
New Testament archaeology

I. Introduction to Judaism and Archaeological Evidence

In this unit, we will conclude our study of the religious setting of the NT with an overview of 1st c Judaism. We 
will then introduce the importance of archaeological research to NT studies. 

II. Judaism

One might say Christianity was birthed out of Judaism, and that is why an understanding of 1st c Judaism should 
be an important area of study for all serious NT scholars—such as you. Jewish believers trace their faith (as do 
Christians) back to Abraham. They believe Abraham and his descendants were called by Yahweh to be a 
blessing to all the nations of the world (Ge 12:3). This call involved (1) a promise of land (Ge 12:1), (2) 
establishment of a people (Ge 12:2), and a universal purpose (Ge 12:3). This revelation from God to Abraham is 
regarded as an everlasting covenant (Ge 15:18), that is, an agreement between God on the one part and Abraham 
and his descendants "for the generations to come" (Ge 17:7) on the other, and which the Jews still consider to be 
in effect today. 

A. Scripture

The religion of the Jews is based on the revelation of God found in the Hebrew Bible and in the oral 
law, which is an explanation of the written Torah given to Moses at Mt. Sinai. The Hebrew Bible 
consists of the Torah (Law), Nebi'im (Prophets), and Kethubim (Writings). Their canon includes 22 or 
24 books (some join Lamentations to Jeremiah and Ruth to Judges), and corresponds to the 39 books of 
the Christian OT.

The Torah was revealed to Moses on Mt. Sinai after the Israelites had fled from Egypt. The basic 
meaning of the Hebrew word torah is not "law," as that term is usually understood today, but rather 
"instruction." To the Jew, God's Torah is his revealed will concerning how His people are to live ( Ps 
119:1-8). He is a holy God, and His people are to be holy (Lev 19:1). The Torah is the foundation of 
Judaism, but the Prophets ("Nebi'im") are also considered to speak for God, and selections of the 
Prophets (haptarot) are read along with the readings of the Torah at Shabbat services. In essence, the 
prophetic writings may be looked upon as the applications of the Torah (halakot). The cultic system was 
the basis for the Jewish sacrificial system as long as the temple stood. 

B. Places of Worship

At the beginning of the Christian era, the obedience of the Jews to the Torah was centered in two places 
of worship: the synagogue and the temple. Although not mentioned in the OT, synagogues were at the 
heart of Jewish life in NT times (Mk 1:21; 6:2; Lk 4:16, 31; 6:6). Synagogues were not just located in 
Palestine, but existed throughout the Roman world. James observes in the book of Acts, "Moses has 
been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath" (Ac 
15:21). It is unknown whether the first synagogue was organized during the Babylonian captivity, in the 
postexilic period, or during the intertestamental era, although the first option seems the most logical as 
the need for congregational fellowship, instruction, and worship would certainly have existed among 
the exiles. According to tradition, there were 480 synagogues in Jerusalem when the city fell in A.D. 
70.

The role of the synagogue is well-described in an inscription from Ophel near Jerusalem, built early in 
the 1st c A.D. "for the reading of the law and for the teaching of the commandments." In addition at the 
site, there was located an inn with a good water supply for the use of those from abroad, presumably on 
pilgrimage to the temple. As few as ten male Jews over the age of thirteen could form a minyan or 
quorum—the minimum number needed for a synagogue. Their leader was known as the 
"archisynagogos" or presiding officer. Relatively late inscriptions from Smyrna and Myndos in Caria 
show that women sometimes held this office, however this continues to be debated. The presence of 
synagogues outside Palestine, and the existence of Jewish propaganda, produced a favorable impression 
on some Greeks and Romans who became proselytes or, as they were sometimes called, "God-fearers." 
Synagogues, schools, and their officers thus flourished in the Greco-Roman world and provided 
examples for later Christians to follow.
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The synagogue was the center of instruction, but the temple was the place of sacrifice. The first temple, 
built by Solomon (949 B.C.), was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C. Under the combined 
leadership of Zerubbabel, Haggai, and Zechariah, a second temple was constructed in the postexilic 
period (516-515 B.C.). The Talmud states that five key items from the first temple were absent from the 
second temple as follows: (1) the ark of the covenant, (2) the Shekinah cloud of glory, (3) the divine 
fire, (4) the Holy Spirit, and (5) the Urim and Thummim.

Herod the Great began an extensive program devoted to the enlargement and beautification of the 
temple in the eighteenth year of his reign (20-19 B.C.). Its architectural specifications can be gleaned 
from the writings of Josephus and the Talmud. The temple area was enlarged to cover about twenty-six 
acres. The main building and its courts were arranged in terraces, with the temple located on the highest 
one, twelve steps higher than the inner court. The outer court, known as the court of the Gentiles, was 
frequented by Gentiles, unclean persons, and merchants. It was surrounded by a high wall with several 
gates on the western side and porticoes all around. Next came the court of the women, which was 
separated from the court of the Israelites by a wall. Within the court of the Israelites was the court of the 
priests with the temple sanctuary. Within the court of the priests was the altar of sacrifice and the laver. 
The renovated temple was truly a magnificent sight to behold. 

C. Leadership under Roman Rule

Relations between Jews and Romans were quite complex, as is demonstrated by an extensive collection 
of decrees quoted in the Antiquities of Josephus and derived from the archives in the Capitoline library. 
These came from cities, consuls, proconsuls, and such rulers as Mark Antony, Julius Caesar, Augustus, 
and Claudius. They show that Jews had rights based on treaties made with Rome and that the exercise 
of these rights was not confined to just the Palestine area. Jewish communities had jurisdiction over 
their own members and could administer their own funds, including special distributions that were 
occasionally made. Their members were exempt from military service, from the obligations of the state 
cult, and were not required to appear in court on the Sabbath.

1. The High Priest. In Judea itself, the high priest had jurisdiction over all religious matters, 
although it appears that he and his supreme court, the Sanhedrin, could not legally impose the 
death penalty under Roman prefects or procurators. He was in charge of the temple, and its 
elaborate rites that included the daily sacrifices. At the great festivals of Tabernacles, 
Dedication, Passover, and Pentecost, he presided with the assistance of a large number of 
priests and Levites. He, alone, could enter the holy of holies, while Gentiles were forbidden 
under penalty of death to even enter the inner court of the temple.

2. Priests. All biblical sources agree that the priesthood was originally given to the tribe of 
Levi. The sources disagree, however, as to how the priesthood was established within that 
tribe. One possibility is that the priesthood was made up exclusively of one family within the 
tribe of Levi, the family of Aaron (Ex 28:1; 30:26-30; 49:9-15). The rest of the members of the 
tribe were then subordinate to the Aaronic priesthood, as only descendants of Aaron could 
become priests. Even if the rest of the members of the Levite tribe were resident at the place of 
sacrifice, they could not participate in any direct way in the cultic rituals of the religion. The 
Levites as a group, however, were given a certain sanctity, below the priestly group but 
distinct from other Israelites. Within the family of Aaronic priests the firstborn was set apart 
and given the rank of high priest.

The function of the priests was primarily concerned with offering sacrifices on the altar in the 
temple. This included the sprinkling of blood and burning portions of the sacrifices (Lev 1). 
They were involved in the treatment and assessment of impurity. In the ancient Near Eastern 
world, disease was often viewed as an external and tangible embodiment of an impure spirit. 
The priestly activities also included oracles given for a variety of purposes, from military 
advice to judging and instructing the people on matters of tribal customs and behavior.

3. Levites. Another view of the priests and Levites was that the entire Levitical tribe (not just 
the family of Aaron) was appointed to serve in the priesthood, or more precisely, those Levites 
were appointed who resided in the chosen city (usually identified with Jerusalem). Levites who 
did not attach themselves to the temple were devoid of any degree of sanctity, and in this 
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respect did not differ from ordinary Israelites. Those Levites who lived in provincial towns 
were not to participate in the sacrificial system.

Whatever their original job responsibilities, once the temple was built at Jerusalem the Levites 
(not of the Aaronic family) usually functioned only as overseers in the house of the Lord (1Ch 
23:4). They were choristers, musicians, gatekeepers, judges, craftsmen for the temple, 
supervisors of chambers and courts, overseers of the temple treasuries and officers in charge of 
the royal services (1Ch 9:22, 26-27; 23:2-4, 28). They also assisted the priests, prepared the 
cereal offerings, and cared for the courts and chambers of the sanctuary. They were supported 
by the tithe of the people (Lev 27:32), but a tenth of this tithe was to be given to the priests 
(Nu 18:26-28).

4. Sanhedrin. The Sanhedrin, supreme assembly of postexilic Judaism, grew out of the union 
of the non-priestly heads of families, representatives of the lay nobility with the priestly 
aristocracy. The supreme judicial authority in Jerusalem was composed of Levites, priests, and 
heads of families. Thus it was an aristocratic senate composed of representatives of the priestly 
and lay aristocracy who, in the Persian and Greek periods, came to the forefront of the Jewish 
people. Only later, probably in the time of Queen Alexandra (76-67 B.C.), who held Pharisaic 
persuasions, were Pharisaic scribes admitted to this assembly that had until then been wholly 
aristocratic. According to Joachim Jeremias, "There can therefore be no doubt about the 
composition of the group of 'elders' in the Sanhedrin: they were the heads of the most 
influential lay families" (Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus, p. 223). Indeed, biblical writers call it 
by such terms: "rulers," "chief priests and rulers," "chief priests and elders and scribes," and 
"council."

In NT times, the high priest presided over a membership of 70, consisting of high priests, 
members of families from which the high priest came, tribal and family heads, scribes, 
Pharisees, and Sadducees. Council sessions were not held at night, on the Sabbath, or during 
the various religious feasts. They normally met in the temple area daily, although some sources 
indicate they congregated only on Mondays and Thursdays.

In religious cases, they had the power to impose and to execute the death sentence upon 
Gentiles who trespassed into unauthorized temple courts and upon Jews who invited Gentiles 
into the Jewish temple areas. In civil cases, their verdicts of capital punishment had to be 
referred to the Roman procurator for execution. Christ appeared before the Sanhedrin on a 
charge of blasphemy (Mt 26:65). In addition, we know the council heard charges against Peter 
and John (Ac 4:5-6; 5:27), Stephen (Ac 6:13), and Paul (Ac 23:1). The Sanhedrin was allowed 
to retain a police force, which had the power to make arrests (Mt 26:47). 

D. Religious Calendar

Jewish religious observances were primarily based upon the directives found in the Hebrew Scripture. 
The Sabbath, or the seventh day of the week, was to be kept holy through rest from working and 
instruction in the Torah (Ex 20:6-11). In defining work, 1st c scribes had imposed upon the Sabbath 
such strict regulations that works of compassion and necessity were ruled out as well. This led to their 
criticism of Jesus' actions and to their claim that He had broken the Sabbath (Mt 12:1-14; 23:2-4). The 
religious calendar was marked by eight primary celebrations:

• Passover / *April 14 / Ex 12:1-20; Lev 23:5 
• Unleavened Bread / *April 15 / Lev 23:6-8 
• Pentecost / *June 6 / Lev 23:15-21 
• Trumpets / *October 1 / Lev 23:23-25 
• Atonement / *October 10 / Lev 23:26-32 
• Tabernacles / *October 15 / Lev 23:33-44 
• Dedication / *December 25 / Jn 10:22 
• Purim / *March 14 / Est 9:26-28 

* dates varied from year to year
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The Jewish religious year began with Passover, whereas the civil year began with the Feast of 
Trumpets. The first six feasts were ordered by God through Moses. Purim was instigated after the 
Babylonian captivity in the postexilic era, and the Feast of Dedication began during the intertestamental 
period. The feasts were holy, patriotic seasons in which the people were reminded of their national 
heritage and the works of God in their behalf. Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles formed the three 
great annual festivals. These three haggim, or pilgrimage festivals, were so designated because on them 
Israelites gathered at Jerusalem to give joyful thanks to their God (Dt 16:16).

1. Feast of Passover. Passover was a major festival held in the spring to commemorate Israel's 
deliverance from Egyptian bondage. The term is often used of the entire festival celebration 
(Ex 12:48; 2Ki 23:21). It may also designate the Passover sacrifice to be eaten (Ex 12:11; 2Ch 
30:18) or the animal itself, that is, the Passover lamb (Ex 12:21; 2Ch 30:15). Our 
understanding of the Passover during the NT era comes largely from the writings of Josephus, 
the mishnaic tractate Pesahim, and the NT itself. Pilgrimages were made annually to Jerusalem 
for the Passover sacrifice until the temple was destroyed.

2. Feast of Unleavened Bread. On the day after the eating of the Passover lamb, the Feast of 
Unleavened Bread began. This observance, distinct from Passover, was to last seven days. 
During this time all bread made with yeast was to be destroyed and only unleavened bread was 
to be eaten (Ex 12:15, 17-20; 13:6f). The first and seventh days were for holding sacred 
assemblies; no work was to be done, except for food preparation (Ex 12:16).

3. Feast of Weeks (Pentecost). Greek pentekoste means fiftieth and came to designate the 50th 

day after Passover. The OT does not use the term, but instead refers to the festival as the Feast 
of Weeks (Ex 34:22). It was designated as such because it concluded the interval that began 
with the presentation of the first harvest sheaves, thereby marking the end of the grain harvest. 
It was celebrated with much joy, the cessation of work, and the ritual presentation of a "cereal 
offering of new grain" in the form of two loves of leavened, salted bread (Lev 23:16-17; Nu 
28:26). On this day the church was born (Ac 2).

4. Feast of Trumpets. There is no actual reference to the Feast of Trumpets in the OT; 
however, the designation has been frequently applied to the observance of the first day (new 
moon) of the seventh month (Tishri) as described in Leviticus 23:23-25 and Numbers 29:1-6. 
The "trumpet" was actually a "shofar" (pl. "shofarot"). The word is derived from "shapparu" 
(Assyrian) meaning "wild goat" and is made of a ram's horn. The original form of the shofar 
was a cured one like that of the natural ram's horn. It was to be a solemn day of rest and as at 
the observance of every new moon (Ps 81:3), shofar were blown. The Feast of Trumpets is the 
direct ancestor of today's Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year's Day.

5. Day of Atonement. The name Yom Hakkippurim (more familiarly Yom Kippur) is derived 
from the Hebrew noun koper, meaning "ransom" or "hush money" (Ex 30:12; 1Sa 12:3). Yom 
Kippur was the day above all others on which Israel, as a nation, sought the propitiation of the 
God against whom they had sinned, together with the consequent blessing of His forgiveness 
and reconciliation to Him. The Day of Atonement was a day of fasting and lament that fell on 
the tenth day of the seventh month, nine days after the Feast of Trumpets and five days before 
the coming of Tabernacles.

6. Feast of Tabernacles (Booths or Ingathering). This feast began on the fifteenth day of the 
seventh month (Tishri), that is, mid-October, five days after the Day of Atonement. It 
continued for one week, and was associated with the fall season at the end of the year (Ex 
34:22) when agricultural work was concluded. It was a "pilgrim" festival, the intent of which 
was to emphasize the nomadic character of the wilderness period (Lev 23:43). On the first day 
the congregation ceased from all normal activities and presented burnt offerings to the Lord, a 
procedure that was repeated on the eighth day, after the festival proper had terminated.

7. Feast of Dedication (Hanukkah). A feast held by the Jews throughout Palestine for eight 
days, commencing on the 25th of Chislev (Nov.-Dec.), in commemoration of the cleansing of 
the temple and the rededication of the altar by Judas Maccabeus after their desecration by the 
much disdained Antiochus Epiphanes (1Mc 4:52-59; compare 2Mc 5:10). Jewish sources often 
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refer to it as the Feast of the Maccabees. The feast was to be kept "with mirth and gladness." 
At this feast, Jesus delivered the discourse in the temple at Jerusalem, recorded in John 10:22-
39.

8. Feast of Purim. The institution of Purim and the events that led up to it is recorded in Esther 
(3:7; 9:20-32). The book describes how Haman, who had been made the foremost prince of 
Persia by King Xerxes (485-465 B.C.), detested all Jews. Haman had the lot (Hebrew "pur," 
"purim" is the plural of "pur") cast to find an opportune day to work his hatred upon them. 
That day turned out to be the thirteenth and fourteenth days of the twelfth month (Adar). 
Through God's grace, the Jews were spared and the Jews were encouraged by Mordecai to 
celebrate their great deliverance as an annual feast (Est 9:20-22). 

III. Archaeological Evidence

Much of what is known about past civilizations has been discovered through archaeology. Archaeology is the 
scientific study of the material remains of past human life and activities. Archaeological evidence needs to be 
accurately evaluated when used in relation to biblical studies, according to Charles L. Feinberg in The Value of 
Archaeological Studies for Biblical Research:

It is appropriate to consider both the uses and abuses of archaeological research, for there are right and wrong 
uses of this discipline. It must never be forgotten that archaeology cannot and does not prove the doctrinal  
content of Scripture. Although biblical truth rests on historical data, in the very nature of the case biblical truth  
is fundamentally religious and spiritual in character, that is, it treats the Person of God and of man and their  
relationships. The tangible discoveries of archaeology cannot prove or disprove such spiritual truth. . . . It is  
with reference to the history-based truth of the Scriptures that one may seek confirmation from archaeology. (p.  
266) 

A. Biblical Archaeology

When looking at archaeological evidence, the archaeology of the Bible cannot be confined to the land 
of Palestine. The biblical story began at the eastern end of a long rectangle where the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers join together to run into the Persian Gulf, and where Ur, the Sumerian seaport, lay at 
the culminating point of the great trade routes over desert, mountain, and sea. When the last apostle laid 
down his writing instrument near the end of the 1st c A.D., the church had been established in Rome, 
ruler of all the territory where the story of the Bible had taken shape and form. Rome, the great city of 
seven hills located on the Tiber River, which was near the western end of the same long rectangle of 
lands. In other words, this rectangle central to biblical archaeology went from Ur in the southeast 
corner, to the Caspian Sea in the northeast corner and Rome in the northwest corner, to Carthage in the 
southwest corner.

Biblical archaeology, therefore, is a specialized field within the larger discipline of general archaeology 
related to those lands that played significant roles in the unfolding of the Hebrew story and the 
subsequent founding of the Christian church. Within these lands, lie the remains of seven great empires: 
Egyptian, Hittite, Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman, or those significant parts of them 
that had a place and a part in the biblical record. In addition to countless kingdoms, principalities, and 
city-states, numberless people have come and gone and left the remains of their cultures for 
archaeologists to discover to help us gain a better understanding of the biblical narrative. 

B. Archaeological Sites

An archaeological site could be an ancient necropolis, a cave, the remains of a solitary building 
complex, or any similar area that exhibits evidence of human occupation or activity. The usual site for 
excavation in the Middle East is usually a tell. The Arabic word tell, commonly meaning "hill," has 
been taken over by archaeologists to designate a hill that has been formed from the debris of human 
occupation, built up in successive layers over the centuries through a sequence of habitation, 
destruction, and reconstruction.

5



New Testament archaeology

Augmenting the debris of human activity is often thrown in a liberal measure of wind-blown sand and 
dirt, accumulated over those periods when the site lay unoccupied. Each tell came into existence 
because it offered some advantage to would be inhabitants. Two features that often attracted human 
settlement were a perennial water supply and adjacent pasturage or fertile fields. In addition, a site may 
have been made more desirable by its location near a trade route, it was naturally defensible, or it 
commanded a strategic position.

Dwellings were built close together, a wall was built for protection, and the surrounding fields were 
used for farming and grazing. During the lifetime of the first community, which may have been 50, 100, 
or more years, garbage and trash accumulated in the avenues. Dust blew in and settled against the 
dwellings and city walls, and gradually the level of the town went up, making it necessary for the 
inhabitants to raise the earthen floors in their houses in order to keep water from flowing in during the 
rainy season. At some time, the occupation cycle would end, perhaps because of pestilence, earthquake, 
warfare, or whatever. But at a later date, the same advantages that had led to the initial occupation of 
the site continued to draw later settlers. Over the span of time, perhaps as much as 4,000 years, the same 
story would be repeated over and over again, and from these superimposed layers of human occupation 
a tell would be formed. Some of these ancient hills are as much as seventy feet in height, and exhibit 
thirty or more levels of occupation. 

C. Dating of Finds

Once excavation begins at a tell, dating becomes an important issue. Chronology is a subject of great 
significance to biblical archaeology. Relative chronology must be carefully distinguished from absolute 
chronology. Most archaeological data provides, at best, relative chronology: Level II was later than 
Level III and earlier than Level I. Accordingly, the types of material found in those levels can be 
arranged typologically and sequentially.

One of the most important items in establishing a chronological sequence of occupation is the remains 
of ancient pottery, painted and unpainted. Pottery is the most profuse artifact recovered by biblical 
archaeologists. These are classified by their characteristics and are helpful in developing a chronology 
of the site. There are several features that make pottery the ideal material for relative chronology such 
as (1) their style changed rather frequently, (2) it was relatively inexpensive, and subsequently quite 
plentiful in the ancient Near East, (3) it was fragile and once broken practically useless, and (4) sherds 
of pottery are almost indestructible. In addition, pottery does not dissolve in water and is not consumed 
by fire. As a result of these factors, pottery is the most plentiful and the most reliable means of building 
a relative chronology available to modern archaeologists. 

D. Archaeological Periods

Biblical archaeology lies within the Holocene Epoch of geological study and the anthropological 
cultural levels of the New Stone Age and later. Time frames are delineated primarily on the basis of 
significant technological changes. There is broad general agreement among scholars on the sequence of 
cultural development and on the suggested dates. For the biblical world, these are as follows:

• Aceramic (Prepottery) Neolithic Age, circa 9000-6000 B.C. 
• Neolithic-with-Pottery Age, circa 6000-5000 B.C. 
• Chalcolithic Age (introduction of copper tools), circa 5000-3200 B.C. 
• Early Bronze Age (copper tools predominated), circa 3200-2000 B.C. 
• Middle Bronze Age, circa 2000-1600 B.C. 
• Late Bronze Age, circa 1600-1200 B.C. 
• Iron Age (introduction of iron tools), circa 1200-300 B.C. 
• Hellenistic Period, circa 300-63 B.C. 
• Roman Period, 63 B.C.-A. D. 323 

Of course, the Aceramic Neolithic Age did not end concurrently throughout the biblical world. The 
discovery of how to make plastic clay, fashion it, fire it, and so fabricate pottery was probably localized 
to one place (or more), from which the craft spread into other areas. Likewise, the discovery of 
metallurgical competencies spread, probably more slowly because of the more limited sources of 
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copper ore and the higher skill level needed to make copper tools as compared to the manufacture of 
pottery.

======================================

I. Introduction to Archaeological Evidence (Part 2)

Archaeological evidence has added a great deal to NT biblical studies, especially over the last 50 years. In this 
unit, we will look at significant literary finds, imperial artwork, religious art, and archaeology's impact on our 
knowledge of the life, death, and burial of Jesus Christ. 

II. Major Literary Finds

Although most archaeological evidence may be of interest to some Bible readers, literary finds can be especially 
significant to the field of Biblical Studies. The major literary finds associated with NT and early Church History 
Studies include the Dead Sea Scrolls, Codex Sinaiticus, Nag Hammadi Codices, and the Bar Cochba Letters. 

A. Dead Sea Scrolls

The happenstance discovery, in the spring of 1946, of seven ancient scrolls in a cave in the Desert of 
Judah was followed by similar finds in another ten caves situated near a site known by the modern 
Arabic name Qumran. Qumran is located some ten miles south of Jericho and just over a mile west of 
the Dead Sea. After a decade of no new discoveries, Yigael Yadin retrieved from the cellars of an 
antique dealer in Bethlehem the Temple Scroll, the largest scroll of all. The manuscripts appear to 
represent about 800 separate documents, some 240 of which are copies of books of the Hebrew Bible. 
About ten of the scrolls are largely complete, but most consist of innumerable fragments. These 
discoveries have shed additional light on the setting of the NT—its people, their beliefs, and reactions 
to political and religious situations. By content and literary genre, the scrolls fall into four major 
divisions. These are as follows:

1. Hebrew Bible. Copies of books of the Hebrew Bible make up about thirty percent of the 
find. With the exception of the book of Esther, all books contained in the Hebrew Scriptures 
are represented at Qumran.

2. Apocryphal Books. Hebrew and Aramaic manuscripts of apocryphal books, such as the 
Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Tobit, Jubilees, and 1 Enoch as well as hitherto unknown 
compositions of a similar character, such as the Genesis Apocryphon, the Psalms of Joshua, 
and others, amount to about 25% of the find.

3. Previously Unknown Compositions. Another 25% of the find are copies of previously 
unknown compositions: wisdom writings, prayers and prayer compilations, etc. They 
presumably derive from what may be considered the common literary position of Judaism in 
the late Second Temple Period.

4. Literature of the Community of the Renewed Covenant. Approximately, one-fifth of the 
manuscript assemblage consists of Hebrew compositions of various literary genres that 
evidently constituted the particular literature of the "community of the renewed covenant." 
These works are of special interest because they enlighten us as to the Covenanters' conceptual 
universe and the socio-religious structure of their community. 

B. Codex Sinaiticus

In 1844, Constantine Tischendorf embarked on a search for biblical manuscripts, which took him to the 
Orthodox monastery of St. Catherine at the foot of Mt. Sinai. During his stay, he noticed a stack of 
parchment that was to be used for kindling in the monastery's oven. After leafing through the leaves of 
parchment, he realized the monks were about to burn a rare Greek edition of the Hebrew Bible. 
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Although he could not convince them to give him the manuscript, he was able to keep them from using 
the parchment for kindling.

Tischendorf returned to the monastery twice more before the monks allowed him to examine a large 
manuscript they kept in a closet. To Tischendorf's amazement and delight, this early fourth-century 
manuscript, which was in excellent condition, contained not only most of the OT but also all of the NT, 
plus two additional early Christian writings: the Epistle of Barnabas and the Shepherd of Hermas. The 
monks would only allow him to make a handwritten copy of the manuscript. It was not until the early 
decades of the twentieth century that a photographic facsimile of the entire Codex Sinaiticus manuscript 
was finally published. 

C. Nag Hammadi Codices

As with the Dead Sea Scrolls, the discovery of the literary treasures of Nag Hammadi was largely 
accidental. Several hundred miles south of Cairo, beyond the ancient monastery of Pachomius at 
Chenoboskion, a group of local farmers were digging up the rich soil surrounding the Nile River bed to 
use as fertilizer. One of the farmers, Mohammed Ali, happened upon a large storage jar. Hoping it 
might contain gold or perhaps a coin hoard, he broke open the jar. Out tumbled twelve large, leather-
bound codices. The year was 1945.

Mohammed gave one of the books to his brother-in-law, who eventually sold it to a Cairo museum. Of 
the remaining eleven books, one was partially burned by Mohammed's wife, and the rest fell into the 
hands of local merchants. It took over thirty years for the Nag Hammadi codices to be recovered, 
collected, and edited for the publication.

Unfortunately, nothing is known of the history of the group who gathered together this collection. They 
are Coptic copies of writings, which were originally composed in Greek. The writings cover a wide 
variety of subjects, and they seem to have been composed originally by a number of different authors, at 
different times, and in a variety of locations. The common thread that unites the dissimilar writings of 
the Nag Hammadi collection is an emphasis on secret, saving knowledge (gnosis), as well as an other 
worldly estrangement from society in general and a desire to withdraw from the corruption of the 
material world. 

D. Bar Cochba Discoveries

The Jewish revolt against Rome from A.D. 132-135 was not recorded in detail by any extant second-
century historian, yet it was an extremely significant event in Jewish history. It was the last fight for 
Jewish independence that took place in Palestine until Israel's War of Independence in 1947-48. Until 
recently, the only information known about the revolt and its leader Simon Bar Cochba (Kochba) was 
found in the Talmud and in brief references in other works.

In 1951 and 1952, as a result of archaeological excavations, the first physical evidence of the revolt was 
found—several bundles of papyrus and leather that contained contracts and documents dating from 
about A.D. 132. Especially interesting was the discovery of two letters sent by Simon Bar Cochba, one 
of which was probably written or dictated by him, and contains his signature. All these discoveries were 
made in the Wadi Murabbaat caves in Jordan, about 11 miles south of Qumran. A 1960 expedition 
yielded an additional 15 letters written to or by Bar Cochba as well as two parchment fragments of 
Exodus that were inserted in phylacteries and date from the first century. The expedition in 1961 
yielded a great deal of material. Nearly 50 papyri and a number of tools, baskets, textiles, and so forth 
were found. All the documents were from the time of the second revolt or prior to it. 

III. Imperial Artwork

One important example of Roman imperial art specifically created for conveying political messages to the 
citizens of Rome and the inhabitants of the empire was the erection and decoration of massive triumphal arches. 
These arches were erected at government expense at various locations throughout the empire, but especially in 
Rome itself. 
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A. Titus's Arch

On Ab 10, late August of A.D. 70, the Jerusalem temple was destroyed. Upon his return to Rome in 71, 
Titus celebrated a joint triumph with his father, the Emperor Vespasian. In the procession were the 
enemy leaders, Simon Bar Giora and John of Gischala, and various objects were taken from the temple 
(notably the menorah, table, and trumpets). Simon was beheaded, John was probably enslaved, and the 
sacred objects were deposited in the Temple of Peace in Rome. Two triumphal arches were erected in 
the following years to celebrate the victory. One was destroyed in the 14th or 15th c, but the other is still 
standing in Rome, the arch of Titus.

In Book Seven of the Jewish War, the Jewish historian Josephus describes in great detail the enormous 
victory parade held in Rome immediately after the war. A close comparison of the scenes carved on the 
arch and Josephus's literary description reveals that a significant portion of the relief decoration carved 
on the arch of Titus is a visual narration of that victory parade. For example, one panel features part of a 
procession in which spoils from the Jerusalem temple are conveyed on a float. The objects displayed are 
cult objects, such as the table of the "presence." Also carved in intricate detail is a magnificent 
reproduction of a seven-armed candelabra or menorah.

Other panels focus on Titus himself. One scene depicts his role in the triumphal procession. He is 
pictured in a magnificently decorated chariot, drawn by four horses. Above his head the goddess 
Victoria, herself, holds a golden crown. But the scene that is accorded the greatest prominence records 
an event that took place 11 years later. The dead emperor is portrayed as being carried off to heaven on 
the wings of an eagle. Viewed as a unified visual message, the arch celebrates Titus as the hero of the 
Jewish war, who eventually became a god himself because of his extraordinary service in maintaining 
the peace of the empire. The fortunate survival of the arch of Titus adds an important dimension to our 
understanding of the outcome of the Jewish war and what it meant to the various participants. 

B. Imperial Coinage

Roman coinage had developed gradually from the fourth century B.C. Roman emperors made extensive 
use of monumental art to promote their political and religious messages, but they also had the rather 
simple but extremely effective medium of imperial coinage. Two of the most common messages that 
Roman coins emphasized regarding emperors were their accomplishments in battle that maintained the 
peace of the empire and their generous benefactions that enhanced the material well-being of its 
subjects.

"Give to Caesar what is Caesar's and to God what is God's," says Jesus as reported in the Gospels (Mk 
12:17; Mt 22:21; Lk 20:25). These words were prompted when a Pharisee produced a coin with a 
depiction of the emperor's head on one side. The point of Jesus' remark is that no matter how powerful 
the emperor may appear to be in this world, his influence does not extend to the spiritual realm. 

IV. Religious Artwork

Another way in which material remains can increase our understanding of the world in which the early Christian 
message was spread is by giving voice to other messages of hope and salvation that seem to have held appeal to 
the ordinary inhabitants of the Greco-Roman world. The situation in the provincial city of Philippi is a case in 
point. 

A. Ancient Graffiti at Philippi

Located in northeastern Greece, Philippi was a Roman colony situated near the eastern end of the 
Egnatian Road (Via Egnatia), the major overland route leading from Rome to the Aegean coast. Even 
today, visitors can see the remains of its forum, with its once-splendid fountains, its well-appointed 
library and civic offices, and its monumental temples honoring the patron goddess of the city and the 
imperial family. To the north are the foothills of the Balkan Highlands, to the east rises Mt. Orbelos, 
and to the west Mt. Pangaeum (Pangaion).
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On the northern side of the Egnatian Road lies a steep outcropping of rocks, which leads to the higher 
elevations of Mt. Pangaeum. Scattered over this lonely stretch of rock is an incredibly rich profusion of 
rather crudely carved religious representations, a graphic and poignant witness to the simple piety of 
ordinary people. The majority of them seem to have been commissioned as an act of piety and gratitude 
for some gift of protection, healing, or rescue that the god or goddess is credited with having performed 
on the suppliant's behalf.

To date, 187 reliefs have been identified, forming a kind of extended open-air sanctuary. The goddess 
Diana (the Roman counterpart to the Greek goddess Artemis), in her role as huntress is featured most 
prominently. In fact, there are over ninety separate representations of her in various hunting poses. This 
evidence of popular concern for the risks and rewards of the hunter is further emphasized by the 
presence among these same rocks of a roughly carved sanctuary to Sylvanus, a Roman god of the 
woodlands.

A variety of other deities are also represented, including the Phrygian mother goddess Cybele. Higher 
up the mountain, Isis had her own temple and small sanctuary complex, but she was also honored 
among the rock carvings. Although Egyptian in origin, Isis became extremely popular in the Roman 
Empire as a compassionate goddess who could heal, protect, and possibly grant her worshipers a better 
life in the next world. In one of the few inscriptions accompanying a relief, Isis is honored as the Queen 
of Heaven, a frequently repeated title for this goddess.

What all of the deities who are honored in this desolate rocky outcropping have in common is that they 
extended concern and protection to ordinary people and to the occupations and preoccupations of their 
everyday lives. Paul appears to have understood this need, as he encouraged the Philippians' by saying, 
"Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving present 
your requests to God" (Php 4:6). 

B. Tombs and Ossuaries

Under Greco-Roman influence, tombs in Palestine took on the exterior forms and ornamentation of 
classic architecture. The elaborate facades and monuments, cut from the living rock along the side of 
the Kidron Valley, give some idea of what the necropolis must have looked like when literally hundreds 
of such tombs were visible around the edges of the city on the slopes of Mount Scopus, the Mount of 
Olives, and other rock faces in the area.

The monuments only draw attention to the tombs, which were cut into the rock and located outside the 
city wall. To enter, one had to stoop to get in to the small passageway, stepping down into a large room 
with a stone bench around the sides. After death, the body was placed on one of the stone benches. The 
tomb was then sealed by rolling a circular stone over the small entranceway. This was the first burial.

After a period of about a year, the family returned to the tomb and gathered the bones of the deceased 
into an ossuary, following a carefully-prescribed ritual. The use of bone chests or ossuaries was a new 
innovation from the third century B.C. onward. They were patterned after Roman cremation chests and 
consisted of stone boxes, about three feet long, with covers. The box was then placed in one of the 
smaller niches, which had been cut into the sides of the main room of the tomb. Ossuaries were 
frequently marked with elaborate geometrical designs and with Aramaic name inscriptions. Hundreds of 
ossuaries have been recovered and are of interest to biblical scholars as are the Christian catacombs 
found in Rome. 

C. Catacombs

Of all the roads that led to Rome, the Appia Antica—built in 312 B.C.—was the reigning leader. Along 
the Appian Way, patrician Romans built great monuments above ground, while Christians met in the 
catacombs beneath it. The remains of both can be visited today. In some of the dank, dark grottoes, you 
can still see the remains of early Christian art. The extensive and almost continuous exploration of early 
Christian catacombs has revealed a rich, albeit, largely hidden world of early Christian art and imagery. 
Although for some Christians, they have been the object of religious pilgrimage since their very 
creation, it was not until the 15th c that scholars began visiting the Roman catacombs for the purpose of 
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historical investigation. In the late sixteenth century, excavation of an area on the northern outskirts of 
the city led to another major underground gravesite. The discovery of more catacombs has continued 
almost to the present time.

How did the popular piety of the Christians of the third and fourth centuries express itself in the wall 
paintings surrounding these Christian graves? (1) First, human figures, generally representations of the 
deceased, are depicted standing with arms and large eyes raised upward in an attitude of early Christian 
prayer. (2) Early Christian tombs were also frequently decorated with religious symbols such as crosses 
and fish. (3) A third subject typically portrayed was a rich variety of scenes from biblical stories. By far 
the most commonly portrayed subject was Christ Himself in the role of the Good Shepherd. 

V. Life of Christ

There are many other archaeological sites and finds pertinent to the life, death, and burial of the man Christ 
Jesus.

A. Bethlehem

Matthew 2:1 and Luke 2:4-7 state that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, which is situated on a ridge about 
2,500 feet above sea level some six miles southwest of Jerusalem. Very old traditions place the birth of 
Jesus in a cave in Bethlehem. Justin Martyr, who wrote Dialogue with the Jew Trypho shortly after the 
middle of the second century, says: "But when the Child was born in Bethlehem, since Joseph could not 
find a lodging in that village, he took up his quarters in a certain cave near the village." Origen, who 
was in Palestine frequently from 215 onward and wrote Against Celsus about 248, reports what is 
evidently the same tradition and speaks as if he himself were one of those to whom the cave had been 
shown. It was possibly over this cave that a church was built by the emperor Constantine and dedicated 
by his mother, Helena, who visited Bethlehem in c. 327. You can still visit the Church of the Nativity in 
Bethlehem today. 

B. Sepphoris

Traditionally, Jesus is often pictured as a rural carpenter with limited urban exposure, but excavations at 
Sepphoris have begun to challenge that concept. The ruins of the palace, colonnades, forum, theater, 
and villas at Sepphoris show that the Galilean culture affecting Jesus was far more sophisticated and 
urban than was previously thought possible. This strategic city, the capital of Galilee in Jesus' youth, lay 
only four miles north of Nazareth. Sepphoris was "the ornament of all Galilee," according to Josephus, 
and the busy, bustling capital of Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great.

The seat of government, Sepphoris boasted about Antipas' opulent royal residence, administrative 
offices, the royal bank, and archives. Within the city's strongly fortified walls stood the great fortress, 
headquarters for Antipas' secret police and the military personnel charged with keeping the peace and 
protecting the borders. Archaeologists have uncovered hundreds of thousands of datable pottery— a 
dozen colors of imported marble, fragments of bright frescos, artistically moulded plaster, smooth, 
round, limestone columns, ornately cut capitals, hundreds of coins, scores of whole ceramic vessels, 
beautiful mosaics, bronze figures, gold chain, carved ivory, and other artifacts, which all demonstrate 
that Sepphoris in the early and middle Roman periods, was indeed a thriving metropolis. As Richard A. 
Batey, an archaeologist who has dug at Sepphoris for years states in his book, Jesus and the Forgotten 
City, "Continuing archaeological excavations are yielding evidence of a sophisticated urban culture that 
places Jesus in a radically different environment that challenges traditional assumptions about His life 
and ministry" (p. 14). 

C. Gerasa (Jerash)

Another urban area Jesus may have visited was Gerasa, one of the significant cities of the Decapolis. 
The Gerasenes were the inhabitants of the city and its surroundings. The ancient city has been identified 
with modern Jerash, about 22 miles N of Amman (capital of modern Jordan), 19 miles E of the Jordan 
River, and 37 miles SE of the Sea of Galilee. The identification is based on the similarity between the 

11



New Testament archaeology

ancient and modern names and on inscriptions that describe the ancient residents as "the first 
Gerasenes." The Bible does not refer to the city per se but to "the region of the Gerasenes" (Mk 5:1).

The Jordanian Department of Antiquities has been excavating the site since 1953. An excellent example 
of city planning, Gerasa was laid with a single main street intersected at right angles by two cross 
streets. The main street was just over a half mile in length and was flanked by 260 Ionic and Corinthian 
columns on either side. The side streets likewise were colonnaded, and a drainage system ran under the 
middle of the streets. To the west of the main street on the highest point in town rose the second-century 
temple of Artemis, east of the street stood two bath complexes, and in the north part of town was a 
theatre. At the south end of the street stood a 1st c circular forum, unique in the Greco-Roman world. 
From the forum a great flight of steps led up to the temple of Zeus, which began in A.D. 22. Next to it 
stood the south theatre (1st c) capable of accommodating about 5,000 people. At the south entrance of 
the city was a great triumphal arch, commemorating Hadrian's visit to the city in A.D. 129, and next to 
that sprawled the hippodrome. Ruins of thirteen churches appeared in the excavations. 

VI. Death of Christ

Although we have no direct evidence of Christ's death and burial, there are archaeological finds which can shed 
light on that period of His earthly existence.

A. Pilate: Inscription and Coinage

Born in Seville, Spain, Pontius Pilate lived in Caesarea where he was appointed procurator of Judea 
(A.D. 26-36). During excavations in the Roman theatre in Caesarea 1961, an extraordinary find was 
made, a stone with an inscription. The stone had been used to form a landing for a flight of steps at one 
of the entrances to the seats of the theatre and was badly chipped away, probably at that time, on the left 
side. Originally the stone must have been embedded in the wall of the building for which it provided the 
dedicatory inscription. Four lines remain legible, at least in part. With restoration and translation they 
are as follows: To the people of Caesarea/Tiberieum/Pontius Pilate/Prefect of Judea. This was the first 
epigraphical evidence concerning Pontius Pilate, under whom Jesus was crucified.

In addition, during the governorship of Pontius Pilate for the first time a pagan symbol was used on a 
Judean lepton (a small coin), the "lituus" or wand of the augur, with the legend Tiberius Caesar. The 
reverse of this coin gives the year as 17, which would come out to A.D. 30, the probable year of Christ's 
crucifixion. Another coin, shows a second type issued by Pilate, three wheat ears bound in a cluster. Its 
reverse has a simpulum or ladle used in pouring liquids on a burning sacrifice—another Roman symbol. 
These coins illustrate Pilate's lack of concern for his Jewish subjects' feelings. 

B. Evidence of a Roman Crucifixion

At the beginning of the summer of 1968 a team of archaeologists discovered four cave-tombs at Giv'at 
ha-Mivtar (Ras el-Masaref), which is just north of Jerusalem. The date of the tombs, revealed by the 
pottery in situs, ranged from the late second century B.C. to A.D. 70. One of the tombs contained a man 
between twenty-four and twenty-eight years of age, who had been crucified. The name of the man was 
incised on his ossuary in letters two-thirds of an inch high: Jehohanan. He was probably crucified 
between A.D. 6, the time of the census revolt, and 66, the beginning of the war against Rome. All the 
marks of violence on the skeleton resulted directly or indirectly from the crucifixion experience.

The lower third of his right radial bone showed a groove, which was probably the result of friction 
between a nail and the bone. It seems his arms were nailed to the patibulum through the forearms and 
not through the wrists, the bones of which were found undamaged. It might be more accurate to 
translate the only two references in the Gospels that mention of the "hands" of the crucified Jesus (Lk 
24, Jn 20) with "arms." Hence, according to John 20:27, Jesus said to Thomas, "Place your finger here, 
and observe my arms. . . ."

The legs had been pressed together, bent, and twisted so that the calves were parallel to the patibulum. 
The feet were secured to the cross by one iron nail driven through both heels (tuber calcanei). The iron 
nail harbored below the rounded head the following: sediment, fragments of wood (Pistacia or Acacia), 
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a limy crust, a portion of the right heel bone, a smaller piece of the left heel bone, and a fragment of 
olive wood. It is apparent that Jehohanan had been nailed to an olive wood cross with the right foot 
above the left. While Jehohanan was on the cross, presumably after an interval of some time, his legs 
were fractured. One forcible blow from a massive weapon shattered the right shins into slivers, and 
fractured the left ones, contiguous with the cross (simplex), in a simple, oblique line. We now have 
empirical proof that nails were used on the cross, the part of the Crucifixion that had been doubted. 

VII. Christ's Burial

Jesus died on a hill outside the wall of Jerusalem. Quarrying had given the site the outline of a skull (Golgotha). 
The body of Jesus was taken from the cross and buried in a nearby cave. In c. 40-44, Herod Agrippa increased 
the size of Jerusalem by erecting a "third wall." Thus enclosing the area of Calvary and the tomb inside the city. 
To further complicate the history of the site, in A.D. 70 Jerusalem was leveled by Titus. 

A. Church of the Holy Sepulchre

The remembrance of the place of Golgotha and of the tomb of Jesus on the part of the early Christians 
in Jerusalem is highly probable. Eusebius says Emperor Hadrian (117-138) covered the holy sepulcher 
with earth, paved the whole area, and built a shrine of Venus there. Much later, Constantine ordered the 
Venus shrine to be cleared away and, while this was being done, contrary to all expectation, a tomb 
came to light. This was evidently the only tomb on the immediate site, so it was understood to be the 
sepulchre of Christ. Thereupon Constantine instructed Bishop Macarius to build a church ("basilica") 
upon the site. The basilica included Calvary and a rotunda over the sepulchre. In order to do this, the 
sides of Calvary were leveled off so that it became like a balcony. Also, he cleared the hill away from 
around the cave of the tomb. The dedication of the church was in 335. The basilica, as it now stands, 
was completed by crusaders in 1099, incorporating elements of the previous edifices. A modern 
restoration of the basilica began in 1959. 

B. Gordon's Calvary and the Garden Tomb

In 1842, Otto Thenius suggested that a rocky hill east of the Damascus Gate on the Nablus Road was 
the real hill of Golgotha. In 1867, a rock-hewn tomb was found in the northwestern slope of this hill. In 
1883-84, Charles G. Gordon visited Jerusalem and accepted the view originally proposed by Thenius. 
After that, the hill became known as "Gordon's Calvary" and the tomb as "Gordon's Tomb "or, more 
recently, the "Garden Tomb." On top of the hill is a Muslim cemetery.

Having visited the site of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, with its dark maze of chapels, its ornate 
altars, its smell of incense and sound of strange chants in a babel of languages, many visitors have 
become convinced such a place could not possibly be the location of Golgotha and the tomb. 
Unfortunately, the claim that Gordon's Calvary is the site of the real Calvary is based more on wishful 
thinking than history, archaeology, or tradition. Nevertheless, it can give an idea of what the tomb of 
Jesus was like better than the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and it is a beautiful spot for quiet prayer 
and meditation. 

===============================

I. Introduction to Archaeological Evidence (Part 3)

In this section, we will examine additional archaeological discoveries that can provide valuable information 
about major NT cities. After examining the major sites, you will be ready to apply your newfound knowledge to 
your culminating research paper. 

II. Palestine

There are many sites in Palestine associated with the Jesus and the NT, but we will just look at three major 
archaeological sites: Capernaum, Caesarea Philippi, and Samaria. 
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A. Capernaum

Capernaum was one of the largest of the thirty fishing towns surrounding the Sea of Galilee, located 
some three miles from the estuary of the Jordan to the southwest. It was here that Jesus established His 
headquarters for the major portion of His public ministry (Mt 4:13). In Matthew 9:1, Capernaum is 
called "his own town." The recent discovery of a Roman milestone at Capernaum helps to prove a 
Roman road ran by the city and explains the presence of a Roman centurion in a primarily Jewish town 
(Mt 8:5-13; Lk 7:1-10). As a port of entry for caravans from the rich East, it is also logical Capernaum 
should house an important customs house, whose officer was to become a disciple of Jesus (Lk 5:27-8; 
Mt 9:9).

The English name "Capernaum" comes from the Greek form of the Hebrew name Kefar Nahum, 
meaning "village of Nahum." This Nahum, otherwise unknown to us, may have originally owned the 
land where the village grew up. He should not be confused with the OT prophet by the same name. As 
far as we can tell from ancient sources, the town was first founded in the 2nd c B.C.

Besides confusion about the name, it is also debated exactly where Capernaum was located. In modern 
times two sites about two and one-half miles apart have been proposed: Khirbet Minyeh and Tell Hum, 
as they are called in Arabic. Both ruins are northwest of the Sea of Galilee, but Khirbet Minyeh is 
slightly inland, whereas Tell Hum, whose name is reminiscent of Kefar Nahum, lies immediately on the 
lake shore. Unfortunately, Khirbet Minyeh has never been excavated, so it is Tell Hum that has 
established itself as the modern choice, and which will now be described as Capernaum.

The Franciscans procured the site at Tell Hum in 1894. To prevent continuous pillaging of the ruins for 
building stones, they covered the area with earth. Partially excavated, it has revealed a wealth of 
material. One of the most important is the 3rd  or 4th c synagogue, which may well occupy the same site 
as the synagogue mentioned in Luke 7:5. It measured 65 feet in length, was two stories high, and was 
constructed of white limestone rather than the black basalt found in abundance in the area. The chief 
seats are still in place along the sides. At the south end of the building, an ark of the law is represented 
in stone.

From the middle of the 2nd c, the region around the lake became the citadel of rabbinic Judaism. 
Because Christians were not tolerated in the area, there was a serious break in tradition, which makes 
the specific identification of places such as Peter's house strongly debated. In the fourth century, large 
numbers of Christian pilgrims began to visit the town. 

B. Caesarea Philippi

Caesarea Philippi was a city at the southwestern base of Mt. Hermon on a rock terrace, 1,150 feet above 
sea level. A nearby cave, containing a spring that feeds the Jordan River, also housed a shrine in 
antiquity, which may have been dedicated to the rites of Baal-gad or Baal-hermon in OT times (Jos 
11:17). Greek settlers in the area dedicated the shrine to Pan and the Nymphs, and in NT times the name 
of the cave was Paneion, the surrounding territory being known as Paneas. The name survives in 
modern Banias.

In 20 B.C., the district was given by Augustus to Herod the Great, who erected a splendid temple of 
white marble in honour of the emperor. After the death of Herod in 4 B.C., the area became part of the 
tetrarchy of Philip, who rebuilt and beautified the town, naming it Caesarea as a compliment to the 
emperor Augustus. Philip added his own name in order to distinguish the city from Caesarea Maritima. 
In the time of Christ Caesarea Philippi was a centre of Greco-Roman civilization, with a largely pagan 
population. The environs of the city were spoken of as "the region" (Mt 16:13) or "the villages" (Mk 
8:27).

Agrippa II gave some attention to the town in Nero's principate, actually renaming it Neronias, a name 
that failed to survive. Its last use, according to the coinage, was in the time of Marcus Aurelius. At 
Caesarea, Titus celebrated gladiatorial shows after the fall of Jerusalem. The Crusaders had a 
stronghold there from 1130 to 1165. 
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C. Samaria

Apart from Jerusalem and Babylon, Samaria is mentioned more often in the Bible than any other major 
city. Samaria is unique in that it seems to be the only major city founded by the people of Israel. It was 
built specifically as the capital of the northern kingdom by Omri (1Ki 16:24), and as such it contributed 
significantly to the history and culture of ancient Israel.

Samaria was located 42 miles N of Jerusalem and 25 miles E of the Mediterranean Sea. Standing about 
300 feet above a lush valley of vineyards and olive orchards (Isa 28:1) with hills on three sides, it was 
an easily defended observation post. The hill of Samaria was also ideal for the control of several trade 
routes that ran through the region. The city now stands in ruins, with only the small Arab village of 
Sebastiyeh remaining at the east end of the ridge.

After Pompey's annexation of Palestine in 63 B.C., the proconsul Gabinius restored the city of Samaria, 
which had grown to about thirty acres. Herod the Great surrounded the whole hill with a fortified wall, 
thus enlarging the town to about 200 acres. Most imposing were the western gate with its two large 
circular towers, the temple of Augustus with its terraces and monumental staircase, and the stadium. 
The town was called Sebaste (Greek for Augustus) after the Roman emperor.

When the Jews revolted in A.D. 66, Sebaste was captured and burned by the rebels. But during the 
reign of the Roman emperor, Septimius Severus (A.D. 193-211), the city reached its crowning glory. 
The city was renovated with a colonnaded street, theater, temple of Kore, and basilica with an adjoining 
forum. When Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire, the pagan temples of 
Sebaste fell into disuse, and the forum basilica was converted into a cathedral. In 634, Arabs conquered 
the city and it fell into ruins. 

III. Paul's Travels

Again, it would be informative to look at the archaeological evidence from all the cities Paul visited, but we will 
limit our survey to three major sites: Ephesus, Corinth, and Athens. 

A. Ephesus

Ephesus was an important seaport city of the Roman province of Asia. The site of ancient Ephesus is 
south of the Cayster River, about 3½ miles upstream from where it entered the Aegean Sea at the point 
opposite the island of Samos. The presence of the temple of Artemis (Diana) added to the commercial 
importance of Ephesus. So prominent was the city during the early Christian period that the population 
of Ephesus may have exceeded ¼ million people.

Ephesus lay at the intersection of two major overland routes: the coastal road that ran north through 
Smyrna and Pergamum to Troas (near ancient Troy); and the western route to Colossae, Hierapolis, 
Laodicea, and regions of Phyrgia and beyond. Ephesus can also be viewed as the starting point of a type 
of postal route (the order of the seven cities of Rev 2-3) running north to Pergamum and southwest 
through Sardis to Laodicea.

The remains of Ephesus, one of the outstanding classical sites and tourist attractions in Turkey, lie near 
Selcuk about 47 miles S of Izmir. The city was positioned between two mountainous ridges, which run 
roughly northwest. The western ridge forms the background for the Ephesian harbour, while the eastern 
ridge forms the foundation on which was constructed a theatre (Ac 19:29). This theater held more than 
24,000 people on 66 tiers of seats with a great stage measuring 115 feet by 70 feet. Although the theatre 
lies in ruins today, its acoustics are still excellent.

North of the theatre lies the ruins of a great stadium, which probably served for various athletic events. 
The eastern end may have also been used for gladiatorial battles and wrestling matches with wild 
beasts. The great marble main street of Ephesus, the Arkadiane, ran NW from the theatre to the harbour 
and on both sides was flanked by an elaborate colonnade. Included in the remains are great baths, the 
once magnificent Fountain of Trajan, a library, and a great agora or marketplace. The temple of Artemis 
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was located about 1 mile NE of the city. Adorning of the city continued until the days of the Gothic raid 
in A.D. 263. It seems Ephesus was one of the strategic centres of the known world. 

B. Corinth

The ancient city of Corinth was situated at the southwestern extremity of a narrow isthmus that 
connects the southern portion of the Greek peninsula to the mainland. It was the hub of a complex that 
ran 1½ miles to the N, Lechaeum on the Gulf of Corinth, and 6¼ miles to the east, Cenchreae on the 
Saronic Gulf. Its strategic location explains its importance. A sea voyage around the tip of the peninsula 
was long and dangerous. The risks were so great shipowners preferred to have the cargoes of larger 
vessels unloaded and transported across the isthmus, a distance of less than 5 miles where other ships 
would be waiting. In addition to its harbours, Corinth also controlled the overland route from the 
Peloponnesus and the mainland, which made it one of the great crossroads of the ancient world.

Corinth was destroyed in 146 B.C. by the Roman General Lucius Mummius in reprisal for an anti-
Roman uprising in the city. Julius Caesar rebuilt the city in 46 B.C. as a Roman colony, and settled 
many Roman freemen there. Augustus made Corinth the capital of the province of Achaia, and her 
beauty was enhanced by the many public works of Emperor Hadrian.

The most conspicuous landmark at Corinth was the Acrocorinth, a 1,886 feet high mountain to the 
south of the city. The temple of Aphrodite stood on its highest peak. The 1,000 female prostitutes who 
served there contributed to Corinth's reputation for immorality. The central square of the city was one 
of the largest in the Roman Empire. It was divided into two levels by an incomplete line of buildings. 
The elevation of the southern section, which was roughly six and a half feet higher than the northern 
portion, identified it as the upper agora. It was reserved primarily for civic and administrative functions, 
while the lower agora, which covered twice as large an area, served the commercial concerns of the 
city. According to W. L. Lane in Major Cities of the Biblical World:

From Paul's point of view, Corinth was admirably suited as a base for the Christian mission. In the 
absence of a general postal service, it was a great advantage to be resident in a thriving commercial  
and shipping center from which transportation and communication were available to any point in the 
Empire. (p. 94)

The Roman city was ravaged by Gothic hordes in the third and fourth centuries. Its destruction by the 
Goths in 521 prompted Procopius to remark that God was abandoning the Roman Empire. It was 
refounded by the Emperor Justinian and held in the Middle Ages by Normans, Venetians, and Turks. 
The ancient site was abandoned in 1858 because of a severe earthquake. A new city was built near the 
gulf and further to the east. 

C. Athens

The goddess Athena belongs most intimately by name and sphere of influence to Athens, the city that is 
still dominated by her maidens' apartment, the Parthenon, which has come to epitomize all Greek art. 
Whether the goddess is named after the city or the city after the goddess is an ancient debate. For 
Athenians, she was quite simply the goddess, he theos. Athens was the most important city of Attica in 
antiquity, the capital of the same district in NT times, and the capital of the Republic of Greece in the 
Modern Era.

The city is located about 5 miles from the Aegean Sea on the narrow plain between Mount Parnes to the 
north, Mount Pentelicus to the east, and Mount Hymettus to the southeast. It was originally settled by 
neolithic people because of its Acropolis that was easily defended and had an accessible supply of 
water. Attica is one of the driest regions of Greece, but the rainfall is sufficient for olive groves and 
vineyards. The export of olive oil and wine was one of the chief sources of the prosperity of classical 
Athens. In addition, there were excellent clay beds nearby for pottery making, and silver and lead were 
mined at Laurium at the southern tip of Attica. Mount Pentelicus provided beautiful marble for local use 
and for export.
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The agora was a large open space enclosed by civic and religious buildings. Here, as well as in the 
synagogue, Paul engaged in discussion with the people, conspicuous among whom were the Stoics and 
Epicureans. The Areopagus was directly south of the agora (Acts 17:15-34), and the Acropolis was to 
the southeast. The Acropolis, a commanding hill 512 feet high, was customarily approached from the 
west through an ornamental gateway known as the Propylaea. The top of the hill was dominated by the 
Parthenon, which contained a gold and ivory statue of Athena made by Phidias, Pericles' sculptor. The 
Erechtheion stood on the north. This was a temple erected in honor of Erechtheus, the semi-divine hero 
who is reputed to have been the first king of Athens. The Prytaneion, or town hall, where the sacred fire 
of the city was always kept aflame, was on the north slope of the Acropolis, east of the agora.

This is the setting for Paul's speech to the Athenians on a visit to the region. As G. R. Osborne in Major 
Cities of the Biblical World so aptly states:

Paul's speech (Ac 17:22-31) is a model for understanding how context influences content, and should 
be examined briefly as it pertains to the history and culture of Athens. Athens' preoccupation with idols  
becomes Paul's point of contact as he used their religiosity positively rather than negatively. . . . This  
message as much as any in Scripture shows how culturally relevant and intellectually aware the living 
Gospel must and can be. (pp. 30-31)
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