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1
The Martyrdom of St. Polycarp

The church of God dwelling in Smyrna to the church of God of
Philomelium and to all the communities of the holy Catholic
Church everywhere: may the mercy, peace, and love of God the Father
and Jesus Christ our Lord be multiplied.!

1. We are writing to you, dear brothers, the story of the martyrs
and of blessed Polycarp who put a stop to the persecution by his
own martyrdom as though he were putting a seal upon it. For
practically everything that had gone before took place that the
Lord might show us from heaven a witness in accordance with the
Gospel. Just as the Lord did, he too waited that he might be
delivered up, that we might become his imitators, not thinking of
ourselves alone, but of our neighbours as well.2 For it is a mark of true

and solid love to desire not only one’s own salvation but also that
of all the brothers.

2. Blessed indeed and noble are all the martyrdoms that took
place in accordance with God’s will. For we must devoutly assign
to God a providence over them all. Who indeed would not admire
the martyrs’ nobility, their courage, their love of the Master? For
even when they were torn by whips until the very structure of
their bodies was laid bare down to the inner veins and arteries,
they endured it, making even the bystanders weep for pity.
Some indeed attained to such courage that they would utter not
a sound or a cry, showing to all of us that in the hour of their
torment these noblest of Christ’s witnesses were not present in the
flesh, or rather that the Lord was there present holding converse
with them. Fixing their eyes on the favour of Christ, they despised

1 Jude 2. 2 Phil. 2: 4.
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1 OF POLYCARP 5

the tortures of this world, in one hour buying themselves an
exemption from the eternal fire. The fire applied by their inhuman
torturers was cooled: for they kept before their eyes the knowledge
that they were escaping that eternal fire never to be extinguished ;
and with the eyes of the soul they looked up to those good things
that are saved up for those who have persevered, which neither the
ear has heard nor the eye seen, nor has it entered into the heart of man:3 but
to them the Lord revealed it seeing they were no longer men but
angels.

Similarly did those who were condemned to the beasts endure
terrifying torments, being laid out upon trumpet-shells, and
bruised by other different kinds of tortures. The purpose was that,
if possible, the tyrant might persuade them to deny the faith by
constant torment. 3. For many were the stratagems the Devil
used against them. But thanks be to God, he did not prevail over
all of them. The most noble Germanicus gave them encourage-
ment by the perseverance he showed; he even fought manfully
with the beasts. The governor tried to persuade him, telling him
to spare his young manhood; but he with a show of force dragged
the beast on top of him, intending to be freed all the more quickly
from this unjust and lawless life, At this then all the mob was
astonished at the courage of this pious and devoted race of
Christians, and they shouted out: ‘Away with these atheists! Go
and get Polycarp!’

4. There was a Phrygian named Quintus who had only recently
come from Phrygia, and when he saw the wild animals he turned
cowardly. Now he was the one who had given himself up and had
forced some others to give themselves up voluntarily. With him
the governor used many arguments and persuaded him to swear
by the gods and offer sacrifice. This is the reason, brothers, that
we do not approve of those who come forward of themselves:# this
is not the teaching of the Gospel.

5. Now at first when the most admirable Polycarp heard of this,
he was not disturbed and even decided to stay in Smyrna; but
most people advised him to slip out quietly. And so he left

3 1 Cor. 2: g; cf. Isa, 64: 4, 65: 6.
4 Cf, the Aots of Cyprian 1. 5 (ns quis se ultro offerat).
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secretly for a small estate on the outskirts, staying there with
a few friends. Day and night he did little else but pray for every-
one and for all the churches scattered throughout the world, as he
was indeed accustomed to do.

Three days before he was captured he fell into a trance while
at prayer: he saw his pillow being consumed by fire. He turned
and said to his companions: ‘I am to be burnt alive.’

6. The pursuivants persisted on his trail, and so he moved to
a different estate. Shortly thereafter they arrived. Not finding
Polycarp they seized two slaves, and one of them told everything
under torture. Indeed, it was impossible for Polycarp to remain
in hiding when he had betrayers in his own household. The police
captain, who was called Herod, was eager to bring hifi to the
amphitheatre: destiny had given him the same name, that Poly-
carp might fulfil the lot that was appointed to him, becoming
a sharer with Christ, and those who betrayed him might receive
the punishment of Judas.s

7. With the slave then, the police and cavalry set out on Friday
at the dinner hour with the usual arms as though against a brigand.6
It was late in the evening when they closed in: they found him
reclining in a small room upstairs. He could have left and gone
elsewhere but he refused, saying: ‘May the will of God be done.’?
And so, hearing that they had arrived he went downstairs to talk
with them, while all those present® were surprised at his com-
posure and his old age, and why there should have been such
concern to capture so elderly a man.

At any rate Polycarp immediately ordered food and drink to be
set before them, as much as they wished, even at this hour, and
only requested that they might grant him an hour to pray undis-
turbed. When they consented, he stood up and began to pray
facing the east,® and so full was he of God’s grace that he was
unable to stop for two hours, to the amazement of those who heard
him; and many were sorry that they had come out to arrest such
a godlike old man,

8. Finally he finished his prayer, after calling to mind all those
who had ever come into contact with him, both important and

¢ With the reference to Judas and Herod we see the beginning of the Gospel
parallelism which the author (or, according to von Campenhausen, a redactor)
has striven for. 6 Matt. 26: 55. 7 Acts 21: 14,

8 Some editors would emend the text: ‘while they were surprised seeing his
composure.’

¢ Most editors omit the phrase ‘facing the east’.

8268088 F
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insignificant, famous and obscure, and the entire Catholic Church
scattered throughout the world. It was now time to go, and so
they put him on a donkey and thus conducted him into the city,
It was now a great Sabbath day.

The police captain Herod with his father Nicetes came up to
meet Polycarp; they shifted him into their own carriage, and
after sitting down beside him they tried to persuade him, saying:
‘Now what harm is there for you to say “Caesar is lord”, to per-
form the sacrifices and so forth, and thus save your life?’

At first Polycarp would not answer them; but when they per-
sisted, he said: ‘I do not intend to do what you advise.’

They then gave up their attempt to move him and spoke
threateningly to him, and took him down from the carriage so
hastily that he scraped his shin. But taking no notice, as though
nothing had happened, he walked on eagerly and quickly; and
as he was brought into the amphitheatre there was such an uproar
there that no one could even be heard.

9. As Polycarp entered the amphitheatre, a voice from heaven
said: ‘Be strong, Polycarp, and have courage.’'* No one saw who was
speaking, but those of our people who were present heard the
voice.

Then, as he was brought in, a great shout arose when the people
heard that it was Polycarp who had been arrested. As he was
brought before him, the governor asked him: ‘Are you Polycarp?’
And when he admitted he was, the governor tried to persuade
him to recant, saying: ‘Have respect for your age’ (and other
similar things that they are accustomed to say);# ‘swear by the
Genius of the emperor.12 Recant. Say, “Away with the atheists!” ?

Polycarp, with a sober countenance, looked at all the mob of
lawless pagans who were in the arena, and shaking his fist at them,
groaned, looked up to heaven, and said: “Away with the atheists!’

The governor persisted and said: ‘Swear and I will let you go.
Curse Christ!”

But Polycarp answered: ‘For eighty-six years I have been his
servant and he has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme
against my king and saviour?’

1 Cf, John 19: 31 of the Sabbath occurring during Passover. See Arndt-
Gingrich, s.v. odfBa7ov.

11 Josh. 1: 6, 7; cf. Deut. 31: 6, 7, 23. Some manuscripts add ‘for I am with
you’ (as in Acts 18: 10).

12 The words in parenthesis would seem to be an editorial comment.

13 On the oath see also the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs 3, 5, and the Acts of
Apollonius 3.
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10. But the other insisted once again, saying: ‘Swear by the
emperor’s Genius!” ‘

He answered: ‘If you delude yourself into thinking that I will
swear by the emperor’s Genius, as you say, and if you pretend
not to know who I am, listen and I will tell you plainly: 1 am
a Christian. And il you would like to learn the doctrine of
Christianity, sct aside a day and listen.’

The governor said: “Try to move the people.’

And Polycarp said: ‘I should have thought you worthy of such
a discussion. For we have been taught to pay respect to the
authorities and powers that God has assigned us (for this does not
harm our cause). But as for the mob, I do not think they deserve
to listen to a speech of defence from me.’

11, The governor said: ‘I have wild animals, and I shall expose
you to them if you do not change your mind.’

And he answered: ‘Go and call for them! Repentance from
a better state to one that is worse is impossible for us,’+ But it is
good to change from what is wicked to righteousness.’

And he sald again to him: ‘Since you are not afraid of the
animals, then I shall have you consumed by fire—unless you
change your mind.’

But Polycarp answered: ‘“The fire you threaten me with burns
merely for a time and is soon extinguished.'s It is clear you are
ignorant of the fire of everlasting punishment and of the judge-
ment that is to come, which awaits the impious. Why then do you
hesitate? Come, do what you will.’

12. As he said these and many other words he was filled with
a joyful courage; his countenance was filled with grace, and not
only did he not collapse in terror at what was said to him, but
rather it was the governor that was amazed. He sent his herald
into the centre of the arena to announce three times: ‘Polycarp
has confessed that he is a Christian.’

After the herald had spoken, the entire mob of pagans and
Jews from Smyrna shouted out aloud in uncontrollable rage:
‘Here is the schoolmaster of Asia—the father of the Christians—
the destroyer of our gods—the one that teaches the multitude not
to sacrifice or do reverence!’6

And while they were saying all this they shouted and asked
Philip the Asiarch to have a lion loosed on Polycarp. But he said
that he was not allowed to do this since the days of the animal

14 Cf. the Aets of Justin B 5. 4. 15 Cf. the Acts of Carpus B 4. 5,
16 Representing the different accusations of those in the throng.
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games were past. Next they decided to shout out all together
that Polycarp should be burnt alive. For the vision he had seen
regarding his pillow had to be fulfilled, when he saw it burning
while he was at prayer and turned and said to his faithful com-
panions: ‘I am to be burnt alive.’

13. All of this happened with great speed, more quickly than it
takes to tell the story: the mob swiftly collected logs and brush-
wood from workshops and baths, and the Jews (as is their custom)
zealously helped them with this. When the fire was prepared,
Polycarp took off all his clothing, loosed his belt and even tried
to take off his own sandals, although he had never had to do this
before: for all the Christians were always eager to be the first to
touch his flesh. Even before his martyrdom he had been adorned
in every way'? by reason of the goodness of his life. Straightway
then he was attached to the equipment that had been prepared
for the fire. When they were on the point of nailing him to it, he
said: ‘Leave me thus. For he who has given me the strength to
endure the flames will grant me to remain without flinching in
the fire even without the firmness you will give me by using
nails.’

14. They did not nail him down then, but simply bound him;
and as he put his hands behind his back, he was bound like
a noble ram chosen for an oblation from a great flock,'8 a holo-
caust prepared and made acceptable to God. Looking up to
heaven, he said: ‘O Lord, omnipotent God' and Father of your
beloved and blessed child?® Christ Jesus, through whom we have
received our knowledge of you, the God of the angels, the powers,
and of all creation,* and of all the family of the good who live in
your sight: I bless you because you have thought me worthy of
this day and this hour, to have a share among the number of the
martyrs in the cup of your Christ, for the resurrection unto eternal
life* of both the soul and the body in the immortality of the
Holy Spirit. May I be received this day among them before your
face as a rich and acceptable sacrifice, as you, the God of truth
who cannot deceive, have prepared, revealed, and fulfilled before-
hand. Hence I praise you, I bless you, and I glorify you above all
things, through that eternal and celestial high priest, Jesus Christ,

17 Some manuscripts have: ‘with every good deed’ or the like.

8 Cf. Lev. 5: 15. % Rev. 4: 8; 11: 17; 15: 3; 16: 7; 21: 22,
20 That is, wafs, here ‘son’, not “servant’:see PGLs.v. 2t Cf. Judith g: 12,
2z John 5: 29.
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your beloved child, through whom is glory to you with him and
the Holy Spirit now and for all ages to come, Amen.’

15. He had uttered his Amen and finished his prayer, and the
men in charge of the fire started to light it. A great flame blazed
up and those of us to whom it was given to see beheld a miracle.
And we have been preserved to recount the story to others. For
the flames, bellying out like a ship’s sail in the wind, formed into
the shape of a vault and thus surrounded the martyr’s body as
with a wall. And he was within it not as burning flesh but rather
as bread being baked, or like gold and silver being purified in
a smelting-furnace.?3 And from it we perceived such a delightful
fragrance as though it were smoking incense or some other costly
perfume,

16. At last when these vicious men realized that his body could
not be consumed by the fire they ordered a confector to go up and
plunge a dagger into the body. When he did this there came out?+
such a quantity of blood that the flames were extinguished, and
even the crowd marvelled that there should be such a difference
between the unbelievers and the elect. And one of the elect indeed
was the most venerable martyr Polycarp, who was in our day
a teacher in the apostolic and prophetic tradition and a bishop
of the Catholic Church in Smyrna. Every word that he uttered
from his mouth was indeed fulfilled and shall be fulfilled.

17. The jealous and envious Evil One, who is the adversary of the
race of the just, realizing the greatness of his testimony, his un-
blemished career from the beginning, and secmg him now crowned
with the garland of immortality and the winner of an incon-
testable prize, prevented us even from taking up the poor body,
though so many were eager to do so and to have a share in his
holy flesh. Hence he got Nicetes, Herod’s father and Alce’s
brother, to petition the governor not to give up his body. ‘Other-
wise’, he said, ‘they may abandon the Crucified and begin to
worship this man,’

And all of this was at the suggestion and insistence of the
Jewish people, who even kept watch as we were on the point
of removing his bcdy from the fire, Little did they know that we

23 Cf. Wisd. 3: 6.
2 The manuscripts have: ‘there came out a dove and . . .%, but this is omitted
by Eusebius and modern editors have deleted it.
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could never abandon Christ, for it was he who suffered for the
redemption of those who are saved in the entire world, the
innocent one dying on behalf of sinners.2s Nor could we worship
anyone else. For him we reverence as the Son of God, whereas we
love the martyrs as the disciples and imitators of the Lord, and
rightly so because of their unsurpassed loyalty towards their king
and master. May we too share with them as fellow disciples!

18. And so, when the centurion noticed the conflict caused by the
Jews, he put the body out before everyone and had it cremated,
as is their custom.?6 Thus at last, collecting the remains that were
dearer to us than precious stones and finer than gold, we buried
them in a fitting spot. Gathering here, so far as we can, in joy and
gladness, we will be allowed by the Lord to celebrate the anniver-
sary day of his martyrdom, both as a memorial for those who have
already fought the contest and for the training and preparation
of those who will do so one day.

19. This then was the story of the blessed Polycarp, who, counting
those from Philadelphia, was the twelfth to be martyred in
Smyrna; yet he alone is especially remembered by everyone and
is everywhere mentioned even by the pagans. He was not only
a great teacher but also a conspicuous martyr, whose testimony,
following the Gospel of Christ, everyone desires to imitate, By his
perseverance he overcame the unjust governor and so won the
crown of immortality; and rejoicing with the apostles and all the
blessed he gives glory to God the almighty Father and praise to
our Lord Jesus Christ, the saviour of our souls, the pilot of our

bodll?, and the shepherd of the Catholic Church throughout the
world.

20. You asked us then to give you a lengthy account of what took
place, but we have sent you for the moment only a summary
through the courtesy of our brother Marcion. After you have
heard the story, send the letter to our more distant brothers,
that they too may give glory to the Lord who chooses his elect
from among his own servants. To him who can gather all of
us by his grace and gift into his heavenly kingdom through his

25 Cf. Heb. 7: 26.
26 That is, pagan custom, as distinct from Christian.
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only-begotten child, Jesus Christ, be glory, honour, power, and
majesty for ever.

Send our greeting to all the faithful; all those who are with us
(as well as Evaristus, who wrote this letter,?” and all his house-
hold) send their greetings.

21. The blessed Polycarp died as a martyr on the second day of
the first half of the month Xanthicus (according to the Roman
calendar, on 23 February), about two o’clock in the afternoon,
on a great Sabbath day. He was arrested under Herod, during the
time when Philip of Tralles was high priest and Statius Quadratus
was governor—while Jesus Christ was reigning eternally.28

22, We pray that you are well, brothers, who live according to the
word of Jesus Christ and the Gospel (with whom be glory to God
the Father and the Holy Spirit), for the redemption of the faithful
elect, for in such wise was the blessed Polycarp martyred; and
may it be granted to us to come into the kingdom of Jesus Christ
following his footsteps. Gaius?® transcribed all of this from a docu-
ment of Irenaeus, who was a disciple of Polycarp, since Polycarp
lived with him. I, Socrates, transcribed it at Corinth from Gaius’
copy: may God’s favour be with us all! And I, Pionius, tran-
scribed it once again from an earlier copy after I had searched for
it, since the blessed Polycarp communicated with me in a vision
(as I shall go on later to explain), and collected the material
together all but worn with age—that the Lord Jesus Christ might
also gather me together with his elect into his heavenly kingdom,
to whom be glory with the Father and the Holy Spirit for all
ages. Amen.

[THE ALTERNATIVE ENDING]3®

Gaius transcribed this account from the documents of Irenacus,
seeing that he had been a companion of Irenaeus, who had also

27 Some manuscripts omit the words ‘this letter’.

28 (. Tulius Philippus of Tralles is attested as an Asiarch for September 149
(Orientis Graeci Inscriptionss Selectae 498) ; L. Statius Quadratus, as consul ordinarius
for 142, could hardly have been proconsul much before 155: see the discussion
by T. D. Barnes, ¥T§ 18 (1967), 434~7.

The carliest recension of the text seems to have ended with this paragraph
(some manuscripts add a doxology), the following ending being added later,
ostensibly by Pionius.

29 Given the frequency of the name, it seems unwise to link this Gaius with
the churchman mentioned by Eusebius (HE vi. 20), who flourished under
Pope Zephyrinus (199-217). See W. Jillicher, RE 7 (1910), 509-10.

30 Preserved only in the Moscow manuseript (s. xmm). The final revision of the
text is again claimed by Pionius from a transcript of Gaius.
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been a disciple of the blessed Polycarp. Now Irenaeus, at the
time of Bishop Polycarp’s martyrdom, was in Rome where he had
many disciples; and there are many of his beautiful and orthodox
works extant in which he mentions Polycarp as having taught
him; and Irenaeus ably refuted every heretical doctrine, and
handed on the norm of the Catholic Church as he had received
it from the holy Polycarp.

Irenaeus also has this story. Once Marcion, from whom the
so-called Marcionites derive, encountered the holy Polycarp and
said to him: ‘Recognize me, Polycarp!’ .

And he said to Marcion: ‘I do recognize you: I recognize the
Devil’s firstborn.’

And it is also recorded in the writings of Irenaeus that on the
day and at the very hour that Polycarp was suffering in Smyrna
Irenaeus who was in Rome heard a voice like a trumpet-call
saying: ‘Polycarp has suffered martyrdom.’

From Irenaeus’ remains, then, as was stated above, Gaius made
his copy and Isocrates made another copy at Corinth from Gaius’
transcription. Finally, I, Pionius, made my transcription from
Isocrates’ copy, after I had made diligent search for it in ac-
cordance with the revelation of the saintly Polycarp, collecting
the pages after they were all but worn out with age, that the
Lord Jesus Christ might also gather me together with his elect into
his heavenly kingdom. To him be glory together with the Father
and the Son and the Holy Spirit for ever. Amen.



