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Over my academic and archaeological career, ['ve
learned to apply the following 5-fold approach to just
about everything: Shrink from no question. Ascertain what
the facts are. Consider every relevant line of evidence.
Go where the facts converge. Ignore no reasonable con-
clusion. On any given subject, if you've truly done these
five things with rigor, honesty, and humility, you can com-
municate conclusions without concern over what others
may think—that is, unless they can provide factual, rele-
vant data that you have yet to consider. Then, you must
account for that. Occam’s Razor is a particularly valuable
tool for alf avenues of science and thought: The best the-
ory of anything is the one that accounts for the most data,
requiring the least number of secondary and tertiary hy-
potheses to support it. Simple. Uncluttered. Elegant.

The Shroud of Turin:
Burial Cloth of Jesus or
Unverifiable Curiosity?

I have followed investigations into the nature of the
Shroud of Turin (hereafter, ST) since the late 1970s. As a
field archaeologist, historian, and biblical scholar, I've in-
vestigated the investigators and their methods. I've read
every report produced regarding scientific tests per-
formed on the ST, including the very latest ones. For the
most part, I've remained as open, objective, and neutral
as possible. Actually, I've been much more lenient with
Shrouders (those who hold to its authenticity) than | have
ever been with others reporting so-called ‘archaeological’
discoveries purportedly related to the Bible. As a profes-
sor of archaeology and biblical history, | teach our gradu-
ate and doctoral students that, if one is doing biblical

archaeology, then, strictly speaking, one must begin and
end with the primary biblical text(s), thoroughly exegeted
and accounted for. It is on the cutting edge of this princi-
ple that the so-called authenticity of the ST is reduced to
ribbons.

For decades, I've written books and taught my stu-
dents about the resurrection of Jesus. | think the histori-
cal evidence confirms, beyond any reasonable doubt,
that Jesus did, in fact, physically rise from the dead as
the eyewitness accounts included in the primary histori-
cal source documents (the New Testament [NT] Gospels
and other key NT passages) confirm (see our books The
Defendable Faith and relevant portions of The Harvest
Handbook of Bible Lands; there are many other excel-
lent works on the subject). Thus, the historical fact of Je-
sus’ resurrection is not at issue here. What is under
scrutiny is the claim that a single, large piece of linen
cloth somehow preserves ‘evidence’ of the wounds Je-
sus incurred leading up to and through the act of cruci-
fixion.

Although the features of the ST have been studied
and argued about for many decades—and remain highly
controversial, the claims of Shrouders notwithstanding—
none of these ‘analyses’ is the least bit relevant if the
authenticity of the ST itself is disallowed by what the
eyewitnesses of Jesus’ burial and immediate-post-resur-
rection tomb-interior have provided to us in writing (= NT
Scripture). The eyewitnesses were, indeed, the primary
experts on the methods employed for Jesus’ burial, as
well as what was observed inside the empty tomb little
more than moments after Jesus walked out alive and in
glowing health. The two principal witnesses of the de-
tails of Jesus’ burial—Joseph of Arimathea and Nicode-
mus—were strict Jewish adherents and leaders of the
Pharisaic sect. They carried out the preparation and bur-
ial of Jesus’ body according to “the burial custom of the
Jews.” And they did not run short of completing this ritu-
alized procedure, as is erroneously claimed by some
(details on this below). The two principal witnesses of
what was seen in the tomb shortly after Jesus’ resurrec-
tion—the disciples/apostles, Peter and John, of Jesus’
inner circle—were of vastly differing personalities. This
being so, they were, however, both keenly observant—a
trait necessary for being successful fishermen. What
they saw is reported in the minutest detail (as we shall
see below).

The NT eyewitnesses to Jesus’ resurrection state re-
peatedly that the written, collective apostolic testimony
to our Lord’s resurrection constitutes the only evidence
of the resurrection authorized by the apostles them-
selves. This is clearly communicated by Matthew, Mark,
Luke, John, Paul, and Peter. Luke, although not an eye-
witness to Jesus’ resurrection, did a brilliant job inter-
viewing the eyewitness sources to get the story as
straight as humanly possible:

Luke 1:1-4
“Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an
account of the things accomplished among us, just as
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they were handed down to us by those who from the
beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the
word, it seemed fitting for me as well, having investi-
gated everything carefully from the beginning, to
write it out for you in consecutive order, most excel-
lent Theophilus; so that you may know the exact truth
about the things you have been taught.”

Luke follows up on this in the book of Acts:

Acts 1:1-3

“The first account | composed, Theophilus, about all
that Jesus began to do and teach, until the day when
He was taken up, after He had by the Holy Spirit given
orders to the apostles whom He had chosen. To these
He also presented Himself alive after His suffering, by
many convincing proofs, appearing to them over forty
days and speaking of the things concerning the king-
dom of God.”

Paul confirms that the eyewitnesses are the witness
to Jesus’ resurrection:

I Corinthians 15:3-8

“For | delivered to you as of first importance what |
also received, that Christ died for our sins according
to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He
was raised on the third day according to the Scrip-
tures, and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the
twelve. After that He appeared to more than five hun-
dred brethren at one time, most of whom remain until
now, but some have fallen asleep; then He appeared
to James, then to all the apostles; and last of all, as to
one untimely born, He appeared to me also.”

The apostle John frames the testimony of the first
century community of eyewitnesses in Roman legal
terms:

1 John 1:1-3

“What was from the beginning—what we have heard,
what we have seen with our eyes, what we have
closely examined and touched with our hands—con-
cerning the Word of Life...we have seen and testify
and declare to you...What we have seen and heard
we announce to you...”

The modern Rules of Evidence in jurisprudence state
that primary (best) evidence is the testimony of an eye-
witness who has seen, heard, or touched the subject of
interrogation. John’s legal assessment of the eyewitness
testimony of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection sounds a
lot like this because he consciously constructed his open-
ing statement using the definition of primary evidence
from Roman law, which is the foundation of all Western
law, including our legal system in the USA. This makes
the recent claim of Shrouders that the ST “should now be
presented as the best evidence for Jesus’ resurrection”
beyond ludicrous. If the ST were allowed as evidence at
all—a level to which it categorically fails to rise, as we
shall see—at best, it could only be classed as material or
demonstrative evidence, which is strictly secondary to
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primary evidence, i.e., unimpeachable eyewitness testi-
mony.

| could load you down with many more passages
about the superlative nature of the NT resurrection eye-
witnesses as the evidential foundation for the veracity of
the Gospel message but, hopefully, you get the point:
100% of the allowable (Holy Spirit inspired) NT evidence
for Jesus’ resurrection consists of the primary eyewitness
testimony. Not once is it stated or implied, even in a sec-
ondary or tertiary manner, that any physical object con-
nected to Jesus’ resurrection was, or could ever be, pre-
sented as evidence of said fact. Now, think. Think! If such
an allowance had been made that an artifact could be so
treated, what would be the result of that? Logic, please!
The result would be the proliferation of resurrection-re-
lated items displayed or paraded around as somehow
having proof-value. You know where I’'m going with this, |
hope. If you stick with the Bible, there is no room whatso-
ever for a physical object to give witness to events in Je-
sus’ life, death, burial, or resurrection. Period.

| will talk directly about the ST down the line, but right
now it's important to specify what biblical archaeologists
must always do without fail. If an archaeologist isn’t pur-
suing archaeology with a focus on biblical history and/or
geography (i.e., biblical archaeology), then what I'm
about to say doesn’t apply (I'm particularly attuned to this
because, as a field archaeologist, | work in both non-bib-
lical and biblical contexts). But if biblical events and/or
places are in focus, then the relevant biblical texts be-
come paramount. This is an inviolable rule, but one that
often gets bent even by trained archaeologists who
should know better.

In doing biblical archaeology, you must begin and end
with the text. There are four crucial steps in this process:
1) going in, you must know what the biblical text says and
doesn’t say about a given subject or detail; 2) given a
comprehensive understanding of all the relevant biblical
texts in the original languages, you must make a predic-
tion about what the real world would look like if the in-
tended meaning of the text(s) is strictly followed; 3) you
must proceed with the investigation—research, explora-
tion, excavation, scientific analyses—to determine if what
actually exists in reality matches the stated details re-
quired by the biblical text(s); 4) finally, you must return to
the biblical text(s) to ascertain the level of correspond-
ence between text and ground in affirming a reasonable
connection or the lack thereof. In following this procedure,
one must never manipulate the text to fit the ‘ground’ or
the ‘ground’ to fit the text. If they fit together, so be it. If
they don’t fit together, so be it.

But you can always tell when a so-called ‘correspond-
ence’ is being forced when claimants introduce second-
ary and tertiary ‘explanations’ to prop-up an idea or hy-
pothesis. I'll get into this vis-a-vis the ST a bit later. For
now, let’s take that first step in biblical archaeology and
examine the primary biblical texts recounting what the
eyewitnesses said about Jesus’ burial and resurrection.
(You'll see later that Shrouders always do the opposite
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and start with the ST, offending scientific method). Fol-
lowing are all the NT passages dealing with how Jesus
was prepared for burial and what the eyewitnesses saw
in the tomb after the resurrection. Terminologically, I've
color-coded Greek words and phrases—relevant to the
ST issue—to their English meanings so you can follow
along in any good translation, if you don’t read Koine
Greek.

John 11:43-44

kai TadTa imwv ewvi heydAn ékpalyaoev, AAlope,
0elpo £Ew. £EAABEV O TEBVNKWG BedePEVOS TOUG
000G Kal TAG XETPAG Kelpialg, kai i dyig alTod
ooudapiw TTePIEdEDETO. Aéyel auToig 6 Incolg,
AUoaTe alTOV Kal .

| start with the raising of Lazarus because it's a win-
dow into 18t century Jewish burial practices. Note that the
feet and hands had been wrapped with linen strips (plu-
ral) separately from the body, and that there was a sepa-
rate linen cloth (singular) wound around the face. Jesus
told those standing nearby to unbind him and .
Later, Jesus’ body was wrapped in linen strips (plural) in
precisely the same manner.

Matthew 27:59-60

Kai AaBwv 10 c@pa 6 lwone éveTUAIEEV aUTO [€v] aIVOOVI
KaBapd, Kai €Bnkev alTo &v TOWKaIvVD alTol Pvnueiw o
éhatounoev év T TETPQ, Kai TTPOOKUAIcAg AiBov péyav Th
BUpa 100 pvnueiou ATTAABEY.

When Joseph of Arimathea took Jesus’ body off the
cross, he wrapped it in a clean linen cloth (singular). He
placed the body in a new tomb, recently carved out, and
rolled a large stone across the entryway. The clean linen
cloth that Joseph used was for the purpose of transport-
ing Jesus’ body from the crucifixion site to the tomb in a
modest and respectful fashion. The body would have
been covered with sweat, saliva, blood, urine, feces, and
dirt. Thus, this cloth would not have been a part of the
body’s preparation according to Jewish burial custom. It
would have been cast aside in favor of new, clean linen
wrappings. More on this shortly.

Mark 15:46

Kai dyopdoag oivoova kaBeAwv auTov éveilnoey Ti
o1vdoVI kai EBNKev aUTOV év pvnueiwd Av
AehaTounuévov €k TTETPAG, Kai TTpooekUAIoEY AiBov €
i TAV 8Upav 100 pPvnueiou.

Mark also only speaks of the linen cloth (singular)
used to transport Jesus’ body from the cross to the tomb.
As I've already stated, this piece of linen was not used in
Jesus’ burial preparation, which was accomplished using
an entirely new set of linen cloths after the body was thor-
oughly washed and dried. More on this coming.

Luke 23:53

Kai KaBeAwv £veTUAIEEV aUTO OIVOOVI, Kai EBnKev
auTdV &V uvAPaT Aageut® ol oUK Av oUdEic olTTw
KEiNEVOG.
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Luke is also brief in his description, mentioning only
the linen cloth (singular) used to move the body from Gol-
gotha to the waiting tomb. It’'s in the Gospel of John that
the details of Jesus burial take on much higher resolution.

John 19:39-40

AABev &¢ kai Nik6Snpog, & EABGV TTPOG alTOV VUKTOSG
TO TTPWTOV, QEPWV HiyUa ouUpPVNG Kai GAONS we
Aitpag ékatév. EAapov olv 10 o@ua 100 Incol Kai
g€dnoav auTo 00oviolg PETA TV APWHATWY, KOBWC
£€00¢ éoTiv T0iC loudaiolg EvTaQIalelv.

Joseph transferred Jesus’ body from the execution
site to the newly-hewn tomb using a new piece of linen
cloth large enough to envelope the body for the sake of
modesty. (He may also have used a cart and donkey, but
we simply don’t know. Neither do any of the relevant texts
say anything about someone helping Joseph move the
body.) That cloth was cast aside (it was ritually unclean
by Jewish law and was probably burned). Nicodemus met
Joseph at the tomb carrying fresh linen cloths/strips (plu-
ral) and between 75 and 100 pounds of myrrh and aloes.
The two men did a thorough, ritual cleaning of the body—
carefully washed and dried—a strict Jewish requirement
for burial. They then wrapped/bound Jesus’ body, layer-
ing the spices against the skin and between the multiple
linen strips. The hands and arms, feet and legs, were
wrapped in linen separately from the body (as had been
done to Jesus’ friend Lazarus). The final binding was
done to the head/face with a separate piece of linen, as
we shall see shortly (as was also done to Lazarus).

John: 20:3-7

'E€fABev olv O MéTpog kai 6 GANOC padnTrg, Kai
APXOVTO €ig TO Pvnueiov. ETpexov € oi dUo Ouol- Kai
0 GAAOG aBNnTNG TTPoédpapey Taxiov To0 MéTpou Kai
AABEV TTPMTOC €ig TO pvnuEeiov, kai TTapakUyag
BAéTTel Keipeva TG 6O6VIA, oU PévTol €ioAABEV. EpXETal
olv kai Zipwv Mérpog akoAouBGOV auT®, Kai
€iofABev €ig 10 Pvnueiov- kai Oewpel T 6OOVIa
Keipeva, Kai 10 couddpiov, & AV 1T TAS KEQAARAS
aUT00, oU PETA TV 0B0ViWwV KEiNEVOV AAAG XWPIG EVT
eTUNIypévov €ig Eva TOTTOV.

Now that we’ve seen the NT eyewitness accounts in-
cluding important details of Jesus’ burial according to 15t
century Jewish tradition, let's compare those with what
we learn from post-resurrection observations made within
the tomb itself as provided by John 20:3-7. It's most re-
markable that what Peter and John saw in the tomb pre-
cisely matches the description of Joseph’s and Nicode-
mus’ preparation of Jesus’ body according to Jewish bur-
ial conventions. First, from the mouth of the tomb, John
saw a pile of linen strips (plural—folded or still wound as
around the body, feet, and hands?) lying on the stone
bench where the linen-and-spice-wrapped body had
been. In his typical manner, Peter blew past John and
went straight into the tomb. There he saw the pile of linen
strips (plural) that John saw from the entrance, but also
noticed the linen cloth (singular) that had been wrapped
around Jesus’ head. That separate piece of linen was
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folded by itself apart from the other linen wrappings (plu-
ral). All this is entirely consistent with everything stated
previously about how Jesus’ body was prepared for bur-
ial.

And so, we have the testimony of the eyewitnesses.
This testimony (of Scripture) is in diametric opposition to
a single, large shroud into which Jesus was allegedly in-
serted “like a cell-phone in a pita bread,” as one TS pro-
ponent erroneously claims. In fact, in the NT accounts,
there is no large, single piece of cloth in Jesus’ burial pro-
cedure. And such was not a component of 15t century AD
Jewish burial practices. There were, in fact, many linen
strips wrapping the body, arms/hands, legs/feet—all with
layered spices—and an entirely separate linen cloth
wrapped around the head/face to keep the jaw closed.

All this adds up to one conclusion: the ST was, in no
way, connected to the burial of Jesus. Besides the fact
that the ST fits nowhere into the NT eyewitness accounts,
several things about it are also inconsistent with what we
know of 15t century AD Jewish burial customs and similar
practices seen in thousands of preserved ‘mummies’
from Ptolemaic/Roman Egypt. For one thing, the ST cloth
is a complicated, herringbone weave, which was an ex-
pensive, thick fabric. All the archaeological examples of
preserved linen fragments (Jewish) and fully-preserved,
linen-wrapped ‘mummies’ (Egypt) show that burials used
simple, loosely-woven, warp/weft linen—and for a spe-
cific reason: not only was it inexpensive, it also allowed
maximum desiccation because of the cloth’s ‘breathabil-
ity’.

Another fact, especially in Jewish burial ritual, is that
the body would be thoroughly washed before it was linen-
and-spice wrapped. Oddly, the ST exhibits everything
that would have been washed off during this first step of
body preparation: blood from all manner of ‘wounds’,
body fluids, etc. For the ST to exist as it is, the alleged
body would have to have been placed in an unwashed
state into the cloth ‘taco shell’ (another analogy given by
Shrouders), and the cloth carefully pressed against every
curve and fold in the body, for the wound-blood/fluids to
be transferred to the linen. This is simply not how an an-
cient Jewish burial was done. The NT eyewitness ac-
counts—with their many strips of fresh, new linen, and
spices, and a separate linen head/face covering—are
precisely commensurate with Jewish burial traditions of
the Roman Era.

But, one might say, “What about all the torture and cru-
cifixion details on the ST and the scientific tests done on
it? How is it possible for all these details to be on the ST
if it isn’t authentic?” Actually, none of these things matter
in the least. Nothing remotely resembling the ST is per-
mitted by the eyewitness accounts. The relevant texts
disallow it. Period. Remember, begin with the text and
end with the text!

In archaeology, we have a “red flag” warning to which
we're always very sensitive: if it sounds too good to be
true, it may very well be. The ST has warning flags all
over it! These cannot be ignored because the ST: 1) has
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no confirmable origin; 2) has no in situ provenance; 3)
has no traceable chain of custody; and thus, 4) does not,
in any way, fall under the purview of archaeology. The ST
may be a curiosity that investigators want to test and
speculate about, but none of this has anything to do with
the discipline of scientific archaeology. And the ST feature
that it allegedly constitutes a physical catalog of every
wound inflicted on Jesus’ body is perhaps the biggest “red
flag” of all. Rather than signaling a normal, real-life sce-
nario, it looks more like someone followed a checklist to
make sure they didn’t leave out any action that would
conceivably leave a bleeding wound on the body—and
with no real knowledge of ancient Jewish burial customs.

The ST is clearly not authentic based on the biblical
eyewitnesses. Pushing the ST as authentic requires
thumbing one’s nose at the eyewitnesses. Whatever
manner of analysis is done with the ST has nothing at all
to do with Jesus’ resurrection, other than perhaps some-
one may have attempted to create a facsimile of his cru-
cifixion—but for what purpose? Many have claimed, “The
surface-fiber image on the ST can’t be explained by any-
thing less than the surge of ‘energy’ emitted by Jesus’
resurrecting body.” Seriously? In science, archaeology in-
cluded, just because we can’t currently duplicate or ex-
plain the existence of an observed phenomenon doesn’t
mean that it's ‘miraculous’ or ‘aliens’ or ‘mystic juju’. The
ST has no demonstrable provenance prior to the 14 cen-
tury. Nothing about any of the tests done on it demands
an origin or date prior to that.

At best, the ST is a curious object. And if you like to
study curious objects, enjoy! But it doesn’t belong to ar-
chaeology, and it doesn’t belong alongside the NT eye-
witness accounts of Jesus’ burial and resurrection. The
NT witness to Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection
makes no room for anything like the ST. So, why would
anyone rush to force its authenticity? The NT allows it
zero chance of being authentic. Is it a curious work of art?
Maybe. Is it an attempted hoax? Perhaps. Whatever it is,
it appears to be someone’s attempt to represent a dead
man who'd been crucified. But wait. It's claimed by many
that the base body-image was generated by some kind of
resurrection energy. Hmmm....? Odd, given that the ‘im-
age’ is perfectly stiff and static; indeed, that of a dead
man. If a burst of resurrection ‘energy’ produced the ‘im-
age’, then why isn’t the image blurred, as if by the motion
of Jesus coming to life? Why is this supposed ‘snapshot’
of Jesus that of a dead man, and not that of a dynamic,
rising Savior?

There are presently exhibits traveling across the USA
and the globe claiming authenticity for the ST, in spite of
the fact that the analytical procedures done on it continue
to be controversial. Some, even evangelicals, are touting
it as “scientific evidence” even greater than the NT eye-
witness accounts themselves. As | see it, there are only
three possibilities for those claiming that the ST is authen-
tically the burial cloth of Jesus: 1) they are ignorant of the
relevant facts and why those facts are relevant; 2) they
do not have the expertise or acumen necessary to
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discriminate between relevant data and irrelevant data;
3) they are aware of the relevant facts but choose to ig-
nore them or cherry-pick from among them for their own
purposes. The first scenario leads to gullibility. The sec-
ond scenario leads to pseudo-science. The third scenario
leads to charlatanism. Bad, worse, worst. These are the
options for so-called ST research.

On the basis of proper historiographical methodology,
the resurrection of Jesus remains one of the best-attested
events in ancient history. Introducing the ST into any dis-
cussion about Jesus’ resurrection inserts messy and un-
necessary doubts into what is already an open-and-shut
case.
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