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Question: Can you give some examples of day to day life in the 1st century Mediter ranean wor ld in which the New 
Testament was wr itten?  (Part I I ) 
 
Answer : The world in which the New Testament came about is very different from the one we experience here in the 21st 
century.  To answer this question adequately I will go through some of the more important aspects of the 1st century world 
in the next few weeks focusing on those activities central to life in the Galilee region where Jesus spent most of his time. 
Houses:  Houses in rural 1st century Palestine were simple and functional.  Their purpose would have been to keep the 
elements out and provide those who dwelled in them a place of rest.  Due in large part to recent archaeological excavations 
and discoveries, an adequate picture of what houses and home life would have been like in 1st century Palestine has 
emerged.  In Capernaum in particular, the town where Jesus and Peter lived for some time, the houses were very basic and 
constructed by simple means.  The ground around the Sea of Galilee is littered with basalt stone.  Basalt is a dark, extremely 
heavy and dense volcanic rock.  Because they are readily available, men like the disciples would have constructed their 
homes out of this stone.  Stacking the stone in a structurally sound and safe manner would have been a monumental task.  
Nevertheless, the skilled hands of 1st century Galileans were so well conditioned to using stone, the walls in their homes 
would have stood nearly three meters high (Loffredo, Capharnaum, 22).  Building houses in this way would have required a 
combination of mud and straw which served as an adhesive and an insulating material.  During the rainy season, the house 
would have needed constant tending to and repairs.   

The houses in towns like Capernaum were nearly always a part of a larger structure referred to as an insula (Bottom 
right picture, ruins of insulas at Capernaum).  Insulas are groups of clustered homes, similar to a modern city block.  Several 
homes would have been a part of what comprised an insula.  Typically, insulas would have been inhabited by a population 
of people from the same family.  For example, Peter’s mother and father may have lived in one or two rooms, while Peter 
would have had another.   Insula homes would have shared common walls and would have fed out into a common 
courtyard. The courtyard would have been the center of life for the family.  It would have been the place where family 
members could talk, cook, and share meals with one another. Because of their somewhat tedious structure, houses 
constructed in places like Capernaum would have typically been only one story tall.  For the most part, thatch and straw 
would have been used as ceiling material.  Because there would have been no interior drainage systems, sewage and other 
wastes would have been cast into the streets. 

We know from the gospel’s that Peter lived in Capernaum (Mark 1:29-31).  Most modern scholars are in consensus 
that through archaeological excavations the actual home of Peter has been unearthed.  The reason for this belief is grounded 
in devotional graffiti that still exists on the plaster remains of the walls dating back to the second century AD.  Special 
attention to the place by pilgrims throughout the centuries led to the construction of a house church in the 4th century, which 
paid special attention to a specific room from a previous structure which is believed to be Peter’s house (Loffredo, 
Capharnaum).  (Below left is a picture of what remains of the structure).     

Life in communities such as Capernaum would not have been easy.  Because of the unstable countryside and the 
ever present threat of invaders, most towns had a wall built around them for protection.  Cities like Jerusalem had tall 
fortified walls that surrounded the city.  Walls were not uncommon even for small towns in Jesus’  time.  Capernaum itself 
did not have a wall but, other small towns geographically close in proximity like Bethsaida did.    

 

         


