
below sea level. The first- 
century village at el-Araj is 
at about 211 meters below 
sea level, making it, Arav 
suggests, an unlikely candi­
date to be a village existing 
from the Iron Age through 
to the early Byzantine era.

Finding Julias
Josephus Flavius, who 

was born in about 37 C.E. 
and therefore lived right af­
ter Jesus’ time, didn’t write 
much about him per se. Jose­
phus did write about Herod 
Philip upgrading the fishing 
hamlet of Bethsaida to a polis 
which in the year 30 C.E., he 
renamed Julias in honor of 
Caesar Augustus’ deceased 
wife Livia aka Julia (Wars II, 
168; Antiquities 18,26).

So although some argue 
that Josephus was not en­
tirely meticulous about ac­
curacy - no ancient histo­
rians were, finding Julias 
would be strong testimony 
that the real Bethsaida has 
been found.

One snag is that the excava­
tors of both e-Tell and el-Araj 
claim to have found Julias.

At e-Tell the archae­
ologists found an ancient 
temple that Philip Herod 
converted into a temple to 
Livia/Julia, complete with 
dedication to the deceased 
empress, Arav says.

It bears adding that the 
New Testament, appar­
ently written between 50 
to 100 C.E-., does mention 
Bethsaida, but not Julias, 
the city’s later incarnation 
according to Josephus. He 
however wrote that Beth­
saida existed before the first 
century C.E. (as one would 
expect if it in fact evolved 
from the capital of Geshur). 
John, for instance, refers 
to Jesus’ disciples Peter, 
Andrew and Philip coming 
from Bethsaida, not Julias 
(John 1:44) and it was ap­
parently written in the late 
first century or late second 
century.

Arav believes John’s 
and other references were 
simply reverting to the old 
name, by habit, as one does.

Meanwhile, El-Araj’s
claims to the identification 
of Bethsaida include the 
discovery of churches, in­
cluding possibly the famed 
Church of the Apostles 
which, according to Chris­
tian tradition dating from 
the eighth century, was built 
over the home of Jesus’ dis­
ciples Peter and Andrew in 
the village of Bethsaida.

Arav counters that the 
church found in el-Araj had 
been built in the early Byz­
antine period, more than 
400 to 500 years after Je­
sus’ time. Absent archaeo­
logical evidence and given

that geology had conspired 
to dump about two meters 
of sediment onto el-Araj 
between Jesus’ lifetime and 
the church’s construction, 
one would have needed di­
vine inspiration to locate the 
spot where the disciples had 
supposedly lived in the first 
century, Arav contends.

At el-Araj, the excavators 
found the remains of a Ro­
man bath (which wouldn’t 
have existed in a Jewish 
town of the time), a Roman 
silver coin and some other 
artifacts that they suggest 
support the identification of 
el-Araj as Julias.

Arav, however, argues that 
when Julias existed, baths for 
the general public were not a 
thing in the southern Levant. 
The first Roman baths in the

The village is 
mentioned several 
times in the New 
Testament, as the 
hometown of Jesus’ 
disciples Philip, 
Andrew and Peter 
and the place where 
Jesus is said to have 
walked on water.
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He then describes his 
tactic in fighting the merce­
nary force. Collecting about 
5,000 men, he led them to a 
ravine, whence they am­
bushed the Romans. And 
indeed there is one suitable 
deep ravine descending 
to the River Jordan on the 
Galilean side, just opposite 
e-Tell. They would have pre­
vailed if Josephus hadn’t 
been thrown from his horse 
when it became mired in 
swamp and been evacuated 
to Capernaum. His rattled 
men lost courage and the 
Romans won the day.

The next day the forces 
clashed again, but upon 
hearing that the Jewish 
forces were to be reinforced, 
the Romans retreated to 
their fortified camp. And 
they stayed there for a long 
time, perhaps until the end 
of the second century C.E., 
says Arav.

He notes that the Tal-

region were built for the Has- 
monean and Herodian kings, 
in their palaces. Only then 
were they erected in Roman 
military camps in Judea, in 
the second century C.E., and 
city public baths only arose in 
the Byzantine era, by which 
time it seems Bethsaida/Ju- 
lias had ceased to exist. So if 
there was a bath-house at el- 
Araj dating to the mid-first 
or second century C.E., it 
doesn’t attest to a Roman city 
in Palestine but to a Roman 
army camp, Arav postulates.

When Josephus 
fell off his horse

Before betraying his peo­
ple, Josephus was known as 
Yosef ben Matityahu and 
was a general of the Jewish 
forces fighting the Roman 
occupier. In chapters 71 
to 73 of his autobiography 
“Vita,” he describes skir­
mishes with Roman merce­
naries fielded by the Roman 
vassal King Herod Agrippa 
II at the onset of the Jewish- 
Roman war (65-66 CE). The 
mercenaries pitched a forti­
fied camp about one kilome­
ter from Julias on the road 
to the two cities, in order to 
disrupt their supply chain, 
Josephus relates.

See E-TELL, Page 4

mud relates that Emperor 
Hadrian visited the region 
of “Tzaidan” (Bethsaida) 
in 130-132 C.E. He would 
most probably have been 
hosted in that same army 
camp, and indeed the exca­
vators of el-Araj reported 
on second century C.E. 
finds, fitting the time of 
Hadrian’s visit, Arav adds. 
This, he believes, bolsters 
his argument that the ri­
vals didn’t find Bethsaida- 
Julias, but rather a Roman 
army camp from the Hero­
dian period.

Wherever it was, refer­
ences to Bethsaida disap­
pear in the third century 
C.E. Its doom wasn’t at the 
hand of enemy forces as 
so often happened in these 
parts. It was seismology. In 
the year 363 C.E. a power­
ful earthquake rocked the 
Galilee and another came 
two years late. Landslides 
dammed the Jordan River 
and when it broke through, 
the lagoons of the Sea of Gal­
ilee and plain of Bethsaida 
became silted. Fishermen 
had to move their operations 
and that was that.
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