
 

Christ and 
the Caesars

Week 3  
The Rise of 
Caesar Augustus

Overview of Today’s Content 

The death of Julius Caesar at the hands of Brutus left an enormous power vacuum.  
“There were three possible successors to Caesar: the three-year-old Caesarion, as 
Cleopatra’s son was popularly called; the nineteen-year-old Octavius, called 
Octavianus, then later Augustus - grand-nephew of the dictator Julius; and finally, the 
forty-year-old Antony, Caesar’s most popular general, who was now the most 
powerful man in Rome.” (p. 63)  We’ll see how Octavian’s victory over Antony and 
Cleopatra ultimately pales in comparison to Jesus’ victory over Satan.  



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

Having looked in our first week at the 
classic Eastern worldview of cyclical, never-
changing history, we saw last week how 
one man, Julius Caesar won the hearts (and 
wars) of his people to unite the entire 
Roman world.  Where Xerxes had failed at 
taking over the entire Mediterranean Sea, 
Julius Caesar, in his brilliant genius and 
popular politics, succeeded. 

As Julius Caesar was beginning his political 
career (by coordinating the popular Roman 
games), Rome was in a desperate situation.  
The ages-long tension between the 
wealthy class and the lower classes was at 
an all-time high, and as each side gained 
power, they exacted their revenge on each 
other in escalating ways.  The primary issue 
was land ownership, and the need for 
soldiers (who had to have land).  In these 
late years of the Roman republic, there 
were popular movements to redistribute 
land, but the elites in the Senate were not 
fond of the idea, to say the least.   

The way was paved for Julius Caesar to 
take over and fix the issues at hand with 
emperor-like power.  His policy of mercy to 
enemies made him popular, but also got 
him killed at the hands of his opponent, 
Brutus.  The world was still waiting for the 
One who would truly change everything. 

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



Three Successors 
Let’s start by looking at Cleopatra.  
“Cleopatra wore the crown in Egypt, the 
oldest crown of history.” (p.56)  In our first 
week we looked at the early and advanced 
development of Egypt, fueled by the crop-
producing Nile.  Archeology shows us how 
ornate their high culture was even in 4,000 
BC.  Their first emperor, Pharaoh Menes, 
who united North and South Egypt, started 
his reign around 3,200 BC.  By 600 BC the 
twenty-sixth dynasty of Pharaohs was 
reigning on the Nile!  Alexander the Great 
conquered Egypt in 331 BC, and built a 
new city - Alexandria - which quickly grew 
and replaced Memphis as the capital of 
Egypt.  Though he died in Babylon, 
Alexander was buried in Egypt, first in 
Memphis and then in Alexandria.  One of 
his generals, the Greek Ptolemy, took the 
throne of the Pharaohs in 305 BC, 
becoming the 31st dynasty in Egypt.   

The Ptolemy dynasty continued for 300 
years (including 200 years of successive 
Cleopatras) until we get to Cleopatra VII, 
daughter of Ptolemy XII.  She was highly 
educated, spoke nine languages, and 
came to power at age 17 in 51 BC.  “The 
civil war between Pompey and Caesar 
broke out two years later, and the young 
son of Pompey appeared in Alexandria to 
seek help for his hard-pressed father.  He 
obtained sixty grain-ships for his father, 

and, it is said, the love of Cleopatra for 
himself.” (p. 60)  When Caesar defeated 
Pompey, it was expected that he would 
name Cleopatra’s younger brother as the 
next Pharaoh (he had mutinied against 
Cleopatra and taken over Alexandria). 
“Cleopatra, however, rapidly sized up the 
situation and took action in her own way.  
Rolled up in a carpet, she had herself 
smuggled into Alexandria, in the palace, 
into Caesar’s room.  The elder Caesar fell 
hopelessly in love with her.  By the next 
morning he was convinced of the young 
queen’s right to the throne, and he had her 
restored immediately… In the summer of 
47 she bore a son, the only son Caesar 
ever had.  He was given the name Ptolemy 
Caesar.  The two names together announce 
a political program: the child was to inherit 
Roman might and Egyptian tradition: he 
was to be the universal heir of the old 
empires.” (p. 60) 

“In the summer of 46, Cleopatra followed 
Caesar to Rome with the divine child, and 
lived in a garden palace on the bank of the 
Tiber.  On every hand in the spacious 
gardens there now appeared Egyptian 
shrines.  Caesar had a picture made of the 
goddess Venus (his family lineage) with 
Cupid on her shoulder, holding by the 
hand a child who is sucking his finger - no 
doubt an allusion to the young Ptolemy 
Caesar… Cleopatra’s stay in Rome was of 
enormous significance for imperial politics.  



Her magic took affect.  For in those months 
there came to maturity in the Roman Julius 
Caesar the great idea of a world monarch 
of the Eastern-Egyptian style… a world 
empire stretching from Gibraltar to Persia 
and turning the Mediterranean into a lake - 
just as Cleopatra had pined for in her 
youth.  Caesar began his preparation for 
the decisive campaign agains the Parthians 
[Persians] in the east, who held the mastery 
of the Euphrates and the Persian Gulf.  In 
the Eastern tradition, and quite contrary to 
Roman custom, his likeness was already 
appearing on coins.  His portrait was being 
decked with emblems of divinity [as had 
been happening in Egypt since 1500 BC].  
On March 15, 44, Julius Caesar was 
assassinated by a band of Republicans of 
old Rome, who preferred freedom to world 
dominion under an autocratic king.  Weeks 
later, Cleopatra fled to Egypt.” (p. 62) 

“Cleopatra took the little Caesarion with 
her to Alexandria.  There she had her 
young brother and husband destroyed, 
raising her three-year-old son to share her 
throne as PTOLEMAIOS HO KAI KAISAR 
THEOS PHILOPATOR KAI PHILOMETOR - 
Ptolemy Caesar, God, and Beloved Son of 
his Father and Mother.  Henceforth this was 
to be his official name.  The name tells the 
whole story.  It contains the claim to a 
divine kingdom and to world dominion, 
and it reveals the will of an almost 
omnipotent woman.” (p. 63) 

Let’s turn now to Antony, the popular 
general of Julius Caesar.   After Caesar’s 
death at the hand of Brutus, Cleopatra fled 
south to Egypt while Antony headed east.  
He partnered with Octavian to lead 20 
legions of troops to battle against Brutus & 
Cassius in Philippi.  After winning in battle 
(Antony performed better than Octavian), 
Antony travelled around Greece, planning 



to amass an army to attack the Parthians, as 
Julius Caesar had planned before his 
assassination.  While in Tarsus, Antony 
ordered Cleopatra to come up from Egypt 
and report on the rumors that she had 
aided Cassius.  Cleopatra won him over, 
and the lovestruck Antony followed 
Cleopatra back to Alexandria (leaving his 
wife in Rome).     

And now we’re ready to focus on Octavian.  
After winning in battle against Brutus and 
Cassius in Philippi, he returned home to 
Rome and began coldly and cooly building 
up a mercenary army from his private 
resources.  He also struck coins with his 
head imprinted on them with the subtitle 
CAESAR DIVI FILIUS - Caesar Son of God.  
When unrest grew and it appeared a civil 
war was inevitable, Antony returned to 
Rome from Alexandria, and he and 
Octavian struck up an uneasy agreement 
that Octavian would rule in the West and 
Antony in the East.  Antony finally departed 
for his Parthian campaign, but Cleopatra 
met him en route with the twins she had 
born him.  Antony’s efforts in Parthia were a  

total disaster, losing around 20,000 troops 
and causing little damage to the Parthians.  
(This did not stop Antony from striking his 
own coins featuring himself and Cleopatra 
as victorious over Parthia.  When the 
Eastern images upset many of his Roman-
culture troops, he struck coins just for 
them.  But it was soon discovered that 
these coins were worthless copper with 
silver gilt, and it started to become clear 
that Antony himself was a fraud - the new 
money, the eastern empire, the golden age 
- were all empty promises.)  Antony went 
back to Cleopatra in Alexandria and gave 
her many Roman territories, declared 
Caesarion the legal successor to Julius 
Caesar, and divorced his wife back in 
Rome, who was the sister of Octavian.  
Needless to say, these actions were widely 
unpopular in Rome, and the Senate 
outlawed Antony and declared war on 
Cleopatra - a war to be led by Octavian. 

And now the world waited to see which of 
the three would become the ruler of the 
Roman Empire.   

     

History Spotlight: 
The Battle of Actium



The Victory of 
Augustus 
“In the final battle Antony with his united 
forces faced the rising sun. Cleopatra had 
already issued her secret orders.  The 
Egyptian fleet sailed out to meet the 
enemy, dipped its flags, turned, and sailed 
in unison with them against Alexandria.  
The Egyptian cavalry sallied forth, met the 
enemy, and joined forces with them.  
Finally Antony called out the infantry, his 
own legions which were no longer his.  
Unwillingly they went into the hated battle 
of Roman against Roman for a faithless 
Egyptian woman - and capitulated after a 
brief struggle.  Such was the pitiful end of 
the great war.  The betrayed Antony raced 
back into the city, crying aloud in the 
streets, ‘She has betrayed me to those 
against whom I fought for her sake.’” (p. 77) 

“Cleopatra sent a special messenger to 
Augustus inviting him to a personal 
conference.  The victorious Octavian 
hesitated for a long time, to the great 
distress of Cleopatra, who suddenly 
announced that the Jews were the cause of 
all the trouble, and that Alexandria could 
be saved only if she herself could slay 
every Jew with her own hand!  At last 
Octavian came, and they confronted each 
other, the most powerful woman of the 
age, and the most powerful man.  But 
Augustus was cold.  He informed her she 

was to be led in his triumph as a spectacle 
for the Roman mob.  This is what she had 
suspected, and when the constables of 
Octavian came for her, the empress of the 
East lay dead on her golden couch, decked 
with every ornament of her dignity.  
Augustus was now master of the world.  He 
visited Alexander’s tomb, and deposited a 
golden wreath on the sarcophagus.  He 
was asked if he also wanted to visit the 
tombs of the Ptolemies.  He only replied, ‘I 
wanted to see a king, not corpses.’  The last 
Pharaohs, Antony and Cleopatra, were laid 
to rest in the shadow of the temple of Isis, 
in the last royal tomb built on the Nile.  
When Augustus celebrated his triumph 
back in Rome, he used as a substitute for 
his most precious prize a wax effigy of the 
dead Cleopatra carried on a couch.” (p. 79) 

Seeing his massive power, even the 
Parthians sought peace with Rome and 
returned the captured Roman standards 
and prisoners to court friendship with 
Rome.  “Finally Augustus, favorite of the 
gods, attained by pure diplomacy what 
Cleopatra had always desired, what Julius 
had planned and what Antony with his 
great army had attempted in vain.  
Countless coins in every land and for many 
years celebrated this proudest success in 
the successful career of Augustus.  For the 
first time in history the ring of lands around 
the Mediterranean was closed, and 
secured to the East.” (p. 80) 



The Victory of Jesus 
Octavian defeated Antony and Cleopatra, 
but Jesus took on a much bigger enemy. 
The scene of Jesus’ temptation in the 
wilderness is the opening scene of Jesus’ 
ministry in Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  The 
mention of animals and angels is a 
breathtaking reference to Adam in the 
garden of Eden.  “With the savior-king of 
the last age, the peace of the first age will 
return to creation.  This is the promise of 
Biblical prophecy and apocalyptic visions; 
when God awakens the good shepherd, 
who will make an end to the violent rule of 
the false shepherd, then will Yahweh 
establish a covenant of peace between 
heaven and earth and all creatures.  Then 
the wolf will dwell with the lamb…” (p. 31) 

“This cosmic hour of decision has come, as 
Jesus says in Mark 1:15, ‘The time 
promised by God has come at last!  The 
kingdom of God has arrived.’  Here the 
epiphany of Christ is disclosed as God’s 
answer to the natural myth of the ancient 
world: God has awakened the Good 
Shepherd.  Right away the Tempter rushes 
upon Him, to bring Him to a fall, as he 
brought the king of paradise in the first 
age to fall.  But the Son of Man drives him 
back.  And at once the animals of the earth 
and the angels of heaven approach and 
assemble round the new King of paradise, 
who has overcome the Great Dragon, the 

ancient serpent, called the Devil and Satan.  
This is God’s answer to the natural myth of 
the ancient world.  This is a new beginning 
which is more than each year’s beginning 
celebrated on new year’s day by ancient 
people.  It is an authentic beginning, at the 
decisive point in history, and thus a 
beginning whose influence stretches into 
the whole of history.  Here the Gospel is 
revealed to all creatures.  And angels and 
beasts bear witness to the epiphany for 
which the creation has waited since the 
days of the first age.” (p. 32)  Caesar 
Augustus won great victories over Rome’s 
enemies before his advent and epiphany 
celebrations marked the beginning of his 
reign.  But Jesus won a great victory over 
Satan to start His eternal rule as the Son of 
Man.  It is Jesus, who, despite others’ 
claims, is truly the Son of God.   

At that time the 
Roman emperor, 
Augustus, decreed 
that a census should 
be taken throughout 
the Roman Empire. 
  - Luke 2:1



Bible Study 
The title, Son of Man, contains allusions to Adam, emperor of the garden of Eden, the first 
iteration of an incarnation of God’s image, and the Son of Heaven.  The Biblical picture of 
Adam has him living in harmony with the animals of the world, but also holding a place 
higher than the angels.  When Jesus was temped in the desert, Mark 1:13 records, “He 
was in the wilderness for forty days tempted of Satan; and he was with the wild animals, 
and the angels served him.”  So, where Adam was temped in the garden among animals 
and angels and lost, Jesus was temped in the wilderness among animals and angels and 
won!  Let’s read Matthew 3:16-4:11.   

How does knowing about the history of the ancient world give weight to the phrases “Son of 
God” (3:17) and “all the kingdoms of the world” (4:8)?   How did Jesus handle temptation 
better than both Adam and Augustus - where did they fail, and where did Jesus succeed? 

We looked last week at Romans 5:6-11, where Paul tells us that we have been made friends with 
God - something even more valuable than being friends with Caesar!  Now let’s read the next 
verses to see how this wonderful thing happened.  Let’s turn to Romans 5:11-21.  

How does Paul’s language reflect (and surpass!) the ancient hope of a “new age” in history? 

“Antony wanted to be more than just a Roman official, and he used coins to tell the 
whole world.  There was a gold coin which celebrated him not only as ruler of land 
and sea, but also as the Star and Lion of the East.  Even more pretentious is another    
gold coin upon which the god Aeon is represented, the Inaugurator of the       
new age of salvation, and in the style of Hellenistic statues and coins he united in      
himself the attributes of the most diverse deities.  All the fullness of the godhead      
dwells in him bodily, all the good spirits of heaven are united in this splendid     
genius of the new age.  The age-old longing for salvation, which at that time was 
especially strong - the desire of the enervated peoples for an advent - was 
politicized by Antony and turned to his own uses.” (p. 71)  Read John 1:14-18.   

How does John contradict the claims of the Caesars and uniquely point us to Jesus?


