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The historic relationship between Europe and the Church
is a relationship that has shaped the history of the West-
ern World. Europe today stands at a momentous cross-
roads. Events taking shape there will radically change the
face of the Continent—and the world. To properly under-
stand today’s news and the events that lie ahead, a grasp
of the sweep of European history is essential. Only within
an historical context can the events of our time be fully
appreciated. This narrative series is written in the historic
present to give the reader a sense of being on the scene
as momentous events unfold on the stage of history.



OME, A.D, 64 —The
capltal of the world is
in flames!

For six days and nights
the great fire races out of control
through the most populous dis-
tricts of the imperial city. In its
fury, the blaze reduces half the
metropolis to ashes.

Many of the architectural glories
of ancient Rome are devoured in
the flames. Thousands of terror-
stricken Romans are made home-
less, all their worldly
possessions lost.

stakes and set ablaze as illumina-

tion for Nero’s garden parties.

For years the persecution rages.
It is a perpetual open season on
Christians.

Among those imprisoned and
brought to trial by Nero is a man
who has been instrumental in es-
tablishing the fledgling Church of
God at Rome—Paul, the apostle to
the Greek-speaking gentiles.

Apostolic Martyrs
For many years Paul had warned

year is A.D. 68; it is early summer.

Most of the leading elders and
members of the congregation at
Rome are also martyred in the
Neronian persecution.

Peter—chief among the original
twelve apostles—also meets his end
in AD. 68. He is condemned to
death—as Jesus himself had fore-
told many years earlier (John
21 18-19)—by cruc1f1x1on

Turmoil in Judea

Unfortunately, the headquarters
church in Jerusalem—
toward which Chris-

From atop his palace
roof, the Emperor
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tians look for truth and
for leadership—is in
no position to render

Nero views the awe-
some panorama.

Some Romans sus-
pect the truth. They
believe that Nero—in-
human, maniacal, in-
sane—has personally
triggered the confla-
gration. Fancying him-
self a great builder, he
desires to erase the old
Rome that he might
have the glory of
founding a new and
grander city—Nero's
Rome!

THE CHURCH
STRUGGLES
FOR SURVIVAL

effective assistance to
the persecuted Chris-
tians of Rome. It, too,
is caught in the midst
of upheaval, stemming
from the Jewish wars
with Rome.

In A.Dp. 66, the op-
pressed Jews of
Palestine erupt into
general revolt—defy-
ing the military might
of the Roman Empire!
Hccdmg Jesus’ warn-
ing (Luke 21:20-21),

A rumor begins to
circulate that the fire
was contrived by the emperor him-
self. Nero fears for his safety. He
must find someone to bear the
blame—and quickly!

To divert suspicion away from
himself, Nero lays the guilt at the
door of a new religious group—the
Christians of Rome.

It is the logical choice. Chris-
tians are already despised and dis-
trusted by many. They spurn the
worship of the old Roman gods and
“treasonably” refuse to give divine
honors to the emperor. Their
preaching of a new King sounds
like revolution. They have no influ-
ence, no power—the perfect scape-
goats.

Nero orders their punishment.
The bloodbath begins!

The emperor inflicts on the
falsely accused Christians horrible
tortures and executions. Some are
“nailed to crosses; others are cov-
ered with animal skins and torn
apart by wild dogs in the Circus
Maximus; still others are nailed to

2

the churches of impending perse-
cutions. He had reminded them of
Jesus’ own words to his disciples:
“If they have persecuted me, they
will also persecute you.” Paul had
assured them that *“all that will live
godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer
persecution” (11 Tim. 3:12).

The world, he had told them,
would not be an easy place for
Christians. Paul himself had en-
dured much suffering and persecu-
tion during the course of his long
ministry. For more than two
decades he had persevered in
preaching the gospel of the coming
kingdom of God through many of
the provinces of the Roman Em-
pire. Now, at last, his sufferings
are nearing an end.

Nero sends his servants to bring
Paul word of his impending death.
Shortly afterward, soldiers arrive
and lead him out of the city to the
place of execution. Paul prays, then
gives his neck to the sword. He is

buried on the Ostian Way. The

the Christians of Judea
flee to the hills.

Later, in_the spring of AD. 69
sweeps from east_of Jorddn into
Judea with his legions. The Chris-
tians escape impending calamity in
the hills by journeying northeast to
the out-of- thc—way city of Pella, in
the Gilead mountains east of the
Jordan Rwer

It is now A.D. 70. Titus conquers
Jerusalem. He burns the Temple to
the ground and tears down its
foundations. The city is laid waste.
Some 600,000 Jews are slaugh-
tered and multiple thousands of
others sold into slavery.

It is a time of unparalleled
calamity!

Decadent Romans eat and drink while
observing close at hand the life and
death drama of the chariot races (upper
left). Throngs eager to be entertained
fill the Circus Maximus (upper right).
While Rome burns, the insane Emperor
Nero plays his musical instrument
(bottom).
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Kingdom Imminent?

Amid all the upheaval in Rome,
Judea and elsewhere in the Em-
pire, what is the mood of the
Christian community? What
thoughts course through the minds
of Christians at this time?

Though many are suffering—up-
rooted from homes, imprisoned,
tortured, bereaved of family and
friends—the prevailing spirit
among Christians is one of hope
and anticipation!

Christians are sustained by the
knowledge that Jesus and the
prophets of old had foretold these
tumultuous events—and their glo-
rious outcome!

As events swirl around them,
they watch with breathless expec-
tation. They take hope in the great
picture laid out by Jesus from the
beginning of his earthly ministry—
the return of Jesus Christ and the
reestablishment of the kingdom of
God! As Mark records:

“Now after that John was put in
prison, Jesus came into Galilee,
preaching the gospel [good news]|
of the kingdom of God, and saying,
The time is fulfilled, and the king-
dom of God is at hand: repent ye,
and believe the gospel” (Mark
1:14-15).

Everywhere Jesus went, he fo-
cused on this major theme—the
good news of the coming kingdom
of God. The twelve disciples were
sent out to preach the same mes-
sage (Luke 9:1-2). The apostle
Paul also preached the kingdom of
God (Acts 19:8; 20:25; 28:23, 31).

Christians—in that first cen-
tury—are in no doubt as to what
that kingdom is. It is a literal king-
dom—a real government, with a
King, and laws and subjects—des-
tined to rule over the earth. It is
the government of God, supplant-
ing the governments of man!

Christians rehearse and discuss
among themselves the many
prophecies about this coming gov-
ernment. By now they know the
passages by heart.

The prophet Daniel, for exam-
ple, had written of a succession of
world-ruling governments through
the ages (Daniel 2)—four universal
world-empires: Babylon, Medo-
Persia, Greece and Rome. (Re-
quest your free copy of Who or
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What Is the Prophetic Beast? for
details.) Daniel declared that after
the demise of these earthly king-
doms, “the God of heaven [shall]
set up a kingdom, which shall
never be destroyed ... but it shall
break in pieces and consume all
these kingdoms, and it shall stand
for ever” (Dan. 2:44).

This kingdom will rule over the
nations. It will “break in pieces and
consume” the Roman Empire—
surely very soon, Christians feel!

Soon the swords and spears now
spilling blood across the vast terri-
tories of the Empire would be
beaten into plowshares and prun-
inghooks, as Isaiah had prophesied
(Isa. 2:4). Jesus would return and
“the government shall be upon his
shoulder™ (Isa. 9:6).

For more than four millennia the
righteous ancients had looked for
the triumph of this kingdom. Now,
with Jerusalem the focus of world
events in A.D. 66-70, surely it is
about to arrive!

The Waiting

During the days of Jesus’ earthly
ministry, some had thought he
would establish the kingdom of
God then and there. Because they
thought that the kingdom of God
should immediately appear, Jesus
had told his disciples the parable of
the nobleman who went on a jour-
ney into a far country “to receive
for himself a kingdom, and to re-
turn” (Luke 19:11-12).

As Jesus later told Pilate, he was
born to be a king. But his kingdom
was not of this world (age) (John
18:36). He would return at a larer
time to establish his kingdom and
reward his servants. His disciples
no more understood that than did
Pilate.

After his crucifixion and resur-
rection, Jesus’ disciples again asked
him, “Lord, wilt thou at this time

restore again the kingdom to Is-°

racl?” (Acts 1:6). Jesus told them
that it was not for them to know
the times or the seasons (verse 7).
They found that hard to compre-
hend. But Jesus nevertheless com-
missioned them to “be witnesses
unto me ...unto the uttermost
part of the earth” (verse 8).

For nearly four decades they had
preached the gospel throughout the
Roman world and beyond. MNow,

tumultuous events signal a change
in world affairs. Signs of the end of
the age—given by Jesus in the
Olivet prophecy (Matthew 24)—
secem to become increasingly evi-
dent on the world scene.

Rome, with civil war in A.D. 69,
appears to be on a fast road to
destruction. Wars, moral decay,
cconomic crisis, political turmoil,
social upheaval, religious confu-

sion, natural disasters—all these

signs arc here. The very fabric of
Roman society is disintegrating. It
is a rotten and a degraded world.
Surely Jesus will soon come to cor-
rect all that!

That the Roman Empire is the
fourth *‘beast’ of Daniel’s
prophecy (Daniel 7) is clear to
Christians. With that fourth king-
dom in the throes of revolution,
God’s kingdom surely will come
soon!

Amid horrendous persecutions,
martyrdoms and national up-
heavals, they wait for their change
from material to spirit (I Cor.
15:50-53) and their reward of posi-
tions of authority and rulership in
God’s kingdom (Luke 19:17-19).

“l will come again,” said Jesus
(John 14:3). Christians pray, “Thy
kingdom come.”

They wait.

And wait.

But it doesn’t happen.

The Enigma

When Jesus does not return at the
height—and in the aftermath—of
the cataclysmic events of A.D. 66-
70, the shock is great. Many Chris-
tians are puzzled, disturbed, de-
moralized.

It is a surprising development—
or nondevelopment. It is a mys-
tery—an enigma. What has “gone
wrong™?

The Church is tested. Many face
agonizing decisions. Many begin to
doubt, and question.

The apostle Paul had once faced
this issue. He had long expected
Jesus’ return in his own lifetime.
In A.D. 50, he had written to the
Thessalonians of ‘““‘we which are
alive and remain unto the coming
of the Lord...” (I Thess. 4:15).
Five years later, in a letter to the
Corinthians, he had written that
“we shall not all sleep [die]” before
Jesus’ coming (I Cor. 15:51).


























































































































































