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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.
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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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10. The Rosetta Stone 

My Top Ten 

� Found by a French 
soldier during 
Napoleon’s invasion    
of Egypt, 1797.  
�  A Trilingual inscription: 

a. Middle Egyptian 
Hieroglyphs 

�  B. Demotic Egyptian 
�  C. Greek 

The Key to cracking 
Egyptian hieroglyphs.  



9a. The Behistun Inscription 
Southwest Iran, 519 BC.  
From Darius the Great, Persia, 522-486 BC 

My Top Ten 



9b. The Behistun Inscription 
Deciphered c1850 

My Top Ten 

Trilingual inscription:  
a. Akkadian 
b. Elamite 
c. Old Persian 

The Behistun 
Inscription was the 
Key to cracking 
Akkadian, the main 
language of Assyria 
and Babylonia.  



8a. The Code of Hammurabi, 
c1780 BC. Discovered 1901 

My Top Ten 

  Dolomite Stele, Babylon,  
Temple of Marduk 

The sun-god Shamash  
grants laws to Hammurabi,  



8b. The Code of Hammurabi 
 

My Top Ten 

The sun-god Shamash  
grants laws to 
Hammurabi,  

� “If any one steal cattle 
or sheep, or an ass, or a 
pig or a goat, if it 
belong to a god or to 
the court, the thief shall 
pay thirtyfold therefor; if 
they belonged to a 
freed man of the king 
he shall pay tenfold; if 
the thief has nothing 
with which to pay he 
shall be put to death.” 



7. Black Obelisk of Shalmaneser III 
825 BC  discovered 1846 

My Top Ten 

Shalmaneser III receives tribute  
from Jehu, King of Israel,  

9th century BC 



 
 
6. Mernephtah Stele, 1220 BC 
Discovered 1896, Thebes, Sir Flinders Petrie 

My Top Ten 

�  The Canaan has been 
plundered into every sort 
of woe: 

�  Ashkelon has been 
overcome; 

�  Gezer has been 
captured; 

�  Yano'am is made non-
existent. 

�  Israel is laid waste and his 
seed is not; 

�  Hurru is become a widow 
because of Egypt. 

 



5. Siloam Tunnel Inscription, 
Jerusalem, c 705 BC. Found 1880s 

My Top Ten 



 
4. Pontius Pilate Stone, 26-36 AD 
Found in Caesarea, 1961 

My Top Ten 

� First mention outside 
the New Testament of 
the Roman governor 
under whom Jesus 
Christ was crucified. 



 
3. Tel Dan Stele 
c 850 AD. Found 1993–94 

My Top Ten 



 
2. Ketef Hinnom Silver Amulets 
700-600 BC, Jerusalem. Found 1979 

My Top Ten 

Discoverer of the silver amulets 
Professor of Archaeology,  
Bar-Ilan University, Israel 

“The LORD bless you and keep you. . .” 

The 
oldest 
known  
biblical 

texts    
in the 
world 



1. The Dead Sea Scrolls 
     250 BC–50 AD, found 1947-48 

My Top Ten 

 

1QIsaa   Isaiah 1:1 
“The Vision of Isaiah  . . . 

Listen, Heaven, and hear, Earth, for the LORD speaks!”  


