‘Jesus was a reformer of first-century Jewish attitudes to women.’ Discuss.



This essay will attempt to definitively support or oppose the statement that ‘Jesus was a reformer of first-century Jewish attitudes to women’. To do this, modern scholarship will be consulted along with ancients sources such as the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John in the Bible as a guide to how women were treated and perceived by Jesus and those around him compared to the otherwise dominating view of women in Palestinian Judaism. 

During, and before, the time of Jesus in the 1st century CE the Palestine Jewish culture was, according to Ben Witherington, “of the most patriarchal in the Mediterranean crescent.”[footnoteRef:1] Women ere seen as being subordinate to men, and therefore “the home and family were basically the only spheres where women could play significant roles in early Judaism.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Witherington, B. ‘Women’. Anchor Bible Dictionary VI:957 ]  [2:  Witherington, B. ‘Women’. Anchor Bible Dictionary VI:957 ] 


Women were seen as less than men, even less than boys by Jewish groups in the ancient world, with Joachim Jeremias stating that “Judaism had a very low opinion of women”[footnoteRef:3]. This view was prominent in this period of Judaism.An interesting example of women in early Judaism comes from Leonard Swidler, who says: “a dominance of a severely inferior status of women and even an intense misogynism in the formative period of Judaism [that is] in no way weakened or deflected by evidence that there existed at the same time sincere human affection towards wives… or that there were some domineering Jewish women”[footnoteRef:4].  [3:  Jeremias, J. (1969). Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus. ]  [4:  Swidler, L. (1976). Women in Judaism: The Status of Women in Formative Judaism. pp.168-69.] 


The presence of women in the Jesus movement, which later became Christianity, is unquestionable. The importance of Jesus’ mother, the Virgin Mary, is undeniable even now in modern Catholicism and Christianity. This prominence was unusual in Judaism at this time. Other women of importance in the time of Jesus were his other female followers. Many contemporary Jewish women were followers of the ‘Jesus cult’, which allowed them greater freedom than they otherwise had. These female followers include Mary Magdalene[footnoteRef:5], Joanna and Suzanna, along with others who were unnamed. Another notable women is Phoebe, who was a deacon and a benefactor of the Jesus movement[footnoteRef:6]. Priscilla was another woman who, along with her husband, followed Jesus as mention by Paul[footnoteRef:7]. Mary of Bethany[footnoteRef:8] is another women mention in reference to Jesus. [5:  Luke 7:36-50]  [6:  Romans 16:11-12]  [7:  Romans 16:3-5]  [8:  Luke 10:39; John 20:1-3] 


On the one hand, the majority of characters in Jesus’ parables are male. However, it should be noted that in these parables Jesus does in fact use the experiences and roles of women such as the mentions of women baking bread, childbirth and of widows for parabolic illustrations. One example of this is from Mathew 13:33 with the description of a woman baking bread, “the kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened”[footnoteRef:9]. Jesus also compares his work to the work of women in the Parable of Lost Coin[footnoteRef:10]. These mentions of women and their activities were inevitably going to feature occasionally as a point of comparison with the kingdom of God as Jesus often drew images from everyday Palestine life. [9:  Matt. 13:33; Witherington, B. (1987). Women in the ministry of Jesus: a study of Jesus’ attitudes to women and their roles as reflected in his earthly life. pp.39-41]  [10:  Witherington, B. (1987). Women in the ministry of Jesus: a study of Jesus’ attitudes to women and their roles as reflected in his earthly life. pp. 39-41] 


In the Parable of the Leaven (Matthew 13:33)[footnoteRef:11], the scholar Joel B. Green argues that Jesus "asks people — male or female, privileged or peasant, it does not matter — to enter the domain of a first-century woman and household cook in order to gain perspective on the domain of God.”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Matthew 13:33]  [12:  J. B. Green. (1997). The Gospel of Luke. W. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.  p. 527.] 


While not as prominent as the males mentioned in reference to Jesus, there were in fact several women mentioned in his stories. Not only were these women mentioned, but in certain cases they were integral parts to the stories. There are many obscure women mentioned in relation to Jesus. For example there are; Peter’ mother-in-law[footnoteRef:13], a woman who touches Jesus’ clothing[footnoteRef:14], a woman bent double[footnoteRef:15], the widow of Nian[footnoteRef:16] and the daughter of Jairus[footnoteRef:17]. Women as the followers of Jesus were often seen as models of faith to aspire to and emulate. Such examples include; the Parable of ten virgins[footnoteRef:18], the parable of a poor widow’s offering[footnoteRef:19], the parable of the widow of Zarephath[footnoteRef:20], the parable of the persistent widow[footnoteRef:21] and the parable of the Queen of the South[footnoteRef:22].  [13:  Matt. 8:14-15; Mark 1:30-31; Luke 4:38-39]  [14:  Mark 5:25-34]  [15:  Luke 13:10-17]  [16:  Luke 7:11-17]  [17:  Mark 5:35-43]  [18:  Matt. 25:1-13]  [19:  Mark 12:41-44; Luke 21:1-4]  [20:  Luke 4:24-26]  [21:  Luke 18:1-8]  [22:  Luke 11:31] 


Additionally, women were important to Jesus as they were  integral in two out of three of the stories of which people were raised from the dead. In one was that of the widow of Nain, who’s husband was raised from the dead[footnoteRef:23]. The other occasion was the resurrection of Lazarus by Jesus, who was returned to his sisters Mary and Martha[footnoteRef:24]. [23:  Luke 7:11-17]  [24:  John 11:1-44] 


It is written that when Jesus’ male followers deserted him, the women were the ones who stayed when he was crucified, women were the wines to wrap and bury him, and a woman was the first one to find his burial cave empty when he had risen[footnoteRef:25]. According to Matthew, the women were the ones to proclaim the news of Jesus’ resurrection[footnoteRef:26], though Mark argues that they fled after finding the tomb empty[footnoteRef:27].  [25:  Mark 16:1-8; Matt 28:1-10; Luke 24:1-11; John 20:1, 11-18]  [26:  Matt 28:7]  [27:  Mark 16:8] 


This list of stories and parables which mention women may not be seen by many as extensive, and in the grans scheme of things it is not. However, when put in the context of the cultural norms of the time, geographical region and in some cases the religious belief system, it shows that Jesus was rather radical for that time with his views on women. As such, it is clear that Jesus was, at least to a certain extent, a reformer of first-century Jewish attitudes to women.

It is fair to say that the statement ‘Jesus was a reformer of first-century Jewish attitudes to women’ is an accurate one. As Witherington states, women were not allowed to be “disciples of a great teacher, much less travel with such a teacher, or to instruct anyone other than children.”[footnoteRef:28] Women’s subordinate nature in Palestine Judaism during the time of Jesus was, then, radically changed by Jesus and his followers – most especially with the prominence of female disciples, namely Mary Magdalene. It is undoubtably, then, that Jesus was a reformer of the patriarchal society in Judaism at the time. 
 [28:  Witherington, B. ‘Women’. Anchor Bible Dictionary VI:957 ] 
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