Detail of ‘The Sacrifice at Lystra’ by de Vries and Mostaert, 16th century.
(Wikimedia Commons)

YSTRA is a city of particular importance to Christians because it was
there that Saint Paul, the apostle to the
gentiles, was nearly stoned to death in
very dramatic circumstances. The whole
episode is recorded in the Bible in Chapter 14 of the Acts of the Apostles. Paul
and his companion, Barnabas, were on
their first missionary journey through
what is now southern Turkey when they
came to Lystra. (Figure 1 - map) It was
an insignificant town 30 kilometres
south-southwest of Iconium (modern
Konya), but it was a Roman colony and
as Paul was a Roman citizen he saw it
as a place of safety when he was threat-
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ened with ill-treatment and stoning in
Iconium.
When Paul and Barnabas arrived at
Lystra in 48 AD Paul began preaching
the Christian message, and listening to
him was a crippled man who crawled
about on the ground. (Figure 2) Paul
saw that the man believed what he was
saying and told him to stand up. When
the man stood up and began walking the
crowd saw it as a miracle and shouted
out in their Lycaonian language, “The
gods have come down to us in human
form.” Barnabas, who stood silently in
the background, they called Zeus, the
chief of the gods; and Paul, who did all

Figure 1 – Map of south-eastern Asia Minor in the 1st century AD.
(Detail of map in Historical Atlas by W.R. Shepherd, 1911. Wikimedia Commons)

the talking, they called Hermes, the messenger of the gods. The excited crowd
began to make preparations to welcome
these gods to their town. Actually their
response was not unexpected because,
according to a legend, Zeus and Hermes
had visited some local people in human
form and rewarded them for their hospitality. The priest of Zeus, whose temple
was just outside the city, was ecstatic
and brought bulls and garlands for the
people to sacrifice. When Paul and Barnabas realized what was going on they
were horrified and tore their clothes to
indicate their distress. This scene has
been depicted by many artists, including
the great Italian painter, Raphael, but

Figure 2 – ‘St Paul healing the cripple at Lystra’
by Karel Dujardin, 1663. (Wikimedia Commons)

one of the best and most accurate pictures
is a ‘magic lantern’ slide made in about
1900. (Figure 3) It shows the old priest
concentrating on performing the sacrifice
while an assistant holds a bull decorated
with a garland. The priest thinks he is
in the presence of the actual gods and
does not want to make any mistake in the
ritual. On his left children hold more
garlands, and the city gates are in the
background.
Paul and Barnabas tried to explain
that they were only human, but they
could not stop the crowd sacrificing until
some people arrived from Iconium and
convinced them that the strangers were
not gods. Unfortunately the crowd turned
nasty. They had been made to look foolish, and they were resentful and angry.
Some began to throw stones at Paul, and
soon everyone was doing it. One hit Paul
on the head, knocking him out. In their
disgust they dragged Paul’s apparently
lifeless body outside the city and left it,
thinking he was dead. After some time
Paul regained consciousness, and helped
by his companions he was able to get
up, and the next day they left for Derbe,
where Paul recovered from his injuries.
Eventually Paul returned to Lystra and
the people were converted to Christianity. The bishop of Lystra attended the
Council of Nicaea in 325 AD, as well as
other great councils of the Church. In a
way the old legend about divine visitation
had come true, but it was not Zeus and
Hermes who entered the city but the Holy

COIN 1 – Head of Augustus / man ploughing
with 2 bulls. 27 mms. (Collection of St John’s
Cathedral, Brisbane)

Figure 3 – Magic lantern slide showing the priest of Zeus sacrificing at Lystra. (Author’s collection)

Spirit entering the hearts and minds of
the people. In later centuries the town
began to decline, probably as a result of
the warfare accompanying the western
advance of Islam, and after the 13th century it was uninhabited. Today all that
remains of Lystra is a great mound of
earth. (Figure 4) Where all that frenetic
activity, shouting and excitement had
occurred is now a quiet, lonely place.
Lystra has never been excavated by
archaeologists, and virtually nothing is
known about it apart from what we can
learn from the coins. In 1972 Hans von
Aulock wrote an article in the journal
Chiron, in which he listed a number of
coins of Lystra, but since then some new
types have come to light and some in his
list have had to be deleted (his coins of
Trajan and Lucius Verus). Also there are
errors in the list on RPC Online. Today,
15 coin types are known to have been
struck at Lystra, and to gain an insight
into the life of the city they need to be
carefully considered. Therefore let us
look at each coin in turn, from the first
issued during the reign of Augustus (27
BC-14 AD) to the last issued during the
reign of Marcus Aurelius (161-180 AD).
They are all bronze coins, and because
Lystra was a Roman colony the legends
are in Latin not in the Greek that was
usual on the coins in the eastern part of
the Roman Empire. The coins are all very
rare and some are known by only one
specimen. The up-to-date list of coins

given here should supersede all previous
lists of Lystrian coins.
COIN 1 has the head of Augustus on the
obverse and a man ploughing with two
bulls on the reverse. It is appropriate that
bulls should appear on this first coin of
Lystra because bulls feature in the incident recorded in the Bible. The obverse
legend is IMPE AVGVSTI (of Imperator
Augustus). ‘Imperator’ means ‘commander’, and the English word ‘emperor’ is
derived from it. The reverse shows the
foundation ceremony for a Roman colony:
a Roman official or priest ploughs the
boundary line of the colony. Augustus
founded this colony probably in 25 BC but
the mature portrait of Augustus suggests a later date for the coin, perhaps
in the last decade of his reign. The coin
would have circulated in Lystra before
Paul’s visit. The reverse legend is COL
IVL FEL GEM LVSTRA (Lystra, the
twin, blessed, Julian colony). Augustus
made Lystra a Roman colony as a twin
to Pisidian Antioch, hence the word GEM
(Gemina = twin). Most examples of this
coin have a tiny cornucopia, symbolizing fertility and prosperity, behind the
emperor’s head.
COIN 2 has the head of Augustus on the
obverse and the goddess Ceres (known to
the Greeks as Demeter) on the reverse.
Ceres holds poppies and ears of corn over
an incense altar, and with her left hand

COIN 2 – Head of Augustus / Ceres enthroned. 19 mms.
There are only two known examples. (Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

she holds a cornucopia or torch. The word
on the reverse is CERERIS (of Ceres).
It is significant that this goddess should
be the first divinity to appear on the
coins of Lystra because she represented
agriculture and fertility. It supports the
idea that the town was an agricultural
centre. Actually a great Mother-goddess
had been worshipped in Asia Minor since
pre-historic times, and newcomers like
Tyche (Fortune) were assimilated to her.
Unlike the gods of the Greeks and the
Romans who were sky-gods and came
from above, the Mother-goddess inhabited the earth and the mountains, and
was essentially a nature goddess. There
is no indication on the coin that it came
from Lystra, but the legend CERERIS
COL LYSTRA appears on the reverse of
a similar coin (COIN 9) issued by Antoninus Pius (138-161 AD).
COIN 3 has the head of Titus (79-81
AD) facing left on the obverse and a helmeted bust on the reverse. Although the
bust is not named it is probably of Minerva (known to the Greeks as Athena).
Aulock thought it was of a soldier. Minerva was the daughter of Jupiter (known
to the Greeks as Zeus) and although
female she was a goddess of war. Bearing
in mind that Lystra was made a Roman
colony probably to be a defensive outpost
against the unruly tribes to the south
and west, it is appropriate that Minerva
should appear on this coin. Titus was the
general who won the Jewish war in 70
AD and there would have been Roman
soldiers garrisoned in Lystra as well as

COIN 3 – Head of Titus facing left / bust of Minerva. 20 mms. (Collection of St John’s Cathedral,
Brisbane)

COIN 4 – Head of Titus facing right / bust of
Minerva. 20 mms. (Auktionhaus H. D. Rauch,
Auction 90, Lot 388)

Figure 4 – The mound of Lystra today. (Image courtesy of Holylandphotos.org)

COIN 5 – Owl / club. 15 mms.
(Photocopy of image in Aulock)

COIN 6 – Head of Antoninus Pius / Minerva standing with altar. 25 mms.
(Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

Roman officials and veterans who had
settled there, so the coin would have
appealed to them. It indicates that the
town was coming more under Roman
influence. COIN 4 is similar but Titus
faces right.
COIN 5 has an owl on the obverse and a
club on the reverse. There is no indication
on the coin who the emperor is, but the
owl is the symbol of Minerva and as the
coin is about half the weight of Titus’s
Minerva coin, it is probably the half
denomination of it. The only letter that
is visible on the obverse is E and Aulock
suggested that it is the last letter in
MINERVAE (of Minerva), but it might
be the last letter in COLONIAE. The club
is the symbol of Hercules (known to the

COIN 7 – Head of Antoninus Pius / Minerva
standing without altar. 26 mms. (RPC Online,
Volume 4, 7262)

Greeks as Heracles). He was the son of
Jupiter by a mortal woman, and he was a
popular hero for the Greeks and Romans,
much like Superman and the other
superheroes today. In Greek mythology
he was aided by Athena in his adventures.
There is only one known specimen and
the only letters that can be clearly discerned on the reverse are LVSTR.
COIN 6 has the head of Antoninus Pius
(138-161 AD) on the obverse and the standing figure of Minerva on the reverse.
With her left hand she holds a spear
against which a shield leans. With her
right hand she holds a patera (a bowl for
making sacrifices) over a flame which
rises from a small altar. She is demonstrating how to make a sacrifice. The
priest in Figure 3 is doing exactly the
same. The patera might hold a small
amount of wine which is being poured
into the flames. The altars of Greek
temples were outside the temple as in
Figure 3. The legend on the reverse is
MINERVAE COL LVSTRA. COIN 7 is
similar but there is no altar. Minerva
stands holding a spear in her right hand
while supporting a shield with her left.
Both coins, of course, reflect the military
nature of the colony. Also they are evidence that buried somewhere in the
mound of Lystra there are the ruins of
a temple to Minerva.

COIN 8 – Bust of Antoninus Pius / eagle. 17
mms. (RPC Online, Volume 4, 7261)

COIN 8 has the bust of Antoninus Pius
on the obverse and an eagle on the reverse. The bust is double struck but to such
an extent that one wonders if the image
is meant to be the conjoined faces of Antoninus Pius and Hadrian. The obverse
legend is IMP CAES ANTONIN, and the
absence of AVG (Augustus) which appears on the other coins of Antoninus
Pius, suggests that the Augustus was
Hadrian. Antoninus Pius was Caesar
under Hadrian for only a few months in
138 AD. There is only one known specimen of this coin, but hopefully when
another is found, the question will be
answered. The eagle is the symbol of
Jupiter, and it confirms that there was a
temple of Jupiter in Lystra and that the
account in Acts is true.
COIN 9 is a coin of Antoninus Pius
with Ceres seated on the reverse as on
COIN 2. COIN 10 is a coin of Marcus

COIN 9 – Head of Antoninus Pius / Ceres enthroned. 28 mms.
(Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

COIN 11 – Head of Marcus Aurelius / wolf and twins. 18 mms.
(Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

COIN 10 – Head of Marcus Aurelius / man
ploughing with 2 bulls. 26 mms. (RPC Online,
Volume 4, 7266)

Aurelius, who was Caesar under Antoninus Pius from 139 to 161 AD, and on the
reverse there is a man ploughing with
2 bulls as on COIN 1. Why these types
were reproduced at this time is unknown.
Perhaps additional privileges had been
granted to the Roman colony of Lystra.

the great Mother-goddess of Asia Minor.
At Ephesus she was represented by a
statue with multiple breasts. Her replacing the war-like Minerva indicates that
the region was moving into a time of
peace. In the Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire, Edward Gibbon wrote,
“If a man were called upon to fix the
period in the history of the world, during
which the condition of the human race
was most happy and prosperous, he
would, without hesitation, name that
which lapsed between the death of Domitian to the accession of Commodus.”
This was from 96 to 180 AD, and it was
the period during which these coins were
minted. The Christians in Lystra would
also have benefitted from this time of
peace and prosperity to increase in numbers. It was a period of consolidation
for Christianity throughout the empire

COIN 13 has Faustina Junior, the wife
of Marcus Aurelius, on the obverse and
Tyche, the city goddess, who was also
known as Fortuna, on the reverse. Tyche
has a kalathos (basket) on her head and
holds a cornucopia and a rudder, which
refers to the course of the city’s history
being under the direction of fortune or
chance. COIN 14 has Faustina Junior
on the obverse and Marsyas on the reverse. He was a mythical character who
appealed to the Roman sense of humour.
He carried a skin full of wine and was
usually drunk. There was a statue of
him in the Forum in Rome, and Roman
colonies set up their own statues of Marsyas as an indication of their Romanness. Therefore, somewhere in the mound

COIN 12 – Bust of Marcus Aurelius / Diana with
torches. 27 mms. (Classical Numismatic Group,
Auction 54, Lot 1125)

COIN 13 – Bust of Faustina II /Tyche with rudder.
24 mms. (RPC Online, Volume 4, 7267)

although it was too early for Christian
symbols to appear on the coins.

COIN 11 is also a coin of Marcus Aurelius as Caesar. The obverse legend is
AVRELIVS CAESAR. On the reverse the
twins, Romulus and Remus, are being
suckled by a wolf. This relates to the
foundation myth of Rome. Having been
left to die in the forest the twins were
suckled by a wolf and subsequently founded the city of Rome. Their appearance
on this coin emphasizes that Lystra is a
Roman colony. In RPC Online, Volume
3, there is a coin (No. 2823) which has
been struck from the same dies but it has
been incorrectly attributed to Aelius,
who was Caesar under Hadrian from 136
until 1st January 138 AD when he died
of an acute illness. The reverse inscription is COLONIAE above the wolf and
LVSTRA in the exergue. For the example in Gorny & Mosch Auction 233 (Lot
2066) the inscription above the wolf has
been read incorrectly as COL AVG E.
COIN 12 has the bust of Marcus Aurelius as Caesar on the obverse and Diana
(known to the Greeks as Artemis) on the
reverse. She was a goddess of light, and
stands holding two long torches downwards. She was also concerned with fertility and hence was a manifestation of

COIN 14 – Bust of Faustina II / Marsyas. 20 mms. This coin is probably unique.
(Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

of Lystra there is a statue of Marsyas
waiting to be unearthed. There is a similar figure of Marsyas on a coin that
Marcus Aurelius minted at Pisidian
Antioch, which was the twin of Lystra.
COIN 15 has Faustina Junior on the
obverse and Tyche seated on a rock while
a river god swims at her feet. Lystra was
near the confluence of two streams that
flowed down from the mountains, and
such an image was appropriate for
Lystra, but it is a copy of the famous
statue that Eutychides made for the
city of Antioch in Syria. The people of
Tarsus had a copy made for their city
and it appeared on their coins. For the

people of Lystra to also have such an
expensive statue in their city indicated
that they were a wealthy community.
Unfortunately general persecution of
Christians began during the reign of Trajan Decius (249-251 AD) and continued on
and off until the emperor Constantine
himself became a Christian in 312 AD.
Being a Roman colony it is likely that the
Christians in Lystra did suffer persecution. However, when a man today holds
a coin of Lystra in his hand there is a
good chance that it was held by a Christian during that happy time when
Christianity was growing in the Roman
Empire.
✩ ✩ ✩

COIN 15 – Bust of Faustina II /
Tyche with river god. 21 mms. (RPC Online,
Volume 4, 7268)

