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Magic word! Word of power! A word bringing both joy and sorrow – hope and despair – 

comport and distress. Attributes by the score are ascribed to it, “Money talks”, “Money rules”, 

“Money burns a hole in your pocket”. “Money is his god”. 

 Interesting facts may be unearthed concerning money. Many references to it may be 

found in the Scriptures as well as warnings concerning our usage and attitude toward this thing 

which we call money. 

 Originally, before money came into use, a barter system prevailed, that is, goods and 

possessions were traded for something else. In fact, the Latin word for money, pecunia, is 

derived from pecus, meaning, “cattle” signifying, no doubt, that at one time cattle were used as 

the standard of value. Note also our English word “pecuniary” an adjective meaning “monetary.” 

A reversion to this primitive form of bartering may be seen in schoolboys who, without a 

medium of exchange, endeavor to secure that which they desire by “swapping”. Also, in those 

lands devastated by war, bartering became the general practice since no one knew what the 

medium of exchange was worth. 

 Money is generally classified in regard to its value as being “intrinsic” or “non-intrinsic”. 

The meaning of the former term is that the material of which the coin is made is worth or equal 

to the amount stamped on the coin. For purposes of illustration only, let us say that there is ten 

dollars’ worth of gold in a ten dollar gold piece. Or, ten cents’ worth of silver in a dime. Non-

intrinsic or extrinsic money is that which in itself is not worth the value stamped on it. For 

instance there is not “ten dollars’ worth” of paper in a ten dollar bill.  

 Let us look for a few moments at the history of money. According to our sources of 

information, money was first coined and issued in the eighth century, B.C., in Asia Minor the 

home of the Lydians and the Greeks. The Lydians are credited with being the first to issue coins. 

Staters, coins made of an alloy of gold with silver, were struck in Lydia in Asia Minor and silver 

coins at Aegina as early as 700 to 650 B.C. However, in the rest of Western Asia and in Egypt 

people were content to use gold and silver in bars, rings and other forms. (See Joshua 7:21 and 

also the word for talent-kikkar meaning “circle”). In business transactions, quantity was 

determined by weighing rather than placing reliance on the stamp. (Gen. 23:16; 43:21). 

Occasionally money was counted (II Kings 12:10) and then it was done only to form a general 

estimate. A shekel in the early period was not a coin but rather a weight (shekel) of silver.   

 The Jews became acquainted with coins by their having been introduced into Persia by 

Darius Hystaspis who lived 521-486 B.C. The ordinary daric, (Ezra 2:69) called dram in the 

A.V., was a thick gold coin worth about $4.40. After the fall of the Persian Empire, the Greek 

system was used in Palestine and money was reckoned by talents and drachmas. (See 

Apocryphal books: I Macc. 11:28; II Macc. 4:19.) 



 Greek and Jewish coins continued to circulate together (somewhat comparable to the 

intermingling of Canadian and U.S. money) hence we find money-changers mentioned in the 

Scriptures. It was unlawful for Jews to offer anything but Jewish money in the temple. Several 

currencies circulated in Palestine at the time of Christ. When a census was taken every Israelite, 

whether rich or poor, who had reached the age of twenty had to pay half a shekel into the 

treasury of the Lord as an offering for atonement. (Ex. 30:13-15). Money-changers were called 

kollybistes, since, according to the Talmud, their commission for money-changing was one 

kollybos (12 gr. of silver, worth about three cents) for each half a shekel. On two different 

occasions Jesus overturned the tables of the money-changers and drove the cattle dealers from 

the court because their presence and too often their dishonesty and avarice were incompatible 

with the sanctity and quiet which is necessary for worship. (John 2:14-16; Matt. 21:12, 13). 

 The silver drachma (Luke 15:8, R.V. marginal reading and translated in our Bible simply 

as a piece of silver) was worth about sixteen cents. However, this must not be confused with the 

pieces of silver which Judas received for betraying the Christ (Matt. 26:15; Cf. Zech. 11:12). 

These thirty pieces of silver which Judas received were silver staters each worth about sixty-six 

cents. This is according to the marginal reading of Matt. 26:15. 

 The lepton was a small copper coin and was the smallest copper coin in circulation. In 

Luke 12:59 and 21:2, it is translated mite. It was a Jewish coin worth about one-eighth of one 

cent. It was worth half a quadran (quad-four) therefore a quadran equals one-fourth of a cent. 

The quadran is translated in Matt. 5:26; Mk. 12:42 as farthing. 

 The pound (gr. –mina) as a sum of money was equivalent to one hundred drachmas 

(drachmas-sixteen cents) and therefore worth sixteen dollars (Luke 19:13, R.V. marg.: cf. 15:8, 

marg.) 

 The denarius was a Roman coin also found in Palestine. It was a silver coin which in 

Matt. 18:28 is translated penny in the A.V. and shilling in the R.V. From the time of Augustus to 

that of Nero its standard weight was sixteen grains equivalent to about seventeen cents. It was 

the tribute money payable by the Jews to the imperial treasurer (Matt. 22:19). 

 The assurion, the Greek name of the Roman as was a small copper coin worth one-

sixteenth of a denarius or about one cent. In Matt. 10:29; Luke 12:6 it is called according to the 

A.V. a farthing. The R.V. calls it a penny. 

 The following is a table giving the relationship and American equivalent of various 

Jewish coins: 

1 gerah – 2 .73 cents 

10 gerahs-1 beka – 27.37 cents 

2 bekas-1 shekel – 54.74 cents 

50 shekels-1 maneh - $27 & 371/2 c 

60 manehs-1 talent - $1,642.50 

1 gold shekel - $8.76 

1 talent of gold - $26,280 



 It will be well to bear in mind that all values mentioned in this article are approximate 

only and even authorities are not agreed amongst themselves as to the value of the various coins. 

But, it at least gives us a comparison and if we have retained the material offered in this article it 

makes some of our Scripture reading more understandable. For instance, “the widow’s mite,” 

“Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing?” etc. 

 It is also well to remember that although many of the sums, e.g. the woman who had lost 

a piece of silver-a drachma worth sixteen cents-seem insignificant, the real value of money must 

be determined by its purchasing power. Both the wages and price of goods was very much lower 

in Bible times than in our present day. 

 To test your memory as well as to determine the personal benefit which you derived from 

this article we shall print elsewhere a set of questions all of which can be answered by referring 

to the above material. 
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