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Someone ought to count the women of 
the Bible. More to the point, someone 
ought to count them accurately. I 
mention this because a quick Internet 
search reveals significant disparity 
in the various numbers people give 
for the women in the Bible. I should 

not criticize, however, for several difficulties make such 
counting an impossible task. We do not know, for example, 
whether a few Bible characters are men or women (e.g., 
Diblaim the parent of Gomer in Hosea 1:3, and Ezrah who 
is mentioned in a genealogy in 1 Chron 4:17). A much more 
difficult challenge is counting groups of women, such as 
the water-drawers who helped Saul find Samuel in 1 Sam 
9 or the daughters of King Zedekiah mentioned in Jer 41. 
Another question is whether to count women who are 
characters in proverbs or parables. And what about women 
who may or may not be the same person, such as “the 
other Mary” (Matt 27:61, 28:1), who is probably the same as 
“Mary the mother of James” (Mark 16:1; Luke 24:10), who 
is probably the same as “Mary the mother of James and 
Joseph” (Matt 27:56; Mark 15:40).

The following pages feature some women of the OT. 
Since this is not the first time Priscilla Papers has devoted an 
issue to OT women (see, for example, vol. 23, no. 2; vol. 25, 
no. 1; and vol. 28, no. 4), one might jump to the conclusion 

that we are at risk of running out of women to write about. 
But that conclusion would be far from accurate. Though 
a precise number is elusive, the fact remains that a large 
number of women occupy the pages of the Bible—more 
than most people would assume.

Let me introduce you to one of these numerous women. 
The cover photo and opening article of this issue of Priscilla 
Papers portray Deborah—the famous Deborah who 
rescued Israel and judged its people under a palm tree near 
Bethel. But there is another Deborah—the not-so-famous 
Deborah who served Rebekah and was buried under an 
oak tree near Bethel. She is introduced in Gen 24:59, and 
Gen 35:8 records her death: “Rebekah’s nurse Deborah died 
and was buried at Bethel under the oak, and Jacob named 
it Allon-bacuth” (CEB). The name “Allon-bacuth” means 
“oak of weeping” and suggests that the death of this life-
long servant was sincerely mourned by many. The presence 
of a second Deborah in the OT, a woman of whom most 
Christians have never heard, is a reminder that many such 
women inhabit the pages of Scripture.

In addition to reading about the famous Deborah, in this 
issue you will also encounter numerous female prophets, 
Woman Wisdom and the other women of Proverbs, and 
one of the Bible’s most honored women—Ruth.

May the women in these articles and the hundreds of 
other biblical women be an encouragement to you.
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Deborah: Troublesome Woman or Woman of Valor?
Ronald W. Pierce

Unwarranted criticisms by evangelical scholars of Deborah’s 
leadership in Judg 4–5 continue to devalue her work as “abnormal,” 
“wrong,”1 something done only in private2 or even in subservience 
to Barak.3 Some rabbinical scholars go so far as to brand her an 
arrogant woman who deserves God’s punishment.4 In contrast, 
this paper argues that a close reading of her story and song reveals 
an ’eshet hayil, a “woman of valor” (cf. Ruth 3:11, Prov 12:4, 31:10).5 
This is evident not only in the direct references to her, but also in 
the narratives regarding her associates Barak and Jael.

Deborah’s Story (Judges 4)

The Story’s Setting (4:1–3)

The repetitive pattern in Judges of spiritual corruption, foreign 
oppression, pleas for deliverance, and a judge who brings peace 
until the next cycle starts6 sets the distressing backdrop to 
Deborah’s story and song in chs. 4–5. This literary unit forms 
the first of the four longer accounts that include Gideon (chs. 
6–8), Jephthah (chs. 10–12), and Samson (chs. 13–16).7 Deborah 
is the first judge in this book to be introduced at length and the 
only one to function as both judge and prophet—perhaps an 
intentional parallel to Israel’s last judge Samuel in the continuing 
narrative of 1 Sam 1–8.

Deborah faces the imposing threat of Jabin’s army stretching 
from the strategic Jezreel Valley to Canaan’s northern gate at 
Hazor on the Via Maris, the international trade and military 
route connecting Africa, Europe, and Asia. In comparison, her 
judgeship is situated in Benjaminite territory in Israel’s central 
plateau, some seventy miles south of the conflict that Barak 
already faces in Kedesh of Naphtali.8 Her base of operation 
“between Ramah and Bethel” suggests she may have had a 
regional influence—again, like Samuel who later leads Israel from 
this same location (1 Sam 7:15–16, 8:4). When Deborah appears 
in the narrative, Israel’s oppression by Jabin has already dragged 
on for twenty years.

Deborah’s Dramatic Introduction (4:4–5)

Deborah is introduced dramatically as the story’s main character 
with a string of seven consecutive, grammatically feminine words: 
her proper name followed by three paired terms. She is “Deborah,” 
(1) “a woman, a prophet” (fem. nouns), (2) “a woman of light /fire” 
(fem. nouns), and (3) “she herself, she is judging” (fem. pronoun, 
fem. participle).

The traditional etymology of Deborah’s name as “bee” or “wasp” 
is possible, though it may instead connote “leader” or “pursuer” (cf. 
debir, Josh 10:3).9 Comparatively, the imagery of “bees” (deborah) 
is used in Isa 7 to describe the Assyrian army’s “pursuit” of Israel 
(Isa 7:17–20, esp. 18). A similar wordplay would make sense in this 
text as well. Moreover, Deborah’s role as prophet and judge allows 
for a symbolic significance to her name in this story. 

The three pairs that follow accent Deborah’s gender. In the 
first, as “a woman, a prophet,” she brings God’s authoritative word 

to Israel, which they are expected to obey. The second pair, “wife/
woman of lappidoth” is open to dispute. “Lappidoth” is traditionally 
taken to be her husband’s name—although the common reference 
to his father is absent.10 Moreover, it would be odd for a feminine 
plural term (lappidoth) to refer to a masculine singular husband. 
Rather, it seems more plausible to read, “a woman of light/fire,” in 
that the word in question carries this meaning in the narratives 
regarding Gideon and Samson (Judg 7:16, 15:4) and elsewhere in 
the Hebrew Bible.11 Perhaps she is “a woman of light” in the sense 
of “giving spiritual guidance,12 or a “woman of fire” (an alternative 
rabbinical reading)13 as a parallel to Barak’s name meaning 
“lightning.” In fact, the plural form lappidim carries exactly this 
connotation in Exod 20:18. The writer of Deborah’s narrative may 
even intend a dual meaning of guidance and valor: a wise and 
capable woman with great courage. In the third pair, “she herself, 
she is judging,” Deborah renders judgment for her people based 
on Israel’s Torah at a public site named the “Palm of Deborah” 
(4:5)—likely a role reaching beyond that of tribal and village elders 
who settled local disputes.14 Moreover, she is the only judge apart 
from Samuel already in prophetic service before she acts as judge. 
This prior status may be the reason she is not described like other 
judges as being “raised up” on a particular occasion.15 Instead, she 
receives the most dramatic introduction of any OT judge.

Deborah and Barak’s Verbal Exchange (4:6–9a)

Deborah’s summoning of Barak is consistent with her 
responsibilities as prophet and judge. Wisely she calls one who 
lives in the region of conflict and knows the situation, the people, 
and the terrain. He is the best person to serve as general under 
her command, though both will be present in battle. He responds 
without apparent hesitation. Upon his arrival, the fiery prophet 
confronts him with the classical rhetoric, “Yahweh the God 
of Israel commands you . . .” (4:6b). However, Barak’s cryptic 
response and Deborah’s counter-response are not as clear.

The NLT concisely captures the sense of Barak’s words, “I 
will go, but only if you go with me.” He complies with Deborah’s 
orders, but on condition she accompany him in battle. This need 
not be read as a “lack of faith” on his part,16 or an “intentional 
shaming” on hers.17 Rather, given his bravery later in the account 
(4:10, 14–16, 22), it is more likely that Barak seeks her wisdom and 
prophetic voice in the uncertainty of battle.18 Later, the prophet 
and judge Samuel affirms Barak’s actions as a divinely guided 
mission (1 Sam 12:9–11),19 and the NT writer of Hebrews honors 
him as a noble person “who through faith conquered kingdoms” 
and “administered justice”—indeed, of whom “the world was not 
worthy” (Heb 11:32–39).20 Barak’s words to Deborah reflect his 
willingness to go and, at the same time, his respect for Deborah’s 
role as a prophet and judge to provide critical guidance when 
a field decision is needed. Though negative assessments of this 
exchange abound,21 casting doubt on Barak’s response flies in the 
face of his affirmation in the NT.
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In her counter-response, Deborah agrees to accompany Barak 
yet adds a curious challenge: “‘Certainly I will go with you,’ said 
Deborah. ‘But because of the course you are taking, the honor 
will not be yours, for the Lord will deliver Sisera into the hands 
of a woman’” (4:9a NIV). This woman is later identified as “Jael, 
the Kenite” (4:17, 21–22, 5:6, 24). Barak acts as a man of faith who 
is willing to obey God’s messenger, even if his personal glory is 
not part of the reward. Deborah’s rejoinder thus completes her 
commissioning speech (4:6–7, 9), which had been interrupted by 
Barak’s eagerness to secure her accompaniment (4:8).

Deborah and Barak’s Shared Journey (4:9b–16)

After the prophet-judge and her general make verbal commitments 
to each other, they embark together on their arduous yet divinely 
appointed journey to deliver their people. Thus far, they have 
spoken beneath the “Palm of Deborah” where she “sits to judge” 
Israel (4:5). But now, she decisively “arises” to join Barak. The 
journey that he was about to take (4:9a) has now commenced, 
and as it does, the author briefly introduces the community of the 
Kenites from which Jael will come—the other woman deliverer in 
this story.

Both Deborah and Barak have put themselves in harm’s way 
in response to God’s calling. Atop Mt. Tabor in the middle of the 
Jezreel Valley he assembles his army of local foot soldiers from the 
territories most affected by the conflict: Zebulun and Naphtali. 
Awaiting Deborah’s command, his actions evoke a countermove 
by Jabin’s general, Sisera, who calls out nine hundred iron chariots 
into the open plains to the west of Barak’s position. Then, Deborah 
prophesies once more: “Arise! This is the day in which Yahweh has 
given Sisera into your hands! Has not Yahweh gone out before 
you?” And Barak responds with obedience, knowing that facing 
chariots with swords will not, in the end, bring him the honor of 
victory. Yahweh blesses their combined efforts by routing Sisera’s 
forces before Barak, exactly as Deborah has predicted.22 Barak’s 
courage contrasts with Sisera’s cowardice as the latter abandons 
his troops in the thick of battle and escapes capture or death on 
foot. This sets the stage for the narrative’s climax.

Jael’s Military Honors (4:17–23)

The story of Jael’s military honor begins by emphatically 
recounting Sisera’s cowardly flight (cf. 4:15) in contrast to Barak’s 
persistent pursuit—the latter on foot from the beginning of the 
battle. This scene also introduces the exploits of Jael the Kenite, 
both in this story and in the victory song that follows (5:24–30). 
She is not an Israelite, but rather a descendant of Hobab, son of 
Jethro/Reuel, the father-in-law of Moses (Exod 2–4, 18, Num 
10:29–32). Her ancestors migrated northward from the Midianite 
territory near Mt. Horeb (Sinai) and settled near Arad, in the 
Judean Negeb desert just east of Beersheba (Judg 1:16). By this 
time, they had separated from the rest of the Kenites and “pitched 
their tents” in Naphtali territory, where her family had likely 
allied with King Jabin to live under his protection (4:11, 17).

Just as Deborah is best understood as “woman of light/
fire” (lappidoth), so Jael should be read either as a “woman of 
the community (heber) of the Kenites” (Judg 4:17, 21, 5:24),23 
or perhaps a “woman of divination.”24 Again a father’s name 

is absent from the text, making it less clear that heber is her 
husband’s name. Given Jael’s independent actions in the story, it 
is more plausible that the writer wishes to identify her only with 
her people (or occupation), rather than with a husband. She is 
nomadic and independent with no apparent allegiance to Israel 
at first, providing context for her actions in the story. Sisera 
seeks refuge from the fighting anywhere he can find it, while 
Jael recognizes him and lures him into her tent. Alone with him, 
she hides him under a rug and provides him with milk to drink 
(4:18–19)—perhaps intended as a natural sedative.

Sisera’s words to Jael are gender-specific: “Stand in the 
opening of the tent, and if any man (ish) comes and inquires 
of you saying, ‘Is there a man (ish) here?’ tell him ‘No one!’” 
(4:20).25 This is likely an allusion to the “man” Barak hunting 
for the “man” Sisera, with the “woman” Jael (4:9) standing 
between them, about to rob Barak of his glory. With courage 
and cunning—not unlike the judge Ehud when he assassinated 
King Eglon of Moab (Judg 3:15–23)—Jael fulfills Deborah’s 
prophecy (4:9). Stealthily she hammers a convenient tent peg 
through Sisera’s head as he sleeps in sheer exhaustion from 
his frantic escape (4:21). She then steps outside the tent to meet 
Barak’s arrival and to bring him inside to display her trophy 
of victory—and with it her implicit defection to Barak and the 
victorious Israelites (4:22).

Appropriately, the story ends (4:23–24) with an emphasis on 
Israel’s God: the true hero and victor in the battle. The generals 
are no longer in view, nor the valiant women with whom they 
interacted. Yahweh subdues Jabin before the Israelites, freeing 
God’s people (4:3) from their oppression in this round of the 
ongoing cycles of the judges. This sets the stage for Deborah’s 
battle hymn, which follows in Judg 5.

Deborah’s Song (Judges 5)26

The Author and Lead Character

The Poem’s Introduction (5:1–2)
The superb example of ancient Hebrew poetry27 found in Judg 5 
is introduced with the phrase, “And Deborah sang, accompanied 
by Barak son of Abinoam, on that day,” marking her as the author 
of the poem (5:1).28 The writer puts emphasis at the outset on her 
primary role by using the gender-specific, singular verbal form 
(wattashar), as in her dramatic introduction in Judg 4:4–6.29 
Deborah’s preeminence is also evident through the use of first-
person singular pronouns: “I, even I, will sing to Yahweh . . . I will 
praise Yahweh” (5:3); “I, Deborah, arose . . . until I arose, a mother 
in Israel” (5:7); and “My heart is with Israel’s commanders, with 
those who offered themselves freely among the people . . .” (5:9). 
Without question, she is the lead character in the poem, as she 
was in the narrative.

Deborah’s actions are also highlighted by the verbal 
imperatives in her antiphonal exchange with Barak: “Awake, 
awake, Deborah! Awake, awake, utter a song!” and “Arise, Barak, 
lead away your captives . . .” (5:12, cf. 4:14). She authors the song 
while he rounds up the Canaanites taken alive in battle. In 
addition, Issachar’s princes stand by Deborah in the battle, while 
the rest of Issachar accompanies Barak (5:15). Perhaps she devises 
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a flanking strategy with the chief warriors of Israel, drawing out 
Sisera for Barak’s troops to attack from Mt. Tabor.30 This would 
be consistent with the first-person reference, “My heart is with 
Israel’s princes,” distinguishing them from the rest of the “willing 
volunteers among the people” (5:9). It also supports the majority 
translation tradition of 5:2, “When leaders lead in Israel / When 
the people willingly offer themselves / Bless the Lord!”31 Deborah 
and Barak (and perhaps Jael, cf. 5:6) are grouped together as 
“leaders,” which requires the masculine plural ending in Hebrew.

Imagery of Moses (5:3–5)

In 5:3–5 Deborah implicitly calls to mind Israel’s great redemptive 
event when Yahweh delivered them from Egyptian bondage 
through Moses (Exod 1–18). The pattern in Judg 4–5 of a story 
of military conflict preceding32 a victory song of praise reflects 
the exodus story (Exod 14) preceding the victory song of Moses 
accompanied by Israel (Exod 15). Moreover, the imagery of 
Yahweh coming out of Seir and marching from Edom (Judg 5:4) 
recalls the end of Israel’s wilderness wanderings after the exodus 
(Deut 33:2). Finally, the earth trembling and the mountains 
quaking (Judg 5:4)—especially the explicit mention of the shaking 
of Mt. Sinai in Yahweh’s presence with Moses (Judg 5:5)—remind 
the reader of Moses’s first encounter with God after arriving at 
Mt. Sinai (Exod, 19:18, cf. Hag 2:21, Heb 12:26).33

By linking her song to that of Moses, Deborah consciously 
identifies herself with Israel’s first and greatest judge who gave 
the initial instructions for appointing other judges (Exod 18:13–
23, Deut 16:18–20, 34:10). This allusion, along with Deborah’s 
location between Ramah and Bethel (Judg 4:5, cf. 1 Sam 7:15–16, 
8:4), places her strategically between Moses and Samuel—two 
critically important prophets and judges that served Israel well 
in their respective eras.

A Mother in Israel (5:6–11)

With brief references to Shamgar and Jael—two other deliverers 
(5:6)—Deborah dramatically reappears in the song by inserting 
her name between two identical verbal forms (shaqqamti deborah 
shaqqamti), “until I arose, I Deborah arose, a mother in Israel” 
(5:7). The cryptic account of Shamgar (3:31) immediately precedes 
Deborah’s story, which ends with the lengthy account of Jael (4:17–
23). With his ox goad and her tent peg they each act individually 
rather than leading a group of warriors. Yet, Israel is described 
as living in fear of travel and afraid to fight back (5:6–7a, 8) until 
Deborah intervenes. The emphatic repetition here of “I arose”34 
takes the reader back to Judg 4:9 where she “arises” from her seat 
of judgment at the Palm of Deborah to accompany Barak to war, 
and where she calls him to “arise” and fight (4:14), then later to 
sing the victory song with her (5:12). Perhaps the reference in 5:7a 
to the reluctance of the “villagers in Israel” to fight (NIV)35 alludes 
to Barak’s unwillingness to go into battle without Deborah (4:8). 
Neither he nor they engage until she arises. 

Deborah’s function as “a mother in Israel” (5:7) is one of the 
rare parental metaphors for Israel’s leaders in the OT. The also 
fiery prophet Elijah is called “father” by Elisha (2 Kgs 2:12), who 
is in turn called “father” by Jehoash, king of Israel (2 Kgs 13:14). 
Similarly, an Ephraimite named Micah—and later an army of 

Danites—implore a wandering Levite to be their “father and 
priest” (Judg 17:10, 18:19). The connotation in both narratives is 
that of a “spiritual guide.” Finally, “a wise woman” from Abel Beth 
Maakah, who lived at the time of David, calls her city “a mother 
in Israel” (2 Sam 20:14–21, esp. 20:19). She declares, “Long ago 
people used to say, ‘Get your answer at Abel [Beth Maakah],’ and 
that settled it” (2 Sam 20:18). Three things are noteworthy here: (1) 
Her designation “long ago” could place the origin of this proverb 
around Deborah’s time, (2) the city is located just north of Barak’s 
home in Kedesh of Naphtali, and (3) Israel receives spiritual 
guidance at Abel, just as at the “Palm of Deborah” (Judg 4:5).36 
Perhaps Deborah knows of this then-famous city as “a mother in 
Israel” and with that symbolism artfully communicates her part 
in the story as a person who provides guidance for her people.

Other Supporting Characters to Deborah and Barak

Leaders and Tribal Groups (5:12–23)

From the beginning of the joined prosaic and poetic accounts 
of Judg 4–5, the author highlights Zebulun and Naphtali (4:6, 
10, cf. 5:14, 18). But seven other Israelite tribes are referenced 
in the song as well: Ephraim, Benjamin, Manasseh (5:14),37 
Issachar, Reuben (5:15–16), Dan, and Asher (5:17). Their mention 
puts Deborah’s last prophetic words into a larger geographical 
context that stretches from Israel’s northwestern coastal plain, to 
the Samarian hill country (where the Palm of Deborah stands), 
to the southern extremities of the eastern bank of the Jordan 
River38—including, of course, the Jezreel Valley where the battle 
takes place. Only the southernmost tribes west of the Jordan 
stand outside the scope of her speech.39 By addressing this broad 
audience, Deborah clarifies the extent of her influence as prophet 
and judge (cf. 4:5). As with most OT prophets, she praises those 
who “follow” Yahweh (5:14: Makir, Ephraim, and Issachar) and at 
other times confronts those who do not “help” him (5:23: Reuben, 
Gilead, Dan, Asher, and “Meroz”).

Jael and the Mother of Sisera (5:24–31)

In addition to telling of Jael’s assassination of Sisera in the 
narrative (4:17–23), Deborah adds here a brief poetic supplement 
regarding Jael’s courage and cunning (5:24–27)—along with a 
dark glimpse into the heart of Sisera’s mother (5:28–30). Jael’s 
section begins abruptly, creating a sharp contrast between the 
Israelites who do not help their neighbors and a Kenite woman 
who does.40 Jael is resumptively described as “most blessed of 
women,” indeed “most blessed of tent-dwelling women” (5:24)—
the latter perhaps intended as a pun on where she wins her victory. 
Her story is supplemented with language of Sisera’s final position 
on the ground “between her feet” (5:27; ESV, NASB, NET). This 
description may carry ironic sexual connotations, given the 
allusions by Sisera’s mother to rape in the following verses (esp. 
5:30). A dead Sisera lying still “between [Jael’s] feet” can no longer 
abuse Israel’s daughters by forcing himself “between their feet.”41

This Canaanite woman of privilege calms her anxiety and 
fears regarding her son’s late return by imagining his violent 
abuse of young Israelite virgins—a common practice in ancient 
warfare. She exclaims (literally), “A womb or two for every 
head.” She describes them by their reproductive organs (raham 
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rachamatayim) as “unspoiled girls” taken among the “spoils.” 
They may be used for instant gratification, or kept as conjugal 
conveniences to produce progeny for the patrilineal “heads” 
of Canaanite households. They are dehumanized to “colorful 
garments” among the “plunder” (5:30). Jael avenges these victims 
and protects others at risk to Sisera’s troops. 

This account of Sisera’s unnamed mother contrasts with 
Deborah’s presentation of herself as “a mother in Israel” (5:7). 
Whereas Deborah secures her people’s deliverance, Sisera’s mother 
can only learn of the ignoble death of her son and the defeat of his 
troops.42 Further, her portrayal as peering out of the latticework 
that surrounded her upstairs window, with the wisest of her 
“ladies” in attendance (vv. 27–29), depicts her status and wealth—
surely, in part, at the cost of Israel’s oppression.

Deborah’s song closes (5:31) with a twofold reference. Although 
the language of “enemies” applies to Israel’s clans and tribes (5:23), 
it may also allude to Sisera with his forces as they oppose Deborah, 
Barak, and Jael who “love” Yahweh. The final reference to the “sun 
when it goes out in its strength” (a symbol of divine judgment 
across scripture, e.g., Jer 4:23) also contains poetic irony as a 
symbol of Israel’s leaders: Deborah a woman of “fire/light,” and 
Barak a man of “lightning.” Because of God’s remarkable work 
through them—as well as through the unlikely Kenite Jael—Israel 
“has peace for forty years.” This single line of prose at the end of 
the battle hymn speaks to the positive result of, and blessing on, 
their obedience.

Conclusion

In this article, I have sought to counter still-common criticisms of 
Deborah in her story and song (Judg 4–5) by suggesting she and 
her associates act as noble persons of valor. The text portrays this 
woman of light and fire, this prophet and judge, in a consistently 
positive way throughout. Her people, whom she rescues at a time of 
national crisis, respect her. She acts authoritatively in challenging 
Barak to lead in battle, where they together receive God’s blessing. 
She arises as a wise and protective “mother in Israel” acting in the 
spirit of Moses, calling Israel to follow Yahweh. 

Similarly, Barak acts as a man of faith by invoking God’s 
presence and guidance in battle through Deborah, even though 
he must serve without the customary military honor. As a 
result, he obtains an even greater honor among the notables of 
faith in the book of Hebrews. Even the Kenite woman Jael acts 
with courage and cunning, highlighted by the amount of space 
devoted to her in this text. As a migrating tent-woman she shows 
herself wiser than the aristocratic mother of Sisera, whose son 
she slays to avenge and deliver Israel’s daughters.

As the true hero and deliverer of his covenant people, God 
chooses to accomplish his work through mere mortals like those 
in the book of Judges. Though none is perfect, some show greater 
faith and act more faithfully than others. Among these, the book 
of Judges portrays no major group of characters more favorably 
than Deborah, Barak, and Jael.
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Women Prophets in the Old Testament
Christine Marchetti

Those who seek an intimate relationship with God often turn to 
the prophets of the OT for inspiration. Commentaries such as 
Abraham Heschel’s classic, The Prophets, provide rich insight 
into these ancient visionaries. Anyone who has read Heschel’s 
masterpiece may feel a sense of holy envy as they discover “what 
the prophets mean to us and what they mean to God.”1 Yet for 
women, that sense of envy may be heightened by the assumption 
that the prophets of the OT form a category that largely excludes 
women. This article investigates the female prophets of the OT, 
offering a close examination of their texts and contexts. First, 
the words “prophet” and “prophecy” will be defined. Then, 
each of the female prophets named in the OT will be discussed, 
with attention paid to the ways biblical writers, redactors, and 
commentators may have minimized their impact. Other women 
in the text who performed prophetic activities will be identified, 
and the article will conclude with a reflection on female prophecy 
in ancient Israel. 

What is a Prophet and What is Prophecy?

The Hebrew word for “prophet” is nabi, from the verb naba, 
“to call.” A nabi is called by God. The feminine form is nebiah, 
“female prophet” or “prophetess.” “Prophets” (pl.) is nebiim. 
Hebrew is a gendered language; thus, in a mixed group where as 
few as one male prophet is present, grammar demands that the 
plural noun be masculine. It is therefore difficult to identify all 
of the female prophets in the Scriptures.2

The formulaic phrase, “Thus says YHWH,” identifies the 
prophets as men and women who had access to God and spoke 
on God’s behalf. This phrase originated in the royal court, but not 
all prophecy involves oracles delivered to kings. Prophecy had 
many manifestations and modern scholars persist in probing its 
meaning.3 Joseph Blenkinsopp rightly notes that the prophetic 
books themselves represent “only a small and . . . anomalous 
minority” of all the prophets in ancient Israel.4 A broad range 
of professional religious intermediaries were engaged in a wide 
variety of prophetic activities: intercessory prayer (Jer 42:4); 
dancing, drumming, singing (1 Chr 25:1–3); interpreting laws (2 
Kgs 22:15–17); inquiring of YHWH (Jer 37:7); delivering YHWH’s 
oracles (Isa 10:24); anointing kings (1 Kgs 1:34); resolving disputes 
(2 Chr 28:9–15); working wonders (1 Kgs 17); mustering troops 
(Judg 4); leading battles (Judg 5); archiving oracles in writing (2 
Chr 13:22); and experiencing visions (Isa 1). Thus the writers of 
Scripture use the word “prophet” in a fluid way.5

Given the flexibility of the term, who might be called a 
“prophet”? According to Lester Grabbe, anyone summoned by 
God—male or female—can prophesy. Female prophets in the 
OT are simply prophets who happened to be female. In ancient 
Israel and throughout the ancient Near East, female prophets 
possessed the same spectrum of gifts as their male counterparts.6 
Women could be prophets because, unlike priests and kings who 

inherited their positions, prophets were appointed by God.7 The 
OT does not indicate that the appearance of women prophets 
was unusual; however, in some instances female prophets may 
not have been accepted in the same way male prophets were, and 
their roles may have differed from those of male prophets.8 How 
accurately does the Bible reflect the historical reality of female 
prophecy in ancient Israel?9 To answer this question, the text 
must be examined closely.

The Text and its Backstory

In the OT, women prophets are mentioned in only a few texts, 
but Wilda Gafney points out that each text, no matter how 
brief, “provides some contextual information for the . . . female 
prophets it discloses.”10

Miriam 

In Exod 15:20–21, Miriam the prophetess leads the women in song 
and dance after the crossing of the Red Sea. Many scholars believe 
this text is one of the oldest examples of Israel’s literature. Although 
Moses’s song (Exod 15:1–18) precedes Miriam’s in the canon, the 
early date of vv. 20–21 suggests it may have been Miriam, not 
Moses, who led the first victory celebration of the exodus.11

Most commentators agree that Miriam was a leader in the 
community.12 Musical performers such as Miriam are clearly 
identified as prophets elsewhere in Scripture (1 Sam 10; 1 Chr 
25). Furthermore, whenever prophets are introduced in the OT, 
prophetic action usually follows; when Miriam is introduced in 
Exod 15:20, her song proclaims YHWH’s victory and prophetic 
action is accomplished.

In Num 12:1–16, Miriam and Aaron are involved in a conflict 
with Moses over his prophetic authority; their challenge concerns 
Moses’s Cushite wife. This text establishes Moses’s superiority, 
but it also affirms Miriam’s and Aaron’s prophetic and perhaps 
also priestly roles. According to Gafney, Miriam is named first 
in v. 1 because she is an “authentic prophet of YHWH” while 
Aaron is “merely a prophet of Moses.” The position of Miriam’s 
name reflects her standing in the community, not a “hierarchy 
of guilt.”13 It is often assumed that the wife alluded to in Num 
12:7 is Zipporah, but Zipporah was a Midianite, not a Cushite. 
The woman in v. 7 may be Moses’s second (but not necessarily 
polygamous) wife.14 Verses 10 and 11 suggest an attempt on the 
part of the priestly author to place all of the blame for the conflict 
on Miriam while preserving the priestly purity of Aaron.15

Carol Meyers argues that Miriam was a woman whose 
“leadership and prophetic status stand on their own.”16 Gafney 
adds that Miriam was so admired by her people, they refused to 
leave Hazeroth without her (Num 12:15). The account of Miriam’s 
death in Num 20:1 confirms her identity as a prophet—all three 
prophets of the exodus died in the wilderness.17 Moreover, Mic 6:4 
remembers Miriam as one of God’s chosen leaders in the exodus.
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Deborah

Debate over Deborah’s role begins when her name first appears 
in Judg 4:4; Deborah likely means “bee,”18 though some argue 
her name arises from the Hebrew dibberah, “she spoke.”19 
Deborah is the woman of Lappidoth, often translated, “wife of 
Lappidoth.” Lappidoth means “torch,” and some commentators 
believe Lappidoth and Barak (which means “fire”) are the same 
person.20 They conclude that Deborah derived her status from 
her relationship with Barak.21 “Woman of Lappidoth” is more 
likely a descriptor which portrays Deborah as a “woman of 
torches” or a “fiery woman.”22

Deborah was a prophet of YHWH. She “received and 
passed on prophetic messages concerned with military activity 
. . . accompanied the tribal levy into battle,” and celebrated 
the victory with song.23 In Judg 4:7, Deborah’s statement of 
the Lord’s intent was made in the first person because it was 
YHWH who was speaking, not Deborah. The words “I will give 
[the enemy] into your hand” were the characteristic expression 
used by prophets before battle, and it was the role of the prophet 
to verify a battle was truly a holy war of God (1 Kgs 20:13; 22:6).24

To the author(s) of Judges, Deborah represents a brief span 
of renewal within the book’s overarching theme of decline, for 
what the country needed was a king.25 However, Deborah’s 
story predates the monarchy and represents an early established 
tradition of female leadership.26 Deborah plays a pivotal role as a 
prophetess in Israel’s pre-monarchal period. She was also a judge 
(the only one in the book of Judges who is actually depicted as 
judging),27 and she was a military strategist who told her field 
commander, Barak, when and where to enter the fray.28 Some 
scholars claim Deborah was also a warrior who led the chief 
warriors of Issachar while Barak led the troops (Judg 5:15).29 
Furthermore, Deborah was a “mother in Israel” (5:7), which, 
like the title “father,” designates leadership in the prophetic 
tradition (1 Sam 10:12; 2 Kgs 2:12).30 Deborah, however, was not 
the mother of a community of disciples; she was the mother of 
her people—Israel.31

Huldah

The origin of Huldah’s name is uncertain. It may have come 
from the Hebrew heled, which refers to the duration of life, or 
from holed, which means “weasel.”32

Huldah’s use of the formulaic phrase, “Thus says YHWH,” 
identifies her as an official prophet in the royal court.33 Two 
separate accounts (2 Kgs 22:8–20 and 2 Chr 34:14–28) report 
that Huldah was chosen by the high priest Hilkiah to interpret 
the meaning of the scroll found in the temple. Through YHWH, 
Huldah confirmed its authenticity. The text does not explain 
why Huldah’s contemporaries (e.g., Jeremiah or Zephaniah) 
were not chosen,34 but the narrator shows no surprise that the 
“prophet-in-residence” was a woman, and she was treated no 
differently from her male counterparts.35

The account in 2 Kgs 22–23 implies that Josiah’s reforms 
were a direct consequence of Huldah’s oracle. The Chronicler’s 
version, however, indicates Josiah began the reforms on his own, 

prior to the discovery of the scroll, which tends to diminish 
Huldah’s role.36 While the primary purpose of these accounts 
is to establish Josiah as an “observant and zealous” follower of 
YHWH,37 the Kings account also proves Huldah was equally 
important in establishing “the monotheistic worship of YHWH 
as the sole legitimate expression of ancient Israelite religion.”38

The Prophetess (Isaiah 8:3)

Some interpreters contend that this unnamed woman was 
no prophetess at all, and the title “prophetess” was honorific, 
given to her because she was Isaiah’s wife.39 There is, however, 
no proof “the prophetess” was Isaiah’s wife. The wives of other 
prophets (e.g., Hosea and Ezekiel) are not called “prophetesses,” 
and other women whom Scripture calls “prophetess” (e.g., 
Miriam and Huldah) are not married to male prophets. It is 
likely the title “prophetess” had nothing to do with a woman’s 
marital status or her husband’s occupation; rather, the unnamed 
prophetess in Isa 8:3 was probably a member of the nabi class in 
her own right.40

The Prophetess may have been a temple singer (which falls 
under the rubric of “prophet”)41 or part of the prophetic guild 
who preserved Isaiah’s oracles (Isa 8:16). With Isaiah, this 
woman (if she was indeed his wife) may have borne a child and 
given him a symbolic name as a sign for King Ahaz.42 Gafney 
argues that “the production of a child whose name is a portent 
of the future of Judah is a prophetic performance” on the part of 
Isaiah and the unnamed prophetess.43

The Daughters of Your People Who Prophesy (Ezekiel 13:17–23)

These women were members of a prophetic guild and are 
generally regarded as false prophetesses.44 Ezekiel’s criticism of 
them is set in the context of his larger complaint against all the 
prophets (except Ezekiel himself),45 but the female prophets are 
accused of making charms for magic or divination. Apparently, 
they were seen as quite powerful and charged fees for their 
services (v. 19).

Scholars have tried to determine exactly what these women 
did to earn Ezekiel’s contempt. The language and imagery 
describing their activities is typical of Mesopotamian anti-
witchcraft rituals, and at least two interpretations are possible: 
(1) They were primitive healthcare practitioners who used 
charms and incantations to protect women during childbirth 
and pregnancy, and through divination they predicted whether 
their patients would live or die. (2) They were necromancers. But 
Ezekiel’s language is not descriptive of any specific practices; 
it is stereotypical, reflecting a general, pre-exilic diversity of 
beliefs and practices in Yahwistic religion. Ezekiel may have 
opposed these women and the other prophets simply because 
he was intent on separating the exilic community from pre-
exilic, syncretic religious practices and creating a new religious 
identity and a new priestly domain (Ezek 34–48).46

Noadiah

Noadiah was the leader of a prophetic guild who opposed 
Nehemiah (Neh 6:14).47 She posed a significant threat, prompting 
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Nehemiah to pray for help. She may have been either a true 
prophet or a false one,48 but the text gives no specific reason 
for Nehemiah’s hostility toward her. Noadiah may not have 
opposed Nehemiah’s rebuilding of the wall per se, but she may 
have realized that a wall separating Jerusalem from its neighbors 
would encourage the dissolution of mixed marriages and the 
exile of foreign women and children.49 This brief but important 
text demonstrates it was not Noadiah’s identity as a prophet 
that was disputed; it was the interpretation of Torah that was 
at stake.50 Noadiah’s presence proves that female prophets were 
leaders who continued to have an impact on their communities 
in the post-exilic period.51

Prophetesses of the Future

Joel 2:28 describes a future time when all of Israel will receive 
God’s spirit: young men and young women will prophesy, elders 
will dream, and young people will see visions. Gafney regards the 
text as the realization of Moses’s hope that all of YHWH’s people—
men and women, young and old—will be prophets (Num 11:29).52 
As is well known, Simon Peter, through the pen of Luke, claimed 
the fulfillment of this prophecy on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2.

Other Women Who Prophesied

Several other women who are not called “prophetesses” 
nevertheless performed prophetic activity. Rebekah inquired 
of YHWH and received a direct answer (Gen 25:21–23).53 The 
women in Exod 38:8 who “served” or “assembled” at the door 
of the tabernacle may have been prophet-warriors who guarded 
the sanctuary.54 In Josh 2:9–11, Rahab delivered a prophetic 
oracle predicting Israel’s victory.55 Samson’s mother (known 
only as the wife of Manoah, Judg 13:1–23) received a divine 
message concerning her pregnancy; she alone (not her husband) 
was able to interpret it.56 In 1 Sam 25:28–31, Abigail correctly 
predicted David’s destiny in a three-fold prophecy that was later 
repeated by Nathan (2 Sam 7:8, 9, 16).57 The Queen Mother of 
Lemuel performed the characteristic prophetic act of oracular 
proclamation in Prov 31:1–31.58 Countless Israelite women were 
members of mixed-gender and all-female prophetic musical 
and funerary guilds.59 In numerous texts such as Hosea 6:5, the 
use of the masculine plural nebiim, when referring to all the 
previous prophets YHWH sent, includes women prophets such 
as those discussed above; these texts should read, “I have spoken 
by the male and female prophets,” Gafney concludes.60

Summary

Does the OT accurately reflect the extent of female prophecy 
in ancient Israel? Probably not, but it reflects the reality of a 
stratified patriarchal society in which a male elite virtually 
monopolized religious and political power. The androcentric 
focus of the texts has fostered a tradition of interpretation 
that centers on male prophets and obscures the role of female 
prophets, and this tradition has survived in the West for 
centuries.61 Recently, scholars such as Susan Ackerman, who 
believes women prophets were “anomalies,” continue to question 
the impact of the prophetesses or dismiss them completely.62

The Story Behind the Text

Christian women and men who see the Bible as a “mirror” that 
holds meaning for them today are unlikely to see themselves 
reflected in the brief accounts of the female prophets in the OT. 
Pastors rarely, if ever, preach on the subject; Sunday schools 
tend not to teach it. But through critical study, Gafney and 
others have exposed the bias behind the biblical accounts of 
the prophetesses and heightened awareness of bias in modern 
interpretation. Hopefully, the importance of the female prophets 
in ancient Israel will eventually be understood and accepted in 
academic circles and on pastoral and personal levels.

Conclusion

The prophets, male and female, are a significant part of the 
Hebrew Scriptures. Female prophets appear in each phase of the 
nation’s history, and their stories are recorded in each section of 
the canon,63 proving they are not aberrations. They are YHWH’s 
chosen spokeswomen and divinely appointed messengers of 
YHWH’s will. This study demonstrates that God has called 
certain women in specific times and places to communicate with 
humanity. The Scriptures show that female prophets had messages 
for their times and for ours, and they need to be heard. When 
female prophets speak—then and now they speak for YHWH.
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Over the past forty years, the remarkable presence of women in 
Prov 1–9 has drawn an equally remarkable number of studies, a 
gift from the rise of feminism and women in the academy. The 
combination of these two forces brings attention to the once 
invisible women in the text, figures generally overlooked or ignored 
as males have read and interpreted the text for other males. Now, 
however, the text again gives birth to these marginalized figures, 
providing them with bodies, eyes, ears, hands, feet, and especially, 
mouths for speech. Of 256 verses in Prov 1–9, 132 specifically 
mention or speak about women1 and another seventeen verses 
either introduce these texts or draw conclusions from them;2 hence 
fifty-eight percent of Prov 1–9. Yet, ironically, all this attention to 
women comes because of the writer’s interest and concern for 
young men (1:4), with a secondary appeal to older, wise men (1:5). 
For the sages, it would seem that the way to a man’s heart is not 
through food, but through women. After all, the author seems to 
assume, what better way to engage the attention of a young man 
than by speaking about or describing women? 

Women and the Message of Proverbs 1–9

In Prov 1–9, five women take the stage to carry the load or speak 
the sage’s message. 

1. The young man’s mother speaks alongside his father 
(1:8–19 and 6:20–35). 

2. The writer speaks about the young man’s wife (5:15–19).
3. The writer speaks about the strange or other woman: any 

woman who pursues his sexual favors, other than the 
young man’s wife (2:16–19, 5:3–10, 20, 6:24–29, 7:6–27).

4. The writer speaks about a woman named Wisdom or 
Woman Wisdom (4:5–9, 9:1–6), and she speaks to the 
young man (1:20–33, 3:13–20, 7:4–5, 8:1–36).

5. A woman named Folly or Woman Folly appears in 
contrast to Woman Wisdom (2:16–19, 9:13–18).

Together, these women carry the primary themes that run 
through these nine introductory chapters, interwoven strands 
that create an enormous appeal for choosing wisdom. First, chs. 
1–9 describe and emphasize the importance of wisdom, a theme 
so prominent that the words “wise” or “wisdom” (hokmah) 
occur over thirty times in these chapters. The sages consistently 
urge the son to acquire and keep wisdom (e.g., 1:20–21, 2:2, 
21, 4:5, 7), motivating this action by describing the benefits of 
wisdom or a wise life-style (e.g., 4:6, 8–10, 22b, 26). They claim 
that wisdom offers the way to genuine life—a life that is good, 
as opposed to a zombie-like life that merely goes through the 
motions of being alive. This living death is what many wrongly 
call “the good life.”

The second thematic element in these chapters asserts wisdom 
to be a path, trail, or journey. Wisdom is a practice or way of 
life, not a possession or destination to which we arrive. The sages 
encourage the son(s) to walk this trail with resolve (2:20, 4:25–27) 
and obedience (4:20), refusing to be sidetracked onto the path of 

evil (1:15). They also assure those on the path of wisdom that they 
will discover many benefits for their decision and determination 
(e.g., 2:8–9, 12, 3:6, 17, 21, 23, 4:12, 22, 8:20–21, 32).

The third thread weaving its way through chs. 1–9 is the 
necessity for the son to decide to obey the father and opt for 
wisdom—and to make this decision now. This theme begins with 
a simple, yet overwhelming call to listen, remember, and act with 
wisdom (e.g., 1:8, 2:1, 3:1, 11, 21, 4:1, 2, 4, 5, 10, 13, 20–21). On one 
hand, listening, paying attention, and remembering are major 
issues for the sages because sinful men are also speaking to the 
son and offering another way or path that sounds exciting, easy, 
and fun (1:10–14). On the other hand, the sages are also aware of 
women on the prowl for young victims, women with persuasive 
voices (2:16, 3:5, 5:3, 6:24, 7:21) that seduce unsuspecting, naïve 
youth with promises of “the good life” that, in fact, leads to living 
death. So not only do the sages realize that they are not the only 
ones speaking to the son, they know the other voices can be 
intensely persuasive, especially to those who still lack the wisdom 
to recognize the danger of the other path. But the sages see the 
risk and they know the son’s life depends on persuading him to 
listen to their voice.

These three themes constitute the message of Prov 1–9: 
the importance of wisdom (it is life over death), the nature of 
wisdom as a path to walk rather than a destination at which we 
arrive, and an emphatic appeal to make a decision for wisdom 
and decide now to listen to the voice of the sages rather than 
the voices promising “the good life.” In this battle of words and 
ideas, a battle of how we view the world and how we live, the 
son must make a clear choice. He must decide, because anything 
less is, by default, falling to the alternative voice: the deadly path 
of folly. Wisdom demands a decision and commitment because 
it is the more difficult, strenuous way of life. And without this 
commitment, the son will slide into the arms of “the good life” and 
death. Finally, with this call and response for wisdom complete, 
the son is ready to receive the content of wisdom provided by the 
rest of the book, Prov 10–31.

Gender Bias and Irony in Proverbs

It is, to say the least, ironic that Prov 1–9 uses female figures to 
pursue its agenda while, at the same time, these chapters (as well 
as chs. 10–31) show no concern for women’s interests. A gender 
bias exists in Proverbs, confessed in the prologue (1:1–7) and 
systematically followed throughout the book. Proverbs draws 
its target around men (1:4), especially “simple” or “naïve” young 
men, while silently leaving out women. Consequently, the sages 
consistently speak to men about their lives (as men) and about 
women only as they relate to men’s lives and interests. Proverbs 
does not speak directly to women about their lives, about the 
men who threaten their well-being, or about the danger of 
marriage to a bad man. Four exceptions to this gender bias may 
exist, depending on how we interpret four texts or types of texts.

Daughter Divine: Proverbs’ Woman of Wisdom
Glenn Pemberton
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• Women are specifically mentioned in several parallel 
statements that include both the father and mother 
(1:8, 6:20, 10:1).3 These texts recognize the son’s mother, 
but to what extent she functions independently apart 
from the idea of “parents” is unclear and unlikely (see 
also 17:6).

• Some texts mention “his father” or “their fathers 
(masculine plural)” (e.g., KJV, ESV, CSB). In the 
social context of Israel these texts most likely refer 
exclusively to the father and exclude the mother. Some 
English translations, however, use the term “parent” 
in these texts: “A fool spurns a parent’s discipline” (15:5 
NIV, CEV, NRSV, NLT; see also 28:7 and 29:3). 

• In a similar way, individual proverbs often use 
Hebrew masculine pronouns, as in 13:24 (“He who 
withholds his rod hates his son, But he who loves 
him  disciplines him diligently.” [NASB]). Some 
English translations of this and other verses, however, 
change the pronouns to be more inclusive of both 
parents: “those who” (NRSV, NLT), “whoever” (NIV, 
ESV), and “you” (CEV).

• The longest text that may speak to women (“The Ode 
to the Worthy Woman,” 31:10–31) either stands as an 
awkward exception at the end of the book or is not an 
exception at all, but a fitting finale for a book about 
men and their interests.

As much as I wish I could reach a different verdict, I cannot. Gender 
bias is tightly woven into the fabric of Proverbs. It is a book by men 
for men, a book that uses women to accomplish its purposes. 

It is easy for me, as a man, to say, I don’t like the bias I find 
in Proverbs. But as Scripture, we need to accept its witness and 
realize that much of Proverbs equally applies to women.4 To say 
this, however, is to misdiagnose the depth of the problem and 
the irony of the text. As for the problem, women are not only left 
out of the man’s world, the sages frequently blame women for 
what men do wrong. It is the beauty and eyes of the other woman 
(6:25), her dress and her stance in the street (7:10–12), her kiss 
(7:13), and most of all her seductive speech (e.g., 5:3, 6:24, 7:14–
21) that lures and traps a young man so that he follows her “like 
an ox to the slaughter, like a deer leaping into a trap” (7:22–23).5 
Blame does not entirely escape the foolish young man who does 
not recognize, stay away from, and consequently falls to such a 
woman (2:17–22, 5:11–13, 20–23, 6:27–33). Yet the sages do not 
hesitate to tag the woman as the problem. She is the one who 
“has caused many corpses to fall; she has killed many people. 
Her house is a path to the grave, going down to the chambers of 
death” (7:27–28). Some interpreters suggest that this woman may 
be a cipher for other gods or a path of life other than wisdom—
anything other than an actual woman. And yet, whatever “it” 
may be, the sages still portray “it” as an evil woman.

The further irony, however, is delightful. While the sages 
use women for their purposes, portray the female in negative, 
stereotypical terms, and blame women for a man’s failures—at 
the same time, the female refuses to stay within those boundaries. 
She breaks free of male constraints, and not just a little. When 

she defies limitations, she shoots for the stars and beyond, so 
far beyond that we may also describe the writer of Proverbs as 
possessing feminist tendencies. 

Of the five women in Prov 1–9, the woman named Wisdom 
brings together both features of the book, gender bias and 
feminism. She is also the most provocative and overlooked figure 
in the OT. Five texts in Proverbs feature this woman (1:20–32, 
3:13–20, 8:1–36, 9:1–6, and 31:10–31), with passing references 
elsewhere (e.g., 4:5–9, 7:4). We treat these texts in order here, 
allowing themes to develop as the sages have presented them.6

Proverbs 1:20–32

The book of Proverbs wastes little time before introducing the 
figure of Wisdom (1:20–32). Wisdom not only comes to life, but 
takes the shape of a woman (not a man): she raises her voice 
(20b), she cries out (21a), and she speaks (21b). And with a little 
imagination and a mental map we can follow her movements, 
for she speaks everywhere: in the street, in the squares (1:20), 
at the busiest corner, and the city gate (1:21). In other words, 
Wisdom is available everywhere—the young men must only 
recognize her voice. 

As we overhear her words it is difficult not to notice an accent 
thick with favorite words and phrases: she cries out (1:20a, 21a), 
she raises her voice (1:20b), and she asks, “How long?” (1:22a, 23b). 
Her accent gives her away: she comes from among the prophets 
who also cry out, raise their voices, and ask, “How long?”7 In 
other words, not only is Wisdom depicted as a woman, she is also 
cast as a powerful prophet.

In fact, Woman Wisdom is an exasperated prophet. She has 
spoken to young men (1:22) and done everything possible to get 
their attention so that they would listen to her (1:22–23). But they 
have refused to respond, to accept any of her counsel or correction 
(1:22–25). So in a bold move she tells the young men that when 
disaster hits them (and it is coming) she will laugh and mock 
them, apparently just as they have responded to her (1:26–27).

A slight but significant shift in pronouns occurs between 
1:27 and 1:28. Prior to 1:28 Wisdom refers to the young men with 
second person plural pronouns (“you”). But in 1:28 and afterward, 
she refers to the young men with third person plural pronouns 
(“they”). This clue denotes that her audience has changed 
between v. 27 and v. 28. She no longer speaks to the young men, 
but explains and defends her behavior to another audience; the 
young men become an object lesson. She tells the new audience 
that she will ignore the young men when they call to her in crisis 
(1:28) because they hate knowledge and have not chosen “the 
fear of the Lord”—a proper relationship of fear, respect, and 
intimacy with God (1:29). They have rejected everything she has 
tried to teach them (1:30). Therefore, they now get what they 
wanted: their “waywardness” and “complacency” will destroy 
them (1:31). But Wisdom assures this second audience that those 
who listen to her voice will be secure and will have no reason to 
fear disaster (1:32).

Proverbs 3:13–20

This second text featuring Woman Wisdom is a bold contrast to 
her first appearance. To begin, the writer speaks about Woman 
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Wisdom; she herself does not speak. The ominous threatening 
tone of the first speech is also replaced with an encomium (a text 
of high praise) of Wisdom. She is more than or better than wealth 
(3:14) and jewels (3:15a), and incomparable to any other desire 
(3:15b). She holds long life in one hand (genuine life that is good, 
3:16a). And in her other hand she holds wealth and honor (3:16b). 
The paths she travels (and implicitly invites the reader to walk 
with her) are pleasant and peaceful (3:15). Then comes a surprise: 
she is also “a tree of life” (3:18a), which sends our thoughts racing 
back to the “tree of life” forever lost to humans (or so we thought) 
in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:22–24). Wisdom, however, is the 
tree that provides the life God has always intended for humanity. 
The catch? Young men must “find wisdom and get understanding” 
(3:12). They must “lay hold of her” and never let her go (3:18), an 
idea that later leads to a special proposal. 

Say to wisdom, “You are my sister,” 
and call insight your intimate friend. (7:4)

The phrase “You are my sister” is unlikely to strike modern readers 
as intimate or romantic. To us it sounds as if the father expects the 
son to treat Wisdom like his sister. The Song of Songs, however, 
corrects our misunderstanding by its use of the same phrase: 

You have captured my heart, my sister, my bride! (Song 
4:9a CEB)

How beautiful is your loving, my sister, my bride! (Song 
4:10a CEB)

The phrase “my sister” parallels “my bride” in both texts, 
indicating that both are expressions of intimacy—love language 
between a husband and his wife. Consequently, when the sages 
urge young men to say to Wisdom, “You are my sister,” they not 
only encourage them toward an intimate relationship with this 
woman, they call for the young men to marry Woman Wisdom, 
to make her their bride. Only marriage to this woman will keep 
the son safe from involvement with evil women.

Proverbs 8

After Wisdom calls to readers for attention (8:1–3), she claims 
the trustworthy nature of her teaching; she speaks truth 
and righteousness in straightforward words (8:4–9). Woman 
Wisdom continues to bolster confidence in her words by 
explaining that she is the force that enables kings to rule, princes 
to order righteous decrees, rulers to govern, and judges to make 
right decisions (8:12–16). She loves those who love her and 
provides them with wealth, honor, and righteousness (8:17–18). 
In fact, what she gives is better than gold or silver (8:19). Woman 
Wisdom walks on the paths of justice and righteousness and 
provides for those who love and walk with her (8:20–21). What 
Woman Wisdom does overlaps with the primary purposes 
for Proverbs (1:3, “for gaining instruction in wise dealing, 
righteousness, justice, and equity”). 

Next, Woman Wisdom reaches back to a memory before the 
beginning of time to describe her relationship to the Lord: 

The Lord created (qanah) me at the beginning of his work,
the first of his acts of long ago.

Ages ago I was set up (nasak),
at the first, before the beginning of the earth.

When there were no depths I was brought forth (hyl),
when there were no springs abounding with water.

Before the mountains had been shaped,
before the hills, I was brought forth (hyl). (8:22–25)

Wisdom describes her relationship to the Lord with three 
remarkable Hebrew verbs. The first, qanah, appears in v. 22a. It 
has overtones of pregnancy or formation in the womb, similar to 
the meaning of qanah in Gen 4 and Ps 139:

I [Eve] have produced (qanah) a man with the help of the 
Lord. (Gen 4:1)

For it was you who formed (qanah) my inward parts,
you knit me together in my mother’s womb. (Ps 139:13)8

The second term, nasak (8:23a), most likely means to “install” or 
“appoint” to an official position as in Ps 2:6 when the Lord says, 
“I have set (nasak) my king on Zion, my holy hill.” Consequently, 
the related noun, nasik, is often translated “ruler” or “prince” 
(see Josh 13:21; Ps 83:11; Ezek 32:30; Mic 5:5).9

The third term, from the verb root hyl (8:24a, 25b), has some 
connection to the pain of childbirth or childbirth itself (Deut 
32:18; Job 39:1; Isa 26:17). Thus, English translations express the 
idea in Prov 8 by the phrase, “I was brought forth” (ASV, CEB, 
KJV, NASB, NRSV, RSV), or with more specific language, “when 
I was born . . . my birth” (CEV, ERV 2006, NIV, HCSB).

Together these verbs express a unique relationship between 
the Lord and Woman Wisdom. Far before the creation of 
the world, the Lord created, brought forth or gave birth to, 
and appointed Woman Wisdom.10 On one hand, the imagery 
is staggering: Wisdom claims some form of descent from the 
Lord. On the other hand, before our imaginations run away 
from us, we must remember that the sages are personifying 
Wisdom as a woman—or here as a female child of the Lord, 
just as they personified Wisdom as a mighty prophet in Prov 1. 
Yes, the sages claim some sense of divine birth for Wisdom, but 
only as a vivid literary way of expressing the close relationship 
between wisdom and the Lord. Just as God “founded the earth” 
by Wisdom, Wisdom is intimately related to the Lord, a divine 
attribute. Thus Woman Wisdom implies that she is a child or 
daughter of the Lord—a way to say that wisdom originates 
from God.

Second, the sages continue this personification of wisdom in 
Prov 8 with reference to creation in vv. 30–31. Woman Wisdom 
precedes and plays a role at creation. Exactly what role she plays, 
however, is one of the greatest puzzles in the book of Proverbs: 
the translation of a single word, amon.

. . . then I was beside him, like amon . . . (8:30a)

Scholars continue to debate the origin and meaning of this term, 
typically coming to one of two conclusions. 1) The term amon 
derives from the Akkadian loan word ummanu (via Aramaic) and 
most likely means “artisan” or “master craftsman” (see Jer 52:15):

I was beside him as a master of crafts. (Prov 8:30 CEB)
I was beside him, like a master worker. (Prov 8:30 NRSV)
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2) The word amon derives from a Hebrew root with the same 
three consonants as amon which has the idea of nurturing, 
bringing up, or growing a child (similar to Esth 2:20):

I grew up as a child by his side . . . (Prov 8:30 ERV 2006)
I was like a child by his side. (Prov 8:30 NCV)

A full discussion of the arguments for each meaning is beyond 
the scope of this study; a few observations and references must 
suffice.11 The first option has held the field for many years. The 
second has been recently bolstered by the work of Michael Fox, a 
leading scholar in Proverbs and ancient Near Eastern Wisdom.12 
In my opinion, the context, the lines before and following amon, 
tilts the scales in favor of “child,” “infant,” or “growing up,” the 
position held by Fox. Verses 30b–31 read:

and I was daily his delight,
rejoicing before him always,

rejoicing in his inhabited world
and delighting in the human race. (NRSV)

or

and I was his delight day by day,
frolicking before him at all times,

frolicking in his inhabitable world.
And my delight is in mankind. (Fox)13

In either translation, the description of Woman Wisdom is not 
what I would expect of an architect or master craftsman. Notice 
the repetition of two key terms: “his delight” or “delighting” (30a, 
31b) and “rejoicing” or “frolicking” (30b, 31a). The first term is not 
typically used to describe someone doing serious work. Wisdom 
frolics, plays, or enjoys herself (see 1 Sam 18:7; Judg 16:25; Ps 104:26). 
The second term, “delight” or “delighting,” in the form it takes here 
in Prov 8, may denote the action of an adult (as in Ps 119:24, 77, 
92, 143, 174; Isa 5:7) or a parent’s delight in a child: “Is Ephraim my 
dear son? Is he the child I delight in?” (Jer 31:20). As a whole the 
evidence is not clear-cut or overwhelming, but, in my opinion, it is 
more suggestive of a young child than a master craftsman. 

Accepting amon as a child allows a vivid personification of 
the Lord and wisdom to come into focus. Before creation, the 
sages lead our imagination, the Lord created, brought forth, or 
gave birth to Wisdom and appointed her to her present position. 
Then, at creation, Wisdom was at the Lord’s side frolicking, 
playing, or rejoicing. The Lord took pleasure in Wisdom, and 
Wisdom took pleasure or delight in the human race. The picture 
implies something like the Lord participating in a cosmic “take 
your daughter to work” program.

Again, the sages are employing vivid personification in order 
to capture the reader’s imagination. Then they spring their literary 
trap. However one may translate the terms in vv. 22–25 or 30–31, 
at issue is Woman Wisdom’s presence at creation and her delight 
in humanity. Now she shares with those who will listen what she 
saw at creation and therefore knows about how this world works 
(8:32–33). Whoever will listen to her will find life—the life that is 
good, true life (8:34–36).

To say the least, this text describes a unique relationship 
between the Lord and Wisdom. Far before the task of creation, 

the Lord created, gave birth to, and appointed Woman Wisdom—
not an idea or set of rules, but a living figure and divine being: 
God’s daughter (8:22–25). Startling to say the least—and troubling 
that we hear so little about this daughter divine in contemporary 
preaching and teaching. She is a royal figure who empowers others 
to rule with justice and righteousness (8:14–16). She walks in the 
way of righteousness and justice (8:20), rewarding all those who 
love and follow her with riches, honor, and wealth beyond the 
best gold or silver (8:18–21). We might be tempted to dismiss this 
text and its claims, if not for its clarity: Woman Wisdom clearly 
asserts nothing less than divine birth. The Lord “brought forth” 
or gave birth to a daughter named for who she would become: 
Woman Wisdom. Or to reverse the figures, Woman Wisdom 
claims that her mother is the Lord.

That much is clear. What is unclear is what we are to make 
of Wisdom’s claims: how we are to read and understand Prov 
8? Should we understand Woman Wisdom as a vivid extended 
literary metaphor—and no more than a literary creation to 
persuade young male readers? Or is Woman Wisdom the result 
of hypostatization—making an abstract quality of God concrete 
(more extreme than a metaphor or simile)? Or why not take 
Woman Wisdom’s claim of divine birth literally, as evidence 
of a divine female—a fourth member of the “trinity” or a 
“quadrinity?”14 Is it possible, as a few have argued, that Woman 
Wisdom is the literary remains of an ancient goddess that once 
existed in Israel, a female consort to the male Yahweh? We should 
not take the sages’ extended literary metaphor to such extremes. 
Nonetheless, here I want to suggest a few points of guidance. 

To begin, let us not be in a hurry to run away from the vivid 
figure in the text, the portrait of the divine feminine. The text 
speaks of a daughter “brought forth” or born (presumably) of 
God. Just as a child comes from her mother, Woman Wisdom 
came from God. Perhaps this concept startled ancient readers, 
but I doubt it. Ancient Israel lived in a world filled with gods and 
goddesses. And despite the patriarchy that existed, it is obvious 
that Israel also recognized and accepted diverse leadership roles 
filled by women: prophets (e.g., Deborah and Huldah), court 
judges (Deborah), and political leaders (Miriam, see Micah 6:4; 
and the Queen Mother or “king’s mother”—a position which 
Athaliah was able to leverage into becoming the Queen of Judah, 
see 2 Kgs 8:26, 11:1–3). I suspect that the harsh patriarchy we 
often see in the OT is more the result of reading our situation 
or preferences into the testimony of the text itself. The sages of 
Proverbs deliberately choose to present Wisdom as the divine 
child of God in order to advance their message. May we accept 
their image with awe, rather than running from it in fear.

Woman Wisdom is no ordinary woman. She is a prophet 
who speaks with authority and provides life-giving instruction 
(1:20–33). She is the source of blessing, wealth, honor, and life 
itself—genuine life, the tree of life rediscovered (3:13–20). And 
Woman Wisdom is the divine daughter, present at creation, who 
uniquely knows about human life and possesses unique authority 
to speak for God (8:1–35). Once the son’s relationship to Wisdom 
is secured (by marriage, 7:4) and he is ready to listen to the words 
of Woman Wisdom, the task of chs. 1–9 is nearly complete. 
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Proverbs 9:1–6

The final chapter of Prov 1–9 permits Woman Wisdom and her 
nemesis, Woman Folly, to make their final appeals to the son and 
the reader. Here, the feminist tendencies of the sages and their 
patriarchal bias stand in bold contrast: the Wise Woman offers 
life while the Foolish Woman takes life.

Wisdom presents her case first: an invitation to a marvelous 
feast. She has made all her preparations (9:1–2) and has sent her 
servants to invite young men to participate in the life she provides:

“You that are simple, turn in here!”
To those without sense she says,

“Come, eat of my bread
and drink of the wine I have mixed.

Lay aside immaturity, and live,
and walk in the way of insight.” (9:4–6)

The sages then give Woman Folly an opportunity to make her 
claims. Unlike Wisdom, Folly is loud, a trait born of her ignorance 
(9:13). She sits outside the door of her house or perches at the 
highest places in town (9:14). Folly calls to those who pass by: 
“You that are simple, turn in here!” (9:16), inviting them to her 
illicit feast of stolen water and secret bread (9:17, see the same 
sexual innuendo in 5:14–18). 

Woman Folly’s opening words of invitation should sound 
familiar: they are identical to those spoken by Woman Wisdom 
(9:16, cf. 9:4). A similarity that warns the son and reader: it is 
not always easy to know whom to listen to, to discern who offers 
life and who offers death. Initial words and appearances are 
not always trustworthy. The son must learn to listen and watch 
carefully—to look for authenticity and truth. If he fails, he will 
fall to Woman Folly and join her prior guests in the grave (9:18).

With these final invitations the purpose of chs. 1–9 is complete. 
The son has been made aware of the incredible importance 
of wisdom, taught the nature of wisdom as a path or life-long 
journey, and is now presented with a point of decision. He must 
accept one invitation or the other, and to procrastinate is, in fact, 
a decision to follow the path of folly. Now the youth and the 
reader are ready to receive the content of wisdom, available in the 
proverbs that fill the multiple sub-collections in Prov 10:1–31:9.

Proverbs 31:10–31

The fifth text featuring Woman Wisdom is the ode to “the capable 
wife” (NRSV) or “wife of noble character” (NIV), an apt conclusion 
for a book that begins with Woman Wisdom. The ode itself is an 
alphabetic acrostic consisting of twenty-two lines in which each 
line begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet. It is 
a beautiful literary technique for asserting everything about this 
woman, everything from Aleph to Tav (in Hebrew) has been 
said—or as we might say, everything from A to Z.

Like other texts in Proverbs, the ode to the worthy woman 
was most likely adopted by the sages and brought into the book 
of Proverbs as a whole. In other words, it was not originally 
composed explicitly to be the final chapter. In its original 
setting, I expect that the poet spoke in praise of wives who 
guided their homes and businesses with great skill or excellence 
(recall the first or primary meaning of wisdom, see ch. 1). It is 

not difficult to see or read the poem with this meaning. The 
sages, however, appear to take this poem and place it at the end 
of their collection for a different purpose: to summon Woman 
Wisdom to a final appearance, a curtain call of sorts.15 Three 
clues lead me to this conclusion.

To begin, it seems unlikely that a book that has not directly 
spoken to women for over thirty chapters would suddenly speak 
to women and give them an example to follow. Stranger things do 
happen, but the traditional proposal (that Prov 31 is a human wife) 
forces me to look back through Proverbs in search of any hint 
that instruction to, or an example for women was coming. The 
sages have spoken about women or wives that make a husband’s 
life miserable (12:4b, 19:13b, 21:9, 19, 27:15–16) and women who 
bless their husbands and families (12:4a, 14:19, 18:22, 19:14). So it is 
possible the sages would want to provide another example of an 
excellent wife, but the imbalance created (twenty-two sustained 
verses for the excellent wife as opposed to a few scattered verses 
about wives elsewhere) and the placement of this poem at the end 
of the book make me suspicious that something else is going on.

The more closely we examine what this woman does, the 
less likely she appears to be normal or human, especially if 
we read this poem literally, as if one person is doing all these 
things. It is not that a human woman is unable to invest money 
in a field, plant a vineyard (v. 16), or produce material goods to 
supply merchants (v. 24). These tasks are not beyond women in 
ancient Israel. In fact, all of her activities are recognizable tasks 
or common activities for women of her socio-economic class. It 
is not each individual accomplishment that creates the problem. 
Rather, it is the overwhelming combination of tasks that leads us 
away from identifying her as a human. 

She works with wool and flax (v. 13).
She imports food for her household (v. 14).
She rises during the night to prepare food (v. 15a).
Before dawn, she lays out daily tasks for her servants 

(v. 15b).
She examines property and buys it (v. 16a).
She plants a vineyard in the new property; most likely

directing workers to accomplish this task (v. 16b).
She is a strong woman (v. 17).
She produces valuable merchandise (v. 18a).
She is too busy to go to bed or sleep (v. 18b).
She spins wool (v. 19).
She looks after the poor (v. 20).
She has warm clothes for her household (v. 21a).
She acquires expensive clothes for her family (v. 21b).
She dresses in beautiful and expensive clothing (v. 22).
She makes (or oversees production of) clothing and sells it:

linen garments and sashes (v. 24).
She looks to the future with optimism and laughter (v. 25).
She is wise and teaches wisdom with kind words (v. 26).
She oversees household needs (v. 27a).
She is never idle or lazy (v. 27b).
She fears the Lord (v. 30).

Forgive me, but I cannot help but think of the words: “It’s a bird. No, 
it’s a plane. No, it’s Superman!” or in this case: “It’s Superwoman!” 
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She is more than amazing, and too good to be true: she never 
stops, never appears to sleep or get tired, she is here, there, and 
everywhere. Her husband has it rough; he enjoys all the good 
she gives him, how well she takes care of the household while 
he lingers at the city gate with other city leaders (vv. 11, 23). To 
be blunt: what man would not want to be in his sandals? And 
while we are being blunt: what woman could possibly live up to 
all these expectations? Our answer to this question provides an 
important clue to the woman’s identity: no human woman (or 
man) could possibly do all these things.16

The third clue leading me away from identifying this woman 
as a human is the context of the passage in the book of Proverbs. 
Not only does the book not speak explicitly to women, in the 
opening nine chapters the sages feature Woman Wisdom. This 
is the woman the father encouraged the son to love, hold onto, 
prize, honor (4:5–9), and marry (7:4). And as we remind ourselves 
of this woman, reading Prov 31 within the context of the book of 
Proverbs, we begin to recognize a close correlation between what 
the father said Woman Wisdom would do if the son accepted 
her (Prov 1–9) and the description of the valiant woman, the 
wife who is blessing the man’s life, in Prov 31. In other words, the 
woman in Prov 31 is none other than Woman Wisdom. 

Notice the similarities between Woman Wisdom in Prov 1–9 
and the Valiant Woman in Prov 31 in Table 1. 

The parallels between Woman Wisdom in chs. 1–9 and the 
worthy woman in ch. 31 are striking. At points the similarity is 
uncanny (e.g., #3), and in other points the similarity bears a family-
like resemblance (e.g., #2). This mirror image is no accident or 
happenstance, but the very reason the sages employ this poem to 
conclude the book: to make one final appeal for accepting Woman 
Wisdom because of what she will do for our lives.

Just as earlier collections have occasionally included identical 
proverbs, so the final poem retains the shadow of its original (pre-
Proverbs) function (including aspects that may not precisely fit 
the earlier description of Woman Wisdom, e.g., the presence of 
children in 31:28) and thus may still be read as an ode to a worthy 
woman/wife (not to Woman Wisdom).17 In fact, this shadow 
from the poem’s original purpose provides insights into the 
extent of the various types of women’s activities in ancient Israel: 

• organizing and supervising household business 
(31:13–15, 19, 21)

• purchasing and developing real estate (31:16)
• running a profitable business (31:18, 24)

TABLE 1

Statements or Promises in Proverbs 1–9 Outcomes of Marrying Woman Wisdom in Proverbs 31

#1 Wisdom is the woman the young man should love and embrace (4:6, 8), lay 
hold of and never let go (3:18), and say to her, “You are my sister” (7:4a, he 
should marry her). She invites him into her home (9:4–6).

“A capable wife who can find?” (31:10a), but he has clearly found her, married 
her, and now enjoys a lifetime of benefits from living with Woman Wisdom. 

#2 Wisdom promises riches and honor (3:16b, 8:18) and endows with wealth 
(8:21).

She brings wealth and honor to her family through her accomplishments. She 
is a hardworking, successful businesswoman (31:16, 18a, 24) who also works 
with her own hands (31:13, 17, 19), never stopping to rest (31:15a, 18b, 27b). 
She clothes herself and the family with luxurious, expensive clothing (31:21–22) 
and because of her he has no lack of gain or wealth (31:11b).

#3 Wisdom is more precious than jewels (3:15, 8:11). She is more precious than jewels (31:10b).

#4 Wisdom cries out in the streets and city squares to teach others (1:20–21, 8:1–3, 
6–7a, 8–9, 14, 9:4–6).

She opens her mouth with wisdom (31:26).

#5 Her paths are ways of pleasantness and peace (3:17). She does him good, not harm (31:12).

#6 She is trustworthy: she gives good advice, sound wisdom, insight, and strength 
(8:14).

Her husband trusts in her and lacks nothing (31:11a). She is clothed with dignity 
(31:25a). 

#7 Those who trust Woman Wisdom will be secure with no dread of disaster 
(1:33).

She is not afraid of the future for her household (31:21a) and “laughs at the 
time to come” (31:25b).

#8 Wisdom has prepared luxurious food (meat) and wine (9:2). She provides food for her household (31:15b) and brings food from far away 
(31:14).

#9 Wisdom has built her house (9:1) and gives house servants (“serving girls”) 
their tasks (9:3).

She supervises the home—directing servants (31:15c) and managing household 
affairs (31:27a).

#10 The foundation and essence of wisdom is the fear of the Lord (1:7, 9:10). She fears the Lord (31:30).

#11 By her, kings reign, rulers decree what is just, nobles govern rightly (8:15–16); 
she walks in the paths of righteousness and justice (8:20).

Because of her (presumably), he sits in the city gate—where court cases are 
heard and justice dispensed (31:23).

#12 She is incomparable (3:15b, 8:11b); her income is better than silver and gold 
(3:14, 8:19).

Her husband praises her (31:28b) and says she surpasses all women (31:29). 
He calls for her work to publicly praise her (31:31).

#13 The one who finds her finds life and favor from the Lord (8:35). This man/husband has definitely found life with her (throughout 31:10–31).

#14 Those who find wisdom are happy (3:13a); those who listen to Woman 
Wisdom and her ways are happy (8:32, 34).

If the man married to this woman is not happy, he will never be happy—nothing 
could make him happy.
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• looking after the poor (31:20)
• teaching others wisdom (31:26)

And for all these activities her husband and children are to praise 
her (31:28–29). 

This leaves us with two interpretive possibilities for the ode to 
the worthy woman.

• To read this poem in praise of wonderful wives and 
mothers, and with this reading to provide an extended 
example for women to follow. 

• To read this poem within the context of the book of 
Proverbs as a final appearance of Woman Wisdom, 
a familiar friend, guide, and spouse reaffirming the 
benefits promised to those who pursue a relationship 
with her.

Woman Wisdom in Proverbs: A Tentative Conclusion

The sages of Proverbs use female figures in positive ways: presenting 
the authoritative voice of the son’s mother and the remarkable 
presence and role of Woman Wisdom. These feminist tendencies, 
however, are held in check by negative uses of female figures: the 
presence of the “other” woman (seductive and dangerous because 
of her speech, see 5:3–4, 6:24, 7:14–21) and of Woman Folly (also 
a danger because of her duplicitous speech)—not to mention 
viewing or speaking of the son’s wife in purely sexual terms, as an 
object of sexual desire. At the same time, the sages put all of these 
images to use in order to communicate first and foremost to young 
men (not young women). 

Despite what we may view as shortcomings born of the 
sages’ time and place, it is difficult not to be impressed by their 
figure of Woman Wisdom. In Proverbs, she is a mighty prophet, 
the “wisdom” by which God created the earth (3:19–20), and a 
woman more precious than jewels, silver, or gold. She is “a tree 
of life” for those who find and hold onto her, the woman young 
men should marry, and the divine daughter of God present at 
creation and available now for all who sit at her door, eagerly 
seeking her guidance. For the literature to work, to persuade, the 
sages’ rhetoric had to be accessible—believable. The audience had 
to be able to enter their world and not be thrown off course by 
unbelievable images of women, including the image of Woman 
Wisdom. Here we encounter yet another irony: despite how 
far we have come, we may well be the ones who are the most 
uncomfortable or unaccepting of the daughter divine—not the 
ancient patriarchal world of Israel. After all, the sages speak about 
her at length in Proverbs; when is the last time we have heard 
public honor for the daughter divine who enriches our lives?

Notes
1. 1:8, 20–33, 2:16–19, 3:13–18, 4:5–9, 5:3–20, 6:24–35, 7:4–27, 8:1–36, 

9:1–6, 9:13–18.
2. 2:20–22, 3:19–20, 4:1–4, 5:1–2, 21–23, 7:1–3.
3. See also 15:20, 17:21, 25, 20:20, 23:22, 23:24–25, 28:24, 30:11, 17.
4. For example, I have challenged classes to rewrite the speeches to 

young men in Prov 1–9 as speeches to young women, warning them 
about the dangers they face as they grow independent (including the 
danger of “other” men).

5. Unless otherwise indicated, English translations are from the New 
Revised Standard Version of the Bible.

6. Further development of all these figures may be found in my 
forthcoming study of Proverbs, A Life That is Good: The Message of 
Proverbs in a World Wanting Wisdom (Eerdmans: August, 2018). I am 
grateful to Priscilla Papers for permitting me to incorporate this study of 
Woman Wisdom into the larger, forthcoming work.

7. Moses (Exod 10:3), Elijah (1 Kgs 18:21), Isaiah (6:11]), Hosea (8:5), 
Habakkuk (1:2, 2:6), Zechariah (11:12), and especially Jeremiah (4:14,21, 
12:4, 13:27, 23:26, 31:22, 47:5, 6).

8. See God described as the one who “brought forth” or “gave 
birth” in Deut 32:6; Job 15:7; Ps 90:2. Other meanings of qanah include 
to purchase or acquire goods (Prov 4:5), and what is won or acquired 
through battle (Ps 78:54).

9. Nasak sometimes means to weave or woven cloth (Isa 25:7), or to 
make an image or idol by pouring liquefied metal into a form (Isa 44:10). 
The noun (nasek) denotes an idol made by this process (Dan 11:8).

10. In Greek mythology, Athena (goddess of reason, arts, and literature) 
was “born” fully mature from Zeus’s forehead; she did not have a mother.

11. See Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 285–89; Ernest Lucas, Proverbs, Two 
Horizons (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 82–85.

12. Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 285–89.
13. Fox, Proverbs 1–9, 264.
14. Readers have often noticed a similarity between the description 

of Jesus in John 1 and Woman Wisdom and have proposed that Wisdom 
might be Jesus. A proposition that stumbles over the difference in 
gender: Wisdom (female), Jesus (male). Some have also proposed that 
Woman Wisdom is the Holy Spirit. Both proposals attempt to read the 
OT text through the lens of the NT.

15. See the more nuanced studies of Thomas McCreesh, “Wisdom as 
Wife: Proverbs 31:10–31,” RB 92 (1985): 25–46; Claudia Camp, Wisdom and 
the Feminine in the Book of Proverbs (Sheffield: Almond, 1985), 186–208; 
Richard Clifford, Proverbs, OTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
1999), 274; Silvia Schroer, Wisdom has Built Her House: Studies of the 
Figure of Sophia in the Bible, trans. L. M. Maloney and W. McDonough 
(Collegeville: Liturgical, 2000), 15–51; Christine Roy Yoder, “The Woman 
of Substance: A Socioeconomic Reading of Proverbs 31:10–31,” JBL 122 
(2003): 427–47. See also the review of interpretations by Michael Fox, 
Proverbs 10–31, AB (New Haven: Yale University, 2009), 905–17.

16. It is impossible to know how this text functioned in its original 
context (before coming to the book of Proverbs) because we do not 
possess the text from which this poem derived. Here at the end of 
Proverbs, there is no indication (to me) that we should read the text 
as an encomium or text of high praise for the various things she might 
do. Instead, it sounds like a sustained list of all the things this one wife  
actually does.

17. We find the same usage of poems elsewhere, where writers have 
incorporated a poem that works in its new context but does not fit in all 
its precise details. See the prayer of Hannah (1 Sam 2:1–10): especially 
notice statements in v. 5b (“the barren has borne seven”) and v. 10b (“he 
will give strength to his king, and exalt the power of his anointed”) that 
do not correlate to her present circumstances.
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The Ladies’ Ministry at my church kicked off its first meeting 
with icebreakers and a potluck picnic. As ladies of all ages 
settled in a circle on the grass, the leader produced a boxful of 
multicolored pastel cupcakes, one for each of us. Each woman 
introduced herself and read the words iced on the top of her 
cupcake. Each was a character trait of “the Proverbs 31 woman,” 
such as generous, wise, or hardworking. The leader then shared 
how Prov 31:10–31 had challenged her to be a better wife, mother, 
and businesswoman. She encouraged each of us to try to put into 
practice the trait on her cupcake.

Countless bridal showers, conferences, books, and blogs 
for women have taken a similar approach to Prov 31:10–31. The 
woman described in this passage is held up as a role model 
for all women—and women only—to emulate.1 Some women 
embrace it and promote it.2 Others feel anxiety at the impossible 
task.3 However they react, many Christian women know Prov 
31 offhand because of how often it is quoted to them. Men, 
however, are often unfamiliar with the reference. Although the 
characteristics of the woman in Prov 31:10–31 are admirable, we 
risk muffling God’s word when we assume that any part of the 
Bible applies exclusively to women, men, or any other group. The 
whole Bible is God’s word to God’s whole people.

Because this woman is viewed as a standard, interpretations 
of this passage are often cited in debates about women and their 
appropriate roles. These discussions disproportionately focus on 
mapping the specific details of the woman’s work onto today, with 
implications for what women should be doing. Some say this 
woman trades and invests, so women should join the workforce. 
Others argue that all her work happens out of her home in order 
to highlight the woman’s concern for her family, implying women 
should be homemakers.4 Both arguments read a contemporary 
debate about women’s roles into this passage. Unfortunately, 
this passage has also been used as a standard by which women 
measure their marriageability, believing they must be a “Proverbs 
31 woman” to be a good wife, or to get married at all.5

Applied in these ways, God’s word is trivialized into a tool for 
enforcing behavioral standards on women. Women do not need 
a spiritual guilt trip on top of all the neighbors, family, advertisers, 
and authors telling them how to get married, raise their families, and 
make ends meet. Christians do not need another reason to judge each 
other and divide. We need to celebrate each other. We need grace.

Upon careful study, this passage offers life and hope to 
men and women alike. Digging deeper into Prov 31:10–31 in 
context reveals it was never intended to be a how-to manual for 
becoming the perfect woman. In the context of Proverbs, this 
passage is the parting mnemonic incentivizing young men to 
pursue wisdom and marry wisely. The poem’s word choice and 
genre extol women not for their erotic appeal but for their heroic 
work ethic and contribution to their communities. When read 
along with the book of Ruth, the poem inspires people to fear 
God and marvel at how God uses even the lowest members of 

society for his glorious plan. The message of Prov 31:10–31 neither 
trivializes women’s work nor shames women trying to “have it 
all.” It is much more. It invites us all—men and women—to seek 
wisdom, celebrate each other, and rejoice in God’s grace.

Proverbs’ Parting Mnemonic: “Son, it’s worth seeking 
wisdom and a wise wife.” 

To understand Prov 31:10–31, the first place to look is the 
passage’s immediate context in the book of Proverbs. This 
poetic text occupies a crucial place in OT Wisdom literature 
as the closing words of the quintessential Wisdom book. This 
poem recaps the several themes of Proverbs with a memorable 
character description. When paired with Proverbs’ introductory 
instructions to sons, this passage describes persuasive rewards 
to clinch the author’s case for why young men should pursue 
wisdom, including in a wife. The passage is not primarily for 
women to live up to, but a literary ideal to shape the choices and 
values of young men, and by extension all people.

Young men are ostensibly the immediate ancient audience of 
the book of Proverbs. As when approaching any book of the Bible, 
the message can be applied to all God’s people throughout history, 
but awareness of the initial audience provides a foundation for 
interpretation.6 Proverbs is bookended by advice to sons. After 
a brief introduction stating the usefulness of studying wisdom 
(1:1–7), Proverbs launches into teaching wisdom by means of a 
father’s instruction to his sons. Though mothers are sometimes 
mentioned in a parallel line (e.g., 1:8, 6:20), the consistent 
placement of fathers before mothers, in addition to texts which 
lack mention of mothers (e.g., 4:1–3, 13:1, 29:3), serve to focus the 
book on fathers’ instruction to sons. The last chapter of the book 
presents King Lemuel, the reader’s role model since he is a son 
who paid attention to his mother’s wise advice (31:1). He proceeds 
to share his mother’s advice, which ends with a poem describing 
the valiant wife that a young man should seek.7 

The similarities between the father’s advice in the introductory 
chapters and the wise sayings of King Lemuel’s mother reveal that 
Prov 31 is not an afterthought but a carefully crafted conclusion 
to the book. Both parents advise their sons to value hard work, 
marital faithfulness, and the fear of the Lord rather than 
pursuing the deadly allures of fast money, power, and pleasure. 
They each use descriptions of women to make their point. The 
father warns the young men to avoid men with violent get-rich-
quick schemes (1:10–19) and adulterous women (2:16–19, 5, 6:20–
35, 7). Hard work and marital faithfulness are the path to life. 
He contrasts wisdom (chs. 2–4) and folly (chs. 5–7), depicted as 
women calling out in the streets offering the path of life or death 
(ch. 8). “Woman Wisdom” and “Woman Folly” from Prov 1–9 are 
again contrasted within Prov 31. King Lemuel’s mother warns her 
son, “do not hand over your strength to women” (31:3). Instead, 
she urges him to pursue the woman of strength, who builds up 
her husband and their household.8 

Finding “The Proverbs 31 Woman”
Hannah Rasmussen 
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The ideal wife whom King Lemuel’s mother describes looks 
strikingly similar to the father’s personification of wisdom:

The Woman of Substance knows her profit is good 
(31:18); Woman Wisdom’s merchant profit is more than 
that of silver (3:14). Both women are difficult to find / 
attain (31:10, 1:28, 8:17). Each has a house (31:15, 21, 27, 
9:1) and a staff of young women (31:15, 9:3). They provide 
food for their companions (31:14, 9:5) and offer a life of 
security (31:11, 1:33). Both women are known at the city 
gates: wisdom by her presence (1:21; 8:3) and the Woman 
of Substance for her profits and work (31:31) and by her 
husband (31:23). They stretch out their hands to the 
needy (31:20; 1:24). Their fruit is profit (31:16, 31; 8:19). 
The Woman of Substance does no evil (31:12); Woman 
Wisdom hates evil (8:13). They laugh (31:25, 1:26, 8:30). 
The children of the Woman of Substance call her happy 
(31:28). Those who hold fast to Woman Wisdom are 
made happy (3:11).9

Indeed, the wife in Prov 31 is a memorable summary of the 
various virtues of wisdom that the book has extolled. This poem 
highlights the value of wisdom in terms of the economic reward 
of hard work, right speech, caring for the poor, marital fidelity, 
financial foresight, and prudence. 

Proverbs 31:10–31 summarizes the characteristics of wisdom 
in a unique, beautiful, and memorable form. For the majority 
of the book, these virtues are presented in an overwhelming 
number of couplets. However, this poem presents them in an 
alphabetic acrostic (cf. Pss 111, 112, 119; Lam 1–4). Each verse 
begins with a consecutive letter of the Hebrew alphabet, serving 
as a memory aid for the student of wisdom. Alphabetic acrostics 
symbolize completeness and perfection (suitable for the perfect 
wife, for wisdom, and for the conclusion of a book), and they 
require artistic labor, which emphasizes that the subject is worth 
the effort to express eloquently.10 The poem also personifies 
these concepts, making them easier to remember and showing 
by example what it looks like to practically apply wisdom.

The book solidifies the connection between the Prov 31 wife 
and wisdom not only because the Prov 31 wife embodies wisdom 
and is described the same way, but also by employing the same 
rationale for pursuing wisdom and the Prov 31 wife. The father 
urges young men to seek wisdom, making a compelling case by 
appealing to their desires for wealth, honor, and a long life:

Blessed is the human being who finds wisdom,
the human being who obtains understanding,

for the profit she gives is better than the profit of silver
and her revenue than gold.

She is more precious than corals;
all desirable things cannot compare with her.

Long life is in her right hand;
in her left hand, wealth and honor. (3:13–16)11

King Lemuel’s mother also convinces her son to marry wisely by 
appealing to his desire for honor, prosperity, and peace:

A valiant wife who can find?
Her price is far beyond corals.

The heart of her husband trusts in her;
he does not lack “spoil.”

She does him good and not evil
all the days of her life. . . .

Her husband is respected at the city gate,
when he sits with the elders of the land. (31:10–12, 23)12

In the father’s speech, he reinforces to his son that he must pursue 
wisdom and be faithful to her, using metaphorical language that 
could easily apply to pursuing and being faithful to a wife:

Do not leave her, and she will keep you;
love her, and she will guard you.

The beginning of wisdom is [this], get wisdom!
In exchange for all your acquisitions, get insight.

Cherish her, and she will exalt you;
she will honor you if you embrace her.

She will bestow a garland to grace your head;
a splendid crown she will give you. (4:6–9)

Throughout Proverbs, the value of pursuing both wisdom and the 
valiant wife is described in economic terms, utilizing the imagery 
of a crown to signify honor and corals (more commonly translated 
“rubies” or “jewels”) to signify wealth. Woman wisdom says: 

Choose my instruction instead of silver,
my knowledge rather than choice gold, 

because wisdom is better than corals,
and all the things one desires do not compare with her. 
(8:10–11)13

Solomon’s advice in the central portion of the book includes: 

A noble and virtuous wife is the crown of her husband,
but like rottenness in his bones is a shameful wife. (12:4)

Then the description of the valiant wife begins with:

A valiant wife who can find?
Her price is far beyond corals. (31:10)

The interchangeable imagery and the similar rationale for 
pursuit regarding wisdom and the Prov 31 wife suggest she is an 
embodiment of wisdom.

However, the Prov 31 wife is not solely a metaphor for 
wisdom. The Prov 31 wife and Woman Wisdom have several key 
differences: one woman is a mother and a wife, extremely busy 
providing financially for her family. The other is a single woman, 
a composite preacher (1:20–23), prophet (1:24–33), and teacher 
(8:4–11) actively seeking followers.14 It is possible that the Prov 
31 woman is a continuation of the earlier personification, now 
“settled down with her own.”15 Yet since the noble wife “speaks” 
with wisdom, she cannot be solely interpreted as a metaphor.16 

Interpreting Prov 31 as literal practical marriage advice makes 
sense within Proverbs.17 The introductory phrase “a valiant wife” 
is also found in Prov 12:4 referring to a literal wife. Proverbs is full 
of practical warnings about adultery and wise marriage choices 
right from the beginning, so it seems likely that the poem could 
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have been practical marriage advice for young men as well as a 
vivid description of wisdom. The repeated economic rationale for 
the value of wisdom has a practical logic behind it: a young man 
in the ancient Near East was often required to pay a bridewealth 
to his bride’s family.18 The young man and his family would 
want to know that it would be worth the cost of acquiring such 
a rare wife. Like in some honor-shame cultures in developing 
economies today, it would be important to know if she would be 
a financial asset and bring him honor.

Using poetic double entendre, the author seems to leave it 
deliberately ambiguous whether the final poem is describing 
wisdom or the ideal wife. The two are not mutually exclusive—
indeed, it is wise to pursue a wise wife. In fact, marrying this 
kind of woman would be a strong indicator of a young man’s 
wisdom.19 The application for the immediate audience is clear: 
a young man will be rewarded for valuing and seeking wisdom, 
which involves fearing the Lord, working hard, and devoting his 
life to a woman who does the same. 

The book of Proverbs thus concludes with the message with 
which it began: seek wisdom and you will be rewarded. It ends 
with a vivid memory aid for the student of wisdom: an alphabetic 
acrostic describing the female embodiment of wisdom that the 
man should literally and metaphorically pursue and embrace. 
More broadly applied, the Prov 31 woman encourages both women 
and men to value, seek, and praise wisdom throughout life.

A Hymn for the Home Front Hero: The Valiant Warrior Wife

The Prov 31 wife reinforces the overall message of wisdom in a 
memorable way to the primarily young male audience. But its 
imagery also conveys a surprising corrective to other depictions 
of women. By careful word choice, the poem portrays this wife 
as a valiant warrior working to provide for her household. Most 
poetry about women at the time (and today as well) erotically 
extolled a woman’s body parts, but in this heroic poem the 
community praises the wise wife as the military hero of the home 
front. Rather than shaming women, this poem offers an example 
of how to celebrate women for all the seemingly mundane 
domestic chores they do.

The first clue to the poem’s genre is how the subject of the 
poem is described: as an ’eshet chayil. This phrase forms an 
inclusio around the poem (vv. 10, 29).20 The word ’eshet means 
“woman of ” or “wife of.” The phrase ’eshet chayil refers to a widow 
in Ruth 3:11 and a married woman in Prov 12:4. Given the context 
of marital advice to a son, “wife of ” seems appropriate. The word 
chayil can refer to strength,21 and a synonym for strength (‘oz) 
occurs twice in the poem (vv. 17, 25).22 Strength is the sense of 
chayil in Ps 18:32, 39: “It is God who arms me with strength and 
keeps my way secure. . . . You armed me with strength for battle; 
you humbled my adversaries before me” (NIV). It is used in 
relation to soldiers, officers, and brave warriors such as Gideon, 
David, Jephthah the “mighty warrior,” “valiant fighters,” or “the 
chief.”23 It refers to wealth, property, and profits from trade 
in statements such as, “By your great skill in trading you have 
increased your wealth” (Ezek 28:5 NIV) and, “he will not enjoy 
the profit from his trading” (Job 20:18 NIV).24 Chayil can indicate 

substance, power, or wealth.25 The phrase “valiant wife” captures 
a comparable range of meaning in today’s English.26

The valiant wife’s exploits are detailed using masculine and 
military language. She laughs in victory (v. 25), “girds her loins 
with strength” (v. 17), and obtains “plunder” (v. 11) and “prey” (v. 
15).27 Other phrases normally used in a military context include 
“you ascend above” which normally refers to going out to battle 
(v. 29), “she stretches out her hand” which is always aggressive 
elsewhere (v. 19), and “extol” which occurs in heroic poems, 
referring to singing of someone’s victory (v. 31).28

Therefore, this poem is best classified as one of Israel’s heroic 
poems, “characterized by recounting the hero’s mighty deeds, 
usually his military exploits.”29 Similar poems include the Song 
of Deborah (Judg 5), the women’s songs for Saul and David (2 
Sam 18, 21), and David’s elegy for Saul and Jonathan (2 Sam 1).30 
Deborah’s song notwithstanding, this is an atypical genre for a 
poem praising a woman. Poems praising women in ancient 
Near Eastern literature would normally focus on their physical 
beauty and erotic appeal, but in this poem the fear of the Lord 
explicitly eclipses attractiveness (Prov 31:30).31 As if to highlight 
the contrast, the poem describes the woman’s body parts not as 
passive objects to delight the male gaze, but strong and active in 
bringing about her conquest and earning her praise. The words 
“hand,” “palm,” and “arm” are repeated to highlight the woman’s 
work and strength: spinning wool (v. 13), earning money (v. 16), 
having strong arms to work (v. 17), and creating clothing (v. 19). In 
a chiasm, a literary device featuring inverted parallelism, “hand” 
and “palm” also describe her generosity to the poor (vv. 19–20), 
and such language is used again in the context of the praise that 
the works of her hands bring her (v. 31).32

A heroic poem urges people to praise the subject, honoring 
the hero as a champion of the community and its values. Despite 
including the incentives of status and honor for this woman’s 
husband, this poem ends with an admonishment to praise this 
wise woman. The examples of her industriousness, hitherto seen 
as a work ethic that benefits a household, are now causes to praise 
her. Having received honor from his wife throughout the poem, 
in v. 28 the husband and his children give her honor:

Her sons arise and pronounce her blessed;
her husband [rises] and praises her:

“Many women do valiantly,
but you surpass all of them.” (31:28–29)

The very first proverb in the book states that “the fear of the Lord 
is the beginning of knowledge” (1:7 NIV), and the book ends 
urging its readers to praise a woman for her practical application 
of wisdom and the fear of the Lord. The entire coda centers 
around the root “extol” (v. 31), which is the only imperative in 
the poem.33

Charm is deceitful and beauty is fleeting;
as for a woman who fears the Lord, she should be 
praised.

Extol her for the fruit of her hands,
and let her works praise her in the gates. (31:30–31)
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The form of the poem also highlights the worthiness of its subject 
by its carefully crafted and even beautiful alphabetic acrostic 
structure. The reader ought to leave with an awed appreciation 
for the value of wisdom and such a woman. 

By choosing a woman to exemplify the hardworking, generous, 
and Godfearing exploits of embodied wisdom, Proverbs has 
presented an unusually glorious portrayal of a woman for any 
culture. She is not a passive homebody, but a warrior fighting to 
benefit her family and community. The performance of her chores 
is depicted as exhibiting mastery of her tools and is elevated to the 
national significance of victories in battle. The proper response is 
to value and praise her for all that she does. Instead of evaluating 
women against “the Proverbs 31 woman,” this poem would better 
be applied by celebrating the value of even the most ordinary 
actions done to love others and glorify God.

“Nobody” Ruth, the Real Nation Builder

Perhaps a wife who personifies wisdom seems like a lofty literary 
ideal. Maybe her praise as a community hero seems exaggerated 
for literary effect. Or perhaps the glorification of the Prov 31 wife 
seems to exclude women who are unmarried, barren, or too poor 
to have real estate and servants. How inclusive is the Bible’s vision 
of female wisdom? 

The Bible tells of a real historical ’eshet chayil. The phrase ’eshet 
chayil occurs only once in the biblical canon outside Proverbs—
in the book of Ruth.34 In the Jewish canon, Ruth comes directly 
after Proverbs, as though to give a historical example of this 
poetic ideal, despite the fact that Ruth is a poor, single, widowed 
Moabite.35 This “nobody” fully embodies the Godfearing wisdom 
of Prov 31. As a result, by God’s grace she becomes one of Israel’s 
national heroines.

The first bold act of this foreign widow is to swear an oath of 
loyalty to Naomi, the people of Israel, and the Lord (1:16–17). 
The fear of the Lord is the beginning of her wisdom. Ruth then 
works hard to glean grain for her mother-in-law, risking sexual 
harassment and returning home with a shocking amount of 
plunder to feed her family.36 She enacts the values described in 
Prov 31: loyalty, fidelity, resourcefulness, service to one’s family 
and to the needy.37 

She gains the title “valiant woman” by daring to live after 
God’s heart, to embrace the spirit of God’s law. Naomi, concerned 
about Ruth’s future as a foreign widow, instructs Ruth to go 
down to the threshing floor and present herself for marriage to 
Boaz.38 However, Ruth considers her mother-in-law’s family first, 
suggesting that Boaz marry her as a way of redeeming the land 
of Naomi’s family and hopefully providing an heir to carry on 
Naomi’s family’s name.39 She demonstrates an understanding of 
the Mosaic law: first, a kinsman’s obligation to redeem the land of 
his deceased relative, and second, the custom of levirate marriage 
in which a man marries his brother’s widow to provide sons for a 
deceased childless brother.40 Regardless of whether these two laws 
were usually linked, Ruth’s request goes beyond the requirements 
of the law.41 Boaz, not being a brother to Naomi, much less to 
Ruth, is not obligated to perform levirate marriage. But Ruth 
suggests that she and Boaz take up these roles, understanding 

that the spirit of the law is to provide for widows, the poor, and 
foreigners.42 Her wisdom is based on a fear of the Lord and a 
knowledge of his commands. Boaz, equally a man of chayil (Ruth 
2:1), accepts the challenge: “And now, my daughter, don’t be 
afraid. I will do for you all you ask. All the people of my town 
know that you are a woman of noble character [’eshet chayil]” 
(Ruth 3:11 NIV). 

The last mention of chayil in Ruth highlights the eternal 
reward that Ruth and Boaz gain for fearing God. Interestingly, 
it takes place with Boaz becoming Ruth’s husband at the gate, 
precisely where Prov 31:23 locates the husband:

Then the elders and all the people at the gate said, “We are 
witnesses. May the Lord make the woman who is coming 
into your home like Rachel and Leah, who together built 
up the family of Israel. May you have standing [chayil] 
in Ephrathah and be famous in Bethlehem. Through the 
offspring the Lord gives you by this young woman, may 
your family be like that of Perez, whom Tamar bore to 
Judah.” (Ruth 4:11–12 NIV)

The blessings are more than fulfilled. Out of the valiant actions 
of Ruth and Boaz, a grandchild is born and the estate is saved, 
restoring Naomi’s dashed fortunes. Genealogies in Ruth and 
Matthew highlight the impact of this couple’s community 
leadership across generations, broadening to leadership of the 
entire kingdom of Israel (in David) and the kingdom “on earth as 
it is in heaven” (in Jesus)!

Clearly, Prov 31 does not elevate the deeds of the ’eshet chayil 
to national significance for mere rhetorical effect. The valiant 
woman has a crucial role in advancing God’s purpose. Her 
influence spreads far beyond the home into her community, her 
nation, and the world. The fact that God chose an outsider from 
the bottom of society to be the real ’eshet chayil in the divine plan 
is remarkable. Taken in the context of Ruth, Prov 31 speaks to us 
not of unattainable standards but of God’s glorious grace in using 
us, no matter who we are.

Application

The description of the Prov 31 wife is not intended as specific, 
detailed instructions for how to get married or become the 
perfect wife and mother. Women today do not need to fret about 
the modern equivalent of spinning flax or to wonder how to 
provide portions for their female servants if they lack domestic 
help. Despite claims to the contrary, this passage is not a recipe 
with steps to becoming an ideal woman.43 If it were to be a list 
at all, it would be a shopping list describing what a man should 
look for in a wife. Since the poem is a summary and an embodied 
example of wise character traits from throughout the book of 
Proverbs, women and men can look to the rest of the book for 
clarification on what those virtues are. Since the acrostic is a 
poetic tribute, how we live out the virtues of wisdom does not 
need to match this wealthy woman from ancient Israel.44 In the 
context of the whole book of Proverbs, this poem’s message is 
that everyone, both men and women, should seek to embody and 
to value the virtues of wisdom.
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Knowing how this poem’s depiction of women critiques 
objectifying portrayals of women informs how we apply it today. 
Many societies still praise women primarily for their physical 
appearance and sex appeal. By ending with a heroic poem that 
honors this Godfearing woman’s work, Proverbs challenges us 
rather to value women for their character and all they contribute 
to their families and communities. Like Ruth, Godfearing women 
who embrace and live out the Lord’s commands can change their 
nations and the course of history. Proverbs 31 urges us to celebrate 
the wives and mothers in our lives, and to see even domestic chores 
as victories. Kings and philosophers may write about wisdom, but 
wisdom can just as easily be found at home and in the community, 
and it is certainly no less praiseworthy in a wife. Furthermore, 
Ruth reminds us that anyone, regardless of social status, sex, or 
ethnicity, can embody the wisdom of the Prov 31 wife.

Understood properly, the Prov 31 woman is an embodiment 
of wisdom intended for young men—and by extension all 
people—to emulate. It is a summary of practical advice on all 
matters of life, including the importance of marrying wisely. It is 
a beautiful, poetic tribute to wisdom, honoring the feminine by 
choosing a woman as the image for this metaphor, and reminding 
us through Ruth of God’s grace in choosing to use us to advance 
his purposes. Finally, it urges us to celebrate the valiant exploits 
of everyday women in our families, communities, and nations.
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We have a great story to consider this morning as we look at two 
dynamic women—certainly Ruth, but also her mother-in-law, 
Naomi. Before I go any further, I want to let you know that I have 
gained helpful insights into the story of these women of faith 
from three especially helpful authors: Ruth Tuttle Conard, Alice 
Mathews, and Carolyn Custis James.1

Ruth is one of only two books in our Bible with a woman’s 
name as the title. The other, of course, is Esther. Moreover, Ruth 
is one of only two books in our Bible written from a wo  man’s 
perspective. More precisely, one of about one-and-a-half books, 
for Song of Songs includes extensive poetry from a woman’s 
perspective. The two main characters are women, with Boaz 
being the third. In the male-oriented, patriarchal society of those 
days, where women were valued primarily through marriage and 
bearing male heirs, we find not only two single women, but, even 
lower on society’s scale, widowed women with no living children. 
Indeed, the story of Ruth is filled with drama; there’s tragedy and 
triumph, loss and gain, and of course, romance. Much like a fairy 
tale, it is a story of true love with a happily-ever-after ending. But 
more than a fairy tale, this true love is inspired by the source of 
love, the very heart of God.

As we dig into Scripture, it is important always to consider the 
context, the setting of the story. So we begin at v. 1. It reads, “In 
the days when the judges ruled. . . .” The period of time in Israelite 
history marked by the rule of judges was an era dominated by weak 
faith and irresponsible conduct. The climate was one of barbaric 
oppression, tribal civil wars, and unchecked lawlessness. The last 
words in the book of Judges, which immediately precedes Ruth 
in the Christian canon, describe this time period well: “Everyone 
did what was right in their own eyes” or, as the New International 
Version puts it, “everyone did as they saw fit.” Sound familiar? 
The book of Ruth is a good reminder to us that even in the worst 
times, in every era in history, there are individuals seeking God, 
and God is faithful to them. That gives us hope for today, and for 
every day.

Continuing on in v. 1, “In the days when the judges ruled, there 
was a famine in the land. So a man from Bethlehem in Judah, 
together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while in the 
country of Moab” (NIV). As soon as you hear, “from Bethlehem 
in Judah,” what story does your mind run ahead to? Perhaps first 
to King David, for it is his hometown. But surely then you think 
of Bethlehem as the birthplace of Jesus. The Christmas angel of 
Luke ch. 2 helps us make these connections: “Today in the town 
of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the 
Lord” (Luke 2:11 NIV).

Now, in addition to this era’s constant unrest and violence, the 
narrator mentions famine. Bethlehem means “house of bread,” 
and in the house of bread there is no bread; so Elimelek takes his 
family to neighboring Moab. The trip eastward to Moab was not 
a long one in distance, especially by our standards, but distance 
in the Bible is often not measured in miles but in distance 

from God. And Moab was a long way from God. The Moabites 
worshipped false gods. They practiced child sacrifice and grossly 
immoral fertility rites. This Jewish man took his family into a 
pagan country, into Moab.

Let’s read on, vv. 3–5. “Now Elimelek, Naomi’s husband, died, 
and she was left with her two sons. They married Moabite women, 
one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had lived there 
about ten years, both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi 
was left without her two sons and her husband” (NIV). Life 
doesn’t get much lower than that—violence all around, famine, a 
move to a strange land, death of a spouse, death of two sons, loss 
of income and security, responsibility for two foreign daughters-
in-law. These hardships prompt the observation that Naomi is 
the female equivalent of the suffering Job.

Many of you know the OT story of Job. Job serves as the poster 
child for the difficult conversations around evil and suffering. 
Both Job and Naomi had their lives ruined by evil. Their trouble 
was compounded—not just one event but a whole series of awful 
experiences. Naomi and Job both lost their families, as well as 
their worldly possessions and their social standing. They felt 
abandoned by God and complained bitterly about how God 
treated them. Though God did not explain himself, he met them 
in their pain and they never abandoned their faith in him. And of 
course, both stories end with redemption.

I’m guessing there are quite a few of you here today who have 
experienced times in your life when you have felt like Naomi 
when she says in v. 13, “the Lord’s hand has turned against me.” 
Perhaps you have asked or are asking, “Why is all this happening 
to me?” or “Where is a loving God in all of this?” In seasons of 
hardship—loss of jobs and income, family troubles, addictions, 
divorce, cancer and other illnesses, the death of loved ones—it is 
not unusual to wonder if God has abandoned us.

The story of Ruth reveals that our situations are nothing new. 
The period of the judges was more than a thousand years before 
Christ. Jesus tells his disciples in the gospel of John, “In this 
world you will have trouble” (16:33). The Apostle Paul, listing in 
Rom 8 various things that cannot separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus, names suffering and afflictions, trials and 
hunger, violence and death. Such things all happen in this life. 
No one is immune.

The television version of a prosperity gospel and the false 
image of what it means to be a Christian have led many of us 
to believe that, as Christ followers, we should have some kind 
of protected status, a better than average bankroll and house, 
children and grandchildren who make the right decisions, a 
marriage without struggles, life free from illness and stress and 
strain. But God never promised us that. In fact, when Christ 
was hanging on the cross, when he felt abandoned by God 
and cried out—much like Naomi, much like many of us—“My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me”—in that seemingly-
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God-forsaken moment, Jesus was in the very center of God’s 
redeeming love. God works in the midst of our brokenness. God 
takes our pain, our failures, our losses, our families, and redeems 
them for his good purposes. For those of you struggling today, 
hear this. No matter your circumstances, God is with you and 
you are loved. God promises never to leave us or forsake us. Even 
in your difficulties, trust God.

Back to our story, Naomi hears that the famine has ended 
and decides to return home. Naomi knows the future for her 
two daughters-in-law is bleak and uncertain back in Bethlehem. 
Remember, they are Moabites—foreign, pagan women, despised 
by the Israelites. So Naomi releases her daughters-in-law from 
any obligation to her. Orpah makes the expected choice to stay 
back in Moab, and Ruth makes the unexpected choice of what the 
Hebrews called hesed, “loyal love.” We hear Ruth’s proclamation 
of love and of faith in 1:16–17, words you have perhaps heard at a 
wedding celebration. “But Ruth replied, ‘Don’t urge me to leave 
you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where 
you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God 
my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. 
May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even death 
separates you and me" (NIV).

It is striking to me that it was the faith of Naomi and her husband 
Elimelek, and their sons, as foreigners in Moab that brought faith in 
the one true God to Ruth. Ruth would have continued in her pagan 
practices had it not been for this Israelite family sharing their good 
news. Even when Naomi blamed God for her life circumstances 
(see 1:20–21), Ruth had been so taken in by the love of God’s people 
that she pledged never to abandon them.

I’m wondering . . . can we love God and others to that point 
where others could not imagine life without God? We do not 
know specifically what the witness of Naomi and her husband 
and their sons looked like—but we hear of the fruit of their faith. 
When they arrived in Moab from Bethlehem you can bet they 
had different political views from their neighbors; they definitely 
had different moral values. Yet those things did not prevent the 
love of God from being shown. Their faith and love transformed 
the life of Ruth, and through her, the world.

Naomi made a choice to return to Bethlehem, Orpah made a 
choice to stay in Moab, and Ruth made a choice to follow Naomi 
and her God. Practically speaking, much of life is about choices. 
We make them all day long—some so incidental we don’t even 
notice. But make no mistake, our choices have consequences. 
Ruth’s choice to return with Naomi had consequences that 
reached far beyond her imagination.

Ruth’s virtues—loyalty, strength, courage, faithfulness—
worked well for Naomi and Ruth. Upon their arrival back in 
Bethlehem, they needed a food supply, so Ruth went to work 
gleaning; that is, she picked up the leftover grain from the fields 
after the reapers had finished. Ruth went to work in an unsafe 
place, among men in the fields, as a single foreign woman, in 
order to put food on the table.

Ruth found herself in the fields of Boaz, Naomi’s relative. Some 
might consider this luck, but as Christ followers we know better. 

“Behind what appears to be human luck lies divine purpose.”2 
Even in the coincidences of life the hand of God is often at 
work. The Israelites, including Naomi and converted Ruth, lived 
with the assumption that God’s hand was behind everything. 
Providence is the theological term attached to how God governs 
this world. “Providence tells us that there is much more going 
on than what we can see, for God is at work behind the scenes to 
keep things moving in the direction of God’s ultimate goals for us 
as individuals and also for the world.”3

But providence is not an excuse for passivity. One of the 
central tenets of providence is what we call concurrence, the fact 
that God invites us to participate in the completion of the divine 
plan for the world. God’s preferred method of getting things done 
is to work through people. “We are not spectators to what God is 
doing in the world, but participants.”4

Now we need to fast forward our way through the story (I 
encourage you to read it; it’s only four chapters). Not only is Ruth 
in the field of her relative Boaz, but Boaz shows up while she is 
there. They get acquainted, Boaz gives Ruth the status of “most 
favored gleaner,” and Naomi, upon seeing Ruth’s success her first 
day of gleaning, begins to seize an opportunity. In v. 9 of ch. 1, 
Naomi had prayed for Orpah and Ruth, “May the Lord grant 
that each of you will find rest in the home of another husband” 
(NIV). Here is an example of concurrence; Naomi begins to work 
with God to answer her own prayer.

Sometimes we have the idea that we tell God what we want 
or need and then sit back and wait passively for something to 
happen. Scripture supports that option with words like Ps 27:14, 
“Wait for the Lord; be strong and take heart and wait for the 
Lord” (NIV). But we need to take the whole of scripture. There 
are times when God presents opportunities and expects us to 
seize the initiative.

Naomi knows that Boaz is one of their kinsman redeemers. 
In Deut 25, there is a provision for widows that requires the 
deceased’s brother to marry the widow in order to continue the 
family line. If there is no brother available to marry the widow, she 
can ask a more distant relative to do so as a “kinsman redeemer.” 
So Naomi, seeking to restore property for herself, and to provide 
financial security and future inheritance for Ruth, instructs Ruth 
to initiate this redemption.

Ruth uses another strange old custom (take notice of ch. 3) to 
ask Boaz to be her redeemer; in short, she proposes to him. Boaz 
accepts, speaking beautiful words of affirmation to Ruth, praising 
her for her kindness and self-discipline and acknowledging her 
reputation as a woman of noble character.

Remember the “happily ever after”? Ruth 4:13–15: 

“So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. When he 
made love to her, the Lord enabled her to conceive, and 
she gave birth to a son. The women said to Naomi: ‘Praise 
be to the Lord, who this day has not left you without a 
guardian-redeemer. May he become famous throughout 
Israel! He will renew your life and sustain you in your old 
age. For your daughter-in-law, who loves you and who is 
better to you than seven sons, has given him birth” (NIV).
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Ruth was indeed better than seven sons as she and Boaz became 
great-grandparents to Israel’s greatest king, David. And please 
remember, Elimelek was from Bethlehem in Judah, King David 
was their descendant, and from the line of David came our King, 
our Redeemer, Jesus.

It’s a constant in God’s stories. That which is lost can be found, 
restored, recovered, redeemed. The provision of a kinsman-
redeemer foretells the story of the Redeemer-Savior, Jesus Christ, 
who steps into our lives, including our difficulties, to “seek and to 
save the lost” (Luke 19:10).

God provided bread through gleaning. God provided 
security through a marriage. God provided posterity for 
Naomi. God provided a great king for Israel through ordinary 
women’s leadership.

God uses the faithfulness, initiative, and courage of ordinary 
people to accomplish great things. There are times we may find it 
hard to believe that God is really at work in our lives. Life can be 
hard; choices may seem insignificant or accidental, but God is at 
work in us and through us. 

Ruth stands in the line of those through whom God chose to 
send his Son into the world to bring us salvation—our redeemer. 
Jesus, with his own blood, out of great love for you, for me, for 
the world, purchased our salvation. With him, we have a secure 

future and a living hope. This is the gospel, the good news of 
Ruth. Amen.
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Mission Statement
CBE exists to promote biblical justice and community by 
educating Christians that the Bible calls women and men 
to share authority equally in service and leadership in the 
home, church, and world.

Statement of Faith

• We believe in one God, creator and sustainer of the 
universe, eternally existing as three persons equal in 
power and glory. 

• We believe in the full deity and the full humanity of Jesus 
Christ. 

• We believe that eternal salvation and restored 
relationships are only possible through faith in Jesus 
Christ who died for us, rose from the dead, and is 
coming again. This salvation is offered to all people. 

• We believe the Holy Spirit equips us for service and 
sanctifies us from sin. 

• We believe the Bible is the inspired word of God, is 
reliable, and is the final authority for faith and practice. 

• We believe that women and men are equally created in 
God’s image and given equal authority and stewardship 
of God’s creation. 

• We believe that men and women are equally responsible 
for and distorted by sin, resulting in shattered 
relationships with God, self, and others.

Core Values

• Scripture is our authoritative guide for faith, life, and 
practice.

• Patriarchy (male dominance) is not a biblical ideal but 
a result of sin.

• Patriarchy is an abuse of power, taking from females 
what God has given them: their dignity, and freedom, 
their leadership, and often their very lives.

• While the Bible reflects patriarchal culture, the Bible 
does not teach patriarchy in human relationships. 

• Christ’s redemptive work frees all people from patriarchy, 

calling women and men to share authority equally in 
service and leadership.

• God’s design for relationships includes faithful marriage 
between a man and a woman, celibate singleness and 
mutual submission in Christian community.

• The unrestricted use of women’s gifts is integral to the 
work of the Holy Spirit and essential for the advancement 
of the gospel in the world. 

• Followers of Christ are to oppose injustice and patriarchal 
teachings and practices that marginalize and abuse 
females and males.

Envisioned Future

CBE envisions a future where all believers are freed to 
exercise their gifts for God’s glory and purposes, with the 
full support of their Christian communities.

CBE's Free Resource Library
CBE is pleased to make available, for free, every Priscilla 
Papers article ever published. In addition, find the full 
archive of CBE’s magazine, Mutuality, and hundreds of 
book reviews and recordings of lectures given by world-
renowned scholars like N.T. Wright, Gordon Fee, and 
more!

Find it all at www.cbeinternational.org.

CBE Board of Reference

Miriam Adeney, Myron S. Augsburger, Raymond J. Bakke, 
Michael Bird, Esme Bowers, Anthony Campolo, Paul 
Chilcote, Havilah Dharamraj, Gordon D. Fee, J. Lee 
Grady, Joel B. Green, David Joel Hamilton, Fatuma Hashi, 
Roberta Hestenes, Richard Howell, Craig S. Keener, Tara 
B. Leach, Gricel Medina, Joy Moore, LaDonna Osborn, 
Jane Overstreet, Philip B. Payne, John E. Phelan Jr., Ron 
Pierce, Kay F. Rader, Paul A. Rader, Ronald J. Sider, 
Aída Besançon Spencer, William David Spencer, John 
Stackhouse, Todd Still, Ruth A. Tucker, Cynthia Long 
Westfall, Cecilia Yau.

CBE International

CBE International (CBE) is a nonprofit organization of Christian men and women who believe that the Bible, properly 
interpreted, teaches the fundamental equality of men and women of all ethnic groups, all economic classes, and all 
age groups, based on the teachings of Scriptures such as Galatians 3:28.
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