Paying the
Temple Tax

were taken to Babylon. Modern scholars
generally agree that some parts of the Old
Testament, such as the first draft of the
Book of Exodus, were written in Hebrew
by Jews in exile in Babylon. In the Book
of Exodus the amount of money that a
Jewish man should pay as an offering to
the Lord is “half a shekel, according to
the shekel of the sanctuary, which is 20
gerahs” (Exodus 30:13). Although this
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The Temple on a coin of the 2nd Jewish Revolt (132-5 AD). Colour added.

N recent decades, as more coins have
been discovered in Israel, it is becoming
clearer how the Jews paid the tax for the
upkeep of the temple in Jerusalem in the
centuries before it was destroyed in 70
AD. According to the Old Testament the
first temple was built by King Solomon in
about 950 BC, but coins were not invented
until about 600 BC. That was in western
Anatolia and it took a long time for them
to be used more widely. So the Jews must
have given goods, such as a proportion of
their farm produce, or money in the form
of irregular lumps of silver. The prophet
Jeremiah who lived at the beginning of
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the 6th century BC bought a farm for 17
shekels of silver (Jeremiah 32:9). At that
time the shekel was a weight equal to
11.4 grams, and Jeremiah weighed the
pieces of silver on a balance scale. In one
pan he would have put stone weights
equal to 17 shekels and in the other pan,
the pieces of silver. Hundreds of these
weights have been found in Israel. They
are polished domes of limestone, and
many have the denomination engraved
on them.
In 586 BC Jerusalem and the temple
were destroyed by the Babylonians, and
many of the Jews, including their leaders,

Figure 2 – A gerah. Diameter 8 mms. Weight
0.43 gram. Helmeted head of Athena / owl.
YHD (Yehud) in palaeo-Hebrew letters to the
right of the owl. The Athena / owl type derived
from Athenian coins. (Collection of St John’s
Cathedral, Brisbane)

Figure 1 – Map drawn by the author to show the Persian province of Yehud. (It is based on the
map in ‘The Numismatic Legacy of the Jews’ by C.W. Samuels, P. Rynearson and Y. Meshorer.)

Figure 3 – A half-gerah. Diameter 7 mms. Weight
0.32 gram. Head of the Persian king wearing a
crown / falcon. YHD (Yehud) in palaeo-Hebrew
letters to the right of the falcon. (Collection of St
John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

Figure 4 – Another half-gerah (6 mms. 0.30 gram) next to an Australian 20-cents coin. If the
image of the king is not just a stereotype, it is most likely of Artaxerxes II (404-359 BC) or his
son, Artaxerxes III (359-338 BC). (Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

passage refers to the much earlier time of
the exodus of the Jews from Egypt, which
occurred in about 1280 BC, it seems that
the exiled authors were thinking of a
future time when the temple would be
rebuilt. In 539 BC the Babylonians were
defeated by Cyrus the Great, the king of
Persia, and he allowed the Jews to return
to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple.
Judah became a province of the Persian
Empire and it was called Yehud, which is
Persian for Judah. (Figure 1 – map) More
likely, the verse about paying 10 gerahs
to the temple was inserted into the first

draft of the Book of Exodus after the
Jews had returned to Jerusalem.
A lot of small silver coins from the
Persian period have been found in that
part of Israel which was ancient Judah
and presumably they are the gerahs
mentioned in the Bible. They have an
average weight of 0.48 grams. This means
that 20 of them, i.e. “the shekel of the
sanctuary”, weighed 9.6 grams. This was

less than the ordinary shekel used for
everyday transactions, which was 11.4
grams. Each Jewish man had to pay 10
gerahs to the temple, i.e., 4.8 grams of
silver. There is a Judaean stone weight
from the Persian period called a nezef,
and it weighs 5/6 of the ordinary shekel
of 11.4 grams, i.e. 9.5 grams. The nezef
was equivalent to a qedet, which was one
of the standard weights used in Egypt.
As the Jewish people came from Egypt
according to their religious history, it
is not unexpected that “the shekel of the
sanctuary” should relate to Egyptian
standards.
When Judah was part of the Persian
Empire the Jews minted mostly small
silver coins known as gerahs (Figure 2)
and half-gerahs. (Figures 3, 4 and 5) But
there is a variety of types, which makes
them interesting. One coin has an ear on
it. (Figure 6) None have been found north
of Ramallah, which is about ten miles
north of Jerusalem, indicating that they
circulated only locally in Judah. Similarly,
the coins issued in the adjacent provinces
of Philistia, Edom and Samaria circulated locally. It thus seems likely that
the Jews paid the temple tax with these
gerahs and half-gerahs. The major commercial centres at the time were the

Figure 5 – Detail of Figure 4.

Figure 6 – A gerah with an ear on the obverse.
Its significance is unknown, but it might refer
to Psalm 40: 6, “Sacrifice and offering you do
not desire, but you have given me an open
ear.”(NRSV) (Deutsch Sale 15, Lot 14)

Figure 7 – Double shekel of Sidon from the
time of Baalshallim, King of Sidon (c. 401-366
BC). 35 x 30 mms. Weight 27.7 grams. Persian
king in a chariot / Phoenician war galley.
(Vcoins: Pars Coins)

Figure 8 – Persian siglos (Caradice Type III, c.
490 – 375 BC). Diameter 13 x16 mms. Weight
5.2 grams. Persian king / crude punch. (Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

Figure 12 – Tetradrachm of Akko (311-310 BC). Diameter 26 mms. Weight 17.1 grams. Heracles
wearing lion skin / Zeus enthroned. The Greek inscription reads “of Alexander”. (Vcoins: Agora)

Figure 9 – Image of Artaxerxes II on his tomb
at Persepolis. (Wikimedia Commons)

Phoenician cities of Tyre, Sidon, Byblos
and Aradus, and the Philistine city of
Gaza. These cities issued silver coins
(Figure 7) that circulated widely in trade,
but it seems unlikely that the Jews would
have paid the temple tax with them. Also
during the Persian period there were gold
coins called darics and silver coins called
sigloi. The singular is siglos, which is
Greek for shekel, and it weighed about
6 grams. (Figure 8) They were minted
by the Persian authorities in western
Anatolia, probably at Sardis. Darics are
mentioned in the Old Testament, but only
two double-darics and one daric have ever
been found in Israel, and not one siglos.
Therefore sigloi probably did not circulate in Judah and were not used by the
Jews to pay the temple tax. The image

Figure 10 – Hemi-obol. Young male head / forepart of a chimera. Diameter 7 mms. Weight 0.2
gram. (Vcoins: Shick Coins)

Figure 11 – Chimera on a bas-relief in enamelled
brick, originally at Susa but now in the Louvre.
(Photocopy of a picture in Larousse Encyclopedia of Mythology, Paul Hamlin, London, 1959)

of the Persian king on darics and sigloi is
stereotypical, as are the images on their
tombs. (Figure 9)
In the Persian Period the Jews might
also have used a coin even smaller than
the half-gerah. It weighs only about 0.2
gram. It has a male head on the obverse
and the forepart of a composite animal
on the reverse. (Figure 10). The animal
has been called a winged, horned lynx.
It is of Persian origin because the whole
animal appears in a bas relief of enamelled brick originally at Susa but now in
the Louvre. (Figure 11) It has a long tail
and because a lynx has a short tail it
cannot be a lynx. It is best described as
a chimera (defined as a mythological
creature made up of various animals).
The identity of the man on the obverse
is unknown but the name ‘Hezekiah’
appears in palaeo-Hebrew on the reverse
and it is probably him. Josephus mentions that in 312 BC there was a 66-year
old, high priest called Hezekiah. (Josephus, Against Apion, I: 187).
In the original Hebrew version of the
Book of Nehemiah, which was written in
about 400 BC during the Persian period,
it is stated that the yearly temple tax is
a third of a shekel (Nehemiah 10:32).
The text does not say that it should be
a third of the shekel of the sanctuary, so
presumably it is a third of the ordinary
shekel. Assuming that the ordinary shekel was still 11.4 grams, a third would be
3.8 grams. This is considerably less than
the 4.8 grams if it was half the shekel
of the sanctuary. Perhaps because the
people of Judah were having financial
difficulties at the time, the tax burden was
eased until the economy improved, but
a reduction from 4.8 grams to 3.8 grams
seems a large amount. David Hendin in
his book, Guide to Biblical Coins, says
that giving a third of a shekel could
refer to an earlier or later time or be “possibly even an editing error.” Much of the
information in this article comes from
his book.
The next great historical event was
the invasion of the Persian Empire by
Alexander the Great in 333 BC, and

Judah came under his control. He created
mints in the major coastal cities of which
Tyre and Akko were the nearest to Jerusalem. They issued gold and silver coins
according to the weight standards of
Alexander’s Greek homeland. So there
were three silver denominations: a tetradrachm (4 drachms) of 17.28 grams, a
drachm and an obol, which was 1/6
drachm. They have the head of Heracles
on the obverse and Zeus enthroned on the
reverse. (Figure 12) They were issued for
many years after Alexander’s death in
323 BC, but the Jews probably did not use
them to pay the temple tax because it
seems that during this so-called Macedonian period (333 – 302 BC) small silver
coins bearing Hebrew letters, were
minted at Jerusalem. (Figure 13) They

Figure 13 – A quarter-ma‘ah-obol of Yehud during the Macedonian Period. Diameter 7 mms.
Weight 0.19 gram. Facing head / owl. The
palaeo-Hebrew letters to the left of the owl
mean “the governor”, and to the right,
“Hezekiah”. Governor Hezekiah should not be
confused with King Hezekiah (727-698 BC).
(Holy Land Auction, April 2015, Lot 60)
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Figure 14 – Tetradrachm of Ptolemais under Ptolemy II (285-246 BC). Diameter 26 mms. Weight
14.1 grams. Diademed head of Ptolemy I / eagle standing on a thunderbolt. Date letters equal
253 BC. (Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

weigh only about 0.18 gram. They are
called quarter-ma‘ah-obols. Hendin uses
the name, ma‘ah, because on some 4th
century ostraca (pieces of pottery) the text
refers to a shekel, a quarter-shekel and
a ma‘ah, and this system parallels the
Greek system.
In 305 BC one of Alexander’s generals,
Ptolemy, became the king of Egypt, and
his empire extended up to include Judah
and the cities on the coast. He and his
descendants ruled Judah until 199 BC
when it was absorbed into the Seleucid
Empire founded by Seleucus, another of
Alexander’s generals. Ptolemy renamed
Akko, Ptolemais, and with other coastal
cities such as Gaza and Joppa it issued
tetradrachms. (Figure 14). But again the
Jews may not have used them for the
temple tax because a lot of small silver

Figure 15 – A quarter-ma‘ah-obol ofYehud during
the Ptolemaic Period. Diameter 6 mms. Weight
0.18 gram. Diademed head of Ptolemy I / eagle
standing on a thunderbolt. YHDH (Yehudah) in
palaeo-Hebrew letters to the left of the eagle.
(Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

coins from this Ptolemaic period have
been found in Israel. Some of them have
the head of Ptolemy I on the obverse
and an eagle on the reverse with the
name, Yehudah. (Figure 15) The smallest
and most common weighs 0.18 gram on
average.
During the reign of Ptolemy II (285246 BC) Jewish scholars translated the
Old Testament from Hebrew into Greek.
This Greek version is called the Septuagint, which is Greek for 70 because about
70 scholars were said to have taken part
in its translation. In the Septuagint, the
temple tax in Exodus 30:13 is half of the
didrachm (2 drachms), which is according to the holy didrachm, 20 obols to the
didrachm. The translators might have
kept the number 20 because it was in the
original Hebrew version, but more likely
it explained how the holy didrachm
(the shekel of the sanctuary) differed
from the ordinary didrachm. If the obol
retained its classic value of 1/6 of a
drachm, then 1/6 of a Ptolemaic drachm
of 3.5 grams is 0.6 gram. (Ptolemaic tetradrachms all weigh about 14 grams.)
Twenty of these Ptolemaic obols equal
12 grams, which is a little more than the
ancient ordinary shekel of 11.4 grams.
Therefore the holy drachm was 6 grams.
That the tax was a holy drachm is confirmed in the Septuagint version of

Figure 17 – Tetradrachm of Tyre when it was autonomous. Diameter 28 mms. Weight 14.2 grams.
Heracles wearing a lion skin / eagle standing on a ship’s prow. Date LZ equals 120 BC. (Collection
of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)
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Figure 16 – A model of the Jerusalem Temple as it was in the time of Jesus. It was made
by Michael Osnis from Kedumin. (Wikimedia Commons)

Exodus 38:26 (39:3 in the Septuagint)
which states that the offering for the construction of the sanctuary was a drachm,
one per head, half of the shekel according to the holy shekel. If the Greek text
relates to the contemporary situation in
Judah it means that in the middle of the
3rd century BC the temple tax was a holy
drachm, which weighed 6 grams and
was equal to about 33 of the smallest
Ptolemaic Yehudah coins. Six grams is
considerably more than the 4.8 and 3.8
grams of the Persian Period. Probably the
amount of money that a Jewish man paid
to the temple varied from time to time.
In the 1st century AD the temple tax
was a Tyrian didrachm (Matthew 17:24),

which weighed about 7 grams. Tyrian
silver coins were about 99% pure silver,
so each Jewish man gave more silver to
the temple than ever before, and the population was probably larger than before,
but when Herod the Great (40-4 BC)
began to build the temple (Figure 16) a lot
of money would have been needed. As
well as didrachms and tetradrachms a
variety of bronze denominations were
minted at Tyre, but no silver drachms.
At that time there were bronze coins
minted at Jerusalem but no silver coins,
so to pay the temple tax the Jews had to
use the tetradrachms and didrachms of
Tyre. (Figure 17) Only these coins were
acceptable to the priests because they

were almost pure silver. So most Jews
had to buy these silver coins with bronze
coins, no doubt with considerable profit to
the moneychangers. As fewer didrachms
were produced than tetradrachms it
seems that the Jews tended to pay the tax
in pairs, as Jesus and Peter did (Matthew
17:27). Jesus and Peter, however, did not
deal with the moneychangers, and their
tetradrachm might have been minted in
Jerusalem (CAB, May 2015, ‘Barbarous
Coins’)
Judah was part of the Seleucid Empire
from 199 BC until 135 BC when it became
independent under the Hasmonean kings.
The Seleucid kings kept the mints at the
major coastal centres such as Akko-Ptolemais and Tyre, but they put their images
on the obverse of the tetradrachms.
(Figure 18) Although the Hasmonean and
subsequently the Herodian kings minted
a lot of small bronze coins for local use
they never minted silver coins. As the
temple tax had to be in silver the Jews
must have used the silver coins of the
Seleucid kings for most of the 2nd century
BC until 126 BC when Tyre became autonomous and began to produce its highquality tetradrachms and didrachms. The
Jews used these for the temple tax until
the temple was destroyed by the Romans
in 70 AD. Today when Christians put
money in the plate on Sundays they are
following a practice that has existed for
three thousand years.
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Figure 18 – Tetradrachm of Tyre from the Seleucid Period. Diameter 28 mms. Weight 14.2 grams.
Head of Alexander I (150-145 BC) / eagle standing on a ship’s prow. Date letters equal 147 BC.
(Gemini, LLC, Auction 12, Lot 204.
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