
Events at the Beginning and End of the 1260 Years 
 
The Beginning of the Persecution Era 
 
Emperor Justinian I is considered a saint amongst Eastern Orthodox Christians and is sometimes called the "Last 
Roman" in popular historiography. He played an integral part in laying the groundwork for the current system of 
law followed by the Church of Rome today. 
 
One of Justinian’s most significant achievements was a collection of fundamental works in jurisprudence, issued 
from 529 to 534, called Corpus Juris Civilis ("Body of Civil Law"). The position of the emperor as an absolute 
monarch with unlimited legislative, executive and judicial power is implicit throughout. Numerous provisions 
served to secure the status of Orthodox Christianity as the state religion of the empire, uniting Church and state, 
and making anyone who was not connected to the established church a non-citizen. 
 
Much of the jurisprudential style of the Church of Rome was adapted from this Roman Law Code of Justinian. 
Catholic ecclesiastical courts employed this system of law featuring collegiate panels of judges and an 
investigative form of proceeding called "inquisitorial" from the Latin word inquirere, “to enquire”. This is in marked 
contrast to the Common Law system of British and American systems of law featuring juries, single judges, etc. 
 
History tells us that in 536, general Belisarius captured Rome from the Ostrogoths as commissioned by Emperor 
Justinian. It wasn’t until 537 that the Ostrogoths ended their siege of the city and retreated back to the capital city 
of Ravenna. Belisarius then moved north to take Mediolanum (Milan) and finally Ravenna in 540. 
 
After the Ostrogothic withdrawal to Ravenna, the army of Belisarius approached Rome, which opened its gates to 
the Roman general in December, 538; tracing the transfer of the Roman emperor to Constantinople, and then the 
shift of the Goths to Ravenna. This left the pope “as it were, the governor and principal at Rome” (from two 
articles that appeared in the London Evangelical Magazine in 1796 on the “Downfall of Antichrist,” written by 
George Bell in July 24, 1795). NOTE: This was written almost three years before the pope was taken captive and 
exiled in 1798. 
 
Although the Ostrogoths as a people were not completely eradicated until 553, the conquering of Rome by 
Belisarius forever changed its rule. Justinian’s now unchallenged authority over Rome beginning in 538 provided 
for the institution of a new form of government founded upon the principles of Corpus Juris Civilis. This marked 
the beginning of the state-sponsored church as a political force that was empowered by civil laws that gave it 
unprecedented authority. 
 
The Pope that took over for Silverius (who was a pro-Goth Pope sympathetic to Arianism) was Vigilius. He was 
set up as the supreme ruler over all matters.  
 
These new powers of the Church of Rome ushered in an era of persecution, which continued until 1798—a period 
lasting 1260 years. Much of the persecution during was a result of what is known today as Inquisition, an 
ecclesiastical tribunal or institution of the Roman Catholic Church for suppressing or rooting out all teachings 
contrary to the doctrine of the established church. 
 
The End of the Persecution Era 
 
So what happened 1260 years later?  
 
Independence from the Papal States was declared on February 15, 1798 after general Louis Alexandre Berthier 
invaded the city of Rome. The Roman Republic, as it’s known today, was a client republic under the French 
Directory composed of territory conquered from the Papal States. During this invasion by Napoleon’s army, Pope 
Pius VI was exiled to France. He died there the following year.  
 
The Roman Republic was short-lived, as the Papal States were officially restored in June of 1800. However, this 
historical event was the beginning of the end for Papal authority, which brought an end to the power the Church of 
Rome exercised over Christianity at large. Rome suffered what appeared to be a mortal wound! 



 
 
 
Answering Objections 
 
Historians tell us that Justinian codified the Roman law. He employed a lawyer named Tribonian, who, with a 
committee of 16 lawyers gathered together all the numerous laws which had governed Roman over the centuries 
previous. This law was codified. Then in an imperial rescript in 534 A.D. the Roman bishop was recognized as the 
head of all the churches, and given full authority as such. 
 
However the Gothic king Theodahad was reigning in Italy. That meant Gothic rendition of law was the rule in 
Rome. The Gothic king, Theodoric the Great (who had established the Italian Gothic kingdom and who died in 
526) had been a just and tolerant ruler, allowing religious freedom to his subjects. 
 
Theodoric dreamed of an amalgamation of the Teutons and the Romans, of a Germanic state, in which the 
Ostrogoths were to dominate. He succeeded in establishing law and order in his lands; Roman art and literature 
flourished. He was tolerant towards the Catholic Church and did not interfere in dogmatic matters. He remained 
as neutral as possible towards the pope, though he exercised a preponderant influence in the affairs of the 
papacy. He and his people were Arians and Theodoric considered himself as protector and chief representative of 
the sect. (Catholic Encyclopedia, New Advent Website) 
 
In the East Justinian was NOT tolerant. Gibbon, in "Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire", ch 47, par. 24 tells 
us: 
"The reign of Justinian was a uniform yet various scene of persecution, and he appears to have surpassed his 
indolent predecessors, both in the contrivance of his laws and the rigor of their execution. The insufficient term of 
three months was assigned for the conversion or exile of all heretics, and if he still connived at their recarious 
stay, they were deprived, under his iron yoke, not only of the benefits of society, but of the common birthright of 
men and Christians. 
 
The Goths were Arian, and this was unacceptable to the so-called orthodox believers. Also Christians from the 
East, who believed differently then Justinian on the nature of Christ, were fleeing persecution and coming to the 
west to live under a more tolerant rule. 
 
Being under the Gothic rulership the papacy in Rome was not free to exercise supreme authority in religious 
matters and stop the "heretics". Justinians law on that matter was in degree only and could not be put into effect. 
 
It was the general Belisarius, who by command of Justinian, took over the city of Rome from the Goths in 538 
(though the Goths were not driven out of all of Italy till years later in 555.) but in 538 Rome was "freed" from their 
power, and Roman Imperial law was established in that city once again. Vigilius became pope, replacing the pro-
Gothic pope Silverius, who was exiled. 
 
The IMPERIAL administration was reintroduced and Justinian's newly codified law became the law of Rome---
now Justinian’s decree elevating the Pope as head of all churches, the one could dictate "truth" and persecute 
"heritics", formulated a few years earlier, could take effect, in Rome, in 538. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


