A Numismatic Kit for Religious
Education Teachers by Peter E. Lewis
ECENTLY a woman who teaches
Religious Education at a school in
Brisbane suggested to me that having
some coins from the time of Jesus might
stimulate the students’ interest in the
subject of Christianity. Unlike the ancient
Greco-Roman religion and some other
religions which are mythological, Christianity is historically based, i.e. Jesus
really did live in the land that is known
today as Israel and was crucified in
about 30 CE. Therefore historical artefacts can be used to throw light on his life
and times, and coins can be particularly
useful in this regard.
The relevant coins are small and fairly
common, but they convey information
in a whole range of areas: government,
art, language, etc. Moreover, the people
who lived at the time of Jesus actually
handled these coins and for all sorts of
purposes: buying food, paying wages,
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paying taxes, etc. This raises the whole
idea of imagination, because when a person holds one of these coins in his or her
hand there is a tangible connection to
the people who lived at that time and
witnessed the events recorded in the
gospels. Possible scenarios spring to
mind; for example, if it is a small bronze
coin minted in Jerusalem one can be the
poor widow who put two such coins in the
temple treasury. (Figure 1) If it is a silver
denarius with the head of Tiberius on the
obverse, one can be the man who showed
a similar coin to Jesus. (Figure 2).
With these considerations in mind it
was an easy task to select ten coins to
be in a numismatic kit to be used by
Religious Education teachers or school
chaplains. Fortunately suitable coins are
readily available and affordable because
in recent decades metal detectors have
been extensively used in Europe and the

Middle East and large numbers of ancient coins have been found. Obviously
very valuable coins should not be put in
the kit, but they need not be high-grade
examples. There is a big difference in
price between an EF example and a worn
aF example, but the worn example might
actually be more effective in stimulating
the students’ imagination. Low-grade
coins are suitable providing the main
features are discernible even with a little
difficulty, but the ruler’s head should be
fairly clear because seeing an image of
the actual person (e.g. the Emperor Tiberius) does fire the imagination.
The following description of the numismatic kit should give you an idea of what
it is all about. The number and types of
coins could, of course, vary depending on
what is available. The ten coins selected
fit into a cardboard parcel that can be
posted to the school and returned after
a month or so. How the teachers actually
use the coins would depend on their way
of teaching, but having the students in
small groups would enable each student
to hold the coins and see them up close.
The coins are in the usual cardboard
holders (Figure 3) but to intensify the
experience there could be one large coin
not in a holder. Each student could hold
it in the palm of the hand, feel its weight
and imagine going to buy something in
ancient times. Where would they go and
what would they buy? A sestertius is a
large heavy coin and a low-grade example
would be good for this purpose. (Figure 4)
Ideally the numismatic kit should
include a USB with a brief PowerPoint
presentation illustrating the coins and
including some basic information such
as a map of the kingdom of Herod the
Great who ruled in Jerusalem from 40 to
4 BCE. In Figure 5 there is such a map
showing how the kingdom was divided
between his sons: Archelaus inherited
Judaea, Antipas inherited Galilee and
Perea, and Philip the tetrarch inherited
the region north of the Sea of Galilee.
All are mentioned by name in the Bible.
Coin 1 (Figure 6) is a small bronze coin
of Herod the Great. Jesus was probably
born in about 5 BCE.
Coin 2 (Figure 7) is a bronze coin of
Herod Archelaus who ruled Judaea
from 4 BCE to 6 CE. He is mentioned in
Matthew 2:22 and indirectly in Jesus’
parable in Luke 19:14. He was a cruel
ruler and the Jews asked the Roman
emperor Augustus to get rid of him,
which he did in 6 CE making Judaea a
part of the Roman Empire.

Figure 1 – The poor widow being observed by Jesus. Mark 12:42. (A picture in ‘The Bible
panorama, or The Holy Scriptures in picture and story’ by William A. Foster (1891) with colour
added. Wikimedia Commons)

Coin 3 (Figure 8) is a bronze coin of
Herod Antipas who plays a major role
in the story of Jesus as recorded in the
gospels. Antipas built a new capital on

the shore of the Sea of Galilee and called
it Tiberias in honour of the Roman
emperor Tiberius. The coins of Philip the
tetrarch are rare and valuable and are
not included in the kit.
Coin 4 (Figure 9) is a large bronze coin
of Tiberius who was the Roman emperor
when Jesus was crucified. It was minted
in Rome in 35 CE. It was chosen for the
kit because of the realistic portrait which
is like the marble busts of Tiberius made
when he was alive. He really looked like
that! Coins of the Roman emperors
before about 300 CE usually show realistic images of the emperor.
Coin 5 (Figure 10) is a large bronze coin
of Augustus who was the Roman emperor
from 28 BCE to 14 CE. He was the emperor when Jesus was born. The coin was
minted at Antioch in Syria from the time
of Publius Quinctilius Varus who was
the Roman governor of Syria from 6 to 4
BCE. It was in Antioch that the followers of Jesus were first called Christians.
The reverse of this coin has been badly
struck (the SC should be in a circle) and
such defects greatly reduce the value of
coins, but they are still useful for educational purposes.
Coin 6 (Figure 11) is a bronze coin of
Pontius Pilate who was the Roman governor of Judaea from 26 to 36 CE. He
ordered that Jesus be crucified. Although
a cruel ruler he respected the Jewish
law that forbad the use of human images,
and on his coins he does not have the
image of Tiberius but symbols referring
to him.

Figure 2 – Jesus is shown a denarius. Mark 12:15. (A copper-plate engraving made in 1752)

Coin 7 (Figure 12) is a bronze coin of
King Agrippa I (37 – 44 CE) who ruled
an area equal to the kingdom of Herod
the Great who was his grandfather.
Agrippa features in the Book of Acts
which deals with the early history of
Christianity. Like Pontius Pilate he did
not put human images on his coins and
he refers to himself by a fringed umbrella which was held high over royal
persons in the region at that time.

Figure 3 – A coin in a coin-holder.

Figure 4 – A brass sestertius of Claudius minted at Rome in 42 CE (Sear 1850). Claudius is mentioned in the Book of Acts. There are deep cuts on the obverse and the coin is so worn that the
reverse is almost blank. It has been counter-stamped NCAPR, which probably stands for Nero
Caesar Augustus Populo Romano. It is 35 mms in diameter and weighs 27 grams.

Coin 8 (Figure 13) is a silver denarius
of Tiberius minted at Lugdunum in
Gaul. It is commonly thought to be the
Tribute Penny, the coin held by Jesus
when he made his famous statement,
“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to
God what is God’s.” Although these coins

are common they are usually overpriced
because of the Jesus connection, but the
denarius included in the kit is partly
corroded on the obverse and not particularly valuable.
Coin 9 (Figure 14) is a silver didrachm
(two drachms) minted at Tyre in Phoenicia. According to the Book of Exodus
in the Old Testament (Exodus 30:13)
every Jewish man was required to pay
half a shekel annually for the upkeep of
the temple in Jerusalem, and in Jesus’

time the half-shekel corresponded to the
didrachm of Tyre. In Matthew’s gospel
it is recorded that Jesus and Peter
paid the temple tax together with a
tetradrachm (four-drachms). The tetradrachms looked like the didrachms and
were also minted at Tyre.
Coin 10 (Figure 15) is a small bronze
coin of Alexander Jannaeus who was
the king of Israel from 104 to 76 BCE.
His small bronze coins circulated for
many years after his death and the

Figure 7 – Bronze coin of Herod Archelaus. Obverse: anchor with ‘Herod’ in Greek.
Reverse: ‘ethnarch’ in Greek in a wreath. (Hendin 1193)

Figure 5 – Map showing the territories ruled
by the sons of Herod the Great. (Wikimedia
Commons)

Figure 8 – Bronze coin of Herod Antipas. Obverse: a reed with ‘Herod Tetrarch’ in Greek. Reverse:
‘Tiberias’ in Greek in a wreath. (Hendin 1201) Tiberias was his new capital on the shore of the
Sea of Galilee and reeds grew there.

Figure 6 – Bronze coin of Herod I. Obverse: anchor with ‘King Herod’ in Greek. Reverse: a caduceus (magic wand of Mercury) between
cornucopias. (Hendin 1188)

Figure 9 – Bronze as of Tiberius. Obverse: head of Tiberius with his titles. Reverse: a winged caduceus between S and C (Senatus Consulto means ‘by decree of the Senate’). (Sear 1771) A sestertius was worth 4 asses, and a denarius was worth 4 sestertii.

smallest of them was probably the Widow’s Mite. The poor widow gave two of
these coins to the temple in Jerusalem.
(Figure 1) Christian coin collectors should
follow the widow’s example and give a
numismatic kit to their local schools.
Followers of other religions should

consider doing the same. It would be a
useful resource for Religious Education
teachers and school chaplains.
Most Australian coin collectors collect
Australian pennies. (To my mind nothing could be more boring.) But a large
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Figure 12 – Bronze coin of King Agrippa I. Obverse: umbrella with
‘King Agrippa’ in Greek. Reverse: three ears of grain. (Hendin 1341)

Figure 10 – Bronze coin of Augustus minted at
Antioch. Obverse: head of Augustus. Reverse:
large SC in a wreath. (RPC I 4247)

Figure 13 – Denarius of Tiberius. Obverse: head of Tiberius.
Reverse: seated woman, usually thought to be Tiberius’ mother, Livia. (Sear 1763)
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Figure 11 – Bronze coin of Pontius Pilate
minted in Jerusalem in 29 CE. Obverse: a ladle
used by priests for libations, with ‘Tiberius
Caesar’ in Greek. Tiberius was also the Roman
high priest. Reverse: three ears of grain with
‘Julia Caesar’ in Greek. Tiberius’ mother, Livia,
was also called Julia, and Caesar was her surname. (Hendin 1341)
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number collect ancient coins and most
of these collectors would have some lowgrade coins from the time of Jesus, like
the coins described in this article. These
coins just sit in a cupboard and are rarely
looked at by the collector because he
has better examples or other coins of
more interest to him. He should consider
putting some of these coins to work, i.e.
being used for educational purposes. He
could easily form a numismatic kit, contact the local school and offer to lend the
coins to the Religious Education teachers
or school chaplains.
The Centre for Coins, Culture and
Religious History is a non-profit organization. Its mission is to promote a deeper
understanding of the role of Christianity,
along with other religions, in the development of our global human community
through the conservation, exhibition,
study and publication of coins, manuscripts, icons and other items relevant
to religious history. The director of the
Centre is keen to promote the use of
tangible objects in religious education.
The website is https://cccrh.org
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Figure 14 – Didrachm of Tyre. Obverse: Heracles (Hercules) wearing a laurel wreath.
Reverse: an eagle. (RPC I 4703)

Figure 15 – Widow’s Mite, a small bronze coin of Alexander Jannaeus. Obverse: star.
Reverse: anchor with ‘King Alexander’ in Greek. (Hendin 1150)
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