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Our Prayer 
May the words of my mouth 

and the meditations of my heart 
be accepted in thy sight,  

O LORD.” 

Psalm 19:14 

The staurogram combines the Greek letters
tau-rho to stand in for parts of the Greek
words for “cross” (stauros) and “crucify”
(stauroō) in Bodmer papyrus P75.
Staurograms serve as the earliest images of
Jesus on the cross, predating other Christian
crucifixion imagery by 200 years. Photo:
Foundation Martin Bodmer.

Biblical Archaeology Society Staff   •  03/01/2015 (03/01/2015T09:20)

This Bible History Daily feature was originally published in March 2013. It has been updated.—

Ed.

 

How and when did Christians start to depict images of

Jesus on the cross? Some believe the early church

avoided images of Jesus on the cross until the fourth or

fifth century. In “The Staurogram: Earliest Depiction of

Jesus’ Crucifixion” in the March/April 2013 issue of

Biblical Archaeology Review, Larry Hurtado highlights

an early Christian crucifixion symbol that sets the date

back by 150–200 years.

Larry Hurtado describes how a symbol known as a

staurogram is created out of the Greek letters tau-rho:

“In Greek, the language of the early church, the capital

tau, or T, looks pretty much like our T. The capital rho,

or R, however, is written like our P. If you superimpose

the two letters, it looks something like this: . The

earliest Christian uses of this tau-rho combination

make up what is known as a staurogram. In Greek the

verb to ‘crucify’ is stauroō; a ‘cross’ is a stauros … [these

letters produce] a pictographic representation of a crucified figure hanging on a cross—used in the

Greek words for ‘crucify’ and ‘cross.’”

The tau-rho staurogram is one of several christograms, or monogram-like devices used by ancient

Christians, to refer to Jesus. However, Larry Hurtado points out that the staurogram only refers to

the crucifixion, unlike others, which mention Jesus’ other characteristics. Also, the staurogram is

visual—the tau-rho combinations create images of Jesus on the cross, making the staurogram the

earliest Christian images of Jesus on the cross.

The tau-rho staurogram, like other christograms, was originally a pre-Christian symbol. A

Herodian coin featuring the Staurogram predates the crucifixion. Soon after, Christian adoption of

staurogram symbols served as the first visual images of Jesus on the cross.
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What’s Geneva College? 
� A Christian university 

of the liberal arts,   
the sciences, and the 
professions 

� 40 majors 
 
�  in Beaver Falls, 

Pennsylvania, last exit 
on the Pennsylvania 
Turnpike before Ohio 
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Old Main (built 1880), in snow 



What is archaeology? 
What is archaeology? 

What is archaeology? 
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What is Archaeology?   
 �  Archaios = “old” [Greek] 

�  -ology    = “the study of . . .” 

Sir Flinders 
Petrie  

(1853-1942) 
genius-founder  

of scientific 
archaeology 

  
with some of  
his crackpots 



What is Archaeology?  

    

    Archaeology is   
� the science of 
� the material remains  
� of the human past.  
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What Archaeology Does:  

� Discovery 
 of the material  

� Recovery 
  of the material  

� Interpretation              
 of the material 

� Story 
 of the human lives 
 to which the 
 material attests 
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What do archaeologists look like? 
 This?  Or This?  

Han Solo flees Storm Troopers  
Oops! . . . Indiana Jones flees 
thuggees of the goddess Kali 

Dr. Bill Dever, Professor of 
Near Eastern Archaeology,  
University of Arizona, retired 
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What do archaeologists look like? 
 

 

Or This?  
 

Or This?  

Dr. Eric Meyers & Dr. Carol Meyers  
of Duke University, 
with Hershel Shenks (R),  
editor of Biblical Archaeology Review 

Heather Sheaffer  
Temple Mount Sifting Project, 
Jerusalem, January 2016 
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What do archaeologists look like? 
   This?      Or This? 

 

Dr. Jodi Magness, 
Distinguished Professor in Early 
Judaism,  UNC-Chapel Hill 

Dr. Eilat Mazar,  
Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 
excavator of the City of David 
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What do archaeologists look like? 
   This?      Or This? 

 

Stealing the Sacred Skull Sifting the Simple Soil 

Archaeology & the Bible 
 
 



 
 

What do archaeologists look like? 
This?    Or This? 

 

Only one of these fellows can be an archaeologist! 
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What Archaeology  
Doesn’t Do Well, or Not at All  

� Discover  
 individuals 
  

� Recover    
 miracles 
 

� Prove                  
 the Bible 
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What Biblical Archaeology  
can do well: 
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� Context: show the 
cultural and 
historical context 
of the Bible 

 

�  Complements:  
add data for 
understanding 
the Bible’s 
narratives Captives from Lachish beg for their lives 

Palace of Sennacherib, c700 BC  



 
 
 
What Biblical Archaeology  
can do well: 
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� Challenges: sometimes 
archaeology is the 
best way to answer 
skeptics 

� Confirms:  Some of     
the Bible’s reports     
are proved true          
by archaeology   

Captives from Lachish beg for their lives: 
Palace of Sennacherib, c700 BC  

        List from James K. Hoffmeier,       
        “The Bible & Archaeology,” 2008:31 
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 F y cn  
 rd ths 
 y cn  
 bcm n  
 rchlgst 
 nd gt  
 a jb! 

Archaeology often forces us to deal with missing data.  

Clay figurine on pot, Tel Yehud,  
Middle Bronze Age, c 1800 BC  

Silver Amulet,  
from Ketef Hinnom:  

Aaronic Blessing 



Sometimes Archaeology 
Presents us with Problems:  

1. Jericho—but where are its Joshua-era walls? 
2. Destruction levels in many Canaanite cities, but are they from Joshua’s time? 
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Sometimes Archaeology 
Presents us with Solutions:  

�  Magdala, 
destroyed in 70 
AD, long lost 

�  Home of Mary 
Magdalene 

�  Recently found  

�  Solves an old 
problem 

�  Adds a delight:   
its synagogue’s 
Torah ark stone is 
a model of 
Herod’s temple 
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Sometimes Archaeology 
Presents us with Laughter:  

 Archaeology & the Bible 

Discovery, 2016        Restoration 
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The Goal of Archaeology   
 To Understand Past Cultures & Civilizations: 

Subsistence, Architecture, Economics,  
Politics, Literature, Art, Religion, and more    

 
Not-Yet-Sir 

Flinders Petrie,  
at home  
in a tomb  
in Giza,  
Egypt, 
1880s 

And thus . . . 
to understand  
ourselves 



Abusers  
of archaeology 
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Harrison Ford,  
earning a couple o’ Mill 

Believers, seeking illegitimate 
confirmation of the Bible 
 
Unbelievers seeking 
illegitimate disproof of the 
Bible.  
 
Incompetent archaeologists, 
seeking fame or notoriety 
 
Treasure hunters & Looters 
 
Laity, unaware; or unable or 
unwilling to check sources 

    



Legitimate use  
of archaeology 
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Mernephtah Stele, c1210 BC 
“Israel is no more.” 

Inquiry into the material culture        
of the peoples of the Bible. 
 
Can be done by believers              
and by unbelievers alike. 
 
Caution about the quest to 
“confirm” or to “disconfirm” the Bible.  
 
Fearlessly follow the evidence. 
 
Archaeology’s task is discovery, 
recovery, & interpretation of             
the material cultures of the past. 



 
 
 
 
 
An Example in both Use and Abuse: 
Votive Inscription to “Yahweh & His Asherah” 
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So, God  
had a wife? 
 
OR 
 
Proof that 
Israel  
corrupted 
its religion,  
just as the 
Prophets   
had said? 



God is real. 
Christianity is true. 

The Bible is reliable. 
__________________ 

With you is              
the fountain of life;   

in your light             
we see light. 
 Psalm 36:9 
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Sunset over the Jabbok River, 
January 6, 2014 


