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Introduction

In How to Read the Bible for All It’s Worth, Gordon Fee and Douglas Stewart write about the
importance of using the right tools to read God’s word correctly. Fee and Stuart said, “The true
meaning of the biblical text for us is what God originally intended it to mean when it was first
spoken or written.”' However, we are still dealing with the problem of Christians reading a
different meaning into the text. In MisReading Scripture with Western Eyes, Richards and
O’Brien state, “ That there is a discernable pattern by which Westerners read- even misread-
Scripture.” * In other words, we allow our cultural norms and values to influence how we read
the text. We often forget that the Bible was written to specific people in a particular period.
Duvall and Hayes said when we approach the Old Testament, the reader must consider that the
Old Testament was under a different covenant and that the law was central for the people of
Israel.> Christianity in the West is not governed by what applied to Israel under the Old
Covenant. Nevertheless, we tend to interpret the text literally and to create rules based on our
interpretations.

Reading the Bible in this manner is dangerous because Scripture taken out of context can

lead to the oppression of a group of people. History has shown this to be true. In his discourse,
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Negro Slavery Unjustifiable: A Discourse, Reverend Alexander McLeod addressed the church
regarding the issue of slavery. He argued against the notion of Christians participating in slavery
because anyone who holds slaves takes away the freedom and power God has bestowed to men.
“A delegated power he has from God, and no creature has the right to restrict him from his
rightful exercise.”’This example shows that if misinterpreted, the Bible can be a weapon against
the people of God.

In modern society, women are inundated with messages that they can and should do it all.
Women often post on social media sites such as Instagram and Facebook that they work 24 hours
a day, care for their children and husband, and complete one hundred daily tasks. They have time
for prayer, exercise, cleaning the house, cooking, hosting a weekly podcast, leading the choir,
and evangelizing.

Contemporary women feel pressured to fit in with Western Culture's idea of "every
woman" in the workplace and the home. Ann-Marie Slaughter explains in her article "Why
Women Still Can't Have It All" how she was one of those women who told others that they too
could have it all and that women were to blame if they couldn't achieve both.® Unfortunately,
this attitude has crept into the church. I have often felt pressured to take on more than I should
because the virtuous woman did everything.

Proverbs 31:10-31 describes an accomplished homemaker and mother who can do it all.
She gets food for her family, spins wool, makes clothing, buys land, directs her servants, gives to
the needy, and gives instruction to those who will listen. She rises early and is the last one to go
to bed. Because she is self-sufficient and can take care of the household, her husband can sit at

the city gates with the elders of the land. Her children call her blessed, and her husband praises
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her by telling her she surpasses all women. Indeed, every Godly woman should want to use her
as a blueprint for their life at home and church. Megan K. Defranza says, “Many pastors hold up
the Proverbs 31 woman as the model for all women®.” In her workbook, 21 Days to Becoming a
Proverbs 31 Woman, Sarah Sarniak writes,” The caricature of this seemingly perfect Biblical
woman can be extremely intimidating, and even discouraging...but I’d like to remind you,
friend, that if you are a born again Christian woman, then, you are by no means a normal
woman”’As a believer, I am aware of the fact that I am no ordinary person. The Bible tells me
that I am a peculiar person, a royal priesthood. But does this mean that I should take on activities
that I am not called or feel led to do? Statements like this discourage women from having the
courage to say no to busy work. This explains why many women strive to be a Martha and not a
Mary.

However, the misinterpretation of this scripture has sent the wrong message to women. If
they are not busy, they are not valuable. As a result, women in church end up striving to be this
ideal woman, and as a result, they end up missing the practical part, which is the call to take a
moment from the busyness of life and sit at the feet of Jesus.

So what can we do to help women in the church and ministry take a deep breath and
avoid getting caught up in a flurry of activity? The one thing the contemporary church can do is
reexamine the meaning of the text. The primary question we must ask ourselves about the
Proverbs 31 woman is whether she is a real woman or is this a portrait of what is desired in a
woman Most importantly, is it realistic for women today to endeavor to be like her? Is the
woman a symbol of wisdom in this text? Or, is the writer of Proverbs trying to teach us a lesson

about wisdom that should be embraced by all? In this paper, I argue that the Proverbs 31 woman
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is not a model for wives and prospective wives to follow but is a message about the benefits of
applying Godly wisdom to our lives. When interpreting scripture through this lens, the right
message can be conveyed to women who aim to do it all. Jesus, God’s only son, wants women to

use wisdom and rest.

To shed light on the virtuous woman, we must first understand the purpose of the book of
Proverbs. The primary purpose of the book of Proverbs is to remind God’s people of the
importance of making wise, godly choices. Longman and Dillard say,” Proverbs impart wisdom
to both the simple and the wise.”®*To make godly choices, there must be a relationship with
Yahweh. “The presupposition of all wisdom is the fear of God.” ° To receive wisdom, young
people must listen, receive, and obey the teachings of the elders, sages, and especially the
parents”'’Ignoring instruction makes one a fool, and the book of Proverbs says people who are
fools have declared in their hearts that there is no God. Foolish people can not receive wisdom

because it comes from God. Longman says, “ There is no wisdom without God.”"!

Background

As with any Biblical passage, we must look at the background information of the entire
book before we endeavor to interpret a few verses in isolation. In the Hebrew Bible, the book of
Proverbs ( Mishle) is part of the third division of the Tanakh, called wisdom literature, otherwise
known as the Kethubim, or the Writings. The Writings include Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ruth, the

Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, Esther, Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Chronicles.
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However, in the Christian Bible, they are categorized as poetic books. > Wisdom literature
included in the Hebrew Bible was not unique because wisdom literature was popular in the
Ancient Near East. “Israel’s neighbors also sought wisdom and wrote prolifically of their quest.”
" There are many parallels between the book of Proverbs and the literature from Israel’s
neighbors. For example, Walton talks about the many parallels between the book of Proverbs and
the major Egyptian Instruction Literature from this time period. Some of the parallels include
instruction being addressed to a son. The significant difference is that in Egyptian Literature,
sons are addressed in the title lines. However, in the book of Proverbs, the sons are addressed
throughout the book. Their names are not included in the title lines."

The similarities and differences are many, but one thing that stands out is the importance
of wisdom to the children of Israel. Walton points out that Egyptian literature was more
concerned with social graces, and Proverbs was more concerned with the religious aspect of
wisdom." Kitchen asserts that Proverbs were essential to the Hebrew people because they knew
the importance of wisdom. Wisdom was connected to their relationship with God. '®

We have spoken about the importance of wisdom literature but have yet to define the
meaning of wisdom. Longman says that wisdom or hokma is the skill of living...the ability to
avoid problems.""Kitchen says one success in life depends on how skillfully one handles their
life. '®* While Waltke agrees with this definition, he opines that it is challenging to define
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wisdom. “Wisdom...involves bringing one’s activities with God’s created order. It involves
seeking God and orienting one’s activities to God’s divine wisdom.”"

Most commentators believe that Solomon was the primary author of the book. Tremper
Longman III points out that the book of Proverbs begins with the superscript that points to the
authorship of Solomon. “Indeed, a strong tradition connects Solomon with wisdom and
specifically with the proverb form”*° C. Hassell Bullock talks about how Jewish tradition
ascribed the writing of Proverbs to Hezekiah’s men.*'Kitchen believes that the Proverbs were
primarily written during Solomon’s time because the superscript supports the Solomonic
tradition * However, there were additional authors to the book of Proverbs which makes it
difficult to determine the date of authorship. As stated previously, some commentators support
the Solomonic tradition because there is Biblical proof that Solomon was the author. Still,
Kitchen says that one should not discount the idea of additional authors composing the book of

Proverbs. * Longman and Dillard contend that it is difficult to date the book as a whole because

it appears to have been written over a long period. **

Reading the Proverbs
As with any book, how one approaches the book depends on the genre of the book. The

book of Proverbs is unique because it contains several genres, including a proverb, which are
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short, pithy observations, admonitions, warnings, and prohibitions.*® The book is also made up of
poetry and extended discourses. Longman and Dillard present the following outline of the book
of Proverbs:*

Preamble(1:1-7)

Extended Discourse on Wisdom(1:8-9:18)

Solomonic Proverbs (10:1-22:16;25:1-29:27)

Sayings of the Wise (22:17-24:34)

Sayings of Agur (30)

Sayings of King Lemuel (31:1-9)

Poem to the Virtuous Woman (31:10-31).

The literary structure of the book is straightforward; however, the book of Proverbs is not
easy to read and interpret. “The book of Proverbs itself is full of difficult sayings and occasional
enigmas. It is filled with imagery, which by its very nature, is indirect language. “*” Furthermore,
proverbs are mere observations and sayings that are different from the commands that are in the
book of Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy 28 is a Suzerain-vassal treaty. This treaty is made between
two parties. The greater party offers protection and benefits to the lesser party for their
loyalty(Hill and Walton167).?® The book of Deuteronomy is a suzerain-vassal treaty Yahweh told
the children of Israel in this treaty if they obeyed him, then He would bless them. However,
disobedience meant they would receive more curses from Yahweh. Deuteronomy 28 is a

guarantee, an absolute. Longman and Dillard remind the reader that Proverbs should not be read
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as commands but as general truths about life. “ Proverbs are not divine promises for the here and
now, but true observations that will bear out”* Proverbs are not absolutes, nor should they be
treated as such. Therefore, we can infer that anything written in the book of Proverbs is a general

observation and should not be used as a checklist for success.

Audience

Every book in the Bible has an intended audience, and Proverbs is no exception. The first
thing one notices when reading the book of Proverbs is there is a father who is speaking to their
son.” Throughout the book, the speaker makes it clear that he is speaking to his son,” and there
are instances in which the mother speaks to her son. * It is evident that the instruction taking
place is in the home. For this reason, we must have a basic understanding of family life in
Hebrew culture.

In his essay, Families in Ancient Israel, Leo G. Perdue covers several topics concerning
the Ancient Israelite Family. First, he warns the reader of the obstacles to painting such a picture.
While archaeological and epigraphic data can help reconstruct family life, this same data does
not help the reader understand the attitudes, beliefs, and values that were held by the ancient
Israelites.’! Biblical material doesn’t always paint a picture of what life was like, because the
material may have been redacted or told from a narrow point of view.** Nevertheless, Perdue
attempts to give the reader a picture of how families operated during Biblical times. First, Perdue

highlights the three units of family. The three units were bet’ab, mispaahah, and se’bet. The
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se’bet represents the tribe, the largest social unit.*> The mispahah was more of a clan consisting
of several families.* The bet’ab was known as the house of the father or the family household.
There were three major features of the household. Households were multigenerational,
patrilineal, and patrilocal. Each member worked together to contribute to the economic needs of
the household, and each member of the household put their self-interests to the side to care for
the household. Each family member was responsible for working the fields, farming, and
producing goods such as textiles.

Reproduction was also an essential function of family life. “The woman’s most
important role was the bearing of numerous children.”* The more children a woman had, the
more individuals the household had for labor. The role each individual played in the family was
determined by one’s gender. For example, men were responsible for agriculture, procreation, and
judicial matters, while Female roles were designated by men.* Sons and daughters had to obey
their parents and prepare to care for their elderly parents.”” However, they were still mandated to
contribute to the labor force. Therefore, parents had to instruct their children to be effective

laborers.

Proverbs 31

As mentioned earlier, Proverbs are short, pithy sayings. These sayings are not absolutes

but are general observations about life. These sayings are meant to help the believer make godly
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choices that will align with the wisdom of God. It is essential to remember this as we approach

the poem on the Virtuous Woman.

The first nine verses of Chapter 31 have had many commentators speculate on the
speaker in the poem, which begins in verse ten. The superscript reveals that King Lemuel is
receiving instruction from his mother about making wise decisions.

The sayings of King Lemuel contain this message, which his mother taught him. (Proverbs 31:1-
NLT)

Some scholars believe that the poem we read in the epilogue continues the instruction

Lemuel received from his mother. Walkte writes, “King Lemuel’s mother concludes her

encomium to the valiant wife by citing the family’s praise for their valorous mother and wife.”

Shaw opines there are valid reasons to believe that 31:10-31 is not the voice of King Lemuel’s
mother. “As an acrostic poem, it constitutes a distinct unit, and also because its vocabulary and
style are radically different from the vocabulary and style of verses 2-9”* Shaw does believe
that it makes sense that the mother passed her words down to her son.* Kitchen, however,
believes that the authorship of this poem is uncertain .*'Rabbi Raymond Apple believes it is an
independent composition because the woman being described is business-like, pragmatic, and
thrifty. * Longman believes that this poem was written by a husband describing his wife. ** Why

is the authorship of this acrostic poem important? This message from the mother only confirms

38 Yoder, Christine Roy. “The Woman of Substance: A Socioeconomic Reading of Proverbs 31:10-31.” Journal of
Biblical Literature 122, no. 3 (2003): 434 https://doi.org/10.2307/3268385.

39 Fox, Michael V Proverbs 10-31(Binghamton, NY:Yale University Press: 2009), 893

40 Bruce K. Waltke and Ivan D.V. Silva Proverbs: A Shorter Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI:Wm.B.Eerdmans
Publishing,2021),433..

41 Longman, Tremper Proverbs: Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms(Grand Rapids,

MI : Baker Academic,2006),544

42 Bruce K. Waltke and Ivan D.V. Silva Proverbs: A Shorter Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI:Wm.B.Eerdmans
Publishing,2021),433.

43 Kitchen, John Proverbs: A Mentor Commentary (Scotland, Great Britain:2021),713



11

what Meyers and other scholars have said about the roles and responsibilities of ancient Israelite
women. However, if this comes from the man, it shows what ancient men valued in Jewish
women. As Rabbi Apple points out, the woman in this poem is “the paradigm of the wife who is

her husband’s support and help- a woman in a man’s world.”*

Proverbs 31:10-31

Proverbs 31:10-31 is an acrostic poem with twenty-two verses matching the twenty-two
letters of the Hebrew alphabet. The purpose of the acrostic is to help with memorization. *
Some scholars classify it as a hymn because some commentators believe that it celebrates the

heroic deeds of someone courageous. Fox takes it further and calls it an encomium, a lyric that

gives lofty praise to someone or something.

Who can find a wife of noble character? For her value is far more than rubies”(Prov.31:10,
NET).

This verse begins with a rhetorical question, meaning that the question does not require a reply.
Longman asserts that this is framed in this manner because the speaker indicates that finding
such a wife would be impossible. “’Kitchen explains that while the question seems to suggest
impossibility, it is probably the speaker’s intention to point out how rare finding this individual
may be.”Fox, however, does not believe the question posed does not suggest impossibility. In

his argument, he says that similar rhetorical questions were posed in 30:4, and they all called for
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an answer. He concludes by saying the question posed does not imply that one can not find such
a women. “ If the present verse said that a woman like this is extraordinarily rare, its effect
would only discourage young men from seeking one.”*

In Hebrew, the first part of this text reads ’é-set-ha-yil, which the King James Version
translates as “A virtuous woman, who can find? “ However, the word ha-yil does not mean
virtuous as in a good woman. Waltke notes, “Hayil notes competent strength and membership in
a select group including a warrior class .”*°This shows the reader we are not talking about an
ordinary housewife.

The phrase “She is more precious than rubies” indicates her value to her husband. Yoder
suggests that this phrase means that she is a Persian-period bride who came with a sizable dowry.
Her dowry was a measure of her financial worth to her husband *'Longman has a different
perspective. Waltke believes that the price paid refers to her wisdom(542).

Her husband can trust her, and she will greatly enrich his life. Waltke says this trust
elevates her to the highest spiritual and physical competence because he can fully trust her, the
same way he can trust Yahweh.>* Kitchen elaborates on this point by adding that the verb used
here in this verse is the same verb used to describe one’s trust in the Lord. “He trusts her with the
home, his wealth, his reputation, their children, and the whole of their domestic life.”>* The

second part of this verse explains why he can fully trust her. The New Living Translation “and

she will greatly enrich his life.” Kitchen sees this as a reference to how the virtuous wife will not
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waste family resources >* He sees her as a planner, a saver, and someone who will double the
family resources. However, Yoder believes this verse shows how valuable and expensive the
bride was. “Marriage to a valuable bride meant greater resources for him.”**Therefore, he will
not need anything because the husband is now the guardian of the dowry.>

Fox says something interesting about the verse. He says that this verse does not just mean
financial good, but it also indicates that the wife is responding to a past deed of the husband,
namely, that he chose her.”” Fox points to the verb gml, which means to repay. Waltke concurs
by saying that she deliberately does him good, not evil, and her economic benefit defines this.*®
In verses 13-27, the reader sees how her activities will economically benefit her husband and
family.

“She selects wool and flax and works eagerly with her hands.”

Western culture In his commentary, Hartley points out how vital wool production was in
Ancient Israel.”® Not only was it essential to the economy of Israel, it was necessary because
spinning wool and flax was how women produced clothing for the family (Gower, p 48). Yoder
says this work symbolizes women’s skill throughout the Ancient Near East(436).

Verse 14 “She is like the merchant’s ship, bringing food from afar.”

This verse is different because of the comparison to a merchant’s ship. Longman says, “A

ship of trade sells and buys. It sets out from one port to deliver goods needed at the home

port.”® Does this mean the virtuous woman stays away from her home for an extended period to
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get food? No, but the comparison to a merchant's ship implies that she trades goods and perhaps
spends money to bring her family exotic foods. Yoder believes this verse shows that she spends
time away from home to get expensive delicacies for her family. She can do this because she
barters in the marketplace.® If the woman is known for bringing her husband economic good,
why would she spend money on delicacies? Her ability to splurge on delicacies suggests that has
a successful weaving business.® In addition, Kitchen asserts that this simile shows how savvy
she is with her trading.®

“She gets up while it is still night; she provides food for her family and portions for
her female servants.”
This verse aligns with Yoder’s argument because it shows she had money. This woman has a
responsibility to those who are underneath her. She had several servant girls to mind, feed, and
give orders to(294). Fox also agrees that this is indicative of someone wealthy. *‘But it seems
odd that someone of stature would rise early to plan for the day’s work. Kitchen says this shows
she will neglect her need to rest to prepare for the day.”
“She considers a field and buys it; out of her earnings, she plants a vineyard.”

The ability to purchase land shows how this wife uses her resources wisely. In verse
thirteen, she produced wool and sold it. As a result of her business' success, she can purchase the
field. Longman says this verse shows the woman engaged in agricultural and real estate

ventures.®® Longman’s analysis does not go far enough because it does not explain what happens
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after she buys the field. Who takes care of the field? Who does the hard work of cultivating the
fields? This leaves the reader wondering how she goes about cultivating the field.

Fox asserts that this woman did not plant the garden, but she has it planted.®” The reader
learns that she has servants that she manages, so it is possible that she gave them orders to
cultivate the garden. Waltke says that she can accomplish this achievement with hired workers.*®

Verse 17- She clothed herself in might, and she strengthened her arms.

This Bible verse is unique because although it may refer to her mental and spiritual state,
it focuses on her physical stamina and strength. This is significant because it adds a military
connotation to the poem, usually ascribed to a man who goes to battle. Girding her loins refers to
a cloth that a worker or soldier wears to prepare for some difficult action.®This implies that this
woman is participating in arduous work.

Verse 18- She perceived that her merchandise was good. Her lamp would not go out
at night.

This verse exemplifies how some may read their ideas into the text. The first part of the
text suggests that the woman is spending time looking at the merchandise that she must sell.
Hartley says a literal reading of this line is she examines her wares, making sure they are good”
The second part of the verse has several interpretations. For example, Longman reads this text in
a literal fashion. “The woman does not sleep at night.””* Whybray suggests that this phrase is

similar to our expression “burning the midnight oil, which means she works throughout the
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night. "> However, Waltke offers a different interpretation of this verse. This woman probably
has money which means there was no need to snuff out the lamps at night. ”

Verse 19 and 20 - She extended her hands to the spool, and her hands grasped the
spindle. She opened her hands to the poor and extended her hands to the needy.

We return to the works of her hands in verse nineteen, where she is spinning wool. The
spinning of wool is emphasized because spinning wool was important in Ancient Israel. In
addition, this verse may explain why she does not sleep at night because spinning may be a part
of her nocturnal activities.”* Why would she stay awake at night to spin wool? Kitchen suggests
that the answer is found in verse twenty. She is driven by her generosity. Her hands are used not
just to produce clothing and to work, but she also extends her hands to help those less fortunate
than her.”” One can infer that her generosity is driven by her fear of Yahweh. “ If a fellow
Israelite from one of your villages in the land that the Lord your God is giving you should be
poor, you must not harden your heart or be insensitive to his impoverished condition. Instead,
you must ...open your hand to him and generously lend him whatever he needs(Deut 15:7-8,
NET).

She would not fear for her household for the winter because all of her household were
clothed in scarlet, because she had made coverings for herself, and because her clothing
was fine linen and purple.

In these verses, we see the woman's ability to plan for future calamities. Yoder says, “Fear
frames the second half of the poem.””® What does Yoder mean by this? Her ability to be prepared

is connected to her fear of Yahweh, which causes her to be fearless. She is fearless because she
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has obtained wisdom from Yahweh. Wisdom tells her to prepare ahead of time so that her
household will be prepared for the winter. ”’

Her husband is well known at the city gate when he sits with the elders of the land.

The focus of the poem is the woman and her activities within the household. We know
she is a noble and capable wife, but the reader does not know much about her husband. When the
reader meets him, he is at the city gates sitting with the elders, which means The husband had to
be an elder. 7 Sitting at the city gates was normal for someone of the husband’s stature. Civic,
personal, and judicial business took place there.” The verse also said that her husband is known
there. The question that comes to mind is why it was important for the speaker to tell the reader
he is known there. Is he known because he can sit there because his wife takes care of the home?
Waltke lists three possibilities: he is known because he is free of domestic worries, his wife
brings him prosperity, and he is clothed in the fine linens she made for him.** The respect he
receives is directly connected to his wife.

She made linen garments, then sold them and traded belts to the merchants.
Her productivity and economic savvy are noted here in this verse as well. She has enough

resources to produce garments to sell to merchants, who are the Canaanites. *'
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Her clothing was strong and splendid, and she laughed at the time to come.

The NLT ‘s translation of this verse is, “She is clothed with strength and dignity, and she laughs

without fear of the future. This metaphor implies that she has a strength of character and dignity.

The source of her strength is Yahweh. ® She can be trusted to handle the affairs of her home.
Why does she laugh in this verse? She is not laughing out of arrogance, but she laughs

because she is prepared for the future. She fears Yahweh, and Yahweh provides her with the

wisdom she needs to navigate life.

She has opened her mouth with wisdom, with loving instruction on her tongue.

It is obvious through her business dealings that she possesses wisdom. However, one’s
savviness in business does not mean one speaks words of wisdom. However, when she speaks,
she does so in love. The question is, who is she speaking to? We know that women in Ancient
Israel were primarily responsible for nurturing their children. She would likely be giving
instructions to her children. In addition, she was still a manager of her household. As the
household manager, she was probably teaching those she managed. **

Watching over the ways of her household, she would not have them eat the bread of
idleness.

This woman is an example of a savvy businesswoman and an effective household
manager. Her example of hard work is her way of instructing them to be diligent so that they will

not eat the bread of idleness. What does this idleness refer to? Some commentators note that this
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bread of idleness is a sharp contrast to the sluggard mentioned throughout the book of Proverbs.*
The sluggard is depicted as someone lazy but is gluttonous. They wanted the reward without

putting in the hard work.

Her children arise and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praises her; Many
women do noble things, but you surpass them all.

At the poem's end, this woman’s children and husband praise her. Why do they sing her
praises? Because of her entrepreneurial ways, she can contribute to the financial success of the
family successfully. Her children arise and call her blessed...Kitchen points out the significance
of the word “arise.” “The action indicated by the verb, “rise up” was necessary before an
important declaration was made.”® Her children wanted everyone to know they had a blessed
mother. The husband also praises her, comparing her to women engaged in similar activities.
Kitchen points out that using noble here and in verse 10 forms an inclusio to frame this
subsection. ®* What is interesting about this inclusio is in verse 10, the speaker implies a noble
woman is difficult to find, but here the speaker says many women do noble things.  The
husband says she surpasses them all, but what makes her stand out among the other women?
Does this statement indicate the amount of money she brings to the household?

Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting, but a woman who fears the Lord shall be
praised.

This line helps the reader understand what is truly important. The temporary pleasures of

this world are fleeting, but the fear of Yahweh is praiseworthy. A woman who fears Yahweh will
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develop strength of character because she will align her actions with God’s wisdom. This is the

wisdom needed to navigate the challenges of life.



