
 

Christ and 
the Caesars

Week 4  
The Reign of 
Caesar Augustus

Overview of Today’s Content 

After Octavian’s military victory over Antony and Cleopatra, his power throughout 
Rome continued to grow and expand.  The Senate conferred titles (like “Augustus”) 
and powers on him that, along with his massive wealth, functionally made him a 
dictator.  He held a lavishly spectacular twelve-day Advent celebration (from advenio 
- a great arrival) in his own honor, with popular support from the general populace.  
While he ushered in a time of great peace in the Roman world, it did not last, and 
people still longed for the advent of the Prince of Peace and Lord of Lords.  



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

We started by studying the ancient longing 
for a great emperor - specifically one who 
could improve the world by uniting the 
entire Mediterranean world.  Where Xerxes 
attempted, but failed, at this dream, Julius 
Caesar succeeded.  With this great power, 
Julius could finally end the ages-long 
tension between Roman classes.  But 
Brutus and others feared what freedoms 
would be lost when people submitted to 
an emperor and not a democratic republic. 

Despite Julius Caesar’s great clemency, 
Brutus murdered him, creating a huge 
power vacuum.  First, Octavian and Antony 
worked together to crush Brutus and his 
army of republicans.  Then, Antony and 
Cleopatra joined forces to support Ptolemy 
Caesar (Caesarion), son of Julius and 
Cleopatra, as the rightful successor of 
Julius.  But finally, Octavian, with his 
brilliant mind and Roman austerity, not only 
defeated Antony and Cleopatra militarily, 
but won the hearts of their troops to such 
an extent that many simply defected in 
battle to join forces with Octavian. 

With the Mediterranean under his control, 
was Octavian the One the world had been 
waiting for? 

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 Advent of Augustus 
“When after fourteen years of struggle 
Octavius, Caesar’s heir, offspring of Venus 
and favorite of Apollo, won the victory at 
Actium which put an end to the internecine 
strife of party leaders, legions and peoples, 
then all eyes turned to him with the 
question, ‘Art thou he who is to come?’  
The blacklists were forgotten, with which 
the young Octavius had inaugurated his 
career.  Two thousand three hundred 
political opponents had been destroyed, 
including old friends and near relations 
(like Cicero, all had a hefty price placed on 
their head); and from the considerable 
property of the murdered men the rising 
savior of the world had paid his troops and 
established his inexhaustible welfare 
treasury.  No one desired (or no one dared) 
to mention these things.  It was a new era.  
Octavius himself went from success to 
success, from honor to honor.” (p. 82) 

Octavian understood the importance of 
political propaganda to curry the favor of 
the general populace.  So, he employed 
the poet Virgil to compose works like the 
Aeneid which painted him in a good light.  
This lengthy and poetic epic tells the story 
of the fictional Aenaes (representing 
Octavian) who founds what would become 
the great Roman Empire.  Virgil writes, 
“Here is the man whose coming you so 
often hear prophesied, here is Augustus 

Caesar, son of a god, the man who will 
bring back the golden years… and extend 
Rome’s empire.”  (6.791-794)  Virgil painted 
Augustus as “the type of man who could 
bring peace out of fratricidal war, order 
from anarchy… in a sense an ‘age of gold’ 
out of an ‘age of iron.’”   

“The poet Virgil raised a prophetic voice: 
The iron age with its terror is nearing its 
end.  The destined hour of world history is 
approaching.  The divine king of salvation, 
for whom mankind has waited since the 
time of the Pharaohs, is on his way.  He will 
at last fulfill the promises which have not 
ceased to be heard among the Roman 
people since the days of the Sibyl.  He will 
annihilate the evil of the past and free the 
peoples from unceasing fear.  He will 
establish a universal empire of peace and 
lead in the golden age, for the blessing of 
a renewed humanity.  And in nature, too, all 
will be renewed.  Poisonous plants and 
snakes will disappear, the fields will 
become a paradise, and the ox and the lion 
will dwell together in peace… ‘See how the 
whole world, staggering beneath its 
burden, rejoices at the inbreak of the new 
age.’” (p. 81) 

In January of 27 BC, two-and-a-half years 
after defeating Antony and Cleopatra at 
Actium, Octavian made a show of returning 
full power to the Senate.  In reality, 
Augustus controlled most of the Senate 



because he had amassed immeasurable 
amounts of money, and many of the 
Senators were under his patronage.  The 
Senate responded to Octavian’s deference 
by giving him the title “Augustus” and 
handing him an extended decade of 
control over the majority of the Roman 
provinces, and thus the majority of the 
Roman troops.  They also gave him the title 
“princeps” making him the first to speak 
and vote in the Senate, and making it legal 
for him to display the corona civica, the 
civic crown.  Most historians look at this 
“First Settlement” from the Senate as the 
start of Octavian’s reign as Emperor.  In 23 
BC, the “Second Settlement” was made in 
response to questions of Augustus’s 
influence in provinces he was not assigned, 
and this settlement essentially gave him 
the functional power as Tribune over the 
Senate, proconsuls, Assembly, and even 
the Roman censor who had the authority to 
determine the membership of the Senate 
and perform a census of the Roman world. 

“In Asia Minor, Syria, Gaul and Alexandria 
temples were built and sacrifices with 
prayers offered to the goddess Roma and 
the god Augustus.  And Virgil raised his 
voice again, celebrating Augustus’s 
assumption of power (he uses the word 
adventus)… Augustus himself took his 
prophet at his word.  In the year 17 BC, 
when a strange star shone in the heavens, 
he saw that the cosmic hour had come, and 
inaugurated a twelve-day Advent 
celebration, which was a plain 
proclamation of Virgil’s message of joy: 
‘The turning-point of the ages has come.’  
From historians, poets, monuments and 
coins we have more reliable information 
about these twelve days and their official 
significance than of almost any other event 
of ancient history.” (p.83) 

“After the successful, non-warfare 
resolution of the Parthian issue (part of 
Augustus’s trip in 21-19 BC through the 
East where he united the cities of Asia 
Minor for the worship Roma and himself, 



endowed a daily sacrifice in the Jerusalem 
temple for his welfare, and settled affairs in 
Herod’s jurisdiction), Augustus struck 
innumerable coins showing a kneeling 
Parthian returning the Roman standards…  
These coins were to be found in every part 
of the empire, from the Rhine to the 
Jordan.  Ephesus and Alexandria issued 
coins with the triumphal arch, the sanctuary 
of the standards, and the double temple of 
Roma and Augustus.  Antioch united on 
one coin the picture of the victory-bringing 
god of heaven and of the incarnate Zeus, 
the victorious Augustus, celebrated as 
‘worthy of honor’, and ‘son of god.’  These 
coins prepared the way for the twelve-day 
Advent celebration, where the propaganda 
reached its climax.  Coins were struck 
showing the chief events of the Advent 
celebration: the herald with his starry 
shield, the distribution of the elements of 
purification, the arrival of Augustus at the 
Advent festival, the sacrificial ritual, and 
finally the commemorative marble pillar 
(unearthed in 1863 AD; c.p. the one found 
in March 2021).  Through these coins, the 
nations of the world and even 

succeeding generations were able to share 
the unique experience of the Advent 
festival of Augustus.” (p. 87) 

“The Roman empire was still resounding 
with the imperial Advent proclamation, and 
the Advent coins were passing from hand 
to hand when the Son of Mary was born in 
a little corner of Palestine.  It is hard to think 
of a moment in world history in which the 
Advent of Christ could seem more 
superfluous than precisely then.  But the 
Roman Advent message had promised 
more than any emperor could fulfill.  
Fourteen years after the birth of Christ, the 
imperial savior, Augustus, died.  Fourteen 
years after that his successor Tiberius left 
his capital and retired to the solitude of 
Capri, at odds with gods and men.  It was 
in that state of world affairs that Christ died 
on the cross, that the apostles raised their 
voices and put to the peoples of the 
Roman Empire the question which from 
that time was to agitate all history: Who is 
it, who should come?  The emperor, or 
Christ?” (p. 89) 

     

History Spotlight:       
The Impact of Augustus



The Failed Advent 
“The last twenty-five years of Augustus’s 
long rule were for the most part years of 
quiet, and this quiet is in fact the finest 
achievement which he could have wished 
for his policies.  The best politics are those 
which are unnoticed… There was news of a 
heavy defeat suffered by Quinctilius Varus, 
a relation of the imperial house, but 
everything was smoothly settled by the 
clever strategy of Augustus’s stepson 
Tiberius.  Everything was in the best of 
hands.  Augustus was a blessing to 
mankind.  He was remembered at every 
table prayer and on the lips of people on 
their death-beds… Decades after his death 
an Alexandrian Jew called him the great 
benefactor, ‘The whole of mankind would 
have been almost destroyed in internecine 
strife, if one man and leader, Augustus, had 
not appeared.  It was Augustus who not 
merely loosened but burst the chains 
which bound and oppressed the dwellers 
of the earth.  It was Augustus who led all 
the cities of the earth to freedom, who 
made order out of chaos.’” (p. 99) 

“Augustus himself expressed it more 
soberly: ‘It has been my endeavor to be 
described in days to come as the creator of 
the optimus status, and to hope, when I 
come to die, that the foundations which I 
have laid will last immovably.’ … But the 
age of Augustus lasted only a little while.  

His successor, Tiberius, ruled with excellent 
restraint and admirable tact, but the 
melancholy that had seized him in the 
prime of his life returned at age seventy, 
and he retired to Capri and cut himself 
completely off from the world.  He left the 
reins of the government in the hands of his 
commanders of the guard - and it was as 
though God had given over the rule of the 
world to the devil.  Conspiracies, trials for 
treason, judicial murders, denunciations, 
suicides, mysterious deaths in the imperial 
family, gossip and wild rumors were the 
signs of the time.” (p. 100) 

“Augustus brought an armistice, not peace, 
to the world.  His achievement, which was 
the greatest possible, illuminated the tragic 
and ambitious quality of all historical 
action.  Something is not in order with 
history.  Something has happened.  
Something has to be put back in order.  
This is the problem which drove history on 
from Augustus to Jesus… The homo 
imperiosus could bind the dragon; but he 
could not slay it.” (p. 101) 

“Augustus spoke of the aim of his life, the 
hope he took to his grave, that ‘the political 
foundations which I lay may endure 
immovably.’  His hope was wrecked.  Jesus 
said, ‘Upon this rock I will build my church; 
and the gates of hell will not prevail against 
it.’ (Matthew 16:18)  The promise of the Son 
of Man was not wrecked.” (p. 110)  



The Advent of Jesus 
Octavian took the title “Augustus”, but 
Jesus claimed to be the Son of Man.  Why?  
In the Old Testament, the term “Son of 
Man” (literally “Son of Adam”) was 
generally used to refer to the frailty of 
human beings.  Often, God would remind 
people not to put their hopes in an earthly, 
merely mortal “Son of Man.”  The term is 
used extensively in Ezekiel, often in 
statements about a despised action Ezekiel 
needed to take as a lowly human.  But in 
stark contrast to this typical use stands the 
vision of Daniel 7.  It predicts that after all 
the rulers and kingdoms of this world 
would come and go, there would be one 
ruler for all eternity - one like the Son of 
Man - who “comes down on the clouds of 
heaven” and rules over the entire world as 
he is worshipped at the right hand of God.  
It is this combination of suffering and 
eternal glory that made the title, Son of 
Man, very fitting for Jesus.  It is also why the 
religious leaders decided to kill Jesus 
when He quoted from Daniel 7, saying how 
they would see Him, the Son of Man, 
coming on the clouds of Heaven.  

“The political advent gospels from the time 
of the Pharaohs to Constantius Chlorus 
(father of Constantine), promised more 
than any emperor could fulfill.  The political 
eschatological hopes of classical times was 
broken up in the apocalyptic storms of the 

third century (which went through 66 
emperors!).  The eternal light was not to be 
seen in any Caesar or emperor.  The way 
was free for the revelation of the eternal 
Gospel - of His advent, His incarnation, His 
kingdom - which fulfills the earliest 
demand of mankind, once for all.  The 
enteral light breaks in there, and nowhere 
else.  The ancient dates and eras of advents 
disappear.  The Advent of the One became 
the first date of a new reckoning of time, 
and a new understanding of history.  All 
previous history is the prologue to the 
Christmas history.  All history since then is 
the pre-history to the parousia (the glorious 
visible return) of Jesus Christ at the end of 
time.” (p. 41) 

.   

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



Bible Study 
Daniel was a Jewish leader whose family had been captured and exiled to Babylon 
before the fall of Jerusalem in 597 BC.  The book of Daniel tells about how he and his 
friends handled the immense pressure to conform to the gods of the Babylonians and 
Persians, including the demand, at cost of their lives, to bend the knee to the king’s 
golden statue.  In Daniel 6, Daniel was thrown in the lion’s den for refusing to begin 
praying to king Darius and stop praying to the true God.  When God miraculously saved 
Daniel, Darius issued a decree to his entire kingdom saying that everyone should fear the 
God of Daniel, “For he is the living God, and he will endure forever.  His kingdom will 
never be destroyed, and his rule will never end.  He rescues and saves his people.  He 
performs miraculous signs and wonders.” (Daniel 6:26-27)  How did Daniel get such 
confidence in the face of death?   

The next chapter, Daniel 7, answers this question by going back a few years, “During the 
first year of King Belshazzar’s reign in Babylon, Daniel had a dream and saw visions.”   Let’s 
read Daniel 7:2-28 and pay attention to how a person “like the Son of Man” came on the clouds, 
was worshipped as the Ancient One, and took command over all the nations of the world.   

Now read Mark 14:55-64.   Do you understand why the religious leaders reacted the way they 
did?  How does this help give light to the true identity of Jesus?  How were Jesus’ words used 
against Him during an era of Caesar worship in John 19:4-12? 

It was common practice for crowds to go outside of their city’s wall to greet an arriving 
king (for his advent) with shouts of praise (like on Palm Sunday).  Paul uses this 
imagery to describe the final return of Jesus in 1 Thessalonians.  We know Paul had        
this type of scene in mind because he used a Greek word, apantasis, which 
specifically refers to going out to meet someone as they arrive (like welcoming the   
groom to the wedding party in Matthew 25:6, or how some early Christians left         
Rome to meet Paul at the Three Taverns and travel alongside him for the final leg of     
his journey in Acts 28:15).  Let’s read 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18.   

How does the imagery of an advent (arrival) celebration help us understand the 
wonderful and ultimate hope we have in Jesus?


