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Chapter 1 

Review of Scholarship 

A. Introduction 

There are approximately thirty stories in The Acts of the Apostles that involve 
female characters or cite women, making it a topic of no small importance to the 
author.1 Jane Schaberg has observed: 
The author of Luke (and Acts) is interested in the education of women in the basics of Christian 
faith and in the education of outsiders about Christian women…One of the strategies of this writ-
ing is to provide female readers with female characters as role models.2 (emphasis mine) 

Schaberg rightly calls for a conscious critique of transporting this educational 
strategy into a contemporary setting, but it is crucial to stand back and assess the 
impact of the above emphasized words. If one of the strategies of the author of 
Acts is to reach, educate, and edify women, then what we have contained in Acts 
are invaluable traditions about the roles of women in the Greco-Roman world 
through the eyes of early Christians, specifically their role in the society and 
church of the early second century.3 This, of course, does not assume that the 

                                                 
1 Ivoni Richter Reimer, Women in Acts of the Apostles: A Feminist Liberation Perspective, 

trans. L. Moloney (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), xxv-vi. In light of recent research on the 
Acts of the Apostles, it is no longer certain that one can ascribe authorship to Luke, thus the refer-
ence to “the author.” Most recently, Patricia Walters, The Assumed Authorial Unity of Luke and 
Acts: A Reassessment of the Evidence, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); see also 
Richard Pervo and Mikeal Parsons, Rethinking the Unity of Luke and Acts, (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1993). 

2 Jane Schaberg, “Luke,” in Women’s Bible Commentary, eds. C. A. Newsom and S. H. Ringe 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 363. For the opposing view, see the balanced discus-
sions of Hans Conzelmann, Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary of the Acts of the Apostles, trans. 
J. Limburg, A. T. Kraabel, and D. H. Juel, eds. E. J. Epp and C. R. Matthews (Philadelphia: For-
tress Press, 1987), xl-xlii; and Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary 
Interpretation, 2 vols. (Philadelphia and Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1986, 1990).  

3 Although I will not delve into the arguments of dating and authorship, I do assume the sec-
ond century date of the material based on the convincing arguments of Richard I. Pervo, although 
there are many others who support and have done important work on this topic. Pervo, Dating 
Acts: Between the Evangelists and the Apologists (Santa Rosa: Polebridge Press, 2006) and “Acts 
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portrait of women’s lives that Acts provides is not an idealized picture without 
rhetorical and literary embellishment, but that it is precisely in the choice of vir-
tues that are awarded to women that one has evidence of the ideals of the early 
Church. The author’s favor or disfavor toward women is not the focus of this 
study, although this will be clarified as a result of this particular analysis of two 
important but often overlooked pericopae, “The Resuscitation of Tabitha” (9:36-
43) and “The Conversion of Lydia” (16:13-15). This is the first attempt, to my 
knowledge, to analyze these stories and women as a pair. 

Although these stories are distinct, they also share some important literary and 
social similarities that invite their analysis as a pair. First, and quite significantly, 
both Tabitha and Lydia are presented as working women who are not at all de-
pendent on any man in their intimate circles. Both are without a husband, male 
guardian, or lawyers. Neither woman is shown as a mother with children. Their 
“single” status, or better said, independence, is remarkable given the ordinary 
conventions of the day. Notably, the author has situated both women in a primary 
position: Tabitha is the first woman to receive a healing miracle in Acts (Acts 
9:36-43) and is the final miracle in the Petrine section of Acts (Acts 1:15-12:18). 
Lydia is the first woman to be “called” (Acts 16:11-15) in the Pauline portion of 
Acts (Acts 9:1-28:30), and her story bookends the Philippian narratives (Acts 
16:11-15; 16:40). In addition, both women are in charge of a household: Tabitha 
is resuscitated in her home in Joppa, and Lydia – while she is called in a “place of 
prayer” (proseuch.n) – requests that her entire household be baptized and then 
invites Paul and Silas to her home, where they stay as guests while in Philippi. 
Significantly, both stories evince a similar introductory phrase: Lydia is intro-
duced by the phrase tij gunh. Ovno,mati (Acts 16:14), and Tabitha with tij h=n 
maqh,tria ovno,mati (Acts 9:36). (Here we should notice the only instance of the 
feminine maqh,tria in the New Testament). Although this may appear to be a 
standard character introduction, in Acts it signals the introduction of an important 
character who is a believer, or who will be soon. Many men are introduced with 
this formula, both married and unmarried, but the same can only be said for a 
select few women. Tabitha, Rhoda, Lydia, and Damaris are the only women who 
are introduced with this formula; we should note that all are portrayed without a 
spouse.4 Both stories are built around the thematic words anoi,gw, parakale,w, 

________________________ 
in the Suburbs of the Apologists,” in Contemporary Studies in Acts, ed. T. E. Phillips (Macon: 
Mercer University Press, 2009), 29-46. 

4 Mary is introduced as “the mother of John.” Sapphira, Priscilla, and Drusilla are all intro-
duced in relation to their husbands. The man in each of these cases is introduced with the formula 
“a certain man named…,” but the wife is then introduced by “with his wife.” Queen Candace and 
Queen Bernice are both introduced by their names alone, which may be due to their royal status. 
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ku,rioj, and me,nw, an examination of which will be featured below in chapters 
four and five. Yet here one might make the observation that first Peter, in the case 
of Tabitha, and then Paul, with Lydia, will be urged strongly (parakale,w) to enter 
the women’s respective households, in which they will remain for some time af-
terward.5 

Although neither Tabitha nor Lydia is identified as a widow, scholars have 
presumed this based on the fact that no men are featured in either woman’s inti-
mate circle and based on the demographics of that time period.6 More recent in-
vestigations of Greco-Roman social systems, however, point to a greater variety 
of roles for women and their opportunities for independence in the Romanized 
Mediterranean world.7 Even married women could inherit and run businesses and 
retain use and usufruct of the wealth gained from these ventures without interme-
diary lawyers.  

All these factors combine to invite a thorough investigation of the accounts 
themselves and in their placement in the document of Acts; to uncover their 
meaning for the listener; to reveal the significance these stories held for the earli-
est Christians, such as the audience of Acts; and to better gauge the service these 
stories provided, the message they announce, and their place against the land-
scape of Act. In particular, the independent situation of both women, while possi-
ble, but still unconventional with regard to the ideals of the perfect woman, call 
out for careful scrutiny. How did the portrayal of Tabitha and Lydia signal the 

                                                 
5 In Acts 9:38, the two men urge Peter strongly to come to Tabitha’s home immediately (du,o 

a;ndraj pro.j auvto.n parakalou/ntej\ mh. ovknh,sh|j dielqei/n e[wj h`mw/n), and in 16:15, Lydia urges 
Paul and Silas strongly to come to her home (w`j de. evbapti,sqh kai. o` oi=koj auvth/j( pareka,lesen 
le,gousa). Indeed, in Lydia’s story, there is an added force to the request when she prevails upon 
the men further (kai. parebia,sato h`ma/j). These connections suggest that the author may have 
shaped the stories to reflect the structural device of mirroring the actions of Peter and Paul. 

6 For example, Valerie Abrahamsen, “Lydia,” and Lucinda A. Brown, “Tabitha,” in Women in 
Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, the Apocryphal/ 
Deuterocanonical Books, and the New Testament, eds. C. Meyers, T. Craven, and R. S. Kraemer; 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2000), 111; 160. For an opposing view, see Beverly Roberts Gaventa, 
Acts (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003), 159-61; 236-37. 

7 Especially Natalie Kampen, Image and Status: Roman Working Women in Ostia (Berlin: 
Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1981); Jane F. Gardner, “Women in Business Life: Some Evidence from 
Puteoli,” in Female Networks and the Public Sphere in Roman Society, ed. P. Setälä and L. 
Savunen (Rome: Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 1999), 22:11-27; Sandra Joshel, Work, Identity, 
and Legal Status at Rome: A Study of the Occupational Inscriptions (Norman: University of Ok-
lahoma Press, 1992); and Shelia Murnaghan, Women and Slaves in Greco-Roman Culture: Dif-
ferential Equations (London: Routledge, 1998, rpt. 2001). 
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orientation of the Christian message? What significance was being given, and 
what ideals were being supported?  

Chapter One will survey the important scholarly literature from the time of the 
church fathers up to the present, which offers exegetical comment concerning 
Tabitha or Lydia, although my preliminary investigations show this to be mini-
mal at best. This review will fall into three sections: (1) from Irenaeus to the 
Reformation, (2) the seventeenth to the early twentieth century, and (3) the mid-
twentieth century to the present. Chapters Two and Three will focus on the social, 
economic, and legal capacities of women in the Greek East and Roman West, 
respectively, and discuss how these affect the interpretation of the narratives of 
Tabitha and Lydia in Acts. Chapters Four and Five will engage in a phrase-by-
phrase analysis of both stories with particular attention to the linguistic and narra-
tive elements of the text. Finally, Chapter Six will summarize the function of the 
accounts of these two women and make an assessment of the importance of their 
particular roles in the document, suggesting implications for further study. 

 
 

B. Three Interpretive Trajectories 

I. Tabitha and Lydia as Social Models 

This trajectory is exemplified by the tendency to equate Tabitha and Lydia with 
women from the interpreter’s own time period. For example, in Basil of 
Caesarea's work, he equates Tabitha with the wealthy widows of his own time 
period who were inclined to support the needs of local churches. Although this 
will be discussed in more detail below, for Basil, Tabitha serves as social model 
for how widows could consecrate themselves both sexually and financially to a 
holy life that was focused on asceticism and prayer. This same interpretive trajec-
tory is also shared, at least in part, by Cyprian, Chrysostom, Erasmus, and Calvin. 
Tabitha and Lydia are not just moral exempla for female readers, but also provide 
useful commentary on events in the interpreter’s time period. The flexibility of 
the biblical narratives allow for this transference, which on the one hand provides 
ready moral and exegetical models for homilies, but on the other, devalues the 
need to understand the social context of Acts. 

II. Tabitha and Lydia as Allegories 

This trajectory is pronounced in the work of Arator and Bede. However, even 
recent scholarship is not immune to this tendency to see the sparseness of Tabitha 
and Lydia's biblical accounts as an opportunity to conjecture about the symbolic 
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character of their names and the 'deeper meaning' of the stories.8 This deeper, 
spiritual meaning of the text was deemed the most authentic way to encounter 
scripture because it revealed a truth behind the letters of the Bible.9. Tabitha and 
Lydia are not important in their roles as characters in Acts, but only in the deeper 
meaning toward which their stories point. For Bede, Tabitha's story is discusses 
the progress of the soul, and for Arator it highlights the necessity of Baptism for 
salvation. While secular powers work to further political claims, the Bible con-
ceals and reveals the meaning of God's plan at work. In this way, every aspect of 
the text - character, setting, exposition and dialogue - is a potential gateway to 
discern this plan. 

III. Tabitha and Lydia as Rhetorical Devices 

This final trajectory is exemplified by the work of the great scholars such as 
Baur, Harnack and Schnekenburger. However, the very earliest interpretation of 
Lydia’s story also falls into this category. Irenaeus uses his exegesis to uphold the 
apostolic authority of Luke (the author of Acts) and the ‘authentic’ biblical writ-
ings as a whole. He argues that there is an absolute unity between God's plan and 
the biblical witness, therefore, a work such as Acts can provide sure insight into 
God's plan for human belief and action. Irenaeus, "developed the principles of a 
reliable explanation of the Bible and tradition and a proof of succession."10 Ire-
naeus is not interested in Lydia as a moral example or as an allegory, but only 
instrumentally as an example of the power that the authentic word of God has to 
convert pagans. In Baur’s work, characters like Tabitha and Lydia are meant to 
serve the apologetic interests of Acts, namely, to bridge early difficulties between 
Jewish and Gentile Christianity. In general, this trajectory misses both the cultur-

                                                 
8 For example, Rick Strelan, “Tabitha: Gazelle of Joppa (Acts 9:36-43),” Biblical Theology 

Bulletin 39/2 (2009): 77-86. This article makes a case for Tabitha’s status as a proselyte based on 
the symbolic association of her Semitic name with the “gazelle.” Strelan argues that the gazelle is 
a ‘clean’ animal in Judaism and therefore, Tabitha’s name indicates that she is symbolic of the 
transition between Judaism and Christianity that is occurring in the text of Acts. This is strikingly 
similar to Bede’s exegesis of the passage where he makes the claim that Tabitha's name is an 
important clue to the meaning and interpretation of the passage as a whole. This will be discussed 
in detail below. 

9 Brox, Kirchengeschichte des Altertums, (Düsseldorf: Patmos Verlag, 1992), 13. Brox notes 
that this type of interpretation, taken over from Hellenistic Judaism, allowed a mediation between 
the Bible and the philosophies in which Christian theology was conceived. 

10 Brox, Kirchengeschichte, 131-135. In large part, Irenaeus' authority came through his bish-
op office's being in direct succession with the apostles. In essence, his interpretation of the events 
in Acts held sway over rival interpretations based on this factor alone. 
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al and narrative context of the biblical text and its ability to shed light on the 
place of women like Tabitha and Lydia in the early Jesus movement. 

The following section will follow the history of interpretation of Tabitha and 
Lydia in detail. Where necessary, I will make reference to the relevant interpre-
tive trajectory as well as the germane cultural, geographic, and political issues. 
This is not meant to show a linear progression to interpretation; on the contrary, it 
shows the cyclical nature of interpretation and how the lines of exegesis continu-
ally return to one or more of these methodological pillars. 

C. History of Interpretation 

I. From Irenaeus to the Reformation 

1. Irenaeus (Lydia only) 

In the first explicit reference to the conversion of Lydia (Acts 16:13-15),11 Ire-
naeus (2nd-3rd c. CE), in his work Adversus Haereses,12 states:

                                                 
11 There is no corresponding reference to “The Resuscitation of Tabitha” (Acts 9:36–43) in 

Irenaeus’ work. For a discussion of the reception of Acts in the time prior to Irenaeus, see Andrew 
Gregory, The Reception of Luke-Acts in the Period before Irenaeus, WUNT 169 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2003). Also, Henry J. Cadbury, “The Tradition,” in The Beginnings of Christianity, eds. 
J. F. Jackson and K. Lake (New York: Macmillan, 1920–33), 2:209-64; Hans Conzelmann, The 
Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, trans. J. Limburg, A. T. Kraabel, 
and D. Juel; eds. E. J. Epp and C. R. Matthews, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971), 3-
14; and Ernst Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary, trans. and ed. B. Noble et al. 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971), xxvii-xxxii. 

12 St. Irenaeus, ANF, vol. 1, eds. A. Roberts and J. Donaldson (Grand Rapids: Hendricksen, 
1994). The longer title to which both Irenaeus and Eusebius refer is translated as On the Detection 
and Refutation of That Which Is Falsely Called Knowledge. The Greek version of the text, which 
is the original, has been lost except for portions of the original Greek quoted in Epiphanius, main-
ly Book II. Other snippets are found in Eusebius, Hippolytus, Theodoret of Cyrus, John of Da-
mascus, and in Oxyrhychus 405 and the Jena payrus. The disappearance is a mystery, since the 
Greek appears to have been available into the ninth century. The Latin text that remains is a quite 
literal translation that seems to indicate that the translator knew Greek well but the frequent reten-
tion of the syntactical structure from the Greek indicates that the translator did not know Latin as 
well. For a cogent discussion of the manuscript traditions and issues, see John J. Dillon, St. Ire-
naeus of Lyon: Against the Heresies, Book 1, vol. 1 (Mahwah: Newman Press, 1992), 11-15. The 
Latin text used here is found in Patrologiae Graecae (PG) vol. 7a. The first quotation that Irenae-
us makes of Acts is in 1.23.1, when he describes the meeting between Peter and Simon Magus in 
Acts 8, but the exposition of the importance of Acts on questions of apostolicity is found in 3.12-
14. The discussion of Lydia’s conversion is located in 3.14.1.  
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And then he [Luke] carefully indicates all the rest of their journey as far as Philippi, and how they 
delivered their first address: “for sitting down, he says, ‘we spoke to the women who had assem-
bled’; and certain believed, even a great many.”13 (emphasis mine) 

Here the nameless “certain woman” and the “great many” are Lydia and her 
household, who are baptized. This citation is embedded within a larger argument 
that maintains the apostolic authority and truth of Luke’s version of Paul’s mis-
sionary activities.14 Irenaeus' status as bishop gave his interpretation authority 
over rival, Gnostic interpretations of the text. Very little is known about Irenaeus 
except that he was a bishop (presbyter) in Lyon in the late second century CE. It 
is speculated that he directed his treatise to Rome during a time of stability that 
lacked persecutions. It has also been suggested that the treatise was directed to 
the churches of Asia Minor that had been influenced by the Gnostic teachings 
that had proliferated in Alexandria.15 These two differing points of view suggest 
the divide that had already come to exist between the eastern and western com-
munities of the early church in both their liturgy and scriptural interpretations. 
The importance of the work is not only Irenaeus’ description of the various Gnos-
tic sects of his time, but also in his systematic presentation of Christian doctrines 
that were prevalent in the Western church of his day.16  

In his own testimony, Irenaeus states that he has listened to Polycarp’s teach-
ings in Rome, thereby stressing the importance of apostolic witness and founda-
tions. In Book III, in which he discusses the text of Acts most fully, Irenaeus is 
not as much concerned with exegesis as with providing an exposé and refutation 
of Gnosticism, especially the Valentinian movement, based on reason.17 By link-

                                                 
13 Et deinceps reliquum omnen ipsorum usque ad Philippos adventum diligenter significant, et 

quaemadmodum pimum sermonem locuti sunt: sedentes enim, inquit, locuti sumus mulieribus 
quae convenerant; et quinam crediderunt, et quam multi, PG, 3.14.1). It should be noted that this 
is in fact a paraphrase of the biblical account in Acts 16 and that Lydia’s name is not explicitly 
mentioned, but it is clear from the context that Irenaeus uses the word “certain” (et quinam cre-
diderunt) to mean Lydia and the “great many” (et quam multi) to mean the women present, or her 
household.  

14 Here it must be remembered that Irenaeus presumes that the author of the Gospel of Luke is 
also the author of Acts, who is “the dear and beloved physician” of Col. 4:14 and, therefore, can 
be counted on to be in continuity with Paul. Also, the fact that Irenaeus cites the text of Acts au-
thoritatively so many times is proof of, as André Benoit observes, the fact that “Irenaeus is not 
just familiar with the text of Acts, but recognizes it as Scripture.” André Benoit, Saint Irénee: 
Introduction á L’Étude de sa Théologie (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1960), 122. 

15 Dillon, Against the Heresies, 3-6. 
16 Robert M. Grant, Irenaeus of Lyon (New York: Routledge, 1997), 1-10. 
17 St. Irenaeus of Lyon: Against the Heresies, ACW, trans. D. J. Unger and J. J. Dillon, eds. 

W. J. Burghardt, T. C. Lawler and J. J. Dillon (New York: Paulist Press, 1992), 55:6-7. See also 
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ing Luke’s gospel to Acts, Irenaeus can demonstrate the unbroken line of apostol-
ic authority beginning with Jesus’ command in Luke 10:16 and continuing on to 
Peter and Paul as narrated in Acts.18 Irenaeus argues that Paul and Luke were 
“inseparable companions” and if Paul had known of any mysteries that were not 
revealed in his letters, Luke would have known these mysteries and written them 
down in Acts. In essence, the Lukan gospel and Acts can lay claim to apostolic 
authority through relationship to Paul even though the author “Luke” is not an 
apostle himself. Also, the fact that Irenaeus uses the narrative of Lydia’s conver-
sion to make these claims is proof that the text was well known by 180 CE, since 
Irenaeus assumes that his reader will know the object of his reference without the 
benefit of direct citations or names.19 Of course, the detailed descriptions of the 
characters that Paul (and by corollary Luke) encountered in Acts help Irenaeus 
demonstrate that Luke was the constant companion of Paul and, therefore, all of 
his writings have equal validity and apostolic authority.20 Irenaeus’ use of Lyd-
ia’s story is instrumental to his larger project as is evidenced by the fact that he 
does not even call her by name, only, “a certain woman.” 

2. St. Cyprian (Tabitha only) 

In his work, De opera et eleemosynis (5-6), St. Cyprian cites the Tabitha narra-
tive as an example of the importance that works of mercy play in cleansing one of 
sins committed after baptism.21 Tabitha’s good works are not only the reason for 

________________________ 
Andrew Gregory, “Irenaeus and the Reception of Acts in the Second Century,” in Contemporary 
Studies in Acts, (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2009), 47-65, esp. 48-55. 

18 Gregory, “Irenaeus and the Reception of Acts in the Second Century,” in Contemporary 
Studies in Acts. (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2009), 48. Luke 10:16 , `O avkou,wn u`mw/n evmou/ 
avkou,ei( kai. o` avqetw/n u`ma/j evme. avqetei/\ ò de. evme. avqetw/n avqetei/ to.n avpostei,lanta, me) “Whoever 
listens to you listens to me, and whoever rejects you rejects me, and whoever rejects me rejects 
the one who sent me." 

19 This fact, coupled with the focus on building, stabilizing, and protecting communities from 
internal and external threats along with the omission of Luke or Acts from the fragments of Papias 
suggests a date in the second century (prior to 115 CE) for Acts. Margaret Y. MacDonald, The 
Pauline Churches, SNTSMS 60 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); and Pervo, 
Dating Acts. 

20 Non enim conceditur eis, ab his qui sensum habent, quaedam quidem recipere ex his quae a 
Luca dicta sunt, quasi sint veritatis; quaedam vero refutare, quasi non cognovisset veritatem. 
(3.14.4) Here Irenaeus is specifically refuting the “corrupt” interpretations Marcion and Valenti-
nus give of Luke and Acts. 

21 All texts and translations are from Edward V. Rebenack, Thasci Caecili Cypriani de Opere 
et Eleemosynis: A Translation with an Introduction and Commentary (Washington, DC: Catholic 
University of America Press, 1962). Rebenback makes clear that his translations are based on the 
work of W. Hartel in the Corpus Scriptorium Ecclesiastecorum Latinorum (3.1. 373-94). The 
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her resuscitation, but also the merits of her good works were “stored up,” and 
“such was the miracle wrought by the merits of mercy, such was the power of 
just works.”22 The emphasis in the story for Cyprian is not on the things done or 
produced for the widows, but on the very doing or giving itself. That is, the ac-
tion itself is what is stored up and saves the Christian from a second death, not in 
any way the monetary value of what is given (6.3-5).23 For Cyprian, Tabitha’s 
role as a disciple is not highlighted, only her value as role model of Christian 
charity. It is important to notice that Cyprian does not count Tabitha as one of the 
widows, as Basil does in his later work, but as the one who provides alms to 
them. Based on Cyprian’s exhortations to rich matrons elsewhere in this work, he 
seems to use Tabitha as an example tailored to this audience.24 

3. St. Basil of Caesarea (Tabitha only) 

In a brief, but important, citation, St. Basil of Caesarea (329-379 CE) views Tabi-
tha as a widow even though the text makes no mention of this status.25 It would 
seem that this is due in large part to the absence of a husband. Moreover, it re-
flects Basil’s own enthusiasm to see models of the holy widow figure as a sort of 

________________________ 
work is dated between 250-56 CE and was written early in Cyprian’s episcopacy during a time of 
extended peace in order to call his congregation out of apathy and to remind them of their duty to 
tend to the poor and needy. The subject of eleemosyna is taken up by later writers such as Grego-
ry of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa (the brother of Basil of Caesarea, see below) and John Chrys-
ostom. Although it is uncertain that any of these writers was directly influenced by Cyprian’s 
work, it seems evident that the subject of eleemosyna and their role within the Christian life was 
an important topic for Eastern writers in the third through fifth centuries. Rebenback, 1-21. 

22 Tantum potuerunt misericordiae merita, tantum opera iusta valuerunt. Quae laborantibus 
viduis largita fuerat subsidia viviendi meruit ad vitam viduarum petitione revocari. (Cyprian, 
6.12-13) Tabitha’s good works during her lifetime have been stored up and are cited as the reason 
for her resuscitation because nec defuturum Christi auxilium viduis deprecantibus, quando esset 
in viduis ipse vestitus. Tabitha’s good works done on behalf of the widows are recognized by 
Christ and on account of this he grants Peter the power to perform the miracle. This meaning is 
also supported by Cyprian’s statement in 7.3-6, inter sua mandata divina et praecepta caelestia, 
nihil crebrius mandat et praecipit quam ut insistamus elemosynis dandis, nec terrenis possession-
ibus incubemus, sed caelestes thesaurus potius recondamus. By corporeal works of mercy, Chris-
tians like Tabitha layup treasures in heaven. Et quae matrona locuples et dives es, ungue oculos 
tuos non stibio diabolico sed collyrio Christi, ut pervenire ad videndum Deum possis, dum Deum 
et moribus et operibus promereris. (Cyprian, 14.12-15) Rebenack, De Opere Eleemosynis, 63-75. 

23 Et quod eleemosynis non tantum a secunda sed a prima morte animae liberentur, gestae et 
impletae rei probatione, conpertum est. 

24 Ibid.  
25 St. Basil: Ascetical Works, trans. Sr. M. M. Wagner, (New York: Fathers of the Church, 

1950), 191-92. 
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consecrated cenobite since he himself was focused on the ascetical, monastic life. 
For example, he writes:26 
And before all things my care was to make some amendment in my character, which had for a 
long time been perverted by association with the wicked. And accordingly, having read the Gos-
pel and having perceived therein that the greatest incentive to perfection is the selling of one’s 
goods and the sharing of them with the needy of the brethren, and the being entirely without 
thought of this life, and that the soul should have no sympathetic concern with the things of this 
world, I prayed that I might find some one of the brethren who had taken this way of life, so as to 
traverse with him this life’s brief flood.27 

This propensity toward renunciation of wealth and adherence to a strict moral and 
ascetic code led Basil to create what was probably the first true coenobitical mo-
nasticism open to all socio-economic classes and both genders.28 
A widow who enjoys sufficiently robust health should spend her life in works of zeal and solici-
tude, keeping in mind the words of the Apostle and the example of Dorcas (Basil, Herewith Be-
gins the Morals, 74). 

It appears that Basil was the first to explicitly name Tabitha a widow who was a 
member of an order of widows devoted to charity by the conflation of two texts, 
Acts 9:36 and 1 Tim. 5:9-10.29 Thus by virtue of proximity to other widows, it is 

                                                 
26 Besides growing up in a staunchly Christian household, which boasted of several bishops, 

monks and nuns, his eldest sister Macrina was one of the most famous ascetic women of the 
fourth century and his brother was St. Gregory of Nyssa. The Ascetical Works, ix. 

27 St. Basil: The Letters III, trans. R. J. Deferrari, Loeb Classical Library (London: Heine-
mann, 1930), 292-93 (Letter 223). Kai. pro, ge pa,ntwn evpimele.j h=n moi dio,rqwsi,n tina tou/ 
h;qouj poih,sasqai polu.n cro,non evk th/j pro.j tou.j fau,lous o`mili,aj diastrafe,ntoj) Kai. toi.nun 
avvnagnou.j to. Euvagge,lion( kai. qeasa,menoj evkei/ megi,sthn avformh.n eivj telei,wsin th.n dia,prasin 
tw/n u`parco,ntwn( kai. thn. pro.j tou.j evndeei/j tw/n avdelfw/n koinwni,an( kai. o[lwj to. avfronti,stwj 
e;cein tou/ bi,ou tou,tou( kai. ùpo. mhdemia/j sumpaqei,aj pro.j ta. w-de th.n yuch.n evpistre,fesqai( 
huvco,mhn eu`rein tina tw/n avdelfw/n tau,thn evlo,menon th.n o`do.n tou/ bi,ou( w]ste auvtw/ suvdiaperai-
wqh/vai to.n bracu.n tou/ton tou/ bi,ou klu,dwna) Here Basil is dependent upon Mt. 19:21, e;fh auvtw/| 
ò VIhsou/j\ eeiv qe,leij te,leioj ei=nai( u[page pw,lhso,n sou ta. u`pa,rconta kai. do.j Îtoi/jÐ ptwcoi/j( 
kai. e[xeij qhsauro.n evn ouvranoi/j( kai. deu/ro avkolou,qei moiÅ (emphasis mine). 

28 St. Basil: The Ascetical Works, ix-xi. The place where Basil differs most markedly from the 
earlier practices of asceticism is in his conviction that the eremitic life does not offer the oppor-
tunity to practice humility and obedience and is therefore opposed to the divine laws of charity. 
He was resolutely in favor of the apostolic life as prescribed in Acts 4:32–37. This is one of the 
chief reasons that Basil established monasteries in towns rather than in deserts. 

29 St. Basil: The Ascetical Works, 191-2. Acts 9:36 VEn VIo,pph| de, tij h=n maqh,tria ovno,mati 
Tabiqa,( h] diermhneuome,nh le,getai Dorka,j\ au[th h=n plh,rhj e;rgwn avgaqw/n kai. evlehmosunw/n w-n 
evpoi,eiÅ 1 Tim. 5:9–10 Ch,ra katalege,sqw mh. e;latton evtw/n e`xh,konta gegonui/a( e`no.j avndro.j 
gunh,( eevn e;rgoij kaloi/j marturoume,nh( eiv evteknotro,fhsen( eiv evxenodo,chsen( eiv a`gi,wn po,daj 
e;niyen( eiv qlibome,noij evph,rkesen( eiv panti. e;rgw| avgaqw/| evphkolou,qhsenÅ  
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assumed that Tabitha is herself a widow and, what is more, she is drawn into the 
Eastern fervor for women to adhere to the ascetical rules of “prayer and supplica-
tion with fasting.”30 

4. St. John Chrysostom (Lydia only) 

While it is not clear that the late imperial work of St. John Chrysostom (347-407 
CE) was influenced directly by the writings of Basil, it can be stated that Chrys-
ostom shared Basil’s enthusiasm and dedication to the precepts of the Desert Fa-
thers and their asceticism.31 Chrysostom’s homily on Acts 16 (Homily 35) is the 
first extant exegesis of Lydia’s story, and his homiletic portrayal of her was to 
have a lasting impression upon commentators for centuries.32  While Irenaeus’ 
main concern was setting down clear boundary lines between orthodox positions 
and those held by Gnostic groups, Chrysostom was writing within a young epis-
copacy to a wide range of interest groups both within and outside the church.33 In 
the late imperial period, there was a growing number of Christian women who 
consciously chose to eschew marriage (first time or after being widowed or di-
vorced) and childbearing in favor of an ascetic life that advocated humility, re-

                                                 
30 St. Basil: The Ascetical Works, 192. 
31 However, John does not seem to share Basil’s interest in the mortification of the body. Cf. 

St. Basil: The Letters, 294-95. o[ti e;rgw deiknu,ousi th.n ne,krwsin tou/ vIhsou/ evn tw/ sw,mati pe-
rife,rovtej) 

32 This is especially true of Calvin and other Reformers. There is no corresponding homily on 
Tabitha in Chrysostom’s work. All citations from Chrysostom’s homilies are my own translations 
derived from the Greek text found in PG: St. Johannes Chrysostom Opera IX, In Acta Apostolo-
rum. The textual complexities of the Homilies have been skillfully laid out by F. T. Gignac in his 
article “The New Critical Edition of Chrysostom’s Homilies on Acts: A Progress Report,” Texte 
und Textkritik: Eine Aufsatzsammlung, ed. Jürgen Dummer (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1987), 
165-68. See also the helpful comments of F. Bovon, “The Reception of the Book of Luke-Acts in 
Late Antiquity, in Contemporary Studies in Acts, ed. T. Phillips (Mercer, GA: Mercer University 
Press, 2009), 66-92. 

33 John did at times address issues of heresies, but in his homilies, he sidelines these issues to 
highlight more pastoral concerns. It was the negotiation of these factions that absorbed much of 
John’s time in Constantinople and with which he came into conflict with on a regular basis. It was 
to these sometimes contentious groups that John addressed his homiletic warnings against the 
dangers of wealth, pride and power, and extolling the virtues of humility and service to the poor. 
Wendy Mayer and Pauline Allen, John Chrysostom (New York: Routledge, 2002), 11-16. Mayer 
and Allen are dependent upon the work of J. N. D. Kelly, Golden Mouth: The Story of John 
Chrysostom - Ascetic, Preacher, Bishop (London: Gerald Duckworth, 1995). For a broad over-
view of Chrysostom’s time period see also, Averil Cameron and P. Garnsey, The Cambridge 
Ancient History, 13, The Late Empire A.D. 337-425, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998). 
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nunciation of the physical body, and a spiritual devotion to charity.34 Chrysostom 
is quite interested in and supportive of this phenomenon for two reasons: first, in 
his own self-interest, these women generally had some means of financial inde-
pendence that they were willing to share generously to support both Chrysostom 
and his church; second, Chrysostom was tapping into social trends that allowed 
for greater self-determination and power available to women, especially to the 
growing number of wealthy women, who were part of his audience.35 These two 
influences meet in John’s homilies on Acts with their praise of female characters 
resounding with ascetic themes and imagery.36 Chrysostom interprets Lydia as 
follows: “She a woman of low stature, evident from her trade, but see also her 

                                                 
34 The classic treatment of this phenomenon and its roots are found in H. Delahaye, Le origi-

nes du culte des martyrs, 2nd rev. ed. (Brussels: Société de Bollandistes, 1933). Peter Brown’s 
The Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1988), stands on the shoulders of Delahaye but adds important per-
spectives such as the differentiation between the role of the body in a variety of Eastern and 
Western writers. Brown is especially helpful in his explication of the role of the body to the 
politeia in the works of Chrysostom, pp. 305-22. Brown’s work on the body and sexual relations 
in the early Christian church is less nuanced. See instead P. F. Beatrice, “Continenza e 
matrimonio ne Christianesimo primitive,” in Etica sessuale e matrimonio ne christianesimo delle 
origini, R. Cantalamassa, ed. Studia Patristica Mediolanensia 5, Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 1976), 3-
68 and Elizabeth Castelli, “Virginity and Its Meaning for Women’s Sexuality in Early Christiani-
ty,” Journal for Feminist Studies in Religion 2 (1986): 61-88. 

35 See, John Chrysostom: On Virginity and Against Remarriage, trans. S. R. Shore; intro. E. 
A. Clark (New York: Edwin Mellon Press, 1983), vii. Chrysostom produced more on this topic 
than any other Greek-speaking father of the early church, and this interest in the ascetic life seems 
to have started at a very young age (Socrates, Historia ecclesiastica 6.3, PG 67.668). In the 380s 
CE, when Chrysostom wrote these treatises, the celibate life was considered the most exalted life 
for Christians. Chrysostom supports this view when he describes the horrors of marriage and the 
glories of virginity that go far beyond Paul’s own treatment of these topics in 1 Cor. 7. John 
speaks directly to his intended audience (wealthy, independent women) when he rails against the 
“slavery” of marriage and its attendant woes from the position of its injustice to the wife as op-
posed to the husband as is most often found in the topoi of classical literature. On Virginity, 55, 
PG. For a discussion of Chrysostom’s use of classical topoi, see Antole Moulard, Saint Jean 
Chrysostome: Le Défenseur du Mariage et l’apôtre de la Virginité (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1923), 202-
17. On the topic of growing self-determination and social power, Christianity was opening up to 
wealthy and aristocratic women. See the following works by Elizabeth A. Clark, Jerome, Chrys-
ostom and Friends (New York: E. Mellen Press, 1979; Life of Melania the Younger (Lewiston: E. 
Mellen Press, 1984); Ascetic Piety and Women’s Faith, (Lewiston: E. Mellen Press, 1986). Also, 
Lynda Coon, Sacred Fictions: Holy Women and Hagiography in Late Antiquity (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993); and Susanna Elm, Virgins of God (New York: Oxford, 
1994). 

36 E. A. Clark, John Chrysostom (Introduction), x. 
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high-mindedness.”37 He equates Lydia with women of low social stature 
(tapeinh.) because she is a “seller of purple goods” (porfuro,pwlij) and therefore 
assumes she is a craftsperson (te,cnhj). The upper class prejudice against those 
who engaged in manual labor to earn their living was prevalent in Chrysostom’s 
time, but here Lydia’s low stature and her endeavors in manual labor mark her 
not as a person to be scorned or pitied, but as a person of elevated mind and vir-
tue (filo,sofon). Lydia is being used here as an example of the virtues of hard 
work and hospitality directed toward the affluent and powerful audience in 
Chrysostom church. In his recapitulation of the passage, John urges his audience:  
Therefore, let us not seek languid and soft lives (u`pgo.n kai diakecume,non)…for there is nothing 
more worthless than a person who spends all his time in listlessness and luxury (avne,sei kai 
trufh/)…Nothing is more injurious than leisure, neither laziness. Therefore, God has established 
working as a necessity for us; for everything is harmed by laziness.38 

Lydia, even though she is a woman of artisan status, behaves in a way that is both 
faithful and honorable, first because she asks for baptism and second because 
“she does not say, ‘stay with me’ but ‘come into my house and remain there.’”39 
Lydia’s intention is to extend hospitality to Paul, and so she is judged “Indeed a 
faithful woman!” 

This somewhat lengthy exegesis of Chrysostom homily brings out an im-
portant new twist in the understanding of Lydia. First, she is being contrasted 
against the social elite of Constantinople and their class prejudices against manu-
al laborers. Although she is interpreted as a laborer and therefore a non-elite, in 
John’s homily she is intimated to be more virtuous, faithful, and charitable in her 
hospitality than the affluent and aristocratic members of John’s own church audi-
ence.40 Since purple goods were a luxury item with a high-end market in late-

                                                 
37 Gunh. kai. tapeinh. au[th kai. dh/lon avpo. th/j te,chj avll’ o[ra to. filo,sofon auvthj, PG, 253. 
38 Mh. dh. ton. u`gro.n kai. diakecume,non zhtw/men bi,on)))Ouvde.n ga.r avcrhsto,teron avnqrw,pou 

genoit’ a[n evn avne,si kai. trufh/ to.n a'panta diatelou/ntoj cro,non)))Ouvde.n scolh/j mocqhro,teron( 
ovude.n avrgi,aj) Dia. tou/to eivj avna,gkhn h`ma/j kate,sthsen evrgasi,aj o` Qeo,j) Pa,nta ga,r h` avrgi,a 
bla,ptei, PG, 255–58. 

39 Kai. ouvk ei=pe( par’ evmoi.( avll’ Eivj to.n oi=ko,n mou mei,nate, w]ste dei;xai( o[ti meta. pollh/j 
tou/to evpoi,ei proqumi,aj) >Ontoj pisth. h` gunh,)  PG, 254. John also notes, To. me.n ou;n avnoi.xai( tou/ 
Qeou/ to. de. prose,cein( auvth/j) PG, 254. This is a gloss that gets little notice from commentators 
and is further evidence of John’s particular interest in the role of unattached women in the biblical 
narratives.  

40 This type of scathing sermon may have won John followers in Antioch, but in the seat of 
Christian power in the East, the criticism was not received as kindly. What the Antiochene church 
interpreted as moral guidance, in Constantinople was seen as a challenge by a portion of the local 
clergy, visiting bishops, local monks and ascetics, women at court, and the aristocracy. For an 
excellent treatment of the rift between John and these factions at Constantinople, see J. H. W. G. 
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Roman Constantinople, it is interesting that John characterizes a porphyropolis 
like Lydia as one who makes the goods that she sells.41 Lydia’s socio-economic 
and marital statuses are not specified in the biblical text, and Chrysostom uses 
this ambiguity in the service of persuading his audience of the nobility and supe-
riority of women who lead an engaged, celibate life.42 

5. Arator (Tabitha only) 

Arator’s epic Christian poem De Actibus Apostolorum,43 written in the sixth cen-
tury CE,44 is a significant work that interprets the story of Tabitha.45 Both books 
of Arator’s poem were composed while he was a subdeacon in Rome in the midst 
of a bitter war between Justinian and the Gothic rulers of Italy (536-54 CE). The 
Historica Apostolica (as the text within the poem is designated) is divided into 
two books that follow the natural division of Acts itself: Book I is comprised of 
the interpretation of Acts 1-12 and Book II with the interpretation of Acts 13-28. 
The first public reading of the poem took place on April 6, 544, when Rome was 
bracing itself not only for an attack by the Gothic leader Totila, but also for a 
challenge to the primacy of the papal see from the Emperor in Constantinople. 
The reading of this poem was staged to bolster confidence in the city and to assert 

________________________ 
Liebeschuetz, Barbarians and Bishops: Army, Church and State in the Age of Arcadius and 
Chrysostom (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), 195-222. For an erudite discussion of the literary 
and rhetorical portrait that Chrysostom paints of Paul in his homilies and letters, see Margaret M. 
Mitchell, The Heavenly Trumpet: John Chrysostom and the Art of Pauline Interpretation (Louis-
ville: Westminster John Knox, 2002). 

41 The social gaps to which the biblical text alludes, occupation, prosperity, and citizenship 
rights, will be discussed in Chapter Five below. John is one of the few early exegetes to discuss 
Lydia’s occupation in any detail. 

42 The social and cultural contextualization of the author/commentator continues to play a ma-
jor role in the interpretation of both the Tabitha and Lydia passages up to the present time. 

43 All English translations of the text come from Arator, De Actibus Apostolorum, trans. R. J. 
Schrader, J. L. Roberts III, and J. F. Makowski (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987). Latin text is from 
Corpus Christianorum: Series Latina, Aratoris Subdiaconi, Historia Apostolica vols. 130 and 130 
(A), ed. and trans. A. P. Orbán (Turnhout: Brepolis, 2006). 

44 G. L. Leimbach, “Über den Dichter Arator,” Theologische Studien und Kritiken 46, (Paris: 
Beitraege zur Theologie und Religionswissenschaft, 1873), 1:225-70. More recently, P.-A. 
Deproost, “l’Historia Apostolica d’Arator,” in L’Apôtre Pierre dans une époée du vie siècle (Col-
lection des Études Augustiniennes, Série Antiquité, 126 (Sorbonne: Paris, 1990), 93. 

45 Arator does not comment on Lydia, which is odd since her story contains an actual baptism. 
Richard Hillier comments, “Lydia occurs only briefly in the narrative of Acts and is of little inter-
est for Arator: she is not of the significance of, say Cornelius, nor does her name provide him with 
an excuse for digression in which to exercise his ingenuity.” Hillier, Arator on Acts of the Apos-
tles: A Baptismal Commentary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 23. 
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Petrine primacy in the narratives, and consequently, the primacy and legitimacy 
of the papacy in Rome. Since none of the Latin Fathers wrote exclusively on 
Acts, Arator’s work is valuable in its presentation of conventional interpretations 
of Acts prior to Bede the Venerable.46 That Bede’s commentary Expositio Actu-
um Apostolorum (et Retractio) cites, and is stylistically and interpretively de-
pendent upon, the work of Arator is cited by numerous scholars.47 While his po-
em ostensibly follows the narrative of Acts, Arator is most concerned with inter-
preting the biblical text within an allegorical and mystical framework.48   

In the dedicatory letter that begins the poem, he clearly states his aim and 
method:  
Therefore, I shall sing in verses the Acts which Luke related, and following his account I shall 
speak true poetry. I shall disclose alternately what the letter makes known and whatever mystical 
sense is revealed in my heart. (Ep. Ad Vig. 19-22; emphasis mine)49 

Arator announces the intention to write an interpretation of Acts that declares the 
book’s theological importance and further suggests that it should be read in light 

                                                 
46 Arator’s contemporary Cassiodorus also wrote a paraphrase of Acts, but Cassiodorus does 

not offer extensive interpretations of the text and does not comment on either the Tabitha or Lydia 
narratives. The question of what works and authors Arator read and influenced his work is a ques-
tion that is unresolved as none are made explicit in his work. 

47 For example, see Hillier, Arator on Acts of the Apostles (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 
vii; and Johannes Schwind, Arator-Studien, Hypomnemata 94; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1990), 12-14. Arator’s work also seems to have been available in Anglo-Saxon as it 
was used by Aldhelm, which, as Martin notes, “may have been an important but neglected factor 
in the development of the Old English Caedmonian tradition of biblical epic poetry.” Lawrence T. 
Martin, The Venerable Bede: Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles (Kalamazoo: Cistercian 
Publications, 1989), 8. 

48 As an example of a rhetorical epic, the poem is filled with digressions, meditations, and 
gnomic passages. When Arator glosses the text, he assumes that the reader is familiar with the 
text of Acts. For example, when he indicates that the tears of the mourners washed Tabitha’s 
corpse, Arator seems to assume that the reader is aware of the detail in the biblical passage that 
indicates both that the corpse was washed and that the mourners present were weeping to mourn 
Tabitha’s death. Arator conflates the text of Acts 9:37 (lou,santej de. e;qhkan Îauvth.nÐ evn u`perw,|w) | 
and Acts 9:39 (kai. pare,sthsan auvtw/| pa/sai ai` ch/rai klai,ousai) to create the scene. For a dis-
cussion of the genre and characteristics of rhetorical epic poetry see, M. P. O. Morford, The Poet 
Lucan: Studies in Rhetorical Epic (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1967), 3-4, 87; F. J. E. Raby, A 
History of Christian Latin Poetry from the Beginnings to the Close of the Middle Ages (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1927), 119. See also, C. Witke, The Old and the New in Latin Poetry 
from Constantine to Gregory the Great, Mittellateinische Studien und Texte (Leiden: Brill, 1971), 
5:222-23. For the opposing view on genre, see Hillier, Arator on Acts of the Apostles, 12-19. 

49 Versibus ergo canam quos Lucas rettulit Actus,/Historiamque sequens carmina uera lo-
quar./Alternis reserabo modis, quod littera pandit/et res si qua mihi mystica corde datur. 


