“The Good Wife and Mother”
The Old Testament book of Proverbs ends with a description of the ideal wife and mother!  This last chapter of Proverbs is an acrostic poem – each line begins with the next letter of the Hebrew alphabet – so it's kind of like an ode to the good wife and mother.
She’s woman who gets up before daylight, often burns the midnight oil…sewing clothes for her family and garments to sell, getting food from faraway places, making business deals, teaching her children, giving to the poor.  She commands the admiration and respect of her children and husband.
When we read this description in Proverbs 31, it sounds like it is describing Superwoman!  A female ball of fire!  This is how an ancient Hebrew writer imagined the perfect wife and mother!
Should we try to literally reproduce this woman today?  I don’t think so.  We are living in a much different era.  Societies change.  Roles and expectations of men and women vary, depending on the culture.
For instance, in Kenya, the women pretty much wait on the men.  In our mission trips we would eat our meals in the home of Eric Wanga's parents, John and Albina.  The women cooked and served the meal.  They would clean up afterwards.  One day after a meal, I started to take the dishes off the table, and Eric's father John said, "In Kenya, men don't do this."  I said I respect that, but Jesus said we are to serve.  I didn't push the issue.  I in no way wanted to offend John or disregard their culture and customs.  (Those of us men who went to Kenya did lots of good-natured joking about how good it would be if women served the men like that in the U.S.).
Cultures change, and I don’t think we ought to try to force this description in Proverbs of the good wife and mother on American women today.  But it seems to me there are some enduring qualities described here that are worth striving for today.  Turn to Proverbs, chapter 31.
First, the ideal wife and mother is industrious.  You talk about an ambitious woman!  Listen to this:  "She seeks wool and flax and works with willing hands.  She is like the ships of the merchant; she brings her food from far away.  She rises while it is still night and provides food for her household and tasks for her female servants.  She considers a field and buys it; with the fruit of her hands she plants a vineyard.  She girds herself with strength and makes her arms strong.  She perceives that her merchandise is profitable.  Her lamp does not go out at night"
(Proverbs 31:13-18, 27).
By the way, you may wonder, where was her husband?  Verse 23 tells us:  "Her husband is known in the city gates, taking his seat among the elders of the land."  Men would gather at the city gate to discuss business and politics!
With all she had to do, no wonder she stayed up late at night and rose so early in the morning! Ladies, you're probably thinking, if that’s what the ideal woman is like, you can have it!  But what’s the opposite of an industrious woman?  Well…a lazy woman!  There is still something 
to be said for a wife and mother who is energetic and a willing worker!  Actually, I don’t know 
too many mothers today who aren’t super busy!
Mothers working outside the home are pretty much the norm today.  This wasn't the case in previous generations.  Back then, the husband worked, and the wife stayed home and minded the house and children.  Now there are still some Christians who lay guilt trips on mothers who work outside the home.  I’ve run across clergymen whose wives are forbidden to work outside the home.  In one case, the congregation forbid it.  In another, the man worked for a para-church group that didn’t allow his wife to work.  But even this is becoming more and more rare.
Other Christians insist that women are created for more than just doing laundry, running the vacuum and scrubbing floors – and there is nothing wrong with a wife finding fulfillment in employment outside the home.
Here are just a few more thoughts on this.  First, we need to challenge the assumption that says, “The Bible teaches that a woman’s place is in the home.”  This is simply not true.  As we've already seen, the ideal mom in Proverbs 31 is involved in business outside the home.  While many men and women in Bible times stayed home and eked out a living on subsistence farming, there were women who planted vineyards, plowed fields, and worked in the marketplace.  Some women were female prophets!
Some years ago I was watching a program on one of the Christian TV networks.  The lady hosting the program was interviewing some female guests, and the discussion was on how God wants women to stay home and take care of their children.  For me, the irony of this was that the 
woman hosting the program was a mother, employed in that ministry.  She apparently never saw that she was trying to convince other women to stay home while she herself was working outside the home!
The Bible does not forbid mothers from getting jobs outside the home.  Some people blame all the ills of the world on “working mothers”.  But as far as I know, there is no hard evidence that indicates working mothers make worse mothers and produce more delinquent kids.  The key here is the relationship a mother has with her child or children; whether the time she spends with her children is quality time.  Not whether or not she has a job outside the home.
But there is something I want to say on the other side of the issue:  We need to challenge any suggestion that homemaking and being a mother are not top priorities.  There is a tendency to look on being a homemaker or stay-at-home mom as an inferior status or role – like women who don’t have careers don’t have much on the ball.  (Sort of like, “Let the school…the daycare…the government…the church take care of my kids…I’ve got more important things to do!”).
Investing time and energy in our children is one of the most important things a woman or a man can do with our lives!  For some mothers, being a homemaker and a stay-at-home mom can be their calling from God!
So, the ideal wife and mother described in Proverbs is industrious…but there is something else 
about her:  She is beautiful in character.  Verse 11 says, “The heart of her husband trusts in
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her.”  The next verse says,  “She does him good, and not harm, all the days of her life.” “She opens her hand to the poor, and reaches out her hands to the needy” (verse 20).  “Strength and dignity are her clothing” (verse 25).  There was a grace and strength about her that extended to her family, and beyond!  Toward the end of the chapter, the writer of Proverbs reminds us:  “Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain” (verse 30).
Notice, the emphasis in this whole Scripture is not on physical attractiveness, but rather on beauty of character.  
Our culture focuses so much on physical beauty.  One of the great burdens women work under today is that in our society, the “ideal woman” is young, slim, and gorgeous looking!  Think of the millions of dollars that’s spent by women on beauty aids and fitness club memberships to try to attain that kind of beauty (men can be into this, too!).  Realistically, it's hard to feel young and sexy when you're having to cope with crying babies, messy diapers, argumentative adolescents, or feeling frazzled as you're rushing your kids off to the next school event or the athletic game or practice.
In our culture and for many people, our focus on beauty is in the wrong place.  Real beauty isn’t the stuff we see on TV and in the movies – that beauty diminishes as we grow old?  By the way,
have you ever seen photos of some of these beautiful, handsome, sexy stars when they are 70 or 80?   Some still look great, but others just look old and creepy!  But beauty of character endures!
A woman author named Michael Drury once said that as a young woman it bothered her that she wasn’t very pretty.  She was the kind of person whom her own grandmother characterized as one “who would never be hung for her beauty”.  But then one day she met a man “who was by any standards homely – he had big ears and nose, glasses, an Adam’s apple, and freckles.”  Yet, she found him “alarmingly attractive” – she realized beauty wasn’t a physical thing.
Not all mothers – not all women – have been blessed with a pretty face and a great body!  We don't have much control over that.  But….everybody can work on being beautiful in our spirit and personality:  being a caring, kind, compassionate, generous individual, being someone others can trust and rely upon, living with dignity (no matter what life throws at us).  These were the qualities that marked the ideal wife and mother in the book of Proverbs…and they are just as important today!

One more thing about the praiseworthy wife and mother in Proverbs 31:  She feared the Lord.
"Charm is deceitful, and beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised"
(Proverbs 31:30).  She feared the Lord!  Some people today are squeamish about this. “Oh, I don’t like it when talk about ‘fearing God.’”  Well I do!  If mothers and wives, and guys too, feared the Lord more today, we wouldn’t do some of the stupid and hurtful things we do!

The thing mothers need the most is the thing all of us need most:  that is, to know and 
reverence the Lord, and to have our sense of identity rooted in a personal relationship with God.
One of problems a lot of women face today is around the issue of their self-esteem.  Because we 
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place so much value on women being young, slim, sexy, assertive, interesting, etc. many women struggle to feel a sense of personal worth.
If your self-esteem is rooted in how you look physically, most are dead ducks – because even if you start out beautiful, it’s difficult to keep your great figure and youthful look when you are 40 or 60 or 80 years of age.  If your self-esteem is rooted in what your husband thinks of you, you are on shaky ground, because husbands don’t always appreciate you, or compliment you.  Many intelligent, capable women are consistently put down by their husbands for one reason or another

(at worst, you might even be discarded for another woman).  If your self-esteem is rooted in how your children feel about you, you’re in trouble, too, because children often don’t have much good to say about their parents, (especially during the teenage years).  And our children sometimes grow up and live in a way that doesn’t make us feel happy or proud.  And if your self-esteem is rooted in your job outside the home, that too is risky, because you don’t always get the appreciation you deserve in your job.
But if your self-esteem is rooted in a personal relationship with God through Jesus, you are
on solid ground!  You have worth because Jesus loves you and gave Himself for you.  You have a unique and special identity as a beloved child of God!  The ideal wife and mother of Proverbs 31 fears God and has a relationship with God.
We’ve looked at an ancient Hebrew writer describing the ideal wife and mother.  Now we all know that most of the time in real life, we don’t reach the ideal.  Moms and wives….husbands and fathers…all of us often don’t come close to being a model of the ideal human being! But if you’re a mother (or anyone, for that matter) who fears the Lord and has a relationship with God, and works hard within the home and beyond, and tries to live with integrity and sound moral character, what a light you can be in the world! 
There was this little girl who had a part in one of those old-fashioned Sunday School programs.  She rehearsed over and over the brief Scripture verse she was to recite, but as often happens, when the night of the program came, and it was her turn, her mind went blank.  She started to panic.  Her mother was sitting in the front row, agonizing as much as her daughter over the whole thing.  Mom tried to form the first few words of her daughter’s speech with her mouth.  The daughter strained to try to understand what her mother was mouthing, but couldn’t get it.

After what seemed to be a long, awkward silence, the mother finally whispered:  “I am the light of the world.”  Immediately this little girl relaxed, and confidently started,  “My mother is the light of the world.”

Well, we know that Jesus is the true light of the world, but when we strive for beauty of character and a relationship with God, we can be a light in our home and beyond.
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