
of his pleasure in anticipating meeting the Roman Christians soon, 

here or beyond. Then he rather suddenly switched gears and, with a 

palpable sense of foreboding, pled with the Church of Rome to pray 

for two things: 

  

 

 

Paul had two primary concerns that filled him with great anxiety: 1) the 

Orthodox Jews who wanted him dead, and 2) the messianic Jewish 

Christians who he feared would not accept his collection. Just what 

was this collection? And why was the great Apostle worried that “the 

saints”ii would not find it acceptable?iii 

 IN 58 AD, the Apostle Paul was an old man, having lived to be well 

over 60.  Three decades of missionary tours had worn him down, but still he 

desired to finish his mission.i Sitting in Corinth, pondering his third and final 

journey to Jerusalem to meet with the leaders of the Jerusalem Church, he 

wrote a letter to the believers in Rome. Chapter and verse told of God’s 

plan to redeem the Gentiles and the Jews in a new kingdom. He wrote 

A POLITE BRIBEWhy Turn Back?



 THE very vision Paul described so joyfully in his letter to 

the Romans, that of God’s grand scheme to save both the Greeks 

and the Jews, had from the beginning created a massive conflict 

between Paul and the Jerusalem Christians. The Jerusalem 

Christians were led by the group of twelve forged from 

the very life and death of Jesus himself, those who 

had known him in his earthly life and would be 

his “pillars” in the Kingdom to come. Theirs 

was a claim Paul could never make. In 

Romans, Paul’s grand gesture of unity, he 

described a congregation composed of Gentiles, 

Jewish Christians, and possibly Orthodox (non-

Christian) Jews, 

 He went on to chronicle the rise and fall 

of humanity, the coming Kingdom, 

and the wings of salvation 

God had provided in 

Christ, followed by 

God’s secret plan 

in the end to save his chosen people.iv His vision and the mission 

it inspired posed a massive challenge to established Judaism, and 

this conflict played out in his relationship to the messianic Jewish 

Christians who worshipped at the Temple in Jerusalem.

 A cursory look at first-century history reveals 

antagonism toward Paul’s lawless ministry from the 

very beginning, from among his very own people. 

Historian Michael Grant writes that “Jews always 

distrusted policies of too easy conversion, and 

although the Pharisees, from whom Paul came, 

were notable for their proselytism, his vast, 

deliberate campaign of Gentile conversions 

seemed to them to violate the doctrine of 

the Chosen People, the elect. Paul’s 

relations with the Jews, to whom 

he belonged and to whom he and 

every other Christian would still 

claim to belong for years 

ahead, had become 

disastrous.”v 



 Yet this was not always the case. At one time at least, Paul had 

been on good terms with the Jerusalem Christians. Some years 

earlier, in 49 AD, according to Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, it was 

clear that the Jewish Christian leaders in Jerusalem, those who 

were so central to the new church that they were known as “the 

Pillars,” had offered Paul at least temporary support:vi

“AND WHEN JAMES AND CEPHAS [PETER] AND JOHN, WHO 
WERE ACKNOWLEDGED PILLARS, RECOGNIZED THE GRACE THAT 
HAD BEEN GIVEN TO ME, THEY GAVE TO BARNABAS AND ME THE 
RIGHT HAND OF FELLOWSHIP, AGREEING THAT WE SHOULD GO 
TO THE GENTILES AND THEY TO THE CIRCUMSIZED. THEY ASKED 
ONLY ONE THING, THAT WE REMEMBER THE POOR, WHICH WAS 
ACTUALLY WHAT I WAS EAGER TO DO”

(GAL 2:9-10)

 It was during this council that the collection Paul mentioned 

in his letter to the Romans had been requested by James, as part 

of an agreement that allowed Paul to preach his gospel of freedom 

(from the Jewish Law) to the Gentiles. James had been brokering a 

deal between Paul and the hard right edge of the early movement, 

those Paul refers to as False Brethren or Pseudo Apostles. 

 The false brethren held to Jesus as Messiah, but, unlike Paul, 

demanded the continuance of Jewish law for all believers, especially 

Gentiles, as did the Orthodox Jews. This stipulation would allow the 

Jewish Christians based in Judea to live amongst the remaining 

Orthodox Jews, those Paul calls the “unbelievers”—a group that 

felt betrayed by Paul’s turn from his former Temple vocation as 

Pharisee. Paul’s Law-free gospel jeopardized the peace between 

the Jewish Christians and the Orthodox Christians.vii



 NEVERTHELESS, James and the other Apostles 

agreed that Paul could continue preaching his gospel to the 

Gentiles, as long as he took up a collection for Jerusalem from his 

Gentile converts to “remember the poor”.

 But by the time of Paul’s Letter to the Romans in 58 AD, the 

relationship between Paul and the Jerusalem Apostles had soured. 

The situation had become so severe that this collection, which Paul 

had started gathering some ten years earlier, was now required in 

order for the Apostles to endorse Paul’s mission.

 AT the same time ethnic tensions in the region had increased, 

with regular outbreaks of violence between Judeans and Greeks in 

various cities in the Mediterranean. Some of the hostility toward Paul 

was also caused by the changing backdrop in Jewish relations under 

Roman governance.

 The Jewish historian Josephus records that while the Jewish 

people were mounting the first in a series of revolts, the Jewish Temple 

had stopped all gifts or sacrifices from foreigners, another clue as to 

why Paul feared his collection might be refused.viii His offering, from 

the Gentiles, a term referring to outsider nations, would have been 

viewed as no different from the others. Having heard rumors of such 



turmoil back in the homeland, Paul acknowledged the possibility not 

only that his gift would be denied and the twenty Gentile Christians 

accompanying him turned away, but also that his life could be at 

risk. Paul was keenly aware of the great hostilities fomenting in the 

Holy Land among various groups seeking his death. He saw serious 

danger in going back to Jerusalem, even writing in his letter to the 

Romans that he knew his  

 WHAT had changed since Paul had visited Jerusalem and 

been named the Apostle to the Gentiles? Why, after nearly 20 years 

of ministry to the Gentiles, would Paul now be at such risk? Was 

the money he bore not just a collection of support for the Jerusalem 

Jews, or a gift offering to Jesus’ original church? Apparently 

James (the Lord’s brother), Peter, and the other Apostles were 

still highly suspicious of 

Paul’s motives. If we turn 

to Acts to provide a setting 

for further investigation of 

the Church in Jerusalem, it is 

clear from Acts 1 that the core of 

the early Jerusalem Church formed 

around the disciples of Jesus and his family 

(Acts 1:12-15)—including his mother and the women disciples 

(Acts 1:14). An even tighter circle seems to have emerged 

with James, Peter, and the other “Apostles”— who were now 

numbered at twelve and wielded considerable “official” power 

within the Jerusalem Church as well as among the Temple 

authorities. This was indicated, for instance, by the role they 

played in dealing with the dispute over charitable funds and the 

“ordination” of Stephen in Acts 6:1-7, and the need felt by both 

Peter and Paul to consult this group about their preaching to 

the Gentiles and to obtain their agreement in this matter (Acts 

1-18; 15). 



 MORE important, the agreement on the 

money was linked with the agreement on the 

mission. If the gold was not acceptable, then neither 

was Paul, and with him his gospel of freedom that 

declared a new age for Jews and Gentilesx, one in which also 

they would all share the Lord’s Supper or Passover meal. The 

issue was so divisive that in Galatians, Paul referred to his 

message as “my gospel” and the message preached by his 

Jewish Christian opponents as a “different Gospel” (Gal 1:6).

 Traditional scholars will often soften this conflict or dismiss 

it as hyperbole, and gloss over any internal conflict within the 

early Church. But when we closely read Paul’s own writings, 

there is a “first-hand” witness to a sustained conflict. In 51 

AD in his letter to the Galatians (2:7-14), Paul described the 

agreement forged between Paul and Peter, James, and the 

Jerusalem Church two years earlier, in 49 AD. Yet, in 55 AD, Paul 

was warning of those who would insist his congregants beware 

of those who desired to “mutilate the flesh.” In the autumn of 

57 AD, in Second Corinthians Paul was still mocking the same 

Apostles, referring to them sarcastically as “super-apostles,” 

a phrase that harkens back to his rhetoric in Galatians (Gal 

1:15), where he spoke of “pillars” and those of supposed 

“repute” (Gal 2:6). Finally, in the winter of 58 AD, 

when he wrote to the Roman church, he indicated 

just how far the relationship had deteriorated (Rom 

15:31-33). 

 Pauline scholar Ernst Käsemann argues on the basis of 

Paul’s vocabulary here that the verb used, which included his 

fellow Christians, suggests “the danger of death.”xi Paul’s words 

in Romans make it clear that the Jerusalem church did not want 

Paul’s charity because they did not want Paul.xii Unlike his 

earlier two visits to Jerusalem, the first when he met with Peter 

and described his new visions for Gentiles, and the second 

when he was called back by James to settle the conflict over his 

gospel and Jewish Law, this time he was not invited.xiii  What 

adds even more intrigue and raises the stakes is that Paul did 

not need to go to Jerusalem.



 Paul routinely used intermediaries, like Timothy or Titus, as 

proxies (see Gal 2:1-3; 2 Cor 2:13, 8:1-6, 12:17, 18; Acts 15:1). In 

fact, Titus went to collect the money for the Jerusalem poor (Acts 8:19) 

and for Paul in Corinth (2 Cor 8:6). If the collection for the Jerusalem 

poor was more or less routine in support of the “Mother Church,” why 

would it require Paul’s presence?  Why show his face at all? Why not 

walk away and let sleeping dogs lie? In fact, according to his letter 

to Rome, Paul would rather have avoided any delays in completing 

his missionary journey to Spain to fulfill his calling to reach the entire 

world with his gospel:

 THE core question, then, is why not find another way to secure the 

support of the Christian Jews without risking his life or the lives of others, 

as well as inviting even more rejection from Jesus’ original followers? As 

E.P. Sanders comments, “This is a strange situation for one who counted 

his ministry a success, who could boast about his Gentile converts, who 

saw them as instrumental in bringing about the redemption of Israel…. 

Apparently, we are missing a part of the actual story. And why did Luke 

mention Paul’s trip to Jerusalem, with a claim that 

an agreement had been worked out, but 

never mention the money? What was the 

secret? What was he covering up? 

What did Paul do that created 

enemies in every quarter, 

including within the 

Christian movement? 

How did he get into the 

position of regarding 

his work as successful 

but fearing that 

it might not be 

acceptable?”xiv



These are questions that perhaps can only be explored by digging 

beneath the Lukan narrative in  Acts, in particular, those elements of 

the miraculous and the plot line of the divine ordering of the church, and 

also looking to the seven undisputed letters authored by Paul as the 

key evidence for the personality, practice, and teachings of the man and 

the source of his tempestuous mission.  These are the seven letters, 

listed here in chronological order: 49 AD, 1 Thessalonians; 51 AD, 

Galatians; 53-54 AD, 1 & 2 Corinthians; 55 AD, 

Philippians; 58 AD, Romans; and after 60 

AD, Philemon. 

Our new narrative construction, witnessed through the collection, 

will uncover the external and internal factors that allow us to explore 

Paul’s goals:

Were these the objectives that later in life would require a do-or-die 

journey to Jerusalem? 



 WHY did he not find another way to deliver the collection, one that 

wouldn’t risk his life or the lives of those who traveled with him, as well as 

invite more rejection from his Jewish brethren? And why was it necessary 

that others pray, in Paul’s words, “That my collection for Jerusalem may 

be acceptable to the saints”? The common language of the New Living 

Translation better makes the point: “Pray that I will be rescued from those 

in Judea who refuse to obey God. Pray also that the Christians there will 

be willing to accept the donation I am bringing them” (Rom 15:31, NLT).xvi

Paul’s turning back to Jerusalem was certainly not a chance decision, 

but instead a brazen, in-your-face attempt to force the Apostles to accept 

his mission.xvii  A chance to say to the original Apostles, we still have an 

agreement. If he was not compelled to return, then Paul was choosing 

to make himself the most famous martyr in history: defiant, determined, 

his soul intertwined with the suffering Jesus, who had turned him from a 

Pharisee into this visionary outsider. 

 He was obviously not afraid to die,  and he was not afraid to march 

before his people and like his later convert Luther, say, 

 THE purpose of this narrative investigation is to answer these 

questions behind why he turned back by putting in writing a new story, one 

derived almost entirely from Paul’s letters. To do so, we must first clear 

away many of the assumptions from our traditional narrative in Acts that 

silences Paul’s voice, and allow him to speak in his own words. Words 

that began with a profound, unexpected vision of great promise and hope 

out in the desert and ended with a desperate plea for his brethren to spare 

his life.
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