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INTRODUCTION1

Everyone prefers to have everything smooth and easy at all times,
but that is not the way life is. The Bible repeatedly teaches us of the
benefits of trials and persecutions. David states: “The days of our years
are threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be
fourscore years, yet is their strength labour and sorrow; for it is soon
cut off, and we fly away” (Ps. 90:10). To succeed in the Lord, we must
learn to summon up our courage in the face of difficulties.

Persecutions will come, but the Lord will help us to overcome if we
will lean on Him. Paul exhorted: “There hath no temptation taken you
but such as is common to man: but God is faithful, who will not suffer
you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation
also make a way to escape, that ye may be able to bear it” (1 Cor.
10:13). God expects us to stay faithful in good times and bad.

We need to know and appreciate the fact that “positives” can come
through the fires of trial, persecutions in particular. While we do not
enjoy persecution, we should reflect upon James’ statement: “My
brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations” (Jas.
1:2). With God’s support, we can bear up under persecutions. Philippi-
ans 4:13 reminds us that we can do all things through Christ who
strengthens us.

SATAN USED THE JEWS TO PERSECUTE THE CHURCH
In the first century, Satan used the Jews to mightily persecute the

church. The Jews’ attacks on the church were just an extension of the
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persecution they had leveled against Jesus during His earthly ministry.
Even though the persecutions Christ had to endure culminated in His
crucifixion, Galatians 4:4 states, “But when the fulness of the time was
come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law”
(emphasis added).

All the ingredients were in place for the plan of God to work
perfectly. Paul said:

How that by revelation he made known unto me the mystery; (as
I wrote afore in few words, Whereby, when ye read, ye may
understand my knowledge in the mystery of Christ) Which in
other ages was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is
now revealed unto his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit
(Eph. 3:3-5).

The Jewish sects (Pharisees, Sadducees, Scribes, Essenes, Zealots,
etc.) were exactly right for their environment. When Christ arrived on
the scene, the religious setting was a tinder box. From the beginning of
His personal ministry, the Jews were like a pack of dogs nipping at the
Lord’s heels. Their various attempts to thwart His work (all of which
failed) came to a head with His crucifixion (Mt. 27; Mk. 15; Lk. 23; Jn.
19).

Once the Lord was gone, the heat of Jewish persecution was turned
to His followers. While the church initially had great success and
relative peace, it was short lived. By Acts 4, things were changing. The
Sadducees were grieved because the apostles were teaching that Jesus
had been resurrected. They had Peter and John arrested (vv. 3-5).

Being arrested in no way retarded the work of Peter or John. In
fact, it emboldened them. With great courage they affirmed the fact of
the Lord’s resurrection. In his record of what transpired between the
Jewish authorities and the two apostles, Luke says: “Now when they
saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were
unlearned and ignorant men, they marvelled; and they took knowledge
of them, that they had been with Jesus” (Acts 4:13, emphasis added).
Due to the success the Gospel was enjoying, the leaders of the Jews
were very concerned. They threatened Peter and John and told them not
to teach the Gospel anymore—but they did.

As tension grew and the conflict became increasingly serious, the
boldness of Christ’s disciples became even greater. The stronger the
apostles stood, the more men were drawn to the church (Acts 4:21).
The news of their boldness quickly spread and it energized the masses.
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Their courage emboldened many others to turn to Christ. Acts 4:32
reports: “And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and
of one soul: neither said any of them that ought of the things which he
possessed was his own; but they had all things common.”

In Acts 5, the persecution and threats intensified. Stephen’s
persecution and martyrdom by stoning are described in Acts 6-7. It
might be expected that the brutal murder of a promising young disciple
would crush the spirit of the fledgling church. However, that was not
the case. Actually, his stoning was inspiring and motivating to many.
Seeing a man stand up for what he believes is always encouraging.
When a man stands up for and believes in what is right, it can be
revolutionary. Note that Acts 8:1-4 records:

And Saul was consenting unto his death. And at that time there
was a great persecution against the church which was at Jerusa-
lem; and they were all scattered abroad throughout the regions
of Judaea and Samaria, except the apostles. And devout men
carried Stephen to his burial, and made great lamentation over
him. As for Saul, he made havock of the church, entering into
every house, and haling men and women committed them to
prison. Therefore they that were scattered abroad went every
where preaching the word.

Even though the fiery young Stephen was dead, the church was alive
and well. While Saul raged against The Way, the Lord’s army was
growing stronger by the day. The brethren lamented the loss of such a
fine young man, but they still carried out their duty to the Lord. It
appears that his death spurred lesser men to greater action. Though Paul
succeeded in scattering the church, he failed to slow its growth. Indeed
he actually expedited greater growth.

SATAN ALSO USED
GENTILES TO ATTACK THE CHURCH

While the Jews brought the charges, false though they were, it was
the Romans who actually drove the nails and crucified the Lord. From
Acts 13 and the following chapters, we see a pattern in the work of the
apostle Paul. He would arrive in a Gentile city, preach, have some
success, then the crowds would be stirred up (usually by the Jews) and
then he would have to move on to the next town. Typically, the
persecutions Paul had to endure—and the necessity they created for
him to move from one Gentile area to another—helped in the growth
and expansion of the church.
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The fickleness of some men can be seen in Acts 14. In Lystra, Paul
healed a man and as a result the population of the city celebrated Paul
and his entourage of coworkers as gods. When Paul and Barnabas
corrected the people’s misconceptions, their praise turned to persecu-
tion. The crowd determined to kill them, and they did stone Paul. Being
persecuted, Paul moved on and we witness the continued growth of the
church as a direct result.

There are numerous other Bible examples of the church being
persecuted by Jews and Gentiles alike. Both groups also caused the
church problems with their erroneous doctrines and their influences.
Quite a number of the Jewish brethren seemed to want to “carry over”
their Jewish laws and customs into the Christian system. As the years
of the first century went by, many of the Jewish converts sought to be
teachers, but they were teaching a “Judaized” doctrine which was
creating more problems for the church. By the time Paul penned
Galatians, the Judaizing teachers were bewitching many brethren,
turning them from the faith. Sounding a warning rebuke, Paul charged:

I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you
into the grace of Christ unto another gospel: Which is not
another; but there be some that trouble you, and would pervert
the gospel of Christ. But though we, or an angel from heaven,
preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have
preached unto you, let him be accursed. As we said before, so
say I now again, If any man preach any other gospel unto you
than that ye have received, let him be accursed (Gal. 1:6-9).

Paul stood firmly opposed to those who were attempting to bind
their Jewish traditions, as though they were the law of God, on the
Gentile Christians. This reminds us of Jesus’ words:

Ye hypocrites, well did Esaias prophesy of you, saying, This
people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth
me with their lips; but their heart is far from me. But in vain they
do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of
men (Mt. 15:7-9).

PERSECUTION OF THE CHURCH
AT THE HANDS OF THE ROMANS

In Roman culture, religion and government were joined. Foreign
religions were viewed with skepticism. The Romans were polytheists.
They honored all gods. However, they were highly antagonistic toward
monotheists because they considered them to be atheists. In the Roman
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world, lies about Christians spread like wildfire. Members of the church
were reported to be cannibals (a lie that grew from the observance of
the Lord’s Supper). Others lied and said that Christians practiced
human sacrifice (a totally unfounded charge). They were also often
labeled as rebels. This charge would bring the wrath of the Roman
government down upon the church because Rome was always
hypersensitive to the notion of rebellion.

Since Christians believed and taught that Christ is the King of
kings and Lord of lords, it was easy for the church’s enemies to make
the false charges of insurrection and insubordination against Christ’s
followers. Many did not understand or they refused to acknowledge the
spiritual nature of Christ’s kingdom. Of course, Christians then had, as
Christians now have, the obligation to submit to the laws of earthly
governments (Rom. 13). Because of what the Bible teaches, Christians
should be the very best citizens in any government (as long as that
government does not require them to violate the law of God). The
brethren did refuse to worship the emperor. They would not say,
“Caesar is God.”

The “official” persecutions exercised by the Roman government
did not begin until the latter half of the first century. For several years
the Jews railed against the Lord’s people. However, once Rome
directed its wrath against the church, the persecutions were extremely
violent. It should be noted that the persecutions varied from time to
time, from place to place, and in degree. Persecutions would be intense
in a given province, yet almost unknown in others. One emperor would
seem to take great pleasure in trying to destroy the church, but others
more or less ignored it.

CHRONOLOGY OF PERSECUTION
Today, Christians should know something about the leaders in the

persecutions in which the Romans engaged. A few of them will be
noted here.

Gaius (Caligula, A.D. 37-41) loved his sister and declared that she
was a “goddess.” Since she was a goddess, he then argued that made
him a god. All official oaths had to include that “fact.” The Jews
opposed this. In retaliation, Gaius had an idol of himself put in every
synagogue and a large image put in the temple. When he was murdered
in A.D. 41, this was abandoned. Christians had peace during this time
(cf. Acts 9:31).



Michael Light 91

When Claudius became emperor (A.D. 41), he gave the rule of
Judea to Herod, who favored the Jews. Because Herod favored the
Jews, he permitted them to persecute Christians without mercy. The
Book of Acts traces some of the opposition to Christianity which arose
due to the political landscape of the day. It might be recalled that Herod
killed James, the brother of John (Acts 12:2). Never has the church
existed in a vacuum. Political movements have always affected the
church. One of the reasons we should live a godly life is so that we can
have a positive influence on the minds of those in our culture. The
persecution of Christians spread from Judea to Rome.

Suetonius reported that Christians were being expelled from Rome
due to an uproar caused by the Jews. It is somewhat odd to this writer
that the Jews, who often rebelled against Rome (ultimately to their own
destruction in A.D. 70), had the ear of the government. Yet, the loyal
Christian subjects were abused due to the Jews’ lies and manipulation.
Of course, the more things change the more they stay the same. Today,
the so-called “Christian right” is ridiculed, made fun of, lambasted and
called every perverse name in the book. While in truth we are the best
citizens in the land, the perverse, crooked, lying, honorless, character-
less hordes are extolled for their tolerance and broad-mindedness.

By the time Nero came to power in A.D. 54, the church had grown
to a considerable size, which was troublesome to her detractors. Riots
led by Theudas (A.D. 44) and “the Egyptian” (Acts 21:38), were
blamed on Christians. During this time Christians were referred to as
rebels. While the doctrines and ideals of Christianity were fresh and
different, they were not riotous.

James, the brother of Jesus, was taken and stoned during Nero’s
persecution of the church. Beginning on July 18, A.D. 64, a fire was
started and burned in the city of Rome for nine days. When it was
finally extinguished, the fire had burned over three-quarters of Rome.
Nero blamed the Christians for the fire, but many in his day (and most
ancient and modern Roman historians) lay the responsibility for the fire
at Nero’s feet. By the way, those blaming Nero for the fire had/have no
particular love for Christians. Nero was evidently trying to acquire
property in an older neighborhood, but the owners would not sell it to
him. He thought a fire was a good way to clear them out, but the fire
got out of control and burned a major part of Rome. To cover his tracts,
Nero blamed the Christians and killed hundreds of them as punishment.
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People’s hatred for the Christians was inflamed and this caused the
persecutions of them to become even more violent. It was about this
time (A.D. 67 or 68) that Paul, who was in Rome, was beheaded. Paul’s
remarks in 2 Timothy about his impending martyrdom are especially
stirring when we realize they were written in the shadow of the sword
that would soon descend upon him.

Under the rule of Vespatian (A.D. 69-79) there is no record of
persecution. When Jerusalem fell in A.D. 70, according to Josephus, no
Christians died. Those brethren gave heed to the warning of the Lord:

When ye therefore shall see the abomination of desolation,
spoken of by Daniel the prophet, stand in the holy place, (whoso
readeth, let him understand:) Then let them which be in Judaea
flee into the mountains: Let him which is on the housetop not
come down to take any thing out of his house: Neither let him
which is in the field return back to take his clothes (Mt. 24:15-
18).

Domitian (A.D. 81-96) also declared himself to be a god. He
banished the apostle John to the Isle of Patmos. Eusebius and Irenaeus
agreed that Domitian was the beast  John was designating with the
number 666. Whether or not this was so, John certainly did include
references to religious and legal persecutions in his writing.

Trajan (A.D. 98-117) made Christianity illegal and punishable by
death. He and others sought to teach Christians a lesson because they
rejected emperor deification and refused to worship him. The law
making Christianity illegal was terrible, however, it was only sporadi-
cally enforced. It was abused too, because many falsely accused their
neighbors of being Christians in order for them to be executed, then
they could acquire the dead person’s property.

Trajan was fairly benevolent in that he did not pursue Christians.
Basically, he had a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. However, many
Christians were martyred, including Ignatius.

Under Hadrian (A.D. 117-138), persecutions were not too severe.
Antonius Pius, read some of the apologies and relaxed persecution
efforts. Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 161-180) considered Christians to be
dangerous and did persecute them. Because of this, Justin and several
other members of the church were beheaded in Rome. Polycarp and
eleven other brethren were killed in Smyrna. Again, Christians (and
some falsely accused of being Christians) were turned in so that their
property could be acquired by others.
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Emperor Severus (A.D. 193 -211) made conversion to Christianity
against the law. In his excellent history of the church, entitled The
Eternal Kingdom, F.W. Mattox tells the story of Perpetua and Felicity.
Both were young women. Perpetua had an infant child. Her father and
the local magistrate begged her to deny her membership in the church
to spare her life. She declined and was condemned to the beast. Felicity
was much with child when she was asked to renounce her faith. She
refused to do so and she too met a martyrs death.

Decius (A.D. 249-251) had a plan to reveal the identity of all
Christians and destroy them all. An annual sacrifice to the emperor was
to be made. Christians would refuse to make such a sacrifice. Thus, by
their refusal, they would identify themselves to be Christians. Valerian
incorporated the same practice during his reign (A.D. 253-260). From
A.D. 260-303, there was not much persecution and the church grew at
an enormous rate.

When Diocletian came to power he began once again to exercise
great control in Rome. Christians would not submit and they were very
vocal about their objections (Eph. 5:11). In March A.D. 303, Diocletian
made it illegal for Christians to assemble. All church buildings were
destroyed and leaders in the congregations were imprisoned. All
Christians were ordered to turn in their copies of the Scriptures so that
they could be burned. In A.D. 304, Diocletian required all people to
sacrifice to idols. Anyone who refused was killed. The prisons ran over.
Labor camps were set up where Christians were worked to death.

Galerius came to power after the reign of Diocletian. He issued an
Edict of Toleration. Christians were not to be persecuted as long as they
did not oppose the peace of the empire. Persecutions were not totally
ended until Constantine issued the Edict of Milan in A.D. 313. This
edict granted religious toleration to all religions in the empire.

TODAY SATAN USES THE
MEDIA, SKEPTICS, AND DENOMINATIONS

In times past, denominational preachers would challenge God’s
people to debate the various doctrines. Such is extremely rare in our
day. This fact in no way means that the denominations are no longer
warring against the truth. They play into the pluralistic multicultural
ideals of our society. We are pressed on all sides to conform to the idea
that there is no absolute truth and that any claim to an absolute standard
is arrogant. The media bombards us daily (hourly) along the same lines.



94 Satan’s Attacks on the Church from Without

The Lord still says: “I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man
cometh unto the Father, but by me” (Jn. 14:6). The Bible is our
standard regardless of what everybody else in the whole world says. In
2 Peter 1:3, we read: “According as his divine power hath given unto
us all things that pertain unto life and godliness, through the knowledge
of him that hath called us to glory and virtue.” Also, let us not forget
that the Lord declares: “He that rejecteth me, and receiveth not my
words, hath one that judgeth him: the word that I have spoken, the same
shall judge him in the last day” (Jn. 12:48). Paul adds: “For we must all
appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that every one may receive
the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it
be good or bad” (2 Cor. 5:10).

CONCLUSION
Persecutions have been and can be beneficial to the cause of Christ.

While they may not be pleasant, ironically persecutions do just the
opposite of their intended purposes. Like the athlete’s workout builds
his physical muscles, the trials of life (persecutions included) help us
to build spiritual muscle. James told us to “count it all joy when ye fall
into divers temptations” (Jas. 1:2). In the next verse, he reminds us that
the trying of our faith gives us patience. Last, but not least, Paul gives
us courage, saying: “And we know that all things work together for
good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his
purpose” (Rom. 8:28).

We, as the children of God, must trust Him in all areas of life. In
the dark days of trial, we need to remind ourselves of the benefits
persecutions can have. Furthermore, we must realize the personal
benefits we can enjoy if we stay true to God. With His help, we can not
only bear up in the days of trouble, we can grow and get stronger.

ENDNOTES
1 All Scripture references are taken from the King James Version,
unless otherwise noted.
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