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THE KINGDOMS OF THE CROSS | DR. RANDY WHITE 
SESSION 3: JUSTINIAN THE GREAT: ARCHITECT OF FATH AND EMPIRE 

Justinian the Great's reign (527-565 AD) was a pivotal era for the Byzantine Empire, with significant reforms impacting 
Christian, legal, and political history. This session examines his rule, his personal beliefs, imperial goals, and key actions like the 
influential CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS and Hagia Sophia's construction. Despite his accomplishments, his reign was marked with 
contradictions, sparking debates about religious coercion and state's role in faith. We will explore his complex legacy and 
enduring effects on Christian doctrine, legal systems, and politics. 
UNDERSTANDING CHRISTIANITY IN JUSTINIAN'S ERA 

1. Church's Organizational Structure 
During Justinian's time, the Christian Church had a hierarchy with bishops at the top. Prominent cities had bishops, with 

bigger ones having patriarchs. The Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD enhanced the See of Constantinople's status, causing East-
West Church tensions. The Byzantine Emperor played a significant role in church affairs, influencing theological debates and 
bishop appointments. 

2. Becoming a Christian 
Christian initiation in Justinian's Byzantine Empire varied. Infants born to Christian families were baptized. Adult converts 

underwent the catechumenate before baptism. Baptism, a crucial sacrament, signified rebirth and transformation for adults. 
The church guided these faith paths, emphasizing its influence in the Byzantine Empire's social and cultural life. 

3. Sacraments and Religious Practices 
Sacraments like the Eucharist were vital to Christian life in Justinian's Byzantine Empire. Other significant sacraments 

included Baptism, Confirmation, Confession, Ordination, Marriage, and Anointing of the Sick. Daily Christian life involved 
regular prayer and worship, with monastic communities preserving these practices. 

4. Theological Understandings 
Justinian's Byzantine Empire saw theological discourse, primarily the Christological controversies. The Chalcedonian 

belief claimed that Christ was both divine and human. Conversely, the Monophysite belief maintained that Christ had one 
nature, either divine or a mix of divine and human. These differences had profound implications for the Church's sacramental 
life and Christological understanding. 

5. The Church and Society 
In Justinian’s Byzantine Empire, the Church influenced various aspects of daily life. Its doctrines impacted laws, customs, 

and ethical standards. The Church provided education and welfare, shaping the cultural, educational, and social landscape. Its 
roles reveal a system where religion, culture, education, and social welfare were interlinked under its authority. 
THE BYZANTINE EMPIRE UNDER JUSTINIAN 

Upon his ascension in 527 AD, Justinian inherited a Byzantine Empire struggling with internal dissent, religious divisions, 
and external threats despite its facade of grandeur. His empire was a complex mix of cultures and traditions, from the 
cosmopolitan streets of Constantinople to distant frontiers, requiring careful governance and a robust legal system. The 
predominantly Christian empire was fragmented by sects and interpretations, with theological disputes often impacting social 
and political arenas. Justinian's reign involved steering this diverse population towards a shared vision, with his religious and 
legal reforms aiming not only to preserve the empire but also to reshape it into a unified Byzantine identity. This vision had a 
lasting impact on the Byzantine world and history. 
JUSTINIAN’S FAITH AND IMPERIAL AMBITION 

Justinian was a ruler whose religious conviction and imperial ambition were intertwined. His Orthodox Christian 
upbringing influenced his governance of the Byzantine Empire. He saw himself as both the head of state and a protector of the 
Church, aiming to strengthen Orthodoxy within the empire. 

His religious policies, aimed at suppressing dissent, unifying doctrine, and aligning the Church with the state, suggest he 
used religion to strengthen imperial authority. He actively engaged in theological debates, often imposing his will through 
imperial edicts. 

A key example is his stance on the Christological controversies, particularly the conflict between Chalcedonian and 
Monophysite beliefs. Justinian supported the Chalcedonian position, viewing Monophysitism as a threat to religious unity and 
empire stability. His policies aimed at suppressing Monophysite practices and aligning the empire's Christian faith with the 
Chalcedonian doctrine. 

However, his determination to enforce a uniform religious doctrine led to resistance and upheaval in regions with 
diverse Christian beliefs. Justinian’s reign was characterized by the interplay of religious convictions and imperial ambitions, 
shaping the trajectory of the Byzantine Empire and leaving a lasting legacy. 
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THE INTERSECTION OF LAW AND FAITH 
Justinian's reign saw major legal reforms, particularly the creation of the CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS, a significant legal code 

influencing secular and ecclesiastical law. This code, including the CODEX JUSTINIANUS, DIGESTA, INSTITUTIONES, and 
NOVELLAE CONSTITUTIONES, blended law and faith, embodying Justinian's idea of a Christian empire. 
CREATION OF THE CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS: 

The CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS, enacted between 529-534 AD, was a pioneering project consolidating Roman laws into a 
unified civil law system. It revolutionized legal procedures, strengthened the emperor's authority, and incorporated Christian 
values. 
IMPLICATIONS FOR CHURCH LAW: 

The CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS influenced Canon Law, reflecting secular principles in church governance. Justinian saw both 
as parts of a Christian system, linked by law. His era's Canon Law reflected this view. Justinian issued NOVELLAE addressing 
clerical discipline, monastic life, and clergy rights. His reforms guided church property, religious donations, and church council 
conduct, setting state-church relationship precedents and influencing ecclesiastical regulation. 
LONG-TERM EFFECTS: 

The long-term effects of Justinian's legal reforms were profound. The CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS served as a foundation for 
the development of Western legal systems in the medieval and modern eras. Its influence can be seen in the legal traditions of 
many European countries and has been a significant reference in international legal theory and practice. 

In the realm of Canon Law, Justinian's reforms marked a pivotal moment in the codification and systematization of 
church law. They laid the groundwork for the legal autonomy of the Church and the development of a distinct body of Canon 
Law, separate from but interacting with secular law. This interaction between secular and ecclesiastical law during Justinian's 
reign set a precedent for future relations between the state and the church in Western Christendom. 

The intersection of law and faith under Justinian was a defining characteristic of his reign. The CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS and 
its implications for both secular and church law demonstrate Justinian's ambition to create a legal system that embodied 
Christian values and governed all aspects of life in the empire. This legacy of integrating legal and religious principles would 
have lasting impacts on the legal and religious landscapes of the Western world. 
CONTROVERSY AND CONSENSUS: JUSTINIAN’S THEOLOGICAL ROLE 

Justinian's reign was remarkable for both its legal and administrative reforms as well as his direct involvement in the 
theological disputes of the era. His management of these religious controversies had significant implications for church unity 
and doctrine, positioning his reign as a time of theological conflict and consolidation. 

Active Involvement in Theological Disputes: 
Justinian was deeply involved in theological issues, extending beyond the typical imperial role of supervising and 

protecting the Church. He actively engaged in theological debates, frequently using his imperial authority to sway doctrinal 
outcomes. His involvement stemmed from a desire to attain theological unity within the Empire, which he deemed vital for its 
stability and prosperity. This often led him to adopt firm positions on controversial theological matters and, occasionally, to 
convene church councils to address and settle doctrinal disputes. 
HANDLING OF RELIGIOUS CONTROVERSIES: 

During Justinian's reign, the conflict between Chalcedonian and Monophysite Christians was a notable controversy. 
Initially, Justinian tried to reconcile these factions by seeking a middle ground to unite the Church. However, these efforts 
often resulted in further polarization, with each side perceiving his compromises as betrayals. 

Another significant controversy involved the Three Chapters, writings by theologians seen as Nestorian, a doctrine 
deemed heretical for its view of Christ’s dual nature. Justinian's condemnation of these writings was an effort to appease the 
Monophysites. Despite intentions to promote doctrinal unity, this move ended up alienating many Chalcedonians, especially 
in the Western Church. This controversy fuelled the growing theological, cultural, and political tensions between the Eastern 
and Western churches, contributing to the Great Schism of 1054. 
IMPACT ON CHURCH UNITY AND DOCTRINE: 

JJustinian aimed to strengthen Orthodox Christianity and unite the Church, but his interventions often deepened 
divisions. His heavy involvement in ecclesiastical affairs set precedents for state roles in religion, highlighting the challenges of 
balancing theological concerns with political agendas. His use of state power to enforce religious orthodoxy reveals the 
complexity of intertwining religious authority with imperial governance. 
LONG-TERM EFFECTS: 

Justinian's policies impacted Christian doctrine and Church structure, solidifying certain orthodox positions while 
deepening divisions. He is remembered as a defender of Orthodoxy, but his aggressive approach sometimes exacerbated the 
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divisions he sought to mend. His involvement in theological disputes shows a ruler who viewed himself as a custodian of 
Christian orthodoxy, willing to use imperial power to shape church policy, highlighting the complicated relationship between 
religion and politics in the Byzantine Empire. 
BUILDING FAITH: ARCHITECTURE AS THEOLOGICAL STATEMENT 

Justinian's architectural legacy showcases a blend of profound faith and imperial authority. Notably, the construction of 
religious edifices, particularly the Hagia Sophia, underscores the use of architecture as a conduit for theological and political 
ideologies. The iconic Hagia Sophia, commissioned by Justinian and completed in 537 AD, symbolizes not only a place of 
worship but also the Byzantine Empire's might and Justinian's vision for his reign and Orthodox Christianity. 

The Hagia Sophia's grandeur and innovative design, with its enormous dome and intricate mosaics, mirror Justinian's 
ambition to craft a space that epitomizes both the empire's glory and the Christian God's divine majesty. The church's design 
aims to inspire awe, symbolize a unified Christian empire under divine favor, and emphasize the crucial role of Christianity in 
the Byzantine state and Justinian's image as a pious, God-ordained ruler. 

However, such symbolic architectural representations merit further exploration. While the Hagia Sophia and similar 
edifices undoubtedly display the fusion of religious and imperial power, they also provoke questions about this relationship's 
nature. For instance, was the construction of these grand religious buildings a sincere expression of devotion or a strategic 
attempt to fortify imperial authority under the pretense of piety? Did these architectural projects reflect a genuine theological 
statement, or were they primarily political tools to impress and intimidate both domestically and internationally? Are they 
monuments to faith or empire? 

These queries underscore the intricate interplay between faith and politics during Justinian's reign. His architectural 
projects significantly contributed to the Byzantine Empire's religious and cultural heritage and served as a powerful medium 
for Justinian to express his vision of a divinely sanctioned empire. The enduring legacy of these structures, especially the Hagia 
Sophia, continues to inspire admiration and prompt reflection on the complex ties between architectural grandeur, religious 
expression, and imperial power. 
ENFORCING ORTHODOXY: UNITY OR COERCION? 

Justinian's reign aimed to unify under Orthodox Christianity, influencing his policies towards other religions. His methods, 
while promoting unity, may have bordered on coercion. 

He enforced orthodoxy using legal reforms such as the CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS, which prescribed Christian faith 
expression. These laws enforced Orthodox Christian doctrine and suppressed heretical groups and other religions, exemplified 
in his vacillating stance towards the Monophysites. 

These unification efforts question whether Justinian fostered a "conformed Christianity", limiting theological diversity 
within the empire. His policies, though reflective of the era's norms, could be seen as stifling theological discourse. 

Furthermore, his policies impacted the concept of religious freedom in the Byzantine Empire. The enforcement of state-
sanctioned Christianity suggests a model where religious expression was closely regulated, contrasting modern notions of 
secularism and religious pluralism. 

Justinian's enforcement of Orthodox Christianity, in line with his vision of a unified Christian empire, highlights the 
challenges in balancing religious unity with respect for diversity. It stimulates reflection on the long-term effects of using state 
mechanisms to shape religious orthodoxy in the Byzantine Empire. 
JUSTINIAN’S ENDURING INFLUENCE: A MIXED LEGACY 

Emperor Justinian the Great's legacy is marked by grand accomplishments and controversies that impacted Christianity 
and the Byzantine Empire. His CORPUS JURIS CIVILIS reshaped the legal landscape and influenced Western legal systems. His 
commitment to the empire’s orthodoxy defined key doctrinal positions and shaped Eastern Orthodoxy's theological base. 
Architecturally, his achievements like the Hagia Sophia symbolize the blend of imperial authority and Christian piety. 

However, his enforcement of religious orthodoxy caused division and suppressed religious diversity, resulting in long-
lasting Christian schisms. His use of legal and state mechanisms to regulate religious belief raised questions about Church 
autonomy and religious freedom. Some of his ecclesiastical decisions fueled the divide between Eastern and Western 
Churches, leading to the Great Schism of 1054. His reign demands a balanced assessment, juxtaposing significant 
contributions against the backdrop of controversies his policies caused. 

Perspectives on Justinian's reign often vary based on theological alignment. Those aligning with his theology celebrate 
his achievements, while those persecuted under his rule might criticize his reign. This is evident when examining the fates of 
various groups considered "heretical" during his reign: 

• Monophysites: Advocated a unified nature of Christ, contrary to Chalcedonian doctrine, faced suppression and 
persecution. 

• Pagans: Justinian intensified efforts to suppress pagan practices, leading to paganism's decline. 
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• Jews: Jewish communities faced restrictions, such as prohibitions against building new synagogues. 
• Separatist Christian Sects: Groups practicing independently of the state-sanctioned church faced legal restrictions or 

persecution. 
• Other Heretical Groups: Groups with differing interpretations of Christian doctrine faced measures ranging from 

doctrinal condemnation to severe persecutions. 

This highlights the broad impact of Justinian’s policies on diverse religious groups, underscoring the complexity of his 
legacy. 
JUSTINIAN IN MODERN PERSPECTIVE 

Justinian's religious policies, viewed from a modern perspective, contrast with today's values of religious freedom and 
pluralism. His approach was to align religious practice with state policy, using his authority to shape church doctrine and 
suppress differing beliefs. This achieved unity but sacrificed religious diversity and freedom. 

In today's pluralistic societies, religious tolerance and freedom are valued, with the right to practice beliefs without 
state interference. The modern concept of secular governance, where the state remains neutral on religious matters, is 
opposite to Justinian's intertwined state and religion model. 

Reviewing Justinian's religious policies from a modern angle highlights the evolution of thought regarding religious 
freedom and the state-religion relationship. His methods, while conforming to his era norms, contrast with contemporary 
ideals, showcasing the progression in understanding and valuing religious diversity and freedom. 
CONCLUSION 

Examining Emperor Justinian's legacy, we ask if enforced Christian unity should define orthodoxy. His reign, marked by 
attempts to unify Christian doctrine, offers a historical perspective on this question. 

 


