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Rulers in New Testament Times

Every person is to be in subjection to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority except from God, 

and those which exist are established by God. 
(Ro 13:1)
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Rulers in NT

• Judean rulers (list)
• Roman rule
• Rome and Judaea
• Roman Empire and Emperor worship
• Emperor cultic festivals
• Temple of the Sebastoi
• Emperors and Prefects (list)
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Judean rulers (n)

4 BC-AD 34Philip

4 BC-AD 39Herod Antipas

53-100 (?)Herod Agrippa II4 BC-AD 6Archelaus

37-44Herod Agrippa I37-4 BCHerod I (the Great)

Herodians
40-37Matthias Antigonus104-103Aristobulus

63-40Hyrcanus II134-104John Hyrcanus

67-63Aristobulus II142-134Simeon

76-67Salome Alexandra152-142 BCJonathan

103-76Alexander 
Jannaeus

Hasmoneans
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(1) Herod the Great
• Herod the Great (37-4 BC) Born 73 BC. Son of Antipater, an 

Idumean, and Cypros, daughter of an Arabian sheik. Antipater 
was an adherent of Hyrcanus II, one of two princes who 
struggling to become king of Judea. In 47 Julius Caesar made 
Antipater procurator of Judea, who then appointed his son 
Herod as governor of Galilee. 

• Herod was afterward appointed tetrarch of Judea by Mark 
Antony (40), and also king of Judea by the Roman senate. In 
43, Hyrcanus' nephew Antigonus tried to obtain the throne. 
Herod defeated him, and secured the continuity of the line of 
Hyrcanus by marrying his daughter Mariamme, and so greatly 
enhanced his own claim to the throne. 

• Herod was jealous, suspicious, and ruthless and regarded by 
the jews as a blood-thirsty tyrant and murderer. Alarmed by 
the tidings of one born king of the Jews, he sent out soldiers 
who were to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who 
were 2 years old and under (Mt 2:16). 

• Herod was fond of splendour and lavished great sums on 
rebuilding and adorning the cities of his empire. He rebuilt the 
city of Caesarea on the coast, and also the city of Samaria, 
which he called Sebaste, the Greek equivalent of "Augustus." 
He also restored the ruined temple of Jerusalem, a work that 
was begun in 20, but was not finished until after his death.

Obverse of a Herod the 
Great coin depicting a 
tripod holding a Roman 
ceremonial vessel 
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(1) Herod the 
Great

• Herod’s building projects, expansion of territories, establishment of a 
sound bureaucracy, and development of economic resources, all gave 
standing to his country, but provoked the bitter hatred of orthodox 
Jews, who disliked his Greek taste and violation of the Law (n). 

• The Sadducees also hated him when he ended the rule of the old royal 
house to which many of them were related, curtailing their influence in 
the Sanhedrin. The Pharisees despised any ruler who despised the 
Law. And probably all his subjects resented his excessive taxation 
(Jos. lists two taxes in kind at annual rates equivalent to 10.7% and 
8.6%, Ant. 14:202-206). It comes as no surprise that Herod sometimes 
had to revert to violence, employing mercenaries and a secret police to 
enforce order.

• He had become the ruler of the Jews with Roman help and boasted of 
being philokaisar ('the emperor's friend'), entertaining Agrippa, 
Augustus' right-hand man. On top of the gate of the new Temple, a 
golden eagle was erected, a symbol of Roman power in the heart of 
the holy city, resented by all pious believers. Worse, Augustus ordered 
and paid the priests of the Temple to sacrifice twice a day on behalf of 
himself, the Roman senate and people. 

• Herod's reign ended in terror. He may have been responsible for 
burning the monastery at Qumran. Two popular teachers, Judas and 
Matthias, and their pupils were burned alive for incitement to remove 
the golden eagle. 

• Shortly before his death, Herod decided against his sons Aristobulus 
and Antipater, who were executed in 7 and 4 BC, causing the 
Augustus to joke that it was preferable to be Herod's pig (hus) than his 
son (huios) -- a very insulting remark to any Jew. 

• However, the emperor confirmed Herod's last will. After his death in 4 
BC, the kingdom was divided among his 3 sons. Herod Antipas was 
terrarch of Galilee and the Transjordan; Philip was tetrarch of the 
Golan heights; and Archelaus became the ethnarch ('national leader') 
of Idumaea, Samaria and Judaea. 

• Herod was buried in one of the fortresses he had build, Herodion.
Herod’s kingdom
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Herod Family Tree
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(2a) Archaelaus
• Archelaus (4 BC-AD 6)
• Another son of Herod the Great and Malthace. He was 

educated along with his brother Antipas at Rome. He 
inherited from his father a third part of the kingdom: 
Idumea, Judea, and Samaria, and hence is called king 
(Mt 2:22). 

• He was as oppressive as his father, but lacked his 
administrative and diplomatic skills. It was for fear of 
him that Joseph and Mary turned aside on their way 
back from Egypt and did not settle in Bethlehem as 
they seem to have intended.

• He was deposed by Emperor Augustus in AD 6 and 
sent into exile. The Zealots revolted under Judas the 
Galilean (Ac 5:37) because of taxation. Judea then 
became a Roman province, and from AD 6-41, 7 
procurators of Judea were appointed by the Emperor. 

Coin of Archaelaus depicting 
a typical maritime image 
of a galley reflecting his area 
of oversight  
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(2b) Herod Antipas
• Herod Antipas (4 BC-AD 39)
• Son of Herod the Great and his Samaritan wife, 

Malthace. He was tetrarch of Galilee and Perea 
during Jesus' earthly life (Lk 3:1, 23:7). 

• Half Idumaean, half Samaritan, he had therefore 
not a drop of Jewish blood in his veins, and 
"Galilee of the Gentiles" seemed a fit dominion for 
such a prince. 

• He is pictured as superstitious (Mt 14:1 f), fox-like 
in inferiority (Lk 13:31 f) and wholly immoral. 

• He beheaded John the Baptist at the instigation of 
Herodias, the wife of his half-brother Herod Philip, 
whom he had married (Mt 14:1-12). 

• Pilate in his perplexity had sent the Saviour bound 
to Herod at the Passover celebration (Lk 23:7), 
and the utter inefficiency and flippancy of the man 
is revealed in the account the Gospels give us of 
the incident (Lk 23:7-12; Ac 4:27). It served, 
however, to bridge the chasm of the enmity 
between Herod and Pilate (Lk 23:12). (ISBE) 

Bronze coin of Herod Antipas 
(Obv)Tiberias, 39 AD
(The Jewish Museum, New York/ 
Richard Goodbody)
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(2b) Herod  Antipas “the fox”

• The term “fox” does not only imply craftiness. In Hebrew thought, lions and foxes were contrasted to 
represent the difference between great men and inferior men. Great men are "lions," lesser men are 
"foxes.“ The epithet "fox" is sometimes applied to Torah scholars: "There are lions before you, and 
you ask foxes?“ In other words, "Why do you ask the opinion of foxes, that is, my opinion, when there 
are distinguished scholars present?“

• Sometimes the use of "fox" relates to pedigree: "He is a lion the son of a lion, but you are a lion the 
son of a fox." In other words, "He is a distinguished scholar and the son of a distinguished scholar; 
but, although you are a distinguished scholar, your father is a less-distinguished scholar than his.“

• The word "fox" can also have moral connotations, as the Mishnah illustrates: "Be a tail to lions rather 
than a head to foxes." This saying could be paraphrased, "It is better to be someone of low rank 
among those who are morally and spiritually your superiors than someone of high rank among 
scoundrels.“

• The phrase, And infants will rule over them (Is 3:1-7) is interpreted by the Babylonian Talmud as 
follows: "[Infants means] foxes, sons of foxes.“ In this interpretation, "fox" not only assumes the 
nuance of moral depravity, but also, through the verb "rule," is linked to kingly reign; thus, "foxes, 
sons of foxes" means "worthless, degenerate rulers who are the descendants of worthless, 
degenerate rulers.“

• Calling Herod Antipas a fox implies that Herod was not a lion (though he considered himself one), but 
was just the opposite. 

Canis vulpes. (Illustration by Liz 
McLeod)
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(2c) Herod Philip 

• Herod Philip II (4 BC-AD 34)
• Son of Herod the Great and Cleopatra of Jerusalem. As a Roman client ruler 

over the Galilee after his father’s death (officially tetrarch of Batanea, Iturea, 
Traconitis, and Auranitis)(Lk 3:1), he rebuilt the city of Caesarea Philippi (Mt 
16:13; Mk 8:27), calling it by his own name to distinguish it from the Caesarea on 
the coast, which was the seat of the Roman government. 

• He was the first husband of the infamous dancer Salome, daughter of Herodias.
• Philip was the first Jewish ruler of Judea to mint a coin bearing a depiction of 

himself. Because of the Commandment against carved images, Jewish rulers 
generally did not place images of people or animals on their coinage. Herod 
Philip’s realm, however, included a large non-Jewish Syrian population, who 
would not be offended.

• (tp) The Herod Philip self-portraits are extremely rare; (obv) image of the head of 
Philip surrounded by the Gk legend “Of Philip the Tetrarch” (provincial governor). 
(rev) A four-column temple with the Gk words “Caesar Augustus”.

5 AD. First Jewish Self-Portrait, Bronze
Denomination: Not known, Ø 2 cm
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(3) Herod Agrippa I
• Herod Agrippa I (37-44) Son of Aristobulus (son of Herod the Great) 

and Bernice. He was educated in Rome and lived there many years, 
and became friends with Gaius. 

• Gaius handed Philip's tetrarchy to him, granting him the title "king." He 
soon took over Herod Antipas' territory (Galilee and Perea) as well. 
After Gaius’ assassination, the new emperor, Claudius, added Judea 
to his kingodm. He now governed an area that was basically equivalent 
to that of his grandfather, Herod the Great. 

• Ruled for only 3 years (41–44), but was a popular king; both Josephus 
and rabbinic literature have only nice things to say about him. As a 
Hasmonean, he was well accepted by the Jews. 

• In some respects he resembled his grandfather. He was a wily and 
able politician. He sponsored pagan games at Caesarea and bestowed 
magnificent gifts on Beirut, a pagan city. But, unlike Herod, he was not 
criticized for these donations, for in other respects he was Herod’s 
superior. He lacked Herod’s brutality. 

• Whereas Herod refrained from flouting Jewish laws in the Jewish areas 
of his domain, Agrippa was conspicuous for observing them. In the 
political sphere, he tried to attain a modest degree of independence 
from Rome. He even began the construction of a new wall on the 
northern side of Jerusalem. 

• He killed James, the brother of John (Ac 12:1), and imprisoned Peter. 
• After Agrippa's death the kingdom became a Roman province again, 

governed by procurators supervised by the prefect of Syria. 

Tomb of Herod. The sepulchre is 
probably the burial place of 
Mariamne (Herod the Great's wife) 
and possibly also of Herod Agrippa. 
Entry is blocked by a Rolling Stone. 
Jerusalem.(Lessing)

Bronze coin with portrait of 
Herod Agrippa I, (43 AD). Ø 
2.1 cm (IMJ/Lessing)
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(4) Herod Agrippa II
• Herod Agrippa II (53-70)
• Son of Herod Agrippa I and Cypros. He was only 17 

when his father died in 44. Because he had been 
educated in Rome he was well known to Claudius, but 
it was not until 48 when Herod of Chalcis died, that 
Claudius presented the kingdom to Agrippa II (Ac 
25:13; 26:2). 

• His privileges included appointing the high priests, 
and he was given authority over the temple, even 
though he did not rule over any Judean territory. 

• In 53, Claudius assigned a new kingdom to the 
Jewish king, that of his great-uncle Philip (Traconitis, 
Batanea, Gaulanitis) plus Abila, the former kingdom of 
Lysanias, and the former tetrarchy of Varus; however, 
rulership of Chalcis was taken away. 

• Nero gave Agrippa the Galilean cities of Tiberias and 
Tarcheae, as well as Julias in Perea. 

• It was before him and his sister, Bernice, that Paul 
made his defence at Caesarea (Ac 25:12-27).

Bronze coin with canopy or 
parasol. From the period of 
Agrippa II (IMJ/Lessing). 
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Roman rule
• The Roman Empire did not superimpose a uniform governmental 

procedure upon its conquered territories. All areas were naturally 
subject to the emperor and to the Roman armies, but many localities 
were permitted to govern their own affairs so long as they did not 
violate Roman sovereignty or directives (Ac 19:35-41 ).

• Subjugated areas were generally organized into provinces. There 
are at least 15 mentioned in the NT, e.g. Cilicia (Ac 6:9) and Judea 
(Ga 1 :22). Provinces were ruled in two different ways. 
– Proconsuls (Ac 13:7; 18:12), who were responsible to the Roman 

senate, ruled over those areas where the inhabitants were submissive 
to Roman law. 

– Those provinces considered to be troublesome and possible breeding 
grounds for rebellion (e.g. Judea) were ruled by governors called 
procurators, propraetors, or prefects. 

• Proconsuls gained and kept their positions by annual appointment 
and renewal; procurators were assigned directly by the emperor and 
kept their offices as long as the emperor wanted them there.
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Rome and Judea
• In 6 AD, the Romans deposed Archelaus for misrule and Judea, along with Idumea, 

Samaria and much of the Mediterranean coast, was annexed to the province of Syria. 
Henceforth Judea was administered by functionaries in the Roman civil service known as 
prefects or (after 44) procurators. 

• The rest of the country remained in the hands of Antipas and Philip for another 30 years, 
but then became the domain of Herod’s grandson Agrippa I. 

• In 41 Agrippa I received from the emperor Claudius the kingship over Judea as well, 
thereby reigning over a kingdom almost as large as Herod’s own. He died, however, 3 
years later, in 44.

• After Agrippa’s death, all of the Jewish portions of the country were governed by 
procurators. For a few years, from the middle of the century until the end of the First 
Jewish Revolt in 70, a small piece of Galilee was given to Agrippa’s son, Agrippa II, but 
otherwise, an overall change in Roman policy and administration was unmistakable. 

• The Romans realized that Judaism was unlike the numerous other native religions of the 
empire. Jews refused to worship any god but their own, refused to acknowledge the 
emperor’s right to divine honours, refused to tolerate images in public places and 
buildings, and refused to perform any sort of work every Sabbath. 

• Aware of these peculiarities, the Romans, following the practice of the Seleucids, 
permitted Jewish citizens to refrain from participation in pagan ceremonies; allowed 
priests of the Jerusalem Temple to offer sacrifices on behalf of, rather than to, the 
emperor; minted coins in Judea without images (even if many of the coins that circulated 
in the country were minted elsewhere and bore images); and exempted the Jews from 
military service and ensured that they would not be called to court on the Sabbath or lose 
any official benefits as a result of their Sabbath observances. 

• In many E cities, the Romans authorized the Jews to create polituemata (sg politeuma) 
autonomous ethnic communities, that allowed them to govern their own communal affairs.
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Roman Emperors and Emperor worship

• The Roman Empire, with its vast dominions, converged both from 
internal and external causes toward a one-man government. Caesar 
was the title assumed by the Roman emperors after Julius Caesar.

• The self declared emperor would honour the city where he was 
worshipped with variety of benefits, from enhanced status to money 
for building projects. 

• The city which became the centre of the emperor’s cult had the 
special honour of being neokoros, "temple keeper." This meant they 
were the imperial centre which brought added power, status and 
money to that city. 

• Cities competed for the honour of neokorus because of its benefits, 
inciting competition to determine who would honour the deified ruler 
the most. Cities throughout Asia Minor and other E areas of the 
empire proudly took on the title when they came to host a provincial 
temple in honour of the “revered ones” (Sebastoi), the emperors or 
imperial family as gods. 
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Emperor Worship
• The people of Asia assumed their rulers were gods. The Provinces had 

honoured the goddess Roma, the patron of the Empire for almost a century. 
Smyrna in Asia was the home of the first temple to the goddess outside 
Rome itself. 

• Rome represented the power and authority of the Empire as defender of 
peace, truth, and justice around the world. Once the authority was focused 
in one person, the emperor (he was already believed to have divine origins), 
it was a simple step to establish emperor cults along with the existing cult of 
Roma.

• In 27 BC Augustus granted the province of Asia the right to erect temples 
and statues to honour him. A temple was erected in Ephesus for Julius 
Caesar and Roma. The non-Roman citizens of Asia were urged to worship 
these gods though Roman citizens apparently were not at this time. 

• Augustus then ordered a statue of himself and Roma placed in the Precinct 
of Athena in Pergamum and in the Basilica of Ephesus. The worship of the 
emperor soon overshadowed the cult of Roma. 

• Especially in the E reaches of the Empire the eagerness of the people to 
establish emperor cults encouraged the emperors themselves to demand 
such an honour. Besides the validity, it gave to their rule it was a uniting 
force in an empire fractured by social unrest, a multitude of languages, 
cultures and religions. Soon an organized priesthood and regulated worship 
requirements were the order of the day. Still, the process developed slowly.
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Emperor Worship: 
Augustus

• In 27 BC Augustus granted the 
province of Asia the right to erect 
temples and statues to honour him. A 
temple was erected in Ephesus for 
Julius Caesar and Roma. The non-
Roman citizens of Asia were urged to 
worship these gods though Roman 
citizens apparently were not at this 
time. 

• Augustus then ordered a statue of 
himself and Roma placed in the 
Precinct of Athena in Pergamum and 
in the Basilica of Ephesus. The 
worship of the emperor soon 
overshadowed the cult of Roma. 

• Augustus was honoured as a god in 
the E during his reign, and called 
himself divi filius (‘son of a divinized 
man’). Some Gk texts however hail 
him as as the ‘son of god’. He was 
formally designated a divus in Rome 
after his death. His successor and 
adopted son Tiberius could therefore 
call himself ‘son of god Sebastos’. 

The gate built in 40 AD by the slaves Mazeus and 
Mythridates for Augustus, who gave them their freedom.
A Latin inscription with inlaid letters made of bronze still 
visible on one side of the structure reads: "From the Emperor 
Caesar Augustus, the son of the god, the greatest of the 
priests, who was consul twelve and tribune twenty times; and 
the wife of August Livia; the son of Lucus, Marc Agrippa who 
was consul three times, Emperor, and tribune six times; and 
the daughter of Julio Caesar Augustus, Mazeus and 
Mythridates to their master and the people." 
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Emperor Worship
• While Augustus was considered divine and worshipped 

around the empire, his son Tiberius did not take such 
honours on himself though after his death Smyrna 
became neokorus for him. 

• After him Caligula (37-41) insisted on divine honours for 
his father and for himself. He was the first to enforce 
emperor worship on his non-Roman subjects with refusal 
punishable by death. 

• Claudius next rejected such honours but Nero (54-68 AD) 
accepted them. Vespasian and his son Titus did not 
insist on being worshipped though they certainly were 
acknowledged by their subjects as gods.

• When Domitian (81-96) became emperor there was 
significant change in the demand for deification. He was 
obsessed with his own (and his brother Titus' and father 
Vespasian's) deity. One of the most brutal of all 
emperors, he demanded worship as god throughout the 
empire from all his subjects, Roman or otherwise. 

• He established the Ephesus neokorus for himself, Titus 
and Vespasian. He insisted on being called "Lord and 
God" whenever he was mentioned or addressed. 
Believing that he was the only mediator between the 
gods and humans, he ordered that any who would not 
worship the ancient gods “and the modem gods like 
himself” should be eliminated by whatever means 
possible. 

One of the coins commemorating Domitian’s 
celebration of the Secular Games. It depicts the 
emperor standing before a temple and dictating to 
the Roman matrons a prayer to the goddess Juno.
It alludes to the worship of the emperor. 
(BM/Barbara McManus, 2001, 2006)
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Emperor Worship
• Especially in the E reaches of the Empire the eagerness of the people to establish 

emperor cults encouraged the emperors themselves to demand such an honour. 
Besides the validity, it gave to their rule it was a uniting force in an empire fractured by 
social unrest, a multitude of languages, cultures and religions. Soon an organized 
priesthood and regulated worship requirements were the order of the day. Still, the 
process developed slowly.

• Asia suddenly was a very dangerous place for the rapidly growing Christian 
communities. The believers must be willing to call Caesar "Lord and God" or risk death. 
Everyone was expected to participate in the regular festivals in which he was 
acknowledged as divine. Before they entered a city they had to offer incense honouring 
him as god. This explains change from the book of Acts to Revelation. 

• The emperors claimed not only the titles but the rights as well. They must be obeyed in 
whatever they demanded for they were "gods“ -- taxes, confiscation of property, or any 
other act. 

• There was no escape for the believers. They could not buy in the market or conduct 
their business without acknowledging the authority of the emperor over the city. They 
could not walk through the city without stopping at his altars to acknowledge his 
"lordship." 

• Every town demanded their act of allegiance to the divine emperor. The public fountains 
providing drinking water for the towns and cities were devoted to him. Before drawing 
water one must acknowledge the emperor as the provider of life itself. 
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Emperor Worship
• To enforce this policy was the incredible power of the greatest empire the 

world had ever known. And the believers? Most were not the wealthy and 
powerful but ordinary people without influence on anyone. This was combined 
with the bloodthirsty character of the emperors themselves who did not 
hesitate to order people to suffer the most horrifying tortures ever devised. 

• Nero, who used burning Christians as lights for his own banquets, who raped 
male and female Christians who had been arrested, who sent thousands to 
the arena to be torn to pieces in front of parents, children, and friends, set the 
standard for the treatment of Christians. If you read the book of Revelation in 
light of these conditions, you are gripped by how virulently anti Roman it is, 
and what kind of suffering the believers were facing.

• The process continued after the brutal Domitian. Some of the greatest 
persecutions came two centuries after Jesus death. Since the focus of this 
study is the first century after the beginning of the Church we cannot describe 
their reign of terror. 

• Asia did have other deified emperors within one century of Jesus' death 
including temples to Trajan (98-117) and Hadrian (117-138) in Ephesus, and 
a magnificent temple to Trajan in Pergamum. Emperor worship would be a 
severe test for the believers for more than 250 years.
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Emperor Worship
• It is important to understand that the basic reason the believers were persecuted is not the 

worship of Jesus or the God of the Bible. No one minded how many other gods were 
worshipped as long as the emperor was acknowledged as god. Because the Emperor was 
the head of the Roman state, and the state was the basis for all of life, to reject the 
emperor was to be unpatriotic “unRoman”. 

• Those who belonged to an organization dedicated to a God who claimed absolute 
authority over all including the Emperor god were suspected of political subversion and 
severe punishment would soon follow. They were killed for being rebels.

• One must not forget that distinction. It is not one’s allegiance to Jesus as Lord that was 
considered dangerous, but the insistence that he must be the only Lord of all. All other 
gods are not gods at all (Ac 19:23, 26) but demonic counterfeits. There can be no mixture 
of loyalty, no adding of emperor worship to the worship of God. 

• But there was more. The followers of Jesus believed that because there was only one God 
and Lord his word provides and absolute authority which is the standard to judge 
everything from personal morals to the conduct of the state itself. The Empire, with or 
without an emperor who called himself god, did not have authority over the very words of 
the only God! So the Christians were considered 'atheists,' (so called because they 
refused to worship the gods of the Roman world), unpatriotic, and a threat to the stability 
of the Empire. For this they deserve death! 

• The book of Revelation while it looked to the future end times was also strident declaration 
that the whole social of the Roman order was built on a Satanic fraud -- the deity of the 
Roman emperor. Rome, to the people of Asia, the beast from the sea was not ruled by 
emperors but by Satan himself. And Jesus would destroy Satan. The Empire will not 
survive either.



Rulers in New Testament 22

Emperor cultic festivals
• Rituals that encompassed the emperors or Sebastoi (“revered” or “worthy of 

reverence”, “revered ones”) as gods alongside traditional deities were an 
integrated element within the social-religious life of cities in Asia. 

• Various associations and guilds adopted members of the imperial family as 
patron deities alongside other gods and engaged in celebrations, sacrifices 
and other rituals including mysteries in honour of the emperors or Sebastoi.

• The Demetriasts at Ephesos, for example, had 'mysteries and sacrifices' 
which they performed each year 'to Demeter...and to the Sebastoi gods' 
(IEph 213; 88-89 CE). 

• The association of hymn-singers at Pergamon engaged in imperial 
mysteries and accompanying feasts that lasted for several days (IPergamon 
374; c. 120-38 AD). 

• People from around the province would come to the city that was neokorus 
to the particular emperor being honoured. 

• Emperor worship had positive economic spin-offs. These visitors would 
spend a significant period of time in the city for the celebration enjoying the 
baths or the brothels, the theatre and the arena. 

• They brought significant income for the temples who sold religious 
'souvenirs' as well as to the general economy of the town. 
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Emperor cultic festivals
• The festival held by the cities where each emperor was worshipped was the 

most important event in the life of the people. Generally the festivals were 
held yearly on the same day, usually the emperor's birthday or the day of his 
becoming emperor. 

• Every person in the city was expected to participate to honour the emperor 
and to enhance the cities standing as the great patron of that emperor, a 
distinction that brought many benefits. 

• The temples and all the public buildings were washed and decorated with 
wreaths. The statues of the emperors and other gods were decorated with 
crowns and brought out of the temples and paraded daily through the 
streets led by the image of the present emperor. 

• The procession included the priests of the cult carrying the statues and 
leading the sacrificial animals. They were followed by the public officials of 
the city, priests and priestesses from other cults, students, and the ever 
present religious (and non- religious) prostitutes. At the end of the 
procession were the curious, the sightseers from other places and any else 
who wanted to join the festivities. 
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Emperor cultic festivals
• As the procession passed the people who lived along the route of the 

parade would come out of their homes and offer incense on the altars 
carried in the procession to publicly declare "Caesar is Lord" and the basis 
for civilized life. Passers-by were expected to do the same. Everyone, guest 
or citizen were expected to make such a declaration publicly some time 
during the festival. 

• This created a real dilemma for the Christians who were citizens of the town. 
They either had to leave town (difficult to do without drawing attention to 
themselves) or refuse to make the offering (exposing themselves to charges 
deserving death). 

• Others noted the lack of participation by such a significant portion of their 
citizens which reflected poorly on the city and might result in penalties from 
the emperor or least a loss of his benefits. This put great pressure on the 
followers of Jesus. Some must have been tempted to simply participate 
"without meaning it" a denial of the lordship of Jesus.

• The procession generally began at the Temple of the Emperor, paraded 
through the streets of the city and ended in some public place of assembly 
like the palaestra of the gymnasium, the theatre, or the agora. 

• The statues would be prominently displayed and the sacrifices offered to 
them and gifts were brought from the city and its citizens (to which everyone 
was expected to contribute). 
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Emperor cultic festivals
• Sacrifices were made to the emperors alongside other gods within other 

associations too, as indicated in the name of the Ephesian association of 
'physicians who sacrifice to the ancestor Asklepios and to the Sebastoi' 
(IEph 719). It was customary for a communal meal to follow such sacrifices 
in which some of the foods offered to the gods would be consumed. 

• Everyone in the city (citizen and guest alike) was expected to offer sacrifice 
and eat the sacrificed meat as a recognition of the emperors divinity and 
communion with him. Those who could not afford their own sacrifice 
received one from the public treasury. Again everyone was to participate as 
an acknowledgment of the Lord Caesar. 

• This sacrifice was the culminating moment of the celebration. The animal 
was killed, the best parts were offered to the "god" and the rest was roasted 
and served to those who gathered around the altar to be joined ceremonially 
with the deity. 

• The believers had two choices: Go along with their pagan neighbours so as 
not to create offence and endanger themselves and their families or stand 
firm, declare "Jesus is Lord" and risk suffering and even death. 

• The festivities ended with public spectacles including animal and gladiator 
battles, athletic contests and theatre.
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Emperor worship: Temple of the Sebastoi
• The Temple of the Sebastoi at Ephesus has a 3-storey stoa. 

The first-storey colonnade of the stoa was executed in Doric 
half-columns. Behind this colonnade was a sheltered walkway 
in front of a series of shops. 

• (R) The second-story colonnade was ornamented with 
engaged figures of deities on each column, creating an array 
of gods and goddesses below the temple. The symbolism 
was powerful: The deities of the empire supported and 
protected the emperors who were worshiped in the temple 
above. Conversely, the emperors were the unifying element 
that brought the gods and goddesses together. In this sense, 
the emperors had become the focal point in the relationship 
between the human and divine realms.

• The temple is identified in the inscriptions as a provincial 
temple; it was not built as a municipal or individual project. 
This means it was established by the provincial council of 
Asia (the koinon) after approval by the Senate in Rome. That 
is why the other cities of the province set up inscriptions when 
the temple was dedicated in Ephesus. The cities would also 
have sent delegations to the dedication ceremonies, and may 
even have helped finance the project. 

• Thus in the 80s wealthy families from various cities and towns 
in Asia made a cooperative effort to honour the Flavian 
imperial family with a temple and cult dedicated to them (n).

•  They were able to gain approval from Rome for this 
provincial cult despote the province of Asia having had two 
provincial cults, one in Pergamum for Augustus and for 
Rome, founded in 29 BC; and, one in Smyrna for Tiberius, 
Livia and the Senate, founded in 26 AD. 

• This was a remarkable achievement. No other province is 
known to have had more than one provincial cult of the 
emperors at this time, and several provinces appear to have 
had none. 

The Temple of the Sebastoi was built on an artificial 
platform that created a level space for the temple and 
its precinct. This artificial platform provided a precinct 
nearly 90m long and over 60m wide. On the N side of 
the platform, where the bedrock sloped down, was a 
three-storey stoa which rose nearly 10m above the 
plaza at the base of the platform. The Temple (Sebastoi 
means “revered” in Greek) was dedicated to the 
worship of the Roman emperors Vespasian (69–79 
AD), Titus (79–81) and Domitian (81–96). (Gian Berto 
Vanni/Art Resource)
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Emperor Titus statue at Ephesus

The Ephesus Archaeology 
Museum in Seljuk 

The Emperor Titus. This head and an 
arm (not shown) of Titus are the 
surviving pieces of the only sculpture 
to have been recovered from the 
Sebastoi temple. When first 
discovered, the statue was identified 
as Domitian, Titus’ younger brother 
and successor. More recent research 
has shown the face to be Titus, but 
executed in an idealized style rather 
than according to the official Roman 
portrait style. Only the statue’s head 
and extremities were made of stone; 
the body was wooden and has not 
survived. A large groove in the back 
of the head, made to reduce the 
weight of the statue, indicates that 
the statue was probably set in front of 
a wall, where the groove would not 
have been visible to viewers. In its 
original state, the statue measured 
about 7.6m tall. (Austrian 
Archaeological Institute)
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Emperor worship: the Temple of the Sebastoi
• (R) While the artist’s reconstruction 

below shows a monumental statue 
outside the temple, investigators believe 
the statue actually stood indoors, a 
conclusion based in part on the fact that 
it was apparently made mostly of wood 
and would not have withstood outdoor 
weather. 

• In front of the temple was the altar on an 
axis with the temple. The altar was raised 
on a platform and enclosed within a U-
shaped colonnade 9m on a side, with the 
open end toward the temple. 

• These also were a common feature of 
Hellenistic temples in Asia. The Temple 
of Ephesian Artemis had a much larger 
version of this kind of altar platform, but 
the most famous example is the 
monumental Altar of Zeus and Athena in 
Pergamum.

Artist’s reconstruction of the Temple of the 
Sebastoi. While this drawing shows a 
monumental statue outside the temple, 
investigators believe the statue actually stood 
indoors, a conclusion based in part on the fact 
that it was apparently made mostly of wood and 
would not have withstood outdoor weather. Note 
also that this reconstruction should show the 
altar opening facing the temple. (A. 
Bammer/Austrian Archaeological Institute)
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Emperors and Prefects

Titus (79-81)

Vespasian (69-79)

Gessius Florus (64-66)

 Domitian (81-96)

Lucceius Albinus (60-64) 

Porcius Festus (58-60)Nero (54-68)

M. Antonius Felix (52-58) 

P. Ventidius Cumanus (48-52) 

Tiberius Julius Alexander (46-48) 

C. Cuspius Fadus (44-46)Claudius (41-54)

Procurator

Marullus (37-41)Caligula (37-41)

Marcellus (36-37) 

Pontius Pilate (26-36) 

Valerius Gratus (15-26) (n)Tiberius (14-37)

Annius Rufus (12-15) 

M. Ambibulus (9-12) 

Publius Sulpicius Quirinius (6-12); Coponius (c. 6-9)Augustus (27 BC - 14 AD)

PrefectEmperor
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(1) Augustus
• Augustus (Octavian; 27 BC-AD 14)
• The battle between Octavian and Antony with Cleopatra 

of Egypt, on the field of Actium on Sep 2, 31 BC, decided 
the fate of the old Roman republic. The commonwealth 
had sunk into exhaustion after protracted civil and 
internecine strife. Octavian realized that supreme power 
was the only possible solution for surviving the crisis. 

• On his return to Rome he began to do what Julius 
Caesar had done previously: he gathered the reins of 
government into his own hand. He succeeded with 
caution and shrewdness, and became the founder of the 
Roman Empire, which formally began Jan 16, 27 BC. 
The Roman senate also conferred upon Octavian the title 
Augustus, which implied divinity, although he did not 
claim such for himself. 

• The genius of Augustus' reign was that he acted as a 
constitutional monarch while maintaining the outward 
trappings of the republic. Further, the machinery of 
government was so well thought out that not only was it 
passed on smoothly at his death, but it continued to 
function and keep the peace at home, for the most part, 
for another two centuries.

Bust if Augustus at 
Pergamum (IMA)

http://www.bibleplaces.com/newsletter/hr/Emperor_Augustus,_fr_Pergamum,_27_BC-14_AD,_tb041705087_gr.jpg


Rulers in New Testament 31

(1) Augustus

• Now in those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, that a census 
be taken of all the inhabited earth. (Lk 2:1)

• Augustus was emperor at the birth and during half the lifetime of our Lord, 
and he ordered the enrollment in consequence of which Joseph and Mary 
went to Bethlehem, the place where the Messiah was to be born.

• Augustus brought order and prosperity to the Roman Empire after the long 
period of civil war, and for his successes he was worshiped in many places. 
With him began the emperor cult, and Herod the Great built temples to the 
divine Augustus at Caesarea and Samaria; both of these have been 
excavated. 

• Augustus was worshiped in Ephesus too, and a great lintel with an 
inscription to the divine Augustus has been excavated there and re-erected 
over the gate to the Greek agora. Paul would have seen it and passed under 
it often as he ministered in the city for most of three years on his third 
missionary journey.

John Dominic Crossan examines a 
Greek inscription on the ruins of an 
ancient building S of Ephesus that 
refers to ``the emperor Caesar, son 
of god, the god Augustus.'' (Sarah 
Crossan, 3 June, 2005). 

http://www.religionnews.com/photoservice.html
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(2) Tiberius
• Tiberius (AD 14-37)
• Tiberius Claudius Nero Caesar. The 

second Roman emperor, successor of 
Augustus. He was the son of Tiberius 
Claudius Nero and Livia (Livia was the 
wife of Augustus by a previous marriage), 
and hence a stepson of Augustus. 

• Augustus chose Tiberius to be his 
successor. He became emperor in his 
55th year, after having distinguished 
himself as a commander in various wars 
and having displayed notable talents as 
an orator and an administrator of civil 
affairs.

• Tiberius' reign was generally marked by 
restraint, fiscal thrift, and capable 
administrators. 

The Ephesus Archaeology 
Museum in Seljuk 
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(2) Tiberius
• Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, when Pontius 

Pilate was governor of Judea (Lk 3:1)
• Reputed for his sterner virtues of the Roman character and was 

regarded as entirely worthy of the imperial honours to which his birth 
and supposed personal merits opened the way. Yet, on being raised to 
supreme power, he suddenly became, or showed himself to be, a very 
different man. 

• For the people of the provinces, Tiberius' reign was a peaceful and well-
ordered time. Governors behaved themselves, and there were no 
destructive or expensive wars. In the domestic sphere, however, the 
concentration of power in one person made all the greater the threat of 
misbehaviour by ambitious subordinates like Sejanus, the prefect of the 
praetorian guard. 

• His reign was disfigured in later years by a series of trials for treason 
(maiestas), many of them orchestrated by the evil prefect of the 
Praetorian Guard, Lucius Aelius Sejanus. 

• One such trial in Judea turned on whether the defendant (Jesus Christ) 
had treasonably claimed to be "king of the Jews". 

• As a result, although he was not a tyrant himself, Tiberius' reign 
sporadically descended into tyranny of the worst sort. Over time, 
Tiberius began to believe the allegations that Sejanus wanted to 
become emperor, and denounced Sejanus. 

• Died in Mar 37 after 23 years of reign, at age 78. Caligula, his nephew 
Germanicus' son, was proclaimed emperor. 



Rulers in New Testament 34

(3) Gaius Caligula
• Gaius Caligula (37-41) “Little Boots”
• Caligula's reign was too short, and the surviving ancient accounts too 

sensationalized, for any serious study of his policies. Son of the 
popular Germanicus, he spent much of his youth living in army camps, 
from which he got the nickname Caligula ("little boots"). 

• During his reign, Mauretania was annexed and reorganized into two 
provinces; Herod Agrippa was appointed to be ruler of the territory his 
uncle, Herod Philip, had governed, plus some territories to the N. 
Severe riots took place in Alexandria between Jews and Greeks. 
Caligula went N and discovered there the beginnings of a conspiracy 
under the commander of the Upper German legions, Lentulus 
Gaetulicus. Gaetulicus and Caligula's brother-in-law, M. Aemilius 
Lepidus, were executed and Caligula's two surviving sisters, implicated 
in the plot, suffered exile.

• Caligula's enthusiasm for divine honours for himself and his favourite 
sister, Drusilla (who died suddenly in 38 and was deified) are often 
presented as a clear sign of his madness. But it may have been no 
more than his tendency to tactlessly push the limits of the imperial cult, 
already established under Augustus (n). 

• Caligula's excess in this regard is best illustrated by his order that a 
statue of himself be erected in the temple at Jerusalem. Only the 
delaying tactics of the Syrian governor, P. Petronius, and the 
intervention of Herod Agrippa prevented riots and a potential uprising 
in Palestine (n). In Jan 41, Caligula was assassinated by some of his 
own praetorian guard while on his way to lunch from the theatre. 

Caligula (Kopenhagen, Ny 
Carlsberg Glyptothek)

http://www.phil.uni-erlangen.de/~p1altar/photo_html/portraet/roemisch/kaiserzeit/benannt/caligula/caligu1.JPG
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(4) Claudius
• One of them named Agabus stood up and began to indicate by the Spirit that there 

would certainly be a great famine all over the world. And this took place in the reign of 
Claudius. (Ac 11:28)…”and Jason has welcomed them, and they all act contrary to the 
decrees of Caesar” (Ac 17:7)

• Claudius (41-54) (Tiberius Claudius Caesar). Most unlikely candidate for emperor. 
Although a nephew of Tiberius and uncle of Caligula, he had been pointedly kept out 
of public office and affairs by both Augustus and Tiberius (n1). He was chosen by the 
Praetorian guard (n2).

• He had a split personality, an able administrator but timid and suspicious (n3). He took 
firm control of the empire which he ruled with an iron fist. He survived a number of 
assassination attempts himself, which made him paranoid for his own safety. The 
slightest suspicion of disloyalty resulted in execution - more than 35 Senators and 300 
Roman military officers lost their lives in that way. 

• Where Claudius was both strongest and most controversial was in his development of 
the administrative structure. His motive seems chiefly to have been a concern with 
efficiency, but the result was a considerable step toward centralization, as well as the 
embryonic stage of a later bureaucracy.

• He may have been the first to issue standing orders (mandata) from emperor to 
governor. In the organization of the provinces, Claudius appears to have preferred 
direct administration over client kingship. Under him the kingdoms of Mauretania, 
Lycia, and Thrace were converted into provinces. Stable kingdoms, such as Bosporus 
and Cilicia, were left untouched. 

• Claudius conquered Britain in 43, and granted Roman citizenship to the provinces, a 
right spoken of by Paul (Ac 22:25). After three failed marriages, Claudius took his niece 
Agrippina, who had a son by her previous husband, as his incestuous wife. She was 
politically ambitious for her son, and very soon began scheming to have him succeed 
Claudius as emperor. When Claudius died suddenly in 54, the story was that Agrippina had 
given him a dish of poison mushrooms. Her son, Nero, became the next emperor over 
Claudius' own son Britannicus. 

Claudius (Florenz, 
Uffizien)

Claudius (Rom, Vatikan, 
Braccio Nuovo)

http://www.phil.uni-erlangen.de/~p1altar/photo_html/portraet/roemisch/kaiserzeit/benannt/claudius/claud2.JPG
http://www.phil.uni-erlangen.de/~p1altar/photo_html/portraet/roemisch/kaiserzeit/benannt/claudius/claud8.JPG
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(4) Claudius  and the Bible

• And he found a Jew named Aquila, a native of Pontus, having recently come from Italy with his wife 
Priscilla, because Claudius had commanded all the Jews to leave Rome. (Ac 18:2)

• Claudius was a good friend of Herod Agrippa I of Ac 12. Herod assisted him in his attempt to 
consolidate the throne (Ant.19.4.1-3). In 41 Claudius added Judea and Samaria to Herod's kingdom 
and appointed his brother to the kingdom of Chalcis (19.5.1), giving to this latter also, after Agrippa's 
death, the presidency over the Temple at Jerusalem (20.1.3). Ac 12:21-23 records that Herod was 
stricken by worms and died during a festival of games held in 44 in honour of Claudius. 

• At the beginning of his reign Claudius appeared to favour the Jews. He generally treated the Jews with 
indulgence, especially those in Asia and Egypt (Ant. 19.5.2.3; 20.1.2), He reversed several edicts of 
Caligula against them. 

• When a feud arose between the Jews and Greeks in Alexandria during this period, Claudius wrote an 
edict to Alexandria in support of the Jews, saying, "1 desire that none of their rights should be lost to 
the Jews on account of the madness of Gaius [Caligula], but that their former privileges also be 
preserved to them, while they abide by their own customs" (19.5.2). 

• He also extended and confirmed full privileges to the Jews throughout the Empire. Since Claudius 
probably considered Christianity to be a Jewish sect, his attitudes toward the Jews also pertained to 
Christians.

• Claudius was the Emperor when the early church was growing. During his reign there was a severe 
famine in Israel and Syria (Ac 11:28). He was the emperor referred to by the jealous Thessalonian Jews 
in Ac 17:7. 

• About the middle of his reign all Jews who lived at Rome were banished (Ac 18:2), probably in 49. 
Christians were included in the expulsion since they were viewed as a Jewish sect (n).

 

Inscription of Claudius 
in Philippi
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(5) Nero
• Nero (54-68) last of the Julio-Claudians. Born at Antium, probably 

Dec 15, 37, the son of Cneius Domitius Ahenobarbus by Agrippina, 
the sister of Caligula, his original name being Lucius Domitius 
Abenobarbus. 

• When he was 12 his mother married her uncle, the emperor 
Claudius, who 4 years afterward gave his daughter Octavia to Nero 
in marriage, having formally adopted him under the name of Nero 
Claudius Caesar Drusus Germanicus. 

• Became emperor at 17 when Agrippina poisoned Claudius. 
• For 5 years Nero showed clemency and justice, though his private 

life was extremely licentious. During his early years he was 
especially under the influence of the great Seneca. When he 
disposed of Seneca, he seemed to rule without restraint. 

• Later he caused the death of Britannicus, the son and heir of 
Claudius. In 59 he procured from the Senate an order for the death 
of his mother to please his mistress, Poppaea, the wife of Otho. This 
was soon followed by the divorce of Octavia and Nero's marriage to 
Poppaea. 

• Nero's reign was not without military operations (e.g. the campaigns 
of Corbulo against the Parthians, the suppression of the revolt of 
Boudicca in Britain), but his neglect of the armies was a critical 
error. 

Nero (Rome, 
Thermenmuseum)

Nero (Kapitolinisches 
Museum)

http://www.phil.uni-erlangen.de/~p1altar/photo_html/portraet/roemisch/kaiserzeit/benannt/nero/nero6.JPG
http://www.phil.uni-erlangen.de/~p1altar/photo_html/portraet/roemisch/kaiserzeit/benannt/nero/nero3.JPG


Rulers in New Testament 38

(5) Nero
• Then when Festus had conferred with his council, he answered, "You have appealed to 

Caesar, to Caesar you shall go.“ (Ac 25:12)
• In summer 64 a great fire that raged in Rome was said to have been started by Nero, who 

reportedly watched the progress of the flames from the top of a high tower, chanting to his 
own lyre verses on the destruction of Troy. This story was probably a slander provoked by 
his evident enthusiasm for rebuilding the city according to his own plans. But it was believed 
at the time. The suspicion, which surrounded him after his reintroduction of treason trials 
and the outbreak of several real or imagined conspiracies, set the stage for a series of civil 
upheavals. 

• Nero diverted suspicion away from himself by blaming the fire on the Christians, beginning 
a persecution of innocent people that has never been surpassed. Many were killed by wild 
animals in the arena, while others were tied to posts, covered with flammable material, and 
used as human street lamps for Nero's gardens. 

• Having killed Poppaea by a kick when she was with child, Nero tried to marry Antonia, his 
adopted sister, and on her refusal he put her to death. He then married Statilia Messalina, 
whose husband he assassinated for marrying her after the emperor had cohabited with her.

• The jurist Longinus was exiled, and the most virtuous citizens were put to death. In the 
midst of these sad events Nero's ambition seemed to be to excel in circus games. He went 
to Greece to show his ability as musician and charioteer in the Olympian games, returning 
to Rome in great pomp as victor. During Nero's reign the war commenced between the 
Jews and Romans, which ended in the destruction of Jerusalem by Titus. 

• Nero was the emperor before whom Paul was brought on his first imprisonment at Rome; 
and in the persecution of the Christians by Nero Paul and Peter are supposed to have 
suffered martyrdom. 

• The formidable insurrection that broke out in Gaul alarmed Nero, and, deserted by the 
praetorian guard and condemned to death by the Senate, who had proclaimed him an 
enemy, he committed suicide in Jun 68, at age 31.
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(6) Vespasian

• Titus Flavius Vespasian (69-79). Vespasian 
distinguished himself in military campaigns in 
Britain and later became a trusted aide of the 
emperor Nero. 

• Together with one of his sons, Titus, Vespasian 
conquered Judaea in 75 and celebrated with a 
magnificent triumphal procession through 
Rome.

• Part of the event, in particular the displaying of 
the seven-branched candlestick or 'Menorah' 
from the Temple at Jerusalem, is shown on the 
Arch of Titus, in Rome. 

• The proceeds from the conquest of Judaea 
provided funds for the building of the Colosseum 
and other famous buildings in Rome. (BM)

Vespasian (Museo 
Arqueológico, Sevilla)

http://www.livius.org/a/1/emperors/italica_vespasian.jpg
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(7) Titus• And He said to them, "Do you not see all these things? Truly I say 
to you, not one stone here will be left upon another, which will not 
be torn down.“ (Mt 24:2)

• Titus (79-81) Son of Vespasian and Flavia Domitilla
• As a young man Titus served as a military tribune in Upper 

Germany and Britain. He returned to Rome in early 64 and 
married Arrecina Tertulla, who died within a year. He then married 
Marcia Furnilla, however that marriage ended in divorce, for 
political reasons, after her family became vigorous opponents of 
Nero. Titus did not remarry. 

• In 66, when Nero appointed Vespasian as commander of 7 
Roman legions sent to put down the Jewish revolt in Judea, Titus 
was given command of the VX Legion under his father. When 
Vespasian became emperor on July 1, 69, Titus replaced his 
father as commander of all Roman forces in the Jewish War. 

• The siege of Jerusalem was perhaps what Titus is best known for. 
He attacked the city with 4 legions in early 70. Within a month, his 
forces had breached the outer walls, and by August the siege 
ended when the remainder of the city was taken. The people were 
slaughtered, and the Temple was destroyed, exactly as Jesus 
prophesied. 

• Titus succeeded his father as emperor on Jun 24, 79. Although 
many at first feared that he would turn out to be another Nero, he 
became generally regarded as a relatively good man. 

• Titus reigned just a little over two years before dying suddenly on 
Sep 13, 81 at age 42. The cause of death, a fever, was perhaps 
caused by malaria.  

Titus (LV)

http://www.livius.org/a/1/emperors/titus_louvre.jpg
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(8) Domitian
• Domitian (81-96) Youngest son of Vespasian and Domitilla I and 

younger brother of Titus. 
• Domitian was one of Rome's foremost micromanagers, especially 

concerning the economy. After the great fire of Rome in 64, the civil 
wars of 68-69, and another devastating fire in 80, he built, restored, 
or completed some 50 structures, including the restored Temple of 
Jupiter on the Capitol and a magnificent palace on the Palatine. He 
kept the currency standard of 85, until the end of his reign. He left 
the treasury with a surplus, proof of a financially sound 
administration. 

• Domitian's reach extended well beyond the economy. Late in 85 he 
made himself censor perpetuus, censor for life, with a general 
supervision of conduct and morals, and supported traditional 
Roman religion. 

• He made essential changes in the organization of several provinces 
and established the office of curator to investigate financial 
mismanagement in the cities. 

• It is not easy to gauge his attitude toward Christians and Jews, 
since reliable evidence for their persecution is difficult to find. 
Christians may have been among those banished or executed from 
time to time during the 90's, but there is no confirmation of 
organized persecution under his reign. But Jews feared expulsion.

• He was assassinated in 96. Because Domitian alienated Rome’s 
elite during his rule, the Senate in Rome promptly denounced 
Domitian after his death, voted a damnatio memoriae and ordered 
that his name be removed from inscriptions throughout the empire.

• He may have been the emperor who exiled the Apostle John to the 
island of Patmos. 

http://www.livius.org/a/spain/italica/italica_domitian.jpg
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Roman procurators/prefects
• Prefects (governors) were rulers of designated territories, appointed by the emperor 

and directly responsible to him. Much of their work involved finances, such as taxes. 
They also had supreme judicial authority, such as Pilate used regarding Jesus. The 
official residence of the Judean procurators was located in Caesarea Maritima. 

• The area of their responsibility was usually that area not ruled by a contemporary 
king. For example, Herod Antipas was a tetrarch of Galilee, while Pilate was 
governor of Judea, Samaria, and Idumea. Judea was governed by imperial 
procurators or prefects from 6-41, 44-66 AD. Very little is known about the 6 or 7 
prefects who governed Judea following Archelaus’s deposition. Even Josephus has 
little to say about them. NT mentions 3: Pilate, Felix, and Festus.

• Pontius Pilate is negatively assessed in Scripture, by both Philo and Josephus. The 
Bible records his massacre of a group of Galileans (Lk 13:1) and brutal suppression 
of a rebellion (Mk 15:7), quite aside from crucifying Jesus..

• The procurators after 44 were incompetent and insensitive at best, corrupt and 
wicked at worst. Judea, a country that, even in the face of Caligula’s assault on its 
religious sensitivities, had remained calm, rebelled after little over 20 years of rule 
by the Roman procurators who followed Agrippa I. 

• Josephus narrates a long string of minor incidents, disturbances, riots, 
assassinations and lootings, which, in retrospect, were forerunners of the Great 
Revolt against Rome. The participants in these incidents probably never realized 
that they were preparing the way for war. Nevertheless, various elements in the 
population were expressing their frustrations with the status quo, and the 
procurators were using the power of their office for fun and profit.
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Procurator
• The procurator was the title of the governor of a Roman province of the 3rd class, such as Judea 

(Gk epitropos, but in the NT the procurator of Judea is regularly described as the ‘governor’ Gk 
hegemon; Tacitus gives Pilate the title ‘procurator”, but the Pilate inscription in Caesarea titles 
him ‘prefect’). 

• The procurator was the personal servant of the emperor, directly responsible to him, and was 
primarily concerned with finance. The word is derived from the L. procurare, meaning 'to take 
care'. Rich Romans have always employed caretakers to administer large amounts of money or 
agricultural domains; usually, these procurators were freedmen. 

• Augustus used procurators to manage his extensive private and public domains. He had to. In 
the provinces that were directly under his control, he could not employ quaestors, because no 
senator would think of serving under someone who was technically his equal. Therefore, he 
made procurators responsible for the taxation. Other procurators administered Augustus' private 
finances and his possessions in and near Rome and in the senatorial provinces. 

• But their powers varied according to the appointment of the emperor. Those serving in the 
senatorial provinces increasingly received juridical powers, a practice that was made lawful in 53 
by Claudius. During his rule, procurators had the full powers of a provincial governor e.g. when 
Judaea was annexed in 41, a procurator was appointed as its ruler, second only to the emperor. 
They had auxiliary troops at their disposal and were generally responsible for military and 
financial administration, but were subject to the superior authority of the imperial legate 
(propraetor) of Syria.

• Other procurators were responsible for semi-financial duties, such as the mint, the management 
of mines, and the 5%-tax on inheritances, but also non-financial tasks, such as the education of 
gladiators. 

• The role of procurators was now very important, and from the reign of Tiberius on (and perhaps 
even Augustus), they were recruited from the equestrian order, the 'second rank' of the Roman 
elite (Felix, a freedman, was an exception). From the reign of the emperor Vitellius, who ruled in 
69, onward, these equestrian procurators often served as heads of the great ministries of the 
Roman government. The most important ministries were: a rationibus (finance); ab epistulis 
Latinis (Latin correspondence); ab epistulis Graecis (Greek correspondence); a libellis (petitions) 
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Publius Sulpicius Quirinius
• Now in those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, that a census 

be taken of all the inhabited earth. This was the first census taken while 
Quirinius was governor of Syria. (Lk 2:1-2)

• Quirinius Famous Roman senator (c 45 BC-21 AD). In 15 BC, Augustus 
appointed him proconsul of a province called Crete and Cyrenaica, then later 
governor of Galatia and Pamphylia. 

• He was a capable commander and Augustus trusted him. In the first years of 
our era, Quirinius was ordered to be rector ('guide') of Caius Caesar, the 
grandson of Augustus and his intended successor. 

• Quirinius was later appointed as governor of Syria, one of the most important 
provinces of the empire, garrisoned with no less than 4 legions. In the S, 
Judaea, governed by Herod Archelaus, had such unrest that in 6 AD, 
Augustus sent him into exile in Gaul. Judaea now became an autonomous 
part of the Roman province Syria, ruled by a prefect. 

• Quirinius was ordered to organize its taxation. His ordering of a census (Ant. 
18.1) led to armed rebellion throughout the province by people fearing higher 
taxes and labour service.

• Quirinius and his successors also controlled the appointment of the high 
priest. He placed Ananus (Annas in Lk 3;2) in the office, while Valerius 
Gartus deposed Ananus in 14 and later appointed and deposed 3 other high 
priest. 
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Pontius Pilate

• Pontius Pilate (26-36) A procurator cum porestate, i.e. one with 
civil, military, and criminal jurisdiction over Judaea for 10 years 
(Ant, 18:4:2) covering the period of the ministry of John the Baptist 
and Jesus Christ. He presided at the trial of Jesus and sentenced 
Him to death by crucifixion.

• He was sent out in 26 when Tiberius' advisor Sejanus, militantly 
anti-Jewish, was at the peak of his power. Both Jos. and Philo of 
Alexandria describe him as a cruel, harsh, and unpopular ruler. 
Herod Antipas described him as “naturally inflexible, a blend of 
self-will and relentlessness” (quoted by Philo in The Embassy to 
Gaius). 

• The procurator of Judaea had no easy task, but unlike his 
predecessors, he was highly insensitive to the religious sentiments 
of the Jews. Inadvertently or on purpose, he often angered them 
by his blasphemous activities (n).

Roman eagle standard
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Pontius Pilate
• Nothing more is known of the incident (Lk 13:1) of the Galileans whose 

blood Pilate mingled with their sacrifices (n1). 
• However, Philo, Pilate’s contemporary, sums up his career as a woeful 

catalogue of “violence, robberies, ill treatment of the people, grievances, 
continuous executions without even the form of a trial, endless and 
intolerable cruelties.”

• Ant. 18:4:1-2 relates how Pilate fell. A religious pretender promised the 
Samaritans that if they would assemble at Mt. Gerizim, he would show 
them the sacred vessels that Moses had hidden there. A great crowd 
gathered to climb the mountain, but before they could start Pilate's 
cavalry came and killed many of them. 

• This massacre made the Samaritans petition Vitellius, the legate of 
Syria, accusing Pilate of murder. Vitellius deposed Pilate from office, 
appointing Marcellus in his place, and ordering Pilate to answer the 
serious charges made against him before the emperor. Before Pilate 
could reach Rome, Tiberius had died (n2).

• In the confusion that followed, Pilate probably escaped inquisition. He 
was banished to Vienne in Gaul, where, according to tradition, he 
committed suicide. We do not know more of Pilate.
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Pontius Pilate inscription

• (tp R) This inscription is the only known 
artefact bearing Pilate’s name. In June 1961 
Italian archaeologists led by Dr. Frova 
uncovered this limestone block in secondary 
use in a staircase of the theatre in Caesarea 
Maritima, the Roman administrative centre of 
Judea and the seat of the procurators. 

• It was part of a larger dedication of a 
building, probably a temple, constructed in 
honour of Emperor Tiberius, and clearly says 
that it was from "Pontius Pilate, Prefect of 
Judea." 

• It reads like this:
 ...]S TIBERIVM
 ...PON]TIVS PILATVS

...PRAEF]ECTVSIVDA[EA] 
• (cn R) Visitors to the Caesarea theatre today 

see a replica, the original being in the IMJ.

Dedicatory 
inscription of Pontius 
Pilate, Roman theatre 
at Caesarea, 
Limestone, inscribed. 
82cm H, 65cm W, 4 
Lines of writing (Latin) 
Discovered: 1961
IMJ AE 1963 no. 104 

Inscription replica at Caesarea 
(Lessing)

http://www.bible-history.com/
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Pontius Pilate Coin (1)

• Bronze prutah (pl prutot) Copper coin of 
Pontius Pilate. Pilate’s coins, like those of 
other prefects and procurators, show no 
effigy nor name. Only the Emperor’s name 
could be mentioned. 

• These inscriptions, to which the date is 
added, are labelled in Greek, inherited from 
the Hellenistic period. 

• The simpulum was an important liturgical 
utensil of the Roman cult. 

• Similar to a ladle, equipped with a handle, 
shaft and receptacle for liquids, it allowed 
priests to taste the water or wine that was 
then spread on the head of a sacrificial 
animal. After which, the augur examined the 
bowels for signs sent to men by the gods, so 
as to interpret them. 

PREFECT OF JUDAEA, PONTIUS PILATE
Æ Prutah (1.88gm) 29 AD
Obv: 3 barley stalks surrounded by the Gk 
inscription <IOYLIA  KAICAPOC> (empress 
Julia) "Of Julia, of the Emperor”. Julia was 
Tiberius’ mother. 
Rev: Simpulum (libation ladle) surrounded by 
a Gk inscription <TIBEPIOY   KAICAPOC  
LIV> "Of the Emperor Tiberius, AD 29" . The 
date of minting is known from the inscription 
“LIS” LIstigma =year 16 = AD29. 
This coin was minted and in circulation 
during the active ministry of Jesus. 
Provenance unknown, struck in Caesarea

http://www.antiquainc.com/13c079x.html
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Pontius Pilate Coin (2)

• Pilate’s coins show his disregard for his Jewish subjects’ feelings. 
While this is not the first appearance of lituus or simpulum on a 
Roman coin (it can be found on some of Julius Caesar’s coins), it is 
the first time that it is represented by itself. 

• This is specific to Pilate’s coins -- no other Judean prefect’s or 
procurator’s coin shows such symbols of Roman cults. This was a 
risk when dealing with the Jews, who rejected all types of divination. 

Bronze lepton of Pontius Pilate. Obv: the lituus, or wand of augur, used by Roman 
priests to interpret omens, with the legend Tiberius Caesar. Rev: year 17 = AD 30. 

Bronze coin with palm tree and 
inscription. From the period of 
Pontius Pilate, c. 31 AD. Ø 3.1 
cm (IMJ/Lessing) 
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Antonious Felix• But as he was discussing righteousness, self-control and the 
judgment to come, Felix became frightened and said, "Go away for 
the present, and when I find time I will summon you." (Ac 24:25)

• M. Antonius Felix (52-59?) Formerly married to the granddaughter 
of Mark Antony and Cleopatra, M. Antonius Felix tried to consolidate 
his power in Judea by marrying the young daughter of Agrippa l, 
even though she was already wife of the king of Emesa. The high 
priest Jonathan, on embassy to Rome, appealed to him as 
procurator. 

• Unrest increased under his rule, for “with savagery and lust he 
exercised the powers of a king with the disposition of a slave” 
(Tacitus, Hist. 5:9). He was utterly merciless in crushing opposition. 

• Religious-minded rebels led crowds into the desert, promising them 
"wonders and signs" or "signs of freedom." In 55, a prophet from 
Egypt led a crowd to the Mount of Olives near Jerusalem, promising 
them that at his command the city walls would fall and they could 
enter. 

• Felix put down the followers by sending cavalry and infantry, killing 
400 and capturing 200 of them, though the man himself escaped 
(JW 2:26f). This is why a Roman tribune mistook Paul for this 
Egyptian who started a revolt and led four thousand terrorists out 
into the desert (Ac 21:38). 

• After his arrest, Paul was tried before Felix, who showed disregard 
for justice and avarice by keeping Paul in prison for 2 years, hoping 
to be paid a fat bribe (24:26). He deferred judgment in a case with 
ample evidence of the prisoner’s innocence (23:29). Upon his recall 
by Nero, he left Paul in prison to please the Jews (24:27).

A bird and an inscription on a 
bronze coin from the period of 
Antonius Felix, (54 AD). Ø 1.9 cm 
(IMJ/Lessing)
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Porcius Festus

• Then when Festus had conferred with his council, he answered, "You have appealed 
to Caesar, to Caesar you shall go." (Ac 25:12)

• Porcius Festus (59?-62) Felix's successor, Porcius Festus, also attempted 
to deal with the major threat to Roman order: the numerous brigand groups 
and the Sicarii (n). The cavalry and infantry once more proceeded against 
these troublemakers, capturing and killing many, although to what extent he 
was able to achieve success in clearing the country of the menace is difficult 
to say. 

• Festus was a man of high principles, but though he tried Paul’s case with 
considerable alacrity and was convinced of his innocence, he sacrificed Paul 
to please the Jews (25:9). Hence the scandalous suggestion of retrial at 
Jerusalem. Paul was compelled to appeal to Caesar to  frustrate this plan 
that would have put him in the hands of his enemies. 

• Festus sent Paul to Rome because he was a Roman citizen (25:12). He is 
the only known Judean procurator to die in office. 


