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HISTORY OF JEWS SERIES – PROPHECY 

“Tares Among the Wheat” (Matthew 7:21-23; Jude 1:3-4) 

Christianity faced tremendous persecutions during the first four centuries. There were at least ten 
different edicts of persecution against the Christians under ten Roman Emperors, beginning with 
Nero and ending with Diocletian. Christians were routinely arrested, tortured, mutilated, burned, 
and condemned to gladiatorial contests for amusement. The persecution under Diocletian 
included an attack on the Scriptures also. He issued an edict on the 24th of February 303 AD 
requiring the demolition of all churches and the handing over to the authorities of all copies of 
the Scriptures for public destruction.  

Rather than destroying the church, it only increased its influence. Indeed, the apologist 
Tertullian could exclaim to the heathen: “All your ingenious cruelties can accomplish nothing; 
they are only a lure to this sect. Our number increases the more you destroy us. The blood of the 
Christians is their seed.” The organisation of the Empire also greatly assisted the spread of the 
Gospel with its unified laws, one common Greek language, and integrated communication links. 
Tertullian went on to show the ubiquitous nature of the spread of Christianity,  

 
We are a people of yesterday and yet we have filled every place belonging to you—cities, 
islands, castles, towns, assemblies, your very camp, your tribes, companies, palace, senate, 
forum!  We leave you your temples only. We can count your armies; our numbers in a 
single province will be greater. 

 
In the fourth century Satan changed his strategy and sought a unity through Constantine 

with the State. The devil managed to sow many tares amongst the wheat of the visible church. 
The Lord Jesus Christ prophesied this in Matthew 7 that there would be many false believers co-
existing alongside the true believers.  
 

Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of 
heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven. Many will say 
to me in that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and in thy 
name have cast out devils? and in thy name done many wonderful works? And 
then will I profess unto them, I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work 
iniquity. (Matt. 7:21-23) 

 
The Book of Jude warns that there will even be apostate teachers who will take influential roles 
within the visible church, 
 

Beloved, when I gave all diligence to write unto you of the common salvation, it 
was needful for me to write unto you, and exhort you that ye should earnestly 
contend for the faith which was once delivered unto the saints. For there are 
certain men crept in unawares, who were before of old ordained to this 
condemnation, ungodly men, turning the grace of our God into lasciviousness, 
and denying the only Lord God, and our Lord Jesus Christ. (Jude 1:3-4) 
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Paul had a Demas and even the Lord Jesus identified with that pattern by permitting a Judas to 
be one of the twelve. But very soon the visible church would be flooded with tares. It all began 
with the arrival of a new emperor in the Empire.  

The Roman Emperor, Constantine was the transitional figure in the public acceptance of 
Christianity. Constantine was a great warrior and man of considerable natural talents. His 
mother, Helena, had secretly converted to Christianity around 310 AD. Constantine issued the 
Edict of Milan in 313 AD, which gave state toleration of Christianity sometimes referred to as 
the Peace of the Church or the Constantinian shift. Constantine was regarded as the first example of a 
“Christian monarch.” He went much further than mere toleration. Constantine returned 
confiscated property to the church, gave tax breaks to the clergy, and endowed the church with 
land and state wealth. He also promoted Christians to high offices in the State and helped 
construct magnificent churches for the church. When he oversaw the construction of 
Constantinople it was built with overtly Christian architecture. It seemed that Christianity had 
now gone full circle. For what had been despised and persecuted became the establishment. 

 By the end of the fourth century, the church was modelled on the political structures of 
the Roman Empire and not on the Bible. The corruption of the Christian profession proceeded 
with rapid progress. It was a public Christianity mixed with a great deal of paganism. Heathen 
priests embraced a career change to become Christian ministers without any change of heart. 
Pagan feast days of drunkenness were made in to Christian days like Christmas and all other sort 
of other holy days. Around 500 AD the majority of the subjects of the Roman Empire professed 
a form of cultural Christianity and the faith had spread outside the Empire—to Ireland on the 
west, and to Ethiopia, South Arabia, Persia, and possibly India on the south and east. However 
Christianity was no longer something personal based on faith in Christ alone, it was now 
something institutional that you were born into by means of your physical birth. The Church was 
filled with those who had “a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof” (2 Tim. 3:5). 
 

RISE OF THE CHURCH OF ROME 
 
At the very infancy of the Christian Church, Rome had been the largest, richest, and most 
powerful city in the world. As early as the first 3 centuries the metropolitan Churches had 
enjoyed a peculiar status. Indeed, the Council of Nicea (325 AD) mentions three city churches, 
exercising a long-established authority over those of the surrounding provinces: Alexandria, 
Rome, and Antioch. 
 

Let the ancient customs in Egypt, Libya and Pentapolis prevail, that the Bishop of 
Alexandria have jurisdiction in all these, since the like is customary for the Bishop of 
Rome also. Likewise in Antioch and the other provinces, let the Churches retain their 
privileges. (Sixth Canon, Council of Nicea, 325 AD) 
 

The rise of Islam in North Africa removed the churches at Alexandria and Antioch. Rome 
remained alone without a rival. In the seventh century the Saracen armies invaded in the East 
and took control of Syria, Palestine, Egypt and in the year 710 crossed into Spain. This only 
enhanced the primacy of the church in Rome. Its rise was also aided by two significant events: 
 

(1) Constantine split the Empire into East and West. The East was ruled over by the 
Byzantines (predominantly Greek speaking) whereas the West was ruled from Rome 
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(Latin speaking). Constantine made Constantinople (modern Istanbul) the capital of the 
Eastern (Byzantine) Empire, a city strategically located on the trade routes between 
Europe and Asia. This left the Western Roman Empire free for the Roman Bishop to 
increase his influence and power. The city of Constantinople was originally a small town 
called Byzantium before Constantine renamed it as a capital city after himself. This is 
why the Eastern Empire would come to be known as the Byzantine Empire. 
Constantinople was greatly expanded by Constantine and his successors. By the end of 
the fifth century, it was said to have around half a million people. No city in Europe 
came close to its size and power. It would be the capital of the Eastern Empire for the 
next 1,100 years.  

(2) The fall of the Western Roman Empire began with the sacking and invasion of Rome in 
410 by the barbarian tribes like the Visigoths. Although the Western Roman Empire was 
to formally continue for another sixty years or so, it had ceased to be a political or 
military power. The chaos and distress of the fifth century produced a second effect 
upon the fortunes of the church. Into the power vacuum caused by the collapse of 
Roman rule stepped the Roman papacy in the form of Pope Leo the Great (c. 400 – 
461), who was praised for dissuading Attila the Hun from sacking Rome. The Church of 
Rome accepted these barbarian invaders who kept their superstitions into the church for 
pragmatism. As J. A. Wylie reminds us the Church simply received the new peoples as 
they were, sprinkled them with baptismal water, inscribed their names in her registers 
and “taught them in their invocations to repeat the titles of the Trinity.” 

 
These events greatly catalyzed the rise of the city of Rome and the Bishop of Rome to 

great significance. Eventually, this mutated into what is called today the Roman Catholic Church 
(the word “Catholic” meaning universal) and the Bishop of Rome was called the Pope, who 
claimed exclusive jurisdiction over all the Christian Churches. The pope effectively adopted the 
role of a Religious and Political Emperor over the West. Western Europe now descended into 
the period called the Dark Ages, which lasted almost 1000 years before the Protestant 
Reformation. The advances of science, arts, laws, and technology made during the heyday of the 
Greeks and Romans all but disappeared.  

In the Eastern Empire what emerged is today known as the Eastern Church or Byzantine 
Church based in Constantinople. The Eastern Church refused (until this day) to accept the 
primacy of the Bishop of Rome. Churches like the Greek Orthodox, Armenian Orthodox, 
Russian Orthodox, and Serbian Orthodox etc. eventually emerged from the Eastern Church. 
Combined they have 300 million Orthodox Christians adherents today.  
 
IMPACT ON THE JEWS OF THE DIVISION BETWEEN EAST AND WEST 
 
Although there were Jews in the Western Roman Empire, the majority at this point was in the 
area controlled by the Eastern Roman Empire ruled from Constantinople, which became known 
as Nova Roma (“New Rome”). The Eastern Roman Empire was the most powerful part of the 
old Empire. It would last for around 1100 years until it fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453 as the 
Ottoman Empire rose to power.  

Under Constantine’s rule, the Eastern Roman Empire embraced Christianity so much so 
that by the time Theodosius I became emperor in 379 AD, Christianity became the Empire’s 
official state religion and paganism was declared illegal. It became the most powerful centre of 
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Christianity at this time. Great cathedrals of amazing architecture were constructed like the Hagia 
Sophia cathedral built in 537 AD in modern Istanbul. It is still one of the wonders of the world 
today and has survived numerous earthquakes. Constantine built churches in the land of Israel. 
For instance, the renowned Church of the Holy Sepulchre was constructed on his orders at the 
reported traditional site of Jesus’ tomb in Jerusalem. This church site became the holiest place in 
Christendom. It is still revered by Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox churches today.  
 
 

 
 
 
The interest in promoting Christianity throughout the Eastern Roman Empire strained the 
relationship between Constantine and the Jews. There was great tension over the elevation of 
Christianity over Judaism in the Holy Land. Many Jewish sites were Christianized. Churches and 
monasteries sprang up in Israel.  
 Generally the Jews were treated more favourably than the pagans or heretics in the 
Eastern Empire. They were given full citizenship rights. Although they had to pay a tax known 
as the Fiscus Judaicus to practice their faith. They were given a measure of religious freedom were 
permitted to engage in circumcision, observing the Jewish Sabbath, and worshipping in 
synagogues.  

By the start of the fifth century, certain levels of discrimination began to be publicly 
enforced against the Jew. They were legally excluded from certain governmental posts such as 
the civil service and government in the Byzantium Empire. The Jews were also forbidden from 
purchasing Christian slaves and erecting new synagogues (although they were permitted to 
renovate existing ones). In the land of Israel St Jerome (340-420 AD) testifies to the poverty and 
misery of the Jewish remnant living there.  

The levels of discrimination against the Jews intensified with the reign of the Emperor 
Justinian (c. 482 – 565 AD), traditionally known as Justinian the Great, who ruled from 527 to 
565 AD. Justinian sought the reverse of the decline in the stature of the Empire. He effectively 
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re-conquered much of the territory, including much of that which had been lost by the Western 
Roman Empire.  

Justinian had a number of wars with the Persians known as the Sassanids (the dynasty 
who ruled Iran from 224 AD to 651 AD). The Jews respected the Persians as they permitted 
them to live as full citizens of the Sassanid Empire. Hence the Jews had a relatively autonomous 
existence in Babylon (modern Iraq) under the rule of the Persians. Jewish schools flourished and 
eventually the Babylonian Talmud was completed there. This religious toleration of the Jews 
lasted for almost 15 centuries in Babylon. It was only in the 1950’s that there was large-scale 
emigration from Iraq to Israel. The roots of Judaism were deep in Babylon/Iraq. 

Many of the Jews in the Eastern Empire sided with the Persian side in the long and 
bloody Byzantine-Sassanid wars. The Jews hoped that a Persian victory would result in the 
overthrow of the Byzantines and allow them to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. Ultimately, the 
Sassanid Persians were unsuccessful in defeating Justinian. This would unleash forces of revenge 
against the Jews in the Eastern Empire. Longstanding suspicions were deeply ingrained in the 
minds of the Byzantines against the Jews for their support of the widespread persecution of 
Christians by the pagan Roman Emperors during the centuries leading up to Constantine. This 
was fuelled by the anti-Semitic sentiments of leading theologians like Ambrose, John 
Chrysostom, and Jerome who regarded the Jews as murderers of Christ and those who would 
easily betray the Christian East like Judas their forefather.  

The Emperor Justinian took vengeance on the Jews’ disloyalty by allowing many 
synagogues to be destroyed or converted into churches in the land of Israel. The Passover was 
made subservient to Easter and Jews were forbidden from giving testimony concerning 
Christians in a court of law. The Festival of Purim was treated with great suspicion because of 
the positive connection between a Persian monarch and the Jewish Queen Esther. Justinian also 
banned the Talmud and insisted that the Jews use the Septuagint Greek OT rather than the 
Hebrew one. The consequence was that most of the remnant of the Jews was forced out of the 
land of Israel. Some reports say that less than a 1,000 Jews remained there.  

 
 


