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Jesus’ Ministry: Year of Obscurity

and leaving Nazareth, He came and settled in 
Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the region of 

Zebulun and Naphtali. (Mt 4:13)

Preparatory Action Mt 3:1-4:11; Mk 1:1-13; Lk 3:1-4:13; Jn 1:19-4:42
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Year of Obscurity
• Israel in NT times (map)
• Mk 1:17 Sandals
• Baptism site of Jesus (Wadi Kharar, Batanea)
• Aenon
• Temptation of Christ
• Cana

– Water turned into wine
– Location (Kefr Kenna, Khirbet Qana)

• Sychar
– Woman at the Jacob’s Well
– Samarian schism 
– Mt Gerizim
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Israel in New 
Testament Times
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Mk 1:17 Sandals

• "After me One is coming 
who is mightier than I, and I 
am not fit to stoop down 
and untie the thong of His 
sandals.” (Mk 1:7)

• Undoing the straps of the 
master's sandals was the 
job of the slave who then 
washed the master's feet. 
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Mk 1:17 Sandals
• "After me One is coming who is 

mightier than I, and I am not fit 
to stoop down and untie the 
thong of His sandals.” (Mk 1:7)

• The Roman crepida had a thick 
sole studded with nails and 
leather sides that sometimes 
were decorated. They laced 
across the instep. 

• The crepida was worn by 
peasants and country people as 
it gave more protection to the 
foot than the ordinary sandal 
(solea). It was probably the kind 
of sandal worn by John the 
Baptist and Jesus. 

• The statement in Mk 1:7 
suggests a sandal that laced 
across the instep. 

Model of Crepidae from a statue of 
Emperor Adrian  (76-138 AD) taken 
from Apollo's temple at Cyrene 
(BM).

A type of sandal of Greek origin was the 
Crepidae suitable for marching on 
uneven lands (women wore Crepidulae).

Two Roman 
sandals. Two leather 
sandals; one with 
stamped out 
decoration, and the 
other done in 
openwork. (ML/HIP 
ART186951)
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Mk 1:17 Sandals

• All classes of peoples, even the 
very poor, wore sandals. They 
were the general footwear of both 
men and women. Typical was the 
Gk krepis, which became the 
Roman crepida. 

• The Greek Krepidoi was worn by 
both sexes on a journey, with bad 
weather and under difficult 
conditions.

• The Krepis was made of leather, 
with a cork sole that could be 
made thicker of the wearer needed 
extra height.

• The female Krepidoi were made 
from softer skin.

The Krepis from a model drawn from a 7th c BC statue at 
archaeological museum of Siracusa (Italy). It has an 
amazingly topical style.
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Baptism site 
of Jesus

• These things took place in Bethany beyond the Jordan, where John was baptizing. (Jn 
1:28)

• The baptism of Jesus and His anointing by the Holy Spirit were events that most clearly 
inaugurated His mission. In Bethany John the Baptist baptized the Lord. Bethabara 
"house of the ford“ (KJV following Textus Receptus) or Bethany,  distinguished from the 
Bethany nr Jerusalem by the phrase “beyond” or “on the other side” of the Jordan (NAS, 
NIV etc following Westcott and Hort). Bethabara has been identified with Bethbarah, 
which, however, was probably not on the Jordan but among the streams flowing into it (Jg 
7:24). 

• The original name may have been corrupted into Bethany and Bethabara. Js 13:27 (LXX, 
Codex Vaticanus) has Baithanabra for Beth-nimrah (MT); Sir George Grove in Smith, 
Dictionary of the Bible identifies it with Beth-nimrah, which was a few km above Jericho 
"immediately accessible to Jerusalem and all Judaea" (Mt 3:5; Mk 1:5). This view has 
much in its favour.

• Dr. G. Frederick Wright observes: "The traditional site is at the ford E of Jericho; but as 
according to Jn 1:29,35,43 it was only one day's journey from Cana of Galilee, while 
according to Jn 10:40; 11:3,6,17 it was 2 or 3 days from Bethany, it must have been well 
up the river toward Galilee. Conder discovered a well-known ford near Beisan called 
Abarah, near the mouth of the valley of Jezreel. This is 20 miles from Cana and 60 miles 
from Bethany, and all the conditions of the place fit in with the history." (ISBE)

Area surrounding traditional site of 
Bethany beyond the Jordan

River Jordan

River Jordan 

http://www.dabar.org/WWWinter/Abila1.htm
http://www.dabar.org/WWWinter/Abila1.htm
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Baptism site (Wadi 
Kharar)

• Wadi Kharar A small tributary of the Jordan fed by about 5 springs. Tradition 
holds that these springs were where John the Baptist  baptized. The reasons 
are that:

– Bethany was not necessarily a location on the river itself, 
– this site is closely connected with the river, and 
– it was unlikely that a swiftly flowing river like the Jordan would have been used for 

frequent baptisms. (BP)
• The traditional site is 3km from the E bank of the Jordan at the beginning of 

the Wadi. A laura (a monastic complex) with many cells inhabited by hermit 
monks was built on the spot near a cave after a vision. The Pilgrim from 
Piacenza wrote: "In that part of the Jordan is the spring where Saint John 
used to baptize, and which is two miles from the Jordan, and Elijah was in that 
valley when the raven brought him bread and meat. The whole valley is full of 
hermits.“

Traditional site of Bethany at Wadi el-
Kharar

N
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Baptism site (Wadi 
Kharar)

• On 11 August, 1995, a team of archaeologists visited both sites. In the field S 
of T. Mar Elias (Liyas = Elijah's Hill) (a small natural hill forming the core of 
Bethany, from which local tradition says Elijah ascended to heaven), they 
found some sherds of the Roman period, the first evidence that the area had 
been inhabited at the time of John the Baptist. King Hussein on 10 Dec 1997 
issued a royal decree to create a commission to develop the Park of the 
Baptism of Christ on the occasion of the Christian Jubilee. 

• The Department of Antiquities also started excavations in the area directed by 
M. Waheeb. Bethany's ancient remains include structures from a 1st c 
settlement, including large plastered pools with steps for full immersion, and 
the 5th-6th c remains of the Byzantine period settlement called Ainon or 
Sapsas/Saphsaphas ('the place of Willows') as written in the 6th c Madaba 
mosaic map. It is now a major tourist site in the Kingdom of Jordan.

• The Jordanian authorities claim that the Wadi Kharrar site is the true site. No 
one can be certain.  

Traditional site of Bethany at Wadi el-
Kharar

Baptism spot at Wadi el-Kharar
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Baptism site (Wadi Kharar)

• Sketch-plan of the traditional Baptismal Site (Wadi Kharrar) after the 
excavation and restoration works done in view of the Great Jubilee 
of the year 2000.
1: Prophet Elijah's Hill
2: Laura
3: Foot path
4: Wadi Kharrar
5: Ancient basin
6: Rock-hewn cells
7: St. John the Baptist's Source
8: Church of St. Mary the Egyptian
9: Church of St. John the Baptist
10: Jordan River The Jordan River in the vicinity of Wadi Kharrar. The Jordan, 

as it enters the Dead Sea, makes many meanders and curves 
like the ones in the above panoramic view (SBF/R. Pierri)

http://198.62.75.5/www1/ofm/sbf/escurs/Giord/31kharrar01.jpg
http://198.62.75.5/www1/ofm/sbf/escurs/Giord/31kharrar10big.jpg
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Baptism site (Batanea)

• Batanea: Gk. name of a region corresponding to Bashan NE of the Jordan. It was given 
to Herod the Great, and after his death it was part of the Tetrarchy of Philip, with Ituraea 
and Trachonitis. In AD 37 it was part of Herod Agrippa I's kingdom, and then it belonged 
to Agrippa II until his death, when it was annexed to the Roman province of Syria.

• Most of the region is a fertile plain, with an abundance of water. It borders on Mt Hermon 
to the N and Gilead to the S. The land was renowned for its rich pasture, which was filled 
with large herds of cattle and sheep (Dt 32:14).

• ABR feels that despite the early tradition of Wadi Kharar, its identification is probably 
incorrect.  Instead, a Batanean Bethany fits the NT record. It is possible that Jesus was 
baptized in the S part of the Jordan (nr Jericho) and, after His temptation, he met John in 
the region of the N Bethany. 

• Pixner and Rjesner proposed that Bethany = Batanea in the region of the Yarmuk River, 
which drains the Lower Golan (Bashan) area E of the Sea of Galilee. W W Winter 
likewise holds that Bethany is E and S of the Sea (being near to Cana) in Bashan and in 
the midst of the Decapolis area. Barry Beitzel identifies it as just S of where the Yarmuk 
enters the Jordan. These locations would fit the Gospel records as being nearer 
Bethsaida (home of Andrew, Peter and Philip) and Capernaum (home of John). 

• The location of the village, probably only one of several of John’s ministry, remains an 
open question although each of the two locations have some support.

View of a small stream located on the Golan Heights (Bashan). 
This area of the country receives over 1000mm of rain per year 
and is a major water source for the Upper Jordan River and the 
Sea of Galilee. (HLP)

http://www.dabar.org/WWWinter/Abila1.htm
http://www.ancientsandals.com/overviews/bethany_beyond_the_jordan.htm
http://www.vkrp.org/studies/historical/herodian-estates/images/Map1.gif
http://198.62.75.5/www1/ofm/sbf/escurs/Giord/31kharrar01.jpg
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Aenon 

• John also was baptizing in Aenon near Salim, because there was 
much water there (Jn 3:23)

• Aenon (perhaps from Heb. Ar´ain “spring”) near Salem aka 
Saloumias (Kh. Khisas al-Dayr). John the Baptist is thought to have 
baptized at this well-watered site along the Jordan. Eus. (Ono. 40, 
1) loc the site 10km S of Scythopolis (Beth-shean). Jn 3:23 
identifies a nearby Salim (Salumias), which agrees with Eus. 

• Suggested sites: (a) Tel Sheikh Selim which has several springs; 
(b) Nablus with the nearby wadi Far´ah (Albright 1954); (c) modern 
Salim, 6km E of Nablus (Albright 1924). Howevert the ancient 
location of Salim (Gn 14:18; Je 48:5) was nearer to wadi Far'ah 
than the modern site. 

• The Madaba Map shows two Aenon sites. One of them locates a 
TransJordan Aenon and may be synonymous with mod Salim. The 
mapmaker identifies this vaguely placed site as "near Salim," and a 
row of bluish-green cubes. Atheria (ca. 385 AD) qualifies Aenon as 
in a garden with a pool or spring, perhaps represented by the 
coloured cubes. (Jerry A. Pattengale, ABD). 

• Traditionally, Salim has been located E of Shechem, in Samaria. 
Our best guess is that John the Baptist was working N, perhaps 
NW, of Jesus. They were far enough apart that it was clear they 
were not working together. 

John the Baptist Spring Travellers and 
historians described this spring as flowing 
from a point near T. Mar Elias at the Wadi 
Kahrrar site and reaching the area near John 
the Baptist’s Church. Pilgrims said the water 
of this spring was used for drinking and for 
baptism. Several structures and pools were 
built along the route of the fresh water. 
Ancient writers referred to the site as Aenon.

The middle course of the Jordan in the proximity of Salem 
near Shechem ( www.christusrex.org/ 
www1/ofm/mad/geo/006geo.jpg)
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Temptation of Christ 
(Mk 1:12-13; Mt 4:1-11; Lk 4:1-13)

• The country bordering on the shores of the Dead Sea for some miles 
inland was known as the Wilderness of Judaea (Mt 3:1), or the wilderness 
(Mk 1:4; Lk 3:2). 

• In Roman times, the administrative region stretched from the Med. to the 
Dead Sea, with the N boundary at Joppa, and the S boundary a few km S 
of Gaza and the S portion of the Dead Sea. The exact boundary was 
never fixed. 

• The wilderness where Jesus was tempted was "up" from the Jordan 
valley (Matthew), and was on the way back to Galilee (Luke). 

View looking E near the Roman road that ran 
from Jerusalem to Jericho.  The shaded wadi 
on the L side of the photo that flows away 
from the viewer is the Wadi Qilt that 
eventually enters the Rift Valley near Jericho. 
(HLP)

View looking N at hills of the wilderness of Judah 
and Benjamin NW of Jericho. (HLP)

http://www.holylandphotos.org/browse.asp?s=1,2,6,34,92&img=ICWJVS04
http://www.holylandphotos.org/browse.asp?s=1,2,6,34,92&img=ICWJVS06
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Temptation of Christ 
(Mk 1:12-13; Mt 4:1-11; Lk 4:1-13)

• The traditional site, Mt. Quarantana, 3 km NW of 
Jericho, is probably a good guess. (ISBE) 

• The summit of Mount of Temptation so called from 
early Christian times, rising 350m asl and 
commanding a panoramic view of the Jordan 
Valley, is the traditional site where Jesus was 
tempted by Satan. The mountain was referred to 
as Mons Quarantana by the Crusaders in the first 
half of the 12th c, and is locally known as J 
Quruntul, from Quaranta meaning 40, the number 
of days of Jesus’ fast. 

• W from Tell es-Sultan is a cliff with the Qarantal 
(“the forty”), a 6th c Monastery of the Temptation 
was built by Byzantine monks over the cave where 
it is said Jesus stayed. Its present Greek Orthodox 
form dates to 1887. This spot was identified by 
Queen Helena in 326. 

• In the chapel near the altar is a rounded piece of 
the bedrock, resembling a loaf of bread. It was this, 
perhaps, that attracted the tradition of Mt 4:1.

View looking W from ancient Jericho at the "Mount 
of Temptation". Late (not verifiable) tradition places 
the temptation of Jesus to turn stones into bread at 
the Monastery half way up the cliffs and Satan’s 
offer to him of the kingdoms of the world at the top 
of the mountain. (HLP)

http://www.holylandphotos.org/browse.asp?s=1,2,6,17,40&img=ICJVJO09
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Temptation of Christ 
(Mk 1:12-13; Mt 4:1-11; Lk 4:1-13)

• Then the devil took Him into the holy city and had 
Him stand on the pinnacle of the temple, and said 
to Him, "If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself 
down.. Mt 4:5 

• "The pinnacle" is named as the place to which the 
devil took Jesus. It is not known what precise 
elevated spot is meant, whether a part of the roof 
of the temple itself, or some high point in the 
adjacent buildings overlooking the deep ravine. It 
was more probably the latter. (ISBE)

• And the tempter came and said to Him, "If You are 
the Son of God, command that these stones 
become bread." But He answered and said, "It is 
written, "MAN SHALL NOT LIVE ON BREAD 
ALONE, BUT ON EVERY WORD THAT 
PROCEEDS OUT OF THE MOUTH OF GOD.'" 
(Mt 4:3-4)

Pinnacle of the Temple (Latta)

Stony ground in the 
Wilderness of Judea 
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Cana: Water turned into Wine

• Now there were six stone waterpots set there for 
the Jewish custom of purification, containing 
twenty or thirty gallons each. Jesus said to them, 
"Fill the waterpots with water." So they filled 
them up to the brim. 

• And He said to them, "Draw some out now and 
take it to the headwaiter." So they took it to him. 
When the headwaiter tasted the water which 
had become wine, and did not know where it 
came from (but the servants who had drawn the 
water knew), the headwaiter called the 
bridegroom, and said to him, "Every man serves 
the good wine first, and when the people have 
drunk freely, then he serves the poorer wine; but 
you have kept the good wine until now." 

• This beginning of His signs Jesus did in Cana of 
Galilee, and manifested His glory, and His 
disciples believed in Him. (Jn 2:6-11)



Year of Obscurity 17

Jn 2: Cana

• The miracle at Cana involved large 
stone vessels used by the Jews for ritual 
ablution: Now there were six stone 
waterpots set there for the Jewish 
custom of purification, containing 20 or 
30 gallons each. (Jn 2:6) 

• The only large stone vessels from this 
period known to us are giant goblet-
shaped barrels, most of which have 
been discovered in Jerusalem. 

• They are undoubtedly among the most 
impressive examples of Judean 
stoneware from the Second Temple 
period. These vessels were cut on a 
lathe from a single block of stone and 
were certainly very costly.

• (R) The jars mentioned in the story of 
the marriage at Cana were presumably 
similar to those shown here.

Large stone vessels 
Jerusalem, 1st c IAA, I.2222, 31.175, 91-461, 
92-844, 99-3982, 99-4050. (IMJ/Avraham Hay)
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Jn 2: Cana
• Cana (Kana tes Galilaias): The Gk kana probably transliterates an old 

Heb qanah, "place of reeds." 
• Here Jesus performed his first and second miracles, turning water into 

wine at a wedding (Jn 2:1–11) and from here healing the son of a 
Roman official at Capernaum (4:43–54). Cana was Nathanael’s home 
(Jn 21:2) (n). 

• There is no direct indication of its locality, except that It was in the W 
uplands of the Galilee, and not far from either Nazareth or Capernaum, 
and higher than the latter city, as indeed all the land W of the Plain of 
Genesareth is; and that an ordinary traveller from Jerusalem to 
Nazareth would pass through or near it. It is not mentioned elsewhere 
in the Bible. 

• There are 4 candidates: Kanah (Qana), 13km SE of Tyre, ‘Ain Kanah, 
2.5km NE of Nazareth, Kefr Kenna, 6km NNE of Nazareth , and Kh 
Qana, 14km N of Nazareth. 

• Qana is the OT Kanah (Js 19:28) but not was part of Galilee in Roman 
times. It is too far from Bethany beyond the Jordan. ‘Ain Kanah 
(Kanna) is only supported by Conder (1878) because he was 
unconvinced by the other sites. It does not fit with Jos. (Life 86, 207) 
who placed Cana in the Plain of Asochis, now known as Sahl el-
Battauf or the Bet Netufa Valley. 

• Dr J. Carl Laney’s good review of the 4 sites favours Kh. Qana. 

http://www.bibleplaces.com/Identification_of_Cana_of_Galilee,_by_J_Carl_Laney.pdf
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Cana (Kefr Kenna)
• Kefr Kenna, a village of about 600 inhabitants at the 

foot of a short, steep hill through which the road from 
Nazareth to Tiberias passes, is the traditional site. 

• It is not clear why the road is a condition needs to be 
fulfilled, for the Bible does not indicate that Jesus ever 
traveled from Nazareth to Capernaum via Cana. Just 
outside the village to the S is a copious spring of 
excellent water. 

• The tradition for this site is late (17th c AD), when the 
Franciscans bought a house there in 1641 and then 
built their church in 1879 at the centre of the village, 
which claims to have a stone jar used in the miracle 
and to be built on the actual remains of the wedding’s 
house! 

• A Greek Orthodox church preserves ancient stone jars 
reputed to have been used by Jesus. There is also the 
traditional house of Nathanael. 

• The change of name, however, from Qana to Kenna 
(note the doubled n), is not easy; and there are no 
reeds nearby.

Kefr Kenna,  general view of today's 
village (LBPA 2360)

Cana: the church commemorating 
the miracle. (LBPA 1210
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Cana (Khirbet Qana)
• Kh. Qana lies on an isolated hilltop N of Sefforis on the N edge of the Bet Netufa 

Valley. The valley has marshy stretches abundant with reeds. Strategically 
located on the ancient road from Ptolemais to Magdala (Tarichaea) on the W 
shore of the Sea of Galilee. 

• The ruins include caves and rock-hewn tombs, some 60 cisterns and a pool. The 
Arab. Qana el-Jelil is the exact equivalent of Kana tes Galilaias, though it may 
have arisen from the suggested identification with Cana. There is no spring 
nearby. 

• The position agrees well enough with the Gospel data. It is considered the most 
likely of the 3 sites for Cana, being superior in name preservation, location, 
remains, and agreement with Jos. (who used it as his headquarters), and ancient 
pilgrim accounts (Diocasearea, 530).  Unlike Kefr Kenna, it lay on a Jewish rather 
than a Roman, road. Nearly all modern scholars agree with this identification, 
including Robinson, Thomson, Albright (1921), Baly (1974), and Aharoni.  The 
Univ. of Puget Sound’s (UPS) recent excavations support this identification. 

• Archaeologically, it was found occupied from as early as 5th mill to as late as 19th-
20th Byz periods. The earliest building is a rectangular early Roman one. At its 
peak, this town had 1,000 residents. During the Middle Ages, they moved to a 
lower slope where, according to Prof Edwards (UPS) who did diggings from 1998-
2002, the Byz “Church of the Master of the Feast” mentioned by ancient writers 
was built as a pilgrim site for the miracle. 
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Cana (Khirbet Qana)

Bet Netufa Valley, seen from Cana, looking SE, Univ of 
Puget Sound, 1 Oct 2003 by Douglas R. Edwards

View looking SW from the Bet Netufa ridge down at K. Qana. Above and 
to the L (S) of Cana is the very fertile Bet Netufa Valley; modern Israeli 
fields are clearly indicated.  At the lower R quadrant are Bedouin tents and 
sheepfolds (not visible). This picture was taken after the winter rain. (HLP)

http://www.bibleplaces.com/newsletter/hr/Cana,_Khirbet_Qana,_southern_end_from_w,_tb033104450800.jpg
http://www.holylandphotos.org/browse.asp?s=1,2,5,36,134&img=INLGCG01
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Sychar: Woman at the Well
• So He came to a city of Samaria called Sychar, 

near the parcel of ground that Jacob gave to his 
son Joseph; and Jacob's well was there. So 
Jesus, being wearied from His journey, was 
sitting thus by the well. It was about the sixth 
hour.

• There came a woman of Samaria to draw water. 
Jesus said to her, "Give Me a drink." (Jn 4:5-7)

• Jesus recognized the compassion (Lk 10:25-37) 
and gratitude (Lk 17:11-19) of the Samaritans. 
While the Jews were antagonistic toward 
Samaritans and generally avoided contact with 
them (Jn 4:9), Jesus transcended the cultural and 
religious barriers between the two (Jn 4:7-38). 

• The Samaritan response was very positive (4:39-
42). 

• Luke indicated that the outreach to Samaria 
initiated by Jesus was continued by those in the 
early church who shared His vision of acceptance 
and evangelism (Ac 1:8; 8:4-25). 
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Samaritan schism
• What caused hostility between Jews and 

Samaritans?
• After the deportation of Jews from the N 

Kingdom, Assyria resettled people from Babylon, 
Cuthah, Avva, Hamath, and Sepharvaim (2 Ki 
17:24) in Samaria and made it into a province.

• The Babylonians placed Jerusalem and the N 
part of Judah under Samaria. 

• The Persians returned the S part of Samaria to 
Judea.

• Obvious hostility appeared between Samaria and 
Judea (as in the opposition of Sanballat, 
governor of Samaria, to rebuilding the wall of 
Jerusalem Ne 2:9-20; 4:1-9). This schism 
became deep-seated. 

The so-called Inn of the Good 
Samaritan (Khan Hathrour), a 
caravaensari at the half-way point 
between Jerusalem and Jericho 
(Lessing)
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Samaritan schism

• Some of the major factors for the schism are:
– Alexander the Great erected a temple for the Samaritan on Mt Gerizim 

during the time of Sanballat II and animosity arose when many of the 
priestly officials who had served in the Jerusalem temple now were placed 
in service in Samaria

– Radically different religious beliefs:
• To Samaritans, Mt Gerizim was the place for worship, while to the Jews 

Jerusalem was the place. 
• Both regarded the other as unclean (Jn 4:7-10). 
• They disagreed on what constituted the Scripture. Samaritans took the 

Pentateuch alone, while the Jews included both the Law and the Prophets. A 
growing number of the Writings were held in the same esteem. 

– During the Macc period, animosity intensified especially when John 
Hyrcanus captured the cities of Samaria and Shechem, destroyed the 
temple on Mt Gerizim, and incorporated Samaria in the new Jewish state. 

• Under Rome, Samaria was given to Herod the Great, and 
subsequently either procurators or Herod’s descendants. Jews in 
Jesus’ time were antagonistic toward Samaritans and generally 
avoided contact with them (Jn 4:9). 
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Mt Gerizim

• The Samaritans have long regarded Mt Gerizim as their holy mountain, rather than Jerusalem. In their 
tradition, Mt. Gerizim existed before the Creation and exist till the end of the world; Adam was fashioned 
out of the mountain’s dust, and Abel built the first altar here. 

• Central to the Samaritans’ belief is a variant text of the Torah, which refers to the place that God has 
chosen, meaning Mt. Gerizim, as opposed to the Torah, which refers to the place that God will choose, 
meaning Jerusalem (Dt 12:5 et al.). 

• In the Samaritan Bible, the 10th commandment decrees: It shall be that when the Lord your God brings 
you to the land of the Canaanites, which you are to inherit, you shall erect an altar of stones, and plaster 
them and write upon these stones all the words of this Torah which I command you this day. You shall 
erect them on Mt. Gerizim and build there an altar to the Lord your God.

• The designation of Mt Gerizim as this holy mountain created, or reflected, a serious rift between them and 
the Jews. Jos. says the Samaritans even built a temple there in the late 4th c BC, during the time of 
Alexander the Great. When, about 200 years later, the Hasmoneans ruled Israel, John Hyrcanus (134–
104 BC) destroyed this temple. In reaction, the Samaritans moved further and further away from 
Jerusalem and from mainstream Judaism.

• Eventually, the Samaritans developed a separate religion that, nevertheless, has many affinities with 
Judaism. The Samaritans retained the Torah, or the five books of Moses, as their sacred scripture, 
although the Samaritan version contains some significant theological variations as noted above. Unlike 
the Jews, whose priesthood ceased to function after 70 AD, the Samaritans continued to have an active 
priesthood with a high priest as their leader even after the Mt. Gerizim temple was destroyed.

Mt. Gerizim. A small group of 300 
Samaritans still lives in ancient 
Shechem (modern Nablus) at the foot of 
this sacred mountain. (BAR/Sonia 
Halliday)
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Jacob’s Well (Sychar)
• Sychar Mentioned only once as the place 

where Jesus witnessed to the Samaritan 
woman at Jacob's Well (Jn 4:5). Some of 
the important parallels between the report 
of John and the actual description of the 
place demonstrate his good knowledge of 
the geographical data of this Israelite 
region.

• It seems Peter and John, once welcomed 
guests at Sychar, returned there: they 
started back to Jerusalem, and were 
preaching the gospel to many villages of 
the Samaritans. (Ac 8:25)

• Best identified with the village of Askar (n). 

Women at a well in 
Judea

Jacob’s Well 1865
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Jacob’s Well 
(Sychar)

• Sychar Well (Jacob's Well) near Tel Balatah is well authenticated as Bir Ya’aqub based 
on details of Jn 4 and by all traditions, Jewish, Christian, Samaritan and Muslim. It lies R 
of the road coming from Jerusalem where it bends from the plain of Makhneh into the 
pass of Shechem and branches to Samaria and Tirzah. 

• The site agrees with Jn 4 being at the foot of Mt Gerizim (4:20) and about 1.6km SE of 
Nablus. It is at the entrance of the ravine separating Mt Ebal from Mt Gerizim. On the 
edge of the plain, is the village of `Askar, 0.8km away. To the W is the traditional tomb of 
Joseph. This district E of Shechem is usually identified with Jacob's "parcel of ground.“

• The ruins of two churches and the unfinished walls of a third are found at the site. 
• Jn 4:5-6 locates the well in Sychar, near the parcel of ground that Jacob gave to his son 

Joseph;  and Jacob's well was there. Both Gn 33:19 and Jo 24:32 refer to this plot of 
ground. The well is a stone's throw from the Tel. In any case, there simply is no other well 
in the region.

• The 4th c Byz cruciform church has the well in its centre. It was mentioned by Ephrem and 
by Jerome in his version of the Ono. Though destroyed, its remains became the crypt of a 
Crusader church in the 11th c. The Greek Orthodox Church acquired the site in 1860, 
cleared the well and restored the crypt in 1893 (as seen by visitors today over the well). 
In 1914 they began to rebuild the church itself, but as they were funded from Tzarist 
Russia, the Communist Revolution stopped the flow. Since the collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1990, they have resumed the work. 

The (unfinished)  Orthodox Church 
built over the Well (LBPA 2320)

N
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Jacob’s Well 
(Sychar)

• Jacob's Well  (Bir Ya’qub). Object of pilgrimage from as 
early as 333 (n), when the Bordeaux pilgrim mentions “a 
bath [i.e. a baptistry] which takes its water from this well”. 
Eus. Mentioned the well in his Ono. 

• The well still exists, but although after copious rains it 
contains a little water, it is now usually quite dry. The upper 
part of the well is built in masonry, while the lower is cut 
through rock. 

• It is about 2.7m Ø and 23m deep (see Jn 4:11),  though in 
ancient times it was no doubt much deeper, probably twice 
as deep. Its digging must have been a very labourious and 
costly undertaking.

• The words from 4:6 can be translated as “on the well” which 
suggests that it was covered by stone blocks. Based on the 
use of the Gk phrear  (4:11) some call the source a draw-
well. It was certainly not a cistern. 

Plan of the present church at 
Jacob's Well showing earlier 
remains (Bellarmino Bagatti, 
Ancient Christian Villages of 
Samaria, Jerusalem 


