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3

C h a p t e r  O n e

%
One Empire, Under God

Between 312 and 330,
Constantine imposes his will on the Roman empire

and gives the Christian church a hand with its doctrine

On the morning  of October 29, 312, the Roman soldier Constan-
tine walked through the gates of Rome at the front of his army.
 He was forty years old, and for six years he had been struggling to claim 
the crown of the imperator. Less than  twenty- four hours before, he had finally 
beaten the sitting emperor of Rome,  twenty- nine- year- old Maxentius, at the 
Battle of the Milvian Bridge. Constantine’s men had fought their way forward 
across the bridge, toward the city of Rome, until the defenders broke and ran. 
Maxentius drowned, pulled down into the mud of the riverbed by the weight 
of his armor. The Christian historian Lactantius tells us that Constantine’s men 
marched into Rome with the sign of Christ marked on each shield; the Roman* 
writer Zosimus adds that they also carried Maxentius’s waterlogged head on the 
tip of a spear. Constantine had dredged the body up and decapitated it.1

 Constantine settled into the imperial palace to take stock of his new 
empire. Dealing at once with Maxentius’s supporters, he ordered immediate 
but judicious executions: only Maxentius’s “nearest friends” fell victim to the 
new regime.2 He dissolved the Praetorian Guard, the standing imperial body-
guard that had supported Maxentius’s claim to the throne. He also packaged 
Maxentius’s head and shipped it south to North Africa, as a message to the 
young man’s supporters that it was time to switch allegiances. Then he turned 
to deal with his  co- emperors.
 His victory over Maxentius had given him a crown but not the entire 

* Histories of the later Roman empire usually identify its citizens as either Christian or pagan, with 
“pagan” generally meaning “not Christian.” There are two problems with this approach: first, the 
religious landscape of the early Middle Ages was far more complicated than this simple division 
implies; second, the label “pagan” has been resurrected in recent years with an entirely different set 
of associations. I have chosen to avoid the word altogether. Zosimus, often called a “pagan historian,” 
was a follower of the old Roman religion, so I have called him “Roman”  instead. 
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4    Unity

empire. Thirty years earlier, his predecessor, Diocletian, had appointed 
 co- rulers to share the job of running the vast Roman territories—a system 
that had spawned multiple lines of succession. Two other men currently held 
parts of the empire. Licinius, a peasant who had risen through the army ranks, 
had claimed the title of imperator over the central part of the empire, east of 
the province Pannonia and west of the Black Sea; Maximinus Daia, who had 
also clawed his way up from peasant birth, ruled the eastern territories, which 
were constantly threatened by the aggressive Persian empire.*
 Diocletian, an idealist, had designed his system to keep power out of the 
hands of any one man; but he had not reckoned with the drive to power. 
Constantine had no intention of sharing his rule. Nevertheless, he was too 
smart to open two wars simultaneously. Instead he made a deal with Licinius, 
who was not only closer than Maximinus but also less powerful: Licinius 
would become his ally. In return, Licinius, now nearing sixty, would marry 
Constantine’s  half- sister, the  eighteen- year- old Constantia.
 Licinius accepted the deal with alacrity. In his first gesture of good faith 
towards his  brother- in- law- to- be, he met Maximinus Daia in battle on April 
30, 313—six months after Constantine entered Rome. Licinius had fewer than 
thirty thousand men, while Daia had assembled seventy thousand. But Licin-
ius’s army, like Constantine’s, marched under the banner of the Christian 
God. It was a useful rallying point; Maximinus Daia had vowed, in Jupiter’s 
name, to stamp out Christianity in his domains, and the presence of the Chris-
tian banner pointed out that the battle for territory had become a holy war.
 The armies met on the poorly named Campus Serenus, outside the city of 
Adrianople, and Licinius’s smaller army outfought Maximinus’s. Maximinus 
Daia fled in disguise, but Licinius followed him across the province of Asia 
and finally trapped him in the city of Tarsus. Seeing no escape, Maximinus 
Daia swallowed poison. Unfortunately, he indulged in a huge last meal first, 
which delayed the poison’s action. The historian Lactantius writes that he 
took four days to die:

[T]he force of the poison, repelled by his full stomach, could not immedi-
ately operate, but it produced a grievous disease, resembling the pestilence. 
. . . Having undergone various and excruciating torments, he dashed his 
forehead against the wall, and his eyes started out of their sockets. And 
now, become blind, he imagined that he saw God, with His servants 
arrayed in white robes, sitting in judgment on him. . . . Then, amidst 
groans, like those of one burnt alive, did he breathe out his guilty soul in 
the most horrible kind of death.3

* This included the administrative districts of Pannonia, Dacia, Thracia, and  Macedonia.
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Nor was it the last horrible death. Licinius then murdered Maximinus Daia’s 
two young children, both under the age of nine, and drowned their mother; 
he also put to death three other possible blood claimants to the eastern throne, 
all children of dead emperors.
 Constantine found it prudent to ignore this bloodshed. The two men met 
in Mediolanum (modern Milan) to celebrate Licinius’s marriage to Constan-
tia and to issue an  empire- wide proclamation that made Christianity legal, 
which was highly necessary given that both men had now wrapped themselves 
in the flag of God in order to claim the right to rule.
 In fact Christianity had been tolerated in all parts of the empire except the 
east for some years. But this proclamation, the Edict of Milan, now spread 
this protection into Maximinus Daia’s previous territories. “No one whatso-
ever should be denied the opportunity to give his heart to the observance of 
the Christian religion,” the Edict announced. “Any one of these who wishes 
to observe Christian religion may do so freely and openly, without molesta-
tion. . . . [We] have also conceded to other religions the right of open and free 
observance of their worship for the sake of the peace of our times, that each 
one may have the free opportunity to worship as he pleases.” Property which 
had previously been confiscated from Christians was supposed to be returned. 
All Christian churches were to be turned over to Christian control. “Let this 
be done,” the Edict concluded, “so that, as we have said above, Divine favor 
towards us, which, under the most important circumstances we have already 
experienced, may, for all time, preserve and prosper our successes together 
with the good of the state.”4

 The “good of the state.” In Lactantius’s accounts, Constantine is a servant 
of the Divine, and his enemies are brought low by the judgment of God 
Himself. Eusebius, the Christian priest who wrote Constantine’s biography, 
reflects the same point of view: Constantine is the “Godbeloved,” bringing 
the knowledge of the Son of God to the people of Rome.5

 Eusebius was Constantine’s friend, and Lactantius was a starving rhetoric 
teacher until Constantine hired him as court tutor and changed his for-
tunes. But their histories are motivated by more than a desire to stay on the 
emperor’s good side. Both men understood, perhaps before Constantine had 
managed to articulate it even to himself, that Christianity was the empire’s 
best chance for survival.
 Constantine could deal with the problem of multiple emperors; he had 
already eliminated two of his three rivals, and Licinius’s days were numbered. 
But the empire was threatened by a more complex trouble. For centuries, 
it had been a political entity within which provinces and districts and cities 
still maintained their older, deeper identities. Tarsus was Roman, but it was 
also an Asian city where you were more likely to hear Greek than Latin on 
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the streets. North Africa was Roman, but Carthage was an African city with 
an African population. Gaul was a Roman territory, but the Germanic tribes 
who populated it spoke their own languages and worshipped their own gods. 
The Roman empire had held all of these dual identities—Roman and other—
together, but the centrifugal force of the other was so strong that the borders 
of the empire were barely containing it.
  Constantine didn’t put the cross on his banner out of an attempt to gain 
the loyalty of Christians. As the Russian historian A. A. Vasiliev points out, it 
would have been ridiculous to build a political strategy on “ one- tenth of the 
population which at that time was taking no part in political affairs.”6 Nor 
did Constantine suddenly get religion. He continued to emboss Sol Invictus, 
the sun god, on his coins; he remained pontifex maximus, chief priest of the 
Roman state cult, until his death; and he resisted baptism until he realized, in 
336, that he was dying.7

 But he saw in Christianity a new and fascinating way of understanding 
the world, and in Christians a model of what Roman citizens might be, 
bound together by a loyalty that transcended but did not destroy their own 
local allegiances. Christianity could be held side by side with other identi-
ties. It was almost impossible to be thoroughly Roman and also be a Vis-
igoth, or to be wholeheartedly Roman and African. But a Christian could 
be a Greek or a Latin, a slave or a free man, a Jew or a Gentile. Christianity 
had begun as a religion with no political homeland to claim as its own, 
which meant that it could be adopted with ease by an empire that swallowed 
homelands as a matter of course. By transforming the Roman empire into 
a Christian empire, Constantine could unify the splintering empire in the 
name of Christ, a name that might succeed where the names of Caesar and 
Augustus had failed.
 Not that he relied entirely on the name of Christ to get what he needed. 
In 324, Licinius provided Constantine with the perfect excuse to get rid 
of his  co- emperor; the eastern ruler accused the Christians in his court of 
spying for his colleague in the west (which they undoubtedly were) and 
threw them out. Constantine immediately announced that Licinius was 
persecuting Christians—illegal, according to the Edict of Milan—and led 
his army east.
 The two men met twice: the first time near Adrianople, the site of Licin-
ius’s own victory against the former eastern emperor Maximinus Daia, and 
the final time two months later, on September 18, at Chrysopolis. In this last 
battle, Licinius was so thoroughly defeated that he agreed to surrender.8 Con-
stantine spared his life when Constantia pleaded for him, instead exiling him 
to the city of Thessalonica.
 Constantine was now the sole ruler of the Roman world.
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8    Unity

His first action as solitary emperor was to guarantee the unity of Christian 
belief. Christianity would not be much help to him if it split apart into battling 
factions, which it was in danger of doing; for some years, Christian leaders in 
various parts of the empire had been arguing with increasing stridency over the 
exact nature of the Incarnation, and the quarrel was rising to a crescendo.*
 The Christian church had universally acknowledged, since its beginnings, 
that Jesus partook in both human and divine natures: “Jesus is Lord,” as 
J. N. D. Kelly remarks, was the earliest and most basic confession of Christi-
anity. Christ, according to the earliest Christian theologians, was “indivisibly 
one” and also “fully divine and fully human.”9 This was a little like simulta-
neously filling one glass to the brim with two entire glassfuls of different liq-
uids, and Christians had wrestled with this paradox from the very beginning 
of their history. Ignatius of Antioch, who died in a Roman arena sometime 
before ad 110, laid out the orthodox understanding in a series of balanced 
oppositions:

There is one Physician who is possessed both of flesh and spirit;
both made and not made;
God existing in flesh;
true life in death;
both of Mary and of God. . . .
For “the Word was made flesh.”
Being incorporeal, He was in the body;
being impassible, He was in a passible body;
being immortal, He was in a mortal body;
being life, He became subject to corruption.10

 But other voices offered different solutions. As early as the second century, 
the Ebionites suggested that Christ was essentially human, and “divine” only 
in the sense that he had been selected to reign as the Jewish Messiah. The 
sect known as Docetists employed Greek ideas about the “inherent impurity 
of matter”11 and insisted that Christ could not truly have taken part in the 
corruption of the body; he was instead a spirit who only appeared human. 
The Gnostics, taking Docetism one step further, believed that the divine 
Christ and human Jesus had formed a brief partnership in order to rescue 
humankind from the corrupting grasp of the material world.† And while 

* The Incarnation is the central doctrine of Christianity: that God came to earth in the person of 
Jesus  Christ.
† A dizzying number of religions and practices can be classified as “gnostic”: generally a gnostic 
religion is one that requires its followers to search out a high level of knowledge (gnosis) which 
only a select few can ever truly attain. Interested readers may want to consult Karen King’s What

HistMedievalA 7PP.indd   8HistMedievalA 7PP.indd   8 12/14/09   11:48 AM12/14/09   11:48 AM



One Empire, Under God   9

Constantine and Licinius fought over the crown, a Christian priest named 
Arius had begun to teach yet another doctrine: that since God was One, 
“alone without beginning, alone true, alone possessing immortality, alone 
wise, alone good, alone sovereign,” the Son of God must be a created being. 
He was different from other created beings, perhaps, but he did not share the 
essence of God.12

 Arius, who served in the Egyptian city of Alexandria, had been gathering 
followers and vexing his bishop,* who had finally excommunicated him. This 
created a potentially serious and major breach, one that might well separate 
a large group of Christians from the main body of the Christian believers. 
Constantine, learning of the split, sent a letter to Egypt strongly suggesting 
that the two men sit down and work out their differences: “Restore me then 
my quiet days, and untroubled nights, that the joy of . . . a tranquil life may 
henceforth be my portion,” he wrote.13

 But neither the bishop nor Arius was willing to yield, and in desperation Con-
stantine called together a council of church leaders to settle the question. He first 
intended to have the council at the city of Nicomedia, but a severe earthquake 
unsettled the city while the bishops were on their way to the meeting; buildings 
collapsed, hundreds died where they stood, and flames from hearths and braziers 
were flung into the dry frames of the houses, where the blaze spread so rapidly that 
the city became, in the words of Sozomen, “one mass of fire.”14

 Such a sudden and disastrous event suggested to many that God was not 
pleased with the coming council, and the travelling bishops halted in their 
tracks and sent urgent inquiries to the emperor. Would he call off the council? 
Should they proceed?
 Reassured by the churchman Basil that the earthquake had been sent not as 
judgment but as a demonic attempt to keep the church from meeting and set-
tling its questions, Constantine replied that the bishops should travel instead 
to Nicaea, where they arrived in late spring of 325, ready to parley.
 Settling theological questions by way of council was not a new develop-
ment for Christianity; since the time of the apostles, the Christian churches 
had considered themselves smaller parts of a whole, not individual congrega-
tions. But never before had an emperor, even a tolerant one, taken the step 
of summoning a church council on his own authority.15 In 325, at Nicaea, the 
Christian church and the government of the west clasped hands.

Is Gnosticism? (Belknap Press, 2005), particularly the first chapter, “Why Is Gnosticism So Hard to 
Define?”
* Since the earliest days of Christianity, each Christian church had a senior leader, an “overseer” 
(episkopos) or “bishop” who assumed ultimate responsibility for the flock. By the fourth century, 
each city containing a Christian church had a bishop who represented all of the Christians in that 
particular geographic  area. 
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 One might wonder why Constantine, who didn’t have any trouble rec-
onciling his belief in Apollo with his professed Christianity, cared about the 
exact definition of Christ’s Godness. In all likelihood, his interest in this case 
wasn’t theological but practical: to keep the church from splitting apart. A 
major breach would threaten Constantine’s vision of Christianity as a pos-
sible model for holding together a disparate group of people in loyalty to an 
overarching structure. If the overarching structure cracked, the model would 
be useless.
 Which probably explains his decision to be  anti- Arian; taking the temper 
of the most influential leaders, he realized that the most powerful bishops 
disagreed with Arius’s theology. Arianism essentially created a pantheon of 
divinities, with God the Father at the top and God the Son as a sort of demi-
urge, a little lower in the heavenly hierarchy. This was anathema to both the 
Jewish roots of Christianity and the Greek Platonism which flourished in 
most of the eastern empire.*
 Directed by their leading bishops and by the emperor himself to be  anti- Arian, 
the assembled priests at Nicaea came up with a formulation still used in Christian 
churches today: the Nicene Creed, which asserts the Christian belief in “one 
God, the Father almighty, maker of all things visible and invisible”:

And in one Lord Jesus Christ,
the  only- begotten Son of God,
begotten of the Father before all worlds,
God of God,
Light of Light,
Very God of Very God,
begotten, not made,
being of one substance with the Father
by whom all things were made.

It was a formulation that, in its emphasis on the divinity of Christ, shut the 
door firmly on Arianism.
 And it had the imperial stamp on it. In laying hold of Christianity as his 
tool, Constantine had altered it. Constantine’s ineffable experience of the 
divine at the Milvian Bridge had proved useful in the moment. But inef-
fable experiences are notoriously bad at binding together any group of people 
in common purpose for a long time, and the empire, now tenuously held 

* Platonic philosophy had no place for ranked divinities, all of whom belonged to the divine realm 
(the realm of the Ideal), but some of whom were less ideal than  others. 
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together by a  spider- web linkage, needed the Christian church to be more 
organized, more orderly, and more rational.
 Christians, in return, would have had to be more than human to resist 
what Constantine was offering: the imprint of imperial power. Constantine 
gave the church all sorts of advantages. He recognized Christian priests as 
equal to priests of the Roman religion, and exempted them from taxes and 
state responsibilities that might interfere with their religious duties. He also 
decreed that any man could leave his property to the church; this, as Vasiliev 
points out, in one stroke turned “Christian communities” into “legal juridi-
cal entities.”16

 Further tying his own power to the future of the church, he had also begun 
construction of a new capital city, one that from its beginning would be filled 
with churches, not Roman temples. Constantine had decided to move the 
capital of his empire, officially, from Rome and its gods to the old city of Byz-
antium, rebuilt as a Christian city on the shores of the pass to the Black Sea.17

 All at once Christianity was more than an identity. It was a legal and 
political constituency—exactly what it had not been when Constantine first 
decided to march under the banner of the cross. The church, like Constan-
tine’s empire, was going to be around for a little while; and like Constantine, 
it had to take care for its future.
 After his condemnation at the Council of Nicaea, Arius took to his heels 
and hid in Palestine, in the far east of the empire. Arianism did not disappear; 
it remained a strong and discontented underground current. In fact, Constan-
tine’s own sister became a champion of Arian doctrines, rejecting her brother’s 
command to accept the Nicene Creed as the only Christian orthodoxy.18

 She may have been motivated by bitterness. In 325, within months of the 
Council of Nicaea, Constantine broke his promise of clemency to her hus-
band Licinius and had him hanged. Unwilling to leave any challengers to his 
throne alive, Constantine also sent her  ten- year- old son, his own nephew, to 
the gallows.
 Four years later, he officially dedicated the city of Byzantium as his new 
capital, the New Rome of his empire. Disregarding the protests of the 
Romans, he had brought old monuments from the great cities of the old 
empire—Rome, Athens, Alexandria, Antioch, Ephesus—and installed them 
among the new churches and streets. He ordered Roman “men of rank” to 
move to his new city, complete with their households, possessions, and titles.19 
He was  re- creating Rome as he thought it should be, under the shadow of the 
cross. The emblem of Daniel in the lion’s den, the brave man standing for 
his God in the face of a heathen threat, decorated the fountains in the public 
squares; a picture of Christ’s Passion, in gold and jewels, was embossed on the 
very center of the palace roof.20
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 By 330 Constantine had succeeded in establishing one empire, one royal fam-
ily, one church. But while the New Rome celebrated, the old Rome seethed with 
resentment over its loss of status; the unified church Constantine had created 
at Nicaea was held together only by the thin veneer of imperial sanction; and 
Constantine’s three sons eyed their father’s empire and waited for his death.
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