Ruins of Bethsaida (Wikimedia Commons). Overlay: Coin found at Bethsaida.

ETHSAIDA was a town at the northern end of the Sea of Galilee (Figure
1 – map). Today there are only stone ruins
at the site, which is in the form of a low
hill (Figures 2 and 3). But Bethsaida is an
important place for Christians because
some of Jesus’ disciples, including Peter,
came from there (John 1:44) and Jesus
himself performed miracles there. According to Mark’s Gospel, Jesus healed a
blind man at Bethsaida (Mk 8: 22-26).
According to Luke’s Gospel, Jesus and
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his disciples “withdrew by themselves to
a town called Bethsaida, but the crowds
learned about it and followed him. He
welcomed them and spoke to them about
the kingdom of God, and healed those
who needed healing.” (Lk 9: 10,11) In
Matthew’s Gospel Jesus says, “Woe to you,
Bethsaida! If the miracles that were performed in you had been performed in Tyre
and Sidon, they would have repented long
ago in sackcloth and ashes.” (Mt 11: 21)
There had been some doubt about the

Figure 1 – Map of the area around the Sea of Galilee.
The territory ruled by Herod Antipas is in pink. (Drawing by the author)

location of Bethsaida but in 1987 the hill
known as et-Tell was officially recognized
by the Israeli government as the site of
Bethsaida. Since then archaeologists
have been excavating the site (Figure 4).
The project is called the Bethsaida Excavations Project and it is a consortium of
staff and students from various universities and colleges including St Francis’
Theological College in Brisbane. The Director of Excavations for the Bethsaida
Excavations Project is Dr Rami Arav from
the University of Nebraska at Omaha.
Every year Dr Greg Jenks, the Academic Dean at St Francis’ Theological
College, leads a team of Australians to dig
at Bethsaida (Figures 5) and this year
he has been compiling a comprehensive
database of all the coins that have been
found at the site. The database includes
detailed descriptions of the coins and
exactly where they were found, and Dr
Jenks hopes to include a photographic
image of every coin. He has been working in Jerusalem under the direction of
Dr Donald Ariel, the head of the coin department within the Israel Antiquities
Authority.
In 2013 thirty coins were found, making
a total of 553 since 1987. Of the 523 coins
found from 1987 to 2012 two were gold
and seventy silver. The rest were bronze
except for 3 copper, 2 brass and 3 silverplated bronze. There were 14 unidentified. Unlike the fine examples that coin
dealers advertise, the bronze coins that
are dug up at Bethsaida are usually in

poor condition, which makes their identification difficult. Nevertheless most of
the coins have been identified and they
range in time from a tetradrachm of
Athens that was minted in about 450 BC
(Figure 6) to coins from modern times,
although most of the coins come from the
Hellenistic and Roman Periods (Table 1).
Also there was a significant number of
coins from the medieval and modern periods (34 Mamluk and 77 Ottoman). The
coins found at Bethsaida were minted in
various cities (Table 2) but by far the
largest number was from Tyre, which
was an important commercial centre in
ancient times. Christians, of course, would
be particularly interested in coins from
New Testament times, especially of rulers
mentioned in the Gospels (Table 3).
Streets in the town where Jesus might
have walked have been exposed by the
archaeologists (Figure 7) and it is amazing to think that the coins which might
have been handled by his followers have
been found (Figure 8).
The name ‘Bethsaida’ means ‘house of
fishers’, and fishing equipment (fish
hooks and net weights) has been found
there. Fishing in the Sea of Galilee was
probably the town’s major industry. Today
Bethsaida is 1.5 kilometres from the
sea because of seismic activity that has
occurred in the area over the centuries.
In New Testament times the town was
part of the tetrarchy of Philip, the son of
Herod the Great and half-brother of
Herod Antipas. He is mentioned in Luke’s
Gospel (Lk 3:1) and his capital was at
Caesarea Philippi, which is about 35
kilometres north of Bethsaida. Jesus with
his disciples visited the region of Caesarea Philippi where he “began to teach
them that the Son of Man must undergo
great suffering, and be rejected by the
elders, the chief priests, and the scribes,
and be killed, and after three days rise
again.” (Mk 8: 31)
Philip issued coins on several occasions during his reign and most of them
show the Augusteum that was built at

Figure 2 – Aerial view of the ruins of Bethsaida
from the northeast. (Image courtesy of Bibleplaces.com)

Figure 3 – Aerial view of the site from a balloon.

TABLE 1
Distribution of coins according to
date
(Dates still have to be assigned
to some coins.)

5th century BC ..............................3
4th century BC ............................12
3rd century BC ............................54
2nd century BC..........................120
1st century BC.............................43
1st century AD ............................25
2nd century AD............................40
3rd century AD ............................27
4th century AD ..............................5
5th century AD ..............................0
6th century AD ..............................2
Figure 4 – An archaeological team digging at Bethsaida.

Figure 5 – A sign marks the area where the Australians are digging.

Figure 8 – An 8-prutot bronze coin of Herod
the Great found at Bethsaida. It has a military helmet on the obverse and a tripod on
the reverse. Hendin 1169.

Figure 7 – A street from Roman times. (Image courtesy of Biblewalks.com)

Caesarea Philippi by Herod the Great
in honour of the first Roman emperor,
Augustus. (Figure 9) Although coins of
Philip have been found at Bethsaida, so
far no evidence of a mint has been found
there. The mint for his coins was appar-

ently at Caesarea Philippi. Perhaps because Bethsaida was closer to Jerusalem
Philip was buried there. In his book, The
Antiquities of the Jews, the Jewish historian, Josephus (37-100 AD), says that
when Philip died at Bethsaida his body
was carried to a monument that he had
built for himself beforehand and ‘was
buried with great pomp’ (Ant. 18.4.108).
This suggests that his tomb was a significant structure. Because the Jewish
custom was to bury the dead outside the
town it is unlikely that the Australian
team will discover it when they are digging in the ruins of the town.
The number of Tyrian coins from the
2nd century BC (78 coins) found at Bethsaida attests to a commercial connection
between Tyre and the area that later

became the tetrarchy of Philip. In effect,
the area was the hinterland for Tyre,
which was on a small island just offshore
from a narrow coastal plain. With the
expansionist policy of the Jewish Hasmonean kings of Israel, especially of
Alexander Jannaeus (103-76 BC), Jewish influence became prominent in the
area and the number of Tyrian coins

TABLE 2
Distribution of coins according to
the mints most represented

Figure 6 – An Athenian tetradrachm found
at Bethsaida. It dates from about 450 BC.

Tyre ............................................131
Jerusalem.....................................43
Antioch .........................................25
Alexandria....................................24
Tiberias ........................................13
Akko-Ptolemais............................12
Damascus .....................................11
Rome...............................................9
Paneas (includes ............................7
Caesarea Philippi)

Figure 9 – A coin of Philip the tetrarch with the
head of Tiberius on the obverse and the Augusteum on the reverse. The letters between the columns indicate the date, year 19, which is 15/16
AD. The providence of the coin is unknown.
Hendin 534. Countermark: Howgego 457i.

TABLE 3
Distribution of the 35 Hasmonean and
14 Herodian coins found at Bethsaida

John Hyrcanus I (134-104 BC) ........5
Alexander Jannaeus (103-76 BC) ...13
Aristobulus II (66-63 BC).................1
Other Hasmonean coins.................16
Herod the Great (37-4 BC)...............6
Archelaus (4 BC-6 AD) .....................1
Herod Antipas (4 BC-39 AD)............2
Philip the tetrarch (4 BC-34 AD).....5

Figure 10 – Iron-Age gate. The stone image on an altar to the right is a replica. The original
is in the Israel Museum. (Source: Wikimedia Commons. Photo by Hanay)

drops sharply (only 3 from the 1st century
BC) as the Hasmonean coins make an
appearance.
The archaeologists have discovered
that Bethsaida is much older than previously thought. In fact pottery from the
Bronze Age has been found there, but the
stone structures date from the Iron Age.
The largest and best preserved Iron-Age
city gate in the region has been found at
Bethsaida (Figure 10), and even a stone
image (Figure 11). The city flourished
during the 10th to 8th centuries BC when

it was probably the capital of the kingdom
of Geshur, which is mentioned in the Old
Testament. When Absalom, the son of
King Saul, killed his brother, Amnon, he
fled to Geshur (2 Samuel 13: 38). All of
this, of course, is irrelevant to numismatists because coins were not invented
till the 7th century BC.
Some of the coins that have been discovered at Bethsaida are of particular
interest. Two of them are gold coins.
Although gold coins are occasionally
found in hoards it is rare for them to be
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found in isolation. Hoards were usually
deliberately buried or hidden for safe
keeping and are reliable indicators of
the chronology of the levels in which they
are found. An isolated coin, however,
could have fallen down a crack or hole
and ended up in a lower level. One of
the gold coins found at Bethsaida is
an aureus of Antoninus Pius (Figure 12)
who was the Roman emperor from 138
to 161 AD. The other gold coin is a dinar
of the second Abbasid caliph, Mansur
(ruled 754 – 775 AD). If you lost a gold
coin you would make a great effort to find
it, unless it fell into a toilet!
Concerning the aureus of Antoninus
Pius the archaeological evidence shows
that it did not fall down a toilet or was
lost in some accidental way. In an article

Figure 11 – Stone image from Bethsaida in
the Israel Museum. It shows a bull god wearing a sword. (Source: Wikimedia Commons)

by Rami Arav and Carl Savage entitled ‘A
Rare Aureus of Antoninus Pius at Bethsaida’ in Israel Numismatic Research
(6/2011) there is a description of the archaeological context in which the coin was
found: ‘In a small well-defined room with
an impressive paved floor, a heavy iron
Roman lance head 52.5 cm in length was
found, as well as a dagger. Elsewhere in
the dwelling, which appears to have been
rather large, other items were found indicating that the building was indeed
domestic in character.’ Why these items
were together in this house and never
retrieved by their owner is unknown.
A rare coin that was found in 2012 is

a bronze coin minted at Akko-Ptolemais
in 35/34 BC (Figure 13). It shows the
head of Mark Antony on the obverse and
the head of Cleopatra on the reverse.
There are only three of these coins listed
in Roman Provincial Coinage. Ptolemais,
which is about 50 kilometres west of
Bethsaida, is known today as Akko, which
was its name before the Egyptian king,
Ptolemy II, called it Ptolemais in the 3rd
century BC.
From the coins found so far at Bethsaida a picture of the life of the town can
be drawn. It was commercially most
active in the Hellenistic and early Roman
periods. The absence of Roman imperial
coins (e.g. denarii) minted in the 1st century AD indicates that they did not circulate in the region. Coin numbers drop
off after about 300 AD suggesting that
Bethsaida was scarcely occupied, or unoccupied, after this time. The low number
of Byzantine coins (4 coins) compared
with the number (105 coins) at Pella,
which is only 40 kilometres south of Bethsaida, suggests that Bethsaida continued
to be unoccupied. The numbers of Islamic
coins (111 for Bethsaida and 39 for Pella)
indicates that Bethsaida was occupied at
various times during the Islamic Period.
Archaeological excavation at Bethsaida
will continue for many years to come and
numismatists, particularly Christian
ones, will be taking a keen interest in
the coins that are unearthed. Dr Jenks
will keep us up to date with his database, which will be on the Internet at
http:charlessturt.academia.edu/Greg
Jenks. A good site for photos of Bethsaida
and information about it is Biblewalks.
com/sites/Bethsaida.html

Figure 13 – Bronze coin from Akko-Ptolemais
found at Bethsaida. It shows Mark Antony on
the obverse and Cleopatra on the reverse.
RPC I 659.
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Figure 12 – Aureus of Antoninus Pius found at Bethsaida. There is a bust of Antoninus Pius on the obverse with the legend IMP T AEL CAES
ANTONINVS. On the reverse Pietas stands before an altar and the legend is TRI POT COS DES II. The coin is not listed in RIC.

