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WOMEN AS EYEWITNESSES...

By Jeremy R. Howard

D

OUBTS ABOUT
the intellectual
and emotional reliability of women were deeply
rooted in the ancient male outlook. Jewish historian Josephus
showed some willingness to
believe the recollections of
women1, but of court matters
he warned: “there shall be no
testimony of women, because of
the levity and boldness of their
gender.”2 Roman jurist Gaius
(a.d. 130-180) stated the commonly held view that women
“are very liable to be deceived
owing to their instability of
judgment” though he himself
held a more enlightened view.3
These and other sources4 indicate that men commonly
doubted reliability of
women when it came
to reporting matters of
critical importance.

Left: This glass ointment bottle is an
example of Jewish

glassware from the
Roman period; excavated at Ai.

. . . to Jesus’ Death
Numerous women followed
Jesus as disciples. Some of
them contributed financial
support so Jesus and His

twelve handpicked disciples could
focus on ministry (Luke 8:1‑3).
This involvement of women fits
with the first-shall-be-last theme of
Jesus’ message. God’s is an upsidedown kingdom, where the lowly
and marginalized shake the world
through simple acts of devotion.
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These women had hoped for Jesus’
glorious triumph; now they stood
at a distance and watched Him die.
Luke says “the women who had
followed Him from Galilee” were
there (Luke 23:49). Notable among
the female observers were Jesus’
mother and Mary Magdalene, both
of whom the Gospel of John places
at the foot of the cross at an early
stage of the crucifixion (John 19:25).
Jesus’ mother received high revelations of His identity (see Luke 1:26-38;
2:17-19,28-33,36-38), had lived through
heartache and confusion about how
His life was unfolding (Luke 2:48;
Mark 3:21), and now stood watching
the life ebb from His mutilated body.
Her presence ensures the failure of
skeptical theories suggesting Jesus
did not die but only swooned on the
cross, or that some other man was
mistakenly crucified in His place.
Jesus died that day, a fact marked
by Mary’s passing into the care of
another man (John 19:26-27).
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. . . to Jesus’ Burial
Mary Magdalene and Mary the
mother of James and Joseph
(“Joses” in Mark’s account) were
present to observe Jesus’ interment
(Matt. 27:61; Mark 15:47). Their
presence shows up the sheer desperation of the anti-resurrection
argument that says belief in Jesus’
resurrection was based on a case of
mistaken identity, namely that the
women blundered into the wrong
tomb on Sunday morning and erroneously concluded that Jesus had
exited the tomb alive. Several difficulties accompany this argument.
First, to suggest the women misidentified the tomb is unreasonable. They had been here roughly
36 hours earlier. Was their memory
so bad? Further, a guard was standing outside Jesus’ tomb. Could the
women have missed this signal?
Second, even if the women had
stumbled into the wrong tomb, the
male disciples, and certainly Joseph

of Arimathea, would have corrected
their mistake, thus ending any wild
speculation that the empty tomb
meant a resurrection had occurred.
Third, the women did not suppose
Jesus had left the tomb alive, but
figured someone had stolen His
body. Mary Magdalene was beside
herself with grief at this thought
(John 20:11). Finally, the wrongtomb theory fails to account for the
fact that the women, plus eventually all the male disciples, reported
seeing Jesus alive again. Had Jesus
not presented Himself alive, everyone would have thought what Mary
Magdalene first assumed: someone
had stolen Jesus’ body.
. . . to Jesus’ Resurrection
The women who went to the tomb
on Sunday morning bore heavy
hearts. Their thoughts were mournful and tragic, so much so that
upon finding the tomb empty, a
distraught Mary Magdalene began

Left: The socalled “House of
Mary” at Ephesus.
Although the current structure
dates to the
Byzantine Era, it
was built on top
of the remains of
a house that dated
as early as the
first century. A tradition that dates
back to early
Christianity claims
that Mary, the
mother of Jesus,
moved to Ephesus
and lived there
until her death.
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Above: Interior of
the garden tomb
in Jerusalem.
Left: One of four
scenes that made
up the sides of
an ivory box that
dated to the 4th
cent. This scene
includes the two
Marys and two
soldiers sleeping
beside an empty
sepulcher. This
image of the two
Marys is unusual;
they are seated by
the tomb and not
approaching it.
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an inquiry into who had stolen the
body (vv. 2,15). No flights of resurrection fancy for this eyewitness!
Nothing less than the presence of
Jesus Himself—standing before
her, calling her name, and allowing her a brief embrace—awakened
her to a more hopeful conclusion
(vv. 16-18). Tellingly, the male disciples found the women’s account
unbelievable: “But these words
seemed like nonsense to them, and
they did not believe the women”
(Luke 24:11, HCSB). Thus we see
that the men shared in the same
hopeless mindset as the women,
and that setting the men in a different direction would take more than
the testimony of women. Jesus presenting Himself alive to the men in

repeated episodes, however, established beyond all doubt the truthfulness of the women’s testimony
(see Matt. 28:16-20; Luke 24:13-31;
John 20:19-29; Acts 9:1-9).
Women Witnesses and the
Christian Apologetic
Women were present at this trifecta
of vital events: the death, burial,
and resurrection of Jesus. Christian
apologists maintain that this prominent role is one evidence for the
truthfulness of these events. If the
Gospel writers were out to invent
stories about Jesus dying and rising
from the dead, certainly they would
have created a story using only
elements that stood a good chance
of being deemed believable in a

male-dominated culture. This is
especially true for the resurrection.
A made-up story about the empty
tomb would likely include accounts
of the guards at the tomb falling
to their knees in wonder as Jesus
emerged from the tomb, alive and
resplendent with signs of deity. A
made-up story about His post-resurrection appearances would have
Him marching straight to the heart
of Jerusalem to show Himself first
to the male disciples, and then on to
the Roman and Jewish powers who
had executed Him. But these are
not the stories we have. What we
do have in the Gospels are accounts
that conspicuously include women
eyewitnesses as the first to attest to
the empty tomb and the risen Lord.
Evidence from ancient literature
confirms that men preferred male
testimony over female testimony in
matters of critical importance. The
Bible’s repeated inclusion of female
eyewitnesses at Jesus’ death, burial,
and resurrection satisfies the criterion of embarrassment, which says
authors would not include embarrassing elements unless those elements are true. Jesus of Nazareth
died on a cross, was interred and
sealed in a tomb, and exited that
tomb alive again after three days.
Women were principle witnesses
to these facts, a truth the Gospel
writers were unwilling to ignore. i
1. Josephus, The Wars of the Jews 4.1.10; 7.9.1.
2. Writer’s paraphrase. See Josephus, The Antiquities
of the Jews 4.8.15 in The Works of Josephus: Complete
and Unabridged, trans. William Whiston (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1987), 117.
3. Writer’s paraphrase. See Gaius Institutes of Roman
Law 1.190-91, trans. Edward Poste, 4th ed. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1904).
4. See James A. Brooks, Gospel of Mark, vol. 23 in The
New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman Press,
1991), 271.
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