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Women of the New Testament
How Jesus Treated Women

(OH-1, PP 2/3) “Again in this setting we see the paradox of His life.  The common people heard Him gladly, but the priests and rulers— though they believed and trembled— rejected Him in the end.  He welcomed the sinners, the harlots, the thieves.  He treated the minority groups of His day with dignity.  He had compassion on the fearful and timid and sorrowing, yet He rebuked the proud and self-sufficient.” Morris Venden, How Jesus Treated People, Introduction.

Some people tend to think of Jesus as a quiet, patient man who went out of His way to heal the sick and suffering; give peace of mind to the poor and neglected; and bring hope to the needy and rejected.  After a study on the culture and customs of Bible times, a comparison with Jesus' treatment of women paints a different picture.  Jesus walked this earth as a revolutionary.  His coming challenged the thinking of both men and women.  After meeting Him their lives were forever different.

In Bible times a woman’s life was lived first under the protection of her father.  Then, at the time of her marriage, this was exchanged for the leadership of her husband and his family.  There were times when she was considered “unclean.”  There were times when she would feel alone in the world, searching for a word of hope, a look of understanding, or the healing touch of Jesus.

Since the gospels and other New Testament books are written from a man’s point of view, it is of interest to see how many times Jesus went out of His way because He knew a woman needed His presence.  For example, He went to Samaria because He knew a woman would be coming to fetch water (John 4).

Several of the group that followed Jesus from place to place were women.  (OH-2, PP 4) Luke 8:1-3, NIV, says: “After this, Jesus traveled about from one town and village to another, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were with him, and also some women who had been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary (called Magdalene) from whom seven demons had come out; Joanna the wife of Cuza, the manager of Herod's household; Susanna; and many others. These women were helping to support them out of their own means.” That probably caused interesting comments by the strict, law abiding Pharisees.  But what about the women whose lives Jesus touched?  What can they tell us about Him?  Let us consider stories involving the following women: 
(OH-3, PP 5) 1.  The Widow of Nain

2.  The Woman Who Touched Jesus’ Garment

3.  The Woman with an Alabaster Box 
4.  The Widow with Two Mites

5.  The Woman at the Well

6.  The Woman Caught in Adultery

7.  The Woman to First See the Resurrected Christ

There are other women—Martha, Dorcas, Phoebe, and many more—but because of time we will briefly look at only a few of the women with whom Jesus interacted.

The Widow of Nain

Luke 7:11-17 tells how Jesus visited the city of Nain and saw a dead man being carried out for burial.  

A widow was almost entirely dependent on male relatives, especially a husband and sons. “It was a sight to awaken sympathy.  The deceased was the only son of his mother, and she a widow. The lonely mourner was following to the grave her sole earthly support and comfort.”  The Desire of Ages, p. 318.

There can hardly be a sadder picture of a woman in need than the lonely one mourning both husband and child.  What would her future hold?  Who would provide for her daily needs?  She was at the mercy of her friends and neighbors.  But “His heart went out to her and He said, ‘Don’t cry’” (verse 13).

“He came and touched the bier; to Him even contact with death could impart no defilement.  The bearers stood still, and the lamentations of the mourners ceased. The two companies gathered about the bier, hoping against hope.  One was present who had banished disease and vanquished demons; was death also subject to His power?”  The Desire of Ages, p. 318.

In order to help this widow, while simultaneously showing God’s mighty power, Jesus did several unusual things: 
(OH-4, PP6) 
1.
He went out of His way to help a poor woman.
“Nain was more than twenty miles from Capernaum” (Desire of Ages, p. 318), and may have been difficult to approach. But on more than one occasion, Jesus went out of His way to minister to women, such as the Syrophoenician woman (Mark 7:24-30).
2.  He broke with tradition.
Jesus was always willing to break with tradition when it benefited others, especially women. Knowing that touching the bier would be looked at as “unclean,” Jesus touched the coffin. The unclean could not make Him unclean. Later we will see that the woman who had been bleeding 12 years was unclean, but when she touched Jesus, it did not make Him unclean. Only Jesus can cleanse us from whatever makes us “unclean”—spiritually or emotionally.

3.  He raised the son from the dead.
Finally, He raised the young man from the dead, giving him life once again.  We don’t know the names of the widow or her son.  These details are not essential to the point of the story.  What is important is that God used this unnamed woman to teach mankind a lesson.  “He who stood beside the sorrowing mother at the gate of Nain, watches with every mourning one beside the bier. He is touched with sympathy for our grief” (Ibid.). It was important to Jesus that these mourners be given an opportunity to praise, and know His life-giving power—regardless of who they were. 

The Woman Who Touched Jesus’ Garment

Mark  5:21-32 tells of another unnamed New Testament woman whose faith was strong—strong enough to encourage her to believe that just by touching Christ’s clothing, she could be healed of her sickness.  Because so little is known about her, she perfectly symbolizes all humanity.  She can be you or me, your neighbor or mine.  She can come from the north, south, east, or west.

Mark says that Jesus was once again surrounded by crowds of people.  Then along came a woman cursed with bleeding for 12 weary years (verse 25).  If, as the Jews believed, a monthly flow of blood makes Jewish women ritually unclean for seven days, after which she had to see the priest (see Lev. 15), then imagine what 12 years of bleeding would do! Not only was she unclean during her bleeding, but anything she touched was unclean. She was excluded from worship, society, and marital relations.
Jesus was on His way to heal the daughter of a well-known synagogue leader when his journey is interrupted by a sick woman.  Interestingly, this daughter was born the very same year that the sick woman began to bleed intensely.  God's timing is amazing.

Suffering and uncomfortable, the woman reaches out, touches Jesus’ clothing, ignoring the Jewish ritual of uncleanness of a woman bleeding.  And the crowd does not know she is unclean. Had they been aware of her circumstances as she mingled in the crowd, she would have been spat upon and attacked.  Forgetting her pain and the aroma of old blood, her only thought was to get close to Him.  She had been to every doctor there was – tried every form of medication. Mark says she has used all her money. Nothing has helped.  Only Jesus could heal her!  So, swept along by the pushing, pressing crowd, she reached out, made contact with His clothes, and felt a surge of power sweep into her veins.  The leaking blood stopped immediately!
Jesus, too, felt the power drain from His body.  Instantly, He turned, asking the amazed crowd, “Who touched my clothes?” (verse 30).

His surprised disciples asked, “You see the people crowding against you, and yet you can ask, ‘Who touched my clothes?’”
(OH-5, PP 7) “The Savior could distinguish the touch of faith from the casual contact of the careless throng.  Such trust should not be passed without comment.  He would speak to the humble woman words of comfort that would be to her a wellspring of joy,—words that would be a blessing to His followers to the close of time.”  The Desire of Ages, p. 344.

Feeling guilty, the unnamed woman comes forward, fearfully, and falls at Jesus’ feet.  She tells her whole sad story.  He looks at her with compassion, telling her that her faith has healed her, to go in peace and be freed from suffering.  Imagine the looks and private remarks given by the crowd that day:

“I hope she didn’t touch me.”
“How dare she presume to touch a man?”
“How could she even be among us?”
“Why was this man so understanding of her?”
“Didn’t he know she was unclean?”
Jesus encouraged her to speak to the crowd about her healing.  She saw former friends and neighbors who had ignored her for 12 long years.  She was filled with joy at being healed, and once again Christ showed that His life-giving power is free to all who believe—however tainted by the diseases of this world they may be.

The Woman With An Alabaster Box

Matthew 26:6-13, Mark 14:3-9, and John 12:1-7, tell of another woman whose life was touched by the compassion of Jesus.  This story takes place one Friday evening in Bethany at the home of Simon, who had been cleansed of that dreaded disease, leprosy.

Among the guests sits Lazarus.  His sisters, Martha and Mary, also attend, but are busy helping in the kitchen.  (This story is found in three of the gospels, but only John mentions the name of the woman as Mary.)  

Mary comes to the party with a valuable alabaster box containing expensive spices.  While the men eat, drink, and make merry, she approaches Jesus as He reclines at the table. It was the custom that only men eat at the table.  Women should either be in the kitchen or serving the food.  They would eat their meal after the men had finished.  So, even by walking into the room to do such a thing, Mary was doing something extraordinary.

What a stir this causes!  Not only does the aroma of the perfume fill the room, but many guests are upset by the amount of money they think has been misused.  Edersheim says:

“...the sum spent was very large, remembering that 200 dinars nearly sufficed to provide bread for 5,000 men with their families, and that the ordinary wages of a laborer amounted to only one dinar a day.” Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus The Messiah, p. 721.

According to Mark “It could have been sold for more than a year’s wages” (Mark 14:5, NIV). 

Not satisfied with that, Garrison Webb tells us that she:

“steps behind Jesus of Nazareth.  Standing well above him as he reclines on his elbow, Mary deliberately and flagrantly and wantonly ignores two thousand years of custom.  In one quick motion, she poured that spikenard from India over the head of her Master. Then, adds John, she poured more perfume upon his feet. Bursting into a male banquet room, a woman has dared anoint a man “from head to foot.’” Women in the Life of Jesus, p. 154.

Breaking the container, she pours the oil over Jesus’ head and feet; then not having a towel, what Mary did next—unpinning her long flowing hair and showing it in public—is difficult to understand because only bold women of the streets wore their hair loose for all to see and admire.  But Mary had come to the feast to anoint her Lord and Master before His soon-coming death.  Didn’t He speak often about it? The men seemed to miss the significance of His words, but a woman took them seriously and reached out to Jesus when He was in need of support.
Judas criticized and condemned the woman, but Jesus drew a lesson pointing to His soon-approaching death.  The men sit with mouths wide open at the audacity of this woman.  But Jesus understands what she is doing.  “Let her alone,” Christ says gently.  (OH-6, PP 8) Instead of judging her for going against Jewish tradition such as:

· gate-crashing a male party

· breaking a valuable alabaster box

· wasting money on extravagant spices

· standing above a man

· touching him in public, and

· undoing her hair for all to see

Christ places Mary’s name in the books of Christian history. (OH-7, PP 9) “Wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her” (Matthew 26:13).

“Few things which our Lord did more genuinely shocked the religious leaders of his day than his readiness to extend compassion and forgiveness to a woman ‘who was a sinner.’”Anthony Deane, The World Christ Knew, p. 85.

The Widow With Two Mites 

Mark 12:41-44 mentions “There came a certain poor widow, and she threw in two mites...she cast in all that she had.”  Jesus and the disciples are standing near the exit of the temple.  Jesus draws the disciples’ attention to a poor widow putting all that she has into the offering.  What a contrast to the wealthy man who was making such a great show of his offering.

The public must have been standing very close to the widow to see how much money she donated.  Quite likely she heard Jesus’ words of approval as He talked about her with His disciples.  What joy this must have brought to her!  This was a few days before the crucifixion.  Did the poor widow’s act of faith give joy to Jesus as He prepared for the greatest sacrifice of all time?

 (OH-8, PP 10/11)  “Another lesson from how Jesus treated the poor widow is that the poorest, most humble, and unnoticed – by worldly standards – is still of great value in the eyes of Jesus.  By the standards and measures of their day, women were second-class citizens.  A woman who had lost the companionship of her husband had lost more than just that – she had lost her status in society.  And a woman who was a widow and was poor, was among the lowest of all.” Morris L. Venden, How Jesus Treated People, p. 59.  
The Woman At The Well

John 4:1-42 tells one of the most interesting stories of Jesus dealing with a situation involving a woman of a different culture than His own. Jewish custom dictated that men should not to talk to women on the street (even his own wife!) to avoid the appearance of evil.  But that did not stop Jesus.

John 4 verse 4 says “He had to go through Samaria.”  As the story unfolds, we realize that the reason He had to go there was because of this woman.  Jesus gave her the opportunity to bring the good news of the gospel to her neighbors!

He is tired from talking and traveling so the disciples leave Him alone.  They go to town in search of food.  He sits by the well in the heat of the noon day sun, thirsty and waiting for someone to come and draw water from the well.

Most of the town’s women would have come early in the day to fill their water containers and chat with the other women.  But this woman comes at the hottest time of the day to avoid the gossiping women—because she is a woman with a notorious background.

She leans over the well, fills her clay pot with refreshing water, and prepares to return home.  She is surprised when the stranger asks her for a drink of water—for while it is the custom in the middle east never to refuse food or drink to a stranger, this man is a Jew, and a holy man at that!

“The hatred between Jews and Samaritans prevented the woman from offering a kindness to Jesus; but the Savior was seeking to find the key to this heart, and with the tact born of divine love, He asked, not offered, a favor.” The Desire of Ages, p. 184.

Jesus turns the conversation to things of a spiritual nature.  “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water.” (verse 10).

Her response regarding His lack of a vessel shows that she is thinking of His need of water as something to refresh his bodily needs.  But she is interested in “the living water” which Jesus mentions.  He captures her train of thought and continues His message to her.

Jesus speaks of water which provides eternal life.  Now He has her attention.  How she would like not to have to keep coming to the well to draw water every day!  Then Jesus turns the conversation to the sin in her private life—that thing which separates her from the other women of the town.  When He asks her to return home and bring her husband, she responds truthfully, “I have no husband” (verse 17).

Now Jesus can help her face the sin controlling her life.  He mentions the five other husbands she has had in her life.  The woman at the well wonders what kind of man this stranger is who knows about her past secrets.  In verse 19 she acknowledges that Jesus is a prophet. She mentions “Messiah” and Jesus reveals that He is that One! 

Just as she hears this wonderful information, the disciples return.  They are horrified to see Jesus talking to a woman—not just a Samaritan, but a Samaritan woman!  But she has already learned so much, and surprisingly, “leaving her water jar, the woman went back to the town.”  This is a changed woman no longer afraid to face her neighbors.  Now she has good news to share!  “Could this be the Christ?”  There is a new look on her face and she glows with joy.  What are the results of Jesus meeting a Samaritan woman by the well?  

(OH-9, PP 12)
· He did not condemn, but gave her hope

· She shared the good news with her neighbors

· Some neighbors returned to listen to Jesus

· “Many of the Samaritans from that town believed in Him because of the woman’s testimony” (verse 38).

However, the woman and her neighbors were not the only ones to be affected. 

"But Christ's purpose superseded human tradition. By conversing with one Samaritan, Jesus illustrated the power of the gospel for all humanity. Through one contact the whole town came to hear His message. This made an indelible impression on the disciples." Carlos Medley, editorial, "Challenging the Status Quo," Adventist Review, February 24, 1994.

(OH-10, PP 13/14/15) 
“Jesus had begun to break down the partition wall between Jew and Gentile, and to preach salvation to the world.  Though He was a Jew, He mingled freely with the Samaritans, setting at naught the Pharisaic customs of His nation.  In face of their prejudices He accepted the hospitality of this despised people.  He slept under their roofs, ate with them at their tables,—partaking of the food prepared and served by their hands,—taught in their streets, and treated them with the utmost kindness and courtesy.” The Desire of Ages, p. 193.

The Woman Caught In Adultery

John 8:1-11 shares a wonderful story of Jesus’ compassion to a sinner.  It is the story of a street woman who earned her living the hardest way of all—selling her body to any man with the money to pay her price. Perhaps she had no husband or father to protect and provide for her.
These men use her, abuse her, then refuse to acknowledge her in public. Because they know all about her, they refuse to talk to her, yet she deeply needs a friend.

Then one day she is caught in the act, and while the man escapes, she is dragged into the street to be stoned to death—the punishment for crimes such as hers. (The law required that both receive this punishment, but this was obviously a set-up). But Jesus is in her town.  

She bows on the ground feeling deep shame, waiting for the expected words of condemnation.  John, the beloved disciple, writes down the words that Jesus says: “Where are your accusers?  Has no man condemned you?”
“Jesus invited any absolutely sinless man among his hearers to exchange actions for words by throwing the first stone at a woman about whose guilt there wasn’t a shadow of a doubt.  But he did it in such pride-defeating and calm-shattering fashion that every man who listened was impelled to turn his eyes away from the pitiful creature in front of him and take a new look at himself.” Webb Garrison,  Women in the Life of Jesus, p. 170. 

All the men disappear.  Jesus’ next words ring in woman’s ears and echo in her memory, “Neither do I condemn you.  Go and sin no more.”  So, instead of receiving the stoning she expects, she walks away and begins life anew.  Jesus is there and His grace covers her sins.
The Woman To First See The Resurrected Christ

John 20:1-18 continues with the wonderful story of Mary of Magdala.  After turning away from sin, she becomes a disciple of Jesus.  She is the one who goes to Jesus’ tomb that first Sunday after the crucifixion.  Seeing the stone is already rolled away, she runs to the other disciples to tell them their Master’s body has been taken.  Peter and John run to find out for themselves.

They return home, but Mary stays by the tomb, crying.  Then she sees two angels.  Her conversation with them about her missing Lord ends when someone asks, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?”  She thinks it is the gardener, but when he says, “Mary,” she realizes it is Jesus.

Mary hurries to share the good news of her resurrected Lord with the other disciples—what a joy and privilege is hers to be chosen for such a task!  She, who has been forgiven by her Lord, is now the one to whom Jesus first appears after His resurrection.

(OH-11, PP 16) (Women can be the instruments of righteousness, rendering holy service.  It was Mary that first preached a risen Jesus. ...If there were twenty women where now there is one, who would make this holy mission their cherished work, we should see many more converted to the truth.  The refining, softening influence of Christian women is needed in the great work of preaching the truth.(  Evangelism pp 471, 472.
CONCLUSION
Surely, Jesus sympathized with the women in His day.  He behaved unexpectedly, turning from what was expected and doing what He felt was just.  That's the kind of Jesus we serve—one who considers women and touches them with His kindness and understanding.

(OH-12, PP 17/18)  “Jesus treated women as people.  He went out of His way to refute by His actions the attitudes toward women....He insisted Mary of Bethany be allowed to sit at His feet and learn theology instead of being sent to the kitchen where custom would have placed her.  He raised the woman taken in adultery to the human level of her accusers.  The woman of Samaria was as surprised as His disciples that He would talk to her, a woman.  But Jesus went further; He commissioned her to bring the Good News to her whole village.” (Patricia Gundry, Heirs Together. Zondervan Publishing House, Grand Rapids, MI., 1980. p. 46) 

(OH-13, PP 19/20)  "...Christ also challenged the status quo by becoming an advocate for feminine dignity.  In countless meetings, He affirmed women and raised the level of respect for them in a male-dominated society.  He also made a special effort to bring the gospel to them.  In response to Christ's compassion, women provided Him a key support system to His ministry and they endured scorn and ridicule to hear His teachings."  Carlos Medley, editorial, "Challenging the Status Quo – 2," Adventist Review, March 31, 1994.

What response to such a Savior comes to your heart?  Are you willing to face scorn and ridicule for your Savior?  Determine to go out and share the Good News of a kind and loving Savior with the women in your village, town, or city; with your family, friends, and neighbors.  Give them the hope that has come down through the ages—that Jesus loves each one of us and wants us to share His kingdom with Him.
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