On Flight During Persecution: Study Guide
Tertullian
Introduction: Is flight during persecution permissible?
NOTE: Fabius: the treatise is
addressed to Tertullian’s friend
Fabius and is dated around 212
A.D. (Quasten)

1. My brother Fabius, you very lately asked, because some
news or other were communicated, whether or not we ought to
flee in persecution. For my part, having on the spot made some
observations in the negative suited to the place and time, I also,
owing to the rudeness of some persons, took away with me
the subject but half treated, meaning to set it forth now more
fully by my pen; for your inquiry had interested me in it, and
the state of the times had already on its own account pressed
it upon me. As persecutions in increasing number threaten us,
so the more are we called on to give earnest thought to the
question of how faith ought to receive them, and the duty of
carefully considering it concerns you no less, who no doubt, by
not accepting the Comforter, the guide to all truth, have, as was
natural, opposed us hitherto in regard to other question also.
We have therefore applied a methodical treatment, too, to your
inquiry, as we see that we must first come to a decision as to
how the matter stands in regard to persecution itself, whether
it comes on us from God or from the devil, that with the less
difficulty we may get on firm ground as to our duty to meet it;
for of everything one’s knowledge is clearer when it is known
from whom it has is origin.
Persecution comes from God

QUESTION: What is Tertullian’s
reason for arguing that God wills
the persecution of the faithful?

It is enough indeed to lay it down, (in bar of all besides,) that
nothing happens without the will of God. But lest we be diverted
from the point before us, we shall not by this deliverance at
once give occasion to the other discussions if one make answerTherefore evil and sin are both from God; the devil henceforth,
and even we ourselves, are entirely free. The question in hand
is persecution. With respect to this, let me in the meantime
say, that nothing happens without God’s will; on the ground
that persecution is especially worthy of God, and, so to speak,
requisite, for the approving, to wit, or if you will, the rejection
of His professing servants. For what is the issue of persecution,
what other result comes of it, but the approving and rejecting
of faith, in regard to which the Lord will certainly sift His
people? Persecution, by means of which one is declared either
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approved or rejected, is just the judgment of the Lord. But the
judging properly belongs to God alone. This is that fan which
even now cleans the Lord’s threshing-floor—the Church, I
mean—winnowing the mixed heap of believers, and separating
the grain of the martyrs from the chaff of the deniers; and this
is also the ladder of which Jacob dreams, on which are seen,
some mounting up to higher places, and others going down to
lower.
Persecution Strengthens the Faithful

QUESTION: In what way can
persecution be compared to and
athletic contest?

So, too, persecution may be viewed as a contest. By whom is
the conflict proclaimed, but by Him by whom the crown and
the rewards are offered? You find in the Revelation its edict,
setting forth the rewards by which He incites to victory-those,
above all, whose is the distinction of conquering in persecution,
in very deed contending in their victorious struggle not against
flesh and blood, but against spirits of wickedness. So, too,
you will see that the adjudging of the contest belongs to the
same glorious One, as umpire, who calls us to the prize. The
one great thing in persecution is the promotion of the glory
of God, as He tries and casts away, lays on and takes off. But
what concerns the glory of God will surely come to pass by
His will. And when is trust in God more strong, than when
there is a greater fear of Him, and when persecution breaks
out? The Church is awe-struck. Then is faith both more zealous
in preparation, and better disciplined in fasts, and meetings,
and prayers, and lowliness, in brotherly-kindness and love, in
holiness and temperance. There is no room, in fact, for ought
but fear and hope. So even by this very thing we have it clearly
proved that persecution, improving as it does the servants of
God, can not be imputed to the devil.
Objection to Tertullian’s Position

QUESTION: Describe the objection that is raised to Tertullian’s
position on flight.

2. If, because injustice is not from God, but from the devil,
and persecution consists of injustice (for what more unjust
than that the bishops of the true God, that all the followers of
the truth, should be dealt with after the manner of the vilest
criminals?), persecution therefore seems to proceed from the
devil, by whom the injustice which constitutes persecution is
perpetrated, we ought to know, as you have neither persecution
without the injustice of the devil, nor the trial of faith without
persecution, that the injustice necessary for the trial of faith
does not give a warrant for persecution, but supplies an agency;
that in reality, in reference to the trial of faith, which is the
reason of persecution, the will of God goes first, but that as
the instrument of persecution, which is the way of the trial, the
injustice of the devil follows.
For in other respects, too, injustice in proportion to the
enmity it displays against righteousness affords occasion for
attestations of that to which it is opposed as an enemy so that
righteousness may be perfected in injustice, as strength is
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QUESTION: How does the case
of Job illustrateTertullian’s position?

perfected in weakness. For the weak things of the world have
been chosen by God to confound the strong, and the foolish
things of the world to confound its wisdom. Thus even injustice
is employed, that righteousness may be approved in putting
unrighteousness to shame. Therefore, since the service is not of
free-will, but of subjection (for persecution is the appointment
of the Lord for the trial of faith, but its ministry is the injustice
of the devil, supplied that persecution may be got up), we
believe that persecution comes to pass, no question, by the
devil’s agency, but not by the devil’s origination. Satan will not
be at liberty to do anything against the servants of the living
God unless the Lord grant leave, either that He may overthrow
Satan himself by the faith of the elect which proves victorious
in the trial, or in the face of the world show that apostatizers of
the devil’s cause have been in reality His servants.
You have the case of Job, whom the devil, unless he had
received authority from God, could not have visited with trial,
not even, in fact, in his property, unless the Lord had said,
“Behold, all that he has I put at your disposal; but do not stretch
out your hand against himself.” In short, he would not even
have stretched it out, unless afterwards, at his request, the Lord
had granted him this permission also, saying, “Behold, I deliver
him to you; only preserve his life.” So he asked in the case of
the apostles likewise an opportunity to tempt them, having it
only by special allowance, since the Lord in the Gospel says to
Peter, “Behold, Satan asked that he might sift you as grain; but
I have prayed for you, that your faith fail not;” that is, that the
devil should not have power granted him sufficient to endanger
his faith....
The devil, it must be owned, seems indeed to have powerin this case really his own-over those who do not belong to
God, the nations being once for all counted by God as a drop
of the bucket, and as the dust of the threshing-floor, and as the
spittle of the mouth, and so thrown open to the devil as, in a
sense, a free possession. But against those who belong to the
household of God he may not do ought as by any right of his
own, because the cases marked out in Scripture show when-that
is, for what reasons-he may touch them. For either, with a view
to their being approved, the power of trial is granted to him,
challenged or challenging, as in the instances already referred
to, or, to secure an opposite result, the sinner is handed over to
him, as though he were an executioner to whom belonged the
inflicting of punishment, as in the case of Saul. “And the Spirit
of the Lord,” says Scripture, “departed from Saul, and an evil
spirit from the Lord troubled and stifled him,” or the design is
to humble, as the apostle tells us, that there was given him a
stake, the messenger of Satan, to buffet him; and even this sort
of thing is not permitted in the case of holy men, unless it be
that at the same time strength of endurance may be perfected
in weakness. For the apostle likewise delivered Phygellus and
Hermogenes over to Satan, that by chastening they might be
taught not to blaspheme. You see, then, that the devil receives
more suitably power even from the servants of God; so far is he
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from having it by any right of his own....
Persecution Must Be Accepted Willingly
4. Well, then, if it is evident from whom persecution proceeds,
we are able at once to satisfy your doubts, and to decide from
these introductory remarks alone, that men should not flee in it.
For if persecution proceeds from God, in no way will it be our
duty to flee from what has God as its author; a twofold reason
opposing; for what proceeds from God ought not on the one
hand to be avoided, and it cannot be evaded on the other. It
ought not to be avoided, because it is good; for everything must
be good on which God has cast His eye. And with this idea
has perhaps this statement been made in Genesis, “And God
saw because it is good;” not that He would have been ignorant
of its goodness unless He had seen it, but to indicate by this
expression that it was good because it was viewed by God.
There are many events indeed happening by the will of God,
and happening to somebody’s harm. Yet for all that, a thing is
therefore good because it is of God, as divine, as reasonable; for
what is divine, and not reasonable and good? What is good, yet
not divine? But if to the universal apprehension of mankind this
seems to be the case, in judging, man’s faculty of apprehension
does not predetermine the nature of things, but the nature of
things, but the nature of things his power of apprehension. For
every several nature is a certain definite reality, and it lays it on
the perceptive power to perceive it just as it exits.
Other Potential Objections

QUESTION:
What are some
other poetntial objections that
Tertullian raises to his position
that persectution comes from God
and therefore must be accepted?
How does he answer these objections?

Now, if that which comes from God is good indeed in its natural
state (for there is nothing from God which is not good, because
it is divine, and reasonable), but seems evil only to the humans
faculty, all will be right in regard to the former; with the latter
the fault will lie. In its real nature a very good thing is chastity,
and so is truth, and righteousness; and yet they are distasteful
to many. Is perhaps the real nature on this account sacrificed
to the sense of perception? Thus persecution in its own nature
too is good, because it is a divine and reasonable appointment;
but those to whom it comes as a punishment do not feel it to
be present. You see that as proceeding from Him, even that evil
has a reasonable ground, when one in persecution is cast out of
a state of salvation, just as you see that you have a reasonable
ground for the good also, when one by persecution has his
salvation made more secure. Unless, as it depends on the Lord,
one either perishes irrationally, or is irrationally saved, he will
not be able to speak of persecution as an evil, which, while it
is under the direction of reason, is, even in respect of its evil,
good. So, if persecution is in every way a good, because it has
a natural basis, we on valid grounds lay it down, that what is
good ought not to be shunned by us, because it is a sin to refuse
what is good; besides that, what has been looked upon by God
can no longer indeed be avoided, proceeding as it does from
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God, from whose will escape will not be possible. Therefore
those who will escape will not be possible. Therefore those
who think that they should flee, either reproach God with doing
what is evil, if they flee from persecution as an evil (for no one
avoids what is good); or they count themselves stronger than
God: so they think, who imagine it possible to escape when it
is God’s pleasure that such events should occur.
5. But, says some one, I flee, the thing it belongs to me to
do, that I may not perish, if I deny; it is for Him on His part, if
He chooses, to bring me, when I flee, back before the tribunal.
First answer me this: Are you sure you will deny if you do
not flee, or hare you not sure? For if you are sure, you have
denied already, because by presupposing that you will deny,
you have given yourself up to that about which you have made
such a presupposition; and now it is vain for you to think of
flight, that you may avoid denying, when in intention you have
denied already. But if you are doubtful on that point, why do
you not, in the incertitude of your fear wavering between the
two different issues, presume that you are able rather to act a
confessor’s part, and so add to your safety, that you may not
flee, just as you presuppose denial to send you off a fugitive?
Conclusion
The matter stands thus—we have either both things in our own
power, or they wholly lie with God. If it is ours to confess or
to deny, why do we not anticipate the nobler thing, that is, that
we shall confess? If you are not willing to confess, you are not
willing to suffer; and to be unwilling to confess is to deny. But
if the matter is wholly in God’s hand, why do we not leave it
to His will, recognizing His might and power in that, just as
He can bring us back to trial when we flee, so is He able to
screen us when we do not flee; yes, and even living in the very
heart of the people? Strange conduct, is it not, to honour God
in the matter of flight from persecution, because He can bring
you back from your flight to stand before the judgment-seat;
but in regard of witness-bearing, to do Him high dishonour by
despairing of power at His hands to shield you from danger?
Why do you not rather on this, the side of constancy and trust
in God, say, I do my part; I depart not; God, if He choose, will
Himself be my protector? It beseems us better to retain our
position in submission to the will of God, than to flee at our own
will. Rutilius, a saintly martyr, after having ofttimes fled from
persecution from place to place, nay, having bought security
from danger, as he thought, by money, was , notwithstanding
the complete security he had, as he thought, provided for
himself, at last unexpectedly seized, and being brought before
the magistrate, was put to the torture and cruelly mangled, -a
punishment, I believe, for his fleeing, - and thereafter he was
consigned to the flames, and thus paid to the mercy of God the
suffering which he had shunned. What else did the Lord mean
to show us by this example, but that we ought not to flee from
persecution because it avails us nothing if God disapproves?
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