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Money, money-changers and tax 
collectors in Biblical times

"Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where 
moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. 

But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where 
neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not 

break in or steal; for where your treasure is, there your heart 
will be also.” (Mt 6:19-21)
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Money in the Bible

• Old Testament
• Barter
• Exchange commodity (metal. 

metals used, standards, goods
)

• Coinage (introduction, spread)
• Money (beka, bronze, daric

, drachma, ¼ shekel, gerah
, gold, piece of money, 
piece of silver, shekel, siglos
, Phoenician coins)

• New Testament
• Currencies (Jewish)
• Coinage (metals used)
• Money (copper, cent, 

small copper coin, talent, 
pieces of silver)

• Greek coins (drachme, 
didrachmon, 
stater/tetradrachm, mna, attic)

• Roman coins (denarius, 
quadrans, as, aureus)

• Exchange rate
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Money in the Bible
• Silver shekels (Dor, Eshtemoa)
• Jewellery
• 6th to 4th c coins

• 4th c coins (Jewish, Phoenician)
• Greek coins (Ptolemy I, Ptolemaic, Seleucid)
• Hasmonean coins (Alexander Jannaeus, John Hyrcanus I)
• Tyrian silver shekels (86/87 BC, 106 BC)
• Herodian coins
• Roman coins (widow, Caesar’s tax, coin in the fish)
• Nero’s teradrachmas
• Jewish First Revolt coins
• Iudaea Capta coins
• Jewish Second Revolt coins
• Money bags
• Money changers
• NT tax collectors (stigma)
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Money in the Old Testament

The law of Your mouth is better to me 
Than thousands of gold and silver pieces.  

(Ps 119:72)
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Barter
• For centuries, before coinage was introduced in the late 8th c, ancient 

peoples exchanged goods by bartering or by weighing out precious metals 
or jewels as payment for purchases. 

• They exchanged goods and services with one another according to various 
rates. For example, 1 donkey was worth 3 sheep or fixing a plough was 
worth 2 large clay pots.

• Throughout the ANE staple commodities, both those which were perishable 
(such as wool, barley, wheat and dates), and those which were non-
perishable (including metals, timber, wine, honey and livestock) served as 
'exchangeable goods'. 

• The texts show that from the earliest times periodic attempts were made to 
stabilize the values of these commodities with respect to each other. 

• Thus wealth was measured by possession of cattle (Jb 1:3) and precious 
metals. Abraham was very rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold (Gn 13:2).

• In 1 Ki 5:10–11, Hiram of Tyre traded cedar and cypress timber to build 
Solomon’s Temple in exchange for wheat and oil.
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Exchange commodity (metal)
• When social structures became more complex and specialized, the barter 

system no longer worked well. If a seller wanted cattle and a prospective 
buyer only had sheep, they needed either a middleman or a new payment 
method in order to work out an exchange.

• Then payment with precious metals or, less often, with stones, was 
introduced. Payment was made either by weighing out specific quantities of 
metals, such as gold or silver, or by handing over bars of these metals 
moulded into a standard shape and weight.

• The period of these changes is unknown. In the OT the first reference 
occurs in Ezekiel; if LXX is correct Ezk 45:12 reads, You shall count the 
manhe [mina] as 50 shekels. In Ex 38:25, the tax levied upon 603,550 men 
at ½ sh each was computed to be 100 talents and 1,775 sh (so 1 talent = 
3,000 sh, 1 mina was equivalent to 850 sh). 

• These measures were further changed in the currency, which was also 
reckoned in talents, minas, and shekels. In Jewish silver 1 sh = 14.55g, 1 
mina = 50 sh = 727.5g, 1 talent = 3,000 shekels = 43,659g (n1). 

• The shekel of weight must not be confused with the silver shekel. The heavy 
shekel of weight is called the shekel of the sanctuary (the shekel is 20 
gerahs) (Ex 30:13; Lv 27:25; Nu 3:47). This Sanctuary tax is expressly 
stated as having to be paid not in silver shekels, but according to weight. 
The division of the shekel into 20 gerahs is mentioned only in the quoted 
passages and in Ezk 45:12 (LXX) (n2). 
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Exchange commodity (metal)

• The Bible describes the method of payment by weight several times. 
• The most famous example is Abraham’s purchase for 400 silver 

shekels of the Cave of Machpelah as a burial ground for his family. 
Abraham weighed out for Ephron the silver which he had named in 
the hearing of the sons of Heth, four hundred shekels of silver, 
commercial standard (Gn 23:16). 

• Since coins were not yet in existence, this reference is most likely to 
metal bars or to weight units. 

• Jacob similarly bought a parcel of a field at Shalem for 100 "pieces" 
(kesitahs) of money (Gn 33:18-19). 

• Throughout the history of Joseph we find evidences of the constant 
use of money in preference to barter (Gn 43:21; 47:13-17). 
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Exchange commodity (metals used (n))
• Silver (Heb. kesēp) As the commonest precious metal available in Israel (as in 

Assyria and Babylonia), it appears as the most often used (AV, RSV often translate 
kesēp as 'money', e.g. Gn 17:13).

• Thus in ordinary transactions the term silver is often omitted, as understood; Solomon 
purchased chariots at 600 (shekels weight of silver) and horses at 150 (1 Ki 10:29; cf. 
Lv 5:15). His revenue was reckoned in silver by talents (v 14), for silver was as 
common as stones in Jerusalem (v 27). 

• Until post-exilic times the 'shekel' bears its literal meaning of a certain weight rather 
than denoting a coin.

• Silver was used to buy real estate, e.g. 
– Jeremiah bought the field at Anathoth for 17 shekels of silver (Je 32:9); 
– Abraham bought the cave at Machpelah for 400 shekels of silver (Gn 23:15-16); 
– Omri bought the village and hill of Samaria for 2 talents of silver (1 Ki 16:24); 
– David bought Araunah’s threshing-floor for 50 shekels (2 Sa 24:24). 

• Silver was also the basis of a dowry (Ex 22: 17) or a bride purchase-price (Ro 3:2).
• Gold Gold, being more rarely obtained, often figures after silver in the payment of 

tribute. Hezekiah paid Sennacherib in 701 BC 300 talents of silver and 30 talents of 
gold (2 Ki 18:14); Menahem had bought off the Assyrians for 1,000 talents of silver (2 
Ki 15:19). 

• Gold was important in inter-state border transactions; Hiram paid 120 talents of gold 
to Solomon for the villages ceded to him (1 Ki 9:10-14).

• Copper was also used as currency (Ex 35:5; 2 Sa. 21:16) of less value than gold (Is 
60:17).
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Exchange commodity (standards)

• Standards To control the use of metals as currency they had to be 
weighed out (Heb. šql, hence 'shekel') by the purchaser and 
checked by the vendor in the presence of witnesses (Gn 23:16; Je 
32:9-10). 

• Weighing was done by using balance scales and standard weights. 
From Dt 25:13, You shall not have in your bag differing weights, a 
large and a small, we can infer that cheating sometimes occurred.

• The standard of weight agreed was that in force by local standards 
called the 'silver of city X' or 'the silver (current with) the merchant' 
(Gn 23:16; Bab. kaspum ša tamqarim). 

• This agreed standard is also implied by payment in full (NAS mg its 
weight, Gn 43:21). 

• Thus merchants were 'weighers of silver'. 
• The quality of the metal was also checked  by marking it with its 

place of origin. Gold of Ophir (1 Ki 10:11) or Parvaim (2 Ch 3:6) was 
highly prized, while gold and silver were sometimes classified as 
'refined' (AV 'pure, purified').
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Exchange commodity (goods)

• In many transactions goods might be paid as a supplement or 
substitute for precious metal: 
– Mesha of Moab offered sheep and wool (2 Ki 3:4); 
– Sennacherib was given precious stones, in addition to gold and 

silver, by Hezekiah according to the Assy annals, 
– Jehu’s tribute to Shalmaneser III included blocks of antimony, 

lead, golden vessels and rare fruits. 
• Barley (Ho 3:2), spices (2 Ki 20: 13) or clothing might be part of the 

agreed price or gift (2 Ki 5:23).
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Coinage (introduction)
• Coinage, a piece of metal struck with a seal authenticating its title and weight so that it 

would be accepted on sight, first appears in Asia Minor in the mid-7th c. Though 
Sennacherib (c 701), refers to the 'minting of half-shekel pieces', there is no evidence that 
this refers to anything more than a bronze-casting technique, for no coins of this early 
period have been found as yet in Assyria, Syria or Israel 

• The first known coins were struck in electrum (a natural alloy of gold and silver) in Lydia in 
the middle of the 7th c.  Herodotus (1.94) attributed the introduction of pure silver and gold 
minted coins to Croesus of Lydia (561-546), his coins being called 'Croesides’.

• Darius I (521-486) seems to have introduced coinage into Persia. His name was used to 
denote the thick gold coin, or daric, which portrays the king, half-length or kneeling, with 
bow and arrow; with the die-punch mark in reverse (Hero. 4. 166). This daric weighed 
130g, the silver siglos or shekel 86½ g. 

• It has been suggested (PEQ 87, 1955, p. 141) that Hg 1:6 (520 BC) is the earliest biblical 
allusion to coined money.

• The change to payment of workmen in coin instead of in kind is attested by the Persepolis 
Treasury texts (c. 450), confirming a ratio of 13:1 gold to silver. 

• When coins became the conventional method of payment in the ancient world, they were 
usually minted only by independent states. In special cases of limited autonomy, as for 
example in Israel during the Persian period, rulers sometimes granted local authorities 
under their control permission to mint coins.

• The earliest coins had images on only one side, but by the middle of the 6th c the 
Athenians were issuing coins with images on both the obverse and reverse. Other states 
soon followed suit. The quality of minting varied (n).

• Balances did not disappear, however. Ancient coins did not bear marks on their edges 
that could reveal signs of tampering as many modern coins do. Coins with pieces cut off 
were difficult to detect, and counterfeit coins created problems for those seeking full value 
for their goods. Sometimes only a balance could prove whether coins were worth their 
stated value.
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Coinage (spread)
• The spread of coinage to Judah seems to have been slow, perhaps because of the 

images they bore. “Shekel” became the name of a coin once coins began to be 
minted in Israel. It is therefore uncertain whether the silver shekels of Ne 5:15; 10:32 
were weights, as in the earlier period, or money in coin.

• Phn traders quickly took up the use of coins, and mints were active by the 5th 4th c at 
Aradus, Byblos, Tyre and Sidon. The coinage of cities in Asia Minor and Greece, and 
of the kings of Ptolemaic Egypt and Seleucid Syria entered Judah and circulated 
there alongside coins of Persian kings. 

• The Persian-approved Jewish governors were evidently allowed to issue small silver 
coins from c 400. The designs of the half-dozen or so found follow Athenian patterns, 
but include the word yhd, 'Judah'. One also bears the name Hezekiah, perhaps the 
High Priest at the time of Alexander the Great.

• After the independent Jewish state was established, Simon Maccabaeus was given 
the right to strike coins, but does not seem to have used it (coins once attributed to 
him have been shown to belong to the First and Second Revolts, AD 67-70, 132-5). 

• Alexander Jannaeus (103-76) was probably the first Jewish ruler to strike coins. They 
are small bronze pieces bearing various designs, his name in Greek and Hebrew, and 
sometimes the words 'Yehonathan the high priest and the community of the Jews'.

• Following kings continued to strike small bronze coins, the Roman overlords retaining 
the prerogative to strike silver ones. Only in the Jewish Revolts were local silver coins 
issued.
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Money (beka, bronze)

• Beka (Heb. beqa`, a "half"). A Jewish weight of a half shekel's value 
(Ex 38:26). As a coin it may have been issued at any time from 
Alexander until the earlier period of the Maccabees. 

• Bronze (Heb. nehoshet, "copper"; Ezk 16:36, "lewdness.“) In the 
expression Because your lewdness was poured out, nehoshet 
probably means bronze or copper in the general sense of money.

• It has been objected that the Hebrews had no copper coin. But it is 
only certain that the use of copper or bronze as money is not 
mentioned elsewhere in the OT. We cannot infer with certainty from 
this that it was not then in use.

• As soon as the Hebrews began to stamp coins, bronze or copper 
coins were stamped as well as the silver shekels, and specimens of 
these are still in existence from the time of the Maccabees. 

• Judging from their size, these coins were in all probability worth 1, 
½, and ¼ gerah.
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Money (daric, drachma)

• for the service for the house of God they gave 5,000 talents and 10,000 
darics of gold, and 10,000 talents of silver, and 18,000 talents of brass, and 
100,000 talents of iron. (1 Ch 29:7)

• Daric or Drachma (Heb. 'adarkon, 1 Ch 29:7; Ez 8:27; darkemon, Ez 2:69; 
Ne 7:70-72). The daric is usually thought to mean the Persian daric and 
seems to be etymologically connected with the Greek drachma. 

• The drachma was the earliest known coined money to be used by the Jews, 
certainly during the exile (Ez 2:69; 8:27; Ne 7:70-71). It was extensively 
circulated in Greece (n). The coin was stamped on one side with the figure 
of a crowned archer, with one knee bent; on the other side a deep, irregular 
cleft. The two darics in BM weigh 128.4 grains (8.320g) and 128.6 grains 
(8.333g) respectively.

• The reference to a daric in the time of David (1 Ch 29:7) shows that the text 
at this point was giving the equivalent term at the time of compilation. The 
author of the Chronicles did not intend to assume that darics were in use in 
the time of David. 

• Probably the sum in darics is the amount contributed in gold pieces received 
as coins, whereas the talents represent the weight of the vessels and other 
articles brought as offerings.
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Money (¼ shekel, gerah, gold, piece of money)

• Fourth of a Shekel (Heb. reba`, "fourth," 1 Sa 9:8). The money that Saul's servant 
gave to Samuel as a present.

• Gerah (Heb. gera, a "kernel," Ex 30:13; Lv 27:25; Nu 3:47; 18:16; Ezk 45:12). The 
smallest weight and also the smallest piece of money among the Hebrews. It 
represented 1/20 shekel, weighed 13.7 Paris grains, and was worth less than one-fifth 
of a day's wage.

• Gold. There is no positive mention of the use of gold money among the Hebrews; it 
probably was circulated by weight (1 Ch 21:25). 

• Piece of Money. This expression represents two kinds of money: 
(5) Kesitah (Gn 33:19). "The kesitah was a weighed piece of metal, and to judge from Gn 

23:16; Jb 42:11, of considerably higher value than the shekel; not an unstamped 
piece of silver of the value of a lamb," as supposed by the old interpreters (Keil, Arch., 
2:24). These silver pieces, with their weight designated on them, are the most ancient 
money of which we have any information. It is clear that they circulated singly, 
because the worth of the article bought was given in the number of them. 

(6) Stater The term may signify a coin of a certain weight, but perhaps means a standard 
coin. The gold staters were didrachms of the later Phn and the Attic talents, which in 
this denomination differ only about 4 grains troy. Of the former talent were the Daric 
staters or darics; of the latter, the stater of Athens. The electrum (3 parts gold:1 part 
silver) staters were coined by the Greek towns of the W coast of Asia Minor. Thus far 
the stater is always a didrachm. “Silver stater” is applied to the tetradrachm of Athens, 
which was of the weight of 2 gold staters of the same currency. Thus the name stater 
was applied to the standard denomination of both metals and does not positively 
imply either a didrachm or a tetradrachm. 
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Money (piece of silver, shekel)
• Piece of Silver. Generally speaking, the word has been supplied for a word 

understood in the Heb. The phrase is always "a thousand" or the like "of silver" (Gn 
20:16; 45:22; etc). 

• In similar passages the word "shekels" occurs in the Heb., and there is little if any 
doubt that this is the word understood in all these cases. 

• However, there are two exceptions where a word equivalent to "piece" or "pieces" is 
found in the Heb. (a) In 1 Sa 2:36, Heb. 'agora (something "gathered“) is rendered 
piece. It may be the same as the gera. (b) in Ps 68:30, Trampling under foot the 
pieces of silver. "Pieces" here is the Heb. ras, which occurs nowhere else in 
Scripture. Gesenius thinks pieces of uncoined silver is meant.

• Shekel (Heb. sheqel, "weight"). The shekel was properly a certain weight, and the 
shekel weight of silver was the unit of value through the whole age of Hebrew history 
down to the Babylonian captivity. 

• The oldest Jewish silver coins belong to the period of Simon Maccabaeus, 140 BC. 
They are the shekel (220 grains, 14.26g) and ½ shekel (110 grains, 7.13g), with 
several pieces in copper. 

• The shekel presents on the obverse the legend SHEKEL OF ISRAEL; a cup or 
chalice, above which appears the date of Simon's government in which it was struck. 
On the reverse side appears JERUSALEM THE HOLY, with a triple lily or hyacinth. 
These are believed to represent the pot that held manna and Aaron's rod that 
budded. 

• The ½ shekel resembles the shekel, and they occur with the dates of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd 
and 4th year of Simon. 

• The value of the gold shekel is about 55 denarii; the silver about 3.67 denarii; the 
copper shekels was in parts of ½, ¼, and 1/6th.
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Money (siglos, Phoenician coins)

• But the former governors who were before me laid burdens on the 
people and took from them bread and wine besides forty shekels of 
silver; even their servants domineered the people. (Ne 5:15)

• The silver siglos from Persia must have been known to the Jews, 
supposed to be referred to in Ne 5:15, where it is translated 
"shekel." 

• These were the so-called silver darics (20 siglos = 1 daric). 
• Besides these Persian coins the Jews must have used others from 

the Phoenician cities, which were allowed to strike coins under the 
suzerainty of the Persians. These coins were of both silver and 
bronze, as they were forbidden from coining gold.

• Tyrian traders traded in Jerusalem as early as the time of Nehemiah 
(Ne 13:16), and their coins date back to about that period. 
Specimens found include the tetradrachms of Tyre and the double 
shekels or staters of Sidon. 
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Money in the New Testament

But Peter said, "I do not possess silver and gold, but 
what I do have I give to you: In the name of Jesus 

Christ the Nazarene -- walk!" (Ac 3:6)
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Currencies
• During NT times money from 3 different sources was circulated in Israel:

(a) The official imperial money coined on the Roman standard; 
(b) Provincial coins minted at Antioch and Tyre, which held mainly to the old Gk 

standard, and circulated chiefly among the inhabitants of Asia Minor; and
(c) Local Jewish money coined perhaps at Caesarea. Certain cities and client kings 

were also granted the right to strike their own bronze coins. 
• With coins of so many different scales in circulation there had to be 

moneychangers at Jerusalem, especially at feasts when Jews came from 
all parts to pay their poll-tax to the Temple treasury. On these occasions the 
money-changers moved their stalls into the Court of the Gentiles, whence 
Jesus expelled them (Jn 2:15; Mt 21:12; Mk 11:15; Lk 19:45f.) because of 
their avaricious practices.

• Other general terms used for money in the NT are: 
(a) the common Gk word chrema, meaning property or wealth, as well as money (Ac 

4:37;.8:18,20; 24:26); 
(b) kerma, or small change (from Gk keiro, 'I cut up'), used in Jn 2:15, and nearly 

always denoting copper coins; and 
(c) nomisma, or money introduced into common use by law (nomos). This last is 

found only in Mt 22:19, where the phrase nomisma tou kensou means the legal 
coin for paying the tax.
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Currencies (Jewish)
• In 141-140 BC Antiochus VII granted permission to Simon Maccabaeus 'priest and 

ethnarch of the Jews…to mint your own coinage as money for your country'  (1 Macc 
15:6), and from that time Jewish coins were minted, mainly in bronze, as 
neighbouring cities produced an abundance of silver coins. 

• Early Jewish coins heeded the second commandment, and so their devices adhered 
strictly to horticultural designs and inanimate objects. 

• Coins minted under the Herods show one or two breaches of this rule, as they 
displayed sometimes the reigning emperor's head, sometimes their own, on the 
obverse (see Wiseman, IBA, p. 86). 

• During the time of the First Revolt (AD 66-70) the Jews proudly coined their own 
silver for the first time, issuing silver shekels and quarter- and halfshekel pieces as 
well as their own bronzes. 

• Following this revolt, the Temple treasures were seized, and so the Jews had no 
further supplies of metal to coin their own silver during the Second Revolt (AD 132
135). They therefore celebrated their independence by overstriking old foreign coins 
with Jewish dies containing the inscription 'deliverance of Jerusalem'.

• The only Jewish coin mentioned in the NT is the bronze lepton. This is the widow’s 
'mite' (AV) of Mk 12:42; Lk 21:2, also called a 'farthing' in Lk 12:59 (AV), where it 
stands for the smallest coin imaginable. Such coins were minted locally by the 
procurator or tetrarch, and. Pilate appears to have introduced designs on his coins 
calculated to affront the Jews.
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Coinage (metals used)

• "Do not acquire gold, or silver, or copper for your money belts” (Mt 
10:9)

• Mt 10:9 serves reminds us that in NT days money was coined in 3 
principal metals, gold, silver and copper, bronze or brass. 

• Bronze (Gk chalkos) is used as a general word for money in Mk 6:8 
and 12:41. Only coins of smaller value, the Roman as (Gk assarion) 
and Jewish lepton, were minted in bronze.

• Silver (Gk argyrion; see Lk 9:3; Ac 8:20; etc) The most common 
silver coins mentioned in the NT are the Attic tetradrachm and the 
Roman denarius. Silver became the more common general term for 
money in the NT. 

• Gold (Gk chrysos) most often refers to the metal itself, except in Mt 
10:9; Ac 3:6, possibly also Ac 20:33; 1 Pe 1:18; Jas 5:3; Mt 23:16f., 
though these instances might equally well refer to gold vessels and 
ornaments.
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Money (copper, cent)

• "Do not acquire gold, or silver, or copper for your money belts” (Mt 
10:9)

• Copper In Mt 10:9 (Gk chalkos, rendered "money" in Mk 6:8; 
12:41, see mg) "copper" is used, apparently of a small Roman or 
Greek copper coin. The copper coins of Israel are so minute, and 
so irregular in their weight, that their value, like today’s copper 
coins, was chiefly legal, or conventional, and did not represent the 
relative value of the two metals, silver and copper.

• Cent. Refers to two names of coins. (1) Gk kodrantes; Lat. 
quadrans (Mt 5:26; Mk 12:42), a coin used in the time of our Lord; 
(2) Gk. 'assarion (Mt 10:29; Lk 12:6), properly a small as, assarium, 
but in the time of our Lord used as the Gk equivalent of the Lat as. 
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Money (small copper coin, talent)
• Small Copper Coin (Mk 12:42; Lk 12:59, "cent"; 21:2; from Gk 

leptos small, fine'). A Jewish coin current in Israel in the time of our 
Lord. It seems to have been the smallest piece of money, being a ½ 
quadrans and so one-eighth of the assarion. 

• In Israel, the two smallest Greco-Roman coins were the quadrans 
and the assarion, the larger weighing about twice as much as the 
smaller. 

• From Mk 12:42, it may perhaps be inferred that the quadrans was 
the more common coin. 

• Talent (Heb. kikkar, a "circle"; Gk talanton, a "balance"). The largest 
weight among the Hebrews, the talent was used for metals, whether 
gold, silver, etc. In the NT this word occurs (1) in the parable of the 
unmerciful servant (Mt 18:24); (2) in the parable of the talents 
(25:14-30). 

• At this time the Attic talent prevailed in Israel; 60 minas went to the 
talent and 50 shekels to the mina.



Money in Bible times 24

Money (pieces of silver)
• Pieces of silver In the NT "pieces" is the rendering of the Gk 

argurion (Mt 26:15; 27:3,5-6,9) in the account of the betrayal of our 
Lord for thirty pieces of silver. These are often taken to be denarii, 
but on insufficient ground. 

• The parallel passage in Zechariah (11:12-13) is rendered thirty 
shekels of silver. This was the sum payable as compensation for a 
slave that had been killed (Ex 21:32), and also the price of a 
bondslave (Ho 3:2). 

• The 30 sh (about 90 denarii) shows they did not estimate his 
services higher than the labour of a purchased slave. These shekels 
were probably tetradrachms of the Attic standard of the Greek cities 
of Syria and Phoenicia. 

• The value put upon the conjuring books, doubtless by the conjurors 
themselves, was 50,000 pieces of silver (Ac 19:19). The Vulg. has 
accurately rendered the phrase denarii, as there is no doubt that 
these coins are intended.
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Greek coins (drachme, didrachmon)

• The drachme (in silver) the basic Greek coin. About 300 BC the 
drachm was the price of a sheep: an ox cost 5 drachmai (Demetrius 
Phalereus). 

• The drachme is mentioned only in Lk 15:8f, which NAS, NKJV, ESV 
render as silver coins, which the woman in the parable may have 
worn as an ornament. It was regarded as ≈ a Roman denarius.

• The didrachmon or 2 drachm piece was used by Jews to pay the 
half-shekel annual Temple tax (Mt 17:24). This regulation derived 
from the atonement-money prescribed in Ex 30:11-16, which, 
according to Maimonides, later developed into a regular annual poll-
tax (Ant. 16.160).

• After the destruction of the Temple this tax had to be paid into the 
Roman treasury (JW 7.217). 

• Most likely these coins were Tyrian, for the Talmudic law forbade the 
use of Antiochene money for the Temple treasury, not for any 
religious reasons, but because it did not contain enough silver. 
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Greek coins (stater/tetradrachmon)
• The stater, tetradrachmon, or silver 4drachm piece, is found only in 

Mt 17:27 ("two-drachma“, NAS), as the coin to pay the Temple tax for 
Jesus and Peter. The only tetradrachms then current in Israel were of 
the same weight as the Hebrew shekel. 

• The silver currency used in Israel were the Gk imperial tetradrachms, 
and Roman denarii of a quarter their value, didrachms being disused.

• As it was a more common coin, the tetradrachm was used often by 
Jews paying the tax in pairs. It was minted at Antioch, Caesarea in 
Cappadocia and in Tyre. 

• Pompey fixed the rate of exchange of tetradrachms from Antioch and 
Tyre at 4 denarii (c. 65 BC). Jos. refers to the same rate for the Tyrian 
tetradrachm in his day (JW 2.592). Antiochene tetradrachms were, 
however, tariffed by the imperial government at 3 denarii only. 

• Most numismatists agree that this coin was paid to Judas for his 30 
pieces of silver (Mt 26:15). 

• Some suggest that the Sanhedrin bribed the guards of the empty 
tomb with large silver staters and not the smaller drachmai (argyria 
hikana, large sum of money, in Mt 28:12), though it is possible that the 
adjective here refers to quantity rather than the size. 
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Greek coins (mna, attic)
• The mna occurs in the parable of Lk 19:11-27. It was a value 

mentioned in the parable, as is the talent in Mt 25:14-30. 
• The 'talent' was not a coin but a unit of monetary reckoning. Its 

value was always high, though it varied with the different metals 
involved and the differing monetary standards. 

• The reference to mna appears to be to a Greek pound, a weight 
used as a money of account, of which 60 went to the talent, the 
weight depending upon the weight of the talent. 100 drachmai = 1 
mna, 6,000 dracnmai = 1 talent

• The attic (Roman) was equivalent to 240 aurei. Jesus mentioned it 
in two parables: 
– in Mt 18:24 ten thousand talents is figurative for a very large sum of 

money; 
– in the parable of the talents in Mt 25:15-28 it is referred to in v 18 as 

argyrion, which may suggest that our Lord had the silver talent in mind.
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Roman coins (denarius)
• The denarius (Gk dēnarion) (Mt 18:28; 20:2,9,13; 22:19; Mk 6:37; 12:15; 14:5; Lk 

7:41; 10:35; 20:24; Jn 6:7; 12:5; Rv 6:6) was the basic Roman coin. 
• The earliest specimens are from about the start of the 2nd c BC. From this time it was 

the principal silver coin of the empire. 
• In the time of Augustus 84 denarii were struck from a pound of silver, which would 

make the standard weight about 60 grains (3.888g). This Nero reduced by striking 96 
from the pound (making a standard weight of about 52grains (3.370g). (n1)

• At first the denarius was the equivalent in silver of 10 copper asses (hence its name, 
deni = ten at a time) (n2). From 217 BC it was worth 16 asses, when the weight of the 
latter coin was fixed at 28g. 

• In Israel, the denarius was the main silver currency. It was the daily wage of a 
labourer (see Mt 20:2,4,7,9-10,130 and 2 denarii was the sum paid by the good 
Samaritan to the innkeeper (Lk 10:35). In Rv 6:6 'a quart of wheat for a denarius, and 
three quarts of barley for a denarius' is an indication of famine prices.

• The only way to compute the value of NT coins in current values is to consider what a 
labourer might earn in a day in various countries of the world

• The denarius was the coin used to trick Jesus in the question concerning the payment 
of tributemoney (Mt 22:19; Mk 12:15; Lk 20:24). 

• Denarii found carry the laureate head of the emperor Tiberius on the obverse, with his 
mother, Livia, in the role of Pax, holding a branch and sceptre, on the reverse (see 
IBA, p. 87, fig. 90).
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Roman coins (quadrans, as, aureus)
• The quadrans (Gk kodrantēs) was ¼ of the copper as, or piece of 3 unciae, 

thus also called teruncius. The value was what one might earn in 10 or 15 
minutes of work. Its value was about 3.8 mills. It is referred to by both 
Horace (Satires 2.3.93) and Juvenal (7.8) as the smallest Roman coin; the 
widow's 2 lepta were equivalent to a quadrans (Mk 12:42). 

• Mt 5:26 uses quadrans for the smallest coin, which must be paid to clear a 
debt in full, while the Lucan parallel (12:59) has lepta, except in the Western 
Text, which agrees with Matthew (both passages have the units translated 
as ‘penny’ in NIV, ESV and ‘cent’ in NAS).

• The copper as (Gk assarion) was ¼ of the bronze sestertius and 1/16 of a 
denarius. It occurs in Mt 10:29 and Lk 12:6, where it is translated by AV as 
'farthing’ and NIV, ESV as 'penny', and NAS as ‘cent’, the price at which two 
sparrows are sold (Luke has 5 sparrows for 2 farthings). The as is what one 
might earn in an hour or less.

• The aureus, or denarius aureus (golden denarius), was a gold coin 
introduced by Julius Caesar in his financial reforms of 49 BC. It is not 
mentioned in the Bible, but is referred to in Ant. 14.147: it may be the 'gold' 
of Mt 10:9.
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Exchange rate

• The table relates the three different systems of coinage to each other.

NA

NA

gold

silver

silver

copper

copper

copper
Metal

240 aurei1 talent768,000

100 denarii1 mna12,800

1 aureus25 drachmai3,200

4 denarii1 statēr512

1 denarius1 drachma128

1 as8

1 quadrans2

½ quadrans1 lepton1
RomanGreekJewishScale
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Silver shekels (Dor)

• (tp) A silver hoard (late 11th or early 10th c) found at the Dor harbour, S of Haifa 
weighed ≈ 8.5kg, making it of the largest from this period. Each weighed unit of 
silver was in a cloth bag called a zeror kesef, often translated as “money bag” 
e.g. 42:35, the money bags in each sack carried by Joseph’s brothers. 

• Like those of today, these ancient money bags were probably made of linen. 
Each bag from Dor was of a different weave and density. Apparently, they were 
all woven on a standard warp-weighted loom that was common in the period. 

• The Phn who buried the hoard divided it into 17 units of weight and placed them 
into the linen bags. Each unit weighed 490.5g, apparently a Phn unit of weight. 
In the 8th to 7th c, one royal Judahite sh weighed 11.5g. However we still cannot 
know precisely how much a sh weighed in the 11th and 10th c. If the unit in Dor 
was based on a smaller sh and 50 sh = 1 mina (Heb. maneh), then the hoard 
amounts to 17 minas, a great sum. 

• Most of the hoard is made up of small, flat tokens cast in the shape of small 
coins, as well as other pieces of cut silver sometimes referred to as hocksilber. 
This hoard was an early form of money, i.e. silver weighted for payment. 

Although most silver hoards found in Israel consist mainly of pieces of broken jewelry, the Dor 
hoard is made up of small tokens resembling coins. These pieces, which have a gold content 
of about 11%, may be Iberian in origin: Silver mined at Rio Tinto in Spain in the 11th and 10th c 
possessed similar quantities of gold. (BAR/Ephraim Stern)
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Silver shekels (Eshtemoa)

• Before the invention of coins with fixed face-values, traders either bartered 
with each other or made payments with specific weights of metal, generally 
gold or silver (and also, in Egypt, copper). Instead of the coin, the shekel was 
the unit of measure at this time. 

• Depending on varying conditions of time and place, the silver shekel 
contained ≈ 11-12.25g of silver; to check the amount of silver exchanged in a 
transaction, people sometimes carried small stone weights and a balance 
scale (see Dt 25:13–15; Pr 16:11; Mi 6:11).The widespread use of silver as a 
medium of exchange is shown by the fact that both the Bible and the Laws of 
Hammurabi give the price of slaves as 20 silver pieces.

• (tp) The largest silver hoard in ancient Israel (late 10th or 9-8th c) was found at 
Eshtemoa in the Judean hills. It was kept in 5 jugs and included pieces of 
broken jewellery and units of silver, Wt: 28kg.

Eshtemos silver hoard .The five jugs in which the silver was found contained nothing 
but the silver, which has now been studied in some detail. Some of the silver objects 
were melted pieces without any definite form. However, a large amount of the silver 
hoard consisted of cut-up pieces of silver (“cut silver”), and silver jewellery 
intentionally destroyed. Apparently, it was cut up so that the pieces would fit through 
the jugs’ relatively small mouths. The silver came from a number of sources 
because the metal compound differs somewhat from piece to piece. All the pieces 
contain a high percentage of silver, 78-97%. The remaining contents of the 
compounds vary; they include a small percentage of copper, magnesium and 
sometimes even gold. (Ze’ev Yeivin)
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Jewellery

• Before the introduction of coinage, commerce and exchange were carried on in Israel by 
weighing precious metals, gold and silver, with weights and scales. This system was 
cumbersome, and the accuracy of the weights was questionable. It was also difficult for 
the ordinary merchant to judge the purity of the metal. 

• The development of international commerce required a better and simpler means of 
exchange.

• In OT, payment is made either in ingots of precious metals or, on occasion, jewellery. 
Most of the ingots mentioned are gold, such as the gold ingots hidden by Achan which 
brought the Israelite defeat at Ai (Js 7:21). (The “shekels” are to a unit of weight, as is 
clear from the passage itself; only much later did the shekel become a coin.)

• Biblical descriptions of jewellery, earrings and bracelets, often include exact weights; the 
jewellery was deliberately moulded into certain standard weights, so that it could be used 
as a means of exchange. In Gn 24:22 Abraham’s servant gives Rebecca a gold ring 
weighing a half-shekel and two bracelets for her wrists weighing ten shekels in gold.

A. These silver ingots and two broken curved pieces of 
jewellery (on the R) were both used as currencies in Israel 
during the time of Jeremiah (7th c) before coins were 
minted. Jewellery was deliberately moulded into certain 
standard weights. (IMJ)
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6th to 4th c coins 
• The oldest known coins were struck in Lydia. Gradually 

coinage spread throughout the Greek world. By the 
end of the 6th c, coins were common among the 
Greeks and had reached the E in small quantities. 
Several Greek coins from the end of the 6th c have 
been unearthed in excavations in Israel, Syria and 
Egypt.

• By the 5th c coins were common in the entire Middle 
East. Most of the coins were Greek, but a few Phn 
coins are known, showing local minting.

• Scholars do not know why Persian coins were not 
used in the E Med coastal region at this time, although 
Persia ruled the area between Asia Minor and Egypt 
during the 5th-4th c. Persian gold darics and silver sigloi 
were circulated only in Persia, Mesp and Asia Minor, 
not in Israel, Syria, and Transjordan.

• Coins began to be minted in Israel itself about 400 or 
shortly thereafter. The first coins were struck in Gaza 
and naturally imitated Athenian and Phn coins, 
depicting typical Greek and oriental symbols (tp R, B). 
(n)

• Toward the middle of the 4th c, Persian power declined 
in Israel and a number of local governors began to 
mint their own coins, as did the Jews of Jerusalem (bt 
R, C).

B. This coin was a local imitation of an Athenian 
coin. It is a silver tetradrachma minted in Gaza in the 
5th c BC. The profile head is the goddess, Pallas 
Athena, and on the opposite side is the owl, her holy 
bird. (American Numismatic Society, New York)

C. A silver drachma struck in Judaea during the 
period in the 4th c BC. when Persia controlled 
Israel. The coin bears the Aramaic inscription 
Yehud, the name of the Persian satrapy of 
Judaea. The design imitates an Athenian coin. It 
shows a god seated on a winged chariot and 
holding in his left hand a falcon. (BM)
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4th c coins (Jewish)

• The first coins bearing Hebrew script date from the 5th c and are 
inscribed with the word beqa. 

• In 350 small coins depicting owls, imitating Athenian coins, carried 
the Hebrew inscription YHD yehud, the Persian-Aramaic name for 
the Persian satrapy of Judaea. Both the beqa and the yehud coins 
were minted by permission of the Persians.

• The only Jewish symbol on these coins is the lily, characteristic of 
Jewish art in Jerusalem and a frequent design used in the 
Temple. This symbol either replaces the olive branch depicted 
near the owl of the Greek coins or stands as the main design.

A falcon seems to take flight on this coin from the 4th c. The 
inscription at upper right reads, “Yehud,” the Hebrew name of Israel 
while it was a Persian province. (IMJ/David Harris)
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4th c coins (Phoenician)
• Although local mints in Israel produced many 

coins, the principal coinage in use during 5th-4th 
c came from Phoenicia (Sidon and Tyre). 

• Most popular were silver coins Wt:28g, 12g; 
however, Athenian silver tetradrachmas 
Wt:16g were also widely used. These 3 coins 
comprised the large denominations. 

• Coins of smaller value came from local mints, 
mainly Gaza and Jerusalem. These local coins 
varied from 1 drachma (4g of silver) down to 
the lowest denomination, the hemiobol (⅓ g of 
silver).

• The coins of this period were almost all silver. 
Neither gold nor electrum coins were circulated 
in Israel. 

• The only bronze coins were small 
denominations from Sidon and, on occasion, 
from Tyre. These Phn coins depict galleys and 
sea-horses.

D. The helmeted male head on this c. 4th c silver 
drachma is actually the head of Athena, as it 
appears on Athenian coins. The female face is 
disguised by the addition of a beard. The 
drachma was minted in Gaza. (Private 
Collection, Jerusalem)

E. The design of this coin is very similar to Coin B. 
The owl, the symbol of Athens, appears again, but 
instead of Pallas Athena we see a male head with 
beard and oriental hairdress. On the L side of the owl 
is the letter aleph (“A”); on his lower R is the letter nun 
(“N”) (both in old-Hebrew). Aleph and nun may stand 
for Ashkelon, where this coin was minted. 
(Rockefeller Museum, Jerusalem)
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Greek coins
• Alexander the Great’s conquest of the East in 332 ended Persian 

rule. 
• An international Attic (Greek) standard coinage replaced the variety 

of standards and denominations used in Israel during the Persian 
Period. 

• The standard was based on gold staters and silver drachmas; a 
series of denominations included heavy gold coins, less valuable 
silver denominations, and finally several bronze denominations. 

• The mint at Akko (Acre) cooperated in this international coin-
system.

• Hellenism influenced the cast. Mesp mints, for example, minted 
coins depicting the head of Heracles on one side and the image of 
Olympic Zeus seated on a throne holding an eagle, on the other 
side. Inscribed on the coin was the name of Alexander in Greek.

• In 312, after the battle of Raphia, Alexander’s empire was divided 
between the Seleucids in the N (including Mesopotamia) and the 
Ptolemies in the S (including Egypt). 

• During the 3rd c, Israel was under the rule of the Ptolemies and only 
Ptolemaic coins circulated in the country, minted either in Egypt or in 
some local mint such as Gaza, Akko, Ashkelon or Yaffo (Jaffa).
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Ptolemy I coins
• Ptolemy I was the first ruler of Judea to place 

his own portrait on his coins (some 
numismatists believe he was the first person 
ever to mint a coin with his own likeness). 

• (R) The silver tetradrachm. Obv: Ptolemy I 
wearing a diadem, or royal headband. Rev: an 
eagle stands erect on a thunderbolt, encircled 
by a legend reading “of King Ptolemy.” Eagles 
and thunderbolts were symbols of kingly power 
in Greece in the Archaic (c. 8th-7th c) and 
Classical (c. 6th-4th c) periods, when they were 
associated with Zeus, father of the Greek gods 
and “king” of the pantheon. 

• By using such mythological imagery on his 
coins, Ptolemy I presented himself as a Greek 
king in the tradition of Alexander the Great and 
the Athenian rulers of the 5th c.

First Royal Portrait on a Silver
Tetradrachm, Ø 2.5cm, 305 BC
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Ptolemaic, 
Seleucid coins

• During the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, the most 
prominent king of the Ptolemaic dynasty, the kingdom 
flourished, and relations between Alexandria, its capital, and 
Jerusalem, head of the Jewish community, reached its height 
(n). 

• During his reign and that of his predecessor, Ptolemy I, many 
tiny silver coins were minted in Jerusalem by the Jewish 
municipal authorities, depicting the head of the Ptolemaic king 
with the Heb inscription YHD (Yehuda or Yehud). This had 
been the name of the official Persian satrapy comprising 
Jerusalem and some parts of Judaea, but during the 
Ptolemaic period, Yehuda probably referred to the city of 
Jerusalem.

• (R) In 198 Israel passed to the Seleucids under Antiochus III. 
Only Seleucid coins, struck in Syria Asia Minor and some 
local mints, were circulated. 

• Towards the end of the 2nd c, as the Seleucids declined, local 
governors and commercial centres gained more 
independence, and minted coins which had symbols 
characterizing their own cities, rather than the official royal 
Seleucid designs. 

• Many coins of this period are devoted half to the Seleucid 
king, and half to the city in which they were minted; thus, 
coins of Ashkelon depict the dove of the local goddess, 
Astarte; coins of Tyre bear the palm-tree, symbol of that city. 
Jerusalem, under Antiochus VII and Antiochus VIII, minted 
coins which mention the name of the Seleucid king on one 
side and depict a lily, the symbol of Jerusalem, on the other.

Antiochus III the Great
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Hasmonean coins

• During the Hellenistic period (332–37), several 
mints were established in Israel. 

• The first, founded by Alexander the Great in 
Akko, was followed by others in Jaffa, Ashkelon 
and Gaza. Alexander and, later, local rulers, as 
well as a variety of pagan symbols were depicted 
on coins issued by these mints.

• Jewish coinage began during the period of 
Jewish independence under Hasmonean rule.

• Scholars still argue who was the first Hasmonean 
king to mint coins—John Hyrcanus I (134–104) or 
Alexander Jannaeus (103–76). 

• Hasmonean coins were inscribed with the king’s 
name in either Hebrew or Greek, his title and a 
Hebrew inscription that read “Council of the 
Jews.” 

• These coins bear symbols such as a 
pomegranate, a palm frond, a star or an anchor.

Bronze Hasmonean coins, dating to 
103–37, bear inscriptions in paleo-
Hebrew script. (IMJ)
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Hasmonean coins (Alexander Jannaeus) 

• Israel fell to the Maccabeans in 163, but the 
first Hasmonaean coins only began later.

• Alexander Jannaeus (103–76), who 
enlarged the Jewish state almost to the 
borders of Solomon’s kingdom, minted 
coins that imitated the earlier Seleucid 
coins previously struck in Jerusalem; e.g. 
some depict a lily and an anchor with a Gk 
inscription (G).

• Later he struck coins with Jewish symbols 
unlike any previous coins. Later 
Hasmonean coins followed this pattern (see 
John Hyrcanus I).

G. A bronze prutah struck by the Hasmonaean 
ruler, Alexander Jannaeus (in Hebrew, Yannai) 
(103–76). On the L is an anchor encircled by 
the Gk inscription, “Alexander the King”; on the 
R is a lily flower, the traditional Jewish symbol 
of Jerusalem and an inscription in old-Hebrew 
script, “Jonathan the King.” Alexander 
Jannaeus was the only Hasmonaean ruler to 
call himself king in his Hebrew legend; all 
others used the term high priest.
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Hasmonean coins (John Hyrcanus I)
• (R) This is the first coin to be minted by a Jewish government 

in Jerusalem. Issued by John Hyrcanus I, the High Priest (the 
title used by the highest governing Hasmonean authority at the 
time). Yehonatan was not only the High Priest; he later had 
himself appointed king. His sons Judas Aristobolus II (67–63) 
and John Hyrcanus II (63–40) and grandson, Mattathias 
Antigonus (40–37) later minted similar coins.

• The coin was worth one prutah; a loaf of bread cost 10 prutot. 
• Obv: a legend in paleo-Hebrew (pre-Exilic) script, reading: 

“Yehohanan [John] the High Priest and the Council of the 
Jews.” The use of pre-Exilic script was deliberately 
anachronistic, recalling the days of Israel’s glory.

• Rev: in between the horns of a double cornucopia (the “horn of 
plenty,” a fertility symbol taken from Greek iconography), is a 
small pomegranate. 

• The pomegranate, also a fertility symbol because of its many 
seeds, was regularly used as a design element in art and 
architecture, and dates back at least to the time of Solomon’s 
Temple (1 Ki 7:20). First Jewish Coin From 

Jerusalem Bronze prutah, 
Ø 1.25cm, 130 BC
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Tyrian silver shekels

• The Hasmonaeans did not mint silver coins even though there were no limitations on their 
sovereignty. Why they restricted themselves to bronze coins, we do not know. By contrast, the 
Nabataeans, who in 63 C, submitted to the Romans, did mint silver coins.

• Even during the Herodian Period, beginning with Herod the Great (37–4) and continuing with his 
sons, Herod Archelaus, Herod Antipas and Herod Philip, Jewish mintings were limited to bronze 
coins, probably because of the dominance of silver shekels from Tyre. (F)

• During the 1st c BC and the first half of the 1st c AD, the main currency used in Israel continued to 
be the silver shekel and silver half-shekel from Tyre. These shekels (Wt:14g), and half-shekels 
(Wt:7g), were minted in Tyre yearly in huge quantities until about 65 AD. They were circulated 
throughout the Middle East and, although bearing pagan symbols, were prescribed by the Jews 
as the only currency acceptable for the special sacred payments and tributes to the Temple. 

• According to Jewish law, the various payments to the Temple, such as tribute money and money 
for the redemption of the firstborn, must be made in pure silver. Due to the changes in 
currencies at various periods, the sages specified acceptable currencies for these offerings. As 
long as Tyrian shekels continued to be minted, all payments had to be made in that coin. Not 
even the Roman dinar was acceptable. The exclusive acceptability of the Tyrian shekel probably 
explains why no Jewish silver coins were minted.

• Many Tyrian shekels, mainly dating from the last 50 years in which they were minted (15–65 
AD), exhibit certain stylistic alterations which indicate that they might have originated at a 
different mint. Some scholars have suggested that these “new-style” Tyrian shekels were minted 
by Jewish authorities in Jerusalem.

F. This silver shekel minted in Tyre was the dominant currency in 
the Middle East from 126 bC to 65 AD. The head is that of Melqart 
(a Phn god identified with Hercules); on the opposite side is an 
eagle. (IMJ)
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Shekel of Tyre (87/86 BC)
• In the mid-2nd c, the Hasmoneans formalized the 

payment of an annual Temple tax based on the 
requirement in Ex 30:13 for a half shekel. The first 
coin to be specified as acceptable payment for this 
tax, levied on all Jewish males over the age of 20, as 
the so-called Shekel of Tyre.

• (R) This silver coin, displays on the obverse a bust of 
Melqart, the god of the Phoenician city of Tyre, who 
wears a crown of laurel, and on the reverse, an eagle 
perching on a ship’s prow. 

• Why would such a coin, with its depictions of a pagan 
deity and a Greco-Roman eagle, be welcomed at the 
Jewish Temple? Would it be on account of the 
recognized purity and weight of the coin, or because 
the Biblical prohibition was interpreted as applying 
only to the making and worship of graven images, not 
to their use as coins in commerce? 

• The value of a half-shekel is two Roman denarii, 
which would have paid a vineyard worker for two 
days’ labour. 87/86 BC First Temple Tax Coin

Silver half-Shekel, 
Ø 2cm



Money in Bible times 45

Shekel of Tyre (106 BC)

Silver shekel (106 BC) of Tyre, later coins of this type were 
probably the 30 pieces of silver paid to Judas to betray Jesus. 

http://www.numismatics.org/lookup.cgi?string=1944.100.72773
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Herodian coins
• During the Roman period, starting in 37 BC Herod and 

his descendants minted coins. Some bear the symbols 
used by the Hasmoneans, while others imitate their 
Greek and Roman counterparts. 

• The Roman governors in Israel also minted coins and 
added Roman dates.

• Although with Herod coins no longer bore Hebrew 
inscriptions, the symbols used in most cases were 
designed to avoid offending the Jewish population, 
until Herod Philip minted coins with the Emperor and 
pagan temples and gods on them. 

• As had been the case during the Hasmonean period, 
coins struck by Herod and his descendants were only 
in small denominations and minted in bronze. 

• Larger denominations and silver coins used in the 
local economy came from other sources, largely from 
Phoenicia.

Herodian Period (1st c BC) bronze 
coins. Popular symbols included 
war galleys, anchors and bunches 
of grapes. (IMJ)
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Roman coins (widow, 
Caesar)

• Greek, Roman, Tyrian and other coins were current in Israel during NT 
times. Mk 12:42 records the story of the widow: A poor widow came and 
put in two small copper coins [Gk leptons], which amount to a cent 
(quadrans, the smallest Roman coin minted at the time). 

• (tp) During Jesus’ last visit to Jerusalem, His enemies asked Him 
whether it was lawful to pay taxes to Rome. Jesus asked for a coin and 
inquired whose likeness and inscription it bore. When his enemies 
answered, “Caesar’s,” He said, “Render to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s” (Mt 22:21). The coin 
brought to Jesus was a Roman denarius.

• The 30 shekels of silver Judas Iscariot received for betraying Jesus 
were probably minted in Tyre.

Only pure Tyrian silver was accepted for taxes to the Temple in Jerusalem. The 
silver denarius of Tiberius is believed to be the coin referred to by Jesus when 
He told His disciples, "Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's; and to God 
the things that are God's." 

http://www.numismatics.org/lookup.cgi?string=1941.131.691
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Roman coins (Caesar’s tax)
• And He said to them, "Whose likeness and 

inscription is this?" (Mt 22:20)
• Gk epigraphē (Lat. superscriptra, ‘a writing 

on or above’) is used with eikōn ‘portrait’ to 
refer to the head of Caesar and 
accompanying inscription on the obverse of 
a silver denarius, probably that of Tiberius. 

• (tp R) The epigraphē would thus be TI. 
CAESAR DIVI AUG. F. AUGUSTUS 
(‘Tiberius Caesar Augustus, son of the divine 
Augustus’). 

• Tiberius deified Augustus immediately after 
his death in AD 14 and pursued Augustan 
policies with little change. He assumed the 
office of pontifex maximus, the chief priest of 
Rome, in 15. He died in 37 at age 78.

• (tp R) Rev: a seated figure, sometimes 
identified as Tiberius' mother Livia and 
sometimes as Pax, the personification of 
peace, with her standard attributes, a 
sceptre and palm branch (n).

Silver Denarius 3.67 g. Obv: Laureate head of Tiberius r.; 
TI(BERIVS) CAESAR DIVI AVG(VSTI) F(ILIVS) AVGVSTVS: 
Tiberius Caesar, son of the Divine Augustus, Augustus. Rev: 
Livia or Pax seated R, holding sceptre in R. and branch in L; 
PONTIF(EX) MAXIM(VS): pontifex maximus. 

Tiberius Denarius 
laur. head r. rev. 
Pontif Maxim - Livia 
stg. r. on throne Ø16-
17mm
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Roman coins (coin in the fish)
• go to the sea and throw in a hook, and take the first fish 

that comes up; and when you open its mouth, you will 
find a shekel. (Mt 17:27)

• The coin is literally a tetradrachma. Every male aged 20 
upwards paid an annual temple tax equal to a half-shekel 
(from Ex 30:13, 38.26). 

• A normal shekel was worth half a Tyrian shekel, a 
provincial coin worth 4 drachmas.  

• The stater, originally a standard Gk weight equal to two 
double drachmas, became used to designate the 
tetradrachma, and this is probably the coin referred to in 
the passage. It was sufficient to pay the tax of both Peter 
and the Lord.

• The argument for exemption, viz that kings do not tax 
their princely sons, implies that the Lord and Peter (and 
other disciples) belong to the royalty of the kingdom, 
whose King owns the temple for which the present tax is 
being collected.
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Nero’s tetradrachmas

• Minting of the Tyrian shekel ended in about 65 when Nero issued his 
provincial tetradrachmas in the mint of Antioch. These large debased silver 
coins (Wt:15g), once introduced to the market, caused the far superior silver 
coins, like the Tyrian shekel, to disappear.

• The Jewish War against Rome (66–70) began at almost the same time. 
Jewish shekels were minted in Jerusalem beginning in 66. These shekels 
have the same high quality of silver as those minted in Tyre; they may have 
been minted on blanks prepared from melted Tyrian shekels.

• This Jewish shekel replaced the Greek expression “Holy Tyre” with the 
Hebrew parallel “Holy Jerusalem”. The shekels also bear the legend “Shekel 
of Israel” to emphasize the change from Tyrian to Jewish coins.

• During the four years of the Jewish war, shekels, half-shekels, and a few 
quarter-shekels were minted in Jerusalem, until the 9th of Av, 70, when the 
Romans destroyed Jerusalem.

H. Silver half-shekel minted in Jerusalem during the First War Against Rome (66–70 
A.D.) inscribed entirely in old-Hebrew. Obv: a chalice with pearled rim, above which are 
two letters, shin and bet, standing for sh(enat) b(et)—the second year of the war (67 AD). 
Encircling the chalice are the words “half a shekel”. Rev: a stem with 3 pomegranates 
surrounded by the inscription, “Jerusalem the Holy.”
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Jewish First Revolt coins
• Jewish coinage was revived during the First Revolt against the Romans 

(66–70) Silver coins were minted in denominations of a shekel 
(drachma) and half a shekel (tetradrachma). Smaller denominations 
were bronze. 

• All of these coins were dated according to the years of the revolt and 
carried inscriptions in the ancient Hebrew script used in the First 
Temple period. The inscriptions read “Holy Jerusalem,” “For the 
Freedom of Israel” and bore such symbols as a grapevine leaf, a citron, 
a palm frond and a pomegranate.

• The last Jewish coins were issued in silver and bronze during the 
Second Jewish Revolt, the Bar-Kokhba Revolt, against Rome (132–
135). These coins are dated to the year of the revolt and bear symbols 
similar to those from the First Jewish Revolt. The inscriptions, 
containing the names and titles of the leaders of the revolt, are also in 
the Hebrew script used during the First Temple period.

• The years following their crushing defeat were bitter, but gradually Jews 
learned to live rich Jewish lives without political independence. Some 
Jews, nonetheless, continued to harbour hopes of future political 
independence. 

• In the late 120’s, rumours spread that the emperor Hadrian intended to 
rebuild Jerusalem and its Temple and to allow renewed Jewish 
settlement in Israel. These rumours aroused unjustified expectations. In 
130, Hadrian did come to Judaea and did indeed re-found Jerusalem, 
but as a Roman colony with the name Aelia Capitolina, a city for 
Roman soldiers and other non-Jewish inhabitants, complete with pagan 
temples. (J) 

• To the Jews, this was a double blow: Not only was Jerusalem not 
rebuilt as a Jewish city, but its ruins were desecrated by a pagan 
Roman centre. 

A silver shekel. Struck in Jerusalem 
during the first year of the First Jewish 
Revolt against Rome (66), this coin 
bears on its obverse side a chalice and 
the inscription, in paleo-Hebrew, 
“shekel of Israel.” (IMJ)

J. Hadrian minted this bronze coin to 
commemorate the refounding of Jerusalem 
as a Roman colony named Colonia Aelia 
Capitolina. Symbolizing the beginning of a 
new Jerusalem, Hadrian is shown ploughing 
the land with a bull and a cow. (UHb)
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Iudaea Capta coins

• To celebrate their triumph, the Romans issued a huge issue of commemorative coins, 
the well-known “Judaea Capta” series, struck in Rome in gold, silver and various 
denominations of bronze. 

• (tp) The coins depict the Emperor Vespasian, as a victorious soldier, standing beside a 
mourning Jewess, the personification of Judaea, accompanied by the Latin inscription: 
“Iudaea Capta” or “Captive Judea.” On some coins a soldier or Victory is depicted near 
the sitting woman. 

• Many other Roman coins of this type were also minted, showing captive Jews, spoils of 
war, trophies, palm trees and symbols of victory. In addition, several provincial Roman 
issues celebrated the conquest of Judaea.

• Especially notable is a series of bronze coins from Caesarea using the Greek 
equivalent of “Iudaea Capta”, since Latin was generally unknown in the E Med.

• The number of Judaea Capta coins is larger than any other series of “capta” coins 
minted by the Romans, (including Aegypto Capta, Germania Capta, Dacia Capta), 
indicating the importance to the Romans of their conquest of the Jews.

• The victory in Judaea was proof in Roman eyes of the superiority of Rome over 
Jerusalem, of Roman culture over monotheism.

Bronze sestertius of Vespasian commemorating the Roman 
victory in the First Jewish Revolt. Mourning Jewish woman 
and a bound prisoner appear beneath a palm tree. 69 AD
Judæa Capta Coin, Bronze sestertius, ø 1.8cm

http://www.numismatics.org/lookup.cgi?string=1947.2.430
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Iudaea Capta coins • The First Jewish Revolt was largely crushed 
by the Roman army under the leadership of 
Vespasian, who served first as the Roman 
commander in Judea and then as emperor 
from 69-79. 

• (I) Beginning in his first year as emperor, 
Vespasian minted a series of victory coins; 
among these is the first coin to bear the word 
Judaea in the legend. (The coin shown here 
was struck in 71). This sestertius (¼ denarius) 
has Obv: a portrait of the laurel-wreathed 
emperor with the Latin legend “Imp[erator] 
Caes[ar] Vespas[ia]n Aug[ustus],” “Leader 
Caesar Vespasian Augustus” (the last word is 
a title meaning “revered”). 

• Rev: Roman soldier dominating a captive 
woman slumped beside a palm tree. She is a 
personification of Judea, which was once 
again subservient to Rome. 

• Vespasian’s son Titus (emperor from 79-81) 
completed his father’s campaign, laying waste 
to the Jerusalem Temple in 70.

I. A bronze sestertius, one of a series of Judaea Capta 
coins, struck in Rome in 71 to commemorate the 
Roman victory over Judaea. Obv: bust of Emperor 
Vespasian, surrounded by his Latin title. Rev: two 
figures flanking a palm tree: on the L an upright Roman 
soldier; on the R a seated, mourning woman 
symbolizing defeated Judaea. The inscription around 
the two figures is IUDEA CAPTA. (IMJ)
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Jewish Second Revolt coins
• Soon after, in 132, the Second Jewish War against Rome 

broke out, under the leadership of Bar-Kochba. 
• The last Jewish coins minted in ancient times were issued 

in silver and bronze during this Revolt, the Bar-Kokhba 
Revolt (132–135). 

• These coins are dated to the year of the revolt and bear 
symbols similar to those from the First Jewish Revolt. The 
inscriptions, containing the names and titles of the leaders 
of the revolt, are also in the Hebrew script used during the 
First Temple period. 

• The revolt lasted 3½ years. At first, Bar-Kochba and his 
men made quite impressive gains, and inflicted a number 
of serious defeats on the Romans, but in the end the Jews 
could not withstand the huge Roman army and were 
ultimately forced to yield.

• According to the Bar-Kochba coins, the principal purpose 
of the war was to conquer Jerusalem and restore it as a 
Jewish religious and political centre.

• Over 80% of the Bar-Kochba coins mention Jerusalem, 
sometimes on both sides. All the designs and symbols 
they bear relate directly or indirectly to the Holy City and 
its Temple. These designs include the facade of the 
destroyed Temple, as well as ceremonial objects used in 
Temple ritual—amphorae, jugs, lyres, trumpets, and 
harps. (K)

K. During the Second War Against the 
Romans led by Bar-Kokhba (132–135) a 
series of coins were overstruck on coins 
used at the time in Israel, such as Roman 
tetradrachmas. The coin shown here is one 
of the two silver denominations. The four-
columned building is the Temple in 
Jerusalem; the smaller structure in the 
middle is possibly the Holy Ark. On either 
side of the columns is an inscription in 
ancient Hebrew which translated reads 
“Jerusalem.” (IMJ)
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Money bags

• Naaman said, "Be pleased to take two talents." And he urged him, 
and bound two talents of silver in two bags with two changes of 
clothes…” (2 Ki 5:23) 

• …festal robes, outer tunics, cloaks, money purses (Is 3:22)
• Money purses (Heb. harit, “cut” out; “crisping pins,” AV). Bags for 

holding money (2 Ki 5:23), generally carried by men in the girdle or 
in a purse.

• On a journey the small pieces of metal were carried in a pouch or 
bag of leather or cloth (bundles of money, Gn 42:35; Pr 7:20) which, 
if holed, would easily lead to loss (Hg 1:6). 

• A talent of silver seemed to require two bags (2 Ki 5:23). 
• To guard against loss the money bags were often placed inside 

other sacks or receptacles (Gn 42:35).



Money in Bible times 56

Money changers
• "Then you ought to have put my money in the bank, and on my arrival I 

would have received my money back with interest.” (Mt 25:27)
• The regular bankers (trapezitaz); cf. the saying commonly ascribed to our 

Lord, 'Be expert bankers' -- i.e. trustworthy and skilled in detecting 
counterfeits. 

• A specialized class of money-changers officiated in the Temple precincts, 
probably in the Court of the Gentiles, called kollybistai (Mt 21:12; Mk 11:15; 
Jn 2:15) or kermatistai (Jn 2:14). The former title derived from a word of 
Semitic origin denoting exchange-rate or commission; the latter would, 
strictly speaking, relate to a dealer in small change. 

• The trade arose from the fact that money for the Temple, including the 
obligatory half-shekel (Ex 30:13; cf. Mt 17:24, and see E. Schiirer, HJP, 2, 
1978) had to be in Tyrian standard coin, with its high level of silver purity, 
and not in the current Roman standard. A surcharge was made (Mishnah 
tractate Sheqalim, passim) and the way opened for various malpractices 
(add passages in HHT on Mt 21:12 to those in SB). 

• The Lord's cleansing of the Temple included the overthrow of the counters 
of these dealers at the (doubtless highly lucrative) Passover season. 
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NT tax collectors
• After that He went out and noticed a tax collector named Levi sitting in the 

tax booth, and He said to him, "Follow Me.“ (Lk 5:27)
• During his ministry, Jesus did many things which went against the grain of 

His culture. One which greatly angered the conservative Jews was His 
willingness to associate at meals with publicans and other recognised 
sinners. This fellowship with publicans especially was galling to the Jewish 
religious leadership because of the publicans’ involvement in collecting 
Roman taxes.

• Publican Used by AV. The term "publican" actually refers to a class of men 
who contracted for a variety of state projects among which was collecting 
taxes within the various Roman provinces. The publicans, usually being 
Romans, did not do the actual gathering of taxes. Rather, they hired 
members of the native population to carry out that task. 

• Tax collector the Gk word telones is translated more accurately "tax 
collector." For this reason most modern EVV use the term "tax collector" 
rather than "publican." 

• The telones or tax collectors were lower than publicans. It is to this latter 
group that NT usually refers with one notable exception. Zacchaeus is 
referred to as an architelones or chief tax collector (Lk 19:2). 

• Zacchaeus, apparently, had achieved the actual status of publican, although 
he was Jewish and not Roman.



Money in Bible times 58

NT tax collectors
• During the NT period, Rome had two categories of taxes: 
• (a) direct taxation including regular taxes, e.g. poll tax paid by males over 14 

and females over 12 and the land tax. In an earlier period, these taxes had 
been  farmed out for collection. By the time of Christ these direct taxes were 
collected by the local Roman officials in each province.

• (b) indirect taxes  including a variety of tariffs on imported and exported 
goods and the collection of transportation tolls. These indirect taxes were 
farmed out to local telones to collect.

• The government usually awarded a 5-year contract in each province to the 
person who had the lowest bid, i.e., the collector who charged the lowest 
commission to collect the taxes. 

• In theory, the telones was allowed a fixed percentage based upon his bid. 
However, due to the nature of the bidding systems, many collectors were 
tempted to find other ways to add to their earnings.

• The 3 major stations for tax collecting in Israel were Caesarea, Capernaum, 
and Jericho. The taxes from the Capernaum area apparently went into the 
treasury of Herod Antipas while the others went to Rome. \

• It appears that the only area which had a chief tax collector (architelones) 
was Jericho. Zacchaeus held this post during the ministry of Jesus. 
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NT tax collectors (stigma)
• The work of the tax collector was somewhat similar to that of modern customs officials. He would 

be stationed in custom houses at some advantageous point along a major road or bridge. Those 
who travelled these routes would have to stop and allow their packages to be valued by the tax 
collector. A charge would then be made which often was quite arbitrary on the part of the collector. 
This fee would be collected along with tolls. 

• The telones of Jesus' day were naturally suspected of basic dishonesty as the nature of the tax-
farming system brought a temptation to corruption. It was easy to make extra money by 
exaggerating the value of merchandise. It also was quite possible for a wealthy merchant to slip a 
few coins to the collector to insure a low valuation of his goods.

• Extortion and bribery apparently were rampant. One only has to remember the confession of 
Zacchaeus and his promise to restore monies taken illegally to understand the status of the tax 
collector. In the rabbinic literature tax collectors usually are mentioned together with robbers. Even 
secular writers such as Cicero and Livy commented on the unsavoury nature of the profession of  
tax collecting.

• The tax collectors of Israel were also accused of committing crimes against their religion, their 
state, and their racial heritage. The nature of the taxes collected by these telones was viewed as 
being immoral and against the laws of God. Thus anyone who collected these monies could be 
considered an enemy of God Himself and a vile sinner.

• Others viewed the tax collector as a traitor strictly in the political sense. Israel was under Roman 
domination and there was a mood of revolution in the land during the time of Christ. Anyone seen 
cooperating with the Romans was viewed as a traitor to the nation. Tax collectors were particularly 
visible agents of the government and were encountered very often in day to day living. Also, the 
taxes they collected were a constant reminder that the people were not free in their own land.

• Another stigma attached to the tax collectors was their constant association with Gentiles. 
According to the common beliefs of that day, this made them ceremonially unclean. Too, anyone 
associating with them would be unclean. This made it almost impossible for the tax collector to 
have any close friends from “respectable” society. Thus, they tended to associate with unsavoury 
characters, which even further hurt their reputation. 
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NT tax collectors (stigma)
• This hatred of tax collectors led to their exclusion from many parts of Jewish 

life.  Obviously they would be unwelcome at social and religious occasions. 
In addition they and members of their families were restricted from holding 
communal offices. 

• Their testimony was not considered 'valid in a court of law. 
• Most respectable Jews found it moral to lie and cheat these tax collectors in 

the same way that one would attempt to thwart the efforts of a common 
robber to steal property.

• It is easy to see why Christ's association with these people resulted in such 
a furore. Yet Christ never condoned the methods used by the tax collectors. 
Rather, He knew their sinful condition (see Mt 5:46; 9:10-13). 

• On the other hand, He did seem to enjoy their unpretentious nature and 
openness against the self-righteous attitudes of the Pharisees. 

• Also, He showed Himself to be more than willing to accept a repentant tax 
collector. This can be seen in His conversation with Zacchaeus and His 
calling of Levi. For Christ, even the outcast of His society was welcome.


