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JEWISH 
BACKGROUND





The Jewish Religious Backgrounds to the New 
Testament 

 
 

1. Jewish Religious Groups 
 

Pharisees 
 
The Pharisees probably had their origins in the “Hasidim”, or holy men, from the 3rd 
century BC, before the Maccabean wars, when the Greeks dominated and were 
efforts to Hellenise the Jews.  Alexander the Great conquered the whole known 
world in 11 years and imposed Greek culture on the lands he conquered.  Many of 
the Jews were pressured to and accepted Greek culture and its associated pagan 

religious customs and idol worship.  The Pharisees rose as a reaction and protested against this 
religious compromise by the Jews.  Their aim was to maintain their national integrity and strict 
obedience to the Mosaic Law and to resist the Greek culture.  They were supporters of the 
Maccabean and Hasmonaean rulers.  The original Hasidim Party split into two parts, the majority 
because known as the Pharisees; the minority withdrew from public life and became the Essenes. 

 
The Pharisees had great influence and public support under John Hyrcanus (134-104 BC), but he later turned 
to the Sadducees.  They suffered under the rule of the Herods, and supported Roman rule, opposing the 
Jewish revolt of AD 66-70.  After the fall of Jerusalem, the Pharisees were the only group able to maintain and 
restore the Jewish national and religious identity.  By AD 200, the Pharisees became the leaders of the Jews 
and focus of Judaism. 

 
During the time of the Herods there were about 6000 Pharisees, the most numerous and influential of the 
religious sects.  They were mostly middle class tradesmen with no formal education so were more in touch 
with the ordinary people.  They gained their understanding of the Law from the scribes.  They had a passion 
to keep Israel spiritually and ethically clean by the observation of the law.  This derived from their belief that 
the Babylonian exile had been caused by Israel’s failure to keep the Torah.  To avoid breaking the Law, they 
kept themselves as far as possible apart from other men.  They could not eat with a non-Pharisee in case the 
food had not been tithed. 

 
They established communities around the country; a scribe led each community.  They met on the day before 
the Sabbath for their own meetings and worship.  It was most difficult to become a Pharisee; it involved a 
period of probation, an agreement to observe all the details of the law and the oral traditions.  Other 
Pharisees would check that the novice was being obedient. 

 
There were two distinct and rival rabbinical schools, which differed in their interpretation of certain parts of the 
law: 

  
a) Shammai: strict, legalistic, from aristocratic family 
b) Hill:  more liberal, from more humble background 

 
They believed the Law of Moses, but to avoid breaking it they added many oral traditions.  They saw that both 
of these were important.  They believed that every jot and title of the Law was inspired and given by God.  
Their oral laws extended and interpreted the Mosaic Law to cover the whole of life.  They “made a hedge 
about the Torah” to prevent them breaking the law by accident.  Unfortunately, in their eagerness to be 
obedient to the Law, they missed the spirit of the Law (Mt 23:23-24). 
 
The Pharisees were the ultimate legalists, standing for rigid observance of every letter in the Law and the 
Jewish Traditions, especially issues of ritual purity, food laws, tithing and the Sabbath.  Their rules and 
regulations concerning the Sabbath were contained in 24 chapters of the Jewish Mishna.  It was their many 
detailed extra requirements of the Law that were so opposed by Jesus.  There were known for their 
covetousness, self-righteousness, and hypocrisy.  Jesus denounced them for this most severely in Mt 23.  He 
was opposed by the Pharisees throughout his ministry and spoke many parables against them. 



 
Paul was brought up as a Pharisee, before his conversion (Phil 3:5), in the school of Hillel, under Gamaliel.  
Their basic teaching was separation from the Gentiles and everything non-Jewish.  Other beliefs included: 
 

1) Immortality of the soul, resurrection of the body. 
2) A future judgment of rewards for the righteous and punishment for the wicked. 
3) The existence of angels and spirits. 
4) A future physical restoration of Israel by God, to a place of power and prestige. 
5) Merit with God was earned by scrupulous obedience to all details of the law. 
6) They were more fatalistic before an all-powerful God, who overruled the actions of men to 

achieve his own purpose. 
 

Sadducees 
 
The Sadducees probably started around the same time as the Pharisees, perhaps named after Zadok- the 
pure priestly line from the time of Solomon.  Being more secularly minded, they adopted the Greek customs.  
They took no part in the Maccabean wars.  They were a priestly clique, most priests were Sadducees, 
especially the powerful priestly families, but not all Sadducees were priests.  They were irreligious, rude, and 
disagreeable, having no following from among the people. 
 
Though they were few, they were very wealthy and influential, having a great power.  They were the 
aristocracy of the Jews, their head being the High Priest.  They had control over the Sanhedrin, in spite of 
their rationalistic and worldly mind-set.  When the Romans conquered Judah, the Sadducees co-operated 
with the Romans, in order to preserve their wealth and privileged position.  They disappeared after the 
destruction of the temple in AD 70. 
 
The Pharisees were the principle opponents of the Sadducees, their main point of disagreement being over 
the resurrection of the body, the day of judgment and the life to come, which the Sadducees denied, a point 
which Paul takes to his advantage at his trial in Acts 23:6-10. This belief also inspired the question Jesus was 
asked by a Sadducee about the wife who had been married to 7 brothers (Mk 12:18). 
 
The Sadducees also rejected oral law, which was much respected by the Pharisees.  They accepted only the 
5 books of Moses as inspired scripture. 
 
They were not mentioned often in the NT, but were also denounced by Jesus.  Jesus aroused the wrath of the 
Sadducees by clearing the temple and by raising Lazarus from the dead.  They are mentioned more in Acts 
than in the gospels – the declaration of the resurrection by the apostles completely went contrary to their 
beliefs, so was vigorously opposed. 
 
They disagreed with much of the teaching of the Pharisees, being far more conservative and materialistic in 
their outlook.  They denied the following: 
  

1) Bodily resurrection from the dead. 
2) Future punishment and rewards on the day of judgment. 
3) Existence of angels and spirits. 
4) Authority of any writings other than the 5 books of Moses. 
5) They said there was no fate; prosperity came from one’s own choice, and actions – an 

emphasis in free will. 
 

Scribes 
 

Scribes were the recognized experts in the study of the Law of Moses (Torah) – this is why they 
were called lawyers.  They had an undistracted commitment to copy, study, and interpret the Law.  

The priests originally did this.  Ezra was a priest and a scribe (Neh 8:9).  The scribes rose to 
prominence after the Babylonian exile.  Most were very wealthy, and as they were not paid, 
supported themselves with their private means.  Most scribes were Pharisees, but were 

distinct from them.  They clashed with the Sadducees concerning the resurrection (Acts 23). 
 



The scribes initiated the synagogue service.  Some were members of the Sanhedrin (Mt 16:21).  Scribes 
became more important after AD 70.  They preserved written records of the oral law and the Hebrew 
scriptures (our OT).  They were the people who copied scripture – for this we owe them a great debt.  The 
Wisdom of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) describes the ideal scribe (Sir 39:1-11).  They had three major functions: 
 

1) To preserve and to defend the Law.  The pass on the unwritten legal decisions (oral 
traditions).  The decisions of leading scribes became the “oral law”, or “traditions”. 

2) To teach others.  They had disciples, who were expected to memorize the law word for 
word.  They had lectures in the synagogue and temple. 

3) The Sanhedrin entrusted them with the Law. 
 
 

1. Jewish Law 
 

The Sanhedrin 
 
The government and highest tribunal of the Jewish people, the Jewish Supreme Court.  It consisted of 70 
members, from Numbers 11, when Moses chose 70 people to work with him in government. It probably 
started in the 3rd century BC.  It had 70 members, including priests, Sadducees, Pharisees, scribes and elders 
(heads of tribes or privileged families) and was presided over by the high priest.  It had great power in Jesus’ 
days, having all internal government control, but was answerable to the Romans.  Even Jews in the 
Dispersion respected the Sanhedrin.  It decided cases of civil and criminal justice.  It could order arrest, but 
the Romans did not allow it to pass the death sentence (Jesus had to be taken before Pilate, the Roman 
procurator, before he could be crucified).  The one exception was if a Gentile crossed the division in the 
temple.  On the whole, there was a good system of justice with a bias towards innocence, although all the 
rules were broken for Jesus’ trial.  The Sanhedrin was abolished after the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70. 
 

The Chief Priest or High Priest 
 
The Chief Priest or High priest was the president of the Sanhedrin.  In the OT, there was one 
high priest, a descendant of Aaron, who stayed in office until he died.  In NT times, the 
high priest was a political figure, appointed by Herod, who could replace him at will. 
 

The Herodians 
 
As their names suggest, they were the party which supported the family of the tyrant Herod the Great.  The 
Herodians plotted together with the Pharisees to kill Jesus, even though normally these two groups would 
have been opposed to each other (Mk 3:6, 12:13-17). 
 

Levites 
 
The Levites came from the tribe of Levi, the priestly tribe.  They took care of the practical running of the 
temple, including being the temple guards and musicians.  There were the lowest lines of priestly hierarchy. 
 
 
 

2. Jewish Religion 
 

The Temple 
 

After the return from the exile in Babylon, a simple temple was built by Zerubbabel, with 
encouragement’s from Haggai and Zechariah, the prophets.  This was replaced by a 

magnificent structure built by command of Herod the Great.  The building had started in 
19 BC and was still in progress during the time of the ministry of Jesus (Jn 2:2).  It was 

completed in AD 64, 6 years before the Romans destroyed it.  Herod’s temple was one of 
the wonders of the ancient world, built with huge stones (Mk 13:1), with gold and marble. 
 



The temple was the only place where sacrifices were allowed to take place.  Herod’s temple was overlooked 
by the Roman garrison in the fortress of Antonia, so the soldiers could keep watch over it.  The Court of the 
Gentiles had degenerated into a market for sacrificial animals and money changers (Jn 2:13).  In the porticos, 
any teacher could set up and gather men to listen to him.  The Christians initially continued to meet in 
Solomon’s Portico (Acts 5:12). 
 

The Synagogue 
 
There was only one temple, in Jerusalem, but each community had its own synagogue.  It was the local 
center for worship and study of the Law, but no sacrificial ritual took place in the synagogue.  The Jewish 
community met in the Sabbath day to listen to the reading and exposition of the law and prophets (Lk4:16) 
and for set prayers.  They synagogue was also the local school, community center and center of local 
government, with the elders acting as the local magistrates. 
 

The Ruler of the Synagogue 
 
This person took care of the physical arrangements of the synagogue service.  He took no part in the 
teaching. 
 

The Dispersion 
 
This is the name for the Jewish people who did not live in Judah.  These were people who had not returned 
with Ezra after the exile.  They chose to stay in the lands of the Captivity, probably for economic reasons.  
There were more Jews in the Dispersion than in the land of Israel.  All the provinces and major cities of the 
Roman Empire had large Jewish populations.  There were probably one million Jews in Egypt alone and were 
especially numerous in Alexandria.  Jews from all over the known world were in Jerusalem on the Day of 
Pentecost (Acts 2). 
 
They were sometimes referred to as Hellenistic Jews.  The dispersed Jews were less conservative than the 
Jews in Israel and had adapted to the Greek way of life after the conquests by Alexander the Great.  Many 
were willing to learn from Greek ideas, but maintained their distinctive Jewish-ness.  Many later writings like 
the Wisdom of Solomon and the writings of Philo were deeply influenced by Greek philosophy.  Apollos, from 
Alexandria (Acts 18:24) most certainly can be grouped with these people. 
 

Proselytes 
 
The Jews among the Dispersion were far more aware of their mission to the Gentiles and made great efforts 
to win converts.  For a Gentile to accept the Jewish religion, he had to take the drastic step of renouncing his 
own nationality and becoming a Jew and obeying all the Law of Moses.  He had o be circumcised and 
baptized, and keep all the ritual food laws.  In spite of these great demands, many people became Proselytes. 



God Fearers 
 
Many people were attracted to the purity and monotheism of Judaism in contrast to the decadent polytheism 
of the Roman Empire.  They were happy to identify themselves with the ideals and faith of the Jews, but were 
reluctant to go the whole way and become Jews.  Many of these God Fearers responded to the gospel and 
joined the church (Act 10:2 – Cornelius, 13:16, 17:4 – Thessalonica). 
 
 

3. Jewish Scriptures and Writing 
 

The Torah 
 
This is the five books of Moses, the Law, often used to refer to the whole 
of the scriptures (our OT), the written Torah. 
 

The Targum 
 
Translations of portions of the Hebrew OT into Aramaic, with added 
oral traditions, paraphrases and interpretations, made mostly after the 
Babylonian exile. 
 

The Talmud 
 
The collection of various Jewish traditions and oral explanations of the written Torah, finally written down in 
the 2nd century AD.  The written Torah was studied and the number of commandments counted.  These were 
protected with new laws, which, if kept, would guarantee the keeping of the basic commandments.  This was 
known as “making a hedge about the Torah”.  These were then applied to every possible area and possibility 
of life. 
 
The Talmud has four sections: 
 

1) The Mishnah – the oral law, which was in existence by the end of the 2nd century BC, and was 
collected by Rabbi Judah the Prince.  The Mishnah is divided into six orders or divisions (sedarim): 

a. Seeds – agricultural laws and associated religious duties to priest, Levite, and the poor. 
b. Feasts – Religious feasts, Sabbath observance and associated sacrifices.   
c. Women – Laws of marriage, divorce, adultery, levirate marriage, Nazarite vow. 
d. Fines – Civil, commercial and legal procedures, ethical maxims by Rabbis. 
e. Sacred Things – Sacrifices, first-born, clean/unclean animals, description of Herod’s temple. 
f. Purification – Levitical cleanness and uncleanness, purification. 

 
2) Gemara – Commentary on the Mishna made by Rabbis from AD 200 to 500. 

 
3) Halakhah – Legal enactment and precepts, including the discussions which led to the conclusions 

 
4) Haggadah – Non legal interpretations. 

 
The Midrash (Midrashim) 
 
These are older commentaries in certain parts of the scriptures (the Pentateuch, 5 rolls, Lamentations, 
Psalms, and Proverbs), used for exposure of the scriptures for more devotional teaching or preaching.  They 
probably pre-date the Talmud. 
 
 

1. Other Religious Groups 
 

The Essenes 
 



This group is normally associated with the Quern Community and the Dead Sea Scrolls, discovered in 1974, 
which formed part of their library.  Essenes were a monastic sect living in isolated communities in the desert, 
the Qumran Community, being one near the Dead Sea.  Mystery still surrounds this group, it is not certain 
whether the Qumran Community were Essenes or not.  The Essenes were formed by someone known as 
“The Teacher of Righteousness” in 165 BC, and were destroyed by the Jewish revolt in AD 68. 
 
They considered themselves as the only true people of God, all others, including the Jewish leaders, were 
their enemies, seeing the high priest as illegitimate.  They were “The Sons of Darkness”. In contrast to the 
Pharisees, they had no hope of changing the political situations themselves, but dreamed of a mighty 
intervention of God to deliver them from Roman oppression. 
 
In their monastic communities they studied the scriptures and wrote commentaries applying the OT passages 
to their own situation and expectations.  These gave an ascetic apocalyptic strain to Judaism, very different 
from the establishment in Jerusalem.  They expected two Messiahs, one priestly of Aaron, and one royal of 
Israel. 
 

The Zealots 
 
The Zealots were revolutionaries and freedom fighters, who attempted to throw off the Roman government by 
force.  They believed that to be subject to Rome was an act of treason to their true King, God.  One of their 
great heroes was Judas Maccabeus, who led the revolt which freed Judea from Antiochus Epiphanes in 167 
BC.  Another was Phineas, grandson of Aaron, who, when the Israelites had yoked themselves to the Baal of 
Peor, killed an Israelite who was sleeping with a Midianite woman (Num 25:1-18). 
 
It was the Zealots who finally sparked off the great rebellion, which led to the Roman destruction of Jerusalem 
in AD 70.  There had been attempted revolts by Zealots before the time of Jesus (Acts 5:36).  One of the 12 
apostles was a former Zealot (Lk 6:15).  A well known Zealot was Judas the Galilean (Acts 5:37), who 
rebelled during the census for taxation in AD 6.  He had a passion to overthrow the Romans. 
 

The Samaritans 
 

The Samaritans were the descendants of the Israelites of the Northern Kingdom who 
remained in  the land after the fall of Samaria and intermarried with the population imported 
from Assyria (2 Kings 17).  They were despised and hated by the Jews because they had 

intermarried with foreigners and were seen as a heretical sect. 
 
They built a temple on Mount Gerizim, near Shechem (Jn 4:20), but this was destroyed by 

Hyrcanus in 128 BC.  Their religion was very similar to the Jewish religion.  They only 
used the 5 books of Moses as their scriptures and awaited a prophet like Moses.  A small 

community of Samaritans still survives today. 
 

 
Recommended reading: 

F.F. Bruce, New Testament History 



Jewish History – Herod the Great and Family 
 

Introduction 
 
Most of us are familiar with the history of the Jews up until the deportation of the people of Israel into Babylon 
in B.C. 587 and the return and rebuilding under Nehemiah and Ezra.  The following is an introduction and 
backdrop to this paper on Jewish history from Herod the Great to the fall of Jerusalem. 
 
Nebuchadnezzer invaded Judah and captured city after city, then came to Jerusalem.  He laid siege 
against it for 18 months with the Jews strongly withstanding.  In July B.C. 587, the Babylonians 
broke through the walls.  Nebuchadnezzer made huge mounds of earth as high as the city walls on 
which he placed war machines.  The Jews, in turn, invented machines to fight back.  When at last a 
breech was made, Zedekiah tried to escape but some deserters informed Nebuchadnezzer and 
Zedekiah was caught near Jericho.  Nebuchadnezzer killed his sons and gouged his eyes out, then 
put him in chains and took him to Babylon with many of the Jewish people. 

 
Jeremiah wrote to the Jews in exile and told them to build houses, plant vineyards, gardens, etc. and live 
normal lives.  The Jews were allowed to maintain some community organization headed by their own elders.  
Some Jews went into business and prospered.  Jeremiah and Ezekiel encouraged the Jews to wait because 
they were going back into their land. 
 
In B.C. 539 Cyrus, king of Persia, took the Babylonian kingdom and two years later, a Jewish prince, 
Sheshbazzar, led a group back to start building the temple.  Ezra and Nehemiah followed and the temple and 
walls were rebuilt. 
 
In B.C. 332 Alexander the Great, on his way to Egypt, assumed control over Jerusalem from the Persians, 
thus inaugurating its Greek period.  Nine years later Antigonus, one of Alexander the Great’s generals, gained 
control. 
 
In B.C. 198 Antiochus conquered the land of Israel and was welcomed into the city of Jerusalem because the 
Jews thought he would give them greater freedom to practice their religion.  This was not so.  Antiochus, 
desiring greater ease in controlling his kingdom, tried to impose Greek culture and worship on them.  He set 
up an altar to Zeus in the temple seeking to make Jews worship it. 
 
In B.C. 167 Judas Maccabee led a revolt and had some brilliant victories over the larger and better Greek 
armies.  In B.C. 165 Judas Maccabee cleaned out the temple of the “abomination of desolation” (as Daniel 
put it), the altar to Zeus, and they eventually got back the religious freedom they lost.  The Maccabee line 
became priest-kings. 
 
Approximately B.C. 63 Hyrcanus II, a priest-king, was displaced by his brother, Aristobulus II.  These two 
were descendants from the Maccabee line of rule.  The leading Roman general of the area was Pompey, in 
Damascus.  When he arrived at Jerusalem, Aristobulus resisted and Hyrcanus surrendered.  Aristobulus 
made the temple his fortress and destroyed the bridge between the city and the temple.  This was over a 
valley and it was at this place that he held out for three months.  Pompey captured the temple by filling in the 
valley, killing about 12,000 Jews, and taking many off to slavery.  Because of Hyrcanus’ surrender, he was 
still allowed to be high priest, but more and more power went into the hands of the Edomite (Idumaean) 
administrator (chieftain) called Antipater.  In B.C. 40 the Parthians from Persia attacked and plundered the 
city and carried off Hyrcanus to Babylon.  Rome then appointed Antipater’s son Herod as a client king over 
Israel and in the year B.C. 37 Herod, using Roman troops, brought Jerusalem under siege again and with 
greater slaughter set himself up as king. 
 
 
 

Herod the Great 
 
Herod the Great started his career as a governor of Galilee.  He impressed the Jews and 

Roman officials in Syria because of his promptness in capturing and executing the 



bandit leader Ezekias and m any of his followers.  Some people in Hyrcanus’ court persuaded him that Herod 
should be tried before the Sanhedrin.  However, Herod came to the trial, not as an accused person, but as a 
king, in purple and with a body guard.  At this point, the Roman over lord for that area stepped in and made 
Hyrcanus let Herod go.   
 
After this, Herod had an increase in responsibility to include Coele-Syria.  Herod soon became involved in the 
affairs of Rome in Syria.  He then decided to march against Jerusalem because of the insult of Hyrcanus in 
bringing him to trial but was restrained by his brother and father.  Among other things, Herod was a 
successful tax collector.  This found him favor with the powers above him, so his father gave him this job.  He 
later married Marianne who was granddaughter of Hyrcanus.  This tended to strengthen his position amongst 
the Jews and won him acceptance in Judean circles.  He also became the natural regent when Hyrcanus 
passed away. 
 
It was at this point that the attack came from the Parthians.  Herod escaped and Hyrcanus was put in chains 
and removed to Arabia.  Herod went to Egypt, then to Rome to talk to Antony and Octavius Caesar to let them 
know that he should be king of Jerusalem.  After hearing his story, the Roman serate confirmed him as king of 
Judea. 
 
In B.C. 40-39 he marched through Galilee capturing cities hostile to him.  He went to Masada, saving his 
relatives whom he had placed there for safety and were under attack.  With the help of Roman armies, he 
then came against Jerusalem which had come into the hands of Antigonus.  In B.C. 37 Jerusalem fell and 
Herod became king.  In capturing Jerusalem Herod had one major problem, to stop the Roman army from 
plundering the city.  He gave rewards to the general Sossuls and a reward to each soldier from his own purse.  
He also made sure Antigonus was eventually killed.  With Antigonus out of the way and because of his 
marriage to Marianne, he became king of Jerusalem and Judea-Samaria. 
 
Herod’s reign can be divided into three parts: 
 A. Consolidation of his kingdom 
 B.C. 37-25 
 B. Prosperity 
  
 B.C. 25-14 
 C. Period of great domestic trouble B.C. 14- 4 
 

A. Consolidation – B.C. 37-25 
 
During this time of establishing his kingdom Herod had many powerful adversaries: 

1. The People 
2. The Pharisees 
3. The Ruling Class 
4. The remainder of the Hasmonaean Family 
5. Cleopatra 

 
1-2. The People and the Pharisees 
 

The Pharisees controlled the people and they did not like Herod because he was an Idumaean – 
half Jew and a friend of the Romans.  To secure the obedience of the population, he punished 
those who opposed him and those who he won to his side he rewarded with favors. 

 
3. The Ruling Class 

 
Herod executed 45 of the most wealthy people who were with Antigonus and took their goods to 
replenish that which was paid out to the Roman soldiers. 



4. Hasmonaean Family 
 

Alexandra, Herod’s mother-in-law, caused him much trouble.  The Hasmonaean family were 
priest-kings.  Herod did not become priest himself as he was an Idumaean, so he searched for an 
insignificant person from the Zadokite family (family of priests before the Hasmonaean family) 
and found a man called Ananel.  This seemed a legitimate change.  The conflict came because 
Alexandra thought that her son, Aristobulus, should be high priest so she used every possible 
means to get her way.  Aristobulus was 17 years old.  One of the things she did was to write to 
Cleopatra and urge her to put pressure on Antony who would in turn force Herod to do it.  Herod 
finally gave way to the pressure, to set aside Ananel (unlawful according to Jewish law – high 
priests should serve for life) and made Aristobulus high priest. 

 
This brought peace between Alexandra and Herod – for a short time.  At the next Feast of 
Tabernacles Aristobulus was officiated and quickly became the “blue-eyed boy” of the people.  His 
sudden growth in popularity was a major threat to the very insecure King Herod so Herod planned his 
downfall. 
 
Acting very friendly to Aristobulus, Herod invited him to go for a swim in Jericho.  Herod had hired 
some men to drown him.  Herod was, of course, grief-stricken and gave him a magnificent funeral.  
No one questioned the official version of the death – except Alexandra.  She was not deceived and 
set her life to seek revenge.  She asked Cleopatra to persuade Antony to summon Herod for 
questioning.  Herod went to Antony (he had no choice) but through eloquence and bribery Antony 
freed him of any charge. 
 
On returning to Judea there was a rumor that Marianne was having an affair with one called Joseph.  
Herod had asked Joseph to watch his wife while he was away and Salome (Joseph’s wife) accused 
her husband of having intercourse with Marianne.  As this was in part a family affair, Herod used the 
situation to blame Alexandra – he put her in chains and had Joseph beheaded. 
 
Marianne was again accused of being unfaithful to Herod by those who hated her and was tried and 
executed.  After her death, Herod suffered great depression – he never sanely accepted her death!  
Thinking Herod would die of this illness, Alexandra seemed to take power.  Herod, for this, had her 
killed. 
 

5. Cleopatra 
 
Cleopatra was a constant problem to Herod.  It was out of fear of her that he built 
and armed Masada as a final retreat.  She wanted to rule Judea herself and 
persuaded Antony to give her some of Herod’s land (Jericho).  This was not 
enough, so she schemed to take it all.  Cleopatra, in fact, had a swift end.  There 
was civil war between Octavius and Caesar and Antony.  Octavius won and in 
B.C. 30 Antony and Cleopatra committed suicide. 
 

B. Prosperity – B.C. 25-14 
 
During this time Herod built theaters, amphitheaters and race courses for men and horses for events held in 
honor of Caesar.  This displeased the Jews.  He built a palace for himself and rebuilt many of the fortresses 
and Gentile temples.  He also built the temple in Jerusalem in B.C. 20 and did a very good job of it. 
 
During this time, Herod was very important to Rome as he kept this part of the Roman Empire under control.  
Herod’s territory increased and he found such favor with Caesar that the procurators of Syria had to get his 
consent for all they did. 
 
During this period, one-third of taxes was given back to the people because of a crop failure.  This pleased 
the people and twice the taxes were lowered. 
 

C. Domestic Troubles – B.C. 14-4 
 



In all Herod had ten wives.  Therefore, there were many children.  Herod’s family was very mixed up and the 
story is complicated and difficult to unravel.  It is a story of jealousy, slander, scheming and execution.  At one 
point, the two eldest sons of Herod’s second wife, Marianne, were put into prison for treason.  They were then 
tried in Beirut and executed. 
 
Antipater, Herod’s first son by his wife Doris, was sole heir.  He enjoyed the full confidence of his father but he 
was not satisfied with this as his father might live a long time (he was 70 years old).  So he went for talks with 
Herod’s brother.  Herod heard of this and suspected a plot to kill him, so the relationship between them was 
strained!  Herod’s will at this time was that Antipater should follow him and if Antipater should die, Philip 
should be king.  Herod Philip was son of Marianne II. 
 
It became known that Antipater wanted his father dead so that he could assume his father’s place, so Herod 
had him put in chains and a report went to Caesar concerning this (B.C. 5). 
 
Another plot of Antipater’s was unveiled and Herod desired to kill him.  At this point, Herod became very ill of 
a disease from which he would not recover.  He drew up a new will in which he by-passed his eldest sons, 
Archelaus and Philip (Antipater had poisoned his mind against them.)  Instead, he chose the youngest son, 
Antipas, as his sole successor. 
 
It was at this point, shortly before his death, that the Magi came to inquire about a king of Israel being born 
(Matthew 2: 1-12). The thought of a legitimate rival king was too much so he did the “normal” thing for those 
days and tried to remove him.  Not being able to find the exact one (the Magi did not tell him) he had all the 
children of that age killed (Matthew 2: 16-18). 
 
Herod was now about 70 years old.  His sickness was getting worse and news of this spread.  Two rabbis 
stirred up people to tear down and offensive eagle from the temple gate.  For this Herod had the leaders put 
to death and the principle leaders burned alive. 
 
Herod then received letters from Rome allowing him to execute his son, Antipater, which he did.  He then 
altered his will stating that Archelaus should be king of Judea and Samaria and brothers, Antipas tetrarch of 
Galilee and Philip tetrarch of Gaulanitis, Trachonitis, Balanea and Paneas. 
 
Five days after the execution of Antipater, Herod died.  It was spring B.C. 4 in Jericho.  Herod’s reign was 
characterized by violence, but this was not uncommon for rulers of that day.  By fawning and flattery he 
managed to remain in the good graces of Rome through every change of imperial government.  In his 
domestic life, he was so ruthless and cruel that even Augustus would say “I would rather be Herod’s dog than 
his son.” 
 

Herod’s Successors 
 
When Herod died his kingdom was broken up into smaller portions (see Luke 3:1-2).   
 

Herod’s Will 
 
In all Herod had written six wills.  The last was five days before his death so it needed to be ratified by the 
emperor.  When Herod died the sons of Herod needed Rome’s approval in what they became rulers over. 
 
After the Passover, Archelaus and Antipas went to Rome to sort out who rules over what and Philip looked 
after the “home front”. 
 
In the fifth will, Herod had made Antipas king, in the sixth Archelaus, and this created a dispute between 
them.  Archelaus said it was simple, Herod’s last wish was that he should be king.  Antipas said that the will 
was null and void as Herod was a sick man, therefore, the fifth will was the right one.  During the dispute 
Philip also went to Rome.  After a long while Augustus decided the following: 
 

Archelaus  Ethnarch of Idumaea – Judea - Samaria  
Antipas   Tetrarch over Galilee – Peraea 
Philip   Tetrarch over Gaulanitis, Trachonitis, Balanea and Paneas 
 



 
Herod Archelaus 
Ethnarch of Idumaea, Judea and Samaria 

4 B.C. – 6 A.D. 
 

As Archelaus began his rule, people made demands on him and to gain their favor he complied.   
Revolutionaries in the crowd were out to avenge the blood of those Herod the Great had killed for 
cutting down the eagle from the temple gate.  Archelaus, wanting to stop an uprising, sent out the 
army and 3,000 people were killed – not a good start. 
 
The dispute over the will lasted two months.  While they were away there was a revolt and, 
as a result, part of the temple was burned down and the treasury pillaged by the Romans.  
The revolt spread to east of the Jordan and into Galilee.  When the three sons returned 
they had an immediate problem on their hands.  Archelaus used the utmost brutality 
and violence to restore order.  This was a mark of his rule and in A.D. 6 a group of Jews 
and Samaritans went to complain of his dealing with them.  Archelaus was over Philip and 
Antipas as he was representative of Palestine to Rome.  He was banished to France and prefects and 
procurators took his place (i.e. Pilot). 
 
Herod’s reign of terror is brought out in Matthew 2:22.  When Joseph heard Archelaus was ruling 
over Judea he did not return there but went to Galilee. 

 
 

Herod Antipas 
Tetrarch of Galilee 

4 B.C. – 39 A.D. 
 
Both John the Baptist and Jesus had most of their ministry in Antipas’ area of Galilee.  He returned from 
Rome and restored order from the revolt and built a few cities.  He founded Sepphoris and built Tiberias.  This 
was probably completed 8 – 10 A.D.  Joseph could well have worked as a carpenter there as Nazareth is four 
miles S.S.W. of Sepphoris and Nazareth was a very small village.  Tiberias was built on a cemetery, 
therefore, the place was considered unclean, so Jews would not live there.  To overcome this, Antipas offered 
houses and lands without tax for the first few years.  Tiberias became Herod’s capital. 
 
In 29 A.D. Antipas went to visit Rome, visiting his brother, Philip, on the way.  There he met Philip’s wife, 
Herodias, and they “fell in love”.  She agreed to marry Antipas if he divorced his wife, which he did.  John the 
Baptist spoke out against this and was beheaded.  This is detailed in Matthew 14:1-2. 
 

Herod and Jesus 
 
Herod thought Jesus was John the Baptist resurrected (Matthew 14:1-2).  In Luke 13:31-33, we find 
that the Pharisees told Jesus that Herod was threatening to kill him.  Jesus’ answer is interesting.  He 
said, “Go and tell that fox…”  Jesus likened Herod to a fox, cunning and deceitful in achieving its’ 
own aims.  Antipas dared not use force on Jesus after killing John the Baptist for fear of a revolt.  
We read that Pilot sent Jesus to Antipas for trial.  The probable reason for this is dealt with in the 
section on Pilot. 

 
An accusation was brought against Herod Antipas by Agrippa I (see this section) and Antipas was banished 
to Saint-Bertrand de Comminges – France by Caligula Caesar. 
 
 

Herod Philip 
Tetrarch of Gaulanitis, Trachonitis, Balanea and Paneas 

4 B.C. – 6 A.D. 
 



Philip was made tetrarch of Herod the Great’s northern domain.  His subjects were mostly non-
Jewish.  He built Caesarea Philippi, the place where Peter made the great confession, “You are the 
Christ” (Mark 8:29). 

 
Philip was not a scheming man.  He had a peaceful rule and was well-liked by his subjects.  He died a natural 
death. 
 
 

Herod Agrippa I 
 
Herod Agrippa I was grandson of Herod the Great and brother of Herodias (wife of Philip, then 

Antipas).  H e went to school in Rome and lived a wild life, ending up in debt.  He 
then lived a quiet life in the south of Judea and out of humiliation wanted to commit 
suicide.  His wife pleaded with Herodias and Antipas to give him work so he was 
given a small civil servant’s job in Tiberias as inspector of markets for which he 
received a small income.  At one of Herod Antipas’ feasts, Antipas publicly 
reproached him for his poverty.  Agrippa then left Tiberias and returned to Rome, 

paying off his debts by making new ones! 

 
During his time in Rome, Agrippa made friends with Caligula, but spoke too loudly of his view that Tiberias 
should give the throne to Caligula.  He thus ended up in prison.  When Tiberias died and Caligula came to the 
throne, he released Agrippa and gave him a chair of gold equal in weight to the chain he had in prison.  He 
then gave him the region of Herod Philip and called him king. 
 
In 38 A.D. Agrippa went to see his land.  The fact that he was called king made Antipas jealous.  Antipas’ wife 
Herodias was even more angry and induced her husband to go to Rome to also get the title of king.  In order 
to do this, Agrippa, while at Rome, sent someone to accuse Antipas to Caligula, the result of which Antipas 
was banished to France and Agrippa I ruled over the whole area of his grandfather, Herod the Great. 
 
This Agrippa is known in the Bible for his persecution of the Christians, which he did to gain favor with the 
Jews.  He killed James, the son of Zebedee, and arrested Peter who was led out of prison by an angel (Acts 
12:1-2). 
 
Herod Agrippa’s end is recorded in Acts 12:20-23. 
 
 

Agrippa II 
 
When his father, Agrippa I, died, Agrippa II’s land was reduced to a province as he was only a minor (17 
years old).  (Cuspius Fadus was appointed procurator of Palestine.) 
 
Following the death of her second husband, Agrippa’s sister, Bernice (Acts 25:23) lived with him, sharing in 
an incestuous relationship.  He was in control of the temple treasury and was in charge of appointing the high 
priest.  He was an authority on Jewish religious matters and Rome would consult him on such.  We see that 
Paul was aware of his knowledge (Acts 26:2-3).  This was why Festus asked him to hear Paul in Caesarea 
(Acts 25:26). 
 
In May 66 A.D., when Israel revolted against the Romans, Agrippa was on the side of the Romans, so he 
would have been at the victory parade of the conquest of his own people.  During this time, Bernice became 
the mistress of Titus, the Roman General.  We know that Agrippa was faced with the Gospel in Acts 26:24-30.  
Agrippa II was the last of the Herodian dynasty.   
 
 

Pontius Pilate 
 



After Archelaus was removed from governing Judea, Samaria and Idumaea, Rome 
sent procurators to rule this area.  Pontius Pilate was the fourth to be sent and clearly 
did not understand the people.  The first thing he did was to try and destroy the Jewish 
culture. 
 
Pilate began his rule by removing the army barracks from Caesarea to 
Jerusalem to make the winter quarters there, with the intention of abolishing the Jewish 
law.  Jewish law forbids the making of any graven image, and up until this point, previous procurators would 
use ensigns without the effigies on them.  Pilate brought Caesar’s effigies on the ensigns into Jerusalem by 
night so that, when the Jews awoke the next morning, they were horrified to find the city full of idols! 
 
A delegation of Jews went to Caesarea (Rome’s capital city in Palestine) to plead with Pilate to remove them.  
Pilate refused as he thought this might damage the image of Caesar.  The Jews would not go away, and after 
six days, he had the army surround them, saying that if they did not go away he would cut their throats.  With 
this, the Jews laid bare their necks saying they would rather die than let their law be transgressed.  This was 
too much for Pilate.  He gave in and had the images removed. 
 
Pilate had another idea and that was to build a water aqueduct to bring water presumably into Jerusalem, but 
he used sacred money to pay for it.  This, of course, upset the Jews and they gathered together and went to 
him, insisting that he stop.  The crowd became somewhat unruly, using reproach and abuse.  Pilate 
responded by sending the army in.  They went further than ordered and lashed out at the people, those 
armed and unarmed, whether in protest or not.  Many were wounded or killed. 
 
The incident occurred about the time of a festival so there would have been many people there from Galilee.  
This may have been the incident mentioned in Luke 13:1-3, also reason for lack of friendship between Herod 
and Pilate (Luke 23:6-12, i.e. Herod’s subjects put to death by Pilate would have angered Herod.)  It is 
interesting to note that when Pilate found out that Jesus was a Galilean, he made sure Herod had a chance to 
see Jesus (Luke 23: 5-12).   
 
Pontius Pilate’s end came about in this way.  The Samaritans had a tradition that the ark and other sacred 
vessels were, by God’s command, laid up or hidden in Mt. Gerizim – the holy mountain of the Samaritans.  
Pilate was considered a trouble-maker in Samaria.  Historian Josephus said of Pilate that he “thought lying of 
little consequence and a contriver”.  He gathered people together saying he would show them where the holy 
( * ) were hidden.  A crowd gathered together and Pilate thought it was an uprising so he sent his army out, 
resulting in many being slain.  Later the Samaritan senate sent a delegation to Vitellius, president of Syria, 
and accused Pilate of murder, saying that revolt was not in the minds of the people, but rather to escape the 
violence of Pilate.  Pilate was ordered back to Rome to answer the accusations made. 



Fall of Jerusalem A.D. 70 
 

During Paul’s two years in prison in Caesarea, he must have heard of the troubles between 
Jews and Gentiles in the city.  It was a mainly Gentile city but the Jewish minority held itself 
entitled to special privileges because Herod, the founder of the city, was a Jew.  This tension 

lead to riots and Felix intervened, to the disadvantage of the Jews.  In the end, Felix sent 
representatives of both communities to Rome to have the dispute settled by Nero.  Felix was 
relieved of his office and the Jews came out worse when the final decision was made.  The 
result was that Jews became second class citizens and the Greeks began to annoy and insult 

them.   
 
These troubles are considered by Josephus to be among the causes of the war against Rome which broke 
out in September, 66 A.D.  Claudius was favorable to Jews, but with Nero’s decision on Caesarea, a change 
in imperial policy was detected; this strengthened the support of the zealots. 
 
The Zealot group had been resisting Rome for 60 years and the above increased their support, but the actual 
outbreak of the war started in Jerusalem. 
 
Florus was the Roman governor of the area and had a lust for wealth.  Eventually he raided the temple 
treasury and seized 17 talents with the excuse that they were needed for the imperial service.  This led to a 
riot.  His answer was to take leading citizens indiscriminately and crucify them and hand over part of the city 
to plunder. 
 
As a response, the people then destroyed the communication between the Antonia Fortress and the Temple 
to prevent soldiers from making a sudden invasion and occupying the temple area.  Syria sent people to seek 
to bring the trouble to an end.  Agrippa exhorted the people to pay their arrears and restore the connecting 
link between the temple and Antonia Fortress, but when he said that doing this would be submission to Florus 
until Rome decided to replace him, they changed their minds.  Eleazer, captain of the temple, persuaded the 
priests to stop offering the daily sacrifices for the emperor’s welfare.  This was an open declaration of the 
revolt against Rome.  The implications of this were serious, but the point of no return was passed when the 
insurgents seized the Antonia Fortress and wiped out the Roman garrison. 
 
Zealots, who had just taken Masada from the Romans, heard of the revolt in Jerusalem and decided this was 
their hour.  With weapons from the arsenal of Masada, they marched on Jerusalem with Menahem and 
occupied the western part of the city.  Eleazar did not want a rival so the two groups came to blows and after 
much violence, Menahem was caught and killed, as were some of his chief leaders.  Those who escaped 
made their way back to Masada and held out until spring of 73 A.D. 
 
In November of 66 A.D., Cestius Gallus marched south from Syria to deal with the revolt which the procurator 
of Judea could no longer control.  He occupied Bezetha, the northern suburb of Jerusalem, and then suddenly 
withdrew, probably because he did not have enough troops to take the rest of Jerusalem. 
 
As he marched north, his army was ambushed by Jewish Zealots in the Pass of Beth-horon, the same place 
as Judas Maccabaeus had some great victories, and suffered severe losses.  
 
Vespasian arrived the following spring to take charge of the situation and steadily worked his way through 
Galilee, Peraea, western Judea and Idumaea.  When he was ready to siege Jerusalem itself, news came of 
Nero’s death (June 9, 68 A.D.) and of the civil war that followed.  With this news, Vespasian suspended 
operations to see how it would all work out. 
 
During Vespasian’s inactivity, three leaders established themselves in Jerusalem; in the city, Simon bar 
Giora; in the temple, John of Gischala; and in the inner courts, Zealot leader CZ Eleazar, son of Simon. 
 
Vespasian then left for Rome and Titus, his son, finished the task of putting down the revolt.  Titus began the 
siege in April of 70 A.D.  
 
The fall of Jerusalem is a very dark time in Jewish history.  Titus, the Roman general, laid siege to the city 
during the Feast of Passover, therefore, the city was jam packed with people.  About 1,100,000 died and 
97,000 captives were taken. The Jews suffered very much. 



 
As Titus, with part of his army, approached Jerusalem he ordered the men to level the land before him, pulling 
down trees, groves of trees including fruit trees, and to fill up hollow places and demolish “rocky areas with 
iron”.  While this was being done, he had a line of horsemen between them and the city to stop Jews 
attacking the “workers.”  The cleaning of the area took 4 days.  The Romans then pitched their camp and 
Titus brought in the rest of the troops.  He positioned his men seven to eight deep around the wall; horsemen, 
footmen and archers.   
 
The Romans attacked from the north side of Jerusalem and there were, in all, three walls to get through.  The 
outermost wall had just been built by Agrippa I.  Simon, in the upper city, had 10,000 Zealots and 5,000 
Idumeans (Edomites) who were fighting with him.  John, in the temple, had 6,000 men and Eleazar in the 
inner court, had 2,400 other Zealots fighting with him.  These three groups would join together to fight the 
Romans but otherwise spent their time fighting each other. 
 
John had the temple area and Simon the upper city.  The area between was burned and became the 
battleground.  The civil war still continued when the Romans were outside the city. 
 
Josephus says, “They fought it out and did everything that the besiegers could want them to do, for they 
never suffered anything from the Romans that they did not inflict on each other.  The sedition destroyed the 
city and the Romans destroyed the walls.”  When the Romans actually attacked the city, the two groups 
joined together to fight a common enemy. 
 
Titus said of the Jews: “These Jews who are only conducted by their madness, do everything with care and 
circumspection.  They continue strategens and lay ambushes and fortune gives success to the stratagens 
because they are obedient and preserve their good will and fidelity to one another.”   
 
The Romans built engines and battering rams, etc. to attack the city but the Jews would leap over the walls 
onto the roofs of the battering rams and fight the Romans.  The Jews would not leave them alone at all but 
would run in and out of the city to fight and hinder the Roman activity.  After awhile, the outer north wall gave 
way and the Jews retreated to the inner wall.  The Romans opened the gates, destroyed the wall and moved 
their camp into that part of the city.   
 
Titus took the second wall five days after the first.  He did not permit his men to kill or plunder because he 
wanted to preserve the city and temple.  He even promised to restore the peoples’ effects to them.  He made 
the mistake of not destroying the second wall because it was not his intention to destroy Jerusalem, but only 
to stop the riot.  The Jews turned the war into guerrilla warfare.  They knew that section of the city very well; 
the lanes, streets, etc., so they would spring out, kill and make a quick escape.  The fighting got so bad that 
the Romans had to retreat.  Because the wall was not destroyed, the retreat was hampered and more 
Romans lost their lives.  The Jews built up the breach in the wall with bodies but three days later Titus broke 
through and destroyed the second wall completely.  Already by this time many had died inside the city for 
want of food. 
 
Titus then relaxed the siege to try and make terms of peace but the Jews were suspicious, thinking it was a 
trap and would not believe the Romans would forgive.  Titus used the lull in fighting to pay his men.  Josephus 
was the “go between” but no peace could be arranged. 
 
Some Jews deserted to the Romans and were let go into the country to start new lives.  Some of these 
swallowed gold so they could retrieve it later after nature had taken its course!  If any of the Zealots found 
anyone they thought was deserting, they cut their throats.  Often rich people were killed with this excuse and 
their wealth taken. 
 
With the refusal of peace, the siege carried on and the misery got worse.  Corn was nowhere to be found and 
robbers would go into private houses to find food.  If they found some they would torment the people because 
they said they had none, and if they did not find any they would torment them even worse, thinking they had 
some hidden somewhere.  The robbers would look at the inhabitants of the houses and if they looked healthy, 
would know they had food and torment them greatly.  If the people were dying of starvation, they would let 
them die.  People sold all they had for food.  The powerful had more than enough while the weaker lacked 
greatly.  Families were fighting each other for food.  If the door of a private house was shut, the robbers would 
break open the door and snatch the food from those inside.  They would use awful means of torture to make 
people disclose any food they had.  Josephus said,  “To stop up privy parts of the miserable wretches and to 



drive sharp stakes up their fundamentals.”  The people doing this were not starving but only storing up food 
for themselves.  Some people would, at night, creep over the walls to gather herbs, etc. from the hills around 
– these were taken as they entered the city again. 
 
Josephus said, “That neither did any other city ever suffer such miseries, nor did any age ever breed a 
generation more fruitful in wickedness than this was from the beginning of time until now….the Zealots were – 
scum, spurious and abortive offspring of our nation.”  Some of the Jews went over the wall to get food and 
were caught.  Because these were not deserters, Titus had them whipped, tormented and crucified.  Titus 
hoped that the sight of these would cause the Jews to give in.  They rounded up about 500 per day and as 
Titus was not willing to take men from the front line to guard these, he allowed the hatred of the soldiers to be 
vented on them and they were nailed up on the crosses.  According to Josephus: “So the soldiers, out of the 
wrath and hatred they bore the Jews, nailed those they caught, one after one way, and another after another 
to the crosses by way of jest, when their multitude was so great that room was wanted for crosses and 
crosses (i.e. wood) wanting for bodies.” 
 
Inside the city, the Zealots told the people that the Jews on the crosses were those who deserted to the 
Romans, not those taken by force. 
 
The Romans built banks against the wall and the Jews made a counter attack.  They rushed out of the city 
and fearlessly fought with the Romans, destroyed with fire the wooden ramps, and engaged in hand to hand 
fighting.  Josephus – “The armies also were mixed one among another and the dust that was raised so far 
hindered them from seeing one another and the noise so great it hindered them from hearing one another, 
that neither side could discern any enemy from a friend.” 
 
The Jews fought wildly as they felt they had nothing to lose.  With the destruction of the ramps, this was a 
major setback for the Romans as wood was very scarce and had to come from miles away.  They despaired 
of taking the city. 
 
Titus had a council with the commanders and decided to build a wall all around the city to stop the food 
getting in and the people getting out.  The famine inside got much worse.  Whole families died together.  
Upper rooms were full of women and children who were dying from famine.  The lanes of the city were full of 
the dead bodies of the aged; there was death all over the city.  As the suffering grew worse the robbers got 
worse.  They would break open the houses of the dead and plunder the coverings of their bodies. 
 
The dead bodies were thrown over the walls and Titus saw this and groaned and, wanting to save some of 
the misery renewed his attacks and made banks again.  This meant bringing wood from eleven miles.  The 
banks made were stronger and more powerful than before.  The miseries grew worse.  When deserters fled 
from the city, they were caught by Syrian and Arabian troops and were cut open to see if they had any gold in 
them!  In one night 2,000 such persons were killed.  Titus tried to stop it but was unable to do so.  At this time 
thousands of dead bodies were thrown out of the city and people were searching the common sewers and 
cattle dung hills to eat any dung they could find.  It is interesting to note that the effect of the Roman invasion 
was to change the whole landscape of the area as all the trees were cut down. 
 
Eventually the Romans captured the tower of Antonia, a Fortress on the NW corner of the temple.  This they 
demolished.  Josephus then gave another speech and a number of Jews deserted to the Romans.   
 
Because the Romans had a high regard for holy places, they did not want to destroy the temple and offered to 
fight battle elsewhere if John would move out of it.  (Titus was disgusted at the way Jews treated their holy 
place.)  The Jews thought that this offer came out of fear and grew insolent and rude, so therefore, the war 
was renewed.  As the place between the tower of Antonia and the temple was narrow, Titus could not get the 
whole army in.  He therefore chose the most valiant 30 soldiers from every 100 to form a special squad and 
attacked the guard of the temple.  While this was going on, other parts were demolished to enlarge the 
entrance and make a ramp.  Then they set the temple on fire.  The Jews made a trap by getting the Romans 
to retreat into the court of the Gentiles and then they set it on fire. 
 
Meanwhile, hunger in the city was unbearable.  Men ate anything, even the leather of shoes and shields, 
wisps of hay – anything.  Josephus described a case of a mother cooking her son and eating half of him.   
 
With a ramp set, Titus attacked the temple.  He wanted to save it but because his own men were in danger, 
he gave orders to stop at nothing and the gates were set on fire.  Finally the whole temple was set on fire, and 



there was very great bloodshed.  The soldiers just went mad.  All the hatred that had grown in their hearts 
was let loose and they killed everyone in sight – children, old men, priests, etc. and plundered the gold and 
silver.  They took so much gold that the price of gold dropped in the Syrian gold market.  A pound of gold was 
sold at half its former value. 
 
The whole temple area was full of blood and bodies.  At this stage, Titus wanted the remainder of the Jews to 
surrender but they would not so he gave orders to burn and plunder the rest of the city.  The lower city had 
already been plundered and burned by the civil war so the Romans set about taking the upper city.  The 
upper city was full of dead bodies killed either by famine or by the Zealots who murdered anyone they thought 
was planning to desert.  Deserters were now sold as slaves but none really wanted them; little or no money 
was paid for them. 
 
As the Romans entered the upper city. the Jews fled in fear.  The Romans again killed everyone in sight.  
They burst into houses but left them because of the foul stench of the dead in them.  They then set the city on 
fire.  Josephus says there was so much blood that in places the fires were quenched.  Some Jews, including 
Simon and John, fled into underground caverns.   
 
The Romans grew tired of killing so they killed only those in arms, the aged and the infirmed.  Others they 
shut up in the court of women and those “in flowering years” were sent to Egyptian mines or sent to Rome to 
the theaters to be killed by the sword or beast, and those under 17 were sent for slavery. (Deut. 28:68, Hos. 
8:13, 9:6) 
 
97,000 captives, 1,100,000 killed, most of them not citizens of Jerusalem but were there for the Feast of the 
Passover.  There may have been up to 3 million people in the city at the start of the war. 
 
The Romans searched the caverns and killed those they found.  John was taken for perpetual imprisonment 
and Simon was taken to Rome to be slain.  They broke down the walls so that it was totally level with the 
ground, apart from a few towers. 
Prepared by Phil Leage  



 

 
 

MYSTERY RELIGIONS  

AND  
MAGIC 



Artemis 
 
 

“And there is danger not only that this trade of ours may come into disrepute but also that the 
temple of the great goddess Artemis may count for nothing, and that she may even be 
deposed from her magnificence, she whom all Asia and the world worship.  When they heard 
this they were enraged, and cried out, ‘Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!’” 

Acts 19:27-28 
  
Her significance: 
 
 “Since the goddess Artemis, leader of our city, is honored not only in her own homeland, which she has 
made the most illustrious of all cities through her own divine nature, but also among Greeks and also 
barbarians, the result is that everywhere her shrines and sanctuaries have been established, and temple have 
been founded for her and altars dedicated to her because of the visible manifestations effected by her.”1 

 

“The cult of Artemis was extremely widespread and popular.  There is definite archeological evidence of the 
practice of this cult in more than thirty places of the ancient world.” 2 

 
“The spread of the cult throughout Asia was assisted by the annual Artemisia – a monthly festival held in the 
month of Artemision in honor of Artemis.  Adherents gathered from all over for festive celebration and worship 
of their goddess.  The dissemination of the cult was also aided by a strong missionary outlook by its devotees.  
Scores of missionary sites were established throughout the world where worshipers patterned their local 
Artemis cult on the model of the Ephesian cult.” 3 

 
“So through economic means the religion of Artemis became an indispensable pillar in the cultural structures 
and life of Asia, and was therefore a crucial factor in the lives of all individuals whom Christianity hoped to 
convert.” 3 

 
Her Power: 
 
Her worshippers considered her to be supreme in divine power and place.3 

 
“The veneration of the Ephesian goddess did not come solely from her ability to be sympathetic and involved 
in the human problems and predicaments of her worshippers.  This aspect of her character was equally 
matched in the eyes of her suppliants by her transcendent power…her ability to help her worshippers 
stemmed, in fact, from her awesome power.  It was because of her supra-natural powers that she could 
intercede between her followers and the cruel fate which plagued them.  To those who called upon Artemis 
she was Savior, Lord, and Queen of the Cosmos.  She was a heavenly goddess, whose being and character 
could only be described in superlatives…” 3 

 
Artemis and Magic: 
 
“Magical formulae known as the Ephesian Sentences or Letters had a close relationship to the temple 
worship.  Sympathetic magical rites, such as coitus with a sacred votary, insured fertility of crops, secured 
children with divine sanction, or assimilated one to the deity.” 3 

 
“Artemis plays an important role in Greco-Roman times as a goddess of the underworld.  This role is 
particularly evident in the magical papyri.  She possesses authority and control over the multiplicity of demons 
of the dead and also the demons of nature.  She is virtually identified with Hekate, Selene, and the 
Babylonian goddess Ereschigal, who are even more widely renowned as goddesses of the underworld.” 3 

 
“She was considered a supremely powerful deity and could therefore exercise her power for the benefit of the 
devotee in the face of other opposing “powers” and spirits.” 3  
 
The cultic image of the Ephesian Artemis: 
 
The mid-section of the image of Artemis was covered with egg-shaped breasts: 



 
“Just as amputated genitals were used in the fertility cults, it is also certain that the false breasts of the 
Ephesian goddess and the related cultic images bore a magical character. As such, Lichtenecker thinks the 
‘breasts’ would have apotropaic significance as well as signifying the impartation of magical, nourishing power 
to the suppliants of Artemis.” 3 

 
The skirt of the goddess is decorated with rows of animals: 
 
“The frightful-looking creatures should probably be understood as representations of the harmful spirits of 
nature over which Artemis wields authority.” 3 

 
Artemis and the Mysteries (ceremonies)  
 
This description of a ceremony in the cult of Cybele gives us insight into what the worship of Artemis may 
have been like: 
 
“The cult of Cybele was violent, orgiastic, and ecstatic.  Barbaric music and frenzied dances characterized the 
cultus… Self-mutilation by the lacerating of one’s arms and body occurred in the celebrations of the Goddess.  
The music and dance would provoke the devotees to a fever pitch of excitement that rendered them 
insensitive to pain… These followers believed such actions united them to the deity.  The self-mutilation 
reached its height when some [worshippers] sacrificed their virility by castrating themselves.” 4 

 

“Temple prostitutes, or ‘holy women’, served Artemis in the temple.  Because cult followers saw Artemis as a 
source of fertility and abundance, a free and active sexual life with the prostitutes was a part of the ‘sacred 
rites.’” 4 

 
“The sexual rites practiced by both priestesses and lay votaries possessed a widely acknowledged sanctity.  
The holiness of sexual acts performed in and near the temples gave way to profane prostitution.  Male 
counterparts to these ‘holy women’ also practiced the sacred sexual rites of the great goddess.” 4 

 
 
Sources: 
 
1 I Commend To You Our Sister, David Joel Hamilton, quoted in Kroeger and Kroeger, 1992a, p. 52 
2 Hamilton (p. 242) 
3 Power and Magic, The Concept Of Power In Ephesians – Clinton E. Arnold, Baker Books,  1989,92  
4 Paul, women teachers, and the Mother Goddess at Ephesus…A study of 1 Timothy 2:9-15 in the light of the 
religious and cultural milieu of the first century. (Sharon Hodgin Gritz  1991 University Press of America, 
INC.) 



Mithra 
 
 
“MITHRAS, GOD OF THE MORNING, OUR TRUMPETS WAKEN THE WALL! 
ROME IS ABOVE THE NATIONS, BUT THOU ART OVER ALL!”  
 

Depicted as “slaying a bull by plunging a knife into the bull’s neck; the blood brings 
regeneration.  A dog, companion to Mithra, is seen; a serpent and a scorpion, 
representing unclean demons, are sucking the bull’s blood and the life from it vitals.  
Thus all of the life-giving fluids represented by the bull’s death are under attack by 
Evil to steal them from mankind.” 1 

 
-He had titles such as Lord of Light, God of Truth, Savior, Victorious, and Warrior.1 

 
-The faithful referred to Mithra as the “light of the world”, symbol of truth, justice, and loyalty. 
 
The followers of Mithra had a strong belief in a celestial heaven and an infernal hell.  They believed that the 
benevolent powers of the god would sympathize with their suffering and grant them the final justice of 
immortality and eternal salvation in the world to come. 
 
Especially popular with the Roman soldiers, Mithra was worshiped as the guardian of arms, and patron of 
soldiers and armies. 
 
It was believed that offering sacrifices to Mithra would provide strength and glory in life and in battle.  In the 
Avesta, Yasht 10, it reads that Mithra… 
 
“spies out his enemies; armed in his fullest panoply he swoops down upon them, scatters and slaughters 
them.  He desolates and lays waste the homes of the wicked, he annihilates the tribes and the nations that 
are hostile to him.  He assures victory unto them that fit instruction in the Good, that honor him and offer him 
the sacrificial libations.” 3 

 
“…the mysteries of Mithra were set in a cosmic framework of vast proportions and (as will be further evident 
in the grades of initiation) had to do with nothing less than salvation in the celestial spheres.” 2  
 
-The blood of the bull represents the bull’s energy and vital life source that we can tap into.   
 
-“Mithra, the god of light, occupied the middle position between hell and heaven, so he was an accessible 
mediator.” 1 

 
There were 7 initiation levels: 
 
1. Raven   2. Bride   3. Soldier   4. Lion   5. Persian   6. Sun Courier  7. Father 
 
“Thus advancement through the grades of the cult symbolized the ascent of the soul after death through the 
planetary spheres and presumably on to an ultimate destination in the realm of the fixed stars.” 2 

 
 
Sources: 
 
1 The New Testament World In Pictures, Stephens 
2 Myth and Mystery, An Introduction to the Pagan Religions of the Biblical World,  Jack Finegan 
3www.ukans.edu/history/index/europe/ancient_rome/E/Gazetteer/Periods/Roman/Topics/R
eligion/Mithraism/David_Fingrut**.html  



The Taurobolium 
 
 
“The Taurobolium had become a means of obtaining a new and eternal life; the ritualistic ablutions were no 
longer external and material acts, but were supposed to cleanse the soul of its impurities and to restore its 
original innocence; the sacred repasts imparted an intimate virtue to the soul and furnished sustenance to the 
spiritual life.” 

 

Franz Cumont 

Les Mystres De Mithra 

 

Several goddess religions practiced a regeneration ritual known as The Taurobolium, or bull sacrifice, in 
which the blood of a slaughtered animal was allowed to fall down upon the initiate, who would be lying, 
completely drenched in the pit below. 

 

The goal of this ritual was spiritual and materialistic: 

 

Spiritual 

 

Mithraic baptism wiped out moral faults.  The decent into the pit was regarded as symbolic burial, from which 
the initiate would emerge reborn, purified of all his crimes.  Union with the god or goddess was then obtained.   

 

An inscription in the Mithraeum under the church of Santa Prisca in Rome referred to Mithras saving men by 
shedding the eternal blood of the bull.   

 

Materialistic   

 

“…by moistening his body with the blood of the slaughtered steer, the neophyte [initiate] believed that he was 
transfusing the strength of the formidable beast into his own limbs.”  (Franz Cumont) 

 

The bull has been exalted throughout the ancient world for it strength and vigor.  The bull was an obvious 
representation of masculinity by nature of its size, strength, and sexual power.  At the same time the bull 
symbolized lunar forces by virtue of its horns and earthly forces by virtue of its powerful root to the ground. 

 

“Through the thousand crevices in the wood, the bloody dew runs down into the pit.  The neophyte [initiate] 
receives the falling drops on his head, clothes, and body.  He leans backward to have his cheeks, his ears, 
his lips and his nostrils wetted; he pours the liquid over his eyes, and does not even spare his palate, for he 
moistens his tongue with blood and drinks it eagerly.”  

(Prudentius, Latin Christian writer) 

 

Thus, the Taurobolium ritual brought the initiate closer to the deity spiritually and gave them access to it’s 
“cosmic” power.  This gave the initiate protection against any of the hostile powers in everyday life and 
assurance of immortality in the afterlife.   

 

 



Sources: 

 

Powers of Darkness, Clinton E. Arnold, pages 39-40 

Mithraism website:   

www.ukans.edu/history/index/europe/ancient_rome/E/Gazetteer/Periods/Roman/Topics/Rel
igion/Mithraism/David_Fingrut**.html 



Magic 
 

Magic played a vital role in the New Testament era.  It was a part of most, if not all, of the official 
religions.  There was a widespread belief that by summoning the help of 
powerful gods, goddesses, or spirit-beings, one could influence other people 
and situations.  To the first century person, magic could be summed 
up with one word…MANIPULATION.   

 
“Magic represented a method of manipulating good and evil spirits to lend help or bring harm.  Magical 
formulas could be used for such things as attracting a lover or winning a chariot race.  Black magic, or 
sorcery, involved summoning spirits to accomplish all kinds of evil deeds.  Curses could be placed, 
competitors subdued, and enemies restrained.”1 

 
Magical formulas usually consisted of three main parts: Instructions for a magical rite, a list of proper names 
or power words to invoke, and a statement of the command.  We will take a closer look at each part.  

 
 
1. Instructions for a magical rite 
 
“Onto lime wood write with vermilion this name…Enclose it in a purple skin, hang it around 
your neck and wear it.”2   

 
Here, the person is instructed to make a protective charm, or an amulet.  Amulets were typically made of 
precious stones, which were thought to be laden with supernatural power.  It was also common for an amulet 
to be made out of cheaper materials, such as papyri, pottery pieces, tin strips, linen and seashells.  Amulets 
were worn somewhere on the body (possibly as a ring or necklace).     

 
 

2. A list of proper names to invoke 
 
Generally, people believed that certain words or names had supernatural power.  These “magical names” 
could be invoked to assure results.  The “Ephesian Letters” (dating back to the 4th century BC) were six 
magical terms believed to have supernatural power in the warding off of evil demons.  The bearer or speaker 
of these words was clearly believed to have personal access to supernatural powers.3   
  
Often, one could invoke these power words and/or names along with the names of certain gods  
and goddesses.  For example, a recipe found in Egypt illustrates how someone tried to gain the  
affection of a woman by obtaining assistance from spirit-beings:   

 
“Do not turn aside from hearing me, ghost [Greek = demon], whoever you are, and raise yourself up for me, 
for I adjure you by lady Hekate Artemis demon damno damnolukake damnippae damnomenia 
damnobathira damnobathiri damnomenia dameamone, tail-swallower, night roamer.”4   

 
It was believed that the “demon” or “spirit” being conjured must respond to the request because the goddess 
Hekate Artemis would respond to the magical names used and thus enforce the request.  In this way the 
“demon” or “spirit” was manipulated.    
 
 
 
 
 
3. Statement of the command 

 
Lastly, the magical formula would contain the statement of command.  This is the demand that the spirits are 
being summoned to fulfill: 

 



“Guard me from every daimon [demon] of the air, on the earth and under the earth, and 
from every angel and phantom and ghostly visitation and enchantment.”5   
 
 

The Uses For Magic: 
 

Protection 
 

There was a general widespread fear and dread of the spirit realm.  Evil spirits (powers) 
populated all of the earth and could arbitrarily inflict harm.  Using magic was a way to 

protect oneself against these forces of evil.  The right formula or an effective amulet could 
protect someone from potential harm.   

 
Request (i.e., Love Potion)  
 
Because these gods, goddesses, and spirit-powers had control over the everyday life of humanity, it is natural 
to assume that they could possibly fulfill a request.  For example, gaining the affection of a woman:  

 
“I adjure all ghosts [Greek = demonas] in this place to come to the assistance of this ghost.  
Raise yourself up for me from the repose that keeps you and go out into every district and 
every quarter and every house and every shop, and drive, spellbind Matrona…that she 
may not have intercourse…with anyone else, nor be able to go with any other man than 
Theodorus…and never let Matrona…be able to endure or be healthy or find sleep night or 
day without Theodorus.”6 

 

Aggression or Inflicting Harm 
 
Magic could also be used to take revenge on an enemy or to get an advantage in competition: 
 
“I conjure you up, holy beings and holy names; join in aiding this spell, and bind, enchant, thwart, strike, 
overturn, conspire against, destroy, kill, break Eucherius the charioteer, and all his horses tomorrow in the 
circus at Rome. May he not leave the barriers well; may he not be quick in the contest; may he not outstrip 
anyone; may he not make the turns well; may he not win any prizes…may he be broken; may he be dragged 
along by your power, in the morning and afternoon races.  Now!  Now!  Quickly!  Quickly!”7 

 

Spirit Guides 
 
This was an assistant spirit, or demon, that one could summon to perform all kinds of services for them.  The 
person using this type of magic believed that they were actually being “possessed” by the spirit.  It is 
important to note that the person used extreme caution in discerning the good spirits from the evil ones, so 
that they could make sure they received a good and helpful spirit.  This “good” spirit would be able to drive 
away “evil” spirits.  Following is a description of such a spirit assistant: 

 
“He will serve you suitably for whatever you have in mind, O blessed initiate of the sacred magic, and will 
accomplish it for you, this most powerful assistant, who is also the only lord of the air.  And the gods will agree 
to everything, for without him nothing happens.  Share this great mystery with no one else, but conceal it, by 
Helios, since you have been deemed worthy by the lord god.”8  
 
 

Divination or Revelation 
 
It was believed that one could alter their unfolding fate through this type of magic.  This was done by 
summoning a supernatural being and, by using the proper formula, forcing it to divulge secret information 
about the present and the future.  The motivation behind this form of magic was to gain power, influence and 
control.   



 

Other ways in which one could divine the future involved observing strange occurrences in nature (omens), 
like the birth of a deformed child or odd behavior of animals.  In the following example, many evil spirits are 
called upon to reveal things concerning a particular matter:  

 

“I call upon you, inhabitants of Chaos and Erebos [the underworld], of the depth, of earth, watchers of heaven, 
of darkness, masters of things not to be seen, guardians of secrets, leaders of those beneath the earth, 
administrators of things which are infinite, those who wield power over earth, servants in the chasm, 
shudderful fighters, fearful ministers, inhabitants of dark Erebos, coercive watchers, rulers of cliffs, grievers of 
the heart, adverse daimons, iron-hearted ones [seven magical names are given].”9 

  
 
New Testament examples: 
 

Simon the Magician:  Acts 8:9-24 

 

Simon was a man who had amazed people for a long time with his magic.  The text is clear that the reason 
people listened to him was because of his displays of magic.  However, when Philip came preaching the 
gospel, enough sings and wonders followed that many Samaritans believed and were baptized.  Even Simon 
himself believed and was baptized.   

 

Eventually, Simon saw that the Holy Spirit was given through the laying on of the apostle’s hands.  At this 
point he offered Peter money to give him the same ability.  Peter then rebuked Simon sharply, exposing his 
motives as wickedness.  Simon’s obsession with being able to have this kind of power gives us a picture of 
the importance of magic in this society.  

 

A Jewish Magician:  Acts 13:4-12 

 

This is a direct “power encounter” between Paul and a Jewish magician, named Bar-Jesus, who was with the 
proconsul, Sergius Paulus.  This magician may have been a personal assistant to the proconsul, since 
political officials often consulted astrologers and diviners for guidance.  This magician was trying to turn the 
proconsul away from the faith that Paul was preaching.  As a result, God struck the man blind and the 
proconsul believed.   

 

The Spirit of Divination:  Acts 16:16-24 

 

This is an encounter that Paul has with a slave-girl had a spirit of divination.  She brought her owners a great 
deal of money through fortune telling.  She wouldn’t leave them alone as they tried to preach the gospel so 
Paul ended up casting the demon out of her.  This outraged her owners, who had just lost a great source of 
income.  This sheds light on the popularity of magic in the form of divination.   

 

The Seven Sons Of Sceva:  Acts 19:13-16 

 

In this case a group of itinerant Jewish exorsists tried to use the name of Jesus in the exorsism of a man with 
a demon.  In the preceding verses, Paul had been preaching the name of Jesus and God used him to do 
“extraordinary miracles”.  It would have been easy for this group of exorsists to witness this and assume that 
the name of Jesus was just another magical name to be used for profit.  They were sadly mistaken.   



 

 

The Burning of the Magical Books in Ephesus:  Acts 19:17-20 

 

Luke seems to imply that this event took place as a result of what happened to the Jewish exorsists.  He says 
that, “…many of those who became believers confessed and disclosed their practices.  A number of those 
who practiced magic collected their books and burned them publicly” (19:18-19).  The value of the magic 
books that were burned came to 50,000 silver coins.  When taking into account that one piece of silver was 
equal to one day’s wage10, this gives us a clear picture of just how widespread magic was in New Testament 
times!  What would 50,000 day’s wages look like in our society?  A minimum wage of $5.25 per hour would 
work out to $2,100,000.   

 

Summary: 

 

Taking into account this mindset, what kind of questions would be going through the minds of the original 
reader, as young Christians?  How do they function as Christians in an environment that is so steeped in 
magic?  Having gotten rid of their amulets and magical formulas, are they still protected from the powers that 
they once served and feared?  Where does Christ stand in relation to these supernatural powers?  Christ was 
enough for salvation, but can He protect them from the evil powers?       

 

 
Sources: 

 

Powers of Darkness, Clinton E. Arnold 

Power and Magic, Clinton E. Arnold 

 

Footnotes:  

 
1 Powers of Darkness, Clinton E. Arnold, IVP, page 21 
2 Powers of Darkness, page 23 
3 Power and Magic (The Concept of Power in Ephesians), Clinton E. Arnold, Baker Books,  1989, 1992 
4 Powers of Darkness, page 25-26 
5 Powers of Darkness, page 23 
6 Powers of Darkness, page 25 
7 Power and Magic,  
8 Powers of Darkness, page 29 
9 Powers of Darkness, page 30 
10 International Inductive Study Bible -- note, Acts 19:19;Powers of Darkness,  p. 33 



Ephesians Background 
 
 
Address the text with WHY questions: 

1. What are some of the repeated words or themes you have seen in the 
text?  

2. Why the emphasis on: 
 Principalities and powers? (1:21, 2:2, 3:10, 6:12) 
 Spiritual realm?  
 Heavenly places/heaven? (1:3,10,20, 2:6, 3:10,15, 

4:10, 6:9) 
 Predestination? (1:4,5,12) 
 God’s rule and reign over all powers? (1:20ff) 
 Believer’s position in Christ? (2:6) 
 Spiritual warfare/armor of God? (6:10ff) 

 
3. Why the word “mystery”?  What did it connote to the OR? (1:9, 3:3,4,9, 5:32, 6:19) 

 
 
Acts 19 – Paul’s time in Ephesus 

 1-7 Baptized in the Holy Spirit 
 8-10 3 months in synagogue and then moved to hall of Tyrannus and reached there for 2 

years “so all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks”. 
 11-20 Miracles by the hands of Paul 

a. Jewish exorcists 
b. Burning of the magic books 

 
 
What was the “spiritual climate” of Asia Minor? 
What did the average person struggle with in their minds on a day to day basis? 
 

1. ”Pagans believed their gods were alive and could help them in practical ways for their earthly needs 
and, in many instances, bring them a blissful afterlife.” (p/d) 

2. An age of “anxiety” – people seemed more desirous of: 
 Personal communion with a deity 
 Securing life after death 
 Averting the influence of fate and evil spirits 

1. An age of great syncretism. 
2. To the new convert to Christianity the question could have easily been:  Who’s in charge? God or 

man?  God or the “P and P’s”? 
 
 
A basic idea of what the average Ephesian believed: 

1. The “elemental spirits (Gal 4:3,9 Col 2:8,20) 
a. As personal beings 

i. RSV/NEB ‘the elemental spirits of the universe’ 
ii. TEV  ‘the ruling spirits of the universe’ 

b. As non-personal beings 
i. NIV  ‘basic principles of this world’ 
ii. NASB  ‘elementary principles of this world’ 

 
2. In Hellenistic syncretism these elemental spirits were under control of the spirit powers – what Paul 

labeled the “principalities and powers.”  Both of these controlled a person’s fate and access to the 
‘gods’ and the heavenly realm.  These realms also called ‘upper’ and ‘lower’. 

3. In Greek thought from Parminides (500 BC) onwards there was a continual metaphysical opposition 
between 

a. Heaven/soul 



b. Salvation 
c. Earth 

Plutarch (46-119 AD) sums up Plato’s (428-347 BC) teaching on this matter as follows: 
“The god’s were far above the earth while the soul of people in Bodies can only have dim vision of the 
heavenly realm.  Only souls set free from the confines of bodily existence can have contact with this 
god and find their home in the heavenly realm.  Such salvation is achieved through reason and in 
conjunction with participation in the mysteries and sacred rites which would include asceticism, 
magic, and other hideous acts”.  (A.L. PNNY pg. 114-117) 
 
So the common struggle would have been: 

1. How do I protect myself from evil influence? 
2. How do I commune with the gods? 
3. How do I obtain/guarantee life after death? 
4. How do I find fulfillment in this life? 
 

There was a way to escape and experience some of the “Upper Realm” 
1) It would not be permanent 
2) But it would give them some kind of satisfaction 
 
The way was offered primarily by the Mysteries 
These cults demanded strict disciplines but their attraction was the promise of: 

1. Freedom from the evil body 
2. Enlightenment 
3. Privileged knowledge 
4. Access to the heavenly realms 
5. Union with gods 
6. Financial prosperity 

All of these things would have been summed up by them in one word: Fullness 
 
Paul prays in Eph. 3:14-20 that they “will be filled with all the fullness of God.” 



Magic and Mysteries (Mystery Religions) 
 
Magic: 

 Important part of official religions, though not always a sanctioned part. 
 People lived in fear and dread of the spirit realm. 
 Magic provided a way for the people to deal with their fear. 

 
Professor David Aune suggests four major ways to describe the purpose of magic in the Greco-Roman world. 

1. Protective or apotropaic (particularly against dreaded illnesses) 
2. Aggressive and malevolent (rising from great hatred) 
3. Love magic and magic aimed at gaining power over others 
4. Magical divination or revelation 

(pg 27, “Powers” Arnold) 
 
A. Magical Formulas 

 Instructions for a magical rite 
 A list of proper names to invoke 
 A statement of command 

 
A. Protective charms (amulets) [rabbit’s foot] to be worn around the neck 

 Protected the wearer from harmful or evil spirits 
 Instructions for fashioning amulet: 

i.   “Onto lime wood write with vermilion this name… enclose it in a purple skin, hang it 
around the neck and wear it.” 

ii. Then write magical names on it 
iii. Speak the command the spirit agents are being summoned to fulfill, “Guard me from 

every daemon of the air, on the earth and under the earth, and from every angel and 
phantom and ghostly visitation and enchantment.” (pg 23, “Powers” Arnold) 

 
A. Love potions 

 Used to implore powers to cause someone to fall in love with another: 
“Let Matrona love Theodorus for all the time of her life”. 

 Various gods and goddesses are invoked to aid in this spell. Hekate 
Artemis is invoked in this case as she will enforce his request:  “I 
adjure all ghosts [gk=demonas] in this place to come to the 
assistance of this ghost.  Raise yourself up for me from the repose that keeps you and go out into 
every district and every quarter and every house and every shop and drive, spellbind Matrona… that 
she might not have intercourse vaginal, anal, or oral with everyone else, nor be able to go with any 
other man than Theodorus… and never let Matrona… be able to endure or be healthy or find any 
sleep night or day without Theodorus.” 

 
A. Spell to inflict harm 

A recipe for inflicting harm on an enemy:   
 “Take a lead lamella [thin, metal plate] and inscribe with a bronze stylus the following names and 

the figure [depicted in the papyrus text] and after smearing with blood from a bat, roll up the 
lamella in the usual fashion.  Cut open a frog and put it into its stomach.  After stitching it up with 
Anubian thread and a bronze needle, hang it up on a reed from your property by means of hairs 
from the tip of the tail of a black ox, at the east of the property near the rising sun. 

 Then the person speaks the following invocation of supernatural beings and devilish command to 
the powers: “Supreme angels, just as this frog drips with blood and dries up, so also will the body 
of him [name] whom [place to mother’s name of victim] bore, because I conjure you, who are in 
command of fire maskelli madkello.” 

 
Acts 19:13-20 should serve as a good reminder that this was something that the early believers faced.  After 
the seven itinerant Jewish exorcists were very unsuccessful at casing out a demon Luke writes the following: 

“Many of those who believed now came an openly confessed their evil deeds.  A number who had 
practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly, and they counted the value 
of them and found it came to fifty thousand pieces of silver.” 



This serves as an example of the temptation faced by early believers to return to their former practices, 
especially magic. 
 
Mystery Religions 

 Most popular religious form of the day 
 Traditional Olympic cults not satisfying the people 
 Turning to religions that promised salvation and an after life 
 Women responded to the promise of a brighter future, as well as the increased recognition and 

participation which were theirs in the mysteries. 
 One could incur the death penalty for revealing the mysteries in any form; speech, drama, dance, etc. 
 The main goal of the initiate was to become “beloved by the gods” 
 Cicero could maintain that Athens had given to the world no great institution than that of the 

Eleusianian mysteries. [EDT] 
 
Eleusis 

1) Most famous and popular, started 400 years before Christ 
2) It centered upon Demeter, the earth mother, and her 

daughter Persephone (Kore) who was abducted and raped 
by the underworld god, Hades.  There she became his 
bride and queen of the dead.  Each year she returned for 
nine months to her mother who then caused the corn to 
grow and returned fertility to the earth.  Demeter bringing 
her gift of agriculture and civilization, had commanded 
Eleusis to establish her rites, to which anyone who spoke 
Greek- even women and slaves- might be admitted. 

3) Initiation rites included: 
 Bathing in sacred waters 
 Sacrifices 
 Sacred banquets 
 Consecrated drink 
 Witnessing of sacred drama, which was probably a re-enactment of the rape and 

kidnapping of Persephone by Hades.  A second act was probably the union of Zeus and 
Demeter and the birth of the divine Dionysus, originally a second stage of the fertility 
worship. 

 The initiates were conducted on a pilgrimage through a dark passageway to represent 
the cheerless wanderings of the dead in the underworld, and then were brought back to 
the upper air and light, where they were shown the sacred objects of the cult.  The vision 
of these objects was the culmination of the initiation, for the represented the personal 
revelation of deity to the individual. 

 
Isis 

 Retold the story of the search of a sorrowing Isis for her dead husband, Osiris, who 
had been slain and dismembered by the wicked Set. 

 The cult had a strong attraction for women.  The colorful processions, the 
magnification of her womanly grief over the death and dismemberment of 
Osiris, her unremitting quest for his body, and her joy in the child Horus 
glorified the sorrows, sacrifice, and satisfaction of the ideal wife and mother. 

 
Cybele 

 The great mother goddess who granted: 
 Fertility 
 Cure from disease 
 Protection in war 
 Oracles 
 Care for her people 

 
Lover Attis was part of the Mystery religion 



 Ritual meal 
 Descent into the underground chamber 
 Cult objects (genitals of a bull) 
 Taurobolium performed 

Latin Christian writer Prudentius records the event:  “Through thousands of 
crevices in the wood, the bloody dew runs into the pit.  The initiate receives 
the falling drops on his head, clothes, and body.  He leans backwards to have his 
cheeks, ears, lips, and nostrils wetted; he pours the liquid over his eyes, and 
does not even spare his palate, for he moistens his tongue with blood and drinks 
eagerly. 

 Bloody baptism believed to purify from faults 
 Blood on body transferred strength of beast into initiate 
 Worship orgiastic and ecstatic 
 Male devotees sometimes castrated themselves.  Afterwards became her priests or attendants and 

dressed ornately in women’s clothes. 
 Pessinus in Phyrgia was the location of the main sanctuary 
 Often mixed with Dionysus and Mithras 

 
Dionysus 

 The power of the tree 
 The blossom bringer 
 The abundance of life 

 His domain was not only the liquid fire in the grape, but the sap 
thrusting in a young tree.  The blood pounding in the veins of a 
young animal, all the mysterious and uncontrollable tides which ebb and 
flow in the life of Nature.  

 Wildly popular among women. 
 Usually celebrated at night, the rites featured dancing wildly, dinking uncontrollably, sometimes the 

use of drugs, ecstatic madness, sex reversal, gross promiscuity, ritual shouting, the music of flutes 
and castanets, and sometimes the killing of animals and eating their flesh raw. 

 One ancient observer summed up the revelry in this way: “To consider nothing wrong… was the 
highest form of religious devotion among them.” 

 Roman historian Livy’s description: 
“The pleasures of drinking and feasting were added to the religious rites, to attract a larger 
number of followers.  When wine had inflamed their feelings, and night and the mingling of 
the sexes and of different ages had extinguished all power of moral judgment, all sorts of 
corruption began to be practiced, since each person had the chance of gratifying the 
particular desire to which he was naturally inclined.  The corruption was not confined to one 
kind of evil, the promiscuous violation of free men and women; the cult was also a source of 
supply for false witnesses, forged documents, and wills, and perjured evidence, dealing also 
in poisons and in wholesale murders among devotees, and sometimes ensuring that not even 
the bodies were found for burial.  Many outrages were committed by craft, and even more by 
violence; and the violence was concealed because no cries for help could be heard against 
the shriekings, the banging of drums and the clashing of cymbals in the scene of debauchery 
and bloodshed.”  [“Powers” pg 44, Arnold] 

1. Sex and sensual pleasure played a vital role. 
2. Symbol of cult- a wicker basket laden with fruit from which a male phallus arose 
3. Phallus may have been a symbol of: 

4. life giving power 
5. hope of joyous afterlife 
6. the mystery and joy of sexual pleasure 

a) Initiation in a cult helped persons avoid the dreaded punishing demons after death 
b) Initiates did not anticipate a resurrection after but 

a blissful life in another world filled with 
continuing sensual pleasure. 

“If it feels good, do it!” 
 
Mithras 



 One of the strongest rivals to Christianity 
 The sun god: perfect example of light, purity, and righteousness 
 The one who gives mastery over all evil 
 Worshipped in underground cave – flame burned symbolizing Light and Truth 
 End of hall sculpture of Mithra slaying the bull 
 Taurobolium practiced 
 Popular among Roman soldiers 

 
 
Conclusion 
Magic, mysteries and many other vile practices was the setting which Ephesians was written into. 
 
The everyday person would have believed that these mysteries and the practice of magic would make a 
person able to obtain “salvation” and protection from evil powers. 
 
The new convert to Christianity would have been asked such questions as: 

 What would they believe about the powers they once thought served them and the powers they 
feared? 

 Were some of them still to be considered good and others evil? 
 Where does Christ stand in relation to these spirits and powers? 
 Should a Christian still wear an amulet for protection from evil?  Does he need to? 
 How should the church respond to a non-Christian involved in the mysteries or magic? 

 
Paul answered their questions and went beyond them: 

1. 1:3-6, 11-15 They needed to know God had a plan for their lives, was in control of their 
lives, and the “P and P’s” were not. 

2. 1:9-10  The mystery of God’s will has already been made known.  It is not 
discovered by some special technique or initiation to rite, but in accordance with God’s grace 
demonstrated in Christ.  This reverses the framework the mysteries were founded on.  No 
more dualism – heaven and earth.  ALL is brought together and summed up in Christ. 

3. 2:6-7  They do no need to try and “escape” by bizarre experiences into the 
“heavenly realm”.  They are already seated there with Christ. 

4. 3:1-6  They mystery has been revealed – contrast to the mystery religion secrets. 
5. 4:1-14  Individualism, disunity, craziness, and diversity is not a part of Christianity.  

Unity and oneness is the mark of the church. 
6. 5:5-14  Direct exhortation to those participating in the mysteries. 
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BACKGROUND 



Caesar 
 
“The Twelve Caesars of Suetonius (born AD 69), covering the Roman rulers from Julius 
Caesar to Domitian, remains one of the richest and most fascinating of all Latin histories.  
Suetonius gathered much of his information from eyewitnesses, checking his facts carefully 
and quoting conflicting evidence without bias.  But his history is also the most vivid and the 
raciest account we have of scandalous and amusing incidents in the domestic lives of the 
first Caesars.” (from the cover of the Penguin Classics Suetonius-The twelve Caesars 
edited by Robert Baldick and Betty Radice). 
 
See also: 
 

1) F.F. Bruce, New Testament History 
2) F.F. Bruce, Commentary on Romans 
3) Annals of Tacitus 
4) Lane, Commentary on Mark 
5) Lincoln, Class lecture 
6) E.Morey, Class lecture Caligula’s horse 
7) Josephus 
8) Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, Vol. 5 

 
 

Julius Caesar – 49-44 BC 
 

Gaius Julius Caesar was born around 100 BC.  He was nominated to the 
priesthood of Jupiter while he was only a boy.  At the age of 33 he became the 
quaestor of Western Spain.   

 
Pompey, Caesar and Crassus became consuls and made a pact among the 
three of them to disallow any legislation which any of the three of them 

opposed.  Caesar was the popular favorite of the people and thus basically ruled Rome 
alone.  He lowered taxes for farmers.  His strength in the Senate was so great that when 
Marcus Cato opposed him publicly in the Senate, Caesar had him publicly dragged off to 
prison.  Julius Caesar was not above bribing and killing to keep power.  Suetonius states: 
“Caesar took equal pains to win the esteem of kings and provincial authorities by offering 
them gifts of prisoners, a thousand at a time, or lending them troops whenever they asked, 
and without first obtaining official permission from the Senate or the people.  He also 
presented the cities of Asia and Greece with magnificent public works, and did the same for 
those of Italy, Gaul, and Spain.  Everyone was amazed by this liberality and wondered what 
the sequel would be.  “Came, Saw, Conquered” was pasted on the triumphal chariot which 
he rode celebrating the victory over Pontus. 
 
His public shows were of great variety.  They included a gladiatorial contest, stage-plays for 
every quarter of Rome performed in several languages, chariot races in the circus, athletic 
competitions and a mock naval battle.  Fights to the death and Pyrric sword dances were 
also common.  The mock naval battles were fought on an artificial lake dug in the Codeta.  
These were fought between Tyrian and Egyptian ships, with two, three or four banks of 
oars and heavily manned.  Such huge numbers of people flocked to them that tents were 
pitched along the streets or rooftops, and often the pressure of the crowd crushed people to 
death. 



 
That he had love affairs in the provinces too is suggested by another of the ribald verses 
sang during Julius Caesar’s Gallic triumph: 
 

Home we bring our bald whoremonger, 
Romans, lock your wives away! 
All the bags of gold you lent him 
Went his Gallic tarts to pay. 

His vices were so great that the elder Curio referred to him in a speech as “every woman’s 
husband and every man’s wife.”  Also Suetonius says that later in life, the Romans showed 
him honor, but he refused even to greet them to say thank you.  By this time he was hated 
by Roman citizens.  Julius Caesar was 55 years old when he died, and his immediate 
deification, formally decreed by the loyalists in the Senate, and the city was convinced by a 
comet appearing about an hour before sunset that shone for seven days running.  This was 
held to be Caesar’s soul elevated to heaven, hence the star now placed above the 
forehead of his divine image. 
 
 

Augustus Caesar – 27 BC- 14 AD 
 
Augustus Caesar was born just before sunrise on 23 September 63 BC.  Some wanted him 
to be named Romulus as the second founder of the city.  But the name Augustus prevailed 
because all sanctuaries and holy places were set apart by augurs. 
 
Although Augustus could be very brutal, Suetonius tells the reader that 
Agustus never simply wantonly invaded another country.  He suffered only two 
defeats in his career as leader of Rome, both of these were in Germany.  In the 
defeat of Varus every man in three legions was massacred.  Augustus mourned 
by allowing his hair to grow and for a period of time beat his head against the 
door shouting: “Varus give me back my legions.” 
 
“Augustus’ acts won him the hatred of the people.  Once while addressing a 
soldiers’ assembly wehre civilians were present, he saw a Roman knight named Pinarius 
transcribing his speech.  Agustus had him stabbed there and then for taking too close an 
interest in the proceedings.  Agustus personally gouged out the eyes of Gallius thinking him 
to be a traitor, although Gallius confessed to nothing.” 
 
The three most notable works that Agustus had completed architecturally were the temple 
of Avenging Mars, the temple of Apollo, and the temple of Jupiter.  He encouraged 
donations to Jupiter of 16,000 pounds of gold. 
 
He is recorded to have been scared of thunder and lightning, against which he always 
carried a piece of sealskin as an amulet, and to have taken refuge in an underground vault 
during thunderstorms.  He believed in omens through dreams, he considered it bad luck to 
put his right foot in his left shoe, but good luck to start a journey or long voyage during a 
drizzle.  He honored the Eleusian mysteries but had no regard whatsoever for Egyptian 
mythology. 
 
He was well known for his lack of personal morals and ethics similar to the reptuation that 
Julius Caesar had developed before him.  Even in old age he was considered a leech.   



 
Augustus died at the age of 75 on August 19, 14 AD. 
 
 

Tiberius Caesar – 14-37 AD 
 

Tiberius’ youth was characterized by hardship according to Suetonius.  Breaking 
into the city of Naples the Caesareans took him by kidnapping.  He was 

eventually adopted out of the public  care of the Spartans by a Roman senator 
named Marcus Gallius.  He dropped his adoptive father’s name for political 
reasons.  He was called upon to divorce his wife Vispania when he found out 
that she was pregnant for the second time, and hurriedly married the daughter 
of Augustus named Julia.  Julia had two husbands at this time, Agrippa and 
now Tiberius Caesar.  Julia also happened to be the mother of Tiberius’ wife 

Vispania.  So Tiberius was married to his mother-in-law.  He ultimately grew to loathe her.  
She was eventually caught in adultery and banished forever from his presence. 
 
His political career began with ruling over the long-haired barbarians of the province of 
Trans-Alpine Gaul.  His birth was attended by many omens; Scribonius the astrologer 
predicted that he would be a crownless king, which is, in essence what the Caesars all 
became. 
 
Conquering Illyricum brought Tiberius to the forefront of popular public opinion.  They 
wanted to decree upon him the name “Unconquered” or “Devoted”.  Agustus (in power at 
that time) insisted that Tiberius would be happy to inherit the name Agustus at the right 
time, which was the name the elder Agustus had decided upon earlier.  Nevertheless, 
public sentiment grew due to Tiberius military prowess. 
 
In addition, when Tiberius finally took power, he seemed, in Suetonius’ words, to have 
“showed an almost excessive courtesy when addressing individual senators, and the house 
as a body.”  He did not complain when his decisions were overruled by the house of 
senators.  Suetonius further states that “Tiberius never presumed on his position by riding 
roughshod over men of lesser rank.”  To set an example against extravagance and waste 
in the empire, Suetonius writes: “He often served, at formal dinner parties, half-eaten 
dishes left over from the day before – or only one side of a wild boar sliced down the 
backbone.  He issued an edict against promiscuous kissing and the giving of good luck gifts 
at the New Year.  He abolished both Egyptian and Jewish worship in Rome.  Jews of 
military age were banished to unhealthy parts of the empire.  He also banished all 
astrologers from the city except those who asked for his forgiveness and promised to do no 
more predictions.  He safeguarded the city against banditry by establishing police stations 
closer to each other.  In spite of all of these positive traits, he slipped in several areas of 
vice.  His drunkenness became so pronounced that he was nick named “Biberius Caldius 
Mero” which interpreted means “Drinker of wine with no water added.”  He established a 
new official office in the Roman Empire: “The Comptroller of Pleasures” – this ignominious 
office was first held by a knight named Titus Caesonius Priscus.  Suetonius states that 
“some aspects of his criminal obscenity are almost too vile to discuss much less believe.”  
We must part company with Suetonius first century non-Christian opinion here and say that 
some of Tiberius obscene vices were too vile “to discuss much less believe.”  To quote 
Suetonius:” “Such a filthy old man he had become!” 
 



Tiberius was miserly (and personally greedy – forcing Gnaeus Augur to name him as sole 
inheritor of the latter’s fortune and then forcing him to commit suicide.)  He was so greedy 
and miserly that he would not pay his soldiers, workers etc.  No significant building 
activities marked his reign. 
 
Tiberius’ hatred for his own family grew later in life so much that he did not even attend his 
own mother’s funeral.  Tiberius condemned one of the arrangers of her funeral to the 
treadmill, because of the arranger’s alliance with Tiberius’ mother.  He was also accused of 
killing his other son Germanicus by acquiring the services of the professional poisoner Piso 
(whom Tiberius later had executed). Tiberius then treated his daughter in law and grand 
children with harsh cruelty after the death of Germanicus.  She later committed suicide after 
Tiberius had her publicly logged gouging out her eye.  For having done this, Tiberius asked 
the Senate to vote him a special award for ridding the empire of such a hideous person; 
they voted her birthday as a day of ill omen and awarded him a golden commemorative gift 
from the temple of Jupiter.  He then starved her sons Tiberius Nero and Drusus to death. 
 
Tiberius council of foreign affairs (20 men whom he had asked the Senate to select for him 
– including old friends and members of his military staff) were all killed by Tiberius except 
for three of them.  In one trial before the Senate, Tiberius had the witnesses examined 
under torture.  The defendant was executed based on their testimonies.  Under Tiberius 
people could be executed for beating a slave, changing their clothes near an image of 
Augustus Caesar, for carrying a ring or coin bearing Augustus’ image into a privy or brothel, 
or for criticizing anything Augustus had ever said or done.  One man was executed for 
allowing an honor to be voted for him on the same day that an honor had been voted for 
Augustus.  As Suetonius says: “No one was safe from his cruelty and tortures.” 
Tiberius had no religious ideals, he loved literature and was superstitious.  When his hand 
fed pet snake died, he refused to continue his trip, believing that it was an ill-fated journey. 
He died at the age of 77 – some say it was poisoning by Caligula, others starvation; the 
philosopher Seneca states that it was a normal death.  About the news of his death, 
Suetonius says: “News of his death caused such joy at Rome that people ran about yelling 
“To the Tiber with Tiberius!” and others offered prayers to mother earth and the infernal 
gods to give him no home below except among the damned.” 
 
 

Gaius Caligula – 37-41 AD 
 

Popular Germanicus was the father of Caligula.  Caligula was born August 
31, 12 AD.  He got his name from the military environment in which he 
grew up.  His name means “half boot.” 
 
Caligula was a brute.  He loved watching tortures and executions.  
Caligula’s grandfather Tiberius even called him a “viper.”   Tiberius even 
made up a little poem about Caligula’s Brutality: “I am nursing a viper in 
Rome’s bosom, I am educating a python who will mishandle the fiery sun-

chariot and scorch the whole world.” 
 
The Roman people, oddly enough, loved him.  Holding place of public leadership for a long 
time, he had gladiatorial contests, prize fights and many theatrical shows (sometimes with 
the whole city of Rome lit up during the performances).  On one occasion he lined up many 
ships for a distance of three miles side by side in a Roman port.  He then put planks of 



wood over all of these ships and had tons of dirt put over the planks and for two days, day 
and night, Caligula ran back and forth over these ships’ planks.  Various reasons, mythical 
and non-mythical, were given for these strange events. 
 
Suetonius concludes this portion of Caligula’s history with “so much for Caligula the 
Emperor; the rest of this history must needs deal with Caligula the Monster.” 
 
Caligula adopted several titles for himself: “Pious, Son of the Camp, Father of the Army, 
Caesar, Greatest and Best of Men.”  He insisted on being treated as a god.  He had statues 
of Greek gods decapitated and their heads replaced by his own.  He established a shrine to 
himself as a god, with priests, the costliest sacrificial victims and a life sized golden image 
of himself to be adorned every day with the identical garments that he himself was wearing 
on that day.  When the moon shone full and bright he always invited the moon goddess to 
his bed.  During the day he would indulge in whispered conversations with the idol of 
Jupiter, pressing his ear to the god’s mouth and sometimes raising his voice in anger. 
 
Caligula’s morals were among the worst of the Roman emperors who bore the title of 
Caesar, being charged with about every offense for which the Bible punishes with death.  
Exemplary of this debauchery was his leaving the entire Roman Empire in his will over to 
his adulterous partner Drusilla.  Unfortunately for her, he outlived her.  At her death, 
Caligula declared it a capital offense to laugh, bathe, or even to dine with one’s own family 
during the public time of mourning for her death.  Afterwards, whenever he took a public 
oath, he always swore by “her holiness.” 
 
Caligula was a vicious barbarian in his entertainment of the populace, often allowing people 
to be publicly attacked by wild beasts as sport.  He would hold public executions without 
allowing the persons on trial to be heard.  He would brand people like animals and send 
them to work in mines, to be thrown to the beasts for food or to work on the roads. 
 
Once Caligula asked a returned exile how he had been spending his time.  To flatter 
Caligula, the man answered: “I prayed continuously to the gods for Tiberius’ death, and 
your accession, and my prayer was granted.” Caligula therefore concluded that the new 
batch of exiles must be praying for his own death – so he sent agents from island to island 
and had them all killed.  He frequently had trials by torture during his meals.  During the 
dedication of a bridge he pushed several spectators into the water and had them drowned.  
He was guilty of crimes more heinous than this at his banquets which propriety does not 
allow telling. 
The physical appearance of Caligula: tall, pallid, hairy and badly built, thin, skinny legs, 
sunken eyes, hollow temples, broad and a forbidding, almost hairless head.  Because of his 
baldness and his growth of a goatlike beard, he announced that it was a capital offense for 
anyone either to look down on him as he passed or to mention goats in any context.  
Suetonius states “that he worked hard to make his naturally uncouth face to look even 
more repulsive, by practicing fearful grimaces in front of a mirror.”  He would wear bizarre 
clothing (including women’s silk robes, women’s shoes).  He would dress up as the love 
goddess Venus on one occasion and then on the next wear the breastplate of Alexander 
the Great which he had stolen from Alexander’s tomb.  The depth of his insanity is shown 
by the fact that he had his horse placed on the throne and honored as emperor of Rome! 
 
 

Claudius Caesar – 41-54 AD 



 
Claudius was born in Lyons August 1, 10 BC.  His own mother called him a 
“monster”.  Claudius was the uncle of Caligula.  Claudius became emperor at the age 

of 50 by an extraordinary event. As Caligula was assassinated, Claudius was hiding in 
the palace behind a curtain.  A guardsman wandering through the palace saw a pair of 

slippers under the curtain and pulled it back to which Claudius got down on his knees 
and embraced the feet of his captor only to find himself being acclaimed emperor of 
Rome and carried through the city on a litter.  One of his first official public decrees was 
to declare his grandmother Livia officially divine.  There were at least six assassination 

plots on him.  He seemed to somehow escape them all.  He gave magnificent public shows similar to 
his predecessors.  Like some of his predecessors he was involved with some building and was 
popular with the army.  Claudius was a convinced polygamist who also had stomach problems.  
Claudius was famous for his desire for much rich food and strong drink.  Suetonius writes: “It was 
seldom that Claudius left a dining hall except gorged and sodden, he would then go to bed and sleep 
supine with his mouth wide open – thus allowing a feather to be put down his throat, which would 
bring up the superfluous food and drink and vomit.  He published a book on gambling and used to 
play dice in his chariot with a special board fitted to the carriage so that the dice would not fall off.  
He also wrote 28 volumes of Mediterranean history in the Greek language, which he believed to be 
the best of all. 

 
Most people believe that Claudius was poisoned but no one knows by whom or why.  He 
was later declared to be god, but this edict was neglected by Nero and he was declared to 
be deity again by Vespasian. 
 

Nero – 54-68 AD 
 
Nero was born December 15, 37 AD.  His father Gnaeus Domitius, according 
to Suetonius, was a wholly despicable man.  Cruelty, theft, adultery and incest 
were the ways that Nero was raised.  At the age of 11, Claudius adopted him 
and appointed the philosopher Seneca to be his tutor.  At Claudius’ death, 
Nero gave him a lavish funeral and declared him god.  Nero always wanted to 
be generous, wishing to lower as many taxes as possible early in his reign.  He 
seldom forgot a face and would greet men of whatever rank by name without a 
moment’s hesitation. 
 
He gave an immense variety of entertainment: chariot races, staged plays and gladiator 
shows, including wars between old men and women.  He called for a series of plays 
devoted to the hope of his reigning forever.  During the great festival he distributed all kinds 
of birds, food and jewels, precious metals, transport beasts, trained wild animals, even 
giving away whole city blocks in the city of Rome, including apartments and adjacent farms.  
No one was killed at his gladiatorial battles, not even criminals participating.  He staged a 
naval battle on an artificial lake of salt water, which had sea monsters swimming in it.  Also, 
ballets were given starring young Greek performers who received payment a the end of the 
performance from Nero himself – Roman citizenship was the pay for a job well done as a 
ballet star.  He inaugurated the Neronia, which was a competition in gymnastics, music and 
horsemanship held every five years.  He simultaneously opened his baths, which had a 
gymnasium attached and provided free oil for knights and senators. 
 
After listing some of Nero’s virtues, Suetonius then concludes by saying: “I must begin to 
list his follies and crimes.” 



 
Nero loved to sing.  His voice however was feeble and husky.  His first stage appearance 
was at Naples where, disregarding an earthquake which shook the theater, he sang his 
piece through to the end.  Once during the Neronian competition, he sang a full two-hour 
opera, which canceled the time for the other contestants and thus had himself crowned as 
the champion singer.  No one was allowed to leave the theater during his recitals however 
pressing the reason, and the gates were kept barred.  We read of women in the audience 
giving birth, and of men being so bored with the music and the applause that they furtively 
dropped down from the wall at the rear, or shammed dead and were carried away for 
burial.  Nero’s stage fright and general nervousness, his jealousy of rivals, and his awe of 
the judges were more easily seen than believed.  On several occasions he took part in the 
chariot racing, and at Olympia drove a ten-horse team.  He lost his balance, fell from the 
chariot and had to be helped up again.  Though he failed to finish, the judges awarded him 
the prize anyway. 
 
Nero was a thief.  As soon as night fell, he would snatch a hat or cap and make a round of 
the taverns, or prowl the streets in search of mischief and not always innocent mischief 
either. 
 
One of his games was to stab men on their way home from the tavern and then he dropped 
their bodies down the sewers.  He would also break into the shops of private owners, steal 
their goods and then set up his own market in the palace, auctioning things off and 
squandering the proceeds.   
 
His morals were despicable, holding terrible parties in the bottom of the drained artifical 
lake of the Camp of Mars where he would otherwise hold the mock naval battles.  He 
married the young boy Sporus, dressing him in the normal clothes of an empress and 
escorting him throughout the empire in his own chariot.  He seldom traveled in a train of 
less than 1,000 chariots.  Nero also had many other ignominious affairs with both men and 
women. 
 
One of his first official actions was to have a huge 120 foot statue of himself erected in the 
palace grounds.  This magnificent statue was matched by the other extremes of the palace 
pool.  Suetonius says it was more like a sea than a pool.  Every kind of wild and domestic 
animal roamed in the palace grounds as a kind of distraction for the stress-ridden decision-
maker occupying the throne.  The main palace dining room was circular and its roof 
revolved slowly, day and night, in time with the sky.  Seawater, or sulfur water, was always 
on tap in the baths.  When the palace had been decorated throughout in the lavish style, 
Nero dedicated it saying: “Good, now I can at last begin to live like a human being.” 
 
Nero took the throne in 54 AD.  In 59 he killed his mother, then his aunt.  He took all of her 
property and tore up her will so that there would be no dispute as to ownership.  He then 
killed his wife Octavia.  Simultaneously with the killing of Octavia (whom he had executed 
on the charge of adultery after unsuccessfully trying to strangle her) he took two other 
wives: Poppaea Sabina (disregarding the fact that she was already married) and Statila 
Messalina (murdering her husband at that time).  He murdered Poppaea because she 
dared to complain that he had come home too late from the races one evening.  Nero then 
wanted Claudius’ daughter Antionia to marry him, but she refused.  She was executed for 
her refusal because of an attempted rebellion against the empire.  He also poisoned the 
sick Burrus by giving him laced cough syrup.  Nero wholesale massacred the nobility in 



Rome during 60 or 64 AD because an astrologer saw an evil portent in a comet, banishing 
family members into exile and starving their children to death. 
 
In the summer of 64 AD, Nero burned the city down.  He blamed the fire on the Christians 
and thus began the persecution against the saints.  Paul and Peter were martyred during 
this persecution.  Nero often would set the Christians forth as the lights for his garden 
parties, dipping them in oil and lighting them up as human torches.  They were exposed to 
beasts in the Coliseum, burned at the stake, beheaded, and crucified.  Nero died a young 
man at the age of 32 by suicide (68 AD). 
 

Galba – 68-69 AD 
 

A thunderbolt struck the temple of the Caesars on the day of Nero’s death, 
cutting off all the heads of the Caesarean statues.  (This does seem a little far-

fetched from as sober a historian as Suetonius, although in other places he 
does include some rather obtuse references).  Simultaneously with this 
were other strange omens telling of the rise of Galba.  Galba traced his 
own genealogy back to the god Jupiter and to Pasiphae, the daughter of 

Minos.  
 
Even as a young man he faithfully observed the national custom, already obsolescent, of 
summoning his household slaves twice a day to wish him good morning and good night, 
one after the other. 
 
In a rather strange contradiction, Suetonius early in his review of Galba tells us that Galba 
took marriage seriously (having lost his first wife early, he remained single for the rest of his 
life).  Suetonius says: “Nobody could interest him in a second match, not even Agrippina, 
who made such shameless public advances at Galba that she was publicly slapped by 
Galba’s mother-in-law.”  This is contradicted rather strongly by Suetonius’ later statement 
that Galba was a homosexual invert, about which Suetonius gives some rather detailed, 
here deleted, information. 
 
Galba, early in his career, governed Spain.  As he was sacrificing in the temple of the 
Goddess of Fortune (to whom he was firmly committed to until the end of his life, later 
transferring his allegiance to Venus), a young acolyte’s hair turned to white in the midst of 
the sacrifice.  Galba interpreted this to mean that the young emperor (Nero) would be 
succeeded by an older one (Galba, 41 years older than Nero). 
 
Galba was tough on crime.  A money changer found to be dishonest is one example.  Both 
hands were cut off, and nailed to the counter of his business establishment.  He crucified 
murderers.  One murderer pled for mercy from Galba based on the fact that the criminal 
was a Roman citizen.  Galba’s response” “Let this citizen hang higher than the rest, and 
have his cross white-washed.” 
 
 Je believed in the prophecies of A Jupiter-prophetess that someone who ruled Spain 
would be “lord and master of the world.”  This faith, plus the fact that he had come across 
the orders of Nero to have him assassinated, led Galba to Rome for political reasons.  
During his movements toward leadership of the empire during Nero’s reign, there were 
some mistakes that Galba made.  These did not keep him from taking over after Nero’s 
suicide at the age of 32; Galba was about 72 at that time.   



 
As he grew older in his reign over the empire, he became more barbaric, killing people for 
little or no evidence; his late reign was characterized by unthinking, vicious killing of all 
kinds.  All of the actors that Nero had given awards to were ordered to return 90% to the 
empire.  If 90% could not be found, then the money was taken from the people who had 
sold things to the actor and been paid with award money from Nero.  Galba was bald, 
medium height, arthritic, had blue eyes, and a hooked nose.  He died at 73.  His reign was 
less than one year. 
 
 

Otho – 69 AD 
 

Otho, age 37, succeeded Galba.  Otho was a dedicated carouser, reputed to be 
one of Nero’s boyfriends.  He plucked out all of his body hair and wore a toupee 
that covered his bald head.  He committed suicide after ruling for 95 days. 

 
 

Vitellius – 69 AD 
 

Vitellius took over after otho.  Known for every sort of vice, Vitellius was known as 
the person who instituted the worship of Caligula as a god, prostrating himself 
each time he went past Caligula’s statue in the palace.  Vitellius came to the 

throne because of the unrighteous sexual relationship between his father 
Lucius and the emperor Tiberius.  A promise was made to Lucius that his son 
would be on the throne one day through the auspices of Tiberius as payment 
for the prostitution of Lucius.  Thus Vitellius became emperor through the 

influence of those faithful to the earlier emperor Tiberius. 
 
Vitellius’ ruling vices were gluttony and cruelty.  Pike-livers, pheasant brains, peacock 
brains, flamingo tongues were his elegant dishes served at his most important feasts.  He 
would kill or torture people during his feasts for entertainment and dining pleasure.  As to 
be expected, he was assassinated by the Roman army and his body was publicly dragged 
through Rome when he was 55 years old. 
 
*These are the Caesars up to the time of 70 AD.  Not included in this paper are the 
remaining three Caesars: 
 

Vespasian – 69-79 AD 
Titus – 79-81 AD 

Domitian – 81-96 AD 
 

 
 
 
Nero and the Burning of Rome 
 
“Let every person be subject to the governing authorities.  For there is no authority except 
from God…for authorities are ministers of God…” (Romans 13:1,6).  At the time Paul wrote 



this, Nero was the emperor, making this an exhortation that became increasingly difficult to 
follow as this man reigned the empire. 
 
Life as a child 
 

December 15, 37 A.D., Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus was born in Antium, Italy 
in the court of Emperor Caligula.  His father was the grandnephew of Augustus, 
the first Roman emperor and his mother was a great-granddaughter.  His father 
died naturally when Lucius was 12 and his mother, Agrippina the younger, 

married her uncle, Emperor Claudius.  In 50, she convinced Claudius into 
adopting Lucius, renaming him Nero Claudius. In 53 Nero became Claudius’ son-
in-law by marrying his daughter Octavia.  Agrippina had succeeded in 

manipulating her son, now 16 years old, into the position of heir to the throne when 
Claudius died. 
 
Life as the Emperor 
 
Agrippina, driven by the ambition to become the controlling agent of the empire, poisoned 
her husband at a public feast in 54.  She quickly secured the throne for Nero and had him 
order all political opponents killed.  She shared his throne, his place on coins and assumed 
the title of Augusta. 
 
Nero had two advisors: Praetorian Prefect Sextus Afranius Burrus who took care of all 
military and administrative affairs, and Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Nero’s personal advisor for 
public relations.  Seneca was numbered among the most outstanding Stoic philosophers 
and writers in the empire and had a heavy influence on Nero as his tutor and later, as his 
advisor.  Stoicism is very empirical in its’ epistemology and basically states, “if it feels good, 
do it because this is the essence of truth".  Nero’s lifestyle exuded this experience-
orientation in that for his first eight years as emperor, he cared nothing about politics but 
indulged in every form of pleasure.  He also prided himself as a poet, singer, musician, 
actor, athlete and charioteer. 
 
The first five years of Nero’s reign were pronounced “golden” as his advisors had things 
running fairly smoothly.  Even then, however, Nero would let nothing get in his way.  One 
year after entering office he had Britannicus, his brother, secretly poisoned and buried.  In 
54 Nero increased King Agrippas’ kingdom in Syria.  As a mark of gratitude for this imperial 
bounty, Agrippa renamed his capital Neronias.  In 59 Nero became tired of his mother’s 
interference in his private and public life and had her murdered.  In 60 Boudicca in Brittain 
revolted but Nero brought peace back to the province, though this was just a symptom of a 
storm brewing on the horizon that would eventually overtake Nero like a thief in the night.   
 
The year 62 was the pivotal point in Nero’s career.  Burrus, the chief administrator of the 
empire, died and Seneca retired under pressure (Nero attempted to compel him to commit 
suicide but when his efforts failed had him put to death on suspicion of treason in 65).  Nero 
had his wife murdered and married his long-time mistress, Poppaea Sabina, who he stole 
from her husband sometime earlier.  She was reputed to be a “God-fearer” and persuaded 
Nero to grant a request of a temple delegation from Jerusalem.  Festus, governor of Judea 
and King Agrippa objected to a wall constructed to block their view of temple proceedings 
and wanted it demolished.  The Jews kept their wall.  Also around this time the apostle Paul 
arrived in Rome to appeal his case before Nero.  It was possibly because of Paul’s defense 



that the Christian movement became recognized as separate from Judaism around this 
time. 
 
Nero’s own religious beliefs were consistent with his character.  Nero, who at first refused 
to allow the dedication of a temple in his honor at public expense, later deified himself, 
embossing his features on the Sun God.  The cult of Serapis, expelled from Rome by 
Augustus for flagrant immorality, was recognized by the state under Nero and established 
in every province.  He also consulted astrologers in all major decisions.  (Keep in mind that 
God instituted Nero as his minister.  Romans 13: 1-7) 
 
The Great Fire 
 
Some time after midnight on 19 July, A.D. 64, the night after the 
full moon, a fire broke out at the northwest end of the Circus 
Maximus in Rome, adjoining the Palatine and Caelian hills.  
The stops, which stood in colonnade around the outer face of 
the Circus, were full of combustible material, which provided 
fodder for the flames and the conflagration, securing a hold 
there, and fanned by the wind, raged throughout the city for 
five days.  When at last it was stamped out, a fresh outbreak started on the estate of 
Tiegellinus.  Of the 14 districts into which the city was divided, only four were spared; three 
were completely destroyed and the remaining seven received severe damage.  The 
imperial palace itself, on the Palatine hill, was burned out. 
 
Nero was at Antium (Anzio) on the Tyrrhenian coast, when the fire started.  He hastened 
back to Rome and threw himself vigorously into the organization of relief.  The Campus 
Martius, on the east bank of the Tiber, and the Imperial Gardens west of the river were 
thrown open to the homeless multitudes; temporary shelter was constructed for them and 
they were provided with grain at a greatly reduced rate. 
 
But Nero received little thanks for these measures.  People were unwilling to believe that 
the fire was accidental, and many thought that Nero had arranged it in order to rebuild the 
city nearer to his heart’s desire.  A story spread that during the fire he had indulged his 
histrionic propensities and sung of the burning of Troy.  Rumor also told how men, 
attempting to fight the fire, were prevented by threatening gangs, while others told of men 
who were seen actively encouraging the flames to spread, claiming that they had their 
orders.  “Perhaps they had their orders,” say Tacitus, “or perhaps they just wanted to loot 
unhindered.” 
 
The rebuilding of the city was energetically undertaken; instead of the narrow, winding 
streets and irregular blocks of high tenements which were particularly vulnerable to fire, the 
broad streets and spacious buildings had to be of approved stonework and fireproof 
materials.  Semi-detached buildings were forbidden, and every householder was required 
to have fire-fighting equipment readily accessible. 
 
But the finger of suspicion continued to point to Nero.  His new palace, “the Golden House,” 
which replaced the one lost in the fire, was so luxurious and extensive - it stretched from 
the Palatine hill to the Esquiline - that the songs of that day described Rome as being 
rebuilt on the what was left over from the palace.  Nero accordingly found it expedient to 
provide scapegoats.   The Christians of Rome, by now a large community, were charged 



with instigating the fire.  Why the Christians?  First, they were designated “haters of the 
human race” and were disliked by all for their antisocial attitude.  So much of the Roman 
way of life was bound up in what Christians regarded as immorality and idolatry that they 
would take no part in it.  Jews, of course, were equally aloof.  They were members of a 
distinct nation with their own ancestral religion.  But the Gentile Christians of Rome had no 
such reason for being aloof.  In Juvenal’s words, they “belonged to the sewage of the 
Orontes which had discharged itself into the Tiber.”  Suetonius held that they were a “race 
of men given to a novel and baneful superstition.”  Tacitus describes them as “notorious for 
their depravity.”  Not only so, but popular Christian eschatology looked for the fiery 
dissolution of the current world-order, not on some remote, hypothetical “last day”, but 
soon, at any time.  When Rome, the capital of the world, caught fire and blazed from end to 
end, what wonder if some of the simpler should imagine that this was the expected day of 
the Lord, and welcomed it as such?  Their own material possessions were consumed by 
the fire together with those of their neighbors; what matter, if the city of God, the kingdom of 
the saints, was to be erected on the ruins?  If such sentiments were voiced during the fire, 
then even so, it proved very difficult to make the charge stick. 
 
“First of all,” says Tacitus, “those who confessed were arrested.”  Confessed to what?  To 
being Christians, or to being incendiaries?  It is conceivable that one or two of them, in an 
excess of zeal, were willing to give themselves up for having started the fire or helped it 
along; whatever form their confession took, they were compelled to divulge their 
associates’ names, and in consequence a huge crowd was convicted, not so much for 
arson as for hatred of the human race.  Their execution was an occasion for popular 
entertainment; Nero’s gardens were thrown open for the occasion.  According to Tacitus, 
some were crucified, some were sewn up in the skins of animals and hunted down by dogs, 
some were covered with pitch and set alight to serve as living torches when darkness fell.  
Thirty years later, Clement of Rome recalls how a great multitude of believers and to 
endure cruel sufferings, how Christian women were forced to act the parts of Dirce and the 
daughters of Danaus for the delectation of the spectators.  These atrocities went far to 
defeat their end; men began to feel that these wretched people, guilty as they were of being 
Christians and deserving the severest punishment, were nevertheless being sacrificed to 
glut the emperor’s savage lust rather than the public interest.  There was not a universal 
persecution of a studied decision based on political or religious convictions, but rather 
revealed the hideous whims of a madman. 
 
To sidestep the blame for the fire, Nero gave aid to the homeless and the injured, levied a 
tax for relief and lowered grain prices for poor people.  It was also believed that during the 
brief persecution of Christians afterward, Paul and Peter were executed.  Eusebius, in 
summing up earlier writers and the consensus of tradition, says, “They record that under 
Nero, Paul was beheaded at Rome itself, and Peter likewise was crucified and this record 
is accredited by the attachment, until this day of the names of Peter and Paul to the burial 
places there.” 
 
In 65, a conspiracy to make Gaius Calpurius Piso emperor was discovered.  Nero, back in rare form, 
had the guilty killed but murdered many innocent as well.  Other problems also came up which 
added to the list of grievances of the Romans.  Having exhausted the imperial treasury by needless 
expenditures and poor management, Nero began to heavily tax all wealthy people.  Fear swept the 
rich as Nero trumped up false charges and confiscated wealthy estates, murdering aristocracy and 
inviting the rich person to suicide, the State inheriting all their resources.  Up until that time the 



Temple in Jerusalem had been making daily sacrifices on behalf of the emperors.  This was 
terminated in the summer of 66 as an official renunciation of Nero’s authority.   
 
In 67 Nero went to Greece and won awards everywhere he went for his poetry and music, 
though he was only a mediocre writer and performer.  The Romans hated his apparent 
fondness for Greek culture and were enraged when he pronounced freedom to Greece in 
gratitude for his words.  Upon returning home in mid-68, his leaders in Gaul, Spain and 
Africa were revolting.  Rome was in an uproar as the Praetorian Guard and Senate 
deserted him and were plotting against him.  Nero saw no hope and committed suicide 
June 9, 68, ending the Julio-Claudian Dynasty. 
 
Nero’s memory was officially execrated, an unenviable distinction that had befallen no 
previous emperor.  The Christians used this as a propaganda weapon.  When later 
emperors adopted a persecution policy, they were charged with following a Neroian 
precedent. 
 
Not all of Nero’s subjects had turned against him.  In fact, some refused to believe reports 
of his death and for years after, there was a succession of pretenders who claimed to be 
Nero, and received a measure of support in eastern provinces.  There was also a belief that 
Nero would return from the dead and reoccupy Rome. 


