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Luther’s Not-So-Desperate Housewives

In 2003 Susan Karant-Nunn and Merry Wiesner-
Hanks edited and translated Luther on Women: A Source-
book.[1] In their introductory comments, they lamented
the fact that no full-length study has been devoted to
Martin Luther’s understanding of women, despite the
fact that the reformer had so much to say about women in
his various writings. Mickey Mattox’s book, Defender of
the Most Holy Matriarchs, published later that same year,
helps to address this gap. Mattox’s book gives full at-
tention to Luther’s important comments on women con-
tained in his later lectures on Genesis, the Enarrationes
in Genesin (beginning in 1535), yet also includes an anal-
ysis of some of Luther’s earlier discussion contained in
the Declamationes (1523-24).

It is important to note that this book is principally
a study of Luther and his exegetical method, not re-
ally a study on women in the broader understanding of
the Reformer. Selecting several of the key women of
Genesis allows Mattox to address some important ques-
tions related to the role of women in society, with par-
ticular attention to Luther’s sixteenth-century context.
However, Mattox is more concerned with how Luther

was able to blend traditional exegetical approaches to
these women, both from the patristic period and the mid-
dle ages, with his own particular insights rooted in his
evangelical understanding. The consistent thematic re-
frain is that God, and consequently Luther, was the de-
fender of these “holy matriarchs” (custos sanctissimarum
matriarcharum), and Luther’s exegetical effort was di-
rected towards exculpating these women from any alle-
gations of serious wrongdoing. Mattox locates his own
interpretation of Luther somewhere between Gerhard
Ebeling,[2] who attributed too much to Luther’s inge-
nuity, and James Samuel Preus,[3] who clearly empha-
sized Luther’s late medieval context for the interpreta-
tion of scripture. More importantly, Mattox rejects the
assertion of Otto Zoekler that Luther, in his bibliolatry,
simply substituted Biblical patriarchs and matriarchs for
Catholic saints.[4] Mattox prefers a more restrained posi-
tion that regards these biblical women as “domestic saints
in Protestant dress” (p. 6). Luther adopted from his pre-
decessors a hagiographical interpretation of these bibli-
cal personalities; however, his own deployment of what
Mattox refers to as his “ascetic exegesis” is what helps
to distinguish Luther from earlier commentators. For
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Mattox, Luther’s approach to these remarkable women
is both imaginative, reflecting some of Luther’s agility as
an exegete; and consistent or better consistently incon-
sistent (for example, at one point Mattox observes that
Luther was not “inhibited by the hobgoblin consistency”;
p- 170).

After the introductory chapter, Mattox addresses the
important subject of Eve in the exegesis of Luther by
looking carefully at both the discussion in the Declama-
tiones (chapter 1) and in the Enarrationes (chapter 2). (It
might be helpful to note here that both the introduc-
tory chapter (p. 7) and the conclusion suggest a differ-
ent chapter numbering scheme than the one that actually
occurs in this book, reflecting perhaps an earlier edition
of this manuscript.) Beginning with the Declamationes,
Mattox contends that in many ways Luther was closest
to John Chyrsostom in his understanding of Eve, agree-
ing with him that Eve’s degree of subjugation is greater
after the fall, yet disagreeing with Chrysostom’s argu-
ment that her weakness and susceptibility to temptation
lay in her powers of reason. With his attacks on celibacy
already well underway, Luther rejected the Augustinian
notion that somehow Adam’s fall was rooted in an exces-
sive desire to please his wife. For Augustine pride was
the ultimate source of the fall for both Adam and Eve;
Luther, on the other hand, linked the “equality” of this
first couple to their sin of unbelief. Even in this early
commentary Luther was framing his understanding of
the “holy household” with Adam as a type of preacher
and Eve the listener—in this instance, failing to heed the
word of her husband and thus, contributing to her unbe-
lief. The latter commentary on Genesis builds on several
of these ideas of Luther, yet with a notable change in his
own life circumstances. Mattox concurs with the basic
argument of Birgit Stolt, Karl-Heinz Segle and Kris Kvam
that Luther’s own marital situation and firsthand domes-
tic experience influenced his approach to Eve and Adam
in this subsequent Genesis commentary.[5] Mattox ar-
gues that Luther asserted Eve’s intellectual equivalence
to Adam prior to the fall (in contrast to Augustine and
others), maintaining that she even shared a form of gov-
ernance (socia gubernationes) with him as developed in
the second chapter of Genesis. The fall in Genesis 3 and
Luther’s further development of his theory of the three
social orders (StAonde) provided Luther with the ratio-
nale for Eve’s evident inequality with her husband Adam.
According to Luther, this third social order, the “political”
realm, which was the exclusive province of the male, did
not really exist prior to the fall. Part of Eve’s punishment
was general exclusion from this realm, with further con-

sequences for a more subordinated position in the other
two realms (ecclesiastical and domestic). For Mattox, this
distinction provided Luther a means for reflecting on his
own domestic experience—evident, for example, in his
references to his wife Katharina as “dominus”-yet en-
abled him to maintain a thoroughly conservative posture
when addressing woman in society in general.

These two chapters on Eve conclude with a brief
overview of the treatments of Eve and women in the
thought of other sixteenth-century writers. Many
Protestant commentators (such as Johannes Oecolampa-
dius and Simon Museus) concurred with Luther’s inter-
pretation of Eve. Some went even further in the role ac-
corded to women. In this regard, Mattox notes the ar-
gument put forward by Scott Hendrix on the position
of Johann Freder.[6] One notable critic of Luther’s ex-
position of Eve was John Calvin. Calvin maintained his
critical distance as he challenged Luther’s understanding
of other women of Genesis like Hagar and Rachel. Also
included in this discussion are the Catholic commenta-
tors Politus (Ambrosius Catharinus) and Cardinal Caje-
tan (Thomas de Vio). A helpful appendix (appendix 2)
provides a comprehensive listing of most, if not all, of the
sixteenth century “near contemporaries” of Luther who
composed commentaries on Genesis.

The next two chapters of the book consider the house-
hold of Abraham, beginning with Sarah (chapter 3), then
shifting to Hagar (chapter 4). Although Mattox includes
a full range of various predecessors to Luther in each
chapter, there is a primary basis for comparison as he
discusses these various women. In the chapter on Sarah,
Mattox continues the concentration on patristic exegesis,
while the discussion of Hagar looks in a more focused
way at medieval commentators. Throughout these two
chapters he argues that Luther’s exegesis was “at once
deeply Catholic and authentically Lutheran” (p. 3), which
is his principle point in the chapter on Sarah. Once again,
Luther was closest to Chrysostom in his assessment of
Sarah, recognizing her modesty, but above all, praising
her faith; clearly she was an example of a domestic saint,
like her husband Abraham. Luther, however, reached be-
yond the church fathers, elevating Sarah as a mother of
the church (mater ecclesiae), for such was her faith in
the divine promise. Even things that others might crit-
icize in the faithful Sarah-such as her laugh when she
heard the announcement about bearing future offspring—
Luther turned in her favor. For Mattox, these are the ex-
egetical possibilities now open to Luther, especially given
his understanding of human beings as simul iustus et pec-
cator. In a short excursus into the Trinitarian (and alle-
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goristic) interpretation related to Sarah and Abraham’s
visitors in Genesis 18, Mattox again maintains Luther’s
essentially “Catholic” exegesis, even though Luther re-
strained himself from speculating too deeply on this text.

Hagar, as Mattox notes, was a more difficult sub-
ject for Luther and for his predecessors. In this chap-
ter Mattox compares Luther principally to medieval ex-
egetes like Nicholas of Lyra or the authors of the Glossa
Ordinaria, arguing essentially that his questions were the
same as theirs: for example, to what extent was Hagar
a “true wife” of Abraham? Or, how was one to under-
stand the two divine epiphanies that Hagar experienced?
The questions might have been the same, but Luther’s
answers were rather different, notably in his interpre-
tation of the divine appearances to Hagar. In the first,
Luther contended that the angelic preaching contained
a type of law and gospel, with Hagar’s faithful response
identifying her with the true church in contrast to the
“ungodly synagogue.” Luther’s approach to the second
epiphany demonstrated even more clearly how willing
and able Luther was to serve as the true defender of the
women of Genesis, such as Hagar. Following her ex-
pulsion from Abraham’s household, Hagar’s second en-
counter with the divine messenger revealed for Luther
both her true contrition and her triumphant faith, estab-
lishing even Hagar, along with Sarah, as a true mother
of the church. Here, for Mattox, Luther’s exegesis drew
heavily on an Augustinian notion that one has to under-
stand the matter (res) of the text, without being too con-
strained by the words (verba) or a more literal meaning of
the text—one of the deficiencies Luther noted in several
medieval exegetes.

The following three chapters of the book address
an even more diverse array of characters including the
daughters of Lot, Rachel, and Potiphar’s wife. Chapter
5 addresses not only the daughters of Lot, but Lot’s wife
and even Lot himself. In every instance, Luther was able
to identify saintly qualities in their all too frail and hu-
man actions. Interpreting Lot’s offer of his daughter to
the hostile citizens of Sodom, Luther sided with Lyra over
Augustine, arguing that the threat of homosexual sin was
no greater than heterosexual rape. According to Mattox,
Luther also defended the incestuous acts of Lot and his
daughters, arguing that Lot was essentially unaware of
the behavior and that all parties, driven by despair, acted
in a desperate fashion in which Luther was still able to
discern the seeds of faith. Once again, these figures of the
Genesis are at the same time sinners and righteous before
God. In this chapter, Mattox compares Luther’s inter-
pretation to those espoused by other sixteenth-century

Protestant reformers. As in the case of Hagar, Calvin
emerges as the greatest critic of Luther, condemning Lot
for his initial offer of his daughters in Sodom, then in turn
rebuking Lot and his daughters for their incestuous activ-
ity. In his commentary on Genesis, Peter Martyr Vermigli
would take a position somewhat similar to Calvin in his
criticism of the actions of Lot and his family, while An-
dreas Musculus adopted a position closer to Luther, de-
fending the daughters in their naming of their children
as a sign of their faith.

Comparisons primarily with other sixteenth-century
commentators continue in chapter 6 (on Rachel), and in
chapter 7 (on the wife of Potiphar). Luther’s exegesis
of Jacob’s wife Rachel, although “strained and specula-
tive” according to Mattox (p. 197), had a clear influ-
ence on other sixteenth-century Lutheran exegetes. For
Luther, Rachel was a saint and even a theologian, tested
by trial in a fashion that recalled the Apostle Paul’s word
in Romans 8 about the spirit crying out and groaning in
human weakness. Moreover, Luther defended Rachel’s
theft of the idols of her father Laban, noting some moral
lapse on the part of Rachel (and her sister Leah), but
with greater blame accorded to the unbelieving Laban.
This particular incident serves as a point of compari-
son as Mattox considers eleven other Lutheran exegetes
who commented on Rachel. Closest to Luther, and with
rather substantial comments on Rachel, was Nicholaus
Selnecker, who argued in an allegorical fashion that at
times the church (i.e., Rachel) must despoil the world
(i.e., Laban) of its wealth in order to sustain its own ef-
forts. Selnecker even counted this somewhat question-
able action of Rachel among the “heroic works” of the
saints (p. 215). In contrast to Selnecker and Luther, Jo-
hannes Brenz criticized Rachel’s action, seeing it as ev-
idence of pervasive inclinations to idolatry within the
cultic environment of ancient Israel. Brenz was more
inclined to elevate the humility of Rachel’s sister Leah
in his commentary on these incidents. The final chap-
ter on the wife of Potiphar provides comparison between
Luther and sixteenth-century Roman Catholic exegetes.
To identify this chapter with Potiphar’s wife, however,
is slightly misleading. Joseph is really the primary char-
acter here, and his response to the wife of Potiphar is
the greater issue at stake; even Potiphar received more
attention than his wife from most commentators. For
Luther, Joseph’s undeserved suffering and his unjust trial
allowed the reformer to probe a familiar theme—-the hid-
den action of God. Joseph’s subsequent work with the
household of Potiphar, converting them all, pointed to
his faithfulness as a preacher. In terms of Joseph’s rela-
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tionship with the wife of Potiphar, Luther regards the pa-
triarch’s actions as entirely blameless. Here Mattox also
contrasts Luther with some medieval Jewish exegetes,
who at least suggested that Joseph’s personal “primp-
ing” might have provided the occasion for the incident
with his master’s wife. Turning to Roman Catholic ex-
egetes, Mattox notes first the comments from the Glossa
Ordinaria and those of Lyra. Both framed the ques-
tions in essentially the same fashion as Luther did later,
and their insights carried further into subsequent Roman
Catholic exegetes like Jerome Oleaster and John Ferus.
Ferus offered the most extensive comments on the wife of
Potiphar and several elements of his commentary (pub-
lished in 1572) suggest at least an awareness of Luther’s
work. Both of these chapters, therefore, establish the
influence of Luther’s Genesis commentaries within both
the Protestant/Lutheran and Roman Catholic worlds.

In concluding the book, Mattox observes that
Luther’s interpretation was “traditional” but not neces-
sarily “conventional”-a point he has made effectively
throughout this book. Defenders of the Most Holy Matri-
archs offers an insightful analysis into how Luther went
about the exegetical task: drawing on predecessors from
the patristic and medieval periods, adding his own color
and speculation to these narratives and thereby influenc-
ing subsequent commentary on these texts. Some ad-
ditional insight into Luther’s more general understand-
ing of women is provided by this text, but as noted in
the study by Karant-Nunn and Wiesner-Hanks, a fuller
understanding of Luther’s position on women requires
the additional perspectives provided in sources like the
Table Talk, occasional pamphlets and even the sermons
Luther preached on these and similar texts. Luther’s
general views—and perhaps the greater degree of his
inconsistency—-become more evident when one looks be-

yond the more limited world of the biblical commentary.
Nevertheless, a book can only accomplish so much and
this text certainly probes the exegetical insights it was
intended to discuss.
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