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International Aid in 
the First Century

The Jerusalem Collection 
and Its Lessons

This study sets the collection for Jerusalem in the broader context of aid across 
boundaries. It asks what can be learned from the Jerusalem offering in regard 
to contemporary aid or relief for the poor in international or cross-cultural 
settings. Despite similarities with other forms of aid within the Greco-Roman 
and Jewish contexts, as several scholars have noted, this article argues that the 
Jerusalem collection should be seen as a distinct international aid project with 
countercultural aspects, rooted in Paul’s messianic and missional worldview.

Introduction

This study sets the collection for Jerusalem in the broader context of other inter-
national or extra-local economic assistance and aid, aid across boundaries. It asks 
what can be learned from the Jerusalem offering in regard to contemporary aid 
or relief for the poor, in international or cross-cultural settings. Scholars debate 
the uniqueness of the Pauline Jerusalem collection within its Greco-Roman and 
Jewish settings. Some argue that the Gentile churches’ help for the poor in the 
church in Jerusalem has close economic analogies in political and civic benefac-
tions or patronage; in the charitable practices of cults, guilds, and associations; 
in special collections for civic projects; or in the various forms of aid practiced 
in Jewish communities. Despite various overlaps and similarities, the Jerusalem 
collection should be seen as a distinct international aid project with countercul-
tural aspects, rooted in Paul’s messianic and missional worldview.
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It is important to recognize that our knowledge of the Jerusalem collection is 
limited in a number of ways. First, our information comes only from three Pauline 
letters: Romans, 1 Corinthians, and 2 Corinthians. Some also see a reference to 
the collection in Galatians 2:10, though the evidence is slim. In addition, it is 
possible that it is alluded to in Acts 24:17, when Paul, in his defense before Felix, 
says “And after many years I came bringing alms to my people, and to present 
offerings.”1 Second, there is little detail of the needs that Paul aims to address, 
except that the collection is “for the poor among the holy people”—hagioi, “saints” 
—“in Jerusalem” (Rom. 15:26 ), and that they are in a condition of lack or need 
(2 Cor. 8:14). How many people are in need? What would qualify someone as 
a recipient? Is there a specific emergency that is being addressed? It is interest-
ing that Paul does not focus on detailing the needs nor stirring up pity for them. 
Third, there is no information about the proposed method of distribution. How 
would the offering be divided up for those in need? Would there be a one-time 
distribution, or would the offering create a fund that could be used in cases of 
need? Who would distribute the offering? Lastly, we have no knowledge of the 
outcome of the collection. Was it well received? Did it help the people it was 
intended to help? Paul does ask for prayer that the offering would be accepted by 
the saints, and that he would be delivered from unbelievers in Jerusalem (Rom. 
15:30–31).2 All this means that we cannot draw on the Jerusalem offering for 
answers to some questions about international aid, such as the precise method 
of distribution, or the observed economic benefit of the process, whether long 
or short-term. We can, however, learn from the process, motives, and methods 
of the fund-raising, and the efforts to guarantee accountability.

Distinctive Aspects of the Collection
International Aid for the Poor in the First Century

One of the major distinctive features of the early church was its international or 
translocal nature, as is attested frequently in the New Testament. Much the same 
can be said of Jewish communities in the diaspora, which had clear international 
connections, especially to Jerusalem, Judea, and the temple. Several other move-
ments of the period were also to be found in multiple cities and nations, including 
philosophical groups such as the Stoics, Epicureans, and Cynics.3 Various pagan 
cults also spread, some by immigration,4 such as Artemis worship,5 or mystery 
religions,6 and some with political ties, such as the imperial cult.7 However, it 
is uncertain that there was much international connection between the scattered 
versions of these groups. Most Greco-Roman voluntary associations and guilds 
were locally based, though translocal links existed among some.8 One com-
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monly cited example is the “Guilds of the Artists devoted to Dionysus,”9 whose 
members were travelling performers who appeared at festivals and games, and 
attracted patronage from authorities.10 Occasionally they even helped negotiate 
treaties or agreements because they travelled so widely.11 There were at least 
four locally-based editions of this guild, who were frequently in competition with 
each other, up until the time of Claudius, when they seem to have organized a 
“world-wide” association.12

What is less clear is that significant financial links existed between the vari-
ous Greco-Roman movements and associations, outside Judaism and the early 
church. One example often cited is the case of a group of merchant immigrants 
from Tyre to Puteoli in Italy. They asked the city council back in Tyre for annual 
funds of 250 denarii, to cover the rent for the statio, the space they used as a 
base in Puteoli for their trade and for their ancestral Tyrian civic cult activities.13 
The council agreed to their request. However, the resulting contributions were 
to come from tax or tariff revenues, by order of the city of Tyre, and thus hardly 
comparable to the Jerusalem collection.14

One possible parallel, often brought up in relation to the Jerusalem collection, 
lies in the practice of the ἐπίδοσις (epidosis), voluntary public subscriptions. 
They were organized to meet a range of projects or needs, such as the building 
of a temple, or a customs house,15 fortifying a harbor,16 the purchase of grain 
in time of need, the purchase of land for a cemetery,17 and commonly for sup-
porting religious festivals, athletic games, the ransom of prisoners, repairs of 
buildings, and especially strengthening city defenses.18 Kloppenborg points out 
that some ἐπίδοσις appeals asked for donations from foreigners as well as citi-
zens.19 However, the foreigners to which such inscriptions appeal are of course 
foreigners who are presently in the cities where the inscriptions are written. 
Otherwise, they would not know of the appeal. The epidosis inscriptions seek 
funds for the city or community where the appeal is made, with no evidence to 
my knowledge of anyone asking for help for needs in other places.20 So while 
Paul’s collection would fit the cultural pattern of asking for donations for needs, 
its translocal nature is distinct.

The Greco-Roman tradition of benefaction, also called euergetism, sometimes 
happened at an international level, usually through official action. Examples 
include a ruler granting tax or legal privileges to a city in his or her realm;21 the 
building of temples, aqueducts, roads, and bridges; and the funding of athletic 
competitions.22 Mostly, however, benefaction, like the epidosis, happened at a 
local level, and especially in cities. This was because that is where the wealthy 
often resided, and where their beneficence could receive appropriate honor. It 
was rare for public benefaction to help the poorest people, who were unlikely 
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to be able to return the kind of public honors that benefactors wanted. For ex-
ample, the grain dole, in Rome and some other cities, was given regardless of 
the poverty or wealth of the recipient but was still restricted to the minority of 
residents who were citizens. A second-century Roman historian wrote that the 
Emperor Trajan found popularity not simply by handing out grain, but through 
providing public entertainments; gifts of food only helped the plebs who were 
on the corn-register, whereas the whole populace was kept happy by public 
spectacles and shows.23 In any event, according to Paul Erdkamp, “neither food 
crises nor poverty were at the basis of the Roman corn dole,”24 and being on the 
list of recipients was something of a status symbol. Even the praetorian guard 
did not receive this handout until the reign of Nero.25 Gregg Gardner comments, 
“Judeo-Christian charity is directed at ‘the poor’—that is, those in material need. 
Greco-Roman giving, by contrast, was directed at cities and their citizens. Some 
benefits might trickle down to those who happen to be poor, but the benefaction 
itself is not intended for poor people per se.”26

There is evidence of Jewish translocal support for the poor. The poor tithe 
was collected in the third and sixth year of a seven-year cycle (Deut. 26:12). 
Josephus interpreted this as an extra tithe on top of the two tithes he reckoned 
were payable every year: “you are to bring every third year a third tithe to be 
distributed to those that want; to women also that are widows, and to children 
that are orphans.”27 There is some evidence that Jewish tithes were collected from 
the diaspora, not just in Judea and Galilee. A letter from Gamaliel the elder, who 
was Paul’s teacher, informs provincial Jews of calendar changes necessary to 
reconcile the lunar calendar to the solar year, so that they will be ready to tithe.28 
However, not all of the tithe money would have been transported internation-
ally. Some at least of the poor tithes were kept in various places, and available 
for those in need.29 However, the tithes were taxes required by Jewish ( biblical) 
law, not voluntary contributions.

A well-known example of translocal Jewish benefaction occurred when a 
famine caused starvation for many in Jerusalem. The royal family of Adiabene, 
recently converted to Judaism, bought figs and grain from Alexandria and Cyprus, 
and had them brought to Jerusalem, and sent money in addition (Josephus, Ant. 20). 
An example of translocal voluntary Jewish giving is mentioned in the Jerusalem 
Talmud ( y. Hor. 3.4). Some rabbis of the Tannaic generation (late first century to 
early second century), including the well-known Akiba,30 were collecting near the 
city of Antioch, for a “collection for the sages” (migbat ḥakāmim) back in Israel.31

Early Christians supported the poor at the local level, as is evident from the 
New Testament (Matt. 19:21; Luke 14:13, 19:8; Acts 2:44–45; James 2:15–16). 
Christian translocal support for the poor appears once the church starts to expand 
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from Jerusalem, beginning with the famine relief offering sent from Antioch to 
Judea (Acts 11:28–30). The translocal and trans-ethnic nature of the Pauline 
Jerusalem collection, when believers in several areas helped the poor believers 
in Judea, reflected the international nature of the early church itself. Money was 
collected from at least three regions: Macedonia, Achaia and Galatia.32 Ascough 
thinks that the strength of Paul’s rhetoric to the Corinthians about the offering for 
Jerusalem means that the Corinthian church did not see themselves as having a 
translocal obligation.33 However, Paul certainly does see an obligation, and so 
do the Macedonian believers, though it is an obligation of love (2 Cor. 9:1–4). 
However, according to Paul, the Corinthians, rather than being reluctant, were 
ready and zealous for the offering (2 Cor. 9:2).

Voluntary Contributions
Voluntary help for the poor was generally of high value in Jewish com-

munities. The activities of well-known beggars in the New Testament (Mark 
10:46; John 9:8; Acts 3:2) indicate that Jews were giving alms to the poor. The 
Book of Tobit records the uprightness of its title character, demonstrated in 
his almsgiving, particularly for his fellow Jews (Tob. 1:3, 16). The Book of 
Sirach urges almsgiving, or charity (Sir. 7:10; 12:3; 29:12). The evidence is not 
so clear that there was much organized charity for the poor before the second 
century.34 Mishnah Shekalim 5.6 describes a “chamber of secrets” in the temple, 
into which devout worshippers secretly would put money, which would be used 
for the relief of “well-born poor,” meaning people born into wealth who had 
since become poor. The money, secretly given and secretly handed out, would 
help them avoid the shame of their recent impoverishment.35 Other well-known 
Jewish institutions helping the poor, such as the tamhuy (the daily distribution 
of food ) and the quppa (the weekly distribution of money) may have roots in 
the Second Temple period, but the earliest evidence for these practices comes 
from later Rabbinic texts.36

Mishnah Demai 3.1 records a rabbinic discussion between the house of 
Shammai and that of Hillel (represented by Rabban Gamaliel), and thus possibly 
dating to the first century, which mentions the role of a charity collector (gabbāʾê 
tzedāqāh) in distributing food, but in this case the food collected seems to be 
the poor tithe. There are key differences between the Jewish poor tithe and the 
Jerusalem collection. The poor tithe was regular and repeated. The Jerusalem 
collection, though it took months or perhaps even years to complete, was a one-
time event. In addition, as mentioned above, the poor tithe was a tax required 
by the Mosaic law, not a voluntary offering.37 According to Josephus, it came 
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from the politeia or form of government Moses wrote down,38 which consisted 
of laws (nomoi ) and a constitution (diataxis).

The Jerusalem apostles urged Paul and Barnabas to “remember the poor” in 
their ministry to the nations (Gal. 2:10). Apparently, this was the one important 
thing they had left out in their description of their gospel. It is frequently thought 
the apostles were requiring Paul and Barnabas to collect money from Gentile 
churches and send it to the Jerusalem church, and that this was the basis of the 
Jerusalem collection.39 Holl argued that the offering was in fact a tax, at least as 
the Jerusalem church understood it, because the Jerusalem church had the “right 
to tax the whole church.” 40 This reads too much into the phrase “remember the 
poor” (Gal. 2:10). Plus, there is nothing in Galatians that suggests that “the poor” 
means the Jerusalem church in particular. It is more likely that Cephas, James, 
and John were making sure that Paul and Barnabas had the same concern for 
the poor that they also had.41 

In First Corinthians, Paul may speak of the collection as a command: “Now 
concerning the collection for the saints: as I instructed the churches of Galatia, 
so you also should do. On the first day of every week, let each of you put some-
thing aside from his own resources, and store it up, as he may prosper, so that 
when I come there will be no collections [logeiai]” (1 Cor. 16:1–2).42 The term 
logeia, used for the “collection,” is sometimes used in papyri or ostraca for tax 
collections, but is a general term for monetary collections of any kind, whether 
compelled or not.43 The word translated “instructed” here (diatassō) can be used 
for arranging, organizing, or setting things in order, but also for directing or com-
manding. There are two imperative verbs, the plural poiēsate (“you [all] should 
do”), and the singular permissive imperative tithetō (“let him/her put aside”). 
Probably Paul sees the church’s participation as obligatory, but the individual’s 
participation as voluntary.

In Second Corinthians, however, perhaps to clarify what he said in the first 
letter, Paul emphasizes the voluntary nature of the collection. It is not a com-
mand but a free gift: “But just as you abound in everything—in faith, in speech, 
in knowledge, in all zeal, and in our love for you—see that you abound also in 
this gift. I am not saying this as a command, but testing by the zeal of others the 
genuineness of your love” (8:7–8).44 Their generous response will show their 
love. Nevertheless, “Each one should do just as he has decided in his heart, not 
grudgingly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver” (9:7). Further, 
also perhaps for clarity, on this occasion he refers to the gift not as a logeia, or 
collection, but as “participation in service” (koinōnian tēs diakonias, 8:4), or 
just “service” (9:1).45
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The Poor Supporting the Poor
Another key distinctive of the Jerusalem collection was that through it the poor 

were supporting the poor. There was, of course, at least a temporary difference 
between the Corinthians and the Judeans: the former’s abundance compared to 
the latter’s lack. And Paul envisaged a future when the Judean believers might be 
better off than the Corinthians (2 Cor. 8:14). Paul did not single out the poor to 
participate in the offering; rather, it is simply that most of the Corinthian believers, 
despite their present situation relative to the Judean believers, were of the poorer 
classes.46 Paul saw all believers, poor or rich, as having the responsibility of love 
to care for one another, and even for those beyond the church (Gal. 6:10; 1 Thess. 
5:14–15).47 For this to happen in an organized and yet voluntary way, even at a 
local level, was unusual in the first century, and even more so internationally. 
The Macedonians even gave while in the depths of poverty, though apparently 
they had to persuade Paul to let them participate (2 Cor. 8:1–4). The poor in the 
Mediterranean world were not expected to act as benefactors in the way that the 
rich were. Paul, on the other hand, according to S. Ryan Schellenberg, saw “the 
poor as active moral and economic agents.”48

We might think, therefore, of Paul’s gift economy as universalizing benefac-
tion. Joubert argues that Paul modified the standard reciprocal exchange relation-
ship that the culture of benefaction upheld, to make the collection “a three-way 
reciprocal relationship between God, the Pauline communities and Jerusalem,” 
and that Paul wanted to “secure his own role as apostle and benefactor in the 
eyes of Jerusalem.”49 Joubert is correct to emphasize the three-way relationality 
of the gift process. On the other hand, on the basis that a gift created an obliga-
tion to reciprocate in some way, the Greco-Roman culture of benefaction was 
oriented to accumulate public honor to the benefactor,50 and Paul makes no such 
promise of reciprocal honor to the Corinthians from the Judeans, nor does he 
himself expect honors.51 The honor will accumulate to God, not to Paul or the 
Corinthians, and God will repay the Corinthians with blessings, enabling them 
to continue being generous (2 Cor. 9:11–15). Harrison argues that Paul trans-
forms benefaction ideology by releasing the Corinthians from the “burdensome 
demands” of reciprocity.52 This is actually to acknowledge that the collection 
does not fit properly into the first-century traditions of benefaction.

We might also think of the Jerusalem collection as universalizing patronage, 
so that the Gentile churches function as patrons to the poor Jewish believers. 
Once again, however, Paul’s discussion of the offering does not fit well into the 
patron-client culture that was prominent in the Roman Empire. The patron-client 

International Aid in the First Century



156

relationship was invariably an unequal one, between a superior and a dependent 
inferior, but Paul emphasizes the equality of Jews and Gentiles ( 2 Cor. 8:14–15 ).53

Emphasis on Integrity 

One final important element to the Pauline collection was his emphasis on the 
integrity and security of the gift itself. There is evidence of care, and even the 
use of auditors, in the disposition of funds raised and managed by Greco-Roman 
associations.54 It was normal in the first century for the transport of money to be 
accompanied by at least two or, more likely, three guards or trustworthy people, 
and travel was always safer with a group.55 For Paul, the Jerusalem collection 
is “for the glory of God,” and so “no one should find fault” in it (2 Cor. 8:20). 
Paul had told the Corinthians that they could accredit their own representatives 
to help bring the gift, and he himself was willing to accompany the Corinthians’ 
offering if that would help (1 Cor. 16:3–4).56 The decision was made that the 
offering would be collected by Paul and Titus, and accompanied to Jerusalem by 
believers of known character and commitment, one appointed by the churches, 
and another appointed by Paul and his team (2 Cor. 8:16–24).

Interpreting the Collection: Politics or Theology?

Political readings of Paul have increased in the last hundred years, and especially 
since the turn of the century with the spread of post-colonial hermeneutics and 
counter-imperial readings of the New Testament.57 A number of scholars have 
interpreted Paul in the light of Marxist theory, which explains economic and po-
litical life in terms of a class struggle between the oppressors and the oppressed. 
In this view, the rich become or stay rich by oppressing the poor and extracting 
value from their labor.58 Certainly, the Roman elite, and others in the ancient 
world, became wealthy in large part because of military conquest and burdensome 
taxation, and used the institution of slavery to maximize their profits. However, 
the idea that the wealth of some is always dependent on the poverty of others is 
of course the economics of the zero-sum game, which is inadequate to explain 
the economic growth and overall rise in the standard of living that occurred 
from the accession of Octavian (31 B.C.) for about two hundred years.59 All this 
has had an effect on interpretation of the Jerusalem collection. Paul, it has been 
claimed, was trying to transform the unequal Greco-Roman society.60 Welborn 
argues that Paul was attempting “to establish a relationship between persons of 
different social classes, the goal of which was to achieve equality.”61 Equality 
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was both the basis and the goal of the collection.62 Vassiliadis thinks that Paul’s 
goal is “the equal distribution and permanent sharing of material wealth.”63

The historian Edwin Judge recognized the significant political implications 
of the Pauline gospel: “Paul conducted a head-on personal assault on the status 
system which supplied the ideology of the established order. For the first time 
in history, moreover, Paul spelled out what may in a sense be called a structural 
model of social relations.”64 Judge recognized that there are certain affinities 
between Paul and Marx, such as the hope for the transformation of humanity, 
by contrast with the maintenance of the status quo typically supported by Greco-
Roman religion.65 However, Judge also saw major differences between Pauline 
and Marxist thought. Paul, unlike Marx, did not think so much in institutional 
as in personal terms. Paul would not have classified his project as a species of 
“religion.”66 Judge ultimately resisted Marxist readings of Paul.67

There are fundamental problems with Marxist and post-colonial analyses of 
Paul and his collection. Their anachronism reads nineteenth- or twentieth-century 
theory into first-century life, and their reductionism produces the tendency to 
explain everything in economic and political terms. We should recognize, of 
course, that there was no hard dividing line in the ancient world between politics 
and religion. Paul’s focus is christological, and messianism, of course, has a 
political dimension. We should not imagine that Paul’s gospel, or the collection, 
were without eventual political consequences or implications. That is not the 
same, however, as reducing everything to politics. Paul does use the language 
of equality in regard to the collection: “For I do not mean that others should be 
eased and you burdened, but, from equality, your abundance at the present time 
should supply their need, so that their abundance may supply your need, that 
there may be equality” (2 Cor. 8:13–14). However, this equality was not imposed 
from above but was to be worked out over time through mutual and voluntary 
acts of generosity in imitation of Christ (2 Cor. 8:9).68

Paul’s appeal was at its heart theological, on the basis of “the grace of our 
Lord Jesus Christ.” Jesus is the prime example of sacrificial service to the poor 
(2 Cor. 8:9). The Corinthians’ obedient generosity starts with their “confession of 
the gospel of Christ” (2 Cor. 9:13). Gentiles have an obligation to help the Jewish 
believers materially, because they have shared in their spiritual blessings (Rom. 
15:27). The Macedonians’ generosity derives from their having given themselves 
first to God (2 Cor. 8:5). The ultimate source of the collected money is God him-
self (2 Cor. 9:8), and the collection is for the glory of God (2 Cor. 8:19; 9:13).

International Aid in the First Century
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Interpreting the Collection: Issues in International Aid

So what does Paul’s discussion of the Jerusalem collection have to offer con-
temporary debate and practice in international help for the poor? There are at 
least five issues which we can fruitfully mention, deriving from the first-century 
distinctives of the collection.

First, and most obviously, the collection was translocal. The Jerusalem col-
lection, as a pioneering and scriptural example of translocal help for the poor 
(and organized by a missionary), helped establish a pattern of missional sharing 
of resources internationally for the sake of the poor, with a genuine interest in 
the people concerned. Historically this has happened largely through Christian 
missions, as is acknowledged frequently in the secular literature on aid.69

Second, the collection was voluntary. Most international aid is government 
to government and is therefore funded by compulsory taxation. This leads to re-
sentment and resistance to funding aid, especially when donor-nation economies 
are struggling, or when donor-nation tax rates are perceived to be high. This is 
quite apart from problems associated with government aid at the recipient end. 
Such aid is of course primarily a tool of government policy and the agendas of 
donor nations, and comes often with many conditions,70 such as aid-tying, where 
aid is given subject to the recipient nation promising to import goods from the 
donor nation.71 Ironically, government-funded aid is sometimes characterized 
as “voluntary” state contributions.72 For Paul, the value in the collection lay not 
only in its help for the poor believers, but in the willing generosity which enabled 
it. The voluntary nature of the collection, deriving from moral rather than legal 
obligation, meant that no one was being forcibly burdened. This was essential 
to Paul’s vision of equality, which does not include imposing a burden on some 
for the relief of others (2 Cor. 8:13).73

Third, in the collection the poor were supporting the poor. Paul did not reserve 
generosity to the affluent. There was no permanent one-way flow of funds, and 
so it was not a repeat of the usual benefactor-recipient or patron-client relation-
ships which characterized the Roman world. These created unequal relationships 
of dependence, were oriented particularly to enhance the prestige and power of 
the benefactors, and rarely addressed the needs of the poor directly. Unhealthy 
dependence on the benefaction of the wealthy can hurt the economies of develop-
ing countries.74 Some studies show that modern donors compete with one another 
for recognition by recipient countries.75 Recognition, or love of honor, what the 
Greeks called philotimia, is a well-known factor in charity fundraising, and the 
prospect of recognition enhances receipts.76 Paul honors giving which is from 
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genuine love and sacrifice (2 Cor. 8:8, 21, 24), but gives no special recognition 
to any particular givers.

Fourth, the collection process was designed to practice and demonstrate integ- 
rity. Corruption and bribery frequently consumes a huge proportion of aid bud-
gets.77 Indeed, “foreign aid can fuel corruption without reducing poverty.”78

Fifth, the collection was not first of all political, but inherently theological. 
For Paul, meeting the needs of the poor was not only motivated by theological 
presuppositions; it was intended to bring glory to God, and the open confession 
of the gospel was at its heart (2 Cor. 9:13). Christian charities and missions are 
often under pressure to downplay the gospel message and focus only on economic 
help. The collection was countercultural and therefore had potential to speak to 
the political world, but this was merely the product of its intention to meet the 
needs of the poor in the name of Christ.

International Aid in the First Century
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