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Most scholars think of Jane Schaberg as the sixth woman relevant 
to Matthean geneaological study. Aside from Tamar, Rahab, 
Ruth, Bathsheba, and Mary, the women actually contained in the 

genealogy, Schaberg has contributed much to the study of these 
women and the role that they play as foremothers of Jesus.1 Her main 
proposal holds that each of the above biblical women was party to 
and participant in a sexual scandal, yet in each case, the scandal was 
legitimated in some way. This leads to the subsequent legitimization 
of Jesus’s birth, even in light of potential scandal on the part of Mary. 
Schaberg’s thesis is primarily supported by the Hebrew Bible and 
her reading of various texts in a historical or, more accurately, chrono-
logical order; thus, one has a text and then a tradition. In this specific 
case, there is a sin and then a legitimating of some kind through the 
tradition. An examination of the LXX and early Jewish traditions, 
however, blurs her sequential approach. If the LXX presents traditions 
that remove scandal and this is the primary text, her thesis suffers. 
Second, if a tradition is strong enough, one cannot assume that texts 
are read chronologically; one should, instead, assume the reverse: it is 
not the text that helps one read the tradition but, rather, the tradition 
that reads the text. In making a strong case for early tradition, one can 
then support not the legitimization of the women’s scandals but their 
innocence altogether.

Schaberg’s sexual scandal theory revolves primarily around an 
interpretation of the Hebrew texts alone, particularly those that relate 
to the women in question; in interpreting and understanding the 
stories from this context, Schaberg concludes with merit that

all four women themselves outside patriarchal family structures, 
are wronged or thwarted by that world, and in their sexual activities 
risk damage to the social order and their own condemnations. The
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situations of all four are, in a sense, righted by the actions of men 
who acknowledge guilt and accept responsibility, or by men who 
accept the responsibility of others, drawing the women under 
patriarchal protection, giving them an identity and a future within 
the patriarchal structure, legitimatizing them and their children- 
to-be. I have argued that mention of these four is designed to lead 
Matthew’s reader to expect another story of a woman who becomes 
a social misfit in some way; is wronged or thwarted; who is party 
to a sexual act that places her in great danger; and whose story 
has an outcome that repairs the social fabric and ensures the birth 
of a child who is legitimate or legitimated. The four stories lead 
me also to expect a story marked by lack of miraculous, divine 
intervention, a story of divine accommodation to human freedom 
in the complexity of near tragedy.2

The sexual scandal is obvious to the reader in three cases. Tamar com-
mits incest with Judah (Gen 38),3 Rahab is a prostitute (Josh 2),4 and 
Bathsheba is adulterous.5 Though Ruth’s case is more ambiguous, the 
narrative in the book of Ruth implies sexual scandal (Ruth 3).6 All of 
this is indisputably found in the text of the Hebrew Bible, but what 
of other Jewish texts?

As suggested above, the Septuagint seems to work toward remov-
ing or at least changing difficulties regarding two of the women’s sexual 
behavior (Tamar and Ruth), and if this is not found explicitly in the 
text itself, it can be found in its reading. Other traditions that may 
have been commonly circulated among Matthew’s community of 
hearers also serve to “clean up” the women of the genealogy, removing 
sexual scandal entirely. A case-by-case examination of the women will 
demonstrate this point.

Tamar: Incestuous or Iconic?

In the Hebrew text, Tamar is the daughter-in-law of Judah (nta), 
but the Greek text translates the term as vt>|uu|>r|, which also means 
“wife.” This LXX text, then, contains an ambiguity that is not present 
in the Hebrew, which leads to interpretations, as in the Testament of 
Judah, in which Tamar does not dress as a prostitute but rather as a 
bride. “Tamar’s role has been reduced to that of an immoral temptress 
who causes her father-in-law to succumb to vice. . . .”7 As well, in 
the LXX of Gen 38:14, Tamar does not hide her face but beautifies
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it (eKctAAowriaaTo), which removes ideas of deception; further, the 
word used for prostitute, when it comes, is 7topvr|, which is related to 
fornication. It is possible, then, that the text is moving away from the 
deceitful and incestuous connotations in the Hebrew text. What is 
emphasized instead is intent to seduce Judah on the part of Tamar. 
These alterations in the LXX may indicate the reason for the Testament 
of Judah's interpretation of the text as follows:8

Decking herself out in bridal array she sat at the entrance of the 
inn in the city of Enan, for there was a law among Amorites that a 
woman who was widowed should sit in public like a whore. Since 
I (Judah) was drunk with wine I did not recognize her and her 
beauty enticed me because of her manner of tricking herself out.9

Later, the text seems to indicate that some guilt has been alleviated from 
Tamar, and it also adds that she was only acting in accordance to 
custom.10 The guilt seems to lie primarily on Judah who later added 
that the entire event was “from the Lord.”11 Targum Neofiti empha-
sizes the action of God in this event and, thus, alleviates further the 
guilt of those involved.12

Philo also holds Tamar in high regard. J. W. Earp concludes that 
“Tamar (‘palm’) is a symbol of victory; however, Philo's interpretations 
are connected, not so much with the name, as with the story of Judah 
and Tamar in Gen. xxxviii from which Tamar emerges as a type of 
virtue, even of chastity.”13 Judah commented, regarding her deception 
of him, “She is justified, since I gave her to no mortal” (V Mut. 
134-136).14 In “VIII. Virt. 220-222, Tamar is said to have turned 
from polytheism to worship the one great cause, to have kept her life 
stainless, and to be a pattern and source of nobility (see 208[N], 221 
[N], and VIII. Gen. Introd. pp. xvii, xviii &n).”15

Pseudo-Philo seems to continue in the vein of alleviating Tamar’s 
guilt by stating, “For her intent was not fornication, but being unwill-
ing to separate from the sons of Israel she reflected and said, ‘It 
is better for me to die for having intercourse with my father-in-law 
than to have intercourse with gentiles.’”16 Here, Tamar risks her life 
for the continuation of the purity of the Jewish people; she is held up 
as a model.17 In Tamar’s study, here the tradition is very strong 
and comes to the point of justifying her by the voice of God. There is
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difficulty now in seeing scandal. Free will has been removed, the divine 
has intervened and thus all that is left is innocence. This tradition 
seems strong enough to all readers to move back to the Hebrew text 
and see there not guilt but righteousness, not sexual sin but purity. 
Unless one is sceptical of the tradition from the outset, here Tamar’s 
sexual scandal has been removed.

Ruth: Deliberate Seductress or Loyal, Obedient Maiden?

Ruth is another example of one whose character undergoes 
transformation toward greater righteousness through early traditions. 
In the LXX, Naomi commands Ruth to proceed to the place of Boaz 
and, after he has drunk and is asleep, to uncover him and lie at his 
feet. However, later in the narrative (3:7), Boaz is not said to have 
drunk18 and Ruth is not said to have lain at his feet; the Greek text 
has omitted the verbs that were contained in the Hebrew, although it 
is clear (3:8) that Ruth was lying at the feet of Boaz.19 This removal 
of the verbal action on both his and her parts can lead one to remove 
some of the deception, for Boaz may not have been drunk and Ruth 
was no longer acting entirely on her own volition but may have 
become a more passive agent in simply obeying Naomi’s commands.

Josephus seems to emphasize Ruth’s purity and dedication. The 
daughters-in-law are begged and implored by Naomi to return to 
Moab {Ant. 5.321-22) but Ruth refuses. Later, when Josephus comes 
to the sexual scandal, he clearly interprets Ruth as only obeying the 
commandments of Naomi as a pious duty {Ant. 5.329). Finally, 
Josephus adds that Ruth should rise early and depart to guard against 
scandal, for nothing had passed between them {Ant. 5:330).20 He 
thereby clears her of any wrong-doing. The innocence of Ruth and 
Boaz in the area of sexual scandal is re-enforced by rabbinic tradi-
tion.21 Josephus does not read the Hebrew text finding sin but the 
reverse; he has removed the scandal from the text. Felman believes 
it is possible that the Rabbis influenced Josephus. If this is true 
Josephus may serve as an example of how tradition had conformed or 
transformed the reading of the biblical text, but if this was the LXX 
for Josephus he only needed a little more help before he saw in the 
text complete innocents.
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Rahab: Whore or Heroine?

Rahab is also seen as righteous in early traditions. In Hebrews 
11:31, it is her faith that is recognised against the arceiOfioaoiv of 
Jericho. “Many readers have wondered how a 'harlot7 like Rahab came 
to be listed among the roll call of the faithful. There are several 
reasons for this: (a) when she joined forces with the Israelites, she 
became a believer or a faithful person in the eyes of the author; (b) 
she had ‘faith’; (c) she assisted in the conquest of Canaan, led by the 
old Joshua.”22 A similar version of the story is recounted in James 2:25 
in which Rahab is declared righteous (SiKcrioco). Here, however, the 
emphasis is on the deed she accomplished and not on the faith.23 In 
Josephus, she is regarded as an innkeeper (Ant 5.8; 5.30).24 In 5.12, 
Josephus represents Rahab as

knowing about the coming Israelite victory because she had been 
“instructed by signs from God” xavta yap eiSevai o t ija e io k ; x o ic ; b k  
xox> 0eo\) 8i8a%0eioav. The “scarlet thread’ of the scriptural narrative 
which she is to tie to her window becomes the ‘red flags’, <|>oiviid8a” 
(2.13). And in 7.30 after the destruction of Jericho Rahab is rewarded 
with lands by Joshua. [Josephus then presents Rahab as] a prophetess, 
gifted with a supernatural knowledge of the future, or at least with 
a technique for discovering the future by means of signs.25

It seems that, although Hebrews and James mention that she was a 
harlot, these books focus on how her faith and works led her into the 
people of God. It has already been indicated that Rahab received land 
as a reward for her actions. She put her life at risk in housing the 
“spies” of a people that she knew had come to conquer; she is regarded 
as righteous and faithful and is recorded to have dwelt with the people 
of Israel in the writings of Josephus. Sexual scandal is only implied in 
the title harlot and Schaberg concedes this point. One must, however, 
ask whether it is surprising that a harlot does deeds of righteousness 
or surprising that a righteous women is called a harlot. Is ‘harlot’ only 
mentioned as a means of identification? Josephus has again removed 
any idea of a scandal and one is left with the conclusion that it is 
traditions that have interpreted the texts.
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The Ambiguous Case of Bathsheba

The narrative and traditions surrounding Bathsheba have been 
the subject of varied comment for some time. The primary texts are 
so short that the reader can create almost any type of background. 
She has been portrayed as nearly everything from rape victim26 to 
intentional adulterer having a strong political agenda.27 While neither 
the LXX nor Josephus change her story to alleviate guilt on anyone’s 
behalf, later tradition removes the culpability from both David and 
Bathsheba. The Rabbis are clear on this point. In one example, Uriah 
offers Bathsheba a certificate of divorce before he leaves for war, thus 
clearing her and David of their wrongdoing.28 The case for an earlier, 
widespread tradition of Bathsheba’s innocence, however, is difficult to 
ascertain. That said, since contemporaneous traditions clear the other 
three women of their culpability in a “sexual scandal”, it seems likely 
that the same would hold true for Bathsheba.

Implications

This brief summary of four of the women in the Matthean 
genealogy indicates that some early Jewish traditions removed the 
“scandal” from the related texts. Tamar, Ruth, and Rahab are remem-
bered for different reasons, and each became an example for others to 
follow in certain ways. The case of Bathsheba is more difficult due 
to the lack of sources and brevity of the narrative, though a “clean” 
tradition may have already begun to emerge at the time of Matthew’s 
writing. These early traditions that remove the scandals seem to create 
a problem for Schaberg’s theory regarding the women in Matthew’s 
genealogy. The Hebrew text was likely interpreted through tradition, 
and if the sacred text used by the Matthean readers was the LXX, 
this translation had already begun to remove scandal from the Hebrew 
traditions. Thus, the reworking of the sacred text itself indicates the 
power of tradition. In the cases of Ruth and Rahab, Josephus seems to 
have made the common traditions into the history of the text.29 
Matthew entrenched his birth narrative with these Jewish traditions.30 
Through allusions, references, and symbol, the gospel is molded into 
a Jewish framework.31There are distinctions, but the introduction of 
the gospel identifies Jesus as the Messiah, the son of David.32 Mary
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stands in a righteous lineage, and certainly scandal is not the traditional 
reading of the text.
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