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To stand by a prisoner thus condemned and run the risk of ac-
cusation took uncommon courage. Even Paul’s appreciative letter 
naming Pudens and the others could have triggered accusation 
and arrest, trial, and a similar fate. For Claudia, Eubulus, Linus 
(who went on to become an overseer of the church of Rome and 
suffer eventual martyrdom), and Pudens to render such assis-
tance put them at great risk. Obviously, they were great heroes of 
faith. Can we know anything at all about them?

Recently, we had the privilege to search through Rome, cull-
ing data about Paul’s last days there and the Christians who stood 
by him. My wife, the Rev. Dr. Aída Besançon Spencer, professor 
of New Testament at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, was 
researching her two-volume commentary on the Pastoral Epis-
tles coming this autumn from Cascade’s New Covenant Com-
mentary series. What we learned about Pudens was fascinating:

Rome has significant archaeological and traditional informa-
tion on Pudens and Claudia. Pudens was probably a senator. 
A church was built over the home of Pudens and Claudia 
(now the Basilica of Santa Pudenziana1). They had used their 
home for worship. Pudens was a member of the Acilii Glab-
riones family (probably related to Aquila). His sons (Novatus 
and Timotheus) ran thermal baths. Pudens married Claudia, 
who was British. After being captured by Emperor Claudius 
and sent to Rome, the family was set at liberty, eventually in-
troducing Christianity into Britain. According to a repeated 
tradition, Peter lived in their house in AD 64.2 

Is the Claudia mentioned in 2 Timothy the Claudia who married 
Pudens? Aída notes the nineteenth-century scholar Sabine Baring-

The dream of every truly Christian parent 
is to raise godly offspring—children who 
live wholeheartedly for Christ no matter 
what the cost. This dream was fulfilled by 
the daughters of a father named Pudens.

Pudens makes an undisputed appear-
ance in the New Testament, but he does 
not figure prominently: a mere two words 
in Paul’s closing remarks to Timothy, “and 
Pudens,” in the second letter to Timothy 
4:21, as the apostle ends this—his final— 

letter with greetings from those courageous enough to stand by 
him in his last imprisonment.

Paul’s penultimate sentence reads like an honor roll: among a 
group, he specifies three coworking men and one woman, “Eu-
bulus and Pudens and Linus and Claudia.” His last words bless 
Timothy and all the saints, “The Lord [be] with your spirit. Grace 
be with all of you (plural),” and Paul falls silent. We know that his 
legal problems are increasing (2 Tim 4:6, 14, 16). Eventually, he will 
be transferred to the dreaded cistern, a hole under the pavement in 
downtown Rome—the final incarceration of the condemned, in-
accessible except by lowering by rope. Into this cistern, seasonably, 
the Tiber River overflows, flooding it and threatening to drown its 
inmates. It is pitch dark, putrid, mildewed, filled with nothing but 
vermin and the hopeless moaning of the other condemned. 

Roman citizens like Paul await only a jerking up of the rope, a 
final summary transfer to the Appian Way on the outskirts of the 
city, and execution by beheading. Noncitizens like Peter, who was 
also imprisoned there, faced greater tortures, including crucifixion. 
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Gould believed she was and championed this tradition, but, “in 
contrast, other scholars conclude that the Claudia in 2 Tim 4:21 is 
not this Claudia,” referring the reader to Theodore Zahn’s work. 
Aída adds that Bishop Lightfoot “notes another tradition that con-
siders Pudens’ wife to be Sabinella and mentions a different mar-
ried Pudens and Claudia in the imperial household.”3 From her 
own examination of Paul’s language, Aída notices that Paul has 
presented these names in polysyndeton, a technique that connects 
each one with a conjunction, thereby “treating each person” as “of 
equal importance.”4 So, Claudia held the same status in Paul’s re-
gard as the men, whether or not she and Pudens were married. 

But, while the exact identity of this Claudia as Pudens’s wife 
may be disputed, who his two daughters were is less so, for both 
of them had churches named for them. Aída explains: “After 
her father Pudens, brother Novatus, and sister Pudentiana died, 
Prassede used her wealth to build a church, where she concealed 
many Christians persecuted by Emperor Antonius Pius. Pudens, 
Pudentiana, and eventually Prassede died as Christian martyrs 
and were buried in the cemetery of St. Priscilla.”5 Of these two 
churches, the standout among them is the Basilica (Church) of 
Saint Praxedes (or Prassede), which was already among the top 
items of our must-see list of ancient sites, because it included the 
famous mosaic of Bishop Theodora.6

A beautiful 64-page booklet, full of color photographs and 
detailed information produced by the church, confirms “St. 
Praxedes (Prassede) and St. Pudentiana were the daughters of 
the Roman senator Pudens of whom St. Paul talks in the Sec-
ond Letter to Timothy (4.21).” She and her sister worked together 
with an elder, appropriately named “Pastor.” The two sisters had 
a baptistery built into a worship area their father had constructed 
in the family home, and, when a hostile government began per-
secuting Christians, Praxedes, the “young saint” and apparently 
the sole surviving family member, “concealed many Christians 
persecuted by the Emperor Antoninus Pius, Christians who, if 
discovered, would be put to death.” For those who died, Praxedes 
“gathered their bodies and buried them in the cemetery of Pris-
cilla on the Via Salaria,”7 on land dedicated for that purpose 
by Prisca, the Apostle Paul’s coworker in the New Testament.8 
Praxedes “died about a month later” and was herself buried in 
Priscilla’s cemetery, along with her father and sister.9

Embedded in the New Testament are references to such 
wonderful and faithful saints as Pudens and Claudia. Tradition 
supplements information on their faithful daughters Praxedes 
(Prassede) and Pudentiana. And both the Bible and tradition tell 
us of similar households of faithful women and men empowered 
to work together, using their God-given gifts to spread the gospel 
and lead the church (1 Cor 16:15–18; Acts 16:14–15). 

In this issue, a number of fine scholars explore these implica-
tions of what the New Testament teaches us about women and 
men ministering together. David Malick begins by presenting 
a fascinating study of the way that Mark in his gospel embeds 
one account of Jesus into another to highlight the importance of 
women in our Lord’s ministry. Next, Todd Still compares Jesus’s 
and Paul’s views of women, unearthing unifying similarities, and 
Heather Celoria analyzes Paul’s instructions regarding women in 
1 Timothy 2. Michael Chung follows with a thoughtful exami-

nation of the annunciation and Anna stories in Luke. Finally, 
Christine Cos reviews an interesting study of women exegetes in 
history, and our deeply moving poem is by the Cuban Christian 
poet Rosselyn Rodriguez Lalana.

Faithful to the death, Pudens and his two daughters served the 
Lord steadfastly and today remain an edifying example of what 
one family can do. As a senator, Pudens was a man of privilege. 
He could have traded on that position of privilege, curried favor 
with the emperor, found profitable marriages for his daughters, 
lived the safe and comfortable life, and been lost in memory.

Instead, he and his daughters after him chose the more dif-
ficult way—the way of sacrifice. As a result, his and his daughters’ 
examples will last as long as does our faith on earth, that is, until 
Jesus returns and all of us are gathered in the warm embrace of the 
everlasting arms of our Savior at the marriage supper of the Lamb, 
celebrating with our Lord eternally and with saints like Pudens 
and his wife and their two young brides of Christ.

Blessings,

Notes

1. Please note alternative spellings. The beautiful booklet of her 
church includes both spellings of her name, “Saint Pudenziana’s Basil-
ica” on its cover, “St. Pudentiana’s Basilica” on its inside cover; Stephen 
Merola, Saint Pudenziana’s Basilica (Rome: St. Pudentiana’s Rectorate, 
n.d.). An alternative, skeptical view is presented by the entries “Pudens, 
St.” and “Pudentiana, St.,” in The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 
Church, 2nd ed., ed. F. L. Cross, E. A. Livingstone (New York, NY: Ox-
ford University Press, 1974), 1142, col. 1, arguing “There are no sufficient 
grounds for identifying the Pudens of the NT with the Pudens (prob. 
3rd cent.) who gave his house on the Vicus Patricius (titulus Pudentis 
or ecclesia Pudentiana) to the Roman Church,” and “probably the cultus 
rests on the mistaken popular notion which supposed that the ‘ecclesia 
Pudentiana’ in Rome, really the church of St. Pudens, presupposed a ‘St. 
Pudentiana.’” Doubts raised in this volume’s entry on Praxedes’s history 
deal with her as a martyr under Marcus Aurelius, but fail to address 
her identity as a martyr under Antoninus Pius, which the church in her 
honor claims, and, again, fails to substantiate its claim: “She was buried 
in the Catacomb o [sic] *Priscilla next to the grave of St. *Pudentiana 
and hence (on wholly insufficient grounds) was supposed to have been 
her sister,” Praxedes, St.,” 1115, col. 1. It also fails to explain whose remains 
Pope Paschal 1 moved there when “Pope Paschal 1 rebuilt the ancient 
titulus Praxedia (the modern day basilica), depositing the relics of the 
virgin Praxedes there, along with a few of her sister’s remains,” since “the 
presbyter Pastor arranged . . . burial in the cemetery of Priscilla, where 
the remains of her sister and her father had already been laid to rest” 
(Paola Gallio, The Basilica of Saint Praxedes, Edicione d’Arte Marconi, No. 
28, 3rd ed. [Rome: Monaci Benedettini Vallombrosani, 2009], 2). 

2. Aída Besançon Spencer, Titus, 2 Timothy, New Covenant Com-
mentary (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2013), forthcoming.

3. A. Spencer, Titus, 2 Timothy, forthcoming.
4. A. Spencer, Titus, 2 Timothy, forthcoming. 
5. A. Spencer, Titus, 2 Timothy, forthcoming.
6. For more information on Bishop Theodora and this church which 

houses her mosaic, see my “In Praise of Heroic Early Church Women,” 
http://blogs.christianpost.com/scriptural-truths/in-praise-of-heroic-
early-church-women, in our monthly Christian Post blog: Aída and Wil-
liam Spencer, “The Timeless to the Timely: Applying Scriptural Truths 
to Today.”

7. Gallio, The Basilica of Saint Praxedes, 1. 
8. See Sandro Carletti, Guide to the Catacombs of Priscilla, trans. Alice 

Mulhern (Vatican City, Rome: Commission for Sacred Archaelogy, 2007).
9. Gallio, The Basilica of Saint Praxedes, 1.
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An Examination of Jesus’s  View of Women through  
Three Intercalations in the Gospel of Mark

David E. Malick
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professor at Dallas Theological Seminary and 
Southeastern Bible College in Birmingham, Ala-
bama. He now practices law at RichardsonClem-
ent PC and continues to teach the Scriptures at 
Christ the King Anglican Church in Birmingham, 
Alabama.

Introduction

A basic tenet in the hermeneutics of theology is to build a doc-
trine upon the clearer, or less disputed, passages and then inter-
pret the more difficult passages in light of the clearer passages.1 
However, in gender studies, the ground is often first broken in 
the rough terrain of 1 Timothy 2, 1 Corinthians 11 and 14, or with 
the household codes of Ephesians 5–6, Colossians 3, and 1 Peter 
2–3. This study will examine three passages involving women in 
Mark’s gospel—in Mark 3, 5, and 14—all of which are undisputed 
in terms of significant lexicography, grammar, or relevant gender 
theology. As clearer passages, they form part of a greater founda-
tion to the theology of gender studies.

The message of these passages is amplified through the literary 
technique known as intercalation,2 where a first story is begun, 
then interrupted by a second, inner, story told to its conclusion,3 
whereupon the first story resumes and is told to its completion.4 
This method of storytelling invites the reader to compare and con-
trast the outer and inner stories,5 resulting in a new story outcome 
that includes, but also transcends, the component stories.6 A key 
to interpreting an intercalation is to recognize the way in which 
the writer has brought the two stories together, and yet holds them 
apart, to produce an interpretation of the stories.7 The three Mar-
can intercalations we will examine involve women, two of whom 
are anonymous, namely, Jesus’s mother in Mark 3, the woman with 
the hemorrhage of blood and Jairus’s daughter in Mark 5, and the 
woman who anoints Jesus for his burial in Mark 14.8

Because Jesus did not set forth a didactic discourse on the 
topic of women, we must discern his view of women in the same 
way that we discern other issues in the gospels. Narratives do not 
explicitly tell us, but show us, their theology.9 For instance, in an 
epistle by Paul, the Apostle explicitly states that Adam was a type 
(typos) of Christ (Rom 5:14), but the Gospel of Luke shows us that 
Jesus is the new Adam by running his genealogy back to Adam, 
and then rearranging the order of the temptation account from 
that in Matthew to match the temptation of Adam and Eve in the 
garden.10 Luke shows us what Paul tells us.

So, too, when we read the narratives in Mark, we should look 
for how the narrative shows its theology of women rather than 
for explicit, didactic statements about women. We need to ask 

questions such as: How does Jesus interact with women when he 
encounters them? What is the writer doing with the material to 
communicate a theological message? Is the arrangement of the 
material significant to its message, since how the writer commu-
nicates a message is as much a part of the message as what the 
writer says?11

For instance, the sermon-sign structure in Mark 7 sets forth 
Jesus’s proposition that it is not that which goes into a person 
that makes him unclean, but that which comes out of a person’s 
heart that defiles (Mark 7:14–23). This teaching (sermon) section 
is then followed by three12 narrative pictures (signs) that specifi-
cally demonstrate the truth of the sermon as Jesus goes among 
people whom Israel would consider to be unclean, including (1) 
the Syrophoenician woman (7:24–30), (2) the deaf-mute in the 
Decapolis area whom he touched (put his fingers into his ears 
and touched his tongue, Mark 7:31–37), and (3) the four thou-
sand, who were probably Gentiles (Mark 8:1–9). At the head of 
this symbolic trio is Jesus’s encounter with a Gentile woman of 
the Syrophoenician race (Mark 7:26). Unlike the disciples in the 
immediately preceding sermon, who did not understand what 
Jesus said when he spoke in a parable (Mark 7:14–18), she not 
only understands the metaphor Jesus spoke to her, but immedi-
ately adapts it to persuade him to provide her with the overflow 
of his blessings to Israel: “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs under the 
table feed on the children’s crumbs” (Mark 7:28 NASB). Accord-
ingly, Jesus tells the woman her request has been granted: “Be-
cause of this answer go your way; the demon has gone out of your 
daughter” (Mark 7:29). The structure of the sermon-sign contrib-
utes to the meaning of the text by showing the significance of 
what Jesus has just taught—a person is not unclean because of 
what he or she eats. Moreover, the details of the encounter show 
that this Gentile woman is unique in Mark’s gospel because she 
understands Jesus’s parables, engages with his words beyond the 
Twelve, and thereby sets forth the significant theology that Gen-
tiles may share in the blessings to Israel. Mark shows his theology 
through the literary device of sermon-signs. Furthermore, his 
view of women is clarified through an encounter with one whose 
understanding exceeds that of the Twelve.

In Jesus’s day, no one would have thought to ask him a ques-
tion about women in leadership, so he did not address it direct-
ly. However, when a situation involving a woman did cross his 
path, he stepped up to meet it. He also showed some of what he 
thought on this issue by how he related to women in his world—
often interacting with them in ways that taught, corrected, and 
rebuked the Twelve. Many of these insights are set forth particu-
larly by the literary use of intercalations, where outer and inner 
stories are juxtaposed so that the reader will compare them and 
draw conclusions beyond those found in the individual stories.
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Jesus’s relatives and the Beelzebul controversy 

Mark 3:20–35 (outer story 3:20–21; inner story 3:22–30; outer story 
3:31–35)

Some have argued that the most anyone can say about Jesus’s 
treatment of women is that he was positive toward them in that 
he spoke with them (Mark 7:24–30; Luke 10:38–42; John 4:1–42), 
was sensitive to those in need (Mark 1:29–31; 5:21–43), and let 
those who were unclean touch him (Matt 9:18–26; Luke 8:40–
56), but he did not affirm them by appointing them leaders in his 
community.13 Some in the Roman Catholic Church have gone 
so far as to say that Jesus’s treatment of his mother, Mary, dem-
onstrates his unwillingness to promote women into leadership, 
since she was a very special person, but she did not baptize him, 
and she was not a priest. Accordingly, the argument goes that, if 
Mary was not chosen by Jesus for these leadership positions, no 
woman should be in church leadership. 

One need not resolve this apparent impasse with the ques-
tionable arguments of a book such as Beyond Belief: The Secret 
Gospel of Thomas, which asserts that the apocryphal gospels give 
women freedom that cannot be found in the canonical gospels. It 
then claims that the unified church under Constantine put away 
all of the apocryphal works, such as the Gospel of Thomas, that 
allowed for a wide variety of beliefs.14

On the contrary, a canonical response within the Gospel of 
Mark may provide at least one reason why Mary was not part of 
the leadership during the time of Jesus—she was resistant to how 
Jesus was presenting himself.15 From a distance, we often assume 
that, with all of the special revelation Mary received surrounding 
the birth of Jesus, she was completely compliant and in agree-
ment with the ways in which he ministered and demonstrated 
who he was. But she, like the rest of us who read the synoptic 
gospels, was building her theology from the ground up, one brick 
at a time. When the shepherds came to the stable and reported 
what the angel had said to them, Luke states that “Mary treasured 
up all of these things (rhēmata) pondering (symballousa) them in 
her heart” (Luke 2:19).16 This does not mean that she completely 
understood and integrated her Christology at this time.

The first hint we have of Mary’s confusion over Jesus’s actions 
is seen when, at the age of twelve, Jesus, without explanation, 
stays behind at the Passover feast in Jerusalem to be among those 
of his Father. Mary is the one who questions Jesus, asking, “Son, 
why have you treated us this way? Behold, your father and I have 
been anxiously looking for you” (Luke 2:48). And, upon Jesus’s 
answer, the narrator states that his parents “did not understand 
the statement which he had made to them” (Luke 2:50).

Likewise, when the wine ran dry at the wedding of Cana, it 
was Mary who came to Jesus to resolve the dilemma, and Jesus 
responded with a phrase that demons often used to question Je-
sus’s authority;17 he said literally, “What with me and with you, 
woman? (ti emoi kai soi, gynai),” which is glossed in the NASB as 
“Woman, what do I have to do with you?” Then Jesus adds, “My 
hour has not yet come” (oupō hēkei hē ōra mou). This may well 
imply that Mary wanted Jesus to make a public demonstration of 
who he was, but he did not think it to be the right time yet; when 

Jesus went public with his identity, he was soon killed.18 There-
fore, he did what she asked him to do, privately, and she complied, 
instructing the servants to do whatever he told them (John 2:5).19

So, too, when we come to the intercalation in Mark 3:20–21, 
Mary appears to be out of alignment with what Jesus is doing at 
the beginning of his ministry. We are told in the outer story that 
Jesus returned home,20 and a multitude of people gathered to the 
extent that Jesus and his disciples could not even eat a meal. When 
his “own people” (hoi par autou)21 heard of this, they went out to 
take custody22 of him, saying that “he has lost his senses,” or is out 
of his mind (exestē).23 This section, unique to Mark, is clarified in 
Mark 3:33 where his “own people” are identified as his mother and 
his brothers (hē mētēr autou kai hoi adelphoi autou).24

This alignment of Mary with Jesus’s brothers may be signifi-
cant because of the hostile dialogue between Jesus and his broth-
ers prior to the Feast of Booths in John 7:1–9, where we learn that 
they did not believe in him (oude gar hoi adelphoi autou episteu-
on eis auton). As in John 2, where Jesus addressed Mary’s request 
for a public display of who he was, Jesus again says to his brothers 
that he will not go publically to the Feast of Booths in Jerusalem 
because his time has not yet fully come (John 7:8). Now, in Mark’s 
outer story, Jesus’s mother and brothers join forces to abduct him 
because they think he has lost his mind.

The outer story breaks off prior to its completion, and an in-
ner story commences describing a conflict between Jesus and the 
Jerusalem scribes who accuse him, not of being out of his mind, 
but of being possessed by Beelzebul and of casting out demons by 
the power of the ruler of demons (Mark 3:22).25 Jesus confronts 
the scribes’ accusation, stating that Satan cannot cast out Satan 
because a divided kingdom cannot stand (Mark 3:23–24).26

When the outer and inner stories are read together, Jesus’s 
parabolic proclamation in the inner story appears to be problem-
atic—if a house divided cannot stand, how can his house stand, 
since his own family appears to be divided, with his mother and 
brothers waiting to take him away? While the scribes in the in-
ner story make a spiritual charge against his character that he is  
demon-possessed (based upon his activity of casting out demons), 
Jesus’s family makes a psychological charge against his character 
that he is out of his mind (based upon his activity of ministering 
without eating).27 Moreover, in the context leading up to this in-
tercalation, Jesus’s closest followers are identified in the call of the 
Twelve (Mark 3:13–19). In the last verse of the unit, just before the 
story dealing with Jesus’s family, one of the Twelve is identified as 
“Judas Iscariot, who also betrayed him” (Mark 3:19). Every mani-
festation of Jesus’s house appears to be divided, from the Twelve 
to his biological family. The reader is left with the question pre-
sented by Jesus himself—how can Jesus’s house stand?

The answer is given when the outer story is resumed in Mark 
3:31–35.28 So often, we tend to read Jesus’s words outside of the 
crucible of this context, and they appear to be the musings of one 
in a daze:

“Who are my mother and my brothers?” And looking about 
on those who were sitting around Him, he said, “Behold, my 
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mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of God, 
he is my brother and sister and mother.” (Mark 3:31–35)

These words are not those spoken by someone in a spiritual 
trance, but make explicit the truth that Jesus’s family consists 
of those who obey his Father, even if one of the Twelve will be-
tray him and his own mother and brothers think he has lost his 
mind.29 In other words, Jesus’s house may appear to be divided, 
but it is not, because his house does not consist of those who 
are called as part of the Twelve or of those who are biologically 
related to him. Rather, his house consists of those who obey his 
Father—they comprise his true family.30 Therefore, Jesus’s house 
will stand.31

Narrative intercalation: Mark 3:20–35

The outer story The inner story

Continuity: We meet Jesus’s 
relatives

Discontinuity: We never meet 
Jesus’s relatives

Spatial setting: A house Spatial setting: Jerusalem

Temporal setting: Continues Temporal setting: Continues

Charge: Relatives make 
psychological charge against 
his character based on his 
activity—is Jesus crazy?

Charge: Enemies make spiritual 
charge against his character 
based on his activity—is Jesus 
demon-possessed?

Jesus counters with 
authoritative statement

Jesus counters with 
authoritative statement

Implied question: Is Jesus’s 
house divided?

Statement: A divided house is 
unable to stand!

Jesus redefines his family along 
moral lines. Implication:  
His house is not divided.

 
This theological theme rises again in the narrative picture of 
Mary and the disciple whom Jesus loved standing at the foot of 
the cross in John’s gospel:

When Jesus then saw His mother, and the disciple whom He 
loved standing nearby, He said to His mother, “Woman, be-
hold, your son!” Then He said to the disciple, “Behold, your 
mother!” From that hour the disciple took her into his own 
household. (John 19:26–27)

These words again appear to be odd when placed in a vacuum. 
Mary is not John’s mother, and John is not Jesus’s brother,32 but, 
as they identify with him at his crucifixion, they become part of 
Jesus’s true family—those who do the will of God.33 Therefore, 
they are to care for each other as family henceforth.

One contribution of Mark’s intercalation is that it shows the 
humanity of Mary. Yes, she received the word of God through 
the angel Gabriel before her miraculous conception. Yes, her very 
words before Elizabeth became part of Scripture as she echoed 
themes proclaimed hundreds of years earlier by Hannah. Yes, she 
heard the words of the shepherds, and of Simeon and Anna in the 
temple at Jesus’s dedication. But Jesus’s ministry did not develop 
as she expected, and she appeared to find herself at odds with 
him on numerous occasions, even to the point of thinking he had 

lost his mind. This activity may well account for one significant 
reason why Mary was not given a leadership role by Jesus.34 Mary 
is not even named among the women in Luke 8:1–3 who play an 
essential part in his itinerant ministry. Therefore, Mary’s position 
is not controlling in a discussion about women in leadership. But, 
in the end, she grows in her understanding and stands in solidar-
ity with Jesus at the foot of the cross, thereby entering into the 
true family of God.35

Jairus’s daughter and the woman with a hemorrhage 

Mark 5:21–43 (Outer story 5:21–24; inner story 5:25–34; outer story 
5:35–43)

This material is set forth as an intercalation in all three synop-
tic gospels (cf. Matt 9:18–26 and Luke 8:40–56). Time seems to 
run as a continuous thread throughout the two stories and thus 
becomes the constant that highlights the contrast.36 Other than 
Jesus, the only named person in these stories is Jairus,37 and he 
is identified as an important man, one of the rulers of the syna-
gogue. He also comes with a matter of extreme urgency, an-
nouncing that his dear daughter (thygatrion)38 is near death and 
asking Jesus to come and lay hands on her so that she might be 
made well (sōzō) and live (zaō).

However, as Jesus goes with Jairus, he is interrupted by an 
unclean woman in the crowd who touches Jesus’s garment and 
unintentionally stops the rescue mission as Jesus turns to ask the 
crowd, “Who touched my garments?” Although Jairus says noth-
ing, Jesus’s disciples are indignant:39 “You see the crowd pressing 
around you, and yet you say, ‘Who touched me?’” But Jesus con-
tinues to search to find the one who had done this.

At this crossroad, as the clock continues to tick for Jairus and 
his daughter, the tension in the two stories rises, contrasts mul-
tiply, and we are once again given a glimpse into Jesus’s view of 
women.

Jairus is obviously a male, and the woman with the hemor-
rhage is obviously female. Jairus is named, but the woman is 
anonymous. Jairus is a leader of a synagogue, but the woman may 
not have gone to synagogue because her constant bleeding would 
have made her ritually impure according to Leviticus 15:25–27.40 
Jairus is a father with an ailing daughter, but the woman has no 
family to speak of.41 Jairus has asked Jesus publically to heal his 
daughter, but the woman sought Jesus secretly.42 The looming 
question at this nexus is whether Jesus will arrive in time to heal 
Jairus’s daughter. This delay for an unknown, unclean woman 
may cause the death of Jairus’s daughter. Maybe that is one reason 
why the disciples were so impatient with his question.

Nothing in these stories disparages Jairus, but everything co-
alesces to focus on the obscure woman.43 Jesus will bring this 
vital rescue mission for a prominent religious leader to a stand-
still to exalt her faith. The narrator has allowed us to know her 
musings before she is publically identified:44 “If I touch even his 
garments, I shall be made well.” And her thoughts are realized 
when she touches his garments “and immediately the hemor-
rhage ceased; and she felt in her body that she was healed from 
the suffering, or torment (apo tēs mastigos).”
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Jesus does not allow her faith and healing to remain private. 
He asks, “Who touched my garments?” and looks around to see 
who has done it.45 She alone knows the answer to his question and 
humbly comes to him in fear and trembling, telling all the truth. 
That truth includes the information the narrator has already 
shared with the reader about her long period of uncleanness, her 
suffering (pathousa) at the hands of many physicians who only 
made her condition worse, and her poverty because she “had 
spent all that she had” for treatment. When Jesus stops an emer-
gency run for the leader of a synagogue for this woman, he em-
phasizes just how important she is in his eyes. Then he emphasizes 
her faith: “Daughter, your faith (pistis)46 has made you well; go in 
peace, and be healed of your suffering (apo tēs mastigos sou).”

At this point, the first story resumes with the hard announce-
ment by those who came from the house of the “ruler of the syna-
gogue” (erchontai apo tou archisynagōgou)47 that his daughter is 
dead.48 But the echo and example of the woman from the inner 
story becomes the lesson that Jesus must give to “the ruler of the 
synagogue” (tō archisynagōgō): “Stop being afraid, only believe” 
(mē phobou, monon pisteue).49 This unknown, unclean woman 
who suffered for twelve years believed that Jesus could save her. 
Jairus is told to emulate her faith as he hears that his twelve-year-
old daughter has died.50 Not only did Jesus show his interest in 
the unknown woman by stopping to make public her faith, but 
her faith is now used to instruct the ruler of the synagogue. These 
narrative encounters of Jesus with women are not only stories 
about what happened, but of what happens; they are theological 
pictures that demonstrate the value of women to teach others, 
even male leaders in the community.

The narrative chords between Jairus’s daughter and the wom-
an who was healed sympathetically resonate for the benefit of 
Jairus and the reader.51 Both Jairus’s daughter and the woman 
are called “daughter” (thygatēr in Mark 5:34–35 and thygatrion in 
5:23).52 These emotional titles express the endearment of family 
that Jesus feels toward the suffering woman, as Jairus feels for 
his daughter. No doubt, when Jesus called the woman “daughter,” 
that word resonated deep within Jairus as he thought about his 
dear, sick girl. Just as Jairus’s daughter needed to be healed, or 
saved (sōzō, Mark 5:23), so too was the woman healed, or saved, 
from her illness (sōzō, Mark 5:29, 34). Now that Jairus’s daughter 
has died, the need for salvation is even greater, and it will result 
in a resurrection (anistēmi, Mark 5:42). Furthermore, it is only 
at the end of the first story that we learn that Jairus’s daughter 
was twelve years old (Mark 5:42).53 Obviously, Jairus knew this 
all along, but now the reader is brought under the umbrella, re-
vealing that the length of the woman’s suffering and the age of the 
suffering daughter were the same (Mark 5:25, 42). This woman’s 
faith, after twelve years of suffering, was directly applicable to 
Jairus, whose twelve-year-old daughter had just died. And, just as 
Jesus made an unclean woman who touched him instantly clean, 
he was able to make an unclean daughter who had died54 instant-
ly clean by touching her and telling her to rise.55 The first healing 
happened in secret, but was made public by having the woman 
confess in public, while the second healing occurred before oth-

ers—Peter, James, John, and her parents—but was then sworn 
to secrecy,56 emphasizing that the point of the miracles may not 
have been the healings themselves, but the interaction between 
the faith of the woman and the needed faith of Jairus in Jesus.

The structure of this intercalation is evident in the following 
table:

Narrative intercalation: Mark 5:21–43

The outer stories The inner story

Continuity: Journey to save 
Jairus’s daughter

Discontinuity: We never meet 
Jairus’s daughter

Spatial setting: A plea to come 
heal Jairus’s daughter

Spatial setting: Woman with a 
hemorrhage

Temporal setting: Continues Temporal setting: Continues

Contrasts: Jairus is male, leader 
of synagogue, father, asks 
Jesus publicly to heal daughter, 
receives miracle in private, 
sworn to secrecy

Contrasts: Woman is female, 
has no name, excluded from 
synagogue (Lev), no family 
mentioned, touches Jesus 
secretly, receives miracle 
secretly, confesses in public

Continuity: Female, twelve 
years old, unclean (dead), is 
touched by Jesus, delay in 
healing

Continuity: Female, sick 
for twelve years, unclean 
(hemorrhage), touches Jesus, 
healed instantly

Gap: Will Jesus arrive in time 
to heal the little girl? Delay for 
woman may cause girl’s death.

Resolution: The girl has died / 
hope / resurrection!

Through this confluence of two stories, Jesus is not only seen to 
be interested in women, even at the distress of a prominent male 
religious leader, but to provide an essential lesson to that leader 
in the face of his terror by the faith of a woman in the midst of 
her suffering.

The death plot of the leaders and the anointing at 
Bethany 

Mark 14:1–11 (Outer story 14:1–2; inner story 14:3–9; outer story 
14:10–11)

This Markan intercalation is also employed by Matthew (Matt 
26:1–16), but Luke only includes the outer story (Luke 22:1–6). 
The inner story appears to stand on its own in John (John 12:1–8).

The outer story begins two days before the Passover and the 
Feast of Unleavened Bread with a plot by the Jewish religious 
leaders (the chief priests and the scribes) to apprehend Jesus se-
cretly and kill him (Mark 14:1–2).57 In light of Jesus’s popularity 
with the people, the dilemma before the leaders is how they can 
arrest him secretly:58

[T]he chief priests and the scribes were seeking59 how to seize 
Him by stealth and kill Him; for they were saying, “Not dur-
ing the festival, otherwise there might be a riot of the people.”

The theme of Jesus’s impending death crosses into the next story 
where Jesus is anointed for his burial. Again, the unspoken ques-
tion arises: How is the death of Jesus going to happen? Further-
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more, the second narrative takes place at a different location—in 
Bethany at the house of Simon the leper (Mark 14:3). The irony 
is apparent: in the setting of the holy feast of Passover and Un-
leavened Bread, the religious leaders are plotting Jesus’s murder, 
while Jesus is just outside the holy city in the home of an unclean 
leper. The reader may wonder, “Who are the upright?” Appear-
ances may be deceptive. This irony will only increase as the sto-
ries unfold.

The inner story develops as an anonymous woman breaks an 
alabaster jar of nard and pours it down upon Jesus’s head (Mark 
14:3).60 The value of the oil is amplified by the piling up of ad-
jectives: an alabaster vase of ointment, pure nard, expensive (ala-
bastron myrou nardou pistikēs polytelous). The value of her gift 
marks the turning point in the stories, as certain unidentified ones 
(tines)61 are reported as being inwardly aroused with disapproval 
(aganaktountes pros eautous) and asking why this ointment has 
been ruined (ti hē apōleia hautē tou myrou gegonen), since it could 
have been sold for nearly a year’s wages (more than 300 denarii) 
and given to people who are poor (tois ptōchois). So they were 
reproaching, or scolding, her (enebrimōnto autē, Mark 14:4–5).

At this point in the narrative, negative questions about Jesus 
may be rising in the reader’s mind: the religious leaders are seek-
ing to capture and kill him, he is in the house of an unclean leper, 
and some woman is pouring over him very expensive oil that 
could have been used to help the poor.

Jesus concludes the second story and changes the direction 
of the narrative as he pushes back with his understanding of the 
woman’s actions:

Let her alone! Why do you trouble her? She has worked a 
good work for me. For you always have the poor with you, 
and whenever you wish, you are able to do good for them, but 
you do not always have me. What she is capable of, she did; 
she anticipated to anoint my body unto burial. And truly, I say 
to you, wherever the good news62 is proclaimed in the whole 
world, what she did will be told in memory of her.63 (Mark 
14:6–9, my translation)

Jesus’s elevation of this anonymous woman exemplifies Mark’s 
theology, where the nameless are the followers of Jesus as they 
“come out of anonymity and fade back into it.” Their wealth is 
gladly given in devotion to God, and they “do not allow conven-
tional practices . . . to stand in the way of their faith and love.”64 
However, the full measure of this woman is only seen against the 
stark relief of the outer story as it resumes in the next two verses.

Although the woman was anonymous in the inner story, the 
outer story begins again by specifically identifying “Judas Iscariot 
who was one of the Twelve” (Mark 14:10). The juxtaposition of 
these two characters is Mark’s way of asking the reader to com-
pare them, and, accordingly, to say more through an intercalation 
than could have been said in either story on its own.

The gap first raised in the outer story concerning how the re-
ligious leaders are going to arrange for Jesus’s secret arrest to kill 
him, and resumed in the inner story as Jesus is anointed for his 
burial, is now answered in the resumption of the outer story as we 

are told that Judas, one of the Twelve,65 is going66 to betray Jesus. 
In other words, Judas is going to provide a way for the religious 
leaders to apprehend Jesus secretly67 and then kill him (cf. 14:1–2):

Then Judas Iscariot, one of the Twelve, went to the chief 
priests in order to hand him over to them. And those hear-
ing rejoiced and promised to give him silver. And he sought68 
how he should conveniently69 hand him over. (Mark 14:10–11, 
my translation)

Unlike the woman who shows her devotion to Jesus by anointing 
his head with expensive oil, Judas betrays his master. Unlike the 
woman who pours out perfume worth nearly 300 denarii, Judas 
receives a promise of an unspecified sum of money70 to hand Jesus 
over.71 Unlike those in Bethany who scorn the woman for the good 
work she has done, the chief priests rejoice over Judas’s treachery. 
Unlike the woman who is praised by Jesus for taking what she had 
to perform a good work in preparation for his burial, Judas takes 
the knowledge he has and does a work of disloyalty.72

These contrasts between the nameless woman and the named 
member of the Twelve uniquely call out to the reader from the 
comparison of the two stories, leading to the inevitable conclu-
sion that Judas is an example, par excellence, of a failed disciple, 
while the woman is an example of a true, faithful disciple.73

A summary of these two stories might be seen in the follow-
ing table:

An intercalation: Mark 14:1–11

Outer story Inner story

Death plot of the leaders and 
Judas

The anointing at Bethany

Leaders plot Jesus’s death (gap: 
How?)

Judas’s action is a betrayal unto 
death

The woman’s anointing is for 
Jesus’s burial (gap: How?) 

Woman’s action is a 
preparation for his death

Judas is named Woman is unnamed

Judas betrays his master Woman anoints his head with 
expensive oil, showing her 
devotion

Judas receives promise of 
unspecified sum to betray 
Jesus

Woman pours out perfume 
worth 300 denarii

Priests laugh at Judas’s 
treachery

Some of the inner circle 
censure the woman

Judas demonstrates disloyalty Jesus praises the woman’s 
deed

Judas: failed discipleship Woman: faithful discipleship

Once again, Mark’s narrative structure brings a woman to the 
forefront—even over one of the Twelve.

Conclusion

Mark may never have known the meta-language of an “intercala-
tion” to describe his combining of stories, but he skillfully used 
the narrative technique to aid the reader in placing the outer and 
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inner stories against one another with the result that their sum 
equaled more than their parts. Moreover, the three interactions 
we examined in this study uniquely highlighted the anonymous 
over the named, whether it was “whoever does the will of God” 
over Jesus’s mother and brothers who are seeking to apprehend 
him; or the faith of a woman healed from suffering over Jairus, 
the ruler of a synagogue who needs to trust in Jesus in the face 
of his own suffering; or the woman who did what she could to 
anoint Jesus for his burial over against Judas, one of the Twelve, 
who did what he could to betray him.

While the first unit showed why a particular woman, Jesus’s 
mother, may not have been a leader in Jesus’s earthly ministry, 
the next two units showed not only how women are exemplary in 
their faith and devotion to Jesus, but also how that faith and de-
votion are instructive to a male religious leader and over against 
a man who was one of Jesus’s inner circle. These three noncontro-
versial passages are but a few seeds from a great bushel that must 
be sown as a basis for a biblical theology of women against which 
the more difficult passages should then be read.

Notes

1. It must be granted that one could question the statement that 
there are “clearer” or “less disputed” passages because of the multitudi-
nous challenges to interpreting Scripture. Nevertheless, there are some 
passages that pose greater interpretive issues than others. We refer here 
to these passages with fewer interpretive issues, since they are often used 
to form a foundation for a particular doctrine. “In the case of difficult 
or obscure passages, the interpreter should give precedence to biblical 
passages where the doctrine is clear.” Jim Wilhoit and Leland Ryken, 
Effective Bible Teaching (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1998), 126. Under 
the category of “the analogy of scripture,” Grant R. Osborne explains, 
“Milton Terry’s dictum still stands: ‘No single statement or obscure pas-
sage of one book can be allowed to set aside a doctrine which is clearly 
established by many passages’ (1890: 578). I would strengthen this by 
adding that doctrines should not be built on a single passage but rather 
should summarize all that Scripture says on that topic.” The Hermeneuti-
cal Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, 2nd 
ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2006), 28. Millard J. Erickson sets 
forth his method of theology in part under the subcategory of “unifica-
tion of the biblical materials” as follows: “This means we are proceeding 
on the assumption that there are a unity and a consistency among these 
several books and authors. We will, then, emphasize the points of agree-
ment among the Synoptic Gospels and interpret the rest in that light. We 
will treat any apparent discrepancies as differing and complementary 
interpretations rather than contradictions.” Christian Theology, 2nd ed. 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1998), 73. Erickson applies this method to the 
issue of perseverance of the saints by harmonizing Hebrews 6 with what 
he considers to be the clear teaching of John 10:27–30. Christian Theol-
ogy, 1003–05. An example of Wayne Grudem’s use of this approach may 
be found in his chapter on “perseverance of the saints” where, after dis-
cussing the emphasis of Heb 3:14, he states, “Attention to the context of 
Hebrews 3:14 will keep us from using this and other similar passages in 
a pastorally inappropriate way. We must remember that there are other 
evidences elsewhere in Scripture that give Christians assurance of salva-
tion, so we should not think that assurance that we belong to Christ is 
impossible until we die.” Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical 
Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1994), 793 (emphasis original). 
This study suggests that there may be numerous, clearer passages that set 
forth points of agreement regarding women that must be used to inter-
pret the more difficult passages of 1 Tim 2 and 1 Cor 11 and 14. 

2. “[I]ntercalation has gone by a number of names in scholarly de-
bate over the Gospel of Mark, including interpolation, framing, brack-
eting, ‘sandwiching,’ and intercalation.” Tom Shepherd, “Markan Sand-
wich Stories: Narration, Definition, and Function,” Andrews University 
Doctoral Dissertation Series, vol. 18 (Berrian Springs, MI: Andrews Uni-
versity Press: 1993), 4. Shepherd provides eight characteristics that occur 
in each intercalation: “1. apart from initial focalization, the outer story 
is the temporal border of the inner story. 2. There is a unique pattern 
of focalization and defocalization of the two stories which includes in-
complete defocalization of the outer story at the point where breakaway 
occurs to the inner story. This creates a ‘gap’ for the outer story across the 
inner story. 3. A new character or newly named character is noted at the 
reentry into the outer story. 4. Active character crossover does not occur 
between the two stories, except for Jesus. 5. Parallel actions are done by 
contrasting groups or contrasting actions are done by parallel groups in 
the two stories. 6. The outer story has an elliptical action which crosses 
the inner story and contrasts with the actions of the inner story. 7. The 
plots of the two stories interlink following a turn-return pattern. 8. An 
ellipsis of the outer story occurs across the inner story.” “Markan Sand-
wich Stories,” 327.

3. James R. Edwards is of the opinion that “The middle story nearly 
always provides the key to the theological purpose of the sandwich. The 
insertion interprets the flanking halves. To use the language of medicine, 
the transplanted organ enlivens the host material.” “Markan Sandwiches: 
The Significance of Interpolations in Markan Narratives,” Novum Testa-
mentum 31, no. 3 (1989): 196.

4. Tom Shepherd, “The Narrative Function of Markan Intercala-
tion,” New Testament Studies 41 (1995), 522. F. Gerald Downing has 
sought out literary parallels among the Hellenistic and Roman histories, 
lives, theatrical comedies, and romances yielding only a few examples, 
none of which is completely analogous. F. Gerald Downing, “Markan 
Intercalation in Cultural Context,” in Narrativity in Biblical and Relat-
ed Texts, ed. G. J. Brooke and J.-D. Kaestli (Leuven, Belgium: Leuven 
University Press, 2000), 105–17. Edwards suggests examples from the 
Hebrew Scriptures in Hos 1–3 (Hosea-God-Gomer) and 2 Sam 11–12 
(David-Nathan-Bathsheba), but notes a significant distinction when he 
states, “These stories differ from Mark’s sandwiches in one important re-
spect: their B-episodes are intentional commentaries on the flanking A-
episodes, whereas in Mark the B-episode is (with exception of 4:1–20) al-
ways an independent narrative.” “Markan Sandwiches,” 201–03. Perhaps 
Mark is employing a technique observed in Gen 37, 38, and 39, where 
the Joseph story is interrupted by the story of Judah. Time extends in 
the inner story through Judah’s “grandchildren” before the Joseph story 
picks up again from exactly the point where it terminated—as he was 
taken down to Egypt (cp. Gen 37:36 with Gen 39:1). Through this liter-
ary device, the writer in Genesis has created a dramatic irony for the 
reader, who compares Judah with Joseph and sees that “God’s design for 
Joseph’s prominence could not be set aside as easily as Judah thought. In 
his own family, and in spite of his own indifference to Tamar, Judah saw 
the strange outworking of the plan whereby the younger gained priority 
in the family. The next chapter of Genesis then presents Joseph alive, and 
prospering in Egypt.” Allen P. Ross, Creation and Blessing: A Guide to the 
Study and Exposition of the Book of Genesis (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 
1988), 612; see also Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 16—50, Word Biblical 
Commentary, vol. 2 (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2000), 363–65.

5. As David Rhoads and Donald Michie write, “The related stories 
illuminate and enrich each other, commenting on and clarifying the 
meaning, one of the other. This is sometimes done by comparison. . . . At 
other times, the framing provides commentary by contrast. . . . Details of 
these comparisons and contrasts highlight major themes of the gospel.” 
Mark as Story: An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel (Philadelphia, 
PA: Fortress, 1982), 51; see also Frank Kermode, who notes our tendency 
not to give intercalations interpretive attention: “We tend not to give 
them the kind of attention we would think appropriate to the interpo-
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lated sequences of an epyllion, whether Alexandrian or in the imitations 
of Catullus or the Elizabethan erotic poets. There we see an invitation to 
interpret, here [Mark 14:53–72] the word ‘homiletic’ dismisses the case.” 
The Genesis of Secrecy on the Interpretation of Narrative (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), 114–15.

6. Shepherd, “Narrative Function,” 523. Robert Fowler writes, “The 
intercalations exhibit a hermeneutical function for duality. The interca-
lated episodes are sharply opposed to each other, but at the same time 
they frequently contain so many verbal echoes of each other that the 
reader can scarcely fail to take up the implicit invitation to read the 
framed episode in the light of the frame episode and vice versa. The 
frame episode and the framed episode are thus placed on a par with each 
other, with neither having priority, either logically or chronologically. 
Intercalation is narrative sleight of hand, a crafty manipulation of the 
discourse level that creates the illusion that the two episodes are taking 
place simultaneously. In an intercalation neither episode has begun until 
both have begun, and neither is concluded until both are concluded.” 
Let the Reader Understand: Reader-Response Criticism and the Gospel of 
Mark (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1991), 143–44. Shepherd explains the 
new story outcome as a function of dramatic irony: “We see the two 
stories juxtaposed, intertwined, yet we realize that they are still separate 
enough to comment one on the other. The one story becomes the ironic 
contrast to the other informing the reader of a new plot, a new sense of 
direction in the Gospel.” “Narrative Function,” 539. Picking up on dra-
matic irony in intercalations, F. Gerald Downing writes, “There is then 
a dramatic irony evoked, for the author and the hearer obviously under-
stand more than the protagonists can, unable as the latter are to share 
in comparing and contrasting the stories which both link and separate 
them.” “Markan Intercalation in Cultural Context,” 107. James Edwards 
argues that the literary technique has a theological purpose: “the sand-
wiches emphasize the major motifs of the Gospel, especially the mean-
ing of faith, discipleship, bearing witness, and the dangers of apostasy.” 
“Markan Sandwiches,” 196.

7. Shepherd, “Narrative Function,” 523.
8. The number of intercalations in the Gospel of Mark is disputed. 

Shepherd sets forth a table in the appendix to his dissertation compiling 
a list of twenty intercalations identified by nineteen scholars. He works 
extensively with six passages that most scholars identify as intercala-
tions. Among the six, the three examined in this paper are largely agreed 
upon. Shepherd, “Markan Sandwich Stories” 388–92; see also Geert Van 
Oyen, “Intercalation and Irony in the Gospel of Mark” in Four Gospels 
1992: Festschrift Frans Neirynck, ed. Frans van Segbroeck and C. M. 
Tuckett, vol. 2 (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 1992), 949, 951.

9. As Leland Ryken states, “To begin, literature is experiential. This 
means that the subject matter of literature is human experience. The ap-
proach to human experience, moreover, is concrete rather than abstract. 
Literature does not, for example, discourse about virtue but instead 
shows a virtuous person acting. We might say that literature does not 
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in action.” The Literature of the Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
1974), 13. An example of narrative that was later made explicit in didac-
tic literature is Abram’s encounter with Melchizedek (cf. Gen 14:18–20 
with Heb 7:1–10). The narrative in Genesis showed what the writer of 
Hebrews later told.

10. See S. Craig Glickman, “The Temptation Account in Matthew 
and Luke,” Ph.D. diss., University of Basel (1983): 407–24; and Knowing 
Christ: Life-Changing Glimpses of Our Lord (Chicago, IL: Moody, 1980), 
49–60; see also Darrell L. Bock, Luke 1:1—9:50, Baker Exegetical Com-
mentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1994): 349, 
360, 383.
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Narrative, Bible and Literature Series, Journal for the Study of the Old 
Testament: Supplement Series 9 (Sheffield: Almond, 1983), 20.

12. In their discussion of “episodes in a series of three” in the Gospel 
of Mark, Rhoads and Michie note that “a threefold series is no mere rep-
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third episode fully reveals the dynamic of the entire series. . . . [W]hen 
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and second scenes.” Mark as Story, 55.
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them in their ministry. The college of bishops, with whom the priests are 
united in the priesthood, makes the college of the twelve an ever-present 
and ever-active reality until Christ’s return. The church recognizes itself 
to be bound by this choice made by the Lord himself. For this reason, the 
ordination of women is not possible.” Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
2nd ed., par. 1577, http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-
believe/catechism/catechism-of-the-catholic-church/epub/index.cfm#.

14. Elaine Pagels, Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas (New 
York, NY: Random House, 2003).

15. This brief discussion of Mary is not unaware of the differences 
that exist between a Protestant and Catholic view of Mary. See Journeys 
of Faith: Evangelicalism, Eastern Orthodoxy, Catholicism, and Angli-
canism; ed. Robert L. Plummer (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 
121–22, 239. Without attempting to address the significant theological 
differences, or even daring to propose a via media, this essay attempts 
to focus solely upon the scriptural witness to Mary, especially in the in-
tercalation of Mark 3:20–35. I am not arguing that Mary “sinned” in any 
way, but that she wrestled with her imperfect, and growing, understand-
ing of who Jesus was and what he was doing. She, like all of us, had to 
build her Christology one brick at a time, from the ground up. Accord-
ingly, Catholicism’s view of Mary need not turn this intercalation into a 
less clear, or disputed, passage.

16. “When Luke combines the idea of keeping the words in the heart 
with symballein, the idea may be that Mary has preserved in her heart 
the mysterious words and events that surrounded Jesus’s birth (or his 
finding in the Temple) trying to interpret them. This would mean that 
Mary did not grasp immediately all that she had heard but listened will-
ingly, letting the events sink into her memory and seeking to work out 
their meaning.” Raymond Brown et al., ed., Mary in the New Testament: 
A Collaborative Assessment by Protestant and Roman Catholic Scholars 
(Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1978), 150–51. See also Joseph Fitzmeyer’s 
discussion of the verb synetērei in the Septuagint of Gen 37:11 and Dan 
4:28, where he concludes, “Both the Genesis and Daniel passages show a 
person puzzled by what he has heard, keeping the words in mind in an 
effort to fathom their meaning. This too would be the picture of Mary 
here.” The Gospel according to Luke (I–IX): Introduction, Translation, 
and Notes, Anchor Bible (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981), 413. Dar-
rell Bock also observes, “It is debated whether this term [symballousa] 
suggests that Mary did put the events completely together. In light of 
passages like Mark 3:20–35, it seems unlikely she figured them all out in 
these early days.” Luke, Volume 1: 1:1—9:50, Baker Exegetical Commen-
tary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1994), 222–23. 

17. In Mark 5:7, the demonized man from the tombs ran up to Jesus 
and cried in a great voice, saying, “Ti emoi kai soi?” Cf. Luke 8:28; see 
also Mark 1:24 (legōn, ti hēmin kai soi, Iēsou Nazarēne? ēlthes apolesai 
hēmas?) cf. Luke 4:34. This may be a Semitism from the Hebrew Scrip-
tures; see 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. (hereafter BDAG; Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “ἐγὼ.” “When someone is asked to get in-
volved in something which he feels is no business of his, he may use the 
phrase, meaning: ‘That is your business; how am I involved?’ Examples 
are 2 Kgs 3:13; Hos 14:8. . . . Thus, at least what Mary is asking for, or the 
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aspect under which she is speaking to Jesus, does not belong to Jesus’ 
understanding of the work his Father has given him to do.” Brown et al., 
Mary in the New Testament, 191.

18. As Craig Keener states, “[T]he primary reason for the rebuff 
must be that his mother does not understand what this sign will cost 
Jesus: It starts him on the road to his hour, the cross. Thus John speaks 
of the ‘beginning’ of Jesus’ signs (2:11), referring to the ‘beginning’ of a 
public ministry (6:64; 8:25; 15:27; 16:4) destined to culminate in his final 
‘hour.’” The Gospel of John: A Commentary, vol. 1 (Peabody, MA: Hen-
drickson, 2003), 506.

19. “In this passage Jesus’ mother continues with the ‘holy chutz-
pah’ demonstrated in 2:3; in 2:5 she bids the servants to do whatever 
Jesus says, thus both recognizing Jesus’ authority and demonstrating her 
expectation that he is going to do something to change the situation.” 
Keener, The Gospel of John, 509.

20. There is an actual reference to a “house” where Jesus is located in 
Mark 3:20 (kai erchetai eis oikon). The term “house” will be played upon 
as a Leitwort (leading word) throughout the intercalation with reference 
to the “house divided” and the “house of the strong man” in the inner 
story (Mark 3:26–27), the physical house in the outer story, and Jesus’s 
metaphorical “house” standing outside (his relatives). See Shepherd, 
“Markan Sandwich Stories,” 114, 135.

21. The Western witnesses (D, W, it) move the focus away from Je-
sus’s family to the scribes and others (peri autou hoi grammateis kai hoi 
loipoi). However, when the outer story is picked up again in 3:31, it is 
clear that this cryptic phrase refers to Jesus’s mother and brothers (hē 
mētēr autou kai hoi adelphoi autou, cf. Matt 12:46; Luke 8:19). Bruce M. 
Metzger writes, “The original reading οἱ παρʼ αὐτοῦ [hoi par’ autou] (‘his 
friends’ or ‘his relatives’) apparently proved to be so embarrassing that D 
W al altered it to read, “When the scribes and the others had heard about 
him, they went out to seize him, for they said, ‘He is beside himself.’” A 
Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 2d ed. (New York, NY: 
American Bible Society, 1994), 70. See also Ben Witherington III, Wom-
en in the Ministry of Jesus (Cambridge: University Press, 1984), 86 (“It is 
likely that Mark intended οἱ παρʼ αὐτοῦ [hoi par’ autou] to be explained 
in verse 31 [hē mētēr autou kai hoi adelphoi autou]”); Brown et al., Mary 
in the New Testament, 55–57 (“The comparison of the two scenes makes 
it likely that for Mark the ‘mother and brothers’ of 3:31 who arrive [at the 
house in Capernaum] asking for Jesus are the same as the ‘his own’ of 
3:21 who set out [from Nazareth] to seize him.”)

22. “The phrases about Jesus’ family are strong and definite: they set 
out to take charge (Greek kratēsai)—a verb used several times in Mark 
6 and 14 with the meaning ‘to arrest.’ Furthermore the expression people 
were saying in its Greek form (elegon) could equally well include mem-
bers of his family.” C. S. Mann, Mark: A New Translation with Introduc-
tion and Commentary, Anchor Bible (New York, NY: Doubleday), 252.

23. “Paul uses the same verb in 2 Cor. 5:13, speaking of himself in 
contrast to his correspondents.” Mann, Mark, 252. Citing Wisd Sol 5:1–5, 
William Lane notes, “The entire incident calls to mind passages in which 
the man of God is despised by family and contemporaries who mistake 
his zeal for God as ‘madness.’” The Gospel According to Mark: The English 
Text with Introduction, Exposition, and Notes (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans, 1974), 139.

24. In Mark 3:32, “sisters” are included (kai hai adelphai sou) in A D 
Γ 700 pm it vgmss syhmg, but this reading is disputed even though Jesus 
does add “sister” in 3:35 (houtos adelphos mou kai adelphē). See Metzger, 
A Textual Commentary, 70.

25. Discourse time appears to continue between the two stories. As 
Shepherd observes, “Story time thus continues straight through the in-
tercalation. The spatial markers make this clear. In Mark 3:20 Jesus en-
ters a house. The result of his active ministry is lack of time to eat. This 
report comes to his relatives who set out to seize him, with the cry, ‘He’s 
crazy!’ The inner story begins at this point and the accusation of the 
scribes is met by Jesus summoning them. This spatial indicator illustrates 

that the time relationship has continued straight from 3:20 through this 
point in 3:23. The locale has not changed (the house), as is made clear 
later in the return to the outer story where the relatives of Jesus wait 
outside to talk to him (3:31). Thus, story time in the Mark 3 intercalation 
continues straight through both stories.” “Narrative Function,” 525–26; 
cf. Shepherd, “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 130–33.

26. Even though Lane does not acknowledge the actual structure of 
an intercalation, stating that this is a “self contained unit,” he cannot 
help but hear the echo of the outer stories where Jesus states that a house 
divided cannot stand. He writes in a footnote, “Is there a reference here 
to the division in Jesus’ own household, which is illustrated by Ch. 3:20f, 
31–35?” The Gospel According to Mark, 143 n. 90.

27. Shepherd keenly observes, “Interesting parallels exist between 
these two diverse groups, the relatives of Jesus (his ‘friends’) and the 
scribes from Jerusalem (his enemies). Both groups bring charges against 
Jesus based upon some activity he has been doing. The judgment of each 
party makes some statement about Jesus’ interior state. They contend that 
the activity he carries on reflects negatively on his character. Jesus, on the 
other hand, indicates the fallacy of each of these groups by means of au-
thoritative statements. The two groups, who never meet, are nevertheless 
drawn together by the juxtaposition of the two stories and by the inter-
twining of the charges and rebuttals which link their individual stories. 
What is so interesting is that the two opposite groups, relatives (friends of 
Jesus) and scribes (enemies of Jesus), actually act in similar ways against 
Jesus and are countered by his authoritative word.” “Narrative Function,” 
529; see also Shepherd, “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 121–22.

28. “A Chiasm is present in both the outer and inner stories in re-
gards to the actors as speakers or action makers. In the outer story, the 
pattern is Jesus, crowd, relatives, relatives, crowd, Jesus. In the inner 
story, the pattern is scribes, Jesus, scribes. Thus Jesus as actor is at both 
ends of the intercalation and at the center.” Shepherd, “Markan Sand-
wich Stories,” 125.

29. Shepherd writes, “Two themes which arise in this intercalation 
are Christology and discipleship. The challenge of Jesus’ sanity and the 
accusation about the source of his power are challenges to the claim 
of Messiahship. The responses by Jesus are therefore a teaching on his 
Christological role. He is on the side of God. He has the Holy Spirit and 
his true family do the will of God. On the level of discipleship (presented 
from the standpoint of family relation), the true disciple cannot oppose 
the mission of Jesus even though the mission appears ‘crazy’ from a hu-
man viewpoint.” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 129.

30. Jesus transforms the social understanding of family into a moral 
understanding. This transformation is fitting as the social accusation 
that he is crazy in 3:21 shifted to a moral accusation in 3:22 that he had 
Beelzebul. See Shepherd, “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 113–14 n. 1, 117.

31. Shepherd summarizes the dramatic irony in this intercalation 
as follows: “Jesus’ family goes out to ‘save’ him and in the process ally 
themselves with his enemies. Jesus argues that a divided house cannot 
stand, yet his relatives are divided from him. However, they are not his 
true relatives.” “Narrative Function,” 539.

32. As a matter of fact, Mary has other children, according to John 
7:1–10. Therefore, it is unlikely that the point of this narrative is “to re-
port simply that after Jesus died his mother went to live in the home of 
a favorite disciple. To interpret John thus would be to misinterpret the 
way the evangelist uses symbols, as well as the significance he attributes 
to the beloved disciple. Moreover, all the other Johannine crucifixion 
episodes have clear symbolic and theological significance, and by anal-
ogy that should be true of 19:25–27 as well.” Brown et al., Mary in the 
New Testament, 201–02, n. 465; see also Raymond E. Brown, The Gos-
pel According to John (XIII–XXI): Introduction, Translation, and Notes, 
Anchor Bible (New York, NY: Doubleday, 1970), 923 (who sees Mary as 
Lady Zion and the new Eve). Keener appears to disagree, seeing Jesus 
as literally entrusting Mary to the believing community. The Gospel of 
John, 1144–45; likewise, Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John: The 
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English Text with Introduction, Exposition, and Notes (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1971), 811–12.

33. “[T]he new mother-son relationship proclaimed by Jesus in John 
19:26–27 reflects the replacement of his natural family by a new family 
of disciples, the eschatological family we spoke of in reference to Mark 
3:31–35. We saw that in Mark’s view the physical family members were 
not among those whom Jesus pointed to as his eschatological family of 
disciples, i.e., those of whom he says, ‘Behold my mother and my broth-
ers!’ . . . but at the foot of the cross Jesus gives his physical mother a 
spiritual role as mother of the disciple par excellence, and the disciple 
a role as her son. Thus there emerges a familial relationship in terms of 
discipleship.” Brown et al., Mary in the New Testament, 212–13, 218, 288. 
As R. V. G. Tasker states, “Beneath the cross Christian fellowship is born, 
a fellowship wholly different from all purely human fellowship based on 
natural kinship, mutual sympathy, or a common outlook upon human 
affairs. The great and distinctive characteristic of this new fellowship is 
that all who enjoy it are drawn to one another by the consciousness that 
they are all brothers for whom Christ died.” The Gospel According to St. 
John, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd-
mans, 1960), 211.

34. There is some merit to an argument that the Twelve are por-
trayed throughout the Gospel of Mark negatively—as lacking under-
standing, hard in heart, and influenced by Herod and the Pharisees (see 
Mark 8:14–21). As a matter of fact, Peter’s resistance to Jesus’s impending 
suffering is rebuked as a temptation from Satan (Mark 8:31–33). There-
fore, it might be argued that it does not follow that Mary may not have 
been given a leadership role in Jesus’s earthly ministry because of her 
resistance to Jesus, when the Twelve do have a leadership role in spite of 
their resistance. However, a contextual reading of the narrative may shed 
light on this apparent quandary. First, the narrative regarding Mary and 
Jesus occurs in the early, Galilean portion of Mark’s gospel where the 
disciples are not portrayed as resisting Jesus’s ministry. Up to this point, 
only the demons (Mark 1:24, 34; 3:11–12), the religious leaders (Mark 
2:6–7, 16, 24; 3:2–6), and the Herodians (Mark 3:6) are critical of Jesus 
(and perhaps the disciples of John in Mark 2:18, but this may be merely 
a question of clarification). Those who will make up the Twelve “imme-
diately” follow after him (Mark 1:16–20; 2:14), and the multitudes enthu-
siastically seek him out (Mark 1:32–34, 37, 45; 2:1–4, 12, 13; 3:7–10). It is 
in this immediate context that Mark sets forth Mary and Jesus’s brothers 
as resisting him, and their resistance is parallel with the resistance of 
the religious leaders. Although the narrator never explicitly states where 
the Twelve are in this intercalation, it may not be too much, in view of 
the broader context, and especially Jesus’s calling of the Twelve in the 
immediately adjacent pericope (Mark 3:13–19), to suppose that they are 
in the house with the multitude whom Jesus is addressing, while Jesus’s 
family and the religious leaders are outside the house. Therefore, in the 
narrative world of Mark, it appears that Mary and Jesus’s brothers are 
distinct from the Twelve—especially at this point in the narrative. The 
only one of the Twelve who might be likened to them is Judas, who was 
foreshadowed in Mark 3:19 as the one who betrayed him and then spe-
cifically aligned himself with the religious leaders against Jesus in Mark 
14:10–11. (For more on Judas, see the discussion below on the interca-
lation in Mark 14:1–11.) By the end of Mark’s gospel, everyone appears 
to have forsaken Jesus—even the women (Mark 16:1–8). The only one 
left as a witness to Jesus is the reader. See Mary Ann Tolbert, Sowing 
the Gospel: Mark’s World in Literary-Historical Perspective (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress, 1989), 295–99; Van Oyen, “Intercalation and Gospel Iro-
ny,” 961. However, this synthetic reading of the gospel need not override 
the contextual distinctions set forth in the progression of the narrative 
where Jesus’s mother and brothers are distinct from the disciples, and 
even the multitude, and more closely aligned with the religious leaders 
as they make accusations against Jesus. Therefore, Mary’s resistance to 
Jesus may have been one reason why she was not given a leadership role 
with the Twelve.

35. Of course, Mary is also found in the upper room with the eleven 
apostles, the women, and Jesus’s brothers in Acts 1:14. In placing her 
here, Luke is identifying her with the believing community as a disciple. 
As one author stated, emphasizing the unity in Luke’s writings, “Mary’s 
first response to the good news was: ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord. 
Let it be to me according to your word.’ The real import of Acts 1:14 is 
to remind the reader that she had not changed her mind.” Brown et al., 
Mary in the New Testament, 177. One might wonder why Mary is not 
included among the leadership after the resurrection, since she is now 
included with the believing community, or why other women who were 
not resistant to Jesus’s ministry were not included in leadership. These 
questions exceed the scope of this study, but if there was a cultural dis-
comfort with women in leadership, it may not have entered the leaders’ 
minds after Pentecost to place women in leadership or to raise it as an 
issue at the time. This may be similar to Paul’s dealing with slavery in 
Ephesians and Colossians. He does not resist the Roman culture that 
prominently makes use of slaves, but does undo its ethical moorings by 
addressing the responsibility of masters to slaves, and by his discussion 
of Onesimus in Philemon.

36. Shepherd notes, “Story time continues across the entire inter-
calation. . . . When the woman’s story ends, the story of Jairus picks up 
again, but not where it left off. The woman’s story has ‘consumed time’ or 
taken time in the Jairus story, thus the two stories are temporally inter-
linked.” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 140.

37. The name Jairus is absent from several Western witnesses (D it). 
See Metzger, A Textual Commentary, 73–74, for arguments for the inclu-
sion of the name where it is concluded: “[F]rom a text-critical point of 
view it is more probable that the name Jairus was accidently dropped 
during the transmission of part of the Western text (represented by one 
Greek manuscript and several Old Latin witnesses) than that it was add-
ed, at the same point in the narrative, in all the other textual groups.” 
The name in Hebrew means “he who enlightens” (yā’îr); see BDAG, s.v. 
“ Ἰάϊρος,” 103.

38. The diminutive (thygatrion) is probably used as a term of af-
fection or endearment. See Mark 7:25; BDAG, s.v. “θυγάτριον”; Mann, 
Mark, 284.

39. Rather than Jesus criticizing the disciples, Shepherd sees the 
humor in the scene that results in our identification with the disciples: 
“It is really very funny that Jesus says, ‘Who touched me?’ Jesus is the 
comedian in this scene. The disciples come across as the typical ‘straight 
man’ in their response, ‘You see the crowd pressing upon you and you 
say “Who touched me?”’ We have to laugh at the disciples, because we 
know who did touch Jesus and that it was a very meaningful touch. The 
point is, that in a straight man we do not usually see someone we dispar-
age, but rather in all too common depiction of real life that the comedian 
lampoons. Seeing from the angle of omniscience we catch a glimpse of 
the comical nature of our own lives. Thus, we might actually see identi-
fication with the disciples here via the comedy.” “Markan Sandwich Sto-
ries,” 148 n. 1. Even if one has questions about the strength of an analogy 
between Jesus and Jerry Lewis, there is dramatic irony taking place for 
the reader that magnifies the distance between the understanding of Je-
sus and his disciples. As Lane states, “Their impatience with the Lord re-
flects an awareness that their immediate mission was to assist a girl who 
was dying, and delay could be fatal. It also betrays that they had no un-
derstanding of what had taken place.” The Gospel according to Mark, 193.

40. Mark does not comment on this, but those aware of the purity 
laws in Leviticus, the implied reader, would have understood this im-
plication. Regarding Lev 15:26–27, Baruch A. Levine notes, “This is the 
primary symptom: irregularity of blood discharges, which either persist 
beyond the regular menstrual period or are unconnected with it alto-
gether. A woman who has discharges of blood not due to her menstrua-
tion bears the same impurity as a menstruating woman for as long as 
the discharges last.” Leviticus ויקרא: The Traditional Hebrew Text and the 
New JPS Translation Commentary (Philadelphia, PA: Jewish Publication 



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 27, No. 3 ◆ Summer 2013 • 13 

Society, 1989), 98. Accordingly, in discussing the earlier passage in Lev 
15:19, Levine states, “[a]nyone who has contact with a woman during her 
menstrual period is impure until evening,” and, “whatever the woman 
sits on or lies on becomes impure, and whoever touches such objects 
becomes impure in turn.” Leviticus: The Traditional Hebrew Text, 97. Lev 
15:31 emphasizes that the uncleanness separated the person from God’s 
sanctuary. As Allen P. Ross explains, concerning a woman with a chronic 
discharge of blood, “Such infections are very personal. Naturally, a wom-
an did not make this kind of condition known outside the home. In all 
probability, some may have feigned purity for the sake of participation 
in worship services or in society. But devout believers who walked in 
faith and good conscience before God realized that they could not go to 
the sanctuary until this chronic disorder cleared up and they had gone 
through the prescribed ritual.” Holiness to the Lord: A Guide to the Expo-
sition of the Book of Leviticus (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2002), 309. Even 
though the synagogue was not the sanctuary, by attending, she would at 
least risk spreading her impurity to others; therefore, she probably did 
not go to synagogue.

41. Shepherd suggests, “If she had been married she was probably 
divorced since she could not have had sexual intercourse with her hus-
band. Cf. Lev 15:25–7.” “Narrative Function,” 529 n. 21. More accurately, 
she could have sexual relations with her husband, but every encounter 
would render him impure for seven days. See Lev 15:24. Of course, Mark 
does not directly address any of this.

42. Perhaps she comes secretly because of her ritual impurity. As Ed-
wards observes, “Whereas Jairus approaches Jesus face-to-face, she ap-
proaches Jesus unaware and from behind. . . . Despite her embarrassing 
condition she pushes through the crowd, even past the disciples, hoping 
only to touch the back of Jesus’ garment.” “Markan Sandwiches,” 204. 

43. Discussing the spatial borders of the intercalation, Shepherd ob-
serves, “Spatial borders for the outer story become progressively narrow-
er and narrower (the seaside, the way, the house, the room). In the inner 
story all occurs ‘in the crowd’ which could seem to suggest no change 
in spatial borders. However, the change in the woman’s relation to Jesus, 
from secrecy to a confession at his feet, would suggest a change in spatial 
borders, one might say from ‘behind Jesus’ to ‘in front of Jesus.’ Accom-
panying this is a movement from the woman knowing the healing alone 
(except for Jesus) to the entire crowd knowing. So the spatial borders for 
the inner story ever expand.” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 141.

44. Shepherd correctly observes, “The introduction of the woman 
is an extended anachrony (in this case an analepsis the placement of an 
event from the story time past within the discourse of the present), but 
her ‘present’ is with Jesus in the crowd.” “Narrative Function,” 526.

45. The Greek text suggests that Jesus may already know who touched 
his garment by the use of the feminine form of the interrogative, tis, twice 
in Mark 5:30–31, and the feminine article, tēn, followed by the feminine 
singular accusative aorist participle, poiēsasan, in 5:32 (tis mou hēpsato 
tōn himatiōn . . . kai legeis, tis mou hēpsato? . . . kai pereiblepeto idein tēn 
touto poiēsasan (emphasis added). As Shepherd observes, “When Jesus 
looked ‘to see who it was that did this,’ do we have Jesus’ inner knowl-
edge, or a slight intrusion of the narrator who has already revealed to the 
reader who it was in 5:25–9?” “Narrative Function,” 534 n. 28. As in other 
parts of Scripture, when God asks questions, it is not to find out answers, 
but to reveal something to the characters (cf. Gen 3:9–13).

46. Jesus saw the woman’s faith, not her ritual uncleanness. M. J. 
Selvidge, “Mark 5:25–34 and Leviticus 15:19–20: A Reaction to Restric-
tive Purity Regulations,” Journal of Biblical Literature 103, no. 4 (1984): 
619–23. Mann further explains her faith, stating: “Faith (Greek pistis) in 
the New Testament is not a name for an inner experience, but describes 
primarily a committal of trust to God, which in its turn is made effective 
by God’s response to that trust.” Mark, 286. 

47. Jairus is only identified by name once in this narrative (Mark 
5:23). Every other reference to him is by his title, “ruler of the synagogue” 
(archisynagōgos, Mark 5:35, 36, 38), emphasizing his high social status.

48. In story time, the healing of the woman and the death of Jairus’s 
daughter are simultaneous and show the impact of one story upon the 
other in this intercalation: “This bringing together of death and life is 
epitomized at the juncture of the two stories by the simultaneous bene-
diction of peace (5:34) and the report of the child’s death (5:35). Even 
as the woman’s healing preceded this benediction, so the child’s death 
preceded the report.” Shepherd, “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 157–58.

49. The present imperative plus mē allows for the idea of cessation of 
activity in progress. As Daniel 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.” 
Greek Grammar: Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Tes-
tament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1996), 724. Perhaps there is a 
correlation between the fear (phobētheisa, Mark 5:33) of the woman and 
the fear (phobou, Mark 5:36) of Jairus in the two stories. The woman may 
have been fearful to proclaim her previous unclean life publically when 
she told “all the truth,” and now Jairus was fearful of his life without his 
daughter. It is almost as if the fear of the woman has transferred itself 
to Jairus, even though its content is distinct, so he must be told to stop 
being afraid. The faith of each in Jesus delivers them from their suffering 
lives. As Edwards states, “Jairus and the woman share only one thing in 
common: They both are victims of desperate circumstances, and apart 
from Jesus they have no hope.” “Markan Sandwiches,” 204.

50. Edwards writes, “It is as though Mark were asking his readers, 
‘Is there any hope for Jairus now?’ And his answer—coming from the 
mouth of Jesus—is a resounding ‘Yes,’ If Jairus does ‘Not fear, but believe’ 
(v 36). But what kind of belief must Jairus have in a situation in which all 
human hopes are exhausted? The answer is given in Jesus’ command to 
believe (pisteuein, v 36): Jairus must have the kind of faith (pistis, v 34) 
the woman had!” “Markan Sandwiches,” 204. He concludes, “The wom-
an’s faith forms the center of the sandwich and is the key to its interpreta-
tion. Through her Mark shows how faith in Jesus can transform fear and 
despair into hope and salvation. It is a powerful lesson for Jairus, as well 
as for Mark’s readers.” “Markan Sandwiches,” 205.

51. Tom Shepherd argues that correlation between major characters 
“is perhaps the most important method the Evangelist uses to invite the 
reader to compare the two stories.” “Narrative Function,” 529. He insists 
that the linkages between Jairus and the woman, and the woman and 
Jairus’s daughter, “force the reader to compare the various characters. 
Although they do not enter one another’s story, they themselves serve 
as links between the accounts. On the whole Jairus is the contrast to the 
woman, while the little girl is parallel to the woman.” “Narrative Func-
tion,” 530.

52. The term for Jairus’s daughter is actually a diminutive. All but 
one of the words used for Jairus’s daughter are diminutives: “little daugh-
ter,” “daughter,” “little child,” “Talitha,” (diminutive of the Hebrew for 
“lamb”), and “little girl.” As Shepherd observes, “It is not until almost the 
end of the story that we learn her true age. The use of the diminutives 
illustrates how much she was loved, not her age.” “Markan Sandwich 
Stories,” 150.

53. As Frank Kermode observes, “Yet in matters of this kind there is 
really no such thing as nonsignificant coincidence, and we are entitled to 
consider that this coincidence signifies a narrative relation of some kind 
between the woman and the girl.” The Genesis of Secrecy on the Interpre-
tation of Narrative (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979), 
132. However, the significance of the correlation is not always obvious 
or agreed upon. Kermode argues for sexual innuendo. The Genesis of 
Secrecy, 132–33. Mary Ann Tolbert writes, “In the case of the twelve-year-
old child and the woman with a twelve-year illness, it is very tempting 
to note that the only use of twelve prior to their appearance is related to 
the disciples, the Twelve. That those twelve turn out to be rocky ground, 
while these two healed ones demonstrate the fruitfulness of faith raises 
the possibility of seeing this use of twelve as a subtle clue to the identity 



14 • Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 27, No. 3 ◆ Summer 2013

of Jesus’ true family.” Sowing the Gospel, 168 n. 58. Edwards also suggests, 
“Twelve, moreover, may signify Israel to Mark’s readers, indeed, Israel 
coming to faith in Jesus.” “Markan Sandwiches,” 204–05 n. 34.

54. Setting forth arguments that Jairus’s daughter actually died, 
Shepherd uncovers another parallel between the outer and inner stories: 
“The ironic character in which Jesus’ remark in 5:39 [‘Why make a com-
motion and weep? The child has not died, but is asleep.’] is parallel to 
the ironic question in the inner story ‘Who touched me?’ (5:30) suggests 
that Jesus’ central statements in the inner and outer story carry a truth 
beyond their surface expression.” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 156 n. 6, 
para. 4.

55. Kermode states, “The text seems to be continually interested in 
providing instance of a generalized opposition between clean and un-
clean, and we ought not to dispose of this fact by some historical dis-
course about Jewish Law. The woman, in the present instance, is ritu-
ally unclean so long as her hemorrhage continues; but she is at once, by 
an exercise of power, dunamis, relieved of this disability. The girl, dead 
or supposed dead, is also unclean, or supposed unclean; she is restored 
by an exercise of power which is, in antithetical contrast, explicit and 
willed.” The Genesis of Secrecy, 133.

56. Shepherd identifies the dramatic irony in this intercalation as 
follows: “A little girl dies before the healer arrives because a woman 
‘snatches’ a healing incognito. The healer takes a long time looking for 
who got healed. But the tragedy ends in joy when the little girl is raised. 
Openness goes to silence (Jairus), secrets become public knowledge (the 
woman).” “Narrative Function,” 539. Elsewhere, he also states, “Jairus’ 
spaces move from openness to ‘closedness,’ the woman’s spaces move 
from closedness to openness.” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 141.

57. The two stories have contrasting moral backgrounds: “In the 
outer story, the moral background centers on the issues of deceit, kill-
ing, betrayal. In the inner story, the moral background has to do with 
stewardship, the proper handling of resources (is it a waste or is it good 
to anoint Jesus?). While the woman shows care and concern for Jesus, 
Judas betrays him into the hands of his enemies.” Shepherd, “Markan 
Sandwich Stories,” 243.

58. A question arises as to whether “in secret” and “not in the feast” 
are temporal or spatial descriptions. Shepherd argues for spatial with the 
following support: “Do the rulers intend to wait until after the Passover 
season to arrest Jesus, or do they not want to seize him in a public place? 
The latter is probably the correct interpretation since the γάρ [gar] of 
14:2 indicates that the statement of 14:2 is a reason for some gap opened 
in 14:1. In 14:1 the plot of the rulers is presented, their desire to kill Jesus. 
This is nothing new, hence not a surprising or some other item which 
needs explanation. However, what does need explanation is the phrase 
‘craftily’ (ἐν δόλῳ [en dolōi]). It is easy to see that 14:2 explains this point. 
The rulers fear defeat of their plan, and they hence want to accomplish 
it away from people. This is the intent of ‘not in the feast,’ whether it is 
temporal or spatial in nature. Spatially it would refer to a ‘feast crowd,’ 
while temporally it would refer to a time when many people would be 
present, ‘feast time.’ Either way, the emphasis is on the spatial aspects, 
where there are many people.” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 244–45.

59. Mann correctly observes, “The Greek verb translated were look-
ing (ezētoun) [ἐζήτουν] is an imperfect tense, and implies a scheme 
which had been in train for some time.” Mark, 553.

60. Shepherd sets forth the threefold pattern of actions in the in-
ner story for each participant: “The woman comes, breaks the flask, and 
anoints Jesus. The ‘some’ are indignant, complain, and censure her. Je-
sus then enters into a threefold speech, defense of the woman, himself 
contrasted with the poor, and the teaching on the woman’s memorial. 
In each of these three parts of Jesus’ speech there is a threefold pattern 
as well. In defending the woman he says, ‘leave her alone,’ ‘why are you 
troubling her?’ and ‘she has done a good work for me.’ In comparing 
himself with the poor he says, ‘you always have the poor with you,’ 
‘you can do good to them any time,’ and ‘you will not always have me.’ 

In presenting the woman’s memorial he says, ‘she has done what she 
could,’ ‘she has anointed my body for burial,’ and ‘wherever the Gospel is 
preached throughout the world, also what she has done will be told for a 
memorial to her.’” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 250.

61. In the textual witnesses of W and f 13, these nameless people are 
identified as the disciples (tōn mathētōn), as well as in D and Θ (oi de 
mathētai autou). This may well reflect an understanding borrowed from 
Matt 26:8. More particularly, John 12:8 identifies Judas as the one who 
rebuked the woman, who is identified as Mary (John 12:3). However, 
as Shepherd notes, the exclusion of Judas from the inner story and the 
woman from the outer story is one way in which the narrator holds the 
two stories apart. “Narrative Function,” 523–24. Nevertheless, when the 
outer story resumes, there is a hint that Judas was with Jesus in the inner 
story when it states that Judas “went off ” or “went away” (apēlthen) to 
the chief priests (Mark 14:10). “Narrative Function,” 527.

62. Shepherd insightfully observes, “These gaps [concerning the 
death of Jesus] interconnect the stories so that there is a modification of 
the plot. Whereas the leaders’ and Judas’ story portends a tragic end to 
the ministry of Jesus, the inner story pulls aside the curtain and illustrates 
that the death of Jesus will be Good News. Even the plot to betray and 
kill Jesus is used in the service of the Gospel.” “Narrative Function,” 537.

63. Jesus sets forth three prolepses: (1) “you will not always have 
me” (14:7), (2) “She has anointed my body beforehand for burial” (14:8), 
and (3) “Wherever the Gospel is preached in all the world what she has 
done will also be told as a memorial to her” (14:9). Shepherd comments, 
“Each of these prolepses is spoken by Jesus and each succeeding one 
has a further reach than the previous one. . . . All of the anachronies 
together have the influence of laying tremendous stress upon the signifi-
cance of the woman’s action. This repetitive reinterpretation of her act of 
devotion is what makes possible the dramatic comparison with the outer 
story.” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 258–59. 

64. Tolbert, Sowing the Gospel, 225–26.
65. The Greek text includes the definite article, “the one of the 

twelve” (ho eis tōn dōdeka, Mark 14:10). Wallace identifies the article as 
fitting within the “well-known” category. Greek Grammar: Beyond the 
Basics, 233. Mann suggests that this use of the article emphasizes Judas 
among the Twelve: “Mark may be using the definite article here for em-
phasis: ‘That one, the only one, of the Twelve’ who proved treacherous.” 
Mark, 560.

66. The verb in 14:10 is the clue that this portion of the outer story 
is subsequent to the inner story: “It is stated that Judas ‘went away’ to 
the high priests. This implies subsequent time to the previous event 
where Judas was present. Although Jesus is the only character to appear 
in both stories, nevertheless, in 14:10 we are told that Judas ‘went away,’ 
obviously from the previous meeting place, which is Bethany. The refer-
ence in 14:10, in fact, goes out of the way to designate Judas as one of 
the Twelve. Hence, we can conclude that 14:10 occurs after the events of 
14:3–9.” Shepherd, “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 242–43.

67. Shepherd rightly states, “Thus Judas is not an agent who shifts 
the plan of the rulers temporally. He does not somehow lead them to 
carry out their plot during the feast when they did not actually plan to 
do so. Rather, he is the conduit through which they accomplish their 
goal in a secretive way.” “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 245 n. 1.

68. The outer story contains an inclusio: Just as the religious lead-
ers sought (ezētoun) how they could seize Jesus (14:1), now Judas seeks 
(ezētei) how he should hand him over (14:11).

69. Shepherd observes, “In previous intercalations we have a noted 
return of the outer story to the inner story’s point at the close of the outer 
story. But in the present story, the ending is about Judas the betrayer, 
and nothing ‘good’ can be said of his deed. However, an ironic twist is 
present, for Judas seeks to betray Jesus conveniently (εὐκαίρως [eukairōs] 
14:11). In the outer story alone, this just adds to his perfidy, as though he 
enjoys or plots well how to hand over the Messiah. But the ironic twist is 
the way in which the εὐ-word stands in such close relation with so many 
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‘good’ words in the inner story, words which convey high ideals and 
holy concepts in the inner story (καλός [kalos], 14:6; εὐ [eu], 14:7, and 
εὐαγγέλιον [euangelion], 14:9). Thus the well-laid perfidious plot against 
Jesus becomes forever part of the Good News. The evil is turned back to 
good, even though the betrayer never shares in its goodness. Thus, in a 
way, there is a return to the point of the inner story.” “Markan Sandwich 
Stories,” 156–57.

70. The theme of money contributes toward dramatized irony be-
tween the two stories. “Jesus is highly valued in the inner story, but not 
even worthy of the specification of a betrayal price in the outer story. 
This irony centers on the Christological question and is closely connect-
ed with the discipleship theme. What value will the disciple place upon 
Jesus.” Shepherd, “Markan Sandwich Stories,” 263.

71. Shepherd notes, “Whereas Judas places a low valuation upon Je-
sus (he is not worth even a set sum of money), the woman, representa-
tive of true discipleship, pours out upon her Lord the costly nard, worth 
more than 300 denarii. . . . The contrast between the actions of the two 
characters could hardly be greater.” “Narrative Function,” 537. Likewise, 
after discussing the concurrent responsibility to the poor and to those 
who are loved, Tolbert states, “But whatever the moral choices involved 
in using money for various loving ends, giving money to purchase be-

trayal and accepting money to deliver up your teacher to his enemies 
is clearly evil. The contrast between the generosity of the anonymous 
woman and the deal of Judas (‘who was one of the twelve’) with the chief 
priests to exchange Jesus for money (14:10–11) dramatizes starkly the dif-
ferent production of good earth and rocky ground.” Sowing the Gospel, 
274. Finally, Shepherd comments, “The plots of the two stories are in-
terlinked. The two stories, although apparently of contrasting types, are 
actually similar. They are both stories of valuation. Money is mentioned 
in both stories and Jesus is the center of the ‘money actions.’ In the in-
ner story, it is a case of giving (δίδωμι [didōmi], 14:5), while in the outer 
story, it is a case of betrayal (παραδίδωμι [paradidōmi], 14:10–11).” “Mar-
kan Sandwich Stories,” 255.

72. Shepherd identifies the dramatic irony in this intercalation as 
follows: “The nefarious plot becomes Good News. The disciple, one of 
the Twelve, does not value his Master aright, but a nameless woman pre-
pares his body for burial by an expensive gift of love.” “Narrative Func-
tion,” 540. Ironically, just as what the woman did will be remembered, so, 
too, what Judas did will be a lasting remembrance.

73. Similarly, Edwards states, “Is not Mark saying that in Jesus’ ‘hour’ 
(14:35) there can be only one of two responses to him, that of the woman 
or that of Judas? Mark places the woman in the middle as the ideal.” 
“Markan Sandwiches,” 209.
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Jesus and Paul on Women: Incomparable or Compatible?
Todd D. Still

Introduction

Several years ago, a book that I edited appeared in print under 
the title Jesus and Paul Reconnected: Fresh Pathways into an Old 
Debate.1 In that volume, six noted New Testament scholars (John 
M. G. Barclay, Markus Bockmuehl, Beverly Roberts Gaventa, 
Bruce Longenecker, Francis Watson, and Stephen Westerholm) 
compared various aspects of Jesus’s thought and practice to those 
of Paul. One comparison not explored there that I will address in 
this article pertains to the views of Jesus and Paul with respect to 
the role of women in ministry and mission.

For some, skeptical curiosity or even unbridled incredulity 
best describes their initial reaction to such a topic. George Ber-
nard Shaw, for example, would have thought a comparison along 
such lines to be a complete waste of time, thinking that there is 
no need to compare the incomparable. On one occasion, the Irish 
playwright depicted Paul as the “eternal enemy of Woman.”2 Fur-
thermore, Shaw asserted:

[Paul] is no more a Christian than Jesus was a Baptist; he is a 
disciple of Jesus only as Jesus was a disciple of John. He does 
nothing that Jesus would have done, and says nothing that 
Jesus would have said. . . . He was more Jewish than the Jews, 
more Roman than the Romans, proud both ways, full of star-
tling confessions and self-revelations that would not surprise 
us if they were slipped into the pages of Nietzche.3 

Shaw’s presumed misgivings notwithstanding, in what follows, I 
will seek to compare the role of women in the work and witness 
of Jesus and Paul. In doing so, I will likely confirm one view that 
most readers of this journal already hold—women in general and 
women in ministry in particular have a friend in Jesus. I will also 
attempt to challenge herein what I regard to be a common, albeit 
mistaken, notion—that Paul is the “eternal enemy of Woman.” 
Indeed, I will contend women have a friend in Paul as well.4 

My aim is straightforward, though not simple: to demonstrate 
that women played a pivotal role in both Jesus’s earthly ministry 
and in Paul’s Gentile mission. Having done so, by way of conclu-
sion, I will ask a question whose answer will, I hope, be obvious 
enough by then: If it was the practice of Jesus and Paul to join 
hands with women in mission and ministry, should not this be 
our contemporary practice as well?

Women in the time and ministry of Jesus

To the extent that our extant literary sources are at all indicative of 
lived experience, first-century AD women 

were seldom afforded the dignity due them and typically lacked 
the opportunity to affect much socioreligious change. Taken 
together, it was usually thought that women were meant to be 
subservient daughters and wives and that they were ill-suited for 
public life.5 The negativity with which women were all too fre-
quently regarded is disturbingly, even chillingly, captured in the 
second-century BC writing known as Ecclesiasticus or Sirach. Sir-
ach 42.14 states, “Better is the wickedness of a man than a woman 
who does good; it is woman who brings shame and disgrace.”

That being said, early Christian authors were not necessar-
ily more affirming of women. For example, Tertullian, the late 
second- and early third-century AD Christian theologian from 
Carthage in North Africa, could depict women as “the devil’s 
gateway” and as “vipers.”6 Such chauvinistic, if not misogynistic, 
statements cause even some of the most controverted and dis-
paraging comments of Paul regarding women and wives to pale 
in comparison.7 We will have more to say about Paul and his 
perception of and instruction regarding women/wives below, but 
first let us consider Jesus’s treatment and inclusion of women in 
his earthly ministry. Allow me to anticipate our conclusions by 
quoting David M. Scholer:

[A]s a Jewish male in an androcentric, patriarchal society, Je-
sus’ respect for women as persons of dignity and worth and 
his inclusion of them as disciples and proclaimers in his life 
and ministry was [sic] very significant in its own first-century 
context for women and their place and activity in ministry in 
the earliest churches [indeed, I would add, Paul’s churches] 
and is important as a heritage for both Jewish and Christian 
people today.8

In his serviceable article, Scholer supports his claim that Jesus 
treated women with dignity and afforded them worth by not-
ing that, for one thing, he healed women. Undaunted by con-
tact with women, even those regarded as ceremonially unclean, 
Jesus healed, frequently with touch involved, Peter’s mother-in-
law (Matt 8:14–15; Mark 1:29–31; Luke 4:38–39); Jairus’s daughter 
and an unnamed woman with a twelve-year flow of blood (Matt 
9:18–26; Mark 5:21–43; Luke 8:40–56; cf. Lev 18); and a woman 
who had been crippled for eighteen years (Luke 13:11–17). No less 
touching is the way Jesus addressed these females: “Talitha cum” 
(“Little girl, get up!”), he said to Jairus’s once-dead daughter. 
“Daughter,” he calls the ritually unclean woman who had suffered 
from hemorrhages for twelve years and from doctors who took 
her money and her hope, but affected no cure. She was sneaky, 
and Jesus was busy, but she was a faith-filled daughter wanting 
and waiting to be made whole. Jesus was able and willing to bring 
her peace. Additionally, Jesus sought to teach a synagogue leader 
that a woman who had been crippled for eighteen years whom 
he had healed on the Sabbath was far more valuable than a beast 
of burden. She was not a dispensable animal, but an invaluable 
“daughter of Abraham” (Luke 13:15–16). 
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Jesus also came to the defense of women whose sexual repu-
tations were called into question (e.g., Luke 7:36–50). While not 
condoning promiscuity, he did not condemn women who were 
(thought to be) promiscuous, nor turn a blind eye toward the 
adulterous thoughts and acts of men (note, e.g., Matt 5:27–30; cf. 
Mark 9:42–48).

Far from regarding them as inconsequential or token, Je-
sus viewed women as full participants in his mission and in the 
kingdom of God. Providentially, Luke, the gospel “which shows 
the greatest interest in women in the life and ministry of Jesus,”9 
names a number of Jesus’s women followers/disciples, including 
Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Susanna, “who provided for [Je-
sus and the Twelve] out of their resources” (8:3). Luke also tells 
Theophilus and those privileged to read over his shoulder about 
Mary and Martha of Bethany (10:38–42), the former of whom is 
said to have chosen “the better part” by sitting at the Lord’s feet and 
listening to what he was saying. Not a few women were also pres-
ent at the cross, burial, and empty tomb of Jesus. Taken together, 
the canonical gospels indicate that the female witnesses of Good 
Friday and/or Easter Sunday included Mary Magdalene, Jesus’s 
mother named Mary, as few as one and as many as three other 
Marys, Salome, Joanna, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. As 
it happens, these “gospel women” were the first to learn about and 
to tell of Jesus’s resurrection from the dead.10 So pivotal and cen-
tral a role is Mary Magdalene thought to have played in bearing 
witness to the Twelve regarding the risen Jesus that she would later 
be depicted as the apostola apostolorum (apostle to the apostles).

“Paul and the eschatological woman”11

Although Mary was among the first to see the risen Jesus, before 
too long, there would be a number of other eyewitnesses. In ad-
dition to the eleven (see, e.g., Matt 28:16), the seven (note John 
21:2), and the two disciples traveling to Emmaus (so Luke 24:13–
35), Paul reports in 1 Corinthians 15:5–6 that, after having ap-
peared to Cephas and the Twelve, Jesus subsequently “appeared 
to more than five hundred adelphoi (lit., “brothers”) at one time, 
most of whom [were then] still alive, though some [had] died.” It 
strains against credulity to think that there were no adelphai (sis-
ters) among these five hundred adelphoi. (In fact, in that day, the 
masculine plural adelphoi typically included adelphai.) Thereaf-
ter, Paul tells the Corinthians, who were contending that the dead 
are not raised, that the Lord appeared to James (i.e., James the 
Just, the brother of Jesus), then to all of the apostles, the precise 
identity of whom remains a mystery. Then, Christ appeared to 
the last and least of the apostles: he appeared to Paul (15:7–9).

Paul’s apocalyptic encounter with the risen Christ would 
prove to be a game-changer, not only for him, but also (and I 
exaggerate not) for human history (Gal 1:12, 16). The zealous 
Pharisee, who regarded Jesus accursed of God and who had been 
“hell-bent” on eradicating the Christian cancer growing on the 
body Jewish, would change his mind and his ways. Indeed, he be-
gan to preach “the faith he once tried to destroy” (Gal 1:23). If, in 
the years immediately following his conversion/call, Paul spent 
time processing this encounter and preaching Christ in Arabia, 

Syria, Cilicia, and Cyprus, the time would come when the apostle 
would take his ministry and message farther afield—to Galatia, 
Asia, Macedonia, Achaia, and even Italy. 

The Apostle Paul’s missional and ministerial modus operandi, 
at least in retrospect, as we put various bits of evidence together, 
appears to have looked something like this: To begin, Paul, who 
regarded himself as grasped of God to take the gospel primar-
ily to previously unevangelized Gentiles (“unreached people 
groups,” as missiologists might now call them), would travel to 
a given location, typically a population center accessible by land 
and by sea—such as Philippi, Thessalonica, Athens, Corinth, and 
Ephesus. (As a Christ-follower and minister, Paul would also 
spend stretches of time in Antioch, Jerusalem, Caesarea, and 
Rome, all of which were urban locations. If Jesus was agrarian, 
Paul, we might say, was cosmopolitan.) 

Upon arrival in a new location, Paul would have had to be-
gin at the beginning (see Rom 15:17–21; 2 Cor 10:13–16). Perhaps 
he, like Jesus, would win converts along the way. Once on the 
ground in a given locale, the apostle would begin to preach the 
gospel and to ply his trade as a leather-worker.12 When a hand-
ful of folks in a particular place came to faith—whether through 
contact with a local synagogue (if there were one), where Paul, as 
a traveling Jewish teacher, would have been able to proclaim the 
gospel, or through conversations with an individual or a small 
group of people in the agora (marketplace), the baths, or theaters 
(if Paul frequented such places), or his workshop—an ekklēsia 
(church) would be formed.13 Such fledgling fellowships typically 
met in homes, be they tenements or villas. In these, it appears, 
believers would worship. Worship gatherings would likely have 
included singing, praying, prophesying, listening to sacred texts 
(or, on occasion, a letter from a fellow believer), baptizing, and 
sharing meals, not least of which was the Lord’s Supper. When 
Paul was no longer able to stay in a certain location, usually due 
to external opposition from forces outside of the congregation, 
he would, as it were, “rinse and repeat” elsewhere, even though 
things were never exactly the same in any two places.

Popular perceptions notwithstanding, Paul was not a helter-
skelter missionary tentmaker in a holy hurry, looking to drop 
his “apostolic load” and leave. Even after spending considerable 
stretches of time in a place—e.g., eighteen months in Corinth 
(Acts 18:11); three years in Ephesus (Acts 20:31)—he would strive 
to stay in touch with assemblies he started, either by visiting, net-
working, or writing. Paul’s converts and churches may have been 
out of his sight, but they were never completely out of his mind 
(note 2 Cor 11:28). 

A number of Paul’s letters have been preserved. These letters 
contain, in the words of 2 Peter 3:16, “some things . . . hard to un-
derstand”—among them, certain statements that Paul makes re-
garding women and wives (gynai in Greek). Puzzling comments 
touch upon the following seven subjects: veiling heads/keeping 
hairdos up while prophesying, being man’s glory, keeping silent 
in the churches, submitting to husbands, not exercising authority 
over an andros (man/husband), being deceived like Eve, and be-
ing saved through childbirth.
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This is not the place to enter into a thoroughgoing interpreta-
tion and application of the passages in which such remarks are 
made.14 A few brief observations on 1 Timothy 2:8–15 and 1 Cor-
inthians 11:2–16 are nonetheless in order, as these are the two pas-
sages where the aforementioned seven items are concentrated. 
Let us first consider 1 Timothy 2:8–15.15 In this text, women (or 
perhaps wives) are instructed to “learn in silence with full sub-
mission.” (Similar calls to wifely sub-
mission are found in Eph 5:22 [note, 
however, Eph 5:21!]; Col 3:18; Titus 
2:5; cf. 1 Pet 3:1.) Moreover, women 
(or wives) are prohibited from teach-
ing and from having authority over 
a man (or husband). They are meant to “keep silent” (cf. 1 Cor 
14:33b–36). An appeal is made to Eve as a prototype (cf. 2 Cor 
11:3). She is described as the one deceived and as a transgressor. 
Women/wives, then, are directed toward bearing children and 
managing their households (cf. 1 Tim 5:14). It is worth noting the 
aberrant teaching opposed in the letter (4:1–5). One might also 
observe that the Pastoral Epistles appear to assume that a bishop/
overseer (1 Tim 3:2; cf. Titus 1:7–9) and elders (Titus 1:5–6) will 
be men/husbands. 

The other passage in Paul’s writings to which appeal is made 
most frequently to subjugate and suppress women/wives in gen-
eral, and women ministers in particular, is 1 Corinthians 11:2–16. 
There, Paul forwards theological and “natural” arguments in an 
effort to have Corinthian women/wives cover their heads or to 
keep their hairdos up in worship gatherings. It appears that Paul 
is operating, at least for the sake of his present argument, with 
a hierarchal pattern that, at least to some extent, subordinates 
Christ to God, man to Christ, and woman to man. It is both 
interesting and instructive to note, however, that Paul does not 
prohibit Corinthian women/wives from praying and prophesy-
ing in the gathered assembly (note 1 Cor 12:10; 14:1–5; cf. Acts 
21:9). Indeed, Paul presumes and makes space for them to do so! 
Furthermore, the apostle goes so far as to posit interdependence 
between men and women “in the Lord” (cf. Gal 3:28). The same 
is true in 1 Corinthians 7:2–5 with respect to husbands and wives 
and conjugal rights (cf. Eph 5:21). 

Taken together, these two texts (i.e., 1 Tim 2:8–15 and 1 Cor 
11:2–16) offer a rather mixed epistolary bag, although, it must be 
acknowledged, that the preponderance of evidence appears to 
fall on the side of restricting, if not prohibiting, the verbal con-
tribution, not to mention leadership, of women/wives to these 
given congregations.

Conversely, however, it appears that no such limitations were 
in place, for example, in Philippi. Turning to Philippians 4:2–3, 
we discover that Paul enjoins Euodia (whose name means “good 
journey”) and Syntyche (“good luck”) “to think the same thing in 
the Lord”—that is, to set aside their disagreements for the good 
of the congregation and for the growth of the gospel. The apostle 
does not enjoin these women to submission; rather, he affirms 
their participation as fellow strugglers and coworkers in the gos-
pel. It is possible, though not verifiable, that these two women 

were among the “bishops and overseers” whom Paul addresses 
at the outset of the letter (1:1).16 As I write in my commentary 
on Philippians, “[The] gender [of Euodia and Syntyche] did not 
exclude them from [the work of the gospel] any more than Clem-
ent’s qualified him for it.”17 One might note in passing that Acts 
highlights the ministry of Lydia to Paul, Silas, and the church in 
Philippi (16:14–15, 40).

Lest it seem farfetched or as spe-
cial pleading to suggest that Euodia 
and Syntyche held leadership posi-
tions in the Philippian church, we 
should be mindful of other women 
who served in such capacities whom 

Paul mentions in his letters. For example, in Romans 16:1–2, Paul 
commends to the Roman churches “our sister Phoebe, a dea-
con (diakonos) of the church at Cenchreae,” a port for the city of 
Corinth on the Saronic Gulf. Not only was Phoebe a minister and 
servant-leader in her local congregation, she was also a benefactor 
of Christ-followers, including Paul. Additionally, it is likely that 
Phoebe was the courier of the apostle’s magisterial epistle to the 
Romans as well as its earliest public interpreter.18

Paul then turns in Romans 16 to extend his greetings to “Pris-
ca [Priscilla in Acts] and Aquila” (v. 3). It is frequently noted that 
her name precedes his here (as also in Acts 18:18; 2 Tim 4:19; cf. 
1 Cor 16:19; Acts 18:2). Might it be that she was the more able or 
vocal of this ministerial couple? Regardless, they had connections 
with Paul and his mission in Corinth (Acts 18:1–3) and Ephesus 
(1 Cor 16:19). As they had returned to their home in Rome, Paul 
greets them and describes them as his coworkers in Christ “who 
risked their necks for [his] life.” He “and all the churches of the 
Gentiles” offer them their thanks. 

Romans 16 is also where Paul greets Junia, ostensibly the wife 
of Andronicus (v. 7). He describes them as his “compatriots,” 
“prominent among the apostles,” and “in Christ before [he] was.” 
Of special interest to us is Paul’s claim that this couple was “out-
standing among the apostles.” Were they themselves apostles? It 
does, in fact, appear they were (cf. 1 Cor 15:6).19 In Romans 16, 
Paul also mentions the ministerial labors of Mary (v. 6), (the sis-
ters?) Tryphaena and Tryphosa, as well as Persis (v. 12). Lastly, 
in this chapter, he greets Julia, who may have been married to 
Philologus (v. 15). 

Yet, there is more. In 1 Corinthians 1:11, Paul refers to “Chloe’s 
people.” Chloe was seemingly a female Christian leader/benefac-
tor who lived in Ephesus, or perhaps Corinth.20 In Colossians 
4:15, the apostle also extends his greetings to Nympha and to the 
Laodicean assembly that gathered in her home. Additionally, in 
Philemon 2, Paul addresses Apphia as a “sister.” She may have 
been Philemon’s wife as well as a Christian coworker in her own 
right. Lastly, we recall Lois and Eunice, the believing mother and 
grandmother, respectively, of Timothy (2 Tim 1:5). 

Conclusion

Where does this comparative study leave us? In a pleasant, if un-
expected, place. It likely comes as little to no surprise that Jesus 

Both Jesus and Paul, then, affirmed women 

in principle and practice. Paul’s prohibitions 

and restrictions, I would contend, may be at most 

occasional exceptions to this general rule. 
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affirmed the dignity of women, treating them as individuals cre-
ated in the divine image, and that women played a pivotal role 
both in Jesus’s earthly and post-resurrection ministries. It may, 
however, come as a surprise to some that Paul’s calling of women/
wives to silence and submission is tempered, if not trumped or 
interpreted, by his affirmation of mutuality and equality of wom-
en and wives in marriage and ministry. 

Both Jesus and Paul, then, affirmed women in principle and 
practice. Paul’s prohibitions and restrictions, I would contend, 
may be at most occasional exceptions to this general rule. As 
such, they would be contextual, not continual; time-bound trou-
bleshooting, not timeless guidelines; a chapter in a book, but not 
the entire story. More often than not, there is inclusion and em-
brace, and it is this trajectory that we trace.21 “Therefore, if any-
one is in Christ, there is a new creation: the old has passed away, 
behold, the new has come” (2 Cor 5:17). “For as many of you as 
were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male 
and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:27–28). 
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Does 1 Timothy 2 Prohibit Women from  
Teaching, Leading, and Speaking in the Church?

Heather Celoria

The woman taught once, and ruined all. – John Chrysostom1

First Timothy 2:9–15 is a difficult passage to interpret, and there 
are many opinions about appropriate meanings and applications. 
In the middle of the passage, however, is one verse that has been 
referenced throughout the history of the church as a clear man-
date to restrict women from teaching, leading, or even speaking 
during worship gatherings:

I also want the women to dress modestly, with decency and 
propriety, adorning themselves, not with elaborate hair-
styles or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good 
deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God. 
A woman  should learn in quietness and full submission.  I 
do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over 
a man;  she must be quiet. For Adam was formed first, then 
Eve. And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman 
who was deceived and became a sinner. But women will be 
saved through childbearing—if they continue in faith, love 
and holiness with propriety.2

To interpret Paul’s meaning correctly, one must examine this com-
mand in light of the culture and situation of the believing com-
munity that this epistle was addressing. One must also look to 
surrounding context in 1 Timothy as well as other New Testament 
writings to see if Paul does, indeed, restrict women from teaching, 
leading, and speaking in the church. In this article, I propose that 
a correct interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:9–15 within the context of 
the epistle as well as the historic and cultural situation does not 
support a restriction of women. Additionally, the Scriptures, par-
ticularly the New Testament, do not restrict women from teaching, 
leading, or speaking in the church community and its worship.

The problem of disorder in worship

I perceive the main problem that Paul is addressing in this pas-
sage to be women causing disruption of the community’s wor-
ship through their behavior, which includes their appearance and 
communication. The first aspect of this disruption is inappropri-
ate dress. Some of the women were dressing elaborately, which 
may have indicated their class superiority within the culture, a 
superiority that would not be appropriate within the Christian 
church community (1 Tim 2:9). First-century satirist Juvenal pro-

vides evidence of the cultural situation that Paul was addressing 
with Gentile converts in the Roman city of Ephesus, to which 
1 Timothy is addressed.

There is nothing that a woman will not permit herself to do, 
nothing that she deems shameful, when she encircles her neck 
with green emeralds, and fastens huge pearls to her elongated 
ears: there is nothing more intolerable than a wealthy woman. 
. . . So important is the business of beautification; so numerous 
are the tiers and storeys piled one upon another on her head!3

Paul’s solution is that women show propriety in their appearance 
and behavior in a way that represents their new life in Christ. 
Paul proposes that they dress modestly and find acknowledg-
ment from the community through good deeds and worship 
(1 Tim 2:9–10).

False teaching was a problem in the community at Ephesus, 
and the teachers often targeted women, particularly if they were 
wealthy and could provide them with financial support. Paul 
placed primary importance on the topic of false teaching by im-
mediately addressing it at the beginning of his letter (in 1 Tim 
1:3–7), forgoing the normal introductions one would expect in a 
Greek epistle. This aspect of interpretation of the epistles is ex-
pounded by Franklin Pyles:

The epistles are written in the face of certain issues that have 
come to the attention of the apostle. A proper interpretation 
requires that this problem be identified to the best extent pos-
sible. The concern of the Pastoral Epistles is distorted teaching 
[diestrammena—Acts 20:30], false doctrines, myths and ele-
ments of Judaism [heterodidaskalein, muthois, genealogiais—1 
Tim. 1:4]. Paul has previously warned the Ephesians not to 
be blown about by every wind of doctrine (Eph. 4:14), and 
warned them against those who would lead them astray (Eph. 
4:17–24, 5:6–14). That these warnings were successful, deliv-
ered in person and in four epistles (Ephesians, and the three 
pastorals) is evident in the commendation the church receives 
for hating the deeds of the Nicolaitans.4

The women who would have been targeted by false teachers seek-
ing their financial support would also be the same who could af-
ford expensive jewelry and clothes. Therefore, it stands to reason 
that, within this close context, Paul may be continuing to address 
the same women when he instructs them to learn quietly. 

A key point of this passage that is often overlooked is the fact 
that Paul instructs the women to learn, albeit quietly. Within the 
Jewish culture, women traditionally were not allowed to study and 
were very restricted in religious education. In Greco-Roman cul-
tures, this was not always the case, and some of the women in Ephe-
sus indeed may have been leaders in cultic Roman religion. Ben 
Witherington points out Paul’s imperative that women are to learn:
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In 1 Timothy 2:11, women are enjoined to learn. This may seem 
surprising to us at this juncture in history, but the degree of 
education appropriate for women was very much a subject 
of debate in the Greco-Roman world, with some suggesting 
that it was inappropriate altogether. We even have a notorious 
Jewish saying that urged “Better to burn the Torah than teach 
it to a woman.” (y. Sotah 3:19a) Here, in our text, women are 
not merely encouraged to learn, they are required to do so.5

Another factor that may have played a role in the need for the 
wealthier women of the church in Ephesus to learn quietly about 
their new faith was that Roman women were beginning to enjoy 
new freedoms at this time in history:

The “new Roman women” could be both brash and bold. The 
“new” wife or widow in the late Roman Republic and early 
Empire was one who pursued her social life at the expense of 
her family responsibilities. In addition, these women could 
often be outspoken, even aggressive, in public settings. . . . 
On the positive side, these new freedoms could be put to con-
structive use. Women became benefactors of worthy commu-
nity improvements; and their wealth influenced commercial, 
civic, and provincial affairs. With their new freedom and mo-
bility, women also began to occupy civic posts and bear the 
title of civic magistrates. This explains the important contri-
bution some women played in the spread and support of early 
Christianity.6

In the immediate context of 1 Timothy 2:8, Paul addresses men 
regarding anger and disputes within the worship setting, showing 
that quietness in worship is required of them as well, being ap-
plicable to both men and women: “Therefore I want the men ev-
erywhere to pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or disput-
ing. I also want the women to dress modestly, with decency and 
propriety, adorning themselves, not with elaborate hairstyles or 
gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good deeds, appro-
priate for women who profess to worship God” (1 Tim 2:8–10). 
Because verse 8 begins with “therefore,” and verse 9 with “I also,” 
the instruction here is to men and women regarding quietness 
and order in worship, which continues through verse 15. This im-
plies that the primary problem is not the women learning, but 
peace and order in worship. 

One might wonder why Paul would have women learn at all 
if he believed they were never to speak or teach. As we will see, 
women do indeed teach, and Paul commends them on their work 
as they colabor for the sake of the gospel. According to Wither-
ington, 1 Timothy 2:11 tells women what they must do (learn), 
while 1 Timothy 2:12 states what they must not do at that time 
(teach): “The verb here, epitrepō, is present, continual tense. Paul 
does not say ‘I will not/never permit,’ but rather, ‘I am not [now] 
permitting.’”7 The implication is that Paul’s concern is not with 
women teaching, but with women teaching false doctrines, the 
primary concern of the entire epistle in context. He is instruct-
ing the women to learn about their new faith at this time, not 
teach, because they need to be instructed regarding the faith so 
that they will be able to discern false teaching.

Can women have authority?

Another issue that Paul addresses in 1 Timothy 2:9–15 is women 
“assuming authority” over men. Many have interpreted this pas-
sage to indicate a universal command for all the church at all 
times to restrict women from ever having any authority or lead-
ership over men. However, this is not a valid interpretation of the 
term in this passage for “authority.” The Greek word translated 
“authority” here is authentēs and is only used here in the entire 
New Testament. There is much debate about exactly what the 
word means, but it does seem to denote an aggressive, domineer-
ing attitude, which is obviously unacceptable for men or women 
in the community of faith. According to Witherington, 

In the first place, the noun authentia is found in the inscrip-
tional evidence and can mean “perpetrator” or “master,” 
someone who has absolute sway over another. The verb, with-
out question, is also a strong term, and while it can have a 
positive or neutral sense of “exercise authority over,” it can 
also clearly have the sense of “domineer.”8

As we will see, Paul commends women for their leadership in 
house churches, so he is not making a contradictory universal 
statement here about women teaching or leading in the churches. 
He is, however, addressing the issue of certain women who are 
being domineering in the community worship at Ephesus. 

The reference to Adam and Eve in 1 Timothy 2:13–14 is often 
used as an argument that women are more easily deceived than 
men. For example, Robert D. Culver speculates:

Paul is referring to the womanhood of the first woman, 
the archetypal woman. He supports his apostolic refusal to 
let women be ruling authorities in the church or to be false 
teachers of men by referring to something about women’s na-
ture—something different about woman as woman from man 
as man. In the temptation incident woman showed herself to 
be more susceptible to temptation through deceit than was 
the man. . . . Eve was deceived by a flashy half-truth; her man 
was persuaded by a tie of affection. She was deceived, but he 
was not. . . . The deception indicates a lesser ability in compre-
hension, and so this limitation is why it is not allowable for a 
woman to teach.9

However, in referencing Adam and Eve, I believe Paul is again 
supporting his overall theme in the epistle of instructing against 
the infiltration of false teaching. First Timothy 2:13–14 says, “For 
Adam was formed first, then Eve.  And Adam was not the one 
deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sin-
ner.” Paul is saying that he is not now permitting these women to 
teach, because they are teaching false doctrines that cause people 
to be deceived and to sin, just as Eve was deceived in the garden 
by false teaching.

The reference to childbearing is more difficult to define, but 
may be a reference to proto-gnostic influences included in some 
of the false teaching, and Paul is correcting those misunderstand-
ings. Incipient Gnosticism held that the physical and material 
were evil, so some may have wanted to avoid sexual relations or 
procreation as being an unspiritual practice. 
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Another possible interpretation is that Paul is making a state-
ment about the messianic promise to Eve in Genesis 3:15: “And I 
will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your 
offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike 
his heel.” Because Paul in close context references Genesis re-
garding the creation of Adam and Eve and their fall, I believe he 
is continuing in verse 14 in the Genesis reference when he states 
that women will be saved through childbearing, recalling the 
messianic redemption promised through the seed of the woman. 
This includes, rather than excludes, women in the plan of salva-
tion and redemption. 

Overall, Paul is proposing an attitude of faith, love, holiness, 
and propriety as women learn sound doctrine in the community 
of faith with the same quietness and order that Paul requires of 
men. He is implying that this approach will be a defense against 
the same type of false teaching that deceived Eve, while these par-
ticular women learn to participate in God’s plan of redemption 
and restoration as followers of Christ.

Overall biblical testimony about women

Interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:9–15 has produced many opinions 
and much debate, particularly since traditional, restrictive mod-
els of interpretation began to be questioned in the last century. 
However, one important aspect of interpretation is to look at 
the overall biblical testimony of a topic and allow that testimony 
to shape the interpretation. In this case, 1 Timothy 2:9–15 has a 
command to women to learn, but a temporary restriction against 
their teaching. This is “sandwiched” between a very specific ad-
dress to certain wealthy converts who brought into the church 
habits that needed to be addressed, and a difficult-to-interpret 
comment about salvation through childbearing. It is important 
to use clearer biblical passages to interpret those verses that are 
less clear or more mysterious. When viewed in light of the biblical 
testimony of women leading, teaching, and speaking in prophecy 
throughout the New Testament, one should conclude that Paul 
is indeed restricting false teaching and inappropriate behavior, 
not restricting women from participation in the worship of the 
church through teaching, leading, or speaking.

There is overwhelming evidence throughout the New Testa-
ment that women are to speak within the community of faith, but 
guidelines for community worship and leadership are to be ob-
served by both women and men. In close context to this passage, 
in 1 Timothy 3:11, there is a list of qualifications for leadership, 
which is inclusive of women. Chapter 3 begins with qualifications 
of overseers in the church and continues the discussion with a 
reference to deacons, which is inclusive of women, since it de-
scribes requirements for women in leadership. The phrases “in 
the same way” clearly connect these qualifications as a continua-
tion of those for overseers:

In the same way, deacons are to be worthy of respect, sin-
cere, not indulging in much wine, and not pursuing dishonest 
gain. They must keep hold of the deep truths of the faith with 
a clear conscience.  They must first be tested; and then if there 
is nothing against them, let them serve as deacons. In the same 
way, the women are to be worthy of respect, not malicious talk-
ers but temperate and trustworthy in everything. (1 Tim 3:8–11)

Certainly, Paul would not have provided qualifications for wom-
en deacons in such close context if he really did intend to restrict 
women from teaching or exercising authority in the church in  
1 Timothy 2:9–15.

The epistles of 1 and 2 Timothy are written by Paul to Timothy, 
and both have a primary concern with false teaching in Ephesus. 
In 2 Timothy 1:5, Paul states, “I am reminded of your sincere faith, 
which first lived in your grandmother Lois and in your mother 
Eunice and, I am persuaded, now lives in you also.” Later in the 
epistle (3:14–15), Paul instructs Timothy to “continue in what you 
have learned and have become convinced of, because you know 
those from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have 
known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for 
salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” Clearly, Paul is referring 
to the two women who instructed Timothy in the Holy Scriptures 
from his birth and whom he has identified in the opening of the 
letter. Thus, any interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:9–15 that restricts 
women from teaching would be in direct conflict with Paul’s other 
writings to Timothy honoring the teaching ministry of women.

The book of Acts includes many references to women teach-
ing, leading, and speaking (including teaching men) in the early 
church. In Acts 2:17–18, Peter declares that the prophetic vision of 
Joel is coming to pass in the early church and includes the Holy 
Spirit being poured out on all flesh, including women who will 
prophesy. In Acts 16:14–15, Lydia is described as responding to 
the gospel and being responsible for the conversion of her entire 
household, a feat that would have required her to teach or preach 
the gospel to her household at minimum. Certainly, there would 
be men serving in the household who submitted to her teaching. 
In Acts 18:26, Apollos is described as being instructed by Priscilla 
and Aquila. Priscilla’s name is referenced first, which may signify 
her preeminence as teacher within the wife-husband team, but, 
regardless, she was involved in the instruction of a man. In Acts 
21:19, there is a report of the four daughters of Phillip who all 
functioned in prophecy, which would have been difficult to do in 
complete silence.

 In Romans 16:1–6, Paul sends greetings to many friends and 
fellow workers in the faith. He mentions many women who have 
been involved in leadership and service to his apostolic work, in-
cluding Junia, who is listed as an apostle. In Philippians 4:2–3, 
Paul references two women who have contended by his side for 
the cause of the gospel, an obvious testament to their work and 
leadership within the church. In 1 Corinthians 11:5, Paul gives 
a specific instruction to women regarding etiquette to follow 
“when they pray and prophesy,” indicating that he has no objec-
tion to women speaking, praying, or participating in prophecy 
during worship, so long as it is done appropriately. 

These Scriptures attest to the fact that 1 Timothy 2:9–15 should 
not be interpreted as a universal mandate for women to be silent 
in the church or restricted from teaching or having authority. 
This interpretation would be in conflict with the close context of 
1 and 2 Timothy, as well as other writings of Paul, and the testi-
mony about women in leadership in the early church in the book 
of Acts. David Scholer points out the need to be able to discern 
Scripture that is normative for all situations at all times:
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It might be useful to distinguish between authority and nor-
mativeness. Authoritative texts, I would posit, can have de-
grees of normativeness, which can be related to situational 
differences in which the authority functions, to different parts 
of a text, or to the way the text can be read at different settings 
at different times. The text can be authoritative but not neces-
sarily normative in the same way in all times and all places. I 
think this is an important recognition for us to make. “Greet 
one another with a holy kiss” is enjoined on us five times in 
the NT . . . but we do not take it as a Biblical injunction that 
actually controls our liturgical life.10

Conclusion

Paul is addressing specific issues with specific women in a specif-
ic community. His restriction of their teaching cannot be viewed 
as a universal command without contradicting his comments re-
garding women both in close context as well as in other books in 
the New Testament, as David Freedman notes:

The “occasional” nature of Paul’s letters must be taken into con-
sideration when evaluating such difficult texts as 1 Cor 14:34–
35, or its parallel in 1 Tim 2:8–15. In both cases, Paul and/or the 
Paulinist who wrote these verses is dealing with problems in 
the Pauline communities. The rulings given apply to specific 
problems of women disrupting the worship service, or usurp-
ing authority over others. In both cases, the abuses are being 
ruled out, but this does not foreclose the issue of whether or not 
women who did not abuse their privileges might speak or exer-
cise authority if it was done in a proper and orderly manner. . . . 
In fact, in view of the evidence that various women were Paul’s 
co-workers in the Gospel ministry it is unlikely that these texts 
were ever intended to do more than rule out certain abuses.11

In summary, a proper interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:9–15 must be 
made in light of the overriding purpose of the epistle to assist Tim-

othy in making a defense against false teaching in Ephesus. There-
fore, Paul’s temporary restriction against specific women teaching 
should not be viewed as a normative, universal mandate for women 
in the church. Additionally, such a restrictive interpretation would 
not account for the overwhelming scriptural testimony contradict-
ing any interpretation that forbids women to teach, lead, or speak 
in the church. The scriptural testimony includes close context in 1 
and 2 Timothy as well as passages in other epistles of Paul as well 
as the book of Acts. Women are seen in Scripture as leaders who 
teach, lead, and speak in the early church and are commended by 
Paul for their work and service to the kingdom of God.
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The Annunciation, Anna, and Luke’s Egalitarianism
Michael Chung

No synoptic gospel mentions more about females than Luke. Al-
fred Plummer referred to Luke’s gospel as the “Gospel of Wom-
en.”1 Half of Luke’s gospel is found nowhere in Matthew and 
Mark, and this includes some accounts and insight about Jesus’s 
interactions with women. 

Luke desired to express something Matthew and Mark did 
not, and one unique aspect of Luke is the issue of the eminence 
of women.2 Thurston writes, “Nearly one-third of the material 
unique to Luke deals with women.”3 Women were not thought 
of highly in that society, but they were clearly important to this 
gospel writer.4 

Scholarship has been divided on the significance of the large 
amount of material on women in Luke. Some argue that Luke 
writes about women in a positive light, while others argue that 
women are written about in a negative one.5 This article will ar-
gue for the first understanding. Two passages unique to Luke 
highlight how women were not second-rate society members 
compared to men, but were prominent: the annunciations of 
Zechariah and Mary—simply referred to as the Annunciation, 
highlighting the virgin birth—and account of Anna, the prophet 
at the temple. In these accounts, Luke emphasizes women in light 
of their life situations (Sitz im Leben) to communicate their equal 
importance with men.

The Annunciation: Luke 1:5–25, 26–38

When this passage is discussed, the primary topic is the annunci-
ation of Christ’s birth from Gabriel to the Virgin Mary, but there 
is another annunciation before Mary’s: that of Zechariah. These 
two passages announce the births of John the Baptist and Jesus.6 
Raymond Brown writes, 

A close comparison of the introductions to the two Lucan 
annunciations reveals an even more significant difference be-
tween them. Zechariah and Elizabeth in their piety have been 
yearning for a child, so that the conception of the Baptist was 
part of God’s answer to Zechariah’s prayers (Lk 1:13); but Mary 
is a virgin who has not yet been intimate with her husband, 
so that what happens is not a response to her yearning but a 
surprise initiative by God that neither Mary nor Joseph could 
have anticipated. The Baptist’s conception, while a gift of God, 
involved an act of human intercourse. Mary’s conception in-
volves a divine creative action without human intercourse; it 
is the work of the overshadowing Spirit, that same Spirit that 
hovered at the creation of the world when all was void (Gen 
1:2). . . . Luke underlines the uniqueness of Jesus who, even in 

conception and birth, is greater than the 
Baptist (Lk 3:16).7

Already, Luke is revealing women in an equally prominent role 
with men by contrasting John’s father, Zechariah the priest, with 
Mary. Not only is Jesus greater than John, but Mary’s faith will 
be greater than Zechariah’s. Zechariah, an older man and priest, 
would be considered one of the highest members of society, male 
or female, being highly educated in order to read, study, and 
teach Torah.  

Luke 1:5–25 begins with Zechariah and Elizabeth being old and 
barren. They probably felt they would never conceive. It seems 
unjust, since they are both described with such positive adjec-
tives, and infertility was often associated with being cursed. Leon 
Morris observes, “The piety of this couple is brought out with the 
adjectives righteous and blameless. This means . . . they served 
God faithfully. . . . It made their childless state hard for them to 
understand, for people believed that God would bless faithful ser-
vants by giving them children.”8 One would think that Zechariah 
and Elizabeth would be the couple that God would choose to bear 
Jesus. In the Old Testament, Abraham was chosen by God to pro-
duce a great nation and, through his offspring, all the nations of 
the world would be blessed. He and Sarah were barren for almost 
twenty-five years after God first made this covenant with them; 
thus, Abraham had to wait twenty-five years before his son Isaac 
was born, and then he would have to wait another sixty years for 
grandchildren. But God did not choose either Abraham and Sar-
ah or Zechariah and Elizabeth to bear Jesus.9 

Zechariah was not only an older educated man with a promi-
nent position in society, but was also privileged with burning in-
cense in the temple. This was something that a priest could only 
do once in a lifetime, and it would not be uncommon if a priest 
never offered incense.10 Performing this rite would be the apex 
of Zechariah’s priestly career. Zechariah’s priestly division was on 
duty and incense was required to be burning on the altar in front 
of the Most Holy Place before the morning sacrifice and after the 
evening one. The assignment was determined by lot. Zechariah, 
being old in age, would have waited a long time to receive this 
honor. Joel Green notes:

The “altar of incense” was located in the sanctuary itself, in 
the outer chamber of the Holy Place. On the one side was a 
curtained doorway leading to the inner chamber or Holy of 
Holies. This was the locus of God’s glory and could be entered 
on only one day each year, the Day of Atonement, and then 
only by the high priest. The offering of incense, then, would 
bring Zechariah as close to the presence of God as any per-
son other than the high priest might ever come. Many priests 
might never experience this honor, and it was forever out of 
the reach of nonpriests. . . . Zechariah is portrayed as having 
been selected by God for an honorable task, one that might 
even bring him divine blessing.11

In contrast, Mary, in society’s eyes, would not be as prominent as 
Zechariah.12 She was possibly as young as a teenager when the 
angel Gabriel visited and could have been as young as eleven or 
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twelve years of age.13 She was female and likely uneducated, pos-
sessing a limited knowledge of Torah. Yet, when the angel Gabriel 
announced the birth of their “special” children, Zechariah did 
not believe and Mary did. 

Zechariah would have been at the height of his priestly career 
as well as close to the presence of God, but he did not believe. 
Morris writes that Zechariah “refused point blank to believe the 
angel. His question is identical with that asked by Abraham cen-
turies before (Gen. 15:8), but it is asked in a different spirit. . . . 
Zechariah speaks from unbelief as he reminds the angel that both 
he and his wife are old (his I is emphatic).”14 Luke is clearly com-
municating the prominence of women by contrasting Zechariah, 
an educated male priest who is at the pinnacle of his priestly ca-
reer, with Mary, a young girl likely no older than a teenager. Ray-
mond Brown writes, 

Worthy of note is Gabriel’s addressing Mary in 1:28 as “Fa-
vored One.” This has the connotation of being especially 
graced, whence the Latin translation that gave rise to the “full 
of grace.” The favor or grace that Mary “has found with God” 
(1:30) is explained in 1:31 in future terms: She will conceive 
and give birth to Jesus. The address “Favored One” anticipates 
that future favor with certitude, but it also corresponds to a 
status that Mary has already enjoyed.15

But Zechariah should have been “favored,” as he was a priest 
offering incense in the temple close to the Holy of Holies. Like 
Abraham, he was older and barren with neither child nor grand-
child. Mary, by all accounts, was just living an ordinary life. 

If the writer’s main goal was to highlight the annunciation of 
Christ’s virgin birth, there would be no need to spend such detail 
describing the circumstances of Zechariah’s unbelief. Zechariah, 
experiencing the most important event in his priestly career and 
one of his holiest moments, does not believe the angel Gabriel’s 
annunciation. Zechariah knew that Abraham and Sarah had con-
ceived in their old age, yet he did not believe he and his wife 
could, and was struck mute. The young woman Mary believes, 
despite a limited knowledge of Torah. Contrasting Zechariah 
and Mary is a literary technique Luke uses to communicate the 
prominence and importance of women to society and God. De-
spite Zechariah being in the most prominent moment of his life, 
Mary receives more. Luke’s contrast of Mary and Zechariah may 
be his way of showing his readers that all women, not just Mary, 
have significance in the eyes of God. 

One can make the argument that Luke is not trying to com-
municate the prominence of women by comparing and contrast-
ing Zechariah and Mary, but, in the context of the entire gospel, 
women are prominent in the presentation of Jesus at the Temple 
(2:21–40), the raising of the widow’s son at Nain (7:11–17),16 the 
encounter with the homeless woman (7:36–50), the list of min-
istering women whose names are written in the same section as 
Jesus’s disciples (8:1–3), the story of Mary sitting at Jesus’s feet 
while Martha prepares for hospitality (10:38–42), the healing of 
a crippled woman (13:10–17), and the parable of the widow and 
the judge (18:1–10). All of these passages are unique to Luke and 
found nowhere else in the gospels. In addition, Luke 23:50—24:53, 

which highlights the death and resurrection of Jesus, describes 
women in a positive light. 

Showing Mary believe while Zechariah does not reveals that 
a young woman, maybe as young as eleven or twelve, has more 
faith than a godly righteous old priest who is as close to the Holy 
of Holies as he will ever come at the pinnacle of his priestly ser-
vice. While this would paint men in a bad light (which would 
be countercultural in those days), it also shows that women are 
prominent in the kingdom of God, able to believe without the 
benefit of being a priest, studying Torah, and being close to the 
physical presence of God.

Anna: Luke 2:22–40

From Zechariah and Mary, Luke now moves to compare and 
contrast two more people: Simeon and Anna. Following Jesus’s 
birth, Joseph and Mary needed to follow the law of purification 
rites. Mary would have to wait forty days before she could go to 
the temple to offer a sacrifice. 

Some have questioned why Luke would even mention Anna, 
because there are only three verses attributed to her appear-
ance. Zechariah (Nunc Dimittis), Mary (Magnificat), and Simeon 
(Benedictus) all have songs attributed to them, but Anna does 
not. For example, Bonnie Thurston writes, “It is clear why Luke 
devotes such attention to Elizabeth, the mother of the Forerun-
ner, and to Mary, the mother of the Savior, but who is Anna?”17 

Darrell Bock believes the purpose of contrasting Simeon and 
Anna in the temple is to show that all people should rejoice at 
the coming of Jesus.18 But Luke may not have been Jewish, and 
the scene takes place at the temple. Had this been a prominent 
theme for Luke, he could also have made a reference to a non-
Jewish person who had been allowed in the courtyard. It is likely 
that Luke had in mind to communicate that women were impor-
tant—more important than in society’s view. 

Anna’s appearance can be puzzling, Stein admits: “Why Luke 
made mention of her coming from the tribe of Asher is unclear 
. . . the years of her widowhood is [sic] uncertain. . . . Whether 
Luke sought to portray Anna here as a prototype of the Christian 
widow is also uncertain.”19 

Thurston may provide the answer to Stein, explaining that 
“Anna” is the Greek form of “Hannah,” “Phanuel” is the Greek 
form of “Penuel,” and “Asher,” meaning “luck,” is the name of the 
outlying northern tribes. Women are important in Luke’s writing 
because they are daughters of Abraham.20 Anna’s story may be 
perceived as unnecessary from an initial perusal, but Luke’s pur-
pose is to communicate that women were important. 

One thing we do know is that Anna is in a Lucan pair with 
Simeon. Luke uses pairs of men and women throughout his gos-
pel to demonstrate “the spiritual equality of men and women in 
the Christian community.”21

Luke also uses a literary technique known as intercalation 
to illustrate the eminence of women in the temple pericope.22 
Mark Allan Powell explains that intercalation is “wrapping one 
story around another to make . . . a ‘literary sandwich.’”23 Powell 
continues, “The rhetorical effect seems to be to invite the reader 
to look more closely at the two stories, to compare and contrast 
them. Thus, the story of Jesus cursing the fig tree helps to interpret 
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the account of his purging the temple: like the fig tree, the temple 
no longer bears fruit . . . and so, like the fig tree, it is doomed.”24 
Rhodes and Michie add that “the two related stories illuminate 
and enrich each other, commenting on and clarifying the mean-
ing, one of the other.”25 Fowler concludes that intercalation is an 
“invitation to read the framed episode in light of the frame epi-
sode and vice versa.”26 Though this technique is more common 
in Mark and usually used with two stories, here Luke intertwines 
three: the stories of Simeon and Anna sandwiched in between 
Luke 2:21–24 and 2:39–40, the account of the temple visit of Mary. 

When they arrive at the temple, they meet a man named 
Simeon. Simeon is described in Luke 2:25–26 as “righteous and 
devout, waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spir-
it was upon him. And it had been revealed to him by the Holy 
Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s 
Christ” (NASB). Upon seeing the child, Simeon recites what is 
now known as the Nunc Dimittis, from the Latin Vulgate mean-
ing “Now dismiss,”27 and pronounces a blessing on Jesus. 

While dedicating ten verses to Simeon, Luke only uses three 
to describe Anna.28 The fact that Luke insists on inserting Anna’s 
story shows that he wants to elevate the prominence of women 
during the New Testament times. 

One significant adjective describing Anna is that she is a 
prophetess.29 Jane Schaberg identifies Anna as the only woman 
in a gospel given the title of prophetess.30 Bock writes, “In Jewish 
tradition, seven women were mentioned as prophetesses: Sarah, 
Miriam, Deborah, Hannah, Abigail, Huldah, and Esther. . . . Anna 
is a vessel for revelation from God.”31 Being in the tradition of 
these seven prophetesses makes Anna’s role indistinguishable 
from that of the male prophet equivalents.32 Thurston observes, 
“Prophecy was a normal part of Christian worship (1 Thess 5:20; 
1 Cor 12:28–29) and in later lists of charisms ‘prophet’ ranks with 
apostles, teachers and leaders (see Eph 4:11–13). Acts 21:9 indicates 
that women were numbered among the prophets of the church.”33

To Nelson Estrada, Anna’s appearance would seem redundant 
as she and Simeon have many similarities:

a.  Both were promptly introduced with the customary Greek 
imperfect kai . . . en (2:25; 2:36).

b.  Both were pictured as faithful, devout, and were in the 
temple during the time of Jesus’s presentation. Simeon 
was “righteous and devout” (v. 25), and Anna “did not de-
part from the temple, worshipping with fasting and prayer 
night and day” (v. 37b).

c.  Both were seen to be of old age. Simeon was told “that he 
should not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ” 
(v. 26b), while Anna “was of great age . . . she was eighty-
four” (vv. 36b, 37).

d.  Both held significant cultic offices. Simeon was possibly a 
priest serving in the temple, for only temple priests were 
permitted to do child presentations (v. 27), whereas Anna 
was called a prophetess (v. 36).

e.  Both were able to recognize the child. 
f.  Both gave thanks and spoke of God’s salvation upon see-

ing the child. Simeon “took him up in his arms and blessed 
God” (4:28), while Anna, “coming up at that very hour, 
gave thanks” (v. 38a).34

So Anna’s appearance might seem superfluous, as she does not 
really add anything to the pericope. But, sandwiched in the midst 
of the presentation of Jesus in the temple and contrasted with 
Simeon, clearly it demonstrates Luke’s insistence on not leaving 
out the eminence of women. 

Anna and Simeon are contrasted at the temple, but Simeon 
moves into the temple courts while Anna never leaves the temple. 
The temple is a prominent motif that begins (Luke 1:5–25) and 
ends the gospel (Luke 24:55). Zechariah receives his annuncia-
tion in the temple, Jesus is presented in the temple in chapter 2, 
and the chapter closes with Jesus as a twelve-year-old boy sitting 
at the temple learning and teaching. But noticeable in the other 
two synoptics is that there is no association of women with the 
temple. Luke fixes that, communicating to those who value the 
temple that women are important, and, by showing Anna associ-
ated with the temple, underscoring that women are significant. 

Sandwiching Anna’s story in the midst of the temple appear-
ance of Jesus is one of many ways Luke shows women’s promi-
nence. Thurston further comments on the three power-packed 
verses on Anna:

She personifies the long history of an expectant people, those 
who have looked for the fulfillment of God’s promises. She is 
a prophetess, a widow and an early evangelist. Each of these 
roles refers in the New Testament to a person of note, and 
each had positive associations in early Christianity and in 
Luke’s community. Additionally, Anna exercises the minis-
tries of prayer, fasting and worship.35

Clearly, Anna’s placement in this pericope highlights the promi-
nence of women by showing a woman active in the temple, pro-
claiming the advent of Christ, worshipping and fasting, and being 
called the final prophet before John and Christ. Thurston writes:

With Simeon, she exemplifies the male/female balance which 
characterizes the literary construction of the Gospel and which 
points to the theological equality with which Luke received 
and proclaimed the gospel of Jesus. . . . Her role as evangelist 
at the beginning of the Gospel forms a great inclusion with the 
women who proclaim Jesus’ resurrection at its conclusion.36

Conclusion

These are two of many examples in Luke that show women have 
equal importance with men. Mary is a young woman, yet she is 
portrayed as greater in the eyes of God than a much older male 
priest who is experiencing the pinnacle of his priestly service 
while being in close proximity of the Holy of Holies. 

Luke also makes sure to show that women, and not just men, 
had a significant part in the temple. Stating that Anna never left 
the temple communicates to the reader that women had an im-
portant function and were allowed to worship in the temple area. 
While the other gospels do not make reference to women and 
the temple, Luke ensures that his readers know that women wor-
shipped at the temple and were important. Anna is also described 
as a prophetess living with great piety, proclaiming the advent of 
the Messiah—titles of prominence that are largely held by men. 
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“Woman’s sphere is wider than we think and women’s influence 
is perhaps stronger than we like to allow.”—F. Digby Legard1

The Handbook of Women Biblical Interpreters is a long-awaited 
resource for those who want to engage in a more thorough analy-
sis of Scripture by means of reception history (also technically 
known as Wirkungsgeschichte or “history of interpretation”).2 
While this methodology of biblical scholarship is still develop-
ing, resources such as this will enable its advancement while also 
creating a more level playing field for biblical interpretations 
from both genders.

The title of Marion Ann Taylor and Agnes Choi’s newly pub-
lished reference work says it all. This is the first reference volume 
specifically devoted to women interpreters of the Bible for whom 
there are extant written works from which modern-day biblical 
scholars, pastors, and seminarians may glean great insights pre-
viously unavailable to a mass audience. While this volume is by 
no means exhaustive, it brings to the table 180 new voices to add 
to those who have dedicated their lives to the study and practice 
of Scripture.

The book’s purpose and structure are outlined in a thorough 
and lucid introduction by Marion Ann Taylor. This substantial 
work, consisting of essays written by scholars predominant-
ly from North America and Great Britain, is designed to be a 
foundation and launching pad for further studies in the history 
of interpretation.3 The entries span nearly two millennia, from 
the fourth century up to the twentieth. Post-nineteenth-century 
women were specifically limited to those who are deceased (so 
that a woman’s full life’s work could be analyzed) and to those 
whose work predated the “globalization of the profession of bib-
lical studies and the significant expansion in the involvement of 
women and ethnic minorities with professional biblical studies 
in the 1970s and ’80s” (21–22).

Taylor takes the reader through all of the influences and sub-
sequent biblical foci for each of the women analyzed within this 
volume. Since Taylor’s own research has focused mainly, though 
not exclusively, on nineteenth-century women biblical interpret-
ers, the issues of slavery, abolition, temperance, and the suffrage 
movement (women’s rights) are addressed either directly or indi-
rectly by women interpreters of the period. It should not be sur-
prising that many women of this period were also social activists.

Book Review: The Handbook of Women Biblical Interpreters
Edited by Marion Ann Taylor and Agnes Choi (Baker Academic, 2012)

Reviewed by Christine Cos

The book is comprised of biographical and analytical synop-
ses of the women included in this volume, written by different 
contributing scholars, including the editors themselves. Entries 
are organized alphabetically, with a chronological list of inter-
preters at the back of the book for reference. Each entry includes 
key factual detail about each woman interpreter, including bib-
liographical references, so the length of each entry varies. Each 
contributor takes into account the fact that a woman’s familial 
and educational influences naturally provide the context for her 
interpretive work.

Each woman interpreter’s work included in this volume was 
analyzed, focusing on (1) her approach and methods of biblical 
interpretation, with particular attention given to “gendered exe-
gesis” when addressing problematic passages,4 (2) the key themes 
that flow out of her work, and (3) examples as illustrations of the 
former. Following the biographical and analytical entries that 
make up the bulk of the book, Taylor and Choi include a series of 
indices to aid biblical scholars who may choose to use this book 
as part of their research. 

Some of the women highlighted in this book are well known 
to us from church history, including mystics Julian of Norwich, 
Hildegard of Bingen, Catherine of Siena, and Teresa of Avila. 
Others are known to us from American history, such as Anne 
Bradstreet, Sojourner Truth, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, and Florence Nightingale. Aside from their influ-
ence on American society, they were engaged in interpreting the 
Bible as part of their social missions.

The majority of the book includes many familiar orthodox 
biblical interpretive voices known to CBE members. For example, 
Margery Kempe’s (1373–1438) sole work, The Book of Margery Kem-
pe, gives a unique insight into the public and private religious life 
of a Catholic woman in medieval England, where unauthorized 
writing and preaching was forbidden by the church. Hannah More 
(1745–1833) was an “evangelical bluestocking” who championed 
many radical social causes, most notably the abolition of slavery in 
Britain, working closely with William Wilberforce (373).5 

Phoebe Palmer (1807–1874), the first successful American 
woman revivalist of the Holiness movement, is known for start-
ing the “Tuesday Meetings,” where people of all ages, gender, and, 
more notably, denomination, could meet to study the Bible and 
promote Holiness. Palmer also practiced her faith by engaging in 
humanitarian work to improve living conditions in the slums of 
New York City. Deeply influenced by Palmer’s work, Catherine 
Booth (1829–1890), cofounder of the Salvation Army along with 
her husband William Booth, became an influential British Holi-
ness preacher and evangelist in her own right. Another “disciple” 
of Phoebe Palmer, Frances Willard (1839–1898), became the first 
woman college president to confer degrees, becoming president 
of the Evanston College for Ladies in 1870. Later, she found her 
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calling in the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 
and was also an ardent advocate of women’s suffrage.

Katherine Bushnell (1855–1946) served as a missionary doc-
tor in China for several years. As part of the WCTU, she set up a 
home for “fallen women” in Chicago in addition to investigating 
rampant prostitution in the lumber and mining camps of north-
ern Wisconsin and Michigan. Bushnell firmly believed that male-
biased biblical translations and interpretations were responsible 
for the subjugation of women. She developed a correspondence 
course for women on the teachings of the Bible which was ulti-
mately published as God’s Word to Women in 1923.

On the continent, Jesse Penn-Lewis (1861–1927), through her 
work with young women at the YWCA, became an ardent evan-
gelist, speaking all over Britain, continental Europe, North Amer-
ica, India, and Egypt. She published more than eighty booklets, 
most notably The Magna Charta of Woman. In India, Pandita 
Ramabai (1858–1922) established institutions that would shelter 
and promote the welfare and education of young girls and trans-
lated the Bible into the local Marathi dialect. Other interpreters 
profiled include writer Dorothy Sayers (1893–1957), archaeolo-
gist Kathleen Kenyon (1906–1978), scholar Joyce Baldwin (1921–
1995), and homiletician Elizabeth R. Achtemeier (1926–2002).

In addition, the volume also features some unknown and 
even forgotten women whose lives and work are only now be-
ing brought out of the shadows so their voices may be added to 
the conversation. Taylor notes the purposeful inclusion of “vari-
ous non-Christian and sectarian groups, and idiosyncratic writ-
ers” (6). For example, Jewish theologian and writer Grace Agu-
ilar (1816–1847) believed that the Bible spoke directly to Jewish 
women. Despite Christian interpretations—that women were 
only deemed spiritually equal to men after the coming of Christ—
Aguilar insisted that the Hebrew Bible did not “degrade” women.6 

Annie Besant (1847–1933), having grown up in a traditional 
Anglican family, became a freethinker, theosophist, social activ-
ist, and eventually a secularist. Besant claimed that the triumph of 
civilization, not religion, was responsible for the improved status 
of women in the Western world at that time and urged individuals 
who supported equality of the genders to abandon the Bible, and 
Christianity, because she considered them thoroughly patriarchal 
and irredeemable.

An example of an idiosyncratic interpreter is Joanna South-
cott (1750–1814), who grew up poor with very little education. 
She claimed to have had a revelation from the Holy Spirit in 
1792 that Christ’s second coming was approaching. Based on 
her interpretation of Genesis 3:15, Southcott considered herself 
the “second Eve,” who, together with her followers, would bring 
about the final downfall of Satan. In her interpretation of Genesis, 
Southcott claimed Eve told the truth by blaming the serpent and 
Adam was in the wrong by blaming the woman (462). This idea 
has become part of the foundation for modern feminist thinking. 
Southcott is a prime example of the deadly consequence of a lack 
of education, both secular and religious, on the interpretation of 
the Bible. Many heretical women interpreters, had they been well 
trained, might have made greater contributions. 

Like their male counterparts, women biblical interpreters 
can also depart from orthodoxy. However, their inclusion in the 
handbook alludes to the fact that there are more women bibli-
cal interpreters to be “resurrected,” including those who are 
non-Christian (including Jewish), nonwhite, and non-Western. 
The voices of women who do not fit into the Western, orthodox 
Christian norm are also worthy of study if the church is to un-
derstand fully its own history and the role of women within it, 
for good or for ill.

The Handbook of Women Biblical Interpreters is a ground-
breaking resource for CBE members, fitting perfectly into the 
trajectory of CBE’s mission to enable women and men to min-
ister in the church together as equals. Throughout history, the 
church has benefitted from the teachings and writings of many 
great luminaries, from Augustine to Dietrich Bonheoffer—men 
who devoted and even risked their lives pursuing understand-
ing, teaching, and living out God’s word. Taylor and Choi’s book 
clearly illustrates that women also have been reading, studying, 
writing, and teaching the Bible all throughout the church’s his-
tory. Sadly, lack of education, coupled with the suppression of 
women by church authority, means that much of what women 
thought and taught throughout church history is now lost to us.

Twenty-first century women biblical scholars have more op-
portunities to express and transmit their voices than did their 
foremothers of the faith. Through today’s technology, the works 
of women biblical interpreters can be made available to all 
through the internet (such as www.archive.org), and scholars can 
travel the globe in a matter of hours to find original manuscripts 
so that these women’s voices can be resurrected. No longer will 
the next generation of women biblical interpreters be ignorant of 
the work of past generations. As modern scholars turn back to 
their forbears to see how they read the biblical text and struggled 
with difficult and controversial passages, this volume offers a new 
tool to aid them in their pursuit of clarity and understanding.

Notes

1. Quote from the “Editor’s Preface”; Mary E. Simpson, Ploughing 
and Sowing; or, Annals of an Evening School in a Yorkshire Village, and 
the Work that Grew Out of it, From Letters and Private Notes By a Clergy-
man’s Daughter, ed. F. Digby Legard (London: J & C Mozley, 1861), vi.

2. See M. Lieb, E. Mason, J. Roberts, and C. Rowland, eds., The 
Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2011). From Blackwell Publishing, also see the 
Blackwell Bible Commentaries, the first commentary series devoted to 
the reception history of the Bible.

3. Catholic women biblical interpreters predominate in Western Eu-
rope until the Reformation, after which the voices of Protestant women 
are heard as Protestantism spread in Western Europe and America.

4. The term “gendered exegesis” refers to the degree to which a 
woman’s experience shaped her perspective and interpretation of a par-
ticular passage. This was most prevalent in difficult and controversial 
passages of the Bible.

5. See also Mitzi Myers, “‘A Peculiar Protection’: Hannah More and 
the Cultural Politics of the Blagdon Controversy,” in History, Gender, and 
Eighteenth-Century Literature, ed. B. F. Tobin (Athens, GA: University of 
Georgia Press, 1994), 239.

6. See Grace Aguilar, The Women of Israel (New York, NY: Appleton, 
1901 [1845]), 2 (emphasis added).
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her calling working with adults with developmental disabilities 
as an occupational therapist assistant.

Pardon this mother,
sir,
but I’m not leaving.
Most people seem to think He came to the world looking like that:
a grown thirty-three-year-old man with a mission to accomplish.
Well, it wasn’t like that.
Yes,
He had a mission before he was even born,
but He came to this world out of me,
a little baby like any of you,
and I nourished Him as a mother before any of you followed Him 

as a leader.
So pardon me,
sir,
if I’m not following your order,
but I will not leave Him now.
Do you really think it was easy for me?
I knew He was special.
I had messengers telling me so,
but for me He was my son.
Before any woman had thoughts of cleaning His feet  

with her hair,
I cleaned His wounds with my tears.
Every scratch from every fall He had as a child,
He came to me for my comforting words that the  

pain was going to pass soon.
I can not say that to Him today.
But I’m not leaving, sir.
I’ve always supported His decisions.
I knew He was a loan,
that I had to give Him to the world,
but I can not deny I had the hope that His path would  

be easy and painless
(and I’m not talking about this pain you are causing  

Him today, when every nail you put in Him went  
straight through my heart).

I know that today His sufferings will be over and  
His mission in the world will be done.

I accepted that a long time ago.
But I wanted to be able to stop the betrayal of the  

people he loved,
the people He came here willingly to save.
But I couldn’t.
What I can do,
sir,
is stay by his side.
One more time,
I can be a supporter of His greatness.
So don’t come,
mister,
telling me I shouldn’t.
Don’t pity me.
I’m strong.
I’m going to be with my son until He dies.

Year Zero
Rosselyn Rodriguez Lalana

Photo courtesy and copyright Free Range Stock, www.freerangestock.com
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Membership Fees (all fees are in US dollars) 

United States Members  1 Year  3 Years
Individual  $49  $129
Household  $69  $184
Low Income*   $27  N/A
Subscription Only**  $40  $115

International Members  1 Year  3 Years 
Individual  $59  $154
Household  $79  $204
Low Income*  $37  N/A
Subscription Only**  $49  $140

Organizations   1 Year 
1–100 people  $55
101–500 people  $85
501–1,000 people  $110
1,001–2,000 people  $220
2,001–5,000 people  $330
5,001+ people  $440

 Additional Contribution $ _______
 TOTAL $  _______
* Available to those with an annual household income of less than $23,000.
** Does not include membership benefits.
CBE is an exempt organization as described in IRC Sec. 501(c)3 and as such 
donations qualify as charitable contributions where allowed by law.

Payment Method

 Check/Money Order (payable to Christians for Biblical Equality)
 Visa  MasterCard  Discover  American Express
________________________________________   __________________
account number  expiration date

_________________
verification code (the four digits on the top right corner of American Express 
cards or final three digits found on the back of other cards)

_____________________________________________________________
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Please mail or fax this form to:

Christians for Biblical Equality 
122 W Franklin Ave, Suite 218, Minneapolis, MN 55404-2451
Phone: (612) 872-6898 | Fax: (612) 872-6891
Email: cbe@cbeinternational.org


Christians for Biblical Equality

Christians for Biblical Equality is an organization of Christian men 
and women who believe that the Bible, properly interpreted, teaches 
the fundamental equality of believers of all ethnic groups, all economic 
classes, and all age groups, based on the teachings of Scripture as 
refl ected in Galatians 3:28.

Mission Statement

CBE affi  rms and promotes the biblical truth that all believers—without 
regard to gender, ethnicity or class—must exercise their God-given gift s with 
equal authority and equal responsibility in church, home, and world.

Core Values

We believe the Bible teaches:
• Believers are called to mutual submission, love, and service.
• God distributes spiritual gift s without regard to gender, ethnicity, or class. 
• Believers must develop and exercise their God-given gift s in church, 

home, and world.
• Believers have equal authority and equal responsibility to exercise their 

gift s without regard to gender, ethnicity, or class and without the limits 
of culturally defi ned roles.

• Restricting believers from exercising their gift s—on the basis of their gender, 
ethnicity, or class—resists the work of the Spirit of God and is unjust.

• Believers must promote righteousness and oppose injustice in all its forms.

Opposing Injustice

CBE recognizes that injustice is an abuse of power, taking from others 
what God has given them: their dignity, their freedom, their resources, 
and even their very lives. CBE also recognizes that prohibiting 
individuals from exercising their God-given gift s to further his kingdom 
constitutes injustice in a form that impoverishes the body of Christ and 
its ministry in the world at large. CBE accepts the call to be part of God’s 
mission in opposing injustice as required in Scriptures such as Micah 6:8. 

Envisioned Future

Christians for Biblical Equality envisions a future where all believers are 
freed to exercise their gift s for God’s glory and purposes, with the full 
support of their Christian communities.

Statement of Faith

• We believe the Bible is the inspired Word of God, is reliable, and is the 
fi nal authority for faith and practice. 

• We believe in the unity and trinity of God, eternally existing as three 
equal persons.

• We believe in the full deity and full humanity of Jesus Christ.
• We believe in the sinfulness of all persons. One result of sin is shattered 

relationships with God, others, and self. 
• We believe that eternal salvation and restored relationships are possible 

through faith in Jesus Christ who died for us, rose from the dead, and 
is coming again. Th is salvation is off ered to all people. 

• We believe in the work of the Holy Spirit in salvation, and in the power 
and presence of the Holy Spirit in the life of believers. 

• We believe in the equality and essential dignity of men and women 
of all ethnicities, ages, and classes. We recognize that all persons 
are made in the image of God and are to refl ect that image in the 
community of believers, in the home, and in society. 

• We believe that men and women are to diligently develop and use their 
God-given gift s for the good of the home, church, and society. 

• We believe in the family, celibate singleness, and faithful heterosexual 
marriage as God’s design.

• We believe that, as mandated by the Bible, men and women are to 
oppose injustice.

CBE Membership

CBE membership is available to those who support CBE’s Statement of 
Faith. Members receive CBE’s quarterly publications, Mutuality magazine 
and Priscilla Papers journal, as well as discounts to our bookstore and 
conferences. Visit our home page and click “Membership” for details.
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