A Letter of Antoninus Pius and an
Antonine Rescript concerning Christians

Chnistopher P. Jones

N INSCRIPTION FROM EPHESOS discovered in 2013, and
Arecently published by Hans Taeuber, bears on several

debated problems of Roman and early Christian history.
It contains the beginning of a letter from Antoninus Pius written
in one of the last years of the reign, after a period of seismic
activity that has caused other cities of Asia to feel alarm for
Ephesos.! The imperial titles show that Pius was in a year of his
tribunician power between the twenty-first and the twenty-
fourth; the just visible kappa representing 20 is followed by a
letter that is probably alpha or delta, so either 21 (KA) or 24 (KA),
giving as dates 10 December 157 to 9 December 158 or 10
December 160 to 7 March 161, the day of the emperor’s death.
The new inscription invites reconsideration of a letter to “all the
Greeks,” attributed in different sources to Antoninus Pius or to
Marcus Aurelius. In this the emperor refers to an ongoing series
of earthquakes that has caused a wave of panic, and he forbids
the prosecution of Christians except on the charge of acting
contrary to the interests of the Empire.

The following is Tacuber’s text:
Ayobn Toxm.
Amoxpocm)p Ka[ic]ap [Oe]od Adpravod
vide, Beod Tpofow]o[D Hop]Bucod uwo[vog]
4 Beob Nepova [elcyo]vog, [Tt]tog Athog
Adpravo[g Aviw]veiv[og] ZeBactdc,

I H. Taeuber, “Ein Kaiserbrief des Antoninus Pius zu einem bisher unbe-
kannten Erdbeben in Ephesos,” 7041 84 (2015) 301-310. I am very grateful
to Prof. Taeuber for having shown me this text ahead of publication, to Glen
Bowersock for much help, to the editors of GRBS, and to the external reader.
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68 ANTONINE RESCRIPT CONCERNING CHRISTTANS

apytepeds [uéyiotog], Snuopyikii €€ov-
olag 10 k[ . ], a[vt]o[kp]atmp 10 P, Yroro[c]
8 108, motn[p] mat[pi]doc ¥ ’Epeciov t0lg
dpyovowv kol [t]f PovAfit kol Td dNu®
vacat XOL{pSlV vacat
Otkelov v [k]od épudtTov Kowd Te 10
12 €Bvel kol 18ig £xaotn T@V v 1§} Acly
TOAewV £nl 101G GLUPOOL T} DUETEPQL
TOAEL GELOUOTG KOl TOPAEOGLY VUGG €lg
eOAGPertov kol d€og mepl UMDY KOTOGTHVOL
16 axolovBov &’ éott 00T 10D POPov Tapel-
[06vo]g ductvdhvou kol undevog duoid-
[Aov...... ém? |recovtog NoBfvar AlA . .
[, INQNA . ... . KAL ..

In line 18, [énirecovtog is very likely: LSJ s.v. émninto I1,
“fall upon, of grief, misfortune, etc.,” cite Thuc. 3.82, énérnece
TOAAG Kol XoAema, KoTo 6100tV T0ig TOAeot; cf. Polyb. 5.56.7,
oxotoOuatey (“dizzy-fits”) TvOV émimentokOtov @ PooctAel.
Between dvoko6[hov] and [éri]recdvtog there is room for five or
six letters, and Duelv is tempting, whereas tfj mOAel seems too
long. After 1o0fvour, AIA could represent 81’ @, introducing some
decision or recommendation. I translate:

With good fortune. Emperor Caesar, son of the divine Hadrian,
grandson of the divine Nerva, T. Aelius Hadrianus Antoninus
Augustus, Pontifex Maximus, tribune for the twenty- — time,
imperator for the second time, consul for the fourth time, father
of his country, to the magistrates, council, and assembly of the
Ephesians, greeting.

It was proper and fitting, both for the province generally and for
each of the cities of Asia individually, in consequence of the earth-
quakes that befell your city and disturbed you, to feel anxious and
fearful for you. And it is consistent with this, now that the terror
has passed and nothing unpleasant has befallen [you?], to rejoice.
Therefore (?) ...

As Taeuber notes, this letter is relevant to a passage of Aelius
Aristides referring to panic caused by a series of earthquakes
under a proconsul of Asia named Albus (Or. 49.38):
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Kol POV Votepov ol ToAAoL Kol TUKVOL GELGUOL YlyvovTot £l
"AABov apyoviog Tthe Aciog, kol ToDTo pev on Mutidqvn
KotnvexOn uikpod naco, 100710 0 év MOAAIC TV GAA@V
noAewv moAra éxvnOn, kdpon ¢ dpdny drndAovto, ‘Epéctot
8¢ kol Zpvpvatot top’ dAANAovg €Bgov BopuPoiuevot, N [v?]
8¢ cuvéxeto Bovpooth kol TV GeloUdY Kol TdV eOPav. Kol
t00T0 pev eig KAdpov Bempovg Eotellov kol mepiudyntov v
70 povTelov, T00T0 08 Lketnplog £xovieg mepl ToVg Pwpovg Kol
TOG GYOPaLG KoL TOL KUKA® TV TOAE®V TEPINESY, 0VOELG 01KOL
pévery Bopp@dv, Kol TEAEVLTMVTES IKETEVOVTEG AMEITOV.

And some time later there occurred the many severe earthquakes
when Albus was governing Asia. Mytilene was almost entirely
flattened, and moreover many (buildings) in many of the other
cities were shaken, villages were utterly destroyed, the Ephesians
and the Smyrnaeans ran to one another in alarm, and there was
an astonishing succession of earthquakes and terrors. They sent
sacred envoys to Claros, there was a general rush to the oracle,
and with branches of supplication in their hands they went
around the altars and the agoras and the surrounding cities, since
no-one dared to remain at home, and they finally gave up making
supplication.

This sounds like the situation described in the new inscription;
in particular, Aristides’ phrase, “astonishing succession of earth-
quakes and terrors,” recalls “the earthquakes that happened to
your city” and “the terror has passed.” The date of the events
described by Aristides 1s disputed, some putting the proconsulate
of Albus in the late 140’s, while Glen Bowersock argued for
160/161. That date now seems likely, though 159/160 is not
excluded.?

The new text recalls a previously known imperial rescript,
which Taeuber preferred not to adduce because of its inherent
problems.? Eusebius in his Church History attributes it to Pius, but

2 G. W. Bowersock, “The Proconsulate of Albus,” HSCP 72 (1968) 289—
294, esp. 292.

8 JOAI 84 (2015) 307 n.28, “Ungeachtet moglicher Reminiszenzen an
tatsachliche historische Ereignisse ldsst es der Charakter dieser Zeugnisse
nicht ratsam erscheinen, sie zur Argumentation heranzuzichen.”
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70 ANTONINE RESCRIPT CONCERNING CHRISTTANS

as transmitted in his text it is issued by Marcus as sole ruler in
his fifteenth tribunician year, that is, between 7 March and 9
December 161, and Rufinus’ translation shows that he had this
version of the letter before him.* Codex Paris.gr. 450, a collection
of texts connected with Justin Martyr and the archetype of his
surviving works, transmits a different version and ascribes it to
Pius; here the date is corrupt, and Schwartz emended it to cor-
respond with Pius’ twenty-fourth tribunician year, 10 December
160 to 7 March 161.> One of the many questions attached to
these two versions is whether Eusebius’ originally included the
rescript in the form transmitted in his manuscripts; if so, he must
have overlooked the fact that the imperial titulature was that of
Marcus, not of Pius. Otherwise it will have to be assumed that
his text was tampered with, and the titulature of Marcus sub-
stituted for that of Pius, and perhaps other changes made, before
Rufinus made his translation early in the fifth century. In a
thorough treatment of the two versions, Adolf von Harnack
argued that an authentic rescript of either Pius or Marcus, but
more probably of Marcus, lay behind the Eusebian version, but
had suffered from Christian interpolation, while the version in
the Paris codex derived from on the Eusebian one and had been
further interpolated. C. H. Haines accepted von Harnack’s ar-
guments in his Loeb edition of Marcus’ Meditations, and printed
a text of the rescript underlining those parts that von Harnack
had attributed to the original .’

In general von Harnack’s views have not found much agree-
ment. Among those who rejected the document was T. D.
Barnes, who suggested that a forger concocted both versions, but
that there was “a genuine imperial letter in that proconsular

* Eus. HE 4.13, ed. E. Schwartz, FEusebius: Die Kirchengeschichte (GCS n.F. 6.1
[Leipzig 1903]).

> Reprinted by Schwartz, Eusebius 328. On this codex, D. Minns and S.
Parvis, Justin, Philosopher and Martyr (Oxford 2009) 3-5.

6 A. von Harnack, Das Edict des Antoninus Pius (Texte u. Unters. 14.4 [Leipzig
1895]); C. H. Haines, The Communings with hamself of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus
(CGambridge [Mass.]/London 1916) 383-391.
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year, occasioned by the earthquakes or their aftermath. (It may
even have mentioned Christians).”” I will propose here that a
letter sent by Pius to the koinon of Asia while the earthquakes
were still continuing lies behind the version in Eusebius and in
Paris.gr. 450; T will further suggest that the authenticity of that
letter receives some support from the new, epigraphical one. I
give here the version of the Paris codex, omitting some minor
emendations of Schwartz and noting the more important diver-
gences of the Eusebian version in the apparatus, and after that I
offer a translation, similarly omitting minor divergences.

Avtoxpdrop Koﬁcocp Tirog A’t’?uog ‘Adprovog Avimvelvog
ZsBucrog Eucsﬁng, upxtspsug uéytotoc, Snuupxumg séoucwcg
70 k0’, Umatog 10 &, mathp motpidog, T kKot ThHg TAciog
YoipeLv.

5 éy(b 63unv Ot ol rng Oeolc éntuskég £oec0on un AovOdvev
TOVG rowmoug TOAD YOp uoc?»?»ov Sszoug KoAdootev, eimep
dvouvto, Tovg un Boukousvong owrmg npocm)vsw oig Topo-
MV VUETG EUPEALETE, KOl THY YVOUNY OTMY ivep £X0V0V MG
0O€mv xotnyopelte kol €tepd Tvo, Grivo ob duvauedo dmodel-

10 Eo. €in & Gv €xelvolg xpNoluov 10 SOKEY €Tl T® KOTNYOPOL-
HEV® TEBVAVOL, KOl VIKDOGIY VUGG, TPOTEUEVOL TOG EXVTOV YOYOG
Hrep ne@dpevor oig dE0DTe TpdTTEY 0TOVC.

nepl 88 TV GEIGUAY TV YEYOVOTOV Kol TV YIVouévmv, ovK
dmetkog bropviicon Yudg ddupodvtag Stav mep dot, TopaBEAi-

15 0VTOG TO. DUETEPO. TPOC TO. EKEIVOV, OTL EDTAPPTCLACTOTEPOL
VUMV yivovton mpog TOv Bedv, kol DUETS nev dryvoely dokelte map’
gkelvov TOV ypovov Tovg Oeobg kol TV iepdv  duelelte,
Opnoxeiov 8¢ Thv mepl Tov Oedv 0V Eniotache G0ev kol Tovg
Gpncms{)ovwg e&hlokote kol dokete ifcoc_; Oavdrov. {)nép TV

20 toOVTWV Kol GAAOL Twveg TRV nspt ‘COLC_‘, enocpchg NYEUOVOV TQ
Be10TdTO1 LoV TOTPL EYporyay, 01G Ko AvTEYpoye undev svox?mv

7'T. D. Barnes, “Legislation against the Christians,” RS 58 (1968) 38. For
more recent views J. J. Walsh, “On Christian Atheism,” VigChr 45 (1991) 260,
“It is uncertain whether the letter is genuine, partially a forgery or totally
fabricated.” A new set of studies devoted to Antoninus Pius, Chr. Michels and
P. Fr. Mittag (eds.), Jenseits des Narrativs: Antoninus Pius in den nicht-literarischen
Quellen (Stuttgart 2017), does not mention the letter.
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TO1C TOLOVTOLG, €l UM ueoivovtd Tt éni Ty fyepoviow Poucimv
gyyelpodvreg. kol £uol 8 mepl TV T0100TMWY ToAAOL éoTjHovaLy,
oig &M kol dvtéyponyo; KortorkoAovB@Y Tfi ToD TOTPOS LoV YVOUT.
el 8¢ g &yol mpdg TIVOL TV TOLOVTMV TPOYUO, KOTOUPEPELY MG
T010070V, €kelvog O kortopepduevog anoiehioBm T0D EyxkAfuo-
T0g KOV @oivnTon To100T0¢ v, EKelvog O O KaTopépmv Evoyog
£oton Tht Stxn.

1-2 Titog ... Evoefnc: Mépkog Abphdtog Avtwvivog Zefoactdg Apuéviog
Eus.

2-3 dnuopyuchc ... motpidoc: e€ovoiog Vratog nd np tp1dog to ko cod.
Paris., em. Schw.: dnuapyixfic ¢€ovoiog 6 néuntov kol to dékartov,
Ymortog 10 Tpitov Eus.

5 gy Gunv: £yd pév 01d’ 11 Eus.

6—7 einep SOvarvto om. Eus.

7 TPOoGKLVELV: Tpockvvely 1 vuelg Eus.

8 guPddiete: éupdidete BePorodvieg Eus.

9 xai ... anodet&on om. Eus.

10 yphcwov: oipetov Eus.

10-11 £m1 10 KOTYOPOLUEVE® ... DUBG: KOTNYOPOULUEVOLG TeBVEvaL LA~
Aov fi LRy vrep 10D oikelov Beod: 80ev kol vikwor Eus.

14 drewoc: eiog cod. Paris., em. Schw.: dtomov Eus.

15 to bpérepos: T nuétepo. Eus.

16—19 Duelcg ... tovg Opnoxedovrog: VUL 88 mopd mhvia TOV Ypdvov
ko’ Ov dryvoely dokelte TV Te Oedv TdV ALV duedeite kol Thc Opn-
okelog the mepl Tov dBdvartov: Ov 81 Tovg Xprotiavovg Opnokedovrog
Eus.

25-26 £yot ... OC: émuévol TV TAV TO100TOV €iC TPAYULOTa QEPOV MG
M Eus.

(29) mpoetébn év Epéow &v 1d kowd thig Actog add. Eus.

The Emperor Caesar, T. Aelius Hadrianus Antoninus Au-
gustus Pius, Pontifex maximus, with (tribunician) power for the
twenty-fourth time, imperator for the second time, consul for the
fourth time, father of his country, to the council of Asia, greeting.

[“The Emperor Caesar Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus

Armenicus, Pontifex maximus, with tribunician power for the

fifteenth time, consul for the third time,” Eus.]

I would suppose [“I know,” Eus.] that it is the gods’ concern
that such people not escape notice, for they would be much more
likely to punish those unwilling to adore them, if they could
[“adore them than you are” Eus.]. You throw them into con-
fusion, and you denounce the opinion that they have as (that) of
atheists and other things that we cannot divulge [“confirming the
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opinion that they have, accusing them as atheists,” Eus.]. In their
eyes it would be advantageous [“desirable,” Eus.] to seem to die
for the charge alleged [“to die for their own god when charged
rather than to live,” Eus.], and they prove superior to you, sacri-
ficing their lives rather than obeying what you ask them to do.

As for the earthquakes that have happened and are happening,
it is not unreasonable [“out of place,” Eus.] to remind you that
you despair while they occur, comparing your [“our” Eus.]
situation to theirs, because they use more freedom of speech with
god, while you seem not to know the gods during that time, you
neglect the rites, and do not understand the worship of god, and
hence have expelled (his?) worshippers and persecute them to
death. [“while for the whole time during which you seem to be in
ignorance, you neglect the other gods and the worship of the
immortal (one), whose worshippers the Christians you have
expelled and persecute to death,” Eus.]

About such people other governors too in the provinces wrote
to my most divine father, and he answered them that they should
not be harassed unless they were proved to be plotting something
against the Roman empire. Many have also given information to
me about such people, and I have replied to them following the
decision of my most divine father. But if anyone is able to bring a
charge against any such people [“persists in bringing any such
people into trouble,” Eus.]® for being such (i.e. a Christian), the
defendant shall be acquitted of the charge even if he appears to
be one, and the person bringing the charge shall be liable to the
penalty.

[Eusebius adds: “It was displayed in the League-building® of
Asia in Ephesus.”]

If there was an authentic original, it was probably dictated by
the emperor in Latin and translated at Rome (or wherever he

8 The Latin of the original seems to have been causam deferre (OLD defero 9
e); assuming that the letter was translated into Greek before being sent, the
translator rendered the phrase literally as mpayuo xotogépetv, which Eu-
sebius or the interpolator misunderstood.

9 This seems to be the meaning of év 1® kow®: Eliza Gettel draws my
attention to IG IX.1 101.8 (Elateia, 3 cent. BCE), &voBéuev &v td1 xotvidt
év EAoteion eik[ova ypomtdv].
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was residing) before being sent to the recipients; so also Marcus
Aurelius, despite his perfect knowledge of Greek, used Latin to
dictate his long letter to the Athenians concerning their disputes
with Herodes Atticus.!? But it cannot have begun as it is made
to do here, with nothing to indicate who “such people” are, or
what has led the emperor to write. In their letters of reply, em-
perors usually begin by stating the topic of the letter they are
answering, as Trajan does with Pliny, so that both versions here
reproduce an extract. The content is generally the same, but
with certain marked differences. The Paris version makes the
emperor non-committal about the beliefs and motives of the
Christians. For the Christians “it would be advantageous [to
them] to seem to die for the charge alleged,” whereas the Eu-
sebian version says, “it would be desirable to die for their own
god when charged rather than to live.” The Paris version makes
Pius say, “You neglect the rites, you do not understand the wor-
ship of god, and have expelled (his?) worshippers and persecute
them,” whereas the Eusebian version emphasizes the Christians’
devotion to their god and almost makes Marcus a believer: “You
neglect the other gods and the worship of the immortal (one),
whose worshippers, the Christians, you have expelled.” But this
passage is certainly corrupt in Eusebius’ version and may be so
in the Paris one, and it cannot be made to bear too much weight.

Both versions therefore derive from a single original, and both
contain several difficulties, especially the Eusebian one. Eusebius
introduces the rescript as one of Pius, yet in his text it is at-
tributed to Marcus; his version also gives Marcus the title of
Armeniacus, which he did not take until 164. While Pius could well
say that “many people” had written to him on the subject of the
Christians, it would be odd for Marcus to say the same within
months of his accession. Writing under Marcus, the apologist
Melito (in Eus. HE 4.26.5—11) says that Pius like Hadrian before
him had followed a comparatively tolerant policy towards the

10 F. Millar, The Emperor in the Roman World (Ithaca 1977) 225-228. Marcus:
J. H. Oliver, Greek Constitutions of Early Roman Emperors (Philadelphia 1989) no.
184.94-95.
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Christians, and had written to this effect to Larisa (presumably
Thessalian Larisa), Thessalonica, Athens, and “all the Greeks
(npog mavtog "EAANVog),”!! whereas under Marcus, by contrast,
the “race of the religious” was being harassed by “new decrees”
(kouvor ddyuata) as never before; these are giving informers an
opportunity to cheat Christians out of their possessions; if this is
happening by Marcus’ order, it must be accepted, but if he is not
responsible for “this new decision and this new decree (1} ko
o BovAn kol 10 kovov todTo didtoryne), which is not fitting
even against barbarian enemies,” he should not allow Christians
to be subjected to “public plunder.”

Even if the Paris version is closer to the source-document, that
document is not thereby proved authentic, and some phrases
seem impossible to defend. One such is omitted in the Eusebian
version, “you denounce ... other things that we cannot divulge.”"? It is
also difficult to believe that an emperor could have drawn a
favorable contrast between the Christians’ trust in their god and
the ordinary population’s neglect of religion. On the other side,
the statement that it was for the gods to avenge their own
injuries, famously encapsulated in Tiberius’ deorum iniuriae diis
curae, was “an old maxim of Roman law.”!3 It is also likely
enough that Pius had received many inquiries from governors
about how to proceed in dealing with Christians. Pliny’s
exchange with Trajan is an early example of such an inquiry,
and another is the rescript of Hadrian to Minicius Fundanus as
proconsul of Asia, though some have doubted its authenticity.!*

11 “All the Greeks” might denote the Panhellenion, but might equally de-
note a provincial or regional league like the Asian one: for simple “EAAnveg
designating the Asian koinon, L. Robert, RewPhul 41 (1967) 47 = OMS'V 387.

12 The syntax is difficult and I am not sure of the translation.

13 Tac. Ann. 4.73; H. Furneaux, The Annals of Tacitus? 1 (Oxford 1896) 276.
Cf. Cic. Leg. 2.8.19, ad diuos adeunto caste, pietatem adhibento, opes amouento; qui secus
Jaxt, deus ipse uindex erit; 2.9.22, periurii poena diwina exitium, humana dedecus <esto>.

14 Trajan: Plin. Ep. 96, 97. Hadrian: Eus. HE 4.9, originally appended to
Justin’s First Apology; it is uncertain whether Rufinus’ Latin version (Schwartz,
Eusebius 319-321) represents the original.
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Pius’ statement, “You despair while (the earthquakes) occur,”
finds a curious echo in Aristides’ description of the earthquakes
that caused such panic in Ephesus and Smyrna: “and they finally
gave up making supplication.” A series of earthquakes could well
have caused people to suppose that Christian impiety had closed
the ears of the gods. Tertullian in a famous paragraph observed
that pagans “suppose the Christians to be the cause of every pub-
lic disaster, every misfortune of the people. If the Tiber comes
up to the walls or the Nile does not come up to the fields, if the
sky stands still [1.e. there is a prolonged dry spell] or the earth
moves, if there is a famine, if there is a pestilence, immediately,
“The Christians to the lion.””!> A similar demonstration of
religious despair occurred on the day of Germanicus’ death:
“Temples were stoned, the altars of the gods overturned, and
some flung their household gods into the street.”!

If these arguments are correct, the imperial rescript addressed
to the koinon of Asia and ascribed to Pius by Paris.gr. 450 derives
from an authentic original, probably of 160/161. At the time of
writing, the continuous earthquakes had caused a general panic,
and this in turn had led to attacks on Christians. Eusebius
intended to cite Pius’ rescript, but for unknown reasons the
version that he cites ascribed it to Marcus, and gave it a strongly
Christian coloring. For equally unknown reasons Paris.gr. 450
preserves a less interpolated version, ascribing it correctly to
Pius. The newly published letter of Pius to the Ephesians was
written slightly later, when the panic had subsided, and tends to
corroborate the authenticity of the lost original.

October, 2017 Department of the Classics
Harvard University
cjones@fas.harvard.edu

15 Tert. Apol. 40.1-2. For the Christians’ supposed impiety as a primary
cause of persecution, G. E. M. de Sainte-Croix, “Why were the early
Christians persecuted?” PastPres 26 (1963) 6-38 [repr. Christian Persecution,
Martyrdom and Orthodoxy (Oxford 2006) 105-152].

16 Suet. Cal. 5.1. Suetonius must mean in Antioch, where Germanicus died:
he does not say what form the public mourning took in Rome, except that it
lasted for several months (Cal. 6.2).
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