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. . . greet you in the Lord.

I Tertius . . .
The first Priscilla Papers of this year, 
early in 2021, featured the theme, “Global 
Egalitarianism.” I chose that theme because 
the issue’s authors and their topics span the 
globe. They address, for example, mujerista 
theology and Asian feminist theology, 

among other topics.
I am tempted to use that same phrase, “Global Egalitarianism,” 

again. But rather than create confusion by using the same theme 
twice in one year, I’m simply calling this, the autumn 2021 
issue, “Diversity.”

Why “Diversity”?
First, this issue’s authors are from all around the world. 

Médine Keener is from Congo, earned a PhD in Paris, and 
now lives in Kentucky. John Wijngaards was born to Dutch 
parents in Indonesia; he has lived in Rome, in London, 
in Hyderabad, India, and elsewhere. Anna Beresford is 
from Sydney, Australia. William Bowes is a PhD student 
in Edinburgh, Scotland. Spencer Boersma lives in Nova 
Scotia, Canada.

Second, these authors have a diversity of professions and 
roles. Médine teaches French and serves as Pastoral Care 
Coordinator at Asbury Theological Seminary. John is a 
Roman Catholic scholar who, among various other academic 
and pastoral endeavors, founded what is now called the 
Wijngaards Institute for Catholic Research. Anna is a chaplain 
in a psychiatric hospital. William is a mental health counselor. 
Spencer teaches theology.

Third, the articles arise from a wide range of disciplines 
and topics. Médine has written a character sketch of Emilienne 
Loubota, the first woman ordained in the Église Evangélique 
du Congo (Evangelical Church of Congo). John’s article 
combines historical theology and Old Testament scholarship. 
Anna brings a significant amount of historical background to 
bear on a New Testament passage. William dives deep into 
the Greco-Roman setting of the early church. Spencer has 
provided a sermon (as he also did for the Autumn 2020 issue) 
on a particularly challenging Old Testament text. Finally, 
I have written a book review of The Ministry of Women in 
the New Testament, authored by Dorothy Lee, a scholar and 
Anglican Priest in Melbourne, Australia.

In recent years, Priscilla Papers has been pleased to publish 
authors from a wide variety of places, including Kenya, 
Luxembourg, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, South Africa, and 
Taiwan—in addition to numerous authors from certain places 
already mentioned above (Australia, Canada, India, the UK).

Such diversity represents CBE’s fuller name, CBE 
International. It supports the opening sentence of CBE’s 
mission statement: “CBE exists to promote the biblical 
message that God calls women and men of all cultures, 
races, and classes to share authority equally in service and 
leadership in the home, church, and world” (italics added). 
And, to be sure, it represents our readership, which is global 
as well as ecumenical—crossing scores of denominational 
lines. Wherever you may be, we hope and trust you will be 
encouraged and challenged by this issue of Priscilla Papers.
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A Glimpse into the Life of a Courageous Woman:  
The Story of Emilienne Niangui Loubota

Médine Moussounga Keener

In a time when women in the West and certain other countries 
are standing up for their rights, especially through the MeToo 
movement, I am reminded of one courageous Congolese woman 
who stood up against sexual exploitation of women in school and 
saw God answer her prayer to be involved in pastoral ministry.

Emilienne Mboungou Mouyabi is an uncommon hero and a 
foremother to the women pastors in the Evangelical Church of 
Congo. Born a day before Christmas 1957, in Congo Brazzaville, 
Emilienne Loubota was the eldest child of eight. Her parents 
were God-fearing members of the Evangelical Church of Congo. 
She took her role as a big sister seriously, caring for her younger 
siblings much like a mother.1 In Congo, girls learn to take care 
of their siblings and help with household chores at a tender age.

Emilienne’s parents believed girls and boys deserved equal 
educational opportunities and sent her to school. Though she 
started school at age eight, considered late in some cultures, 
Emilienne loved school and excelled at it. Many children started 
school at about this age because they had to get stronger to 
walk long distances or their parents wanted them at home a 
couple more years to help with chores. Being the eldest and a 
girl, Emilienne was likely assigned to help with younger siblings. 
Nevertheless, she was grateful for the opportunity to attend 
school, knowing not all young girls at that time were so fortunate. 

In 1972, fifteen-year-old Emilienne finished elementary 
school with flying colors. She plowed through her first year 
of middle school with the same gusto, but male teachers soon 
asked her to exchange sexual favors for good grades. After her 
second year in middle school, Emilienne was weary of being 
“courted by teachers.”2 

Sexual harassment and abuse of female students has caused 
many young women to develop sexually transmitted diseases, 
unwanted pregnancies, or a troubled life of sexual promiscuity. 
Sex for grades reduces girls and women to objects and prevents 
pursuing their studies in peace. It drills into their heads that they 
are not smart enough to do well on their own, and that instead they 
need to exchange sexual favors to make it in school. This practice 
has been going on for years in Congo and other African countries. 
Many parents do not inquire about the sexual harassment of their 
children, and girls are often afraid and ashamed to bring up the 
issue. Additionally, the police have not been sufficiently involved in 
helping young women. So Emilienne and young women like her are 
on their own. Many give in and experience the consequences cited 
above. Sexual harassment, or “a thigh for pass” as it is referred to in 
some other African countries, demeans all who are subjected to it. 

Allegations of sexual abuse by university lecturers and high 
school professors are pervasive in Africa. In a video from BBC’s 
“Africa Eye” on October 7, 2019, undercover journalists posing as 
female students and wearing secret cameras were sent to prestigious 
African universities to investigate. By exposing the injustice that 
happens behind closed doors, reporter Kiki Mordi also exposed 

this unwritten code, in which male lecturers solicit sexual favors 
from students in exchange for good grades, and the emotional toll 
on helpless young women. Such investigations have given hope to 
victims and have helped expose and condemn wrongdoing.

But in the early 1970s in Congo Brazzaville, the subject was 
taboo. Emilienne realized she was no match for these teachers 
who wanted to have sex with her. She gave her life to Jesus in 
elementary school and was baptized in 1972. She knew that, as a 
child of God, giving in was not for her. She had felt God’s call, and 
she needed to be able to train one day as a pastor. But her love for 
God was stronger than her love for education.

Therefore, in 1974, seventeen-year-old Emilienne did something 
unprecedented and drastic: she quit school instead of compromising 
her integrity. She took the only decision that was within her reach 
to fight against a practice that degrades women. Emilienne’s 
courage and obedience to the Lord, in a situation where there had 
been no human help, did not quell her strong sense of calling to 
pastoral ministry.

Emilienne then devoted herself to God’s work in her local 
church. She taught catechism and was a leader in the church’s 
choir. When the evangelist Jean Paul Makosso noticed her 
zeal, he took her under his wing and mentored her. He then 
recommended her to serve as Pastor Roger Bavibidila’s secretary. 
As she worked under Pastor Bavibidila, who oversaw five 
parishes, her call to serve the Lord full time grew in intensity. 
Though she did not know how she would become a shepherd 
of God’s people, Emilienne prayed for God to fulfil his call in 
her life. She continued to challenge herself intellectually and also 
sought God for guidance.

As an aspiring woman pastor, Emilienne’s path was fraught 
with stumbling blocks. No woman had served in the Evangelical 
Church of Congo as a pastor, even though the denomination’s 
council had voted that women could become pastors.3 

Emilienne’s difficulties started with her own parents. It was 
a shock for them to learn that their daughter was thinking of 
becoming a pastor; nothing like that had ever happened before. 
How would she hold her own in a male dominated ministry? 
Her brother, Misere Loubota, remembers that their “parents 
believed that it was a risky endeavor to have a woman practice 
pastoral ministry.”4 Some male ministers did not approve 
of the idea of a woman pastor and could be vocal about their 
feelings. But that opposition did not stop Emilienne. She talked 
to Pastor Bavibidila, who believed in her calling. This support 
was important in Congo Brazzaville, which, like many African 
countries, is a patriarchal society in which men are considered 
more important than women.

In a context in which most men believed women to be 
inferior, Pastor Bavibidila was a forward thinker, a humble 
man full of wisdom and God’s spirit. By taking a stand to 
support Emilienne’s calling, he went against a century of beliefs 



4  •  Priscilla Papers  |  35/4  |  Autumn 2021 cbeinternational.org

supporting male-dominated pastoral ministry. He decided to 
recommend Emilienne, as well as two young men, as candidates 
for the pastoral examination.

In 1976, the three candidates came to Brazzaville, the capital of 
Congo, and took the exam for theological training at Mantsimou 
Seminary. Emilienne was the only one of the three who passed.5 
At the age of nineteen, on October 1, 1976, Emilienne started her 
classes as the first woman to train at Mantsimou Seminary to 
become a pastor! This was a turning point in Emilienne’s life and 
in the Evangelical Church of Congo’s history.

Because Emilienne did not have a middle school certificate, 
she started with the pre-pastoral cycle and took and passed the 
national middle school certificate exam. Then she started with 
her pastoral training.

At the beginning, Emilienne felt inadequate in her biblical 
and theological training. Not only was she behind academically, 
but she was also among men and felt the need to clarify 
misunderstandings that arose, to refute wrong criticisms, to stand 
up against unfair treatment and ridicule, and to prove herself to 
her peers. But as time passed, she became more relaxed among 
her classmates whom she “now considered like my brothers and 
I was their sister.”6 

A year before she graduated from seminary, Emilienne 
married Dr. Pastor Mboungou Mouyabi, one of the professors at 
the Seminary.

In 1985, after nine years of pastoral training, Emilienne was 
among the twenty-seven students who graduated from Manstimou 
Seminary. In an interview for the church journal Le Chemin, she 
says, “The joy of being the first woman pastor translates in me as 
a sign of our church growth and Christian women’s awareness 
to work more with the men for the advancement of the work of 
the Lord. That is why I invite all women, including girls who feel 
the calling to become pastors, to not back down, but pray and go 
forward in faith.”7

Emilienne’s accomplishments were colossal within the church 
and the country. Since the founding of the Evangelical Church of 
Congo by Swedish missionaries, this was the first time a woman 
had become a pastor.

The national newspaper Mweti published an article saying that 
among “the 27 students graduating this year from the Theological 
Seminary of Mantsimou, a place of honor is bestowed on Mrs. 
Mboungou-Mouyabi, born Niangui Loubota Émilienne.”8 

The conviction in her heart—that one day she would 
shepherd God’s people—came to pass. God, through Emilienne’s 
achievements, brought change to years of male-dominated 
pastoral ministry. Women celebrated her accomplishments 
with joy; something impossible for them was made possible 
by the courage of one incredible woman. When I interviewed 
Monique Loubassou, who became the second woman pastor in 
the Evangelical Church of Congo, she said, “When I saw her, I 
thought to myself, as the pastoral calling has been burning in me 
for years, why can I not be like this woman pastor? Since she has 
dared, I can also do it.”

As a pastor, Emilienne was indomitable. She was first 
appointed to a remote village while her husband served in a 
small town. She braved primitive conditions, battled malaria, 

and served her congregation with love and perseverance. Her soft 
spoken and gentle voice could be heard expounding Scriptures 
and encouraging parishioners to trust in God. 

Because of repeated bouts with malaria, the local physician 
recommended that Emilienne, who was also a young mother, 
leave the area. She rejoined her husband in the small town of 
Mouyondzi as copastor of the church there, while leaving a 
powerful testimony in the small village. She served for two 
years with her husband before being promoted to the church’s 
women’s ministry department. Pastor Emilienne broke the myth 
of pastoral ministry being a male calling only.

After Emilienne and her husband shepherded God’s people 
for three years, she met an untimely death caused by high blood 
pressure, after giving birth by C-section. Her passing shocked the 
whole church and robbed the women of the Evangelical Church 
of Congo of the only acclaimed icon of women in ministry at that 
time. One woman summed up in a heartfelt prayer what many 
were thinking: “Lord, in our churches we have many men pastors 
and we only had this one as a woman pastor. Why did you not 
choose to take a pastor from among the men and let the only and 
first woman pastor live? God, you’re unfair.”9

Even though her life was short, Emilienne galvanized 
Christian women in Congo Brazzaville. Her burden and vision 
for the women of the Evangelical Church of Congo was captured 
in the following motto: “The hour of women has come [Kilokola 
ya bakento me kulunga]; we need to serve the Lord; not only me, 
but all women after me.”10 Her vision was to see Jesus touch her 
people and country through a cohort of women ministers.

Her message was joyfully received and many women felt 
bolstered in their faith and calling by Emilienne’s example and 
words. Her example gave courage to women to step into pastoral 
ministry. She is an emblematic figure and a pioneer in the field of 
female ministry in the Congolese church. Her courage, passion, 
and devotion to Jesus are an example for all to follow.
Notes

1. Interview with Misere Loubota, Nov 24, 2010.
2. Loubota interview.
3. This decision is found in the minutes of the Synod Council of the 

Evangelical Church of Congo, held March 18–20, p. 16.
4. Loubota interview.
5. Interview with Francois Mvoumbi Pongui, Jan 26, 2010, in Brazzaville.
6. Interview with Raymond Bitemo in Le Chemin #12, p. 11.
7. Le Chemin #12, p. 11.
8. Mweti #1193 (July 5, 1985) 4.
9. Prayer reported by Misere Loubota.
10. Interview with Balehola.
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S AV E  T H E  D AT E

It is vital that CBE continues to reach people 
worldwide with the transforming message of 
God’s purpose for women and men to lead 
side by side. That is why we are using CBE’s 
Giving Tuesday fundraising campaign to raise 
funds that will help us build and strengthen 
our website resources and expand our reach.

Our goal is to raise $110,000 by the end of 
Giving Tuesday. 

Will you please help us establish a 
strong campaign by giving today at 

cbe.today/gt?

Your gift will build a strong 
online voice to educate and 
advocate for women’s equal 
partnership, address abuse in 
Africa, and distribute CBE’s 
new book and evaluation 
tool so churches can create 
safe spaces where women 
and men fl ourish together.

Thank you for partnering with us to get the message out that God values women!
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Whose Wife Will She Be?  
A Feminist Interpretation of Luke 20:27–38

Anna Beresford

The story of the woman who had seven husbands has traditionally 
been interpreted by focussing on the thoughts, words, and intentions 
of the male characters only, namely, the Sadducees and Jesus. 
Commentators have questioned the motivation of the Sadducees in 
bringing this problem to Jesus, and Jesus’s response has been seen 
as merely a defence of bodily resurrection and a correction of the 
Sadducees’s limited understanding of the Scriptures.

The question itself (whose wife shall she be?) has been 
discounted as irrelevant to the meaning of the story, a reductio ad 
absurdum, much like the question of how many angels can dance 
on the head of a pin. In fact, however, this question and the light 
it shines on the life of the silent, unnamed woman holds the key 
to understanding this passage. What is life like for this woman; 
what does it mean to be like an angel; what will life be like in the 
resurrection; when does resurrection life begin?

This article will argue that a feminist interpretation of this 
passage can answer these questions. In so doing, it will be made 
clear that, in the kingdom of God, women are not to be viewed or 
treated as property, and also that the “emancipation” of one part 
of society must not mean the subjugation of another. This story, 
properly understood, emphasises the equality of men and women 
in God’s sight, the love of God, the power of the kingdom, and 
the qualities of resurrection life.

The Portrayal of Women in Luke-Acts

Over recent years, with the advent of feminist theology, there has 
been considerable debate concerning the portrayal of women 
in Luke-Acts. Opinions are diametrically opposed, with some 
commentators believing Luke-Acts to champion women’s rights, 
while others decry the books as an example of how women were 
subjugated in the early church. What follows is a brief summary 
of some of the arguments. I have grouped them under four sub-
headings (although there is some overlap): women portrayed 
as equal to men, women given prominence over men, the 
ambivalence of the text regarding women, and the silencing and 
subordination of women.

Women Portrayed as Equal to Men

Jocelyn McWhirter states that, according to Luke, Jesus and those 
who bore witness to him were prophets in the OT tradition.1 
Greg Forbes and Scott Harrower agree, pointing out that, as the 
Pentecost event was the fulfillment of the prophet Joel’s prophecy 
that “I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your 
daughters shall prophesy . . .” (Joel 2:28 NRSV), it stands to 
reason women would both preach and prophesy. In fact, Forbes 
and Harrower argue that whenever female witnesses of the gospel 
are mentioned in Luke-Acts, they are to be viewed as “full-orbed 
disciples without qualification.”2

Indeed, women’s participation in the life and fabric of the 
early church is evidenced by the fact that “the whole community” 

came together to elect the seven who would ensure the wellbeing 
of their society’s widows (Acts 6:1–6) and that Paul chose Priscilla 
and Aquila, a married couple, as his ministry team at Ephesus. 
Both Priscilla and Aquila are noted as having the authority to 
correct Apollos when they discerned his lack of understanding 
of the Way (Acts 18:24–26). 

Women Given Prominence over Men

For some, Luke’s gospel is the “women’s gospel.” This view has 
largely been based on the two “bookends” of the Jesus story—the 
Annunciation to Mary and the witness of the women at the tomb. 
Luke has a special emphasis on the poor and marginalised, and 
it can be argued that, as examples of these groups, women do 
play a prominent role. Indeed, Jesus’s interactions with women 
would have been a scandalous breach of social convention and a 
challenge to first-century gender boundaries.3

Luke emphasises women’s equal standing in God’s eyes by 
often pairing them with, or contrasting them to, male characters. 
For example, Mary believed and rejoiced at her Annunciation 
(1:26–38), whereas Zechariah doubted (1:8–20); both Anna (2:36–
38) and Simeon (2:25–32) recognised Jesus as the one foretold by 
the prophets; an unnamed woman provided Simon the Pharisee 
with a lesson in humility and hospitality (7:36–50); a widow had 
to leave herself penniless (21:1–4) while the scribes devoured her 
home (20:45–47); and the women who went to the tomb believed 
in Jesus’s resurrection (24:1–10), whereas the apostles thought it 
to be “nonsense” and an “idle tale” (24:11).

Ben Witherington, for example, considers Luke-Acts liberating 
and positive in its portrayal of women.4 Other commentators are 
less effusive. Constance Parvey, for example, while acknowledging 
stories featuring women are more numerous than those featuring 
men, maintains the reason for this was didactic: the stories were 
a way of instructing female converts, and the story of Martha and 
Mary (Luke 10:38–42), in particular, showcased the roles now 
available to women.5 Mary D’Angelo agrees, stating the Martha/
Mary story was used to encourage women in the church to 
consider what they may be called to do in response to the gospel.6

The Ambivalence of the Text Regarding Women

Many commentators consider Luke-Acts ambivalent towards 
women, a fact which Rosinah Gabaitse argues contributes to 
the polarised opinions regarding the portrayal of women in 
these books.7 D’Angelo sees this ambivalence (for example, the 
proliferation of stories including women versus the seemingly 
restricted roles they were able to fulfil) as Luke’s way of reassuring 
the Roman authorities this new Christian sect did not pose 
a threat to the political status quo or encourage “un-Roman” 
practices.8 Gabaitse agrees, adding Luke’s ambivalent treatment 
of the role of women in the fledgling church was to be expected 
given the constraints inherent in a patriarchal society.9
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While D’Angelo and Gabaitse seem to classify this as an 
apparent ambivalence, other commentators such as Turid Seim 
and Gail O’Day see it instead as a real ambivalence. Seim, for 
example, states that, while Luke silences his female characters, they 
nonetheless continue to speak through the stories Luke crafts.10

The Silencing and Subordination of Women

Our final group sees Luke-Acts as dangerous, arguing that while 
the texts include stories about women, the women themselves 
are silenced, subordinated, or misrepresented. Linda Maloney 
and Elizabeth Smith, for example, refer to three lectionary texts 
set down for the Year of Luke—the sinful woman (Luke 7:36–
50) who, they say, is shown in a less favourable light than her 
counterpart in Mark and Matthew; Martha (Luke 10:38–42), 
whom Jesus rebukes when she complains about her sister Mary; 
and the widow seeking justice (Luke 18:1–8), whom they say is 
often portrayed as strident and overly-assertive. Maloney and 
Smith conclude that this negative and inconsistent portrayal of 
women is “insidious.”11

Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza also investigates the story 
of Martha and Mary, suggesting that in portraying Martha 
as having been rebuked by Jesus, Luke was, in fact, seeking 
to diminish the leadership role women exercised in the early 
Christian church to that of the seemingly more subservient 
Mary.12 She also states Luke would have known of women who 
were prophets, teachers, leaders, and missionaries in the early 
church, but chose not to depict them.13 Jane Schaberg echoes 
this sentiment, stating that in Luke, women are portrayed as the 
models of “subordinate service” who are excluded from power 
and denied significant responsibilities.14

As mentioned earlier, Luke-Acts has elicited varied and 
strong opinions regarding the portrayal of women and their level 
of involvement in the early church. Personally, I am unable to 
agree with the two “extreme” views—that Luke-Acts is akin to a 
feminist manifesto, or it was a means of subjugating women and 
limiting their ministry in the early church.

The argument is entirely plausible that Luke had to fashion 
his documents so as not to antagonise a conservative patriarchal 
society or the Roman authorities. It is also evident Luke 
recognised the courage, humility, intelligence, tenacity, and 
curiosity of women, albeit in subtle ways.

It is also interesting to consider the work of Barbara E. Reid 
who, some twenty-five years ago, wrote a book on Luke’s Gospel.15 
At that time, she made the following three conclusions: While 
women were portrayed as being healed and forgiven by Jesus, 
nothing was said about their discipleship, with the exception 
of Luke 8:1–3. While both men and women were present at 
Pentecost, it was only the men who were said to have been filled 
with the Spirit or directed by the Spirit. And Luke’s use of the 
term “to explain” rather than “to teach” to describe Priscilla and 
Aquila’s interaction with Apollos may have been a deliberate 
choice to restrict the teaching ministry to male disciples.

However, Reid now believes there were some limitations 
in her approach, including only examining texts dealing with 
female characters, separating chs. 1 and 2 from the rest of the 
Gospel, and concentrating on the ways Luke restricted women 

while overlooking more positive portrayals.16 After studying 
Luke as a whole, rather than focussing on individual stories, 
Reid now argues both men and women are largely silent in Luke’s 
Gospel.17 Both male and female disciples are corrected by Jesus 
and are both just as likely to make significant christological and/
or theological statements,18 and in Luke men and women seem 
to have equal speaking parts, although this changes in Acts when 
Paul and Peter take centre stage.19

Reid also identifies the following as noteworthy when 
considering Luke’s treatment of women and their ministry: At 
the tomb, women are portrayed as faithful, persistent hearers and 
proclaimers of the word.20 The male disciples’ poor reaction to 
their witness was a typical response to the words of a prophet, 
thereby affirming their role as witnesses;21 this, together with the 
stories about Elizabeth and Mary, emphasises the importance of 
women’s ministry.22 And the fact the women remembered Jesus’s 
teachings (Luke 24:8) indicates their participation in Jesus’s 
mission of liberating mercy.23

Finally, there is the question of whether Luke was writing as 
an historian, a theologian, or both.24 Was it Luke’s aim to simply 
set out an historical account of Jesus’s ministry and the birth and 
evolution of the early church, or did he describe current situations, 
more often than not featuring women, to make a theological 
point? If, as I believe, the latter is true, then rather than branding 
the widow as strident and bossy, for example, perhaps Luke was 
commenting on the societal context that made it necessary for 
her to act in such a way. Perhaps the “sinful” woman was never 
meant to be an object lesson of repentance and humility. Maybe 
Luke’s aim was instead to shine a light on the self-righteous, 
exclusive mindset of Simon the Pharisee and, by extension, the 
religious authorities of the day. Rather than silencing or side-
lining women, Luke used them and their plight to highlight the 
historical inequities of the time and make a theological point.

Luke’s Portrayal of Jesus

Luke’s Jesus had come to instigate a revolution, but not a 
revolution whereby the ruling elite became downtrodden as a 
result of the marginalised claiming what was rightfully theirs. 
Jesus’s message was that there were to be no outsiders in God’s 
kingdom.25 However, this message of equality and equity proved 
threatening to the religious and political leaders of the day who 
jealously guarded their status and power. This hard-heartedness, 
and a fanatical focus on the letter of the law (Luke 6:1–11), could 
not only result in the dramatic reversal of fortune described by 
Mary (Luke 1:51–53) and Jesus (Luke 6:24–25), but ironically (and 
tragically) could lead to self-exclusion from God’s kingdom. 

In his Gospel, Luke portrays Jesus as compassionate, a friend 
to and advocate for the poor and the outcast. Jesus’s “radical 
inclusiveness”26 of the marginalised is evidenced by his reaching 
out to outcasts (4:33–37, 5:12–16), tax collectors (5:27–32, 19:1–10), 
sinners (7:36–50), and women (13:10–17, 21:1–4).

Among these is the hypothetical woman who had seven 
husbands. Although nameless and voiceless, she succeeds in 
demonstrating the disconnect between the worldview of the 
Sadducees and the economy of God’s kingdom. Luke describes 
the scene as follows: 
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Some Sadducees, those who say there is no resurrection, 
came to him and asked him a question, “Teacher, Moses 
wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies, leaving a wife 
but no children, the man shall marry the widow and 
raise up children for his brother. Now there were seven 
brothers; the first married, and died childless; then the 
second and the third married her, and so in the same 
way all seven died childless. Finally the woman also 
died. In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the 
woman be? For the seven had married her.”

Jesus said to them, “Those who belong to this age 
marry and are given in marriage; but those who are 
considered worthy of a place in that age and in the 
resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in 
marriage. Indeed they cannot die any more, because they 
are like angels and are children of God, being children 
of the resurrection. And the fact that the dead are raised 
Moses himself showed, in the story about the bush, where 
he speaks of the Lord as the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob. Now he is God not of the 
dead, but of the living; for to him all of them are alive.” 
Then some of the scribes answered, “Teacher, you have 
spoken well.” For they no longer dared to ask him another 
question. (Luke 20:27–40 NRSV)

To decide whether a feminist interpretation of this passage 
is feasible, we first need to consider the political and social 
landscape of the time.

The Political Landscape

Palestine in the first century CE was under the control of the 
Romans. Luke sets the political scene early on by informing 
his readers John the Baptist was conceived “in the days of King 
Herod of Judea” (1:5), when Emperor Augustus had decreed a 
census (2:1, 3) and Quirinius was governor of Syria (2:2). John 
the Baptist began his ministry “in the fifteenth year of the reign 
of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, 
and Herod was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the 
region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene” 
(3:1 NRSV). While the accuracy of Luke’s chronology has been 
a matter of some debate,27 the fact remains that Palestine was 
a Roman vassal state, with a mixture of Roman and Judean law 
applying at the time.

The Sadducees

In Galilee, Rome had appointed a puppet government, presided 
over by Herod Antipas.28 The Sadducees were supporters of this 
government and had no sympathy for anyone who challenged the 
status quo, as that challenge would result in their own freedom, 
power, and influence being curtailed.29

The Sadducees and Pharisees were the two main groups of 
Jewish authority and influence. Although usually mentioned 
together, they were politically and religiously quite different. Two 
differences between them are most noteworthy. The Pharisees were 
not an overtly political group and were content to accommodate 
any government which allowed them to carry out their ceremonies. 
The Sadducees, on the other hand, were mostly leading priests 

and aristocrats who collaborated with local authorities, including 
those representing Rome. As such, the Sadducees would not 
have wanted to risk antagonising the Romans as that would have 
endangered their comfortable existence.

The Pharisees accepted the Scriptures and the myriad of 
regulations as stipulated in the oral and ceremonial law, whereas 
the Sadducees accepted only the written law of the OT, stressing 
only the Books of Moses. The Pharisees believed in the coming 
of the Messiah, resurrection, angels and spirits; the Sadducees 
did not.30

Women in the First Century CE

It is, of course, impossible to make a blanket statement regarding 
the place of women in the first century CE. Then, as now, a variety 
of factors needs to be taken into account, including geography, 
social status of the family, the overall view regarding women in any 
given society, and the prevailing religious traditions and beliefs.

For example, at the time Luke-Acts was written, the education 
of women was important in Rome, Egypt, and Asia Minor, 
whereas in Greece and Judea it was considered less important 
to educate daughters.31 Women in Asia Minor and Macedonia 
were able to wield religious influence, while women in Egypt 
were influential in both politics and religion. This was less true 
in Greece and Rome.32 Even though women were given some 
education and had some right to inheritance in the Roman 
Empire, daughters were less favoured than sons and were more 
likely to be exposed (that is, abandoned) as infants.33

It is generally accepted that, in first century Palestine, men 
from the ruling elite were involved in politics and the management 
of their estates, whereas their wives were responsible for domestic 
affairs and childrearing.34

Of course, things were different for the lower classes, especially 
for those living on the margins: the sick, the poor, the orphan, 
and the widow. Life for a widow with no family was precarious. 
The government provided no social security system. If they had a 
skill, they may have been able to fend for themselves. However, if 
the widow was young, this skill could be hazardous as she risked 
being taken advantage of (e.g., Ruth 2:8–9). Those who could 
not provide for themselves were dependent on the generosity of 
others (e.g., Acts 6:1).

In addition to these challenges, a childless widow was still 
expected to fulfil her duty to her deceased husband should he 
not have offspring from any other woman. This resulted in her 
being married to a brother-in-law in order to produce an heir. 
Since there was no requirement that the brother-in-law be single, 
the possibility of friction in the family was considerable. This 
practice was known as a levirate marriage.

The Aim of Levirate Marriages

The institution of levirate marriage is found in Deut 25:5–10. 
“Levirate” derives from the Latin word levir, which means 
“brother-in-law.”35 The aim of levirate marriage was at least 
threefold. Firstly, it provided a line of inheritance, ensuring 
property would remain within the family. Secondly, it ensured a 
deceased male’s “name” was not “blotted out of Israel” (Deut 25:6). 
For the Israelite male, the perpetuation of his name was a means 
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of securing his continued personal existence and immortality 
through the life of his son.36 As such, a son fathered by a levir 
would be considered to belong to the deceased husband. Lastly, 
it also provided for the deceased’s continuing welfare in the 
hereafter as it was a son’s responsibility to perform ancestral rites 
on his father’s behalf.37

It should also be acknowledged that levirate marriages did 
afford the widow a certain degree of comfort. By remaining in 
her husband’s family, she had a level of security and the family 
had an extra pair of hands to look after children, administer and 
maintain the property, and perform household duties. A levirate 
marriage could also save the widow from the shame of barrenness. 
The extent of the social stigma attached to a woman not bearing 
a child can be gauged by the practice of the wife supplying her 
handmaid to her husband in the hope the handmaid would bear 
him a child,38 and the provision for a man to have multiple wives 
in the event his first wife was barren.39

Notwithstanding the above, Dvora Weisberg points out the 
tension between a woman viewing a levirate marriage as a means 
of gaining security and the man feeling it was a threat to his own 
financial interests.40 It is also important to keep in mind that any 
benefit to the widow was of secondary importance. 

The Question

So, the question is posed: a man, who has six brothers, dies 
leaving no children. In accordance with the levirate law, his 
brother marries the widow, but he also dies leaving no children. 
So too, the remaining five brothers. In the end, the widow herself 
dies. If there is a resurrection, whose wife will she be, for she had 
been married to all seven brothers?

The aim of the question may simply have been to cast 
doubt on the whole notion of resurrection, thus making it, 
and by extension the Pharisees, look absurd.41 However, as the 
Pharisees and Sadducees often asked Jesus what they considered 
unanswerable questions, it may also have been a ruse to trap 
Jesus into saying something controversial,42 or to suggest he was 
insane, irrelevant, or dangerous.43

Like many of Jesus’s interactions with the Pharisees and 
Sadducees, his response is cryptic. Indeed, it seems he is not 
answering their question at all. However, it has the effect of 
putting the Sadducees in their place (Luke 20:39–40). What was 
it in Jesus’s response that chastened the religious authorities so 
effectively? Why were they afraid to ask him any more questions? 
Was it because, by praising Jesus’s answer, the scribes had 
embarrassed the Sadducees and called their understanding of the 
Scriptures into question? Was it because the Sadducees realised 
the danger posed to their power and lifestyle if Jesus’s “vision” 
were to become reality? Or was it because Jesus’s response held a 
mirror up to their hypocrisy and they did not like what they saw?

Before answering these questions and the question of whether 
Jesus’s words lend themselves to a feminist hermeneutic, let us 
review some more traditional interpretations of this passage.

Various Interpretations of the Passage

Interpretations of this passage have mostly dealt with the 
Sadducees’s question on face value or as a reductio ad absurdum 

instead of considering the message being imparted by the 
nameless, voiceless woman.

For example, Jerome (fourth-fifth centuries) and Calvin 
(1509–1564) believed Jesus was challenging the Sadducees’s view 
that any life after death would merely be a continuation of present 
life and would, therefore, require marriage to ensure human 
propagation.44 Calvin also stated children of the resurrection 
would be like angels because they would no longer be subject 
to “infirmity and corruption.”45 Cyril of Alexandria (fourth-fifth 
centuries) believed those driven by “fleshly lust” marry and are 
given in marriage, whereas those worthy of the resurrection 
will eschew all bodily pleasure and thereby be like the angels.46 
Matthew Henry (1662–1714) also believed marriage was a 
“preservative from sin and a remedy against fornication.” For 
him, being like angels meant people would no longer be plagued 
by the “delights” of their senses.47

More recent scholars agree Jesus was attempting to correct 
the Sadducees’s mistaken view on bodily resurrection,48 a 
concept which would render marriage redundant.49 They also 
believe Jesus is attempting to teach that resurrection life would 
be radically different to life as the Sadducees knew or wished it to 
be.50 Amy-Jill Levine suggests the Sadducees are endeavouring to 
trick Jesus into condoning a woman having multiple husbands.51

Alan Culpepper suggests that, for modern audiences, Jesus’s 
words on marriage could be either comforting or disturbing.52 For 
those who have experienced domestic violence, the words would 
be comforting. For those who have enjoyed happy marriages, not 
being married in the resurrection may be disturbing.

Mary Ann Beavis finds the parable unsettling from a feminist 
viewpoint, for there seems to be no inherent criticism of levirate 
marriage in the parable. On the other hand, she criticises the 
“naïve anti-Judaism” of some feminist scholars whom she 
believes overstate the plight of Jewish widows and the extent to 
which levirate marriage was enforced.53 

The Passage and Its Place in the Gospel

William Barclay describes Luke 20 as “the day of questions,” 
during which Jesus is faced with question after question designed 
to trap him.54 In this chapter, Jesus is asked by whose authority he 
is “doing these things” (a probable reference to Jesus’s “cleansing” 
of the temple, 20:1–8). Next came the question regarding the 
payment of taxes (20:20–26) and the issue regarding resurrection 
(20:27–40). Jesus had his own questions—a question regarding 
John’s baptism (20:2–8), his pointed question to the scribes and 
chief priests regarding the wicked tenants (20:9–18), and his 
question regarding David’s son (20:41–45).

This story is recounted in each of the three synoptic Gospels. 
Of the three, the account is slightly longer in Luke, however, each 
evangelist describes roughly the same interaction. Notably, each 
evangelist recounts the story immediately after the question of 
whether it is acceptable to pay taxes to Caesar; we will return to 
this point later.

Jesus’s Response

Interestingly, Jesus’s response in Luke is considerably more 
polite compared to the other two accounts. In Matthew, Jesus 
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says “you are wrong, because you know neither the scriptures 
nor the power of God” (Matt 22:29 NRSV), while in Mark, he 
challenges them by asking “is this not the reason you are wrong, 
that you know neither the scriptures nor the power of God?” 
(Mark 12:24 NRSV). This flash of frustration may well have been 
a reflection of how Matthew and Mark, Jews writing for mostly 
Jewish audiences, felt. How could the very people who had been 
gifted with the “oracles of God” (Rom 3:2) be so blind to what the 
Scriptures taught and foretold? Luke, on the other hand, was a 
Gentile, writing to a mostly Gentile audience, so he may not have 
felt this situation so keenly.

As mentioned above, Jesus does not seem to address the 
Sadducees’s question at all. Instead, he talks about “this age” and 
“that age,” about angels, burning bushes, 
and the patriarchs. In fact, Jesus was 
challenging the very basis from which 
the Sadducees saw life, God’s grace, 
God’s power, the kingdom of God, and 
the nature of God’s relationship with 
his people. And he begins by looking 
at the concept of marrying and being 
given in marriage. 

Marrying and Being Given in Marriage

As noted above, levirate marriage was 
mandated in Deuteronomy. What is 
of importance when endeavouring to 
understand Jesus’s response to the Sadducees’s question is the 
terminology and grammar used in Deuteronomy and by Jesus in 
his response (as related by Luke).

In Deuteronomy, it is quite clear that the brother “takes” the 
widow in marriage (Deut 25:5). In Luke, the terminology used 
is “to marry” and “to be given in marriage.” The man “marries” 
(from the Greek gameō  , “to lead in marriage, to take a wife, to 
give a daughter in marriage”), whereas the woman is “given 
in marriage” (ekgamiskō  , “to give in marriage, to give away in 
marriage,” as in a daughter). Importantly, the word “marry” is 
in the active voice, while “given in marriage” is in the passive 
voice. In other words, the man acts by marrying, but the woman 
is passively given in marriage.55

A more literal, albeit archaic, rendering of vv. 28–31 would read:

And they questioned him, saying, “Teacher, Moses 
wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies, having a wife, 
and he is childless, his brother should take the wife and 
raise up children to his brother. Now there were seven 
brothers; and the first took a wife and died childless; and 
the second and the third took her; and in the same way 
all seven died, leaving no children. . . .”

This is clearly more reflective of the mood in the Deuteronomic 
passage. Indeed, J. J. Kilgallen states Luke’s version of the 
story emphasises the successive marriages were forced and the 
woman had no choice in the matter.56 He believes this uncovers 
the Sadducees’s view that, were there to be a resurrection, the 
woman would still be obliged to be a “passive breeder” even 
in the afterlife. In his commentary on Mark’s version of the 

story, Warren Carter is scathing in his comments that levirate 
marriage “ensures the woman’s body and reproductive capacity 
serve male values, and provides no space for the woman’s agency, 
choice, will or even well-being.”57

Ayelet Seidler also highlights an interesting wordplay in the 
Deuteronomy passage. In v. 7, the levir, up until now referred to as 
“the dead man’s brother,” becomes “the man.” In contrast, however, 
the woman is always referred to as “the dead man’s wife.”58 This 
recognises the man as a person with his own personality and 
desires, whereas the woman remains someone’s property.

Luke’s Placement, Jesus’s Point

It is here that the point of Jesus’s response and Luke’s placement of 
the story, immediately following the question about paying taxes, 

takes on its full meaning. Luke tells 
us the religious authorities are trying 
to prove Jesus is a danger to both the 
religious (Luke 20:1–8) and the political 
(Luke 20:20–26) systems of the day.59 
So they ask him whether it is lawful to 
pay taxes to the emperor. If he says “yes,” 
Jesus would prove himself to be a traitor 
to the Jewish cause. By saying “no,” 
he would incur the wrath of Roman 
law. Again, instead of answering their 
question directly, Jesus requests to see a 
coin and then asks his own question—

whose image is on it. The image is that of the Roman emperor, so 
Jesus states, what belongs to the emperor should be given to the 
emperor, but what belongs to God should be given to God.

Immediately following this interaction, in all three synoptic 
Gospels, comes the question of the resurrection. The implication is 
clear: just as the coin is imprinted with the emperor’s image and so 
belongs to the emperor, men and women both reflect the maker’s 
mark. They are made in God’s image and likeness (Gen 1:26–27) 
and belong to God alone. The reason they shall neither marry nor 
be given in marriage in the resurrection is that, in the resurrection, 
women, made in God’s image, will cease to be property.

Jesus then further challenged the Sadducees by likening 
the children of the resurrection to angels (v. 36), in which the 
Sadducees also did not believe.

Angels

As noted earlier, some commentators have suggested Jesus’s 
comments simply mean that, because in the resurrection people 
will no longer die, there will no longer be a need to marry and 
procreate.60 This is overly simplistic and often implies a negative 
view of human sexuality. 

Kristian Bendoraitis believes the resurrected, like angels, are 
somehow associated with God in the heavenly realm.61 Augustine 
agreed, stating that part of that angelic life would include seeing 
God face to face.62 Augustine also believed God was revealed 
through the created order, principally through the good angels.63 
Therefore, one aspect of being like angels would seem to be that 
both men and women would reveal something about God and 
what life would be like in God’s kingdom.

Men and women both reflect the 
maker’s mark. They are made in God’s 
image and likeness (Gen 1:26-27) and 
belong to God alone. The reason they 
shall neither marry nor be given in 
marriage in the resurrection is that, 
in the resurrection, women, made in 
God’s image, will cease to be property.
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It is important to note the link between Jesus’s comments 
concerning angels and his previous statement affirming “they 
will neither marry nor be given in marriage.” Jesus did not 
say “they,” the men, would be like angels, but both those who 
married and were given in marriage would be like angels. As 
Maria Aquino points out, the patriarchal socio-
religious laws of the time stated that, because 
they were not circumcised, women were in a 
perpetual state of impurity, and therefore could 
not belong to the holy people of God.64 Jesus 
turns this notion completely on its head, stating 
unequivocally that both men and women would be like angels.

Note also Jesus’s words that “those who are considered worthy 
for a place in that age” (my emphasis) will be like angels. The 
benefits of the kingdom are not something to be yearned for 
at some future time, after death. The benefits of the kingdom 
are available now. Indeed, Jesus himself proclaimed that “the 
kingdom of God has come near” (Mark 1:15 NRSV), and that he 
had come “that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 
10:10 NRSV). When Jesus identified himself as the suffering 
servant, the one sent to bring good news to the poor, proclaim 
release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind and to let 
the oppressed go free (Luke 4:18–19a), he also proclaimed that 
“today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 
4:21b NRSV). It is clear that, for Luke, the kingdom of God is all 
about human transformation, individual and societal.65

Jesus’s resurrection had far greater implications than his being 
raised from the dead. It implied that the cause he embodied had 
also triumphed over death. As A. M. Hunter points out, the 
resurrection was an eschatological act of God every bit as new 
and amazing as creation.66

So, what does it mean to be like angels? It means having a 
personal, intimate relationship with God. It means living in a 
society where it is acknowledged that everyone is made in God’s 
image and treated with the respect that demands. It means no one 
is excluded, and no one goes without. It means being a partner 
with God and working towards bringing to fruition God’s vision 
of the future. As Claus Westermann says, angels represent God’s 
possibilities and are the means by which God’s word or act 
touches the earth.67

This was a blow to the beliefs of the Sadducees who assumed 
(as did the Pharisees) that any resurrection or coming of the 
Messiah would simply affirm the status quo and set existing 
societal norms in concrete.68

And finally, it meant relationship with God and the benefits of 
the kingdom not only transcended death but were fully realised 
“in that age.” To make this point, Jesus refers to God’s ongoing 
relationship with the patriarchs.

Patriarchs and Matriarchs

Jesus now cements his arguments on the resurrection by appealing 
to the testimony of Moses—an authority he knew the Sadducees 
could not discount or refute.69 Moses testified that, at the burning 
bush, God had identified himself as being “the God of your father, 
the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” 

(Exod 3:6 NRSV). For them to still be children of God, they must 
still be alive and able to be in relationship with God.

God chose Moses to lead the Hebrews out of the bonds of 
slavery into the freedom of a full, intimate relationship with 
God, a relationship that would see the creation of a society 

based on justice, equity, and equality. Jesus, the 
new Moses, came to do the same. That God 
craves such a relationship is evidenced by God 
revealing his name to Moses (Exod 3:13–16). 
In the ancient Near East it was believed that 
knowing someone’s name, even that of a god, 

gave them a degree of power over that person. God disclosing 
his name to Moses implies intimacy and a willingness to make 
himself available and vulnerable.70

God had a relationship with, and worked through the lives 
of, Moses and the patriarchs to bring about the kingdom of 
God. However, as Walter Brueggemann points out, God’s self-
identification to Moses might well have added:

I am the God of Sarah, the God of Rebekah, the God 
of Rachel. I am the God of the old ancestral stories, 
the one who came upon the hopeless old people and 
gave them children and new life, the one who came 
among wandering sojourners and promised them 
land, the one who came where life was all closed down 
and promised them a future they could not imagine or 
invent for themselves.71

This sentiment is borne out when we consider that God renamed 
not just Abram, but Sarai as well (Gen 17:5, 15). A change of name 
in the Bible indicates a new phase in that person’s cooperation 
with the divine purpose.72 Abraham was to be fruitful, the father 
of many nations. But Sarah would be blessed by God (stated twice 
in v. 16), would be the mother of nations, and kings and peoples 
would come from her. As Terence Fretheim points out, Sarah 
did not benefit from God’s promises simply because she was 
Abraham’s wife, but rather she was a participant in the covenant 
in her own right.73

Just as the angels live in the heavenly realm, so too do 
the patriarchs and matriarchs—they are alive in God. God’s 
relationship with people does not end when they die; instead, the 
relationship is everlasting and personal.74 And, as Jesus’s words 
implied, that relationship is not limited by a person’s gender. 
Both men and women are made in God’s image, so all have equal 
standing before God.

Conclusion

Regardless of the Sadducees’s motive in bringing this question 
to Jesus, they certainly got more than they bargained for. While 
Jesus did not answer their question, as such, his response was a 
lesson in the power and love of God, the economy and breadth of 
God’s kingdom, and the availability of the benefits of resurrection 
life in the here and now. 

The Sadducees’s question highlighted some aspects of their 
world view: the acceptability of women being considered 
property and expected to passively acquiesce to the wishes of 
male family members; the belief (indeed hope) that the kingdom 

God renamed not just 
Abram, but Sarai as well.
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of God would be business as usual, except for a few improvements 
such as enemies being overthrown and delights multiplied;75 that 
death curtailed God’s ability to continue relationships; and that 
God would allow that to happen.

Using the hypothetical woman with seven husbands, Jesus 
enumerated the consequences of Moses’s interaction with God 
at the burning bush: God is a God of relationship, a relationship 
not even death can destroy; both men and women are made 
in God’s image and equal participants in the covenant; the 
kingdom of God has come near, the benefits of the kingdom—
justice, equity, and equality—are available now, not only after 
death; in the resurrection, both men and women will, like the 
angels, see God face-to-face.

The Sadducees were an influential group who were content 
with the status quo and who feared any measure of societal 
reform would impact their own wealth, status, and comfort. In 
a few short sentences, Jesus brought them face-to-face with their 
hard-heartedness. Like the authorities who were ready to stone 
another nameless woman (John 8:3–11), they left, not daring to 
ask him any more questions.

So, does this passage lend itself to a feminist interpretation? 
Yes, it does. However, as N. T. Wright points out, Jesus did 
not come to offer a left-wing alternative to a right-wing 
government, or vice versa.76 He came to bring about a whole 
new world. We must not substitute misogyny with misandry. 
The invitation to participate in the benefits of God’s kingdom 
is never withdrawn. Did the elder brother finally participate in 
the celebration of his prodigal brother’s return (Luke 15:11–32), 
or did Simon the Pharisee see the woman who had taught him 
so much about love and hospitality in a new light (Luke 7:36–
50)? We are not told, because the door must always be left open 
for someone to choose life over death, freedom over bondage, 
and love over hatred.
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Much can be learned about the values of a movement from its 
critics. For the earliest Christians, part of what made them a 
target was the inclusivity they showed toward the overlooked and 
marginalized, which was a subversive aspect of their movement 
in the largely exclusive Greco-Roman culture they inhabited. 
The second-century philosopher Celsus was perhaps the first 
non-Christian to articulate a developed critique of Christianity, 
and his understanding of the values of the early believers speaks 
to their unique and countercultural way of life. The Christian 
theologian Origen, in his response to Celsus some sixty years 
later, quoted Celsus as saying that the teaching of Christianity 
was especially attractive to “the silly, and the mean, and the 
stupid, with women and children.”1 Part of Celsus’s excoriation of 
the developing movement, therefore, was related to its appeal to, 
acceptance by, and elevation of the lower strata of society. Amidst 
the patriarchy of the ancient world, this openness that Celsus 
critiqued had a particularly liberating and redemptive place for 
women, one that was significant enough in its difference to be 
mentioned by Christianity’s first major critic.

Celsus’s work, entitled “The True Word,” was probably 
composed in the second half of the second century and did not 
encounter a major reply until Origen begrudgingly responded in 
AD 248.2 One of the reasons Celsus believed Christianity should 
be rejected was his view that it was intended for the ignorant and 
wicked. As Bernard Pick writes, “the Christians appeared to him 
to belong to the class of those who engage in their low trades in 
public places and do not enter into respectable society.”3 Celsus 
seemed to believe that the church was filled with “thieves, burglars 
and poisoners,” showing that there was indeed a freedom within 
the early movement that opened acceptance and equality to the 
socially marginalized (such as women) and did not define them 
by the role or identity that Greco-Roman society provided.4 And, 
in the case of the early Christian women, it is beyond dispute 
that the Greco-Roman society and culture they inhabited were 
intensely patriarchal, did not value them as men were valued, 
and did not frequently recognize their contributions or typically 
provide them with the possibility of exerting significant influence 
within their communities.

The Position of Greco-Roman Women in the Early Imperial 
Period

Part of the problem that arises in ascertaining the experience of 
women in antiquity is that sources are few, are often “at cross-
purposes with one other, and include no women’s voice.” Thus, 
a reliable idea of their state can only be inferred secondarily.5 
As Deborah Sawyer puts it, women’s history “comes to us from 
men’s writings and from the perspective of men. This observation 
becomes more pervasive the further back in history we go, and 
women are experienced as the mute and passive objects of male 

thought and action.”6 Another challenge is that the experiences 
of women in the ancient world cannot easily be universalized; a 
wealthy, free woman’s lifestyle, for example, would be different 
than that of an enslaved or poor woman. In addition, the Greco-
Roman world encompassed numerous cultures. Although there 
is certainly some divergence regarding women’s roles and beliefs 
about women, significant observations can be made that are 
relevant to our understanding of how Christianity would have 
appeared to Greco-Roman women and how Christian women 
would have appeared to their broader Greco-Roman culture.

At the time of Jesus, the influence of Hellenism led to many 
holding (either implicitly or explicitly) the Aristotelian idea that 
maleness represented normativity, while femaleness indicated one 
was defective. Roman society offered a higher degree of liberation 
to women than Greek society, and by the first century AD many 
women, particularly those with wealth and high status, could 
initiate divorce (which was frowned upon but not uncommon), 
own property, and inherit money, but these would be exceedingly 
rare among those in a lower socioeconomic position.7 Even with 
some social changes taking place, in a Roman context women 
were still limited by the absoluteness of the hierarchical culture, 
as the family and household structure revolved around the father 
and husband as paterfamilias who had total authority over the wife 
and children, including adult sons.8 If women were able to gain 
some freedom and be emancipated, “it would be liberation within 
a patriarchal structure, rather than liberation from that structure.”9

Marriage for a Greek or Roman woman was a rite of passage, 
akin to moving from childhood to adulthood. It was a way to 
unite families, ally politically, as well as to increase wealth and 
honor. While the control of the husband over the wife was less 
emphasized in the first century AD than in the earlier Classical 
period, the wife was still very much understood as subordinate 
to the husband.10 Various writers in the early Imperial era, such 
as Plutarch, believed a woman’s subordination to a man was 
simply natural, and that a husband’s governance of his wife was 
“the backbone of social stability.”11 Roman laws codified this, 
establishing the home as a wife’s proper sphere, with chastity and 
modesty as the highest and most lauded values.12 There was an 
open and obvious double-standard for men regarding chastity 
and marriage, however. Husbands having sex outside of marriage 
was commonplace and widely accepted, unless it qualified as 
“adultery” (sex with another free man’s wife). A wife’s infidelity, 
however, was “a criminal offense, punishable by divorce, exile, 
loss of half her dowry, and loss of one-third of any remaining 
property. A convicted adulteress could never again enter into a 
valid marriage, and her husband was required to divorce her or 
face stiff legal penalties.”13

In Roman culture and Greek culture before it, the socially 
tolerated practice of killing infants by exposure was particularly 
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targeted at females, who made up the majority of those exposed.14 
Husbands could even force their wives to expose children. One 
of the few places women had opportunity to express themselves 
freely was in the context of some pagan religious practices, as 
there was general agreement in the ancient world that women 
could function effectively as prophetesses and priestesses.15 The 
only people within the Empire who had fewer rights than women 
were slaves, who had little legal standing or individual status, as 
well as certain freedmen and, moreover, freedwomen. Slaves 
could not marry or own property and were often understood as 
property themselves.16

Most people follow cultural norms, and refusing to do so 
results in societal pressure. This was especially true for women 
of the early Christian era, who would experience significant 
pushback or even danger to themselves. Indeed, as Bella Vivante 
writes, they were dutifully expected to “fulfill their expected 
cultural roles,” such as marrying and bearing children; to choose 
otherwise was generally unacceptable.17 Although in Greek 
society women had little participation in public life, this was 
slowly changing by the time of the NT, so that it was not entirely 
uncommon for women in areas like Macedonia or Asia Minor 
to have prominent community roles, like Acts 16 describes of 
Lydia.18 Even so, for most women this influence was limited 
to certain spheres. While women could hold important civic 
positions in the early Empire, their presence in such offices 
would have been rare.19 The famous saying attributed to the 
Greek philosopher Thales, who expressed being grateful that 
he “was born a human being and not a beast, next a man and 
not a woman, thirdly a Greek and not a barbarian,” sufficiently 
summarizes the first-century AD Greco-Roman view.20

Understanding this background illuminates Celsus’s 
indictment of Christianity, namely that it was particularly 
attractive to women whom he associates with the “ignorant” and 
“foolish” persons considered “worthy of their God.”21 Women, 
whether of a Jewish or pagan background, found in the Jesus 
movement a God who called them worthy and valuable and a 
community that celebrated their presence and contributions in 
the midst of a broader sociocultural setting that often did not. 
According to another of Origen’s citations of Celsus, Celsus adds 
that slaves (as “low individuals . . . persons devoid of perception”) 
were drawn to Christianity in a similar way.22 The fact that the 
early church elevated such people was a scandal to someone like 
Celsus, who considered their practices unfit for the educated and 
a circumvention of the rightness and goodness of Roman ideals, 
thus undermining the social order. Such an indictment is telling; 
it is a reminder that the alternative kingdom preached by Jesus’s 
followers was indeed a subversive one. From their conviction that 
God showed no partiality, the Christians made a place for those 
with no place and elevated those with little social standing.

Celsus was not alone in this sort of opposition to an order or 
perspective that was as different from Roman ideals as Christianity 
was. As Roman rule expanded during the early Imperial era, a 
sort of “Roman exceptionalism” or “Roman distinctiveness” 
developed that created skepticism toward minority groups and 
ideologies. As Erich Gruen notes,

Romans had a penchant for stressing their special 
values, qualities, and character. The assertions of leaders 
and the writings of intellectuals regularly affirmed their 
distinctiveness. A contrast with other peoples loomed 
large in the development of a self-perception. The 
history of Rome had, after all, taken shape in a setting 
that involved confrontations with other cultures right 
from the start.23

Perhaps the clearest example of a group that did not fit in with 
Roman culture is the Jews, with whom the earliest Christians 
would have been associated in the public eye. The historian 
Tacitus observed of the Jews that “they hold all things profane 
that Romans regard as sacred, and allow everything that Romans 
forbid.”24 The “separate identity” of the Jews, notes Gruen, “set 
them apart from conventional political and social relationships 
in Rome,” rendering them an “alien presence” in the Roman 
conscience.25 Because of their association with Jewish beliefs, the 
early Christians (whether Jewish or Gentile converts) would have 
likely been viewed similarly.

It was in this sociocultural milieu that the Jesus movement 
took root and the earliest church communities were planted and 
began to grow. As will be shown, Rodney Stark is right to say that 
“women in the early Christian communities were considerably 
better off than their pagan and even Jewish counterparts.”26 
Part of what distinguished Jesus was that he not only frequently 
interacted with and received support from women, but he had 
more female followers and more clearly displayed women’s place 
in his movement than his first-century counterparts did. Texts 
like Luke 8:1–3 show, as Joseph Kelly puts it, that “women were 
essential to the success of the movement.”27 Paul’s letters as well 
as the book of Acts likewise indicate that women had significant 
roles in the emerging communities and in Paul’s own ability to 
sustain his missionary journeys.28 Part of what made Christianity 
attractive to women was that its message focused on a God who 
valued them equally to men, intended to work through them as 
females and not in spite of their femaleness, and who created 
communities where their contributions, position, and callings 
were legitimized in ways that they had otherwise not experienced.

The Position of Christian Women in the Early Church

The First 100 Years

“One thing is undeniable,” writes Roger Gryson, “there were 
in the early church women who occupied an official position, 
who were invested in ministry, and who, at least at certain times 
and places, appeared as part of the clergy.”29 That women were 
leaders is evident even from the earliest nonbiblical sources, such 
as Pliny’s letter to Emperor Trajan in AD 112, which mentions 
an interrogation of two Christian leaders (specifically deacons) 
who were women.30 While in later centuries the church separated 
the function of those called deacons and those called ministers, 
scholars generally agree that in the first hundred years of the 
church the designation “deacon” did not indicate a specific, 
limited function.31 Paul refers to the woman Phoebe as a deacon 
near the end of Romans (Rom 16:1), and he also uses the word 
for himself and other male companions. Over the first three 
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centuries of church history alone, dozens of inscriptions have 
been found which attest to the presence of female deacons.32

In terms of the testimony of Scripture regarding the place of 
Christian women, there are numerous examples that they held 
positions of significance within the early movement. This was not 
necessarily a relative significance, but a significance equaling that 
of Christian men. For example, in Phil 4:2–3, Paul addresses both 
a man named Clement and two women, Euodia and Syntyche, 
as “fellow workers” of his, without any distinction between the 
women and Clement in terms of their legitimacy or position 
as leaders. Some scholars have proposed that, in all likelihood, 
Euodia and Syntyche were overseers (episkopoi), “probably 
leaders of local house churches.”33 Similarly, in his letter to the 
Romans Paul sends his personal greetings to ten women and 
nineteen men who were prominent members of the church. 
This suggests a high number of women among the Roman 
congregation, including Phoebe who is named as a deacon and 
Junia who is named as an apostle.34 Describing the early Pauline 
churches, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza said it best:

Paul’s letters indicate that women were among the 
most prominent missionaries and leaders of the early 
Christian communities. They were co-workers with 
Paul. . . . They were teachers, preachers and prophets. 
As leaders of house-churches they had great influence 
and probably presided also at the worship celebrations. 
If we compare their leadership with the ministry of the 
later deaconesses it is striking that their authority was 
not restricted to the ministry for women nor to specific 
feminine functions. Such a leadership of women in pre-
Pauline and Pauline Christianity was legitimized by the 
theology expressed in Gal 3:28.35

As Fiorenza notes, Gal 3:28 is perhaps the clearest (and 
chronologically earliest) place one can look for the radical, 
reconciling, counter-cultural effect of the message of new life in 
Christ: “There is neither . . . male nor female . . . you are all one.”36

Additionally, many women in the first churches would have 
enjoyed a marital relationship governed by entirely different 
values than those of their Greco-Roman context. Paul’s language 
in 1 Cor 7 of each person having his or her own spouse and each 
partner having physical rights within the marriage necessarily 
created a dynamic of reciprocity. In such a dynamic it was not 
only the husband with a “right” to his wife, but also a wife whose 
“right” was equally recognized out of an understanding of the 
relationship as a mutual commitment of respect. In the same 
way, for the partners to physically abstain from one another is 
described as a choice of both, rather than only the man as might 
have been expected at the time.37 Paul’s counsel on divorce 
and abandonment in 1 Cor 7:15 was likewise liberating, as the 
cultural expectation at the time would have been for a wife to 
worship the gods of her husband.38 Christian women, however, 
were not bound in their thought and belief in this way, which 
complemented their individuality and personal freedom in a way 
that pagan culture did not. Similarly, for men to be Christian 
meant that they were held accountable for infidelity and called to 
be faithful to their wives, equalizing respect and security within 

marriage and overturning the longstanding Greco-Roman 
double-standard that exclusively punished female adultery.39

In the case of household codes in the NT (which correspond 
to, but also subvert, basic Greco-Roman cultural frameworks) 
Shi-Min Lu rightly notes that early leaders like Paul were not 
attempting to wipe “away a culture due to its defects,” but rather 
to present the gospel as that which “corrects and heals the 
wounds caused by cultures while assuming the cultural forms. 
Women’s role in the NT household codes indeed testifies to this 
transforming power.”40 The idea in the household codes, as Lu 
rightly says, is to present a redeemed idea of household and 
family which is defined by one’s identity in and allegiance to 
Christ rather than social hierarchy. Therefore, “all are under the 
rule of the only paterfamilias, God.”41 Once these relationships 
were properly aligned under God, this could become a testimony 
to the surrounding culture. The missional emphasis of a properly 
aligned family relationship is evident from texts like Titus 2:5 (“to 
be sensible, morally pure, working at home, kind and submissive 
to their own husbands, so that God's word won't be ridiculed” 
[CEB]), which indicates that the freedom with which Christian 
wives related to their husbands could be seen as a source of 
scandal to their pagan neighbors.42

Celsus’s Era

After the apostolic era and into the second century and the 
time of Celsus, it is clear from the existing writings (whether 
apocryphal or from the earliest church fathers) that the churches 
were concerned with the welfare of women and with their 
participation in the churches. For example, Hippolytus of Rome, 
in The Apostolic Tradition, notes that the churches were expending 
significant time and resources caring and providing for widows, 
and when a new person was baptized, leaders would seek to 
determine whether they had “honored widows.”43 Because of the 
financially precarious and socially disadvantaged position that 
widows had in Roman society, the generosity and provision of the 
church would have been essential for their welfare. Additionally, 
the martyrdom of Blandina, who died in AD 177, and the record 
of the martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas (possibly written by 
Perpetua herself around AD 200) suggests that women had a 
high level of freedom in early Christian prophetic movements 
and were among the most devoted believers.44 

Another aspect of life as a Christian that appealed to 
second and third-century women was the legitimation of 
female singleness as a calling equally valuable to marriage and 
motherhood. In a culture that expected and sometimes forced 
women to marry and be mothers, the Christian embrace of 
the celibate woman was especially liberating. For women who 
sought a community that did not press them into these expected 
roles without their consent, and thus valued their presence 
irrespective of whether they had a husband to “legitimize” them, 
the church was the answer.45 Early Christian women from Lydia 
to Perpetua “found themselves in a close-knit society without 
social or sex distinction.”46 As a movement and as a community 
in antiquity, this was without parallel. Studies of thousands of 
Christian burial sites in the Roman catacombs have attested to 
this lack of distinction, as the bodies of Christian women were 
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just as likely to be commemorated with lengthy inscriptions as 
men, an equality in memorialization which was, according to 
Stark, “peculiar to Christians and set them apart from the non-
Christian populations of the city.”47

Although an apocryphal writing, the second century Acts of 
Paul and Thecla (written by a presbyter in Asia who was later 
deposed for writing it) reflects an early perspective of a Christian 
woman who was a strong and independent leader, as legitimate in 
her service to God as the Apostle Paul. Thecla was unmarried and 
celibate, and as a literary character she represented an idealized 
model “for women who wished, in a similar way, to break through 
their own constricting social roles.”48 Although some of the 
document’s teachings were not orthodox, at its core it represents 
a genuine Christian tendency to invert “some common Roman 
virtues and values by redefining what is honorable and what is 
shameful. Since honor and shame were coded to gender, that 
means that our story uses typical feminine virtues such as silence 
and passivity and presents them as of the highest honor, superior 
to the masculine traits of dominance and physical power.”49

Unfortunately, as many scholars have noted, from the 
second to the third centuries there was an increasing pattern 
of negativity toward women among some of the church fathers. 
What had originally been a legitimation of women irrespective 
of their marital status morphed into a wariness about marriage 
which “stemmed first and foremost from their ambiguity about 
the goodness of the sexual act,” combined with a capitulation on 
the part of many leaders to the Greco-Roman cultural idea that 
women were “the symbol for sexuality, the lusts of the flesh, the 
downfall of rationality when confronted by desire.”50 There may 
have been many reasons for this shift, but it is possible that the 
radical differences between Christian views and Greco-Roman 
ideals led to more pointed opposition, and this in turn produced 
in some leaders a “concern for their public image in the face of 
growing societal hostility.”51

Despite this unfortunate shift, which would progressively 
obscure the role of women in the foundation of Christianity 
and as central to its expansion, it was clear to the surrounding 
culture that Christian women struck “a chord of dissonance 
within their society . . . they were women who wished to exercise 
the same freedoms that men enjoyed.”52 Even when many 
began to feel a pressure to conform to society more than to 
challenge it, at its root the early movement presented a radically 
different understanding of gender—one that “allowed women 
to cross boundaries and challenge their identity” in light of 
the redefinition and transformation they experienced as a new 
creation in Christ.53 This radically different way of life was what 
had resulted in this pressure, and continued to produce a response 
from the surrounding culture that, in the words of John North, 
was “almost entirely hostile,” since the pagan world was “facing 
a new, puzzling and apparently dangerous social phenomenon, 
with few precedents as to how it should be handled.”54

The Position and Reception of Christian Women in Greco-
Roman Culture

As the number of Christians grew in the second and third centuries 
and they became increasingly known within the Empire, the story 

of their reception by the Greco-Roman elite was mostly “a tale of 
rejection, not of acknowledgement.”55 Although Celsus’s critique 
of Christianity was hostile and considered the faith (and its low-
status and disproportionately female adherents) a danger to 
society, he was not alone in such a condescending sentiment. For 
example, the third-century Christian apologist Marcus Minucius 
Felix preserved a likely-authentic second-century criticism from 
the rhetorician Marcus Fronto (a tutor of Marcus Aurelius) who 
argued that Christians were different from Romans because 
“they have collected from the lowest possible dregs of society 
the more ignorant fools together with gullible women (readily 
persuaded, as is their weak sex); they have thus formed a rabble 
of blasphemous conspirators, who with nocturnal assemblies, 
periodic fasts, and inhuman feasts seal their pact not with some 
religious ritual but with desecrating profanation.”56 Again, here is 
visible the early claim by critics of the movement that its message 
was particularly attractive to women, who made up part of the 
“dregs of society” with whom Jesus was known to associate in his 
earthly life.

The accusation that Christianity beguiled or deceived 
women appears in more than one place primarily because of 
the assumption in antiquity that women were incapable of a 
man’s level of intelligence and thus would not occupy significant 
positions in an intellectually viable belief system.57 Such a way of 
thinking is why Celsus, in another of his criticisms, considered 
it ridiculous that the first witnesses of Jesus’s resurrection were 
women, who were by nature hysterical and easily deceived.58 
Beyond this, some deception could have been assumed by the 
public because in church meetings women would be together 
with men in public gatherings rather than in private, which, 
according to prevailing view, was “where they should be.”59

The egalitarian and familial language and practices of the 
early communities likewise led to rumors and gossip particularly 
with regard to the idea of Christian love and the designations 
“brother” and “sister” so common to the NT. Again, Minucius 
Felix cites Marcus Fronto as questioning of the Christians why 
“indiscriminately they call each other brother and sister” and 
whether these “hallowed names” are code-names for incestuous 
practices.60 Felix confirms to Fronto that Christians call each 
other this because they are united under God as “copartners 
in faith, coheirs in hope.”61 This same idea was repeated by the 
second-century Apology of Aristides to Emperor Hadrian in AD 
130, which says of the Christians that, “if they see a stranger, 
they bring him under their roof and rejoice over him as if over 
their own brother; they call themselves brethren, not after flesh 
but after the Spirit and in God.”62 This is significant because it 
establishes from early in the movement that women and men 
within the church addressed each other on equal grounds with 
terms that would be used for family members, evidencing their 
conviction that their transformed identity in Christ allowed for 
a new form of relating to one another, whether male or female. 
This, as the criticism shows, led those outside the communities to 
assume some measure of sexual deviance.

Another concern of many of the early pagan critics of the 
faith was that Christianity did not tend to spread to established 
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avenues, but from individual interaction, typically among people 
of lower social status. The NT inspired this evangelistic effort, in 
which women were key participants. Christine Schenk elaborates 
on this, writing that “evangelization was conducted person-to-
person, house-to-house by women who reached out to other 
women, children, freed persons, and slaves. Women’s quiet 
exercise of authority in the context of everyday domestic life is 
one oft-unheralded key to Christianity’s rapid expansion.”63 This, 
in addition to Christianity’s radical egalitarianism, entirely new 
set of ideals, and transformed understanding of community led 
to a steady and exponential spread of the movement throughout 
the empire, from the ground up, in a subversive manner that 
makes the discomforted diatribes of second and third-century 
critics more understandable, as they attempt to react against a 
group of people disrupting long-held ideals.

Conclusion

Although Celsus intended to disparage Christianity, he provides 
some of the earliest testimony to its fundamental difference 
and liberating power: Christianity empowered and celebrated 
those who were neither empowered nor celebrated. Celsus 
and his like-minded contemporaries were not merely chiding 
Christians because their message appealed to those assumed to be 
ignorant, stupid, or hysterical, but they were claiming that from 
its beginnings Christianity had been fundamentally composed of 
and sustained by women. The Jesus movement created a response 
from the broader culture not only because of what it taught but 
also because of the community-transforming effect it had on the 
way identity and relationships were understood. By the second and 
third centuries, the radical message of the NT as lived out by the 
early church “threatened images of the ideal woman that existed 
in the ancient Mediterranean world,” as it redefined her value and 
worth on a basis not recognized by the broader society.64

Therefore, we may conclude that the earliest testimony (from 
Scripture into the first few centuries) reveals that the followers 
of Jesus were a counter-cultural community who created a space 
for women, for children, and for everyone else considered an 
“other” in a society that celebrated a certain few. As Robin Fox 
notes, the continuing spread of Christianity was not only due to 
the content of its message, but “it was also due to faults in pagan 
society. In cities of growing social divisions, Christianity offered 
unworldly equality. It preached, and at its best it practiced, love 
in a world of widespread brutality. It offered certainty and won 
conviction where the great venture of Greek philosophy was 
widely perceived to have argued itself into the ground.”65 This 
was the foundation of the movement that has borne the name of 
Jesus from its very beginnings. And if Christianity is to remain 
a community of difference in the world today, this must be the 
standard the modern church continues to embrace.
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The passage we are going to reflect on today is not your typical 
Bible passage. It is a part of the group of Psalms called the 
imprecatory Psalms. These Psalms are angry and vengeful. Why 
are such Psalms in the Bible? What is God trying to tell us in 
them? These are the questions we will take up today. First, please 
give your attention to a reading of Psalm 137:

By the rivers of Babylon, we sat and wept
	 when we remembered Zion.
2 There on the poplars
	 we hung our harps,
3 for there our captors asked us for songs,
	 our tormentors demanded songs of joy;
	 they said, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
4 How can we sing the songs of the Lord
	 while in a foreign land?
5 If I forget you, Jerusalem,
	 may my right hand forget its skill.
6 May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth
	 if I do not remember you, if I do not consider  
	 Jerusalem my highest joy.
7 Remember, Lord, what the Edomites did
	 on the day Jerusalem fell.
	 “Tear it down,” they cried,
	 “tear it down to its foundations!”
8 Daughter Babylon, doomed to destruction,
	 happy is the one who repays you
	 according to what you have done to us.
9 Happy is the one who seizes your infants
	 and dashes them against the rocks. (NIV)

The Psalms retell the story of God’s people. The earlier Psalms 
speak of the life of King David. Later ones lament the failure of 
human kingship, looking to God as the true King.

This one, located towards the end of the Psalms, was written 
around the time of the Babylonian exile. God’s people were 
oppressed, enslaved, carried off into exile while their homes were 
burned. Their children were slaughtered, and their neighbours—
like the Edomites, the cousins of Israel—cheered on the 
Babylonians as they pillaged.1

Israel had watched the brutal Babylonian army murder their 
children by dashing them against rocks. Later, the Babylonians 
mocked them, telling them to sing songs of Zion. This is a song 
of a people that has been hurt, frustrated, demeaned, and is in 
terrible despair. As the Israelites consider what happened to 
them, they cry out for vengeance, for God to do to the Edomites 
and the Babylonians what those peoples had done to them: dash 
their children against rocks.

The bitterness in their words is bone-chilling. How can a 
Psalm of such anger and vengeance and brutality be in the Bible? 
Does it give us license to be angry and vengeful?

I’m not naturally inclined to preach on a passage so bleak and 
easily misunderstood, but these imprecatory Psalms inevitably 
come up. People come to me saying, “Pastor, I love praying 
through the Psalms, but what about this one?” They don’t know 
what to do with it. In fact, I know a person who read one of these 
passages and was so disturbed and scared that it turned her away 
from reading the Bible for many years.

Many of us have similar experiences reading other parts of 
Scripture. Why are they in there? How can they be in there? What 
could God possibly be trying to say in these words? Does God 
want vengeance like this? Vengeance does not sound like the 
heart of God, so why is this in the Bible?

Well, I suspect this passage does have something to say about 
God, but before I walk you through that, can we just admit that 
sometimes the Bible is not easy to understand?

I talk to some Christians who think the Bible is always clear on 
everything. That all you have to do is pray, crack your knuckles, 
open to a page, and the answer will just pop into your head. To 
which I want to ask: Are we reading the same book? Yes, lots of 
passages are beautifully clear, but others are not.

I have learned it simply is not that easy. Listening to any voice 
in any relationship takes work. You cannot passively listen to 
your spouse while the TV is on. Trust me; it does not work. You 
have to work to listen. The same is true with God and listening to 
God in the Bible.

Brian Zahnd has said the Bible is like a vast terrain with 
mountains and valleys.2 All the land is God’s Word, but if you get 
stuck in a valley, you can’t see what is going on. If you look from 
one of the peaks of the mountains, you see the whole land clearly. 
The Gospels are the peaks. John 3:16 is a peak. This passage, 
Psalm 137, can be a valley.

As we will see, this is one of many passages we need to read 
through the lens of Jesus Christ being the fulfillment of Scripture. 
Jesus is the summit of Scripture. Jesus is that peak by which we 
see the whole terrain of the Bible clearly. It is only there that we 
can appreciate the beauty of those valleys.

Another way of saying this is that we believe all Scripture 
is inspired and thus able to teach us about salvation and 
righteousness. Yes, but salvation and righteousness are vast 
topics, and not all Scripture teaches us in the same way. In its own 
atypical way, this Psalm teaches us something profound about 
God and about ourselves.

John Calvin called the Psalms the mirror of the soul.3 One 
purpose of the Psalms is to help us express what is in our souls, 
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to help us realize what we’ve got going on inside. The Psalms are 
unique in that they are the Word of God by first being our words 
to God. This Psalm helps us be honest with ourselves. By being 
honest with ourselves, naming what is going on within us, we can 
then be honest with God. We can have God’s honesty at work in 
us. This begins with understanding that God is always listening. 
The Psalms show God is listening to our words. That is why, I 
believe, they are in the Bible. 

God Is Listening

Do believers ever feel crushed with hurt? Yes. Do believers feel 
like their faith has been shattered? Yes, of course. Can believers 
feel incredible pain, frustration, even bitter anger over it? Yes, 
they can. Does that make them evil? No. It makes them human.

This might sound obvious, but the only way we relate to God 
is in our humanity, full honesty laid bare. You can’t relate to God 
with anything other than you, the real you, not some masked or 
filtered you. 

The Jews in this passage are angry because they lost their 
homes. Their land was conquered. Their safety and security were 
gone. Their temple was destroyed, so their way of relating to God 
was compromised. And they had to watch their own children be 
killed! Here they cry out to God in all the anger they are feeling.

This Psalm does not promote anger but does say God is 
listening to us when we are angry. We worship Immanuel, God 
with us: God with us, finding us, listening to us, wherever we are, 
including in times of anger or anguish. God does not wait to be 
with us until after we get over our hurt; he meets us in our hurt.

The question is not whether it is appropriate to pray this way, 
longing for vengeance, but whether it is appropriate to share what 
is on your heart with God, no matter what that looks like. Let me 
reassure you: Wherever you are, whatever you are feeling, God is 
listening. God is always listening, always ready to listen, and even 
when it seems like God isn’t, God never stops listening.

This Psalm, like all the other Psalms, invites us to share what is 
on our hearts with God, allowing our whole lives to be seen from 
God’s standpoint. Don’t be ashamed of your emotions. That does 
not help. They are real and need to be dealt with. Voice them, tell 
them, express them.

Angry at others? Tell God. Angry at God? Tell God that too. 
God is listening. God listened to the anger in Israel’s heart. God 
is listening to you now.

I am reminded of a time when I coordinated a soup kitchen 
in Toronto. A man came in. Homeless and alcoholic, his life was 
completely self-destructive. So, I asked around: What is this guy’s 
story? The man had been abused terribly. He was an indigenous 
man who had gone through horrific residential schools.

The drop-in centre a few blocks from ours told this story: 
During an open mic night, where anyone could come up and 
offer praise or a prayer for the community, this man decided to 
come forward. People were surprised to see him come up. As 
this man took the mic, he began to scream curse words at God 
for what had happened to him, cursing the people, including a 
priest, who had hurt him and his sister. He spewed hatred at God.

“Did you stop him?” I asked. “No, we let him say his piece 
like everyone else,” said my colleague. “Why did you do that?” 
I asked. “Because, Spencer, at the end of the day, this was still a 
prayer; it was directed at God, and I have to believe that God was 
listening. He had something to get off his chest.”

There was a noticeable change in this man after his blow up. 
In order for him to start healing, he had to name his hurt in all 
the raw anger it entailed, which he did not know how to process. 
God loves the broken, and for that reason, I have to believe God 
was listening to that angry rant of a prayer. Not because there 
was something moral about that prayer, but because God cared 
about him.

What are your hurts? How has someone hurt you? Can you 
remember the angriest you have ever been in your life? If you 
remember how you felt at that moment, you probably aren’t too 
far off from the anger of this Psalm.

God knows what you utter in the bitterness of your soul. You 
can either keep it in, feel shame and have it destroy you, or let it 
out and begin healing. That is the choice this Psalm presents us 
with: Healing or hate. When we realize that God is listening, we 
entrust God with our anger. Expressing our hurts to God means 
placing our hurt in God’s hands.

Restraining Vengeance toward Others

As several commentators have pointed out, venting our anger to 
God disarms our anger towards others. When we vent anger at 
God, we restrain our vengeance towards others. Thus, it is not so 
much what Psalm 137 is saying—for many of us, its language is 
not our language of hurt—it is what is able to do in us. It permits 
us to release our anger to the true Judge.

Notice in Psalm 137, the Psalmist does not imply that he wants 
to take vengeance himself. When we do this, we find that when 
we place our anger at others in God’s hands, we are freed from 
our anger to even do good to our enemies. Consider Romans 
12:17–21:

Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what 
is right in the eyes of everyone. If it is possible, as far 
as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. Do 
not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for 
God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is mine to avenge; I will 
repay,” says the Lord. On the contrary: “If your enemy 
is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something 
to drink. . . . Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome 
evil with good. (NIV)

When we entrust our anger to God, we focus on God. Which 
means we are able to focus on his goodness again. Notice, for 
Israel who prayed these Psalms, the next few Psalms move from 
vengeance to focusing on love. The prayer continues. The process 
continues. When we pray through our anger, we are able to heal 
our anger.

This is where the next stage of healing happens. When we 
entrust our anger with God, we turn to God and his goodness. 
When we entrust God with our vengeance, we have to turn to 
God and ask, what does justice look like for God, not for us?
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When we trust God with our justice, we realize God’s justice 
is mercy. Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount:

You have heard that it was said, “Eye for eye, and a tooth 
for a tooth.” But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. 
If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the 
other cheek also. And if anyone wants to sue you and 
take your shirt, hand over your coat as well. You have 
heard that it was said, “Love your neighbour and hate 
your enemy.” But I tell you, love your enemies and pray 
for those who persecute you, that you may be children 
of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on 
the evil and the good and sends rain on the righteous 
and the unrighteous. . . . Be perfect, therefore, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect. (Matt 5:38–45, 48 NIV)

The end of this quotation is important. Jesus has been talking 
about the true character of God: God is perfect. How? Not in 
punishment, but love, not in moral indignation, but mercy. God 
is not perfect in vengeance but perfect in mercy.

“The old law of an eye for an eye leaves everybody blind,” says 
Martin Luther King Jr.4 Are we willing to see?

Looking Forward, to Christ

From Sinai to Zion, from Zion to Golgotha, the Bible is trying 
to teach us that God’s justice is not retribution, not even 
restitution, but restoration and reconciliation. How does God 
repay his enemies? When we turn to God for justice, we realize 
we too have done wrong. We are all sinners. We all have fallen 
short, and yet God has chosen to bear the consequences of sin 
on himself in Christ.

When God’s people pray in vengeful anger to kill the 
children of those who kill theirs, that is not the end of the 
Psalter nor the end of the Bible. It points forward to Christ and 
his kingdom, where God offers his only Son, his very self, to 
stop the cycle of violence.

When we are angry and in despair, this Psalm allows us 
to vent our anger, knowing God saw bitterness and despair in 
Christ’s cries on the cross: “My God, why have you forsaken me?”

When we realize God is listening, we start focusing on God 
and trusting Christ with our anger, restraining our wrath. 
When we trust God with our vengeance, we then have to ask, 
what is justice like for God? “Vengeance is mine. I will repay.” 
But how did God in his sovereignty choose to repay?

He repaid the death of his son with forgiveness: “Father 
forgive them, they know not what they do.” Being a strong 
believer in the Trinity, I strongly suspect the Son’s prayer was 
granted by the Father.

God listened to the hurt Israelites. God listens to all of us 
in our anger. But did God obliterate the Babylonians? Babylon 
did eventually fall, but that was just God saying, “Have it your 
way,” and letting history run its course. Sin is often its own 
punishment. No. God did not bash their babies against rocks. In 
Jesus, he died for them.

God’s plan was not vengeance but reconciliation. Far from 
racial genocide, God’s plan was for one day Babylonian and Jew 

(and us too) to embrace as a family in Jesus Christ. That is God’s 
plan in our broken, hurting world. He listens, then he heals.

God is listening to the hurt of Syrian refugees, who 
have watched their homes bombed.

God is listening to the cries of children who work 
in sweatshops.

God is listening to the cries of enslaved sex workers.
God is listening to the worries of cancer patients.
God is listening to the broken, hurt, disenfranchised, 

abandoned. . . .
God is listening to you. Whatever it is that you are 

going through, God is listening to you.

When we realize Christ is listening, we become open to how he is 
working in us. That brings us to now.

Who has hurt you? Who makes your blood boil? Who in your 
life has done something that you believe deserves punishment? 
Can you vent that anger to God?

Have you been discouraged? Have you experienced a moment 
where life just stopped making sense, and your only response is 
anger and confusion? Can we realize that God is listening? You 
might not think that this process works, but trust me, it does.

The Path to Forgiveness

My mother was abused. My stepfather had a malformed 
conscience. He would verbally threaten her and demean her to 
get his way. He was a big man and very intimidating. I remember 
being down in my room as a kid in high school, listening to the 
arguing. I heard his voice boom from the ceiling in my basement 
room: “You’re just a stupid woman, Susan!” “Don’t you dare, or 
I’ll break your arm.”

When my mother developed cancer, he began withholding 
money from her so she would not use it for medical needs. He 
was banking on her dying and him being “taken care of ” after 
she was gone.

It was difficult, and police were called several times. I hated 
my stepfather. I used to fantasize about beating him up. I used 
to pray, “God give him what he deserves.” Of course, I had a few 
ideas about what he deserved.

My mom eventually separated from him. Years went on. I 
learned from my stepfather’s brother that they had been abused. 
My stepfather had been treated the worst out of all the siblings 
by a father who was a bigot, just like what he had become. After 
that, I did not see this man in the same way. It humanized him, 
and I remember praying, “God, just stop him from hurting other 
people. Help him to realize what he has done and change.”

The last I saw my stepfather was at my mother’s funeral. 
Her body did eventually succumb to cancer. He came into the 
visitation, and my family and I kicked up a fuss. We did not want 
him there, and we wanted the funeral attendant to remove him. 
I believe it was my sister who said, “Just let him mourn and go.” 
We let him stay. Perhaps we would be doing something indecent 
if we refused a person a chance to mourn. We watched him come 
to the casket, give flowers that simply said, “Thank you for all the 
good memories,” and leave. I never saw him after that.
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I realized that day that he did love my mother, albeit with 
broken, distorted love. I also realized that to include him in the 
funeral was a small but significant act of forgiving him, choosing 
to end the cycle of hurt and anger, embracing peace. I remember 
praying after that, “God, take care of him. Heal him . . . and 
heal me too.” For me to say that prayer, authentically, began with 
my praying those original vengeful prayers. It took ten years or 
so. Healing takes time. God had a few things to teach me. God 
was listening to all of those, answering those prayers, thank 
goodness. I trust he still is. But that answer, I think, is not what 
I wanted originally.

I looked him up on the internet as I penned this sermon. He 
passed away a few years ago, and our family was understandably 
never contacted. When I read that, my immediate sense was 
sadness, sad that I could never tell him that I did not feel any ill 
will against him. Brothers and sisters, do not wait till tomorrow 
to step onto the path toward forgiveness, for you do not know 
what tomorrow will bring.

Conclusion

May you know that God is with you, near you, and for you. God is 
always listening. God has never stopped listening. God is waiting 
in expectation to hear the burdens of your heart. 

May today be a new day to embrace healing, to embrace 
forgiveness, to see reconciliation. As we go from here, may our 
lives be a reflection of God’s restoration of all things. Amen.
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26 Then God said, “Let us make a human being in our 
image,  in our likeness, so that they may rule over the 
fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock 
and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that 
move along the ground.”
27 So God created the human being in his own image,
	 in the image of God he created them;
	 male and female he created them.
28 God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and 
increase in number;  fill the earth  and subdue it. Rule 
over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over 
every living creature that moves on the ground.” (Gen 
1:26–28)1

PART ONE. Wrong Interpretations in the Past

The early Christian communities were heavily influenced by the 
cultural prejudices of Hellenistic and Roman thought. Patriarchy 
reigned supreme. Women were seen as subordinate to men by 
nature, ontologically. This had its effect on how Gen 1:26–28 was 
interpreted. Of course, the interpretation of NT texts, especially 
1 Cor 11:7 and 1 Tim 2:12, also influenced their views, but Gen 
1:26–28 remained the root passage.

AD 100–800

According to Greek/Hellenistic thinking, animals were made up 
of two elements: sarx (body) and psychê (life, breath). Human 
beings possessed a third element: pneuma (consciousness, soul).

In general, the church fathers thought that Genesis teaches 
two stages of creation: during the first stage God created man 
(the male person) in his own image (Gen 1:27a); during the 
second stage woman was created from man’s body (Gen 1:27b; 
2:21–22). The question was: what does God’s image in man 
consist of?2

Theory 1: God’s image in man is the human soul, the pneuma.

Augustine (354–430) and his followers believed that it was the 
human “soul” which, during the first stage of creation, was 
created in the image of God. This applied to the souls of both 
men and women. So women are in the image of God according 
to their soul.3 But their body makes them inferior to men. This 
is confirmed by nature (ontology) and by civil law, he thought.

It is the natural order among people that women serve 
their husbands, because the justice of this lies in [the 
principle that] the lesser serves the greater. . . . This is the 
natural justice that the weaker brain serves the stronger.4

When a woman was made of his rib, Adam said, “This is 
now bone of my bone, and flesh of my flesh.” . . . Flesh, 
then, is put for woman, in the same manner that spirit 
is put for husband. Wherefore? Because the one (i.e. 
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man) rules, the other (woman) is ruled; the one (i.e. 
man) ought to command, the other (woman) to serve. 
For where the flesh commands and the spirit serves, 
the house is turned upside down. What can be worse 
than a house where the woman has the mastery over her 
husband? But that house is rightly ordered where the 
man commands and the woman obeys. In like manner 
that man is rightly ordered where the spirit commands 
and the flesh serves.5

Augustine maintained that women’s inferior status can be 
remedied by them fully integrating Christ. A woman can 
become a man by abstaining from all sexual activity and being 
spiritually transformed.

Theory 2: God’s image in man is his power to rule.

Ambrosiaster (fourth cent. AD) and others believed that God 
imposed his image on man by giving him authority, dominance, 
and the power to rule. He asserted that women are not in the 
image of God, because God did not give them such authority.6 
This is what Ambrosiaster says:

The image of God stamped on man is the power of 
command. . . . How can one say of the woman that she is 
in the image of God, whom we see subject to the rule of 
man without having any authority? For she can neither 
teach nor witness in court, nor commit her word, nor 
judge, how much less can she command?7

Man is the image of God, as it is written, God created 
man, and created him in the image of God (Gen 1:27). 
This is why the Apostle says: “Man should not cover 
his head, because he is the image and glory of God; the 
woman, to the contrary, must put a veil over her head (1 
Cor 11:7).” Why? Because she is not the image of God. 
It is for the same reason that he says elsewhere: “I do 
not allow women to teach or take authority over their 
husbands (1 Tim 2:12).”8

Man and woman, it is true, have the same substance 
in their souls as in their bodies, but man is superior 
in dignity to woman. . . . It is by the will of God, and 
not by man’s nature, that man is superior to woman. 
Just as, in the same body, some members are more 
prominent, not by their nature, but by the rank which 
has been given them.9

AD 800–1900

The patristic interpretations, unfortunately, became normative 
during the centuries that followed: from the Middle Ages to 
almost the end of the nineteenth century. The result has been 
disastrous for women. It was believed that the prevailing cultural 
dominance of men in all spheres of life was also sanctioned by 
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the Word of God! This can be demonstrated in the views of some 
key theologians during this period.

Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) has been hailed in the Catholic 
community as the greatest theologian in the past, a touchstone 
of orthodoxy. Well, Thomas taught that only men are fully 
created in God’s image—like God they are made to rule, to 
take charge of things. Women are not. They reflect God’s image 
only indirectly, that is: in as far as having a mind they resemble 
men.10 Men are intellectually superior to women. For men 
have a greater power of reason since God equipped them for 
intellectual tasks. Women not so.11 For this reason women are 
naturally (ontologically) subject to men.12 Even a woman’s hair 
is a sign of her subjection.13

Aquinas followed Aristotle in considering each woman a 
mishap at birth, a failed male. 

A female is deficient and unintentionally brought forth 
(at conception). For the active power of the semen 
always seeks to produce a thing completely like itself, 
something male. So if a female is produced, this must 
be because the semen is weak or because the material 
[provided by the female parent] is unsuitable, or because 
of the action of some external factor such as the winds 
from the south which make the atmosphere humid.14

If it were not for some [divine] power that wanted the 
feminine sex to exist, the birth of a woman would be just 
another accident, such as that of other monster births 
[like a dog with two heads, a calf with five legs, etc.]15

Women are still useful, of course. In God’s overall scheme, 
Aquinas says, they serve the purpose of being the fertile fields in 
which men can sow their seed, as Aristotle had already pointed 
out.16 In fact, in spite of their lower function, female genitals will 
indeed be preserved at the resurrection.17

Among the theologians of the Reformation, John Calvin 
(1509–1564) has written most about the image of God.18 He 
deserves credit for maintaining, somewhat following Augustine’s 
line of thinking, that women, like men, carry the image of God. 
That is: as far as the cognitio Dei, the innate understanding of 
God’s presence in the world and of the moral order, is concerned.19 
However, women do not carry God’s image to the same extent 
men do. In his commentary on Genesis he writes that “woman 
was created in the image of God albeit to a secondary degree.”20

Moreover, Calvin clearly teaches that God made women 
inferior to men. For Eve was made from Adam’s rib to serve him.

As woman derives her origin from man, she is therefore 
inferior in rank . . . as woman was created for the sake 
of man, she is therefore subject to him. . . . God’s eternal 
law has made the female subject to the authority of 
men. On this account all women are born that they may 
acknowledge themselves as inferior in consequence of 
the superiority of the male sex.21

Let woman be satisfied with her state of subjection, and 
not take it amiss that she is made inferior to the more 
distinguished sex.22

Woman is not entitled to teach, because woman . . . by 
nature (that is, by the ordinary law of God) is formed 
to obey. For gunaikokratia (the government of women) 
has always been regarded by all wise persons as a 
monstrous thing.23

John Knox (1514–1572) was a disciple of Calvin. He led the 
Reformation in Scotland and founded the Church of Scotland. 
While in exile in Geneva (1558) he wrote a pamphlet, The First 
Blast of the Trumpet, mainly to denounce the three queens who 
were ruling England, France, and Scotland at the time.

Like Ambrosiaster, Knox interpreted being in God’s image 
as meaning sharing to some extent in God’s authority. However, 
men were a superior reflection of God and women were an 
inferior reflection. For women were created in the image of God 
to the extent that they exercised command over animals and 
plants, not over men.24

Nature paints women to be weak, frail, impatient, feeble, 
and foolish; and experience has declared them to be 
inconstant, variable, cruel, lacking the spirit of counsel 
and self-discipline. . . .

Woman in her greatest perfection should have known that 
man was lord above her; and therefore that she should 
never have pretended any kind of superiority above him, no 
more than do the angels above God the Creator, or above 
Christ their head. So I say, that in her greatest perfection, 
woman was created to be subject to man.

To promote a woman to bear rule, superiority, dominion, 
or empire above any realm, nation, or city, is repugnant 
to nature; an insult to God, a thing most contrary to his 
revealed will and approved ordinance; and finally, it is 
the subversion of good order, of all equity and justice.25

Conclusion of Part One

During the first nineteen centuries of Christianity, women were 
not believed to have been created in God’s image to the same and 
equal degree as men. Genesis 1:26–28 was interpreted according 
to what was thought to be the natural order, therefore in line 
with the prevailing patriarchal social culture. It resulted in a 
climate of total inequality. Women were subjected to prejudice, 
discrimination, the denial of their human rights. In fact, 
scriptural texts were used to justify abuse.

PART TWO. The Correct Interpretation of Genesis 1:26–27

1. “In the image of God” means being a mini-creator with authority 
over other creatures.

In Gen 1:26, carrying God’s image is directly connected to sharing 
his authority. “Let us  make a human  being in our image,  in 
our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea. . . .” 
Human beings are different from other creatures because they 
have the power of reason. In this they resemble God. God’s mind 
is pure light and God has given human beings a ray of that light. 
Empowered by this inner light they can rule the world almost 
like “mini-creators.”
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This was expressed most eloquently by Albert the Great 
(1193–1280) and his disciples:

The human creature with the power of reason is subject 
to  Divine providence  in the most excellent way, in so 
far as it partakes of a share of  providence, by being 
provident both for itself and for others. Wherefore it has 
a share of God’s Eternal Reason. . . . As the psalmist says 
(Ps 4:6): “The light of your face, O Lord, is signed upon 
us”—which implies that the light of natural reason, 
whereby we discern what is good and what is evil, is 
nothing else than an imprint on us of divine light.26

2. It is not the man/male who is created in God’s image, but the 
human being.

Latin dominated language and thought in early and medieval 
Christianity, apart from Hellenistic eastern countries. In Latin, 
homo, like “man” in traditional English, stands both for “human 
being” and “a male person.” “God created man in his own image” 
was understood as “God created the male in his own image.”

Hebrew and Greek, like northern European languages still do, 
have two separate words for human being and a male person. In 
German, for instance, Mensch stands for “human being,” Mann 
for “a male person.” In Hebrew adam means “a person,” îsh means 
“man/a male.” So does zâkar. In Greek anthrôpos is “a human 
person,” anêr “a male.”

The Masoretic Hebrew text of Gen 1:26–27 says twice that God 
created adam—the human being—in his own image. It is clearly 
distinguished from zâkar, the male, in v. 27. And the Septuagint 
Greek translation of the third century BC again clearly says that 
God created anthrôpos—the human—in his own image.27

Genesis 5:2 says, “On the day God created Adam, he made 
him in his own image, male and female he created them.” Both 
Hebrew and Septuagint have adam/anthrôpos here. Genesis 9:6 
reads, “Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall their 
blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made mankind” 
(NIV). Again, Hebrew has adam (three times), and the Septuagint 
anthrôpos. In other words: both men and women are created in 
God’s image.

3. The human being was created male and female to enable rational 
deliberation.

The sudden change to the plural in the creation account has 
puzzled many commentators: “Let us make a human being in our 
image, in our likeness.” To see a reference to the Trinity here is 
not right. The Trinity was only revealed through Jesus Christ. The 
plural, like in the word Elohîm (“God”) itself, is a majestic plural.

At the same time, it seems clear from the text that being male 
and female is somehow a consequence of being in God’s image. 
“God created the human being in his own image,  in the image 
of God he created them; male and female he created them.” It is 
also clear that it seems required for the human being to be able to 
exercise authority rationally.

Remember that the process of creation is presented as a 
process of God’s reasoning. Each time we read: “And God 

said”—but the word amar in Hebrew can refer to thinking as 
much as speaking. Then at the end of each day of creation we 
read: “and God saw that it was good.” It implies God assessing 
what he has done and concluding it well done. In other words: 
the Creator is presented as using his infinite mind power—
planning, reflecting, approving.

To take over a share in God’s rule of the world, the human 
being—like God, acting “in God’s image”—needs to exercise 
mind power and moral reasoning. But here the human being’s 
limitation shows up. Thinking requires language, but language 
requires interaction with others. Responsible action can only be 
taken after deliberation, consultation, discussion with someone 
else. The book of Proverbs confirms this many times, “The way 
of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man is a person who 
listens to advice” (Prov 12:15). “Without consultation, plans fail. 
But with many counsellors they succeed” (Prov 15:22), and so 
on (Prov 19:20; 20:18; 24:6; 28:26). That is why God creates the 
human being to be male and female—so that they can deliberate 
and take responsibility together. It confirms again the equality of 
men and women.

4. This interpretation is confirmed in the second creation story 
(Gen 2:5–3:24).

Within this context, let us read how the text deals with the 
creation of human beings: “Then Yahweh God moulded the 
earth-creature [adam] of soil from the earth [adâmah] and 
breathed into its nostrils the breath of life. So the earth creature 
became a living spirit” (Gen 2:7).

The author sees a close connection between the human 
being, adam, and “earth” which is adâmah  in Hebrew. Human 
beings are a mixture of matter and spirit, of rootedness in the 
earth with their spirit/soul having its origin in God’s creative 
breath. Since the earthly being had as yet no gender, in English it 
should be referred to as “it.” We translate it as “earth-creature.”28

Yahweh God said, “It is not good for the earth-creature 
to be alone. I will make it a companion like unto itself.” 
So from the earth Yahweh God moulded all the animals 
and the birds of heaven. These he introduced to the 
earth-creature to see what it would call them; each one 
was to bear the name it gave them. The earth-creature 
gave names to all the cattle, the birds of heaven and the 
wild beasts. But not one of them was a companion like 
unto itself. (Gen 2:18–20)

The “companion like unto itself ” is not a “helpmate,” an assistant, 
or a second-rate attendant.  The Hebrew  êzer  denotes a real 
partner.  Scripture often calls God our  êzer.29 The equality also 
follows from the inability of the animal world to produce such 
a partner.

So Yahweh God made the earth-creature fall into a deep 
sleep. While it was sleeping, he took one “side” from it 
and closed the gap with flesh. Then Yahweh God built a 
“wo-man” from the side he had taken from the earth-
creature. And he introduced her to the earth-creature.
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The earth-creature exclaimed: “This at last is bones from 
my bones and flesh from my flesh! She will be called 
‘wo-man’ because she was split off from a man.” This is 
why a man leaves his father and mother and clings to 
his “wo-man.” And so they become (again) one body. 
(Gen 2:21–24)

In this passage the author describes a marvellous transformation. 
God was often thought to act on human beings while they were 
in such a “deep sleep.” For instance, God concluded a covenant 
with Abram while he was in a deep sleep (Gen 15:12–21). He made 
people see visions and dreams in such a state (Job 4:13; 33:15; Dan 
8:18; 10:9).

In this case, while the earth creature was in a deep sleep, 
God, as it were, split the earth creature into two equal parts. This 
interpretation of the text follows from the correct translation 
of tsêla. Tsêla does not mean “rib” but “side,” such as: 

•	 the side of a mountain (2 Sam 16:13);
•	 the side of the tabernacle (Exod 26:20–35);
•	 the sides of the altar (Exod 27:7);
•	 the side wings of the Temple gates (1 Kgs 6:34);
•	 and even the “wings” of the Temple building (Ezek 41:5–26).

In fact, in no other verse of Scripture is the word tsêla translated 
as “rib.”30 Then what does this Scripture verse mean?

The image the author has in mind becomes clear if we put 
his story next to other ancient creation stories. According to 
these, the first human being was androgynous, that is: he/it was 
man and woman at the same time. It/she/he carried two faces, 
looking in opposite directions, had four arms and walked on 
four legs. To make the two sexes, the Creator God cut the human 
being into two halves, giving each half one face, two arms, and 
two legs. A full record of this creation account can be found 
with Plato (428–348 BC) in his Symposion, chs. 14–16. The story 
was also known to the Jews and often linked to the Genesis story 
by rabbis.31

This seems to be the image which the scriptural author had in 
mind. God makes the earth-creature fall into a sleep of ecstasy. 
God then divides the creature into two equal halves: a man and 
a “wo-man.” In Hebrew the words are related: man is îsh, woman 
îshshâh. Rightly can the man exclaim that woman is bones from 
his bones and flesh from his flesh, for they are truly equal and 
need each other to become once more a complete body.

When Adam and Eve sin, God announces their punishment. 
They are driven out of paradise (Gen 3:23–24). God says to Eve 
that she will suffer pain at childbirth, and the “man will lord 
it over you” (Gen 3:18). However, this does not take away her 
fundamental equality.

Moreover, God announces the ultimate victory of women. 
Cursing the serpent—that is, the devil—God says:

I will make you enemies of each other,
	 you and the woman,
	 your offspring and her offspring.
He/she will crush your head
	 and you will strike its heel. (Gen 3:15)

Who will crush the devil’s head? Will it be “he” or “she”? The 
present-day standard Masoretic Hebrew edition has “he.” So 
has the early Greek Septuagint translation. But St. Jerome, who 
translated Genesis into Latin in AD 382 based on a Hebrew text 
available to him, has ipsa, “she.” In any case, whether “he” or 
“she,” we have here a first messianic prediction and a declaration 
of woman’s ultimate liberation which would happen in Christ.

Overall Conclusion

Genesis 1:26–27 clearly teaches that both man and woman are 
created in God’s image. Women and men are therefore fully 
equal as human beings. There are other important Scripture 
texts that imply women’s fundamental equality. But this passage 
indicates the root of that equality. Every woman, just like every 
man, is created in God’s image. Her full equality derives from her 
reflecting God as much as any man does.

This principle also applies to other areas in which 
discrimination plays a part, such as race. Every human being 
enjoys full human rights because he or she in his/her deepest 
essence reflects the Creator.

This article was presented as a lecture at CBE International’s 
annual conference, hosted jointly with the Women’s Commission 
of the World Evangelical Alliance and the Anglican Diocese of 
Norwich in September 2021. At that conference, CBE was pleased  
to present Dr. Wijngaards with its Lifetime Achievement Award.
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et al. (Institut Historique Augustinien, 1990) 263–80.
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5. On John, Tractate 2, §14.
6. Kari Elisabeth Børresen, “Imago Dei privilège masculin? 

Interprétation augustinienne et pseudo-augustinienne de Gen, 1,27 et I 
Cor. 11,7,” Aug 25 (1985) 213–34.

7. Ambrosiaster, Scriptural Order Old Testament, 1st category OT, qu. 45.
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11. Aquinas, Summa Theologica I qu. 92, art. 1.
12. Aquinas, Summa Theologica I qu. 92, art. 1, ad 2.
13. Aquinas, Summa Theologica Supplement qu. 28, art. 3 ad 1.
14. Aquinas, Summa Theologica I qu. 92, art 1, ad 1.
15. Aquinas, De Veritate 5, 9, d. 9.
16. Aquinas, Summa Theologica I qu. 92, art 1, ad 1 & II, q. 18, art. 1, ad 4.
17. Aquinas, Summa contra Gentiles IV, qu. 88.
18. Shu-Ying Shih, The Development of Calvin’s Understanding of 

the Imago Dei in the ‘Institutes of Christian Religion’ from 1536–1559 
(Heidelberg 2004).
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Dorothy Lee’s work on ministering women displays exemplary 
research and is especially well written. It has affirmed and 
expanded many of my views; it has also challenged me and 
sparked my thinking. I will return to her work repeatedly. I have, 
in fact, already added this book to the required reading for an 
upcoming seminary course.

Lee is a NT professor and Anglican priest in Melbourne, 
Australia; it is therefore not surprising that her book features 
both Bible interpretation and concern for congregational 
ministry. She states her thesis clearly: “This study argues from a 
New Testament perspective that women should have full access 
to the church’s ministry” (11).

After a preface and introduction, the book is organized in 
two parts. The first, and longer, section treats essentially all NT 
women and texts about women. It gives twice as much attention 
to the Gospels and Acts (80 pgs. in 4 chs.) than to Paul’s letters 
(40 pgs. in 2 chs.). Though this inverts the more common ratio,1 
it is neither imbalanced, since the Gospels and Acts are more 
than twice as long as Paul’s thirteen letters, nor surprising, since 
Lee’s published scholarship has largely been about the Gospels.2

Lee works through the several NT texts in an integrative 
way—constantly tending to literary contexts, for example—and 
thus avoids falling prey to a criticism she makes in the book’s 
preface: “The biblical basis some claim for disqualifying women 
is a handful of texts, and in asserting this claim, these interpreters 
blithely ignore the weight of New Testament theology and the 
basic principles of the gospel” (xi). Lee also safeguards against her 
own critique by including the book’s second section, which brings 
history and theology to bear on her interpretation and application.

The Gospels and Acts

Chapter 1 addresses Matthew and Mark together, both because 
of their similarities and because Lee accepts the dominant theory 
that Mark is Matthew’s primary source. Though the similarities are 
extensive, Lee also gives helpful commentary on the differences, 
especially Matthew’s genealogy and Mark’s abrupt ending. In this 
chapter we encounter the expected women—Mary the mother of 
Jesus, Mary Magdalene, Peter’s mother-in-law, Jairus’s daughter, 
etc. We also read about “antiheroes” and their narrative function, 
most notably Herodias and her daughter: “These figures contrast 
with the Syrophoenician/Canaanite woman, who displays a deep 
protective care of her daughter, as does Jairus with his daughter” 
(25). The chapter conclusion first reflects the book title (The 
Ministry of Women in the New Testament): “When we take Mark 
and Matthew together, we are left with a profound impression 
of the strength and resilience of women’s discipleship” (34). 

The conclusion then shifts and echoes the subtitle (Reclaiming 
the Biblical Vision for Church Leadership): “the women disciples 
. . . gained for other women a ministry that the church is still 
struggling to embrace” (35).

For at least three reasons, Lee treats the Gospel of Luke 
separately from Matthew and Mark. First, Luke includes 
considerably more material about women than the other 
Synoptics. In addition, it is best to consider Luke and Acts in 
tandem. And finally, scholarship is not unanimous about whether 
Luke’s writings, especially Acts, lift up or hold down women.

The discussion of Luke includes sections on women as 
prophets, suppliants, disciples, and models. Luke’s famous 
pairings are noted—such as the prophetic words of Mary’s 
Magnificat and Zechariah’s Benedictus in ch. 1, and the suppliant 
centurion and the widow of Nain in ch. 7. Lee gives rather full 
treatment to the woman who wet Jesus’s feet with tears and 
perfume/ointment (ch. 7), whom she considers distinct from the 
woman who anointed his head (Matt 26, Mark 14). Other women 
who receive significant attention are Mary Magdalene, Joanna, 
and Susanna (8:1–3); the hemorrhaging woman and Jairus’s 
daughter (8:40–56); Mary and Martha (10:38–42, in my opinion 
the chapter’s high point); and the women at the cross and tomb. 
Women who receive minimal attention include the widow who 
gave two small coins (21:1–4) and the woman who found her lost 
coin (15:8–10; Lee addresses this parable in the middle of her 
longer treatment of the anointing woman of ch. 7, thus creating 
her own intercalation).

Lee is to be commended for taking seriously the question 
of whether Acts is progressive or traditional in its presentation 
of women, rather than (as is all too common) simply assuming 
the truth of one assertion or the other. After surveying Acts, 
using categories much like those established earlier (prophets, 
suppliants, antiheroes, etc.), she concludes that Luke’s second 
volume continues, rather than reverses, his positive emphasis on 
women. She sees Luke and Acts recording a progressive trajectory 
that the church has not always, even in its early days, followed.

The chapter on John begins, “The Gospel of John is perhaps 
the most woman friendly of all the New Testament texts, and its 
female characters are among the most powerful and encouraging 
in the New Testament” (95). Lee’s investigation of the women in 
John serves also as an insightful overview of the book as a whole, 
for women are often key characters in this tightly woven Gospel. 
She chooses not to include the accused woman of 7:53–8:11 in her 
study (a footnote indicates this story is “not part of the Johannine 
text” [92]). Though this decision would meet with disagreement 
from some scholars,3 it demonstrates both her attentiveness to 
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textual criticism (cf. pp. 46, 52, 109, 138) and her commitment to 
investigating each Gospel as a literary whole. Lee concludes with 
a section on John’s ubiquitous Father/Son language (93–95).

Paul's Letters

Lee treats Paul’s letters in two chapters: “Historical and Thematic 
Issues” and “Key Texts.” After a fair summary of arguments for 
and against pseudonymity, she establishes a foundation for 
understanding the controversial texts. She begins with the ten 
women of Rom 16, together with others in Paul’s circle (Chloe, 
Euodia, Syntyche, Nympha, Apphia, Claudia, Lois, Eunice; see the 
chart on p. 106) and then strengthens this foundation by unveiling 
both masculine language and female imagery.

Shifting to the key Pauline texts, Lee begins with Gal 3:26–
29, which promotes “a fundamental solidarity between all who 
are in Christ” (115). She then addresses the several challenges 
of 1 Cor 11:2–16 (though without tackling the elusive “because 
of the angels” in 11:10b). Concerning “head” (kephalē), she does 
not consider the meanings “source” and “authority” mutually 
exclusive. Lee’s conclusion on this text includes affirming that, 
“Paul in the end is confirming a new order, which is already 
operative in the authority women have to pray and prophesy in 
the assembly” (118).

Moving forward in 1 Corinthians, Lee considers 14:34–36 to be 
from Paul, as opposed to a post-Pauline insertion or a quotation of 
someone else. Taking cues from the immediate context, she states, 
“it is not prophetic or prayerful talk that is discouraged . . . but 
rather conversation or questioning that disrupts the good order of 
the Spirit’s utterances” (121).

For 1 Tim 2:11–12, Lee examines the key questions and 
offers this translation: “Let a woman learn in quietness with 
all submission. But I do not permit a woman to teach with 
the intention of dominating a man, but she is to go about in 
quietness” (125). Her conclusions regarding 2:15 again result in 
a proposed translation: “For Adam first was formed, then Eve. 
And Adam was not deceived, but the woman, being deceived, 
came into transgression. But she [Eve] will be saved through the 
Child-bearing, if they [Christian women] abide in faith and love 
and holiness with wisdom” (128, brackets are original to Lee, as is 
the capital “C” on “Child-bearing,” referring to the Christ child). 
She understands “one-woman man/men” in 1 Tim 3:2 and 3:12 
as references to marital fidelity expressed in androcentric terms.

Lee ends this chapter on key Pauline texts with a broad-strokes 
assessment of the household codes in Colossians and Ephesians. 
She emphasizes that these codes are intended, not to obliterate the 
household, but to refocus it on Christ and the church. She states, 
“The submission of wives to husbands is one aspect of the submission 
enjoined on all Christians to one another (Eph. 5:21)” (131).

The General Letters and Revelation

Chapter 7 tends briefly to certain texts in several of the remaining 
NT documents. In Hebrews, Lee discusses Sarah, Rahab, and 
the unnamed women of ch. 11. She considers Priscilla “a serious 
contender for the role of author” (140). In James, she argues 
for adelphoi in 3:1 to be translated “brothers and sisters,” not 

merely “brothers”—hence, “Not many should become teachers, 
my brothers and sisters.” She establishes a guiding context for 
1 Peter’s abbreviated household code: “First Peter is about the 
church living with a profoundly world-changing identity as a 
priestly people, while also respecting the current social mores 
in order to survive oppression and more effectively proclaim the 
gospel” (143).

Lee considers the “elect lady” of 2 John 1 (see also vv. 5, 13) to 
be metaphorical, rather than an actual woman. She goes on to 
discuss the masculine language of the Johannine letters, arguing 
again for adelphoi to be translated, “brothers and sisters.” She also 
highlights the feminine imagery in 1 John 3:9: “Everyone born 
of God [maternal] does not continue in sin, because God’s seed 
[paternal] abides in them, and they are unable to sin because they 
are born of God [maternal]” (145, brackets original).

In Revelation, Lee discusses the “whore” of Babylon, the 
bride of the Lamb, Jezebel of Thyatira, the cosmic woman of 
ch. 12, and the 144,000 who have “not polluted themselves with 
women” (14:3–4). Her interpretation and application of these 
texts is guided by genre, context, and theology—as has been the 
case throughout.

History and Theology

Two chapters comprise the second, shorter section. The first 
expands the book’s historical perspective, uncovering early 
Christian women who have been marginalized—such as Thecla, 
Irene of Macedonia, Theodora, Perpetua of Carthage, Egeria, 
Empress Eudocia, Macrina the Younger, and various unnamed 
women in texts and in art. 

The final chapter overtly brings in theology. Lee critiques 
the notions that an all-male apostleship restricts women from 
leadership and that Jesus’s own maleness makes women unable 
to represent him. She then expresses theologies of the virgin birth 
and of the Trinity. 

The book ends with a conclusion and bibliography (which is 
extensive and worth browsing).

Notes
1. For example, two books influential among complementarians and 

egalitarians, respectively, each devote 1 ch. to the Gospels and 5 chs. to 
Paul: John Piper and Wayne Grudem, eds., Recovering Biblical Manhood 
and Womanhood: A Response to Evangelical Feminism (Crossway, 1991, 
2006, 2021); Ronald W. Pierce, Rebecca Merrill Groothuis, and Gordon 
D. Fee, eds., Discovering Biblical Equality: Complementarity without 
Hierarchy (InterVarsity, 2004, 2005; the 3rd ed., edited by Pierce, Cynthia 
Long Westfall, and Christa L. McKirland, forthcoming in Nov 2021, has 
6 chs. on Pauline passages).

2. The bibliography lists 18 of Lee’s publications; most address Gospel 
themes or texts and none are about Paul.

3. Jaime Clark-Soles, for example, devotes 7 pgs. to this story in 
Women in the Bible (Westminster John Knox, 2020) 201–7.

JEFF MILLER is editor of Priscilla Papers.
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