September 25 & 26, 2010
Proverbs 31
Eshet Chayil
Yesterday a large group of us participated in the Race for the Cure. Since that event is centered around women I thought it would be good to bring a message that is Women-Centric too.  Now men, that isn’t your cue to mentally ”check out”, so hang in because there is much to learn from our scripture verses for all of us.
PROVERBS 31
 1 The sayings of King Lemuel—an oracle [a] his mother taught him: 

 2 "O my son, O son of my womb, 
       O son of my vows, [b] 

 3 do not spend your strength on women, 
       your vigor on those who ruin kings. 

 4 "It is not for kings, O Lemuel— 
       not for kings to drink wine, 
       not for rulers to crave beer, 

 5 lest they drink and forget what the law decrees, 
       and deprive all the oppressed of their rights. 

 6 Give beer to those who are perishing, 
       wine to those who are in anguish; 

 7 let them drink and forget their poverty 
       and remember their misery no more. 

 8 "Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, 
       for the rights of all who are destitute. 

 9 Speak up and judge fairly; 
       defend the rights of the poor and needy." 
       Epilogue: The Wife of Noble Character 

 10 [c] A wife of noble character who can find? 
       She is worth far more than rubies. 

 11 Her husband has full confidence in her 
       and lacks nothing of value. 

 12 She brings him good, not harm, 
       all the days of her life. 

 13 She selects wool and flax 
       and works with eager hands. 

 14 She is like the merchant ships, 
       bringing her food from afar. 

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

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

 17 She sets about her work vigorously; 
       her arms are strong for her tasks. 

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

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

 20 She opens her arms to the poor 
       and extends her hands to the needy. 

 21 When it snows, she has no fear for her household; 
       for all of them are clothed in scarlet. 

 22 She makes coverings for her bed; 
       she is clothed in fine linen and purple. 

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

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

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

 26 She speaks with wisdom, 
       and faithful instruction is on her tongue. 

 27 She watches over the affairs of her household 
       and does not eat the bread of idleness. 

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

 29 "Many women do noble things, 
       but you surpass them all." 

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

 31 Give her the reward she has earned, 
       and let her works bring her praise at the city gate.
Whew! I’m worn out already!
Well, we can hardly hear these famous verses without immediately making a comparison between ourselves and the noble woman.  Your mind may be saying, “Why yes, I am a woman of noble character and my husband does trust me.”  “Why yes, I do reach out to the poor.”  “Why yes, I do run my own household well.”  Maybe you are thinking, “Getting up before it is light?...not so much!”  “Spinning and making fine linen sounds a lot like sewing to me and I definitely ain’t going there!”  More than likely this scripture takes you to a place you don’t wanna go….  “No, my character is anything but noble, my family is a total mess and I don’t remember when I had a happy moment with my husband.”  “My kids never speak to me unless they want something or are shouting and slamming doors.”  “I am not admirable or valuable.  This poem has nothing to do with me.”  
From many Christian church perspectives, the model of the Proverbs 31 woman has been advanced with such a powerful agenda that it became, for some, the only kind of woman a woman-of-faith should be…married, housekeeper, kids; always saying the right thing to the right person in just the right way; always putting others before herself; always working tirelessly into the night if necessary to get each task done etc.  And who benefitted most from supporting the perfect-wife-and-mother platform.  You guessed it…MEN.  In theological discussions we lovingly call them the Dead White Men.  Using their lofty position as leaders of the church the Dead White Men, and others, could throw these verses up to the women in their congregation in order to keep them in their designated places…places seemingly foreordained by the Creator for all women at all times.  Not only should women feel honored to remain in this idealized state of being, they ought to be happy about it….after all it is what’s best for her.  Believe me, that is poor theology.  Poor theology creates poor faith communities and poor faith communities have members who are marginalized for one reason or another.  That is not of God.  That is selling out God’s Word to manipulate another human being and diminish their value.  Happens all the time.

Now let me be clear, I am not saying this scripture shouldn’t be treasured, for it is a masterpiece of Israel’s literature. But when taken out of context and set in stone it becomes an impossible model…a model that completely ignores the lives of women who do not marry or decide to forego motherhood.  Yes, Proverbs 31 has been “used” to set a standard so high no woman can live up to it!  But even if the scripture is misused or abused that doesn’t make it valueless, meaningless, or even evil.  So what are we to do with the model woman verses?  As people with intelligent minds and hearts open to the leading of the spirit we must look more closely; dig deeper.  When we do we are blessed to discover the treasure that has been disguised as a cookie cutter pattern for all women in all times.

Let me invite you to look at this text in its proper context.  What is a context?  “It is the conditions and circumstances that are relevant to an event, fact, document, etc.”  And this particular document has a very specific context indeed.  Even in its proper context we still find inspiration and guidance in the text.  We can.  Otherwise we may as well get out the spinning wheel, cover our heads, walk two paces behind our husbands, brothers or fathers. Anybody game for that?  Me neither!  

As I said a moment ago, Proverbs 31 is a masterpiece that exists within the framework of the book of Proverbs. It is a member of the literary genre known as Wisdom Literature. Great ancient cultures such as Egypt, Israel, Greece and Rome left behind works of this type.  In our own Bible Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Job are all examples of Wisdom Literature at its best.  

Who were the writers and what was their purpose in crafting this type of material? Well, to offer an extreme over simplification, in the cultural life of ancient Israel when these works were created, there were three leader groups,

1. The prophets
2. The priests
3. The wise men
While the status of the Wise men is beneath prophets and priest, they were vital to the life and beliefs that shaped God’s chosen people. Their teachings also powerfully influenced God’s emerging new church in Christ.  The Wisdom Writers were earnest seekers of the good life and aimed to teach their disciples how to achieve that good life.  Now that may sound strange and even materialistic to your modern ears but the Good Life of the Wisdom era is not about worldly success, money, or power.  The Good Life is identified with safety, belonging to a community, knowing what actions bring about health, happiness, and wholeness to individuals and groups.  These men were not chronicling the actions of Warrior Kings nor were they interested in writing a history book. They were writing about the wonders present of daily life, and the mysteries of the God who created it all.  They were keenly aware of the problem of innocent suffering and pain, yet they realized there was beauty accompanied by vital information that could enhance life even in the presence of pain. The Proverbs speak of mundane things in such a way as to invite reflection.  The idea is that all things come from God and are shot through with glory and wonder. Why?  Because they come to us at the hand of a glorious and wonderful God.
Think about this…Birds fly. Fact.  But the wisdom writer would say, notice the hawk dive for his prey or admire the might of an eagle or ponder the tiny sparrow.  

The Sun rises every morning. Fact.  But the wisdom writer would say, see how the golden light dances upon the mountains and makes the rivers look like a cloak of diamonds.  Notice, see, look, think, feel, wonder and learn.

They didn’t just offer common sense advice but studied, with reflective judgment, daily life.  They observed how reality provided reliable lore that could be transmitted to the next generation…how to live well, safely, responsibly, and happily.

Proverbs 31 is called, by our Jewish friends, The Eshet Chayil or the Woman of Valor.  The Talmud says that when a person comes homes from shul on Friday night, he is accompanied by two angels -- a good angel and a bad angel. If the table is beautifully set (they use the best china, crystal and linen and save nothing back) and there is a peaceful atmosphere in the home, then the good angel says, “So may it be next week,” and the bad angel is forced to say, “Amen” -- so may it be! But if the house is a mess (both physically and emotionally), then the bad angel says, “So may it be next week”, and the good angel is forced to say, “Amen!”

On Sabbath, the Jewish people are experiencing completeness: aware that they lack nothing -- that the world is complete on Shabbat. They sit back in awe at this revelation. The weekday work is done and rest is in order, just as God rested from creating everything. In this spirit The Shalom Aleichem is song (a song about those two angels) as is the song of the Eshet Chayil. The noble woman in the song represents the very Sabbath itself and the Sabbath represents the completion of the creation. All the work is done, nothing more can be said because fullness has come. 
By the way, there are more versions of this song than there are verses to Just As I Am. Really!  Check it out online.  The song is popular in Jewish weddings much like our own THERE IS LOVE. 
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The poem is really an acrostic, each line beginning with a letter from the Hebrew alphabet.  Can you see the first line begins with the Aleph or A, the next like the Bet, Gimel, Dalet, etc. 
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What could be the meaning of this? This is a very attractive and catchy way to compose a piece that would surely be remembered.  The alphabetical sequence helps the reader/hearer know what to expect in the next line. It’s as easy as ABC!  Scholars also think that the use of the Alphabet denotes something important…that the subject has been completely covered; nothing more need be said about the Virtuous Woman or the Noble Woman because it has all been said…everything from A to Z!   Cool!
We have seen that Proverbs 31 THE WIFE OF NOBLE CHARACTER has enjoyed a lively, if controversial, life in the world of faith.  And today we still gain meaning for ourselves from this ancient text, but lest we go astray, let us remember that the woman depicted in this poem is an ideal…a dream girl…rare to the point of actually being absent in reality.  It is a song of a poetic imagination and lofty notion that someone like her could actually exist AND be possessed!  She is, apparently, the total package.  It is no accident that this amazing woman is praised only a few verses after an ominous warning in Vs. 3, “Do not spend your strength on women, your vigor on those who ruin kings.”  There are many references in Proverbs about loose women, contentious women, the adulteress whose lips drip honey, the woman who is a snare to a man.  It is a wisdom book and ironically enough Wisdom, when spoken of as a person, is always a female.  Open your Bibles to Proverbs 3 and 4 and 9 and make note of what you hear.

13(C) Blessed is the one who finds wisdom,
   and the one who gets understanding,
14(D) for the gain from her is better than gain from silver
   and her profit better than(E) gold.
15She is more precious than(F) jewels,
   and(G) nothing you desire can compare with her.
16(H) Long life is in her right hand;
   in her left hand are(I) riches and honor.
17Her(J) ways are ways of pleasantness,
   and all her paths are peace.
18She is(K) a tree of life to those who(L) lay hold of her;
   those who hold her fast are called blessed.

19(M) The LORD by wisdom founded the earth
   by understanding he established the heavens;
20by his knowledge(N) the deeps broke open,
   and(O) the clouds drop down the dew.

Proverbs 4:6-9 (New International Version)

 6 Do not forsake wisdom, and she will protect you; 
       love her, and she will watch over you. 

 7 Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wisdom. 
       Though it cost all you have, [a] get understanding. 

 8 Esteem her, and she will exalt you; 
       embrace her, and she will honor you. 

 9 She will set a garland of grace on your head 
       and present you with a crown of splendor."

Proverbs 9

Invitations of Wisdom and of Folly 

 1 Wisdom has built her house; 
       she has hewn out its seven pillars. 

 2 She has prepared her meat and mixed her wine; 
       she has also set her table. 

 3 She has sent out her maids, and she calls 
       from the highest point of the city. 

 4 "Let all who are simple come in here!" 
       she says to those who lack judgment. 

 5 "Come, eat my food 
       and drink the wine I have mixed. 

 6 Leave your simple ways and you will live; 
       walk in the way of understanding.

So our virtuous lady is Wisdom herself. On par with God, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of Wisdom and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.” 9:10. No wonder this woman is such a wonder!  

Now scholars wear each other out about the authorship of Proverbs 31.  Some say it is just a non-Israelite king named Lemuel.  Others declare it really is a work created by the greatest wise man who is said to have lived in ancient times, King Solomon.   Now here is a tantalizing idea for you, if indeed it was Solomon’s work, the mother who guided his thinking would have to be ………….?  That’s right, the bathing lady on the rooftop, Bathsheba!  Oh my goodness, doesn’t that bring a new level of meaning to these verses.  What do we know about Bathsheba?  Just check it out in II Samuel 11.

David stays behind while the men are out to war; sees beautiful Bathsheba; calls for her to come to him; etc. etc
What would her life experience have taught her if she was, at the time of this writing, an older and wiser woman?  A lot!  
Surrendering to infidelity will destroy your home.  
Exposure brings shame and creates such trauma that a baby can miscarry. 
You become one of many wives and you learn to cope with fear, isolation from the husband, become ambitious for your children etc.  
If Bathsheba is the mother advisor in this scripture then here life experience would surely give her the right to freely and confidently give her son some sage advice.
She lets her son know that Wisdom is the wife to have, for she will be of the highest virtue; she will be tireless for you; she will be the picture of fidelity.  Bathsheba would, naturally, be passionate about her son’s education, so his kingship would be filled with honor and glory and his years as ruler would be praised in the generations yet to come! Sure enough, that is exactly what happened!
Okay, enough of the symbolism.  Let’s go back to our text and actually put some skin on this gal.  Let’s see if, as a real person, she provides a model other real women can follow.

We already know she is a woman of virtue, but do we actually know what “virtue” means?  I must confess, I did not.  Yes, I had our modern definition, but not the ancient original.  In the ancient world a virtue was the force or power that allowed something or someone to perform its function well. For example, the virtue of a thoroughbred horse is running. The virtue of a Stradivarius violin is in the playing. The virtue of a sliding board is to delight children.
Well, that is helpful information. She was doing everything so well because that is exactly what she was made for.  She was in her zone.  But what about us?  What can contemporary women take away from this text?  

10 [c] A wife of noble character who can find? 

She is worth far more than rubies.

 HE “GETS” HER
11 Her husband has full confidence in her                

and lacks nothing of value.

SHE “GETS” HIM
12 She brings him good, not harm,                        

all the days of her life.

FRUGAL
13 She selects wool and flax                        

and works with eager hands.                           
OPENMINDED
14 She is like the merchant ships,             

bringing her food from afar.

RESTED & READY
15 She gets up while it is still dark; 

she provides food for her family 

and portions for her servant girls.

CANNY
16 She considers a field and buys it; 

out of her earnings she plants a vineyard.

INDUSTRIOUS
17 She sets about her work vigorously; 

her arms are strong for her tasks.

SATISFIED
18 She sees that her trading is profitable, 

and her lamp does not go out at night.

STEADY
19 In her hand she holds the distaff 

and grasps the spindle with her fingers.

COMPASSIONATE
20 She opens her arms to the poor 

and extends her hands to the needy.

PREPARED
21 When it snows, she has no fear for her household; 

for all of them are clothed in scarlet.

CREATIVE
22 She makes coverings for her bed; 

she is clothed in fine linen and purple.

CONTAGIOUS
23 Her husband is respected at the city gate, 

where he takes his seat among the elders of the land.

RESPECTED
24 She makes linen garments and sells them, 

and supplies the merchants with sashes.

CONFIDENT
25 She is clothed with strength and dignity; 

she can laugh at the days to come.

HONEST
26 She speaks with wisdom, 

and faithful instruction is on her tongue.

INTENTIONAL
27 She watches over the affairs of her household 

and does not eat the bread of idleness.

HONORABLE
28 Her children arise and call her blessed; 

her husband also, and he praises her:

EXCEPTIONAL
29 "Many women do noble things, 

but you surpass them all."

FAITHFUL
30 Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; 

but a woman who fears the LORD is to be praised.


31 Give her the reward she has earned, 

and let her works bring her praise at the city gate.
In verse 23 we see that her husband is respected at the city gates and verse 31 indicates why.  He is respected because she is respected in the all-male world represented by the city gates or town counsel.

Who wouldn’t want to be this kind of person?  Our lady represents the way to honor God.  It worked in 2010 BC and 2010 AD! 
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