
The Church Under Christian Emperors 

The Emperors listed below served during the fourth century while Christianity went from being a 
persecuted religion to the official religion of the Roman Empire. 

Diocletian  
284-305 

The reign of Diocletian brought an end to a century of anarchy in the Roman Empire. He 
organized the empire into four governing units, called the Tetrarchy, and appointed 
governors for each. Diocletian sought unity by purging his administration of religious 
sects and in 303, issued a series of edicts targeting Christian churches and ordering 
Christians to sacrifice to the Roman Gods. This was the largest, most systematic 
persecution of Christian in Roman history. Diocletian retired in 305, but his governors 
(especially Galerius) carried on his persecutions. Diocletian's death in 312 triggered wars 
for control of the empire among his four governors. 

Galerius  
305-311 

Galerius a general of Diocletian and was appointed governor of the easternmost province 
of the Empire(Asia Minor, Syria, and Egypt). He was a zealous advocate of the Diocletian 
persecutions and more Christians suffered martyrdom under his rule than in any other 
region. Shortly before his death, he admitted the persecutions had been a mistake, and 
issued an edict of toleration. 

Maxentius  
306-312 

Maxentius was the son of one of Diocletian's generals, and the son-in-law of another. He 
served as governor of the Western region that included Italy, Spain, and North Africa, and 
was the most powerful of the Caesars. He battled Constantine for control of the Western 
Empire, but was defeated at the Battle of Milvian Bridge (312). 

Constantine  
306-337 

Constantine was elected governor of the Roman province that included Britain and Gaul 
after the death of his father, who had served under Diocletian. His province was the most 
remote of the four regions, but after several years of Civil War, he brought the entire 
empire under his control. Constantine was the first Christian Emperor. He passed 
the Edict of Milan, which made Christianity legal throughout the Empire. He also 
donated generously to the building of Churches and hosted the Council of Nicaea. In 
addition to his policies in favor of Christianity, he instituted many economic reforms, and 
began construction of a new capital in the East that bore his name, Constantinople. 

Constantius II  
337-360 

Constantius II was the last surviving son of Constantine. He was appointed governor of 
the East, but years of civil war and the death of his brothers brought the entire empire 
under his control. Constantius II considered himself a Christian, but sought compromise 
with Arian bishops and leaders. The Arian heresy worsened under his reign because he 
dealt with the division in the church as a political rather than a theological issue. 

Julian the 
Apostate  
360-363 

Julian was a grand-nephew of Constantine the Great and was appointed Emperor after 
all of Constantine's sons died without heirs. Although raised Christian he rejected the faith 
and sought to restore paganism as the state religion. Although his reign was brief, he 
took many measures to repress Christianity, but focused mostly on eliminating the 
influence of Christians in government, in the army, and in teaching professions. 
Fortunately for the Church, Julian was killed during the wars in Persia, and Jovian, his 
successor, quickly nullified most of his decrees. 

 
Jovian was the last Roman Emperor directly related to Constantine. Following his death in 364 
the army elected the Valentinian Emperor. Valentinian and his sons ruled for 30 years, but 
eventually Valentinian's son-in-law, Theodosius, who was appointed governor of the Eastern 
provinces in 379, united the Eastern and western provinces under his rule, and served as the 
last great Christian Emperor of both East and West. 
 


