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In the light of the evidence presented by the Gospel of Matthew, analyse how the early Christians sought to come to terms with the new roles assumed by women within their congregations.

Within the New Testament there are four Gospels depicting the life and ministry of Jesus Christ. This essay will be focusing on the Gospel according to Saint Matthew in relation to the role of women and how the women within the community interacted around him and how Jesus interacted around the women. This essay will be spilt into two parts looking at two passages in the Gospel according to Saint Matthew in relation to the role of women. The two passages this essay will be focusing on are Matthew 9:18-25, which is about the Haemorrhaging Woman and Jairus’s daughter and the second passage is about the role of women within the Passion Narrative in the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, which in Matthew is three chapters 26, 27 and 28. This essay will analyse the roles women play within these passages by firstly outlining what these passages contain and then analysing them using Biblical commentaries. Before going into the detail about the passages this essay will give a brief introduction to the Gospels and in particular the Gospel of Saint Matthew.

The Gospel according to Saint Matthew is one of the Synoptic Gospels. The Synoptic Gospels are Matthew, Mark and Luke. Mark is the oldest Gospel and written around 70AD. Matthew and Luke use the Gospel of Mark as a source for their Gospel as well as a source that has never been found which is called the ‘Q’ source. Saint Matthew’s Gospel was written around 80AD and Saint Luke’s Gospel was written around 80 to 85AD. The fourth Gospel stands alone with its contents which is the Gospel according to John which was written around 90AD. The Gospel of Saint Matthew is the first book of the New Testament within the Bible. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Daniel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew (Liturgical Press, 1991) <http://librarycatalogue.uwtsd.ac.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/display.do?tabs=detailsTab&ct=display&fn=search&doc=44UWTSD_ALMA21155356440002421&indx=1&recIds=44UWTSD_ALMA21155356440002421&recIdxs=0&elementId=0&renderMode=poppedOut&displayMode=full&frbrVersion=&frbg=&&dscnt=0&scp.scps=scope%3A%2844WHELF_UWTSD_LAMP_LIB%29&tb=t&mode=Basic&vid=44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1&srt=rank&tab=tab1&dum=true&vl(freeText0)=matthew harrington&dstmp=1521729438183> [accessed 22 March 2018].] 


Now this essay has given a brief introduction of the Gospels within the New Testament it will turn its attention to the main focus of the essay. This essay will now look at the first passage within the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, which is Matthew 9:18-25 which talks about two women within these verses.

This piece of work will now summarise the narrative within the passage from Matthew 9:18-25. Jesus was in a town and a local official came up to Jesus and said that his daughter was dead and asked Jesus if he could lay his hands upon his daughter and she can then live. Jesus arose and followed the official with his disciples. While Jesus followed the official a woman who had been haemorrhaging for twelve years came up behind Jesus and touched the hem of Jesus’s cloak. The woman knew if she just touched his cloak then she would be made whole again. However, Jesus turned around and he saw the woman and he said ‘Daughter, be of comfort; thy faith hath made thee whole’ (Matthew 9:22). Within that hour the Haemorrhaging Woman was made whole. When Jesus arrived at the official’s house he saw a scene of grief. Jesus said to the people gathered there to be still she is not dead but only sleeping and the people who were gathered laughed and scorned at Jesus. When Jesus took the maid’s hand the maid arose.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  ‘BibleGateway - : Matthew’ <https://www.biblegateway.com/quicksearch/?quicksearch=Matthew&qs_version=NIV> [accessed 22 March 2018].] 


Having given the outline of the passage from Matthew 9:18-25, this essay will now analyse this passage in terms of the role of women within the community with which this passage takes place. The first thing to note about the passage is that the women in this passage are not referred to by their Jewish names but rather they are referred to as the Haemorrhaging Woman and the official’s daughter. Even the official is not named in Saint Matthew’s Gospel, however in the Gospel of Saint Mark the local synagogue leader is named. The name given in the Gospel of Saint Mark is Jairus and his daughter is often referred to as Jairus’s daughter. Even though we know Jairus is a leader of a synagogue from the Gospel according to Saint Mark, in Saint Matthew’s Gospel he is just called a local official. In Harrington’s Biblical Commentary on the Gospel of Saint Matthew, the reason why Jairus’s connection with the synagogue was not recognised was because of Saint Matthew’s community’s strained relationship with their local synagogue[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Harrington.] 


The Haemorrhaging Woman and Jairus’s daughter passages are linked together because they both deal with gender and Purity Laws of the Jewish Religion. As women were deemed unclean, the Haemorrhaging Woman was deemed unclean because she was constantly bleeding and Jairus’s daughter was deemed unclean because she was dead, making her a corpse. So Jesus overcame the Jewish Community’s taboos relating to uncleanliness by healing and touching these deemed unclean women. In the case of the Haemorrhaging Woman according to the Purity Laws within Leviticus 15, even by touching Jesus’s cloak, she is making him unclean however, Jesus ignores this fact and heals the woman and calls her daughter meaning that women were equal within Jesus’s ministry as they were both sons and daughters of Christ. Also as there was a massive crowd around Jesus none of the crowd shouted out to Jesus you are unclean because you have been touched by an unclean woman. This shows that the crowd around him did not care about or possibly follow the Purity Laws held within Leviticus 11-15.[footnoteRef:4] [footnoteRef:5] [4:  Amy-Jill Levine and Marianne. Blickenstaff, A Feminist Companion to Matthew (Sheffield Academic Press, 2001).]  [5:  Bible, ‘Holy Bible, New International Version’, Biblica, Inc., 2011 <https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1 Corinthians 12:12-31>.] 


A common theme within the passage is the number twelve. The number twelve is a common number used in The Bible within both the Old and New Testament. The number twelve in these passages links the two women together as the woman was haemorrhaging for twelve years and the official’s daughter died at the age of twelve and was healed and resurrected at the age of twelve. The number twelve first appeared in the Old Testament and was linked to the twelve tribes of Israel. Then you have the 12 disciples. This could all link back to the idea and the number of the original 12 tribes of Israel, a constant reminder to the history of the Jewish religion. In the case of this passage through the number twelve, the women provide the link to the history of the Jewish religion harking back to the twelve tribes, remembering which is unusual for the Jewish religion as it is a male dominated religion. Therefore this is showing that man and woman both play a part in Jesus’s ministry.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Tony W Cartledge, ‘The Cambridge Companion to the Bible’, Perspectives in Religious Studies, 37.3 (2010), 345–49 <http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=rfh&AN=ATLA0001814844&site=ehost-live%5Cnhttp://baylor.edu/prs>.] 


An interesting part of this passage is that it is not the official’s wife and the mother of the child who come and ask Jesus to help save her child however, it is the father and the local official who approached Jesus and asked him to save his daughter. Therefore the local official asked Jesus on behalf of a very religious person, in this case his daughter. This is due to the fact she is dead and cannot do it herself. An interesting point in the Gospel according to Saint Matthew is that the official’s daughter is already dead however, in the Gospel according to Saint Mark his daughter is still alive and dies on route. Saint Matthew might have written it in this way because he was simplifying the account that is in the Gospel of Saint Mark and keeps the key and important part of the passage that demonstrates the healing of these two women. Matthew’s Gospel could have been written in this way so it would not take as much room in his Gospel therefore making the passage shorter and straighter to the point of the miracles.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Levine and Blickenstaff.] 


The role of women within the passage Matthew 9:18-25 is that women can be a witness to the faith in God. Through their faith in God they will be healed and that can be by the woman just touching a cloak because she knows that she will be healed after a very long twelve years of bleeding. The woman’s faith was so strong she knew that by simply touching his cloak she would be healed. In the case of the official’s daughter, just by a touch of the hand and a few choice words she arose from her bed completely well and cured of the illness that had afflicted her. This shows that faith in God that people have even if they are a woman can, through their faith, be healed no matter of their gender.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Wainwright Elaine, Searching the Scriptures. Vol.2, A Feminist Commentary - University of Wales Trinity Saint David, ed. by Shelly Matthews; Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (The Crossroad publishing company, 1995) <http://librarycatalogue.uwtsd.ac.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/display.do;jsessionid=D621A5FB634BCFCAFCE3B504EAA384CC?tabs=detailsTab&ct=display&fn=search&doc=44UWTSD_ALMA21158581820002421&indx=2&recIds=44UWTSD_ALMA21158581820002421&recIdxs=1&elementId=1> [accessed 22 March 2018].] 


Now having looked at one of the examples of women within the Gospel according to Saint Matthew this essay will now look at another example of women within the Gospel. The second section of Saint Matthew’s Gospel explores the role of women within the Passion Narrative within chapters 26, 27 and 28.

These chapters start with Jesus telling his disciples about the day of his death. This was followed by Jesus being anointed in Bethany by a woman with an alabaster jar filled with perfume. This was followed by Judas talking to the Jewish official asking what he would be paid to hand Jesus to the Jewish officials. This is when the disciples and Jesus come together to eat the Passover Meal also known today in Christianity as the Last Supper. After the meal was over Jesus and his disciples headed over to the Garden of Gethsemane which is where Jesus was betrayed and arrested. After this, Jesus is put in front of the Jewish officials. Jesus is then taken and placed in front of Pontus Pilate and Judas committed suicide. Pilate questions and tries to get Jesus freed however, the crowd want him to be crucified. Then Jesus is crucified, dies and is placed in a tomb and guarded to stop the prophecy coming true. This does not work and Jesus rises from the dead.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  ‘BibleGateway - : Matthew’.] 


Women only appear in certain parts of these passages. , the women seem to be there at the important part of Jesus’s Passion Narrative and are the first witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus. Women were also present at the foot of the cross while Jesus was being crucified. It was a woman who anointed him in Bethany. These three parts of the Passion Narrative will be analysed as to the role of women within this Passion Narrative within the Gospel according to Saint Matthew. It will look at these passages in the order that they occur in the Gospel of Saint Matthew.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  ‘BibleGateway - : Matthew’.] 


The first passage of the Passion Narrative of the Gospel according to Saint Matthew is the anointing of Jesus in Bethany whilst in Simon’s house, who was a leper who Jesus healed. Whilst in the house, a woman came in and anointed him with an alabaster jar of perfume. Again the woman in this passage is not named, even though the perfume and the anointing of Jesus is in preparation of Jesus’s burial. Therefore this woman plays an important role within the passage however, even with this in mind she is still not named.

When the woman poured the perfume on Jesus, the disciples became angry at the woman because they thought the woman was wasting money and expensive perfume and they asked ‘why the waste’ (Matthew 26: 8). Jesus came to the defence of the woman within this passage. Jesus said to his disciples ‘why do you bother the woman’ (Matthew 26:10). Jesus said that the woman had done a great deed for him because she anointed his body ahead of his burial. This shows that Jesus was willing to defend women over his own disciples and he also acknowledged the great act and sacrifice the woman made. The sacrifice in this passage is the jar of perfume she could have sold for money to live on however she used it to anoint Jesus.[footnoteRef:11] Matthew 26:6-13 has a twofold meaning; the ritual preparation of Jesus for burial and acknowledging the woman’s religious deed which she did for Jesus. This shows the importance the woman plays within these verses even if she is not named.[footnoteRef:12] [footnoteRef:13] [11:  Harrington.]  [12:  Carol A. (Carol Ann) Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley, Women’s Bible Commentary.]  [13:  ‘BibleGateway - : Matthew’.] 


The second set of passages in the Passion Narrative, women appear at the crucifixion of Jesus in Golgotha, as certain women are at the foot of the cross. The women at the foot of cross are named in the passage relating to the crucifixion. The women are Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of Zebedee’s sons. This is a passage where the women are named. The women’s role within this passage is not related to ritual but as witnesses to the death of Jesus on the cross. This is against the Jewish religion where women do not count towards the required number for services within the synagogue or temple.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  ‘BibleGateway - : Matthew’.] 


The women play a key role within Jesus’s ministry, when some of the women that followed Jesus throughout his ministry are only mentioned once within the Passion Narrative. An example of this is the mother of Zebedee’s sons. An interesting point to note is that the mother is not named by her Jewish name but through her sons. This might indicate that women were measured through the sons they bore.  By authenticating the women’s role in the life of Jesus’s ministry, validates the women as witnesses to the crucifixion of Jesus. The women followed and served Jesus from Galilee all the way to the cross.[footnoteRef:15] Mathew 27:55 uses the words ‘many women’ (Matthew 27:55), this is interesting to note as Mathew adds the word ‘many’ before the word ‘women’ which is used in the Gospel of Saint Mark. Matthew could have written this to explain the movement of women that followed Jesus from the start of his ministry to the end of his ministry.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Wainwright Elaine.]  [16:  Harrington.] 


The final Passion Narrative that contains women is the Resurrection of Jesus on Easter Sunday. In all the Gospels the women are always the first to see the empty tomb. In the Gospel of Saint Matthew it is the only one of the Gospels where the tomb stone is not rolled aside. When Mary Magdalene and the other Mary arrived at the tomb there was an earthquake and angels descended from heaven and rolled the stone aside. Also there were guards guarding the tomb who fainted as the earthquake was taking place. The guards were also unique to the Gospel according to Saint Matthew in order to stop the prophecy from coming true that on the third day the Messiah will rise from the dead. Again the two women in this passage are key and the first true disciples of the good news of Jesus’s resurrection. Also the angels were truly the messengers of the good news about Jesus’s resurrection as the angels told the women that Jesus was not in the tomb and that he had risen from the dead.[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  Harrington.] 


The women as being the first women to see the empty tomb and witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus Christ links the women who witness both the death of Jesus on the cross and the rolling away of the stone in the front of the tomb to represent the resurrection of Jesus within the role of witness. This shows that women were and are important witnesses to the key events at the end of Jesus’s time on earth. This demonstrates that women have a key role to play in both during and after Jesus’s ministry.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Wainwright Elaine.] 


To conclude this essay on the role of women in the Gospel of Saint Matthew it is that Matthew’s Jesus is the one who does not care about the laws within Jewish society at the time of his ministry; as in the case of the Haemorrhaging Woman and the local official’s daughter who were deemed unclean according to the Jewish Purity Laws. However, Jesus did not care about these laws as he healed and touched both these women and they were healed because of their faith in God and the fact that their faith in Jesus could heal them even with a simple touch of his cloak. The role of women in these passages shows that women can be witnesses to the faith in God through them being healed by Jesus.

When it comes to the role of women within the Passion Narrative there are two different roles that the women take within these passages. The women take the role as witnesses to the key moment in the end of Jesus’s ministry and also a woman in Bethany performs the ritual to prepare Jesus for his death and burial. The woman in Bethany performs the ritual on Jesus by anointing him in preparation for his death and burial which is foretelling the upcoming events that will take place within the narrative. The women’s roles within the crucifixion and the resurrection of Jesus is very clear as witnesses to the key life moments in Jesus’s life, ministry, death and resurrection. This shows that women have a key part to play in Christianity from the start of Jesus’s ministry onward. 

In conclusion, the role of women in the Gospel according to Saint Matthew is as witnesses to their faith in God through the interaction with Jesus during his ministry. The role of women in the Gospel of Saint Matthew also shows an understanding of the power and who Jesus really was even over Jesus’s own disciples.
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