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Preface 
This is a paper that I presented at the The Evangelical Theological Society’s Annual Meeting in 
Boston, Nov 2025. This paper summarizes and builds on chapter 3 in my book From Genesis to Junia, 
where I discuss women in the ministry of Jesus. There are two things that are included in this paper 
that weren’t discussed (or were underdeveloped) in my book. First, the role that imitation plays in 
ancient biographies, including the gospels; in particular, the function of secondary characters as 
models worth imitating. Second, I expand on and sharpen my understanding of Mark’s appeal to 
“service” as a leadership trait.  

 

Introduction  
 
Modern debates about women in leadership often focus on Paul’s letters, and for good reason.1 But 
do the Gospels contribute anything to the debate?  
 
Complementarians are right to point out that the Gospels’ positive view of women is insufficient 
evidence for female leaders in the church. Jesus, no doubt, humanized women. He addressed 
women publicly,2 used women as positive examples in his teaching,3 and women played important 

 
1 Paul is the one New Testament writer, who gives detailed lists of character qualifications for certain leaders (1 Tim 3:1-
7; Titus 1:5-9), uses leadership terminology throughout his letters, and discusses the role of women in the church most 
directly (e.g. Rom 16; 1 Cor 11:2-16; 14:34-35; 1 Timothy 2:8-15). 
2 He spoke directly to the woman caught in adultery (John 8:10–11), the widow at Nain (Luke 7:12–13), the 
hemorrhaging woman (Luke 8:43–48; cf. Matt. 9:20–22; Mark 5:25–34), and a group of women on his way to the cross 
(Luke 23:27–31). 
3 E.g., the Queen of the South (Matt. 12:42), the widow of Zarephath (Luke 4:26), a widow who was persistent before a 
corrupt judge (Luke 18:1–5). 



 

 
 

roles in his mission.4 I don’t know any complementarian who denies this.5 But just because Jesus 
valued women doesn’t mean he appointed them to be teachers and leaders over men.6  
 
Some might argue that while women are not part of the Twelve, they were disciples of Jesus, such as 
Mary “sitting at the feet of Jesus” (Luke 10:39),7 the female benefactors of Jesus’s ministry (Luke 
8:2-3),8 or Mary Magdelene, who first witnessed the resurrected Jesus and carried this message to the 
11 apostles (John 20).9 But simply being a disciple does not mean one is a leader. All leaders are 
disciples, but not all disciples are leaders. And the same early writers who hailed Mary Magdalene as 
“the apostle to the apostles,”10 also forbid women from exercising leadership over men in the 

 
4 E.g., Luke 8:2–3. 
5 See James A. Borland, “Woman in the Life and Teachings of Jesus,” in Recovering Biblical Manhood & Womanhood: A 
Response to Evangelical Feminism, ed. John Piper and Wayne Grudem (Crossway, 1991), 114–15. 
6 And there’s the glaring issue that all twelve apostles are men, which I’ve always assumed was a devastating argument 
for egalitarians. Indeed, it’s the primary reason the Catholic Church does not ordain women as priests. See Sara Butler, 
The Catholic Priesthood and Women: A Guide to the Teaching of the Church (Hillenbrand Books, 2007), 46–51. For a thorough 
analysis of this view, see William Witt, Icons of Christ: A Biblical and Systematic Theology for Women’s Ordination (Baylor 
University Press, 2020), 173–291. 
7 Scholars often note that this is the same phrase Paul uses to describe his rabbinic training, where he sat “at the feet of 
Gamaliel” (Acts 22:3; cf. Luke 8:35; m.Aboth 1.4; see Witherington, Women in the Ministry of Jesus, 101; Keener, Acts, 1.601; 
William Witt, Icons of Christ, 90-91; contra Grudem Evangelical Feminism, 163, who doesn’t any significance in this phrase). 
Mary is certainly depicted as a “model disciple of the rabbi Jesus” (Icons, 91), which may have subverted “the 
understandings of the permissible roles for women at the time” (Icons, 91). But this, in itself, does not mean Mary is or 
will be a leader over men. Not every disciple would go on to be a rabbi, and there’s no evidence that Mary became a 
rabbi who later formed her own band of disciples. 
8 Certainly, they are described as disciples in all but name, as they joined Jesus’s entourage and literally followed him 
around Palestine. And their benefaction of Jesus’s ministry is suggestive of leadership. Certainly, wealth and benefaction 
ascribed leadership roles to both men and women in the first-century. But it’s questionable whether such leadership 
based on wealth and status transferred neatly to the Christian community. If there are hints of leadership in this passage, 
I think we should not simply look to their wealth but in the way Luke describes their benefaction as “service”—a point 
we’ll return to below. 
9 The term “disciples” isn’t limited to the twelve apostles. Matthew and Mark do often use “disciple” (mathētēs) to refer to 
the Twelve, but there are some exceptions. Joseph of Arimathea, for instance, is said to have become “a disciple” (Matt. 
27:57), even though he’s not part of the Twelve. And Luke and John use “disciple” to refer to followers of Jesus more 
broadly (E.g., Luke 6:17; John 6:60, 66).9 In fact, Luke never calls the Twelve “disciples.” He always calls them 
“apostles,” while referring to other believers as “disciples.” We can think of Jesus’s disciples as being in three concentric 
circles (Nijay Gupta, Tell Her Story: How Women Led, Taught, and Ministered in the Early Church [IVP Academic, 2023], 62). 
The smallest circle is the Twelve, the next is a larger group of disciples who literally followed Jesus around Palestine, and 
the widest circle includes anyone who believes in Jesus. Women were not part of the Twelve, but they were part of the 
other two circles. The only time a woman is explicitly called a “disciple” is Tabitha in Acts 9:36. 
10 As far as I can tell, the first writer to label the women at the tomb (including Mary) “apostles” was the third-century 
writer Hippolytus of Rome (c. 170–235 AD), De Cantico 24–26, in Gérard Garitte, ed., Traités d’Hippolyte sur David et 
Goliath, sur le Cantique des Cantiques et sur l’Antéchrist, Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 264 (Sécretariat du 
Corpus SCO, 1965), 43–49. This later developed into Mary Magdalene being called apostola apostolorum, or “apostle of the 
apostles.” She and other women “are given priority by God as recipients of revelation and thereby the role of mediators 
of that revelation to men” (Bauckham, Gospel Women, 275). Even Celsus, a second-century critic of Christianity, tried to 
discredit the resurrection by mocking Mary as a “hysterical female” who supposedly witnessed it. Origen, Contra Celsum 
2.55, trans. H. Chadwick (Loeb; Cambridge University Press, reprint edition, 1980), 109–10. The fact that Celsus even 
knew about Mary’s witness shows the prominence of her role in the stories Christians told about the resurrection of 
Jesus (Bauckham, Gospel Women, 271). Interestingly, the same Celsus mentions a certain group of Christians who “derive 
their name from Mariamme” (Origen, Against Celsus 5.62), which could refer to Mary Magdalene. Ancient evidence of 
such a group is also found in the second-century (possibly Gnostic) text The Gospel of Mary. Mary’s importance in the 
early church is also highlighted in the second-century mainstream (i.e., non-Gnostic) text The Gospel of Peter, which refers 
to her as a “disciple” (see Taylor and Bond, Women Remembered, 60–63). On the reception of Mary in the early church, see 



 

 
 

church.11 Whatever this moniker meant to the early church, it probably didn’t indicate that they 
thought Mary Magdalene was a leader over men.  
 
While I think many arguments for women leaders in the Gospels are less than persuasive, I want to 
explore what I think might be a more promising argument. In this paper, I want to examine how the 
Gospels portray women as positive examples for imitation. I will first look at how the Gospel 
writers showcase women as emulating radical traits of discipleship in general, often in contrast to the 
Twelve, and then explore whether women exemplify leadership traits in particular. For the sake of 
space, I’ll focus on Mark’s Gospel but will also look briefly at Luke and John.  
 
My claims in this paper will be more suggestive and exploratory than determinative and conclusive 
for the women in leadership debate—sorry to disappoint!  
 
 

Imitation and the Function of Ancient Biography 
 
There was a widespread understanding in Greco-Roman, Jewish, and New Testament literature that 
leaders should live lives worthy of imitation.12 Such leaders may be parents, heroes of old, teachers, 
or other figures whose moral lives were worth imitating.13 Imitation was a primary means of moral 
education, both in the New Testament and its cultural context.14 And the NT Gospels in particular 
showcase Jesus as the ultimate model for Christians to imitate. It has now been well established that 
the genre of the NT Gospels fits squarely within ancient biographies, where notable figures were 
held out as “models to be imitated.”15 The Gospels should therefore “be understood as providing 
Christians with a script for imitation” and “this appears to be a major way that the Gospels 
functioned in the early church.”16 

 
Gerald O’Collins and Daniel Kendall, “Mary Magdalene as Major Witness to Jesus’ Resurrection,” Theological Studies 48, 
no. 4 (1987): 631–46; Taylor and Bond, Women Remembered, 59–73. 
11 Hippolytus of Rome, the one who first coined the phrase “apostle to the apostles,” explicitly limits leadership offices 
(i.e. bishops, elders, deacons) to men. He does refer to female “deaconess” but limits their leadership to women: “The 
deaconess is not ordained, for she does not perform priestly functions but is for the service of women” (Apostolic 
Tradition 11). These deaconesses assisted primarily with women’s baptisms and modesty concerns, not in leadership or 
public teaching. Mary is called a “disciple” in The Gospel of Peter (chs. 12–14) but there’s no evidence that the author 
believed that Mary exercised any leadership role in Jesus’s ministry or in the early church. This text does not discuss 
leadership responsibilities (for men or women) and it reflects a rather traditional view of women.  
12 Green, Thessalonians, 97-98; Reinhartz, “On the Meaning,” 393-403; Clarke, “Be Imitators,” 329-360. 
13 See Xenophon, Memorabilia 1.6.3l; Epictetus, Dissertationes 2.14.12–13; Plutarch, De Sera Numinis Vindicta 550E; 
Demetrius 1.4–6; Lucian, Demonax 1–2; Pliny, Epistulae 8.13). “It was a widespread understanding in Graeco-Roman 
society that the teacher was to be the embodiment of his teaching” (Clarke, “Be Imitators,” 355); cf. Green, Thessalonians, 
97.  
14 1 Cor. 4:16; 11:1; Gal. 4:12; Phil. 3:17; 4:9; 2 Thess. 3:7, 9; 1 Tim. 4:12; Titus 2:7; Heb 13:7; 1 Pet. 5:3. 
15 David Capes, “Imatatio Christi and the Gospel Genre,” BBR 13 (2003): 1-19 (3). See also Charles Talbert, What Is a 
Gospel? The Genre of the Canonical Gospels (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977); Richard Burridge, What Are the Gospels? A 
Comparison with Graeco-Roman Biography (3rd. ed.; Waco: Baylor University Press, 2020); Helen Bond, “Ancient Biography 
and the Gospels,” in Bruce Longenecker (ed.) Behind the Scenes of the New Testament: Cultural, Social, and Historical Contexts 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2024), 129-136. 
16 Capes, “Imatatio,” 3. 



 

 
 

 
Ancient biographies focus on a central character as the primary person the audience is urged to 
imitate. But they also “used secondary characters…as complementary role models who illuminate 
what it may mean to imitate him…thereby mediating their mimetic ideals to make them more 
accessible for the audience.”17 Jesus, of course, is the central character whom the Gospels urge its 
readers to imitate. But, as ancient biographies, the Gospels showcase secondary characters who 
imitate Christ and are therefore examples to follow. It is striking that many (perhaps most) of the 
secondary characters whose words and actions mediate the mimetic ideals of Jesus are women—
especially in Mark.18   
 
 
 

Women in Mark 
Mark’s depiction of the constant failure of the Twelve is well known.19 Against this backdrop, Mark 
includes several stories of women who exemplify the kind of discipleship traits that Jesus expects 
from—but doesn’t find in—the Twelve.20 There are four scenes in particular that play a strategic 

 
17 Carl Johan Berglund, “Mimetic Mediators in Mark: How Graeco-Roman Biographies Use Secondary Characters to 
Offer Multiple Patterns of Imitation,” JSNT 46 (2024): 464-488 (468). 
18 Some feel that Mark has a rather negative view of women, and there are several reasons for this. First, prior to Mark 
15:40, only two women are named: Mary (6:3) and Herodias (6:17-29). Herodias together with her unnamed dancing 
daughter are depicted “as seductive, manipulative and evil” (Fabian Ekwunife Ezenwa, “The Hermeneutics of Women 
Disciples in Mark’s Gospel: An Igbo Contextual Reconstruction” [PhD thesis, Boston College, 2018], 11). And Mark’s 
depiction of Jesus’s mother is also quite negative (3:21, 31-35), especially when compared to Luke’s glowing portrait of 
her (Luke 1-2). Second, Mark ends his gospel with what appears to be a negative portrait of women, who appear to be 
too scared to obey Jesus’s command to go tell the disciples that he has risen (16:8). Third, women play no role in any 
parable in Mark. This seems startling since in Matthew’s gospel, 11 women appear in Jesus’s parables. Finally, women 
hardly ever speak in Mark. Of the four women who are healed by Jesus, only two of them speak (the hemorrhaging 
woman and the Syrophoenician woman). Other women who are portrayed positively (the widow at the treasury, the 
woman who anoints Jesus) don’t speak at all. Viewed from these angles, one could conclude that women don’t play a 
significant role in the mission of Jesus according to Mark. But these observations don’t give us the complete picture. 
There are various reasons why Mark’s depiction of women is actually very positive. Statistically, Mark has more women 
in his narrative than any other gospel.18 Not only are the overwhelming majority of women presented positively in Mark, 
they are often held up as model disciples. Mary’s seemingly negative depiction in Mark 3 is quite striking compared to 
the other gospel writers’ description of her. But this seems to be an anomaly in how Mark portrays women. We should 
note, too, that Mary’s negative depiction is offset by her presence among the women at Jesus’s tomb (15:47), after the 11 
disciples had scattered. And Herodias isn’t a follower of Jesus, so her negative depiction says nothing about women and 
discipleship. If anything, her shrewd behavior highlights the power and agency that some women wielded in the ancient 
world.  
19 The apostles often lacked faith (4:40; 6:50; 9:19; 11:22), doubted Jesus’s supernatural abilities (6:50–52; 8:4), 
misunderstood his messianic vocation (8:31–33), failed to understand his words (7:18; 8:14–21), were unable to cast out 
demons (9:14–19), deserted him in his greatest hour of need (14:50), and, in the case of Peter, denied that they knew him 
(14:66–72); see Mary Ann Beavis, “Women as Models of Faith in Mark,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 18, no. 1 (1988): 7. 
20 See the incisive study by Holly Carey, Women Who Do: Female Disciples in the Gospels (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2023), 
esp. 48-72. Mark contains twenty passages (totaling 114 verses) that include women; see Fabian Ekwunife Ezenwa, “The 
Hermeneutics of Women Disciples in Mark’s Gospel: An Igbo Contextual Reconstruction” (PhD thesis, Boston 
College, 2018), 10. 



 

 
 

role in the narrative to the extent that “Mark’s narrative plot could not succeed without these four 
narrative roles of women.”21  
 
The first scene is Jesus’s encounter with the hemorrhaging woman (Mark 5:24–34). Though 
ceremonially unclean and banished from the community,22 she trusted the power of Jesus, pursued 
him in a crowd, daringly touched him, and was instantly healed. When Jesus asked who it was, the 
disciples offered a condescending response (v. 31). The woman, however, “with fear and trembling” 
told Jesus “the whole truth” (v. 33 CSB),23 to which Jesus declares: “Your faith has saved you” (v. 34 
CSB).24   
 
This scene plays a central role in this section in Mark (4:35–6:6), which is bookended by two stories 
that highlight the lack of faith from the twelve apostles (4:40) and Jesus’s hometown (6:1–6).25 
Sandwiched between these stories, Mark spotlights the hemorrhaging woman as the first person thus 
far in his narrative whom Jesus publicly praises for demonstrating the kind of radical faith that Jesus 
demands.26  
 
Mark’s description of the woman also foreshadows the final days of Jesus. He says that she 
“suffered much” (polla pathousa) for twelve years (see 5:25), which is the only time Mark describes 
someone other than Jesus as “suffering.”27 The woman’s illness is also described as a “scourge” 
(mastix, 5:29, 34), the verbal form of which is used only once in Mark to describe the scourging of 

 
21 W. M. Swartley, “The Role of Women in Mark’s Gospel: A Narrative Analysis,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 27 (1997): 17. 
22 See 1QSa 2:2–4; Josephus, Ant. 7; Spec. Leg. 3.32–33. Josephus notes that that “the temple was closed to women 
during their menstruation” (War 5.227; see Edwards, Mark, 163). 
23 “The word truth is never used in direct reference to anyone else in Mark’s work except Jesus” (Marla J. Schierling, 
“Women as Leaders in the Marcan Communities,” Listening 15 [1980]: 254). The exact phrase pasan tēn alētheian (“the 
whole truth”) is judicial in nature, occurring as it does in trial settings (e.g. Isocrates Antidosis 50; Lycurgus Leocrates 32), 
including Socrates’s defense speech (Plato, Apology 17b); see Markus, Mark 1-8, 360. 
24 The only other time in Mark where Jesus says this is to Bartimaeus, the blind beggar (Mark 10:52; cf. Luke 17:19; 
18:42).  
25 Jairus, whose story provides the more immediate bookends for the woman’s encounter with Jesus, is viewed much 
more positively than the Twelve. But he still fell short of the woman’s robust faith. Not only do Jairus and the woman 
live at opposite ends of the social spectrum, “[w]hen compared to Jesus’ word to Jairus, ‘Do no fear, only believe,’ it is 
clear that the woman plays the stronger narrative role, calling the reader to faith in Jesus” (Swartley, “Role of Women,” 
18). 
26 The only time “faith” (pistis) is connected to healing thus far in Mark comes in 2:5, where some people lowered the 
paralytic through the roof and Jesus “seeing their faith” heals the paralytic. The woman’s faith in Mark 5, however, 
stands out for several reasons: (1) her condition banished her from the community yet she still publicly pursued Jesus in 
a densely packed community of people, (2) she “touched” Jesus, a verb grammatically highlighted by Mark (5:27) since 
it’s the first finite verb, which comes after a series of 7 participles, and (3) the pronouncement “your faith has saved you” 
is made publicly by Jesus, whereas the phrase “seeing their faith” (Mark 2:5) is made by the narrator and isn’t a public 
declaration from Jesus. 
27 Mark’s only other use of this phrase (polla + paschō) describes Jesus and his crucifixion (8:31; 9:12). “Not only is this 
woman an example of faith and truthful testimony, but also she has suffered as Jesus. Only here and in relation to Jesus 
is the word “suffering” ever mentioned” (Schierling, “Women as Leaders in the Marcan Communities,” 252; cf. Carey, 
Women, 71). 



 

 
 

Jesus during his trial (10:34).28 Faith and suffering are fundamental traits of discipleship in Mark. The 
woman not only modeled both, but foreshadowed the suffering of Jesus himself.29  
 
The second story is Jesus’s encounter with the Syrophoenician woman (7:24–30), which also plays a 
central role in Mark’s narrative.30 Like the Dodgers in game 7 of the World Series, the woman 
demonstrates profound courage in the face of dire circumstances. She’s a Gentile, a woman, and has 
a demon in her house—she has three strikes against her. But like the hemorrhaging woman, she 
boldly sought out Jesus, a Jewish male leader, who was hiding out in the privacy of a home.31 And 
when she “fell at his feet” and persistently begged him for help (7:26), he compared her to a dog 
(7:27).32 Unshaken by the insult, the woman turned Jesus’s jab into proof that he should heal her 
daughter: “even the dogs under the table eat the children’s (bread) crumbs” (7:28), eliciting Jesus’s 
approval and healing, making the woman the only person in Mark who rhetorically spars with Jesus 
and wins.33 
 
Like the story of hemorrhaging woman, Mark positions the scene with the Syrophoenician woman 
in a key part of his narrative, where themes of discipleship, Gentile inclusion, and Jesus’s messianic 
identity are highlighted (6:14–8:30). Once again, Mark contrasts the woman’s spiritual insight with 
the disciples’ lack of insight: while the Twelve keep missing the deeper spiritual significance of bread 
(8:14–21), a Gentile woman begs for bread from the table (7:24–30).34 Mark also contrasts the 
woman’s faith with the apostles’ lack of faith, by flanking his account of the woman with two stories 
where the apostles lack understanding (7:18; 8:17, 21). And in the scene with the Syrophoenician 
woman, the apostles are nowhere to be found.35 Mark thus juxtaposes the persistence, resilience, and 

 
28 The noun mastix occurs 4x in the Gospels, 2x of the hemorrhaging woman (Mark 5:29, 34), 2x of “many” who were 
suffering and healed (Mark 3:10; Luke 7:21). Aside from Mark 10:34, the verb mastigoō occurs in the Gospels in Matt 
10:17; 20:19; 23:34; Luke 18:33; John 19:1.  
29 See Schierling, “Women as Leaders,” 252; Susan Graham Lochrie, “Silent Voices + A Relational Dependency on the 
Tactile Epistemological Differences between Male and Female Disciples of Jesus—Women in the Gospel of Mark,” 
Semeia 54 (1991): 148-49; Ezenwa, “The Hermeneutics of Women Disciples,” 19-20. 
30 She’s probably a Greek woman born in the region of Syrian Phoenicia, while Matthew’s description of her as 
“Canaanite” probably refers to her religious affiliation. Ben Witherington III, Women and the Genesis of Christianity 
(Cambridge University Press, 1995), 74. 
31 Mark tells us that Jesus “did not want anyone to know” where he was (7:24), but somehow the woman discovered his 
location. 
32 Jesus appears to dehumanize the woman by calling her a dog, though there are many interpretations of Jesus’s 
statement. I think the most compelling one is to see Jesus testing her faith by adopting a common Jewish view of 
Gentile people to see how she would respond. Comparing her to a dog represents the reality of how many in her social 
context would have viewed her. For a recent proposal that Jesus’ statement is not pejorative, see N. Clayton Croy, 
“Puppies and Pejoratives: Did Jesus Insult the Syrophoenician Woman (Mark 7.24–30)?” New Testament Studies 70 (2024): 
407–20. 
33 “She alone, in contrast to the worsted scribes, Pharisees, and Sadducees, has victory conceded to her, winning an 
apparent change of stance which brings about the healing of her daughter” (Winsome Munro, “Women Disciples in 
Mark?,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 44, no. 2 [1982]: 227). J.R. Edwards points out that “the woman is the first person in 
Mark to hear and understand a parable of Jesus” and goes on to note: “That she answers Jesus from ‘within’ the parable, 
that is, in the terms by which Jesus addressed her, indicates that she is the first person in the Gospel to hear the word of 
Jesus to her” (J. R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002], 221-222).  
34 There’s a “bread motif” running through Mark 6:8–8:19, where the word “bread” (artos) occurs 60 times (it’s only used 
three other times in Mark).  
35 The word “faith” doesn’t occur in Mark’s version of the Syrophoenician woman, but as William Lane says: “The 
absence of an explicit reference to faith in Ch. 7:24–30…should not obscure the fact that Mark here provides a concrete 
illustration of radical faith” (Lane, Mark, 263). Indeed, in Matthew’s account, Jesus tells the woman “your faith is great” 



 

 
 

great faith of this woman with the fragile and fluttering faith of the Twelve. Thus, Mark’s Gentile 
audience would have looked to this woman as a model of what it meant for a Gentile to overcome 
sociocultural barriers and become a disciple of the Jewish Messiah. 
 
A third story where a woman models key discipleship traits comes in Mark 12:41–44, where Jesus 
observed a widow who gave “all that she had” (panta hosa eichen) and “her whole life” (holon ton bion 
autēs) to God (12:44). The woman models the radical sacrifice necessary for discipleship, a theme 
that runs throughout the latter half of Mark (8:37–16:8).36 Letting go of possessions and giving up 
one’s life are key traits of discipleship, and it’s an unnamed widow who best emulates such behavior 
in Mark’s gospel.37 And once again, Mark contrasts her radical sacrifice with men in the surrounding 
narrative. While the widow gave “all she had” (panta hosa eichen, 12:44), the rich young ruler could not 
give up “all that he had” (hosa hexeis, 10:21), the scribes “devour widows’ houses” (12:40), and Jesus 
appears under-impressed with Peter for thinking that he and the other 11 have “left everything” 
(panta) to follow Jesus (10:28).38  

The fourth story is about an unnamed woman who anointed Jesus’s head with a jar of very 
expensive perfume (14:3–9). Like the Old Testament prophets, who acted out their message as a 
sign of things to come, this woman anticipated Jesus’s death by preparing his body for burial. Some 
men in the house, lacking her prophetic insight, furiously scolded the woman (14:5). But Jesus 
praised her by offering “his lengthiest and most positive pronouncement on the words or deeds of 
any person preserved by the evangelist Mark.”39 The woman is not only “the only human in the 
passion narrative” who is “in touch with the theme of…Jesus’ suffering and death,” but her “act is 
cemented into the gospel itself” through Jesus’s pronouncement: “wherever the gospel is preached 
throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her” (14:9).40 Jesus rarely 
commends someone for their actions in Mark. He clearly did so only twice in Mark’s gospel—a 
gospel that is particularly focused on action.41 And both times, he commends women: the poor 
widow (12:41-44) and this woman who anointed him (14:3-9).42 
 
Mark, therefore, highlights women as exceptional disciples who emulated the kind of radical 
obedience Jesus expected—faith, generosity, suffering, sacrifice, courage, and spiritual insight. And 

 
(Matt. 15:28)—one of only two times in the Gospels where Jesus ascribes “great faith” to a person (cf. Matt 8:10). In 
Matthew’s gospel, the woman’s “great faith” contrasts with the disciples, who had “little faith” (Matt. 16:8); they were 
immediately annoyed at the woman and urged Jesus to “send her away” (15:23). “In Matthew her great faith contrasts 
with the disciples’ great annoyance at her persistent pleading” (Witherington, Women, 76). 
36 In Mark, this woman “is the only character, other than Jesus and John the Baptist, who gives ‘all her living/life’ (holon 
ton bion autēs) in service of God” (Beavis, “Women,” 6). 
37 “The willingness to make sacrifices for the sake of the gospel is a necessary characteristic of discipleship—ranging 
from giving up one’s possessions to giving up one’s own life” (Carey, Women, 64–65).  
38 See France, Mark, 493. 
39 Beavis, “Women,” 7. 
40 See Swartley, “The Role of Women,” 20. 
41 “For this gospel, action is crucial…the author guides his audience to recognize when actions are taking place as 
indications of faithful discipleship” (Carey, Women, 52). 
42 There are a few stories where men respond positively to Jesus and, in some cases, Jesus heals or forgives them (Mark 
1:16-20, 40-45; 2:1-5; 5:21-24, 35-43; 10:46-52). But Jesus still doesn’t explicitly commend them for their actions, like he 
does in the last two stories of women analyzed above. 



 

 
 

Mark deliberately contrasts such female faithfulness with the faithlessness of men—especially the twelve 
apostles. 
 
But does this mean these women are leaders? It might be a stretch to claim that they were. They 
certainly model discipleship traits worthy of emulation. But all Christians—not just leaders—are to 
live lives of faith, generosity, sacrifice, etc. And while all leaders are to live lives worthy of imitation, 
not everyone who lives a life worthy of imitation is necessarily a leader.43  
 
One could argue, however, that the Twelve were “leaders in training,” and yet these four women, in 
contrast to the Twelve, emulate the radical discipleship Jesus expects but doesn’t find among the 
Twelve. Since the Twelve are not just disciples, but future leaders of the church, Mark’s glowing 
portrait of women has implications not only for discipleship in general but for leadership in 
particular.  
 
The problem is that the line between being a faithful disciple and being a faithful leader is not one 
Mark seems to explore. Neither Mark nor the other Gospels contain a detailed delineation of who’s 
a leader and who’s not. There is one passage, however, that comes close.  
 
In Mark 10, James and John want to occupy positions of authority in Jesus’s kingdom, so Jesus 
upends their understanding of authority with a revolutionary statement that’s not only central to 
Mark’s Gospel, but becomes foundational for the nature of Christian leadership as a whole: 
 

You know that those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over 
[katakurieuousin] them, and their great ones exercise authority [katexousiazousin] 
over them. But it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great 
among you must be your servant [diakonos], and whoever would be first among 
you must be slave [doulos] of all. For even the Son of Man came not to be 
served [diakonēthēnai] but to serve [diakonēsai], and to give his life as a ransom 
for many. (Mark 10:42–45 ESV; cf. Matt. 20:25–28; Luke 22:25–27) 

Jesus overturns a secular understanding of hierarchical rulership. In his kingdom, it’s the “servant,” 
the “slave,” and the one who “serves” who are “great among you”—not the one who acts like a 
pagan ruler wielding power over people.44 Such “service,” of course, is a discipleship trait that all 
believers are to emulate. But the specific context here has to do with upending the disciples’ 
understanding of what it means to “exercise authority” in Christ’s kingdom. Indeed, Jesus’s words 
played a fundamental role in shaping Paul’s own view of leadership, as seen throughout his letters.45 
 

 
43 Paul, for instance, points to whole churches that are living lives worthy of imitation (e.g. 2 Cor 8:1-7; 1 Thess 1:7; 
2:14). 
44 In the Gospels, whenever the apostles are said to exercise some kind of “authority” (exousia), it always refers to their 
authority over nonhuman entities like demons or dark forces (Matt. 10:1, 8; Mark 3:14–15; 6:7–30; Luke 9:1), never to 
their authority over other human beings. 
45 See my From Gensis to Junia, ch. 4.  



 

 
 

It might be significant that the only people Mark describes with the verb diakoneō (“to serve”)—
Jesus’s key leadership trait—are angels (1:13), Jesus (10:45), and women: Peter’s mother-in-law at the 
beginning of the narrative (1:29-31) and several women at the end (15:40-41).46 
 
Jesus’s healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (Mark 1:29-31) stands out among the surrounding stories of 
healings and exorcism (Mark 1:21-2:12). Of the 6 healing scenes in this section,47 Peter’s mother-in-
law is the only one who responds with concrete action toward Jesus, emulating a key characteristic 
of discipleship: “she began to serve (diēkonei)” Jesus and the disciples (1:31).48 Her “service” does 
more than simply confirm that she was completely healed from her fever,49 and it’s unlikely that it 
reinforces Mark’s alleged androcentric perspective, as if she was healed “just in time for supper!”50 
As many recent scholars have pointed out, Mark’s use of diakoneō to describe Peter’s mother-in-law’s 
active response to Jesus is theologically strategic: it embodies the essence of true discipleship (Mark 
9:35) and the mission of Jesus (10:42-45).51 Could this be pushed further? That is, when refracted 
through the lens of Jesus’s redefinition of true authority and rulership as service in Mark 10, Peter’s 
mother-in-law is the first person to emulate this leadership trait.  
 
The second and only other time Mark describes a person “serving” comes at the end of his gospel:  
 

Now there were also some women watching from a distance, among whom were Mary 
Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the Less and Joses, and Salome. When He was in 
Galilee, they used to follow Him (ēkolouthoun autō) and serve Him (diēkonoun autō); 
and there were many other women who came up with Him to Jerusalem. (Mark 15:40-41 
NASB) 

 
Mark contrasts the presence of these women at the cross with the absence of the male disciples: 
Judas betrayed Jesus, Peter denied him, and all the others “deserted him and ran away” (14:50 CSB; 
cf. 14:27).52 Most scholars rightly agree that these women are depicted as disciples of Jesus through 
the theologically rich terms akoloutheō (“follow”) and diakoneō (“serve”).53 But might Mark’s use of 

 
46 The verb diakoneō occurs four times in Mark (1:13, 31; 10:46; 15:41). The noun diakonos occurs in 9:35 and 10:43. 
47 Mark 1:21-28; 1:29-31; 1:32-34; 1:35-39; 1:40-45; 2:1-12.  
48 “When her narrative [Simon’s mother-in-law] is read within the narrative structure and logic of Mark’s Gospel (the 
story discourse), it makes significant contribution to the message of Mark, and more broadly, to Mark’s biblical theology 
of discipleship” (Malick, “Simon’s Mother-in-law as a Minor Character in the Gospel of Mark, 5; cf. Ezenwa, “The 
Hermeneutics of Women Disciples,” 62. 
49 See Kathleen E. Corley, Private Women Public Meals: Social Conflict in the Synoptic Tradition (Peabody: Hendrickson 
Publishers, 1993), 88, who says her service “merely verifies her healing;”; see also France, The Gospel of Mark: A 
Commentary of the Greek Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 108. 
50 Krause, “Simon Peter’s Mother-in-law,” 39. 
51 See the incisive discussion in Ezenwa, “The Hermeneutics of Women Disciples,” 67-75. See also Donahue and 
Harrington, Gospel of Mark, 82; Srauss, Mark, 100; Martin, Mark, 26. 
52 Marcus notes that the “details” in Mark 15:40-41 “parallel the descriptions of the male disciples in several ways: both 
groups follow Jesus (cf. 1:16–20; 6:1; 10:28, 32), both are associated with his ministry in Galilee (cf. 1:16, 28–29; 9:30; 
14:28; 16:7), and both go up with him to Jerusalem (cf. 10:32–33). Like the twelve men, moreover, the three women are 
the core of a larger group of many followers (cf. 3:7, 13–14; 4:10). But unlike the men, who fled when Jesus was arrested 
(14:50–52), and like the anonymous anointer of 14:1–9, these women are linked with Jesus’ own ultimate act of service, 
his death (cf. 10:45)” (Mark 8-16, 1069). 
53 See e.g. France, Mark, 663; Edwards, Mark, 486; Donahue and Harrington, Mark, 449-452; though see Raymond 
Brown, Death of the Messiah, 1156-1160. Akoloutheō can refer to literal “following” without any connotations of 
discipleship (3:7; 5:24; 10:32; 11:9; cf. Mark 2:15?), or it can convey a deeper sense of discipleship (E.g. Mark 1:18; 2:14; 



 

 
 

diakoneō suggest more? Again, when Jesus unpacked the theological significance of diakonos/diakoneō 
in Mark 10:42-25, it was in the context of teaching the Twelve about the radical nature not only of 
discipleship, but Christian leadership. And Mark bookends his entire gospel with two stories of 
women, and only women, who displayed this fundamental leadership trait.  
 
Leadership themes are even more pronounced in Luke’s parallel to Mark 10:42-45 (Luke 22:24–27), 
which is situated in Jesus’s Last Super farewell discourse to the disciples. Here, Jesus passes on 
leadership to the disciples, who will “sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (22:29). But 
they must rule not as Gentile “kings” who “exercise lordship” (22:25), but as Jesus—the 
“leader…who serves” (22:26 ESV). Like Mark, the only people in Luke’s gospel who emulate such 
“service” are Peter’s mother-in-law (Luke 4:39) and the Galilean women who followed and “served” 
(diēkonoun) Jesus and the Twelve (8:3).54  
 
It’s worth noting that Jesus’s farewell discourse (Luke 22) anticipates Paul’s farewell speech to the 
Ephesian elders  (Acts 20:17-35), where he instructed them on how to “oversee” and “pastor” the 
church (Acts 20:28).55 Both speeches reveal an “accumulation of parallels, both verbal and 
conceptual, on the question of leadership, particularly focused on servant-style leadership.”56 Again, 
Jesus’s redefinition of leadership (Mark 10:42-45; Luke 22:24-27) had a profound affect not just on 
Christian discipleship in general, but Christian leadership in particular. And in both Mark and Luke, 
the only disciples who emulate Christian leadership traits of “service” are women.   
 
John’s Gospel does not include a parallel to Mark 10/Luke 22, but it does include the famous foot-
washing incident (13:1–20), which emulates Jesus’s leadership-as-service theme. Jesus’s foot-
washing, of course, embodies the kind of humility and service that all believers should emulate. But 
in this scene, Jesus specifically relates it to the nature of leadership that Jesus is passing on to the 

 
8:34; 9:38; 10:21, 28). The latter is probably intended here for three reasons: (1) the verb akoloutheō is in the imperfect 
tense, which suggests that these three women belonged to the company of believers who had been with Jesus 
throughout his Galilean ministry. (2) Akoloutheō is coupled with diakoneō here, which is a key trait of discipleship. And (3) 
these women fill in a necessary void in the narrative as the faithful remnant keeping the mission alive: “While Mark 
emphatically stated that at his arrest all of Jesus’ disciples deserted him, the women at the crucifixion remind us that 
devotion to Jesus is still alive” (Strauss, Mark, 713; see also Capes, “Imatatio,” 15; Munro, “Women Disciples in Mark?” 
234; Ezenwa, “The Hermeneutics of Women Disciples,” 95-97).  
54 Luke also includes a parable unique to his Gospel in Luke 12:35-40, which upends social hierarchies by describing a 
master who, when he returns, will “have [his servants] recline at the table, then come and serve them [diakonēsei autois]” (v. 
37 ESV). The master will serve the servants. The noun diakonia (“service”) is used to describe Martha (Luke 10:40), 
which seems to be viewed negatively in contrast to Mary, who sat at Jesus’s feet and chose “the better part” (10:42). 
However, as many scholars have pointed out, Luke is not pitting Mary’s activity up against Martha’s. Both 
listening/learning and service are key traits of discipleship. In fact, diakonia occurs 7 other times in Luke-Acts, and in 
every occurrence, it refers positively to ministry in general (Acts 6:1; 11:29) or leadership in particular (Acts 1:17, 25; 6:4; 
12:25; 20:24; 21:19) toward the Christian community (see Carter, “Getting Martha Out,” 268-80). “Any correction that 
Jesus has for Martha, then, is due to her choosing one aspect of discipleship over another, to the point where the choice 
causes comparison, distraction, and anxiety (10:41)” (Carey, Women, 119). 
55 “Luke gives us two similarly-structured farewell discourses which mirror each other: the departing Jesus passes on to 
his disciples/apostles a model of life and leadership in his community which the departing Paul later passes on to the 
elders of one of his key churches” (Stephen Walton, “Paul in Acts and Epistles: The Miletus Speech and 1 Thessalonians 
as a Test Case,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Sheffield [1997], 125). 
56 Paul’s ministry is described as “service” (diakonia, Acts 20:24), “serving the Lord” (douleuō, Acts 20:19), carried out 
“with all humility” (tapainophrosunē, 20:19), and “serving” those in need (hupetēsan, 20:34); see Walton, “Paul in Acts,” 122-
23. 



 

 
 

Twelve. Not only does John 13 share similarities with Mark 10:42-45 and especially with Luke 22:24-
27, but the whole scene highlights Jesus’s identity as “Teacher and Lord” (2x in 13:13-14)—titles 
ascribed to rabbis by their disciples.57 Washing feet is not just a random act of service. It’s exemplary 
of what Christian leadership looks like. 
 
In John, there’s only one disciple who emulates Jesus’s foot-washing: Mary of Bethany, who had 
previously washed Jesus’s feet with her hair after sacrificing her expensive perfume in the previous 
chapter (12:1–8). The two scenes are clearly connected: Mary’s foot-washing anticipates Jesus’s foot-
washing.58 Mary and Jesus both show what it means to be a servant and, one might suggest, a 
Christian leader.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
No woman, of course, is part of the Twelve, nor are they identified by explicit leadership terms (e.g. 
apostle, pastor, teacher, elders, etc.). And other Pauline texts might prohibit women from occupying 
certain leadership roles in the church, so the Gospels alone cannot solve the women in leadership 
debate. But it is interesting, perhaps suggestive, that when early church leaders looked to the 
Gospels for moral formation, including leadership formation, they would find examples of 
women—and only women—who emulate Jesus’s fundamental leadership trait of service.59  
 
I can see at least two pushbacks to this argument. First, as mentioned earlier, “service” is a Christian 
virtue that is not unique to leadership. All leaders are to serve, but not everyone who serves is a 
leader. Second, just because someone models a leadership trait doesn’t mean they are a leader. The 
women who serve and wash feet might exemplify “the reversal of expectations.”60 That women are 
modeling true discipleship and a key leadership trait (“service”) might be more of a critique of the 
Twelve’s failure rather than a sanction of female leaders.  
 
 

 
57 Brown, John XIII-XXI, 553, 569. Both John 13 and Luke 22 occur in the context of the Passover meal.  
58 Carey, Women Who Do, 175; Michaels, John, 666; Lincoln, The Gospel According to St. John, 338. 
59 It is interesting that women far more than men exemplify the character traits that Paul later lists for elders, who are to 
be:  “blameless—not overbearing, not quick-tempered, not given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest 
gain. Rather, he must be hospitable, one who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, upright, holy and disciplined. He 
must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others by sound 
doctrine and refute those who oppose it” (Titus 1:7–9). Paul probably has men in mind when he writes about elders in 
Titus 1. And yet, female disciples in Jesus’s ministry displayed these leadership traits much more than the Twelve. Many 
women in the Gospels are depicted as “blameless” (e.g. Luke 1:6) and are never “quick-tempered” or “violent,” while 
some of the twelve apostles certainly are (Mark 10:35–45; Luke 9:51–56). Women are constantly portrayed as “not 
pursuing dishonored gain” (Mark 12:41–44; Luke 8:3) and as showing hospitality (Mark 1:31; Luke 7:36–50; 10:38–42). 
Women often model what it means to “[love] what is good” and are “self-controlled, upright, holy and disciplined.” 
Elizabeth, Mary, the Samaritan woman, and the faithful women at the cross, burial, and resurrection “hold firmly to the 
trustworthy message” (Luke 24:9–11; John 20:18). 
60 Malbon, “Fallible Followers,” 41. Malbon is referring to women in Mark 15:40-41 and why Mark might have waited 
until the end of his gospel to mention that Jesus had female disciples. 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 
 


