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EUSEBIUS begins to write Church History. 
Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea, wrote the first comprehensive 
history of Christianity (Ecclesiastical History) detailing stories 
of persecution and martyrdom, and recounting church 
traditions about the apostles and the New Testament. 

Alexandria, Egypt

Frescoes in the Catacomb 
of Saints Marcellinus and 

Peter, Rome

Ruins of the Dura-Europos church

EARLIEST CHURCH BUILDING 
is constructed. 
The first Christians met in homes, 
but the structure in Dura-Europos, 
Syria, may be the earliest church 
building. It was a house that was 
converted to a hall to accommodate 
up to one hundred worshipers. Its 
walls showcased illustrations of 
Bible stories.

Eastern church mosaic of the burial of Christ
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CLEMENT leads a school in Alexandria. 
Clement of Alexandria used the teachings 
of Greek philosophers to argue that pagan 
philosophies could lead to the truth of 
Jesus Christ. In marrying faith and reason, 
Clement tried to show that Christianity was 
not, as many assumed, an “ignorant” and 
“superstitious” religion.

SEPTIMIUS SEVERUS becomes emperor. 
Within just a few years of his reign, Emperor Septimius 
Severus forbade conversions to Christianity and 
reinvigorated persecution against the church.

Severus

The EASTER CONTROVERSY begins.
Western Christians, led by Bishop Victor of Rome, celebrated Christ’s 
resurrection on the Sunday following the spring equinox. Eastern 
Christians linked Easter with the Jewish Passover (the Christian Pascha) 
regardless of the day of the week. This dispute illustrates the growing 
division between eastern and western Christians in the early church.

TERTULLIAN writes Apology.
Tertullian of Carthage, a skilled lawyer, converted 
to Christianity and wrote a series of treatises 
explaining Christian teachings and arguing 
against heresies. He described the worship 
practices of Christians in his community in North 
Africa, providing a glimpse into what Christian 
gatherings were like at that time: they read 
Scripture and sang psalms and hymns.

Clement of Alexandria 
writes “SHEPHERD OF 
TENDER YOUTH.”
Written in the early third 
century, “Shepherd of 
Tender Youth” is the oldest 
Christian hymn whose 
authorship is known.
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ALEXAMENOS GRAFFITO is carved into a wall in Rome. 
This early third-century graffiti depicts an individual named 
Alexamenos, presumably a Christian, worshiping a man with 
a donkey’s head on a cross. The carving was meant to mock 
Christians and their Lord, revealing the attitude some held 
toward Christians’ faith in a crucified Savior.

Alexamenos 
Graffito

PERSECUTION INCREASES by order 
of Emperor Septimius Severus. 
Clement was forced to leave Alexandria. 
Leonidas of Alexandria was martyred; 
his son Origen (later a prominent 
Christian scholar) was about sixteen at 
the time. Irenaeus of Lyon died, possibly 
martyred (historical records are unclear).

PERPETUA records her Christian 
experience in prison. 
Perpetua was a young noblewoman in 
Carthage and a mother to an infant son 
when imprisoned for being a Christian. 
As she awaited execution, she kept a 
diary. Perpetua, a slave named Felicity 
who had just given birth, and several 
other Christians were killed by wild 
beasts and by the sword to an 
onlooking and approving crowd.

Tertullian writes AGAINST PRAXEAS.
Tertullian disputed Marcion’s belief that the Son 
of God did not become human and Praxeas’s 
teaching that there is no distinction between the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In Against Praxeas, 
he became the first person to use the Latin 
word trinitas (“Trinity”) to describe the “three 
persons, one essence” relationship between 
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

Origen

HIPPOLYTUS of Rome 
writes Apostolic Tradition.
This text is notable for 
containing an early form of 
the Apostles’ Creed.
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ORIGEN compiles the Hexapla.
Origen, a student of Clement, compiled the Hebrew Scriptures, a 
Greek transliteration, and four Greek versions of the Old Testament 
side by side in Hexapla (hex meaning “six”). As an apologist, Origen 
wrote Against Celsus, answering Celsus’s charges against Christianity.

EMPEROR ALEXANDER is assassinated.
Emperor Severus Alexander was more 
tolerant of Christians than his predecessors. 
He included an image of Jesus among 
his statues of Roman gods. Alexander’s 
unpopular political decisions, however, led to 
his military assassinating him, thereby setting 
off decades of instability in the empire.

MANICHEANISM is founded. 
Mani (or Manes) of Persia claimed 
that he would complete the work 
that Jesus began. Mani’s teachings 
remained widespread up through 
the seventh century, fusing Christian, 
Zoroastrian, and Buddhist beliefs. 
Manicheanism taught that there is no 
personal God, only opposing forces 
of light and dark, good and evil.

CYPRIAN becomes bishop of Carthage. 
When Cyprian converted to Christianity, he took a 
vow of poverty and chastity. As bishop, he argued 
for more church unity and authority, saying that 
bishops could determine church membership and 
that outside the church there is no salvation.

EMPEROR DECIUS issues an edict 
requiring worship of the ancient gods. 
Decius persecuted most populations (notably 
Christians) who did not comply. This was 
the most widespread and severe official 
persecution Christians had faced. Origen was 
imprisoned and tortured, and died not long 
after his release. After Decius was killed in 
battle (ad 251), persecution subsided.

Christians paint frescoes 
in CATACOMBS IN ROME.
Catacombs were elaborate 
burial tunnels underneath 
the city of Rome. Starting 
around the mid- to late 
second century, Christians 
adorned these underground 
burial sites and funeral 
rooms with paintings 
of biblical stories and 
Christian symbols.
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DIVISIONS IN THE CHURCH increase.
After the Decian persecution, the church faced 
the question of what to do with Christians who 
had renounced their faith to avoid torture and 
execution. Cornelius of Rome allowed lapsed 
Christians back into the church, while Novation 
of Rome started his own breakaway church 
excluding them. Cyprian of Carthage showed 
some leniency to lapsed Christians, but only 
after they proved their sincere repentance.

EMPEROR VALERIAN prohibits 
Christian gatherings. 
Valerian made it a capital offense for 
Christians to meet together or visit 
Christian burial sites. He targeted church 
leaders, confiscating their possessions, 
putting some into slavery, 
and executing others. 
Cyprian of Carthage 
was beheaded during 
this persecution.

Saint Gregory the Illuminator Cathedral, Armenia

EDICT OF TOLERATION is enacted. 
When the empire faced possible collapse, 
Emperor Gallienus reversed his father 
Valerian’s decree that outlawed Christianity. 
In an attempt to bring stability, Gallienus 
issued the Edict of Toleration, and bishops 
were restored to their churches.

260

ANTONY OF EGYPT becomes a hermit.
Inspired by Jesus’s words to the rich young 
ruler (Matt. 19:21), Antony, a Coptic, sold 
all his possessions and withdrew to the 
wilderness to live as a hermit. Though 
Antony desired solitude, Christians who 
were inspired by his devotion began 
forming communities of hermits in the 
desert with him, sowing the seeds 
of Christian monastic life that would 
flourish in the following centuries. 
Antony is regarded by some as the first 
Christian monk.

270

Catacombs in Rome

Emperor Constantine

THE ROMAN EMPIRE divides. 
Only two years into his reign, Emperor Diocletian 
split the empire into East and West to bring 
political stability. His attempt to establish order 
was successful, but later he began persecuting 
Christians as he tried to secure his power.

286 311

CHRISTIANITY spreads.
By the end of the third century, 
Christian communities could be 
found throughout the empire and 
as far as Spain, Ethiopia, Gaul 
(France), Armenia, and along 
northern parts of the Rhine River.

300

CONSTANTINE issues the Edict of Milan.
Constantine claimed to see a vision of a Christian 
symbol (the Chi-Rho) in the sky before he won 
a decisive battle. Crediting Christ for his victory, 
the emperor issued the Edict of Milan, officially 
ending the persecution of Christians in the West. 
His conversion placed the church in a very different 
relationship with governing authorities for many 
centuries, as believers in Jesus faced new questions 
about how to live out their faith within a rapidly 
changing social and political landscape. 

313

DIOCLETIAN institutes the “Great Persecution.” 
Diocletian’s wife and daughter, as well as many of 

his servants and slaves, were either Christians or 
favorable toward Christianity. Becoming fearful that 
Christians were conspiring against him, he ordered 

the destruction of churches and Christian writings. 
Persecution slowed in ad 305 when Diocletian 
became ill and retired, and a brewing civil war 
preoccupied the empire.

303

Christianity becomes the official 
religion of ARMENIA. 
After having been imprisoned by King 
Tiridates III of Armenia, Gregory the 
Illuminator convinced the king to convert to 
Christianity and baptized the royal family.

301

Chi-Rho

Diocletian

Perpetua

Valerian

“The blood of the 
martyrs is [the] seed 

[of the church].”  
—Tertullian

“Stand fast in the 
faith and love one 

another, and do not be 
weakened by what we 
have gone through.”  

—Perpetua
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The Good Shepherd fresco in the 
Catacomb of Callixtus, Rome

ROMAN HISTORIAN TACITUS writes about 
Jesus’s execution under Pilate and calls 
Christianity a superstitious evil. 
The Roman Empire permitted most religions, 
as long as the people also accepted the gods 
of Rome and participated in emperor worship. 
Because Christians rejected idols and the 
gods, they were described as “atheists.” 
They were accused of “superstitions,” 
ranging from being a subversive 
political group to being depraved 
cannibals who practiced incest. 
Whatever the charge, the one 
that most often sent them to 
their death was their refusal 
to worship any other god 
besides the one true God.

Tacitus

Ruins in Nicaea, Bithynia (Turkey)

The Early Church
By the start of the second century, Christianity had spread 

throughout much of the Mediterranean world. While still 
concentrated in Judea, Samaria, Syria, and Asia Minor, vibrant 
churches were taking root in cities as far east as Edessa (Turkey), as 
far west as Carthage (Tunisia), as far north as Rome (Italy), and as far 
south as Alexandria (Egypt).

Over the second and third centuries, the Christian faith continued to 
rapidly expand throughout the Roman Empire, despite (or in some 
respects, because of) persecution by those who viewed this strange 
new religious movement as dangerous and subversive. Christian 
bishops, martyrs, and theologians gave shape to early church doctrine 
and provided inspiration for Christians facing oppression for aligning 
their lives not to the pagan gods of their neighbors, but to Jesus 
Christ alone. 

Ruins in Carthage, Tunisia

The Forum, Rome
Most dates are approximate.

TRAJAN becomes emperor. 
Trajan conquered and annexed territories, greatly 

expanding the Roman Empire. Unlike his 
predecessor, Emperor Nerva (ad 96–98), 

Trajan was not as tolerant of Christians.

98

THE APOSTLE JOHN dies. 
John, the last of the twelve 
disciples, died of natural causes 
in Ephesus. John had been exiled 
on the island of Patmos where 
he received divine visions that 
became the book of Revelation. 
Two of his disciples in the early 
church were Ignatius and Polycarp.

10099

EVARISTUS becomes bishop of Rome. 
Evaristus led the church in Rome after Clement’s 
death for nearly a decade (ad 99–108).

97

CLEMENT OF ROME writes his letter to Corinth. 
While serving as bishop (or elder) of Rome (ad 88–99), Clement 
wrote the oldest surviving Christian document outside of the 
New Testament. His letter to Christians in Corinth urges them to 
follow the “way of truth” in unity with one another and without 
strife. Clement drew heavily from Old Testament imagery and the 
writings of the apostle Paul.

YEAR

Trajan

Ephesus, Turkey

107 111 116

THE DIDACHE is written. 
The Didache (“Teaching”) is an anonymous 
collection of Christian writings developed 
in the second century. It is a guide for those 
wanting to join the church, explaining the 
“way” of Christianity. It includes liturgies, 
prayers, and instructions for baptism, the 
Lord’s Supper, and agape meals (fellowship 
meals or “love feasts”).

IGNATIUS is martyred. 
Ignatius, bishop of Syrian 

Antioch, wrote seven letters to 
Christians while he was being sent to 

Rome to be executed for his faith. His 
letters exhort Christians to avoid false 
teachings, especially the belief that 
Jesus was not fully human but merely 
appeared as a human, a heresy later 
known as Docetism.

Ignatius of Antioch

PLINY THE YOUNGER becomes 
governor of Bithynia. 
Finding so many Christians living 
in Bithynia, Pliny wrote to Emperor 
Trajan detailing his concerns about 
“obstinate” Christians. In their 
correspondence, Pliny and Trajan 
surmise that Christians are guilty of no crimes, but Christians’ refusal to worship 
the emperor and Roman gods is an affront to Rome’s authority. Pliny did not 
actively seek out Christians, but if they were brought to him, he would give 
them a chance to burn incense and pray to the gods. If they refused, they were 
subject to torture and execution. The emperor agreed with this approach.

137130 150117 140

HADRIAN is made emperor after Trajan’s death. 
Within a few years of his reign, Hadrian became 
concerned about the growing population of 
Christians, and he began to persecute them in ad 124.

JUSTIN converts to Christianity. 
Justin, an aspiring philosopher, 
became a Christian teacher in 
Ephesus and Rome.

HADRIAN attempts to rebuild  
Jerusalem as a Roman colony. 
Emperor Hadrian desecrated Jewish and 
Christian holy sites in Jerusalem and 
built a temple to Roman deities over the 
place where many believed Christ was 
crucified and entombed. (In the fourth 
century, this location became the site of 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.)

TELESPHORUS is martyred. 
Telesphorus led the church in Rome 

from about ad 126 to the year 
137, when he was executed 

during Emperor Hadrian’s 
persecution of Christians.

Telesphorus

MARCION arrives in Rome. 
Marcion sought to detach Christianity 
from its Jewish roots. He rejected the Old 
Testament, asserting that the loving God 
and Father of Jesus in the New Testament 
was not the same as the wrathful God 
of the Old Testament. He dismissed 
the books of Matthew, Mark, Acts, and 
Hebrews as being too Jewish. He was 
excommunicated from the church in 
Rome (ad 144), so he established his own 
church. His teachings eventually spread 
as far as Egypt and Arabia. THE SHEPHERD OF HERMAS is written. 

The Shepherd of Hermas was a popular Christian text 
written in the mid-second century by Hermas. It was 
an allegorical story about the forgiveness of sins after 
one becomes a Christian.

Elements of the APOSTLES’ CREED begin 
to develop in the mid-second century. 
Christian creeds were used first in baptisms, 
often taking the form of questions to which the 
baptismal candidate responded.

155 161

THE FISH becomes a popular 
Christian symbol. 
Fish were one of the earliest and 
most widely used Christian symbols, 
with engravings dating to the 
mid-second century. In times of 
persecution, Christians needed discreet 
symbols to identify other believers and 
their places of worship. 

GNOSTIC HERESIES infiltrate the church in the second century. 
As Christianity spread throughout the empire, Gnostics began to adopt 
Christian practices and terminology, but radically distorted their meaning. 
Gnosticism (from gnosis, “knowledge”) emphasized secret knowledge and 
rituals. Gnostics taught that God is real, but the material world is an illusion; 
human souls are imprisoned within corporeal bodies; and salvation is about 
escaping the physical world. Justin, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Eusebius, and 
other church leaders wrote powerful critiques against Gnosticism.

POLYCARP, bishop of Smyrna, is martyred. 
Polycarp, a disciple of the apostle John, was at least 
eighty-six years old at the time of his arrest. He was 
put on trial and the Roman proconsul ordered him 
to worship the emperor and denounce his fellow 
Christians as “atheists.” Polycarp refused and was 
burned at the stake.

JUSTIN writes First Apology. 
Justin wrote First Apology to Emperor 
Antoninus Pius to persuade him that 
Christian beliefs are not dangerous, 
and thus Christians should not be 
persecuted. Those who, like Justin, 
defended Christianity against 
unfounded charges were called 
apologists, from the Greek word 
apologia, meaning “a defense.”

MARCUS AURELIUS 
becomes emperor.
After a series of natural 
disasters, rumors were 
spread that Christians were 
to blame, having brought 
about the wrath of the gods. 
Emperor Aurelius responded 
by executing Christians.

Muratorian 
manuscript, a 
seventh-century Latin 
copy of the second-
century canon

JUSTIN is martyred in Rome. 
After being accused by a 
critic of subversiveness, 
authorities in Rome arrested 
Justin. He and six fellow 
Christians were beheaded. 
The famous apologist would be 
remembered as Justin Martyr.

165

FELICITAS (Felicity) of Rome is martyred.
Felicitas devoted all her time to supporting 
Christian ministry in Rome. Emperor Aurelius 
ordered that Felicitas and her seven sons be 
killed in different parts of the city, possibly to 
appease different Roman gods or factions.

THE MURATORIAN CANON is written. 
The Muratorian document lists all the books of 
the New Testament, except Hebrews, James, 
and the epistles of Peter, as being authoritative 
for the church. It is the oldest record of which 
books the early 
Christians accepted 
into the New 
Testament canon.

BLANDINA is martyred in Lyon.
Though tortured and eventually martyred, 
Blandina, a slave girl, remained faithful to 
Christ. Her story became an inspiration to 
Christians facing similar persecution.

175

CELSUS writes The True Word against Christianity.
Celsus, a Greek (or Roman) philosopher, was a severe 
critic of Christians, deriding them as uncultured and 
uneducated, as well as the Jews, whom he viewed as 
the originators of the Christian faith.

Lyon, France

177

MONTANISM is founded. 
Montanus was a pagan priest who converted to 
Christianity and began prophesying. His movement, 
called Montanism, emphasized direct revelation from 
God and spiritual experiences, and permitted women 
to hold leadership positions. Montanism in the third 
century became more radical, claiming that their 
prophecies were superior to the Bible. Montanism 
was eventually condemned by the church as heresy.

180

IRENAEUS writes  
Against Heresies. 
Irenaeus, a student of 
Polycarp, became bishop of 
Lyon (ad 178) and challenged 
false teachings, such as 
Gnosticism. He described 
how Christians considered 
the Four Gospels to be part 
of Scripture and proposed 
three articles of faith using 
trinitarian language.

TWELVE CHRISTIANS in 
Carthage are martyred.
Seven men and five women were 
brought before a Roman governor 
in Carthage. Refusing to deny 
their faith in Christ, they received 
a sentence of death. Their story 
is told in the Acts of the Scillitan 
Martyrs, one of the earliest 
documents from the African 
church, as well as one of the 
earliest Christian writings in Latin.

Justin

Polycarp

Most dates are 
approximate.

“When I suffer, I shall be free 
in Jesus Christ, and with him 
shall rise again in freedom.” 

—Ignatius of Antioch

The Greek word for fish, 
ichthus, forms an acrostic:

Iesous (Jesus) 
Christos (Christ) 
Theou (God’s) 
Huios (Son) 
Soter (Savior)

“No one who is rightly 
minded turns from true 

belief to false.”  
—Justin Martyr, when 

ordered to recant his faith 

“Now this is the way of life: 
first, you shall love God who 
made you. Second, you shall 

love your neighbor as yourself.” 
—The Didache

Church of the Holy Sepulchre

Funerary stele 
with Christian 
symbols (anchor 
and fish), Rome

170
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The Good Shepherd fresco in the 
Catacomb of Callixtus, Rome

ROMAN HISTORIAN TACITUS writes about 
Jesus’s execution under Pilate and calls 
Christianity a superstitious evil. 
The Roman Empire permitted most religions, 
as long as the people also accepted the gods 
of Rome and participated in emperor worship. 
Because Christians rejected idols and the 
gods, they were described as “atheists.” 
They were accused of “superstitions,” 
ranging from being a subversive 
political group to being depraved 
cannibals who practiced incest. 
Whatever the charge, the one 
that most often sent them to 
their death was their refusal 
to worship any other god 
besides the one true God.

Tacitus

Ruins in Nicaea, Bithynia (Turkey)

The Early Church
By the start of the second century, Christianity had spread 

throughout much of the Mediterranean world. While still 
concentrated in Judea, Samaria, Syria, and Asia Minor, vibrant 
churches were taking root in cities as far east as Edessa (Turkey), as 
far west as Carthage (Tunisia), as far north as Rome (Italy), and as far 
south as Alexandria (Egypt).

Over the second and third centuries, the Christian faith continued to 
rapidly expand throughout the Roman Empire, despite (or in some 
respects, because of) persecution by those who viewed this strange 
new religious movement as dangerous and subversive. Christian 
bishops, martyrs, and theologians gave shape to early church doctrine 
and provided inspiration for Christians facing oppression for aligning 
their lives not to the pagan gods of their neighbors, but to Jesus 
Christ alone. 

Ruins in Carthage, Tunisia

The Forum, Rome
Most dates are approximate.

TRAJAN becomes emperor. 
Trajan conquered and annexed territories, greatly 

expanding the Roman Empire. Unlike his 
predecessor, Emperor Nerva (ad 96–98), 

Trajan was not as tolerant of Christians.

98

THE APOSTLE JOHN dies. 
John, the last of the twelve 
disciples, died of natural causes 
in Ephesus. John had been exiled 
on the island of Patmos where 
he received divine visions that 
became the book of Revelation. 
Two of his disciples in the early 
church were Ignatius and Polycarp.

10099

EVARISTUS becomes bishop of Rome. 
Evaristus led the church in Rome after Clement’s 
death for nearly a decade (ad 99–108).

97

CLEMENT OF ROME writes his letter to Corinth. 
While serving as bishop (or elder) of Rome (ad 88–99), Clement 
wrote the oldest surviving Christian document outside of the 
New Testament. His letter to Christians in Corinth urges them to 
follow the “way of truth” in unity with one another and without 
strife. Clement drew heavily from Old Testament imagery and the 
writings of the apostle Paul.

YEAR

Trajan

Ephesus, Turkey

107 111 116

THE DIDACHE is written. 
The Didache (“Teaching”) is an anonymous 
collection of Christian writings developed 
in the second century. It is a guide for those 
wanting to join the church, explaining the 
“way” of Christianity. It includes liturgies, 
prayers, and instructions for baptism, the 
Lord’s Supper, and agape meals (fellowship 
meals or “love feasts”).

IGNATIUS is martyred. 
Ignatius, bishop of Syrian 

Antioch, wrote seven letters to 
Christians while he was being sent to 

Rome to be executed for his faith. His 
letters exhort Christians to avoid false 
teachings, especially the belief that 
Jesus was not fully human but merely 
appeared as a human, a heresy later 
known as Docetism.

Ignatius of Antioch

PLINY THE YOUNGER becomes 
governor of Bithynia. 
Finding so many Christians living 
in Bithynia, Pliny wrote to Emperor 
Trajan detailing his concerns about 
“obstinate” Christians. In their 
correspondence, Pliny and Trajan 
surmise that Christians are guilty of no crimes, but Christians’ refusal to worship 
the emperor and Roman gods is an affront to Rome’s authority. Pliny did not 
actively seek out Christians, but if they were brought to him, he would give 
them a chance to burn incense and pray to the gods. If they refused, they were 
subject to torture and execution. The emperor agreed with this approach.

137130 150117 140

HADRIAN is made emperor after Trajan’s death. 
Within a few years of his reign, Hadrian became 
concerned about the growing population of 
Christians, and he began to persecute them in ad 124.

JUSTIN converts to Christianity. 
Justin, an aspiring philosopher, 
became a Christian teacher in 
Ephesus and Rome.

HADRIAN attempts to rebuild  
Jerusalem as a Roman colony. 
Emperor Hadrian desecrated Jewish and 
Christian holy sites in Jerusalem and 
built a temple to Roman deities over the 
place where many believed Christ was 
crucified and entombed. (In the fourth 
century, this location became the site of 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.)

TELESPHORUS is martyred. 
Telesphorus led the church in Rome 

from about ad 126 to the year 
137, when he was executed 

during Emperor Hadrian’s 
persecution of Christians.

Telesphorus

MARCION arrives in Rome. 
Marcion sought to detach Christianity 
from its Jewish roots. He rejected the Old 
Testament, asserting that the loving God 
and Father of Jesus in the New Testament 
was not the same as the wrathful God 
of the Old Testament. He dismissed 
the books of Matthew, Mark, Acts, and 
Hebrews as being too Jewish. He was 
excommunicated from the church in 
Rome (ad 144), so he established his own 
church. His teachings eventually spread 
as far as Egypt and Arabia. THE SHEPHERD OF HERMAS is written. 

The Shepherd of Hermas was a popular Christian text 
written in the mid-second century by Hermas. It was 
an allegorical story about the forgiveness of sins after 
one becomes a Christian.

Elements of the APOSTLES’ CREED begin 
to develop in the mid-second century. 
Christian creeds were used first in baptisms, 
often taking the form of questions to which the 
baptismal candidate responded.

155 161

THE FISH becomes a popular 
Christian symbol. 
Fish were one of the earliest and 
most widely used Christian symbols, 
with engravings dating to the 
mid-second century. In times of 
persecution, Christians needed discreet 
symbols to identify other believers and 
their places of worship. 

GNOSTIC HERESIES infiltrate the church in the second century. 
As Christianity spread throughout the empire, Gnostics began to adopt 
Christian practices and terminology, but radically distorted their meaning. 
Gnosticism (from gnosis, “knowledge”) emphasized secret knowledge and 
rituals. Gnostics taught that God is real, but the material world is an illusion; 
human souls are imprisoned within corporeal bodies; and salvation is about 
escaping the physical world. Justin, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Eusebius, and 
other church leaders wrote powerful critiques against Gnosticism.

POLYCARP, bishop of Smyrna, is martyred. 
Polycarp, a disciple of the apostle John, was at least 
eighty-six years old at the time of his arrest. He was 
put on trial and the Roman proconsul ordered him 
to worship the emperor and denounce his fellow 
Christians as “atheists.” Polycarp refused and was 
burned at the stake.

JUSTIN writes First Apology. 
Justin wrote First Apology to Emperor 
Antoninus Pius to persuade him that 
Christian beliefs are not dangerous, 
and thus Christians should not be 
persecuted. Those who, like Justin, 
defended Christianity against 
unfounded charges were called 
apologists, from the Greek word 
apologia, meaning “a defense.”

MARCUS AURELIUS 
becomes emperor.
After a series of natural 
disasters, rumors were 
spread that Christians were 
to blame, having brought 
about the wrath of the gods. 
Emperor Aurelius responded 
by executing Christians.

Muratorian 
manuscript, a 
seventh-century Latin 
copy of the second-
century canon

JUSTIN is martyred in Rome. 
After being accused by a 
critic of subversiveness, 
authorities in Rome arrested 
Justin. He and six fellow 
Christians were beheaded. 
The famous apologist would be 
remembered as Justin Martyr.

165

FELICITAS (Felicity) of Rome is martyred.
Felicitas devoted all her time to supporting 
Christian ministry in Rome. Emperor Aurelius 
ordered that Felicitas and her seven sons be 
killed in different parts of the city, possibly to 
appease different Roman gods or factions.

THE MURATORIAN CANON is written. 
The Muratorian document lists all the books of 
the New Testament, except Hebrews, James, 
and the epistles of Peter, as being authoritative 
for the church. It is the oldest record of which 
books the early 
Christians accepted 
into the New 
Testament canon.

BLANDINA is martyred in Lyon.
Though tortured and eventually martyred, 
Blandina, a slave girl, remained faithful to 
Christ. Her story became an inspiration to 
Christians facing similar persecution.

175

CELSUS writes The True Word against Christianity.
Celsus, a Greek (or Roman) philosopher, was a severe 
critic of Christians, deriding them as uncultured and 
uneducated, as well as the Jews, whom he viewed as 
the originators of the Christian faith.

Lyon, France

177

MONTANISM is founded. 
Montanus was a pagan priest who converted to 
Christianity and began prophesying. His movement, 
called Montanism, emphasized direct revelation from 
God and spiritual experiences, and permitted women 
to hold leadership positions. Montanism in the third 
century became more radical, claiming that their 
prophecies were superior to the Bible. Montanism 
was eventually condemned by the church as heresy.

180

IRENAEUS writes  
Against Heresies. 
Irenaeus, a student of 
Polycarp, became bishop of 
Lyon (ad 178) and challenged 
false teachings, such as 
Gnosticism. He described 
how Christians considered 
the Four Gospels to be part 
of Scripture and proposed 
three articles of faith using 
trinitarian language.

TWELVE CHRISTIANS in 
Carthage are martyred.
Seven men and five women were 
brought before a Roman governor 
in Carthage. Refusing to deny 
their faith in Christ, they received 
a sentence of death. Their story 
is told in the Acts of the Scillitan 
Martyrs, one of the earliest 
documents from the African 
church, as well as one of the 
earliest Christian writings in Latin.

Justin

Polycarp

Most dates are 
approximate.

“When I suffer, I shall be free 
in Jesus Christ, and with him 
shall rise again in freedom.” 

—Ignatius of Antioch

The Greek word for fish, 
ichthus, forms an acrostic:

Iesous (Jesus) 
Christos (Christ) 
Theou (God’s) 
Huios (Son) 
Soter (Savior)

“No one who is rightly 
minded turns from true 

belief to false.”  
—Justin Martyr, when 

ordered to recant his faith 

“Now this is the way of life: 
first, you shall love God who 
made you. Second, you shall 

love your neighbor as yourself.” 
—The Didache

Church of the Holy Sepulchre

Funerary stele 
with Christian 
symbols (anchor 
and fish), Rome
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The Good Shepherd fresco in the 
Catacomb of Callixtus, Rome

ROMAN HISTORIAN TACITUS writes about 
Jesus’s execution under Pilate and calls 
Christianity a superstitious evil. 
The Roman Empire permitted most religions, 
as long as the people also accepted the gods 
of Rome and participated in emperor worship. 
Because Christians rejected idols and the 
gods, they were described as “atheists.” 
They were accused of “superstitions,” 
ranging from being a subversive 
political group to being depraved 
cannibals who practiced incest. 
Whatever the charge, the one 
that most often sent them to 
their death was their refusal 
to worship any other god 
besides the one true God.

Tacitus

Ruins in Nicaea, Bithynia (Turkey)

The Early Church
By the start of the second century, Christianity had spread 

throughout much of the Mediterranean world. While still 
concentrated in Judea, Samaria, Syria, and Asia Minor, vibrant 
churches were taking root in cities as far east as Edessa (Turkey), as 
far west as Carthage (Tunisia), as far north as Rome (Italy), and as far 
south as Alexandria (Egypt).

Over the second and third centuries, the Christian faith continued to 
rapidly expand throughout the Roman Empire, despite (or in some 
respects, because of) persecution by those who viewed this strange 
new religious movement as dangerous and subversive. Christian 
bishops, martyrs, and theologians gave shape to early church doctrine 
and provided inspiration for Christians facing oppression for aligning 
their lives not to the pagan gods of their neighbors, but to Jesus 
Christ alone. 

Ruins in Carthage, Tunisia

The Forum, Rome
Most dates are approximate.

TRAJAN becomes emperor. 
Trajan conquered and annexed territories, greatly 

expanding the Roman Empire. Unlike his 
predecessor, Emperor Nerva (ad 96–98), 

Trajan was not as tolerant of Christians.

98

THE APOSTLE JOHN dies. 
John, the last of the twelve 
disciples, died of natural causes 
in Ephesus. John had been exiled 
on the island of Patmos where 
he received divine visions that 
became the book of Revelation. 
Two of his disciples in the early 
church were Ignatius and Polycarp.

10099

EVARISTUS becomes bishop of Rome. 
Evaristus led the church in Rome after Clement’s 
death for nearly a decade (ad 99–108).

97

CLEMENT OF ROME writes his letter to Corinth. 
While serving as bishop (or elder) of Rome (ad 88–99), Clement 
wrote the oldest surviving Christian document outside of the 
New Testament. His letter to Christians in Corinth urges them to 
follow the “way of truth” in unity with one another and without 
strife. Clement drew heavily from Old Testament imagery and the 
writings of the apostle Paul.

YEAR

Trajan

Ephesus, Turkey

107 111 116

THE DIDACHE is written. 
The Didache (“Teaching”) is an anonymous 
collection of Christian writings developed 
in the second century. It is a guide for those 
wanting to join the church, explaining the 
“way” of Christianity. It includes liturgies, 
prayers, and instructions for baptism, the 
Lord’s Supper, and agape meals (fellowship 
meals or “love feasts”).

IGNATIUS is martyred. 
Ignatius, bishop of Syrian 

Antioch, wrote seven letters to 
Christians while he was being sent to 

Rome to be executed for his faith. His 
letters exhort Christians to avoid false 
teachings, especially the belief that 
Jesus was not fully human but merely 
appeared as a human, a heresy later 
known as Docetism.

Ignatius of Antioch

PLINY THE YOUNGER becomes 
governor of Bithynia. 
Finding so many Christians living 
in Bithynia, Pliny wrote to Emperor 
Trajan detailing his concerns about 
“obstinate” Christians. In their 
correspondence, Pliny and Trajan 
surmise that Christians are guilty of no crimes, but Christians’ refusal to worship 
the emperor and Roman gods is an affront to Rome’s authority. Pliny did not 
actively seek out Christians, but if they were brought to him, he would give 
them a chance to burn incense and pray to the gods. If they refused, they were 
subject to torture and execution. The emperor agreed with this approach.

137130 150117 140

HADRIAN is made emperor after Trajan’s death. 
Within a few years of his reign, Hadrian became 
concerned about the growing population of 
Christians, and he began to persecute them in ad 124.

JUSTIN converts to Christianity. 
Justin, an aspiring philosopher, 
became a Christian teacher in 
Ephesus and Rome.

HADRIAN attempts to rebuild  
Jerusalem as a Roman colony. 
Emperor Hadrian desecrated Jewish and 
Christian holy sites in Jerusalem and 
built a temple to Roman deities over the 
place where many believed Christ was 
crucified and entombed. (In the fourth 
century, this location became the site of 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.)

TELESPHORUS is martyred. 
Telesphorus led the church in Rome 

from about ad 126 to the year 
137, when he was executed 

during Emperor Hadrian’s 
persecution of Christians.

Telesphorus

MARCION arrives in Rome. 
Marcion sought to detach Christianity 
from its Jewish roots. He rejected the Old 
Testament, asserting that the loving God 
and Father of Jesus in the New Testament 
was not the same as the wrathful God 
of the Old Testament. He dismissed 
the books of Matthew, Mark, Acts, and 
Hebrews as being too Jewish. He was 
excommunicated from the church in 
Rome (ad 144), so he established his own 
church. His teachings eventually spread 
as far as Egypt and Arabia. THE SHEPHERD OF HERMAS is written. 

The Shepherd of Hermas was a popular Christian text 
written in the mid-second century by Hermas. It was 
an allegorical story about the forgiveness of sins after 
one becomes a Christian.

Elements of the APOSTLES’ CREED begin 
to develop in the mid-second century. 
Christian creeds were used first in baptisms, 
often taking the form of questions to which the 
baptismal candidate responded.
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THE FISH becomes a popular 
Christian symbol. 
Fish were one of the earliest and 
most widely used Christian symbols, 
with engravings dating to the 
mid-second century. In times of 
persecution, Christians needed discreet 
symbols to identify other believers and 
their places of worship. 

GNOSTIC HERESIES infiltrate the church in the second century. 
As Christianity spread throughout the empire, Gnostics began to adopt 
Christian practices and terminology, but radically distorted their meaning. 
Gnosticism (from gnosis, “knowledge”) emphasized secret knowledge and 
rituals. Gnostics taught that God is real, but the material world is an illusion; 
human souls are imprisoned within corporeal bodies; and salvation is about 
escaping the physical world. Justin, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Eusebius, and 
other church leaders wrote powerful critiques against Gnosticism.

POLYCARP, bishop of Smyrna, is martyred. 
Polycarp, a disciple of the apostle John, was at least 
eighty-six years old at the time of his arrest. He was 
put on trial and the Roman proconsul ordered him 
to worship the emperor and denounce his fellow 
Christians as “atheists.” Polycarp refused and was 
burned at the stake.

JUSTIN writes First Apology. 
Justin wrote First Apology to Emperor 
Antoninus Pius to persuade him that 
Christian beliefs are not dangerous, 
and thus Christians should not be 
persecuted. Those who, like Justin, 
defended Christianity against 
unfounded charges were called 
apologists, from the Greek word 
apologia, meaning “a defense.”

MARCUS AURELIUS 
becomes emperor.
After a series of natural 
disasters, rumors were 
spread that Christians were 
to blame, having brought 
about the wrath of the gods. 
Emperor Aurelius responded 
by executing Christians.

Muratorian 
manuscript, a 
seventh-century Latin 
copy of the second-
century canon

JUSTIN is martyred in Rome. 
After being accused by a 
critic of subversiveness, 
authorities in Rome arrested 
Justin. He and six fellow 
Christians were beheaded. 
The famous apologist would be 
remembered as Justin Martyr.

165

FELICITAS (Felicity) of Rome is martyred.
Felicitas devoted all her time to supporting 
Christian ministry in Rome. Emperor Aurelius 
ordered that Felicitas and her seven sons be 
killed in different parts of the city, possibly to 
appease different Roman gods or factions.

THE MURATORIAN CANON is written. 
The Muratorian document lists all the books of 
the New Testament, except Hebrews, James, 
and the epistles of Peter, as being authoritative 
for the church. It is the oldest record of which 
books the early 
Christians accepted 
into the New 
Testament canon.

BLANDINA is martyred in Lyon.
Though tortured and eventually martyred, 
Blandina, a slave girl, remained faithful to 
Christ. Her story became an inspiration to 
Christians facing similar persecution.

175

CELSUS writes The True Word against Christianity.
Celsus, a Greek (or Roman) philosopher, was a severe 
critic of Christians, deriding them as uncultured and 
uneducated, as well as the Jews, whom he viewed as 
the originators of the Christian faith.

Lyon, France

177

MONTANISM is founded. 
Montanus was a pagan priest who converted to 
Christianity and began prophesying. His movement, 
called Montanism, emphasized direct revelation from 
God and spiritual experiences, and permitted women 
to hold leadership positions. Montanism in the third 
century became more radical, claiming that their 
prophecies were superior to the Bible. Montanism 
was eventually condemned by the church as heresy.

180

IRENAEUS writes  
Against Heresies. 
Irenaeus, a student of 
Polycarp, became bishop of 
Lyon (ad 178) and challenged 
false teachings, such as 
Gnosticism. He described 
how Christians considered 
the Four Gospels to be part 
of Scripture and proposed 
three articles of faith using 
trinitarian language.

TWELVE CHRISTIANS in 
Carthage are martyred.
Seven men and five women were 
brought before a Roman governor 
in Carthage. Refusing to deny 
their faith in Christ, they received 
a sentence of death. Their story 
is told in the Acts of the Scillitan 
Martyrs, one of the earliest 
documents from the African 
church, as well as one of the 
earliest Christian writings in Latin.

Justin

Polycarp

Most dates are 
approximate.

“When I suffer, I shall be free 
in Jesus Christ, and with him 
shall rise again in freedom.” 

—Ignatius of Antioch

The Greek word for fish, 
ichthus, forms an acrostic:

Iesous (Jesus) 
Christos (Christ) 
Theou (God’s) 
Huios (Son) 
Soter (Savior)

“No one who is rightly 
minded turns from true 

belief to false.”  
—Justin Martyr, when 

ordered to recant his faith 

“Now this is the way of life: 
first, you shall love God who 
made you. Second, you shall 

love your neighbor as yourself.” 
—The Didache

Church of the Holy Sepulchre

Funerary stele 
with Christian 
symbols (anchor 
and fish), Rome
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