp. But he said that 
it was not lawful for him, since he had finished the sports. Then they 
decided to shout with one accord that he should be burned alive. For 
the matter of his vision of the pillow must needs be fulfilled, when he 
saw it burning while he was at prayer, and turned and said propheti
cally to his companions, T must needs be burned alive.’

XIII. And now things happened with such speed, in less time than 
it takes to tell; for the mob straitway brought together timber and 
faggots from the workshops and baths, the Jews giving themselves 
zealously to the work, as they were like to do. ... They were about to 
nail him to the stake, when he said, ‘Let me be as I am. He that granted 
me to endure the fire will grant me also to remain at the pyre 
unmoved, without being secured with nails.’

XV. When he had ended his prayer the firemen lighted the fire. 
And a great flame flashed forth: and we, to whom it was given to see, 
beheld a marvel.... The fire took the shape of a vault, like a ship’s sail 
bellying in the wind, and it made a wall round the martyr’s body; and 
there was the body in the midst, like a loaf being baked or like gold 
and silver being tried in the furnace. ...

XVI. So at length the lawless ones, seeing that his body could not 
be consumed by the fire, bade an executioner approach him to drive

1 The head of the confederation of chief cities in the province of Asia (the 
Commune Asiae). He presided at games as ‘chief priest’ of Asia.
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in a dagger. And when he had done this there came out [a dove and] 
abundance of blood so that it quenched the fire, and all the multitude 
marvelled at the great difference between the unbelievers and the 
elect. ...

f. Persecution at Lyons and Vienne, 177 The Epistle of the Gallican
Churches: ap. Eusebius, H.E. v. i

The servants of Christ who sojourn in Vienna and Lugdunum of Gaul 
to the brethren throughout Asia and Phrygia who hold the same faith 
and hope as we do of redemption; peace, grace and glory from God 
the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord.

We are not competent to describe the magnitude of the tribulation 
here, the extent of the rage of the Gentiles against the saints and the 
sufferings of the blessed martyrs. ... Not only were we excluded from 
public buildings, baths and markets, but even the mere appearance of 
any one of us was forbidden, in any place whatsoever. ...

First, they nobly endured all that came upon them at the hands of 
the josding mob and rabble; they were hooted at, struck, dragged 
about, plundered, stoned, hemmed in; and all other indignities they 
suffered which an inflamed rabble is wont to inflict on its enemies and 
foes. At length, being brought into the forum by the chiliarch1 and the 
chief men of the city, they were examined before the mob, and having 
’confessed were put into prison until the arrival of the governor. ...

They apprehended also certain heathen slaves of ours, for the 
governor ordered that we should all be examined in public. And they, 
through a lying in wait of Satan, fearing the tortures they saw the 
saints suffering, falsely accused us, when the soldiers so urged them, 
of Thyestean feasts and Oedipodean intercourse,1 2 and of things of 
which it is not lawful either to speak or think, nor even to believe that 
any such things were ever done among them. And when these state
ments were noised abroad all were inflamed against us, so that even 
such as were before moderate towards us through kinship were now 
greatly angered, and raged against us. Then was fulfilled that saying of 
our Lord, ‘The time shall come wherein he that killeth you will think 
that he doeth God service.’ ...

Now the blessed Pothinus, who had been entrusted with the

1 Literally ‘commander of a thousand men’. A regular term for a commander of a 
garrison of any size.

2 See above, p. 2. Thyestes in ignorance ate the flesh of his two sons; Oedipus in 
ignorance married his own mother.


