
Introduction

The whole history of the Church is marked by persecutions according 
to the words of Christ: “If they persecuted me, they will also persecute 
you” (Jn 15:20). Persecutions started during the time of the Apostles. 
Peter and John were arrested by the Jewish authorities, who had forbid-
den them to preach in Jesus’ name (Act 4:18). They answered: “Whether 
it is right in the sight of God for us to obey you rather than God, you 
will be the judges. It is impossible for us not to speak about what we have 
seen and heard” (Act 4:20). Then they continued to preach the Good 
News. Saint Stephen, who was stoned by the Jews (Act 7:54–60), is ho-
noured as the first martyr.1 Saint Paul was flagellated and stoned (2 Cor 
11:25) and finally killed in Rome for Jesus Christ’s sake.2 Other Apostles, 
with the exception of Saint John, died as martyrs.3 

At the beginning of the third century, many Church provinces were 
marked by tensions resulting from moral problems, but the main con-
flict exploded in Rome. After persecutions by Severus (193–211) and 
M. Aurelius Caracalla (211–217), the Church had a small period of peace: 
“Christians enjoyed significant rest from persecution under the rules of 
Elagabalus (218–222) and Severus Alexander (222–235), and appear 
to flourish during the latter’s reign. There was a brief resurgence of lo-
cal persecution under Emperor Maximinus (235–238)”.4 

While reading about persecutions we have to ask a question about 
the motives for the hostility towards Christians. We can say that there 

 1 E. Trocmé, Les premières communautés : de Jérusalem à Antioche, in HdCh, vol. I – 
Le nouveau peuple: des origines à 250, p. 86. 
 2 D. Marguerat, La première histoire du christianisme. Les Actes des Apôtres, Paris 1999, 
pp. 359–367. 
 3 Benôit XVI, Les Apôtres et les premiers disciples du Christ. Aux origines de l’Église, 
Paris 2007, pp. 71, 75, 77. 
 4 Ph. E. Esler, The Early Christian World, London 2000, vol. I, p. 245. 
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was no real motive for acting against them, but it seems that there were 
several reasons for such actions, or with other words several pretexts. 
Christians were disregarded by Jews because they separated themselves 
from Judaism and preached Jesus Christ as God’s Son. Such a message 
was not acceptable for the people with Jewish origin who did not want 
to accept any other God on the side of Jahveh. Pagans were suspicious of 
Christians because they rejected the traditional cult and refused to take 
part in public ceremonies in honour of the emperors. Because Chris-
tians did not follow the traditional way of living, pagans called them 
“enemies of humanity”. Generally, even in the time of peace, there were 
tensions between pagans and Christians. Those tensions and the lack of 
knowledge about the new religion exploded from time to time and pro-
duced persecutions. 

Christian writers, knowing the ignorance of the pagan society, tried 
to explain that the accusations against Christians were not based on re-
ality; in most of cases, they were invented in an atmosphere of hostility. 
Christian apologists showed similar elements in the Christian religion, 
in the antique culture and pagan religions. The effect of their apologies 
was quite small. 

During every persecution many Christians were arrested. There were 
people who endured bad treatment and finally died for Christ’s sake. 
There were honoured as martyrs; some of them are still honoured as 
saints in Christian Churches. Not all Christians had the strength do keep 
their faith during persecution; some of them fell away. They were called 
lapsi. It seems that their number was great; as far as we know, most of 
them wanted to return to the Church after persecution. In such circum-
stances the problem of reconciliation of the lapsi appeared. There were 
Church ministers such as Novatian who thought that great sinners, es-
pecially the lapsi, had no possibility to obtain the remission of their sins. 

The problem was complicated due to the libelli pacis. According to the 
old custom, a sinner who obtained a libellus from a confessor could be 
reconciled with the Church without a long penitence. Some people 
abused such an easy reconciliation, and this limited the authority of the 
bishops and priests. Saint Cyprian noticed the need for the reconcilia-
tion of the lapsi, but he wanted to diminish the role of the confessors 
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and their libelli pacis. He underlined that the remission of sins and the 
reconciliation of the lapsi had to be performed not by the confessors, 
but by the Church ministers, especially by bishops. 

The question of penitential practice was discussed at synods in the 
first centuries. The Church accepted a moderated position: the recon-
ciliation should be performed in the Church; the sinners should mani-
fest sorrow and accomplish the penance imposed on them by the local 
Church minister, priest or bishop. 

There are many works in this matter, for example: R. L. Fox, Païens et 
chrétiens. La religion et la vie religieuse dans l’Empire romain de la mort 
de Commode au Concile de Nicée, trad. R. Alimi, M. Montabrut, E. Paill-
er, Toulouse 1997; Simmons, M. B., Graeco-Roman Philosophical Oppos-
ition. The hostile environment, in Ph. F. Esler (dir), The Early Christian 
World, London 2000, vol. II; C.A., Straw, A Very Special Death: Chris-
tian Martyrdom in its Classical Context, in M. Cormack (dir), Sacrificing 
the Self: Perspectives on Martyrdom and Religion, Oxford 2002, or Béven-
ot, M., The sacrament of penance and St Cyprian’s “De lapsis”, in ThS 16, 
no 2 (1995)175-213. Such works and many others were useful in the 
preparation of this work. Most patristic works in English are quoted 
from the collection: Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Hendrickson Pub-
lishers, Peabody, Massachusetts 1999, 38 volumes. 

The aim of this book is to present the question of the reconciliation 
of the sinner, especially the lapsi, in the historical and religious context 
of the first centuries. 
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