
International Conversation Café  

Bible Topic:   UNESCO Sites in the Lands of the Bible 

UNESCO stands for United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.   

Given the title, what kinds of things might this United Nations group be interested in preserving? 

One of the many things that UNESCO does is to promote World Heritage Sites.  There are 869 Cultural 
Sites, 213 Natural Sites, and 39 Mixed Sites that are a combination of Cultural and Natural. The following 
discussion looks at these sites in the Middle East. 

Masada (Israel) is an ancient fortification in the Southern District of Israel situated on top of an isolated 
rock plateau, like a mesa. It is located on the eastern edge of the Judaean Desert, overlooking the Dead 
Sea 20 km (12 mi) east of Arad. 

The Jewish people revolted against Rome in the late 
60’s Christian Era.  The Roman legions destroyed 
Jerusalem and Herod’s Temple in 70 CE.  Then the 
Roman general turned his attention to Masada where 
about 1,000 Jewish zealots and their families held out.  
The Roman Legate Silva led the forces that finally broke 
into Masada in May 73 CE by using a siege wall and 
battering ram, but all the Jewish partisans had 
committed suicide. 

Jesus predicted this destruction.  “They will fall by the sword and will be taken as prisoners to all the 
nations. Jerusalem will be trampled on by the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled” (Luke 
21:24). 
What do you think it might have been like to live under Roman rule? 

In Luke 13, Jesus is quoted saying,  “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those 
sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under 
her wings, and you were not willing.  Look, your house is left to you desolate.” 
Put Jesus’s thoughts into your own words. 
What can we learn about Jesus from this quote? 

Dura-Europos (Syria) was a small military town and trading city on the river Euphrates, on the frontier 
between the Eastern Roman Empire and the Persian empire. It changed hands at various points in its 
history but was Roman from 165 CE. There was a synagogue (a place of Jewish worship) that began as a 
private house and was converted into a meeting place for the Jewish community during the Romans’ 
occupation of Dura-Europos, sometime between A.D. 165 and 200. It was renovated, enlarged, and 
elaborately decorated in a later phase of construction, dated by an Aramaic inscription to A.D. 244/45. 
Before the final Persian destruction of the town in 256-257 CE, part of the synagogue, which was against 
the main city wall was apparently taken by the town government and filled with sand as a defensive 
measure. The city was abandoned after its fall and never resettled, and the lower walls of the rooms 
remained buried and largely intact until excavated.  
  



The building features a large private residence, which provided access to 
a forecourt. At least part of the house probably served as guest quarters 
for travelers visiting the synagogue. From the forecourt, worshippers 
were able to enter the assembly room, which featured a Torah (Five 
Books of the Old Testament) shrine in the middle of the western wall. 
shrine was painted with faux (pretend)-marble decoration, geometric 
patterns, and clusters of pomegranates, grapes, oranges, and cedar 
cones. One of the oldest known synagogues, the structure is unique 
because of its remarkable preservation and the cycle of figural images 
painted on its walls.  In the recent Syrian Civil War, it is likely that ISIS 
destroyed Dura Europos. 

The painting on the left is taken from the synagogue. In it, Abraham is 
about to offer Isaac as a sacrifice to God. Notice the hand on the upper 
right which stops Abraham. Are you familiar with this story? 
 Why do you think Jews would paint this story on the wall? 

Do you think paintings in places of worship detract or add to worship? 

Dura Europos – The Christian Church Building 
The Dura-Europos church (also known as the Dura-
Europos house church) is the earliest identified Christian 
house church building.  It is in Dura-Europos in Syria. 
Apparently, it began as a normal domestic house that 
was converted for worship sometime between 233 and 
256 CE, when the town was abandoned after conquest 
by the Persians. It is less famous, smaller, and more 
modestly decorated than the nearby Dura Europos 
synagogue, though there are many other similarities 
between them. 

 
In Christian baptism, the water reminds us of washing, the washing away of our guilt and shame for our 
sins upon faith in Christ. When the early church immersed believers in water, it was a symbol of Jesus’s 
death. Coming out of the water reminded people of the resurrection of Christ and the start of a new life 
with Him. 

Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 
death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as 
Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. 
Romans 6:3,4  
Is baptism a common practice in your country or culture? Tell about someone who was baptized. 

This structure on the right is a Christian baptistry 
where believers either stood in the water and had it 
poured on them or were immersed in the water. 
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