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“The Epistle to Diognetus” is one of the earliest surviving Christian apologies 
(defenses of the faith), dating from sometime in the second century. The author is 
anonymous, known only as “Mathetes,” which is simply Greek for “disciple.” 
Likewise nothing is known of the recipient, Diognetus. 

Source. Translated by Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson. From Ante-Nicene 

Fathers, Vol. 1. Edited by Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe 

(Buffalo, NY: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885). Revised and edited for New 

Advent by Kevin Knight. http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0101.htm. 

Sample Citation: “The Epistle to Diognetus,” 4. 

1. Most excellent Diognetus: I can see that you deeply desire to learn how 

Christians worship their God. You have so carefully and earnestly asked 

your questions about them: What is it about the God they believe in, and 

the form of religion they observe, that lets them look down upon the world 

and despise death? Why do they reject the Greek gods and the Jewish 

superstitions alike? What about the affection they all have for each other? 

And why has this new group and their practices come to life only now, 

and not long ago? 

I cordially welcome this desire of yours, and I implore God, who enables 

us both to speak and to hear, to grant to me so to speak, that, above all, I 

may hear you have been edified, and to you so to hear, that I who speak 

may have no cause of regret for having done so. 

2. Come, then, after you have freed yourself from all prejudices possessing 

your mind, and laid aside what you have been accustomed to, as something 

apt to deceive you, and being made, as if from the beginning, a new man, 

inasmuch as, according to your own confession, you are to be the hearer of 

a new [system of] doctrine; come and contemplate, not with your eyes only, 

but with your understanding, the substance and the form of those whom you 

declare and deem to be gods. 

Is not one of them a stone similar to that on which we tread? Is not a 

second brass, in no way superior to those vessels which are constructed for 

our ordinary use? Is not a third wood, and that already rotten? Is not a 

fourth silver, which needs a man to watch it, lest it be stolen? Is not a fifth 

iron, consumed by rust? Is not a sixth earthenware, in no degree more 

valuable than that which is formed for the humblest purposes? 

Are not all these of corruptible matter? Are they not fabricated by means 

of iron and fire? Did not the sculptor fashion one of them, the brazier a 

second, the silversmith a third, and the potter a fourth? Was not every one 

of them, before they were formed by the arts of these [workmen] into the 

shape of these [gods], each in its own way subject to change? Would not 

those things which are now vessels, formed of the same materials, become 

like to such, if they met with the same artificers? Might not these, which 
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are now worshipped by you, again be made by men vessels similar to 

others? Are they not all deaf? Are they not blind? Are they not without 

life? Are they not destitute of feeling? Are they not incapable of motion? 

Are they not all prone to decay? Are they not all corruptible? 

These things you call gods; these you serve; these you worship; and you 

become altogether like them. For this reason you hate the Christians, 

because they do not deem these to be gods. But do not you yourselves, 

who now think and suppose [such to be gods], much more cast contempt 

upon them than they [the Christians do]? Do you not much more mock 

and insult them, when you worship those that are made of stone and 

earthenware, without appointing any persons to guard them; but those 

made of silver and gold you shut up by night, and appoint watchers to look 

after them by day, lest they be stolen? And by those gifts which you mean 

to present to them, do you not, if they are possessed of sense, rather punish 

[than honor] them? But if, on the other hand, they are destitute of sense, 

you convict them of this fact, while you worship them with blood and the 

smoke of sacrifices. Let any one of you suffer such indignities! Let any 

one of you endure to have such things done to himself! But not a single 

human being will, unless compelled to it, endure such treatment, since he 

is endowed with sense and reason. A stone, however, readily bears it, 

seeing it is insensible. Certainly you do not show [by your conduct] that he 

[your God] is possessed of sense. And as to the fact that Christians are not 

accustomed to serve such gods, I might easily find many other things to 

say; but if even what has been said does not seem to any one sufficient, I 

deem it idle to say anything further. 

3. And next, I imagine that you are most desirous of hearing something on 

this point, that the Christians do not observe the same forms of divine 

worship as do the Jews. The Jews, then, if they abstain from the kind of 

service above described, and deem it proper to worship one God as being 

Lord of all, [are right]; but if they offer Him worship in the way which we 

have described, they greatly err. For while the Gentiles, by offering such 

things to those that are destitute of sense and hearing, furnish an example 

of madness; they, on the other hand by thinking to offer these things to 

God as if He needed them, might justly reckon it rather an act of folly than 

of divine worship. For He that made heaven and earth, and all that is 

therein, and gives to us all the things of which we stand in need, certainly 

requires none of those things which He Himself bestows on such as think 

of furnishing them to Him. But those who imagine that, by means of 

blood, and the smoke of sacrifices and burnt-offerings, they offer 

sacrifices [acceptable] to Him, and that by such honors they show Him 

respect—these, by supposing that they can give anything to Him who 

needs nothing, appear to me in no respect to differ from those who 

studiously confer the same honor on things destitute of sense, and which 

therefore are unable to enjoy such honors. 
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4. But as to their scrupulosity concerning food, and their superstition as 

respects the Sabbaths, and their boasting about circumcision, and their 

fancies about fasting and the new moons, which are utterly ridiculous and 

unworthy of notice—I do not think that you require to learn anything from 

me. For, to accept some of those things which have been formed by God 

for the use of men as properly formed, and to reject others as useless and 

redundant—how can this be lawful? And to speak falsely of God, as if He 

forbade us to do what is good on the Sabbath-days—how is not this 

impious? And to glory in the circumcision of the flesh as a proof of 

election, and as if, on account of it, they were specially beloved by God—

how is it not a subject of ridicule? And as to their observing months and 

days [Gal. 4:10], as if waiting upon the stars and the moon, and their 

distributing, according to their own tendencies, the appointments of God, 

and the vicissitudes of the seasons, some for festivities, and others for 

mourning—who would deem this a part of divine worship, and not much 

rather a manifestation of folly? I suppose, then, you are sufficiently 

convinced that the Christians properly abstain from the vanity and error 

common [to both Jews and Gentiles], and from the busybody spirit and 

vain boasting of the Jews; but you must not hope to learn the mystery of 

their peculiar mode of worshipping God from any mortal. 

5. For the Christians are distinguished from other men neither by country, 

nor language, nor the customs which they observe. For they neither inhabit 

cities of their own, nor employ a peculiar form of speech, nor lead a life 

which is marked out by any singularity. The course of conduct which they 

follow has not been devised by any speculation or deliberation of inquisitive 

men; nor do they, like some, proclaim themselves the advocates of any 

merely human doctrines. But, inhabiting Greek as well as barbarian cities, 

according as the lot of each of them has determined, and following the 

customs of the natives in respect to clothing, food, and the rest of their 

ordinary conduct, they display to us their wonderful and confessedly 

striking method of life. They dwell in their own countries, but simply as 

sojourners. As citizens, they share in all things with others, and yet endure 

all things as if foreigners. Every foreign land is to them as their native 

country, and every land of their birth as a land of strangers. They marry, as 

do all [others]; they beget children; but they do not destroy their offspring. 

They have a common table, but not a common bed. They are in the flesh, 

but they do not live after the flesh [2 Cor. 10:3]. They pass their days on 

earth, but they are citizens of heaven [Phil. 3:20]. They obey the prescribed 

laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their lives. They love all 

men, and are persecuted by all. They are unknown and condemned; they are 

put to death, and restored to life [2 Cor. 6:9]. They are poor, yet make many 

rich [2 Cor. 6:10]; they are in lack of all things, and yet abound in all; they 

are dishonored, and yet in their very dishonor are glorified. They are evil 

spoken of, and yet are justified; they are reviled, and bless [2 Cor. 4:12]; 
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they are insulted, and repay the insult with honor; they do good, yet are 

punished as evil-doers. When punished, they rejoice as if quickened into 

life; they are assailed by the Jews as foreigners, and are persecuted by the 

Greeks; yet those who hate them are unable to assign any reason for their 

hatred. 

6. To sum up all in one word—what the soul is in the body, Christians are 

in the world. The soul is dispersed through all the members of the body, 

and Christians are scattered through all the cities of the world. The soul 

dwells in the body, yet is not of the body; and Christians dwell in the 

world, yet are not of the world. The invisible soul is guarded by the visible 

body, and Christians are known indeed to be in the world, but their 

godliness remains invisible. The flesh hates the soul, and wars against it 

[1 Pet. 2:11], though itself suffering no injury, because it is prevented 

from enjoying pleasures; the world also hates the Christians, though in 

nowise injured, because they abjure pleasures. The soul loves the flesh 

that hates it, and [loves also] the members; Christians likewise love those 

that hate them. The soul is imprisoned in the body, yet keeps together that 

very body; and Christians are confined in the world as in a prison, and yet 

they keep together the world. The immortal soul dwells in a mortal 

tabernacle; and Christians dwell as sojourners in corruptible [bodies], 

looking for an incorruptible dwelling in the heavens. The soul, when but 

ill-provided with food and drink, becomes better; in like manner, the 

Christians, though subjected day by day to punishment, increase the more 

in number. God has assigned them this illustrious position, which it were 

unlawful for them to forsake. 

7. For, as I said, this was no mere earthly invention which was delivered to 

them, nor is it a mere human system of opinion, which they judge it right 

to preserve so carefully, nor has a dispensation of mere human mysteries 

been committed to them, but truly God Himself, who is almighty, the 

Creator of all things, and invisible, has sent from heaven, and placed 

among men, [Him who is] the truth, and the holy and incomprehensible 

Word, and has firmly established Him in their hearts. He did not, as one 

might have imagined, send to men any servant, or angel, or ruler, or any 

one of those who bear sway over earthly things, or one of those to whom 

the government of things in the heavens has been entrusted, but the very 

Creator and Fashioner of all things—by whom He made the heavens—by 

whom he enclosed the sea within its proper bounds—whose ordinances all 

the stars faithfully observe—from whom the sun has received the measure 

of his daily course to be observed—whom the moon obeys, being 

commanded to shine in the night, and whom the stars also obey, following 

the moon in her course; by whom all things have been arranged, and 

placed within their proper limits, and to whom all are subject—the 

heavens and the things that are therein, the earth and the things that are 
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therein, the sea and the things that are therein—fire, air, and the abyss—

the things which are in the heights, the things which are in the depths, and 

the things which lie between. This [messenger] He sent to them. Was it 

then, as one might conceive, for the purpose of exercising tyranny, or of 

inspiring fear and terror? By no means, but under the influence of 

clemency and meekness. As a king sends his son, who is also a king, so 

sent He Him; as God He sent Him; as to men He sent Him; as a Savior He 

sent Him, and as seeking to persuade, not to compel us; for violence has 

no place in the character of God. As calling us He sent Him, not as 

vengefully pursuing us; as loving us He sent Him, not as judging us. For 

He will yet send Him to judge us, and who shall endure His appearing 

[Mal. 3:2]? 

[A considerable gap here occurs in the manuscripts.] 

Do you not see them exposed to wild beasts, that they may be persuaded 

to deny the Lord, and yet not overcome? Do you not see that the more of 

them are punished, the greater becomes the number of the rest? This does 

not seem to be the work of man: this is the power of God; these are the 

evidences of His manifestation. 

8. For, who of men at all understood before His coming what God is? Do 

you accept of the vain and silly doctrines of those who are deemed 

trustworthy philosophers? Of whom some said that fire was God, calling 

that God to which they themselves were by and by to come; and some 

water; and others some other of the elements formed by God. But if any 

one of these theories be worthy of approbation, every one of the rest of 

created things might also be declared to be God. But such declarations are 

simply the startling and erroneous utterances of deceivers; and no man has 

either seen Him, or made Him known, but He has revealed Himself. And 

He has manifested Himself through faith, to which alone it is given to 

behold God. For God, the Lord and Fashioner of all things, who made all 

things, and assigned them their several positions, proved Himself not 

merely a friend of mankind, but also long-suffering [in His dealings with 

them]. Yea, He was always of such a character, and still is, and will ever 

be, kind and good, and free from wrath, and true, and the only one who is 

[absolutely] good [Matt. 19:17]; and He formed in His mind a great and 

unspeakable conception, which He communicated to His Son alone. As 

long, then, as He held and preserved His own wise counsel in 

concealment, He appeared to neglect us, and to have no care over us. But 

after He revealed and laid open, through His beloved Son, the things 

which had been prepared from the beginning, He conferred every blessing 

all at once upon us, so that we should both share in His benefits, and see 

and be active [in His service]. Who of us would ever have expected these 

things? He was aware, then, of all things in His own mind, along with His 

Son, according to the relation subsisting between them. 
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9. As long then as the former time endured, He permitted us to be borne 

along by unruly impulses, being drawn away by the desire of pleasure and 

various lusts. This was not that He at all delighted in our sins, but that He 

simply endured them; nor that He approved the time of working iniquity 

which then was, but that He sought to form a mind conscious of 

righteousness, so that being convinced in that time of our unworthiness of 

attaining life through our own works, it should now, through the kindness 

of God, be vouchsafed to us; and having made it manifest that in ourselves 

we were unable to enter into the kingdom of God, we might through the 

power of God be made able. But when our wickedness had reached its 

height, and it had been clearly shown that its reward, punishment and 

death, was impending over us; and when the time had come which God 

had before appointed for manifesting His own kindness and power, how 

the one love of God, through exceeding regard for men, did not regard us 

with hatred, nor thrust us away, nor remember our iniquity against us, but 

showed great long-suffering, and bore with us, He Himself took on Him 

the burden of our iniquities, He gave His own Son as a ransom for us, the 

holy One for transgressors, the blameless One for the wicked, the 

righteous One for the unrighteous, the incorruptible One for the 

corruptible, the immortal One for those who are mortal. For what other 

thing was capable of covering our sins than His righteousness? By what 

other one was it possible that we, the wicked and ungodly, could be 

justified, than by the only Son of God? O sweet exchange! O unsearchable 

operation! O benefits surpassing all expectation! That the wickedness of 

many should be hid in a single righteous One, and that the righteousness 

of One should justify many transgressors! Having therefore convinced us 

in the former time that our nature was unable to attain to life, and having 

now revealed the Savior who is able to save even those things which it 

was [formerly] impossible to save, by both these facts He desired to lead 

us to trust in His kindness, to esteem Him our Nourisher, Father, Teacher, 

Counsellor, Healer, our Wisdom, Light, Honor, Glory, Power, and Life, so 

that we should not be anxious concerning clothing and food. 

10. If you also desire [to possess] this faith, you likewise shall receive first 

of all the knowledge of the Father. For God has loved mankind, on whose 

account He made the world, to whom He rendered subject all the things 

that are in it, to whom He gave reason and understanding, to whom alone 

He imparted the privilege of looking upwards to Himself, whom He 

formed after His own image, to whom He sent His only-begotten Son, to 

whom He has promised a kingdom in heaven, and will give it to those who 

have loved Him. And when you have attained this knowledge, with what 

joy do you think you will be filled? Or, how will you love Him who has 

first so loved you? And if you love Him, you will be an imitator of His 

kindness. And do not wonder that a man may become an imitator of God. 

He can, if he is willing. For it is not by ruling over his neighbors, or by 
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seeking to hold the supremacy over those that are weaker, or by being 

rich, and showing violence towards those that are inferior, that happiness 

is found; nor can any one by these things become an imitator of God. But 

these things do not at all constitute His majesty. On the contrary he who 

takes upon himself the burden of his neighbor; he who, in whatsoever 

respect he may be superior, is ready to benefit another who is deficient; he 

who, whatsoever things he has received from God, by distributing these to 

the needy, becomes a god to those who receive [his benefits]: he is an 

imitator of God. Then you shall see, while still on earth, that God in the 

heavens rules over [the universe]; then you shall begin to speak the 

mysteries of God; then shall you both love and admire those that suffer 

punishment because they will not deny God; then shall you condemn the 

deceit and error of the world when you shall know what it is to live truly 

in heaven, when you shall despise that which is here esteemed to be death, 

when you shall fear what is truly death, which is reserved for those who 

shall be condemned to the eternal fire, which shall afflict those even to the 

end that are committed to it. Then shall you admire those who for 

righteousness’ sake endure the fire that is but for a moment, and shall 

count them happy when you shall know [the nature of] that fire. 

11. I do not speak of things strange to me, nor do I aim at anything 

inconsistent with right reason; but having been a disciple of the Apostles, I 

have become a teacher of the Gentiles. I minister the things delivered to 

me to those that are disciples worthy of the truth. For who that is rightly 

taught and begotten by the loving Word, would not seek to learn 

accurately the things which have been clearly shown by the Word to His 

disciples, to whom the Word being manifested has revealed them, 

speaking plainly [to them], not understood indeed by the unbelieving, but 

conversing with the disciples, who, being esteemed faithful by Him, 

acquired a knowledge of the mysteries of the Father? For which reason He 

sent the Word, that He might be manifested to the world; and He, being 

despised by the people [of the Jews], was, when preached by the Apostles, 

believed on by the Gentiles. This is He who was from the beginning, who 

appeared as if new, and was found old, and yet who is ever born afresh in 

the hearts of the saints. This is He who, being from everlasting, is today 

called the Son; through whom the Church is enriched, and grace, widely 

spread, increases in the saints, furnishing understanding, revealing 

mysteries, announcing times, rejoicing over the faithful, giving to those 

that seek, by whom the limits of faith are not broken through, nor the 

boundaries set by the fathers passed over. Then the fear of the law is 

chanted, and the grace of the prophets is known, and the faith of the 

gospels is established, and the tradition of the Apostles is preserved, and 

the grace of the Church exults; which grace if you grieve not, you shall 

know those things which the Word teaches, by whom He wills, and when 

He pleases. For whatever things we are moved to utter by the will of the 
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Word commanding us, we communicate to you with pains, and from a 

love of the things that have been revealed to us. 

12. When you have read and carefully listened to these things, you shall 

know what God bestows on such as rightly love Him, being made [as you 

are] a paradise of delight, presenting in yourselves a tree bearing all kinds 

of produce and flourishing well, being adorned with various fruits. For in 

this place the tree of knowledge and the tree of life have been planted; but 

it is not the tree of knowledge that destroys—it is disobedience that proves 

destructive. Nor truly are those words without significance which are 

written, how God from the beginning planted the tree of life in the midst 

of paradise, revealing through knowledge the way to life, and when those 

who were first formed did not use this [knowledge] properly, they were, 

through the fraud of the Serpent, stripped naked. For neither can life exist 

without knowledge, nor is knowledge secure without life. Wherefore both 

were planted close together. The Apostle, perceiving the force [of this 

conjunction], and blaming that knowledge which, without true doctrine, is 

admitted to influence life, declares, “Knowledge puffs up, but love 

edifies.” For he who thinks he knows anything without true knowledge, 

and such as is witnessed to by life, knows nothing, but is deceived by the 

Serpent, as not loving life. But he who combines knowledge with fear, and 

seeks after life, plants in hope, looking for fruit. Let your heart be your 

wisdom; and let your life be true knowledge inwardly received. Bearing 

this tree and displaying its fruit, you shall always gather in those things 

which are desired by God, which the Serpent cannot reach, and to which 

deception does not approach; nor is Eve then corrupted, but is trusted as a 

virgin; and salvation is manifested, and the Apostles are filled with 

understanding, and the Passover of the Lord advances, and the choirs are 

gathered together, and are arranged in proper order, and the Word rejoices 

in teaching the saints—by whom the Father is glorified: to whom be glory 

forever. Amen.  

***** 

The First Apology of Justin Martyr dates from the middle of the second 
century. The work nor only defends Christians against misrepresentation 
but also offers some of the earliest surviving descriptions of Christian 
worship and life. 

Source. Translated by Marcus Dods and George Reith. From Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1. 

Edited by Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe. (Buffalo: 

Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885) Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin 

Knight. http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0126.htm (accessed 13 January 2020). 

Sample Citation: Justin Martyr, First Apology, 2. 

1. To the Emperor Titus Aelius Adrianus Antoninus Pius Augustus 

Caesar, and to his son Verissimus the Philosopher, and to Lucius the 
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Philosopher, the natural son of Caesar, and the adopted son of Pius, a lover 

of learning, and to the sacred Senate, with the whole People of the 

Romans, I, Justin, the son of Priscus and grandson of Bacchius, natives of 

Flavia Neapolis in Palestine, present this address and petition on behalf of 

those of all nations who are unjustly hated and wantonly abused, myself 

being one of them. 

2. Reason directs those who are truly pious and philosophical to honor and 

love only what is true, declining to follow traditional opinions, if these be 

worthless. For not only does sound reason direct us to refuse the guidance 

of those who did or taught anything wrong, but it is incumbent on the 

lover of truth, by all means, and if death be threatened, even before his 

own life, to choose to do and say what is right. Do you, then, since you are 

called pious and philosophers, guardians of justice and lovers of learning, 

give good heed, and hearken to my address; and if you are indeed such, it 

will be manifested. For we have come, not to flatter you by this writing, 

nor please you by our address, but to beg that you pass judgment, after an 

accurate and searching investigation, not flattered by prejudice or by a 

desire of pleasing superstitious men, nor induced by irrational impulse or 

evil rumors which have long been prevalent, to give a decision which will 

prove to be against yourselves. For as for us, we reckon that no evil can be 

done us, unless we be convicted as evil-doers or be proved to be wicked 

men; and you, you can kill, but not hurt us. 

3. But lest any one think that this is an unreasonable and reckless 

utterance, we demand that the charges against the Christians be 

investigated, and that, if these be substantiated, they be punished as they 

deserve; [or rather, indeed, we ourselves will punish them.] But if no one 

can convict us of anything, true reason forbids you, for the sake of a 

wicked rumor, to wrong blameless men, and indeed rather yourselves, 

who think fit to direct affairs, not by judgment, but by passion. And every 

sober-minded person will declare this to be the only fair and equitable 

adjustment, namely, that the subjects render an unexceptional account of 

their own life and doctrine; and that, on the other hand, the rulers should 

give their decision in obedience, not to violence and tyranny, but to piety 

and philosophy. For thus would both rulers and ruled reap benefit. For 

even one of the ancients somewhere said, “Unless both rulers and ruled 

philosophize, it is impossible to make states blessed.” It is our task, 

therefore, to afford to all an opportunity of inspecting our life and 

teachings, lest, on account of those who are accustomed to be ignorant of 

our affairs, we should incur the penalty due to them for mental blindness; 

and it is your business, when you hear us, to be found, as reason demands, 

good judges. For if, when you have learned the truth, you do not what is 

just, you will be before God without excuse. 

4. By the mere application of a name, nothing is decided, either good or 

evil, apart from the actions implied in the name; and indeed, so far at least 
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as one may judge from the name we are accused of, we are most excellent 

people. But as we do not think it just to beg to be acquitted on account of 

the name, if we be convicted as evil-doers, so, on the other hand, if we be 

found to have committed no offense, either in the matter of thus naming 

ourselves, or of our conduct as citizens, it is your part very earnestly to 

guard against incurring just punishment, by unjustly punishing those who 

are not convicted. For from a name neither praise nor punishment could 

reasonably spring, unless something excellent or base in action be proved. 

And those among yourselves who are accused you do not punish before 

they are convicted; but in our case you receive the name as proof against 

us, and this although, so far as the name goes, you ought rather to punish 

our accusers. For we are accused of being Christians, and to hate what is 

excellent (Chrestian) is unjust. Again, if any of the accused deny the 

name, and say that he is not a Christian, you acquit him, as having no 

evidence against him as a wrong-doer; but if any one acknowledge that he 

is a Christian, you punish him on account of this acknowledgment. Justice 

requires that you inquire into the life both of him who confesses and of 

him who denies, that by his deeds it may be apparent what kind of man 

each is. For as some who have been taught by the Master, Christ, not to 

deny Him, give encouragement to others when they are put to the 

question, so in all probability do those who lead wicked lives give 

occasion to those who, without consideration, take upon them to accuse all 

the Christians of impiety and wickedness. And this also is not right. For of 

philosophy, too, some assume the name and the garb who do nothing 

worthy of their profession; and you are well aware, that those of the 

ancients whose opinions and teachings were quite diverse, are yet all 

called by the one name of philosophers. And of these some taught 

atheism; and the poets who have flourished among you raise a laugh out of 

the uncleanness of Jupiter with his own children. And those who now 

adopt such instruction are not restrained by you; but, on the contrary, you 

bestow prizes and honors upon those who euphoniously insult the gods. 

5. Why, then, should this be? In our case, who pledge ourselves to do no 

wickedness, nor to hold these atheistic opinions, you do not examine the 

charges made against us; but, yielding to unreasoning passion, and to the 

instigation of evil demons, you punish us without consideration or 

judgment. For the truth shall be spoken; since of old these evil demons, 

effecting apparitions of themselves, both defiled women and corrupted 

boys, and showed such fearful sights to men, that those who did not use 

their reason in judging of the actions that were done, were struck with 

terror; and being carried away by fear, and not knowing that these were 

demons, they called them gods, and gave to each the name which each of 

the demons chose for himself. And when Socrates endeavored, by true 

reason and examination, to bring these things to light, and deliver men 

from the demons, then the demons themselves, by means of men who 

rejoiced in iniquity, compassed his death, as an atheist and a profane 
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person, on the charge that “he was introducing new divinities;” and in our 

case they display a similar activity. For not only among the Greeks did 

reason (Logos) prevail to condemn these things through Socrates, but also 

among the Barbarians were they condemned by Reason (or the Word, the 

Logos) Himself, who took shape, and became man, and was called Jesus 

Christ; and in obedience to Him, we not only deny that they who did such 

things as these are gods, but assert that they are wicked and impious 

demons, whose actions will not bear comparison with those even of men 

desirous of virtue. 

6. Hence are we called atheists. And we confess that we are atheists, so far 

as gods of this sort are concerned, but not with respect to the most true God, 

the Father of righteousness and temperance and the other virtues, who is 

free from all impurity. But both Him, and the Son (who came forth from 

Him and taught us these things, and the host of the other good angels who 

follow and are made like to Him), and the prophetic Spirit, we worship and 

adore, knowing them in reason and truth, and declaring without grudging to 

every one who wishes to learn, as we have been taught. 

7. But some one will say, Some have ere now been arrested and convicted 

as evil-doers. For you condemn many, many a time, after inquiring into 

the life of each of the accused severally, but not on account of those of 

whom we have been speaking. And this we acknowledge, that as among 

the Greeks those who teach such theories as please themselves are all 

called by the one name “Philosopher,” though their doctrines be diverse, 

so also among the Barbarians this name on which accusations are 

accumulated is the common property of those who are and those who 

seem wise. For all are called Christians. Wherefore we demand that the 

deeds of all those who are accused to you be judged, in order that each one 

who is convicted may be punished as an evil-doer, and not as a Christian; 

and if it is clear that any one is blameless, that he may be acquitted, since 

by the mere fact of his being a Christian he does no wrong. For we will 

not require that you punish our accusers; they being sufficiently punished 

by their present wickedness and ignorance of what is right. 

8. And reckon that it is for your sakes we have been saying these things; 

for it is in our power, when we are examined, to deny that we are 

Christians; but we would not live by telling a lie. For, impelled by the 

desire of the eternal and pure life, we seek the abode that is with God, the 

Father and Creator of all, and hasten to confess our faith, persuaded and 

convinced as we are that they who have proved to God by their works that 

they followed Him, and loved to abide with Him where there is no sin to 

cause disturbance, can obtain these things. This, then, to speak shortly, is 

what we expect and have learned from Christ, and teach. And Plato, in like 

manner, used to say that Rhadamanthus and Minos would punish the 

wicked who came before them; and we say that the same thing will be 

done, but at the hand of Christ, and upon the wicked in the same bodies 



12 

 

united again to their spirits which are now to undergo everlasting 

punishment; and not only, as Plato said, for a period of a thousand years. 

And if any one say that this is incredible or impossible, this error of ours is 

one which concerns ourselves only, and no other person, so long as you 

cannot convict us of doing any harm. 

9. And neither do we honor with many sacrifices and garlands of flowers 

such deities as men have formed and set in shrines and called gods; since 

we see that these are soulless and dead, and have not the form of God (for 

we do not consider that God has such a form as some say that they imitate 

to His honor), but have the names and forms of those wicked demons 

which have appeared. For why need we tell you who already know, into 

what forms the craftsmen, Isaiah 44:9-20; Jeremiah 10:3. carving and 

cutting, casting and hammering, fashion the materials? And often out of 

vessels of dishonor, by merely changing the form, and making an image of 

the requisite shape, they make what they call a god; which we consider not 

only senseless, but to be even insulting to God, who, having ineffable 

glory and form, thus gets His name attached to things that are corruptible, 

and require constant service. And that the artificers of these are both 

intemperate, and, not to enter into particulars, are practiced in every vice, 

you very well know; even their own girls who work along with them they 

corrupt. What infatuation! That dissolute men should be said to fashion 

and make gods for your worship, and that you should appoint such men 

the guardians of the temples where they are enshrined; not recognizing 

that it is unlawful even to think or say that men are the guardians of gods. 

10. But we have received by tradition that God does not need the material 

offerings which men can give, seeing, indeed, that He Himself is the 

provider of all things. And we have been taught, and are convinced, and 

do believe, that He accepts those only who imitate the excellences which 

reside in Him, temperance, and justice, and philanthropy, and as many 

virtues as are peculiar to a God who is called by no proper name. And we 

have been taught that He in the beginning did of His goodness, for man’s 

sake, create all things out of unformed matter; and if men by their works 

show themselves worthy of this His design, they are deemed worthy, and 

so we have received—of reigning in company with Him, being delivered 

from corruption and suffering. For as in the beginning He created us when 

we were not, so do we consider that, in like manner, those who choose 

what is pleasing to Him are, on account of their choice, deemed worthy of 

incorruption and of fellowship with Him. For the coming into being at first 

was not in our own power; and in order that we may follow those things 

which please Him, choosing them by means of the rational faculties He 

has Himself endowed us with, He both persuades us and leads us to faith. 

And we think it for the advantage of all men that they are not restrained 

from learning these things, but are even urged thereto. For the restraint 

which human laws could not effect, the Word, inasmuch as He is divine, 
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would have effected, had not the wicked demons, taking as their ally the 

lust of wickedness which is in every man, and which draws variously to all 

manner of vice, scattered many false and profane accusations, none of 

which attach to us. 

11. And when you hear that we look for a kingdom, you suppose, without 

making any inquiry, that we speak of a human kingdom; whereas we 

speak of that which is with God, as appears also from the confession of 

their faith made by those who are charged with being Christians, though 

they know that death is the punishment awarded to him who so confesses. 

For if we looked for a human kingdom, we should also deny our Christ, 

that we might not be slain; and we should strive to escape detection, that 

we might obtain what we expect. But since our thoughts are not fixed on 

the present, we are not concerned when men cut us off; since also death is 

a debt which must at all events be paid.… 

17. And everywhere we, more readily than all men, endeavor to pay to 

those appointed by you the taxes both ordinary and extraordinary, as we 

have been taught by Him; for at that time some came to Him and asked 

Him, if one ought to pay tribute to Caesar; and He answered, “Tell Me, 

whose image does the coin bear?” And they said, “Caesar’s.” And again 

He answered them, “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are 

Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” Whence to God alone we 

render worship, but in other things we gladly serve you, acknowledging 

you as kings and rulers of men, and praying that with your kingly power 

you be found to possess also sound judgment. But if you pay no regard to 

our prayers and frank explanations, we shall suffer no loss, since we 

believe (or rather, indeed, are persuaded) that every man will suffer 

punishment in eternal fire according to the merit of his deed, and will 

render account according to the power he has received from God, as Christ 

intimated when He said, “To whom God has given more, of him shall 

more be required” (Luke 12:48). 

***** 

The North African writer Tertullian (155-220) was a prolific author, and his 
Apology was one of his most widely read works. The following selections 
come from the first part of his work, which focus on Rome’s unfair treatment 
of Christians and answers some of the more baseless charges against 
Christians. 

Source. Translated by S. Thelwall. From Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 3. Edited by Alexander 

Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe. (Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing 

Co., 1885) Revised and edited for New Advent by Kevin Knight. 

http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0301.htm (accessed 13 January 2020). 

Sample Citation: Tertullian, Apology, 2. 

http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0301.htm
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1. Rulers of the Roman Empire, if, seated for the administration of justice 

on your lofty tribunal, under the gaze of every eye, and occupying there all 

but the highest position in the state, you may not openly inquire into and 

sift before the world the real truth in regard to the charges made against 

the Christians; if in this case alone you are afraid or ashamed to exercise 

your authority in making public inquiry with the carefulness which 

becomes justice; if, finally, the extreme severities inflicted on our people 

in recently private judgments, stand in the way of our being permitted to 

defend ourselves before you, you cannot surely forbid the Truth to reach 

your ears by the secret pathway of a noiseless book. 

She has no appeals to make to you in regard of her condition, for that does 

not excite her wonder. She knows that she is but a sojourner on the earth, 

and that among strangers she naturally finds foes; and more than this, that 

her origin, her dwelling-place, her hope, her recompense, her honors, are 

above. One thing, meanwhile, she anxiously desires of earthly rulers—not 

to be condemned unknown. What harm can it do to the laws, supreme in 

their domain, to give her a hearing? Nay, for that part of it, will not their 

absolute supremacy be more conspicuous in their condemning her, even 

after she has made her plea? But if, unheard, sentence is pronounced 

against her, besides the odium of an unjust deed, you will incur the 

merited suspicion of doing it with some idea that it is unjust, as not 

wishing to hear what you may not be able to hear and condemn. 

We lay this before you as the first ground on which we urge that your 

hatred to the name of Christian is unjust. And the very reason which seems 

to excuse this injustice (I mean ignorance) at once aggravates and convicts 

it. For what is there more unfair than to hate a thing of which you know 

nothing, even though it deserve to be hated? Hatred is only merited when 

it is known to be merited. But without that knowledge, whence is its 

justice to be vindicated? For that is to be proved, not from the mere fact 

that an aversion exists, but from acquaintance with the subject. When men, 

then, give way to a dislike simply because they are entirely ignorant of the 

nature of the thing disliked, why may it not be precisely the very sort of 

thing they should not dislike? So we maintain that they are both ignorant 

while they hate us, and hate us unrighteously while they continue in 

ignorance, the one thing being the result of the other either way of it. 

The proof of their ignorance, at once condemning and excusing their 

injustice, is this, that those who once hated Christianity because they knew 

nothing about it, no sooner come to know it than they all lay down at once 

their enmity. From being its haters they become its disciples. By simply 

getting acquainted with it, they begin now to hate what they had formerly 

been, and to profess what they had formerly hated; and their numbers are as 

great as are laid to our charge. The outcry is that the State is filled with 

Christians—that they are in the fields, in the citadels, in the islands: they 

make lamentation, as for some calamity, that both sexes, every age and 
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condition, even high rank, are passing over to the profession of the Christian 

faith; and yet for all, their minds are not awakened to the thought of some 

good they have failed to notice in it. They must not allow any truer 

suspicions to cross their minds; they have no desire to make closer trial. 

Here alone the curiosity of human nature slumbers. They like to be 

ignorant, though to others the knowledge has been bliss. Anacharsis 

reproved the rude venturing to criticize the cultured; how much more this 

judging of those who know, by men who are entirely ignorant, might he 

have denounced! Because they already dislike, they want to know no 

more. Thus they prejudge that of which they are ignorant to be such, that, 

if they came to know it, it could no longer be the object of their aversion; 

since, if inquiry finds nothing worthy of dislike, it is certainly proper to 

cease from an unjust dislike, while if its bad character comes plainly out, 

instead of the detestation entertained for it being thus diminished, a 

stronger reason for perseverance in that detestation is obtained, even under 

the authority of justice itself. 

But, says one, a thing is not good merely because multitudes go over to it; 

for how many have the bent of their nature towards whatever is bad! How 

many go astray into ways of error! It is undoubted. Yet a thing that is 

thoroughly evil, not even those whom it carries away venture to defend as 

good. Nature throws a veil either of fear or shame over all evil. For 

instance, you find that criminals are eager to conceal themselves, avoid 

appearing in public, are in trepidation when they are caught, deny their 

guilt, when they are accused; even when they are put to the rack, they do 

not easily or always confess; when there is no doubt about their 

condemnation, they grieve for what they have done. In their self-

communings they admit their being impelled by sinful dispositions, but 

they lay the blame either on fate or on the stars. They are unwilling to 

acknowledge that the thing is theirs, because they own that it is wicked. 

But what is there like this in the Christian’s case? The only shame or 

regret he feels, is at not having been a Christian earlier. If he is pointed 

out, he glories in it; if he is accused, he offers no defense; interrogated, he 

makes voluntary confession; condemned he renders thanks. What sort of 

evil thing is this, which wants all the ordinary peculiarities of evil—fear, 

shame, subterfuge, penitence, lamenting? What! Is that a crime in which 

the criminal rejoices? To be accused of which is his ardent wish, to be 

punished for which is his felicity? You cannot call it madness, you who 

stand convicted of knowing nothing of the matter. 

2. If, again, it is certain that we are the most wicked of men, why do you 

treat us so differently from our fellows, that is, from other criminals, it 

being only fair that the same crime should get the same treatment? When 

the charges made against us are made against others, they are permitted to 

make use both of their own lips and of hired pleaders to show their 

innocence. They have full opportunity of answer and debate; in fact, it is 
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against the law to condemn anybody undefended and unheard. Christians 

alone are forbidden to say anything in exculpation of themselves, in 

defense of the truth, to help the judge to a righteous decision; all that is 

cared about is having what the public hatred demands—the confession of 

the name, not examination of the charge: while in your ordinary judicial 

investigations, on a man’s confession of the crime of murder, or sacrilege, 

or incest, or treason, to take the points of which we are accused, you are 

not content to proceed at once to sentence—you do not take that step till 

you thoroughly examine the circumstances of the confession—what is the 

real character of the deed, how often, where, in what way, when he has 

done it, who were privy to it, and who actually took part with him in it. 

Nothing like this is done in our case, though the falsehoods disseminated 

about us ought to have the same sifting, that it might be found how many 

murdered children each of us had tasted; how many incests each of us had 

shrouded in darkness; what cooks, what dogs had been witness of our 

deeds. Oh, how great the glory of the ruler who should bring to light some 

Christian who had devoured a hundred infants! 

But, instead of that, we find that even inquiry in regard to our case is 

forbidden. For the younger Pliny, when he was ruler of a province, having 

condemned some Christians to death, and driven some from their 

steadfastness, being still annoyed by their great numbers, at last sought the 

advice of Trajan, the reigning emperor, as to what he was to do with the 

rest, explaining to his master that, except an obstinate disinclination to 

offer sacrifices, he found in the religious services nothing but meetings at 

early morning for singing hymns to Christ and God, and sealing home 

their way of life by a united pledge to be faithful to their religion, 

forbidding murder, adultery, dishonesty, and other crimes. 

Upon this Trajan wrote back that Christians were by no means to be 

sought after; but if they were brought before him, they should be punished. 

O miserable deliverance—under the necessities of the case, a self-

contradiction! It forbids them to be sought after as innocent, and it 

commands them to be punished as guilty. It is at once merciful and cruel; 

it passes by, and it punishes. Why do you play a game of evasion upon 

yourself, O Judgment? If you condemn, why do you not also inquire. If 

you do not inquire, why do you not also absolve? Military stations are 

distributed through all the provinces for tracking robbers. Against traitors 

and public foes every man is a soldier; search is made even for their 

confederates and accessories. The Christian alone must not be sought, 

though he may be brought and accused before the judge; as if a search had 

any other end than that in view! And so you condemn the man for whom 

nobody wished a search to be made when he is presented to you, and who 

even now does not deserve punishment, I suppose, because of his guilt, 

but because, though forbidden to be sought, he was found. 
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And then, too, you do not in that case deal with us in the ordinary way of 

judicial proceedings against offenders; for, in the case of others denying, 

you apply the torture to make them confess—Christians alone you torture, 

to make them deny; whereas, if we were guilty of any crime, we should be 

sure to deny it, and you with your tortures would force us to confession. 

Nor indeed should you hold that our crimes require no such investigation 

merely on the ground that you are convinced by our confession of the 

name that the deeds were done—you who are daily wont, though you 

know well enough what murder is, none the less to extract from the 

confessed murderer a full account of how the crime was perpetrated. So 

that with all the greater perversity you act, when, holding our crimes 

proved by our confession of the name of Christ, you drive us by torture to 

fall from our confession, that, repudiating the name, we may in like 

manner repudiate also the crimes with which, from that same confession, 

you had assumed that we were chargeable. I suppose, though you believe 

us to be the worst of mankind, you do not wish us to perish. For thus, no 

doubt, you are in the habit of bidding the murderer deny, and of ordering 

the man guilty of sacrilege to the rack if he persevere in his 

acknowledgment! Is that the way of it? But if thus you do not deal with us 

as criminals, you declare us thereby innocent, when as innocent you are 

anxious that we do not persevere in a confession which you know will 

bring on us a condemnation of necessity, not of justice, at your hands. 

“I am a Christian,” the man cries out. He tells you what he is; you wish to 

hear from him what he is not. Occupying your place of authority to extort 

the truth, you do your utmost to get lies from us. “I am,” he says, that 

which you ask me if I am. Why do you torture me to sin? I confess, and 

you put me to the rack. What would you do if I denied? Certainly you give 

no ready credence to others when they deny. When we deny, you believe 

at once. Let this perversity of yours lead you to suspect that there is some 

hidden power in the case under whose influence you act against the forms, 

against the nature of public justice, even against the very laws themselves. 

For, unless I am greatly mistaken, the laws enjoin offenders to be searched 

out, and not to be hidden away. They lay it down that persons who own a 

crime are to be condemned, not acquitted. The decrees of the senate, the 

commands of your chiefs, lay this clearly down. 

The power of which you are servants is a civil, not a tyrannical 

domination. Among tyrants, indeed, torments used to be inflicted even as 

punishments: with you they are mitigated to a means of questioning alone. 

Keep to your law in these as necessary till confession is obtained; and if 

the torture is anticipated by confession, there will be no occasion for it: 

sentence should be passed; the criminal should be given over to the 

penalty which is his due, not released. Accordingly, no one is eager for the 

acquittal of the guilty; it is not right to desire that, and so no one is ever 

compelled to deny. Well, you think the Christian a man of every crime, an 
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enemy of the gods, of the emperor, of the laws, of good morals, of all 

nature; yet you compel him to deny, that you may acquit him, which 

without him denial you could not do. You play fast and loose with the 

laws. You wish him to deny his guilt, that you may, even against his will, 

bring him out blameless and free from all guilt in reference to the past! 

Whence is this strange perversity on your part? How is it you do not 

reflect that a spontaneous confession is greatly more worthy of credit than 

a compelled denial; or consider whether, when compelled to deny, a man’s 

denial may not be in good faith, and whether acquitted, he may not, then 

and there, as soon as the trial is over, laugh at your hostility, a Christian as 

much as ever? 

Seeing, then, that in everything you deal differently with us than with 

other criminals, bent upon the one object of taking from us our name 

(indeed, it is ours no more if we do what Christians never do), it is made 

perfectly clear that there is no crime of any kind in the case, but merely a 

name which a certain system, ever working against the truth, pursues with 

its enmity, doing this chiefly with the object of securing that men may 

have no desire to know for certain what they know for certain they are 

entirely ignorant of. Hence, too, it is that they believe about us things of 

which they have no proof, and they are disinclined to have them looked 

into, lest the charges, they would rather take on trust, are all proved to 

have no foundation, that the name so hostile to that rival power—its 

crimes presumed, not proved—may be condemned simply on its own 

confession. So we are put to the torture if we confess, and we are punished 

if we persevere, and if we deny we are acquitted, because all the 

contention is about a name. Finally, why do you read out of your tablet-

lists that such a man is a Christian? Why not also that he is a murderer? 

And if a Christian is a murderer, why not guilty, too, of incest, or any 

other vile thing you believe of us? In our case alone you are either 

ashamed or unwilling to mention the very names of our crimes—If to be 

called a “Christian” does not imply any crime, the name is surely very 

hateful, when that of itself is made a crime. 

3. What are we to think of it, that most people so blindly knock their heads 

against the hatred of the Christian name; that when they bear favorable 

testimony to any one, they mingle with it abuse of the name he bears? “A 

good man,” says one, “is Gaius Seius, only that he is a Christian.” So 

another, “I am astonished that a wise man like Lucius should have 

suddenly become a Christian.” Nobody thinks it needful to consider 

whether Gaius is not good and Lucius wise, on this very account that he is 

a Christian; or a Christian, for the reason that he is wise and good. They 

praise what they know, they abuse what they are ignorant of, and they 

inspire their knowledge with their ignorance; though in fairness you 

should rather judge of what is unknown from what is known, than what is 

known from what is unknown. 
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Others, in the case of persons whom, before they took the name of 

Christian, they had known as loose, and vile, and wicked, put on them a 

brand from the very thing which they praise. In the blindness of their 

hatred, they fall foul of their own approving judgment! “What a woman 

she was! How wanton! How gay! What a youth he was! How profligate! 

How libidinous!—they have become Christians!” So the hated name is 

given to a reformation of character. Some even barter away their comforts 

for that hatred, content to bear injury, if they are kept free at home from 

the object of their bitter enmity. The wife, now chaste, the husband, now 

no longer jealous, casts out of his house; the son, now obedient, the father, 

who used to be so patient, disinherits; the servant, now faithful, the master, 

once so mild, commands away from his presence; it is a high offense for 

any one to be reformed by the detested name. Goodness is of less value 

than hatred of Christians. Well now, if there is this dislike of the name, 

what blame can you attach to names? 

What accusation can you bring against mere designations, save that 

something in the word sounds either barbarous, or unlucky, or scurrilous, 

or unchaste? But Christian, so far as the meaning of the word is 

concerned, is derived from anointing. Yes, and even when it is wrongly 

pronounced by you “Chrestianus” (for you do not even know accurately 

the name you hate), it comes from sweetness and benignity. You hate, 

therefore, in the guiltless, even a guiltless name. 

But the special ground of dislike to the sect is, that it bears the name of its 

Founder. Is there anything new in a religious sect getting for its followers 

a designation from its master? Are not the philosophers called from the 

founders of their systems—Platonists, Epicureans, Pythagoreans? Are not 

the Stoics and Academics so called also from the places in which they 

assembled and stationed themselves? And are not physicians named from 

Erasistratus, grammarians from Aristarchus, cooks even from Apicius? 

And yet the bearing of the name, transmitted from the original institutor 

with whatever he has instituted, offends no one. No doubt, if it is proved 

that the sect is a bad one, and so its founder bad as well, that will prove 

that the name is bad and deserves our aversion, in respect of the character 

both of the sect and its author. Before, therefore, taking up a dislike to the 

name, it behooved you to consider the sect in the author, or the author in 

the sect. But now, without any sifting and knowledge of either, the mere 

name is made matter of accusation, the mere name is assailed, and a sound 

alone brings condemnation on a sect and its author both, while of both you 

are ignorant, because they have such and such a designation, not because 

they are convicted of anything wrong. 

4. And so, having made these remarks as it were by way of preface, that I 

might show in its true colors the injustice of the public hatred against us, I 

shall now take my stand on the plea of our blamelessness; and I shall not 

only refute the things which are objected to us, but I shall also retort them 
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on the objectors, that in this way all may know that Christians are free 

from the very crimes they are so well aware prevail among themselves, 

that they may at the same time be put to the blush for their accusations 

against us—accusations I shall not say of the worst of men against the 

best, but now, as they will have it, against those who are only their fellows 

in sin. We shall reply to the accusation of all the various crimes we are 

said to be guilty of in secret, such as we find them committing in the light 

of day, and as being guilty of which we are held to be wicked, senseless, 

worthy of punishment, deserving of ridicule. 

But since, when our truth meets you successfully at all points, the 

authority of the laws as a last resort is set up against it, so that it is either 

said that their determinations are absolutely conclusive, or the necessity of 

obedience is, however unwillingly, preferred to the truth, I shall first, in 

this matter of the laws grapple with you as with their chosen protectors. 

Now first, when you sternly lay it down in your sentences, “It is not lawful 

for you to exist,” and with unhesitating rigor you enjoin this to be carried 

out, you exhibit the violence and unjust domination of mere tyranny, if 

you deny the thing to be lawful, simply on the ground that you wish it to 

be unlawful, not because it ought to be. But if you would have it unlawful 

because it ought not to be lawful, without doubt that should have no 

permission of law which does harm; and on this ground, in fact, it is 

already determined that whatever is beneficial is legitimate. Well, if I have 

found what your law prohibits to be good, as one who has arrived at such a 

previous opinion, has it not lost its power to debar me from it, though that 

very thing, if it were evil, it would justly forbid to me? If your law has 

gone wrong, it is of human origin, I think; it has not fallen from heaven. 

Is it wonderful that man should err in making a law, or come to his senses 

in rejecting it? Did not the Lacedemonians amend the laws of Lycurgus 

himself, thereby inflicting such pain on their author that he shut himself 

up, and doomed himself to death by starvation? Are you not yourselves 

every day, in your efforts to illumine the darkness of antiquity, cutting and 

hewing with the new axes of imperial rescripts and edicts, that whole 

ancient and rugged forest of your laws? Has not Severus, that most 

resolute of rulers, but yesterday repealed the ridiculous Papian laws which 

compelled people to have children before the Julian laws allow matrimony 

to be contracted, and that though they have the authority of age upon their 

side? There were laws, too, in old times, that parties against whom a 

decision had been given might be cut in pieces by their creditors; however, 

by common consent that cruelty was afterwards erased from the statutes, 

and the capital penalty turned into a brand of shame. By adopting the plan 

of confiscating a debtor’s goods, it was sought rather to pour the blood in 

blushes over his face than to pour it out. 

How many laws lie hidden out of sight which still require to be reformed! 

For it is neither the number of their years nor the dignity of their maker 
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that commends them, but simply that they are just; and therefore, when 

their injustice is recognized, they are deservedly condemned, even though 

they condemn. Why speak we of them as unjust? Nay, if they punish mere 

names, we may well call them irrational. But if they punish acts, why in 

our case do they punish acts solely on the ground of a name, while in 

others they must have them proved not from the name, but from the wrong 

done? I practice incest (so they say); why do they not inquire into it? I am 

an infant-killer; why do they not apply the torture to get from me the 

truth? I am guilty of crimes against the gods, against the Caesars; why am 

I, who am able to clear myself, not allowed to be heard on my own behalf? 

No law forbids the sifting of the crimes which it prohibits, for a judge 

never inflicts a righteous vengeance if he is not well assured that a crime 

has been committed; nor does a citizen render a true subjection to the law, 

if he does not know the nature of the thing on which the punishment is 

inflicted. It is not enough that a law is just, nor that the judge should be 

convinced of its justice; those from whom obedience is expected should 

have that conviction too. Nay, a law lies under strong suspicions which 

does not care to have itself tried and approved: it is a positively wicked 

law, if, unproved, it tyrannizes over men.… 

6. I would now have these most religious protectors and vindicators of the 

laws and institutions of their fathers, tell me, in regard to their own fidelity 

and the honor, and submission they themselves show to ancestral 

institutions, if they have departed from nothing—if they have in nothing 

gone out of the old paths—if they have not put aside whatsoever is most 

useful and necessary as rules of a virtuous life. What has become of the 

laws repressing expensive and ostentatious ways of living? Which forbade 

more than a hundred asses to be expended on a supper, and more than one 

fowl to be set on the table at a time, and that not a fatted one; which 

expelled a patrician from the senate on the serious ground, as it was 

counted, of aspiring to be too great, because he had acquired ten pounds of 

silver; which put down the theatres as quickly as they arose to debauch the 

manners of the people; which did not permit the insignia of official 

dignities or of noble birth to be rashly or with impunity usurped? For I see 

the Centenarian suppers must now bear the name, not from the hundred 

asses, but from the hundred sestertii expended on them; and that mines of 

silver are made into dishes (it were little if this applied only to senators, 

and not to freedmen or even mere whip-spoilers ). 

I see, too, that neither is a single theatre enough, nor are theatres 

unsheltered: no doubt it was that immodest pleasure might not be torpid in 

the wintertime, the Lacedemonians invented their woolen cloaks for the 

plays. I see now no difference between the dress of matrons and 

prostitutes. In regard to women, indeed, those laws of your fathers, which 

used to be such an encouragement to modesty and sobriety, have also 

fallen into desuetude, when a woman had yet known no gold upon her 



22 

 

save on the finger, which, with the bridal ring, her husband had sacredly 

pledged to himself; when the abstinence of women from wine was carried 

so far, that a matron, for opening the compartments of a wine cellar, was 

starved to death by her friends—while in the times of Romulus, for merely 

tasting wine, Mecenius killed his wife, and suffered nothing for the deed. 

With reference to this also, it was the custom of women to kiss their 

relatives, that they might be detected by their breath. Where is that 

happiness of married life, ever so desirable, which distinguished our 

earlier manners, and as the result of which for about 600 years there was 

not among us a single divorce? Now, women have every member of the 

body heavy laden with gold; wine-bibbing is so common among them, that 

the kiss is never offered with their will; and as for divorce, they long for it 

as though it were the natural consequence of marriage. 

The laws, too, your fathers in their wisdom had enacted concerning the 

very gods themselves, you their most loyal children have rescinded. The 

consuls, by the authority of the senate, banished Father Bacchus and his 

mysteries not merely from the city, but from the whole of Italy. The 

consuls Piso and Gabinius, no Christians surely, forbade Serapis, and Isis, 

and Arpocrates, with their dog-headed friend, admission into the 

Capitol—in the act casting them out from the assembly of the gods—

overthrow their altars, and expelled them from the country, being anxious 

to prevent the vices of their base and lascivious religion from spreading. 

These, you have restored, and conferred highest honors on them. 

What has come to your religion—of the veneration due by you to your 

ancestors? In your dress, in your food, in your style of life, in your 

opinions, and last of all in your very speech, you have renounced your 

progenitors. You are always praising antiquity, and yet every day you 

have novelties in your way of living. From your having failed to maintain 

what you should, you make it clear, that, while you abandon the good 

ways of your fathers, you retain and guard the things you ought not. Yet 

the very tradition of your fathers, which you still seem so faithfully to 

defend, and in which you find your principal matter of accusation against 

the Christians—I mean zeal in the worship of the gods, the point in which 

antiquity has mainly erred—although you have rebuilt the altars of 

Serapis, now a Roman deity, and to Bacchus, now become a god of Italy, 

you offer up your orgies,—I shall in its proper place show that you 

despise, neglect, and overthrow, casting entirely aside the authority of the 

men of old. I go on meantime to reply to that infamous charge of secret 

crimes, clearing my way to things of open day. 

7. Monsters of wickedness, we are accused of observing a holy rite in 

which we kill a little child and then eat it; in which, after the feast, we 

practice incest, the dogs—our pimps, forsooth, overturning the lights and 

getting us the shamelessness of darkness for our impious lusts. This is 

what is constantly laid to our charge, and yet you take no pains to elicit the 
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truth of what we have been so long accused. Either bring, then, the matter 

to the light of day if you believe it, or give it no credit as having never 

inquired into it. On the ground of your double dealing, we are entitled to 

lay it down to you that there is no reality in the thing which you dare not 

investigate. You impose on the executioner, in the case of Christians, a 

duty the very opposite of investigation: he is not to make them confess 

what they do, but to make them deny what they are. 

We date the origin of our religion, as we have mentioned before, from the 

reign of Tiberius. Truth and the hatred of truth come into our world 

together. As soon as truth appears, it is regarded as an enemy. It has as 

many foes as there are strangers to it: the Jews, as was to be looked for, 

from a spirit of rivalry; the soldiers, out of a desire to extort money; our 

very domestics, by their nature. We are daily beset by foes, we are daily 

betrayed; we are oftentimes surprised in our meetings and congregations. 

Whoever happened withal upon an infant wailing, according to the 

common story? Whoever kept for the judge, just as he had found them, the 

gory mouths of Cyclops and Sirens? Whoever found any traces of 

uncleanness in their wives? Where is the man who, when he had 

discovered such atrocities, concealed them; or, in the act of dragging the 

culprits before the judge, was bribed into silence? If we always keep our 

secrets, when were our proceedings made known to the world? 

Nay, by whom could they be made known? Not, surely, by the guilty 

parties themselves; even from the very idea of the thing, the fealty of 

silence being ever due to mysteries. The Samothracian and Eleusinian 

make no disclosures—how much more will silence be kept in regard to 

such as are sure, in their unveiling, to call forth punishment from man at 

once, while wrath divine is kept in store for the future? If, then, Christians 

are not themselves the publishers of their crime, it follows of course it 

must be strangers. And whence have they their knowledge, when it is also 

a universal custom in religious initiations to keep the profane aloof, and to 

beware of witnesses, unless it be that those who are so wicked have less 

fear than their neighbors? 

Everyone knows what sort of thing rumor is. It is one of your own sayings, 

that “among all evils, none flies so fast as rumor.” Why is rumor such an 

evil thing? Is it because it is fleet? Is it because it carries information? Or 

is it because it is in the highest degree mendacious?—a thing, not even 

when it brings some truth to us, without a taint of falsehood, either 

detracting, or adding, or changing from the simple fact? Nay more, it is the 

very law of its being to continue only while it lies, and to live but so long 

as there is no proof; for when the proof is given, it ceases to exist; and, as 

having done its work of merely spreading a report, it delivers up a fact, 

and is henceforth held to be a fact, and called a fact. And then no one says, 

for instance, “They say that it took place at Rome,” or, “There is a rumor 
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that he has obtained a province,” but, “He has got a province,” and, “It 

took place at Rome.” 

Rumor, the very designation of uncertainty, has no place when a thing is 

certain. Does any but a fool put his trust in it? For a wise man never 

believes the dubious. Everybody knows, however zealously it is spread 

abroad, on whatever strength of asseveration it rests, that some time or 

other from some one fountain it has its origin. Thence it must creep into 

propagating tongues and ears; and a small seminal blemish so darkens all 

the rest of the story, that no one can determine whether the lips, from 

which it first came forth, planted the seed of falsehood, as often happens, 

from a spirit of opposition, or from a suspicious judgment, or from a 

confirmed, nay, in the case of some, an inborn, delight in lying. 

It is well that time brings all to light, as your proverbs and sayings testify, 

by a provision of Nature, which has so appointed things that nothing long 

is hidden, even though rumor has not disseminated it. It is just then as it 

should be, that fame for so long a period has been alone aware of the 

crimes of Christians. This is the witness you bring against us—one that 

has never been able to prove the accusation it some time or other sent 

abroad, and at last by mere continuance made into a settled opinion in the 

world; so that I confidently appeal to Nature herself, ever true, against 

those who groundlessly hold that such things are to be credited. 

8. See now, we set before you the reward of these enormities. They give 

promise of eternal life. Hold it meanwhile as your own belief. I ask you, 

then, whether, so believing, you think it worth attaining with a conscience 

such as you will have. Come, plunge your knife into the babe, enemy of 

none, accused of none, child of all; or if that is another’s work, simply 

take your place beside a human being dying before he has really lived, 

await the departure of the lately given soul, receive the fresh young blood, 

saturate your bread with it, freely partake. The while as you recline at 

table, take note of the places which your mother and your sister occupy; 

mark them well, so that when the dog-made darkness has fallen on you, 

you may make no mistake, for you will be guilty of a crime—unless you 

perpetrate a deed of incest. Initiated and sealed into things like these, you 

have life everlasting. Tell me, I pray you, is eternity worth it? If it is not, 

then these things are not to be credited. Even although you had the belief, I 

deny the will; and even if you had the will, I deny the possibility. Why 

then can others do it, if you cannot? Why cannot you, if others can? I 

suppose we are of a different nature—are we Cyanope or Sciapodes? You 

are a man yourself as well as the Christian: if you cannot do it, you ought 

not to believe it of others, for a Christian is a man as well as you. 

But the ignorant, forsooth, are deceived and imposed on. They were quite 

unaware of anything of the kind being imputed to Christians, or they 

would certainly have looked into it for themselves, and searched the 
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matter out. Instead of that, it is the custom for persons wishing initiation 

into sacred rites, I think, to go first of all to the master of them, that he 

may explain what preparations are to be made. Then, in this case, no doubt 

he would say, “You must have a child still of tender age, that knows not 

what it is to die, and can smile under your knife; bread, too, to collect the 

gushing blood; in addition to these, candlesticks, and lamps, and dogs—

with tidbits to draw them on to the extinguishing of the lights: above all 

things, you will require to bring your mother and your sister with you.” 

But what if mother and sister are unwilling? Or if there be neither the one 

nor the other? What if there are Christians with no Christian relatives? He 

will not be counted, I suppose, a true follower of Christ, who has not a 

brother or a son. And what now, if these things are all in store for them 

without their knowledge? At least afterwards they come to know them; 

and they bear with them, and pardon them. They fear, it may be said, lest 

they have to pay for it if they let the secret out: nay, but they will rather in 

that case have every claim to protection; they will even prefer, one might 

think, dying by their own hand, to living under the burden of such a 

dreadful knowledge. Admit that they have this fear; yet why do they still 

persevere? For it is plain enough that you will have no desire to continue 

what you would never have been, if you had had previous knowledge of it. 

9. That I may refute more thoroughly these charges, I will show that in 

part openly, in part secretly, practices prevail among you which have led 

you perhaps to credit similar things about us. 

Children were openly sacrificed in Africa to Saturn as lately as the 

proconsulship of Tiberius, who exposed to public gaze the priests 

suspended on the sacred trees overshadowing their temple—so many 

crosses on which the punishment which justice craved overtook their 

crimes, as the soldiers of our country still can testify who did that very work 

for that proconsul. And even now that sacred crime still continues to be 

done in secret. It is not only Christians, you see, who despise you; for all 

that you do there is neither any crime thoroughly and abidingly eradicated, 

nor does any of your gods reform his ways. When Saturn did not spare his 

own children, he was not likely to spare the children of others; whom 

indeed the very parents themselves were in the habit of offering, gladly 

responding to the call which was made on them, and keeping the little ones 

pleased on the occasion, that they might not die in tears. 

At the same time, there is a vast difference between homicide and 

parricide. A more advanced age was sacrificed to Mercury in Gaul. I hand 

over the Tauric fables to their own theatres. Why, even in that most 

religious city of the pious descendants of Aeneas, there is a certain Jupiter 

whom in their games they lave with human blood. It is the blood of a 

beast-fighter, you say. Is it less, because of that, the blood of a man? Or is 

it viler blood because it is from the veins of a wicked man? At any rate it 

is shed in murder. O Jove, yourself a Christian, and in truth only son of 
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your father in his cruelty! But in regard to child murder, as it does not 

matter whether it is committed for a sacred object, or merely at one’s own 

self-impulse—although there is a great difference, as we have said, 

between parricide and homicide—I shall turn to the people generally. 

How many, think you, of those crowding around and gaping for Christian 

blood,—how many even of your rulers, notable for their justice to you and 

for their severe measures against us, may I charge in their own 

consciences with the sin of putting their offspring to death? As to any 

difference in the kind of murder, it is certainly the more cruel way to kill 

by drowning, or by exposure to cold and hunger and dogs. A more mature 

age has always preferred death by the sword. In our case, murder being 

once for all forbidden, we may not destroy even the fetus in the womb, 

while as yet the human being derives blood from other parts of the body 

for its sustenance. To hinder a birth is merely a speedier man-killing; nor 

does it matter whether you take away a life that is born, or destroy one that 

is coming to the birth. That is a man which is going to be one; you have 

the fruit already in its seed. 

As to meals of blood and such tragic dishes, read—I am not sure where it 

is told (it is in Herodotus, I think)—how blood taken from the arms, and 

tasted by both parties, has been the treaty bond among some nations. I am 

not sure what it was that was tasted in the time of Catiline. They say, too, 

that among some Scythian tribes the dead are eaten by their friends. 

But I am going far from home. At this day, among ourselves, blood 

consecrated to Bellona, blood drawn from a punctured thigh and then 

partaken of, seals initiation into the rites of that goddess. Those, too, who 

at the gladiator shows, for the cure of epilepsy, quaff with greedy thirst the 

blood of criminals slain in the arena, as it flows fresh from the wound, and 

then rush off—to whom do they belong? Those, also, who make meals on 

the flesh of wild beasts at the place of combat—who have keen appetites 

for bear and stag? That bear in the struggle was bedewed with the blood of 

the man whom it lacerated: that stag rolled itself in the gladiator’s gore. 

The entrails of the very bears, loaded with as yet undigested human 

viscera, are in great request. And you have men rifting up man-fed flesh? 

If you partake of food like this, how do your repasts differ from those you 

accuse us Christians of? And do those, who, with savage lust, seize on 

human bodies, do less because they devour the living? Have they less the 

pollution of human blood on them because they only lick up what is to 

turn into blood? They make meals, it is plain, not so much of infants, as of 

grown-up men. 

Blush for your vile ways before the Christians, who have not even the 

blood of animals at their meals of simple and natural food; who abstain 

from things strangled and that die a natural death, for no other reason than 

that they may not contract pollution, so much as from blood secreted in the 
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viscera. To clench the matter with a single example, you tempt Christians 

with sausages of blood, just because you are perfectly aware that the thing 

by which you thus try to get them to transgress they hold unlawful. And 

how unreasonable it is to believe that those, of whom you are convinced 

that they regard with horror the idea of tasting the blood of oxen, are eager 

after blood of men; unless, perhaps, you have tried it, and found it sweeter 

to the taste! Nay, in fact, there is here a test you should apply to discover 

Christians, as well as the fire-pan and the censer. They should be proved 

by their appetite for human blood, as well as by their refusal to offer 

sacrifice; just as otherwise they should be affirmed to be free of 

Christianity by their refusal to taste of blood, as by their sacrificing; and 

there would be no want of blood of men, amply supplied as that would be 

in the trial and condemnation of prisoners. 

Then who are more given to the crime of incest than those who have 

enjoyed the instruction of Jupiter himself? Ctesias tells us that the Persians 

have illicit intercourse with their mothers. The Macedonians, too, are 

suspected on this point; for on first hearing the tragedy of Oedipus they 

made mirth of the incest-doer’s grief, exclaiming, “He lay with his 

mother.” Even now reflect what opportunity there is for mistakes leading 

to incestuous comminglings—your promiscuous looseness supplying the 

materials. You first of all expose your children, that they may be taken up 

by any compassionate passer-by, to whom they are quite unknown; or you 

give them away, to be adopted by those who will do better to them the part 

of parents. Well, some time or other, all memory of the alienated progeny 

must be lost; and when once a mistake has been made, the transmission of 

incest thence will still go on—the race and the crime creeping on together. 

Then, further, wherever you are—at home, abroad, over the seas—your 

lust is an attendant, whose general indulgence, or even its indulgence in 

the most limited scale, may easily and unwittingly anywhere beget 

children, so that in this way a progeny scattered about in the commerce of 

life may have intercourse with those who are their own kin, and have no 

notion that there is any incest in the case. 

A persevering and steadfast chastity has protected us from anything like 

this: keeping as we do from adulteries and all post-matrimonial 

unfaithfulness, we are not exposed to incestuous mishaps. Some of us, 

making matters still more secure, beat away from them entirely the power 

of sensual sin, by a virgin continence, still boys in this respect when they 

are old. If you would but take notice that such sins as I have mentioned 

prevail among you, that would lead you to see that they have no existence 

among Christians. The same eyes would tell you of both facts. But the two 

blindnesses are apt to go together; so that those who do not see what is, 

think they see what is not. 

 


