
Mary Magdalene – First Witness 

All four gospels name Mary Magdalene as being among the first disciples to 
witness to the resurrection. Within the context of these ancient documents that 
makes it quite clear that she was there for the first post-resurrection appearance 
and it indicates that she was in a leadership role in the early Christian community. 

Mary is an interesting character who has been defamed over the centuries. Firstly, 
she was not a prostitute! Secondly, her importance is very clear. She was named 
after a town, not a man, and thirdly, an important detail is that she is noted as being 
one of the women who supported Jesus out of their own resources.  

The inaccurate supposition that she was a prostitute comes from the conflating of 
different gospel accounts. The public sinner in Luke 7:36-50 who washes Jesus’ feet 
with her tears and dries them with her hair then lavished kisses and ointment on his 
feet is not Mary Magdalene. There is no reason to suggest such a connection from 
the text. Gregory the Great contributed to this confusion in the 6th century when he 
wrote a sermon that linked Mary Magdalene and the woman sinner in Luke’s 
gospel. Mark 16:9 and Luke 8:2 both recount that Mary Magdalene had seven 
demons driven out of her and in error this was interpreted as the seven deadly sins 
which includes lust. Gregory the Great was also the one who listed the seven deadly 
sins – this is many centuries after Mary’s life and such a list of sins, or these 
tendencies to sin, were not emphasised in the first century. So, even the linking of 
the seven demons with the seven sins is erroneous. 

Being named after a town, rather than a man, is a very specific issue. It suggests 
that she was possibly a widow with her own means of support and as said above, 
she used those resources to help support Jesus in his public life. 

In Matthew’s account (28:1-10) Mary Magdalene and the other Mary went to see 
the tomb on the first day of the week at dawn. There was an earthquake and an 
angel who told them not to be afraid that Jesus has risen and to go quickly to tell 
the disciples. They left in fear and great joy and Jesus met them on the way. He too 
told them not to be afraid and to go and tell ‘my brothers’ to go to Galilee and he 
would meet them there. 

In Mark’s account  (16:1-8) Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and 
Salome go to the tomb early on the Sabbath and also see an angel who tells them 
not to be afraid because Jesus of Nazareth for whom they are looking is not there, 
he has risen and has gone ahead of them to Galilee. The two Marys and Salome 
“went out and fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them; and 
they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid.” 



In Luke’s account (24:1-12) “Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, 
and the other women” had gone early to the tomb with spices to do the usual 
Jewish ritual with Jesus’ body. They are confronted by two angels who told them 
that Jesus had risen. They went back to the eleven and all the rest and told them of 
the resurrection, just as they remembered what Jesus had told them what would 
happen. The others did not believe them because it seemed to be an “idle tale” 
but Peter went to see for himself, saw the linen cloths and was amazed. 

John’s account (20:1-18) Mary Magdalene goes alone to the tomb. She saw two 
angels who tell her that Jesus is risen and she ran back to tell the others. Peter and 
the beloved disciple come to see. The beloved disciple believed but they did not 
really understand and they returned to their homes. Mary stayed there weeping and 
the angels asked her why. She told them that she wanted to know where the body 
of Jesus had been taken. When she went outside Jesus asked her the same 
question but she did not recognise him. Since the tomb was in a garden she 
thought it was the gardener and asked him where the body of Jesus had been 
taken. She recognises him the moment he calls her name and he tells not to cling 
onto him because now he has not yet ascended to the Father. He tells her to go 
and tell his brothers that he is ascending to his Father and your Father, to my God 
and your God. The relationship now is vastly different! They can now have the same 
intimacy with God as Jesus has shown them that he has. 

So, Mary Magdalene, the first witness to the resurrection is the apostle to the 
apostles, the first to receive the good news. 
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