
 

Christ and 
the Caesars

Week 1  
The Promise 
of Emperors

Overview of Today’s Content 

Today we’re going to explore the ancient eastern worldview that led to a longing for 
a great emperor.  Then we’ll look at a history of the first emperors in Egypt (and then 
Persia) and how they set a precedent for the Roman Emperors.  We’ll also see how 
the Old Testament law revealed to Moses strongly contradicted both the eastern 
worldview as well as the divine hopes of the emperors.  Finally, we’ll see how the 
New Testament presents Jesus as the ultimate and eternal emperor who fulfills all of 
life’s deepest longings. 



Why are we doing this study? 
The whole aim of this study is to gain a 
clearer understanding of the shocking way 
in which the first Christians spoke about 
Jesus.  These people who wrote what we 
have in the New Testament lived in a 
unique time in history known as the Pax 
Romana, or the Peace of Rome.  Set in 
motion by Julius Caesar, but fully formed 
under Caesar Augustus, this period in 
history ran from 27 BC to 180 AD and was 
dominated by the united imperialistic rule 
of the Roman Emperors.  Their reign 
spanned the entire Mediterranean Sea, 
stretching from northern Europe to 
southern Egypt. 

The Roman Emperors were given the title, 
“The Son of God”.  As the use of this title 
became more and more prevalent (even by 
the emperors themselves), the number of 
temples dedicated to the worship of the 
Emperors also increased.  With that in 
mind, let’s read from the opening and 
ending of Mark’s gospel - Mark 1:1 and 
Mark 15:37-39.   

For many reasons, scholars view the 
statement in Mark 15:29 as the climax of 
Mark’s gospel.  Especially since Mark 
highlights that it was a Roman centurion-
officer who called Jesus the “Son of God”, 
it’s obvious that Mark intended people to 

understand the title in the context of the 
world of the Roman Caesars.  But what 
does that mean?  What does it tell us about 
Jesus?  Where else in the Bible is the 
background of the Caesars implied?  How 
can understanding the history of the 
Caesars deepen our understanding of how 
the very first Christians understood the 
person, work, deity, and impact of Jesus 
Christ?   

“It is easy to show that Jesus and the 
apostles spoke the language of (the 
Emperor) myth.  But the decisive question 
is, ‘Why?’  Is it simply because the men of 
the New Testament were bound to their 
time and place in history?  This is what was 
taught a generation ago (c. 1850).  Today 
we would say rather that the men of the 
New Testament spoke the language of 
myth because they want us to hear, in the 
epiphany of Christ, God’s final answer to 
the ancient imperial myth.”  (p. 27 - quotes 
come from Ethelbert Stauffer’s book Christ 
and the Caesars written in 1954.) 



Introduction 
Many Christians are unaware that the 
Roman Emperors were worshipped as 
gods.  For American Christians, it can be 
odd to imagine animal sacrifices being 
offered regularly at temples for the formal 
worship of political leaders as deities.  But 
that was the norm during long periods of 
the Roman Empire.  How did things get 
there?  What events transpired that led the 
typically cold-reasoned Roman culture to 
embrace (or at least tolerate) this kind of 
fanatical propaganda?  The first weeks of 
our study seek to answer these questions.   

Today’s study will focus on three topics: 1) 
the ancient mythical longing for a divine 
hero, 2) how God in the Old Testament 
promised something different, and 3) how 
Jesus fulfilled both promises and therefore 
all of our most fundamental needs in life.   

The Ancient Mythical 
Longing 
In Matthew 2 we are told that Magi from 
the east came to worship Jesus, saying that 
they had seen the star-sign of the long-
promised new King.  (We’ll learn more 
about this later.)  Even today, the “eastern 
worldview” is fundamentally based on the 
circle of life - the concept of the constantly-
in-motion rhythm of the yin and the yang.  
This is seen in the seasons - days get 
longer during the spring time of new life 

and growth, but then shorten as life decays 
again into darkness and death - a never 
ending cycle.   

Just about every culture and religion finds 
a way to celebrate the turning point of 
getting past the darkest day of the year (for 
instance, our Christmas celebrations).  For 
over 2,000 years, the god Sandon was 
worshipped in Tarsus, the apostle Paul’s 
hometown.  Every year around Christmas, 
the people of Tarsus would build an 
enormous pyramid of wood, representing 
the life that Sandon had given.  “The 
women of the whole land streamed 
together bewailing the lovely, young, well-
loved Sandon, who would that day reach 
his end on the scaffold.  But above the ball 
of fire an eagle rose up into the heavens, 
symbol of the immortal god who rises 
through the killing and quickening flames 
to new life, dragging all nature with him.  
Then the weeping of the women was 
changed to exultation and frenzy.” (pg. 18)  
Once again, the darkness would be 
reversed into light, spring, and new life. 

These types of celebrations were, and still 
are, common around the globe.  To see the 
whole history of the world as a recurring 
cycle or a swinging pendulum is at least as 
old as the refrain from Ecclesiastes, “There 
is nothing new under the sun.”  But what if 
something could change all of that?  What 
if someone could change all of that?  What 



if someone could amass enough power to 
control the tides of history?  For people in 
the ancient classical world, this question 
found its ultimate expression in this: Could 
one leader unite and control all the nations 
around the Mediterranean Sea? 

It is said that the first empire in history 
developed around 3,200 BC with Pharaoh 
Menes who united Upper and Lower Egypt 
under his crown.  By that time, the Egyptian 
royalty had already been using makeup 
boxes for 1,000 years that would rival the 
finest in the world today.  To get some 
perspective on this, during the reign of 
Pharaoh Menes, women in Europe sat in 
lake-dwellings and painted clay pottery, 
while their tribal chiefs fought with stone 
axes, and Germanic tribes floated down 
the Rhine in boats made out of hides.  By 
600 BC, the Pharaoh-Emperors were on 
their 26th dynasty (!) while the royal house 
of Japan and the Mayans in Central 

America were just getting started.  It would 
be another 300 years before the first 
emperors would rise in India and China.   

When Pharaoh Thutmosis III mounted the 
throne (1575 BC), he summoned an 
imperial assembly, where he proclaimed: 
‘The god of heaven is my father.  I am his 
son.  He has begotten me, and 
commanded me to sit on his throne.’ The 
assembled lords responded to this 
proclamation with the prayers and hymns 
suitable to a deity.  When the Pharaoh 
appeared at the ‘epiphany window’ of his 
palace, the people threw themselves on 
their faces and worshipped him in the 
words used in the worship of the sun: ‘Hail 
to thee, O Pharaoh, god of the living, we 
see thy beauty once again.’” (p.37)  So we 
see from the very first empire, a tendency, 
over time, for emperors to be revered as 
gods.  We often say, “Power corrupts, and 
absolute power corrupts absolutely.”  



When applied to ancient emperors, we 
could also say that absolute power led to 
them being seen as gods.   

But it was the Persian Emperor, Xerxes, (son 
and successor of Darius the Mede; reigned 
from 486-465 BC) who first aimed to unite 
the Upper and Lower Mediterranean under 
one crown.  “Like a man possessed, Xerxes 
acted under the compulsion of this 
daimon.  So Aeschylus tells us.  Like a god, 
Xerxes was enthroned above the mighty 
parade of the peoples at the Hellespont.  
For days the troops marched past his 
throne, the fleet lay on the blue sea, 
stretched our further than the eye could 
see.  There, at the height of his life, a height 
reached by no mortal man before him, he 
was overwhelmed, as by an enemy, by the 
bitter realization of the fragility of 
everything earthly, and the great king burst 
into tears.” (pg. 19)  Xerxes was defeated 
by the band of Greek cities (polis), even 
though the Persians vastly outnumbered 
the Greeks.  And this is the reality of life.  
Even if we attain great power, riches, fame, 
beauty, popularity, or control, life is 
ultimately fleeting and tragic.  This is the 
guilt passed down from Adam and Eve’s 
sin.  This is human existence in its broken 
and cursed state.  “The tragic view of life is 
born when man realizes that guilt cannot 
be evaded.  This is when the history of 
Xerxes or any tragic ruler ceases to be a 
spiteful tale of distant time or places and 

becomes a parable of all human history, 
which rouses our pity and our fear.”  (p. 20) 

How are people supposed to handle the 
depressing realities of life?  “The myth of 
(cyclical) fate begins with the realization 
that guilt created something new in history, 
which does not grow old.  The imperial 
myth begins with the confession that man 
is sent to create something new, which is 
not a curse but a blessing - or at least that 
one man is commissioned to overcome the 
curse of history and create a new situation 
in the world.  Who is this man?  He is the 
statesman.  And what is his work?  It is the 
Empire.  Classical people were intelligent 
enough to see that such an achievement 
needed more than a man.  So their hope 
was founded on the myth of Empire.  The 
Empire was to resolve the tragic affliction 
of the world.  Myths of gods and heroes 
which had long since faded quickened to 
fresh life in the historical figures of the 
savior, the coming founder of the Empire.  
He is the child of the gods, the hero of 
light, the slayer of dragons, he and none 
other.” (p. 21)  The never-ending 
brokenness of the world led people to put 
their hope in a government-hero, a divine 
savior whose vast empire would have the 
power to overcome the difficulties of life.  
People wanted an Emperor who would 
function as God.     



 History Spotlight: 
Xerxes

Disappointment 
This longing for someone to create an Empire 
that would change the world can be seen in the 
coins struck in 69 AD by the Roman Emperor 
Galba, with the inscription  salus generi humani, 
the Salvation of the Human Race.  “The imperial 
myth is born of historical action, not in cultic orgy, 
nor in tragedy, but in a political deed, an act of 
advent: he comes!” (p. 22)  When Vespasian 
ended the bloody year of four Emperors and 
returned to Rome in power and peace, the 
crowds ran out of the city to greet him with the 
shouts, “Giver of Grace”, “Savior”, and “Only 
Worthy Ruler of Rome.”  (p. 23) 

“When an oriental divine king assumes power, 
when the herald proclaims the gospel of the 
parousia of a Hellenist ruler, a new beginning is 
made with the reckoning of time.  When the 



God Promised Something Better 
The first words God gave to Moses in the opening of the Ten Commandments were, “I am 
the Lord your God, who rescued you from the land of Egypt, the place of your slavery.  You 
must not have any other god but me.  You must not make for yourself an idol of any kind or 
an image of anything in the heavens or on the earth or in the sea.  You must not bow down 
to them or worship them.” (Exodus 20:2-5)  

“That means that the world is emptied of gods…. Worship of the creature is disclosed not 
as a simple error but as a misdeed, a deed of hate against God… Classical myth confounds 
and confuses this world and the other.  The Ten Commandments make this distinction quite 
clear.  Let the world be the world, and God be God.” (p. 24)   

“The distinctive mark of this (biblical) history is that it has a future.  The natural myth of the 
classical world knew no future, but only perpetual recurrence.  The classical myth of fate 
knew no future, but only the insuperable past.  The classical imperial myth knew no future, 

Assyrian Great King ascended the throne, 
people cried, ‘Days of justice, years of 
righteousness, good prices for 
merchandise. Old men leap for joy, 
children sing.  Prisoners are set free, the 
naked are clothed.'  When Titus appeared 
in Palestine, it was celebrated, ’fountains 
flowed again which had long been still.’  
When Vespasian entered Alexandria, ‘the 
sick were healed’, and when he entered 
Rome he was hailed as ‘the fulfiller of 
every advent promise, who was ushering 
in the age of blessing.’  Evangel, 
epiphany, parousia, advent - the whole 
ideology and formal idiom of the classical 
expression of a savior have been given a 
political form.  Who is the heavenly savior 

whose coming the peoples have 
awaited?  The emperor!” (p. 37) 

“The history of the age-old curse was at 
an end.  The history of salvation could 
begin.  But it did not begin.  Dozens of 
rulers before Vespasian, and dozens of 
Roman emperors after him, were received 
in just the same way as he, just the same 
way and yet differently.  And everything 
remained the same.  The form of the 
world did not change.  The vicious circle 
of natural events went on as before.  The 
basic tragedy in human history was not 
overcome.” (p. 23) 

But, into this tragic world, God has 
spoken. 



but only the old wine in new skins.  The revelation-history of the Old Covenant knows a 
genuine future, for in knows the God who shows mercy.  And the presence of mercy makes 
an end to the past and its guilt, and opens the way to the future.” (p. 25) 

But would God come through on His promises?  Would He remember and act?  Was 
Yahweh just a figment of imagination, a pitifully sad and desperate last attempt of aging 
people to comfort themselves with some false hope and meaning in life?  “When Mary and 
Joseph came to present the Child Jesus in the Temple, old Simeon took the Child into his 
arms and said, ‘Now let Your servant depart, O Lord, according to Your word, in peace; for 
my eyes have seen the salvation which You have prepared in the sight of all the nations; a 
light for revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel.’  …  The people of 
the Old Testament was the one people in ancient times which was never brought into line 
with the rest of world history.  The succession of ancient empires passed it over… On that 
day this people reached the divine goal of its history, and Simeon’s time of waiting was at 
an end.  Now the servant of God can depart in peace.  So Simeon sees the history of his 
people.  The whole history of Israel is the prehistory of Jesus Christ.  This people was 
created by God and led through the ages in order to bring forth Mary.  That was its purpose 
in world history.” (p. 26) 

What does it mean that the One who would overcome Satan, sin, guilt, and death had 
finally arrived?  In Revelation 5, God sits on the throne holding a scroll with seven seals on 
it, containing the final fate of the whole world.  “The herald angel moved to the steps of the 
throne and proclaimed with a great voice, ‘Who is worthy to open the scroll and loosen the 
seals?  And no on in the heaven, or on the earth, or under the earth, was able to do it.’  Do 
we catch the echo of the opening words of the Ten Commandments?  ‘You must not make 
for yourself and idol… of anything in the heavens or on the earth or in the sea.’  No one was 
able to loosen the band of fate, no star in heaven, no emperor on earth, no spirit of the 
underworld.  And John wept, because no one was found worthy to open the book and 
loose its seals.  Is there not something of the weeping of Xerxes in the face of the 
inescapable tragedy of existence?  ‘But one of the elders said to John, ‘Weep not: behold, 
the Lion that is of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has overcome, to open the book 
and the seven seals.’  A great victory has been won.  The victory which no emperor or king 
could win has been achieved by the Lion of Judah.” (p. 32-33) 



What was longed for from ancient times - someone to step in a rescue us from the vicious 
circle of life - had finally come true.  “God has chosen the Crucified One to be the only 
Companion in knowledge, the Proclaimer and Fulfiller of His will for the end of history.  
Now God’s book of fate, the fate of the world, is in His hand.  Now the future of creation is 
put under the sign of the Cross.  Se everything is decided.  The need of humanity, the curse 
upon our existence, the guilt which is our death, the fate which tragedy could only exhibit, 
not overcome, have been overcome.  Since the victory of Golgotha there is in truth no more 
tragedy.  that is the answer of the Gospel to the ancient myth of fate.  The book is not yet 
unrolled, the creation does not yet know what is in store for it.  But it now knows who has 
been appointed steward of its fate, and that is enough.” (p.33)  As Christians, we still see 
and mourn the awful tragedies in life, but we do so with an ultimate hope.  This hope in the 
future restoration by Christ rescues us from simply being bitter and sarcastic about the 
brokenness of this world.  It changes us into being people of light, who work for this new 
kingdom in the middle of whatever kingdom we find ourselves in, even as we wait for the 
return of the King.     

Bible Study 
Already with the ancient Egyptian Emperors, we see people worshiping them as gods.  
Gods require sacrifices.  They were ways to please the god and bring blessing.  Each 
new god-emperor required sacrifices.  This was the never-ending cycle of life.  
Given this background, read how the New Testament talks about Jesus in 
Hebrews 7:23-28 and Hebrews 10:1-5. 

The eastern worldview believes there is no direction in history, just a                          
repeating circle of existence.  Contrast this with what Paul wrote in 
Ephesians 1:1-11.

Discussion 
What did you learn today that helps you see the greatness of Jesus in a 
fuller way? 



—Jesus

Well then, give 
to Caesar what 
belongs to 
Caesar, and give 
to God what 
belongs to God.


