
God’s Grace to Women


The Jewish world of Jesus’ day was spectacularly ordered.  Everything had its place 
and functioned within the narrow confines that were set for it.  The Jews lived under a 
tight structure that prohibited, for example, eating pork or shellfish - sorry, no lobster 
allowed.  


The Jews also had a ranking system for religious observance.  On the top were the 
wealthy, powerful old families, the Chief Priest and other Sadducees.  Then the 
Sanhedrin, the Jewish Council or “Seventy” as it was called, made up of Pharisees and 
Sadducees.  Then the priests and rabbis, the ordinary Pharisees, then the Jewish men 
and then the women, the Gentiles and the slaves.  It was like a religious caste system 
where everybody knew where they fit, but not many could feel like there was much for 
them within the system which was controlled from the top.  It was like a religious caste 
system where everybody knew where they fit, but not many could feel like there was 
much for them within the system which was controlled from the top.  


When Jesus entered that highly ordered, structured society, He dismantled it piece by 
piece.  He ate meals with all the people that were considered too “unclean” for a 
righteous person to eat with - tax collectors, prostitutes, other “known sinners”.  He 
shared the good news of who He is with women, and not necessarily upstanding 
Jewish women, but, as one example, a Samaritan woman who had been married five 
times, an outcast in her community.  He touched lepers, He praised a Roman centurion 
as having more faith than the people of Israel, and He told parables where the wrong 
people were the heroes and the religious elite were the bad guys.  


It’s of particular interest in our day and age to look at how Jesus related to women in 
particular, because the role of women in Jewish, and in Roman, society was clearly 
defined and rigidly regulated.  


Certainly, no rabbi would have a woman among the company of those who would 
follow him around and learn from his teaching.  The accepted teaching of the day was 
that Jewish women should not be taught the Torah, although that was not as rigidly 
observed in the places far from Jerusalem and Judea.  Women were not allowed to 
read Torah in the synagogue services, but some held leadership roles in the 
synagogues - like “elder” or “leader of the synagogue”, but, again, not in or near 
Jerusalem.  In general terms, Jewish women had more rights and freedoms than those 
whose families identified with the Greek or Roman gods.  


But, like in China and India today, the birth of a baby girl was not celebrated as much 
as that of a baby boy.  One study of inscriptions in the ancient world was able to 
reconstruct 600 families and found that only six of those raised more than one 
daughter.  The right to decide whether or not a newborn child should be kept or 
exposed was entirely the father’s.  This quotation from a letter written by a husband 
working out of town to his pregnant wife sums up the picture pretty well: “If - good luck 



to you! - you should bear an offspring, if it is a male, let it live; if it is a female, expose 
it.”  


A woman would have no choice about who she married - that, too, was the father’s 
decision.  When married, the woman was considered the property of the husband.  
Divorce for the husband was an easy process and very common, while a wife being 
able to obtain a divorce was very rare.  This was true both in the Roman and the 
Jewish world.  Often women were kept out of the public eye - secluded within the 
home if the family was wealthy enough to afford slaves - if not, she would go to market 
to buy food.


What did Jesus do that was different from the norm in relation to women?  He included 
them in the party that travelled with Him.  Let’s read Luke 8:1-3:

	 Not long afterward Jesus began a tour of the nearby cities and villages to 		 	
	 announce the Good News concerning the Kingdom of God.  He took His twelve 		
	 disciples with Him, along with some women He had healed and from whom He 	 	
	 had cast out evil spirits.  Among them were Mary Magdalene, from whom He  
	 had cast out seven demons; Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s business 		 	
	 manager, and many others who were contributing from their own resources to 	 	
	 support Jesus and His disciples. 

Luke mentions by name three women who were part of Jesus’ travelling team, on what 
he calls a tour of the nearby cities and villages, and then says “and many others”, 
indicating that the group was large and that there were many women in that group.  
Luke also specifically says that these were women that Jesus had ministered to, either 
in healing or in deliverance from demonic oppression.  And the third thing he says 
about them is that they contributed to the needs of the company out of their own 
resources.  These were women of some means, perhaps from wealthy families - a 
study covering the late third until the early fifth century shows that 85% of the women 
from the senatorial class in Rome were Christians.  Other scholars have commented on 
this as well, noting that the percentage of Christian women, especially among the 
upper classes was larger than Christian men.  


One on-line article that I read said that the way Jesus treated women, ministered to 
their needs and allowed them to travel as a regular part of his team is unparalleled in 
ancient history.  


And Jesus announced that He was the promised Messiah to whom?  The Samaritan 
woman at the well outside the town of Sychar.  And who was chosen to be the first 
witness of the central event in the history of the world, the resurrection of the Messiah 
from the dead?  The women - in every gospel account the women are there first.  
Jesus is not embarrassed that a woman who has led a sinful life anoints his feet with 
perfume or washes them with her tears.  Jesus does something that the Pharisees and 
other rabbis do not seem to do - He treats women with respect and includes them in 
the company of Kingdom people.




The early church carried this new thing to new levels.   At a course I was taking just 
over a week ago Dr. Tom Wright from the U.K. noted that at the beginning of Romans 
16 we read the words, “I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church in 
Cenchrea.” (16:1)  This might not jump off the page at us, so we’ll dig a little deeper. A 
commendation like this typically would accompany the person who brought the letter 
to the people to whom it was written.  And in the case of the Pauline letters, it was 
typical that the person who brought one of Paul’s letters to the church or churches in 
an area would be the person who would explain it to the listeners, who would answer 
questions, who would interpret the difficult bits.  So, if the delivery of this letter to the 
church at Rome was anything like the typical delivery of one of Paul’s letters, the first 
person to interpret and expound on Paul’s great theological masterpiece that we call 
“Romans” was a woman named Phoebe. 


Add to that, in Romans 16, Paul sends greetings to 18 men and 15 women - and in a 
male-dominated age like the first century, that proportion is extraordinary - and we see 
Jesus’ treatment of women continuing.   Respect, equality - these women are referred 
to as co-labourers in the cause of the Gospel, as hard workers in the Lord, and one is 
referred to as an apostle.  Phoebe has a recognized leadership role and has been a 
great help to Paul.  This is, to say the very least, not the typical way in which the 
ancient world spoke about women or their roles in relation to men.  


Now, I know that some will raise Paul’s curious statement in 1 Corinthians 14:34 where 
he says that women should be silent during the church meetings and adds the 
statement, “just as the law says”.  It’s a matter of great debate and very little 
understanding of what exactly Paul was addressing with that remark, especially as he’s 
just talked about women being among those who prophesy and pray aloud during the 
church meeting.  And why does he appeal to the law when he has repeatedly said that 
we are no longer under the law, no longer bound by the kind of rules that he is 
appealing to in this verse?  Some suggest that this can’t be Paul’s writing and was 
added later, probably as a note in the margins that some time afterwards became 
copied as part of the original text.  There are some places in the New Testament where 
that clearly has happened - minor sorts of additions - and it would fit the case here.  


The other explanation that makes some sense is he’s talking about a specific situation 
in which the church in Corinth followed the practice of the synagogue, where men and 
women are seated separately.  I’m not sure if that was true in Corinth, but it would 
make sense of his instruction in the next verse that if the wives have questions, they 
should ask them later at home, because asking their husbands on the other side of the 
room could lead to some confusion.  I don’t know for sure, but I do favour the first 
explanation because the statement contradicts what Paul has said in other places in 
this letter and in other letters of his in the New Testament.  


What about the church after the New Testament was written?  What was begun by 
Jesus and maintained by the apostles simply became part of the life of the church.  
Christian women were not subject to the same realities that the pagan women were, 
like being forced into temple prostitution or into other unwanted sexual activities.  They 



were treated as equals, given positions of leadership and authority, respected and 
honoured - many of the leading martyrs of the early church were women.  


Under the moral framework of early Christianity, a woman would typically be married to 
one man and they would raise whatever children were born to them, with no preference 
for boys over girls.  They didn’t practice abortion or infanticide and that helped their 
numbers grow more rapidly than the rest of the population.  When Christian women 
married pagan men, the overwhelming majority of their children were raised in the 
church. 


The second-century pagan critic of Christianity named Celsus ridiculed the faith 
because it attracted so many women.  To the Roman mind that was a sign of 
weakness.  Is it any wonder, then, that women were drawn to Christian faith in ever-
increasing numbers and that about 60% of the early church was made up of women.  
In the church they found respect, meaningful ministry, an equal status with men, 
leadership roles and other roles that suited the spiritual gifts they had been given by 
God.  It was an appealing option for many.  


But, late in the second century and on into the third, fourth and fifth centuries, the 
church came more and more under the influence of Greek and Roman pagan thought 
and the ideas of Judaism, which meant several steps backwards for the full freedom of 
women.  Those steps backward including limiting leadership roles given to women, 
placing more restrictions on women in public worship and seeing women as less than 
men in certain theological senses.  One example was Augustine, some of whose ideas 
I called into question several weeks back.  Augustine argued on the basis of nothing in 
Scripture that, apart from her husband, a woman did not possess the image of God.  
Thomas Aquinas picked up a similar idea eight centuries later.


Despite these steps backward, women were still treated exactly the same as men 
when it came to baptism, the Lord’s Supper or communion, or in receiving instruction 
in preparation for membership in the church.  So, despite the church losing sight of 
how Jesus and the apostles viewed women, their place was still higher in the church 
than it was in the pagan society outside the church.  


And further advances were made against the tide of pagan culture.  Just a half-century 
after Christianity was legalized under Constantine, the Emperor Valentinian I repealed 
the one thousand-year-old patria potestas under which the man had total and 
unquestioned authority over the lives of his wife and children, including the right to sell 
his daughter to a man who wanted to marry her.  This led the way to young couples 
choosing the person they wanted to marry with or without the father’s consent.  
Women were also granted substantially the same rights as men in control of their 
property and were given the right of guardianship over their children, who previously 
were the sole possession of men.


Girls were less and less often promised in marriage before the age of 12.  Christian 
men, influenced by Paul’s teaching on marriage, began to see their wives as partners.  



The world was moving in a new direction in relation to how it viewed women, and there 
is no other explanation than the growing influence of Christianity.  There was certainly 
no impetus in that direction from Greek or Roman pagans, who saw themselves as 
enemies of the church because of the way women were treated in the faith.  And even 
today, there are child brides being sold to much older men in countries like China, 
Kenya, Bangladesh and Mauritania.  The world we know treats women as equals, even 
as image-bearers of God, because of the influence of Christianity. 


The way Jesus treated women and the way the leaders of the church in the first 
century treated women was ground-breaking, totally at odds with other cultures.  
We’ve looked a little at Judaism and the pagan practices of ancient Rome, but what 
about the other world religions?  For hundreds of years in India’s Hindu-oriented 
culture, widows were expected to get up on their husband’s funeral pyre and burn to 
death.  The widow who refused was often forced there by her own sons and, if she was 
able to escape, was forced into a life of extreme poverty as a social outcast, a non-
person.  Widow burning was also practised in pre-Christian Scandinavia, in China, 
among the Maori of New Zealand and some native American tribes.


Contrast that with Jesus’ treatment of a widow just leaving the village of Nain with the 
funeral procession of her son.  Jesus stopped the procession and spoke to the dead 
man they were carrying, “Young man, I say to you, get up!” and then gave this living 
son back to his mother.  Once again she had her provider and beloved son back and 
her life could carry on.  Luke tells us that when Jesus had first seen this grieving 
widow, His heart went out to her.  The compassion and love of Jesus changed her 
world and it continues to change the world today.


Christian missionaries led the campaign in China to abolish foot-binding, a cruel 
practice that sometimes led to loss of toes, gangrene and even death.  In the 19th 
century, the Chinese government was often critical of Western missionaries who 
interfered with foot binding, but in 1912, under that pressure from Christianity, the 
practice was abolished and after another ten years or so, it was no longer practiced.  


There’s more, but I’m not going to go farther today, because, for all the good and 
humane and loving things the church in the West has brought to women around the 
world, the church in the West stopped short of fully embracing the freedom of women 
to use their gifts … for centuries.  Even today, there is a reluctance among some 
groups of churches to have women serve as pastors or teachers or elders, even though 
the Spirit has gifted them for those kinds of service.  While Jesus and Paul and others 
were opening wide the doors for women to serve their beloved Lord, others have tried 
to restrict those roles and to keep women functioning in what is essentially a pagan or 
Jewish context.  So, while Christianity was from the beginning very liberating for 
women, it has failed to maintain that ideal and has allowed the culture around us to 
lead the way forward.


Let’s summarize what Jesus and His followers have meant for women and then a 
couple of applications:




1. Being treated with respect both on an intellectual level and in spiritual matters.

2. Being entrusted with spiritual gifts and the corresponding responsibilities and roles 

in the church.

3. Being accepted as equals at the communion table, in baptism and in all church 

ministries.

4. As Christianity advanced throughout the Roman world and then throughout the 

whole world, poor treatment of women has been greatly reduced.


Those are general areas from history - what still lies ahead?

1. Where we see Jesus opening doors, we need to make sure we’re not slamming 

them shut again.  In the case of women who are gifted to teach, to evangelize, to 
write, to lead, to administer, to pioneer, etc., we, especially we men, must not make 
excuses for holding onto control in situations where God is calling women to use 
their gifts for His glory.  The question used to be: “What roles should women have 
in the church?” and I think the question should now be, “What role does the Holy 
Spirit want to have in the life of the church - through women and through men?”


2. The second application is simply to understand that the church in the first century 
was radically different from the surrounding culture.  People who got in, didn’t 
become followers of Jesus because it was popular or made you somebody 
important.  Today I see a disturbing trend that people follow Jesus while it’s easy - 
while they’re living at home with Christian parents, for example, but then abandon 
faith out in the big world.  We need to hear and follow God’s call to faithfulness, 
wherever that leads and no matter who criticizes us for it.


