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JESUS AND HIS WORLD 
excellently presents the back-
grounds to the time of Jesus. 

Dr. Evans, a well-respected author-
ity on Jesus, discusses five topics 
that focus on a major archaeological 
discovery or reconstruction that has 
received sensational media coverage.

The topics start with Sepphoris, 
a city near Nazareth. Because of the 
Greco-Roman cultural remains at 
Sepphoris that would have been con-
temporary with Jesus’ youth, scholars 
have been able to reconstruct much 
of what life there would have been 
like. Evans points out that the pagan 
cultural influence in Sepphoris came 
after  a.d. 70, well after Jesus’ lifetime. 

His next topic is the synagogue. 
While this would not seem contro-
versial, some scholars have proposed 
the synagogue did not develop until 
after the time of Jesus, contradicting 
the Gospel accounts. Evans counters 
this by providing archaeological evi-
dence for synagogues that were in use 
in the New Testament Era. Evan’s 
third theme addresses literacy during 
the time of Jesus.

The final two themes focus on 
archaeological finds that shed light 
on the Jewish rulers and the city of 
Jerusalem; and on the archaeological  

evidence for burial customs dur-
ing Jesus’ lifetime, mostly focusing 
on secondary burial practices and 
ossuaries. Evans concludes with two 
appendices; one discusses the recent 
proposal that Jesus’ family tomb is 
at Talpiot and the other, what Jesus 
would have looked like.

This is not a comprehensive treat-
ment on the archaeology of Jesus—for 
instance, Evans does not address the evi-
dence for Jesus’ actual tomb—nor does 
he discuss Bethlehem; lives of the disci-
ples; or other cities such as Capernaum, 
Cana, or Bethsaida. Missing is a sum-
mary of Jerusalem during the time of 
Jesus. Evans, whose intent is to address 
current archaeological issues, does an 
excellent job providing an overview of 
the scholarship and how it supports 
the accounts in the Gospel narratives. 
He provides an excellent introduction 
to the “hot” topics of Jesus research. 
I highly recommend this authorita-
tive book for its solid scholarship and 
accessibility for every reader.       i

Steven M. Ortiz is associate profes-
sor of archaeology and biblical back-
grounds and the director of the Charles 
C. Tandy Archaeology Museum at 
Southwestern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, Fort Worth, Texas.

Jesus and His World: The Archaeological 
Evidence, Craig A. Evans, Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2012, 208 pages; hard-
cover;  ISBN 978-0-664-23413-3.

Book reviews are limited to those the 
Illustrator staff feels confident to recom-
mend, based on ease of reading, quality 
of content, and doctrinal viewpoint. Each 
book is reviewed within the guidelines of 
The Baptist Faith and Message. The 1 to 10 
scale reflects overall quality and usefulness. 

UNDERSTATEMENT IS 
one of my favorite forms 
of humor. Some years ago, 

my family and I visited a water 
park. One of the slides had a warn-
ing sign, “This slide has been rated 
‘INTENSE.’ Ride at your own 
risk.” I thought, Hmmmph! What is 
the worst that can happen? What the 
sign did not mention was that at 
times, a person (as in yours truly) 
might actually become airborne! 
With arms and legs thrashing about in midair, I resembled 
something that would have been part spider having a seizure 
and part windmill in a hurricane! It was not a pretty sight. 

Once firmly (and mercifully) on solid ground, my next 
thought was, What sadist made that sign? INTENSE? That’s all it 
could say—INTENSE? It didn’t mention leaving terra-firma or hav-
ing your life insurance paid up. Whoever made this sign would have 
also given a warning to a young maiden who had received a wedding 
proposal from Henry VIII. “Marry at your own risk. This guy can 
be a REAL pain in the neck.” That would be an understatement—
since two of his wives were—ummm, well, you know.

My good friend Matt Tullos said about 10 years ago, “I think 
this Internet thing is going to catch on.” Man, what an under-
statement! At that point the Internet had already radically 
changed the way we learn, shop, communicate, and see the world.   

In Spring 2004, we introduced Biblical Illustrator Plus for 
those wanting previously published Biblical Illustrator articles. 
Beginning next quarter, Fall 2013, we will begin offering 
those previously published articles online. Rather than on a 
CD-ROM, they will be sold online as curriculum bundles. So, 
if (for instance) you use the Explore the Bible curriculum, you 
will be able to go online and purchase previously published 
Illustrator articles that specifically support your weekly Bible 
study. For about 5 bucks, you will have instant access to about 
25-30 additional articles to enhance your Bible study. You can 
purchase it any time you want—without having to wait for 
a CD-ROM to be delivered. (Did I mention instant access?) 
Further, you are purchasing only what you need for YOUR 
curriculum line, thus saving you and/or your church money. 
How do you find these previously published articles? Go to 
www.lifeway.com/biblicalillustrator and you will find the list 
there. Remember, this is starting NEXT quarter. 

Standing on the Solid Rock!

About the Cover:
Boar’s tusk helmet 
with cheek-guards 
and a double hook 
on top. The piece 
was found in a 
tomb adjacent to 
the acropolis at 
Mycenae, Greece 
and dates to the 
14–13 centuries 
B.C. This issue’s 
CenterSpread 
examines war-
riors of the biblical 
world, their equip-
ment, uniforms, and 
fighting methods. 
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� MATTHEW 4:12-25 records 
Jesus calling four of His 
twelve disciples. Each of the 

four was a fisherman. Notice some of 
the details. Peter and his brother were 
casting a net in the Sea of Galilee. 
Likewise, James and John were mend-
ing their nets. The details in this set-
ting deserve exploration. With a bet-
ter understanding of the fishermen in 
Jesus’ day, we can better grasp what His 
call meant to them.

Who Were the Fishermen?
In Jesus’ day, most people living in 
Israel depended on farming and fish-
ing for food. Fishing thus became an 
important industry, one that was quite 
profitable. Fishermen generally made 
more money than farmers.1 

While fishing was a good way 
to make a living, it was not easy. It 
involved back-breaking work that 
required fishermen to stay busy for 
long hours every day. The fishing 
industry involved a predictable but gru-
eling routine. Fishermen would go out 
in their boats at night and bring in their 
catch early in the morning. Then they 
would separate the fish they caught, salt 
them down in order to preserve them, 
and deliver them to the market. They 
sold some fish in Jerusalem at the desig-
nated entrance to the city that everyone 
referred to as the Fish Gate.2 

The work made fishermen 
rugged and durable, but it could 
also make them coarse. They 
could be harsh and crude in 
their speech and behavior. That 
trait did not prevent Jesus, however, 
from including seasoned fishermen in 
His band of disciples. He obviously 
knew about the reputation of the fish-
ermen He invited to join Him. Take 
James and John, for instance. They 
were brothers who worked in their 
father’s fishing business; Jesus named 
them “Sons of Thunder” (Mark 3:17).3 

The nickname implied Jesus knew 
about their reputation for getting loud 
and perhaps even violent at times. 

A fisherman’s lack of refined social 
skills may have hampered him in some 
ways, but it did not prevent him from 
nurturing productive business relation-
ships with other fishermen. Although 
some fishermen probably chose to 
work by themselves, others formed 
partnerships that enabled them to catch 
more fish, expand their businesses, and 
increase their profit.4

Where Did They Fish?
All kinds of fish flourished in the 
Mediterranean Sea, but the fishermen 
in Israel did not seem to be drawn 
there. Instead they gave their attention 
to the fresh-water inland lake com-
monly known as the Sea of Galilee. 

The prominence of the fishing 
industry was evident in the growth of 
towns and villages surrounding the Sea 
of Galilee. Jesus chose Capernaum, a 
town on the northern shore of the lake, 
to be the center of His Galilean min-
istry. In and around Capernaum, He 
preached to large crowds. Capernaum 
also happened to be a center of business 
for the Galilean fishing industry. 

Fishing also influenced the names 

Fishermen in the First Century
By Argile A. Smith, Jr.

BSFL: Matthew 4:12-25

Lads in a boat on 
the Nile, ready for 
a day of net fishing.

Below: Mycenaean 
pottery found at 
Paphos on Cyprus, 
bowl on stand, 

decorated with a 
fish motif. Dated 
about 1200 B.C.
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of towns and villages in the area. For 
example, Bethsaida was a seashore 
town not far away from Capernaum. A 
predominantly Gentile town, the name 
meant “the fishing place.”5 

Fishermen in Israel favored the Sea 
of Galilee because they could harvest 
different kinds of fish from there. 
Three varieties were particularly plen-
tiful. A small fish that resembled a 
sardine grew well there. Tilapia, oth-
erwise known as St. Peter’s Fish, flour-
ished there too. So did carp, which was 
somewhat larger than tilapia. Although 
fishermen in the Sea of Galilee caught 
catfish and eels, they normally dis-
carded them because Jewish people did 
not eat them (Matt. 13:47-48).6

Fishermen focused their work in the 
Sea of Galilee for another reason. No 
other significant body of fresh water 
suitable for fishing existed in Israel. 
Even the Jordan River held little prom-
ise for productive fishing. The Jordan 
flowed from the Sea of Galilee to the 
Dead Sea. Fish that made their way 
from the lake and down the Jordan 
were not as plentiful or very large. If 
they got to the mouth of the Dead Sea, 
they died in the salt water.7

What Equipment Did They Use?
In the days of the Old Testament, 
people fished in the Mediterranean as 
well as the Sea of Galilee. We have 
few details, though, of how they caught 
fish. Three references in Job suggest 

people used hooks and harpoons to 
catch fish (Job 41:1-2,7). The hooks were 
made of bone or iron and attached to a 
line that the fisherman held by hand.8

The New Testament has an account 
involving the use of hooks to catch a fish 
(see Matt. 17:27). The vast majority of 
New Testament references about fish-
ing, though, involve nets. Fishermen 
in the first century used three different 
kinds of nets, each indicated by a dif-
ferent Greek word. Matthew mentions 
each in his Gospel. 

Fishermen sometimes used a simple 

cast net, typically round and about 
13 feet in diameter. Fisherman placed 
heavy objects like stones around the 
edge so the net would sink quickly. 
Whether in a boat, on shore, or in 
shallow water, fishermen would keep 
this type net close at hand so they 
could cast it over a school of fish. 
Even though this simple net was use-
ful, fishermen could use it only during 
the day.9 This was the type Peter and 

Andrew were using when Jesus called 
them: “As He was walking along the 
Sea of Galilee, He saw two brothers, 
Simon, who was called Peter, and his 
brother Andrew. They were casting 
a net into the sea, since they were  
fishermen” (Matt. 4:18).

Another kind of net was something 
like a dragnet or a seine. About 16 feet 
high and up to 800 feet long, this net 
had rocks tied to the bottom and float-
ers attached to the top. Fishermen in 
one boat could use it, or they could 
suspend it between two boats that were 
guided close to shore. From there, they 
would pull the dragnet onto shore with 
ropes. That was why fishermen favored 
a sandy shore with a gentle slope. Jesus 
compared this type net to the kingdom 
of heaven: “Again, the kingdom of 

heaven is like a large net thrown into 
the sea. It collected every kind of fish, 
and when it was full, they dragged it 
ashore, sat down, and gathered the good 
fish into containers, but threw out the 
worthless ones” (13:47-48).

Still another kind of net was a 
little more complex and resembled a 
modern-day trammel net. It actually 
consisted of a series of parallel nets 
that fishermen suspended between two 
boats. Fishermen in a third boat would 
drive the fish into the nets. This kind 
of complex net worked particularly 
well for catching big fish in deep water. 
This was the type net that Peter and 
Andrew used in their fishing busi-
ness before they began to follow Jesus. 
“Immediately they left their nets and 
followed Him” (4:20). 

A fisherman depended on his nets 
and thus took good care of them. Every 
day he would wash, inspect, and mend 
his nets. That is what Peter was doing 
the day Jesus encouraged him to try 
one more time to bring in a catch. That 
was also the day Peter left his nets and 
followed Jesus as a disciple (Luke 5:1-11).

With these details, we get a clearer 
picture of what Jesus had in mind 
when He told Peter and Andrew that 
He would make them “fish for peo-
ple” (Matt. 4:19). As we reflect on the 
details today, we have a greater appre-
ciation of His call for His disciples  
in the twenty-first century.               i

1. Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: 
New Testament (Downer’s Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 55.

2. Roland K. Harrison, "Fish" in The International Standard 
Bible Encyclopedia [ISBE], gen. ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, vol. 2 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 309. 

3. All Scripture quotations are from the Holman Christian 
Standard Bible (HCSB).

4. Adrianus Van Selms, "Fishing" in ISBE, 311.
5. Roger Crook, "Galilee, Sea of" in Holman Illustrated Bible 

Dictionary, gen. ed. Chad Brand, Charles Draper, and Archie 
England (Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003), 618.

6. "Fish" in The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary [EBD], rev. ed. 
Allen C. Myers (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 384; Harrison, 
"Fish," 309.

7. "Fish" in EBD, 384.
8. Roland K. Harrison, "Fishhook" in ISBE, 309.
9. Information on nets in this and the following paragraphs is 

drawn mainly from "Fishing" in EBD, 385.

Argile A. Smith, Jr. is the dean of cha-
pel and the associate dean of Christian 
ministry for the Caskey School of 
Divinity, Louisiana College, Pineville, 
Louisiana.

Below: Bronze har-
poons and hooks, 
Egyptian, dated 
about 1300 B.C. 
Harpoon use was 
typically for sports 
fishing. Single fish-

ermen used rods, 
lines, and hooks. 
Those who made 
their living off of 
fishing, though, 
typically used 
nets.

Below: Located 
in the Church of 
Saint Lot and Saint 
Procopius (early 
Christian martyrs) 
a mosaic dating 
to the mid-6th 
cent. A.D. depicts 
a man pole fishing.

Above: 
Overlooking the 
ruins of ancient 
Capernaum with 
the Sea of Galilee 
in the distance.

Upper left: 
Gentleman sells 
musht, also known 
as "St. Peter's 
fish," at an open-
air market outside 
of Luxor, Egypt.

Left: Fishermen 
working with their 
nets, at the harbor 
of Patmos.

Right: Limestone 
decorative frag-
ment from Egypt 
dates about 
2700–2200 B.C. 
and shows three 
flathead mullets 
(Mugil cephalus, 
Latin).
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