
Jewelry and Perfume 
 
 

Isaiah 9:6-7 

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on                    

his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,           

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of his government and            

peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his               

kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from          

that time on and forever. The zeal of the LORD, Almighty will accomplish             

this.” 

 

Tid-Bit Information: Bethlehem is a small village, 5-6 miles south of 

Jerusalem.  Land is hilly—with lots of rocks.  Temperature can be 25 to 75 

degrees. May through October no rain and December through March is the 

rainy season.  On the road to Bethlehem you would see scrubby trees—oak, 

cedar, olive, and myrtle are some.  Most people walk to Bethlehem from 

Jerusalem on a narrow winding road.  One could possibly travel 15 miles on 

a good day.  They would never travel on the Sabbath.  Roads from Jericho to 

Jerusalem were very treacherous, steep, narrow, and lots of places for 

robbers to hide.  In Bethlehem you could find many beggars too.   Just east 

of Bethlehem you can see the white and chalky wilderness of Judea.  

Getting Married:  Ages of bridegroom 17-18 and bride 13-17.  The father of 

the bridegroom-to-be would go to the father of the bride to negotiate a bride 

price that his son is willing to pay in exchange for marrying her (A young 

woman was regarded as an asset, and consequently the girl’s father expected 

to be compensated for his loss.)  Once negotiations were complete, a 

betrothal ceremony took place in front of witnesses.  For the next 12 months, 

the usual period of betrothal, the couple was considered practically married. 

A child born during that waiting period was considered legitimate.  But it 

was not until the wedding ceremony that the bride left her father’s house to 

move with the bridegroom or his family. 



CENSUS: the Romans started the census system shortly before Jesus’ birth. 

They require registration every 14 years.  People were required to return to 

the place of their birth to get their property registered so Rome would know 

how much tax would be charged.  The Roman soldiers would be intolerant of 

the fanatical Jews—but tolerant of the quiet Jew.  They can compel anyone 

to carry their burden for one mile. 

Jewish Marketplace: Narrow streets, noisy, aggressive sellers, smelly. 

Bartering is the way to buy—don’t walk up and pay the first price. Food in 

the marketplace comes in from local areas.  Spices and citrus fruit are 

shipped in and more expensive.  Have olive oil for lamps, cooking, and 

medicine, bread, vegetables, and fruit.  No corn around in the 1st
 century. 

Baskets would be cheap not considered a high skill labor, 20 lepta.  Sandals, 

pottery would be more expensive.  Barter grain in bushels. Consider how 

long and skilled an item requires and barter accordingly. 

CUSTOMS: Business as property transfers, marriages, etc. was transacted 

at the village gate.  The Elders sat on benches there.  The SYNAGOGUE is a 

place of learning.  Scribes are experts of law and instruct in the synagogue. 

Priests serve in the Temples ONLY-there was no Temple in Bethlehem. 

Women didn’t have equal rights—only in work.  They worked in the fields 

along side of men. Women and girls were not forbidden in synagogue but 

were held to the back.  Houses were small but always had a guest 

room—even tents had guest rooms.  Animals often housed under or near 

house—often goats and sheep come into the city at night. A farm would be 

the size of 4-6 acres. Most families kept a goat or two to milk, a few sheep 

for wool, and one or two donkeys or oxen as draft animals.  Chickens or 

other fowl were in the courtyard. 

Economic conditions: The Jews were from essentially an agricultural 

nation. But more than 40 kinds of crafts were listed by the Rabbis.  The 

trades were handed down from father to son.  In the same way, certain cities 

had become noted for certain products. Bethsaida-fish and 

Sepphoris-weaving.  The ancient cottage industries like pottery or linen were 



quite widespread.  The bulk of the people, however, were not artisans.  They 

were peasant farmers that owned a small piece of land.  If there was 

anything left over from their labors, it was either bartered with one of the 

neighbors, or taken to the nearest market, to be sold.  These small 

landowners had no reserves.  Two bad seasons in a row could mean the loss 

of their property and even mean slavery.  On the death of the father, the 

eldest son normally inherited the farm.  The other joined the ranks of the 

day laborers and the unemployed. 

At the other end of the economic scale there was a small class of extremely 

wealthy landowners.  They were the Sadducean aristocracy.  Most of them 

were related to the High Priest, if not by blood, then by marriage. A lot of 

them were absentee landlords and their estates were managed by Stewards. 

There was also a small class of inordinately wealthy families—great farmers, 

merchant princes, bankers, land proprietors, rich ship owners and 

unscrupulous moneylenders. 

 “The fullness of the time” was a time full of economic frustration for most of 

the Chosen People.  Palestine possessed a huge class of poor people.  Many 

of them were unemployed.  Many were destitute.  Many were homeless 

because their property had been sold for back taxes, or a debt.  They became 

beggars who roamed the village streets, or brigands who swooped down on 

the canvas from their mountain dens. 

Jewelry and Perfume:  While the Bible does not condemn the use of 

jewelry, it does teach that a balanced, godly perspective on its use is needed. 

Jewelry was made of gold, silver and precious stones.  It was too expensive 

for most of the Jews.  The adorning of the bride, was very costly. Her dark 

locks of hair were often braided with gold and pearls.  She was decked with 

all the precious stones and jewels that the family had inherited from 

previous generations.  Those who were too poor would borrow what they 

could from their friends.  Some precious stones from Bible: agate, amethyst, 

beryl, carbuncle, chalcedony, peridot, red coral, diamond, emerald, jacinth, 

jasper, onyx, pearl, ruby, sapphire, topaz, carnelian, turquoise, lapis lazuli. 



Perfumers, although their jobs were clean and their clientele rich, were 

despised by the pious because they often came in contact with women of 

questionable reputation.  The ancients were fond of sweet perfumes of all 

kinds (Proverbs 27:9).  Perfumed oils were rubbed on the body and feet. 

Small pellets of dried mixed spices and resins or resinous woods were 

burned in special censers.  In the preparation of bodies for burial, perfumed 

oils and spices were used. Perfume was stored in Alabaster (stone commonly 

found in Israel resembling white marble) jars. Some ingredients in the 

ointments or perfumes: stacte, onycha, galbanum, frankincense, myrrh, 

cinnamon, calamus, cassia, and what we use today call essential oils.  The 

base would be an oil, usually olive oil. 

COINS OF THE TIMES: Roman coins-silver denarius (plural is denarii) 

was wages for 1 day of common labor. Greek coins-drachma is about the 

same as a denarius.  Double drachma was used for paying the Temple tax. 

(No temple in Bethlehem) so this is why they would need money changers. 

Jewish coin- lepta (translated the same as mite) is small in value (fraction 

of a penny) It would take about 80 lepta to equal 1 denarius.  Shekel is an 

Old Testament term and it is possible to be used as a weight of silver or gold 

(4-5 oz). Herod had his own coins too.  In Old Testament times people 

bought either by exchanging goods or by paying and agreed weight of silver 

or gold, for instance, a shekel is a weight, not a unit of currency.  Talent was 

equal to 3,000 shekels. 

Conversations: 

Introduce yourself.  Ask where they are from.  Occupation? 

Tell me about your product.  Do you have a soon to be bride that 

needs some jewelry? Talk about craftsmanship. Different stones. 

Time filler: Have you been counted or paid your taxes yet.  Our family 

went early today.  The Romans are asking for way too much for taxes. 

How are the Roman soldiers treating you?   What have you seen on 

your travels?  Do you still have many relatives in Bethlehem? 


