The"Fixed Day” in Pliny’s Letter to Trajan
By Rodney Nelson

INTRODUCTION

Hiny sletter to Trgan (1) contains the earliest nonChrigtian account of Christian worship
practices. Included is one of the earliest post-apostalic references to Christians gathering on a particular
day for worship. The reference to Chrigtians gathering on a “fixed day” has historicaly been interpreted
asreferring to Sunday (2). However, others have suggested the “fixed day” could refer to Easter or the
Jewish Sabbath (3).

In view of the potentid importance of Pliny’ s letter to understanding the Lord’s Day and the
difficultiesin both the Easter and Sabbath interpretations of the “fixed day”, it ssemswise to take
another look & the reference itsdlf. Examination of the background of the letter will be followed by
discussion of the Easter and Sabbath interpretations. The fina section will examine the traditiond
Sunday interpretation of the text and its importance to the ongoing Sabbath- Sunday debate.

BACKGROUND

Bithynia was a Roman province located on the south coast of the Black Seain northern Asia
Minor. Peter addresses hisfirgt letter to believersin Bithynia (1 Peter 1:1). First Peter is dated no later
than 67-68 A.D., but probably written between 60-68 A.D. By thetime of Hiny’'sletter (112 A.D.),
the Bithynian church had existed for abouit fifty years. Fliny comments that Chridtianity (superdiitio) had
penetrated both the urban and rurd areas of the province. Chrigtian teaching had indeed pervaded to
every sector of society.

It is noteworthy that the charges brought upon the Christians as a hetaeria (secret group or
club), originated from the non-Christian population. Apparently, the Chrigtians had enough prominence
to warrant suspicion. Thiswas not Smply anew occurrence. The pagansin Bithynia, aswell as other
provinces, had accused Christians of wrong-doing (cf. 1 Peter 2:12). By A.D. 112, thiswas an unusud
occurrence for most of the Roman Empire. “In mogt areas of the Roman Empire Christianslived quietly
and peaceably among their neighbors conducting their affairs without disturbance’ (4). 1t seems that
legd action was brought againgt Chrigtians only where friction existed between pagans and believers.

Pliny does not describe the specific charges brought againgt the Christians, but we can attempt
to ascertain their character. There was auniversa imperia declaration againg the gathering of groups
or asociaions (hetagria) in the Empire. The Chrigtians, who were known to gather together, were
suspected of unlawful and perhaps clandestine secret rights (5). Based upon these accusations, Pliny
had to judge the reliability of these charges by interrogating suspected Chritians.

Once brought in for interrogation by Pliny, the accused Chrigtians were tested regarding their
gncerity as Chrigtians. Pliny ordered an image to the emperor be brought in along with imagesto the
gods. Fliny understood that true Christians would not worship these images, so he ordered them to
worship them. Those who did not pray, offer incense, and curse the name of Christ proved to be the
red Chrigtians. Many were executed after confessing to being Chrigtian after three chances under
thresat.

Confessionswere by former believers who had abandoned Chrigtianity (6). Those who had



abandoned Chrigtianity twenty years before probably had done so under the persecution of Domitian,
A.D. 81-96 (7). Ther confession conssted of the following characterigtics. They had in the past met
together as a group prior to daylight on a“fixed day.” At the assembly they sang hymns of worship to
Jesus as they would to agod (8). They committed themselves to an oath not to stedl, commit adultery,
lie, nor neglect to give to one ancther. After this they would depart and meet again later the same day
to eat.

Of note in the description is the detall given about the time of day the meeting took place and
what occurred at the meetings. However, particularly absent is any reference to which day the
observance took place. The day was “fixed” s0 that the Christians knew when to meet - yet even the
former Chrigtians interrogated did not reved the day it occurred. Apparently, nothing more was
reveded through the torturing of the women. Hiny’s concluson was that Chrigtianity was nothing more
than a perverted superdtition.

THE EASTER INTERPRETATION

One suggedtion for the identity of the “fixed day” isthe annua Easter Sunday celebration (9).
The argument suggests the Romans would not have been threatened by the Christian custom of meseting
on aweekly basis any more than they were threatened by the Jewish weekly observance of the
Sabbath. But, they woud have been threetened by an annua celebration giving “divine honors to some
person other than the Roman emperor” (10).

This scenario seems unlikely. Though the frequency of the gatherings is not given, it doubtless
occurred more than once ayear. The description of the meeting in Fliny’ s letter is too reminiscent of the
description of the Chrigtian worship service in Justin' s letter to merely dismiss as describing ayearly
celebration. The events at the meeting seem descriptive of aregular gathering (Snging, an oath of
fiddity, gathering again to eet) (11). The nature of the complaints againg the Chrigtians from Bithynian
citizens suggests frequent meetings. Fliny does not eucidate the nature of the charges (12), yet some of
them certainly concerned what occurred in the meetings. This suggests the meetings were frequent
enough to merit notice from the locd citizenry. The rapid growth of Chrigtianity in thelocd area
suggests widespread suspicion of Chrigtian practices.

Geraty argues that Roman reaction to the time of the meeting seemingly indicates an annud
Eagter observance. On the contrary, evidence within the letter indicates Pliny was concerned about the
meeting itsdf and what occurred in it, rather than the time of the meeting. The mystery regards when the
meseting occurred, not Aliny’ s concern about when it occurred. Geraty regards the contents of the
meseting as a “lessar” concern on the part of the Romans. However, evidence indicatesit was an
important concern. Findly, the mgor concern focuses on the confession of the meeting, not the time of
the meeting. The attention was on who the meeting focused on (adoration of Christ as divine), not upon
whenit occurred. Would not the Christians express their worship of Christ asagod on aweekly basis?

It is extremdy unlikely they waited for ayear to express such adoration.

THE SABBATH INTERPRETATION




Samuele Bacchiocchi holds to the possibility that the “fixed day” may be the Jewish Sabbath.

In the light of this excursus we conclude that the ‘ appointed day’ of Rliny is not
necessarily the selfsame day of the week, unless it was the Sabbath, which possibly
Hiny prefers not to mention to avoid placing Christiansin aworse light by associating
them with Jaws would have encouraged the emperor to take harsher measures, the very
thing Rliny’ s | etter wished to discourage. (13)

Such apossihility isunlikely for the Bithynian Chrigtians were probably not Jewish in character.
This pointsto the Chridians in Bithynia as having their own digtinct identity from thet of Judaism. “There
isno hint that the Chrigtians had anything to do with Jews or that they came from Jewish background. It
islikely that some were converted Jews, but Fliny treated the Christians as an independent sect” (14).

Because of the largdly Gentile makeup of the Bithynian church (15), it is difficult to definitely see
any Sabbath referencein the “fixed day.” One may insst these Gentile Chrigtians kept the Sabbath
which seems highly unlikdly in view of the fact that upon Pliny’ s edict forbidding the existence of clubs
(heteeria), the observance of the day of worship was abandoned by the Christians. If it had been the
Sabbath there certainly would have been more than a smple abandonment of these gatherings.

It seems more likely that the abandonment of this day in obedience to Fliny’ s edict was not a
mord issue for the Chrigtians, but one of persond choice. The day itsdlf did not have inherently mord
import. If it had we could expect to see the Chrigtians “drawing the line” where Sabbath was
concerned. It would have been smilar to Acts 5:29—"Peter and the other gpostles replied: *We must
obey God rather than men!’” Clearly, the persecution of these Bithynian Christians was because they
were Chrigtians, not because of which day they observed.

Bacchiocchi seemsto imply that Pliny prefers not to mention Sabbath as the “fixed day”’ so asto
save the Chrigtians from further unjust persecution as Jewish followers. 1t would seem truer to the
context that Pliny would have surely mentioned if it were Sabbath because of its association with
Judaism (16).

THE SUNDAY INTERPRETATION

Bacchiocchi contends that it could not have been the first day of the week for severd reasons.
TheLain “stato die” (fixed day) can mean aday fixed from week to week, but not necessarily the
same day from week to week. “The gathering then could occur periodicaly but not necessarily on the
sf-same day”’ (17). The context suggests two possible understandings. The Chrigtians were being
accused before Fliny arrived. To avoid suspicion, the Chrigtians may have “changed the day and place
of their gathering” (18). After torture and interrogation the governor only found out the time of the day
and manner of worship, yet not the day itsdlf. Thus, if “Chrigiansin Bithyniawere dready gathering
regularly on Sunday, they would have confessed this as they disclosed the rest of their worship
ativities’ (19). Why?

In 150 A.D. Justin Martyr used “the day of the Sun” asaraionde for gathering to worship,



“gpparently as ameans of creeting afavorable impresson’ (20). Thus, if the Chrigtians were
worshipping on Sunday in Fliny’ stime, they would have mentioned it to Pliny to gain afavorable
impression.

If Riny had found that they gathered on the day of the Sun, would he not presumably have
mentioned this fact in order to present the Chrigtian worship in amore favorable light? (21).

Bacchiocchi’ s point regarding the gato die isvaid in thet it is not specific. Yet, he has chosen
to take one dternative (not the same day), and neglected the other (afixed day week to week). He has
merely chosen one of two aternatives. However, the implications of his argument are profound. Firs,
if these Chrigtians did meet together regularly, but on dternate days, then what becomes of the practice
of Sabbath and Sunday observance? If they are dternating daysthen it is quite difficult to see how the
Chrigtians could observe aweekly “fixed day” of worship, whether Sabbath or Sunday. Second, such
apogtion indeed opens up the argument that early Chrigtians in Bithynia did not observe any particular
day as of gpecid sgnificance above ancther. They were smply aternating days of gathering to “avoid
cause of sugpicion’ (22). With the above considerations, it isindeed “possble that Chrigtians every
week changed the day and place of their gathering,” (23), yet not probable. It would seem the day
remained the same because of its “fixed’ character.

Bacchiocchi argues that had the Chrigtians been gathering on Sunday, Fliny would have made
note of it because worship on Sunday was |ooked upon as venerated with prestige. Thus, he would
have noted it to “present the Chrigtian worship in amore favorable light” (24). Rliny would have found
out about it because “they would have confessed this as they disclosed the rest of their worship
activities’ in order to gain favorable treatment (25). Bacchiocchi then cites the appea made by Justin
Martyr (150 A.D.) to the emperor that “the Christians gathered on *the day of the Sun,” apparently asa
means of creating afavorable impression’ (26).

Isit concaivable that Bithynian Chrigtians, had they worshipped on Sunday, would use the same
rationde to judtify worship to Fliny as Justin did to impress the emperor severd decades later? Whileiit
remains questionable that Justin would mention Sunday to gain afavorable impression, such aclam for
Finy sletter is presupposed and reasons that the same psychology existed with the Bithynian Chrigians
aswith the Chrigtians of Justin’ stime.

The citation of Judtin’s rationale should not be transferred to the Stuation in Bithynia 30 years
ealier. Thestuation of Chrigiansin Bithyniain 112 A.D. was different than that of Rome in 150 A.D.
Bacchiocchi notes that a connection between Paul’ s writings to Bithynian Chrigtian Sunday worship is
thin due to fifty years separating Paul’ sand Fliny’ sletter, and “that during that period of time, aswe
shdl notice, changes could readily have occurred” (27). The same point could be argued respecting
Finy’ sand Jugtin’ s | etters.

The Stuation is different between Fliny’ s and Justin’ stime in thet the Bithynian Chridtians
nowhere sought to accommodate Fliny’ s interrogations by conceding or judtifying their practice by citing
pagan smilarities. Indeed, the opposite occurred. 1t should be further noted that the information Pliny
received about the manner of Chrigtian worship originated from former believers, not contemporary



Chrigtians. Thisisfurther seen by the fact that those Chrigtians who confessed three times to being
Chrigtian were led away to execution. The former believers cursed the name of Christ, and worshipped
Trgjan s satue and the images of the gods. There is smply no hint in Fliny’ s letter that the genuine
Chrigtians compromised or judtified their practice by gppedling to pagan amilarities.

Fifty years prior to this the Bithynian believers had confronted a smilar situation about which
they received ingruction from Peter regarding how they were to act toward civil authorities (see 1 Peter
1:17; 2:12; 3:14-15; 4:14-16).

It has long been recognized that the famous letter of the Y ounger Fliny to Trgan concerning the
trids of Chrigtians has important bearing on the understanding of 1 Peter.... it isclear that Fliny
and (1 Peter)... are deding with the same kind of Stuation of Chridians vis-a-visthe state and
are dedling with it in somewhat the same terms, athough of course from opposite points of view.
(29)

The amilarity of the two Stuations demondtrates that Bithynian bdievers continued to show fiddlity to
Peter’s counsd.

Bacchiocchi’ s beief pictures the Chridtians as eventudly compromising their faith by seeking
better relations with the State. Thereis certainly a conflict here. The genuine Christians present a
picture of non-compromise, even to death. Fliny was not doing the Chrigtians any favors which leads to
thefind poirt.

Why did Pliny meke his “cautious” appea? Was it merdly because the condemnation “was
causing therr killing without regard to their age, sex or aititude’ (29)? Certainly it was one of the
reasons. However, Trgan sreply to Pliny’ s letter indicates the real issue was one of |egality and
public reations. Legdly, Pliny was correct to only punish those who were convicted of being
Chrigtian through the test he set up of triple confesson under threet. In public reations, Trgan saw an
incongstency in Romean justice when anyone who was seen as a Christian was punished. Many non
Chrigtians were unjustly condemned. Hence, anonymous lists of names were further forbidden. They
set a bad example unworthy of Roman toleration and justice. We see here Roman bureaucrecy e its
best.

The point isto show that Bacchiocchi’ s contention that Pliny would have included any reference
to Sunday to facilitate better trestment of Christiansis not cogent. Additiondly, Pliny did not apped for
the Chrigtians. He gppeded for a better method of facilitating justice. He was a bureaucrat, and a good
one at that. He sought to create better handling of the charges againgt the Christians by appeding to
Trajan' sdedre for better handling of the anti- Christian law. The enforcement of the law had created
inequities that resulted in many wrong decisons.

Trgjan praised Fliny for his handling of the Chridtian Stuation. “Y ou have followed the right
course of procedure, my dear Pliny, in your examination of the cases of persons charged with being
Chridians” (30). Therefore, the centrd issue was not better treatment for Chrigtians, or presenting “the
Chrigtian worship in amore favorable light” (31), but one of better facilitation of the existing anti-



Chrigtian law. In asense, they wanted to “dreamline” the law and meke it more effective.

Bacchiocchi’ s main weskness in this arealis his bdlief that “the anti- Chrigtian law . . . was
cauging ther [that is, Chrigtian] killing without regard to their age, sex or attitude’ (32). The issue was
not one of leniency to Christians themsalves, but of mistakes made to non-Christians because of an inept
procedure of determining who was a Chrigtian. Fliny received praise from Trgan for hisinnovation in
handling the charges, not in showing leniency to Chrigians. Thus, Bacchioochi’ s contextua andlysisis
agang the context.

Hiny was not in the business of protecting Christians. The Chrigtiansin Bithyniawere being
tried not as a Jewish sect or due to associations with Judaism, but because they were perceived as
suspicious in their association and activities as a hetagria by the locd population. Fliny, upon hearing
testimony from various Christians and former Chrigtians, concluded that Chridtianity was aforeign cult, a
perverse superdtition (33). If they were seen as associated with Judaism, Pliny would not have been
unsure of how to ded with them (34). At least in Bithynia, the Chrigtians had developed their own
identity and were digtinct from Judaism.

Why the Omission?

Why was the identification of the fixed day omitted? The custom extended back prior to Fliny’s
acocount. 1t seems puzzling that the former Chrigtians did not identify the day since they had nothing
gpparently to lose by disclosing it. The meetings had ceased after Pliny appeared as governor of
Bithyniain accordance with the emperor’ s order and Pliny’ sedict. Thus, we may have a clue why the
day itsdf was not reveded.

Given the fact that no meetings were held due to Fliny’ s edict, it would seem that the former
believers would not hesitate to reveal the day. However, the withesses were more concerned with
revealing what went on during the meetings rather than the day itsdlf, snce the red issue was about the
activities taking place during the assemblies. Thus, it may have been glossed over asatrivid,
unimportant matter as compared to the character and events taking place a the meetings. Also, the
witnesses would not wish to implicate themsdves by portraying the assembliesin other than an innocent

way.

The fault or error as recorded later is rather trivial and innocent compared to the charges that
were perhaps raised againg them. Therefore, it is conceivable that the identification of the day itself was
not seen as important by both Pliny and the former Christians because the primary focus was upon the
activities taking place on the fixed day.

Wasit Sunday?

Despite this probability, can identification of the day be made? It isimpossbleto
“unambiguoudy” state which day is referred to (35). However, speculation as to which day it was not
can be arrived at with more certainty. Was it Sabbath or Sunday, or was it neither?



Various reasons have been given asto why it is unlikely that the “fixed day” was Easter or the
Sabbath. If it was neither, was it Sunday? It cannot be ruled out that perhaps it was the first day of the
week. Whether it was weekly or bi-weekly no one can tell.

Even the former believers did not tell which day it was. 1t was concluded earlier that this may
be due to the primary importance given to the activities occurring on that day. Fliny did not seem to be
occupied with finding out which day it was. Pliny may not have known because the former Chrigtians
did not tell him. Bacchiocchi seems too concerned with giving Fliny’ s rationae for not reveding thet it
was Sabbath on one hand, or the reasons why he would revea the “fixed day” as Sunday. Both are
based on the suppostion that Pliny knew which day it was, which is something one cannot be certain of.

Following are reasons why the “fixed day” may be referring to the first day of the week. A clue
isfound in the time of day thet they met. They firsg met “before daylight” while it was dill dark. Thisis
ggnificant in itself. Perhaps they met before dawn to concedl their location, but this seems inconsstent
when one considers that they met later on that day to “take food.” Meeting at dawn is reminiscent of
Chrigt’ sresurrection “at dawn on the first day of the week” (Matthew 28:1).

Jugtin Martyr’ s description of a Christian worship service in Rome carries griking smilaritiesto
the one given in Rliny’ s letter (36). Both contain references to observing what God's Word teaches
(Pliny - “bind themsdlves by oath’; Justin - “exhorts to the imitation of these good things”); both mention
giving to athersin the group (Fliny - “not to deny a deposit”; Judtin - “give what each thinksfit. . . and
deposited”); each partakesin amed, perhaps both Eucharigtic (Pliny - “reassemble |ater to take food”;
Judtin - “digtribution of [Eucharist medl])”.

Though there is not acomplete parallel between the two accounts of the worship services, the
brevity of Fliny’ s letter does not dlow for detail. Whereas Justin’s | etter was a believer’ s account,
Fliny’ s letter was recollection by an unbeliever ignorant of Chrigtian custom and certainly not concerned
with detailing the worship routine of agroup determined to be a“superdtition.” Furthermore, to
presuppose complete uniformity in early Christian worship practicesis certainly to err. Therewere
“practica considerations, including circumstances of persecution” which “helped to determine the times
of worship” (37). Thiswas cartainly the case with the Chrigians in Bithynia.

The Chrigtian swillingness to abandon this custom in conformity to Fliny’ s edict semmed from
fear and obedience. Fear of punishment was probably one factor that influenced them to obey Fliny’s
directive. However, apogtalic ingruction for submitting to the governing authorities more likely directed
their conformity. They believed they should “Submit for the Lord’ s sake to every authority indtituted
among men: whether to aking, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish
those who do wrong and to commend those who do right” (1 Peter 2:13-14). Therefore, if they were
observing the first day of the week it was certainly not in the vein of Sabbath observance.

Hiny sletter to Trgjan cannot be used as firm proof of first day observance (38), yet ssemsto
indicate a reasonable posshility that the “fixed day” may have been thefirst day. Therefore, early post-
gpodalic practice in Bithyniamay indicate first day gethering. Fliny’ sletter weighsin as “evidence that
Chrigiansin (Pliny’s) time did worship on Sunday” (39). Furthermore, the evidence seemsto strongly



indicate the “fixed day” does not refer to the Sabbath. If it was not the Sabbath, only one dternative
remains - the first day of the week observed as a Christian day of worship, yet not as arest day (40).
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