
Constantine



Intro

Hi, I’m Philip Barrington and over the course of the next 2 weeks we will 
be looking at Constantine. We will look at some of the backdrop to his 
reign to help us understand some of what he was about.

We will look at him across the period as, whilst he changed the role, the 
empire and the Church, he was changed by these things as well. 

Constantine is pragmatic, political and powerful. Part of his legacy is 
still evident today.



Context



The Diocletian 
Tetrarchy

Diocles, emperor from 284-305. The empire 
became  unmanageable. 

In 293 he made 4 territories. Controlled by 2 
Augustus’ (East | West) each with a Caesar. 
This was the Tetrarchy.

The Diocletian Persecution of Christians was 
widespread, harsh and brutal.

In 305 Diocles retired and, suffering ill health, 
he watched his system crumble from the 
Adriatic coast through rivalry and ambition.

He died in 311.



Progression and 
Succession

One of the dilemmas with the Tetrarchy is the 
challenge it provided in terms of succession. 
From the start it had the appearance of being 
a meritocracy.

Nonetheless from this point forward it seems 
to have acted as a system of hereditary 
privilege. 

Perhaps the lack of clarity in succession 
planning is one of the key failings in the 
tetrarchy which, fuelled by ambition and 
jealousy, ultimately undid the benefits.



Constantine 
A Soldier

Constantine was born C 272-4, in Naisus in 
Dardania (Nis in Serbia). He was raised by his 
mother, as his father was a soldier. Educated 
in Latin, he often needed Greek translators.

In 296 Constantine distinguished himself as a 
soldier in Diocles’ Egyptian Expedition. He 
later fought with Galerius in the Persian War.

In 305 Constantius asked Galerius for 
Constantine to come to Gaul and help him in 
the campaign to secure Britain. This was to 
get Constantine out of the dangers of the 
Roman political infighting.



Marcus Flavius Valerius 
Constantius Herculius

From 293, Constantius was Caesar with 
Maximian, Augustus. From 305 he was 
Augustus & Galerius Augustus in the East.

His wife(?) Helena, and mother of his son 
Constantine, was a Christian. 

Constantius, had success as a military 
campaigner. In the winter of 305, dealing 
with the Picts, he sheltered in York. He 
planned further conquest, but died there in 
July 306.

He announced his son Constantine would 
succeed him as Augustus. 



Armenia 
Christian

In 301 Armenia became the first country to 
accept Christianity. This brought an end to 
persecution of Christians in Armenia.

Armenia adopted Christianity as the official 
religion under King Tiridates. The church 
began through the work of Bartholomew and 
Thaddeus in the 1st century.

The Armenian Church today has a 92.5% of 
the population. It is part of the Oriental 
Orthodox Church, and as such they are an 
Eastern Church.



York



Early Ascent
Constantius wintered on a campaign in 
York 305-306 where they were driving 
back the Picts. He died 25 July 306. 

He nominated Constantine to succeed 
him as Augustus. The Legions in York 
proclaimed Constantine Augustus. 

Constantantine sent word to Galerius in 
Rome - who in 308 declared him Caesar. 
This created power tensions in the Empire 
between Constantine and Maxentius, and 
also Galerius, Maximin, Maximinus 
Licinius. 



Maximian

Maxentius

The role as Caesar was less well received by 
Maxentius than by Constantine. Maxentius, as 
son of Maximian, wanted power. Living in 
Rome was an advantage. There was conflict 
between Galerius and Maxentius and Severus. 
Maxentius assumed the title Augustus in 306. 

Maxentius declared war on Constantine, in 
311, and Constantine offered his sister Flavia 
to Licinius in marriage making an ally in the 
East.

Maxentius had raised taxes, reduced trade, 
and lacked the strength of popular support.



Marriage

Constantine’s first life partner was Minervina, 
mother of his son Crispus C300, who served 
as Caesar. We don’t know what became of 
Minervina, she may have been dead by 307.

To seal the alliance between Maximianus and 
Constantine for control of the Tetrarchy, in 307 
he married Fausta (daughter of Maximian). 

Constantine and Fausta had been betrothed 
since 293, possibly in the midst of setting up 
the Tetrarchy. She was 4 years old at the time 
of betrothal, so she was around 18 at the time 
of the marriage.



Fausta
Fausta, was Maxentius’ sister, and she had a 
part in her father's downfall. In 310 Maximian 
plotted to assassinate Constantine. 

He involved Fausta in the plan, however she 
told her husband, so the assassination 
attempt was thwarted.

Maximian died, soon after in July 310, of either 
suicide or assassination, though it is a little 
unclear.

Fausta was from here highly esteemed by 
Constantine. In 324 she was proclaimed 
Augusta by Constantine.



Following 
Maximian

The death of Maximian in 310 changed the 
dynamics of power in the Tetrarchy, and both 
Maxentius and Constantine realised that one 
of them had to win.

Constantine was advised by his general 
against a preemptive strike against Maxentius. 

Constantine moved south with 40,000 men, 
and took Turin, Ravena, Verona, and Aquella.

Maxentius prepared Rome for a seige and 
reinforced the borders, disabled bridges, and 
stockpiled food and arms for the siege.



Milvian Bridge



The Battle of 
Milvian Bridge

On 28 October 312, conflict with Maxentius 
came to a head. Outnumbered, Constantine 
confronted his brother in law at Milvian Bridge, 
crossing the Tiber just to the north of Rome.

Maxentius drowned in the Tiber during the 
conflict, was later retrieved, decapitated and 
paraded through Rome the next day. 

This ended the Tetrarchy, as Constantine was 
now Caesar and Augustus was in the West, 
which he did not share again till his boys were 
older. 



Reasons for 
the Victory

For Constantine it was an away game, he was 
outnumbered and with no advantage. 

Maxentius expected him. Rome was stocked 
with men, food and arms, ready for a siege. 

A pagan oracle Maxentius consulted said he 
would defeat Constantine, so he went out to 
battle choosing Milvian Bridge to take his 
stand. This was a tactical error.  

The bridge partly disabled for defence, was a 
bottleneck which restricted troop deployment. 
Constantine was able deal with the larger 
defending army in small parts.  



Chi Rho

Between fact and pius legend lies the vision 
of the chi rho (kai row) that Constantine saw 
in the night sky before the battle and had his 
army mark this on the shields. 

Chi Rho (XP) is a christogram, being the first 
two letters of the word Christ in Greek.

Constantine seems to have attributed the 
victory at Milvian Bridge to the Christian God. 

Christianity was to do well under Constantine, 
and the Battle of Milvian Bridge is a 
significant starting point.



Consequences

The western empire now had unified control.

A debilitating family feud was largely ended.

Licinius, in the East, now had an ally in Rome?

Under Constantine the Empire prospered.

Constantine, most powerful man in the world.

The Praetorian Guard was disbanded.

Constantine had to learn the ways of 
Government with a Senate that had been 
shaped in the old ways.



Sunday

In 312 with Constantine at the helm, Sunday 
became a day of rest.

The principle of the 4th commandment was 
still in tact, 

6 days shall you labour and the seventh 
day is the Sabbath of the Lord your God …

It seems Constantine was onside with this, but 
it may not actually be a decree.

The Sabbath (Saturday) rule was a Jewish rule, 
not a Roman rule. Sunday was the day of the 
sun in Roman understanding.



Edict of Milan



Religion

Part of the success of the Roman (like the 
Macedonian) Empire was they accepted the 
local gods of conquered nations. Religion was 
localised, those who opposed a local religion 
opposed the empire and were eliminated.

Christianity emerged from within Judaism and, 
following the destruction of the temple in AD 
70, became independent of its origins. 

As such it was a religion that had no place, 
and became subject of a number of 
persecutions (Armenia was an odd case). 
Nonetheless it had prospered and grown. 



Diocletian 
Persecution

The persecution of christians under Diocles 
was especially harsh, and had robbed the 
Church of much of it’s property and scriptures 
and put to death many believers.  

Yet it seems that persecution had made the 
Church stronger. Estimates are that by the 
time of Constantine as many as 8% of the 
empire were in some way connected to the 
Church. 

Christians were present in the senior ranks, 
including for example, Constantine’s own 
mother, Helena. Maxentius also had curried 
favour from the Christians in Nicomedia.



Constantine
Pontifex 
Maximus

Pontifex Maximus - a latin term meaning Great 
Bridge Builder, was used by Popes for 
centuries.

The origins are in the old Roman religion. In 
the time of the republic it was held by 
Augustus. Duties included:

● Ceremonials for pestilence, lightning, etc.
● Temples, sacred places, etc.
● Regulation of the calendar
● Burying-places, and worship of ancestors.
● Oversight of all legal patrician marriages.
● Law of adoption and of succession.
● Regulation of the public morals.



Constantine - 
Christianity

At this time Constantine was not Christian, 
and his attitude to the Church was as much 
pragmatic and political as it was pius.

He saw an advantage for the peace of the 
Empire in a religion which, like the Republic, 
did not have limited geographical influence.

He thought the Christian god was superior to 
others, due to the victory at Milvian Bridge.

His mother was Christian. There may have 
been other Christians close to him. 

However he did not want to offend other gods.



 Edict of Milan

313 Constantine and Licinius met in Milan for 
the marriage of his sister Flavia to Licinius. 

The edict of Milan was of great importance to 
Christians as it provided freedom of worship 
for all, and restitution for Christians for what 
had been taken from them.

… they ought to pray to their God for our 
safety, for that of the republic, and for their 
own, that the commonwealth may continue 
uninjured on every side, and that they may 
be able to live securely in their homes.



Donatist 
Controversy

In the wake of the new peace, many of those 
who had recanted the faith during the 
persecutions sought to return.

The hardline Donatists argued once grace was 
denied, there was no way back back. Others 
took a more accepting view.

100 years later the views of Augustine of 
Hippo won the day.

Our hearts are restless until they rest in thee.

Those who had deserted were welcome to 
come back to the life of the church.



Results of the 
Edict of Milan

● It allowed the Church to prosper, removed 
the fear of persecution. It let the Church 
establish buildings of their own. 

● It made the Church respectable.

● It has, knowingly or unknowingly, become 
a foundation of the pluralist secular state. 
Section 116 Constitution of Australia.

● Its essence has been enshrined in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Articles 18, 19 and 20.



Wars & Building



The Arch of 
Constantine

The Arch of Constantine was constructed to 
the North of Rome in 315.

The Arch commemorates Constantine’s 
victory over Maxentius at Milvian Bridge.

It was constructed by the Senate, and reflects 
classic old Roman Religious and historical 
senses. Over time it has been modified, so is 
perhaps not quite original, but largely remains. 

Perhaps of note is that the Chi Rho does not 
appear. The inference is that Constantine was 
not involved in the design.



Peace is Fragile

Galerius died in 311 and Maximin died in 313, 
which meant that Licinius became Emperor in 
the East. 

Constantine’s marriage to Fausta - Maxentius’ 
sister perhaps might have helped heal some of 
the rift at home.

Licinius marriage to Flavia should have helped 
heal some of the division between east and 
west.

The challenge of the Roman Empire was that 
the strength of its size was its great 
weakness.



Licinius

Licinius left Milan abruptly on news that Daia, 
(Augustus in the East) with 70,000 troops, left 
Syria and crossed the Bosphorus at 
Byzantium. Licinius, with 30,000, crushed them 
and proceeded to drive him back to Tarsus 
where he was killed in 313.

In 314 war broke out between Constantine and 
Licinius on the grounds that Licinius was 
harbouring Senecio who tried to assassinate 
Constantine. Ultimately a truce ensued, and 
Licinius ceded Illrycium, Pannonia and Greece.

Licinius was occupied with other conflicts, 
especially with the Samaritans.



Battle of 
Adrianople

In 321, chasing invaders, Constantine’s troops 
crossed the Danube into Licinius Territory, and 
Licinius accused him of breaking the Truce. 

Licinius sent a fleet of 350 ships who were 
defeated in 324.

Licinius dug in at Adrianople. Constantine 
need to get his troops across the river, and 
having found a place, he then set a ruse in 
another place deceiving Licinius and enabling 
the victory.

This was seen as a Christian victory as 
Licinius had restarted persecutions.



Hellespont

The Battle of Hellespont was an important 
victory that brought East and West together.

Constantine’s navy under Crispus, with 80 
ships, met Licinius’ navy of 200 larger vessels 
at the Hellespont. In confined water the small 
ships outmaneuvered the larger vessels.

His navy decimated, Licinius retreated, first to 
Byzantium, and surrendered to Constantine 
following the battle of Chrysopolis, east of the 
Bosphorus. Constantine at first preserved him, 
then on suspicion of treason executed his 
brother in law.



Council of Nicaea



Arius

Arius, born C250, was a priest in Alexandria.

Arius said the Son was not equal to the Father 
as there was a time when the Son was not.

Many Christians held that this was against 
John 1:1 ‘in the beginning was the word’.

Arianism attracted a large following causing 
great controversy, disputation and instability.

The benefit Constantine saw in Christianity 
was now threatening to tear itself and the 
Empire apart.



Synod of Cordoba
325 (Eastertide)

A Synod convened and led by Hosius of 
Córdoba (Spain) in Eastertide of 325 asked 
Constantine to resolve the Arian problem. 

This synod investigated the Arian controversy 
in the east. The bishops found the teachings 
of Arius heretical and dangerous to the 
salvation of souls. In the summer of 325, the 
bishops of all provinces were summoned to 
Nicaea, a place reasonably accessible to 
many delegates, particularly those of Asia 
Minor, Georgia, Armenia, Syria, Palestine, 
Egypt, Greece, and Thrace.



Council of Nicaea
325 (May-June)

The council was summoned by Constantine, 
with 1800 bishops invited to attend. 318 
Attended. The Agenda was:

● Arian Controversy
● The Date of Easter
● The Meletian Schism
● Matters of Church Discipline

Nicaea found Arianism was heterodox. A 
Creed, extended in 381 at the 1st Council of 
Constantinople, set out right belief. Arius 
went into exile in Palestine. He was restored 
to communion in 335, died 336.



Orthodox
Heterodox

The words build on a Greek root doxa - glory.

Orthodox - to give correct glory

Heterodox - to give other glory

So a heretic is still Christian, though their views 
are skewed, diverse or off-centre in some way.

When Arius’ teaching was declared heresy, 
those who followed it either reformed or were 
heretics. Arian Christians have remained part 
of the life of the Church since the Council and 
are alive and well today.



Constantine
& Nicaea

Constantine called the Council of Nicaea, to 
tell the Church to get it’s house in order.

Constantine had little invested in the outcome, 
save that there was an outcome. Most writers 
believe that on balance Constantine leaned 
towards the Arian position.

Nonetheless, Constantine clearly upheld the 
decision of the council. He ordered the 
burning of all of Arius writings, (sadly).

The restoration of Arius was at the direction of 
Constantine by the Bishop of Alexandria. 



Sylvester 1

Sylvester 1 was Pope from 31 January 314 till 
31 December 335. Just after the Edict of Milan 
and just before the death of Constantine.

He was represented at the Council of Nicaea 
by two legates. Though he did not attend, he 
did approve the Council’s decisions.

Little is known of Sylvester, or his relationship 
with Constantine, however we must presume 
that they knew each other.

He is cited as the recipient of the donation of 
Constantine.



Family Matters



Crispus Dies
In 326, Crispus was executed on his father's 
orders. He was tried by a local court at Pola, 
Istria and condemned. 

Fausta was jealous of Crispus. She sought 
advantage for her sons over him. Fausta told 
him she was in love with him and suggested 
an affair which he declined. Fausta then told 
Constantine that Crispus was in love with her 
and that he tried to rape her. Constantine 
believed her and set the wheels in motion 
which ended his own sons life.

He had always treated Crispus well, and seen 
him as his true heir and first born son.



Fausta Dies

When Constantine learned that the story was 
made up, it was too late, for Crispus was dead.

Fausta was executed by being cast into a vat 
of boiling water. This is the only record of this 
method of execution in the Roman Empire.

Constantine ordered that she be removed from 
memory, and this is reflected in her not 
appearing in many contemporary records.

Neither of her sons, both of whom ruled as 
emperor, revoked this order. 



Alternative 
Story?

The other truth of the story may well revolve 
around Fausta (36) and Crispus (26) having 
really had an affair. 

This would have challenged Constantine and 
certainly have been at least scandalous. 

As the Romans used hot baths as a means of 
fertility control it would suggest that Fausta’s 
death could have been a mistake. 

Either story is possible. On balance, given the 
power of Constantine, I think it unlikely that 
either of them would have risked his ire in this 
way.



I have included a number of people who feature in the story - but tried to keep it simple.



Nova Romana



Empire Split

In 330, the empire was chaotic, with 
Germanic attacks from the North, and 
the Huns attacking from the East.

The size of the Empire meant it was 
ungovernable. The strength of its size 
was also its great weakness.

Constantine split the Empire East and 
West, with the Capital in the West in 
Rome and in the East at Byzantium.

This marks the start of the Byzantine 
Empire.



New Capital

Constantine was concerned that Rome was 
not a good capital, it was hard to defend, and 
was a playground for unhappy politicians. 

In 324 he settled on the ancient site of 
Byzantium to build the new capital. He paced it 
out and planned its construction.

The palace was set between the hippodrome 
and the Hagia Irene. The city was planned 
around 14 districts.

The site was well able to be defended, and 
closer to many of the areas of Empire that had 
to be controlled.



Nova Romanum

On the 11th of May 330, the new city was 
dedicated. Its name was to be ‘Nova 
Romanum’ under the protection of the 
Virgin Mother of God, though from thence 
on it was often called Constantinople.

It became the richest and most powerful 
city in Europe, for the next 800 years or so. 
It was a centre of trade and governance, 
arts, literature, and Christianity.

The Church of the Holy Apostles begun by 
Constantine in 330 and was finished by his 
son Constantius II.



50 Bibles

In 331 Constantine commissioned Eusebius to 
produce 50 Bibles in Greek for the Bishop of 
the New City and the many new churches that 
arose to serve the needs of the new capital.

Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus are two 
ancient manuscripts we rely on today, and 
they may be part of the product of this order.

Some suggest that this requirement 
underlined for the Church the need to settle 
the question of the canon of scripture. 
Specifically which books were in and which 
were out.



St Peter’s 
Basilica

Also in 330, Constantine ordered the 
construction of a new Basilica in Rome, 
dedicated to the Apostle Peter. 

This was built on the old site of Nero’s Circus 
and is the site used for the building of the 
current St Peter’s Basilica completed in the 
16th Century.

Construction may have been ordered as early 
as 318 or 322, and the 330 date may well 
suggest some sort of milestone. 

It was completed about 360. 



Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre

In 335 the Church of the Holy Sepulchre was 
consecrated in Jerusalem.

Constantine was planning a visit to Jerusalem.

Many of the Holy Places, and many relics, had 
been recovered by his mother, Helena, on her 
travels there. The building was ordered by 
Constantine around 325-6, on the site of the 
old temple to Venus, which had been 
constructed by the emperor Hadrian to 
obliterate the site of Jesus burial.

The building remains today as one of the Holy 
Places of Christianity.



Baptism



Constantine 
Baptised

Baptism was a big deal and Constantine 
wanted to be baptised in the Jordan River.

However he got sick, so went to the hot baths 
near Hellenopolis in Nicomedia. As he prayed 
in his mother’s church he knew he was dying. 
He became a catechumen yet grew sicker. 

He called the Bishops, and promising to live a 
more Christian life, was baptised by Eusebius 
who had been a follower of Arius before the 
Nicene Council, though had not been exiled. 

Constantine was the first Roman Emperor to 
be Christian.



Delayed 
Baptism

There were number of discussions in the early 
church about the matter of sin after baptism.

This had been an issue in the Donatist 
controversy following the Diocletian 
persecutions.

It was common for some, who may well 
harbour a Christian faith to delay their baptism 
till the last possible moment, so they could be 
virtuous for a shorter period of time. 

It is not clear, however this may factor in 
Constantines choice to defer baptism.



Death



Death

His Baptism was a deathbed event, as he died 
shortly after, around 22 May 337, 50 days after 
Pascha - the Feast of Pentecost.

His body was moved to the Church of the Holy 
Apostles in his capital. He was succeeded by 
his three sons still living,  Constantine II, 
Constantius II and Constans. A number of 
relatives met their end to simplify succession.

His tomb was moved in the 550 renovation, 
and still intact at the sack of Constantinople 
during the crusades (1204), and probably at 
the fall of Constantinople in 1453.



Constantine is Pivotal

The period of Constantine is the 
passing of the old order and the 
beginning of a new order.

The old gods were leaving and 
Christianity arrived centre stage.

A New Capital and a New Empire.

The spirit of the Edict of Milan 
survived the reformation and the 
enlightenment, and is born out in 
constitutions of nations today, and 
in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights.



Family and 
Power

There is no doubt family matters involving 
power are evident in the story of Constantine. 

His father in law plotted to kill him, and he 
fought and conquered his brother in law.

He married for politics, and married his sister 
off for politics, and then fought, conquered 
and executed another brother in law.

He was tricked by his wife into executing his 
own son and then on discovery his wife found 
herself in very hot water.

Size is not everything.



Donation of 
Constantine



The Donation of 
Constantine

A forged decree by which Constantine gave 
authority over Rome and the West to the Pope. 

Composed probably in the 8th century, it was 
used, especially in the 13th century, in support 
of claims of political authority by the papacy. 

It was first used to gain the patronage of Pepin 
the Short, in recovering the Papal States.

Charlemagne accepted it was true.

It was used by the Popes as genuine to assert 
authority over the Eastern Church in matters 
leading up to the great schism.



Constantine the Great
Constantine changed the world. He is 
one of those few in history who earn the 
title The Great.

His leadership was strong, and he was a 
good military strategist.

For all the difference he made to the 
Church his own religious position is 
interesting.



In hoc signo vinces
In this sign conquer

Constantine’s motto following the victory at Milvian Bridge



The Edict of Milan is 
one of Constantine’s 
most lasting legacy.



Thank you for your 
interest …..

Feel free to disagree


