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Danger Ahead
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Monotheism
the belief in one
God

Polytheism
the belief in
more than one
god or theology

Syncretism
adhering to
multiple creeds
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Although emperor worship was commonly practiced in the first century,
history does reveal that most emperors didn’t really believe they were
literal gods. Few actually forced their subjects to adhere to emperor
worship which included offering incense and prayers on their behalf. The
whole incense thing was mostly political pomp and circumstance, not alto-
gether different from the bumper sticker bonanza that happens every four
years prior to presidential elections in America. But there were a few
loony rulers who took the matter very seriously!

Emperor Domitian (AD 81–96) was as nutty as a fruitcake. He was so
captivated by the idea that he was actually a god, he ordered people killed
if they didn’t call him “Lord.” Nuttier still was the egomaniacal emperor
Caligula (AD 37–41). Caligula insisted he was supernatural to the extent
that he ordered soldiers to place his image inside the Temple in Jerusa-
lem. The Jews objected to his audacious heresy and staged a revolt. As a
protest, they refused to farm their land, effectively demonstrating that
they’d rather starve than worship him alongside Jehovah. Of course, this
caused long lines in the grocery store—making all the housewives mad—
and Caligula responded by decreeing that all Jews be put to death (brings
to mind another nut named Hitler, doesn’t it?). Fortunately, he was over-
thrown before his murderous scheme could be carried out.1
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Nero reigned from AD 54 to 68. Most scholars agree that Hebrews was
written between the years 60 and 70, before the destruction of the second
Temple, based on historical documents and textual references to the
Temple and the sacrificial system. Remember there were technically two
Jewish Temples: God gave David the vision for the first one, which was
eventually built by his son, Solomon, around 960 BC. But that magnifi-
cent Temple was destroyed by one of Israel’s enemies, the Babylonian
king, Nebuchadnezzar, in 587 BC. Jewish exiles attempted to rebuild the
Temple when they returned from captivity in Babylon (516 BC), but their
restoration project fell woefully short of the Temple’s original splendor.

Construction of the “second” Temple—also a major remodeling
project—began in 20 BC and was completed in 26 AD. The forty-six-year
Temple reconstruction project was commissioned by King Herod for politi-
cal reasons and was considered the greatest building and engineering
achievement of his reign. But that Temple was ultimately demolished as
well. It was ransacked, razed, and set ablaze by Roman emperor Titus and
his troops in AD 70 in their attempt to systematically destroy Jerusalem.
Religious Jews still cling to the belief that when their messiah comes, he
will literally build another glorious Temple in Jerusalem.
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