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 Hebrews 11 is a biography of the saints of old. Men and women gave up the treasures of this 

life for that which was not yet seen. By faith these saints of the Old Testament lived, suffering 

afflictions with the people of God, rather than enjoying the pleasures of sin for a season. (verse 25) 

 From the Bible stories heard as children, from the sermons we have heard preached in our 

churches, and from the discussion with friends in societies, the lives of the Old Testament fathers and 

mother we can easily recall. The same is not always true in regard to those saints who lived after the 

time of the writing of the Scriptures. 

 As in the Old Testament, men since that time have, “suffered torture, not accepting deliverance; 

that they might obtain a better resurrection.” (v. 35) Even as the Apostle Paul calls men to walk as he 

walked, (Philippians 3:17) following his and others examples of faith, so also must we do the same. 

Numerous accounts are given us of saints whose lives are a tribute to Paul’s command. 

 “They are stoned, they were sawn asunder, were tempted, were slain with the sword: they 

wandered about in sheepskins and goatskins; being destitute, afflicted, tormented;…They wandered in 

mountains, in dens and caves of the earth.” (Hebrew 11:37,38b) 

 The cruel treatment of the children of God described here in Hebrews is matched and often 

surpassed by future enemies of Christ. Already in the first century, after Christ’s death on the cross, we 

find that the tortures inflicted upon Christians are as terrible as the minds of men, inspired by the devil, 

can invent. 

 During the reign of Nero, the sixth Roman emperor, that which is known as the “first general 

persecution of the Christians” began. It is said of this emperor, that he “fiddled while Rome burned.” 

This same man is credited with the death of his wife and mother. 

 Anger and hatred directed at the emperor was diverted by false accusations against the 

Christians. Accusing them of burning the city of Rome, Nero gave orders to hunt them out, slay and 

torture them in such a variety of horrible ways, that their tormentors often joined them rather than carry 

out their orders. Christians were placed in the skins of wild animals and then attacked by dogs until 

they died. Especially cruel, and revealing the character of this Nero, were his “torches”. Men and 

women were coated with pitch, placed upon poles, and burned to provide light for Nero’s gardens. 

 It is also at this time that the “catacombs” became prominent. They were long tunnels where 

slaves had been employed by the Romans to cut out stone in which to build the city. In these recesses 

of the earth, Christians could gather for the preaching of the Word, and partake of the sacraments in 

safety. As has been the case throughout our history, Christianity has thrived and grown under 

persecution. Having experienced the peace and joys of believing, despite the cruelty of the age, 

believers spread the good news of the Gospel, often at the expense of their own lives. 

 Coliseums were built by the evil Roman emperors. Within the walls of these buildings, hundred 

of Christians were brought to suffer death in some of its most terrible forms. Popularity of the emperor 

rested upon his ability to procure the greatest amount of such death. Despite the near unbelievable, 

coldbloodness of their assailants the Christians often met their death with cheerful countenances. 

Reflecting upon the growth of Christianity, it is proper that we view these tortures also as a means 

whereby God brings the weary and heavy laden to rest. 

 The “second and third persecution” of the Christians took on much the same form as that begun 

by the evil Nero. History records the beheading of Diounysius the Areopagite, then bishop of Athens, 

taking place at this time. His name is made known to us in the seventeenth chapter of Acts, which also 

records the account of Paul’s speaking to the Athenians of THE UKNOWN GOD. 



 “The fourth persecution” began under Marcus Aurelius in the year 163 A.D. Marcus Aurelius 

was the stoic philosopher, whose “Meditations” unlearned men have unwittingly compared with 

Christian thought. 

 Polycarpus, bishop of Smyrna, had sat at the feet of John, the beloved disciple. For sixty years 

he had served in the ministry of Christ. The martyrdom of this aged man, then in his eighty-sixth year, 

is told us by ancient historians.** 

 An angry mob called for the life of this old man, whom they saw as the source of much 

Christian activity. A military squad was sent to deliver him into the hands of the Asian proconsul. This 

man taking pity upon the aged Polycarpus attempted to persuade him to reject Christ and swear to the 

divinity of Caesar. Asked of the proconsul to say, “Away with the atheists” (a name given to 

Christians), Polycarpus solemnly pointed his hands at the pagan crowd and said, “Away with the 

atheists.” 

 The proconsul continued to press him to give up his belief. His reply came in the form of a 

noble confession. “Eighty-six years have I served Him, and he has done me no wrong; How then can I 

blaspheme my Savior and King?” Polycarpus was burned at the stake. 

 The next six persecutions were all carried out by the Roman empire. So great was the growth of 

Christianity at this time, that Tertullian tells us that had all the Christians left the Roman territories, the 

Roman empire would have been seriously weakened. 

 The means of death at the hands of the Romans was varied for the martyrs. Some were 

beheaded, some stoned, some stabbed with hot irons, some drowned some starved, some killed by 

cold, some killed by cutting off their limbs, and the list goes on. Yet, despite the terrible cruelty of 

their tormentors, so great was the power of God in His saints, they were able to praise His name unto 

the end. 

 Oh! What comfort must have been found in Paul’s words to the Hebrew. (12:2) “Looking unto 

Jesus the author and finisher of our faith; who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, 

despising the shame, and is set down at the right hand of the throne of God.” Then indeed must they 

have looked upon their suffering as a blessing for Christ’s sake. 

 

*The information presented in this article has been drawn from Foxe’s Christian Martyrs of the World, 

unless otherwise indicated.  

** 1. F.F. Bruce, M.A., D.D., The Spreading Flame., page 174-175 
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