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Spotlight # 4 – The Caiaphas Ossuary

Jonas Manske

Archaeological Spotlight:  The Caiaphas Ossuary:
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The Caiaphas Ossuary.    In November, 1990 archaeologists excavated the family tomb of Joseph Caiaphas, high priest during much of the life of Jesus. The tomb was found in Abu Tor, about two miles south of Jerusalem, in an area known as the Peace Forest.  Inside of the tomb, were several ossuaries, or bone boxes, containing the bones of the deceased, including one particularly ornate container that included on its side the name of Joseph Caiaphas, written in Aramaic.  The tomb contained the bones of a man about 60 years old, a woman, two children, and two infants.  When the researchers were finished, the bones were reburied.  The ossuary itself is currently housed in the Israel museum in Jerusalem.

Very little is known about Caiaphas’ early career, but we can assume that he was a member of a wealthy family because he married the daughter of the earlier high-priest, who was called Annas.  Unlike other Temple priests, Caiaphas, as high priest, lived in Jerusalem’s Upper City, a wealthy section inhabited by the city’s political and social elite.  According to the Jewish historian Josephus, five of his sons also served as high priest, including his son-in-law.  His home almost certainly was constructed around a large courtyard.
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Caiaphas served as priest over the Temple from 18 to 36 CE, ten of which were served with the Roman prefect Pontius Pilate.  Historians infer from his long tenure that he must have a good standing with the Roman authorities.  A member of the Sadducees, Caiaphas would have received his appointment from Rome, as they had from the time of Herod the Great, although the Jews themselves may have regarded his father-in-law Annas as the actual high priest during much of his tenure (see Acts 4:6, Luke 3:2, John 18:22-24).  Although Herod apparently deposed and substituted high priests at will, by Jewish tradition they were designated for life.
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As high priest and chief religious authority in the land, Caiaphas would have had many important responsibilities, including controlling the Temple treasury, managing the temple guard and other personnel, and, (significantly as far as the Scriptural record is concerned), serving as head of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council before which Jesus’ trial was heard.  Caiaphas apparently fulfilled a more controversial function quite well, serving as sort of liason between Roman authority and the Jewish population.  It was this concern over the Roman reaction to Christ that apparently provoked Caiaphas to seek a way both to imprison and kill Jesus.
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The Scriptural Record:  As high priest, Caiaphas was chairman of the Jewish high court or Sanhedrin.  It was Caiaphas who as high priest had earlier prophesied, “Jesus would die for the Jewish nation, but not only for that nation but also for the scattered children of God, to bring them together and make them one.”  (John 11:51-52).  Caiaphas also sought to turn the Sanhedrin against Jesus, arguing that “it is better for you that one man die for the people than the whole nation perish,” in reference to an apparent threat by the Romans should Jesus be accepted as king by the Jewish people.  (John 11:50).


During the Passover Feast, the chief priests and elders of the people assembled in Caiaphas’ palace, looking for some sly way to have Jesus arrested and killed (Matthew 26:3-5).  Despite some misgiving about having Jesus seized during the Passover Feast period, lest there be a riot among the people, when Judas Iscariot, one of the Twelve, went to the chief priests willing to betray him they more than readily accepted  (Matthew 26:14-16).  After the Temple guard had arrested Jesus of Nazareth, Caiaphas quickly organized a hearing and accused him of blasphemy (Matthew 26:57-68).  Because Jesus refused to verbally refute the accusation, the high priest handed him over to the Roman authorities, who found him guilty of treason (claiming to be king of the Jews).

Coming Next Issue:  The Cave of John the Baptist
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On the side, (as above), and the back of the ossuary is inscribed Caiaphas’ name, 


in Aramaic, 


“Yosef bar [son of] Caifa”.





This ornate ossuary contained the bones of an approximately 60-year old man and his family identified by an inscription in Aramaic as Caiaphas.





Another view of the Caiaphas ossuary, this one showing in more detail some of the ornate carvings found engraved in the limestone box.
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