
Rise of Christianity and the Fall of Rome 
 

Rise of Christianity 
While religion played an important role in Roman society, the worship of Roman gods was impersonal and often practiced without a 
great deal of emotion. As the empire grew, so, too, did a new religion called Christianity. Born as a movement within Judaism, it 
emphasized a more personal relationship between God and people—and attracted many Romans. 

The Life and Teachings of Jesus 

Roman power spread to Judea, the home of the Jews, around 63 B.C. At first the Jewish kingdom remained independent, at least in 
name. Rome then took control of the Jewish kingdom in and made it a province of the empire. A number of Jews, however, believed 
that they would once again be free. According to biblical tradition, God had promised that a savior known as the Messiah would arrive 
and restore the kingdom of the Jews.  
Although the exact date is uncertain, historians believe that sometime around 6 to 4 B.C., a Jew named Jesus was born in the town of 
Bethlehem in Judea. At the age of 30, Jesus began his public ministry. For the next three years, he preached, taught, did good works, 
and reportedly performed miracles. Jesus emphasized God’s personal relationship to each human being. He stressed the importance 
of people’s love for God, their neighbors, their enemies, and even themselves. He also taught that God would end wickedness in the 

world and would establish an eternal kingdom after death for people who sincerely repented 
their sins.  
Jesus’ growing popularity concerned both Roman and Jewish leaders. When Jesus visited 
Jerusalem about A.D. 29, enthusiastic crowds greeted him as the Messiah, or king—the one 
whom the Bible had said would come to rescue the Jews. The chief priests of the Jews, 
however, denied that Jesus was the Messiah. They said his teachings were blasphemy, or 
contempt for God. The Roman governor Pontius Pilate accused Jesus of defying the authority of 
Rome. Pilate arrested Jesus and sentenced him to be crucified, or nailed to a large wooden 
cross to die. 

After Jesus’ death, his body was placed in a tomb. According to the Gospels, three days later his body was gone, and a living Jesus 
began appearing to his followers. The Gospels go on to say that then he ascended into heaven. The apostles were more convinced 
than ever that Jesus was the Messiah. It was from this belief that Jesus came to be referred to as Jesus Christ. Christos is a Greek 
word meaning “messiah” or “savior.” The name Christianity was derived from “Christ.” 

Christianity Spreads Through the Empire 

Strengthened by their conviction that he had triumphed over death, the followers of Jesus continued to spread his ideas. Jesus’ 
teachings did not contradict Jewish law, and his first followers were Jews. Soon, however, these followers began to create a new 
religion based on his messages. Despite political and religious opposition, the new religion of Christianity spread slowly but steadily 
throughout the Roman Empire. 
The Pax Romana, which made travel and the exchange of ideas fairly safe, provided the ideal conditions for Christianity to spread. 
Common languages—Latin and Greek—allowed the message to be easily understood. The apostles also declared that Christianity 
should welcome all converts, Jew or Gentile (non-Jew). It was this universality that enabled Christianity to become more than just a 
local religion. 
Christians also posed a problem for Roman rulers. The main reason was that they refused to 
worship Roman gods. This refusal was seen as opposition to Roman rule. Some Roman rulers 
also used Christians as scapegoats for political and economic troubles. 
By the second century, as the Pax Romana began to crumble, persecution of the Christians 
intensified. Romans exiled, imprisoned, or executed Christians for refusing to worship Roman 
deities. Thousands were crucified, burned, or killed by wild animals in the circus arenas. Other 
Christians and even some non-Christians regarded persecuted Christians as martyrs. Martyrs 
were people willing to sacrifice their lives for the sake of a belief or a cause. 
Despite persecution of its followers, Christianity became a powerful force. By the late third century A.D., there were millions of 
Christians in the Roman Empire and beyond. The widespread appeal of Christianity was due to a variety of reasons.  
Christianity grew because it: embraced all people—men and women, enslaved persons, the poor, and nobles; gave hope to the 
powerless; offered a personal relationship with a loving God; and promised eternal life after death. 

Constantine Accepts Christianity 

A critical moment in Christianity occurred in A.D. 312, when the Roman emperor Constantine was fighting three rivals for leadership of 
Rome. He had marched to the Tiber River at Rome to battle his chief rival. On the day before the battle at Milvian Bridge, Constantine 
prayed for divine help. He reported that he then saw an image of a cross—a symbol of Christianity. He ordered artisans to put the 
Christian symbol on his soldier’s shields. 



Constantine and his troops were victorious in battle. He credited his success to the help of the Christian God. In the next year, A.D. 
313, Constantine announced an end to the persecution of Christians. He declared Christianity to be one of the religions approved by 
the emperor. Christianity continued to gain strength. In 380, the emperor Theodosius made it the empire’s official religion. 
 

Fall of Rome 
In the third century A.D., Rome faced many problems. They came both from within the empire and from outside. Only drastic economic, 
military, and political reforms, it seemed, could hold off collapse. After the end of Pax Romana, the rulers had little or no idea of how to 
deal with the giant empire and its growing problems. As a result, Rome began to decline. 

Constantine Moves the Capital  

In A.D. 330, Emperor Constantine took a step that would have great consequence for the empire. He moved the capital from Rome to 
the Greek city of Byzantium (bih•ZAN•tshee•uhm). The new capital stood on the Bosporus Strait, strategically located for trade and 
defense purposes on a crossroads between Europe and Asia. With Byzantium as its capital, the center of power in the empire shifted 
from Rome to the east. Soon the new capital stood protected by massive walls and filled with imperial buildings modeled after those in 
Rome. The city eventually took a new name—Constantinople. After Constantine’s death, the empire would again be divided. The East 
would survive; the West would fall. 

The Immediate Cause of the Fall of Rome 

Its final collapse was the result of worsening internal problems, the separation of the Western Empire from the wealthier Eastern part, 
and outside invasions. Since the days of Julius Caesar, Germanic peoples had gathered on the northern borders of the empire and 
coexisted in relative peace with Rome. Around A.D. 370, all that changed when a fierce group of Mongol nomads from central Asia, the 
Huns, moved into the region and began destroying all in their path. 
In an effort to flee from the Huns, the various Germanic people pushed into Roman lands. (Romans called all invaders “barbarians,” a 
term that they used to refer to non-Romans.) They kept moving through the Roman provinces of Gaul, Spain, and North Africa. The 
Western Empire was unable to field an army to stop them. The last Roman emperor was ousted by German forces in 476 (this is the 
year that Rome fell). After that, no emperor even pretended to rule Rome and its western provinces. Roman power in the western half 
of the empire had disappeared. 
 
(In your notes, create the chart below. You need to write down at least 3 aspects that you feel are the most important for each 
category.) 
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