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  THIS BOOK IS NOT TO BE SOLD


  Foreword


  The value of godly women is incalculable. God’s Word says of the virtuous woman that "her price is far above rubies" Prov.31.10. Peter reminds us that a woman’s adornment of "a meek and quiet spirit … is in the sight of God of great price" 1Pet.3.4. Their prayers, their piety, their pattern and their presence, at home, in the assembly and in the world, are invaluable. Martin Luther said, "Earth has nothing more tender than a woman’s heart when it is the abode of piety." It has been said that when God raises up a man, he influences his own generation; but when God raises up a woman, she influences the next generation.


  Contrary to widespread misconception, the Bible elevates the status of women; highlights the need and desirability of virtuous womanhood and the ennobling influence and blessing they bring. In days of declining moral standards and increasingly vociferous challenges to the authority of God’s Word, the need for women of this calibre was never so great. They can, to an extent men cannot, by their dress and deportment, commend visibly Christian testimony and in so doing, often incur the ridicule and derision of an ungodly world.


  In this, the seventh volume in the "Glory" series, the authors draw attention to those radiant examples of godly womanhood who are found, thankfully, in every age. Names like Sarah, Ruth, Abigail, Esther, Priscilla, Phebe and Mary readily come to mind; filling a niche for God, meekly and unostentatiously, for His glory.


  Again we express hearty thanks to our brethren who have made many sacrifices to communicate to us the ministry they have gleaned after many hours of diligent study of the Word of God. We are convinced that the truth conveyed in this volume is most relevant in these days and it is our prayer that all who read the book will benefit from the shining example of godly women, in their dignity, diligence and devotion.


  Roy Reynolds, N. Ireland, January 2013


  PREFACE


  When we, at "Assembly Testimony",1 commenced the publication of books we never imagined it would develop and expand as it has done. The books are requested from many parts of the world and from Christians of diverse backgrounds and affiliations. We receive letters and comments of appreciation from a range of sources, many encouraging us to continue this series. We are not interested in publishing books that will just adorn a bookshelf. We want the books to be read and used in Bible study so that the readers, and especially young Christians, may learn the truths of Scripture and thus become more devoted to the Lord Jesus Christ.


  In seeking to ascertain what subject should be addressed in a new book, we take into account suggestions from our readers. We have been mildly rebuked because the previously published books have had a bias towards the males. This is inevitable since the men are largely responsible and prominent in public testimony and of course, this is the Scriptural order. However, there are many good and godly women who are often the backbone of an assembly. These are unmarried sisters; those who are married but are without children; those who have been blessed with a family; and there are widows. While this book may have more to say to the third category, perhaps because they are the most common group and also the authors are married men, it would be a pity if all did not read and thus benefit from these chapters.


  We can say without fear of contradiction that down through the ages women have played a major role in the advancement of Christian testimony. They have dedicated themselves to the service of Christ both at home and abroad; they have been martyred for Him; they have enriched our spiritual experiences with their poems and hymns; they have taught the younger sisters by their example; they have passed on words of encouragement to depressed saints, both orally and by letters; they have opened their homes to the saints – and in so many other ways. There are many men who could not serve the Lord as they do if they did not have the full-hearted support of their wives. There are wives who spend many lonely hours because their husbands are in the sanctuary and the study preparing both themselves and suitable messages to deliver to the saints of God. "The preacher sought to find out acceptable words: and that which was written was upright, even words of truth" Eccl.12.10. Then there is, of course, the great and noble task of raising their children for God. Single sisters can assist in this by getting the children of other family members to various meetings and Sunday Schools. The contributions of our dear sisters in Christ are invaluable and will be correctly assessed and righteously rewarded at the judgment seat of Christ.


  There seems to be a gap, not only in the publications within this series, but also in Christian books generally, of suitable and spiritual material that is written for the encouragement of Christian women. We trust this modest book will be of benefit in addressing this perceived gap and will be a source of edification and stimulation to all who seek to serve the Lord in ways that are according to the Word of God. That, of course, does not mean that the males are excluded from reading this book. A brother in Christ will find here outlined the characteristics of a sister in the Lord who would make a good, spiritual wife. It may help other men to appreciate the good and godly wife they already have! Thus all are invited to read and, we trust, will benefit spiritually from these pages.


  As in the former books, there will be an amount of repetition, but that is inevitable since each author does not read the contributions of the others. This is seen as an advantage rather than a defect as it allows important truth to be impressed on the minds of the readers.


  It is a real joy to thank each author who has contributed to this publication. Only those who are involved are aware of the many hours spent in writing, reading, rewriting, editing until at last there is something worthy of being issued publicly. We know that every sacrifice made to advance the testimony will be fully rewarded when we stand at the bema. We also acknowledge the generous fellowship of the saints through which the continued publication of these books is made possible.


  


  


  We have a dedicated ‘team’ of proofreaders who seek to ensure grammatical correctness and consistency of presentation. This takes hours of painstaking reading and concentration, to the extent of weariness. So we once more express our thanks to our brothers Roy Reynolds and Walter Boyd and to our sisters Ruth Nesbitt and Joanna Currie. They have ensured that we have a publication we can issue in the confidence that it will be a worthy addition to this series.


  Brian Currie, N. Ireland, June 2011.


  
    	1"Assembly Testimony" is a bi-monthly magazine which is available on request from William Neill, 109 Lurgan Road, Banbridge BT32 4NG, Co. Down, N. Ireland. His e-mail address is AT [at] wmneill.free-online.co.uk.

  


  CHAPTER 1 - GODLY WOMEN IN GENESIS


  by William M. Banks, Scotland


  INTRODUCTION


  The book of Genesis contains many references to women. Indeed, references to women in our Bibles occur mainly in the early pages and then again in the New Testament Scriptures. Matheson1 makes the interesting observation that "The hall of entrance and the hall of exit are each occupied by a picture of a woman … she appears only in the morning and in the evening of the Bible story." The overall story is one of the dignity and glory and liberation of womanhood. Without the Scriptures woman would not have the place of dignity in the assembly and in society which she currently occupies.


  
    	
      1Matheson, George. "The Representative Women of the Bible". Hodder and Stoughton, 1907.

    

  


  When we come to Genesis in particular, her importance is emphasied by the various and numerous references to women. The story moves effortlessly from Eve to Asenath. The emphasis, character and doctrine are all being developed to teach important practical and typical lessons but all in the context of daily living and without unnecessary embellishment. The problems, family issues and inevitable mistakes are all there. They are ordinary people, of like passions, facing the day-to-day experiences still known to us today.


  The story moves from the period of innocence and joy to failure and heartbreak in the case of Eve to the opposite experience in the case of Asenath: from obscurity to sharing in the universal glory of Joseph without her ever knowing the experiences of sorrow and sadness that led to it. In between, the picture fluctuates between the ‘steadfast’ attitude and yet at times, the apparently harsh treatment meted out by Sarah. The spiritual, ‘far-seeing’ Rebekah graces the scene with her beauty and altogether unique introduction; "... wilt thou go... I will go" Gen.24.58, coupled with her being the recipient of a Divine revelation which would encapsulate the development of nations for centuries. The ‘placid’ Rachel is willing at times to play ‘second fiddle’ to her older sister Leah and satisfied, at least for a time, to wait and let things take their course.


  There are, of course, different ways of looking at the lessons to be learned. It will be helpful to do this in two ways: firstly to look at the typical significance of the women in Genesis and, secondly, to look at the practical lessons which can be learned from their lives. While the overall title of this book is "The Glory of Godly Women" there are times when even the best have failures from which we can learn.


  The typical lessons will be examined as follows with each being a picture of the Church in its dispensational setting. This was suggested initially in a message given many years ago but the following is a development:


  
    
      	
        Eve – the Church seen as the fruit of Divine purpose

      


      	
        Sarah – the Church seen as the call of Divine sovereignty

      


      	
        Rebekah – the Church seen as the subject of Divine counsel

      


      	
        Rachel – the Church seen as the object of Divine love

      


      	
        Asenath – the Church seen as the sharer of Divine glory

      

    

  


  
    

  


  Following this the practical lessons from each will be emphasised to bring out the variety of characteristics that marked them and to learn appropriately for our day. In this connection the following features will be considered:


  
    	
      Eve – the problem of Satanic deception, 1Tim.2.14

    


    	
      Sarah – the beauty of willing submission, 1Pet.3.6

    


    	
      Rebekah – the wisdom of spiritual perception, Gen.25.27

    


    	
      Rachel – the consistency of shepherding devotion, Gen.29.9

    


    	
      Asenath – the quietness of thrilling association, Gen.41.45

    

  


  In addition to the above, concluding references will be made to a number of other women in Genesis to ensure an appropriate coverage, including wives (Noah’s, Lot’s), daughters (Lot’s), a harlot (in the genealogy – and "more righteous" than Judah!) and sundry besides.


  TYPICAL LESSONS


  Each of the above women will be considered in turn to observe the typical lessons in relation to the church.


  Eve – The Fruit of Divine Purpose


  It was not good that the man should be alone. But in spite of all cattle, fowl and beasts of the field coming before Adam and he giving them names, indicative of complete control, superiority and sovereignty; "there was not found an help meet for him" Gen.2.20. What was to be done? How could the problem be remedied? It required a dramatic event. "And the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and he slept; and He took one of his ribs, and closed up the flesh instead thereof; and the rib, which the LORD God had taken from man, made [builded – Newberry] He a woman, and brought her unto the man. And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man. Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh. And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed" Gen.2.21-25.


  Several features should be noted in the above:


  The creation of Eve required a deep sleep in Adam. The sleep is undoubtedly a picture of the death of Christ. So the Church (the Body of Christ) is the fruit of His death in the implementation of Divine purpose.


  Eve was builded from Adam’s side. The word used for "rib" in this passage occurs 33 times in our Bibles and is only translated "rib" in this passage. The usual translation is "side". The Lord Jesus said in Matt.16.18 "I will build My church". Before the Church could be introduced in Acts 2 the death of Christ had to intervene.


  Eve as a picture of the church is seen in several particulars:


  
    	
      She was in Adam: so we were in Christ – "before the foundation of the world" Eph.1.4

    


    	
      She was taken from Adam: so we too – "Christ: from Whom the whole body … maketh increase … unto the edifying of itself in love" Eph.4.15,16

    


    	
      She was for Adam: so "we are ambassadors for Christ …" 2Cor.5.20

    


    	
      She was presented to Adam: so the church is one day going to be presented to Him "a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish …" Eph.5.27; see also 2Cor.11.2; Jude 24; and Rev.19.7,8.

    

  


  It would be a pity to miss the Divine ideal in this first marriage which is particularly emphasised in these verses. The Lord makes reference to them in Matthew chapter 19 and Paul in Ephesians chapter 5: a leaving, a cleaving and a being: one man, one woman for one life!


  An interesting reflection too is that the death of Christ is pictured in Genesis chapter 2 before the entrance of sin in chapter 3. Sin did not take God by surprise: the remedy was there before ever the problem arose!


  Sarah – The Call of Divine Sovereignty


  Sarah is always seen in intimate association with Abraham. Even in her first introduction in Genesis chapter 11 this intimacy is recognised. She was "Abram’s wife" v.29 (presumably married in Chaldea) and Terah’s "daughter in law" v.31. She seems to move uncomplainingly and submissively with no thought of imposing her own will. Since God called Abram, then Sarai (my princess) will respond gladly and follow her husband. This is confirmed by the reference in Isa.51.2: "Look unto Abraham your father, and unto Sarah that bear you: for I called him alone, and blessed him, and increased him.". Clearly the threefold reference to "him" is inclusive of Sarah (cf. Gen.5.2). In Abraham she is seen as part of the call of Divine sovereignty.


  But there is one thing introduced in Genesis that is going to present problems later. "Sarai was barren; she had no child" Gen.11.30. Barrenness was regarded seriously in those days. The regular reference to it is indicative of the sadness it brought to the wife in question e.g. Rebekah in Gen.25.21; and Rachel could anger even Jacob by her appeal "Give me children, or else I die" Gen.30.1.


  How is the problem going to be solved? Indeed there are really two problems – the barren background and the need for a seed. The call of Divine sovereignty is going to provide the answer: a people being called out of the barrenness of the world. The call cannot go unanswered. If God calls, the effect must be dramatic and certain. "And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to His purpose. For whom He did foreknow, He also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the Firstborn among many brethren. Moreover whom He did predestinate, them He also called: and whom He called, them He also justified: and whom He justified, them He also glorified" Rom.8.28-30.


  The call of God is going to lead to many children, in this passage called "brethren" who in Divine purpose are going "to be conformed to the image of His Son"; the very objective of predestination. This will lead to rejoicing for the previously barren: "Rejoice, thou barren that bearest not; break forth and cry thou that travailest not: for the desolate hath many more children than she which hath a husband" Gal.4.27. The call in Divine sovereignty will lead to a multitude called out of the barren wilderness of this world, linked eternally to Christ and conformed to His image and will lead to eternal rejoicing and "singing" Isa.54.1.


  Rebekah – The Subject of Divine Counsel


  The introduction of Rebekah in Genesis chapter 24 is filled with interest. In Genesis chapter 22 the death and resurrection of Christ have taken place in type, in the offering of Isaac on the altar. The words of Abraham are staggering in their assertion and in their simple but profound faith: "Abide ye here with the ass; and I and the lad will go yonder and worship and come again to you" v.5. "Worship" and "come again"! The presentation of his "only … Isaac" on the altar was to be an act of worship but the fact of his resurrection was certain and an indication of faith, "come again" – not alone but with Isaac!


  In Genesis chapter 23 there is a picture of the setting aside of Israel in the death of Sarah. (It is appreciated that Sarah is now being seen in a different light from that indicated above; but a double intention is not unknown elsewhere e.g. Jonah). However, the very place of her burial is indicative of the fact that the setting aside is not permanent. Machpelah indicates "double" or "a doubling" according to Newberry, and this has been interpreted as not only an entrance but an exit, a way in (in burial) and a way out (in resurrection). The setting aside of the nation is not permanent as Romans chapter 11 teaches clearly.


  After the death and resurrection of Christ and the setting aside of the nation there is the introduction, in picture, of the Church in chapter 24. Rebekah knows nothing of what has been happening behind the scenes in the consultations between Abraham and his servant: "Thou shalt go … and take a wife unto my son" v.4. There is a third party between the father and the son. The counsel has taken place, the oath has been made, v.9; the agreement will be obeyed and implemented, and all this is entirely unknown to Rebekah. She is busy at home shepherding, feeding, and working by a well and unknown to her, she is the subject of counsel, prayer and interest.


  It is amazing to think that before ever a member of the Church existed, Divine counsel had been in operation. "Let Us" is the language of Gen.1.26. The same kind of language, with even more pathos if possible, is used by the apostle as he unfolds the "mystery of Christ": "If ye have heard of the dispensation of the grace of God which is given me to you-ward: how that by revelation He made known unto me the mystery; (as I wrote afore in few words, whereby, when ye read, ye may understand my knowledge in the mystery of Christ) which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is now revealed unto His holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit; that the Gentiles should be fellow-heirs, and of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ by the gospel: whereof I was made a minister, according to the gift of the grace of God given unto me by the effectual working of His power. Unto me, who am less than the least of all saints, is this grace given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ; and to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, Who created all things by Jesus Christ" Eph.3.2-9.


  The details are staggering: "in other ages … not made known … from the beginning … hid in God". The counsels of eternity had been at work with the Church as the subject! And what is the glorious outcome? The Gentiles are fellow-heirs of the same inheritance, fellow-members of the same body and fellow-partakers of the same promise – there is one new man in Christ.


  How did Rebekah come into the good of the counsel? "Wilt thou go? … I will"! The blessings into which she came were incalculable, Gen.24.53, and she was led to the man who was longing to see her and to shower upon her further blessing.


  Rachel – The Object of Divine Love


  Jacob had had a torrid time at home with his playboy brother. A quiet, unassuming lad happy within the home environment, could not understand the need for the field (the world) where his brother spent most of his time. He was "a plain [quiet, perfect] man dwelling in tents [a pilgrim Heb.11.13]" Gen.25.27, and thus a ‘perfect pilgrim’. It was not surprising therefore that things became difficult at home (his brother in addition to earlier misbehaviour was involved in an "unequal yoke" in marriage). Jacob was exhorted by his father and mother to leave home to find a bride. Clear direction is given to him by God in several particulars (an excellent example for any young person looking for guidance as to a godly partner) and he arrives at the well in Haran, Gen.29.2.


  While there and undoubtedly seeking God’s guidance "Rachel came with her father’s sheep: for she kept them" Gen.29.9; a shepherd meeting a shepherdess! His heart must have pounded; love at first sight; he was able to move a stone from the well’s mouth which normally took several shepherds to accomplish, v.8! "Love is strong as death" S of S.8.6. Divine guidance has brought them together.


  The ‘knot’ is not yet tied; further service will be necessary; a demanding and wily and deceitful prospective father-in-law will demand his pound of flesh. He knows from only a short period of service the kind of devoted worker Jacob is, and he will yet learn more in the future: "I have learned by experience that the Lord hath blessed me for thy sake" Gen.30.27, but meantime if Rachel’s hand is to be given to him then he must serve seven years.


  "And Jacob loved Rachel: and said, I will serve thee seven years for Rachel thy younger daughter. And Laban said, It is better that I give her to thee, than that I should give her to another man: abide with me. And Jacob served seven years for Rachel; and they seemed unto him but a few days, for the love he had to her" Gen 29.18-20.


  Seven years but a few days! What love; what devotion; what patience; what endurance! But he is deceived; Leah is given and not Rachel. Another seven years are necessary. Will he agree? His love has not waned, his devotion is intact, his further service is assured and well does wily Laban know it.


  It is still only a faint picture of the love of Christ for His Church. What distance will He not go? What endurance, what forsaking, what darkness, what depth, what shame, what ignominy! He too left His ‘home’ in obedience to His Father and knew the guile and rejection of His enemies; but pre-eminently showed the extent of His love in His death by crucifixion. The Church was the object of that Divine love: "Christ … loved the church, and gave Himself for it" Eph.5.25. No service was too demanding, no sacrifice too great, no shame too ignominious – the love of Christ met the demand, bore the sacrifice and endured the shame!


  Asenath – The Sharer of Divine Glory


  Little is known of Asenath. There are only three references to her in the Scriptures, Gen.41.45,50 and 46.20. However, the circumstances of her introduction are altogether interesting. Her husband Joseph has been through the mill: the hatred and envy of his brethren led to a pit; the evil eyes and cunning of a woman led to a prison.


  But God was in control. "He called for a famine upon the land: He brake the whole staff of bread. He sent a man before them, even Joseph, who was sold for a servant: Whose feet they hurt with fetters: he was laid in iron [iron entered his soul, Newberry]: Until the time that His word came: the word of the Lord tried him. The king sent and loosed him; even the ruler of the people, and let him go free. He made him lord of his house, and ruler of all his substance: To bind his princes at his pleasure; and teach his senators wisdom" Ps.105.16-22.


  And so the providence of God led to the palace. However, he was not going to be alone in the palace. He was going to be accompanied by his bride. Sure, she had never known the hatred, the evil, the envy, the jealousy but she would know the glory! She is introduced in the very context of exaltation and glory. "And Pharaoh said unto Joseph, Forasmuch as God hath shewed thee all this, there is none so discreet and wise as thou art: thou shalt be over my house, and according unto thy word shall all my people be ruled: only in the throne will I be greater than thou. And Pharaoh said unto Joseph, See, I have set thee over all the land of Egypt. And Pharaoh took off his ring from his hand, and put it upon Joseph’s hand, and arrayed him in vestures of fine linen, and put a gold chain about his neck; and he made him to ride in the second chariot which he had; and they cried before him, Bow the knee: and he made him ruler over all the land of Egypt. And Pharaoh said unto Joseph, I am Pharaoh, and without thee shall no man lift up his hand or foot in all the land of Egypt. And Pharaoh called Joseph’s name Zaphnath-paaneah; and he gave him to wife Asenath the daughter of Poti-pherah priest of On. And Joseph went out over all the land of Egypt" Gen.41.39-45.


  Observe the details in relation to Joseph – "set thee over all … bow the knee … ruler over all … over all the land". These are the circumstances in which Asenath is introduced. She is going to be seated in Joseph’s chariot to enjoy the accolade given to him, to watch the knees being bowed and to share in the glory which is rightfully his.


  How all this beautifully depicts for us the glory which awaits the Church. We have never experienced what He has: we have never known the pit; "I sink in deep mire, where there is no standing" Ps.69.2; we have never known the prison "He was taken from prison and from judgment; and who shall declare His generation?" Isa.53.8; it will be declared and that in glory!; we have never known the loneliness and suffering of Calvary – but one day we are going to share in the glory.


  Hear the language of Scripture: "When Christ, Who is our life, shall appear, then shall ye also appear with Him in glory" Col.3.4. "He shall come to be glorified in His saints, and to be admired in all them that believe (because our testimony among you was believed) in that day. Wherefore also we pray always for you, that our God would count you worthy of this calling, and fulfil all the good pleasure of His goodness, and the work of faith with power: that the name of our Lord Jesus Christ may be glorified in you, and ye in Him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ" 2Thess.1.10-12. Observe here the double reference to glory! There was suffering for Christ but the glory is to follow; not only for Him but for the Church as well, one day to be the sharers of Divine glory.


  PRACTICAL LESSONS


  Each of the women has been considered typically, now each will be considered practically to learn some lessons for today.


  Eve – The Problem of Satanic Deception


  The Scene Set


  Circumstances could not have been more favourable. The bounty of the garden was at the disposal of Adam and Eve. The environment was excellent; the food was plentiful and delicious. The garden was a place of beauty later to become the epitome of all that was desirable, pleasant and worthy, Ezek.32.35; Joel 2.3. There was but one restriction, but while the restriction was made to test the man’s and the woman’s devotion and fidelity to their Creator, it was encapsulated in a veritable banquet: "And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat: but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die" Gen 2.16,17. "Every tree … freely eat … but …"! There was no need to starve!


  The Entrance of Satan


  Into such a scene comes Satan. Of course he doesn’t come as a roaring lion; he is careful to take a form in which it is possible to deceive or beguile. Genesis chapter 3 is introduced with the words "Now the serpent" v.1. The word for serpent is derived from a root meaning to hiss or to whisper and hence refers to a serpent as we understand it. However, the being thus described is not linked with "creeping things" but with the "beasts of the field".


  Campbell Morgan2 makes a most interesting observation. He points out that the reference to this event in 2Cor.11.3, "I fear lest by any means, as the serpent beguiled Eve through his subtilty, so your minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ" is later followed by the assertion that, "Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light" v.14. With that background he quotes from Isa.14.29 "Rejoice not thou, whole Palestina, because the rod of him that smote thee is broken: for out of the serpent’s (05175 Strong) root shall come forth a cockatrice, and his fruit shall be a fiery flying serpent (08314 Strong)". The first word for serpent in this verse is the same as that used in Genesis chapter 3. The second word for serpent is however, that for "seraphim" or "flying seraph". This latter is the "fruit" of the former. Interestingly the two words are combined in Numbers chapter 21 – "fiery serpent" (08314), v.8, and "serpent" (05175), three times in v.9.


  
    	
      2Morgan, G. Campbell. "The Analysed Bible – the Book of Genesis". Hodder and Stoughton, no date.

    

  


  Morgan therefore concludes as follows, "a comparison of these passages will help us to understand the Genesis story. Eve was beguiled by the serpent, that is, Satan, who fashioned himself as an angel of light. In order to appeal to her through the material, he took possession of a beast of the field, more subtle, that is more cautious than any other; and transformed it into the appearance of a fiery seraph or in the words of Paul, "an angel of light". If this interpretation be accepted, it is at least easier to understand the willingness of the woman to listen; and this is in harmony with the whole Biblical revelation of Satan and his methods".


  If he was going to deceive it would have been inappropriate to approach in all the horror of his evil nature. The subtlety was seen in the approach adopted. The first line of attack was on the basis of man’s relationship with God. Her confidence in God on the fundamental basis of faith must be attacked: doubt must be inferred regarding the authenticity of the Divine Word, "yea, hath God said?" v.1. This is followed by misquotation and addition to the specific word of God by Eve. The lie of Satan follows in full force, with an implied assertion that God is withholding from them something that would raise their ego and give them further knowledge that would lead to a reduced requirement for faith in God. The fundamental relationship between man and his Creator is being undermined.


  She saw, she took, and she ate as totally deceived, "and gave also to her husband with her; and he did eat" v.6; not that he was deceived, but out of association with and presumably love for his wife. Disobedience led to death the moment they ate, leading to further disaster and defeat and all the horrors that the entrance of sin has brought.


  The Lessons to be Learned


  Let us learn the lessons: Satan is a mighty foe capable of using a variety of techniques and is intent on breaking the fundamental and vital principle of faith linking man and God. The same worldly allurements that Eve saw are still very much to the fore: "good for food … pleasant to the eyes … to be desired to make one wise" v.6. Very little has changed in six millennia! "The lust of the flesh … the lust of the eyes … the pride of life" are all "of the world" 1Jn.2.16. How careful we need to be!


  Thankfully, God intervened in salvation and Eve became "the mother of all living" v.20.


  Sarah – The Beauty of Willing Submission


  Sarah and Abraham


  In Sarah’s relationship with Abraham she moves quietly on the page of Scripture. She does assert herself in relation to her maid but even here it should be remembered that she would not have had an Egyptian maid apart from the defection of Abraham!


  She moves uncomplainingly and in subjection and obedience to Abraham, 1Pet.3.6, from Ur of the Chaldees to Haran to Canaan and alas even to Egypt. In this latter connection Morgan comments, "we have the startling situation of the chosen mother of the promised seed in the harem of Pharaoh". Abraham having taken one step on the downward road, takes another, and in an attempt to secure his own safety, compromises his wife’s fidelity. (Alas, he does it later as well). It is sad when a pagan king has to reprimand the head of the chosen race! Be careful about implicating others in our folly!


  Sarah and Hagar


  Even Sarah’s patience snaps, Genesis chapter 16. The lack of a child seems to have become unbearable: "go in unto my maid" v.2. Of course, Abraham should never have consented. Deviation from the Divine ideal, articulated clearly in the first marriage in Genesis chapter 2, leads immediately to problems in the home as it always does (see 1Samuel chapter 1).


  Sarah deals rather harshly with her maid. It is strange how actions taken without due consideration of the consequences backfire so quickly. By implication Abraham is blamed: the maid leaves the home, apparently on the way back to Egypt, and discord ensues. Hasty actions taken without due recourse to Divine guidance can only bring grief. There will be a great nation from Hagar’s womb but at what cost. It is not only going to last for a short time; the repercussions are still vibrating through the Middle East today!


  If the news of conception caused grief, the mocking of "the son of Hagar the Egyptian …" (not "Ishmael" though of course it was him, but the source is emphasised, Gen.21.9) at the weaning of Isaac is intolerable. Even apparently harsher treatment now ensues. The word of Sarah has to be adhered to: "Cast out this bondwoman and her son for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, even with Isaac" Gen.21.10. Hagar is banished rather ignominiously before God intervenes and hears "the voice of the lad" Gen.21.17.


  Sarah and the Believer


  The spiritual lessons from all of this are developed interestingly in the Epistle to the Galatians. The bondmaid, the freewoman; the flesh, the Spirit; two covenants; mount Sinai (Jerusalem which now is), Jerusalem which is above (Galatians chapter 4). What contrasts! What is the conclusion? "… so then, brethren, we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free" v.31. We are linked eternally to the true Son and able to cry from the heart "Abba, Father" v.6, not as the lisping of an infant but as the heart cry of full grown sons.


  Eventually Sarah’s faith, Heb.11.11, wins through and she conceives seed at a great age, and Isaac is born. The revelation to Sarah is given in the serenity of an almost casual domestic setting through angelic agency, Genesis chapter 18. There is no evidence of fear or indeed ecstasy. The woman whom Peter uses as an example of submission to her husband is happy to be available in God’s hands.


  


  Rebekah – The Wisdom of Spiritual Perception


  The Revelation


  The marriage has taken place all within permitted spiritual parameters. Isaac and Rebekah are the ideal couple, Genesis chapter 24. Twenty years have passed and no family! Why the barrenness? What is to be done? Isaac did what all believers should do in circumstances of barrenness personally or collectively, he "entreated the LORD for his wife" Gen.25.21. The Lord was entreated and Rebekah conceived. Is the problem over? "the children struggled together within her" Gen.25.22; cf. Gal.5.17. She now enquires of the Lord.


  The revelation she receives is quite staggering. It will influence her thinking and behaviour for the rest of her life. Her relationship with Isaac (with whom, no doubt, she shared the revelation) and her boys will be regulated by it. "Two nations … two manner of people … the elder shall serve the younger" Gen 25.23. The subsequent history of Israel will be determined by the revelation. Paul would later use it as an affirmation of Divine sovereignty in election, Rom.9.10-13. There can be no doubting the spiritual calibre of Rebekah that will be affirmed in later activity, but is seen here in the willingness of God to vouchsafe such a profound revelation to her.


  Her spiritual standing is further enhanced when her love for Jacob is emphasised. Not for any ulterior motive, as was the case with Isaac’s love for the worldly and "fornicating" and "profane" Esau Heb.12.16, but simply because of the pilgrim quality of the lad "… Isaac loved Esau, because he did eat of his venison: but Rebekah loved Jacob" Gen.25.28.


  The Manipulation


  The divided parental affections however, were to have serious repercussions. The old Isaac whose "eyes were dim, so that he could not see" Gen.27.1; (cf. 2Pet.1.9, he could not see afar off!) is going to bless the spiritually insensitive Esau in spite of, and in contradistinction to, direct Divine revelation. What a tragedy if that had happened. Rebekah realises the awful seriousness of such a move and manipulates the circumstances to Jacob’s advantage. Rather than using Jacob as a pawn between her and her almost blind husband, she should have left things with God and not caused the sensitive Jacob to play-act and lie. No doubt he felt totally out of his comfort zone, but the far-sighted Rebekah did see a real problem.


  The sad consequence for her was that shortly Jacob must leave the home, and she would never (so far as the record indicates) see her beloved boy again. Even those with spiritual insight can at times delve into areas to seek to implement the Divine plan and leave themselves with heartbreak as a result.


  Rachel – The Consistency of Shepherding Devotion


  The Shepherdess


  The introduction of Rachel is full of beauty. "Rachel came with her father’s sheep: for she kept them" Gen.29.9. What a thrill this must have been to the heart of another shepherd who was waiting by the well to which she came! a shepherdess and a shepherd meeting at a well. The spiritual significance is surely not difficult to see. God is always looking for believers with shepherd hearts and when this is enhanced by acquaintance with the Word as pictured in the well, the conclusion is evident! Here was Rachel meeting the man who was to be her husband, and doing it in circumstances which evidenced Divine guidance, and to result in the production of the future "revealer of a secret" and the "saviour of the world" Gen.41.45, (Newberry margin). The prophetic significance is evident!


  The Sorrow


  It was not all going to be plain sailing, however: it seldom is. There are going to be times of sorrow (a wily father is going to put her sister before her); years of jealousy and bitterness (when a fruitful sister almost overwhelms her); years of barrenness (when in spite of crying to God, "God remembered Rachel, and God hearkened to her, and opened her womb" Gen.30.22) a seed seemed afar off. The cry is eventually heard however, and the result was a son of outstanding quality.


  The Final Journey


  The problems are still not over. She is to accompany her husband back from Haran to Hebron. She never reaches it however and in a chapter that records no less than three deaths, Genesis 35, Rachel dies at Ephrath, having just given birth to her second son. She calls him Benoni (son of my sorrow) but his far-seeing father has another name for him, Benjamin, son of my right hand. "And Rachel died, and was buried in the way to Ephrath, which is Bethlehem. And Jacob set a pillar upon her grave" 35.19,20. And so it is that the sorrow of death produces a Son of the right hand: "… the sufferings of Christ, and the glory that should follow" 1Pet1.11.


  Asenath – The Quietness of Thrilling Association


  As indicated earlier, there is little said of Asenath in the Scriptures. It would have been of interest to know how she felt when her husband was promoted to be the Prime Minister of Egypt. What must have been passing through her mind when she rode in the second chariot and the multitudes were bowing the knee before Joseph and acclaiming his worth and straining to hear his every word? We will never know, but the very lack of detail is perhaps the lesson in itself! Should we not be wondering, anticipating, thrilling and, as a result, worshipping, as we ponder the scenes of millennial splendour which await the One with Whom we will be eternally associated; when He receives the acclaim of a wondering world and when every knee will bow to Him and "every tongue … confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father" Phil.2.11. May we quietly and thoughtfully thrill at the prospect that awaits us.


  CONCLUDING REFERENCES


  There are a number of unnamed women in Genesis who nevertheless contributed significantly to the development of Divine truth and indeed the development of the race. Among these are wives, daughters, and indeed in one interesting case finding herself in the genealogy of our Lord, a harlot.


  Wives


  Noah’s wife and his son’s wives were responsible for the replenishing of the earth. Without them there would have been no human race; we simply wouldn’t be here! They were clearly obedient to God’s Word, disciplined in behaviour and willing adherents in the ministry of Noah. This is surely a lovely lesson to wives, to sons and to daughters-in-law!


  Lot’s wife is altogether different. She was an unwilling conscript in leaving Sodom (angels took her by the hand to lead her out! Gen.19.16), while the city was under Divine discipline, and about to be the object of Divine judgment. She clearly enjoyed the high life in Sodom, as the wife of an important politician, and was reluctant to leave. Her delay ended in disaster. Let us not be slow to flee: fornication, 1Cor.6.18; from idolatry, 1Cor.10.14; from the love of money, 1Tim.6.11; youthful lusts, 2Tim.2.22, and to understand the implications of the Lord’s words "Remember Lot’s wife" Lk.17.32.


  Daughters and a Harlot


  Lot’s daughters remind us of the awful consequences of drunkenness and incest, Gen.19.30-38. They had little respect for their old father, sadly, not an uncommon feature of present society. His apparent willingness to imbibe drink and their willingness to be involved in incestuous relationships led to the birth of two boys, Moab and Ammon. They were to be the progenitors of nations which would be a thorn in Israel’s side for centuries. What might be thought of as relatively insignificant acts done in secret can have devastating consequences for years to come and on a wide and divergent scale.


  It is a sad reflection when a woman who plays the harlot is more righteous than a son of Jacob. Judah has to admit that Tamar had been more righteous than he, Gen.38.26. Yet, in spite of their failure, in the wondrous grace of God both he and she are included in the Lord’s genealogy, Matt.1.3.


  A FINAL WORD


  Many lessons have been learned in our survey of the women of Genesis. The typical lessons from this earliest seed plot of Holy Scripture have indicated to us the thoughts of God for His people as He looked down the aeons of time. The picture is clear: it is not good that the man should be alone, and over the centuries a bride will be won for His Son but not without cost and immeasurable cost at that. The practical lessons must not be lost. God desires that those who are going to be thus eternally linked with the Lord Jesus have features corresponding to the high calling which is theirs. May this be the case!


  CHAPTER 2 - GODLY WOMEN IN EXODUS


  by Walter A. Boyd, N. Ireland


  INTRODUCTION


  There are not many women mentioned in the book of Exodus, and of those that are mentioned not all are identified by name. In some cases there is not enough information given to substantiate the description of being godly. In this chapter we will examine the godliness of life seen in Moses’ mother and Moses’ sister, both chapter 2; the Hebrew midwives, chapter 1; diligent women who spun material for the tabernacle, chapter 35.


  It is interesting to note that some of those who are obviously godly are also anonymous when first mentioned. For instance, Moses’ mother is introduced as "a daughter of Levi" 2.1; "the child’s mother" 2.8. Moses’ father and mother are unnamed when they first appear on the page of Scripture but are later named as "Amram" (father) and "Jochebed" (mother) in 6.20. As a very practical observation, we should take encouragement from the fact that anonymous but faithful people were used of God to accomplish His purpose in very difficult days. Not many believers achieve widespread fame; indeed, few are noticed outside their own small circle of acquaintances. That does not diminish their worth in the eyes of God, nor does it lessen their usefulness to God if they are prepared to live a godly life. To be well known is not a prerequisite to working for God.


  


  THE HEBREW MIDWIVES – CHAPTER 1


  The nation of Israel had an inauspicious beginning in the great story of redemption in Exodus: "Seventy souls ... in Egypt" 1.5. Yet, in spite of that small commencement, they have an illustrious exodus from Egypt when the Lord brought "the children of Israel out of the land of Egypt by their armies [hosts]" 12.51. The children of Israel, who were so few in number in v.1, grew to become "fruitful, and increased abundantly, and multiplied, and waxed exceeding mighty; and the land was filled with them" 1.7. The descendants of thirteen men grew to such an extent that Pharaoh sensed the threat of their greater numbers and devised a plan to prevent any further growth. He said, "let us deal wisely [shrewdly] with them, lest they multiply, and it come to pass, that, when there falleth out any war, they join also unto our enemies, and fight against us, and so get them up out of the land" 1.10.


  The edict of Pharaoh most likely struck fear into the hearts of the people of Israel. But the leader of the greatest civilisation of that time didn’t appreciate that by it he had set himself on a course against the will of God. The people of Israel had nothing to fear; God was going to preserve and deliver them from Pharaoh’s violent plans and evil grasp. You may find yourself in a situation where someone has evil intentions to cause you harm, perhaps in work or in the community. When God’s eye is upon you, you have nothing to fear. As it was with Israel in Egypt, there may even come a time when the opposition and danger reach such a pitch, it seems that all hope is lost. Remember, while you live in the will of God, no-one can ever do you any long-term harm. God is in control and will bring to nothing the plans of those who oppose Him.


  If Israel had nothing to fear, Pharaoh had everything to fear; for any man who picks a fight with God will never win! Pharaoh was mistaken on a number of counts. He thought that Israel would be able to leave Egypt by force of numbers; "lest they multiply ... and so get them up out of the land" 1.10. They certainly were going to "get up out of the land"; not because they were strong in numbers but because God was with them. Pharaoh assumed that Israel would get themselves out of Egypt by means of war; "and it come to pass, that, when there falleth out any war ... they fight against us, and so get them up out of the land" 1.10. There definitely was going to be a fight involved in delivering Israel; not Israel fighting against Pharaoh but Pharaoh fighting against Israel’s God. Pharaoh’s plan was to weaken the children of Israel by persecution. He got it all wrong! The more he persecuted them the stronger they grew, 1.12. How frustrating for any man who tries to thwart the purpose of God or leaves God out of his reckoning. Everything Pharaoh thought should have happened; did not happen, and things that he never thought of took place and he could do nothing to stop them. This is typical of how God works in our lives. There will be times when we face opposition and danger, and we feel that the outcome must be against us. When your mind calculates the outcome and your heart trembles, it is time to "Fear ... not, stand still, and see the salvation of the Lord, which He will shew to you" 14.13.


  The plan and purpose of God for His people, which had been revealed hundreds of years earlier to Abraham, Gen.15.13,14, is now beginning to come into effect. To bring that plan to fruition God is going to reveal His presence and demonstrate His power. It is always the same, God’s plan requires God’s presence and power. There is no point in us feeling we can bring about God’s purpose on our own, we must depend upon Him.


  Who did God use initially in the display of His power in Egypt? He will raise up a great leader called Moses, but not just yet. The mighty wheels of God’s great plans for the nation are first turned by two godly women. It is as a result of the devotion of those two women that the baby destined to be the world’s greatest leader is born safely; Moses, the servant of God, Josh.1.2. Their refusal to bow to the edict of an evil ruler had consequences far beyond what they could ever have foreseen. Likewise, almost sixteen hundred years later, the mighty wheels of God’s further plans for the nation are turned, and again He uses a godly, devoted woman called Mary. Two godly midwives in the Old Testament are used by God to bring forth a great leader in the plan of national redemption. One godly, young virgin in the New Testament is used to "bring forth her firstborn Son" Lk.2.7, Who will eventually be the greatest of all leaders of the nation, and will be the Redeemer of all who believe in Him. Let us examine some of the features of these midwives and learn from their godliness.


  Their Names – v.15


  "The name of the one was Shiphrah [beauty, brightness] and the name of the other was Puah [splendid, light]" 1.15. God is careful to place on eternal record the names of these two women who feared Him. How much better it is to fear God, live for His glory and gain His approval with eternal reward, than to please men and lose eternal reward from God.


  The biggest character in Egypt at that time was the man upon the throne. We’re not given his name; in fact, historians find it difficult to accurately identify which Pharaoh ruled in Egypt at the time of the exodus. However, God, Who pays no notice to the ‘big’ names of earth, is careful to place on record the names of two humble, God-fearing midwife slaves. God notices the big faith of two small women!


  Their names are indicative of their character and devotion; both qualities shine forth in their actions. The character and quality of these two godly midwives are later seen in the lives of some of those whose birth they attended. As well as Moses, they likely attended at the birth of Aaron, his older brother. The influence of these godly women was later seen in the service that Aaron rendered for God as he served in garments "for glory and for beauty", 28.2. Aaron would eventually wear the garments of the high priest, which were "garments for glory" (Puah means ‘splendid’) "and for beauty" (Shiphrah means ‘beauty’) 28.2. It was well worthwhile for them to live for God in devotion and obedience. Many a servant of God carries into his life and service the influence of godly, devoted sisters who attended at his spiritual birth or had an influence upon him as a child, see 2Tim.1.5. God was glorified and the nation was helped through two godly women; what a privilege they had and what a change they made! Their circumstances gave them the opportunity to live for God and make an impression on the lives of others. They didn’t complain about their hardship but they did what they could with what they had. What a lesson for us who live in much easier circumstances.


  Shiphrah – Beauty, or Brightness


  There is nothing as beautiful in our damaged world as a godly woman’s life. The quiet, consistent spirituality that Peter refers to as "the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price" 1Pet.3.4. How effective in our dull world is the bright testimony of a godly woman’s life; it has won many a disobedient husband’s heart, see 2Pet.3.1.


  


  Puah – Splendid, or Light


  Her life and devotion were certainly splendid – excellent in quality and worthy in an otherwise beggarly and poor world. Her devotion and obedience to God radiated a testimony to the light of heaven amidst the darkness of heathendom. She knew what it meant to "have no fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reprove them" Eph 5.11. She had the courage to let her "light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven" Matt. 5:16. Had she not done so, what would the result have been for the nation?


  


  Their Circumstances – vv.11-14


  These two Hebrew midwives were working in a hostile environment. Pharaoh had implemented a two-fold plan for the destruction of the people of Israel: incarceration and extermination. Incarceration: he "made their lives bitter with hard bondage" 1.14. Extermination: in addition to that incarceration he attempted to slow down the birth rate by infanticide; by telling the midwives that "When ye do the office of a midwife to the Hebrew women ... if it be a son, then ye shall kill him, but if it be a daughter then she shall live" 1.16. But two godly women derailed that plan: "but the midwives feared God, and did not as the king of Egypt commanded them, but saved the men children alive" 1.17. How courageous they were to refuse the king!


  When the king discovered that they were not obeying his instruction he called for them. If they needed courage to refuse to obey him, they needed even more to stand before him after their disobedience. They knew well what Peter and others would do centuries later, when they said, "We ought to obey God rather than men" Acts 5.29. We ought to live by the same principle: obedience to the state ought to be unwavering, except when the state’s demands are contrary to the Law of God. Already in the western world we are beginning to see Christians faced with the decision of obeying the state, in so-called equality legislation that is unequally biased in favour of sodomites, or obeying God’s Law that declares such a lifestyle to be sinful and wrong. May we be given the courage of these two humble women who stood face to face with a wicked, callous king that gave no thought to the murder of innocents. The lives of two adults was no more precious to him than the thousands of male babies he was determined to destroy, and thus they placed themselves in harm’s way to save the lives of newborn babies.


  The midwives were given instructions to do what was patently wrong – murder children. We might never be faced with an instruction to murder; but what about the second aspect of their instruction to harm their fellow Israelites? They may well have thought of self-preservation, every man for himself, and said, "Let’s just quietly obey and say nothing. It’s not our responsibility, we have to do what we’re told." No doubt that approach would have enhanced their standing before Pharaoh and his officers, and gained them favour. That’s the way of the world, especially in the world of employment – stand on another person to lift yourself a little higher. A Christian should never think of doing another person harm so as to enhance his own prospects.


  Why did Pharaoh order the death of the male children? Behind Pharaoh was the nefarious hand of Satan himself. At the fall of Adam, God said to the serpent, "I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; HE (Newberry margin) shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise His heel" Gen.3.15. From the very beginning, the serpent was aware that his downfall would be by the promised male seed, and thus at every opportunity Satan would launch an attack against males in a vain attempt to prevent that prophecy coming to pass.


  Their Godliness – v.17


  It is amazing that, after 400 years in Egypt in which there is no record of worship of the God of heaven, here are two women of whom it is said, "but the midwives feared God" 1.17. In fearing God they seemed to be out of step with even their own nation. This was the secret to their power when they stood before Pharaoh. It was not their stubborn, forceful and determined personalities; it was simply a reverent recognition of the God of heaven. They had a consuming zeal not to do anything that would offend God. Lesser beings would have feared a king who had such murderous plans, but not these two. The fear of God enabled them to overcome any human fear they might have had of Pharaoh.


  Pharaoh epitomises what the Scriptures say about the sinner; "Whose mouth is full of cursing and bitterness: Their feet are swift to shed blood: Destruction and misery are in their ways: And the way of peace have they not known: There is no fear of God before their eyes" Rom 3.14-18. What a contrast in these two midwives: their feet were swift to save blood because of the fear of God.


  The fear of God enables any Christian to live for God in whatever circumstances they are found. The godliness of these women was manifested by refusing to do what was wrong. Their greatest exploit was in what they didn’t do rather than in what they did do; they just carried on the daily routine of their work but refused to commit the sin that the king ordered. God is looking for men and women who will give him their whole heart; He is not looking for special human beings that stand head and shoulders above their peers in human attributes. God is seeking spiritual, sincerely humble servants who fear Him and reverence His Word. Some people live as if making an impression on others is all that matters. God sees through that hypocrisy and disdains it. He focuses on inward realities; those sterling qualities that are cultivated over time by walking with Him in a spiritually disciplined life. To such a person He promises the Divine prosperity and protection that was enjoyed by the two Hebrew midwives. "Oh how great is Thy goodness, which Thou hast laid up for them that fear Thee; which Thou hast wrought for them that trust Thee before the sons of men! Thou shalt hide them in the secret of Thy presence from the pride of man: Thou shalt keep them secretly in a pavilion from the strife of tongues" Ps.31.19,20.


  


  Their Blessing – vv.20,21


  These two midwives proved that it is worthwhile to fear God and live for Him. God granted them personal blessings: "Therefore God dealt well with the midwives" 1.20. He treated them favourably. What greater blessing could a person have or want than to know the favour of God? The same holds good for us today: if we want the favour of God we must fear Him. He says, "them that honour Me I will honour" 1Sam.2.30.


  God granted extended blessings: "and the people multiplied, and waxed very mighty." As a result of two women fearing God and refusing to obey an evil king, the nation grew in size and in strength. Pharaoh’s original intention was to prevent them from multiplying, 1.10, but the very thing the king set out to prevent is what God accomplished through two humble slaves.


  


  


  THE MOTHER OF MOSES – CHAPTER 2


  The Parents of the Child


  Chapter 2 opens with what seems to be a rather ordinary, everyday event, the marriage of a man and woman. The man and woman are so ordinary that we are not even given their names. But what God does say about them is important: "a man of the house of Levi... a daughter of Levi" 2.1. At this stage of the story God highlights that they are of Levi. Here are two people of similar interests and with similar links to the God of heaven. Amram and Jochebed didn’t seek a partner for life in heathen Egypt. Had they done so, how would Moses have been reared? What would have dominated his upbringing: the knowledge of the God of Israel or the knowledge of the multiple gods of Egypt? Just as it was for them, so it is today; the foundation of a stable marriage and family begins with a man and a woman who love the same God and want to bring their family up in His fear. That statement of parentage causes a thoughtful reader to look back to the last time Levi was mentioned in the Scriptures, and then look forward to where it appears again.


  The last time Levi’s name appeared was in the blessing of Jacob on his sons in Gen.49.5-7. There, linked with Simeon, Levi is associated with "instruments of cruelty" Gen.49.5; "they slew a man" Gen.49.6; "Cursed be their anger, for it was fierce; and their wrath, for it was cruel" Gen.49.7. How deep and mysterious are the ways of God. He now brings descendants of that same Levi to the fore, and we find them subjected to cruelty, slaughter, fierce anger and cruel wrath!


  When we look forward to the house of Levi, we find that they only were permitted by God to serve in relation to the tabernacle of Israel. Moses will be born into that house and he will be the leader called of God to serve in a priestly capacity: Moses will represent God to the people and represent the people to God. Under the supervision of Moses the tabernacle will be built and the worship of God commenced in a formal way. In that tabernacle that Moses is given responsibility for, there will be servants and priests who will come from the tribe of Levi.


  What lay between a dark, cruel past and a bright future in worship for the house of Levi? Redemption from bondage! So it is with us today. We had a dark, sinful past; but we have been redeemed by the blood of the Lamb and by the power of God. Redeemed to worship and serve in priestly capacity. Redemption by blood is absolutely essential before a sinner can ever serve or worship God. When the house of Levi stood on the safe side of the Red Sea rejoicing in redemption, they may have thought, "What a blessing - safety!" Yet God has greater and even more enjoyable things in store for them, those are worship and service. However dark our past before conversion, God expects worship and service after redemption.


  The father and mother of Moses are later identified as Amram and Jochebed, Ex.6.20. In Heb.11.23 we are told that "Moses ... was hid ... by his parents". Faith is accredited to both parents but, when the details of the story are followed in Exodus, it seems that Moses’ mother took the lead and was the main contributor to the plan for his safety. Amram means ‘the people are exalted’ and Jochebed means ‘Jehovah is glorious’. If we consider carefully the meaning of their names it may explain why Jochebed took the lead in the plan to save the child and raise a son for God’s glory. Names in the Bible are very significant, and frequently the meaning of the name describes the character of the person. Perhaps the meaning of his name tells us that Amram could see no farther than the people; as far as he was concerned their exaltation was the important thing. But for Jochebed it was different; the bent of her life was to testify that Jehovah is glorious! If she lived long enough to be rescued from Egypt, her heart must have been bursting with delight when she joined her son Moses to sing the song of redemption on the banks of the Red Sea: "I will sing unto Jehovah for He hath triumphed gloriously" Ex.15.1. What she sang contained the meaning of her name: ‘Jehovah is glorious’. The principle of God holds true: "Them that honour Me I will honour" 1Sam.2.30.


  The Arrival of The Child – vv.1,2


  There is a gap between the events of verses 1 and 2 of Exodus chapter 1. Moses was not the first child to Amram and Jochebed; Aaron and Miriam were born before him. However, the record in chapter 2 is concentrating on the birth of Moses and thus his birth alone is mentioned at that stage.


  The child, when born, was seen by his mother to be "a goodly child" [‘fair’, J.N.D.] 2.2. The idea is that he was good in quality in every respect. It is the same description that God used at creation: "And God saw every thing that He had made, and, behold, it was very good" Gen.1.31. Heb.11.23 describes him as "a proper child" [‘comely’, Newberry margin]. There is something special about a mother’s intuition. She recognised in her third child a special quality and took steps to ensure his preservation. That recognition not only emphasises the quality she saw in Moses but also the quality of faith that God saw in her; her spiritual perception was such that she saw something special in her child.


  The Safety of the Child – vv.3,4


  As a result of seeing that particular quality of goodness in her newborn son, she hid him for three months. When Pharaoh couldn’t get the Hebrew midwives to co-operate in his evil plan to kill male children at birth, he charged all the Egyptians with the responsibility to cast into the river every Hebrew son that is born, Ex.1.22. At three months Jochebed "could no longer hide him" Ex.2.3. Can you imagine the impossible task of trying to hide the presence of a 3 month-old baby in the home? The countryside was teeming with Egyptians, who as vigilantes would be eager to please their evil ruler by throwing any Hebrew baby boys they found into the Nile. The slightest cry of the baby Moses would alert them to his presence.


  Jochebed then devised a very careful and well-thought-out plan for Moses’ safety. With great care and attention she built a little basket of wickerwork and waterproofed it with a tarry substance from the banks of the Nile. She placed her 3 month-old baby in it and carried it to the river’s bank. She didn’t just push it out into the river’s current and hope for the best. She placed it carefully among the reeds at the edge of the river. She had a definite plan: she was not depending upon ‘fate’ and waiting to see what would happen. This is a responsible, God-fearing woman who had it all thought out. She has done what she could for the child and is now handing him over to the protection of her sovereign God.


  The river Nile was not like a swimming pool where you could step into it at any place; there were places where it was safe to bathe; places where there was easy access from the bank with a firm footing and safety from crocodiles and strong currents. These places were frequented by Egyptians for bathing in the powerful waters of their great Nile. It appears that Jochebed set the ark of bulrushes into the reeds at such a place, knowing that it would be easily discovered. While it is speculation, I am satisfied that Jochebed set the ark at a place where she knew the daughter of Pharaoh bathed. Such a spot on the river would not be used by commoners who, upon discovery of the ark, would toss the baby into the river: it was reserved for the use of the daughter of Pharaoh.


  Of course, the whole thing worked out exactly as Jochebed anticipated. One of the Egyptian maids discovered the ark and was sent by Pharaoh’s daughter to bring it to her, Ex.2.5. When Pharaoh’s daughter opened the ark, the little baby "was weeping" (Newberry’s marginal sign). Miriam was standing at a distance; was she ever glad that baby Moses had just then decided to exercise his lungs and keep at it! The sight and sound of a crying baby moved the heart of the Egyptian princess and "she had compassion on him" Ex.2.6. She was also able to identify him immediately as "one of the Hebrews’ children" Ex.2.7.


  Notice the first word in v.7: "then said his sister to Pharaoh’s daughter." Just at the right moment, again no doubt under the hand of the sovereign God of Israel, Miriam moved forward. She waited until she was sure that the princess was compassionate. As soon as she heard him identified as one of the Hebrews’ children, Miriam waited no longer in case he was in danger of being thrown into the Nile. She waited long enough but not too long. How difficult it is, when waiting on the Lord, to be sure that you wait for Him and act at the right time but not to wait too long.


  Miriam asked if she should find a woman to look after the child, but didn’t tell the princess that she was going to fetch the child’s mother. With her permission she went to get a woman who would be able to nurse the child and who better than Jochebed? When she came to take the child, Jochebed didn’t say that she was his mother. They were not being deceitful but acting with wisdom and care. Walking by faith does not mean that you stop thinking or acting with caution. There is always a balance between wholehearted dependence upon God and careful, prudent planning.


  The Future of the Child – vv.5-8


  The next step in the rescue plan of baby Moses was the command from Pharaoh’s daughter to Jochebed: "Take this child away and nurse it for me, and I will give thee thy wages" Ex.2.9. I’m sure Jochebed could hardly believe what she was hearing. Perhaps she reasonably expected that the princess would accept Miriam’s proposal of a Hebrew woman to look after the baby, but to get paid for doing so was more than she expected. She has ensured the safety of her child; he is preserved from the Nile by the command of Pharaoh’s daughter; she has the sanction of Pharaoh’s daughter to rear her own child that would otherwise have been slain, and she has a salary for doing so! That is typical of our God, "Who is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think" Eph.3.20.


  The future of Moses, therefore, is safeguarded both materially and spiritually. The palace is going to meet the expenses of his upbringing, and his own mother is going to have the privilege of teaching him about the God of Israel in her own home. What Moses learned as a child about his parents’ God appeared from time to time in his later life. When Moses was "come to years, [he] refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter; choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God ... esteeming the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt: for he had respect unto the recompence of the reward" Heb.11.24-26. Where had Moses learned about the people of God, the riches of the reproach of Christ, the recompence of the reward? Not in his education when he went to live in the palace. These things were instilled into his young heart as a boy during the time his mother reared him for the princess.


  The Care of the Child – vv.9,10


  Think of the choices Jochebed had to make in her responsibility of rearing the child. The instruction given by the princess was, "nurse it for me" 2.9. She knew that she was doing it for Pharaoh’s daughter, and one day she would have to hand her own son over to live in the palace of the evil king who had ordered the murder of all the male children, including that baby son. Would she teach the young child to hate the Egyptians? Would she embitter him to such an extent that he would become a revolutionary when he entered the palace? Would she cynically instruct him to ingratiate himself to Pharaoh so that he could ‘milk the system’ to their advantage? Obviously Jochebed did none of these. She concentrated on teaching him about the God of his fathers, that Jehovah is glorious, according to the meaning of her name.


  The lesson for us today is to teach our children the truth concerning God. Even though they are being raised in a world that is opposed to God and His Word, we don’t need to train them to be reactionaries against a godless government. It is sufficient to instruct them in the ways of God and show them how to live in His fear and for His glory. The best preparation a child can have to live in this world is to instil in them the values of the world to come. That’s what Jochebed did for Moses, and he imbibed what she taught and lived it out in his adult life. When big decisions had to be made, Moses made them in light of the truth his mother had taught him as a child. No greater testimony can be given to a mother’s love and devotion than to live according to the values she taught you as a child.


  We are not told how long Jochebed kept Moses in her home. The word "grew" in 2.10 means that he was continually growing, suggesting that she had Moses through a prolonged period of growth, likely into teenage years or adolescence. However long it was, Jochebed had enough time to teach him about the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. When he had ceased growing; "when Moses was grown" 2.11, he left his parental home and made his way to the palace. Can you imagine what that meant for Jochebed? To hand her son over to the palace would not have caused swelling pride in the heart of a mother who feared the Lord. There would be no boasting to other mothers, "look where my son Moses has gone!" As a godly mother she would have known that there was every bit as much danger for her son in the palace as there had been in the Nile. Danger of a different and more subtle kind, but nevertheless it was real danger. Jochebed could hand him over knowing that she had done everything possible to influence his course in life. She would treasure the memories of those early years and her daily instruction of her child. She would have no regrets about not having given her time to things other than the raising of her family. Would that Christian mothers in our day would give the same diligence and time to their families, and treasure the opportunity to influence them for God. But we live in a world where financial demands are great, and to release them to find employment, the temptation for many mothers is to hand their children over to the care of others. God’s ideal is still that young mothers "guide the house" 1Tim.5.14.


  


  THE SISTER OF MOSES – CHAPTER 2


  Moses’ sister is not mentioned by name in chapter 2, and it is assumed (although not categorically stated in Scripture) that Miriam the sister of chapter 15 is indeed the same person. The story of Moses and his mother starts and ends in the same way. She arrived into the story because of her faith, while she remains in the story her faith is active, and she leaves the record of Scripture with her faith and testimony intact. Sadly the same cannot be said about Moses’ sister, Miriam. She appears at the start of the story as a young woman, helping in the plan of God for the deliverance and safety of Moses. She appears briefly in chapter 15, assisting Moses in his song of deliverance. But any subsequent mention of her in the Old Testament is not so positive. The immediate lesson is salutary: it is one thing to start well, it is more important to end well.


  In the book of Exodus we first meet Miriam on the bank of the river Nile, where she had a hand in the personal deliverance of Moses. We next meet her on the bank of the Red Sea, again with her brother Moses, having enjoyed the national deliverance of the nation.


  On the Bank of the River Nile


  As with his mother, Moses’ sister is introduced to us in the story without her name: just "his sister" 2.4, 7; "the maid" 2.8. Notice the actions of Miriam: "she stood" 2.5; she "said" 2.7; she "went and called the child’s mother" 2.8. We are not told what age she was, but being called a "maid" means that she was not very old. It is encouraging to see that God had a part for a young person in the great plan of rescuing Moses, which was ultimately part of the greater plan of rescuing the nation. It is important to teach young people that they have a valuable role to play in assembly life. They can make their lives count for God and live for His glory, even though young.


  How did Miriam play that role in God’s plan? She did so by her obedience. Her mother brought her into the plan by having her stand "afar off" and observe what would happen when Pharaoh’s daughter discovered the ark of bulrushes. What if Miriam had decided that it wasn’t on her agenda for that day? Her role was absolutely essential to the rescue of Moses. In later days Miriam could have reflected upon that day at the river Nile and say that if she had not played her part things would have turned out differently. Young people need to be assured that they are valued. Give them a sense of worth and identity. Don’t disregard them as mere children who know nothing. Miriam also had to use her initiative. When the ark was pulled out of the reeds and the baby cried it was Miriam’s task to suggest to the princess the possibility of a Hebrew woman to nurse the child. Miriam played her part well and then stepped back out of the limelight. As a young girl she moved in the fear of God for the blessing of His people. She would not have understood the far-reaching consequences of her simple obedience to her mother. Godliness is not something reserved for older people. It is possible, indeed it is expected that younger Christians should live godly lives within the parameters of their growing maturity and spiritual development.


  On the Bank of The Red Sea


  In Exodus chapter 15, when we see Miriam again on the bank of the Red Sea, she is eighty years older than in chapter 2. Not only is she much older, she is described as "Miriam the prophetess" 15.20. There are only five prophetesses in the Old Testament: Miriam, Ex.15.20; Deborah, Judg.4.4; Huldah, 2Kgs.22.14; Noadiah, Neh.6.14; the unnamed wife of Isaiah the prophet, Isa.8.3. The role of the prophetess was similar to that of the prophet, to speak to the people on behalf of God. We have no record of anything that Isaiah’s wife said. Noadiah appears to be classed with the enemies of God, and thus false. Of all the prophets in the Old Testament, the words of only three women are recorded as being for the people; corroborating the view that the practice of women functioning as prophets was not initially in the mind of God for His people. They certainly did function as prophets for God, but in national emergencies.


  Her Identity


  She is identified as "Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron." You would have expected her to be referred to as the sister of Moses. After all, Moses had long since become the prominent character in the events of the nation. Perhaps there is a hint of family division. Miriam and Aaron were both born before Moses and would naturally link themselves together. Did they view Moses as a newcomer and regard him with suspicion or envy? As the older siblings perhaps they were a little annoyed at all the fuss over the new baby; and then to crown it all he is taken to the palace, while they have to remain at home in the slaves’ hut. Miriam’s bond with Aaron appears again in Numbers chapter 12.


  Her Influence


  Scripture says that she "took a timbrel in her hand; and all the women went out after her with timbrels and dances" 15.21. Not only did she have influence; she had influence over ALL the women! It takes a spiritual person to handle that sort of authority; it would be so easy to use it selfishly or in the flesh. On this occasion she was still acting in praise of God and for His glory. How important to ensure our actions are for the glory of God and the good of others. We could be an influence for good or bad. I recall the late Albert Leckie telling me as a young believer, that it is important to ask yourself before taking part in an assembly meeting, "What I am about to do: is it for the glory of God and the good of those who listen?" Wise advice!


  Her Refrain


  It seems that what Miriam and the women sang was a refrain to the main song of Moses and the children of Israel, in vv.1-18. Moses and the children of Israel sang together, v1; Miriam and all the women sang together, vv.20,21. The one thing of concern that I have noticed while pondering this passage is that Moses and the children of Israel "sang unto the Lord" 15.1; whereas the Holy Spirit records that "Miriam answered them" 15.21. It seems that, as they sang the song with Moses, Miriam and the women sang either to each other or to the whole congregation. The words of her refrain were good; they sang exactly the same as Moses and the children of Israel. But Moses’ song was "unto the Lord" and Miriam’s refrain was to answer them. When we sing, how important it is to sing unto the Lord, and to put our whole heart into it: not just in response to others’ singing or, even worse, so that others might hear.


  Miriam in Numbers chapter 12


  This chapter gives very important insights into the mind of Miriam, and could be enlarged upon in much greater detail than will be done in this chapter. The disagreement is disguised as a spiritual matter; "hath the LORD indeed spoken only by Moses, hath He not spoken also by us?" 12.2. However, the real root of the problem seems to be personal jealousy and rivalry among leaders; "Miriam and Aaron spake against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman he had married" 12.1.


  The words at the close of v.2 are very solemn: "and the Lord heard it". Let us keep that in mind when we criticise those whom God has raised up as leaders among His people. This is what makes their criticism more serious; God regarded it as criticism against Himself and not just against Moses. We have the advantage of learning from these things which have been "written for our admonition" 1Cor.10.11. This incident should help us control our tongues, if the favourite pastime of ‘bashing the elders’ starts around a dinner table.


  Their criticism caused open division. The idea in v.1 is that "Miriam and Aaron spake openly against Moses." This was no behind-the-hand whispering campaign – it was an all-out, public assault on the leadership that God had placed among His people. God took it very seriously: "And the anger of the LORD was kindled against them and He departed" 12.9. When unjustified criticism of God’s leaders begins, remember that God is angry and God is absent. Could that account for the lack of His presence in our gatherings at times? Just as their criticism was in public, so too was the discipline from God. Miriam could not hide her leprosy; it was evident for all to see. She had to be placed outside the camp; her absence inside and her presence outside could not be hidden. God had acted, and the people had to agree with God by placing her for a time outside the fellowship of the camp. Let us see to it that when God acts in judgment we are in harmony with His discipline, Matt.18.1.


  Before we leave our cursory remarks on this solemn chapter it is important to show how Moses dealt with this very personal, public attack. In the wilderness journey Moses had already been angered by the misbehaviour of those under his care. But in v.3 we have this delightful description by the Holy Spirit: "Now the man Moses was very meek, above all the men which were upon the face of the earth." Moses is described as a man, he is a real human being, not some other-worldly creature. But his meekness is highlighted. At this stage of his life, notice the absence of anger. He has grown and matured in his attitude. His response to this attack is to cry to the Lord for Miriam’s healing at the request of Aaron, 12.13. His natural reaction would have been to let her suffer the consequences of her own sin, but the spiritual reaction was to pray for her recovery. If you were criticised in public how would you react? If you saw the hand of God against your critics, how would you feel? This is the real test and display of Moses’ meekness. He didn’t hold any grudge, nor did he withhold his intercession.


  


  THE WISE HEARTED WOMEN OF THE TABERNACLE – CHAPTER 35


  These women were skilled in spinning to produce the fabric required for the tabernacle. The fine linen was used in every aspect of its construction and service: the outer walls of the court; the tent and its coverings; the gate, the door and the vail; the garments of the high priest and priests; the cloths to cover the furniture when in transit. The work of these women was indispensable to every phase of tabernacle life: its construction, its daily service and worship, its transit from place to place. What these women produced in the privacy of their homes had an affect on every part of tabernacle life and service. In a New Testament assembly the same principle pertains. While not public, the role of women is vital to the correct functioning of the assembly in everything it does for God. The influence of a godly wife affects the input of married men, even overseers; the influence of godly mothers in the home affects their children who are in assembly fellowship; the influence of godly sisters affects younger women in the assembly, Titus 2.3,4.


  Women with Willing Hearts – Ex.35.5


  In Ex.25.1 God instructed Moses to take an offering "of every man that giveth it willingly". God’s primary consideration was the willingness of the person; nothing was to be given grudgingly. The offering was important, but the heart that brought it was more important. Whether he brought something large or small, valuable or not so valuable, the first consideration was willingness. In assembly life today we too should pay careful attention to the willingness with which we offer our worship and service to God. If our service is not willing then God does not want it!


  Women with Wise Hearts – Ex.35.10


  Moses makes a further stipulation to the people. Not only must those who give be willing but those who make must be "wise hearted". "And every wise hearted among you shall come, and make all that the Lord hath commanded" 35.10. From 36.1 we see that this wisdom came from God. These people had been slaves in the brickfields of Egypt, not skilled in the fine work required for the construction of such a glorious structure. God is going to transform them into a team of craftsmen. No apprenticeship is required – God will equip them for the task He gives them. Isn’t it remarkable to see the same principle at work in an assembly? People from all walks of life, with differing levels of practical and educational ability, working together as a team and building a spiritual structure for God’s pleasure! What a change there is in a heart that is willing, when God gives the wisdom to do His will and understand His instructions. A New Testament assembly can be established and function for the glory of God and according to His Word without secular education: it only requires that those who have been raised up and equipped by God are Spirit-filled and willing to follow His instructions.


  Women with Working Hands – Ex.35.25,26


  "And all the women that were wise hearted did spin with their hands, and brought that which they had spun, both of blue, and of purple, and of scarlet, and of fine linen. And all the women whose heart stirred them up in wisdom spun goats’ hair."


  Their willingness did not produce the fabric. Their wisdom did not produce the fabric. They must set to work with their hands. They could talk all they liked about how they would love to do something for God in producing material for the tabernacle, but unless they got up and started they would accomplish nothing. They might feel that they had the skill and wisdom to produce fabric, and even give advice to others how to do it, but unless they got up and started they would accomplish nothing. The level of their input was not measured by how much their heart was willing nor by how much advice they gave; it was measured by how much fabric they produced.


  In assembly life it is too easy to ease our consciences by yearning to do something but never getting our hands to work to actually do it! It is too common to hear advice as to how things should be done from people who are doing nothing themselves. Working hands must be accompanied by wise and willing hearts. Wise and willing hearts must find expression in willing hands. When all three work together, then something is achieved for God’s glory.


  CONCLUSION


  Our consideration of godly women in the book of Exodus shows that there is an essential and valuable part for women to play in domestic and family life, in national life and in spiritual life. We have seen that, while the emphasis of this chapter is on the contribution of godly women, there are practical lessons for men as well. Their work in the assembly must be motivated by wisdom and energised by willingness.


  Every generation needs godly women, but ours more so because of the breakdown in family and married life in the world. Any generation is largely the product of the one that went before it. What kind of example are we producing for the rising generation? If the Lord has not come and our generation has gone, what will we have left behind?


  The years of our life give us an opportunity to live for God and follow the example of godly women in the Scriptures: "Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might" Eccl.9.10.


  CHAPTER 3 - GODLY WOMEN IN JOSHUA AND JUDGES


  by John M. Riddle, England


  RAHAB - Josh.2.1-21; 6.21-25


  Any paper describing the glory of godly women in the books of Joshua and Judges could hardly have a more inauspicious start! The first woman we encounter in the books of Joshua and Judges is "Rahab the harlot" Josh.6.17,25. If this were the only information given about her she would certainly be disqualified from inclusion in this volume.


  Mercifully, however, the Scriptures emphasise time and time again that it is not where a person comes from that is important, but where they are going. Abraham is a case in point. A study of his life has been well entitled, "From Idolater to Friend of God"1. With this in mind, we can consider Rahab in a fourfold manner.


  
    	
      1Large, J. H. "From Idolator to Friend of God". John Ritchie Ltd, Kilmarnock, 1996.

    

  


  Her Protection of the Spies


  At first glance, it seems rather surprising that the two spies found accommodation in "an harlot’s house" Josh.2.1. This, surely, was most unwise and morally dangerous. On the other hand, bearing in mind the nature of their mission, it was probably the safest place to go, since people would be quite accustomed to men coming and going to Rahab’s house. But this must not be taken as any kind of precedent. God’s people must "abstain from all appearance of evil" 1Thess.5.22. It is very wrong for believers to deliberately expose themselves to moral danger. Two things should be noted in this connection:


  Rahab’s Protection of the Spies Involved Lies


  The inclusion of Rahab in the category of godly women is now even more suspect. Perhaps critics ought to ask themselves what they would have done had they lived in the dark days of the 1939-45 war, and had given sanctuary to Jews fleeing for their lives from certain death at the hands of the Nazis. It has been said that there is no reference to Rahab’s lies in the New Testament and therefore what she did was acceptable, but that particular argument is hardly valid. After all, there is no New Testament reference either to Gideon’s downfall, Jephthah’s treatment of his daughter, or David’s immorality. But all three characters are mentioned in Hebrews chapter 11!


  Whatever we may conclude about Rahab in this connection, we must not take her behaviour as acceptable. While God certainly overruled Rahab’s lies, this cannot mean that believers can lie with impunity, or that the end justifies the means. The Lord’s people are to "put on the new man, which after God is created in righteousness and true holiness. Wherefore putting away lying, speak every man truth with his neighbour" Eph.4.24,25. It should also be borne in mind that Rahab was not one of God’s people at the time, and in view of her background and livelihood, it would be quite unreasonable to expect the same standard of honesty in her that should be expected from people indwelt by the Holy Spirit!


  Rahab’s Protection of the Spies Involved Faith


  Rahab was by nature and by practice a "child of wrath" Eph.2.3, and in common with everyone else in Jericho, she had no title to God’s salvation. But she recognised that the two spies represented God’s people Israel and received and protected them for that very reason. The king of Jericho sought their lives, but she acknowledged them as servants of the Lord. The New Testament makes it clear that Rahab acted in faith: "By faith the harlot Rahab perished not with them that believed not, when she had received the spies in peace" Heb.11.31. The city of Jericho was doomed, but Rahab sought deliverance from coming judgment. The present world is destined for judgment, but there is still salvation for the sinner who will receive the gospel. But like the king of Jericho and his people, the world at large is opposed to the gospel of God’s grace. As in the case of every believer, Rahab had no personal merit. In fact two of the New Testament references stress her immoral character: she was "the harlot Rahab" Heb.11.31, and "Rahab the harlot" Jms.2.25.


  The reality of Rahab’s faith was demonstrated by her willingness to befriend and protect the two spies. Unbelieving men and women would never approve works of faith like this. They would regard it as treason! She changed her allegiance and her associations. It should also be pointed out that Rahab, a Gentile, became identified with God’s people, and is therefore a picture of, "Gentile sinners who are permitted to share in the unsearchable riches of Christ".2 "Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellowcitizens with the saints, and of the household of God" Eph.2.19.


  
    	
      2Meyer, F.B. "Joshua". Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1870.

    

  


  Her Plea to the Spies


  The relevant verses, Josh.2.8-13, are most interesting and significant. Rahab’s plea to the spies reveals her recognition that Israel’s God was the "living and true God" 1Thess.1.9: "For the LORD your God, He is God in heaven above, and in earth beneath" Josh.2.11. She mentions "the LORD" (Jehovah) four times in vv.9-12. Jehovah was the Name by which God made Himself known to His people, Ex.6.1-5. It was His covenant name. Israel was evidently known amongst the Gentiles, as God’s covenant people, reminding us that the Lord’s people today should be known amongst their friends and acquaintances as God’s people. Sadly, the distinction between regenerate and unregenerate men and women has become so blurred in some cases that it is impossible to distinguish between the two categories.


  But Rahab knew even more. When she said, "The LORD your God, He is God in heaven above, and in earth beneath", she used a plural word (Elohim). The same name is used in Gen.1.1, and, according to Thomas Newberry, comes from a Hebrew root meaning ‘to worship or adore’. Quite obviously, Gentile people then knew far more about God than they do now!


  It is most interesting to notice the ‘cause and effect’ in vv.9-11: "I know that the LORD hath given you the land, and that your terror is fallen upon us, and all the inhabitants of the land faint because of you" v.9; "We have heard how the LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea for you…and what ye did unto the two kings of the Amorites" v.10; "neither did there remain any more courage in any man, because of you: for the LORD your God, He is God in heaven above, and in earth beneath" v.11. Rahab recognised that Israel’s strength was God-given. This included the following:


  She Recognised the Will of God


  "I know (she speaks out of personal conviction) that the LORD hath given you the land, and that your terror is fallen upon us, and that all the inhabitants of the land faint because of you" v.9. She knew that Jericho’s days were numbered, and that the last moments of its hour of grace had come. While God did not permit His people to invade Canaan until "the iniquity of the Amorites was full" Gen.15.16, this did not mean that He delayed permanently. While men may say, "Where is the promise of His coming? for since the fathers fell asleep all things continue as they were from the beginning of the creation", it remains that "the day of the Lord will come" 2Pet.3.4,10. Rahab knew that the conquest of Canaan would be followed by the occupation of Canaan, and it must never be forgotten that God has not reneged on his promise to give Israel full possession of their inheritance.


  She Recognised the Power of God


  "For we have heard how the LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea for you, when ye came out of Egypt; and what ye did unto the two kings of the Amorites, that were on the other side Jordan, Sihon and Og, whom ye utterly destroyed" v.10. It is significant that when Peter is describing the scoffers, he observes, "For this they willingly are ignorant of … the world that then was, being overflowed with water, perished: but the heavens and the earth, which are now, by the same word are kept in store, reserved unto fire against the day of judgment and perdition of ungodly men" 2Pet.3.5,6.


  She Recognised the Supremacy of God


  "And as soon as we had heard these things, our hearts did melt, neither did there remain any more courage in any man, because of you; for the LORD your God, He is God in heaven above, and in earth beneath" v.11. This should be compared with 1Kgs.18.39 and Jer.10.6,10.


  In view of this, Rahab makes her request: "Now therefore, I pray you, swear unto me by the LORD, since I have shewed you kindness, that ye will also shew kindness unto my father’s house, and give me a true token" v.12. Rahab cast herself on the kindness and mercy of God. The alternatives were very clear to her: salvation or destruction, v.13. She was not at all presumptuous. "Now therefore, I pray you, swear unto me by the LORD". She did not claim protection as of right. The attitude of the Syrophenician woman is comparable, Mk.7.24-30. Rahab was concerned for her family: "and that ye will save alive my father, and my mother, and my brethren, and my sisters, and all that they have, and deliver our lives from death." How concerned are we about family and friends?


  The Promise by the Spies


  While there is no need to repeat the details of the promise made by the spies, the faith of Rahab in the promise must not go unnoticed. As instructed, she "bound the scarlet line in the window" of her house "upon the town wall with the words, "According unto your words, so be it" Josh.2.21, of which the New Testament says: "By faith Rahab the harlot did not perish along with the unbelieving, having received the spies in peace" Heb.11.31, J.N.D. She was as safe at the moment she believed as she was when the city fell and she was delivered from destruction. It is worth pointing out that her family must have possessed some measure of faith to join Rahab in her house on the wall!


  Her Place in God’s Purpose


  "And Joshua saved Rahab the harlot alive, and her father’s household, and all that she had; and she dwelleth in Israel even unto this day; because she hid the messengers, which Joshua sent to spy out Jericho" Josh.6.25. The promise made to Rahab in chapter 2 was fully honoured, and she was delivered, with her family, from the doomed city, illustrating the words of the Lord Jesus, "Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that heareth My word, and believeth on Him that sent Me, hath everlasting life, and shall not come into condemnation [judgment]; but is passed from death unto life" Jn.5.24.


  But this is not all. Rahab and her family were left "without the camp of Israel" Josh.6.23. That must have been absolutely wonderful for Rahab and her family. But Rahab did not remain there! "And she dwelt in the midst of Israel to this day" Josh.6.25, J.N.D. More followed: she married an Israelite (Salmon), and became the mother of Boaz, whose great-grandson was David. But more even than that: she is named in the genealogy of the Lord Jesus, Matt.1.5. As A. McShane3 observes: "Uppermost in her mind must have been the wonder of deliverance and the safety of her friends, but most likely she never thought at this juncture of what a bright future lay ahead of her. Like most at the time of conversion, the terrible danger of being lost and the escaping of hell were the chief concern of their souls. Since then they have learned, just as Rahab later learned, that God had purposes for them far beyond their wildest dreams." What glory to be included in the lineage of Israel’s Messiah!
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  THE DAUGHTERS OF ZELOPHEHAD - Josh.17.1-6


  These verses deal principally with the claim of the daughters of Zelophehad, one of the great great-grandsons of Manasseh, vv.2,3. Of the six families of Gilead for whom territory was to be provided on the west of Jordan, five were represented by male members, but the sixth family, that of Hepher, had only female representatives in the line of descent. This arose from the fact that Zelophehad, Hepher’s son, had died in the wilderness, leaving only daughters. Full details are given in Num.27.1-11, where the five daughters made their request: "Our father died in the wilderness … Why should the name of our father be done away from among his family, because he hath no son? Give unto us therefore a possession among the brethren of our father." Moses brought the matter to God and received confirmation that the inheritance of Zelophehad should pass to his daughters, Mahlah, Noah, Hoglah, Milcah and Tirzah. According to Young’s concordance, their names mean ‘mildness, flattery, magpie, counsel, and delight’. But according to Gesenius they mean ‘disease, motion, partridge, counsel, and pleasantness’; all of which proves that it is not always wise to build spiritual skyscrapers on Hebrew names!


  The matter was raised again in Numbers chapter 36 by "the chief fathers … of the families of the sons of Joseph". The point then at issue was the possibility that a tribe could lose territory if women like the daughters of Zelophehad married into another tribe. Once again, God clarified the position: "Let them marry to whom they think best; only to the family of the tribe of their father shall they marry … and every daughter, that possesseth an inheritance in any tribe of the children of Israel, shall be wife unto one of the family of the tribe of her father, that the children of Israel may enjoy every man the inheritance of his fathers" Num.36.6-9. It is then said, delightfully, "Even as the Lord commanded Moses, so did the daughters of Zelophehad" Num.36.10-12. Further references are found in Num.26.33, and 1Chr.7.15.


  Now the time had come to implement the legislation, and the daughters of Zelophehad received their "inheritance among the brethren of their father, and there fell ten portions to Manasseh, beside the land of Gilead and Bashan, which were on the other side Jordan" Josh.17.5. Each daughter received a son’s portion. Whilst these interesting passages tell us something about the development of Hebrew law, they also yield some very important spiritual lessons.


  The Faith of the Five Daughters


  They made their claim long before the occupation of Canaan. Quite obviously, they believed implicitly that God would fulfil His promise to give His people their inheritance. They were absolutely certain that they would have land to inherit. Like Abraham, they were "fully persuaded that, what He had promised, He was able also to perform" Rom 4.21. They believed in God Who "cannot lie" Titus 1.2. How much do assemblies need women of faith like this! But all believers, men and women, do well to emulate the daughters of Zelophehad!


  The Desire of the Five Daughters


  They wanted to enjoy their inheritance in exactly the same way that the men enjoyed their inheritance! They were not prepared to see it pass into other hands. No wonder God said, "The daughters of Zelophehad speak right" Num.27.7. While God has ordained that public ministry belongs to men, this does not mean for one moment that the spiritual life of sisters should not be as healthy and flourishing as the spiritual life of the men. It has often been said, and rightly so, that the spiritual life of many assemblies is enhanced and enriched by the spiritual life of its sisters. Whether brother or sister, we must all be encouraged to possess and enjoy our rich inheritance in Christ. The deep desire of the daughters of Zelophehad in this way is a good example to us all.


  The Equality of the Five Daughters


  The fact that they inherited in the same way as sons emphasises their equality in status. We must never forget that sisters are not in any way second-class citizens in spiritual matters. Eve was "a help meet" for Adam, Gen.2.18. She complemented him. She was his equal. He was incomplete without her. The different role given to sisters does not mean that they are in any way less important or inferior to men.


  The Restriction on the Five Daughters


  We have no reason to believe that they did not gladly accept the Divine ruling that they should be married to men of their own tribe. It was certainly not a repressive commandment. As A. McShane observes, "there were bounds set to these daughters, just as there are restrictions put upon sisters, but these did not prevent them entering into the inheritance of their father." We should add that we must be careful not to put restrictions on sisters other than those required by the Word of God.


  The fact that daughters in this position were required to marry within their own tribe is rather significant for us. They had to do more than marry a fellow-Israelite: they had to marry the right Israelite, reminding us that it is insufficient for a Christian to marry a fellow-Christian: it must be the right fellow-Christian. That is why Paul says "only in the Lord" 1Cor.7.39. The unequal yoke must be studiously avoided. The oft-quoted verse, "Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers" 2Cor.6.14, occurs in connection with idolatry, but it is certainly applicable to a whole range of relationships, including marriage; too many of God’s people have foundered on the rocks of this ‘unequal yoke’.


  On the positive side, the men who married the five daughters of Zelophehad gained their inheritance as well! Young men and those not so young, should be concerned with the spiritual inheritance they are likely to acquire when seeking a partner in life. This is infinitely more important than good looks and fine fashions. It should be remembered that "as a jewel of gold in a swine’s snout, so is a fair woman which is without discretion" Prov.11.22. The daughters of Zelophehad were certainly not in this category!


  ACHSAH - Josh.15.16-19; Judg.1.12-15


  Kirjath-sepher, renamed Debir, was taken, not by Caleb, but by Othniel. "And Caleb said, He that smiteth Kirjath-sepher, and taketh it, to him will I give Achsah my daughter to wife. And Othniel the son of Kenaz, the brother of Caleb, took it: and he gave him Achsah his daughter to wife" Josh.15.16,17. Debir had been previously taken during Joshua’s campaign in the south, Josh.10.38,39, but had evidently been reoccupied prior to the allocation of territory to the various tribes.


  Since the subject of this book is "The Glory of Godly Women", this is not the time or place to draw particular attention to Othniel, but it is worth mentioning in passing that his name means ‘powerful man of God’ or ‘God is force’, reminding us of the Lord Jesus in at least three ways. Othniel smote a city: Kirjath-sepher meaning ‘the city of books’: compare 1Cor.1.17-25; he won a bride: compare Eph.5.25-27; he gained an inheritance: compare Eph.1.18. Othniel was one of Israel’s "saviours" Neh.9.27: the birth of the Lord Jesus was announced with the words, "a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord" Lk.2.11.


  As noted above, Achsah, Caleb’s daughter, was given in marriage to Othniel, after he fulfilled the necessary conditions by smiting Kirjath-sepher. She was a woman who wanted the best things in life. In reply to her father’s question, "What wouldest thou?", she said, "Give me a blessing; for thou hast given me a south land; give me also springs of water" Josh.15.18,19. On a technical note, v.18 can be explained as follows: "And it came to pass, as she came unto him" - that is, to be married to Othniel - "that she moved him" - Othniel – "to ask of her father a field". A.W. Pink4 observes that this was an acknowledgement of her husband’s headship, although Othniel evidently thought it better if she made the request herself! Caleb was a generous father, and Achsah enjoyed warmth and water! She asked for "springs of water", and Caleb gave her "the upper springs, and the nether (lower) springs". Our Father is no less generous. He gives "exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think" Eph.3.20. The "south land" reminds us of the warmth of His love, and "the springs of water" remind us of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, of Whom the Lord Jesus said, "He that believeth on Me, as the scripture hath said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water. But this spake He of the Spirit which they that believe on Him should receive" Jn.7.37-39. Achsah might have asked for jewels or servants, but her request for water shows that she had the right priorities!
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  The ‘upper springs’ remind us that the Holy Spirit engages our hearts with the Source and Giver of everlasting life. "The water that I shall give him shall be in him a well of water springing up into everlasting life" Jn.4.14. It is through His ministry that we rise in intelligent appreciation and worship, and say with David, "Let such as love thy salvation say continually, Let God be magnified" Ps.70.4. The "nether springs" remind us that through the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, "rivers of living water" flow out to others in blessing. God has said, "I will pour water upon him that is thirsty, and floods upon the dry ground: I will pour My Spirit upon thy seed, and My blessing upon thine offspring" Isa.44.3. We must pray that like Achsah’s "field" Josh.15.18, we will enjoy the blessings of the "upper springs, and the nether springs" in our lives. Assemblies need godly women, as well as godly men, in this way.


  DEBORAH - Judg.4.1-9


  Strictly speaking, the song of Deborah and Barak should be included under this heading, but that would involve overstepping editorial guidelines! It should be noted that after twenty years under Canaanite oppression, "Israel cried unto the Lord" v.3. It took years of adversity before Israel turned to God. Without doubting the earnestness of their cry, we cannot escape the conclusion that they only called on God in emergencies. This is nothing short of an insult to Him. It is sadly possible for even the Lord’s people to forget all about Him in good times, and only remember Him in bad times. This should never be the case: "Trust in Him at all times; ye people, pour out your heart before Him: God is a refuge for us. Selah" Ps.62.8.


  On this occasion, God delivered Israel from the Canaanite oppressors through Deborah and Barak. Deborah was a strong woman, and Barak was a weak man! But Deborah was not the founder of ‘equal rights for women’. She was a most spiritual woman. "And Deborah a prophetess, the wife of Lapidoth, she judged Israel at that time. And she dwelt under the palm tree of Deborah, between Ramah and Bethel in mount Ephraim; and the children of Israel came up to her for judgment" vv.4,5. Deborah (meaning ‘like a bee’) was married to Lapidoth (meaning ‘torch’): so activity was married to light. It must have been a well-balanced marriage!


  Deborah was both a judge and prophetess. She should be compared with Miriam, Ex.15.20, Huldah, 2Kgs.22.14, Anna, Lk.2.36, and the four daughters of Philip, Acts 2.9. She describes herself as "a mother in Israel" Judg.5.7: "The wayward Jews were her children, and she welcomed them and counselled them".5 Deborah was a remarkable woman of faith, but she was certainly not an opportunist. She made no attempt to step outside the sphere that God had assigned to her. We should note the following:
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  The Circumstances of her Ministry


  The very fact that she "judged Israel at that time" v.4, was a sad commentary on national life. See Isa.3.12, "As for My people, children are their oppressors, and women rule over them". As Wiersbe observes, "For God to give His people a woman judge was to treat them like little children, which is exactly what they were when it came to spiritual things." But we must emphasise that this was no discredit to Deborah. It has been very nicely said that "the failure of the men is met by the faithfulness of the women".


  The Character of her Ministry


  She was a "prophetess" and a "judge". A prophet, or in this case, a prophetess, was a person who received a message directly from God, and conveyed it to the people. A prophet "stood in the counsel of the LORD, and hath perceived and heard His word" Jer.23.18. It was on that basis that Deborah was able to "judge Israel at that time".


  The Location of her Ministry


  "She dwelt under the palm tree of Deborah … and the children of Israel came up to her for judgment" v.5. Unlike Samuel, she did not go "from year to year in circuit to Bethel, and Gilgal, and Mizpeh, and judged Israel in all those places" 1Sam.7.16. Unlike Ehud, she did not "blow a trumpet in the mountain of Ephraim" Judg.3.27, and place herself at the head of the army. In keeping with this Israel "came up to her for judgment" v.5; she did not take the initiative, and go to them. She was quite content to dwell under the palm tree. It was Barak who persuaded her to accompany him. We should also notice that in keeping with the respective roles of men and women in Scripture, it is Barak, not Deborah, who is mentioned in Hebrews chapter 11: "Time would fail me to tell of Gedeon, and of Barak, and of Samson, and of Jephthae" Heb.11.32. It might be helpful to note that Deborah, Sarah and Rahab are mentioned in Hebrews chapter 11 because, in their cases, public service was not in question.


  The Conviction of her Ministry


  "Hath not the Lord God of Israel commanded, saying, Go, and draw toward mount Tabor, and take with thee ten thousand men of the children of Naphtali and of the children of Zebulun? And I will draw unto thee, to the river Kishon Sisera, the captain of Jabin’s army, with his chariots and his multitude; and I will deliver him into thine hand" vv.6,7. Here was the "prophetess" exercising her ministry. She conveyed the word of God. It was "thus saith the Lord".


  The Encouragement of her Ministry


  Deborah encouraged Barak to lead God’s people against the enemy. The Lord had not told her to lead the army against Sisera. Rather, "Hath not the LORD God of Israel commanded, saying, Go, and draw toward mount Tabor, and take with thee ten thousand men … and I will draw unto thee, to the river Kishon, Sisera … and I will deliver him into thine hand." The words "Hath not the Lord God of Israel commanded?" may mean that God had already commanded Barak to lead the attack but he had failed to respond. We all need encouragement. ‘Wet blankets’ need not apply! Israel certainly had them at Kadesh-barnea, Deut.1.28. A.M.S. Gooding is so right: "Thank God for such sisters who stand behind and encourage men who are often failing and weak".6
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  JAEL - Judg.4.17-22; 5.24-27


  Following the defeat of the Canaanites at "the river of Kishon" Judg.4.13, Barak "pursued after the chariots, and after the host unto Harosheth of the Gentiles" Judg.4.16, but Sisera attempted to get home by another route. Instead of choosing to run directly north through the mountains towards Hazor, he made his way eastward through the Esdraelon Plain, which was easier travelling, with the evident intention of turning north towards Hazor after reaching the Sea of Galilee. The tent of Jael, wife of Heber the Kenite, must therefore have been a very welcome sight. He was amongst allies! Judg.4.11, but his ally turned out to be his executioner! When Barak entered the tent "Sisera lay dead, and the nail was in his temples" Judg.4.22. Deborah’s prophecy was fulfilled, Jabin’s power was broken, and Jabin himself was ultimately destroyed, Judg.4.9,23,24.


  The defeat of Sisera, who reminds us of the devil (as does Jabin, the king of Canaan, whom Sisera served), is full of interest. His army was defeated by the "edge of the sword" Judg.4.15,16, and the man himself by a woman in a tent who used a hammer to put a "nail in a sure place". Nothing much more needs to be said. The tent reminds us that we are "strangers and pilgrims" 1Pet.1.11. In the words of Samuel Ridout6, "The tent is suggestive of being outside the existing order of things here. Man desires everything to speak of solidarity and permanence, the very opposite to living in a tent." The hammer reminds us of the power of God’s Word, Jer.23.29, and the nail reminds us of the permanent effect of God’s Word, Ezra 9.8; Isa.22.23.


  But, above all, the chapter ends as it begins, with a woman. Samuel Ridout puts it nicely: "Let us just notice here the oft-repeated lesson, which meets us all through the book, that the way of power is through weakness, and that God will only use the instrument that is feeble enough to resign itself into His hands." It should be noticed that in Deborah and Barak’s song, Judg.5.1-31, Zebulun and Naphtali are mentioned in connection with "the high places of the field", whereas Jael is mentioned in connection with "the tent" Judg.5.18,24. This emphasises that whilst men and women serve God in different spheres, both are equally important. "Those whose lot is cast in the tent, in a very low and narrow sphere of activity, if they serve God in that according to their capacity, shall in no wise lose their reward. Jael in the tent wins as rich a blessing as Barak in the field." 7
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  MANOAH’S WIFE - Judg.13.1-25


  Once again, history repeated itself: "And the children of Israel did evil again in the sight of the Lord". But the usual pattern of subsequent events is not repeated. In the past, Israel’s rebellion and retribution were followed by repentance and recovery. But now there is not even a cry of misery, let alone a cry of penitence. Israel reached rock-bottom under the Philistines. They were dominated by their old enemies, Judg.3.31;10.7, for forty years, which was by far the longest period of captivity in the book of Judges. That was bad enough, but the way in which they just accepted the situation was even worse. When Samson incurred the wrath of the Philistines by smiting them "hip and thigh with a great slaughter", the men of Judah accused him of ‘rocking the boat’: "Knowest thou not that the Philistines are rulers over us? what is this that thou hast done unto us" Judg.15.11. The "Philistines had dominion over Israel" Judg.14.4, and in the absence of any hostility between them, the Lord was obliged to "seek an occasion" against the Philistines. Enter Samson.


  The story of Samson is unique in many ways, and not least by the preparation made before his birth. Virtually the whole of chapter 13 is devoted to his parents, Manoah and his wife. Amongst other things about Manoah’s wife, we should note the following:


  She was an Unlikely Choice


  That is, by human reckoning. Manoah’s wife "was barren, and bare not. And the angel of the LORD appeared unto the woman, and said unto her, Behold now, thou art barren, and bearest not: but thou shalt conceive, and bear a son … and he shall begin to deliver Israel out of the hand of the Philistines" vv.3,5. Humanly speaking, it was impossible for her to have any role at all in delivering Israel from the Philistines, but God delights to override human weakness. Whilst, at first glance, it might seem a little unkind of the angel to remind her of her barrenness, this was only to stress that Divine power would overcome the obstacle. Compare Gen.18.10 and Lk.1.13. Human weakness is not a problem to God. Self-confidence is a barrier to Divine blessing and help.


  She was an Obscure Person


  In fact she was so obscure that we do not even know her name! It has been pointed out that between Judg.13.2 and Judg.14.9, she is referred to nineteen times as Manoah’s wife, or Samson’s mother, or simply "the woman". Even Manoah refers to her as "the woman"! v.11. While the Scriptures make it clear that God used high-profile men and women at times, he frequently used most unlikely people as well. This emphasises the oft-noted lesson in the book of Judges, which can be expressed in New Testament language: "God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty; and base things of the world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to nought things which are: that no flesh should glory in His presence" 1Cor.1.26-29. Our comparative obscurity is an asset.


  She was to be a Careful Person


  Her son, Samson, was to be "a Nazarite unto God from the womb" v.5. Numbers chapter 6 now becomes compulsory reading. In summary, the Nazarite (meaning ‘one separated’), who could be either a man or woman, was:


  
    	
      not to eat or drink anything produced by the vine, vv.3,4

    


    	
      not to cut their hair, v.5

    


    	
      not to defile themselves by contact with a dead body, Num.6.3-7.

    

  


  It is therefore most significant that Samson’s mother was to exhibit similar features to those required by a Nazarite: "Now therefore beware, I pray thee, and drink not wine nor strong drink, and eat not any unclean thing: for, lo, thou shalt conceive, and bear a son; and no razor shall come upon his head: for the child shall be a Nazarite unto God from the womb" vv.4,5. This reminds us that there should be nothing in us that will prejudice the lives of those that follow. The life-style of Samson’s mother ensured that he would not inherit anything that would be detrimental to his devotion to God. If we want to be succeeded by a generation of Christians who are thoroughly consecrated to God, then we too must be thoroughly consecrated to God.


  She was an Intelligent Person


  "And God hearkened to the voice of Manoah; and the angel of God came again unto the woman as she sat in the field: but Manoah her husband was not with her" v.9. The fact that "the angel of God" did not visit Manoah himself does not imply, as some suggest, that he was "a person of slow mind who stood in his wife’s shadow personally, intellectually, and spiritually". Cyril J. Barber8 observes, "the angel of the Lord appeared to Manoah’s wife to show God’s recognition of her worth. She had to bear the stigma of her infertility. She was looked down on because she had not borne her husband children. At that time, it was a common belief that women unable to bear children were being punished by God for committing some terrible sin. By appearing to her the second time, the Lord reaffirmed her dignity and worth."
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  It should be carefully noticed that Manoah’s wife immediately deferred to her husband, v.10, thereby acknowledging his headship, and that having sought and received guidance from "the angel of the Lord" vv.11-14, Manoah "took a kid with a meat-offering, and offered it upon a rock unto the Lord: and the angel did wondrously" v.19. The explanation follows: "For it came to pass, when the flame went up toward heaven from off the altar, that the angel of the Lord ascended in the flame of the altar" v.20. It is rather lovely to think that the "angel of the Lord" returned to heaven with the worship and thanksgiving of two grateful people. We can still surround Him with worship and thanksgiving!


  Whilst we do not have it in so many words, it does appear that Manoah and his wife had an experience similar to that of Gideon. "And there arose fire out of the rock, and consumed the flesh and the unleavened cakes. Then the angel of the Lord departed out of his sight" Judg.6.21. This terrified Gideon, and in a somewhat parallel fashion, Manoah was equally fearful, saying to his wife, "We shall surely die, because we have seen God".


  But she was a little more logical than her husband: "If the LORD were pleased to kill us, He would not have received a burnt-offering and a meat-offering at our hands, neither would He have shewed us all these things, nor would as at this time have told us such things as these" vv.22,23.


  Godly women are not only spiritually intelligent people, but spiritually knowledgeable people as well. Manoah’s wife was fully cognisant of Israel’s unique relationship with God: "If the LORD (Jehovah) were pleased to kill us, He would not have received a burnt-offering and a meat-offering at our hands." When Peter referred to wives as "weaker vessels" 1Pet.3.7, he certainly did not mean "weak of will, spirit, or intellect … certainly not weaker in any sense beyond the physical make-up". 9
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  Rahab, the daughters of Zelophehad, Achsah, Deborah, Jael, and Manoah’s wife, all had distinctive glories. They were "holy women … who trusted in God" 1Pet.3.5, including Rahab with her inauspicious start in life.


  CHAPTER 4 - GODLY WOMEN IN RUTH


  by James Paterson, Scotland


  SETTING


  In the opening words of the book of Ruth we are directed to the ancient city of Beth-lehem-Judah. Located on a ridge overlooking the wilderness it was there that Jacob had laid Rachel to rest, Gen.35.19, and where the psalmist David had been born and anointed king over Israel. The name of the city is very significant in the context of the book of Ruth. Bethlehem means "house of bread" and Judah means "praise". In addition to this we read of the inhabitants being described as Ephrathites which means, "fruitful". However, as the book opens we find little or no bread in the city, and despondency in Elimelech and his family caused by famine.


  The events of Ruth take place during the rule of the Judges which covered a period of some 450 years, "And after that He gave unto them judges about the space of four hundred and fifty years, until Samuel the prophet" Acts.13.20. During the period of the judges the character of the nation is seen in the repetition of the significant phrase, "no king", Judg.17.6; 18.1; 19.1; 21.25, with the resultant statement in both 17.6 and 21.25, "every man did that which was right in his own eyes". The scenes in the book of Judges are dark with sin against God and crimes against man: brutal war, treachery, massacre, destruction of lives and property. It was a time of apathy, anarchy and apostasy. As they lived according to their own rules, doing that which was right in their own eyes and subsequently setting aside the law of God, their rebellion turned the land of fruitfulness into a land of famine. Indeed, it turned the place of praise into a place of discontent.


  Sin always turns fruitfulness into famine and our song into sorrow. It brings only barrenness and emptiness. Indeed, as Naomi confessed, "I went out full, and the LORD hath brought me home again empty" 1.21. It was when Peter was following afar off that we read "he wept" Mk.14.72. When Jonah did that which was right in his own eyes, it is recorded, "so he paid the fare thereof" Jonah 1.3. There is a price to pay in leaving the place where God would have us be. It will cost us our fruitfulness and will turn our prosperity into poverty, and our gladness into grief. This applies not only to departure morally, but spiritually and indeed geographically; all such are seen in the book of Ruth. That which looks bright with prospect, will when leading us away from God, result in emptiness.


  It is into these ‘dark ages’ of Israel’s history that the book of Ruth sheds a ray of light, radiating into hope, piety, recovery, marital fidelity, social responsibility and domestic tranquillity. History is more than a record of battles, dates and dynasties. It is encouraging to know that, "the Judge of all the earth" Gen.18.25, has the power to direct the destiny of nations even though "the kings of the earth set themselves … against the LORD" Ps.2.2. It is just as comforting to know that the One Who "sitteth in the heavens" Ps.2.4, is concerned with the vicissitudes of the lives of His people in an individual and personal way. The book of Ruth confirms this, since Ruth, an inconspicuous woman who is a converted peasant woman achieves the status of royalty. God orders circumstances which combine with Ruth’s resolute faith to make her the great grandmother of David the king, and thus through that line, links into the genealogy of the King of kings. It is a remarkable testimony to the grace of God, that both Ruth the Moabitess and Rahab the harlot, a Canaanitess, both strangers and aliens, are brought into a knowledge of Jehovah, and would eventually form part of the Messianic lineage.


  Graham Scroggie1 describes the book of Ruth thus: "After reading Judges chapters 17-21, Ruth is like a lovely lily in a stagnant pool. Here, instead of unfaithfulness is loyalty, and instead of immorality is purity. Here instead of battlefields are harvest fields, and instead of the warrior’s shout is the harvester’s song." J.M. Flanigan2 writes, "Coming from the book of Judges into the book of Ruth is like coming out of a noisy, bustling market place into a quiet meadow."
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  We shall consider two of the main characters in the book, Naomi and her daughter-in-law, the title character, Ruth. While there are typical and prophetic observations within the book, we need to limit our comments to these two women in a practical way and see through them, "the glory of godly women".


  NAOMI


  Her Responsibility


  The words of Naomi are significant when speaking of leaving Beth-lehem-Judah, "I went out full" 1.21. In the use of the personal pronoun, she indicates that she understands her wilfulness in the departure of the family from the place where God had promised His blessing, into a land with which God had forbidden His people to associate, "Thou shalt not seek their peace nor their prosperity all thy days for ever" Deut.23.6. While she acknowledges her part in the exodus, we must remember that she had little alternative but to move in subjection to her husband Elimelech. While the subject of subjection of the wife to her husband is a principle throughout Scripture, even into modern day, we must not forget the first mention, "and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee" Gen.3.16. Part of Eve’s punishment was submission to the appropriate leadership of her husband over the family. Therefore before the Law is given and before New Testament truth is written, the principle of God is laid down. However, Naomi acknowledges her part in moving the family to Moab.


  There are lessons to be learned from this departure and while Naomi would eventually repent and return, a high price was paid and the bitterness of the pathway had a significant effect in her life. The move was wholly unnecessary. The family was not poor or perishing; they "went out full" 1.21; their movements were therefore wilful and this made their actions more rebellious and guilty. It is always the ‘going out’ that makes us empty, and we should ever be careful in moving along a pathway which, while seemingly suitable to our plans, is opposed to God’s Word and His will for us.


  The Distance of Departure is Great


  It is said that on a clear day the fields of Moab can be seen from the Land, and so while geographically they did not travel far, the moral and spiritual distance was great. We know that Moab is a type of the world and its ease, which makes it attractive, but we must remember God’s prohibitions against dwelling there. Moab was born out of incest. In Gen.19.37, Lot had a son with his eldest daughter, and the name of the son was Moab, the father of the Moabites. The very name Moab means, "from her [the mother] father". The warnings of the Word of God should have been written large in the heart of any Israelite, "And when the LORD thy God shall deliver them before thee; thou shalt smite them, and utterly destroy them; thou shalt make no covenant with them, nor shew mercy unto them: neither shalt thou make marriages with them; thy daughter thou shalt not give unto his son, nor his daughter shalt thou take unto thy son. For they will turn away thy son from following Me that they may serve other gods: so will the anger of the LORD be kindled against you, and destroy thee suddenly" Deut.7.2-4. "An Ammonite or Moabite shall not enter into the congregation of the LORD; even to their tenth generation shall they not enter into the congregation of the LORD for ever: because they met you not with bread and with water in the way, when ye came forth out of Egypt; and because they hired against thee Balaam the son of Beor of Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse thee. Nevertheless the LORD thy God would not hearken unto Balaam; but the LORD thy God turned the curse into a blessing unto thee, because the LORD thy God loved thee. Thou shalt not seek their peace nor their prosperity all thy days for ever" Deut.23.3-6.


  Moab was a doomed country. More than a hundred years before Elimelech’s departure, God had used the prophecy of Balaam to pronounce sentence, "There shall come a Star out of Jacob, and a Sceptre shall rise out of Israel, and shall smite the corners of Moab" Num.24.17. However, God’s thoughts on Moab are presented in a definitive way in both Ps.60.8 and 108.9, where it is written, "Moab is my washpot". There is nothing beneficial for God’s people in the fields of Moab, a place so far distant from the land of promise.


  The Duration of Departure is Long


  "And they came into the country of Moab, and continued there" 1.2. It would seem from the language of the previous verse that this was not their intention. Note the word "sojourn" i.e. to lodge as a guest. Now their time of residence is extended and they continue there. The verb ‘to continue’ gives the idea of settling down, to exist, to be finished.


  The backslider never intends to stay away, only sojourn, but lingering in sin usually leads to living in sin. We see the danger in the journey of Abram, "And Abram journeyed, going on still toward the south. And there was a famine in the land: and Abram went down into Egypt to sojourn there; for the famine was grievous in the land" Gen.12.9,10. Had God not intervened, how long would he have stayed and what sin would have resulted?


  It is better never to move away from God, His word or His ways, even for a time. Did Naomi ever expect that their lodging would continue for ten years? The power of sin is great; it captivates and then chains the life. While it may be the intention that departure will only be temporary, the result can be catastrophic, not only in time spent but also in the depths experienced.


  The Depth of Departure is Dark


  The beckoning fields of Moab soon turn to darkness and desolation: "And Elimelech Naomi’s husband died" 1.3. Interestingly, after this statement his name will never be raised again in the book except in passing reference. Firstly, Naomi is bereft of her husband and secondly, her sons take wives from the women of Moab. Remember that they had only intended to visit Moab; however, disregarding the law of God in this matter, it was not long before they were disregarding the law of God with regard to marriage. One sin leads to another. It is not being too dramatic to state that mixing with the world will lead to marriage to the world, usually in every sense of the word including matrimonially. Parents must ever be aware of the potential of their actions having an effect on their children. While Naomi’s sons were of a mature, responsible age when they left Beth-lehem-Judah, parental influence cannot be discounted. Their sons must have witnessed the discontent that resulted in the family leaving the land of promise; through the actions of their parents they had been left open to the influences exerted by Moab; they would have seen their parents’ defiance of the Word of God and their rejection of the place to which God had led His people. While each child will reach a stage in life where they will make their own decisions regardless of parental advice, as parents it is incumbent on us to "Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it" Prov.22.6. The responsibility of the head of the household is also seen in the collection of the manna in the wilderness. The eating was the responsibility of the individual, but they could only eat what was collected on their behalf: "take ye every man for them which are in his tents" Ex.16.16. The responsibility to provide for the development of our offspring is current through every generation and is often left to the responsibility of the mother who will usually be the one with most time and opportunity to spend in educating children in spiritual things.


  Deuteronomy chapter 23 has already been quoted. The character of Moab spelled alienation from God and His people. Its worship involved the gods of nature. Such a fertility cult, which in the ancient Near East often included sexual activity and ritual immorality, was an abomination to the LORD. The children of a mixed marriage between a covenant child and a Moabite were not allowed into the assembly of the Lord for ten generations. Such was God’s abhorrence of this unequal yoke.


  The position of Naomi is further compounded by the death of both of her sons. She now stands at her third grave in Moab. She is left (and this is something to which the Old Testament is particularly sensitive) in the position of one of the most painful curses: there is no living fruit from her womb. She is bereft, alienated and lonely, indeed she has had to learn that, "the way of transgressors is hard" Prov.13.15. She will acknowledge the hand of the Lord in it all, but for her it has been a bitter experience. However, in the goodness of God and in His gracious ways, light will come from the darkness and blessing from despair.


  Her Recovery


  Repenting


  While Naomi acknowledges her wilful action in moving to Moab, she also knows the power behind her recovery. "The LORD brought me home again" 1.21. It is interesting to see the providential hand of God in the circumstances of her repentance, return and recovery.


  In Ruth chapter 1, the Hebrew verb shuwb is used some 11 times. While the word in all occasions is the same, it is translated in the A.V.: "return" vv.6,7,8,10,16,22 (twice); "turn again" vv.11,12; "gone back" v.15; "brought me home again" v.1. Repetition of a word in English does not make for enjoyable reading, giving a sense of sameness, so the slight variation in translation is helpful to the reader of English. However, the repeated use of the word in the original language is significant because it is not only the Hebrew word for return but it is the main word in the Old Testament for turning back to God’s covenant grace and mercy; for repentance, for conversion. Zodhiates3 shows the importance of the word; "shuwb (to turn back: to turn to Jehovah: reversal of direction) is the twelfth most used verb in the Old Testament. It occurs 1,060 times with an additional eight times in biblical Aramaic."


  
    	
      3Zodhiates, Spiros. "Hebrew Lexical Aids". AMG Publishers: Chattanooga, USA.1984.

    

  


  The verb shuwb runs like a golden thread through the whole book of Ruth, while we have the action of returning in the first chapter, we see the result of it in the subsequent chapters of the book. While we see the effect in Naomi’s life, the result and reward of the act are also seen in the life of Ruth; indeed the theme of the book is about turning back to God; it is about turning back to His grace. This book is one of the greatest (and perhaps the most detailed) accounts in the Old Testament of how God works to bring someone to faith.


  Like the prodigal son in the New Testament, the first step required in a penitent sinner or a returning saint is that of repentance. It is said of the son, "and he arose, and came to his father" Lk.15.20: likewise of Naomi, "Then she arose" 1.6. The act of their rising; the son from the pigsty and Naomi from the despondency of Moab, is a token of their repentance, i.e. turning away from that which is abhorrent to God. We must be careful to note that repentance is not remorse. While Naomi, and indeed the son in Luke chapter 15, may have been remorseful of the situation that they were in, their actions show their willingness to leave it behind, i.e. repent of it.


  Hearing that there was bread in Beth-lehem-Judah, "for she had heard … how that the LORD had visited His people in giving them bread" 1.6, she left Moab. Ten years earlier she had gone outside of the will of God and left home, crossed over Jordan and settled in the land of Moab. Now with a repentant spirit she is about to leave Moab, the place of idolatry, and return to the place where she had left the Lord. As well as repenting, in the experience of the backslider there must be a returning, a going back to the place where we first left the Lord. This is seen in the life of Abram in his journey to Egypt. He left Beth-el to go south, and it was to Beth-el he would return after he had been sent out of Egypt, "And he went on his journeys from the south even to Bethel, unto the place where his tent had been at the beginning, between Bethel and Hai; Unto the place of the altar, which he had made there at the first: and there Abram called on the name of the LORD" Gen.13.3,4.


  Before there can be enjoyment of the presence of the Lord, there must not only be a leaving of our sin, but a retracing of our footsteps. There must be a return to the point where we left the Lord. Naomi understands this and so sets out, "unto the land of Judah" 1.7.


  Returning


  With absolutely nothing to show from the ten years spent away from God and His people, Naomi commences on her way back. It is once this journey of recovery is commenced that the movement of God in her life is seen once again. The three women make their way towards Beth-lehem-Judah; one would soon return home, one would eventually return to Moab, and one would enter into a life of unexpected blessing.


  August Van Ryn4 calls this section "The Tale of Three Widows"


  
    	
      The Grieving Widow: Naomi, "it grieveth me much"1.13

    


    	
      The Leaving Widow: Orpah, "thy sister in law is gone back" 1.15

    


    	
      The Cleaving Widow: Ruth, "Ruth clave unto her"1.14.

    

  


  
    	
      4Van Ryn, August. "Boaz and Ruth". Walterick Publishers, Kansas City, USA. 1980.

    

  


  The daughters-in-law would have accompanied Naomi to the border of Moab originally as a courtesy, but would have come to a point where they would return to their homeland and to their mother’s house. However, as they come to the point of each going their own way there is a dramatic conversation held by the wayside. While there are various comments as to Naomi’s intention in her words to Ruth and Orpah as they stand on the border, it would seem to be a declaration by Naomi that her daughters-in-law should count the cost of leaving their homeland. This is wisdom from the older woman who has learned from life’s experiences that wrong decisions taken are not easily recovered and unless decisions are made from deep conviction, they will bring grief. She is clear in her intimation that she has nothing to offer them either in material or in marriage. Life has taught her the danger of leading others along a pathway that might later be regretted. Orpah does go back but in spite of Naomi’s urging, Ruth remains. Why, we might ask? There is no promise of financial security, far less material prosperity. God does not guarantee our comfort. That is why the new Naomi is inviting Ruth to count the cost of belonging to the Lord. It might well mean no husband; no guaranteed security or provision; no children; no human hope. Naomi is now able to speak freely about her home and her God; she has been restored and is on the pathway to recovery. We will look later in this section at Ruth’s acceptance of Naomi’s people and her God, but together an empty Naomi and a seeking Ruth move on, "So they two went until they came to Bethlehem" 1.19.


  Reception


  Home for Naomi was Beth-lehem-Judah. Ten years have passed since she looked to the fields of Moab for sustenance, great has been her loss and bitter her experience since she left, but she has returned to the place where God would have her be. The time of her arrival is significant as it is the beginning of the barley harvest, 1.22. The book begins with famine and the first chapter ends with a harvest, which in the following chapters will prove to be full, requiring the participation of many to garner the crop. Barley was the first of the crops to ripen and subsequently be harvested, so foretold the produce of the fields which would follow. However, the time of harvest may also hint at the beginning of a spiritual harvest in the lives of Naomi and Ruth. Has a time of ploughing and sowing given way to reaping?


  As Naomi returns home she realises her loss, and publicly declares, "Call me not Naomi, call me Mara: for the Almighty hath dealt very bitterly with me. I went out full, and the LORD hath brought me home again empty: why then call ye me Naomi, seeing the LORD hath testified against me, and the Almighty hath afflicted me?" 1.20,21. She was full materially, matrimonially and complete with family, but everything she took out, she has left out. It is not that she calls herself Mara, (bitter) because she has become a bitter woman through God’s dealing with her, but rather the experiences of life have been bitter as she has been brought through them by the Almighty.


  One thing shines through the actions of Naomi as she is back in the land, and that is her care and concern for Ruth. She is careful in her advice to Ruth both with regard to her work in the fields and her developing relationship with Boaz. This advice continues until we read the last recorded words of Naomi, "Then said she, Sit still, my daughter, until thou know how the matter will fall: for the man will not be in rest, until he have finished the thing this day" 3.18. Interestingly, she advises patience, something that was missing from her own life some ten years previously. She has learned that while we don’t know what the future holds, we do know Who holds the future, and so she can impart counsel to Ruth. It is sound advice indeed, to "sit still".


  The actions of Naomi with regard to Ruth are very similar to what Paul told Titus: to instruct older women to teach younger women with regard to family life and Christian living. "The aged women likewise, that they be in behaviour as becometh holiness, not false accusers, not given to much wine, teachers of good things; That they may teach the young women to be sober, to love their husbands, to love their children, to be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own husbands, that the word of God be not blasphemed" Titus 2.3-5.


  This responsibility is often lacking in assembly life today, when there is a greater need than ever for Naomi-like older women to instruct, in a kindly way, younger women as they themselves have been instructed. It may not be accepted by some younger women, or practised by some older women but it is necessary with a view to the prevention of moral problems, the preservation of the good name of godly women, and that "the word of God be not blasphemed".


  Restored


  It is indeed interesting to see all that was restored to Naomi on her return to Beth-lehem-Judah.


  God Restores Provision. Through the work of Ruth in the fields of Boaz, provision is once again restored to Naomi. "Go, my daughter. And she went, and came, and gleaned in the field after the reapers" 2.2,3. "So she gleaned in the field until even, and beat out that she had gleaned: and it was about an ephah of barley" 2.17. "Also he said, Bring the vail that thou hast upon thee, and hold it. And when she held it, he measured six measures of barley, and laid it on her: and she went into the city. And when she came to her mother-in-law … she said, These six measures of barley gave he me; for he said to me, Go not empty unto thy mother in law" 3.15-17. So Naomi’s provision was restored after her return in emptiness.


  God Restores Position. Naomi was restored into her position in the community and in family life. From the question asked on her return, "Is this Naomi?" 1.19, the position as Ruth’s mother-in-law, and in the family is clearly recognised, by Ruth, 3.1; by Boaz, 3.17; 4.9 and by the neighbours, 4.14-17.


  God Restores Prominence. The woman who left the Land for Moab and returned empty, after going through the bitterness of life’s experiences is brought into the position of prominence both by God and the women, her neighbours. "And the women her neighbours gave it a name, saying, There is a son born to Naomi; and they called his name Obed: he is the father of Jesse, the father of David" 4.17.


  God Restores Productivity. Naomi, who through the advancement of years no longer has the ability for demanding physical activity, still has the opportunity in her older years to be productive. We have seen her productivity with regard to Ruth in training and advising her in relation to Boaz. Now at the birth of Obed a new field of service has opened. "And Naomi took the child and laid it in her bosom, and became nurse unto it" 4.16; "There is a son born to Naomi" 4.17.


  Ah, the glory of godly grandmothers! While we would never advocate the interference of grandparents in bringing up grandchildren, the influence of a grandmother in the lives of the next generation should not be underestimated. Not only in a physical or perhaps even a financial way, but the great importance of hours spent in private prayer and kindly, spiritual advice and teaching can scarcely be measured.


  One interesting point regarding the word for "old age" 4.15, is that it is the word for ‘grey hair’, and as such is used in Scripture to emphasise maturity and dignity. It is used, "white as snow" of the Lord Jesus as the Ancient of Days in Dan.7.9, and of Him again as the Son of man in Rev.1.14, showing His authority, maturity and dignity. The idea is confirmed, "The hoary head (grey hair) is a crown of glory, if it be found in the way of righteousness" Prov.16.31. It surely would be wrong to expect to be given the respect that maturity should bring, if the evidence of such is disguised cosmetically. Such action surely removes the dignity associated with maturity. In the words of the poet Robert Browning, "Grow old along with me, thy best is yet to be".


  God Restores Praise. After the barren days of Moab resulting in no song, Obed is born. His name means ‘worshipper’ or ‘servant’.


  God Restores Prospects. "Obed: he is the father of Jesse, the father of David" 4.17. So the family has the prospect (although unknown to them at that time), of the regal lineage, but also the far greater prospect of being linked to One Who is King of kings.


  Naomi returned home, repenting of the past, and was received and restored. Her circumstances caused by her departure and her experiences in Moab, have taught her lessons, but God has blessed her and brought her into a greater position than she ever had. It all started when it was recorded of her, "then she arose…" 1.6, which is the starting point of all restoration and recovery, and she went on to prove, by the grace of God, to be a godly woman.


  
    	
      O for the wonderful love He has promised,

    


    	
      Promised for you and for me!

    


    	
      Though we have sinned, He has mercy and pardon,

    


    	
      Pardon for you and for me.

    


    	
      (W.Thompson)

    

  


  RUTH


  Of the 12 times in the book Ruth’s name is mentioned; on five occasions she is described as "Ruth the Moabitess" 1.22; 2.2,21; 4.5,10, and once "the Moabitish damsel" 2.6. This description emphasises both her lowly background and the grace of God in bringing her into a place of blessing. We have recorded above, the mind of God with relation to Moab and the prohibitions that He had made which would govern the relationship of His people with the inhabitants of that country. Moab was an evil place and Ruth would have been born and brought up in paganism. The priests of Moab were powerful and cruel, and they served an assortment of gods; the most feared of which was Chemosh or Moloch, whose altar was used for the fiery destruction of children in sacrifice. Keeping that in mind, it is so sad to read that after just a few generations, Solomon, Ruth’s great- great- grandson built an altar to Chemosh in Jerusalem. "Then did Solomon build an high place for Chemosh, the abomination of Moab, in the hill that is before Jerusalem, and for Molech, the abomination of the children of Ammon" 1Kgs.11.7. Ruth would also have known of the fertility goddess who offered the Moabites regeneration through the gratification of lust with harlot priestesses in the temple. So Ruth grew up a pagan, in a land cursed by the foulness and ferocity of its gods. This is the woman around whom the story of the book of Ruth revolves. From such a background in Moab, Ruth came to know the living God of Israel and subsequently enter into the family of God through the redemptive act of a kinsman-redeemer. If any book in the Bible demonstrates God’s matchless grace and displays the Divine plan of redemption, it is the book of Ruth.


  God’s Sovereignty


  Long before Ruth knew anything about God, God knew everything about Ruth. Long before Ruth knew anything about Him, God had set in motion a series of events designed to bring her face to face with Boaz, the man who would become her kinsman-redeemer. She would be brought from a country cursed because of sin and placed in the position of blessing; all ordered by God. This is the pattern of God’s grace. Long before we ever knew Him, God worked to initiate a chain of circumstances that would bring us face to face with Christ.


  Moving in disobedience, and yet allowed by God, Elimelech and his family arrived in the country of Moab. As time passed Ruth became acquainted with the family and in due course was married to Mahlon. While we have no Scriptural text to support the claim, it is very likely that she heard from this family something of the true God. Elimelech and Naomi, while backsliders, were still believers, which is evidenced in the eventual return of Naomi to Bethlehem Judah, and so they quite possibly would have told Ruth of a God Who is living, holy, pure and kind; a God so unlike the dreadful, lustful and savage gods of her people.


  Within a short period of time the family is visited by death. Firstly Elimelech dies, then Ruth’s husband Mahlon, followed by his brother Chilion who had also been married to a Moabitess named Orpah. While it must have been a massive blow to the three women in the family, God is still in control. Mahlon had to die to allow the purpose of God to come to completion. This may seem a hard statement, but this sequence of events must take place before Ruth could ever come to know Boaz as her kinsman-redeemer. The death of Mahlon was part of the overruling sovereignty of God.


  The statement is true, that God is too loving to be unkind, too wise to make a mistake, and in this context, is too powerful to be thwarted in His plans. It was after the three deaths that Naomi had heard that "the LORD had visited His people in giving them bread" 1.6, and so decides that she should be where the Lord would have her be, and the time has come to leave the country of Moab.


  God’s Salvation


  Ruth and Orpah both made the same decision; they would go with Naomi. It would seem initially that both of the younger women had become converts, but we soon discover that this is not so. It is often the case that in the stress of overwhelming circumstances, in the atmosphere of the moment or at the urging of an evangelist, profession is made, and due to intellectual responses to the gospel or emotional reaction to appeals, some are roused rather than regenerated.


  Both of the Moabite women listen to the same message from the lips of Naomi, urging them to consider the great decision that they must make. Wisely, Naomi warns them of the cost of leaving their country of birth to go to a strange land. While we have stated that God was working His plan in the life of Ruth to bring her to Boaz, we see clearly that both Ruth and Orpah had the personal responsibility of going forward or going back. Sadly, Orpah went back to Moab; back to the demon gods of her people, back to her old way of life, and as far as we know, never to come into the blessings that God has prepared for His people. Ruth, on the other hand, "clave unto her [Naomi]" 1.14. To cleave is a word used by God at the beginning of human history to express the undivided and unchanging affection that a man should have for his wife, "Therefore shall a man … and cleave unto his wife" Gen.2.24. This union is so intimate and unifying that by cleaving, the "two shall be one flesh" Eph.5.31. Cleaving is also expressive of the obedience and service that should mark the people of God, and six times the children of Israel were instructed to cleave unto the Lord. Deut.10.20; 11.22; 13.4; 30.20; Josh.22.5; 23.8. It is significant therefore, that in recording Ruth’s decisive step towards Bethlehem Judah, it is said that she clave unto Naomi. Her choice came not from a mere whim of friendship and companionship, but from the conviction of her soul. It seems that her eye was on the God of Israel rather than on the mother of her late husband.


  The words that follow Ruth’s decision are confirmation of her attitude and have often been the subject of much comment. She had resolved not to follow her sister-in-law, and made a decision that was to have consequences that she could never have visualised when her decision was made. Her declaration to Naomi is sincere, "And Ruth said, Intreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God: where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried: the LORD do so to me, and more also, if ought but death part thee and me" 1.16,17.


  In the middle of Ruth’s statement, there are words that are the high point of the whole declaration, "thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God". These words are reminiscent of the words of Jehovah when He made His covenant with His people: "I … will be your God, and ye shall be My people" Lev.26.12. These are the words with which God committed Himself to saving and preserving His people and it seems that Ruth has understood this and is willing to accept Jehovah as her God. This would seem to be confirmed when Boaz first speaks to Ruth and tells her what he has heard of her: "and a full reward be given thee of the LORD God of Israel, under Whose wings thou art come to trust" 2.12. To shelter or hide under God’s ‘wings’ is a common Old Testament expression for trusting in Him as a covenant-honouring God. See Pss.17.8; 36.7; 57.1; 61.4; 63.7; 91.4. Really, the description of the Thessalonian believers which was given by Paul could be said of Ruth, who "turned to God from idols, to serve the living and true God …" 1Thess.1.9. Without reservation, with no limitation to her commitment both to the Lord and to His people this woman declares her conversion. She has considered the alternatives, Jehovah plus nothing in Beth-lehem-Judah or everything minus Jehovah in Moab, and has decided wisely.


  Ruth’s Service


  It would seem that soon after their arrival in Beth-lehem-Judah; Ruth seeks to provide for Naomi and the home and suggests working in the fields. Once again the hand of God is seen in the ordering of which field she would find work in, but first she shows willingness, "Let me now go to the field and glean…" 2.2. She had a right to do so as the Law gave permission for the poor to be allowed to glean in the harvest field; see Lev.19.9,10; 23.22: nevertheless Ruth consulted with Naomi before she started her work, which is another evidence of her deferential character. There is no loss of pride in gleaning. Gleaning was an honourable work, a provision of God for poor people. Where the Lord provides prosperity in a community, there is enough in the leftovers for the poor. The principle is that prosperity comes to an individual, so that provision might be made for those who are in genuine need of help. Her gleaning brought her into contact with Boaz, whom we shall consider shortly. However, we should note the work ethic of this young woman. After spending the day in the backbreaking activity of gleaning, she engages in the equally strenuous toil of threshing. "So she gleaned in the field until even, and beat out that she had gleaned: and it was about an ephah of barley" 2.17. She threshed the barley that she had collected; she had to work at what she had gleaned to make it suitable for cooking and so for eating. There is a principle here in the development of spiritual, good things. Firstly we need to gather that which has been given for our use, i.e. the Word of God. Then that must be developed, ‘beaten out’ to provide that which will sustain us. There is no short answer to spiritual development; only when the grain is threshed can we use it, or show it, or share it.


  August Van Ryn writes, "Ruth beat out the grain. She did not carry all that straw home, but reduced her load to what she could carry conveniently. Alas many believers carry the straw home as well; in fact they carry home nothing but the straw. The only thing that they remember about the message is something that they did not agree with or did not like. Mr. Spurgeon said that some believers have less sense than a chicken. A hen will pick over a whole bushel of chaff to find one grain of corn, while those critics will pick over a bushel of corn to find a little bit of chaff. Don’t bother with the chaff, look for the real food and enjoy it." Ruth was willing to work to provide what was beneficial to both her and her mother-in-law in a material way, but the application spiritually is very easily seen.


  While the subject of the book is "The Glory of Godly Women" and this section deals with Naomi and Ruth, we cannot omit saying something of Boaz, the kinsman-redeemer, who eventually will marry Ruth. Much of what he says about her compliments the godliness of Ruth.


  Boaz’ Appreciation


  Ruth did not know the people or the property owners, so it seems that it was by chance she was working in Boaz’ portion of the field. However, we see that everything is ordered of God, "her hap was to light on a part of the field belonging unto Boaz" 2.3. Humanly speaking, it was Rebekah’s hap to be at the well when Abraham’s servant came in search of a wife for his master’s son; it was the hap of the woman of Samaria to meet the Stranger sitting on the well; but we know, that what is man’s hap is God’s purpose, the purpose of love of Him Who sees the end from the beginning and plans it all. God is absolutely sovereign. All our blessings are from Him alone. Men do not control events; the hand of God is behind events as He works out His purpose. God is in all of the happenings which lead up to the marriage of Boaz and Ruth, the birth of Obed, and the continuation of the royal line from Judah through David to Christ.


  The presence of a stranger is soon noticed by Boaz, whose question to the chief servant discloses Ruth’s identity. She is described as the Moabitess, a name that would at once mark her out as separate from the daughters of Israel; but as well as declaring her alien birth, acknowledges her faith which has led her to follow the widowed Naomi back to the land of Israel, in preference to returning to the house of her father with its false gods.


  Boaz’ Provision


  Boaz moves from her appearance and his questions of interest, to conversation with Ruth; words of welcome and words of wisdom. Boaz knows by now that Ruth is a kinswoman by marriage, and as such he takes extra concern for her because she is a member of his extended family. We see a gracious man who would allow any poor person to glean in his fields, but who makes extra provision for Ruth. Boaz also gives Ruth extra status by advising her to stay with his maidservants.


  Boaz’ Protection


  Boaz also arranges for Ruth’s protection. The other gleaners might be inclined to resent Ruth being given such privileges and might reject her if she comes too close to the harvesters. Boaz guards against this and other possibilities by his instructions to his servants and his young men, 2.14-16.


  Boaz’ Praise


  Boaz’ appreciation of Ruth as the relationship develops is seen in his various comments as to her devotion to Naomi and her faith in coming to Bethlehem Judah. "It hath fully been shewed me, all that thou hast done unto thy mother in law since the death of thine husband: and how thou hast left thy father and thy mother, and the land of thy nativity, and art come unto a people which thou knewest not heretofore" 2.11. His praise is also expressed in regard to Ruth’s deportment while in the field, "inasmuch as thou followest not young men, whether poor or rich" 3.10.


  His appreciation and praise for her seem to be confirmed by his statement, "thou art a virtuous woman" 3.11. Ruth is the only woman in Scripture to be described as "virtuous". The word denotes ability, reputation, courage, attainment, as well as integrity of character, or virtue. It is a word used for comprehensive excellence. The word is only used elsewhere in Scripture to describe the ideal woman in Prov.31.10, and the wife who is, "a crown to her husband" Prov.12.4. Boaz’ use of this word would confirm that there is no question of impropriety in Ruth’s approach to him at the threshing floor. In fact, it is likely that if Boaz and Ruth had been suspected of wrongdoing, according to Jewish law, they could not have been married.


  It is profitable to note that Ruth allows the circumstances of her life to develop at God’s speed and as advised by Naomi. If we accept, as has been shown, the sovereignty of God being evidenced in the plan for Ruth’s future, we should acknowledge that this remains the same for God’s people of every generation. We currently hear the comment that, "we’ll give it a try and if it is the Lord’s will, it will work out". Many of us were taught and still hold the belief that before we act we first understand God’s will for us as it is revealed to us, and subsequently act thereon. This would apply to all the major decisions in life and particularly in the lifelong relationship of matrimony. Acceptance of this truth would prevent much of the heartache caused by acting on self-will rather than His will.


  Boaz’ Purpose


  Boaz is aware of a complication that Ruth and Naomi apparently know nothing about; namely, there is a closer relative who is obliged to redeem Ruth. The promise of marriage is conditional on the response of the nearer kinsman, but Boaz does make an oath that if the man will not redeem Ruth, then "as the Lord liveth" 3.13, he will. He has purposed that he will do everything in his power to bring the matter to its completion. This is one of the strongest oaths that a man could make, the expression occurs some 30 times in the Old Testament, and where it does, the weight of the oath is evident.


  Ruth’s Satisfaction


  The nearer kinsman cannot fulfil his obligation, and in the purpose of God, Boaz is able to take Ruth as his wife. It is evident that the people were delighted at the outcome, and they unite their voices in pronouncing a blessing on Boaz and Ruth. They first pray that Ruth will be fruitful, 4.11, and it is interesting that although they are citizens of Beth-lehem, and thus descendants of Judah, son of Leah, Gen.29.35, they place Rachel before Leah. Since the entire nation of the Jews is considered to have descended from Rachel and Leah, the prayer is that Ruth will have a numerous and distinguished family of offspring.


  The purpose of God is further evidenced in the blessing of a child born, "the LORD gave her conception, and she bare a son" 4.13. Notice that the child born is seen as God’s gift. Could it be that the fact that there was no issue from the marriage to Mahlon and that Ruth bears a child to an older Boaz; when the text states, "the Lord gave her conception", it thus points to Divine intervention in barrenness? Ruth could well have thought:


  
    	
      My Redeemer! O what beauties

    


    	
      In that lovely name appear;

    


    	
      None but Jesus in His glories

    


    	
      Shall the honoured title wear.

    


    	
      My Redeemer!

    


    	
      Thou hast my salvation wrought.

    


    	
      (Anon)

    

  


  NAOMI AND RUTH


  The bond between the two women seems to be cemented further in the birth of the child. The praise of the women of the land is greater for Naomi than for the child’s mother Ruth!


  The women of Bethlehem had greeted Naomi on her return from Moab; now they come to her, happy that she has been blessed on the birth of the child. Their words are interesting as there is no blood relationship between Naomi and the child, Boaz being from Elimelech’s side of the family and Ruth being from Moab; yet the women acknowledge that the child will be, "a restorer of thy life, and a nourisher of thine old age" 4.15. The woman who was brought back "empty" is fulfilled and has at least her hands filled full! "And Naomi took the child, and laid it in her bosom, and became nurse unto it" 4.16. In speaking of the kinsman that Naomi now has, it is clear that the women are speaking of the new child, who has been born to further the family name in Israel. They had prophesied that the child would mean a great deal to Naomi in a practical sense. They express great confidence in her future through the birth of the child.


  The praise of the women continues to make much of the faithfulness and fidelity of Ruth, "thy daughter-in-law, which loveth thee, which is better to thee than seven sons" 4.15, is quite a statement to describe "the Moabitess". Their saying that she is better than seven sons is the supreme tribute to Ruth. "Seven sons" is proverbial for the perfect family, 1Sam.2.5, so to speak of Ruth as being better than this is high praise indeed. "And the women her neighbours gave it a name … and they called his name Obed" 4.17. It seems strange that the women gave the name! It may be better translated that they suggested what they thought was a suitable name. However, the child was called Obed, which as we have already stated, means ‘worshipper’.


  These events in Moab and Beth-lehem-Judah, which have developed through the restoration of a backslider and the redemption of a stranger, all play their part in leading up to the birth of David and on to the birth of Jesus Christ. As we read through this book we can reflect that God’s hand is over all history. God works out His purpose generation after generation. Limited as we are to one lifetime, each of us sees so little of what happens. A genealogy, as this book ends, is an illustrative way of bringing before us the continuity of God’s purpose. It is graphically seen in both of the New Testament genealogies of the Lord Jesus; whether in Matthew’s Gospel from Abraham to Jesus Christ or Luke’s account from Jesus back to Adam, both must pass through Beth-lehem and indeed this family, Matt.1.5; Lk.3.32.


  The process of history is not haphazard; God moved through these godly women to bring about His purpose. We must never forget that there is a purpose in the Lord’s activities in all our lives, and that, the purpose of God.


  
    	
      God moves in a mysterious way,

    


    	
      His wonders to perform;

    


    	
      He plants His footsteps in the sea,

    


    	
      And rides upon the storm.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      Deep in unfathomable mines

    


    	
      Of never failing skill,

    


    	
      He treasures up His bright designs,

    


    	
      And works His sovereign will.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      His purposes will ripen fast,

    


    	
      Unfolding every hour;

    


    	
      The bud may have a bitter taste,

    


    	
      But sweet will be the flower.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      ( W. Cowper)

    

  


  CHAPTER 5 - GODLY WOMEN IN SAMUEL AND KINGS


  by Jack Palmer, N. Ireland


  INTRODUCTION


  These books provide an important and instructive account of the phase in the history of the nation of Israel that runs from the end of the period of the Judges to the time of the Babylonian captivity. Much of what is recorded in the books of the Kings is repeated in 1 and 2Chronicles but with certain differences; the principal one being that the former offers an authoritative and analytical standpoint whereas the latter gives a spiritual and priestly reflection. What is so remarkable is that this period witnessed some of the lowest but also some of the greatest moments in the experience of the nation. This shows, beyond dispute, that while God is a God of recovery He will always act in a manner consistent with His character; He will respond in judgment when His people set aside His precepts and depart from His ways.


  The opening chapters of 1Samuel communicate rather depressing reading. The days of prosperity under the guidance and influence of Joshua have long since receded into the annals of history and the ensuing 450 years under the dominance of all of the Judges are drawing to a close. Although there were intermittent times of recovery during the time of the Judges, the overall pattern was one of a downward spiral marked by disobedience, departure, darkness and defiance. These conditions spilled over, as they invariably do, to the social and spiritual life of the nation. Conditions in the temple were a far cry from what they ought to be, the light was fading, human innovations had been introduced, the sight of the priest was failing, his sons were moving in unrestricted rebellion, and power in relation to surrounding and opposing nations was on the wane. Overall it was a very dark day with little to encourage.


  The emergence of Samuel onto this stage of Israel’s history held the key to brighter and better times that would lead to the anointing of David and the glory days of the reign of Solomon. Once Solomon died, decline again characterised the nation and this would lead to the siege of Jerusalem, the destruction of the temple and the removal to Babylon. During this period we read of a number of women used in a variety of ways, in the purpose and under the hand of God, as instruments of recovery and spiritual service for His glory. These show very clearly that women can be of great influence within their appointed spheres and provide encouraging role models for all, but especially for sisters to follow.


  HANNAH


  An account of this godly woman is found in the early chapters of 1Samuel. We have much to learn from her conduct and example. Let us consider her in a number of settings:


  Domestically


  A few miles north of Jerusalem lay a town called Ramathaim-Zophim. It was known as Ramah which became the Arimathea of the New Testament, the home of Joseph who besought Pilate for the body of the Lord Jesus. Ramathaim means two Ramahs, most likely an upper and lower city. The name Ramathaim-Zophim distinguishes it from Ramah of Benjamin which was located further south. It was here that "Elkanah, the son of Jeroham, the son of Elihu, the son of Tohu, the son of Zuph, an Ephrathite" lived with his "two wives; the name of the one was Hannah, and the name of the other Peninnah" 1Sam.1.1,2.


  Clearly Hannah was his first love, "but the LORD shut up her womb" 1Sam.1.5. He had another wife, Peninnah and she "had children, but Hannah had no children" 1Sam.1.2. It would appear that Elkanah resorted to Peninnah for children because of Hannah’s barrenness but it is significant there is no mention of the Lord in the context of his relationship with her. It is always good when our motives and activities carry the approval of the Lord.


  We learn from 1Chronicles chapter 6 that Elkanah was from the tribe of Levi and a son of the rebellious Korah. That the children of Korah were preserved is a tribute to the mercy and overruling hand of the Lord and it is also worth noting that Elkanah was exercising his priestly privilege and responsibility by his yearly trips to Shiloh "to worship and to sacrifice unto the LORD" 1Sam1.3. The fact that he was engaged in worship would suggest that Elkanah was marked by a devotion that went beyond engaging in merely ritualistic activity. This would suggest a home where God was accorded His rightful place. It is encouraging to find such a home in a relatively unknown location in a difficult day when faithfulness was in sharp decline. There can be little doubt that Hannah played her part in giving a godly character to the home and could be described along with others as "discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own husbands that the word of God be not blasphemed" Titus 2.5.


  The fact that Elkanah had two wives created difficulties. In many ways it was a divided home. The observation by C. Knapp1 is very appropriate: "The custom among the Israelites of sometimes taking a second wife was not always based on motives of the lower nature; in many cases it was the desire for children, denied to the first wife. This was the probable reason for Elkanah’s double marriage. But "from the beginning it was not so" Matt.19.5-8. The institution of marriage originally contemplated but a single companion for man; the plural marriages appear never to have worked well in practice, as witness the humiliating discord in Abraham’s family over the inferior Hagar; in Jacob’s, the bitter, jealous behaviour between the two sisters, Rachael and Leah. Here too, it breeds strife and vexation of spirit shameful to behold. What otherwise might have presented an ideal Hebrew home is marred by the bitter provokings of the elated Peninnah and the consequent sorrow of her barren rival."


  
    	
      
        
          	
            1Knapp, C. "Life and Times of Samuel the Prophet". Believers Bookshelf, Pennsylvania, 1975.

          

        

      

    

  


  Representatively


  The two women in the home of Elkanah present a sharp contrast. Peninnah’s name means "red pearl" or a "string of pearls". Hannah means "grace". It would appear that while Peninnah was more concerned with outward appearance and adornment, Hannah was characterised by the inward adorning of "a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price" 1Pet.3.4. Hannah displayed evidence of spirituality; Peninnah was marked by carnality and this gave rise to bitter rivalry between them and Peninnah "provoked her sore, for to make her fret, because the LORD had shut up her womb" 1Sam.1.7. The conflict between that which was spiritual and carnal was bitter and discouraging. It provoked Elkanah to ask her "Hannah, why weepest thou? and why eatest thou not? and why is thy heart grieved? 1Sam.1.8. In Hannah we see a clear representation of the ongoing struggle that every child of God has with the flesh.


  Spiritually


  The conflict was very real. There was "bitterness of soul" and she "wept sore" 1Sam.1.10. Kind though he was, Elkanah did not have the answer. Hannah turned to the Lord in prayer. The intensity of her request was such that "she spake in her heart; only her lips moved, but her voice was not heard" 1Sam.1.13. To add to the magnitude of her burden she was misunderstood and misrepresented by Eli who "thought she had been drunken" 1Sam.1.13. Often those of genuine spiritual character and concern are not adequately recognised or appreciated and Hannah found it necessary to defend herself before the undiscerning priest. His response, "Go in peace: and the God of Israel grant thee thy petition" 1Sam.1.17, brought consolation and having committed her longings into the hand of the Lord, she "went her way, and did eat, and her countenance was no more sad" 1Sam.1.17.


  Hannah’s spirituality is revealed in the nature of her request; she besought the Lord for a man-child. Her assessment of conditions and her perception identified in her mind the need for a son who would be used of God to lead His and her people to recovery. She was marked by spiritual perception, vision and foresight. Women of such calibre are invaluable.


  Sacrificially


  In making her request Hannah revealed that she was not engaged in promoting self-interest. She vowed that if the Lord would give her a man-child she would "give him unto the LORD all the days of his life, and there shall no razor come upon his head" 1Sam.1.11. It was her commitment that her son would be a Nazarite, not for a limited period, as permitted under the law of the Nazarite as set out in Numbers chapter 6, but for the entire duration of his life. It was also a significant step of faith that allowed her to place the son, whom the Lord so graciously granted, in the temple, when the day was dark and the priesthood was marked by failure. What an example of dependence; she was assured that the One Who had given her the boy would take care of him even in difficult circumstances. Her goal was to give Samuel unreservedly to the Lord so that he would be instrumental in recovery, not for her glory, but for the glory of the God of Israel.


  Obediently


  Having fulfilled her duties as a devoted mother and in keeping with the vow, the day came when she presented the child for whom she prayed, to the Lord. There was no hint of her wishing to withhold the child, but with wholehearted obedience she "lent him to the LORD as long as he liveth" 1Sam.1.28.


  Devoutly


  Now that her reproach has been removed and the child Samuel brought "unto the house of the LORD in Shiloh" 1Sam.1.24, attention is drawn to the fact that Hannah prayed or more accurately, sang. She bursts forth in notes of joy and appreciation, and ascribes all the glory to the Lord. Her song, recorded in the opening verses of 1Samuel chapter 2 proclaims the salvation, sanctity, superiority and stability of the Lord. In particular she ascribes praise to the Lord Who "is a God of knowledge, and by Him actions are weighed" 1Sam.2.3. She also highlights the fact that the issues of life and death are in His hand, that He has the capacity to make poor and make rich and that "He raiseth up the poor out of the dust, and lifteth up the beggar from the dunghill, to set them among princes, and to make them inherit the throne of glory" 1Sam.2.8. Again drawing on her own experience she reveals her conviction that "The adversaries of the LORD shall be broken to pieces … and He shall give strength unto His king and exalt the horn of His anointed" 1Sam.2.10. Through all that she had experienced she was brought into a deep and personal knowledge of God. The school of life is a great teacher but Hannah showed that she was a very willing pupil. In all of this she is a beautiful example to follow.


  Comparatively


  A very useful comparison can be drawn between the song of Hannah and the declaration of Mary, "the mother of Jesus" Jn.2.2. Hannah’s experience was to "rejoice in Thy salvation" 2Sam.2.1 while Mary "rejoiced in God my Saviour" Lk.2.47. Other comparisons would be appropriate and profitable; these all confirm her true spiritual stature.


  Practically


  Before the record of this godly woman concludes, Scripture records that "his mother made him a little coat, and brought it to him from year to year, when she came up with her husband to offer the yearly sacrifice" 1Sam.2.19. She exercised her motherly care for her growing boy, moved in her rightful place in relation to her husband and was diligent to ensure that the Lord received His rightful portion. It must also have been very rewarding to receive the blessing from Eli, the priest who had previously misunderstood her. The words "them that honour Me I will honour" 1Sam.2.30 are a most fitting commentary on the life of Hannah.


  THE WIDOW OF ZAREPHATH


  In dealing with Hannah we observed that, through her exercises and prayers God raised up the mighty prophet Samuel to lead Israel in the vital path to recovery. The recovery was seen at its highest point in the glory days of the reign of Solomon when the temple was built and dedicated to God. By the time Elijah had been raised up, ever so suddenly, the tide of departure had come in with vengeance. The nation was divided, satanic darkness in the shape of Baal-worship had become widespread and famine conditions prevailed largely through the lack of rain as a response to the prayers of Elijah. Like all true servants of the Lord, Elijah was tested by his own ministry. Having been sustained in lonely and hidden circumstances at the brook Cherith and through the daily administrations of the ravens, Elijah encountered a further test. It was his prayers that led to the drought that caused the brook to dry up. While the brook dried up and the faith of Elijah was put to a further test, God again demonstrated that He was in full control and unchanging in His faithfulness. At this point "the word of the LORD, came unto him, saying, Arise, get thee to Zarephath, which belongeth to Zidon, and dwell there: behold, I have commanded a widow woman there to sustain thee" 1Kgs.17.8,9. Let us consider the widow and her:


  Choice


  God will teach Elijah that He can use a variety of instruments. If ravens appeared to be an unnatural, unusual and unlikely choice, the selection of a widow from Zidon must have provoked thoughts of surprise and bewilderment in the mind of the prophet. After all Zidon was located in Gentile territory and was a centre of idolatry. It was the homeland of Jezebel. It must also have been very humbling for a man like Elijah to be brought into dependence upon a woman who, humanly speaking, had no one to care for her. Such an one was, however, God’s choice and this was confirmed by the Lord Jesus Himself when He highlighted the fact that "many widows were in Israel in the days of Elias, when the heavens were shut up three years and six months, when great famine was throughout all the land; but unto none of them was Elias sent, save unto Sarepta, a city of Sidon, unto a woman that was a widow" Lk.4.25,26. How precious it is to appreciate that "My thoughts are not your thoughts, Neither are your ways My ways, saith the LORD" Isa.55.8. When we think of the choice of the widow our minds would immediately turn to other most unlikely instruments of Divine choice such as the little maid, 2Kgs.5.2, and the lad with the loaves and the fishes we read about repeatedly in the Gospels. Such a choice should strengthen our confidence in God and promote personal exercise about maximising the use of opportunities that come our way to make ourselves useful for Him. It should dismiss from our minds any idea of being too insignificant for God to use.


  Charge


  Having made His choice, the Lord communicated to Elijah that He "commanded a widow woman there to sustain thee" 1Kgs.17.8. How this was made known to her is not disclosed but the God that controlled the ravens was well able to make His mind known to a woman. There is no hint of astonishment or opposition; her submission to the Divine command is most commendable. There is not the slightest questioning or challenge. In this regard she demonstrated a much more submissive spirit than that of Moses who questioned the Lord’s choice of him as the one who "should go unto Pharaoh, and … bring forth the children of Israel out of Egypt" Ex.3.11. Often we are marked with similar reluctance; may we henceforth be characterised by the widow’s responsiveness to the ways of God. The word "commanded" 1Kgs.17.9 (Strong 6680) conveys the significant idea of appointment and elevates the responsibility of the widow to a very high level. She could have pleaded hardship and a lack of means. At the same time it is important to observe that while the instruction was to the woman to sustain the man of God, it was God Himself Who did the sustaining in a most remarkable way. This clearly shows that what God promises He is able to accomplish. It is encouraging to note that "with God nothing shall be impossible" Lk.1.37.


  Circumstances


  The obedience of Elijah was commendable. There is no mention of any delay: "So he arose and went to Zarephath" 1Kgs.17.10. On coming to the gate of the city he met the widow woman. Scripture is silent about his expectations and it would be foolish to speculate. The woman chosen of God as the instrument to sustain him, had been and was enduring extremely demanding circumstances. She had lost her husband. She and her son were facing death through starvation. One final meal was all they could look forward to and then a slow painful passing from this world. The situation could not be more testing and yet this was the woman chosen by God to sustain His servant. We often rejoice in God’s ability to save unlikely sinners but we should never forget His capacity to use unlikely instruments. The widow demonstrated that the God Who controls every circumstance is able to rise above them and use them for His purpose and glory. It all goes wrong when we get our eye on the circumstances and lose sight of the God of the circumstances. The example of Peter testifies to this precious truth, and "when he saw the wind boisterous, he was afraid; and beginning to sink, he cried, saying, Lord, save me" Matt.14.30. On the other hand Paul did not allow circumstances to deflect him and declared "none of these things moved me, neither count I my life dear unto myself" Acts 20.24.


  Challenge


  Having identified the widow, Elijah "called to her, and said, "Fetch me, I pray thee, a little water in a vessel, that I may drink" 1Kgs.17.10. The initial request was not too demanding and her immediate response indicated a ready willingness on her part. It was, however, a different matter when Elijah called to her as she was going to fetch the water, "Bring me, I pray thee, a morsel of bread in thine hand" 1Kgs.17.11. His request brought her true situation to light, that she and her son had only enough for one meal before death would be inevitable. While the response of Elijah was one of consolation, it carried a command and a very real challenge: "Fear not; go and do as thou hast said: but make me thereof a little cake first, and bring it unto me, and after make for thee and for thy son" 1Kgs.17.13.


  The widow was called upon to take of the handful of meal and the little oil that she had and make a cake first for Elijah. This was a huge test. In effect she was called to put God and His servant before the wellbeing of herself and her son. The natural instincts of a mother would be to protect and provide for her son but the challenge that confronted her was on a par with that faced by Abraham who "when he was tried, offered up Isaac" Heb.11.17. In responding to the challenge she received the vital promise that "The barrel of meal shall not waste, neither shall the cruse of oil fail, until the day that the LORD sendeth rain upon the earth" 1Kgs.17.14. Such a promise came through Elijah but its true source was "the LORD God of Israel" 1Kgs.17.14.


  Again and again the commands of our Bible are accompanied with precious promises, for example, when Abram was called upon to leave his country, his kindred and his father’s house, the God that called him promised "I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing" Gen.12.2. When God calls His people to "come out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the LORD, and touch not the unclean thing", He promises "I will receive you, and will be a Father unto you, and ye shall be My sons and daughters, saith the LORD Almighty" 2Cor.6.17,18. How indebted we are to Him for His "exceeding great and precious promises" 2Pet.1.4. Often we lose so much because of our reluctance to rest and act on the promises of our God but this widow offers us a clear example of what is Divinely possible when we respond, on the basis of faith, to the challenges of God.


  Compensation


  Having acted on the word of Elijah and having given the Lord and His servant priority over her own family needs, she acted in implicit obedience and discovered that "the barrel of meal wasted not, neither did the cruse of oil fail, according to the word of the LORD" 1Kgs.17.16. The Lord graciously met their need, including that of the prophet. It is important to note that neither the barrel nor the cruse were ever filled, but at the same time, the supply was maintained at a level in keeping with their daily needs and in a manner that kept them in daily dependence upon God. Otherwise a sense of complacency might have crept in. Just as fresh supplies of manna came from heaven, so God proved His faithfulness and His capacity to meet their recurring needs. Unfortunately, we are slow to learn from such examples and in spite of God’s care and provision in the past we are still inclined to be fearful and apprehensive about the future. May we be enabled to live each day at a time in dependence upon our God, knowing that "His compassions fail not. They are new every morning: Great is Thy faithfulness" Lam.3.22,23. In this context David could testify that "I have been young, and now am old: Yet have I not seen the righteous forsaken, nor His seed begging bread" Ps.37.25.


  Having considered the meal and the oil as necessary to sustain physical life it would be remiss if we failed to recognise the spiritual applications. Food for the soul is vital to spiritual wellbeing and the meal and the oil would draw attention to the inexhaustible supplies that every believer has in our Lord Jesus. The meal, in a very particular way presents Him in the glory of His lowliness, the perfections of His person, and the One Who endured the millstones of Divine judgment. The wholesomeness of the meal would not be fully enjoyed without the oil, and how grateful we are for the gracious ministry of the Holy Spirit, for according to the teaching of the Lord Himself, "He shall glorify Me, for He shall receive of Mine, and shall shew it unto you" Jn.16.14. Our spiritual condition will depend on the extent to which we feed on the meal and the oil.


  It is difficult to be precise about the length of time they were sustained in this remarkable way but it is clear that it was for quite a period, perhaps a year or more. We do know that it was "until the day that the LORD sendeth rain upon the earth" 1Kgs.17.14. These three were entirely dependent on God and were without any strength of their own. In many ways they are like the church at Philadelphia with its little strength, maintaining testimony until the Lord Himself shall come. May we be enabled to hold on and be faithful to Him "Until the day break, and the shadows flee away" S of S. 2.17.


  Crisis


  Once they had seen that God was able to sustain them and that He was unfailing in His faithfulness there was just a danger that they would settle into their new way of living. To avoid the slightest danger of them ever being complacent and to promote increasing dependence on God, a further crisis arose uninvited and unexpected. We read that "it came to pass, after these things, that the son of the woman, the mistress of the house, fell sick; and his sickness was so sore, that there was no breath left in him" 1Kgs.17.17. The spectre of death, that had previously faced the widow and her son, again became a reality as far as the son was concerned. This was the sternest test so far. The bereft mother links the death of her son with Elijah, the one she had come to recognise as a man of God and goes so far as to accuse him of bringing her sin to remembrance and of slaying her son. Like so many in similar circumstances she found more questions than answers. It has always been a matter of wonder that some of the godliest are called upon to undergo the deepest of trials; but while the ways of God are often unexplainable or difficult to understand they are not without purposes that ultimately lead to Him being glorified.


  Consolation


  Just as the widow was plunged into perplexity so also was Elijah. Called "man of God" for the first time in 1Kgs.17.18, he takes charge of the situation and "he took him out of her bosom, and carried him up into the loft, where he abode, and laid him upon his own bed" 1Kgs.17.19. The woman’s problem became Elijah’s. He entered fully into the difficulty and how she felt about it. Our Great High Priest can "be touched with the feelings of our infirmities" Heb.4.15.


  Faced with the crisis created by the death of the boy, Elijah "cried unto the LORD" 1Kgs.17.20. His cry reveals the intensity of his burden and a sense of his total dependence upon his God. By stretching "himself upon the child three times", and praying "O Lord my God, I pray Thee, let this child’s soul come into him again" 1Kgs.17.21, Elijah demonstrated his sympathetic identification with the widow and that he was a man in touch with God. The fact that he carried the dead boy up to the loft was also a very clear statement that the power needed in this situation could only come down from on high.


  The Lord once again demonstrated that He "heard the voice of Elijah; and the soul of the child came into him again and he revived" 1Kgs.17.22. At this point Elijah brought the child down and "delivered him unto his mother" 1Kgs.17.23. What a moment! It was then that she did know that Elijah was "a man of God and that the word of the LORD in thy mouth is truth" 1Kgs.17.24. Without the trials of the dependable barrel and the dead boy she would never have known Elijah or his God in the way that she did. The lessons in the school of God can be bitter but the outcome brings a deeper awareness of Himself and "the trial of your faith, being much more precious than of gold that perisheth, though it be tried with fire, might be found unto praise and honour and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ" 1Pet.1.7.


  Confirmation


  The story of the widow of Zarephath not only proves the power of God in life but it proves His power over death. Abraham, as the founder of the nation of Israel had similar experiences when he proved that God could give him back his son Isaac from the point of death. This incident elevates this woman from a Gentile background, onto the same plain as Abraham and gives us an appreciation of just how great she was in her spiritual standing. Her brief emergence on the pages of our Bible offers a precious incentive to prove God in every circumstance of life; her story also supplies an unshakeable confirmation of the power of resurrection and "the glory that should follow" 1Pet.1.11.


  THE SHUNAMMITE


  We have noted that Hannah was a woman of spiritual concern about conditions that led to the raising up of Samuel. We have also considered the widow of Zarephath, a woman of Divine choice and conviction that was used in a remarkable way to sustain Elijah. Our attention now turns to another woman who was used to minister to the particular needs of Elisha. This again confirms that God not only raises up His servants for particular purposes but also supplies His own means of taking care of them. As we will see this woman was outstanding in her care and attentiveness to the prophet Elisha, described in total 29 times as a "man of God", and 10 times as such in 2Kings chapter 4.


  The Shunammite was different from the widow of Zarephath in that her husband was alive but their marriage, up to the time of Elisha coming into their lives, was childless, although she experienced later a similar crisis in relation to the death and restoration to life of her son. A further difference lay in the fact that the Shunammite was well off whereas the widow was extremely poor and with very limited material goods.


  When the Word of God describes her as "a great woman" 2 Kgs.4.8, we ought to take note and ponder the true nature of her greatness. This has been a matter of much speculation with some suggesting that her greatness lay in her physical stature, her standing in the locality where she lived and her substance in terms of material possessions. There may be some merit in some or all of these conclusions but it is more likely that the record of Scripture is highlighting for us a woman who was of great spiritual standing and had reached great spiritual heights in the estimation of God. Just as we are exhorted to "consider how great this man was" Heb.7.4, let us consider how great this woman was. With this in mind let us ponder her:


  Elevated Company


  It was her lot to live in the ancient territory of Issachar. She was, in fact, a distant daughter of Abraham. Her experiences match those of Abraham in a very remarkable way. Just as he was wealthy and childless, so was she. Just as Abraham was given a son in supernatural circumstances, so was she. Just as God took the son from Abraham (albeit in "figure" Heb.11.9) she too lost her son to death. Just as Abraham was directed to Mount Moriah, she was brought to Mount Carmel. Just as Abraham received his son back from the dead (in figure), her son was restored to her. In all of these aspects she stands shoulder to shoulder with Abraham, who was on three occasions called the friend of God.


  Another pleasing feature about this woman is that in the mystery of trial there is no record of her ever accusing God or questioning His ways of working with her. In this particular aspect she displayed Job-like characteristics. The sentiment of Job was "Though He slay me, yet will I trust in Him" Job.13.15. Of Job the Lord could say "Hast thou considered My servant Job, that there is none like him in the earth" Job1.8. To use similar language about her would not be an exaggeration.


  On the occasion when she was asked, "what is to be done for thee? Wouldest thou be spoken for to the king, or to the captain of the host" 2Kgs.4.13, she replied that she was not interested in worldly advancement but that she was content to live as she was, among her own people. To be able to resist the allurement of earthly favour puts her on a par with Solomon, who when presented with the same question asked for wisdom and with Elisha, who in similar circumstances asked Elijah that "a double portion of thy spirit be upon me" 2Kgs.2.9. This woman could readily be placed in the same company as Abraham, Job, Solomon and Elisha; a very clear indication of her true spiritual greatness.


  Exercised Care


  As part of Elisha’s journeying to and from Mount Carmel he passed through a village called Shunem. It was a place of relative insignificance but it was to become highly significant to Elisha. In the village was the home of the "great woman" and "she constrained him to eat bread. And so it was, that as oft as he passed by, he turned in thither to eat bread" 2Kgs.4.8,9.


  Having observed the movements of Elisha she was sufficiently perceptive to recognise that he was "a holy man of God, which passeth by us continually" 2Kgs.4.9. Her discernment was most commendable. She shared with her husband her appreciation of his character as a man of God, of his conduct as one who was holy and of his consistency as one who passed by continually. Having recognised him, she also made known her desire that they should make him "a little chamber … on the wall" 2Kgs.4.10. The exercise was hers but she did not act without giving her husband his rightful place and when she mentioned the matter to him he readily agreed. These are delightful features taken forward in keeping with godly order and this couple have so much to teach us in regard to the important matter of caring for the servants of the Lord. Their insight and interest should promote an exercise on the part of believers, enabled by God so to do, to offer accommodation and hospitality to servants of the Lord. We are exhorted "Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares" Heb.13.2.


  In discussing the matter with her husband she revealed a concise but complete insight into what Elisha, as a travelling man of God would need. Her spiritual discernment revealed that she also had an accurate appreciation of how a man such as Elisha lived. She first mentioned "a little chamber" 2Kgs.4.10, nothing elaborate or over the top but what was needed and offered complete privacy. Into this separate apartment they "set for him there a bed, and a table, and a stool, and a candlestick" 2Kgs.4.10. These items indicated that she recognised the need for:


  Rest


  The bed would provide opportunity for rest from labour and toil. The Lord Jesus exhorted His disciples to "Come ye yourselves apart into a desert place, and rest a while" Mk.6.31. This is not offering any excuse for being lazy but it shows the need for a proper balance between work and rest.


  Refreshment


  The table is suggestive of our needs for spiritual refreshment and nourishment. We ought to remember that God can "furnish a table in the wilderness" Ps.78.19. When Mephibosheth was lifted from Lo-debar "he did eat continually at the king’s table" 2Sam.9.13, and in a similar way when Lazarus was raised from the dead he "was one of them that sat at the table with Him" Jn.12.2. The need for spiritual food is vital for development and maturity. Peter exhorted the believers of his day that they would "As newborn babes, desire the sincere milk of the word that ye may grow thereby" 1Pet.2.2.


  Reflection


  A stool provides opportunity for quiet reflection and meditation. It would not be easy to doze off or sleep on a stool; rather it facilitates sitting in an erect position that would encourage ability to think clearly and ponder carefully. We do well to develop the habit of meditating upon what we read. In the days of Ruth the ears that were gleaned in the field by Boaz were beaten out. May we be more than gleaners only; may we develop the habit and the ability to meditate on what we have gleaned and be able to say in truth "I will meditate in Thy precepts, and have respect unto Thy ways" Ps.119.15.


  Revelation


  The candlestick would shed its light around the little chamber, particularly in the hours of night. How precious to be in touch with God and enjoy fresh communications from His Word as we live in a world where spiritual darkness is so widespread. ‘Ere the Lord Himself left the world that rejected Him He taught His disciples that "when He, the Spirit of truth, is come, He will guide you into all truth" Jn.16.13


  Expended Compensation


  Having received the generous care and hospitality of the woman of Shunem, Elisha invites Gehazi, his servant, to call her and "Say now unto her, Behold, thou hast been careful for us with all this care; what is to be done for thee? wouldest thou be spoken for to the king, or to the captain of the host?" 2Kgs.4.13. This provides encouraging confirmation that the Lord is no man’s debtor and that He will recompense in His own way all that we do for Him.


  
    	
      Deeds of merit, as we thought them,

    


    	
      He will show us were but sin,

    


    	
      Little acts we had forgotten,

    


    	
      He will tell us were for Him.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      (A.M. Monteath)

    

  


  This godly woman proved that she was not interested in political favour or worldly advancement. To refuse the opportunity of being brought to the attention of the king or the captain of the host was no light or insignificant matter. She was, however, only concerned with meeting the needs of God’s representative and expressed a desire "to dwell among mine own people" 2Kgs.4.13. Not many can resist such overtures; she was a beautiful example of the fact that "godliness with contentment is great gain" 1Tim.1.6.


  The observant Gehazi drew to Elisha’s attention that the woman had no children and that, naturally speaking, there did not appear to be any prospect of such. When informed that she would "embrace a son" 2Kgs.4.16, she found it difficult to believe the word of the man of God but in spite of her incredulity "the woman conceived and bare a son at the season that Elisha had said unto her" 2Kgs.4.17. What a moment when her son was born! Her joy would have been unbounded. This birth was contrary to nature; it was all of God and incidences such as these only serve to create desires for true-born children, and provide encouragement that our God is able.


  Encountered Crisis


  What joy and gratitude must have marked her as she watched her son grow up and like any other boy he would have loved to go with his father to the fields. While they were together at harvest time, her son seemingly suffered sunstroke and after he was carried from the fields, he died at noon sitting on his mother’s knees. Circumstances changed dramatically and suddenly. This is a sharp reminder of how quickly big changes can come. In the space of a few hours, from morning to noon, her world was turned upside down. She must have wondered what she had done. While God’s dealings with His people remain a mystery, the experience of this woman proves that godliness does not grant immunity from trial.


  As she looked upon her dead son her instant reaction was to link his death with Elisha and "she went up, and laid him on the bed of the man of God, and shut the door upon him, and went out" 2Kgs.4.21. In so doing she was turning to the man of God in the moment of crisis. After all he was instrumental in the gift of her son and it was to him she must turn. By leaving the dead boy on the bed of Elisha she displayed confidence in him. At no time is there any suggestion of a breakdown in faith; she trusted when she did not understand. By shutting the door she did not make her difficulty public or seek attention of others. All of this was of no avail; her goal was to get to the man of God as quickly as she could. What a precious example of how to conduct ourselves in testing situations.


  Expressed Confidence


  Before starting out on the sixteen-mile trip to Carmel she impressed upon her husband the urgency of the journey and assured him "It shall be well" 2Kgs.4.23. When asked by Gehazi "is it well with the child … she answered, It is well" 2Kgs.4.26. She did not say that it will be well but as her son lay in death she confidently declared it is well. In her deep distress she, in spite of resistance from Gehazi, made her way to the feet of Elisha. He was marked by sympathy and his ear was receptive as she spoke to him about her son: a beautiful picture of our Great High Priest.


  Having been instructed, Gehazi came to the chamber where the boy lay and laid his staff upon the face of the child but "there was neither voice, nor hearing" 2Kgs.4.31. When Elisha arrived and saw that the boy was dead he "shut the door upon them twain, and prayed unto the LORD" 2Kgs.4.33.


  Cast upon God in the moment of crisis, Elisha spread himself upon the boy, mouth to mouth, eyes to eyes and hands to hands. This demonstrated Elisha’s capacity to fully appreciate the needs of the boy. In the mouth contact Elisha showed his total sympathy, in the eyes to eyes contact he showed his personal identity and in the hand to hand contact we observe his vital ability. When Elisha stretched upon the boy the second time "the child sneezed seven times, and the child opened his eyes" 2Kgs.4.35. The evidences of life were undeniable and the power of God was clearly displayed. It is only Divine power that can make dead people live and when a work of God is accomplished there will be irrefutable signs following.


  Throughout this deep trial her confidence never wavered. It is a mark of her true spiritual greatness and her appreciation of the God of Elisha.


  Enjoyed Consolation


  We are not told what passed through her mind as she waited while Elisha was alone with her son. The moment came when her son, restored to life, was handed back to his mother. We should note, from 2Kgs.4.37, her:


  
    	
      
        	approach –"Then she went in"

      

    


    	
      
        	adoration – "fell at his feet"

      

    


    	
      
        	appreciation – "and bowed herself to the ground"

      

    


    	
      
        	appropriation – "and took up her son and went out".

      

    

  


  If her son had not died, the woman of Shunem would never have proved God nor got to know Elisha in the way that she did. Time spent in the school of God may be far from pleasant but the outcome is always to reveal Himself and to deepen our dependence upon Him. Peter exhorted those that were suffering because of their links with the Saviour to "greatly rejoice, though now for a season, if need be, ye are in heaviness through manifold temptation: That the trial of your faith being much more precious than of gold that perisheth, though it be tried with fire, might be found unto praise and glory at the appearing of Jesus Christ" 1Pet.1.6,7.


  WOMEN IN THE LIFE OF DAVID


  So far we have considered three remarkable, godly women. Hannah is closely linked to Samuel, the widow of Zarephath to Elijah and the woman of Shunem to Elisha. Another outstanding character in the books of Samuel is David. Our study would not be complete without a brief reference to three women in the life of David.


  Michal


  This woman was the younger of Saul’s daughters and was given by him to David to be his wife, 1Sam.18.27. In doing so Saul had broken his commitment to give his eldest daughter to David to be his wife and, even then, the giving of Michal was conditional upon David slaying two hundred Philistines. In imposing such a condition Saul was hoping that David would be killed in the battle.


  In spite of Saul’s hatred and rejection of David he had captured the affections of those who had observed his victory over Goliath, the Philistine giant at Elah; including Jonathan who "loved him as his own soul" 1Sam.18.1. Twice we read that "Michal, Saul’s daughter loved David" 1Sam.20.20,28. Her affections were won to the man who went into the battle, who emerged victoriously and carried in his hands the head of the enemy typifying our Lord Jesus, the One Who has entered into death and has emerged in glorious triumph. Her love for David in the time of his rejection presents a timely example for us to follow.


  Her loyalty to David was clearly shown when she informed him of Saul’s evil intentions to take him and just like the spies before him, and Paul after him, David was let down through a window to safety. To take sides with David against her father was commendable but the fact that she resorted to lying and misrepresentation showed another side to her character. The ease with which she found an image to place in the bed of David would indicate that there were those things in the home that suggested sinful, idolatrous practices. Keeping the home clear from such things is vital and a godly woman, operating in her appointed sphere will see to it that the home is preserved from such intrusions.


  Saul arranged that "Michal his daughter, David’s wife" was given "to Phalti the son of Laish, which was of Gallim" 1Sam.25.44. The endeavour of a man of the flesh will ever be to bring separation between a devoted heart and our heavenly David, our Lord Jesus Christ. While she may have loved David in one sense, in another she never shared his spiritual conviction or appreciated his joy when the ark of the covenant was restored to its rightful place. It is sad that the last record of Michal shows that while "looking out at a window she saw king David dancing and playing: and she despised him in her heart" 1Chr.15.29. Such was the seriousness of her attitude to David that she "had no child until the day of her death" 2Sam.6.23.


  The brief account of Michal emphasises that the Divine assessment gives credit where it is due and highlights the importance of true devotion. It also confirms that "all things are naked, and opened unto the eyes of Him with whom we have to do" Heb.4.13.


  Abigail


  Abigail was married to Nabal "but the man was churlish and evil in his doings" 1Sam.25.3. He had prospered under the goodness and protection of David but when the king sent his messengers to Nabal anticipating gifts of appreciation they were flatly rebuffed and subjected to verbal abuse, directed towards the one who had sent them. David’s reaction was one of understandable anger and declared his intention to destroy Nabal and his many possessions. When Abigail heard of this she "made haste, and took two hundred loaves, and two bottles of wine, and five sheep ready dressed, and five measures of parched corn, and an hundred clusters of raisins, and two hundred cakes of figs, and laid them on asses. And she said unto her servants, Go on before me; behold, I come after you. But she told not her husband Nabal" 1Sam.25.18,19.


  She had a clear appreciation that her husband’s conduct would lead to David being angry and that this in turn would lead to him seeking revenge. While the loss of her husband would have been tragic, this would also have led to David committing a deed he would have subsequently regretted.


  Her aim therefore was to get to David with all haste, to make her presentations and plead for leniency. She is to be commended for her perception, prompt action, her posture and pleading before David. This was accompanied by an acknowledgement that Nabal had acted foolishly in keeping with his name and character and a clear admission of wrong-doing on her part by virtue of her association with her husband. Having pleaded her case "David said to Abigail, Blessed be the LORD God of Israel, which sent thee this day to meet me: And blessed be thy advice, and blessed be thou, which hast kept me this day from coming to shed blood, and from avenging myself with mine own hand" 1Sam. 25.32,33. It must have been with joy that she left the presence of David and returned again to Nabal.


  On returning home she found her husband had arranged a feast "like the feast of a king and was very drunken" 1Sam.25.36. Again showing commendable wisdom Abigail waited until the next morning before telling him of her visit to David and his acceptance of her. On hearing "these things … his heart died within him, and he became as a stone" 1Sam.25.37. Within ten days "the LORD smote Nabal, that he died" 1Sam.25.38.


  When David heard of Nabal’s death he was filled with gratitude that he had been preserved from moving to take the life of Nabal and that "the LORD hath returned the wickedness of Nabal upon his own head" 1Sam.25.39. David soon took the woman who had acted so wisely and discreetly to be his wife. While polygamy was tolerated, it never had Divine approval and such things never give any ground for departing from God’s moral standards. What is very clear is that Abigail became a loyal and devoted wife to David at a time of his rejection and was faithful to him as the anointed king. She counted it an honour to serve him. There are many admirable features about Abigail that serve as a shining example for sisters today.


  Bath-sheba


  This chapter would not be complete without a brief reference to Bath-sheba. David’s fall in relation to her has been well documented, and rightly so, but the purpose presently is not to highlight his failures; it is rather to consider the role of Bath-sheba in this tragic affair.


  Bath-sheba was in her rightful place when she was spied upon by one who would have been better engaged in battle rather than relaxing at home. She cannot in any way be blamed and was powerless to resist the demands of the king. Through no fault of her own, she experienced a double bereavement through the death of her husband and the death of her son. This left her heartbroken and inevitably wondering what she had done to face such testing circumstances.


  It does fill us with wonder and amazement that Bath-sheba who became the wife of David in such unprincipled circumstances should ever be the mother of Solomon, the king renowned for his wisdom, his peaceful and prosperous reign and the building of the house of God; truly days of unprecedented glory in the nation of Israel. In all of this Bath-sheba was the innocent victim but she is a shining example of how God works out His purposes in spite of human failure. On the other hand none of these things should ever be used to justify sinful practices.


  CONCLUSION


  The two books of Samuel and Kings are enriched by their presentation of so many godly women. Each made an important contribution to public testimony and to the work of God in difficult and trying times. As we have pondered Hannah, the widow of Zarephath, the woman of Shunem, Michal, Abigail and Bath-sheba we cannot but be impressed by the manner in which their strength of character and commitment shone through, regardless of many hardships and they are clear examples of how it is possible to be faithful to God and to leave a mark in this world for God.


  CHAPTER 6 - GODLY WOMEN IN ESTHER


  by James B. Currie, Japan


  The structure of the Hebrew Scriptures as found in the King James Version of the Bible is at once both orderly and instructive. The first 17 volumes, Genesis to Esther, are a Divine record of God’s dealings with mankind, and in particular with the nation of Israel. This historic record is followed by five books generally known as ‘poetic’, which, in turn, lead into a further 17 books, the composition of which is correctly called ‘prophetical’. At the tail end of the books dealing with the history of Israel is the little book of Esther, which is, to some, enigmatic and thought to be unworthy of a place in the canon of Scripture. The contents of the book go far to dispel any doubts with regard to its merit and show the intrinsic historicity of the events it relates. There is no need for a lengthy discussion here as to arguments, pro and con, regarding its veracity. The average reader of these words will find the name of the king, the delineating of the extent of his empire, the luxury of the feasts given, etc, all ringing true for conditions at that time and in keeping with secular records still available. They will also note that towards the end of the book, reference is made to separate records confirming what has been read to that point, 10.2.


  Further, the fact that an annual feast, the Feast of Purim, has been observed zealously by the Jewish people from ancient days, just to commemorate the incidents recorded in the book of Esther and to remind the nation continually of God’s unfailing care in times of extreme danger, will help fulfil the purpose for which the book was given; to engender unconditional trust in the God of Mordecai and Esther. In this small volume the moral and spiritual strength and beauty of a young, orphaned girl, Esther, at a time of dire national crisis and difficulty, are used by God to encourage His people who have been destined to face similar problems in every age.


  Only two books of Scripture bear the name of a woman; Ruth and Esther. Neither of these are intended to be theological statements, but both are very interesting and readable short stories. That is not to say they lack spiritual content, but to the listening ear, the voice of God is readily discernible in both stories, especially so in the book presently being considered. As is the case in all the 66 books of our Bible, God reveals Himself in Esther in a uniquely characteristic way. He does so in the happenings and personalities forming the essence of the writing itself; thus God clothes His truth in such a way that the reader can easily respond to it. The book of Esther is no mere dry dogma, but by virtue of what is told concerning the young woman whose name it bears, it is alive and vibrant with spiritual meaning for the believer, even in our own evil and dangerous age. Not least is the fact that in this narrative, the threat that God made to hide His face from Israel is being fulfilled, Deut.31.18.


  This threat helps explain the unusual, albeit well recognised characteristics of Esther, the fact that the name of God is not mentioned; nor is there reference to any truly religious activity. While this gives rise to the thought that it has no intrinsic value as far as the Canon of Scripture is concerned, our consideration of its contents will show that such is far from the truth. Indeed, alongside the very evident practical value it possesses there are those who believe that the name of God is to be found hidden in the actual words as originally written. In Hebrew the name ‘Jehovah’ is represented by the four consonants J H V H and these occur in 5.4; 7.7 and in reverse order in 1.20 and 5.13. Such, to a Jew, would bring Jehovah to mind. God does not forsake His Own. The Book of Esther underlines that message.


  AN OUTLINE


  We shall consider the subject in six sections as outlined below:


  
    	
      The Times Described: The despot enthroned; a queen deposed; a nation enslaved

    


    	
      The People Involved: Xerxes, Mordecai, Esther, Haman

    


    	
      The Treachery Defeated: Mordecai’s response; Esther’s petition; Haman’s arrogance; Xerxes’ insomnia

    


    	
      The Nation Secured: A courtier’s reward; Esther’s banquets

    


    	
      The Intercession Employed: Esther’s proposal; Esther’s wisdom; Esther’s willingness

    


    	
      The Victory Enjoyed: Feasting enjoyed; Esther established.

    

  


  THE TIMES DESCRIBED


  The unabashed portrayal of the vastness and obscene luxury of the Persian Empire is the stage upon which this godly young woman appears briefly in Old Testament history, but with serious impact upon her times. The king is called Ahasuerus, but is well known in the history books by his Greek name, Xerxes. He reigned from 486 - 465.B.C and ruled over the greatest part of the then known world; from India to Ethiopia, 1.1. He was the son of King Darius mentioned in Zech.7.1, while Xerxes himself is referred to in Ezra 4.6 in connection with the opposition to the Jewish existence at the beginning of his reign. This opposition is seen to much greater effect in the book of Esther when at least a partial reason in the greed and unholy ambition of Haman are seen as the motivations. Such was Haman’s hatred of the subjugated people that he was willing to noticeably augment the coffers of the king in order to vent his spleen upon them. But as so many ‘anti-Semitists’ before and since, he reckoned without Israel’s God.


  The anonymous author of the book appears to have been a resident of the capital city of Susa where these incidents took place. The history, politics and the social life of the metropolis all come well within the parameters of his cognisance and are attested to by other writers. This fact, at least, would lead to the conclusion that the book is not a work of fiction, but of course there are many writers whose bias does not allow them to accept the informative, little volume as part of the Divinely inspired record.


  Vashti’s refusal to appear before the princes at the king’s banquet seems, at first glance, to be very harshly punished by her being deprived of her queenly status, but the opulent feast was extremely important to Xerxes. He was about to embark on a gigantic attack upon the up and coming Greek nation and the feast for all his princes was meant to ensure their loyalty at this time of momentous decision. Vashti’s refusal to obey was looked upon as a rebellious act that could have dire consequences throughout the realm; something that the king and his councillors could not allow. In fact, when the battle did take place, Xerxes was roundly defeated.


  The ‘gathering of the maidens’ must not be judged according to western or modern standards nor is it to be thought that the Scriptures condone any of the practices described here. Vashti’s reinstatement was out of the question and the only alternative was the choosing of a new queen. The king went about this quest, with the approval of his advisors, in keeping with the customs of the day and his own royal prerogatives. Mordecai "sat in the king’s gate" 2.19, having some sort of official position. It was inevitable that the beauty of his foster-daughter would be noticed and Esther chosen as one of the maidens to be presented to the king. When thus presented she not only won his admiration but his love as well.


  In Shushan the palace, there were two houses with two companies involved; the house for the virgins, supervised by Hegai, 2.3,8, and the house for the concubines, supervised by Shaashgaz, 2.14. Esther is first mentioned after Vashti’s downfall and in connection with the gathering of all the "fair young virgins" to the palace. They were placed under the supervision of Hegai, the king’s chamberlain, "in the house of the women" 2.3. There they awaited the king’s pleasure. Among these maidens who were gathered Esther stood out prominently and drew the attention of the chamberlain who was pleased with her. This implies that such was Esther’s demeanour and behaviour that she merited Hegai’s special attention in view of her being eventually presented to the king. Likely because of this she was given preferential treatment in the move to the "second house of the women" or "concubines" 2.14, from where she would go unto the king when and if chosen. To be thus selected was for Esther a very high honour that led to her elevation to the throne as consort to the king. Before that event took place we are given some idea as to Esther’s background in chapter 2. It was inevitable that her outstanding beauty would be noticed and that she would be chosen as one of the maidens to go before the king.


  THE PEOPLE INVOLVED


  Xerxes


  Xerxes was the greatest emperor of the day, reigning over vast domains. A man who was no longer young; of hasty and hot temper; godless and with lustful appetites; whose vast ambitions brooked no opposition.


  Mordecai


  Mordecai probably was also of mature years and, apparently had a royal lineage. Some of his ancestors were carried away to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar, which may have resulted in Mordecai having been born in captivity. Chapter 2.6 seems to imply otherwise, but the ‘carrying away’ of this verse may refer to his great-grandfather, Kish the Benjamite, 2.5. He was a man of integrity who chose to stay in exile rather than return to Jerusalem as opportunity presented itself.


  Esther


  Esther is the main protagonist of the story; a young woman caught up in unpleasant national and personal circumstances but marked by such features as will be seen in all godly women.


  
    	
      Submissiveness, 2.10,20

    


    	
      Selflessness, 2.15

    


    	
      Willingness, 4.16

    


    	
      Devotedness, 7.3

    

  


  Haman


  Haman was the inveterate hater of God’s people, even though God’s presence was not openly discernable. Haman’s advancement gave him a position of authority having his seat over all the princes of the realm, 3.1. The refusal of Mordecai to acknowledge him must have been infuriating and fuelled his deep hatred for the Jews.


  The evidence of God’s presence with His own, or of their consciousness of it, is not found in the story itself but God is there, "in the shadows, taking care of His own". This can be seen in the vessels He has prepared for the working out of His gracious purpose for the nation. He is not only the God of the Covenant but He is the God of Providence also, "Who worketh all things after the counsel of His own will" Eph.1.11.


  ESTHER’S SUBMISSIVENESS


  In spite of her advancement and enthronement as queen, Esther still exhibits the spirit of obedience as she heeds the words of Mordecai. That her cousin would be much older than she, stands to reason since he adopted the orphan girl as his daughter. Even though she is no longer obligated to comply, she is not prepared to forego the attitude of an obedient child with regard to her foster father. That submissive spirit continues to be evident. Then on two occasions, it is noted that in keeping with Mordecai’s charge she does not reveal her Jewish nationality. There is no deceit involved in this but her guardian is acutely aware of the danger of being Jewish, in view of Haman’s hatred. To Mordecai, having Esther, a strong source of influence, right in the palace was something to be highly valued, and in his stepdaughter, he found one who was completely obedient to his superior awareness. The whole story of God’s faithfulness and the deliverance of the nation would have become unravelled if Esther had behaved in a recalcitrant manner with regards to Mordecai’s commands. The spirit she evinces is most commendable. Would that all our sisters and brothers were marked by such a spirit of submission to our Lord!


  ESTHER’S SELFLESSNESS


  The relevant word in this connection is found in 2.13, where it is stated that any maiden called into the presence of the king was given whatever she needed or desired to help further her acceptance with the king. Many and various would be the requests of these young women, but Esther’s attitude is a lovely contrast to what would normally be looked upon as necessary to enhance personal promotion. Hegai, keeper of the king’s women, preferred Esther above all the ladies so far chosen and placed her in a favoured position. Thus, assured by his preferment, the young Jewish girl asks for nothing other than what Hegai recommends. On her part, there is neither untoward ambition nor self-seeking of any kind. With what has already been said of her, it is clear that Esther was a woman of surpassing beauty, physically and more especially in spirit as well. She made a deep impression on a man who was constantly used to seeing the distinguishably beautiful women of the whole kingdom come and go; yet it was an orphan girl of an alien culture who made an irreversible impression upon him and upon the king later. It was not merely her natural beauty, but her very character that caused these worldly-wise and satiated men to gasp in wonderment.


  Perhaps there is an element of conjecture in what can be said about the next point of consideration in the character of this godly, young woman. At least seven years are taken up with the events recorded, but a much longer period is entailed when we remember she had been orphaned at an age requiring adoption and a guardian. Such was Mordecai’s care of her that no sense of deprivation or loss is hinted at, nor any feeling of bitterness as is found to-day in many who have been raised under similar conditions. Events are noted in such a way as to imply that Mordecai’s promotion to a position of responsibility as a lesser judge in the gate of the city came about after Esther’s enthronement. It was almost certainly Esther’s love and gratitude to Mordecai that paved the way for his preferment. An evident affection and care one for the other existed, and neither Esther’s enthronement nor Mordecai’s advancement in any way diminished them. In spite of her exalted position, Esther continued to be the object of her stepfather’s watchfulness. The warmth and affection of a close father/daughter relationship is requited fully by the newly ascended queen.


  ESTHER’S WILLINGNESS


  Prior to the events involving Haman, the new prime minister, and his scheme to annihilate the whole Jewish nation, another incident takes place of which Mordecai becomes aware, no doubt as the result of his recent promotion. He overhears two of the king’s chamberlains plotting the monarch’s death. He tells Esther of this conniving and she immediately goes before the king to inform him of the treachery. In such cases the faithfulness of the official concerned would be rewarded, but not, at this time, was Mordecai’s part in saving the king’s life recognised. God, of course, overruled in this. Mordecai’s reward was being reserved for a much more needy time when not the heathen king but the people of Israel would be in jeopardy.


  The events depicted in the story reach a climax in the way Esther reacts to the crisis induced by Haman’s malignant scheming. His venomous feelings are exacerbated by Mordecai’s promotion and by his steadfast refusal to bow, or pay respect to the descendant of Agag, king of the Amalekites. Mordecai, son of Kish, a Benjamite, 2.5, and likely a distant relative of Israel’s first king, was determined not to repeat the mistake of his illustrious forefather. However, Haman was not content to direct his venom at this one troublemaker, but in true Amalekite fashion, sought the complete annihilation of God’s chosen people. Mordecai understood the extent of Haman’s fierce hatred. He then explained it to Esther in no uncertain terms. She may have been sheltered from these unpleasant facts of life by her high position in the palace, even though she was made aware of intrigue in high places by Mordecai’s uncovering of the assassination plot against Ahasuerus. She fulfilled her duty by reporting the plot, which was thwarted and the perpetrators executed. While Mordecai’s major part in this first happening was not acknowledged or rewarded, probably Esther’s part would have been noted and appreciated. With Haman’s elevation to the position of "first minister," he is now capable of bringing about the destruction of his perceived enemy, "the people of Mordecai" 3.6. Haman spent a long time in casting lots, 3.7, to determine the most auspicious day to carry out his nefarious plot of murdering every Jew in the empire. Mordecai, on the other hand, recognised Esther’s unique opportunity to extend aid to the beleaguered nation. The dangers and Esther’s options are described in detail. Haman, full of wrath, has the king’s permission to carry out the slaughter. He was continually casting ‘Pur’ or lots, until the day was determined, some 11 months in the future. Esther is apprised of all that will ensue and has but two options; she can be silent and do nothing, thereby probably saving her own life, although of this Mordecai is not so sure; or, she could go before the king, uninvited, with a strategy to show up Haman for the murdering monster he is. The latter choice is extremely dangerous, with forfeiture of life a distinct possibility. Fully aware of what is involved and of the possible consequence, Esther shows an unrestrained willingness to act as a mediator and advocate for her nation. She does so in words that have rung down the ages as the very epitome of brave self-sacrifice. Her courageous words were, "If I perish, I perish" 4.16. With such resonating words does this young woman express her willingness to sacrifice herself for the blessing of her family, friends and fellow Jews. There is no other spirit that comes any closer to replicating that which was seen in the Lord Jesus, Who in His own Person, exemplified the saying, "Greater love hath no man than this; that a man lay down his life for his friends" Jn.15.13. Such an Esther-like spirit of willing, self-sacrificing service to be seen in the sisters of the assemblies today is something to be fervently desired.


  ESTHER’S DEVOTEDNESS


  Things reach a climax as Haman gains the king’s permission, together with a royal edict for the complete destruction of the people of Israel. This consent was not hard to obtain, given the tenor of the times. The king appears to know little about his Jewish citizens but in view of the disastrous defeat in the recent war with the Greeks, large expenditures must have been incurred. The offer of 10,000 talents of silver by Haman probably seemed to Xerxes a very simple means of meeting his financial obligations. That a whole nation was to be destroyed meant nothing to him. Neither would the fact that the silver would be obtained from the booty such a massacre would yield. It was Haman’s to do with as he pleased, no doubt with his perception of the needs of the king’s realm in mind.


  Once Mordecai knew what was being planned he went into a deep state of mourning, and was followed in this by the Jewish population of Shushan. Esther was told of the situation by her ladies-in-waiting and forthwith sent more appropriate clothes for one who occupied a position of responsibility in the king’s gate; no doubt to save her beloved foster father from incurring the king’s anger. Mordecai had somehow received a "copy of the decree of the writing" 4.8, which he sent to Esther by the hand of her messenger. Together with the copy of the decree, Mordecai sends her a charge that she should go in to the king, uninvited with all its prospective danger, to make supplication for her people. Mordecai had already made known the fact that he was a Jew. Consequently, Esther would be doubly endangered by going before the throne without an invite and her nationality now known to Haman. She prepares to obey the charge and immediately asks for her compatriots’ support in fasting, which lasts three days. While God is ‘in the shadows’ in the story; the Jewishness of both Mordecai and Esther are very much to the fore at this time of crisis. In fulfilling her stepfather’s charge with all its danger, Esther is extremely careful. When the king sees her dressed in her queenly robes, he knows that something very serious is on her mind, and extends to her the sceptre and thus his favour. She does nothing precipitously but carefully planning, she invites the king and Haman to a feast; this latter is invited, no doubt to allay his suspicions, now that he is aware of her Jewish nationality. Esther in this way reveals a devotedness in the face of danger, not only to her stepfather but also to her fellow religionists.


  THE TREACHERY DEFEATED


  Mordecai’s Response


  Upon hearing of the king’s commandment pertaining to his people, Mordecai instantly made clear where his sympathies lay. Regardless of his position, he was primarily a Jew and the clothing he donned; the mourning attitude marking him; and almost certainly, the fasting he engaged in; were real tokens of the measure of the man. His convictions were also revealed by the words he spoke to Esther: "For if thou altogether holdest thy peace at this time, then shall there enlargement and deliverance come from another place; but thou and thy father’s house shall be destroyed: and who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this" 4.14.


  Esther’s response once again bespeaks a commendable submissiveness, and she is prepared to risk the king’s wrath, and even death, once more by going in to the throne room uninvited. That she was relying upon God, is seen in the three day fast, together with her maidservants, and asking her fellow Jews in the city to join with her in this token of deep sincerity. Her words still call forth our admiration as we think of her steadfast courage: "If I perish, I perish" 4.16. She was prepared to sacrifice everything in order to save her people.


  Esther’s Request


  What a strange petition it was. She and her fellow Jews were all under the sentence of death, to be carried out before the end of the year. Her request was that she might be allowed to prepare a feast, to which the king and the man who was the instigator of the commandment to exterminate the Jewish nation, were invited. He was not the first to attempt the destruction of the Jewish nation, nor has he been the last but God, still in the shadows, was looking after His own. Still, it was a most unusual request given the circumstances of the time. Even when her desire was granted she was loath to voice what was really on her mind, and asked that a further banquet under similar conditions, be allowed for the next day. This was also permitted, giving her time to gather up her courage to let the king know what she truly had to say. Such was Haman’s feeling of euphoria that he returned home that first day full of joy, boasting in the special favour shown him alongside the king and rejoicing in the suggestion of his wife and friends that a high gallows should be erected upon which to hang Mordecai.


  The King’s Insomnia


  Just as Vashti’s fall from favour was orchestrated by God for the preservation of His people, so one night king Xerxes cannot sleep. God was in this event as well. The answer to sleeplessness often is to read. In this case the king has the "book of records of the chronicles" of the empire read to him, 6.1. What had been overlooked and forgotten concerning Mordecai’s intervention to save the king’s life is suddenly recalled with the resulting desire on the part of the king to reward the man who saved him from assassination. The king’s gratitude knows no bounds and he is prepared to act accordingly. Xerxes’s question is "what shall be done unto the man whom the king delighteth to honour?" 6.6. Again, the God of Providence intervenes. The king’s ‘first minister’ is to hand to give advice. It is to him that the king’s query is addressed.


  Haman’s Arrogance


  "The enemy of the Jews" as Haman is called in 9.10, is marked in this story by an overweening pride. As he answers the king, his natural arrogance knows no bounds. He thinks in his heart "to whom would the king delight to do honour more than to myself" 6.6. Centuries later the apostle Paul writes of those who, "being lifted up with pride ... fall into the [same] condemnation of [as did] the devil" 1Tim.3.6. Haman, the emissary of Satan for the destruction of the people of Israel, is a clear example of such a one. His vitriolic hatred goes along with his exaggerated sense of his own value. In this he is a replica of the one who controls him in their senseless desire to thwart the purpose of God for the remnant of Israel. Since he thought himself to be the object of the king’s bounty he aimed as high as he could: royal robes, the king’s own mount, the crown royal and a public proclamation. The next step the imperial throne itself!


  THE INTERCESSION EMPLOYED


  Haman’s prejudice against Mordecai and his people, his inveterate pride, his inordinate presumption are all to no avail on account of Esther’s courageous intercession. Neither Esther nor Mordecai are seeking anything for self but for their people, who are facing grave danger. With this in view, Esther goes before the king, and with Mordecai’s full support, she puts her life in danger to supplicate the king on behalf of the whole nation. It is almost certain that Haman knew of Esther’s Jewish background since he must have known of her relationship to Mordecai but, likely, for the first time Xerxes is made aware of the fact that the destruction of the Jews would include his beloved Esther as well. She could not ask for a reversal of the law that allowed for the annihilation of her kindred. That law must stand having been sealed with the royal seal but she could request that another law be promulgated which would allow the Jews to defend themselves from their enemies. The thirteenth day of the twelfth month was the fatal day determined by Haman in his constant casting of lots. The twenty third day of the third month, Haman’s punishment having been meted out, the second law was sent forth giving the Jews ample time to prepare their defence. They did so with the king’s authority as their bulwark.


  Esther’s Feasts


  Haman was not to be allowed to go scot-free. He had been invited to both of Esther’s proposed feasts and here, too, Divine control comes to the fore, to bring about the complete downfall of this evil man. Esther clearly names Haman as the perpetrator and the king’s tremendous wrath is directed against him. Such was the fierceness of the king’s wrath that the sentence of death does not even need to be overtly pronounced. One of the chamberlains reminds Xerxes of the gallows Haman had prepared for Mordecai and the king’s response is "hang him thereon" 7.9. If ever there was an illustration of the words "whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap" Gal.6.7, this is it. With Esther as the remnant’s advocate, their enemy’s invitation to Esther’s twin feasts was, in reality, Haman’s death sentence.


  THE NATION SECURED


  A Courtier’s Reward


  Because of Esther’s bravery and his own integrity, Mordecai is elevated to a position next to the royal throne. Unlike Haman, his ambition was centred, not on his own promotion, but on the welfare of his people. In this Esther shared. Her petitions to the king included nothing personal but were meant to procure the safety of her fellow Jews. The New Testament corollary to this is found in Phil.2.4: "look not every man [one] on his [or her] own things, but every man [one] also on the things of others". Unless some catastrophe took place Mordecai’s pre-eminent position assured Esther’s queenly status, so all was well.


  What a contrast between the two prime ministers. The first, seeking riches and power for himself only: the second man pursuing only a path that would bring peace and prosperity to his nation. The outcome for both men was also so different.


  To this day, when the Jewish people celebrate the joyful feast of Purim, the Book of Esther is read and each time Haman’s name is mentioned one or other of the participants expectorates. At the time of deliverance it is written concerning Mordecai the Jew that he "was next unto king Ahasuerus [Xerxes], and great among the Jews and accepted of the multitude of his brethren" 10.3. It remains so to this day.


  THE VICTORY ENJOYED


  In the last three chapters of the book we have the record of Esther’s further intercession, this time with tears, on behalf of her beleaguered people. The golden sceptre is once again graciously extended to her and her petition is heard. Haman’s device which he had devised against the Jews must be reversed and the only way is to legislate a further irreversible "law of the Medes and the Persians" that would allow them to deploy a full defence. This, under the terms of the first legislative enactment, was denied them. Now they have the king’s authority to act in his name. Mordecai is promoted to the pinnacle of political power in the kingdom and, having written letters to officials in all 127 provinces, the messengers are sent, by every means of conveyance, to inform them of this development. The "thirteenth day of the twelfth month" 8.12, was no longer a day of dreadful expectation but now queen Esther’s people are filled with "light, and gladness, and joy, and honour" 8.16. Such was the evidence of the power resident among them, even though covert, that many of "the people of the land", (Gentiles) converted to being Jews, 8.17.


  On the fateful day many of the king’s officers, who would have helped carry out Haman’s edict, now lent their authority to the Jews. Whether the non-Jewish segment of the population were fully aware of the later legislation is difficult to say but it would appear that the Jews were caused to do battle with their enemies in order to benefit from Mordecai’s law. Many there are who criticise the Jews for the slaughter that took place at this time but, surely, it was a case of kill or be killed on this occasion. The enmity did not end just because a new law had come into being. The ten sons of Haman were also executed with the obvious object of ending that family’s deep-seated hostility to the Jews. Esther is sometimes accused of cruel vindictiveness in the deaths of these ten sons but note, the record does not say she was responsible for their deaths but only that after their execution by the Jews, 9.12, she requested that "men be allowed to hang them upon the gallows" 9.13 (margin). This was to be a grim reminder of what happens to those who seek the destruction of the queen’s kinsmen. Further, at a time when passions must have been running high, the Jews refused to enrich themselves with the spoils of war, 9.10,15,16. The wicked devices that Haman had purposed against the Jews returned upon his own head and upon his family, all of whom were, almost certainly a part of the deadly conspiracy.


  Esther, as queen, is now endowed with wondrous authority. She and her foster parent contacted their kinsfolk scattered throughout the whole empire with a confirming and authoritative letter calling upon the nation to commemorate these events by setting aside two days, one in which the prospective danger would be called to mind and the other to celebrate the miraculous deliverance they had experienced. "A day of gladness and feasting, and a good day, and of sending portions [gifts] one to another" 9.19.


  Esther, a young woman of unenviable background, in a time of severe national crisis, who was characterised by submissiveness, selflessness and devotedness is, in the overruling ways of God, a vessel whose courage and bravery became the source of peace and prosperity for fellow Jews. It is no coincidence that, in the A.V., the book that follows Esther is that of Job. Both of these books declare the same truth. One, though God is in the shadows (Esther), the other (Job) with the presence and power of God clearly evident, affirm that "all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to His purpose" Rom.8.28.


  CHAPTER 7 - GODLY WOMEN IN THE PROVERBS


  by John Stubbs, Scotland


  In this wisdom book of the Old Testament we have short sayings from a long experience. The book has been described as "Proverbs of Solomon for problems of society" and another has called it "Laws of heaven for life on earth". Both descriptions are fitting for this book and especially the subject we are now to consider. A careful reading of the book should show that there are proverbs of Solomon and also proverbs for Solomon. There is a difference. Well would it have been for this king had he paid heed to the proverbs intended for him. The book of Proverbs may not be a part of Holy Scripture that many would tend to look into for information and teaching on godly womanhood. It may be a surprise for some to know that there are no fewer than seventeen mentions of a woman or women in this book and this besides the references to the role of pious mothers in family life. In it we will discover a valuable contribution to these studies on the theme. The character of this book should lend itself to various aspects of counsel regarding what God expects of a woman. There are some interesting, terse statements concerning women in Proverbs. The book presupposes the sad fact of the fall of man and gives pithy and powerful advice for man in such fallen conditions. In these modern days of Women’s Liberation and the insistent plea for the equality of the sexes, the wise words of this book will, in its references to women, present the Divine view of what a woman should be, especially of godly womanhood as being of great value.


  The early chapters describe the wicked and strange woman, illustrating the world in its seductive allurements and the godly woman in whose character are seen features that are God’s ideal of womanhood. What a contrast between the gracious woman who retaineth honour, 11.16, and the fair woman who is without discretion, 11.22; between the strange woman, 2.16-22, and the virtuous woman whose price is above rubies, 31.10.


  How true it is that -


  
    	
      A godly woman sure should be

    


    	
      A Sarah to her Lord,

    


    	
      A Martha to her company,

    


    	
      A Mary to the Word.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      (Anon)

    

  


  Let us now look at a number of these references to women in this book. We will include the mention of the strange or wicked woman if only to contrast her to the woman who pleases God.


  THE STRANGE WOMAN


  The book of Proverbs contains four passages giving strong and timely warnings against a woman described as the "strange woman". These passages are as follows: 2.16-19; 5.3-8,20; 6.24-33 and 7.5-27. The last section makes solemn and sad reading as it gives a long description of her wiles and ways. It provides a sharp contrast between the wicked and worldly woman who lives for pleasure and lust, and the wise and worthy woman who desires to please the Lord. While the literal interpretation must not be overlooked and given its full force, yet one cannot help but see in this woman, that which is typical of the world and its seductive ways.


  Proverbs chapter 7 may be considered in three sections that indicate we have an illustration, in the strange woman, of the world in its sinful and persuasive ways. In vv.1-5 we have safeguards against worldliness, or how I can be kept from the world ("keep my commandments and live"). In vv.6-23 we have the seductions characterising the world, or how I can be easily ensnared by the world ("with her much fair speech she caused him to yield"). In vv.24-28 we have the sad end of courting the world, or how I am no match for the world ("many strong men have been slain by her"). In v.26, in reference to the strong men, we are reminded of Samson and the three women in his life, and that he finally lost his Nazariteship. His separation had gone and with it his strength. The world will ever seek to spiritually weaken the believer. How watchful we need to be. Let us see from vv.6-24 that the strange woman uses three subtle tactics to drag down the unsuspecting young man. We will contrast her methods with the godliness of the woman who fears God.


  In v.9 she uses the darkness of the night, "in the twilight, in the black and dark night". The association of the young man with her is not planned but temporary. The harlot works under cover of darkness to disarm the young man. What may begin as a passing connection ("passing through the street"), soon turns out to be disastrous for him. Many believers feel they have a loose relationship with the world only to discover before long that it has taken over their life. This strange woman is deceptive, cunning and persistent and so unlike the godly woman Solomon speaks of later in the book. Take, for example, the woman of worth in 31.10-31. Does she work in secret and deceptively? Contrary to the strange woman who at night does her evil work, the godly woman riseth while it is yet night in order to do her good work in giving food to her household. What a blessing such a woman is to her family. The godly wife and mother in the home can serve God this way as much as a servant of the Lord working farther a-field in the gospel. God Himself sets a very high value on the godly sister seeking to run the household as unto Him.


  In v.14 she uses the disguise of religion, "I have peace offerings with me; this day have I paid my vows." She comes to allure him with the guile of sanctity, as if religion approves of her acting thus. Her conscience is thereby eased, but this does not lessen the evil of what she is proposing to do. It is a shameful thing to use the so-called garb of religion as an excuse for sinning, and yet many times through history this has been practised. The strange woman has no sensitivity to what is wrong in the sight of God, but continues to destroy innocent youth. This is so typical of the world today and even of religion. Let us again contrast her with the woman who fears God and seeks to be godly. Her religion is real, purely motivated and practical. We are told that "a woman that feareth the LORD, she shall be praised" 31.30. The strange woman has no such fear. She may pretend to it, but it is false. What an inspiring tower of strength a godly woman in her fear of God can be to her family, to her friends and also in the church of God gathered to His name.


  In vv.19,20 she uses the opportunity of the departure of the husband to indulge in her sinful ways. The husband left on his journey with complete trust in her, but she selfishly betrays that trust. Did she not remember her marriage vows? No, she had no regard for the sacred marriage bond in which she was placed. She possessed no respect for her husband, else she would never have gone out at night with such a God-dishonouring and blatantly sinful purpose. She took advantage of the absence of her husband. She denied her relationship with her husband. This is a sad and serious situation, but it is one that can be multiplied thousands and thousands times over in this fallen world. How refreshing to see in the godly woman of Proverbs chapter 31 the very contrast to this. The strange woman betrays the confidence of her husband and shows her lack of love for him, but in the description of the godly woman we find her husband is mentioned three times. Her husband trusts unreservedly in her, v.11. She supports her husband in his responsibility at the gates, v.23, and all that she does earns praise from him, v.28. What a delightful and happy relationship and what a blessing to have at the head of a family such pillars of strength and oneness. Such godly women are a rare breed indeed in society. Christian wives who read these lines would do well to have an exercise to be the woman God intends them to be in the home.


  There are other descriptions of the ungodly woman in Proverbs that reveal her character. Some of these descriptions may seem extreme and it has to be said many ungodly or unsaved women have, naturally speaking, commendable features, but we are contemplating some women in Proverbs that are the very opposite to the godly woman. There are, as mentioned already, not a few references to what we may call the natural woman. In fact there are more mentions of the natural woman than of the godly woman and this is but a sad picture of the fact that godly women are few and far between in these dark days. Let us notice these further references and seek to extract some lessons.


  THE FOOLISH WOMAN – 9.13


  "A foolish woman is clamorous: she is simple, and knoweth nothing." The section comprising vv.9-18 is very similar to chapter 7 concerning the strange woman, but here we have four additional traits not mentioned in chapter 7. She is foolish – not deprived of all knowledge, but depraved in heart. She thinks nothing about destroying the character of men. She is clamorous or loud and forward. She is simple in her ignorance of what is morally right and knows nothing of what is really a grievous sin in the sight of God. Her fleshly lusts blind her and her shame and sensuous appeal is the very opposite to wisdom’s appeal in the previous passage in vv.1-12. She is so unlike the godly woman who fears God and remains faithful to her husband, 12.4.


  THE FAIR WOMAN – 11.22


  "As a jewel of gold in a swine’s snout, so is a fair woman which is without discretion." Fair woman she may be, but more than physical beauty is precious to God. A beauty that is allied to purity and virtue is lovely to behold, but beauty without discretion and wisdom is missing very much indeed. It is so incongruous to see a jewel in a swine’s snout. Likewise, it is out of place to see beauty in women without any wisdom or the fear of God in their souls, but rather the woman who is truly godly will adorn the doctrine by her dress and gracious bearing and will develop those wonderful dignities that exhibit the features of Christ. A Christian lady was asked the secret of her beautiful complexion. She replied, "I use truth for my lips, for my voice prayer, for my eyes pity, for my hands charity, for my figure uprightness and for my heart love." These are heavenly cosmetics that are worthy of application and are supplied free to every woman applying to the throne of grace. "Whose adorning ... let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price" 1Pet.3.3,4. We only have to look at Jezebel to see in her history and character that which is sadly in contrast to this.


  THE BRAWLING WOMAN – 21.9


  "It is better to dwell in a corner of the housetop, than with a brawling woman in a wide house." Where a brawling woman seeks to rule in a house and is adamant she wants her way, the home will suffer for it. In fact, it will not be a home but merely a house marked by a distressing atmosphere and unpleasantness. This is why it is better by far to be in a quiet corner on the housetop than to dwell even in a fine residence with such a woman. Is this what God expects the married state and the home to be like? What kind of marriage is it that forces the husband to a solitary life without; rather than to endure a quarrelsome life within? Such a situation contravenes the marriage bond and God’s Word that "it is not good that the man should be alone" Gen.2.18. Where God’s Word is submitted to in the home, the wife treated with respect and honour by the husband, the wife being submissive to her husband; the Lord’s presence cannot but be enjoyed and the children blessed. The apostle Peter speaks of the husband and wife "dwelling together", with all the grace, love and joy that this implies. What a blessed difference from dwelling with a brawling woman in a wide house! When a husband and wife are "heirs together of the grace of life", there can only be unity in the home and understanding between the husband and wife. This surely is what a Christian home is all about. The Christian, and especially the Christian wife, will be a great spiritual testimony for God when she acts according to the fear of God.


  THE CONTENTIOUS WOMAN – 21.19


  "It is better to dwell in the wilderness, than with a contentious and angry woman." This is very similar to the brawling woman considered in v.9. Why should this situation with such a woman be repeated? It is true that the repetition is not exact, for the wilderness replaces the corner of the house. In 19.13 the contentions of a wife are likened to a leaky roof. The distance increases from the roof, to the corner of a house and now to the desert. Isolation and separation are situations far removed from the closeness of the marriage tie intended by God in the husband and wife relationship and now it serves to show how disagreeable is this kind of woman. She lacks dignity, thoughtfulness and kindness. With her mouth and actions she is destroying this closeness and by so doing brings untold misery to her husband and all in the house. The Christian wife, rather, maintains and cherishes this closeness, and by her behaviour in the home is a blessing to her husband. Athaliah the wife of the ungodly king Jehoram was no help to her husband. Instead of being an influence for good she was an influence for evil. She was both contentious and angry and would stop at nothing to achieve her wicked ends. It certainly would have been better for Jehoram had he preferred a tent in the wilderness than to dwell in his palace with such a wife. It might have affected him for good.


  AN ODIOUS WOMAN – 30.23


  "For three things the earth is disquieted, and for four which it cannot bear … for an odious woman when she is married." An odious woman here is not easy to define, but A J Higgins1 remarks in his commentary on Proverbs, "an odious woman may have reference to either an unattractive woman or an unpleasant woman who was without hopes of marriage. Instead of appreciating the mercy of God that has brought her into a relationship, she maintains her haughty and unpleasant nature. You can envisage her looking down on other single women and pompously demeaning them." Again we see how the marriage bond is lowered. Instead of rejoicing and being deeply grateful to God for her marriage, she uses it to despise those who are as she once was. To have such a spirit in the home is destructive to its peace. The godly wife will never be given to such an obnoxious attitude. She will have far too much care for her husband and dependents and will be a great example to all in the home.


  
    	
      1Higgins, A.J. "Proverbs - What the Bible Teaches." John Ritchie Ltd, 2008.

    

  


  THE GODLY WOMAN


  How different to turn from considering the strange woman and her alluring features, to look at the spiritual woman. No creature God has made is lovelier than she who manifests the precious graces of the Spirit of God in her character and ways. If married, what a great asset she is to her husband and family. If single, she will ever be an example in her dress, appearance and conversation. The godly woman stands out, for even from the book of Proverbs one easily gets the impression that they were few and far between in Solomon’s time. Today the situation has not changed and to see a godly woman adorn the doctrine of God in all things, is a pleasure to behold. Thank God for all those sisters who seek with godly exercise to be pleasing to God. We will now ponder four different descriptions of the godly woman given by the Spirit of God in Proverbs.


  A Gracious Woman – 11.16


  "A gracious woman retaineth honour: And strong men retain riches." Strong men may be able to retain wealth against those who would try to take it, but the weaker vessel, though not strong in body as the man, yet can be strong in character by her yieldingness of spirit in grace. She will be marked by this rather than to stand for what might be considered as her rights. A gracious spirit among men is good but it is especially beautiful to see such a spirit in a godly woman. What a blessing this disposition will be in whatever sphere the godly woman moves: whether in the domestic sphere, the assembly sphere or in the sphere of the world. We have a shining example of just such a spirit in a woman in the lovely Abigail in 1Samuel chapter 25. What a help and blessing she was to David in a critical time. The lesson here, then, is that strength of character is much better than a strong man who may use brute force to keep his material possessions. Beauty in a woman is one thing, but discretion and discernment are another. How very much this woman contrasts with the woman described further down the passage in v.22. Such a woman preserves her character unblemished; she is a blessing to her children. By her demeanour she may win her ungodly husband and also be an example to younger sisters in Christ. Let each Christian woman strive to be a gracious woman.


  A Wise Woman – 14.1


  "Every wise woman buildeth her house: but the foolish plucketh it down with her hands." The idea that wisdom is needed to build, has been mentioned in 9.1 and is here repeated in connection with the godly woman. We have the contrast between the wisdom of the godly woman and the foolishness of the unwise woman. It does not take much to pull down a house, but it takes much exercise, burden and care to build a home on the safe and sure foundation of the Word of God. We have, in chapter 31, the development of how the godly woman will act in the home. She will be determined to build a home that will be a testimony to all who enter it, but especially glorifying to God and a blessing to her children. The godly wife and mother in the home will seek through prayer and dependence on God to influence her husband and family for good. What an asset a godly home is where a godly woman lives and works in the fear of God. It is interesting to see in 1Corinthians, an epistle of local church truth, that we have references to different houses, showing the great benefit to the assembly of a Christian home (see 1.11; 11.22; 14.35 and 16.15). The wise woman’s place is in the home and by her diligence and deportment her home is built on righteous principles and thus it is a blessing to the assembly. We pray that any married sister in Christ reading these lines may ponder these matters carefully.


  A Virtuous Woman – 12.4


  "A virtuous woman is a crown to her husband: but she that maketh ashamed is as rottenness in his bones." The virtuous woman is not only chaste, but she is one in whom every noble quality shines, as is so beautifully set forth in the last chapter of Proverbs. The solemn thought running through the book of Proverbs regarding a wife is that she is either a blessing or a bane to her husband. Consider the godly Sarah and see how she called her husband "lord" Gen.18.12, and contrast Job’s wife who was no help to him in his hour of need, Job 2.9,10. A foolish wife by her behaviour and lack of respect for her husband can be like the sudden onset of old age. How sad to see a woman instead of being a crown to her husband, sap the life out of him and weaken his spirit. Where the husband respects the wife and the wife respects her husband there is the blessing of mutual understanding and usefulness. The godly woman will delight to see her husband esteemed, she will seek to cover-up as far as is possible his failings and be supportive of him. Weaker vessel she may be, yet she possesses strength of character. She is not so much a gold ring on his finger or a gold chain around his neck, but rather higher than that to her husband – a crown on his head!


  A Good Wife – 18.22


  "Whoso findeth a wife findeth a good thing, and obtaineth favour of the LORD." A good and prudent wife is from the LORD, 19.14, and can only be a blessing to her husband. Marriage is of God and instituted by Him in Genesis chapter 2, where God Himself said, "It is not good that the man should be alone" v.18. The wise Creator deemed that the man and the woman should be as one flesh, but not every godly woman will marry, for some will remain in the single state and in that situation she may consider she can serve God perhaps better than she would being married. What a treasure a wife (not merely a woman) is from the Lord. Seeing that marriage is such a serious bond it not only behoves the man to be guided by the Lord in his choice of a wife, but equally a Christian woman should be deeply exercised before the Lord to be in the will of God in entering into the married state. A godly wife is a great asset to the man, for he will value her support, advice and sympathy. Manoah found a good thing in his wife, Judg.13.23, but sadly it is not always so and even a godly man can make a mistake. In a state of innocence it was good to marry, how much more "two are better than one" in a world of sin, trouble and care.


  THE MOTHER OF LEMUEL – 31.1


  "The words of king Lemuel, the prophecy that his mother taught him." Three points at least we will briefly consider concerning this godly mother.


  Her Prophecy


  The word "mother" is found 13 times in Proverbs and the importance of her role in the family is stressed. The word "prophecy" indicates a burden and lets us see the deep exercise she has for her son. It is rather wonderful to be privileged to listen to these words intended for her son and yet be blessed today by these instructions from the heart of one in touch with God. Some suggest that Lemuel is another name for King Solomon and that the mother mentioned is Bathsheba. It certainly would be very interesting if this was the case, for it would suggest her transformation in character after the sin she was a party to in 2Samuel chapter 11, but we have no proof of this. There is no king Lemuel among the kings of Judah and Israel and the name is not mentioned anywhere else in Scripture. Whoever Lemuel was, he was blessed with a godly woman for a mother. His mother may well have left this life at the time this was written, but her son king Lemuel was still guided by them and reaped the benefit of the godly counsels of his mother. By her advice his character was shaped.


  Her Place


  She did not personally proclaim her counsels publicly, but they likely became manifest to the people later through Lemuel. Here is a godly woman who knew what her sphere was and remained in it. Notice the king is not ashamed to give the source of his good instructions and to indicate what he owed to her. Who could be ashamed of a godly mother like this? What a teacher a godly woman can be to her children in the home. Notice too, her faithfulness in her warnings given to her son. In v.2 we see the moral right of this mother to instruct and warn her son. Three times over she describes him affectionately as "my son". This godly woman understands that she can exercise a greater influence for good in the home.


  Her Prayers


  She calls him the "son of my vows" v.2. Here we see another delightful feature in this mother. Before Lemuel was born and while he yet remained in the womb, she had prayed to God and dedicated him. She was deeply exercised about the child. Is this not a good sign of a godly woman when she offers her child to God, praying that the child may be saved and used by God? Sadly, many Christian mothers lack such an exercise. Like the godly Hannah, Lemuel’s mother prayed earnestly for her child. Consider the ways in which her godliness is seen. It is seen in the way she instructed Lemuel from the Word of God and by her prayers for him. It is seen in warning him against the sins of the flesh, vv.3-5 and by instilling into him the standards of righteousness and the need of compassion, v.9.


  A WOMAN OF WORTH - 31.10-31


  The closing section of Proverbs is interesting because it is a poem in the form of an acrostic. Each verse is introduced with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Here then, so to speak, is God’s A to Z of a godly woman. Just as the Hebrew alphabet contains all the letters needed for the Hebrew language, so we have a complete picture of a worthy woman in God’s sight. The last woman in the Proverbs to be considered is the "woman of worth" (J.N.D.). The book, we have noticed, begins with the sad aspects of the strange woman and now fittingly ends with a woman who fulfils the very principles of this book. The picture painted by the pen of inspiration seems to be ideal and we may wonder, is there such a woman living today whose husband is so blessed with her presence, support and respect? Solomon asks, "Who can find a virtuous woman?" Such a woman portrayed in these verses would be a rare find indeed. The word "virtuous" certainly includes the thought of chastity, but it means far more. It is used in the sense of thrifty and devoted. It also contains the idea of moral strength and points too to her devotion, diligence and dignity. In these closing verses of Proverbs we may note her hands, household and husband.


  Let us consider seven ways by which such a godly woman is seen in her action, behaviour and subjection. Note:


  She is a Faithful Partner - vv.11,12


  How lovely to read here that "her husband doth safely trust in her". What a contrast again to the strange woman of chapter 7. She is a true helpmeet and blessing to him. "She is not a career woman bent on advancing her own fame, nor the weak and helpless creature who is incomplete without a husband. No, she is a partner in a marriage – complete in herself and bringing to that relationship skills which complement and support her husband in his role." What is it that makes the heart of her husband safely trust in her? It is her fidelity, her loving dutifulness, the comfort she gives him, it is the way she eases his burdens and inspires his confidence. A husband who has such a jewel of a wife will have no regrets. A faithful husband and a trusting wife are a great, mutual blessing to each other. The godly woman in the home may not possess and manifest all the features pictured in the virtuous woman, but many of them she will.


  She is a Thoughtful Buyer - v.14


  "She is like the merchants ships; she bringeth her food from afar." The woman described here is not a recluse shut up in her house not happy to venture far in her active responsibilities. Distance is no obstacle to her as she seeks to supply what is fitting, necessary and good for her family. She is marked by industry, liberal but careful economy, self-denial, in that she holds in her hands the needle that seems to be ever working to clothe her household. She works willingly, happily and lovingly. She is the ideal example of godly womanhood. What a remarkable woman this is. She shops, cooks, sews, counsels, gives, loves and serves, all for the good of her household. She is no spendthrift or money waster. She considers before she buys. She looks for bargains and spends wisely. The woman who strives for godliness today would do well to learn from the praiseworthy features of this virtuous woman.


  She is an Early Riser - v.15


  "She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household …" Here is a woman who has no time for slothfulness, for before the light of the sun begins to lighten the horizon, before each day dawns, she is up and getting ready the morning meal. She draws up the loose, flowing garments to leave her feet free to run her errands, v.17, and with her hands she works diligently and energetically. Her lamp goes not out at night so that with a keen eye she may ever be watchful. It seems that every part of her anatomy is concentrated in doing well for her household. She is not idle like the slothful man condemned in this book. She fulfils also 20.13, "Love not sleep lest thou come to poverty." There is more than one warning against slothfulness and self-indulgence in Proverbs. It is interesting how again and again the virtuous woman illustrates the principles of this book. The godly woman will love the Word of God and seek to obey its principles.


  She is a Diligent Worker - vv.13,16-20


  "She worketh willingly with her hands … She layeth her hands to the spindle … She stretcheth out her hand to the poor." Five times we read in this passage of her hands. She is marked by much diligent activity. Her hands are ever working for those under her care. There is no idleness in her. Though she has a very busy life, she forgets not the need of others outside the family. She well knows that she represents a God Who has care for the poor and hence is compassionate toward them. She is so diligent and faithful that she even rejoices in time to come, v.25. This conveys the fact that she has no fear about the future for her family because she has attended to every need.


  She is a Wise Planner - vv.21,25


  "She is not afraid of the snow for her household: for all her household are clothed with scarlet." She provides seasonable clothing. She looks to the future, yet she is no worrier. She is not over-burdened with the cares of tomorrow. We may wonder what the scarlet colour has to do with the cold weather, but the word should still stand and points to the scarlet garments of warm wool as a provision for their covering. Thus the virtuous woman thinks of every detail, even to that which will assist in making her household comfortable in winter. What meticulous care! How can she from morning to night be so busy and have the energy to do it all? The answer is in v.25, "Strength and honour are her clothing". What is the secret of her strength? The strength she needs in her many daily tasks is drawn from God Himself Whom she fears and seeks to please. How brightly the godly woman can shine in her family and household.


  She is a Careful Talker - v.26


  "She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness." She is not a gossiper or a talebearer. Her tongue is never used to run others down or to speak behind the back of others. Here is no nagging housewife or a constantly complaining mother. Who would not love to be in the company of such a godly woman as this?


  She is a Spiritual Teacher - v.26


  Like Priscilla in the New Testament who opened her mouth with wisdom in instructing and correcting Apollos, she, from a pure heart, uses her lips to speak forth truth and righteousness. Here is a woman who knew her Bible and better still, knew her God and lived and worked daily in exemplary fashion to encourage others in the ways of God. She carefully observes the actions, ways and speech of her offspring and if discipline is needed she applies it for their spiritual good and blessing. There is no hardness in her heart, but wherever needed she graciously and lovingly will adjust or correct. She is altogether a blessing to her husband and children, v.31. She teaches too, by her life and character and recognises that true beauty is inward and not outward. None of the costly, worldly cosmetics are used by this godly woman. "Beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the LORD, she shall be praised" v.30.


  
    	
      Not with gold or costly dress,

    


    	
      Nor manners that the world thinks right,

    


    	
      But meekness, love and gentleness,

    


    	
      Are pleasing in God’s holy sight,

    


    	
      And she who with these graces rare,

    


    	
      Adorns her heart, her life, her ways,

    


    	
      Will bear their fragrance everywhere,

    


    	
      And be a blessing all her days.

    


    	
      

    


    	
      (Anon)

    

  


  CHAPTER 8 - MARY THE MOTHER OF JESUS


  by James M. Flanigan, N. Ireland


  INTRODUCTION


  There are at least six Marys in the New Testament. There is of course the well-known and much-loved Mary of Bethany, who is particularly mentioned as being loved by the Lord Jesus, Jn.11.1-5. Then there is the equally well-known Mary of Magdala, known as Mary Magdalene, remembered for her great deliverance from demon possession, Lk.8.2, after which she never seemed to leave the Saviour. Mary the wife of Cleopas courageously stood by the cross with Mary the Lord’s mother in Jn.19.25. Mary the mother of John Mark was the sister of Barnabas, Acts 12.12; Col.4.10. She was an early disciple of the Lord and later the saints met in her home in Jerusalem. Of Mary of Rome little is known but she is warmly commended by Paul in Rom.16.6, "Greet Mary, who bestowed much labour on us". There is then one who is called "the other Mary", Matt.27.61; 28.1, and since we cannot know whether she is one of the six already referred to, or yet another, then the most that can be said with certainty is that there are at least six Marys in the New Testament.


  However, Mary of Nazareth the Lord’s mother is the first of these Marys to be mentioned in the New Testament, Matt.1.16,18. None of them was true to the meaning of her name for "Mary" means "bitter", as Naomi knew, Ruth 1.20. Mary of Nazareth was to be highly favoured and blessed among women but in the last reference to her in Scripture she is called simply "Mary the mother of Jesus" Acts 1.14. In Christendom she is commonly called "the Virgin Mary" but she is never so called in Scripture.


  Of Mary’s early life in Nazareth, her parentage and background, little is known except that she was a virgin of the tribe of Judah and of the house of David, thus preserving the lineage of the coming Messiah, of Whom she was to be the chosen mother and the elect vessel for His entry into the world. The appropriate genealogies are recorded in Matthew chapter 1 and Luke chapter 3.


  Sadly, a large community in Christendom has accorded to Mary an exaltation which was never intended and to which she herself would certainly have objected. This undue exaltation has become Mariolatry, the worship of Mary, and perhaps in an unfortunate reaction to this erroneous dogma many sincere believers have been deterred from engaging in any close consideration of Mary. But she was in herself a pious and God-fearing maiden and there are at least three interesting ways of considering her character. A study of her sayings, her silences, and her song will reveal something of her piety, her knowledge of God and His Word, her personal humility and her quiet acceptance of the will of God in her life.


  HER SAYINGS


  Although we are indebted much to Matthew for Mary’s story, yet none of Mary’s words have been recorded by Matthew (or Mark) and we must turn to Luke and to John to hear some of her sayings. Excluding her ‘Magnificat’ in Luke chapter 1 (which is really a song and dealt with later in this chapter), Mary speaks only five times in the sacred records, twice to the angel Gabriel, twice to Jesus her Son, and once to the servants at the wedding in Cana. Her sayings do reveal something of her godly character.


  Mary and Gabriel


  Gabriel’s appearance to Mary and his greeting, were initially startling, as is understandable, but he assured her that she need not be afraid for she had indeed found favour with God and he had a message from God for her. She would conceive in her womb and bring forth a Son and she must call His name Jesus. He would be great. He would be called the Son of the Highest and would inherit the throne of His father David and a kingdom to which there would be no end. The description suited only One, One Who was indeed the promised Messiah. What a privilege for the lowly maid from Nazareth! Would she really be the mother of Messiah? But Mary was a virgin, and this prompted her question to Gabriel, "How shall this be?" These are her first recorded words.


  Gabriel’s response and gentle explanation confirm that there was no distrust or unbelief with Mary, as there had been with Zacharias when he too had been promised a son, Lk.1.18-20. "I am an old man" Zacharias had said in unbelief, "and my wife well stricken in years". "How could such a thing be?" he queried. For his doubting he was left both deaf and dumb until the birth of the child, Lk.1.62-64. The matriarch Sarah, too, had laughed in unbelief in somewhat similar circumstances, Gen.18.12. But Mary was not doubting; she was merely enquiring, in child-like simplicity, how she, a virgin, was to become a mother. Gabriel continues to explain. She would conceive by the Holy Spirit and by the overshadowing power of God and her Child would be called the Son of God. With God nothing was impossible!


  Now Mary speaks again. Doubtless in a moment of time the solemn implications of Gabriel’s message would fill her thoughts. A virgin with child: who would believe her? What would Joseph say, to whom she was betrothed? What would the neighbours of Nazareth think of her when it became known that she was carrying a child? She weighs it all up but does not falter in her acceptance of God’s will, and now she speaks again. Her word to Gabriel is very beautiful, "Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy word." It is as if she said, "Here I am. I am the Lord’s willing bondmaid. I am ready for His will whatever the cost." And Gabriel left her.


  The Boy in the Temple


  In the Scriptural records, apart from her song which will be considered later, Mary’s voice is not heard again for some twelve years. It was the custom for the little family to travel to Jerusalem annually for the Feast of the Passover, Lk.2.41, and so it was on this occasion. Having fulfilled their Passover obligations they began the return journey north to Nazareth. It was a tradition that those who were so journeying to Jerusalem from the same district on such occasions should travel together in caravan for the purpose of company and security, Ps.122.1-4. It was therefore understandable that Joseph and Mary should think that the boy Jesus was travelling homeward with friends or acquaintances. However, after a day’s journey, when they discovered that He was neither with them, His parents, nor with friends, they decided that they must return to Jerusalem to look for Him.


  After three days they found Him. He was in the temple, sitting apparently at ease and at home in the midst of doctors of the law conversing with them. He was now twelve years old. This was the age, entering their thirteenth year, when Jewish boys celebrated their Barmitzvah and became, as the word implies, "sons of the commandment" or "sons of the Law". They were now initiated into the rites and ceremonies of Judaism with ability to read the Torah in public and engage in other synagogue duties.


  The doctors were amazed at the understanding of the Boy from Nazareth but Mary was perplexed. In her maternal affection and instinct she apparently interrupted the conversation and asked, "Son, why hast Thou thus dealt with us? behold, Thy father and I have sought Thee sorrowing" Lk.2.48. There is no rebuke or chastisement in Mary’s question. It is the sad query of a gentle but anxious mother "Why?" she asks. Likewise believers today are entitled to ask "Why?" when at times God’s dealings with us are indeed perplexing, provided of course that our questioning is not of a stubborn, rebellious nature but simply a sincere exercise to know the reason for His dealings with us. "Why hast Thou thus dealt with us?" can be quite a legitimate enquiry.


  Notice the wisdom of the Boy’s reply. "Thy father", Mary had said. "My Father", Jesus replies. It would be so all through the years to follow. Many would not understand and many would criticise His actions but always He would be about His Father’s business. Joseph and Mary did not at that moment understand, but in grace and humility Jesus went with them to Nazareth and was subject to them. Even this humble subjection to earthly parents was His Father’s will. What grace! What humility! The Son of the Highest, the Son of God, the Son of the Father, subject to earthly parents! Mary kept all this in her heart.


  At the Marriage in Cana


  The years pass with no more notice of Mary, until, eighteen years later there is a marriage in Cana of Galilee, not far from their hometown of Nazareth. Mary is a guest and Jesus, too, is invited to the wedding with His disciples.


  Considering the district, and the circumstances, it is likely that the marriage at Cana was the wedding of a relatively poor peasant couple and Mary may well have been related to them. Whatever the reason, they did not have a sufficient supply of wine and Mary knew this. Mary knew too that Jesus her Son was the Son of God, the promised Messiah. This had been revealed to her by Gabriel thirty years earlier. Had she watched and waited patiently all these years, anticipating His manifestation to Israel? It is her knowledge of His Person that prompts her approach to Him now. But she is a most tactful lady. She will not, must not, tell Him what to do, but simply states what doubtless He already knew, "They have no wine". Their supply was deficient and they were running short. It would have been an embarrassment on such an occasion and Mary looks to Jesus.


  Our Lord never, ever responds to an order given by men and His reply to Mary is in keeping with that. But there is no disrespect to His mother. He replies, not addressing her as mother, but as "woman". It may sound rather harsh or distant in English but it was not so in the language of that day. Jesus used the same form of address on other occasions, as to the Samaritan woman in John chapter 4 and to Mary Magdalene in John chapter 20; see also Matt.15.28 and Jn.19.26. As Adam Clarke remarks, "certainly no kind of disrespect is intended, but, on the contrary, complaisance, affability, tenderness, and concern and in this sense it is used in the best Greek writers." It was a recognition of Mary’s gentle femininity and His tender regard for her, but He tells her nevertheless that He will act in His own time.


  If indeed the bridegroom’s parents and family were relations of Mary, her concern was understandable, and if there seemed to be a mild rebuke or refusal in the response of Jesus to her, still, she appeared to sense that He would certainly intervene to help. With such conviction she now speaks again, this time to the servants. With faith in Him she does not say, "If He saith", but "whatsoever He saith unto you, do it", as if she were confident that He would indeed do something and come to their aid. Her advice to them is good for us, and for all time, and it is too, a rebuke to those who, albeit misguided, would today appeal to the virgin rather than to the Lord Jesus Himself. "Whatsoever He saith unto you, do it!" And to their obedience He manifested His glory.


  These, then, are Mary’s recorded sayings: twice she speaks to Gabriel, twice to Jesus her Son, and once to the servants at Cana.


  HER SILENCES


  Mary knew when to speak, but she also knew when to be silent and there are five occasions when she is not only present but prominent, and yet silent.


  With the Shepherds


  For the first of the occasions referred to we must return to Bethlehem and how important it is to note that it is "Bethlehem of Judaea", for there is another Bethlehem in the Land, not very far from Nazareth in Galilee. But prophecy had declared that Messiah would be born in Bethlehem in the land of Judah. "But thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, though thou be little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of thee shall He come forth unto Me that is to be ruler in Israel; Whose goings forth have been from of old, from everlasting" Mic.5.2, and God, in His sovereignty had wrought in the heart of Caesar to issue a decree which necessitated that Joseph should travel to Bethlehem of Judaea. As another has said, very beautifully, "How admirable the wisdom of God and the perfection of His ways! Joseph must take Mary his wife to Bethlehem, and God constrains the emperor to set the machinery of his empire in motion that Joseph may be compelled to go". 1


  
    	
      1Dennett, Edward. "The Three Marys". G. Morrish, undated.

    

  


  Accordingly Mary had travelled with Joseph from Nazareth, and in Bethlehem of Judaea she brought forth her firstborn Son, wrapped Him up in swaddling clothes and laid Him in a manger. In the fields outside the little town a number of shepherds had received the angelic announcement of the Saviour’s birth. They proceed at once into the town and find Mary and Joseph, and the Babe lying in the manger, just as the angel had said.


  What an interesting scene that must have been! How many shepherds there were we do not know but they must have quietly moved close to that manger bed to see the wonder of it all. Mary is there, prominent as has been said, knowing more than anyone else of the circumstances. But in the records she does not speak. Here is something too great for words! God manifest in flesh! The Son of the Highest incarnate, wrapped in swaddling bands! "Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart." So may we too, as we ponder the great mystery, wonder without words.


  In the Temple


  Sometime after the holy birth, about forty days later, Lev.12.2-4,6, the little family came to the temple to present the Child to the Lord and to offer the appropriate offering. Incidentally, there is a reminder here of the poverty of Joseph and Mary, for they availed themselves of the law for the poor. At such a time Mary was required to bring an offering, a lamb and a young pigeon or turtledove, Lev.12.6. But there was a gracious provision for the poor, "if she be not able to bring a lamb, then she shall bring two turtles, or two young pigeons; the one for the burnt offering, and the other for a sin offering" Lev.12.8, and accordingly Mary brought two birds, Lk.2.24. How beautiful it is that when our Lord began His ministry He should say "Blessed be ye poor" Lk.6.20, and again, in the synagogue at Nazareth, He read, "The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, because He hath anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor" Lk.4.18; Isa.61.1.


  It was an interesting little gathering in the temple, most probably in the Court of the Women, with Joseph and Mary, Simeon and Anna, and the Holy Child in the midst. We call him "old Simeon" and although Scripture does not say so, yet he likely was old for he talked about dying. It is said of him that he blessed God and he blessed them. The man who speaks well of God speaks well of God’s people. He spoke directly and personally to Mary, and spoke prophetically too, telling her of the sword that would pierce her heart. Was it prophetic of Calvary and the sorrow that she would experience as she would watch her Son bleed and die?


  Anna was there, an aged lady who had lived her eighty-four years of widowhood in the service of God. Scripture records of her that she "departed not from the temple, but served God with fastings and prayers night and day. And she coming in that instant gave thanks likewise unto the LORD, and spake of Him to all them that looked for redemption in Jerusalem" Lk.2.36-38. Mary listens reverently to God’s two servants but in the records she does not speak. Her silence is golden. With what memories Joseph and Mary must have left Bethlehem and Jerusalem for Galilee and Nazareth. From the temple to the Galilean carpenter’s home they travelled with their precious charge, to continue caring for the Child Who had been committed to their care.


  With the Wise Men from the East


  There was yet another occasion of silence. Wise men, Magi, had journeyed from the East to Jerusalem to see One Who had been born King of the Jews. The appearance of His star had advised them of the fact that the promised Messiah had come, but with no details regarding the place of His birth they travelled to Jerusalem. It was the capital, and the City of the great King, Ps.48.2, and it was perhaps reasonable to expect that the new King would be there. They came to Herod who did not share their enthusiasm about One born King. He was troubled and called for the chief priests and scribes to enquire of them where the Christ should be born. Herod was an Edomite and must have been ignorant of such important Scriptures as Mic.5.2. They told him, in Bethlehem in the Land of Juda, and so he sent the men of the East to Bethlehem. Note that these early leaders in Judaism had no doubt that Mic.5.2 referred to the coming of Messiah, while many in this later day try to explain the connection away.


  It was then that the star which had at first appeared to them while in their own country now re-appeared. They rejoiced to see it again, and now it went before them, guiding them until it stood over the house where the young Child was. Just where exactly this was we cannot tell but as the Jamieson-Fausset-Brown commentary remarks, "And when they were come into the house - not the stable; for as soon as Bethlehem was emptied of its strangers, they would have no difficulty in finding a dwelling-house." 2


  
    	
      2Jamieson, R. Fausset, A.R. Brown, D. "Commentary Critical and Explanatory on the Whole Bible". 1871

    

  


  There follows another delightful scene where once again Mary is present and prominent, but does not speak. "And when they were come into the house, they saw the young Child with Mary His mother, and fell down, and worshipped Him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto Him gifts; gold, and frankincense, and myrrh." It was customary when visiting a person of royal or distinguished rank to bring a present, and in keeping with that custom the Magi had brought their gifts to One Whom they recognised as having been born King. Mary must have watched it all with holy admiration and continuing wonder. Were these valuable presents which they brought God’s providential provision for them in view of their soon-coming flight into Egypt, to be safe from the wrath of Herod?


  Mary at Calvary


  There is yet another sad and solemn scene where Mary stands in silence. After a long night of mockery and blasphemy Jesus has been crowned with thorns, scourged, condemned and nailed to a cross. Courageously Mary stood by His cross with three other women and the beloved John. It is always sad for a son to see his mother die, but how much more so for a mother to see her son die. And so it was with Mary. Would the memories of thirty-three years flood her mind as she looked at the lonely figure on the centre cross? Would she remember the words of Simeon so long ago, "Yea, a sword shall pierce through thy own soul also"? Mary does not speak but how that sword was piercing her soul now as she watched Him! All those years ago she had held Him to her bosom. How she must have longed to be able to comfort Him now. But it was not to be.


  The Holy Sufferer speaks from the cross, "When Jesus therefore saw His mother, and the disciple standing by, whom He loved, He saith unto His mother, Woman, behold thy son! Then saith He to the disciple, Behold thy mother! And from that hour that disciple took her unto his own home" Jn.19.26,27.


  Mary at the Prayer Meeting


  In the last reference to Mary, Acts 1.14, she is at a prayer meeting. Well-known, prominent men are there as well as other women and it is nice to notice that Mary is given special mention. One would not expect her to speak here, and she does not. She is acknowledged and respected as "Mary the mother of Jesus" and she is happy to be one of the illustrious company meeting on that occasion for prayer and supplication in the Upper Room.


  So it is that at the manger in Bethlehem; in the temple in Jerusalem; in the house with the Magi; at the cross at Calvary; and in an Upper Room in Jerusalem, Mary watches and wonders but does not speak. There is a reverential silence which says more than any words. May we too learn that there is a time to speak but a time to be silent. Silence can indeed be golden.


  HER SONG


  At the time of Gabriel’s announcement to Mary concerning her approaching miraculous conception he acquainted her with the news that her aged cousin Elisabeth had also conceived, Lk.1.36. With Mary such a thing had seemed too soon, too early. With Elizabeth, conception had seemed too late, but as Gabriel said, with God nothing was impossible. Mary decided that she must visit Elisabeth and it says something for the courage of the girl that she then embarked on a journey to a city in the hill country. Many think that this was Hebron while a prevailing tradition favours Ein Karem. In Scripture the city is not identified but in any case it must have been a distance of about 100 miles from Nazareth to the hill country of Judea.


  Mary and Elisabeth


  When Mary arrived at the home of Zacharias and Elisabeth there was a warm welcome indeed. As soon as she entered the house "when Elisabeth heard the salutation of Mary, the babe leaped in her womb; and Elisabeth was filled with the Holy Ghost." In a loud voice she cried out "Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb." And then follows a remarkable expression as she refers to Mary’s unborn Child as "My Lord". "Whence is this to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?" Even the child in Elisabeth’s womb shared in the joy! "For, lo, as soon as the voice of thy salutation sounded in mine ears, the babe leaped in my womb for joy" Lk.1.39-44. With the doubting Zacharias sitting by, stricken deaf and dumb for his unbelief, Elisabeth says, "Blessed is she that believed". Is she thinking, if only my Zacharias had believed! Mary responds with her lovely song.


  One could be excused for thinking that Mary had dwelt much in the poetry of her great ancestor David, the sweet Psalmist of Israel, for her song does indeed have the character of a Psalm and ranks among the sweetest of Psalms, even of David’s.


  The Magnificat


  Since the earliest days of Christian history this has been the title given to Mary’s song, a title derived from the word "magnify", as may be apparent, but magnificat is the actual word in the Latin Vulgate, the word with which the song begins. Mary’s song is obviously the fruit of much meditation upon God and upon His dealings with her, as well as an anticipation of the future both for herself and for her Divine Son and for the nation of Israel whose Messiah she was carrying.


  "My soul doth magnify the Lord", Mary begins. The word which Mary here uses means to make or declare great; to extol; to enlarge, or just as in the A.V. text, to magnify. All through her song Mary’s desire is to magnify Him Whom she loves. If at times she must speak of herself it will only be to direct our thoughts to Him Who had so richly and abundantly blessed her.


  In spirit, soul and body, Mary was fully devoted to Jehovah. She had said to Gabriel, "Behold the bondmaid of the LORD; be it unto me according to thy word" Lk.1.38, J.N.D. She was indeed a willing servant of the Lord, her body fully yielded to Him. Her soul and spirit too rejoiced in His greatness and she delighted to call Him "My Saviour". This is important since it reveals that Mary was by nature a sinner needing a Saviour. In her Saviour she exulted. She would never have agreed to, or acquiesced with, the idea of an "immaculate conception", the dogma of one large community in Christendom. In this vein her song begins and in this happy spirit it continues. Her words are "uncommonly emphatical - they show that Mary’s whole soul was filled with the Divine influence, and wrapped up in God."3


  
    	
      3Clarke, Adam. "Commentary on the Bible". Baker Book House, 1967.

    

  


  Mary makes no high claims. Jehovah had regarded her low estate and she freely acknowledges her lowliness. She may indeed have been of the house of Israel but that house was then at a low ebb and she was but the bride of a carpenter. How she would have revolted to be worshipped or addressed as "The Queen of Heaven" or "The Mother of God", as some now do. Her joy was that Jehovah had tenderly taken notice of her low estate and, being no respecter of persons, had chosen her to be the virgin mother of the Redeemer.


  How blessed this was! All generations would acknowledge it to be so and would call her blessed. The lovely word "blessed" is the Greek word makarios used many times in the New Testament and very often in our Lord’s ministry. Strong’s Concordance says of it, "a prolonged form of the poetical makar (meaning the same); supremely blest; by extension, fortunate, well off: - blessed, happy" (Strong 3107); Mary’s God was the Mighty God. He was all-powerful and all things were possible to Him. But He was holy, therefore always acting in keeping with His pure character. The great things that He was now doing would reflect and emphasise that holiness. These words close the first or personal part of Mary’s song. She will now be occupied with the nation, and particularly with the God-fearing in the nation.


  Holiness, Might, and Mercy


  Having so clearly expressed what He means to her as an individual, Mary will now widen her vision and her praise to sing of what He can mean to those who fear Him. She has sung of His might and His holiness and now her thoughts turn to His mercy. He delights to show mercy, or kindness, to those who fear Him. This is not a frightening dread, but a reverential fear, a holy respect for Him, standing in awe in His presence in acknowledgement of what He is in His Person. Neither does He change. He is the same from generation to generation, or, as the Psalm has it, "the mercy of the LORD is from everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear Him" Ps.103.17,18. Holiness! Might! Mercy! How reminiscent of the description of the garments of Israel’s first High Priest. "Holy garments … for glory and beauty" Ex.28.2. Holiness! Glory! Beauty! Here is the abiding, unchanging character of Jehovah. Mary knew it, and sings of it. It is in fact the theme of her song.


  "He hath showed strength with His arm." The arm is a symbol of strength and this is, in Hebrew, a poetic way of saying that He has manifested His power. Adam Clarke has an interesting quotation when he writes, "Grotius has well observed, that God’s efficacy is represented by His finger, His great power by His hand, and His omnipotence by His arm. The plague of lice was the finger of God, Ex.8.19. The plagues in general were wrought by his hand, Ex.3.20, and the destruction of Pharaoh’s host in the Red Sea, which was effected by the omnipotence of God, is called the act of his arm, Ex.15.16." While this power is an abiding characteristic and attribute of Jehovah at all times yet Mary doubtless recognises that the power that has wrought so much over the centuries is the very same power which is even now miraculously preparing her for motherhood.


  "He hath scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts." Pride is obnoxious to God and when insolent and arrogant men devise mischief in their hearts He can scatter them just as easily as chaff may be scattered by the wind. He had done this with Assyrians, Babylonians and Egyptians when they came against His people. But Mary was apparently meek and gentle with no high claims about herself, as has been noted already.


  "He hath put down the mighty from their seats, and exalted them of low degree," The word "seats" is, literally "thrones" and some have seen here an allusion to the dethronement of Saul and the exaltation of David. Saul was a selfish, ambitious man but Jehovah deposed him in preference to David whom He took from the sheepcotes. Does Mary see in this God’s gracious choice of herself in preference to richer, socially greater women in Israel?


  "He hath filled the hungry with good things; and the rich He hath sent empty away." In His great mercy God is a benevolent God Who "satisfieth the longing soul, and filleth the hungry soul with goodness" Ps.107.9. The rich, however, who dare to come to Him asking for more, He sends away empty. As Albert Barnes observes, "While the poor come to Him for a supply of their daily wants, the rich come not that their necessities should be supplied, but come with lofty hearts, and insatiable desires that their riches may be increased. When this is the case, God not infrequently not only withholds what they ask, but He takes their riches away, by fire, or flood, or disappointments, and sends them away empty. It is better to be poor and go to God for our daily bread, than to be rich and forget our dependence on Him."


  "He hath holpen His servant Israel, in remembrance of His mercy." "Holpen" is of course an old English word, now in disuse, but it is the translation of a Greek word that, according to Strong, means "to take hold of; to succour, to help or support" (Strong 482). This is particularly with respect to the weak and so He had done for Israel in times of great weakness, in His mercy.


  "As He spake to our fathers, to Abraham, and to His seed for ever." In the remembrance of His mercy Jehovah had spoken to the fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and had fulfilled His promises faithfully. The greatest promise of all, that of One Who would come as Redeemer, and Who would sit in perpetuity upon the throne of David, was yet to be fulfilled but Mary knew that even then the time was drawing near. She was now carrying in her womb the promised Seed.


  Mary stayed for three months in the home of Zacharias and Elisabeth but it is not clear if she was there until the birth of John, or whether she may have left a little while before. She would no doubt be anxious now, in her condition, to get home to Nazareth and to Joseph and she had a long way to travel.


  But what holy converse there must have been between these two pious women during those three months! They had so much in common and so many great things to discuss. One was carrying the promised Messiah. The other was carrying His herald, His forerunner. In years to come these two would be so close, One being the Lamb of God and the other introducing Him to the nation, Jn.1.19-30.


  Who is My Mother?


  There is another mention of Mary which we have not yet considered. In Matt.12.46-50 and parallel passages, the Lord is engaged in a solemn discourse with the people, particularly with the Pharisees. There is a large crowd, making great demands upon Him. In a touching concern for Him, Mary comes with her other sons. He appears to have neither time nor opportunity for rest or refreshment and His mother was indeed concerned about Him. But the multitude surrounding Him was great and Mary stood with His brethren on the outskirts of the crowd. The people knew the family and were actually able to name them, saying, "Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary, the brother of James, and Joses, and of Juda, and Simon? and are not His sisters here with us?" Mk.6.3; Matt.13.55.


  Not being able to come near to Him because of the crowd the family sent a message to Him. Doubtless Mary, in her maternal concern for Him, would have taken Him home with them to eat and rest. Their message reached Him, and "one said unto Him, Behold, Thy mother and Thy brethren stand without desiring to speak with Thee" Matt.12.47.


  Before considering our Lord’s reply there is something which needs to be noted, and emphasised, in this incident. First, this was no unwarranted, unfeeling intrusion of Mary into the ministry of Jesus. As Edward Dennett comments, "That Mary did not see all the fragrance and beauty of the life of her Son may well be imagined, but what she did behold could not fail to make Him increasingly the absorbing object of her heart. When therefore she saw Him yielding Himself, without any consideration of self or ease, to His service, following it day by day, and never, in any, even the slightest, degree, sparing Himself, but unwearied, morning, noon, and night, seizing every opportunity to be about His Father’s business, she must have been, in so far as she was governed by her natural affection, alarmed for His sake. It is only thus that the message that she desired to speak with Him can be accounted for or understood."


  The reply of Jesus to the message at first seems rather strange and cold. "He answered and said unto him that told Him, Who is My mother? and who are My brethren? And He stretched forth His hand toward His disciples, and said, Behold My mother and My brethren! For whosoever shall do the will of My Father which is in heaven, the same is My brother, and sister, and mother." Jesus is teaching that natural ties cannot be allowed to interrupt the work of the Lord. But He is also showing that there is a greater bond than the natural. Those who do the will of God are closer than natural brothers and sisters, so that it is said in another place, "For both He that sanctifieth and they who are sanctified are all of one: for which cause He is not ashamed to call them brethren, saying, I will declare Thy name unto My brethren, in the midst of the church will I sing praise unto Thee" Heb.2.11,12.


  So ends this strategic chapter in Matthew’s gospel. Messiah has been rejected and dispensationally any earthly ties with Israel are now broken. In the next chapter the Lord will go forth as a Sower seeking fruit elsewhere. But this is only by the way for our occupation in this paper is particularly with Mary.


  It need hardly be repeated that Mary would not at all have us occupied solely with her. Any consideration of this pious woman must only be to direct us to her Divine Son, Who is, we must ever remember, not only the Son of Mary but the Son of the Highest, the Son of the Father, eternally the Son of God.


  May this present meditation increase, even in a little way, our appreciation of Him.


  CHAPTER 9 - GODLY WOMEN IN THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS


  by Tom Wilson, Scotland


  As the Lord Jesus went about doing good, healing all that were oppressed by the devil, Acts 10.38: adults and children, men and women, Jews and Gentiles were blessed. Among the women were those drawn to Him by desperate need, such as the woman with the issue of blood, and the foreign woman from the border region with Tyre and Sidon, Matt.9.20; 15.22. Their need was met, but we have no evidence that they proved to be godly women. There were other women, who came into blessing without seeking it. Peter’s mother-in-law and one of Nain’s widows did not go to, or send for, the Saviour. When the Lord entered into Peter’s home, immediately they told Him of her need and He healed her, Matt.8.14; Mk.1.30; Lk.4.38. In a second case, the widow of Nain received her dead son raised to life, when the Lord intervened without her crying out to Him Lk.7.11-16. A third case of healing that was needed but apparently not requested is encountered in an unidentified synagogue, where there was a woman who had been possessed by "a spirit of infirmity eighteen years" whereby she could not straighten herself to stand upright, Lk.13.11. Despite the presence of critics, the Lord healed that "daughter of Abraham". We have no evidence of the spiritual progress those three women made. At Jairus’ request, the Lord had raised his twelve-year-old daughter. We have no record of her life, long or short, on which to speak of her spiritual condition. She was the youngest of those women whose blessing heaven noted. Those women may all have proved to be earnest and well-meaning, but we shall not number them in the roll of honour we construct from the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke.


  Somewhere on the Lord’s last journey from Galilee to Jerusalem, an unnamed woman, deeply impressed by His teaching, exclaimed: "Blessed is the womb that bare Thee" Lk.11.27. The Lord does not diminish the woman’s appreciation for the godly mother who bore Him, or her appreciation of the Word of God He preached. However, in His reply He stresses the need to keep the Word. If we knew how she treated the Word of God thereafter, we might be able to determine whether she was godly or not. A second group of earnest seekers were those mothers who brought young children to the Lord that He might lay His hands upon them and bless them, Matt.19.13-15; Mk.10.13-15; Lk.18.15-17. They braved the crowds and the "stern disciples [who] drove them back and bade them depart." Their noble exercise was richly rewarded by the Lord’s attitude to the maternal desire to see their children blessed. The women of Jerusalem were well-intentioned in their desire to mitigate the suffering of those being crucified, Lk.23.27-31. Sympathy and probably a measure of patriotism motivated them to give. There may have been godly women among them, but we do not have proof.


  Of all the women, who appear briefly in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, the woman who ventured into the Pharisee’s house to anoint the Lord’s feet, Lk.7.36-48, is the one who undoubtedly began well. She had been a notoriously sinful woman, although no specific sins are attributed to her. We need not speculate about her past; we know that was dealt with by the Lord’s word of forgiveness and by His sacrificial work. The woman remains without a name and without her shame being detailed to satisfy human curiosity. But her tears, her touch and her tenderness to the Lord were not ignored. Her treasure (her long-necked bottle of ointment) anointed His feet in an act of devotion she could never recall. Perhaps she had sinned much, she was forgiven much and not surprisingly she gave much. She began well; hopefully she continued well to be known as a godly woman.


  WHAT IS A GODLY WOMAN?


  The New Testament word for "godliness" or "piety" is the Greek word used for "the fear of the LORD" in the Greek translation of the Old Testament found in passages such as Prov.1.7 and Isa.11.2. It is the word that encapsulates the right attitude of heart to God and His Word; it is reverential fear of God that produces the inner reality God seeks. It involves carefulness to obey His every desire, and absolute commitment to please Him. That inner sense of deep respect and awe cannot be hidden; it manifests itself in a way that even the world notices. The world also recognises what is no more than a form of godliness, 2Tim.3.5; an outward show without that inner reality. The world finds nauseating anything less than an absolute commitment to pleasing God and obedience to His every desire. The Scottish poet Robert Burns’ lampooned such imitations of godliness in "Holy Willie’s Prayer" and his "Address to the Unco’ Guid, or the Rigidly Righteous". The godly then are those who live well for God because their attitude to Him and His will has been shaped by His Word. They are those whose priorities are determined in heaven and worked out on earth. They are those who display outwardly what they are inwardly. The Word of God has highlighted outstanding examples of godly women whose reverential ways and practical deeds we should honour.


  FOLLOWING AFTER RIGHTEOUSNESS [AND] GODLINESS


  In 1Tim.6.11, Paul exhorts the man of God: "Follow after righteousness, godliness, faith, love, patience, meekness", an exhortation that godly women have heeded since Paul first wrote to Timothy. Over the centuries, both men and women have earnestly pursued that course. The narrative of the Incarnation of Christ features three women who pursued righteousness and godliness. The women were not in the same age bracket. Mary, the youngest may have been in her late teens, a young woman espoused to be married. Her cousin Elisabeth was "well stricken in years", Lk.1.7,18,36, advanced in years at least as far as conceiving a child was concerned. Anna, the third was considerably older. With delicacy Luke describes her as "advanced in many days" (A.V. "of a great age"). By any standards she is an old woman. Scholars differ as to exactly how old she was but she was at least 84 years old.


  These three may have represented a huge range of ages, but in heaven’s sight they had very much in common. All three were righteous in God’s sight, a commendation expressly stated of Elisabeth, Lk.1.6. Gabriel’s message to the bewildered Joseph defended the young virgin’s honour in Joseph’s eyes and for future generations, Matt.1.19-24. The prophetess Anna’s devotion is encapsulated in the verb "serve", the same verb that is used to describe Zacharias’ highest ambition for his nation to be realised after every enemy is under Messiah’s feet, Lk.2.38; 1.74. Zacharias may have had temple worship in mind as he praised his God. (Luke also uses this verb in rendering in Greek the Lord Jesus’ quotation of the commandment from Deut 6.13; 10.20: "Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God"). These three women followed after righteousness in an age such as Malachi described in which, he charged, Judah was acting treacherously and even their priests were corrupting the covenant of Levi; see in particular Mal.2.1,2.


  The second feature these three women had in common was their readiness to hear God speak. Each listened intently and reacted as heaven desired. To Mary appeared the angel Gabriel "that stand[s] in the presence of God" Lk.1.19, 26-38; the same angel, who had earlier been sent to speak to Zacharias, Lk.1.11-20. He had been sent twice to Daniel, Dan.8.16 ff.; 9.21 ff. No angel appeared to Elisabeth, though it is likely that, despite his dumbness, she learned from her husband what Gabriel had said. She was filled by the Spirit to deliver a wonderful doxology. Anna the prophetess valued the word of the Lord and spoke of the new-born child to all who looked for redemption in Israel.


  Mary’s righteous character was also one that heaven commended, as to that perplexed young woman Gabriel’s message announced: "Thou hast found favour with God", v.30. Immediately she began to reason, but found no answer to her being highly favoured. What was unfolded was truly staggering: it revealed that her Son was to be called Jesus but also the Son of the Highest, the Possessor of heaven and earth as Abraham knew Him, Lk.1.31,32; Gen 14.19. The Son would be great, a King upon the throne of David for ever, Lk.1.32,33. Her inquiry clearly was not based on unbelief, as Zacharias’ response to a less-staggering revelation had been. She listened without demur. The only sign she was given was the conception of John, Lk.1.36. Her faith was grounded in the brief statement: "With God nothing shall be impossible" Lk.1.37. This young woman was to be especially favoured and to prove especially faithful. We should be careful that she is not forgotten. More than any other woman she gave her body "a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God", something she considered her "reasonable service" Rom.12.1. Her conscientious, intelligent consecration we will always honour. That service brought upon her a depth of reproach few in our day could bear, or have borne. We sing about being:


  
    	
      Happy reproach to bear,

    


    	
      Shame for Thy sake to share,

    


    	
      Since we the crown shall wear

    


    	
      When He shall come.1

    


    	
      
        	
          

        


        	
          1Anon. "How bright that blessed hope", Believers Hymnbook, No.76.

        

      

    

  


  But for her, reproach was not merely the words of a song; it was her way of life day in and day out, probably from late teens until she left this scene by way of death. Hers were "the incalculable honour and immeasurable burden" of being "the mother of my Lord". Nowhere does the glory of godliness shine brighter in a woman than in her two commitments: to serve as a humble handmaid, doing the will of God, and to do so without questioning.


  Elisabeth’s Spirit-inspired beatitude conveys the wonder of incarnation that neither her husband Zacharias nor Joseph seem to have fully grasped. In 58 words in the original text, she bows before the Lord to own the fruit of Mary’s womb as her Lord, Lk.1.42-45. With largeness of heart she blessed Mary and strengthened her faith to believe God would perform "those things which were told her from the Lord". We see, in her, godliness beyond that seen in righteous Zacharias. As a result, she was given a welcome sign; the child leapt in her womb, Lk.1.41,44, whereas Zacharias’ sign was, in a measure, judgmental; he was dumb for a period, Lk.1.20,22,64. We see the glory of a godly woman: she will receive the Word of the Lord; it will banish envy and may also evidence in other ways heaven’s approval.


  Anna may have been born long before either Elisabeth or Mary, but we meet her as the third of those women who followed after righteousness and godliness. Her prayer and fasting had been marked over the years, but now we see her arrive at the right instant and address her praise, striking the very note Gabriel had struck, Lk.2.38. In holy moments, as the saints of God remember their Lord, when no voice is heard, from time to time sensitive souls sense that someone had silently struck a note in tune with the Spirit’s leading. How often a godly sister has struck that voiceless note of praise in her heart and stirred other hearts! There was with the godly Anna an overflow to seeking hearts: "She spake of Him to all them that looked for redemption" Lk.1.31-33; 2.38. Anna, like Mary and Elisabeth, was a godly woman whose "price is far above rubies" Prov.31.10.


  EXERCISING ONESELF UNTO GODLINESS


  Paul expected that Timothy would exercise himself unto godliness, 1Tim 4.7. The apostle added that those who fed on profane and old wives’ fables would be unfit for such exercise. During Christ’s public ministry there were godly women who exercised themselves unto godliness. None of them supposed that "godliness is a way of gain" 1Tim.6.5, R.V. Scribes, who might abuse their position to exploit widows and so, rob widows’ houses, Mk.12.40; Lk.20.47, had stood condemned by the selfless giving of a poor widow who cast in her two mites, the sound of which was scarcely heard on earth, yet echoed throughout heaven, Mk.12.41-44. Her two mites only made a farthing on earth, but weighed against the shekel of the sanctuary they were of immense worth. Those unscrupulous scribes also stood condemned by the selfless (and discreet) giving of those women of Galilee. Matthew reports that there were "many women … which followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering unto Him" Matt.27.55. The Synoptic Gospels provide the names of some of those women: Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, Salome, probably the wife of Zebedee, and Mary the mother of James the less and Joses. Not content with having ministered financially to the Lord Jesus during His Galilean ministry, they followed Him on His last journey to Jerusalem so that He and His disciples might be supported en route to Jerusalem and during the time He was resident there. They were not to know how brief the period over which they could minister to their Lord, but they grasped the opportunity and will be rewarded fully at the Judgment Seat of Christ.


  Among those women are some about whom we know a little. Mary of Magdala, north of Tiberias on the western coast of the Sea of Galilee, out of whom the Lord cast seven demons, Mk.16.9; Lk.8.2. All too readily many have assumed that her demon possession drove her into immorality, but the Scriptures offer no grounds for such a conclusion. Probably, this widespread belief can be traced back to Gregory the Great, Pope from 590-604 who suggested that Mary Magdalene, Mary of Bethany and the "woman in the city, which was a sinner" Lk.7.37, were one and the same person. Delivered from the awful power of seven demons, Mary proved to be one of the Lord’s most devoted servants. She heads the list of ministering women in each of the Synoptic Gospels, Matt.27.56; Mk.16.1; Lk.8.2. There is no suggestion that she headed these lists because her financial situation enabled her to contribute most. We know that heaven takes account first of the willing mind, then God accepts what a man (or woman) has and not what he (or she) does not have. Mary was clearly a willing and a cheerful giver, 2Cor.8.12. That godly woman was exercised unto godliness and will be rewarded for her deep reverence for her Lord that evidenced itself in her giving. She was in part rewarded with seeing the Lord early on the morning He rose from the dead.


  A second woman of note in Luke’s list was Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod Antipas’ steward, Lk.8.3; 24.10. She occurs second in Luke’s two listings. In the honours lists of the day, Mary would never have featured ahead of a woman from the palace, but Joanna was given grace to company with Mary, despite, in a sense, being overshadowed by her. Like Mary Magdalene, she belonged to an illustrious band, each member of which had known healing or deliverance by Christ: "Certain women which had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities, Mary called Magdalene … and Joanna" Lk.8.2,3. They had benefited from the Lord’s ministry of healing, which, to our knowledge, none of the twelve had experienced. Joanna had known great deliverance and so loved much, a love that Luke observes was seen in action. Joanna was a remarkable example of the salvation the grace of God had brought, Titus 2.11; she was also a remarkable example of godliness. Mary, Joanna and "many others" had been "with Him" Lk.8.1-3, not that He might send them forth to preach, but because they ministered to Him of their substance. These women were clearly "persons of substance". We know that not many wise, not many mighty, not many noble, are called, 1Cor.1.26, but here were some of rank and standing following our Lord. Their following was not spasmodic; the imperfect tense of "ministered" shows theirs was a continual ministry, Lk.8.3.


  Joanna’s husband was a high-ranking officer at court - Herod’s steward, the same Herod who executed John the Baptist to avenge an aggrieved woman, Lk.3.10. Only Luke mentions Joanna. Through her, directly or indirectly, the gospel must have reached Herod’s court. Here Joanna and later Manaen in Acts 13.1 show that even the royal court could not remain impervious to grace. Joanna left the court of the usurper Herod who had no right to be king to follow the despised but true king, Jesus of Nazareth. Joanna was another remarkable example of one to whom the word of Christ was important. How clear the evidence that grace had touched her!


  We should not underestimate the pressures of court life, as Herod imprisoned John and the Lord Jesus began to preach and to heal the sick, then to send out His twelve disciples to preach and heal, Lk.9.1,2. The godly Joanna made her choice; she chose reproach and an uncertain existence following the itinerant Servant of Jehovah. She may even have incurred Herod’s wrath. She may also have put her husband under pressure, causing tensions previously unknown by both husband and wife. If she followed the Lord with her husband’s agreement, who can estimate how much they conjointly put at risk by so doing? As a family, they might have lost job and home and rank and privilege. How her example contrasts with the great emphasis on security, particularly financial security that in our day grips so many of mature years! In common with the godly "widows indeed" about whom Paul wrote, she trusted in God and "diligently followed every good work" 1Tim.5.5,10. At great personal cost, she followed her Lord, as godly women still do. She exercised herself unto godliness.


  Susanna - not to be confused with the heroine of "The History of Susanna" in the Apochrypha - is the third name in Luke’s list, Lk.8.3. Earthly records may be silent about her background, but heaven will reward her greatly. Little more is known of Mary the mother of James the less and of Joses, or of Salome, the wife of Zebedee, Matt.27.56, possibly the sister of Mary, "the mother of Jesus" Mk.15.40,41. It is likely that James and Joses were well known among first-century Christians, if not as well known as the apostles James and John, Mk.1.19. Clearly, these mothers had children that were respected among the Lord’s people. Their mothers’ devotion to Christ had not soured their children against Christ. Those mothers were able to meet their family responsibilities and yet meet obligations to minister in practical ways to the Lord and His people.


  We honour them both for the financial burden they bore over a period of years, and note that they had other links to the testimony that we should not ignore. They exercised themselves unto godliness.


  ACKNOWLEDGING THE TRUTH THAT IS ACCORDING TO GODLINESS


  In presenting the truth of God to the saints in Crete, the apostle Paul was aware of the need to stress godliness. Characteristically, there had been nothing attractive about the inhabitants of Crete before the gospel reached their island. C. 600 BC, their own prophet Epimenides had described them in far-from-glowing terms as "liars, evil beasts, slow bellies", Titus 1.12. The islanders had not improved in the intervening years. Lying, dangerous, idle and gluttonous, there were few virtues to admire in men and women like that! Paul’s letter indicates that in Crete at that time there was still a great need among the recently converted in every generation, both among male and female. The Holy Spirit had a ministry for Crete’s Christians, much of it emphasising features of godliness, sometimes presented positively, sometimes negatively. In the opening verse of his letter to Titus, then labouring among them, Paul highlights the acknowledging of "the truth that is according to godliness" Titus1.1, R.V. It is unfashionable in some religious circles to correct where there is doctrinal error, and even where there are behavioural traits or practices that do not commend the gospel. Paul had sent Titus to Crete to deal with a range of issues. His mission statement required him to face up to such issues: "To set in order the things that are wanting." The demands on Titus would be great, as he would "ordain elders in every city" and admonish and reject heretics, Titus1.5; 3.10,11. Nonetheless, "the truth that is according to godliness" was also to correct the deviant behaviour of first-century Crete. It was in accord with that truth that Paul had to withstand Peter to the face because he was to be blamed, Gal.1.11-21. Peter had been free to enjoy table fellowship with Gentile Christians until some visitors came from Jerusalem. Peter was rebuked by Paul for behaviour that was undermining New Testament truth.


  The only record we have of Mary, the Lord’s mother after He performed that first miracle at the wedding of Cana of Galilee, Jn.2.1-11, is recorded by the three Synoptic Gospels, Matt.12.46; Mk.3.31; Lk.8.19-21. The setting was Capernaum, after the Lord had made it "His own city" Matt.9.1. Mark’s account takes note of two visitations to Capernaum. Although the Scripture is silent about where the two delegations came from, it is often assumed that both came from Nazareth. Mark describes those who formed the first delegation as "His friends" Mk.3.21 A.V., R.V.; Wycliffe translates "kinsmen"; J.N.D. "relatives"; Tyndale more literally "they that belonged to Him". Whether "they that belonged to Him" were relatives or nominal disciples, we should note that Mary is not mentioned in connection with that first visitation, the purpose of which may have been to bring the Lord’s ministry to an abrupt end. Whatever the "friends’" motive may have been, it was not of God. In their ignorance, they dared to accuse Him of insanity: "He is beside Himself". Deliberately, others were attributing the Lord’s miracles to Beelzebub, the prince of demons, Mk.3.22.


  However, Mary is associated with the second delegation in Mark’s account. Her voice is not heard. There is no indication that she was instrumental in the visit to Capernaum taking place, nor is there any indication as to which brother in the family led the delegation. Unlike the first delegation of whom Mark wrote, there are no unworthy attributions made as to the source of the Lord’s miracles, although at this point it would seem that His brethren still did not believe in Him, Ps.69.8; Jn.7.5. At a moment of great crisis, as the accusation of His being in league with Satan is being articulated, the delegation appears outside the house where the Lord and His disciples are to be found. The Lord, surrounded by the multitude, Mk.3.32, was busy talking to the people, Matt.12.46, thus making it difficult for the Nazareth party to reach Him. Will the Lord leave the perplexed multitudes and meet with His mother and brethren?


  The Lord had earlier set before men priorities that must mark His followers: "I am come to set a man at variance against his father and the daughter against her mother … a man’s foes shall be they of his own household. He that loveth father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me" Matt.10.35-37.


  The arrival of His mother and brothers provided an opportunity to teach them that in the Lord’s own service there were priorities. He would not leave the multitudes perplexed by accusers without clearly refuting their allegations that He healed by demonic power. He cast out demons by the Spirit of God, not by the power of Beelzebub, Matt.12.24-28. His miraculous powers He continued to exercise in order to bless both the physically and mentally afflicted. His immediate priority was with the circle that surrounded Him, confirmed by the very movement of His eyes, Mk.3.34; and of His hand, Matt.12.49. Indeed He states that His immediate concern was all who did the will of God. Those linked with Him by natural ties were without; those who were in scope of His then-present ministry were within; many of whom were committed to doing the will of God, Mk.3.31,34.


  Was the Lord failing to show respect to His mother and brothers? Gently, on a previous occasion, the Lord Jesus had pointed out to Mary that at that time His hour had not come, Jn.2.4. Now with equal gentleness, He showed that in His hour of public service, natural ties could not take precedence over the spiritual bonds the Spirit had formed between Himself and those who did the will of God. His mother and His brothers were to accept the change of relationship that the will of God demanded of Him and of them. He must work the works of Him that sent Him, Jn.9.4. When those works were completed and the Lord raised from the dead, He would adjust Mary Magdalene’s understanding that she and others might learn that He was not about to restore the relationships they had known prior to Calvary. He would introduce them into a new relationship, calling them "My brethren", Jn.20.17, but He would not be visibly present with them, as He had been for so long.


  We hear Mary’s voice twice in John chapter 2: "They have no wine"; "Whatsoever He saith unto you, do it", Jn.2.3,5. In the three records of the delegation of which she was a part, her voice is not heard. Whatever may have been her reasons for accompanying her sons, she saw the Lord’s word as final. She acknowledged what He said as "truth according to godliness". For her, it meant accepting the will of God. The Lord did not need to say to a godly woman like Mary: "If in anything ye be otherwise minded, God shall reveal even this unto you" Phil.3.15. Willingly and reverently, she bowed to the truth the Lord unfolded.


  SHOWING GODLINESS AT HOME


  In providing guidance to the assembly where there were widows indeed, the apostle Paul sets out principles by which to decide which widows should have priority in financial support. Age was one criterion. Account was also taken of the widow’s record of good works. However, the apostle also looks at the widow’s family circle, not just her own children, but also her nephews. They were to learn first to show piety (or godliness) at home, 1Tim.5.4. Where the widow’s children or nephews (or "grandchildren", R.V. or "descendants", J.N.D.) were unbelievers, there may have been unwillingness to help, but not if her son or daughter or other relatives were believing; they were expected to bear the burden of care, rather than the assembly, 1Tim.5.4,16. To do less that that would be to deny the faith and be worse than an infidel, 1Tim.5.8. Of interest to any seeking examples of a godly woman is the description of the past deeds of "a widow indeed". She would be one who had known what it was to trust God and to have a developed life of prayer. She would also have used her home to lodge strangers; to wash the saints’ feet, and to relieve the afflicted, 1Tim.5.10. In her use of her home, she had shown piety (or godliness).


  Like those "widows indeed", Martha and Mary appear to have used their home to meet needs they had noted. Like the named and unnamed women who exercised themselves unto godliness in ministering to the Lord during His itinerant ministry in Galilee, Martha and Mary expended much on Christ, both in extending hospitality to Him and, in Mary’s case, in anointing the Lord’s feet with a pound of ointment of spikenard. The exercises of those two godly and apparently unmarried, sisters are, in the main, centred on their home. There they showed piety (or godliness) not towards their relatives in the flesh, but to the Lord, to Whom they were not bound by spiritual ties.


  We first meet Martha and Mary in "a certain village", Lk.10.38. Martha stands out in the context; she had taken the initiative to invite the Lord Jesus into her house. He is a welcome guest in her home. The context is interesting. At 9.51, the Lord had begun His last journey to Jerusalem. The time that He should be received up was upon them. He had set His face steadfastly to go to Jerusalem. Previously in Luke’s account, the Lord had sent out the twelve to preach the kingdom of God and to heal the sick. Now He "sent messengers before His face … to make ready for Him" Lk.9.52. Chapter 10 opens with a third set of messengers being sent "before His face". Luke numbers them as "other seventy also", Lk.10.1. They were to enter into homes, not all of which would welcome them, Lk.10.6. Where they were received in peace, they were to eat and drink what was given them, Lk.10.7. They returned with joy to give their account of their mission, Lk.10.17-20. It was at this juncture that the lawyer posed the question that led to the Lord’s parable of the Good Samaritan, within which He spoke of the Samaritan’s care of the half-dead Jew and of the care the inn-keeper would lavish on that recovering Jew, Lk.10.30-36. We meet Martha at this point where the numbers in the Lord’s party include the twelve and the unnumbered messengers and the other seventy also. Many of the party would need some hospitality, and there would be others like the man who fell among thieves, who might need care. She stands forth as one willing to receive in peace the Lord Himself and most likely some of His followers. She, probably the elder of the two sisters, welcomed the Lord into her house.


  Martha did not have the financial resources of Shobi, Machir and Barzillai, who ministered to David and his men, but, like the Macedonian saints, she was probably willing to extend the riches of her liberality beyond her own means, 2Sam.17.27; 2Cor.8.2,3. In financial terms at least, she was prepared to be burdened and others eased, 2Cor.8.13. But the pressure of the occasion described by Luke exhausted her energies more than she expected.


  Unlike the seventy, she had lost the joy of her service, because she was distracted by burdensome care. She was no female equivalent of Demas, who, loving this present world, abandoned his field of service; but she may have needed the counsel Archippus received: "Take heed to the ministry which thou hast received in the Lord, that thou fulfil it" Col.4.17; in her case, without coercing another into sharing her burden. Nonetheless, she will have her reward for the care the Lord was to find in that home on other occasions. He later visited that home in its grief, John chapter 11, and when they (Martha and Mary) made Him a supper, Jn.12.1,2. Over the period He was in the vicinity of the city, just before He was crucified, the Lord spends a night or nights in Bethany, Mk.11.11. It is unlikely to have been in Martha’s home, given the prevalent dangers.


  An assembly of the Lord’s people is enriched greatly where there are godly women whose homes are used to entertain the Lord’s people and the Lord’s servants. Without the willing cooperation of his wife, a godly married man could not fulfil the necessary conditions for eldership: "given to hospitality" 1Tim.3.2; "a lover of hospitality" Titus 1.8. Much of the tiring labour associated with the godly women named in Romans chapter 16 may have related to hospitality, a ministry not limited to elders’ wives, Rom.12.13. The household of Stephanas had "addicted themselves to the ministry of the saints", 1Cor.16.15. Such dedication to meeting the needs of others would be difficult without a godly woman’s commitment. Paul’s evaluation of Aquila and Priscilla leaves a deep impression that both husband and wife were workers together with Paul, Acts18.2,3,18,26; Rom.16.3; 1Cor.16.19. In Priscilla’s home, her piety would be seen as Martha-like she spread the table for Paul and others, and Mary-like as she sat at the apostle’s feet, as he expounded the truth of God. Indeed Acts 18.26 places the mighty Apollos in her home, where her piety was seen both in her domestic duties and her ability to contribute to Apollos’ understanding of "the way of God". This is evidence that she, like Mary, had absorbed the Lord’s teaching, in her case through the apostle Paul.


  Mary of Bethany had shown piety at home, but in a markedly-different way. She chose "that good part" that would not be taken from her. We do not hear her voice in Luke’s vignette. Indeed, the only time we hear her speak is when she meets the Lord, before He proceeds to the grave where Lazarus had been laid. Mary was content to be at the Master’s feet to learn as His disciple; at His feet in her hour of deepest need when she needed His comfort after Lazarus died, and at His feet as a worshipper to expend her best on Him, Lk.10.39; Jn.11.32; 12.3. In the home, personal prayer exercises and the study of the Word of God should mark both godly men and women.


  In Luke’s account, no mention is made of the sisters’ brother Lazarus. He is not reported as present in the home into which Martha welcomed the Lord. Certainly, Martha makes no appeal to him that he might remonstrate with Mary. We are allowed to see these features of godly women in two very different characters where neither husband nor brother influences them.


  NOT BY THEIR OWN POWER AND GODLINESS


  The man had been lame from his mother’s womb and now the crowd sees him walking and leaping and praising God, Acts 3.8. Greatly wondering, the people rushed to where Peter and John were being held by the man they had miraculously healed. Immediately, Peter denies them the possibility of explaining the miracle by attributing it to their "own power or holiness [literally, godliness]". Drawing attention to Christ, Peter emphasised that it was "His name, through faith in His name, hath made this man strong" Acts 3.16. The presence of so many godly women around the cross and thereafter at the tomb should cause us to wonder greatly. They took their stance at the cross in their desire to honour their Saviour in death. Under tremendous pressure they stood but not on account of their own power or godliness. These women had no inherent power of their own or godliness independent of Christ. They were godly women whose faith in Christ upheld them, when great men failed or fled. Like Peter and John who healed the lame man, they did not depend on their own resources.


  Only John mentions Mary, the Lord’s mother standing by the cross and the disciple whom He loved, Jn.19.25, but the Synoptic Gospels mention the presence of "many women" Matt.27.55; Mk.15.41; Lk.23.55. Specifically named are Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses and Salome, the mother of Zebedee’s children, Matt.27.56; Mk.15.40. They, and other women from Galilee, stood with the Lord’s acquaintances, beholding the horrific events that occurred at that crucifixion, Lk.23.49.


  Others were drawn to view the three suspended between heaven and earth, Lk.23.48. Luke’s word, one of three Greek verbs translated in the immediate context by the English verb "to behold", Lk.23.48,49,55, records that those people had come as spectators to absorb the detail of the actions and experience the atmosphere in which they were taking place. For undisclosed reasons, they had come to witness the scene; now, as they began to return, they smote their breasts, probably little affected by the spectacle, Lk.23.48.


  Lk.23.49 notes the Lord’s acquaintances standing afar off watching. Luke’s wording may echo Ps.38.11 (LXX): "My friends and my neighbours drew near before me and stood still; and my nearest of kin afar off." The acquaintances, those known to the Lord, probably included relatives and at least the eleven disciples. The women of Galilee are classified separately. The acquaintances and the women formed the group who, grief-stricken, watched. But what did these women see? They saw how He suffered and deep impressions were made on their minds and hearts, as Luke’s change of verb may infer, Lk.23.49.


  The women also "beheld" how His body was laid, Lk.23.55,56. The verb "beheld" shows that they watched "attentively"; there may be even in the word a sense of their approval of how the Lord was being buried, as their minds attempted to interpret what they saw. The Lord was buried by Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus. We learn from Jn.20.15 that those women like Mary of Magdala would gladly have buried Him. At His birth there had been a Mary and a Joseph. At His death there was more than one more Mary and another Joseph. But burying the body of Jesus was a task allocated to Joseph, and not to any of those faithful women named Mary.


  We should honour those women who were interested in how the Lord was buried. The manner of His burial mattered to them more than any thing. They were not there to record the fact of His burial; they were there to view the fitness of His burial. We are offered no insight into the grief that wracked their being. But we do know that, having seen how Christ was laid in that new tomb, there crept over their souls an unnatural peace, for they returned home and rested. For the first time in 1500 years the sacred record notes some who rested on the sabbath, Luke 23.56. Before that day, the one and only time we read of any resting on the sabbath was Ex.16.30, just after the manna was first given.


  Mark notes that, most likely before the sabbath began on the Saturday evening, a group of three women, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses and Salome, had purchased the spices they thought they would need for what they may have thought would be their last act of devotion to their Lord, Mk.16.1. While it was yet dark, probably around 5 am, undaunted by the darkness or the dread of the tomb or the dangers faced by followers of the crucified Christ, they set out for the place where the Lord had been laid. Matthew’s account reveals that day had not yet begun to dawn, 28.1; Mark confirms that they reached the sepulchre "at the rising of the sun" Mk.16.2. Jn.20.1,2 reveals that Mary reached the sepulchre ahead of Mary and Salome and that, on noting the tomb was open, ran to report to Peter and John that "they" (whether Romans or Jews) had removed the Lord’s body. Meanwhile at the tomb angelic messengers had announced that the Lord was risen, Matt.28.5; Mk.16.6,7; Lk.24.5-7.


  Luke observes that a third group of women arrived very early in the morning at the place where Joseph and Nicodemus had laid the Lord. He notes that there were "certain others" with the women of Galilee, Lk.24.1; that party included Joanna, Lk.24.10. They too received the angelic witness that the Lord was risen and the angelic reminder that the Lord had spoken plainly of His crucifixion and resurrection on the third day, Lk.24.7, which they were able to relate to the apostles.


  Doubtless these women experienced a great range of emotions over the early hours of that first Lord’s Day. They were "amazed" Mk.16.8; "much perplexed" Lk.24.4; "affrighted" Mk.16.5; "afraid" Mk.16.8; Lk.24.5; "trembled" Mk.16.8; Mary Magdalene "wept" Jn.20.11, but there was also "great joy" mingled with fear, Matt.28.8. However, among their reactions, unbelief did not arise. Mary Magdalene’s testimony to the apostles about the Lord appearing to her "seemed to them idle tales", which "they … believed not" Mk.16.11; Lk.24.11. The two earnest but despondent disciples who were journeying to Emmaus, did so in unbelief, Mk.16.12; Lk.24.22-24. When the Lord Himself appeared to the eleven, He upbraided them for their unbelief, Mk.16.14. John identifies Thomas as stubbornly unbelieving, Jn.20.24-29. Even, on meeting their Lord on a mountain in Galilee, there were some who doubted, Matt.28.16.


  Had any observer asked those women to explain their remarkable behaviour over those three or four days from the time their Lord had been delivered into the hands of sinful men, they would have said with Peter and John: "Why marvel ye at this? Or why look ye on us, as though by our own power and holiness [godliness] we had [done this]?" Acts 3.12. They had ventured to that tomb, despite the guard Rome had provided, at a time when no male follower of Christ did. They had seen the angels that made the Roman guard as dead men; they had gazed on countenances as lightning and raiment white as snow and shining, and been able to converse with them. They had accepted angelic testimony to Christ’s resurrection and remained resolute despite the disbelief among the apostles. These were remarkable, godly women.


  GODLINESS … GREAT GAIN


  Writing of the virtuous woman of Proverbs chapter 31, A. J. Higgins1 remarks that the Spirit of God "takes all the virtues of chapters 1-30 and displays them - in a woman … not a man … a woman is seen displaying all the beauties and qualities of Proverbs." The godly women who appear in the Synoptic Gospels display irrefutable evidence of God being at work in them. They are the embodiment of much the Lord Jesus taught, manifesting features against which there is no law, Gal.5.23. They were prepared to deny themselves and take up the cross and follow Christ. The world thought they were losing their life for Christ’s sake in their futile devotion to Him. One day the universe will learn that they have found life and, in His public acknowledgement of them and their work, that the Lord is no man or woman’s debtor, Matt.16.25.


  
    	
      1Higgins, A.J. "Proverbs - What the Bible Teaches". John Ritchie Ltd, 2008.

    

  


  Those women appeared in the Gospel narrative at critical times: around the time of the Lord’s incarnation, at particular times in His public ministry and prominently in the climactic period of His death and resurrection. No one observing their meritorious deeds need ask them: "Who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this?" Esther 4.14. It was clear that they had been raised up to play a part in God’s great purpose. In every generation, there are critical times at which God raises up godly men and women to do His will. In those crises, the weight of a godly life means more than eloquence and the extravagant claims a tongue might make. Certainly, those women whose exploits are recorded by Matthew, Mark and Luke, have been weighed in God’s just balances and have not been found wanting.


  CHAPTER 10 - GODLY WOMEN IN THE ACTS


  by Brian Currie, N. Ireland


  INTRODUCTION


  As is obvious from the list of contents of this book, the subject matter is so comprehensive that it runs from Genesis to Revelation. When guidance is required in our day, and principles for service are sought, it is common to ponder the practices of the early church that are documented in the Acts of the Apostles. While this is unquestionably a book of transition from the old Jewish dispensation of being under law to the new Christian age of being under grace, there are principles revealed that have apostolic, and thus Divine, authority and are binding on Christians of this present era. On this basis we turn our attention to this wonderful book of missionary enterprise and seek to learn lessons that will enable personal and collective testimony to be advanced.


  Women are mentioned throughout the book of the Acts as follows:


  1.14, "These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brethren" – Continuity In Prayer.


  5.1-11, Sapphira, who with her husband, Ananias, lied "to the Holy Ghost" – Severity In Punishment.


  6.1, "Widows were neglected in the daily ministration" – Partiality In Provision.


  9.36-43, "Now there was at Joppa a certain disciple named Tabitha, which by interpretation is called Dorcas …" – Profitability In Production.


  12.14,15, "She opened not the gate for gladness, but ran in, and told how Peter stood before the gate. And they said unto her, Thou art mad" – Faulty In Perception.


  16.1, "Behold, a certain disciple was there, named Timotheus, the son of a certain woman, which was a Jewess, and believed;" – Fidelity In Parenthood.


  16.14,15, "And a certain woman named Lydia, a seller of purple, of the city of Thyatira, which worshipped God, heard us: whose heart the Lord opened, that she attended unto the things which were spoken of Paul. And when she was baptized, and her household, she besought us, saying, If ye have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my house, and abide there. And she constrained us" – Sincerity In Profession.


  16.16-18, "A certain damsel possessed with a spirit of divination … followed Paul and us, and cried, saying, These men are the servants of the most high God, which shew unto us the way of salvation. And this did she many days. But Paul, being grieved, turned and said to the spirit, I command thee in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her. And he came out the same hour" – Testimony In Pronouncement.


  Not all of these could be placed in the category of "Godly Women" but by a consideration of those who were even the opposite, lessons, albeit negatives ones, can be learned.


  CONTINUITY IN PRAYER


  1.14, "These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brethren."


  Prayer was the main occupation of these early disciples. It was never looked upon as being the second most important activity and so they "all continued" in it. Their continuity is emphasised. These saints would never have missed the prayer meeting on the basis of a frivolous excuse. On the other hand, the prayer meeting would never have been boring by reason of long-winded and repetitive prayers. There would have been a real atmosphere of excitement as they prayed for real, felt and current need and they would have been living in the expectation of the Lord answering their prayers. Paul emphasised the importance of the prayer meeting when he wrote, "I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for all men; for kings, and for all that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and honesty" 1Tim.2.1,2. The words, "first of all" show that prayer has the first place and is not so much first in time. Also, we note that "all" is plural and implies it is first before all other matters and is of prime importance:


  The second matter to be highlighted is their harmony, which is seen in the expression, "with one accord". This implies they were harmonising like the instruments of an orchestra under the conductor. Here the Conductor was the Holy Spirit and He controlled them. This is the first of eleven occurrences of this word in the Acts and perhaps it is one of the secrets of their successful service.


  They prayed meaningfully and with real entreaty as is seen in the words, "in prayer and supplication". Prayer is the general word and depicts a person on their knees: supplication is more particular and depicts a person on their face. Also, the constancy of the women is seen. They were there during the life of the Lord Jesus and at the cross and they are still there in the upper room. The value of praying women to the testimony is inestimable. Who could assess the worth of the prayers of Hannah that issued in a measure of recovery of the nation through Samuel? Anna’s prayers added greatly to her service of the Lord, Lk.2.36-38. This is the last time we read of "Mary the mother of Jesus" and shows her humility. While she is given the prominence of being mentioned by name, she never dishonoured the principle of headship by praying publicly in the presence of men. Neither is there any mention of the mother and child; nor is there any thought that she was prayed to; she is among the supplicants.


  Many readers will take encouragement from the fact that His family is mentioned, "with His brethren". They remained in unbelief through all the years they watched Him and heard Him, but they now believe and are among His followers. We must continue to pray for unbelieving family and friends and not give up.


  SEVERITY IN PUNISHMENT


  5.1-11, "Sapphira, who with her husband, Ananias, lied "to the Holy Ghost".


  It can be correctly and thus very confidently stated that anything that is of God or brings pleasure to God will be attacked by Satan. This has been true from Eden’s garden. Satan takes on various guises to instigate an attack. These can be as a serpent, an angel of light or a roaring lion. As he tempted the Lord Jesus these three characteristics can be seen. In the wilderness he asked the Lord to make bread from stones and in this he acts as the subtle serpent. In the second he showed the Lord all the kingdoms of the world and desired worship and in this he was an angel of light. In the third he took the Lord to the pinnacle of the temple and invited Him to cast Himself down and was seen as a roaring lion.


  In the Acts he is seen in these guises. It is as the serpent, with subtle deception he attacks through Ananias and Sapphira. When that did not work as he desired, he donned the robe of the roaring lion and the saints were fiercely persecuted, which was seen in all its ferocity in the martyrdom of Stephen in Acts chapter 7 and that of James in chapter 12. Finally, he came as the angel of light and sought to destroy the testimony by introducing wrong doctrine through false teachers. This is apparent in Acts chapter 15 where there was an attempt to corrupt the purity of the gospel by introducing circumcision as a prerequisite to salvation. Paul warned against such, "For I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not sparing the flock. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them" Acts 20.29,30.


  The sin of Ananias and Sapphira was covetousness combined with hypocrisy and their attempt to cover it led to them lying unto God. Sin among mankind was introduced in Eden by the instrumentality of a man and a woman and here Satan repeats his successful tactic. Achan’s sin was also covetousness, Joshua chapter 7. Solemnly, each occasion ended in death.


  The lesson for all Christians is that we are to be men and women of integrity and we ought not to allow the deceitfulness of riches to blur our sight and eventually to mar our testimony. Christians are expected to be truthful and honest and if Ananias and Sapphira had displayed these characteristics this attack would have foundered. Where these features are absent, endless problems will arise.


  PARTIALITY IN PROVISION


  6.1, "Their widows were neglected in the daily ministration."


  A problem arose as the testimony increased. It has often been noted that the larger the number of people, the more numerous the problems and such was the situation here. The first verse connects the multiplication of disciples with the murmuring of discontent. The children of Israel murmured against the leadership of Moses and Aaron and thus against the Lord. This is the teaching of Ex.16.7,8, "… for that He heareth your murmurings against the LORD: and what are we, that ye murmur against us? And Moses said, This shall be, when the LORD shall give you in the evening flesh to eat, and in the morning bread to the full; for that the LORD heareth your murmurings which ye murmur against Him: and what are we? your murmurings are not against us, but against the LORD." With respect to the nation, this attitude can be seen in many chapters of the Old Testament such as Exodus chapters 15,16,17; Numbers chapters 14,16,17 etc., as well as being highlighted in the New Testament as a prevalent sin.


  The problem in Acts chapter 6 appears to have sprung from a perceived favouritism based on nationalistic tendencies. The Hellenists, the Greek-speaking Jews, thought that their widows were being disadvantaged "in the daily ministration" or the daily provision that was given to the widows. This murmuring had the potential of hindering the work of God since "the twelve" may have had to "leave the word of God and serve tables" v.2. There are a number of lessons we ought to learn from this:


  
    	
      The Lord desires that saints, especially widows, who are in penury be cared for

    


    	
      All materialistic matters in the assembly must be seen to be done impartially

    


    	
      It takes very little to cause big problems; see Jms.3.5b

    


    	
      Problems can be solved by spiritual men acting decisively and in harmony.

    

  


  PROFITABILITY IN PRODUCTION


  9.36-43, "Now there was at Joppa a certain disciple named Tabitha, which by interpretation is called Dorcas …"


  There are three people in the Acts who are termed "a certain disciple". These are Ananias, 9.10; Timothy, 16.1 and Dorcas, 9.36. The idea in a disciple is a follower or a learner; indeed these may be combined and it can be stated that a disciple is one who follows to learn and who learns to follow. This becomes cyclic since the more we learn the more we follow, and the more we follow the more we learn and the whole of Christian experience is following and learning and learning and following. This results in not only learning, but becoming attached to one’s teacher so as to follow his way of life, so that the life of a disciple is changed. This means that in the disciple, features of Christ will be detected. In some of the considerations above, lessons have been learned in a negative way, but with Dorcas all is positive and features are seen that can only be if we are truly learning Christ.


  Her Dwelling - v.36, "Now there was at Joppa a certain disciple named Tabitha …"


  There are a number of features of Joppa that permit us to conclude that it is a picture of the world. Its name means "beautiful" and none can deny the beauty of this world even though scarred with sin. It was the place to which the disobedient prophet Jonah ran in a futile attempt to hide from God. It was located in the territory of Dan, the most northerly, and perhaps the worst, tribe. It was a very ancient city, which was near the sea and was built on a hill. Would these facts not remind us respectively of the antiquity of the world, the place for the nations and the pride that marks mankind? All this suggests that Tabitha lived in a world that was just like ours!


  It was "near Lydda" v.38, which means "birth-place". This adds to the evidence that it was marked by things natural. The distance from Joppa to Lydda was just over 16.5 km (about 10 miles), reminding us of the proximity of our debased nature.


  Thus there is no excuse for not working for God in this world. She learned Christ in the midst of an appealing world and so can we.


  Her Designation - v.36, "… a certain disciple named Tabitha, which by interpretation is called Dorcas"


  She is the second woman to be named in the Acts: the first is Sapphira. What a contrast; one greedy, the other giving; one deceitful, the other diligent; one a hypocrite, the other honest.


  The name Tabitha means "clear-sighted" and the implication is that she was not fooled by the beauty of the world. She had a clear vision and could see what others were unable to see. This reminds us of Moses who "endured, as seeing Him who is invisible" Heb.11.27. This continued to the end, Deut.34.7, "Moses was an hundred and twenty years old when he died: his eye was not dim, nor his natural force abated." It seems that saints of a former day were more of this character than the present generation. Lands, titles, high status, fortunes of money were all given up because they believed the Lord Jesus was coming at any moment, and eternity had a grip on their souls. In this day far too many believers are taken up with amassing material things.


  The interpretation of Tabitha is Dorcas, which is much more familiar to us. Its meaning is ‘gazelle’, often translated ‘roe’ in the Song of Songs. A number of differing ideas come to mind when we ponder the spiritual significance of a gazelle.


  Her Timidity


  A gazelle is easily frightened and its only defence is its speed. Applying this to Dorcas and so to ourselves, it suggests a woman who is not forceful or pushy. She would happily accept her place of subjection to the man and so to Christ, 1Cor.11.3. Perhaps the last woman to be named in the Acts also would reflect this character. She was Damaris, 17.34, whose name means ‘to tame, curb’ or as some suggest, ‘gentle’. Modern day feminism has made women loath to accept this place and has caused problems in some assemblies.


  It must be understood that headship does not imply inferiority, since the Head of Christ is God and He is not inferior to God. It is rather an accepted place of subjection to advance the work of God. The acceptance of headship is displayed by a two-fold covering, namely the natural one of the hair and the artificial one of the head covering. The man’s head is uncovered and his hair is short; whereas the woman’s head is covered and her hair is long. Space prohibits an exposition of 1 Corinthians chapter 11, but it would richly repay the reader’s personal study.


  Such a woman would not be an attention seeker and so would dress in a becoming manner. She would exemplify 1Tim.2.9,10, "… women adorn themselves in modest apparel, with shamefacedness and sobriety; not with broided hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly array; but (which becometh women professing godliness) with good works"; and 1Pet.3.3,4, ‘Whose adorning let it not be that outward adorning of plaiting the hair, and of wearing of gold, or of putting on of apparel; but let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price."


  Her Stability


  The gazelle can run swiftly over rough, uneven terrain where others would stumble. Where do we obtain such spiritual stability? The answer may be in Isa.33.6, "wisdom and knowledge shall be the stability of thy times." It is a knowledge of God and His Word that enables us to be stable Christians. It is most refreshing to find a sister who is knowledgeable in the Word of God and can discuss it intelligently. The godly women referred to in this book would have had a knowledge of God’s Word and His ways. It would appear that Samson’s mother was more spiritual than his father, Manoah, since each time the angel appeared, it was to her. There is little doubt that Hannah was more spiritual than Elkanah, Naomi than Elimelech and Priscilla than Aquila;


  Paul encourages us to stand for God in Eph.6.10,11,13, "Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord, and in the power of His might. Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil … Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand." This is not advancing into the devil’s territory, but it is standing and holding what we have got because too often we are driven back.


  
    	
      Stand before the attack, v.11, "ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil"

    


    	
      Stand during the attack, v.13, "ye may be able to withstand in the evil day"

    


    	
      Stand after the attack, v.13, "and having done all, to stand".

    

  


  Her Purity


  The gazelle parted the hoof and chewed the cud and so it was a clean animal. Clean animals were marked by two characteristics, "Whatsoever parteth the hoof, and is clovenfooted, and cheweth the cud, among the beasts, that shall ye eat" Lev.11.3. These characteristics bring to our attention two very important features of Christianity. Parting the hoof is outward and implies separation in our walk. Chewing the cud is inward and implies the importance of meditation. These are clearly seen in the blessed man of Psalm 1, "Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful", this is parting the hoof: "But his delight is in the law of the LORD; and in His law doth he meditate day and night", this is chewing the cud. Both are required and each exercise will help the other.


  Her Diligence - v.36, "This woman was full of good works and almsdeeds which she did."


  It was not that Dorcas was marked occasionally by good works and giving, but she was full of these. The word "full" (pleres) is also in v.17, "filled with the Holy Ghost". It means to be complete, fully furnished. For example in Matt.22.10, "the wedding was furnished with guests." Her life was filled fully, totally complete with doing good works and giving to the poor. The Pastoral epistles are a commentary on "good works" and the Scriptural commentary on giving is 2Corinthians chapters 8 and 9. Her life was so busy she never would have time to be bored and she never could have been accused of being lazy. What tremendous value such sisters are to the testimony!


  Her Death - v.37, "She was sick, and died"


  It may be supposed that Dorcas was the last person the assembly wanted to lose, but sometimes the Lord takes home those who were doing a good work; those we feel we cannot do without. However, we must accept God’s purpose and His overruling will, understanding that He makes no mistakes. This is true even when we lose a loved one. Often we do not understand why and while we do not have the answers, we must rely on Him. It has been said that down here we have the tears without the reason, but up there we will have the reason without the tears. We recall that it is twice recorded, "As for God, His way is perfect" 2Sam.22.31 and Ps.18.30. We are not surprised when we cannot understand, since Paul wrote that, "His ways (are) past finding out!" Rom.11.33.


  Her Donation - v.39, "The widows stood by him weeping, and shewing the coats and garments which Dorcas made, while she was with them."


  She was mourned because she was missed. Some Christians would be missed because of their nuisance value, but this woman was so loved by the saints they mourned her passing. Should not each one of us live so that we would be missed for the right reasons? It is tragic to read of Jehoshaphat’s son, Jehoram, 2Chr.21.19, "he died of sore diseases. And his people made no burning for him, like the burning of his fathers ... he departed without being desired."


  Dorcas made "coats" which may be the outer clothing, and "garments" which could be either inner or outer. Her ministry to the saints was warming. How we need such from both sisters and brothers. It is not difficult to see how a brother can do this as he ministers the word. Some ministry is as clear as ice and just as cold! It is good when a brother imparts heat to the saints so that it could still be said, "Did not our heart burn within us, while He talked with us by the way, and while He opened to us the scriptures?" Lk.24.32. There is a longing among the saints for a fresh and warm ministry rather than a constant repetition of old, stale sermons.


  It is obvious that the ministry of Dorcas was a personal and private exercise. It would take a quantum leap of spiritual imagination to see here any Scriptural authority for a sisters’ meeting. A sister can still use her talents to help and warm the saints, without stepping outside her God-given sphere. It may be by producing garments to be used at home or in missionary work; she may have the necessary equipment and knowledge of technology to prepare texts, book marks, fridge magnets etc. for gospel work; she can visit elderly and sick saints, perhaps transporting them to various appointments; it may even be by way of a word of appreciation and encouragement to a ministering brother. It would be more difficult to see the work of God advancing if it were not for the diligent ministry of sisters in showing hospitality to the saints and the Lord’s servants. This is imperative in the case of an overseer’s wife who needs to support her husband to allow him to fulfil the qualification of "given to hospitality" 1Tim.3.2.


  She left behind her something that was valuable to the next generation. Aaron left garments for Eleazar; David left the materials for the temple; Elijah left a mantle; Paul left a spiritual treasury. What are we leaving the next generation? Paul, as he thought of four generations, encouraged Timothy when he wrote, "the things that thou hast heard of me among many witnesses, the same commit thou to faithful men, who shall be able to teach others also" 2Tim.2.2. The same sentiment is expressed in Deut.4.9, "… teach them thy sons, and thy sons’ sons"; Ps.78.5,6, "... commanded our fathers, that they should make them known to their children: That the generation to come might know them, even the children which should be born; who should arise and declare them to their children"; Prov.13.22, "A good man leaveth an inheritance to his children’s children"; Joel 1.3, "Tell ye your children of it, and let your children tell their children, and their children another generation." The rising generation has to be willing to use whatever is left. When the garments were taken from Aaron and put on Eleazar there was no alteration required or permitted. Similarly, Elisha donned Elijah’s hairy mantle without wanting it modernised! Thinking particularly of sisters and their spiritual legacy: how often we miss a sister’s intercessory prayers; her persistence in teaching the Scriptures to her children; her example to younger women in the realm of dignified, modest apparel and spiritual deportment and her Mary-like, godly appreciation of the Lord Jesus as she left the lingering aroma in the house, Jn.12.3.


  The words, "which she made" are worthy of note. They show her diligence and activity. Referring to those who would not work (not who could not get work), Paul wrote, "if any would not work, neither should he eat" 2Thess.3.10. Those who benefited from her ministry were "the widows" v.39. She gave to those who were not in a position to repay her. The Saviour said, "For if ye love them which love you, what thank have ye? for sinners also love those that love them. And if ye do good to them which do good to you, what thank have ye? for sinners also do even the same. And if ye lend to them of whom ye hope to receive, what thank have ye? for sinners also lend to sinners, to receive as much again" Lk.6.32-34. James revealed what God expects, "Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world" Jms.1.27.


  Her Deliverance - v.40, "But Peter put them all forth, and kneeled down, and prayed; and turning him to the body said, Tabitha, arise. and she opened her eyes: And when she saw Peter, she sat up."


  We may learn some lessons about seeing the spiritually dead raised; that is seeing souls saved. Firstly there must be separation; "Peter put them all forth". There was to be no carnal show or fleshly display. There would be nothing in which the flesh could glory. All glory must be His and His alone. A true, God-sent preacher will not project himself but will preach Christ and Him crucified. Then there will be identification; the preacher will get down to the level of his audience: he will not preach over their heads or try to impress Christians in the audience with his knowledge or oratory. This is illustrated in the experience of Elijah and the widow’s son, "he stretched himself upon the child three times, and cried unto the LORD, and said, O LORD my God, I pray Thee, let this child’s soul come into him again. And the LORD heard the voice of Elijah; and the soul of the child came into him again, and he revived" 1Kgs.17.21,22. The same is seen with respect to Elisha and the Shunammite’s son, "He went in therefore, and shut the door upon them twain, and prayed unto the LORD. And he went up, and lay upon the child, and put his mouth upon his mouth, and his eyes upon his eyes, and his hands upon his hands: and he stretched himself upon the child; and the flesh of the child waxed warm" 2Kgs.4.33,34. There is the indispensability of supplication since he "kneeled down, and prayed". It has been said that to preach without praying is presumption. Power to reach the spiritually dead comes from a prayer life. When this is in order there is resurrection, "And she opened her eyes: and when she saw Peter, she sat up" and satisfaction, "when he had called the saints and widows, presented her alive". What joy there is when a soul is born again!


  The Development - v.42, "Many believed in the Lord."


  As a result of this miracle others were blessed. As the Lord taught, life came out of death: "Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit" Jn.12.24.


  FAULTY IN PERCEPTION


  12.14,15, "… she opened not the gate for gladness, but ran in, and told how Peter stood before the gate. And they said unto her, Thou art mad."


  The times were very difficult for the saints. Herod the king had killed James, Acts 12.1. Because this action pleased the Jews, v.2, he thought he would capitalise on the mood of the Jews and so "he proceeded further to take Peter also ... And when he had apprehended him, he put him in prison …" vv.3,4. The believers turned to their only resource and so it is recorded, "Peter therefore was kept in prison: but prayer was made without ceasing of the church unto God for him" v.5. Another of Scripture’s glorious ‘buts’! What a contrast between the pomp and political might of an earthly ruler and the insignificance and frailty of Christians.


  God graciously answered their prayers and Peter was miraculously delivered from the prison. He soon made his way to where he expected to find the believers: "And when he had considered the thing, he came to the house of Mary the mother of John, whose surname was Mark; where many were gathered together praying" v.12. It seems that Peter’s release took place during the night, hence v.18, "Now as soon as it was day, there was no small stir among the soldiers, what was become of Peter". The intensity of the prayer meeting is gauged therefore by the fact that it seems to have lasted through the night. Sometime during the hours of night Rhoda, the maid, answered a knock at the door and was astounded: "when she knew Peter’s voice, she opened not the gate for gladness, but ran in, and told how Peter stood before the gate" v.14. The praying saints showed their unbelief when they said, "Thou art mad. But she constantly affirmed that it was even so. Then said they, It is his angel" v.15. "But Peter continued knocking: and when they had opened the door, and saw him, they were astonished" v.16. Perhaps this reflects our faith more than we would like to admit, but we are thankful that He "is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think …" Eph.3.20.


  FIDELITY IN PARENTHOOD


  16.1, "… behold, a certain disciple was there, named Timotheus, the son of a certain woman, which was a Jewess, and believed …"


  Here we are introduced to Timothy who is called "a certain disciple". We have noted previously that a disciple is a learner or a follower, or perhaps he is both. He learns to follow and follows to learn. Timothy is mentioned 24 times in the New Testament and he became one of Paul’s closest companions. There are only eight men called ‘man of God’ in the entire Bible and Timothy is the only one so described in the New Testament, 1Tim.6.11.


  Paul calls him, "my genuine child" 1Tim.1.2, and "my beloved child" 1Cor.4.17; 2Tim.2.1 (J.N.D.). It is probable that he was saved shortly after his grandmother Lois and mother Eunice when Paul visited Lystra in Acts chapter 14. These two godly women had taught him the Old Testament Scriptures "from a child" (babe, R.V.), 2Tim.3.15. That they had done a good, spiritual job with Timothy as seen in the man he became. It ought to be an encouragement to all sisters who sacrifice many material comforts so that they can spend time with their families, raising their children for God. Too many little children are left with minders who have no sympathy with the gospel and the children are reared in a worldly atmosphere. Not all children who are raised at home by loving parents turn out like Timothy, but if they don’t, the parents are spared looking back with regrets wondering, ‘what if?’


  Here, on his second missionary journey, Paul takes Timothy with him to ‘full time’ service. This was about seven years after his conversion. He was growing spiritually and that quickly and he was fulfilling the meaning of his name, "honour of God". It seems he always had the honour of God before him and he honoured Him in his life and service. In some ways he came from an unlikely home, his mother "was a Jewess, and believed; but his father was a Greek", which may imply his mother got saved after the marriage. Since the father is not mentioned again; the imperfect tense is used in the phrase, "was a Greek"; and Paul seems to take control of their circumstances, these cause some to conclude that the father was dead. If so, his mother and grandmother were probably dependent on him for their livelihood. Yet when the Lord called Timothy and he had to leave home and become an itinerant preacher, these two godly women did not put any obstacles in his way. Undoubtedly they would miss Timothy tremendously but they had faith to allow Timothy to go. It is usual for the most missed to be the ones who are called. They taught Timothy the Scriptures when he was young and now they honoured them in their experience. With these godly women the claims of Christ were pre-eminent and surpassed every personal consideration.


  SINCERITY IN PROFESSION


  16.14,15, "And a certain woman named Lydia, a seller of purple, of the city of Thyatira, which worshipped God, heard us: whose heart the Lord opened, that she attended unto the things which were spoken of Paul. And when she was baptized, and her household, she besought us, saying, If ye have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my house, and abide there. And she constrained us."


  As we know, a tremendous work for God was accomplished in Philippi. The Philippian assembly became especially close to Paul and it all began with Paul and his friends being directed to the riverside where it was known there would be a prayer meeting. They sat down and began to have a conversation with the women who were already there, perhaps waiting for the men to come and conduct the service. What a large oak tree grew from this small acorn! Let us not give up seeking to personally evangelise those who may show an interest in eternal matters.


  We can discern the omniscience of the Lord since He knew who she was, "Lydia"; what she was, "a seller of purple"; where she was from, "the city of Thyatira"; whose she was, "which worshipped God". This last statement is an indicator that she was likely a proselyte. Her conversion to Christianity commenced with her ears being opened for the message, "heard us" v.14. This echoes the truth of Romans chapter 10, where the necessity of hearing the gospel is expounded. There is the need of a preacher, "How then shall they call on Him in whom they have not believed? and how shall they believe in Him of whom they have not heard? and how shall they hear without a preacher?" v.14. Then Paul concludes in v.17, "So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God". Having accepted her responsibility to give ear to the message, the Lord worked in His sovereignty, whose "heart the Lord opened". Her heart was opened for the Master. Again we can find this sentiment in Romans chapter 10, "That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised Him from the dead, thou shalt be saved" v.9. The opening of the heart to receive the truth of the gospel is a work that is Divine. It is not accomplished by the persistence of a preacher, or by his persuasive pleas. The next step for such a person is baptism and so we read, "she was baptized" v.15. Her mind was open for the ministry. Her household was also baptised, v.15, which implies they were all of a responsible age and had all personally received the Lord Jesus as their Savour. Neither infant baptism or sprinkling, nor household baptism finds a place in the New Testament There is then incontrovertible evidence that she has been truly saved. Her home was opened for the ministers, "If ye have judged me to be faithful to the Lord come into my house, and abide there." It is a healthy sign when a new convert desires the company of the Lord’s people. There is something radically wrong when a professing believer desires the friendship of the world rather than that of fellow believers. James, in his usual practical manner states, "… know ye not that the friendship of the world is enmity with God? whosoever therefore will be a friend of the world is the enemy of God" Jms.4.4. How blessed it is to say with meaning, "… he is altogether lovely. This is my beloved, and this is my friend …" S of S.5.16. It is a wholesome question and a test of reality to ask oneself, "Which company do we desire most?"


  It was not just that she wanted the preachers to visit her, but she invited them to "abide there". The force of the word "abide" can be seen in other places where it is used by Luke: "Mary abode with her about three months …" Lk.1.56; "… it came to pass, that he tarried many days in Joppa with one Simon a tanner" Acts 9.43; "And because he was of the same craft, he abode with them, and wrought …" Acts 18.3; "And Paul dwelt two whole years in his own hired house …" Acts 28.30. Her sincerity is displayed when it is recorded, "she constrained us" v.15. She was in the same frame of mind as those on the road to Emmaus, where we have the only other occurrence of this word "constrained". Lk.24.29, "But they constrained Him, saying, Abide with us: for it is toward evening, and the day is far spent." Remarkably the former word "abide" is also used in their invitation to the Lord Jesus.


  Lydia well illustrates the injunctions of 3Jn.8 "We therefore ought to receive such, that we might be fellowhelpers to the truth": and Heb.13.2, "Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares". We ought to look upon the opportunity to show hospitality to the Lord’s people as a privilege and not a burden. It is sad when we need a period of forewarning before we could even offer a fellow believer a meal.


  TESTIMONY IN PRONOUNCEMENT


  16.16-18, "… a certain damsel possessed with a spirit of divination … followed Paul and us, and cried, saying, These men are the servants of the Most high God, which shew unto us the way of salvation. And this did she many days. But Paul, being grieved, turned and said to the spirit, I command thee in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her. And he came out the same hour."


  As we commence her story, there is nothing godly about this woman. It is marked by slavery to men, Satan and spiritism. Yet her experience was all in the sovereign plan of God since it led not only to her conversion, but also that of the Philippian jailer. How true is Rom.11.33, "O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are His judgments, and His ways past finding out!"


  It would seem that this girl was a kind of fortune-teller and then, as now, people were prepared to pay money if their future could be told. Present day astrology, horoscopes, tarot cards, palm reading, séances etc. are all part of this satanic realm. When she was delivered from her slavery her masters lost their source of income and instigated the persecution that led to the preachers being beaten and thrust into jail. Undoubtedly Satan was behind this incarceration but he overstepped himself and the circumstances led to the furtherance of the gospel.


  The lesson we learn is one that is often seen on the surface of the Bible, that salvation makes a change in the life of the person and that it is impossible to continue in sin and be a true believer. A person who practises sin is not a believer regardless of their profession: "Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin; for His seed remaineth in him: and he cannot sin, because he is born of God" 1Jn.3.9. May we know what it is to live lives that are holy and without blame so as to give evidence that a true work of God has been wrought in us.


  CHAPTER 11 - GODLY WOMEN IN PAUL’S EPISTLES


  by David McAllister, Zambia


  We will consider Paul’s teaching on godly women using the following themes: spheres, service, standards, submission, support, snares, and samples.


  SPHERES


  In Paul’s writings, the godly woman is seen mainly in two spheres: the home and the assembly. Believers in places of employment will find passages such as Eph.6.5-8 and Col.3.22-25 helpful to them, but such passages apply equally to men and women; there is nothing ‘gender-specific’ in them. Of course, a woman who follows the teachings given for her in the Scriptures will be a great testimony in work, but so will a man who follows the teachings given for him. If we want to find material that pertains particularly to women, then we discover that it is in the home and in the assembly that they have a unique role to play.


  Not only so, but these two areas are linked, for the woman who fulfils her role in the home will have a very positive effect on the well-being of the assembly. We trust that this will be evident as we proceed.


  SERVICE


  Paul is often (wrongly) accused of being ‘negative’ towards women. However, there is much in his epistles that shows his appreciation of godly women, and of their service for the Lord. Women have God-given characteristics, which equip them to serve in a way which men cannot do; or, at least, not as effectively as women can. The reader who has read all the earlier chapters in this book will have seen examples of women who showed unsurpassed devotion to the Lord, deep compassion, unswerving loyalty to the things of God and to His people, unsparing care for their parents, husbands and children, and overwhelming kindness. These traits still characterise godly women; qualities which fit them to carry out their vital service for the Lord.


  Not all sisters will be involved in all the areas of service mentioned below. For example, service specific to married women will not apply to all. Nevertheless, there is plenty that unmarried sisters can do to help those who are married; and many an unmarried sister has been a big help in bringing up children. So there should be little that any sister, whatever her ‘status’, can read and say, "There is nothing I can do in this area".


  Firstly, we consider the presence of godly women at assembly gatherings. In 1Cor.14.23, Paul writes: "If therefore the whole church be come together into one place." That might seem a surprising place to start, particularly as women are not actually mentioned. True, but that is the point: in all Paul’s writings, it is accepted that, when the assembly gathers, all will be there: both men and women. It is "the whole church" that meets. Thus we see a vital aspect of women’s service that is often underestimated: their presence at the gatherings of the saints.


  Someone may ask: "Can assembly gatherings be described as service?" They can indeed, and if we were to be more conscious as we gather that we have the great dignity of being engaged in the service of God, as we approach Him, enter into His presence, and offer up spiritual sacrifices, then it would greatly help our gatherings.


  Now imagine what the assembly gatherings would be like with only the males there. Would it give a balanced view of the assembly? Would it have the dignity that is there when all are present? Would it give such a clear testimony to godly order and reverence? Would it encourage women not in fellowship (whether saved or not) to come to hear the Word of God? The answer to each question must be in the negative. We cannot assess the great richness that sisters give to assembly gatherings, by their very presence and demeanour.


  Secondly, let us think about the prayers of godly women. A godly widow "continueth in supplications and prayers night and day" 1Tim.5.5. Here is a work of incalculable value, unseen and largely undervalued by us. But it is all seen and highly valued by God, and He Who sees in secret will reward openly. The Scriptures have many examples of godly women and their prayers; and saints in the present day can speak of the great help that praying sisters have been to them.


  We note the consistency of a godly sister in this holy exercise. She "continueth" in it. All can start off with good intentions, but how important it is for this to characterise one’s whole life. We also note the length of time given to it: it is "night and day". Many hours are spent in prayer. This is a high standard indeed, and how commendable is a saint who attains to it.


  Thirdly, in Paul’s writings, the provision made by godly women for the practical needs of the people of God is also stressed. In the passage just mentioned above, we read of a godly widow who has "lodged strangers … washed the saints’ feet … relieved the afflicted" 1Tim.5.10. In Rom.16.1,2, Phebe is described as "a succourer of many", and Paul adds, "of myself also". In v.13 of the same chapter, he greets Rufus, and then "his mother and mine". Evidently, in her service, she had been like a mother to him. Time and words would fail to describe the incalculable service that godly women have rendered to the Lord by their hospitality. It was true in New Testament days, and it still is. This is a work in which men could not even begin to compare with women. Yes, an elder is to be hospitable, 1Tim.3.2, Titus1.8, but the ability of the elder to carry out this work will be highly dependent on the womenfolk in his household.


  Fourthly, godly women have an important part to play in the propagation of the gospel. In Phil.4.3, Paul speaks of "those women which laboured with me in the gospel." Some have tried to infer from this that women were involved in the public proclamation of the gospel. We will not pre-empt the discussion on public participation of sisters (which will be further down the chapter), suffice it to say that Paul would not advocate women doing something which he writes they are not to do! These women (likely Euodias and Syntyche, named in v.1) would have been well-acquainted with another woman in Philippi, Lydia, of whom we read in Acts chapter 16, one who greatly furthered the work of the gospel, without the slightest suggestion of her being involved in public preaching. And we thank God for sisters who still labour in the gospel. This has never been more important than in our day, when, for example, most unsaved at our meetings are there due to personal contacts and invitations from individual believers; in most cases, from sisters. Often, during the day, when the husband is at work, it is the wife who is in the area, coming into contact with the neighbours, shop assistants, school-parents, and so on, and this can be so fruitful in the gospel. It is usually the mother, rather than the father, whose interaction with the school principal allows an opening for invitations to children’s meetings to be distributed in a school. These are just examples of the many ways in which sisters have a huge role to play in the going forth of the gospel.


  Fifthly, godly women are of great service to the Lord in the pattern they show to younger women. This is clearly seen in Titus chapter 2, where "the aged women" v.3, are, by virtue of their "behaviour", to "teach the young women to be sober" v.4.


  There are those who have used these verses to support the practice of "women’s meetings", in which women gather together, for the teaching of the Scriptures, or perhaps for the teaching of things like cooking and child-rearing. But, as the context shows, it is primarily by their manner of life that older women teach younger women how they should live. The younger ones look to the pattern set by the older women, and thus learn how they should behave. Of course, this does not preclude verbal advice and instruction; it would be a strange thing if the older women never offered counsel to the younger. But to try to use this as a pretext for women’s meetings is to read into the passage something which is not there.


  Sixthly, there are many godly women who serve Him in the partnership they have with their husbands. Evidently Peter, the other apostles, and the Lord’s brothers, were accompanied by their wives as they moved around in the service of the Lord, 1Cor.9.5. And there is the example of Priscilla, who is always seen united with her husband in service for the Lord. The testimony of Paul’s epistles corroborates the record in Acts: in Rom.16.3-5, they are referred to together by Paul as "my helpers in Christ Jesus". He elaborates: "Who have for my life laid down their own necks." Moreover, Paul is not the only one to have benefited from their self-sacrifice, for he says that unto them "all the churches of the Gentiles" give thanks. He also adds that the assembly meets in their house; a fact also stated in 1Cor.16.19. These things speak for themselves: a wife who is united with her husband in his service for the Lord is herself of great service for the Lord.


  Seventhly, in Paul’s epistles we see the service rendered to the Lord by godly women in parenting. In 1Tim.5.10, he says that a commendable deed associated with an older widow is that she has "brought up children". In v.14, Paul states his will that the younger ones "marry, bear children, guide the house, give none occasion to the adversary to speak reproachfully". In Titus 2.4,5, we read that the younger women are (among other things) to "love their husbands, to love their children … keepers at home … that the word of God be not blasphemed".


  Nowadays many in society despise the Christian woman who puts her family ahead of a career. However, the standard for the believer is not the opinions of godless people, and the mother who gives priority to the raising of her children, despite pressures from society, or from relatives, or from financial constraints, is certainly following the guidance given in Paul’s epistles, and the other Scriptures.


  Doubtless the phrase given in Titus 2.5: "keepers at home" is of help to us here. This does not mean that she is to be "kept" at home, as if she were a slave. Quite the contrary: the phrase, which translates one word in the original, has the thought that she is the one who keeps guard of the home; one who is responsible for the care of the household. This is indeed a weighty and noble responsibility.


  The obvious example of service as mothers from Paul’s epistles is Eunice and Lois. Writing to Timothy, Paul could "call to remembrance the unfeigned faith that is in thee, which dwelt first in thy grandmother Lois, and thy mother Eunice; and I am persuaded that in thee also", 2Tim.1.5. They taught him God’s Word from his infancy, 2Tim.3.15, and their faithful labours were used in the salvation of one who became a "man of God", 1Tim.6.11.


  Perhaps there are sisters who are reading this and saying, "I can never be used in this way, for I do not have children." Not so. Many women who do not have children have been influential in bringing the Word of God to the children of unsaved siblings, or brought children to children’s meetings, or taught them in Sunday School. Many a primary school teacher (with no children of her own) has taught the Word to children who come from the most godless of homes. The results of this work will only be revealed in a day to come.


  STANDARDS


  We will look at a number of different ways Paul presents the high standards of conduct that God expects of a Christian woman:


  Her Actions


  We shall base this mainly on Titus 2.3-5, as this includes most of Paul’s specific instructions for the behaviour of women. The passage speaks of older and younger women, but we will not distinguish between them as far as their actions are concerned. For the younger are to become what the older already are, in godly behaviour. There are not two different standards: one for the older and another for the younger. Similarly, in 1Tim.3.11, instructions are given for "wives" (the context shows that it is the wives of deacons, as it is deacons who are described in the preceding and succeeding verses). But what is good for these wives is good for all Christian women.


  At the beginning of the verses in Titus chapter 2, a general term is given: "that they be in behaviour as becometh holiness" v.3. This is a good standard for all saints, male and female: one’s whole manner of life should be as befits those who are set apart unto God. At the end, a reason is given for such behaviour: "that the word of God be not blasphemed" v.5. This is an incentive to us all in our behaviour: the consciousness that the world is looking on at us, and that we should avoid doing anything that would cause the Lord, and His Word, to be evil spoken of.


  In between, several helpful phrases are given:


  "not false accusers" v.3. This highlights the danger of the wrong use of the tongue. Here the reference is to making slanderous statements, but there are many other uses of the tongue which are harmful, and which should be avoided. It is sobering to note that the word translated "false accusers" here is diabolos, which is the word translated "devil". Such behaviour is to be involved with the devil in his work. The same instruction is given in 1Tim.3.11: "not slanderers".


  "not given to much wine" v.3. In Crete (where Titus was) the people were known for their love of alcohol. Likely most reading this book are also in a society where they can identify the same problem. And the specific instruction given here is as relevant today as it was then. But, once again, it is possible to apply it in a much wider way, for there are many temptations that we face in this world, to which society in general is given over, which we are to avoid.


  "chaste" v.5. Here the thought is of purity; cleanness; unsullied Christian character. In a world that is far from pure; sullied by sin and all manner of vice, Christian women (and men too) are to be altogether pure from it.


  "good" v.5. So much is included in this word that it would take a whole chapter to give it adequate coverage. It refers to everything that characterises God; and which should characterise His people. It includes that which is honourable, pure, faithful, morally upright, beneficial, helpful, pleasing to God, and much more. In 1Tim.5.10, Paul speaks of the widow whose life is summarised in the words: "well reported of for good works; … if she have diligently followed every good work".


  


  "faithful in all things" 1Tim.3.11, could well also be included here. Does "faithful" here refer to her faith in God and the things of God, or to her dependability? We need not debate the matter, for both should be true. Equally, the "all things" have as wide an application as possible. A sister should be faithful to the Lord, and utterly dependable, in whatever sphere she is involved.


  Her Attitudes


  These are intertwined with her actions, and cannot be separated from them. Once again, we find much help in Titus chapter 2, from which we observe some phrases:


  "discreet" v.5. This is also translated as "sober", and it indicates that the person thereby described is of a sound mind, and thereby self-controlled; able to curb fleshly desires. The words "grave" and "sober" in 1Tim.3.11 are different, but they also point to a woman who is worthy of honour, vigilant; careful to live as God would have her do. Having the right mind will be a great preservative against wrong behaviour.


  "to love their husbands" and "to love their children" v.4. We have already considered the service of a married sister in relation to her husband and children, so we pause only to observe that the motivation for such service is an attitude of love. If she truly loves her husband and her children, then she will not find it difficult to be a good wife and mother to them.


  "obedient to their own husbands" v.5. Here we have the thought of submissiveness, which is an attitude leading to right behaviour. We will consider it more fully later.


  Her Appearance


  In 1Cor.11.14,15, Paul states: "Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him? But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given her for a covering." Here then is indicated a clear difference in the appearance of a man and a woman: that which is shameful in a man is glorious in a woman. Surely if God takes such an exalted view of a woman’s long hair, so should we. Also, it is "given her". By whom? It can only be by God. So it should be highly valued. This is not a mere cultural issue, nor peculiar to Corinth, as the phrase, "Doth not even nature itself teach you …" shows. In other words, even if we did not have Scripture for it, we should know from nature that these things are so.


  Paul says, "If": here is an acknowledgment that not every woman has been given long hair by God. This has important implications. Firstly, the fact that not everyone has been blessed in this way should make those who have received it, grateful for it. In addition, if a woman has not been given long hair, then she cannot be held responsible for not having it. This should make us very careful in passing judgement when observing people. For example, a woman who has had an illness may have lost some or all of her hair. The Lord knows, and has total sympathy in such cases. So should we. However, we should not take that "If …" as licence. The fact that not every woman has been given long hair by God does not give those who have been given it the authorisation to cut it.


  A straightforward reading of the above Scriptures would seem to make the matter clear enough. However, in response to them, a question is often asked, to the effect, "When Paul says ‘long’, how long does this imply?" The very articulation of the question indicates a problem: it suggests that the enquirer wants to know the minimum she can ‘get away with’, and if she could be given an indication of what that is, then she would do that, and no more. But if, as the verses say, one with long hair has been given it by God, and it is a glory to her, why would she want to cut it to the ‘borderline’?


  In addition, if the Bible was to give a specific length, where would this leave sisters whose hair could not grow to that length, even though they dearly wanted it? And, on the other side, those whose hair was naturally much longer than the "limit" could cut away at it, and yet feel very self-righteous, as they were still above the boundary. It does not take too much examination to see that the question is unreasonable.


  Finally, and happily, we are not expected to answer the question, because the One Who is the Giver of the woman’s hair knows what "long" is in each individual case, and has given each woman that which is, by definition, her natural length. Thus, He will not expect it to be any longer than that which He has given, and, on the other hand, if she cuts it, she is making it shorter than what He considers "long". So, the sister who lets her hair grow to its natural length has no need to worry about questions such as "How long is long?"


  Some try to ridicule this position, by asking questions such as, "Do you mean a woman should let her hair run wild, and let it be full of split ends, and so on?" No, we are not advocating that a woman neglect her hair. She is responsible to keep it in a healthy condition. This would include discreet removal of split ends; an action which will not noticeably affect the length of the hair, but which will promote healthy growth, and thereby, most likely, actually increase its length (and its thickness) in the medium to long term.


  Another objection to the above teaching – not so much an objection as an attempt to justify not following it; is a statement such as, "But it is possible to have long hair, and yet to be carnal; surely a woman’s actions are more important than the length of her hair?" To which we respond that, sadly, it is possible for a woman to appear "right" with her long hair, and yet to be all wrong as far as her character is concerned. No sister should think that, provided her hair is long, she has fulfilled all that Scripture demands for a godly sister. Nor should we make the length of hair the sole criterion of spirituality. There are godly women who do not have long hair. Perhaps some of them have never been taught what the Scripture says, or maybe they have failed to see the teaching clearly. Or possibly they see it, but think it is of little consequence. Or the issue may have been addressed in a critical way, and this has provoked a reaction in the opposite direction. Perhaps some feel that the reproach, or the inconvenience, is not worth it. The Lord knows each heart.


  Having said all that, the above question "Surely are a woman’s actions not more important than the length of her hair?" assumes that we are free to put Bible teachings in "rank order" of importance, and then dispense with "less important" items, provided that we keep the "more important" ones. But God expects us to be obedient to all of His Word. Even in the lands in which we live, there are laws that are considered "more important", but keeping them does not free us from keeping the lesser ones. We are under obligation to obey them all. So it is with the Word of God. We are not to "pick and choose". Putting it a slightly different way: having long hair and being of godly character are not two incompatible options, from which a sister must choose one or the other; she can have both!


  Her Attire


  We will now look at what she puts on. Here we turn primarily to 1Timothy chapter 2.


  All around in today’s world, we see both extravagant and immodest clothing, elaborate hair styling, and expensive ornaments. It is evidence of the timeless relevance of Scripture; that these are the very things of which Paul wrote, almost two millennia ago, and are not to characterise godly women: "not with broided hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly array", v.9. Evidently, the emphasis of the world on ostentation and expense in terms of clothing has changed little, but the Christian woman must remember that God’s standards have not changed either, and that these things are not for her.


  Having considered the negative side (what she is not to be adorned with), we now turn to what Paul says positively on it. It is threefold:


  The Materials with which she is adorned: "in modest apparel" - v.9


  The word here translated "modest" occurs only one other time in the New Testament, and this is in v.2 of the following chapter, in which it is translated as "of good behaviour". This would strongly indicate that a woman’s clothing should be consistent with behaviour that is godly. People can deny it, but the fact remains that how a person dresses does make a statement about him or herself.


  We note, with sadness, that the dress of some people, even at gatherings of the saints, is, at least, verging on the immodest. It ought not to be so. It is a deeply regrettable thing if, for example, some of our young women are imitating the world in their dressing, in order to attract the attention of young men. It should have the opposite effect; a young brother should take such behaviour as a clear indication that a woman who flaunts herself in this way will not be a suitable, godly wife for him. And a sister who is choosing whether or not to buy an item of clothing should ask, "Would all my fellow-believers regard it as modest?" If there is even a slight doubt as to the answer, then she should speedily leave it on the shelf.


  The Mind with which she is adorned: "with shamefacedness and sobriety" v.9


  The word "shamefacedness" occurs only here and in Heb.12.28, where it is translated "reverence". Thus, a sister should be adorned with a mind that is reverential towards God, as well as proper self-respect and respect towards others. The "sobriety" denotes soundness of mind and self-control. These are qualities for which gold, expensive clothes, and style, are a very poor substitute indeed!


  The Morality with which she is adorned: "with good works" v.10


  Paul states that God views good works as an adornment. They are a true and worthy embellishment. They are honouring to God, and they receive honour from Him. They, rather than the outward fashions favoured by the world, are what we should all value highly.


  SUBMISSION


  In Gal.3.28, we read, "there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus." This shows that there is no difference between men and women as far as their standing in Christ is concerned. All are equal in His love for them, in the work He has done for them, and in the many blessings He has bestowed upon them. However, the Scriptures make it equally clear that, as far as practical living here on earth is concerned, and the roles given by God, there are distinctions. They also teach that there is such a thing as headship, and that we are all to submit to it. Paul deals with two important areas in which it is to be demonstrated:


  In Marriage


  In Eph.5.22 and Col.3.18, Paul says, "Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands", and in Eph.5.33; "the wife see that she reverence her husband". This indicates an attitude of deferential obedience. This is not a message popular in the world today, but Paul gives us powerful reasons for such an attitude:


  the "husband is the head of the wife" Eph.5.23. Godly order is involved. He is not superior to her, but the place of headship has been given to him.


  "even as Christ is the Head of the Church … as the Church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in every thing." Eph.5.23,24. The husband-wife relationship is a beautiful picture of Christ and His Church. The wife, in being submissive to her husband, is helping to picture the submissiveness of the Church to Him.


  it is "as unto the Lord" Eph. 5.22. It is part of the woman’s submission to Him. It may sometimes be difficult to be submissive to one’s husband, but when she remembers that it is as unto Him, this should be a big help.


  it is "fit in the Lord" Col.3.18. The wife who is submissive to her husband is doing that which is appropriate, in acknowledgment of His Lordship.


  The wife who acknowledges these things will not only show this submissive attitude on a day-to-day basis; she will also give due weight to the teaching given in 1Corinthians chapter 7, where much instruction pertaining to married life is given. She will render to him all the kindness that he is due, v.3; she will not leave him, v.10; if circumstances are so difficult for her that she is forced to leave, then she will do all in her power to seek reconciliation, and if this does not succeed, then she will remain unmarried, v.11; she will accept that she is bound to him as long as he lives, and that only if he dies is she free to marry another, v.39. In a day when fidelity and life-long commitment to marriage are treated ever more lightly in the world, it is the responsibility of a godly woman to be faithful to her husband, and to do all she can to maintain the marriage until one of them dies or the Lord comes. Of course, the man also has great responsibilities as husband, which will be considered later in this chapter.


  In Meetings


  In 1Cor.11.5, we read, "But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered dishonoureth her head." Clearly some women believed they could appear in gatherings of the assembly with uncovered heads, and that they could participate audibly. Paul deals with the head covering in chapter 11, and with audible participation in chapter 14. Both relate to the submission of sisters.


  The Head Covering – chapter 11


  A full consideration of the teaching on the subject in this chapter (and the objections to it) could take a whole book! We must content ourselves with summarising the salient points. Paul gives some very strong reasons why a sister should cover her head in the assembly gatherings:


  Because it Brings Shame not to Wear it – vv.3-6


  V.3 says, "the head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God." This is not a question of superiority or inferiority. Christ is not inferior to the Father; nor is the woman inferior to the man. It is a matter of authority; of the different roles that each has, in accordance with Divine order.


  On the basis laid in v.3, when we read "Every man praying or prophesying, having his head covered, dishonoureth his head" v.4, it is not just a matter of him dishonouring his own physical head - that would be a relatively small matter - but it goes far further than that: he is, by doing so, dishonouring the One Who is his Head – Christ Himself, and thereby God. By the same token, the woman who "prayeth or prophesieth with her head uncovered" v.5, is not merely dishonouring her physical head, but is implicitly denying the whole order of headship, as given to us in v.3.


  A measure of how shameful such behaviour is, is given in the subsequent statement: "that is even all one as if she were shaven" v.5. Very few women would consider it an honourable way to be treated for all her hair to be removed. But Paul is arguing that refusal to cover her head is tantamount to the same thing, and, if she regards being "shorn" (hair cut very short) or "shaven" (hair totally removed) as a disgrace, then she should wear a head covering, v.6.


  The question has been asked: "When a man covers his head in the gathering, or a woman uncovers hers, is it the physical head that is being dishonoured, or the ‘head’ in the sense in which it is used in v.3?" Surely these verses indicate that it is both. The reference to the woman being shaven or shorn in v.5 would indicate that her own physical head is in view: even a woman who knows nothing of the truth of headship would consider being shorn or shaven as bringing great dishonour upon her (physical) head. On the other hand, the clear theological statements given in v.3, showing that God, Christ, the man and the woman are all inter-connected in the area of headship, must be there (right at the beginning of the passage) for a purpose. And it is undeniable that the subsequent verses show that what we do with our physical heads has implications which are not confined to those physical heads, but which impinge on the whole area of headship: the physical pictures the spiritual, and disobedience in the physical implies a denial of the spiritual. Thus, for example, when a woman is uncovered in the gatherings, she is dishonouring her own head, but she is also dishonouring the man, and (from the inter-relationship spelt out in v.3) she is dishonouring Divine Persons.


  Because of Divine Glory – v.7


  The man is the "image and glory of God": he is the one who represents God and who is responsible to bring His excellence into view. As such, he "ought not to cover his head." It would be totally wrong to do so, as it would be covering that which ought to be displayed: the glory and greatness of God.


  On the other hand, "the woman is the glory of the man." There is no place in the assembly gatherings for man’s glory to be displayed. By covering her head, she is acknowledging this fact.


  Thus, a gathered company, where the men’s heads are all uncovered, and the women’s heads are all covered, is making a beautiful statement: not only acknowledging Divine headship, but also indicating that man’s glory is not being displayed – only the glory of God is to be seen.


  Because of the Order in Creation – vv.8-12


  This is closely related to the previous point. Man was made before the woman; she was made from him, v.8, and she was made for him, v.9. This is recognised by the woman having "power on her head", v.10, that is, a symbol that she is under authority. In vv.11 and 12, Paul beautifully balances his teaching of man’s headship. He reminds us that the man and the woman are not independent of each other. He also reminds us that, while the first woman came from the first man, now every man has come from a woman. This helps to guard the man from thinking that headship implies superiority; he should see that there is mutual dependence and respect between the sexes.


  Because of the Angels – v.10


  There have been several suggested explanations for this interesting statement. These include: that the angels set the right example, by covering themselves in God’s presence, Isa.6.2, and we ought to follow their example; or that the elect angels did not rebel against God’s order, and we should do likewise; or that angels are observing the assembly gatherings, and it is important that heaven should see Divine order carried out on earth.


  These (and other) suggestions are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, perhaps the very reason that Paul does not elaborate is because they are all valid. At any rate, the implication is clear: the women should have their heads covered, and the men theirs uncovered, and the reason goes beyond the material world, to the unseen world.


  Because of What is Fitting – vv.13-16


  Paul calls on the Corinthians to draw their own conclusion. It ought to be evident to them that the head covering is that which is appropriate for the woman, just as it should be evident to them, from nature itself, that it is shameful for a man to have long hair, v.14, and that a woman’s long hair is a glory to her, v.15.


  Comparison of v.15 with vv.5,6 indicates that, since "her hair is given her for a covering", then, to be consistent, she should wear a head covering in the assembly gatherings. The suggestion by some, that v.15 indicates that a woman’s long hair will do instead of putting on a head covering, is untenable. For one thing, the Greek word translated "covering" in v.15 is completely different from the one used (in various forms –"covered", "uncovered", "cover") in vv.4-13. Also, if her hair was what was in view in the "covering" of v.6, then the opening phrase of that verse would mean: "But if the woman has no hair, let her hair be cut off", which is too ridiculous to merit consideration.


  Some take the teaching given in these verses as having a wider bearing than public gatherings, so that, for example, some sisters believe that they should cover their heads whenever prayer is being made, even when they are alone at home. Certainly there could never be an occasion when it is wrong for the sister to cover her head. However, it is the view of the present writer that the mention of "the ordinances" v.2, marks the change in the subject matter of the epistle from personal walk (chapters 7-10) to public witness (chapters 11-14). The reference to the custom of the "churches of God" v.16, would also indicate that it is public gatherings of the saints that are in view.


  In v.16, Paul says: "But if any man seem to be contentious, we have no such custom, neither the churches of God." There were those who would oppose his teachings. Clearly things have not changed much! From this verse, we should learn the lesson to accept and carry out Scripture teachings, rather than try to fight against them. We also see (from the reference to what was the "custom") that Paul’s teachings were not for Corinth alone, but for us all. This serves to emphasise what is evident (from points already made, such as Divine order, creation, angelic observation, and the teaching of nature) that this teaching is applicable to all assemblies, throughout this age.


  Silence – Chapter 14


  Having dealt with disorder regarding the head covering, Paul deals with the issue of audible participation in 14.34,35: "Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak … it is a shame for women to speak in the church".


  It is difficult to think of a way Paul could have made his meaning more obvious. Despite this, numerous attempts have been made to try to explain away his words. A full consideration of them here is impossible, but none of them is sustainable. Some can be answered without even leaving these verses. The fact that a woman with questions is to ask them at home, v.35, immediately disposes of a few. The idea that Paul is merely forbidding women from chattering. However, women would hardly go home to ask their husbands questions about chatter! Also, some suggest that Paul is forbidding women from speaking in tongues, but not from speaking in their own language. But they would hardly ask questions in a tongue! Again, others contend that the prohibition on speaking refers only to some assembly gatherings, and not to all. However, the fact that she is only to ask questions at home excludes audible verbal participation at all assembly gatherings. And so on. Let us humbly accept Paul’s admonition in v.37, and acknowledge that what he writes are "the commandments of the Lord".


  What Paul says in 1Tim.2.11-15 is entirely in keeping with what he says in 1Corinthians chapter 14. Some have tried to make play of the fact that the word "silence" in vv.11,12 is different in Greek to the word "silence" in 1Cor.14.34, and can be translated as "quietness", as in 2Thess.3.12. Its only other occurrence in the New Testament is in Acts 22.2, where it clearly does mean refraining from speaking. So we must judge the meaning by context. The immediate context, where it stands in contrast to the audible participation of the males, 1Tim.2.8, and comparison with 1Corinthians chapter 14, both show that "silence" is the correct translation and meaning.


  It is highly instructive that both 1Corinthians chapter 14 and 1Timothy chapter 2 make reference, not to local conditions, but go right back to the beginning of the Bible: "as also saith the law", 1Cor.14.34, and "For Adam was first formed …" 1Tim.2.13,14.


  SUPPORT


  None of us should think that we can live without the help and support of others, and our sisters are no exception to this. Paul gives a number of references to the help that is to be rendered to women. We will consider three cases:


  Wives


  Much has been said earlier in this chapter about the responsibilities of the wife in a marriage. We can now balance this by pointing out that the husband has many responsibilities towards his wife. In Ephesians chapter 5, we see that he is to love her, v.25, and, in doing so, he is picturing the great self-sacrificial love of Christ for the church. He is to treat her with the same devotion and care that he shows for himself, vv.28,29. In Col.3.19, the command to love her is repeated, with the addition that he is not to be bitter against her. How easily bitterness can rise within marriage, and the husband should do all he can to prevent it from occurring. And the instructions given to her in 1Corinthians chapter 7 are paralleled in instructions to him of equal weight.


  If a husband treats his wife as he should, with love, care and respect, in accordance with Paul’s teachings, then it is likely that she will happily be submissive to him.


  Widows


  In 1Tim.5.3-16, we are taught that widows are to be supported, and that, if there are relatives capable of doing this, the responsibility is theirs, vv.4,8,16. If, however, a widow is without any other means of support ("desolate" v.5), the responsibility lies with the assembly, to "honour" her, v.3. Thus, a "widow indeed" v.3, who fulfils the criteria (of age, v.9; of moral purity, v.9; of service, v.10) is to be "taken into the number" v.9, that is, put on the list of those for whose maintenance the assembly takes full responsibility.


  Does this teaching have relevance for us today? Likely most people reading this book live in a country where there are relatively few women who are totally destitute. However, in many parts of the world there are widows who are in this position, and the assembly has a responsibility to ensure that they are cared for. However, the safeguards given by Paul should be followed: relatives should not burden the assembly in order to free themselves from their responsibilities; and the assembly should ensure that such support is going to women of proven godly character; the danger of unspiritual women taking advantage of the kindness of the saints is spelt out in vv.11-15.


  In 1Timothy chapter 5 Paul is dealing with the case in which an assembly assumes total responsibility for support, and this is why strict criteria are applied. This does not rule out the general principles of care that are to be shown to one another as believers. For example, there may be a widow who is not totally destitute, but who would benefit from material help. The assembly should be sensitive to this, and be willing to help, even if she does not fulfil all the conditions laid down in this chapter. This is part of assembly life, and it is to be encouraged. The teaching in this chapter is the extreme case: total destitution requires total support; other cases, while not as extreme, will also require the help of the saints.


  Workers


  In Phil.4.3 we read: "help those women which laboured with me in the gospel." He may be referring to the two women named in v.1, and indicating that they needed help to resolve their differences. But whoever is being referred to, and in whatever way they are to be helped, we can deduce that Paul appreciated the help that he had been given by godly women, and desired that they, in turn, be given the help that they needed. From this we can draw a principle for ourselves: that sisters who have laboured for the Lord, in the ways that the Scriptures have given for them, are worthy of any assistance that can be given to them.


  SNARES


  Paul does bring before us some dangers to which women are exposed. None of them is the sole preserve of women – they are dangers to men as well – and so we should all take heed to the warnings in them.


  Desires


  In 1Tim.5.11, Paul speaks of young widows who "when they have begun to wax wanton against Christ, they will marry." Here he is not condemning remarriage of a widow - indeed he advises it in v.14, but the attitude of one who has the determination to marry, even if it involves going outside the will of God.


  This is a great danger, and it is not confined to young widows; it affects both genders, and all age groups. We need to be reminded of the perils of desires based on emotion, which can lead us to take life-changing decisions, which are contrary to God’s Word. How sad, for example, it is to see a young sister, who seemed to be doing well, but who accepts a proposal of marriage from an unsaved man, and goes ahead with it, knowing full well that it is contrary to Scripture. Many have done so, and have lived to regret it bitterly.


  Deeds


  In the same chapter, we see that such wrong desires will be followed up by wrong actions: "And withal they learn to be idle, wandering about from house to house; and not only idle, but tattlers also and busybodies, speaking things which they ought not" v.13. How relevant are the Scriptures to today’s world! There is danger in having too much time on one’s hands, which encourages laziness, nosiness, and unprofitable and harmful talk. In Paul’s day, with limited transport and communications, the main damage in such behaviour was "from house to house", and there is still plenty of that going on. How damaging it is, to assembly life in particular, when such activity takes place, and how we must seek to avoid it. Now, with the Internet, and its social networking sites, the influence of such malign behaviour is much more far-reaching and immediate. How many hours are wasted, how many worthless words are spewed out, how much gossip is generated and propagated, and what untold harm is caused, at the keyboard of a computer! And it is not only women who engage in it.


  Doctrines


  Another danger is given in 2Tim.3.6: the false teachers who "creep into houses, and lead captive silly women laden with sins, led away with divers lusts." It may well be that the women referred to here are not believers; and if they are believers, they are certainly unstable. But whoever they are, we would all do well to be warned: that there are false teachers around today, in the religious world ("having a form of godliness" v.5) who use subtle methods in order to lead people into their false belief systems. One method they use is to come to homes when the men are absent, and prey upon women who are vulnerable to their errors. This is nothing new, for it is exactly how Satan first attacked in Genesis chapter 3. And let us all be grounded in the truths of God’s Word, so that we do not fall for such things.


  Disputing


  We mention again the differences between the two sisters in Phil.4.2. How sad it is when differences, perhaps not even based on doctrine but on personal issues, cause division between saints who once worked happily together. And it is certainly not confined to the womenfolk. How good it is to "be of the same mind in the Lord".


  Discontentment


  1Tim.2.15 says: "Notwithstanding she shall be saved in childbearing, if they continue in faith and charity and holiness with sobriety." In this passage, Paul has been warning of the danger of the woman stepping outside her sphere of service as a woman, and he has given Eve as an example: she transgressed by taking to herself a role that God never meant for her, with disastrous consequences. How will a Christian woman be preserved from making the same mistake; by continuing in the role which God has given to her, which, in general, is covered by the word "childbearing"? So it is not salvation of the soul that is being referred to, which depends on faith alone. Nor is it physical preservation – he is not suggesting that a woman will be guaranteed to be preserved from dying during childbirth. Nor is he saying that every woman must bear children, or that doing so will (in some mysterious way) have a preservative effect spiritually on her. It is preservation from acting in a way that is dishonouring to God. It is a general statement; that happily accepting the work that God has given will be a spiritual preservative; while trying to go outside her scriptural role will be a spiritual disaster.


  Let us all, men and women, be content with what God has given us to do, and continue happily in it. This will indeed be to our spiritual preservation.


  SAMPLES


  Some examples of godly women mentioned in Paul’s epistles have already been discussed above: Phebe, Rufus’ mother, Lois and Eunice, Euodias and Syntyche. There are others, including Mary, "who bestowed much labour on us", Rom.16.6; v.12 of the same chapter names other women labourers, Tryphena, Tryphosa and Persis; Chloe and her household, with their concern for the well-being of the assembly in Corinth, 1Cor.1.11; Apphia, probably the wife of the hospitable Philemon, Philemon v.2. Of them we know nothing else; but their record is in the Scriptures, and on high. May we seek to follow their godly example.


  


  CHAPTER 12 - GODLY WOMEN IN PETER’S EXPERIENCE


  by Ian McKee, N. Ireland


  INTRODUCTION


  We all know Peter or we think we do! Too often it is Peter’s failure in the courtyard of the high priest’s palace that is starkly scrutinised. "Peter the impulsive" in the Gospel records is majored on, with "Peter the proclaimer" in the Acts of the Apostles relegated to secondary consideration. Peter’s early propensity to rashness of speech is preferred to the richness of his preaching and his mature penmanship.


  Therefore, Peter often suffers from a portrayal that lacks dimension, but the resulting caricature reflects more on the commentator than the character of his apostolic subject.


  That said by way of introduction, I wish to interest the reader in a more sensitive aspect of the personality of this spiritual giant. We shall consider Peter’s relationship with women: in the Gospels; in the Acts of the Apostles; and in the Epistles. Some of this introductory material will be dealt with in a fuller way in other chapters of this book, but it is here to invite interest in how Peter’s experience developed; and as an essential scene-setter to our consideration of Peter’s instruction to godly women in his own inspired writings.


  Peter and Women in the Gospels


  Consideration of Peter’s relationship with women in the Gospels will lead us to reflect on six specific instances:


  
    	
      Peter and the healing of his mother-in-law – Matt.8.14,15; Mk.1.29-31; Lk.4.38,39

    


    	
      Peter and the healing of the woman with the issue of blood – Lk.8.43-48

    


    	
      Peter and the raising of Jairus’ daughter – Mk.5.37; Lk.8.51

    


    	
      Peter and his relationship to mother, wife and daughter – Matt.19.27-30; Mk.10.23-31; Lk.18.28-30

    


    	
      Peter and the pre-denial damsels – Matt.26.69-75; Mk.14.66-72; Lk.22.54-62; Jn.18.15-27

    


    	
      Peter and Mary Magdalene and the other women – Mk.16.1-7; Lk.24.10-12; Jn.20.1-10.

    

  


  Peter and Women in Acts of the Apostles


  Consideration of Peter’s relationship with women in the Acts of the Apostles will lead us to reflect on four specific instances:


  
    	
      Peter at a prayer meeting with Mary – Acts 1.13,14

    


    	
      Peter and Sapphira and discipline – Acts 5.8,9

    


    	
      Peter and the raising of Dorcas – Acts 9.39-41

    


    	
      Peter and Rhoda at a prayer meeting – Acts 12.13-16.

    

  


  Peter and Women in the Epistles


  Consideration of Peter’s relationship with women in the Epistles will lead us to reflect on one specific instance, namely his relationship to a sister, a wife – 1Cor.9.5.


  Peter and Women in His Epistles


  Consideration of Peter’s relationship with women in his own inspired writings will lead us to reflect mainly, but not exclusively, on 1Pet.3.1-7.


  PETER AND WOMEN IN THE GOSPELS


  It will be noted that not all of the women referred to could be called godly, but from the instances briefly considered we shall see that Peter is learning lessons that will equip him to give advice to sisters who aspire to be godly. It is for that reason we draw attention to these examples.


  Peter and the Healing of His Mother-in-Law


  Mark’s Gospel presents the Lord Jesus Christ as God’s Perfect Servant, in His constant and unceasing service. As a scene-setter, Mark describes a day in the life of the Saviour, Mk.1.21-34. During that long day the Lord preaches in the synagogue at Capernaum, casts out an unclean spirit, heals Simon’s wife’s mother, heals many others of their diseases, casts out many demons and spends part of the night in prayer. There is much to learn from this representative day of service, but our interest will focus on Peter and his mother-in-law.


  Following the events in the synagogue the Lord is brought into the house of Simon and Andrew, with James and John. But Simon’s wife’s mother, (yes, Peter was a married man) lay sick of a great fever. We note that Peter was in good relations with his mother-in-law. And so he must, for how could he later give ministry to women if he failed in relationships with his own wife and his mother-in-law? The moral right to give public teaching is earned at home, in one’s own house, in the assembly to which one belongs and in one’s local community.


  But Peter learned something from the Lord that day that never left him, namely, that there is need for decorum and propriety when dealing with women. First, given the account of what transpired, it is clear that the Lord took Peter at least with Him into the sick chamber. Second, the Lord "touched her hand" Matt.8.15, and "took her by the hand, and lifted her up" Mk.1.31.


  Visitation of the sick is an important responsibility. But in certain situations to avoid possible embarrassment and/or misunderstanding, it is best shared and sometimes most prudently with a wife, sister or daughter. In addition, in such circumstances, any physical contact should be appropriate. As Peter watched, "He took her by the hand, and lifted her up". And, as we shall see, Peter never forgot it.


  Peter and the Healing of the Woman with the Issue of Blood


  Matthew’s brief account emphasises the kindly words of Christ, "Daughter, be of good comfort; thy faith hath made thee whole" Matt.9.22. Mark’s account shows that the Lord’s kindly words were in response to the woman’s fear and trembling, her prostration and confession, following her vital touch; "Daughter, thy faith hath made thee whole; go in peace, and be whole of thy plague" Mk.5.34. However, it is Luke who records Peter’s comment, "Master, the multitude throng Thee and press Thee, and sayest Thou, Who touched Me?" and the Lord’s statement, "Somebody hath touched Me: for I perceive that virtue is gone out of Me" Lk.8.45,46.


  That day Peter learned that faith’s tremulous touch brought an instant response from the plenitude of power. This believing touch, sensitive and secret, drew forth a response in mighty power. She, who touched Him from behind, is raised up and brought to look full into the face of Christ. How gracious were His actions, how reassuring His words, but how firm were His ways? Faith cannot be hidden and the Lord will, with gentle firmness, bring all of His own face to face with Himself.


  Peter witnessed this exchange and learned much; not least that faith needs nurturing with personal interaction that secures blessing, confidence and encouragement without causing personal embarrassment. This secured effective, public witness to the Lord, and it is the timely word, to meet an individual need, which will have greatest effect. Another lesson learned by Peter!


  Peter and the Raising of Jairus’ Daughter


  The healing of the woman with the issue of blood and the raising of Jairus’ daughter, uniquely, are conjoined miracles, one at the end of 12 years of decline and the other after 12 years of growth. The first miracle was performed in the public place and the second in private: the first to give new health and the second to impart new life.


  The main point to note here is that the Lord Jesus Christ did not enter alone into the bedchamber of the dead damsel. With Him He took "Peter, and James, and John, and the father and the mother of the maiden" Lk.8.51.


  Again we see the propriety of the Saviour, He "took her by the hand", spoke words of power and in His after-care for her He "commanded that something should be given her to eat" Mk.5.43.


  The Lord has invited scrutiny of His actions and words and, again, Peter is one of the witnesses. He sees decorum displayed in how he relates to the damsel. He also sees that the Saviour brings her parents with Him into the privacy of her bedchamber.


  Peter learns here that anything that is to take place in relation to the young, the vulnerable and the impressionable must be conducted with all due propriety and be demonstrably pure. The practical points made in relation to the healing of Peter’s wife’s mother also apply here. But, in addition, here we learn that the desire to bring the message of new life to the young must be tempered by wisdom. The Saviour had one-to-one conversations with men in private (Nicodemus), with women in public (the woman at Sychar’s well), but His dealings with young people whether in public or in private were with other adults present and preferably one or both parents.


  The presence, the interest, the word and the touch of Christ are needed to impart new life. Let the preacher preach and let the Holy Spirit strive. God is able to do His own work in His own way. Pointed, personal, private conversations with the young and emotionally vulnerable may do more harm than good. Learn the lesson Peter learned that day. If such conversation is requested, make sure that the Saviour’s presence is enjoyed, that other adults (preferably parents) are in attendance, and that any physical contact is limited and evidently appropriate. A word to the wise should be sufficient.


  Peter and His Relationship to Mother, Wife and Daughter


  It is after the conversation with the rich, young ruler that the Lord warns His disciples about riches, stating, "Children, how hard is it for them that trust in riches to enter into the kingdom of God" Mk.10.24. It is following this that Peter says, "Lo, we have left all, and have followed Thee" Mk.10.28, and asks, "what shall we have therefore?" Matt.19.27. The Lord’s answer is unequivocal, "every one that hath forsaken houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for My name’s sake, shall receive an hundredfold, and shall inherit everlasting life" Matt.19.29.


  Peter, a married man with parents and a mother-in-law still alive, has earlier brought the Lord into his domestic circumstances to benefit. Here he learns that he must bring his whole personal life under the Lordship of Christ; that every domestic relationship must be held sensitively to the Lord’s sovereign sway. This is another lesson that Peter learned and which Paul confirms.


  Peter and the Pre-Denial Damsels


  Peter had a life of rich experience and outstanding service, yet it is this evening of failure that is remembered most. It came at the end of the last journey from Galilee, via the Jordan valley, to Jerusalem. It came at the end of the Lord’s last week of teaching in the temple precincts. And at the end of a long day of increasing pressure: the Passover supper, the institution of the Lord’s supper, the upper room ministry, the intercessory prayer, the last hymn, the moonlit walk through the city and across the Kidron to Gethsemane, the arrest, Peter’s attempted intervention, the return to the city and to the courtyard of the high priest’s palace.


  Not one of the disciples would look back on their part in that evening with any sense of pride. John and Peter went further than the others and it is to John’s credit that he acknowledges his crucial role in securing access for Peter. But Peter’s failure was precipitated by the most unlikely of sources: not from men with swords and staves and lanterns and torches, not from soldiers or temple guards, but from young girls.


  First of all he sat in the courtyard with the servants. It was here that a damsel came to him saying, "Thou also wast with Jesus of Galilee". But he denied before them all, saying, "I know not what thou sayest" Matt.26.69,70.


  Secondly, when he was gone out into the porch, another maid saw him, and said unto them that were there, "This fellow was also with Jesus of Nazareth". And again he denied with an oath, "I do not know the man" Matt.26.71,72.


  Then after the space of one hour there came unto him them that stood by, and said to Peter, "Surely thou also art one of them; for thy speech bewrayeth thee" Matt.26.73. Having failed when questioned by maids, could anything more be expected when so questioned by men? "Then began he to curse and to sware, saying, "I know not the man" Matt.26.74.


  Under pressure, there is a danger that anyone can act on carnal rather than spiritual impulse. Under pressure in strange surroundings, our speech may not always savour of salt, and Peter is not the last to look back with regret on an experience that started with a conversation with a young female.


  Peter never forgot the lessons learned here. There are dangers in that ‘in between’ region. He was in the place of shadows; not far from the Lord in one sense, but not close in another. He was in the sights of Satan, but mercifully in the view of Christ and within the scope of His High Priestly intercession.


  Peter and Mary Magdalene and the Other Women


  In devotion to the Lord, it is Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome, who were first at the sepulchre, very early in the morning, on the first day of the week, at the rising of the sun, bearing sweet spices that they might anoint His body. It was to these women that the angel said, "Ye seek Jesus of Nazareth, which was crucified: He is risen; He is not here: behold the place where they laid Him. But go your way, tell His disciples and Peter that He goeth before you into Galilee: there shall ye see Him, as He said unto you" Mk.16.6,7.


  Also, "when Jesus was risen early the first day of the week, He appeared first to Mary Magdalene" Mk.16.9. "It was Mary Magdalene, and Joanna, and Mary the mother of James, and other women that were with them, which told these things unto the apostles. And their words seemed to them as idle tales, and they believed them not. Then arose Peter …" Lk.24.10-12.


  Such was the devotion of these women that they were up and moving early on the first day of the week. Because of this, these exercised women received the glad tidings of the resurrection from angels and, in turn were entrusted to convey this message to Peter and the other apostles.


  Another lesson for Peter, and one he did not forget, was that spiritual women have akeen sensitivity and loyaltyto the person of the Lord Jesus Christ.


  PETER AND WOMEN IN THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES


  Peter at a Prayer Meeting with Mary


  Prayer and supplication marked the ten-day period between the Lord’s ascension and the descent of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. The fact that a Divine programme was moving irresistibly forward did not negate the need for prayer. This is the last time we have all the apostles listed by name, recorded as all being in the same place, at the same time, and engaged in a common exercise. Of even greater significance is the fact that "these all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brethren" Acts 1.14.


  Peter, with Mary; how it would bring back so many memories and be an opportunity for reflection and sacred conversation. But more importantly, Peter and the others spent ten days in prayer and supplication. Could he, could they, fail to be to be moved at the sight of Mary in prayer? She had experienced a mother’s sword-pierced soul, yet her greatest loss was her greatest gain. "His brethren" are with her in prayer. It was great sorrow followed by great succour – all her family saved, a circle never to be broken. As Peter learned earlier in his relationship to mother, wife and daughter, there is a hundred-fold recompense and an eternal inheritance to be received for any loss incurred for Christ.


  These were ten transitional days of grief and grace, and intensely educational beyond our knowing.


  
    	
      Be still, proud heart! How can I stand and gaze

    


    	
      Upon that head, so humbly bending low,

    


    	
      And not lament, with tears and shame of face,

    


    	
      Thy wilful ways, rebelling, murmuring so?

    


    	
      O for the grace, in every earthly loss,

    


    	
      To bow the head to God, as Christ did on the Cross!

    


    	
      

    


    	
      (J.M.S.Tait)

    

  


  Peter and Sapphira and Discipline


  It is sad that the lofty heights of spiritual power narrated at the close of Acts chapter 4 should be followed by the greed and hypocrisy at the start of chapter 5. The giving yet grasping of Ananias, his hypocritical posturing, his lying to the Holy Ghost, which followed a private pact with Sapphira to deceive, resulted in the judicial judgment of God in marked severity.


  We cannot pass over this without comment. The wife and the husband were united in the sale of a possession. She was party to his withholding part thereof while implying that all was given. Sapphira lied personally when Peter made inquiry; and death ensued. A domestic, designed disaster that otherwise might have corrupted and destroyed the testimony at Jerusalem.


  Peter will later lift his pen to write to believers in difficult circumstances, when pressure was felt in relation to public testimony and private life. The answer is not to trim with the times and temporise in trial. Rather, Peter will encourage whole-hearted Christian conviction and will have a special word for Christian women. And one who saw a woman dead at his feet because of her sin, has the moral weight to encourage spiritual stability and stamina. While never underestimating the cost of obedience in adverse conditions, Peter knew from experience that there is a greater cost from disobedience.


  Had Sapphira been a true helpmeet she would never have encouraged Ananias in the course he took. And momentous decisions can still be taken at the kitchen table. There is still the need for sisters to cultivate a sensitive conscience guided solely by the Word of God, and who can tell what disasters may be averted thereby?


  Peter and the Raising of Dorcas


  The believers at Joppa showed amazing faith. They send two men to fetch Peter from Lydda following the death of Dorcas. There is no suggestion that they wanted Peter to officiate at her funeral. Evidently they were expecting more, yet, while apostles had performed miracles, they had not to date raised the dead. Peter showed faith as well, but he had been in a similar situation before, so, he follows the Lord’s example at the raising of Jairus’ daughter.


  Like the Lord then, he puts the weepers forth from the death chamber. Then he kneels down and prays. We do not know what he said, maybe he just groaned within himself. Or did he hear again in his soul the words of the Lord on that previous occasion, "Fear not: believe only, and she shall be made whole" Lk.8.50. The burden was mighty and the issues extreme, but having prayed, he turned to the body of Dorcas, prepared already for burial, and spoke to her virtually the same words the Lord had used when He addressed Jairus’ daughter, and to the same life-giving effect.


  But that is not all. He took her by the hand and raised her up as he had seen the Lord do with both Jairus’ daughter and Peter’s own mother-in-law. Peter demonstrated the utmost propriety. Physical contact was appropriate and limited, and as soon as Dorcas was upright, the door of the life chamber was opened to the wondering eyes of the saints and widows.


  Peter and Rhoda at a Prayer Meeting


  Peter certainly knew where to find all the saints on prayer meeting night! And it is still good to so gather even if it is not always possible to say, "where many were gathered together praying" Acts 12.12. The Jerusalem believers were to be found in the house of Mary the mother of John, whose surname was Mark.


  And again it is Peter and a damsel at the courtyard gate. But the days of denial are long past. Nor are there any conversations in the shadowed place. He is outside, but clearly wants in. His knock is heard, and Rhoda was so glad to hear his voice she forgot to open the gate! Those who had just had their prayers answered did not believe it, thinking Rhoda was mad or, alternatively, it was Peter’s angel, but definitely not Peter. But angels don’t knock, and the knocking continued.


  What a testimony there is here to the personality and gracious humanity of Peter? Would that every servant of the Lord was so respected that their knocking at the door, or their ringing of the doorbell, would cause similar pure delight to the young person answering!


  PETER AND WOMEN IN THE EPISTLES


  Peter and His Relationship to a Wife, a Sister


  It is the apostle Paul who makes reference to Peter’s evident custom of being accompanied by his wife in his ministry, "have we not power to lead about a sister, a wife, as well as other apostles, and as the brethren of the Lord, and Cephas [Peter]" 1Cor.9.5. Given his ministry to women in his epistles, as we shall soon consider, Peter’s wife must have exemplified his ministry. And, as we have already noted, the moral authority to teach in public is acquired in personal life.


  In view of this, sisters are encouraged to recognise that their life and testimony, their obedience to the Word of God, will be a vital help to the ministry of their husband (and/or father and, possibly, brother). And if not married now, sister, you may be in the future. Therefore do not live in carelessness and frivolity as this will be to your spiritual detriment, will be remembered, and may limit the potential of your husband’s ministry. Overseers’ wives, like their husbands, do not suddenly and unexpectedly acquire a place of respect among the Lord’s people. It is the result of spiritual development and experience. It will be a pity if folly in earlier life should exclude from later usefulness.


  PETER’S INSTRUCTION TO GODLY WOMEN IN HIS EPISTLES


  Evidently we must focus particularly on 1Pet.3.1-7 as being the primary section giving Peter’s teaching to women in his epistles. However, there are many references throughout his writings where it is self-evident that women are included.


  General Comments


  As all will know, the epistles of Peter are written with a background of trials and afflictions arising from increasing discrimination and persecution. Christian women are not immune from such and, indeed, may experience such pressure to an even greater degree, both personally and as pressure increases on family life. We should therefore note what Peter says about sisters in Christ in this regard. The references are to 1Peter unless stated otherwise. They are:


  
    	
      1.1 - Strangers scattered;

    


    	
      1.6 - In heaviness through manifold temptations;

    


    	
      1.7 - Tried in their faith.

    

  


  Those trials are real and must not be minimised in any way. However, Peter sets over beside them the many privileges and blessings that sisters have in Christ. They are:


  
    	
      1.2 - Elect according to the foreknowledge of God;

    


    	
      1.2 - Sanctified in the Spirit;

    


    	
      1.3 - Begotten unto a lively hope;

    


    	
      1.4 - Inheritors of an incorruptible, undefiled and unfading inheritance;

    


    	
      1.5 - Kept by the power of God;

    


    	
      1.18,19 - Redeemed with the precious blood of Christ;

    


    	
      1.23 - Born again;

    


    	
      1.25 - Those who have had the gospel preached unto them;

    


    	
      2.4 - Living stones;

    


    	
      2.4 - Chosen of God and precious;

    


    	
      2.5 - Built up a spiritual house;

    


    	
      2.5 - Included in an holy priesthood;

    


    	
      2.9 - Included in a chosen generation;

    


    	
      2.9 - Included in a royal priesthood;

    


    	
      2.9 - Included in a holy nation;

    


    	
      2.9 - Included in a peculiar people;

    


    	
      2.10 - Part of the people of God;

    


    	
      2.11; 4.12 - Dearly beloved;

    


    	
      3.20 - Preserved every bit as much as Noah’s wife and three daughters-in-law;

    


    	
      4.14 - Those with the spirit of glory and of God resting on them;

    


    	
      5.10 - Called unto eternal glory;

    

  


  From 2Peter:


  
    	
      1.1 - Sharers in like precious faith;

    


    	
      1.3 - Given all things that pertain to life and godliness;

    


    	
      1.4 - Given exceeding great and precious promises.

    

  


  So, having considered sisters both in persecution and in privilege, let us note that the sisters in Christ, in their practice, are:


  
    	
      1.8 - Lovers of a Man Whom they have not seen;

    


    	
      1.14 - Obedient children;

    


    	
      1.15 - Holy in all manner of conversation [behaviour];

    


    	
      1.21 - Those who have faith and hope in God;

    


    	
      1.22 - Those who have purified their souls in obeying the truth;

    


    	
      1.22 - Those who have unfeigned love of the brethren;

    


    	
      2.2 - As newborn babes desiring the sincere milk of the word;

    


    	
      2.11 - Strangers and pilgrims;

    


    	
      2.16 - Free;

    


    	
      2.16 - Servants of God;

    


    	
      2.17 - Part of the brotherhood;

    


    	
      2.24 - Dead to sins;

    


    	
      2.24 - Alive unto righteousness;

    


    	
      4.10 - Good stewards of the manifold grace of God;

    


    	
      4.13 - Partakers of Christ’s sufferings.

    

  


  It is recognised that brothers, as well as sisters, similarly share the foregoing, but let us remember that Peter’s ministry is inclusive, all embracive, and sensitive. Against the background of all the foregoing, let us turn to 1Pet.3.1-7 and before saying anything about it, let us read that passage again, with souls receptive to the truth of God’s Word.


  Specific Comments


  This spiritual giant is well suited to write in relation to circumstances that require supreme sensitivity and spirituality, namely the becoming conduct of a saved wife where her husband is, as yet, unsaved. It should be noted that, as there is no censure, it can safely be taken that the wife has been saved subsequent to the marriage.


  Such a situation will create its own tensions in the home. However, we should recall that additional stress will be created by the increasing levels of persecution and discrimination against believers from society, whether civil or religious, as indicated in the writings of Peter. Pressure is always on all Christians to seek to make them conform to the prevailing culture and norms of society, whether by overt coercion or by more subtle peer-pressure. Therefore, Peter’s inspired writings have a timeless and relevant message for modern life.


  So let us consider the seven verses in more detail, remembering that Peter writes with understanding, feeling and compassion. His convictions have been formed in the school of Christ and are consistent with his long Spirit-guided ministry and service. While Peter’s ministry to women will cut across current secular norms; remember that was also the case when Peter penned his epistle. But the fact that Peter deals with these issues in the context of the most extreme situation means that his instruction is applicable to Christian homes as well. It should be noted that Peter’s instruction in this regard is not unique. Other passages, e.g. Eph.5.22,23; Col.3.18,19; 1Tim.2.9,10 and Titus 2.4,5 are also relevant. However, let us now consider 1Pet.3.1-7 verse by verse.


  Verse1


  The word "likewise" links back to the previous chapter, which concludes with the prime example of subjection in suffering in the will of God, namely that of our Lord Jesus Christ. With that example Peter writes, "Likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to your own husbands." In this close and exclusive bond the wife is to be in subjection to her own husband, which indicates to "place under rank", or submissiveness. This is living up to the command of God in sacred duty; it is not a slavish situation. This injunction regarding subjection cuts across prevailing, modern, western culture where creatorial relationships and scriptural responsibility are under attack across a wide spectrum, but specifically in relation to morality, marriage and gender issues.


  Subjection here envisages a context of witnessing or evangelism where the husband is unsaved: "if any obey not the word". The gospel has come, the wife has been saved, but her husband is at least indifferent to the claims of Christ or, more likely, may be opposed. It is probable that he has heard the same gospel, has had similar opportunity, has understood the message, but has refused it. While the word "if" indicates that not all Christian wives have to deal with the situation of an unsaved husband, many do. But do note that salvation of one party in the marriage does not dissolve the marriage. He is still her "own husband" and she must ensure that he is given no reason to fear otherwise.


  While the husband has rejected the gospel message, he should have an even more effective witness in the home. His wife’s objective, her blessing and that of her family, is bound up in the words "they also may without the word be won by the conversation [manner of living] of the wives". There can be no guarantee that the salvation of the husband will follow, nor can it be assumed to happen within any short time-frame, but the expectation or hope of salvation is a real one. And how is this objective to be achieved? It is certainly not by consistent preaching (which is the force of "without word", i.e. there is no definite article) but by considered piety. The saved wife is to live out her Christianity as an example.


  Verse 2


  So how is the Christian wife to display this subjection? "By chaste conversation [manner of life] coupled with fear [reverence]." So the husband witnesses in his wife a character superior to that of the unsaved wives of his unsaved friends. It is manifested by her love and kindness, understanding and compassion, and a purity of motive and conduct under his constant, perhaps critical, scrutiny. She is sustained in her objective by her reverential awe towards God and apparent respect towards her husband. Such a woman walks with God and stands by her husband.


  Verse 3


  In considering v.3 we must be careful not to go beyond what Scripture teaches. For instance, if one should take the first statement to mean that hair should never be plaited, and the second that gold is never to be worn, then to be consistent in following through the argument one will be asserting that clothes are not to be worn. Such an interpretation would be preposterous, violating sense as well as Scripture. What is here being taught is that Christian women should display a proper and becoming dress sense, avoiding that which is sensual and ostentatious.


  Fashion and looks were evidently as much an issue in the ancient world as they are in the 21st century. In a world where glamour and glitter count for much, and the accentuation of the female form is used to enhance every conceivable advertisement, it may come as something of a shock to some to consider scriptural Christian counterculture. Surely, some may erroneously think, for a Christian wife with an unsaved husband, some licence should be given to enhancement of looks and sensuousness in dress? Far from it! And if there is no licence in this scenario, there is none where both husband and wife are saved.


  Scripture is clear that Christian women should not focus on external glamour and suggestiveness, but on spiritual enhancement of character. Peter states "whose adorning let it not be that outward adorning" and proceeds to provide three unequivocal prohibitions in relation to glamour, gold and garb.


  Firstly, he states that it should "not be that outward adorning of plaiting the hair". That is, not elaborate hair arrangement, for example such as would need professional attention. This is not condemning plaiting or braiding as necessary to keep the sister’s long hair in tidy arrangement, but that which is excessive, expensive and eye-catching is not approved.


  Secondly, "and let it not be that outward adorning … and of wearing of gold." While it may have been fashionable in the Greco-Roman world to intertwine gold bands or combs into the elaborate hair styling, or hold the entire structure in place with gold net with jewelled ornamentation, we should not confine this prohibition to that. "Not … wearing of gold" prohibits anything that is expensive or designed for show. The phrase also prohibits gold for ‘placing around’ or dangling for ornamentation or show. However, as earlier indicated, this is not total prohibition of gold. That which is necessary for moral protection or modesty, such as a wedding ring and/or engagement ring is not prohibited. Nor is that which is functional or utilitarian excluded, such as a wristwatch, or gold-rimmed spectacles. But let it not be assumed that so long as real gold is avoided then gaudy ‘bling’ jewellery, or silver jewellery, or even that of a more subdued nature is acceptable. Taking all together, the prohibition extends to, so-called, fashion jewellery as much as the truly expensive for, after all, it is similarly designed to suggestively draw attention to the external form.


  Thirdly, "and let it not be that outward adorning … or of putting on of apparel", that is for ostentatious show and personal vanity. Frequent changes of clothing; an outfit for every occasion with every occasion an excuse for another outfit, are prohibited. As excessive show has already been dealt with in this verse, it should be evident that clothing is for covering, for protection and for reasons of good taste and modesty. Clothing is not for excessive external effect; and certainly not for suggestive revelation.


  Peter does not elaborate further on the three prohibited areas. He would recognise that spiritual Christian women would not wish to fail in this area. However, it should be noted that there is nothing in this verse to suggest that an unkempt appearance, untidy hair, slovenliness of dress, etc. are condoned. No matter what Christian graces are otherwise displayed, the unsaved husband, indeed any husband, will be embarrassed by that which is less than acceptable.


  There is always the risk when dealing with such issues of receiving ‘what about’ questions as if sisters need to have a list of what is, and what is not, acceptable. Should you really need to know, then careful consideration of the New Testament references already given is to be commended. The Lord’s warning in Isa.3.16-26 in relation to failure of the daughters of Zion in this regard is salutary as well as being, in many respects, remarkably up to date.


  Verse 4


  Peter now turns from the negative to the positive. Having dealt with artificial glamour he turns to authentic grace: "but let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible". Development of internal Christian character is commended. That which is internal and spiritual should be developed so that the inward person of the heart is manifested in an outward appearance that is appropriate for Christian womanhood. True beauty does not fade. This true beauty is not externally applied; it is not sprayed on, brushed on, nor otherwise applied. True beauty in God’s sight is not achieved by cosmetic surgery or cosmetic applications.


  Peter describes exactly what he means: "even the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price." It is this that will reach the heart of the unsaved husband. Even more, it refreshes the heart of God. This is true adornment, which is lasting and improves with time. It is in contrast to that which is external and artificial. This is a calm, considerate disposition, which becomes manifest in every facet of human life. It is this gentle and quiet spirit that is the unfading adornment. And remember that it was the Lord Jesus Christ Who said of Himself, "I am meek and lowly in heart" Matt.11.29.


  Meekness means an absence of self-assertiveness and self-centredness. This disposition seeks the good of others ahead of personal advancement. This runs contrary to the current worldview, which promotes self-advancement and career orientation for women at the expense of home and family life. The world wants to give to women with one hand; and seeks to rob them with the other.


  Every circumstance is different and it is recognised that there is considerable financial outlay needed for housing costs (whether mortgage or rental), utility bills, transport costs and associated insurance, educational tuition fees, household expenses, etc., which may require the wife to be in employment. Indeed, during times of economic downturn it may be only the wife who is able to secure employment. That said, we should be alert to the worldly peer-pressure that would seek to ensnare the wife by careerism.


  The current worldview in this regard is to put career first, juggle job and home, defer child-bearing as late as possible, and when children are born transfer responsibility for their rearing to paid childminders (or unpaid grandparents). So work harder, for longer - but for what? The answer is most likely to miss what God intended as best for Christian women; to lose contentment and peace in the home; lose a safe and caring environment for children; and lose spiritual vitality. By having more of what this world considers "success", they will have less of what is of real worth. In the realm of domestic economics looked at from the Divine perspective "more is often less; and less is often more". We should all think carefully about this.


  Verse 5


  Peter then reminds contemporary women of the example of godly women in the past in respect of the matter under discussion in vv.3,4. In the early days of Christianity the positive role models were women of the Old Testament, whose Scriptural biographies are worthy of careful consideration. These were not the daughters of Zion in Isa.3.16-26, but mothers in Israel. They were women with God-centred lives; their faith and hope were in God, they lived with the expectation that God would fulfil His promises and bless both them and their families. They, too, adorned themselves with a meek and quiet spirit and similarly were in subjection to their own husbands. They were not self-assertive as the world would desire. But they were awesome women as the inward grace of God was outworked in spiritual power, so, when considering character studies from the Old Testament, do ensure that you study the women as much as the men, maybe more so.


  Verse 6


  A prime example in that regard is Sarah, whose name means "princess". Indeed, she is one of few women listed by name in the roll of honour in Hebrews chapter 11. Now Sarah wasn’t perfect, just as Abraham her husband wasn’t perfect. But she is an outstanding example of a submissive wife and significant helpmeet. The force of the word "obeyed" is indicative of a habitual response toward Abraham, which is characteristic. "Calling him lord" is not a cringing subservience, but expresses a heartfelt respect and support. Indeed in Gen.18.12 Sarah said this within herself, but while it wasn’t an audible expression, Abraham knew that Sarah was his most loyal helpmeet.


  And here we have Peter’s sensitivity and succour to women under current pressure; he says, "whose daughters ye are." Peter recognised in married Christian women and mothers in his day, even those married to unsaved husbands, what they had become at conversion and demonstrated since. He recognised women who were following Sarah’s example outwardly because they had Sarah’s attitude inwardly. And his next phrase "as long as ye do well" should similarly be seen as complimentary of their continuing moral activity. He also encourages them not to give way even to one moment of fear. So, while the Christian wife is to have a meek and quiet spirit, this does not mean that she is to allow the attitude of an unbelieving husband to intimidate her Christian faith.


  Verse 7


  While Peter sets out in clear terms the duty of a Christian wife, even in the context of marriage to an unsaved husband, he then goes on to outline the duties of a saved husband. It would be remiss to consider the "likewise" in 1Pet.3.1 and omit the "likewise" of 1Pet.3.7.


  "Likewise ye husbands, dwell with them according to knowledge", means that the husband is expected to provide for the physical and material needs of the home. He should show a considerate understanding that is marked by reasonableness and common sense. It also involves an understanding of the scriptural intention of what a true marriage should be. And "dwelling" means more than sharing the same address and postcode. It implies the commonality of a shared interest and purpose, with time spent together in the atmosphere of mutual love and respect. It is the complete opposite of unthinking (or deliberate) unreasonableness. So marriage is expected to be such that the physical and spiritual, the emotional and material, needs of the wife are nurtured to mutual benefit. And marriage in the Lord, with husband and wife both indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and each seeking to please the Lord in obedience to His Word, should be special.


  "Giving honour unto the wife" infers more than due respect. It is rather a considerate understanding, recognising the true nature of the marriage relationship with a sense of (old-fashioned?) chivalry. Christian love should be infinitely superior to the casual lust that marked relationships in the pagan world then, and which characterises the decadent and permissive society now. It should be a realm where due respect is given and homage paid. After all, every time Abraham used his wife’s name he called her "princess". Godly, Christian women are royal.


  While we must understand that men and women are equally frail mortals, the wife is to receive honour "as unto the weaker vessel". This refers to the average physical comparison; it does not imply inferiority or any mental, moral or spiritual weakness on the part of the wife. Nor does it give any licence to exploit a wife who has accepted that submissive position, but to give her all due respect and recognition.


  Here both husband and wife are "heirs together of the grace of life". This is life in its truest sense. Those who are heading towards life eternal and celestial should let that fact sanctify and enhance their life presently.


  Finally, husband and wife should be united in their prayers. Basically, what is taught is that if our marital fellowship and relationships are impaired, then our relationships with God will be impacted just as severely. The progress of our prayers will be impeded as if by a hostile, military force. Lines of communication with heaven will be cut. Husbands and wives, do you pray for, and with, each other?


  CONCLUSION


  We have travelled long with Peter, from his days in company with the Lord during His earthly ministry, through those heady days of Holy Spirit power in the Acts of the Apostles, to his majestic epistles.


  Peter has met many godly women during that time. His wife has accompanied him in his service. He has always manifested decorum and sensitivity in his interactions with women. He evidences the Saviour’s gracious ways in seeking to raise women up to renewed spiritual vigour and health. He has sought to focus their interest in serving with spiritual grace. He has prayed with women and sought to encourage their consecration to the Lord Jesus Christ in adverse conditions both generally and, particularly, in home life. He has been conscious of the grave consequences of disobedience and, therefore, has been absolutely crystal clear in his teaching. He has the moral right to so minister and has moral weight behind his ministry. We should ever seek to put Peter’s ministry into practice.


  But behind every faithful preacher stands a good woman. For that reason it will be of great interest to meet Peter’s wife, as well as Peter, in heaven. Peter practised what he preached and Peter’s wife must have been the absolute embodiment of his preaching. "She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life" Prov.31.12.


  CHAPTER 13 - GODLY WOMEN IN JOHN'S WRITINGS


  by James R. Baker, Scotland


  INTRODUCTION


  The present chapter is committed to the consideration of godly women in the apostle John’s writings within the New Testament namely, the Gospel of John, 2John and the Revelation.


  THE CARE AND TACT OF A GODLY WOMAN


  It is not without significance that the first of such women noted by John is none other than Mary the mother of Jesus. Chapter 8 of this book has considered her in detail and so this section of this chapter is brief. Since her ‘Magnificat’ in Luke chapter 1 is looked upon as a song, we can say that in all the records of her life, this tender lady is recorded as speaking only five times. Two of the five instances are to Gabriel, twice to Jesus Himself and once to the servants at the wedding in Cana of Galilee. Our first consideration is particularly focused on the incident at Cana, recorded only in John chapter 2. As noted above, Mary the mother of Jesus was not noted for prolific speaking but when she did speak, it demands our attention. At the wedding, her words to Jesus were brief and very carefully expressed in stating the need without asking for help. This was not the language of coercion but rather that of stating a need, "They have no wine" v.3. She knew He had the power and was capable to use it in the circumstance. The final words of Mary were addressed to the servants, "Whatsoever He saith unto you, do it" v.5. Much advice has been left on record in the Word of God concerning various problems and difficulties in life; if more attention was given to these wise words from Mary, many more would seek the mind of the Lord and having done so, would "do it".


  THE CONVERSION AND TESTIMONY OF A GODLY WOMAN


  The Gospel of John is the last of the four to be written and the writer was old by the time that it was circulated. It is also interesting that so much of the content of this Gospel is unique. As in chapters two and three, so in chapter four, there is an incident recorded that is not documented elsewhere. No doubt, the disciples were surprised at the sudden move from Judæa into Galilee but John makes the reason clear in v.1. "When therefore the Lord knew how the Pharisees had heard that Jesus made and baptised more disciples than John"; Jesus was not interested in comparisons between Himself and others, and knew that His pathway of service was toward Galilee at that particular time.


  He also knew that He must go through Samaria. None of the ways for Him was by coincidence; it was always by Divine choice. Samaria lay between Judæa and Galilee and there was another route from Judæa to Galilee which some took for the reason stated in v.9, but the Lord’s great desire to bless this sin-laden woman overcame every obstacle and the prejudicial hatred harboured by Israelites against the Samaritans. The Saviour had come to meet her overwhelming need and channel her affections in another direction. We can well understand why the Lord should be wearied as this was "the sixth hour of the day," and while John primarily presents His Deity, he frequently focuses on His perfect manhood.


  In chapter 3 the conversation was with a deeply religious man at night, but here it was with a disreputable woman during the day. In the case of Nicodemus the topic of conversation was the new birth but with the woman it was regarding worship. The question might arise as to why the Lord of glory asked for a drink from this sad, Samaritan woman? He was obviously thirsty but the more significant reason was His longing to quench her spiritual thirst and satisfy her with living water.


  It is of particular interest in this chapter to see how the Lord Jesus deals with this woman and the wonderful result of her eventual acknowledgement of Him as the Christ. He knew her and the moral path of life that she had pursued. She had been married to five men, but of the sixth, the omniscient Lord said, "… he whom thou now hast is not thy husband". At some stage in her life there had been a moral breakdown. His answer was calculated to reach her conscience, "Go, call thy husband" v.16. He was speaking to her of spiritual things and would have her know that impurity and piety can never coexist. In other words, no one who is wrong with his fellows can be right with God. The woman’s answer was an attempt to evade this thrust at her conscience v.17, but there was no escape from Him; He knew all, vv.17,18. Then she tried to evade the moral issue by introducing religion and worship but Christ knew the answer to that also. The background to this part of the conversation is from 2Kgs.17.33-41, where we find the true nature of the Samaritans which was the fact that they feared the Lord but worshipped their own gods. Her final attempt was relative to the coming of Messiah, which resulted in the Lord uttering those blessed words, "I am He".


  The woman’s increasing appreciation of Christ is wonderful to behold. In v.9 she speaks of Him as a Jew; then as Sir, vv.11,15, (sometimes translated as ‘Lord’); as a prophet, v.19, and finally as the Christ, v.29. Her final testimony is unambiguous, "Is not this the Christ?", and soon after there were many Samaritans who also were converted through the bright testimony of this "godly woman", v.39. The whole episode was crowned by the conversion of many others who saw and heard the words of Jesus and said, "Now we believe, not because of thy saying: for we have heard Him ourselves, and know that this is indeed the Christ, the Saviour of the world".


  THE CONSECRATION AND TESTING OF TWO GODLY WOMEN


  It is important to note that in the Gospel of John the miracles are described as signs. The first was at Cana of Galilee and it brought joy and blessing, but this is the last sign He works in John’s Gospel, and it is over the last enemy, death, 1Cor.15.26. These lessons are to be learned by both Mary and her sister Martha. Here it is death as Christ met it at Calvary. He "abolished death and hath brought life and immortality to light through the gospel" 2Tim.1.10. He will bring this victory into effect when all are raised, albeit not at the same time.


  It is in these circumstances, when Mary and Martha are learning and feeling the chill of death, that they may also experience the love, v.5, sympathy, v.35, and power of Christ, v.44. The affections of these two sisters are being transferred from natural things to Christ. It is death to nature. In chapter 11 Lazarus is all to them but in chapter 12 Christ means everything to them. In chapter 11 the emphasis is on what He did for them in raising their brother but in chapter 12 it is what they did for Him; "there they made Him a supper" v.2. So Mary anoints His feet for His burial. Mary is here seen moving in the understanding of His resurrection and she, like Abraham in Genesis chapter 22, knew that if He went into death He would come out of it again. Her spiritually intelligent apprehension of this blessed fact meant that she was not found at the sepulchre with the rest of the women.


  The two sisters expressed their deep disappointment that Jesus had not arrived in time to prevent their brother dying, but He wanted to teach them that it demonstrated far greater power to raise a person out of death than to prevent him from going into it. This clearly revealed that He was the Resurrection and the Life, and demonstrated this great fact in raising their brother from the dead. It should be noted that in the presence of this death He groaned, was troubled, and wept. His pity, sympathy, love and grief expressed themselves in groans and tears. He genuinely sorrowed with those two women who were His friends and no doubt He looked beyond what was local that day, to the universality of death as the result of sin, and His own approaching passion.


  It is interesting to compare Martha’s two utterances, vv. 27 and 39, which indicate how easily we often contradict ourselves. But it is good to compare v.40 with v.4 and note the consistency of the Lord’s promise. Some of those present were commanded to take away the stone for He will not do for us what we can do for ourselves. They could not raise the dead; He performed that amazing miracle. He will work mightily on our behalf if only we will remove the stones; if they are too heavy and therefore impossible for us to move, as in the case of the woman at His own grave, He will send an angel to remove it. Jesus cried with a loud voice, "Lazarus, come forth". Then His words as recorded in Jn.5.25 were fulfilled, "… the dead shall hear the voice of the Son of God: and they that hear shall live." Lazarus was not only raised to life but was liberated: "Loose him and let him go."


  The Lord had raised Jairus’ daughter in her home; He had raised the widow of Nain’s son on the way to the grave; now He raises Lazarus of whom Martha had said, "Lord, by this time he stinketh: for he hath been dead four days". These different cases reveal His progressive power in resurrection. Martha and Mary had limited His mighty power, knowing full well that He could have prevented their brother from dying but now they witnessed that He could go further than that: He could bring Lazarus out of death after having been in it for four days. Up to this point He had been ministering to the sick, blind and impotent, preventing men from dying, but here He showed that He could raise from the dead.


  In chapter 11 He wept with them, but in chapter 12 He shared in their joy. In Enoch we see the power of God in translation as God sets aside the power of death and takes him to heaven without dying, Heb.11.15; Gen.5.24. Then in Abraham we see the power of God in generation, Gen.17.2-4; Rom.4.19,20. Abraham’s body and Sarah’s womb being both dead, yet God brings life out of death; Abraham "was strong in faith, giving glory to God". We see also the power of God in resurrection in Genesis chapter 22 when Abraham offered up Isaac; he accounted that God could raise him up even from the dead, and He did so but only in figure. But when we come to John chapter 11 we have the power of God demonstrated in resurrection in raising Lazarus from the grave.


  It was in the house at Bethany, the house of Simon the leper, that they made a special supper for the Lord Jesus. This supper was a clear evidence of their affection, and appreciation that He was identified as the great Healer, and not only that, but the only One on earth Who could give life in such circumstances as they had witnessed. Nonetheless, it was in that same house that He was designated for slaughter and His body anointed for burial, Mk.14.8. It was from here that Judas went to the chief priests and "covenanted … for thirty pieces of silver" Matt.26.6-14; Mk.14.8. At Bethany (the house of affliction) He was gathered with His own, the fruit of His sufferings, figuratively on resurrection ground. Service, worship and communion are represented in Martha, Mary and Lazarus respectively. As the hatred of His enemies increased, so did Mary’s affection. Judas condemned but the Lord justified her act. Judas might call her sacrificial devotion "this waste", but faith and love do not consider anything waste that is given to the Lord Jesus Christ, and so Mary lavishes her affection upon the One Who was about to lay down His life for her, and not for her only but for a world in all its sin and failure to meet the standards of a holy God. She had grasped the Divine purpose and anointed Him in view of His death. He fully appreciated what she had so selflessly done. The Good Shepherd is on His way to die for the sheep. We see Him here protecting His sheep from the wolf in sheep’s clothing, Judas. "Let her alone" He said, "against the day of My burying hath she kept this." The fragrance fills and remains in the house.


  THE COMPANY AND TRIALS OF GODLY WOMEN


  The seven utterances of our Lord Jesus Christ on the cross reveal the perfection of His words and deeds right up to the moment that He bowed His head and dismissed His spirit. The third, fifth and sixth are recorded in John chapter 19.


  
    	
      A word of forgiveness for His enemies - "Father forgive them" Lk.23.34.

    


    	
      A word of salvation to the dying thief - "Today shalt thou be with Me" Lk.23.43.

    


    	
      A word of affection to and for His Mother - "Woman, behold thy son" Jn.19.26.

    


    	
      A word of anguish to God, "My God, My God why hast Thou forsaken Me" - Matt.27.46.

    


    	
      A word of suffering to the onlookers - "I thirst" Jn.19.28.

    


    	
      A word of victory to His people - "It is finished" Jn.19.30.

    


    	
      A word of contentment to His Father - "Into Thy hands I commend My spirit" Lk.23.46.

    

  


  From 19.25 it is clear that the fortitude of Mary the mother of the Lord Jesus was outstanding as she stood by the cross and witnessed the sufferings of her firstborn Son. There is not a word that fell from her lips recorded by any one of the writers of the four Gospels. She was experiencing the truth of prophecy recorded in Lk.2.35, "(yea, a sword shall pierce through thy own soul also,) that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed". The sword was piercing her soul. How freshly the word would come to her, although uttered more than thirty years before that day. Truly it is living and powerful and sharper than any two-edged sword, Heb.4.12. Even in the midst of such indescribable suffering, the Saviour manifested the human perfection that shone out in His tender compassion and care for His mother to the end.


  In the present day when there is much movement of families, sometimes meaning various members are far from each other, it is good to maintain frequent contact and show loving care for those who have cared for us from early days. This principle is clearly promoted in the Word of God. In the New Testament epistles there is more than one passage that deals with such matters. Many in the present world have little care for those they have known, but the believer should remember the words of Paul in 1Tim.5.8, "But if any provide not for his own, and specially for those of his own house, he hath denied the faith, and is worse than an infidel". Such is the spirit in the heart of the Son of God and that within moments of His death at Calvary. Our blessed Lord is the provider for His people. He unites those who love Him and those He loves.


  Whilst He particularly spoke to His mother, two other women were there also and no doubt had witnessed all that had taken place. Some suggest there were four women in total, but the present author prefers to think there were three. (Further and more detailed information can be obtained from "A New and Concise Bible Dictionary" by G. Morrish, published by C. A. Hammond Trust Bible Depot, London). The next Mary is spoken of as the sister of Jesus’ mother and is also described as the wife of Cleophas. This name for her occurs but once in Jn.19.21. The third was Mary Magdalene who is first mentioned by Luke as "one out of whom went seven devils". She loved much because she was forgiven much and proved her love by cleaving to Him when He was rejected. Here she becomes a witness of His death and later of His resurrection.


  These beheld the last details of the crucifixion as He called "I thirst" and then received vinegar and cried "It is finished". This was a victorious and triumphant cry that would have pierced the whole universe and it preceded the act of bowing His head. This indicated that His Head had been erect up to this point. The order within v.30 is most significant; that after He had received the vinegar and cried in victory, He then bowed His head. The term used indicates that He intentionally placed His head and then He dismissed His spirit. This is the reverse of normal human death which usually takes place with the spirit leaving the body first, and then the head bowing by gravity.


  W. E. Vine1 confirms this as follows, "klino, to incline, to bow down, is used of the women who in their fright bowed their faces to the earth at the Lord’s empty tomb" Lk.24.5. He also applies the use of "klino" to the act of the Lord on the cross immediately before giving up His Spirit: "What is indicated in the statement "He bowed His head" is not the helpless dropping of the head after death, but the deliberate putting of His head into a position of rest, Jn.19.30. The verb is deeply significant here. The Lord reversed the natural order."


  
    	
      1Vine, W.E. "Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words". World Bible Publishers, Iowa, 1991.

    

  


  The next scene where godly women are seen is in chapter 20. The people prepared for this new revelation of the Lord are Mary Magdalene, Peter and John, and the signs by which they are prepared are the open sepulchre, the empty sepulchre and the folded grave clothes. The first evidence of the Lord’s resurrection was given to one whose deep love for Him brought her to the tomb before sunrise, v.1. When Mary reported what she had seen, Peter and John ran to see for themselves. Although John arrived first at the tomb, He did not go in but Peter went in and then was joined by John and together they witnessed that great sight. John saw and believed, v.8. In Lk.24.27 He revealed Himself to them from the Scriptures.


  Then there were the grave clothes, vv. 6,7. When Lazarus came out of his tomb in chapter 11 he was still wearing his grave clothes but in the resurrection of Christ not a thread came out of the tomb with Him. It has been said that resurrection is a new point of departure. Christ is seen and known in a new way (not after the flesh) but in spirit on high.


  In vv.11-17 we see Mary Magdalene as she stands weeping. It was affection that called Him to her. Where there is the slightest evidence of affection, the Lord will always be at hand. "Mary", He knew her by name. We read, "He calleth His own sheep by name" Jn.10.3. Here they had been scattered and the Shepherd had been smitten. He is renewing His acquaintance with them on resurrection ground and in a hitherto unknown way. This is individual and personal; Mary can only know Him now by revelation. This is confirmed by Paul, "henceforth now know we no man after the flesh" 2Cor.5.16. It is knowing Him outside of sight and sense. Mary seems to be the first person with whom He establishes relationship on this new ground; "touch me not" v.17. She wanted to renew acquaintance on the old terms, but it must now be spiritual. In vv.17,18 we see that Mary has assimilated these matters in her mind and heart and communicates them to the disciples, and from them these truths are found in many parts of the New Testament.


  THE CONTINUANCE AND TRUTH OF A GODLY WOMAN


  It is a particular pleasure to continue this chapter by considering some features of the godly sister who is the recipient of 2John. She was living in fellowship with God and in harmony with her fellow-saints. This is a personal letter written by John to encourage this sister in her Christian life and warn her of dangers that can arise and hinder the most spiritual believer. It can be structured as follows:


  A Lady and Her Children – vv.1-4


  Some feel that the word "lady" is used to denote the local assembly, but there is no foundation from within the letter, nor is there any external parallel elsewhere. A further point to bear in mind is that this lady had a sister, see v.13, who, to be consistent, would have to represent another local assembly. Also we find in the next epistle that where the local assembly is in view, it is spoken of as "the church" three times, vv.6,9,10. It is therefore much more accurate to regard the person addressed as a "lady".


  This then brings us to a consideration of the importance of truth and love in the Christian home, as well as the particular responsibility of the mother within the home. It seems that she and her family not only adhered to the truth but practised it in the spirit of love. Such behaviour had been observed by John the apostle as well as many others who knew them. It should also be observed that truth and love were not just something to speak about but were practised in daily life and the results of this were seen by others.


  Thus truth can be known v.1, and can dwell in us, v.2, and can remain in us, v.2. It also requires grace and mercy that emanate from fellowship with God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of the Father.


  Love and its True Character - vv.5,6


  The ministry of love is particularly dear to the apostle John. He was the disciple whom Jesus loved. This does not mean that Jesus did not love the other disciples but rather it is that John lived in the constant enjoyment of the Lord’s love for him. This is expressed in the various writings of John, and in the present letter to the elect lady. She was to obey the commandment which was spoken by the Lord Jesus first in Jn.13.34, repeated in 1Jn.2.7-10, and again in 1Jn.3.11,23, with references in various parts of the remainder of the epistle.


  Lies Regarding the True Messiah - vv. 7-13


  It is interesting to note that although the apostle John was keen to promote the great subject of love for the people of God, yet he was careful to protect them from the dangers of wrong doctrine, particularly in respect of the person of the Son of God. He was aware of the dangers of many who were entering, not only into the world, but also into the homes of believers with a view to deceive with wrong doctrine regarding the true Christ, the Messiah. The apostle knew that these deceivers were men who wanted to teach that Christ Jesus did not come in human flesh. Already the apostle John had written in his first epistle, "Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world. Hereby know ye the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God: and every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and this is that spirit of antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come; and even now already is it in the world" 1Jn.4.1-3. The references above emphasise the great need of doctrine to be sound concerning the person of Christ. In this small epistle there is both advice and help of great importance for all who read it. Also there are warnings to keep the believer from spiritual danger. John is keen to help the saints to receive a full reward, and the outcome of some aspects of his ministry is to be a full reward. Obedience to it will keep the reader on the path to abide in the doctrine of Christ.


  Another blessing to every householder will be theirs if the house is kept morally clean. Our homes are the subject of much advice in God’s Word and this small letter makes a hearty contribution to the life and testimony of the recipient.


  THE CORRUPTION OF AN UNGODLY WOMAN


  There are four women described in the book of Revelation and each of them is presented in a remarkable context. The first is found in the New Testament assembly that gathered at Thyatira. This was one of the seven churches in Asia that had received a letter from the Lord Jesus Christ Himself, via the apostle John.


  It is clear from the early part of the letter to Thyatira that in certain aspects the assembly was pleasing to God, and the evidence of this is made clear; however, there is also a clear statement of denunciation. This is in respect of the fact that the assembly was tolerating, not only the presence of a woman who was disobedient, but also allowing her to take public part in the gatherings, and even further to commit fornication and idolatry. This was corruption indeed.


  It should be carefully noted that these grave conditions were described to the assembly by our Lord Jesus, the Son of God. How solemn to remember that each assembly is under the scrutiny of the One Who "hath His eyes like unto a flame of fire". This woman is named as Jezebel and clearly was of the same wicked character as her Old Testament counterpart. It is important to note also that the Son of God Himself had already given this woman the opportunity to repent, but there was no repentance, v.21. These facts intimate the importance of the moral aspect of the life of each person in fellowship in the local assembly, both men and women. A full consideration of the Corinthian epistles will give precise information and guidance to those in responsibility as to the attitude of the assembly regarding these matters.


  A WOMAN CLOTHED WITH THE SUN


  The woman spoken of in Revelation chapter 12 is the first of a number of signs that are indicative of various ‘actors’ who will appear within the days of tribulation. Many commentators have identified her as representing Israel and this has much to commend it as being the correct interpretation.


  It is significant to note in this context that "the temple of God was opened in heaven, and there was seen in His temple the ark of His testament: and there were lightnings, and voices, and thunderings, and an earthquake, and great hail" 11.19. These were accompanying evidences of Divine power, each revealing and emphasising the appearing of the woman who has been shown and described as a radiant, expectant mother. In Bible history, Israel has often been seen under the role of a woman. This can be found in passages such as Isaiah chapter 54, Jeremiah chapter 31, Ezekiel chapter 16 and Hosea chapter 2. Thus, the nation of Israel is seen in this picture travailing in birth and awaiting delivery of her child. Frequently in Scripture, the nation of Israel is pictured in the tribulation time as going through great trial and affliction. Though, historically, the nation gave birth to Christ through Mary, the implication of v.2 is that the references are to the sufferings of Israel as a nation rather than to the historic birth of Christ. In general, it may refer to the sufferings of the nation over its entire troublesome history. If strictly interpreted, it may signify the travail of Israel at the time of the first coming of Christ.


  The woman, Israel, is said to bring forth a man-child who is destined to rule all nations, but who for the time being is caught up to God to the throne. Though expositors have broadly agreed that the woman is Israel, many have disagreed about the identity of the man-child. Nevertheless, there are good grounds to retain the view that the true interpretation identifies him as the person of Jesus Christ and none other. The catching up of the man-child to God is a portrayal of the ascension of Christ. This same person who in the vision is caught up, is the One Who is destined to rule all nations with a rod of iron, Ps.2.9.


  Some further points are required concerning the woman Israel. She flees from the awful scene of the sudden bringing forth of the man-child, Christ. Here Satan is seen to be foiled from injuring the Child and immediately acts to destroy the woman Israel who has fled into the wilderness to a place prepared of God. Here we learn that Israel will be preserved in the darkest days of tribulation. The whole period of a thousand two hundred and threescore days are seen to be a time when the protection of God will guard and feed His earthly people.


  The great, red dragon in this context is another of the signs and represents the great enemy, the Devil. Here, after he is thwarted from devouring the man-child, and has lost the war with Michael and his angels, he is cast out into the earth. After his descent to the earth his object of wrath is the woman Israel. The persecution of Israel from Satan and his angels will be bitter in the extreme, but there will be two responses. Many from Israel will worship the beast, but the true nation will refuse his claims despite the miraculous powers of the false prophet. God in that day will provide a place in the wilderness into which the woman Israel will flee: this is synonymous with v.6. The story of the woman Israel concludes with the attack against the remnant of her seed that keep the commandments of God, and have the testimony of Jesus Christ.


  A WOMAN OF REMARKABLE CONTEMPT


  This is the third woman in the Revelation and she is known as "the great whore that sitteth upon many waters". One of the seven angels which had the seven vials, brought John to a place where he could view her and he was carried by the Spirit to see her. The view was remarkable and awesome to behold, and was of a woman "upon a scarlet coloured beast, full of names of blasphemy … and upon her forehead was a name written, Mystery, Babylon the great, the mother of harlots and abominations of the earth" Rev.17.3,5. Here John is invited to view "the great whore" and in chapter 21 he has a similar invitation to view "the Bride, the Lamb’s wife". The comparisons are again remarkable but will be dealt with later.


  Two aspects of Babylon are presented in chapters 17 and 18; the first is from the ecclesiastical, and in chapter 18 the political. Many are satisfied that by this time, the seven bowls are already poured out and these chapters are in the main devoted to the final destruction of Babylon in all its forms.


  The picture of the woman as completely evil denotes spiritual adultery as being characteristic of those who seem to be joined to God but are untrue to Jehovah God, the only true God. The alliance of apostate religion with the political powers of the world during this future period will not only debauch the true spirit and character of what is for God’s pleasure but will compromise true testimony in every way. False religion is always the worst enemy of the true, and the moral wickedness involved in the union imposes a drunkenness as far as spiritual things are concerned.


  The angelic invitation to John is to see the judgment of the great whore. Of this Rev.17.16-18 has said "And the ten horns which thou sawest upon the beast, these shall hate the whore, and shall make her desolate and naked, and shall eat her flesh, and burn her with fire. For God hath put in their hearts to fulfil His will, and to agree, and give their kingdom unto the beast, until the words of God shall be fulfilled. And the woman which thou sawest is that great city, which reigneth over the kings of the earth." Of this John F. Walvoord2 has said, "Verse 16 reveals a most remarkable development in the vision which is also the climax and purpose of the preceding description. Here the ten horns, previously seen as ten kings, destroy the woman riding the beast in a most graphic action … the destruction of the harlot reduces all her pomp and gorgeous robes to naught. She is stripped of all of them, her flesh is eaten, and she is burned with fire. These graphic words clearly picture the downfall of the apostate world church of the future."


  
    	
      2Walvoord, John F. "The Revelation of Jesus Christ". The Moody Bible Institute of Chicago. 1966.

    

  


  THE CHRIST-LIKE WOMAN, THE BRIDE OF THE LAMB


  It has already been stated that there is an outstanding comparison between the evil woman of Revelation chapters 17 and 18 and the purity of the Bride of the Lamb. Of this J. Allen3 has noted, "The symbolic terms ‘whore’ and ‘bride’ describe two companies of people; the whore is the product of satanic action on earth and is doomed; the Bride is the result of redemption by the Lamb and is destined for eternal glory. The whore has her home in Babylon; the Bride has her home in the Holy Jerusalem." The Bride of the Lamb is a wonderful, called-out people who were in the mind and purpose of God before the foundation of the world. It has been already stated that Israel is regarded as the wife of Jehovah but the Church is the Bride of the Lamb.


  
    	
      3Allen, J. "Revelation – What the Bible Teaches", John Ritchie Ltd, Kilmarnock, 1997

    

  


  In Revelation chapter 19 we read, "Let us be glad and rejoice and give honour to Him: for the marriage of the Lamb is come, and His wife hath made herself ready. And to her was granted that she should be arrayed in fine linen, clean and white: for the fine linen is the righteousness of saints. And he saith unto me, Write, Blessed are they which are called unto the marriage supper of the Lamb. And he saith unto me, These are the true sayings of God." How good it is in the present day for saints to enjoy the great prospect of eternal relationship with the One Who bore our sins at Calvary and is now in heaven at God’s right hand. So often we have attended a marriage ceremony and the following festivity; but all will fade before the joy and blessedness of the marriage of the Church to our blessed Saviour, and the glory of the marriage supper, which we believe will be coincidental to the millennial period of 1000 years. There will be all the saints of the present dispensation and also Old Testament saints. We remember the words of the Lord Jesus Who said, "ye shall see Abraham, and Isaac and Jacob, and all the prophets, in the kingdom of God" Lk.13.28.


  The view given to John of the new heaven and a new earth was accompanied with the view of the holy city, also the new Jerusalem and the remarkable conditions that will eternally exist and the angelic conversation regarding the "Bride, the Lamb’s wife". Again it was a view to help John to appreciate the glory of such conditions, 21.1-27.


  In closing it is appropriate and honouring to join with the Holy Spirit and the Bride to say, "Even so, Come, Lord Jesus" Rev.22.20.
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