
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Did Christ die on a cross or a stake? 
 
 
 

Revised June 2026 

 
 

Trevor R Allin 
 

https://livingwater-spain.com/ 
 

 
  



 
 

 
 
 
© Trevor R Allin 2026 
 
First edition: 2.3.13. 
 
This revision: 3.6.26. 
 
 
The Alexandrinus LSU™ DK Greek font is used in accordance with permission from the 
publisher of this font, Linguist’s Software, Inc., www.linguistsoftware.com  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
About the Author 

 
Dr Trevor R Allin graduated from the University of Leeds with a 1st Class Honours degree 
in Phonetics, French, Spanish and Philosophy and History of Religion.  Following studies 
in linguistics, he undertook original research on a South American indigenous language, 
for which purpose he lived within the indigenous community and studied the language with 
native speakers over a period of more than a year.  The University of St Andrews 
subsequently awarded him the degree of Ph.D. for his thesis “A Grammar of Resígaro”. 
 
For many years he taught a range of languages up to “Advanced” level standard in state 
schools in England and in Germany, and in state-recognised schools in Scotland and Spain.  
He also worked full time over a period of many years supporting and inspecting qualified 
Modern Language teachers and giving them professional development training.  Teaching 
and examination materials written by him for French, German and Spanish at a wide range 
of levels, up to and including “A” Level, have been published by mainstream U.K. 
educational publishers and examination boards, for whom he has written and marked 
examination question papers. 
 
He is also the published translator of books from Spanish and German into English and is 
the author of “Curso de Griego Bíblico: Los elementos del Griego del N.T.” 1, the Spanish 
edition of the leading textbook on New Testament Greek, Jeremy Duff’s “The Elements of 
New Testament Greek”.2  He has taught New Testament (Koiné) Greek to Spanish-
speaking adult students in Spain and has delivered lectures in various places in Spain and 
England on the principal earliest Greek manuscripts of the Bible. 
 
  

 
1 CLIE, 2019  See https://www.clie.es/curso-de-griego-biblico  
2 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005 



 

 
CONTENTS 

 
 

 INTRODUCTION 1 

 Linguistic Evidence 2 

 Change of word meaning, Example 1: Shuttle 3 

 Change of word meaning, Example 2: mouse 4 

 Mistranslation by the Jehovah’s Witnesses 4 

 Evidence by opponents of Christianity 4 

 The Alexamenos graffito 5 

 Textual Evidence 6 

 Additional Evidence 6 

 Evidence presented by the Jehovah’s Witnesses 7 

 Biblical Evidence 7 

 New Research 9 

 So what? 9 

 New Jehovah’s Witness Claims, August 2025 9 

 



 
 



Did Christ die on a cross or a stake? 
 

 
© Trevor R Allin 2026 https://livingwater-spain.com/  1 

 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The most famous person crucified was Jesus Christ.  For approximately two thousand years a cross 
– with or without a body on it – has been the main symbol of Christians of all denominations and 
in all countries. 
 

It was also a symbol used by the 
“Bible Students”, an 
organisation founded by Charles 
T Russell in Pennsylvania in 
1879.  In 1931 this organisation 
adopted the title “Jehovah’s 
Witnesses”. 
 

In 1921 they published the book 
“The Harp of God”, which has 
the subtitle “Proof Conclusive 
that Millions now Living will 
Never Die”.  By the time of the 
1925 edition they had printed 
more than two million copies 
(precisely 2,327,000, according 
to the first page).  On page 114 
of this book there is a picture, 
which occupies the whole page, 
of Christ being crucified on a 
cross, with the sign written by 
Pontius Pilate nailed above his 
head. 
 

But in a change of doctrine, the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses now say 
that Christ was not crucified; 
they say that he died on a pole or 
a stake.  It goes without saying 
that this will astound not only 
millions of Christians around the 
world, but also historians.  There 
have been and there still are 
those who reject the idea of the 
resurrection of Christ, but up 
until now practically no-one had 
doubted His death, nor the 
means of his execution. 

 
Page 114 of “The Harp of God” 

 

Crucifixion consisted of forming a cross with two wooden beams, one vertical and the other 
horizontal.  The person condemned to death was nailed to the cross, with nails through his hands 
or wrists and through his feet.  The cross was placed in a hole in the ground, with the condemned 
person hanging by his hands.  This usually caused death by asphyxiation, although sometimes 
people being crucified took days to die.  The only respite, to help himself to breathe, was that the 
condemned person could (as long as he had strength!) push with his feet in order to raise the body 
a little and thus reduce the force with which the extended arms were pulling, constricting the chest, 
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and in this way it was possible to take a further breath.  Sometimes, when a person who was being 
crucified was taking a long time to die, the Romans broke his legs, and thus he was no longer able 
to raise his body and so died sooner from asphyxiation – although in many cases the trauma that 
was caused to the whole body by crucifixion would bring about death before the legs were broken 
or asphyxiation caused death. 
 

However, the Jehovah’s Witnesses now claim that this is not how Christ died.  In this article we 
will look at the evidence that they allege supports this claim and other relevant evidence. 
 

Linguistic Evidence 
 

The Romans crucified thousands of people, and there is abundant evidence of this means of 
execution.  The English word “crucifixion” comes from the Latin, the language spoken by the 
Romans.  The Latin word “crucifixio” means “to fix to a cross” and it is formed from the prefix 
“cruci” from the Latin word “crux” (“cross”) and the verb “figere” (“to fix or attach”).  There 
is not the tiniest amount of doubt concerning the meaning of these words, nor concerning the 
form of the cross. 
 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses base their claim mainly on one Greek word used in the New 
Testament: σταυρὸς (pronounced “stow” [as in “cow”] - “ross”).  They say that this means a 
pole or a stake.  But they thus demonstrate the extreme limitations of their knowledge of Greek 
and of how languages work. 
 

The famous classical Greek poet Homer lived at some point between the 12th and the 9th 
century B.C.  At that point in time the word σταυρὸς meant a pole.  But in the centuries prior 
to the coming of Christ the Romans conquered the Greeks.  Greek continued to be the main 
language used in all the countries that had previously been conquered by the Greeks.  But the 
Romans imposed their administrative structures, their civil engineering systems (roads, 
aqueducts, bridges, sewerage systems, etc.) and – above all – their legal system, including 
crucifixion as the means of administration of the death penalty. 
 

The Greeks, who did not use crucifixion as a means of execution, had to adapt their language 
and find a word for this new way of implementing the death penalty.  They had to do one of 
the three things that languages do to give names to new ideas, events and objects: 
1) invent a new word 
2) take a word from another language (frequently changing its exact meaning slightly or even 

greatly) 
3) employ an existing word, but give it a new meaning. 
 

They decided to use a word that already existed – σταυρὸς – but to give it a new meaning.  
That is to say, “σταυρὸς” became the Greek word that translated the Latin “crux” (the noun) 
and “σταυρόω” [stauroō] was used for “crucifixio” (the verb). 
 

This application of an existing word to refer to a new concept is done by all languages.  That 
is to say, languages change with time.  This can be observed even in very short periods of time, 
and any person older than about 30 will know words whose meaning has changed during his 
or her lifetime. 
 

The expert in Koiné (New Testament) Greek and in linguistics, Dr David Alan Black, college 
lecturer and author of numerous books on Greek, writes in his book “Linguistics for Students 
of New Testament Greek”3 that the etymological method – which attempts to define the 
meaning of words on the basis of their original meaning – “used alone, cannot adequately 

 
3 Baker Books, Grand Rapids, 1988, 1995 
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account for the meaning of a word since meaning is continuously subject to change. … It is 
therefore mandatory for the New Testament student to know whether the original meaning of 
a word still exists at a later stage. …   Hence it is not legitimate to say that the ‘original’ 
meaning of a word is its ‘real’ meaning.”4 
 

When the Jehovah’s Witnesses say that σταυρὸς [stauros] can only mean a pole or a stake 
(because that was its meaning some 800 or perhaps even 1200 years before Christ, 500 or more 
years before the Romans adopted crucifixion as a means of execution), they are denying this 
fact, to which the scientists who study languages – the linguists – have given a name: the 
diachronic development of languages, that is to say, how languages change – and with them 
the meaning of words – in the course of time. 
 

In the 21st century, the word in modern Greek for 
“cross” is “σταυρὸς” [stauros] – the same as it was in 
the first century!  This does not mean “a pole”; it 
means “a CROSS”.  The word for “crucifying” is 
“ἐσταυρωμένος” [estauromenos], the root of which is 
σταυρὸ from σταυρὸς.   
 

If we did not know the meaning that the Greeks give 
to this word, we would need to do no more than to look 
at any Greek church, and we would see on the top of 
the building, outside, a cross, not a stake!  

Greek church in Oia. 
Copyright-free image from Pinterest 

 

Change of word meaning, Example 1: Shuttle 
 

To give an example of the diachronic change of a language, let us take the English word “shuttle”.  
The origins of this word go back to the mediaeval period, when it referred to the piece of wood or 
bone round which the thread was wrapped for use when weaving.  The dictionary defines this as 
“the instrument that is used by weavers when weaving”.  The shuttle was continually pushed from 
left to right, and then from right to left to weave, in order to make the cloth. 
 

In the twentieth century, in the 1960s, the word “shuttle” was adopted in England and the United 
States to describe a bus that always had the same route between one point and another, without 
visiting other places (and with few or no stops en route), and then returning in the opposite 
direction– for instance, the buses that went between an airport and the nearest city. 
 

At the end of the 1970s the North Americans developed a space vehicle that – in contrast to all 
space vehicles up to that point – would be reusable, and as the concept was new, they had to do 
what the Greeks had done more than 2,000 years earlier in the face of something completely new, 
and choose between the three possible options (given above).  They did the same as the Greeks 
had done on that occasion and went for the third option: taking from their own language a word 
that was already a thousand years old and giving it a new meaning.  They chose the word “shuttle”.  
If on hearing a news report of the arrival of the “shuttle” at the international space station, I were 
to insist that the Americans had sent into space a mediaeval wooden or bone shuttle for weaving, 
it would be ridiculous – just as ridiculous as when the Jehovah’s Witnesses say that Christ was 
“crucified” on a pole, because that was the meaning that the word “σταυρὸς” [stauros] had had a 
thousand years earlier. 
 

  

 
4 p. 122 
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Change of word meaning, Example 2: mouse 
 

To give an example of something that has become a component of the daily life of most people in 
England (as in the rest of the world), if someone were to speak about their computer’s mouse and 
I were to reply, “What are you doing with a mouse in your house?  How do you feed it?  How do 
you prevent it from escaping?  What do you do so that the cat doesn’t eat it up?” – everyone would 
laugh at me, and justifiably so, because the word “mouse” has acquired a new meaning, and this 
meaning now predominates so much in the majority of contexts that generally one would not even 
think of its original meaning, that of a small rodent. 
 

Of course, someone could quote from recent publications in which the word “mouse” is still used 
with its original meaning.  (This is precisely the type of “evidence” presented by the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses to justify their interpretations of various words.)  But the fact that this is true – as it is! 
– does not have as a consequence that each time that someone talks about their computer’s mouse 
we have to say that they have an animal in their office! 
 

To summarise: 
1. “crucifixio” is a Latin word 
2. it means “to fix to a cross” 
3. it was the Romans – not the Jews nor the Greeks – who crucified people 
4. languages change in the face of new experiences 
5. old words are frequently used with a totally new meaning 
6. the Greeks did this with the word “σταυρὸς” [stauros] since before the time of Christ to 

describe the method of execution practised by the Romans, nailing the condemned person to a 
cross 

7. in the 21st century the Greek word “σταυρὸς” [stauros] is still used in modern Greek with the 
meaning “cross” – not  “pole” 

8. for more than 50 years the Jehovah’s Witnesses accepted that Christ was crucified on a cross 
– and included illustrations of this in their publications which were distributed to millions of 
people around the world. 

 

Mistranslation by the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
 

In their “New World Translation” of the Bible, the Jehovah’s Witnesses put the words “torture 
stake” wherever the Greek has the word “σταυρὸς” [stauros].  This even contradicts their own 
interlinear translation, which also incorrectly renders “σταυρὸς” [stauros] as “stake” but at least 
does not add the word “torture”, which is not in the original Greek text.  (cf. John 19:19 or other 
references to the cross in the New Testament.) 
 

Evidence by opponents of Christianity 
 

The text and image in the following boxed section were downloaded from the Wikipedia article 
“Alexamenos graffito” on 18.1.13.  There are also numerous published articles on this graffito by 
a wide range of recognised and respected academic publishers.  The Wikipedia article summarises 
the main points of some of these publications.  It has here been shortened and slightly edited 
without changing the meaning. 
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The Alexamenos graffito 
 

When a building in Rome called the 
domus Gelotiana was unearthed on the 
Palatine Hill in 1857, this graffito was 
discovered carved in plaster on a wall.  
The emperor Caligula (12-41 AD) had 
acquired the house for the imperial 
palace.  After Caligula died, the house 
was used as a Paedagogium or 
boarding-school for the imperial page 
boys.  Later the street on which the 
house was located was walled off to 
give support to extensions to the 
buildings above, and so it remained 
sealed for centuries. 
 

The image depicts a human-like figure 
who is attached to a cross and who has 
the head of a donkey.  To the left of the 
image is a young man, apparently 
intended to represent Alexamenos, who 
is raising one hand in a gesture possibly 
suggesting worship.  Beneath the cross 
there is a caption written in Greek: 
Αλεξαμενος ϲεβετε θεον, which means 
"Alexamenos worships (or: 
worshipping) God".5 

 
 

 
Tracing of the graffito carved in the plaster 

 

No clear consensus has been reached as to the date in which the image was originally made. 
Dates ranging from the late 1st to the late 3rd century have been suggested, although the 
beginning of the 3rd century is thought the most likely date. 
 

Interpretation 
The inscription is accepted by authoritative sources … to be a mocking depiction of a Christian 
in the act of worship. Both the portrayal of Jesus as having a donkey's head and the depiction of 
him being crucified would have been considered insulting by contemporary Roman society. 
Crucifixion continued to be used as an execution method for the worst criminals until its 
abolition by the emperor Constantine in the 4th century. 
 

One interpretation is that the figure in the image has an ass's head to ridicule Christian beliefs. 
 

Thus this cartoon is possibly the earliest drawing of the crucifixion of Christ, probably completed 
at the beginning of the 3rd century, i.e., in the early two hundreds.  It shows Christ on a cross, not 
a pole or a “torture stake”, with his arms out-stretched to the left and the right.  The fact that it was 
not drawn by a Christian adds to its significance as an independent indication of the nature of 
crucifixion and that this was the way that Christ died. 
 

  

 
5 In passing, it is worth noting that the opponent(s) of Christianity who produced this image and the caption under it 
understood Christians as worshipping Christ as God. 
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Textual Evidence 
 

In the Greek manuscripts of the New Testament, certain words considered “sacred” were written 
in a special, abbreviated form, with a line above the letters.  Thus, ΘΕÒΣ6 (“GOD”) was written: 
 

 

The purpose was not to save space or time when writing. Hurtado says, “the use of nomina sacra 
was an act of reverence.”7 
 

Other words considered sacred and thus similarly abbreviated included the Greek for “Father”, 
“Son” “Spirit”, “Jesus”, “Christ”, “Lord” and “Saviour”.  Such words are usually referred to by 
academics with the Latin title, “nomina sacra” (sacred names – singular: “nomen sacrum”). 
 

Likewise, the words for “heaven” and “cross” were treated as nomina sacra.  The Greek for 
“cross”, written with capital letters, is sTAUROS8.  The accusative form, as in the following 
quotation, is stauron.  It was abbreviated as: 
 

    9 
 

Note that the first two vowels (au) are omitted and the T (pronounced “Tau”) is super-imposed 
on the P (pronounced “Rho”), to create the shape of a cross, with the vertical line of the Rho 
extending above the horizontal bar of the Tau.  Furthermore, the curved section of the Rho 
symbolises the head of Christ.  The horizontal line above the word shows that this is a “nomen 
sacrum”.  The nomen sacrum for the cross is technically referred to as a “staurogram”.  The 
staurogram occurs consistently as a standard abbreviation for the word “cross” in the earliest Greek 
manuscripts of the New Testament and is a visual confirmation of the shape of the cross on which 
Christ was crucified. 
 

These manuscripts pre-date any artwork and are even older than the Alexamenos graffito referred 
to above.  For example, manuscript P66, which contains the staurogram, is dated at “prior to 150 

AD.”10  As P66 is believed to be a copy of an original manuscript, we have evidence that with an 
extremely high level of probability goes back to the first century.11  Another manuscript, P75, is 
dated at “late second century”12, i.e., approximately 175-190 AD.  In any case, the scribes who 
produced P66, P75 and other early manuscripts were living in a time when crucifixions were still 
being carried out, and so the shape of the cross was well known to them. 
 

The staurogram provides remarkably strong evidence that that the cross on which Christ was 
crucified had the shape that has been accepted throughout the whole of the past two thousand years 
by Christians and non-Christians alike – indeed, by virtually everyone except the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, who also previously accepted this. 
 

 
6 Note that at that time the Greek capital letter “Sigma” was written C, S being a later form of the letter. 
7 See, for instance: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nomina_sacra  
8 Closest approximation with the symbols available for this article.  The font used here depicts the shape of the Greek 
letters used in the early manuscript P39, a manuscript of the Gospel of John written on papyrus and dated at the third 
century (i.e., the two hundreds).  In different manuscripts there are naturally minor variations in style and sizing of 
letters, depending on the handwriting of the scribe. 
9 Illustration from Thomas A Howe, “Bias in New Testament Translations?”, 2010, Charlotte, NC: Solomons Razor 
Publishing 
10 See Philip Comfort, “Encountering the Manuscripts”, 2005, Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, p. 117. 
11 Comfort indicates that the use of the principal nomina sacra (including the staurogram) may go back to the original 
manuscripts (the “autographs”), op. cit., p. 202. 
12 Comfort op. cit., p. 72 
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Additional Evidence 
 

There is moreover an enormous amount of additional evidence.  To mention only some examples: 
 

1. There are numerous descriptions of crucifixions in antiquity 
2. There are images of crucifixions carved into rocks of the same period 
3. There is archaeological evidence.  For instance, nails have been found that not only attached 

the condemned person to the cross, but also fixed the horizontal beam to the upper part of the 
vertical one 

4. The cross was adopted as a symbol by Christians from at least the beginning of the second 
century (i.e., about the year 100) by believers who had been taught first-hand by eyewitnesses 
of the crucifixion. 

 

These are irrefutable historical facts.  To reject all this evidence – in consequence, moreover, of a 
lack of understanding of the Greek in which the New Testament was written – is completely 
impossible to justify. 
 

Evidence presented by the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
 

As additional evidence, the Jehovah’s Witnesses point13 to the existence of an engraving by Justus 
Lipsius in which Christ appears nailed to a post.  This “evidence” deserves comment. 
 

1. The Jehovah’s Witnesses do not say when Lipsius lived nor do they give a date to the 
engraving.14  In fact, Lipsius lived from 1547 to 1606.  Thus this engraving  was made more 
than one thousand five hundred years after the crucifixion of Christ. 

2. The Romans had stopped using crucifixion in the year 337, so the artist did not have 
contemporary evidence of how it was carried out. 

3. In consequence, his picture came from his own imagination. 
4. This therefore does no more than demonstrate that the artist had made the same mistake as that 

made, five hundred years later, by the Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
5. When they refer to this engraving, the Jehovah’s Witnesses are using the same tactic that is 

used by them when they quote from just one or two translations that seem to give support to 
their translation of some word or phrase in the Bible – but then do not quote from the other 
3,000 translations that contradict them. 

6. If one painting is valid evidence in support of their claim, by the same argument the thousands 
of sketches, paintings, sculptures and other representations in iron, wood, stone, tapestry and 
vestments with illustrations woven or embroidered into them – as well as other objects, some 
of them almost 2,000 years old – must also be valid evidence.  And it all contradicts their 
claim. 

 

Biblical Evidence 
 

The reader will perhaps have noticed that all of this information has been presented without any 
need to quote from the Bible.  This is because we do not depend on the Bible to understand what 
crucifixion was.  Nevertheless – as one would expect – the Bible also supports what we have said. 
 

The crucifixion of Christ is the most dramatic part of the New Testament.  It is described in all 
four gospels.  “The cross” is one of the main concepts of the New Testament, both in the preaching 
(which is seen in the book of Acts) and in the letters that occupy most of the rest of the New 
Testament.15  The Greek of the New Testament uses – of course! – the Greek word for “cross” – 

 
13 Appendix to “The Kingdom Interlinear Translation of the Greek Scriptures”, published by the Watchtower Bible 
and Tract Society, Brooklyn, New York, 1969, p. 1156. 
14 “The Kingdom Interlinear Translation of the Greek Scriptures”, p. 1156 
15 The other main concepts are: 1) Jesus is the Christ, the promised Messiah; 2) He died for our sins (on a cross!); 3) 
He rose from the dead; 4) to be saved, we must repent and put our faith in Him.  It would be possible to give an 
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“σταυρὸς” [stauros].  But as the Jehovah’s Witnesses insist that this word has only the meaning 
that it had had 800 or a thousand years earlier, these references are of no use to us.  It is necessary 
to know the meaning that speakers of Greek had given to this word since already 300 years before 
Christ, and this has been amply demonstrated above.16 
 

Christ’s stretched-out hands 
 

The Bible does not waste time giving a definition of “crucifixion” – any more than it does of any 
other word (for instance, “horse”, “king”, “house”, “to eat” or any other object or event).  After 
all, it is not a dictionary.  But it uses words whose meaning was well understood by its readers and 
hearers.  Nevertheless, when Christ explained to Peter that when he was older he, too, would be 
crucified, he said, “you will stretch out your hands” (John 21:18) – thus giving a description of the 
posture in which He Himself had been crucified a few days earlier – with his hands stretched out, 
one to the left and the other to the right, on a cross. 
 

The nails in Christ’s hands 
 

In contradiction to what they published for years, now Jehovah’s Witnesses publish pictures in 
which they show Jesus’ two hands together straight above his head, with one long nail driven first 
through one hand and then through the other hand, which is underneath it.  Yet this use of one nail 
is contradicted by the words of Scripture.  In John 20:25 we read the words of the Apostle Thomas: 
"Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand 
into his side, I will not believe it."  Thomas is only talking about Jesus’ hands, not about His feet.  
The word “nails” and the verb “were” are both unambiguously plural.  In fact, in the original Greek 
the word “nails” is in the plural twice  i.e., there were two nails, one in each hand, because the 
hands were not placed one on top of each other above Christ’s head, as the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
now claim, but stretched out, one on each side of him, with one nail through each hand or wrist, 
not on a vertical stake but on a cross. 
 

The shape of the Cross 
 

The crosses for crucifixions were not manufactured in a factory, and did not all have the same 
dimensions.  The cross bar was attached to the vertical beam once the condemned person had 
arrived at the place where he was about to be crucified.  In consequence of this, when the cross 
bar was placed higher up, sometimes the two beams formed the shape of a letter “T”.  However, 
we know that in the crucifixion of Christ this was not the case – because the notice written by 
Pontius Pilate was nailed above Christ’s head (Matthew 27:37, Luke 23:38) – exactly the same as 
in the illustration in the book “The Harp of God”, which was published by the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
themselves, but which they now reject! 
 

What is more, if the form of the “crucifixions” had been what the Jehovah’s Witnesses claim, with 
the hands nailed above the head of the victim, the notice ordered by Pontius Pilate would not have 
been nailed above the head of Christ, as stated by Matthew (27:37), but instead above his hands. 
 

  

 
extremely large number of Bible references that indicate this, but I shall not do so, as that is not the focus of this 
article. 
16 Amongst the many experts in the Koiné Greek of the New Testament from whom we could quote, without any 
doubt the greatest authority is “A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian Literature” 
by Bauer, Danker and others, published by the University of Chicago Press, 2000.  This work quotes from Greek 
authors from the time of Homer to the first centuries of the Christian era, giving both the meanings that words had 
had at the time of Homer as well as the meanings that they acquired after the Roman conquest.  This states that “cross” 
was the meaning of the word “σταυρὸς” [stauros] in New Testament times. (p. 941) 



Did Christ die on a cross or a stake? 
 

 
© Trevor R Allin 2026 https://livingwater-spain.com/  9 

 

New Research 
 

New in 2015: a detailed study of the historical evidence of the cross 
 as a symbol used by Christians from the earliest days of Christianity: 
“The Cross Before Constantine” by Bruce W Longenecker, Minneapolis: Fortress Press 
Available as a book (232 pages) and as an e-book. 
I have had no involvement in the production of this book, and welcome the corroboration from 
an independent source of some of what I have written here. 

 

New in 2016: a study of the use of the symbol of the cross by Christians in Pompeii 
That means, before 79 AD, in the first century of Christianity! 
“The Crosses of Pompeii: Jesus-Devotion in a Vesuvian Town” by Bruce W Longenecker, 
Minneapolis: Fortress Press 
Available as a book (358 pages) and as an e-book 

 

So what? 
 

One reader of this article wrote to me: 

“Interesting …     BTW cross or stake doesn't change redemption so I never got drawn into 

this argument.” 
 

My reply to her was: 

“Your comment is of course right.  This article does, however, clearly show that the Jehovah's  
    Witnesses are wrong on a factual matter of history (regardless whatever religious doctrine  

    they might teach).” 
 

Since 4.8.14., this article has also been available on www.bethinking.org, a website of UCCF: 
The Christian Unions, at http://www.bethinking.org/jehovahs-witnesses/did-christ-die-on-a-
cross-or-a-stake 
 
NEW JEHOVAH’S WITNESS CLAIMS, August 2025 
 

In new online postings and discussions in 2025, some Jehovah’s Witness apologists reject the 
evidence presented by Longenecker in the books referred to above. They continue to claim that 
“The adoption of the cross as a Christian symbol began only in the 3rd–4th centuries” and they 
reject the overwhelming evidence that shows that this claim is false. 
 

As is normal with publications by Jehovah’s Witnesses, no name is given for the writer, and when 
Jehovah’s Witness claims are promoted on the internet, previous experience indicates that a 
pseudonym is normally used. See, for instance, here: 
https://livingwater-spain.com/Jn20_28_Blunt.pdf  
 

“NEW” JEHOVAH’S WITNESS SOURCE 
 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses have now found a book which they claim supports their position, and 
they state that “Snyder and Most Scholars … now agree that the cross, as an artistic reference to 
the passion event, cannot be found prior to the time of Constantine”. I have various comments: 
 

Firstly, who are these “Most Scholars”? The Jehovah’s Witness writer clearly wishes to give the 
phrase more importance by the use of initial capital letters, but he doesn’t name any of them, other 
than Snyder, who is definitely not writing “now”. See below. An honest and impartial account 
would in fact also name those experts who were not part of the “Most Scholars” designation, with 
detailed bibliographical information and reasons for discounting their statements. 
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Elsewhere the Jehovah’s Witness writer refers to “Most historians”, again with no supporting 
names or other information. Such unsubstantiated claims that go against clear evidence do not 
merit serious consideration. 
 

Secondly, the book that they have now found was published forty years ago and does not reflect 
current knowledge. It is “Ante Pacem: Archaeological Evidence of Church Life Before 
Constantine”, by Graydon F Snyder. It was published by Mercer University Press on 1st January 
1985. See more details on this below. 
 

Thirdly, evidence of the use of the cross prior to Constantine is not about what the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses call “an artistic reference”. 
 

(Even so, the anti-Christian Alexamenos Graffito referred to in this article and in other sources 
could be considered “artistic”, although it is clearly intended to demean Christ and Christianity. 
Even at its latest dating, this is at least one hundred years before Constantine, and possibly one 
hundred or more years earlier than that.) 
 

EARLY REFERENCES TO THE SHAPE OF THE CROSS, WITH A HORIZONTAL BAR 
 

That the cross was used by Christians as early as the late first century and the beginning of the 
second century is undisputed (apart from by the Jehovah’s Witnesses!). At least two influential 
early Christian writers refer to the shape of the cross, the author of the “Epistle of Barnabas” and 
Clement of Alexandria. 
 

See this website, here: https://livingwater-spain.com/LJC_OT_MSS_Eng.pdf 
 

The Epistle of Barnabas has been dated at between 70 and approximately 130 A.D and this dating 
is secure. Barnabas refers to the cross with a horizontal bar. 
 

Clement was apparently born in approximately the year 150 AD. He reportedly died c. 215 AD. 
See Hurtado, Larry, “The Earliest Christian Artifacts”, Grand Rapids, Michigan and Cambridge 
(England): William B, Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006, p. 114. Hurtado gives the reference 
in the writings of Clement as “Strom. 6.278-80.” This is Stromata Book 6, Chapter 11. 
 

EVIDENCE OF THE PRESENCE OF CHRISTIANS IN POMPEII 
 

Contrary to the new Jehovah’s Witness claims that in Pompeii there are “no supporting Christian 
inscriptions”, this is clearly not the case, with multiple evidences of the presence of Christians in 
Pompeii. 
 

As one source of this evidence, I refer to the book by Carlo Giordano and Isidoro Kahn, “The Jews 
in Pompeii, Herculaneum, Stabiae and in the Cities of Campania Felix”, Rome: Barbi Editore s.r.l., 
2001, English translation, 3rd edition, which I bought in the official bookshop in Pompeii in 2017. 
 

Giordano was Inspector of Excavations at Pompeii and Kahn was Great Rabbi of Naples. They 
describe Jewish-Christian graffiti in Pompeii. The Jewish and Christian slaves in Pompeii had 
apparently been captured in the Holy Land in 70 A.D. (just nine years before the destruction of 
Pompeii) when Jerusalem fell to the Romans, who took Jewish/Christian prisoners to Italy, 
including to Pompeii. One should bear in mind that Christians in Jerusalem in 70 A.D. would have 
been almost exclusively Jewish by birth and cultural background. 
 

Jewish/Christian graffiti found in Pompeii were written sometimes in the Hebrew alphabet, but 
more frequently using the Latin/Roman alphabet and examples include “David” (p. 29), which 
was not a Roman name and undisputedly a reference to the great Israelite king. 
 

“Sodom and Gomorrah” (pp. 75ff) is a clear reference to the destruction of these cities by fire and 
ash falling from heaven, described in the book of Genesis. This particular graffito found on a wall 
is in Latin script and appears to have been hastily scribbled. It is reasonable to assume that this 
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was done as the eruption of Vesuvius started in October of 79 A.D. It is clearly an indication that 
the writer considered that the ash falling from the sky in Pompeii was God’s judgement on sexual 
immorality of the city. It could have been written by a Jew, but given the numerous references to 
Sodom and Gomorrah by Christ only a few years before 79 A.D., it could well have been written 
by a Christian. Christ’s references to Sodom are to be found in Matthew 10:15, 11:23, 11:24, Luke 
10:12 and Luke 17:29, while Gomorrah is also referred to in Matthew 10:15. Awareness of the 
comparison with the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah was high amongst the earliest Christians, as can 
be seen by references to them in Romans 9:29, 2 Peter 2:6 and Jude 7, while Revelation 11:8 refers 
to Sodom without including Gomorrah. In fact, in 79 A.D. the book of Revelation had probably 
not yet been written, but the evidence still stands of the high prominence of references to Sodom 
(and Gomorrah) in Christian thinking and writing in the first century. 
 

In the Old Testament there are dozens of references to Sodom, beginning in Genesis 10:19 and 
nineteen references to Gomorrah, beginning in the same verse. 
 

Giordano and Kahn also report that graffito including the word “CHRISTIANOS” (in Latin script) 
has been discovered in another house (pp. 83-84), making the presence of Christians (probably of 
Jewish origin) in Pompeii undisputed. 
 

ANOTHER CROSS IN POMPEII 
 

Perhaps most remarkable has been the discovery of a large cross carved into a wall in a humble 
second-floor room in a house known as “the House of the Bicentennial” in Herculaneum. Artifacts 
found in the room and its “rustic”, “unadorned” and “humble” appearance (p. 30) indicate that it 
was used by a slave. Documents discovered in Pompeii even give the name of the slave and 
considerable information about her. A picture of the cross can be found on page 31 of their book. 
Someone who does not wish it to be recognised that this is a Christian cross symbol has claimed 
that it was a bracket to hold a shelf, but what shelf bracket is longer in the vertical axis than the 
width of the supposed shelf, and what shelf bracket extends above the shelf? Also, what shelf 
would be supported by only one bracket? Although other furniture was found in the room, no 
evidence of the supposed “shelf” or “bracket” was found. This looks like a cross because it has the 
clear shape of a cross, while the other evidence indicates that the room was occupied by a female 
slave who had initiated a court case against her “owner”. 
 

LACK OF NEW TESTAMENT REFERENCES TO CHRISTIAN SYMBOLS 
 

The Jehovah’s Witness writer states that the New Testament does not refer to a cross-shaped 
symbol. This is the case, but neither does it refer to the ichthus fish symbol, the early use of which 
is also clear from very early extra-biblical texts and is even referred to by the same Jehovah’s 
Witness writer. So this “argument” by the Jehovah’s Witnesses has no significance. 
 

THE WEAKNESS OF THE JEHOVAH’SWITNESS CLAIM 
 

The Jehovah’s Witness writer clearly realises the weakness of his claims, admitting, “even if some 
Christians in Pompeii used a cross shape privately”, before adding the meaningless statement 
“that does not overturn the broader fact”. As Christians in Pompeii did indeed use a “cross shape”, 
that does of course totally “overturn the broader fact”, the Jehovah’s Witness claim that the cross 
was not used as a Christian symbol prior to Constantine 250 years later. 
 

FOR THE EARLY CHRISTIANS NO SYMBOLS WERE “VENERATED” 
 

The Jehovah’s Witness writer also says that “The NT writers never used the cross as a symbol of 
veneration.” Again the key here is in one phrase: “a symbol of veneration”. The New Testament 
does not have any place for any symbols of veneration, so the fact that “The NT writers never used 
the cross as a symbol of veneration” or “never sanctifies the cross” is irrelevant. It does not mean 
that a cross symbol was not used. 
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A “STATE-BACKED” EMBLEM 
 

The Jehovah’s Witness writer also states that “Only after Constantine did the cross become a state-
backed religious emblem”. Here the key phrase is “state-backed”. However, the adoption by 
Constantine of the cross as a Christian emblem could only happen in a context where the cross 
was already a symbol of the crucifixion of Christ that was even recognised as such by non-
Christians, even before Constantine had his vision of a cross in 312 A.D. 
 

SPURIOUS CLAIMS ABOUT THE CROSSES IN POMPEII 
 

As regards the writer’s claim that crosses found carved into stone in Pompeii were “plumb-line 
guides”, it should be clear that “plumb-line guides” were never carved into horizontal surfaces, 
only into vertical ones, whereas many of the crosses found in Pompeii are in paving slabs. 
 

GRAYDON SNYDER 
 

The author recently discovered by the Jehovah’s Witness writer is repeatedly referred to as 
“Graydon Snyder”. I was not previously familiar with the name, although the Jehovah’s Witnesses 
now base their claims and their challenge to Longenecker on one of Snyders books, “Ante Pacem: 
Archaeological Evidence of Church Life Before Constantine”. Snyder seems to have been 
professionally active as a pastor and theologian in the USA between the late 1950s and perhaps 
the early 1990s, so his book referred to predates the research by Longenecker and Giordano and 
Kahn. It is typical Jehovah’s Witness strategy to base their controversial claims on one source 
from many decades earlier (the book was published on 1st January 1985) whose author obviously 
could not have known the results of research that was published years after that date. 
 

“NOW” 
 

As regards their key quotation, "[Snyder and] Most scholars now agree that the cross, as an artistic 
reference to the passion event, cannot be found prior to the time of Constantine", “now” can only 
mean prior to 1985. Snyder cannot be criticised for not having known evidence that had not been 
published at the time when he wrote, but likewise that newer evidence now renders invalid his 
conclusion of more than forty years ago. 
 

Rarely have Hurtado’s comments on “zombie claims” been more relevant: 
“One of the things variously amusing and annoying is the re-appearance of ideas and claims in my 
own area of expertise as if something new, something suppressed (e.g., by us scholars supposedly) 
and reeeeally racy and sensationally important but that are in fact simply re-hashings (or re-
packagings) of previous claims that were quite adequately and convincingly discredited years (or 
even decades) ago. I call these “zombie claims”: No matter how often you kill ’em off with the 
facts, they come back again …”  
See https://larryhurtado.wordpress.com/2013/08/15/zombie-claims-and-jesus-the-zealot/  
(Also quoted in my article on BeDuhn’s book, here: https://livingwater-spain.com/beduhn.pdf ) 
 

EVIDENCE AND METHOD SHOWN TO BE FATALLY FLAWED 
 

With regard to the latest Jehovah’s Witness claims, we can justifiably use Hurtado’s words  in the 
same posting (about another claim) that in these Jehovah’s Witness claims we see “evidence and 
method shown to be fatally flawed”. 
 

In the same posting Hurtado says that such a writer is often “somebody lacking in the scholarly 
expertise required to test the claim adequately, but full of enthusiasm” who shows “no training or 
demonstrated expertise in … any of the subjects relevant to the book in question.” He adds that 
such a person makes a “highly selective uses of sources “ and is very “selective in the data (it’s 
called nowadays “cherry-picking” what fits your pet theory and discarding the other bits…).” 
 

All of these statements also apply perfectly to the latest Jehovah’s Witness claims. 
 


