
 

Why do the Roman Martyrs matter? 

During the Imperial age, the Roman government was all powerful.   But Jesus taught 

that Christians should “Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and unto God 

the things that are God's”   

That meant that Christians should obey Roman laws and pay Roman taxes, but should 

reserve worship for the true God.  In other words, their immortal “soul” should be faithful 

to their savior, and if they had to make a choice between protecting their physical well-

being, or their spiritual integrity, they should preserve their faith, even to the point of 

martyrdom.   The alternative was to give over their soul, as well as their bodies, to 

worldly powers.   

All Christians claimed to believe in Christ and to follow the Church’s teachings, but by 

sacrificing their lives for their faith, Martyrs made it clear to other Christians, to the 

Roman government, and to all other pagans, that they considered their immortal soul of 

real value, and of greater value than worldly comfort.  There was no stronger testimony 

to the truth of their faith. That is why Christians have always said.  “The Blood of the 

Martyrs is the seed of the Church.”  

Martyrs included in the Liturgy 

Systematic Persecution of Christians began in the 2nd century and reached its peak 

during the reign of Diocletian in the early 300’s.  Stories of the Martyrs were preserved 

from early times.   Prayers to the Martyrs were included as part of the liturgy from very 

early on.   Most of the saints mentioned In the Roman liturgy were martyrs from the first 

to third centuries.  

Many martyrs are included in the invocation of the saints Before the consecration. 

These include, in addition to Mary and all the apostles:  Linus, Cletus, Clement, 

Sixtus, Cornelius, (martyr popes), Cyprian, Lawrence, Chrysogonus (martyr Bishops 

and Deacons), John and Paul, Cosmas and Damian (lay martyrs).   

The names of many more male and female martyrs are invoked in prayers After the 

consecration, including Stephen, Matthias, Barnabas, Ignatius, (martyr Bishops and 

deacons), Alexander, Marcellinus, Peter (martyr popes), Felicity, Perpetua, Agatha, 

Lucy, Agnes, Cecilia, Anastasia (martyr women and virgins).  



 

Second and Third Century Roman Martyrs 

POPE, BISHOP, AND PRIEST MARTYRS 

99 Clement of Rome 
(Pope) 

Fourth pope and first Apostolic Father of the Church. His first 
century letters demonstrate the primacy of the pope. 

110 Ignatius of Antioch 
(Bishop) 

Associate of St. John the Apostle and the third Bishop of Antioch. 
Apostolic Father of the Church.  

155 Polycarp  
(Bishop) 

Disciple of John who became bishop of Smyrna and is considered a 
father of the church. Apostolic Father of the Church 

190 Irenaeus of Lyons 
(Bishop) 

Disciple of Polycarp. Opposed heresies including Gnosticism. 
Became bishop of Lyon in France. Father of the Church. 

222 Callistus I 
(Pope) 

Third century pope who was martyred during the persecutions of the 
Severan Emperors. 

250 Denis  
(Bishop) 

Bishop of Paris, martyred by the Druids because of his success in 
converting Gaul to Christianity. 

251 Felix of Nola 
(Priest) 

Third century martyr priest who helped a bishop escape from his 
persecutors with the help of a spider. 

258 Pope Sixtus II 
(Pope) 

Pope martyred during the persecutions of Valerian, along with several 
of his deacons, including Felicissimus, Agapitus, and St. Lawrence. 

258 Lawrence 
(Deacon) 

A deacon of Rome, martyred under Valerian. Presented the poor and 
sick as the 'treasures of the church'. 

258 Cyprian of 
Carthage (Bishop) 

*Member of a noble roman family, he converted to Christianity and 
became bishop of Carthage. Martyred under Valerian. 

269 Valentine 
(Priest) 

Thought to be a priest of Rome who aided Christians during times of 
persecution. Patron saint of engaged and married  couples. 

303 Elmo 
 (Bishop) 

Bishop of Formia in Italy who suffered martyrdom under Diocletian. 
He first withstood all torture and was protected by lighting. 

 

LAY MARTYRS 

165 Justin Martyr Apologist Early apologist for the Christian church whose writings are still extant. 

251 Alban British 
citizen 

British pagan who converted to Christianity, and was martyred for 
protecting a priest. 

251 Christopher soldier Gigantic soldier who eventually found peace helping travelers. 
Legend has it he bore the Christ child over a swollen river. 

259 Tarcisius Youth Roman youth who was carrying the blessed Eucharist to Christians in 
prison when he was tormented and stoned to death by pagans. 

286 Crispin and 
Crispinian 

Cobblers Cobbler brothers who fled Rome for Gaul to avoid persecution. 
Beheaded during Diocletian persecutions. 

287 Cosmas and 
Damian 

Physicians Twin brothers, both Christian physicians, who offered services for 
free and attracted many to the faith before being martyred by 
Diocletian. 
 



287 Quentin Missionary Missionary to Gaul with Saint Lucian of Beauvais. Performed miracles 
and escaped prison before being recaptured and martyred. 

287 Maurice  Soldier Leader of the Theban legion who refused to slaughter Christians. 
Was killed along with the entire legion.  

288 Sebastian Soldier Esteemed Roman soldier who defended Christians and was pierced 
by deadly arrows. He returned to the service of emperor, who ordered 
him beaten to death. 

303 George legend Legendary saint who is venerated for numerous fantastic episodes 
including fighting dragons. He was a Roman soldier from Nicomedia 
endured tortures and martyrdom. 

304 Florian Soldier Imperial soldier and head of fire brigades stationed in Germany who 
was martyred during the persecutions of Diocletian. 

312 Lucian of 
Antioch 

Scholar *Syrian Scholar who revised and edited the books of the old 
testament, thus preparing for St. Jerome's translations. 

316 Blaise 
(Armenia) 

Physician Armenian physician and healer, who was made bishop of Sebastea. 
Patron of throat ailments, martyred under Licinius. 

362 John and Paul Servants *Servants of the daughter of Constantine who were beheaded for 
their Christian faith by Julian the Apostate. Commemorated in the 
cannon of the traditional mass. 

 

GROUP MARTYRS 

177 Martyrs of Lyon The Christian community of Lyon, including the bishop Pothinus, Blandina, 
and others, were severely persecuted, 48 were martyred. 

287 Theban Legion Legion composed mostly of Christians, who were decimated by Emperor 
Maximian when they refused to slaughter Christians. 

316 Martyrs of Sebaste Forty Christian were condemned by the prefect to be exposed naked upon a 
frozen pond near Sebaste in Armenia.  

 

CONFESSORS, NOT MARTYRS 

See Desert Fathers and Monastics   for more Non-Martyr saints of the early Church. 

 

257 Stephen  
(pope) 

Third century pope who helped restore discipline in the church after the 
disruptions of the Decian persecutions. 

309 Marcellus  
(pope) 

Pope who assumed the Chair of Peter towards the end of the Diocletian 
persecution, and restored order. 

335 Sylvester  
(pope) 

Pope whose reign coincided with Constantine, the first Christian Emperor. 
Built churches and fought the Arian heresy. 

338 James of Nisibis 
(bishop) 

*Monk who is credited with many miracles, including the protection of the city 
of Nisibis from the army of the Persian Sapor II. 
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