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“Proverbs At Their Worst”
In the name of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

Sad to say, but I’ll say it. The Bible just doesn’t have that many stories of women and their spiritual
achievements. I think of Ruth and Sarah in the Old Testament and Mary in the New Testament. Some
of these women, though few in number, were quite wonderful people. I call them wonderful because
God utilized their lives in some wonderful ways. Fear of them had spectacularly good qualities. Most
of them simply stumbled through their bit parts, saying “yes” when God had something important for
them to do. In that way they are a model for us. Because let’s face it, most of us are not spectacularly 
good people. The best that can usually be said of our discipleship is that we simply stumble along and
do the best that we can when God calls. 

But today I want to introduce you to a wildly wonderful woman, a spectacularly superior woman, the
best of all the women in the Bible. We don’t know her name but she is the one who brings the biblical
book of Proverbs to its grand finale. Some of you may have met her. She has been known to make
an appearance in churches on Mother’s Day, testimonial in part to the poverty of good scripture that
deals with mothers. And she is a spectacularly good mother. In the Jewish family, she sometimes
appears at special rituals of remembrance, “Virtuous Women,” they call her, “Valourious Woman.”

Or sometimes she appears at funerals. When someone dies who has been a wonderful mother, they
think of this woman, the mother of all good mothers. A good woman is hard to find and a woman this
good is almost impossible to find and, by the time you have found her, I’ll think you’ll agree with me
that she is – impossible. Here is a good woman – in the very worst sense of the word.

First, note that this woman meets us at the very end of the book of Proverbs. Proverbs is not one of
my favourite books of the Bible. There is virtually no God in Proverbs. What you have in Proverbs are
lists of do’s and don’ts. Don’t drink too much. Get up early in the morning. Go to bed early in the
evening. Don’t talk too much in groups. A fool and his money are soon parted. That kind of thing.
There is not much God in Proverbs because, well, if you can do all of these good things that Proverbs
urges, why would you need God to do anything for you?

Proverbs is that book of the Bible for people who find it easy to be good, people who are high
achievers, spiritually speaking. That kid in the fourth grade whom the teacher left in charge of the
class, to take names of malefactors while the teacher went down to the principal’s office, that kid loves
Proverbs. That is probably the reason that I cannot stand this book anymore than I could stand that
kid in the fourth grade. Sometimes I was that kid.

Anyways, here at the grand finale, we meet a woman who manages to embody most of the proverbial
virtues. She is introduced in a sort of hymn, a hymn to the capable wife. She is “far more precious than
jewels.” No need for false modesty, capable is an understatement.

Proverbs 31 is a song of praise to the super wife. Each line begins with a successive letter of the
Hebrew alphabet. Maybe somebody thought this was poetry, but in our Bible it’s a ridiculous shopping
list of desirable traits for the allegedly capable wife.

The poem begins with a rhetorical, “Where can one find a capable wife?” A good woman is hard to
find. If you find such a woman, she is more valuable even than rare jewels. She is an amazingly
productive woman, getting the job done, therefore, “Her husband trusts her.” Then begins an almost



laughable list of all the tasks at which this productive woman excels. She works in both wool, and flax,
harvesting these fibers, processing them and making them into garments. She hauls in massive
amounts of food from far away. Rising when it is still dark, when all the men of the house are still
asleep, she goes to work.

But this woman’s expertise is not limited to domestic activities. As it turns out, she is a real estate
tycoon. She’s a master at grape cultivation, the management of vineyards and wine production. She
has strong arms and her lamps never lack oil. She dresses herself and her husband in “fine linen and
purple” and sometimes sells the clothing she makes for a profit. This woman is “far more precious than
jewels. This woman makes Martha Stewart look like a slouch, a shirker. Looking at what this woman
achieves in a given day, we wonder what Martha Stewart did with all her spare time and you too.
Spinning, giving generously to the poor, clothing members of her household in crimson – she does
everything and does it well. Though the Bible doesn’t say so, I expect that all the other women in the
neighbourhood must hate her guts.

By the way, even amid all of her household tasks and mercantile activity, this domestic dynamo still
has time to be a wise teacher. In short, in the patriarchal culture of the Bible, this woman is every
man’s dream, every man who believes that the chief virtue of a woman is in service to a man.

And, yet, praise her though some might, I still can’t stand her. Far from being a woman to be praised,
I really worry about this woman and her spiritual health. For one thing, the writer praises this woman
almost exclusively in terms of her value for others, particularly her value for her husband. She’s not
introduced to us as a good person, she’s a capable wife. Furthermore, when measure is taken of her
life, the standards of measurement are ridiculously high. A husband of such a wife “will have no lack
of gain.” I ask you. Is it really a virtue to praise someone as a valuable commodity for her mate?

As I said, one sometimes meets this woman at a funeral. I think that context seems odd, unless the
deceased woman literally worked herself to death. If I were a woman, I certainly wouldn’t want this
woman at my funeral. Because no matter how industrious and productive the deceased may have
been, there is no way that she could measure up to this superwoman who excels at so wide a range
of endeavour.

Another thing, most of the praise for this woman is for domestic activities and her management of the
private space of her home. She runs her home so well, she rules over her children so wisely, that her
husband is free for important public work like taking a seat among the elders of the land. This capable
wife stays home, from morning till night, getting up before dawn, working like a slave, so that the
husband may take pride in his valuable wife, sit around with the boys up at city hall, some day write
some poem about her, and keep to more important work near the city gates.

Friends, where, anywhere else in the Bible, are we told that a woman is to serve her husband as if he
were a god? Jesus calls us in service to others, not to mere servility. Where are this woman’s children
when she is rising up before dawn to work for her family? Is there no household chore that the children
could do to help? And where is her husband? Probably out on some political junket with the other
elders of the land. Has he no responsibility for his marriage and his family other than periodic praise
to his relentlessly over-achieving wife? Is this woman doing her family a favour by bearing all the
burdens, working from before dawn until well past dusk, while they merely rise up occasionally and
praise her for being such a woman? Ought we to join our voices in praising this pre-modern Martha
Stewart who outs Martha Stewart, Martha Stewart?

I say no! What we ought to do is question how this woman’s self-sacrificial life may be warping the
lives of the children and her husband, relieving them of their God-given responsibility to serve and to



create and be responsible, warping them into selfish and irresponsible people. How this woman, in
the days before electric dishwashers and mircowaves, still manages to be a real estate tycoon is a
wonder.

My brothers and sisters in Christ. The Christian faith, and we Lutherans especially, has always
claimed that we are saved, not by our good works, but by the good love of God. The key to our eternal
significance is not what we do, but what God has done for us in Jesus Christ.

Even God took a day off each week to rest. Not this woman. That’s why there is virtually no mention
of God in today’s scripture reading from Proverbs, no room left for God to reach in, to help out, to lift
up. She doesn’t need a God to save her so she gets none. She doesn’t need a Redeemer. Who
needs redemption when you are this capable? She is perfect, she is busy, capable, and productive. 
She is headed for disaster and warps everyone around her. She is not real. Don’t make her your
Spiritual model. Let us pray:

Lord, save us from ourselves. Save us from our attempts to save ourselves, by
ourselves. Save us from our desire to have you on our terms rather than your terms.
Save us from trying to organize and run the world – as if we were God. Save us from the
vanity of attempting to fix everything that’s wrong with other people and with the world
– as if we were the Creator and not your creatures. Lord, save us from living our lives
as if we don’t need a God to save us, as if the significance of our lives were in our hands
rather than in your hands. Lord, save us. AMEN.


