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【ARCHAEOLOGICALLY PROVEN   

FACT OF CRUCIFIXION】 
1 Then Pilate took Jesus and had him whipped. 2 The 

soldiers twisted thorns together to make a crown. They 

put it on Jesus' head. Then they put a purple robe on 

him. 3 They went up to him again and again. They kept 

saying, "We honor you, king of the Jews!" And they hit 

him in the face…6 As soon as the chief priests and their 

officials saw him, they shouted, "Crucify him! Crucify 

him!" But Pilate answered, "You take him and crucify 

him. I myself find no basis for a charge against him."   

7 The Jews replied, "We have a law. That law says he 

must die. He claimed to be the Son of God."… 13 When 

Pilate heard that, he brought Jesus out. Pilate sat down 

on the judge's seat…15 But they shouted, "Kill him! Kill 

him! Crucify him!" "Should I crucify your king?" 

Pilate asked. "We have no king but Caesar," the chief 

priests answered…  

17 He had to carry his own cross. He went out to a 

place called The Skull. In the Aramaic language it was 

called Golgotha. 18 There they nailed Jesus to the cross. 

Two other men were crucified with him. One was on 

each side of him. Jesus was in the middle. 19 Pilate had a 

notice prepared. It was fastened to the cross. It read, 

~jesus of nazareth, the king of the jews… 

 23 When the soldiers crucified Jesus, they took his 

clothes. They divided them into four parts. Each soldier 

got one part. Jesus' long, inner robe was left. It did not 

have any seams. It was made out of one piece of cloth 

from top to bottom…28 Later Jesus said, "I am thirsty." 

He knew that everything was now finished. He knew that 

what Scripture said must come true. 29 A jar of wine 

vinegar was there. So they soaked a sponge in it. They 

put the sponge on a stem of the hyssop plant. Then they 

lifted it up to Jesus' lips. 30 After Jesus drank he said, "It 

is finished." Then he bowed his head and died.  
31 It was Preparation Day. The next day would be a 

special Sabbath. The Jews did not want the bodies left on 
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the crosses during the Sabbath. So they asked Pilate to have the legs broken and the bodies taken 

down. 32 The soldiers came and broke the legs of the first man who had been crucified with Jesus. 

Then they broke the legs of the other man. 33 But when they came to Jesus, they saw that he was 

already dead. So they did not break his legs. 34 Instead, one of the soldiers stuck his spear into 

Jesus' side. Right away, blood and water flowed out. 35 The man who saw it has given witness. And 

his witness is true. He knows that he tells the truth. He gives witness so that you also can believe. 36 

These things happened in order that Scripture would come true. It says, "Not one of his bones will 

be broken." 37 Scripture also says, "They will look to the one they have pierced." 
 38 Later Joseph asked Pilate for Jesus' body. Joseph was from the town of Arimathea. He was a 

follower of Jesus. But he followed Jesus secretly because he was afraid of the Jews. After Pilate 

gave him permission, Joseph came and took the body away…                       JOHN 19. 

Recent discoveries by archaeology and science are remarkable, which help us to understand 

biblical descriptions of events visually and graphically. Among many, I will explore the subject of 

Roman crucifixion. The Romans were not inventors of crucifixion methods and the Assyrians, 

Phoenicians and Persians of the first millennium BC had also practiced them. The Romans 

evolved them to be a means of executing foreign captives, rebels and fugitives, and crucifixion 

was a fairly common punishment. However, despite its long history, crucified men’s remains had 

not been discovered until Vassilios Tzaferis excavated a Jerusalem tomb that contained the bones 

of a crucified man named “Yehohanan, the son of Hagakol”. From the inscriptions in the Giv’at 

ha-Mivtar tombs, at least one member of his family participated in the building of Herod’s temple. 

There were some difficulties leading up to such an exceptional discovery. (1) Not a single 

undisturbed tomb in Jerusalem has ever been discovered and excavated by archaeologists. (2) 

Relatively very few of those wealthy people who owned rock-cut family tombs with ossuaries 

were executed by Roman crucifixion. The majority of victims belonged to the lower classes and 

could not afford such rock-cut-tombs. (3) Usually crucified victims left no discernible traces in 

the physical remains or archaeological record because when the body was removed from the 

cross, the nails had to be pulled out to take it down. But Yehohanan’s case was an exception. He 

left the most dramatic archaeological evidence of crucifixion with his heel bones together 

penetrated by a nail.  

The Bible clearly mentions that Pontius Pilate approved of Joseph of Arimathea removing 

Jesus’ body from the cross and to bury it. Nevertheless, there have been many who claimed that 

Jesus would not have been allowed a formal burial in a tomb because He died as a criminal. 

However, Jewish custom did not prohibit the burial in family tombs of those condemned to death 

by Roman law and accordingly, nothing prevented Jesus from a proper Jewish burial. Oddly and 

unexpectedly, two thousand years later, Yehohanan’s ankle bones with a nail, found in a rock-cut 

family tomb in Jerusalem have provided archaeological evidence of crucifixion victim’s proper 

burial. But for this nail, archaeologists might never have discovered that the young man had died 

by crucifixion. The nail happened to be preserved only because it had hit a hard knot of the olive 

wood when it was pounded into it on the cross, and after the death of the victim the executioners 

could not remove it because the end of the nail, bent and curled, remained hooked into the wood. 

Archaeologists admit that the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ removal from the cross and burial are 

largely consistent with the archaeological evidence and with Jewish law. 

The following is the original report from Biblical Archaeology Review written by 

Vassilios Tzaferis about his excavation of the tomb of Yehohanan in Jerusalem.  ‘From ancient 

literary sources we know that tens of thousands of people were crucified in the Roman Empire. In Palestine 
alone, the figure ran into the thousands. Yet until 1968 not a single victim of this horrifying method of 
execution had been uncovered archaeologically. In that year I excavated the only victim of crucifixion ever 
discovered. He was a Jew, of a good family, who may have been convicted of a political crime. He lived in 
Jerusalem shortly after the turn of the era and sometime before the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 70 
A.D……At the end of the first century B.C., the Romans adopted crucifixion as an official punishment for 

http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/crucifixion/a-tomb-in-jerusalem-reveals-the-history-of-crucifixion-and-roman-crucifixion-methods/
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non-Romans for certain legally limited transgressions. Initially, it was employed not as a method of execution, 
but only as a punishment. Moreover, only slaves convicted of certain crimes were punished by crucifixion. 
During this early period, a wooden beam, known as a furca or patibulum was placed on the slave’s neck and 
bound to his arms. The slave was then required to march through the neighborhood proclaiming his offense. 
This march was intended as an expiation and humiliation. Later, the slave was also stripped and scourged, 
increasing both the punishment and the humiliation. Still later, instead of walking with his arms tied to the 
wooden beam, the slave was tied to a vertical stake. Because the main purpose of this practice was to 
punish, humiliate and frighten disobedient slaves, the practice did not necessarily result in death. Only in 
later times, probably in the first century B.C., did crucifixion evolve into a method of execution for conviction 
of certain crimes…… 
   Once a defendant was found guilty and was condemned to be crucified, the execution was supervised 
by an official known as the Carnifix Serarum. From the tribunal hall, the victim was taken outside, stripped, 
bound to a column and scourged. The scourging was done with either a stick or a flagellum, a Roman 
instrument with a short handle to which several long, thick thongs had been attached. On the ends of the 
leather thongs were lead or bone tips. Although the number of strokes imposed was not fixed, care was 
taken not to kill the victim. Following the beating, the horizontal beam was placed upon the condemned 
man’s shoulders, and he began the long, grueling march to the execution site, usually outside the city walls. 
A soldier at the head of the procession carried the titulus, an inscription written on wood, which stated the 
defendant’s name and the crime for which he had been condemned. Later, this titulus was fastened to the 
victim’s cross. When the procession arrived at the execution site, a vertical stake was fixed into the 
ground……If the victim was attached by nails, he was laid on the ground, with his shoulders on the 
crossbeam. His arms were held out and nailed to the two ends of the crossbeam, which was then raised and 
fixed on top of the vertical beam. The victim’s feet were then nailed down against this vertical stake.  Without 
any supplementary body support, the victim would die from muscular spasms and asphyxia in a very short 
time, certainly within two or three hours……In order to prolong the agony, Roman executioners devised two 
instruments that would keep the victim alive on the cross for extended periods of time. One, known as a 
sedile, was a small seat attached to the front of the cross, about halfway down. This device provided some 
support for the victim’s body and may explain the phrase used by the Romans, “to sit on the cross”……To 
increase the victim’s suffering, the sedile was pointed, thus inflicting horrible pain. The second device added 
to the cross was the suppedaneum, or foot support. It was less painful than the sedile, but it also prolonged 
the victim’s agony. Ancient historians record many cases in which the victim stayed alive on the cross for two 
or three or more days with the use of a suppedaneum…… 
   The most dramatic evidence that this young man was crucified was the nail which penetrated his heel 
bones. But for this nail, we might never have discovered that the young man had died in this way. The nail 
was preserved only because it hit a hard knot when it was pounded into the olive wood upright of the cross. 
The olive wood knot was so hard that, as the blows on the nail became heavier, the end of the nail bent and 
curled. We found a bit of the olive wood (between 1 and 2 cm) on the tip of the nail. This wood had probably 
been forced out of the knot where the curled nail hooked into it. When it came time for the dead victim to be 
removed from the cross, the executioners could not pull out this nail, bent as it was within the cross. The 
only way to remove the body was to take an ax or hatchet and amputate the feet. Thereafter, the feet, the 
nail and a plaque of wood that had been fastened between the head of the nail and the feet remained 
attached to one another as we found them in Ossuary No. 4. Under the head of the nail, the osteological 
investigators found the remains of this wooden plaque, made of either acacia or pistacia wood. The wood 
attached to the curled end of the nail that had penetrated the upright of the cross was, by contrast, olive 
wood…… 
   Before they were studied, the bones were first dehydrated and then impregnated with a preservative. 
Only then could they be measured and photographed. Despite these limiting conditions, a detailed and very 
human picture of the crucified man gradually emerged. At 5 feet 6 inches (167 cm) ta ll, this young man in his 
mid- to late-twenties stood at about the mean height for Mediterranean people of the time. His limb bones 
were fine, slender, graceful and harmonious. The muscles that had been attached to his limb bones were 
lean, pointing to moderate muscular activity, both in childhood and after maturity. Apparently he never 
engaged in heavy physical labor. We can tell that he had never been seriously injured before his crucifixion, 
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because investigators found no pathological deformations or any traumatic bony lesions. His bones indicated 
no marks of any disease or nutritional deficiency. The young man’s face, however, was unusual. He had a 
cleft right palate—a congenital anomaly which was also associated with the congenital absence of the right 
upper canine tooth and the deformed position of several other teeth. In addition, his facial skeleton was 
asymmetric, slanting slightly from one side to the other (plagiocephaly). The eye sockets were at slightly 
different heights, as were the nasal apertures. There were differences between the left and right branches of 
the lower jaw bone, and the forehead was more flattened on the right side than on the left. Some of these 
asymmetries have a direct association with the cleft palate……This deformity was probably the result of two 
factors: Yehohanan’s mother may have been deprived of food or suffered some severe stress during the first 
weeks of her pregnancy, and the birth may have been a difficult one……But hair, beard and moustache 
probably disguised these irregularities. In fact, Yehohanan was a pleasant looking man whose graceful, 
muscular and perfectly proportioned body must have compensated for a less-than-perfect face…… 
   When we add this evidence to that of the nail and the way in which the heel bones were attached to the 
cross, we must conclude that this position into which the victim’s body was forced was both difficult and 
unnatural. The arm bones of the victim revealed the manner in which they were attached to the horizontal 
bar of the cross. A small scratch was observed on one bone (the radius) of the right forearm, just above the 
wrist. The scratch was produced by the compression, friction and gliding of an object on the fresh bone. This 
scratch is the osteological evidence of the penetration of the nail between the two bones of the forearm, the 
radius and the ulna. Christian iconography usually shows the nails piercing the palms of Jesus’ hands. 
Nailing the palms of the hands is impossible, because the weight of the slumping body would have torn the 
palms in a very short time. The victim would have fallen from the cross while still alive. As the evidence from 
our crucified man demonstrates, the nails were driven into the victim’s arms, just above the wrists, because 
this part of the arm is sufficiently strong to hold the weight of a slack body. 

The position of the crucified body may then be described as follows: The feet were joined almost parallel, 
both transfixed by the same nail at the heels, with the legs adjacent; the knees were doubled, the right one 
overlapping the left; the trunk was contorted and seated on a sedile; the upper limbs were stretched out, 
each stabbed by a nail in the forearm. The victim’s broken legs not only provided crucial evidence for the 
position on the cross, but they also provide evidence for a Palestinian variation of Roman crucifixion—at 
least as applied to Jews. Normally, the Romans left the crucified person undisturbed to die slowly of sheer 
physical exhaustion leading to asphyxia. However, Jewish tradition required burial on the day of execution. 
Therefore, in Palestine the executioner would break the legs of the crucified person in order to hasten his 
death and thus permit burial before nightfall. This practice, described in the Gospels in reference to the two 
thieves who were crucified with Jesus (John 19:18), has now been archaeologically confirmed. Since the 
victim we excavated was a Jew, we may conclude that the executioners broke his legs on purpose in order 
to accelerate his death and allow his family to bury him before nightfall in accordance with Jewish custom.’ 

This report reveals evidence of crucifixion; the body position on the T shaped cross, the 

location of nails piercing the forearms and ankles, and the final single blow through leg bones 

especially applied to Jews. Also, the theory that Jesus could not have been permitted a proper 

burial in a tomb has been proved wrong. All these also prove a biblical statement that the truth 

will ultimately be revealed. Having read through the report, first I was very much amazed at such 

details disclosed by modern archaeology. Next, I wondered why this young man, in his mid- 

twenties with a probable history of a traumatic birth had to die on the cross in such agony. If his 

mother had been still alive when he was crucified, how could we have shared her excruciating 

pain with her? What did it mean for her to have borne such a disfigured boy through difficulty 

and to have witnessed him dying in the most humiliating and traumatic manner. For what purpose 

did God give him a life, if he had just been allowed to be born through difficulty to end up in 

such detestable misfortune? We are constantly faced with such difficulties of understanding 

God’s will and purpose. However, in Yehohanan’s case, could it be possible to conclude that the 

Lord chose him for His purposes to provide the undeniable archaeological evidence for the 

biblical account of Jesus’ horrendous crucifixion, especially two thousand years later in our days 

when apostasy has irreversibly spread in Christendom?  


