
TERTULLIAN, PRIEST AND APOLOGIST 
C. 155–220 AD 

 
Born around the year 155 to a Pagan family in northern Africa, little is known about Tertullian’s life. 

The only two sources come from Eusebius of Caesarea and St. Jerome, who relate that Tertullian’s father 
was likely an official in the Roman military. He received a classical education focusing on literature, rhetoric, 
and oratory, and may have practiced Roman law before converting to Christianity, no later than 197. It is 
thought that Tertullian was ordained a priest for the Church of Carthage around the year 200. He became a 
zealous defender of the Christian faith after his conversion, articulating Church teaching through apologetic 
and polemical works. Some scholars believe Tertullian joined a schismatic sect known as the Montanists 
around 207 (thus accounting for his lack of veneration in the Church), but this point is disputed by historians, 
especially since he was the teacher of St. Cyprian of Carthage, himself a staunch opponent of ecclesial disunity. 
Although some of the views he articulates were questionable and not adopted by the Church as orthodox, his 
contributions to defending the Christian faith are meritorious nonetheless.  

Tertullian’s first work, written around 197, was an exhortation to imprisoned Christians facing 
martyrdom, To the Martyrs (Ad Martyras), in which he encourages them to face their suffering with the 
confidence of faith and the promise of future glory. A vigorous defender of Christianity, much of Tertullian’s 
extant writings are apologetic in tone, addressing many of the common critiques leveled against the faith 
during his time. His great apologetical works To the Nations (Ad nationes) and the Apology (Apologeticus), 
similarly written near the time of his conversion, address critiques leveled against Christianity in general. 
Against Marcion (Adversus Marcionem) addressed the specific heresy of Marcionism, which denied any relation 
between the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament and taught that the God of the Old Testament could 
in no ways be identified with Jesus Christ and the Father revealed in the New. Tertullian also fought a sect 
known as the Valentinians (Adversus Valentinianos) which taught that Christ came to reveal a “secret knowledge” 
(gnosis) to a select few regarding how to liberate oneself from the evil material world. Other works addressed 
various points of contention; their contents reveal the struggles the early Church faced in its effort to articulate 
the faith handed on by the apostles. After a prolific writing career, Tertullian died around 220. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Crucify, torture, condemn, grind us all to powder if you 
can; your injustice is an illustrious proof of our innocence, 
and for the proof of this it is that God permits us to 
suffer…. But do your worst, and rack your inventions for 
tortures for Christians—it is all to no purpose; you do but 
attract the world, and make it fall the more in love with our 
religion; the more you mow us down, the thicker we rise; 
the Christian blood you spill is like the seed you sow, it 
springs from the earth again, and fructifies the more. 
 

From Tertullian’s Apology 50 



2 TIMOTHY 2:1-9 (EXHORTATION TO STEADFASTNESS) 
 
READING (LECTIO) 
 
Slowly and prayerfully read the passage from Sacred Scripture. Pay attention to the words or phrases that 
move your mind or heart. Remain open to what God is trying to communicate to you. What speaks to you? 
 

1 So you, my child, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. 2 And what you heard from 
me through many witnesses entrust to faithful people who will have the ability to teach others 
as well. 3 Bear your share of hardship along with me like a good soldier of Christ Jesus. 4 To 
satisfy the one who recruited him, a soldier does not become entangled in the business affairs 
of life. 5 Similarly, an athlete cannot receive the winner’s crown except by competing 
according to the rules. 6 The hardworking farmer ought to have the first share of the crop. 7 
Reflect on what I am saying, for the Lord will give you understanding in everything. 8 
Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, a descendant of David: such is my gospel, 9 
for which I am suffering, even to the point of chains, like a criminal. But the word of God is 
not chained.  
 

MEDITATION (MEDITATIO) 
 
Reread the passage, pausing on the word or phrase that spoke to you or struck you. Rest with that phrase and 
ponder its meaning with your mind and heart. Then, read the excerpts below and meditate on their 
significance.  
 

CALL TO MILITARY DISCIPLINE. I am aware of the excuses by which we color our insatiable carnal 
appetites. Our pretexts are: the necessities of props to lean on; a house to be managed; a family to be 
governed; chests and keys to be guarded; the wool-spinning to be dispensed; food to be attended to; cares to 
be generally lessened. Of course, the houses of none but married men fare well! The families of celibates, the 
estates of eunuchs, the fortunes of military men or of such as travel without wives have gone to rack and ruin! 
For are not we, too, soldiers? Soldiers, indeed, subject to all the stricter discipline, since we are subject to so 
great a General?—ON EXHORTATION TO CHASTITY 12. 
 

BATTLE WITH SATAN. But you have come within its walls for the very purpose of trampling the wicked 
one under foot in his chosen abode. You had already in pitched battle outside utterly overcome him; let him 
have no reason, then, to say to himself, “they are now in my domain; with vile hatreds I shall tempt them, 
with defections or dissensions among themselves.” Let him fly from your presence, and skulk away into his 
own abysses, shrunken and torpid, as though he were an out-charmed or smoked-out snake. Give him not 
the success in his own kingdom of setting you at variance with each other, but let him find you armed and 
fortified with concord; for peace among you is the battle with him. Some, not able to find this peace in the 
Church, have been used to seek[ing] it from the imprisoned martyrs. And so you ought to have it dwelling 
with you, and to cherish it, and to guard it, that you may be able perhaps to bestow it upon others.—TO THE 

MARTYRS 1. 
 



TRIUMPH THROUGH SUFFERING. Grant now, O blessed, that even to Christians the prison is 
unpleasant; yet we were called to the warfare of the living God in our very response to the sacramental words. 
Well, no soldier comes out to the campaign laden with luxuries, nor does he go to action from his comfortable 
chamber, but from the light and narrow tent, where every kind of hardness, roughness and unpleasantness 
must be put up with. Even in peace soldiers inure themselves to war by toils and inconveniences—marching 
in arms, running over the plain, working at the ditch, making the testudo, engaging in many arduous labors. 
The sweat of the brow is on everything, that bodies and minds may not shrink at having to pass from shade to 
sunshine, from sunshine to icy cold, from the robe of peace to the coat of mail, from silence to clamor, from 
quiet to tumult. In like manner, O blessed ones, count whatever is hard in this lot of yours as a discipline of 
your powers of mind and body. You are about to pass through a noble struggle, in which the living God acts 
the part of superintendent, in which the Holy Spirit is your trainer, in which the prize is an eternal crown of 
angelic essence, citizenship in the heavens, glory everlasting.—TO THE MARTYRS 3.  
 
PRAYER (ORATIO) 
 
Take what you have received in meditation and bring it to God. Enter into dialogue with him. Surrender your 
thoughts to him. Allow your heart to do the speaking. Allow these reflection questions to guide you.  
 

1. Paul exhorts Timothy to “bear your share of hardship…like a good soldier of Christ Jesus.” In what 
ways has God asked you to endure hardship? How can your suffering contribute to the building up of 
the Body of Christ (cf. Col 1:24)? 

2. Tertullian suggests that peace and unity amid conflict and discord is, paradoxically, one of the best 
means of fighting as a soldier of Christ. Have you made the promotion of peace a focus of your 
military service? In what ways have you been called to foster peace amid conflict? 

3. Paul understood the hardship of his imprisonment as a gift from God, for he was suffering for the 
sake of the Gospel. In what ways can we understand suffering as a gift? In what ways can our suffering 
be redemptive? 

 
CONTEMPLATION (CONTEMPLATIO) 
 
Once you have spoken to God, allow him to speak to you. Sit with God. Be in his presence. Recognize that 
simply being with him is enough. Allow his peace to overcome you. Let him act in your heart.  
 
CONCLUDING PRAYER 
 
An excerpt from Tertullian’s treatise On Fleeing from Persecution:  
 
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 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 [judging] of the contest belongs to the same glorious One, as umpire, who calls us to the 
prize. 


