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idea that a woman can be presiding over a church, agrees, “The 
general character of the Epistle is almost decisive against the view 
that it is addressed to an individual.” Why is that? Because, “the 
subjects with which it deals are such as affect a community rather 
than an individual or a family, though much of its contents might 
be regarded as advice needed by the leading member of a Church 
on whom the duty mainly fell of entertaining the strangers who 
visited it.” Another reason he proffers is, “The substance of what 
is said in vv. 6, 8, 10, 12 is clearly not addressed to children. The 
‘children’ of the ‘Elect Lady’ must certainly have reached the age 
of manhood.”6 Now, that really is a curious set of objections and 
tells us something about the limitations, down through history, 
under which even the most able exegetes unconsciously strug-
gled. For someone who just assured us that John the Apostle 
wrote all three letters attributed to his name, he is so baffled by 
the obvious female references in regard to the recipient of 2 John 
that he assumes that, if the “Elect Lady” is indeed an individual 
woman and not a church, then her “children” must be her actual 
family members. But, what is apparently not entering into his 
thought is that the author of this letter, John, refers all through 
his first epistle to the church members in the circuit over which 
he served as overseer as “my dear children” (e.g., 1 John 2:1, 18, 28; 
3:7, 18, and on throughout the letter) and even includes himself 
among God’s “children” (3:1). The simple conclusion appears to 
be that, in 2 John, the apostle was addressing a church presided 
over by a faithful, gifted, and chosen woman. 

Do we have any precedents for such a situation in the early 
church? Can we find evidence of women leading congregations?

During daily devotions, even the most 
harried or casual reader arriving at the 
second and third epistles of John (2 John 
and 3 John) is struck by the similarities of 
structure and style. In 1912, Canon A. E. 
Brooke, in his International Critical Com-
mentary volume, showed us exactly what 
we are noticing by listing all the parallel 
Greek phrases in these letters, demonstrat-
ing “the following phrases show the close 

similarity of their general structure.”1 For him, since “it is hardly 
necessary to discuss the question of their common authorship, . . .  
the Second and Third Epistles of S. John naturally form a pair.”2 
What is true of one is true of the other. 

 Third John, we notice, is written to “the beloved Gaius, whom 
I love in truth.” Second John is written to “The Elect Lady (kuria) 
and her children, whom I love in truth, and not I only but also all 
those having known the truth.”3 Can this mean that a woman was 
presiding over a church in the lifetime of Jesus’s disciple John? 
Clement of Alexandria thought “Electa” was the proper name of 
the recipient, while J. Rendel Harris collated information from 
ancient personal letters in the Oxyrhynchus and Fayum Papyri to 
argue “Kuria” was actually the recipient’s name.4 Others specu-
late, in the words of the great exegete Theodor Zahn, “2 John is 
really directed to a local Church which the author addresses as 
a chosen mistress, as the mother of its members, wedded to the 
Lord Christ.”5 Canon Brooke, who does not appear to fathom the 
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In Beyond the Curse, Aída Besançon Spencer agrees, “2 John is 
most likely to be addressed to an individual since the letter head-
ing is so similar to 3 John.” This is not a mere speculation for her; 
she provides proof:

Readers today should not be at all surprised that “the elect 
lady” was a woman overseeing a church in her house. Of 
course, all churches met in homes until the third century. 
Even the earliest church buildings were built to imitate guest 
rooms in homes. Almost all Christian assemblies mentioned 
in Acts and in Paul’s letters are in houses of women or, if not, 
of couples: Chloe (1 Cor 1:11), Lydia (Acts 16:40), the mother of 
John Mark (Acts 12:12), Nympha (Col 4:15), Prisca and Aquila  
(Rom 16:3-5; 1 Cor 16:19); Philemon, Apphia, Archippus 
(Philem 1–2) and possibly Stephana (1 Cor 16:15, 17).7 

Further, in AD 112, we have evidence of women church leaders 
living in the time of the Emperor Trajan, into whose reign, Ire-
naeus tells us, the Apostle John lived,8 so these women leaders 
were contemporaries of John. The Governor of Bithynia, Pliny 
the Younger, in a letter to Trajan, explains he arrested and tor-
tured these two, whom he calls in Latin ministrae, in order to 
learn the truth about Christianity.9

Henry Bettenson and Chris Maunder, the editors of Docu-
ments of the Christian Church, explain ministrae, the Latin term 
Pliny uses, “probably represents the Greek diakonoi.” From  
ministrae, we derive our English term “minister” and, when ap-
plied to Timothy, in 1 Timothy 4:6, diakonos is translated “minis-
ter,” as we see in the New International Version (NIV) rendering. 
So, in AD 112, these were clearly women ministers of the church.

Since the phrasings and structure of 2 and 3 John are so simi-
lar, as Canon Brooke has pointed out to us, and no one ques-
tions the parallel reference to the “beloved” Gaius as being ad-
dressed to an individual and not a code name for a church, the 
indication is that “the Elect Lady” is also the leader of the church 
over which she presides and for which she is responsible. That 
John does not name this elect female leader (as he may be do-
ing openly, if “Gaius” is indeed the proper name of the recipient 
of 3 John) is coupled with the fact that John does not name her 
city either. Since both these letters are speculated to have been 
written circa AD 85–95,10 one does not have to search arduously 
for an explanation. These are the years of the bitter rule of the 
emperor Domitian (AD 81–95), referred to as “the tyrant” by 
Clement of Alexandria.11 Domitian, of course, was the one who 
exiled John to Patmos. In fact, Eusebius notes, “Many were the 
victims of Domitian’s appalling cruelty.”12 Robert Leoline James 
and Guy Edward Farquhar Chilver amplify our understanding of 
Domitian’s modus operandi in The Oxford Classical Dictionary: 
“In his later years, feeling that he could trust nobody, he turned to 
persecution.” Eventually, “a vicious circle was thus set up; every 
unsuccessful plot caused more executions, which in their turn, 
led to another plot. Finally the Emperor’s own wife, Domitia . . . 
feeling herself insecure, joined with the two praetorian prefects 
and some of the court officials in a plot which succeeded, and 

Domitian was murdered.” Since his rule “culminated in a Ter-
ror,” 13 it is small wonder John might protect his contact in a city 
where the Emperor’s wrath was currently being felt. 

But, once we have observed all this, what strikes us most 
when we see references to these women in leadership in the New 
Testament and afterward is that, as here in the example of John, 
the language contains not a spirit of disapproval, condescension, 
or expediency, but of high esteem, appreciation, and affection. In 
fact, such a spirit is evident as well in the Old Testament when the 
Israelite General Barak will not move into battle without Debo-
rah, who, Judges 4:4 tells us, was “ruling (or governing, or admin-
istering [shapat])” Israel. Barak is willing to give up the glory of 
the credit for victory to assure she will go with him (4:8–10). As 
a general, Barak was no doubt concerned about the morale of his 
army and nothing would boost that like bringing along Deborah, 
whom everyone knew was a prophet (nebi’ah, 4:4) who received 
her revelations directly from God.14 In the New Testament, 
faithful women church leaders were held not only in the high-
est regard, but in gratitude, as Paul did, beginning his personal 
greetings in Romans 16 by “commending” (sunistēmi) Phoebe in 
strong terms of approval (vv. 1–2) and following by expressing 
his most tender appreciation for Prisca and Aquila, a gratitude 
(eucharisteō), he adds, that was shared by “all the churches of the 
Gentiles.” Paul’s handsome tribute to the ministry of Phoebe and 
Prisca parallels John’s tender reference to the presiding Lady as 
one whom he and all who hold the truth love (2 John 1). Luke in 
Acts, by the way, obviously shared Paul’s affection for Prisca, be-
cause he always refers to her, not by her formal name, but by her 
nickname Priscilla (Acts 18:2, 18, 26). And, when women of such 
caliber fall out, Paul is deeply concerned, as we see in his gentle 
plea to Euodia and Syntyche in Philippians 4:2 to reconcile. He 
does not reproach them as he does the Corinthians, but appeals 
(parakaleō) to them, while recalling their ministry with him and 
that their “names are in the book of life” (v. 3).

Clearly, all of us should cultivate a similar appreciation and 
affection for the faithful women who labor so diligently to lead 
our churches today. That such diligently ministering women are 
not always treated with similar respect, esteem, and tenderness 
by men (or by other women) is a great sin of this fallen world. 
Righting this injustice and returning to the spirit we see in the 
Bible’s promotion of women of true faith is the theme of this is-
sue, which focuses on how the style of the Holy Spirit–inspired 
biblical authors promotes the voices and place of women in the 
Bible records. 

Our issue begins with an unusual book to study for our pages: 
the Song of Songs. In a careful analysis, Gordon-Conwell Theo-
logical Seminary New Testament Professor Aída Besançon Spen-
cer demonstrates that the text promotes the voice of its female 
protagonist and commends monogamy as superior to polygamy, 
a pertinent message for today’s world. Attorney and Greek scholar 
David Malick, who in a previous article in our pages presented an 
intriguing study of Mark’s intercalations, returns with an equally 
fascinating comparison of John’s and Luke’s treatment of women 
and men in three narratives. Next, historian J. G. Brown also re-
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turns to our pages to analyze the differences between the Bible’s 
positive treatment of Deborah and the reluctance of some inter-
preters to recognize the full implications of the sacred text. We 
have the delight to introduce in this issue Baylor University PhD 
student Brendan Payne, son of author Philip Payne, leading off our 
book review section. Ambrose Seminary Professor Beth Stovell 
returns to our pages, analyzing a new book on Hispanic evangeli-
cal women scholars, and the Rev. John Lathrop completes the sec-
tion reviewing a book wherein Pentecostal women ministers tell 
their own stories. Our poem is contributed by myself and my wife 
as a kind of bookend to my work here as editor at Priscilla Papers. 

A decade ago (in the Autumn 2004 issue) I opened my first 
issue as editor with a poem and, as this issue completes my tenth 
year as editor, I thought it might be appropriate to close it with 
a poem that my wife and I wrote one night after returning from 
a Bible study we were teaching to Spanish-speaking inmates at a 
maximum-security prison during the years we lived in Trenton, 
New Jersey. 

Empowering women in ministry does not happen by magic. 
It takes cultivating a sense of gratitude and the wisdom to re-
spond with humility and appreciation to the calling and gifting of 
God. Barak paid a sacrifice in public opinion to include Deborah. 
Paul, by his own acknowledgement, depended on Phoebe, Prisca, 
Euodia, Syntyche, Junia (Rom 16:8), who was in prison with him, 
Tryphena and Tryphosa, whom, he notes, “worked hard in the 
Lord” (Rom 16:12), Lydia, Mary, who also “worked hard” for the 
Romans (Rom 16:6), Persis (Rom 16:12), and so many more. Paul 
and John cultivated hearts filled with gratitude, which expressed 
themselves in tender terms of public approval to the women who 
shared with them the task of serving the gospel. And Paul was 
open about placing himself under the protection and/or author-
ity of one such woman (Rom 16:2). 

If we want to get gender relations correct in the biblical way, 
we need to start by praying for hearts that can be humble and 
grateful, eyes that are touched by God’s gift of sight to see who is 
truly laboring hard for the Lord around us, and then the courage 
to speak out and celebrate these often unsung leaders among us.
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P.S. Beginning next issue, our dear brother, Dr. Jeff Miller, 
Professor of New Testament at Milligan College (priscillapapers 
editor@gmail.com), will assume the duties of editor of Priscilla 
Papers. Brother Jeff is a long-term CBE member and contributor 
to the journal. I discovered the high caliber of his work in my sec-
ond issue as editor (Winter 2005) when we published his article 
“Can the ‘Father of Lights’ Give Birth?” Then he was back five 
years later with “Asking the Wrong Questions” (Summer 2010) 
and won an Evangelical Press Association first place award for 
Priscilla Papers with his latest contribution “What Can We Say 
about Phoebe?” published in our Spring 2011 issue. Many of you 
have also met Jeff in person at our annual conferences. God has 
put Priscilla Papers in good hands.

For myself, I am by no means leaving CBE, but simply shift-
ing over to a more advisory capacity. Back in 2004, when I was 
asked to edit, I actually made a five-year commitment to work with 
Priscilla Papers, intending to keep that agreement. But President 
Mimi Haddad, Mary Gonsior, Liz Beyer, and all the many devoted 
office staff over the years proved to be such delights as coworkers 
that I ended up doubling my stay! For my first issue, I simply ed-
ited what I could find, but then I formed my own vision of build-
ing themed issues that addressed a number of egalitarian topics 
toward the ends of nourishing and supporting the advancement of 
our own scholarship, creating an accessible and symbiotic forum 
that encouraged more sustained work on topics, thereby helping 
nurture an evangelical egalitarian think tank drawn from our own 
CBE (and related) constituency that could bring our mutual vision 
of equality in Christ into many arenas of thought. This is the heart 
of what I, my wife, who has served as book review editor, and Deb 
Beatty Mel, our associate editor and graphic designer, our team at 
Priscilla Papers, have pursued for these ten years. Now it is time 
to make room for the next wave of ideas to take CBE’s publishing 
into its next phase of mission. I believe with all my heart that we 
are stronger than we have ever been with our superb CBE board of 
directors, our wonderful, seasoned, and astute president, our key 
mix of excellent office staff veterans I named as well as new stars 
in Tim Krueger, among others, our wonderful staff of volunteers 
and interns, and, of course, our incomparable company of first-
rate CBE authors who fill our pages with godly wisdom and life-
changing insights. The next decade will bring new challenges, but 
we are well positioned to meet them and take Jesus’s message of 
equality to a new generation. 
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For myself, I am delighted to have had the privilege to helm 
this wonderful, life-enhancing publication for a full decade and 
to be able to cheer it on through the next. Priscilla Papers and 
CBE continue to have my full support, and I know all of you will 
continue to support our new editor with the same gracious com-
radeship with which you supported me.

Someday, all of us will stand before God and account for how 
we have used our time on earth. Once and for all, the question of 
which was the right choice—equality of women and men or sub-
jection of the former and elevation of the latter—will be solved 
completely. At that moment, I would prefer to state my case as, 
“Lord, I sought to empower 100 percent of your church to use the 
gifts you gave them and minister fully without limitations,” than 
to defend myself with “Lord, I worked hard to keep 60 percent of 
your church from doing anything meaningful, and, where I failed, 
I at least made sure they didn’t get any credit for their work!”

In the meantime, may God bless each of us richly with every 
gift and grace demanded to do our parts to empower 100 per-
cent of Christ’s church to fulfill its mission on earth, ambassadors 
through whom God works, as God reconciles the world to God’s 
own self (2 Cor 5:19–20).

Blessings and love in Jesus from your brother in Christ; 

Rev. Dr. William David Spencer
Priscilla Papers Editor (Autumn 2004–Summer 2014)
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In her arms lies the sweet Jesus, sleeping, helpless, 
Ruler of all,

Gift of love, sent from the Father, wondrous to 
behold.

Lord of all, love of the universe, Lord of all that is.
Surely he has borne my grief, surely born to grieve  

for me.

In her arms lies the sweet mystery, whispering, 
singing, lulling to sleep.

In her arms lies the sweet Jesus, wounded, given 
death.

Lord of all, Love of the universe, Lord of all that is.
Surely I will see him exalted as he exalted me.

In her arms lies the sweet Jesus, in her arms lies the 
sweet Jesus . . .

Secreted in Her Heart
A lyric poem

By William David Spencer and Aída Besançon Spencer



6 • Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 28, No. 3 ◆ Summer 2014

From the heart of the city,
a breath of fresh air

An urban adventure novel from 
William David Spencer 
Editor of  Priscilla Papers

Meet a cast of  characters from 

ex-cons to urban male and female 

pastors—and even an alligator—

whose lives are woven together in 

a redemptive story pervaded by 

God’s grace. This engaging read 

will leave you feeling refreshed 

and encouraged.

“With great creativity, it transports 

the reader into a thoroughly 

engaging adventure that is vivid, 

brimming with adventure, and 

difficult to put down.”

— Jen Creamer, Adjunct Instructor 
in New Testament, Gordon-Conwell 

Theological Seminary

Available in softcover and e-book ▪ Kindle edition only $2.99 ▪ ISBN 9781622084173

Winner of the 2013 Golden Halo Award from the 
Southern California Motion Picture Council



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 28, No. 3 ◆ Summer 2014 • 7 

AÍDA BESANÇON SPENCER has been a long-term supporter of Chris-
tians for Biblical Equality—on the Board of Reference and helping with 
book reviews for Priscilla Papers. She is Professor 
of New Testament at Gordon-Conwell Theologi-
cal Seminary in South Hamilton, Massachusetts. 
She has written a number of books related to 
the Bible’s perspective toward women, such as 
Beyond the Curse, Marriage at the Crossroads, The 
Goddess Revival, and, most recently, commentar-
ies on 1 Timothy and 2 Timothy and Titus.

The Song of Songs Celebrates God’s Kind of Love1

Aída Besançon Spencer

Introduction

Romance novels are popular, especially among women. Romance 
fiction sells more than inspirational, mystery, science fiction, 
fantasy, or classic literary fiction. It had the largest share of the 
United States consumer market in 2012. What are the two ba-
sic elements in every romance novel, according to the Romance 
Writers of America? “A central love story and an emotionally 
satisfying and optimistic ending. . . . In a romance, the lovers 
who risk and struggle for each other and their relationship are 
rewarded with emotional justice and unconditional love.” More 
than ninety percent of the market is comprised of women.2

The Bible contains numerous romances, but the Song of Songs 
according to Solomon is romance that is completely nonfiction. 
The Song of Songs has passion, competition, conflict, and resolu-
tion. Even though the Song of Songs is “according to Solomon,” 
much of it is written from the feminine point of view. The first and 
last voices are a woman’s. Almost two-thirds of the verses (62 per-
cent) are quotations of the Shulammite (65 verses) or the daugh-
ters of Jerusalem (6.5 verses), while about one-third (38 percent) 
are quotations from Solomon (33 verses) or the shepherd (11.5 
verses).3 Moreover, more than five of the eleven verses of the shep-
herd’s words are being quoted by the Shulammite (2:10–14; 5:2b). 
Richard S. Hess agrees: “The female voice dominates this poem to 
a greater extent than any other book or text of comparable length 
in the Bible.”4 Remita J. Weems also notes, “Nowhere else in scrip-
ture do the thoughts, imaginations, yearnings, and words of a 
woman predominate in a book as in the Song of Songs.”5 What 
is this woman like? A lover of God’s creation, she is sensual and 
passionate. Not shy, she takes initiative, seeking the shepherd, 
but is also responsive to him. She wants intimacy and is intimate 
within a basis of commitment. Nevertheless, being self-aware, she 
is cognizant of the danger of passions and love as a “mighty flame” 
(8:6). She is literary, speaking with many analogies from nature. 
We learn that, for her, love is more important than wealth.

In a time of polygamy, the Song reaffirmed monogamy. It de-
velops Genesis 2:23–24, what it means for a man and a woman 
to be “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” or “one flesh.”6 
It describes God’s type of love—one that is fiercely jealous and 
affirmative. It portrays a love that cannot be stolen by idols. The 
love that is triumphant is a love of equals. 

The Song of Songs is a wistful tract by Solomon supporting 
the fundamental appeal of monogamy over polygamy: Solomon, 
who could woo and win princesses from around the world, loses 
out to a simple shepherd in wooing a country vineyard keeper 
because the shepherd can love her truly.7

Interpreters differ over how to understand the Song. Does 
it have three or two8 primary characters, or is it simply an an-
thology (a collection of poems on human love)?9 Should it be 
understood literally or allegorically?10 I have concluded that to 
interpret the Song of Songs as a drama and lyrical ballad11 with 
three primary characters (the Shulammite, Solomon, the shep-
herd, and, secondarily, as well, the daughters of Jerusalem) best 

fits all the data.12 Further, who is speaking is identified by the use 
of imagery. Imagery by or about Solomon tends to be more ur-
ban, financial, militaristic, and related to travel. Also, the ancient 
Masorite scribes (and probably those earlier) used Hebrew letters 
to indicate paragraph markings in the Hebrew Bible. These may 
even have been in the earliest original biblical scrolls.13 In the 
Song of Songs, the Hebrew letter samek (or the sethumai) tends to 
indicate a change of perspective or locale, while the Hebrew letter 
pē (pethuma) indicates the beginning of the final conclusion at 
8:11. In addition, in Hebrew, some pronouns are either masculine 
or feminine and help readers in discovering if an individual man 
or a woman is addressed. The two men who court the heroine are 
presented in the first eight verses of chapter one. 

The narrative of the Song unfolds

The Song begins with the Shulammite’s14 words of praise about 
Solomon: 

Let him kiss me with kisses of his mouth because more 
excellent (is) your love than wine. 

Your ointments (have) an excellent fragrance, 
oil poured out (is) your name,
on account of this, young women love you. 
Draw me. We rush after you. 
The king brought me (into his) chambers. (1:2–4)15 

The Shulammite is a vineyard keeper, dark from the sun. She has 
not been concerned about her appearance (1:6). She has been 
given authority and responsibility by her family as the watcher 
of the vineyard (1:6). She takes initiative throughout, seeking the 
shepherd. Phyllis Trible agrees: “She works, keeping vineyards 
and pasturing flocks.” She is “independent, fully the equal of the 
man.” Often “she initiates their meetings” and is “bold and open.” 
“The man of Genesis 2 once left his father and mother to cleave 
to his woman (v. 24); now the woman of the Song bids her man 
make haste, and in this bidding all others are left behind.”16 She is 
the only daughter of a family with more than one brother. She is 
wooed by two men, one of whom is Solomon himself. 

King Solomon is most impressive. His appeal is materialistic. 
He has power, is encased in expensive fragrances, and is sensual. 
His dramatic entrance is akin to the entrance of a movie star or 
idol. The Shulammite describes it: 
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Who is this ascending from the wilderness like columns of 
smoke, perfumed with myrrh and frankincense, with all 
scent-powders of traders? 

Behold, (it is) Solomon’s sedan chair, 
Sixty mighty men round about it, mighty warriors of Israel, 
all seizing a sword, being instructed in battle; 
each man (seizing) his sword upon his thigh from terror by 

night. 
King Solomon made for himself a palanquin from the wood 

of Lebanon.17 
He made his pillars of silver, his back of gold, his seat of 

purple cloth, 
its center inlaid with love from the daughters of Jerusalem. 
Go forth, and go see, daughters of Zion, upon King 

Solomon, 
upon (his) crown, crowned by his mother, 
in the day of his wedding ceremonies (engagements), 
in (the) day of the joy of his heart. (Song 3:6–11)

From afar, he comes, the dirt in the desert is raising clouds (or 
smoke from incense burned before the procession), like a per-
former preceded by mist from a fog machine. He is surrounded 
by sixty warriors, each grasping a sword. Solomon sits regally on 
a purple cushion in their midst with the sedan chair reflecting its 
silver and gold. His crown has been given to him by his own queen 
mother, Bathsheba. Solomon has power, wealth, status, and glitter.

The competing suitor, the shepherd, a neighbor and friend, with 
his companions, feeds a flock of sheep in the countryside, possibly 
even in the land owned by the king.18 The Shulammite asks him:

Tell me, whom my soul loves, where do you feed your flock, 
where do you cause them to lie down at noon? 

Why should I be one veiling herself near flocks of your 
companions? (Song 1:7)

The Shulammite calls the shepherd the one “whom my soul 
loves” (1:7). She seeks him out. The shepherd invites her to bring 
her flocks to be near them:

If you continue to know not, you fairest among women, 
go out by footprints of the flocks and feed your kids, 
near (my) companions’ tents. (Song 1:8)

Thus, both the Shulammite and the shepherd work as laborers. 
Even though the shepherd addresses her as “fairest among wom-
en” (1:8), yet he eagerly responds to her request and assumes they 
can work together as colaborers.19 They are companions (5:2). 
They have a relationship of equality and mutuality.20

While the shepherd responds in action, Solomon seeks to at-
tract the Shulammite by his extended complimentary speeches, 
which mainly describe the Shulammite’s physical appearance and 
the expensive jewelry she will have: 

To my mare, in chariots of Pharaoh,
I have compared you, my beloved companion.
Your cheeks are pleasing with strings of jewels,
Your neck with a string of beads.
Plaits of gold—we will make for you,
With ear-pendants of silver. (Song 1:9–11)21 

We return to the Shulammite’s perspective as she describes her 
presence now at the king’s mansion. She depicts her passionate 
feelings with the expensive fragrance of myrrh: 

While the king (sat) at his round table,
nard gave fragrance.
A little bag of myrrh, my beloved (is) to me, 
between (my) breasts, it lodges; 
a cluster of the henna blossom, 
my beloved (is) to me, in vineyards of En-gedi. (Song 1:12–14)

Solomon again appeals to the Shulammite’s beauty and points 
out his own luxurious and expensive surroundings: 

Behold, you (are) beautiful,
My beloved companion, behold you (are) beautiful, 
your eyes (are) doves.
Behold you (are) beautiful,
My beloved, as well as pleasant as our canopy-bed is luxurious.
The beams of our houses (are) cedars,
Our paneling (are) cypresses. (Song 1:15–17)

In contrast, the Shulammite identifies herself with the beauty and 
scent of nature: “I (am) a flower of the Sharon seacoast, a lily 
of the plains” (2:1). Meanwhile, Solomon, being in his younger 
years, when he had only sixty wives and eighty concubines (6:8), 
begins to compare the Shulammite to the wives and concubines 
he already has. (Later he will have seven hundred wives and three 
hundred concubines [1 Kings 11:3]!) The Shulammite, according 
to Solomon, is “as a lily between thorn-bushes, . . . among the 
daughters” (2:2). In his eyes, his other women are “thorn-bushes” 
in comparison to her.

The Shulammite then continues to describe her presence at 
the king’s mansion:

As an apple-tree among the trees of the forest, 
so my beloved (is) among the sons.
Under its shade, I delighted greatly,
and I sat and it bore fruit sweet to my mouth.
He led me to the banqueting-house 
And his banner over me (is) love.
Revive me with raisin cakes,
Refresh me with apples because I myself fall sick (with) love.
Let his left hand descend to my head,
His right embrace me. (Song 2:3–6)22

As a result, the Shulammite is caught up with physical desire for 
Solomon. She warns the daughters of Jerusalem, the wives and 
concubines of Solomon (6:8–9), about the power of seductive 
passion, what scientists have analyzed as dopamine:23

I adjure you, daughters of Jerusalem,
by female gazelles or by deer of the field,
(do not) cause to awake 
and utterly evoke love,
until it please you. (Song 2:7)

The scene now jumps back to the shepherd.24 The shepherd does 
not have a dramatic entrance signifying power and wealth. Rath-
er, his appeal is his intimacy. He is a friend and companion with 
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similar interests who supports her career as vineyard keeper and 
shepherd. He is handsome, strong, healthy, and his speech “most 
sweet” (5:16).

My beloved is like a gazelle or a young stag,
Behold, there, standing behind our walls,
Looking through the windows,
Gazing through the lattices. (Song 2:9)

His speech to the Shulammite is quoted by her: 

My beloved replied and said to me:
“Rise up, come, my beloved companion, my fair one, and 

come away,
Because, behold, the winter is passed on, 
the rain shower moved away; it is gone.
The blossoms appeared on the earth,
(the) season of song has arrived,
the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land. 
The fig tree put forth her early fig, 
and the blossoming vines give fragrance.
Arise, my beloved companion, my fair one, and walk.  

(Song 2:10–14)25

He encourages her to join him as they together explore what God 
has done in the fields out in nature. He also knows and tells her 
that she is “fair” and “beautiful” and his “beloved companion” 
(2:13–14).

The Shulammite then reflects on the shepherd, emphasizing 
the key characteristic about him that is unique and contrasts 
with Solomon: “My beloved belongs to me and I belong to him” 
(2:16a). If the Shulammite is “a lily among the plains,” the shep-
herd then is “the one shepherding among the lilies” (2:16b). The 
Shulammite then reflects further about the shepherd, describing 
him “as my gazelle or a stag” (2:17), a frequent image used by the 
Shulammite (e.g., 3:5).26

“The one my soul loves” is a term used by the Shulammite 
only for the shepherd. In the midst of a dream at night, the Shu– 
lammite seeks him, but does not find him at first (3:1–4). His 
voice has been elusive in this song, in contrast to Solomon’s. The 
shepherd has only a few direct quotations (1:8; 4:12–15; 5:1), but 
also some indirect quotations (2:10–14; 5:2). As Solomon has 
launched a major onslaught to win the Shulammite, apparently 
she has felt the shepherd’s influence waning, so, in a dream she 
seeks and eventually finds him and brings him home: 

On my bed by night (night-dream) I sought (the) one my 
soul loves,

I sought him and found him not.
I will rise now and I will go about in the city,
In the streets and in the plazas,
I will seek the one my soul loves.
I sought him and I did not find him.
The watch, going about in the city, found me: 
“Did you see (the one) my soul loves?”
Soon after I passed by them, 
I found (the one) my soul loves.
I grasped him and did not let go

Until I brought him to the house of my mother 
and chamber of my conception. (Song 3:1–4)

She repeats the earlier warning not to awaken love too early (3:5).
Solomon now makes his grand entrance with his sixty war-

riors (3:6–11), followed by another, even more extensive affirma-
tion of the Shulammite’s physical beauty (4:1–11). She has dovelike 
eyes, long, dark hair, all her teeth, and regal posture.27 He calls her 
his “beloved companion” and “bride” (4:7, 9), but does not embark 
with her on a mutual activity, as does the shepherd. Instead, he 
enchants her with the travels and views they will see (4:8).

The Hebrew text has the letter samek at the end of 4:11, which 
may indicate a change in perspective. Probably, it is now the 
shepherd who intercedes, pointing out that the Shulammite has 
not yet fallen for Solomon: “a garden locked is my sister, bride, 
a spring locked, a spring sealed up” (4:12).28 As a result, the Shu-
lammite invites him to herself, “my garden,” to eat “his harvest 
of fruit” (4:16), and he responds, “I come to my garden, my sister 
bride” (5:1).29

Then the Shulammite has another dream as she falls asleep 
(5:2).30 She hears her beloved knocking: “Open to me, my sister, 
my female companion, my perfect dove” (5:2a). The shepherd’s 
hair is enveloped with the fragrance of the night dew, he has taken 
off his shoes, he has extended his hand through an opening of her 
house to call her attention and grasped myrrh in his hand (5:2–5). 
But, when the Shulammite opens the door, the shepherd has dis-
appeared. Since he is “the one my soul loves,” her soul has gone 
forth with him. This time, when she searches for him, the city 
watch beat her and wound her (5:6–7). Her passionate love has 
turned into a nightmare. When the Shulammite asks the daugh-
ters to help her find her beloved, they respond with a question:

What is your beloved more than (another) beloved,
Fairest among women;
What is your beloved more than (another) beloved,
thus you adjure us? (Song 5:9)

She describes the shepherd as “wealthy” in his looks and sweet in 
his speech, altogether precious:

My beloved (is) dazzling and ruddy,
More outstanding than a myriad:
His head (is) pure gold,
His locks a swaying palm branch, black as a raven,
His eyes as doves upon a ravine from the sea,
Bathed with milk, dwelling upon a border.
His cheek as a bed of balsam, towers of herbal spices;
His lips (are) lilies dripping with flowing myrrh.
His hands (are) rods of gold filled with precious stone,
His body (is) polished ivory covered (with) sapphires,
His legs (are) standing alabaster set upon golden pedestals,
His appearance as Lebanon, distinguishing as cedars.
His mouth (is) sweet,
His (is) all precious.
This (is) my beloved and this (is) my friend,
Daughters of Jerusalem. (Song 5:10–16)

Solomon’s main appeal has been the attraction of his powerful 
wealth, but the Shulammite takes Solomon’s appeal and attributes 
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it metaphorically to the shepherd. In her eyes, his face (etc.) really 
is his fortune! The daughters of Jerusalem agree to look for the 
shepherd, together with the Shulammite:

Where has your beloved gone,
Fairest among women;
Where has your beloved turned away,
And we will search for him with you? (Song 6:1)

He has returned to his gardens to feed his flock and to gather lilies 
(6:2). Who is the Shulammite’s true love? “I am my beloved’s and my 
beloved is mine, the one feeding his flock among the lilies” (6:3).31

Solomon must be sensing that he is losing the Shulammite. 
He responds with another extended description of the Shulam-
mite (6:4–9).32 He calls her unique among the other sixty queens 
and eighty concubines and young women without number, all of 
whom praise her (6:8–9).33 However, the Shulammite descends 
to her own valley, to her own noble people (6:11). The daughters 
try to call her back (“Return, return, Shulammite, return, return, 
and we will look on you” [7:1a MT; 6:13 LXX]). Then Solomon, 
again, for the final time, responds with an extended description 
of the Shulammite. He calls her noble and describes her physical 
attributes: “a king is captured,” in her locks of hair (7:6 MT [7:5 
LXX]; 2–10 MT [1–9 LXX]).34

But, again, the Shulammite responds to the shepherd. “I my-
self am my beloved’s and his desire is upon me” (7:11 MT [7:10 
LXX]).35 As before, she seeks the shepherd in the garden and 
with him explores the spring, the buds of the vine (6:11; 7:12–13 
MT [7:11–12 LXX]). She wants to give her love to him (7:13 [7:12 
LXX]–8:3). Once more, the Shulammite warns the daughters of 
Jerusalem not to awaken love until they are ready (8:4).36 Next, 
the daughters see the Shulammite coming from the pasture, 
leaning upon her beloved, and she explains to the shepherd that 
she awakened him “under the apple tree” (8:5). Nature was their 
matchmaker. 

The Shulammite explains the essence of true love: 

Set me as a signet ring upon your heart,
As a signet ring upon your arm,
Because strong (fortified) as death is love,
Harsh as Sheol is jealousy,
Her flashes are flashes of fire,
A mighty flame,
Many waters cannot overcome love,
Rivers cannot drown it.
If a man would give all affluence of his palace for love,
Derision will despise him. (Song 8:6–7)

Love is jealous and powerful. The Song builds up to the Shulam-
mite’s decision and exclusive claim that only the shepherd can of-
fer—full, sole commitment. A signet ring was worn on the right 
hand, made often of a precious stone. On the stone was engraved 
the seal: the name or insignia of an important person. This seal 
marked ownership and legal assent to a contract. The ring nor-
mally could not be torn off (Jer 22:24–27). It was permanent. It 
was a sign of a genuine promise. One did not change one’s ring ev-
ery day, as if it were a decoration. For example, when Tamar asked 
Judah for a pledge that he would give her a baby goat, he gave her 

his signet ring because he was serious about his promise, and the 
ring would identify him without a doubt (Gen 38:17–26). There-
fore, one has to treasure and value this ring. God tells Zerubba-
bel that God was going to make him like a signet ring because 
he had chosen Zerubbabel to lead Israel (Hag 2:23). Zerubbabel 
was valuable and precious to God. So, in analogy, the Shulammite 
wanted to be treasured or valuable. She was unique, created in 
God’s image. She wanted her husband to treat her as special.

The Shulammite wanted to become the sign of the shepherd’s 
own identity. He no longer belonged to himself—he belonged to 
her. She now belonged to him. If normally that ring was worn on 
one’s right finger, she, instead, wanted him to press that ring—
herself—upon the soft clay or wax of his own heart, his inmost 
self (Job 38:14). His love for her had to be genuine. She also want-
ed him to place that ring upon his arm. The shepherd’s arm was 
what he used to gather the lambs and carry them close to his 
chest (Isa 40:11). With these same hands and arms he could em-
brace her: “O that his left hand were under my head and his right 
would embrace me!” (Song 8:3). On the arm, the seal would be 
definitely public, an outward sign. The shepherd’s beloved had 
to become an inward and outward sign of his own identity. The 
shepherd and the vineyard keeper had two independent identi-
ties that were becoming intertwined. They will be one flesh. 

What could the shepherd do that Solomon never could? He 
could be monogamous—a “one woman” man (1 Tim 3:2, my 
translation). He could focus only on his wife, his friend, his “sis-
ter.” As the Shulammite said: “I am my beloved’s and my beloved 
is mine” (Song 6:3; also 2:16). There are no sixty wives who would 
share his love (not to mention eighty concubines!).

The signet ring was a symbol of a contract. The Shulammite 
wanted a permanent relationship. Glitter, status, power, and 
money are not permanent. You never can be sure these attri-
butes will remain. But love is eternal. How permanent? “Strong 
(or fierce or fortified) as death is love, hard (or heavy or harsh) 
as Sheol (or hell) is jealousy” (8:6). What kind of love does this 
biblical couple want from each other? The Hebrew uses an inten-
sive verb (‘adad; “to be strong, fortified” [8:6]) and a noun (Sheol, 
referencing something ultimate) to describe it: a love that is as 
permanent, as powerful, and able to lock up a beloved’s heart—
and as fortified to keep that one faithful—as death: a fierce love so 
complete that it wreaks total devastation on all other claims. This 
love cannot be satisfied with anything except complete faithful-
ness. That is the point of the second image—“As heavy or harsh 
or hard as the grave is its jealousy.” 

In another of Solomon’s inspired books, Proverbs, he uses 
Sheol, or the grave or hell, as a symbol of something completely 
insatiable. Proverbs 27:20 tells us Sheol—the realm of death—is 
never satisfied. Proverbs 30:15b–16 adds that three things are nev-
er satisfied; four never say “enough”: (1) Sheol, or hell or death, 
(2) the barren womb, (3) the desert for water, and (4) the fire 
that consumes. Each never says “enough!” This is the kind of love 
God has. God is described throughout the Old Testament as a 
jealous God. The second commandment in Exodus 20:4–5 states: 
“You shall not make for yourself an idol. . . . You shall not bow 
down and worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous 
God.” Those who break this commandment are punished down 
through the generations, but those who keep it are rewarded with 
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God’s “steadfast love,” promised by God “to those who love me 
and keep my commandments” (Exod 20:6). Human love and the 
covenant of marriage are designed by God and modeled on such 
“steadfast love.” We are made to be jealous people who guard our 
spouse’s affection exclusively and who reward our beloved’s faith-
ful love with our own steadfast love. By this we mirror the nature 
of the God who made us. Our love should be like the consuming 
fire we hear about both in the Song of Songs 8:6 and in Proverbs 
30:16—a cauterizing, purifying, refining fire that cannot be put 
out. This is a love that is like a natural phenomenon. It cannot be 
bought. This is a love that can only be bestowed.

What lessons can we draw from the Song of Songs?37 

1. Solomon and the shepherd competed for the Shulammite. 
But, she chose by love, common interest, friendship, and exclu-
siveness. Weems concludes that “the Song of Songs advocates 
balance in female and male relationships, urging mutuality not 
domination, interdependence not enmity, sexual fulfillment not 
mere procreation, uninhibited love not bigoted emotions.”38 
Lloyd Carr agrees: “There is nothing here of the aggressive male 
and the reluctant or victimized female.”39 Tremper Longman 
adds, “Love is mutual, exclusive, total and beautiful.” The couple 
have an “egalitarian” relationship that contrasts with Genesis 
3:16.40 When we marry, we forsake all others for an exclusive hu-
man love. This covenant is permanent—our hearts are pressed 
with each other’s brand as our signet seal. 

2. Life is full of ups and downs. The traditional vow of marriage 
promises for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health. So, we 
need to keep our eyes on the common values that bring us togeth-
er, to keep us supported through life, no matter what happens. 

3. As we build our love on companionship, friendship, mutual 
interests, and monogamous love, we are building on the blue-
print of God’s love so that our marriage will reflect God’s perfect 
love and God will bless us. When we promise faithful love to one 
another until death parts us, that promise reflects a deeper love 
that is eternal. Faithful human love honors God’s eternal love.

4. Just as the Shulammite maiden longed to be treasured and 
cherished, we need to treasure and cherish one another and focus 
on one another in a godly marriage. We are each other’s. God’s 
gift to each couple is the other.

5. We need to love each other with a permanency that boldly 
contrasts with the serial, throwaway relationships and marriages 
we see out in the world. Jewish and Christian marriages are mar-
riages ordained by the eternal, jealous, exclusive God who loves 
with a steadfast love. Therefore, we need to honor and encourage 
a reflection of that steadfast love in one another so we will not 
ever stir up that ferocious jealousy in each other. One of William 
Congreve’s most quoted statements is, “Heaven has no rage like 
love to hatred turned, nor hell a fury like a woman scorned.”41 He 
was on solid biblical ground, and his observation applies to both 
partners. We are made to protect our love.

 In conclusion, exclusive marriage is one of God’s greatest 
blessings. It is a true source of joy and a means of grace. It is filled 
with rewards for those who honor it. It comes with a blessing and 
a spiritual lesson. It mirrors the nature of the God who created 
us and will not only draw us together with each other, but also 
together with God.

The Shulammite summarizes to the daughters of Jerusalem 
what Solomon humbly left as a vestige of courting a woman who 
did not become his sixty-first queen:

Solomon had a vineyard at Baalhamon. He gave the vineyard 
to keepers, each will turn in, when bearing fruit, thousands 
in silver. My vineyard, which (is) mine, (is) for myself. May 
the thousands (be) to you, Solomon, and two hundred (silver 
coins) for the keepers of his fruit. (Song 8:11–12)42

The Shulammite has decided not to be enticed by Solomon’s great 
wealth. He can keep his thousands of silver pieces. Solomon may 
own the mountains of spice, but her beloved who runs around in 
them is more desirable. The Song of Songs ends with the Shulam-
mite calling out to her beloved shepherd to “hasten” and “be like 
a gazelle or a stag, a hart upon the mountains of fragrance” (8:14).

Women and men are interested in love, whether they read 
romance novels or not. Since God is love (although love is not 
god [1 John 4:8]), God is the best one to teach us about genu-
ine love. Genuine love is passionately monogamous, mutual, and 
founded upon companionship. In this sacred lyric ballad, God’s 
beautiful created world is love’s matchmaker. No other wealth is 
needed. No other show is required. Solomon’s advice in Proverbs 
has been reiterated in his Song of Songs: “Rejoice in the wife of 
your youth, a lovely deer, a graceful doe. May her breasts satisfy 
you at all times; may you be intoxicated always by her love” (Prov 
5:18b–19). In the Song, the wife rejoices in the husband of her 
youth, a handsome, graceful, and athletic “gazelle.” His compan-
ionship satisfies her at all times. She is intoxicated by his love.
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plified Guide to BHS, 4th ed. (N. Richard Hills, TX: BIBAL, 2007), 1.

14. Shulam (Solem or Shunem) is a village in the Plain of Esdraelon 
in northern Israel. See Song 6:13; 1 Sam 28:4; 2 Kgs 4:8; The Interpreter’s 
Dictionary of the Bible, ed. G. A. Buttrick (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 
1962), 4:341.

15. She refers to Solomon’s curtains (1:5) and expensive ointments 
(1:3) and the many women who love him (1:3). He is called “king.” These 
literal translations of the Masoretic Hebrew text of the Song of Songs are 
by the author, guided by The Holy Scriptures according to the Masoretic 
Text: A New Translation (Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication Society of 
America, 1955) and John Joseph Owens, Analytical Key to the Old Testa-
ment, 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1991). The other Bible quotations are 
from the NRSV, unless otherwise indicated.

16. Trible, Rhetoric, 152, 161.
17. Solomon had the temple and his home built from wood from 

Lebanon (1 Kgs 5:6–7:2). Solomon was interested in fauna and flora 
(Christopher W. Mitchell, The Song of Songs, Concordia Commentary 
[Saint Louis, MO: Concordia, 2003], 113).

18. Eccl 2:4–5 notes the many vineyards and flocks Solomon pur-
chased.

19. 1:8 ends with the letter samek, indicating a change of voice.
20. See also Trible, Rhetoric, 145.
21. Images used by Solomon include references to “chariots” (1:9) 

and silver and gold. Solomon introduced horses from Egypt to Israel (1 
Kgs 10:28).

22. Imagery related to Solomon here includes “banqueting house” 
and banner.

23. Aída Besançon Spencer, William David Spencer, Steven R. Tracy, 
Celestia G. Tracy, Marriage at the Crossroads: Couples in Conversation 
about Discipleship, Gender Roles, Decision Making, and Intimacy (Down-
ers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2009), 173–74.

24. The letter samek at the end of 2:7 notes a change in scene.
25. A samek at the end of 2:14 indicates a change of person.
26. A samek at the end of 2:17 indicates a change of perspective or 

locale.
27. Solomon uses military imagery, tower of David, shields, warriors 

(4:4), and fragrances (4:6, 10–11, 14). 
28. That voice continues in 4:12–15.
29. Who is addressed in 5:1b? “Eat, friends, drink, and be drunk, 

loved ones” could be the voice of the shepherd or the observing daugh-
ters. Both Codex Sinaiticus and Jerome’s Old Latin indicate that the 
sentence refers to the “groom to the neighbors” (Jay Curry Treat, “Lost 
Keys: Text and Interpretation in Old Greek Song of Songs and Its Earliest 
Manuscript Witnesses,” PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1996), 487.

30. A samek at the end of 5:1 indicates a change of person.
31. A samek at the end of 6:3 indicates a change of person and per-

spective.
32. He uses imagery of “Jerusalem” and military images such as “a 

troop with banners” (6:4, 10).
33. A samek closes 6:9. Possibly 6:10 is the voice of the daughters 

reiterating Solomon’s perspective.
34. He again uses military imagery (“thighs like fortifications” [7:2], 

tower, urban [7:2, 4–6]).
35. The samek at the end of 7:11 indicates that thereafter the Shulam-

mite addresses the shepherd.
36. A samek at the end of 7:4 indicates a change of person.
37. Thanks to my husband, William David Spencer, for his assistance 

in drawing out these applications.
38. Weems, “Song,” 160. 
39. Carr, Song, 54.
40. Longman, Song, 62, 66.
41. William Congreve, The Mourning Bride, 3.8.
42. The Hebrew letter pē at the end of 8:10 indicates the conclusion 

will follow.
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Song of Songs: How the Lyric Ballad is like a Drama 

Each asterisk represents the Hebrew letter samek, indicating a change of 
person, perspective, or locale. The double asterisk represents the Hebrew 
letter pē, indicating that the conclusion will follow.
 1:1 Title

Scene 1: Introduction

All key characters are introduced in the first seven verses. Solomon is 
presented as enticing, popular, and a challenge to the shepherd (1:2–4). 
The relationship of honesty between the Shulammite and the daughters 
is shown. The character of the Shulammite is shown and information on 
her is given (1:5–6). In contrast, the shepherd is hard to find, spends time 
around flocks. The shepherd invites the Shulammite to join him (1:7–8).43 
 1:2–4  Shulammite and daughters of Jerusalem about  

Solomon *
 1:5–6  Shulammite to daughters
 1:7 Shulammite to shepherd
 1:8 Shepherd (daughters) to Shulammite *

Scene 2: Solomon and the Shulammite

Solomon focuses on the Shulammite (1:9–11). His appeal comes through. 
The Shulammite is at Solomon’s house (1:12–14). Solomon focuses on 
the Shulammite (1:15–17), his first extended appeal (twenty-one Hebrew 
words). They converse (2:1–2); the Shulammite responds to Solomon 
(2:3–6). The Shulammite gives a refrain to the daughters (2:7). 
 1:9–11 Solomon to Shulammite
 1:12–14 Shulammite at Solomon’s *
 1:15–17  Solomon to Shulammite
 2:1  Shulammite to Solomon
 2:2 Solomon to Shulammite
 2:3–6 Shulammite about Solomon
 2:7 Shulammite to daughters *

Scene 3: The Shulammite and the shepherd

The Shulammite describes the shepherd (2:8–9). She recalls the shep-
herd’s words and his appeal (2:10–14). She responds to the shepherd 
(2:15–17) and she seeks the shepherd by night, in a dream (3:1–4). The 
Shulammite gives a refrain to the daughters (3:5). 
 2:8–9 Shulammite about shepherd *
 2:10–14 Shepherd to Shulammite, cited by the Shulammite 

(2:13 *)
 2:15–17 Shulammite to shepherd * (2:16 Shulammite to daugh-

ters?)
 3:1–4 Shulammite about shepherd
 3:5 Shulammite to daughters *

Scene 4: The Shulammite and Solomon

The Shulammite describes Solomon’s impressive approach (3:6–11). He 
further focuses on the Shulammite, developing 1:15–17 (4:1–11, 126 He-
brew words). The shepherd defends the Shulammite and claims her for 
himself (4:12–15). The Shulammite responds to the shepherd (4:16). The 
shepherd responds to the Shulammite (5:1).
 3:6–11 Shulammite about Solomon *  (3:8 *)
 4:1–11  Solomon to Shulammite *  (4:7 *)
 4:12–15 Shepherd (Solomon) to Shulammite
 4:16  Shulammite to shepherd/Solomon/herself 44
 5:1 Shepherd (Solomon) to Shulammite *

Scene 5: The Shulammite and the shepherd

The Shulammite seeks the shepherd by night, in a dream, where he visits, 
but she is thwarted (5:2–7). She asks help from the daughters (5:8). The 
daughters ask about the appeal of the shepherd (5:9). She describes the 
shepherd’s appeal (5:10–16). The daughters offer to help the Shulammite 
(6:1). The Shulammite describes why the shepherd is special (6:2–3). 

 5:2–7  Shulammite about shepherd (shepherd to  
Shulammite, 5:2)

 5:8 Shulammite to daughters
 5:9 Daughters to Shulammite45
 5:10–16  Shulammite about shepherd
 6:1 Daughters to Shulammite
 6:2–3 Shulammite about shepherd *

Scene 6: Solomon and the Shulammite

This is Solomon’s third attempt to win over the Shulammite by focusing 
on her physical attributes (6:4–9, fifty-eight Hebrew words; see 1:15–17; 
4:1–11). The daughters join in praise of the Shulammite (6:10). The Shu-
lammite begins to leave Solomon to return to her people (6:11–12). The 
daughters call her back (7:1 MT; 6:13).
 6:4–9  Solomon to Shulammite * 
 6:10 Daughters about Shulammite *
 6:11–12 Shulammite to daughters  
 7:1 (6:13 LXX) Daughters to Shulammite

Scene 7: Solomon and the Shulammite

This is Solomon’s fourth attempt to win over the Shulammite by focus-
ing on her physical attributes (7:2–10 MT; 7:1–9, 119 Hebrew words). The 
Shulammite summarizes to the daughters, Solomon, and the shepherd 
why she prefers the shepherd (7:11).
 7:2–10 MT (7:1–9 LXX) Solomon about Shulammite
 7:11 MT (7:10 LXX) Shulammite to daughters *

Scene 8: The Shulammite and the shepherd

The Shulammite invites the shepherd to join her (7:12–8:3). The Shulam-
mite gives a refrain to the daughters to watch out for the power of love (8:4).
 7:12–8:3 (7:11 MT–8:3)46 Shulammite to shepherd
 8:4 Shulammite to daughters *

Scene 9: The Shulammite and the shepherd

The daughters respond to the joining of the Shulammite and the shepherd 
(8:5a); the shepherd responds to the Shulammite (8:5b). The climax oc-
curs when the Shulammite calls for the formalizing of their love (8:6–7).
 8:5a Daughters about Shulammite
 8:5b Shulammite about shepherd
 8:6–7 Shulammite to shepherd *

Scene 10: The Shulammite and the daughters

In the denouement, the daughters talk about the possibility of love of 
another young woman (8:8–9). The Shulammite explains how she ob-
tained peace (8:10).
 8:8–9 Daughters about sister47
 8:10 Shulammite to daughters about shepherd **

Scene 11: Conclusion

The Shulammite closes her relationship with Solomon (8:11–12), and she 
opens her relationship and future with the shepherd (8:13–14).
 8:11 Shulammite about Solomon
 8:12 Shulammite to Solomon
 8:13–14 Shulammite to shepherd

Notes
43. Independently, my division of scenes is very similar to that of Bull-

ock, Introduction, 242–54.
44. Jerome sees 4:16 as “the bride to herself ” (Treat, “Lost Keys,” 487).
45. Codex Sinaiticus and Jerome’s Old Latin. See 5:9 to refer to the 

“maidens and the guards of the walls” (Treat, “Lost Keys,” 490).
46. At 8:1, the Masoretic Text and the Septuagint (LXX) have the same 

numbering.
47. Jerome sees 8:8–9 as “the young men on behalf of the bride” (Treat, 

“Lost Keys,” 500).
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The Significance of Three Narrative Parallels of Men and Women  
in Luke 1, John 3–4, and Acts 9
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Introduction: A hermeneutical prologue

Biblical narratives are constructed word after word and line after 
line without the aid of tables, mechanical layouts, or images that 
show patterns to the reader. Even though the medium is linear by 
necessity, the resulting narratives have contours. Even though the 
narratives have progression in thought, the pathway is not always 
straight. Narrative writers provide textual, literary clues to the 
structure of their works through the employment of embedded 
patterns such as repetition, lead words, summary statements, the 
arrangement of units, intercalations, and the editing of known 
material.

One such pattern places two narratives in proximity to one 
another so that the reader will compare and contrast the accounts 
and arrive at conclusions beyond those contained in either par-
ticular narrative. The author uses duality and balance to show his 
theology as he invites the reader to weigh the paired stories and 
consider what they have to say when viewed together. Not every-
thing is explicitly stated in the text.

By modern analogy, author Ernest Hemingway employed 
a theory of omission, often referred to as an “iceberg theory,” 
where only a small portion of a story is explicitly expressed, and 
the reader senses the larger portion implied beneath the surface.1 
The pressure of implication moves the reader so that she or he 
probes the narrative for clues to the implied world from what is 
explicitly shown on the surface. Present-day novelist and short-
story writer Tobias Wolff specifically expresses his trust in the 
reader to find what is not out in the open, but present through 
particular clues in the text:

I like my stories to the degree that I have felt that I have trust-
ed my reader. That the reader is able to apprehend, perhaps 
even at an intuitive level, those things which I’m hoping the 
reader will understand without being told.2

Even though the canonical gospels and the Book of Acts are not 
modern short stories, their writers often employ omission in their 
writings.3 For instance, the logical connections between individu-
al units in narratives are not explicitly stated, as in Paul’s epistles, 
with the use of conjunctions such as and, but, because, and there-
fore. Nevertheless, the writers “trust the reader” to seek out the 
implied connections actively. So, too, when the narrative clues in-
clude stories aligned with one another, the writer intends for the 
active reader to compare the stories and arrive at conclusions that 
would not be present if the stories were read in isolation. 

First-century readers may have been better at recognizing 
these literary expressions than the average modern reader. To-
day, a Westerner is more adept at seeing narratives than reading 
them.4 However, explanations that make the implicit explicit 
can liberate readers to view the biblical narrative as more than 
a news account of what happened, but as an artful expression 
of narrative theology that calls the reader to engage fully. These 

narratives are not plain glass windows to be looked through, but 
stained-glass windows to be looked at.5

This study will examine three examples of joined stories in 
New Testament narratives: Gabriel’s announcements to Zacha-
rias and Mary (Luke 1:5–38); Jesus’s conversations with Nicode-
mus and the woman at the well (John 3:1–12; 4:1–21); and Peter’s 
healings of Aeneas and Tabitha (Acts 9:32–42). These three nar-
ratives each include an implied comparison between a man and 
a woman, and none of them is controversial in terms of biblical 
gender studies. Like all writers, biblical authors were selective in 
their material (see John 20:30–31; 21:25). Men could have been 
compared with men just as easily as with women. Therefore, it is 
significant that the biblical writers often chose to align narratives 
involving men and women to show their narrative theology.6 
Each narrative discussion will be preceded by charts that attempt 
to show the narrative whole before its particulars are discussed.

Gabriel’s announcements to Zacharias and Mary  
(Luke 1:5–38)

Luke’s use of interchange, or duality and balance, in chapters 1 
and 2 of his gospel invites the reader to compare and contrast 
parallel narratives (see table on the following page).7

A historical setting introduces each main character: (a) 
Zacharias, the Jewish priest, and his wife, Elizabeth, from the 
daughters of Aaron, through Herod, the “King of the Jews”; (b) 
Mary through Nazareth of racially mixed Galilee; and (c) Joseph 
through the secular, international setting of Caesar Augustus, 
ruler of Rome, and Quirinius, governor of Syria:

The placement of the characters is conspicuous: the one who 
cannot receive the message in Jerusalem, the one who can re-
ceive the message outside of Jerusalem, and the one to be the 
Savior of the world born under Roman rule.8

A life setting also describes significant aspects of each main char-
acter. Zacharias and Elizabeth are “both righteous before God, 
walking blamelessly in all the commandments and requirements 
of the Lord” (Luke 1:6), but they are without children and ad-
vanced in age (1:7). Mary is a virgin, engaged to Joseph (1:27); and 
Joseph is of royal lineage—of the descendants, house, and family 
of David (2:4–5; cf. 1:27).

Already, differences and similarities are apparent between 
Zacharias and Mary, most of which are explicitly stated for Zach-
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Zacharias and 
Elizabeth

Mary Mary and Elizabeth Zacharias and 
Elizabeth

Joseph and Mary

Historical setting Herod (1:5) Nazareth (1:26) Caesar and Quirinius 
(2:1–3)

Life setting Righteous, no 
children, old (1:6–7)

A virgin, engaged 
(1:27)

Of the house of 
David, engaged 
(2:4–5)

Announcement To Zacharias (1:8–20) To Mary (1:28–37)

Response to the 
announcement

Zacharias (1:21–23)

Elizabeth (1:24–25)

Mary (1:38) Mary (1:39–40)

Elizabeth (1:41–45)

Mary (1:46–56)

Birth John (1:57) Jesus (2:6–7)

Response to the birth Neighbors and 
relatives (1:58)

Angels and 
shepherds (2:8–20)

Circumcision Fact (1:59–64)

People (1:65–66)

Zacharias (1:67–79)

Fact (2:21–24)

Simeon (2:25–35)

Anna (2:36–38)

Child’s growth John (1:80) Jesus (2:39–52)

Gabriel to Zacharias Gabriel to Mary

Appears (vv. 11–12)

to him

in the holy place

Zacharias is afraid

Appears (vv. 26–28)

to her

in Nazareth

Mary is confused

Announces (vv. 13–17)

do not fear

your prayer is heard

you will have a son

n  John

n  great

n  no wine; filled with the 
Holy Spirit

n  prepare for the King

Announces (vv. 28–33)

do not fear

you have found favor

you will have a son

n  Jesus

n  great

n  Son of the Most High 

n  King over Jacob

Affirms (vv. 19–20)

Source and nature of message

Mute

Affirms (vv. 35–37)

Holy Spirit

Elizabeth

God’s word

arias and implcitly apparent for Mary. He is old, advanced in days; 
she is young, at least by implication, since she is a virgin and en-
gaged to be married. Both are righteous. The term “righteous” 
(dikaios) is explicitly used of Zacharias (and Elizabeth), and they 
are described as walking blamelessly in all the commandments 
and requirements of the Lord. Mary is implicitly righteous in that 
she is a virgin (parthenon) in her engaged state. Finally, both are 
without children. Elizabeth is explicitly described as barren, and 
Mary is once again impliedly childless because she is a virgin.

The abundant, explicit descriptions of Zacharias as an old-
er, married, righteous priest set up a high expectation for the 
reader—perhaps higher than those for a young, engaged, single 
woman from the small town of Nazareth. But, there is one flaw 
in the fabric of Zacharias and Elizabeth’s lives: they are without 
children. This might be felt as a personal disgrace for the couple 
(Luke 1:25), but it was also an opportunity for God to show his 
powerful hand for the benefit of them and the nation of Israel.9 
Even though Mary is without children in the narrative, it is ex-
pected, because she is a virgin. The giving of a child to the two 
couples will have an inverse effect—blessing for Zacharias and 
Elizabeth and potential cursing for Mary and Joseph because of 
Mary’s unwed status. It is at this desolate intersection of Zacha-
rias’s forlorn dreams and Mary’s unimaginable expectations that 
the Lord sends a messenger with direction. How these two righ-
teous, but disparate, individuals respond to the message surprises 
the reader with new insight.

Gabriel’s announcements to Zacharias and Mary contain nu-
merous, repetitive parallels which invite the reader to compare 
the characters (see table at right).10

Comparisons in Gabriel’s two appearances yield similarities 
and differences. Gabriel comes to Zacharias in the holy place of 
the temple, to the right of the altar of incense, in the holy city 
of Jerusalem (1:11). Gabriel shows himself to Mary in what may 
have been her home,11 in the racially mixed northern region of 
Galilee, in the disdained city of Nazareth.12 These contrasting lo-

cations (one holy, the other common) and contrasting recipients 
(a male priest, a young woman) capture the reader’s curiosity. 
One might expect an angel to appear to a priest in the temple, 
but not to a woman at home in Nazareth of Galilee. Even though 
Gabriel’s message will be good for each of the recipients, its effect 
will turn expectations upside down.

Gabriel’s announcements to Zacharias and Mary have many 
similarities, with a progression of thought between them.13 Each 
begins with a personal exhortation to stop being afraid (1:13, 
30).14 The quelling of their apprehension is then followed with 
a reason: for Zacharias, it is because his petition has been heard; 
for Mary, it is because she has found grace before God.15 Each 
reason appears to be tied to God’s presence in the individual’s 
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life situation. In the giving of a child, the Lord shows that he has 
heard Zacharias’s prayer, and that Mary has found grace before 
him in this most unimaginable work.

Gabriel announces to each that they will have a son (1:13, 31).16 
Then the characteristics and ministries of the children are de-
scribed with the younger, through Mary, being greater than the 
older through Zacharias (see 1:36).17 Zacharias is to name the 
child John (1:13), and Mary is to name the child Jesus (1:31).18 Both 
children are prophesied to be great19 (1:15, 32).20 John will be sepa-
rated unto the Lord (as a priest? Lev 10:9; as a Nazirite? Num 6:3, a 
prophet? 1 Sam 1:11) and filled with the Holy Spirit while still in his 
mother’s womb (1:15).21 On the other hand, Jesus will be called son 
of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the Davidic 
throne (1:32; cf. Ps. 110:1). John will prepare the way for the King as 
the new Elijah (1:16–17; cf. Mal 4:5–6), but Jesus will be the King 
who will rule over the people of Israel (the house of Jacob) forever 
(1:33). Clearly, the son of this woman from Galilee will be much 
greater than this older, magnificent son from Zacharias. The char-
acter and ministries of these children reverse the readers’ expecta-
tions with an effect that the reader looks more closely at Mary in 
her response to Gabriel’s message:22

Zacharias’s 
response

Elizabeth’s 
response23

Mary’s response

Troubled, fearful 
(1:12)

Confused, wondered 
what this would 
mean (1:29)

“Prove it” (perhaps 
a spirit of suspicion 
or doubt due to 
old age and being 
hardened) (1:18)

Questioned how this 
could occur since 
she had not known a 
man; yet she agreed 
(1:38)

Is made mute (1:22) Receives God’s word

Went to the people 
(1:22) and home to 
Elizabeth (1:23)

  
Went to Elizabeth 
and rejoiced (1:39, 
46–55)

 Responded in a 
quiet way; kept 
herself in seclusion 
for five months 
(1:24)

Responded in a 
joyful way (1:41–45)


God’s Servant? God’s Servant!

Zacharias’s response to this wonderful, joyful, fulfilling an-
swer to prayer is to request proof: “According to what [how] will I 
know this, (kata ti gnōsomai touto)” because they are old (1:18)?24 
Mary, too, asks a question in response to this incomprehensible an-
nouncement, but it is not for a sign, but for an explanation about 
how this is physically possible for her as a virgin: “How is this, since 
I do not know a man (pōs estai touto, epei andra ou ginōskō)?” (1:34).

Gabriel’s reply is tailored to each question, but parallel in func-
tion. Because of the many parallels between the announcements 
up to this point, it is logical to assume that Gabriel’s reply to each 
party is functionally the same, even if the content is necessarily 

different. The clear affirmation to Mary informs the reader of the 
function of Gabriel’s words to Zacharias—they are to affirm him 
in the message that he is having difficulty believing, not simply to 
rebuke him.25 For Mary, who receives the word (1:38), the message 
is affirmed through an explanation and confirmation (1:35–37). 
For Zacharias, who seeks proof of Gabriel’s word, the message 
is affirmed through a confirmation that Gabriel brings this good 
news from God and a physical sign—Zacharias’s inability to speak 
(1:19–20).26 Because of Mary’s belief, she is told that the child will 
be supernaturally begotten by the Holy Spirit, that her barren rela-
tive, Elizabeth, is in her sixth month of pregnancy, and that with 
God everything ([spoken word] rhēma) is possible.27 Therefore, 
Mary says, let it be to me according to your word (rhēma).28

The surprise for the reader is that, even though Zacharias had 
all of the appearances of being the servant of the Lord as he minis-
tered as an elder priest in the temple, in the Holy Place, and heard 
a message from an angel about a son who would prepare the way 
for the Davidic King, Mary is actually the one who is the servant 
of the Lord, and this identity is placed upon her very lips: “Behold, 
the servant of the Lord, may it be to me according to your word.”29

That Mary was “greater than Zacharias” may be obvious, and 
even mundane, from the distance of history. However, from the 
narrative world of Luke’s gospel, from the reader’s first encoun-
ter with these characters, this outcome is shocking. Nevertheless, 
the narrative architecture of duality and balance constrains the 
reader to compare these accounts and arrive at this conclusion: it 
is not the male priest serving in the Temple who is the servant of 
the Lord, even though he bears all of the outward appearances to 
that position, but it is the young women in Galilee who is the true 
servant of the Lord because she welcomes an incomprehensible 
word from the Lord. This is but one example of where the nar-
rative structure implicitly exalts a woman over a man—even one 
who is a leader in the community.

Jesus’s conversations with Nicodemus and the woman 
at the well (John 3:1–12/21; 4:1–21)

As with Luke’s accounts with Zacharias and Mary, John’s accounts 
with Nicodemus and the woman at the well involve unique stories 
not included in the synoptic gospels. One difficulty in compar-
ing Jesus’s discussions with Nicodemus in John 3 and the woman 
in John 4 is that there is an intervening narrative with John the 
Baptizer and his disciples in John 3:22–36.30 Even though these 
two narratives are not immediately juxtaposed spatially, they are 
conceptually. Jesus has spoken to individuals in brief sentences 
previously in John (cf. John 1:38, 39, 42, 47, 48, 50; 2:4, 8, 16, 19). 
These two discourses mark the first extended discussions Jesus 
has with individuals. Therefore, they invite the reader to compare 
the interactions of Jesus with a named man who is a religious 
leader in Jerusalem and an unnamed woman of difficult circum-
stances in Samaria. The parallels are primarily characterized by 
contrasts (see table on the following page).31

The beginning of each narrative introduces the minor charac-
ters in dialogue with Jesus as a man and a woman (3:1; 4:7). Nico-
demus is immediately set apart as a Pharisee and a leader of the 
Jews (3:1). Nicodemus is explicitly named, but the woman is anony-
mous and only described as coming “from Samaria” (4:7). This lo-
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cation, Sycar, contrasts with Jerusalem, where Nicodemus appears 
to meet Jesus during the Passover feast (2:23). At the threshold of 
each story, expectations are set for the reader when a known, emi-
nently respectable, religious leader in Jerusalem and an unknown 
woman from Samaria begin a conversation with Jesus.

However, the narratives quickly twist and turn to alert the 
reader that surprises lie on the horizon. Nicodemus is reported 
to have come to Jesus under cover of night (4:2),32 but the woman 
comes to draw water in the light of midday (4:6).33 And, although 
it was Nicodemus who sought out Jesus and initiated the con-
versation with a statement (3:2), it is Jesus who sought out the 
woman (4:4)34 and initiated the conversation with a request (4:7). 
This additional information raises some questions for the reader 
about Nicodemus and focuses attention on the woman.

Nicodemus knows who Jesus is (3:2), but the woman meets 
him for the first time when she comes to Jacob’s well to draw 
water.35 Nicodemus makes a statement to Jesus (3:2) and asks two 
explanatory questions (3:4, 9), speaking a total of forty-six words. 
The woman first responds to Jesus’s request for a drink (4:9), then 
questions Jesus’s ability to provide water with nothing to draw 
from the deep well (4:11), then questions whether Jesus is greater 
than the patriarch Jacob (4:12), then asks for the water that Jesus 
is offering (4:15), then responds to Jesus’s command to call her 
husband by explaining that she has no husband (4:17), then states 
that she perceives that Jesus is a prophet (4:19), then asks Jesus 
a question about the proper location for worship (4:20), then 
claims that, when Messiah comes, he will declare all things to us 
(4:25), and then announces to the men in the city that she has met 
the Christ (4:29), speaking one hundred twenty words. The mere 
law of proportion emphasizes the woman’s conversation over the 
conversation with Nicodemus.

Both Nicodemus and the woman misperceive words with am-
biguous meanings.36 When Jesus tells Nicodemus that unless one 
is “born again” he will not be able to see the kingdom of God, he 
uses an adverb in conjunction with the verb “to be born” (gennaō) 
that could either mean again or from above (anōthen).37 Nicode-
mus focuses on the repetitive, temporal sense.38 When Jesus offers 

the woman “living water" (udōr zōn), she focuses on the sense of 
running, fresh, spring water39 rather than the metaphorical refer-
ence to the Holy Spirit.40 

Nicodemus begins his conversation with Jesus on a spiri-
tual topic: “Rabbi, we know that you have come from God as a 
teacher; for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is 
with him” (3:2). However, Jesus begins his conversation with the 
woman on a physical topic: “Give me a drink” (4:7). 

After Jesus responds to Nicodemus about the need to be born 
again (from above), Nicodemus turns the conversation into a 
physical topic: “How can a man be born when he is old? He can-
not enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born, 
can he?” On the contrary, the woman responds to Jesus’s physical 
request by asking a spiritual question regarding why he, a Jew, 
is speaking to her, a Samaritan woman (4:9), whereupon Jesus 
responds with a spiritual statement: “If you knew the gift of God, 
and who it is who says to you, ‘Give Me a drink,’ you would have 
asked him, and he would have given you living water” (4:10).41

Nicodemus is perplexed and appears to fixate on the physical 
explanation of birth even after Jesus offers an extensive explana-
tion of the regenerative work of the Spirit (3:5–8) when he asks, 
“How can these things be?” (3:9). The woman at first responds 
to Jesus’s statement in a way similar to Nicodemus when she ob-
serves that Jesus does not have anything with which to draw phys-
ical water (4:11), but then she begins to open the door to a broader, 
spiritual discussion when she asks whether he is greater than the 
patriarch Jacob (4:12). This movement by the woman to open the 
conversation beyond his physical ability to draw from the well 
causes Jesus to explain more about the spiritual water that he is 
offering: “Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst again; but 
whoever drinks of the water that I will give him shall never thirst; 
but the water that I will give him will become in him a well of 
water springing up to eternal life” (4:13–14). The woman, not fully 
grasping the spiritual dimensions of Jesus’s offer, nevertheless asks 
for the water Jesus is offering: “Sir, give me this water, so I will not 
be thirsty nor come here to draw” (4:15).42 Her response then ap-
pears to prompt Jesus to identify an area of spiritual thirst43 in the 
woman’s life that he has offered to satisfy when he states:

“Go, call your husband and come here.” 
The woman answered and said, “I have no husband.” 

Jesus said to her, “You have correctly said, ‘I have no husband;’ 
for you have had five husbands, and the one whom you now 
have is not your husband; this you have said truly.” (4:16–18)44

The woman does not pursue a detour of personal defense or ex-
planation, but directly engages in a spiritual conversation that 
results in Jesus identifying himself as Messiah (John 4:19–26). In 
other words, the conversation with the woman ends with a con-
firmation of Jesus’s identity—the very thing that Nicodemus was 
seeking at the beginning of his encounter with Jesus (see 3:2). The 
woman received this revelation because she embraced the spiritu-
al dimensions of Jesus’s words, whereas Nicodemus resisted them.

Finally, at the end of the first conversation, Nicodemus is re-
buked: “‘Are you the teacher of Israel and do not understand these 
things?’” (3:10). However, at the end of the second conversation, 
the woman leaves her waterpot and goes into the city to testify to 

Nicodemus The Samaritan Woman

A man A woman

In Jerusalem In Sycar

Ruler of the Jews A Samaritan

Comes at night Comes in the middle of the day

Is seeking out Jesus Is sought out by Jesus

Knows who Jesus is Does not know who Jesus is

Misperceives words with am-
biguous meaning: “born again/
above”  (gennēthē anōthen)

Misperceives words with am-
biguous meaning: 
“living water”  (udōr zōn)

Asks about spiritual; fixates on 
the natural

Asks about natural; receives the 
spiritual

Says little Says much

Wonders if Jesus is Messiah Learns directly that Jesus is 
Messiah

Rebuked by Jesus; response is 
not given

Response is favorable; publicly 
proclaims Jesus as Messiah
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the people about Jesus as the Christ (4:29).45 She appears to be 
the initial evangelist of Jesus to the Samaritans, and the disciples 
will follow in her footsteps as they bring in the harvest that she 
has planted (4:30, 35–42).46

Clearly, Jesus’s conversation with the woman is greater than 
his conversation with Nicodemus—in length, content, and result. 
The unnamed, troubled woman from Samaria is not only more 
engaged and more receptive to Jesus’s words than the esteemed 
teacher of the Jews, but she also becomes Jesus’s emissary lead-
ing the way for the disciples in the evangelization of the Samari-
tans, while Nicodemus lies silent under Jesus’s criticism for being 
spiritually dull. This outcome surprises the reader as the author 
uses the technique of duality and balance to elevate the spiritual 
sensitivity and ministry of a woman over a man—even a Phari-
saic teacher of Israel.

Peter’s healing of Aeneas and Tabitha (Acts 9:32–42)

Some commentators have not found much use for these unique 
narratives in Luke’s gospel beyond affirming Peter’s ministry and 
providing a geographical progress from Samaria to Caesarea.47 
However, there are numerous textual parallels between Aeneas 
and Tabitha that invite the reader to compare the two narratives:

Persons Aeneas  
(9:32–36)

Tabitha  
(9:37–42)

Opening “Now it came about 
. . .” (9:32)

“And it came about  
. . .” (9:37)

City Lydda (9:32) Joppa (9:36)

Identification “A certain man—
Aeneas” 48 [a man] 
(9:33)

“A certain disciple—
Tabitha” [a woman] 
(9:36)

Condition Bedridden and 
paralyzed (9:33)

Sick and died (9:40)

Peter’s Words “Arise” (9:34)49 “Arise” (9:40)

Response “He arose” (9:34) “She sat up” (9:40)

Result Many “turned to the 
Lord” (9:35)

“many believed in 
the Lord” (9:42)

There is also an intensification with the second miracle. The heal-
ing of Aeneas consists of four verses and sixty-two words (Acts 
9:32–35), but the healing of Tabitha consists of seven verses and 
one hundred fifty-one words (Acts 9:36–42). The law of propor-
tion emphasizes the Tabitha narrative over the Aeneas narrative 
by giving more than double the amount of space to her account.

In addition, the magnitude of the miraculous increases across 
the narratives. Aeneas’s healing is significant. He is paralyzed and 
has been bedridden for eight years (9:33). Peter’s words enable 
him to rise and immediately engage in making his bed (9:34). 
But Tabitha has died (9:37). Peter’s words bring her back to life 
(9:40–41). 

The narrator tells us little about Aeneas, focusing on his mal-
ady. But the narrator abounds with additional information about 
Tabitha. It is hard to know for sure the origin of the name Aeneas; 
it may be Greek,50 but Craig Keener argues for it being Jewish.51 
The name of his city, Lydda, is Greek for Lod,52 a Jewish town53 ap-

proximately twenty-five miles northwest of Jerusalem on the road 
to Joppa.54 The Jewish-Gentile nature of this account is implicit in 
the Aeneas narrative. However, the ethnic mixture is made more 
explicit with the Tabitha account. Her Aramaic name, Tabitha, 
is explicitly given a Greek equivalent, Dorcas (9:36).55 And her 
city, Joppa, was far more Gentile in its makeup than Lydda.56 This 
movement of Peter from Lydda to Joppa is part of Luke’s narrative 
trajectory to bring Peter into a Gentile region.

We are not told anything about the character of Aeneas.57 On 
the other hand, Tabitha’s character is explicitly set forth. She was 
full of good works and charitable giving (9:36) and made tunics 
and garments (9:39). Perhaps the making of clothing was a par-
ticular expression of her good works and mercy. In addition, be-
cause her Greek name, Dorcas, is used with the description of 
the clothing she made (9:39), it may be implied that she made 
these items for Gentiles in her community. She was apparently 
loved by the widows who were weeping over her death (9:39), 
and her body was honored by being washed and set out in the 
upper room (9:37). This expansion of the Tabitha narrative en-
hances her in the reader’s eye by elevating her into the realm of a 
three-dimensional character over two-dimensional Aeneas.

In addition, one of the character descriptions given to Tabitha 
is later attributed to Cornelius, the Gentile who is the focus of 
this larger unit. Just as Tabitha abounded in charitable giving 
(eleēmosynē, 9:36) to the Gentiles, so, too, Cornelius gave many 
alms (eleēmosynē) to the Jewish people (Acts 10:2).58 From both 
sides of a cultural divide, these characters are performing acts of 
mercy—Tabitha toward the Gentiles and Cornelius toward the 
Jews. The lead word for “alms” (eleēmosynē) is a textual clue that 
draws the Cornelius narrative alongside the Aeneas and Tabitha 
accounts. Together, the miracle narratives function as stepping-
stones to confirm, prepare, and bring Peter to Cornelius. There-
fore, it is not surprising that the textual parallels from the two 
miracles extend into the Cornelius account (see table on the fol-
lowing page).59

Peter is being prepared in the physical realm through the heal-
ings of Aeneas and Tabitha for the spiritual need of Cornelius 
(a Gentile) and sovereignly brought60 to Cornelius through the 
physical need of Aeneas and Tabitha. Together, the narrative heal-
ings picture Cornelius as one who does good works, but is spiritu-
ally dead, unable to walk with God, and in need of God’s miracu-
lous deliverance. The Lord is going to bring Cornelius to spiritual 
life just as he brought Tabitha to physical life, and he is going to 
enable Cornelius to walk61 with him spiritually just as he enabled 
Aeneas to conduct his life physically. Through a permutation of 
the sign-sermon structure (where here there are two signs, not 
just one, prior to the sermon with Cornelius), Luke has provided 
physical foreshadows to Cornelius’s spiritual condition that begin 
to open Peter, and the reader, to God’s outreach to the Gentiles.

Geographically, the two miracles move Peter in the direction 
of Caesarea. This is the city where the narrator left Philip (Acts 
8:40) after his involvement with one who might have been a Gen-
tile (the Ethiopian eunuch). It is also the city from which Saul, the 
future apostle to the Gentiles, was sent to Tarsus (9:30). Luke uses 
this common city62 to bring to fruition the earlier foreshadows of 
Gentile inclusion.63
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Two miracles by Peter and the Cornelius conversion

Persons Aeneas (9:32–36) Tabitha (9:37–42) Cornelius (9:43–10:48)

Opening “Now it came about . . .” (9:32) “And it came about . . .” (9:37) “And it came about . . .” (9:43)

City Lydda (9:32) Joppa (9:36) Caesarea (10:1)

Identification “A certain man—Aeneas” [a man] 
(9:33)

“A certain disciple—Tabitha”  
[a woman] (9:36)

“A certain man—Cornelius [a man] (10:1)

Condition Bedridden and paralyzed (9:33) Sick and died (9:40) (Like Aeneas, he goes nowhere; like Tabitha, he 
needs new life)

Peter’s Words “Arise” (9:34) “Arise” (9:40) “Arise” (10:26)

Response “He arose” (9:34) “She sat up” (9:40)  “The Holy Spirit fell upon those who were 
listening” (10:44)

Result Many “turned to the Lord” (9:35) “many believed in the Lord” 
(9:42)

“They were hearing them speaking with 
tongues and exalting God” (10:46)

The Tabitha narrative is the tipping point in the flow of the 
gospel story. This might have been accomplished through another 
narrative involving a man, but that was not Luke’s choice. Instead, 
he places a narrative involving a woman at the center of two outer 
narratives involving men. There is something about her female-
ness that contributes to the progression of Luke’s larger story. The 
Tabitha narrative is greatly expanded over the Aeneas narrative to 
show the progression of the gospel. Luke chooses the story about 
Tabitha to emphasize her shared giving of alms with Cornelius 
and to foreshadow the new life about to be given to Cornelius 
through Peter’s mediation. More than Aeneas, Tabitha is the half-
way house to the Gentiles. Her name is given in Aramaic and 
Greek, and she is identified as a female disciple (mathētria). She 
appears to be a physical emblem of Luke’s expanding gospel. She 
is not a Jew (Acts 1—7); she is not a Samaritan (Acts 8); she is not 
a Hellenistic Jew (Aeneas) and she is not a Gentile (Cornelius), 
but she is a woman, a female disciple showing mercy to Gentiles. 
The gospel is radically crossing ethnic and racial barriers, and the 
breakdown of the male gender preference in the Tabitha narra-
tive demonstrates how expansive this transition is becoming. In 
Tabitha, Luke shows the reader that the gospel is also reaching 
into the lives of women who are deeply loved and who serve those 
outside of their own community with good works and charitable 
giving. For the reader, the question arises: How far, then, will this 
gospel expansion go? The answer is revealed as the gospel reaches 
Cornelius, a Gentile brought to new life.

Conclusion

This study is not based on a feminist hermeneutic, but a literary 
sensitivity to narratives involving men and women that have in-
tentional structures already embedded in the text.

Reading, like listening, is a linear progression that cannot be 
comprehended if interrupted. A visual medium enables the view-
er to see the whole at once, but the whole must be constructed 
piece by piece when words are employed. This study has been 
an attempt to display visually the whole to the reader without 
interruptions by traditional barriers such as changes in subject 
matter, chapter divisions, and assumptions about the text. As in 
all literature, ideas are often covered up in a work. However, once 
a reader shows what is there, it appears to subsequent readers 

that it has always been there—and it has, because the writer put 
it there. What has been presented here is part of what is already 
present in Luke, John, and Acts, even if it has sometimes escaped 
the reader’s attention. 

These readings do not resolve the larger biblical question 
regarding the relationship of men and women, but do provide 
pictures that show the prominence of women—even over a male 
priest named Zacharias, a male teacher in Israel named Nicode-
mus, and a healed man named Aeneas. In other words, these nar-
ratives provide an additional weight of evidence in biblical gen-
der studies as they unveil the significant contributions of Mary, 
the woman at the well, and Tabitha that may have been covered 
up in the biblical narratives.

All of these stories touch on the mission of God in salvation, set-
ting forth reflections of the plan of God. Just as one woman played 
a part in taking the first step away from God, so is it that these 
women take first steps back to God—Mary in receiving the revela-
tion and the Son, the woman at the well in receiving and communi-
cating Jesus as Messiah to the Samaritans, and Tabitha in preparing 
the way for the Gentiles.64 These great reversals honor God.

Notes

1. “If a writer of prose knows enough of what he is writing about he 
may omit things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing 
truly enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though 
the writer had stated them. The dignity of movement of an iceberg is due 
to only one-eighth of it being above water.” Ernest Hemingway, Death in 
the Afternoon (New York, NY: Scribner, 1932), 116.

2. “Tobias Wolff on American Fiction,” Feb. 9, 2010, an interview on 
“Entitled Opinions (about Life and Literature)” with Robert Harrison. 
http://www.stanford.edu/dept/fren-ital/opinions/.

3. For example, in discussing John 2:13—3:21, Charles Talbert pro-
vides two reasons for the common feature of gaps, or lack of explicitness, 
in narratives: “(1) There are gaps in all artful narratives. Gaps, deliberate 
ambiguity, and reticence assist the narrative to avoid being boring by 
serving as invitations for readers or hearers to fill in the narrative ac-
cording to their expectations as fostered by literary conventions or com-
munity convictions. The ancient rhetorician Demetrius puts it thusly:

Not everything should be given lengthy treatment with full details 
but some points should be left for our hearer to grasp and infer for 
himself. If he infers what you have omitted, he no longer just listens 
to you but acts as your witness, one too who is predisposed in your 
favor since he feels he has been intelligent and you are the person 
who has given him this opportunity to exercise his intelligence. In 



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 28, No. 3 ◆ Summer 2014 • 21 

fact, to tell your reader everything as if he were a fool is to reveal 
that you think him one. (On Style 222)

(2) A foundation document of a group that embodies the corporate tra-
ditions and that has evolved over a lengthy period of time within the 
community would be telling a story that is already known to its hearers. 
It is not as though the readers know nothing except what has come be-
fore in the Gospel’s narrative.” Charles H. Talbert, Reading John: A Liter-
ary and Theological Commentary on the Fourth Gospel and the Johannine 
Epistles (New York, NY: Crossroad, 1992), 103.

4. As experienced movie viewers, we intuitively grasp a flashback 
without the need for text that states: “Ten Years Earlier.” However, when 
directors such as Terrance Malick juxtapose large sections of a movie 
beside one another without explanation, as in The Tree of Life (2011) or 
To the Wonder (2012), the implied world/meaning is more difficult for 
the modern audience to grasp.

5. See Abraham Kuruvilla, Mark: A Theological Commentary for 
Preachers (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2012), xiv.

6. Some might protest that the narratives with Zacharias and Mary 
had to be told together because that is what happened—Gabriel ap-
peared to both of them. However, the other gospel writers did not feel 
a need to express this information. Mark completely omits any back-
ground information about Jesus; both John the Baptizer and Jesus first 
appear as adults in his gospel (Mark 1:1–14). John has more of a theologi-
cal prelude to his gospel than a historical account (John 1:1–18), and Mat-
thew does not identify Gabriel’s appearance to Mary, but the appearance 
of an angel of the Lord to Joseph (Matt 1:18–21). We only specifically 
know about Gabriel’s appearances to Zacharias and Mary through Luke’s 
pairing of the stories in his narrative setting to the gospel. Luke not only 
chose what to include, but also how to arrange the material—by placing 
the stories of Zacharias and Mary next to one another.

7. This chart is adopted and adapted from David E. Malick, “A Liter-
ary Approach to the Birth Narratives in Luke 1—2” in Integrity of Heart, 
Skillfulness of Hands: Biblical and Leadership Studies in Honor of Donald 
K. Campbell, ed. Charles H. Dyer and Roy B. Zuck (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, 1994), 94. Used 
by permission. A similar chiastic structure is set forth by François Bovon:

a Declaration of the birth of John the Baptist (1:5–25)
a' Declaration of the birth of Jesus the Messiah (1:26–38)
b Meeting between Mary and Elizabeth (1:39–56)
c Birth of John the Baptist (1:57–80)
c' Birth of Jesus the Messiah (2:1–40)

Das Evangelium Nac Lukas, Vol. 1: Lk 1,1–9,50, Evangelisch-Katholischer 
Kommentar Zum Neun Testament III/I (Zurich; Benzinger/Neukirch-
en-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1989), 46–47.

8. Malick, “Birth Narratives,” 95.
9. Often in the Hebrew Scriptures, the Lord overcame barrenness 

so that, when a child finally was born, there was no question that the 
Lord was the source of blessing and that the child was to be significant 
in the life of the nation. See Abraham and Sarah, who gave birth to Isaac 
(Gen 18:9–14; 21:1–3); Isaac and Rebekah, who gave birth to Jacob (Gen 
25:20–21); Jacob and Rachel, who gave birth to Joseph (Gen 29:31; 30:1–8, 
22–24), Judah and Tamar, who gave birth to Perez (Gen 38); Manoah and 
his wife, who gave birth to Samson (Judg 13:2–24); Boaz and Ruth, who 
gave birth to Obed (Ruth 1:4–5; 4:13–17); Elkanah and Hannah, who gave 
birth to Samuel (1 Sam 1:2, 5, 11, 19–20); and Psalm 113:9.

10. This table is adopted and adapted from Malick, “Birth Narra-
tives,” 96–97. These announcements are very similar to Robert Alter’s 
“annunciation type-scene,” which “points to the weighty role in history 
for the child who is to be born, since only for such portentous figures 
is this sort of divine intervention in the natural order of conception re-
quired.” The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York, NY: BasicBooks, 1981), 
85. Alter sets forth the fixed pattern of the annunciation type-scene as 
including “the barren wife’s being vouchsafed an oracle, a prophecy from 
a man of God, or a promise from an angel, that she will be granted a son, 
sometimes with an explicit indication of the son’s destiny, often with the 
invocation of the formula, ‘At this season next year, you will be embrac-
ing a son.’” There are permutations in the pattern of these announce-
ments: the oracle is to Zacharias instead of Elizabeth; Mary is not barren, 

but a virgin; and there is no formula setting forth the time of the birth. 
Nevertheless, the echoes of this pattern portend to the greatness of these 
children. See the announcements of the birth of Ishmael (Gen 16:7–13); 
Isaac (Gen 17:1–21; 18:1–15); Samson (Judg 13:3–20); Samuel (1 Sam 1).

11. The text says, “and entering to her” (ai eiselthōn pros autēn, Luke 
1:28). Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis astutely observes a significant distinc-
tion in the John and Jesus stories: “The events surrounding the birth of 
John, we notice, are heavily publicized; that is, many are involved—the 
multitude perplexed at the temple, the neighbors and kinfolk marveling 
at the circumcision, the countryside gossiping about ‘what then will this 
child be?’ By contrast, the events surrounding the birth of Jesus are pri-
vate and isolated: Gabriel appears to Mary when she is alone, her news 
is shared only with Elizabeth and presumably with Joseph, the narrative 
takes Joseph and his family away from their home town, and therefore 
away from their neighbors and kinfolk, to be enrolled in Bethlehem; 
and even in that town, there is no room at the inn and the child must be 
born in a manger, out of sight, unnoticed by those who fill the inn.” “The 
Jesus Birth Stories” in Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, vol. 
2, ed. Kenneth R. R. Gros Louis (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1982), 282–83.

12. As Nathanael said to Philip, “Can any good thing come out of 
Nazareth?” (John 1:46). Frederick W. Danker observes, “That Gabriel, 
one of the eminent members of the heavenly council, should come to 
insignificant Nazareth and present himself before this undistinguished 
villager is a miracle of the New Age. This event presages the announce-
ment of the Magnificat, that the mighty are brought low and the humble 
exalted. (v. 52.).” Jesus and the New Age: A Commentary on St. Luke’s Gos-
pel, rev. and expanded (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1988), 35. Although 
the Western manuscript D omits “which is named Nazareth,” it is at-
tested in the Alexandrian and Byzantine texts.

13. As Joseph Fitzmyer describes it, “there is a step-parallelism at 
work, i.e. a parallelism with one-upmanship. The Jesus-side always comes 
off better.” The Gospel according to Luke (I–IX): Introduction, Translation, 
and Notes, The Anchor Bible (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1979), 315.

14. Greek mē phobou, Zacharia (v. 13); mē phobou, Mariam (v. 30). The 
present imperative verb plus the negative mē allows for the idea of cessa-
tion of activity in progress. As Wallace states, “Here the idea is frequently 
progressive and the prohibition is of the ‘cessation of some act that is al-
ready in progress.’ It has the idea, Stop continuing. μὴ φοβοῦ [mē phobou] 
is thus naturally used as the formula to quell someone’s apprehensions.” 
Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar: Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syn-
tax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1996), 724. 

15. Many manuscripts add “blessed are you among women.” How-
ever, it is probable that a copyist inserted these words from 1:42 where 
they originally appear from the mouth of Elizabeth. It is easier to see 
how these words were added than to explain why they were removed.

16. The announcement in each case is given with respect to the 
woman bearing a son. To Zacharias, Gabriel states, “and your wife Eliza-
beth will bear a son to you.” To Mary, Gabriel states, “And behold, you 
will conceive in your womb, and bear a son.”

17. The theme that the younger will be greater than the older has its 
origins in Genesis where Abel was over Cain (Gen 4), Shem was over 
Japheth (cf. Gen 5:32; 7:5; 9:24; 10:21; 11:10); Abram was over his brothers 
(cf. Gen 11:26, 32; 12:4); Isaac was over Ishmael (Gen 16; 21:1–5, 12); Jacob 
was over Esau (Gen 25:23); Rachel was loved over Leah (Gen 29:21–26, 
31); Joseph was over his brothers (Gen 30:22–24; 37:5–11); Perez was over 
Zerah (Gen 38:27–30); and Ephraim was over Manasseh (Gen 48:8–19). 
For blessing to come through the younger was against the natural custom 
of life in favor of the progenitor. However, the Lord turns social custom 
upside down so that people will know that he is involved in the blessing. 
God can bless and use people from outside the paths of society’s expec-
tations. Even though John and Jesus are not from the same parents, the 
narrator is employing an intense comparison so that the reader will cor-
relate them with one another and see that the younger (Jesus) is greater 
than the older (John). Even in the Genesis accounts, there is a deviation 
from the pattern of parentage when Ishmael is born of Hagar while Isaac 
is born of Sarah. Here there are two sets of parents, instead of only two 
mothers as with Ishmael and Isaac, but the children are both from the 
Lord with an intensity placed upon the younger, who, unlike John, is su-
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pernaturally begotten and fulfills what John announces. God is turning 
social custom upside down in a climactic way through the birth of Jesus.

18. These Hebrew names contribute to the message of the unit. John 
(iōannēn/yĕhôh.ānān) includes the sense of “grace,” Jesus (iēsoun/yēŝû‘a) 
has the sense of “Yahweh is salvation,” Zachariah (zacharia/zĕkaryah) 
means “Yahweh remembers,” and Elizabeth  (elisabet/’ĕlîŝeba‘) means 
“covenant of God.” The gracious God who remembers his covenant is 
now moving to save his people. See Malick, “Birth Narratives,” 105 n. 19. 
Commenting on the name “John,” Fitzmyer contends, “Whether Gentile 
converts would have grasped the nuance may be missing the point; the 
implication is that God’s grace or favor is now to come to humanity in a 
new form.” The Gospel according to Luke, 318.

19. John will be “great before the Lord” (1:15). Jesus is described as 
being great with no qualifier—“this one will be great” (1:32). As Fitzmyer 
observes, “Laurentin (Structure, 36) calls attention to the absolute use of 
megas “great,” there and to the fact that in the LXX the absolute megas is 
an attribute of Yahweh himself (see Pss 48:2 = 145:3; 86:10; 135:5) whereas 
the adjective is qualified when it is used of human beings (see 2 Sam 
19:33 LXX; Sir. 48:22). So it is here in the case of John. John’s greatness 
(see Luke 7:28) is here measured in terms of Kyrios, who in this context is 
to be understood as Yahweh.” The Gospel according to Luke, 325.

20. An anomaly in the parallel structure is that, before John is de-
scribed as being great, Gabriel tells Zacharias that the child will bring 
him joy and gladness and that many will rejoice at his birth (1:14). The 
lack of perfect symmetry between the announcements to Zacharias and 
Mary does not invalidate the overall parallel structure. Charles H. Talbert 
notes well that perfect symmetry was not always valued in Greek and 
Ancient Near Eastern cultures. Literary Patterns, Theological Themes, 
and the Genre of Luke-Acts (Missoula, MT: Society of Biblical Literature 
and Scholars Press, 1974), 78–79. Perhaps Luke’s insertion about joy over 
the birth of John heightens the reader’s expectation concerning Zacha-
rias over Mary, but this is about to change with what follows in Gabriel’s 
revelation to both parents.

21. As Fitzmyer observes, “Yahweh’s spirit will fill him instead of the 
drink from which he is to abstain.” The Gospel according to Luke, 326.

22. The following chart is adopted and adapted from Malick, “Birth 
Narratives,” 100.

23. Elizabeth “is highlighted as both Zechariah and Mary travel to 
her. . . . Unlike Zechariah and Mary, Elizabeth only heard of the angel’s 
visits; she had not seen the visions. Thus she stands in the place of the 
reader, who also is ‘hearing’ a report of what happened. In each case 
she was able to respond appropriately; she chose to be quiet with her 
husband (vv. 24–25) and to rejoice with Mary (vv. 41–45).” Malick, “Birth 
Narratives,” 100–01.

24. Zacharias’s question, “according to what [or how] shall I know?” 
is similar to Sarah’s laughter after the Lord announced to Abraham that 
he would have a son (Gen 18:1–15). Sarah laughed because both she and 
Abraham were old (Gen 18:12). Zacharias raises the very same issues 
(Luke 1:18). Just as the Lord addressed Sarah’s laughter (Gen 18:13–14), 
so Gabriel addresses Zacharias’s request for proof so that he will know 
the truth of this message (Luke 1:19). Of particular interest in the Lucan 
birth narratives is that the gender roles are reversed from the account in 
Gen 18. In Genesis, it was the woman who laughed, but, in Luke, it is the 
man who asks for proof.

25. Contrary to many who view Zacharias’s silence as punishment 
or discipline, I. Howard Marshall understands the sign to be both a 
punishment and “a confirmation of his prophecy.” The Gospel of Luke: 
A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament 
Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1978), 60–61. (“We should 
not, therefore, regard Zechariah’s request simply as a punishment for 
unbelief. . . . These elements are certainly present (1:20), but in fact a sign 
is given, and it serves the deeper purpose of concealing the wonder of 
what was to happen until the due time.”)

26. Zacharias is first reminded that the angel is Gabriel who stands 
before God and was sent by God to speak this good news (euangelisasthai).  
This statement can be scanned as though it communicates outrage, but 
the words themselves place this understanding in question. If this is a 
rebuke to Zacharias for disregarding a message from an angel of such 
high rank and esteem, then why emphasize that he was sent by God 
(implied from the passive form of apestalēn, “to send”), to communi-
cate good news? It is entirely possible that Gabriel’s words are meant 
to answer Zacharias’s question by confirming the source and nature of 
his message. Then, as another affirmation of how Zacharias can know 
that these words are true, he will be silent and unable to speak until the 
time that these prophetic words come into being. In other words, he is 
not punished for his request for proof, but given evidence that he will 
comprehend so that he will believe that the child is all that the angel has 
promised—the answer to his prayer for Elizabeth and himself and for 
the nation of Israel.

27. Once again, this appears to be an echo from the Lord’s word to 
Sarah: “Is anything too difficult for the Lord? (Gen 18:14). The Septuagint 
translation of the Hebrew into Greek is nearly identical in word choice 
to Gabriel’s words in Luke 1:38. With Sarah, this statement was placed 
as a question because she, like Zacharias, questioned the truth of the 
prophecy in their old age. However, with Mary, it is stated as an affirma-
tion confirming the most amazing message that she will conceive a child 
as a virgin outside of marriage.

28. Unlike Zacharias, who says, “According to what (kata ti) shall I 
know this?” (1:18), Mary says according to your word (kata to rhēma sou) 
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let it be to me (1:38). Ben Witherington correctly observes, “Mary’s reac-
tion to Gabriel’s explanation is the classic expression of submission to 
God’s word and will: ‘Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to 
me according to your word’ (1.38). The meaning of 1.38 is toned down by 
the translation ‘handmaiden,’ for the actual meaning is ‘Behold the slave 
of the Lord.’ Thus, Luke portrays Mary as binding herself totally to God’s 
will, giving up her plans and desires for the future. Her response was 
one of submission in full recognition of what effect this act of God could 
have for her social position and relation to Joseph. We see the Evangelist 
presenting Mary as one who is willing to give up betrothal and reputa-
tion for God’s purposes, the sort of self-sacrifice which, in Luke’s Gospel, 
is the mark of a disciple.” Women and the Genesis of Christianity, ed. 
Ann Witherington (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 205.

29. “The servant of God is not determined by gender, age, position, 
function, or location, but by the one who can receive the Word of God.” 
Malick, “Birth Narratives,” 101.

30. There may also be a narrative commentary on Jesus’s discourse 
with Nicodemus in John 3:13–21. Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Gospel Ac-
cording to St John: Volume One: Introduction and Commentary on Chapters 
1—4 (New York, NY: Crossroad), 361–63. (“The dialogue with Nicodemus, 
as the evangelist wished to present it, comprises only vv. 1–12 . . . . Verses 
13–21 do not form part of the Gospel narrative, but come from a keryg-
matic exposition of the evangelist which was originally independent.”)

31. See Raymond Brown, The Gospel according to John (i–xii): Intro-
duction, Translation, and Notes, The Anchor Bible, vol. 29 (New York, 
NY: Doubleday, 1966), 1.185; Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of John: A Com-
mentary, vol. 1 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003), 533, 584–85. Ben 
Witherington III, Women in the Ministry of Jesus (New York, NY: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1984), 57. D. A. Carson, The Gospel According 
to John, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans, 1991), 216.

32. As Raymond Brown notes, “John consistently recalls this detail 
(xix 39) because of its symbolic import. Darkness and night symbolize 
the realm of evil, untruth, and ignorance (see ix 4, xi 10). In xiii 30 Judas 
leaves the light to go out into the night of Satan; Nicodemus, on the 
other hand comes out of the darkness into the light (vss. 19–21).” The 
Gospel according to John, 130. Likewise, Keener writes that, even though 
Jewish teachers often studied at night, “[m]ore likely, he comes at night 
to avoid being seen (cf. 7:51–52; 12:42–43; 19:38); night was the time for 
secret (sometimes antisocial) deeds and whether one wished not to be 
known. Nicodemus remains a secret believer at this point, not a disciple. 
. . . in the story world, fear accounts for Nicodemus coming by night, 
but John probably also mentions ‘night’ on a more symbolic level for his 
audience (cf. 13:30), bracketing the narrative with Nicodemus coming 
‘by night’ (3:2) and true believers leaving darkness to come to Jesus’s light 
(3:21).” The Gospel of John, 536.

33. If Jewish reckoning of time is employed, the sixth hour was 
noon. Frederick W. Danker, Walter A. Bauer, William Arndt, and F. 
W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other 
Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2000) (hereafter BDAG), s.v. “ἕκτος” [ektos]. It is also significant that 
Jacob met Rachel seeking water about noon (Gen 29:7), and Moses may 
have also met Zipporah at the well about noon (Exod 2:15–17; cf. Jose-
phus, Antiquities 2:257).

34. As W. Hall Harris writes, “Such a detour through Samaria was 
not geographically necessary. Although the main route from Judea to 
Galilee was through Samaria, Jesus, as many Jews did, could easily have 
gone up the Jordan valley into Galilee through the Bethshan gap, avoid-
ing Samaria. Whenever John uses the impersonal verb Ἔδει [edei] the 
necessity involves God’s will or plan: 3:7, 14, 30; 4:4, 20, 24; 9:4; 10:16; 
12:34; and 20:9.” Commentary on the Gospel of John, http://ww.netbible 
.com/docs/nt/books/joh/harris/gjohn-07.htm.

35. Whether this account meets the elements of a betrothal type-
scene, as described by Robert Alter, is debated. Alter sets out the follow-
ing elements:

The betrothal type-scene, then must take place with the future 
bridegroom, or his surrogate, having journeyed to a foreign land. 
There he encounters a girl—the term “na‘arah” invariably occurs 

unless the maiden is identified as so-and-so’s daughter—or girls at 
a well. Someone, either the man or the girl, then draws water from 
the well; afterward, the girl or girls rush to bring home the news of 
the stranger’s arrival (the verbs “hurry” and “run” are given recur-
rent emphasis at this junction of the type-scene); finally, a betrothal 
is concluded between the stranger and the girl, in the majority of 
instances, only after he has been invited to a meal.

The Art of Biblical Narrative, 52. Although speaking in the context of Paul’s 
writings, N. T. Wright states a principle about the narrative dimensions of 
thought that may be applicable here: “understanding how stories worked 
in the ancient world, and how a small allusion could and did summon 
up an entire implicit narrative, including narratives within which speaker 
and hearer believed themselves to be living, is a vital tool.” Paul in Fresh 
Perspective (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2005), 8. Therefore, Keener 
seems to be correct when he states, “This passage also evokes the rich 
biblical imagery and themes. Allusions to the cross gender well scenes of 
Gen 24, and secondarily to Gen 29 and Exod 2, are difficult to miss. That 
Jesus meets the woman at “Jacob’s well” (4:6) plainly alludes to a differ-
ent well in Mesopotamia where Jacob met the future matriarch Rachel 
and provided water for her (Gen 29:10), as Jesus provides this Samaritan 
woman living water. But this Jacob scene in Gen 29 recapitulates in some 
measure the scene in Gen 24, in which Abraham’s steward finds a wife for 
Isaac.” The Gospel of John, 586.

Perhaps this scene portends to a fulfillment of the betrothal type-
scene imagery. This woman, who has known so much disruption in her 
married life and thirsts for resolution (4:16–18), meets the One at the well 
who will satisfy her thirst as her true, spiritual husband (see Jesus’s words 
about the Spirit in 4:23–25). Then, instead of returning home, she goes to 
the people of the town to tell them about the one she has met at the well 
(4:28–29). When she speaks to them, she specifically emphasizes the con-
versation with Jesus about her married life: “Come, see a man who said 
to me all things which I did” (4:29; see 4:16–18). Just as the character of 
Isaac, Jacob, and Moses is made manifest through the particulars of each 
type-scene (see Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 52–58), so, too, Jesus’s 
character is revealed in his conversation with the woman as a prophet 
and Messiah who truly understands the ways of people and God (John 
4:16–26). The metaphor of Christ’s relation to the church as a husband to 
his bride will then be explicitly made by the Apostle Paul (Eph 5:25–27) 
and the Apostle John (Rev 19:7–8). Perhaps this expression of the type-
scene is the narrative source of the later image.

36. Keener observes, “Several of John’s narratives involve the pat-
tern of sign, misunderstanding, clarification and response.” The Gospel 
of John, 535.

37. BDAG, s.v. “ἄνωθεν” [anōthen]; John uses the word five times, 
in 3:3, 7, 31; 19:11, 23. In the last three usages, the context supports the 
sense of “from above.” The primary meaning is “from above”; see Zane 
C. Hodges, “Problem Passages in the Gospel of John Part 3: Water and 
Spirit—John 3:5,” Bibliotheca Sacra 135:539 (July–September 1978): 213; 
Schnackenburg, The Gospel According to St John, 367–68. (“According 
to the usage of ἄνωθεν [anōthen] elsewhere in John [3:31; 19:11, 23], and 
his doctrine of “birth from God” [1:13; 1 John 2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1], the only 
justifiable translation is “from above.”)

38. “Nicodemus concentrates on the demand for a ‘birth’ and, as was 
usual in the scholastic exercises of the rabbis, raises objections which 
are couched as paradoxically as possible. His two questions are meant 
to bring out the senseless nature of the doctrine (cf. 6:52) and force Jesus 
to admit to an absurdity (cf. Mk. 12:20–23 parr.).” Schnackenburg, The 
Gospel according to St John, 368.

39. Cf. Gen 26:19; Lev 14:5, 6, 50, 51, 52; Ezek 47:1–12.
40. In the Gospel of John, Jesus often identifies the coming of the 

Spirit with “water.” In John 3:5 he states, “Unless one is born of water and 
spirit (“wind”), he is not able to enter into the kingdom of God.” Jesus 
continues to play off of words that have ambiguous meanings, namely 
water and spirit/wind (ex udatos kai pneumatos), to emphasize the sense 
of “above” by the way these terms refer to the Spirit in Isa 44:3–5 and 
Ezek 37:9–10. Jesus also identifies “water” with the giving of the Spirit in 
John 7:37–39. On the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles, Jesus exhorted 
all who were thirsty to come to him and drink (7:37–38). The narrator 
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then explains, “He spoke of the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him 
were to receive; for the Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus was not yet 
glorified” (NASB). Leon Morris reports that the Feast of Tabernacles was 
celebrated with certain festival rituals, one of which was the procession 
each day from the temple to Gihon Spring where a priest filled a gold 
pitcher with water while the choir sang (Isa 12:3). Then they returned to 
the altar and poured out the water. The Gospel according to John, Inter-
national Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd- 
mans, 1971), 420–21. Supposedly, this ritual reminded Israel of water 
from the rock (Num 20) and the coming days of Messiah (Zech 14:8, 
16–19). It is in this setting on the Feast’s greatest, last day before a large 
gathering (Lev 23) that Jesus stood and pronounced his offer of spiri-
tual salvation for the nation as Yahweh, the source of water. What he 
is offering is not physical water, but the life-giving source of the Holy 
Spirit (7:39; cf. Isa 12). Jesus is offering to satisfy their unsatisfied spiritual 
thirst. He makes the same offer to the woman at the well in John 4.

41. Schnackenburg insightfully writes, “There is a masterly transi-
tion from the outward situation to the inner confrontation of man with 
the revealer. If the woman knew the ‘gift of ‘God’ and the stranger who 
asks her for a drink of ordinary water, the roles would be exchanged. 
She (the σὺ [su, second person singular pronoun] is emphatic) would do 
the asking and become beneficiary. According to the chiastic structure 
of the sentence, which goes from the ‘gift of God’ to the person of the 
speaker, and from the speaker back to the ‘living water,’ ‘the gift of God’ 
must be the ‘living water’ which Jesus can give, the true ‘water of life’ 
which is not a gift on the natural, earthly plane but a heavenly gift from 
God.” The Gospel according to St John, 426.

42. R. Alan Culpepper seems to observe correctly, “As the light of 
understanding begins to break, the Samaritan woman shows herself at 
each stage ready to receive it: ‘Sir, give me this water’ (4:15); ‘Sir, I per-
ceive that you are a prophet’ (4:19); ‘Come, see a man . . . the Christ?’ 
(4:29).” Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Phila-
delphia, PA: Fortress, 1983), 137. Likewise, Ben Witherington states, “the 
Samaritan woman wins the reader’s admiration because of her openness 
to the revealing word of Jesus even when she does not understand. Her 
attitude is one of inquiry, not rejection, and it is this that makes her a 
suitable subject for faith.” Women in the Ministry of Jesus, 59.

43. That “thirst” describes more than physical thirst is evident on its 
face from the fact that the Spirit is being described as the “water” that 
quenches thirst. Jesus himself identified himself with the spiritual thirst 
of humankind when on the cross he stated, “I thirst” (John 19:28). This 
cry from the cross is only reported in the Gospel of John, where twice 
Jesus claimed that he was the source of life-giving water that will satisfy 
thirst (John 4:12; 7:37–39).

44. Jesus’s description of the woman’s married life is usually inter-
preted to mean that she is an immoral person. However, Janeth Nor-
fleete Day offers a different reconstruction of the woman’s status as a per-
son who is a victim of ancient, oppressive patriarchy rather than taken 
up in personal sin. The Woman at the Well: Interpretation of John 4:1–42: 
In Retrospect and Prospect, Interpretation Series 61 (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 
169–75. Day surveys literature and art prior to the Reformation and finds 
that it is not until the reformers that the woman is portrayed as immoral. 
Accordingly, there may be room to reconsider presuppositions about the 
character of the woman. Rather than assuming from the gaps in the nar-
rative that the woman has been the initiator of an immoral lifestyle, it 
is possible that she had outlived her husbands or was divorced by men 
due to no particular fault of her own (such as the inability to bear chil-
dren—since no children are mentioned). Day notes that Jewish thought 
allowed a maximum of three marriages for a woman; the fact that she 
had been married five times indicates that her life had been especially 
difficult, and probably meant that she was an object of either pity or 
ridicule, perhaps both. The Woman at the Well, 70. The fact that she is 
now living with a man who is not her husband may not be a matter of 
choice so much as of cultural necessity in order to have the protection of 
a man and a place to live. She may be advanced in age (five marriages); 
she may not be able to support herself, so the man may have been her 
only means of survival culturally. The man may be unwilling, or unable 
financially, to marry her, but willing to extend to her the protection of 

his household. Perhaps the man was a relative in the kinsman-redeemer 
tradition, but unwilling to raise up children (like Judah with Tamar in 
Gen 38). There are numerous ways to understand the gaps in this Scrip-
ture. The response from the people whom she tells about Jesus raises 
a question about whether they saw her as sinful. If so, they more than 
likely would have laughed and ridiculed her for her testimony. But, they 
respond readily with no resistance; the people appear to be eager to be-
lieve her testimony.

45. Of significance is that her testimony is about her own personal 
life, which Jesus highlighted in their conversation: “Come, see a man 
who told me all the things which I did; is this one not the Christ?” (4:29; 
see also 4:39). In other words, she appears to testify to the One who can 
satisfy her personal, spiritual thirst for life. Perhaps this is an implied 
significance of her leaving behind her waterpot. She now has spiritual, 
living water and not the physical water she initially sought.

46. The elevation of the woman over the disciples is also hinted at in 
the placement of their suspicious attitude toward her against her depar-
ture to tell the Samaritans about Jesus: “At this point His disciples came, 
and they were amazed that He had been speaking with a woman, yet no 
one said, ‘What do You seek?’ or, ‘Why do You speak with her?’ So the 
woman left her waterpot, and went into the city and said to the men, 
‘Come, see a man who told me all the things that I have done; this is not 
the Christ, is it?’” NASB (John 4:27–29). While the Twelve are concerned 
that Jesus would be talking to this woman, she is proclaiming the good 
news about Jesus to the Samaritans. Then, as the Samaritans are coming 
to see Jesus, Jesus is instructing his disciples “to reap that for which oth-
ers have labored,” perhaps having a direct reference to bringing the com-
ing Samaritans to faith in Jesus (John 4:31–38). See Keener, The Gospel of 
John, 626 (“In the most immediate context, Jesus may refer to himself and 
the Samaritan woman . . . who brought the town to him [4:29–30, 39]”); 
likewise Ben Witherington, Women in the Ministry of Jesus, 61 (“Who 
then are the ἄλλοι [alloi, “them”] of verse 38? Perhaps the most likely 
answer is, Jesus and the Samaritan woman. Jesus has sown the Word in 
her and, in turn, she has sown the word in the other Samaritans”). As 
Culpepper observes, “She precedes the disciples, laboring where they are 
sent. They will enter into her work (4:38). True to her traditional name, 
therefore, the ‘Samaritan woman’ is a model of the female disciple and 
possibly a model of Samaritan believers also.” Anatomy of the Fourth Gos-
pel, 137. As Keener observes, “The narrative thus places her on a par with 
Jesus’ other disciples who brought his message to the world (cf. 17:20).”

47. C. K. Barrett, The Acts of the Apostles, International Critical 
Commentary on the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, 
vol. 1 (New York, NY: T & T Clark, 1994), 477; Ernst Haenchen, The Acts 
of the Apostles: A Commentary (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1971), 
340–41; Luke Timothy Johnson, The Acts of the Apostles, Sacra Pagina, 
vol. 5, ed. Daniel J. Harrington (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1994), 179; 
Charles H. Talbert, Reading Acts: A Literary and Theological Commen-
tary on the Acts of the Apostles (New York, NY: Crossroad, 1997), 104.

48. As Josep Ruis-Camps and Jenny Read-Heimerdinger state, “Ae-
neas is a representative character (‘a certain’, τινά [tina]), . . . and man 
(ἄνθρωπος [anthrōpos]), which establishes him as a universal character 
(as opposed to ἀνήρ [anēr, meaning male], one with a specific function).” 
They also identify this sense with the use of tis with the introduction of 
Tabitha (9:36), Simon the tanner (9:43), and Cornelius (10:1). The Message 
of Acts in Codex Bezae: A Comparison with the Alexandrian Tradition: 
Vol. 2, Acts 6:1—12:25: From Judea and Samaria to the Church in Antioch, 
ed. Mark Goodarcre (New York, NY: T&T Clark, 2006), 209, 212, 216, 
244. Regarding the use of characters as types in narratives, Robert Scholes  
and Robert Kellogg affirm, “In every case, whenever we consider a char-
acter as a type, we are moving away from considering him as an indi-
vidual character and moving toward considering him as part of some 
larger framework. This framework may be moral, theological, referable 
to some essentially extra-literary scheme; or it may be referable to a part 
of the narrative situation itself. When we consider characters . . . we are 
thinking of them not as characters in themselves but as elements which 
contribute to the whole, as part of the plot or meaning of a work.” Robert 
Scholes, James Phelan, and Robert Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative, 40th 
anniversary ed. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2006), 204.
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49. The term used in each case is an imperative form of anistēmi, 
namely, anastēthi.

50. BDAG, s.v. “Αἰνέας” [Aineas]. Ruis-Camps and Read-
Heimerdinger are of the opinion that “His name is Greek, indicating he 
was a Hellenist, possibly one of those who had to flee from Hierosoluma 
(8.4).” The Message of Acts, 2:209–10.

51. Craig S. Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary 3:1—14:28, vol. 
2 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2013), 1706.

52. Cf. 1 Chron 8:12; Ezra 2:33; Neh 7:37, cf. 11:35.
53. Keener notes, “It was Sharon plain’s most significant Jewish city, 

added to Judea from Samaria (1 Macc 11:34 [cf. 10:30; 11:28]; Jos. Ant. 
13.127). It had long been a Jewish city (1 Macc 11:34) whose men attended 
Jerusalem’s feasts (Jos. War 2.515).” Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, 1705.

54. Darrell L. Bock writes, “It was the center of toparchy, one of ten 
administrative districts in Judea (Josephus, J.W. 3.3.5§§52–56; Johnson 
1992:177). It was a predominantly Jewish town of mixed population.” 
Acts, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007), 376. Likewise F. F. Bruce explains, “it was the 
capital of a Jewish toparchy.” The Acts of the Apostles: Greek Text with 
Introduction and Commentary, 3d rev. and enlarged ed. (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1990), 247.

55. Ruis-Camps and Read-Heimerdinger correlate the two names 
given for this woman (Tabitha/Dorcas) as symbolizing the Hebrew-
Greek nature of this community when they write, “The fact that her 
name is given in Aramaic indicates that she was not of Hellenistic origin 
but the translation of her name and the use of it a second time (cf. 9.39) 
would imply that the community of believers included Greek as well as 
Aramaic speakers.” Continuing, they write, “The reference to the gazelle 
in this context occurs three times in the course of the reformed laws in 
the book of Deuteronomy, and could be a way of indicating here that 
Tabitha represented a community of both Hebrews (clean) and Helle-
nists (unclean); the use of her name in Greek suggests as much.” The 
Message of Acts in Codex Bezae, 212.

56. Bock notes, “The region was partly Gentile, as Sharon comprised 
the coastal plain extending from Joppa to Carmel and to Caesarea.” Acts, 
377. Keener argues that Joppa was Jewish, but clearly identifies its Hel-
lenization: “Once a Philistine city, it was later Hellenized and used by 
Ptolemies and Seleucids.” Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, 1714. 

57. Perhaps an implication can be made that Aeneas was a believer 
from the fact that Peter came to the saints who lived in Lydda (9:32). Be-
cause the term “saints” was used for believers in Jerusalem (9:13), Aeneas 
may be considered to be a Christian, but this is conclusion by implica-
tion at best. 

58. Both individuals are described by the same Greek term, eleēmosynē, 
describing alms, or charitable giving. BDAG, s.v. “ἐλεημοσύνη.” Interest-
ingly, this same term is also used to describe the lame man in Acts 3:2. 
Even though Bock identifies the use of the term with Tabitha and Corne-
lius, he does not connect the two figures any further. Acts, 386; see also 
Ruis-Camps and Read-Heimerdinger, The Message of Acts, 2:212.

59. Barrett sees many of the parallels between Aeneas and Tabitha, 
but he does not continue the correlations to Cornelius. The Acts, 1:477.

60. Peter was traveling through the region and found Aeneas in 
Lydda (9:32–33); then he was called by the people of Joppa to come 
quickly for Tabitha (9:37–38). Then Cornelius (at God’s command) 
called Peter to Caesarea (10:3–8). Peter appears to be an actor on the 
stage, but he is in fact just an instrument in God’s hand. Alter describes 
this dual aspect well in his discussion of Hebrew scriptural narrative 
when he states, “The Hebrew Bible is animated by an untiring, shrewdly 
perceptive fascination with the theater of human behavior in the tex-
tual foreground, seen against a background of forces that can be neither 
grasped nor controlled by humankind.” Robert Alter, The World of Bibli-
cal Literature (New York, NY: BasicBooks, 1992), 22. 

61. Luke employed the image of “walking” in 9:31 to describe the 
conduct of the church in Judea, Galilee, and Samaria. As Ruis-Camps 
and Read-Heimerdinger state, the verb walk “expresses the typically Lu-
kan concept of the walking in the paths of the Lord (cf. Luke 8.14; 9.57; 
10.38; 13.33 et al.; Acts 8.36, 39) as distinct from the way of Judaism (21.21, 
cf. v. 24 D05) or the Gentiles (14.16).” The Message of Acts, 2:209 n. 120. 
In addition, to “walk” is wisdom imagery from the Hebrew Scriptures 
depicting close fellowship (cf. Gen 5:24; Ps 1:1).

62. Leland Ryken identifies this literary device as the functional use 
of geography to communicate a message in the Gospel of Mark: “Some-
times the geography is used for structural purposes. The Gospel of Mark, 
for example, is structured on a grand contrast between Galilee, place of 
acceptance, and Jerusalem, which symbolizes rejection of Jesus.” Words 
of Life: A Literary Introduction to the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker, 1987), 33. 

63. In other words, the ethnic nature of the people in these two 
miracles also foreshadows a movement to the Gentiles in the Cornelius 
narrative. Ironically, Caesarea will also be the place where the antagonist 
to Peter and the gospel, Herod, will be sovereignly slain (Acts 12:19–23). 
God will vindicate Peter, and the expansion of the movement, through 
the events played out around Caesarea.

64. I am grateful to my good friend Drew Gentile of Campus Cru-
sade for Christ International for bringing this final observation to my 
attention.
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What about Deborah?
J. G. Brown

Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was judg-
ing Israel at that time. She used to sit under the palm tree 
of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country 
of Ephraim; and the sons of Israel came to her for judgment. 
(Judges 4:4–5, NASB)

Thus begins the story of Deborah—and a primary reason why 
I am a biblical egalitarian. Shortly after I became a Christian in 
1969, the “culture wars” over women in the church began to rage. 
Hierarchists developed a theological defense of female subordina-
tion centered on the creation order. This, I was told, was the tradi-
tional position of the church through the ages and could only be 
overthrown by a wanton disregard for Scripture. Male headship/
female subordination (in the church and home) was absolute, 
for all times, and ordained of God. This was, however, a spiritual 
headship and did not apply to the world outside the home and the 
church. I would have accepted this reading of Scripture (initially) 
except for one big stumbling block. What about Deborah? 

Like Samuel after her (1 Sam 3:20; 7:15), Deborah was both 
a prophet and a judge. The prophets of the Old Testament rep-
resented the voice of God to the people, outside the traditional 
corridors of authority. They did more “forth-telling” than fore-
telling, although they often did both. One could easily argue that, 
if there were ever a true theocracy, it was Israel under the judges. 
(In 1 Samuel 8:7, when the people clamored for a king, God told 
Samuel that the people “have not rejected you, but they have re-
jected Me from being king over them.”) Consequently, the office 
of judge carried with it both civil and spiritual authority. The 
Book of Judges makes it very clear that Deborah was appointed 
to leadership by God. No hierarchist has ever given a satisfactory 
answer to the question, “What about Deborah?” Why would God 
deliberately violate a principle he had established as inviolable? 

Hierarchists often avoid the problem of Deborah altogether. 
When they do tackle it, they come up with a great variety of con-
strained arguments. None is convincing. Author and preacher 
John MacArthur omits Deborah from his book Twelve Extraor-
dinary Women, How God Shaped Women of the Bible and What 
He Wants to Do with You. In his treatment of Anna, MacArthur 
argues that Anna recognized Jesus as the Messiah because she 
“overheard” Simeon. Women do not ordinarily receive any special 
revelation from God, nor are they a source of authoritative revela-
tion, he claims. However, he acknowledges Deborah as a possible 
exception, but only because God used her as a rebuke to the men 
in her generation. He insists that Deborah did not hold a pro-
phetic office or ongoing ministry as Elijah and Isaiah did.1 These 
arguments are rife with assumptions not substantiated in the text. 

In spite of the statement in Judges 2: 16-18 that God raised 
up each of the judges, many contend that 

Deborah was God’s “fallback” choice. One author states, “So it 
would appear, there may be unusual circumstances when male 
leadership is unavailable for one reason or another. At such times 
God may use women to accomplish his purposes even as he used 
Deborah.”2 I find this to be a straightforward denial of the sov-
ereignty of God and in clear contradiction to the biblical record. 
Others assert that Barak was the true judge in this story because 
Deborah is never referred to specifically as “savior” or “deliverer,” 
as are many of the other judges. These words, however, are never 
used for Barak either!3 Thomas R. Schreiner uses circular reason-
ing and assumptions to assign Deborah a “private” versus “public” 
position in ancient Israel, concluding that, whatever it was that 
Deborah did, she did not rule over men.4 All these arguments 
ignore either basic principles of exegesis and/or plain logic. 

The facts are that Deborah is the only judge (in the book of 
Judges) who was also a prophet, and she is the only judge who we 
know served in a judicial capacity. Even the grammar of the text 
departs from the normal Hebrew word order to emphasize her po-
sition as a leader.5 The similarities between Deborah and Samuel 
are striking. They are both identified as prophet and judge. Debo-
rah appointed Barak to lead into battle while Samuel appointed two 
kings who also led into battle (although he did not go). Deborah 
held court in Ephraim between Ramah and Bethel, two places that 
would later become closely associated with Samuel. In conclusion, 
Deborah was a public figure who exercised both temporal and 
spiritual leadership and was chosen by God to deliver the Israelites 
from oppression and to bring peace to the land for forty years.

Accepting Deborah as both a judge, an office that embodied 
civil and spiritual authority, and a prophet is especially difficult for 
hierarchists. One author admits that, as a prophet, Deborah spoke 
(and speaks, through Scripture) with “absolute authority” over 
all people. However, he also argues that the Old Testament role 
of prophet no longer exists, implying that Deborah, as prophet, is 
not a model for Christian women today. He states, “God teaches 
us in his Word that men are given leadership in the family and 
in the church, which is the family and household of God; but the 
Word does not teach that all men have headship over all women 
in all circumstances. Thus, Deborah is a judge and a ruler. Would 
it bother you if Deborah was to become your President, governor, 
mayor, senator, member of Congress, or Supreme Court Justice?”6 
He seems to believe that the story of Deborah is consistent with the 
assumption that women may exercise authority over men in the 
civil realm, but not in the spiritual realm—an artificial distinction 
during the time of the judges. In the end, Deborah’s story is still at 
odds with the argument that female subordination is an absolute 
dictum, grounded in the created order. If, in fact, male (spiritu-
al) headship is God’s inviolable decree, Deborah, as prophet and 
judge, is an aberration, whether in New Testament times or Old. 

The “problem” of Deborah, as it is resolved by Luther, Cal-
vin, and most pre-nineteenth-century theologians, is not com-
pletely satisfactory either, but is more coherent and consistent 
than contemporary hierarchist solutions. As I have argued in a 
previous article (and book),7 most prominent pre-nineteenth-
century Protestant theologians believed that the creation order 
dictated the subordination of women in the temporal realm, but 
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not in the spiritual kingdom of God, represented on earth by the 
church. They might observe male headship/female subordina-
tion in the church, to honor “the order preserved by the world”8 
or out of modesty and “decorum,” but spiritual hierarchy was not 
organic to the church. To these traditionalists, the primary prob-
lem that Deborah presented was her role as judge representing 
civil authority. Consequently, they placed a spin on Deborah that 
was quite different from the contemporary hierarchists. For in-
stance, Puritan exegete Matthew Henry argues that the story of 
Deborah is about spiritual authority, not civil authority:

She [Deborah] judged, not as a princess by civil authority con-
ferred upon her, but as a prophetess, and as God’s mouth to 
them, correcting abuses and redressing grievances, especially 
those which related to the worship of God. The children of Isra-
el came to her from all parts for judgment, not so much for the 
deciding of controversies between man and man as for advice in 
the reformation of what was amiss in things pertaining to God.9

He sees her primarily, if not exclusively, as a spiritual authority. 
Likewise, most pre-nineteenth-century theologians recognized 
the possibility of female leadership in the church. 

Luther, in his concluding words on 1 Timothy 2:9–15, says, “If 
the Lord were to raise up a woman for us to listen to, we would 
allow her to rule like Huldah.”10 Calvin places Deborah in a cate-
gory of women who are supernaturally called by the Spirit of God. 
“He who is above all law might do this,”11 contrary to the ordinary 
law of nature. None of the traditionalists saw female subordina-
tion in the church as an absolute. Most acknowledged the pos-
sibility of a woman (such as Deborah) having an extraordinary 
call from God, though John Wesley may have been the first to 
recognize specific women when he extended “the right hand of 
fellowship” to Sarah Mallett and Mary Fletcher, preachers in the 
Methodist connection.12 Many evangelical clergymen during the 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century revivals in America support-
ed more than one hundred known female evangelists, exhorters, 
and preachers. Deborah served as a model for all these women. 

The Protestant Reformation introduced widespread literacy 
for the first time in human history. By the seventeenth century, 
the number of women who left records of their thoughts, prayers, 
and aspirations was beginning to grow. Many ordinary women 
raised their voices in the public sphere during the eighteenth- 
century Great Awakening and the revivals of the nineteenth 
century, paving the way for the early women’s rights movement. 
Catherine Brekus’s fascinating book Strangers and Pilgrims, Fe-
male Preachers in America, 1740–184513 reclaims the voices of 
Christian women for the historical record. What she discovered 
in her painstaking research has much to do with Deborah. 

Brekus records the pattern that emerged. As revivals died 
down and new churches began seeking greater respectability, fe-
male exhorters and preachers, who at one time had been encour-
aged to “improve their gifts,” were banned. The record of their 
work was omitted from Christian periodicals and deliberately 
removed from denominational histories.14 Consequently, when 
later revivals broke out, a new generation of female preachers and 
evangelists had no knowledge of those who had gone before. They 
found their encouragement in the timeless biblical stories of wom-
en such as Mary Magdalene, Anna, and Deborah. This pattern of 
disjunctions and new beginnings continued into the early twen-
tieth century. Deborah remained a primary inspiration, mentor, 

and model to those who had no access to their own histories. Fe-
male leaders in revival were sometimes referred to as “Mothers in 
Israel,” another interesting facet of Deborah’s powerful influence: 

Although some historians have accused nineteenth-century 
Protestants of disempowering or “domesticating” women by 
emphasizing their motherhood, these sects [evangelicals] did 
exactly the opposite. By borrowing the title of “Mother in Is-
rael” from the pages of the Old Testament, they implicitly ex-
panded the definition of what made a woman virtuous. There 
are only two “Mothers in Israel” mentioned in the Bible, and 
both were powerful women who took on leadership roles out-
side of the patriarchal household.15

Of these two, Deborah was the most significant (Judg 5:7). 
Finally, we should remember that one of the subthemes of 

Judges is that God chooses whom he wills. God’s criteria for lead-
ers differs from humanity’s criteria, whether that judge be left-
handed, like Ehud (left-handedness was considered an evil omen 
in ancient times); the youngest son of the least important tribe, 
like Gideon; or a woman, like Deborah. 

So, what about Deborah? Her story is one of those places in 
Scripture where God breaks into history with a new order—a king-
dom where the first shall be last and the last shall be first. There 
is much about Deborah to know and to celebrate. She remains a 
mentor and model for Christian women and men everywhere. As 
Mary exclaimed in her Magnificat, “He has brought down rulers 
from their thrones, and has exalted those who are humble.” Debo-
rah is a vital part of the good news we have in Jesus Christ.
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When Abraham Lincoln met Harriet Beecher Stowe during the 
United States Civil War, he reportedly quipped, “So you’re the 
little woman who started this big war.” In Harriet Beecher Stowe: 
A Spiritual Life, Nancy Koester presents a biography of the famed 
author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin that bounds with delight from page 
to page. The book is easily accessible to a popular audience and 
moves chronologically through her life and the lives of those clos-
est to her, yet is thoroughly researched and offers rich sources for 
the interested academic. While the book is driven by events more 
than a thesis, it is a thoroughly spiritual biography focused upon 
Harriet’s faith, as one would expect from a book in the Library of 
Religious Biography series. Though Harriet’s relationship to Jesus 
changed over time, it always shaped her, her writings, and her 
advocacy for social reform in profound ways. 

More than simply following Harriet (as the author prefers to 
call her), Koester weaves her story into the stories of her hugely 
influential Beecher family and her social milieu, and so touches 
upon the social and spiritual state of many average Americans 
of that time. The story begins with a glimpse of Harriet’s par-
ents, Roxana Foote Beecher and the indefatigable pastor Lyman 
Beecher. Harriet quickly emerges as a precocious writer—even 
at age nine—steeped in her father’s Congregationalist theol-
ogy. Like her siblings, she yearns for conversion and peace with 
God. Moving from Litchfield, Connecticut, to Boston, and then 
to Cincinnati, Harriet continues wrestling with God as she be-
comes an adult, an uneasiness that continues into her marriage 
with Calvin Stowe. Ultimately, though, she finds increasing peace 
when she decides to quit striving and rely upon God’s grace. 
Her initial anxiety at being a woman involved in public advo-
cacy gradually fades, beginning with an anonymous letter to the 
editor against a race riot mob and culminating in Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, her 1852 protest novel woven together from stories she had 
heard throughout her life. Her novel rekindled the consciences 
of Northerners against the evil of slavery and made her an inter-
national celebrity meeting with figures such as Charles Dickens 
and the queen of England. Yet she also faced the all-too-human 
difficulties of quarrels with and concern for her extended family 
and of spiritual struggles—including her rejection of Calvinism, 
dabbling in spiritualism, and eventual embrace of Episcopalism. 
Despite these challenges, Harriet continued writing and advocat-
ing social reform throughout her life. 

This book, if a bit overlong for its many details and rabbit 
trails, is a delight to read. The prose prances with crisp sentences, 

Book Review: Harriet Beecher Stowe: A Spiritual Life
By Nancy Koester (Eerdmans, 2014)

Reviewed by Brendan Payne

playful extended metaphors, and lively italics and exclamation 
points. One hardly notices that it skips upon an immense schol-
arly foundation, as evidenced by more than one thousand foot-
notes throughout the book. Koester treats religion sensitively and 
places the narrative firmly in the center of Harriet’s and many 
others’ lives, a refreshing contrast to much mainstream scholar-
ship that either ignores religion or reduces it to expressions of 
other motives. She avoids overly simplistic categories of heroes 
and villains by helping readers understand her various subjects, 
whether old-school Calvinists, Episcopalians, troubled seekers, 
rationalists, or spiritualists. Harriet’s siblings, such as the famous 
preacher Henry Ward Beecher, adopted more liberal versions of 
Christianity than their father Lyman, but all made major contri-
butions to society and respected their evangelical past. For exam-
ple, Harriet’s sister Catharine was a major innovator in women’s 
education who, though unconverted herself, nonetheless encour-
aged revival in order to make her students better citizens. Rather 
than simply making a book about one woman, Koester touches 
upon the spiritual climate of New England, and, to some extent, 
the nation, during this period, and skillfully uses a religiously at-
tuned biography to delve into the soul of an era. 

Koester discusses the irony that Harriet’s antislavery activ-
ism in the form of the novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin was successful in 
part because the culture viewed her critique as emotional rather 
than rational, and therefore appropriate for a woman in the 1850s. 
Yet, her fiery response to those who attacked Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
as inaccurate produced a brilliant—and thoroughly rational— 
response in A Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a book documenting 
that the actual conditions of slavery were far worse than in her 
fictional novel. Undaunted by her critics and encouraged to write 
and travel by her supportive husband and family, Harriet shines 
as an example for women determined to fight injustices today. I 
encourage you to buy and read Koester’s brilliant book, which 
shows the importance of religious convictions for social reforma-
tion and the power of a woman, even in a patriarchal society, to 
change herself and the world. 
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In Latina Evangélicas, three Latina theologians provide new in-
sight into the often marginalized voices of Protestant Latinas. 
This book speaks primarily to scholars, but has valuable content 
for a wider audience of students and pastors as well. 

In chapter 1, Loida Martell-Otero highlights the key tenets of 
evangélica theology discussed throughout the book, noting that 
the Holy Spirit is essential to evangélica theology, especially the 
experience of the presence of the Holy Spirit in its formulation 
and implementation. In chapter 2, all three editors of the volume 
contribute on the role of the Holy Spirit. Within evangélica theol-
ogy, the Holy Spirit “saves, heals, affirms, calls, empowers, and 
transforms persons and communities” (9). They also see the Holy 
Spirit impacting issues of power and justice as well as spirituality, 
creating “midwives to hope” (16).

A second key topic is the emphasis of soteriology in evangé-
lica theology. Explored in chapter 3 by Martell-Otero, salvation is 
understood as linked to Christology and experienced uniquely 
in evangélica theology in Scripture, testimonios (witnessing), and 
coritos (musical refrains). Rather than being only transcendent, 
salvation is found in lo cotidiano (the everyday experiences of the 
poor and voiceless) and grounded in experience of the Trinity. 

The vision of the Trinity in evangélica theology, described in 
chapter 4 by Zaida Maldonado Pérez, focuses on the Trinity’s role 
in three lived realities: la familia (family), la comunidad (com-
munity), and la presencia (God’s presence in the spaces of the 
everyday). In this view, the work of the Trinity moves toward a 
care for the other. Through this care, the concept of familia (fam-
ily) is reconstituted in light of the Trinity. 

In chapters 5 and 6, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier focuses on the 
roles of Scripture and the church in evangélica theology. Chapter 
5 highlights the centrality of Scripture, not because of a priori 
theological propositions, but because of its practical impact on 
lived realities, especially among the poor and voiceless. In chap-
ter 6, Conde-Frazier describes how evangélica theology provides 
new models of the mission of the church by creating an incarna-
tional focus on the actions of the church in the world through 
the lens of Scripture. In chapter 7, Martell-Otero argues that, in 
evangélica theology, the “last things” (eschatology) is understood 
not only in terms of time, but, more importantly, of spatiality. 
Chapter 8 provides an epilogue highlighting the key topics. 

Throughout, the book notes that evangélica theology is always 
teología en conjunto. This means that theology happens in rela-
tionship and partnership with others. Evangélica theology stands 
in a tradition with the foremothers and forefathers (the abueli-
tas y abuelitos) who have come before. It arises from a “praxis 
of accompaniment . . . from [their] experiences being part of the 
life of [their] communities” (5). Often, evangélica theology is a 
mestizaje (mixture) that arises from the synthesis of a variety of 
different traditions forming something new. 

There are many reasons to recommend this volume. While 
other works have focused on Catholic Latina theologians, this 
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book provides a welcome addition of Latina women’s voices to 
the usual range of evangelical theology. Through this contribu-
tion, Loida I. Martell-Otero, Zaida Maldonado Pérez, and Eliza-
beth Conde-Frazier remind us that Latina women comprise a 
part of what we call evangelicals. In Spanish, these women are 
“Latinas Evangelicas,” the title for this book. In the foreword, Se-
rene Jones points out that these scholars are “planted in the soil 
of a community that, according to recent demographic studies, is 
the largest group of Protestant women in the world today” (xi). 

Central to the thesis of this book is the value of learning about 
theology from those who sit in the margins of theological dis-
course. The goal is not to provide a survey of all of the voices from 
the margins, but rather to share the unique contribution of the 
evangélica perspective to theology. The book’s true value is its in-
sight into the voices of women often unheard within theological 
discourse. This book works toward issues of equality and justice 
both in terms of gender and ethnicity. Practically, it provides help-
ful questions throughout to encourage readers to digest and dis-
cuss this material in their respective communities. 

This book does have a minor weakness. While it will have uni-
versal appeal, it assumes some knowledge of languages and theo-
logical terminology. For example, without some Spanish, it may 
be hard understand all of what is being said in this volume. While 
all of the major Spanish terms are translated, at times the authors 
use Spanish in small ways that are not interpreted (e.g., Martell-
Otero speaks of the influence of “abuelas, madres, comadres, and 
tias” —which loosely means “grandmothers, mothers, female 
friends/godmothers, and aunts,” but has the broader sense of 
Latina foremothers, p. 2). Also, at times, this book assumes an 
awareness of Latin (e.g., ecclesia reformata et semper reformada, 
p. 9), Hebrew, and Greek (e.g., the use of pneuma without transla-
tion on p. 15). 

However, much is done to try to remedy this problem by 
providing a glossary that not only defines, but also explains key 
terms in other languages within the book (139–43). Further, due 
to the writing style, the majority of the content is accessible to all. 
With a Spanish dictionary and the glossary in hand, theologians, 
students, and pastors can follow the book with relative ease.

Latina Evangélicas is a valuable addition to the theological li-
braries of scholars, students, and pastors alike, providing greater 
insight into a growing population whose voices are a profound 
and necessary addition to the theological landscape. 
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The Church of God (Cleveland, Tennessee) is one of the major 
Pentecostal bodies in the United States. This book contains the 
results of a study conducted in that denomination regarding 
women and ministry. Some books that deal with this subject fo-
cus on biblical texts to either support or limit women’s place in 
ministry. This book, however, asks women ministers what they 
want. Not surprisingly, what they want is equality in ministry. 
The Church of God has 3,088 licensed women ministers in the 
United States; 726 of them participated in this survey (29). Those 
who made up this sample group are from different age and eth-
nic groups (13). The respondents come from different parts of the 
country (30–31) and have varying degrees of education (55). One 
thousand randomly chosen male ministers in the denomination, 
called ordained bishops, were also invited to participate in the 
study, and 16 percent of them responded (34).

This book is written by two insiders in the Church of God: 
Kimberly Ervin Alexander and James P. Bowers. Both are people 
of high academic credentials, with PhDs. Alexander is a histori-
cal theologian who has in the past served as an assistant vice 
president for a seminary and is also a past president of the Soci-
ety for Pentecostal Studies (12). Bowers has served as a pastor and 
seminary vice president (12).

The main body of the text consists of seven chapters: Hear-
ing Their Voices; What They Believe about Family; How Power 
and Leadership Function; Are Women Flourishing as Ministers?; 
What Women Can Expect in Compensation and Advancement; 
What a Pentecostal Woman Minister Looks Like; and Looking 
from the Outside by Cynthia Wooleever. Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5 
each contain two responses from women ministers in the Church 
of God to the material presented. The book also contains three 
appendixes. The study in this book is very detailed, with many 
facts and figures, some of which are presented in graph and chart 
form as well.

The fact that the Church of God has 3,088 licensed women 
ministers in the United States may at first seem to be a very 
encouraging sign, and, in some ways, it is. At least the church 
recognizes that women have God-given ministries and acknowl-
edges these ministries by giving the women ministerial recog-
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nition in the form of credentials. 
However, a closer look shows that 
these women are definitely not 
equal with men in ministry. For 
example, women are “for the most 
part” not allowed to serve in “state 
or national positions of authority 
in the USA” (13). Even though they 
are credentialed ministers, they 
are not allowed to vote in the Gen-
eral Council of the General Assembly (13). This means that they 
do not have a voice in the policies that affect their service that are 
adopted by their denomination. They are clearly at a disadvan-
tage as well in the areas of financial compensation and opportu-
nities for advancement.

The book chronicles the history of the place of women min-
isters in the Church of God and notes the changes in policy that 
have taken place over the years. The study presented in this book 
yields a profile of what the typical Church of God woman minis-
ter looks like: “married, white and middle-aged, politically con-
servative, college-educated, and is either an evangelist or pastor 
of a church she founded” (122). The study also sets forth some of 
the reasons why women are not provided with equal opportunity 
in the denomination; these include biblical understanding and 
church tradition (130–31). The women respondents feel that the 
“other reason” they are being restricted is because of “the diffi-
culty that some men have with women in leadership” (136). Male 
respondents said their objections are based on their understand-
ing of the teachings of the Bible (136). Though it is not a major 
feature of the book, it is clear at certain junctures that a sense of 
hurt and frustration exists among women about the present posi-
tion of women ministers in their denomination. 

One result that may be a surprise to CBE readers is that the 
majority of women ministers who took part in this study hold a 
traditional view of family—that is, they believe that the man is 
the priest of the home and the leader in decision making (43). 
Only 28 percent of the women believe that “Women and men 
share equal responsibility and leadership in the home” (43). 

The authors are to be commended for giving a voice to the 
women ministers in their denomination. It is significant that one 
of the authors is a man and the other is a woman. Both they and 
the women who participated in this study are also to be honored 
for not leaving their denomination. Instead, this book will bring 
needed change from within. Although the book deals with the 
struggle for ministerial equality of women in a particular denomi-
nation, I suspect that it has relevance for other church bodies as 
well. May the Lord bless this volume and use it to bring greater 
equality to women ministers in the Church of God and beyond.
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