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Part 2: The Age of the Christian Roman 

Empire (AD 312-590) 

A. Constantine the first Christian Emperor (AD 312) 

Constantine declared all religions acceptable thus stopping persecutions. He 

abolished executions by crucifixion. He ended the gladiatorial contests, and made 

Sunday a public holiday. [Note: He did not change the Sabbath from Saturday to 

Sunday. Christians had already been meeting on Sundays for centuries]. 

B. The Church: from persection to power 

The church in Rome grew in prominence among the churches of the western 

regions of the Roman Empire. Why? First, the church in Rome was the largest and 

wealthiest church. Second, despite persecutions, the Roman church grew quickly 

in numbers and significance. Thirdly, several early Church writers, beginning with 

Irenaeus, referred to the Apostles Peter and Paul as the founders of the church in 

Rome. 

C. The rise of monasteries (AD 320) 

Monks eventually replaced martyrs as “Super Christians” by living very austere lives. 

Many Christians found the ascetic monastic life to be an acceptable substitute for 

heroism required during the days of persecution. Instead of living as individuals, the 

monks eventually began to live in communes (monasteries) where certain strict 

regulations had to be followed. 

D. The first four church councils (AD 325-451) 

During this period serious religious debates (councils) began to arise concerning 

the deity and humanity of Jesus Christ. To resolve these issues bishops gathered 

from all around the Roman Empire for the purpose of hearing both sides of an issue 



2 

 

 

and then coming to an ecclesiastical consensus. The final conclusion from these 

four councils was that Jesus is truly 100% man and 100% God (hypostatic union) 

E. Christianity becomes the state religion (AD 380) 

By AD 350 about 60% of Roman Empire had become Christian, and the Church 

eventually became stronger than the State. It became so embedded in the affairs 

of the state that the line between state and church became blurred.  In AD 380 

Emperor Theodosius made Christianity the official state religion of the Roman 

Empire. 

F. The Latin Vulgate (AD 404) 

During this period a scholar named Jerome translated the entire Bible into 

Latin…the Latin Vulgate (AD 404). As the centuries after the resurrection unfolded, 

the dominant language spoken in the Roman Empire began to change. By 5th 

Century the Roman Empire had switched from Greek to Latin (except for the 

eastern wing). In AD 382, Pope Damascus therefore commissioned Jerome (c. 347-

420) to translate the Bible into Latin, a task which took him twenty years to 

complete.  

G. Rome falls (AD 476) 

Invasions by constant Barbarian tribes weakened Rome. On September 4, 476 the 

last Roman Emperor in the West, Romulus Augustus, was removed and his place 

taken by a German named Odoacer, (also known as Flavius 

Odovacer or Odovacar), marking the beginning of the Middle Ages. The Western 

Empire under Roman leaders ceased to exist. Only the Eastern Empire remained. 

H. The development of monastic orders (AD 500s) 

Various orders of monastic cells began to appear such as the Benedictine Order 

(named after Benedict of Nursia, (AD 480-547) which developed what later 

became known as the Benedictine order for monastery life.   

I. The church’s first pope (AD 590) 

Bishop Gregory I was the first to be given the title of Pope (590), although the RC 

Church backdates the title to Peter. Even though Gregory never called himself 

"pope," he exercised all the powers of later popes, and is considered to be the 

Roman Catholic Church’s first pope. He promoted the practices of penance and 

purgatory (2 Maccabees). Gregory was not a man of profound learning, but he 

was more of a lawyer (trained) than theologian. 


