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The early Latin apologist Tertullian (ca. AD 196–c. 
212) writes about how pagans mocked the Christians’ 
God: “For, like some others, you are under the delusion 
that our god is an ass’s head” (Tertullian 1885b, 30).31 A 
certain Jew in Tertullian’s time even carried around a 
caricature to mock Christians: “But lately a new edition 
of our god has been given to the world in that great city: 
it originated with a certain vile man who was wont to 
hire himself out to cheat the wild beasts [fought beasts 
for money, which resulted in his skin being flayed], and 
who exhibited a picture with this inscription: The God 
of the Christians, born of an ass. He had the ears of an 
ass, was hoofed in one foot, carried a book [most likely 
the Scriptures], and wore a toga” (31).32 

Holden and Geisler (2013, 309) point out the 
significance of Alexamenos graffito: 

This graffito is an important attestation to the fact 
that early Christians worshipped Jesus as God, were 
the targets of slander and ridicule, and used the 
crucifix in their worship, at least by the third century. 
This latter, crucial aspect supports the Gospel 
statements describing crucifixion as the manner by 
which Christ died, a method of capital punishment 
that has been previously disputed.
What especially is pertinent to this paper is the 

fact that archaeology confirms Jesus was worshipped 
as God at least as early as the third century. This 
deification of Jesus indirectly provides support for 
the resurrection. If Jesus had not risen from the 
grave, He would not have been worshipped as God. 
Jesus explicitly and repeatedly predicted that He 
would rise from the dead (e.g., Matthew 12:40, 16:21, 
20:18–19, 24:6–7; Mark 10:32–34; Luke 18:31–33; 
John 2:19). Jesus so clearly taught that he would be 

raised from the dead on the third day that the chief 
priests and Pharisees went to Pilate and said

“Sir, we remember how that impostor said, while he 
was still alive, ‘After three days I will rise.’ Therefore 
order the tomb to be made secure until the third 
day, lest his disciples go and steal him away and 
tell the people, ‘He has risen from the dead,’ and the 
last fraud will be worse than the first.” Pilate said 
to them, “You have a guard of soldiers. Go, make it 
as secure as you can.” So they went and made the 
tomb secure by sealing the stone and setting a guard. 
(Matthew 27:62)
Therefore, if Jesus had not risen from the dead, 

then He would have been seen as a powerless liar and 
fraud. Paul also states that if Christ were not risen 
from the dead, then the faith of Christians “is in vain” 
(1 Corinthians 15:14). The mockery of the Alexamenos 
graffito manifests the attitude Christians would 
have had toward Christ if the resurrection had not 
happened: “For outsiders Jesus has definitely been a 
failure as God’s representative and as messianic king. 
A messianic king on the cross who has failed, a healer 
who cannot save himself, a confidant of God whom 
God abandons, a divine man who does not embody 
strength and life is a laughable figure” (Luz 2005, 
537). The beauty of the Alexamenos graffito is that a 
crude sketch on a wall intended to mock Christ and 
Christians has actually been used by God to bring 
glory and validity to Himself and His Son. 

31 Apol. 16; see also Tertullian (1885a, 121, 123 [Nat. 1.11, 1.14]).
32 Apol. 16; italics added to make the title of the inscription clear.

Fig. 44. Alexamenos Graffito. The Alexamenos Graffito 
is in the Palatine Antiquarium Museum in Rome. This 
image is in the public domain. 

Fig. 45. The Alexamenos Graffito. This image is in the 
public domain. 
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The Megiddo Mosaic Inscription

Like the Alexamenos graffito, the Megiddo 
Inscription provides indirect archaeological evidence 
for the resurrection of Christ (see figs. 46–48). 
Tepper and Segni (2006, 5) provide the contextual 
background for this find: 

From 2003 to 2005 extensive archaeological salvage 
excavations were conducted inside the Megiddo 
Prison compound. The excavations, on behalf of the 
Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA), were carried out 
for the purpose of development, at the request and 
with the funding of the Israel Defense Forces and 
later the Israel Prison Service. An area of 3000 sq 
m (three dunams) was excavated inside the ancient 
Jewish village of Kefar ‘Othnay; its remains are dated 
by the various finds from the Early Roman to the late 
Byzantine periods. They demonstrate daily life in 
the rural settlement that developed and expanded 
alongside the Roman army camp.
A large residential building, dating to the third 
century CE, was exposed during the excavation of 
the settlement. Finds from this building indicate 
that it was used by soldiers of the Roman army and 
that one of its wings functioned as a prayer hall for 
a local Christian community. This discovery is of 
great importance as it dates to the period prior to the 

recognition of Christianity as an official religion.
Tepper and Segni therefore called this wing of the 
residential building a “Christian prayer hall” (5).

The “Christian prayer hall” was 5 × 10 m 
(16.4 × 32.8 ft) (Tepper and Segni 2006, 24). This hall 
has a podium in the center of the room with four 
separate panels of mosaics surrounding it (25). On 
top of the mosaics, pottery shards from the third 
century were discovered, thus dating the mosaics 
(26–27). Twenty-eight coins from the second to third 
century AD were also found in the prayer hall (28). 
The inscriptions on the mosaics also help confirm a 
date (34).

The southern panel mosaic is the one that contains 
the Megiddo Inscription/Akeptous Inscription 
(Tepper and Segni 2006, 31).33 The southern panel is 
described as thus: 

The southern panel (1.78 × 2.96 m) [5.8 × 9.7 ft] is 
delimited by a black frame and guilloche pattern 
in tones ranging from red to white. In the middle of 
the panel is a carpet of rosettes forming a repeating 
pattern of intertwined circles. This panel bears two 
inward-facing inscriptions (the Akeptous Inscription 
and the Women Inscription . . .). They are flanked by 
pairs of arches made of black tessserae. (31)
The Akeptous Inscription reads as follows: “The 

Fig. 46. Megiddo prison from the top of Tel Megiddo. Golf Bravo, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Zomet_
megido1.jpg, CC BY-SA 3.0.
33 The northern mosaic contains the Gaianus Inscription.
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god-loving Akeptous has offered the table to God 
Jesus Christ as a memorial” (Tepper and Segni 2006, 
36). The phrase “God Jesus Christ” is over-lined 
(instead of underlined) for extra emphasis (Holden 
and Geisler 2013, 308; Tepper and Segni 2006, 36). 
Tzaferis (2007) gives further explication: “The name 
for Jesus Christ is abbreviated using only the first 
and last letters and is delineated as a sacred name 
by a line placed above it, a practice that was typical 
of a later period; this is the earliest known example 
of it.” Scholars agree that “the table donated by 
Akeptous most likely served for the celebration of the 
Eucharist.” It may have also served for ceremonial 
meals or agape meals (Tepper and Segni 2006, 40). 
The Megiddo Mosaic dates to the third century AD, 
making it a candidate for the oldest church yet to 
be discovered in the Holy Land (Holden and Geisler 
2013, 308). 

Tepper and Segni (2006, 54) explain the 
significance of the Megiddo Inscription:

The discovery of the Christian prayer hall at Kefar 
‘Othnay constitutes archaeological evidence of 
considerable importance, attesting to a Christian 
presence in the Land of Israel prior to the reign of 
Constantine, in a period that until recently has 

been explored mainly through literary sources. 
Additionally, the study of the building confirms the 
existence in the third century CE of a Christian 
community of pagan rather than Jewish origin.
Just as with the Alexamenos graffito, the Megiddo 

Mosaic shows that Jesus was being worshipped as 
God by at least the third century AD. Again, Jesus 
would not have been worshipped as God if He were 
still dead and decaying in Jerusalem. Therefore, the 
Megiddo Inscription is another indirect archaeological 
evidence for the resurrection.

The Nazareth Inscription

The Nazareth Inscription is one of the most 
important archaeological finds to support the 
resurrection of Jesus (see fig. 49). Although its 
purported connection to Jesus has come under attack 
in recent literature (Harper et al. 2020, 1–7), its 
significance cannot be dismissed.

Background
The Nazareth Inscription contains 22 lines of 

Greek text and is “preserved on a plain marble slab 
measuring about 60 cm [23.62 in] high by 37.5 cm 
[14.76 in] wide” (Metzger 1980, 75). The Nazareth 
Inscription was purchased by Froehner, a private 
collector of ancient inscriptions and manuscripts, 
in 1878 (Billington 2020). Metzger (1980, 75–76) 
cautions readers not to assume too much of the 
Nazareth Inscription’s history:

Nothing is recorded of its previous history except 
a brief note in Froehner’s handwritten inventory: 
“Dalle de Marbre envoyée de Nazareth en 1878.” One 
should observe that the note does not say “discovered 
at Nazareth”, but “sent from Nazareth.” Whether the 
marble slab had been erected originally at Nazareth, 
or had been brought there from some other locality, 
either in antiquity or in modern times, is quite 
unknown. In the 1870’s Nazareth (like Jerusalem) 
was a natural market for dealers in antiquities.34

For more than 50 years, from 1878 to 1930, the 
Inscription “remained unknown to the scholarly 
world” (Billington 2020). Froehner’s collection was 
purchased in 1925 by the Bibliothèque Nationale in 
Paris (Metzger 1980, 75). Here, it was “rediscovered 
and read by M. Rostovtzeff. Rostovtzeff told his 
friend, the French scholar M. Franz Cumont about 
this Inscription” (Billington 2020). Five years later in 
1930, Cumont (1930, 241–266) brought the Nazareth 
Inscription to the attention of scholars when he 
published an article on the artifact. 

Fig. 47. Map of Megiddo complex. The Prayer Hall is the 
room containing the rectangles (the larger rectangles 
are the mosaic panels, and the two smaller rectangles 
in the center are thought to be the remains of the 
Eucharist table) in the southwest corner of the top 
structural complex. Image source is (Tzaferis 2007). 
Photo courtesy of Biblical Archaeology Society. 

34 Price and House (2017, 72) explain that “unprovenanced or undocumented antiquities are artifacts that have been removed from 
their original context.” They argue, however, that “this does not mean that [they] have no value in understanding the archaeological 
record or with respect to biblical studies. Quite a number of the important artifacts in world museums today came from an earlier 
time when the significance of provenance was not as well recognized or came into their collections through well-meaning donors 
who acquired them from local antiquity markets or were appropriated when their government occupied a foreign country” (72). 
They explain that even “most of the famous Dead Sea Scrolls are technically unprovenanced” (72).
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Translation and Interpretation
Metzger, being one of the world’s premier 

authorities on the Greek language of antiquity, 
is more than qualified to give the interpretation of 
the Inscription. F. F. Bruce is another world-renown 
scholar of the Greek language. Clyde E. Billington 
(amongst others) has also translated the Nazareth 
Inscription and challenges some of the translational 
decisions of Metzger and Bruce. Since the following 
discussion will focus on the translations of these 
three scholars, a table has been created showing 
Metzger’s, Bruce’s, and Billington’s translations side-
by-side (see table 1).

First, Metzger and Bruce both attest that the 
Inscription was based upon a Latin original due 
to several instances in the Greek that seem to 
mirror common Latin phraseology (Bruce 1962, 
319; Metzger 1980, 80). Metzger does not directly 

translate the first line of the Nazareth Inscription,35 
which Billington (2020) translates as “EDICT OF 
CAESAR” and Bruce (1962, 319) translates as 
“Decree of Caesar.” Billington (2020) argues that 
this opening title “is almost certainly a rump or 
abridged version of an imperial rescript. A rescript 
was a letter of response sent by the emperor to an 
imperial official who had earlier written a letter 
to him about some problem.” Billington (2020) 
explains that “it was fairly common for imperial 
rescripts to be treated as legal edicts.” Of course, the 
“problem” that Billington believes was the subject 
of the rescript was the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
Though Metzger (1980, 90) does not necessarily 
agree that the title is a rescript, he does assert that 
one can say with assurance that “the ordinance was 
promulgated after a particularly serious violation of 
sepulture.” 

35 Metzger (1980, 85–86) discusses the different translational possibilities for this opening line later in his discussion but does not 
give a direct translation.

Fig. 48. The “Christian Prayer Hall” of the Megiddo Complex. The northern panel (the largest panel on the left) 
contains the Gaianus Inscription. The southern panel (the second-largest panel on the far right) contains the Women 
Inscription on the eastern side (top) and the Akeptous/Megiddo Inscription on the western side (bottom). The two 
fish facing opposite directions in the center of the northern panel is “a distinct Christian symbol for Christ.” The 
inscription along the northern edge of the panel honors Gaianus, the centuriPn who paid for the mosaics: “Gaianus, 
also called Porphyrius, centurion, our brother, has made the pavement at his own expense as an act of liberality. 
Brutius has carried out the work.” The Women Inscription of the southern panel “asks for remembrance of ‘Primilla 
and Cyriaca and Dorothea, and moreover also Chreste.’” Nothing more is known of these four women (Tzaferis 2007). 
Photo Niki Davidov, Courtesy of the Israel Antiquities Authority. 
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In order to buttress his belief that the Nazareth 
Inscription was prompted by Jesus’s resurrection, 
Billington makes several arguments that the 
Nazareth Inscription was specifically written to a 
Jewish audience. First, Billington (2020) argues that 
the text “it is my pleasure that graves and tombs—
whoever has made them as a pious service for 
ancestors or children or members of their house . . .” 
indicates family tombs. However, this is reading 
too much into the text. The wording could just as 
likely exist merely because it was family who were 
primarily responsible for burying their dead (just 
as it is today). Thus, it is only a natural assumption 
that the majority of individuals would only bury 
their “ancestors or children or members of their 
house.” Therefore, suggesting this text “assumes 
the existence of family tombs” (Billington 2020) 
is assuming too much. Also, the Inscription reads 
“graves and tombs,” not tombs alone. Now, it is 
possible that both terms only refer to Jewish tombs 
which contained several graves inside. However, it is 

also just as likely that the edict was written in such 
a way as to apply to all individuals and all types of 
burials, whether inhumation (burial in the ground) 
of the Gentiles and pagans, or limestone tombs of the 
Jews. Since large numbers of Gentiles were becoming 
Christians primarily through the ministry of the 
Apostle Paul, Caesar would have wanted to make an 
edict that sufficiently warned all.

An important translational difference between 
Metzger and Bruce, on the one hand, and Billington, 
on the other, is that Billington translates the clause 
“has removed the headstones or other stones” as “has 
moved sepulcher-sealing stones.” Billington (2020) 
gives the following justification for this translation:

In line 8 in the Greek text, there is an epsilon “e” 
[“or”]36 found between the words “sepulcher sealing [or] 
stones” “katoxous e lithous.” This is almost certainly 
a (pagan?) scribal error. The Greek words katoxoi 
lithoi,—without the Greek epsilon “e” [“or”]between 
them—appears in several other Greek documents 
and translates as “sepulcher-sealing stones.” It is for 

36 All brackets are in original. 
37 Metzger (1980, 77).
38 Billington (2020). Billington’s original text was divided into fourteen lines that he states match the original Greek text. However, 
since the original text on the Inscription has 22—not 14—lines, the author is unsure of Billington’s meaning.
39 Bruce (1962, 319).

Bruce Metzger37 Clyde Billington38 F. F. Bruce39 

It is my pleasure that 
graves and tombs—whoever has 
made them as a pious 
service for ancestors or children 
or members of their house—
that these remain unmolested 
in perpetuity. But if any person lay 
information that another either has 
destroyed them, or has in any other 
way cast out the bodies which have 
been buried there, or 
with malicious deception has 
transferred them to other 
places, to the dishonor of those 
buried there, or has removed 
the headstones or other stones, 
in such a case I command that a 
trial be instituted, 
protecting the pious services of 
mortals, just as if they were 
concerned with the gods. 
For beyond all else it shall be 
obligatory to honor those who have 
been buried. 
Let no one 
remove them 
for any reason. 
If anyone does so, however, it is my 
ZLOO�WKDW�KH�VKDOO�VXႇHU�FDSLWDO�
punishment on the charge of tomb-
robbery.

EDICT OF CAESAR
It is my decision [concerning] 
graves and tombs—whoever has 
made them for the religious 
observances of parents, or children, 
or household members—
that these remain undisturbed 
forever. But if anyone legally 
charges that another person has 
destroyed, or has in any manner 
extracted those who have 
been buried, or 
has moved with wicked intent those 
who have been buried to other 
places, committing a crime against 
them, or has moved 
sepulcher-sealing stones, 
against such a person I order that a 
judicial tribunal be created, 
just as [is done] concerning 
the gods in human religious 
observances, 
even more so will it be 
obligatory to treat with honor those 
who have been entombed. 
You are absolutely not to allow 
anyone to move [those who have 
been entombed].  
But if [someone does], I wish that 
>YLRODWRU@�WR�VXႇHU�FDSLWDO�
punishment under the title of tomb-
breaker.

Decree of Caesar
It is my pleasure that 
sepulchres and tombs, which have 
been erected as solemn 
memorials of ancestors or children or 
relatives, 
shall remain undisturbed 
in perpetuity. If it be shown 
that anyone has either 
destroyed them or otherwise 
thrown out the bodies which have 
been buried there or 
removed them with malicious intent 
to another place, thus committing a 
crime against those 
buried there, or removed 
the headstones or other stones, 
I command that against such person 
the same sentence be passed in 
respect of solemn memorials of men 
as is laid down 
in respect of the gods. 
Much rather must one 
pay respect to those who 
are buried. 
Let no one 
disturb them 
on any account. 
Otherwise it is my will 
that capital sentence be passed upon 
such person for the crime of tomb-
spoliation.

Table 1. The Nazareth Inscription: Translations of Metzger, Billington, and Bruce.

Note: An attempt has been made to line up corresponding text as closely as possible to aid in comparison.
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qualified Greek scholars Metzger and Bruce both 
concluded that the vowel belonged. They did not 
sense an error. It is also not valid to assume that a 
text contains an error just because it better supports 
your theory. If the translation reads perfectly 
fine with the vowel and without the vowel, then 
Billington needs to give persuasive argumentation 
that an error actually exists. Additionally, the vowel 
is not an epsilon (Ε/ε; ἒψιλόν), as he argues, but an 
eta (Η/η;  τD). Confusing the two Greek vowels is 
a significant oversight to make when arguing the 
exegesis of Greek text (granted, this does not change 
Billington’s argument). 

The Nazareth Inscription was written in all capital 
letters or “majuscules,” without any spaces between 
the words, accent marks, or punctuation. The section of 
the manuscript referenced by Billington reads as thus 
on the Nazareth Inscription: ΚΑΤΟΧΟΥΣΗΛΙΘΟΥΣ. 
Billington suggests the intended writing should have 
read as ΚΑΤΟΧΟΥΣΛΙΘΟΥΣ (see fig. 50). 

Uniqueness
Metzger (1980, 77) explicates that “tomb-robbery 

and precautions against it were characteristic of the 

this reason that I do not place an “or” between these 
two words in my translation. Sepulcher-sealing stones 
were used for Jewish family kok tombs and were 
obviously not used in Greco-Roman style, inhumation 
burials in graves in the ground.
Billington (2020) therefore argues that sepulcher-

sealing stones in the Inscription indicate a Jewish or 
Jewish Christian audience for the edict, instead of a 
Gentile audience:

Gentile burials in the early Roman Empire, for both 
corpses and urns, were almost always in individual 
graves in cemeteries, and not in family tombs. Only 
a few of the very wealthy were buried in mausoleum-
style tombs, and even these mausoleum-style tombs 
were only for very important, rich individuals, and 
almost never for family burials. There are no known 
examples of family, rolling-stone tombs, like those in 
Second Temple Period Israel, to be found among the 
other ethnic groups in the Roman Empire. Jewish 
family “kok” tombs commonly had rolling stones or 
sealing stones in front of their entrances as was the 
case for the tomb of Christ.
The difficulty of this conclusion is that the highly-

Fig. 50. Nazareth Inscription with markup. Everett 
Ferguson, “Nazareth Inscription,” markup added by 
Matt Dawson, CC BY-SA 4.0.

Fig. 49. Nazareth Inscription. The Nazareth Inscription 
is currently held at the Louvre in Paris. Everett 
Ferguson, https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/ferguson_
photos/2466/, CC BY-SA 4.0.

η̕)
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Near East in all periods of antiquity.” Furthermore, 
“the practice of placing such maledictory adscripts 
on tombstones originated in the Middle East during 
the second millennium B.C. The custom was widely 
adopted in Asia Minor and spread to the West 
during the early centuries of the Christian era” 
(78). Bruce (1962, 320) concurs: “Tomb-spoliation 
was no novelty; from ancient times tombstones and 
sarcophagi contained inscriptions warning offenders 
not to interfere with the contents. Epitaphs from 
Hellenistic times repeatedly contain the warning 
that those caught in the act of tomb-spoliation will 
be fined a specified amount.” Therefore, the Nazareth 
Inscription is not unique in its general content of 
prohibition against tomb raiding and disturbance. 

However, the Inscription is unique in several 
ways: “Though epigraphic and literary evidence 
demonstrates that laws against tomb spoliation were 
common, this is the only known inscription recording 
an imperial decree on the matter. Furthermore, its 
prescribed punishment, the death penalty, is harsher 
than other such laws” (Chancey 2005, 56–57). 
Bruce (1962, 320) also highlights the severity of the 
punishment of the Nazareth Inscription compared to 
the traditional fine for tomb desecration and robbing: 
“But here [instead of fines] the emperor in person 
takes tomb-spoliation in Palestine so seriously that 
he issues an edict threatening the death-penalty 
against it. Why?”

One of the most unique features of the Nazareth 
Inscription is that its main emphasis is not against 
looting and robbing tombs, but rather, against 
removing and transferring the dead bodies to another 
location “with evil intent,” (Billington 2020) or 
“malicious deception” (Metzger 1980). As Billington 
(2020) makes clear: “It should also be noted that there 
is no accusation made in the Nazareth Inscription 
that tombs or bodies were being robbed of valuables, 
but only that bodies were being moved. Why would 
any sane person want to move a body and not rob it? 
This is very strange . . .”40 Metzger (1980, 77) explains 
that although tomb robbing was common, removing 
the dead bodies only happened under the rarest of 
circumstances:

Less frequent than the rifling of a tomb for treasures 
that may have been buried with the deceased was 
the actual exhumation of the corpse. Sometimes 
bodies would be removed in order to provide space 
in a convenient tomb for those who had died more 
recently. Occasionally magicians and sorcerers 
sought to obtain cadavers, or at least the skeleton, for 
their secret operations.
Therefore, for Caesar to take such a strong, 

personal interest in such an extremely rare 
phenomenon, which was not a problem during 

the time that he issued his personal edict with the 
severest punishment of death, must be explained. As 
Bruce (1962, 319) asks, “Why, in that case, should it 
be necessary for a decree against tomb-spoliation to 
be given such publicity in Nazareth?”

Date
Of special interest is the date of the Nazareth 

Inscription. The date is critical to understand its 
exact relation to the resurrection of Christ. Metzger 
(1980, 90) does a thorough analysis of the Inscription 
and cultural background and determines that “all 
attempts to identify the emperor and to determine the 
date and occasion of the inscription end in conjectures 
that neutralize one another.” Proposed dates range 
anywhere from the end of the last century BC to the 
second century AD (86).

Bruce (1962, 319) argues that if the Nazareth 
Inscription was originally found and originally set up 
in Nazareth (details that are not known), then it can 
be dated fairly precisely to the first century, after AD 44:

The form of the letters suggests that the inscription 
belongs to the earlier half of the first century A.D. But 
Nazareth is in Galilee, and we should not expect an 
imperial decree to be set up in Galilee before A.D. 44. 
Only in that year did Galilee become part of the 
province of Judaea, and so directly subject to imperial 
rule; before that it had formed part of the kingdom of 
Herod Agrippa (A.D. 39–44); previously it had formed 
part of the tetrarchy of Herod Antipas (4 B.C.–A.D. 39), 
and earlier still it had belonged to the kingdom of 
Herod the Great (37–4 B.C.). If the inscription belongs 
to the earlier half of the first century and yet cannot 
be dated before A.D. 44, the emperor whose decree it 
records would be Claudius.
Billington (2020) provides further support for the 

theory that the Nazareth Inscription was an edict 
of Emperor Claudius by highlighting a “number of 
similar phrases” that are used “in both the Nazareth 
Inscription and other rescripts of the Emperor 
Claudius.”

The reason a date cannot be established with 
certainty is that 

the inscription’s sparse accompanying 
documentation said only that it had been sent 
from Nazareth, not that it had been found there. 
Since Nazareth was heavily involved in the 
European antiquities trade, it would have been a 
natural place for the inscription’s finder to take it. 
Theoretically, it could have come from anywhere; 
other proposed places of origin include Samaria 
and Asia Minor. It is more likely, however, that the 
inscription originated in or near Galilee than that 
it was discovered elsewhere and transported a long 
distance. (Chancey 2005, 57)

40 Billington, “The Nazareth Inscription.”
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6LJQLÀFDQFH
The Nazareth Inscription is extraordinarily 

significant to the resurrection of Jesus the Christ. 
Maximally, the Nazareth Inscription can be 
interpreted to evidence the following: 

The spread of Christianity had come to Claudius’s 
notice, and that—antiquarian as he was—he made 
some enquiry into the origins of the movement. 
Finding that it had to do with one Jesus who was 
dead, whom his followers affirmed to be alive,41 he 
would be told, in response to further questions, that 
what had actually happened was that when the body 
of Jesus had been buried, his disciples came by night 
and stole him away while the watchmen at the tomb 
were overcome by sleep.42 Considering, then, that an 
act of tomb-spoliation had fostered a plague which 
was now infesting the whole world, he determined to 
impose specially heavy penalties on any repetition of 
such a crime, in Palestine at any rate. His order to 
this effect may have taken the form of a rescript to 
the procurator of Judaea or the legate of Syria; copies 
would be set up in those places in Palestine which 
were closely associated with the gospel story—in 
Jerusalem and Bethlehem, we may suppose, as well 
as in Nazareth. This interpretation has commended 
itself to so objective a historian as Momigliano. 
(Bruce 1962, 320)
This maximal view makes the most sense out of 

the anomalies of the Nazareth Inscription above 
discussed. It also fits perfectly with the biblical 
account: 

While [Mary Magdalene and the other Mary] were 
going, behold, some of the guard went into the city 
and told the chief priests all that had taken place. 
And when they had assembled with the elders and 
taken counsel, they gave a sufficient sum of money 
to the soldiers and said, “Tell people, ‘His disciples 
came by night and stole him away while we were 
asleep.’ And if this comes to the governor’s ears, we 
will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.” So they 
took the money and did as they were directed. And 
this story has been spread among the Jews to this 
day. (Matthew 28:11–15)
If this maximal view is correct, the Nazareth 

Inscription provides archaeological evidence of the 
resurrection of the Christ that dates only a decade or 
so after the event.

Minimally, the Nazareth Inscription was not 
published in response to Christ’s resurrection. It may 
have even been published before Christ’s death for 
unknown reasons. However, it would still prove that 
the disciples could not have stolen the body of Jesus 
to fake a resurrection, as some allege. First, if the 
Inscription were published before Jesus’s death, the 

cowardly disciples who fled from the Roman soldiers 
three days prior would be extraordinarily unlikely to 
risk capital punishment to steal Jesus’s body. If they 
were too afraid to stand with Jesus when He was still 
alive, then they certainly would not have been any 
braver after He had been killed by the most horrific 
of deaths—crucifixion! 

Second, even if the Nazareth Inscription were 
published sometime after Jesus’s resurrection in 
reaction to some unknown event which had nothing 
to do with the resurrection of Christ, it still proves 
that the Roman authorities and Jewish leaders had 
no evidence that the disciples had stolen Jesus’s 
body. The disciples were continuously in public 
preaching and teaching about Jesus. If the Roman 
authorities or Jewish leaders—who would have 
loved to see the Apostles killed—had evidence that 
the disciples had stolen Jesus’s body, then they 
would have immediately arrested them and had 
them put to death. No matter how one interprets the 
context and background of the edict, the Nazareth 
Inscription at the very least makes it impossible to 
believe that the disciples stole Jesus’s dead body to 
fake a resurrection. This is significant because this 
is the very reason given by the Jewish religious 
leaders and the Romans to explain the resurrection 
(Matthew 28:11).

Recent Challenge
Recently, a new study has determined through 

isotope analyses that the marble upon which the 
Nazareth Inscription is engraved originated in “the 
upper quarry of the Greek island of Kos” (Harper 
et al. 2020, 1; Wu 2020). Therefore, the authors of 
the research conclude that the study unseats the 
traditional association of the Nazareth Inscription 
with the resurrection of Christ. They conclude that 
the Nazareth Inscription was an edict that was issued 
for the people of Kos, not Nazareth. The authors of 
the study boldly assert the following:

This information resolves a near century of debate 
among ancient historians about the significance of 
the inscription, hitherto most often connected with 
Roman reactions to early Christian reports of Jesus’ 
empty tomb. It is proposed that the edict was issued 
by Caesar Augustus in response to the desecration 
of the grave of a famous tyrant from Kos named 
Nikias, a theory which more logically fits with the 
provenance of the marble and the events of that time. 
(Harper et al. 2020, 1)
Showing the marble’s origin to be from a quarry 

on the island of Kos, however, does not in any way 
“[resolve] a near century of debate.” All that this 
recent study confirms is that the marble is from Kos, 

41 Bruce (1962, 320) here inserts a footnote that reads “Cf. Acts xxv. 19.”
42 Bruce (1962, 320) here inserts a footnote that reads “Cf. Matt. xxviii. 13.”



155Jesus’s Resurrection: An Archaeological Analysis

nothing more. Windle (2020, under “The Nazareth 
Inscription”) handedly refutes the conclusions of 
Harper and his team:

Given that almost all marble in ancient Israel was 
imported, due to the lack of local sources, it is hardly 
surprising to find that the marble itself did not 
originate in the area of Nazareth. Moreover, there is a 
close connection, historically, between the Island of Kos 
and Galilee. Both Herod the Great and Herod 
Antipas are named in inscriptions to their honor on 
the Island of Kos, suggesting political and 
commercial links between the two places.
 Chaffeyڀ	����
 theڀconnectingڀthatڀelucidatesڀalsoڀ

Resurrection to the Nazareth Inscription is not 
dependent upon the source of the marble in any way.” 
Chaffey cogently states that the Nazareth Inscription 
is important because of its text, not its source: 

It is linked to Christianity because the meaning 
and details of the inscription seamlessly match the 
New Testament’s record of events related to the 
early Christian message. If the stone were found in 
Ephesus, Corinth, Rome, or anywhere else in the 
Roman Empire, people would have wondered if it 
was connected to Christianity because the strong 
similarities in message. The idea that it was found 
in Nazareth merely makes it easier to see a potential 
connection.
While the details of the Nazareth Inscription 

perfectly correspond to the biblical details concerning 
Christ’s resurrection (as demonstrated above), some 
of the details of the Nazareth Inscription do not 
match the scenario of Nikias. Nikias’s body was not 
moved from one place to another with the “intention 
to deceive,” for example.43 

Chaffey (2020, under “Not So Fast”) gives another 
weighty argument against the Nazareth Inscription 
being written in response to the desecration of 
Nikias’s dead body:

Finally, the notion that the inscription was written 
in response to events on Kos makes little sense 
considering historical views about their former tyrant. 
Nikias is believed to have allied himself with Mark 
Antony and Cleopatra in their civil war with Octavius 
(later Augustus). Their naval forces were devastated 
by the future emperor at the Battle of Actium (31 BC). 
If Nikias was an ally of Antony and Cleopatra, then 
why would Augustus care about what happened to 
the corpse of one of his enemies? If he had heard about 
the body being desecrated, it seems that he may have 
been pleased by the news rather than issuing such a 
decree. The claim by Harper’s team that “it reflects 
the efforts of the first emperor, Augustus, to establish 
law and order in the eastern Mediterranean in the 

years after he had defeated Antony and Cleopatra at 
the Battle of Actium” seems to be quite a stretch.44

In conclusion, the new results of the study 
conducted by Harper and his team do not in any 
way invalidate the connection between the Nazareth 
Inscription and the resurrection of Christ. The results 
of their study merely confirm what was already 
known: (1) Almost all marble in Nazareth had to 
be imported, and (2) Nazareth and Kos had strong 
political and economic ties and conducted commerce 
back-and-forth between one another.

Conclusion

Archaeology has not yet uncovered a large number 
of artifacts to support the resurrection specifically. 
Archaeology has unearthed numerous discoveries 
that validate a plethora of other details of Scripture, 
but those pertaining to the resurrection are still 
sparse. The artifacts discussed in this paper are all 
indirect evidences of the resurrection (some more 
indirect than others). 

However, although the archaeological finds for the 
resurrection are not abundant, the ones that have 
been discovered are rich in meaning and convincing. 
The Church of the Holy Sepulchre’s identification of 
the sites of the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ is truly awe-inspiring. Archaeology has also 
confirmed the details given in Scripture concerning 
Jesus’s tomb being one with a rolling stone, cut out-
of-rock, and possessed by a very wealthy Jewish elite, 
Joseph of Arimathea. The unhappy end of Jehoḥanan 
son of ḤGQWL gives insights into crucifixion and 
proves that Jesus could have still enjoyed a proper 
burial despite being a victim of crucifixion. It is Jesus’s 
proper burial that allows for the biblical depiction of 
the resurrection to occur. The Alexamenos graffito 
and the Megiddo Mosaic unequivocally prove that 
Jesus was being worshiped as God as early as the 
third century AD. Only a resurrected Messiah would 
ever be identified as God Almighty. And lastly, the 
Nazareth Inscription most-persuasively argues 
for the historicity of a severe and panicked Roman 
reaction prompted by Jesus’s resurrection and empty 
tomb.

Ultimately, the historicity of the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ does not rest on archaeology. Our faith 
in the risen Jesus is based on eyewitness accounts 
written in the inspired, inerrant New Testament. 
The NT writers witnessed the resurrection of the 
Messiah, “Mashiach,” as foretold by the OT prophets 
(e.g., Psalm 16:10; Luke 24:25–27; Acts 2:25–31, 
13:34–35, 17:3; 1 Corinthians 15:3–445). Because 

43 See Chaffey (2020) for other details that do not coincide.
44 Readers are highly encouraged to read Chaffey’s (2020) entire article for an exhaustive and compelling refutation to the 
conclusions of Harper et al. (2020). 
45 When the Apostle Paul says that Christ “was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures,” he is referencing the OT 
when he uses the word Scriptures.
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one’s acceptance of Jesus’s resurrection is conditioned 
upon faith, skeptics will never be convinced by 
evidence until they are open to the truth. Multitudes 
personally witnessed the miracles of Jesus and yet 
did not believe. The archaeological information 
discussed in this paper, however, may still be used 
(1) to strengthen the faith of believers, (2) to show the
resurrection to be rational, defensible, and consistent
with historical facts, (3) to demonstrate the veracity
of the details in Scripture, and (4) to encourage the
saints. Therefore, it is the hope of the author that the
reader’s faith is further strengthened and informed
concerning this most precious and wonderful truth of
Jesus’s resurrection.

And if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching 
is in vain and your faith is in vain. We are even found 
to be misrepresenting God, because we testified about 
God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if 
it is true that the dead are not raised. For if the dead 
are not raised, not even Christ has been raised. And 
if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and 
you are still in your sins. Then those also who have 
fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If in Christ we 
have hope in this life only, we are of all people most 
to be pitied. (1 Corinthians 15:14–19)

References

Avigad, Nahman. 1980. Discovering Jerusalem. Nashville, 
Tennessee: Thomas Nelson.

Bahat, Dan. 1986. “Does the Holy Sepulchre Church Mark 
the Burial of Jesus?” Biblical Archaeology Review 12, no. 3 
(May/June): 26–45.

Barkay, Gabriel. 1986. “The Garden Tomb: Was Jesus Buried 
Here?” Biblical Archaeology Review 12, no. 2 (March/April): 
40–53, 56–57.

Barkay, Gabriel, and Amos Kloner. 1986. “Jerusalem Tombs 
from the Days of the First Temple.” Biblical Archaeology 
Review 12, no. 2 (March/April): 22–29, 36–37, 39.

Beitzel, Barry J., and Kristopher A. Lyle, eds. 2016. Lexham 
Geographic Commentary on the Gospels. Lexham 
Geographic Commentary. Bellingham, Washington: 
Lexham Press.

Billington, Clyde E. 2020. “The Nazareth Inscription: Proof 
of the Resurrection of Christ.” Artifax (Spring). https://
biblearchaeology.org/research/new-testament-era/4658-the-
nazareth-inscription-proof-of-the-Resurrection-of-christ.

Broshi, M. and G. Barkay. 1985. “Excavations in the Chapel 
of St. Vartan in the Holy Sepulchre.” Israel Exploration 
Journal 35 (2/3): 108–128. 

Bruce, F. F. 1962. “Christianity under Claudius.” Bulletin of 
the John Rylands Library 44, no. 2 (March): 309–326.

Calvert, Paul. 2019. “A Holy Event.” Israel News. The 
Jerusalem Post, August 15. https://www.jpost.com/israel-
news/a-holy-event-598692.

Chaffey, Tim. 2020. “Nazareth Inscription Study Debunks 
Evidence for Christ’s Resurrection?” Answers in 
Genesis. April 30. https://answersingenesis.org/jesus/
nazareth-inscription-study-debunks-evidence-for-christs-
resurrection/. 

Chancey, Mark A. 2005. Greco-Roman Culture and the Galilee 
of Jesus. Society for New Testament Studies Monograph 
Series 134. Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Corbo, Virgilio C. 1992. “Golgotha (Place).” Translated by 
Dietlinde M. Elliott. In The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary, 
edited by David Noel Freedman, Gary A. Herion, David F. 
Graf, John David Pleins, and Astrid B. Beck, 1071–1073. 
New York: Doubleday.

Cumont, Franz. 1930. “Un Rescrit Impérial Sur La Violation 
De Sépulture.” Revue Historique 163, no. 2: 241–266. 

Dark, Ken. 2020. “The Archaeology of Nazareth in the Early 
First Century.” The Bible and Interpretation. July 2020. 
https://bibleinterp.arizona.edu/articles/archaeology-
nazareth-early-first-century.

Eusebius of Caesaria. 1890. The Life of the Blessed Emperor 
Constantine. In Eusebius: Church History, Life of 
Constantine the Great, and Oration in Praise of Constantine. 
Edited by Philip Schaff and Henry Wace. Translated by 
Ernest Cushing Richardson. A Select Library of the Nicene 
and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church 2, vol. 1. 
New York: Christian Literature Company.

Evans, Craig A. 2005. “Jewish Burial Traditions and the 
Resurrection of Jesus.” Journal for the Study of the 
Historical Jesus 3, no. 2 (June): 233–248. 

Foreman, Benjamin A. 2016. “Locating Jesus’ Crucifixion 
and Burial.” In Lexham Geographic Commentary on the 
Gospels. Edited by Barry J. Beitzel and Kristopher A. 
Lyle. Lexham Geographic Commentary. Bellingham, 
Washington: Lexham Press.

Freedman, David Noel, Gary A. Herion, David F. Graf, John 
David Pleins, and Astrid B. Beck, eds. 1992. The Anchor 
Yale Bible Dictionary. New York: Doubleday.

Gromacki, Gary R. 2002. “The Historicity of the Resurrection 
of Jesus Christ.” Journal of Ministry and Theology 6, no. 1 
(Spring): 63–87.

Haas, N. 1970. “Anthropological Observations on the Skeletal 
Remains from Giv’at Ha-Mivtar.” Israel Exploration 
Journal 20 (1/2): 38-59. 

Habermas, Gary. 1976. “The Resurrection of Jesus: A Rational 
Inquiry.” PhD diss., Michigan State University. https://
digitalcommons.liberty.edu/fac_dis/20. 

Habermas, Gary. 2012. “The Resurrection Argument That 
Changed a Generation of Scholars—Gary Habermas at 
UCSB.” Lecture given at The Veritas Forum at UC-Santa 
Barbara. Published by the Veritas Forum on November 8, 
2012. YouTube video, 1:20:42. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ay_Db4RwZ_M.

Hare, Augustus John Cuthbert. 1882. Walks in Rome. 8th ed. 
New York: George Routledge and Sons.

Harper, Kyle, Michael McCormick, Matthew Hamilton, 
Chantal Peiffert, Raymond Michels, and Michael Engel. 
2020. “Establishing the Provenance of the Nazareth 
Inscription: Using Stable Isotopes to Resolve a Historic 
Controversy and Trace Ancient Marble Production.” 
Journal of Archeological Science: Reports 30 (April): 1–7. 

Hengel, Martin. 1977. &UXFLÀ[LRQ��,Q�WKH�$QFLHQW�:RUOG�DQG�
the Folly of the Message of the Cross. Translated by John 
Bowden. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: Fortress Press.

Holden, Joseph M., and Norman Geisler. 2013. The Popular 
Handbook of Archaeology and the Bible: Discoveries That 
&RQÀUP� WKH� 5HOLDELOLW\� RI� 6FULSWXUH. Eugene, Oregon: 
Harvest House.




