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<Abstract>

Archaeological Studies of the Purity Law Practice in
the time of the New Testament

Adjunct prof. Mi Young Im
(An Yang University)

The purity law in the Old Testament (Leviticus, Numbers,
and Deuteronomy) emphasizes what is unclean for the Israelites.
The law distinguishes themselves from the surrounding ethnic
groups until the New Testament times. Unfortunately, due to
few physical traces, it is hard to identfy how this law was practiced
in OT times. However, archaeological remains such as pig bones,
stone vessels, tombs, and miqvaot found in the Jewish sites
(Qumran, Masada, and Jerusalem, etc) show that the purity
law has been strongly practiced by Jews in NT times, as well
as the anecdotes of Jesus with his disciples tell us how this law
was practiced.

Since the purity law regards pigs as unclean, only few pig
bones were found among archaeozoological remains in the 1st-3rd
century A.D. Jewish sites. The bowl containing the unclean things
would also be impure, so the bowl could be immersed in water
and became clean. The earthen vessel containing the unclean
materials must be broken so that the next food would not be
impure. To avoid this impurity, the first century Jews preferred
stone vessels which need not to be broken like potteries. Stone
vessels have been found in the Jewish sites dating to this time.
Also, John 2:1-11 supports that there were stone jars in Cana,
the Jewish village, following the purity law. Ossuaries in which
Jews kept their ancestors’ bones were also made of stone. Although
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bones were unclean, it became no longer unclean when it was
placed inside stone vessels. Since dead bodies were unclean, tombs
were to be located outside the city walls in biblical times. Unclean
people could be cleaned if they washed with clean water. Mishnah
insists the purity when unclean bodies were immersed and washed
in miqvaot. The 1st century A.D. miqvaot(sing. miqveh) found
in Jerusalem and Qumran were dug into rocks deep enough
for men’s bodies stepping down with stairs and connected to
the waterways through which rain or spring water could flow.

The purity law seems to make Jews have ethnic superiority
of their religion, separating themselves from their contemporary
peoples. Practicing the law, they had a sense of one Jewish nation,
and thus later rabbinic documents such as Mishnah more
emphasized it. Modern Jewish people still find the origin of
the unique religious practice in Torah in which they trace back
to their roots.



