
ROME
It can be tempting for Americans to

take citizenship for granted. We automat-

ically have it if we are born in the United

States. If not, then we can obtain it

through relatively simple legal means. It

offers us the benefits of participation in

local, state, and federal governments.

Traveling abroad can be easier for U.S.

citizens than for those from other coun-

tries. We can hold jobs legally. We are so

accustomed to enjoying these benefits

that we assume they are natural rights.

But if we could step back 2000 years in

time, we would see some vivid contrasts

between 21st century America and the

biblical world. 

In the Roman world, citizenship was

also coveted status that had distinct

advantages. Citizenship affected nearly

every aspect of life including family, busi-

ness, politics, and law. A citizen enjoyed

tax exemptions and could not be tortured

unless found guilty of treason against the

state. Originally, only the free inhabitants

of the city of Rome could be citizens, but

this later expanded to include others.

Unlike the United States, the majority of

people in the Roman Empire were not cit-

izens. So how did a person become one?

The first condition of being a member of

the Roman citizenry was simply living in

the Roman Empire. In the ancient world,

changing the country of residence

amounted to change of national loyalty. In

the New Testament, period regulations

were relaxed so that a person could

essentially have dual citizenship. For

instance, Paul claims to be both a Roman

citizen and a citizen of Tarsus (Acts 16:37-

38; 21:39; 22:25) in addition to his Jewish

pedigree. 

The easiest way for a person to

become a Roman citizen was to have

parents who were both citizens. This

practice goes back as far as the fourth
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ROME
century in Greece, when both parents

were required to be citizens in order for

their children to enjoy that status as well.

It appears to be the case with Paul’s par-

ents (Acts. 22:28), although it is not known

how they acquired their citizenship. Even

though a person didn’t have any control

over who his or her parents were, sever-

al other options remained for becoming a

citizen of Rome. 

Citizenship could be purchased on

occasion if the buyer could afford the

steep price (there are some cases of

slaves earning enough to purchase it).

Service to Rome could merit citizenship,

such as a non-Roman serving as an aux-

iliary in the military for twenty-five years.

More notably, some of Herod the Great’s

family were rewarded with citizenship for

their loyalty to Rome. Another option was

to be a resident of a recently conquered

territory. This was more of a second-

class citizenship, however, and was a

tool used to discourage armed revolt

against the empire. Slaves could receive

citizenship through manumission, but few

masters were so generous. 

Women never enjoyed the full rights of

citizenship. While they had the right to

own property, they were not allowed to

vote or hold public office. Often, they did

not enjoy much more legal status than

that of slaves. In some cases, women

could be married off to secure political

alliances as the head of the family saw fit,

so they were little more than bargaining

tools.

Citizenship involved several things. A

person had to have a Roman name (tria

nomina) which consisted of three parts. A

person would have their personal name,

a name that represented their extended

family, and then the name of their imme-

diate family. As a citizen, Romans would

have proof of their citizenship in a local
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public records office. When traveling

abroad, a person could carry an official

copy of their records, called a testatio, if

ever needed to prove their citizenship.

Male citizens wore togas, although

women of ill repute would wear them as

well (while it was a mark of honor for a

man, it marked women as prostitutes).

Putting a toga on was an elaborate affair

for one person to manage, and the

wealthy had trained slaves to help them.

For the accessory-conscious, male citi-

zens often wore one item of jewelry, usu-

ally a signet ring. 

A Roman citizen had a number of rights,

some of which changed over time. A per-

son could make legal contracts, run for

public office, appeal court decisions,

have a legal marriage, and have the ben-

efit of a trial if accused of a crime. During

the Roman Republic (509-27 BC), citizens

had the right to vote, although this was

lost when Rome became an empire.

When in legal trouble, a citizen could dis-

close their legal status and thus gain the

most favorable consideration by the

authorities. He could not be flogged or

held in prison without a proper trial (Acts

16:37-38), and could ultimately appeal to

Caesar (Acts 25:10-12). It is quite appar-

ent that Paul is glad to be a Roman citi-

zen and makes use of some of his legal

privileges on occasion in the book of

Acts.

The death penalty for Roman citizens

was relatively merciful in comparison to

non-citizens. Citizens had the right to

freedom from torture and death by cruci-

fixion, which can be seen in the case of

Paul, who was beheaded. In contrast, as

a non-citizen, the apostle Peter was cru-

cified. Some fates were even more grue-

some. A North African king named

Jugurtha who warred with Rome was

eventually captured, taken to Rome in a

cage, and publicly strangled. The famous

Cleopatra, who had sided with Marc

Antony in their failed struggle against

Augustus, elected to commit suicide

rather than risk suffering this humiliating

form of execution. 

When writing to the church at Philippi,

the apostle Paul tells his readers that

their citizenship is not on earth, but in

heaven (Phil. 3:20). Many members of

Paul’s audience—who enjoyed citizen-

ship as members of the Roman colony—

would have realized the importance of

what the apostle was saying. The

Philippians immediately recognized the

benefits they enjoyed over others who

were less fortunate and could easily see

the parallels between earthly and heav-

enly citizenship.

Scripture depicts Christians as having a

kind of dual citizenship – one belonging to

earth, the other to heaven. Paul’s readers

in Philippi would have also understood

the idea of being Roman citizens without

living in Rome, just as Christians are citi-

zens of God’s kingdom without yet living

in heaven. Even so, Christians are on the

path to immigration to the heavenly city.

We aren’t there yet, but we can see it

when we look through the lens of God’s

Word. !


