
 

Christ and 
the Caesars

Week 2  
The Merciful 
Julius Caesar

Overview of Today’s Content 

Having looked last week the world history that prefigured the Roman Emperors, we’ll 
start today by looking at the historical events in Rome itself that led to the first 
Caesar: Julius Caesar.  We’ll cover how tensions among the different classes of 
people in the Roman republic led to a hundred-year-long civil war, how this civil war 
paved the way for the mass acceptance of Julius Caesar as a uniquely powerful 
leader, what happened when he died, and how the ultimate need for mercy still 
remained in the world.



Where we’ve been.      Where we’re going. 

Last week we looked at the classic Eastern 
worldview that sees history as a repeating 
circle of events.  In this view, history does 
not progress forward or change in 
significant ways, it is simply the never 
ending life-death-life-death pendulum.  
“There is nothing new under the sun.” 
(Ecclesiastes 1:9) 

But in the ancient classical world, the 
question arose: could someone come 
along and truly change the world for the 
better?  Emperors with huge power were 
already worshipped as savior-gods in 
Egypt by 1500 BC.  This longing for real 
change created an anticipation of myth-like 
proportions for an emperor to arise who 
could control and unite all the nations 
around the Mediterranean Sea.  Even 
though Xerxes amassed a vast army, he 
was defeated by the Greeks, and unable to 
fulfill the dream of uniting the entire 
Mediterranean world.  People were left 
longing for a ruler to come who could 
usher in a new and improved age of 
human history. 

Traditionally, the twelve Roman emperors 
who carried the title Caesar are Julius, 
Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, Nero, 
Galba, Otho, Vitellius, Vespasian, Titus, and 
Domitian.  We won’t study each emperor, 
but here’s a layout of the general topics 
we’ll explore: 

• The Promise of Emperors 

• The Merciful Julius Caesar 

• The Rise & Reign of Augustus 

• “Render Unto Caesar” 

• The Tyranny of Nero, Vespasian & 
Titus 

• Domitian: the Beast of Revelation? 

• The Struggle & Triumph of the 
Church 

• How the Kingdom of Heaven Is 
Different 

• The Language of the Early Church



The Late Republic 
The city of Rome was founded in 753 BC, 
and its traditional culture was dominated 
by the role of father figures who led their 
family estates and passed down political 
privileges through their bloodlines. So, 
from early on the Roman society was 
divided into two groups: the Patricians 
(fathers) who were wealthy and owned 
property, and the Plebeians who were 
poorer and performed manual labor to 
make a living.  As time went on, the 
Patricians acquired more and more land, 
and it became difficult for any Plebe to own 
any property.  Around 500 BC, when the 
Patricians wanted to go to war against 
neighboring tribes, the Plebes (who were 
the vast majority of the population) refused 
to fight until they were given official 
representation in the Roman government.  
This led to the creation of the Tribune of 
the Plebes, who oversaw the Concilium 
Plebis (people’s assembly), and had the 
power to veto anything from the Patrician-
run Senate.   

Over time, there developed five classes in 
Roman social standings: 1) Patrician 
Families who were very wealthy and owned 
massive amounts of land, 2) the Senators 
who gained wealth through political 
power, 3) the Equestrians who gained 
wealth through business operations or 
warfare, 4) the Plebeians who worked for a 

living and rarely owned land, 5) Freed 
Slaves who had paid for their freedom and 
now worked like Plebeians, and 6) Slaves 
who most often were prisoners of war or 
had fallen into massive debt which they 
were in the process of paying off.   

Despite the social reform and new political 
representation, the Plebeian class 
continued to lose power and land to the 
wealthier classes.  “In the year 133 BC, the 
Roman tribune of the plebs, Tiberius 
Gracchus, started an extensive scheme of 
land reform (re-distribution), which was to 
provide a healthy basis for the social life of 
the masses.  In the same year he was 
assassinated by his conservative 
opponents, and along with him there were 
slain three hundred of the popular party 
(those who wanted to see the common 
people (Plebes) control things, not the 
Senate).  That was the beginning of a 
hundred years’ civil war.  Ten years later, 
Caius Grachhus took up his murdered 
brother’s proposals, but he too was 
murdered, and with him three thousand of 
his friends.”  (p. 42) 

The historian Sallust writes, “The consul 
made the most unscrupulous use of the 
Senate’s victory against the party of the 
plebs, removing many by execution or 
exile, but increasing public fears more than 
their own power.”  The battle between the 
classes over rights and privileges raged on 



for years.  Some Italians who had fought for 
Rome started an uprising to receive the 
benefits of becoming Roman citizens.  In 
87 BC, the “popular” party got their Consul 
(somewhat like a President) elected, named 
Cinna, and he conducted a reign of terror 
against those who supported the 
traditional Senate power-class.  In 82 BC, 
the favor was returned to members of the 
populist party by the new leader of the 
Patrician party, Sulla, who rescinded every 
social law passed in the previous 50 years.  
Then, using emergency executive power, 
he put thousands of people on the black 
list who were condemned to death without 
trial or appeal.  

The memories of this blacklist and the 
bloodshed was still very fresh when, “In the 
year 65 BC, Julius Caesar began his official 
career, in charge of the games for the 
Roman people.  He sprang from one of the 
oldest noble families of Rome, which 

counted kings in its ancestry and traced its 
origin to the goddess Venus.  His nature 
was royal, both in thought and in life there 
was greatness, and with the extravagant 
splendor of a king he organized for the 
people the games which were the most 
popular part of his duties…  This royal 
figure became the leader of the popular 
party.  He despised the narrow and 
reactionary spirit of the Senate clique, and 
he was convinced that their historical role 
was at an end.  He loved the idea of the 
sovereign great kingdom in the sense of 
Alexander the Great... and had the most 
royal passion of all: the passion to make 
people happy… But he was no romantic 
enthusiast; on the contrary he was an 
accomplished expert in Realpolitik.  He 
knew how to instill into the best men in his 
party his own belief in clemency (mercy).  
With his summons to clementia as 
propaganda, he enormously strengthened 



the attraction of his party.  From this time 
onwards a man of the popular party and a 
man of clementia were interchangeable 
ideas.  What did Caesar desire?  He 
desired appeasement, mercy.  And what 
did the popular party desire?  It desired 
general amnesty.  These strains had not 
been heard in Rome before.  It was a new 
age.” (p. 44) 

Julius was dedicated to living out his policy 
of mercy.  For example, in 59 BC, when 
Marcus Junius Brutus struck coins of 
freedom, promoting the Senate against the 
alarming monarchist trend in the popular 
party, Caesar did not touch a hair on his 
head.  But the fears of the traditional party 
in Rome would come true when Caesar, 
fresh off his military success in Gaul, 
marched into Italy in January of 49 BC.  
“The Roman Consul handed to the 
traditionalist Pompey the sword for the 
defense of Rome against Caesar.  And now 
the whole world awaited with bated breath 
the unrolling of events.” (p. 46) 

     

History Spotlight: 
Julius Caesar



The Death of Caesar 
“In March of 45 BC, Caesar defeated the 
last of the (civil war) Pompeian party in 
Spain.  Now he was master of the Roman 
world… The first and fundamental action of 
the conqueror was the establishment of a 
total amnesty which far surpassed even the 
most unlikely promises of the years of 
war… The Senate, too, was carried away by 
the general attitude (of popular 
appreciation for Caesar), and made a 
unique decision in honor of the unique 
historical moment.  It appointed Caesar as 
father of his country and decreed that a 
special temple should be built for the 
clementia Caesaris.  There Caesar and his 
divine clementia were to be set up and 
worshipped, and on the pediment of the 
temple, a globe of the world would 
proclaim that the clemency of Caesar 
spanned the whole world… The whole 
Roman world was to unite in celebrations 
around the festal figure of the man who 
was setting mankind free from need and 
hatred and fear.   

So, coins were struck with the image of 
Caesar and the inscription Pater Patriae, or 
of his temple with the inscription Clementia 
Caesaris.  These coins were intended as 
good tidings, messengers of the man who 
was filled with the royal passion to have 
joyful men and joyful world around him.” 
(p. 51) 

When Brutus killed Caesar, “The Roman 
people glorified the dead Caesar in a 
unique passion-liturgy, which echoes the 
ancient eastern laments for the death of 
the great gods of blessing, and many of 
whose motifs show an astonishing 
connection with the Good Friday liturgy of 
the Roman mass. ‘Those whom I saved 
have slain me,’ they sang in the name of 
the murdered man.  And Antony declared 
before the temple of Venus, where Caesar, 
the son of the goddess, lay: ‘Truly the man 
cannot be of this world whose only work 
was to save where anyone needed to be 
saved.’” (p. 52) 

One of the great mysteries and 
coincidences in history occurred around 
the time of Caesar’s death.  The standard 
account has it that about four months after 
he was killed (July of 44 BC), a comet 
appeared in the sky that was bright 
enough to be seen during the day and 
lasted a full week.  This occurred while 
Caesar’s great-nephew and adopted son, 
Octavian, was coordinating the Roman 
games in honor of the martyred Julius. 
Chinese records indicate a similar 
astrological appearance, however, there is 
historical debate about whether this 
occurred during Caesar’s funeral festival or 
maybe earlier in the year.  Some suggest 
that Julius may have used this star 
symbolically himself already… But, what is 
clear in history is that Octavian created 



brilliant propaganda around the Sides 
Julium (Julian Star), including many series 
of coins with the emblem of a star.  The 
Temple of Divus Julius (defied Julius) was 
built in 42 BC for the purposes of fostering 
a “cult of the comet” - all toward bolstering 
the political appreciation of Julius Caesar 
and the connection between Julius and 
Octavian (known as Caesar Augustus!).   

This astrological event greatly boosted the 
belief in the power of the stars to indicate 
the rise and fall of great world powers.  
About 40 years after Julius’ death, a group 
of Magi from the east, who were likely 
educated in astrology, showed up in 
Jerusalem asking, “Where is the newborn 
king of the Jews?  We saw his star as it 
rose, and we have come to worship him.” 
(Matthew 2:4)  We can understand why 
Herod, who had become a great supporter 
of the star-divinity Caesars, was deeply 
disturbed by the actions and message of 
this outside regal group.  The inherent 
question raised by Matthew’s account of 
the Magi is: “Who is really the divine king?  
Caesar, or the child in Bethlehem?”   

It is really a question about clementia, or 
mercy.  Would the successive reign of the 
Caesars provide real mercy and peace for 
all times?  Would Julius or Augustus, or any 
of the Caesars to come be able to provide 
lasting forgiveness and grace to all 
people?  The answer of history can be seen 

in the actions of Herod.  Herod, who was 
NOT known for his clementia, quickly 
ordered that all the children in Bethlehem 
be killed, so as to exterminate any 
challenge to his reign or the reign of the 
Caesars.  But could it be that the little child 
in a small town born to poor parents under 
an unusual star would be the real Divine 
Light, Morning Star, and King of the world?  
Would He bring the clementia we so 
desperately need? 

But the Jews cried 
out, “If you release 
this man, you are no 
‘Friend of Caesar.’  
Anyone who 
declares himself a 
king is a rebel 
against Caesar.”        
  - John 19:12



Bible Study 
The idea of referring to a king as a star was not new with Julius Caesar.  Even back in the time of 
Moses, God predicted the arrival of King David with these words in Numbers 24:17-19, “I see him, 
but not here and now.  I perceive him, but far in the distant future.  A star will rise from Jacob; a 
scepter will emerge from Israel… A ruler will rise in Jacob.”  The early Christians saw this prediction 
as ultimately pointing to Jesus.  Read Revelation 22:16 and 1 Peter 1:16-19.  What the Bible 
refers to as the morning star is actually the planet Venus.  As the second planet from the sun, it is 
also one of the hottest.  It is Earth’s closest neighbor and is often called our sister planet. Because 
of its appearance in the eastern sky before dawn, it was thought of as the harbinger of sunrise.   

How is the title “Morning Star” especially appropriate for Jesus?  And how do you think people 
in the Roman world responded to this description of Jesus?  

Julius Caesar was renown for his mercy to enemies.  He would fight ruthlessly against opposing 
armies, but once he had won, he showed amazing clementia - especially to those who apologized 
for fighting against him!  And yet, Caesar’s mercy paled in comparison to the mercy Jesus gave to 
the whole world.  Read Romans 5:6-11.   

How is the mercy Jesus has shown us greater and better than the mercy Caesar showed?  In a 
world where being a “friend of Caesar” was a life-transforming honor, what do you think it 
meant to the early Christians in Rome when Paul told them they were “friends of God”? 

There was a well known prophecy and expectation in the Roman world that a great 
ruler would rise out of the east (with the sun!).  This was based on Old Testament 
writings as well as other predictions and fables.  It was such a well-known 
expectation that some Roman Emperors, who won their decisive battles in the         
eastern region, claimed to fulfill this great prophecy.  Read Matthew 2:1-12.   

How does knowing the historical background help us understand why Herod was       
so disturbed by the news from the Magi?  The Magi treated Jesus as the new King        
(by giving their gifts and worshipping Him).  How do you think people in Rome              
would have responded to this account by Matthew?


