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A tetradrachm of Syracuse from 405-400 BC appears at top left
of our October cover. The image en the caln Is that of the nymph,
Arethusa. The coin features in Dr Peter Lewis's story, “Obols of Larissa”
beginning on page 34 (image © Numismatica Ars Classica). The 50c coin
at top right is part of the Royal Australlan Mint's “Australia at War"
sories. This coin commmemorates the very impartant contribution made
by Australia to the Emplre Alr Tralning Scheme during World War [I
(Image courtesy of and & Royal Australian Mint). At bottom left is the
Perth Mint'"s new 40.60 mm sllver bullion coin featuring Dr Stuart Deviin's
classic Red Kangaroo design. Previously the design has been rastricted
1o Perth's gold bullion issues (image courtesy of and @ the Perth Mint).
The highly recagnisable image of Wollgang Amadeus Mozart appears on
the face of the partial banknote at bottom right. The note is Austria’s 5000

Schilling Issue of 1989, Oddly, to date it s the only Austrian banknote
commemorating the lagendary composer (image courtesy www ha.com).



The Tribute Penny-

- THE ‘DENARIUS’ DEBATE CONTINUES &

by Walter C. Holt, MA. (Anc. Hist.) and Rev. Peter R. Dunstan, BbTBD

pp.22-28. (www.celator.com)

of same {CAB 17.2, March 2014, p.53).

their very kind permisgion to reproduce this article as it appears here,

.,

The original version of this article was written several years ago, first appearing L &

in The Celator, Journal of Ancient and Medieval Coinage (U.8.A.), 20.10 (October 2006, 1 b
-

It is reproduced here, with some minor editing and updating, both in response to Stesle ‘\‘ ,
Waterman’s commenta in the letters section of this magazine (CAB 17.4, May, 2014, ‘
p.62), and to address matters raised in a recently published book and a subsequent review % =

With thanks to Mesars. Kerry Wetterstrom and Wayne Sayles from The Celator for ~

’A_,.p-"

H“L"m._a‘ﬂr“

N recent decades there has been considerable debate over the

identity of the coin that has come to be known as the Tribute
Penny.' This was the coin which, aceording to the Gospels in the
names of Matthew, Mark and Luke, was brought to the charac-
ter of Jesus of Nazareth at his request when he had been asked
for his opinion on the issue of paying taxes to Caesar.

The purpose of this article is to reflect on both the available num-
ismatic and documentary (ie: Biblical) evidence and so attempt to
develop a more certam identifieation of t.hu com in questmn

Tiberiug Silver Denarius (RIC Lugdunum 30)
Image courtesy of CNG, ex R. Hansen collection.

The Tribute Penny has, most commonly, been identified as a
silver denarius of Tiberius (14-37 CE), the Roman Emperor who
reigned at the time of the gospel story. This proposed identifica-
tion of the coin goes back to at least 1589.1

Other suggestions include, in a proposed order of likelihood,
one of the most common silver denarii of Augustus, who reigned
from 27 BCE-14 cE (that with the grandsons of Augustus, the
young Caesars Caius and Lucius on the reverse), or possibly
even one of the contemporary silver provincial coins issued in
the region local to the stated events, particularly those struck
at the nearby mint of Antioch.™

The hiblical texts concerning the identity of the Tribute Penny
are located in three separate, but related passages within the
Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke. These are summarised and
reproduced here:"

Show me the money for the tax (literally: “coin of the Census"),
and they brought him a denarius. (“em Seidute pot o Vool Tou
KTjvaol. o1 8s mpoanveykay avtm devaplov”), And Jesus said to them,
“Whose likeness and inscription is this? "They said ‘Caesar’s. Then
he said to them, render therefore to Caesar the things that are
Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God's.” (Matthew 22:19-21).
Bring me a denarius, and let me look at it. And they brought one
(“prpets pov Sevamoy e o oo 8e nveykay”). And he said to them,
“Whose likeness and inseription is this?” They said to him, ‘Cae-
sar’s’ Jesus said to them, "Render to Caesar the things that are
Caesar’s and to God the things that are God's” (Mark 12:15-17).
Show me a denarius (“8afute por devapov”), “Whose likeness and
inscription has it?” They said Caesar’s.’ He said to them, “Then
render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the
things that are God’s”, (Luke 20:24-25).

As may be seen in the above texts, each of the three gospels
explicitly states that the particular coin brought to, or shown to
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Jesus that day in Jerusalem was a denarius, with each text un-
ambiguously using the Greek form of the coin’s Latin name
(denarius = dzvapiov). Matthew gives the added information that
Jesus, when initially asked about paying taxes, asks for “to vopiuspia
tov kvaon™ (the coin of the Census). Crucially, however, Matthew
then clearly records that what was brought to Jesus was not just
any coin, but a Roman denarius (Sevapiov). It is the use of this exaet
term, Sevapiov, in all three texts that is perhaps most significant.
The later Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, although considered apoe-
ryphal and probably produced in the late 2" century CE, also
records this story but with the noteworthy, although quite un-
likely variation that the coin brought to Jesus was made of gold:

They showed Jesus a gold coin and said to him, “The Roman
emperor’s people demand taxes from us.” He said to them, “Give the
emperor what belongs to the emperor, give God what belongs to
God, and give me what is mine.” (Logion 100)."

This translation may be a little misleading as it tranzlates
the Coptic word AYNOYB as “a gold coin” (other translations
read “a gold piece”). Reference to W.E. Crom’s “A Coptic Dictionary”
(Oxford 1939) reveals that the root word NOYB ig in fact the
waord for “gold”, but also notes that the word can instead mean
“money” or simply “a coin”.

As gold coinage was used primarily for larger transactions, and
not for general market place purchases, we really should not
conflate these two possible meanings. There is very little chance,
if any at all, that it could have been a “gold” coin as indicated.
In this case we should accept that the intended meaning was
more in line with the earlier writings, which this text apparently
used as its source material (predominantly Luke and Matthew).

Consequently, a more feasible translation of Thomas may in-
stead be read to begin: “They showed Jesus a coin ...”.

Modern scholarship has established the Gospel of Thomas as
a significantly later retelling of this story, written some 150 or
more years after the stated events. With its obvious reliance
upon, and additions to, the earlier versions, along with its lack
of clarity regarding the identity of the actual coin it is therefore
a text that can, realistically, have little additional bearing on the
question of the identity of the precise coin Jesus held.

Little, except that if the original meaning was that the coin
was made of gold, then it only gerves to enhance the argument
that it must have been a Roman coin as there are no gold coins
from this period which have both the portrait and name of an
emperor, or “Caesar”, that are not Roman."!

The alternative translation of simply “a coin” seems most
appropriate and is preferred here, and the possibility of that coin
being gold should be firmly rejected. As a result of this, Thomas,
ag an additional source for this matter, adds little or nothing to the
veracity of the original stories, and although worthy of considera-
tion it can therefore be safely disregarded as a supporting reference,

Maost current theological studies have accepted that Mark's
gospel was the first to be written.,'l Whether the writers of
Matthew and Luke had Mark's gospel before them when they
wrote their own versions, and if so, to what extent they may
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have been influenced by it, continues to be the subject of consid-
erable debate, Similarly with the influence of the so-called “Q
document”.

Mark’s Gospel cannot be any earlier than the period between
about 67 and 70 cE, around the time of the “First Jewish Ravolt”
and the Siege of Jerusalem, as it makes several indirect references
to some of those events. That does not rule out the possibility that
it could have been written some significant time later. Matthew
is believed to have been written around ten or more years after
Mark, and well after the fall of Jerusalem, a date around 80-90 cE
gains modern acceptance. The Gospel of Luke perhaps a further
ten or twenty years after that, with a date prior to about 100 c
considered to be generally suitable (though dates as late as 120
CE have also been proffered with varying levels of support).

=
-

Lugdunum

Whatever the actual dates of composgition, ancient church tra-
dition claims that Mark’s primary source was the apostle Peter.
Mark, it is thought, was written for a predominantly Roman au-
dience. Luke, as a colleague of Paul, was believed to have been
written for a primarily Greek audience, whereas ancient tradi-
tion asserts that the gospel of Matthew at least owes its origins
to the tax-collector come apoztle Matthew, whose core audience
was believed to have been Jewish,

There is also the suggestion that Matthew was originally
written in Aramaic, however, no earlier Aramaic copy of Matthew’s
gospel has yet been discovered, if such a tome exists (or ever
existed )™ This is worth bearing in mind, as knowing the intended
audience for such writings is often as important as knowing the
writer.

“.. they each knew their denarii from their drachmae.”

It iz apparent that the writers of all three Gospels understood
that their readers, whether Roman, Greek or Jewish, were all
familiar with the term “Ssvapiov” as well as the concept of what
a denarius was.

Importantly, they each used that specific word above all oth-
ers. It was a term used not merely because it was a word that
wasg familiar to each of their intended audiences, just as the
word ‘penny’ was used in the KJV, but because the particular
coin brought to, shown to and held by Jesus in the texts was in
fact a Roman denarius.

There is also an etymological connection, as the Latin word
denarius later hecame the Medieval denier and dinar, which be-
came the English ‘penny’. So even this use of the term “penny”
is effectively confirming the earlier word “denarius”.

Rome’s influence by this time was undeniably widespread,
from Spain in the west, toward India in the eaat. This coin’s de-
nomination, name and identity was known across the empire
and was so well known as to become ineorporated into the lin-
gua franca of the region (i.e. Greek).

To support this notion further, elsewhere in the Gospels of
Matthew and of Luke there are explicit and specific references
to other Greek coin denominations, including: Aentoa(lepta),
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d16paypa (didrachma), Spaypoddrachma), crampadstater), and
toasvovd talent).”

Since Luke refers to both 8paypoid 15:8 and 15:9) and 8evapi
(10:36 and 20:24) it simply must be the case that the writer was
acutely aware of the differences. Luke also refers to the Roman
denomination ascupuovdassarion; 12:6) as does Matthew (10:29).
Matthew likewise refers to both Si6poyume(17:24) and Sevopu
(18:28, 20:2, 20:9-10, 20:13, and 22:19) and clearly identified
them as different coins and denominations. They both also refer to
the Roman quadrans (koépaving (Luke 12:42 and Matthew 5:26),

With this in mind it becomes obvious that there was a clear
distinetion in the individual writer’s minds between a denarius,
that very Roman of coins, and a drachma or any other denomi-
nation of Greek coin.

The writers were not merely offering a familiar and simple
term for a coin, as was the case with the King James Version (KJV)
of the Bible (c.1611 cE) which translated the Greek Sevapoy’ into
the equivalent English coin of that time (the silver “penny”). All
three of them were writing for an audience that knew which coin
was which. It is abundantly apparent that they each knew their
denarii from their drachmae.

Schurer® records that Roman Taxation, and especially the
poll tax, had to be paid with coing bearing Caesar’s portrait, while
the temple tax had to be paid in the coinage of Tyre (Phoenicia),
hence the presence of money changers in the outer court of the
Jerusalem Temple. What were the money changers doing if not
changing Roman denarii for Tyrian shekels?

FPhoenician Shekel of Tyre (Yr 126=1 BCE/1 CE)
Image courtesy of CNG, Auction 96 lot 557 (RPC 4650).

Of course there must have been other coins that were being ex-
changed there as well, but with Jerusalem you have a place which
has a large number of visiting travelers and particularly religious
pilgrims. This gathering of people from across the empire together
with a requirement for a tax in one currency and a requirement,
for offerings to be paid in another would indicate that the money
changers would be changing all sorts of currency just as is done in
many airports, banks and other international market places today.

The presence of pilgrims in Jerusalem, at Passover especially,
geems to have been to some extent overlooked in the debate over
the identity of the Tribute Penny. Until its destruction by the Ro-
mans in 70 CE the Jerusalem Temple, and thus Jerusalem, was
a place of annual pilgrimage (much like Rome and the Vatican
is for Catholics, Mecea is for Muslims, the Ganges for Hindus,
ete,), and still today it remains so for many faiths.

Under the Old Testament and Levitical Laws, observant Jews
were obligated to make an annual pilgrimage to the Jerusalem
Temple for Passover (as well as for Shavuot and Sukkot) and as
Acts 2:8-11 records, Jews travelled from Rome and all over the
known world to Jerusalem at Pasgover. There had been a signif-
icant Jewish population in Rome from at least the time of Pompey's
triumph in 62 BCE. Pompey had released his Jewish captives
after his triumph and they and their families had settled and
remained in Rome until the decree of Claudius (41-54 cg) forced
their departure.

There were other large Jewish populations throughout the em-
pire. The diaspora etretched as far west as Gaul and Spain, and
to many of the major metropolises including Ephesus, Athens,
Aphrodisias, and Alexandria, to name but a few. Conceivably,
they all could have used Roman currency (ie: denarii, ete.) in
their everyday lives in and around these cities, and also to fund
their travel to, and lodgings in, Jerusalem.
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Phoenician Half-ghekel of Tyre (Yr 1569=33/4c8)
Image courtesy of CNG, MBS 96 lot 558 (RPC 4693),

Pilgrims, upon venturing to the Temple at Passover, would pay
their annual temple tax of a half-shekel each. They would have
changed their Roman coins into the currency acceptable to the
temple treasury at one of the many money changers that had,
on at least one oceasion, o offended Jesus (John 2:12-16).

These were the men who would gladly change a pilgrim’s less-
than-acceptable, non-Tyrian coinage (including Roman denarii)
into the acceptable Temple coinage for a set or negotiated fee.

Consequently, and quite apart from common trade, the markets
of Jerusalem had a readily available and independent source of
foreign currency, namely the coinage brought in by Jewish pilgrims,
from Rome and elsewhere. Those same places where Roman
denarii, including those issued by Tiberius, were undoubtedly
common and in daily use.

The Gospel accounts indicate that when Jesus agked the question
“whose likeness and whose inscription is this”" (apparently with the
coin in hand), the answer given is “Caesar’s”. Clearly the coin in
his hand was one which had a likeness (ie: portrait) and inseription
that was recognisable and known to both the speaker and audi-
ence, to be that of a “Caesar”.

It is in this reference to Caesar that there lies some ambiguity.
It iz more than likely to be a reference to the current ruling
emperor, Tiberius, than either his predecessor, Augustus, or the
deified dictator Julius Caesar, each of whom could properly be
referred to as “Caesar”, though for different reasons,

The recorded text excludes any possibility that the coin was
gither of the Tyrian denominations used for the temple tax
(shekel or half shekel = tetradrachm or didrachm) as neither of
these had a Caesar’s portrait or inseription. Nor, for that matter,
did any of the earlier Roman Republican denarii, should any of
those issues happen to be suggested, all of which demonstrably
lack both an appropriate portrait and suitable inseription.

Some of the silver Roman Provincial issues, including those
of nearby Antioch in Syria, did have the portrait of Augustus
and/or Tiberius, but thege were not denarii but the much larger
and more intrinsically valuable tetradrachme.

The writer of Matthew claims to have been at the Temple with
Jesus during the events in question, and also to have visitied
Antioch and was therefore well aware of what an Antiochene
tetradrachm was, The writer of Mark records Peter, who had also
claimed to have been present, and Luke claims to record eyewitness
testimony of others who had also claimed to have been there.

It therefore has to be explained why any of them would record
this coin as specifically being a denarius if that were not the
case. Especially as both Matthew and Luke elsewhere refer sev-
eral times to other Greek coins by their individual denomina-
tions in their accounts of other events.

Images courtesy of the Royal Australian Mint (RAM),

To put this into a context relevant to readers of this magazine,
it is like confusing a coin about the size of an Australian 5c piece
with a 20c¢ piece. It is at best highly implauszible.
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Tetradrachm of Tiberius & Augustus (RPC 4161)
Image courtesy of NAC, Auction 72, lot 1445,

A recently submitted candidate for the Tribute Penny is the
tetradrachm of Antioch that has the laureate portrait of Tiberius
on the obverse and the radiate portrait of the deified Augustus
on the reverse (RPC 4161).

Had this been the coin referred to in the texts, as exhorted by
Lewis, and more circumspectly by Abdy and Dowler, then a) the
question asked by Jesus would presumably have been in the plu-
ral, “whose portraits”, and b) the specific word “tetpadpaypa”
would have been stated somewhere in reference to this much
larger coin, exactly as had been done elsewhere within these
writings.

These tetradrachms of Tiberius and the deified Augustus are
now believed by several prominent numismatists to have been
struck not at Antioch, but instead at the more distant mint of
Tarsus,

Even if one does not choose to accept this most recent and up-
to-date research, then it has to be pointed out that not only was
this not the only type of silver coin struck at Antioch, it was not
the only large silver coin struck in the adjacent area. There were
several others (on both counts).

Those other eastern silver tetradrachms may be summarised
here (abbreviated): Syria, Antioch: RPC 4108 Augustus/Zeus;
RPC 4109-10 Tiberius/Zeus; RPC 4150 Augustus/Zeus; RPC
4151-60 Augustus/Tyche seated; Syria, Seleukeia: RPC 4328-9
Augustus/Fulmen; Syria, Laodikea: RPC 4381(-2) Augustus/
Bust of Tyche. Why not any of these others, each of which concords
with most or all of Lewis’ apparent criteria?

[NB: two other coins (Syria, Tarsus: RPC 4005 Tiberius/Livia
as Hera sealed; and Syria, Antioch: RPC 4162 Tiberius/Tyche
seated) have been dated to shortly after the commaonly accepted
dates of the events in question, and both can be immediately ex-
cluded on those grounds alone].

If not any of these, then why not? They appear to equally fit
the eriteria put forward by Lewis, and those few others who for
various reasons have aligned themselves with a similar view.

This raises some important questions as to why these authors
have singled out one particular issue (ie: RPC 4161), ahove all
of those others, for this unique distinetion.

Tiberius Tetradrachm of Antioch (?) (RPC 4109)
Image courtesy of H.D Rauch, Summer 2013, lot 501.

This is another issue presently attributed to the mint of Anti-
och (RPC 4109), but apparently overlooked by opponents of the
proposition that the coin should be a denarius (although it was
used to illustrate the book by Abdy and Dowler). Butcher now
associates this ‘Zeus’ group with the above RPC 4161.%" McAlee
follows Seyrig in suggesting that both groups were instead
struck at Tarsus*
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Augustus Tetradrachm of Seleukeia (Yr 115=6/TcE)
Image courtesy of Gemini IX (2012), lot 256.

If the word ‘Gevapov’ is going to be disregarded and consider-
ation instead directed toward one of the unstated “tetpadpaypua’
for this piece, then an explanation has to be put forward as to
why, for example, these alternative coin issues have been sum-
marily rejected.

Tiberius Silver Drachm of Cappadocia (RPC 3620)
Image courtesy of Kiinker 216 (2012) lot 783.

The mint of Caesarea in Cappadocia, some 800 km to the north,
also produced drachmae with the requisite portrait of Tiberius.
Whilst it was “the equivalent of the Latin denarius” in the East
no one has yet proposed that this may be the coin in question.

Matters nevertheless fall to the terms devapiov vs dpayue.
This mint was the only one to strike drachma for Tiberius, and
as for any earlier pieces struck under Augustus, they are few in
number and struck at mints much farther to the Wast (in Thrace,
and in south-western Asia Minor).

Augustus Tetradrachm of Antioch (RPC 4156, 2/1 BCE)
Image courtesy of CNG, MBS 60 lot 1293.

The large silver tetradrachms (equivalent to 3 denarii) of Au-
gustus from Antioch are generally uncommon at best (most are
known by only a few examples for each individual date of this
emission, but a couple of issues are known by up to about thirty
examples, RPC 4150 and 4151-4160). The issues of Tiberius are
especially rare with only three examples recorded of each of the
two known variants.*

That first Tiberian issue, RPC 4161, iz not dated (although
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RPC assigned il to “probably near the beginning of the reign™!!)
and the second issue, which has Tiberius on the obverse and the
Tyche of Antioch with the river-god Orontes on the reverse (RPC
4162), has been dated to 35/6 CE, which is after the crucifixion
of Jesus and simply cannot be the coin referred to. Neither of
these coins has been recorded as ever being found in Jerusalem,
or lsrael for that matter, and today both are considered to be ex-
tremely rare.

Lewis, in arguing against the Tiberius denarius, states: “it
is very unlikely that Jesus would have called for an object bear-
ing an image of the emperor, especially in the precincts of the tem-
ple, because such images were forbidden in Jewish law”.
However, the same writer instead proposes the dual-portrait
Tiberius/Augustus tetradrachm (RPC 4161). In doing so he is
extraordinarily and paradoxically suggesting a coin that has not
one, but fwo of these supposedly ‘forbidden’ graven images. ™
In the same article that writer fully acknowledges that the tem-
ple tax was to be paid in coin with unambiguously graven im-
agery (ie: Melgart/Eagle), the Tyrian shekels.

For centuries the conventional identity of the Tribute Penny
has been a silver denarius of the Emperor Tiberius (14-37 CE).
It was struck at the Lugdunum (Lyons) mint, and shows the por-
trait of Tiberius and “his inscription” on the obverse “TI CAESAR
NIV AVG F AVGVETVE", The reverse bears a figure of Livia seated
and the inscription “PoNTIF MAXIM” (no less than three variants
have been recorded, perhaps as many as five: RIC 26, 28 and
30).* This was the one type of denarius that was issued in great
numbers continuously throughout the twenty-three years of his
reign. His other type of denarius (Rev: Triumphal quadriga, RIC
4) was only struck briefly at the beginning of his reign and re-
mains quite rare.

The primary objection to this identification is the claim that
no Imperial denarii have been found in any recorded coin hoard
discovered in or near Israel/Palestine that can be dated to a time
prior to the Jewish War of 86-70 cE. Note that there are three
qualifiers: 1) that the coin has to have been found in a hoard

65



context; 2) that the hoard has to have been found in this partic-
ular area; and 3) that the hoard must also date to a time prior
to ¢.66-70 CE.

The consequent argument is that Tiberian denarii had
therefore not found their way into the Eastern parts of the
Roman Empire in time for Jesus to have been given one at the
Jerusalem Temple some time between 27 o and 33 cE.

There have been some 152 coin hoards found in or near
Palestine of which only 15 contain coins minted before 60 cE and
only 8 of these contained silver coinage.™ None of these hoards
contained a Tiberius denarius,

It is noteworthy that one of the Qumran hoards (buried
about 9 BCE and discovered in 1955) included 6 mid-1st century
BCE Republican denarii amongst a total of 561 silver coins (the
and Tyrian shekels).*

Augustus Silver Denarius (RIC Lugdunum 207)
Image courtesy of CNG, ex R. Hansen collection,

Another significant hoard of about 4500 silver coins (buried
about 67 ¢k and found at Mt. Carmel in 1960) comprised pre-
dominantly of Shekels of Tyre mainly dating from 40 BCE to 53
CE (most 20-53 cE). Importantly, however, it also included some
160 Roman denarii of Augustus, all of which were the common
issue depicting Augustus on the obverse, and Caius and Lucius
" Caesars on the reverse (RIC 207ff.).

Leo Kadman™i suggested that this hoard was a shipment of
temple tax money from northern Palestine or beyond, the hoard
being buried when it was found that entry to Jerusalem and the
Temple was blocked by the besieging Roman Army. What then
are the implications of these Roman coins in a purported temple
tax hoard?

Whilst there is no hoard evidence supporting the existence of
denarii of Tiberius in Palestine, Roman denarii of both Augustus
(primarily the Caius & Lucius reverse coin) and particularly of
Tiberius have been discovered large numbers in hoards buried
far to the east of Israel/Palestine during the 1" century CE,
namely in India =i

This evidence, together with the discovery of the Republican
Denarii at Qumran mentioned above and the presence of the
Caius/Lucius Augustan denarii at Mt. Carmel, makes it diffieult
to sustain the claim that Roman denarii were absolutely not to
be found in Jerusalem at the time required for the Tribute
Penny to be a Roman Denarius. The discovery, again in India, of
a Gold Aureus of Tiberius in a burial site dated to the 1* century
oE**" is further evidence of the free and relatively rapid easterly
movement of Roman silver and gold coinage.

“Tiberius” Silver Denarius; Contemporary Indian Copy
(types as RIC 30) Image courtesy of CNG, E-318 lot 339,

Not only did these Roman coins circulate in places as far afield
as India, but they were also copied for use locally in trade. The
above example is based on a coin of Tiberius, but several others
with earlier prototypes are known, including those emulating
coing of Augustus (mostly with Caius & Lucius Caesares), and
even some which imitate late Republican examples.
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“No one states incontrovertibly that
they did not circulate at all.”

Whilst the recorded hoard evidence does not tend to indicate
thalt Roman silver denarii of Augustus and Tiberius circulated
in this area, it is nevertheless highly probable that they were,
in fact, to be found in Israel/Palestine in the early to mid c.1st
century CE.

This assessment is supported by significant anecdotal evi-
dence of otherwise unrecorded surface finds of Roman denarii
over the past decades, including this type of denarius of
Tiberius.® None of this takes anything away from the conclu-
sions of Brooks Levy and others, that these denarii “did not cir-
culate much in the Near East” % No one states incontrovertibly
that they did not circulate at all,

Why is it then that there are so few Tiberian and Augustan
denarii in the region of Judaea datable to an early first century
CE context? Perhaps they were not hoarded (they did bear
graven images afterall). Perhaps they were traded out of the re-
gion soon after their use or exchange, straight back to Rome for
instance, or used to buy items in trade from passing merchants.
Perhaps they were used to buy items from places where the local
Judaean coins were unacceptable for such foreign transactions.
Could this silver have been remelted as part of the bullion used
to strike the Judaean ‘first revolt’ coinage of 66-70 CE?

Perhaps there is a more contemporary reason: upon being
found by modern residents and farmers, and being unaware of
their numismatic, archaeological or historical value, they were
melted down for their bullion before getting to market or being
recorded and studied. Or more probably they have simply not
been specifically recorded when found locally (innocently or oth-
erwise) and have ended up on the market without any addi-
tional provenance.

Al least one Tiberian denarius has in fact been found in an
archaeological context, in Jerusalem. It was discovered in the
excavations carried out at the Southern Wall, in the late
1960°s.*i There was also an Augustan denarius found in the
same general area, and an Aureus of Tiberius as well.

It seems unreasonable to accept that these coins are to
be found much farther east, in fact throughout many of the
surrounding parts of the empire, and not, as is often claimed,
in the area of Judaea. The above excavation finds give clear
indication that they were to be found. Too many well respected
numismatists and academics have indicated that other local
surface/site finds of these coing are also known to exist (even
though each also generally concedes that none are necessarily
from a hoard related context).

In summing up: Firstly, one must be willing to accept each
of these Gospel stories as true, individually and collectively.
Secondly, if one accepts their veracity, consideration must be
directed to the uses within thosze texts of specific Greek and
Roman coin denominations. Thirdly, consider the specific terms
used and their use within their respective contexts. Fourthly,
having accepted the first point, is there reason for any, or addi-
tonal re-interpretation? If so, then detailed explanation must be
given as to why that should be, instead of accepting the texts as
they are presented. Lastly, with all of this in mind, what are the
most likely ecandidates for the coin in question?

Conclusion:

Based on the textual and numismatic evidence available, it
seems reasonahle to conclude that the well known Tribute
Penny of the gospels was in fact a Roman Denarius and not any
other Greek, Greek Imperial or Roman Provineial issue. Each
of the writers in question specifically uses the word “Gevapov” in
this context, and each also uses words that are other Greek de-
nominations in those contexts. They are consistent, and do not
offer any appearance of confusion with any of their respective
uses of the precise word “Gevapiov”.

As to exactly which Roman denarius was the one held by the
figure of Jesus in the biblical story, the situation will continue
to be legs than definite unleas more evidence comes to light or
further hoards or finds allow added clarification.
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The choice would seem to be limited primarily to two coins,
a Roman denarius of Tiberius, who was the reigning emperor at
this time, with the figure of Livia on the reverse; or one of the
many denarii of Augustus, of which the most likely contender
among these would be the common Caius & Lucius Caesar re-
verse denarius, as was found in significant numbers in the 1960
Mt. Carmel hoard. Both of these coin types have also been found
in excavations at the Southern Wall,

If we date the story to some time in the years 28-30 cE, as is
generally accepted, then Tiberius had been reigning for about
15 years, a period which would have allowed more than enough
time for the igsue proposed above to have made its way to
Jerusalem, in small numbers at the very least, whether through
trade or perhaps equally likely as a result of travellers and the
annual Passover pilgrimage.

Ultimately, for the coin in question to have been a Tiberius
denarius, there only needed to have been one single coin of this
type available on that particular day at the Temple in Jerusalem
(perhaps even ‘horrowed’ from one of the many moneychangers).

“Ultimately, ... there only needed to have been one single
coin of this type available on that particular day ...”

Consequently, if you want to be sure that you have a coin that
is of the type of an actual Tribute Penny then collect both a
Tiberius Denarius with the Livia reverse and an Augustus
denarius with the Caius and Lucius Caesars reverse. You will
then almost certainly possess the coin that was the subject of
these Biblical stories, a denarius roughly identical to the one
Jesus was shown and held and used to defeat the potentially
lethal question of his antagonists — and, although extremely un-
likely, nevertheless hyputhetlcally pnsmble the actual coin.

Tiberius Tetradrachm of Tarsus (dated to ¢.35/36CE)
Image courtesy of CNG, Triton XV (2012), lot 1418.

* All images have been slightly enlarged.
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