
BETHSAIDA
in Hebrew means “House of fishermen”

Location and Description

Long ago, Bethsaida was thought to be 
located near the present day shore of the Sea 
of Galilee; however, not all biblical archae-
ologists believed that to be true. In 1987, 
Dr. Rami Arav, an Israeli archaeologist, 
spent ten days examining what he thought 
was the real location. He found a large 
mound called et-Tell, about 1.5 miles north 
of the Lake. His intense investigation of the 
site since then has revealed that et-Tell is 
most likely the ancient site of Bethsaida.

There are several possible reasons for the ab-
normal distance between the site being excavated as Bethsaida and the location of the Sea of Galilee 
today. The water level could have dropped because of irrigation or population usage. The delta might 
have been filled in by sediment over the centuries, or there might have been an earthquake or tec-
tonic rift that lifted the city above the Sea. 

Excavations on the newer site are still underway and several archaeologists have joined together in 
the Consortium of the Bethsaida Excavations Project, which is part of the department of Interna-
tional Studies at the University of Nebraska at Omaha to work on this project.

Old Testament

The site of Bethsaida at et-Tell was founded in the tenth century BCE. This area was the capital of the 
Kingdom of Geshur, whose dynasties ruled for generations. King David of Israel married a daughter 
of the King of Geshur, named Ma’acha. She bore David a 
son, Absalom, who at one time found refuge in the Land 
of Geshur (II Sam. 3:3; II Sam. 14:32). Over time, the 
city of Bethsaida was conquered and destroyed by the 
Assyrian King Pileser III in 734 BCE (II Kings 15:29-
30; II Kings 16:7-9). Excavations of a large Iron Age gate 
complex have been uncovered on the northern edge of the 
Tell. Also found was a cultic “high place,” most likely used 
for religious sacrifices. There is even evidence of the great 
battle that took place when this gate complex was de-
stroyed by the Assyrians. After the battle, the area was not 
greatly populated until the village of Bethsaida became an 
important Hellenistic city, created by Herod’s son.
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New Testament

In the beginning of the first century, Beth-
saida was just a small village in the tetrar-
chy of Gaulanitis that bordered Galilee.  
Philip, the son of Herod the Great, decided 
to make it his capital city in 30 CE. He 
renamed it Bethsaida-Julia in honor of the 
wife of Augustus Caesar and rebuilt it as 
a cosmopolitan city in the Greek-Roman 
style. Philip died there in 34 CE and was 
buried in a great public funeral ceremony.

Excavations have revealed two large Hel-
lenistic houses of the first century. One is very large and is believed to have belonged to a fish-
erman’s family because of the fishing hooks, lead weights, and needles found there.  The other 
house is thought to be a winemaker’s home. It had four large wine jars, some pieces of jewelry, a 
hook and some anchors. 

Bethsaida is mentioned several times in the New Testament, beginning with the site as the origin 
of birth for at least three disciples: Peter, Andrew and Philip (John 1:44; John 12:21). Early 
Christian tradition mentions the possibility 
that other disciples were also born here. The 
feeding of the five thousand probably took 
place near this city in the open fields (Matt. 
14:21; Mark 6:44; Luke 9:14; John 6:10). 
The miracle of the five thousand is the only 
one that is mentioned in all four Gospels, 
showing the impact this wonder had on its 
witnesses.

It is recorded that a healing of a blind man 
(Mark 8:22) occurred outside the city of 
Bethsaida.  It is also written that Jesus 
walked on the water near this area (Mark 
14:26; John 6:19).

 Jesus cursed Bethsaida along with Capernaum and Chorazin because they received the most 
healing works, but did nothing in return. 

Luke 10:13-15

13  Woe unto thee, Chorazin! woe unto thee, Bethsaida! for if the mighty works had been done in Tyre 
and Sidon, which have been done in you, they had a great while ago repented, sitting in sackcloth and 
ashes.
14  But it shall be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon at the judgment, than for you.
15  And thou, Capernaum, which art exalted to heaven, shalt be thrust down to hell.

Josephus records that Bethsaida played a role in the opening battles of the First Revolt against 
Rome in 67 CE.
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