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F. The Matter of the Jerusalem Offering 

 

In closing out his epistle, Paul turned his attention to one last practical concern involving the 

Corinthian believers. And that was the matter of an offering Paul was raising for the saints in 

Jerusalem (16:1-4). The background of this endeavor is important, not only because it explains 

what Paul was doing, but also because it provides insight into why Paul made it such a priority to 

take up this collection from the churches. 

 

1.  The occasion for the offering was a circumstance of serious need in the Jerusalem church. 

Two factors especially contributed to this need: 

 

- The first was an extended famine situation in Judea. This famine occurred during 

the reign of Claudius (A.D. 41-54) and was widespread throughout the Roman 

Empire (ref. Acts 11:27-30; cf. Galatians 2:1-10). The Roman historian Suetonius 

recorded that the famine resulted from several years of bad harvests, perhaps in 

connection with an adverse weather pattern in that part of the world. 

 

 But whatever the cause, both history and the biblical record indicate that the 

situation was more chronic than acute. That is, this famine didn’t produce mass 

starvation in Palestine (or elsewhere), but created an ongoing circumstance of 

deprivation and hardship that reached into Rome itself. (Probably the best proof 

that the situation in Palestine wasn’t dire is the fact that Paul spent at least a year 

gathering this offering before finally delivering it to Jerusalem.) 

 

- The second factor was human rather than natural, and that was the open and 

hostile persecution the saints were facing from the religious and civil authorities 

in Jerusalem. The stoning of Stephen ignited a flame of Jewish persecution 

against Jesus’ followers in and around Jerusalem, with the result that most of the 

saints scattered into Judea and Samaria and beyond, leaving only the apostles and 

a few others to continue the gospel ministry in Jerusalem (ref. Acts 6:1-8:1).  

 

 But despite the fierce opposition, the Lord continued to draw new disciples to 

Himself, so that soon there was again a sizable community of believers in the 

vicinity of Jerusalem. These Christians, too, were likely predominantly Jews and 

former proselytes to Judaism, and so would have suffered the same hostility and 

persecution as those who’d been driven away. Whatever the hardship imposed by 

food shortages, rejection and opposition by family and community only 

intensified the hardship for these Jewish Christians.   

 

 Philip Hughes comments: “The material cost to the majority of this great number 

must have been immense. Coming as they did from the background of Jewish 

fervour and exclusivism, it needs no demonstration that they must have become, in 

consequence of their conversion, the victims of social and economic ostracism, 

ecclesiastical excommunication, and national disinheritance. Their business 

enterprises must in most cases have collapsed in ruins and family bonds been 

heart-breakingly severed.” 
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2. This famine had been going on for some time when Paul penned his first epistle to the 

Corinthians. (Claudius’ reign ended in A.D. 54, very close to the time Paul wrote First 

Corinthians). In fact, Paul’s opening statement (16:1) suggests that he’d previously 

shared with the Corinthians the plight of the Jerusalem saints and his intent to collect an 

offering for them from the churches outside Palestine. It’s possible he had discussed this 

project with the Corinthians during his extended ministry among them, as also with the 

Galatian churches prior to arriving in Corinth (Acts 15:36-16:6). Some postulate that the 

Corinthians learned about this collection from other churches and Paul was here 

responding to an inquiry from them in their letter to him. Whatever the case, Paul wanted 

to address the matter and the Corinthians’ participation before closing out his epistle. 

 

 Paul was writing from Ephesus (16:8; cf. Acts 19:1-20:1), and his plan was to visit the 

churches of Macedonia in order to collect their contribution and then return to Corinth. 

There the offering would be assembled and plans finalized to transport it to Jerusalem. In 

the meantime, he instructed the Corinthians how they were to prepare for it (16:1-2): 

 

a. First of all, Paul wanted the saints at Corinth to consider this offering and their 

contribution to it on an individual basis. He didn’t want them to put money into a 

general fund, but to set aside and save what they had determined to give. 

 

b. The Corinthians were to prepare for this offering by personally setting aside 

moneys, but they were to do so in a purposeful and disciplined manner. Once a 

week, every week, they were to consciously consider and set aside an amount to 

be saved for this offering. They didn’t know when Paul would finally arrive in 

Corinth – indeed, he didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. They were to prepare for 

this offering the same way whether he arrived in a few months or a year.  

 

c. As well, this weekly allocation was to be determined by the prosperity of the 

particular individual or household. Few people in the first-century churches had 

fixed, steady incomes. Their financial situation was generally uncertain and fluid 

so that one week could look very different from another in terms of financial 

resources. Thus Paul instructed the Corinthians, not to make a long-term 

“pledge,” but to set aside moneys week-by-week as their situation permitted. This 

approach highlights a couple of important considerations: 

 

- First, the Corinthians were to give from what they had, not pledge what 

they didn’t have (or hoped to have). They weren’t to give presumptuously. 

 

- Secondly, they were to set aside these moneys as a conscious priority and 

sincere commitment. That is, they were to take time each week to 

carefully consider their resources and determine what to dedicate to this 

upcoming collection. And what they set aside toward this cause was to be 

committed to it: Though the funds remained in their possession, the 

Corinthians were to regard them as consecrated and therefore no longer 

accessible to them. This fostered a God-centered view of their resources as 

well as a purposeful and disciplined approach to money management. 
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d. Lastly, Paul specified that this weekly process was to take place on the first day of 

the week. Some have concluded from this that Paul wanted the Corinthians to 

make a weekly contribution to a “benevolence fund” when they gathered together 

for worship. But Paul was clear that this weekly allocation was to be a matter of 

personal saving, not contribution to a church fund.  

 

 This raises the question of why Paul specified the first day of the week; why not 

let the individual believers make their own decision? One possibility is that Paul 

specified a particular day in order to guard against the laxity and disregard that so 

often accompany “open-endedness.” Everyone knows that things tend to “fall 

through the cracks” when there isn’t clear definition and a firm prescription. 

 

But the fact that Paul specified the first day of the week and provided this same 

instruction to all the churches suggests a different explanation: Paul wanted the 

saints to see this weekly exercise as a component of their worship. True, this was 

to be done privately and not as part of the corporate gathering on the Lord’s Day, 

but this only reinforces the point: For many Christians, “worship” is what they do 

when they come together in a structured service; Paul’s prescription emphasizes 

that worship is first a personal reality and only then a corporate exercise. 

 

Paul provided this instruction, not with the intent of micro-managing or dictating the 

Corinthians’ giving (cf. 16:2 with 2 Corinthians 9:7), but by way of fostering their 

faithfulness and godliness in this enterprise. Paul’s interest extended beyond the 

collection itself to the way it could serve the Lord’s honor and worship and the saints’ 

edification and testimony in the Church and in the world (cf. 2 Corinthians 8-9 with 

Philippians 4:10-19 and 1 Timothy 6:17-19). And vital to this edification and godly 

testimony was the saints’ orderly and disciplined collection of these moneys.  

 

- Paul did not want to arrive in Corinth (or in any of the other churches) and find 

that the collection was not prepared. That scenario would jeopardize the offering 

itself, but, just as importantly, would create embarrassment, tension, confusion 

and disorder and bear poor testimony (ref. esp. 2 Corinthians 9:1-5).  

 

- But Paul was also concerned that the Corinthians (and all the saints) grow through 

this process and not stumble, and so he did what he could to foster their discipline 

and faithfulness in setting aside and amassing their gifts. 

 

- Finally, by prescribing that each Christian household retain its own funds for the 

offering, he guarded against the possibility of loss or misuse by the church or its 

designees. Each household was responsible and accountable for gathering and 

preserving its own contribution, and this arrangement also eliminated the sorts of 

concerns, fears and suspicions that a collective “pot” of money tends to elicit. 

 

 By providing this prescription to all the churches, Paul did his best to insure an orderly, 

godly, fruitful and beneficial process and outcome. The Judean Christians would be 

blessed and encouraged by this offering, but so would all the saints in all the churches. 
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3. Paul did what he could to insure faithfulness and integrity in the amassing of the 

collection, but he recognized that the same obligation pertained to the offering’s 

transport to Jerusalem. And toward that end, his plan was that at least one representative 

from each of the contributing churches would carry that church’s contribution. Moreover, 

Paul planned to write a letter under his own name formally identifying and authorizing 

these individuals so that there would be no question when they arrived in Jerusalem 

(16:3). Finally, and perhaps by way of guarding against the charge that he had a personal 

agenda in this enterprise, Paul made it clear that he wasn’t committed to accompanying 

the group. He would do so if that was the saints’ wish, but he was fully willing to entrust 

the task to the men appointed by the contributing churches (16:3-4).   

 

4. One final thing to consider is Paul’s motive in this offering. Paul’s many references to it 

in his letters indicates that it was a priority of his ministry, and the fact that he gave so 

much time, attention and effort to making it happen shows the great importance he 

attached to it. Obviously this offering was intended to help the struggling Judean saints, 

but famine was spread across the Roman Empire and there were doubtless many 

communities of believers throughout Samaria, Asia, Macedonia and Greece who were 

equally needy. Why focus so much attention on the church in Jerusalem? The easy 

answer is that Paul, the loyal Jew, had a special burden for his Jewish countrymen, but 

Paul’s burden and passion were grander and more Christ-centered than that. 

 

a. Paul was doubtless concerned about the great hardship the Judean saints were 

experiencing, but he had a larger design than simply meeting their material needs. 

As in all things, Paul was motivated by the realities of the “fullness of the times” 

and the fulfillment of the salvation history in Jesus Christ. He recognized Israel’s 

role in God’s purpose, namely to serve as His instrument in mediating His 

blessing to the world. The glorious riches of Christ were “to the Jew first and then 

to the Greek” – not because of superiority but because of Abrahamic election and 

calling. The ministry of reconciliation began in Jerusalem and moved outward to 

the nations (Acts 1:1-8), and thus the Gentiles owed a debt to their Jewish 

brethren for ministering to them the things of Christ and His gospel (“spiritual 

things”; ref. Romans 15:22-27; cf. also Romans 1:16-17, 3:1-3, 9:1-5, 11:1-12). 

  

b. The Gentile saints were indebted to their Jewish brethren because, through them, 

they had been made sharers in Christ. And as such, the Gentile saints are fellow 

members of God’s household and so branches grafted into the Abrahamic olive 

tree (ref. Ephesians 2:11-3:7; cf. Romans 11:1-32). Paul understood that, in union 

with Christ, Jew and Gentile become one “new man” – brethren in God’s fulfilled 

“Israel” (Galatians 3-4, 6:11-16). This oneness of Jew and Gentile in Christ was a 

monumental paradigm shift for Jewish believers in particular (ref. Acts 10-15), 

and Paul recognized this offering as a perfect opportunity and practical way to 

highlight and nurture the essential unity of Christ’s Church: The extended time of 

preparation, collection and delivery compelled the Gentile saints to hold their 

Jewish brethren in the forefront of their thinking and concern, and the Jewish 

saints in Judea would be confronted in a poignant and tangible way with the 

solidarity and loving concern of their Gentile brethren in distant lands. 


