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INTRODUCTION 

Who was Jesus, and what can archaeology tell us about him? 
I am sure many people want to know this. The theologians 

and historians have had their go—many thousands of books attest to 
this—but what can archaeology contribute in the quest to find out 
more about the historical Jesus? Does archaeology just provide illus-
trative material for the context/background of the Gospel accounts, 
a kind of “garnish” for the focused historical perspective? Or can it 
provide us with unique, valuable information that can change sub-
stantially the way we perceive Jesus and his final days in Jerusalem as 
set forth in the Gospel accounts? 

I believe archaeology is an undervalued and untapped source of rich 
data on the historical Jesus, and I hope to show this in the pages of 
this book. Archaeology should be allowed its own voice alongside the 
information and ideas that emerge from the historical exegesis of the 
Gospels. They both have their problems: Archaeological remains may 
be too fragmentary or interpreted incorrectly; textual sources may 
be too garbled from transmission or replete with errors by copyists. 
Archaeology, therefore, should be used appropriately—neither to sup-
port and prop up the account of Jesus in Jerusalem nor to deny and 
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tear down the historicity of that account. It should be an independent 
means of “testing” the validity of the Gospel accounts, to compare 
and contrast them with historical studies. Archaeology can provide 
structured explanations and interpretations of specific events, such as 
the trial of Jesus, and these subsequently need to be tested and woven 
into the historical perspective. 

Archaeological sites are multi-layered, as are the textual accounts— 
both require dissection and critical examination to elucidate the many 
“truths” of the past. This is admittedly a difficult and complex task. 
Understanding the topography of Jerusalem and the layout of the city 
is essential. Also, having a good grasp of Jewish material remains of 
the first century is vital. Artifacts with inscriptions can be very help-
ful: A fragment of a block of stone from Caesarea bearing the name 
and exact title of Pontius Pilate is a major find and a boon for scholar-
ship. A tomb with the name of Caiaphas on one of its ossuaries is yet 
another major archaeological discovery highlighting the Gospel story. 
Other inscriptions, such as the “James” ossuary, are of dubious value 
because they come from the collections of antiquities dealers and not 
directly from scientific excavations, but this should not dampen the 
usefulness of archaeology in elucidating the Gospel narrative. 

The need to know more about the places in which Jesus spent his 
last critical days began a long time ago. This is clearly reflected in the 
constant flow of Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land and particularly 
to Jerusalem, which began in the fourth century and continues to the 
present day. Most worshippers desire to see with their own eyes the 
main sites associated with the Gospel stories: the traditional site of 
the room of the Last Supper on Mount Zion; the gnarled olive trees 
of Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives; the pavement of Gabbatha at 
the place where Jesus was tried by Pontius Pilate; the Via Dolorosa 
along which Jesus carried his cross; the Rock of Calvary where Jesus 
was brought for crucifixion; and the Edicule in the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre covering the vestiges of the Tomb of Jesus. 

viii



Inevitably, the same questions are asked by visiting pilgrims and 
travelers: How reliable are these traditional spots? How certain can we 
be that the authentic tomb of Jesus is indeed located at the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre? In the nineteenth century, alternative locations 
for some of the secondary holy sites in Jerusalem were given by local 
guides and by resident clergy, resulting in a lot of confusion and some 
suspicion amongst those visiting the city. The discomfort pilgrims 
and travelers felt in having to make educated guesses is apparent in 
some of their travel accounts. 

In the early twentieth century, travelers were confronted with an 
alternative tomb of Jesus at the “Garden Tomb” on the north side of 
the city, which caused further confusion. Today, Christian pilgrims 
are much more demanding and discerning and require “scientific” 
verification for explanations given by tourist guides in respect to the 
“traditional” Gospel sites. However, this does not mean they always 
get what they want. 

From where have people derived information about the final days of 
Jesus? Visual reconstructions occasionally appear on the stage and the 
big screen. I am thinking particularly of Andrew Lloyd Webber and 
Tim Rice’s excellent musical “Jesus Christ Superstar.” For cinematic 
renderings, there is the wonderful black-and-white movie by Pier 
Paolo Pasolini and the other newer movie, “The Last Temptation of 
Christ,” which managed to create quite a furor when it was released. 
More recently, I came out of Mel Gibson’s movie about Jesus’s final 
days, “The Passion of Christ,” feeling like I’d been drenched in gratu-
itous Hollywood blood. The movie was not being shown in Jerusalem 
because local distributors deemed the subject “uninteresting” for the 
general Israeli public; instead I watched a bootleg version, subtitled 
both in Arabic and English, in the rather quaint sitting room of the 
British School of Archaeology in East Jerusalem. 

Thousands of scholarly studies have been written about Jesus the 
prophet and healer; his early mission around the Sea of Galilee; his 

 Introduction   ix



Introduction 

ideas, sayings, and eschatological messages; and his experiences with 
John the Baptist at the Jordan River. Scholars agree that none of the 
Gospels is an eyewitness account of the events it describes, since each 
was written almost forty to sixty years after the death of Jesus. And 
so, at best, the Synoptic Gospels (Mark, Matthew, and Luke) may 
be regarded as conveying oral tradition that was to some extent em-
broidered and embellished as part of the literary process. The Fourth 
Gospel ( John) undoubtedly made use of a lot of historical data that 
were not available to the other three Gospel writers. The best way to 
get to some degree of truth about what actually happened, it has been 
argued, is through the careful historical and literary analysis of the 
Gospels and their possible sources. However, archaeology has quite a 
lot to offer, more so than has previously been realized. 

In this book I concentrate on Jesus’s final days during the Passover 
week in Jerusalem in 30 ce. Beginning with the road Jesus took to Je-
rusalem and his sojourn in Bethany, I examine Jesus’s activities within 
the city, particularly at the Jewish Temple and in the adjacent Pools 
of Bethesda and Siloam. The scene of the trial is investigated and 
fresh archaeological discoveries are revealed for the first time. Know-
ing what the place of the trial looked like allows one to visualize the 
proceedings in a way not previously possible. Questions relating to 
the exact place of Jesus’s crucifixion and burial are also dealt with and 
new archaeological discoveries are presented. A burial shroud from 
the first century, uncovered in Jerusalem, is compared to the famous 
Turin Shroud. Many new ideas and explanations have resulted from 
my personal quest to follow in the footsteps of the historical Jesus in 
Jerusalem. The reader may be astonished by some of these results. 

“So you’re a bit of an Indiana Jones?” the inquisitive shopkeeper 
asked me upon discovering I’m a professional archaeologist. He looked 
me up and down to see if I fit the bill, and didn’t seem impressed. 
True, I’m nothing like that fictional movie character, at least not 
when it comes to fleeing from a mammoth stone ball hurtling down a 
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narrow underground tunnel somewhere deep in a jungle, but I’ve had 
my fair share of excitement and danger while working in the Middle 
East. Archaeology is a lot of fun, but it is also meticulous detective 
work with a lot of dull recording, and there are many hours spent in 
dusty libraries. But you also get the exciting moment of discovery 
when suddenly out of the ground you lay your hands on a rare and 
unique artifact: an inscription, the head of a statue, or a hoard of 
coins. There is also the feeling of high expectation when you open 
the door to an underground chamber and become the first to pass 
through its portals for thousands of years. Such moments bring a sub-
lime feeling of exhilaration, with blood pounding in your head as you 
think about what you might find ahead. There is also danger. I have 
crawled through partly collapsed tunnels deep underground, some 
very narrow with very little room for maneuvering around, knowing 
that the oxygen might run out and the ceiling might suddenly cave 
in. Wild animals and insects also present a problem—I remember 
being chased by an angry wild boar and on another occasion by a 
swarm of stinging hornets, but usually it is just snakes and scorpions. 
There is further danger when working in areas where the military 
have left behind unexploded shells and other deadly devices, literally 
keeping you on your toes. But archaeology mostly consists of long 
seasons of backbreaking digging, meticulous recording procedures, 
sessions of post-excavation analysis, and days spent in research librar-
ies fitting the pieces of evidence together. 

In my mind, Jerusalem is one of the most exciting archaeological 
sites in the world, with an amazing array of ancient remains under-
ground. Some have already been uncovered; some await discovery. It is 
one of the most excavated places in Israel, even though large portions 
of the ancient city, hidden under modern houses and buildings, are 
inaccessible for digging purposes. I am fortunate to have spent some 
of my professional years digging into the depths of this amazing city, 
seeking out the vestiges of its past and fitting together history with 
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archaeology. I have dug next to the palace of Herod the Great, where 
the trial of Jesus took place, and in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
not far from the Tomb of Jesus. I have also made detailed archaeologi-
cal studies of the underground cavities beneath the Temple Mount and 
a new survey of the Pool of Bethesda. I am now digging in the area of 
the Upper City, close to where Byzantine tradition places the House 
of Caiaphas. They say that each spade sunk into the ground is bound 
to reveal rich information about Jerusalem’s past, and in my experi-
ence this is true. There are still major lacunae and uncertainties in our 
knowledge regarding the development of ancient Jerusalem, but, as 
we shall see, recent scientific archaeological excavations have been able 
to provide solutions to quite a few thorny historical difficulties. The 
problem is, the more we know, the more clearly we see the need to 
know more, and the questions we derive from the new archaeological 
data begin to multiply. And so the quest for exacting more knowledge 
from the ground goes on. In the past decades, many archaeological  
discoveries have fundamentally changed the way we perceive the ap-
pearance of the city where Jesus spent his final days. 

The general raison d’etre for this book was my wish to unravel once 
and for all the mystery surrounding the final days of Jesus in Jerusa-
lem: why he went there; how he came to be arrested, tried, and cruci-
fied; and where his place of burial was located. This book is the first 
to examine the final days of Jesus using the full array of archaeological 
finds dug up in Jerusalem. Some of my conclusions regarding Jesus 
and Jerusalem may be controversial, but readers should remember 
the dictum established by the master of detection, Sherlock Holmes: 
“When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, how-
ever improbable, must be the truth.” If the reader reaches the final 
page of this book and goes away feeling that it has indeed made a  
small contribution in illuminating the story of Jesus’s final days in Je-
rusalem, then I will have succeeded in what I initially set out to do. 

xii
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THE ROAD TO JERUSALEM 

“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those 
who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children 
together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not 
willing!” 

(Luke 13:34) 

No visitor to modern Jerusalem can ignore that it is the place 
where Jesus spent his final days and was ultimately crucified. 

Jesus’s impact on the city of Jerusalem was major, perhaps more so 
than that of any other individual in history. Ever since the fourth cen-
tury, when Christianity was recognized as the official religion in the 
Holy Land, millions of Christian pilgrims have poured into Jerusalem 
seeking out the places associated by tradition with Jesus’s Passion 
week. 

Almost 2,000 years later the formidable presence of Jesus still lin-
gers over the Old City, whether at the Garden of Gethsemane and the 
Mount of Olives, at the Stations of the Cross along the Via Dolorosa, 
or at the various shrines within the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. 
Walking the city streets are Christian priests and monks of different 
denominations: Dominican, Franciscan, Greek Orthodox, Armenian, 
Ethiopian, and others. Souvenir shops have wall-to-wall icons and olive-
wood carvings depicting the Nativity and Calvary and are stocked 
with crucifixes, large baskets heaped with incense and candles, and 
various mementoes such as guidebooks and postcards of the Holy 
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Sites. Groups of Christian worshippers pass along the Via Dolorosa 
during Easter week carrying full-scale replica wooden crosses, sing-
ing and praying and with tears rolling down their cheeks. Jesus is on 
everyone’s lips. 

Jerusalem was and still is a city imbued with holiness and a sense 
of extreme tension, with ongoing battles between the liberal and free, 
the strict and authoritative. It is a place you thrive in or drown in; you 
can spout philosophy there or wander in lunacy. There is magic in its 
stones. Jerusalem is one of those special cities that many put on the 
list of places they most want to visit during their lifetime. 

In Gospel accounts, Jesus first visited the city as a child with his 
parents during one of the major Jewish festivities held there. Jesus 
climbed the steps leading into the Temple precinct, establishing his 
footsteps firmly in the history of the city; some would say that from 
that moment his fate was sealed. At the time of Jesus it was a place 
dominated by the Temple of God, and this looming and majestic 
building was visible anywhere in the city. It was truly a City of the 
Temple. As a sensitive child fascinated with learning, Jesus would 
undoubtedly have been fully aware of the significance of Jerusalem as 
a place connected with some of the major events in Israelite history. It 
was here King David and King Solomon reigned; it was to this place 
that the Ark of the Covenant was brought; eventually the Temple 
of God was built on Mount Moriah; and it was in these city streets 
that the Israelite Prophets berated their people. As an adult, Jesus 
continued returning to Jerusalem to participate in the main Jewish 
festivities and to teach and heal, perhaps starting to gain a reputation 
as a man of “signs and wonders.” Jerusalem became almost a forbid-
den magnet for Jesus: It was a place, we may surmise, he very much 
wanted to be in because of his Jewish upbringing and his need to be 
close to the Temple of God, but the city also drew out his anger and 
compassion, and eventually brought him into conflict with the Jewish 
and Roman authorities. 
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Finally, during Passover week in the year 30, Jesus’s fate was sealed 
and he died on a wooden cross opposite one of the gates of the city. 
The crucifixion of Jesus was a traumatic event that eventually opened 
the door to the birth of Christianity. Archaeology, as we shall see, has 
been able to fill in the gaps regarding the appearance of Jesus’s Jeru-
salem, the places where Jesus preached and healed, the whereabouts of 
his trial, the manner in which he was crucified, and the spot where he 
was ultimately buried. 

But first, we need to pull back to an earlier time in Jesus’s life, to 
establish something about his Galilean background and clarify the 
dates of his birth and death in order to place him within the cor-
rect historical context. We will then consider the archaeological facts 
regarding the road Jesus took on his final trip to Jerusalem and the 
places he probably visited or passed en route. 

Jesus, son of Mary and Joseph, was known in Hebrew as Yeshua 
Ben Yoseph ( John 1:45: “Philip found Nathanael and said to him, 
‘We have found him about whom Moses in the Law and also the 
prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth’”). What many  
know from the Gospels is that Jesus spent his childhood and much 
of his formative life in Nazareth, a somewhat modest, small village 
nestling in the hills of Lower Galilee, and it was from there he set 
forth on his mission to Jerusalem.1 But there is much yet unknown 
about Nazareth from the time of Jesus, except that it appears to have 
been an agricultural village, surrounded with terraced orchards and 
vineyards. Animal husbandry would have been practiced as well. A 
few burial caves of the period, wine presses, and a stone-vessel indus-
try are known from the vicinity of the village. Nazareth was by no 
means isolated and remote; it existed near the large and thriving town 
of Sepphoris, the restored capital of the tetrarchy of Herod Antipas, 
though its name is not mentioned in the Gospels.2 Judging by the 
relative sizes of rural villages in Palestine at that time, Nazareth must 
have been quite small, perhaps with only a couple of hundred people 
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living there. The bottom line is that everyone living in the village 
would have known each other. 

In addition, Jesus’s family was not poor as some have thought it to 
have been. As an artisan (carpenter/stone mason) Joseph had profes-
sional skills that would have put him and his family within the top 
echelon of village society, on a par with small landowners.3 Joseph’s 
profession is clearly stated in Matthew in regard to Jesus: “Is not this 
the carpenter’s son? Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his 
brothers James and Joseph and Simon and Judas?” (13:55). Whether 
or not Jesus learned the trade is unclear, but the imagery of the arti-
san pops up in Jesus’s sayings, such as “Why do you see the splinter 
in your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice the plank in your own eye?” 
(Matthew 7:3–5). Jesus also liked to quote Psalm 118: “The stone that 
the builder rejected has become the cornerstone” (Luke 20:17). Joseph 
clearly possessed the financial means to cover the costs of traveling to 
Jerusalem to ensure that Jesus was presented in the Temple (“When 
the time came for their purification according to the Law of Moses, 
they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord”) and 
even to celebrating Passover there on an annual basis (Luke 2:41: 
“Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the 
Passover”). The cost of traveling in those days was exorbitant and 
could not have been undertaken by everyone. Not only was there a 
loss of earnings for the period the family was away from home, but 
food had to be bought along the way, and inns and road tolls had to 
be paid for. Jerusalem was an expensive city to stay in and accom-
modations were dear, especially at the time of festivities. Hence, the 
family of Jesus cannot have been poor. 

What about the origins of the family of Jesus? Were they Judean 
or Galilean?4 According to Matthew and Mark, Jesus is said to have 
come from Nazareth. But John is doubtful that anything good can 
come out of Nazareth. John refers to those raising questions about 
Jesus’s origins: “But some asked, ‘Surely the Messiah does not come 
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from Galilee, does he? Has not the scripture said that the Messiah is 
descended from David and comes from Bethlehem, the village where 
David lived?’ ” (7:41–42). Bethlehem was situated not in the Galilee 
but in Judea and was regarded as the ancestral town of King David. 
Matthew makes a point of emphasizing the link between Jesus and 
David in his genealogy at the beginning of his Gospel. Matthew goes 
on to say that the family of Jesus at one point “withdrew” into Galilee 
at the time of Herod Archelaus, whereas Luke (2:4) says they were 
resident in Nazareth and only traveled to Bethlehem in order to enroll 
in a census. 

Hence, there are two possibilities: First, that Jesus was born in Naza-
reth and came from a Galilean family of long standing. The idea is that 
the connection to Bethlehem was forced by certain Gospel writers to 
establish a firm genealogical link between Jesus and King David. The 
second possibility is that the family, or at least those from Joseph’s side, 
originally came from the Judean Hills south of Jerusalem, but eventu-
ally relocated to the Galilee at some stage after Jesus was born.5 

Since the people of Nazareth were subsequently unfriendly toward 
the adult Jesus, treating him like an outsider, not as a member of a 
well-established local family, this points to Jesus’s family being origi-
nally of Judean stock. Indeed, at one point Jesus was cast out of Naza-
reth in an undignified and positively murderous fashion: “and they 
[the inhabitants] rose up, and cast him forth out of the city, and led 
him unto the brow of the hill whereon their city was built, that they 
might throw him down headlong . . .” (Luke 4:28–29). This sounds 
like they intended to harm Jesus, perhaps even to kill him by ston-
ing, had they managed to push him over the cliff. It is not surprising 
that in later rabbinical writings we read that a cliff, which had to be 
at least twice the height of a man, was a designated execution place 
where criminals were thrown over and stoned to death.6 

In Jesus’s time, archaeology shows Nazareth to have been a very 
small place; a violent disagreement of this kind would have had a 
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disruptive effect on the entire village. Since Jesus managed to escape 
from Nazareth to Capernaum, we must assume his family were also 
banished or left of their own accord. Perhaps this explains why in 
Mark we hear of the fishing village Capernaum subsequently being 
referred to as “home”: “When he [ Jesus] returned to Capernaum 
after some days, it was reported that he was at home.” Capernaum, on 
the shore of the Sea of Galilee, was undoubtedly Jesus’s main base of 
operations as a rabbi, teacher, and healer. Jesus spent most of his life 
in the Galilee, initially at Nazareth and then for a few years more in 
Capernaum, until he was more than 30 years of age (Luke 3:23).7 

What do we know about the chronology of Jesus’s life? This is a 
subject that has been and continues to be a major bone of contention 
among scholars. My own view is that the crucifixion probably took 
place in the year 30 ce, when Jesus was 36 years of age, and two 
years after the beheading of John the Baptist by Herod Antipas.8 But 
how does this date square with the chronological data in the Gospel 
narratives? 

There is common agreement that Jesus was born toward the end 
of the reign of Herod the Great (37–4 bce) and that this Herod is 
the same one referred to in Matthew and Luke: “In the time of King 
Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from 
the East came to Jerusalem, asking, ‘Where is the child who has been 
born king of the Jews?’” (Matthew 2:1–2). The story Matthew pro-
vides of the Slaughter of the Innocents (babies up to the age of 2 years 
old) cannot be confirmed from any historical source, but it would be 
in keeping with Herod’s known cruelty and dementia, as reported by 
the Jewish historian Josephus Flavius. Herod’s health began deterio-
rating rapidly after 7 bce.9 The bottom line is that Jesus would have 
been born during the two years preceding Herod’s death, i.e. between 
6 and 4 bce. 

Luke’s story (2:1–5) of Joseph and Mary traveling to Bethlehem to 
register in the census undertaken by the Roman governor in Syria, 
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P. Sulpicius Quirinius, is muddled and incorrect, and so must be 
disqualified as an historical event.10 First, Quirinius only arrived in 
Syria in 6 ce, ten years after the death of Herod the Great, and so 
the census could only have been undertaken in 6 ce or a year later. 
Second, there is no historical attestation for a census having been or-
dered by decree of Caesar Augustus. 

Matthew, however, suggests that Mary, Joseph, and the “young 
child” Jesus returned to Palestine from Egypt while Herod Archelaus 
was still ruling his kingdom, which included the regions of Judea, Sa-
maria, and Idumea. If we take into consideration the fact that Arche-
laus was deposed in 6 ce and Jesus was still only a “young child” at 
that time (i.e., he was twelve or younger), then 6 bce would therefore 
be a reasonable date for the birth of Jesus. 

What seems certain is that the crucifixion took place during 
Pontius Pilate’s governorship of Judea, between 26–36 ce, and while 
Caiaphas was serving as the Jewish High Priest in Jerusalem, between 
18–36 ce.11 Assuming that Jesus’s birth was in 6 bce, the crucifixion 
would have taken place in 30 ce (two years after the beheading of John 
the Baptist) and Jesus would have been thirty-six years of age at the 
time of his death.12 One has to admit, however, that there can be no 
absolute certainty about the 6 bce to 30 ce date for the life of Jesus. 
Indeed, the scholar E. P. Sanders has stated that until new chronologi-
cal data becomes available, it is perhaps best “if we accept the accuracy 
of the sources in a more general way. This allows not only one of them, 
but even all of them to be fuzzy or wrong on some details.”13 

As a thirty-six-year-old, Jesus would have been regarded by his con-
temporaries as a man in his prime when he set out on his final journey 
to Jerusalem, because life expectancy was much lower; few lived past 
forty. According to Mark: “He left that place [Capernaum] and went to 
the region of Judea and beyond the Jordan. And crowds again gathered 
around him” (1:10). The Gospel accounts are confused and somewhat 
contradictory.14 Indeed, Jesus’s last journey from Galilee to Jerusalem is 
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not even referred to in the Gospel of John, at least only obliquely con-
cerning Jesus’s appearance in the lower Jordan Valley.15 

Jesus set out south from Capernaum with his disciples, family 
members, and followers. Luke says they made their way between the 
borders of Galilee and Samaria, which must mean they entered into 
the independent territory of Scythopolis (Beth Shean). The rich agri-
cultural lands of Scythopolis were not passed to Herod’s sons upon 
his death, but were in the possession of the province of Syria.16 From 
there, Jesus might have considered taking one of three possible routes 
to reach Jerusalem: a road ascending the northern hills of Samaria to 
Jenin, where it runs south along the backbone of the hill country as 
far as Nablus, and then on to Jerusalem. A more direct route would 
have run south from Scythopolis along the western edges of the Jordan 
Valley toward Jericho, passing Phasaelis and Archelais. Another road 
running along the eastern edges of the Jordan Valley, reached via a 
ford over the Jordan River not far from Scythopolis (the ed-Damieh 
bridge), extended through the Ghor and ran south all the way to 
Bethabara, which was situated more or less opposite Jericho. The 
significance of the path taken by Jesus is important for understand-
ing the background to Jesus’s appearance in Jerusalem. Had he taken 
the first route, Jesus might have exposed his followers to danger. By 
taking the second route, Jesus would have encountered needless con-
flict with Judean authorities even before reaching Jerusalem. 

However, the third route “beyond the Jordan” led him into familiar 
territory, since he joined a band of baptizers here under the leadership 
of John the Baptist a couple of years earlier. Also, as a resident of Lower 
Galilee in the territory of Perea (the territory of Herod Antipas), it 
probably would have been easier for Jesus to travel through these ad-
ditional territories of Perea “beyond the Jordan”’ (which included a 
substantial part of central Transjordan) without too much hindrance 
from the authorities. The same would not have been true had he de-
cided to travel through Judea. 
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The second route through the highlands of Samaria was deemed 
dangerous; Samaritans were known to accost caravans of Jewish trav-
elers. The Jewish historian Josephus relates how while traversing the 
plain of Samaria “a large company of Jews on their way up [to Jerusa-
lem] for the festival” was attacked and a few of its members were mur-
dered. Although Sebaste—the Samaria of the Old Testament—was a 
pagan city, the Samaritan presence in the countryside was strong. 
That Jesus himself made visits to the Samaria region is clear from 
Luke and John, but according to Matthew Jesus forbade his disciples 
from going there. Indeed, at a watering hole close to Sebaste ( Jacob’s 
Well), a local woman pointedly questioned Jesus about his activities 
there, “for the Jews have no dealings with Samaritans” ( John 4:9).17 

Finally, Jesus was reportedly being followed around by a multitude 
of people, which would have made his appearance along the western 
edges of the Jordan Valley, deemed Judean territory and under the 
control of the Roman Procurator, dangerous and foolhardy. After all, 
Jesus was not just a pilgrim in a caravan on its way to the Passover fes-
tivities in Jerusalem, but the leader of disciples and additional follow-
ers—a fact the authorities might have regarded as threatening. The 
town of Archelais, which was built astride the road, 12 Roman miles 
north of Jericho, would have been difficult for Jesus to pass through 
unnoticed. Archelais was founded by one of Herod the Great’s sons, 
Herod Archelaus, who named it after himself to serve as a center for 
his vast date groves. It has been identified at Khirbet Beiyudat and I 
visited the site recently to make an appraisal. Only a small part of the 
site has been excavated, but the remains uncovered from the first cen-
tury ce are impressive, including residential quarters, ritual bathing 
pools, and a lot of pottery and stone vessels.18 Today the surrounding 
area looks quite bleak and arid, but in ancient times this would have 
been a thriving town situated within a flourishing green oasis. 

For these reasons, the route indicated by Mark and Matthew 
“beyond the Jordan,” i.e., along the eastern edges of the Jordan Valley 
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and within the territory of Perea, makes much more sense as the road 
Jesus took to Jerusalem. 

The journey from Capernaum to Jerusalem would have taken most 
of a week, depending on the time Jesus and his entourage spent at 
each stopping point.19 The main roads of that period were simple,  
between 2 to 6 meters wide, with tamped-down hard surfaces and 
stones cleared to their edges.20 There were no paved roads at that time. 
Caravans consisted of people on foot with walking sticks, carrying 
food and provisions on their backs. The elderly and young probably 
rode donkeys or mules. The Jordan Valley is a hellish place to walk 
through in summer, when the heat becomes oppressive. However, the 
region is mild during the winter and spring months, permitting sleep-
ing in the open at prescribed halting spots. They may have stopped at 
small villages and water springs along the way. The American scholar 
Chester Charlton McCown wrote that “the balmy air and the relative 
infrequency of storms, which at that season may be very severe in the 
mountains, would seem to qualify the Jordan route as by all odds the 
one best suited to the movements of considerable bodies of peasant 
pilgrims to and from the Passover feast.”21 

Jesus’s route would have taken him next to places of baptism previ-
ously frequented by his mentor John the Baptist, namely Aenon and 
Bethabara. I think Jesus’s appearance in the Jordan Valley was strate-
gic: There, he could practice his healing and consolidate his position 
as the perceived successor of John the Baptist. Jesus was probably un-
successful in his endeavor to get major support from the Baptist move-
ment. He most certainly would have visited Salem, near the Spring of 
Aenon, not far south of Scythopolis, perhaps even staying there for a 
short while before moving on. Aenon is where John the Baptist spent 
time baptizing before his death in 28 ce: “And John too was baptis-
ing at Aenon, near Salem, because there was much water there, and 
[people] came and were baptised” ( John 3:23). According to Eusebius, 
writing in the early third century, “the place is still shown today, 
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eight miles south of Scythopolis [Beth Shean], near Salem and the 
Jordan.” The traveler Egeria (384 ce) wrote that on descending to the 
Jordan River from the main road on the west, she passed through a 
wide plain and approached a big village called Sedima, with a church 
on a hillock, and close by “a good clean spring of water which flowed 
in a single stream. There was a kind of pool in front of the spring at 
which it appears holy John Baptist administered baptism.”22 Salem 
also appears in a similar location on the sixth-century Madaba mosaic 
map of the Holy Land. 

Salem is identified with Tell er-Ridrha (known today as Tell 
Shalem) and Aenon with the nearby spring (‘Ain Ibrahim) situated at 
the foot of the hill to the northeast, but previous archaeological sur-
veys were unable to show the existence of pottery or other remnants 
from the site dating from the time of John the Baptist and Jesus.23 A 
trip I made to the site last year, however, was quite enlightening: A 
large fragment of a cooking pot and fragments of red gloss terra sigil-
lata bowls from the first century ce were picked up from the site’s  
surface, showing that the spring indeed existed at the time Jesus 
passed by. So it is likely that the adjacent village was one of the stop-
ping places for him and his followers.24 Unfortunately, the area of the 
spring and its pool cannot be excavated since it has been converted 
into a modern fishpond belonging to nearby Kibbutz Tirat Zvi. There 
are also one or two unexploded landmines in the area of the spring 
and village, judging by military signposts. 

Another place Jesus probably reached during his final journey is 
Bethabara, situated in the lower Jordan Valley to the north of the 
Dead Sea, although this place is not mentioned by Mark, Matthew, or 
Luke. John, however, does say that Jesus went “beyond the Jordan into 
the place where John was at the first baptizing; and there he abode” 
(10:40), and we have to assume this is a reference to Bethabara. Je-
sus’s presence there was undoubtedly important in his attempt to 
consolidate his position as John the Baptist’s successor: “And many 
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came unto him [ Jesus], and they said, John indeed did no sign: but 
all things whatsoever John spoke of this man were true. And many 
believed in him there” ( John 10:41–42). 

Bethabara (“house of crossing”) was a village situated next to a ford 
across the Jordan River, to the north of the Dead Sea, with a road 
leading west from Transjordan to Jericho. The importance of this lo-
cation as a place of transition cannot have escaped Jesus. It was from 
here Joshua crossed into the Promised Land with the Israelites, where 
Elijah divided the waters of the Jordan River and went up to heaven 
in a blazing chariot, and where John the Baptist began his ministry 
and baptized Jesus.25 New archaeological excavations and surveys on 
the east bank of the Jordan River have brought to light fragmentary 
remains dating from the first century ce, but unequivocal signs of the 
village of Bethabara from the time of Jesus have yet to be found.26 

Having passed over the Bethabara ford at the Jordan River, Jesus 
traveled across the Jericho Plain to reach the road ascending west 
through the hills toward the villages of Bethany and Bethphage and 
the city of Jerusalem.27 Jericho was a major halting spot for caravans 
of pilgrims arriving from the north and east. Traveling along the 
road, Jesus reached the oasis of Jericho but probably didn’t stay there 
for very long: “They came to Jericho. As he and his disciples and a 
large crowd were leaving Jericho, Bartimaeus son of Timaeus, a blind 
beggar, was sitting by the roadside” (Mark 10:46). Mark describes 
the arrival of Jesus at Jericho so awkwardly that we wonder whether 
incidents occurred there that Mark or his source might have thought 
irrelevant and so were excised. Alternatively, this might have been a 
stylistic matter due to the translation of the original source material 
in Mark from Aramaic into Greek.28 

According to Matthew there were two blind men near the town: 

“As they were leaving Jericho, a large crowd followed him. There 
were two blind men sitting by the roadside. When they heard 
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that Jesus was passing by, they shouted, ‘Lord, have mercy on 
us, Son of David!’ The crowd sternly ordered them to be quiet; 
but they shouted even more loudly, ‘Have mercy on us, Lord, 
Son of David!’ Jesus stood still and called them, saying, ‘What 
do you want me to do for you?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, let our 
eyes be opened.’ Moved with compassion, Jesus touched their 
eyes. Immediately they regained their sight and followed him” 
(20:29–34). 

An entirely different story is related by Luke: 

“He entered Jericho and was passing through it. A man was 
there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax-collector and was 
rich. He was trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the 
crowd he could not, because he was short in stature. So he ran 
ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he was 
going to pass that way. When Jesus came to the place, he looked 
up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I 
must stay at your house today’ ” (19:1–10). 

If Luke is right and Jesus stayed for a while in Jericho, it would 
be nice to know what the houses of Jericho looked like at that time. 
Unfortunately, nothing much archaeologically is known about the 
residential parts of the town of Jericho, except that it was quite large, 
with an important spring (the spring of Elisha, or in Arabic ‘Ain es-
Sultan), and a cemetery.29 A large community of priests who served 
in the Jerusalem Temple lived in the town. The oasis of Jericho was 
renowned for its date-palm plantations and for producing balsam, 
which had numerous medicinal uses. Herod the Great built a large 
complex of sumptuous winter palaces south of the town, at a site now 
known in Arabic as Tulul Abu el-‘Alayiq.30 I know the ruins well, 
having clambered around them on numerous occasions. The palaces 
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were excavated from the 1970s, revealing pavilions, residential and 
service areas, bathhouses, swimming pools, and gardens. In one of the 
swimming pools Herod had the innocent teenager Aristobulus from 
the Hasmonean family drowned. 

Having made the steep climb up the winding road through the 
hills, Jesus finally approached Jerusalem from the east, a day’s journey 
from Jericho. Looming in front of him was the large mountainous 
massif known as the Mount of Olives, with the villages of Bethphage 
and Bethany (see more about these places in the next chapter); hidden 
behind it was the city of Jerusalem and the Temple of God. 

Why would Jesus have wanted to go to Jerusalem in the first 
place? Having established himself successfully as an itinerant teacher 
and healer at the Sea of Galilee, with a dedicated band of disciples and 
a devoted following, Jesus managed to avoid conflict with the local 
authorities by distancing himself from the large cities of Sepphoris 
and Tiberias. On face value, there was no apparent need for Jesus to 
go to Jerusalem. It is possible that Jesus simply desired to make a re-
ligious pilgrimage to the city for the purpose of the Passover festivity, 
following the custom set by his father. Alternatively, he may have felt 
the need to go there to intentionally stir things up through his teach-
ing. It is not surprising that sign and prophetic movements, referred 
to by the first century historian Josephus, originated in Judea or were 
active there, but not in the Galilee, although malcontents undoubt-
edly existed everywhere.31 

A critical analysis of the Gospels (especially Mark) has shown that 
the account of Jesus’s movements and his final journey were appar-
ently edited so that they might be consistent with Jesus’s apparent  
premonition, while still in Galilee, about a journey to Jerusalem, and 
a likely struggle and death that would ensue when encountering the 
city authorities. Whether Jesus had a clear working strategy for the 
time he was to spend in Jerusalem is unknown, but it seems to me 
that Jesus went there to consolidate his position as a “baptizer” and 
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to expand upon his healing activities. What is clear is that having 
arrived in Jerusalem, at least six days before the Passover holiday 
began (if one accepts the testimony of John 12:1), Jesus had sufficient 
time to mingle intentionally with the crowds of Jewish pilgrims for 
the festivities, to persuade them of his beliefs and ideas, and to try to 
get them to join his following.32 Indeed, Jesus’s well-known previous 
association with John the Baptist, who had been beheaded owing to 
Antipas’ fear of an insurrection, would have made the religious and 
military authorities of Jerusalem suspicious of Jesus’s overall motives 
in visiting the city at the height of the Passover holiday. We do not 
know when the authorities first became aware of Jesus’s presence, but 
it was probably when crowds began gathering around him to observe 
his cleansing and healing work. 

Without doubt, Jesus’s arrival in Jerusalem was planned, and he 
clearly wanted to use the Passover period to visit the Temple and 
other locations in the city, to spread his message among the numer-
ous visiting pilgrims. However, Jesus’s final intentions in Jerusalem 
remain mysterious and unclear. Did he plan to clash with the local 
Jewish and Roman authorities, or did things simply get out of hand? 
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“Then they brought the colt to Jesus and threw their cloaks on it; and 
he sat on it. Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others 
spread leafy branches that they had cut in the fields. Then those who 
went ahead and those who followed were shouting,
 ‘Hosanna! 

Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord! 
Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!’” 

(Mark 11:7–10) 

Jesus and his entourage managed to reach Jerusalem safely from 
the direction of Jericho, without any harassment or hindrance from 

the Roman authorities who were controlling the road; probably they 
did this by blending into the even flow of crowds of Jewish pilgrims 
joyfully making their way to the city for the forthcoming Passover 
events. But on reaching the village of Bethany, on the eastern out-
skirts of the city, everything apparently changed: The crowds sud-
denly knew who Jesus was and were almost in a state of ecstasy, 
exclaiming and singing with a lot of fanfare. 

In my search for the historical Jesus I have often wondered what 
exactly happened on that spring day in the year thirty at the vil-
lage of Bethany on the outskirts of Jerusalem. Was there a sudden 
realization among the crowds that their messianic expectations might 
now be fulfilled? Would people have had in their minds the words 
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of the prophet Zechariah concerning the triumphal entrance of a 
king riding on a colt into Zion? Would news of Jesus’s triumphal 
arrival not have spread like wildfire through the city as he and his 
disciples descended the slope of the Mount of Olives to enter into 
Jerusalem? Would Jesus’s reception not have been monitored by the 
Roman authorities and would not the excitement have made them 
wary? Or was it after all just a modest affair and not as colorful as 
the Gospel accounts would suggest, organized by the disciples simply 
to celebrate the arrival of their beloved leader and rabbi (Hebrew, 
“my master”) at Bethany? 

I believe it more likely that Jesus and his followers adopted a qui-
eter approach to entering the city, otherwise their actions could have 
been interpreted by the Romans as seditious and Jesus might easily 
have been arrested even before entering the city. There is nothing 
to suggest that Jesus did not make his way, as the Gospels describe, 
astride a colt, with a few people spreading their garments and tree 
branches in front of his path, and crying out praises: “blessed is the 
one who comes in the name of the Lord.” But all in all it would have 
been a modest, low-key affair. From the point of view of the Roman 
soldiers keeping an eye on the Bethany road, the actions of Jesus and 
his group would have been indistinguishable from the excitable be-
havior and joyous exclamations of many other newly arrived Jewish 
pilgrims when first approaching Jerusalem from afar. 

Scholars have spent a lot of time debating the historicity of the 
Gospel accounts connected to Bethany: the arrival of Jesus, the 
anointing of Jesus, and the raising of Lazarus.33 But what about the 
village of Bethany itself: Where was it situated and what would it 
have looked like at the time of Jesus? 

The three Gospels, Mark, Matthew and Luke, are in agreement 
that Bethany was in the near vicinity of another village named Beth-
phage, close to the Mount of Olives, and that both villages were 
situated not far from the road Jesus took to Jerusalem from Jericho. 
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These were small villages, probably no larger than Jesus’s hometown 
of Nazareth, and he would have felt quite comfortable staying there. 
There are eleven references to Bethany in the Gospels, and three to 
Bethphage.34 Bethany was one of a group of villages dotted around 
Jerusalem in the first century ce and delimiting the extent of its 
rural hinterland on all sides. Bethphage was seen specifically to mark 
the eastern limits of the city in rabbinical sources.35 This group of 
villages included Shu‘fat and Gabaath Saul (Gibeah of Saul) to the 
north of the city, Motza (Emmaus) and En Kerem (Beth Haccerem) to 
the west, Ramat Rahel to the south, Hizma (Azmaveth) and Isawiye 
to the northeast, and Et-Tur (Bethphage) and el-Azariyeh (Bethany) 
to the southeast. Scattered between these villages are numerous an-
cient remains of farms, cisterns and ritual bathing pools (the Jewish 
miqwa’ot), terraces and fields, and burial caves. This land was the 
bread basket of Jerusalem, supplying the inhabitants of the city with 
olive oil and wine, various fruits and nuts, and vegetables grown in 
the irrigated plots below springs of water. 

Bethany is clearly to be identified with the modern Palestinian 
village of el-Azariyeh since it is situated about 3 kilometers to the 
southeast of Jerusalem—which roughly fits the distance of 15 stadia 
mentioned in John—or a forty-minute ride on horseback.36 The 
modern name el-Azariyeh is a corruption of the Greek Lazarion (“the 
place of Lazarus”), but in Old Testament times Bethany may have 
been known as (Beth) Ananiah. The last time I visited the village 
and its ruins in the 1990s was in the company of Musa, the son of 
the local Muslim cemetery attendant. I was struck by the absolute 
poverty of his existence; his house was virtually empty except for a 
tap and basin and some bedding in the corner. At the time of Jesus 
the houses of ancient Bethany would have been sturdy and well built, 
with good air circulation and large external courtyards, with mangers 
for beasts of burden in the lower rooms, and with upper living rooms, 
some of which had simple geometric designs on the interior walls. 
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Numerous archaeological remains have been uncovered in the  
area of the present-day village of Bethany and around the area of the 
traditional rock-hewn Tomb of Lazarus.37 As an archaeologist I have 
investigated many rock-cut tombs from the time of Jesus, but the 
interior of the Lazarus tomb has been modified to such an extent in 
later medieval periods that nothing of its original appearance can 
be deduced. A Christian church was erected there in the Byzantine 
period and there are also substantial remains at the spot dating from 
Crusader times. For our purposes, there can be no doubt that Bethany 
was a flourishing rural village at the time of Jesus, and numerous 
agricultural installations, ritual bathing pools (miqwa’ot), and cisterns 
from the first century ce have been uncovered in excavations. In later 
centuries many Christian pilgrims visited the village seeking out the 
house of Martha and Mary—where Jesus was reputed to have stayed 
during Passion week—and the Tomb of Lazarus. In one of the ritual 
bathing pools uncovered by archaeologists at Bethany there were 
red-painted drawings of crosses, and incised graffiti of various kinds 
and inscriptions on the walls, evidently made by Byzantine-period 
pilgrims visiting the village.38 

Bethphage (which means “house of green figs,” from the Hebrew 
paggim) is identified with the village of Et-Tur on the east side of the 
southern summit of the Mount of Olives. Various archaeological re-
mains have been investigated there, including, recently, the remains 
of an oil press within a building. Like Bethany, the village from the 
time of Jesus was probably quite small. It was to this place that Jesus 
sent two of his disciples to collect a she-ass and colt that were needed 
for his triumphal entry into Jerusalem: “When they were approaching 
Jerusalem, at Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives, he 
sent two of his disciples and said to them, ‘Go into the village ahead 
of you, and immediately as you enter it, you will find tied there a 
colt that has never been ridden; untie it and bring it’” (Mark 11:1–2; 
cf. the variant accounts in Matthew 21:1–2; Luke 19:29–30). In the 
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Byzantine period many pilgrims visited the village and a church was 
built there as well; numerous remains from the Crusader period have 
also been identified. Unfortunately, the new “barrier-wall,” which is 
under construction to separate Israel from Palestinian territories, will 
eventually cut off this village from its fields. 

The village of Bethany apparently served as headquarters—perhaps 
like a second home—for Jesus and his disciples during their visits to 
Jerusalem. The Gospels of Mark, Matthew, and Luke refer only to the 
one visit made by Jesus to Jerusalem during his final week, but John 
indicates he frequently came to Jerusalem to attend festivals, visiting 
a number of locations including the Temple and the adjacent pools. 
But did Jesus lodge at Bethany in his final week in Jerusalem because 
of the scarcity of accommodations in Jerusalem, congested as it was 
with pilgrims for the Passover, or was it because he was afraid to be in 
the proximity of the Roman authorities? 

It seems to me that Jesus’s deep friendship with Lazarus and his 
sisters Mary and Martha was probably the main reason he lodged 
at their house in Bethany rather than anywhere else. Indeed, Jesus’s 
daily movements in and out of the city would more likely have alerted 
the authorities—since he would have had to pass frequently through 
the guarded gates of the city—than had he remained in permanent 
lodgings in the city for the duration of the holiday. The names Mary 
(Miriam) and Martha (Marta) were very common female names in the 
first century. Bone boxes (ossuaries) inscribed with the name Martha 
are known from a tomb at the so-called “Mount of Offense” not far 
from Bethany, and many ossuaries inscribed with the name of Mary 
have been found in other tombs around Jerusalem.39 In addition to the 
siblings Lazarus, Mary, and Martha, we also hear of another resident 
of Bethany: Simon the Leper, who may have been a Pharisee, and who 
was perhaps related (as a husband or father?) to Martha or to Mary.40 

There are two episodes in the Gospels that are of significance for 
understanding the relationship between Jesus and the Bethany family. 
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The first relates to the anointing of Jesus with oil, and the second 
with the raising of Lazarus. We shall examine each one of these sto-
ries separately and see if archaeology can shed light on them. 

The contradictions in the details of the anointing episode in the 
various Gospels have generated a lot of discussion among scholars.41 

According to John, Mary anointed Jesus’s feet with oil and then wiped 
them with her hair. Mark and Matthew, however, say that it was Je-
sus’s head that was actually anointed, with expensive oil contained 
in an alabastron, and that this was done by an unnamed woman (but 
presumably a member of the household) while Jesus was attending an 
evening meal at the house of Simon the Leper. The Greek word used 
to denote this external physical anointing is aleipho. The alabastron 
was a typical kind of bottle at that time used to contain perfumes 
or choice oils, and many examples have been found in archaeological 
excavations. In Luke, however, the anointing appears earlier on in the 
Gospel story and seemingly refers to a different location while Jesus 
was still in the Galilee. The story, I believe, actually refers to an oc-
casion during one of Jesus’s earlier visits to Jerusalem—if one accepts 
John’s references to earlier visits—and in relating the story Luke may 
not have been overly concerned with the exact geographical location. 
The house is acknowledged to be that of Simon the Pharisee, who in-
vited Jesus to dine with him. A woman, identified only as “a sinner” 
but evidently a member of Simon’s household, has an alabastron con-
taining oil, and “standing behind at his feet, weeping, she began to 
wet his feet with her tears, and wiped them with the hair of her head, 
and kissed his feet, and anointed them with the ointment.” Later, 
Jesus says to Simon: “I entered into thy house, thou gave me no water 
for my feet: but she has wetted my feet with her tears, and wiped 
them with her hair. . . My head with oil thou did not anoint: but she 
has anointed my feet with ointment. . .” (Luke 7:44–46). 

The anointing of feet with oil/ointment has generally been re-
garded by scholars as a practice that was out of place in ancient Pal-
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estine and therefore evidently wrong.42 The argument is that if any  
part of Jesus was anointed then it should have been his head (as in 
Mark and Matthew) so as to confirm his messianic status. Indeed, the 
verb m-sh-h in Hebrew, which is used in biblical accounts to denote 
the act of anointing, is the source of the word “messiah,” which liter-
ally means the “anointed one.” In the Old Testament human beings 
were anointed to enhance their royal or prophetic status (e.g., the 
anointing of King Saul), as well as sacred objects. Not only are there 
ample ancient texts referring to the anointing of feet with oil in the 
context of the Greek and Roman worlds, but also in Deuteronomy a 
covenant was struck by the dipping of a foot in oil.43 The anointing 
of other parts of the body with oil was also commonly referred to in 
the biblical sources and in many cases it was connected to ritualistic 
and purification activities, and at times of fasting and mourning. The 
dead were also anointed: It was part of a purification procedure that 
consisted of the washing of a body with water, the anointing of the 
body with oil, and the wrapping of the body in a shroud. 

What is compelling is that at the time of Jesus and in the follow-
ing century the practice of anointing with oil for purification purposes 
appears to have been prevalent in domestic settings as well. In the  
archaeological excavation of Jewish houses from the first century ce 

in Jerusalem, small stone tubs were found outside the stepped ritual 
bathing pools (miqwa’ot). Scholars have correctly assumed that these 
tubs were used for the washing of the hands or feet of the person en-
tering the pool to be purified, and indeed in early rabbinical writings 
(the Mishna) we hear about some washing of the extremities of the 
body before entering the ritual bath (m. Miqwa’ot 9:2). We must not 
discount the possibility, however, that on leaving the ritual bath the 
person’s feet and hands were anointed with oil as part of the purifica-
tion procedure, and perhaps even in the same small tubs. In one of the 
tractates in the rabbinical literature it is stated that on the Sabbath a 
man “should not put oil on his foot while it is in a sandal.” 44 
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Figure 1: Reconstruction drawing showing the anointing procedure undertaken in the 
first century CE at the Suba Cave west of Jerusalem. 

Recently, an archaeological discovery was made that sheds new 
light on the anointing of feet with oil at the time of Jesus. The dis-
covery was made in a cave I excavated at Suba, to the west of Jerusa-
lem, not far from the traditional hometown of John the Baptist at En 
Kerem.45 What is exciting is that a stone installation was found that 
was used for the cultic anointing of feet with oil in the earliest levels 
of this cave dating to between the late first century bce and the early 
first century ce, i.e., to the time of Jesus.46 The upper surface of the 
stone was carved with an indentation in the shape of a right foot and 
leading to it was a channel extending from a small round depres-
sion that would have held a jug containing olive oil. The fact that 
only right feet were anointed on this stone must indicate it was part 
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of some cultic ritual; otherwise there should also have been a corre-
sponding stone with a sunken imprint of the left foot. The stone in-
stallation was found embedded in a floor on the edge of a water pool 
in which water purification rites—similar to those practiced by John 
the Baptist—were carried out. 

The archaeological evidence suggests that the cave was used for 
group rituals performed in the cave before and after water immer-
sion procedures. People would have gathered in the front of the cave; 
the ceremony was performed with individuals standing within stone 
circles and using ceramic jugs, perhaps to pour water over each other 
before ceremonially smashing them. Subsequently, those gathered 
there immersed themselves in the water at the back of the cave. On 
emerging from the water their feet were anointed with oil. Presumably 
the anointing of the right foot marked the transition of an individual 
from an “ordinary” state of being to that of a “purified” state of being. 
In my reconstruction of the event, I believe it was another person 
rather than the initiatory himself who would have administered the 
washing and anointing of the foot with oil from a jug. The ceremony 
of baptism performed by John the Baptist at the Jordan River bears 
similarities that may not be coincidental. First, people gathered on the 
banks of the river for prayers and to receive a remission of sins, and 
then they entered the water of the river to cleanse the flesh by immer-
sion. On emerging from the water, initiates may have been anointed 
with oil, but the Gospels are silent about this. 

The identity of the people who used the cave at Suba is uncertain: 
They were undoubtedly Jews, but the rites of water purification they 
undertook in the cave differed from those practiced by their contem-
poraries, suggesting perhaps that this cave was used by some periph-
eral sect in Judaism that laid emphasis on water purification, or that, 
alternatively, it was used by the actual followers of John the Baptist. 
If this is the case, it is perhaps not surprising that a couple of hundred 
years later in the Byzantine period the cave at Suba was converted 
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into a memorial for John the Baptist—following the Christian iden-
tification of this region as the “Wilderness” of John—with drawings 
incised on the cave walls bearing images of John the Baptist and his 
symbols. 

Turning back to the account of the anointing of the feet of Jesus 
at Bethany, I would submit that Mary’s actions were not at all sur-
prising. As we shall see in regard to the washing of the feet of the 
disciples at the Last Supper, had Mary simply washed Jesus’s feet, this 
would be regarded as a typical Near Eastern act of hospitality toward 
a guest and as a token of the humility of the host, but nothing more. 
However, the use of expensive perfumed oil indicates the procedure 
was actually one of ritual purification and that Mary’s tears sym-
bolically represent a preliminary washing of the feet with water that 
would have been done before any oil was applied. This, I think, is 
very clear from the description of these events as given by Luke. 

We may surmise that travelers entering into any given house 
during the first century ce, whether in Jerusalem or in any one of 
the outlying villages, might have been expected to undergo one of a 
number of forms of ritual purification. Jesus as a guest in the house 
of Mary and Martha would have been expected to follow the rules  
of purification common at that time. This would have included the 
washing and anointing of feet (to rid the feet of impurities derived 
from the road), full immersion in a stepped pool (miqweh) in the base-
ment of a house (to cleanse the entire body of impurities and emis-
sions), and the washing of hands (netilat yadaim) prior to meals (to 
cleanse hands that would touch food).47 It is interesting to note that 
when John the Baptist, in speaking of the Messiah, says that he is one 
“whose sandals I am not fit to take off ” (Matthew 3:11; cf. Mark 1:7; 
Luke 3:16; John 1:27; Acts 13:25), this may be a reflection not just of 
John’s humility but also a stated preamble to a subsequent process of 
ritual purification of feet that would have been obvious to all Jews at 
the time. Hence, the anointing of Jesus’s feet was a scene that would 



27 Raising a Dead Man 

not have been out of place in first-century Jerusalem. The fact that 
the oil was perfumed and therefore expensive must indicate that Je-
sus’s friends Mary and Martha were definitely not poor. 

We now turn to the fascinating and somewhat grisly story of the 
raising of Lazarus at Bethany. The account of his raising appears only 
in the Gospel of John. But Luke does have a story of Jesus raising an-
other dead man in a village called Nain, situated to the southeast of 
Nazareth, in the Galilee. The dead man in this story was brought out 
of the gate of Nain on a funerary bier, his mother weeping next to it, 
when Jesus called upon him “he that was dead sat up, and began to 
speak” (7:11–15). Archaeological work in the area of the village, now 
known as Nein, has brought to light remains dating from the first 
century ce, including a number of burial caves.48 

The reference to a funeral bier in the story is quite interesting. In 
one of the rabbinical sources (the Babylonian Talmud) it is mentioned 
that in earlier times (i.e., in the first century) the practice was to carry 
a rich person to his burial place on a fancy litter (dargash), whereas a 
poor person would be carried on a plain bier (kliva) made of wooden 
boards or of tree branches tied together: 

“We learn here what our Rabbis taught [elsewhere]: They [may] 
do all that the dead requires, they cut his hair and wash a gar-
ment for him and make him a box of boards that had been sawn 
on the day before the Festival. Rabban Simeon b. Gamaliel says, 
they [may] even bring trees and he saws them [into] boards in 
his house, behind closed doors” (Talmud Babylonian, Mo’ed 

49Katan, 8b). 

The raising of Lazarus is a very different story compared to the 
Nain incident. First, it takes place after he has been buried for four 
days. Second, Lazarus is a friend of Jesus and not a stranger, as in the 
case of Nain. Martha, we are told, on hearing that Jesus is on the road 
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to Bethany from Bethabara, goes out to meet with him while Mary 
stays in the house. Later Mary goes to the tomb of Lazarus, which 
is described as follows: “now it was a cave and a stone lay against it” 
( John 11:38). Martha fears that the body of Lazarus may have begun 
to decay, and Jesus orders that the stone blocking the entrance to the 
cave be removed. The fact that Lazarus’ body was not rotting after 
having been in the tomb for four days suggests he must have been in 
a trance or state of catalepsy. Jesus shouts out Lazarus’ name, perhaps 
hoping to rouse him from his comatose trance. Lazarus eventually 
emerges “bound hand and foot with strips of cloth, and his face . . . 
bound about with a cloth . . .” ( John 11:44). This description brings 
to mind scenes from grisly old Egyptian mummy movies, quite hor-
rifying and shocking, but amusing at the same time. 

The description of Lazarus emerging from his tomb makes it 
clear that the cloth covering his head (soudarion) was a separate fea-
ture from the actual shroud made of strips of cloth (keiria) that was 
wrapped around his body. This separation is also clear from rabbini-
cal writings: “Formerly they were wont to uncover the face of the rich 
and cover the face of the poor, because their faces turned livid in 
years of drought and the poor felt shamed; they therefore instituted 
that everybody’s face should be covered, out of deference for the poor” 
(Talmud Babylonian, Mo’ed Katan, 27a). Elsewhere we hear that the 
jaw of the deceased was tied up before his head was covered: “All the 
requirements of the dead may be done; he may be anointed with oil 
and washed, provided that no limb of his is moved. The pillow may 
be removed from under him, and he may be placed on sand [i.e. the 
ground], in order that he may be able to be kept [flat]. The jaw may 
be tied up . . .” (Talmud Babylonian, Shabbat, 151 a–b).50 

On the basis of what is known about tombs of this date in the sur-
roundings of Jerusalem, we have a pretty good idea about the setting of 
the tomb of Lazarus and what its rock-hewn interior might have looked 
like. All tombs of that period were family tombs. Hence, Lazarus’ tomb 
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would also have been the intended final resting place for the entire 
family, with spaces for his father Simon and his siblings Mary and 
Martha, unless one of them happened to marry out of the family. 

An interesting tomb from this period was excavated at Bethany  
in 1941 by the Hebrew University archaeologist Eleazar Sukenik; we 
can use its plan as a model for imagining what the tomb of Lazarus 
most probably looked like.51 A small opening in a narrow courtyard 
gave access to a more-or-less square chamber, with a standing-pit at 
its center to allow family members to stand erect within the tomb, 
and with benches on three sides on which the bodies of the deceased 
would have been placed. A stone ossuary decorated with rosettes 
was found on one of the benches. Four tunnel-like kokhim were cut 
horizontally into the side walls of the chamber, in which bodies were 
most probably placed, though they may have been used to store addi-
tional stone ossuaries. Such ossuaries were used to collect the bones of 
the deceased once their bodies had decomposed. A pit cut into the top 
of a bench in one corner of the chamber was also used for the second-
ary gathering (known as ossilegium) of bones of family members from 
earlier generations. 

To fully understand Jesus’s actions in regard to Lazarus, one must 
understand how death was perceived by first-century Jews. Unless a 
person died through mutilation or execution, Jews were hard-pressed 
to know if their family member had actually died or was still in some 
sleep-like repose (a form of “slumber”) between  Sheol (the Jewish 
equivalent of the underworld Hades) and the waking world. This is 
why the dead were more likely to be placed on benches in burial caves 
than in trench-dug graves in the ground. Those that were placed in 
trench-graves—usually poor peasants and shepherds, not townspeo-
ple—were only buried, however, after their bodies had first lain for at 
least three days within a mortuary chamber in a cemetery. 

This is also why separate shroud wrappings were used for the body 
and for the face—to allow a person awakening from a trance or comatose 
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condition to “blow” the napkin-like covering away from the head. They 
could then shout and alert mourners that they were still alive. In rab-
binical sources we hear of a man buried in a cave who when visited by 
relatives after three days was found still to be alive, and remarkably 
went on to live for another twenty-five years.52 But generally, the final 
acceptance of death by the family would occur a year or so afterward 
when the body of the deceased had finally succumbed to decomposition 
and when the bones were ready to be collected into an ossuary. 

In Jesus’s time, people shared a deep fear of being buried alive and 
therefore made very specific arrangements to ensure that this could  
never happen. Bells and small cymbals sometimes appear in tombs, 
but only from the Byzantine period onwards (in more recent times this 
led to the saying “saved by the bell”).53 Indeed, the visits made to the 
tomb of Lazarus by Mary, on the one hand, and to the tomb of Jesus 
by a number of women, on the other, was definitely not a matter of 
chance. They were there to check on the situation of the deceased after 
three days or more. There are instances even today of people waking up 
in morgues after they had been pronounced dead and with death cer-
tificates having been issued. I recall being told the horrific story by the 
widow of a person who was badly injured during the King David Hotel 
blast in Jerusalem in 1946 and who was accidentally thought to have 
been dead for over a week. He dramatically (but unsuccessfully) tried 
to extricate himself from his coffin with his bare hands. The phenom-
enon of people being declared dead and then miraculously reviving in 
morgues is known as the “Lazarus Syndrome.”54 Edgar Allan Poe wrote 
about this in his story The Premature Burial adding: “The boundaries 
which divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who 
shall say where the one ends, and where the other begins.” 

Owing to the state of medicine in the first century it is conceivable 
that the phenomenon of people waking up in tombs inevitably led to 
stories of people being raised from the dead. Jesus, with his healing 
skills and knowledge of comatose conditions, might have been able to 
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facilitate this phenomenon for his own purposes and thus draw people 
to him. This may explain why Jesus describes to his disciples Lazarus’ 
condition simply as: “our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I go, 
that I may awaken him out of sleep” ( John 11:11), perhaps suspecting 
that Lazarus suffered from some form of disease such as epilepsy.55 

Prior to the raising of Lazarus, Martha berates Jesus for not being 
present when her brother died, and then says, “I know he [Lazarus] 
shall rise again in the resurrection at the last day” ( John 11:24), 
which was the common Jewish belief at that time. The idea was that 
the dead entered a shadowy subterranean landscape (Sheol, the equiva-
lent of the underworld Hades) to receive reward or retribution, either 
as an elect or righteous person passing into Paradise or as a sinner to 
Gehenna, and there they awaited resurrection at the end of time, ini-
tiated by the Messiah.56 But Jesus replies and offers immediate eternal 
salvation: “I am the resurrection, and the life; he that believes in me, 
though he die, yet shall he live; and whosoever lives and believes in 
me shall never die” ( John 11:25–26).57 

During his stay at Bethany Jesus was on very friendly terms with 
Simon the Pharisee, and ate food at his house. We are also told that 
Simon was a leper. One of the terrible afflictions of that time was 
leprosy, and one may infer from the frequent mention of lepers in the 
Gospel accounts that Jesus attempted to help many of them.58 But 
what do we actually know about the disease of leprosy in first century 
Jerusalem? Was the leprosy treated by Jesus some form of skin rash or 
was it the horrific ailment known today as Hansen’s disease? 

Jesus had already earned a reputation for himself in the Galilee and 
elsewhere as a healer and as a man of “signs and wonders.”59 While 
John the Baptist was still alive, Jesus reportedly cured many “dis-
eases, plagues and evil spirits” (Luke 7:21). Interestingly, John seemed 
worried about what he was hearing about Jesus, perhaps because he 
regarded him ostensibly as one of his flock of baptizers, and so sent 
two of his followers to Jerusalem to find out what was happening. 
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One has to remember that John did not at any time perform miracles 
or healings of any kind, and his baptism ceremonies were ritualistic 
procedures that were accompanied only by prayers and invocations. 

In response to the inquiries of John’s followers, Jesus boasted: “Go 
and tell John the things which you have seen and heard: the blind 
have received their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and 
the deaf hear, [and] the dead are raised up . . .” (Luke 7:22).60 The 
Gospel accounts underline the fact that in Galilee the sick came 
to Jesus from great distances suffering from various diseases and 
afflictions, including, it seems, the insane, the epileptic, and the 
paralyzed.61 Olive oil was used for anointing many of the sick and 
its medicinal properties are well known. Jesus also sent his disciples 
out to heal (and purify) but they were not paid and were presumably 
reimbursed by the villagers with food and shelter.62 Between eighteen 
to twenty miracle stories appear in the Synoptic Gospels and so it 
is not surprising that when Jesus was eventually brought to trial he 
was regarded by some accusers as a wonder-worker rather than a blas-
phemer or insurrectionist. 

Unlike other diseases that Jesus dealt with by healing, leprosy was 
dealt with by cleansing (presumably indicated by the Hebrew word 
tohara, meaning “purification”). There are two episodes relating to 
Jesus healing lepers in the Gospels. The first appears in Mark and 
deals with a leper who asks Jesus to be cleansed of his affliction.63 

When Jesus succeeds, he asks the leper not to broadcast anything 
about it publicly, but the leper does so anyway. In Luke’s version, a 
report about the success of the cure simply “goes out” (Luke 5:15) and 
Jesus is subsequently chased by a multitude of people who wish to be 
healed of their diseases. 

The second episode is in Luke and relates to a time when Jesus was 
traveling close to the borders between Samaria and Galilee, perhaps 
on the outskirts of the lands of Scythopolis. He enters a certain un-
named village and encounters ten male lepers (one of them a Samari-
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tan). The fact that they were at a distance and needed to shout to get 
Jesus’s attention probably indicates segregation was maintained by the 
community in which they lived. They were regarded not only as de-
filed but also as a source of defilement for their neighbors. Leprosy is 
listed in the rabbinical Jewish writings as one of the worst in the de-
grees of uncleanness, exceeded only by the uncleanness of bones or of 
a corpse.64 Jesus reportedly sent the lepers to the priests to be cleansed 
(perhaps in a ritual bath or in a spring), and subsequently one of them 
(the Samaritan) returned to give thanks. 

There are two kinds of leprosy mentioned in the Old and New 
Testaments, the first is known in Hebrew as tsara’at and it denotes 
various skin afflictions. The second is the leprosy caused by the 
bacterium Mycobacterium leprae and known today as Hansen’s dis-
ease.65 From the biblical texts it emerges that leprosy was regarded 
as a punishment from God for sins supposedly made by the sufferer. 
Many different types of nega‘im (afflictions) are referred to in the Old 
Testament: scabs, bumps, spots, rashes, sores, boils, and scales.66 In 
the second Book of Kings one hears of Na’aman the Leper and it ap-
pears he suffered from some kind of skin disease (psoriasis) with rashes 
and eruptions of flaky skin. In the sense of Leviticus, Na’aman’s body 
had become invaded by the unclean (13:12). It was not believed the 
diseased flesh required curing and it was thought the condition could 
only be dealt with ceremonially in the cleansing waters of the Jordan 
River. Hence, Na’aman was sent by the prophet Elisha: “Go and wash 
(rehaz) in Jordan seven times and thy flesh shall come again to thee, 
and thou shalt be clean” (II Kings 5:10, 11, 14). Finally, “he [Na’aman] 
went down, and dipped (taval) himself seven times in the Jordan, ac-
cording to the saying of the man of God [Elisha], and his flesh came 
again like unto the flesh of a little child, and he was clean.” 

Accurate evidence for the real leprous condition is known from 
India and China from at least the middle of the first millennium bce, 
and an Asian origin for this disease therefore seems fairly certain. In 
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the Near East proper, leprosy (Hansen’s disease) was not generally 
thought to predate the Hellenistic period and the troops of Alexan-
der the Great (327–326 bce) were thought to be the ones responsible 
for bringing this deadly disease back from the Far East (specifically 
India). A new theory suggests that Hansen’s disease first appeared in 
the region not with Alexander but sometime earlier (circa 400 bce 

or later), with diseased young slaves conveyed from India to Egypt 
on cargo ships.67 Clear evidence of the leprous condition of a skeleton 
from the fourth–third century bce has been unearthed in the Celtic 
cemetery at Bologna in Italy, suggesting that Hansen’s disease was  
prevalent in other countries around the Mediterranean.68 In Egypt, 
evidence of Hansen’s disease was found in skeletal remains uncovered 
in the Dakhleh Oasis from the second century bce, and in the Holy 
Land physical evidence of leprosy has been found dating from the 
Byzantine period.69 The disease was eventually spread unknowingly 
by merchants and travelers over great distances, throughout the Near 
East and in Europe, where it prevailed in medieval times as one of the 
major afflictions dreaded by all, rich and poor. 

In 1874, a Norwegian physician named Gerhard Henrik Armauer 
Hansen was the first to identify the Mycobacterium leprae bacillus as 
causing leprosy. There are in fact two forms of this leprosy: the first, 
a limited tuberculoid form that produces a few small skin lesions and 
enlarged nerves; and the second, a more extensive lepromatous form 
that consists of multiple hard nodules and skin folds that appear on 
the face and particularly around the nose and eyes. Until the use of 
modern drugs, those suffering from the disease were banished from 
the societies in which they lived, or at least segregated, and their ex-
pected life span once the disease had manifested itself was expected to 
be no more than nine years. Poor nutrition often led to the weaken-
ing of the immune system, enabling opportunistic infections such as 
tuberculosis to settle in.70 Those suffering from this disease in nine-
teenth-century Jerusalem lived in hovels situated just inside the Old 
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City and to the east of the Zion Gate, and they appear in a number of 
photographs from that period. 

New evidence on Hansen’s disease emerged unexpectedly at the 
Akeldama Cemetery in the Hinnom Valley, close to the southern 
foot of Mount Zion in Jerusalem, when signs of leprosy were de-
tected in a shrouded skeleton found in a tomb dating from the time 
of Jesus. The rock-hewn tomb came to light in 2000 during a tour 
that I arranged for students from the University of North Carolina 
at Charlotte to the well-known ancient cemetery of Akeldama and 
the Hinnom Valley. 

We stumbled across the tomb entrance entirely by accident. The  
tomb had recently been robbed, and freshly burrowed earth and scat-
tered fragments of ossuaries were visible next to it. The full story 
of the discovery will be given later on in this book, but what really 
astounded me when we eventually crawled into the tomb, apart from 
the scene of devastation with smashed ossuaries and scattered bones 
left behind by the modern tomb robbers, was the excellent preserva-
tion of a burial shroud covering the skeletal remains and a reddish-
brown clump of hair of an adult man in one of the loculi (kokhim) in 
a lower chamber. This was an unexpected discovery. A sample of the 
shroud was immediately sent to the States for radiocarbon dating, 
which confirmed that it dated to the first century ce, and the sci-
entific study of the remains began. The multidisciplinary scientific 
team investigating the shrouded man concluded that he had been co-
infected with tuberculosis and leprosy.71 The skeleton of the shrouded 
man was not so well preserved, but a metatarsal bone was identified 
with very clear evidence of pathological change ascribable to leprosy. 
The evidence for leprosy from the Shroud Tomb is the oldest archaeo-
logical evidence for Hansen’s disease found in the Holy Land, but, 
more importantly, it underlines for the first time that in all probabil-
ity some of the lepers Jesus encountered suffered from true leprosy and 
not just from psoriasis or other skin ailments. 
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Jesus, having established himself comfortably in the house of Mary 
and Martha at Bethany, spent the entire Passover week traveling to 
Jerusalem visiting the Temple where he taught, talking to people and 
exchanging views, and to the Pools of Bethesda and Siloam where he 
healed and cared for the diseased, among them lepers and the dis-
abled. At face value, none of these activities could be regarded as sedi-
tious, however extreme his teachings might have been. So what was 
it that led Jesus on a direct collision course with the local Jewish and 
Roman authorities? In order to fully understand the “how” and “why” 
of this unusual situation, I will first present a comprehensive picture 
of what the city looked like when Jesus visited it in the year 30 ce. 
After all, archaeological excavations in the last three decades have 
brought to light a wealth of new information about the city, much of 
it vitally important for the details of Jesus’s final days. 



t h r  e  e  

FESTIVITIES AT 
THE HOUSE OF GOD  

“The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 
In the Temple he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the 
money-changers seated at their tables. Making a whip of cords, he drove 
all of them out of the Temple, both the sheep and the cattle. He also 
poured out the coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables. 
He told those who were selling the doves, ‘Take these things out of here! 
Stop making my Father’s House a market-place!’ ” 

( John 2:13–16) 

As Jesus descended the steep slope of the Mount of Olives toward 
the city, he must have been impressed by the beauty of the city 

that spread out before him. Jerusalem, like many important cities  
in ancient Palestine, was surrounded on all sides by strong and high 
battlements and well-defended gates. It was a city strung across a 
number of hills, its residential quarters linked by a web of winding 
streets and alleyways, and on the slopes of the hills were ascending 
tiers of flat-roofed dwellings. There were many hundreds of these, 
with a few public buildings and prominent residences showing up 
here and there. At the top of one of these hills was a very large royal 
palace, the residence of the Roman governor, which dominated the 
Upper City from the west. But the jewel in the crown was undoubt-
edly the Jewish Temple, which dazzled those who entered the city 
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from afar. Situated on a massive rectangular platform on the east side 
of the city, it was truly one of the wonders of the ancient Near Eastern 
world. The building gleamed all over with gold and polished stones. 
Glinting in the sun, it served as a happy beacon to weary Jewish pil-
grims nearing the city at the end of a long journey. 

When Jesus first set foot in Jerusalem, the city was a place of 
great antiquity with a history going back a couple of thousand years. 
Originally only a small town next to a bubbling spring of water at 
the beginning of the second millennium bce, the city eventually 
expanded and receded in size at different periods of time over the 
next millennium or so, finally reaching its largest area, spread over 
two hills, at the time of King Hezekiah in the late eighth century  
bce. Unfortunately, this expanded city fell to the Babylonian sword 
in 586/587 bce, the holy Jewish Temple went up in flames, and the 
sacred Ark of the Covenant was lost forever. Hence, the Jerusalem 
seen by Jesus was not the one from Old Testament times, but the one 
rebuilt almost from scratch by the Jewish rulers of the Hasmonean 
dynasty in the late second century bce. It was later richly embellished 
with monumental buildings by Herod the Great after he entered the 
city in triumph as King of the Jews in 37  bce. It was Herod who 
rebuilt the Jewish Temple, making it gleam with gold and turning it 
into a wonder for everyone reaching Jerusalem. 

The general appearance of Jerusalem has changed quite consider-
ably since the time of Jesus circa 30 ce, and some of its important 
parts are buried deep beneath the level of the present-day houses of 
the Old City of Jerusalem and are impossible to access even by exca-
vation. Topographically, the city was built on a number of sprawling 
hills, principally the South-Eastern Hill and the Western Hill. The 
heart of the city goes back at least a couple of thousand years before 
the time of Jesus and it was situated on the South-Eastern Hill, the 
area later known as the “City of David,” since it was here King David 
built his palace and the fortress of Zion. David’s Tomb was also sup-
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posed to have been within the city, but it is more likely to have been 
outside on the slope facing the city from the west (i.e., somewhere on 
the slope of the traditional Mount Zion of today). The South-Eastern 
Hill was known in Jesus’s day as the “Lower City.” Mount Moriah was 
linked by a natural saddle to the City of David from the north, and it 
was on its summit that Solomon built the Temple to God. In Jesus’s 
day Mount Moriah had disappeared almost entirely beneath the mas-
sive platform of the Herodian Temple Mount. 

The Western Hill comprises the area of traditional Mount Zion, 
with the present-day Armenian and Jewish Quarters to its north and 
east respectively. At the time of Jesus the Western Hill was known as 
the “Upper City” and it was distinguished by the Royal Palace (known 
also as the Praetorium) on its summit and by three prominent fortified 
towers at its northern end (named Hippicus, Phasael, and Mariamme). 
On the northwestern and northeastern sides of the city are the smaller 
hills of Golgotha and Bezetha. Cleaving its way through the center of 
the city from north to south is the deep Tyropoeon (“Cheese-maker’s”) 
Valley, which at its southern end separated the Upper City from the 
Lower City. A gentle valley, the Transversal Valley, separated the 
Upper City from the hill of Golgotha to its north. Surrounding the 
city to the west, south, and east are two major ravines, the Hinnom 
and Kidron Valleys, both of which join up near the southeastern flank 
of the city, close to the place known as “Tophet” where in Old Testa-
ment times small children were cruelly sacrificed. 

Every city has a weak chink in its armor, an “Achilles’ Heel” in its 
defenses, and in Jerusalem this was its northern flank. Everywhere 
else, the city possessed excellent natural defenses, but on the north 
side where there was no valley or formidable natural barrier, only 
gentle sloping and rocky ground, armies could easily attack and bring 
the walls tumbling down with their sappers and military machines. 
Hence, throughout history there were repeated attacks from this 
side of the city. It was here Pompey and his Roman soldiers attacked 
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the city in 63 bce; more than one hundred years later, Titus, at the 
head of Roman legions, broke through the northern fortifications 
during a lengthy siege of the city that eventually ended in its de-

72struction in 70 ce. 
The city at the time of Jesus was defended by two strong fortifica-

tion walls, with heavy rectangular towers and gates built at intervals. 
Our principal source of historical information about the defenses of 
first-century Jerusalem is in the writings of Josephus, namely his 
books Jewish Wars and Jewish Antiquities, which were written between 
93–94 ce. The older of these defense walls is known as the “First 
Wall,” and was originally built around 140 bce by the Hasmoneans, 
Simon and Jonathan. It was an impressive wall, 3 to 5 meters in width 
and built of alternating courses of hewn stones to a height of about 13 
meters. This fortification wall protected much of the city, including 
its “Lower” and “Upper” parts. The northwest angle of the First Wall 
was occupied by Herod’s palace (also known as the Praetorium, where 
Jesus was tried), whereas the southeast corner was taken up by the 
large Pool of Siloam. 

The “Second Wall” was built to incorporate an area outside the city, 
namely the southern part of the area that Josephus referred to as the 
“plain,” which is in the upper part of the Tyropoeon Valley, and also 
part of the new quarter of Bezetha, which was situated to the north-
west of the Temple Mount. Unfortunately, not one segment of the 
Second Wall has been uncovered in archaeological excavations, and all 
we know about it is from Josephus’ writings. This wall is believed to 
have excluded the quarried area of the hill of Golgotha—the place of 
Jesus’s crucifixion—to its west, as well as the Amygdalon (“Towers”) 
Pool, which was a large rectangular water reservoir, and its adjacent 
gardens. The Bethesda Pool was probably also outside the wall. The 
exact date when the Second Wall was built is unclear, but many schol-
ars believe that Herod the Great was responsible for its construction 
perhaps early on in his reign (in the 30s bce). It would make sense 
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that the Second Wall was built at the same time as Herod’s construc-
tion of the Antonia Fortress and of the Bethesda Pool. Indeed, the city 
that Jesus saw when he arrived for his final week was the same city 
that Herod the Great built up and embellished with numerous public 
buildings and civic works. Herod probably also improved the water 
system of Jerusalem, which included the construction of the Amygd-
alon Pool, the Bethesda Pool, and the Siloam Pool. 

There are many buildings that we know of from the writings of 
Josephus, but we still do not know where they were situated in the 
city and what they looked like. This includes the Hasmonean Palace, 
which some scholars have suggested was on the lower eastern slope 
of the Western Hill; the Xystus, which appears to have been built 
close to the eastern end of the northern stretch of the First Wall; the 
amphitheater and hippodrome, perhaps situated in the upper Hinnom 
Valley; and the theatre, built I believe in the narrow ravine descend-
ing diagonally from the Zion Gate toward the Siloam Pool.73 While 
the Gospels provide us with a lot of information regarding Jesus’s 
activities in Jerusalem, they do not give detailed descriptions of spe-
cific buildings, streets, monuments, gates, and so on. From what we 
can gather, Jesus spent most of his time in the area of the Lower City 
close to the Siloam Pool, in the vicinity of the Bethesda Pool, and at 
the Temple Mount. There is no evidence that Jesus ventured into the 
area of the Upper City during his sojourn in Jerusalem prior to his 
arrest and trial. 

The focus of the city builders from the time of the Hasmoneans 
(late second century bce) and until the first century was undoubtedly 
the Temple and its immediate precincts. Jerusalem was the “City of 
God,” since this was where the Jewish Temple was located, where fes-
tivals were attended annually, and where offerings were brought and 
animal sacrifices were made.74 Many hundreds of thousands of Jews 
flocked to Jerusalem for the religious festivities, and among them, at 
an earlier date in the first century, the child Jesus with his parents 
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(Luke 2:41–50). They clearly went into the Temple precincts. Hence, 
Jerusalem was definitely not a faraway and unknown city when Jesus 
arrived there for his final days. He knew the city quite well and had 
been there often, not just as a child but also as an adult. Jerusalem 
was also important to Jesus because it was in a village named Beth 
Hacerem, in the western hinterland of the city, that John the Baptist 
was born and spent much of his life.75 Hence, to be in Jerusalem was 
one way of proclaiming to the crowds that John the Baptist was his 
mentor and that he was there with John’s blessing (Mark 11:28–32). 

On the day Jesus arrived in Jerusalem from Bethany during his 
final week, the first thing he did was to visit the Temple Mount, as 
did many other pilgrims for the Passover holiday. Indeed, Mark puts 
it quite bluntly: “then he [ Jesus] entered Jerusalem and went into the 
Temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as it was al-
ready late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve [disciples]” (11:11). 
Crowds of Jewish pilgrims frequented Jerusalem at least three times a 
year, on Passover, the Feast of Tabernacles, and Pentecost, as required 
by Jewish custom (Exodus 23:14; Deuteronomy 16:1–16). Josephus 
mentions that many groups of pilgrims came from the rural areas and 
during one of the festivals “the whole neighborhood of the Temple and 
the entire city were crowded with country-folk” (War I.253). We also 
know of visitors who arrived in Jerusalem from long distances and 
from distant countries (such as Gaul and Mesopotamia).76 Josephus 
adds in regard to the Passover festival that “they [the Jews] celebrated 
with gladness, and it is their custom to slaughter a greater number of 
sacrifices at this festival than at any other, and an innumerable multi-
tude of people come down from the country and even from abroad to 
worship God” (Antiq. XVII.213–214). Many of the pilgrims stayed in 
tent encampments outside the city in the area to the north and east of 
Golgotha (close to the present-day Damascus Gate), but undoubtedly 
there were also inns inside the city for those who were better off fi-
nancially. Indeed, in the “Theodotus Inscription” dating from the first 



43 Festivities at the House of God   

century, which was found in Jerusalem, we hear of an assembly hall 
(synagogue) in the Lower City and of “the guest room, the chambers, 
and the water fittings, as an inn for those in need from foreign parts 
. . .” The problem that the city authorities had was how to provide 
food for the multitude of pilgrims living in tents. In addition to this, 
there was also a great demand for beasts for sacrifice. The Passover 
lamb, which could only be lawfully slain in Jerusalem, is referred to 
by Josephus, who speaks of hundreds of thousands of Passover sacri-
fices, but some scholars think this may be an exaggeration.77 

A question arises as to when exactly Jesus arrived in Jerusalem. Ac-
cording to the Fourth Gospel Jesus came to Bethany “six days before 
Passover” ( John 12:1), whereas Mark says Jesus was in Bethany two 
days before Passover. This apparent contradiction may be resolved  
if one attributes the story of the Priest’s plot as it appears in Mark 
(14:1–2) as occurring on one of the days of the holy week and not on 
the first day of Jesus’s arrival.78 John’s account of Jesus’s arrival makes 
more sense since there was a practice at the time among Jewish pil-
grims going to Jerusalem for Passover to prepare themselves with pu-
rification in water before the actual holiday: “Now the Passover of the 
Jews was at hand: and many went up to Jerusalem to purify them-
selves” ( John 11:55). As we shall see, these purification procedures 
most likely took place in the Siloam and Bethesda Pools, situated 
respectively on the south and north sides of the Temple precincts. 

The Temple was originally situated on a massive elevated espla-
nade, now known as the Temple Mount (or in Arabic as the “Haram 
al-Sharif”). It was truly one of the wonders of the ancient world, and 
its size was remarkable.79 For comparison purposes, the Temple plat-
form was more than twice the size of the ancient Athenian Acropolis. 
Solomon’s Temple was rebuilt and restored on a number of occasions 
before being utterly destroyed by the Babylonians in 586/587 bce, 
but the most serious rebuilding was undertaken by Herod the Great 
more than five centuries or so later, over a period of slightly less than 
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two years, and it was completed in 18 bce.80 It is sad to say but there 
are absolutely no archaeological vestiges that have survived of the  
Temple built by Herod or by his predecessors, except perhaps for a 
deep rock-cut scarp investigated in 1872 immediately northwest of 
the Dome of the Rock, beneath a medieval structure known as the 
Masjid al-Nabiy. In my opinion this little-known scarp probably 
marks the position of the western wall of the Temple building.81 

The construction work that was done on the Temple precincts— 
on the Royal Stoa and on the surrounding porticoes, on the Inner 
and Outer Courts, and on the portals and passages leading into the 
esplanade—were initiated by Herod the Great in the late first century 
bce, but continued long after his death in 4 bce. According to John 
(2:20) the construction of the Temple took forty-six years, but this 
reference is not to the sanctuary itself (completed in 18 bce) but to 
the Temple Mount proper. It would appear that some of the build-
ing operations were still going on near to the time of the Roman 
destruction of the city in 70 ce. This is clear from certain unfinished 
pavements in a street adjacent to the northern end of the western wall 
of the Temple Mount that have been uncovered in archaeological ex-
cavations.82 The outer walls of the Temple Mount were constructed 
of massive hewn stones, some more than one hundred tons in weight, 
and the admiration that Jesus’s disciples had for this work is expressed 
by Mark: “Teacher, behold, what manner of stones and what manner 
of buildings!” (13:1; cf. Luke 21:5).83 The construction of the Temple 
Mount is undeniably an engineering feat that has never been sur-
passed in Jerusalem. 

With the ransacking of the Temple in 70 ce, the treasures that 
were kept within—a golden candelabrum, silver trumpets, a show-
bread table, and many other precious objects—were taken back to 
Rome as spoil by the conqueror Titus. An interesting depiction of the 
Jewish candelabrum (menorah) with an animal sacrificial scene taking 
place in front of the Temple exists on a unique marble plaque from 
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Figure 2: Plan of the Temple 
Mount area based on archaeo-
logical remains. 

the late Roman period, which I came across quite by chance while 
visiting Barcelona.84 What is important is that it shows the candela-
brum mounted on a plinth (decorated here with an ox-head) and not 
on tripod legs as in later depictions.85 Various theories have been put 
forward regarding the later vicissitudes of the Temple treasures.86 

The Temple Mount is like the Holy Grail for many Jewish archae-
ologists who would like to conduct scientific excavations there, but 
the precincts of the Haram al-Sharif are out of bounds since this is 
a Muslim holy site and religious sensitivities have to be preserved. 
The only digging operations done there in recent years were made 
by the Muslim authorities in order to allow access for worshippers 
to the lower mosque in the area of Solomon’s Stables. This work was 
not done with proper archaeological supervision, which is a pity. The 
Temple Mount was the focus for much western exploration in the 
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nineteenth century, particularly with the work undertaken by the 
intrepid Charles Wilson and Charles Warren. Wilson mapped the 
Temple Mount area in 1865 with the assistance of soldiers from the 
Royal Engineers, and recorded many of its underground chambers, 
cisterns, and conduits.87 Subsequently, Warren conducted hair-raising 
and dangerous excavations in shafts and tunnels along the Temple 
Mount walls from 1867 to 1870, with the assistance of Henry Birtles. 
They encountered many difficulties and objections to their work 
from the Turkish authorities and some of the local inhabitants. They 
had interesting adventures and sometimes narrowly avoided losing 
their lives. These explorers undertook the work on behalf of the Pal-
estine Exploration Fund, a society that was established in England 
in 1865 under the patronage of Queen Victoria. Charles Warren, 
whose archaeological achievements at the Temple Mount are legend-
ary, later became infamous as the Commissioner of Police in London 
leading the (unsuccessful) hunt in 1881 for the notorious “Jack the 
Ripper” responsible for the gruesome murder of countless women in 
Whitechapel in London.88 

What do we know about Jesus’s movements in the city? The 
Gospels actually tell us very little. However, archaeology can fill in 
some of the gaps. Coming from Bethany, Jesus would have entered 
the city at the gate near the Siloam Pool, and then would have as-
cended the main street leading to the southern wall of the Temple 
Mount. This broad stepped street, paved with enormous rectangular 
flagstones, has recently been uncovered in archaeological work just 
north of the Siloam Pool. It was here Jesus had a choice: He could 
go directly into the Outer Court (hieron) by climbing the steps lead-
ing to one of the southern gates in the Temple Mount. These gates 
led to subterranean passages ascending north beneath the Royal Stoa 
in the direction of the Holy Temple. Alternatively, Jesus might have 
climbed the magnificent flight of steps with landings, perched on 
top of a series of vaults, and at the gate just above “Robinson’s Arch” 
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would have entered into the magnificent columned building known 
as the Royal Stoa. Josephus wrote that a person standing in the area 
of the Royal Stoa looking down “would become dizzy, and his vision 
would become unable to reach the end of so measureless a depth” 
(Antiq. XV.410–413). It is noteworthy that in archaeological excava-
tions just below the southwest corner of the Temple Mount a broken 
monumental Hebrew inscription was found, reading “[Belonging] to 
the place [literally, house] of trumpeting.” Scholars assume its ending 
would have been “to herald the Sabbath” and that the inscription 
was a built feature, perhaps even a seat, marking the pinnacle of the 
Temple Mount. Josephus actually refers to the spot: “. . . it was the 
custom for one of the priests to stand and to give notice, by sound of 
trumpet, in the afternoon of the approach, and on the following eve-
ning of the close, of every seventh day, announcing to the people the 
respective hours for ceasing work and for resuming their labors” (War 

89IV.582–583). 
Judging by the testimony of the Gospels, Jesus arrived daily in 

Jerusalem from Bethany and spent some of the days leading up to his 
arrest, trial, and crucifixion teaching in the area of the Temple.90 The 
reference to the “Temple” in the Gospels clearly does not refer to the 
sanctuary itself, but to the Outer Court and to other peripheral areas 
around the Temple Mount, which were even open to Gentiles. It was 
in the Outer Court that Jesus came across the money changers and 
people selling animals (cattle and sheep) for the Temple sacrifices, and 
with a whip of cords drove out the merchants, overturned the tables 
of the money changers, and told those who were selling doves to leave 
the area ( John 2:13–16). Confirmation regarding the existence of 
money changers and stalls selling sacrificial animals appear in rab-
binical writings (m. Shekalim 1:3); they were probably set up in the 
area within Herod’s extension works, particularly on the southern side 
of the Temple Mount, where the Jewish purification laws apparently 
did not fully apply, or at least were not as strict.91 
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While Jesus is portrayed as creating momentary mayhem in the 
Temple area, Mark relates that after this incident he immediately car-
ried on with his teaching in the Outer Court, which Jesus described 
as a “den of thieves” (11:17). This suggests that his actions were not as 
violent as they have sometimes been perceived, otherwise Jesus would 
immediately have been arrested by the Temple police and ousted un-
ceremoniously from the Temple Mount. Temple police or attendants 
kept order within the Temple Mount, and this was essential, especially 
during the festivities with crowds of people milling around. Gentiles 
were also allowed on the Temple Mount but only in the Outer Court. 
Two Greek inscriptions (one complete and one fragmentary) are known 
that were originally placed on a screen separating the Inner and Outer 
Courts of the Temple Mount, forbidding Gentiles from entering into 
the Inner Court. According to Josephus, four degrees of purity were 
mandated for the Temple area with clearly defined separations: the 
first being the Outer Court, which was open to Gentiles, except for 
women who were menstruating; the second the Inner Court to which 
men and women were allowed access if they had first undergone pu-
rification; the third a court in which only purified men were allowed; 
and, finally, the fourth where only priests could go in their holy vest-
ments (Apion II.103–104). The sanctuary could only be accessed by 
the High Priest himself.92 According to John, Jesus also walked in one 
part of the Temple area known as “Solomon’s Porch” (10:22–23). This 
porch is most probably to be identified as the name of the portico that 
ran along the eastern side of the Temple Mount, and it is at this loca-
tion that the “Beautiful Gate” should also be identified (Acts 3:2). 

The limited and incidental information about places in Jerusalem 
provided in the Gospels does not contradict what is known from 
archaeological excavations; in fact they fit in fairly well. One such 
example is the story of the Last Supper as given by Mark, which was 
followed by Matthew and Luke in almost every detail: 
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“On the first day of Unleavened Bread, when the Passover lamb 
is sacrificed, his disciples said to him, ‘Where do you want us to 
go and make the preparations for you to eat the Passover?’ So he 
sent two of his disciples, saying to them, ‘Go into the city, and 
a man carrying a jar of water will meet you; follow him, and 
wherever he enters, say to the owner of the house, “The Teacher 
asks, Where is my guest room where I may eat the Passover 
with my disciples?” He will show you a large room upstairs, 
furnished and ready. Make preparations for us there.’ So the dis-
ciples set out and went to the city, and found everything as he 
had told them; and they prepared the Passover meal. 

When it was evening, he came with the twelve. And when 
they had taken their places and were eating, Jesus said, ‘Truly I 
tell you, one of you will betray me, one who is eating with me.’ 
They began to be distressed and to say to him one after another, 
‘Surely, not I?’ He said to them, ‘It is one of the twelve, one who 
is dipping bread into the bowl with me. For the Son of Man goes 
as it is written of him, but woe to that one by whom the Son of 
Man is betrayed! It would have been better for that one not to 
have been born.’ While they were eating, he took a loaf of bread, 
and after blessing it he broke it, gave it to them, and said, ‘Take; 
this is my body.’ Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he 
gave it to them, and all of them drank from it. He said to them, 
‘This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many. 
Truly I tell you, I will never again drink of the fruit of the vine 
until that day when I drink it new in the kingdom of God.’ 
When they had sung the hymn, they went out to the Mount of 
Olives” (14:12–26). 

Mark, in speaking of the preparations made for the Passover sacrifi-
cial meal, has Jesus, who is presumably at Bethany, giving two of his 
disciples directions so that they might find the place where the meal is 
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to take place in Jerusalem. We are told very little about the movement 
of Jesus’s disciples within the city. They are there, but not there—almost 
invisible. Why is this? Perhaps this was deliberate and purposeful. Per-
haps Jesus thought that being surrounded by a band of disciples might 
be suspicious to city authorities always on the lookout for possible insur-
rectionists. Alternatively, Jesus might have wanted to attract new follow-
ers and being continuously surrounded by disciples might have been a 
hindrance. John tells us that the rendezvous spot with his disciples was 
at Gethsemane outside the city (18:2). 

Jesus rented a room in the house especially for the occasion of the 
Passover meal, which must have cost him a bit because free room was 
always at a premium during the Passover holiday. Jesus went on to say 
to his disciples, “he [the landlord] will show you a large room upstairs, 
furnished and ready.” 

The reference in Mark to “a man carrying a jar of water” suggests 
the house was at a location close to the Gihon Spring or to the Siloam 
Pool. This is where people filled their jars with water and carried them 
back home, otherwise they would have drawn water from cisterns next 
to their homes. The location near the Siloam Pool makes sense for a 
number of other reasons. The disciples would have approached the city 
from the direction of the road from Bethany, entering through a gate 
at the lower end of the city close to the spring and pool. There were one 
or perhaps even two gates at the southeast corner of the city, and one of 
these was excavated by the British archaeologist Kathleen Kenyon in the 
1960s.93 In recent excavations, a large portion of the stepped Siloam Pool 
was uncovered, and on its northern side is a magnificent broad, paved, 
and stepped street ascending from the pool along the lower Tyropoeon 
Valley toward the Temple Mount. We can easily imagine this street as 
the meeting place of the disciples with the man with the jar of water. 

Another useful piece of information is Mark’s account of the Pass-
over meal taking place in an “upper room.” On face value, this should 
not be surprising because two-storey houses dating from this period 
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have been excavated in Jerusalem and especially in the Upper City, and 
some of them are palatial. Close to the Siloam Pool and on the lower 
eastern slope of the Upper City, a series of rock-cuttings were exca-
vated, representing the “negative” of the back of a three- or even four-
storey house dating from the first century ce.94 A room rented in a 
house such as this might have been used for the Last Supper of Jesus. 

The Lower City was thought to have been populated by the poorer 
sections of Jerusalem’s society, and so it made sense to scholars, based 
on their understanding of the Gospel accounts, that this was where 
Jesus would have felt most at home. This general view is reflected in 
the “Holyland” model of first-century Jerusalem, prepared by Hebrew 
University Professor Michael Avi-Yonah, with the Lower City covered 
with small cramped houses with flat roofs, and with the Upper City 
having fancy dwellings with red-tiled roofs. Recent archaeological 
work, however, has overturned the theory that the Lower City was the 
exclusive domain of the poor. First, none of the domestic dwellings 
unearthed in Jerusalem, whether in the Upper or Lower parts of the 
city, had tiled roofs, except perhaps for a few public buildings here 
and there. Not one roof tile from the first century ce has been found 
in Jerusalem excavations. Second, a number of extremely well-built 
and palatial domestic buildings have been uncovered in the area of the 
Lower City. One of these was tentatively identified by its excavator as 
the Palace of Queen Helene of Adiabene, though it could conceivably 
have been the Palace of Agrippa or Berenice, since both of these Jose-
phus tells us were situated not too far away from the Temple Mount. 
These buildings may also hint at the possible location of the undis-
covered old Palace of the Hasmoneans (War II.427–429; cf. Antiq. 
XX.189 ff).95 The popular notion that the Lower City was the haunt 
of Jesus precisely because this was where the poor lived is incorrect. 
Strange as it may seem, the “poor” in Jerusalem were probably quite 
well off and were able to benefit economically from the special status 
and prestige of the “City of the Temple.” As a city attracting massive 
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Figure 3: Reconstruction drawing of a large Herodian mansion in the 
Upper City of Jerusalem. 

Jewish pilgrimages three times a year and with permanent ongo-
ing building works on the Temple precincts and elsewhere, it seems 
unlikely there were many unemployed among its inhabitants. Hence, 
a “poor” family in Jerusalem probably possessed the same social and 
economic advantages as a “rich” family living in one of the outlying 
villages of Jerusalem or in other places in Judea. 

But where was the exact spot of the Last Supper? I would suggest 
that it was in close proximity to the Siloam Pool. Today, the tradi-
tional site of the Last Supper is shown to visitors and tourists within a 
complex of medieval structures on the summit of present-day Mount 
Zion, some distance from the Siloam Pool.96 The current traditional 
room itself is undoubtedly of Crusader date. However, there is noth-
ing to this medieval tradition and so the search must go on. 

Unlike the three other Gospels, John provides a different version of 
the farewell meal on Passover Eve, with interesting information about 
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purification practices with water that may have been specific to Jesus 
and his followers. 

“Now before the festival of the Passover, Jesus knew that his 
hour had come to depart from this world and go to the Father. 
Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them 
to the end. The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas 
son of Simon Iscariot to betray him. And during supper Jesus, 
knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, 
and that he had come from God and was going to God, got up 
from the table, took off his outer robe, and tied a towel around 
himself. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash 
the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was tied 
around him” (13:1–5). 

Clearly this would have been an unusual act of humility since the act 
of purification with water should have been undertaken by one of the 
disciples. Hence, it is not surprising that the disciple Peter questions 
what Jesus is doing. Peter went on to suggest that if Jesus was already 
washing feet, perhaps their heads and hands should be washed as well. 

The description in John of the washing of the disciples’ feet fits in 
well with the multiplicity of ritual water-purification procedures in  
Jerusalem in the first century ce, though foot-washing undertaken 
by the host or house-owner was thought to have been performed 
before, not after, the meal. In archaeological excavations conducted in 
the Jewish Quarter of Jerusalem, ritual bathing pools (miqwa’ot) were 
uncovered in the basements of houses dating from the first century 
ce, with small foot-baths next to the entrances. Those entering into 
the miqweh were required to first wash their feet. In antiquity, the 
foot was regarded as a symbol of humility and of willing servitude. 
This was because the foot was the part of the body closest to the 
ground and so could easily come into contact with impurities. There 
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was also the practice of the ritual cleansing of hands in water prior to 
the partaking of a meal, or before prayers.97 This may not have been 
mentioned by John simply because it was common practice, whereas 
the ritual purification of the disciples’ feet after the meal was deemed 
unusual. However, it may also be that Jesus did not believe in the 
constant washing of hands and showed more flexibility on the subject, 
since Mark states the following: “And when they [the Pharisees and 
Scribes in Jerusalem] saw some of his [Jesus’s] disciples eat bread with 
defiled, that is to say, with unwashed hands, they found fault” (7:2–3, 
5). The Jewish practice of the time was clearly the purification of the 
entire body, with the cleansing of hands prior to meals. In Luke we 
read: “And when the Pharisee saw it, he marveled that he [Jesus] had 
not first washed before dinner” (11:38). Either this was a reference to 
the total immersion in a ritual pool, or to hand-washing. 

What emerges is that Jesus and his followers did not abstain from 
water purification procedures, but may have practiced rituals slightly 
different from those known to their fellow Jews. Judging by the ref-
erence in John (13:10), we may assume that Jesus and his disciples 
immersed in a ritual pool prior to the meal, and although they were 
sometimes averse to washing hands, they may have done this as well, 
or perhaps they regarded their total immersion sufficient. In rabbini-
cal writings we hear of the use of stone vessels for the purpose of the 
ritual cleansing of hands, and it is not surprising that in John we 
are told that six stone jars at Cana were used “for the Jewish rites of 
purification” (2:6).98 It would appear that large lathe-turned jars of 
this type, known as qalal, were used together with small hand-carved 
mugs for ritual hand-washing purposes. A variety of smaller lathe-
turned and hand-carved stone vessels, such as bowls and platters, are 
known, and workshops in which they were made have been uncovered 
at several locations in the hinterland of the city.99 An enormous quan-
tity of stone vessels have been recovered in Jerusalem, indicating that 
the city’s inhabitants were fastidious in ensuring ritual purity during 
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the early first century ce and even more so a few decades after Jesus’s 
death, when between 50 and 70 ce “purity burst forth in Israel.”100 

The passage in John might have implied that at the meal’s end, 
the observance was to purify the head, hands, and feet of the person 
partaking of the meal (13:1–5). Whether this was general practice 
among Jews at that time or something more specific to Jesus’s fol-
lowers is unclear. I would think that this was something unique to 
Jesus’s group, which explains the objections made by the Pharisees 
and Scribes in Jerusalem. We might speculate that these rituals 
were adapted by Jesus’s followers from those previously used by 
John the Baptist. 

In those days the sacrificial Passover meal had to be eaten within 
the walls of the city.101 We assume the Last Supper was indeed the 
Eve of Passover meal, but the chronology of the final days is un-
certain because of ambiguities in the Gospels. Mark has the twelve 
disciples gathering in the evening, sitting with Jesus and eating. 
Matthew implies that they ate meat in addition to the unleavened 
bread and wine. People at that time ate separate courses of food on 
small saucer dishes rather than on large plates as we do today. John 
speaks of the disciples “reclining next to the table.” This was prob-
ably in a room known as a triclinium, the participants spread out in 
a semi-reclined state with cushions on couches or low beds. These 
would have been arranged in a typical �-shaped form as we know 
from Roman artistic depictions.102 At the end of the meal, Jesus and 
his disciples sang a hymn together and then left for the Mount of 
Olives and Gethsemane. 

To get to Gethsemane, Jesus and his disciples had to exit the city; 
they probably did this via the same gate they had entered near the 
Siloam Pool. Walking north parallel to the bed of the Kidron Valley, 
passing rock-hewn tomb monuments on the right, one of which is the 
so called Tomb of Absalom, they would have reached the lower parts of 
the Mount of Olives. Mark goes on to describe what happened next: 
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“They went to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to his dis-
ciples, ‘Sit here while I pray.’ He took with him Peter and James 
and John, and began to be distressed and agitated. And he said 
to them, ‘I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain here, and 
keep awake.’ And going a little farther, he threw himself on the 
ground and prayed that, if it were possible, the hour might pass 
from him. He said, ‘Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; 
remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you 
want.’ He came and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, 
‘Simon, are you asleep? Could you not keep awake one hour? 
Keep awake and pray that you may not come into the time of 
trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.’ And 
again he went away and prayed, saying the same words. And 
once more he came and found them sleeping, for their eyes were 
very heavy; and they did not know what to say to him. He came 
a third time and said to them, ‘Are you still sleeping and taking 
your rest? Enough! The hour has come; the Son of Man is be-
trayed into the hands of sinners. Get up, let us be going. See, my 
betrayer is at hand.’ ” (14:32–42). 

Why did Jesus go out to Gethsemane on the Mount of Olives fol-
lowing the Last Supper? We know on previous evenings Jesus stayed 
at his lodgings at Bethany, though Gethsemane was a daytime ren-
dezvous for his disciples. So what was the purpose of this outing? One 
possibility is that due to the difficulties of sleeping in the city because 
of the festivities and the lateness of the hour, Jesus and his disciples 
elected to take temporary accommodations on the slope of the Mount 
of Olives instead of returning to Bethany, an hour’s walk away. What 
it clear is that the room rented out for the Last Supper was not suitable 
for sleeping purposes. According to Mark and Matthew, Jesus arrived 
at the place known as Gethsemane where his disciples promptly fell 
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asleep. Matthew and Luke make it clear that Jesus had visited Geth-
semane and the Mount of Olives before, but they do not indicate an 
exact location (Matthew 24:3; Luke 21:37; 22:39). John is much more 
specific about the geography of the place, describing it as being on the 
other side of the Kidron Valley (i.e., east of the city), “where there was 
a garden [kēpos] into which he entered, himself and his disciples. Now 
Judas also, who betrayed him, knew the place, for Jesus often resorted 
thither with his disciples” (18:1–2). The term, which is used here for 
a garden, can also be used for an agricultural plot and there were un-
doubtedly terraced groves on the slopes of the Mount of Olives. The 
Greek word Gethsemane derives from the Aramaic or Hebrew word 
for “oil press,” suggesting that there was an oil press in the area. Near 
Jerusalem, a number of oil presses have been found within caves, nota-
bly at Ras Abu-Ma’aruf, not far from Tel el-Ful, and so it is plausible 
that Jesus and his disciples might have taken shelter in a cave. At the 
traditional site of Gethsemane on the lower slope of the Mount of 
Olives a large cave is pointed out as the spot of Jesus’s arrest.103 

It would appear that the idea of staying the night at Gethsemane 
was actually something prearranged by Jesus and his disciples and 
this destination was undoubtedly known to Judas. When Judas ar-
rived at the spot in the company of soldiers and Temple police, Jesus 
was arrested and taken away along the Kidron Valley and back into 
the city. Mark (14:51) relates the strange incident at Gethsemane of 
a young man wearing “a linen cloth cast about him, over his naked 
body” who fled from the scene when an attempt was made to arrest 
him. Who this person was and what part he had to play in the Geth-
semane story is unknown. All of Jesus’s disciples fled for their lives, 
probably along the upper reaches of the Mount of Olives and in the 
direction of Bethany. 

What happens next is mysterious. Jesus was led through the city, 
but instead of being taken to await trial in the prison of the Jewish 
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Sanhedrin or to the prison of the Roman barracks, he was brought to 
the private home of the Jewish High Priest. Why would the soldiers 
and Temple police have done that? This is a puzzle we shall try to 
solve in the next two chapters. 



f o u r  

SIGNS AND WONDERS AT 
BETHESDA AND SILOAM 

“The disciples of John [the Baptist] reported all these things to him. So 
John summoned two of his disciples and sent them to the Lord to ask, 
‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ When 
the men had come to him, they said, ‘John the Baptist has sent us to you 
to ask, “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”’ 
Jesus had just then cured many people of diseases, plagues, and evil spir-
its, and had given sight to many who were blind. 

And he answered them, ‘Go and tell John what you have seen 
and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news 
brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.’” 

(Luke 7:18–23) 

The story of the arrest and trial of Jesus has been examined by 
numerous scholars, and many are puzzled by the events as they 

appear in the Gospel accounts. Why did Jesus pose such a threat to 
the city authorities? Why did Jesus have to be killed and who, ulti-
mately, was responsible for making that fateful decision? Were the 
Jewish or Roman authorities to blame? Since Jesus made a distur-
bance by overturning tables in the Outer Court of the Temple, why 
was he not arrested on the spot by the Temple Police? And why did 
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the authorities wait until the beginning of Passover to arrest Jesus at 
Gethsemane? Was this because he was suspected of being the leader 
of a popular movement of resistance and the Romans and/or Temple 
Police feared that arresting him in a public place might lead to riot-
ing? Since Jesus’s activities were seemingly thought to be seditious by 
the Roman authorities, why was Jesus first taken to the High Priest’s 
house after his arrest and not straight to the prison at the Praetorium? 
Why did Jesus undergo two separate trials, first before select mem-
bers of the Sanhedrin Court and finally in front of Pontius Pilate? 
Why was Jesus brought before Herod Antipas for questioning, when 
he evidently lacked jurisdiction on legal matters in Judaea? And why 
did Pilate even consider relinquishing his control to Herod on the 
matter of Jesus’s guilt?104 Finally, how were the Gospel writers’ sources 
privy to what was going on behind closed doors during the Thursday 
night session with members of the Sanhedrin, and early on the Friday 
morning at the trial with Pontius Pilate? 

The Gospels are the main source of information we have for the 
final week in the life of Jesus. They suggest the arrest was made at 
Gethsemane on counts of blasphemy, sedition, or a combination of 
the two, and that it was instigated by the Temple authorities and fol-
lowed through by the Roman authorities, albeit somewhat reluctantly. 
Another consideration that might affect the way Jesus’s arrest and 
trial was portrayed in the Gospels is the date of their composition. 
Scholars are in agreement that the earliest of the Gospels only began 
to be formulated a couple of decades following Jesus’s death, in the 
devastating aftermath of the Jewish revolt against the Romans (from 
66 ce), which resulted in the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of 
the Temple (in 70 ce). One result of this was the somewhat acrimoni-
ous parting of ways between mainstream Judaism and the incipient 
“Jesus” movement. This may explain the antagonism evident in the 
Gospels toward the collective “Jews,” of which there were religious 
authorities, civic authorities, and nameless “crowds.”105 
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This might also help explain puzzling elements in the accounts: 
the lengthy deliberations at the house of the High Priest on the guilt 
of Jesus but without any certain resolution, and Pilate’s rather weak 
and out-of-character performance during the trial, with the curious 
incident of Pilate washing his hands (which was not a Roman custom 
but a distortion of the Jewish purification rite of netilat yadaim). It 
clearly suited the purposes of the Gospel writers to make Pilate a 
sympathetic person recognizing Jesus’s innocence all along, but one 
whose hand was deliberately forced by the Jerusalem religious author-
ities, on the one hand, and by the will of the antagonistic crowd mill-
ing around outside the Praetorium, on the other. In Matthew there is 
the following passage: “Pilate said to them [the crowds], ‘Then what 
should I do with Jesus who is called the Messiah?’ All of them said, 
‘Let him be crucified!’ Then he asked, ‘Why, what evil has he done?’ 
But they shouted all the more, ‘Let him be crucified!’  So when Pilate 
saw that he could do nothing, but rather that a riot was beginning, 
he took some water and washed his hands before the crowd, saying, ‘I 
am innocent of this man’s blood; see to it yourselves.’ Then the people 
as a whole answered, ‘His blood be on us and on our children!’” 
(27:22–25). The negative image of the role of Jews as portrayed in 
this trial account would ultimately have a disastrous long-term effect 
with the development of anti-Semitism in the Middle Ages, and it led 
in part to the Inquisition, pogroms, and eventually to the Holocaust. 

We could argue that Jesus’s peaceful motives were misunderstood 
by the city authorities and thus he was framed and accused of blas-
phemy or sedition, both punishable by death. But what evidence do 
we have for this? Jesus’s triumphal entrance into Jerusalem might 
have been construed by the Romans as dangerous fist-waving by a 
man in charge of a seditious mob of “out-of-towners,” and that he was 
trying to set himself above the law as “King of the Jews” in direct 
opposition to their Imperial rule. I have already suggested that Jesus’s 
entrance into Jerusalem was actually a modest affair; otherwise he 



62 the final days of jesus 

would undoubtedly have been arrested by Roman soldiers right there 
in Bethany or on the road to the Mount of Olives. The Roman soldiers 
would also have been in a much better position to control an agitated 
crowd out in an open landscape, such as at the Mount of Olives, rather 
than in the cramped urban setting of a city. The mayhem Jesus sup-
posedly created in the area of the Temple Court, with the overturning 
of tables, could also be seen as a reason for arrest. But the fact he was 
allowed to continue teaching there immediately after this “demonstra-
tion” implies the Temple officials saw the event only as a slight and 
unimportant aberration in the controlled environment of the Outer 
Court. The significance of this event was much more symbolic and 
important mainly to Jesus’s followers. 

Could it be that Jesus’s arrest was not because of things he was 
actually saying and doing at the time of his entrance into Jerusalem 
or in the Outer Court of the Temple, but because of his actions as a 
healer and miracle worker elsewhere in the city, which stirred up the 
crowds in his support and put fear into the hearts of the authorities? In 
support of this, we hear from Luke that when Pilate sent the prisoner 
to Herod Antipas the thing that interested him the most was whether 
Jesus could perform signs and wonders: “When Herod saw Jesus, he 
was very glad, for he had been wanting to see him for a long time, 
because he had heard about him and was hoping to see him perform 
some sign” (23:8). Herod Antipas was probably staying in the old 
Hasmonean palace situated on the eastern slope of the Upper City, not 
far to the east of the Praetorium barracks where Jesus was imprisoned. 
Herod Antipas himself had had John the Baptist executed a year or so 
earlier because of his fear of John’s apparent control over large crowds of 
believers. Josephus in his Antiquities of the Jews wrote that 

“When others too joined the crowds about him [John], be-
cause they were aroused to the highest degree by his sermons, 
Herod became alarmed. Eloquence that had so great an effect 



63 Signs and Wonders at Bethesda and Siloam 

on mankind might lead to some form of sedition [or revolt]. For 
it looked as if they would be guided by John in everything that 
they did. Herod decided therefore that it would be much better 
to strike first and be rid of him before his work led to an upris-
ing, than to wait for an upheaval, get involved in a difficult situ-
ation and see his mistake” (XVII, 116–119). 

The same probably happened to Jesus. His entrance into Jerusalem 
went largely unnoticed by the Romans and his activities close to the 
Temple were easily monitored and controlled by the Temple guards. But 
once Jesus began stirring up crowds of discontented and marginalized 
people in other parts of the city and doing “signs and wonders you will 
not believe” ( John 4:48), it was then that he became a serious threat 
and could not be ignored.106 At first, without hindrance from the city 
authorities, Jesus was able to work steadily as a healer and miracle-maker 
and to gather around him supporters in the same way he had done in the 
Galilee: “Jesus had just then cured many people of diseases, plagues, and 
evil spirits, and had given sight to many who were blind” (Luke 7:21). 
It was perhaps at this point that the Jewish and Roman city authorities 
were made aware of the connection between Jesus and the executed John 
and began to feel threatened by the large crowds milling around him. 
“Strike first and be rid of him,” as Josephus put it, may have been their 
chosen policy to deal with the Jesus problem. 

But what were the places in Jerusalem where Jesus might have 
drawn people to him, where he performed his healing activities? 
Other than at the Temple Mount, the only other open spaces inside 
the city where crowds could gather were at the amphitheater and 
theater—surely unsuitable since they were places of entertainment— 
and the Siloam and Bethesda Pools, which scholars for many years 
thought served primarily as water reservoirs. Were these suitable loca-
tions and could they have been used for water purification? What can 
archaeology tell us about these two pools? 
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In the first century the Jewish population in Palestine had a very 
distinctive practice of purification within water installations known 
as miqwa’ot (singular, miqweh; Hebrew for a “collection” or “gathering” 
[of water]). Large numbers of stepped-and-plastered miqwa’ot have 
been found in excavations in Jerusalem, in outlying villages, as well as 
at various rural locations. Most of the installations in Jerusalem were 
in basements of private dwellings and therefore served the specific do-
mestic needs of the city inhabitants. Numerous examples are known 
from different parts of the city. A few slightly larger miqwa’ot are 
known in the immediate area of the Temple Mount, but it is hard to 
see how these installations might have met the needs of tens of thou-
sands of Jewish pilgrims from outside the city attending the festivities 
at the Temple three times a year. The logistics of getting a multitude 
of people in and out of these relatively small installations would have 
been impossible. Where did they all go to purify themselves upon 
reaching Jerusalem and before ascending to the courts of the Temple? 
Could it have been at the Bethesda and Siloam Pools situated on 
either side of the Temple Mount? 

In an article published in 2005 I suggested that the Bethesda and 
Siloam Pools were not designed, as many thought, as reservoirs to  
conserve large quantities of rainwater for the city, but were actually 
purposefully built to accommodate all the ritual purification needs 
of Jewish pilgrims flocking to Jerusalem for the festivals.107 Death 
and affliction greatly concerned the inhabitants of first-century Jeru-
salem trying desperately to maintain the overall ritual purity of their 
sacred city, and the annual influx of huge numbers of pilgrims bear-
ing impurities scared them. At the same time, they could not prevent 
pilgrims from entering the city for the festivities, and many were 
frail and elderly, or diseased and seeking cures. Many of the diseased 
wanted to reach the proximity of the Jewish Temple, though none 
would have been allowed access to the holy areas. Only those deemed 
absolutely “pure” were allowed to officiate close to the Temple, and to 
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that end crowds of pilgrims underwent mass purification ceremonies 
at the Bethesda and Siloam Pools before being allowed to enter the 
courts of the Temple Mount. Pilgrims also had to undergo a pre-
scribed waiting period until sundown or to the next morning, before 
they could enter the inner Temple area. Those precluded from admis-
sion to the Temple owing to disabilities and bodily defects could seek 
solace at these pools. It is not surprising that Jesus went there to heal 
and intentionally mingle with those who were considered diseased 
and unclean and to draw people to him, and it seems reasonable this 
must be the background for the healing accounts in the Gospel of 
John (5:1–13; 9:7, 11). 

Before turning to the archaeology of the Bethesda and Siloam Pools, 
let us first go over the general phenomenon of Jewish water purifi-
cation procedures in the stepped-and-plastered installations known 
as miqwa’ot. Jesus and his followers would have regularly used such 
installations for daily purification, even if some of their purification 
practices differed from those of their contemporaries. The basis for our 
information about what was or was not permitted in regard to miqwa’ot 
appears in rabbinic sources: the Mishnah and Tosefta.108 We must take 
into consideration, however, that this information is likely to have been 
idealized by the later rabbis, at least in part, and that the reality of 
purification practices in the first century may have been much more 
flexible than one would suppose from these sources. The Mishna indi-
cates there were at least six grades of miqwa’ot, listed from the worst to 
the best: (1) ponds; (2) ponds during the rainy season; (3) immersion 
pools; (4) wells with natural groundwater; (5) salty water from the sea 
and hot springs; and (6) natural flowing “living” waters from springs 
and rivers.109 Clearly, the ubiquitous stepped-and-plastered installation 
known to scholars from archaeological excavations since the 1960s and 
now commonly referred to as the miqweh (listed under No. 3, above), 
was not the best nor the worst of the six grades of miqwa’ot. It is de-
scribed as follows: “more excellent is a pool of water containing forty 
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seah; for in them men may immerse themselves and immerse other 
things [e.g. vessels]” (m. Miqwa’ot 1:7). 

Stringent Jewish regulations (halakhot) are referenced in regard to 
certain constructional details and how the installations were to be 
used. A miqweh had to be supplied with “pure” water derived from 
natural sources (rivers, springs, or rain) throughout the year and even 
during the long dry season, and it had to contain a minimum of forty 
seah of water—the equivalent of less than one cubic meter of water— 
so that a person might be properly immersed (if not standing, then 
lying down). Once the natural flow of water into a miqweh had been 
stopped, it became “drawn” water (mayim sheuvim). Water could not 
be added mechanically, but there was a possibility of increasing the 
volume by allowing drawn water to enter from an adjacent container, 
so long as the original amount of water did not decrease to below the 
minimum requirement of water. Hence, an additional body of water, 
known since medieval times as the ots.ar (the “treasury”), could be  
connected to the miqweh, and linked by pipe or channel. There was, of 
course, the problem of the water becoming dirty or stagnant (though 
not impure), but the miqweh was not used for daily ablutions for 
the purpose of keeping clean. Indeed, people appear to have washed 
themselves (or parts of their bodies, notably the feet and hands) before 
entering the ritual bath. Basins for cleansing feet and legs have been 
found in front of miqwa’ot in first-century dwellings in Jerusalem.110 

The miqweh was required, according to rabbinical sources, to be 
sunken into the ground, either through construction or by the process 
of hewing into the rock, and into it natural water would flow derived 
from a spring or from surface rainwater in the winter seasons. The walls 
and floors of the miqweh chambers were plastered (frequently made of 
slaked quicklime mixed with crushed charcoal); ceilings were either 
natural rock or barrel-vaulted with masonry. These installations are 
distinguished by flights of steps leading down into them and extend-
ing across the entire breadth of the chamber; such ubiquitous steps, 
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however, were not referred to in the sources. The riser of the lowest 
step tended to be deeper than the rest of the steps, presumably to fa-
cilitate the immersion procedures when the level of water had dropped 
to a minimum. Some of these steps had a low raised (and plastered) 
partition, which is thought to have separated the descending impure 
person (on the right) from the pure person leaving the miqweh (on the 
left). Similarly, there were miqwa’ot with double entrances; these may 
indicate that the activities carried out inside them resembled those 
undertaken in installations with the partitioned steps. 

This arrangement of steps or double entrances is known particu-
larly from Jerusalem, but also from sites in the region, as well in the 
Hebron Hills and at the Dead Sea Scrolls’ site of Qumran. The instal-
lations from Jerusalem and the Hebron Hills with the single parti-
tions fit the double lane theory, that it was constructed to facilitate 
the separation of the impure from the pure, but at Qumran installa-
tions were found with three or more of these partitions, which is odd. 
According to one suggestion, maintaining the utmost in purity inside 
the miqweh, reflected by the addition of features such as the partitions, 
would have been a concern mainly for priests, but little support for 
this hypothesis has come from the archaeological evidence itself.111 

Indeed, the partitions are at best symbolic rather than functional, and 
in some of the installations at Qumran they were not even practical, 
providing in one installation a stepped lane that was only 15 cm wide. 
The miqweh was also used for the purifying of contaminated vessels.112 

It is not surprising, therefore, that in the excavation of miqwa’ot at Jer-
icho and Jerusalem, some were found to contain quantities of ceramic 
vessels. 

The date of the first appearance of stepped-and-plastered miqwa’ot is 
a matter still debated by scholars, but the general consensus of opin-
ion is that this occurred in the Late Hellenistic (Hasmonean) period, 
at some point during the end of the second century bce or very early 
in the first century ce.113 One thing is certain: Only a handful of 
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miqwa’ot are known from the time of the Hasmoneans, whereas large 
numbers of miqwa’ot are known dating from the time of Herod the 
Great (late first century bce) and up to the destruction of Jerusalem 
(70 ce). There can be no doubt that the floruit, or high point, in the 
use of miqwa’ot was in the first century ce. 

The average size of the miqweh suggests that ritual bathing was or-
dinarily practiced individually—no more than one person would enter 
the installation at a time—and the location of miqwa’ot within the 
basements of private dwellings suggests purification was done regu-
larly and whenever deemed necessary. The purpose of the immersion 
was to ritually cleanse the flesh of the contaminated person in pure 
water, but it may also have been undertaken within households before 
eating or as an aid to spirituality before reading the Torah or praying. 
It was neither used for the cleansing of the soul nor for the redemp-
tion of sins (as with the purification procedures of John the Baptist), 
nor any other rituals (except for the conversion of proselytes following 
their acceptance of the Torah and circumcision).114 

We assume that disrobing took place before the immersion and 
that new garments were put on immediately afterward. Ritual bath-
ing could be conducted in the comfort of a person’s dwelling, but 
there were also more public miqwa’ot such as those used by peasants 
and other workers (such as quarrymen, potters, and lime burners) who 
would cleanse themselves at various locations in the countryside. A 
few miqwa’ot are known in the immediate vicinity of tombs (such as at 
the Tomb of the Kings in Jerusalem), but they are quite rare, indicat-
ing that immediate ritual purification following entrance into tombs 
was not common. The miqweh was not used for general cleaning and 
ablution purposes: This was done in alternative installations located 
within the house, or in public bathhouses instead. 

Large numbers of miqwa’ot have hitherto been investigated from  
first-century levels in Jerusalem. Almost all of these installations were 
found within the basements of private dwellings and would not have 
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been used other than by their owners. There are, however, exceptions 
that cannot have belonged to private individuals. Three miqwa’ot are 
known in the southern part of the Temple Mount: two large ones be-
neath the area of the principal Muslim modern fountain (k’as) and a 
third small one near the entrance to the present-day Aqsa Mosque.115 

These could only have been used by those who had already ascended 
to the Outer Court via the gates situated in the southern Temple 
Mount wall. The third might have been accessed from the area of the 
Royal Stoa. But even these installations cannot have been used by 
very many individuals and I would suggest that their small size and 
their proximity to the Temple must mean they were only used for the 
select immersion of Temple officials, dignitaries, or other people of  
special status. 

Sources refer to various miqwa’ot in the Temple precincts—for ex-
ample, a subterranean place of immersion near the Temple, which was 
used by priests, and perhaps also the “trough of Jehu.”116 Additional 
miqwa’ot have also been found outside the Temple Mount walls, but 
they too are quite small and so were likely to have been used by shop-
keepers or by the overseers/police in charge of supervising entrance 
into the Temple area. They may also have been for those suspected 
of receiving a last-minute form of contamination and directed to 
immersion by the officials appointed by the bet din to keep an eye  
on the crowds of visitors and pilgrims. One of these installations is 
in the form of a rectangular pool, presumably open to the sky, with 
plastered steps leading down on all four sides, and it was found in the 
Ophel region immediately south of the Temple Mount.117 

Small installations of the kind found in Jerusalem have also been 
investigated in the vicinity of the city, in the Judean and Benjamin 
Hills, in the area of the Hebron Hills, and in the Shephelah foothills. 
All these installations are small and would have served the private 
needs of the local Jewish inhabitants of the towns, villages, and farms 
of those regions. One may assume that a miqweh of this kind existed 
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within the household of Martha and Mary at Bethany. There are, 
however, a few exceptions to the rule: a number of exceptionally large 
installations situated particularly close to highways. One scholar, 
David Amit, has suggested that they may have serviced Jewish pil-
grims en route to the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem during the festival 
periods. However, these large installations were most probably used 
for the immersion of groups of workmen gathering at industrial or 
agricultural sites, and especially at places where there were large 
public oil presses or groups of wine presses, since the absolute purity 
of the resulting oil or grape juice was of the utmost importance. This 
makes more sense, because a pilgrim could not be expected to main-
tain purity simply by dipping in such an installation, and in any case 
during the continued trip to Jerusalem he would most likely come 
into further contamination. Large stepped miqwa’ot do exist at the 
Qumran settlement of the Dead Sea Scroll sect, but their size is most 
probably a co-efficient of the arid environment in which the settle-
ment was situated. This would have meant very high evaporation 
levels, especially during the summer months.118 

To accommodate the multitude of pilgrims flocking to Jerusalem 
for the festivals, only large pools could have been used for their im-
mersion, otherwise we would have to envision the unlikely scenario of 
the Temple precincts being open to contamination and impurity by 
those wishing to gain admission. The Siloam and Bethesda Pools are 
excellent examples of pools that could have served as large miqwa’ot. 
Clearly the many small miqwa’ot that have hitherto been excavated in 
Jerusalem would not have sufficed for the needs of tens of thousands 
of pilgrims streaming to Jerusalem on an annual basis. Indeed, it 
would appear that most of the small miqwa’ot excavated in Jerusalem 
were used solely for the private immersion of its inhabitants and only 
very few, notably those at the Temple Mount, may have had some 
form of public function, but even then for only a very limited number 
of people. Certain arrangements were made on the streets of Jerusalem 
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to ensure that the masses of pilgrims who immersed themselves in 
the waters of the large pools of Siloam and Bethesda would not sub-
sequently lose their state of ritual purification en route to the Temple 
precincts for the festivities. In rabbinic sources we read: 

“Other times of the year [during non-festival days] they [that 
walk] in the middle [of a street] must be deemed unclean, and 
they [that walk] at the sides may be deemed clean; but during a 
Feast they [that walk] in the middle [may be deemed] clean and 
they [that walk] at the sides [must be deemed] unclean; because 
when they are but few they withdraw to the sides [of a street]” 
(m. Shekalim 8:1–2). 

First-century Jerusalem had a number of large pools of water, 
mostly reservoirs: Amygdalon (Hezekiah’s) Pool situated north of the 
Upper City; Struthion Pool at the foot of the Antonia Fortress, to the 
northwest of the Temple Mount; Serpents Pool situated somewhere 
on the north side of the city; Siloam Pool (at the southern end of the 
Tyropoeon Valley); and Bethesda Pool (near St. Anne).119 The Siloam 
and Bethesda Pools were situated on the south and north sides of the 
Temple Mount, respectively, so they might provide a service for Jewish 
pilgrims arriving in Jerusalem from different directions. Of the two, 
the Siloam Pool was fed largely with “living” water derived via a 
hewn channel from the Siloam Spring, whereas the Bethesda Pool was 
fed by collected rainwater stored within a separate (upper) pool. Both 
pools, as we shall see, were associated with Jesus’s healing activities. 

The Siloam Pool is already mentioned in the sources as a pool ad-
jacent to the city fortifications in Nehemiah’s day. It is referred to as 
“Solomon’s Pool” in Josephus, and in rabbinical writings it was the 
place where stone cups or mugs were filled with water for purification 
purposes.120 In the Gospel of John, we hear it was used as a place for 
ritual immersion in connection with the miraculous story of the blind 
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man regaining his sight: “. . . And [Jesus] said unto him [the blind 
man], Go wash in the Pool of Siloam. . . He went his way therefore, 
and washed, and came seeing.” In response to the questioning of 
querulous neighbors, the blind man repeats his story: “A man that is 
called Jesus made clay and anointed my eyes, and said unto me, Go 
to the Pool of Siloam, and wash: and I went and washed, and received 
sight” (9:7, 11). The Siloam Pool was an ideal location for Jesus to 
gain recognition for his healing activities. 

We should mention in this connection an interesting text from  
Oxyrhynchus in Egypt—a fragment of an uncanonical gospel—that 
refers to a miqweh-like “Pool of David” close to the Temple area with 
separate stairs for going in and out, appears to refer to the Siloam 
Pool. The text has Jesus being challenged by a priest about the state 
of his purity: “He [Jesus] saith unto him, I am clean; for I washed in 
the Pool of David [probably named after its proximity to the “City 
of David”], and having descended down one staircase I ascended by 
another, and I put on white and clean garments, and then I came and 
looked upon these holy vessels [in the Temple area].”121 Elsewhere, 
it is said that the Pool of David had “running waters,” a reference 
to the flowing “living” waters entering the Siloam Pool from the 
spring of Siloam. We could assume that the “pool” mentioned in 
the Oxyrhynchus fragment was a relatively small type of miqweh 
with partitioned steps for those entering and leaving, but I think 
this unlikely.122 The evidence points to the Siloam Pool, where some 
form of segregation would also have been established between those 
entering the pool for purification and those leaving it. The priest who 
challenged Jesus may very well have been one of the Temple officials 
connected with establishing the purity of those entering the Temple 
Mount precincts. 

The concern for purity in Jerusalem and the use of the Siloam and 
Bethesda Pools is further clarified in rabbinical writings in relation to 
the subject of zabim, that is, men with bodily emissions (semen). The 
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Rabbis advocated that following an emission of semen the man “con-
veys uncleanness to what he lies upon or sits upon, and [therefore] he 
must bathe in running water” (m. Zabim 1:1; cf. m. Miqwa’ot 1:8). 

Recent archaeological excavations in 2004 at the junction of the  
Tyropoeon and Kidron Valleys by Israeli archaeologists Ronny Reich 
and Eli Shukrun brought to light the Siloam Pool from the time of 
Jesus. It was apparently trapezoidal in shape (estimated to be 40–60 
x 70 meters) with built steps and landings along at least three of its 
sides; the fourth (west) side is unexcavated. Their findings indicate 
the pool was most likely built in its present form during the Second 
Temple period, with two stages of construction of which the earliest 
is dated to the late first century bce or first century ce based on the 
plaster type and other features.123 The pool was fed with water that 
was channelled directly from the Siloam spring without any holding 
basin, but the excavators suggest the pool might also have been fed 
with runoff rainwater obtained from other directions. Due to the situ-
ation of this pool at the lowest point in the city, with the houses of 
the Upper City extending up in serried fashion toward the west and 
with the rocky scarp of the Lower City looming to the east, it is clear 
the archaeologists have yet to discover how bathers might have been 
able to enter the pool naked without being observed by people from 
neighboring houses. It is also unclear how the sexes were separated, 
since mixed nude bathing would not have been allowed. Judging by 
a few cuts and grooves on the surface of paving stones at the pool it 
is possible that the interior of the pool was originally divided up into 
compartments covered by canvas or that the entire pool itself was  
covered with tarpaulin. Alternatively, all those wishing to immerse 
themselves into the Siloam Pool might simply have been provided  
with plain tunics that had previously been purified—before entering 
into the pool.124 

The other pool, known as the Bethesda Pool (piscina probatica), 
is situated to the north of the Temple Mount in the grounds of the 
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Church of St. Anne, which is now under the custodianship of the 
Catholic White Fathers. The pool was situated outside the Sheep 
Gate, which was presumably at the north-eastern end of the Second 
Wall close to the Antonia Fortress, and in the area just beyond the 
new domestic quarter mentioned by Josephus on the hill of Bezetha. 
Excavations were undertaken there with breaks from 1865 to 1967,  
but the results of this work are still largely unpublished.125 

According to the Gospel of John, the Bethesda Pool (from the Ara-
maic Beth Hesda, i.e., “house of mercy”), was surrounded by five por-
ticoes and served as a place of purification for a multitude of people. It 
was the scene where Jesus healed a lame man: 

“After this there was a festival of the Jews, and Jesus went up to 
Jerusalem. Now in Jerusalem by the Sheep Gate there is a pool, 
called in Hebrew Bethesda, which has five porticoes. In these 
lay many invalids — blind, lame, and paralyzed. One man was 
there who had been ill for thirty-eight years. When Jesus saw 
him lying there and knew that he had been there a long time, 
he said to him, ‘Do you want to be made well?’ The sick man 
answered him, ‘Sir, I have no one to put me into the pool when 
the water is stirred up; and while I am making my way, some-
one else steps down ahead of me.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Stand up, 
take your mat and walk.’ At once the man was made well, and 
he took up his mat and began to walk” (5:1–19). 

There are a number of matters arising from this passage that, as we 
shall see, fit well with the archaeological remains of the pool as they 
exist today. First, the pool had a twin basin, which explains why there 
were five columned porticoes: one portico on each of the four sides 
and one additional portico on the barrier wall in the middle separat-
ing the twin basins. Second, the lame man was waiting for someone 
to take his bed down to the water of the pool, which suggests that one 
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of the basins must have had broad steps with landings at intervals, 
otherwise invalids would have had difficulty in gaining access. Third, 
the man wanted to be put in the pool so that he could benefit from 
the waters that on occasion became “stirred up,” indicating that some 
curative value was placed at that time on this phenomenon. Early 
Christian sources also refer to the separation of the twin basins, with 
the one filling up with rainwater and with the second with water “of 
a ruddy color” according to the early Christian writer Eusebius and 
“reddish” according to another writer, Eucherius. 

I have been investigating the archaeological remains at Bethesda 
since 1995 and the exciting work has consisted of examining remains 
of ancient chambers, walls, and subterranean tunnels, mapping the 
remains, and taking photographs. I reached the conclusion that at the 
time of Jesus the Bethesda Pool was used specifically for ritual puri-
fication, and it could not have been a city reservoir used for gather-
ing drinking water or a swimming pool for entertainment purposes. 
There are two large basins: the “northern pool” (53 x 40 meters), 
which served as a reservoir (the ots.ar) for collected rainwater, and the 
“southern pool” (47 x 52 meters), which was used as the place for pu-
rification (the miqweh). The two basins would have been surrounded 
by porticoes on four sides, with an additional portico extending across 
the barrier wall separating the two basins. The plastered barrier wall 
separating the two parts of the pool was partly hewn into the rock 
and partly built of alternating courses of well-dressed header-and-
stretcher ashlars with smoothed exteriors, typical of other first-century 
building ventures in Jerusalem. It was clearly a well-planned building 
initiative that took place before the construction of the new quarter 
on the Bezetha Hill and most likely at the time of Herod the Great. 
The date of the pool is therefore definitely not Iron Age or Hellenis-
tic, as some scholars have suggested.126 

An impressive flight of hewn and built steps extended down along 
the entire western side of the “southern” pool (a length of some 53  
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meters), with sets of steps (in groups of one to six) extending between 
landings. The steps clearly would have facilitated access down to the 
very base of the pool, depending on the amount of water available 
there for bathing, and the landings at different intervals would evi-
dently have been used for the placing of the beds of disabled people, 
as John implies (5:3). 

Both “pools” at Bethesda were evidently built at the same time and 
were part of the same pre-planned water system. Within the massive 
barrier-wall separating the two large basins (6 meters thick) was a 
vertical shaft leading to a horizontal tunnel with a sluice-gate at the 
bottom, which meant that the water of the ots.ar to the north could 
easily have come into contact (by a process known as hashaka, liter-
ally “touching”) with the water of the miqweh to the south by simply 
lifting the sluice-gate. Further on, at a lower level of the tunnel, there 
was a covered trough in which more than 1 cubic meter of valid 
water (40 seah) could have “mingled” with the added water, before 
then rising and replenishing the waters of the southern pool. When 
necessary, a sluice gate was opened at the far end of this trough and 
this, in turn, led to a covered channel that helped drain surplus water 
away to the south for a considerable distance, perhaps even as far as 
the Temple Mount. The bubbling and frothing, which must have oc-
curred during the draining of water into the southern pool, may have 
given rise to the idea of the “stirred up” waters, which was a phenom-
enon that apparently attracted people to the pool at the time of Jesus. 
In addition, layers of bright red soil trapped between geological layers, 
seen within the lower part of this area, may have contributed to the 
picture provided by early Christian writers regarding the color of the 
“stirred up” waters.127 

The Bethesda Pool fits perfectly the Jewish halakhic principals as 
spelled out in rabbinic sources by which “any [pool of water] that 
is mingled with [water from] an immersion pool is deemed like to  
the immersion pool itself” (m. Miqwa’ot 6:1); and “they may render 
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immersion pools clean [by mingling the drawn water in] a higher 
pool [with undrawn water] from a lower pool” (m. Miqwa’ot 6:8). 
We might relate this type of installation to the dispute between the 
Pharisees and Sadducees over the matter of the “unbroken stream of 
liquid” (m. Yadaim 4:7) and suggest that the type of installation with 
a storage tank next to it was typical of the Pharisees since they were 
more lenient and accepting in regard to the system of mingling, as 
opposed to the Sadducees.128 

What has puzzled scholars, however, is that this type of miqweh 
with an attached storage chamber for water, as described in the rab-
binical sources, does not fit the physical appearance of most miqwa’ot 
unearthed during excavations in Jerusalem and its vicinity, at Qumran, 
in the hills of Hebron and Benjamin and in the Shephelah, as well as 
those uncovered in the Galilee, notably at Sepphoris, and elsewhere. 
Perhaps the reason for this is that this kind of installation—as de-
scribed in the Mishna—was an idealized form of miqweh. This meant 
that it was not as good as one with “living” water supplied from a 
spring or flowing source of natural water, but still far better than the 
ubiquitous stepped-and-plastered pools situated beneath private homes 
in towns and villages or next to agricultural farms; these had to be 
topped up with drawn water (mayim she’uvim) whenever they no longer 
contained the required one cubic meter of valid water. 

The fact that so many miqwa’ot are known from greater Jerusalem, 
from within the city itself as well as from the villages and farms in its 
hinterland, is a very clear reflection of the preoccupation Jerusalemites 
had in the first century with the concept of separating and fixing the 
boundary between the pure and the impure. A general concern about 
purity was common to all Jews at that time and especially in the  
city that contained the House of God—the Jewish Temple.129 There 
are definitely no grounds for linking the phenomenon of miqwa’ot in 
Jerusalem to any one specific group within Judaism, as some scholars 
have done. In the eyes of the inhabitants of the city, a clear separation 
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would have been made between the use of natural and built places for 
purification. While rabbinical sources extolled the higher sanctity 
of immersing in natural sources of water, the ease of immersion in a 
specifically designed installation in the basement of a house made it 
far more convenient than having to set forth into the countryside in 
search of a natural water purification source. Natural sources of water 
were either situated at a distance from the city (e.g., the Jordan River), 
were difficult to access (e.g., a spring used for irrigation agriculture), 
or were only available at the right season (e.g., pools in rocky depres-
sions that fill up after the winter rains). 

Above all, it would appear that convenience counted as the most 
important consideration when a miqweh came to be built in the first 
century. A stepped-and-plastered installation in the basement of a 
house satisfied all who wished to immerse themselves on a regular 
basis for purification. To that end, the installation had to have had a 
satisfactory incoming source of pure water, and in most instances rain-
water sufficed. Everything else was done to fashion and for personal 
preference, and I would include such things as foot-baths outside the 
miqweh, double entrances, and lane partitions on the steps. The idea 
that the construction of miqwa’ot was done in strict accordance and 
adherence to religious rules and stipulations (such as those debated 
in the “Chamber of Hewn Stone”) is highly unlikely and finds no 
support in the archaeological evidence itself. Hence, the information 
about miqwa’ot in the rabbinical tractates should probably be regarded 
as representing a certain degree of rabbinical idealism rather than a  
record of the reality of empirical practice of miqweh construction, as 
it was supposedly passed down through the generations following the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 ce. 

The important and obvious conclusion, however, is that the rise in 
the popularity of this bathing installation during the first century re-
flects changing attitudes in regard to the perception of everyday purity 
and possible sources of ritual contamination. In a way, we may regard 
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the later rabbinical writings about miqwa’ot as the reflected culmina-
tion of a heightened Jewish awareness regarding purity that began to 
intensify particularly in the early first century ce. An unprecedented 
number of miqwa’ot ultimately came to be built, sometimes with  
more than one or two installations per household, and not only in the 
city of Jerusalem, but also in the outlying villages and farms. This  
development may also be paralleled with the sudden upsurge seen in 
the manufacturing of stone vessels in the mid–first century ce (from 
circa 50 ce or perhaps 60 ce) onward.130 Such vessels were perceived 
as being able to maintain purity and as such were extremely popu-
lar in the “household Judaism” assemblage of that time, with small 
mugs and large jars (qalal) serving a particularly useful task during 
hand-washing purification procedures.131 Perhaps we should regard  
miqwa’ot and stone vessels as two sides of the same coin representing 
the overall “explosion” of purity that took place within Judaism in the 
first century ce (“purity broke out among the Jews”: tosef. Shabbat 
1:14), stemming from changing religious sensibilities on the one hand 
and perhaps serving on the other as a form of passive Jewish resistance 
against encroaching traits of Roman culture in the critical decade or 
so preceding the Great Revolt. 

For the out-of-town Jewish festival-goers such as Jesus and his 
followers, full of anticipation for the entrance into the gates of the 
Temple precincts, ritual immersion within miqwa’ot under the pri-
vate houses of the city was clearly not an option, unless they were 
personally invited to do so by the inhabitants. The few oversize 
miqwa’ot found in front of the gates to the Temple precincts, as well 
as beneath the Outer Courts, can only have been used by the festival 
overseers and Temple officials, and were definitely not large enough 
to serve the many thousands of pilgrims to the city at the height of 
the festivals. The sizes and interior arrangements of the Bethesda and 
Siloam Pools, however, were suitable for exactly such a task and they 
should therefore be identified as large ritual immersion pools. 



80 the final days of jesus 

During his final week in Jerusalem, Jesus naturally made appear-
ances at the Siloam and Bethesda Pools since these were the places 
where he had the freedom to practice his healing abilities and to cure 
people “of diseases, plagues and evil spirits.” The pools were also in 
the close proximity to the courts of the Temple, which meant Jesus 
could continue with his teaching activities there. The large crowds 
that inevitably gathered around him at the pools were probably what 
drew the attention of the city authorities to Jesus’s activities in the 
first place. His healing activities were probably regarded as unwhole-
some by the Temple authorities. The fear that these “crowds” might 
be disruptive in some way during the upcoming Passover celebrations 
was probably what led to the decision to have Jesus arrested on suspi-
cion of sedition. But who made that decision? In the next chapter we 
shall follow Jesus from the moment of his arrest and until his trial in 
front of Pontius Pilate. 



f i v e  

THE HEAVY HAND OF 
THE LAW: A TRIAL 

“As soon as it was morning, the chief priests held a consultation with 
the elders and scribes and the whole council. They bound Jesus, led him 
away, and handed him over to Pilate. Pilate asked him, ‘Are you the 
King of the Jews?’ He answered him, ‘You say so.’ Then the chief priests 
accused him of many things. Pilate asked him again, ‘Have you no 
answer? See how many charges they bring against you.’ But Jesus made 
no further reply, so that Pilate was amazed.” 

(Mark 15:1–5) 

Of the many stories appearing in the Gospels, the one that is 
the most familiar is the one about the trial and crucifixion 

of Jesus, and many readers feel assured that its historicity must be 
beyond question. However, even a cursory look at the narrative from 
the time of Jesus’s arrest at the Garden of Gethsemane and until his 
conviction at the court of Pontius Pilate raises more questions than 
there are reasonable answers.132 The Gospel accounts on the trial are 
replete with contradictions and discrepancies, sowing confusion and 
some exasperation among scholars trying to figure things out; a few 
have even gone as far as labeling the trial narrative as largely fic-
tion.133 Numerous arguments and explanations have been put forward 
to explain the inconsistencies in the trial accounts. In my opinion, a 
point of stagnation has been reached in scholarly studies, and archae-
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ology is still a seriously undervalued source of data. It can contribute 
quite dramatically to the solving of one of the key problems regarding 
the trial, namely its exact physical setting. In fact, I can pinpoint the 
exact spot of the trial for the first time. This new information turns 
things around and allows us to take a fresh look at some of the other 
events relating to the trial. 

Following his arrest at the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus was 
brought by soldiers and the Temple police “to the house of Caiaphas 
the high priest” (Matthew 26:57). Mark, for some reason, does not 
mention the name of the High Priest. We are also not told where the 
house was located, but the assumption is that it was in the Upper 
City on the west side of the city, not far from the Roman Governor’s 
palace, also known as the Praetorium. If the house of Caiaphas and 
Annas are one and the same, as I propose, then according to Josephus 
it was situated in the Upper City, close to the palaces of Agrippa and 
Berenice (War II.427). The officiating High Priest at that time was  

134 Joseph Caiaphas (18–36 ce) and Jesus was brought to him in 30 ce. 
Appointed by Valerius Gratus, Caiaphas had a difficult career and 
was ultimately deposed as High Priest by Vitellius, Governor of Syria, 
in the same year that Pilate was removed as Praefectus. Caiaphas be-
longed to a powerful and influential family, and may have had a son 
named Elioeneiai ben ha-Qayyaf.135 

In 1990, a rock-hewn tomb was accidentally unearthed on the 
north side of the modern neighborhood of Talpiot, a couple of kilome-
ters to the south of ancient Jerusalem. Excavations were immediately 
undertaken by Israeli archaeologist Zvi Greenhut. It was a typical 
tomb of the first century, nothing lavish, with a roughly rectangu-
lar central chamber with a standing pit, and with four kokhim, or 
burial recesses, in its walls. There were twelve ossuaries, five of them 
inscribed, and two of them were particularly exciting. One had a 
scratched inscription reading “Yehosef bar Qayafa” ( Joseph son of 
Caiaphas) and “Yehosef bar Qafa” on the other side. Another ossuary 
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was simply inscribed “Qafa,” or Caiaphas.136 Undoubtedly, this tomb 
belonged to the priestly family of Caiaphas. It may even have had  
a prominent monument outside that could be seen from a distance. 
None has been found, but it might have been dismantled in antiquity 
or even have been accidentally bulldozed before excavations began. 
Similarly, the tomb monuments in the Kidron Valley are impressive, 
whereas the actual hewn burial chambers attached to them are quite 
simple. So I am not too bothered by the simplicity of the tomb as an 
argument for it not being the Caiaphas family tomb. 

In the Gospel of John, Jesus is taken to Annas (or Ananus I), the 
father-in-law of Caiaphas, before being led to the High Priest himself. 
Jesus is subsequently interrogated by Caiaphas in front of an im-
promptu assembly. One of Jesus’s disciples, Simon Peter, is able to ob-
serve the proceedings from within the compound of the High Priest’s 
house. Caiaphas hears witnesses, one of whom reports Jesus as saying, 
“I will destroy this Temple . . .” (Mark 14:57–58), but the evidence 
is seen to be unclear. When Jesus confirms he is the Son of God, 
Caiaphas is said to have torn his garment as an expression of grief over 
this perceived blasphemy, and it is decided that Jesus is “worthy of 
death” (Mark 14:64). On the following morning, the entire council 
comes together and following a consultation decides to turn Jesus over 
to Pilate for trial. Luke presents things a bit differently: Jesus being 
interrogated in the morning and without witnesses. 

While there has been some scholarly debate regarding the extent 
and limits of the Sanhedrin’s powers, the present-day opinion is that 
the principal Jewish authoritative body in Jerusalem would undoubt-
edly have been able to exercise full judicial powers on social and  
religious affairs at the time of the Roman prefects and procurators. 
Even in matters of serious crimes, the Sanhedrin was able to have 
transgressors executed, but only in accordance with the methods they 
advocated: namely stoning, strangulation, burning, and even behead-
ing. Crucifixion was not one of them.137 Stephen is one person who 
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suffered the fate of stoning, as we hear in Acts, in accordance with  
Jewish law as it was deduced from Deuteronomy (17:5–27). The later 
High Priest Annas (or Ananus II) also convened the judges of the 
Sanhedrin to condemn James, the brother of Jesus, according to the 
writings of Josephus.138 

While the Sanhedrin was a form of high court or senate, it is un-
clear whether the full forum of this body would have convened spe-
cifically to deal with the matter of Jesus, especially since it was just 
before the Passover festivities. The Sanhedrin would normally convene 
at the Chamber of Hewn Stone near the Temple, but never at night.139 

If this meeting did take place, which was highly unusual, then per-
haps it was just an ad hoc assembly of select members of the Sanhe-
drin (the “Council,” bouleutes, in Mark 15:43) that convened in order 
to determine whether or not Jesus should be charged with blasphemy 
based on the reports by “witnesses” coming from the Temple Mount 
and the Pools. Alternatively, this last-minute meeting may have been 
arranged by concerned members of the Council, perhaps even insti-
gated by Joseph of Arimathea himself, to see if Jesus might be will-
ing to admit to a lesser charge so that he need not stand trial with the 
Romans on the more serious charge of sedition or terrorism.140 This 
might explain why following his arrest Jesus was not led directly to 
the Roman barracks for imprisonment and to await trial, but was first 
brought to the home of the High Priest. Ordinarily, the Sanhedrin 
should have been concerned with the preservation of human life, as 
one learns from rabbinical writings such as the Mishna (m. Makk. 
1:10), but Jesus clearly had enemies on the Council who were not at 
all sympathetic to him, and Joseph of Arimathea may have been his 
only friend there. 

What is absolutely certain is that the Sanhedrin had no jurisdic-
tion on matters of sedition or insurrection, and this could only have 
been dealt with by the Romans. For this reason John says, “the Jews 
said unto him [Pilate] it is not lawful for us to put any man to death” 
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(18:31). What John probably meant by this is that since the assembly 
of the Sanhedrin was unable to find Jesus guilty of blasphemy—for 
which he could have been put to death if they wished—the only al-
ternative was for him to be charged with sedition, which, ultimately, 
was a Roman matter and one that needed to be decided upon by the 
Governor or by someone appointed by him to handle such cases. 

What would the house of the High Priest Caiaphas have looked 
like? We have the brief description of his dwelling in the Gospels, as 
well as a wealth of comparative archaeological remains.141 If John is  
not mistaken when he says Jesus was taken to Caiaphas only after first 
being brought to his father-in-law Annas, then we may assume they 
both lived in the same residence, which would probably have been a 
large, extended, and multi-roomed household. Households of extended 
families are known from many different periods in ancient Palestine. 
The Gospels imply that from the street in front of the house there was 
a porch leading into an open courtyard ( John refers to a door), where 
a fire was lit and where people huddled around. From there, Jesus was 
taken inside the house proper, apparently to the first floor. 

Palatial houses, some belonging to priestly families, have been 
uncovered in excavations in the Jewish Quarter of Jerusalem, includ-
ing one that belonged to the priestly family of Kathros, since a stone 
weight was found in the excavations bearing the Aramaic inscription 
“[of] Bar Kathros.”142 This family was one of the reviled priestly fami-
lies mentioned in the Talmud and Tosefta (“Woe unto me because 

143 of the house of Kathros, woe unto me because of their reed pens”). 
These houses had stepped ritual bathing pools (miqwa’ot) in their 
basements, lavish mosaic floors, and walls covered with exquisite 
painted designs. 

Additional houses of the period were uncovered in the area of the  
traditional “House of Caiaphas” within the Armenian property of Saint 
Saviour on the summit of Mount Zion.144 Some of the wall paint-
ings from these excavations—depicting parts of buildings, stylized  
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wreaths, birds, and orchard branches with figs—were of a very high 
standard of craftsmanship. Indeed, they were of such good quality  
that they might have looked respectable in any Roman town house, 
even at Pompeii. These paintings raise serious questions as to where 
first-century Jews in Jerusalem actually drew the line in terms of 
their supposed anionic stance condemning figural decorations, based 
on the requirements put forward in Exodus (20:4).145 The houses 
on Mount Zion were destroyed with the rest of the city by Titus 
and his legions in 70 ce. Among the finds was an exceptional ar-
tifact: a sword still in its leather scabbard. Near these excavations 
is a Crusader-period chapel with a small room regarded by the Ar-
menians as the traditional “prison of Jesus,” the place he was held 
before being brought to trial. Further downslope is the Church of 
Peter in Gallicantu; excavations around and below it also revealed 
houses from the first century ce. The “prison of Jesus” is pointed 
out there as well. 

From the point of view of the Romans, Jesus was a subversive trou-
blemaker and a leader of a potentially dangerous group of agitators 
and malcontents. Passover was always a difficult time—celebrating 
as it did the Israelite release from Egyptian bondage (a point of view 
that would not have been lost on the Romans)—and Jerusalem was 
always bursting to its brim with pilgrims from all over the country 
coming to attend the Temple. The last thing the Romans wanted 
was unrest on the streets, since this might lead to riots and anar-
chy. Pontius Pilate would not have been particularly bothered by the 
Jewish accusations of blasphemy leveled against Jesus. But he may 
have been concerned with the portrayal of Jesus in some quarters as 
some kind of anointed king or Messiah, and would have seen this as 
posing a direct challenge to Roman leadership since only they could 
appoint local kings (such as, for example, Herod the Great in 37 bce). 
Hence, independent claims of kingship would not have been tolerated 
and claimants were firmly stamped out. 
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Figure 4: Inscrip-
tion from Caesarea 
mentioning Pontius 
Pilate. 

Jesus was bound and brought to Pontius Pilate, who was the su-
preme Roman authority at that time in Judaea (26–36 ce).146 What 
was Pilate’s official title? In the Gospels he is simply called “Gov-
ernor,” but Josephus, as well as Tacitus (Annales XV.44:3), refer to 
him as “procurator.” For many years it was debated whether the first 
Roman governors of Judaea, between 6 and 41 ce, were procurators 
or prefects. In the end an important archaeological find was made at 
Caesarea Maritima in 1961 by an Italian excavating team that helped 
solve this problem once and for all. A stone fragment of a monu-
mental Latin inscription was discovered reading “[Po]ntius Pilatus / 
[Praef]ectus Iuda[ea]e,” indicating that Pilate’s correct title was not 
procurator, after all, but praefector of equestrian rank over the province 
of Judaea. This dedicatory inscription was apparently for an edifice at 
Caesarea called the “Tiberieum,” which was built by Pilate in honor 
of the emperor Tiberias (14–37 ce).147 This edifice may have been a 
lighthouse on the edge of the harbor, or perhaps a building associated 
with the Roman imperial cult.148 It is not surprising that Pilate would 
have wanted to embellish Caesarea with buildings since his official 
residence was situated there at the Praetorium, in the area of the old 



88 the final days of jesus 

palace of Herod the Great, remains of which have been uncovered in 
recent excavations.149 

Josephus is one of the primary historical sources on Pilate and he 
depicts him as a cruel, ruthless, and brutal person. Philo also de-
scribes him as guilty of “venality, violence, robbery, assault, abusive 
behaviour, frequent executions without trial, and endless savage feroc-
ity” (Legatio ad Gaium 301–302). Pilate was definitely not the sort of 
person you would want to antagonize at any time. But the picture 
of Pilate provided in the Gospels is quite different. He is portrayed 
there as an indecisive and compassionate man, and surprisingly also 
a believer in Jesus’s innocence. This is not at all credible.150 He was 
undoubtedly a hard and manipulative man, and this comes across in 
the devious way in which he conducted the suppression of a protest 
made by the inhabitants of Jerusalem who accused him of misusing 
the korban Temple funds for the construction or restoration of the 
water aqueduct to Jerusalem: “Large numbers of the Jews perished, 
some from the blows they received, others trodden to death by their 
companions in the ensuing flight. Cowed by the fate of the victims, 
the multitude was reduced to silence” (War II.177). There is also the 
reference in Luke (13:1) to Pilate being involved at some point in the 
spilling of Galilean blood in Jerusalem. Six years after the death of 
Jesus, in 36 ce, Pilate used inordinate violence by massacring Sa-
maritans and with the killing of several of their leaders; this brutality 
eventually led to him being recalled to Rome (Antiq. XVIII.85–87). 

In view of his propensity for violence as a means of achieving his 
ends, would Pilate even have bothered giving a low-ranking indi-
vidual such as Jesus a trial, when this matter might conceivably have 
been dealt with by a Roman subordinate? Perhaps at any other time of 
the year this might have been the case, but because of the sensitivities 
of the Passover week, it is more than likely Pilate would have wanted 
to deal with the matter himself so as to ensure a firm outcome. The 
assembly of the Sanhedrin had seemingly not been able to resolve the 
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matter, and so it was up to Pilate to sort things out and to show an 
example. He was probably afraid that if he was not seen as decisive, 
unrest on the street might quickly turn into a full-blown insurrec-
tion. Pilate would not have wanted a long drawn-out trial, insisting 
instead that Jesus be dispatched immediately to his death. 

The fact that Pilate was wary of the inhabitants of Jerusalem and 
at times did try to take heed of the mood of the crowd is made clear 
from the episode when he removed the Standards, bearing the Impe-
rial image. Pilate’s soldiers arrived in Jerusalem—probably enter-
ing through the Gate of the Essenes—for winter encampment; they 
brought with them their Standards and entered the city at night.151 

The soldiers would have gone directly to the barracks adjacent to the 
Praetorium, which might even have had provision for a special shrine 
(sacellum) to contain the Standards. The soldiers did not intend to 
transfer them to the Antonia fortress, which in its proximity to the 
Temple might have caused severe offense to Jews.152 The inhabitants 
of Jerusalem, we are told by Josephus, were in an uproar because  
they felt their “laws [that] permit no image to be erected in the city” 
had been broken (War II.169–174). Hence they made their way to 
Caesarea, where they protested en masse against the Standards. Pilate 
finally capitulated and had the Standards removed from Jerusalem. 

According to Mark, Jesus was led in front of Pilate and asked 
whether he was “King of the Jews.” Jesus was evasive and did not pro-
vide a clear denial, which probably more than anything else sealed his 
fate. All Pilate now had to do was to condemn him to death. How-
ever, Mark then goes on to relate how Pilate offered clemency for a 
prisoner in view of the upcoming Passover holiday, hoping the crowd 
would choose Jesus. Many scholars do not regard this story as histori-
cal.153 In fact, no sources suggest that such clemency existed at times 
of festivities in Judaea or elsewhere, but this still does not mean it is 
untrue. What is clearly unlikely, however, is that the Romans would 
have provided freedom to a man (Barabbas) convicted on charges of 
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insurrection and murder, and who was therefore the equivalent of 
what one would call today a “terrorist.” To allow Barabbas back on 
to the streets of Jerusalem would have been a foolhardy act of the 
Roman authorities, to say the least, and so must be unlikely. Hence, 
Barabbas was most likely executed—clemency or no clemency. 

Setting aside the complications and contradictions about the trial 
as set forth in the Gospels, what is certain is that Jesus was ulti-
mately condemned to death by Pilate, who was the supreme Roman 
authority in Jerusalem at that time, and then summarily executed by 
crucifixion, which was a Roman and not a Jewish method of execu-
tion. In this regard, Josephus, writing in the years following the fall of 
Jerusalem in 70 ce, provides a clear, albeit concise, reference to these 
events that is in my opinion entirely believable: “Pilate, upon hear-
ing him [Jesus] accused by men of the highest standing among us, 
had condemned him to be crucified . . .” (Antiq. XVIII.64). Tacitus, 
writing about eighty or so years after the death of Jesus, also says the 
sentence was carried out by Pilate: “Christus, the founder of the name, 
had undergone the death penalty in the reign of Tiberius, by sentence 
of the procurator [sic.] Pontius Pilate, and the pernicious superstition 
was checked for a moment, only to break out once more, not merely in 
Judaea, the home of the disease, but in the capital [Rome] itself . . .” 

154 (Tacitus, Annales XV.44:3). 
According to the Gospels, the trial of Jesus was held at the Praeto-

rium. At the time of Jesus there were two main locations in Jerusalem 
controlled by Roman soldiers: the Antonia Fortress, which was situ-
ated on a high rocky outcrop at the northwest corner of the Temple 
Mount, and a military barracks situated within the complex of the old 
palace of Herod the Great, which was used as the seat of the Governor 
whenever he was in Jerusalem. From medieval times it was assumed 
the Praetorium was at the Antonia Fortress and for this reason the 
traditional Via Dolorosa—the route Jesus took to the place of the cru-
cifixion—extended from that area on the northeast of the Old City 
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and westward as far as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. However, it 
is unlikely Jesus was tried at the Antonia since it served primarily as 
a military observation tower with a very specific function: to keep an 
eye on the activities of the Jewish worshippers on the Temple Mount 
and to prevent rioting or demonstrations there. It was to this spot, we 
will remember, that Paul was brought, having been saved from the 
Temple mob (Acts 21:30–36). The tower was too cramped to serve as 
the residence and headquarters of the governing official. As a control-
ling maneuver, this was the place where the Romans kept the High 
Priest’s vestments. Josephus reports an act of insensitivity toward 
Jewish worshippers at Passover when a Roman soldier exposed his 
buttocks “and made a noise in keeping with his posture” (War II.224). 
Archaeological work shows that little has survived of the actual struc-
ture of the Antonia Fortress except for the rock-cut base itself on the 
northwest of the Temple Mount. Judging by the very limited size of 
the rock base which I have measured (90 x 40 meters) it would appear 
that this “fortress” was no more than a very large and high tower with 
turrets at its corners, and with a flight of broad steps leading down 
into the Temple area. 

Today, a consensus of opinion exists among scholars that Herod’s 
palace on the west side of the city was the same as the Praetorium and 
that in its immediate vicinity Jesus was tried and condemned to death 
(Mark 15:16).155 The fact that Herod’s palace was used by Pilate as his 
residence, and was the center of his military and civic headquarters in 
Jerusalem, is very clear from the episode of the votive round shields 
(of clipeus type) that were dedicated “in honor of Tiberias” in 32 ce, 
as related by Philo of Alexandria (Legatio ad Gaium 299–305).156 

Herod’s palace lay at the northwest angle of the Upper City, in the 
area spanning the distance between the present-day Citadel, Kishle, 
and Armenian Garden. The palace precinct was protected by a strong 
fortification system with three tall and impressive towers that were 
inserted at intervals. Herod the Great named these after friends and 
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a former wife: Hippicus, Phasael, and Mariamne. The massive base of 
one of these towers (probably Hippicus) is visible today in the Citadel 
near the Jaffa Gate.157 Josephus wrote that “adjoining and on the inner 
side of these towers, which lay to the north of it, was the king’s palace, 
baffling all description: indeed, in extravagance and equipment no 
building surpassed it” (War V.176–183). 

The palace itself consisted of twin apartments or wings (the Cae-
sareum and Agrippium) elevated upon a massive podium, parts of 
which have been uncovered in archaeological excavations in the Ar-
menian Garden.158 It is disappointing that so little has been recovered 
of the superstructure of the palace complex. It would appear that the 
magnificent palace was pulled down and dismantled down to its foun-
dations in the Byzantine period, in the fifth century ce, to make way 
for Christian chapels and monastic dwellings. Sufficient features of 
the palace have however survived, enabling us to provide for the first 
time a fairly good reconstruction of where the palace was situated and 
what it looked like. The size of the actual palace building complex 
appears to have been 140 meters from north to south, judging by a set 
of broad rock-cut steps in the Citadel moat, which ran along the north 
side of the building and by the podium boundary wall delimiting it 
to the south. Since, according to Josephus, the palace consisted of two 
wings, we may suggest that the palace was a square building with an 
equivalent distance of 140 meters from east to west. The service build-
ings, with kitchens, installations, and storerooms, were located north 
of the palace in the area of the present-day courtyard of the Citadel. 
This area was enclosed to the northwest by the fortifications of the 
city and Hippicus and Phasael, the two monumental towers that were 
inserted into the line of the defense wall. The principal road running 
today through the Armenian Quarter roughly marks the central line 
dividing the two wings of the palace. The southeast corner of Herod’s 
palace falls roughly beneath the complex of the present-day Armenian 
Church of St James. The southwest corner of the palace was marked 
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by a large tower named Mariamne, remains of which have been found 
in archaeological excavations. 

Herod established a magnificent formal garden to the south of the 
palace that was regarded as one of the marvels of Jerusalem: 

“. . . all around were many circular cloisters, leading one into an-
other, the columns in each being different, and their open courts 
all of greensward; there were groves of various trees intersected 
by long walks, which were bordered by deep canals, and ponds 
everywhere studded with bronze figures, through which the 
water was discharged, and around the streams were numerous 
cots for tame pigeons” (War V. 180–181). 

Beyond it was the camp (stratopedon) in which a garrison of soldiers 
was lodged; I estimate that it was situated immediately within the 
west gate and to the south of the garden.159 

After the grandeur of the Jewish Temple, Herod’s palace was re-
portedly the most amazing building complex in Jerusalem. Josephus 
provides a description of the “Old” or “First” fortification wall, which 
partially surrounded the palace, and mentions two landmarks as-
sociated with the section of defense wall running from the Hippicus 
tower southward, namely “Bethso” and the “Gate of the Essenes.” 
The first of these two landmarks is a feature connected with Herod’s 
palace. The second feature, as we shall see, is crucial for understand-
ing the true location of the trial of Jesus. In Josephus’ day the West-
ern Hill was identified as Mount Zion (War V.137). Josephus wrote: 
“Beginning at the same point [i.e., the Hippicus Tower] in the other 
direction, westward, it descended [i.e., the Old or First Wall] past the 
place called Bethso to the gate of the Essenes, then turned southwards 
above the fountain of Siloam . . .” (War V.145).160 It stands to reason 
that Josephus would not have mentioned these locations had they not 
been significant features in the urban landscape. 
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The meaning of the word “Bethso” has been debated, but the as-
sumption is that it was a designation for bet tso‘a (“place of sewers” or 
“house of excrement”). In the Temple Scroll the location of the toilets in 
the idealized City of the Temple is situated on the northwest of the city: 
“And you shall make a place for a ‘hand’ (mqwm yd ), outside the city, to 
which they shall go / out, to the northwest of the city—roofed houses 
[btym mqwrym] with pits within them, / into which the excrement 
[htso‘a] will descend, [so that] it will [not] be visible at any distance 
(rhwq) / from the city, three thousand cubits [1.5 km]” (11QTemple 
col. XLVI, lines 13–16).161 While the Temple Scroll does not reflect 
the actual Jerusalem of that time, the writer of the words btym mqwrym 
(“roofed houses”) may have been inspired by the fact that in his day  
there were covered drainage tunnels existing on the northwest of Jeru-
salem, i.e., structures carrying sewage hidden underground. 

In archaeological excavations conducted near the Citadel a monu-
mental drainage tunnel was uncovered to the south of the southern 
moat, extending outward from beneath the line of the “First Wall” 
fortification.162 I had a part to play in the uncovering of this tunnel 
in 1982–83. The western sloping part of the tunnel has two parallel 
walls with capping slabs of stone, but its interior could not be exca-
vated owing to the instability of the side walls. Further excavations 
were conducted beneath the Kishle building to the east and much 
more of the tunnel was traced.163 Together the two parts of the tunnel 
have a length of about 40 meters. The inner tunnel when cleared 
proved to have a width of about 1.5 meters and a height of more than 
6 meters from floor to ceiling. A rock-cut channel in the floor of the 
tunnel contained a layer of grey clayey silt, clearly dried sewage. Ar-
chaeologists tend to make rich pickings in ancient cess pits, toilets,  
and sewage channels—even in the Praetorium people were losing  
things! The tunnel was no exception to the rule and when excavated 
the contents contained ceramics of first century ce date, a hoard of 
metal objects, and a few coins dating from the time of the Roman 
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Procurator Antonius Felix (52–60 ce). The very small aperture, only 
20 centimeters wide, at the western end of the tunnel, which served 
as the tunnel’s exit point, confirms that it can only have been used 
for the disposal of waste products. Clearly the tunnel drained away 
the sewage from the entire complex of Herod’s palace and from the 
subsequent Praetorium. 

The full extent of the tunnel to the east is unknown, but its lower 
western extension was apparently uncovered by a nineteenth-century 
antiquarian, Conrad Schick, beneath the area of the present-day 
buildings of Khutzot Hayotser in the upper Hinnom Valley.164 Schick 
recorded finding a tower and tunnels, one of which is likely to have 
connected up with our tunnel, at the point where it made a turn 
southward running toward the pool known as Birket Sultan. Not sur-
prisingly, during archaeological work there in the 1970s by an Israeli 
archaeologist, Amos Kloner, a deep plastered drainage tunnel was 
uncovered at the base of Birket Sultan extending to the south.165 If 
the three segments of tunnel are indeed part of one combined sewage 
system (with a total length of more than half a kilometer) from the 
first century ce, this would fully negate the generally accepted opin-
ion that Birket Sultan is the Serpent’s Pool mentioned by Josephus 
(War V.108), since, clearly, one cannot conceive of a situation where 
waste products would be allowed to run freely and unchecked along 
the bottom of a water pool. Indeed, the structure of Birket Sultan 
is almost certainly of medieval date (known in the Crusader period 
as “Lacus Germani”) and we should follow the suggestion that the 
Serpent’s Pool was actually situated on the north side of the city.166 A 
rock-cut pool situated just outside the present-day Damascus Gate— 
below and west of the mouth to the subterranean cave of Solomon’s 
Quarries—and recorded by various explorers in the nineteenth cen-
tury, may indeed be that same pool. 

Another subterranean tunnel was investigated beneath Christ Church 
on the northern side of Herod’s palace, just inside Jaffa Gate, but it had 
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a different purpose altogether and served to bring water into the city. 
The tunnel was first studied by Charles Wilson and other explorers in 
the mid-nineteenth century, but its exact location disappeared until an 
engineer from Haifa in the late 1980s accidentally located the opening 
to a vertical shaft (13 meters deep) descending to the tunnel. I newly 
investigated the tunnel in the late 1990s together with the archaeologist 
Rafi Lewis and the historian Kelvin Crombie. Anyone suffering from 
claustrophobia should not consider entering such a tunnel system; it is 
difficult to breathe inside and there is no space to stretch arms and legs. 
The tunnel system runs for 80 meters parallel with the stretch of the 
First Wall fortification line, which marks the separation between the 
northern end of the Upper City and the hill of Golgotha. The tunnel 
was seen to cut through two existing ritual pools (miqwa’ot) and so was 
most likely built at the time of the siege of Jerusalem between 66 and 
70 ce. It may have been one of the “underground passages” mentioned 
by Josephus in which notables and priests attempted to hide from the 
Romans (War II.429). 

In an archaeological excavation conducted in the 1970s by Israeli 
archaeologist Magen Broshi along the western Old City wall of 
Jerusalem—in the 280-meter stretch between the southern moat of 
the Citadel and the present-day southwest angle of the Old City—an 
amazing discovery was made, which I believe sheds enormous new 
light on the trial of Jesus. At the time of the excavation, in which I 
too participated, the true significance of the find was not fully un-
derstood.167 The excavations revealed a monumental gateway with the 
remains of a large courtyard situated between two fortification walls. 
On the northern side of the courtyard was a rocky outcrop and on 
top of it was a small rectangular built platform with steps. Having 
studied these remains in detail in recent years, it seems to me that the 
gate should be identified as the Gate of the Essenes. It struck me that 
these finds also fit very well the description in the Gospel of John 
regarding the place of the trial of Jesus: “When Pilate therefore heard 
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Figure 5: Reconstruction drawing of the Palace of Herod the Great / Praetorium. 

these words he brought Jesus out, and sat down on the judgment-seat 
(bema) at a place called the pavement (lithostrotos), but in Hebrew, gab-
batha” (19:13).168 

Could the Place of Judgment and the Gate of the Essenes be one 
and the same? The exact location of the Gate of Essenes has been a 
matter of uncertainty among scholars. Some proposed it be located 
at the southeast end of the First Wall on the lower slope of the tradi-
tional Mount Zion, at a point where it led to the Kidron Valley and 
toward the Judean Desert.169 Indeed, a gate of first-century ce date 
was uncovered at this spot by the explorers Frederick Bliss and Archi-
bald Dickie in the nineteenth century, and was later re-excavated by 
British archaeologist Kathleen Kenyon in the 1960s. Others, however, 
were more circumspect, suggesting the gate should be sought some-
where on the west of the city, not far from the Hippicus Tower, but 
without providing any exact location.170 
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Many scholars were of the opinion, however, that the Gate of the 
Essenes should be identified with the one excavated at the south-
west angle of the First Wall, on the slope of the traditional Mount 
Zion, by Bliss and Dickie in 1894–97.171 The gate was found in a 
wall with a length of 45 meters and built of smooth-faced stones 
without margins, dressed with a comb-pick and laid in lime.172 The 
construction style of this wall resembles quite a few fortification 
wall segments uncovered around Mount Zion that are dated to the 
Byzantine period. The recent excavation by the Israeli archaeologist 
Yehiel Zelinger of the core of one of the towers of the same fortifi-
cation wall, further to the southeast, brought to light coins that do 
not post-date 455 ce. This supports the view that the wall was built 
by Eudocia in the mid-fifth century ce, though we cannot ignore 
the possibility that the wall was also rebuilt—or at least certain 
portions of it—in the early Islamic period, i.e., in the seventh and 
eighth centuries ce and even later.173 The gate (2.40 meters wide) 
was at the southeast end of the wall with a series of superimposed 
thresholds, all representing separate stages of use in the Byzantine 
and early Islamic periods.174 The area of the gate was re-excavated in 
the 1980s with the dating of the earliest gate to the first century on 
the basis of potsherds from the period in a small probe beneath the 
fills of the adjacent paving.175 This dating, however, seems doubtful 
on methodological grounds, since the potsherds are most likely to 
have been residuals in a consolidation fill poured beneath the Byzan-
tine paving.176 In other words, the pottery material does not date the 
construction of the gate, which, in my opinion, is most likely to be 
from the Byzantine period—mid-fifth century ce at the earliest. 

The best identification for the Gate of the Essenes has to be the 
gateway complex uncovered in excavations midway along the western 
Old City wall. The gateway complex consists of an inner (Hasmonean) 
and outer (Herodian) fortification wall, with respective gates, and a 
central courtyard open to the sky between the walls. The courtyard 
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(30 by 11 meters) was originally paved on its south side and it had a 
rocky outcrop on its north. The pavement was unfortunately seriously 
robbed of its paving stones in the Byzantine period. The gateway was 
flanked by two large towers (20 x 9; and 19.5 x 13.5 meters) and it 
had an external stepped approach (8 meters wide) broad enough to 
accommodate carts and horses. The paved steps were laid on a sloping 
embankment, bordered on either side with thick plastered stone walls, 
leading up to the gate in the outer wall. Here too the stones belong-
ing to the threshold of the outer Herodian gate were robbed out in 
the Byzantine period with pits extending down to the foundations of 
the wall. It appears that the width of the inner Hasmonean gate was 
about 3 meters wide, suggesting that the gate in the outer wall had 
a similar width. The excavation of the fills and collapsed stone debris 
on top of the paved steps of the gateway approach indicates the gate 
complex was destroyed by the Romans in 70 ce. The excavation of 
an area under the steps of the gateway approach, and of additional 
patches of stone pavements outside the outer wall, suggest it was built 
in the latter part of the first century bce, probably at the time of 
Herod the Great. 

Since the gateway led directly into the private compound of Herod 
the Great’s palace, it is hardly likely that it would have been used as 
a public thoroughfare by the city inhabitants or by the Essenes. The 
reason for the construction of the gate in the first place may have been 
as a direct response to a nasty experience Herod the Great had at one 
of the public gates of the city, which irked him considerably. It was 
on the occasion of the death of Antipater (c. 43 bce) when the Jewish 
High Priest Hyrcanus refused Herod entrance into Jerusalem on the 
grounds that some of his non-Jewish soldiers might accidentally con-
taminate the purity of the Jewish pilgrims gathered in the city for a 
festival. Josephus tells us that “it was not proper to admit a crowd of 
foreigners when the people were in a state of ritual purity” (Antiquities 
XIV.285; cf. War I.229). Although Herod did in fact manage to gain 
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entrance into the city by stealth, he must have realized that possessing 
one’s own private entrance into the city would definitely have made 
things easier. 

But why was the gate named after the Essenes, instead of as the 
“Gate of Herod” or the “Gate of the Palace”? One likely explanation is 
that this is because the Essenes were favored by the Herodian dynasty, 
as the ancient historians Philo and Josephus attest.177 The story is that 
an Essene prophet named Menachem predicted that Herod the Great 
would rule over the Jews, and “from that time he [Herod] continued 
to hold all Essenes in honor.” We may even suggest the Essenes were 
the same as the mysterious religious group referred to in the Gospels, 
known as the “Herodians” (Matthew 22:16; Mark 3:6; 12:13). 

The presence of Essenes in Jerusalem is not surprising, since we 
hear from Josephus that the Essenes “occupy no one city, but settle in 
every town” (War II.124). Because of the royal privilege extended to 
them by Herod, members of the Essene community may have been 
allowed to establish themselves outside the palace gate—perhaps 
even in an enclosed encampment of their own to ensure communal 
purity—and this resulted in the gate being named after them. The 
slope below the gate and above the upper Hinnom Valley would 
have been one possible location. The fact that Essenes tended to 
live in separate communes is mentioned by Philo and Josephus.178 

Indeed, gates in antiquity were ordinarily named after features or 
places outside the cities, not inside them. In 1975 the famous Israeli 
archaeologist and general Yigael Yadin proposed that the gate was 
named after the Essenes because, unlike the rest of the inhabitants, 
they were obliged to “ease” themselves in latrines situated outside the 
city for reasons of ritual purity. The frequent comings and goings of 
the Essenes, according to this theory, ultimately led to the gate being 
named after them. I think this highly unlikely for the simple reason 
that the gate led directly into the property of the palace of Herod 
the Great (and the later Praetorium), with its extensive gardens and 
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military barracks. Neither Herod nor the Roman governors would 
have allowed the constant movement of Essenes within the privacy 
of their grounds.179 I think we can also reject the hypothesis put 
forward by some scholars that there was a separate Essene Quarter 
in the southern part of the Upper City and in the area of the tra-
ditional Mount Zion.180 This assumption was made based on what  
was perceived to be an unusual proliferation of ritual bathing pools 
(miqwa’ot) on Mount Zion. However, ritual bathing pools are now 
known from many different parts of the city and they are a sure 
indicator for Jewish houses, but nothing else. 

Now that we have shown that the gate uncovered on the west 
side of Herod’s Palace is likely to be the Gate of the Essenes, what  
historical evidence may be adduced to support the idea that the 
courtyard situated within the gate was the place where Jesus was 
tried? Luckily, as we shall see, there are a number of historical attes-
tations for a tribunal set up at the Praetorium and, more particularly, 
on its western side. 

First, when Pilate used Temple funds for the purpose of build-
ing or restoring an aqueduct to bring water to Jerusalem, the local 
inhabitants, we are told by Josephus, “formed a ring round the 
tribunal of Pilate, then on a visit to Jerusalem, and besieged him 
with angry clamor” (War II.175–177; cf. Antiquities XVIII.60–62). 
Clearly this episode took place close to the Praetorium but not inside 
it. Signaling from his tribunal, Pilate had many of the protestors 
beaten and killed by his soldiers, some of whom had previously in-
filtrated the crowd. Since Josephus describes this as an uprising in 
which many thousands took part, it cannot have taken place within 
the inner precincts of the Praetorium, which was a closed compound 
surrounded by a wall. Hence, a place on the outside to the west 
and in full view of the tribunal would fit the location outside the 
gate perfectly. The barracks for the soldiers had to be close by. This 
military camp (stratopedon) is mentioned by Josephus (War II.329) as 
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Figure 6: Reconstruc-
tion drawing of the 
Gate of the Essenes 

where it is suggested 
the trial of Jesus 

took place. 

adjoining the palace or Praetorium, just inside the gate area, and to 
the south of Herod’s gardens. We should also mention the incident 
in which Herod Agrippa I seized Peter during Passover and threw 
him into prison in Jerusalem (Acts 12:3–9). This cannot have been 
at the Antonia Fortress but must have been at the Praetorium. The 
prison apparently had an “iron door which led into the city” (Acts 
12:10) and since it gave access to a street it was probably located on 
the east side of the camp facing the city. 

The second mention of a tribunal at the Praetorium is in the story 
of the outbreak of the First Jewish Revolt in 66 ce against Rome. 
Florus, who was at that time the Procurator, arrived at Jerusalem 
from Caesarea in an attempt to suppress the uprising. According to 
Josephus, Florus lodged at Herod’s palace and “on the following day 
had a tribunal placed in front of the building and took his seat; the 
chief priests, the nobles, and the most eminent citizens then presented 
themselves before the tribunal. Florus ordered them to hand over the 
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men who had insulted him, declaring that they themselves would feel 
his vengeance if they failed to produce the culprits” (my italics; War 
II.301–309). When they refused to do so, Florus had his soldiers sack 
the Agora/Upper Market and the residential quarter, which were in 
the close vicinity of the palace. 

“There ensued a stampede through the narrow alleys, massacre 
of all who were caught, every variety of pillage; many of the 
peaceable citizens were arrested and brought before Florus, who 
had them first scourged and then crucified. The total number 
of that day’s victims, including women and children, for even 
infancy received no quarter, amounted to about three thousand 
six hundred. The calamity was aggravated by the unprecedented 
character of the Roman cruelty. For Florus ventured that day to 
do what none had ever done before, namely to scourge before his 
tribunal and nail to the cross men of equestrian rank, men who, if 
Jews by birth, were at least invested with that Roman dignity.” 

Since crucifixion was unlikely to have taken place within the 
city, the passage implies that the tribunal was set up adjacent to the 
palace/Praetorium and next to, or alongside, the western city wall, with 
the crosses set up outside but still at a visible distance.181 This fits 
perfectly the suggested location of the tribunal inside the courtyard of 
the Gate of the Essenes. 

How does this new information about the setting of the Roman 
tribunal fit in with the trial of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels? 
Mark does not tell us very much about the location of the trial of 
Jesus, accept that at one point the crowd “went up” to Pilate, perhaps 
indicating that he was seated at an elevated spot inside the gate. The 
soldiers brought Jesus to the Praetorium. Matthew adds that Pilate 
“was sitting on his judgment-seat” and there was a crowd “gathered 
together” at the tribunal (27:17–19). Pilate’s judgment-seat may have 



104 the final days of jesus 

been similar to the one used by Herod the Great’s son, the Tetrarch 
Philip. Josephus wrote that during Philip’s travels, “the throne on  
which he sat when he gave judgment accompanied him wherever he 
went. And so, whenever anyone appealed to him for redress along 
the route, at once without a moment’s delay the throne was set up 
wherever it might be. He took his seat and gave the case a hearing” 
(Antiquities XVIII.107). 

Unlike Mark and Matthew, Luke does not say anything at all 
about the place of the trial or its setting. John, however, provides a lot 
of additional information about the location of the trial. Jesus was led 
from the House of Caiaphas “into the Praetorium and it was early, and 
they [the priests] themselves entered not into the Praetorium, that they 
might not be defiled, but might eat the Passover” (18:28–29). Pilate 
“therefore went out to them” to find out what the accusation was. 
This description makes it clear that the place was situated outside the 
Praetorium proper, and that Jesus was in a prison inside the adjacent 
camp. The priests might have ventured within the outer gate but no 
further for fear of becoming ritually impure. We are then told that 
Pilate went in and out of the Praetorium, with Jesus being scourged, 
and then he “went out again,” all of which suggests that the actual 
trial took place in an open space (18:33, 38; 19:4, 13). Jesus was 
eventually brought out to the place of the tribunal wearing a crown 
of thorns and purple robes, which enflamed the crowd, and then was 
taken back into the Praetorium camp with Pilate following (19:5, 9). 
John tells us that Pilate subsequently brought Jesus outside again 
and that he then sat on his judgment-seat (bema) at an elevated place 
(gabbatha) next to the place called the stone pavement (lithostrotos). 
The information provided by John fits well with what we gather from 
Josephus regarding the Roman tribunal being situated at an elevated 
location on the west side of the Praetorium. 

The discovery of a well-defended gateway—probably the Gate of 
the Essenes—which has an inner courtyard paved with flagstones 
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Figure 7: Reconstruction drawing of the Gate of the Essenes where it is suggested the 
trial of Jesus took place. 

and with a rocky outcrop on one side corresponds perfectly with the 
situation of the place of the Roman tribunal as suggested by Jose-
phus and John. Hence, while it is a fair assumption the gate was used 
mainly as a private entrance into the Praetorium, this does not exclude 
public activities from taking place inside the gate and within the large 
courtyard situated between the walls. Indeed, this spot would have 
been ideal as the place for proclamations and public trials, and crowd 
control would have been pretty easy owing to the fact that it was so 
well defended. The trial at the gate was probably very carefully moni-
tored by the Roman soldiers from the Praetorium camp. The crowds 
that were allowed to observe the proceedings may have been angry, 
but they were powerless. Once Jesus had been condemned to death by 
Pilate, the milling crowds would have been ordered to move quickly 
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beyond the gate outside, under the watchful eyes of the heavily-armed 
Roman soldiers situated on the adjacent towers. Crowd control would 
have been extremely tight. Jesus was most likely taken back to the 
prison of the Praetorium barracks and from there would have been pa-
raded down the streets of the Upper City to the Gennath Gate, where 
he was led out of the city to Golgotha. 

Since medieval times the Via Dolorosa (the “Way of Suffering”) 
has been traced by Christians in an entirely different part of the city, 
with its starting point close to the Antonia fortress on the northwest 
side. This is a tradition that has no historical basis whatsoever. I think 
there is now strong evidence to suggest that the newly excavated Gate 
of the Essenes on the west side of the Upper City and the Palace of 
Herod the Great is the actual place where the trial of Jesus took place. 
The astonishing thing is that thousands of Christian travelers and 
pilgrims pass by this site while visiting Jerusalem without realizing 
its significance. If my identification of the place of the trial of Jesus is 
correct, many believing Christians will need to think again about the 
exact spot where it was proclaimed: “Ecce Homo: Behold the Man!” 
( John 19:5). 



s i x  

THE SPLIT IN THE TREE:  
A CRUCIFIXION 

“When it was noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in 
the afternoon. At three o’clock Jesus cried out with a loud voice, ‘Eloi, 
Eloi, lema sabachthani?’ which means, ‘My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?’ When some of the bystanders heard it, they said, 
‘Listen, he is calling for Elijah.’ And someone ran, filled a sponge with 
sour wine, put it on a stick, and gave it to him to drink, saying, ‘Wait, 
let us see whether Elijah will come to take him down.’ Then Jesus gave a 
loud cry and breathed his last. And the curtain of the Temple was torn 
in two, from top to bottom. Now when the Centurion, who stood facing 
him, saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said, ‘Truly this man 
was God’s Son!’ ” 

(Mark 15:33–39) 

People have an indelible image of Jesus as the crucified man. Mil-
lions of images of the crucifixion exist, both ancient and modern, 

and these determine our perception of that momentous event. Jesus 
is often shown as a gaunt and frail figure, with a bearded face and 
a crown of thorns, his body hanging forlornly on a cross, with large 
nails hammered through the palms of his hands and feet.182 A titulus 
above the cross, or hanging around his neck, mocks him as “King of 
the Jews.” It is the ultimate in martyrdom. 
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But is this how Jesus was crucified? What do we know about the 
practice of crucifixion in first-century Jerusalem? One major source 
of information is Josephus, who referred to crucifixion in many 
of his writings, describing it as “the most pitiable of deaths” (Wa r 
VII.203).183 Crucifixion was occasionally practiced by Jewish rulers 
even before the arrival of the Romans. The Hasmonean Alexander 
Jannaeus (103–76 bce) is reported to have had 800 Pharisees cru-
cified in Jerusalem at one time, with “their wives and children 
butchered before their eyes, while he looked on, drinking, with his 
concubines reclining beside him” (War I.97). The fact that they were 
executed “in the midst of the city” not far from the Jewish Temple 
would have been regarded by the inhabitants as an additional out-
rage. We do not hear of crucifixions in Jerusalem during the reign 
of Herod the Great (37–4 bce), but since he was notoriously cruel, 
we may suppose he did this only to avoid upsetting Jewish sensibili-
ties. Execution by crucifixion was regarded as a Roman method and 
was abhorred by Jews. The traditional method of execution among 
Jews at that time was stoning, with burning, beheading, and stran-
gling all fairly common as well.184 Following the Roman suppression 
of the rebellion that broke out after the death of Herod the Great, 
2,000 people were crucified by Quintilius Varus, apparently most of 
them in the vicinity of Jerusalem. 

In Josephus’ description of the Roman siege of Jerusalem by Titus, 
which ended with the capture of the city and its destruction in 70 
ce, he wrote that some of the inhabitants of the city were “scourged 
and subjected to torture of every description, before being killed, 
and then crucified opposite the walls.” Titus hoped that these cruci-
fixions, about 500 per day, would serve as a deterrent to the Jewish 
inhabitants still held up inside the city and that some of them might 
be induced to surrender.185 This didn’t work. Josephus goes on to  
describe the rage of the Roman soldiers who “amused themselves by 
nailing their prisoners in different postures; and so great was their 
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number, that space could not be found for the crosses nor crosses for 
the bodies” (War V. 450–451). Josephus also wrote about the cru-
cifixions in the immediate aftermath of the capture of the city. In 
describing his return to Jerusalem after visiting the village of Tekoa, 
Josephus writes, “[I] saw many prisoners who had been crucified, and 
recognized three of my acquaintances among them, I was cut to the 
heart and came and told Titus with tears what I had seen. He gave 
orders immediately that they should be taken down and receive the 
most careful treatment. Two of them died in the physician’s hands; 
the third survived” (Life 420). 

There can be no doubt that many thousands of people from Jerusa-
lem lost their lives through crucifixion during the course of the first 
century. This figure probably swelled in the wake of the failed revolt 
against the Romans, which ended with the fall of the city in 70 ce. 
These executions were made by nailing and tying people to wooden 
crosses, which was the Roman practice for dealing with deserters, 
captured enemy soldiers, and rebels at the time of war, and during 
peacetime for criminals of the lower classes, for thieves, brigands, 
and slaves.186 While the practice of crucifixion was loathed by some 
Roman lawmakers, it was probably also deemed a necessary evil in 
order to prop up weakened ruling authorities and especially those in 
the provinces. It was there that the Roman procurators had the juris-
diction to impose the death penalty in peacetime. The crucifixion was 
frequently preceded by the act of scourging, with the victim tied to a 
column and beaten with a flagellum, which was a stick with attached 
leather cords or thongs with hard iron or bone tips.187 The beating was 
not allowed to be life-threatening since the victim still had to have 
enough strength to carry the horizontal wooden crossbeam on his 
shoulders to the site of the crucifixion. The victim was taken there by 
soldiers, one of whom held the titulus, which was an inscription bear-
ing the name of the criminal and his offence; it would later be affixed 
to the cross above the dying man.188 
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Taking into consideration the fact that many thousands of Jews 
were executed by Romans in first-century Jerusalem, we should  
expect to find ample archaeological evidence of crucified remains at 
sites in the immediate outskirts of the ancient city, with mass burial 
pits and numerous trench graves, but nothing like this has come to 
light. We could argue that this is because the crucified were left un-
buried as in other countries under Roman dominion, with the dead 
bodies serving as carrion for wild animals and birds of prey. But there 
is no evidence that this was how things were done in first-century Je-
rusalem, at least not in peacetime. 

An important discovery was made in June 1968 when the remains 
of a crucified man were recovered from a first century burial cave ac-
cidentally unearthed during modern construction work in the new  
neighborhood of Giv’at ha-Mivtar in north Jerusalem.189 The archae-
ologist Vassilios Tzaferis was sent out by the Israel Department of 
Antiquities to investigate this tomb and three others, to retrieve the 
finds inside, and to bring the artifacts back to the headquarters in the 
Rockefeller Museum. Inside one of the stone ossuaries, the physical 
anthropologist Nicu Haas found the bones of a 24- to 28-year-old 
crucified man, mixed with the bones of a child. The evidence con-
sisted of a right heel-bone (calcaneum) with an iron nail (11.5 cm long) 
firmly embedded in it.190 This was a unique find and nothing like it 
has been found since.191 

The tomb of the crucified man was carved into a layer of soft lime-
stone. Its forecourt was damaged by the bulldozers, but the small 
plug-like stone door (golal) was found intact. The main burial cham-
ber had a pit in its center enabling family members to move around 
the tomb without stooping down. There were burial benches on three 
sides on which bodies could be laid out, and kokhim (horizontal burial 
recesses) in the walls. An additional doorway, also blocked with a 
stone door, led to another, lower chamber, which also had kokhim in 
its walls. 
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Nine of the twelve kokhim had skeletons in them, with three con-
taining ossuaries covered with lids. One ossuary contained the bones 
of a 50-year-old man with an inscription in Jewish script identifying 
him as Simon, “[a] builder of the Temple.”192 Josephus notes that 
10,000 skilled workmen and 1,000 trained priests took part in the 
construction of the Temple (Antiq. XV.390). Simon was probably one 
of them. The general Jewish practice in the first-century ce was to 
allow the body of the deceased to decompose for at least one year and 
then for the bones to be collected into an ossuary. The tops of some 
of the bones in the ossuaries were found sprinkled with a thin layer 
of black or brown pigment, perhaps the dried remnants of oil used 
to anoint the bones during the secondary reburial.193 Ossuaries may 
have been used by Jews with a firm belief in the resurrection of the 
dead, but this does not explain why mixed and even incomplete sets 
of bones of different individuals are found together in ossuaries.194 It 
is more likely that ossuaries were used as containers for the bones of 
some but not all of the dead, following the decomposition of their 
bodies. Since many of those buried in the tomb were not in ossuaries, 
we have to assume they were originally used only for the privileged 
few. Eventually, as pressure built up on space within the tomb, the 
bones of additional bodies would be gathered up into the ossuaries,  
or, alternatively, placed into bone pits cut into the floors or benches. 
This explains the mixed or incomplete sets of bones. Some of the os-
suaries in the tomb were decorated and the double rosette was a favor-
ite motif. Quite possibly these are abstract renderings of the winged 
cherubim (Exodus 25:18–20; 37:7–9), the idea being that these celes-
tial creatures might in some way protect the bones of the dead. 

The anthropological study of the osteological remains from the 
Giv’at ha-Mivtar tomb made by Haas showed that early death was 
experienced by many in the family, with five children dying before 
reaching the age of seven, and with only two adults living beyond the 
age of fifty. This sounds quite shocking, but one has to remember that 
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life expectancy at that time was quite low and close to fifty percent 
of the population died before reaching the age of eighteen, which is a 
sad statistic. Hence, the eldest adults from the tomb actually experi-
enced a fairly long life by the standards of the time. Troubling signs 
from the tomb include a child who seemingly died of starvation, and 
a woman killed from a blow to the head. These early anthropological 
determinations, however, may not be as straightforward as they ap-
peared to be in 1968 when the report was first prepared, and it might 
be that the woman and child died from other causes entirely. A more 
recent study by the physical anthropologist Joe Zias and a colleague 
suggest that the ossuary with the bones of the crucified man and the 
child contained the bones of a third adult person.195 This ossuary had 
the inscription “Yehohanan, the son of Hagakol” and above it “Yeho-
hanan” scratched more faintly.196 Since the two inscriptions on the os-
suary might refer to two separate adults, or alternatively to one adult 
whose name just happened to be written twice, or even to one of the 
adults and a child, we cannot know for certain whether the crucified 
man’s name was actually “Yehohanan.” One scholar, Yigael Yadin, 
does make the case that the crucified man is “Yehohanan, the son of 
Hagakol,” arguing that the word “Hagakol” was a nickname given 
posthumously meaning “the one hanged with knees apart,” referring 
to the strange position the crucified man had on the cross.197 

The crucified man met his death on some undetermined occasion 
in the first century, perhaps during the census revolt of 7 ce, or al-
ternatively during the turbulent years leading up to the main Jewish 
revolt, which ended with the destruction of the city in 70 ce. The 
reason why the nail was left with the bones was because the execu-
tioners were unable to extract it from the heel of the dead man.198 The 
common practice at the time was to reuse nails for further executions. 
The nail when originally hammered into the victim’s heel seems to 
have encountered a hard knot in the olive wood of the vertical stake of 
the cross, which made the end of the nail bend and curl. This is how 
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the nail and the right heel-bone came to be preserved together. There 
were also remnants of a thin plaque made of olive wood between the 
head of the nail and the bone. The reason why the executioners chose 
to put the nail through the heel bone in the first place is because it is 
the largest bone in the foot. An additional examination of the bones 
in the ossuary did not find evidence for nails penetrating the wrists 
or forearms, suggesting that the crucified man’s arms were tied to the 
crossbeam with ropes. 

The physical anthropologist who did the original examination 
of the bones, Haas, reached a number of conclusions particularly in 
regard to the reconstruction of the crucified man. These conclusions 
were later shown to be unsustainable in a follow-up study made by 
the anthropologist Zias, who described the reconstruction by Haas as 
“anatomically impossible on the basis of the available evidence.”199 In 
the new reconstruction the crucified man is shown slumped forward 
with his arms tied with ropes to the crossbeam, and with each leg af-
fixed laterally to the vertical stake. Recent work on the heel bone and 
nail by Israel Hershkovitz, however, using modern medical scanning 
equipment, indicates that the actual piecing together and gluing of 
the shattered heel bone (calcaneum) by Haas in 1968 may have been 
incorrect—if this is so, it might affect the way we reconstruct the 
crucifixion of the Giv’at ha-Mivtar man.200 Unfortunately, most of the 
crucified man’s bones were transferred to the Jewish religious authori-
ties in Jerusalem for reburial, and so are no longer available for further 
research.201 

Crucifixion was an extremely cruel form of death penalty. As men-
tioned, the victim was sometimes scourged or flogged beforehand, but 
not to the extent that he lost consciousness.202 The person was cruci-
fied naked, thereby enhancing the overall humiliation to him and his 
family. There was probably not one consistent form of crucifixion; 
Josephus reports that people were crucified in different postures and 
in accordance with the different types of wooden stakes and beams 
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Figure 8: Reconstruction drawing showing the way the man from the  
Giv’at ha-Mivtar tomb was crucified. 
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available.203 Some of these may have been typically cross-like in ap-
pearance (crux immissa), but others may have been put together in the 
shape of a T (crux commissa). If the vertical post (stipes) of the cross was 
already erected at the place of the execution, all the soldiers needed 
to do were to take the victim, whose arms were already bound to the 
patibulum (crossbeam), and attach him to the vertical post. The scar-
city of wood around Jerusalem probably meant that vertical posts and 
crossbeams were frequently reused. Unsuitable types of wood, such 
as the knotted olive, would also occasionally be used. Looped ropes 
and iron nails held the victim’s legs to the stake.204 In some cases the 
victim was roped and nailed to the cross before it was set vertically 
in position. Owing to the fact that the victim had no way of support-
ing his body, death ensued within a matter of hours, accompanied by 
muscular spasms and asphyxiation. To prolong agony and the moment 
of death, the Romans placed the victim on a kind of wooden seat or 
crotch support (sedile) halfway down the cross, which gave the victim 
something to lean against but no relief. A foot support (suppedaneum) 
was also sometimes provided. The nailing of feet to the cross inflicted 
pain and had a function similar to that of the deliberate breaking of 
legs in that it hastened death.205 Crucified criminals are described by 
Pseudo-Manetho as follows: “punished with limbs outstretched, they 
see the stake as their fate; they are fastened (and) nailed to it in the 
most bitter torment, evil food for birds of prey and grim pickings for 
dogs” (Apotelesmatica 4.198). 

A description of the crucifixion of Jesus appears in all four Gospel 
accounts, as well as in the apocryphal Gospel of Peter.206 Once the 
decision had been made by Pontius Pilate to put Jesus to death, he 
was taken by soldiers from the prison at the Praetorium to the place 
of execution outside the city. Josephus wrote: “Pilate, upon hearing 
him [Jesus] accused by men of the highest standing among us, had 
condemned him to be crucified . . .” (Antiq. XVIII.64). Scholars have 
debated whether the passage about Jesus is a later interpolation 
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Figure 9: Map of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem: 1) forecourt; 2) main 
entrance; 3) Edicule / Tomb of Jesus; 4) Calvary / traditional Place of Crucifixion; 5) 
Chapel of St Helena; 6) Cave of the Invention of the Cross; 7) Chapel of St Vartan. 

or, alternatively, whether it is an embellishment of an authentic ac-
count.207 Either way, this specific sentence about Pilate condemning 
Jesus to crucifixion seems right and is quite different from the rather 
ambiguous statements on Pilate’s responsibility in the Gospels. 

The location of the place of the crucifixion needs now to be con-
sidered. Archaeology, as we shall see, has much to contribute on this 
subject. Tacitus (Annales II.32:2) makes it clear that certain areas were 
usually set aside for crucifixion outside a city, and in the case of Rome 
this was at a place known as Campus Esquilinus, where slaves were 
frequently crucified and which was a favorite feeding ground for vul-
tures. For such a place to serve as a deterrent it had to be topographi-
cally visible from the walls and houses of the adjacent city or town, 
or at the very least close to a main highway or road leading from that 
place. Quintilian wrote that “whenever we crucify the guilty, the 
most crowded roads are chosen, where the most people can see and be 
moved by this fear. For penalties relate not so much to retribution as 
to their exemplary effect” (Declamationes 274). The nineteenth-century 
explorer Charles Warren relates that this was exactly the reason why 
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the public executions of criminals, including beheadings, was under-
taken in his day outside the Jaffa Gate in Jerusalem and close to the 
main road leading to Jaffa.208 

The exact location where Jesus was crucified is annoyingly vague 
in the Gospels.209 They are, however, in agreement that Jesus was  
brought to a place called Golgotha, which is said to refer to “the place 
of the skull.” John adds that it was situated sufficiently close enough 
to the city for passers-by to be able to make out what was written 
on the titulus above Jesus’s cross (19:20). The name of the place was 
derived from the Aramaic golgolta or gulgulta (“skull”) and not from 
Hebrew, as John asserts. Moreover, since it was regarded as “the place” 
of the skull, we may surmise that the full Aramaic name for this area 
in the first century was meqom golgolta. As a result of the Latin transla-
tion of Luke (23:33), the site also came to be known as Calvary (Latin 
calva = skull). Today, the Rock of Calvary is pointed out to pilgrims 
and visitors, immediately on the right when entering the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre. This rocky outcrop rises to a height of 9 to 13 
meters above the surrounding quarry floor and its top is narrow and 
confining (only 3.5 x 1.7 meters). At the time of the Greek Orthodox 
excavations in 1988, when the marble covering dating from 1810 was 
removed, I was very lucky, together with my colleague Joan Taylor, to 
be given the chance to make a thorough examination of the entire top 
surface of the Rock of Calvary, something very few people have been 
able to do. At the invitation of the engineer Theodossius Mitropoulos, 
we clambered around the summit of the rock, examining the various 
hewn features and depressions in its surface and signs of plaster. As-
suming the rock received its present shape by the time of Jesus and 
no later, we reached the conclusion that the summit was too narrow 
to permit three crosses to be placed there and its sides were too steep 
to allow easy access.210 While the rock may have been a monument 
marking the general place of Golgotha—almost like a signpost—it 
was definitely not the actual place of crucifixion. 
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The execution site of Golgotha must have been an easily identifi-
able topographical landmark close to Jerusalem, a low promontory 
perhaps, known to the city inhabitants by a name akin perhaps to the 
later Arabic usage of the word ras (“head”) for a prominent, but not 
exceptionally high, hillock or knoll. The implication from the Gospel 
references is that it was a place people had easy access to and it could 
be seen from afar, which suggests a conspicuous location rather than 
a small rocky outcrop. More importantly, it was situated adjacent to 
a path or road leading to the city, along which Simon of Cyrene was 
“coming [to the city] from the country” (Mark 15:21), and which, 
understandably, led directly to a gate (Hebrews 13:12). The Gospel 
of John provides another piece of topographical information in that 
Jesus’s tomb is said to be located close to the place of the crucifixion: 
“Now in the place where he was crucified [i.e., Golgotha] there was a 
garden; and in the garden a new tomb . . . There then they laid Jesus” 
(19:41–42). While in the non-canonical Gospel of Peter, Golgotha is 
not mentioned by name, the tomb where Jesus was buried is stated 
to have been at a spot “called Joseph’s Garden” (6:24).211 Clearly, Gol-
gotha was a well-defined locality outside the city, with gardens and 
tombs, and with an execution place—perhaps enclosed within a stone 
fence—situated not far from a road leading to a gate in the city wall. 

As we shall see, there are many arguments in favor of accepting 
the location of the tomb of Jesus with the one beneath the present-
day Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Eusebius, writing in the late third 
century ce on Golgotha, states that the place of the crucifixion was 
pointed out in Aelia Capitolina—the name of Jerusalem from the 
time of Hadrian—“right beside the northern parts of Mount Zion.”212 

This means we need to seek Golgotha somewhere to the northwest 
of the city as it existed at the time of Jesus, near the angle where 
two fortification walls joined, namely the “First” and “Second” walls. 
These fortifications are described by Josephus, who says the Gennath 
(“Gardens”) Gate was situated along the northern stretch of the First 
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Wall close to where the Second Wall began in the south (War V.146). 
Remnants of a fortified gate dating from this period were uncovered 
in the Jewish Quarter in the northern stretch of the First Wall by 
Israeli archaeologist Nahman Avigad, who identified it convincingly 
as that of the Gennath Gate.213 If this identification is correct (and I 
believe it to be so) then the gate would have had to be the point of 
departure for the Second Wall. Since the nineteenth century the exact 
course of the Second Wall has been debated by scholars, but today 
there is some consensus as to its general alignment.214 It ran north 
from the gate just mentioned and then turned eastward, where it 
joined up with the fortress of Antonia, situated at the northwest angle 
of the Temple Mount. According to Josephus, the northern end of the 
Second Wall had “upper gates” (War V.337). For this reason we should 
assume a road or path ran parallel to the Second Wall from the out-
side, extending from the Gennath Gate northward, passing the upper 
gates, and then reaching the main highway leading northward along 
the watershed in the direction of the city of Nablus. 

Two other factors need to be mentioned before we deal with 
the possible topographical identification of Golgotha. First, a valley 
existed on the north side of the First Wall and extended eastward 
down to the Tyropoeon Valley. It is referred to by scholars as the  
Transversal Valley, but is not mentioned in ancient sources. Second, 
at the top of this valley, to the west, there was a very large open 
reservoir of water, known as the Amygdalon (“Towers”) Pool, men-
tioned by Josephus (War V.468). The situation of this pool would 
have made it fairly easy to establish terraced orchards and gardens,  
irrigated with channels leading from the pool, descending in serried 
fashion down the length of the upper Transversal Valley towards the 
Gennath Gate. These terraced gardens would have been the reason 
for the name of the gate. 

We may assume that a road or path ran parallel to the northern 
stretch of the First Wall, from the outside, ascending along the edge 
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of the Transversal Valley westward where, after passing Herod’s old 
palace (or the Praetorium), it joined up with the main highway lead-
ing westward in the direction of Emmaus and distant Jaffa. This 
may have been the road traversed by Simon of Cyrene. Archaeologi-
cal excavations have shown that much of the area on the north side 
of the Transversal Valley and as far north as the Church of the Holy 
Sepulchre served as a major quarry for extracting blocks of building 
stone in antiquity. Some of these stone quarries were open to the sky, 
but there were also subterranean caverns in which stone blocks, made 
from the higher quality meleke stone layer, were removed by masons, 
leaving the inferior mizzi hilu stone layer as a roof. These quarries 
appear to have had a long history dating back to the eighth century 
bce, but it is likely they continued to be maintained and used until 
the area came to be enclosed within the Third Wall around 44 ce. 
Indeed, these quarries may very well have supplied considerable quan-

Figure 10: Map of the rocky areas and cavities underlying the Church of the  
Holy Sepulchre. 
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tities of stone blocks needed for the construction of the Second Wall 
of Jerusalem, probably at the time of Herod the Great. 

The sheer rock-cut scarps left by the quarrymen were ideal for 
burial caves to be cut into them. Eventually, the lower quarried areas 
were abandoned and filled in with soil and quarry debris, with some 
abandoned quarry areas being converted into garden patches and or-
chards. Hence, we should reconstruct this area at the time of Jesus as 
a large rocky knoll with an expanse of rock-hewn cavities and subter-
ranean indentations at many different levels.215 The size of this locality 
appears to have spanned at least 200 meters from north to south and 
150 meters from east to west. The depressions in the ground, espe-
cially where the quarrying activities had ceased, were partly used for 
horticulture or arboriculture. Some of the rocky scarps were pierced 
with openings leading to burial caves. This combination of burial  
caves, stone quarrying, and agricultural activities at the same spot was 
a common phenomenon in the first century ce as we can learn from 
archaeological finds in the city’s surroundings. 

This rocky area should in my opinion be identified as Golgotha.216 

It was here, not far from the road extending along the Transversal 
Valley (from the direction of the Praetorium) and close to the Gennath 
Gate, that the execution grounds would have been situated. If we 
accept the testimony of John, Jesus was also buried in the vicinity. We 
may surmise that the exact situation of Golgotha was passed down 
from generation to generation among Jesus’s supporters, even when 
the place itself came to be hidden beneath the pavement of the Forum 
and Temple of Venus in Aelia Capitolina, which was built after 135 
ce to replace the ruins of Jerusalem. This is clear from Eusebius, an 
erudite and learned scholar writing in the late third century, who 
noted that the “Place of the Skull” was still “pointed out in Aelia” on 
the northern side of Mount Zion, indicating that knowledge of the 
whereabouts of Golgotha had been maintained from 70 ce and until 
his day. Present-day visitors to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre are 
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shown the Rock of Calvary and told that this is where the crucifixion 
took place. I have already shown that to place a crucifixion on the top 
of this narrow mass of rock would not have been feasible. The rock is 
therefore a finger-like “marker” representing the general place of the 
crucifixion, but nothing more. Instead, Christian writers and travelers 
from the fourth century ce onward, such as the Bordeaux Pilgrim, 
Cyril of Jerusalem, and Egeria, make it clear that they understand 
Golgotha to be a very large expanse of rock spread beneath the large 
basilica, or the “Martyrium,” built at the instigation of Constantine 
the Great to the east of the Tomb of Jesus. The actual place where a 
patch of the rock of Golgotha was shown to visitors and venerated was 
probably located at the west end of the building within the area of 
its domed apse. The foundations of part of this apse were discovered 
during an excavation in the choir of the Katholikon in 1971; unfor-
tunately, the central part of the apse, in the area in front of the steps 
leading down to the Chapel of St Helena, has not yet been excavated 
so we do not know what the rock looked like.217 

The Gospels provide slightly contradictory accounts of the crucifixion, 
but they are consistent in not providing details as to the exact manner in 
which Jesus was attached to the cross, the shape of the cross, the way his 
arms and legs were placed on it, whether ropes were used in addition to 
nails to hold his arms in position, and so forth. Nails are not mentioned 
in any of the Gospels in connection with the crucifixion of Jesus. How-
ever, John does refer to the marks seen on the hands of Jesus resulting 
from the nails (20:25), and in the non-canonical Gospel of Peter we hear: 
“And then the Jews drew the nails from the hands of the Lord and laid 
him on the earth” (6:21).218 There is agreement in the Gospels that Jesus 
was offered wine mixed with myrrh before being crucified, as an act of 
mercy, perhaps to dull the effect of the ensuing crucifixion, but it was 
refused. His garments were divided up and lots were cast over them by 
the soldiers. There are two “malefactors” or criminals who were crucified 
with Jesus on either side. A titulus is set up on top of the cross reading 
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“King of the Jews,” and Jesus is mocked. He may still have been wear-
ing the crown of thorns.219 Darkness descends; this is probably not an 
eclipse but the result of gathering clouds and a brewing storm. Jesus is 
given a sponge with vinegar (or soured wine) which is placed on a reed 
for him to drink. A lance is plunged into his side to ascertain that he 
is dead before being removed from the cross. There are many potential 
causes that may have contributed to Jesus’s death. The earlier scourging 
would undoubtedly have led to a massive loss of blood and the effect of 
carrying the heavy crossbeam on his shoulders to Golgotha would also 
have brought about substantial dehydration and exhaustion. Hence, it is 
not surprising that Jesus did not last very long on the cross, perhaps 3 to 
6 hours at the most.220 

It is unclear who exactly attended the crucifixion, with Luke men-
tioning that “the people [of Jerusalem] stood beholding” (Luke 23:35). 
This crowd was sympathetic to Jesus and did not mock him.221 Luke 
says that after Jesus died the “multitudes that came together to this 
sight, when they beheld the things that were done, returned smiting 
their breasts. And all his acquaintance, and the women that followed 
with him from Galilee, stood afar off, seeing these things.” (Luke 
23:48–49). The women who stood afar are identified in Mark and 
Matthew as Mary, the mother of Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and Salome, 
with John also referring to the presence of the wife of Clopas, saying 
also that they stood close to the cross. A Centurion, as one of the exe-
cutioners, is deeply shaken by the events and according to Luke states 
his belief that Jesus is innocent. It is possible that Simon of Cyrene, a 
Jewish pilgrim in Jerusalem for the Passover holiday who helped carry 
the cross of Jesus, was also part of the multitude observing from the 
road. Interestingly, an ossuary is known from the Kidron Valley in 
Jerusalem bearing the Greek inscription “Alexander [son of] Simon” 
and in Jewish script “Alexander [the] Cyrene.” Since we know that  
Simon of Cyrene had two sons, Alexander and Rufus, it is quite likely 
that this ossuary belonged to his son.222 
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Figure 11: Ossuary inscription mentioning “Al-
exander [the] Cyrene” written in Greek and in 
Jewish script.  

There was a rush to remove Jesus from the cross so that he could 
be buried before the beginning of the Sabbath. This was such a 
concern that John relates the inhabitants of Jerusalem asked for spe-
cial dispensation from Pilate to allow them to have the legs of the  
three crucified broken, so that they might die faster. The apocryphal 
Gospel of Peter goes even further and has Joseph of Arimathea and 
Herod Antipas asking Pilate for the body of Jesus even before the 
crucifixion has begun: “And Herod said, ‘Brother Pilate, even if no 
one had begged him, we should bury him, since the Sabbath is 
drawing on. For it stands written in the Law: the sun shall not set 
on one that has been put to death” (2:3). Even Josephus points out  
that this was normal procedure in his day: “malefactors who have 
been sentenced to crucifixion are taken down and buried before 
sunset.” (War IV.317). 

The ignoble demise of Jesus by crucifixion was a fact his follow-
ers in subsequent centuries found difficult to explain. This led to 
pagan opponents accusing Jesus’s followers of worshipping a criminal 
and, even worse, a cross, a charge that was hard to contradict in the 
context of a society in which crucifixion was deemed both scandal-
ous and shameful. For those from a Jewish background it is unlikely 
that they could ignore knowledge of the biblical curse laid upon 
anyone hung upon a tree, as set forth in Deuteronomy, and in later 
centuries the notion of a crucified messiah was particularly offensive 
to them.223 Early pagan critics claimed Jesus could not have been the 
son of God. After all, the argument went, how could a son of God be 
executed as a criminal? Hence, Justin in his rebuttal of this criticism 
wrote about such claims: “they say that our madness consists of the 
fact that we put a crucified man in second place after the unchange-
able and eternal God, the Creator of the world” (Apology I.13:4). But 
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Jesus’s dishonorable end remained difficult to explain in subsequent 
centuries. Even Paul made it clear to his readers that to preach about 
a Christ crucified is to Jews a “stumbling block” and to Gentiles a 
“folly” (I Corinthians 1:23). As the scholar Martin Hengel wrote: “A 
crucified messiah, son of God or God must have seemed a contradic-
tion in terms to anyone, Jew, Greek, Roman or barbarian, asked to 
believe such a claim, and it will certainly have been thought offensive 
and foolish.”224 

So we are left with the question as to how the followers of Jesus 
were able to convert people to their belief system, when the idea of a 
crucified messiah was somewhat anathema to all those around them. 
Clearly those from the lower classes and slaves, who suffered from 
crucifixion, would not have wanted association with a religion that 
constantly reminded them of their fears. What the followers of Jesus 
were able to offer, however, was something different and of a higher 
order: a promise of a better afterlife and an immediate entrance into 
the Kingdom of Heaven. This is what made Christianity palatable, es-
pecially to the educated classes. It was this concept that was strongly 
highlighted by the apologetics in response to those mocking the idea 
of a crucified God. 





s e v e n  

THE BURIAL OF JESUS 

“When evening had come, and since it was the day of Preparation, 
that is, the day before the Sabbath, Joseph of Arimathea, a respected 
member of the Council, who was also himself waiting expectantly for the 
Kingdom of God, went boldly to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. 
Then Pilate wondered if he were already dead; and summoning the 
Centurion, he asked him whether he had been dead for some time. When 
he learned from the Centurion that he was dead, he granted the body 
to Joseph. Then Joseph bought a linen cloth, and taking down the body, 
wrapped it in the linen cloth, and laid it in a tomb that had been hewn 
out of the rock. He then rolled a stone against the door of the tomb.” 

(Mark 15:42–46). 

The exact whereabouts of the tomb of Jesus is the greatest mys-
tery. We cannot be certain where he was buried. The assumption 

has always been that he was buried next to the place of crucifixion at 
Golgotha based on the Gospel of John (19:41), but there is no men-
tion of this in the other three Gospels. 

Today, the traditional tomb is pointed out close to Calvary at the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre within the Old City of Jerusalem. Is 
this the tomb of Jesus? Thousands upon thousands of Christian pil-
grims flock to this place while visiting the Holy Land, lining up to 
get a brief glimpse of the hallowed spot. But what they actually see 
is a built structure known as the Edicule, adorned with lamps and 
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candles, in the circular part of the church known as the Rotunda, and 
many go away disappointed that nothing can be seen of the original 
tomb. Have the ecclesiastical authorities and visiting pilgrims been 
misled? Are they worshipping at the wrong location? In the previ-
ous chapter I argued for the probability of this location as Golgotha, 
where Jesus was executed, but what about it also being the place of 
his tomb? While the tradition connecting this location with his tomb 
can be traced back to the early fourth century, how was the tradi-
tion maintained by Jesus’s followers during the two hundred years 
or so when the tomb was not even visible but buried beneath tons of 
rubble below the foundations of the Temple of Venus and the adjacent 
Roman Forum of Aelia Capitolina? 

A number of alternatives have been proposed for the location of the 
Jesus tomb. Some suggest it was situated to the east of Jerusalem on 
the Mount of Olives, while others say the Hinnom Valley to the south 
of the city might be a more appropriate location.225 But these propos-
als are not backed up either by archaeology or history. Recently, the 
tomb of Jesus was identified in a cave at Talpiot, a modern suburb 
south of the city, and it received a lot of press attention (see Excursus, 
p. 175). In the nineteenth century, a more solid argument was made 
for an alternative Golgotha at a rocky promontory to the north of 
the city and an ancient burial cave was identified at the spot. Many 
visitors who visit this place—now known as the “Garden Tomb”—are 
told that this might actually be the place of Jesus’s burial. But is it? 

Over the past three decades I have been puzzling over where Jesus 
was actually buried, taking into consideration all available archaeo-
logical and historical data. I have also tried to keep an open mind on 
the ideas about the location of the tomb, some quite outlandish, put 
forward by a myriad of investigators since the nineteenth century. The 
search for the tomb of Jesus is a fascinating detective story; there are 
many twists and turns and red herrings. 

We will consider the archaeological and historical reasoning for the 
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proposed identification of the place of burial later on. But what do the 
Gospels actually say about the death and burial of Jesus? 

Admittedly, the Gospel accounts are not very informative about the 
circumstances of the burial.226 No information whatsoever is provided 
in regard to the exact topographical position of the tomb in relation to 
the ancient city, except that John says it was close to the place where 
Jesus was crucified at Golgotha (19:41). Later, following the construc-
tion of the Third Wall fortification by Agrippa (41–44 ce), the area of 
Golgotha was included in the “suburbs” of the expanded city, which 
had, in Josephus’ words, “gradually crept beyond the ramparts” (War 
V.148). These suburbs were sparsely settled judging by archaeological 
finds, except for the built-up area around the Bethesda Pools and to 
the west of it—an area referred to by Josephus as Bezetha. The estab-
lishing of this “new town” and the use of parts of it for market pur-
poses (e.g., the “timber market” referred to by Josephus, War II.530) 
and as encampment grounds for pilgrims for the Jewish festivals (an 
area referred to as “the plain” in War II.13), would have necessitated 
the emptying of the burial caves in this area—including those at Gol-
gotha—and their reburial elsewhere, as was the custom at the time. 
The rabbinical injunction was that “carcasses, graves, and tanneries 
may not remain within a space of fifty cubits [i.e., approximately 25 
meters] from the town” (m. Baba Bathra 2:9). Indeed, a few Iron Age 
tombs were found beneath the line of the western stretch of the First 
Wall and it would appear their contents were cleared out at the time 
this fortification wall was built by the Hasmoneans in the late second 
century bce, showing that the injunction was something that was 
actually heeded.227 

The Gospels do say that the body of Jesus was removed from the 
cross late on Friday afternoon, which was on the eve of the Jewish 
Sabbath, and then taken to the place of burial. As we have seen, the 
crucifixion most likely took place close to the city walls and owing 
to the rapid onset of the Sabbath, with a concomitant need for rapid 
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burial, we may assume that only a short distance was traversed to the 
place of his tomb. 

Joseph of Arimathea is a key figure in this story. Arimathea is the 
name of the place Joseph originated from, but its exact whereabouts 
are unknown. It is thought to have been somewhere in the western 
foothills since Eusebius later identified Joseph’s hometown at Rentis 
close to Diospolis or Lod.228 Joseph is said to have received special  
permission from Pontius Pilate to bury Jesus in his newly-cut tomb. 
According to Mark, Pilate required that a Centurion check first to 
ensure that Jesus had indeed died before granting the body to Joseph, 
who then supervised the actual physical removal of the body from 
the cross. The fact that Jesus, who was a stranger in Jerusalem, was 
buried in a tomb belonging to a local inhabitant clearly indicates the 
importance of Jesus as a charismatic figure who was appreciated beyond 
the inner circle of his followers. Joseph of Arimathea is said to have 
been a person of some standing in Jerusalem society—a “rich man,” 
according to Matthew (27:57; cf. Mark 15:43)—otherwise he would 
hardly have been granted a private audience with Pilate, let alone 
receive from him special dispensation to bury the body of a crucified 
criminal who was not even a member of his own family. The fact that 
Joseph’s tomb was newly-cut (Matthew 27:60; Luke 23:53; John 19:41) 
leads us to infer that his family had not been living in Jerusalem for 
very long and that his older relatives were buried in the village or town 
of Arimathea, which explains why his tomb did not house previously 
deceased members of the family. Indeed, Luke makes it very clear that 
the tomb was a place where “never man had yet lain” (23:53). Why 
would a person of Joseph’s status have owned a tomb at Golgotha, 
which was ostensibly a place designated for the crucifixion of bandits 
and murderers? Golgotha was a large knoll with an expanse of rock 
on the northwest of Jerusalem, but only one small part of it need have 
been set aside as a place of execution. Owing to the importance of 
land ownership at that time and the fact that land close to Jerusalem 
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was at a premium, this would have been an ideal spot for Joseph to 
establish a family tomb. Depending on the size of the plot of land in 
which the tomb was hewn, the area around it could also have been 
used for other activities like stone quarrying, or even as a place for a 
pottery kiln or tannery. 

We wonder what Joseph’s arguments were when he stood in front 
of Pilate, whom the Gospel of Peter says was his “friend” (2:3).229 

Confessing that he was a disciple of Jesus (Matthew 27:57) would not 
have gone down well with Pilate, but as an elected member of the  
“Council” (bouleutes) or Sanhedrin (Mark 15:43) Joseph’s plea on reli-
gious grounds would not have been ignored by the Roman authorities. 
Josephus testifies to the fact that the Romans did not require their 
Jewish subjects to violate their religious laws (Against Apion II.73). 
I surmise he would have argued that respect be accorded to the ex-
ecuted man based on the prevalent Jewish custom of the time that 
dead bodies must not be left exposed to be eaten by wild animals and 
buzzards. It was vital that the body of Jesus be buried before sundown 
and the beginning of the Sabbath when burials were prohibited. In-
structions are provided in Deuteronomy: “And if a man has commit-
ted a sin worthy of death, and he is to be put to death, and thou hang 
him on a tree: his body shall not remain all night upon the tree, but 

230 thou shalt in any wise bury him that day . . .” (21:22–23). 
Rabbinical writings actually make it clear that the bodies of ex-

ecuted criminals were kept at that time in two places not far from the 
Sanhedrin court, one for the beheaded and strangled, and one for the 
stoned or burnt (m. Sanhedrin 6:5–6). Crucifixion is not mentioned 
in this context because it was a Roman method of execution. The fact 
that Jesus was crucified and his body was not subsequently placed in 
one of the tombs designated by the Sanhedrin for the executed clearly 
indicates they did not condemn Jesus to death. Legal jurisdiction in 
this specific case, as we saw in the previous chapter, was entirely in 
the hands of the Romans.231 
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Joseph is not reported in any of these accounts as having made an 
attempt to prevent the crucifixion of Jesus, though he may have at-
tended the special meeting at the High Priest’s house the previous 
evening. Luke does say obliquely that Joseph “had not consented to 
the counsel and deed of them” (23:51). The Gospel of Peter surpris-
ingly has Joseph asking Pilate for the body of Jesus before the cruci-
fixion had even commenced (2:3). Luckily, Joseph provided a tomb 
for Jesus to be buried in. Had he not done so, what would have hap-
pened to Jesus’s body? The idea that an executed Jew would have 
been chucked into a common burial pit after being removed from the 
cross is unlikely. It may have been the normal practice for criminals 
of the lower classes and for slaves elsewhere in the Roman Empire, but 
it is unlikely to have been practiced in Jerusalem because of Jewish 
religious sensibilities. The truth is the Roman authorities would have 
wanted to keep the Sanhedrin and locals agreeable.232 In fact, as we 
have seen, the only remains of a crucified man ever found in Jeru-
salem were not found in a pit, but inside a rock-cut family tomb at 
Giv’at ha-Mivtar to the north of Jerusalem, belying the notion that 
crucified criminals were subsequently buried disgracefully like dogs 
and without the dignity of a final repose. It was vital to Jews that on 
death they were buried with their family members, as is made clear in 
the biblical expression that on burial a person “slept” or was “gathered 
to his fathers” (e.g., Judges 2:10; I Kings 15:8). 

The fact that Joseph makes such a late appearance in the story of 
the final days of Jesus might suggest that he had nothing to do with 
the deliberations over his fate. As mentioned, he probably did attend 
the council meeting at the High Priest’s house the evening before the 
crucifixion and may even have been appointed at that meeting to see 
to it that Jesus received a dignified burial. But why would Joseph have 
aligned himself so publicly with Jesus by providing him with his own 
tomb? The answer given by Mark is that this is because Joseph was a 
person “waiting for the Kingdom of God” (15:43), but this is rather 
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vague and may even be a late gloss. It could also mean that Joseph 
was simply a highly religious person with a personal concern for the 
honor of the dead. However, the text in the Fourth Gospel indicates 
quite emphatically that Joseph was a disciple of Jesus ( John 19:38). 
Hence, we cannot ignore the possibility that Joseph was in some way 
inculcated into the teachings of Jesus. But this seems unlikely for the 
simple reason that there is a complete lack of clarity regarding Joseph’s 
relationship to Jesus in the other three Gospels. The explanation may 
be straightforward: Joseph wanted to protect the honor of a man la-
beled as a criminal, perhaps personally believing Jesus to be a man of 
religious conviction who had unwittingly threatened the ruling estab-
lishment (both Jewish and Roman). We shall never know for certain. 
The fact is, after Jesus’s burial Joseph completely disappears from the 
Gospel accounts, which is quite telling. One possibility is that Joseph 
was held responsible by the Roman authorities for the disappearance 
of the body of Jesus from his tomb on the Sunday after the burial, and 
that he suffered dire consequences as a result of this. 

Would Jesus’s body have been placed in a rock-cut tomb as the  
Gospels say? We can argue that Jesus was only buried in Joseph of 
Arimathea’s rock-cut tomb as a last-minute resort, since there was not 
enough time to dig a common trench grave before the incoming Sab-
bath.233 This is the theory put forward by the American scholar Jodi 
Magness. However, there is no archaeological or historical evidence to 
suggest that this was the intention. The theory is unconvincing for a 
number of reasons. 

First, I think that concerted digging by a number of strong indi-
viduals could easily produce a body-sized trench grave in no time. 
Second, there is no archaeological evidence for scattered graves from 
this period in the surroundings of Jerusalem. I would contend that 
this cannot just be put down to an accident of discovery, i.e., that  
trench graves are not usually found because they are poor in finds 
and hence more susceptible to destruction by modern development.234 
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Indeed, land was at a premium and the entire hinterland of the city 
was given over to intensive and extensive agricultural (olive and 
vine cultivation) and industrial (primarily rock quarrying) activities. 
Cemeteries with rock-cut family tombs were not covered over with  
soil and were specifically established in landscapes where rock out-
crops were common. Hence, every patch of land with arable soil was 
surrounded with a stone fence or terraced and used for cultivation. 
Scattered areas of trench graves would have been deemed wasteful 
in terms of the utilization of land resources in the hinterland of 
Jerusalem. 

Theoretically, a number of cemeteries with trench graves may have 
been established on marginal lands on the distant outskirts of the city. 
Indeed, a cemetery with trench graves was uncovered at Beit Safafa a 
couple of kilometers south of Jerusalem. However, it is still the only 
one found, and the uniqueness of this cemetery is such that it led the 
Israeli excavator Boaz Zissu to suggest it might even have been used 
by the Essenes since it resembled the cemetery of the Dead Sea Scroll 
sect at Qumran on the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea.235 

There is another consideration. Many Jews at that time would have 
vehemently objected to placing a body in a trench grave without ab-
solute certainty that the person was dead and not in a comatose state. 
In certain regions of Israel where trench or cist graves were used for 
burial, such as the Jordan Valley and Coastal Plain, it would appear 
the body was first placed in a mourning chapel and that only after a 
prescribed period of time was the actual burial undertaken. Hence, 
on the east side of the Qumran cemetery, there is an unusually large 
structure (Tomb No. 1000) which I believe was not a tomb at all, but 
a mortuary chamber where a deceased person was placed for three 
days or so before being transferred to a trench for burial.236 No such 
structure was found at the Beit Safafa cemetery, but the full extent of 
the cemetery was not revealed and it may have been bulldozed away 
during the earlier building operations at the site. 
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No Jewish person would have been placed into a trench grave until 
there was absolute certainty that he was dead, and this would have 
been especially true in the case of a man crucified on the Friday before 
the Sabbath. In my opinion, the intention to bury Jesus in a rock-cut 
tomb existed all along and had Joseph of Arimathea’s burial chamber 
not been available, Jesus would have been buried in another cave. 
The main problem Joseph needed to contend with, when granted an 
audience with Pilate, was whether he would actually be permitted to 
take away the body of Jesus before sundown and the beginning of the 
Sabbath: “Then Pilate wondered if he were already dead; and sum-
moning the Centurion, he asked him whether he had been dead for 
some time. When he learned from the Centurion that he was dead, he 
granted the body to Joseph” (Mark 15:44–45). 

As we have seen in regard to Lazarus, the phenomenon of some-
one being declared dead and then reviving was actually quite 
common in antiquity. In the case of an immediate burial in a trench 
grave, if someone did revive, the chances of their getting out alive 
were very slim indeed. Such a problem did not of course arise in 
regard to rock-cut tombs. Hence, the door to the tomb of Lazarus 
could be rolled away and his shrouded body easily examined to see 
whether he had revived. This was also the reason for the visit made 
by the two Marys to the tomb of Jesus on the Sunday morning after 
the Sabbath was out. They were there to check on the body of Jesus 
and we must take this as reflecting common practice among Jewish 
families in Jerusalem at that time, i.e., with the ritual mourning 
period lasting for three days (I Corinthians 15:4). Hence, it is not 
surprising to read in the rabbinical  baraita of Semahoth about the 
custom of visiting a tomb three days after a deceased person had 
been buried: “one should go to the cemetery to check the dead 
within three days and not fear that such smacks of pagan practices; 
it once happened that a [buried] man was visited and went on to 
live another twenty-five years” (8:1).237 
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According to the Gospel accounts, Joseph of Arimathea is said to 
have tied or wrapped the body of Jesus in a linen burial cloth (sindon), 
known in Hebrew as a takrik and in the rabbinic sources as a sadin. 
Mark says the shroud was bought specially for this occasion and 
Matthew adds that it was clean. Various garments and wrappings 
were used as shrouds in this period, some even made of expensive  
and imported cloth. It is only from the second century that shrouds 
made exclusively of linen were used for the dead, whether rich or 
poor, judging by rabbinic sources. According to the Gospel of Peter 
(6:24) the body was first washed before being wrapped in a linen 
burial shroud.238 This was in accordance with the Jewish custom of  
washing the body of the deceased in water—while propped up so that 
impurities from the area of the feet should not reach the other parts 
of the body—and then anointed with oils and perfumes before finally 
being wrapped in a shroud. Family members probably heated up 
water for the washing while attending the dead at the tomb entrance 
or courtyard, which explains why vessels described as “cooking” pots 
are sometimes found inside tombs of this period.239 Small juglets are 
frequently uncovered in tombs and they probably contained oils and 
perfumes. Spices were also wrapped in the shroud.240 In John we hear 
that Jesus’s body was wrapped in cloths and that in the preparation of 
Jesus’s body Joseph was helped by a second person named Nicodemus 
bringing with him “a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred 
pounds” (19:39), which seems an exaggerated quantity. Nicodemus 
may very well have belonged to a charitable town association (haver 
ir) that dealt with duties such as the preparation of a body for burial, 
similar to those mentioned in later rabbinical sources.241 John goes on 
to say that they bound the body of Jesus in “linen clothes with the 
spices, as the custom of the Jews was to bury” (19:40). Vessels such 
as heating pots, storage jars, and juglets that were used during the 
preparation of the body for burial evidently could not be taken back 
home owing to their impure state and so were left in the tomb. 
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Rabbinic sources indicate that the jaw of the deceased would have 
been closed and bound before the head was covered, and that the arms 
were arranged down the sides of the body and the feet tied together at 
the ankles, before wrapping the entire body in a shroud. A separation 
was clearly made between the body shroud, made out of a single sheet 
or from strips of cloth (or even from clothes), and the cloth used to 
cover the head. This is evident from the description of the burial gar-
ments of Lazarus ( John 11:44). Similarly, in the description of Peter 
stooping to look into the empty tomb of Jesus, we hear of the “linen 
wrappings [othonia] lying there, and the cloth [soudarion] that had 
been on Jesus’s head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up 
in a place by itself” ( John 20:6–7). We may conclude that the Gospel 
writers referred to a single linen cloth or sindon for the body of Jesus 
and a separate napkin-sized cloth for his head. 

At this point, it is worthwhile saying something about two  
shrouds: the Turin Shroud, which is purported for many centuries to 
be the shroud of Jesus, and the Jerusalem Shroud, which is the only 
one of its kind from the time of Jesus dug up in the Jerusalem region. 
The subsequent investigation of the burial cave in which the Jerusa-
lem Shroud was found has provided a great deal of information on 
burial practices in first-century Jerusalem. 

The consensus of opinion is that the famous Turin Shroud dates 
from between 1260 and 1390 based on radiocarbon determinations, 
which is quite damning for those who believe it was the shroud of 
Jesus. Furthermore, its characteristic twill weave does not match up 
with the simple weave of shrouds known from the Roman period in 
the Near East. Undoubtedly, the Turin Shroud is a unique artifact, 
and scientists worldwide have attempted to fully understand what 
it represents.242 The actual “Jesus” image, which is seen on it, was 
probably created either by a deliberate process of oxidation and dehy-
dration of the cellulose fibers of the linen itself, or the result of the ap-
plication of pigments, paints, dyes, or stains. While there is still a lot 
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of mystery about how it was made, the medieval date for this shroud 
is fairly secure. In any case, the Turin Shroud consists of one single 
sheet, which supposedly was used for covering the entire body (back 
and front), whereas, as we have seen, the evidence from the Gospels 
shows that Jesus was provided with a separate shroud for the body 
and another cloth to wrap the head. This was also a general practice 
for all burials of the first century, partly, as we have seen, so as not to 
prevent a person placed in a tomb from suffocating should he happen 
to revive. 

On a blustery grey morning in January 2004 I attended a lecture 
in the auditorium of San Salvatore in the Old City of Jerusalem. 
This lecture was given by Professor Giuseppe Ghiberti from the 
Vatican in Rome on the subject of the Turin Shroud. The occasion 
was hosted by the Franciscan Biblical School and the talk was about 
the results of new conservation work done on the Shroud and about 
a recent photographic scan of its entirety, a copy of which Ghiberti 
brought with him to Jerusalem. I could see a full-scale reproduction 
of it hanging on the left wall of the auditorium. The lecture was 
given entirely in Italian, of which I speak not one word. Luckily, 
seated next to me was a friend, Anna de Vincenz, and she bravely 
translated the pertinent points of Ghiberti’s lecture, whispering some 
parts of it to me word for word. Fidgeting in the seat to my right 
was Don Antonio Scudu, Head of the Bet Gemal Monastery, whom 
I know quite well. When a reference was unexpectedly made by the 
speaker to the recent discovery I had made of a shrouded body in a 
first-century tomb in Jerusalem, Don Antonio exhaled and gestured 
excitedly with his hands. Quickly making his way up to the front 
of the hall, he told one of the organizers that the said archaeologist 
who had dug up the new shroud was actually present. Suddenly, 
I was invited to the podium, where Professor Ghiberti wrung my 
hand warmly, asking me if I was willing to say a few words about 
the new discovery. I was happy to do so. 
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The Jerusalem shroud is physically very different from that of the 
Turin Shroud, first because it was found in pieces and is incomplete, 
and, secondly, because it is fully oxidized—i.e., it has a blackened 
appearance—and there are no signs whatsoever of any image existing 
upon it. The shroud was found entirely by chance. It was during an 
excursion I made in 2000 with a colleague, James Tabor, and some 
of his students to the well-known ancient cemetery of Akeldama 
situated in the lower Hinnom Valley, at the foot of Mount Zion in 
Jerusalem. The reason for the excursion was to acquaint the students 
with Jewish burial customs practiced in the first century ce, and to 
give them a visual context for their reading about the burial of Jesus 
in the Gospels. 

There are more than seventy rock-cut tombs in this cemetery and 
some of them have marvelous decorated interiors; scholars have re-
marked on them since the nineteenth century, and a number have 
been excavated.243 This is the place of the traditional Akeldama, the 
“Field of Blood,” the potter’s field that was bought with the thirty 
pieces of silver that Judas cast down in the Jewish Temple (Matthew 
27:3–8; Acts 1:19). Some traditions suggest this is also the place 
where Judas in his remorse hung himself. One of the students, Jeff 
Poplin, drew our attention to something interesting next to the ex-
ternal wall of the Monastery of Saint Onyphrius. While clambering 
along a rocky scarp in the lower Hinnom Valley, below a large vaulted 
building from the Crusader period, known as the “Charnel House,” 
he spied broken stone ossuaries lying scattered about outside a tomb 
entrance. Closer examination showed that the ossuary fragments had 
fresh breaks, indicating they had been smashed fairly recently and 
that professional tomb robbers were most likely the culprits. 

This meant that a more detailed look of the interior of the cave was 
needed. I crawled into the cave. Inside the upper chamber I was con-
fronted with a scene of devastation: many large fragments of broken 
and crushed ossuaries, some bearing incised decorations of rosettes 
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Figure 12: Reconstruction drawing showing the interior of the Shroud Tomb at Akeldama. 

and other chip-carved decorations. In the walls of the chamber I 
could see tunnel-like burial recesses (kokhim or loculi) and apse-like 
niches higher up in the walls used for bone collection purposes. In 
one of the corners of the chamber, I could see a shaft leading down to 
a lower chamber. Climbing down to this lower chamber I could make 
out many more broken ossuaries. The devastation was the result of the 
tomb-robbing that had taken place in the cave. It was evident that 
those ossuaries the clandestine diggers had not wanted to take away 
with them were purposefully smashed up. It made me feel ill. 

Unfortunately, the robbing of ancient tombs has been going on in 
this area since the nineteenth century. Keeping track of and trying 
to stop all this illegal activity is a sometimes impossible task under-
taken by the Israel Antiquities Authority with its anti-robbery unit 
headed by Israeli archaeologist Amir Ganor. Later I found out our 
specific tomb had first been opened by tomb robbers in 1998, and 
that after preliminary recording by archaeologists it was blocked up 
again with boulders to prevent further destruction. There was also 
a fear of possible public disturbances by the local Ultra-Orthodox 
Jewish community who oppose the excavation of burial caves. They 



141 The Burial of Jesus 

demonstrate and try to prevent archaeological work by committing 
acts of violence. I was once publicly cursed by these extremists in 
connection with my archaeological work at Tell el-Ful (Gibeah of  
Saul), with posters plastered on the walls of the Mea Shearim neigh-
borhood, detailing the curse that would befall me—that my hands 
would wither and fall off. 

It was while clambering around in the lower chamber of the cave 
that I noticed the blackish remains of what looked like a shroud, 
mingled with a layer of fragmentary human skeletal remains, in one 
of the side loculi. At the far end of the loculus I could see a clump of 
reddish-brown human hair. I immediately realized that a relatively 
well-preserved burial shroud in a first-century tomb in Jerusalem  
would be a unique find. Shrouds have not been found in Jerusalem 
before, except for a small scrap of a woolen garment excavated by 
the French explorer De Saulcy in the autumn of 1863 at the Tomb 
of the Kings, but the early date of this piece of fabric is said by some 
to be doubtful, and even smaller fragments of a hair net and a piece 
of felt found in the Tomb of Jason by the Israeli archaeologist Levy 
Yitzhak Rahmani.244 The realization that this discovery at Akeldama 
might be of major significance for scholarship, combined with the fact 
that the remains we found were rapidly deteriorating owing to the 
influx of oxygen into the cave, as well as the fear that tomb robbers 
might easily return and destroy the evidence, led us to conduct an 
emergency digging operation, together with our colleague archaeolo-
gist Boaz Zissu, on the day of the discovery. It was an operation that 
lasted through the night. 

The tomb has all the typical features of first-century tombs known 
around Jerusalem. A simple entrance cut into a quarried scarp led to 
a square rock-cut chamber with loculi (kokhim) cut into the walls and 
with a number of apse-like bone-collecting niches (ossilegium) in the 
upper parts of the walls.245 White plaster seen around the edges of the 
loculi openings and around the niches clearly indicates that they were 
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originally sealed with slabs of stone. The closing of loculi with stone 
slabs is well known in Jerusalem tombs, but the use of hard white 
sealing plaster is quite rare. A passage in one corner of this chamber 
led down to a lower chamber, which also had loculi, as well as a bone-
collecting niche in one of the walls, and two adjacent small rooms 
(perhaps used as storage areas for ossuaries). 

The two burial chambers were full of shattered ossuaries made of 
soft limestone, and one complete ossuary made of hard limestone.246 

It is likely that complete examples and those with clear inscriptions 
on them were removed by tomb robbers in 1998 before archaeologists 
arrived at the scene. The complete ossuary made of hard limestone was 
abandoned by the tomb robbers because it was too heavy for them to 
transport. A project of restoring the shattered ossuaries and their lids 
was successfully undertaken by British conservator Noël Siver. There 
were more than twenty ossuaries, many plain in appearance, but some 
had carved decorations on their sides, mainly of pairs of rosettes and 
with chip-carved border designs. They had flat or arched lids. Four in-
scriptions were visible on the ossuaries scratched with a nail or stylus: 
three in Jewish script (Mary; Shimon ben [son of] Shulai; and Salome) 
and one in Greek (Phineas) which was on the ossuary of a child. 

The extraordinary preservation of the shroud and the large clump 
of human hair were due to an unusual combination of factors. First, 
the loculus containing the shroud was placed not at floor level but at 
a higher level in the wall of the cave. The reason for this is that the 
original tomb masons attempted to avoid a natural fissure extending 
obliquely through the wall of the cave and this resulted in the posi-
tioning of this specific loculus at a higher level above the surrounding 
floor. Water infiltrating the cave drained within the natural fissure 
and beneath the loculus. Inevitably, this led to much dryer conditions 
within the loculus, and this was good for the preservation of organic 
materials. Second, the opening to the loculus was originally tightly 
closed with a fitted stone slab and sealed hermetically with a coat of 



143 The Burial of Jesus 

very hard white plaster along its edges. These two factors effectively 
created the right environmental conditions for the preservation of the 
shroud. As anybody who has excavated ancient tombs in Jerusalem 
will know, the high level of humidity in this region usually means 
that organic remains—such as hair, skin and flesh tissue, and shroud 
wrappings—are not found in first-century tombs, whereas the skeletal 
material tends to remain fairly well preserved. Conversely, the condi-
tions of preservation within this loculus were exactly the opposite, 
with badly preserved skeletal material and very well-preserved organic 
materials. We can only assume that the body acids of this specific in-
dividual reduced the bones to almost nothing. 

Shroud fragments were seen extending the entire length of the 
loculus, with a clump of hair with skull and shroud fragments adher-
ing to it at the back, and with the bones of the feet close to the open-
ing. On the basis of the bones alone it was not possible to identify 
the sex of the individual; however, it was definitely an adult since the 
bones were scattered over a length of 1.6 meters. The skeletal mate-
rial was examined by the physical anthropologist Debbie Sklar, who 
was able to identify a metatarsal bone showing signs of pathology on 
it—indicating that the person suffered from a disease that basically 
affected not just the soft tissue of the body but also the actual bones. 
This was an important observation, as we shall see shortly. Careful 
dry sifting of the soft fill on the loculus floor by flotation expert Egon 
Lass showed that it was not actually soil but decomposed bone. He 
also detected small carbonized wooden twigs mixed with the bone 
shreds and possibly these are the remains of incense materials used 
when the body was wrapped in a shroud. Another possibility is that 
they represent twigs derived from a bier made out of tree branches on 
which the body was placed when it was brought to the tomb. 

The excavation of the shroud was a painstaking operation lasting 
four hours, with the material being transferred the next morning 
into the safekeeping of the ancient textiles expert Orit Shamir at the 
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organic laboratory of the Israel Antiquities Authority. I should point 
out that during the excavation the shrouded material was labeled sep-
arately according to the various parts of the body. The largest piece of 
shroud from the head region was about 16 cm in size. The first thing 
we needed to establish was the exact date of the shroud. Perhaps this 
was a shroud from a later Byzantine re-use of the cave? Alternatively, 
perhaps this tomb had been robbed out a couple of hundred years ago 
and the cloth was left there by the robbers? We needed some certainty 
on this matter. Hence, a sample of the cloth was sent for radiocarbon 
dating at the AMS radiocarbon laboratory in Texas. The test was run 
by the scientist Doug Donahue and it revealed without question that 

247 the shroud was from the beginning of the first century ce. 
With the antiquity of the shroud now certain, Shamir began her 

research and ascertained that the shroud was made of good-quality 
one-to-one plain-weave textiles made of wool. Laboratory molecular  
testing of the cytochrome b gene of the woolen textile indicated that 
it was of Ovis sp. (i.e., the genus of sheep and goats). A second textile 
was identified by researcher Kim Vernon in the head region of the  
shroud made of fibers of plant origin characterized by a cellulose 
staining dye (calcoflour), and this is most likely to have been linen. 
Since both the woolen and linen parts exhibit a type of warp that was 
both Z-spun and S-spun, this means the shroud was composed not of 
two but of at least four separate pieces of textile, if not more. Hence, 
we are not talking about a single shroud, but of shroud wrappings. In 
addition, another type of textile with an open weave was identified 
(perhaps a very fine hair-net?) and it too may be of plant origin. 

According to Shamir’s research, the textiles with the Z-spun warp 
could not be of local manufacture and had to have been imported into 
the Palestine region from a production center in Syria or Anatolia or 
perhaps even from further afield, from Greece or Italy. Although at  
least three instances of closing-cords were identified, the overall shape 
and size of the original shroud wrappings could not be determined. 
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The use of clothes or a combination of wrapping garments as shrouds is 
a phenomenon already known from other burial contexts dating from 
the first and second centuries ce, notably a textile fragment found in 
a burial cave at Jericho and shroud garments of various materials (in-
cluding leather) from the cemetery at Khirbet Kazone in Jordan.248 In 
addition to the use of single-linen shrouds for the dead in the second 
century, there is also historical evidence for burial with multiple gar-
ments judging by references in rabbinic sources.249 The use of imported 
woolen textiles suggests the deceased was someone of wealth and a 
person of some social standing in first-century Jerusalem society. 

The next stage of the project was to initiate a series of scientific 
studies of materials derived from the cave. This was done at the Ha-
dassah Medical Unit of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, under  
the general supervision of the scientist Chuck Greenblatt.250 The tests 
began with a microscopic examination of the skeletal fragments, hair, 
and organic layers of material, and were then followed by procedures 
using scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and molecular analyses for 
human DNA, sex identification, and pathogenic DNA. As a result 
of these tests, we can now be certain that the individual wrapped in 
the shroud was a male of adult age. The tests were also able to show 
that the human bones belonged to one individual and that the locu-
lus had not served as a repository for the secondary burial of bones 
derived from other individuals. Furthermore, the shroud undoubtedly 
belonged to the skeleton found in the loculus and it had not been 
dumped there at a later stage. Analysis of the well-preserved locks of 
hair showed that it was free from head lice. The man’s hair was well-
kept, trimmed with scissors, and very clean, indicating the person had 
been a very well-groomed individual. 

Mitochondrial DNA extracted from bone material of eleven skel-
etons from different parts of the tomb indicated that the shrouded man 
was definitely maternally related to at least five other individuals in 
the burial cave. Hence, this was without doubt a family tomb. Genetic 
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analysis made of the shrouded individual—replicated separately in lab-
oratories in different parts of the world—identified the positive pres-
ence of pathogenic Mycobacterium tuberculosis DNA. Three other tomb 
occupants, two of whom were infants, were also shown to have suffered 
from tuberculosis. The shrouded man probably died of his tuberculosis 
affliction, but the DNA testing was also able to show that he suffered 
from leprosy (Hansen’s disease), a disfiguring and debilitating disease. 
Co-infection with Mycobacterium tuberculosis and Mycobacterium leprae 
is not uncommon in some parts of the world today. As previously 
discussed, this identification of Hansen’s disease in the shrouded in-
dividual would appear to be the first scientific evidence of the oldest 
appearance of this disease in Israel. As with victims of the modern-day 
HIV disease, which is only deadly insofar as it attacks the human 
immune system, it was not the leprosy that killed our shrouded man 
but the aggressive and debilitating tuberculosis co-infection. 

The discovery of a first-century shroud in a Jewish tomb at Akel-
dama is of major significance not only for archaeologists studying the 
burial practices of first-century Jerusalem, but also for scholars wish-
ing to understand the exact procedure by which Jesus was buried. The 
man buried in the Akeldama tomb was undoubtedly a person of some 
importance in first-century Jerusalem, judging by his clean hair and 
by the quality of his woolen and linen shroud, notwithstanding the 
fact that he suffered from leprosy, which was a disease that evidently 
extended across social boundaries. The shroud wrappings appear to 
have consisted of a number of woolen and linen textiles, but there is 
no evidence that any of these were woven together. Hence, there was 
no defiance of the injunction in Deuteronomy that “you shall not wear 
clothes made of wool and linen woven together” (22:11). The close 
proximity of our tomb to other tombs of importance, notably the 
Tomb of the High Priest Ananus (cf. Josephus, War V.506) near the 
foot of the Upper City, suggests it belonged to a priestly or aristocratic 
family. The fact that our shrouded individual suffered from leprosy 
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and succumbed to tuberculosis, both diseases that can cause extreme 
physical deformities and pain, means it is likely the lepers Jesus en-
countered during his healing procedures suffered not just from psoria-
sis (or scaly skin) but also from Hansen’s disease. 

In this chapter we were able to establish the general context for the 
burial of Jesus in Jerusalem in 30 ce by examining the manner in 
which his body might have been prepared for the final rites. Archae-
ology has a lot to contribute in this regard, and especially in the light 
of the discovery of the Shroud Tomb. In the following chapter we will 
examine the location of Jesus’s burial. Was it at the traditional place 
of Golgotha, or somewhere else? 





e i g h t  

WHO MOVED THE STONE? 

“Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary 
Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had been removed 
from the tomb. So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, 
the one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, ‘They have taken the Lord 
out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him.’ Then 
Peter and the other disciple set out and went towards the tomb. The two 
were running together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the 
tomb first. He bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings lying 
there, but he did not go in. Then Simon Peter came, following him, and 
went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and the 
cloth that had been on Jesus’s head, not lying with the linen wrappings 
but rolled up in a place by itself. Then the other disciple, who reached the 
tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed.” 

( John 20:1–8) 

Is it possible to suggest an exact location for the tomb of Jesus? 
The Gospels provide us with information about the aftermath of 

the crucifixion, how Jesus was buried, and about the empty tomb. 
However, they say nothing about the situation of his tomb, except 
for John, who says it was at Golgotha (19:41). The traditional tomb is 
pointed out within the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in the Old City 
of Jerusalem, but many are dissatisfied with this location. Since the 
nineteenth century a number of proposals have been made for locating 
the tomb: that it was on a rocky knoll just north of the present-day 
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Old City (the so-called “Garden Tomb”); that it was somewhere on 
the slopes of the Mount of Olives; that it is in one of the rocky scarps 
situated in the lower Hinnom Valley; and more recently that it was to 
the south of Jerusalem in the present-day neighborhood of Talpiot (see 
Excursus, p. 175). 

We can easily dismiss the Mount of Olives and Hinnom Valley 
identifications since they are not based on serious archaeological or 
historical considerations, but what about the Garden Tomb claim? 
The site is visited by many thousands of Christians who believe 
this to be the place of the tomb. Have they got it wrong? The story 
began when in 1867 a rock-hewn cave was cleared out by a peasant 
in a plot of land situated on a prominent hillock on the north side of 
the present-day Old City. The southern scarp of this rocky knoll is 
distinguished by a remarkable quarry-cave known as the Grotto of 
Jeremiah and opposite it is the Cave of Zedekiah (“Solomon’s Quar-
ries”).251 Luckily, the site of the tomb was immediately inspected by 
the resident antiquarian Conrad Schick and he provided a brief de-
scription of the finds made there, though at the time of his visit he 
expressed no thoughts as to its possible interpretation. This came later 
in 1883 with the arrival in Jerusalem of General Gordon. Gordon later 
became well known when he suffered a dramatic death in Khartoum 
at the hands of the Mahdi, two days before a relief expedition arrived 
from England to save him. Although not a biblical scholar, Gordon 
was impressed by the appearance of the hillock above the Grotto 
of Jeremiah and thought it might be Golgotha (hence “Gordon’s 
Calvary”). The idea was that topographically the hillock represented 
the head of a skeleton, with the body extending the length of Mount 
Moriah, and with the feet ending up at the Pool of Siloam. As far as 
we can tell, Gordon did not identify any one tomb on this hillock as 
the tomb of Jesus. This was largely down to Schick. In archaeological 
terms, the tomb was undoubtedly used during the Byzantine period, 
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in the fifth or sixth centuries, judging by red-painted crosses on its 
walls and by human bones found within, but there is nothing to sug-
gest that this was not just another Christian tomb like many others 
known in the vicinity of Jerusalem.252 Indeed, recent research has 
shown, quite conclusively in my mind, that this tomb was originally 
hewn in the Iron Age (eighth–seventh centuries bce).253 If we accept 
that Joseph of Arimathea’s tomb was “newly-cut” (based on Matthew 
27:60; Luke 23:53; John 19:41), then this must render the Garden  
Tomb an unlikely candidate for the tomb of Jesus. 

The most likely spot for Golgotha, as we have seen, was in the area 
situated immediately north of the Western Hill (traditional Mount 
Zion) and the angle formed by two fortification walls (the First and 
Second Walls), leaving it outside the city at the time of Jesus (30 ce). 
Golgotha had the characteristics of a low hillock extending down to 
the Transversal Valley with stone quarries and tombs, and with gar-
dens in the deeper quarried areas that may have been irrigated from 
the Amygdalon Pool. Eventually this area was included within the 
city when construction of the Third Wall began at the time of Herod 
Agrippa (41–44 ce). We assume that before the urbanization of this  
area began, the contents of all the tombs located there were transferred 
elsewhere, so as to uphold the Jewish notion of purity, which did not 
allow burials within the city walls. Pilgrim encampments were also 
situated there at the time of the Jewish festivals. When the construc-
tion of the new Roman city of Aelia Capitolina was begun by Hadrian 
(circa 135 ce) to replace the city destroyed by the Romans in 70 ce, 
the immediate parts of Golgotha and the surrounding areas sloping 
southward toward the bed of the Transversal Valley were ultimately 
filled in with thick deposits of rubble and soil. Deep consolidation  
walls were also built extending down to bedrock, so as to level this  
area and to create an artificial platform (a podium) on top of which a 
Forum and a Temple of Venus were established.254 
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The substantial building operations made by Hadrian’s architects 
radically changed the appearance of the area. If we accept that the 
tomb situated beneath the Church of the Holy Sepulchre is the correct 
location for the Jesus tomb, this raises a question. How did the follow-
ers of Jesus remember its exact location during the centuries when the 
tomb was hidden from sight beneath the foundations of the Roman 
Forum and until it was discovered by Bishop Macarius in 325/326 
ce? A difficult question, but I think there is a solution. One part of 
the general region of Golgotha I believe always remained visible in 
the Roman city was the upper part of a rocky outcrop, which is now 
known as the Rock of Golgotha or Calvary. Indeed, Melito of Sardis 
(circa 190 ce) refers to the place of the crucifixion being pointed out 
to him in the “middle” of the street in the city.255 This must mean 
that he was shown something; it may have been the summit of the 
rocky outcrop. There may even have been a cultic pagan statue placed 
on top of the rock. In a sense, the rocky outcrop served as a marker for 
the general location of the tomb of Jesus until the early fourth cen-
tury, one that would have been clearly visible to the followers of Jesus, 

Figure 13: Reconstruction drawing showing the layout of the Tomb of Jesus. 
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even if the tomb was not. This is why when Constantine the Great 
acceded to a request made at the council of bishops at Nicaea in 325 
ce to allow for the recovery of the tomb of Jesus, Bishop Macarius 
knew exactly where to look for the tomb. Otherwise, his reputation 
would have been in jeopardy, especially since the area of the Forum 
was within the city and there was no assurance that tombs might be 
found in the rock below it. An eyewitness to the excavations, Euse-
bius, stated that the tomb discovery was “contrary to all expectation,” 
but this was surely an exaggeration; the Emperor himself declared 
that the discovery “surpassed all astonishment.”256 

The tomb of Jesus is pointed out today beneath the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre, but nothing of its original rock-cut state is now 
visible. At the time of Constantine, the mass of rock surrounding  
the tomb to the west was cut away and the tomb itself was housed 
within a small structure (Edicule), situated in front of a large ba-
silica (Martyrium) dedicated in 335 ce.257 Hardly anything of the  
original tomb has survived owing to the destruction of the tomb by 
Caliph Hakim in 1009, and later in a devastating fire in 1808. The 
plan of the tomb interior and its small dimensions, combined with 
information about rock levels in its vicinity, is all that we have to 
go on when it comes to reconstructing the appearance of the tradi-
tional tomb of Jesus. A broad sweep of the area extending northwest 
and southwest of the tomb had already been quarried for blocks of 
stone in the Iron Age, some 600 or 700 years before the time of 
Jesus. Hence, access to the tomb that was cut into the eastern scarp 
of the quarry must have been via a path. The entrance to the tomb 
was from the east with a small courtyard or porch hollowed out in 
front of it, judging from the description by Cyril of Jerusalem who 
wrote about a “rock shelter” in front of its door (Cat. 14:9); this 
feature was not a separate tomb chamber as some scholars have 
suggested. The inner chamber was rectangular with a single bench 
on its north side (probably within an arcosolium) on which the body 
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of a deceased person could have been placed. All of this does not 
in any way contradict the description of the tomb as it appears in 
the Gospels. The modern structure of the Edicule (built after the 
fire of 1808) has been the focus of a recent study. It was clad with 
iron scaffolding at the time of the British Mandate over Palestine in 
order to prevent collapse, when major fissures opened up in the side 
walls of the Edicule. It is amazing that so many people visit the 
tomb without being aware that the structure above it is precarious 
and in a state of collapse. 

On the western side of the Rotunda, not far from the traditional 
tomb of Jesus, is a rock-hewn tomb with features that undeniably  
date it to the first century ce. This cave has a number of loculi 
and part of a standing pit and is known as the “Tomb of Joseph of 
Arimathea.”258 Because of its close proximity to the Tomb of Jesus, I 
would like to suggest that, contrary to the accepted identification, it 
was used not for Joseph of Arimathea but for the burial of some of the 
immediate or extended members of the family of Jesus. We do not  
know where Joseph and Mary, the parents of Jesus, were buried, but it 
could very well have been in this tomb. The Gospels also tell us about 
Jesus’s brothers (or half-brothers), James, Joses (or Joseph), Judas, and 
Simon (Matthew 13:55; Mark 6:3), and since many of them eventu-
ally became important figures among the Nazarenes based in Jerusa-
lem, it would not be surprising to find them being buried in a tomb 
close to the tomb of Jesus. The family tomb would have been shifted 
to yet another location following Agrippa’s construction of the Third 
Wall (40–44 ce), when the area of Golgotha was included within the 
city defenses for the first time. James appears to have been buried in 
a tomb in the Kidron Valley.259 It would make sense for members of 
the family of Jesus to want to be buried in Jerusalem since this was 
the last place Jesus was seen. Many believe that the natural place for a 
tomb of the family of Jesus would have been in his hometown at Naz-
areth. But there are three reasons why this does not make sense: First, 
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the Gospels report that the body of Jesus disappeared in Jerusalem 
and so it was not possible for his family to transfer his bones in an os-
suary back to his hometown. Second, the inhabitants of Nazareth had 
cast Jesus out of their village and even threatened him with physical 
harm (Luke 4:28–29), and so I cannot believe Nazareth would have 
been the natural resting place for the family members of Jesus, even 
after his death. Third, Jerusalem was the city of the Temple and 
was where many Jews aspired to be buried. It is unlikely that Jesus’s 
family would have thought otherwise. 

So what did the actual tomb of Jesus look like? Based on the lim-
ited information from the Gospels we can conclude that the tomb had 
a square inner chamber (approximately 2 x 2 meters) and at least one 
bench (2 x 0.50 meters) along one of the walls, on which we are told 
quite explicitly the shrouded body of Jesus was “laid out” by Joseph 
(and Nicodemus). This would not have been done on the floor of a 
burial cave. In addition, the body was not said to have been placed 
inside a coffin or into a loculus. Ordinarily, there would have been 
simple benches for the dead on all three sides of the cave resembling 
the couches (klinai) of the living and arranged in triclinium fashion. 
Jesus’s tomb might conceivably have had a full supplement of three 
benches, but this seems unlikely. It is also possible that the bench was 
hewn in a wall beneath an arched recess (an arcosolium), but again we 
cannot be certain of this. Most tombs with benches also have loculi 
(kokhim) cut into their walls. Since Joseph’s tomb was newly cut, it is 
unlikely that the stone masons had got around to adding these fea-
tures, since the practice of the time was to cut out additional tomb 
features only gradually and when the need arose. The fact that the 
tomb had at least one bench also implies it had a standing pit, allow-
ing people entering into the cave to stand upright without having to 
bend. This is what Simon Peter is reported to have done ( John 20:6). 
Access to the tomb would have been via a forecourt, which is where 
family members and mourners would gather. This is the place where 
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Mary stood weeping and from there “stooped and looked into the 
tomb” ( John 20:11; cf. John 11:31). 

What can archaeology tell us about burial caves at that time in 
Jerusalem? As many as 1,000 rock-cut tombs (if not more) are known 
to have existed in the close vicinity of first-century Jerusalem. These 
tombs are generally simple in appearance, with a small forecourt lead-
ing to an entrance, an inner chamber with benches along the walls 
(with occasional arched recesses known as arcosolia), a standing pit, 
and characteristic tunnel-like loculi (kokhim) hewn into the surround-
ing walls. Research has shown that while these tombs possess most or 
many of the features just enumerated, they also have certain individu-
alistic characteristics making no two tombs alike.260 

It has been argued that no exact parallel for the Jesus tomb ar-
rangement may be found among the tombs of Jerusalem.261 I would 
contend, however, that this is because there was no absolute unifor-
mity to the system of hewing tombs in the first century even if there 
were general principles to follow. The bottom line is that there were 
always exceptions to the rule and individualism was pronounced. 
That tombs were hewn out in stages, according to need and not at 
one time, and over a period of a couple of generations, also helped to 
contribute to this culture of individualism. 

The door leading into Jesus’s tomb would have been quite small 
(0.40 x 0.60 meters), meaning access was gained only by crawling in 
on one’s hands and knees, or feet first. Jesus was laid out on a bench 
inside the rock-cut tomb, and the entrance to the cave was closed 
with a large stone (lithos) which was rolled (prosekulisen) in front of 
it.262 What would this stone have looked like? The traditional view 
is that it would have been a large circular stone, similar in shape to a 
circular stone used in an oil press or flour mill.263 It would have been 
kept slotted in a rock-cut groove to one side of the entrance, and when 
needed was rolled forward, thus sealing the doorway. Such stones 
could not, however, have been moved by one person alone. Both Mark 
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and Matthew say Joseph was able to handle the rolling of the stone 
by himself, and so it cannot have been too large. Another problem 
is that rolling stones of this kind are only known in very large and 
monumental tombs of the first century, whereas Jesus was reputedly 
buried in a small and modest single-chamber tomb with one bench to 
one side. Small chambers of this kind were exclusively blocked with a 
rectangular or square block of stone, almost plug-like in appearance, 
known as a golal.264 We could argue that because of his wealth Joseph 
of Arimathea’s masons intended from the outset to cut a multi-
chambered tomb, but that their plan was thwarted owing to the ur-
gency to use it for the burial of Jesus, after they had managed to cut 
out only one chamber. Thus, the intention might have been to create 
a monumental tomb with a circular closing stone at its entrance, 
similar to the Nicophorieh Tomb (sometimes incorrectly known as 
Herod’s Family Tomb) near the King David Hotel in Jerusalem. 
However, I think this unlikely, and from my own (back-breaking) ex-
perience in archaeological excavations with the opening of stone doors 
of tombs, it is clear to me that even a rectangular or square stone had 
to be “rolled” in and out of position when a tomb was being closed or 
opened. There are hundreds of examples of tombs from this period in 
the Jerusalem area, with small entrances sealed with rectangular or 
square doors. In addition to the tomb door there may have been other 
methods of sealing. We are told by Matthew that the blocking stone 
at the door of the tomb was secured and sealed by a Roman guard in 
response to fears among the Pharisees that the body of Jesus might be 
spirited away at night. According to the Gospel of Peter, Pilate sent 
Petronius the Centurion with soldiers to join others in the watch over 
the tomb. They “rolled thither a great stone and laid it against the 
entrance to the sepulchre, and put on it seven seals, pitched a tent and 
kept watch” (8:31–33; cf. 9:37).265 

What about the general necropolis of Jerusalem and how different 
were the tombs of the rich and poor? Could the family of Jesus have 
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afforded a burial cave if they wanted to be buried close to the tomb of 
Jesus? The first-century necropolis surrounded the city on all sides; as 
far as we can ascertain, its layout was not the result of rational plan-
ning by city authorities, but of complicated issues around ownership 
of land, on the one hand, and religious concerns regarding the impu-
rity of the countryside for pilgrims coming to the city for the holi-
days, on the other. Jewish law (halakha) prescribed that tombs should 
be outside the city walls at a distance of no closer than 50 cubits  
(approximately 25 meters). It may be assumed that this was also the 
distance prescribed between tombs and the highways leading to Jeru-
salem, as was the case with other locations deemed “impure” such as 
tanneries and industrial kilns. The appearance of the roads leading to 
Jerusalem differed considerably from those that led to Roman cities in 
Italy, which tended to be packed cheek-to-jowl with tombs and their 
monuments. 

There was no continuous band of tombs spread evenly around the 
city. Instead, the necropolis comprised a series of cemeteries with a 
light scatter of tombs in between. This is the only way we may ex-
plain that at Akeldama (the traditional “Field of Blood”) there is a 
very dense concentration of tombs—more than seventy are known— 
above the southern lower Hinnom Valley, with only a sparse scattering 
of tombs along the upper Hinnom Valley. There are also noticeable 
differences in the style and rock-cutting techniques used in the prepa-
ration of tombs in individual cemeteries. Further research, however, is 
necessary in order to elucidate these differences fully. 

Although rock-cut tombs with simple entrances are ubiquitous in 
the vicinity of Jerusalem, only a very small number of tombs with 
rock-cut monuments and decorated façades are known. Hence, by 
comparison to the cemeteries at Petra or Palmyra, for example, such 
tombs are rare on the ground and exceptional. Pilgrims and visitors 
to Jerusalem, including Jesus, would have observed these unique 
monuments in the landscape around the city almost like solitary 
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signposts. Examples include the Kidron Valley tombs, the so-called 
Tombs of the Apostles and Ananus at Akeldama, the Tomb of the 
Kings, Jason’s Tomb, the Nicophorieh Tomb, and so on. In terms of 
ownership, the assumption is that the length of time needed to quarry 
out tomb chambers—the skill that was required from an artisan or 
mason (lapidarius) to decorate façades and to cut or build an adjacent 
monument—must have been costly and could only have been met by 
the elite and ruling class of Jerusalem. 

The fact that there are so few tombs of this kind would also sup-
port the notion they were made for the very wealthy. Indeed, the 
so-called “Tomb of the Kings” situated to the north of Jerusalem 
belonged to Helena, Queen of Adiabene and her son Izates, and can 
be dated to the second quarter of the first century ce. This tomb 
was distinguished by three pyramids.266 Josephus tells us about the 
monuments of the Hasmonean rulers Jannaeus and John Hyrcanus 
that were apparently situated to the north and northwest of the city, 
but they have never been found. He also mentions the monument of 
Ananus, situated along the lower Hinnom Valley, apparently in the 
area of the Akeldama cemetery.267 But not all important families had 
impressive tombs, it would appear, at least judging by the tomb iden-
tified as belonging to the priestly family of Caiaphas, which is a fairly 
simple rock-cut tomb. I would argue, however, that even this tomb 
might originally have possessed an impressive monument next to it, 
which disappeared at some later date. 

The ordinary rock-cut tombs found in their hundreds around Je-
rusalem are assumed to have belonged to the middle class of the city, 
but in my opinion this is incorrect. Indeed, as we have seen, archaeol-
ogy has not been able to adduce any evidence whatsoever for the exis-
tence of trench graves for the lower classes in the immediate vicinity 
of the city. I have already mentioned that the cemetery of trench or 
cist graves found at Beit Safafa, a couple of kilometers to the south of 
the city, remains unique in the hinterland of Jerusalem. Within the 
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immediate area of Jerusalem, only a few ossuaries found on the lower 
slope of Mount Zion above Birket Sultan have been identified as be-
longing to members of the lower class. However, the fact that even 
these finds were made on prime land only a stone’s throw away from 
the royal palace of Herod makes it unlikely they were the burials of 
the “poor.” 

I believe we must seriously consider the possibility that simpler 
forms of rock-cut tombs could be afforded by members of the lower 
classes. My research has shown that a professional mason can carve 
out a cubic meter of soft chalk in a period of four days of work. 
Hence, an average-sized chamber of 2 x 2 meters, with benches and 
a standing pit, could be hewn according to my calculations within  
twenty days, with an additional eight days to cut the forecourt and 
entrance. Four days must be allowed for the hewing of each individual 
loculus (kokh). Assuming that a typical tomb has six kokhim, then we 
must add to the total an additional twenty-four days of work. We may 
conclude, therefore, that a total of about fifty days of work was ide-
ally needed to prepare a normally shaped rock-cut tomb. However, we 
may substantially reduce the time factor for the obvious reason that 
tombs were never ready-made all at once, but were hewn, extended, 
and adapted in stages over generations, depending on the number of 
deceased needing burial within a given family. Half-finished tombs 
turn out to be characteristic of the Jerusalem necropolis. The tombs 
I surveyed with my colleague Boaz Zissu, in the Akeldama cemetery 
to the south of Jerusalem, were all ”works in progress.” The idea of 
a large lower-class family employing a stone mason for one or two 
months is not far-fetched, especially since many tombs were hewn in 
stages, depending on the income status of the family and, of course, 
on necessity. Hence, we may assume that the complete appearance of a 
given tomb was only reached after two generations or so of use. 

Clearly the poor in Jerusalem were not as poor as they were thought 
to have been. They were probably quite well off by the standards of 
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several villages in Judea, excluding perhaps those in the hinterland 
of Jerusalem. This was the result of the special status of Jerusalem 
as the home of the Jewish Temple, which made it the constant object 
of Jewish veneration and pilgrimage. Jerusalem became a very rich 
city from the time of Herod the Great (37 bce) and it remained that 
way until the destruction of the city by Titus (70 ce). The argument 
that is sometimes made that Jesus’s supposed humble origins would 
inevitably have precluded him from being buried in a rock-cut tomb, 
and that his family should have counted themselves lucky to benefit 
from Joseph of Arimathea’s generosity, is without basis. After all, the 
family of Lazarus, who regarded themselves as friends of Jesus, were 
able to afford a rock-cut tomb, so why not the family of Jesus? 

It is important to note that the façades of the ordinary rock-cut 
tombs were never covered up and were visible from a distance. It is 
quite possible that tomb façades were even whitewashed so that they 
should stand out from a distance, as is implied in Matthew (23:27). 
Since the Jewish custom of the time was not to place possessions and 
valuables next to the deceased inside a tomb, as archaeology con-
firms, this means the problem of tomb robbing was not such an acute 
problem as it was with the rich tombs in some neighboring cultures 
of the Near East and around the Mediterranean. If the doorway of a 
tomb was not hidden but was actually highlighted, this means that 
knowledge of the exact location of the tomb of Jesus could easily be 
maintained up to 70 ce and perhaps even until 135 ce when the 
pagan city of Aelia Capitolina was built and the tomb was covered by 
buildings and hidden from view. Personally, I am a strong advocate 
of the strength of oral tradition, and see no reason why the place of 
Jesus’s tomb, even when hidden underground, could not have been 
remembered by his loyal followers.268 

The importance of the appearance of the simple tomb façade as a 
flag of ownership—however modest—should not be overlooked. In 
northeast Jerusalem an example exists of a very well-cut and finely 
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chiseled tomb façade, but strangely nothing of the interior chamber 
had been cut out. Perhaps the owner was not able to start working 
on the interior of the tomb owing to the destruction of Jerusalem in 
70 ce, even though recent work in the area of Shu’fat clearly shows 
continuity of Jewish settlement there until 135 ce. Ordinarily, when a 
tomb is discovered during construction work around Jerusalem, only 
the tomb chamber itself and its entrance are preserved. Due to the 
vagaries of the salvage operations, it is rarely possible to investigate 
the landscape surrounding the given tomb. The study made of the 
Akeldama cemetery shows that the tombs had an intricate and varied 
system of external features with courtyards and mourning areas with 
benches—some that were jointly used, suggesting even clan (rather  
than just family) ownership. There were also washing basins but no 
ritual bathing installations (miqwa’ot), access routes and steps between 
the various topographical levels, and areas used as quarries that were 
contemporary with the use of the tombs. This is what the area around 
Jesus’s tomb would have looked like. 

So what does all this tell us about the inhabitants of Second 
Temple period Jerusalem? Well, the fact that graves of commoners  
have not been found must indicate I think that almost all the inhabit-
ants of the city were able to afford rock-cut family tombs. The middle 
class—constituting the majority of the population—probably owned 
the better-hewn tomb complexes and were able to choose burial plots 
at better locations close to the city, but this in itself is no surprise. The 
wealthy of the city, however, were clearly ostentatious, and the tomb 
monuments they erected were necessary to boost their prestige. They 
were probably hated by the main population. They would have been 
among the people mocked by Matthew (23:27–29) whom he likens 
to “sepulchres which outwardly appear beautiful, but inwardly are 
full of dead men’s bones.” He goes on to denounce their manipulative 
ways: “Woe unto you. . . for ye build the sepulchres of the prophets, 
and garnish the tombs of the righteous . . .” 
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Clearly the tombs with decorated façades and monuments had 
more to do with the living than with the dead and with matters of 
preferred fashion and social standing rather than with perceptions 
of religious tradition and the afterlife.269 In regard to prestige and  
tomb monuments, we should remember the character of Habinnas, 
the tomb designer and builder, who attends the feast given by his 
wealthy patron Trimalchio, as described in Satyricon by Petronius, 
who was writing at the time of Nero. During the dinner conversation 
the design of his tomb came up and Trimalchio, turning to Habinnas, 
said, “And, thanks to you, I’ll be able to live on after my death.” 

At the time of Jesus’s burial, his family and disciples were not 
clustered around the tomb as we would expect, but kept at a distance. 
Mark says the preparation of Jesus’s burial was done without any as-
sistance from his mother Mary or Mary Magdalene, both of whom are 
said to have observed the proceedings from a distance. According to 
Luke, spices and ointments were prepared by the “women of Galilee” 
(which included the two Marys, Joanna, and some others) before the 
Sabbath, but only so they could be used early Sunday morning for an 
expected secondary anointing of the body of Jesus.270 

The story of the events that took place on the Sunday morning dif-
fers from Gospel to Gospel quite dramatically. A common thread to 
all the stories is that the family members and disciples are all taken 
aback and surprised by the empty tomb. Mark has Jesus’s mother 
Mary and Mary Magdalene arriving after sunrise with spices so that 
they can anoint the body, but on arriving they find an empty tomb. 
Inside the tomb they see a young man who indicates to them the 
place where Jesus’s body had originally lain. They flee. Matthew has 
the two Marys appearing at the tomb early in the morning, but with 
an earthquake occurring and with an angel descending and sitting 
upon the blocking stone of the tomb. The angel shows the women 
the place where Jesus had originally lain, and then the women leave 
to notify the disciples. Luke also has the two Marys arriving with the 
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spices and finding the stone rolled away from the entrance, but in 
this case they are joined by Joanna and some other women. Inside the 
tomb they see two men in dazzling clothes. They leave and seek out 
the disciples. Simon Peter then goes to the tomb, but all he can see in 
the tomb are the linen shrouds. 

According to John, Mary Magdalene arrives by herself at the tomb 
when it is still dark, finding that the stone has already been moved. 
She runs to find Simon Peter and the other disciples, claiming that 
unidentified persons have taken away Jesus’s body “and we know not 
where they have laid him.” Simon Peter goes to the tomb with an-
other unnamed disciple, stoops in and sees nothing but linen shrouds. 
Subsequently, Mary arrives and she also looks into the tomb, seeing 
two angels on either side of the place where Jesus’s body had lain. A 
variation of this story, but with a great more detail, is provided in 
the Gospel of Peter (9:36–13:56). The events begin on the Saturday 
evening with the heavens opening up and two men descending to 
the tomb which they then enter after the stone covering the entrance 
has rolled away. The soldiers guarding the tomb see not two men but 
three men emerging from the tomb, and this is what they report to 
Pilate, who, for some inexplicable reason, commands them not to say 
anything about what they have seen. On the Sunday morning Mary 
Magdalene and some other women come to the tomb and find the en-
trance open. On entering they see a young man who shows them the 
place where Jesus’s body had lain. 

The surprise and confusion ensuing among the family and disciples 
of Jesus as a result of the discovery of the empty tomb, as relayed by 
the Gospel writers, seems to me to be quite authentic. There is noth-
ing in the accounts to suggest the body of Jesus was taken away in the 
middle of the night by those close to him, or that he had somehow 
been revived and walked away, unless we believe the testimony of 
the apocryphal Gospel of Peter with two people going into the tomb 
and three emerging. The preliminary scourging, the crucifixion itself, 
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and the final lance wound in Jesus’s side would make it unlikely that 
he could have regained consciousness.271 In Matthew we hear that 
already on the Sabbath certain Pharisees had expressed their fears 
to Pilate that the disciples might be planning to try and spirit away 
the body of Jesus from the tomb, so that this might confirm Jesus’s 
words, “after three days I [will] rise again.” (27:62–66; cf. the Gospel 
of Peter 8:29–30). For this reason Pilate provides a guard. We wonder 
why Pilate didn’t simply send for Joseph of Arimathea to get him to 
account for these rumors. Perhaps he did and this is the reason why 
Joseph disappears from the Gospel accounts. Various strange and 
outlandish theories have been put forward to try to explain away the 
empty tomb, but they are all based on nonsense. One theory has it 
that Jesus was drugged, revived, and secretly smuggled out of the 
tomb, and that subsequently he led a revolt against the Romans and 
ultimately perished fighting. Another amusing theory is that Jesus 
put himself into a death-like trance, was revived, got married, and 
sired children in the Galilee before trekking off to India. Archaeol-
ogy and history cannot prove or disprove the possibility that Jesus’s 
body was smuggled out by persons unknown, but this is a matter of 
speculation. The reality is that there is no historical explanation for 
the empty tomb, other than if we adopt a theological one, i.e., the res-
urrection. I leave it up to the reader to make up his own mind. 





CONCLUSION 

Some readers might think it presumptuous of me, an archaeolo-
gist, to write about the character, achievements, and goals of such 

an important figure as Jesus. After all, billions of people across the 
planet worship him as Christ the Savior, and as the Son of God. But 
my views are expressed here honestly based on an analysis of archaeo-
logical and historical data available to me; I have no personal or reli-
gious axe to grind, one way or another, and I definitely have no wish 
to offend anyone, even though some of the things I say may be radical 
and controversial. I hope readers will appreciate that I have tried to 
provide a balanced assessment of the final days of Jesus in Jerusalem, 
during the crucial week preceding the Passover festival in 30 ce, 
which culminated with his crucifixion. 

My method of work in writing this book was straightforward:  
archaeological and historical analysis, combined with serious and 
thoughtful deduction. First, I established a comprehensive picture of 
the Jewish cultural context into which Jesus was born. Second, I ex-
amined how he fit in or diverged from the environment in which he 
lived and that influenced him. Third, I attempted to analyze the logic 
of the decisions Jesus took in going up to Jerusalem and the actions 
he made that ultimately brought him into conflict with the Jewish 
and Roman authorities. 

The only written sources available to us about Jesus’s final days 
are the Synoptic Gospels (Mark, Matthew, and Luke) and the Fourth 
Gospel ( John), as well as the apocryphal Gospel of Peter, but none of 
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them are straightforward witness accounts. These texts were adapted, 
embroidered, and changed by redactors, and so using them uncriti-
cally and indiscriminately can be dangerous. The earliest of these was 
written some forty to sixty years after the death of Jesus, and their 
compilation and dissemination must be seen against the background 
of conflict that arose between the followers of the Jesus group and 
the overall Jewish community, on the one hand, and the separation or 
parting of ways with the followers of the Baptist group, on the other. 
What I have tried to do is to reckon with the many thousands of schol-
arly studies written on the historicity of the Gospel narratives and on 
the life of Jesus. I have examined the complexity of the archaeological 
data in some detail, though I am sure there will be a few studies I have 
inadvertently overlooked. There are numerous books available to read-
ers on the historical Jesus—thousands, in fact—from Farrar to Cros-
san, but with a few exceptions archaeology tends to play second fiddle 
in these endeavors, which mostly rely on a critical textual and literary 
analysis of the Gospels. I hope my book goes that extra mile.272 

I have just come back from a long day of digging on Mount Zion 
in Jerusalem, where we are working in the general area of the “House 
of Caiaphas” of Byzantine tradition. Where exactly the first-century 
house of the High Priest was situated we cannot be sure, but the area 
we are digging undoubtedly had palatial houses from that period. 
It is great fun to thread the soil through one’s fingers, digging up 
fragments of cooking pots and storage jars, occasionally hitting upon 
a coin, but ultimately the main thrill is in being able to reveal the 
outline of the households, kitchens and installations, dining halls and 
bedrooms, dating back some 2,000 years. Archaeology deals intrinsi-
cally with the extrapolation of evidence through a process of careful 
excavation, survey, and research, but there are limits to exacting 
knowledge from the ground. Historical reconstructions of the past 
may ultimately be proposed, but these need to be constantly verified 
as new discoveries and further scholarly research become available. 
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A lot of hard work has gone into the gathering of these archaeologi-
cal data. Explorations have been made by many hundreds of scholars 
from the nineteenth century and to the present day, and I want to 
salute them all for their incredibly painstaking and difficult work. 

Jesus’s family came from a Judean background, and eventually 
relocated to the small village of Nazareth in the Galilee where Jesus 
grew up from 6 bce. Contrary to accepted wisdom, Jesus’s family was 
not poor—Joseph had a respected profession as a mason and carpen-
ter, and the family could afford regular trips to Jerusalem to attend 
the festivities there. In later life, Jesus mixed with well-off or wealthy 
friends or patrons, such as Lazarus, Mary and Martha from Bethany, 
and Joseph of Arimathea. Jesus spent most of his life in the Galilee in 
Nazareth and later at Capernaum, where he established his reputation 
as a rabbi, teacher, and healer. 

Jesus was baptized in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. As 
far as we can tell, Jesus’s experience in the river was a private affair 
and not something that was fully understood by others, including 
John. John was a radical religious extremist, modeling himself on 
the morality and demeanor of the old Israelite prophets, leading an 
austere existence in tough arid environments, and looking to pave 
the way toward the coming of a Messiah by persuading people to 
redeem themselves of their sins and to purify their bodies in water.  
There were no physical enjoyments in his way of life; there were no 
miracles that he had a part in. Basically, what John promised was an 
uplifting religious and purification experience at the Jordan River, 
with the promise of the eventual return of the Messiah, perhaps, as I 
have suggested elsewhere, through the return of the intermediary in 
the person of Elijah.273 According to Jewish belief, Elijah is regarded 
as the one who will be the forerunner of the Messiah. The reason 
why John went to the lower Jordan River to baptize in the first place 
was I think because of its proximity to the Cherith Valley and to the 
place where Elijah was thought to have ascended into the heavens. 
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We assume this is also the reason why John left his hometown in the 
vicinity of Jerusalem and descended to the Jordan River to await the 
return of Elijah. 

I think the relationship between John and Jesus is a key to a proper 
understanding of what Jesus was hoping to achieve during his final 
days in Jerusalem. By comparison to John, Jesus was a cosmopolitan 
individual, a free thinker, and flexible in his ways. He was willing to 
mix in different social contexts and to express unconventional ideas 
without adhering to the fetters of religious norm. Jesus also had a 
good understanding of varying medical conditions, states of catalepsy, 
skin ailments, and leprosy. Jesus was for a while a key member of 
John’s inner band of baptizers at the Jordan River, but at some point 
he struck out on his own with a few of his own followers. Jesus did 
not have the same fascination with the austere existence in the wilder-
ness as John had, and John was probably not interested in Jesus’s use 
of baptism for healing purposes. Judging by the hints in the Gospels 
it would appear Jesus later developed his own form of baptism, with 
combined healing and purification procedures, and with the anointing 
of various parts of the body (notably the head and feet) with oil, with 
the added mystique of “signs and wonders.” Herod Antipas was reput-
edly struck by Jesus’s reputation as a miracle-maker rather than as a 
teacher (Luke 21:8). 

Following John the Baptist’s death in 28 ce, Jesus moved ahead to 
consolidate his position as chief baptizer and healer in Judea, but en-
countered opposition from the Baptist movement (cf. John 10:41–42), 
which was strong in the Jordan Valley and in the area close to John’s 
birthplace at Beth Haccerem near Jerusalem. This probably forced  
Jesus’s hand, and in 30 ce his “plan of action” was as follows: (1) Go 
to Jerusalem with disciples and followers for the Passover festival; 
(2) along the way visit the Baptist centers in the Jordan Valley and 
strengthen ties with John’s followers there; (3) set up headquarters in 
Bethany; (4) practice healing and teaching at the major locations of 
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purification in Jerusalem, notably at the Siloam and Bethesda Pools; 
and, finally, (5) establish a new movement of baptism with healing, 
centered in Jerusalem with himself as the proclaimed successor of 
John the Baptist. 

So what was it that brought Jesus on a direct collision course with 
the Jewish and Roman authorities in Jerusalem? Could it have been 
his “triumphal” entrance into the city? I have argued that this is un-
likely, and that his entrance was made modestly and with no public 
fanfare. It was a low-key event that only had significance for his fol-
lowers. What about the demonstration made by Jesus with the over-
turning of tables in the Outer Court of the Temple? Again, I show 
this was not such an important event, except for Jesus’s followers. 
Indeed, Jesus was allowed to continue teaching there on subsequent 
days without any interference from the Temple officials, who could 
easily have banned him had they wanted to do so. 

Jerusalem was packed with many thousands of Jewish pilgrims 
who came to celebrate the Passover festivities and to attend the 
Temple, from all over the country, and even from far-flung places 
such as Gaul and Mesopotamia.274 This must have put an enormous 
strain on the Jewish and Roman authorities who were trying to 
maintain order at the main water purification pools at Siloam and 
Bethesda, since every one of these pilgrims had to be ritually purified, 
as well as at the gateways into the Temple Mount, where there would 
have been milling crowds, and in the city streets. Many pilgrims 
were living in tent encampments not far from Golgotha on the north 
side of the city, and there were others living in tents on the slopes of 
the Mount of Olives, or in lodgings in outlying villages, such as at 
Bethany and Bethphage. The fact that Jesus and his disciples took 
up lodgings at Bethany, but later encamped on the Mount of Olives 
opposite the Temple, was very typical of those times. Passover was a 
time of heightened religious awareness, celebrating the release of the 
Israelites from Egyptian bondage.275 It has been suggested that Jesus 
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must have been involved in more serious revolutionary activities to 
justify the severe action taken against him, perhaps even getting in-
volved in the planning of riots and disturbances as the ringleader of a 
potential insurrection.276 

I do not think Jesus had any revolutionary intent. He was trying 
to establish a new movement of baptism, with alternative purification 
and healing procedures, centered at the Siloam and Bethesda Pools. 
Since these were the official purification pools for pilgrims before 
they entered the Temple area, Jesus would have come into contact 
with many thousands of pilgrims. Crowds were drawn to him as the 
supposed successor of John the Baptist. From the point of view of the 
authorities, this made him dangerous and a threat, and ultimately 
sealed his fate. Luke wrote about Jesus: “He stirs up the people, teach-
ing throughout all of Judea, and beginning in Galilee even unto this 
place” (21:5). I suppose members of the Sanhedrin tried to get Jesus to 
recant after he had been arrested and brought to the house of the High 
Priest, but without success. Jesus was then passed over to the Roman 
authorities for trial. As the proclaimed leader of a Baptist group— 
similar to that led by John the Baptist, who had been beheaded by 
Herod Antipas—Pilate had no problem whatsoever in charging Jesus 
with subversion and promptly executing him by crucifixion. The 
Romans also wanted to maintain calm in the city during Passover and 
hearing about crowds gathering around Jesus at the pools would have 
displeased them. Not one of Jesus’s disciples was crucified with him, 
and there are a number of possible explanations. This may be because 
the disciples fled Jerusalem and went into hiding (Mark 14:50; 16:7) 
though Simon Peter and John were later questioned (Acts 4:3–6). 
Alternatively, Jesus’s activities may not have been regarded as group-
related and so his crucifixion would have sufficed—this is perhaps 
implied in John: “one man should die for the people” (18:14). 

The historical Jesus, I suggest, was a man from an accomplished 
and well-off rural background in Galilee, trained in matters of ritual 
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purification by John the Baptist, a believer in alternative healing 
methods and perhaps even in a spot of magic, whose fiery speeches 
and unconventional teaching scared the Jewish and Roman authorities 
to such an extent that they decided to take the radical step of putting 
him to death. Judging by the stories that appear in the writings of 
Josephus, one could be executed for far less in those days. 





e x c u r s u s  

THE TALPIOT TOMB AND  
THE “JAMES” OSSUARY 

There was a hushed air of expectancy in the hall when the atten-
dants took away the black cloth covering two stone boxes (ossu-

aries) that bore inscriptions, so the assembled journalists were told, of 
none other than Jesus son of Joseph and Mary Magdalene. You could 
have cut the air with a knife when the announcement was made. The 
press conference took place in February 2007 at the New York Public 
Library and was organized by Discovery Channel, and by Simcha 
Jacobovici and James Cameron, the makers of the documentary “The 
Lost Tomb.” It was indeed a dramatic moment, with a panel of experts 
ready to answer questions on the stage, and with the endless flashing 
of cameras recording the moment for posterity. The two main ques-
tions that hung on every journalist’s tongue, in the stunned silence 
following the announcement, was whether there was sufficient scien-
tific proof that the family tomb of Jesus had indeed been discovered, 
and, if so, how would this ultimately affect Christianity? 

I too attended the press conference, even though I had considerable 
doubts regarding their controversial interpretation of the Talpiot tomb 
as the family tomb of Jesus.277 But I did think it important for me to 
be present, first because I happened to be one of the team members 
who excavated the tomb, and second so that I might register my skep-
ticism on the spot and tell journalists a different side of the story. 
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The tomb was excavated twenty-eight years ago on a westward-
facing slope of a hill, within the area of East Talpiot, a new residential 
suburb which was constructed about 2 kilometers due south of ancient 
Jerusalem.278 The area had the appearance of an enormous quarry site, 
with bulldozers churning up the sides of hills, large trucks trundling 
around the place, piles of rubble, and clouds of yellow dust billowing 
in different directions. The general layout of the streets had already 
been roughly demarcated and the ground was sufficiently flat to allow 
vehicles access to most areas under construction. The buildings were 
only partly built, or not at all. There was already a gas station on the 
corner. 

The cave was in the side of a rocky scarp just above the street (later 
known as Dov Gruner Street) and the gaping hole of the entrance was 
visible even from a distance. Although the rock-cut façade of the tomb 
was in the shade, I found it quite striking upon my approach. It was 
hewn from gleaming white limestone and there were chisel-marks cut 
diagonally across the entrance that were set off by the orange staining 
derived from the soil fills removed by bulldozers. Above the doorway 
was a simple raised carving of a circle and a pointed triangle. 

The facts of the discovery are quite straightforward. A blast at the 
East Talpiot construction site brought to light the tomb and resulted 
in the destruction of its large external rock-cut courtyard and part of 
the roofed vestibule. The discovery of the cave was reported separately 
by two individuals on Thursday, 27 March, 1980, namely by Kerner 
Mandil, in charge of the supervisory office of the Armon Hanatziv/ 
East Talpiot Project, and by the engineer Ephraim Shohat, of the con-
struction company Solel Boneh. An archaeologist, Eliot Braun, was 
immediately dispatched on that same day by the Israel Department 
of Antiquities and Museums to check on the nature of the discovery 
and he reported back to Amos Kloner, the Jerusalem District Ar-
chaeologist. Kloner eventually reached the site himself to check on 
the situation. Clearly the cave needed to be excavated. The blocking 
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stone to the cave was missing and the interior of the burial chamber 
had become blocked with approximately half a meter of soil that had 
been washed in from outside. It is not clear if the tops of the ossuaries 
were visible. However, a few ossuary fragments were noticed outside 
the cave entrance, and were reported by Yoseph (“Yoske”) Gath, an 
archaeologist working for Kloner in the Department. It was too late 
to do any digging so the work was postponed to the following day. 

The next day (Friday, 28 March, 1980), Gath began excavating 
and by noon managed to extract ten ossuaries from the cave, with a 
special truck arranged to transport them back to the safekeeping of 
the Rockefeller Museum. These ossuaries were handed over to Curator 
and Anthropologist Joe Zias and placed into temporary storage, where 
they were later examined by Chief Curator L.Y. Rahmani. The work 
had to be undertaken in a hurry, since excavations were not permit-
ted on Saturday and any ossuaries left in the cave might be pilfered 
by greedy antiquity thieves. Alternatively, members of Jerusalem’s 
Ultra-Orthodox Jewish community might demonstrate and create 
disturbances and this could lead to a cessation of the excavations 
altogether. Indeed, this is exactly what happened to another Second 
Temple period tomb, situated only 20 meters to the northeast of the 
excavated tomb, which was full of ossuaries (some inscribed). Because 
of Ultra-Orthodox Jewish objections, it was later sealed and still re-
mains unexcavated. 

Not long after the archaeologists left the site that Friday, an 
eleven-year-old boy named Ouriel, returning from school, entered 
the building site and saw the cave entrance. This was after he had 
heard additional blasting at the site. At that time he says there was 
only one Arab guard and all the construction workers had gone home. 
He peered into the cave, identified it as a tomb, and then went home 
to tell his mother, Rivka Maoz. The Maoz family were living in an 
apartment block they had moved into in 1976 in the older part of the 
East Talpiot neighborhood, about 100 meters or so to the south of 
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Figure 14: Plan of the Talpiot Tomb. 

the area of the tomb. His mother tried to contact the archaeological 
headquarters at the Rockefeller Museum, but without much success 
since everyone had already gone home. There were no excavations 
that Saturday and the guard at the construction site was not very 
diligent. As a result the tomb was visited by local children who had 
heard about the tomb and were drawn to investigate it. This resulted 
in some human bones being taken out of the tomb and removed from 
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Figure 15: Elevations of the Talpiot Tomb. 

the site. Conscientiously, Rivka Maoz, with the help of her son, col-
lected the pilfered bones from the kids and placed them in a plastic 
bag. When the excavations were resumed on Sunday, Ouriel handed 
over the bones to the archaeologists. 

My involvement with the Talpiot tomb began with a telephone call 
from Kloner: “Could you go tomorrow morning to Talpioth where 
Yoske is digging?” he wanted to know. At that time I was working as 
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a part-time archaeological assistant and surveyor in the Department of 
Antiquities. He wanted me to take measurements and make a drawn 
plan and elevations of the tomb. I contacted the excavator, Gath, and 
made arrangements to meet with him the following day on the edge 
of the new neighborhood. He possessed a rather morose demeanor, 
quite the opposite of me. “Anything special about this tomb?” I asked 
him. “Not really,” he replied. “Anyhow, you will get a good look at it 
tomorrow.” 

The excavation within the cave (IAA Permit No. 938) was con-
ducted in stages with breaks between 30 March to 11 April 1980,  
and it was supervised by Gath, with the help of three to four workers 
provided by the Solel Boneh construction company. Having com-
pleted the excavation, Gath returned to his office (15 April), wrote up 
a preliminary report on the excavations, and prepared a File Card for 
the site, both of which he deposited in the Department’s archives.279 

Tragically, Gath died before he was able to publish the results of his 
excavations, and it was left to Kloner to publish a final report on the 
tomb in 1996.280 A major difficulty Kloner had in writing this report 
was owing to the fact that Gath left behind only sparse and incom-
plete notes about the results of his excavation. My examination of 
Gath’s notes in the archives at the Rockefeller Museum confirms that 
his notes are minimalist in content and that a lot of vital information 
about the tomb has been lost.281 

The second problem Kloner had was that the human bones from 
the cave had not been written up; anthropologists Joe Zias and 
Patricia Smith, who studied material from tombs at that time, both 
confirm that neither of them examined the human bones from this 
specific cave. Moreover, the bones were no longer available to Kloner 
for study since they had been transferred to the religious authorities 
for reburial, either by Gath himself not long after the excavation had 
been completed, or in accordance with an agreement made between 
the Israeli government and the religious authorities who had objected 
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to the storage of human bones within the Antiquities Authority’s 
storerooms. 

The original courtyard in front of the tomb entrance had been 
badly destroyed by the blasting operations. Enough of the vestibule 
was preserved, however, for me to ascertain its size at the time I was 
preparing the plan of the tomb. Above the doorway are decorative 
carvings in raised relief. Gath suggested that these represent an at-
tempt to depict a rosette with a gable above, and that it was left 
unfinished, perhaps because the local chalky rock (nari) was too soft 
to make carvings in any greater detail. I should point out that these 
carvings are not at all mysterious, but are known from the rock-cut 
façades and interior doorways of a number of tombs around Jerusalem. 
Representations of gabled doors with acroteria are known from several 
tombs within the Akeldama (“Field of Blood”) cemetery south of 
Mount Zion. The circle, however, most likely represents a wreath, and 
examples are known from the decoration of tombs around Jerusalem, 
notably from the ceiling of the inner chamber of the so-called “Tomb 
of Absalom” in the Kidron Valley, and from the lintel of the “Tomb of 
the Apostles” in Akeldama and elsewhere.282 

Clambering into the cave I could see that its interior chamber 
was intact. Toolmarks left by the hewer’s chisels were evident on 
the walls and ceiling. A step led down into the chamber, which was 
square (2.9 x 2.9 meters) and had a ceiling that was sufficiently high 
(2 meters) to allow for standing room, so that family members could 
arrange with ease the burial of their kin on the two shelves posi-
tioned within arched burial spaces (arcosolia) in the upper northern 
and eastern walls of the cave. This was where the shrouded bodies 
were placed as primary burials and left to decompose (a process that 
took about 1 year), with the bones later gathered and placed within 
ossuaries. Cut into the lower walls of the chamber were kokhim 
(averaging 1.8 meters in depth and 0.50 meter in width), and there 
were two in each of the three walls. Except for one, they were used 



182 the final days of jesus 

as storage spaces for the ten ossuaries containing human bones in 
secondary burial. 

The cave had evidently been forced open, entered, and ransacked at 
some point before the modern era by tomb robbers. At the time of the 
excavation, this disturbance by intruders was clear to Gath owing to 
the fact that the blocking stone for the door was missing and quanti-
ties of soil had later accumulated within the cave, having been washed 
in from outside. The intruders were probably also responsible for the 
removal of the stones blocking the kokhim (if indeed they originally 
had them), for the sweeping of the intact primary inhumations from 
the arcosolia shelves, for the smashing of some of the ossuaries (seven 
were broken and six of these were eventually restored), and with the 
chucking of two ossuary lids onto the floor of the main chamber. 

Gath noticed skulls and large limb bones at two points on the 
floor and it is feasible that these came from the primary burials that 
were swept off the arcosolia shelves by the intruders. At the time of the 
excavation, only a thin compacted fill (5 cm thick) of crushed bones  
was found on the shelves. A third skull was found in the corner of the 
main chamber and it may have been taken out of one of the ossuaries 
in the adjacent kokh. In addition to this, fragmentary human bones 
and a few first-century ce potsherds were found scattered throughout 
the main chamber. The number of interments in the cave is unknown, 
but, basing himself on data obtained from other tombs that have been 
studied, Kloner believes that it might have been about thirty-five indi-
viduals. Unfortunately, this is mere guesswork since the anthropological 
remains from the Talpiot tomb were never examined or quantified. 

Ten ossuaries were discovered in the Talpiot tomb. In making a 
measured plan of the cave I recorded the position of the ossuaries ac-
cording to information provided by Gath. Since Gath did not match 
up the Rockefeller IDAM accession numbers given to the ossuaries 
with the attribution numbers as they appear on my plan of the cave, 
we will never know for certain which ossuary came from which kokh, 
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Figure 16: The ossuary inscription “Ya’aqov [James] Bar Yosef [Joseph], 
brother of Yeshua [Jesus].” 

and this is unfortunate and represents a major loss of information. In 
addition, we have no information about the ossuary fragments Gath 
picked up outside the tomb entrance. In total, only three of the ossu-
aries were found intact; the rest were broken and had to be restored. 
Six or seven lids were discovered, one gabled and the rest flat in ap-
pearance. Five of the ossuaries were plain and five were decorated 
with double rosette motifs in panels, surrounded by bands with 
chip-carved zigzag designs, except for one that also has a decoration 
of vertical rows of small circular disks. Maker’s marks were detected 
scratched on three of the ossuaries. 

Only nine of the ten ossuaries from the tomb are at present in the 
Israel Antiquities Authority storerooms in Beth Shemesh.283 Where is 
the tenth missing ossuary? Rahmani in his 1994 catalogue described 
it as “a plain, broken specimen.” Tabor has suggested that it might 
be the same as the so-called “James son of Joseph, brother of Jesus” 
ossuary, implying that the ossuary was stolen and eventually ended 
up in the hands of the collector Oded Golan.284 The status of this  
artifact is still unclear. The ossuary is undoubtedly authentic, but the 
inscription (or part of it) may be a forgery, and the owner is currently 
in court arguing his case. I am of the opinion that even if the inscrip-
tion is determined to be authentic, the ossuary is rendered useless  
for historical purposes since we lack information about its original 
provenance. Indeed, Ya’aqov ( James), Joseph, and Jesus were common 
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names for males in the first century ce. While I can see how attrac-
tive it would be to link the so-called “James” ossuary with the Talpiot 
tomb, it simply cannot be the case because we know for certain that 
the tenth “missing” ossuary was plain, undecorated, and uninscribed, 
and on top of everything else it was broken. This description does not 
fit the “James” ossuary, which is complete and decorated on one side 
with double rosettes and on the other with a deeply-carved inscription 
in Jewish script. Rahmani, however, recently provided me with an  
explanation as to how the tenth ossuary might have become mislaid. 
All decorated or inscribed ossuaries, when received in the Rockefeller 
Museum in the 1980s, he tells me, were placed on shelves, whereas  
broken plain ossuaries, of which there were large quantities, were 
stored in the external courtyard of the museum. When the ossuar-
ies were transferred to the new storage facility at Beth Shemesh, the 
tenth, broken example was most likely thrown away, owing to a lack 
of storage space. 

Six of the ossuaries were inscribed (five in Jewish script and one in 
Greek). The inscriptions were scratched in different hands with a nail 
or stylus. The location of the inscriptions varies: Three were on the 
front of the ossuary and another on the back, with two on the short 
end of the ossuary and one on the inside. The inscriptions were origi-
nally read by L.Y. Rahmani (assisted by L. Di Segni), and published 
in a catalogue he prepared on Jewish ossuaries:285 

(1) Rahmani read the Greek inscription as “Mariamenou Mara” 
(of Mariamenon, who is [also called] Mara), with Mariamenon being 
interpreted as a diminutive form of Mariamene, a reading he inferred 
based on comparisons made with Greek inscriptions of later date 
found at the cemetery of Beth Shearim. Mara is interpreted as “honor-
able lady,” but, in fact, the correct form for “honorable lady” should be 
Martha. Mara is either the emphatic male form, which sits oddly on a 
woman, or a colloquial contracted form. (The Virgin Mary and female 
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saints are given the title Martha in the later Syriac church.) Recently, 
a number of scholars have suggested, independently of each other, that 
the inscription should be read as “Mariame kai Mara,” i.e., that it rep-
resents the names of two separate individuals, Mariame and Mara.286 

The first name is a variant of two very common Jewish names in 
the first century ce: Miriam/Maryam and Marya. The second name 
“Mara” is generally held to be a shortened version of Martha. 

(2) There is a deeply incised inscription in Hebrew script, “Yehuda 
bar Yeshua,” on the decorated front of the ossuary. The names 
“Yehuda” ( Judas) and “Yeshua” ( Jesus) were very popular names in 
the first century ce. Rahmani suggested that this person was the son 
of the “Yeshua (?) son of Yehosef” who appears in an inscription on 
another ossuary (see No. 4, below). 

(3) The inscriptions in Hebrew script are in different hands: 
“Matya,” and “Mata,” on the exterior and interior of the ossuary. Both 
are contractions of the name Matityahu (Matthew). Rahmani sug-
gested that the yod of the second name may have been worn away and 
that it too should be read as “Matya.” 

(4) A badly scrawled inscription in Hebrew script: “Yeshua (?) son 
of Yehosef,” is in the reading provided by Rahmani and Kloner. The 
first name, “Yeshua ( Jesus),” is not at all clear and it may have been 
superimposed over an earlier name (as Stephen Pfann has suggested). 
The first name is preceded by an X maker’s mark. 

(5) Another inscription in Hebrew script reads: “Yosé.” This is a 
shortened version of Yehosef ( Joseph), which itself was a very popular 
name in the first century ce. This Yosé may possibly have been the 
father of the individual (identified as Yeshua) who appears in an in-
scription on another ossuary (see No. 4, above). 

(6) Another inscription in Hebrew script reads: “Marya.” 
There has been a lot of controversy worldwide about the suggestion 

that the Talpiot tomb might be the family tomb of Jesus.287 Beyond 
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the general recognition of the similarity between certain names on 
the Talpiot ossuaries with that of names known from the Gospels 
( Jesus, Mary, and Joseph), the main thrust of this argument has been 
that the “Mariamene” named on one of the ossuaries is a form of Mar-
iamne, which should be identified as that of Mary Magdalene, and  
that the “Yosé” name on another ossuary should be identified as that 
of Joses, the brother of Jesus (Mark 6:3). This clustering of names, 
when examined statistically in terms of the appearance of Jewish 
names of the period, is taken to represent strong evidence in support 
of the Jesus family tomb hypothesis.288 

So what should we make of this? The suggestion that the Mari-
amne name is that of Mary Magdalene is based on an assumed asso-
ciation between the two, as reflected in the Acts of Philip.289 However, 
since this text dates from the fourth century, and since the only other 
possible references to Mary Magdalane as Mariamne are in the writ-
ings of Hippolytus from the second century ce, we must express ex-
treme caution in the suggestion that Mariamne could have been Mary 
Magdalene’s real name. 

However, as mentioned above, the proper reading for the so-called 
Mariamne inscription appears to be “Mariame kai Mara,” as a number 
of scholars have recently concluded. This would imply that the skel-
etal remains of two female individuals were placed in the ossuary, a 
mother and daughter, or perhaps two sisters. If we accept this reading 
then the entire argument about Mariamene being Mariamne, and 
Mariamne being Mary Magdalene, evaporates. Moreover, the name 
“Yosé,” on one of the other ossuaries, could actually be a shortened 
form of Yehosef, and, in my opinion, this is probably the same Yehosef 
who is the father of Yeshua on another ossuary in the tomb, who, in 
turn, was the father of Yehuda. Hence, if we discount the Mariamne-
Mary Magdalene and Yosé-brother of Jesus connections, then we are 
simply left with a group of ossuaries bearing common Jewish names 
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of the first century ce. As a result of this, there is nothing to com-
mend this tomb as the family tomb of Jesus. At best, the names of 
the ossuaries are suggestive but nothing more. 

As we have shown, earlier on in this book, the place of the Tomb of 
Jesus  is most likely to have been at the traditional spot beneath the 
present-day Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. 
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224. Hengel 1977: 10. 

CHAPTER SEVEN: THE BURIAL OF JESUS 
225. For the crucifixion on the Mount of Olives: Kokkinos 1980; Tabor 2006: 

226–227; and at the Rock of Tophet in the Hinnom Valley: Haupt 1920. 
226. Matthew 27:57–60; Mark 15:42–46; Luke 23:50–56; John 19:38–42; cf. Acts 

13:29, and the non-canonical Gospel of Peter 2:3–13:56. 
227. Broshi et al. 1983: 29–32. 
228. In Luke 23:51 it is described as “a city of the Jews.” Arimathea was known 

as Rouma or Arima from “which came Joseph of Arimathaia (sic.) in the  
Gospels” according to Eusebius (quoted in Freeman-Grenville, Chapman and 
Taylor 2003: 26, 81; cf. Negev and Gibson 2001: 427: “Ramah”). Joseph of 
Arimathea appears in a legendary medieval account, which probably dates to 
no earlier than the thirteenth century, which tells a fabulous story of how he 
went to England with the Holy Grail and eventually founded there the first 
church at Glastonbury. 

229. Schneelmelcher 1991: 223. 
230. See also Acts 13:29 with a follow on from the passage in Deuteronomy, with 

a reference to Jesus being taken down from a tree and buried in a tomb by his 
enemies. 

231. Flusser 1969: 119. 
232. For a dead person to end up in a common pit was anathema to Jews: 

Lieberman 1965: 515; Kloner and Zissu 2007: 98. However, a jar from the 
first century ce containing the bones of a baby was found in a cistern at Tel 
el-Ful to the north of Jerusalem (cf. m. Oholoth 16:5). 

233. Magness 2007 a: 5. 
234. This argument is made not just by Magness (2007 a: 5) but also by Kloner and 

Zissu (2007: 95). However, the existing archaeological material (excluding the 
Beit Safafa cemetery) is undeniably poor: a few ossuaries of unclear context on 
the western slope of Mount Zion, a few rock-cut cavities within existing cem-
eteries at Dominus Flevit on the Mount of Olives, and that’s about it. 

235. Zissu 1998. A very large Nabatean cemetery of some 3500 trench graves of 
first and second century date was investigated by K. D. Politis at Khirbet 
Qazone on the eastern shore of the Dead Sea (described by Politis 2001: 419). 

236. Because of the size of the structure (Tomb 1000) the excavators Broshi and 
Eshel (2003) identified it as the tomb of the Dead Sea Sect’s Mevaqqer (over-
seer), but I think this is wrong. 
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237.  Safrai (1976: 784–785) notes that those editions of Semahoth which read  
“thirty days” instead of “three days” are incorrect (cf. Tal. Bab., mas. Shabbath 
18). See also Kraemer 2000: 21; Hachlili 2005: 482. 

238. See also the washing of the dead body of Tabitha in Jaffa: Acts 9:37. 
239. According to Kraemer (2000: 32, 34) post-funeral meals were eaten at the 

home of the mourner and not at the grave itself, but meals might have been 
eaten at the grave by members of the family during the first year after death. 
See also Kloner and Zissu 2007: 124. 

240. Hachlili 2005: 480. 
241. Mas. Semahoth 12:4–5; cf. Hachlili 2005: 482. See also Mas. Semahoth: 2–5; 

Tal. Bab., Shabbat, 151a–b, for wrapping procedures. 
242. Wilson 1978; Wilson 1986; 1991. 
243. Avni and Greenhut 1994. A new survey of this fascinating cemetery was un-

dertaken in 2007 by Boaz Zissu of Bar Ilan University, with my collaboration 
and with help from Mareike Grosser. 

244. The textile fragment is in the collections of the Louvre in Paris, but has not 
been properly studied as far as I can tell. For a summary of the finds from 
the “Tomb of the Kings”: Kloner and Zissu 2007: 234. For textiles from the 
Tomb of Jason: Rahmani 1967: 93–94. 

245. Matthew 8:22 and Luke 9:60 probably refer indirectly to the practice of ossile-
gium: McCane 1990. On the practice of ossilegium: Kraemer 2000: 22; Hachlili 
2005: 483–484. 

246. On ossuaries, see: Meyers 1971; Rahmani 1994; Hachlili 2005: Magness 94 
ff.; Magness 2005; 2007 b. 

247. The radiocarbon determination is as follows: 2025 +/– 28 years before the 
present, and with calibrated calendar date ranges of one sigma: 50 bce–16 ce 
and two sigma: 95 bce–53 ce. 

248. On the shroud fragment from Jericho: Hachlili and Killebrew 1999: 169. On 
the Qazone shrouds, see the brief report by Politis 2001: 419. 

249. Kraemer 2000: 78. 
250. The scientific analysis and forensic research of the Shroud Tomb was under-

taken by the Hadassah Medical Unit at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem 
headed by Chuck Greenblatt. Members of the team were H. D. Donoghue, 
I. Findlay, A. Gorski, A. Lahti, C. Matheson, E. Nuorala, M. Spigelman and 
K. Vernon, and I am grateful to them all. 

CHAPTER EIGHT: WHO MOVED THE STONE? 
251. For a summary of the circumstances leading to the discovery of the tomb: 

Parrot 1957 a: 59–65. For the Garden Tomb as the solution for the Protestant 
search for a “Holy Sepulchre”: Kochav 1995. 

252. According to Franklin (1911: 88): “There were numerous graves in the vicin-
ity, and during the excavations, which I watched from the beginning, I saw 
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bones unearthed and carted away with the rubbish. Nearby, the graves were 
covered with three flat gravestones, which I also saw; two of these contained 
inscriptions in Greek, one to Nonus, and one to Onesimus, ‘deacons of the 
Church of the Resurrection, buried near my Lord.’ These stones have now  
been let in the ground of the adjoining St Stephen’s Church [i.e. the Ecole 
Biblique grounds of today: S.G.], where they are shown to Catholic pilgrims; 
but they are not in their original positions, as I witnessed their removal.” 

253. Barkay 1986; Barkay 2006. For an alternative view regarding the significance 
of the tomb: Walker 1999: 109–170. 

254. For the changes in the area of the Church during the Late Roman Period: 
Gibson and Taylor 1994: 65–71. 

255. Taylor 1998: 189. 
256. Hunt 1984: 8. 
257. For the archaeological remains at the Church: Parrot 1957 a; Coüasnon 1974; 

Corbo 1981; 1988; Gibson and Taylor 1994; Ousterhout 2003; Bahat 2006. 
258. Clermont-Ganneau 1877; Vincent and Abel 1914:192–193. 
259. Eliav 2004. 
260. Detailed descriptions of the tombs of Jerusalem have been made since the 

nineteenth century. More recently an extensive corpus was prepared by Amos 
Kloner and Boaz Zissu (2007). 

261. Kloner 2005: 275; cf. Biddle 1999: 55. 
262. Mark 15:46; Matthew 27:60; 28:2; Luke 24:2; John 20:1. 
263. Vincent and Abel 1914: 89–96, Fig. 53; Parrot 1957 a: Fig. ix. 
264. Kloner 1997. 
265. Schneelmelcher 1991: 224. 
266. Josephus, Antiq. XX.95–96. Pausanius (Graec. Descrip. VIII.16:5) also men-

tions the Tomb of Helena as a remarkable tomb, but was more struck by the 
mechanism for shutting the door of the tomb than by its pyramids (Stern 
1980: 196). 

267. On the monuments of Alexander Jannaeus and John Hyrcanus: Josephus, War 
V.304; on the monument of the High Priest Ananus: Josephus, War V.506. 
See Waywell and Berlin 2007. 

268.For the use of oral sources and its challenge for historical scholarship: 
Thompson 1988. 

269. For burial practices and social hierarchy in the Roman world, see: Fedak 1990; 
Cormack 1997; Toynbee 1996; Davies 2004. 

270. On the women witnesses: Setzer 1997 
271. Schonfield 1967: 163 ff.; idem 1974. 

CONCLUSION 
272. Farrar 1879; Vermes 1973; 2003; Thiede 2004; Bovon 2006; Borg and Cros-

san 2006; Crossan 1996. For a religious approach to archaeological evidences, 
see Kelso 1969. I would recommend the following books on the archaeology 
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even though they were written more than thirty years ago: Wilkinson 1978; 
Finegan 1978. See also Wilson 1984. For an excellent modern collection of ar-
ticles dealing with Jesus and Archaeology, see: Charlesworth 2006. See Reed 
2007 for the visual evidences. 

273. Gibson 2004 a. 
274. Jeremias 1969: 58 ff. 
275. Sanders 1993: 269. 
276. Carmichael 1963; Brandon 1968: 175–176. 

EXCURSUS: THE TALPIOT TOMB AND THE “JAMES” OSSUARY 
277. A number of books have been published arguing for or against the identifi-

cation of the Talpiot tomb as the family tomb of Jesus. The first to express 
was Tabor (2006: 22–33), following the television production from 1996 
made by Ray Bruce (CTVC). The book by Jacobovici and Pellegrino (2007) 
was written to accompany the showing of the film “The Lost Tomb of 
Jesus.” See Habermas (2007) on the tomb. 

278. For a map showing the location of the tomb: Kloner 2000 a: 136. For a sum-
mary of the findings at the tomb; Kloner and Zissu 2007: 342–343, and Fig. 
237 showing the tomb façade. 

279. Gath only published a short report in Hebrew about the discovery of the cave: 
Gath 1981. A typed report about the excavation written by Gath, as well as 
other records about the dig is in a file in the archives of the Israel Antiquities 
Authority at the Rockefeller Museum in Jerusalem. I am grateful to Aryeh 
Rochman for showing me this material. 

280. For the official publication of the tomb: Kloner 1996. 
281. For written letters and other archival materials relating to the tomb and to 

another one situated 20 meters away: IAA administrative archives/ peh/J-M/ 
bet/8/X. 

282. For parallels: Hachlili 2005: 43–54; Gibson 2006; Kloner and Zissu 2007: 
Fig. 9. 

283. IAA Beth Shemesh Registration Nos. 501–508/1980. 
284.For a description of the ossuary and its study: Shanks and Witherington 2003. 

See my published opinion on the “James” ossuary: Gibson 2004 b. On ossuary 
inscriptions: Kane 1978; Evans 2003. For ossuaries purporting to have “Chris-
tian” markings: Sukenik 1947. 

285. Rahmani 1994: Nos. 701–706. Similar readings appeared in Kloner 1996: 
Nos. 1–6. 

286. Pfann 2006: 130–131. 
287. Tabor 2006: 22–33; Jacobovici and Pellegrino 2007. 
288. Feuerverger 2008. 
289. Bovon 2002. 
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