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In a 1970 book, Was Jesus Married?, Davis and Elkins College 
Professor William Phipps gathered up these ideas and concluded, 
“Jesus most probably was married to a Galilean woman in the 
second decade of life.”5 

As so often happens, the idea morphed over to fiction writing 
and, in a 1928 short story, D.H. Lawrence with his usual psycho-
sexual romanticism recreated a Jesus surviving the crucifixion.6 
This survivor Jesus, however, proceeds to embrace paganism, 
hooking up with a priestess of Isis, while acknowledging respect-
fully, “All men praise thee, Isis, thou greater than the mother 
unto man.”7 Seeking recovery from the emotional depths of his 
wounds, like an ancient Marvin Gaye, Jesus discovers sexual 
healing, reinterprets all his sayings in its light, impregnates the 
priestess, then rows off in a boat he steals. Enter the “divine femi-
nine” at the lips and hips of the sexually active Jesus.

Of course, if Jesus were truly sexually active, the disciples 
would have certainly told us. How could such an important piece 
of information as our Savior being one flesh with another human 
being be ignored, while so many less significant details are added 
into the four gospel accounts?

A few decades later, Holy Blood, Holy Grail8 reshook and re-
stirred all these elements, trading the Isis priestess for Mary Mag-
dalene, putting Mary with child on the boat, and leaving Jesus 
back in the tomb. What proof did they offer for such assump-
tions? These authors were spurred on by a bizarre set of docu-
ments alleging to trace the lineage of Jesus, which, while appear-
ing to be yellowed with age, were typed and printed and replete 
with modern names like “Jean Cocteau 1918–1963,” so hardly 
ancient. Admittedly initially skeptical of these documents, the 
authors chose to publish their theories anyway and apparently 
only discovered afterward that these documents had been plant-
ed in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris by one Pierre Plantard, 
a lower level government clerk previously convicted of fraud and 
embezzlement, who concocted a lineage of Christ from which to 
trace his descent. And then the whole ridiculous legacy of outra-
geous speculation passed to Dan Brown.

With a breathtaking pseudo-scholarship that could only have 
been perpetrated on a reading public so ignorant in biblical, artis-
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Reporting a conversation he had with 
Martin Luther between April 7 and May 
1, 1532, John Schlaginhaufen quoted the 
great reformer as contending:

Christ was an adulterer for the first time 
with the woman at the well, for it was said, 
“Nobody knows what he’s doing with her” 
(John 4:27). Again with Magdalene, and 
still again with the adulterous woman in 
John 8, whom he let off so easily.1

Editor and translator Theodore G. Tappert has sought to explain 
this startling statement by paralleling it with remarks Luther 
made in a sermon from 1536 when he observed, “Christ was re-
proached by the world as a glutton, a winebibber, and even an 
adulterer.”2 That interpretation makes sense, since it uses Luther’s 
own words to interpret these few thoughts delivered without a 
context. But Professor Tappert admits that others, like Arnold 
Lunn in The Revolt Against Reason,3 take the statement at face 
value and attack Luther as contending Jesus was sexually pro-
miscuous. What sort of evidence could possibly lead a reader to 
suppose Luther meant such an outrageous conclusion? The final 
words that Luther added: “So the good Christ had to become an 
adulterer before he died.”4 Luther’s reasoning might involve an 
extreme interpretation of 2  Corinthians 5:21, “God made him 
who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God” (TNIV) to coincide with his depen-
dence on grace. If Luther is actually positing Jesus had to do all 
the sins of humanity in order to bear them on the cross, then 
Galilee must have been a dangerous place to live during the years 
Jesus ran around loose, since he would have been a serial killer 
as well!

Mormon president Orson Hyde, preaching on Isaiah 53:10, “He 
shall see his offspring,” made an honest man of Jesus, speculating 
the marriage at Cana was actually our Lord’s. In 1876, one of the 
wives of Brigham Young explained that Young agreed and identified 
Jesus’ harem as including Mary, Martha, and Mary Magdalene.
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tic, and literary knowledge that it would swallow it whole as true 
information, Brown’s characters distort historical facts, contend-
ing, for example, that Constantine in the fourth century invented 
the divinity of Christ, despite the witness of the entire first-century 
New Testament.9 They pour into their conspiracy theories all the 
previous burgeoning blob-like mythology, including the Isis con-
nection, positing a reference to the goddess in the name “Mona 
Lisa” and supposing Leonardo Da Vinci bestowed that on his fa-
mous painting—this in the face of the fact that “Leonardo never 
knew his painting by the title of ‘Mona Lisa,’ having himself called 
it ‘Courtisane au voile de gaze’ or ‘Courtesan of the gauze veil.’”10 
Some thirty-plus books have since chronicled Brown’s characters’ 
soiled scholarship, but what concerns us most is his reintroduction 
of the Jesus/Isis connection and the so-called “divine feminine.”

In our long overdue era of wishing to affirm women, The Da 
Vinci Code presents itself as some sort of feminist tract (it really 
does get excessively preachy as it progresses) intent on evening 
the balance between male and female in both cosmic and human 
dimensions. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The book 
is simply a safe restatement of the traditionalist Mars/Venus my-
thology wrapped up in a neo-pagan feminist overlay.

Brown does try to give the female protagonist Sophia Neveu  
(presumably the “new knowledge” female principle) full rein to 
engineer a hostage break, figure out some tough codes, and even 
wield a Medusa revolver. But when the pagan theology crowds 
in, she is reduced to a “divine receptacle.” As Brown summarizes 
male protagonist Robert Langdon’s explanation to her, “Since the 
days of Isis, sex rites had been considered man’s only bridge from 
earth to heaven.”11 Langdon’s is an apt metaphor: man stepping 
on woman in one more way, this time to meet God. “The ancients 
believed that the male was spiritually incomplete until he had car-
nal knowledge of the sacred feminine. . . . ‘By communing with 
woman,’ Langdon said, ‘man could achieve a climactic instant 
when his mind went totally blank and he could see God.’”12 If one 
is graphing this pathway to enlightenment, one could sketch it as 
follows: (1) “Hi, Babe!” (2) Duh! (3) “Hi, God!”

Not much room for intellectual free-throw here. Even the long 
list of protectors of the line of Jesus that author Brown adopts 
from the French fraud’s “secret documents” and aptly terms 
“the brotherhood”13 comes freighted down with male hierarchy. 
Langdon reflects, “The sénéchaux were traditionally men—the 
guardians—and yet women held far more honored status within 
the Priory and could ascend to the highest post from virtually 
any rank.”14 But, as a rule, they obviously do not, since only “four 
Grand Masters had been women”15 out of a list of twenty-eight 
names (twenty-six listed plus the grandparents’).16 Sexism ap-
pears endemic to Brown’s goddess-worshipping adaptation of 
Plantard’s Priory.

As is so manifestly depicted in the novel, jettisoning biblical 
revelation in favor of paganism clearly sacrifices the full equality 
of women. Genesis shows the command to rule nature is given 
collectively to female as well as male. Genesis 3 reveals the ineq-
uity between the sexes is a result of the fall: “Your desire will be 
for your husband, and he will rule over you” (v. 16 TNIV). The 
subsequent history of male dominance is a result of, and a testi-
mony to, the Fall, and believers in the God of Judeo-Christianity 
should strive to live their redemption beyond that curse (as my 
wife entitled her compelling book).17

While Deuteronomy 4:15, among other passages, clearly teach-
es that God has no gender, God does speak powerfully through 
both women and men throughout history. Thus, we have selected 
the true “feminine” voice of God—that is, God speaking through 
females—as the theme of this issue. Our cover is graced by a de-
tail of “Annunication” by master artist Bruce Herman, Lothlórien 
Distinguished Chair in Fine Arts at Gordon College, who has gra-
ciously allowed us to debut it in print. The detail focuses on Mary’s 
face as she treasures in her heart the words she has just received. I 
believe Mary’s voice echoes throughout all four gospels, since she 
was closely acquainted with their authors. In drawing this conclu-
sion, I caution those who might have unthinkingly accepted the 
idea that the four gospels were written by pseudonymous authors 
far more than one hundred years after the death of Jesus. Since 
these creaky nineteenth-century theories were spun out, some ex-
perts in ancient handwriting now date several papyrus fragments 
of Matthew and Luke possibly before a.d. 70., and thus within the 
apostles’ lifetimes.18

We first turn to Professor Ron Pierce of Talbot Theological 
Seminary at Biola University, who traces God’s voice through fe-
male prophets throughout the Bible. Professor Clayton Croy of 
Trinity Lutheran Seminary then highlights Sarah’s full partner-
ship in the promise of blessing through procreation given by God. 
Next, CBE’s own Mutuality editor Chelsea DeArmond assesses 
how difficult it was to hear women in biblical times—a difficulty, 
I might add, that is still extant today. Regent University Professor 
Lyle Story follows with an examination of the ministry of women 
to Jesus, while missionary Lucy Lincoln focuses on the witness of 
Mary Magdalene to the risen Christ. Book reviews by Grenadian 
scholar Kelvin Belfon and Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary 
Professor Aída Besançon Spencer, and an engaging poem by the 
Cherokee poet Teresa Two Feathers Flowers, round out the issue.

Does God speak through women? Absolutely. But, as in Bible 
times, one has to discern today in which women (as in which 
men) the divine voice clearly echoes.

Blessings,

Notes
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The Feminine Voice of God: Women as Prophets in the Bible
Ronald W. Pierce

Introduction

When God speaks in the Bible, it is with authority—and this is 
no less the case when God speaks through women. Sometimes it 
is privately through ordinary women like the matriarch Rebekah 
(Gen. 25:25) or the young woman Mary of Nazareth (Luke 1:26–
38). Elsewhere, women serve as public heralds of Israel’s deliver-
ance (Ps. 68:11, Isa. 40:9), and later of Christ’s resurrection (Matt. 
28:1–10, Mark 16:1–18, Luke 24:1–12, John 24:1–12). In the book of 
Proverbs, the very wisdom of God is personified as a woman who 
calls the foolish to repentance and the wise to obedience. She also 
provides an idealized model for a person of wisdom as the “wom-
an of valor” in the poem that King Lemuel’s mother taught him 
(Prov. 31). And throughout biblical history, the official “thus saith 
the Lord” of the prophets is heard through courageous women 
like Miriam in the exodus from Egypt (Exod. 15:20–21, Mic. 6:4), 
Deborah during the era of the judges (Judg. 4–5), Huldah at the 
time of the kingdom’s fall (2 Kings 22:14–20, 2 Chron. 34:22–28), 
as well as the New Testament examples of Anna (Luke 2:36), Phil-
ip’s daughters (Acts 21:9), the unnamed women who prayed and 
prophesied at Corinth (1 Cor. 11), and the prophesying daughters 
of Israel in the last days announced by the prophet Joel (Joel 2) and 
celebrated by the apostle Peter on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:17). 

This article focuses on representatives of the women who 
served God, and the people of God, in the important leadership 
role of prophet.1 But, before looking at their examples, one clari-
fication needs to be made. Though prophets are well known in 
the ancient Near East as early as the patriarchal era, the distinc-
tion of their role from that of priest and judge/king in the Old 
Testament can be most clearly illustrated in the lives of Moses 
and Aaron at the time of the great redemptive event of the exo-
dus. First, as the greatest of the Old Testament prophets, Moses 
delivered the word of God to the people of God at Mt. Sinai.2 
His job as God’s prophet was to reveal the formative will of God 
for the new nation, to confront the ongoing sin of the people, 
and to promise blessing and hope for the future, if repentance 
and obedience are forthcoming. Second, as a judge, Moses both 
settled civil disputes3 and led the people in warfare when such 
actions were necessary.4 Centuries later, the informal charismatic 
office of judge was replaced by a dynasty of kings that had es-
sentially the same function, though expressed in a more formal 
and permanent structure. Third, in contrast to both prophet and 

judge/king, Aaron was chosen to begin a succession of priests 
who would be responsible for interceding on behalf of the people 
before God through the sacrificial system.5 They, along with their 
tribal cousins the Levites, also read the law of Moses to the people 
at the tabernacle (and later the temple) on Sabbath and other spe-
cial holy days.

Thus, the prophets spoke as God’s audible voice to the people, 
revealing God’s will, challenging God’s people to covenant loy-
alty, and foretelling the consequences of blessing or judgment 
depending on the people’s response to the prophet’s message. In 
this sense, their voices, masculine and feminine, were as authori-
tative as the sound of God’s voice that thundered forth on the 
lofty heights of Mt. Sinai. To be clear, it was not the prophets’ own 
authority, but rather the authority of the God on whose behalf 
they spoke.6 Nevertheless, given this awesome responsibility—
sometimes described as a “burden”7 that the prophet carried—it 
is understandable why false prophets faced a death penalty for 
impersonating the real thing, and why true prophets were of-
ten reluctant to volunteer for the job. With these characteristics 
in mind, let us consider six examples of women who faithfully 
served God’s people as prophets throughout biblical history.

Miriam: prophet of the exodus

Listen to what the Lord says . . . “I brought you up out of 
Egypt and redeemed you from the land of slavery. I sent Mo-
ses to lead you, also Aaron and Miriam.” (Mic. 6:1, 4)8

Did women actually function as significant leaders in the Bible? 
And, more importantly, did the community of faith, including 
writers of the Bible, affirm women in such positions?9 The proph-
et Micah answers these questions in the affirmative when he lists 
Miriam and Aaron alongside Moses as being sent by God to lead 
Israel in the most important event in Old Testament history.

Moses was clearly a special prophet in that he is said to have 
known the Lord “face to face” (Deut. 34:10), and, because he was 
God’s instrument to establish Israel as a nation, provided it with 
its first written revelation from the Lord. However, his brother 
and sister were also honored as prophets in the same historical 
context. Because of Moses’ reluctance at the time of his calling—
due to his inability to speak well (Exod. 4:10–17)—the Lord said 
to him, “I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother 
Aaron will be your prophet” (Exod. 7:1). 

Later, Miriam also bore the same honor. After the crossing 
of the Sea of Reeds, Moses led Israel in a victor’s hymn of praise 
to the Lord (Exod. 15:1–19). Then, “the prophet Miriam” took a 
tambourine in her hand, and with all the women following, she 
called them to “Sing to the Lord, for he is highly exalted” (Exod. 
15:20–21). Miriam repeats the first four lines of Moses’ hymn of 
praise (Exod. 15:1), but changes the form of the first verb from “I 
will sing” to the imperative, “You sing!” Miriam functions as a 
prophet by publicly commanding others to join in the act of wor-

Dr. Ron Pierce is Professor of Biblical Studies and Theology at  
Biola University in La Mirada, Calif., and an or-
dained minister with the Baptist General Confer-
ence. He served as General Editor and contributor, 
along with Rebecca Merrill Groothuis, for Discov-
ering Biblical Equality (InterVarsity, 2005), and has 
been an advocate of an inclusive theology of 
gender in his writing and teaching since 1990. 
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ship.10 Thus, the TNIV’s paragraph heading to Exodus 15:1–21, 
“The Song of Moses and Miriam,” is appropriate—the prophetic 
task had been shared by the greatest of prophets and his prophet 
sister, who leads in public worship, has a following, and speaks 
with authority. 

In fact, Miriam’s influence on the people was significant. Many 
years later, she was struck with leprosy be-
cause of her and Aaron’s criticism of Mo-
ses (Num. 12). This event brought the en-
tire nation to a standstill in the wilderness 
until Miriam was restored from her judg-
ment. Despite her failure on this occasion, 
she was still respected by the people as an 
essential member of the leadership team.

But, one might be quick to point out 
that, whereas Moses and Israel sing together, Miriam commands 
the women to join with her in song. Is it possible that God wants 
women prophets to lead and speak with authority solely to wom-
en, as opposed to a mixed group including men? Our next ex-
ample, Deborah, speaks to this question.

Deborah: prophet and judge

In the days of the judges, the prophet Deborah was judging 
Israel under her palm tree between Ramah and Bethel in the 
hill country of Ephraim; and Israel came to her for judgment. 
(Judg. 4:4–5, author’s condensed paraphrase)

The first thing one notices about Deborah is that she was both 
prophet and judge of Israel in the period before the monarchy. 
Regarding the latter, the geographical location of her court sug-
gests that she was a regional judge like her successor Samuel who 
would settle disputes that could not be handled adequately by the 
local judges.11 In fact, Samuel later takes up his work as judge on 
this same itinerant route, placing him near the memorial “palm 
tree of Deborah” (Judg. 4:5, 1 Sam. 7:15–17). Also, it is important to 
note that, in contrast to Miriam’s experience, here it is Israel that 
comes to Deborah for judgment, not just the women. Thus, Deb-
orah’s delegated authority from God to render regional judgments 
for Israel accentuates her already authoritative prophetic work. 

But, as a prophet, Deborah’s authority from God is clear in its 
own right. Again, with the imperative, she summons Barak and 
commands him in the name of the Lord to go and prepare for war 
against the Canaanites in the volatile Jezreel Valley, international 
crossroads of northern Israel (Judg. 4:6). Though Barak is some-
times accused of being weak or even cowardly for submitting 
to Deborah’s leadership and seeking her accompaniment,12 the 
writer of the book of Hebrews (in contrast) identifies him as one 
of the great persons of faith in Israel’s history (Heb. 11:32)—and, 
in fact, the Old Testament text confirms this interpretation in 
several ways.

First, it was common for ancient kings (or, in this case, judg-
es) to consult prophets so as to have a word from the Lord in the 
event that critical field decisions needed to be made in the heat of 
battle.13 Understandably, this would be even more important for 
Barak, since Deborah had a well-established reputation as both 

a judge and a prophet, while he functioned in a secondary role 
as her military general.14 Thus, his request is better interpreted 
as one of faith and wisdom (cp. Heb. 11:32). Second, Deborah’s 
affirmation, “I will certainly go with you!” should not be taken as 
an accommodation to some weakness or failure on Barak’s part,15 
but rather as her willingness to fulfill her calling, even at great 

personal risk. Third, her caveat that the 
credit for victory would go not to Barak, 
but to a woman (Jael in Judges 4:17–22), 
serves to keep both Barak and Deborah 
humble, just as God’s reduction of the size 
of Gideon’s army did for him in the parallel 
account in Judges (Judg. 6–8, esp. 7:2–8). 
The NRSV puts it best here when it ren-
ders, “I will surely go with you; neverthe-

less the road on which you are going will not lead to your glory” 
(Judg. 4:9).

Much like Miriam had done centuries earlier (Exod. 15:20–21), 
Deborah also leads Israel in a victor’s hymn of praise (Judg. 5). 
However, this time it is not merely as one who brings the words of 
Moses to the women of Israel. Rather, Deborah is listed first as the 
initiator of the hymn, which she sings with Barak to all the people. 
In it, she is honored and remembered as a “mother in Israel” who 
arises and commands the people (Judg. 5:7–9). Therefore, she not 
only fulfills a leadership role in Israel, but, further, is confirmed 
and honored in that position by the community of faith.

But, could it be that a women was chosen in this case because 
there were no good men to lead during the days of the judges? 

No. Both the affirmation of Barak as a person of faith in Hebrews 
11:32, and the following example of Huldah, dispel such a notion.

Huldah: prophet of the kingdom

King Josiah sent Hilkiah (the high priest), Ahikam (the father 
of a future governor), Achbor (a prophet’s son), Shaphan (the 
royal secretary), and Asaiah (the king’s ambassador) to con-
sult the prophet Huldah regarding the book of the law found 
in the Temple. (2 Kings 22:8–20, 2 Chron. 34:19–28, author’s 
condensed paraphrase)

The discovery of the book of the law in the temple was second 
only to the giving of the Law at Mt. Sinai. The northern kingdom 
of Israel had already fallen to the Assyrians, and the remaining 
kingdom of Judah was on the verge of being conquered by Baby-
lon. At this critical juncture, Josiah sends a royal delegation (in-
cluding the son of a prophet) to find a person who can serve as 
God’s voice to the king. The consensus of this prestigious group 
is to consult the prophet Huldah.

Were there other men who might have been approached to 
advise the king? Indeed, there were. At this time, well-known 
prophets like Jeremiah, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah (the 
last a relative of the king) were also ministering—but the royal 
delegation sought Huldah’s counsel. As official representatives of 
the community of faith, they honored her with the task of advis-
ing one of Judah’s best kings in a time of national crisis (much 
like Deborah advised Barak).

Deborah’s affirmation, “I will certainly 

go with you!” should not be 

taken as an accommodation to some 

weakness or failure on Barak’s part, but 

rather as her willingness to fulfill her 

calling, even at great personal risk. 
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And, how did Huldah react? Did she defer to the male leader-
ship of the day? No. On the contrary, she accepted the responsi-
bility that accompanied the gift that God had given her, and she 
acted with boldness. Moreover, her response confronts the entire 
nation with prophetic authority. She declared: “This is what the 
Lord, the God of Israel, says . . . ‘I am going to bring disaster 
on this place and its people . . . because they have forsaken me 
and burned incense to other gods’” (2 Kings 22:15–17, cf. 2 Chron. 
34:22–25). And to Josiah she delivers these words of comfort: “Be-
cause your heart was responsive and you humbled yourself before 
the Lord . . . your eyes shall not see all the the disaster I am going 
to bring on this place” (2 Kings 22:19–20, cf. 2 Chron. 26–28).

And, what did the king do? Did he confirm such an authori-
tative judgment by checking with other male prophets? No. At 
the words of Huldah, Josiah immediately put into place one of 
the most extensive religious reforms in the history of Judah and 
Israel (2 Kings 23:1–27, 2 Chron. 34:29–35:19).16 Like Barak, Josiah 
put his faith into action by submitting to the word of the Lord 
delivered through the prophet—the fact that she was a woman 
made no difference.

Summary of Old Testament examples

We have seen in Miriam, Deborah, and Huldah women who 
served as prophets—spokespersons for God—at the most im-
portant junctures in Israel’s history. Moreover, they were sent by 
God, spoke with prophetic authority, and were accepted—even 
sought after—by the male leadership of the day, as well as the 
community of faith. 

But, does this affirmation of women as prophets continue into 
the New Testament? Indeed, it does—from Anna (Luke 2 :36–
38), to Philip’s daughters (Acts 21:9), to the unnamed women at 
Corinth (1 Cor. 11), and those prophesying daughters of Israel an-
ticipated in the last days (Joel 2:28–29, Acts 2:17–18). 

Anna: prophet at the dedication of the Messiah

When Mary and Joseph dedicated Jesus at the Temple, there 
was a prophet named Anna, daughter of Phanuel from the 
tribe of Asher. She was an elderly widow who worshiped in 
the Temple with fasting and prayer night and day. (Luke 2:22, 
36–38, author’s condensed paraphrase)

The New Testament accounts of women prophets are not as ex-
tensive as those in the Old Testament, but are nonetheless just 
as powerful. In the Old Testament, they appeared at the Exodus, 
during the days of the judges, and near the end of the kingdom 
era. Here we find a godly woman at the most important juncture 
in the Bible, the dedication of Jesus, the Messiah.

A righteous man named Simeon, also present at the dedi-
cation ceremony, had just finished blessing the child Jesus and 
praising God for the privilege of seeing this historical event. At 
that moment, the prophet Anna, an elderly widow,17 stepped for-
ward. Since the day of her husband’s death, she had committed 
herself to full-time worship and service in the temple, including 
extensive times of prayer and fasting. When she saw the infant 

Jesus, she “began to praise God and to speak about the child to all 
who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem” (Luke 2:38).

Simeon had just told Jesus’ mother Mary that he was “destined 
for the rise and fall of many in Israel,” that he would be opposed, 
and that “a sword” would “pierce her soul” (Luke 2:34–35). Anna 
spoke as a prophet to all who were there, augmenting the proph-
ecy of Simeon as she spoke “of the redemption of Jerusalem.”18As 
the Spirit provided Simeon with the basis for his subsequent ac-
tion in verse 25, so here Anna is called a prophet in preparation 
for her inspired identification of the child in verse 38.19

Women prophets at Corinth20 

Paul writes:

But every woman who prays or prophesies with her head 
uncovered dishonors her head. . . . It is for this reason that a 
woman ought to have authority over her own head, because of 
the angels. (1 Cor. 11:5, 10)

Though most scholars agree that this well-known passage is 
fraught with both exegetical and theological complexities, it is ref-
erenced in this article because it recognizes without challenge or 
contradiction the fact that women functioned as prophets in the 
New Testament church. The apostle Paul is concerned here with 
the proper appearance of the women who serve the body of Christ 
in this way, especially as it relates to the “traditions” and “customs” 
(1 Cor. 11:1, 16) common to the Greco-Roman culture in which 
they lived—but he has no problem with women as prophets. 

The only actual instruction in the passage (1 Cor. 11:1–16) is 
Paul’s statement in verse 10 that “a woman ought to have authority 
over her head,” which is still anything but clear. Taken in the most 
literal sense, it would suggest that the woman prophet, though 
she should be sensitive to her surrounding culture, still ought to 
exercise authority over her own literal head and determine what 
would be an appropriate head covering. But the fact that “head” 
is used figuratively of the husband or man in verse 3 may suggest 
that she ought to have prophetic authority over even her husband 
when she exercises this spiritual gift.21 

Still other interpreters believe that, because of the cryptic na-
ture of the instruction, the idea of “a symbol of authority” should 
be read into the text. If this is true, one is still left to identify 
whose authority is in view, and the most obvious answer is that 
the “head covering” in this situation would serve as a symbol of 
the prophet’s authority when she speaks. The least likely reading 
is that the woman prophet should wear a symbol of her husband’s 
authority—an idea otherwise absent from any other biblical ex-
ample of women prophets.

Elsewhere in this passage, Paul works hard to balance out the 
relationship between men and women. For instance, though at 
creation the first woman was taken from Adam (Gen. 2 ), ever 
since that time, men have been taken from women, and we all 
come from God (1 Cor. 11:12). Thus, the apostle cautions, neither 
man nor woman is independent of the other (1 Cor. 11:11). In light 
of this emphasis, it seems best to conclude that Paul’s opening 
statement that “man is the head of woman” is balanced out with 



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 21, No. 1 ◆ Winter 2007  •  � 

his judgment that a woman, when praying and prophesying, 
ought to have authority over her “head,” that is, husband. This 
assumes that the term for “head” in this context carries any con-
notation of authority, which easily may not be the case.22

So, this text confirms that the inclusion of women in the au-
thoritative tradition of biblical prophecy carries forward from 
the old covenant into the new covenant era inaugurated by the 
death and resurrection of Christ. They continued to participate 
in a ministry to which Paul gives priority in his discussion of 
spiritual gifts that follows this passage in his letter to the Corin-
thians. Prophets are listed as second in the leadership gifts only 
to apostles (1 Cor. 12:27), and believers are instructed to “follow 
the way of love and eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift 
of prophecy” (1 Cor. 14:1; italics added). Paul then goes on to em-
phasize the superiority of prophecy 
over the gift of speaking in unknown 
languages (1 Cor. 14:2–22). This ap-
ostolic affirmation in the New Testa-
ment makes it impossible to deny the 
authority with which women prophets 
spoke in the Bible.

Israel’s prophesying daughters 
in the last days

“In the last days,” God says, “I will pour out my Spirit on all 
people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy, your young 
men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams. Even 
on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my 
Spirit in those days. And they will prophesy!” (Acts 2:17–18, 
cf. Joel 2:28–29, emphasis author’s)

The citation of Joel’s prophecy by Peter on the day of Pentecost 
serves as a fitting conclusion to this survey of women as prophets. 
It is not a specific example of women as was seen with Miriam, 
Deborah, Huldah, and Anna, nor does it contain instructions, as 
Paul’s words did to the unnamed women at Corinth. Rather, it 
speaks in general yet powerful terms of God’s intention for both 
men and women in the last days to pour out his empowering 
Spirit on both genders equally, so that they can serve the com-
munity of faith side by side in this ministry.

But when are these days of which Joel spoke? Peter identi-
fies them with the new covenant era further inaugurated by the 
outpouring of God’s Spirit on Pentecost. In fact, he punctuates 
Joel’s prophecy with his own emphatic words, “And they will 
prophesy!” (cp. Acts 2:18 with Joel 2:29). This is consistent with 
the teachings of Jesus and the New Testament writers who under-
stand Christians at that time to be living in the last days, while 
still anticipating a climactic event in the future. The unnamed 
women prophets at Corinth, as well as the brief reference to Phil-
ip’s four daughters who were prophets (Acts 2 1:9), foreshadow 
the ultimate realization of this phenomenon.

Yet, as we have seen, this is not really a new phenomenon. 
It has always been God’s intention that women and men work 
side by side in the prophetic ministry of Israel and the church 

(Miriam with Moses and Aaron; Deborah with Barak; Huldah 
with Jeremiah, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah; and Anna 
with Simeon). But, it breaks with the patriarchal traditions of 
treating sons with priority, or giving an inheritance to daughters 
only if there are no sons. It is more like the model of the righteous 
Job who freely gives an inheritance to his daughters along with 
his sons (Job 42:15). Likewise, the inheritance of the gift of God’s 
Spirit is given without discrimination to the brothers and sisters 
of the church.

Summary of the New Testament examples and  
conclusion

Thus, the New Testament confirms that which was also evident 
in the Old Testament: women serving side by side with men as 

God’s spokespersons to the commu-
nity of faith at critical junctures in 
the history of redemption. This pro-
phetic partnership began at the Exo-
dus event, continued through the eras 
of the judges and kings to the birth of 
Messiah, and found its climax in the 
church age of the last days. It is af-
firmed by biblical teaching and em-

braced by the early community of faith.
Though there are disagreements among evangelicals on the 

nature and practice of prophecy in the contemporary church, al-
low me to share my own thoughts on the practical implications 
of our study. In the Old Testament, the prophets served as the 
preachers of the day, both confronting and encouraging God’s 
people. This was in contrast to the judges/kings who functioned 
as military leaders and administrators, and the priests who were 
set apart to represent the people to God.

With the arrival of the new covenant era, some things have 
changed and others have remained the same. First, there is no 
longer a need for military leaders, but administrators such as 
bishops, pastors, elders, and deacons continue to be important. 
Deborah’s legitimate and authoritative role of judge speaks to this 
issue, opening the door for women in this kind of leadership role 
in the church today.

Second, the high priesthood of Christ and the general priest-
hood of all believers have clearly replaced the exclusive Levitical 
priesthood of the Old Testament.23 Thus, the exclusion of women 
from serving as priests under the old covenant is no longer rel-
evant in the more inclusive new covenant era. Paul’s declaration 
of “neither male nor female in Christ” speaks to this concern.

Third, whereas the role of prophet as one who reveals God’s 
inspired word to the community of faith may have changed with 
the completion of the New Testament canon, the function of the 
prophet as a preacher—that is, one who brings the good news—
continues. The people of God will always need confrontation 
and comfort from the contemporary prophet-preachers of the 
church. Though we should remain sensitive to our cultural set-
tings (as Paul instructed the women at Corinth to do), we must 
continue to hear, in a new and fresh way, the affirmations of the 

Whereas the role of prophet as one who 

reveals God’s inspired word to the 

community of faith may have changed with the 

completion of the New Testament canon, the 

function of the prophet as a preacher—that is, 

one who brings the good news—continues. 
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biblical writers for women to serve alongside of men in bringing 
to us the authoritative message of God’s word. May the exam-
ples of the great women of faith in the Scripture—often women 
prophets—as well as the great women preachers in the history of 
the church, encourage us to that end!

Notes

1.  In this article, I have chosen to use the phrase “woman prophet,” 
in contrast to “prophetess,” because there is no distinguishable difference 
in either the Old or New Testament between the roles of women and 
men as prophets, and because modern English translations have gener-
ally abandoned the use of masculine and feminine noun forms in favor 
of the generic (so the NRSV, TNIV, and NLT).

2.  Exodus 19:1–6, 10–15, 21–25, culminating in the giving of the Ten 
Commandments (20:1–17).

3.  Due perhaps to the volume of cases, Moses delegated much of this 
task to others who were appointed to judge. However, in the event that a 
case was too difficult to judge, it would be brought before Moses, and he 
would command “all the things that you should do” (Deut. 1:16–17). 

4.  While it seems that Moses did not personally lead Israel into 
battle (Num. 31:1–12, Deut. 20:9), he was responsible for the census and 
organization of Israel’s armies (Num. 1:1–46, 2:1–34, et al.), the sending 
out of spies (13:3), and issuing specific rules of warfare (31:13–20). For 
this general function after Moses, see Judges 2:16, and more specifically 
3:9–10, where Othniel is ordained by God to deliver Israel by leading it 
into battle. 

5.  God first establishes the “perpetual priesthood” of Aaron and his 
progeny just before the tabernacle is erected (Exod. 40:12–15). There-
after, the priesthood functions ceremonially as an intermediary be-
tween Israel and God, carrying out specific sacrificial tasks. Similarly, 
the Levites are set apart over the “tabernacle of the testimony, and over 
all its furnishings, and they shall take care of it” (Num. 1:50, author’s 
condensed paraphrase). Before that, Moses functioned informally as a 
priest on behalf of Israel, delivering the words of Israel to God at Sinai 
(e.g., Exod. 19:8). 

6.  The authoritative position of the prophet, more specifically, the 
prophet’s message, is solely a matter of divine appointment. A fine ex-
ample of this is found in God’s words to Jeremiah: “I have put my words in 
your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms . . .” (Jer. 
1:9–10 TNIV). It is clear that the content of the prophet’s message finds its 
ultimate source in the words of God (e.g., Ezek. 2:7).

7.  However, because of its contextual association with the message 
given to the prophets, the Hebrew noun massa (Nah. 1:1, Hab. 1:1, Mal. 
1:1) is often translated “oracle” (NASB, ESV, RSV, NIV) or “prophecy” 
(TNIV). The two connotations are not necessarily exclusive of each 
other.

8.  All scripture citations are taken from the TNIV unless otherwise 
noted.

9.  Linda L. Belleville asks these questions in her helpful essay “Wom-
en Leaders in the Bible,” Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity 
without Hierarchy, 2 nd ed., ed. Ronald W. Pierce and Rebecca Merrill 
Groothuis (Westmont, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2 005), 110–125. I am indebted 
to her for several insights regarding women prophets in the Old Testa-
ment.

10.  The significance of this shift to the imperative is also felt by  
Peter Enns, who comments: “This is a formulaic call to worship, through 
which Miriam is inviting (or even commanding) the Israelites, and 
hence the readers of this book, to sing of Yahweh’s Exodus deliverance.”  
Peter Enns, Exodus, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Zondervan, 2000), 307, n. 15. 

11.  This is supported by the use of legal language such as hammish-
pat, which speaks of decisions made in response to particular legal in-
quiries. See Linda Belleville, “Women Leaders in the Bible,” 112 n. 8; and 
Robert Boling, Judges, Anchor Bible 6a (New York, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1975), 95 n. 5. 

12.  See for example B. Lindars, “Deborah’s Song: Women in the Old 
Testament,” Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester 
65:2 (Spring 1983) 158–75, esp. 161, 164. 

13.  Consider, for example, the failed enterprise of Jehoshaphat with 
Ahab in 2 Chronicles 18:4–27.

14.  It would not have been practical for a woman to lead in hand-to-
hand combat with an all male army.

15.  Contra Thomas Finley, who views Barak’s response as a refusal 
to “act immediately upon what the Lord told him through Deborah” 
(Thomas Finley, “The Ministry of Women in the Old Testament” in 
Women and Men in Ministry: A Complementary Perspective, ed. Rob-
ert L. Saucy and Judith K. TenElshof [Chicago, Ill.: Moody Press, 2001], 
79). 

16.  As a result, Belleville suggests “Huldah’s role in Josiah’s reforms 
may have helped elevate all the true prophets to their rightful place in 
Judah’s religious community.” See Linda Belleville, “Women Leaders in 
the Bible,” 113. 

17.  The Greek is somewhat ambiguous as to Anna’s age. She may 
have been 84 at this time, or it is possible that she was widowed after 
seven years of marriage and had remained a widow for 84 years (making 
her about 105 at this time). For this view, see I. Howard Marshall, The 
Gospel of Luke: New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1978), 123–24.

18.  Indeed, Luke establishes a strong connection between the two 
prophetic messages. The inauguration of the messianic age (termed the 
“consolation of Israel” by Simeon, and the “redemption of Jerusalem” by 
Anna) serves as an inclusio and brackets the Simeon and Anna accounts 
(Robert Stein, Luke: New American Commentary [Nashville, Tenn.: 
Broadman Press, 1992], 117–18).

19.  See John Nolland, Luke 1–9:20: Word Biblical Commentary (Dal-
las, Tex.: Word Books, 1989), 122.

20.  I am indebted here to the essay by Gordon D. Fee, “Praying and 
Prophesying in the Assembles,” Pierce and Groothuis, Discovering Bibli-
cal Equality, 142–60.

21.  Cp. Luke 9:1 (disciples given authority over demons and diseas-
es), 9:17 (disciples given authority over cities), Rev. 2:26 (saints given au-
thority over nations), 6:8 (death and Hades given authority over a fourth 
of the earth), 11:6 (witnesses given authority over waters), 13:7 (the Beast 
given authority over nations), 14:18 (the angel has authority over fire), 
16:9 (God has authority over plagues), etc.

22.  See the overviews of this ongoing debate by Gordon Fee, “Pray-
ing and Prophesying in the Assemblies,” and I. Howard Marshall, “Mu-
tual Love and Submission in Marriage,” Pierce and Groothuis, Discover-
ing Biblical Equality, 149–55, 198–200.

23.  See Stanley J. Grenz, “Biblical Priesthood and Women in Minis-
try,” Pierce and Groothuis, Discovering Biblical Equality, 272–86.
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By Faith Sarah . . .
N. Clayton Croy

In the most famous chapter of the Epistle to the Hebrews, we 
find a litany of Israel’s faith heroes, punctuated by the repetitive 
phrase “by faith” (Heb. 11:1–38). This rhetoric device drives home 
the unmistakable theme of the chapter and creates the strong im-
pression that faithful heroes are plentiful in Israel’s past. Chief 
among those heroes are Abraham and Moses, but brief attention 
is also given to the actions of Abel, Enoch, Noah, Isaac, and Jacob. 

But in Hebrews’ gallery of faithful champions are women 
to be found? Most certainly they are, although they receive less 
of the spotlight. Their presence is sometimes only implicit, and 
they are often anonymous. For example, the people who passed 
through the Red Sea included a large number of women (v. 29). 
The judges and prophets mentioned in verse 32 might have called 
to mind Deborah (Judg. 4:4), Miriam (Exod. 15:20), and Huldah 
(2 Kings 22:14). Anonymous women are mentioned in verse 35 as 
having “received their dead by resurrection.” The capstone of the 
litany lists a variety of acts of sacrifice and endurance, most of 
which surely would have involved women (vv. 35–38). 

In all of chapter 11, only two women are mentioned by name. 
Rahab is mentioned in verse 31 and commended (cf. James 2:25) 
for her faithful act of hospitality and protection of the spies. But 
the most tantalizing reference lies in Hebrews 11:11: “By faith he 
[Abraham] received power of procreation, even though he was 
too old—and Sarah herself was barren—because he considered 
him faithful who had promised” (NRSV). The peculiar mention 
of Sarah seems to be an aside, a parenthesis, even though it is 
hard to see how Abraham’s “power of procreation” meant much 
without her. (The New International Version similarly marks off 
the Sarah clause with dashes.)

The matter becomes more complex when one examines other 
translations, for example, the Revised Standard Version, which 
offers this translation: “By faith Sarah herself received power 
to conceive, even when she was past the age, since she consid-
ered him faithful who had promised.” Several other translations 
make Sarah the subject of the sentence: the King James Version, 
the New Jerusalem Bible, the New English Bible, and the New 
American Standard Bible. Why do two of the most popular 
English translations (NRSV, NIV) disagree with a host of others 
about the grammatical subject of this verse? Whose faith is being 
commended: Abraham’s or Sarah’s? And why cannot the experts 
agree on such a fundamental question?

At the root of the translation problem are intricacies both of 
the Greek text and of ancient understandings of reproduction, 
chiefly the latter. Several important Greek manuscripts lack the 
word “barren” (steira), and textual scholars consider it a very dif-
ficult decision whether the word belongs in the text or not. Hence, 
the word is absent from the RSV, but present in the NRSV.

But the more important question concerns the clause con-
taining the main verb. Here we find an expression that might be 
rendered, “received power for the laying down of a seed” (katabolē 
spermatos). The expression is regularly used of the male’s role in 
begetting, not of the female’s role in conceiving. But this is prob-
lematic in a sentence in which, from all appearances, Sarah is the 

grammatical subject. Of course, Abraham could be carried over 
from the previous verse, but this requires some explanation of 
the presence of Sarah. 

At least two interpretive options make possible the construal 
of Sarah as the subject of Hebrews 11:11. First, it is not at all clear 
that the expression “laying down a seed” cannot be attributed to 
the woman. Mary Rose D’Angelo points out that Numbers 5:28 in 
the Septuagint uses an analogous expression. There, it is declared 
that a woman who “has not defiled herself and is clean . . . will be 
able to have children.” The latter part renders the Greek eksper-
matiei sperma, literally “she will emit a seed.”1 Studies of ancient 
medical and philosophical texts have confirmed that the woman’s 
role in reproduction was often understood in this way. Greek, 
Roman, and Jewish authors frequently wrote of the woman’s con-
tribution as involving a seed. This “double seed” theory, i.e., that 
both the man and the woman contributed semen, was widely 
held in the Hellenistic era. Hebrews 11:11 may reflect this idea.2 

A second possibility is that the words, “laying down a seed,” 
may be metaphorical. The standard New Testament Greek lexicon 
suggests this possibility: “[Sarah] received the ability to establish a 
posterity.”3 Both key terms are often used figuratively, and the fol-
lowing verse in Hebrews emphasizes the multitude of Abraham’s 
descendants. As P. W. van der Horst and others have concluded, 
the author of Hebrews seems to have meant just what he said.

Thankfully, the Today’s New International Version (TNIV), 
the revision of the NIV, has rendered this verse properly: “And by 
faith even Sarah, who was past childbearing age, was enabled to 
bear children because she considered him faithful who had made 
the promise.” Moving from parenthesis to grammatical promi-
nence, Sarah thus becomes a recipient of God’s empowerment 
and a faith champion who trusts in the divine promise. 

Notes

1.  Mary Rose D’Angelo, “Hebrews,” Women’s Bible Commentary, ex-
panded ed., ed. Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe (Louisville, Ky.: 
Westminster/John Knox, 1992), 365.

2.  The technical data can be found in P. W. van der Horst’s article, 
“Sarah’s Seminal Emission: Hebrews 11:11 in Light of Ancient Embryol-
ogy,” in Greeks, Romans, and Christians: Essays in Honor of Abraham 
Malherbe, ed. David L. Balch, Everett Ferguson, and Wayne A. Meeks 
(Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress, 1990), 2 87-302; and the more popular 
version in Bible Review, “Did Sarah Have a Seminal Emission?” (Febru-
ary 1992) 35–39. 

3.  W. Bauer, W. F. Arndt, F. W. Gingirch, and F. W. Danker, Greek-
English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Litera-
ture, 3rd ed. (Chicago, Ill.: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000), 515.
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Hearing God’s Voice in the House of Israel
Chelsea DeArmond

What does it mean to be founders of a nation chosen by God? 
Power? Privilege? Pride? Jacob’s blessing of his first four sons, 
recorded in Genesis 49:1–12, paints a different picture of God’s 
ideal. This article will trace themes of alienation and identifica-
tion to show that the integrity of the sons of Israel is challenged 
and ultimately identified by the voice—or the lack of voice—of a 
grieving concubine (Gen. 35:16–22), a disgraced sister (Gen. 34), 
and a widowed daughter-in-law (Gen. 38). 

Who will receive the special blessing?

1	 Then Jacob called his sons, and said: “Gather around, that 
I may tell you what will happen to you in days to come.

2	 Assemble and hear, O sons of Jacob;
		  listen to Israel your father.” (NRSV)

The Hebrew word for blessing (berakah) is virtually an anagram 
of the word that means both birthright and firstborn (bekorah). 
Although the firstborn son was entitled to a double portion of 
his father’s inheritance and a special blessing, in the blessing Ja-
cob pronounced for his sons, the right of the primogenitor is dis-
persed according to the degree to which each son demonstrated 
covenant love to others. At the point Jacob assembles his sons 
together, Joseph had already received the double portion.1 The 
recipient of the special blessing had yet to be determined.

The alienation of Bilhah and Reuben from the house 
of Israel

3	 Reuben, you are my firstborn,
		  my might and the first fruits of my vigor,
		  excelling in rank and excelling in power.
4	 Unstable as water, you shall no longer excel
		  because you went up onto your father’s bed;
		  then you defiled it—you went up onto my couch!

Reuben’s blessing begins with an acknowledgment of his status 
as firstborn. He is described as “excelling in rank and excelling in 
power.” Unfortunately, Reuben’s excellence was attained at others’ 
expense. Genesis 35:22 reveals the “other” whom Reuben violated 
for his own gain: “While Israel lived in that land, Reuben went and 
lay with Bilhah his father’s concubine; and Israel heard of it.”

In sleeping with his father’s concubine, Reuben symbolically 
usurped Jacob’s authority.2 Reuben chose to make his move at a 
time when Jacob was most vulnerable: the death of his favored 
wife, Rachel. It is likely that Rachel’s maid, Bilhah, grieved her 
mistress’s death as well. Bilhah is first introduced as Rachel’s maid 
(Gen. 30:3–10) and, even after she was given to Jacob as a sur-
rogate mother when Rachel could not conceive, her primary as-
sociation was with Rachel.3 After Rachel died, Reuben’s violation 
intensified her alienation. 

Reuben’s violation disqualified him as a candidate for Israel’s 
blessing and ultimately ensured his own obscurity in the house 
of Israel. The tribe of Reuben settled before crossing over into the 

promised land and was quickly integrated into the transjordan 
tribe of Gad.4 Before Israel left the wilderness, Moses’ blessing 
indicates that Reuben was already dwindling: “May Reuben live 
and not die out, even though his numbers are few” (Deut. 33:6).

The alienation of Dinah, Simeon, and Levi from the 
house of Israel

5	 Simeon and Levi are brothers;
		  weapons of violence are their swords.
6	 May I never come into their council;
		  may I not be joined to their company—
	 for in their anger they killed men,
		  and at their whim they hamstrung oxen.
7	 Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce,
		  and their wrath, for it is cruel!
	 I will divide them in Jacob,
		  and scatter them in Israel.

The blessing of the firstborn should pass to the second born son 
if the first is unable (or unworthy) to receive it. However, Jacob’s 
second and third sons received curses rather than blessings. The 
Hebrew word for “Cursed be” in verse 7 is the same word God 
used to curse the serpent in the account of the Fall (Gen. 3:14). 

Jacob’s “Cursed be . . .” also closely parallels Noah’s “Cursed be 
. . .” in reference to his son Ham in terms of language and con-
sequence: the cursed sons are assigned the lowest position rela-
tive to their brothers (Gen. 9:25).5 Indeed, the language suggests 
that they have been excluded from the house of Israel altogether: 
“May I never come into their council . . . may I not be joined to 
their company . . .” This curse recalls their key role in a destruc-
tive period in Israel’s development: the rape of their sister Dinah 
and the slaughter of the Shechemites. 

The rape of Dinah is recorded in Genesis 34:2 :“When Shechem 
son of Hamor the Hivite, prince of the region, saw her, he seized 
her and lay with her by force.” Many commentators draw a paral-
lel between Shechem’s rape of Dinah and Amnon’s rape of Tamar 
(2 Sam. 13). However, compare the responses of these men to the 
women they violated: After Amnon raped Tamar, he was “seized 
with a very great loathing for her; indeed, his loathing was even 
greater than the lust he had felt for her. Amnon said to her, ‘Get 
out!’” (2 Sam. 13:15, emphasis added). After Shechem raped Di-
nah, “his soul was drawn to Dinah daughter of Jacob; he loved the 
girl, and spoke tenderly to her. So Shechem spoke to his father 
Hamor, saying, ‘Get me this girl to be my wife’” (Gen. 34:3–4, em-
phasis added). Amnon’s lust became loath-
ing, while Shechem’s lust became love.
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After pursuing Dinah and seizing her illegitimately, Shechem 
pursued her through legitimate means. Shechem’s father, Ham-
or, made an offer that would unite the two nations in exchange 
for Dinah as his son’s wife: “Make marriages with us; give your 
daughters to us, and take our daughters for yourselves. You shall 
live with us; and the land shall be open to you; live and trade 
in it, and get property in it.” He offered to pay whatever price 
was required. When they required only one condition of him— 
circumcision—Shechem was eager to comply.

Apart from the initial violation of Dinah, what if Israel had ac-
cepted Shechem’s offer? Unfortunately, Simeon and Levi did not 
consider God’s desire to uphold covenant relationships (whether 
established legitimately or illegitimately as in the covenant be-
tween the Israelites during Joshua’s time and the Gibeonites; cf. 
Josh. 9). Neither did they consider Dinah’s desire. Instead, Simeon 
and Levi took matters into their own hands and acted out of out-
rage, indignation, and pride, just as Shechem had initially acted 
out of his own destructive compulsions. 

Rebecca Chopp describes rape as “the refusal of any sense 
of covenantal relationship.”6 In other words, the imposition of 
a covenant sign (sex) outside of the context of the covenant re-
lationship (marriage) represents a serious violation (rape). In 
this sense, Shechem is also a victim of rape. Thomas Mann sum-
marizes Simeon and Levi’s deceitful response to Shechem as an 
exploitation of “. . . the sign of the covenant between God and 
Israel (circumcision) as a device of trickery and bloodshed.”7 The 
account begins with Shechem’s “seizing” of Dinah and ends with 
Israel’s seizing of “All [Shechem’s] wealth, all their little ones and 
their wives, all that was in the houses, they captured and made 
their prey” (Gen. 34:29). 

If God were to speak, what would God’s response be? If Di-
nah’s voice were heard, what would she say? We can only specu-
late, for neither one was considered. Perhaps Tamar’s response to 
Amnon’s rejection offers the most insight: “. . . Tamar put ashes on 
her head, and tore the long robe that she was wearing; she put her 
hand on her head, and went away, crying aloud as she went . . .”  
(2 Sam. 13:19; emphasis added). 

In alienating their sister and her suitor, Simeon and Levi ul-
timately alienated themselves from the blessings of the covenant 
they were born into through their ancestor Abraham. Jacob con-
demned their actions, which had made the entire family “odious” 
to the Canaanites. History shows that the curse pronounced on 
these brothers was fulfilled and they were indeed “divided in Ja-
cob” and “scattered in Israel.” Levi’s portion of the promised land 
was divided among the other tribes due to the priestly function 
the tribe later assumed. Though the tribe of Simeon settled in 
the promised land, its territory was quickly incorporated into its 
more powerful neighbor, Judah.8 	

The identification of Tamar and Judah with the house 
of Israel

8	 Judah, your brothers shall praise you;
		  your hand shall be on the neck of your enemies;
		  your father’s sons shall bow down before you.

9	 Judah is like a lion’s whelp;
		  from the prey, my son, you have gone up.
	 He crouches down, he stretches out like a lion,
		  like a lioness—who dares rouse him up?9
10	 The scepter shall not depart from Judah,10
		  nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, 
	 until tribute comes to him;
		  and the obedience of the people is his.
11	 Binding his foal to the vine
		  and his donkey’s colt to the choice vine,
	 he washes his garments in wine
		  and his robe in the blood of grapes;11
12	 his eyes are darker than wine,
		  and his teeth whiter than milk.

The special blessing reserved for the firstborn son was finally re-
ceived by the fourth—Judah. Judah’s blessing depicts him as a 
ruler in relation to his brothers and a conqueror in relation to 
his enemies. Unlike the curses pronounced on Judah’s three older 
brothers, Judah’s blessing does not allude to a specific historical 
event. However, Judah did indeed undergo a formative challenge 
to his integrity when he was confronted by the problem of his 
childless daughter-in-law in Genesis 38.

Shortly after the time when Jacob’s sons sold their brother Jo-
seph into slavery (according to Judah’s suggestion), Judah moved 
away from his family and settled in the land of the Adullamites. 
In choosing to move away from his family, settle in a foreign 
land, and take a Canaanite wife, his relationship to the house of 
Israel was threatened. His actions identify him more with his fa-
ther’s brother, Esau. The birth of Judah’s three sons also suggests a 
growing distance between Judah and his wife. Judah named their 
firstborn son, Er. His wife named their second-born son, Onan. 
By the time their third son is born, Judah is not even present for 
his birth. His mother names him Shelah.12 

If the character of the children is any reflection of the char-
acter of the parents, it seems that Judah’s relationship with God 
was also at stake during this time: “But Er, Judah’s first-born, was 
wicked in the sight of the Lord, and the Lord put him to death” 
(v. 7). Er died childless, and his wife, Tamar, was his only connec-
tion to the land of the living. In ancient Near Eastern cultures, 
the souls of the dead were believed to be confined to a dismal 
place called Sheol, and a man’s heirs ensured the continuation of 
his name among the living. The cultural mandate of levirate mar-
riage, in which the man’s reproductive powers extend through his 
brother and his widow, enabled a man to produce an heir to carry 
on his name in Israel.13 Judah instructed his second son, Onan, to 
“go in to your brother’s wife and perform the duty of a brother-
in-law to her; raise up offspring for your brother” (v. 9). 

Onan had the option of refusing, but this would result in pub-
lic humiliation and disgrace. On the other hand, if Onan fathered 
a child for his brother, he would be prevented from receiving his 
deceased brother’s inheritance. Onan accepted the levirate re-
sponsibility even though he had no intention of fulfilling the du-
ties; instead he practiced coitus interruptus, a primitive form of 
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birth control. Onan’s offense is serious enough that he also dies. 
Judah had much at stake: if Shelah died, Judah would be left with 
neither sons nor grandsons. He faced extinction.

When Tamar heard news of the death of Judah’s wife, she de-
cided to make her move. She exchanged her widow’s clothing for 
the disguise of a prostitute and met Judah on the roadside as he 
was on his way to sheer sheep.14 Tamar slept with her father-in-
law on the condition that he leave his signet and cord and his 
staff as surety of payment—all symbols of Judah’s identity. This 
brief bargaining is the first time the voice of a woman is heard in 
the testing of the integrity of Israel’s sons. The second time, as we 
shall see, also concerns symbols of identity.

Three months later, when Judah was told, “Your daughter-in-
law Tamar has played the whore; moreover she is pregnant as 
a result of whoredom,” Judah’s immediate response was “Bring 
her out and let her be burned” (v. 24). How convenient for Judah 
—finally, Tamar’s “whoredom” is the perfect excuse to get rid 
of this woman! However, just as she is about to be burned, she 
“sends word to her father-in-law.” She makes two statements and 
sends three symbols along with them: “It was the owner of these 
who made me pregnant. . . . Take note, please, whose they are, the 
signet and the cord and the staff.”

Although Judah had the “right” and the “authority” to pro-
nounce Tamar’s execution, he hears her voice and chooses to 
identify himself with her in a striking affirmation: “She is more 
right than I.” William Brown describes covenant in these terms: 
“Covenant takes place at the crossroads of the heart and culmi-
nates in shared identity and new character.”15 Judah’s affirmation 
of Tamar signals a turning point in his character from increasing 
isolation to faithful covenant keeper. 

The woman who caused him so many problems suddenly be-
came the solution. She gave birth to twin sons, Perez and Zerah—
the mark of a special matriarch in the tradition of Rebekah—who 
replaced the unrighteous sons the Lord had executed. If the char-
acter of the children is any reflection of the character of the par-
ents, it seems that Judah’s covenant relationship with the God of 
Abraham was finally established through his choice to identify 
himself with Tamar. The voice of the matriarch is heard while the 
voices of the unrighteous heirs fade into anonymity.

Tamar’s son Perez became the ancestor of a great line of kings 
and, ultimately, Jesus. Tamar received one of God’s promises to 
Abraham: “I will make a great name for you,” for she is recorded 
as an ancestor in the genealogy of the Messiah (Matt. 1:3).

Conclusion: God’s voice and woman’s voice

The stories of Bilhah, Dinah, and Tamar represent some of the 
most troubling passages in the Bible. Many scholars have tried to 
justify or explain away the disturbing elements of adultery, incest, 
rape, and violence, while others are more comfortable excluding 
these texts altogether. Rather than minimizing or avoiding these 
stories, balancing them with the curses and blessings pronounced 
on the perpetrators and their descendants is a better approach. 

Where is the voice of God in these stories? The answer is inti-
mately related to the presence or absence of the voices of mother, 

sister, and daughter. These voices tested and ultimately identified 
the character of the sons of Jacob: 

[T]he covenantal command to love has a radical horizontal 
component. As the impartial God executes justice on behalf 
of the orphan and the widow, as well as loves and provides for 
the stranger . . . so must God’s people (Deut. 10:18–19). This 
is the essence of Israel’s imatatio Dei: to embody and perform 
Yahweh’s zeal for justice toward the most vulnerable.16 
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The Discipleship of Women—From Jesus’ Birth to the Empty Tomb
J. Lyle Story

In recent years, much discussion has centered upon the role of 
women disciples as they encounter the person of Jesus. The word 
“disciple” (mathētēs), related to the verb “learn, study, practice” 
(manthanō), means “the one who directs his mind to some-
thing,”1 often in the sense of a learner, apprentice, or pupil. In 
the Greek philosophical world, the term designated a devotee of 
a philosopher, one who would continue the intellectual link with 
the teacher (adherent). While many argue for exclusively male 
disciples due to the fact that Jesus’ twelve disciples were all male, 
we can respond that all disciples were also Jewish. This, then, 
leads to the important question of implication: Does this mean 
that all Gentile disciples through the ages, male and female, are to 
be excluded from participatory discipleship? Certainly not!

The term “disciple” in first-century Judaism signifies an ad-
herent or follower of Scripture, and, in particular, one who fol-
lows the tradition or interpretation of a rabbi. The individual dis-
ciple follows and represents the tradition espoused by a rabbi. In 
the more formalized Mishnah of a later era, almost every chapter 
includes a saying, “Rabbi X says . . . .” While great respect was 
accorded to the leading rabbis, discipleship was tradition- and 
cause-centered or perhaps school-centered (Hillel, Shammai); in-
terest was not primarily in the teacher himself. Rengstorf notes,

He who would follow the Law in all things cannot do without 
the constant instruction and guidance of the rabbi. Only the 
rabbi, on the basis of his familiarity with the materials of reli-
gious law, can say for certain what is right in individual cases. 
Hence, the pious ideal is that all Jews should be occupied in 
the Torah and its exposition and application, so that they can 
and will do what is right in a given situation. The fulfillment 
of this ideal is expected in the Messianic Age.2

Jesus becomes the rabbi who enters most effectively into personal 
relationship with the disciples, male and female; relationship at-
tracts their allegiance to him. There is something so impressive 
about Jesus that the potential recruits readily join themselves to 
him. The deep sense of the disciples’ personal attachment to Je-
sus clearly differentiates this relationship from the Jewish pattern 
of rabbi/disciple. While a rabbi’s knowledge, cause, and method 
attracted Jewish disciples, Jesus’ disciples were attracted by the 
person of Jesus. They were drawn irresistibly by the wonder of his 
person when they trusted him. Women as well as men are drawn 
to him and become attached to his person, words, and works. 

The gospel writers narrate various stories of dramatic encoun-
ters of women and men with Jesus. Clearly, they do not craft their 

message as systematic and analytical teaching; rather, they tell 
stories of how Jesus interacted with people at various levels. This 
article will focus upon how Jesus affirmed women either directly 
or indirectly, through word or action or both, in initiating and 
conducting teacher/learner (disciple) relationships. 

Two women “model disciples”—birth annunciations

Luke’s gospel presents two intertwining annunciation stories of 
two women of faith, Mary and Elizabeth, as they participate in 
the birth of John the Baptist and Jesus. They encounter the angel 
Gabriel, the Spirit, and each other as they share in the wonder of 
the Jesus event. As “model disciples,” the two women voice their 
heartfelt joy and acceptance of their new roles. At the outset, we 
note the pairing of female stories in a union of their faith re-
sponses. They affirm their receptivity and excitement surround-
ing the Jesus event; the female persons’ reception generally bests 
their male counterparts’, i.e., Elizabeth over Zechariah and Mary 
contrasted with Zechariah. (See Figure 1.)

Luke features these two women when they receive God’s word 
and relate to each other in the light of the joyous news from 
above. The news is mediated through angels or the Holy Spirit. 
Two women are intertwined in the focus upon divine redemp-
tion. According to Luke 1:6, Elizabeth is a “kinswoman” (distant 
cousin?) of Mary. In an unmistakable manner, Luke affirms the 
role of women through their songs of faith.3 In the birth narra-
tives, stress falls upon prophetic inspiration that marks the arrival 
of the new age, often expressed in Luke–Acts by the verb “fill” or 
“fulfill” (pimplēmi).4 In Matthew, Old Testament quotations are 
found in the fulfillment passages. They are restatements of earlier 
prophecies and fulfillments, now in the service of the wonderful 
new event. As Luke records the annunciations, he is aware of a 
new epoch commencing in the lives of various individuals. 

Mary

Presumably, Mary has been nurtured with the stories and psalms 
of the Old Testament. Thus, when she speaks, it is the Spirit who 
enables her to draw together varied similes, which connect vi-
brant themes of the Old Testament that mirror her own story 
(Luke 1:46–55). She also possesses similar qualities that charac-
terize the godly women of the Old Testament.5 She exhibits a 
contagious excitement when she meets Elizabeth and they tell 
their stories; each simply must share the good news with her rela-
tive. The parallels between the Old Testament texts and the Mag-
nificat demonstrate that the new event of the incarnation is posi-
tioned within the best of Old Testament piety.6 Mary responds to 
Gabriel with a description of God as her savior (1:47). Marshall 
states, “The hymn of praise is modeled in general terms on 1 Sam. 
2:1–10, but the phrases used are paralleled in many passages, and 
the hymn gives the impression of being composed by someone 
whose mind was steeped in Old Testament piety.”7 In answer to 
Hannah’s prayer, she is given a son, which occasions her song 
of praise; Mary’s Magnificat is a song built on the language of 
the Old Testament. Each is voiced in the context of a miraculous 
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birth. Hannah conceives a son; Mary, a virgin (1:27, 34), is assured 
by Gabriel of a birth in language similar to the virgin passage in 
Isaiah 7:14 (Septuagint, or LXX) and the assurance to a fleeing 
Hagar (Gen. 16:11 LXX). She accepts her high privilege to be the 
mother of the Son of God, yet accepts impending shame in be-
ing a mother out of wedlock. Both Hannah the barren wife and 
Mary the virgin (Luke 1:27, 34) conceive sons. Luke presents the 
theology of the incarnation in a way so holy and congruent with 
Old Testament sacred history that any comparisons with pagan 
mythology seem utterly incongruous. Instead of the carnal union 
of a pagan god with a woman producing some kind of semi- 
divine offspring, Luke speaks of a spiritual overshadowing by 
God himself that will produce the “holy one.” The language is 
delicate and reserved.

Luke is not merely interested in selective details of people, 
age, gender, character, and responses; rather, he positions the in-
carnation in the context and ethos of the best of Old Testament 
piety. The new dispensation begins with the speech of the old. 
Mary’s faith response to the angel Gabriel (1:38) and her rumi-
nation on the divine promise (2:51) depict Mary as “the model 
disciple.”8 As such, her language is not merely that of an excited 
mother-to-be. Mary is responsive to the word of God; conversely, 
God is dependent upon her faith response to him. The generation 
gap is bridged; indeed, it is a huge gap between the teenage Mary 
and the aged Elizabeth (in her 70s or 80s?). The angel gives no 
direction to Mary to go to Elizabeth, though a suggestion is made 
by informing Mary that her kinswoman—aged though she is— 
is in her sixth month, bearing a miracle son. Mary makes the 
choice to see her. The teenager wants to learn something from the 
senior citizen. As for Elizabeth, she is humbled that the special 
person comes to her—and she is speaking of a teenager. Disciple-
ship occurs through an intertwining of old and new, young and 
old, prophetic inspiration, a trust response in the miraculous. 
Discipleship also expresses itself through the confession by both 
women; Elizabeth is the first to confess Jesus as “my Lord,” and 
that even before He was born—long before Mary Magdalene’s 
“Rabbouni” and Thomas’ “My Lord and my God.” Her com-
mitted discipleship is all the more remarkable in that Mary says 
nothing at the moment about her own impending miracle birth, 
as though to say in response to Elizabeth, “He is not only your 
Lord, He is my Savior.” In boldest relief, discipleship is linked to 
the miraculous activity of the Holy Spirit. 

The Magnificat is a collage connecting Mary’s story with the 
story of Hannah—each birth occurring amid impossible circum-
stances (cf. the narrative in 1 Sam. 2:1–10). Each song is coupled 
with psalms and various blessings scattered through the Old Tes-
tament. These texts then parallel her story of a divine conception 
by the Holy Spirit (1:38). 

Elizabeth

When Elizabeth hears Mary’s greeting, the child leaps in her 
womb. Elizabeth is filled with the Holy Spirit (1:41) and speaks 
a prophetic blessing upon Mary for an event to which she had 
not been privy (1:45), i.e., when Mary had believed in Gabriel’s 
promise. The blessing draws together two women in this proph-
ecy. Elizabeth, with a Spirit-inspired awareness of Jesus’ concep-
tion by the Holy Spirit, likewise confirms Mary’s pregnancy by 

the Holy Spirit (1:35). The scene is tender and moving, describing 
the stirring of the unborn child, which also grounds Elizabeth’s 
prophecy with reality. She speaks with a prophetic awareness of 
the One within Mary, and confirms Mary’s believing response 
(1:45). Her joy at the coming of Mary must be a joy already pres-
ent in her life, since she had conceived in her old age and was 
bearing in her womb the forerunner of the Savior. But her joy is 
compounded by the arrival of “the mother of my Lord” (what a 
marvelous prophetic word!) and joy in the one who has believed 
God’s promise (i.e., Mary). Mary is initially contrasted with the 
male Zechariah in his disbelieving response to Gabriel, narrated 
through the response, “How shall I know this?” (1:18). The disbe-
lieving challenge for a sign or proof is answered, but in a nega-
tive manner: “You will be dumb and unable to talk until the days 
these things take place, because you did not believe” (1:20). Both 
the young Mary and the aged Zechariah receive promises of a 
birth in impossible circumstances, and they respond with similar 
words; however, one is noted as believing and the other as unbe-
lieving. We can only conjecture about their body language or the 
way in which they made a response—tone, inflection, and rising 
and falling of the voice. When Mary wonders how this will occur, 
Gabriel states:

The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and 
the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy 
one to be born will be called the Son of God.” (Luke 1:35)

Figure 1. Comparison of the annunciations of John and Jesus

Annunciation of John  
(Luke 1:5–25)

Annunciation of Jesus  
(Luke 1:26–38)

Introduction to parents (1:5–10) Introduction to parents  
(1:26–27)

Appearance of Gabriel (1:11) Appearance of Gabriel (1:26)

Zechariah’s fear (1:12) Mary’s fear (1:29)

Promise of birth in the face of 
a human impossibility, coupled 
with statements about child’s 
future (1:13–17)

Promise of birth in the face of 
a human impossibility, coupled 
with statements about child’s 
future (1:31–35)

Question: “How shall I know 
this?” (1:18)

Question: “How shall I know this?” 
(1:34)

Answer: Reprimand for unbelief 
(1:19)

Answer: Explanation of means—
Holy Spirit (1:35); belief

Songs of praise, derived from 
the Old Testament, expressing 
gratitude to God (1:68–79)

Songs of praise, derived from 
the Old Testament, expressing 
gratitude to God (1:46–55)

Sign: Disciplinary—dumbness 
and deafness (1:20, 62)

Sign: Confirmation of miraculous 
birth by mention of Elizabeth’s 
miraculous conception (1:36–37)

Zechariah’s silence (1:21–23) Mary’s submissive response (1:38)

Departure of angel and 
Zechariah (1:23–25)

Departure of angel and Mary 
(1:38–39)

Complementary narrative which 
brings Elizabeth and Mary 
together (1:39–56)

Conclusion: Mary’s return (1:56)
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The Holy Spirit is mentioned here in parallelism with the power 
of the Most High.9 The verb “overshadow, cover” (episkiazō) par-
allels the verb “come upon” (eperchomai). The verb “overshadow, 
cover” is used of God’s presence that rests upon the tabernacle 
in the cloud, likewise protecting the people of God.10 The verb 
is also used of the cloud that overshadows 
Jesus and the disciples on the Mount of 
Transfiguration (Luke 9:34 par.). The refer-
ence to the transfiguration is significant in 
that in both instances (chs. 1, 9) the over-
shadowing of God’s presence and power 
identifies Jesus as God’s Son:

Luke 1:35: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power 
of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be 
born will be called the Son of God.” 

Luke 9:34–35: “While he was speaking, a cloud appeared and 
covered [overshadowed] them; and they were afraid as they 
entered the cloud. A voice came from the cloud, saying, ‘This 
is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.’” 

The verb “come upon” (eperchomai) is frequently used by Luke,11 
most notably in Acts 1:8 with respect to the Pentecost event:

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; 
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea 
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. (italics added)

C.K. Barrett argues in convincing fashion that the conception of 
Jesus by the Holy Spirit finds allusion to Genesis 1:2  in an Old 

Testament setting, which is contrasted with some of the Greek 
myths of divine begetting:

The earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the sur-
face of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the 
waters. (Gen. 1:2)

The Piel feminine participle “hovering, 
brooding” (merachepheth) in Genesis 1:2 
envisions the brooding or hovering of a 
bird12 over a nest in creating, vivifying, 
and nurturing activity. The text of Genesis 
1:2 led John Milton to the paraphrase: 	

On the watery calm,
	 His brooding wings, The Spirit of God outspread,
	 And vital virtue infused, and vital warmth,
	 Throughout the fluid mass.13

Milton expresses the feminine activity of nurture and infusion of 
virtue and warmth.

The activity of the Spirit is linked to creation and divine speech 
at the beginning of time. A new creation, comparable with that 
of Genesis 1, occurs in the conception of Jesus by the Holy Spirit. 
Barrett states, “The central, biblical, idea with which we have to 
deal is that the entrance of Jesus into the world was the inaugura-
tion of God’s new creation and therefore has its only true analogy 
in Genesis.”14 

Elizabeth is likewise pictured as a “righteous woman” (1:6), faith-
ful along with her husband, and she is barren. She is also the believ-

Elizabeth is portrayed as a Christian 

model of discipleship through her 

believing perseverance—in the midst of 

tremendous obstacles.
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ing woman in contrast to her disbelieving husband. When she con-
ceives, she expresses her thanks: “‘The Lord has done this for me,’ 
she said. ‘In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my 
disgrace among the people” (Luke 1:25). Since women were consid-
ered to be the faulty ones in the case of barrenness, she states that 
the Lord has taken away her reproach, i.e., her barrenness:

Barrenness canceled what was regarded as a woman’s main 
function in life, the bearing of children—especially sons to her 
husband; it denied her the highest status and security a woman 
might achieve. Barrenness was thought of as the woman’s fault 
(as here in 1:7), a punishment for sin or at least a result of God’s 
“forgetting” the woman. (1 Sam. 1:11)15

She has received no major promise directly by an appearance of 
Gabriel as her unbelieving husband received; the message she 
initially receives is the secondhand report of her husband, col-
ored by his skepticism. We can only conjecture about the means 
of communication—through Zechariah’s “sign language.” But, 
yet, amidst the seemingly impossible circumstances, she believes 
and is able to speak prophetically to her relative Mary (1:42–45). 
The angel Gabriel echoes the language of Sarah’s angelophany, “Is 
anything too hard for the Lord?” (Gen. 18:14). In the Old Testa-
ment, Sarah similarly experiences a promise of an “impossible” 
conception, after she has passed through menopause. Elizabeth 
is portrayed as a Christian model of discipleship through her be-
lieving perseverance—in the midst of tremendous obstacles (old 
age, menopause, uncertainty of her future in the light of her bar-
renness). No doubt, the temptation to anger was ever present, 
since she and her husband are noted as especially devout for the 
duration of long lives, and they are not rewarded with the gift 
of children (Luke 1:5–7). It is striking that Elizabeth is the first 
person in Luke’s Gospel who makes a christological confession 
of Jesus’ Lordship: “But why am I so favored, that the mother 
of my Lord should come to me?” (Luke 1:43). As Getty-Sullivan 
notes, “Luke’s purpose is Christological rather than Mariologi-
cal.”16 Mary answers the angel Gabriel, “‘I am the Lord’s servant. 
. . . May it be to me according to your word.’ Then the angel left 
her” (Luke 1:38). Getty-Sullivan notes that “the handmaid theme 
will appear again in Mary’s canticle (Luke 1:48). It is inspired by 
Samuel’s mother, Hannah (1 Sam. 1:11). Luke also anticipates the 
final age of history when, with the gift of the Spirit, God’s ser-
vants and handmaids alike will prophesy (Acts 2:18; a fulfillment 
of Joel 3:1–5).”17

Three women: Jesus’ life

The woman of Samaria—a contagious evangelist-disciple  
(John 4:4–42)

In no passage besides John 4:4–42 does Jesus invest so much time 
in dialogue with a woman. In this Samaritan setting, the woman 
is the victim of racial, religious, and gender prejudice. She lives 
in an apartheid setting. The initial questions and subsequent 
dialogue are positioned within a context of exclusion: “The Sa-
maritan woman said to him, ‘You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan 
woman. How can you ask me for a drink?’ (For Jews do not as-
sociate with Samaritans” (4:9). The term “Samaritan” expresses 

racial and religious prejudice, while the term “woman” expresses 
sexual prejudice. Such sexual prejudice is also conveyed by the 
disciples when they return from their trip into Samaria: “Just 
then his disciples returned and were surprised to find him talk-
ing with a woman. . . . ‘Why are you talking with her?’” (4:27; 
italics added). However, this unspoken blame was internal and 
unvoiced; no one had the courage to force this silent and cold ac-
cusation into a verbal question to Jesus. What is clear is that Jesus 
“breaks open boundaries in his conversation with the Samaritan 
woman: the boundary between male and female, the boundary 
between ‘chosen people’ and ‘rejected people.’ Jesus’ journey to 
Samaria and his conversation with the woman demonstrate that 
the grace of God that he offers is available to all.”18

Since Jesus is thirsty, he stops at a well of Shechem in Samaria, 
while his disciples go on a brief shopping excursion into Samaria. 
The actual dialogue begins with Jesus’ request for a cup of water 
from the Samaritan woman: “Will you give me a drink?” (4:7). 
The ensuing dialogue uses the language of misunderstanding to 
lead this woman to become an evangelist to the men native to 
Samaria. The short account reveals that the woman is capable of 
solid theological reflection; she understands the relevant history 
of the Jews and the Samaritans, the traditions of the Jews and Sa-
maritans, Messianic expectation, and the relevant worship sites, 
Jerusalem or Samaria. She would be aware that the Jews would 
publicly curse the Samaritans and would certainly not handle a 
utensil handled by a Samaritan.19 “When Jesus tells her that she 
is living with one who is not her husband, she shows no anger. 
When Jesus says that salvation will come from the Jews, she re-
mains open-minded and attentive.”20 She wins over the readers 
through her lively challenges without defensiveness or anger. 
In a real manner, she is open to Jesus’ searchlight as he reveals 
the heart and expectation of this woman. Through the dialogue, 
there is a discernible movement in terms of this woman’s under-
standing of Jesus:

Jesus as a Jewish man (John 4:9)


Sir—a title of respect (4:11)


A prophet (4:19)


The Messiah (4:25)
“I, the one speaking to you—I am he.” (4:26)


(The woman becomes an evangelist who says . . .)

“Come, see a man who told me everything  
I ever did.” (4:29)

“Could this be the Messiah?” (4:29)


The Savior of the world (4:42—proclaimed by the Samaritans)

What an amazing progression of the woman’s faith response 
and its result during an ordinary encounter at a well!21 And this 
woman’s faith is not dampened by the cold reception or sexist 
comments from the disciples. She reveals that she understands 
her mission; she becomes a vibrant witness, even an evangelist 
without a preparatory catechism class. What an irony that she 
grows in faith in one day, while the disciples over months of as-
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sociation do not understand Jesus’ inclusive acceptance. They 
will need to understand the love of God for all (3:16), irrespec-
tive of race, religion, or gender. Jesus shows that he maintains 
no distinction between clean and unclean; he ignores the Jewish 
warning about speaking to a woman:22 “Jews viewed Samaritans 
with distaste, and in fact the rabbis especially shunned Samaritan 
women, whom they viewed as perpetually unclean, menstruants 
from the cradle (see Mishna Niddah 
4:1).”23 This is also a message to John’s 
church of its need to reflect God’s in-
clusive concern. The bitter irony is that 
Jesus is rejected by the Jewish leaders 
in John 5, but is accepted by the hated 
Samaritans, and this by the sole wit-
ness of an outcast Samaritan woman. 

We also find an implicit contrast 
between the Jews of John 2:23–25, who at best give evidence of 
partial and superficial faith, and the Samaritans’ eager respon-
siveness. The Jews evidence an unsatisfactory faith based upon a 
superficial excitement and awe of the miraculous, i.e., “. . . many 
people saw the signs he was performing and believed in his name” 
(2:23). The Samaritans, by way of contrast, have not witnessed a 
“sign,” but come to genuine faith based upon Jesus’ word. And 
they confess that Jesus is the Savior of the world. It has been a 
conversation with a woman at a Samaritan well that has prepared 
the way for the triumph of the Word of God at Samaria. 

 Jesus teaches the disciples by way of metaphor. He wants 
them to know the wonder of this day. Jesus borrows a popular 
proverb, which speaks about the usual practice of farming. When 
one goes out into the backyard and plants a garden, it is normal 
and expected that there will be a period of delay between putting 
the corn and spinach seeds into the ground and the actual time 
in which the corn is mature enough to eat as corn on the cob and 
the spinach has grown large enough to be used in a tossed salad. 
Normally and universally, there is a period of waiting between 
the actual sowing of seed and the growth and subsequent har-
vest. The two most important words of this first metaphor reveal 
an important contrast. Those two words are “four months” and 
“already.” In the Fourth Gospel, the metaphor is used to stress the 
immediate ripeness of the harvest. There is no period of waiting. 
It is an incredible situation: “Even now those who reap draw their 
wages, even now they harvest the crop for eternal life, so that the 
sower and the reaper may be glad together” (4:36). The sowing 
and reaping both occur on this day. The sowing is the witness 
of Jesus to a woman, and the fruit of the initial harvest is the 
woman at the well. As another sower, the woman, in turn, has 
just left the well only to return with crowds of Samaritan people 
(4:30, 41–42)—the greater harvest. She is sower and reaper—at 
the same time. Thus, the Samaritans invite Jesus to remain24 with 
them (4:40). The woman is thus a reaper of a harvest that she has 
already started to sow. Correspondingly, there has been no pe-
riod of waiting or delay between the sowing and the harvesting. 
One of the most striking statements in the story is found in verse 
38: “Others have done the hard work, and you have reaped the 
benefits of their labor.” The plural “others” (alloi) must refer to 
more than one person besides Jesus and the Samaritan woman. 
Who are they? What is important is that Jesus arouses the in-

ner thirst in the woman’s life by sowing, and he effects the rapid 
growth and harvest of the sown seed. The woman then becomes 
the sower to the people of Samaria, and she likewise experiences 
the joyous harvest. 

The Syrophoenician woman and her daughter—a witty disciple 
(Mark 7:24–30 par.)

A foreign woman pleads with Jesus 
for her demon-possessed daughter. 
The paragraph immediately strikes 
the reader with its threefold accent of 
the non-Jewish nature of the woman’s 
ethnic background: 1) Tyre (7:24), 2) 
“The woman was a Greek” (7:26), 3) 
“born in Syrian Phoenicia” (7:26). 
Thereby, Mark demonstrates how 

Jesus meets the needs of Gentiles as well as Jews. News about 
Jesus spreads, which occasions this woman’s desperate request 
(7:25–26). At first, it appears that Jesus is totally disinterested in 
this woman and her request: “First, let the children eat all they 
want, . . . for it is not right to take the children’s bread and toss 
it to the dogs” (7:27).25 Jesus borrows the familiar Jewish insult 
for Gentiles, i.e., “dogs.”26 The woman is not put off by this “hard 
saying,” for she answers, “Lord, . . . even the dogs under the table 
eat the children’s crumbs” (7:28). She accepts Jesus’ verdict, while 
she further tests him with her lively, high-spirited and no doubt 
humorous rejoinder. Within her argument is a contrast between 
the statements by Jesus and by her regarding the children and 
their bread; in Jesus’ statement, the children must first be fed 
bread (7:27), and the bread that the dogs eat is taken away from 
the children. In the woman’s argument, the children are still fed; 
what the dogs eat are crumbs, which fall under the table while 
the messy children continue to eat their bread (7:28). Her answer 
reveals that she acknowledges Israel’s privilege and does not rebel 
against God’s temporal choice. In no way does she wish to dimin-
ish Israel’s privileges, but she desires only a crumb. She simply 
appeals to Jesus’ kindness in an unconditional manner.

Jesus honors the woman’s reasoning, “For such a reply, you 
may go” (7:29; italics added). Mary Ann Tolbert observes, “In-
deed, she is the only character in the entire Gospel of Mark to 
best Jesus in an argument . . . and continues on to stand his meta-
phor on its head.”27 No doubt, Jesus responds with a smile that 
accompanies his argument. Jesus’ word concerning the demon’s 
exit (7:29) is verified by the narrative of verse 30: “She went home 
and found her child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.” Her 
faith seizes Jesus’ promise and leads to her wise saying, which 
Jesus respects. Her response as a woman is affirmed and is also 
contrasted with that of Jesus’ male disciples, who reveal a deep-
seated apartheid for this nuisance of a woman: “So his disciples 
came to him and urged him, ‘Send her away, for she keeps crying 
out after us’” (Matt. 15:23). 

Jesus’ affirmation of Mary—a learning disciple  
(Luke 10:38–42)28 

On the surface, the story in Luke 10:38–42 appears to be a sit-
uation of sisters’ rivalry. Jesus is a guest of both sisters in their 
house, and it may appear that both sisters compete for Jesus’ full 

Jesus arouses the inner thirst in the woman’s 

life by sowing, and he effects the rapid growth 

and harvest of the sown seed. The woman then 

becomes the sower to the people of Samaria, 

and she likewise experiences the joyous harvest.
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attention. Martha is engaged in the hospitality issues of preparing 
food for a meal, while Mary sits at his feet. The point of tension 
appears to be Martha’s complaint against her sister and her com-
plaint to Jesus that he does not care about the seeming inequity: 
“Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by 
myself?” (10:40).

Mary chooses the good portion (10:42), which infuriates Mar-
tha. She misunderstands true hospitality and receptivity to Jesus 
with her workaday ethic and industrious activity, and fails to see 
the priority of Mary’s choice to sit at the feet of Jesus “listening to 
what he said” (10:39).29 She attends to the Lord without distrac-
tion (1 Cor. 7:35). The key question concerning eternal life (Luke 
10:25), which leads to the parable of the Good Samaritan, also 
leads into the next paragraph in that eternal life is “the good part” 
(10:42) that must be chosen and will be a permanent possession. 

The paragraph on the Lord’s Prayer (11:1–4) affirms that the 
“good part” is listening to Jesus and learning from him through 
prayer. Thus, he becomes the “host” who provides for the well-
being of his people. 

Some popular interpretations of the text (10:38–42) relativize 
the roles of Martha and Mary and interpret the text as indicative 
of the best and the second best, i.e., the contemplative life ver-
sus busy service. Even though the majority of the story focuses 
upon Martha (Mary is voiceless), Mary’s choice is based upon her 
knowledge in that she has chosen to listen to his word and is sit-
ting at his feet, which is a technical term for “being a disciple.”30 
Luke intends that his readers understand that Mary is a disciple 
whose activity is to be imitated. The setting itself is extraordinary 
in that it was unheard that a Jewish rabbi would enter and “teach” 
in the household of women who were not relatives. Jesus defies 
what is expected of a man and a woman. Jesus does not provide 
the answer that Martha expected. He does not devalue Martha’s 
role of hospitality, nor does he question women’s “traditional 
role.” Instead, he focuses upon Mary’s choice of discipleship, 
i.e., learning from him. This is the main issue of discipleship for 
both women and men. Martha is concerned with “many things,” 
which may indicate many dishes being prepared; perhaps Jesus 
indicates that one dish is sufficient for Jesus now. While her activ-
ity is not “wrong,” in the context of proper discipleship, “learning 
from him” allows one to be a genuine hostess. True service must 
be preceded by the non-sexist response of genuine discipleship. 
The response of faith and listening to Jesus are universal in na-
ture and provide the common and equal ground between women 
and men. This is Jesus’ radical message, which effected changes in 
Christianity in the first century a.d. Women, as well as men, are 
summoned by Jesus to responsive “discipleship” to Jesus’ words. 
The Jesus story could not be told without a realistic narration 
detailing the women who were touched by the radical Jesus; they 
surely belong to the company of disciples.

One woman at the empty tomb

Mary—an apostolic disciple (Mark 16:1–8; Matthew 28:1–10;  
Luke 24:1–12; John 20:1–3, 10–18)

Even though it is difficult to reconcile the different identities of 
the women who saw the resurrected Jesus, the four gospels are 
unanimous in affirming the presence of women at the empty 

tomb. The women also bear witness of the resurrected Jesus to 
the male disciples. In a real sense, they serve as witnesses and 
apostles. Mary has seen the resurrected Jesus and has been com-
missioned by him to serve as “a sent one.” John 20:1–3 reads . . .

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary 
Magdalene went to the tomb and saw that the stone had been 
removed from the entrance. So she came running to Simon 
Peter and the other disciple, the one Jesus loved, and said, 
“They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don’t know 
where they have put him!” (italics added)

Jesus has a special encounter with Mary Magdalene in 20:11–18: 

Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she 
bent over to look into the tomb. . . . Jesus said to her, “Mary.” 
She turned and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which 
means, “Teacher”). (italics added)

The resurrection event had transformed Mary from her former 
disillusionment and hopelessness to become an early witness 
(apostle) to the male disciples. To her, the meaning of the Eas-
ter event had been revealed. The women who were present at 
the cross are now immediately present at the empty tomb, and 
thereby become commissioned with a message of hope. The most 
dramatic is Mary’s encounter with Jesus, whom she supposes is 
a gardener: “The power of the scene comes from the reader’s an-
ticipation of Mary’s moment of recognition,”31 after Jesus pro-
nounces her name, “Mary” (20:16). Further, the lesson she learns 
from Jesus is that she (and other believers) cannot hold on to Je-
sus in the way that they did in his pre-resurrection form.32 Thus, 
Mary is the first to see the resurrected Jesus and is the first to be 
commissioned as a witness, and thereby is the first “apostle” com-
missioned by the risen Jesus. 
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After all, Jesus invited the ten disciples and Thomas to “touch him.”
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Two Gardens
Lucy Lincoln

We have often heard sermons on the story of Peter’s three denials 
followed by Jesus’ three questions to him.1 Somewhere on a grav-
elly beach of Galilee, Jesus spoke with Peter: “Do you love Me? 
. . . Feed My sheep.” Nowhere does Scripture explain to us that 
the disciple’s three admissions, “Lord, You know that I love You,” 
allowed Peter to be fully restored to fellowship with Jesus. But 
the idea fits. We can read the message between the lines. We like 
it, and we use it as one proof text that God forgives and restores 
those who love him even after failing him. 

But how did we come to this interpretation? Where is the 
explicit connection between Peter’s three denials and Jesus’ for-
giveness? I know of no verse to prove the association. It would 
be more clear if we could read Jesus saying something like this: 
“Peter, you failed me three times, and Satan has now sifted you, 
just as I warned. Here, stand up and look at Me. You said, ‘I 
don’t know Him,’ three times, right? Now I’m going to ask you 
something three times. Each time you reply correctly, I’m going 
to restore you from one of your denials. Ready? One: Do you 
love me?” No! We are never told the story this way. We are only 
given the facts found in the gospels: there were previous words 
about Satan’s sifting the disciples’ faith, and Peter being the first 
to return to faith and strengthen the others (Luke 22:31–33); then 
in John we read of the three denials, and then the dialogue on 
the beach, through which Peter the fisherman becomes Peter the 
shepherd. That is all. It is only the number three that gives us the 
clue to make the association between Peter’s denials and Jesus’ 
reconciliation. Our interpretation is sound, for it fits both by the 
logic of the exchange and by the echo within the prose. Using the 
idea of repeated themes being intentional, we will find another 
interpretation that may prove as fitting and instructive as this 
first one was with Peter.

Mary of Migdal2 is one of the many women who followed Je-
sus and sat at his feet, a student of the Rabbi.3 Each of the Gos-
pels describes the scene by the empty tomb and each gives some 
details the others lack.4 Reading the four gospels is like looking 
at a mosaic—each book adds to the picture, and, together, we 
better understand the whole. (See Figure 1 on pages 24–25.) We 
learn that there were at least four women who went to the tomb 
before dawn: Mary of Migdal, Mary the mother of James5, Sa-
lome (the mother of James and John), and Joanna (the wife of 
Chuza, Herod’s steward). Just because in John’s account we do 
not read of a group of women at the tomb does not discount the 
reports found in the other gospels. In the first three gospels, there 
was a group of women stated to be two, three, or more. These 
women saw angels sitting on the stone that had been rolled away 
and within the tomb. John’s gospel does not record that the other 
women were present. Instead, John focuses our attention on the 
Magdalene, for there is something in her story that John wishes 
us to see and to remember. This is her story. 

It is yom rishon, the first day of the week, and Mary comes 
to the tomb before sunrise. It is yet dark. She sees the opened 

tomb and comes close enough to know that the stone chamber is 
empty. Whether or not she saw the angels whom the others saw, 
or whether she separated herself from the group to run with the 
message alone, we are not told. We only read that Mary runs to 
Peter and John and tells them, “They have taken the Lord out of 
the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid Him.” Pe-
ter and “the other disciple” (commonly accepted as John) hurry 
to see for themselves. John is the younger and arrives first. He 
hesitates at the entrance but sees in the dim interior the empty 
shroud. Peter arrives, steps into the gloom and sees, additionally, 
the face cloth, lying apart and neatly rolled. John follows the elder 
man, sees the same, and, we are told, believes. 

Believes what? we must ask. One would wish to conclude that 
John immediately believes in the resurrection. But the context 
does not allow for this. John believes the upsetting report that they 
have just heard from Mary, that Jesus’ body has been removed. 
We know this from the line that follows: “for as yet they did not 
understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead” (John 
20:9). This affirms that John believed Mary’s first report, and the 
cold, empty tomb echoes her lament, “They have taken the Lord 
. . .” (20:2). Therefore, “the disciples returned to their own homes” 
(20:10), for they are downcast. Had they believed the prophecy, 
that Jesus was alive from the dead, we can be sure they would 
have gathered all the others together and told them!6 

 We next read that Mary remains standing nearby. She has 
followed these two men back to the empty tomb and seen their 
confirming response. Now she stands there alone and weeping. 
She bends, looks within, and sees the two angels. They are clad 
in white, sitting at either end of the stone slab where the empty 
shroud has been left. The angels ask her why she is weeping, and 
she repeats the second time, “They have taken away my Lord, 
and I do not know where they have laid Him.” The angels silently 
watch as the next events unroll.

Mary turns away, and, in the slowly increasing light of dawn, 
sees a figure standing behind her. Perhaps due to her tears, or 
perhaps because she does not lift her face from grief or shame, 
Mary does not recognize him. She believes the man must be the 
gardener of that place. Jesus repeats the angels’ inquiry: “Woman, 
why are you weeping? Whom are you looking for?” She must be 
desperate by this time, but replies with her singular plea and with 
what sounds like resolved self control, “[Lord],7 if you have car-
ried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take 
him away.” 

Then Jesus speaks her name with a tone that she recognizes 
and that wakes her from her sorrow. She 
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looks at him and exclaims, “Teacher!” She drops to her knees and 
grasps hold of his feet to worship him. Jesus tells her not to cling 
to him, because he has not yet ascended to the Father. I imag-
ine Jesus helping Mary rise from the dew-dampened path as he 
speaks with her. He gives Mary her own commission: “. . . go to 
my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and 
your Father, to my God and your God.’” It is only after this that 
Mary goes and tells every one of the disciples that she has been 
with Jesus and relays to them all of his words. 

Now we are ready to compare this narrative about the Magda-
lene in the garden with an earlier motif. We will consider a liter-
ary device similar to that of Peter’s three denials and Jesus’ three 
questions to him. Remember that it was the echo of the number 
three that alerted us to the meaningful association. Calling this 
repetition a literary device in no way deprecates the authenticity 
of what occurred; there is no reason to doubt that Jesus really 
did question Peter those three times. The Bible is literature. It 
contains biography and history and also wisdom and prophecy. 
Some historical facts have been proven to be true, and all the 
wisdom in its pages is proven valid to the one who seeks God. But 
the Bible is not the kind of history that chronicles every detail of 
politics and power. The focus in biblical narrative is not on the 
greatness of world rulers—the focus is on the greatness of God. 
The Bible records for us redemption history. Although certain 
factual lists and lineages are chronicled, we need also to watch for 
literary devices in order to catch the point of any particular epi-
sode. For instance, I serve in Bible translation, and often some-
one will comment, “This has already been said, and it’s boring to 
hear it twice; we don’t need to repeat it.” To this I must answer, 
“If it is important for God to write an item more than once, then 
he wants to tell us something important and to make it unforget-
table. We must retain the repetitions” (that is, unless an item can 
be shown to be idiomatic and then be better translated in some 
other form). Repetitions are God’s highlighter. Repetitions may 
be found across books and across centuries. Items in one chapter 
will be called forth in another, and matters written by Moses are 
echoed and further developed in the lives of those who knew the 
Messiah. As King Solomon wrote to us, “It is the glory of God to 
conceal a matter, But the glory of kings is to search out a mat-
ter” (Prov. 25:2; NASB). Therefore, we are invited to be sleuths and 
search out the wisdom woven into the whole text of God’s word.

John focuses our attention on what happened to Mary of 
Migdal, even though she was in the company of other women. 
There is a particular echo in Mary’s story which I believe John 
wants his readers to hear in regard to redemption. The message 
originates in the Torah8 and sheds light on the question of wom-
en in ministry today. We will compare and contrast two gardens, 
two gardeners, and two women.

An echo from Eden

John was careful to tell us that the unused tomb was situated in 
a garden close to the site of the crucifixion (19:41). Here, in this 
garden scene, I believe we hear the echo from the first garden, 
Eden. Adam and Eve were placed in a garden and given what is 
in effect a covenant. They and their descendants were to be kings 

and queens on earth and remain vassals to the King of kings, 
their Creator. As part of their covenant, he gave the first man and 
woman a promise—to provide for them; and he required from 
them certain obligations—to be fruitful and fill the earth (the 
same as was spoken to all of the animals) and, then, uniquely, 
to subdue, or be sovereign over, the earth. When God gives a 
command, he also gives the empowerment to fulfill it. So both 
man and woman had a God-given authority. As long as Adam 
and Eve remained in covenant relationship with God, their Head 
(which is to say, their Source), he would enable them to fulfill 
their destiny. 

God commanded the first couple not to eat from only one of 
the many fruiting trees in the garden. We know the story. The 
woman was enticed by the serpent. Because Satan appeared in 
animal form, the woman had full authority to expel the inter-
loper. But, instead, she allowed herself to be lured into a deadly 
conversation. She succumbed to his lie and ate the forbidden 
fruit, gave the fruit to Adam, who was with her and also ate, and 
so their failure was finalized (Gen. 3:1–7). A meal is one of several 
signs of a covenant.9 Here, the eating of the forbidden fruit is 
evidence of a covenant being made with the enemy, the conse-
quences of which are still with us today. Immediately after their 
covenant meal, they hear the sound of God in the garden. One 
possible translation of Genesis 3:8 is, “Then they heard the sound 
of YHWH Elohim storming in the garden as the Spirit (or wind) 
of the Day” (referring to the day of judgment; my translation).10 
Consider their response—they ran and hid from this previously 
unheard and ominous sound of God’s presence. God’s judgment 
had broken into the world and the death about which he had 
warned them had begun. Adam and Eve were immediately cut 
off from their original covenant with God and from him as their 
intimate Provider. Nevertheless, God had a plan, and he spoke to 
them words of a new covenant, the first in a series of covenants 
that would reinstate man and woman as sovereigns under the 
King of kings. God promised the two of them (and all human-
ity that would yet come from them) that the woman would bear 
a Seed, and that he would crush the head of Satan, even while 
Satan would inflict a deadly bite on his heel. Here is the promise 
of the Messiah. Death had entered the world and would not be 
done away with until the Death-bearer entered onto the stage of 
earth’s history.

The death that originated in the first garden has its echo with-
in the second. Within the second garden, just outside the walls of 
Jerusalem, was laid the corpse of the unique and promised Seed. 
Hidden from our sight, before the sun had risen on day three,11 
in the stillness of a sealed tomb, the judgment of death was ac-
complished. The resurrection had come. The windstorm theoph-
any that arose within the first garden is contrasted with stillness 
in the second. The terror of the first pair, seeking a way to hide 
themselves from judgment, is contrasted with a weeping woman 
who stands alone and without fear. The cherubim with a whirl-
ing sword of fire standing guard at the exit from Eden here is 
contrasted with the assurance radiating from two angels clothed 
in white and sitting where the Savior’s body had been laid. These 
intentionally remembered and written details are all a part of our 
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first echo, that of the garden setting, and they set us on a particu-
lar path of redemption history.

A second, faithful gardener

The second echo we note is the gardener. Mary, when she turns 
and sees the form of a man behind her, assumes it is the garden-
er standing there. The shadows were 
likely still stronger than the growing 
light of dawn, and she was sorrowful. 
But why did she conclude this was the 
gardener? Why did she not assume 
it was another Roman soldier come 
to relieve those stationed there at the 
end of their watch? Or why did she 
not conclude it was one of the other 
disciples who had heard the news and come also, but hesitated 
to look inside the tomb and see for himself? I believe that John 
purposefully records Mary’s error for us in order once more to 
point us back to Eden. 

The first Adam was a gardener, too. He was placed in the midst 
of Eden, and he and his wife were commissioned by God to watch 
over it. But Adam failed in his obligation to the covenant at the 
dawn of human history. Along with his counterpart, he sinned 
against God and thereby gave up the blessedness of their posi-
tion. Adam and Eve would no longer be sovereigns on earth, be-
ing nurtured and empowered by God’s grace. They were each cut 
off from their true and eternal Source, their Creator, and made 
dependent on their secondary and finite sources—Adam became 
dependent upon the ground, from which he was formed, and the 
woman was made dependent upon her husband, from whom she 
was taken12. This would be the case for all of humanity until the 
promised Seed was born, and until he began to reign on earth. 
Adam as the gardener failed in his calling, and, with his failure, 
weeds and thistles, death and brutality, all were given an entrance 
to earth. But God, in the fullness of time, “sent his Son, born of a 
woman” (Gal. 4:4). This was the Messiah, the promised Seed—Je-
sus—whom Paul would identify as the second Adam: 

Yet death exercised dominion from Adam to Moses, even over 
those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, 
who is a type of the one who was to come. (Rom. 5:14)

For since death came through a human being, the resurrec-
tion of the dead has also come through a human being; for as 
all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. . . . Thus it 
is written, “The first man, Adam, became a living being”; the 
last Adam became a life-giving spirit. But it is not the spiritual 
that is first, but the physical, and then the spiritual. The first 
man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is 
from heaven. As was the man of dust, so are those who are 
of the dust; and as is the man of heaven, so are those who 
are of heaven. Just as we have borne the image of the man of 
dust, we will also bear the image of the man of heaven. (1 Cor. 
15:21–22, 45–49)

What the first Adam had inflicted on the human race was fin-
ished by the victory of the second Adam. Jesus the Messiah estab-

lished the new covenant, which reinstated both man and woman 
to their place of being image bearers of “the man of heaven.” Jesus 
restored man and woman to their original mission with God—
“to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with . . . 
God” (Mic. 6:8). In the future, God will also restore to both man 
and woman the authority to be judges of both earthly and angelic 

affairs (Matt. 19:28; 1 Cor. 6:2–3; Rev. 
20:4). 

Thus, John recorded for us what at 
first looks like Mary’s error in identi-
fying Jesus. But her very error disclos-
es the hidden relationship between 
Jesus and Adam. Jesus, as the second 
gardener, succeeded in his mission. 
Through his self-given sacrifice, the 

reign of death and the fear of death were brought to an end and 
the head of the ancient serpent was crushed.

Free from demons, free to serve

Mary of Migdal is our third parallel. John might have recorded 
for us the reactions of any of the women who came early to the 
tomb. The reactions of Jesus’ own mother would be very interest-
ing to know. But John’s quill traced the story of the woman from 
Migdal. What is it about this Mary he wanted us to know? We 
remember that this Mary was the person from whom Jesus cast 
out the seven demons (Mark 16:9). Note that we do not know the 
names or kinds of demons that were controlling Mary (and we 
will do well to disregard the tradition that the demons were sex-
ual in nature13). What we do know is that, through Jesus, Mary 
found release and was delivered into the new, eternal life. 

The loss of spiritual protection is one of the outcomes of the 
Fall. Adam and Eve may not have foreseen this result of their 
turning away from the one true God. After they were expelled 
from Eden, protection from Satan’s wiles became a daily, even 
moment by moment, test of their wills. Would they turn to the 
God who knew them, or would they again trust the evil one 
who had deceived? There were those who succeeded and whose 
names are recorded for us: Enoch, Noah, Abraham, and Sarah. 
These were people wise enough to believe the history that their 
parents handed down and to fear God. (Hebrews 11:13–16 tells us 
that God prepared an eternal home for such as they.) But for the 
majority of people, magic, curses, and shamans would be their 
chosen defense. This was Mary’s world. She had almost certain-
ly collected amulets with little, artificial blessings inscribed on 
them, and sought out the words of the channelers, all to no avail. 
Worse, by turning to the spirit world, she was repeating the sin 
of Eve; that is, she was turning to so-called gods for help (using 
“Satan to cast out Satan,” Matt. 12:27) instead of the Creator God. 
Every time that Mary put her hopes in unsanctified seers or spent 
her money for objects of magic, she would have reinforced her 
covenant with the serpent and created new avenues for demonic 
entrance. It was Jesus, and only Jesus, who had the full authority 
to remove the demons from her.

This is the woman whom John placed on center stage. It is as 
if we pick up Eve’s story nearly four millennia after the expul-

Mary, when she turns and sees the form of a 

man behind her, assumes it is the gardener 

standing there. . . . But why did she conclude 

this was the gardener? Why did she not assume 

it was another Roman soldier come to relieve 

those stationed there at the end of their watch? 
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Figure 1: A parallel account of the women at the tomb on resurrection morning
Matthew Mark Luke John

16:1a, c: When the Sabbath was over, . . . 
[the women] bought spices, so that they 
might go and anoint him.

28:1a: After the Sabbath, as the first day 
of the week was dawning,

16:2a: And very early on the first day of 
the week, when the sun had risen,

24:1a: But on the first day of the week, at 
early dawn,

20:1a: Early on the first day of the week, 
while it was still dark,

28:1b: Mary Magdalene and the other 
Mary

16:1b: Mary Magdalene, and Mary the 
mother of James [Jacob], and Salome 
[Matt. 27:56: the wife of Zebedee, Jacob’s 
and John’s mother]

24:10: Now it was Mary Magdalene, Jo-
anna [Luke 8:3, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s 
steward], Mary the mother of James 
[Jacob], and the other women with them 
who told this to the apostles.

20:1b: Mary Magdalene

28:1c: went to see the tomb. 16:2b: they went to the tomb. 24:1b: they came to the tomb, taking the 
spices that they had prepared.

20:1c: came to the tomb

16:3: They had been saying to one an-
other, “Who will roll away the stone for us 
from the entrance to the tomb?”

28:2a: And suddenly there was a great 
earthquake;

28:2b: for an angel of the Lord, descend-
ing from heaven, came and rolled back 
the stone

16:4: When they looked up, they saw 
that the stone, which was very large, had 
already been rolled back.

24:2: They found the stone rolled away 
from the tomb,

20:1d: and saw that the stone had been 
removed from the tomb.

28:2c: and sat on it.

28:3: His appearance was like lightning, 
and his clothing white as snow.

16:5: As they entered the tomb, they saw 
a young man, dressed in a white robe, 
sitting on the right side; and they were 
alarmed.

24:3–4: but when they went in, they 
did not find the body. While they were 
perplexed about this, suddenly two men 
in dazzling clothes stood beside them.

28:4: For fear of him, the guards shook 
and became like dead men.

24:5a: The women were terrified and 
bowed their faces to the ground,

28:5–7: But the angel said to the women, 
“Do not be afraid; I know that you are 
looking for Jesus who was crucified. He 
is not here; for he has been raised, as he 
said. Come, see the place where he lay. 
Then go quickly and tell his disciples, 
‘He has been raised from the dead, and 
indeed he is going ahead of you to 
Galilee; there you will see him.’ This is my 
message for you.”

16:6–7: But he said to them, “Do not 
be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus 
of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has 
been raised; he is not here. Look, there 
is the place they laid him. But go, tell his 
disciples and Peter that he is going ahead 
of you to Galilee; there you will see him, 
just as he told you.”

24:5a–7: but the men said to them, “Why 
do you look for the living among the 
dead? He is not here, but has risen. Re-
member how he told you, while he was 
still in Galilee, that the Son of Man must 
be handed over to sinners, and be cruci-
fied, and on the third day rise again.”

28:8a: So they left the tomb quickly with 
fear and great joy, and ran

16:8a: So they went out and fled from 
the tomb, for terror and amazement had 
seized them;

24:8–9a: Then they remembered his 
words, and returning from the tomb,

20:2a: So she ran

28:8b: to tell his disciples. 16:8b: and they said nothing to anyone, 
for they were afraid.

24:9b–10: they told all this to the eleven 
and to all the rest. Now it was Mary 
Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother 
of James [Jacob], and the other women 
with them who told this to the apostles.

20:2b: and went to Simon Peter and 
the other disciple, the one whom Jesus 
loved, and said to them, “They have taken 
the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not 
know where they have laid him.”

24:11: But these words seemed to them 
an idle tale, and they did not believe 
them.

24:12a: But Peter got up and ran to the 
tomb;

20:3–4: Then Peter and the other disciple 
set out and went toward the tomb. The 
two were running together, but the other 
disciple outran Peter and reached the 
tomb first.

24:12b: stooping and looking in, he saw 
the linen cloths by themselves;

20:5–9: He bent down to look in and saw 
the linen wrappings lying there, but he 
did not go in. Then Simon Peter came, 
following him, and went into the tomb. 
He saw the linen wrappings lying there, 
and the cloth that had been on Jesus’ 
head, not lying with the linen wrappings 
but rolled up in a place by itself. Then the 
other disciple, who reached the tomb 
first, also went in, and he saw and be-
lieved; for as yet they did not understand 
the scripture, that he must rise from the 
dead.
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sion from Eden. Eve began with a clean slate, was deceived, then 
sinned against her Lord’s decree regarding the fruit. In just con-
sequence, Eve was condemned to die; many years later, she would 
know a natural death, but, immediately, she and Adam knew the 
death of their intimacy with God, as well as, in some degree, with 
each other (symbolized by their covering themselves). Eve lost 
her full power as an image-bearer of God and, with it, her God-
given authority over Satan and his emissaries. Mary began where 
Eve left off—with a slate on which was already written the word 
“condemned” (cf. Rom. 5:16, 18–29; Col. 2:13–14). Through humil-
ity born of desperation, Mary found her way back to the Master’s 
feet. She was set free from seven demons and given a clean slate 
on which was written “forgiven.” Life was given back to Mary—a 
blessed life on this earth and life eternal in the world to come.

Now Mary could grow in her stature of being an image bearer 
of God and in her God-empowered authority over the works 
of the evil one. Mary was no longer unclean, but she joined the 
other disciples—men and women who followed Jesus and were 
taught by him (Luke 8:1–3). She may also have been one of the 
seventy whom Jesus sent out with the message of the Kingdom 
and to heal the sick (10:1–11) and to whom Jesus also gave author-
ity over demons (10:17–19).14 Jesus said to the seventy, “Whoever 
listens to you listens to me, and whoever rejects you rejects me, 
and whoever rejects me rejects the one who sent me” (10:16). 

Whether Mary was among the seventy or not, we do not know. 
But this brings us to a further point of John’s choice of Mary in 
the garden scene on the first day of the week.

The first man and woman succumbed to the tempter’s scheme 
together. But it was the woman who we are told was deceived (1 
Tim. 2:14). From this, the folk belief has come down to us that 
women are more easily deceived and have less cognitive ability 
than men, and, therefore, they need male guardians to guide 
them throughout life. This is not a Scriptural mandate, though 
we read of it in Scripture as part of earth’s history. So what did 
God do to reverse this part of the curse and to redeem woman-
kind? He did something in line with what he did for Peter when 
he gave him a new commission to fulfill. The Lord chose Mary, 
the woman who was the closest echo to Eve in her lost condition. 
He met her in the second garden, by the entrance to the tomb, 
death’s door, and gave her her own new commission. He told her, 
“Go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Fa-
ther and your Father, to my God and your God,’” which she went 
and did (20:17b–18). This commission—this entrusting to Mary 
of Migdal the announcement of all the hopes of all the Torah, 
Prophets, and Writings of ancient Israel, this beginning of the 
restoration of life for all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues—is 
full witness to God’s restoration made available for all women to 
live up to their covenant design of keepers, doers, and communi-
cators of God’s Truth. 

24:12c: then he went home, amazed at 
what had happened.

20:10: Then the disciples returned to their 
homes.

9: [Now after he rose early on the first day 
of the week, he appeared first to Mary 
Magdalene, from whom he had cast out 
seven demons.

20:11–14: But Mary stood weeping out-
side the tomb. As she wept, she bent over 
to look into the tomb; and she saw two 
angels in white, sitting where the body 
of Jesus had been lying, one at the head 
and the other at the feet. They said to her, 
“Woman, why are you weeping?” She said 
to them, “They have taken away my Lord, 
and I do not know where they have laid 
him.” When she had said this, she turned 
around and saw Jesus standing there, but 
she did not know that it was Jesus.

28:9a: Suddenly Jesus met them [28:1b: 
Mary Magdalene and the other Mary] 
and said, “Greetings!”

20:15–16: Jesus said to her, “Woman, why 
are you weeping? Whom are you looking 
for?” Supposing him to be the gardener, 
she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried 
him away, tell me where you have laid 
him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said 
to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to him 
in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means 
Teacher).

28:9b: And they came to him, took hold 
of his feet, and worshiped him.
28:10: Then Jesus said to them, “Do not 
be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to 
Galilee; there they will see me.”

20:17b: “ . . . But go to my brothers and 
say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father 
and your Father, to my God and your 
God.’ ”

28:11: While they were going, 10–11: She went out and told those who 
had been with him, while they were 
mourning and weeping. But when they 
heard that he was alive and had been 
seen by her, they would not believe it.]

20:18: Mary Magdalene went and an-
nounced to the disciples, “I have seen the 
Lord”; and she told them that he had said 
these things to her.

some of the guard went into the city and 
told the chief priests everything that had 
happened. . . .

28:16: Now the eleven disciples went to 
Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus 
had directed them.
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We may note that the voices of the women in the four ac-
counts are generally not believed. Indeed, the Bible is not an ac-
count written through rose-colored lenses, but is a record of the 
real world. Mark writes of our Mary’s report of the resurrection, 
“She went out and told those who had been with him, while they 
were mourning and weeping. But when they heard that he was 
alive and had been seen by her, they would not believe it” (Mark 
16:10). Oy vei! The words of women had been thought of as so un-
trustworthy that those who had heard beforehand of the hope of 
the resurrection (Matt. 20:19) considered Mary’s announcement 
pure folly. It took their seeing Jesus for themselves, in the evening 
of that same day, when he appeared to them in their locked room, 
for the disciples to believe (Mark 16:14; John 20:19–20, 26–29). 

We are still in such a sorry state today wherein women are 
withheld from preaching and teaching in pulpits of some denomi-
nations. The age-old excuses are given, and then the translations 
of Paul’s words are used to close the case. It is true that we must 
do what Scripture teaches, even if this goes against our desires. 
Scripture, not our own personal preferences, is to be formative for 
our lives. But where a few verses (e.g., Gen. 3:16; 1 Cor. 14:34–35; 1 
Tim. 2:12) seem to contradict other verses (that tell us of Deborah, 
Huldah, Priscilla, Junia, and more), then we must study the history 
of Bible translation and analyze the difficulties of the original text. 
We must consider the use of literary devices such as John’s focus 
on Mary of Migdal. We must honestly seek a satisfying and logical 
answer to each problem. The Holy Spirit has left us the clues in 
the text, and people who will put aside their own preconceptions 
will discover that which is good and acceptable and pure and that 
which will give God the most honor.

Notes
1.  John 13:37–38, 18:17, 25–27, 21:15–17. All Bible verses are quoted from 

the New Revised Standard Version, unless otherwise noted.
2.  Mary Magdalene is not a first and last name. This is the Mary, or more 

properly, Miriam, who was from the small fishing town of Migdal (or in 
Greek, Magadan), just north of Tiberius on the western shore of the Sea of 
Galilee. The name Migdal in Hebrew means “tower,” and may refer to a tower 
used to smoke fish, or a tower or fortification built at the important junction 
of roads where the town was situated.

3.  See Luke 8:2–3.
4.  Matt. 28:1–8, Mark 16:1–8, Luke 24:1–10, John 20:1–8.
5.  In Greek, we find the name Jacob, and not James. The introduction of 

the Anglo-Saxon “James” for the Hebrew “Jacob” came at the request of King 
James, for he desired to see his own name in the Holy Book.

6.  The Moffat translation of 20:8 helps the reader understand that the 
disciple believed Mary’s report by substituting the synonymous phrase, “he 
was convinced.” When we read “believe,” we automatically associate the word 
with a “faith” and acknowledgement of a miracle. But “convinced” helps the 
reader understand that the visible facts of the empty tomb caused him to 
agree with Mary’s depressing assumption.

7.  The NRSV translates “Lord” as “Sir”; this is possible, for kurios is the 
address of respect. However, the One addressed is Jesus—the Lord, whose 
title is the old covenant idiom for YHWH, God’s covenantal name. In Greek, 
the one word may be translated as either Lord or Sir; I prefer the more literal 
translation of “Lord,” so that readers hear the echo from the old covenant 
and grasp Jesus’ identity as being YHWH, or God.

8.  The Torah is the Hebrew name for the first five books of the Bible; 
the word means “Teaching” and contains all the teachings given to Moses 
for God’s people. From the Greek language we derive the term Pentateuch, 
meaning “five-volume.”

9.  As found in the ancient Near East, there are several common attri-
butes of a suzerain-vassal covenant: a meal, a sign, a command and a pun-
ishment for breaking the command, witnesses to the making of the covenant 
(who will bring about the stated punishments), and two repositories for the 
two copies of the covenant when written. Specific to the covenants between 
God and humanity, there is also the slaying of a sacrifice, but in this original 
covenant in the garden of Eden, wherein death was never intended, the sac-
rifice is absent. (For understanding the Bible as a series of covenants, with 
parallels found in ancient Near East literature, read Meredith G. Kline, The 
Structure of Biblical Authority [Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 1997].)

10.  The translation that tells us of a quiet stroll in the Garden in “the cool 
of the day” is probably misleading. The traditional rendering makes it seem 
as though Adam and Eve had access to their Creator only one time per day. 
It is far more in keeping with the whole of Scripture that they could have 
conversation with their Creator anytime they chose. The verb for moving, 
hithholech (a participle), is the hithpa’el form, which is, in this case, reflexive, 
“of himself ”; God of his own volition and substance is moving in the garden. 
Other verses that use this form of the verb “to walk, move, go,” with God as 
the subject, include Lev. 26:12 and Deut. 23:14 (Hebrew 23:15); also in Ezek. 
1:13, where we read of God’s throne: “In the middle of the living creatures 
there was something that looked like burning coals of fire, like torches mov-
ing to and fro among the living creatures. . . .” This last use has particular 
bearing on our text, as both may refer to God’s day of judgment. In Ezek. 1:4, 
the approach of God’s Presence is like “a stormy wind . . . a great cloud with 
brightness around it and fire flashing forth continually.” God’s Presence in 
judgment is also found elsewhere in association with a “stormy wind” or a 
“whirlwind” (see Ezek. 1:4; 13:1, 13). Dr. Jeffrey Niehaus translates 3:8: “Then 
the man and his wife heard the thunder of Yahweh God going back and forth 
in the garden in the wind of the storm”; he points out that yom, usually trans-
lated “day,” may as well be translated “wind” or “storm” (from Akkadian ety-
mology). (Jeffrey J. Niehaus, God at Sinai, Covenant & Theophany in the Bible 
and Ancient Near East [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1995] 155–59.)

11.  In the Bible, and still in Jewish thought today, the day begins after 
sunset. This is because God created earth in the same manner: “And there was 
evening and there was morning, one day” (lit. from the Hebrew). Thus, Jesus 
rose from the dead on (that is, during) the third such day.

12.  Dr. Walter C. Kaiser (referring to Katharine C. Bushnell) points out 
that the earliest translations of the Bible understood the verse correctly: “. . .  
and your turning shall be to your husband, and he will be lord over you” 
(Gen. 3:16; my translation from the Septuagint). Kaiser clarifies the meaning: 
“Eve ‘turned’ from her Lord and instead placed all her dependency on her 
husband only to find out that he, too, as a fallen sinner, would take advantage 
of her and rule over her. Thus, instead of the resulting gender hierarchy being 
the norm that God had prescribed, it turns out that it displays the curse that 
has fallen on humanity, and on women in particular, because of the Fall de-
scribed in Genesis 3:1–13.” (Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., “Correcting Caricatures: The 
Biblical Teaching on Women,” Priscilla Papers 19:2 [Spring 2005], 6–7.)

13.  We are never told the nature of Mary of Migdal’s demons, and it is 
well time to put an end to the myth of her being a rehabilitated whore, even 
though such a position would be perfectly in keeping with the Lord’s for-
giveness. Early in Western art, this Mary was clothed with red, a symbol of 
a prostitute. The image stays with us today, repeated in books and sermons. 
There have always been those who blame sexual promiscuity on the assumed 
moral weakness of women. The religion of Islam generally requires women 
in public to wear the burqa (the outer garment covering the face as well as 
the body), and traditional Judaism separates women in the synagogue to 
a balcony, sometimes with the addition of curtains. The followers of Jesus 
should have no part in keeping women at a distance and out of leadership 
roles due to such sexual fears and fantasies.

14.  The verses about the seventy nowhere state that they were all men. 
We may perhaps argue such from cultural studies, but it cannot be proven, 
especially since women were among those who followed Jesus everywhere 
(Luke 8:1–3). Some may point out that the Greek uses only the masculine 
forms in these verses, but this would be erroneous as proof. In Greek, as 
in Hebrew (also as in English of thirty years ago), masculine pronouns and 
verbal forms can be inclusive in the singular and always inclusive in the plu-
ral. If a group of women is specified, only then are feminine forms used. If 
the writer wants to specify males only, then additional information in the 
context is needed. 



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 21, No. 1 ◆ Winter 2007  •  27 

I am so thankful Zondervan has 
decided to publish the TNIV Study 
Bible. When the Today’s New In-
ternational Version first was pub-
lished in the United States, I asked 
one Zondervan editor if they would 
ever print the NIV Study Bible with 
the TNIV text. The answer was, 
“Maybe. Let’s wait and see.” 

Why did I think this updating 
was necessary? Second Timothy 2:2 
and 3:17 are rendered by the New 
International Version as “entrust 

to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others” and 
Scripture is intended “so that the man of God may be thoroughly 
equipped for every good work,” whereas the TNIV renders “en-
trust to reliable people who will also be qualified to teach others” 
and Scripture is intended “so that God’s people may be thorough-
ly equipped for every good work.” The Greek uses the generic 
anthrōpos. The translation has serious ramifications for the inclu-
sion of women in ministry. In addition, the TNIV has improved 
the accuracy and orthodoxy of certain renderings, such as Phi-
lippians 2:6. Instead of the inconsistent rendering (“Christ Jesus: 
Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with 
God something to be grasped” [NIV]), the TNIV clarifies that 
Jesus is always God (“Who, being in very nature God, did not 
consider equality with God something to be used to his own ad-
vantage” [TNIV])—similar to the NRSV, “who, though he was 
in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as some-
thing to be exploited.” The incarnation was an act of humility for 
Jesus, but Jesus was (and remains) always God. That is why the 
Zondervan TNIV Study Bible is necessary. 

I like the notes and the marginal references in the TNIV Study 
Bible because they include some reference to all data. Every pos-
sible question has some helpful information. When it comes to 
texts more debated by the evangelical community, such as 1 Tim-
othy 2:12, the notes present both sides and leave the reader to de-
cide. For example, the TNIV Study Bible note reads: “Some believe 
that Paul here prohibited teaching only by women not properly 
instructed. . . . Others maintain that Paul did not allow a wom-
an to be an official teacher in the assembled church.” The Study 
Bible for Women may have more thorough egalitarian answers, 
but only the New Testament has been published. In addition, the 
TNIV Study Bible is broader. At 2,486 pages, it includes marginal 
references, footnotes on a wide variety of topics, charts, maps, 
and a concordance. The Archaeological Study Bible, of course, has 
helpful notes on background matters, but at times it is slanted to-
ward the complementarian side. For example, the Archaeological 
Study Bible note on 1 Timothy 2:12–14 is very close to the TNIV 

Book Review: Zondervan TNIV Study Bible
Eds. Kenneth L. Barker et al. (Zondervan, 2006)

Reviewed by Aída Besançon Spencer

Study Bible, but it begins with the more conservative perspective: 
“Some believe that Paul in these verses restricted women in all 
circumstances and cultures from teaching or exercising author-
ity over men,” but it ends “Paul’s restriction on women teach-
ing certainly made sense in a world that refused to give women 
teachers a hearing and in which most women were uneducated.” 
Further, in a topical article, it concludes about marriage that Paul 
“not surprisingly assumed a top-down, male-dominated social 
order” (1,922). The TNIV Study Bible does agree that in 1 Peter 3:1 
“submission” of wives is submission “to a recognized authority”; 
however, it goes on to specify that “weaker partner” refers only to 
“physical strength” and not inferiority. The reissued New Pilgrim 
Bible, an Arminian version, says about 1 Timothy 2:12: “Although 
the woman is just as near and dear to God, and has just as exalted 
a position in God’s family as any man (Gal. 3:28), the Ephesian 
women were not to speak with authority in church worship and 
government. Paul himself acknowledged that women publicly 
prayed and prophesied (1 Cor. 11:5).” The Harper Study Bible with 
the NRSV is also helpful. Like the TNIV Study Bible, the NRSV 
Harper Study Bible tries to remain neutral: “Churches vary wide-
ly. . . . Some ordain women to the gospel ministry; others do not 
ordain women but permit them to speak in the worship services; 
others prohibit women from participating in any official capac-
ity in a worship setting. The Scriptures do not speak explicitly 
enough to settle the issue for the satisfaction of all” (note to 1 Cor. 
14:34–35). The NRSV does have a more literal translation that is 
helpful for interpretation, but it is mainly hampered by the lack 
of capital letters for the “Holy Spirit” in the Old Testament. For 
example, Genesis 1:2 is translated by the TNIV as “and the Spirit 
of God was hovering over the waters,” whereas the NRSV reads 
“while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters” (with 
a note “Or while the spirit of God”). Ruach in Hebrew can refer to 
“Spirit, spirit, or wind.” But, why is the NRSV translation of ruach 
of God never capitalized in the Old Testament? The NRSV Old 
Testament editors appear biased against the idea of the Trinity 
(but not the New Testament editors). 

Of course, all these study Bibles make valuable contributions. 
But I recommend highly the Zondervan TNIV Study Bible be-
cause it contains a gender-inclusive evangelical text with exten-
sive notes and aids.

AÍDA BESANÇON SPENCER (Ph.D., Southern Baptist Seminary) is profes-
sor of New Testament at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. She has 

written on translation issues in Priscilla Papers 
11:4 (Autumn 1997):18–19; the Journal of Religious 
and Theological Information 6:1 (2003):11–23; Re-
view and Expositor 95 (Summer 1998): 383–95; The 
Christian Century 114 (July 2–9, 1997): 618-19. CBE’s 
book service sells her books Beyond the Curse, The 
Goddess Revival, and Joy Through the Night.
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Book Review: Building Your Family to Last
by Kari Torjesen Malcom (Wipf & Stock, 2006)

Reviewed by Kelvin Belfon

In July 2006, I welcomed the reprinting of this marriage classic. 
Kari Torjesen Malcolm is an expert on the subject of marriage 
and family. Born of a Norwegian missionary couple in China, 
Malcolm later served as a missionary to the Philippines for fifteen 
years with her husband and two children. Building Your Family 
to Last was written to help individuals build lasting families by 
putting Christ first in their lives (9). Christian 
married couples and single readers alike will 
find her message relevant, precise, provocative, 
and biblical.

Malcolm begins by reflecting on her fam-
ily tradition, journey of faith, and personal pas-
sion for families (ch. 1). She states, “Today, many 
families are in trouble because their goals have 
been misplaced . . . which tends to split the fam-
ily apart, not draw it together” (9). Chapter 2 dis-
cusses the wrong reasons couples marry and the 
difficulties they later face as a result of unrealistic 
expectations. In chapter 3, she tackles the subjects 
of sex, power, and money that keep the family 
apart. Chapter 4 is the heart of the book; it high-
lights the responsibility of Christian parents as 
the primary educators of their children. Practical 
guidelines for parents are provided in chapter 5 for implementing 
spiritual disciplines. Some of these disciplines include time with 
God, confession, family worship, guidance, and celebration.

Chapter 6 covers nurturing the identities of children. Par-
ents are cautioned in chapter 7 to avoid “majoring on the mi-
nors” when disciplining during the teenage years. In chapter 8, 
the importance of the extended family is explained. Chapter 9 
discusses the missionary role of the family. She writes, “When the 
family prays for and befriends a hurting world, the home is dou-
bly blessed” (120). Chapter 10 emphasizes the need to discuss the 
coming of Christ and the reality of heaven in the home. Malcolm 
concludes her book with a short list of sources and credits.

Quite remarkable in this book is Malcolm’s uncompromising 
stand for a Christ-centered lifestyle as key to a healthy family. It 
is her conviction that an individual commitment to God is di-
rectly linked to the quality of the marriage relationship and child 
rearing (59–61). Malcolm reflects heavily on the example mod-

eled by her parents during her formative years. She is realistic, 
understanding that every marriage will face times of conflict and 
that “there are no guarantees in child rearing” (51). However, a 
parent’s commitment to Christ and the teaching of God’s word 
in the home highly increase the probability that a child will grow 
up in the faith, or, when straying, will “be caught by God along 

the way” (51).
Parenting is not just seen as a maternal task. 

A co-parenting model is deemed necessary for 
a successful home. Malcom asks, “Why not 
return to the biblical mandate of both parents 
being responsible for their children’s upbring-
ing and Christian formation?” (40). Similarly, 
as with young boys, Malcolm stresses the need 
to encourage girls to develop their gifting and 
God-given mission rather than relaying the 
“unspoken message that their sex appeal is 
their greatest asset” (82).

 Single readers will find Building Your Fam-
ily to Last a timely resource for premarital or 
preventative counseling. Malcolm challenges 
the reader to rethink marriage and the reasons 
for entering it. Likewise, married couples can 

find hope and practical advice to transform their existing marital 
relationships. Optimistically, she contends that marriages “can be 
saved in this age of divorce and disillusionment” (9).	

As one reared in a non-Christian single-parent home, I found 
Malcolm’s message inspiring and redemptive. She summons ex-
tended families and the Christian community to the aid of those 
facing the hardships of divorce or separation from a loved one 
(111). Further, Malcolm encourages Christian spouses living with 
an unsaved husband or wife to be the first in starting a Christian 
dynasty that “will grow like the sands on the seashore” (115).

Perhaps the greatest strength of this classic is the rich multi-
cultural perspective offered by the author. Malcolm identifies the 
individualism and me-centeredness in our Western culture as a 
sin that we must abandon (32). Far too many Christians sacrifice 
their children’s spiritual and emotional needs to the drive for suc-
cess and materialism (9, 38–39). In response, readers will find an 
emphasis on the priority of family throughout the book. 

Malcolm also believes in the missional aspect of the fam-
ily: serving others (9). This is achieved by showing hospitality 
to strangers and compassion to the downtrodden (120). Finally, 
Malcolm believes that attempts should be made to raise children 
with a multicultural worldview where possible. She claims, “one 
of the great gifts we can give our children from the start is friend-
ship with people from all different races, countries and walks of 
life” (125). I recommend this book without reservations.

	

Kelvin Belfon is a Master of Divinity candidate 
at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. Born in 
Grenada, he has lived in other multicultural con-
texts and has traveled on numerous mission trips 
to countries such as Colombia, Haiti, the Domini-
can Republic, Canada, and Spain. He lives in Bev-
erly, Massachusetts, with his wife.
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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. 

	 Core Values ◆ We believe the Bible teaches the equality of women 
and men. We believe God has given each person gifts to be used for 
the good of Christ’s kingdom. We believe Christians are to develop 
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of Faith. Members receive CBE’s quarterly publications, Mutuality 
magazine and Priscilla Papers journal. Members are eligible for dis-
counts on items from Equality Depot Bookstore, including books, 
articles, tapes, and videos. Members are also offered discounts on all 
international CBE conferences.
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One God with  
Three Faces:  
Yauh, Jesu,  

Great Spirit;

hear my prayer  
for my daughter,

whom you have given me.

I pray that she may be chosen,  
like Esther, to become queen,

to have a victory song  
like Deborah’s.

Willing to pray like Hannah,

may she be a shining example  
like Sarah,

unabandoned like Naomi,

declared righteous like Rahab,

a Rhoda not afraid to open the gates.

May she be your harvester like Ruth,

watered and transplanted like the  
woman at the well,

having joy of  bearing like Elizabeth,

favored before heaven like Mary,

a devoted follower, Magdalena style.

Amen and Amen.

Teresa Two Feathers Flowers hails from Amarillo, Tex., where she 
comes from a Cherokee and Lebanese background. She has invested 
ten years in volunteer and professional ministry to the poor, homeless, 
and orphaned. Currently, she serves as a deacon at Pilgrim Church in 
Beverly, Massachusetts. She is a prolific poet and baker.

Prayer for a Daughter
by Teresa Two Feathers Flowers

Photo by Chance Agrella, courtesy and copyright Free Range Stock, www.freerangestock.com.
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The Word Becomes Flesh
the complete new testament read by women

Authors, musicians, actors, and speakers 
have leant their voices, along with their pas-
sion and conviction, to this first-ever audio 
New Testament read completely by women! 

New Century Version • Set of 18 audio CDs  
List $39.99 • CBE Member $33.99

Lost Women of the Bible
finding strength and significance through their stories

by Carolyn Custis James

Discover how the Bible offers a larger vision of 
God’s purpose for women that encompasses 
the vast diversity of women’s lives by exploring 
the examples of Eve, Noah’s wife, Sarah, Hagar, 
Tamar, Hannah, Esther, Mary of Nazareth, Mary 
Magdalene, and the women of Philippi.

Zondervan • 240 pages  
List $16.99 • CBE Member $14.44

Gospel Women
studies of the named women in the gospels

by Richard Bauckham

An in-depth exploration of women’s voice in 
the Book of Ruth, the Gentile foremothers of 
the Messiah, Elizabeth and Mary in Luke 1, the 
prophetess Anna, Joanna the apostle, Mary of 
Clopas, the two Salomes, and the women of the 
Resurrection.

Eerdmans • 364 pages  
List $24.00 • CBE Member $20.40

Hidden Voices
biblical women and our christian heritage

by Heidi Bright Parales

This Bible study discussion book for women and 
men is “[a] provocative exploration of dauntless 
and defiant women who lives and legacies turned 
the Christian world upside down…and rightside 
up!” — Kathy Manis Findley, Pastor of Providence 
Baptist Church, Little Rock, Arkansas

Smyth & Helwys • 162 pages  
List $15.00 • Sale $11.25 • CBE Member $9.56
while supplies last

Reading Women’s Stories
female characters in the hebrew bible

by John Petersen

Learn how to get more out of every biblical story 
you read from this in-depth look at the stories of 
Hannah, Deborah, and Tamar.

Fortress • 226 pages  
List $22.00 • Sale $16.50 • CBE Member $14.02
while supplies last

Women of the Bible
a one-year devotional study of women in scripture

by Ann Spangler & Jean E. Syswerda

“This book will make the women in the Bible 
come alive for readers, providing spiritual insights 
about how their experiences can relate to ours.” — 
Barbara Johnson, best-selling author and speaker

Zondervan • 430 pages  
List $18.99 • Sale $14.24 • CBE Member $12.10
while supplies lastYour purchases help support  

CBE’s ministry—Thank you!

Equality Depot Bookstore
cbe members save 15% on books and 50% on cbe-produced recordings

To place your order call 612-872-6898 or visit www.equalitydepot.com


