
Sermon 36: Luke 8:1-3: Jesus’ Female Disciples
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INTRODUCTION

Today we are in the thick of the gender wars, the last 50 years has seen the rise of 
feminism which has dismantled biblical and traditional views of male headship in the church 
and in the home.  Egalitarianism, the view that teaches that there are no real differences 
between men and women has won the culture war and is the dominant perspective today.  
Added to this we have the transgender war.  We moved from the removal of the differences
between men and women, to pushing acceptance for homosexual activities and marriage, 
and this has now taken a third step as all traditional categories of maleness and femaleness 
have become fluid and several new genders have arisen as equally valid, noted in the 
LGBTQIA+ label.  And it is not only a case of everyone attacking traditional views, there are 
new divisions.  For example, J. K. Rowling the author of the Harry Potter series, who is also 
a feminist, got into trouble in the media recently because she insists on a biological 
definition for a woman.  This met with intense criticism even from the actor who played 
Harry Potter who insisted against her that transgender women are real women.  

Jesus was a revolutionary and controversial figure in His day.  He touched the untouchables,
He befriended sinners, He was an equal opportunist when it came to accepting invitations to
dine, and in the section before is Luke 8:1-3 we see that against the beliefs of the day, 
Jesus had women as disciples.  The reason Jesus was a radical is not because He made an 
enemy of whatever the present status quo was, but rather because He ignored the status 
quo.  Jesus treated everyone as equally sinful and in equal need of salvation.  Whether the 
person was young or old, male or female, Jew or Gentile, God’s loves all kinds of people and
seeks to save them.  The radical nature of Jesus ministry is not in Him deliberately setting 
out with a political agenda but because of His persistent love towards sinners.  He was not 
issue driven, but gospel driven.  He did not have a single target group who He hoped to 
serve at the price of others like what Black Lives Matter are doing today.  No, the universal 
problem of sin and the need for all sinners to be saved by grace caused Christ to cross lines 
of prejudice and transgress social norms.  

Our verses come to us in the final stage of Jesus Galilean ministry.  So you can take 8:1-
9:50 as a section before Jesus ministry turns Him towards Jerusalem, 9:51, ‘When the days 
drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face to go to Jerusalem.’  8:1 gives us a quick 
summary of Jesus circuit ministry, ‘Soon afterward he went on through cities and villages, 
proclaiming and bringing the good news of the kingdom of God. And the twelve were with 
him.’  The places are the usual places, the cities and villages of Galilee, both important and 
unimportant; the message was the usual message of the good news of the kingdom of God,
and how all those who are poor can be included, how all sin can be forgiven; the method 
was the usual method, Jesus proclaimed/preached the message; and the company was the 
usual company, the 12 disciples were with Him.  Verses 2-3 are the unusual verses that 
Luke puts forward for special mention, ‘and also some women who had been healed of evil 
spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, 
3 and Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s household manager, and Susanna, and many 
others, who provided for them out of their means.’  Among the disciples were some women 
and they ministered to Jesus and the other disciples out of their means.  Luke has various 



emphases that he weaves into his writings.  He talks more about the Holy Spirit then other 
writers, more about Jesus prayer life, he emphasizes Jesus ministry to non-Jewish people, 
but also the the outcasts like the demon possessed, the lepers, and in particular the women.
There is a lot of material that is exclusive to Luke’s gospel which emphasizes the role of 
women.  Some of the birth narrative materials with Mary, Elizabeth, and Anna are exclusive 
to Luke.  The healing of Peter’s mother-in-law; the resurrection of the son of the widow of 
Nain; the sinful woman who anointed Jesus feet; this reference we are dealing with today of
the women who travelled with and ministered to Jesus; the woman with the issue of blood; 
certain stories to do with Mary and Martha; the story of the crippled woman of 13:10-17; 
the story of the widow’s mite; and various events around the death, burial and resurrection 
of Christ.  Not only that Jesus used women in His parables like in the parable of the woman 
and the lost coin, and the parable of the woman and the judge.  This material is exclusive to
Luke along with all the other mentions of women in the gospels.  There are also 13 
mentions of women in Acts.  This window into the women’s involvement with Jesus is part 
of an overall emphasis showing how Jesus was different in the way He related to and 
ministered to women.    

Let us get into the message.  Firstly, we want to look at the 3 women who are listed, and in 
particular at Mary Magdalene.  Then we want to look at the ministry of these women and of 
women in general.

The women who ministered to Jesus

V2-3 give us the details that Luke records for us, ‘and also some women who had been 
healed of evil spirits and infirmities: Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had 
gone out, 3 and Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s household manager, and Susanna, and 
many others, who provided for them out of their means.’  Luke tells us that there were more
than these 3 women who are named, that there were ‘many others.’  Luke lists for us Mary, 
Joanna, and Susanna.  Let us begin with the most famous, ‘Mary, called Magdalene, from 
whom seven demons had gone out.’

Mary Magdalene, who was she?  Mary is one of the most misunderstood characters in the 
Bible.  Some have thought that she was the woman in Luke 7:36-50.  This connection was 
first made by Gregory the great in the 6th century.  He preached a sermon saying that she 
was the women who anointed Jesus feet, implying that Mary was a prostitute, and this has 
been the stigma attached to her ever since.  Gregory was not deliberately defaming her but 
hoping to use her as an example of someone who was doing penance.  He preached that 
the 7 demons cast out were the 7 deadly sins.  Have a good look at the details of 7:36-50, 
and the verses before us, is there any connection except proximity that Mary is the sinful 
woman?  No there is none!  

We learn from this a lesson that we need to apply when it comes to many characters in the 
Bible.  Some things make for good preaching, even though they are not true.  Some people 
want to believe that Mary went from a sex worker to a faithful disciple because it makes for 
a good story and is emotionally compelling.  These sorts of adornments must be resisted.  
Think of the stories around Moses, how much embellishment has gone on, but it makes for 
good cinema.  There are those who have no respect for the authority of God’s word and 
happily retell the story the way they think it should go, but even biblical believing Christians 
add to God’s word because they think with their emotions.  

Things in the history of interpretation regarding Mary went from bad to worse, not only was 
Mary made out to be the sinful woman, but she was also confused with Mary the sister of 



Martha.  This is because of John 12:3, ‘Mary therefore took a pound of expensive ointment 
made from pure nard, and anointed the feet of Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair. The 
house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.’  Mary here is showing her gratitude for 
Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead, not expressing her gratitude for sins forgiven, similar 
act but a different woman and different circumstances.  Jesus had His feet anointed in 
gratitude by more than one woman.  These confusions seem to have been prevalent in the 
Western church, the Eastern Church remembers Mary as the first evangelist of the 
Resurrection.  

Another myth has risen up around her which Dan Brown in the Da Vinci Code popularized.  
The theory is that Jesus and Mary were married and that they had children.  There is a 
famous scene in the movie version of the book where the characters are looking at Da 
Vinci’s painting of the last supper and debating whether the apostle closest to Jesus is Mary 
or the unbearded youth John.  This theory sprung up because of the 3rd century gospel of 
Philip, this is not a book of the Bible, nor was it ever thought to be.  There is an obscure 
reference to Jesus kissing Mary, whether on the head or lips is unclear, but it was enough 
for many to extrapolate that Jesus and Mary must have been married.  

Another false gospel, the 5th century gospel of Mary has been repositioned in the limelight 
by recent feminist scholars.  In this gospel the apostles complain to Jesus of His favouritism 
of Mary and how He has revealed truths to her that He has not revealed to them.  Modern 
revisionist reading of this document claims that there is a kernel of truth around which the 
document arose.  The kernel of truth being that Mary was an apostle, and that there was a 
patriarchal conspiracy to hold women down by the apostles out of a sense of jealousy.  This 
so called insight is then used as a lens to reinterpret the Bible and verses like those we are 
looking at today apparently teach that there were women apostles too.  This view sees 
casting Mary as a sex worker as a way to discredit her and keep men in power.  

The truth is a lot less exciting than these fabrications.  We are told that these women were 
either healed or delivered by Christ and in their gratitude they were followers of Christ, we 
are explicitly told that Mary had 7 demons cast out.  Why was she demon possessed, was it 
because she was a worse sinner than others that she had 7 demons cast out?  We are not 
told.  Modern Charismatic exorcists would have us believe that the worse the sinner the 
worse the case of possession, but there is no biblical backing for this analysis.  I am wary of
it, it sounds like bad things only happen to bad people, and the worse the tragedy, the 
worse the sin that God must be punishing.  

We are told that was called Magdalene, this is on account of the fact that she was from the 
mercantile town of migdal, or Magdala.  Since she is following Christ and providing for Him 
and the disciples out of her means, it may be that she was a successful business woman of 
means.

Secondly, we have ‘Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s household manager.’  As with many 
people in the Bible we know almost nothing about them.  Chuza may be a Syrian name, and
the word for household manager could also refer to a political position.  The significance of 
this reference is the fact that all sorts of people from all walks of life, including the rich and 
important were followers of Jesus teaching.  Why was Joanna following Christ?  Some have 
suggested that she is the mother of the son who was healed in John 4:46-54.  There we see
that an official’s son is sick and the father goes to ask Jesus to come and heal him. Jesus 
tells the father that the son is healed and the father returns to find it so.  We cannot know 
for sure.  Since Mary was singled out as being possessed but Joanna is not, it may mean 
that she or someone close to her was healed and she has become a disciple of Christ.  



Thirdly, we are told of Susanna, and that’s it, that is all we know.  

The ministry of the women

Jesus bucked social convention by teaching women and allowing them to be His disciples.  
Traditionally rabbis would be very fussy in who they would take on as a student, and it was 
always a man.  Jesus took in all sorts including women.  There was a huge amount of 
prejudice towards women in the ancient world.  Near Jesus day, revered Rabbi Jose Ben 
Johanan said, ‘Let they house be opened wide and let the needy be members of thy 
household; (wow, this sounds pretty good, but) and talk not much with womankind.’  Later 
an editor commented that this is true ‘of a man’s own wife: how much more of his fellow’s 
wife!  Hence the sages have said, ‘He that talks much with womankind brings evil upon 
himself and neglects the study of the law and at last will inherit Gehenna.’1  Jesus taught 
women, when so many teachers and philosophers believed it was a waste of time, Paul 
likewise believed women were no inferior learners, 1 Tim. 2:11.  

Now we must be careful here.  Jesus was not issue driven, He was not an activist for 
women’s rights, or the rights of the poor and oppressed, or for the rights of the 
marginalized.  No He ignored these cultural clashes as He focused on bringing the 
universally needed gospel to all sinners.  Jesus did not minister to the marginalized in a bid 
to do a power reversal so that those in power would be destabilized in a sort of revolution.  
No, He ignored those social attitudes and practices which limited Him from ministering to all 
types of sinners, religious or cultural.  I feel the need to stress this because I think the 
church is beginning to lose its gospel focus as it gets caught up in various social issues.  
Social justice, racial reconciliation, economic freedom, declaring war on white supremacy, 
patriarchalism, capitalism, heteronormativity, etc.  The unbelieving world blunders about 
with these causes often doing more damage than good.  Christ was not a social justice 
warrior but a loving Saviour who preached the good news to all sinners.  His subversive 
behavior was a byproduct of His loving gospel ministry not a political strategy.  Jesus was 
not choosing sides in the culture wars allowing culture to call the tune but doing the will of 
His Father in heaven.  It is this gospel focus which has a real love for people and that seeks 
to minister to their biblically defined needs which should guide us.  Jesus did not use people 
to advance a cause.  Many used the recent death of George Floyd to create a platform and 
to advance an ideology.  He became a pawn for an agenda.  Jesus is not using these 
women as a platform and as token individuals to advance a political point of view.  The irony
is that where Christians have been accused of seeking converts like trophies, it is these 
misreadings of the text that objectify the people in them.

He bucked convention when he stalled the funeral in Nain and gave a widow back her son; 
He allowed a sinful women to touch and anoint His feet shocking the Pharisee whose house 
He was in, commending her faith and sending her away with His blessing of Peace.  When 
He met the woman at the well He spoke the truth in love to her putting aside racial norms 
to minister to her, salvation came not only to her but the Samaritans.  These and many 
more instances of genuine love and care and an interest in them as individuals in 
relationship to God and not the centrality of a political agenda stands out.

What we want to note is the wonderful way in which these women like the 12 disciples have
forsaken everything and followed Christ.  In fact we know that when the disciples were 
hiding for fear of arrest when Jesus was arrested in order to be crucified, it was the women 

1 Dan Doriani, Woman and Ministry, p41.  



who braved the Roman soldiers and religious authorities to stand in faithful vigil at the 
cross.  These women are examples in their bravery from physical pain, in their indifference 
to disapproval from the majority around them, as they loyally ministered to the Savior they 
loved.  

The previous portion was all about those who have been forgiven much, that they love 
much.  These women are more examples along with the sinful women who gave of their 
precious worldly means to minister to Christ.  These were women of means who wanted to 
see the ministry of the word progress.  These women played a critical enabling role in the 
mission of the gospel.  All believers can take encouragement from their generosity and 
commitment.  As a result of their salvation a changed heart has led to a change in how their
money was used.  Money is a timeless idol of our hearts, every generation struggles with 
the idol of wealth.  Recently in our family devotions we read these words, ‘What your heart 
most loves and adores, what it most rests in, is where you most effortlessly, joyfully, and 
almost addictively spend your money.
Some people put their money effortlessly into savings, in order to feel safe.  Others put it 
readily into clothing of things that make them appear attractive and sophisticated, in order 
to get people’ approval and admiration.  Others put it into homes and membership in clubs, 
in order to get status and power.  ‘Where your treasure is there your heart will be also.’  
What will help break the hold that money has on our hearts?  Radical generosity to God and
the poor is a critical starting place.  For idolatrous hearts it will be painful, but ‘one who 
cannot cast a treasure away in need is in fetters.’2  These women all gave effortlessly and 
sacrificially to Christ, ministering to Him and the others travelling with Him in order that the 
word might progress.  Because Christ had their hearts and they were full of gratitude to 
Him, they gladly gave of their time, their services and money.  Where do you spend your 
money most effortlessly?  Do you find the money flowing easily to things that are for 
yourself, your family, your interests, or do you find that your heart is ready to depart with 
your wealth in generosity to others?

Christ in His ministry to women overturned the common practices and beliefs of the time.  
He prioritized their need for God over any cultural prejudice and ignored cultural norms to 
bring them the gospel that they needed.  This made Him a willing minister to all ages, all 
races, both men and women.  He was gentle with them and many responded to Him in faith
and support.  It has been pointed out that not one woman is ever singled out who ever rose
up to persecute Christ like so many men did at the time.  He spoke to them, He ministered 
to them, He taught them, and He travelled with them, and gladly accepted their ministry to 
Him.  And as these many women respond in their gratitude to Christ they become 
exemplary examples of faith and obedience for us to follow.        

       

       

  

2 Keller, The Way of Wisdom, p304.  


