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Our Scripture text today is most often taught taneo—at retreats, in Bible studies, and so forth.
But it has valuable lessons for men as well. I, fidkevas written down by a man who learned
important truths about women from his own mothdre Tirst verse of Proverbs 31 says, “The
sayings of King Lemuel—-an oracle his mother talmgmt.” We don’t know who this King was

nor when he lived. But we know that his mother wése and had some excellent insights to
share with him about how to be a wise and godlg Kirerses 1-9). But in verse 10 she
apparently turns her thoughts to her son’s choi@wife. Listen to the Word of the Lord as
found in Proverbs 31:10-31:

10 A wife of noble character who can find? Sheagwfar more than rubies.
11 Her husband has full confidence in her and laakhing of value.

12 She brings him good, not harm, all the dayseofiife.

13 She selects wool and flax and works with eagads.

14 She is like the merchant ships, bringing hedffsom afar.

15 She gets up while it is still dark; she proviftesd for her family and portions for her servant
girls.

16 She considers a field and buys it; out of henegs she plants a vineyard.

17 She sets about her work vigorously; her armsstneng for her tasks.

18 She sees that her trading is profitable, andlaemp does not go out at night.

19 In her hand she holds the distaff and graspsgedle with her fingers.

20 She opens her arms to the poor and extendsameisito the needy.

21 When it snows, she has no fear for her housefmi@ll of them are clothed in scarlet.
22 She makes coverings for her bed; she is clath&de linen and purple.

23 Her husband is respected at the city gate, wheriakes his seat among the elders of the
land.

24 She makes linen garments and sells them, ampdissithe merchants with sashes.

25 She is clothed with strength and dignity; she leaigh at the days to come.

26 She speaks with wisdom, and faithful instrucdisoon her tongue.

27 She watches over the affairs of her househdlddaes not eat the bread of idleness.

28 Her children arise and call her blessed; herlbarsd also, and he praises her:

29 "Many women do noble things, but you surpass thié"

30 Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting;dowoman who fears the LORD is to be praised.



31 Give her the reward she has earned, and letwgks bring her praise at the city gate.

| chose this passage as the next biographical fiocoisr series offhe Ministry of the Market
Placefor several reasons. First, all the biographiehaee examined so far have been men—
Joseph, Bezalel and Oholiab, Moses and Jethrodzand his three friends. Each of these has
taught us something important about how to haviengact on our work world and for God at
the same time, and the lessons apply to women lhasvi® men. But | thought it would be good
to have a female example from the OT, especialgywho was a homemaker, since that is the
noble profession chosen by many of the women mcahurch. In a few weeks we will consider
another woman, Priscilla, who partnered with hestdaund in both manufacturing and ministry.

In many respects the Proverbs 31 woman seemedfatdlle purpose of this series, which is to
illustrate a theology of work through biblical pemslities. This woman is of noble character, a
godly woman, a wonderful wife, an amazing mothareatrepreneur, an efficient homemaker, a
fine cook, a seamstress, a real estate agent, amvofiwisdom, and that’s just for starters. But
as you can see from my title this morning, | hagealoped some hesitancy in setting her up as a
paradigm example for all women. The fact is thisnao tends to wear you out just reading
about all she does. | want to encourage the worhearachurch, not discourage them. While |
have known a few women in my life who approacheslwoman’s accomplishments, | suspect
most women here this morning are asking the quedsdhis gal for real?/erse 10 indicates
that even the author may be asking the same que$édo can find such a woman?” Wonder
women without flaws or weaknesses don't exist & lite.

| want to read a few paragraphs from a magazineeitclipped nearly 20 years ago that
focuses on the dilemma the Proverbs 31 Woman piesemodern readers:

Although this description is enough to superchagg single man'’s soul, let's
get real, shall we? Isn’t this hopeless idealisre space-shuttle flight from reality? No
one in his right mind believes such a person exikies he? Isn’t Proverbs 31 simply a
paradigm of what a woman could do if she were &bkexercise all her potential? To put
it crudely, can’'t we regard the chapter as a paakg, failing the test of real life? Is this
just one more goad to pierce the soul of the alyeagpressed woman? Is this one more
mirror for men to arrogantly hold up to reflect alie wrinkles of womanhood?

It is no secret that everyone has warts. None o perfect. Yet this chapter in
the Bible is without a hint of failure. Doesn’t séxeer kill her vines by watering them too
much? Doesn’t she sew the sleeves on wrong whemakes her children’s clothes?
Doesn’'t she get mad at her husband? Do all herdcén rise up and bless her,
answering “Yes, Mother"?

So, if reality is not like Proverbs 31, why is thigpter in the Bible? It makes
women mad! It makes them even madder that ther@ Fyoverbs 32. You know, the
chapter that describes the qualities of a virtuoen—compassionate, firm,
understanding, capable, gentle, authoritative, vasd disciplined.

Now | hope there aren’t many women here today wkavaad that | have chosen this text! If
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there are, perhaps you will feel better when Iyell that | am not planning to do an exposition
of this passage; instead | want to talk about Has/pgassage of Scripture can help all of us reach
our potential for impacting our world for Christciuding those who have chosen the noble
career of homemaker.

When we ask of this woman, “Is she for real?”, we @robably asking whether the author had a
specific woman in mind. | rather doubt it. Aftel, @he epilogue of Proverbs is an acrostic poem,
though that is not readily obvious in our EnglisbIBs. There are 22 letters in the Hebrew
alphabet, and these 22 verses start with thogrdett sequence. That means that verse 1 starts
with an aleph (A), verse 2 with a beth (B), verseith a gimel (C), and so forth. The purpose of
an acrostic is generally to be a memory aid, buatwie must not overlook is that poetry often
uses figures of speech and is not always a lite¥stription.

But even if she is not a specific woman known kg dlathor, | think shis a legitimate target for
women to aim at. She is the Ideal Woman, perhapenme sense the way Jesus is the Ideal Man.
We don't reject Jesus as our pattern just becaedenow we can’t measure up fully to His
standards. So also | would suggest that the Ideshsh should not be rejected just because she
cannot be entirely imitated.

Keysto appreciating the Proverbs 31 Woman
There are several important, uniquely Christiandsdrbelieve we need to grasp before we can
appreciate fully the Ideal Woman of Proverbs 31-eéhgpace, and love.

Hope. Christianity is a world-view based on hope. Fundatally, we recognize the
brokenness of our world and our lives, but we dotaalespair; instead we look forward with
hope to the day when the crooked and twisted thofigfsis world will be straightened, when the
wrongs will be righted, and when the Church willgerfected.

Unfortunately, that time is not yet, and we ar@pftempted to focus on the imperfections all
around us. The harder we look at our spousesatiger their flaws appear to us; and by peering
too hard at the qualities of the Ideal Woman ofverbs 31 (or, for that matter, at the ideal
husband as described in Ephesians 5), we can bdcost@ted with the way things are, or,
conversely, at the way they aretbut should be. Perhaps even more importantly, énddn we
look at ourselves, the larger our own flaws appears. Many of us know instinctively that we
do not measure up to God’s ideal, but the in agldive have to deal with society adding fuel to
the fire with its own set of expectations.

Did you notice something that is entirely missingn the description of the Ideal Woman?
There is no mention of her physical beauty, thg Weing that our society and culture has turned
into the Holy Grail. We’re not told whether shegisrgeous or ordinary, tall or short, thin or
heavy, wrinkled, gray, or whatever. Our culturegseaming at women in a hundred ways that
the answer to their need for self-esteem, fulfiltpe@nd significance are found in anti-aging
creams, exercise, plastic surgery, spas, diet tifidatlothes, etc., but God’s Ideal Woman here
in Proverbs 31 has no outward beauty requiremérgays in verse 25 that “Strength and dignity



are her clothing.”

| don’t know what she looked like, but the authoeg out of his way to tell us something that
can hardly be over-stressed: “Charm is deceptive beeauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears
the Lord is to be praised” (verse 30). Charm isegéige because it's only skin deep. Outward
beauty is fleeting because it simply cannot last, here are no exceptions. But inner beauty
doesn't fade. | can think of a dozen or more eldixdlies in this church—I'm talking about
women in their 70's, 80's or even 90's—who aretifahwomen. | won't name them because |
don’t want to embarrass them, but you know who @@y Under the wrinkles are sweet spirits,
under the blue hair are gracious attitudes andyguoethrts. One can see the beauty of Christ
shine through them. That is what the Scripture wammen to aspire to. And it never goes out
of date; it's effective at every age and in evarifure.

| was talking about hope before | got sidetracKédte Bible always calls us to aspire to the Ideal.
We have every reason to believe that although eeat yet the people God wants us to be, we
can come closer and closer to that goal as we grawace and knowledge of the Lord Jesus
Christ. While we must be content with our positiorChrist and our station in life, we must not
be content with our sin. We cannot give up hopéweacan make significant progress toward
being like Jesus, and for a woman, this meansiaggi the kinds of qualities that are found in
the Ideal Woman of Proverbs 31.

Grace. But it requires more than just hope to becometang like the polished gem
described by the author of Proverbs; it takes gratecan’t drum up enough effort or follow
enough rules to approach God’s Ideal, but His gcasers what we are not and makes us what
we can become in Christ. You know, we are notgased by grace; we also grow by grace, if
we grow at all. It is ultimately the redemptive ggaof God that sets people free, clothes them
with dignity and strength, makes them hopeful aliootorrow, excited about life, and filled
with joy.

Loveis a third concept we must grasp if we are to apate the Ideal Woman of
Proverbs 31. No woman is going to even approacidie without unconditional love from the
key people in her life—especially her parents agrdspouse. Parents have the initial
responsibility, and probably her father’s love ve® more important than her mother’s. Women
who do not feel loved by their fathers have a hugedicap as they head down the pathway
toward maturity. (Please note that | said “womemwb notfeelloved by their fathers,” not
“women whoare notloved by their fathers.” Most fathers love theiifldren, but not all of them
show it well).

But even when a woman feels unconditionally lovgdher parents, that is no guarantee that she
will prosper and reach her full potential. The fecthat a husband who fails to show such love
to them can undo all the good her parents did. fiioit surprising that this woman’s husband has
full confidence in her and praises her. Of couos®, can argue that his response is only natural
because of how great she is, but | think it coglavall be argued that she is as great as she is
because of how her husband loves her.



It is no accident that the principal NT commandh® husband is to love his wife. This is not a
command to feel certain emotions, because emotiamsot be commanded. Rather it is a
command to act a certain way. To love the womawumlife is to do what is best for her, to
accept her where she is, yet also to help hersepdtential of who she can become, to
encourage her to fulfill her personal destiny, emtlelp her leave a mark on her world.

| stress these three— hope, grace, and love —beeatwut these foundational perspectives,
Proverbs 31 almost mocks women, but with theseppeties the Ideal Woman becomes an
encouraging friend, beckoning women of all agesutothe race with her.

Discovering the essence of the Proverbs 31 Woman

| think that rather than focus on the incredibleamplishments of this Ideal Woman(and in the
process produce an inevitable sense of inadeguaty imany who don’t measure up), | would
like to suggest that the essence of the portraitea by Lemuel may be this: women are not
restricted by God to some narrow sphere of seraice put it positively, women have almost
unlimited potential to impact their world for Chtis

Let me say with all the strength | can muster thatpermanent domestication of women is not
God’s plan but rather a product of fallen cultuséam is not protecting women by hiding them
behind burkas, refusing to let them drive, and kegethem out of the work place—rather it is
oppressing women. Likewise even Christian fundaaiesmh is not protecting women when it
assigns them extremely narrow roles. Women do eetino be protected in that manner; they
need to be unleashed.

| don’t know how anyone could read the Scriptuned see the host of women who made a
major mark on their society—from Sarah to MirianRiath, Deborah, Abigail, Esther, Mary,
Priscilla, Phoebe, Lydia, and untold others—andkttinese were simply exceptions to the rule
that“men are God’s chosen gender for impacting the worldtaednarket place.” Please
understand that I'm not backing away from my caesisteaching that God has assigned
ultimate responsibility for leadership to men irotapheres—in the home and in the church. But
the description of the Proverbs 31 Woman shouldgmnce and for all that God’s delegation of
authority to the husband and the elders (in theéhand church) puts almost no limits on the
enormous possibilities, formidable powers, andmitéd potential of women!

It is true, of course, that even in this chapteritteal Woman has important responsibilities to
her husband and her children. To fulfill those mesgpbilities the married woman must put her
husband before herself, but so must the marriedpuahis wife first! And while the Proverbs

31 Woman seems to do it all, we aia told that she does it all at every stage of het We are
nottold that she is buying fields and planting vinelgawhile she has preschoolers at home, and
| seriously doubt that she was!

Frankly, we must be cautious how we apply soméethings we read in this chapter. Those
were vastly different times in which she lived.ancient times, and actually up until the
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Industrial Revolution, there wasn't much divisia@tiween home and work. Many people worked
on farms, with the field and the vineyard clos¢hte house. Others worked in stores and lived in
apartments above them. The production of food #otliiag, the training of children, the making
of everything required to live life took place imetcontext of a family business. The husband
and the wife were usually both part of it, and syermhe children. There was continuity between
being at home and being at work.

I’m not trying to take anything away from the Prdy®31 Woman, but today work has been
separated from the home, often by great distarar@n®s commute, children go off to school,
and then their extracurricular activities take thenay from the home several nights a week. |
know some families that rarely have more than ant&o meals together in a week. Thus people
have inherently greater struggles with how to naimtogetherness and balance in their lives. |
am encouraged that home schooling and home-basatelsaes have enabled some families to
restore that togetherness, but | think we all Havdo some very serious soul-searching
regarding the extent to which we have allowed aliuce to dictate our choices and fracture our
families.

Now as | mentioned earlier | decided not to expotledtext of Proverbs 31. While this is
unusual for me, there are many books that have thasieand there is value in many of them.
Instead | would like to suggest that each womae kan and should write her own proverb,
translating this chapter into her own life in keepwith how God has made her. Given your
gifts, interests, skills, location, marital stataad place in life, how would you like for such a
proverb to be written about you? What would yowaidife look like? And what are you doing
to make that happen?

Trandlating Proverbs 31 into your own life

Sheila Graham has written perceptively,

What about today’s woman? Of what value can th@seart poem be to the
diverse, complex life-styles of women today? Tortheied, to the single, to the young,
to the old, to those working outside the home sid@the home, to those women with
children or without children? It is more relevahiain you might at first expect.

When we examine this ancient biblical ideal of wohwod, we do not find the
stereotyped housewife occupied with dirty disheslaandry, her daily life dictated by
the demands of her husband and her children. Noveldind a hardened, overly
ambitious career woman who leaves her family tad fen itself.

What we find is a strong, dignified, multitalentedring woman who is an
individual in her own right

She then goes on to say,
Not all people have the same skills. Some wom&e'sgths are in music or art.
Others may be in mathematics, teaching or busirt@sie are better managers and
organizers than others. While some women may e@xecelming up with ideas, others
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may be more skilled at creating or producing whas$ been invented by someone else.
No one excels at everything

| also like Sheila’s observation that
Some women work for several years after high scbioobllege before marrying.
Others, for one reason or another, do not marrglatDoes this mean that unmarried
women cannot be Proverbs 31 women? No, definitalyAithough this chapter
describes a married woman who is a mother, marriagg motherhood are not
prerequisites for the successful Christian femaliées The essential characteristics of
the Proverbs 31 woman can be applied to the siwgiman, tod

What | do want to do is to pick out four key aspgauitthe Proverbs 31 Woman which can be
translated into any age and into any time and sigbat these should probably be included in
the personal proverb any woman writes for hersglffty man for himself, for that matter).
These are what | would call “paradigm qualitieq)tld express them by means of questions:

1. Do you value relationships? The Ideal Woman enjoys intimacy with and trust froen
husband. She clothes her children well, feeds theil) and knows them well. Still she doesn’t
focus all her attention on her own family. She admart for others—for those she works with, for
those who may work for her, and for those who a@r @nd needy. Relationships are life.

2. Areyou using themind God gave you? We have a tendency to focus on what this woman
does, which is amazing, even overwhelming, but haone impressed with how she thinks.
There are a number of references in this chapteetdhinking about the future, organizing,
anticipating, seeing consequences and arrangintpdon ahead of time. It says she “considers” a
field and then buys it. She’s decisive but not itsme. | see her looking at several fields—this
field over here isn't so good (we can imagine xanméning the vines and tasting the grapes),
and the second one won't do either. But eventusiilg,finds the right one and buys it.

| can’t help but think of my younger brother’s wikden | read this particular characteristic of
the Proverbs 31 Woman. One day she came home fgarage sale to tell David she had
bought a house. For $600! What do you mean, $6@3? dhe said, it's a two-story house and all
you have to do is move it because it's in the édth new highway. (This is a true story, friends.
| swear it!) My brother is quite laid back, fortualy, and he’s also quite resourceful. So he
spent the next few weeks cannibalizing the houkedaut dozens of six-panel solid-wood
doors, old clawfoot tubs, leaded windows, etcl,qaWwhich they put into the new home they
were in the process of building for themselveseihe turned around and sold what was left of
the house to a demolition company for more thanpsie for it!

No doubt a more relevant modern parallel to thevéntms 31 Woman'’s shrewd real estate
dealings would be the woman who is a bargain huntanparing prices so as to get the best
bang for the family’s buck. | know some women whe imcredibly frugal and probably
accomplish as much economically with coupon-inghasProverbs 31 Woman does with buying
fields and planting vineyards.



Other evidence of this woman using the mind Godedaer is that when winter comes she
doesn't worry or panic, because she's already pradesion for her family (verse 21).
Furthermore, when she speaks she speaks with wjsttahfaithful instruction is on her tongue
(verse 26). Whether teaching her children or mémgoyounger women or participating in the
affairs of her community, this woman is intelledty@aurious and willing to make full use of the
gifts God has given her.

3. Do you have a positive, joyful outlook on life? Verse 26 says, “She can laugh at the days to
come,” or as one translation puts it, “She smitaha future.” There is great pressure today for
women, as well as for men and children (but for warm particular), to live up to some
standard that they didn't have an opportunity éat@ or agree to. And even when they succeed
in doing everything they're supposed to do, tharegtill be a sense of emptiness because they
don’t feel like they’re in control of their own deyy; it's all being forced on them. It is exactly
the opposite with this woman. She lives her lif¢hva striking freedom. She's doing things for
people. Nothing's being taken from her; she's giViarself away. She’s confident that things
will work out because she’s done her best.

| can’t tell you exactly how to develop such a pedive, but | think this woman undoubtedly
believes in herself. Why? She knows God createddiiéed her, loves her, and provides for her.
When a person has that confidence he or she cém anthe future.

4. Do you fear theLord? | quote verse 30 again, "Charm is deceitful andibess vain, but a
woman who fears the LORD, she shall be praised.atwfakes a woman most successful in life
is this deep honor and respect for God that shgnadluhrough the Proverbs. When the thought
of displeasing the Lord is abhorrent to you, youenkearned to fear him. But fear is not all
negative; this woman'’s primary concern is God’d wilher life. She is a woman after God’s
own heart.

Conclusion: The question of verse 10 keeps coming back: “\Wlderyou find people like this?”
The better question may be, “How do they come lrgtimg?” And the answer is that they are the
work of God. As we are made right with Him througith in His Son, He molds and makes us
in the image of Christ. Do we really have any iddsat impact Jesus had on the women of His
day, and do we know that He can likewise have #meesimpact on women today? And on men,
too? | close with this brief but powerful essaylbyrothy Sayers:
Perhaps it is no wonder that women were the fir¢ha cradle and last at the
cross. They had never known a man like this maerelhas never been another like
Him: a prophet and a teacher who never nagged enthwho never flattered or coaxed
or patronized, who never made chauvinistic jokesuathem, never treated them as
either "the women, God help us," or "the ladiesd®tess them," who rebuked without
guerulousness and praised without condescension tedk their questions and
arguments seriously, who never mapped out theierspfor them, never urged them to
be feminine or jeered at them for being female, tdud no axe to grind and no uneasy
male dignity to defend, who took them as he fobadhtand was completely
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un-self-conscious. There is no act, no sermon,analpe in the whole gospel that gets its
pungency from female perversity. Nobody could gfress the words and deeds of Jesus
that there was anything funny about a woman's matur

They were . . . drawn to someone who, because ¢d\e for them, conferred
strength and dignity upon them and made them pexiplesdom and kindness. These
qualities come from Christ. It is ultimately thetp wonderful, saving work of Jesus to
make us free to be joyful, creative, and excitenLiabfe"
Friends, Jesus is able to do this for you, no matte you are. He calls upon you to put your
faith and trust in Him, to follow Him, to acceptdfiorgiveness, and to experience His salvation.

i. Unfortunately, the bibliographical informatioarfthis quote has been lost. | know neither the
author nor the magazine.

ii. This article can be found atttp://www.wcq.org/lit/bible/poet/prov31.htm

iii. Dorothy SayersAre Women Human1971.



