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‘Jesus was a reformer of first-century Jewish attitudes to women’ Discuss. 
Jesus and his attitudes to women during his ministry is an area of study that has been continuously debated. It is important to consider Jesus’ attitudes to women as it holds importance on how Christian women understand his ministry and relate to their place in Christianity. The notion that Jesus held a positive and unorthodox image of women in the first-century, compared to the Jewish attitudes to women, is a controversial and widely disputed topic. Helen K Bond states that in scholarship there is the notion that “Jesus’ attitudes towards women is contrasted with what is seen as a restrictive and oppressive attitude towards women in contemporary Jewish society.”[footnoteRef:1] Bond is highlighting the key debate amongst scholars who dispute Jesus and his relationship with women. Those who argue that Jesus was a reforming figure to attitudes to women often compare his attitudes with those of wider Jewish society. In order to understand if Jesus was a reformer of first-century Jewish attitudes to women, scholarship that understands Jesus’ ministry as holding favourable views of women will be studied. It will also be seen if the notion that women in Jewish society was as oppressive and limited as these scholars suggest and how this challenges the notion that Jesus’ attitudes were wholly different than the wider Jewish first-century society. Firstly, the arguments presented by scholars rooted in primary sources, such as the New Testament and the works of Josephus, will be studied to understand how they highlight Jesus as favourable towards women and how this is understood as different to the Jewish society Jesus belonged too. In order to fully understand this argument, the work of Ben Witherington will be studied to understand his opinions and research in this area, as well as those he cites and others who support his claims. Then the arguments of  scholars and their use of primary examples of the lives of women will be considered as to debate the claim that wider Jewish society was oppressive and negative towards women. It will also be considered if the ministry of Jesus is wholly positive toward women and challenges first-century attitudes towards them. Finally, it will be seen if these ideas dispute the notion that Jesus reformed attitudes to women and if this is a fair analysis of female Jewish life during this period.  [1:  H. K. Bond, ‘The Historical Jesus: A Guide for the Perplexed’, (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark 2012),p.116] 

Firstly, it is necessary to study the arguments that present the notion of Jesus as a reformer for women during this period. Witherington begins his argument by stating that although women in this era were not completely without rights, they lacked authority in law, religion and were primarily focused on family as “a woman’s sphere of influence in the legal sense was confined to her family, her faithfulness, to her husband, and her domestic responsibilities.”[footnoteRef:2] Witherington is presenting the idea that Jewish first-century society had a limited view of women and their role as he argues that they were only concerned with domestic responsibilities. This is further supported as he cites the Mishnah, specifically the Nashim as highlighting the social spheres women were involved in. The Nashim, the section of the Mishnah that translates into Women, is split into subheadings including Ketuboth, or marriage deeds, and Kiddushin which is concerned with betrothals.[footnoteRef:3] Witherington cites these subheadings as mirroring the lack of authority and the limits placed on Jewish women in the first-century.[footnoteRef:4]  Witherington is furthering his notion that Jewish women in this period had a lack of independence and were constricted by their male relatives as the laws concerning women primarily focus on their domestic roles and their links to family life. This is supported by Eisabeth Meier Tetlow, who Amy-Kill Levine cites as stating that first-century Jewish society gave women no rights and were only property of their male relatives.[footnoteRef:5]  Tetlow is mirroring the ideas seen in Witherington’s work, that Jewish women lived in an oppressive patriarchal society and were constricted to domestic laws and lifestyles. However, George Robinson states that the Mishnah is predicted by scholarship to have been written during the second-century[footnoteRef:6] and thus, this is important to consider. Witherington constructs his argument of first-century Jewish women in a source written later and not from the exact period. This presents a challenge to  Witherington’s ideas as his source is not from the period and thus may have changes from the context that it was written in, as well as different attitudes to certain concepts. Witherington’s argument continues to discuss women in Jesus’ ministry and how these women and Jesus’ attitudes challenged the accepted social norms of first-century Judaism, “Jesus’ teachings relating to women and their roles is sometimes radical, sometimes reformational, and usually controversial in its original setting.”[footnoteRef:7] Witherington focuses on female language and portrayals in Jesus’ parables, citing the Gospel of Luke, chapter 15, where Jesus relates God’s redemptive work to “everyday activities of women.”[footnoteRef:8] The passage Witherington highlights as an example, the Parable of the Lost Coin, discusses a women losing money and finding it again, concluding with; “Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke. 15:8-10). Witherington is highlighting the notion that this passage creates a direct link between women and the redemptive power of God and, he argues, this further presents Jesus’ favourable attitude towards women. Witherington also highlights several other parables that use women’s lives or female imagery to use women as “both positive and negative examples for Jesus’ disciples.”[footnoteRef:9] Overall, Witherington presents the argument that first-century Jewish women held little rights compared to their male counterparts and that Jesus, by using women and female imagery to teach his disciples, presented a controversial opinion of women as he placed them close to God and as “equally worthy to be examples, equally objects of God’s grace.”[footnoteRef:10] Witherington is suggesting that Jesus placed importance and significant status of women in religious, as well as social, life. Witherington presents that this is different from the early Jewish community as he claims that Jesus’ ideas are controversial to this society.  [2:  B. Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1984),p. 1-11.]  [3:  H. Danby, ‘The Mishnah: Translated from the Hebrew with Introduction and Brief Explanatory Notes’, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1933), pp. 217-321]  [4:  Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, pp.1-2.]  [5:  A. J. Levine, ‘Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, and Women Yeast of Eden’, Biblical Interpretation, 2(1) (1994), p.9.]  [6:  G Robinson, ‘Essential Judaism: A Complete Guide to Beliefs, Customs, and Rituals’ (New York: Atria Paperback 2016), p.339. ]  [7:  Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, p. 52.]  [8:  Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, p. 52.]  [9:  Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, p. 52.]  [10:  Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, p. 52.] 

The argument that Jesus reformed first-century Jewish attitudes to women has faced large challenges from scholarship. The arguments of Witherington and Tetlow are grounded in the accepted idea that early first-century Jewish attitudes to women were poor and damaging. However, there is several academic works that suggest that this is not an accurate depiction of female life in first-century Judaism. The work of Levine challenges the notion that Jewish women in the first-century were limited to family life and domestic responsibilities only, with a lack of independence or involvement in key areas of religious life. Levine highlights key primary sources that emphasize4 the influence of women in first-century Judaism and their responsibilities outside of domestic life.[footnoteRef:11]  Levine focuses on the primary source ‘Jewish War’ by Flavius Josephus, who cites Gentile women as wanting to convert to Judaism.  “[The Gentiles of Damascus’] only fear was of their own wives who, with few exceptions, has all become converts to the Jewish religion” (The Jewish War 2: 559). Levine presents this as an example of “Jewish women’s social influence.”[footnoteRef:12] Levine is highlighting a primary example of how first-century Jewish women had social influence, furthering the notion that Jewish women were not contained in the domestic sphere. Craig S Keener states that this passage highlights roman women’s interest and sympathy with the Jewish religion as he states “Gentile women proved more attracted to Judaism than men were.”[footnoteRef:13] This also suggests the idea that Jewish women’s lifestyle and religion was attractive to other women during this period, as Josephus suggests that amongst this group of women, the majority of them had chosen to follow Judaism despite their husbands wishes. This is supported as their husbands are depicted as fearing their wives attachment to Judaism. Thus, Levine and Josephus challenge the notion that Witherington puts forward, of the oppressive and domestic lifestyle he claims Jewish women were contained in. This challenge presents the idea that Jesus did not reform attitudes to women in first-century Judaism as women had social and religious impact, as well as their own importance and status in their religion and lifestyle. Levine’s ideas are mirrored in the work of Susan Marks who also cites Josephus as an example of a useful tool to understanding the “social realities” of Jewish women, and their status in first-century Judaism.[footnoteRef:14] This is further supported by the argument that Jesus did not reform attitudes to women, through his teachings, as was claimed by Witherington. Witherington presents that the use of women and female imagery in the parable of the lost coin.[footnoteRef:15] However, Kathleen Corley states that the parable of the lost coin does not promote wholly positive themes toward women. Corley describes the story as a ”story of domestic incompetence followed by the surprising joy of rediscovery”[footnoteRef:16] and “given Luke’s context and interpretation it is difficult to consider the woman a feminine image for God or Jesus.”[footnoteRef:17] Corley is suggesting that this parable does not present anything that challenges attitudes to women during the first-century, as due to the context of Luke it is unlikely Luke was attempting to connect women and God. This is supported by the notion that even though Luke 15 places a high profile of women, these examples of women are focused on domestic situations as seen in the parable of the lost coin and the prodigal son.[footnoteRef:18] Durber is illuminating the impression that Luke 15, unlike Witherington’s interpretation, does not present any reforming qualities of first-century Jewish attitudes to women as it presents examples of accepted ideas of women as they hold religious importance but are also concerned with their roles in tradition, as seen through the work of Josephus. This suggest that the parables support the notion that Jewish women had lives outside the domestic sphere, as they are presented as an example of religious morals but were still concerned with their roles in family life. Thus, it can be seen that several scholars and primary sources present the argument that attitudes to Jewish women in the first-century were not as limited as presented by Witherington and that the parables of Jesus do not challenge the accepted attitudes to Jewish women, and by extension Jesus does not reform attitudes to women.  [11:  Levine, ‘Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, and Women Yeast of Eden’, p.14.]  [12:  Levine, ‘Second Temple Judaism, Jesus, and Women Yeast of Eden’, p.14.]  [13:  C. S. Keener, ‘Acts: An Exegetical Commentary. Volume Three, 15:1-23:35’, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic 2014). ]  [14:  S Marks, ‘Women in Early Judaism: Twenty-five Years of research and Reenvisioning’, Currents in Biblical Research, 6(2) (2008), p.303. ]  [15:  Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, p. 52.]  [16:  K Corley, ‘Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins’, (London; Polebridge Press 2002), p. 59. ]  [17:   Corley, ‘Women and the Historical Jesus: Feminist Myths of Christian Origins’, p.59. ]  [18:  S Durber, ‘The Female Reader of the Parables of the Lost’, Journal for the study of the New Testament, 14(45) (1992), p.70. ] 

Finally, it shall be seen if this argument that Jesus did not reform Jewish first-century attitudes to women is an applicable challenge to Witherington’s argument. Firstly, as stated, Witherington basis his historical evidence in the Mishnah. While the Mishnah is a credible rabbinical source, it can be seen that while it is a primary source it is considerably later than the period that Witherington is discussing. George Robinson places its authorship in the second-century[footnoteRef:19] while the Encyclopaedia Britannica dates the Mishnah from the early third-century.[footnoteRef:20] While the arguments presented by Levine and Durber highlights primary sources such as Josephus and the New Testament. This suggests that Witherington does not base his argument that first-century Jewish women lived an isolated domestic life in primary material. This should be considered when studying Witherington’s historical argument as, Susan G De George presents, he focuses mainly on rabbinic literature instead of primary material and thus, he “treats first-century Judaism as a fairly uniform system.”[footnoteRef:21] De George presents the idea that Witherington’s lack of primary material hinders his historical argument as it excludes sources that were written at the time and have valuable material, limiting his view of first-century Judaism and its attitudes to women. Considering this and the work of Levine, which presents Josephus’ focus on the social influence and role of Jewish women, it can be argued that Witherington’s argument, and by extension the work of his supporters such as Tetlow, presents a limited understanding and view of women in first-century Judaism. A view that does not accurately reflect the reality. This is supported as Josephus writes that the lives of Jewish women attractive to Gentile women and they influenced this specific community of women into following the ways of Judaism (The Jewish War 2: 559). Witherington’s interpretation of women in the Luke 15 parables is also subject to critique. As seen Durber critiques the notion that Luke 15 presents a reforming attitude to women in first-century Judaism. Witherington’s interpretation of Jesus’ parables in Luke 15 have also been challenged by scholarship. Witherington argues that the parable of the lost coin reforms attitudes to women as it places women close to God and highlights how Jesus is using women as a way to teach his disciples.[footnoteRef:22] However, Durber presents that readers of parables with a male lead imagine themselves as the lead, whereas with a female lead “the reader watches the women about her domestic task.”[footnoteRef:23] Durber is highlighting that although the parable of the lost coin contains a female lead, it does not offer any reforming aspects to attitudes to women as compared to male characters in other parables. This significantly challenges Witherington’s idea as the women is contained to domestic tasks and, as Durber presents, this does not reform attitudes to women or challenge them. It can be argued that Jesus’ parable of the lost coin supports the argument that women in the first-century had a domestic role but still held religious and social significance. This can be seen as Witherington explains how the woman in the parable is being used as an example to the male disciples[footnoteRef:24] highlighting that the woman holds some religious importance and influence. However, the woman in the parable is primarily concerned with a domestic task thus, this parable highlights both the domestic and religious role of women.  [19:  G Robinson, ‘Essential Judaism: A Complete Guide to Beliefs, Customs, and Rituals’, p.339]  [20:  Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Mishnah: Jewish’, < https://www.britannica.com/topic/Mishna >, [accessed on 11th June 2020]. ]  [21:  S G De George, (Review of ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’ Attitudes to Women and Their Roles as Reflected in His Earthly Life’ by Ben Witherington III), Journal of Biblical Literature, 105(4) (1986), p.735. ]  [22:  Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, p. 52.]  [23:  S Durber, ‘The Female Reader of the Parables of the Lost. p.71.]  [24:  Witherington III, ‘Women in the Ministry of Jesus’, p. 52.] 

Overall, Jesus does not reform first-century Jewish attitudes to women. This is seen as the arguments of Levine. Josephus and Marks present the notion that Jewish women were not only concerned with domestic life, they also held religious significance and influence. This is also supported by Josephus, a primary source that highlights how Jewish women were envied by some and held important social influence. Thus, the argument the Jewish attitudes need reformation, as Witherington and Tetlow present, is flawed and suggests a limited view of Jewish women’s lives during the first-century. This is seen as  Witherington focuses his historical research on the Mishnah, a profoundly significant Jewish text, that was written between the second-century and third. Thus, this text is subject to the attitudes of the context it was written in and may not necessarily reflect the first-century female experience. This argument also faces challenges from the interpretation of women in Jesus’ parables, specifically the parable of the lost coin and the parables of Luke 15. This parable highlights a woman having a significant religious role while also highlighting the domestic role of women. This further supports the notion that women had a religious role and a domestic one, as it highlights the religious influence of women while she is primarily concerned with domestic responsibilities. Thus, Jesus was not a reformer of first-century attitudes to women, instead he is seen through the parable of Luke to support the historical notion that Jewish women were not limited to domestic life. 
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