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After the outstanding work done by 

Victoria Peterson-Hilleque, Carol Thiessen, 

Gretchen Gaebelein Hull, and all the other 

splendid women and men who have worked 

so skillfully to make Priscilla Papers  what 

it is today, I am both humbled and honored 

to be invited to come on board as editor. I 

know many of you personally already, since 

I have been with CBE since shortly after its 

founding, and I’ll be looking forward to hearing from those of you 

I haven’t yet been blessed to meet.

 The point of Priscilla Papers  is to encourage men and women 

to work together as equal co-laborers in serving Jesus. My assigned 

task is to help Priscilla Papers be our accessible, academic 

journal, since Mutuality, our trendsetting popular magazine, is 

doing such excellent work. 

 What we are looking for in submissions are ≈ 5000 word (15 

pages with endnotes, double-spaced, 12-point font, in Chicago 

Manual of Style format), original, groundbreaking biblical, 

theological, historical studies, accessible to the informed lay 

reader, that illuminate aspects of the central tenet that the Bible, 

correctly understood, affirms the full participation of women 

and men together in ministry. The recommended style for 

an article is not quite as popular as Christianity Today’s tone 

but not as technical as that of The Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society’s: we are looking for scholarly, yet accessible 

submissions. Of course, we are expecting inclusive language for 

Editor’s Ink �
humanity and encouraging but not requiring non-sex specific 

language for God. 

 Our mission is primarily to the evangelical community and we 

ourselves maintain a high view of Scripture, accepting the Bible in 

its original autographs as all intended to be there by God. Please 

note CBE’s doctrinal statement, included in each issue of Priscilla 

Papers, which specifies, “The Bible is the inspired Word of God, is 

reliable, and is the final authority for faith and practice.” We also 

maintain a thoroughly orthodox historic Christian theology: we 

worship one God in three co-equal persons. 

 You will note that our goal is positive and we try not to 

attack individual scholars of opposing viewpoints in our pages, 

we simply challenge their misconceptions thoroughly as we 

shed new light on the issue of female/male joint ministry. 

Our ultimate goal is to please Jesus by activating the entire 

church and encouraging our readers to press on to fulfill their 

God-given giftings and callings. This issue’s three perceptive 

articles are exemplary of what we are hoping to publish. We 

will also try to publish in each issue an original poem and 

original art work, so we are seeking submissions in these 

areas as well. Please check our website for further writer’s 

guidelines: http://www.cbeinternational.org/new/publications/

callforpapers.shtml. If you believe you make a worthwhile 

positive contribution to our understanding, please contact us.

 I would never undertake such a daunting task alone, but 

always try to work in community, so I have asked several superb 

continued on p. 3
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Priscilla Papers Welcomes New Editorial Team
Mimi Haddad, President of CBE

For more than one year, Victoria Peterson-Hilleque has, with great skill, infused CBE’s academic journal with fresh 

vision. Under her leadership, Priscilla Papers reached new heights and we are indebted to Victoria for her talent 

and dedication to the mission of CBE. Thank you Victoria for your many contributions to Priscilla Papers!   

  It is with great delight that I welcome William David Spencer, Th.D., as the editor of Priscilla Papers. Bill has an 

impressive academic background. He holds a B.A. (Rutgers University), an M.Div. and Th.M. (Princeton Theological 

Seminary), and a Th.D. (Boston University School of Theology). As a Ranked Adjunct Associate Professor of Theology 

and the Arts, Bill teaches along with Aída Besançon Spencer at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in Massachusetts. Bill and Aída 

are long-standing friends of CBE, as well as colleagues and scholars who have contributed greatly to the CBE community. 

 Bill has authored or edited more than nine books, and more than 100 articles. He has mentored scholars around the world, 

and his dedication to the evangelical community is noted in his active involvement within the Evangelical Theological Society. Bill 

is also an ordained minister in the Presbyterian Church (USA). He has been active in urban ministry since 1966. I know you will 

join me in thanking God for Bill’s leadership as editor of Priscilla Papers. 

co-workers to share the work with me as a team. The Rev. Dr. 

Aída Besançon Spencer, professor of New Testament at Gordon-

Conwell Theological Seminary, has agreed to be our consultant in 

all matters, including books 

we review. The Rev. (soon 

to be Dr.) Leslie McKinney, 

pastor of community at 

Pilgrim Church in Beverly, 

Massachusetts, is our edi-

torial associate overseeing 

correspondence and e-mail 

follow-up, and Michal Beth 

Dinkler, an adjunct profes-

sor of English at Salem State 

College and Master of Divin-

ity student at Gordon-Con-

well Theological Seminary, 

is our editorial associate 

overseeing electronic mat-

ters. Together, we invite any CBE member to submit an article 

idea to us—this is your journal. Please propose it by brief e-mail to 

Leslie: Rev.Leslie@peoplepc.com (or, as a backup, Michal Beth at 

mdinkler@stanfordalumni.org). If it sounds right for the journal, 

we’ll invite you to send a double-spaced, 12-point font, hard copy 

to me: Rev. Dr. William David Spencer, Box 229, Gordon-Con-

well Theological Seminary, South Hamilton, MA 01982; or send 

an electronic copy to Michal Beth at her e-mail above. We encour-

age publishers or authors with forthcoming books on gender and 

biblical or theological issues to notify Leslie or mail a copy to Aída 

at the GCTS address. Queries from all are warmly welcomed. 

 The topic of our present debut issue is clarification of bibli-

cal data. Christiane Carlson-Thies gives us a helpful reminder 

that Genesis 1 and 2 appear in the order in which the Holy Spirit 

intends us to read them 

and, when read in order, 

affirm the joint calling of 

men and women to rule 

together. Mary Brondyke 

shows how the gospel texts 

in language and theme pres-

ent the sinful woman, by 

her humble ministering to 

Jesus, as replacing in God’s 

sight the neglectful Pharisee 

as Jesus’ true welcoming 

host. Finally, Jerry Cam-

ery-Hoggatt researches the 

historical mishandling of 

another high profile woman 

and shows us that Mary Magdalene is actually a disciple of Jesus’ 

earliest recruitments who has been falsely maligned. Each article 

has been carefully researched and revised, and each furthers our 

understanding that the Bible, as we receive it, is not at odds with 

mutual ministry, but alive with it. 

 Our hope is that this issue blesses you as much as it did us as 

we put it together and arms you further with reasons and models 

that encourage you to use all your God-given gifts to do the good 

work of the gospel to which you’ve been called. 

Blessings, Bill

New members of the Priscilla Papers Editorial Team (left to right): Aída 
Besançon Spencer (Editorial Consultant), William David Spencer (Editor), Leslie 
McKinney (Editorial Associate), and Michal Beth Dinkler (Editorial Associate). 

Editor’s Ink, from p. 2
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Mission: “A theological publication making scholarly materi-

als available on biblical equality.”

Purpose

• To be a primary theological publication

• Build a team of egalitarian scholars/writers

• Make scholarly materials available

• Maintain scholarly credibility and integrity

• To be prophetic: “To nurture, nourish, and evoke a con-

sciousness and perception that is alternative to the con-

sciousness and perception of the dominant culture around 

us.” Robert Wilson, Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel 

(Fortress Press, 1980).

Intended Audience

• Original scholars/opinion leaders

• The serious Bible student

• Egalitarians needing encouragement and new knowledge

• “The Christian Academy”

• The thinking/questioning person in the pew/seekers

Manuscript/Article Guidelines

1. Whenever possible, a query letter should be sent first, giving 

details of subject and how the author plans to develop it.

2. All articles must serve to advance the cause of CBE, based 

on the belief that the Bible, properly interpreted, teaches the 

fundamental equality of men and women and all racial and 

ethnic groups, all economic classes, and all age groups, based 

on the teachings of Scripture as reflected in Galatians 3:28. 

The Bible is the inspired word of God, is reliable, and is the 

final authority for faith and practice. We are seeking fresh 

readings of Scripture or theology that make original contribu-

tions to our understanding of God’s call to women and men 

to minister together. Topics need not be confined to Bible 

study or theology, but may range in church history, missi-

ology, etc. Proposed future topics include: The biblical and 

theological reasons why I changed my position on women in 

ministry, heroines of the early church, the global egalitarian 

Christian community, what are egalitarian women and men 

really like?, how being egalitarian can strengthen your home 

or church, historic couples in ministry, more exploration of 

the egalitarian nature of the Trinity and the implications for 

joint ministry, and any other worthwhile scholarly topics our 

readers propose. Please try to use inclusive language for God 

and inclusive language versions of the Bible, such as nrsv 

and tniv. Inclusive language for humanity is, of course, 

expected in all submissions. We will treat all correspondence 

seriously and with respect. 

3. Articles should follow Chicago documentation style and 

should average 5,000 words in length (@15 pages, double 

spaced, 12-point font). Authors of longer works of 7,500 

words or more should make prior arrangements with the 

editor for a longer treatment of a given subject. 

4. For biblical languages and transliterated text please use free SP 

fonts from the following site: http://www.tyndale.cam.ac.uk/

tyndale/fonts.htm.

5. Authors should include brief biographical information 

appended to the article. When an article is accepted for publi-

cation, the author will be requested to forward a photograph, 

either by mail or email (although email is preferred), suitable 

for use when the article is printed in Priscilla Papers.

6. If an article is a reprint from a book or another publication, the 

author should provide copyright and permission information.

7. Poets, artists and illustrators are also encouraged to submit 

original, unpublished work.

Please send all query letters and correspondence to the Rev. 

Leslie McKinney at Revleslie@peoplepc.com. Please mail ms. 

hard copies to Rev. Dr. William David Spencer at Gordon-

Conwell Theological Seminary, Box 229, South Hamilton, MA 

01982. After approval, please submit all email mss. to Michal 

Beth Dinkler at mdinkler@stanfordalumni.org. Electronic copy 

is to be transmitted in either MS Word or, if a different word-

processing program is used, in TEXT (TXT) format. Author’s 

name, address, phone number, and email address should be 

included at the beginning of the submission.

Thank you. All CBE members are encouraged to contact us.

�
Call for Papers
Priscilla Papers Guidelines for Writers

The editor of Priscilla Papers, CBE’s scholarly journal, is issuing a Call for Papers. The award-winning journal, Priscilla Papers, 

is published quarterly, and is sent to all CBE members and subscribers. Priscilla Papers is also available for purchase.

disclaimer: Final selection for all material published by CBE in Priscilla Papers is entirely up to the discretion of the editor, consulting theologians, and CBE’s 
executive. Please note: Each author is solely legally responsible for the content and the accuracy of facts, citations, references and quotations rendered and properly 
attributed in the article appearing under his or her name. Neither Christians for Biblical Equality, nor the editor, nor the editorial team is responsible or legally liable 
for any content or any statements made by any author, but the legal responsibility is solely that author’s once an article appears in print in Priscilla Papers.
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The complementarian¹ conviction, that women are under male 

authority and therefore must be excluded from (some) posi-

tions of leadership, rests in no small measure on their interpre-

tation of God’s eternal, created order as established in Genesis 

1–2. However, when the complementarian exegesis of creation 

is given close scrutiny, substantial—indeed fatal—problems are 

revealed at the very foundation of their framework.²

 In Genesis 1 and 2 we discover God’s perfect, pre-fall inten-

tions for the world and all its creatures, including God’s inten-

tions for human identity and human purpose. When we know 

what something is (identity) and what it is meant to do (purpose 

or calling), we have the basis for knowing our proper expectations 

of, and obligations toward, that “something.” Thus, only when 

we have grasped the created purpose and identity of humanity as 

male and female are we able to make faithful judgments about the 

many normative questions facing us today. What do the creation 

texts reveal? And what light do they shed on whether or not a uni-

versal, fixed exclusion of women from (some) leadership reflects 

God’s perfect intentions for womanhood?

Understanding gender roles: Difculties in 
the complementarian starting point

One major difficulty with the complementarian treatment of the 

creation account is that they do not read it on its own terms, 

but interpret it through their understanding of New Testament 

restrictions upon women’s leading and teaching.³ Here is how 

the point was made in an article for the Journal of Biblical 

Manhood and Womanhood: “From Paul, it is clear that the early 

chapters of Genesis provide significant teaching for our under-

standing of gender roles. It is Paul who leads us to reconsider the 

familiar stories of the early chapters of Genesis for the important 

implications these chapters set forth.…”⁴ 

 As we see here, complementarian interpretations of the 

Apostle Paul’s understanding of Genesis serve as the fixed points 

within their framework. Consequently, the very question around 

which the debate over women’s leadership revolves (namely, 

was Paul speaking in a limited way to specific problems or was 

he speaking universally to all women?) is pre-empted. Having 

begun with their interpretations, complementarians must then 

show how the opening chapters of Genesis can be “reconsid-

ered” such that male leadership is proved to be embedded in the 

created order. 

 This very effort to reread creation in light of presumed fixed 

restrictions from the New Testament is what causes the seri-

ous—and I would argue, insurmountable—problems at the 

heart of the complementarian position. As this article will attempt 

to show, as complementarians use gender restrictions from the 

New Testament to interpret creation, they do not open up or shed 

light on the issue of the Bible’s meaning—which is what should 

happen when Scripture properly interprets Scripture—but instead 

introduce serious distortions into the text. 

 A second major difficulty within the complementarian 

framework hinges on the fact that even though they claim to 

address only the differences between men’s and women’s func-

tions, or roles, in truth they are making claims about men’s 

and women’s identities, or gender ontology. According to the 

complementarian definition of manhood and womanhood, “A 

man, just by virtue of his manhood, is called to lead for God. 

A woman, just by virtue of her womanhood, is called to help 

for God.”⁵ By anchoring “leading” and “helping” in creation 

as aspects of male and female gender, complementarians treat 

these temporal modes of cooperative human behavior as if they 

were as permanent and natural as fatherhood and motherhood. 

Consequently, the man’s leadership role and the woman’s help-

ing role are as intractable and immune to change or develop-

ment as is human biological functioning, so that men will always 

be fathers, just as men will always be leaders. Women will not. 

With this starting point, the challenge for complementarians is 

not how to restrict women’s leadership, but how to find grounds 

for permitting women any kind of leadership whatsoever. For, if 

leadership is essential to created manhood alone, then all leader-

ship by all women crosses a gender boundary and is an offense 

against woman’s God-given identity.

 However, complementarians in general do not appear to 

take such an absolute stand against women’s leadership.⁶ This, 

despite the fact that it is the logical end of their starting point. 

Like the rest of us, complementarians live in a world where it is 

impossible for women completely to avoid leading—including 

leading men.

 With the unavoidable reality of women in leadership press-

ing on them from one side, and their belief that leadership is 

essential to maleness alone pressing from the other, comple-

mentarians find themselves mired in unbearable tension. This 

problem, I believe, explains why they are uneasy with so simple 

an act of leadership as a woman providing directions to a man 

lost in her neighborhood.⁷ It lies behind their fear that in any 

situation where a woman has personal, directive leadership over 

Man and Woman at Creation: A Critique of
Complementarian Interpretations

Christiane Carlson-Thies
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a man it “strains the humanity of both.”⁸ It is behind comple-

mentarian language which defines a man’s act of giving advice as 

“leadership,” whereas a woman’s advice-giving is merely “com-

municating.”⁹ The link they seek to forge between leadership 

and manhood is also, I would argue, the driving force behind 

the legalistic impulse within their movement to define in precise 

detail exactly how much influence, recognition or authority a 

woman may have.¹⁰ For, if the proportions are wrong, then the 

woman has transgressed the male-only boundary line. This is no 

mere “role reversal”; her very identity as a woman is at risk. 

 In Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, consider-

able attention is given to providing strategies for the woman in 

leadership. These strategies are designed to mask her authority 

and to reassure the men around her that they are the real leaders, 

not she. Complementarians recognize that such advice poses a 

problem: “It is obvious at this point that we are on the brink of 

contradiction—suggesting that a woman may hold a position of 

leadership and fulfill it in a way that signals to men her endorse-

ment of their sense of responsibility to lead. But the complexities 

of life require of us this risk.”¹¹

 Rather than nudging them soberly to reassess whether “lead-

ership” or “authority” can rightfully be deemed a created aspect 

of manhood alone, complementarians indulge all the contradic-

tions arising from their starting point, claiming that the elabo-

rate balancing act that results happens to be the price of obeying 

God’s word.

 In addition to finding ways to resolve the tension arising 

from their claim that “leadership” and “helpership” are merely 

roles, but then treating them as essential aspects of male and 

female identity, complementarians have a much more difficult 

problem: they must overcome resistance from the biblical cre-

ation texts themselves. Most notably, they have to find a way 

to exclude women from the full revelation of Genesis 1:26–28. 

While inclusive translations of the Bible more clearly reveal the 

woman’s equality with the man at creation, this equality shines 

through so clearly even in the niv translation that complemen-

tarians ought not to have missed it: 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our like-

ness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds 

of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all 

the creatures that move along the ground.”

 So God created man in his own image, in the image of 

God he created him; male and female he created them.

 God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and 

increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over 

the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living 

creature that moves on the ground.” (niv)

 Given that the passage equally encompasses men and women 

both in the definition of their identity and of their calling, it is 

instructive to see how complementarians ensure that only men 

are left with the calling to extend God’s rule—or to exercise 

authority—over the creation.

In the beginning: Complementarian 
manhood

One of the first items that needs to be addressed in any inter-

pretation of Genesis is the fact of the two creation accounts and 

the proper manner of relating them. The position taken in the 

complementarian article, “Gender and Sanctification,” is that, 

when it comes to determining gender roles, “The teaching of this 

section [Gen. 2] must not be minimized. Genesis One must be 

read in the light of this chapter [Gen. 2].”¹² Yet complementar-

ians only employ this hermeneutical principle when interpreting 

the woman’s identity; when they interpret the meaning of man-

hood, they take exactly the opposite approach.

 Here is how “Gender and Sanctification” presents the teach-

ing of Genesis 2 for the man:

 There is a period of time when there is no woman. Initially, 

God creates the man and places him in the garden.…He is to 

be the sole caretaker of the garden. He is given the rules for 

living in harmony with his Creator in the garden. Ultimately 

he is responsible for caring for and maintaining purity in the 

garden. He is, and there is no other. As such, God communi-

cates to him his special responsibilities. Later in the story the 

man, as regent in this garden, provides names for the other cre-

ated beings, including the woman, demonstrating some level 

of “ownership” and responsibility, as he rules over/subdues his 

world. These responsibilities are the clear manifestation of the 

mandate in chapter one to rule and subdue the earth, only the 

initial mandate appears to be given to the man alone.…He is 

the leader in the world which God creates.¹³

 It is important to note how complementarians have added 

tasks to Adam’s job description that are not found in the biblical 

text. First, Adam is designated as the “leader.” Later on in this 

“Complementarians 
have added tasks to Adam’s 
job description that are not 
found in the biblical text.”
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same article, the claim is made that Adam “is given the rules that 

are to be enforced in the garden.”¹⁴ The primary obligation of 

the complementarian Adam is not to obey God’s law, but rather 

to enforce it. And how is it warranted to conclude that Adam 

is a leader? For, in the absence of human society, who is Adam 

leading in Genesis 2? The 

puppies and the African vio-

lets? Indeed, whether Adam 

has the leadership position 

the complementarians claim 

remains to be seen once the 

woman has arrived and God 

declares his intentions for 

male/female inter-relatedness.

 But, the most troubling 

conclusions drawn by the 

complementarians from the 

creation account arise from 

their understanding of the meaning of Adam’s aloneness.¹⁵ In 

“Gender and Sanctification,” Adam’s aloneness is stressed not 

to anticipate how the woman’s creation will solve Adam’s prob-

lem—as the Bible does in Genesis 2:18—but in order to give a 

disturbing twist to the meaning of her absence: “…the initial 

mandate appears to be given to the man alone.” Under comple-

mentarian exegesis, Adam’s aloneness no longer highlights his 

need, it highlights his authority. The passage no longer estab-

lishes the woman’s indispensability, but rather her exclusion. 

 Within the complementarian framework, God’s main 

purpose in creating humanity in sequential order seems to be 

to highlight how the woman’s omission from the dominion 

mandate of Genesis 1 is the logical result of the man’s near total 

self-sufficiency. After all, as the complementarians claim, “Man 

could have performed his tasks alone…”¹⁶

 The meaning of “aloneness” in the complementarian story 

of Adam is a complete reversal of the meaning of aloneness in 

the biblical story. Instead of establishing Adam’s lack and God’s 

powerful provision through the woman, the complementarian 

account asserts that God has made Adam strong in and of him-

self. What is more, the man’s aloneness is used to establish his 

authority over the woman. Contrary to God’s comprehensive 

judgment that it is “not good” for the man to be alone, Adam’s 

aloneness becomes the very foundation upon which some 

complementarians build all of manhood’s special rights and 

responsibilities. Having packed aloneness full of male privilege, 

complementarians are only able to concede, reluctantly, that it is 

perhaps better for Adam not to be alone, for without the woman, 

“his task of ruling and subduing would have been incomplete.”¹⁷

 One of the most serious problems with this complementarian 

interpretation of Genesis is that it cannot work unless the biblical 

text is reworded. The “let them rule” command of Genesis 1:26 

(repeated in Gen. 1:28) which is collective and pertains to both the 

man and the woman, must be recast as if it really says, “let him (the 

male alone) rule.” Is this not tampering with biblical truth?¹⁸ 

 Having brought their a 

priori conclusions about the 

universal intent of Paul’s New 

Testament restrictions on 

women into their reading of 

Genesis, complementarians 

have no choice but to force the 

text to prove male leadership, 

no matter how much it dis-

torts the actual creation story. 

The hermeneutic at work is 

important to note. While the 

explicit claim has been made, 

that to understand the gender implications of creation, Genesis 

2 must interpret Genesis 1, complementarians do not apply this 

hermeneutic to their study of manhood. Indeed, in order to get 

their desired interpretation of manhood, they could not possibly 

apply it. Only by bringing forward the cultural mandate from 

Genesis 1 into their interpretation of Genesis 2 can they establish 

that Adam’s acts of tilling the soil and naming the animals are 

true acts of human dominion over the earth.¹⁹ If the comple-

mentarians used the same hermeneutic to understand manhood 

that they use to understand womanhood—that is, if they read 

Genesis 2 into Genesis 1—then man could only be identified as 

the-one-who-needs-help, for that is precisely the counterpart to 

the woman’s identity as the-one-who-helps. 

In the beginning: Complementarian 
womanhood

When we turn to the complementarian exegesis of biblical wom-

anhood, we discover that Genesis 1 is almost entirely overshad-

owed by Genesis 2. Complementarians give particular emphasis 

to Genesis 2:18: “I will make a helper suitable for him.” 

 Because complementarians define the core meaning of wom-

anhood by the word “help” ({eäzer), it is important to see how 

they interpret the meaning of this Hebrew word. While many 

simply substitute words such as “opposite,” “companion,” and 

“completer,” as if these were accurate synonyms, a detailed com-

plementarian interpretation of {eäzer can be found in their book, 

Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood. In responding to 

the evidence, that when the word {eäzer is used in the rest of the 

Bible it never refers to a subordinate assistant and mostly is used 

to describe God as our help,²⁰ the complementarians claim, 

“When a single-standard 
hermeneutic is applied to the reading 

of Genesis 1 and 2, the woman is clearly 
revealed as fundamentally, indispensably 
and equally called to the human task of 

imaging God and extending his rule 
throughout the creation.”
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The context makes it very unlikely that helper should be read 

on the analogy of God’s help, because in Genesis 2:19–20 

Adam is caused to seek his helper first among the animals. 

But the animals will not do, because they are not “fit for 

him”.…Yet in passing through helpful animals to woman, 

God teaches us that the woman is man’s helper in the sense 

of a loyal and suitable assistant in the life of the garden.²¹

 In the same passage quoted above, the authors clearly state 

that the woman is equal to the man “in Godlike personhood. She 

is infinitely different from an animal.…”²² But these prove to 

be empty words. By claiming that God’s purpose in conducting 

the parade of “helpful animals” was to prime Adam’s (as well as 

our) expectations for how the helpful woman, once she entered 

the picture, would be his “loyal and suitable” assistant, these 

complementarians have manifestly reversed the meaning of 

the story. Biblical revelation that was intended to draw a bright 

line between the animal world and the human world with the 

words, “no suitable helper was found,” biblical revelation that 

was intended to reveal the closest possible connection between 

the man and the woman with the words, “bone of my bone and 

flesh of my flesh,” instead becomes a story that draws the closest 

possible association between the woman and the animals. The 

beasts are the ones, these complementarians claim, who model 

the sense and meaning of the woman’s help.

 One cannot help but marvel that trusted, God-fearing theo-

logians could arrive at such a disturbing—indeed such a beast-

ly—interpretation of the meaning of {eäzer. But, it is demanded 

by complementarian presuppositions about the New Testament 

restrictions upon women and results from applying them back-

ward onto the Genesis text. The carefully constructed comple-

mentarian woman as helpful assistant to a nearly self-sufficient 

male who alone is created for leadership, including leadership 

and dominion over the woman, can only stand if the identity 

and calling of the woman are severed from their anchoring in 

Genesis 1. And this severing can only be accomplished by apply-

ing a double-standard hermeneutic. 

 To get the complementarian man to emerge from the creation 

texts, Genesis 1 must illuminate only the meaning of manhood in 

Genesis 2. To get the complementarian woman to emerge from 

the text, Genesis 2 must act as a screen to block the full light of 

Genesis 1. First, Genesis 2 is used to block the dominion mandate 

with respect to woman. Second, Genesis 2 is used to compromise 

severely, if not actually to undermine, the woman’s identity as 

God’s image-bearer. Though she is claimed to be “infinitely 

different” from the animals, nevertheless, like the animals, 

complementarian woman finds herself imaging their supposed 

helpfulness. And though she is claimed to be equal to the man in 

“godlike personhood,” complementarian woman does not stand 

with Adam in a place of dominion over the creation. Instead, 

like the beasts and the rest of the non-human creation, she finds 

herself under the man’s authority.

Reading creation with a single-standard 
hermeneutic

In Genesis 1 God reveals the identity and calling of every aspect 

of creation: light and darkness, land and sea, animals and veg-

etation, humanity as male and female. Genesis 1 establishes the 

bedrock of human identity. In this text we find the source of all 

human responsibility and authority. God blesses the man and 

the woman alike with the gift of a common identity: we are both 

image-bearers of God. In the same manner, God summons male 

and female alike to a common calling: we are both given the 

responsibility and the corresponding authority to be fruitful, fill 

the earth and to have dominion, or rule.

 In Genesis 1, God reveals that both male and female are endowed 

with inestimable dignity and value. But what is almost more star-

tling, God reveals the desire to work through human agency—both 

male and female—in accomplishing God’s rule on earth. In 

humanity, God has created us as God’s own co-workers.²³ 

 In Genesis 2, after God creates the woman and completes the 

creation of humanity, we are finally able to see what God desires 

for human interrelatedness. Of the woman God declares that she 

is {eäzer keïnegdoî —face to face with man, a help corresponding 

to him.²⁴ Of the man, God says he is to leave father and mother, 

cleave to his wife and be united in one-flesh union with her. 

Since the woman’s identity and calling were already given in 

Genesis 1, the designation, {eäzer, cannot be used to define the 

totality of her function in the world. Rather, it indicates the 

character of her service. She is a help, not a competitor, not 

one who harms, not one who hinders, and not one who stands 

by on the sidelines watching the man do all the heavy lifting of 

image-bearing. When a single-standard hermeneutic is applied to 

the reading of Genesis 1 and 2, the woman is clearly revealed as 

fundamentally, indispensably and equally called to the human task 

of imaging God and extending his rule throughout the creation.

 What is striking is that Genesis 2 gives little specific direction 

for how the man and the woman are to live together. Surely this 

would have been the time for God to designate the male as the 

undisputed leader with the woman as second in command and 

under his authority, if that were God’s clear intention, or to mark 

out which spheres of creation were to be the exclusive domain 

for authoritative male action, and which for the woman. But 

this does not happen. The created identity and calling of Genesis 

1 for both the man and woman remain as fixed in place as do the 

created identity and purpose of light and darkness, earth and sea, 

animals and vegetation—right down to this very moment.
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 The creation account of Adam does not support a hierarchical 

ordering of male leaders over female helpers (the complementa-

rian bias). But neither does it support an individualist notion 

of independent, undifferentiated men and women entering into 

contractual negotiations to manage their equal relationship (the 

secular egalitarian bias). Instead, it opens up the very exciting 

perspective of humanity as a community of man and woman in 

union together. This perspective, in turn, confronts faithful fol-

lowers of Christ with the challenge of exercising their authority 

and responsibility in home, church and society such that our 

unity as humanity and our diversity as male and female can both 

flourish as we implement our redeemed identity and calling. 
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Endnotes

 1. I will use the designation “complementarian” for advocates 

of female subordination to male authority, not because it most 

accurately reflects their position, but because it seems to be their 

preferred label.
 2. The complementarian position is presented most 

comprehensively in the book, Recovering Biblical Manhood 

and Womanhood, edited by John Piper and Wayne Grudem 

(Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1991) (hereafter, RBMW). I will 

also be quoting extensively from an especially clearly laid out 

complementarian treatment of creation entitled, “Gender and 

Sanctification: From Creation to Transformation,” by David Lee 

Talley, Journal for Biblical Manhood and Womanhood 8,1 (Spring 

2003): 6–16 (hereafter, JBMW).
 3. This problem was analyzed by Rebecca Merrill Groothuis 

in her book, Good News for Women (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 

1996). See especially chapter 5, “In the Beginning.”
 4. JBMW: 15 n 2, emphasis added.
 5. RBMW, 102. 
 6. Those interested may check publications by the Council 

on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, which is the main 

organization promoting complementarianism.
 7. RBMW, 50.
 8. Ibid., 52.
 9. Ibid., 243.
 10. Wayne Grudem, “But what should women do in the 

church?” CBMW News 1,2 (1995).
 11. RBMW, 50.
 12. JBMW: 7.
 13. Ibid.
 14. Ibid., emphasis added.
 15. Complementarians employ various strategies to transform 

the meaning of Adam’s aloneness. One common shift of 

meaning turns the word “alone” into the word “lonely.” (See for 

example RBMW, 100.) Another shift of meaning occurs when 

complementarians apply Paul’s statement in 1 Tim. 2:13, that 

Adam was created first, to transform the “aloneness” of Gen. 2 

into a synonym for “firstborn.” Firstborn is then freighted with 

all the customary privileges of primogeniture. See for example 

RBMW, 81. 
 16. JBMW: 7.
 17. Ibid.
 18. I am indebted to Dr. William David Spencer for this insight.
 19. Complementarians also treat the so-called naming of the 

woman as an act of dominion parallel to the act of naming the 

animals. For an explanation of the vital differences in the two 

naming acts, see Man and Woman in Biblical Unity: Theology 

from Genesis 2–3, by Joy Elasky Fleming with Robin Maxon 

(Minneapolis: Christians for Biblical Equality, 1993).
 20. For an especially good recent study of this word, see 

the chapter, “God Created an Intimate Ally,” in When Life 

and Beliefs Collide, by Carolyn Custis James (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2001).
 21. John Piper and Wayne Grudem, “An Overview of Central 

Concerns: Questions and Answers,” in RBMW, 87.
 22. Ibid.
 23. In the New Testament this theme is picked up in the 

parables of the steward who has been put in charge of the 

household during the Lord’s absence. See Matt. 21:33ff; Luke 12:

42ff; 19:11ff.
 24. Fleming & Maxon, Man and Woman in Biblical Unity, 6ff.
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We all like to believe ourselves to be discerning. However, Luke 

7:36–50 challenges us: Do we really get the main point? And if so, 

how shall we respond? In the account of the anointing of Jesus 

by the sinful woman, Jesus radically reverses all assumptions 

about himself, the woman and Simon, highlights true repen-

tance and forgiveness, and causes us to reflect on the boldness 

of the Lord’s ministry to women. In examining this account, we 

need to ask: How does it relate to Luke’s major themes and its 

immediate context? Is this text reliable? What is the historical-

cultural meaning of the woman’s act? How do the grammar and 

literary aspects highlight the Lord’s major point? What is the 

significance of key words? How does this text apply to our own 

lives? Through seeing this passage as representative of Luke’s 

theme of discerning the truth (which causes paradigm shifts) 

and the theme of God’s gracious forgiveness, we see this wom-

an’s seemingly lavish response as appropriately representing a 

repentant heart. Because the historical-cultural information has 

such importance for the clarity of this article, it has been moved 

to the forefront of the following presentation, to be followed by 

grammar and word studies.

How does this account relate to Luke’s 
major themes? 

Writing between a.d. 64 to 68, Luke, “the beloved Physician” 

(Col. 4:14), traveling companion of Paul on his second and 

third missionary journeys (see ‘we’ passages: Acts 16:10–17; 20:

5–15; 21:1–18; 27:1–16) and “fellow worker” with Paul (Phlm 24), 

spent time in Philippi encouraging and teaching the church 

there.¹ Some, like Jerome and Eusebius, concluded Luke was an 

Antiochian.² Addressing Theophilus, most likely a fellow Gentile 

convert, Luke writes to give him accurate information about the 

life of Jesus and the Apostles (Acts) and create confidence in the 

truth of his former teaching (Luke 1:1–4). Converts from a society 

where sexual immorality abounded, both author and addressee 

would have had keen interest in Jesus’ attitude toward a societal 

outcast, like the sinful woman, and his forgiveness of her sin. It 

is not a stretch of the imagination to think of Theophilus as ask-

ing the questions: Would Jesus truly forgive my sins? Would he 

accept “sinful” worship or would he turn his attention to Simon? 

The division and conflict between Jewish and non-Jewish believ-

ers in the early church was a subject in which Theophilus needed 

instruction and assurance of his own acceptance and pardon.

 Luke writes to Theophilus in order to present Jesus as the 

Savior and Liberator of all people. His gospel reflects a heart of 

compassion and tenderness toward all people (7:11; 19:41; 22:

50). Luke alone includes the parable of the Good Samaritan, 

the compassionate half-Jew whose mercy puts the legalism of 

the Pharisees to shame (10:25–27). Luke emphasizes conversion 

and true versus false repentance. Also women are prominent in 

Luke from the birth narratives to the cross to the resurrection 

accounts. He notes how Jesus receives the ministry of immoral, 

sick and desperate women as well as others who followed after 

him and how women lamented Jesus on the cross. Because of the 

cultural demeaning of women, Luke’s gospel is an emancipation 

proclamation for all women today as well as the women in the 

household of Theophilus.

 Luke 7:44–48 ³ is the compassionate personal conclusion of 

Jesus’ encounter with the sinful woman who anoints him. It also 

includes the powerful summary of his teaching and rebuke of 

Simon. It fits into the wider narrative of Luke 7:36–50, which 

includes the account of the anointing (vv. 36–39), an illustrating 

teaching example of two debtors (vv. 40–43), and the response of 

those attending the dinner (vv. 48–50). This passage comes after 

his proclamation at Nazareth fulfills Isaiah 61:1 concerning the 

Messianic delivery of the oppressed (Luke 4:18–20). His Galilean 

ministry illustrates this fulfillment in his power over sickness (4:

38–39), command over evil spirits (4:31–36), preaching the good 

news of the Kingdom (4:42–5:15), the raising of the dead (7:11–17) 

and healing of the servant of the Gentile centurion (7:1–10). 

Later, in Luke 7:18–34, Jesus reminds the delegation from John 

of its fulfillment before their very eyes. The text does not indicate 

the delegation’s departure, so they may have been present at this 

dinner to see the Messiah at work. The account of the anointing 

by the sinful woman illustrates further his liberation of those 

bound to sin and loosely parallels the account of the forgiveness 

of the paralytic (5:17–26). Here Luke pairs an example of a man 

and a woman to represent the complete salvation of all human-

ity. Like the women Luke mentions in the next chapter, she also 

ministered to Jesus out of her private means (8:3). Her eager, 

loving repentance was also an illustration of the seed which fell 

on fertile ground (8:15). 

 The passage is representative of Jesus’ mission to save all the 

lost, rather than simply the righteous: “I have not come to call 

the righteous, but sinners to repentance” (5:32). As illustrating 

Christ’s mission to save the oppressed, her status, as a woman, 

The Sinful Woman as Surrogate Host:
Hospitality and Forgiveness in Luke 7:44–48

Mary H. Brondyke

�
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an outcast and possibly even a Gentile, highlights to Theophilus 

and modern readers the Lord’s universal mission. Quoting 

Isaiah 29:6, Simeon declared that Jesus would be “Light of rev-

elation to the Gentiles.” Luke includes healing the servant of the 

Centurion (7:1–10), the healing of the Samaritan leper (17:11–19) 

and records the faithful acts of the widow of Zarephath (4:26), 

Naaman the leper (4:27), and the repentant Ninevites (11:29–32). 

He quotes Isaiah 40:5: “All flesh will see the salvation of God.” 

His gospel abounds with the accounts of the healing and conver-

sion of societal outcasts: the woman with the issue of blood (8:

40–48), the tax collector Zacchaeus (19:1–10), the ten lepers (17:

11–21), women (7:11–17, 36–50; 13:10–17) and the hopeless demo-

niac (8:26–39). 

 Christ’s forgiveness and various penitents’ sincere repentance 

are emphasized in Luke. Having authority on earth to forgive 

sins (5:24), Jesus forgives the sins of the paralytic (5:17–26). He 

forgives those who crucify him from the cross (23:34), and, as the 

resurrected Christ, he commands the disciples to preach “repen-

tance for the forgiveness of sins….to all the nations” (24:47). 

The proper human response to the forgiveness of God is sincere 

repentance. Sent to call repentant sinners (5:2), Jesus declares: 

“Unless you repent you will likewise perish” (13:3, 5). Thus, the 

passage illustrates the nature of repentance through the loving 

anointing of the sinful woman. Its emotional tone is the same as 

the joyful willingness of Zacchaeus to make restitution (19:8).

  Luke stresses reversal of positions. The low are exalted and 

the high brought low. The sinners are forgiven but the righteous 

are condemned. Theophilus, and modern readers as well, must 

truly perceive this shift, in order to see Christ and see their need 

of a Savior. The woman, who is a sinner, is really the heroine of 

the account, whereas the righteous Pharisee is cold and inhos-

pitable. The account also shifts from Jesus the Great Teacher, to 

Jesus the Forgiver of Sins. In this passage, Jesus is also portrayed 

as the true prophet, the one greater than Jonah (Luke 11:32; see 

also 2:32; 4:16–24; 13:33). (See sidebar for further examples of 

changing roles in Luke.)⁴ 

How does this text compare with other 
accounts of the anointing of Jesus? 

All of the other gospels contain an account of an anointing of 

Jesus (see Matt. 26:6–13; Mark 14:3–9; John 12:1–8). However, the 

account in Luke occurs early in Jesus’ ministry, whereas John’s 

account occurs six days before the Passover, but Matthew and 

Mark’s occur two days before. The major characters are different 

as well. Luke refers to “Simon the Pharisee,” whereas Matthew 

and Mark refer to him as “Simon the Leper.” Bound by cleanli-

ness laws (Num. 5:1–4), the Pharisee of Luke 7:36 could hardly 

be the same as Simon the Leper in Matthew and Mark. John’s 

account identifies the place as the beloved home of the Lord’s 

Paradigm Shifts in Luke

People and Ideas

• Zechariah: speaking �
mute (1:18–21)

• Mary: a young virgin �
the virgin Mother of Christ (1:26–38)

• Elizabeth: barren old woman �
joyful mother (1:39–45)

• Peter: cannot catch a fish �
will catch people (5:4–10)

• Peter: denies Christ �
strengthens his brothers and sisters 

(22:31–32)

• The poor will inherit God’s kingdom, the hungry will 

be satisfied, those who mourn will be comforted, those 

abused for the sake of the Son of Man will be rewarded, 

those who gladly give to the point of having nothing will 

gain everything (6:20 ff.)

• The sinful woman �
the forgiven, new disciple (7:36–50)

• Saving your life �
losing it completely for Christ (9:20–24; 17:33)

• The least among you �
the greatest (9:48)

• Revelation hidden from the wise �
revealed to “babes” (10:21)

• The lowly Samaritan �
exalted; 

 exalted Levites and Pharisees �
lowly (10:30–37)

• The despised Gentile Ninevites are declared more righ-

teous than the unrepentant Jews (11:29–32)

• When those invited decline, the poor, crippled, blind, 

and lame are issued an invitation (14:16–24)

• The lost sheep, lost son, and lost coin �
found; 

 sorrow �
rejoicing (ch. 15)

• Reversal of fortunes in the next life of Rich Man and 

Lazarus (16:19–21)

• The righteous Pharisee does not find forgiveness, but the 

repentant sinner does (18:9–14)


Christ

• The one laid in a manger �
the Son of the Most High (1:32; 2:12)

• The Son of David �
the Lord of David (2:31; 20:42)

• The one who is baptized �
the Baptizer with the Holy 

Spirit and Fire (3:16–17)

• Liberator of the Oppressed �
the Oppressed One (4:18; 9:22)

• The teacher �
the one who forgives sin (7:36–50)

• The Judged One �
the one who will return as the Judge 

(22:66–23:25; 21:25–36)

• The rejected stone �
the Chief Cornerstone (20:17)

• The One numbered with criminals �
the exalted Son of 

Man/Child of Humanity (22:37–22:69)

• The Crucified one �
the Resurrected Savior and Lord 

(23:46; 24:39, 47)
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friends, Mary and Martha of Bethany, rather than the home of 

a doubting and rude Pharisee. In three incidences the woman is 

sinful, but Mary of Bethany, a disciple of Jesus (Luke 10:38–42), 

was hardly a well-known sinner. Through a comparison of place, 

time, events, major characters and the-

matic emphasis, the reader can logically 

conclude that there were three different 

anointings. Thus, Luke’s account is a 

unique happening. Directly after this 

narrative, Luke records the women who 

ministered to Jesus. Did this woman 

join their company? Did her example 

influence later anointings? Women 

took on the lowly duty of foot washing, 

if there was no slave. Would not the woman who ministered 

to Jesus have washed his feet regularly? Because this unusual 

happening occurred several times in the ministry of Jesus, her 

influence may well have extended to those who followed after 

Jesus. Luke’s juxtaposition of Luke 7:36–50 with the narrative of 

the ministering women (8:1–3) provides some grounds for this 

plausible though speculative conclusion.

What can we know about this woman?

The sinful woman follows Jesus to the home of Simon the 

Pharisee.⁵ The woman was most likely a prostitute in the city 

of Capernaum.⁶ A woman who had not obtained marriage was 

dishonored (Isa. 4:1). Bearing the name of a man in marriage 

gave a woman honor, but she was shamed if a man took her 

without giving her his name (Hos. 2:7). A prostitute committed 

sin against the Lord punishable by death (Lev. 18; 20:10–21) and, 

if she were a Hebrew, was to be “exterminated from her kins-

men” because she had broken the covenant.⁷ A priest was pro-

hibited from marrying a prostitute or a sacrilegious or divorced 

woman (Lev. 21:7).⁸ Johannes Pederson writes: “Between 

uncleanness and the curse there is no essential difference. He 

who touches unclean things is defiled (Lev. 5:2–3); this not

only holds true of human beings, but of clothes, beds, vessels, 

and ovens. If the uncleanness is incurable then the individual 

in question must be irrevocably removed from the community, 

for the life of the latter must not be threatened by one person.”⁹ 

Therefore, according to Simon’s reasoning, the seemingly 

careless Jesus could not be a pure and discerning prophet of 

Yahweh. If Simon neglected such an obvious need of water for 

the feet, did he neglect offering the ceremonial cleansing water? 

By making his house open to the public, he knowingly made it 

unclean. The Tohoroth 7:6 of the Mishnah states: “If tax gather-

ers entered a house [all that is within it] becomes unclean.” In 

contrast, Jesus, the incarnation of The Holy One of Israel, does 

not shun or limit touch. His personhood is not defiled by loving 

touch. Hypocritically focusing on outward cleanliness, which he 

himself neglects, Simon misses the moment. He does not sense 

the magnitude and intimacy of incarnational holiness. The sin-

ful woman does. Her response is to weep for wonder at God’s 

welcoming acceptance of her love.

 The woman came with a flask either 

on her person or brought for the pur-

pose of giving it to Jesus or anointing 

him. The alabaster flask, often made 

of silver or gold, was so much a part 

of the woman’s dress it was allowed 

on the Sabbath. The Sages also allot-

ted a woman an allowance of four 

hundred gold coins for perfume.¹⁰ 

Alfred Edersheim makes a case that she carried the flask on her 

person. A perfume mixture called foliatum, produced and used 

in Palestine, was worn by women in a vial around the neck and 

hung down below the breast (the Tselochith shel Palyeton). It was 

used as personal perfume and also to sweeten the breath.¹¹ 

 Most likely, the woman had been converted through the 

teachings of John the Baptist, or of Jesus. She exhibited great 

courage to come to the house of a Pharisee and great determina-

tion in the face of societal rejection in order to see and hear him. 

The woman’s weeping showed an outburst of sorrow for her sins 

and perhaps her empathy for Jesus’ mistreatment. She too had 

known the sting of social rejection, but this man had showed 

her forgiveness and deserved the highest honor! It was consid-

ered highly improper for a Jewish woman to unloose her hair in 

public,¹² but, in her desire to dry the Lord’s feet, she took this 

risk. Anointing the head was a common Near Eastern custom, 

but anointing the feet showed great love and respect.¹³ She had 

access to the feet and not to the head of Jesus as he was reclin-

ing, as was the Greek custom, at a three sided table with his legs 

extended outward. Simon did not provide the inexpensive olive 

oil for anointing the head, but the woman provided the costly per-

fumed oil for his feet. While not a Messianic anointing, D. A. S. 

Ravens notes its significance as anointing the feet of the one who 

brings good news (Isa. 52:7). The account then acts as an anointing 

for the mission of preaching the good news to come.¹⁴

The woman assumes the role of host 

The righteous man extended the rite of hospitality (Gen. 18:1–8; 

19:1–11; Job 31:32). An extension of the commandment to love the 

neighbor, hospitality was a part of the covenant (Lev. 19:33–34).¹⁵ 

Simon neglected his duties as a host in three ways. First, he did 

not give Jesus water for his feet. Foot washing was common in Old 

Testament times (Gen. 18:4; 19:2; 24:32; 43:24; 1 Sam. 25:41) and still 

practiced in the time of Jesus (John 13:5). A slave or person of the 

lowest rank would have this job. To neglect the foot washing was 

“The woman, who is a 
sinner, is really the heroine 

of the account, whereas the 
righteous Pharisee is cold 

and inhospitable.”


m. T ¸ehar. 7:6 
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to imply “that the visitor was one of very inferior rank.”¹⁶ Second, 

Simon neglected to kiss his guest.¹⁷ A kiss of affection was com-

mon on both cheeks and, if great reverence was intended, on the 

hand. L. Levinson notes that, if the invited person was a rabbi, 

the family members would wait at the door of the house and 

kiss his hands.¹⁸ Wanting to rectify this 

insult, while not being presumptuous, the 

woman put herself in the place of a ser-

vant and anointed his feet. Bailey alludes 

to an ancient custom of anointing the feet 

of a nobleman in the house of kings and 

priests. Unworthy to kiss his hand, she 

tenderly and repeatedly kisses his feet.¹⁹ Jesus rebukes Simon for 

not giving him a fraternal kiss (phileäma), in contrast to kataphileoœ, 
which means to kiss tenderly and reverently and carries the con-

notation of caressing.²⁰

 From Simon’s point of view this continual touching was inde-

cent and offensive. In order to interpret the passage correctly, 

one must balance the stinging rebuke to Simon and the Lord’s 

affirmation of the sinful woman. To downplay the remarks of Jesus 

to Simon is to disregard the equal need of both men and women, 

regardless of social status or gender, for repentance and forgiveness. 

Also, it weakens the force of the preceding illustration of the mon-

eylenders and debtors by half. All stand indebted before God. 

The grammar underscores the Lord’s 
major points

The grammar of the passage further highlights the paradigm shift 

in Luke. In verse 36, Luke uses the imperfect active indicative of 

eroœtaoœ, meaning to ask, beg, entreat urgently, to indicate the ongo-

ing nature of Simon’s dinner invitation. Rather than being a seek-

er after truth, did Simon mean to trap Jesus or did he merely like 

the company of the famous? He quickly reveals his estimation of 

Jesus, but Simon’s perspective is superseded by the Lord’s evalu-

ation of him and revelation of his character. Jesus is not merely a 

prophet, or teacher; he is a discerner of the thoughts of the human 

heart and the Divine Forgiver. The “doubted” prophet answers 

Simon’s thoughts as if he had spoken!²¹ Along with Simon’s false 

judgment of the situation and his attitude of moral superiority, 

Jesus points out his lack of affection. The Greek strings a series of 

contrasting noun clauses together. The simple aorist (past tense) 

is used of Simon in verse 44, “you did not give me water,” but 

the imperfect of the woman, “she kept on wetting my feet,” and 

in verse 46, “you did not anoint my head” (aorist), but “she kept 

on anointing my feet” (imperfect). Simon’s lack of even simple 

giving is contrasted to the extravagant and continual giving of 

the woman. Luke uses a present active participle, “she did not 

cease kissing my feet from [the time] I came in” (v. 44), in order 

to emphasize her continual action as opposed to Simon’s lack of 

even a perfunctory one-time act of cordial greeting. Jesus also con-

trasts the impersonal (water) with the highly personal (tears and 

hair). The “Teacher” has shifted to the Forgiver of Sins, the eager 

Pharisee to the cool withholding judge, and the sinful woman to 

the forgiven and loving new disciple.²² 

 Furthermore, the grammar also 

sheds light on the nature of forgiveness. 

Did the woman win Christ’s love with 

her repentance, or was it a result of 

Christ’s forgiveness? In answering this 

question, the importance of the empha-

sis of the account must be kept in mind. 

While the example of the woman’s overwhelming response is 

pointed out, only Divine forgiveness could have elicited it. Jesus 

is the Hero, not the woman. Though unbelieving, perhaps, the 

guests at the banquet realized this rabbi had asserted a right 

which surpassed the mere teaching of a rabbi. They ask: “Who 

is this man who even forgives sin?” (v. 49). The woman’s love 

is not what saves her, but her faith (v. 50). The Lord does not 

require great love to offer forgiveness, as the healing of the help-

less silent paralytic demonstrates (5:17–26). Forgiveness, the free 

gift of God, always exalts the Forgiver, not the forgiven. 

 To say the woman causes the forgiveness is to negate the 

impact of the preceding parable in which the inability of either 

debtor to pay the debt is stressed (7:41–42). The overwhelming 

forgiveness of God produces the tender and heartfelt love of 

the woman and not vice-versa. Like the decision of Zacchaeus 

to restore money four times over, her actions flowed from the 

forgiveness received. It could only flow from a heart liberated 

and set abundantly free. In contrast, the rich young ruler did not 

need more love for God, but rather to be set free from the slavery 

to money (18:18–23). He, like Simon the Pharisee, was unaware 

of his need for forgiveness. To emphasize the finished work²³ of 

forgiveness, Jesus pronounces the forgiveness twice: to the entire 

group (v. 47), and to the woman herself (v. 48). In verse 50, he 

further intensifies his pronouncement with a blessing of peace.²⁴ 

Jesus contrasts the righteous woman and 
the unrighteous Pharisee

As the prophet/teacher, Jesus uses the familiar rabbinic teach-

ing device of asking questions to his students. Instead of asking 

about a point of law, such as “Is uncleanness communicated by 

touch?,” Jesus asks Simon for a moral evaluation of the hearts of 

two debtors. Drawing conclusions to everyday life from a case 

(casuistic law) was in keeping with the Jewish understanding 

of the law.²⁵ The answer, perhaps, seemed too obvious for the 

intelligent Pharisee.²⁶ However, Jesus skillfully uses Simon’s own 

judgment to exonerate the woman and pierce through Simon’s 

false assessment of his own debt to God. 

“Do I love much? 
Will I risk much? On whom do 

I lavish my attention?”
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 The narrative shows the Rabbi, with insightful clarity,²⁷ 

drawing out the spiritual significance of the current situation. 

Jesus does this again when he praises the widow’s small offering 

(21:1–4) in comparison to the Pharisee’s showy display of gener-

osity or affirms the right of a “daughter of Abraham” (13:16) to 

be made well on the Sabbath (vv. 10–16). Unlike those bound to 

the law, Jesus moves with the Holy Spirit in the present moment 

to perform righteous deeds.

 Furthermore, Luke uses the literary technique of polysyn-

deton, the use of the same conjunctions (“and, but”) in close 

succession, in order to produce an unexpected effect. In contrast 

with the woman, the reader does not know when the end is com-

ing, but with each line Simon sinks lower in our estimation and 

the woman rises higher. Polysyndeton gives balance to the pas-

sage²⁸ and also leads it to a dramatic height.²⁹

What deeper meaning does “anoint” have 
in this text?

In response, the woman, fulfilling the hospitality-gap left by 

the rudeness of the host, performs his obligations by anointing 

his guest. Luke uses the word aleiphoœ, “to anoint,” only three 

times and each in connection with this passage.³⁰ Anointing 

remains a necessity in the Near East. By anointing the skin with 

oil, excessive perspiration is prevented. This second, invisible 

coating acts as another protective layer of clothing against the 

heat. The lime dust of the area and heat irritated the skin, and, 

soothed by oil, it was frequently applied to the exposed parts of 

the body, especially to the face (Ps. 104:15; 133:2).³¹ Ecclesiastes 9:

8 connects anointing to a joyful feast and declares, “Let not oil 

be lacking on your head.” Psalm 23:5 says, “Thou dost prepare a 

table before me…Thou has anointed my head with oil, my cup 

overflows” (kjv). 

 Anointing had vast religious significance as well. Priests, 

prophets and kings were all anointed with oil (Exod. 29:29; Lev. 

4:3; 1 Kings 19:16; 1 Chron. 16:22; Ps. 105:15). Today priests are 

still anointed with oil on the thumbs and palms of the hand at 

ordination to signify their blessing of the people. Oil was used 

to mark one as set apart to God. The name “Messiah” means 

anointed one (1 Sam. 12:3, 5; 26:11; 2 Sam. 1:14; Ps. 20:6), as does 

Christos in Greek (see Ps. 2:1; Dan. 9:25–26; John 1:41; Acts 9:22; 

17:2–3; 18:5, 28). Lastly, anointing with oil was done on the sick in 

order to bring about healing (James 5:14). Anointing of the dead 

was also common (John 12:7). 

 Luke employs the verb used for common anointing, aleiphoœ, 
rather than chrioœ, which refers to sacred anointing.³² Thus, this 

anointing was an act of courageous and lavish human devotion 

at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry rather than an overt religious 

act. However, the symbolism of anointing Jesus as the rightful 

prophet, priest, and king of Isaiah 61:1–3 lingers beneath her act. 

Conclusion

By her gracious act, the hospitable woman not only welcomed 

God–among–us to human society, but also understood his mis-

sion of reconciliation. In summary, Luke uses this passage as an 

emphatic exclamation point to his major themes. Christ is the 

Savior of all people and the Divine Liberator of the oppressed 

who calls everyone to repentance and faith. The account acts 

as a clear magnifying glass upon the nature of Christ. To the 

delegation from John the Baptist, it clarifies the divine mission 

of Christ as the anointed one of Isaiah 61:1. It magnifies Christ 

as more than a Rabbi but the Divine Forgiver of Sins. It reveals 

shallow self-righteousness posing as piety and encourages our 

passionate love of the Savior. The example of the sinful woman 

demands our attention and asks: Do I love much? Will I risk 

much? On whom do I lavish my attention? Unhampered by 

Simon’s prideful and blinding sense of false entitlement, the sin-

ful woman grabbed the opportunity of a lifetime: to kiss the feet of 

Jesus and, by her lavish, thankful worship, atone for the ingrate’s 

rude treatment. She sets an example for all of us sinful humans.

 May the Holy Spirit help us recognize our own unique 

opportunities to love lavishly and without hesitation the One 

who first loved us.

Endnotes
 1. Though Paul meets Luke in Troas before his first visit to 

Philippi (Acts 16:9–10; cf 27:1), the length of time Luke spends 
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 2. Jerome, De vir. ill., vii; Eusebius, Historia ecclesiae, III, iv, 7.
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 4. True forgiveness and sincere repentance of all people 
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in which the gospel extends to all nations (Acts 15:1–35): “There 

is no other name under heaven that has been given among 

people by which we must be saved” (4:12). They are at the heart 

of Paul’s missionary message (13:38–41; 26:16–23) and the heart 

of the theological argument of Rom. 1–5, and are the theological 

underpinnings of his letters (1 Cor. 1:30; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:14). The 

theme of salvation for those trusting in Christ is again echoed in 

Revelation. Here Jesus is the Lamb who is worthy because “he 

purchased with his blood believers from every tribe and tongue 

and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9). The personal forgiveness 

the sinful woman experienced has become representative of all 

sinners redeemed by grace through faith. 
 5. The Pharisees, meaning “separated” in the Aramaic, were 

one of several groups to arise out of the Jewish religious revival 

in the Maccabean period (ca. 166–160 b.c.). Its adherents were 

from all social walks, although some were political leaders. The 

Pharisees were bound together into fraternities which stressed 

tithing and purification. They followed not only the law, but the 

traditions of the rabbis who explained in detail the execution of 

each law. Thus they were bound by a system which emphasized 

external holiness at the cost of the spirit of the law. Luke refers 

to them as hypocrites and lovers of money (12:1; 16:14). Simon 

shows his true nature through his glaring neglect of hospitality 

and refusal to see the woman’s true spiritual state. His invitation 

to dinner may have been given in order to trap and test Jesus. 

The meal was most likely a semi-public one and an informal 

chance for Jesus to teach. At such meals the public as well 

as the needy had access to benches along the wall (S. Taylor, 

“Pharisees,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. 

Elwell [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1984], 849–851; Alfred Edersheim, 

Sketches of Jewish Social Life [Boston: Bradley & Woodruff, 1876], 

235; Norval Geldenhuys, Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 

[Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956], 236).
 6. The woman has been traditionally linked to Mary 

Magdalene, though this conclusion is speculative from the text. 
 7. Johannes Pedersen, Israel: Its Life and Culture (London: 

Oxford, 1926), 427.
 8. Ibid., 232.
 9. Ibid.
 10. Šabbat 6:3, as cited in Leon Morris, The Gospel According 

to Luke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 147. Alfred Plummer 

concurs and cites Xenophon (Cynegetica, vii.5.32; 4th c. b.c.), 

Polybius (Xv.1.7; 2nd c. b.c.), and Aristophenes (Vesp. 608; 

5th–4th c. b.c.), in The Gospel According to Saint Luke, 5th ed. 

(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1989).
 11. Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 

Part I (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 566. See also Pliny the 

Elder, Naturalis Historia, 13.3.19.
 12. The Talmud states that a woman can be divorced for 

letting her hair down in the presence of another man (t. Sot√ah 

59), qtd. in Kenneth Bailey, Poet and Peasant Through Peasant 

Eyes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 9.
 13. Morris cites examples from Sanhedrin 27b of kissing the 

feet of a particularly honored rabbi in his The Gospel According 

to Luke, 147.
 14. D. A. S. Ravens, “The Setting of Luke’s Account of the 

Anointing: Luke 7:2–8:3,” New Testament Studies 34 (1988): 286. 

Ravens draws an interesting parallel between Isa. 52:7 and Luke 

7:50–8:1. Though Luke may have meant this as a theological 

statement, it has meaning only in retrospect. This anointing was 

first of all highly personal.
 15. Pedersen, Israel: Its Life and Culture, 357.
 16. H. B. Tristram, Eastern Customs in Bible Lands (London: 

Hodder & Stoughton, 1894), 38; qtd. in Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 8.
 17. Kissing as a form of greeting amongst relatives was 

common (Gen. 45:15; Ruth 1:9, 14; 2 Sam. 14:33; 1 Kings 19:20) and 

was given also as a sign of affection (Jacob to Isaac, Gen. 27:26–27; 

father to returning son, Luke 15:20; Ephesians to Paul, Acts 20:37). 

It was practiced by the disciples to their teacher and rabbi. Judas 

betrayed Jesus with this common greeting in Matt. 26:49. 
 18. L. Levinson, The Parables: Their Background and Local 

Setting (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1926), 58f; qtd. in Bailey, Poet 

and Peasant, 8.
 19. Bailey, Poet and Peasant, 10. 
 20. Joseph and Asenath 15:11.
 21. See also Luke 5:22; 6:8; 11:17; 24:18 and John 9:25; 6:61; 13:11; 

21:17 for examples of the Lord’s divine omniscience. 
 22. Luke also uses word order for emphasis. Normally the 

possessive pronoun comes after the noun; three times the genitive 

“my” is placed before “feet”: “She wet my feet” (v. 44), and in 

“kissing my feet.” By emphasizing this place of humiliation, 

Jesus repeatedly pointed out her willing humiliation in contrast 

with Simon’s arrogant disregard of even common courtesy to an 

invited guest. Feet were odious to the people of the Near East. 

The place of utter subjection was at the feet of a ruling King (Ps. 

8:6; 60:8). John the Baptist showed his subjection by saying he 

was not worthy to untie the shoes of the Messiah (Luke 3:16). 
 23. Plummer, The Gospel According to Saint Luke, 213.
 24. Luke uses the perfect passive tense of aphieämi, “forgive” 

(v. 47), to emphasize the completion of the forgiveness. This 

tense combines the “linear and punctiliar ideas combined in 

a state of completion.” The very reduplication pattern of the 

verb, writes Robertson, expresses the completed act. The Greek 

aorist, having a wide range of meaning compared to the English 

usage, is in contrast to the Greek perfect, which is narrower in 

its use than in English. Therefore, the tense draws attention to 

itself as the author meant it to. Used in this passage twice, the 

perfect passive occurs four other times in the New Testament: of 
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the paralytic (Luke 5:20, 23), of the binding and loosing of sins 

(John 20:23), and of the forgiveness of sins on account of his 

name (1 John 2:12). The perfect tense can have an intensive use. It 

highlights the existing reality with more power than the English 

or Greek present has the force to do. Burton claims that “it is 

assigned to those circumstances in which the past is practically 

dropped from thought and the attention is turned wholly to the 

existing states.” Just as the cancellation of the debt by the money 

lender indicated complete inability to pay, so the forgiveness of God 

includes the idea of forgetfulness (Jer. 31:34; Isa. 43:25; Heb. 1:3; 10:

17); A. T. Robertson, A Short Grammar of the Greek New Testament 

(New York: Richard R. Smith, 1931), 302–303; H. E. Dana and Julius 

R. Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament (New 

York: Macmillan, 1927), 200–201; Burton, New Testament Moods 

and Tenses; qtd. in Dana and Mantey, loc cit., 202.

 Jesus again affirms the woman and urges her to “go into 

peace.” The rabbis taught that the saying, “Go in peace,” was 

correct for saying farewell to the dead, but to the living the 

phrase, “Go into peace,” was proper. Jesus was sending her forth 

into a new life; Mo}ed Qat √an 29a, as cited in Morris, The Gospel 

According to Luke, 149. An imperative and the strongest sense of 

the phrase is used.
 25. Both types of law, apodictic law (general command) or 

casuistic law (case law), were paradigmatic. Judgments were 

extrapolated from similar cases. Douglas Stuart,“Old Testament 

Survey” class notes, Lecture Outline 2.
 26. Plummer translates his reply as indicating superiority and 

indifference: “I suppose or presume,” The Gospel According to 

Saint Luke, 212.
 27. Literary techniques in this section include the use of 

chiastic thought. In vv. 41–43 greater forgiveness [A] results 

in greater love [B] and in vv. 44–48 greater love [B] precedes 

forgiveness [A]. As the main point of the passage is forgiveness, 

and a sub-point is love, the “chiastic structure puts emphasis on 

forgiveness and gives the account its surprising final twist,” Aída 

Besançon Spencer, Paul’s Literary Style (Lanham: University 

Press of America, 1998), 190. Chiastic structure functions like 

a twisted rubber band which both pulls outward and also pulls 

back to the center. Like the rubber band, God’s love always pulls 

us toward him in repentance, but stays centered in his own 

mercy, goodness, and sovereignty. 

 In v. 47, “much” ends the first two clauses, “forgiven much, 

loves much.” In Greek, “little” begins the next set of clauses (“the 

one who little is forgiven…little loves”). The inversion makes 

the phrase memorable and easily repeated. Jesus, the most 

excellent teacher and preacher, used this device as a short, true, 

and unforgettable summary for a complex topic surrounded by 

intense emotions. This passage crystallizes the teaching truth 

and immortalizes the event. 

 28. The significance of the passage produces a succinct, high-

impact account which combines teaching and compassion as well 

as rebuke. It also displays progression in emphasis from teaching 

prophet to divine forgiver. Simply outlined, it contains narrative 

(vv. 36–39), teaching (vv. 40–43), and application (vv. 44–50). 

From the structure, the parallel nature of the transposition, 

when speaking of the woman (“With tears she wet…”; “with 

her hair she wiped…”), is in contrast to the parallel structure of 

transposition when the narrative speaks of Simon (“Water you 

did not give me; a kiss you did not give me”). 

 The passage has a triple conclusion. First, his link from 

the metaphor of the illustrating story, to the current situation: 

“Therefore, I say…her sins have been forgiven” (v. 47); second, 

the summary of his teaching from the previous illustration: the 

one who is forgiven much loves much, those forgiven little, 

love little; third, he directly repeats himself so the woman will 

be certain to hear it herself: “Your sins have been forgiven.” 

The structure makes certain that the readers catch the point 

(Besançon, Paul’s Literary Style, 190, 204–205).
 29. Ibid, 204–205.
 30. Ravens, “Luke’s Account of the Anointing,” 283.
 31. “Anointing,” ISBE Dictionary (Bible Works, 2002).
 32. “Aleiphoœ,” Thayer’s Greek Lexicon (Bible Works, 2002).
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Snow falls gently
like little promises accumulating over the years,
piling into great mounds of failed commitment.
Too large to ignore,
it stands grim sentinel in the chill of resentment,
but it slowly melts away under the sunshine of mercy.

Some stays doggedly in accusing banks, old and crusted,
reminders of intentions long past—fresh and clean then,
but soiled now with the pollution of too many years of delay.

If God’s grace is like the melting sun,
then God’s mercy is like a shovel that cleans off the debris
and lets the land breathe again.

Lord, hear my prayer.
Let me live in the Spring of your forgiveness,
when you clear away the residue of my regret.
Give me the sense to promise less,
and the grace to fulfill more,
so that my no is no and my yes is yes,
according to the strength you grant me.
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Christian tradition is sometimes remarkable for the liberties it 

takes with the reputations of its saints, and in this regard no 

example springs so readily to mind as that of Mary Magdalene. 

Tradition has had its field day with the reputation of this once 

deeply troubled woman; the recent blaze of controversy set by 

Dan Brown’s incendiary novel, The Da Vinci Code,¹ is only 

the latest in a series of firestorms stretching back almost two 

thousand years.² 

 Mary Magdalene has been confused with Mary the mother 

of Jesus, with Mary of Egypt, with Mary of Bethany the sister 

of Lazarus, with the daughter of the Syro-Phoenician woman in 

Mark 7, with the prostitute who anointed Jesus’ feet in Luke 7, 

and with the woman taken in adultery in certain manuscripts of 

John 7:53–8:11. She has been called Jesus’ consort, his wife, and 

his lover; in one ancient document, she is identified as “she who 

Jesus used to kiss many times on the mouth.”³ 

 The Western tradition conjectured some sort of deeply seated 

rivalry with Peter, though this stands in sharp contrast with a 

very favorable portrait in the East. She has been called the apos-

tola apostolorum, the “apostle to the apostles.” She is demeaned 

in the Talmud as a hairdresser and a harlot. Christian legend 

finds her with John the Beloved in Ephesus, with Martha and 

Lazarus in France, a thirty-year penitent in a cave near Arles, and 

alone in Rome, accusing Pilate before Caesar for his unrighteous 

judgment against her Lord.

 In contrast, the New Testament shows remarkable restraint 

in its dealings with the Magdalene. Her name occurs a total of 

only twelve times. These are confined to the gospels and—except 

for Luke 8:2f—to parallels of three scenes. All three take place 

within a period of fewer than 36 hours:

1. the scene at the crucifixion,⁴

2. the scene at the burial,⁵

3. the scene at the empty tomb.⁶

 A survey of the biblical material leads to the following gen-

eral observations about the character and background of Mary 

Magdalene:

• She is always referred to with the designation Magdalene;

• she has been delivered from severe demonic oppression;

• she appears to have been a woman of some means;

• she maintained a devotion to Jesus remarkable even 

among the women; 

• three of the four gospels hint that she is to be remem-

bered as a member of the followers of Jesus who merited 

the title “disciple.”

Mary: A Disciple of Jesus

Mark’s story of the rich ruler refers to the act of abandoning one’s 

former life to accompany Christ on his itinerant missions (10:21, 

28; cf. 3:14, 5:18); in 8:34, a necessary condition of discipleship is 

“following” even to the point of death.

 It is important that this calling to discipleship is not restricted 

to the twelve only. In 8:34 the call to radical discipleship is extend-

ed explicitly to the multitude, in 10:21 to the rich young ruler.

 If these, then, are the criteria of discipleship more broadly 

defined, surely in Mark’s view Mary Magdalene qualifies:

• She has left her home in order to accompany Jesus on his 

itinerate mission (15:41; cf. 10:21, 29f);

• she has committed her resources to the good of the 

kingdom (15:41b; cf. 3:14; [5:18], 10:21); 

• she has followed at great personal risk, even to the cross 

itself (15:40; cf. 8:34–38, and in contrast, 14:27, 66–72).

 Also implicit in John’s reports concerning her are hints that 

she has been with Jesus for some time (NB. Mark notes Mary 

“used to follow him in the Galilee and minister to him,” 15:41). 

In 1975, Raymond Brown published a short study of “Women 

in the Fourth Gospel,” in which he surfaced the suggestion that 

“John has no hesitation in placing a woman (specifically Mary 

Magdalene) in the same category of relationship to Jesus as the 

Twelve.”⁷ Brown’s comments regarding Mary deserve to be 

quoted at length:

In the allegorical parable of the Good Shepherd John com-

pares the disciples of Jesus to the sheep who know their 

shepherd’s voice when he calls them by name (10:3–5). This 

description is fulfilled in the appearance of the risen Jesus to 

Mary Magdalene as she recognizes him when he calls her by 

her name “Mary” (20:16). The point that Mary Magdalene 

can belong to Jesus’ sheep is all the more important since in 

10:3–5 the sheep are twice identified as “his own,” the almost 

identical expression used at the beginning of the Last Supper: 

“Having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them 

to the end” (13:1).⁸

Images of Mary Magdalene in Christian Tradition:
A Case of Prostituted Identity

Jerry Camery-Hoggatt
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The designation Magdalene

All four evangelists refer to Mary as “Magdalene,” but nowhere 

is there a clear explanation of what that might mean. Within the 

tradition, three possibilities emerge.

 1. Magdalene means “Hairdresser.” Perhaps the least likely 

suggestion is that of the Talmudists: She is Miriam Megdella, 

and is described in Shabbat 104, in which the migdala derives 

from piel of gadol; “to twine or plait.” Apparently the Talmudists 

construed from this that Mary Magdalene was a woman’s hair-

dresser—a disreputable occupation.⁹ Lightfoot accepted this 

designation, pointing out that the participle kaloumene in Luke 

8:2f would be awkward preceding a place of origin.¹⁰

 The suggestion is curious, but will raise the suspicions of the 

Christian because it serves an anti-Christian calumny. Against 

this view, we should note that early Christian preachers never 

made this connection, even though it would have supported the 

identification of Mary with Luke’s prostitute (7:36–50). 

 2. Magdalene means “great” or “tower.” The possibility that 

the name Magdalene could be made to yield greater meaning 

in Hebrew was exploited among Christian interpreters. Origen 

(185–254) found in the Magdalene’s name a reference to her “spiri-

tual greatness,” deriving that meaning from the Hebrew gadol.¹¹ 

Jerome (342–420) commented on the similarity between her single 

most important recorded act and the basic meaning of migdol as 

“watchtower”: She is a steadfast watch-tower at the crucifixion 

and the resurrection. But perhaps this is only an astute parono-

masia rather than an allegorical liberty taken with her name.

 Such liberties were not unheard of. The twelfth century biog-

rapher Jacobus formulated a purely homiletical approach to the 

meaning of Magdalen: According to Jacobus, the name means, 

“remaining in bondage.” In this way it describes her life before 

her conversion, bound in the dissolute lifestyle of the demoniac 

and the prostitute.¹² Marjorie Malvern responds to Jacobus with 

this dry remark:

As is his custom, he prefaces the story with an etymological 

explanation of the saint’s name, for to the medieval Jacobus 

the meanings of a person’s name reveal the individual’s char-

acter. If the name does not reveal the expected character, 

etymology is distorted to bring out the traits Jacobus wishes 

to emphasize.¹³

 3. Magdala was her city of residence. Most likely the term 

“Magdala” identifies her city of residence, a well-established town 

at the place where the Plain of Gennesaret meets the Sea of the 

Galilee, four miles north of Tiberias. The site is generally identified 

with present-day Khirbet Mejdel, although the New Testament¹⁴ 

and Talmudic sources gave it other names.¹⁵ If—as is almost cer-

tain—Magdala can be identified with Taricheae (Tarixeae = [place 

of] salted fish) described in Josephus’ War (II.xxi.8; III.ix. 7–x.5), a 

good deal more can be known about its character:

• Magdala was a sizeable city, with a population of perhaps 

40,000 (II.xxi.4);¹⁶

• the presence of a hippodrome (II.xxi.3) suggests a 

significant contingent of gentiles, which might explain 

the relatively small size of the synagogue, as well as the 

city’s somewhat unsavory reputation;

• walled on the land side, it was open to the sea (III.x.3);

• it was the site of intense fighting during the revolt under 

Titus (III.x.1).

Recent excavations have uncovered several first century struc-

tures, including a small synagogue, 26.8 feet by 23.8 feet, with 

five stone benches along the North wall, seating comfortably 

perhaps 55 people. 

 These points are interesting, but they tell us little about Mary 

herself. Closer to our own interests is the tradition that Magdala 

had been destroyed by the Romans because of its “adulteries” 

(Mid. Lament. 2:2). This note has been central in an elaborate 

case worked up to demonstrate that Mary of Magdala was the 

“sinful women” who anointed Jesus’ feet in Luke 7:36–50. More 

on this question follows.

Exorcised demoniac

Luke records an early tradition in which Mary Magdalene was said 

to have been exorcised of seven demons (8:2). This tradition was 

surely part of Luke’s special source, and it is perhaps—but only 

perhaps—corroborated by the longer ending of Mark (16:9). 

Special devotion to Jesus

We can be clear that Mary Magdalene maintained a devotion to 

Jesus special even among the women. In a sense, her presence 

at the tomb demonstrates as much.¹⁷ John places her name last 

in 19:25, but that may be to accommodate an exchange of words 

between Jesus and Mary his mother. In 20:1–18, John mentions 

only Mary at the tomb, and there he details considerably the role 

she plays in the passion and resurrection.

 In summary, Mary is identified as a disciple of the Lord, not 

of the twelve, certainly, but equally clearly as part of the larger 

band of disciples who also followed in that capacity. This much 

is indicated implicitly in Mark and John and more forcibly in 

Luke. It is supported by the following facts:

• She accompanied Jesus on his mission as an itinerant;

• she actively employed her material resources for the 

advancement of the Kingdom;

• she willingly followed Jesus closely at great personal risk 
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and, in contrast to the men, remained relatively close even 

to the crucifixion;

• there is the implication in John’s gospel that she is to be 

reckoned among the “sheep,” and that the designation 

“sheep” refers to members of the disciple band; 

• there is the fact that the angel at the tomb expects the 

women to recall information from the passion predic-

tions, to which only the disciple band had had access.

Of these five things, then, we can be certain, and little more can 

be said without straining the evidence. We shall see, however, 

that the Church has felt a need to exploit to the fullest any 

possible associations between Mary Magdalene and the other 

women of scripture.

Mary Magdalene in Early Catholicism

Within more orthodox circles, the tradition encouraged the 

identification of Mary with various unnamed women, all of 

whom were in one way or another guilty of sexual indiscretion 

or some other vice. Here we have concrete evidence of an almost 

universally accepted form critical maxim that increasing detail 

is a discernable tendency of the evolution of tradition.¹⁸ Rudolf 

Bultmann claims that as

narratives pass from mouth to mouth, or when one writer 

takes them over from another, their fundamental character 

remains the same, but the details are subject to the control of 

fancy and are usually made more explicit and definite.¹⁹ 

Surely something similar has happened to the identity of 

Mary Magdalene, who in popular Christian thought has come 

to be identified with a number of unnamed characters in 

scripture. Often, those habits of identification were created—or 

exploited—by Christian preachers in the interests of promoting 

a certain sort of ascetic piety.

Daughter of the Syro-Phoenician woman

Nicephorus (H.E. i.33) preserves for us an isolated tradition 

that Mary was the demoniac daughter of the Syro-Phoenician 

woman in Mark 7:24–30. This curiosity of history is chronologi-

cally impossible. The child is called a paidion in v. 30, while Mary 

is a fully-grown woman during Jesus’ ministry.

The “prostitute” in Luke 7:36–50; Mary of Bethany

Perhaps the most influential conjecture of the Church about 

Mary’s identity is that which traditionally has been known as 

“The Magdalen Legend”: she is the ‘sinful woman’ (hamartolos) 

who anointed Jesus’ feet at the house of Simon the Pharisee in 

Luke 7:36–50.

 The Magdalen Legend. In conflated form, the “Magdalen 

Legend” might be reconstructed as follows: 

Mary was born in Bethany, the sister of Martha and Lazarus. 

Simeon the Leper was her father. Some time early in her 

adult life, before she encountered Jesus for the first time, she 

fell into dissolute morals, and—either through association, 

or through an actual remove—her name became associated 

with that of Magdala, a city notorious for its harlotry. The 

seven demons mentioned in Luke 8:2 refer to “demons of 

unchastity,” and they indicate the pervasive nature of her 

moral depravity.

 In time she heard of the ministry of Jesus, repented, and 

was forgiven. She was at once accepted into the fellowship of 

the women who accompanied her Lord and was restored as 

well to the fellowship of her family. Her attentive listening 

to Jesus’ teaching at one point embroiled her in a domes-

tic controversy with her sister Martha, in which her Lord’s 

endorsement confirmed the legitimacy of her vocation as a 

contemplative.

 The death of Lazarus, and his return to life, became the 

occasion for her renewed gratitude to Jesus, which she dem-

onstrated by anointing Jesus at the banquet her family had 

given in his honor. She remained with Jesus at the terrifying 

ordeal of his death, attended his burial, and witnessed his 

resurrection.

Hereafter the traditions diverge radically:

In one version, she is said to have accompanied Lazarus, 

Martha and Maximin on a pilot-less boat that landed 

miraculously at Marseilles, on the shores of southern France. 

Leaving the others to more active work, she retired to a cave 

near Arles, where she lived for 30 years in strictest penance. 

At her death, a church was built on the site of her hermitage, 

and miracles were wrought at her tomb. 

 In another version, she is said to have accompanied the 

Virgin Mary and John the beloved to Ephesus, where she 

died. The emperor Leo the Philosopher, in the ninth century, 

was said to have removed her body to Constantinople, where 

it was laid to rest in the Church of St. Lazarus.

The history of the Magdalen Legend is impossible to reconstruct. 

J. M. Lagrange, in his study of the patristic references, observes 

“The Magdalen Legend is 
not historically credible.”
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a curious anomaly: 

The exegetes either draw no conclusion, or declare that 

the sinful woman is not Mary of Bethany, at the same time 

that all preachers, even those who as exegetes think otherwise 

(Ephrem, and Jerome, the allegorist) consistently identify and 

rhetorically exploit this identity.²⁰

 Suffice it to say that as early as Tatian’s Diatessaron the two 

anointing stories are identified, and 

that by the time of Gregory the Great 

(540–604) all three women had been 

identified in the popular Christian 

mind in the West.

 To be viable, the Magdalen Legend 

requires the following:

• The various accounts of the 

anointing of Jesus in Luke 7:36–50, Matthew 26:6–13, 

Mark 14:3–9, and John 12:1–8 all must refer to a single 

event, or, if to two events, to the same woman.

• John identifies that woman as Mary of Bethany (11:2; 12:3).

• Mary of Bethany must be the same as Mary Magdalene.

Of these, the second is given, and the first is debatable. It is on 

the third that the innocence of the Magdalene is established: 

Mary Magdalene cannot be the same as Mary of Bethany.

 One single point of identity exists between the two women: 

Both of the women named Mary brought “spices” or “ointment” 

in preparation for Jesus’ burial (aromata kai mura: Luke 23:56; 

cf. to muron, John 12:5 [NB. v. 7]), just as the sinful woman in 

Luke 7:36–50 brought spices (aph’ muro eleipsen tous podas mou) 

to anoint Jesus at the house of Simon the leper (v. 46). In the 

end, though, it is simply impossible to merge these events. 

 It is noteworthy that, while Mary Magdalene and Mary of 

Bethany are never found in the same scene, neither are they ever 

substituted for one another in cross-references and biblical par-

allels. Mary of Bethany is mentioned a total of ten times, always 

in association with Martha, Lazarus or both. Mary Magdalene is 

never in any case associated with Lazarus or Martha. Luke intro-

duces Mary Magdalene into the narrative for the first time in 8:

2f, and then in 10:38f he introduces Mary of Bethany for the first 

time. All four evangelists mention Mary Magdalene, and only 

Luke and John mention Mary of Bethany, but it seems clear that 

the designations of their cities of origin are intended specifically 

to distinguish the two women from one another.

 The character of each of the two women is internally con-

sistent, but the two are quite distinct from each other. Mary of 

Bethany seems to have been something of a homebody. Only in 

John 11:28–44 is she found outside the house. Mary of Magdala is 

bold enough to have accompanied Jesus on his itinerant preach-

ing tours, and her presence at the crucifixion and at the tomb 

suggests a remarkably forthright character.

 It is also not possible to identify Mary Magdalene with the sin-

ful woman directly, without reference to Mary of Bethany. The 

details of the anointing all militate against it. The woman in the 

story is “a woman of the city” (Luke 7:37 [= Nain? v. 11]), and is 

known to Simon, but apparently not to Jesus (v. 39). If this were 

Mary Magdalene, one would expect 

the erratic behavior of a demoniac, 

and perhaps an exorcism; here Jesus 

says nothing about demons. Neither 

does the Pharisee—who knows the 

woman—even though the accusa-

tion of collusion with satanic powers 

would well have been a primary vis-

ceral reaction (cf. Luke 11:14–23). How 

much more powerful it would have been to declare: “If this man 

were a prophet, he would know this woman is a demoniac!” 

In v. 50, Jesus dismisses her with the blessing, “Go in peace,” 

which surely would have been inappropriate for a member of his 

entourage. 

 Whether or not the seven demons are to be taken literally, 

it remains an insuperable difficulty that a personality so pro-

foundly disturbed as to warrant the description—or who would 

be known as a demoniac—would be capable of carrying on such 

a profession as prostitution in a social and religious setting such 

as this one.

 Finally, it is important that in the immediately following 

pericope (8:2f), Luke introduces Mary Magdalene as though she 

is new to the narrative, without a single backward glance to the 

story of the sinful woman which immediately precedes.

The woman taken in adultery in John 7:53–8:11

Occasionally one reads in popular Christian literature that Mary 

Magdalene is to be identified with the woman taken in adultery 

in John 7:53–8:11. Surely this represents the subordination of crit-

ical thought to devotional sentiment, but ultimately it depends 

on the Magdalen Legend, which is not historically credible.

 To sum up thus far: the number and character of the women 

whose identities have been assimilated to that of Mary Magdalene 

is astonishing. Perhaps it is the very poverty of biblical data con-

cerning her which has given occasion for the voluptuous images 

her name has evoked in the popular Christian mind. Marjorie 

Malvern is certainly correct in her observation that the conflated 

personality of the Magdalen Legend—sinful woman, Mary of 

Bethany, Mary Magdalene—has served a positive mythical 

function in the religiosity of ascetic Christianity: Mary rep-

“The image of Mary 
Magdalene preaching to the 

twelve is a recurring theme in the 
history of Christian art.”
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resents the idealized penitent woman. She leaves behind once 

and for all the dissolute life of sexual license, becomes a chaste 

female counterpart of Christ himself, and typifies the model 

female contemplative.

Mary Magdalene: 
Apostle to the Apostles

If the tendency of tradition has been to impute to pre-conver-

sion Mary a sordid past, surely its purpose has been to present a 

foil with which the magnitude of her conversion and the depth 

of her piety could be contrasted. Her name is therefore deeply 

reverenced in Christian history. The respect with which she is 

held is manifest in other ways as well. One particular accolade 

warrants special attention: she is apostola apostolorum, the 

“apostle to the apostles.” Even Gnostic speculation—express-

ing its enlightenment in ways quite different than those of 

its more orthodox counterparts—evolved a complex series of 

affirmations of this woman “teacher” of the apostles. The image 

of Mary Magdalene preaching to the twelve is a recurring theme 

in the history of Christian art, her gracefully curved finger raised 

in a medieval gesture of pedagogy. The liturgical calendar defers 

to her status: as apostle to the apostles, she is the only woman 

beside the mother of Christ on whose feast day—July 22—the 

creed is read aloud in the liturgy of the Western Church.

 The history of this designation is difficult to reconstruct. 

Bernard of Clairveaux described her as apostle to the apostles 

in the twelfth century, and in the ninth century Rabanus Marus 

(776?—856) presented a complex defense of her designation as 

evangelist. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) did the same. So far as I 

can tell, the earliest and most explicit reference to Mary as apostle 

is found in the writings of Hippolytus of Rome (170?–235):

Christ Himself sent [Mary Magdalene], so that even women 

become the apostles of Christ and the deficiency of the first 

Eve’s disobedience was made evident by this justifying obedi-

ence. O wondrous advisor, Eve becomes an apostle! Already 

recognizing the cunning of the serpent, henceforth the tree 

of knowledge did not seduce her, but having accepted the 

tree of promise, she partook of being judged worthy to be 

part of Christ.…Now Eve is a helpmate through the Gospel! 

Therefore too the women proclaimed the Gospel.²¹

One point sometimes overlooked in Hippolytus’ saying is the 

implicit parallel drawn between Mary Magdalene and Eve, a 

parallel remarkably like that which Paul draws between Christ 

and Adam:

• Just as Adam is the proto-typical man, so now Eve is taken 

for the proto-typical woman.

• Just as man through Adam fell into sin, so now woman is 

singled out for her disobedience.

• Just as Jesus—the anti-typical Adam—has redeemed 

mankind through “justifying obedience,” so now Mary 

Magdalene—the anti-typical Eve—has evidenced 

“justifying obedience.”

In this way, Mary Magdalene is designated “apostle,” but the 

implication of that designation is extended to an almost salvific 

plane: it is because of her obedience that women are now worthy 

to be part of Christ.

Conclusion

In the end, if we picture Mary Magdalene once again in a garden, it 

would be one badly overgrown with misconceptions, eloquent tes-

timony to the fertility of the Christian imagination coupled with the 

lack of a good gardener. More importantly, the extravagant growth 

of the Magdalen Legend tells a good deal about the Church’s her-

meneutic generally. For one thing, it indicates a fascination with the 

characters of the Bible, a deep desire to know more than the texts 

allow us to know. Herein lies a cautionary tale: If we take seriously 

the historical nature of our faith, it is not legitimate to combine and 

re-combine the facts in the interests of Christian piety, if in doing so 

we distort both the scripture and the historical truth.
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Alice Mathews and M. Gay Hubbard write an extraordinary 

book about Christian marriage and family. The book’s purpose 

is to explore God’s perspective on marriage, an ancient view, for 

a postmodern world. Marriage Made in Eden is bursting with 

rich historical, cultural, sociological and bibli-

cal background on marriage. But the authors’ 

unique contribution in advocating for strong, 

enduring Christian marriage is their belief that 

God’s purpose for marriage is both to trans-

form us as the people of God and to use us to 

witness God’s amazing love and power to an 

unbelieving world.

 Alice Mathews, with a Ph.D. in reli-

gion and social change, is the Lois W. 

Bennett Distinguished Associate Professor 

of Educational Ministries and Women’s 

Ministries at Gordon-Conwell Theological 

Seminary. She has a wealth of experience, more 

than thirty years, in women’s ministry in both 

the church and parachurch settings.

 M. Gay Hubbard holds a Ph.D. in psychology and special 

education and has over thirty years experience as a psychologist 

in counseling men and women who struggle to make sense out 

of the pain and conflict they face in everyday life.

 In the first chapter, the authors lay the foundation for the 

readers, helping them to understand that Marriage Made in 

Eden presents the case for Christian marriage and explains 

God’s purpose for marriage (chapter 1). The book is then 

divided into two parts. In part one, the authors focus on 

secular culture’s case against marriage. They take as a test 

case North American culture (chapters 2 and 3). They then 

give a thorough historical analysis of changing marriage and 

family patterns beginning with the Puritans up through the 

present (chapters 4–6). At this point they begin part two of 

the book, God’s case for marriage, and take the next three 

chapters to examine Scripture, laying the biblical foundation 

for their arguments (chapters 7–10). They defend God’s case 

for marriage by supporting it with a sound biblical theology on 

Christian marriage and also argue how this theology responds 

to postmodern culture (chapter 11). The authors put the fin-

ishing touches on their inspiring book with 

some practical warnings (chapter 12).

 Marriage Made in Eden is replete with fresh 

insights into the true meaning and under-

standing of Christian marriage. The authors 

firmly believe that they have something new 

to tell us on the topic of Christian marriage 

and the family and this is the reason for their 

new publication.

 What fresh insights do the authors contrib-

ute to the topic of marriage and family?

 The authors define marriage not only as a 

civil contract, but also as a depiction of the 

relationship between God and God’s people. 

They believe that marriage is not founded on 

the culture in which marriage is lived out, but 

rather on the relationship with God and with one another. And 

they believe that seeing marriage this way, as a relationship with 

God and with one another, shapes an identity as God’s people in 

four ways: 1) God created people as male and female to bear the 

divine image equally. 2) Since the image-bearers ruptured their 

relationship with God through sin, the image in them is “bent 

and broken.” 3) God promises one day to restore the distorted 

image. 4) Marriage is shaped both by personal brokenness and 

by the culture’s hostility to God’s purposes (pp. 23–24).

 The authors give a thorough evaluation of the U.S. culture’s 

case against Christian marriage, exposing postmodernism with 

its excessive materialism, rampant consumerism and radical 

individualism, and explain how its pervasive thinking has swept 

across North American culture, including the church, and done 

enormous damage to the institution of Christian marriage. They 

explain how cohabitation is the preferred living arrangement 

Marriage Made in Eden: A Pre-Modern 
Perspective for a Post-Christian World

by Alice P. Mathews and M. Gay Hubbard (Baker 2004)

Reviewed by Leslie McKinney

B o o k  �  R e v i e w 
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among Postmoderns since live-in couples fear making a faithful 

life-long commitment within the confines of marriage. Those 

who have bought into postmodern thinking view Christian 

marriage as nothing more than an “antique oddity” rather than 

a mystery (p. 34).

 Mathews and Hubbard present God’s case for Christian 

marriage, stating that marriage for God’s people is, first, trans-

formational, “Couples are to become more like God through the 

process of being with each other the living embodiment of what 

they are with God and he is with them.” “Second, they are to do 

so with such integrity and fidelity that those who are ‘not my 

people’ can see and come to know God” (p. 167).

 Moreover, the authors give a thorough and sound biblical 

theology of marriage, concluding, as other egalitarians have 

done in the already-but-not-yet of God’s people, marriage “is 

not about power. It is not about forming a hierarchy of privi-

lege, or of authority, or of importance.” And they continue, 

“Marriage is not about one broken image-bearer controlling 

another” (p. 200).

 Marriage, they share, is about living out the intimate bonds 

of two broken image-bearers who are in the restoration process, 

who are faithfully committed to helping one another in process. 

“And it is about two broken image-bearers forming with one 

another a community of forgiveness that is an embodiment of 

the gospel and a living demonstration of God’s transforming 

power.” Marriage is about being the fragrance of Christ in the 

life of your spouse (p. 200).

 Marriage Made in Eden is a wonderfully informative and 

resourceful book. What I found most refreshing is the authors’ 

rich history of men and women in relationship with one anoth-

er, their wealth of insight and knowledge on men’s and women’s 

issues, their non-technical but inspirational writing, and their 

genuine desire to see Christian marriages succeed and lived out 

as a missionary model in our postmodern world.
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