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Constantine and the Church 
Directions: Read and annotate the documents below, and answer the questions that follow. 

 
Conversion of Constantine and the Edict of Milan 
Emperor Constantine came to power at a time of disorder in which different people were fighting to be Emperor. 
Constantine was determined to become the Emperor of all Rome. Before leading his troops into battle, Constantine 
claimed to have seen a vision. In the sky, he saw the Christian symbol known as the “Chi Rho,” the letters XP in Greek, 
which represent the word Christ. He also heard a voice saying “In hoc signo vinces” or “In this sign you will conquer.” He 
told his men to paint the Chi Rho on their shields, and after they won the battle, Constantine converted to the Christianity 
because he believed in helped him win. 

Source: Dr. Karen Hersch PhD, Temple University 
1. What experience made Constantine convert to Christianity? 

 
 
 
 
There had been many terrible persecutions of Christians in Rome during the past few decades, with 
Christians being forced to worship Roman gods or be killed, but in 313 CE, Constantine passed a 
law called the Edict of Milan, a ruling that allowed Christians to worship in whatever way they 
wanted in order to respect all religions and keep peace in the Empire. This freedom allowed 
Christianity to grow and spread further and faster, especially with the support of the Emperor himself. In fact, within less 
than a century, the Roman Emperor Theodosius would make Christianity the official state religion of the Roman Empire. 

2. How did Constantine help Christianity to grow stronger within the Roman Empire? 
 
 
 
 
 

Church Hierarchy 
The early Church lacked an organized structure of clergy, or people who 
hold positions in the Church. Most early communities met in house churches, 
often run by women out of their own homes. Over time, however, as 
Christianity grew and more aristocrats joined the faith, a hierarchical system 
of leadership developed. Local communities had priests who carried our 
religious ceremonies, and many cities had bishops who oversaw the priests. 
Eventually, the bishops of Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and 
Jerusalem were given the special status of Patriarchs, and oversaw the 
bishops in their region. The Bishop of Rome eventually claimed superiority 
over all the Patriarchs, calling himself the Pope. The other Patriarchs did not 
recognize his superiority, but in the West many did. 

3. How did the organization of the church change as the religion grew? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How was the Bishop of Rome different from other Popes, at least in his own view? 
 
 

“[In the vision, Constantine was told that] if he went forward in the battle in the name of Christ, he would win. He did, 
he won, he became the sole emperor of the Empire, and Christianity had its day finally…” 



The Council of Nicaea, the Trinity, and Heresy 
For the first centuries of Christianity, there was no Orthodox (correct, official) version of Christian beliefs. All Christians 
believed in the teachings of Jesus and had some similar practices, but different groups of Christians had very different 
ideas about basic beliefs, especially who Jesus Christ really was. Was he God in human form? A human prophet? What 
does “Son of God” mean? Is it literal or symbolic? Was Jesus really a person, or was he just a spirit? All these different 
ideas existed in the Early Church, and it created conflict between church leaders.  

Source: John Dominic Crossan, Christian Theologian and former Catholic Priest 
5. What were the different opinions some Christian groups had about who Jesus was? 

 
 
 
 
 
Constantine wanted Christianity to unite the Roman Empire, so he knew these arguments 
would have to be settled. In 325 CE, Constantine called the Council of Nicaea in which 
bishops and leaders in the Church to meet in order to come to an agreement on Christian 
belief. Even though many different views existed, the bishops in attendance took a vote to 
decide on one official Orthodox belief of the Church. The result was the Nicene Creed, a 
declaration of faith that presented a view that: 

• Jesus was the literal Son of God. 
• Jesus Christ was equal to God and part of God. Fully man and fully God. 
• Jesus was one person of the Trinity. The Trinity was a belief God was One but 

consisted of three persons: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Jesus was 
identified as “the Son.” 

As Orthodoxy became more strictly defined by the Council of Nicaea and further Church 
councils, those with beliefs different from the “Orthodox” view were labeled as Heretics, 
those who follow a Heresy, or false belief, and they were later persecuted for their beliefs 
by the Church, just like the Church had once been persecuted by Rome. 

 
6. What was the goal of the Council of Nicaea? Did it succeed? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

7. What is the difference between Orthodoxy and Heresy? 
 

“There was a huge problem with how exactly was Jesus related to God. If you said he was divine (god) and human, 
what did you mean? Was it like the god appearing in human flesh but not a real body? Were you saying he was half 
and half? That was really the question that was going to be debated.” 
 


