
Abstract 

The gospel account of the hemorrhaging woman presents us with an apparently ÔmagicalÕ 

healing.  Enigmatic is the healing ÔpowerÕ (dunamis) which flows out upon contact with JesusÕ 

garment, seemingly without his volition.  The description of power here closely resembles the 

ancient conception of mana-like energy, which can flow between two bodies in contact.  

However, in analyzing the synoptic accounts it becomes clear that the healing is not merely a 

transfer of power. Rather, the emphasis on saving faith and a personal interaction with Jesus 

shows this to be a religious miracle, not magic. 
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Introduction 

In the story of the hemorrhaging woman (Mark 5:24b-34 // Matthew 9:20-22 // Luke 

8:42b-48) we find a healing with suspiciously magical overtones. A bleeding woman 

surreptitiously touches JesusÕ garment, believing that a mere touch will heal her. Upon this 

touch, an unseen power immediately flows from Jesus, instantly healing the woman. Jesus is 

unaware of who touched him, but knows that power (du,nami j ) has gone out of him. He then 

seeks out the reluctant recipient of his cure. 

As John Meier notes, ÒThose who wish to classify Jesus as a magician find this story a 

star witness. Conservative scholars, caught in exegetical straits, must maintain the storyÕs 

historicity while trying to downplay or explain away the magical element.Ó1 The portrayal in this 

story of du,nami j  is seemingly as an independent, automatic power, which is transferred through 

clothing. The act of causing supernatural effects through techniques, without the supplication of 

divine entities (e.g. prayer), is characteristic of magic.2 However, in order to determine whether 

this story truly portrays a magical healing, we must examine the historical background and 

gospel tradition carefully. 

The Story According to Mark 

Mark describes the healing of the hemorrhaging woman as occurring ÒimmediatelyÓ 

(euvqu,j ) in response to the womanÕs touch, and Jesus is only aware afterward, as he senses that 

Òpower had gone out from himÓ (t h.n evx auvt ou/ du,nami n evxel qou/san). However, he does not know 

who has touched him, and asks his disciples, ÒWho touched my clothes?Ó In this way, Mark 

describes JesusÕ healing ability as involving a sort of substance-like energy that can flow from 

him independently through touch, in response to faith.3 This conception of healing power, as 

though it were like an electric charge or current, is considered by many scholars to indicate a 



 

magical understanding on the part of Mark. According to John Hull, this earliest Gospel had 

Òbecome saturated with the outlook of Hellenistic magic. The Jewish Son of Man was already 

radiant with the mysterious magical power of the Hellenistic wonder-working Saviour.Ó4 

Despite the conception of du,nami j  as a power that is transmitted through physical contact 

and which works independently of JesusÕ volition, Mark corrects any magical understanding 

when he emphasizes the role of faith.5 Jesus does not continue on his way, but seeks out the 

person who literally reached out to him. Upon discovering who touched him and why, he 

declares, ÒYour faith has healed youÓ (h̀ pi ,st i j  sou se,swke,n se). In this way he reinterprets the 

actual means of her healing from one of magic to one of faith.6 Jesus in no way repudiates her act 

of touching, but suggests that her faith was instrumental (if not the source) of her healing. This 

was no accidental brush with a stranger; it was a risky endeavor to make physical contact with 

the person of Jesus, if even his garment. 

The Story According to Luke 

In the Gospel of Luke, the miracles take on an important role in validating JesusÕ 

ministry. For Luke especially, the miracles demonstrate that God is the source of JesusÕ powers.7 

Distinctly Lukan is the attribution by the crowds of JesusÕ miraculous healings to God (5:25-26; 

7:16; 9:43; 13:13; 17:15; 18:43).8 These miracles provide evidence that God, or GodÕs spirit, is at 

work in Jesus.9 Also, more than in Mark or Matthew, JesusÕ teachings are balanced by his 

miracles, and miracles are portrayed as leading to legitimate, saving faith. To perceive miracles 

and mighty acts is clearly a basis for trust and discipleship in Luke.10 In Luke, as in Mark and 

Matthew, it is the womanÕs ÒfaithÓ (pi ,st i j ), demonstrated by her touching JesusÕ clothes, that 

saves her. It is in light of these Lukan emphases that we must interpret the story of the 

hemorrhaging woman. 

As is typical for Luke, he adapts the story so that the focus is shifted away from the 

recipient of the miracle and toward Jesus.11 Luke shortens MarkÕs detailed description of the 

womanÕs worsening condition and unsuccessful attempts to obtain healing, and merely mentions 

that nobody could cure her. Neither do we have MarkÕs description of the womanÕs inner 

thoughts, only that she approached Jesus from behind to touch him. It is likely that this omission 

is due to LukeÕs belief that the womanÕs hope contained an element of superstition. As Vernon 

K. Robbins observes, ÒThe logic in the story is logic about Jesus and his powers, not about a 

logical progression from the womanÕs reasoning about healing to an occurrence of the healing.Ó12 



 

As in Mark, Jesus is aware that Òpower has gone outÓ (aorist participle in Mark, perfect in 

Luke) of him, but JesusÕ inner awareness of the transfer is no longer recorded. Instead we 

immediately have JesusÕ question, ÒWho touched me?Ó and later his verbalization that Òpower 

has gone out from meÓ (8:45, 46). Luke includes the fact that everybody ÒdeniedÓ (avr ne,omai ) 

touching him (8:45), and further suggests the womanÕs desire to remain anonymous by adding 

that the woman saw that she could not Ògo unnoticedÓ (l anqa,nw). Also, Luke changes JesusÕ 

initial question from ÒWho touched my clothes?Ó to ÒWho touched me?Ó, shifting attention from 

the garment to Jesus and perhaps emphasizing that it is contact with the person of Jesus that is 

significant, not merely his cloak.13  

Luke, with Mark, records the immediate cure of the womanÕs bleeding upon her touching 

of JesusÕ clothes, before Jesus is aware of her identity. There is also the enigmatic mention of 

du,nami j  as an objective force or substance, which simultaneously Ògoes outÓ (evxe,r comai ) of Jesus 

as he is touched, effecting the healing. The idea that healing power goes out of Jesus when he is 

touched is a major premise in Luke (6:19; 8:46).14 Hull suggests that the concept of power is 

more prominent and precise in Luke than elsewhere in the New Testament because for Luke, 

ÒPower occupies a place in his theory of the relationships between representatives of the spiritual 

world and mankind.Ó15  

While LukeÕs use of du,nami j  is thought by some to suggest a magical worldview,16 there 

are also indications that Luke views JesusÕ miracles in less magical ways than his sources.17 John 

Hull describes du,nami j  and evxousi ,a in Luke as weapons in a cosmic conflict, which he argues Òis 

the framework of a magical universe.Ó18 Luke indeed has a particular emphasis on JesusÕ battling 

of diabolical forces in both exorcism and healing.19 Notable is how Jesus ÒrebukedÓ (evpi t i ma,w) 

PeterÕs mother-in-lawÕs fever (4:39), a verb that elsewhere is related to exorcism, and nowhere 

else is used for healings.  

In spite of LukeÕs use of du,nami j , there is no evidence that his worldview is any more 

magical than that of the other evangelists. While Luke suggests that objects (in this case clothes) 

coming from or connected to Jesus are an effective means of cure, he is reflecting a belief that 

pervades all four Gospels (see Mark 5:25-34; 8:22-26; Matt 9:20-22; John 9:1-7).20 Also, Luke 

omits MarkÕs healing of the blind man of Bethsaida (8:22-26), with its use of spittle and its two-

stage healing, omits the healing of the deaf-mute (7:31-37), with its use of spittle, groaning, and 

the Aramaic Ephphatha, and omits the Aramaic Talitha koum from the healing of JairusÕ 

daughter (5:41). These stories are most frequently cited as reflecting magical practices, including 

the foreign Òword of power.Ó  



 

With Mark and Matthew, Luke makes it clear that the hemorrhaging womanÕs faith was 

requisite for her healing, ÒDaughter, your faith has healed youÓ (8:48). Paul Achtemeier rightly 

observes, ÒThat Luke is writing for people who understood, and perhaps even credited, magical 

practices could hardly be denied; but he does more, I would argue, to combat such belief than he 

does, if only inadvertently, to foster itÓ21 

The Story According to Matthew 

As does Mark, Matthew records the thoughts of the bleeding woman approaching Jesus, 

ÒIf I only touch his cloak, I will be healedÓ (9:21). However, in this much-shortened version of 

the story there is no mention of the transfer of du,nami j , or JesusÕ awareness of it, and the healing 

is only effected after JesusÕ pronouncement, ÒYour faith has healed youÓ (9:22). Upon these 

words, Matthew states that she was healed Òfrom that momentÓ (avpo. t h/j  w[r aj  evkei ,nhj ). As Hull 

describes: 

Matthew changes the order of the healing so that the woman is not healed by the touching 
of the cloak and there is no power, no miracle-working aura surrounding Jesus which the 
superstitious can tap. The impersonal atmosphere of compulsion in MarkÕs account, 
where the woman manages to control the power for herself, is transformed into a personal 
faith relationship.22 

MatthewÕs alteration of this narrative has suggested to many that Matthew has purged 

what he considered magical elements from the story.23 At the very least, he was Òconscious of 

some embarrassment about the story.Ó24 He brings the womanÕs healing into direct relationship 

with JesusÕ healing command, and removes any feature of the story that might have suggested a 

magical miracle. This was due, it is thought, to a reaction by Matthew against magic, and his 

awareness that certain techniques of Jesus might be construed as such. Like Luke, Matthew 

omits MarkÕs technique-laden stories of the deaf-mute and the blind man of Bethsaida. And in 

the Beelzebul controversy, where Luke has Jesus driving out spirits Òby the finger of GodÓ (evn 

dakt u,l w| qeou/), Matthew has him driving them out Òby the Spirit of GodÓ (evn pneu,mat i  qeou/). 

There is suggestion that this change is explained by the association finger of God had with 

magical technique.25 

Matthew tends to prune away graphic details and focus on the request for healing and 

JesusÕ healing command.26 Luke (like Mark) will summarize JesusÕ healings vividly; ÒAnd 

laying his hands on each one, he healed them. Moreover, demons came out of many people, 

shouting, ÔYou are the Son of God!Õ But he rebuked them and would not allow them to speak, 

because they knew he was the Messiah.Ó (4:40-41, TNIV). The same scene is described by 



 

Matthew with more subdued language that is free of details; ÒHe drove out the spirits with a 

word and healed all the sickÓ (8:16). Matthew describes the ease and simplicity with which Jesus 

the Messiah performed his miracles, unlike the magician who must rely on magical words and 

techniques.27 

The WomanÕs Faith 

Commentators on this passage agree that faith is the predominant theme for all three 

Synoptists. Augustine commented, ÒFew are they who by faith touch him; multitudes are they 

who throng about him.Ó28 We know that many are pressing in upon Jesus, but only with the 

womanÕs touch is there a transfer of power and a healing. We can only speculate as to whether 

there are other sick persons among the multitude who come into contact with Jesus, but if there 

are (and it seems likely), we can deduce that healing power does not go out to all of them.29 

Indeed, there can be no doubt that it is not merely the touch that conveys healing, but that both 

conscious intention and faith are required as well.30 As I. Howard Marshall describes, ÒThe 

womanÕs faith has saved her because it has permitted the Ôgoing forth powerÕ of Jesus to do its 

intended work in her lifeÉ  Faith saves because it allows GodÕs saving power in Jesus to save.Ó31 

While all three evangelists clearly indicate the role of faith in the womanÕs healing, we do 
not know for certain the nature of her faith. While it was likely not in JesusÕ divinity, it 
was at least in his ability.32 She knows of Jesus as a powerful miracle-worker, one who 
emanates healing power from his person, but likely does not have any awareness of his 
messiahship.  

While we know for sure only that the woman desires healing, JesusÕ response to her 

touch makes it clear that he wishes more for her. For Mark especially, salvation is the activity of 

God, which suggests perhaps her faith is in GodÕs saving action.33 Nevertheless, while the 

woman seeks to be ÒsavedÓ (sw,|zw), Mark makes it clear that her touch brings only physical 

healing (i va,omai ) of her body (t w/| sw,mat i ). The various uses of sw,|zw in the New Testament make 

it clear that the concept of healing and salvation overlap, and are not completely distinguishable. 

As in this story, ÒHealing of the body is never purely physical, and the salvation of the soul is 

never purely spiritual, but both are combined in the total deliverance of the whole man.Ó34 

While the woman may think that she has obtained what she needs with her physical 

healing, Jesus sees it differently. The woman needs contact with Jesus himself to be fully saved, 

and not simply anonymous access to his power. The woman has to realize that Òpower in religion 

without personal relationship and public commitment is little better than superstition or magic.Ó35 

It is for this reason that Jesus pauses his journey to search her out, and why he requires her to 



 

come forward and acknowledge her action before the whole crowd. Jesus concludes with a 

familial term of affection, ÒdaughterÓ (quga,t hr ), further emphasizing the establishment of a 

personal bond between him and the woman.36 

The Tassels of JesusÕ Garment 

While it is clear that all three authors have discouraged a magical interpretation of the 

womanÕs healing, we are still left with the task of understanding her touch of JesusÕ garment. 

Clearly she believes that a mere touch will heal her, and in both Mark and Luke her belief is 

justified. Mark has already mentioned JesusÕ clothes as instrumental in healings (3:10), and will 

do so again (6:56). What we must explore is why people (including the woman) believe that 

physical contact was necessary for her healing. 

Matthew and Luke have the woman touching the ÒedgeÓ (kr a,spedon) of JesusÕ cloak. 

This is likely a reference to the ÒtasselsÓ (t ciyci) that Jewish men of JesusÕ time wore at the 

corners of their garments, according to Old Testament law (Num 15:38-40; Deut 22:12).37 

According to Jewish literature, it was believed that the tassels of a holy man possessed magical 

powers.38 There is also evidence of belief in the special power of clothing in the Old Testament, 

such as in ElijahÕs mantle (2 Kgs 2:8-14).39 Similarly, within wider Christian circles (cf. Luke 

6:19; Acts 5:15; 19:12), there existed a belief that healing power could be transmitted through a 

healerÕs possessions or clothing.40 The gospel authors seem to share the view that clothing is an 

extension of and carries with it a personÕs power and authority.41 The woman, like many of her 

contemporaries, believes that a personÕs power communicated itself through the clothing they 

wore.42  

Having the woman believe that she ÒonlyÓ needed to touch his garment, or even just the 

tassel of the garment, also draws attention to her faith in JesusÕ ability to heal. The act of 

touching is an expression of her faith in him as a powerful healer.43 It is also possible that 

Matthew and Luke are interpreting the womanÕs action as a fulfillment of messianic prophecy; 

ÒIn those days ten men from all languages and nations will take firm hold of one Jew by the hem 

of his robe (@n"K') and say, ÔLet us go with you, because we have heard that God is with youÕÓ 

(Zech 8:23, emphasis mine).44 



 

Du,nami j  Power 

The understanding of du,nami j  as an objectively discernable, emanating force, which 

transmits healing through touch, is most clearly seen in the story of the hemorrhaging woman in 

Mark and Luke. While we cannot deny that this healing power was transmitted instantly through 

touch, and prior to JesusÕ awareness of who touched him, the story as a whole does not lend itself 

to a magical, manistic interpretation of JesusÕ power. 

Scholars have long argued that the seemingly automatic healing should be interpreted as 

demonstrating a manistic understanding of JesusÕ healing power. David Friedrich Strauss, 

demonstrating the mythological nature of the Gospels in his seminal The Life of Jesus, compares 

Jesus in this story to Òa charged electrical battery, which a mere touch will discharge.Ó45 This 

power radiated some sort of field around Jesus, which included his clothes.46 The reference to 

duna,mei j  (pl. of du,nami j ) was common in Hellenistic culture, referring to healings by physicians, 

gods, and heroes. 

The use of du,nami j  in the Septuagint predominantly refers to military ÒforcesÓ or 

ÒarmiesÓ (l yIx; or ab'c'), or the concept of power as Òstrength,Ó Òmight,Ó or ÒabilityÓ (hr'WbG>, x;Ko or 

z[ o). As John Hull notes, ÒThere is hardly a trace in the LXX of the particular meaning given to 

the word in Mark and Luke.Ó47 Du,nami j  is not used in reference to miracles or miracle-working 

power, which leads Hull to the conclusion that, ÒThe New Testament use we are examining does 

not spring from the Hebrew conception of nature and history, but from the ancient universal idea 

of the magical miracle, which in turn rests upon a primitive conception of mana.Ó48  

While Graham Twelftree is right to note that the majority of usage in the Gospels is in 

keeping with Septuagintal usage,49 there is no parallel for the particular use of du,nami j  as a 

materialistic, emanating force, as in Mark and Luke. Nevertheless, Luke uses du,nami j  

polysemously, so that the two instances that suggest an impersonal, manistic force (6:19; 8:46) 

must be interpreted within the context of his broader usage.50 While Luke recognizes that 

du,nami j  can function and appear as a mana-like substance, he recognizes it as much more than 

that.51 Luke understands JesusÕ miracles as acts of God, and that the source of his power is the 

Holy Spirit. 

It is not so much the fact that an emanating power is instrumental in this healing that has 

so perplexed scholars as the fact that it appears to happen automatically, without JesusÕ volition. 

Strauss is right to observe that this idea is Òrepugnant to the Christian consciousness, which 

determines the fullness of power resident in Jesus to have been entirely under the governance of 

his will.Ó52 We must also object to the argument made by some scholars that Jesus already knew 



 

who had touched him,53 and consciously and intentionally performed the healing before asking 

his question, ÒWho touched me?Ó54 This argument that Jesus feigned ignorance in order to 

prompt the womanÕs acknowledgement of her action,55 although possible, does not appear to be 

the most straightforward reading of the text. Neither does it appear that the healing was not 

complete until JesusÕ later pronouncement (despite MatthewÕs redaction). We agree with James 

Dunn that the power, while not magical or automatic, was also not solely at JesusÕ disposal,56 

and further suggest that it also appears to have its own volition.57 

Conclusion 

The story of the hemorrhaging woman challenges our understanding of JesusÕ healing 

power. The discomfort many scholars have with this story is born out of later Christological 

conceptions, but should not affect our interpretation of what happened.58 Nevertheless, the 

healing does not constitute a magical miracle. According to our definition above, there would 

have to be evidence of a technique which was automatically effective. While the hidden touch of 

the woman at first glance appears to be automatic (in that it was immediate), we have shown that 

it may also be understood as supplicative, and further examination reveals it to be within the 

domain of a religious miracle. 

While the aim of magic is solely to achieve personal benefit by the manipulation and 

coercion of unseen forces, the emphasis in this story is rather on faith in the person of Jesus. The 

womanÕs inner thoughts, and the use of ÒsaveÓ (sw,|zw), rather than ÒhealÓ (qer apeu,w), suggest 

that her trust resides not simply in some magical source of healing mana, but specifically in the 

presence of GodÕs saving power in Jesus.59 Also, if Jesus were content with simply being an 

object of healing power, there would be no need for him to seek out the woman who touched 

him, yet this is precisely what he does. Jesus brings the healing into the realm of relationship 

with and faith in him. He banishes any idea of a magical healing.60 As James Dunn observes, ÒIt 

is this dependence on winning a response, on winning people to faith, which distinguishes JesusÕ 

dunameis from the possible parallels in Jewish or Hellenistic circles, where faith plays no part.Ó61 

That this healing is not magical is evident, but it suggests a mode of healing that is 

contrary to what we might expect. Jesus experiences a transfer of healing power: ÒAt once Jesus 

realized that power had gone out from himÓ (Mark 5:30). This transfer is effected immediately 

by the touch of his garment: Ò[She] touched his cloakÉ  Immediately her bleeding stoppedÓ 

(Mark 5:27, 29). While we would not suggest that this power transfer was contrary to JesusÕ will 

(he never refused to heal), it was not something he consciously effected. The most logical 



 

explanation is that the woman was healed by the power of the GodÕs Holy Spirit, residing in 

Jesus, upon her act of faith (the touch). This power is not like magic (or electricity for that 

matter) in that it is not automatic; it does not affect everyone who touches Jesus, but rather acts 

in response to the womanÕs faith. We conclude that while Jesus is not aware of who touched him 

or why, the Holy Spirit is, and acts on his (the SpiritÕs) own volition. There is no magical 

technique involved; Luke makes it clear in the story of Simon Magus (Acts 8:18-24) that the 

power of the Holy Spirit is not a magical technique or mana-like substance that may be bought 

and sold.62 



 

Excursus: Mana and Du,nami j  

Integral to the notion of magic is the idea that the supernatural world is linked to the 

physical by invisible bonds of sympathy and antipathy.63 Through these bonds, and by the use of 

precise rituals, materials, and techniques, a magician can manipulate the spiritual world for his or 

her own ends. Related to this understanding of unseen bonds is the concept of mana, a 

Polynesian term64 that connotes an invisible ether-like substance that transmits unseen forces.65 

Mana can be built up within a person or object, can be gained and lost, and was transferred 

through various rituals, all of which involved the act of touching.66 Belief in mana was widely 

prevalent in the ancient world, as it is within many third-world societies today.67 Neither was this 

concept of a mana-like energy unfamiliar to the Hellenistic world: the Stoics conceived of the 

deity as a universal pantheistic force or power (du,nami j ).68 

The earliest use of du,nami j  in Greek literature is related to the verb du,namai , meaning Òto 

be able.Ó According to Hippocrates, du,nami j  was defined as simply Òthe existential capacity to 

affect.Ó The most important use of du,nami j  in Greek philosophy was for characteristics or 

properties that were active by affecting those things that were nearby. Each perceived du,nami j  

was thought of as a material substance in itself: an object was hot due to the presence of Hot, 

which was itself an object.69  

A particular du,nami j  is able to reproduce itself, or give its nature to, anything it is near or 

added to. For example, an object containing the characteristic of heat is able to transmit its power 

through physical contact. Likewise, a power automatically acts upon its opposite by destroying, 

forcing out, or replacing it, much as hot replaces cold.70 In this understanding, power is a neutral 

substance, which can be transmitted like any other materialÑ it does not depend upon the 

volition of gods or mortals. A neutral, amoral understanding of mana-power, independent of will 

or personality, is integral to the magical worldview. 
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