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What Archaeology Can Tell Us About The Most 
Consequential Man Who Ever Lived 

In 2026, New Testament scholar and Christian apologist Dr. Jeremiah J. 
Johnston published the fascinating book The Jesus Discoveries: 10 Historic Finds 
That Bring Us Face-to-Face with Jesus. Johnston is an elected member of the 
international New Testament scholarly society Studiorum Novi Testamenti 
Societas and has devoted much of his academic and public ministry to Christian 
origins, the historical Jesus, the Resurrection, and Christian apologetics. His book 
asks a question particularly appropriate for our skeptical age: if Christianity claims 
that Jesus actually entered human history, are there historical and archaeological 
traces of the world in which the New Testament says He lived? (Dr. Jeremiah J. 
Johnston, The Jesus Discoveries: 10 Historic Finds That Bring Us Face-to-Face with 
Jesus) 
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Johnston examines ten discoveries or bodies of evidence associated with Jesus, the 
New Testament, and early Christianity, including the Shroud of Turin, the ancient 
world of “healing magic” and Jesus’ reputation as a healer and miracle worker, the 
controversial James Ossuary, the testimony of early skeptics, detractors, and 
apologists concerning Jesus and the claims of His followers, the Pontius Pilate 
evidence, a “King of the Jews” titulus or execution inscription, the Magdalen Papyrus 
(P64), the Alexamenos Graffito, the works of Flavius Josephus (AD 37–c. 100), and 
the Dead Sea Scrolls. Most of these are fascinating and deserve serious attention even 
though I would give greater evidentiary weight to a slightly different group of ten 
discoveries in the investigation that follows. 

My difference with Johnston is therefore respectful rather than adversarial. If I were 
selecting ten archaeological discoveries specifically to introduce a skeptic, student, or 
inquisitive reader to the historical world surrounding Jesus, I would weight the 
evidence somewhat differently. I would concentrate especially upon discoveries 
arising from documented archaeological contexts that illuminate individuals, 
locations, burial practices, execution methods, Jewish worship, first-century 
settlements, and specific geographical details found in the Gospel narratives. 

That approach reflects the conservative Christian perspective from which this 
investigation is written, but “conservative” should never mean careless with evidence. 
Quite the opposite. If Christianity is true, Christians have nothing to fear from 
rigorous historical investigation, careful archaeology, or responsible distinctions 
between what is firmly established and what remains probable. 

Christianity makes an enormous claim about a Jesus who lived in real history—a 
man located among rulers, priests, villages, synagogues, execution practices, 
burial customs, political institutions, and geographical settings that can be 
independently investigated. Christianity does not begin with an unnamed god acting 
in an undefined mythical age. It declares that the eternal Son of God entered the world 
during the reign of identifiable rulers, walked through identifiable towns, confronted 
identifiable religious leaders, was executed by an identifiable Roman government, and 
was buried outside an identifiable first-century city. 

That makes Christianity remarkably exposed to historical investigation. If the Gospel 
writers repeatedly invented rulers who never existed, cities that had not yet been built, 
Jewish customs belonging to another century, nonexistent pools, fictional synagogues, 
implausible burial practices, or political offices inappropriate to first-century Judaea, 
the cumulative historical credibility of their testimony would suffer enormously. 
Instead, archaeology has repeatedly illuminated the world their narratives describe. 

For that reason, I would now place the following ten discoveries before the reader. 
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Discovery 1: The Pontius Pilate Inscription—The Governor 
Emerges from Stone 

Few individuals outside Jesus Himself are more important to the Passion narratives 
than Pontius Pilate (1st century BC–after AD 36). All four canonical Gospels (the 
four biblical accounts of Jesus’ life & ministry) place Jesus before this Roman 
governor, and Christianity eventually preserved Pilate’s name in one of its oldest 
confessional formulas: Jesus “suffered under Pontius Pilate.” 

Pilate was already known independently of the New Testament. Philo of Alexandria 
(c. 20 BC–c. AD 50) discusses him, Flavius Josephus (AD 37–c. 100) describes his 
administration, and the Roman historian Tacitus (c. AD 56–c. 120) later connects the 
execution of Christus with Pontius Pilate during the reign of Tiberius. Archaeology 
subsequently provided something even more tangible. 

During excavations at Caesarea Maritima in 1961, archaeologists recovered a 
damaged limestone inscription from a building associated with Pilate’s administration. 
Enough Latin survives to preserve his name and identify his office as prefect of 
Judaea. The discovery is significant because the Roman official standing at the center 
of the Gospel trial narratives quite literally emerges from the administrative 
archaeology of the province he governed. 



New Testament scholar and historical-Jesus specialist Dr. Craig A. Evans (b. 
1952) has devoted substantial scholarship to precisely this intersection between 
archaeology and the Gospels. His Jesus and the Remains of His Day: Studies in Jesus 
and the Evidence of Material Culture contains a study specifically titled “Excavating 
Caiaphas, Pilate, and Simon of Cyrene: Assessing the Literary and Archaeological 
Evidence.” Evans is especially valuable here because his expertise includes the 
historical Jesus, Second Temple Judaism, archaeology, inscriptions, burial customs, 
and the material culture surrounding the New Testament. (Dr. Craig A. Evans, Jesus 
and the Remains of His Day: Studies in Jesus and the Evidence of Material Culture) 

Historian and archaeologist Dr. Joan E. Taylor (b. 1958) has likewise examined the 
Caesarea inscription in reconstructing Pilate’s administration and relationship to 
Roman imperial power. Her detailed analysis confirms how naturally Pilate fits the 
political world presented by the Gospel writers. (Dr. Joan E. Taylor, Pontius Pilate 
and the Imperial Cult in Roman Judaea) 

One additional feature makes the Pilate inscription especially valuable in a historical 
investigation of Jesus: it helps anchor the Passion narrative within the administrative 
language and political structure of Roman Judaea itself. The inscription does not 
merely preserve Pilate’s name; it identifies him by the title prefect, a detail that fits 
what historians know about the governors of Judaea before the reign of Claudius. That 
may seem technical, but it matters because historical reliability is often established 
through precisely such details. The Gospel writers place Jesus before a Roman official 
whose name, province, period of rule, governmental role, and broader political 
environment all correspond to independently recoverable history. When that evidence 
is placed beside Philo, Josephus, and Tacitus, Pilate ceases to be merely a figure 
encountered on the pages of the New Testament and becomes a historically 
documented Roman governor standing at the intersection of Christian testimony, non-
Christian literature, and archaeology. 

This convergence is especially important because Pilate is not a peripheral name in 
the Gospel story. He stands at the decisive legal moment when Jesus is handed over 
for crucifixion, making his historical identity central to the Passion narrative itself. 
The inscription therefore does more than confirm that a Roman governor named 
Pontius Pilate once existed; it places one of the Gospel’s most important political 
figures securely inside the documented world of first-century Judaea. 

The Pilate inscription therefore supplies a powerful historical anchor. The official 
before whom Jesus stands in the Passion narratives was not a later literary creation. 
He governed precisely where the Gospels place him, at approximately the time they 
place him there, under the Roman system they describe. 
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Discovery 2: The Caiaphas Ossuary—Inside The World Of 
The High Priest 

The Gospels identify Joseph Caiaphas (dates uncertain; high priest c. AD 18–
36) as the high priest centrally involved in the proceedings against Jesus. Josephus 
independently identifies Joseph Caiaphas as high priest during approximately the 
same period, placing him securely within the political and religious hierarchy of 
Jerusalem under Roman rule. 

In 1990, construction work south of Jerusalem accidentally exposed an ancient burial 
cave. Archaeologists recovered twelve ossuaries—limestone bone boxes associated 
with Jewish secondary burial customs of the late Second Temple period. One 
particularly ornate ossuary bore an Aramaic inscription commonly interpreted as 
referring to Joseph son of Caiaphas. 

Names alone do not establish identity, since the same names could belong to multiple 
individuals. What makes this discovery compelling is the convergence of factors: the 
name, the correct historical period, the wealthy Jerusalem burial context, the elaborate 
ossuary, the priestly social environment, and the independent literary evidence that 
places Caiaphas among Jerusalem’s ruling elite during precisely this era. 

Dr. Craig A. Evans has studied the Caiaphas material extensively, including in his 
peer-reviewed work “Jesus and the Ossuaries.” His treatment is particularly useful 



because he examines ossuaries within the broader world of Jewish burial practice 
rather than treating a biblical-sounding name as sufficient proof by itself. (Dr. Craig 
A. Evans, Jesus and the Ossuaries) 

The archaeological context is especially important. This was not an isolated antiquity 
suddenly appearing for sale without provenance; it was excavated from an actual 
Jerusalem tomb complex. The discovery therefore gives us a physical window into the 
aristocratic priestly society in which the Gospels locate Jesus’ final confrontation with 
Jerusalem’s leadership. 

The result is another significant convergence. Jesus’ trial is placed by the Gospel 
writers within a real priestly establishment, involving a high priest independently 
known to history, operating within the exact burial culture archaeologists have 
recovered from first-century Jerusalem. 

 

Discovery 3: Yehohanan—A Crucified Man From First-
Century Jerusalem 

The cross has become so familiar as a Christian symbol that modern readers can easily 
forget what crucifixion represented in the Roman world. It was not originally religious 
decoration. It was a method of public humiliation, torture, deterrence, imperial 
punishment, and death. 
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In 1968, archaeologist Vassilios Tzaferis (1936–2015) excavated a tomb at Giv’at ha-
Mivtar north of Jerusalem. Among the human remains was a heel bone belonging to a 
young Jewish man commonly called Yehohanan, pierced by an iron nail associated 
with crucifixion. Wood fragments and the skeletal evidence provided rare physical 
confirmation of Roman crucifixion practiced among Jews in first-century Judaea. 

This discovery is particularly important for understanding the Passion of Jesus 
because it transforms crucifixion from something known only through ancient literary 
descriptions into something preserved in human bone. The execution method 
described in the Gospels demonstrably belongs to the world of Roman Judaea. 

Dr. David W. Chapman (b. 1966), professor of New Testament and archaeology and 
a specialist in ancient crucifixion, has examined the literary, archaeological, Jewish, 
and Greco-Roman evidence in depth. His major study Ancient Jewish and Christian 
Perceptions of Crucifixion demonstrates how deeply disgraceful crucifixion was 
regarded in antiquity and why the Christian proclamation of a crucified Messiah was 
so culturally startling. (Dr. David W. Chapman, Ancient Jewish and Christian 
Perceptions of Crucifixion) 

The discovery also strengthens our understanding of Jewish burial after execution. 
Yehohanan was not left permanently exposed or discarded beyond recovery; his 
remains were ultimately placed within a Jewish family burial context. That 
archaeological fact is highly relevant to the Gospel account in which Jesus is taken 
down from the cross and buried before the Sabbath. 

Yehohanan’s remains are also significant because they show how specific details 
surrounding Roman crucifixion could intersect with Jewish religious practice in first-
century Jerusalem. The nail through the heel confirms the physical brutality of 
crucifixion, while the later placement of his remains in an ossuary shows that 
execution by Rome did not automatically sever a condemned Jew from the burial 
customs of his family and community. That combination closely parallels the cultural 
tension reflected in the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ death: Roman authority carried out 
the execution, but Jewish concerns about burial before the Sabbath remained 
powerful. Yehohanan therefore helps reconstruct not only the mechanics of 
crucifixion but also the very social and religious environment in which the Gospel 
burial narratives make sense. 

Dr. Craig A. Evans again addresses precisely this subject in his work on crucifixion, 
execution, and Jewish burial practices. The combined archaeological and literary 
evidence therefore establishes that Roman crucifixion in Jerusalem was historically 
real and that subsequent burial of an executed Jew was possible within the religious 
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and cultural environment the Gospels describe. (Dr. Craig A. Evans, Jesus and the 
Remains of His Day) 

 
During the 2016 opening of this traditional tomb of Jesus—the first time the marble covering over the 

burial surface had been removed in at least 461 years, since 1555, and possibly much longer—
conservators uncovered an older marble slab incised with a Christian cross beneath the later covering. 

Beneath this cross-marked slab, researchers then exposed the original limestone burial bed of the rock-cut 
tomb. 

Discovery 4: The Holy Sepulchre—The Archaeology 
Beneath The Traditional Tomb Of Jesus 

Few archaeological locations bring us geographically closer to the climax of the 
Gospel story than the area beneath the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, 
traditionally associated with Golgotha and the tomb in which Jesus was buried. 

The present church is the product of centuries of construction, destruction, rebuilding, 
pilgrimage, and religious devotion, but archaeology beneath the complex reaches far 
earlier. Excavations have shown that the area was originally part of an ancient 
limestone quarry that fell out of use before the first century AD. Rock-cut Jewish 
tombs were subsequently created there, demonstrating that the location functioned as 
a burial area during the period of Jesus. 
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That detail matters because the Gospels describe Jesus being crucified outside the city 
and buried nearby in a rock-cut tomb. Archaeology confirms that the Holy Sepulchre 
area was indeed outside Jerusalem’s city wall during the relevant period and contained 
first-century Jewish tombs. The physical setting is therefore strikingly compatible 
with the Gospel description. 

Modern conservation work inside the shrine surrounding the traditional tomb has also 
confirmed that substantial portions of an original rock-cut burial cave remain beneath 
the later structures. Scientific investigation has shown that the present shrine has 
preserved the same location venerated since at least the Constantinian period rather 
than simply enclosing a completely reconstructed medieval substitute. (Justin L. 
Kelley, The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Text and Archaeology) 

The antiquity of the tomb tradition itself is also significant. By the early fourth 
century, Christians were already identifying this location as the burial place of Jesus, 
and when the emperor Constantine authorized construction of a major church there, 
workers removed the Roman structures that had covered the site and exposed the 
rock-cut tomb beneath them. Archaeological study of mortar associated with the 
tomb’s later marble covering has dated one important phase of its monumentalization 
to the Constantinian era, around AD 345, confirming that Christian veneration of this 
exact location reaches back at least to the fourth century and was not a medieval 
invention. That does not take us all the way back to AD 30 by itself, but it 
demonstrates that the site’s identification with Jesus’ burial is extraordinarily early, 
deeply rooted, and attached to an authentic first-century Jewish tomb rather than to a 
location chosen centuries later without connection to the ancient landscape. 

Dr. Craig A. Evans’ archaeological studies of Jesus’ death and burial are again 
especially valuable here because he has spent considerable scholarly effort 
distinguishing serious archaeological evidence from sensational claims about 
supposed alternative tombs. His research emphasizes that first-century Jewish tomb 
architecture, burial customs, literary testimony, and Jerusalem archaeology together 
provide the proper context for assessing the Gospel burial narrative. (Dr. Craig A. 
Evans, Jesus and His World: The Archaeological Evidence) 

The case for the traditional Holy Sepulchre site therefore rests upon a remarkable 
convergence rather than a single inscription announcing “Jesus was buried here.” The 
site lies in the correct ancient relationship to Jerusalem, contains tombs of the correct 
period and cultural type, was remembered by Christians in late antiquity as the 
location of Jesus’ burial, and remained important enough that Constantine’s builders 
monumentalized the location when Roman structures above it were removed. 
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For a historical investigation into Jesus, that makes the Holy Sepulchre one of the 
most important archaeological sites in Jerusalem. We are no longer speaking simply 
about a generic first-century tomb somewhere in Judaea; we are standing within a 
burial landscape that fits the setting in which the earliest Christian sources place the 
death and burial of Jesus. 

 
Capernaum and the traditional House of Peter: These four photographs move from the wider 

archaeological site on the Sea of Galilee, to the later church built over the location, and finally to the 
ancient domestic remains beneath it. Excavations uncovered a first-century dwelling that later became a 

focus of Christian gathering and veneration, eventually enclosed by successive church structures and 
traditionally identified with the house of Simon Peter—placing us within the very Galilean setting where 

the Gospels repeatedly locate Jesus’ ministry. 

Discovery 5: Capernaum And The “House Of Peter”—
Inside Jesus’ Galilean Ministry 

The Gospels identify Capernaum as one of the principal centers of Jesus’ Galilean 
ministry. Matthew 4:13 even describes Jesus as leaving Nazareth and settling in 
Capernaum. Mark portrays Capernaum as a major setting for Jesus’ teaching, healing, 
exorcisms, rapidly growing crowds, controversy with religious authorities, and 
repeated activity centered in and around the house of Simon Peter and Andrew (Mark 
1:21–34; 2:1–12). 
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Archaeologists excavating Capernaum uncovered an ordinary first-century basalt 
dwelling beneath later Christian structures. What makes this particular house 
extraordinary is what happened to it subsequently. During the first centuries of 
Christianity, one room ceased functioning as an ordinary domestic space, received 
repeated plastering, and eventually became a focus of Christian gathering and 
veneration. 

By the fourth century, pilgrims identified the building specifically with the house of 
Peter, and a church developed around it. A fifth-century octagonal church was 
ultimately constructed directly over the earlier venerated room. Christian graffiti in 
several languages, including invocations of Christ, were scratched into later plaster 
surfaces associated with the site. 

The historical continuity becomes even more striking in the testimony of Egeria (fl. c. 
AD 381–384), a late-fourth-century Christian pilgrim from the western Roman 
Empire who traveled extensively through the Holy Land and recorded the biblical 
sites she visited. During her pilgrimage to Capernaum, she reported that “the house of 
the prince of the Apostles was transformed into a church” and that its original 
walls were still standing. Her account is especially important because it shows that by 
the late fourth century, Christians were already identifying a specific structure in 
Capernaum as the house of Peter—centuries before the medieval period and before 
the later church buildings that eventually covered the site. (E. D. Hunt, The Itinerary 
of Egeria: Reliving the Bible in Fourth-Century Palestine; see also Vatican 
News, Following in Jesus’ Footsteps: Capernaum, the Town of Jesus) 

The Biblical Archaeology Society’s synthesis of the excavation describes the 
combination of first-century domestic remains, unusually early alteration of one 
particular room, subsequent Christian use, and later architectural memorialization. 
(The House of Peter: The Home of Jesus in Capernaum?) 

One of the strongest features of the site is the unusual history of Room 1, the room at 
the center of the later Christian structures. Excavators Fr. Virgilio Corbo (1918–
1991) and Fr. Stanislao Loffreda (1932–2025) found that by the late first or early 
second century the room had been resurfaced with plaster, while the pottery 
assemblage shifted away from ordinary household wares toward lamps and storage 
jars—changes they interpreted as evidence that the space was being used for 
gatherings rather than normal domestic life. Israeli archaeologist Dr. Jodi Magness 
(b. 1956) likewise notes that this earlier house was later incorporated into what the 
excavators identified as a Judeo-Christian domus ecclesia, or house-church, and that 
the room’s unusual lime floors and graffiti formed part of the argument that it had 
become a place of special Christian veneration. The significance is cumulative: an 
ordinary first-century dwelling in Capernaum developed an exceptional history very 
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early, was remembered by Christians as Peter’s house, was transformed into a worship 
space, and was eventually monumentalized by an octagonal church built directly over 
the same room. (Dr. Jodi Magness, Capernaum) 

Another reason this site deserves such close attention is that the archaeological 
sequence appears to preserve continuity of memory at one specific location across 
several centuries. The first-century domestic house was not abandoned and forgotten 
only to be rediscovered by Byzantine Christians long afterward; instead, one room 
developed an unusual pattern of treatment, gathering, plastering, inscription, and 
reverence before later church architecture formalized that memory. The progression 
from ordinary home, to specially used room, to house-church, to octagonal basilica 
suggests that later Christians were not simply choosing a random spot in Capernaum 
to honor Peter, but were preserving and monumentalizing a location that had already 
acquired exceptional significance within the local Christian community. When that 
archaeological continuity is placed beside the Gospel tradition that repeatedly situates 
Jesus in Peter’s household and beside Egeria’s fourth-century testimony that the house 
had been transformed into a church while its walls were still standing, the site 
becomes one of the strongest examples of how early Christian memory, archaeology, 
and Gospel geography can converge around a single place. 

Dr. Craig A. Evans again has studied this discovery specifically in his work on New 
Testament material culture. His research includes the question of what a fishing boat, 
a house, an ossuary, and other surviving artifacts can legitimately contribute to the 
study of the historical Jesus. (Dr. Craig A. Evans, Jesus and the Remains of His Day) 

The identification of one particular house with Simon Peter ultimately depends upon 
accumulated historical memory rather than an original first-century nameplate. What 
is archaeologically firm, however, is already significant: Capernaum existed as the 
kind of first-century Jewish fishing settlement the Gospels describe; a first-century 
dwelling became a focus of unusually early Christian reverence; and later Christians 
understood that particular location to be connected with Peter and therefore with 
Jesus’ ministry. 

That continuity matters because Capernaum was not merely one stop among many in 
Jesus’ ministry; the Gospels present it as a recurring base of operations closely 
associated with Peter’s household, teaching, healing, and public ministry. If the 
traditional identification is correct, this site would preserve not merely the memory of 
an apostle’s home, but one of the domestic settings in which Jesus Himself repeatedly 
entered, taught, healed, and gathered with His earliest followers. 
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This brings us closer to the Gospel landscape than a generic artifact can. We can stand 
within the village that became Jesus’ Galilean base and examine the domestic and 
religious world in which the earliest traditions place some of His best-known ministry. 

 
The Pool of Bethesda in Jerusalem: Archaeology revealed a double-pool complex divided by a central 
structure. Four porticoes surrounded the outer perimeter while a fifth crossed the middle—providing a 

striking architectural explanation for John’s otherwise unusual description of a pool having “five 
porticoes” (John 5:2). 

Discovery 6: The Pool of Bethesda—John’s Five Porticoes 

The Gospel of John describes Jesus encountering a disabled man beside a pool in 
Jerusalem called Bethesda. The writer includes an unusual architectural detail: the 
pool possessed five porticoes (John 5:2). 

This is more significant than it first appears. A normal rectangular pool would 
ordinarily suggest four sides and therefore four surrounding colonnades. For 
generations, some readers treated John’s description as symbolic or architecturally 
confused. 

Excavation revealed something far more interesting. Bethesda consisted of two 
adjoining pools divided by a central barrier. Porticoes could therefore run around the 
external perimeter while an additional portico occupied the dividing structure, 
providing a straightforward explanation for the apparently unusual number five. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%205%3A2&version=NIV


The archaeological correspondence becomes still more impressive when the 
excavation work itself is examined in detail. Israeli archaeologist Shimon Gibson, 
who directed archaeological investigation of the Bethesda complex and has worked 
extensively in Jerusalem, describes the ancient arrangement as two pools surrounded 
by four porticoes, with “an additional portico … extending across the barrier wall 
separating the two pools.” That seemingly small architectural observation is 
precisely what makes John’s five-portico description intelligible: the Gospel is not 
imagining a strange five-sided pool, but describing a double-pool complex whose 
central dividing structure created the fifth covered walkway.  

More recent archaeological analysis by David Gurevich of the University of Haifa’s 
Zinman Institute of Archaeology likewise identifies the complex as a northern 
reservoir and a southern pool separated by a dam approximately 6.5 meters wide, 
with the monumental arrangement belonging to the late Second Temple period. 
Drawing directly upon Gibson and Gurevich, a 2025 study in Cambridge 
University’s New Testament Studies summarizes the archaeological picture as a 
double pool “surrounded by four porticoes, with a fifth portico running across the 
dam.” The significance is difficult to miss: John preserves not merely the name of a 
Jerusalem location but an unusual architectural configuration that corresponds closely 
to what archaeology has recovered from the site. Even more strikingly, those porticoes 
later disappeared, while the two rock-cut basins survived, meaning that the peculiar 
detail preserved in John reflects knowledge of a Jerusalem landscape that was 
dramatically altered after the first century. (Shimon Gibson, The Excavations at the 
Bethesda Pool in Jerusalem; George van Kooten, The Pre-70 CE Dating of the 
Gospel of John) 

Here it is important to identify who “John” is within the framework of this 
treatise. John the Apostle (1st century AD), the son of Zebedee, one of Jesus’ 
Twelve disciples and a member of His closest inner circle with Peter and James, is 
traditionally identified—and his authorship continues to be defended by many New 
Testament scholars—as the author behind the Fourth Gospel. John’s Gospel combines 
profound theology with repeated geographical details about Jerusalem and Judea. 

New Testament scholar Dr. Craig S. Keener (b. 1960) has produced one of the most 
extensive modern scholarly commentaries on John and approaches the Gospel with 
particular attention to Jewish, Greco-Roman, archaeological, geographical, and social 
context. His massive The Gospel of John: A Commentary discusses the historical 
setting of Bethesda and the Fourth Gospel’s familiarity with ancient Jerusalem. (Dr. 
Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary) 

The archaeological importance is affirmative and straightforward: John describes a 
real location in Jerusalem and preserves a peculiar architectural detail that makes 
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excellent sense once the site itself is understood. The Gospel’s theology does not float 
above an imaginary city; its narrative repeatedly moves through recognizable 
geography. 

The miracle account of John 5 can therefore be read within a location archaeology has 
brought back into view. The stones do not replace John’s testimony—they give that 
testimony a physical setting. 

 

Discovery 7: The Pool of Siloam—Another Johannine 
Landmark Returns 

This discovery has gone through remarkable improvements and expansions since I 
toured Israel with 50 others in 2020.  First, some critical background information. 

John 9 places one of Jesus’ most memorable miracles at an unmistakably specific 
location in Jerusalem. After encountering a man who had been blind from birth, Jesus 
made mud, placed it on the man’s eyes, and instructed him, “Go, wash in the Pool of 
Siloam” (John 9:1–7). The man went, washed, and returned seeing. Once again, the 
Fourth Gospel does not locate an extraordinary event in an undefined sacred 
landscape; it anchors the narrative to a named pool within the physical geography of 
first-century Jerusalem. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%209%3A1-7


The name itself reaches much deeper into Israel’s history. Jerusalem’s ancient water 
system carried the waters of the Gihon Spring toward the southern end of the City of 
David, a major engineering achievement associated biblically with King Hezekiah. 2 
Kings 20:20 remembers how Hezekiah “made the pool and the tunnel” and brought 
water into the city, while 2 Chronicles 32:30 says that he redirected the upper outlet 
of the Gihon and brought its water down to the western side of the City of 
David. Isaiah 8:6 refers to the gently flowing “waters of Shiloah,” and Nehemiah 
3:15 later mentions the “Pool of Shelah” near the king’s garden. Siloam was therefore 
not a place invented for John’s narrative; the water system and the name were rooted 
in Jerusalem’s history centuries before Jesus. 

In 2004, modern infrastructure work unexpectedly exposed monumental stone steps 
near the southern end of the ancient City of David. Israeli archaeologists Dr. Ronny 
Reich (b. 1947), professor emeritus of archaeology at the University of Haifa and a 
leading specialist in Jerusalem and Second Temple-period ritual installations, and Dr. 
Eli Shukron, an Israeli archaeologist and longtime excavator for the Israel Antiquities 
Authority specializing in ancient Jerusalem, subsequently excavated substantial 
portions of the remains. They uncovered a large-stepped installation dating to the late 
Second Temple period, with broad descending steps and landings that allowed people 
to approach the water at different levels as its depth changed. The archaeological 
setting immediately attracted attention because it lay precisely where ancient sources 
and Jerusalem’s water system required a major pool to have existed during the 
lifetime of Jesus. (Dr. Ronny Reich, The Reich-Shukron Excavations in the City of 
David) 

Dr. Reich’s own assessment is especially significant. In summarizing the excavation, 
he described uncovering “the eastern edges of a large pool surrounded by 
steps” and identified it with the Siloam Pool mentioned in John 9. He further 
observed that its earliest exposed phase had been plastered in a manner comparable to 
Jerusalem’s miqva’ot, or Jewish ritual immersion baths. For Reich, the pool belonged 
to a much larger pilgrimage landscape in which enormous numbers of Jews arrived in 
Jerusalem for the great festivals, purified themselves, and then proceeded toward the 
Temple. (Dr. Ronny Reich, The Reich-Shukron Excavations in the City of David) 

The wider archaeological context has now become even more impressive. 
Excavations north of the pool uncovered the monumental stepped street or 
Pilgrimage Road that ascended from the southern City of David toward the Temple 
Mount. Years of excavation by the Israel Antiquities Authority and the City of David 
have now exposed the entire approximately 600-meter route, extending from the Pool 
of Siloam northward toward the foot of the Temple Mount; the completed route was 
formally unveiled in September 2025 and has since been opened so visitors can walk 
portions of the original Second Temple-period paving. The broad street, 
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approximately eight meters wide in places, was constructed with massive stone slabs 
and was accompanied by drainage channels, shops, coins, ritual installations, and 
other remains of Jerusalem immediately before its destruction by Rome in AD 70. 
Rather than merely placing Siloam somewhere within ancient Jerusalem, archaeology 
has now physically recovered the principal thoroughfare connecting the pool area with 
the Temple precinct—the very kind of route along which Jewish worshipers would 
have moved during the pilgrimage festivals repeatedly mentioned in John’s Gospel. 
(City of David, The Pilgrims’ Road to the Temple Mount and the Stepped Street; City 
of David, Pilgrimage Road—Main Street of Ancient Jerusalem) 

That context is highly relevant to the Gospel of John because John repeatedly places 
Jesus in Jerusalem during the Jewish festivals. The Gospel specifically 
mentions Passover (John 2:13), the Feast of Tabernacles (John 7:2), the Feast of 
Dedication (John 10:22), and Jesus’ final Passover during the Passion 
narrative (John 12:1). Siloam therefore belongs not merely to the story of one healing 
but to the larger religious geography through which Jewish pilgrims moved during the 
very festivals around which John structures significant portions of Jesus’ ministry. 

The archaeological picture has become still more interesting because excavations 
published in 2024 and 2025 are refining earlier reconstructions of the southern pool 
complex. Israeli archaeologist Nahshon Szanton, formerly a senior archaeologist 
with the Jerusalem district of the Israel Antiquities Authority and a researcher at Tel 
Aviv University, has argued from newer excavation data that archaeologists must 
distinguish between several neighboring pools rather than treat the entire depression 
known as Birket el-Ḥamra as a single Siloam installation. His 2024 study identifies 
the Silwan Pool with Siloam and proposes that the larger Birket el-Ḥamra installation 
may instead have served a different function, possibly including public bathing or 
entertainment. (Nahshon Szanton, Ritual Purification and Bathing: The Location and 
Function of Siloam Pool and Solomon’s Pool in Second Temple Period Jerusalem) 

That reassessment became even more important during excavations conducted 
in 2023–2024 by Szanton, Dr. Filip Vukosavović, and Itamar Berko. Their 
preliminary report found that the monumental staircase uncovered by Reich and 
Shukron in the northern part of Birket el-Ḥamra does not continue southward across 
the entire central depression as earlier reconstructions had assumed. The 
excavators therefore proposed that some remains previously folded into the 
reconstruction of one enormous pool may belong to a different monumental complex, 
possibly associated with Herodian-era public entertainment. This is an excellent 
example of archaeology correcting and sharpening its own earlier reconstructions as 
more ground is excavated. It does not erase the Siloam landmark; rather, it is helping 
archaeologists determine more precisely where one ancient pool ended, another 
began, and how the southern entrance to Jerusalem functioned in Jesus’ day. 
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(Nahshon Szanton, Dr. Filip Vukosavović and Itamar Berko, New Archaeological 
Discoveries in the Excavations of Birket al-Hamra in Jerusalem) 

Meanwhile, archaeological evidence from the immediate Siloam vicinity continues to 
accumulate. A 2025 Israel Antiquities Authority publication reported a plastered 
pool constructed beside the Siloam Pool during the later first century AD. Pottery, 
coins, plaster, and the installation’s stratigraphic position indicate that it was probably 
built during the Great Jewish Revolt of AD 66–70, perhaps in its final phase. That 
discovery is particularly valuable because it demonstrates that the Siloam district 
remained an active and evolving water-management zone right through the generation 
in which Jerusalem was destroyed by Rome. (Zvi Greenhut and Gabriel Mazor, The 
City of David (‘Ir David), Siloam Road: A Plastered Pool Adjacent to the Siloam 
Pool) 

Even the far older history beneath the New Testament landscape has now yielded 
one of Siloam’s most remarkable discoveries. A multidisciplinary radiocarbon study 
published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences precisely dated the 
monumental Siloam Dam to approximately 805–795 BC, placing its construction 
nearly eight centuries before Jesus. The enormous structure—excavated by Israeli 
archaeologists Dr. Nahshon Szanton, Itamar Berko, and Dr. Filip Vukosavović—
measures roughly 12 meters high, more than 8 meters wide, and at least 21 meters 
long, with portions continuing beyond the excavated area; Israeli archaeological 
authorities describe it as the largest ancient dam yet discovered in Israel. 
Researchers have proposed that its construction may have been related to changing 
climatic conditions and the need simultaneously to control destructive floodwater 
while retaining precious water during periods of reduced rainfall. The dating places 
this massive engineering project within the era of the kings of Judah and demonstrates 
that Siloam was already a strategically important water-management zone centuries 
before the Second Temple installations encountered in the world of Jesus. (City of 
David, The Largest Dam in Ancient Israel Was Uncovered in the City of 
David; Radiocarbon Dating of Jerusalem’s Siloam Dam Links Climate Data and 
Major Waterworks) 

The biblical connection makes that chronology especially intriguing. The dam’s 
construction falls within the general era of the monarchy of Judah, while the biblical 
books remember major efforts to control Jerusalem’s water supply, particularly under 
Hezekiah. 2 Kings 20:20 credits Hezekiah with constructing “the pool and the tunnel” 
and bringing water into the city, while 2 Chronicles 32:30 similarly records his 
diversion of the Gihon waters. Archaeology does not permit us simply to stamp 
Hezekiah’s name onto every hydraulic installation in the vicinity, and the newly dated 
dam may predate portions of the water system traditionally associated with his reign. 
What the evidence establishes independently is nevertheless striking: Jerusalem 
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possessed major, sophisticated water-engineering works in precisely the broad 
historical era described by the biblical record. 

This means that when John directs the reader to Siloam, he is placing Jesus within a 
location whose archaeological history now stretches across multiple phases of 
Jerusalem’s existence: an Iron Age water-management system, the biblical-era 
development of the City of David, Second Temple monumental installations, ritual 
and pilgrimage activity, a major road ascending toward the Temple, and first-century 
construction continuing almost to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. The 
landscape is becoming more detailed with every excavation season, not less. 

What makes the continuing excavation especially valuable is that these discoveries are 
no longer isolated points on an archaeological map. Archaeologists can now trace an 
extraordinary historical continuum at Siloam—from a monumental Iron Age dam 
built around 800 BC, through the water systems remembered in Israel’s biblical 
history, to the enormous Second Temple-period pool complex and the fully exposed 
Pilgrimage Road leading toward the Temple Mount. In other words, the landscape 
surrounding John 9 is not becoming more hypothetical as archaeology advances; it is 
becoming increasingly tangible, interconnected, and recoverable. 

New Testament scholar Dr. Craig S. Keener again provides valuable analysis 
because Siloam fits a broader pattern within the Fourth Gospel. John repeatedly 
identifies locations, distances, festivals, pools, gates, roads, and Jerusalem settings 
with unusual specificity. His massive The Gospel of John: A Commentary examines 
these details against Jewish, Greco-Roman, geographical, social, and archaeological 
evidence and emphasizes how firmly the Gospel is embedded in the world of first-
century Judaea. (Dr. Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary) 

Taken together, Bethesda and Siloam form an especially powerful archaeological 
pair. At Bethesda, John preserves the odd architectural detail of five porticoes (John 
5:2); at Siloam, he sends the blind man to a named pool at the southern end of 
Jerusalem (John 9:7). Both locations belong to the physical landscape of pre-AD 70 
Jerusalem, and both have emerged from beneath centuries of rebuilding, destruction, 
and accumulated debris through modern archaeology. 

For Christian historical investigation, that cumulative pattern matters. John makes 
extraordinary theological claims about Jesus—calling Him the eternal Word 
who “became flesh” (John 1:1–14)—yet repeatedly places those claims inside a city 
whose pools, streets, water systems, festivals, political authorities, and religious 
institutions can be investigated archaeologically. Siloam therefore does not merely 
provide an attractive background to John 9; it is another substantial physical point at 
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which the Gospel’s testimony intersects with the recoverable world of first-century 
Jerusalem. 

 
Magdala—A First-Century Galilean Town from The World of Jesus: Together these four images 

move from the broader archaeological site of ancient Magdala on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee, 
to its first-century synagogue, the remarkable Magdala Stone discovered within it, and the stone’s seven-

branched menorah imagery. The excavations reveal not merely an isolated religious building but a 
substantial Jewish town with streets, homes, ritual baths, marketplace areas, storage facilities, harbor 
activity, and a synagogue deeply oriented toward Jerusalem and the Temple. Taken together, the site 

provides an unusually vivid archaeological window into the Galilean religious and social world in which 
the Gospels repeatedly describe Jesus teaching, healing, and proclaiming the Kingdom of God. 

Discovery 8: Magdala—A Synagogue from The World Of 
Jesus 

The Gospels repeatedly depict Jesus entering synagogues throughout Galilee, reading 
Scripture, teaching, confronting religious opposition, healing, and proclaiming the 
Kingdom of God. Archaeology at Magdala, on the western shore of the Sea of 
Galilee, has allowed modern readers to step remarkably close to that world. What has 
emerged from the soil is not merely an isolated synagogue, but a substantial first-
century Jewish town whose religious, commercial, fishing, and harbor life belonged to 
the same Galilean environment in which the Gospels repeatedly place Jesus. 

Magdala was an important settlement long before modern excavation made it famous. 
First-century Jewish historian Josephus knew the town as Taricheae, a name 



associated with its fish-processing industry, and described it as one of the principal 
administrative centers of the region alongside Tiberias. The Greek geographer Strabo 
(c. 64 BC–c. AD 24) likewise referred to the excellent fish from the area that were 
preserved by salting. Archaeology has since revealed a substantial harbor, 
marketplace, residential areas, ritual baths, streets, and other installations consistent 
with a thriving lakeside community rather than an insignificant hamlet. 
(BiblePlaces, Magdala) 

The biblical connection is especially interesting and deserves careful 
wording. Magdala itself is not explicitly named as a place Jesus visited in the 
surviving Gospel text, but it is closely connected with the Gospel world. Most 
importantly, Mary Magdalene, one of Jesus’ most prominent female followers, was 
identified by her place-name: Luke describes her as “Mary, called Magdalene, from 
whom seven demons had gone out” (Luke 8:1–3). Her designation almost certainly 
means “Mary from Magdala,” making this town part of the personal geography of 
Jesus’ own circle of disciples. BiblePlaces also notes that Matthew 15:39 says Jesus 
traveled to the region of Magadan, while Mark 8:10 places the parallel episode in 
the region of Dalmanutha; many scholars have discussed whether one or both names 
preserve a geographical connection with the Magdala area. (Matthew 15:39; Mark 
8:10; BiblePlaces, Magdala) 

Magdala’s location also makes its connection to Jesus’ ministry especially 
compelling. The town lay only about 6–7 miles south of Capernaum, the lakeside 
community that functioned as one of Jesus’ principal Galilean bases, and roughly 3 
miles north of Tiberias. In other words, Magdala was not on the distant edge of 
Jesus’ world; it sat along the same western shoreline of the Sea of Galilee, within easy 
traveling distance of the towns in which the Gospels repeatedly place Him. 
BiblePlaces notes that Magdala lay near the center of Jesus’ Galilean ministry and 
therefore argues that it is quite plausible that the town was included when Matthew 
says Jesus went “throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues” (Matthew 
4:23) and later “through all the towns and villages” (Matthew 9:35). That does not 
prove Jesus stood in the excavated Magdala synagogue, but geographically and 
historically it places that synagogue remarkably close to the heart of His documented 
ministry around Capernaum. (BiblePlaces, Magdala; BiblePlaces, 1st Century 
Synagogue Found at Magdala) 

The broader Gospel descriptions make Magdala still more relevant. Mark reports 
Jesus saying, “Let us go somewhere else to the towns nearby, so that I may preach 
there also,” and then describes Him traveling throughout Galilee, “preaching in 
their synagogues” (Mark 1:38–39). Matthew likewise summarizes Jesus’ ministry 
by saying that He went “throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom” (Matthew 4:23), while Luke describes 
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people coming from “every village of Galilee” (Luke 5:17). BiblePlaces therefore 
reasonably observes that even if Magdala is not explicitly named in those itineraries, a 
significant Galilean town of this kind belongs naturally within the regional setting 
those Gospel summaries describe. (BiblePlaces, Magdala) 

Beginning in 2009, excavations at Magdala uncovered a richly appointed first-century 
synagogue with benches, mosaic floors, frescoes, architectural decoration, and the 
extraordinary carved object now known as the Magdala Stone. The synagogue dates 
to the Second Temple period, broadly between about 50 BC and AD 100, placing it 
squarely within the era of Jesus’ ministry. At the time of its discovery, it was 
especially significant as one of the rare synagogues from this period found in Galilee. 
Even more remarkably, subsequent excavation uncovered a second synagogue at 
Magdala also dating to the time of Jesus, demonstrating that this town possessed a 
richer and more complex synagogue culture than archaeologists had previously 
realized. (BiblePlaces, Magdala) 

That second synagogue is particularly important because it strengthens the case that 
Magdala was not merely a town containing one exceptional religious structure. 
Rather, it appears to have supported multiple synagogue spaces within the same first-
century Jewish community. This fits naturally within the Gospel picture of Galilee as 
a region dotted with towns and villages possessing active synagogue life, where 
Scripture was read, interpreted, debated, and applied to the life of the community. The 
archaeological discoveries at Magdala therefore provide unusually direct material 
context for Gospel scenes in which Jesus repeatedly enters synagogues and teaches 
Jewish audiences from within their own religious world. 

The most celebrated artifact from the first synagogue is the Magdala Stone, whose 
carved imagery has become one of the most important archaeological discoveries for 
understanding Jewish worship before AD 70. The stone contains architectural and 
symbolic imagery associated with the Jerusalem Temple, including a carved seven-
branched menorah. Excavation director Dina Avshalom-Gorni, an Israeli 
archaeologist with the Israel Antiquities Authority, emphasized the exceptional 
significance of the find because it was discovered in a Jewish context and dates to the 
period when the Second Temple was still standing. BiblePlaces highlights her 
observation that this was the first such menorah depiction discovered in a Jewish 
archaeological context from the Second Temple/Early Roman period. 
(BiblePlaces, Magdala) 

The menorah image matters because it was created before the destruction of the 
Jerusalem Temple in AD 70. The person who carved it lived in a world in which the 
Temple still stood and its sacred furniture remained part of living Jewish memory. 
That makes the Magdala Stone far more than decorative artwork; it provides physical 
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evidence that Jewish communities in Galilee understood their synagogue life in close 
relationship to Jerusalem and its Temple. The symbolism therefore helps explain how 
deeply Temple-centered religious identity permeated Jewish life even far from 
Jerusalem itself. 

Archaeologist Dr. Zeev Weiss (b. 1959), a specialist in ancient synagogues and 
Jewish art, has studied the Magdala Stone and its liturgical significance within early 
Jewish synagogue life. His work argues that the artifact contributes to our 
understanding of synagogue furniture, Temple symbolism, ritual space, Scripture, and 
communal identity before the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. (Dr. Zeev 
Weiss, The “Magdala Stone Table”: Its Function and Role in Determining the 
Liturgical Furniture in the Ancient Synagogue) 

Dr. Craig A. Evans has likewise examined what archaeological discoveries at 
Magdala and other Galilean locations contribute to our understanding of Jesus and His 
world. His work repeatedly demonstrates that archaeology is especially powerful 
when it reconstructs the Jewish environment in which Jesus taught rather than 
attempting to isolate individual artifacts from their broader cultural setting. Magdala is 
an ideal example: the synagogue, ritual baths, marketplace, harbor, streets, and 
domestic architecture together allow us to reconstruct an entire Jewish community 
from the era in which Jesus ministered. (Dr. Craig A. Evans, Jesus and the Remains of 
His Day) 

The ancient harbor adds another important dimension. Josephus described Magdala 
as a place associated with large numbers of boats, shipyard workers, and maritime 
activity, and archaeological excavation has uncovered substantial harbor installations, 
including a promenade, sheltered basin, quay, mooring stone, and breakwater. 
BiblePlaces notes that the harbor basin covered roughly one acre and that the 
breakwater extended approximately 230 feet. These remains help reconstruct precisely 
the kind of fishing economy that forms the occupational background of several of 
Jesus’ earliest disciples, including Peter, Andrew, James, and John. 
(BiblePlaces, Magdala) 

Magdala therefore places us inside far more than a synagogue. It allows us to see 
a first-century Galilean Jewish town with worship spaces, streets, fishing 
commerce, ritual installations, harbor activity, domestic life, and religious imagery 
deeply connected with Jerusalem. Its most famous resident in Christian memory, 
Mary Magdalene, became one of Jesus’ faithful followers and later one of the central 
witnesses in the resurrection narratives (John 20:1–18). The town thus stands at the 
intersection of Gospel biography, Galilean geography, Jewish worship, and 
archaeology. 
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The cumulative significance is powerful. The Gospels describe Jesus traveling 
through Galilee, teaching in synagogues, interacting with fishing communities, 
gathering disciples, and moving among towns around the Sea of Galilee. Magdala 
supplies the physical world behind those descriptions: benches on which worshipers 
sat, stone pavements beneath their feet, ritual baths they used, harbor installations 
serving their boats, and Temple imagery they recognized. The archaeology does not 
merely tell us that Galilee existed; it reconstructs the social and religious environment 
Jesus actually addressed. 

 
A	#irst-century	house	preserved	beneath	the	Sisters	of	Nazareth	convent.	Archaeological	

investigation	led	by	Dr.	Ken	Dark	identi#ied	the	partially	rock-cut	structure	as	an	Early	Roman-
period	domestic	building,	preserving	a	doorway,	wall	remains,	and	portions	of	the	original	#loor	
from	the	era	in	which	the	Gospels	place	Jesus’	childhood	in	Nazareth.	Later	Christian	tradition	

associated	this	particular	house	with	the	home	of	Jesus,	although	archaeology	can	establish	the	date	
and	domestic	character	of	the	structure	rather	than	identify	its	original	occupants. 

Discovery 9: Nazareth—The Obscure Village That 
Archaeology Found 

Nazareth has long occupied an unusual position in historical discussion because its 
obscurity itself became an argument for some of Christianity’s most radical critics. 
Ancient literary references to the settlement outside the New Testament are sparse, 
and some advocates of Jesus mythicism once claimed that Nazareth either did not 
exist during the early first century or was created later by Christian tradition. Yet that 



argument has become extraordinarily difficult to sustain in light of modern 
archaeology. 

The Gospels themselves portray Nazareth not as an impressive urban center but as a 
modest Galilean settlement. Luke identifies it as the place where Jesus was raised and 
where He later entered the synagogue and read from Isaiah (Luke 4:16–30). Matthew 
likewise says that Joseph settled his family there after returning from Egypt (Matthew 
2:19–23). John preserves the famous reaction of Nathanael when Philip told him that 
he had found Jesus of Nazareth: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
(John 1:43–51). That dismissive comment makes particularly good sense if Nazareth 
was exactly what archaeology now suggests—a small, provincial, rural Jewish 
community rather than a celebrated city. 

Archaeological evidence has identified settlement at Nazareth during the late 
Hellenistic and Early Roman periods, including domestic structures, pottery, 
agricultural installations, underground storage areas, rock-cut features, tombs, and 
other remains consistent with a small Jewish farming community. These discoveries 
are important because they place human occupation directly within the period relevant 
to Jesus’ childhood and early life. The evidence does not merely show that people 
lived somewhere in the broader Nazareth region; it documents a settlement on the site 
of the modern city during the first century. 

One reason Nazareth has surrendered its first-century archaeology only gradually is 
that the ancient settlement lies beneath the heart of the modern city. Nazareth 
today is a densely built urban center with a population of roughly 75,000–80,000 
people, whereas the community in which Jesus grew up probably numbered only a 
few hundred inhabitants. Modern homes, roads, churches, convents, shops, utilities, 
and centuries of later construction now cover much of the terrain occupied by ancient 
Nazareth. Archaeologists therefore cannot simply remove the modern city and expose 
the first-century settlement as they might at an abandoned desert ruin; instead, the 
ancient village has had to be reconstructed piece by piece through rescue excavations, 
underground chambers, church properties, convent basements, tombs, and 
construction projects that occasionally provide access to earlier layers. 

That contrast in population helps explain Nazareth’s obscurity in the ancient literary 
record. Estimates necessarily vary because only portions of the settlement are 
accessible for excavation, but many scholars place first-century Nazareth somewhere 
in the range of approximately 200–500 inhabitants. Archaeologist James F. 
Strange eventually revised his own estimate to a maximum of roughly 480 people, 
while other reconstructions have suggested perhaps 200–400 residents. These figures 
should not be treated as census numbers, but they illustrate the scale involved: 
Nazareth was probably a community of extended families living through agriculture, 
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animal husbandry, olive and grape cultivation, construction, and local crafts rather 
than a large administrative or commercial center. 

Israel Antiquities Authority archaeologist Yardenna Alexandre has published one of 
the most important archaeological studies of Nazareth’s settlement history. Her work 
documents occupation spanning the period relevant to Jesus and describes domestic 
remains, pottery, subterranean installations, and evidence consistent with Jewish 
settlement during the Early Roman period. The cumulative picture is not of a 
nonexistent town invented by later Christians, but of a modest Jewish village occupied 
precisely when the Gospels locate Jesus there. (Yardenna Alexandre, The Settlement 
History of Nazareth in the Iron Age and Early Roman Period) 

Alexandre’s findings are particularly valuable because they illuminate the ordinary 
character of the settlement. The archaeological remains are not monumental palaces, 
theaters, temples, or massive civic buildings; they are the material remains one would 
expect from a rural Galilean community—houses, agricultural installations, storage 
facilities, pottery, and subterranean spaces. That very ordinariness fits the Gospel 
presentation remarkably well. The New Testament never portrays Nazareth as an 
important city; it portrays it as the kind of place whose very insignificance could 
provoke Nathanael’s skeptical question. 

Archaeologist Dr. Ken Dark, a specialist in Roman-period archaeology who has 
devoted nearly two decades of research to ancient Nazareth, has significantly 
expanded our understanding of the settlement. His Oxford University Press 
volume Archaeology of Jesus’ Nazareth examines the archaeological evidence across 
the town rather than focusing on a single isolated discovery. Dark concludes that an 
early first-century Jewish farming settlement unquestionably existed in the center of 
what is now modern Nazareth, including the areas surrounding the Church of the 
Annunciation and the Sisters of Nazareth convent. (Dr. Ken Dark, Archaeology of 
Jesus’ Nazareth) 

Dark’s work is also important because it helps explain why scholars must be cautious 
about trying to calculate the exact size or population of the ancient settlement. Much 
of first-century Nazareth is literally inaccessible beneath the present city, and 
archaeological excavation has therefore been highly uneven. What survives represents 
windows into the ancient village rather than a completely exposed settlement plan. 
Yet those windows are sufficient to establish something fundamental: Nazareth was 
there, it was occupied during the early first century, and its material culture is 
consistent with a Jewish Galilean community of the period. 

One of the most intriguing archaeological locations lies beneath the Sisters of 
Nazareth convent, where Dark and others have studied a first-century domestic 
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structure preserved beneath later Roman, Byzantine, Crusader, and modern 
construction. The remains have sometimes been associated in Christian tradition with 
the childhood home of Jesus. Dark treats that tradition seriously as a historical 
question while appropriately distinguishing tradition from archaeological proof. 
Archaeology cannot demonstrate that Jesus personally lived in that specific house, but 
it can establish that the structure belongs to the correct general period and represents 
precisely the kind of domestic setting that existed in Nazareth during His lifetime. 
(Dr. Ken Dark, Archaeology and First-Century Nazareth) 

That distinction is important. The strongest archaeological argument does not depend 
upon identifying one particular room as the place where Jesus slept or one particular 
doorway as the one through which He walked. The larger and more secure conclusion 
is that first-century Nazareth itself is archaeologically recoverable. Houses, 
agricultural installations, rock-cut features, pottery, tombs, and domestic remains 
establish the kind of community the Gospel writers presuppose. 

The Jewish character of the settlement also deserves emphasis. The archaeological 
evidence from Nazareth and its immediate surroundings is consistent with a 
community shaped by Jewish religious practice rather than a heavily paganized urban 
center. Tomb forms, pottery assemblages, settlement patterns, and other material 
evidence fit comfortably within the Jewish cultural world of first-century Galilee. This 
matters because the Gospels portray Jesus growing up within exactly such an 
environment—participating in synagogue worship, observing Jewish festivals, hearing 
Scripture, and living among people whose identity was deeply rooted in Israel’s 
religious traditions. 

Nazareth’s small size also helps explain why its absence from some major ancient 
writers is not particularly surprising. Ancient historians did not provide exhaustive 
lists of every village in Galilee, and a settlement of perhaps only a few hundred people 
would not necessarily attract the attention of authors concerned with rulers, wars, 
taxation, major cities, military campaigns, and political events. Archaeology therefore 
becomes especially important precisely where literary sources are thin: the soil can 
preserve communities that written history barely noticed. 

This produces an interesting historical irony. Some critics once argued that Nazareth’s 
obscurity counted against the Gospel record, yet archaeology now shows that the 
obscurity itself fits the settlement extraordinarily well. The Gospel writers did not 
invent an impressive hometown for their Messiah. They located Jesus in a modest 
Galilean farming community obscure enough for Nathanael to ask, “Can anything 
good come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). 
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The contrast with modern Nazareth is striking. What was probably a village of only a 
few hundred people has become a dense city of tens of thousands, and much of the 
ancient settlement now lies buried beneath later development. Yet every time 
excavation has opened another window into the older landscape, the first-century 
village has become more visible rather than less: domestic structures, pottery, storage 
spaces, agricultural installations, tombs, and Jewish material culture all converge on 
the same conclusion. 

Nazareth therefore provides another important example of how archaeology can 
illuminate the physical world presupposed by the Gospels. The town was not a 
mythical location floating outside history; it was a real Galilean settlement inhabited 
during the period in which the New Testament places Jesus. Its modest scale, Jewish 
character, rural economy, and archaeological remains fit remarkably well with the 
Gospel portrait of an obscure hometown that few outsiders would have considered 
historically significant. 

The village really was modest, provincial, and largely unnoticed by the wider 
ancient world—and archaeology shows that it really was there. 

 

The Dead Sea Scrolls—Scripture Before Christianity: The Great Isaiah Scroll, an ancient scroll-
storage jar, and the caves of Qumran together bring the pre-Christian biblical world into physical view. 
The Great Isaiah Scroll preserves the entire book of Isaiah in a manuscript copied before Christianity 

began, while the jars and desert caves preserve the archaeological context in which these extraordinary 
Jewish manuscripts survived for nearly two millennia. 



Discovery 10: The Dead Sea Scrolls—The Scriptures That 
Were There Before Christianity 

The Dead Sea Scrolls, discovered beginning in 1947 in caves near Qumran and 
elsewhere in the Judean Desert, represent one of the most consequential 
archaeological discoveries ever made for biblical studies. The collection includes 
biblical manuscripts as well as sectarian writings, commentaries, hymns, legal texts, 
apocalyptic literature, and other works belonging to the Jewish world surrounding the 
time of Jesus. 

Their importance to this investigation is fundamentally chronological. Jesus 
repeatedly quotes Israel’s Scriptures. The apostles interpret His life through those 
Scriptures. Christian claims concerning messianic fulfillment depend upon texts 
Christians insist existed before Jesus rather than being rewritten after Him. 

The Dead Sea Scrolls allow us to examine Hebrew biblical manuscripts that 
unquestionably predate Christianity. 

The most spectacular example is the Great Isaiah Scroll, dating to 
approximately 125 BC. In 2026 the Israel Museum displayed the complete scroll, 
describing it as the oldest known manuscript of a complete biblical book. (Israel 
Museum, A Voice from the Desert: The Great Isaiah Scroll) 

For this discovery, one of the most important Christian specialists was Dr. Peter W. 
Flint (1951–2016), a leading Dead Sea Scrolls scholar who helped edit major critical 
editions of the biblical scrolls and devoted extensive research to Isaiah and the 
Psalms. Flint’s scholarship demonstrates how these manuscripts illuminate the textual 
history of Scripture and the Jewish world in which Christianity arose. 

This becomes especially significant when considering passages such as Isaiah 53. 
Christians did not compose Isaiah’s suffering-servant material after Jesus’ crucifixion 
and then send it backward into Jewish history. A manuscript containing Isaiah existed 
more than a century before Jesus was born. 

The Scrolls also reveal how intensely Jews during the Second Temple period were 
discussing covenant, righteousness, purity, resurrection, judgment, Messiah, the 
Temple, spiritual conflict, light and darkness, and God’s coming intervention in 
history. Jesus therefore appears not in a religious vacuum but inside a richly 
documented Jewish world whose Scriptures and theological expectations long 
preceded Christianity. 
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For Christian apologetics, this is extraordinarily important. Christianity claims not 
merely that Jesus appeared suddenly and inspired a new religion, but that His life 
belongs to the long redemptive history recorded in Israel’s Scriptures. The Dead Sea 
Scrolls place portions of those Scriptures physically in our hands from before the 
Christian era. 

 

Additional Discoveries That Strengthen The Picture 

Three discoveries from our earlier list remain important even though I would no 
longer place them within the principal ten. 

The Sea of Galilee boat, discovered in 1986 near Kibbutz Ginosar and dated broadly 
to the late first century BC through the first century AD, gives us an actual vessel 
from the same fishing world inhabited by Peter, Andrew, James, John, and the other 
Galilean disciples. Nautical archaeologist Dr. Shelley Wachsmann (b. 1950) directed 
the excavation and later published the vessel in detail. Radiocarbon testing of the 
wood produced an average date around 40 BC, plus or minus eighty years, while 
associated pottery and construction techniques pointed to the same general Early 
Roman period. The boat measured about 26½ feet long and 7½ feet wide, was built 
largely of cedar planking with oak frames, and used mortise-and-tenon joinery and 
iron nails characteristic of ancient Mediterranean boatbuilding. It is not presented as 
Jesus’ personal vessel; its importance lies in making the material culture behind 
Gospel scenes of fishing, sailing, storms, nets, and lakeside travel extraordinarily 



tangible. (Dr. Shelley Wachsmann, The Sea of Galilee Boat: An Extraordinary 2000 
Year Old Discovery; Shelley Wachsmann, Kurt Raveh and Orna Cohen, The Kinneret 
Boat Project: The Excavation and Conservation of the Kinneret Boat) ResearchGate 

The Alexamenos Graffito, generally dated to the late second or early third century 
AD, provides a very different kind of evidence. Scratched onto a wall in the imperial-
palace complex on Rome’s Palatine Hill, it depicts a man worshiping a crucified 
figure with an animal-like head and includes the mocking inscription commonly 
translated, “Alexamenos worships his god.” Modern scholarship widely interprets 
the drawing as a pagan caricature of Christian belief and therefore as rare 
archaeological evidence that outsiders in Rome already recognized worship of the 
crucified Jesus as central to Christian identity. Dr. Jeffrey S. Siker, writing in The 
Encyclopedia of Ancient History, describes the figure as most likely representing 
Jesus and interprets the ass-headed depiction as a way of ridiculing Christianity as 
foolish. Art historian Felicity Harley-McGowan likewise dates the graffito to the late 
second or early third century and treats it as evidence for non-Christian knowledge 
and parody of Christian devotion to the crucified Christ. The artifact gives physical 
form to the cultural scandal Paul describes when he says Christians proclaim “Christ 
crucified” (1 Corinthians 1:23)—a message he says many Gentiles regarded as 
foolishness. (Dr. Jeffrey S. Siker, Alexamenos (Inscription); Richard Viladesau, The 
Cross in the New Testament and the Patristic Paradigm) Wiley Online Library 

The Megiddo Mosaic deserves special attention because it moves from ridicule of 
Christian worship to evidence of organized Christian devotion within the Roman 
world itself. Discovered during salvage excavations at Kefar ‘Othnay near 
Megiddo, the mosaic formed part of a third-century Christian prayer hall embedded 
within a larger residential and military complex. The original Israel Antiquities 
Authority excavation was directed by Dr. Yotam Tepper, with the inscriptions 
published by Dr. Leah Di Segni. One Greek dedication records that the “God-loving 
Akeptous” offered a table “to God Jesus Christ as a memorial.” That wording is 
extraordinary because it explicitly applies divine language to Jesus in an 
archaeological context commonly dated to around AD 230, nearly a century before 
the Council of Nicaea in AD 325. The prayer hall also preserves an inscription 
naming the centurion Gaianus, another commemorating four women, and evidence for 
a central ritual table, illustrating an already organized Christian worshiping 
community before Christianity received imperial legalization. (Dr. Yotam Tepper and 
Dr. Leah Di Segni, A Christian Prayer Hall of the Third Century CE at Kefar ‘Othnay 
(Legio): Excavations at the Megiddo Prison 2005; Vassilios Tzaferis, Inscribed “To 
God Jesus Christ”—Early Christian Prayer Hall Found in Megiddo Prison; Biblical 
Archaeology Society, The Megiddo Mosaic) Northeast Insulae Project 
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The significance of the Megiddo inscription should be stated carefully but strongly. It 
does not by itself settle every theological debate about how early Christians 
articulated the relationship between Jesus and God, nor does it tell us that every 
Christian community used identical formulas. What it does demonstrate materially is 
that Christians in the early third century could address Jesus explicitly with divine 
language in a worship setting. That makes the inscription an important archaeological 
witness to the development—and antiquity—of high Christological devotion long 
before the fourth-century councils formalized creedal language about Christ’s divine 
status. (Center for Online Judaic Studies, Early Christian Prayer Hall, 3rd 
Century CE) 

These artifacts broaden the picture beyond the principal ten in three very different 
directions. The Galilee boat brings us into the fishing and transportation world of 
Jesus and His disciples; the Alexamenos Graffito shows outsiders mocking 
Christians precisely because they worshiped a crucified figure; and the Megiddo 
inscription shows Christians themselves explicitly honoring Jesus with divine 
language within an organized prayer hall. Together they demonstrate how 
archaeology can illuminate not only the world in which Jesus lived, but also the 
rapidly developing historical world of the movement that formed around Him. 

 

What The Archaeological Record Has Preserved 
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For nearly two thousand years, the physical world of the Gospels underwent repeated 
conquest, destruction, rebuilding, migration, earthquake, religious change, and urban 
expansion. Jerusalem was transformed repeatedly, the Temple was destroyed, 
Byzantine builders erected churches, later civilizations added their own structures, and 
generations lived above archaeological remains whose historical importance they 
could not know. 

Yet portions of the first-century world survived beneath those later layers. At 
Caesarea a stone preserved the name of Pontius Pilate. In Jerusalem a priestly tomb 
preserved the name associated with Caiaphas, while another tomb preserved the heel 
bone of a crucified Jewish man. Beneath the Holy Sepulchre survived a first-century 
Jewish burial landscape compatible with the Gospel description of Jesus’ burial. 

At Capernaum, archaeologists found a first-century house that became a remarkably 
early focus of Christian veneration. At Bethesda and Siloam, excavations restored 
features of the Jerusalem geography described in John. At Magdala, a synagogue from 
the world of Jesus emerged from the soil, while archaeology at Nazareth confirmed 
that the obscure Jewish settlement really existed during the period in which the 
Gospels place Jesus. 

In the Judean Desert, meanwhile, caves protected ancient copies of the Hebrew 
Scriptures written before Christianity began. Each discovery arose independently, 
often separated geographically and methodologically from the others, yet together 
they reconstruct remarkably specific portions of the world described in the New 
Testament. 

Dr. Jodi Magness, a leading Jewish archaeologist of ancient Palestine, has repeatedly 
emphasized how archaeology reconstructs the actual Jewish world in which Jesus 
lived—Jerusalem, burial customs, synagogues, ritual practices, the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
and the material culture of first-century Judaea and Galilee. Her scholarship on topics 
such as the burial of Jesus in light of archaeology and the Gospels, ancient 
synagogues, Qumran, and Jerusalem underscores a crucial point: the New Testament 
narratives are rooted in a world that can be investigated independently through 
material remains. Archaeology does not simply preserve isolated curiosities; it allows 
us to recover the social, religious, and physical environment of the first century and 
then compare that environment with the world the Gospels describe. (Dr. Jodi 
Magness, archaeologist and professor at the University of North Carolina; see also her 
published study, The Burial of Jesus in Light of Archaeology and the Gospels.)  

That cumulative pattern is the real archaeological argument. Christianity does not ask 
us to imagine Jesus floating somewhere beyond history. It places Him amid a world 
that archaeology increasingly allows us to see. 
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What These Discoveries Establish 

Once the ten discoveries are viewed together, the historical picture becomes 
increasingly difficult to dismiss as accidental. Archaeology has placed before us the 
Roman governor associated with Jesus’ execution, the Jerusalem priestly world 
associated with His trial, physical evidence of crucifixion and Jewish burial, a first-
century burial landscape compatible with the Gospel account of Jesus’ tomb, and an 
early-Christian-venerated house in the town the Gospels identify as Jesus’ Galilean 
base. 

It has also recovered Jerusalem pools described by John, a first-century Galilean 
synagogue environment, the obscure village in which Jesus was raised, and Hebrew 
Scriptures copied long before Christianity began. These are not ten repetitions of the 
same argument. They are ten different windows into the political, religious, 
geographical, social, textual, and physical world in which the Gospel writers place 
Jesus. 

Archaeology is especially powerful because it deals with evidence no later Christian 
theologian could simply rewrite. A first-century inscription, Jewish tomb, Roman 
execution victim, buried pool, village stratum, synagogue floor, or pre-Christian 
biblical manuscript possesses an existence independent of Christian preaching. 



Dr. Craig A. Evans makes the methodological point especially well. In discussing the 
archaeological evidence for Jesus and the Gospels, he explains that the Gospel 
narratives exhibit what historians call “verisimilitude”—that is, they repeatedly fit 
what is independently known from written and archaeological evidence about the 
first-century world they describe. As Evans puts it, “What we learn of the biblical 
world thanks to archaeology is consistent with what the biblical narratives 
describe.” He further notes that archaeology often confirms specific claims within 
those narratives, which is precisely why archaeologists working in Israel and Palestine 
continue to use the Gospels as serious historical sources when reconstructing the 
world of Jesus. BibleGateway 

The Gospel of John provides a particularly striking example of this cumulative 
pattern. Dr. Urban C. von Wahlde, a specialist in Johannine studies, notes that 
although some earlier scholars treated a number of John’s locations and details as 
symbolic or fictitious, archaeology and contemporary literature have verified the 
majority of them as historically grounded. He argues that this has led to “a new 
appreciation” of how much historically specific material the Gospel preserves, 
especially in its knowledge of Jerusalem and Judea. That does not by itself prove 
every claim John makes about Jesus, but it strengthens the larger point of this 
investigation: when the Gospel writers can be tested against the physical world they 
describe, the archaeological record repeatedly gives us reasons to take that world 
seriously. (Dr. Urban C. von Wahlde, Archaeology and the Gospel of John) 

Another way to understand the force of this evidence is to distinguish corroboration 
from duplication. No single inscription, tomb, pool, synagogue, village layer, or 
manuscript carries the entire historical case, and none needs to. What matters is that 
independent categories of evidence—Roman administration, Jewish priestly practice, 
burial customs, execution methods, urban geography, Galilean village life, synagogue 
culture, and pre-Christian Scripture—repeatedly intersect with the same first-century 
setting described in the Gospels. Historians normally gain confidence not when one 
type of evidence says everything, but when different sources, produced for different 
purposes and recovered in different places, converge on the same historical world. 
That is precisely what these discoveries do. 

The cumulative force therefore lies in convergence. The political world fits. The 
priestly world fits. The burial culture fits. The execution practices fit. The Jerusalem 
geography fits. The Galilean synagogue world fits. Nazareth fits. The pre-Christian 
Scriptures fit. 

That does not end the investigation; it makes the investigation of Jesus more 
compelling. 
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Christianity Makes a Big Historical Claim 

Christianity is not satisfied merely to claim that a Jewish teacher named Jesus once 
lived. Virtually every serious historian of antiquity already accepts Jesus’ historical 
existence. Christianity makes a vastly larger claim about who that historically 
situated man actually was. 

The New Testament declares that Jesus is Israel’s Messiah, the Son of God, the 
eternal Word through whom creation itself came into existence, the Lamb of God who 
bears human sin, the crucified Lord, and the One whom God raised bodily from the 
dead. Those claims emerge from documents firmly located within the same ancient 
world archaeology has increasingly illuminated. 

This is where archaeology performs an invaluable service. It does not need to carry 
the entire Christian case by itself. Instead, it establishes the stage upon which 
Christianity says something unprecedented happened. 

The larger historical importance is that Christianity ties its highest theological claims 
to events it insists occurred in ordinary human history rather than in a timeless mythic 
realm. The New Testament names rulers, priests, cities, villages, roads, festivals, legal 
procedures, burial customs, and eyewitnesses, and then places Jesus within that 
recoverable world. That means the Christian claim is unusually exposed to historical 
examination: if its geography were imaginary, its officials fictitious, its Jewish 
customs anachronistic, or its chronology fundamentally confused, the credibility of 



the testimony would be weakened. Instead, archaeology and ancient history have 
repeatedly shown that the Gospel writers knew the political, religious, and physical 
environment they describe, which does not by itself prove every theological 
conclusion but does establish that the claims about Jesus are being made within a 
concrete, testable historical framework rather than detached from it. 

Christianity therefore places itself in a category unlike claims that depend only upon 
private revelation or abstract philosophy. Its central message rises or falls on what 
actually happened to Jesus in first-century Judaea—who He was, what He did, why 
He was crucified, and whether the testimony that He rose from the dead can withstand 
historical scrutiny. 

Jewish New Testament scholar Dr. Amy-Jill Levine, longtime professor of New 
Testament and Jewish studies at Vanderbilt University, stresses that Jesus must be 
understood within the actual Jewish world of the first century rather than detached 
from it. As she puts it, “If you get the history wrong you are going to get Jesus 
wrong.” She likewise notes that the New Testament is itself an important source for 
Jewish history, because Jesus, Paul, the festivals, synagogues, debates, customs, and 
communities it describes all belong to that first-century Jewish environment. That 
observation reinforces the central point here: before Christianity’s larger claims about 
Jesus can be assessed, the historical world in which those claims arose must first be 
taken seriously. (Dr. Amy-Jill Levine, Meeting the Jewish Jesus for the First Time) 

Once that stage is historically recognizable, the investigation naturally proceeds to the 
testimony. 

What did Jesus say? 

How did His contemporaries understand Him? 

Why was He crucified? 

What did His followers claim happened afterward? 

Why did His Jewish disciples begin proclaiming a crucified Messiah as risen Lord? 

What happened to James? 

What happened to Saul of Tarsus? 

How early is the resurrection proclamation preserved in 1 Corinthians 15? 

https://www.sophiasociety.org/podcast/meeting-jewish-jesus-for-the-first-time?utm_source=chatgpt.com


Why did a movement centered upon an executed Galilean expand so rapidly across 
the Roman world? 

Those are historical questions, and Christianity invites people to investigate them. 

 

From Archaeology to The Resurrection 

The apostle Paul (c. AD 5–c. AD 64–67) makes the stakes startlingly clear. In 1 
Corinthians 15 he does not tell Christians that the historical Resurrection is optional to 
their faith. He writes that if Christ has not been raised, Christian faith is futile. (1 
Corinthians 15:12–20) 

Paul therefore connects Christian theology to an asserted event in history. His 
argument pushes the investigation beyond archaeology into testimony, eyewitness 
claims, early creedal material, the empty-tomb tradition, the appearances of Jesus, and 
the dramatic transformation of individuals who became convinced that Jesus was 
alive. 

The early tradition Paul records in 1 Corinthians 15:3–8 is especially important 
because Paul says he had previously “received” and then transmitted this material. 
The formulation names Christ’s death, burial, resurrection, and appearances and is 
widely regarded by scholars as containing tradition earlier than Paul’s letter itself. (1 
Corinthians 15:1–8) 

The importance of this early tradition is not merely that it contains resurrection 
language, but that it places the proclamation remarkably close to the events it 
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describes. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians is commonly dated to the early-to-mid 
AD 50s, yet the formula he says he had previously “received” must therefore be 
earlier still—many scholars placing its origin within only a few years of Jesus’ 
crucifixion. That dramatically narrows the time available for a resurrection 
proclamation to emerge through generations of legendary development. The tradition 
already contains the core claims that Christ died, was buried, was raised, and 
appeared to named individuals and groups, including Peter, the Twelve, more than 
five hundred, James, and finally Paul himself. In other words, the central Christian 
claim was not a theological ornament added centuries later; it was embedded in the 
movement’s proclamation from its earliest recoverable strata. This does not settle by 
itself what caused those convictions, but it does establish that the resurrection claim 
stands at the beginning of Christianity rather than at the end of a long process of 
embellishment. 

The conversion of James, the brother of Jesus (d. AD 62), becomes part of that 
evidence. The Gospel tradition initially portrays Jesus’ brothers as skeptical, yet 
James later emerges as a central leader of the Jerusalem church and, according to 
Paul, as one who experienced an appearance of the risen Jesus. 

The transformation of Saul of Tarsus is even more dramatic. Paul was not an 
emotionally devastated disciple desperately longing to believe Jesus remained alive; 
he was an opponent of the Christian movement who says an encounter with the risen 
Jesus reversed the direction of his life. 

For readers who want to pursue that evidence much further, I have developed the 
resurrection case separately in The Resurrection of Jesus: 10 Historical Pillars of 
Evidence, examining the early creed in 1 Corinthians 15, the Jewish expectation of 
resurrection, the empty tomb, the role of women as first witnesses, the appearances, 
the transformation of James and Paul, the burial and guard traditions, and the 
extraordinary rise of resurrection-centered Christian worship. That investigation takes 
up the historical question archaeology can only lead us toward: what best explains 
the events that convinced Jesus’ earliest followers that the crucified Jesus was 
bodily alive again? 

Archaeology brings us into Jesus’ world. The resurrection evidence asks us what 
happened within it. 
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John’s Purpose Becomes Clear 

At this later stage of the investigation, the Gospel of John becomes particularly 
appropriate. 

John the Apostle, the son of Zebedee and one of Jesus’ Twelve disciples, belonged to 
the small inner circle repeatedly identified in the Gospels alongside Peter and James. 
The traditional Christian identification of John with the Fourth Gospel has been 
defended by numerous conservative scholars, including Dr. Craig S. Keener, even 
while the question continues to be discussed in wider New Testament scholarship. 

John tells his readers explicitly that he has not attempted to record everything Jesus 
did. Near the conclusion of his Gospel he writes that Jesus performed “many other 
signs” that were not included, but that those he selected were written “so that you 
may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may 
have life in His name” (John 20:30–31) 

New Testament scholar Dr. Craig S. Keener notes that John’s resurrection narratives 
deliberately move through different forms of evidence and response: the empty tomb, 
Mary’s testimony, the disciples’ encounter with Jesus, and Thomas’s skepticism 
culminating in the confession, “My Lord and my God!” Keener argues that John 
20:30–31 flows directly out of this sequence and that the Gospel is calling later 
readers to faith on the basis of the testimony preserved by those who saw Jesus. In his 
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words, John’s audience is being asked to believe through “the testimony of the 
eyewitness who testifies these things,” with the Gospel’s signs and witnesses 
functioning together to support its climactic claim about Jesus’ identity. (Dr. Craig S. 
Keener, The Gospel of John: Jesus’ Resurrection and the Purpose of the Gospel)  

This is important because John does not regard historical testimony and faith as 
opposites. He presents locations, conversations, witnesses, signs, opposition, 
crucifixion, burial, an empty tomb, and claimed encounters with the risen Jesus, and 
then tells the reader why he has assembled the evidence. 

The purpose is ultimately not archaeological curiosity. 

The purpose is the identity of Jesus. 

John ends his Gospel with the extraordinary observation that there were many other 
things Jesus did and that, if they were written individually, he supposes even the 
world itself could not contain the resulting books. (John 21:24–25) 

That statement acquires even greater theological depth when read alongside the 
beginning of John’s Gospel. John identifies Jesus as the eternal Word who existed “in 
the beginning” and through whom “all things came into being.” (John 1:1–3) 

John’s immediate point concerns the abundance of Jesus’ unrecorded earthly deeds, 
but Christian theology allows us to contemplate an even larger reality. If Jesus truly is 
the eternal Word, then His works cannot be confined to the few decades between 
Bethlehem and the Ascension. The New Testament presents Him as active before 
creation, as the divine agent of creation, as incarnate Redeemer, risen Lord, reigning 
King, intercessor, sustainer, judge, and the One through whom God ultimately brings 
history to its promised consummation. 

Another distinctive feature of John is the way he repeatedly draws readers from signs 
to identity. The miracles are never presented merely as wonders to admire; they 
function as indicators pointing beyond themselves to who Jesus is. That pattern gives 
the Gospel a deliberate cumulative structure: the historical episodes, claims, conflicts, 
signs, death, and resurrection are all arranged to press the reader toward a conclusion 
about Jesus rather than leaving Him as an interesting figure from antiquity. 

From that perspective, archaeology has recovered only tiny fragments from the brief 
period in which the eternal Son walked visibly through first-century Judaea and 
Galilee. Yet those fragments matter because Christianity insists that eternity entered 
actual human history. 
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The Question Beneath The Stones 

There is an irony in researching biblical archaeology. A person can become fascinated 
with the stones surrounding Jesus and never seriously confront Jesus Himself. One 
can travel to Caesarea, examine ossuaries, stand near the remains of Bethesda, walk 
through ancient Capernaum, visit Magdala, explore Nazareth, enter the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre, and marvel before the Dead Sea Scrolls while leaving untouched the 
question the New Testament considers most important. 

Christianity is not ultimately about archaeological objects. The artifacts matter 
because Christian faith makes historical claims, but those claims finally center upon a 
Person. 

The New Testament presents Jesus not simply as another influential Jewish teacher. It 
identifies Him as the promised Messiah, the Son of God, the eternal Word entering 
creation, the Lamb of God bearing human sin, the crucified Savior, and the risen Lord. 

Those claims deserve careful investigation because their implications are enormous. If 
Jesus were merely another ancient teacher, these discoveries would still provide a 
fascinating reconstruction of one of history’s most influential lives. If, however, the 
Gospel testimony is substantially true and the man who walked through this 
archaeologically recoverable world is actually the eternal Son of God, then 
archaeology has brought us to the edge of something far greater than archaeology. 



For readers who remain skeptical—or who simply want to examine the case for Jesus’ 
identity much more deeply—I have developed that question separately in Is Jesus 
REALLY the Son of God?. That study moves beyond the archaeological setting and 
examines the historical claims Jesus made about Himself, the testimony of His earliest 
followers, the reliability of the Gospel record, the resurrection evidence, and the 
reasons Christians concluded that Jesus was not merely a remarkable teacher but truly 
the Son of God. For anyone asking, “What evidence is there that Jesus really is 
who Christianity says He is?”, that investigation is the natural next step. 

The Christian invitation is therefore not to turn off the mind but to continue following 
the evidence. Read the Gospels carefully. Examine the political and archaeological 
setting. Study the manuscripts. Investigate Josephus and Tacitus. Examine the early 
Pauline testimony, the resurrection tradition, James, Paul, the empty tomb, and the 
reported appearances of Jesus. 

Then return to the question Jesus asked His own disciples: “But who do you say that 
I am?” (Matthew 16:13–17) 

That question lies beneath every inscription, pool, tomb, synagogue, manuscript, and 
archaeological trench discussed in this investigation. The discoveries do not replace 
the Gospel message; they repeatedly demonstrate that the message was proclaimed 
within real human history. 

If Jesus Christ is who the New Testament declares Him to be, acknowledging His 
historical existence is only the beginning. The Christian conclusion is much greater: 
the One who entered this real first-century world calls men and women not merely to 
study Him from the distance of two thousand years, but to believe Him, trust Him, 
receive the life He offers, and follow Him. 
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