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PREFACE

When John Foxe first published his Book of Martyrs in 
1563, originally titled Acts and Monuments of These Latter and 
Perilous Days, he did not know how enduring his collection 
of stories would become. Foxe’s book has become one of the 
most well-known works of Christian literature in the history 
of Christ’s church. Since Foxe published the original work, 
it has continued to be updated century after century with 
additional stories of persecution and martyrdom. In a sense, 
Foxe’s book is almost like a living, ever-updated register of 
Christ’s faithful witnesses who did not love their lives to the 
death, but gave all for the Lord Jesus Christ. 

In this edition of Foxe’s classic work, published by Gen-
erations, it has been our intention to provide Foxe’s book for 
a new generation of young Christians. To fulfill this goal, we 
have made the following editorial changes:

1. We began with the public domain edition of Foxe’s 
Book of Martyrs edited by William Byron Forbush. 
We removed some of the chapters from Forbush’s 
edition that covered certain figures in church history 
who, while historically significant, did not give their 
lives in martyrdom. 

2. We retained the majority of Foxe’s original work, but 
occasionally removed certain details and stories in or-
der to keep the length of the work to a certain length. 
In particular, we removed some of Foxe’s lists of mar-
tyrs, when the names given lacked a larger narrative 
explaining the circumstances of their martyrdoms. 

3. We left Foxe’s text largely unaltered and provided 
footnotes to explain difficult or archaic terms to the 
modern reader. 
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4. In some (but not all) cases, extremely violent and 
graphic depictions of torture and death were removed. 
This was done not with the intention to lessen the 
sacrifice involved, or to sanitize the events. Instead, 
the goal was to make the work suitable for younger 
readers who might otherwise find it difficult to read 
Foxe’s original due to the level of graphic depictions 
of violence and torture inflicted on the body.

5. Additionally, we have added chapters covering oth-
er significant stories of martyrdom, bringing Foxe’s 
work up to the present day with selected examples of 
faithful Christians who gave their lives for Christ in 
every century.

It is our prayer that this fresh edition of Foxe’s Book of 
Martyrs would be a tool to strengthen faith and steel the 
conviction of Christians in the present day to stand for the 
truth, no matter what the cost. 

 - Joshua Schwisow and Kevin Swanson, AD 2022
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1 
  HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN 
MARTYRS TO THE FIRST 

GENERAL PERSECUTIONS 
UNDER NERO

Christ our Savior, in the Gospel of Matthew, hear-
ing the confession of Simon Peter, who, first of all 
other, openly acknowledged Him to be the Son of 

God, and perceiving the secret hand of His Father there-
in, called him (alluding to his name) a rock, upon which 
rock He would build His Church so strong that the gates of 
hell should not prevail against it (Matt. 16:13-18). In these 
words three things are to be noted: First, that Christ will 
have a Church in this world. Secondly, that the same Church 
should mightily be impugned,1 not only by the world, but 
also by the uttermost strength and powers of all hell. And, 

1. assailed or opposed
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thirdly, that the same Church, notwithstanding the utter-
most of the devil and all his malice, should continue.

This prophecy of Christ we see wonderfully to be veri-
fied, insomuch that the whole course of the Church to this 
day may seem nothing else but a verifying of this prophecy. 
First, that Christ has set up a Church, needs no declaration. 
Secondly, what force of princes, kings, monarchs, gover-
nors, and rulers of this world, with their subjects, publicly 
and privately, with all their strength and cunning, have bent 
themselves against this Church! And, thirdly, how the said 
Church, all this notwithstanding, has yet endured and held 
its own! What storms and tempests it has weathered, won-
drous it is to behold.

For the more evident declaration of this, I have addressed 
this present history, to the end, first, that the wonderful works 
of God in His Church might appear to His glory; also that, 
the continuance and proceedings of the Church, from time 
to time, being set forth, more knowledge and experience may 
redound thereby, to the profit of the reader and edification of 
Christian faith.

As it is not our business to enlarge upon our Savior’s his-
tory, either before or after His crucifixion, we shall only find 
it necessary to remind our readers of the discomfiture2 of the 
Jews by His subsequent resurrection. Although one apostle 
had betrayed Him; although another had denied Him, under 
the solemn sanction of an oath; and although the rest had 
forsaken Him, unless we may exclude “the disciple who was 
known unto the high-priest”; the history of His resurrection 
gave a new direction to all their hearts, and, after the mission 
of the Holy Spirit, imparted new confidence to their minds. 
The powers with which they were endued emboldened them 

2. A feeling of unease or embarrassment
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to proclaim His name, to the confusion of the Jewish rulers, 
and the astonishment of Gentile proselytes.

I. ST. STEPHEN
St. Stephen suffered the next in order. His death was oc-

casioned by the faithful manner in which he preached the 
Gospel to the betrayers and murderers of Christ. To such a 
degree of madness were they excited, that they cast him out 
of the city and stoned him to death. The time when he suf-
fered is generally believed to have been at the Passover which 
succeeded to that of our Lord’s crucifixion, and to the era of 
his ascension, in the following spring.

Upon this a great persecution was raised against all who 
professed their belief in Christ as the Messiah, or as a proph-
et. We are immediately told by St. Luke, that “there was a 
great persecution against the church which was at Jerusa-
lem;” and that “they were all scattered abroad throughout 
the regions of Judaea and Samaria, except the apostles” (Acts 
8:1).

About two thousand Christians, with Nicanor, one of the 
seven deacons, suffered martyrdom during the “persecution 
that arose about Stephen.”

II. JAMES THE GREAT
The next martyr we meet with, according to St. Luke, 

in the History of the Apostle’s Acts, was James the son of 
Zebedee, the elder brother of John, and a relative of our 
Lord; for his mother Salome was a first cousin to the Vir-
gin Mary. It was not until ten years after the death of Ste-
phen that the second martyrdom took place; for no sooner 
had Herod Agrippa been appointed governor of Judea, than, 
with a view to ingratiate himself with them, he raised a sharp 
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persecution against the Christians, and determined to make 
an effectual blow, by striking at their leaders. 

The account given us by an eminent primitive writer, 
Clemens Alexandrinus, ought not to be overlooked; that, as 
James was led to the place of martyrdom, his accuser was 
brought to repent of his conduct by the apostle’s extraordi-
nary courage and undauntedness, and fell down at his feet 
to request his pardon, professing himself a Christian, and 
resolving that James should not receive the crown of mar-
tyrdom alone. Hence they were both beheaded at the same 
time. Thus did the first apostolic martyr cheerfully and reso-
lutely receive that cup, which he had told our Savior he was 
ready to drink. Timon and Parmenas suffered martyrdom 
about the same time; the one at Philippi, and the other in 
Macedonia. These events took place AD 44.

III. PHILIP
Philip was born at Bethsaida, in Galilee and was first 

called by the name of “disciple.” He labored diligently in Up-
per Asia, and suffered martyrdom at Heliopolis, in Phrygia. 
He was scourged, thrown into prison, and afterwards cruci-
fied, AD 54.

IV. MATTHEW
Matthew, whose occupation was that of a toll-gatherer, 

was born at Nazareth. He wrote his gospel in Hebrew, which 
was afterwards translated into Greek by James the Less. The 
scene of his labors was Parthia, and Ethiopia, in which latter 
country he suffered martyrdom, being slain with a halberd in 
the city of Nadabah, AD 60.
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V. JAMES THE LESS
James the Less is supposed by some to have been the 

brother of our Lord, by a former wife of Joseph. This is very 
doubtful, and accords too much with the Catholic super-
stition, that Mary never had any other children except our 
Savior. He was elected to the oversight of the churches of Je-
rusalem; and was the author of the Epistle ascribed to James 
in the sacred canon. At the age of ninety-four he was beat 
and stoned by the Jews; and finally had his brains dashed out 
with a fuller’s club.3

VI. MATTHIAS
Matthias, of whom less is known than of most of the 

other disciples, was elected to fill the vacant place of Judas. 
He was stoned at Jerusalem and then beheaded.

VII. ANDREW
Andrew was the brother of Peter. He preached the gospel 

to many Asiatic nations; but on his arrival at Edessa he was 
taken and crucified on a cross, the two ends of which were 
fixed transversely in the ground. Hence the derivation of the 
term, St. Andrew’s Cross.

VIII. MARK
Mark was born of Jewish parents of the tribe of Levi. He 

is supposed to have been converted to Christianity by Peter, 
whom he served as an amanuensis,4 and under whose inspec-
tion he wrote his Gospel in the Greek language.5 Mark was 
dragged to pieces by the people of Alexandria, at the great 

3. A tool used by fullers to clean and prepare wool.
4. An ancient scribe who would copy what was dictated to him by another.
5. The Gospel of Mark
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solemnity of Serapis their idol, ending his life under their 
merciless hands.

IX. PETER
Among many other saints, the blessed apostle Peter was 

condemned to death, and crucified, as some do write, at 
Rome; albeit some others, and not without cause, do doubt 
thereof. Hegesippus saith that Nero sought a reason against 
Peter to put him to death; which, when the people perceived, 
they entreated Peter with much ado that he would fly the 
city. Peter, through their importunity6 at length persuaded, 
prepared himself to avoid. But, coming to the gate, he saw the 
Lord Christ come to meet him, to whom he, worshipping, 
said, “Lord, where are you going?” To whom He answered 
and said, “I have come again to be crucified.” By this, Peter, 
perceiving his suffering to be understood, returned into the 
city. Jerome says that he was crucified, his head being down 
and his feet upward, himself so requiring, because he was 
(he said) unworthy to be crucified after the same form and 
manner as the Lord was.

X. PAUL
Paul, the apostle, who before was called Saul, after his 

great travail and unspeakable labors in promoting the Gospel 
of Christ, suffered also in this first persecution under Nero. 
Abdias, declares that under his execution Nero sent two of 
his esquires, Ferega and Parthemius, to bring him word of 
his death. They, coming to Paul instructing the people, de-
sired him to pray for them, that they might believe; who told 
them that shortly after they should believe and be baptized 
at his tomb. This done, the soldiers came and led him out of 

6. Persistent pleading
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the city to the place of execution, where he, after his prayers 
made, gave his neck to the sword.

XI. JUDE
Jude, the brother of James, was commonly called Thadde-

us. He was crucified at Edessa, AD 72.

XII. BARTHOLOMEW
Bartholomew preached in several countries, and having 

translated the Gospel of Matthew into the language of India, 
he propagated it in that country. He was at length cruelly 
beaten and then crucified by the impatient idolaters.

XIII. THOMAS
Thomas, called Didymus, preached the Gospel in Parthia 

and India, where exciting the rage of the pagan priests, he 
was martyred by being thrust through with a spear.

XIV. LUKE
The evangelist Luke was the author of the Gospel which 

goes under his name.7 He traveled with Paul through various 
countries, and is believed to have been hanged on an olive 
tree, by the idolatrous priests of Greece.

XV. SIMON
Simon, surnamed the Zealot, preached the Gospel in 

Mauritania, Africa, and even in Britain, in which latter 
country he was crucified, AD 74.

XVI. JOHN
John, the “beloved disciple,” was brother to James the 

7. The Gospel of Luke
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Great. The churches of Smyrna, Pergamos, Sardis, Philadel-
phia, Laodicea, and Thyatira, were founded by him. From 
Ephesus he was ordered to be sent to Rome, where it is af-
firmed he was cast into a cauldron of boiling oil. He escaped 
by miracle, without injury. Domitian afterwards banished 
him to the Isle of Patmos, where he wrote the Book of Rev-
elation. Nerva, the successor of Domitian, recalled him. He 
was the only apostle who escaped a violent death.

XVII. BARNABAS
Barnabas was of Cyprus, but of Jewish descent, his death 

is believed to have taken place about AD 73.
And yet, notwithstanding all these continual persecu-

tions and horrible punishments, the Church daily increased, 
deeply rooted in the doctrine of the apostles, and watered 
plenteously with the blood of saints.
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2 
THE TEN EARLY 
PERSECUTIONS

THE FIRST PERSECUTION UNDER NERO,  
AD 67

The first persecution of the Church took place in the 
year 67, under Nero, the sixth emperor of Rome. 
This monarch reigned for the space of five years, 

with tolerable credit to himself, but then gave way to the 
greatest extravagancy of temper, and to the most atrocious 
barbarities. Among other diabolical whims, he ordered that 
the city of Rome should be set on fire, which order was exe-
cuted by his officers, guards, and servants. While the imperial 
city was in flames, he went up to the tower of Macaenas, 
played upon his harp, sung the song of the burning of Troy, 
and openly declared that “he wished the ruin of all things 
before his death.” Besides the noble pile, called the Circus, 
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many other palaces and houses were consumed; several thou-
sands perished in the flames, were smothered in the smoke, 
or buried beneath the ruins.

This dreadful conflagration continued nine days; when 
Nero, finding that his conduct was greatly blamed, and a se-
vere odium cast upon him, determined to lay the whole upon 
the Christians, at once to excuse himself, and have an oppor-
tunity of glutting his sight with new cruelties. This was the 
occasion of the first persecution; and the barbarities exercised 
on the Christians were such as even excited the commisera-
tion of the Romans themselves. Nero even refined upon cru-
elty, and contrived all manner of punishments for the Chris-
tians that the most infernal imagination could design. In 
particular, he had some sewed up in skins of wild beasts, and 
then worried by dogs1 until they expired; and others dressed 
in shirts made stiff with wax, fixed to axletrees, and set on 
fire in his gardens, in order to illuminate them. This persecu-
tion was general throughout the whole Roman Empire; but 
it rather increased than diminished the spirit of Christianity. 
In the course of it, St. Paul and St. Peter were martyred.

To their names may be added, Erastus, chamberlain of 
Corinth; Aristarchus, the Macedonian, and Trophimus, an 
Ephesian, converted by St. Paul, and fellow-laborer with 
him, Joseph, commonly called Barsabas, and Ananias, bishop 
of Damascus; each of the Seventy.

THE SECOND PERSECUTION UNDER DOMI-
TIAN, AD 81

The emperor Domitian, who was naturally inclined to 
cruelty, first slew his brother, and then raised the second per-
secution against the Christians. In his rage he put to death 

1. This phrase means to be attacked or harassed by dogs.
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some of the Roman senators, some through malice; and oth-
ers to confiscate their estates. He then commanded all the 
lineage of David2 be put to death.

Among the numerous martyrs that suffered during this 
persecution was Simeon, bishop of Jerusalem, who was cru-
cified; and St. John, who was boiled in oil, and afterward 
banished to Patmos. Flavia, the daughter of a Roman sen-
ator, was likewise banished to Pontus; and a law was made, 
“That no Christian, once brought before the tribunal, should 
be exempted from punishment without renouncing his reli-
gion.”

A variety of fabricated tales were, during this reign, com-
posed in order to injure the Christians. Such was the infatu-
ation of the pagans, that, if famine, pestilence, or earthquakes 
afflicted any of the Roman provinces, it was laid upon the 
Christians. These persecutions among the Christians in-
creased the number of informers and many, for the sake of 
gain, swore away the lives of the innocent.

Another hardship was, that, when any Christians were 
brought before the magistrates, a test oath was proposed, 
when, if they refused to take it, death was pronounced against 
them; and if they confessed themselves Christians, the sen-
tence was the same.

The following were the most remarkable among the nu-
merous martyrs who suffered during this persecution.

Dionysius, the Areopagite, was an Athenian by birth, 
and educated in all the useful and ornamental literature of 
Greece. He then travelled to Egypt to study astronomy, and 
made very particular observations on the great and super-

2. Foxe uses the phrase “lineage of David” to refer to all of Christ’s people. Jesus 
Christ is the Son of David, the Lion of the tribe of Judah.
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natural eclipse, which happened at the time of our Savior’s 
crucifixion.

The sanctity of his conversation and the purity of his 
manners recommended him so strongly to the Christians in 
general, that he was appointed bishop of Athens.

Nicodemus, a benevolent Christian of some distinction, 
suffered at Rome during the rage of Domitian’s persecution.

Protasius and Gervasius were martyred at Milan.
Timothy was the celebrated disciple of St. Paul, and 

bishop of Ephesus, where he zealously governed the Church 
until AD 97. At this period, as the pagans were about to 
celebrate a feast called Catagogion,3 Timothy, meeting the 
procession, severely reproved them for their ridiculous idola-
try, which so exasperated the people that they fell upon him 
with their clubs, and beat him in so dreadful a manner that 
he expired from the bruises two days later.

THE THIRD PERSECUTION UNDER TRAJAN, 
AD 108

In the third persecution Pliny the Second, a man learned 
and famous, seeing the lamentable slaughter of Christians, 
and moved to pity, wrote to Trajan, telling him that there 
were many thousands of Christians daily put to death, of 
which none did anything contrary to the Roman laws wor-
thy of persecution. “The whole account they gave of their 
crime or error (whichever it is to be called) amounted only to 
this-viz. that they were accustomed on a stated day to meet 
before daylight, and to repeat together a set form of prayer 
to Christ as a God, and to bind themselves by an obliga-
tion—not indeed to commit wickedness; but, on the con-

3. During this celebration, images of pagan gods were carried through the 
streets in a procession.
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trary—never to commit theft, robbery, or adultery, never to 
falsify their word, never to defraud any man: after which it 
was their custom to separate, and reassemble to partake in 
common of a harmless meal.”

In this persecution suffered the blessed martyr, Ignatius, 
who is held in famous reverence among very many. This Ig-
natius was appointed to the bishopric of Antioch next after 
Peter in succession. Some do say, that he, being sent from 
Syria to Rome, because he professed Christ, was given to the 
wild beasts to be devoured. It is also said of him, that when 
he passed through Asia, being under the most strict custody 
of his keepers, he strengthened and confirmed the churches 
through all the cities as he went, both with his exhortations 
and preaching of the Word of God. 

Accordingly, having come to Smyrna, he wrote to the 
Church at Rome, exhorting them not to use means for his 
deliverance from martyrdom, lest they should deprive him 
of that which he most longed and hoped for. “Now I be-
gin to be a disciple. I care for nothing, of visible or invisible 
things, so that I may but win Christ. Let fire and the cross, 
let the companies of wild beasts, let breaking of bones and 
tearing of limbs, let the grinding of the whole body, and all 
the malice of the devil, come upon me; be it so, only may I 
win Christ Jesus!” And even when he was sentenced to be 
thrown to the beasts, such as the burning desire that he had 
to suffer, that when he heard the lions roaring, said: “I am the 
wheat of Christ: I am going to be ground with the teeth of 
wild beasts, that I may be found pure bread.”

Trajan being succeeded by Adrian, the latter continued 
this third persecution with as much severity as his prede-
cessor. About this time Alexander, bishop of Rome, with his 
two deacons, were martyred; as were Quirinus and Hernes, 
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with their families; Zenon, a Roman nobleman, and about 
ten thousand other Christians.

In Mount Ararat many were crucified, crowned with 
thorns, and spears run into their sides, in imitation of 
Christ’s passion. Eustachius, a brave and successful Roman 
commander, was by the emperor ordered to join in an idola-
trous sacrifice to celebrate some of his own victories; but his 
faith (being a Christian in his heart) was so much greater 
than his vanity, that he nobly refused it. Enraged at the de-
nial, the ungrateful emperor forgot the service of this skill-
ful commander, and ordered him and his whole family to be 
martyred.

At the martyrdom of Faustines and Jovita, brothers and 
citizens of Brescia, their torments were so many, and their 
patience so great, that Calocerius, a pagan, beholding them, 
was struck with admiration, and exclaimed in a kind of ec-
stasy, “Great is the God of the Christians!” for which he was 
apprehended,4 and suffered a similar fate.

Many other similar cruelties and rigors were exercised 
against the Christians, until Quadratus, bishop of Athens, 
made a learned apology5 in their favor before the emperor, 
who happened to be there and Aristides, a philosopher of the 
same city, wrote an elegant epistle, which caused Adrian to 
relax in his severities, and relent in their favor.

Adrian dying AD 138, was succeeded by Antoninus Pius, 
one of the most amiable monarchs that ever reigned, and 
who stopped the persecutions against the Christians.

 

4. Arrested
5. This word is taken from the Greek word apologia, which means “to give an 
answer” or “to give a defense.”
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THE FOURTH PERSECUTION UNDER  
MARCUS AURELIUS ANTONINUS, AD 162

Marcus Aurelius, followed about the year of our Lord 
161, a man of nature more stern and severe; and, although 
in study of philosophy and in civil government no less com-
mendable, yet, toward the Christians sharp and fierce. Under 
him, the fourth persecution took place.

The cruelties used in this persecution were such that many 
of the spectators shuddered with horror at the sight, and 
were astonished at the intrepidity6 of the sufferers. Some of 
the martyrs were obliged to pass, with their already wounded 
feet, over thorns, nails, sharp shells, etc. upon their points, 
others were scourged until their sinews and veins lay bare, 
and after suffering the most excruciating tortures that could 
be devised, they were destroyed by the most terrible deaths.

Germanicus, a young man, but a true Christian, being 
delivered to the wild beasts on account of his faith, behaved 
with such astonishing courage that several pagans became 
converts to a faith which inspired such fortitude.

Polycarp, the venerable bishop of Smyrna, hearing that 
persons were seeking for him, escaped, but was discovered by 
a child. After feeding the guards who apprehended him with 
a meal, he desired an hour in prayer, which being allowed, 
he prayed with such fervency, that his guards repented that 
they had been instrumental in taking him. He was, however, 
carried before the proconsul,7 condemned, and burnt in the 
market place.

The proconsul then urged him, saying, “Swear, and I will 
release you;—reproach Christ.” Polycarp answered, “Eighty 
and six years have I served him, and he never once wronged 

6. Fearlessness
7. An official who governed a province in ancient Rome
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me; how then shall I blaspheme my King, Who has saved 
me?” At the stake to which he was only tied, but not nailed 
as usual, as he assured them he should stand immovable, the 
flames, on their kindling the fagots,8 encircled his body, like 
an arch, without touching him; and the executioner, on see-
ing this, was ordered to pierce him with a sword, when so 
great a quantity of blood flowed out as extinguished the fire. 
But his body, at the instigation of the enemies of the Gospel, 
especially Jews, was ordered to be consumed in the pile, and 
the request of his friends, who wished to give it Christian 
burial, rejected. They nevertheless collected his bones and as 
much of his remains as possible, and caused them to be de-
cently interred.

Metrodorus, a minister, who preached boldly, and Pio-
nius, who made some excellent apologies for the Christian 
faith, were likewise burnt. Carpus and Papilus, two worthy 
Christians, and Agatonica, a pious woman, suffered martyr-
dom at Pergamopolis, in Asia.

Felicitatis, an illustrious Roman lady, of a considerable 
family, and the most shining virtues, was a devout Christian. 
She had seven sons, whom she had educated with the most 
exemplary piety.

Januarius, the eldest, was scourged, and pressed to death 
with weights; Felix and Philip, the two next had their brains 
dashed out with clubs; Silvanus, the fourth, was murdered by 
being thrown from a precipice; and the three younger sons, 
Alexander, Vitalis, and Martial, were beheaded. The mother 
was beheaded with the same sword as the three latter.

Justin, the celebrated philosopher, became a martyr in 
this persecution.9 He was a native of Neapolis, in Samaria, 

8. A bundle of sticks or twigs bound together for fuel
9. Justin is known in church history as “Justin Martyr.”
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and was born AD 103. Justin was a great lover of truth, and 
a universal scholar; he investigated the Stoic and Peripatetic 
philosophy, and attempted the Pythagorean; but the behav-
ior of its professors disgusting him, he applied himself to 
the Platonic, in which he took great delight. About the year 
133, when he was thirty years of age, he became a convert to 
Christianity, and then, for the first time, perceived the real 
nature of truth.

He wrote an elegant epistle to the Gentiles, and em-
ployed his talents in convincing the Jews of the truth of the 
Christian rites; spending a great deal of time in travelling, 
until he took up his abode in Rome, and fixed his habitation 
upon the Viminal mount.10

He kept a public school, taught many who afterward be-
came great men, and wrote a treatise to confuse heresies of 
all kinds. As the pagans began to treat the Christians with 
great severity, Justin wrote his first apology in their favor. 
This piece displays great learning and genius, and occasioned 
the emperor to publish an edict in favor of the Christians.

Soon after, he entered into frequent contests with 
Crescens, a person of a vicious life and conversation, but a 
celebrated cynic philosopher; and his arguments appeared so 
powerful, yet disgusting to the cynic, that he resolved on, and 
in the sequel accomplished, his destruction.

The second apology of Justin, upon certain severities, 
gave Crescens the cynic an opportunity of prejudicing the 
emperor against the writer of it; upon which Justin, and six 
of his companions, were apprehended. Being commanded 
to sacrifice to the pagan idols, they refused, and were con-
demned to be scourged, and then beheaded; which sentence 
was executed with all imaginable severity.

10. The Viminal mount is one of the famous seven hills of Rome.
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Several were beheaded for refusing to sacrifice to the im-
age of Jupiter; in particular Concordus, a deacon of the city 
of Spolito.

Some of the restless northern nations having risen in 
arms against Rome, the emperor marched to encounter 
them. He was, however, drawn into an ambuscade,11 and 
dreaded the loss of his whole army. Enveloped with moun-
tains, surrounded by enemies, and perishing with thirst, the 
pagan deities were invoked in vain; when the men belonging 
to the militine, or thundering legion, who were all Chris-
tians, were commanded to call upon their God for succor. 
A miraculous deliverance immediately ensued; a prodigious 
quantity of rain fell, which, being caught by the men, and 
filling their dykes, afforded a sudden and astonishing relief. 
It appears that the storm which miraculously flashed in the 
face of the enemy so intimidated them, that part deserted to 
the Roman army; the rest were defeated, and the revolted 
provinces entirely recovered.

This affair occasioned the persecution to subside for 
some time, at least in those parts immediately under the in-
spection of the emperor; but we find that it soon after raged 
in France, particularly at Lyons, where the tortures to which 
many of the Christians were put, almost exceed the powers 
of description.

The names of these martyrs of Lyons include Vetius Ag-
athus, a young man; Blandina, a Christian lady, of a weak 
constitution; Sanctus, a deacon of Vienna; red hot plates of 
brass were placed upon the tenderest parts of his body; Bib-
lias, a weak woman, once an apostate. Attalus, of Pergamus; 
and Pothinus, the venerable bishop of Lyons, who was ninety 
years of age. Blandina, on the day when she and the three 

11. an ambush
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other champions were first brought into the amphitheater, 
she was suspended on a piece of wood fixed in the ground, 
and exposed as food for the wild beasts; at which time, by 
her earnest prayers, she encouraged others. But none of the 
wild beasts would touch her, so that she was remanded12 to 
prison. When she was again produced for the third and last 
time, she was accompanied by Ponticus, a youth of fifteen, 
and the constancy of their faith so enraged the multitude 
that neither the sex of the one nor the youth of the other 
were respected, being exposed to all manner of punishments 
and tortures. Being strengthened by Blandina, he persevered 
unto death; and she, after enduring all the torments hereto-
fore mentioned, was at length slain with the sword.

When the Christians, upon these occasions, received 
martyrdom, they were ornamented, and crowned with gar-
lands of flowers; for which they, in heaven, received eternal 
crowns of glory.

It has been said that the lives of the early Christians 
consisted of “persecution above ground and prayer below 
ground.” Their lives are expressed by the Colosseum and the 
catacombs.

 Beneath Rome are the excavations which we call the 
catacombs, which were once temples and tombs. The early 
Church of Rome might well be called the Church of the 
Catacombs. There are some sixty catacombs near Rome, in 
which some six hundred miles of galleries have been traced, 
and these are not all. These galleries are about eight feet high 
and from three to five feet wide, containing on either side 
several rows of long, low, horizontal recesses, one above an-
other like berths in a ship. In these the dead bodies were 
placed and the front closed, either by a single marble slab 

12. Returned to prison
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or several great tiles laid in mortar. On these slabs or tiles, 
epitaphs13 or symbols are graved or painted. Both pagans and 
Christians buried their dead in these catacombs. When the 
Christian graves have been opened the skeletons tell their 
own terrible tale. Heads are found severed from the body, 
ribs and shoulder blades are broken, bones are often calcined14 
from fire. But despite the awful story of persecution that we 
may read here, the inscriptions breathe forth peace and joy 
and triumph. Here are a few:

“Here lies Marcia, put to rest in a dream of peace.”
“Lawrence to his sweetest son, borne away of angels.”
“Victorious in peace and in Christ.”
“Being called away, he went in peace.”

Remember when reading these inscriptions the story the 
skeletons tell of persecution, of torture, and of fire. But the 
full force of these epitaphs is seen when we contrast them 
with the pagan epitaphs, such as:

“Live for the present hour, since we are sure of nothing 
else.”
“I lift my hands against the gods who took me away at 
the age of twenty though I had done no harm.”
“Once I was not. Now I am not. I know nothing about it, 
and it is no concern of mine.”
“Traveler, curse me not as you pass, for I am in darkness 
and cannot answer.”

13. An epitaph is a tombstone inscription containing words in memory of the 
deceased person.
14. This means the bones were partially dissolved due to fire.
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The most frequent Christian symbols on the walls of 
the catacombs, are, the good shepherd with the lamb on his 
shoulder, a ship under full sail, harps, anchors, crowns, vines, 
and above all the fish.

THE FIFTH PERSECUTION COMMENCING 
WITH SEVERUS, AD 192

Severus, having been recovered from a severe fit of sick-
ness by a Christian, became a great favorer of the Christians 
in general; but the prejudice and fury of the ignorant multi-
tude prevailing, obsolete laws were put in execution against 
the Christians. The progress of Christianity alarmed the pa-
gans, and they revived the stale calumny15 of placing acci-
dental misfortunes to the account of its professors, AD 192.

But, though persecuting malice raged, yet the Gospel 
shone with resplendent brightness; and, firm as an impreg-
nable rock, withstood the attacks of its boisterous enemies 
with success. Tertullian, who lived in this age, informs us that 
if the Christians had collectively withdrawn themselves from 
the Roman territories, the empire would have been greatly 
depopulated.

Victor, bishop of Rome, suffered martyrdom in the first 
year of the third century, AD 201.

Leonidus, the father of the celebrated Origen, was be-
headed for being a Christian. Many of Origen’s hearers like-
wise suffered martyrdom; particularly two brothers, named 
Plutarchus and Serenus; another Serenus, Heron, and Her-
aclides, were beheaded. Rhais had boiled pitch poured upon 
her head, and was then burnt, as was Marcella her moth-
er. Potainiena, the sister of Rhais, was executed in the same 
manner as Rhais had been; but Basilides, an officer belong-

15. A false, slanderous statement spoken against someone
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ing to the army, and ordered to attend her execution, became 
her convert.

Basilides being, as an officer, required to take a certain 
oath, refused, saying, that he could not swear by the Roman 
idols, as he was a Christian. Struck with surprise, the people 
could not, at first, believe what they heard; but he had no 
sooner confirmed the same, than he was dragged before the 
judge, committed to prison, and speedily afterward behead-
ed.

Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons, was born in Greece, and re-
ceived both a polite and a Christian education. It is gener-
ally supposed that the account of the persecutions at Lyons 
was written by himself. He succeeded the martyr Pothinus as 
bishop of Lyons, and ruled his diocese with great propriety; 
he was a zealous opposer of heresies in general, and, about 
AD 187, he wrote a celebrated tract against heresy.16 Victor, 
the bishop of Rome, wanting to impose the keeping of Eas-
ter there, in preference to other places, it occasioned some 
disorders among the Christians. In particular, Irenaeus wrote 
him a synodical epistle, in the name of the Gallic churches. 
This zeal, in favor of Christianity, pointed him out as an ob-
ject of resentment to the emperor; and in AD 202, he was 
beheaded.

The persecutions now extending to Africa, many were 
martyred in that quarter of the globe; the most particular of 
whom we shall mention.

Perpetua, a married lady, of about twenty-two years. Those 
who suffered with her were, Felicitas, a married lady, big with 
child at the time of her being apprehended, and Revocatus, 
catechumen of Carthage, and a slave. The names of the other 
prisoners, destined to suffer upon this occasion, were Sat-

16. This work is known as Against Heresies.
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urninus, Secundulus, and Satur. On the day appointed for 
their execution, they were led to the amphitheater. Satur, 
Saturninus, and Revocatus were ordered to run the gaunt-
let between the hunters, or such as had the care of the wild 
beasts. The hunters being drawn up in two ranks, they ran 
between, and were severely lashed as they passed. Felicitas 
and Perpetua were stripped, in order to be thrown to a mad 
bull, which made his first attack upon Perpetua, and stunned 
her; he then darted at Felicitas, and gored her dreadfully; but 
not killing them, the executioner did that office with a sword. 
Revocatus and Satur were destroyed by wild beasts; Saturni-
nus was beheaded; and Secundulus died in prison. These ex-
ecutions were in the year 205, on the eighth day of March.

Speratus and twelve others were likewise beheaded; as 
was Andocles in France. Asclepiades, bishop of Antioch, suf-
fered many tortures, but his life was spared.

Cecilia, a young lady of good family in Rome, was mar-
ried to a gentleman named Valerian. She converted her hus-
band and brother, who were beheaded; and the maximus, or 
officer, who led them to execution, becoming their convert, 
suffered the same fate. The lady was placed naked in a scald-
ing bath, and having continued there a considerable time, her 
head was struck off with a sword, AD 222.

Calistus, bishop of Rome, was martyred, AD 224; but the 
manner of his death is not recorded; and Urban, bishop of 
Rome, met the same fate AD 232.

THE SIXTH PERSECUTION UNDER MAXIMUS, 
AD 235

AD 235, was in the time of Maximinus. In Cappadocia, 
the president, Seremianus, did all he could to exterminate 
the Christians from that province.
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The principal persons who perished under this reign were 
Pontianus, bishop of Rome; Anteros, a Grecian, his successor, 
who gave offence to the government by collecting the acts 
of the martyrs, Pammachius and Quiritus, Roman senators, 
with all their families, and many other Christians; Simpli-
cius, senator; Calepodius, a Christian minister, thrown into 
the Tyber; Martina, a noble and beautiful virgin; and Hip-
politus, a Christian prelate, tied to a wild horse, and dragged 
until he expired.

During this persecution, raised by Maximinus, number-
less Christians were slain without trial, and buried indis-
criminately in heaps, sometimes fifty or sixty being cast into 
a pit together, without the least decency.

The tyrant Maximinus dying, AD 238, was succeeded by 
Gordian, during whose reign, and that of his successor Phil-
ip, the Church was free from persecution for the space of 
more than ten years; but in AD 249, a violent persecution 
broke out in Alexandria, at the instigation of a pagan priest, 
without the knowledge of the emperor.

THE SEVENTH PERSECUTION UNDER 
DECIUS, AD 249

This was occasioned partly by the hatred he bore to his 
predecessor Philip, who was deemed a Christian and was 
partly by his jealousy concerning the amazing increase of 
Christianity; for the heathen temples began to be forsaken, 
and the Christian churches thronged.

These reasons stimulated Decius to attempt the very ex-
tirpation of the name of Christian; and it was unfortunate 
for the Gospel, that many errors had, about this time, crept 
into the Church: the Christians were at variance with each 
other; self-interest divided those whom social love ought to 
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have united; and the virulence of pride occasioned a variety 
of factions.

The heathens in general were ambitious to enforce the 
imperial decrees upon this occasion, and looked upon the 
murder of a Christian as a merit to themselves. The martyrs, 
upon this occasion, were innumerable; but the principal we 
shall give some account of.

Fabian, the bishop of Rome, was the first person of emi-
nence who felt the severity of this persecution. The deceased 
emperor, Philip, had, on account of his integrity, committed 
his treasure to the care of this good man. But Decius, not 
finding as much as his avarice made him expect, determined 
to wreak his vengeance on the good prelate.17 He was ac-
cordingly seized; and on January 20, AD 250, he suffered 
decapitation.

Julian, a native of Cilicia, as we are informed by St. 
Chrysostom, was seized upon for being a Christian. He was 
put into a leather bag, together with a number of serpents 
and scorpions, and in that condition thrown into the sea.

Peter, a young man, amiable for the superior qualities of 
his body and mind, was beheaded for refusing to sacrifice to 
Venus. He said, “I am astonished you should sacrifice to an 
infamous woman, whose debaucheries even your own histo-
rians record, and whose life consisted of such actions as your 
laws would punish. No, I shall offer the true God the accept-
able sacrifice of praises and prayers.” Optimus, the proconsul 
of Asia, on hearing this, ordered the prisoner to be stretched 
upon a wheel, by which all his bones were broken, and then 
he was sent to be beheaded.

Nichomachus, being brought before the proconsul as a 
Christian, was ordered to sacrifice to the pagan idols. Nich-

17. Another word for “bishop.”
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omachus replied, “I cannot pay that respect to devils, which 
is only due to the Almighty.” This speech so much enraged 
the proconsul that Nichomachus was put to the rack. After 
enduring the torments for a time, he recanted; but scarcely 
had he given this proof of his frailty, than he fell into the 
greatest agonies, dropped down on the ground, and expired 
immediately.

Denisa, a young woman of only sixteen years of age, who 
beheld this terrible judgment, suddenly exclaimed, “O un-
happy wretch, why would you buy a moment’s ease at the ex-
pense of a miserable eternity!” Optimus, hearing this, called 
to her, and Denisa avowing herself to be a Christian, she was 
beheaded, by his order, soon after.

Andrew and Paul, two companions of Nichomachus, the 
martyr, AD 251, suffered martyrdom by stoning, and expired, 
calling on their blessed Redeemer.

Alexander and Epimachus, of Alexandria, were appre-
hended for being Christians: and, confessing the accusation, 
were beat with staves, torn with hooks, and at length burnt 
in the fire; and we are informed, in a fragment preserved by 
Eusebius, that four female martyrs suffered on the same day, 
and at the same place, but not in the same manner; for these 
were beheaded.

Lucian and Marcian, two wicked pagans, though skill-
ful magicians, becoming converts to Christianity, to make 
amends for their former errors, lived the lives of hermits, and 
subsisted upon bread and water only. After some time spent 
in this manner, they became zealous preachers, and made 
many converts. The persecution, however, raging at this time, 
they were seized upon, and carried before Sabinus, the gov-
ernor of Bithynia. On being asked by what authority they 
took upon themselves to preach, Lucian answered, “That the 


