FOREWORD
PORTRAIT galleries can be depressing places. Great paintings immortalise the lords and ladies of the land, the famous and the noble, but how uniform they seem, how lifeless those characters caught in studio pose! Not so with portraits from the Word of God—and the women of the Bible no less than the men. How vital they appear, how varied, and how close to our own experience. The good and the great are here, but also the evil; those called to greatness who fell from high estate, and others of lowly origins who rose to spiritual heights; mothers, daughters, wives and widows, sojourners and outcasts, queens and captive maids. Not every character is included—that would have been too vast an under​taking—but the selection is representative. And we shall find in one or another those with whom we can identify—those from whose lives we can draw particular comfort and courage. Life for a "mother in Israel" has changed out of all recognition; but in spiritual matters, in relationships within the family, in ecclesial life, in acts of tenderness and deeds of constancy, the sister's role is still the same. Her adorning, then and now, is "the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price".
As the portraits presented here are different, so too are their painters. They are all sisters, and in this fact lies great strength, for these sketches are from those who better understand the emotions of their subjects. The sisters who undertook this work (which for many reasons has taken several years to bring to full fruition) have given us essays true to their own individual styles. Yet the differences of authorship add their own enchantment to the book, which might have been lost if all the studies had come from a single pen—and again the reader may find closer affinity with one treat​ment than with another. To all the sisters whose names are in the index, to three in particular who undertook the collection of the manuscripts and have left their mark in many features of the book, and also to Sister Ruth Fryer who provided the illustrations, we offer heartfelt thanks, and commend their labours to all.
"She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness ... A woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised" (Proverbs 31:26,30).
CONfENTS
Chapter
Page

Foreword        ..       ..       ..        ..
....
v
1
Eve (Joan Thomas) ..       ..       ..
..
..
1
2
Sarah (Marjorie Ward)      ..        ..
..
..
12
3
Hagar (Susan Ali)    ..       ..        ..
..
..
18
4
Lot's Wife (Joan Sheppard)        ..
..
..
22
5
Rebekah (Margaret Fowler)         ..
..
..
26
6
!    Leah (Joan Williams)         ..        ..
..
..
37
7
Rachel (Sheila Wilson)       ..        ..
..
..
45
8
*   Tamar (Lorna Fifield)        ..        ..
..
..
49
9
Potiphar's Wife (IvyEllis)           ..
..
..
54
10
Jochebed (Dorothy Godfrey)       ..
..
..
56
11
•    Miriam (Trudie Heath)      ..        ..
..
..
59
12
Rahab (Ruth Morris)          ..        ..
....
67
13
Deborah (IvyEllis)   ..       ..        ..
..
..
73
14
;   Samson's Mother (Ruth Reynolds)
..
..
76
15
Delilah (Joan Thomas)      ..        ..
..
..
80
16
Ruth and Naomi (Edna Hammett)
..
..
88
17
Hannah (Jean Wasson)      ..        ..
..
..
96
18
Abigail (Gladys Blake)       ..        ..
..
..
102
19
Bathsheba (JoanThomas)           ..
..
..
Ill
20
The Queen of Sheba (Ruth Reynolds)
..
..
120
21
Jezebel (Margery McGregor)       ..
..
..
124
22
, The Widow of Zarephath (Kate Walford)
..
129
23
The Little Captive Maid (Margaret Fowler)
..
133
24
Athaliah (Muriel Thorneloe)       ..
..
..
138
25
Ezekiel'sWife (Joan Thomas)     ..
..
..
143
26
Esther (Rosemary Humphrys)     ..
..
..
150
27
Elisabeth (Isobel Thompson)       ..
..
..
160
28
Mary, the Mother of Jesus (Peggy Price)
..
167
29
Anna (Ruby Whiteside)     ..        ..
..
..
177
30
The Woman at the Well (Gwyneth Roe)..
..
184
31
The Woman who touched Jesus' Robe

(Gwyneth Roe)

32
The Canaanitish Woman (Mary Lindars)

33
Martha and Mary (Sheila Wilson)

34
Mary Magdalene (Sheila Harris)

35
Dorcas (Joan Sheppard)

36
Lydia (Trudie Heath)

37
Priscilla (Helen Light)

38
Phebe (Joan Kerley)   ..

39
Lois and Eunice (Vera Parker)

40
The Virtuous Woman (Peggy Price)
1 EVE
ONLY a few incidents in Eve's long life have been preserved in Scripture, but these are of profound significance to us all. The story of Eve is the story of salvation and is a historical prophecy of the means by which it will be attained. Everything that befell Eve has a spiritual counterpart which affects our life in the Truth today and illuminates and explains many of our basic doctrines.

Adam and Eve were created in the divine image, in the physical likeness of the angels, and it was the Creator's intention that they should be the nucleus of a faithful race who would fill the earth with His glory.

Adam was formed first, then placed in the beautiful garden which the Lord had planted eastward in Eden, and charged with the task of dressing and keeping it. The Lord God had decreed that it was not good for the man to be alone, but Eve was not created until Adam recognised that there was no suitable companion among the animal creation, no creature with mental and physical faculties like his own. Then Adam was caused to fall into a death-like sleep while the first woman was "builded" (A.V. margin) from the living flesh of her future husband, bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh—a perfect symbol of the unity of marriage and the later relationship of Christ and his Church.

It is therefore evident that animal qualities and instincts, while perfect for the limited lives of creatures in the balance of nature, do not conform to the high concept of human marriage that God envisaged for men and women made in His image.

We see then that the woman was primarily created to be a companion and friend, "a help meet" (helper fit, R.S.V.) for the
man, someone to share all life's experiences. The full mental and spiritual development of Adam was only possible if he was stimulated, encouraged and supported by another being like himself, having a nr.nd that could respond with intelligence and understanding to his thoughts, ideas and reasoning powers. He needed to love and be loved, to be able to cherish and protect, to learn to give and take. The special qualities of the woman were to complete and supplement those of the man, not to rival them. The fact that she was created from Adam's side rather than from his head or feet appears to emphasise that the relationship was intended to be complementary.
The woman was to be first and foremost a wife and companion; motherhood was a later development and though so important, was secondary to being a help meet for her husband—a fact some are unwise enough to forget.
A Perfect Companion
When God had completed the fashioning of Eve, He presented her to Adam. Awaking from his deep sleep, how thrilled he must have been to see that lovely form standing before him—no woman more beautiful can have existed since, for sin has brought in its train physical and mental deterioration, deformity and disease. Most of us will have a mental picture of Eve's physical perfection, unblemished and graceful, lithe, strong and ideally proportioned for motherhood eventually. We know that between them Adam and Eve possessed all the genetic factors necessary to produce all the different races, colours and characteristics into which their descendants have since separated.
We are given no indication of how long Adam and Eve spent in tending the garden in delightful companionship before they sinned. Considering how much they had to learn, it may well have been some time. They were able to develop their relationship with one another without any pressures from outside, a situation which is implicit in God's first law of marriage—"Therefore shall a man leave his father and mother and shall cleave unto his wife, and they shall be one flesh."
The full significance of this law would not be apparent to the first pair at this time since they had no human parents, but it was forcibly confirmed by the Lord Jesus who, when reminding his hearers of the importance of these words added, "What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder".
The physical union of a man and woman in marriage constituted a bond that could only be broken with the gravest consequences. The part of the law which required the couple to break away from the parental home and build up a family unit on their own, is still valid today. How many marriages have begun badly or ended in disaster because this was not observed. It is a warning to parents and young people alike.
Adam and Eve must have been created with a ready made language so that they could communicate both with their Maker and with one another from their first conscious moment. The angels were there to instruct them in things natural and spiritual. When we remember that they had never been little children, gradually learning about life as they grew, but had begun life as adults with no previous experience, we can appreciate how even the smallest happening was new and exciting. They would need daily guidance and advice from their angelic ministers while learning to make their own decisions and judgements.
How busy their days would be as they discovered how to use the plants and fruits for food and keep the garden in order. We can imagine Adam showing Eve all the different animals and explaining the names he had chosen for them.
Divine Instruction
Adam had received instructions concerning the tree of knowledge of good and evil before his wife was created and God had solemnly warned him that if he ate of it he would surely die. No doubt this was one of the first things Eve heard as they explored their domain together. The threat of death as such probably meant little under those ideal conditions, but the forbidden tree in the midst of the garden with the beautiful fruit and strange properties must have been an object of curiosity from the first.
God gave the human race freewill and the power of choice because He desired willing obedience and a reverent and loving response rather than the automatic reactions of human robots. The one command He gave to test the love and trust of the first pair was the simplest that could be given to such unsophisticated beings. They could eat freely of every tree of the garden except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, but the penalty for disobeying was "Dying thou shall die". It was clear and direct instruction with no possibility of misinterpretation.
Since they had everything around them to make them happy they should have been content, but the very prohibition made the tree fascinating and no doubt they often looked at it and wondered. The wondering did not become acute until the serpent appeared on the scene. Some have speculated that had Adam been tending the garden as assiduously as he should have done the serpent would have been kept out or at least prevented from having undesirable conversations with his wife. The fact remains that God allowed this highly intelligent creature, capable of both thought and speech, to exercise its subtilty upon Eve.
The animal was certainly unlike any modern snake and may have had legs and possibly wings prior to the divine curse. Eve seems to have been familiar with it for she evinced no surprise when it spoke to her, and the strong impression is gained that it had had previous talks with her and that the conversation recorded in Genesis 3 was a resumption of the process of subversion.
Beguiled through Subtilty
It had deduced correctly that Eve was more susceptible to his persuasions than Adam, being guided more by her emotions and wishful thinking than by reason—a trait many of her daughters have inherited. Finding Eve alone, the serpent began, "Yea, hath God said, Ye shall not eat of every tree of the garden?" (Gen. 3:1). Thus in its first recorded words the creature deliberately misquoted God's instruction to Adam as if testing the woman's knowledge and noting her defensive reaction.
Eve correctly repeated God's warning, adding, "Neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die." Whether the command "Not to touch" had at some time been given to them or was her own amplified version, she here confessed openly that she clearly understood the order and the penalty for disobedience.
The serpent airily brushed aside the matter of the death sentence with that first terrible lie, "Ye shall not surely die", and stressed instead the wonderful qualities of the tree. It was alluringly suggested that the knowledge of good and evil to be obtained by eating it would make them as wise as the angels they so much revered.
Having persuaded Eve that God could not really intend them to die, the serpent then insinuated that the prohibition on eating the fruit deprived them unnecessarily of this desirable wisdom and that
God would wish their eyes to be opened. There is nothing like a sense of unreasonable deprivation to make a person urgently desire what is withheld, and so it was with Eve. Her belief in God's word had been effectively undermined by the subtle and insidious reason​ing of the serpent and now her own desires took over.
The Scriptures give three reasons why she succumbed. "When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof" (Gen. 3:6). In the words of the Apostle John, she gave in to "the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life". All the temptations to which we are subjected fall into one or other of these categories, frequently all three as in Eve's case.
So Eve trusted the serpent with his false promises rather than the word of the Almighty who had given her life and created all the beauty around her. She was led astray because the serpent's sugges​tions coincided with her own inclinations, as so many of her descendants have been led astray since. We can all persuade ourselves to believe what we wish to believe, unless we very firmly put the Word of God first as did the Lord Jesus in his temptations.
"In the transgression"
The first effect of eating the fruit was the urge to share it with Adam and it seems that he ate it quite willingly, not because he believed the serpent's lie as Eve had done, but because he chose to be led and influenced by his wife. Paul had something to say about this to Timothy: "Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the transgression" (1 Tim. 2:14). He uses this illustration to establish an important principle to which we shall refer later.
The short term knowledge that followed the eating of the for​bidden fruit was twofold. First there was the consciousness of sex, and secondly the feeling of shame and guilt—the loss of innocence. Before eating of the tree they were naked and unashamed; after​wards "the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew that they were naked, and sought to cover themselves".
It would appear that until this time both Adam and Eve had been as unselfconscious as young children, but now latent faculties were stimulated, setting in motion all the complex processes that are part of sexual maturity. Physical awareness of one another's
bodies embarrassed them so much that they sewed primitive aprons of fig leaves to cover themselves, and it is thought that their marriage was consummated at this time. As they were now subject to death it was necessary to provide for the continuance of the race, and the physical means of doing so was part of the knowledge gained by eating of the tree.
Not only did they hide their nakedness from one another, but they tried to hide themselves from God. Their happy relationship with the Lord was broken and they experienced fear. Their simplicity is shown both by their deeds and their words. How very little they knew God if they thought they could hide from Him. The wearing of the aprons and the need to hide were both confessions of guilt, and Adam's words, "I was afraid because I was naked", betrayed the source of their knowledge.
Adam's Excuse
When God challenged Adam, demanding "Who told thee that thou wast naked? Hast thou eaten of the tree?", they were already self-condemned and no denials were possible, but how readily excuses came to mind. It must have been a shock for Eve when she heard her husband say, "The woman whom thou gavest to be with me, she gave me of the tree and I did eat".
Not only did Adam lay the blame entirely on his wife, but implied that God Himself was also to blame for giving the woman to him—a very human twist. Eve, apparently stung by this cold and unloving defence made by her husband, the one who until now had willingly shared every experience, blamed the serpent, protesting, "The serpent beguiled me, and I did eat".
Both excuses were true as far as they went, but whatever the provocation they had flagrantly disobeyed a clear command. The punishments God saw fit to mete out were both individual and racial, immediate and long term. The serpent was reduced to grovelling in the dust and cursed above all beasts, and became a symbol of sin for all subsequent generations. Adam had now to till the ground which had been cursed, and what had formerly been a pleasant occupation would become hard work and toil until he died. Eve's punishment was twofold: there was multiplication of sorrow and conception, and subjection to her husband. Over-riding everything was the sentence of mortality and death.
God's pronouncement about childbearing seems to relate to the
total role of motherhood, not only to the number of children and the pain of childbirth, but to the sorrows of mind and the manifold anxieties involved in parenthood. We know that most mothers worry about their children all their lives for one reason or another. The fact of death meant that far more babies had to be born to populate the earth than if all had continued in a sinless state. Until very recently the frequency of childbearing has been a very great burden and a cause of much physical suffering to womankind and it is still a grave problem in undeveloped countries. Eve herself was soon to learn the sorrows of a mother with tragic reality.
The Seed of the Woman
The Apostle Paul reminds us that faithful women will eventually be saved from this curse through "the childbearing", which surely means the salvation wrought through the Lord Jesus Christ, the seed of the woman. (See Amplified New Testament, 1 Tim. 2:15; see also The Christadelphian, "The Letters to Timothy and Titus", 1977, p. 457, for a different view.) This wonderful promise of the seed who would destroy the sinful seed of the serpent pro​vided the one gleam of hope in the bitter sentence. It has done so through the ages, and that Eve herself grasped it eagerly is shown by the names she gave her sons. Although the woman was first in the transgression it was her descendant, Christ Jesus, born uniquely of another woman, who would destroy the power of sin—a promise steadfast and sure.
Eve's subjection to her husband, although a punishment, was a wise and practical provision for their changed mode of life. In the garden they had been happy, sharing equally all the experiences of learning and living, but now Eve was to become predominantly a mother, with all the cares of small children to deal with, while Adam had to be the provider and protector. Their duties had diverged and to cope with the perils of the outside world it was essential that there should be a respected head of the family, a final arbiter of major decisions, who by reason of temperament and physical strength was fitted to rule in his own house. This arrange​ment was ordained by God in His wisdom as the best basis for family life.
Adam and Eve learnt the meaning of death when God rejected the inadequacy of their fig leaf aprons and caused animals to be slain to provide skins with which to clothe them. This was the first time blood was shed to cover sin and it established the divine
principle that without the shedding of blood there could be no remission of sin. Equipped with their garments of skins they were thrust out of the garden to fend for themselves. It seems likely that climatic changes accompanied the cursing of the earth so that the warm conditions in the garden gave way to more violent extremes of heat and cold and effective protective clothing would be a necessity, quite apart from its spiritual significance.
We can imagine their struggles to find shelter and build a new home. Food now had to be searched for and grown, and their very necessities would involve bitter toil, sweat and shame. How longing​ly they would look back to their life in God's garden which was now guarded by the Cherubim. Probably they went back to the gate of Eden to worship and make their sacrifices, as later the Israelites worshipped at the gate of the tabernacle, and here they would receive forgiveness and still be able to maintain communion with God.
The First Child
In due course the first baby arrived and with him came all the ageless joy of a new life. Eve had never seen a baby before and we can sense her excitement when she called him "Cain, and said, I have gotten a man from the Lord". She believed that here was the promised seed who would destroy the power of sin. How thrilling it would be for Eve as she watched the daily development of her children as they grew into adults like Adam and herself—each stage was new to them, for they had never experienced childhood and adolescence. The process is marvellous to parents now; how much more to the first human pair.
Alas, how sad and ironical their joy, for in their beloved firstborn  was  revealed  the  depths  of human  weakness  and wickedness.   Probably   the   boys   would   show   their   different characters from an early age, the eldest wilful, headstrong, jealous and violent, and Abel peaceful, faithful and God-fearing. Nothing would have prepared the first family for the cruel consequences of Cain's unbridled jealousy and anger. Eve then knew the awful meaning of "dying thou shalt die", as she suffered the deep anguish of a bereaved mother. Yet when one son was murdered and the eldest banished, she still trusted God's promise, for when Seth was born she believed her hope would be fulfilled in him, saying, "God hath appointed me another seed instead of Abel, whom Cain slew".
She had learnt by bitter experience that God always kept His word and that what He said would surely come to pass. How anxiously she would watch Seth to see whether he would follow his wicked brother Cain or righteous Abel, and what heartfelt thanks she would feel when it was said of him and his descendants, "Then began men to call upon the name of the Lord" (Gen. 4:26). We know that Eve had many other sons and daughters, but nothing is recorded of them nor are we told how long she lived. However, we can think of her in her old age, surrounded by her children's children of many generations, telling them again and again the wonderful stories of the Garden of Eden when everything was so very good.
Scriptural Lessons and Principles
The Scriptural lessons and principles based upon the lives of Adam and Eve are many and some have been mentioned already. Most of them affect us now as we think of God's law of marriage, the nature of sin and how it can only be covered by the sacrifice of God's own providing. Events in Eden also govern the position of women in the home and in the ecclesia. The Apostle Paul reminds the church in Ephesus that the law given to Eve is still binding to the sisters of the Christian dispensation:
"For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church . . . Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything."
Husbands are commanded to love their wives as Christ loved the church and gave himself for it. Thus each home is to be a pattern of the love between Christ and the church—a very high ideal, but if both partners try to behave in this way then the command for the wives to be subject will not be a burden but a willing act of Chris​tian self-discipline.
There should seldom be a conflict of wills if tact and under​standing and love are practised, but if problems arise which cannot be agreed upon and if no other Christian principle is involved, then the wife should give way graciously for the Lord's sake. If she has the faith to believe God's promises that all things work together for good to them that love God, her obedience will be counted for righteousness.
It is necessary that in a family one shall be responsible for final decisions of importance and God has ordained that the man shall
have this responsibility, but he is accountable to God for the manner in which he exercises it. The man's authority in the home is also extended to life in the ecclesia where the position of sisters is directly related to Eve's behaviour so long ago. Adam had disobeyed the voice of God because he had listened to the voice of his deceived wife. The Apostle Paul told Timothy, "But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence . . . For Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the transgression" (1 Tim. 2:12,14).
As a permanent warning of the dire consequences of this initial sin, women were to keep silence in formal mixed worship. It had practical value in that it avoided unseemly confusion or rivalry between the sexes and unworthy fleshly bias. It also recognised that women, by reason of their biological make-up, are more prone to be swayed by emotions and instinct than men and are usually less able to detect false doctrine when plausibly presented. They can also use their feminine charms for wrong purposes, as when Eve led Adam astray. This in no way precludes the active participation of sisters in the many and varied useful and important ministrations essential to the well run ecclesia.
A Vexed Question
The vexed question of women wearing a head covering in formal meetings is based upon another principle established in Eden, the relationship of the man and the woman before God. Again Paul explains the matter:
"The head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God . . . For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, forasmuch as he is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of the man" (1 Cor. 11:3,7; see also vv. 8,9).
An uncovered man glorifies God, but the uncovered woman with her physical loveliness of hair glorifies the man, and it is unfitting for him to be conscious of this human glory when in the presence of God in the ecclesia.
Beautiful hair can be an undoubted distraction Jo others in the congregation when the sole purpose of all present should be to worship God in spirit and in truth; so the head covering is not only a symbol of our correct relationship to God and one another, but should help to avoid undesirable diversions at such a time.
The compulsory wearing of hats has long been discarded in many of the churches around us, but a sister in Christ should recognise the true reason for the covering and accept the Scriptural position with Christ-like grace. The modern hat is certainly not as effective a covering as the ancient veil, but is recognised as an equivalent symbol and the need to avoid unseemly distraction in worship should guide a thoughtful sister in the choice of headgear, and in​deed of her general apparel.
The Apostle Paul shows clearly that these divine ordinances make for proper respect, decency and order both in the home and ecclesia, whatever others around us may advocate, and we have many Scriptural examples of the dangers of tampering with God's laws. We are assured that faithful men and women are as one in God's sight: "There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus."
If we are found worthy at that day, we shall be made equal unto the angels and human sex distinctions will no longer dominate our lives and the curse of Eden will be removed for ever. The most beautiful spiritual counterpart from the life of Eve is that of the Lord Jesus Christ and his Bride, the Church. The Bride is created from the riven side of her Lord, developed and prepared for him in his absence, then adorned in the beautiful garments of righteousness and presented to him by God. Together they celebrate the marriage supper of the Lamb and dwell in perfect harmony in the restored Garden of the Lord.
As we read in the Revelation, "And there shall in no wise enter into it anything that defileth ... or that maketh a lie". The serpent power that beguiled Eve will have been destroyed for ever by her promised "Seed", and all who comprise the Bride of the second Adam will "have right to the tree of life" at last.
Since so much of God's eternal purpose was foreshadowed in the life of Eve, we think that she herself will form part of the Bride, the Lamb's wife, and will see the mighty fulfilment of all the types, shadows and prophecies revealed in the lives of the first human pair. She will be the mother of all the resurrected saints of all ages, truly Eve, "the mother of all living".
2
SARAH
SARAI was extremely beautiful, she was sixty-five, and she was childless. To a woman whose life expectancy was well over one hundred years, sixty-five was perhaps no more than early middle age, but Sarai had now been married for many years, and in a world where the success of a marriage was reckoned by the number of its sons, her childless state was a matter for deep regret; and humanly speaking it was unlikely to change.
Some years earlier the family—Terah, his son Abram, daughter-in-law Sarai and his grandson Lot—had migrated from the comfor​table and sophisticated urban life of Ur of the Chaldees and settled in Haran. Now Terah was dead and Abram, in obedience to God's command, left Haran and went out, "not knowing whither he went". With him went Sarai, and with him also went Lot and a company of servants, mostly shepherds and herdsmen, for Abram was rich in sheep and cattle.
They came into the land of Canaan and travelled slowly from north to south. "Unto thy seed will I give this land", God told Abram. But after a time there was a severe famine in the land of Canaan. The fertile land of Egypt was the obvious refuge, and to Egypt Abram and his company went. As they approached the Egyptian border, Abram began to fear danger to himself. Sarai was beautiful, the Egyptians were a licentious people and the monarch was all-powerful. It seemed only too possible that he would be killed for his wife, and he made her promise to say that she was his sister. It seems strange that a man whose faith in God's promises never wavered should be so fearful for his life as to practise such a deception (for although Sarai was indeed his half-sister, that was only part of the truth), but his knowledge of the manners and
customs of the Canaanite peoples was not such as to inspire con​fidence in the integrity of strangers.
There were grounds for his fears, for the Egyptians, seeing Sarai's beauty, spoke of her to Pharaoh, who took her into his harem and rewarded Abram with servants and livestock. What Sarai's feelings were we are not told but faithful to her promise, she at first maintained that she was Abram's sister; and in Pharaoh's harem she might have remained had not God intervened. Before Pharaoh could take her as his wife, some plague fell upon him and his household, thereby preventing him from carrying out his intent. According to Josephus, the priests told him the reason for the plague. More likely Sarai herself was questioned and admitted the truth. At all events, once the truth was known, Pharaoh restored Sarai to her husband and sent them away.
So now wealthier than ever, Abram and Sarai, with Lot, re​turned to the Negeb and among the newly-acquired slaves was the young Egyptian, Hagar, who became Sarai's personal maid.
A Son by Hagar
We pass over the next few years. Sarai, no doubt, spent her time busily enough in spinning, weaving and attending to her very large household but still there was no child and every passing year made the promise seem less likely of fulfilment. God had assured Abram that he would be the father of countless descendants: He had not said that Sarai would be their mother and Sarai was impatient. She therefore gave Hagar to Abram to be his concubine. "Perhaps I may obtain children by her", she said. This was quite in accordance with the laws and customs of the time. In such a case, the wife was entitled to regard the handmaid's children as her own.
But Hagar, finding herself pregnant, became insolent and made it quite clear that she despised her mistress for being childless. This was more than Sarai could tolerate. She complained to Abram; though since it had been her own idea in the first place, it seems hardly just to blame him for Hagar's impertinence. Perhaps she only meant to blame him for not punishing Hagar. Abram left Sarai to deal with Hagar as she thought fit. The handmaid could not, in the circumstances, be sold, but she could be treated harshly and forfeit the privileges she had enjoyed as the prospective mother of her master's child. Hagar endured it for a while and then fled. Whether Sarai treated her less harshly when she returned we are not told. No doubt if Hagar behaved submissively, as the angel had
bidden her, she would have had little cause to complain of her treatment (Gen. 16:16; 17:1).
It was thirteen years after the birth of Ishmael that God appeared to Abram, repeating the promises, giving him the covenant of cir​cumcision, and changing his name to Abraham ("Father of a multitude"). This time Sarai was specifically named. God changed her name to Sarah ("Princess") and said, "I will bless her, and give thee a son also of her: yea, I will bless her and she shall be a mother of nations: kings and people shall be of her".
"Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed." Was it the laughter of incredulity or of wonder and joy? Since we are told that he "staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief" (Rom. 4:20), it must have been the laughter of joy. Probably it was to this joy that his greatest descendant referred when he said, "Abraham rejoiced to see my day" (John 8:56).
But he was anxious that Ishmael should not be excluded from in​heritance when there was a new heir and God reassured him that Ishmael also should be blessed, "but my covenant will I establish with Isaac, which Sarah shall bear unto thee".
"Is any thing too hard for the Lord?"
It was shortly after this that the three strangers came to the camp at Mamre. Abraham, with the ready hospitality of the east, hastened to prepare a meal for them and set Sarah to baking; and he himself stood and waited on them while they ate. They sat in the shade of the oaks and Sarah remained in the tent. Hearing her name mentioned, she listened attentively and was surprised to hear them say, "Sarah thy wife shall have a son".
A woman of ninety, long past her menopause, was to bear a son! Absurd! Sarah laughed to herself and thought, "After I am old, shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?" Possibly, taking the travellers for ordinary men, she thought this was merely some empty politeness. Courtesy forbade that she should laugh aloud, so it was with some dismay that she heard one of the strangers say, "Why did Sarah laugh? ... Is any thing too hard for the Lord?" Hastily she denied having laughed, but he replied, "No, but you did laugh". She realised now that these were no ordinary visitors and, faith triumphing over incredulity, she "received strength to conceive seed, even when she was past the age, since she considered him faithful who had promised" (Heb. 11:11, R.S.V.).
It is interesting to note that the only occasion on which we are /oWthat Sarah called Abraham "lord" is when she was speaking to herself. That was how she thought of him. The apostle Peter, exhorting wives to be in subjection to their husbands, after the pattern of "the holy women who trusted in God" adds, "even as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord: whose daughters ye are as long as ye do well" (1 Peter 3:6). Submissive, certainly, but not servile!
After this Abraham journeyed southward, either in search of fresh pasture for his flocks or because he found it painful to remain where he would be reminded of the dreadful fate of Sodom and Gomorrah; and he came to Gerar. Following their former plan of action when among strangers, he and Sarah declared themselves to be brother and sister, with the result that Abimelech (this was the title of the Philistine kings) took her into his household. In the ordinary way one would hardly expect so old a woman to be attrac​tive enough to be in such danger; but Sarah, after the angel's visit, had had a renewal of her youth and was as beautiful now as she had been when Pharaoh carried her off, almost twenty-five years earlier.
Once again God intervened. Not only did He prevent Abimelech from dishonouring Sarah (evidently by sending some illness upon him) but He also appeared to him in a dream, warning him that Sarah was a married woman and that he would be killed unless he restored her to her husband. Abraham had been mistaken in think​ing that "the fear of God was not in this place". Abimelech was a man of integrity. Early the next morning he sent for Abraham and reproached him for his deception. He returned Sarah to him and gave him a present of sheep, cattle and slaves, by the acceptance of which Sarah's chastity was acknowledged and the offence forgiven. To Sarah he said, with gentle irony, "See, I have given your brother a thousand pieces of silver; it is your vindication in the eyes of all who are with you" (Gen. 20:16, R.S.V.). After this Abraham prayed to God; and God healed Abimelech and his harem.
A Son of Promise
In due course Sarah's son was born and was called Isaac ("he laughs") as God had instructed Abraham. "God has made laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over me" (R.S.V.), said Sarah, and now her laughter was of pure delight. At the age of two or three, Isaac was weaned and this was the occasion for a great
feast. But amid the general rejoicing there were two who did not rejoice—Hagar and her son Ishmael, now a lad of sixteen or seven¬teen. No longer could Hagar boast that she was the mother of Abraham's only son, or Ishmael regard himself as the sole heir. Sarah, ever watchful of her much-loved son, saw Ishmael mocking or playing with Isaac (Gen. 21:9, A.V., R.S.V.). It sounds fairly harmless, but seeing that Paul says that Ishmael persecuted Isaac (Gal. 4:29), it would seem that his behaviour must have been, at the very least, provocative. It was too much for Sarah.

"Cast out this slave woman with her son", she said to Abraham. "The son of this slave woman shall not be heir with my son Isaac." Abraham was grieved—Ishmael was after all his son—but God told him to do as Sarah said; so Hagar and Ishmael were sent away.

We read no more about Sarah in the book of Genesis. We are not told whether Abraham informed her of what God had commanded him to do when he took Isaac and three servants and set out for the land of Moriah. We can only surmise. Probably Abraham would have wished to spare her feelings, and in any case he reckoned "that God was able to raise him (Isaac) up, even from the dead" (Heb. 11:19), and expected to bring Isaac home again with him, as his words to the servants suggest: "I and the lad will go yonder and worship and come again to you".

So Sarah lived to see Isaac reach the age of 37, and died, deeply mourned, at the age of 127. But although Isaac was the only one of her descendants whom she ever saw, her later descendants are as numerous as the stars of heaven and the sand on the sea-shore.

The Slave and the Free

These things, said the apostle Paul, are an allegory. Divinely inspired, he takes the Old Testament story of Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, Ishmael and Isaac and gives it a new meaning (Gal. 4:22-31). He contrasts Hagar and Sarah, likening them to the Jews and the Christians.

Hagar was a slave and her children, born of ordinary human im¬pulse, were slaves. She represents Sinai, where the Mosaic law was given—the law which could not give life. The Jerusalem of Paul's day was bound under the law. "We be Abraham's seed" said the Jews with pride, "and were never in bondage to any man" (John 8:33), forgetting that descent from Abraham was in itself no guarantee of God's approval. Ishmael was also descended from
Abraham, as were Midian and Edom, to name but two others. They were slaves to the law, slaves to sin and, like Ishmael, persecuted the true heir. Their lot is to be cast out.

Sarah was a free woman and a princess, and her children are free_free with "the glorious liberty of the children of God" (Rom. 8:21). They are also children of promise, being born "not of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God" (John 1:13). So Isaiah says, "Sing, O barren, thou that didst not bear ... for the desolate hath many more children than she which hath an husband" (54:1). Both woman have many descendants, but the descendants of Sarah include all those who have by baptism become the children of Abraham. But Isaiah continues (v. 5): "For thy Maker is thine husband: the Lord of hosts is his name".

So Sarah stands not only as the pattern for the modern wife who is also a sister, but as a type of the church, to whom it was said, "You have ravished my heart, my sister, my bride", and "How sweet is your love, my sister, my bride" (Song 4:9-10, R.S.V.).

Our last glimpse of the anti-typical Sarah is in Revelation, where John sees the new Jerusalem coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband (Rev. 21:2).

She is extremely beautiful. Her memory is immortal. She is the mother of us all.
HAGAR
HAGAR could have been our sister; the Truth could have made her free, but she chose to remain a bondwoman, an Egyptian bond​woman. Yet she had her chance, indeed she had some phenomenal privileges in the days when the knowledge of the Truth was very rare. Consider:
She worshipped regularly with Abraham and his servants.
She was there when Lot was delivered (Gen. 14)
She was there when Melchizedek came forth bearing bread
and wine.
She was there when God made several promises to Abraham, about which she must have heard from him (Gen. 13, 15, 17).
She was the wife of the "father of the faithful", the "friend
of God".
She was there when the angels came to destroy Sodom and
Gomorrah.
She was there, probably looking on, when the smoke of the funeral pyre of the cities of the plain went up as the smoke of a furnace (Gen. 19).
She was a witness of the miraculous regeneration of Abraham and Sarah, in preparation for the birth of Isaac.
She met the angel of the Lord twice (Gen. 6, 21)!
She twice drank of wells which God had prepared for her.
She received a promise from God concerning her own son (Gen. 21).
And yet, despite all this she remained exactly what she was— unchanged, unrepentant and unhappy.
It is here that, as sisters in the Lord, we must take a long and
searching look at ourselves and make sure that we are not like Hagar. Our spiritual husband is greater even than Abraham, the Lord Jesus Christ himself, and yet it is so easy for us to say that we belong to him and for our heart to remain in Egypt.
Like Hagar, our attitudes and reactions to problems in life must belie where our heart's treasure is. "And when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her eyes." Hagar was suddenly "one up" on this beautiful freewoman of whom she was certainly jealous, and how she would glory in her triumph! How often have we been jealous of another sister for whatever reason: her face, her wealth, her husband, her personality. And when sud​denly a trial comes upon that person we may even feel secretly pleased. "But if ye have bitter envying in your hearts, glory not, and lie not against the truth. This wisdom descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, devilish . . . But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, easy to be intreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy" (James 3).
Down into Egypt
Sadly, Ishmael learned the ways of his mother and not those of his father, for we are told that he persecuted Isaac. It would be bad enough if our wrong attitudes, prejudices and ungodly thoughts went no further than ourselves, but they do and those of us who are mothers have a grave responsibility in the influencing of our children. "A virtuous woman . . . openeth her mouth with wisdom and the law of kindness is on her tongue . . . her children rise up and call her blessed ... a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised" (Prov. 31).
And when Hagar is afflicted and finally sent away from Abraham's company she is, on both occasions, found heading south—like a moth to the flame—to Egypt. She longed after the leeks and onions and garlic of Egypt, after the land whence, in the kindness of God, she had come, after the fleshpots and servitude she had left behind.
When we are afflicted and troubled do we "despise the chasten​ing of the Lord", and run off to seek the wisdom of Egypt? There are those who, feeling hurt, miserable and bitter about their un​happy experiences in life, turn their backs on the great and precious Promises of God, being unable to pray and unable to read the
Word; their attendances at the Breaking of Bread mean nothing to them, until communication with God ceases completely. Let us strive not to follow Hagar into the wilderness when trials come upon us, but endure chastening, knowing that "afterward it yieldeth the peaceable fruit of righteousness unto them which are exercised thereby" (Heb. 12:11).
Hagar failed, utterly and abysmally, to appreciate her privileges. Our privileges are just as great in a world devoid of Truth. Con​sider how few people have the privileges we have:
The Word of God, available, understandable, regularly read.
The Covenants of Promise, open for us to join and embrace.
The Sacrifice of the Lord Jesus, waiting to cover our sins.
The Breaking of Bread to remind us of these things.
An infallible guide-book for all the perplexities of life.
The privilege of approaching the throne of grace in prayer at will.
A loving Father and a matchless one who is "not ashamed" to call us brethren, waiting to enfold us in the Family of God.
The vision of the coming Kingdom of God on earth.
The visible outworking of God's plan with the nations in general and the Middle East in particular.
And yet, it is so easy to turn our backs on them.
Upwards to Zion
What things do you deem most valuable in Life? What means most to you? Your house? Your job? The money you and your hus​band are making? Your friends in the world? Your children? These things, if they are all that you are interested in, are merely signposts on the road to Egypt. God calls us to higher, nobler things than these. Why not determine to set your heart on Zion, fully, com​pletely, and without reserve? It is the only real value in life, the only goal worth aiming at.
Do we spend many thoughtless hours saturating ourselves in the futile and sordid atmosphere which many television programmes help to create! How can they possibly help on the way upwards to Zion? Can we not imagine Hagar spending countless hours chatting with the traders coming on their camels from Egypt? Finding out about the latest fashions, the scandals and the other juicy titbits of gossip they must have brought with them? Hagar did not have TV, but she had its equivalent!
Is Egypt the place we want to be? Beware lest it become the goal the land, the tomb!
"What saith the scripture? Cast out the bondwoman and her
son". "And cast ye the unprofitable servant into the outer
darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth" (Gal 4-30-
Matt. 25:30).
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LOT'S WIFE
ALL that the Bible tells us specifically about Lot's wife is that she "looked back from behind him, and she became a pillar of salt". We do not even know her name or where she came from. There is no mention of Lot having a wife until after he was separated from Abraham and had pitched his tent "towards Sodom"; so it may well be that he married one of the women of Sodom, which would explain a great deal.
On the face of it, when he chose the plain of Jordan, leaving the hilly country to the west to Abraham, Lot had much the better bargain, but, alas for Lot, he was not the first to recognise the prosperous easy life which was offered by the fertile plain of Jordan. Here were found cities, occupied by idolatrous people such as those whom Abraham had left behind in Ur of the Chaldees —"But the men of Sodom were wicked, and sinners before the Lord exceedingly". And Lot was found pitching his tent near Sodom, and later actually living in a house inside the city itself.
The time came when the wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah was such that God could tolerate it no longer. He warned Abraham that He intended to destroy the cities with their inhabitants. Abraham pleaded with God for Sodom for the sake of the righteous who might be found here, and God conceded that if only ten righteous souls could be found in it He would spare the city. But that condition would clearly not be met, and angelic messengers were sent to warn Lot to flee with his wife and family from Sodom before the threatened destruction came.
Lot was clearly hesitant about departing. His two sons-in-law refused to go with him, and no doubt his wife was also reluctant to
go; for the angels had to seize hold of them and almost drag them aw'ay outside the city. They were urged to flee to the mountains; but evidently used to urban ways, they feared the rigours of nomadic life which once had been Lot's normal experience. He pleaded with the angels to be allowed to go to Zoar, another city not so far away. With great patience, God heard his pleas, and they set off for Zoar. Then:
"The Lord rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord out of heaven; and he over​threw those cities, and all the plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities and that which grew upon the ground" (Gen. 19:24,25). The 14th chapter of Genesis describes war between the kings or chiefs of various cities, among which are mentioned Sodom, Gomorrah and Zoar, "which is the Salt Sea"—the Bible name for the Dead Sea. This valley is referred to as being full of slimepits. Werner Keller in his book The Bible as History speaks of the Jordan valley as part of a huge fracture in the earth's crust, which begins far to the north of Palestine and runs down beyond the Red Sea. There is abundant evidence in this Jordan valley of earth​quakes (the Bible mentions them) and volcanic eruption—manifest in great stretches of lava and basalt, craters of extinct volcanoes, oily patches of bitumen on the waters of the Dead Sea (the "slime" of the Scriptures?), and the smell of petroleum and sulphur. Many Biblical sites have been excavated, but the sites of Sodom and Gomorrah have never been found. Geologists suggest that they lay "in the area which is now submerged beneath the slowly rising waters of the southern section of the Dead Sea, and that their destruction came about through a great earthquake—probably accompanied by explosions, lightning, the issue of natural gas, and general conflagration".
The Filthy Conversation of the Wicked
Have you ever felt sorry for Lot's wife? Do you picture her rather as you might a poor woman whose house was set on fire, and who, having escaped from the conflagration, turned to watch and weep as her home went up in flames, with all her little treasures, things which she had worked and saved for over the years and lovingly polished and cared for; whose only sin was that she turned to take a last look at all that she was leaving behind for ever?
A little reflection on the subject can be very enlightening and sobering. In Genesis 19 one is given a glimpse of a depth of
depravity in the men of Sodom which has a nightmarish quality. People of a normal decent upbringing could hardly have imagined such horrors. Such things have been more openly discussed in recent times; though there is no reason to think that the frank and objective attitude of the present-day will help to stamp out these evils, or that the rising generation will be in less danger for being exposed to them.
In fact, familiarity will serve to harden us and diminish our sense of horror. Certainly this seems to have been so in the case of Lot and his wife. One would have thought that after that dreadful night, realising the dangers in which her household—and par​ticularly her two daughters—had been from the men of Sodom, Lot's wife could not have shaken off the dust of Sodom from her heels fast enough, when God, through the angels, offered a way of escape—not merely from the judgements of God, but from the terrors of life in Sodom. The genuineness of the angelic visitors had been proved to her by the miracle of blindness which smote the attackers, which for that night at least, saved Lot and his household. But no, they lingered and had to be persuaded and encouraged to leave. They pleaded to be allowed to stay in Zoar, which from its proximity was probably not much better than Sodom and Gomorrah. Lingering and Looking Back
Doubtless Lot's wife set store by her comfortable home and settled city life, and feared the perils of an outdoor wandering life. Yet she should have known that God, who had sent specially to warn and save her household from destruction, would also watch over and provide for them in the life which lay ahead. Even when the rain of fire had already begun, she should have been convinced if she still had any room for doubt, but she lingered and looked back. It was not just a quick backward glance over her shoulder, as she hurried from Sodom. The word translated "looked back" means an attentive gaze.
It needed no special act of judgement. Anyone who lingered in the vicinity of Sodom might well be suffocated by the poisonous fumes, as can be inferred from what Abraham saw next morning. "And lo, the smoke of that country went up as the smoke of a furnace." And to this day the motionless objects in the Dead Sea are quickly covered with salt. Thus, the destruction of Lot's wife was inevitable.
In fact, as one studies the record, one is impressed with the patience of God towards Lot and his family. For the sake of ten He would have spared the city. He would have saved the sons-in-law, unbelievers though they were, had they followed Lot. When Lot and his wife were slow to decide, the angels urged and persuaded right to the last minute, and even compromised in letting them stay in Zoar instead of going up to the hills.
We may perhaps take comfort from this, realising how weak and soft we are ourselves; and know that God will help us to improve if only we have faith in Him.
But there is also a serious warning for us all. When Jesus was asked by certain Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, he told them this was not for them to know. Then he used illustra​tions from their nation's history, which they knew well, showing them that God's kingdom and His judgements would come just as surely—and for most men just as unexpectedly—as the flood had come in the days of Noah, and Sodom had been destroyed in the days of Lot.
"Remember Lot's wife!"
In a phrase, striking in its brevity, which must have been spoken with impressive force, he says, "Remember Lot's wife!" Ezekiel once likened Jerusalem to Sodom, saying,
"Behold, this was the iniquity of thy sister Sodom, pride, fulness of bread, and abundance of idleness was in her and in her daughters, neither did she strengthen the hand of the poor and needy."
These are not the gross sins which have become synonymous with the name of Sodom, but just the sort of things to which we are all prone in these days of affluence, laziness, greed, selfishness; just the sort of things Jesus mentions in his warning of the day of judge​ment: buying and selling, eating and drinking, planting and building, marrying and giving in marriage. The modern counter​parts might be the garden, the new house, holidays, ambitious plans for the children, and so on. None of these things sounds very evil in itself; but if any of them lead us away from God, and harden us to the needs of mankind, they are just as deadly as the sins of Sodom.
That is why we cannot too often "remember Lot's wife".
5
REBEKAH
ABRAHAM did not want his son Isaac to marry an idolatrous Canaanite, so he sent his faithful servant, Eliezer of Damascus, to find a wife from among his kindred in Mesopotamia and gave him this assurance:
"The Lord God of heaven . . . shall send his angel before thee,
and thou shall take a wife unto my son from thence" (Gen.
24:7).
The woman who was chosen in this way must indeed have possess​ed rare qualities.
After his long journey from Canaan Eliezer prayed that God would show him Isaac's bride by making her of whom he asked water offer to draw water for his camels too. The answer was immediate: "Before he had done speaking", a damsel, "very fair to look upon," approached and filled her pitcher. The servant asked for water which "she hasted" to provide. We can imagine the old steward's suspense now. But it was short-lived. Rebekah offered to draw water for the camels too. This man and his travel​ling companions were strangers to her, but she did not assume an artificial shyness. Instead she behaved with a complete lack of wordly affectation and with kind consideration said simply:
"I will draw water for thy camels also." Once again she "hasted" to do so (24:20).
These few words reveal a willing and practical disposition. We seldom consider what her offer entailed. To draw sufficient water to satisfy the thirst of a team of camels after a long desert journey was not a task to be lightly undertaken. But Rebekah did it, and how pleased Eliezer must have been. Now he only needed confir-
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mation that she was of Abraham's kindred—yet he felt so sure about her that he actually displayed the gifts intended for the betrothed as he asked her name. Hearing that she was the daughter of Abraham's nephew, Bethuel, Eliezer was overcome with gratitude and poured out his thanks to God. When Rebekah knew that he had come from Abraham she behaved with artless spon​taneity. "The damsel ran and told them of her mother's house these things." A more sophisticated girl would have walked home with studied dignity, but Rebekah just ran home with the news.
Now we are introduced to Rebekah's family. She had at this time a father, mother and at least two brothers of whom only one is named. Even a superficial reading of the chapter shows clearly that her brother, Laban, was the ruling power in the house. Her father, Bethuel, is only mentioned once and then takes second place to his son.
"Then Laban and Bethuel answered ..." (24:50).
In Genesis 24:28 her "mother's house" is the description given to her home. It is probable that Bethuel was a sick man at this time.
The Scriptures frequently reveal the essentials of a character in their first reference to that particular person. This is strikingly demonstrated in the case of Laban, who is first referred to in Genesis 24:30-31.
"And it came to pass when he (Laban) saw the earring and
bracelets upon his sister's hands ... he said, Come in, thou
blessed of the Lord."
What a summing up of the character of this keen, grasping man whose unscrupulous methods we remember in his dealings with Jacob in later years!
God's Choice
Bethuel's family listened with interest to Eliezer's story. Having learned of Abraham's great wealth which Isaac would inherit they naturally favoured the marriage, but when they heard how Eliezer had been miraculously guided towards Rebekah they realised that the whole matter was over-ruled by God.
What appears curious to us with our Western ideas is that the whole family seems to discuss Rebekah's future without consulting her wishes at all. "Behold, Rebekah is before thee; take her and go." But she too must have realised that this was of God, for we hear no syllable of protest. With true humility she accepted the
wishes of the family and obeyed the will of God. The only time Rebekah herself was consulted was when she was given the choice of going at once with Eliezer or staying awhile. Simply and un​affectedly she decided to go at once, realising that a wonderful destiny lay ahead. When the bride of the child of promise made this decision, was it not a type of the readiness that the bride of Christ should show to follow the Lord when called and not dally further amid the associations of the world?
A Separation Real and Irrevocable
The separation from her family was real and irrevocable, without the comfort of letters and visits. She was really severing all connec​tion with her home; then there was that long journey of which the record tells us nothing. At the end of it she was to marry a man whom she had never seen. Only one link with her home remained unbroken—her faithful nurse went with her (24:59).
When the journey was almost over, a man was seen in the distance, "meditating in the field at eventide". Learning that this was Isaac, Rebekah alighted from her camel and veiled herself. It was considered improper for a man or woman not to dismount at the approach of an important person. Hebrew women counted their husbands their lords and superiors and showed them due respect. It was not necessary for a woman to be veiled in the presence of a servant, so it was only when they approached Isaac that Rebekah veiled herself.
The last verse of Genesis 24 contains a sequence of ideas which is strange to us:
"Isaac ... took Rebekah, and she became his wife; and he loved her."
We should expect to find:
"Isaac loved Rebekah and he took her and she became his
wife."
Rabbi Hirsch has an interesting note on this. He says:
"However important it is that love shall precede marriage, it is far more important that it should continue after marriage. The modern attitude lays all the stress on the romance before marriage; but the older Jewish view emphasises the life-long devotion and affection after marriage." Rebekah brought comfort to Isaac after his mother's death,
foreshadowing the glorious day when the marriage of the Lamb
and his bride will bring eternal comfort after the long reign of death.
Chapter 25 brings a change in the status of Rebekah. No longer was she a child in the household of her domineering brother, but the honoured wife of prosperous Isaac. She remained unspoilt by her newly acquired wealth and position, we may be sure. Verse 21 reads:
"And Isaac intreated the Lord for his wife because she was
barren: and the Lord was intreated of him and Rebekah his wife
conceived."
The words are soon read, but is their significance appreciated? Have we wondered for how long Rebekah was barren? Isaac was forty when he was married (v. 20) and sixty when the twin sons were born (v. 26), so for nearly twenty years Rebekah suffered the sadness and loneliness of a childless wife. When Sarah was similar​ly placed, angels brought her reassuring messages, but no such encouragement cheered Rebekah. Even then Sarah became impa​tient of the delay and persuaded Abraham to beget a child of Hagar. Of a childless Rachel we read that she "envied her sister" and roused Jacob's anger by her demand, "Give me children, or else I die" (Gen. 30:1-2). But of Rebekah there is no record of any impatience. She must have consoled herself during the long years of waiting, by recalling the promise to Abraham of which she must have been told. "In Isaac shall thy seed be called."
A Woman's Prayer
In faith she waited for God to act. She waited for twenty years. This emphasised the fact that the sons who were eventually born were sent by God to fulfil His purpose. Verse 22 contains the first recorded prayer of a woman in the Bible:
"And the children struggled together within her; and she said,
If it be so, wherefore do I live? And she went to inquire of the
Lord" (R.V.).
The prayer was answered by the momentous declaration that two nations were in her womb, of whom the elder should serve the younger.
Twin sons were born to Rebekah and were named Esau, meaning "hairy", and Jacob, meaning "supplanter" because of the circumstances of his birth. Esau was the "cunning hunter" whereas Jacob was a "plain man" (25:27). This is a somewhat misleading
translation because the Hebrew word tarn is nowhere else rendered "plain" in the Old Testament. Instead it is translated "upright" once, "undefiled" twice and "perfect" nine times. This is the word used to describe Job as "a perfect and an upright man". A different impression of Jacob would have been given at the outset if the translators had been consistent and called him a "perfect" or an "upright" man.
Rebekah must have watched her sons grow up with interest and wonder. She would observe Jacob's development particularly, knowing that God had foretold a greater future for her younger son. When Esau sold his birthright to Jacob for a mere mess of pottage, Rebekah would have seen in this the beginning of the ful​filment of the prophecy.
"The elder shall serve the younger."
It probably pleased her that by means of this transaction the birthright now belonged legally to Jacob. Yet as a mother she would grieve that Esau had parted so lightly with the precious birthright—that he had indeed "despised his birthright" (Gen. 25:34).
Such Different Sons
Other undesirable features were present too, for the language of Hebrews 12:16 is very strong:
"Looking diligently . . . lest there be any fornicator or profane person, as Esau, who for one morsel of meat sold his birthright."
Rebekah would wonder how Isaac could possibly prefer Esau, in view of these grave defects in his character, and Isaac's favouritism towards Esau would make her lavish still more affection on Jacob, the son that God loved.
In such matters we must beware of the influence of popular writers whose opinions rarely have any Scriptural foundation. In his Women of the Bible, H. V. Morton wrote of Rebekah,
"It seems to us difficult to understand how even an infatuated
mother . . . could prefer the smooth, spoilt Jacob to the honest,
hairy Esau."
It is not difficult for us to understand why writers prefer the profane Esau, for "the world loves its own". The history of Rebekah's sons is now interrupted to tell of a
famine in Canaan. Isaac went to the land of the Philistines and here Rebekah was sorely tried. Isaac adopted the same expedient as his father in declaring that Rebekah was his sister. This was in spite of God's assurance of protection before he went:
"Sojourn in this land, and I will be with thee, and will bless thee" (26:3).
In fairness to Isaac and Abraham, it should be mentioned that the word translated "sister" (ahtdh) can also mean any female relative and in both cases they had married relatives, but this explanation would not provide much consolation to their wives. The Bible tells us nothing of Rebekah's feelings and we can only imagine her grief when she realised that Isaac valued his life above her honour. God's care went with her, however, so that no harm befell her, and the honourable Abimelech rebuked Isaac. Such incidents help us to realise that the patriarchs were but human beings after all.
Further hardships awaited Rebekah when the Philistines expelled Isaac, fearing his increased prosperity. Then in Gerar the herdsmen took away the wells on which their lives depended. Isaac showed his meekness in yielding to the aggressor. God blessed him finally, so there was no "contention" or "hatred" when the well Rehoboth, meaning "room", was completed. Further, Abimelech, who had previously expelled Isaac, now came to make a treaty with him. There is no mention of Rebekah throughout these trials, but we may be sure she shared them with Isaac.
Heartache
From what we know of Rebekah's character, these material hardships would not oppress her like the heartache of seeing further undesirable traits in Esau's character. Soon she was to know the sorrows of a parent whose son finds a partner in the world. We are not left to wonder how she reacted, for we are told when Esau married two Hittite women it was "a grief of mind to Isaac and Rebekah". Hers had been a prayerful marriage, so we can understand her sorrow when her son chose to marry idolatrous Hittites.
When Rebekah first appeared in the Bible story she was a sweet, unselfish girl. Marriage brought her many trials and in the school of suffering her character developed. How bravely she bore her troubles. Never did she complain or show impatience at delay. What a wonderful example!
Yet some would have us believe that Rebekah's character under​went a sudden change in the matter of her son's blessing. Let us consider the facts anew and impartially, influenced only by what the Scriptures reveal.
Isaac was under the impression that death was imminent —though he lived on for over twenty years—and was about to bestow on Esau the chief blessing of the elder son. Such an action appears incomprehensible. Rebekah's feelings must have been in a turmoil as she overheard the conversation. Isaac was acting on per​sonal preference although the profane Esau had surrendered his birthright to Jacob previously and, what is more important, God had declared: "The elder shall serve the younger."
A Scheme Devised
Was Isaac to be allowed to defy God? Rebekah thought quickly and we know the scheme that she devised. Jacob was at first reluc​tant to co-operate, but Rebekah assumed full responsibility. She wanted the blessing to go to the man of God's choice. Jacob too wanted above all else the blessing of God which the wicked have never desired. Though there were moments of doubt, the plan succeeded; Isaac's wrong doing had been circumvented and Jacob received the blessing God intended him to have.
The drama is heightened by the arrival of Esau full of hopes soon to be shattered. When the truth gradually dawned upon Isaac, did he blame Rebekah and Jacob? No. He "trembled very exceedingly". He had actually told Jacob, believing it was Esau,
"Let thy mother's sons bow down to thee", thereby attempting to reverse the divine decree,
"The elder shall serve the younger."
So Isaac did not rebuke Rebekah. Instead he told Esau that he had unwittingly blessed his younger brother, adding with conviction,
"Yea, and he shall be blessed."
Esau was then given the secondary blessing that should have been n's by right.
What of the ethics of Rebekah's action? Was it right to take advantage of Isaac's failing sight in her plan to secure the blessing tor Jacob? Most people would condemn her and say that if only she ad waited God would have found some other way of blessing Jacob. Perhaps. But there is no evidence of this and indeed she had waited for years for a change in Isaac's attitude towards his sons.
She felt that now it was imperative to act immediately. Her critics point to the fact that mother and son were afterwards parted for ever and that Jacob suffered much at the hands of Laban and that these sufferings were sent as a punishment for his sin. Is not this begging the question? Suffering is often sent as a punishment, but it has other purposes too. Job's friends used this argument. We also know that the Lord Jesus Christ was "made perfect through sufferings".
Whom God does not condemn . . .
The fact is that God does not condemn Rebekah or Jacob. The Scriptures tell us of many sinful deeds, but the sinners are always condemned by God. We think immediately of Adam, Cain, Aaron, Moses, David and Solomon. When they did wrong God's dis​approval followed. Would it not be wiser to refrain from condemn​ing those whom God does not rebuke? When Miriam and Aaron "spake against Moses because of the Ethiopian woman whom he had married" they were rebuked with the words,
"Wherefore then were ye not afraid to speak against my
servant Moses?" (Num. 12:8), and severe punishment followed.
It is evident that God's standard of judgement differs from man's. God alone knows the all-important motives behind our actions. Of these motives man knows nothing, so he cannot judge the actions that follow. We might be tempted to condemn Rahab for urging the king's messengers to go and pursue the spies whom she was at that very moment concealing in her own house. A lie, we might say. But what is the divine verdict? She is included among the faithful in Hebrews 11. The commendation of James is even clearer:
"Was not Rahab the harlot justified by works when she had
received the messengers and had sent them out another way?"
(2:25)
The fact that she only wanted to save God's servants is from God's standpoint far more important than that her words were literally untrue. God alone reads the motives. The example of Rahab, praised by God, should make us very much more cautious about condemning Rebekah whom God does not condemn. The inspired words of Balaam might almost apply here:
"How shall I curse whom God hath not cursed?" (Num. 23:8).
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Plow, indeed?
Returning to Rebekah we find that her troubles, after securing the blessing for Jacob, were by no means over. The profane Esau now had murder in his heart—murder against his brother. He was only waiting for Isaac's death to take his revenge. So Rebekah cried in anguish:
"Why should I be deprived also of you both in one day (that is, of Isaac and Jacob)?" (Gen. 27:45).
Rebekah did not wish to burden her -apparently dying husband with this new trouble, so instead she deplored Esau's Hittite wives, and added,
"If Jacob take a wife of the daughters of Heth . . . what good shall my life do me?"
Isaac acted upon the suggestion and sent Jacob away to Padan-aram to find a wife. This sequence of ideas could be missed by the chapter divisions between Genesis 27 and 28. Before Jacob's depar​ture Isaac renewed the blessing already given to him, this time in all sincerity.
Parting
How grieved Rebekah must have been been to part thus with her favourite son. Had she known that he would be an exile for over twenty years and that they would never see each other again, it would have been infinitely worse. As it was she thought he would soon return and told him to tarry with Laban "a few days, until thy brother's fury turn away".
Since Rebekah was unable to accompany Jacob herself, she did the next best thing by sending with him one whom she could always trust and who would always care for Jacob—her old nurse. There is nothing of this in the account of Jacob's departure, but it can be inferred from Genesis 35:8, the chapter that describes Jacob's return after his long sojourn with Laban.
The only other occasion when she is mentioned is when she accompanied the girl Rebekah on her journey to marry Isaac. And now, about 117 years later, the aged nurse is again travelling in the same direction, this time with Jacob. It seems probable, therefore, that she went with him when he fled from Esau. When he reached Luz, or Bethel, we read that "Deborah, Rebekah's nurse, died, and she was buried beneath Bethel under an oak, and the name of it
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was called Allon-bachuth". Jacob's love for this faithful retainer is revealed in the name given to her burial place—Allon-bachuth, "the oak of weeping".
There is no reference to Rebekah after Jacob's departure save that she was buried in the cave of Machpelah. And there she rests till the resurrection morn, a worthy example of patience in tribu​lation.
6
LEAH
THE story of Leah as we read it in Genesis seems to reveal a tragic and pathetic figure. In this she does not stand alone among women. There are and always have been the plain, the unloved, the (seem​ingly) untalented, the unattractive, the irritating and the painfully shy women. They exist, even amongst us, and they suffer in the presence of their more talented or attractive sisters.
They can find comfort, strength, and even triumph in the final end of Leah, standing as she does in the line of Christ. However we shall look first at Leah, the woman. Perhaps from this study we may gain not only a clearer view of Leah, but also of ourselves and our brothers and sisters; especially those less well blessed than ourselves.
In many of the chapters in this book, we appreciate the beauties enclosed within the names of the characters. The typical significance reveals the perfection of God's purpose, and its out​working in the men and women of the Bible. The study repays us an hundred fold in spiritual refreshment and strengthening.
Leah's name comes as rather a shock at first. It means "weary". Now this is a very strange name to give to a baby. Most of us have experience of the joys that a new baby brings to its parents. Sometimes long discussions are held to decide upon a name. When it is finally chosen, it is naturally the one which seems most appropriate and attractive to the parents. As we have seen, many of the names in Scripture are both beautiful and significant. But "Weary"?
We wonder what lay behind the choice of this name by Laban and his wife. Without any very clear indication in the narrative, we
cannot be dogmatic of course, but it might be quite profitable to speculate on some possible reasons. Female children were not very highly regarded in those days. They were something in the nature of chattels; useful for spinning and weaving, for feeding and serving the menfolk, giving pleasure to their husbands, bearing children. But what a man really wanted was a quiverful of sons!
A wife's most fervent hope would be for sons. She would be very proud, and no doubt more highly favoured if she provided them in abundance. There was also the hope of the seed which should stand before God for the salvation of mankind. It is evident that Laban was not ignorant of the Word of God. It is also evident that he loved wealth and power over others. He would certainly be hoping for sons.
Would that explain why this baby was a weariness? Was Leah the first born child? At the beginning of her story there is no mention of sons—just that Laban had two daughters. In Genesis 29:6, both the Authorised Version and the Revised Standard Version refer to Leah as the first born, using the Hebrew word normally used to express "the first born" as distinct from merely "the elder". Also in Genesis 29:4, when Jacob comes to the well and meets the assembled shepherds, he greets them as brethren; in other words, men. But Laban's sheep are brought to the watering place by Rachel the daughter of Laban. Again, there is no mention of sons at the wedding feast; only that "Laban gathered together all the men of the place and made a feast". Small points in themselves, but suggestive perhaps.
The first mention of sons comes in Genesis 31:1, when Jacob has served Laban for twenty years. They complain that he has reduced their father's wealth (and their inheritance) whilst enriching himself.
Weariness of Spirit
Leah must have been somewhere around forty years of age by this time, so it is quite within the bounds of possibility that she was the first born child: a profound disappointment to the mother—weary after all that labour! Perhaps it had been a long and difficult birth. Perhaps the woman, weary in body, became doubly weary in spirit at the sight of a girl child! There are instances in Scripture where the child was named by the mother. For example Rachel named her second son Benoni (son of my sor​row), but Jacob changed it to Benjamin (son of my right hand).
No one changed Leah's name however. "Weary" she remained. This word is also connected with the word "labour", thus em​phasising the idea of disappointment at the end of a difficult birth—not a very propitious start to say the least, and her whole life seems to follow this pattern. The overall impression received from a reading of her story is of a life of weary labouring after affection and recognition of status—and of hopes disappointed!
In modern parlance, one might say she was a "born loser". There are many such people around us in all walks of life, and modern child studies have tended to show that this phrase can be, quite literally, true. Perhaps a brief digression here would not be entirely inappropriate to our subject.
Cause and Effect
Since the end of the second World War, educational psychologists have made a sustained and intensive study of the background of the children who are referred to them for diagnosis and treatment. Whatever we may think of their advice, or their treatment of maladjustment in children, at least some of their findings are very interesting indeed, and might be relevant to our study.
From these thousands of child studies, a clear picture of cause and effect has emerged in two aspects which we might find thought provoking. Firstly there is a firmly established link between stress symptoms, shown by children who come from perfectly happy, loving and normal families—and difficult births. Secondly there is a similar link between physical and emotional immaturity or mal​adjustment (coupled with symptoms of insecurity)—and the child's having been unwanted during pregnancy and early babyhood. Another cause is the presence of a great distress within the mother, due to one of the many troubles which afflict families from time to time.
When the trouble has passed, the difficult birth been forgotten, or the early resentment superseded by love, these children continue to manifest a deep seated distress. The outward signs are many and varied, and range from complete, silent withdrawal at the one extreme, to violent aggression at the other.
The evidence of this cause and effect is so massive, that the first thing that is now investigated in each new case is, "Was this a difficult birth?" and "Was this child wanted? Or was there any dis​appointment or resentment after the birth?" or "Was there any
serious family trouble, or tension during pregnancy and early babyhood?"
This is of course only a very brief and bare statement on a very large and profound subject. However, we might possibly see Leah in this context and suffering from both basic causes. Did she grow up to be unattractive and withdrawn, from a deep sense of rejec​tion? Young's Concordance translates "tender eyed" for us, as "shy, timid". At all events this little one, named "Weary" by her parents, grew up to be so shy and timid that this is the chief characteristic by which we are introduced to her.
At a Disadvantage
From the first moment of this introduction in the narrative, Leah is placed at a disadvantage. A direct comparison is made between her and her younger sister, Rachel. Comparisons are said to be odious, and this one certainly was.
Genesis 29:16—"Leah was tender eyed, but Rachel was beautiful and well favoured" (A.V.). Here we only get an inkling from the use of the word "but". The Revised Standard Version says "Leah's eyes were weak, but Rachel was beautiful and lovely". Neither of these gives us a really true sense of comparison. The two ideas just do not seem to contrast clearly enough.
The Jerusalem Bible brings the two girls startlingly alive. "Now Laban had two daughters, the elder named Leah (Weary) and the younger Rachel (A lamb). There was no sparkle in Leah's eyes, but Rachel was shapely and beautiful"!
So there they stand before us—the contrast complete. The shy, awkward, dull one—too embarrassed to put herself forward; and the vivacious, dazzling beauty, bubbling over with charm and a merry self confidence?
This contrast is still with us today. We all know them—in families, Sunday School classes, C.Y.C.s, ecclesias. They are not confined to natural sisters, as in this first case; nor indeed to women at all. They are human types with which we are all familiar. We may even see ourselves in one of them. There is something ineffably sad about that contrast. It holds a lifetime of heartache. Year by year this difference must have eaten into Leah's consciousness. Her bitterness later on is hardly to be wondered at, for there was much to be endured, of humiliation and rejection.
One would need to be the plain one, lacking that basic, natural charm, before one could really appreciate Leah's pain to the full.
Rachel's beauty, style and vivacity charmed everyone—Jacob was howled over immediately. Poor Leah charmed no one! This is quite clear from the fact that she was already fully of marriageable age when Jacob arrived; for Rachel was mature enough for him to fall in love with. Laban contracted with Jacob to serve seven years for her, and as it was not the custom to marry the younger before the elder, he had these years to procure an eligible match for Leah.
Jacob worked the seven years for Rachel, "and they seemed but a few days, because of the love he had for her". But at the end of this time Leah was still unclaimed. Laban's action as recorded in Genesis 29:23, seems to have been characteristic of his habit of manipulating people and events to further his own ends. "But when night came, he took his daughter Leah and brought her to Jacob, and he slept with her . . . When morning came, there was Leah" (Jerusalem Bible). We wonder how Jacob could have been thus so easily deceived, but when we remember that wine was an important ingredient at wedding feasts, Laban probably saw to it that Jacob had his share. Had he been sober, he could not have been deceived.
Most of us have thought of how Jacob felt about it. The effect of the deception must have been traumatic after seven years of hard work, patience and anticipation. With each year, Rachel would have blossomed from a young girl already "beautiful and lovely", into a most attractive and congenial young woman. We can imagine the joyous night of fulfilment—shattered by horrified amazement and anger in the light of dawn. We cannot put into words all that he must have felt, but if we allow ourselves to think deeply about it, we might feel that the shock, embarrassment and humiliation would raise an insurmountable barrier between them for the rest of their lives; not always consciously, perhaps, but at the deepest level of feeling.
Humiliation and Shame
Have we wondered how Leah felt? Girls did as their fathers dictated in those days; especially those who had failed to attract eligible suitors! Perhaps she had come to love Jacob during those seven years. Did she envy Rachel, and long to be in her place? Did she cherish the romantic hope that all would be well? If so, then she would^ be all the more vulnerable to the shame and humiliation of Jacob's revulsion in the morning. And how would such a shy, timid creature feel at receiving the passionate love-making intended for
her more extrovert sister?
How much did she have to suffer at the hands of Rachel? We have to remember that Rachel had waited seven years for her marriage to Jacob. She must have been excited and happy during the latter months, weeks, days—until the last moment. In order to carry off such a masterpiece of deception, Laban would have needed the element of complete and absolute surprise on every hand.
Both girls must have suffered deeply from Laban's plot to get two daughters off his hands, with another seven years of unpaid labour thrown in. A good many tears must have been shed that night. For Leah that was just the beginning.
Leah's humiliation would have been complete when, after a week of reluctant honeymoon, Jacob at last gained the wife he really wanted. His unrestrained joy, and Rachel's triumph must have filled Leah's cup of suffering to the brim. Also, everyone in the whole household would witness her neglect. How many smiles and sniggers, how many whispered jokes were hidden behind the hands of the maidservants? Or pity? To some people, that can be worse than anything.
No Happy Ending
There was to be no happy ending for Leah. Her life continued to follow the same pattern that we saw in the beginning:
"Jacob loved Rachel more than Leah."
"The Lord saw that Leah was neglected."
"The Lord has seen my misery."
"The Lord has seen that I was neglected."
"This time my husband will be united with me."
(Genesis 29)
But he never was, not really. There is a very revealing passage in Genesis 30:14-16. Rachel knew only too well how Leah was neglected, but she appears to have had no hesitation in asking for some of Reuben's mandrakes when she fancied them. Leah's reply shows the depth of her sense of injustice. "Is it not enough to have taken my husband, that you should want to take my son's man​drakes too?" Rachel's reply to this sums up their situation very neatly. "Very well, he shall sleep with you tonight in return for your son's mandrakes!" No doubt about who had the upper hand here, and no doubt about where Jacob usually spent his nights.
Then in verse 16, Leah had to tell him that he had been "hired" for the price of some mandrakes.
After giving him six sons and a daughter, she was still the out​sider. No doubt Jacob did his best. He was probably gentle and courteous; but Leah craved for that real marriage, of heart and mind, which was to elude her in her natural lifetime. So the sad catalogue of her humiliations goes on. When they set off to meet Esau, Rachel and Joseph were given the safest position; shielded by Leah's company ahead of them.
She lived to see her daughter Dinah defiled by the prince of Shechem. No doubt she witnessed Jacob's anger towards her sons Simeon and Levi, for their violence towards the Shechemites. Her daughter dishonoured, her sons in disgrace for murder, Leah still had to witness the abiding and passionate love of Jacob for Rachel; her sister was with child again. Rachel's death was no profit to Leah. Jacob focussed his wholehearted love on Joseph and Ben​jamin, Rachel's sons. Truly there was little to bring "a sparkle to Leah's eyes" in her mortal life!
She was buried in the cave of Machpelah, with Abraham and Sarah, with Isaac and Rebekah—with Jacob at last? But of course she was unaware of this final token of honour and distinction. If this had been the end, it would have been a sad tale indeed. It was in fact the beginning; the beginning of the tribe of Judah (her fourth son).
Whatever happened to Leah, she never forgot God. In spite of her trials and her neglect, in spite of petty day to day quarrels and the times of bitterness, she always confided her thoughts to God. She poured out her hopes, her miseries, and believed that God saw her, and understood, and pitied—yes, and loved her. She gave thanks for her children (her one great source of comfort in the early days), knowing that God had seen her neglect.
We can take both comfort and exhortation from this. God knows that we can be petty, jealous, quarrelsome, and a hundred other bad things. He knows we sometimes rebel and feel bitter. He knew this about Leah; yet when her fourth son was born, she called his name Judah, for she said "Now will I praise the Lord". And he accepted her praise—in the fullest sense. From the tribe of Judah came our salvation—Jesus, the Christ. In him was the embodiment °f perfect praise; through Jacob, out of Leah, the unloved, the weary!
Having considered Leah in her lifetime, plain, unloved, jealous, bitter, and yet ever hopeful, we can turn to the contemplation of her spiritual significance. We can each follow our own line of thought in expanding the spiritual aspects. It would be impossible for any one person to encompass all the ideas involved. This study was designed primarily to open the inner eye to Leah and her sisters in type; to increase our awareness and to extend our compassion.
Just one last thought, to suggest a profitable line of study. "Leah"—to be weary, to labour. It was a very appropriate name after all. She was a type of all the saints? "Come unto me all ye (weary) that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly of heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light."
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RACHEL
IN our own country today, we can still find echoes of Laban and his family, particularly among the older Eastern immigrants whose womenfolk are regarded as chattels; whose wives and daughters being illiterate and of little account, have been left behind in Asia. Such a man was Laban, who "sold" his daughters and treated them as "strangers", with no regard for their feelings.
However, from such a man, God chose daughters to be the "two who should build the house of Israel". We can see only too well the wisdom in God's choice, for submission and acceptance were the first, most obvious characteristics demonstrated by Laban's "womenfolk", and although these are utterly foreign attitudes to the strident, liberated women of our modern Western world, we realise they are qualities necessary for softening human clay, which can then be shaped by the hand of God.
Rachel is our chief concern in this study, but it is impossible to separate her from the rest of the family, for her life was interwoven with theirs and her character was influenced and shaped through her relationships with her father, sister and husband, as well as by her experiences.
We hear nothing of Rachel before Jacob's sudden arrival in Padan-Aram, which must have seemed providential to Laban, especially as it appears that his own sons were at that time unborn, or too young to work for him. Unlike Eliezer, Jacob brought no rich gifts, but arrived as a fugitive for sanctuary, and so was very soon put to work.
History nearly repeated itself, for Jacob met Rachel, his cousin, the well, just as Abraham's servant had once met Rebekah, and
almost from the first meeting, Jacob determined to marry Rachel, with whom he had fallen in love. At this point we have very little evidence to guide us as to Rachel's character and attitude. Her name means "ewe" and being the younger daughter, she was given the appropriate task of minding the sheep. We are not told her age, but Jacob, by our standards was quite elderly, being 77 years old, although obviously strong and agile, having managed to heave heavy stones at Bethel and at the well, despite his long arduous journey. Seventy-seven was perhaps, in those days, considered "middle-aged", certainly not "young".* Rachel must have been much younger and may not therefore have been as romantically inclined towards Jacob as he towards her. All is silent regarding her feelings; no indignant outbursts at being betrothed for seven years, nor about being subsequently usurped by Leah at the marriage ceremony; Rachel was apparently a dutiful and obedient daughter. During those seven years of courtship, however, Rachel would have had time to get to know Jacob and would have realised his worth compared with her father. At their very first meeting Jacob had shown consideration for her, in lifting the great stone from the well and watering her sheep. He showed her affection also, by kissing her and weeping with emotion, and no doubt he would speak to her tenderly during those years of waiting and tell her about his parent's long and happy marriage.
For a long time, Leah, Rachel and Jacob were slaves to Laban and there were many problems and difficulties for them all to over​come. Two sisters had to share one husband; one was barren, yet first in Jacob's affections; the other who bore children was not loved, perhaps even resented by Jacob. Day and night, Jacob had to work hard for his exacting father-in-law.
During this time of marriage, however, we begin to see glimpses of Rachel's character. Although she was loved and cared for and her life much improved, especially as Jacob's prosperity increased, she was not spared suffering. Her childlessness became a bitter reproach, especially as she had to watch her sister's joy and very
* Joseph was 30 when he stood before Pharaoh (Gen. 41:46). Jacob said un​to Pharaoh, "The days of the years of my pilgrimage are an hundred and thirty years" (Gen. 47:9). Jacob and family entered Egypt after 2 years of famine and the 7 years of plenty—therefore Joseph was 39 and Jacob 130. Jacob was 91 when Joseph was born. Joseph was born at the end of the second 7 year period, i.e. 14 years, when Jacob had served the time for his wives and before he started building his own flocks. 91 — 14 = 77.
probably Jacob's pleasure in Leah's four little boys. At last, too proud perhaps to reveal her feelings to Leah, she vented her shame and misery on Jacob: "Give me children or else I die!" Looking back at these passionate words, they have a ring of doom, for it was in child-birth that Rachel eventually met her death.
Jacob was at first angry with Rachel. "Am I in God's stead", he demanded, "who has withheld from you the fruit of the womb?" But afterwards he agreed to appease her by taking her handmaid, and the outcome—the ultimate result of Rachel's desperate out​burst—was four more sons, born to the two handmaids, Rachel's Bilhah, and Leah's Zilpah.
Rachel was still not satisfied; we can sense her feeling of unfulfil-ment and conflict in the way she names the sons of her handmaid. "God has judged me and has also heard me", she said when the first son was born, and he was called Dan—"Judging". The second son was named Naphtali, which means "My wrestling", and when he was born Rachel declared, "With great wrestlings have I wrestled with my sister, and I have prevailed".
Wrestling is in fact a keyword in this study, for all three had to wrestle with problems—the usual things: difficult circumstances, human weakness, lack of faith in God. Rachel had to wrestle with her jealousy and her feeling of reproach; Leah had to strive for the love and respect of her husband; Jacob with his conscience and lack of faith. Rachel and Leah have at times been compared and speculations have been made as to which one was the more godly, but surely we can see that both of them developed in character and godliness through their difficulties and experience. In fact, all three of them came through and prevailed as true heirs of the Land of Promise.
Wrestlings Forgotten
At last, after seven years of marriage, Rachel had a son, Joseph, for whom she thanked God, praying that He would add to her another. It seems, though, that Rachel was reconciled to having only one child, for during the next six years, when Jacob continued to work for Laban for his wages, to build up his own flocks and herds, relationships in the family appear to have been better. No more wrestlings for the two women; now they were united in a
common cause, striving together for the good of their husband and family.
When Jacob saw that Laban (who by now had sons grown to
manhood) was no longer favourably disposed towards him, he con​sulted his wives, who were at one in their support. "Whatsoever God has said to you, do," they said, after making scathing comments about their father's lack of paternal duty. Secretly they all packed up and left, Rachel also for good measure taking the family teraphim, which were not only Laban's "gods" but of great value; they were usually handed down from father to son and vested in them was the right to the family inheritance.
Rachel, whose interest in them may have been proprietary rather than superstitious, probably thought that her husband had earned the right to these valuables, but she was afraid to tell Jacob, or to admit the theft to her father when he caught up with them. At this point, Rachel had failed to realise that Jacob's inheritance was far greater than anything possessed by her father; his hope was in the everlasting promises given by God, concerning Canaan and his Seed. When the family settled in the land, however, the teraphim, along with other idolatrous objects, were eventually buried at Shechem, and the whole family dedicated themselves to the God of Israel at Bethel.
Jacob obviously continued to love Rachel and Joseph more than Leah and her family; when danger from Esau seemed imminent, Rachel and Joseph (who was then about six years old) were put in the safest place in the caravan. Joseph and also Benjamin, whose birth led to Rachel's death, were Jacob's favourite sons, and even after many years, Jacob mentioned the death of Rachel, telling Joseph that she died "by his side" and that he had buried her. It is also interesting to see that Jacob erected a pillar over her grave; the third pillar which he had "set up", each one having indicated a time of crisis in his life.
A Vivid Symbol
In her turbulent life, Rachel was a vivid symbol of the future nation of Israel—as the "wife" who was greatly beloved, yet barren; the woman who through pain and sorrow should bear children; whose children have continued to be slain down the ages, so that Rachel has not yet been comforted; yet, whose firstborn eventually became a Saviour and great Ruler, bringing in an age of peace and prosperity under the guiding hand of the Lord.
8
TAMAR
THE sorrow of bereavement is something which has not changed with the ages, and to be bereft of one's husband or wife is one of life's most severe blows. A woman who had to face this ordeal of bereavement, not just once, but twice, was Tamar, and for her the sorrow had to be faced in her youth.
To survive such an ordeal, and yet still have the desire to live and to find fulfilment in giving birth to a child, calls for courage, and determination, the like of which is rarely found. Tamar had this strength, and as her name means Palm Tree, so she in her life was like the palm tree, able to survive the extremes of heat and the buffeting winds which so cruelly blew on her.
The little we know of Tamar is contained in Genesis 38. The account is unusual and its presentation might at first glance seem out of context, coming as it does in the middle of the story of Joseph, and yet as with all Scriptures there is a purpose for its in​clusion in God's Holy Word.
Commentators are inclined to dismiss the incident, and to call it unsavoury. Most feel that it is included only as an incidental in tracing Judah's line. Every link, however, in the chain between Abraham and the Lord Jesus Christ is a vital link, and the events were not haphazard. The fact that Tamar is mentioned in the genealogy of the Lord Jesus in Matthew 1:3 shows that here was a woman worthy of mention, an ancestress of the Lord, one surely deserving of our consideration.
To get a little background to the story we must also look at Tamar's father-in-law, Judah. He of his own choice had taken for himself a wife of the Canaanitish women. The fact that our atten-
tion is drawn to this in Genesis 38 shows that this was an excep​tional thing for him to do. Judah's wife was not of the family, as had been Rebekah, Leah and Rachel, and so his sons by this woman may not have received the necessary instruction, to learn of the God of Jacob. When the time arrived for Judah's eldest son to marry we find that it is Judah who chooses his wife. Could it be that he had learnt from his own mistake? We are not told why Judah chose Tamar as a wife for his son. Whether she possessed some special qualities or had a knowledge of the true God we are not told, but there must have been something about her which in Judah's eyes made her a suitable choice.
Er, Judah's eldest son did not prove a good husband for Tamar; he was extremely wicked, so wicked in fact that God would not allow him to live. Judah's lineage would have been continued through Er but God removed this evil man from His sight before he was able to bring into being any seed to perpetuate his evil ways. It seems a blessing that Tamar should have become a widow, for to live with a man like this would have been a great trial.
Judah then instructs his second son Onan to marry Tamar. "Go into thy brother's wife, and marry her, and raise up seed to thy brother" (Deut. 25:5,6). This may seem to us strange advice, but it was later confirmed in the Law of Moses, and the idea behind it was, that the first male child of such a union would inherit the dead brother's estate. So Onan took Tamar to be his wife, but he was greedy for his own ends, and had no intention of complying with the custom or his father's wishes, and deliberately evaded his responsibility. Onan used Tamar for his own pleasure, but he would not allow her to conceive. What a cruel way for a young woman to be treated, behaviour which could hardly lead to a happy marriage.
Comfort and Joy
In the patriarchal age, a great store was placed upon having children. There is great joy in having children today, but it was essential for Tamar to have a child in order to secure an inheritance in Judah's family.
What comfort she would have found having a baby to nurse; her first trying marriage to Er would have been erased from her mind; her life would have been filled in caring for the child, and all this might have been achieved—but for Onan's conduct. We find however that God was watching over the situation, and as He
re
•moved Er, so He was displeased with Onan's action in deliberate​ly destroying the seed of Abraham's line, and so He slew Onan, and Tamar became a widow once more.
A Widow's Plight
After such an experience she must have felt shattered, and yet she was willing to do as Judah requested, and so she returned to her father's house, to wait until such time as Judah's third son would be of an age to marry her. In Leviticus 22:13 we read that it was in order for the widowed daughter of a priest to return to her father's house if she was childless, and to eat of her father's meat. Was it possible that Tamar's family had some priestly connection? We do not know how many years elapsed, whilst Tamar was in her father's house, but by this time it seems that Judah's brother, Joseph, was established in Egypt, and as the drama in his life con​tinued, so did the drama in hers.
Later we are told that Judah's wife died, and then came the time for Shelah, Judah's third son, to be given to Tamar in marriage. Judah, it seems, was not inclined to give Shelah to Tamar. Whether it was because his first two sons had died and he was afraid that the same thing might happen to Shelah, we do not know, but whatever the reason, Judah afterward acknowledged that it was insufficient (Gen. 38:26).
So Tamar sought other means to obtain an inheritance in the family of Judah. Her friends told her that Judah was going up to Timnath for the sheep shearing, and so she went and sat in an open place where she knew Judah would pass by, and she played the part of a harlot. We note that she "played the part"; it was not in her nature to be wanton. She did not try to entice other men; it was Judah only that she sought. Tamar had no doubt matured whilst in her father's house, and with a veil as a disguise Judah was unable to recognise her. (Some commentators say that with a veil over her face, Judah could have mistaken Tamar for a virgin of the Temple °r Astarte. These virgins were required once in their lifetime to fulfil a vow to the goddess by knowing a man. If this was so, the gift which Judah sent to her afterwards, a kid of the flock, would nave been very suitable, as the virgin could offer it as sacrifice to tne goddess.)
Another reason for Judah's approach to Tamar at this time c°uld have been that having lost his wife, he was lonely, and as it Was the time of the sheep shearing it is possible that he had drunk
wine, and was not fully aware of his actions. Whatever the reason for his conduct the fact remains that it is Judah who approaches Tamar and says, "Go to, I pray thee, let me come in unto thee". It is this one act which established the line of Judah, for now Shelah the son of the Canaanitess was set to one side, and Pharez, the first of the twins that Tamar bare as a result of this union, be​came the one through whom the promise to Judah was carried on.
Judah's Line
For the time being Tamar carried on living in her father's house, but when Judah heard that she was pregnant, he was angry and issued the command that she should be burnt for her act. Tamar was of course able to prove who was the father of her child, by the tokens that Judah left with her. His signet and bracelets, or cord on which the signet hung, would identify him, and his staff would be her assurance of protection. How discreet she was in all this! She could very well have made things known before, but instead she waited until the time when she knew without doubt that she was the bearer of Judah's child. Judah acknowledged her action to be more righteous than his, since he had deliberately kept her as a widow and had withheld from her his son Shelah.
In Leviticus 21:9 we read: "And the daughter of any priest, if she profane herself by playing the whore, she profaneth her father: she shall be burnt with fire." Many Jewish historians have used this to further the idea that Tamar was the daughter of a priest, possibly a descendant of Melchizedek. Although this can only be conjecture, it would seem that Tamar was a woman with an awareness of God, and it is not impossible that she approached God and ask him to bless her with a child.
Tamar was without doubt widowed for a purpose, and also she was blessed by God in conception. God may not have approved of the means used by Tamar, but nevertheless He knew the quality of her character, and she was blessed in becoming the mother of twins, Pharez and Zarah. Pharez was the next vital link in the royal line, and as Judah would have unwittingly killed this royal seed by burning Tamar as a whore, so we see a parallel in later times when Jesus was taken by those who would not believe that he was the Christ, and in so doing they killed the Royal Seed. Tamar risked her own life in order to have an inheritance in the household of Judah. Do we prize our opportunity of becoming of the seed of Abraham?
Tamar is also referred to in the Book of Ruth. At the birth of the child of Boaz and Ruth all the people and elders said to them: "Let thy house be like the house of Pharez whom Tamar bare unto Judah, of the seed which the Lord shall give thee." Having secured her place in the family of Jacob, it is recorded that Tamar and her sons were amongst those who went with Jacob down to Egypt, for Jacob brought all his seed with him into Egypt (Gen. 46:12).
"A woman forsaken and grieved"
The words of Isaiah 54:5-7 seem applicable to Tamar; they refer to God watching over His people Israel, but the words contain more than one reference to Genesis: "For thy Maker is thine hus​band; the Lord of Hosts is his name; and thy Redeemer the Holy One of Israel; the God of the whole earth shall he be called. For the Lord called thee as a woman forsaken and grieved in spirit, and a wife of youth, when thou wast refused, saith thy God. For a small moment have I forsaken thee; but with great mercies will I gather thee."
Sometimes we are weighed down by the sorrows of this life, but God is great in His mercy towards us, and will remember us even as He has remembered His people Israel, and as He remembered Tamar. Let us then treasure the living hope which He has given to us, the deliverance accomplished through the Seed Royal, the Lord Jesus Christ.
POTIPHAR'S WIFE
IN ancient Egypt women enjoyed a freedom beyond that usually enjoyed in eastern lands, for the Egyptian wife basked in the honour accorded to her predecessors in pre-dynastic times. Then women were regarded as the mysterious source of life, possessors of psychic powers beyond male experience and guardians of the myths and traditions of the race. An added lustre was shed on her by the supposed first wife of all, the goddess Isis.
To hide her natural beauty beneath a veneer of art, she had available an abundance of cosmetics, exquisite jewellery, pleated and embroidered fine linen garments, and a variety of hair styles.
Whatever art women of any century employ, their basic natures remain the same. Potiphar's wife was of a type met with in every generation and at all levels of society, not a weak woman who would succumb to the blandishments of the male but a woman who knew her desire and bent her energies to its realisation. Being unaware of the spiritual strength of the young Hebrew whom her husband had placed in charge of all household affairs (for Potiphar "had no concern for anything but the food which he ate"—Gen. 39:6, R.S.V.), she set her desire upon Joseph and pleaded with him for his companionship and physical union. Joseph's refusal served only to increase her determination.
The allegiance which Joseph owed his Creator meant also loyalty to his earthly master: "Lo, having me my master has no concern about anything in the house, and he has put everything that he has in my hand; he is not greater in this house than I am; nor has he kept back anything from me except yourself, because you are his wife; how then can I do this great wickedness and sin against God?"
It needs little imagination to appreciate the daily contest of wills—Joseph's prayers to God for daily guidance and strength to resist this temptation, and her determination to succeed in the fulfilment of her desire.
All such affairs eventually reach a crisis and end either in fulfil​ment or the woman being scorned. The day came when all the men of the household were absent from the house, so Potiphar's wife, seizing her opportunity, took hold of Joseph and intensified her pleading but Joseph, resisting the temptation to yield, ran from her leaving his garment in her hands. There being no fury like that of a woman who feels herself scorned she acted the outraged innocent to the men of the household and later to her husband. "The Hebrew servant, whom you have brought among us, came into me to insult me; but as soon as I lifted up my voice and cried, he left his garment with me, and fled out of the house."
As Egyptian husbands held their wives in great respect Potiphar was natually angry and would wish to punish the one who attemp​ted to violate his wife. She would find no compassion in her heart for Joseph whom she had caused to be wrongfully accused, punish​ed and debased.
The Lord is Merciful
"But the Lord was with Joseph and showed him steadfast love." Joseph through false accusation was imprisoned in a place where the king's prisoners were confined and by this circumstance he was eventually brought to the notice of Pharaoh who promoted him as ruler over Egypt. "And they cried before him, Bow the knee!"
Did Potiphar's wife see Joseph's rise to power? Did she, like his brethren, fear retribution? We do not know. But as we see in the Scriptural record a woman's wrong use of her physical attractions contrasted with Joseph's great faith and courage in combatting this daily temptation and wrongful accusation. We find both a great ex​ample and a source of encouragement to all similarly tempted.
"My son, keep my words, and lay up my commandments with thee. Keep my commandments, and live; and my law as the apple of thine eye. Bind them upon thy fingers, write them upon the table of thine heart. Say unto wisdom, Thou art my sister; and call understanding thy kinswoman: that they may keep thee trom the strange woman, from the stranger which flattereth with ner words" (Proverbs 7:1-5).
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JOCHEBED
THE record of the sojourn of the children of Israel in Egypt is of great interest. In the time of ease and great plenty, the people multiplied and grew greatly in numbers. When another king arose who "knew not Joseph" he began to fear that the Israelites might join with the enemies of the Egyptians and overthrow the nation of Egypt. To counteract this the new king devised various means whereby he could reduce the numbers of the children of Israel.
Taskmasters were set over them to harass and afflict them; their daily labours became a burden and a sorrow to them. All male babies were to be killed at birth. Hebrew midwives tried to set at naught this command by making the excuse that Hebrew women were delivered more quickly of their children than Egyptian women. The king, determined to pursue his plan, commanded all male babies to be thrown into the river Nile.
There is no record in Scripture of the great sorrow and utter grief that Hebrew women experienced. We are left to imagine the months of hope and yet of fear, the aching hearts as their baby sons were taken from them by Pharaoh's officers and cast into the Nile.
The words spoken by the prophet foretelling the destruction of the male children at the command of Herod at the time of Christ's birth, apply equally well here: "Rachel weeping for her children and would not be comforted, because they are not." Those of us who are mothers have some idea of the suffering involved; it must have been heart-breaking.
All periods of tribulation produce men and women of faith, and we are introduced to Jochebed, wife of Amram (both of the tribe of Levi), who had remained faithful to the God of Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob. She was expecting her third child and had previously had a girl, Miriam, and a boy, Aaron. During the months of waiting, like all Hebrew women she must have experienced great anxiety. Being a woman of faith she, with her husband, un​doubtedly spent many hours in prayer and supplication to God for His guidance and help. Her consternation must have been great when her baby was born a boy. "He was a goodly child", we are told, and Jochebed continued to pray.
For three months she hid him in her house, concealed from Pharaoh's officers and from many of the bereaved Israelitish women who had been forced to give up their babies at the cruel command of the king. In times of trouble and distress the mind is disturbed and in such circumstances they might have betrayed the whereabouts of a surviving baby boy. Pharaoh, like Herod years later, was unknowingly trying to prevent the fulfilment of God's purpose with Israel; for God, as we know, had determined a time during which the children of Israel should be afflicted. Faithful Jochebed was the mother of the man by whom God was to bring His people out from the land in which they had suffered great affliction.
Acts of Faith
As we know, Jochebed had hidden the baby for three months. At this age a baby could well betray its presence by its lusty cry and the usual cooings of a normal healthy baby. In faith Jochebed made an ark of rushes. This ark or box she first covered with Nile mud and then with pitch to make it waterproof. In faith the ark with its precious burden was put among the reeds by the river bank. This was a safe stretch of water, for we have read that crocodiles do not like the papyrus reed which at that time grew in great abundance along the banks of the Nile. Miriam, sister to the baby, "stood afar off" to see what would happen and to bring the news to her mother. It is impossible for us to imagine Jochebed's thoughts as she went home to wait, yet it seemed she knew something wonder​ful would happen, for we read in Hebrews 11:23: "They were not afraid of the king's commandment."
It would appear that soon after the ark was left in the water the daughter of Pharaoh came to bathe, while her maidens walked along the river bank. In a little while she saw the ark and sent one of her maids to bring it to her. Upon opening it she saw the poor "ttle baby weeping. Was this the hand of God to ensure the Hebrew
child would appeal to the woman in her? Strictly speaking, know​ing the child to be a Hebrew, she should have returned him to the river and left him to die. But God overrules and the apostle Paul reminds us, "God hath chosen the foolish things of this world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things that are mighty."
Miriam, who had been standing watching, came near and asked the princess if she should find a Hebrew nurse. Who better than the baby's mother? So Jochebed became nurse to her own child. The deep feeling of thankfulness to God that He had been moved to spare her son would flood Jochebed's heart, but she was unaware of the great task for which he was to be prepared. It is thought that .the son was about twelve years old when his mother brought him to the princess, who claimed him as her own son and gave him the name of Moses because she had "drawn him out" of the water. After caring for Moses during his most formative years, Jochebed is not heard of again. But she left her influence with him. It was at her knee that he learned to love and reverence the one and only true God.
The wisdom of the Egyptians failed to win allegiance from Moses, for when he came to years of understanding he "refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter". Jochebed's tuition had borne fruit. Despite the opportunity to become great in the land of Egypt, he chose rather "to suffer affliction with the people of God", neither was he ashamed to call them brethren. Moses' strength came by his faith in Israel's God, the very essence of which he had learned from his parents' teaching and example.
The hand of God shows throughout this wonderful story, for Moses was destined to lead the children of Israel out of bondage, at the time appointed by God.
Jochebed had the task of preparing the man in the child. How important it is for parents to teach their children, in their early years, the things which belong to God.
"And thou shall love the Lord thy God with all thine heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy might. And these words, which I command thee this day, shall be in thy heart: and thou shalt teach them diligently unto thy children, and shalt talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest up." Such labour we believe will not be in vain in the Lord.
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MIRIAM
WHEN Jochebed "could no longer hide him, she took for him an ark of bulrushes, and daubed it with slime and with pitch, and put the child therein; and she laid it in the flags by the river's brink. And his sister stood afar off, to wit what would be done to him" (Exodus 2:3,4).
This is the humble introduction we have to a girl whom we believe to be Miriam: not even her name is mentioned. A later chapter in Exodus (15:20) informs us that Aaron, Moses' older brother, had a sister, Miriam, and she seems to be the only sister they had.
It is suggested that she was about 14 or 15 years of age at this time, and this impressionable period of her life was spent during her people Israel's persecution as slaves in Egypt. Many years before, Miriam's great-great-uncle Joseph had risen to be second in the land to an Egyptian Pharaoh. However, we read in Exodus 1:8 that "a new king arose", suggesting that a new dynasty had arisen—another race of kings who were not shepherds, casting a very disapproving eye upon the ever increasing multitude of "internal foreigners". The verse continues "... which knew not Joseph". It was obvious this king could not know Joseph personal​ly, but he was certainly aware of Joseph's expert administration during the nation's seven years of famine; he chose not to "acknowledge" (the more correct understanding of the word "knew") the benefits which Joseph had conferred on his country. Egypt was still rich as the result of Joseph's God-given wisdom, but the danger as far as this Pharaoh was concerned, was the ever in​creasing population of the Hebrew people. He sought desperate measures to alter this situation. Several ideas had failed, and now he said, "Every son that is born ye shall cast into the river".
This was the sad background of the teenage Miriam and her three year old brother Aaron, children of Amram and Jochebed, both of the tribe of Levi. To add to the family's unhappiness, the baby who was born into the household was a boy! They managed to hide him for three months, and we can imagine that during this period quite a lot of responsibility fell upon the shoulders of his older sister—guarding him during the day as well as looking after three year old Aaron, and probably taking her turn at night to make sure that his crying was minimal and was not heard by any passer-by. The secret had to be kept wherever she went, whilst filling and carrying the water pots or performing any of the household chores. Any disclosure on her part would bring death to her family as well as to her baby brother. Here we have a brilliant example of a young girl able to "bridle her tongue", and to hold the confidence of others. It is often felt that the Apostle James's exhortations on the control of the "little member", the tongue, is more difficult for the female sex to observe! Be that as it may, as sisters in Christ we must appreciate the extreme value of those who are able to emulate Miriam, especially in our ecclesial families.
A Plan to save Moses
The babe's crying would now become more lusty; something had to be done as he could not be kept in the home any longer. Was the River Nile the inevitable place for him? Stephen's mention of this as recorded in Acts 7, is that "he was cast out", similar to the expression he uses of the other Hebrew babies who were drowned. The scheme that was devised seems to suggest that Jochebed and Miriam wished to delay the death of the child in the hope that God would work a miracle. He was indeed committed to the River Nile, but first placed in a little ark of bulrushes or papyrus daubed with slime and pitch; this was placed amongst the flags in the spot near where the Egyptian princess was known to appear with her maidens. Either in obedience to her mother's request, or of her own volition, Miriam took her stand afar off to see what would happen to him. This papyrus grew to a height of nine or ten feet, and was commonly used by the Egyptians for boats, because they regarded it as a protection against crocodiles.
Can we enter into the minds of these two women as together they worked to save the one they loved? There is no mention of Amram in this incident, and it is an encouragement to sisters that women are frequently used by God at critical and dangerous moments in
the ministering to and sometimes saving of others; we can think of Rahab, Deborah, the widow at Zarephath, Mary and Martha, and Lydia. Jochebed must have had confidence in Miriam to leave the babe in her care, and Miriam, although apprehensive, was prepared to stand patiently and watch. This can be a lesson to some of our active teenagers who sometimes want spectacular things to do. How long she waited we know not, but we can only vaguely imagine how her heart must have ached to do something, when she heard the cries of the hungry child; she stayed silently at her post however. We are sure she prayed as her godly mother would have taught her, trusting that God would do something. Here we have a profound lesson. When we have problems that no human heart can solve, let us pray and wait patiently—we might have a similarly wonderful solution. The little ark proved to be an ark of safety. That which could have carried its precious cargo to certain death, became a little sanctuary. We call to mind Ezekiel's exhortation (11:16) that "although cast off ... God . . . will be as a little sanctuary". These "sanctuaries" we can have with God at the kitchen sink, or at the office, or anywhere our hearts may be in a turmoil, and we require the help and strength which only God can give us.
Fear and Hope
The Egyptian princess did come to the water's edge; she saw the little ark and had it brought for her inspection. Imagine Miriam's fear as she watched; she could hardly dare hope that this daughter of the murderous king would have compassion on a Hebrew baby. Miriam's waiting period had not been wasted; she had prepared herself to go into action as soon as the opportunity came, in word and deed. "Shall I go and call to thee a nurse of the Hebrew women, that she may nurse the child for thee?" Pharaoh's daughter said, "Go". And this word was all that Miriam needed. With joy she sped along for her mother. This time Miriam had confidence in her mother—she knew she would not fail her, and together they hurried back to a much happier scene than that of some hours before. Jochebed was paid wages to bring up her own son, and it is thought she kept him until he was twelve years old before taking him to the palace—by which time a Hebrew boy was supposed to have a good knowledge of his faith. The princess called the baby "Moses", "because I drew him out of the water".
In this brief "happy ever after" account in Exodus, we have a
lovely picture of two women working together in love; an older woman and a younger one, each having confidence in the other, a lesson surely for our "royal family" that all age groups can work together in unity. There are always tasks for the young, and jobs for the "not so young"—neither can do without the other. Miriam was undoubtedly used by God to preserve the life of her brother Moses, who later became the "redeemer" of her people. The time is yet future when we hope we may be allowed to help in the great redemption of the world; in the meantime we can observe the say​ing of Jesus, "Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me".
We do not read of Miriam again until Israel had crossed the Red Sea; for about eighty years the Scriptures are silent about her. During this period sorrow had been turned to joy as she saw her brother Moses leading her people out of the slavery of Egypt; she must have felt proud and justifiably happy that she had once been involved in protecting him for this purpose. Anxiety came as they were all confronted by the Red Sea, with their enemies not very far behind them. Did she recall the time when she stood by another stretch of water, years before—the River Nile? Would God save this great people now as He had saved her baby brother then?
Moses called out to the people, "Fear ye not, stand still, and see the salvation of the Lord". Yes, she had stood still at the River Nile, but now she was a great deal older, and this expanse of water was much greater. Moses was told to stretch out his hand over the sea ... "and the waters divided". Another proud moment for her!
Song of Victory
God had wrought a great work! Israel crossed the Red Sea on dry land, and their enemies were destroyed as the waters rolled back upon them. Moses led Israel in a song of victory, and Miriam, although about 95 years of age, took a timbrel in her hand and led the women of Israel in singing and dancing:
"Sing ye to the Lord, for he hath triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider hath he thrown into the sea".
The humble Miriam, who had been quite prepared to stand and wait by the side of the River Nile, and now by the Red Sea, once more sprang into action. She seemed to have resources that enabled her to wait patiently, to be alert and ready.
In this incident she is spoken of as a "prophetess". The meaning of a prophet, and presumably a prophetess, is "one who speaks for God". We can think of other prophetesses, Deborah, Huldah, and the aged Anna of New Testament times. In spite of her exalted position she was not too proud or too dignified to sing and dance before the Lord. I think we sometimes hesitate to show our emotion, when it could well be to the spiritual edification of others. King David is a brilliant example of this when he danced before the Lord for sheer joy that the Ark had been brought back to Jerusalem; he showed all Israel how they should rejoice. But there was a sad note: on his return a woman despised his enthusiastic actions. This godly man must have been deflated—his memories of a wonderful day were clouded. Sisters, let us give heed!
Older, but less Wise
Miriam must have been greatly respected by Israel because of her close relationship to Moses their leader, and Aaron who later became their high priest. This exalted position was far above that of the humble teenager who stood by the Nile. We wonder whether this great rise in status had anything to do with the sorry picture to which we now have to turn, as recorded in Numbers 12. She was a much older woman. She had witnessed the wondrous sight at Mount Sinai, and Israel were now encamped some way beyond this point. "Miriam and Aaron spake against Moses because ... he had married an Ethiopian woman". (Some commentators think this may have been Zipporah.) They said: "Hath the Lord indeed spoken only by Moses. Hath he not spoken also by us?" Aaron had acted as a prophet to Moses (Exodus 4:16), and Miriam was a prophetess, so they were quite right; God had spoken through them. But God was most displeased with their attitude. He asked for all three of them to be separated from the congregation; then the pillar of cloud, which was God's manifestation, stood at the door of the Tabernacle. God told them that He spoke to prophets by visions and dreams, but with Moses He would speak "mouth to mouth".
When the cloud was taken up Miriam had become leprous, as white as snow. We can infer from Aaron's words (Num. 12:12) that it was an advanced stage of leprosy, with her flesh partly con​sumed; a miserable figure, loathsome and impure. Miriam's name was mentioned first, so it would seem that she incited Aaron in this challenge of Moses' authority. God took a very serious view of this
criticism by Miriam, and it is a warning for us to uphold the brethren in their work for the Lord and not to pull down. We are grateful that God has allowed us to know of the weaknesses of some of these worthies of old, in order that we shall not be discouraged when we fall short of the standard to which we have been called. Aaron showed brotherly love in pleading to Moses on her behalf; she was healed after being shut out of the camp for seven days, and Israel did not move on their journey without her; this showed in what high esteem they still held her.
Jealousy and Love
This criticism of Miriam's was connected with the marriage of Moses to the Ethiopian woman. Josephus describes in some detail the conquest of an Ethiopian city and an Ethiopian princess that Moses married during his time as "prince" in Egypt. It seems pro​bable that this was the source of Miriam and Aaron's contention rather than Zipporah. She could well have become over possessive of her brother, and resented a strange woman caring for him. How subtle sometimes is a woman's thinking, and so often jealousy is manifested where love abounds; she may have resented any likelihood of a challenge to her exalted position. All Scripture is for our admonition; we have been raised up in status, and taken from the darkness of Egypt to be "prophets" and "prophetesses" of the coming glory; changed from children of Adam into children of God. Let us remember that this exalted position is not because of our own righteousness; in fact "it is of the Lord's mercies that we are not consumed", by leprosy or any other cause. We should ever be aware of our humble origin. Were it not for the grace of God we should still be standing by the river of "death" (both the Nile and the Red Sea meant death to many) and we could have no prospect of being able to "drink of the water of life freely".
The only other record we have of Miriam is a mention of her death. This happened after 38 out of the 40 years of Israel's wanderings in the wilderness. The Scriptures just state (Numbers 20) that at Kadesh Miriam died and was buried. Josephus the historian informs us that "Moses mourned for Miriam during the space of 30 days, and honoured her with a costly public funeral in which all the people took part". According to the same writer her grave was on the summit of a hill called Sin, which could be in the vicinity of Kadesh, although later tradition places it not far from petra. Moses must have felt this big break in the small family circle.
Miriam was quite an aged woman, about 130 years old or more. She had accompanied Moses all the way from Egypt, and apart from one recorded occasion it seems that her sisterly duties had been faithfully discharged.
It was just after her death that Moses disobeyed God by striking the rock for water, when he and Aaron said, "Hear now ye rebels, must we fetch you water out of this rock?" She was therefore saved from the agony of mind that this incident could have caused her, and also from hearing God's punishment on them, that neither should see the promised land.
Neither Miriam nor her two brothers actually saw the "promised land", but they did journey earnestly towards it, giving very practical spiritual leadership to those who went with them. God's esteem of Miriam as one of Israel's leaders has been voiced by the prophet Micah (6:4), when speaking to Israel:
"I brought thee up out of Egypt, and redeemed thee out of the house of bondage, and I sent before thee Moses, Aaron and Miriam."
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RAHAB
JERICHO, "the city of Palm Trees", sweltering in the humid heat of the lower Jordan, was the prosperous centre of a fertile valley rich in palm forests, balsam woods and fruitful gardens. Josephus described it as "a divine region". Moreover, situated near the "fords of Jordan" it was the gateway into the Promised Land from the east.
But at the time of which we write it was living under the shadow of a fearful dread. Its inhabitants had heard that the great army of Israelites was encamped a few miles away on the other side of the river and there could be little doubt about their hostile intentions. News of the all-conquering progress of Israel had preceded them, and the inhabitants of Jericho grew faint with terror as they learned how the Lord had delivered these people from the power of the mighty Pharaoh, and had opened a path for them in the midst of the sea. Then after many years in Sinai they had begun marching northwards, destroying the Amorites on their way, and were now but a few hours march from the walls of their own city. Rahab, the subject of our story, reflected the terror that reigned in Jericho when she said, "As soon as we heard these things, our hearts did melt, neither did there remain any more courage in any man." Events were soon to prove how justified were their fears.
It was the time of the Jewish Passover when the flax in the valley had been harvested and was drying on the rooftops of the city, a significant time for the Jews to cross the Jordan and enter the Land °f Promise. This is the time when we first meet Rahab in Scripture, and when we read of a line of scarlet thread that was to save her irorn death, and a line of descendants which was to lead directly to tne Saviour of the world.
In spite of her other activities of dyeing and weaving flax, her name is inseparably linked with her sordid profession—Rahab the harlot. We picture her as an attractive, industrious, hospitable young woman living in a flat roofed house on the city wall, perhaps quite near the gate. It is thought that her family of father, mother, brothers and sisters lived in another part of the town.
Her life would be far from uneventful. Many travellers would be coming for refreshment and lodging and she would hear many con​fidences and rumours, some of which would fill her with foreboding for the security of her city. Joshua, the new leader of Israel sent two spies with instructions to reconnoitre the city. What better place than Rahab's house to stay and hear all the local gossip, when wine would loosen tongues, and valuable information could be gleaned?
Two specially chosen spies approached the city with its twenty feet high walls, passed undetected by the sentries who kept constant watch, and were soon absorbed in the jostling crowd of people trading their wares and engaged in their various activities. The men called at Rahab's house for shelter and a night's lodging. They met Rahab the harlot, a vivacious hostess, through whose dark life a light was beginning slowly to glow, a steady conviction that the God of Israel was "God in heaven above and earth below"; this assurance was strengthening the seed of faith already implanted in her wayward heart.
Trust and Resolution
Now her time of crisis and testing had come, the momentous decision as to which side she would take. Would she now place her trust in the God of Israel, protect the spies and assist them in their mission to destroy the city?
Her faith outshone her profession; she proved herself to be a woman of faith by her works. Taking the two men to the roof of her house she hid them under the stalks of flax. Now nothing would stop her determination to aid these men and further the work for Israel's God. That active gay spirit was transformed from the sordid channel of sin to dedicated resolution, even to telling a dangerous lie when the king sent soldiers to her house demanding that she bring out the spies. One wonders how the king knew that Rahab was harbouring the spies. Possibly someone frequenting the house or seeing strangers enter the gates undetected, became
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suspicious. So Rahab told half a truth, somewhat like Abram before her. Yes, they had been to her house, but at nightfall they had left. If they hurried they might catch them up. So the soldiers embarked on a vain pursuit down the road to the fords of Jordan. The gates were closed as soon as they were gone.
Meanwhile Rahab returned under cover of the darkness, ascended to the roof and removed the pile of flax under which the spies were hidden. We can picture her then, full of confident assurance that the plan would work and that the city would be taken, for nothing would stop its overthrow. Her remaining anxiety was the safety of herself and the lives of her family. She pleaded that they would deal kindly with her and see that she was saved from certain death. So with her promise not to betray them but to obey their explicit instructions completely, they departed and followed her advice to hide in the hills for three days. The scarlet cord was hung from the very window through which she lowered the men to safety and there it hung, a silent witness to her faith and complete trust in Israel's God and her own ultimate wellbeing. Now all that remained for Rahab was to stay in the house with her family until the city was taken.
Inscribed among the Faithful
During the spectacular preface to the dramatic overthrow of the city of Jericho we can imagine the possibility of some of the family expressing a desire to leave the home on the wall and go to the other end of the city to see friends, or to go to some entertainment to relieve the growing tension. After all there was no fighting, just marching round by soldiers followed by priests and trumpets of rams' horn, all more interesting than dangerous. And yet . . . Rahab was sensitive to the feeling .of doom stealing silently but progressively over her beseiged city; she knew it would be devastated without mercy. It came to pass as it had been predicted and Rahab and her family made their home with the Israelites. She married Salmon, Prince of Judah, their son being Boaz, and so David and Jesus follow in her line. Among those heroic names inscribed in the roll of honour in Hebrews 11, next to Moses, is that of Rahab the harlot, indelibly recorded for her faith.
What can we learn from such a life? First of all that God is no respecter of persons. Let us tread gently in our condemnations; we can so easily, even unconsciously, assess persons to their detriment. We can so readily assume that a particular person is not quite the
type to be told the message of the Gospel. Who are we to decide? Rahab asked the spies to deal kindly with her; each one of us has need to echo her request now and at the judgement seat: "Deal kindly with me." We do not keep a house of ill repute, but we do have hearts that take in guests of which we are ashamed. We all must admit at some time harbouring evil thoughts, and we know the searching challenge of Proverbs, "As he thinketh in his heart, so is he".
Rahab's home no doubt was furnished with all the needs for weary worldly travellers, but her generous heart was good soil for planting the precious seed, and with joy she received it. Her natural furnishings gave place to spiritual adornments, active faith, courage, obedience, and concern for others.
What sort of home keepers are we? What kind of furnishings adorn our inner shelves and cupboards? Are they cluttered with un​sympathetic criticisms of others' failings, condemnation of another's waywardness, leaving no room for loving understanding and humble reasoning? Every literal house has its own individual character—no two are identical; each reflects the tastes and character of the occupier. So with its atmosphere, one has the warmth of welcome of which a tired traveller is made immediately aware; a word of comfort and cheer is always there. Some homes have a happy-go-lucky spirit which can produce a feeling of censure in the orderly house-proud sister; here she has to learn the spirit of tolerance. Some homes have that wonderful atmosphere of Christian homeliness where one can relax and feel the warmth of real fellowship.
Just as in our Father's creative world so in our home, the infinite gift of variety plays its delightful part; but in every home, large or small, or perhaps only one room, that precious plant of faith must be nurtured, for faith and love are the very foundation stones of a disciple's dwelling.
A Mark of Identity
Rahab was safe in her little house in the time of battle while that red cord hung from her window; it is the same with us. We too must be identified by the scarlet cord, that mystic symbol of scarlet, that deliberate act of allegiance to the One whose life-blood was shed that we might be saved. The token of our identity does not have to be a huge flag blatantly waving for all to see, but a scarlet c°rd unobserved by most who go on their way, yet a silent precious
witness that we are under Divine protection, that our lives are hid with Christ in God. We must not leave the sanctuary. A fiercely contested battle is raging outside, with the enemy now launching a frontal attack, now trying some treacherous ruse; now raising a terrifying clamour, now cynically enquiring about the Saviour-King we are expecting: "Where is the promise of his coming?" The cord of our life must retain its vivid scarlet colour unfading, clearly seen, securely fastened to our window of hope.
Rahab's dauntless faith is an example to us; without a similar faith we cannot please God. The possibilities in a life of intrepid faith are boundless but we restrict progress by our own petty objec​tions and human weakness. Paul gave us his secret: "I can do all things through Christ who strengtheneth me." Even to begin to make progress it is essential to plead with our Father for obedience and faith. We must believe God is able to do more than we can ask or think, and this we know obtains in every circumstance of our lives, whether it be a tragic blow, a difficult task, or a deep disappointment. Some burdens would be too heavy to bear, but according to our faith are made more bearable, and faith is linked with courage to endure.
Mother in a Royal Line
So now we leave Rahab, probably gone to live in Bethlehem which was only about a day's journey of some twenty miles from Jericho. She became the mother of Boaz who was to be a wealthy landowner in Bethlehem. The meeting of Boaz and Ruth, one of the Bible's great love stories, must have been one of the treasured memories of Rahab's later years. They became the great grand​parents of David.
So this once vivacious young woman becomes a grandmother. She would tell an enthralling story to her grandson Obed, of how the city of Jericho was taken, of those wonderful rams' horns, the mysterious ark, all those marching soldiers and the dramatic falling of the city walls. But what she would impress as the highlight of it all would be the story of that red cord, and how without it there would have been no Boaz nor little Obed—to which we may add that the record of the line of Jesus would have been quite different.
Rahab takes her place with Ruth, Bathsheba, and Mary in the sacred royal line of our Lord, "for of a truth God is no respecter of persons but in every nation she that feareth him and worketh righteousness is accepted with him".
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DEBORAH
"The peasantry ceased in Israel, they ceased until you arose, Deborah, arose as a Mother in Israel" (Judges 5:7, R.S.V.).
AFTER the death of Joshua there followed for the people of Israel a period of disorganisation, tribal discord, and a turning to the worship of gods made from wood and stone. Israel forgot the true God who had delivered them from cruel bondage, succoured them in the wilderness, and brought them to dwell in a pleasant land. They had been commanded to worship no other God and for this disobedience God gave them into the power of their enemies. But when they cried to the Lord, "He raised up judges who saved them". These national heroes were sometimes called "Deliverers" and of most it is said that they "judged Israel" for a stated number of years. It is clear that this imparts a new meaning to the word l*judge", namely, that of a leader in battle and a ruler in peace. They were also more than leaders and rulers since they were empowered by God's Holy Spirit for the deliverance and preserva​tion of Israel up to the establishment of the kingdom.
Deborah, a prophetess, appeared about the year 1125 B.C. She had her headquarters between Ramah and Bethel, where the people of Israel came to consult her in relation to their tribal differences and family problems. She was thus a judge in the non-military sense of the word and it was probably because of her judicial and Prophesying renown that the people had recourse to her in the circumstances to which they were reduced under Jabin's oppression.
Sisera was commander of the armed forces of Jabin, king of Canaan, into whose power God had delivered Israel. Their cruel °Ppression had lasted twenty years when Deborah was empowered
by the Holy Spirit to send for Barak, son of Abinoam, who dwelt some 95 miles to the north of Deborah's encampment, in Kedesh Naphtali.
"Does not the Lord command you?"
"The Lord commands you."
"I will draw out Sisera . . . and I will give him into your hand."
This command and promise from the Lord was not sufficient to encourage Barak, with the men of Israel, to move against Sisera, without the presence of Deborah. "If you will go with me, I will go; but if you will not go with me, I will not go."
Did Barak feel Deborah to be the vital link between himself and God? His own faith should have been sufficiently strong for him to rely on God's promise, but it obviously needed tangible support, as ours all too often does. Deborah, agreeing to accompany him into battle, warned Barak that his weakness of faith would result in the glory and honour going to a woman.
Song of Triumph
The battle took place in the plain of Jezreel, Deborah telling Barak when to launch the offensive, the day when the Lord would give Sisera and his armies into the power of the Israelites. Sisera admitting defeat, left his chariots and horses, fleeing on foot some 48 miles to the encampment of Heber the Kenite, who had separated himself from his tribe and was dwelling at Kedesh. There Sisera met his fate at the hand of Jael, wife of Heber. Thus did Barak find Sisera slain by a woman with a tent peg and a hammer. How Deborah's words must have rung in Barak's ears, "The Lord will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman."
"So on that day God subdued Jabin the king of Canaan before the people of Israel. And the hand of the people of Israel bore harder and harder on Jabin the king of Canaan" (Judges 4:24).
In Deborah's song of triumph we see a word picture of the lives of the people of Israel under the oppression of Jabin. "Caravans ceased" to travel, those who moved aboutIhe country "kept to the byways", the people of the villages moved into towns for greater protection, "until you arose, Deborah, arose as a Mother in Israel". This faithful woman became the spur to Barak's faith, enabling him to overthrow Israel's oppressors, with God's promise fulfilled. "And the land had rest for forty years." Although
Deborah's strength was the support for Barak's weakness, it is Barak's name which is included in the list of faithful men and woman in Hebrews 11. "And what more shall I say? For time would fail me to tell of Gideon, Barak ..." But what greater accolade could Deborah receive than to be known for all time as "a Mother in Israel"?
Many woman today clamour for the so called liberation of their sex. The wise woman will realise she has a great deal of power to control present and future events. The mother has the training of the child during its most formative years, and the wife can help sustain and guide her husband. Did not God form Eve as a help​meet? A woman who trusts in the Lord does not rely on her own understanding, but always acknowledges God in her daily life, and allows Him to guide her way. She will, as Deborah before her, be guide, counsellor and support to husband, children and the community in which she lives, always ready with the helping hand and kind word, a support to those weak in faith, a Mother in Spiritual Israel.
Let no one despise the role allocated to women; although first in the transgression, she has been redeemed. Scripture portrays for us some women whose faith excelled or complemented that of the men. In these last days may every man and woman in the Lord work together for the greater glory of God; for this will be their united task in the coming Kingdom and if we work not together now, we shall not then. We are all one in Christ Jesus.
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SAMSON'S MOTHER
VERY little is recorded of this woman whose name is not mentioned in Scripture, and yet who ranks with Sarah, Hannah and Elisabeth as a "Mother of Promise". A careful study will show her to have been a woman of character.
The wife of Manoah of the tribe of Dan, she lived in a time of Philistine oppression, and she was childless. This latter state was considered a reproach amongst Jewish women. One day when she was alone, an angel appeared to her, and announced the glad tidings that she was to have a son, who would begin the deliverance of Israel from the oppression of the Philistines. This son was to be a Nazarite, therefore she was not to eat any unclean thing or drink wine or strong drink, from that time until after the child was born.
Her faith is at once shown in that she believed what was said to her, for she knew in her heart that this was no ordinary man who had given her this good news, but a man of God. Delighted, she sought her husband, recounting all that had happened. Her natural shyness had prevented her asking the angel who he was, a fact she impressed upon Manoah when telling him what had happened: "His countenance was like the countenance of an angel of God, very terrible; but I asked him not whence he was, neither told he me his name" (Judges 13:6).
Manoah, one feels, was somewhat suspicious of this strange man—was his pride hurt that his wife and not he had received this angelic visitation? He was determined, if possible, to know more, and being a godly man he prayed that the visitor might return and give further instructions. His prayer was answered, but again the angel appeared to the woman when she was alone. Quite obviously
the message was for her! But she, an obedient wife, ran to fetch her husband, and brought him to the angel, who reaffirmed all he had previously said. Manoah was very pressing in his search for infor​mation, asking many questions—those his wife had been too shy to ask, or was it that her woman's intuition made the asking unnecessary?
No new instructions came from this interview, only a reiteration of those first given. One feels that left alone, the woman would have hugged her thoughts to herself, spending many happy hours, like Mary, the mother of Jesus, who "kept all these sayings and pondered them in her heart" (Luke 2:19).
A Wife's Commonsense
Some of these thoughts may well have been about the instruc​tions to refrain from wine, strong drink and unclean food. The son to be born was to be a Nazarite from conception, and it was to be lifelong. This was unusual to say the least, as a man usually took a vow and became a Nazarite for a period of time. There is only one other man in Scripture who was a lifelong Nazarite and that was John the Baptist, of whom it was said (in Luke 1:15): "He shall drink no wine or strong drink and he shall be filled with the Holy Spirit even from his mother's womb."
Manoah was still reluctant to let the visitor go, for as yet he was unconvinced that he was an angel; and being also a very hospitable man, he pressed him to stay while he prepared a fatted calf. The angel refused to eat, but suggested instead that a burnt offering be prepared. Manoah still asked questions: "What is thy name, that when thy sayings come to pass we may do thee honour?" The angel replied that it was secret.
The offering was carefully prepared and the angel made a most impressive exit by ascending out of sight in the flame from the altar. The offering was accepted, and the identity of the visitor revealed without doubt.
Manoah, who of course was now convinced, and his wife reacted by falling on their faces; and Manoah panicked, convinced that they would die. But here his wife's commonsense came to their aid: 'If the Lord were pleased to kill us, he would not have received a burnt offering and a meat offering at our hands, neither would he have shewed us all these things, nor would as at this time have told us such things as these" (Judges 13:23).
In due time Samson was born.
Numbers 6 gives details of the separateness and consecration of the Nazarite: "All the days of his separateness he is holy unto the Lord" (v. 8); and "He shall consecrate unto the Lord the days of his separation" (v. 12). Samson, when he grew up, became in many ways a man of unusual separateness, essentially a lonely man. It is never recorded that he led an army against the Philistines; all his excursions into their territory were solitary ones. It was in this con​text of separateness that Samson's parents found his request for a Philistine wife so repugnant. They knew he had been chosen to start the deliverance of Israel from Philistine oppression. How, they no doubt thought and argued, could their son marry one of them and fight them at the same time? Also they understood the principle taught throughout the Scripture and later summed up so clearly by Paul in 2 Corinthians 6:14-18:
"Be ye not unequally yoked together with unbelievers: for what fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? and what communion hath light with darkness? and what concord hath Christ with Belial? or what part hath he that believeth with an infidel? and what agreement hath the temple of God with idols? for ye are the temple of the living God; as God hath said, I will dwell in them and walk in them; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. Wherefore come out from among them, and be ye separate, saith the Lord, and touch not the unclean thing."
Is not this just what Samson's parents were stressing when they said, "Is there never a woman among the daughters of thy brethren or amongst all thy people that thou goest to take a wife of the un-circumcised Philistines?" And from the viewpoint of a successful marriage they were certainly right. They did not at the time realise that Samson's action was a deliberate action from the Lord to "seek occasion against the Philistines".
Family Bonds
A tribute to the bond of family life is given in Samson's own words to his wife when she asked him to tell her the answer to his riddle, "Behold, I have not told it my father or my mother and shall I tell it thee?" Without going into the rights and wrongs of secrets between husband and wife which here are irrelevant, the foregoing shows that it was very unusual for there to be secrets in the Manoah household. A happy family atmosphere, although the
responsibility of all its members, is primarily created by the wife and mother.
Samson's mother taught him the ways of God, for through all his years of trials, difficulties and weaknesses he never lost faith in the God of Israel whom he served, and was considered fit to be men​tioned by the writer to the Hebrews in his list of the faithful.
What then were the characteristics portrayed in this very small glimpse of the mother of Samson. She was a woman of faith; a woman of natural reticence; she was a wife of commonsense, in subjection to her husband, but not afraid to rebuke him when he lost faith. She had many of the virtues Lemuel wished to find in a virtuous woman:
"The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her . . . she will do him good and not evil all the days of her life . . . She openeth her mouth with wisdom, and in her tongue is the law of kindness . . . Favour is deceitful and beauty is vain, but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised" (Prov. 31).
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DELILAH
DELILAH is the epitome of all the unscrupulous women through​out history who have used their physical charms and deceitful hearts to bring strong men to their doom for personal advantage. Such women have frequently been used to undermine an enemy whether at an individual level, in business, or internationally in espionage, and it is a sad fact of experience that few men and women are totally immune from such exploitation when the motive power is sex, money, or power and often all three.
The story of Delilah and Samson is just such a case, and the writer of the book of Proverbs urgently warns young men of this very danger, almost as if he had this example in mind.
The prophet Micah at a later crisis in Israel's history cautioned his hearers to put no trust in human relationships, however close and to "keep the doors of thy mouth from her that lieth in thy bosom" (Micah 7:5). His words were later endorsed by the Lord Jesus when warning his followers what would befall them in times of Christian persecution:
"Ye shall be betrayed both by parents, and brethren, and kinsfolks, and friends; and some of you shall they cause to be put to death" (Luke 21:16).
What do we know about Delilah? Her name appears to mean "languishing" or "weak" but this only seems appropriate in regard to her morals. Most authorities assert that she was a Philistine, presumably on the basis that Samson's first wife and the harlot of Gaza were of this race, and because she so willingly agreed to betray Samson to them: but was she? The evidence is slender and indeed there is much to the contrary as we shall see.
The Bible never says that she was one. All the record states is, "Afterward he (Samson) loved a woman in the valley of Sorek, whose name was Delilah" (Judges 16:4).
The valley of Sorek (which means a special type of red grape) began in the mountains a few miles southwest of Jerusalem, gradually widening out as it descended towards the fertile coastal plain. It provided one of the main access routes to the Judean highlands and adjoining valleys and was used much by the Philistines and other invading armies. Today part of the Sorek valley is used for the main railway between Jerusalem and Tel-Aviv.
Her Home Country
Zorah, where Samson was born, is a mountain village high on the slopes of a tributary valley which joined the Sorek a few miles further west. This valley dropped towards Timnath and the Sorek through a deep rocky gorge which was the haunt of lions and other wild beasts; a confirmation of the record. The whole of this area had been allocated to the tribe of Dan by Joshua but they never fully conquered it and were constantly pressed for living space both by the original inhabitants and the Philistines expanding from the west.
By the time of Samson part of the tribe had migrated to northern Dan but the rest were increasingly harassed and later oppressed by the invading Philistines, and, as the angel told Samson's mother, his special task was to begin to deliver his people from them.
His work began at the time of his first marriage, continuing throughout his life, and such was his remarkable prowess that he attained the position of judge and leader of his people at an early age. His rule is thought to have been contemporary with the latter years of the high priesthood of Eli in Shiloh.
The episode with Delilah occurred when he had already judged Israel for twenty years and was a famous public figure, respected and honoured by his people, but hated and feared with superstitious awe by the Philistines. His relationship with this woman was no casual affair but an arrangement recognised by all. They were living together in a house larger than the usual one-roomed dwelling, for it had an inner room where several men could unseen and unheard, and this would be in keeping with son's position. We are not told whether it was his house or hers
but Delilah was the mistress of it and able to make decisions and plans to suit herself. She was probably regarded as his legal wife or high ranking concubine and as she alone of the women in Samson's life is named, it indicates that she held a position of some importance in the area.
Samson was now in his forties and Delilah was almost certainly an attractive widow or divorcee, for the record implies that she was an experienced woman, not only able to fascinate him but to keep him infatuated whatever she said and did, while scheming for his destruction. In that era of arranged marriages no single maidens would be available after their mid-teens unless handicapped in some way and Delilah was no innocent young girl.
A Position of Status
That Delilah had held a position of some status is further con​firmed when we read that the five lords of the Philistines actually made a personal deputation to visit her and enlist her co-operation in the matter of humbling Samson. They travelled many miles from their own city states, a two day journey for those from Askelon and Gaza, and came up the Sorek valley to talk with her themselves, each lord offering her a fantastic bribe to overcome such scruples and loyalty as she might have. They would hardly do this if she was a Philistine woman or a common harlot whom their local sub​ordinates could have been ordered to threaten or bully into submission.
We have only to remind ourselves of the fate of Samson's first wife, who was a Philistine, and compare it with the courtesy and patience with which Delilah was treated, and this in spite of three failures. Twenty years earlier when Samson was officially on friendly terms with his first wife's relatives and friends, the Philistine wedding guests threatened his bride with violence and death demanding,
"Entice thy husband, that he may declare unto us the riddle, lest
we burn thee and thy father's house with fire" (Judges 14:15).
A little later they had no hesitation at all in doing just that in
another act of revenge—in significant contrast to the treatment
they afforded Delilah:
"And the lords of the Philistines came up to her and said, Entice him and see wherein his great strength lieth, and by what means we may prevail against him and afflict him; and we will give thee every one of us eleven hundred pieces of silver" (Judges 16:5).
There were no threats, only the promise of the 5,500 pieces of silver, enough to make the recipient a wealthy and independent woman for the rest of a long life. This was a very great deal of money in those days, as we can realise when the wage for a good day's work in the local fields or vineyards was but a quarter of a shekel or silver piece. In the next chapter of Judges, the young Levite was most content to accept only ten shekels, a change of clothing and his keep as a whole year's wage for acting as household priest to Micah.
Feminine Wiles
It has always seemed very strange that Samson, having known how his first wife was threatened, coerced and finally burnt to death by her own people, should some twenty years later, when he was even more hated and feared, have risked living with another Philistine woman. If however Delilah was an Israelite, unworthy though she was, there does seem an explanation of his extra​ordinary trust in her. His infatuation certainly blinded him to her true character, for he refused to believe that any of his own people would actually connive with the enemy to destroy him; certainly not the one who shared his heart and home.
Unhappily for Samson, Delilah was an ambitious self-seeking woman, gratifying her own desires at the expense of others. No doubt it was very advantageous to be the adored mistress of so famous a man as Samson and it would need a substantial bribe to offset all that he could offer her. She could not have loved him much, for no truly loving woman would have been so tempted; but the Philistines had her measure and now both her cupidity and curiosity were aroused and she proceeded to use all her feminine wiles to satisfy them. It was not so easy as she expected.
Samson had unwisely come to take his God-given strength for granted, and with his love of riddles and sense of humour had used it not only for the discomfiture of his enemies but also for his own amusement. Flattered by Delilah's sudden interest in the source of his strength he could not resist tormenting her and teasing her, as no doubt she in her turn had tantalised him for her favours.
It seems that the secret of his power had been known only to his Parents and himself—a most necessary precaution in those troubled times—and the keeping of that secret had undoubtedly saved his We until now; the legends surrounding his strange gift were as effective a deterrent as the power itself. The mystery of Samson
was not that he was a great giant, huge in frame and large of limb possessed of brute force, though he is often depicted as such, nor had he the over-developed body with bulging muscles of an all-in wrestler; his phenomenal strength reposed in a perfectly normal healthy body of ordinary proportions, which was athletic and virile.
The Philistines were used to real giants and their special abilities, for the remnants of the Anakim lived in some of their cities, and it is likely that the future great-grandparents of Goliath were at that very time young children whom they would see playing in the streets of Gath. Samson's extraordinary strength was quite beyond their comprehension, and would be attributed to magic and sorcery; and if Delilah could discover the secret so that they could humiliate him it would be victory indeed.
Three Tests
So began the dangerous game that was to lead to Samson's downfall. The three tests suggested by the over-confident Samson must have taken several days or even weeks to carry out by their very nature. No real suspicions of Delilah's duplicity were aroused nor did Samson appear to suspect the presence of several men hidden in the inner room on the various occasions. Each stage was executed with great care and thoroughness and with much acting skill on the part of Delilah. The first test was to bind him with "seven green withs that were never dried". Opinion is divided as to whether these really were willow withs from which mats, baskets and a type of cord were made, or whether they were new, still moist lengths of twisted animal gut used for bow strings, or again tough leather ropes of new hides, all of which were very strong and would test him to his limit. These were actually supplied by and brought to Delilah by the five lords themselves who were taking no chances on faulty workmanship, but Samson broke free from them as easily as if they were scorched tow.
The second test involved new ropes made from the strongest flax fibres, a very tough linen, and when bound with these Samson snapped them like sewing thread. In the third trial his hair was actually woven into the weft of Delilah's loom as part of the fabric.
Ancient looms were of two main types, an upright version as used in Egypt which was usually firmly attached by beams to a wall or with uprights in sockets on the floor, sometimes both; and a horizontal variety originally used by tent dwellers which was
sllppOrted by pegs and stakes in the ground. Most homes would have small handlooms, but the larger ones such as indicated here would be heavy and cumbersome and would only be found in the more affluent homes or in the house of the village weaver.
It was quite feasible for Delilah to sit on a low couch or cushions on the floor near the loom while Samson rested his head on her lap; and when he was fast asleep to thread his locks into the fabric, pushing them up tight with the beater, then weaving further rows of material to hold them in place. When ready she woke him up and taunted him in the hearing of the waiting men: "The Philistines be upon thee, Samson." Feeling at once the pulling on his head he bounded up and with a mighty heave dislodged the heavy top beam of the loom from its support and broke away with the rest of the loom hanging round him, a painful process.
A Woman's Reproaches
Realising she had been tricked a third time she covered her frustration and annoyance with the usual reproaches of a spoilt woman: "How canst thou say, I love thee, when thine heart is not with me? thou hast mocked me these three times and hast not told me wherein thy great strength lieth." To free him and make her peace she would have to destroy her weaving, cutting across the long warp threads so that Samson's hair could be disentangled without damaging or severing his hair, something he would never wittingly permit, though he had been foolish enough to suggest this experiment.
In the days that followed we see the worst exhibition of female temperament at work in the continual nagging and whining to get her own way. Few men can endure this kind of thing and they usually wax violent, opt out altogether, or in desperation give in, regardless of future consequences. Samson was vulnerable to this kind of pressure, for we know that he gave in to his first wife's tears and daily reproaches when he told her the riddle of the lion and the honey; so now with Delilah.
"And it came to pass when she pressed him daily with her words, and urged him, so that his soul was vexed to death, that he told her all his heart." He revealed to her the nature of his Nazarite vow to God—"There hath not come a rasor upon my head"—and how if this were desecrated and his hair cut short he would become weak as other men.
Delilah recognised at once that this was the truth, and no doubt many puzzling things were now explained. We notice that Samson expected her to understand about God and this special vow and the fact that she so quickly grasped its implications is further evidence that she was an Israelite. Certain now that the huge prize was at last within her grasp, she once more sent for the Philistine lords saying, "Come up this once, for he hath showed me all his heart", and the lords, confident of success, brought Delilah's money in their hand.
For the last time she lured Samson to sleep with his head on her knees and when safe she signalled to one of the waiting men to shave off the seven precious locks, probably tying his arms as an extra precaution. Then she woke him, taunting him as before, watching to see if he could escape this time, but a shocked and dazed Samsom realised that he had tempted his God once too often and "the Lord was departed from him". He was indeed as weak as other men.
At a signal from Delilah the waiting men fell upon him; and to make doubly sure that he could not even now elude their grasp, they cruelly bored out his eyes before taking him in triumph the thirty miles to Gaza where once he had so jauntily removed the city gates. Here they achieved their object of humiliating him by putting him to grind corn in the prison mill—the work of women and animals; and all the Philistines rejoiced to see their greatly feared enemy blind, feeble and fastened with chains.
Betrayal without Remorse
Samson, as we know, deeply repented his weakness; and his sincerity was such that when his hair grew again God allowed him to expiate his sin with one final splendid act of faith. The house of Dagon was destroyed, the God of Israel was vindicated and three thousand mocking, jeering Philistines were slain as Samson bowed upon the two main pillars of the building with all his God-given might. His prayer to die with the Philistines was granted and so "the dead which he slew at his death were more than they which he slew in his life".
We know from Hebrews 11 that Samson had great faith and that in spite of his mistakes he was forgiven and will be in the kingdom.
But what of the woman who destroyed him? Could Delilah ever forget that one of the last things Samson ever saw with his eyes was her treacherous face as she handed him over to the enemy? Did he
also see her receiving her ill-gotten wealth of silver from the hands of the Philistine lords in five great leather saddle bags? Very probably. Remembering this, could she enjoy using the money without thinking of the dreadful fate of the fine man who had loved her too well? When news reached her that, blind and broken, Samson was set to grind corn endlessly in Gaza prison, daily mocked and derided, did any pity or remorse stir her hardened mind? And when, in the dramatic splendour of his most mighty act of God-given power, he perished with the five lords and mocking multitude, did the fear of Samson's God penetrate her seared conscience?
There is no record of any repentance or sorrow, no suggestion that Divine forgiveness was invoked—she is one with Ahithophel who betrayed David, his king and friend, and Judas Iscariot who betrayed his Lord with a kiss. With them she passes into oblivion.
This sad story illustrates forcefully the theme of the book of Judges, that "in those days, every man did that which was right in his own eyes". It warns us of the perils of forgetting our high and holy calling and of taking the gifts of God for granted, as did Samson. It highlights the sin of covetousness and how the love of money is the root of evil; most importantly it illustrates how easily the wrong partner can compass spiritual degradation and ruin.
Delilah was fleshly minded and false in all her ways, the anti​thesis of the truly godly woman and the last but one verse of the book of Proverbs provides a fitting comment:
"Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the Lofd, she shall be praised."
16
RUTH AND NAOMI
IT has been well said that after the dark days of the closing chapters of the book of Judges the sweet story of Ruth is like a ray of heaven's sunshine across the pages of Holy Writ.
The scene is set in the days when the Judges ruled the land, when the family of Elimelech (driven by a famine) emigrated into the land of Moab. There a greater tragedy than famine overtook them, Naomi first becoming a widow, and later being bereaved of both her sons. She was left with two daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth. Eventually, having heard there was no more famine in Judah, she resolved to return, and began her journey accompanied by Orpah and Ruth. In sorrow of spirit and heaviness of heart they made their way, each silent for a while until Naomi could no longer refrain. She must express her thoughts. Although her loss was three times greater than theirs, she must speak out the concern that was within her unselfish heart, concern for their future, not her own:
"Go, return each to her mother's house: the Lord deal kindly with you, as ye have dealt with the dead and with me. The Lord grant that ye may find rest each of you in the house of her husband ..." (Ruth 1:8,9).
How revealing is this passage of the good relationship which existed between mother-in-law and daughters-in-law. But she would make no claim upon them now, grateful as she was for their care and companionship in former days. "Then she kissed them", we read. This was no formal kiss of course, but in the nature of a long and tender farewell. No wonder they declared they would not leave her.
But Naomi had counted the cost and, despite the loss it would
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be for her, she was ready to face the loneliness that lay ahead. So this noble woman spoke again, keeping nothing back. She would reveal to them what their decision would mean:
"Turn again my daughters, go your way; for I am too old to have a husband. If I should say, I have hope, if I should have a husband also tonight and should also bear sons, would ye tarry for them till they were grown? Would ye stay for them from having husbands? Nay my daughters; for it grieveth me much for your sakes that the hand of the Lord has gone out against me" (vv. 12-13).
At this Orpah, deciding it was right now to think of herself and her own future, gave her final kiss of farewell, returned to her people and her gods and walked out of the pages of Divine history. Orpah's kiss and departing is in great contrast to Ruth who "clave unto her". Can we discern in Naomi's next words a sense of disap​pointment as she spoke to Ruth?
"Behold thy sister-in-law is gone back to her people and her
gods: return thou after thy sister-in-law" (v. 15).
This only served to confirm Ruth in her decision. She had weighed
every word and noted the manner in which each was spoken, and
had counted the full cost. So, in words of love and commitment,
which are some of the most poignant ever recorded, she pleaded:
"Intreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following
after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou
lodgest, I will lodge; thy people shall be my people, and thy God
my God: where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried:
the Lord do so to me, and more also, if ought but death part
thee and me" (v. 16).
The Revised Standard Version has "if even death part thee from me", implying that even death itself would not part them—they would be buried together. But later, and greater still, they would be raised together.
A Powerful Example
Naomi's example in her living, her faith in the one God (as opposed to the many in Moab) had not gone without notice, but had had its due effect on Ruth.
And would not such a response lift up the heart of sorrowful Naomi, heavy though it was? Seeing that Ruth was steadfastly minded to go with her she left off speaking to her. Here were word
and deed together, and who can resist such a combination? Naomi and Ruth proceeded on their way. If still in silence, it was an understanding silence. The feelings of both were relieved in the unity and purpose of their resolve, and they went on together to Bethlehem.
But the effects of Naomi's bereavements could not be set aside for any length of time. Her sorrow, which had penetrated to the inner fibre of her being, welled up once more when she reached the city where old associations caused memories to come flooding back. The city was moved (R.S.V., stirred) about them. And they said, "Is this Naomi?" What was meant? Had sorrow so changed her in appearance or in spirit? "Call me not Naomi (pleasant) but Marah (bitter), for the Almighty hath dealt very bitterly with me. I went out full, and the Lord hath brought me home again empty." The memories of happier times obscured for the moment the bless​ing of a real daughter in Ruth, a very human and understandable failing. She was not to know then how much Ruth was soon to mean to her. How often do our troubles loom so largely before us that they obscure the blessings which the Lord sends to provide a balance against adversity, and to ensure that our temptations are not greater than we can bear. Unknown to Naomi at this time was the joy in store for her through Ruth—an abundance of blessings to be described as better than seven sons.
A Faithful Daughter
A place to dwell in seems to have been readily available on Elimelech's inheritance and Ruth, who left Moab, in a sense not knowing whither she went, found a place ready for her. Significant​ly they arrived in the time of barley harvest which was passover time. This was the time when the story of Israel's redemption was rehearsed—their deliverance from the land of bondage and darkness. Ruth then learned how God had delivered His people out of Egypt and how He bore them on eagles' wings and brought them unto Himself as He was now doing to her.
The information in chapter 2:1, that Naomi had a kinsman of her husband's named Boaz, is for the benefit of the reader. When Ruth decided to provide for them both she did not know this. She saw it as her duty to seek provision for her household, and said, "Let me now go into the field and glean ears of corn after him in whose sight I shall find grace." In her going forth we see the guiding hand of God. "... and her hap was to light upon a part
of the field belonging unto Boaz" (2:2,3). She did not plan this, but God did. From a human point of view it was chance, but her going forth was overruled. Her ways had been committed to God and He would direct her steps. Thus she came to have a wider experience with the people of Naomi, whom she had chosen as her people. She was prepared to take the humble station of a gleaner—one of the poorest of the land. She was not ashamed to ask and she fully received. Her perseverance and industry were noted by those around her.
Those were happy days in Israel when the bond between master and servant was the blessing of the Lord. It also reflected on the character of Boaz who treated his servants as he would want God, his Master, to treat him. The Lord had indeed blessed the land and they were reaping with joy.
Boaz, seeing a strange face, made enquiries about the gleaner. He had heard about her and now met her. As we study his response to these reports, see the generosity of his heart, and hear his words of comfort and encouragement to Ruth, we think of our Redeemer, the Lord Jesus, who provided for and gave comfort to his disciples. Boaz had charged Ruth: "Go not to glean in another field . . . abide fast by my maidens" (2:8-9). So Jesus gave comfort in the words, "Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid" (John 14:27) and a moment later, "Abide in me and I in you."
Obedience and Self-Denial
There is a principle here which Ruth was ready to observe, for this was the beginning of the story of her own redemption. Later she would abide with Boaz her redeemer and her husband unto death, but first, stage by stage, she was to learn by obedience. Her association with the foreign land seems to be emphasised by the repeated ascription "Ruth the Moabitess", despite her Jewish nationality legally gained through marrying Mahlon. Note how her severing of past links, her forsaking of family and country as well as the positive manifestation of love to a bereaved wife and mother, weighed in the estimation of Boaz:
"It hath been fully showed me, all that thou hast done to thy mother-in-law . . . and how thou hast left thy father and thy mother, and the land of thy nativity, and art come unto a people which thou knewest not heretofore" (2:11).
There was a denial of self and all that it stands for, which is
indeed one of the basic principles of redemption in Christ Jesus, for Jesus said, "He that cometh after me and forsaketh not all that he hath cannot be my disciple".
The next words of Boaz are very wonderful too. The delightful way in which he ascribes the source of every blessing to the Lord stands out against his own influential position as a man of substance. He saw to it that Naomi and Ruth would not be in want, but he had his sights raised to levels beyond his power to recompense, for he says, "The Lord recompense thy work and a full reward be given thee of the Lord God of Israel under whose wings thou art come to trust." This was true humility. Note too the mention of the wings under which Ruth had come to trust—it had been her Passover and she had been borne on eagle's wings to this land where she found redemption. The humility of Boaz is matched by Ruth's in the recognition of her position: "... though I be not like one of thy hand maidens"; and this, coupled with her obedience, is a lesson for all time. She followed the advice and counsel given by Boaz and Naomi: "So she kept fast by the maidens of Boaz unto the end of barley harvest and of wheat harvest"—from Passover to Pentecost, the feast of firstfruits, when she was redeemed and was married. The Bride, the Lamb's wife, is the firstfruits unto God and the Lamb (see Rev. 14:4).
Recognising a Higher Power
Finally in chapter 2 we return to practical aspects of daily living in the very last sentence: "And she dwelt with her mother-in-law"—words so simple yet so profound. We live in a society where such an arrangement is deemed unwise, and only those whose hap it has been to light upon this field could dare to comment. Is it possible today that such a relationship could exist? It is only possi​ble where mother-in-law and daughter-in-law can live in a spirit of love, patience and understanding, with a joint recognition of a higher power. Submission and obedience to the will of God will be needed in such a relationship, but through the pathway of many wrestlings and much selflessness it is possible to reach to the joy of which the Psalmist speaks (slightly adjusted): "Behold how good and how pleasant it is for sisters to dwell together in unity."
The Book of Ruth is part of that Scripture which has been writ​ten for our learning so that we through its patience and comfort, revealed in the characters before us, might have hope, whatever field of human experience our hap will be to light upon.
The story moves on. Naomi, having been ministered to by Ruth, was now anxious to minister to Ruth's needs. The redemption laws of Israel were such that it was possible for Ruth to be redeemed, as well as the land of her husband. But there was need for preparation so that Ruth might find and be accepted by a suitable person. She was instructed to seek, and invited to prepare for such an encounter. "Wash thyself . . . anoint thee and put thy raiment upon thee, and get thee down to the floor, but make not thyself known unto the man until he have done eating and drinking" (3:3). The washing, anointing and clothing of oneself are essential to the redemption story, as is the going forth, in trust, to be made known to our Redeemer.
Ruth's feelings are not disclosed as the narrative unfolds, but her obedience is emphasised, and so her requests were answered. Boaz had no misgivings in the matter. He knew the character of Ruth; indeed her reputation was not questioned by any in the city, "for all the city . . . doth know that thou art a virtuous woman." So the process was begun, and such was the man Boaz, that it was certain he would not hesitate to pursue his purpose unto the end. But the end in view did not obscure immediate needs. He again took the necessary steps to make generous provision for the household, adding the words, "... go not empty to thy mother-in-law". Yes, the times of emptiness and sorrow, of famine and bereavement, were now passed, and here was the token—six measures of barley—of assurance for the future. This was accepted by Naomi as a guarantee that soon the matter in hand would be completed: "The man will not rest until he have finished the thing this day" (3:18).
A Strong Redeemer
Here we may remind ourselves of the meaning of the name Boaz —strength. Her redeemer was strong and would see it through, and she would be glad and rejoice in his salvation. Boaz lost no time, but having respect to the law (Deut. 25:5-10), sought to do all things accordingly. A nearer kinsman was found who was prepared to go only half way. He is nameless in the Spirit's record; he was not prepared to risk his own inheritance. So with the blessing of all around him Boaz became a redeemer and a husband to Ruth, typical of our Lord who became a Redeemer and Husband to the church. The redemption story is typically woven into the narrative of Ruth like a golden thread into a pattern. One can easily
appreciate the bond of love which existed between these two faithful characters, and the recognition by them of the Lord God of Israel.
Soon the announcement came, "There is a son born to Naomi". What transcending joy! Naomi's loss had been threefold—a husband and two sons. Now her cup was filled again with Ruth, Boaz and Obed. Surely she could again be called Naomi (pleasant). The people recognised the way in which she had been blessed in the words, "Thy daughter-in-law, which loveth thee, which is better to thee than seven sons, hath borne him." He was named Obed, which means "serving".
A Forebear of the Lord
The concluding genealogy in Ruth makes a fitting climax to a wonderful story, for it links Ruth with a wider Bible history. Future destinies were in the balance when Ruth made her personal decision to support Naomi and declare in favour of her God and'her people. She was to become a forebear of our Lord with her name in the New Testament genealogy. It is a story of rest after turmoil and struggle. It is the story of what appears to be at first an unrealistic choice, but it clearly shows that those who put their trust in the Lord God of Israel will not go unrewarded even in this life. "Shall I not seek rest for thee, my daughter?" said Naomi to Ruth. This is the setting in which we are reminded of the words of our Redeemer, for we cannot leave this home in Bethlehem without thinking of him who said:
"Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the
world (Moab) giveth, give I unto you. Let not your heart be
troubled, neither let it be afraid."
Orpah may have found rest in Moab, but it would end in the grave. For Ruth, who embraced the hope of Israel, a greater future is assured.
17
HANNAH
AS in the case of so many individuals in the Bible, we have only a glimpse of Hannah's life, the record of her response to certain circumstances, and we are left asking questions to which we can find no answer.

Did Elkanah first marry Hannah and then, finding her barren, marry Peninnah in the hope of having sons and daughters? Peninnah in this case would feel herself to be an interloper in what was obviously a happy marriage. She could have reflected that her position was no better than Abraham's concubine, required only to bear children. This may not have been the situation. In spite of her having a loving husband, one senses the loneliness of Hannah. If she was indeed the first and chief wife, she does not give the impression of having any authority in the household, or any share in the upbringing of the children.

Did Elkanah marry Peninnah, and then fall in love with Hannah? This would naturally cause a good deal of jealousy and resentment on the part of the first wife; and this Peninnah displays to the full. That she could so spitefully and continually taunt Hannah on her childlessness would indicate that she was hard and unloving. Her jibes and taunts show that she considered herself superior to the childless Hannah, and perhaps she hinted (as did Job's three friends) that Hannah must be out of favour with God.

There was no law against polygamy in the Old Testament. In fact in Deuteronomy 2i :15, we find provision made for fair inheritance in the case of a man having two wives. Abraham married Sarah, and in order to help God's purpose, as he thought, he married Hagar, with unhappy results for all the family. Jacob did not
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intend to marry Leah, but finding that he had been tricked into doing so, married Rachel, another woman much beloved but child​less for many years.
The Lord Jesus makes it quite clear that from the beginning the Creator intended that one man and one woman should become one flesh, and although polygamy was permitted, it was not in the purpose of God.
Six women in Scripture who longed and prayed, and who waited for many years, for a son—Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, the wife of Manoah, Hannah, and later, Elisabeth—all grieved that they were childless for so long. Each one of these good women eventually received from the Lord the son she asked, and in each case that son was marked out by God for some special purpose, and we remember Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Samson, Samuel and John the Baptist.
Elkanah was of the tribe of Levi and lived in Ramah. We find that the hill country of Ephraim was given as an inheritance to his forebears, the sons of Kohath. He was evidently a devout man, although the times were evil. He went up to the house of the Lord every year; presumably this was the tabernacle, which Joshua had erected in Shiloh. This visit was not one of the three great festivals, at which only the males attended, for the record here evidently refers to a family occasion when all went up to the house of the Lord, to worship, and to enjoy a feast and rejoice before the Lord.
Prayers and Bitter Tears
On the visit to Shiloh which we are considering, Elkanah did not help Hannah's unhappy situation when he gave her a double por​tion to show his special favour. (We remember that Joseph honoured Benjamin by giving him five times as much as his brothers.) Such an act of favouritism provoked the shrewish Peninnah to further taunts and jibes, until Hannah was reduced to weeping, and could bear no more. How could she rejoice and feast before the Lord in such an atmosphere of hatred and jealousy? Elkanah tried in vain to comfort her. Hannah left the feast, her portion almost untouched, and went to the house of God. Eli, the High Priest, was sitting on his chair of state by the gate post on the inner court. Here Hannah's full heart overflowed in prayers and bitter tears. She besought the Lord of life whom she worshipped to pity her affliction and grant her a son. She vowed that if God would hear her prayer, the child would be given to God all the days
of his life, and be a Nazarite from his birth.
Eli watched this woman with the tears flowing down her face, the lips moving silently in the intensity of her pleading. To what state was Israel reduced, that it should even occur to the High Priest that the woman was drunk, in such a place!
When Peninnah jeered and taunted Hannah, we see that Hannah's response was acceptance, in silent grief; there was no angry reply, no protest, not even a reasonable defence. Now, in reply to the High Priest's monstrous accusation, Hannah answered with gentle humility: "No, my Lord, I am a woman of sorrowful spirit; I have poured out my soul before the Lord."
Surely, to be able quietly to accept criticism, injustice and cruelty without protest, is a mark of the people of God. It was shown in its fullness by the Son of God, who "when he was reviled, reviled not again" and was dumb, "as a sheep before her shearers" in the face of mocking, spitting, and the greatest injustice of all—for he was without fault.
With Eli's blessing, Hannah returned to the feast, composed, no longer sad, and continued the meal with the family.
Her Petition Granted
Soon after her return to Ramah, Hannah found she was preg​nant. We can only imagine her joy, and her thankful prayers to Him who hears all prayer. Hannah had vowed to give her son to the Lord. Her husband was obviously aware of this vow, and had not seen fit to annul it as he could have done under the Mosaic Law (Num. 30:6-7). In fact, he confirmed it with the words: "Do what seemeth thee good; tarry until thou have weaned him; only the Lord establish his word" (1 Sam. 1:23).
We should like to know how old little Samuel was when his mother took him to Shiloh, but we are not told. It is generally supposed that he was about three years old, but we know only that "the child was young" and just weaned.
Hannah must have known that Eli was weak and either unwilling or unable to control his vile sons, Hophni and Phinehas. Not only were they grossly immoral, but also in their priestly duties they deliberately disobeyed the laws that precisely defined the priests' Portions of the offerings of the people to God. The Levitical law was full of meaning, but they set all this on one side in order that they could take what they wanted—by force if necessary. We are
told that these wicked priests caused Israel to abhor the service of God.
Knowing all this, how did Hannah feel as she set out for Shiloh, returning to God the precious gift that He had given to her? How very easily she could have argued that the child was too young to leave his parents to go to strangers. She could have reasoned that since the priests were so wicked, it would be better for the child if she herself instructed him in the ways of holiness, postponing the journey to Shiloh until he was old enough to understand and resist the evil influences he would find there.
Confident in the Lord
How did she feel when she left the little boy, perhaps in Eli's arms? Surely every natural instinct in the mother cried out against such an unnatural act. But her trust in the Lord was absolute. From her song of thankfulness we realise that Hannah was quite con​fident that God is in control of all things. She rejoiced in the Lord, in His salvation, His holiness, His knowledge, and His power.
She worshipped the Lord, and returned to Ramah. Her obedience to her oath was complete, and not delayed by her natural feelings. Would that our own obedience to God was so prompt, and so trusting! Our thoughts turn to another mother who saw her beloved son surrounded by wicked men—and the sword that pierced her heart also.
Was there a good woman at Shiloh who cared for the motherless child? Hannah trusted that God would accept her son, and that he would be protected from harm, cared for and brought up as a child of God should be nurtured. Is it possible that the wife of Phinehas took charge of the little boy? She, at least, was a godly woman. When informed on her death bed of the triple tragedy which happened to Israel, it seems to be the loss of the Ark of the Covenant which distressed her the most. The High Priest, her father-in-law, was dead; her husband and his brother had been killed. But she said, "The glory is departed from Israel: for the ark of God is taken".
It is not difficult to imagine the feelings of Hannah as she work​ed on the garments for her child—having to guess just how much he had grown in the year since she had seen him. How she must have longed for the time to come round so that she could make the pilgrimage again! Each year, she saw that "the child Samuel grew
on", and like a later child, "was in favour both with the Lord and with men".
God gave to Hannah the son for which she pleaded; she lovingly and willingly gave him back to God, with the utmost confidence in His love and power. Surely this is the spirit in which we too should bring up our children?
We hear no more of Peninnah. Her bitter tongue was silenced, perhaps for ever. But Hannah was blessed for her faithfulness, for the Lord gave her three more sons and two daughters. Her lovely prayer, so similar in many respects to the Song of Mary, would need to be another study in itself! "My heart rejoiceth in the Lord,
mine horn is exalted in the Lord: my mouth is enlarged over mine enemies;
because I rejoice in thy salvation. There is none holy as the Lord: for there is none beside thee: neither is there any rock like our God. Talk no more so exceeding proudly;
let not arrogancy come out of your mouth: for the Lord is a God of knowledge, and by him actions are weighed ..."
(1 Samuel 2:1,2,3)
18
ABIGAIL
IN most Eastern countries the birth of a daughter was and perhaps still is the cause of much disappointment. In fact it might even be regarded as a downright calamity. The name Abigail, however, means "Source of gladness" or it could be an exclamation, "Father is gladness", and we like to think that in giving his little daughter such a name her father was expressing his delight at her birth and welcoming her into the family circle. What a difference it makes to the development and stability of a young girl's character if she feels she is wanted; if she is reared in an atmosphere of affec​tion and is able to survey the world outside from the warm security of her home. When we meet Abigail as a woman we feel that such a home background had been hers.
In Israel the position of a woman was much superior to her lot in the surrounding nations where she was little more than a slave or a chattel. For the women of Israel the Law of Moses guarded against such a fate. A woman was to be cared for and treated with respect; her rights with regard to inheritance were defended (Num. 27:1-7); her chastity protected (Exod. 22:16; Deut. 22). As a young bride she was not to be neglected (Deut. 24:5), and as a mother she was to receive honour from her sons (Deut. 5:16). She was to be present at the great seven-yearly gathering when the Law was re-read "before all Israel in their hearing . . . men, women and children" (Deut. 31:11-12), and she was allowed to take part in national rejoicings (2 Sam. 6:19).
Every true woman in Israel would want to know something of her heritage as a member of the chosen race, and of the promises made to her forefathers, and she might even cherish the secret hope that she might become the mother of the Messiah. If rightly
instructed by her parents she would realise that her conduct must be such as to grace her privileged position as one of God's "firstborn" nation. The evidence of such an upbringing and instruction in their Law, their history and the promises made to their fathers, is clearly seen in such women as Hannah, Mary the mother of Jesus and the woman we are about to consider—Abigail.
"Of good understanding"
When we are introduced to Abigail in Scripture she is "a woman of good understanding and of a beautiful countenance", all too rare a combination, and perhaps understandably so, for it cannot be easy for a truly beautiful woman to remain humble and un​affected in the face of continuous adulation by both word and look.
We are surprised to find, however, that Abigail is married to a man who is boorish and dissolute. His name is Nabal, meaning "a fool", that is, not merely silly, but rather positively bad or brutish. How could parents have given such a name to their son? The explanation may be that most Hebrew nouns are made up of three consonants between which the vowels have to be supplied, and a change of vowels could bring a change of meaning. Thus "Nebel" or "Nevel" could mean "a lyre", while "Naebel" could mean "a leather bottle". Perhaps over the years, as Nabal's true character became evident, his acquaintances changed his name from that of a musical instrument to that of a churl!
The other appellation given to this man was "a son of Belial". The name Belial, thought to be a form of the Babylonian name for a goddess, Belili, who presided over the underworld, when used in the Hebrew form could mean "shall not come up"; so that to a Hebrew the name could convey the idea of a place from which a traveller would not return. In other words, it could be equivalent to Jesus' expression "child of hell" (Matt. 23:15). The common meaning of Belial was simply "worthless".
Again we wonder how the father who had expressed gladness at the birth of his daughter had come to give her in marriage to such a man. Whether Nabal was a great deal older than his wife we do not know, but at the time of the Biblical episode he was obviously a man of considerable property in the neighbourhood of Carmel (a place south-west of the Dead Sea) and very wealthy. Moreover, he came of a noble family, of Caleb the son of Jephunneh, a Kenite adopted into the royal tribe of Judah and an outstanding leader of
Israel; and since status and property were everything, her father probably thought he had done very well for her. But even today, when a woman is free to marry whom she will, it is not uncommon for a woman of good understanding to marry a man inferior to herself: perhaps she feels sure she can "change her man"!
To be fair to Nabal, there is no suggestion that he had treated his wife as a slave by taking away her liberty and keeping her in subjec​tion. And again, it frequently happens that a man of Nabal's disposition has a real affection for the woman he marries, who is superior to him in every way.
An Unsatisfactory Marriage
Nevertheless, for Abigail to live every day fettered to a man with a bad temper, foolish and uncouth, and yet keep complete control of herself, could not have been easy. If her lot, however, was a sad and unsatisfactory one, there is no evidence that she let her circumstances warp or embitter her. She rose above them, ran the household-ably and well, and was obviously much respected by her servants who felt they could turn to her in a time of distress. At times, however, she must have felt very lonely, without true com​panionship with the man to whom she was married.
Our story in which this ill-assorted couple play such a prominent part, opens in the springtime of the year. Nabal and his servants are out on the Judean hills all day long, rounding up their large flocks of well-fed sheep, and shearing and dipping them. As they are to be away from home for some days, they have been amply supplied with provisions, no doubt prepared by Abigail and her maidens. Nabal is feeling very satisfied, for his flocks are in good order, none lost or stolen—this is indeed a bumper year.
In the same region, dwelling in the caves which abound in the Judean hills, are David and his band of 600 outlaws, and Nabal can hardly have been ignorant of their presence. David, the warrior, the idol of the people, the king's son-in-law and the Lord's anointed, was too well-known a national figure for Nabal not to know something of him and his whereabouts.
David, although as yet an outcast, is already showing his powers of leadership and his love of law and order, for he has made his band of outlaws the guardians of the law, and protectors of Nabal's shepherds. And who more knowledgeable about sheep or capable of giving a word of advice than David who had kept his
father's sheep on the hills around Bethlehem, and who could sing to the strains of his harp, "The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want"?
But this band of outlaws, some of them probably deserters from Saul's army, are without means of sustenance, so as defenders of the peace and of law and order, something is surely due to them. David would have scorned to take by force anything which was not his, so he sends ten of his followers to Nabal with a request for help. He is not asking for favours but for payment for services given. He carefully instructs his messengers as to the manner of their approach. They are to greet Nabal with the courteous greeting of the day, "Peace be both to thee, and peace be to thine house, and peace be unto all that thou hast". Then, in language humble but not servile, they were to make their request.
Since they expected that such a request would receive a sym​pathetic hearing from the man whose flocks they had helped to guard, Nabal's refusal seemed unbelievable. It might have been accepted had it been couched in reasonable terms; if for instance he had made polite excuses, pleading insufficient provisions. But his sneering and insolent retort to David's messengers, "Who is David? . . . there be many servants nowadays who break away from their masters", was galling in the extreme to David, an upright man, whose humiliating position was no fault of his own. Being a man of deep emotions, in whatever way he was moved, for good or ill, his anger immediately flared up. Without waiting for the heat of his passion to evaporate, he ordered his men to gird on every man his sword, to descend on the dwellingplace of Nabal and ruthlessly slay all the menfolk of his household.
Standing between a Man and his Folly
Meanwhile, one of Nabal's servants, realising the imminent peril in which they stood, slipped away to warn his mistress. He quickly told her of all that David and his band of men had done for them: "They were a wall to us both day and night, all the while we were with them keeping the sheep"; he repeated her husband's ill-considered reply, and forgetting he was in the presence of his mistress, ended up with real feeling: "For he is such a son of Belial a man cannot speak to him!" In a less perilous situation Abigail would doubtless not have permitted the manservant to speak of his master in this way, but there was no time for niceties. She had to act speedily if she were to save her husband and her household. Did
it cross her mind that if she left matters to take their course, she could have been rid of an undesirable partner? After all he had brought it on himself and she was not really concerned in the matter! But no, she was a loyal wife, and while she probably had very little love or respect for her husband, she could at least defend him and stand between him and his folly—besides there were the other members of the household to think of.
And here we see the true character of the woman. She did not panic, or throw hysterics or burst into tears. She asked no advice, appeared to need no assistance. She certainly sought no help from her husband, for the narrative tells us "She told him not". Her well run household was able to cope with the emergency and she acted quietly and confidently as if she had months in which to prepare. Like her ancestor Jacob when placating Esau, she prepared her gift to pacify David and his band who were riding hard towards her home; and she sent it on ahead by the hand of her servant. The gift was generous: 200 loaves, two skins of wine, five sheep ready dressed (ready no doubt for the feast to be held at the end of that day when the shearers arrived home), five measures of parched grain, 100 clusters of raisins and 200 cakes of figs—at least five ass-loads of provisions!
An Eloquent Appeal
While all this feverish activity was going on, Abigail's mind must have been even more active. What line of approach should she take to cool the wrath of this headstrong young warrior? Her gift would begin to conciliate David, but her wits must do the rest. As she followed more slowly after her servant, she was no doubt collecting her thoughts and deciding on her mode of attack. Did she pray? Undoubtedly she did. She would turn over in her mind what type of man she had to deal with. He must be a man of uprightness and integrity for the Lord to have chosen him and anointed him by the hand of Samuel. She must in some way draw David's attention away from the worthless Nabal and focus it on herself, trusting that when David's vindictive wrath had had time to abate, his true nature would assert itself. Of one thing she could be sure: David would take no vengeance on a woman.
The narrative is silent on David's reception of the servant with the laden asses. Perhaps as he came along the mountain road still fuming with wrath and pouring out threats in the presence of his men, he brushed aside the servant and his asses. His words would
be audible some distance off, and as Abigail jogged along on her ass "under the cover of the mountain" she could hear his furious voice upraised amid the clatter of his armed men. And then, rounding a bend in the path, she came suddenly upon the band of men with David at their head.
We can imagine David's utter surprise on coming face to face with this beautiful woman, alone on a mountain road. But his amazement would be even greater when she, without hesitation, slipped from her ass, and fell at his feet, bowing her lovely face in the dust. At once she began her appeal. It has been described as "one of the most eloquent utterances in the whole of Scripture . her argument was a combination of humility and frankness, and courage and insight". In kneeling before David she was paying to him the homage due to the anointed of the Lord; indeed she addressed him as "my lord" and spoke of herself as his handmaid. She was deferential without being servile, and her remarks, full of wisdom yet free from flattery, seem almost prophetic.
Her opening strategy was to draw attention to herself and away from the culprit: "Upon me alone, my lord, be the guilt; pray let your handmaid speak in your ears, and hear the words of your handmaid ..." Then she briefly dismissed Nabal for what he was—a worthless fellow and a fool. In an attempt to lessen his offence she suggested that it was not due to malice or enmity but the mere foolishness of his nature which made him almost un​accountable for his actions—"Let my lord regard him not ..." The fault was hers, she said, since she, the mistress of the household, had not seen the young men whom David had sent and so had not attended to their needs at once—it was as simple as that!
Prophetic Understanding
Did she at this point see the heat going out of David's anger and the furious look from off his face? At any rate, she cleverly assumed that David had already changed his mind, for she con​tinued: "Now therefore, my lord, as the Lord liveth, and as thy soul liveth, seeing the Lord hath withholden thee from coming to shed blood, and from avenging thyself with thine own hand ..." Thus, attributing his change of mind to the Lord and not to herself, she then followed up her advantage with her last word about Nabal: "Let thine enemies, and they that seek evil to my Lord, be as Nabal". That is, may you be able to dismiss them as easily from your mind.
As she offered her gift, which would surely leave David without further defence, we can almost hear the soldiers putting their swords back into their sheaths: there would be no bloodshed that day! Then with unusual depth of understanding of God's purpose, she declared:
"For the Lord will certainly make my lord a sure house, because my lord is fighting the battles of the Lord; and evil shall not be found in you so long as you live. If men rise up to pursue you and to seek your life, the life of my lord shall be bound in the bundle of the living in the care of the Lord your God; and the lives of your enemies he shall sling out as from the hollow of a sling" (1 Sam. 25:28,29; R.S.V.)
"The Lord will certainly make my lord a sure house" takes us at once to 2 Samuel 7:11: "Also the Lord telleth thee that he will make thee a house"—the commencement of the royal line of kings. Abigail almost forestalls the prophet Nathan! The New English Bible has a rather interesting paraphrase here: "If any man sets out to pursue you and take your life, the Lord your God will wrap your life up and put it with his own treasure." Whether the original Hebrew properly allows such a translation is doubtful, but the idea is rather a pleasing one when we think of such passages as Exodus 19:5 and Malachi 3:17 in which God's "peculiar treasure" and His "jewels" have the underlying idea of God's own personal treasure.
"Blessed be your discretion"
With this reminder of his position in the sight of God, David's reaction is certain. Abigail's plea had prevailed, and she has left but one request to make:
"When the Lord has done ... all the good that he has spoken concerning you, and has appointed you prince over Israel, my lord shall have no cause for grief, or pangs of conscience, for having shed blood without cause or for my lord taking vengeance himself. And when the Lord has dealt well with my lord, then remember your handmaid"
And David answered her in like manner:
"Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, who sent you this day to meet me! Blessed be your discretion, and blessed be you, who have kept me this day from bloodguilt ... Go up in peace to your house; see, I have hearkened to your voice, and I have
granted your petition" (vv. 30-35; R.S.V.).
Thus can a good woman influence a man. She did not seek to assume a position of authority or teach him; she showed great humility and appealed to the nobler side of his nature. We, like David, can learn from Abigail.
When David had frankly confessed his intentions to retaliate, invoked a blessing on her and graciously accepted her gift, she could return home completely assured that all was well. But David's meeting with this unusual woman would linger in his memory, long after she and her ass had disappeared again round the bend of the mountain road. As he rode home, a silent, chastened, thoughtful man, his men would discreetly drop behind and leave him to his own meditations.
For Abigail it must have been dreadful to return from the presence of a man like David to find Nabal feasting and drinking himself into a drunken stupor. What a contrast! Was she still being loyal to him when she did not immediately tell him of the dreadful calamity he had escaped? While he was full of wine, to arouse him to great fury might have had serious results. Or did she feel that having come so recently from an interview with a man as fine as David, she could not bring herself to commune with Nabal? In the morning light, however, when he was probably still fuddled and stupid, she did tell him, and the result was fatal: he had a serious heart attack (the Bible tells us "his heart died within him" for "the Lord struck him") and ten days later he died.
David's Wife
We cannot imagine that Abigail deeply mourned the loss of her husband. What her position would be as a widow in Israel we do not know. Since she was apparently childless, she could possibly have become the wife of a brother or near kinsman of Nabal in order to raise up children to him, as required under the Law of Moses. In the event, however, David, by his messenger "sent and communed with her to take her to him to wife". Realising the great honour he was doing her and with true Eastern courtesy, she bowed herself to the ground before him. Then she arose, and taking five of her maidens with her, she hastened after the messenger to join David and become his wife.
What a lot more we would like to know! Was David drawn to her by her beauty or attracted by her great good sense? Did he feel it his
duty to protect her? What was life like in the wilderness with David; sharing the privilege of wifehood with Ahinoam the Jezreelitess; being involved in the dreadful episode when, while David and his men were away with the army of the Philistines, the Amalakites invaded Ziklag and took captive all the women and children in David's camp? Did Abigail's calm good sense prevail again and did she help to keep the women and children from hysterical outbursts and despair? It would have been in character.
We hear nothing of Abigail after David became king. She was simply one of David's wives. Ahinoam bore David's firstborn son, Amnon. Abigail bore his second child, Chileab (or Daniel, 1 Chron. 3:1), but apart from the record of his name in the list of David's sons, nothing at all is known of him, for the next in the line to the throne was the wild and wayward Absalom, son of Maacah the daughter of the Bedouin King of Geshur. We cannot help but wonder why the royal line did not come through such an excellent woman as Abigail, but the Lord's ways are not our ways.
We should like to know more of Abigail's life in the "harem" with the young Bathsheba and Michal, David's first wife. Was she older than his other wives and an influence for good in the king's household? Did she live through all the various incidents of David's life or did she pre-decease him?
One thing surely we can be certain of. She will rise again at the last day: she too has been wrapped up by God in the bundle of life and put with "His own possession". May we have the privilege of meeting her in the Kingdom of God.
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BATHSHEBA
IT is easy to think of Bathsheba as a beautiful but scheming and ambitious woman, deliberately seeking the king's attention by the public display of her charms and conniving at its consequences; or as flattered by the king's interest, prepared to exploit it to her own advantage and not unduly perturbed by the subsequent death of her husband Uriah. This is one point of view but what is the truth? We must be careful how we judge those whom God does not condemn. Strange as it may seem, there is no record of any criticism, actual or implied, either by God Himself, Nathan, David or anyone else; on the contrary several facts emerge which indicate that Bathsheba has been greatly misjudged.
She is of special interest because she is one of the five women named by Matthew in the genealogy of the Lord Jesus, the others being Tamar, Rahab, Ruth and Mary herself; and each of these women had an unusual history. Matthew records the royal line through Solomon, Bathsheba's son, and Luke gives the line of Christ through Nathan, another son of David and Bathsheba. Thus of all David's many wives, God chose Bathsheba to be the mother of both sons in the ancestry of the Messiah (Matt. 1:6; Luke 3:31; 1 Chron. 3:5). Humanly speaking we might well have considered Abigail to be the more fitting mother, but God chose otherwise.
The other women in the genealogy were all women of faith and there is no reason to believe that Bathsheba was any less worthy. Her name means "Daughter of the Oath", and since the names of key characters in God's purpose are significant we will refer to its spiritual meaning later. She was the daughter of Eliam or Ammiel, one of David's mighty men, and the grand-daughter of Ahithophel, David's powerful and influential counsellor (2 Sam. 11:3; 1 Chron.
3:5; 2 Sam. 23:34). It was natural that Uriah, another of David's personal bodyguard, should meet and marry his comrade's very beautiful daughter. He may well have been several years older than his bride, for he had been in David's service many years and was probably contemporary with her father. Nathan's parable in which the little ewe lamb is as a daughter to the poor man also seems to hint at a disparity in years and reveals the very great affection Uriah had for his young wife (2 Sam. 12:1-3).
David's mighty men lived near the palace, within ready call, and evidently Uriah's house was almost in its shadow. No doubt he felt his wife was quite safe living there in his absences on duty. It seems that there were no children of this marriage and Bathsheba may well have prayed earnestly, as did every faithful Jewish woman, that she would have a son and that she might be the ancestress of the Messiah. How little did she suspect by what strange means this would be fulfilled.
Royal Summons
The Bible story opens in Spring, a time of great beauty in Palestine and also the time when kings go forth to battle (2 Sam. 11:1). After wintering at home, Uriah along with the armies of the Lord, marched with General Joab across the Jordan to Rabbah, some 50 miles distant, to complete the conquest of the Ammonites. However, instead of leading his troops into battle as he usually did, this time David "tarried still at Jerusalem". What a fatal decision! After his mid-day siesta he wandered idly on to the flat roof of the palace to enjoy the cooler beauty of the early evening. According to one commentary it was unlawful to peer over one's parapet into a neighbour's premises; privacy was to be respected, so it was most unlikely that Bathsheba would suspect that her actions were being watched by the king from the palace roof. She was performing the regular ceremonial washing required of women by the law of Moses and perhaps, being alone, she lingered outside in the warm Spring evening.
When the royal summons came she would probably assume that some news of Uriah had been received; perhaps some valiant act of outstanding bravery or that he had been wounded, but surely no thought of the shame that was to follow entered her wondering thoughts. Imagine then the torment of soul and utter misery in which she returned home next morning. There was no one to whom she could turn for comfort or advice. What was her word against
the king's? Had it been any other man, she could have sought his protection and redress. As soon as it became evident that her con​dition could not long be hidden, she must have been distraught. How could she tell Uriah? What cruel irony that the longed for child should come like this!
Her desperation drove her to communicate with the king—a dangerous measure indeed, for since she was probably unable to write, it meant trusting a messenger.
She knew only too well the penalties that the law could exact and the scandal of her position. Was the king above the law? Would he protect her? Would he deny all responsibility? Would he tell Uriah? The questions were endless, but it seems that Bathsheba, wearily waiting, heard nothing at all until news came of Uriah's death.
Uriah's Love and Trust
We know that David had sent for Uriah and tried to make him visit his home in an endeavour to cover the fatherhood of the expected child. In his exceptional loyalty Uriah unwittingly thwarted David's plan, for he utterly refused to avail himself of the comforts of his own home while the rest of the army were en​camped in open fields. In desperation David lowered himself to connive at Uriah's certain death in battle, Joab the chief captain being the sole guardian of the grim secret. Others might surmise but could prove nothing, for as David himself remarked, "the sword devoureth one as well as another".
Uriah's death would be a further shock to the already troubled woman. She must have wondered much at the strange coincidence and her mourning for the good and kindly man would be sincere. It would be some slight comfort to realise that now he would never know her shame or have cause to regret his loyalty to his beloved king. He had died loving and trusting them both; it was better thus.
Bathsheba, now a widow, had still to worry about the future and to wonder if David would concern himself at all on her behalf. The usual period of mourning was 30 days and at the end of this time she received a second summons from the king. He had not for​gotten and now he offered to protect her and their child by making her his wife. Whatever her personal feelings she had no choice.
We should remember, when considering David's behaviour, that many rulers in all ages have regarded it as their right to take any woman they wanted, just when they chose, married or otherwise,
and to discard them just as quickly. Inconvenient husbands were compensated or disposed of and we are reminded of both Abraham's and Isaac's fears on this matter. It is a measure of David's higher standards that he was prepared to make Bathsheba a full wife and their children princes and heirs, although-he already had several sons of lawful wives for the dynasty. He could have turned against the subject of his unlawful passion as did one of his sons and he could have hated her for causing him so much trouble, but instead he seems to have cherished her specially, trying to atone for all the misery he had caused her. It is evident that he was strongly attracted to her and that it was more than a passing infatuation, but this was part of the divine plan.
Nathan's Kindness—and Rebuke
For Bathsheba the adjustment to life in the king's harem would not be easy. The other wives and women would hardly be eager to welcome the beautiful newcomer, especially when her condition and some of her circumstances became known and with David's continuing interest so evident.
Bathsheba would probably meet the prophet Nathan who came to give David advice and to discuss with him the things of God. Undoubtedly Nathan would be interested in the new young wife and possibly she was able to confide in this kind and fatherly man. He evidently took her under his wing and maintained interest in her children subsequently.
We wonder how long it took Bathsheba to appreciate the true character and spiritual depth of her new husband, hearing his psalms and hymns of prayer and praise and the playing of his harp.
Her child, a boy and possibly frail from birth, was born one winter day and David, ever a devoted father, accepted this child as fondly as his other children. Congratulations were offered by friends and officials at every royal birth and no doubt the prophet Nathan's good wishes and blessing were especially valued. We can imagine, then, the king's surprise when Nathan entering his presence with a stern, sad face, proceeded to tell him the story of the poor man's precious ewe lamb, slain so heartlessly and selfishly by the rich man to spare his own flock (2 Sam. 12).
We know how David reacted to this parable and how he was made to realise the enormity of his conduct before God. We know too how deeply he repented; but in spite of his prayers and great
contrition God had decreed that this child of sin should die. What a touching picture we have of the anguished father pleading for the life of this son, and surely if in her heart the bereaved mother had any bitterness towards David, it would have melted before the heartfelt and grievous sorrow that poured from him.
David's Affection
The details of this incident are significant, for David was made to recognise the heinousness of his sin on the very day the product of it was born. Further, the child died on the seventh day of his life, one day before he would have been circumcised, named, and brought into the covenant of Israel. David's sin was forgiven and its result blotted out; now God was willing to recognise Bathsheba as David's wife whereas previously she was still regarded as the wife of Uriah, and was prepared to bless this union.
We read that David comforted Bathsheba; no doubt their joint sorrow would bind them more closely together. David would discuss these events with her and help her to accept the divine will. It seems that Bathsheba remained his favourite wife until the end of David's active life and four other sons were born to them, the chief of whom was Solomon (1 Chron. 3:5). Surely David would not have retained his affection for her all those years unless she pos​sessed mental and spiritual qualities which he respected, as well as mere physical beauty?
It is interesting to notice that one of their sons is named Nathan, like the prophet who was such a true friend to them both; it was this son who was the direct ancestor of Mary, the mother of Jesus. We hear no more of this son or of the other two brothers, as they were overshadowed by Solomon. Solomon's birth is recorded in 2 Samuel 12:24, and David "called his name Solomon and the Lord loved him".
What a thrilling contrast to that other nameless birth; this was a child of promise and God took a special interest in him. Everyone could rejoice at this birth and Nathan gladly came to bring the present of a God-given name: "Jedidiah, beloved of the Lord", a derivation of David's own name. How great would be the joy of his parents; there is a hint of this in Proverbs 4:3, where Solomon says of them: "For I was my father's son, tender and only beloved in the sight of my mother."
David always refers to this son as "young and tender", and it must have been a very real source of happiness to him, amidst the
increasing troubles of his reign, to have this spiritually minded boy with whom he could discuss the things of God.
We are not told exactly when the Lord revealed to David that of all his sons Solomon was to be the future king and the builder of God's temple, but we learn from 1 Kings 1:17 that David had solemnly sworn to Bathsheba that her son Solomon was to succeed him; and David's older son, Adonijah, knew it too. Thus Bathsheba was chosen by God to be the mother of this exceptional son who was later to raise Israel to the zenith of its power. Israelitish mothers exercised very strong influence on their growing children, and we have every indication that, as long as Bathsheba was alive, Solomon was godly, humble, reverent and anxious to do the will of God. She can in no way be blamed for his spiritual lapse in old age; the Scripture states twice that it was Solomon's wives who turned away his heart, and this only in his later years when his mother was no longer there.
Anxious Days
We know nothing of Solomon's early life, but Bathsheba and her little sons must have been with David and his household when they had to flee from Jerusalem during Absalom's rebellion. What anxious days would follow, for since Absalom was ruthless enough to seize his father's throne, there would be scant mercy for Bathsheba and her children who, although young, were rivals to be resented and feared.
In his book Undesigned Coincidences, Blunt suggests that Ahithophel, David's wise counsellor, changed his loyalty and supported Absalom as a direct reprisal for David's seduction of Bathsheba, and that his vile advice to Absalom to take his father's concubines was possibly revenge for the manner in which his grand​daughter had become David's wife. If true, it was a strangely short​sighted policy, for if Absalom succeeded to the throne, Bathsheba and her sons would almost certainly have been murdered. In spite of David's personal grief at Absalom's death it must have been a time of rejoicing for Bathsheba when at last they all returned over the Jordan to Jerusalem. A great threat had been removed and David was once again in firm control, and he now began to prepare the materials for the temple and to train the young Solomon for eventual kingship.
No more is heard of Bathsheba until the closing months of
David's life when Adonijah, the king's eldest living son, decided to take advantage of the king's frailty to seize the throne by birth​right, although he knew that Solomon was the divine choice (1 Kings 1).
Nathan, ever the friend of David and Bathsheba, discovered Adonijah's treachery and knowing that Bathsheba still had strong influence with the king, decided that she was the most effective person to arouse him to action. He counselled her to see David immediately and to impress upon him with the utmost urgency that unless he publicly avowed Solomon king that day and honoured his oath to Bathsheba, she and her son were both as good as dead.
The prophet himself quickly followed into the king's presence and added his weight to Bathsheba's earnest appeal and David was stirred to the necessary action. He solemnly renewed his oath to his wife and then called Nathan, Zadok the priest and Benaiah, the chief now of his mighty men, to make all the arrangements to have Solomon anointed king immediately, and for him to make a public procession riding on the king's mule. David thus ensured Solomon's succession in his own lifetime and thereby prevented any further plots and rebellions.
Queen Mother
After David's death and when Solomon was firmly established, Bathsheba as queen mother became the first lady in the land. The bond between mother and son was close and this made her a power​ful friend or foe to any seeking the king's favour. It was thus to Bathsheba that the dangerous half brother Adonijah came with his subtle request that Abishag, David's young concubine, be given to him for a wife, asking her to speak to the king for him. We wonder what his motives were in asking for her at all when he was in such a delicate position. Were they solely political or was he completely infatuated and prepared to take all the consequences? Bathsheba seemed to believe in his sincerity or she would not have risked asking Solomon.
We note the reverence and honour that the king bestowed on his mother as he prepared to receive her in audience, expecting to grant any request gladly. We can imagine then that Solomon's violent reaction was as great a shock to his mother as the nature of the request was to him. His vehemence was a measure of his intense anger. He had graciously spared his brother's life once and here he
was yet again making an underhand and insidious attack on the throne. It was the custom for the new king to inherit all the previous king's wives and concubines; thus Abishag belonged to him. If Solomon acknowledged Adonijah's birthright by giving her to him, he was publicly admitting that his brother had a claim and was putting a powerful weapon into the hands of Adonijah's sup​porters. Solomon had political wisdom and powers of judgement, so he probably estimated his brother's intentions correctly, recognising in them an act of high treason. While Adonijah lived Solomon would never be secure, so he dealt with him accordingly.
A Son Prepares for Kingship
In 1 Kings 4 we are given a list of Solomon's officers and notice that many of them were David's trusted friends and sons of his friends. We read, "Azariah the son of Nathan was over the officers: and Zabud the son of Nathan was principal officer, and the king's friend" (v. 5). Thus we see that Nathan not only advised David and Bathsheba but provided the young prince with the com​panionship of his own children, one of whom became Solomon's particular friend. The prophet was a good man and knowing the nature of David's older sons, no doubt tried to help God's chosen heir, the young Solomon, to become more spiritual and godly in preparation for his kingship over God's people. These young com​panions, chosen so wisely by David and his faithful servants for Solomon, grew up to be loyal friends and counsellors themselves and helped the young king to establish his reign in righteousness and peace—a foreshadowing of the Kingdom.
There is a Jewish tradition that Bathsheba was the king's mother of Proverbs chapter 31. This would certainly show that Bathsheba was a spiritually minded woman capable of excellent counsel; but this identification is most improbable, for Bathsheba would be very unlikely to refer to her marriage vows, and Solomon was not her firstborn son (v. 2). However we think we have established a case for Bathsheba's good character without recourse to this chapter. Nothing further is recorded of her, but we can assume that she lived long enough to witness the building and dedication of the beautiful temple that her husband planned and her son built. She would see Solomon in all his glory, fame, wisdom and judgement but would be mercifully spared all knowledge of his decline and idolatry.
In conclusion there are seven main points to illustrate the true character of this woman:
1   God did not condemn her, neither did Nathan or David.
2. From Nathan's parable we deduce that Uriah was devoted to her; surely the little ewe lamb was a symbol of innocence and purity.
3. David had a strong and abiding affection for her during the rest of his life.
4. The prophet Nathan was a loyal friend to her and her son Solomon.
5. Solomon had a great respect for his mother.
6. Of all David's wives, God chose Bathsheba to be the mother of the good and peaceable son who was to succeed David and build God's temple. Her influence was important.
7. God chose her to be the mother of the two sons of David in the direct line of the Lord Jesus, and she is mentioned in Matthew's genealogy with four other women of known faith.
"Daughter of the Oath"
Through her union with David, Bathsheba became an integral part of the great and precious promises which the Lord made to David; as Peter preached: "God had sworn with an oath to him (David) that of the fruit of his loins, according to the flesh, he would raise up Christ to sit on his throne" (Acts 2:30).
Bathsheba became indeed "Daughter of the Oath" that will be fulfilled and perfected in great David's greater Son.
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THE QUEEN OF SHEBA
JESUS commended the Queen of Sheba for coming from the "ends of the earth" to hear the wisdom of Solomon (Matthew 12:42); picturesque language describing a very long journey. Who was she? What was she like? And what motivated the visit?
The over-riding reason for the Queen's visit is given in 1 Kings 10:1: "When the Queen of Sheba heard of the fame of Solomon concerning the name of the Lord, she came to prove him with hard questions." As well as being rich and influential she was an intelligent woman. Her country was idolatrous; she would know that her people's so-called gods were unpredictable and fickle, that their apparent response to pleas for help could well be explained by coincidence. When therefore she heard of a God who for a long time now had led His adherents through adversity and against all odds to a position never before reached by any nation; a God moreover who did not demand human sacrifice or physical disfigurement—her interest was aroused. Knowing how much a tale can become distorted and exaggerated by constant retelling, she came to see for herself.
The very name, Queen of Sheba, captures the imagination. It conjures up pictures of romance, beauty, luxury, riches and adven​ture. There is, however, just as much of history, geography, politics and economics involved in Her Majesty's visit to His Majesty Solomon.
There are four Biblical Shebas, but the most likely place of residence for our queen is a land in South-west Arabia, in what is now the Yemen. It is an old civilisation and has all the necessary
qualifications—it is a long way away (1,250 miles), it is rich in spices and gold and was a great trading nation. The Bible as History by Werner Keller devotes a whole chapter to Sheba and its queen, and its descriptions of what the writer calls "this fairy tale country of Sheba" made very worthwhile reading.
The Yemenis hate outsiders, so little exploration has been possible; much mystery still remains. For thousands of years richly laden caravans have made their way from Arabia to the north, being well known in Egypt, Greece and the Roman Empire. With these caravans have come tales of fabulous cities and of tombs filled with gold. To reach these countries the caravans had to travel up the ancient spice road to Ezion-Geber which seems to be the key seaport and industrial town, situated on the tip of the Red Sea.
A glance at a map of the area will show how important Ezion-Geber was. Ships sailing up the Red Sea used it as their port, and it was a crossroads for any using the spice road from the tip of Arabia to Egypt or along the King's Highway—a trade route extending to Kedesh from whence the caravan route to the Euphrates started. This important town was originally part of Edom and only for short periods was it in Israel's hands. David subjugated the Edomites, thus taking into Israel's possession an area rich in copper and iron.
The Panoply of State
Here then we have two great economic units, Sheba and Israel, with trade between the two, the key port of Ezion-Geber being used by both. The Queen's merchants would tell of the wonderful king in Israel—his power, wisdom and glory—until the Queen, somewhat sceptical, decided to come and see for herself. Here we have a visit with all the panoply of state, the banquets, formal presentations, expeditions to places of interest and exchanges of gifts.
The Queen set off armed with many hard questions, to prove Solomon. Was he really as wise and as rich as he was reputed to be? She did not come empty handed; her gifts were lavish indeed. The record says "With a very great train, camels laden with spices, gold, and precious stones". She was courteously received by Solomon. The Biblical record is silent on the length of the visit but tradition says it lasted three months.
The Queen "saw the wisdom of Solomon". From this we may
infer that she watched, as we say today she "sat in" on, some of the occasions when he was called upon to pass judgement. The setting for this was magnificent, for he had built a porch for the throne where he might judge (2 Chron. 9:17-19). This throne was of ivory overlaid with pure gold with a golden footstool supported by two lions, the throne being approached by a flight of six steps, each step flanked by two lions. Surely "there was not the like made in any kingdom".
Hard Questions
Having come with the express intent of proving Solomon with hard questions, Sheba's queen opened her heart to him, finding a ready response and impressive replies. Did he speak to her some of his 3,000 proverbs, sing or recite some of his 1,005 songs, or talk of his botanical knowledge which ranged "from the cedar which is in Lebanon even unto the hyssop that springeth out of the wall" (1 Kings 4:32-34)? Did he converse with her about the animal world, for his knowledge covered "beasts, fowl, creeping things and fishes"?
She saw the house he had built for himself and more than likely the house he had built for his premier wife, Pharaoh's daughter. The dimensions are given in 1 Kings 7 but perhaps we are more interested in the materials used, cedar wood and costly hewn stones, all carefully measured.
She was entertained in Solomon's wonderful house, lavishly no doubt, for even his cups were of gold. Such dazzling riches that met her eyes we can scarcely imagine. "All king Solomon's drinking vessels were of gold and all the vessels of the house were of pure gold: silver was nothing accounted of in the days of Solomon."
To digress for a moment, we glibly speak of a talent of gold, but shall we look at Exodus 25:31, where instructions for the making of the golden candlestick for the tabernacle are given? This candlestick was to be made in one piece of beaten gold for the six branches with cups shaped like almond blossoms, seven lamps, tongs and snuffdishes, all from one talent of pure gold, and Solomon had 666 talents come to him each year.
The organisation of Solomon's household and the orderly arrangements of his kingdom were impressive. But most of all she would be impressed by the way that Solomon made his ascent (ascent being used here in the sense of going up to offer) to the
house of the Lord, that most glorious and spectacular Temple built to specifications given to David in writing from the Lord (1 Chron. 28:19)- This Temple David said "must be exceedingly magnifical, of fame and of glory throughout all countries" (1 Chron. 22:5), a Temple overlaid with gold within and without. The Queen would not see inside, but no one could fail to see outside, set as it was on the top of Mount Moriah on the former threshing floor of Oman the Jebusite. Perhaps she saw also the horses and chariots and the store cities that Solomon had built.
There is an Ethiopian and Abyssinian tradition that the Queen was a monarch of these countries and they trace the genealogy of their royal family to a son of the Queen and Solomon named Menelek. Very few kingdoms allowed a female to rule, but Ethiopia did. We recall the Bible account in Acts 8 of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch who had "great authority under Candace queen of the Ethiopians''. Secular history speaks of a Candace who was involved in warfare with the Romans in 24-23 B.C.
Candace appears to have been a name for a female ruler, as Pharaoh was the name for Egyptian rulers. But what of the son Menelek? We read that Solomon gave the Queen "whatever she asked for". Did she look at Solomon and contemplate the child that would be the product of his wisdom and her beauty? In short, did she become one of Solomon's 700 wives? We cannot know for sure, and the Bible is silent.
How did all this affect Sheba's Queen? Her charming formal farewell speech tells us (2 Chron. 9:5-8). Yes! all that she had heard was true, but she had not believed until she came and saw for herself, and the half had not been told her.
Christ's Commendation
Jesus was condemning the Scribes and Pharisees when he com​mended the Queen of the South. She had made that long and arduous journey of 1,250 miles by camel, not a very comfortable mode of travel, to see for herself. She saw, she asked questions, she listened to the answers and she returned to her own country a wiser woman. The Queen had learned from Solomon that his throne was given to him by God, and she said:
"Blessed be the Lord thy God, which delighted in thee, to set thee on his throne, to be king for the Lord thy God: because thy God loved Israel, to establish them for ever, therefore made he thee king over them, to do judgement and justice."
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JEZEBEL
ON an island lapped by the blue waves of the Mediterranean, protected on the landward side by its older town, stood the proud city of Tyre. Capital of Phoenicia and the Phoenicians, that great sea-going, trading nation that spawned the Carthaginians, daughter of the mother-city Sidon, Tyre stood as the richest, greatest port in the Eastern Mediterranean. Byblos, that had traded in timber and papyrus with Egypt, and Minoan Crete that had sent her sailors far and wide—both had vanished; Tyre was supreme. It drew in all the merchandise of the west, and it had for its trading hinterland all the lands of the East. Many nations had cast greedy eyes on its desirable riches, which were so great that even the benches of the oarsmen in Tyrian galleys were decorated with ivory; but Tyre had withstood all sieges, and it was to take an Alexander to raze her proud buildings to the dust.
In the days of David and Solomon the nation of Israel had had very friendly relations with the kings of Tyre, and Phoenician experience and skill had been used in the construction of God's Temple in Jerusalem. With the upsurge of Egypt after the death of Solomon, and the incursions of the Pharaohs into the Land, this close and friendly relationship between Israel and Tyre had waned. But the kings of Tyre were still very powerful and important, and their influence was wide. Thus when Ahab, son of Omri, ascended the throne of Israel he thought it expedient to make an alliance with the Phoenicians through marriage, and he took Jezebel, daughter of Eth-baal, to wife. What crimes have been committed in the name of expediency! This marriage was a crime in the eyes of the Almighty, and the doom of the house of Omri was sealed!
Jezebel's father was Eth-baal, which means "with Baal", or
enjoying his favour. He was high-priest to the chief goddess of the Phoenicians, Ashtoreth of the Sidonians, as the Bible calls her, who was worshipped wherever Phoenician colonies were founded. She was the principal female goddess of the Near East, worshipped under various names, Astarte, Ishtar of the morning star, Athor of the crescent moon; and she represented productive power. The chief male god was, of course, the Baal, or lord, who was wor​shipped not so much as a lord or ruler, but as master, owner or possessor: he represented generative power. The "Asherah", used frequently in the accounts of the times in the Books of Kings, seems to relate to the name of the image, or the symbol of the god or goddess, frequently a grove or small wood, or an erect piece of wood or stone. Piecing together the various myths of the nations of the Mediterranean and Near Eastern world, it would seem that the original husband of Ashtoreth/Astarte was the Canaanitish god El, and that Baal was her son who eventually became lord, and the myths arose from the historical figures of Nimrod, his wife and child. This belief in the mother and son, all powerful, was part of Jezebel's religion, in which she nurtured her daughter Athaliah who, when her own son was murdered by Jehu, in turn tried to murder all the remaining seed royal in Judah.
Not content with being high-priest, Eth-baal's ambition was to become king-priest, and he therefore murdered the reigning king, thought to have been his own brother, and took the throne over the Phoenicians in Tyre.
Oriental Despotism
In this atmosphere Jezebel would have been brought up, true daughter of an oriental despot who stopped at nothing to get his own way. Accustomed to every luxury trade and commerce could obtain and riches buy, she would have grown up in conditions of spendour, reared to the philosophy that the kingly and priestly offices were rightly vested in the most important man in the kingdom, that human life was of no account (provided of course it was not one's own life that was at stake!), and that any opposition to the despot's will must instantly be crushed.
Ahab himself was an enigmatic man, and he appears to have been the first of the Northern kings to practise polygamy. Although he had gentle and generous feelings at times, he was apparently weak-willed; yet he was a valiant warrior whose aid was sought by the nations around Israel. But he was no match for his strong-
willed wife. In his desire to please her he built for her the famous "ivory house", to vie with the ivories for which Tyre was so justly famous. But she, for her part, was no bread-and-butter miss, meek​ly accepting that her husband was her lord, nor had she any desire to please him by conforming to his religion. She brought with her from Tyre her Asherah: perhaps she even thought in the custom of her times that she, as the daughter of the high-priest, was a goddess herself. Be that as it may, she was determined that Israel should become devoted to the worship of the goddess and her son, so beloved by Tyre; and of course the Israelites took readily to the orgiastic festivals, the revels in the groves that went with the wor​ship of the Asherah and the Baals. She established two sanctuaries for each of her gods at each of the two new capitals of the kingdom, Jezreel and Samaria, and she installed 400 priests at Jezreel and 450 at Samaria. She ruthlessly sought to crush all opposition to the new religion, and with the help of her priest-servants she hunted down the prophets of the Lord as chief enemies of the State, so that the worship of the True God had to go underground, and men had literally to take to living in caves to hide from her vengeance.
Conflict with Elijah
Small wonder, then, that she hated the prophet Elijah with every fibre of her being. It is ironical that the drought and famine that Elijah called down upon the land was also felt with great distress in Phoenicia. Josephus quotes Menander in saying that the famine was long remembered in Phoenicia, and that solemn prayers were offered up in the temples of Astarte by Eth-baal, king of Tyre, for the descent of rain on the earth. Thus the father was praying for alleviation of a natural disaster brought about solely by the wickedness of his own daughter!
Elijah alone stood between Jezebel and her ambition completely to overthrow the worship of Jehovah. He alone had the courage to put the lord and the gods to the proof, and when the people saw who really was the living God, he instigated the killing of the priests of Baal, a commission completed by Jehu. In her wrath at seeing her servants slaughtered in this way, Jezebel called upon all her gods in an oath to take vengeance on Elijah, and had she laid hands on him she would have shown no mercy. The lord, however, allowed Elijah, weary and despondent, to flee to the wilderness—although we have no doubt that He would have
preserved him had he stayed in Jezreel.
Thwarted on this occasion, her character did not change. She was still the imperious despot, proud and haughty although her gods had been laid in the dust. So when Naboth resisted Ahab she showed her contempt for Ahab's weakness of character, as she saw it, and herself took for him what he wanted. Ahab seems to have been afflicted by a peculiar state of mind used by Scripture only of him, and it might be that his conscience would not let him annex what Naboth was unwilling to part with. He had the example of his father, Omri, who paid a great price for the hill of Samaria; and he had the example of the great David, who refused to accept land as a gift from Araunah. But no thoughts of justice, of fear or of retribution affected Jezebel. Her husband wanted something; he was king; he should have it, and she would get it for him.
So an innocent man died, and at once God sent Elijah to tell Ahab, "I saw you"! Although Jezebel had wrought the crime, and although Ahab might later have suffered a pang of conscience, he speedily went to take possession and he (Ahab) is held responsible. He should have been ruler, prince, shepherd over God's people and head of his wife, leading all in the ways of the Lord. Instead he had been seduced by his wife and had become no better than the prostitutes of the groves. Ahab humbled himself. Jezebel did not.
A Baleful Influence
Right to the end she was completely unable to see that the lord is God; she retained her pride and haughtiness, her hardness of heart and mind, and her reliance on her own self. If only she had used her undoubted energies aright, what might not the strength of character of this woman have achieved for Israel! She could have been another Deborah, fighting the battles of the Lord. But her heart was entirely set to do wickedly, and so it was determined that her end should be so complete that no one should be able to say, "This is Jezebel". But her baleful influence did not end with her death. The corruption she started left traces in the Northern Kingdom which no subsequent reformations were able entirely to obliterate, and ultimately they brought Israel to ruin. Her only legacy to posterity was a name for every kind of immorality, physical and spiritual. In the New Testament her name is used to describe a woman using her arts to seduce the ecclesia at Thyatira. One wonders in passing whether this lady was trying to introduce the worship of the virgin and child into the Truth. If so, then
ultimately she had success, just as Jezebel's influence was never entirely eradicated in Israel. She passed on her scheming ways, her overweening ambition, to her daughter Athaliah, who tried to do in Judah what her mother had tried to do in Israel. In the purpose of God Athaliah was defeated by a faithful high priest. Israel, alas, had no such spiritual head, and Elijah had to wage a long and lonely battle against "spiritual wickedness in high places".
What lessons there are in the life of Jezebel for sisters today, particularly when there are so many opportunities for us to realise ambition, to become important, and when all around us talk about equality of the sexes. Surely the greater lesson and the hardest to learn, is "Humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, and he shall lift you up".
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THE WIDOW OF ZAREPHATH
LIVING in the affluent society of the twentieth century, few of us have any idea of real hunger and no idea at all of what it must have felt like to know that there was enough food for one meal only: beyond that there was hope for nothing but death. What intensified the agony for the widow was the fact that there was a child to feed as well, and for every good mother, to see a child suffering from hunger of this degree is torture indeed. She would watch the child getting thinner and thinner as the days went by and what could she answer to his cry for bread?
This widowed lady had not always been in this condition, for she was "mistress of the house". She lived in Sidon and may have been an Israelite married to a Sidonian. The neighbouring kingdom of Israel was suffering from a drought as a punishment from their God and this affected Tyre and Sidon as well as Israel. If she were an Israelite she would know quite well why God was punishing His people for they had departed very far from the true worship and had adopted the gods of Tyre.
The king of Israel had married Jezebel the daughter of the king of the Sidonians, and she had determined to stamp out the religion of Yahweh in favour of Baal. A vast temple to Baal, the Sun god, was erected in Samaria, large enough to contain a vast crowd of worshippers. A huge image of the god flanked by idolatrous sym​bols could be seen within and a staff of 450 priests ministered in this temple, Ahab himself attending the worship in state and presenting rich offerings. The other great Phoenician deity could not be neglected, so a temple to Asherah, the Canaanite Venus, was built in the vicinity of Jezreel, where 400 priests ministered in its courts and offered on its obscene altars. The worship of Baal would
appeal to the people of Israel because of some vague similarities with the Temple worship. It was a most debased religion, however, and was accompanied by repression of the people. No-one was allowed to worship the true God on pain of death. The central idea of the worship of Asherah was lewdness, and at her feasts the high places and the groves became scenes of prostitution, the gains from which went into the temple treasuries. The goddess was worshipped with exchange of dress by the sexes and devotees were known by shaving off their hair so that only a round crown was left. Both practices were prohibited in the laws given to Israel, which by now were quite forgotten except by a few loyal souls.
The Long Drought
Elijah the prophet of God, who had foretold the drought, was being kept alive miraculously by the brook Cherith, his food being carried to him by the ravens. In due course the brook dried up and then he was told to travel to Zarephath in the country of Sidon. Ahab had given instructions that Elijah was to be sought, but no-one would ever have imagined him to be in the very region whence all Israel's troubles had arisen.
The widow, faced with death by starvation, determined to bake one more meal for herself and her boy and to this end went to gather a few sticks to make the fire. What thoughts would go through her mind if she were an Israelite! If only we had not for​saken our God, none of this suffering would have overtaken us! As she was gathering her sticks she saw a stranger approaching whom she recognised by his dress to be an Israelite. "Fetch me, I pray thee, a little water in a vessel that I may drink." She was quite will​ing to comply with this request but when he added, "Bring me, I pray thee, a morsel of bread in thine hand", she had to confess, "As the Lord thy God liveth, I have not a cake, but an handful of meal in a barrel, and a little oil in a cruse: and, behold, I am gather​ing two sticks that I may go in and dress it for me and my son, that we may eat it, and die."
She said "the Lord thy God", so if she were an Israelite she had lost her faith in God, or if she were of Sidon's religion she still recognised there was another god in Israel. Nations at this period recognised gods of all countries and were very much afraid of offending any by neglect. If she knew that the drought was owing to the wrath of the God of Israel she would be very careful not to offend Him, and would mention His name with honour.
The comment of Jesus, however, seems to indicate that she could have been of Israel: "There were many widows in Israel in the days of Elias, but unto none of them was Elias sent, save unto Sarepta, a city of Sidon, unto a woman that was a widow."
Elijah's next remark carried conviction to her in spite of her anxiety: "For thus saith the Lord God of Israel, The barrel of meal shall not waste, neither shall the cruse of oil fail, until the day that the Lord sendeth rain upon the earth." The words of a true man of God ring out with certainty, but even so a great deal of faith was called for by the woman. First she was to make up provisions for the prophet, trusting that as he had said, more would miraculously be supplied for the needs of her family.
An Act of Faith
Would this mysterious stranger eat of her cakes, and then laugh at her for her credulity in believing that there would still be enough for herself? It would have been reasonable to ask him for proof of his words but she did not do so. She believed him and went back home and did as he had asked, finding the result as he had promised. When she went to the barrel of meal, there was always enough for her needs and the cruse of oil was never empty. It must have been about two years that Elijah lived with the widow and her son, occupying the room on the roof which was usually reserved for meditation and prayer. We wonder how Elijah occupied himself for those two years. Did he spend much time in teaching the widow and her son about the God of Israel?
The widow had a further test to endure, for her son fell sick and died. All her struggles to provide for him during the time of famine had been in vain. He was dead. In those days illness was associated with sin, not always that of the sufferer. In this case the widow thought the death of her son was due to some sin of hers which had been pushed into the background, but for which she was now to be punished. Was it that she was a daughter of Israel who had married a Sidonian? If so she knew this was contrary to God's law, but we do not know. She was evidently conscious of some sin, for she went to Elijah in her grief and said, "Art thou come unto me to call my sin to remembrance, and to slay my son?"
Elijah took the dead boy up to his room on the roof. Here his faith was to be tested now. Never before had anyone come back from the dead. Was it possible in this case? If God were all-powerful it was possible for Him to bring back to life any one He
pleased. Would He do it in this case? The boy was laid upon the prophet's bed and he cried unto the Lord: "O Lord my God, hast thou also brought evil upon the widow with whom I sojourn, by slaying her son? . . . O Lord my God, I pray thee, let this child's soul come into him again." His faith was rewarded and the child revived—the first person ever to be resurrected from the dead.
If the widow had had any doubts before this, she had none now: "Now by this I know that thou art a man of God, and that the word of the Lord in thy mouth is truth." Had she doubted this before? Perhaps so, even though she had the endless supply of oil and meal. Maybe the fact that this had continued for so long made the wonder of it to fade. We wonder why she, in an alien land, was singled out in this way. Evidently God saw something in her that would respond to His testing.
"There were many widows in Israel ..."
Jesus in his teaching said: "A prophet is not without honour, save in his own country, and in his own house." The people of cities other than Nazareth were willing and eager to listen to Jesus, but not his own people of Nazareth. So now this woman of Phoeni​cian Zarephath believed the Lord's prophet when those of the land of Israel did not. Jesus said: "There were many widows in Israel in the time of Elias (i.e. Elijah), but unto none of them was Elias sent save unto Sarepta (which is the Greek form of Zarephath), a city of Sidon unto a woman who was a widow." Tradition has it that as a result of this miracle the widow's son became the servant of Elijah, but we have no proof of this although we know he had a servant.
It was a woman from the same region as this widow whose daughter was healed by Jesus, and it was to a Samaritan woman that the first declaration was made of Jesus' Messiahship. Salvation is offered to all who will respond to the call of the Gospel, since the chosen nation refused the offer. How thankful we should be that "whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved."
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THE LITTLE CAPTIVE MAID
THE story of the captive maid is one of which we hear little. It forms part of a greater story of important doctrinal significance, that of the healing of Naaman's leprosy. So we enlarge upon the need for humility and obedience, apply it to the essential rite of baptism and by this time have forgotten the captive rnaid.
This little Jewess had been torn from her native Israel and taken by force to Syria, a terrifying experience. We are told nothing of her previous life. But a brief survey of the events of the time will place the story in its historical setting and enable us to imagine something of her childhood.
One would hardly expect exemplary characters to arise in those days in Israel. During the reign of Rehoboam, Jeroboam broke away and formed the separate kingdom of Israel. He then set up golden calves in Bethel and Dan in case his subjects should be temp​ted to return to the southern kingdom of Judah if they went to worship in Jerusalem and saw the glories of Solomon's temple. For instituting this idolatrous form of worship Jeroboam was ever after referred to as "Jeroboam the son of Nebat who made Israel to sin". Many devout people did leave Israel for Judah, returning to the temple, the true centre of worship (2 Chron. 11:13-16). Not one of the kings that followed was righteous: we read with monotonous regularity that each "walked in the ways of Jeroboam". The little captive maid was from this idolatrous kingdom of Israel.
Later, after the marriage of Ahab with the notorious Jezebel, daughter of Eth-baal king of the Sidonians, Baal worship became fashionable throughout the land. Israel tried to cast off God, but God would not forsake His people. He sent prophets, many of
whom were persecuted and slain by Jezebel. Elijah was miraculous​ly preserved to witness for God. We recall that there was a famine in the land during his time and this in itself is evidence of divine disfavour, the result of disobedience (Deut. 28:16,24).
Elijah's victory over the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel demonstrated clearly the superior power of God so that the people cried aloud, "The Lord, he is the God; the Lord, he is the God." Some remained firm in their resolution to serve God and it was pro​bably into such a family that the maid was born. She would have been told of the contest on Carmel; she would have heard how God delivered Elisha from a threatening gang of hooligans* by sending bears which mauled some of them; how by another miracle a valley was filled with water and Moab was defeated; and most wonderful of all, how the Shunamite's son was restored to life. This little maid knew that the same God could heal Naaman.
Defeat and Captivity
Her captivity was the result of Israel's defeat in battle by the Syrians—the defeat being further evidence of divine displeasure (Deut. 28:25). In this battle Ahab of Israel had persuaded Jehoshaphat of Judah to join him against Syria. Jehoshaphat wanted to enquire of the Lord first concerning the wisdom of such a venture. Ahab's false prophets—four hundred of them—spoke encouragingly, but Jehoshaphat remained unconvinced. Then Micaiah the son of Imlah, a prophet of the Lord, foretold the rout of Israel: "I did see all Israel scattered upon the mountains, as sheep that have no shepherd" (2 Chron. 18:16).
In spite of this warning the kings set out, Jehoshaphat having been persuaded to wear his royal robes while Ahab disguised himself as a common soldier. Jehoshaphat was almost killed but when the Syrians discovered that this king was not the king of Israel, their chief enemy, "God moved them to depart from him". Then Ahab, in spite of his attempt at concealment, was smitten by a man who "drew a bow at a venture", and subsequently died. God had directed the flight of that arrow. Jehoshaphat returned home a wiser man, but Ahab was dead and Israel defeated. According to
*The word translated "little children" in 2 Kings 2:23 is more frequently applied to young men. It appears in Young's Concordance as "babe" 1, "boy" 1, "child" 51, "lad" 32, "servant" 54, "young (man)" 90 and "youth" 4.
Jewish tradition Naaman was the man who "drew a bow at a ven​ture". This cannot be proved, though the statement in 2 Kings 5:1 that Naaman was "honourable because by him the Lord had given deliverance unto Syria" is indeed suggestive.
After this battle or a later foray, the unnamed maid was brought to Syria. Her terror can be imagined. Worse than the pain of separation from her family must have been the dread of what might happen to her—a girl taken in battle. She must have been carefully taught by her parents and brought up in the religion of her God, for she had a firm faith in the power of His prophets. If we use our imagination, we can picture her childish prayers rising morning and evening in the Hebrew language to the God of Israel, quite un​disturbed by the heathen worship of those she had come to live with. Often she must have thought with fondness of her parents, and made up her mind to keep herself pure from the defilements which surrounded her and be a witness to the God she worshipped. She attracted the attention of the chief captain himself, however. He probably took pity on her plight and took her home to wait upon his wife.
Kindness and Confidences
The quiet way in which this Jewish maid carried out her duties without complaining, although she must often have felt very sad, must have attracted the notice of her mistress and made her show kindness to the child. It also led her to confide in the maid of Israel her own sorrows and afflictions because of her husband's terrible disease.
Perhaps we have never quite realised that the heathen nations surrounding Israel felt that there was something different about this people. The past history was not unknown and it had an aura of the supernatural about it. They were the firstborn nation of the Lord with special privileges and to them had been given the custody of the oracles of God, which made them in advance of those around them both in refinement and intellect.
It is quite possible that Naaman's wife questioned her young maid about the treatment of lepers in Israel, and although she may not have been able to give her any information about this, we can imagine flashing on to her mind the remembrance of the many miracles which Elisha had performed through the power which he had been given by the God of Israel. This made her exclaim to her mistress: "Would God my Lord were with the prophet who is in
Samaria; for he would recover him of his leprosy."
We can imagine that many similarly placed would nurse feelings of grievance, allowing them to grow and warp their whole outlook so that they could no longer serve their captors without resentment. But she could regard her master's sufferings with the same compas​sion as those of one of her own people. Doubtless there have been occasions when we have been wronged—though never to the extent of losing our freedom and becoming slaves—yet we so often find it difficult to forget our grievances, unlike this sweet-natured, forgiving girl.
She had lost everything that life holds dear—her parents, home, friends and freedom itself—and was now a slave in the land of the enemy. Some become embittered by trouble and regard the loss of money, prestige or position as a major misfortune to be lamented evermore. While constantly dwelling on what has gone they can no longer appreciate the blessings that remain. But if we make our daily life a matter of prayer and ask God to guide us, we must believe that when evil befalls us, it is His will. The little maid did not wallow in self-pity nor languish in hopelessness, but with the adaptability and resilience of youth, found also among the followers of Christ, she made a fresh start in a strange land.
Complete Faith in God
What faith she showed! She was confident that the prophet would cure her master. If there were but a shadow of doubt in her mind, she would not dare suggest that he should journey to Samaria, nor that this distinguished captain of the host should lower himself to beg a favour of one of the despised people he had conquered. If the long journey should prove vain after all, the little captive would stand in some danger for having suggested it in the first place. But no such doubts seem to have occurred to her. She had complete faith in the power of God. His prophets had raised the dead, so they could heal Naaman. It was as simple as that.
The girl displayed remarkable courage in discussing her beliefs with her mistress who worshipped another god. Some of us are reticent in mentioning the Truth to our associates and would feel embarrassed to proclaim it to the lords of the realm. Do we realise how high Naaman's status was in the land of Syria? The first verse of 2 Kings 5 tells us that he was "captain of the host of the king of Syria, a great man with his master and honourable". It was on Naaman's hand that the king chose to lean when he went into the
house of his god Rimmon to worship. Further, it was the king who persuaded Naaman to go to Israel and who also sent the letter to the king of Israel. In those days the captain of the host appears to have ranked next in honour to the king. Gehazi asked the woman of Shunem whether she chose to be "spoken for to the king or to the captain of the host"—a captain of the host of Israel of course, not Syria—suggesting that the position was a high one in any country. Yet in this noble household the slave girl proclaimed the power of God. True believers through the ages have never withheld God's message to others, however exalted. We think of Elijah, Daniel, Jeremiah and John the Baptist. But we often remain silent when we should speak.
Finally, we recall that the little maid was a servant, or more correctly, a slave. She must have been a willing worker to have established such a harmonious relationship with her mistress. In the past the servant was often despised and he who performed menial tasks looked down upon. Yet the humblest work is elevated to a lofty plane if performed "as unto the Lord". The very term "servant" has been exalted by its application to the Lord Jesus Christ who "took upon himself the form of a servant". The disci​ple of Christ does not aspire to leadership but is happy to serve as did his Lord. Matthew 20:26 enunciates a remarkable paradox: "Whosoever will be great among you, let him be your
minister"—or servant.
The little captive maid sets an inspiring example in serving her earthly master conscientiously and kindly, then with faith and courage in speaking of the God of Israel, "who alone doeth wondrous things." She could not have foreseen the far-reaching result of her words. The young slave girl had become an am​bassador for the Lord. He who was next to the king in Syria made the great confession: "Behold now I know that there is no God in all the earth, but in Israel."
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ATHALIAH
IT is said that a child's character and personality are influenced seventy-five per cent by heredity, and twenty-five per cent by environment. If that is so, in the case of Athaliah—described in Scripture as "that wicked woman"—she was influenced by both to the limit.
She descended from the house of Omri, the father of Ahab, one of Israel's most wicked kings, and her mother was Jezebel, a notoriously evil woman. So Athaliah was influenced by heredity and environment, living with such wicked parents and witnessing daily the worship of idols and neglect of everything that God had laid down for true worship and for the conduct of His people. How ironic that this woman's name—Athaliah—means "Yahweh is exalted"!
We come into contact with Athaliah for the first time in Scripture in 2 Kings 8:16: "In the fifth year of Joram the son of Ahab (king of Israel), Jehoram the son of Jehoshaphat (king of Judah) began to reign. And he walked in the way of the kings of Israel as the house of Ahab had done, for the daughter of Ahab was his wife" (R.S.V.)—Athaliah. We know that Jehoshaphat king of Judah was a good king and walked according to God's commands, as we read in 2 Chronicles 20:31,32. But he did wrong when he gave his son to be the wife of Athaliah, daughter of a pair of evil-doers, Ahab and Jezebel. There must have been some weakness in the character of Jehoshaphat. He had seven sons but it was the eldest son Jehoram, the heir to the kingdom of Judah, who married Athaliah,  and when his father died,  he slew all his brothers. Here, historians point out, was the wife's influence at work. It was a grave error on the part of Jehoshaphat to make
alliance with the house of Ahab, and it gives a warning to all ages of the dangers of "being unequally yoked together".
In his book, Undesigned Scriptural Coincidences, 3.3. Blunt says the following: "Singular, indeed, is the hideous resemblance of Athaliah to her mother, though our attention is not at all directed to the likeness; and were the fidelity of the history staked upon the few incidents in it which relate to this female fiend, it would be safe—so characteristic are they of the child of Jezebel: the same thirst for blood; the same lust of dominion, whether in the state or the household; the same unfeminine influence over the kings their husbands; Jezebel the setter-up of Baal in Israel; Athaliah in Judah;—those bitter fountains from which disasters innumerable flowed to either kingdom, preparing the one for a Shalmanezer, the other for a Nebuchadnezzar."
Swift Retribution
But God was not slow to bring punishment upon Jehoram. "A letter came to him from Elijah the prophet saying, Thus says the Lord, the God of David your father, Because you have not walked in the ways of Jehoshaphat your father . . . but have walked in the way of the kings of Israeli and have led Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem into unfaithfulness, as the house of Ahab led Israel into unfaithfulness, and also you have killed your brothers, of your father's house, who were better than yourself; behold, the Lord will bring a great plague on your people, your children, your wives, and all your possessions, and you yourself will have a severe sickness with a disease of your bowels" (2 Chron. 21:12-15, R.S.V.). As we read in the next few verses, these things soon occurred—the Philistines, Arabians and Ethiopians came and cap​tured all his sons except the youngest and took away everything out of his house, and he himself died. A dreadful phrase is used in verse 20 of this chapter: "He departed with no one's regret."
By this time Jehoram's son Ahaziah was 22 years old and greatly influenced by his mother Athaliah. The records in 2 Kings 8:26 and 2 Chronicles 22:2 appear to differ, but as Jehoram was only forty years old (2 Chron. 21:20) when he died, it seems more feasible that the record in Kings is correct (see also Companion Bible, note on 2 Chron. 22:2). We know that God's word never fails to come to pass, and He had promised to avenge the blood of Naboth and many others, by wiping out completely all the house of Ahab and Jezebel. We know that God raised up Jehu to be king of Israel to
accomplish this purpose. It is noticeable that Ahaziah took his mother's counsel, "He also walked in the ways of the house of Ahab, for his mother was his counsellor" (2 Chron. 22:3). This was his undoing, as he went to war with Ahab's son, who was wounded in the battle. The record continues, "But it was ordained by God that the downfall of Ahaziah should come about through his going to visit Joram." Jehu met the princes of Judah when he was executing judgement on the house of Ahab and killed them all. Afterwards he searched out Ahaziah whom he slew, and so Ahaziah's reign came to an end after only one year.
A Powerful Usurper
When Athaliah knew that her son and her brother were dead, "she arose and destroyed all the royal family of the house of Judah". Her endeavour was to leave no stone unturned to exter​minate the whole family so that no king would arise. She was a usurper and wanted the power in her own hands. No doubt her idea was to set up the temple of Baal in Judah as her father and mother had done in Israel. This is the only instance of a queen reigning in either Judah or Israel. Isaiah says (3:12): "My people—children are their oppressors, and women rule over them. O my people, your leaders mislead you, and confuse the course of your paths." But, as always, God was watching over His people, and Jehosheba the sister of Ahaziah took his baby son Joash and hid him, together with his nurse, in the Lord's house, in a bed-chamber—most pro​bably a room formerly used by the priests, and Athaliah did not find him. Jehosheba was the wife of Jehoiada the priest of God, and they kept the royal child hidden for six years. Meanwhile Athaliah maintained a temple of Baal and bestowed upon it all the dedicated things from the house of God (2 Chron. 24:7). At this point, we read that Jehoiada strengthened himself, and organised the priests from every part of Judah and secured the services of the military men. He shewed them the young king—now seven years old. Jehoiada made a covenant with the priests and soldiers, and together they evolved a strategic plan to crown the king and execute Athaliah. All this was done in great secrecy, and one Sabbath day every soldier and priest took his allotted place in the temple surrounding the king. Jehoiada placed the crown on his head, and they all clapped their hands and shouted, "God save the King!" Athaliah heard the shouting and she came to the temple of the Lord. When she looked, behold the king stood by a pillar and
the princes and the trumpeters by his side. All the people of the land rejoiced and blew the trumpets. Athaliah rent her clothes and cried, "Treason, treason!" This was a dramatic moment— Jehoiada the priest commanded the captain and his soldiers to take her outside the temple precincts and slay her. This was the end for this wicked woman, Athaliah. "And Jehoiada made a covenant between the Lord and the king and his people, that they should be the Lord's people" (2 Kings 11:17). And they went into the house of Baal and brake it down, his altars and images they broke thoroughly. Joash (or Jehoash as he is called in 2 Kings), under the influence of Jehoiada the priest, was a king who did right in the eyes of the Lord until the death of Jehoiada—when he turned to worshipping idols and even caused to be put to death Zechariah the son of Jehoiada, thus showing much ingratitude.
We commenced this chapter with the suggestion that heredity is of more influence than environment. Joash had a bad inheritance from his mother, grandfather and grandmother; and then for thirty-three years had been under the good influence of Jehoiada and his wife, but then he reverted to his mother's evil influences.
Attempts to Destroy the Seed
We can always, when making a study from the Word of God, draw lessons for ourselves. We read throughout the pages of Scrip​ture of men and women who tried to serve their own personal interests in exact opposition to that which God had ordained. In these chapters from 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, we see how clearly in three instances the royal line through David to Jesus was almost eliminated: firstly by Jehoram slaying all his brethren; secondly Jehu slew forty-two brethren of Ahaziah and then Ahaziah himself; thirdly Athaliah killed all the children of the seed royal except the baby Joash. But God over-ruled Athaliah's infamy as He promised: "Yet the Lord would not destroy the house of David, because of the covenant which he had made with David, and since he had promised to give a lamp to him and to his sons for ever" (2 Chron. 21:7). How very nearly this lamp was extinguished in the hands of Athaliah.
It is interesting that in the course of the history of Israel, three times, with a gap of roughly 800 years between each incident, the crime of infanticide was practised in an attempt to thwart the purpose of God. Moses, Israel's deliverer from Egypt, was saved from Pharaoh's edict. Joash was preserved by Jehosheba from
Athaliah, and the Lord Jesus was delivered from Herod's slaying of the innocents, by God's warning to Joseph in a dream to flee into Egypt.
The hand of God works in a number of different ways: for good to those who love and fear Him, but in vengeance upon those who deceive and ignore Him. In the case of Athaliah, there was no mercy shown. God's hand is still outstretched in mercy towards all mankind; the number of the redeemed is not yet complete, and we must fill our days with attempting to do God's work, and patiently wait for the coming of our Lord. One of the ways in which we can do this is to train our children in right ways, so that they have both good environment as well as heredity. It is important for us as brethren and sisters in Jesus to create a Christ-like atmosphere in our homes, and when our children are at an impressionable age, to take time to explain things to them and answer their questions. Women spend more time with their children than the fathers of the family. So, as mothers, we should allow the Word of God so to influence our lives that our children may grow in grace and favour in the fear of the Lord.
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EZEKIEL'S WIFE
"Also the word of the Lord came unto me, saying, Son of Man, behold I take away from thee the desire of thine eyes with a stroke, yet neither shall thou mourn nor weep, neither shall thy tears run down ... So I spake unto the people in the morning: and at even my wife died; and I did in the morning as I was commanded" (Ezek. 24:15-18).
IN these few tragic verses we have the only direct information given in the Bible about this woman, but we can deduce a great deal. God Himself describes her as "the desire" of her husband's eyes, a unique and lovely phrase for the wife of a good and faithful pro​phet; how well it was deserved we shall consider later, but first we must understand the background.
Jerusalem was besieged by the forces of Nebuchadnezzar in 597 B.C. and King Jehoiachin, various princes, nobles, craftsmen and all the mighty men of valour were carried off to Babylon, leaving behind only the poorest in the land (2 Kings 24:11-16).
Among this group of captives was the young priest Ezekiel who was probably about 25 years old, having been born about the time of Josiah's Passover. He may have been already married, in which case his wife was taken with him, or he may have married one of his fellow captives on settling in Babylon. His wife was likely to have been the daughter of a fellow priest, for marriages were usually arranged within a close circle of priestly families who lived in the special cities set apart for them in Israel.
The Babylonians allowed their captives a measure of freedom
and encouraged them to build houses and make a new life there, using their special skills for the benefit of their captors and themselves. The Jewish captives were given land by the River Chebar, which seems to have been one of the many irrigation streams fed by the great River Euphrates, watering the vast fertile plain outside the city walls of Babylon. Here they built comfortable dwellings from the local clay bricks and soon became a closely knit Jewish settlement, fiercely maintaining their Jewish nationalism, traditions and a modified form of worship, as they could no longer offer sacrifices at the Temple. It is very probable that the prophet Daniel, now close adviser to the Babylonian King, would use his influence to ensure reasonable conditions for his fellow captives. Ezekiel, as a priest, was a respected and privileged member of the Jewish community and for five years he and his wife shared in the general life and work of the settlement. There were two clear divi​sions of thought and outlook among the captives: a small minority who recognised that their plight was a just retribution for individual and national sins against God, and a large discontented majority who persisted in believing in a speedy restoration to their homeland. This majority resentfully refused to accept the warnings and advice of Jeremiah and other faithful prophets, and preferred to listen to the false prophets who preached what they wanted to hear and presented an outward appearance of zeal and loyalty to God which thinly disguised their faithless hearts and evil practices. They totally ignored any prophecies relating to the destruction of Jerusalem and their beautiful temple, so God selected Ezekiel for the sad and painful task of destroying their illusions in no uncertain manner.
A Commission from God
In the fifth year of their captivity, Ezekiel received his direct commission from God and by means of special visions he was strengthened for his thankless work of preaching the truth to his hardhearted and rebellious compatriots. From being an honoured priest he was now to become a strangely conspicuous and alien element in their midst. His messages from God were opposed to all they wished to hear, and being vividly aware of the fate of other true but unpopular prophets, he had reason at times to fear for his life.
Because of their extreme obstinacy Ezekiel's whole life now became an acted parable. He was not to go freely among them as
before, but only on rare highly significant occasions when his every action had prophetic import. His ordinary powers of speech were taken away and the only words he uttered were prophecies and warnings from God as he explained the curious lessons to be understood from his strange mimes and mini-dramas.
We think now of the woman whose sensitive and faithful husband had become this silent and extraordinary prophet. Now he spent most of his time shut up in the house, unable to talk to her or even to explain what he was doing or why. At intervals he would leave the house to perform one of his strange parables and from time to time he would break forth into the warning prophecies of the doom to befall his people.
Their house appears to have been near the centre of the settle​ment, for all that went on there was freely observed by the elders and others. The impression is gained that when Ezekiel began to prophesy or to perform his acted parables it was reported to the community, and the elders and others gathered there to witness the unusual happenings; indeed it would seem to have become almost a form of entertainment to learn what the prophet would do or say next. This ensured full publicity for the message, but it must have been very trying for the wife to have their privacy constantly invaded by furious and sceptical onlookers.
Ostracised and Lonely
The visitors apparently collected in the walled courtyard, but the elders often went inside the house itself. The unpopularity of the messages would drive all but the most sincere friends away, and as the prophet stayed shut up at home, it would be his wife that bore the brunt of the inevitable ostracism that would meet her as she went to the well or about her daily tasks. It must have been a very lonely and frustrating life, and if any of their former friends did come and strengthen their hand in God at this time, what a comfort it must have been.
How greatly Ezekiel would depend upon his wife's love and sympathy and how much he would need her patience and under​standing in the misery of his dumbness and isolation. Her encouragement, support and practical help must indeed have lightened his burden and surely she gave him this, for only a good and kind woman would still have been called the "desire of his eyes" after four years of this very difficult companionship.
Think of the prolonged wretchedness endured by them both when he had to lie on one side for 390 days and on the other for 40 days, a period of over fourteen months; and throughout this time he had to eat a starvation diet of wartime siege food, consisting of about half a pound of coarse mixed grain and a pint of plain water daily. His wife had to weigh this out and prepare it for him, cooking it on a primitive dung fuel fire—particularly distasteful to priests as this form of fuel was regarded as unclean. This prolonged parable represented the wretched conditions that would prevail for faithless Israel in the coming siege of Jerusalem. During this period as her husband became thinner and weaker, she would have to admit the elders of the Jews to witness his condition and to note how she weighed the rations and how his food was cooked. It is evi​dent that the prophet could not have maintained this exhausting ordeal without the willing co-operation of his wife.
On another occasion the prophet had to shave his head and beard, dividing his hair into sections to be burnt, destroyed or scattered, symbolising the various fates of the inhabitants of Jerusalem. This making bald was a direct breaking of the law for priests (Lev. 21) and must have shocked and horrified the watching elders and caused additional distress to his wife.
Messages of Terror and Distress
On one dramatic occasion Ezekiel suddenly began to gather up his essential possessions, putting them into a sack or cloth to form a bundle he could carry on his shoulder. This he placed conspicuous​ly just outside the door of his house for all to see, as if he were going once more into captivity. When evening came he started breaking a hole through the outer wall which seems to have been the courtyard wall. As soon as the breach was large enough to crawl through he picked up his bundle, covered his face with a cloth and stumbled blindly through the gap making his way unsteadily towards the outside of the town.
His puzzled wife must surely have wondered if this time his mind had cracked under the extreme strains of his mission. Why did he have to break down with his own hands a perfectly good wall, when there was a proper entrance? The answer came the next morning, when the prophet was told by God to explain the very literal manner in which this prophecy would shortly be fulfilled. The weak king Zedekiah, then ruling in Jerusalem, and many of the inhabitants would attempt to escape from the besieged city through
a breach in the walls at twilight, stumbling over the rubble as they went, but they would be caught and the king would be blinded and taken to Babylon—a very terrible message to hear.
Strong Faith and a Strange Life
Contemplating the years of this strange life, we realise what a strong faith in God Ezekiel's wife must have had to accept her rdle. A less spiritually minded woman would have mocked and jeered at the prophet, as did David's wife, Michal, when she could not understand his behaviour. At any time she could have hindered his work and made the acting of the parables very difficult. She could have grumbled and sneered when he could give voice to his pro​phecies, but could not say a word to her whom he loved. Many wives would have thought he was quite mad and would have been afraid to stay with him and would probably have left him; and others would have found the strains and problems of their life producing irritability and anger.
We think of the infinite patience and control she must have exer​cised. As he could not tell her his problems and troubles, or even how much he valued her love and support, she would have to inter​pret his signs and gestures and learn to speak to him in such a way that he could answer with a nod or shake of the head. If she were a priest's daughter she might possibly have been taught to read and write and this would certainly help communication, but such qualification was rare among women in that age.
Death without Mourning
The prophet would naturally become extremely dependent on his wife both physically and emotionally, and this makes the last of his recorded acted parables even more grievous and tragic. At about the time that the final siege of Jerusalem began, Ezekiel was told that his beloved wife was going to be taken from him suddenly— "with a stroke". When this happened he was to make no outward sign of mourning. There were to be no tears, no mourning garments, no sympathetic gifts of food were to be accepted, and all his grief was to be bottled up and confined to inward pining.
He received this message one morning and on the evening of that very day his wife died. He had just the few hours of the night in which to conquer his dreadful sense of loss and to prepare his mind for what he had to do. That he was able to carry out God's instruc​tions to the letter was indeed a measure of his great faith.
Burials must take place within a few hours of death in all hot countries, and soon all would know of the prophet's tragic loss. His great love for her must have been well known, since it was this which gave dramatic force to his totally unexpected behaviour. Normally the outward signs of mourning would have been many and noisy, professional mourners wailing and weeping as well as the family; and the bereaved husband would demonstrate his depth of grief by his manner of dress, many tears, and loud and bitter lamentation.
We can imagine then the utter amazement of the elders and people when the prophet, silent and tense, utterly refused to allow any of the customary signs of mourning about the house and he himself remained dressed as usual. For all the love he had borne his wife, not one tear, sob or groan escaped. They just could not understand, and at last driven by fear and astonishment, they pleaded with him, "Wilt thou not tell us what these things are that thou doest so?"
Slain at a Stroke
He was then empowered by God to tell them that just as his own wife, "the desire of his eyes", had been so suddenly taken from him, so would their most loved things be destroyed—all on which they set their hearts. The beautiful temple of Solomon which meant so much to them would be razed to the ground; their beloved city would be laid waste; and, worse still, their sons and daughters left in Jerusalem would be slain at a stroke by the sword. In that dreadful day they themselves would be so grief-stricken and shocked that they would be unable to mourn aloud or weep, but would pine away in their awful sorrow.
As further proof of the truth of these terrible prophecies Ezekiel was told that on the very day the news of their fulfilment reached him, his normal powers of speech would be restored and he would be dumb no longer. The record of this event is to be found in Ezekiel 33:21-22.
Ezekiel would still have been under forty when his wife died, and there is no record of his having any children or another wife to comfort him. He continued to prophesy for many years, and when he was about fifty he was given that wonderful vision of the Temple of the Age to come and the joy of knowing that he would serve therein.
If we have judged the character of Ezekiel's wife aright she too will be there in that day and will witness the ultimate fulfilment of her husband's prophecies.
What can we sisters learn from her example? All of us who have brethren in the Lord to care for, can learn a great deal. Our attitude to their work for God can make a great difference to how it is done and to how much is done. It is our responsibility to provide the right home atmosphere to help them. We can encourage them in their study and if we are not studious ourselves, we can at least make sure that we do not hinder them. How easy it is to interrupt a train of thought by unnecessary noise or irrelevant chatter. How easy to weigh the balance against some difficult duty for selfish motives, and if we do not actually persuade our brethren to aban​don the work, we can make its performance very much harder than it need be.
True Partners in the Lord
When our brethren are called upon to sacrifice their time and labour for the Truth, do we give them the domestic and mental sup​port which eases their burden? It is so easy to indulge in self-pity and feel neglected and deprived when they are using their time for God. We should share in the activity if we can, but if it is a job for brethren, then let us regard our supporting r61e as an act of service to God—a self-giving for the Lord's sake. In so doing we shall be true helpmeets as the Lord intended women to be.
If our brethren are misunderstood in the world and mocked at for their religious beliefs and high standards, we can provide a haven of peace and love within the home and strengthen their faith in God. When in the ecclesia problems arise, let us be a safe listen​ing ear and give our brethren wise Scriptural counsel rather than adding fuel to the fire. We have a great opportunity for good if we use it aright.
In our consideration of the trials and problems which Ezekiel's wife faced, many of our own troubles seem but light affliction. Let us remember her love, loyalty and active support of her husband's prophetic work and relate it to our own lives in the Truth. We should be preparing ourselves now for loving service to the Greatest of Prophets, whose kingdom and glory was so clearly foreseen by all the prophets of old.
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ESTHER
"Now Esther found favour in the eyes of all who saw her" (Esther 2:15, R.S.V.).
ESTHER, Queen of Persia, must have been exceedingly beautiful; she was chosen from the many lovely maidens who were gathered to Susa the capital; it would seem that she was of a brave and sweet nature as well.
We must set the scene of her entry into the Persian Court. Ahasuerus (or Astyages) was, in the view of most commentators, the powerful but headstrong Xerxes, who figures in Greek history, and who on one occasion commanded the sea to be scourged, because it broke down his bridge over the Hellespont, and on another occasion put to death, before their father's eyes, the sons of his oldest friend Pythias. This barbaric despot in the third year of his reign summoned all the great officers of his kingdom to a six-month "conference" which was to culminate in a sumptuous seven-day banquet. Such a celebration was not uncommon in ancient eastern courts, or even in comparatively recent times in eastern lands.
"It is difficult to conceive", says Loftus, "a more imposing site than Susa. Its great citadel and buildings raised their heads above groves of date, konar and lemon trees, surrounded by rich pastures and golden seas of corn; and backed by the distant snow clad mountains". Shushan the palace (the remains of which were thought to have been unearthed by archaeologists about 100 years ago), had a great hall of marble pillars raised above the sloping gardens and fountains which surrounded it. Inside the hall were hangings of white and blue cotton, from half way up the walls,
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which could be caught up or dropped as required. The couches were either of solid or inlaid gold or silver, and stood on elevated floors of bejewelled marble.
Wine in large quantities was served from golden goblets, but no one was compelled to drink; the guests could have as little or as much as they wished.
In another part of the palace, Queen Vashti was also giving a feast for the women, which would be equally spendid. At the end of the week of eating, drinking and merry making, the king commanded his chamberlains to bring Queen Vashti before him, and the assembled court requested that she should wear her royal crown. Her refusal to make what amounted to an indecent exposure of herself in front of a crowd of drunken revellers, shows her to have been both modest and dignified. It was probably with a mixed feeling of guilt and anger, that, after he recovered from his celebrations, Ahasuerus consulted his advisers. It is perhaps difficult for us today to realise the effect of Vashti's disobedience in such a country and under such an autocratic king, but the punishment had to be severe; she was deprived of her royal position and banished immediately. This action made her an example to any wives in the land who might be tempted to rebel against their husbands.
Subsequently, in an effort to take Ahasuerus' mind off what had happened, his servants suggested that the country should be searched for a beautiful girl, to take Vashti's place. Three years later these maidens were assembled in Susa.
Sadness and Pride
We can imagine that many homes would be saddened at this time because if any maiden were summoned to the royal palace, the parents dared not refuse to comply. Although their sadness would be mingled with pride, the parents would almost certainly never see their beloved child again once she was taken into the royal harem. Such a household would be that of Mordecai, a high born Jew, son of Jair, son of Shimei, son of Kish, a Benjamite, who had been carried away from Jerusalem with Jeconiah, king of Judah (Esth. 2:5,6). Mordecai had taken into his care the young orphaned daughter (born during the captivity) of his uncle Abihail. Her name was Hadassah, and she was very beautiful. This was probably the reason why he tried to hide her when he first heard of the search throughout the land for a successor to Vashti, but as the servants
of the king drew near, we can visualise Mordecai wisely giving Hadassah hurried instructions to the effect that she was not on any account to reveal her true nationality, or to say from what family she came!
He also gave her a new Persian name, Esther, which is usually thought to mean "Star", but (according to the Companion Bible) is derived from "Sathai" and means "to hide". It is clear that as well as being lovely to behold and of a sweet disposition, she was also very obedient; this is indicated by the Amplified Bible, Esther 2:20:
"Now Esther had not yet revealed her nationality or her people; for she obeyed Mordecai's command to the letter (to fear God and execute His commands), just as when she was be​ing brought up by him."
This rendering helps to show that even though God's name is not mentioned in the Book of Esther (Authorised Version) it is implied on more than one occasion, and the book is without doubt a marvellous account of the working out of God's purpose, with His dramatic intervention to save His people from almost certain destruction.
The King's Choice
When Hadassah (now Esther) arrived with the other maidens at the harem of Shushan the palace, she very quickly found favour with Hegai who was the chief eunuch. These men who had charge of the women were reputedly rather repulsive old men, whose favours were sought by the women of the harem who desired to be in their "good books". However, it is said of Esther that he quickly provided her with her ointments and her portion of food, and seven chosen maidens to wait on her. A whole year was spent preparing for the presentation before the king. Eastern state etiquette pro​bably required that each maiden was seen unhurriedly in turn by the monarch. At the end of this time the king's choice fell on Esther and she became his chief wife and Queen.
"The king loved Esther more than all the women, and she
found grace and favour in his sight, more than all the virgins, so
that he set the royal crown on her head, and made her queen
instead of Vashti" (Esth. 2:17).
This crown was a simple purple riband streaked with white—not a heavy crown. A great banquet was then given to celebrate the
marriage and a public holiday granted. Gifts were given and several cities were set aside from which taxes were levied to pay for the upkeep of the Queen's household.
All this time Mordecai had made regular visits in front of the court of the harem. What happened inside was unknown to anyone, but Mordecai must have gleaned some information as to how his young kinswoman was faring, probably from the eunuchs as they went about their duties, or even by listening to their conver​sations. It may have been on one of these occasions, after Esther had become queen, that he had inadvertently heard two of the eunuchs, Bigthan and Teresh, plotting to assassinate Ahasuerus. (Could it have been in revenge for the divorce of Vashti?) Mordecai immediately sent the information to the queen, and on investiga​tion it was found to be true. The men were hanged, and the matter entered in the book of the chronicles. But Mordecai's faithfulness seemed at that time to pass unnoticed.
The Amalekite
Haman the Agagite, an Amalekite, now comes into the story. It was five years after Esther had become queen. Ahasuerus, who had reigned for twelve years, decided to promote this man Haman, to be Prime Minister. The king's wishes were that he should be seated in the elevated "State chair", and given reverence and obeisance, which were normally reserved for the monarch. All the statesmen and princes of the king's household were to assemble in the Gate, and were commanded to prostrate themselves to Haman. Mordecai, being of high Jewish blood, was present in the lofty vestibule, and when all the other noble figures lay prone as Haman passed by, it would be very noticeable that Mordecai remained erect. To bow down and worship this man would be doubly abhorrent to Mordecai the Benjamite—Haman was of the doomed and cursed race, the Amalekites, whom Saul the Benjamite had disobediently failed to destroy so many years before. It would also be impossible for him to give such reverence to anyone but God (Esth. 2:5; 1 Sam. 15).
This happened day after day; the king's servants spoke to Mordecai asking him why he disobeyed the king's commands. He would not listen, so in the end they told Haman, and made it clear that Mordecai was a Jew. Haman was beside himself with rage, but his first thought, to execute Mordecai, was discarded as too slight a punishment. Now that he knew his nationality, he resolved to use
his newly found power, and put the whole of this hated nation to death! So without delay he started to scheme, to consult astrologers, and to have them cast lots, or Pur, to set the lucky time for commencing the intended ghastly massacre. Having settled on the 13th day of the 12th month, he approached the monarch and made his request, falsely representing his victims as enemies of the king, strange in their manners and habits, and disobedient in their observance of the laws of the land: "If it please the king", he said, "let it be decreed that they be destroyed." Almost before the king could start to count the cost of the great decrease in taxes with so many of his subjects murdered, Haman promised to pay an incredi​ble amount of money—ten thousand talents of silver (each talent was 117 Ibs. of solid silver, Companion Bible) into the royal coffers. Had he planned to get this money from the estates of the dead Jews? Ahasuerus insanely agreed, it appears, without even calling a council to discuss the matter, giving his final seal with the ring from his hand. Then, as Esther 3:15 so succinctly puts it:
"The couriers went in haste by order of the king, and the decree was issued in Susa the capital, and the king and Haman sat down to drink; but the city of Susa was perplexed". This cruel despot and his favourite unconcernedly enjoyed their sensual pleasures whilst thousands of his subjects suffered anguish. Mordecai would have been among the first to hear the dreadful decree, and knowing that the laws of the Medes and Persians "altered not", he put on sackcloth and ashes (the oriental sign of deep distress), and went into the city, wailing with a loud and bitter cry. He could not now enter the Gate, clothed as he was, but those outside told Esther's servants of his plight, and when Esther knew she was deeply grieved and sent garments for Mordecai to put on; perhaps this was so that he could approach the court and give her details of what had brought all this about, but he would not accept them.
A Bold Venture
Hathach, who was probably an elderly and trusted eunuch, now became an important messenger between the queen and her cousin. Mordecai told him of all that had happened, even about the vast amount of money Haman had promised to the king, and how Jews throughout the land were, as he was, in mourning. He implored her to appeal directly to the king. This may sound a simple request for him to make, but for some generations before Ahasuerus, the
sovereigns had enclosed themselves in so much mystery and for​mality, that by now it was almost impossible for even the favourite wife of the king to approach him without a great deal of protocol, added to which the king had not called for her for a whole month, so she had reason to fear that his affection for her was waning; in this case she might be in danger of death anyway. Esther must have felt that she was helpless to do anything, and sent a message telling Mordecai all this, who immediately replied through Hathach:
"Think not that in the king's palace you will escape any more than all the other Jews. For if you keep silent (he implied), I confidently believe God will intercede in some other way, but you and your father's house will perish. And who knows whether you have not come to the kingdom for such a time as this?"
Esther's reply was also quick; she asked that Mordecai and the other Jews in the city should fast and pray for three days, and she and her maidens (who may have been Jewesses as well) would do likewise, and then she would go into the king, whatever the consequences.
A Welcome Gesture
How she must have felt on that third day is hard to imagine; death must have seemed very near, and as she donned her royal apparel her heart must have pounded with apprehension; but she put fear behind her and went unhesitatingly towards the forbidden apartments. Her husband was seated on his elevated chair, kept only for the king (death was the penalty if anyone else sat on it), holding in his hand his royal sceptre or staff of authority, which was usually a thin gold rod the exact height of the sovereign. He would see her as she approached, and although surprised, he ex​tended the sceptre, showing that he had pardoned her for her intru​sion and that she was welcome. In the usual way of acknowledging a king's graciousness she touched the top of the sceptre. He said to her, "What is it, Queen Esther? What is your request? It shall be given to the half of my kingdom" (Esth. 5:3). What relief she must have felt, but it was not over yet—she still had to choose her words and actions very carefully. Esther invited the king and his favourite Haman to a banquet that very day. This showed her to have great diplomacy; also that she had not been just fasting and praying for the past three days!
The king accepted and so did Haman, exultantly. At the banquet he again asked Esther what was her request. All she asked was that he and Haman should come again the next day to a banquet. Haman went home full of pride and told his wife Zeresh and all his friends of the honour being showered upon him, but with all this, his day was spoilt because on the way home he saw Mordecai the jew still sitting in the King's Gate (Mordecai must have put away his sackcloth and ashes). His wife and friends, to pacify him, suggested that he would feel better if he prepared the means of destroying this Jew. So he had a stake erected on his land 75 feet high. (The word stake is the same as the one for tree, in the sense of cross or gallows.) If he could have Mordecai hanged that day, then he would be able to go merrily with the King to the second dinner.
"The man whom the king delights to honour"
As it happened, Ahasuerus could not sleep that night so he asked that his book of memorable deeds be read to him. This was not unusual, as the Court Journal was often read to the monarch for interest and instruction about events in his own and his predecessors' reigns. What seems to be miraculous is that he asked for it to be read on that night, and that the account was of Mordecai's loyalty to him. We know how he called for someone to come in from the outer court to advise him on "what shall be done to the man whom the king delights to honour?" (incidentally five years late!). The courtier happened to be Haman (probably he had arrived early to ask permission to execute Mordecai).
Thinking that the king wanted to show him even more favours, he prescribed the most lavish parade he could think of. The honoured one was to wear the royal robes, sit on the king's horse—on its head would be a coronet (or complicated plumage) and one of the highest personages in the kingdom was to lead him through the streets of the city for several hours, crying out, "Thus shall be done to the man whom the king delights to honour!" But then came the king's instruction: "Do all this to Mordecai the Jew!"
He had to obey his monarch, but afterwards returned home mourning, where his wife and friends were not much comfort to him and told him that, if he had begun to fall before Mordecai the Jew, then he would continue to fall. In this low state, he returned with the king's chamberlains to the palace and to Queen Esther's second banquet. As they were finishing the meal the king again asked the queen to name her requests—he must have guessed by
now that what she desired was of great importance. "What is your petition, Queen Esther? It shall be granted you. And what is your request?" (R.S.V.) "Even if it requires the revenue from half the cities in my kingdom, it shall be fulfilled." Queen Esther answered: "If I have found favour in your sight, O king, and if it please the king, let my life be given me at my petition, and my people at my request. For we are sold (for an immense sum of money to buy our extermination), I and my people, to be destroyed, to be slain, and to be annihilated. If we had been sold merely as slaves, I would have held my peace, but our death would cause great loss of service to the King" (Esth. 7:3-6). The king, when he heard that Haman was the instigator of all this, was full of wrath, and went into the palace garden. (This action in itself was a sentence of death.) On returning he found Haman pleading with the queen as she reclined on her couch, and he accused him of trying to assault her. Then Harbonah, one of the eunuchs, probably the one who had gone to fetch Haman from his house to the dinner, told the king of the gallows 75 feet high prepared for Mordecai, who had saved the king's life. And Ahasuerus said, "Hang him on that".
The words of Psalm 9:16 might have been written for someone like Haman, but surely not quite so evil: "The Lord has made himself known, he has executed judgement; the wicked are snared in the work of their own hands."
Selfless and Courageous
How Esther besought the king with tears, to reverse the dreadful edict, by allowing the Jews throughout the many provinces of Per​sia to defend themselves against their enemies; how she was given the property of Haman, over which she set her cousin Mordecai who in turn was made Prime Minister instead of Haman: we can read all this in the last three chapters of Esther. It is surely signifi​cant that the lot cast before Haman by the astrologers in the first month of the year decided that the destruction of the Jews should take place in the 12th month—as far ahead as possible. This was surely not chance, but the controlling hand of God, securing as much time as possible for Esther's intercession and the downfall of Haman and the superseding of the order so that the Jews could defend themselves.
Out of this story emerges a woman whose character is even more
noticeable than her beauty. She showed love, loyalty and obedience, tact, great courage and strength. In a time of dire peril she kept her head, neglecting to put herself first and saved a nation from extinction. It is not beyond the realms of possibility that in these perilous times we might have to make similar brave stands. Some commentators say that she was vengeful and barbaric in her request that there should be an extension of one day so that more of the Jews' enemies could be slain; and that the dead bodies of the ten sons of Haman be hanged on the gallows for all to see (Esth. 9:13,14). As one reads, however, one sees that in all this her conduct was intelligent, knowing how great had been the influence of Haman, and how many of his fellow Amalekites were in the area of Susa. The extra day and the public branding of Haman's family as enemies of the Jews was very necessary.
At last the prophecy of Exodus 17:14-16 and Deuteronomy 25:19 against the race of the Amalekites was accomplished. The Jews remember Esther and all she did at their feast of Purim each year. We remember her as a godly and humble woman who remained faithful in spite of her exalted status.
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ELISABETH
OUR appreciation of Elisabeth mainly springs from the fact that she was the mother of John the Baptist, of whom Jesus said, "Verily I say unto you, Among them that are born of women there hath not risen a greater than John the Baptist" (Matt. 11:11). Yet Luke in his first chapter opens up our view of Elisabeth's earlier life. Here we learn that she was the daughter of a priestly family, who later became the wife of Zacharias the priest. If we were told no more than this about Elisabeth, we should readily understand how suitable she was as the mother-elect of John.
Those days in particular were gloomy for the Jewish nation: materially they were impoverished because of the Romans over​ruling them, and spiritually they were impoverished because of the neglect of their faith and worship. For this reason they sorely need​ed the one—as Isaiah said they would—whose voice would cry out to them:
"Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God" (Isa. 40:3).
But even in the midst of a desert, life can be found. And so it was that there were men and women in Israel whose lives were still bound up in faithfulness to God, and whose hearts yearned for the Redeemer and Holy One to come. Amongst these were Zacharias and Elisabeth.
We can ponder more closely now the account of Luke, who was inspired to place on record this everlasting testimony of them:
"And they were both righteous before God, walking in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord blameless" (Luke 1:6).
It is easy to be righteous in one's own eyes, or even in the eyes of one's friends, but Zacharias and Elisabeth received the highest commendation: "They were righteous before God." This magni​ficent statement is qualified when we are told that they walked in all the commandments and ordinances of the Lord "blameless". Clearly Elisabeth matched her husband in godliness, and no doubt was truly close to him in his devotions, caring dearly about his office as a priest.
They are both described as "well stricken in years" and in Luke 1:18 Zacharias exclaims, "I am an old man". Also we learn that because Elisabeth was barren, they had no children. Barrenness was a great reproach amongst the Jews and many childless women suffered extreme heartache as a result of the attitude of their fellows. Elisabeth needed the grace of a godly woman to bear this and would have taken care never to allow herself to become fretful, or vexed, or bitter.
Righteous and Blameless
We know that Elisabeth made a personal triumph over the anguish which must have touched her over a prolonged period, otherwise her commendations would not have been "righteous" and "blameless". Though she may have sighed after motherhood —we are told that it was made a matter of prayer (Luke 1:13)— when it did not come she no doubt accepted childlessness as her portion from the Lord, so leaving herself free from the disintegrating effects of sorrow and despondency. How sym​pathetically she would have shared David's expression:
"Unless thy law had been my delights, I should then have
perished in mine affliction" (Psalm 119:92).
If Elisabeth's life was considered physically fruitless by her con​temporaries, it was not considered so in God's eyes. When God looks upon men and women He sees into the very recesses of their souls, and we can be assured that within Elisabeth's He found spiritual seed germinating and being nourished daily, monthly, yearly . . . until fruits sprang up which bore these names: "Love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance" (Gal. 5:22).
Without the cares of motherhood, Elisabeth was able to give
'faith" and "works" a more prominent place, so proving how the
lack of something desirable in one's life can be made to work for
the better rather than for worse. She had no knowledge of her future rdle, nor was she aware that, layer upon layer, those years served to build her up to the full stature of the woman who was fit to bear "the Prophet of the Highest".
When the time came for God miraculously to bestow this child upon her, the angel Gabriel was sent by God to her husband while he was alone in the Temple. Zacharias was startled and overcome by fear when he saw the angel standing on the right of the altar of incense. The angel spoke to him:
"Fear not, Zacharias: for thy prayer is heard; and thy wife
Elisabeth shall bear thee a son, and thou shall call his name
John. And thou shalt have joy and gladness: and many shall
rejoice at his birth" (Luke 1:13).
As the angel continued with his proclamation, Zacharias was left in no doubt that this promised child would be the messenger, who was to go before the promised Messiah and prepare his ways. God was about to visit and redeem His people through His Holy One, and Zacharias was the first to know.
A Husband's Disbelief
Although Zacharias understood the extent of the angel's words, he was staggered at the promise of his own and Elisabeth's par​ticipation in their fulfilment. "Whereby shall I know this?" he questioned, "for I am an old man and my wife well stricken in years" (Luke 1:18). After this exclamation he was to speak no more for many months, as the angel's reply explains:
"Behold, thou shalt be dumb and unable to speak, until the day that these things shall be performed, because thou believedst not my words, which shall be fulfilled in their season." At least Zacharias' dumbness would constantly serve him as a reminder that what seemed beyond belief was going to come to pass as surely as spring followed winter.
He did not have to wait long before the affliction of dumbness thwarted him. When he appeared outside the temple to the waiting multitude, Zacharias' urge must have been to burst out with words of joy and exultation, but he could only beckon to the people and convey his speechlessness. Happily, at home with Elisabeth his speechlessness would have made little difference to their com​munication. When two lives are closely knit by years of walking together, working together, praying together, in fact united in
every way, it would not be difficult for even the innermost thoughts to be conveyed without a single spoken word. We can hardly doubt that within a short time of Zacharias returning to his house, Elisabeth would have learnt about the happenings in the temple and shared his wonder and overwhelming joy. Because of their united familiarity with the law and the prophets, one can imagine Zacharias allowing many passages of Scripture to do the talking for him, and Elisabeth receiving his messages and signs with ready and quick understanding. She accepted her part in the coming events with deep gratitude:
"Thus hath the Lord dealt with me in the days wherein he
looked on me, to take away my reproach from among men"
(Luke 1:25).
Herald of the Messiah
An ordinary Israelite woman might have pondered the fact that the promise of a son was given to Zacharias while he was alone, and not to both of them. Again Elisabeth's early background and life​long association with the priesthood gave her the right under​standing. She would know how fitting it was that this angelic visita​tion had taken place in the temple, for was not this the first announcement that the Old Covenant was drawing to a close and the New Covenant about to begin? Even the place where the angel stood—the right side of the altar of incense where the priest, by the burning of incense on behalf of the people, reached up to God—signified that God was reaching down to mankind. So the angel declared:
"I am Gabriel, that stand in the presence of God; and am sent to speak unto thee, and to shew thee these glad tidings" (Luke 1:19).
The nine months of waiting gave Elisabeth and Zacharias time to absorb the details concerning their future son. "Thou shalt call his name John", the angel had said, "And thou shalt have joy and gladness; and many shall rejoice at his birth." Indeed, how supremely happy they already were in anticipation of the birth of their own child, especially as they knew he was to be the herald of the Saviour and Lord. They did not even have to wait until Jesus said of their son, "There hath not risen a greater than John the Baptist" because the angel told Zacharias beforehand: "He shall be great in the eyes of the Lord".
The final three months of waiting could not have been more thrilling for Elisabeth, for they were shared with Mary, the expectant mother of Jesus. How perfectly God works in the lives of His children that He should have brought together the mothers-to-be of Jesus and John!
It happened like this. During the sixth month of Elisabeth's pregnancy, the angel Gabriel was sent by God to Mary, a young virgin who was awaiting marriage to Joseph, a carpenter. So glorious was the salutation he gave her, that for hundreds of years men and women and children have memorised the words. They begin: "Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord is with thee: blessed art thou among women" (Luke 1:28). It was when Mary showed amazement and wonder at God's intention of using her as the vessel to bear the Messiah, that the angel disclosed to her the miracle concerning Elisabeth:
"Behold, thy cousin Elisabeth, she hath also conceived a son in her old age: and this is the sixth month with her, who was called barren" (Luke 1:36).
Mary then believed that with God all things were possible, so she responded with the beautiful words:
"Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy word" (v. 38).
Because Mary felt drawn to Elisabeth now, she hurriedly left her home in Nazareth and made the ninety mile journey to reach Zacharias' house.
Affection and Fellowship
The angel had said of Elisabeth's child, "He shall be filled with the Holy Spirit from his mother's womb", but it was not until Mary's arrival at their house with her words of greeting that the vital stirring began within Elisabeth, causing her also to be filled with the Holy Spirit. Instantly she became aware that Mary was the chosen one to bear the Saviour, and like an echo of the angel's greeting her words rang out:
"Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb. And whence is this to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For lo, as soon as the voice of thy salutation sounded in mine ears, the babe leaped in my womb for joy" (Luke 1:42-44).
If Mary brought to Elisabeth's life a moment of honour, then
Elisabeth brought to Mary a new sense of belonging and fellowship, which even Joseph her husband-to-be would not have been able to give her at this time. And the older woman com​mended the younger for her faith:
"Blessed is she that believed: for there shall be a performance of those things which were told her from the Lord" (v. 45).
We can only try to imagine what the full extent of Elisabeth and Mary's fellowship was: praying, singing, studying together, considering the future work their sons were destined to do. Could they have known that John would declare to the people, "He that cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear" (Matt. 3:11)? Or that just as Mary had come to Elisabeth, so Jesus would come to John seeking baptism of him; and that this in spite of John's plea, "I have need to be baptized of thee, and comest thou to me?" (Matt. 3:14) would be carried out because Jesus' mind was set:
"Thus it becometh us to fulfil all righteousness" (Matt. 3:15).
To John, this act must have proved a source of great encourage​ment, confirming him in his work. It is certain that Jesus and John regarded and loved one another deeply, and this affection may have sprung up partly from their mothers' fellowship during those early three months, sweetening their lives as it had their mothers'.
"What manner of child shall this be!"
So the nine months passed and when John was born Elisabeth's joy overflowed. Her neighbours and relations, hearing of the great mercy God had shown, rejoiced with her. They marvelled even more when the child's name was determinedly called John instead of Zacharias: "He shall be called John", Elisabeth asserted. "His name is John", wrote Zacharias on a slate. Immediately his speech returned, not as the faltering sound of his last doubtful words in the temple, but as a torrent, overflowing from nine months of silence:
"Blessed be the Lord God of Israel: for he hath visited and redeemed his people . . . And thou, child, shall be called the prophet of the Highest: for thou shall go before the face of Ihe Lord to prepare his ways" (Luke 1:68,76).
Hearing Zacharias' jubilant and inspired prophecy, the listeners all marvelled and feared because they knew that God had inter​vened to bring about such happenings and such a child, "to give
knowledge of salvation unto his people by the remission of their sins, through the tender mercy of our God; whereby the dayspring from on high hath visited us, to give light to them that sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the wav of peace" (vv.77-79).
Here we leave Elisabeth, a daughter of God, wife of Zacharias mother of John the Baptist, rejoicing with her as countless others have who ever read her story, seeking to follow her example of love and faithfulness. We know there must always be "John the Baptists" whose task is to give light to those who are in darkness and in the shadow of death. May there also be many "Elisabeths" who, to the best of their ability, will cherish and nurture and encourage those who are entrusted to them.
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MARY, THE MOTHER OF JESUS
WHAT a profound and unique experience was Mary's. Meditating in all reverence on the feelings that must have been hers as she came to Bethlehem to give birth to her child, entering her thoughts from our own feminine understanding and intuition, we can begin to comprehend the miracle in which she played so important a part.
A certain amount of fear is attached to childbirth, and especially to a first experience of it. In Mary's day there were no ante-natal clinics, and no gas-and-air machines to help with the pains of labour. Death in childbirth was common, and so was the death of babies. There were no antiseptics, no anaesthetics and no hospitals. We do not even know whether Mary had the help of a midwife, yet surely there must have been some woman in Bethlehem who could be fetched to give assistance. We know that there is anxiety in childbirth, and we know that Nature also provides that special energy and elation that women experience when their time has really come.
We cannot doubt that Mary believed wholeheartedly in God's promise that her son would be safely delivered and would grow up to be the longed-for Messiah. Her faith would make her strong, and God would be very near to her. But she was only human, and in such extraordinary circumstances Mary would perhaps feel both appre​hension and elation to a degree never experienced before or since.
If the choosing of a family to bring up God's Son had been left to us, no doubt we should have looked round for a good and happy family, probably well-educated and prosperous, able to take good care of him. In the same way, one might humanly expect that the woman well-pleasing enough to God to be chosen as the mother of
His Son would be given special consideration in such a great under​taking. But Mary had to bear the stigma of being thought the mother of an illegitimate child. And at a time when it would cause her most discomfort, she had to endure a long journey on a donkey—imagine the difficulty of mounting and dismounting and the jolting on the way. At the end of this ordeal and at the time of her greatest need, she had to suffer the worry and humiliation of being turned away from human habitations. Appearances mean nothing to God, and those who are carrying out His will cannot expect to have things made easy for them. Divine truth cannot be brought to birth without suffering. If God were to give special con​sideration to the faithful, then faith would be robbed of its essential character.
Thank God Mary had Joseph to help her. He is almost as interesting to think about as Mary herself. It must have been a bitter disillusion when he knew that this lovely girl he was to marry was to have a baby. The statement that he was minded to put her away privily seems to speak of heartbreak. His joy must have been inexpressible when he was made to understand that, far from being less than he imagined, Mary was in truth much greater and a woman unique. Jews had been expecting their Messiah for centuries, and Joseph must have felt awe and wonder at being entrusted to bring up the great Messiah himself. Looking back, with our great privilege of being able to read the whole story for ourselves, it seems odd that so many prophecies about Jesus were misunderstood, including the prophecy that his mother was to be a virgin; but to the people concerned the events were all new and very strange.
"Blessed art thou among women"
Try to imagine Mary's feelings as she received the annunciation. She must have been unable to think of anything else for days on end. Did she wonder whether it could be true or whether it could possible be due to some sickness of the mind? She did not have to bear this stupendous secret alone for long. Luke is the only one who writes about the annunciation and the birth of John the Baptist. When Luke was inspired to write the whole story down, as well as being assisted by the Holy Spirit he would very probably talk to Mary about it, and it seems natural that as he was a doctor she should tell him the details of the birth. How much the birth of John the Baptist must have meant to Mary. Luke
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records that immediately after the angel Gabriel had made his announcement to Mary he told her that her elderly cousin Elisabeth was six months pregnant, and ended his message by saying: "For with God nothing shall be impossible." Luke then writes that Mary arose and went into the hill country with haste to see Elisabeth. That phrase with haste shows that Mary had to find out if this were true. Nobody knew about it—Luke says Elisabeth hid herself five months.
Not only did Mary find that it was perfectly true that Elisabeth was having a child in her old age, but as soon as she entered the house Elisabeth confirmed the annunciation by greeting Mary by inspiration as the mother of the Messiah. How happy Mary would be to have this double supernatural affirmation of the things the angel had told her! Both Elisabeth's condition and the fact that she knew the message Mary had received would prove that the heavenly words were no hallucination, and Elisabeth's words, "Blessed is she that believed, for there shall be a performance of those things which were told her from the Lord" would be an additional promise.
"My soul doth magnify the Lord"
While Mary stayed for three months, there is little doubt that she and Elisabeth would have many confidential talks, and would give great comfort and encouragement to one another. Whatever anyone else may have thought of her, Mary knew that a miracle had happened within herself. Each stage of the child's growth and quickening would fill her with wonder. She must have had a con​templative nature, because Luke says that she kept all these things and pondered them in her heart. She was also a poet. Her poem beginning "My soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my saviour" is an outpouring of such joy as had not been experienced by any woman in the world until then. In fulfilment of Mary's own prophecy that all generations should call her blessed, this prayer by a simple country girl has given assurance to countless godly women that in their own way they too are blessed; they too can magnify the Lord in their lives.
Mary's poem has a striking similarity to the song that Hannah voiced after Samuel's birth more than a thousand years earlier; perhaps this means that Mary had read her Bible so often and with such concentration that the gist of Hannah's words were imprinted in her brain and rose from her subconscious mind when she herself
was moved by almost unspeakable joy. Though true for herself and her own joy, Hannah's song was a sort of echo in reverse of Mary's and a prophetic looking-forward to it, for Hannah saw the day of Mary and of Jesus when she said "God raiseth up the poor ... to make them inherit the throne of glory" and "The Lord shall judge the ends of the earth; and he shall give strength unto his king, and exalt the horn of his anointed" (1 Sam. 2:1-10).
A Mother's Delight
Joseph's anxiety would be shamed by Mary's faith and he would marvel at her. Perhaps they would discover with delight and even a touch of glee that a manger could be made into a fine warm bed for a baby. They would learn at first hand that only the minimum of comfort is necessary to the accomplishment of the purposes of God. Mothers make a maternal inventory of their baby's toes and fingers and other delightful parts and details; her newborn baby's physical perfection must have brought special wonder to Mary, because she knew that he had no father in the usual sense. Someone has suggested that Jesus would look very like his mother because he sprang entirely from her and had no equal share of chromosomes from a father in his make-up. Mary was descended from David, a man after God's own heart, and must have inherited David's characteristics.
Jesus is great David's greater Son, and it is a further chapter of meditation on its own to consider the ways in which Jesus resembled this famous king, who was a poet and musician as well as a man of enormous bravery and outstanding faith. Dare we take it a step further and think that perhaps the resemblance could be seen in the face too? This wonderful relationship and outworking of the divine will gives meaning to what we understand of God's foreknowledge, a realisation of what it must have meant to David to carry the seed of another far-off man very like himself but im​measurably greater. What a wonderful story this is! And it is not just a literary masterpiece. It is a living work of art, with God Himself the artist. All the little details fit perfectly. The name of the city of David, Bethlehem, for instance, means "House of bread", and out of it came the only man in the world entitled to say "I am the bread of life".
The brilliant star in the sky, the singing angels, the excited shepherds coming in from the fields, the Wise Men from far coun​tries with their costly gifts—all these must have given Mary enough
to meditate upon with unspeakable delight for the rest of her life. It has been suggested that (he gold, frankincense and myrrh provided the means for the little family's flight into Egypt. When they had been told of the danger they had to be off quickly by night or the precious new baby would have lost his life. They would not have time to contact friends or gather their resources, which would be slender anyway.
Travelling with a baby can be exhausting. The way in which Mary took a baby hundreds of miles on a donkey, to a completely new country, and without having any idea of her destination or eventual home, makes our sympathy and admiration boundless. Though only a woman, her faith must have had the same quality as that of Abraham or Moses.
"Behold my mother and my brethren!"
From the moment of the annunciation Mary would live a changed life. She would never be alone again. Though Jesus was for all the world, he was uniquely for her, formed from her own body and the kindred spirit to her own mind. We cannot doubt that they had a close relationship. What a supreme joy it would be to her to watch his developing physical and mental and spiritual powers! In the beginning she would have everything to teach to him, but he would soon begin to teach her. She had some hard things to learn. When he was twelve he went off for three days without telling her and when she found him after much distress he said, "Didn't you know that I must be about my Father's business?" And once when she and his brothers and sisters came looking for him during his public ministry, he told them that all who did the will of God were brother and sister and mother to him.
Joseph's disappearance from the story is generally taken to mean that he left Mary a widow, so that for a time Jesus would become chief provider for the family. What a good carpenter he must have been, and what a helpful part he must have played not only in family life but in the life of the village! How prompt he must have been in the execution of his orders, and what a reputation he would get for never turning out poor or shoddy work! He must have known all about different kinds of wood and how to shape and fit and join it, and he must have loved trees, those beautiful creations of God his Father. He may have known that one day he was to be contemptuously hung up on one and left to die a slow and cruel death, but this made no difference to his love for all men
everywhere and his perfect, painstaking, willing service. How wonderful for Mary to be able to take family problems to his in​finite patience and unparalleled wisdom!
A little of the relationship between Mary and Jesus comes out in the story of the wedding at Cana. The family would naturally be distressed when the wine ran out, and it was to Jesus that Mary took the problem. He told her that his hour was not yet come, meaning that it was not yet time for him to pour out the blood which he was to give willingly to be symbolised by the wine of communion all over the world. This is a rather hard saying to understand, but the story goes on to tell very endearingly how Mary turned to the servants and said, "Whatever he tells you to do, do it", demonstrating her perfect trust that he would do something to help, and that whatever he suggested would be the right thing to do.
A Sword through the Soul
The bitterest thing of all for Mary to learn would be that, just when he was in the prime of life and vigour, it was right for him to submit to a pagan execution for no crime whatsoever. Did Jesus talk to her about it beforehand to prepare her a little, and to tell her that great good would come of it afterwards? Without some assurance of this kind, it is hard to see how she could bear to stand by the cross. Attempting to comprehend her feelings when she saw Jesus stripped, nailed to the tree and lifted into the air, our minds are appalled. Try to imagine such a thing happening to your own son and the person you loved most in the world! This was most truly what Simeon foretold when she took Jesus as a baby to pre​sent him in the Temple: "A sword shall pierce through thine own soul also."
Mary was not quite alone at this time: the Bible says that some women from Galilee were there, also that Mary's sister stood by the cross with her. But the greatest comfort would undoubtedly spring from the fact that even in the midst of such agony Jesus thought of her and her welfare. He asked John to take care of her—no, more than that, to be a son to her—and the record says, "From that hour that disciple took her unto his own home". Only the Gospel of John tells us this. Just as Luke gives details of the birth because he was a doctor, so John tells us this because he was the man who took Mary to him. It is a small mention of a few words that were perhaps spoken in a low voice and heard only by a few, but we are grateful to John for telling us about it. It throws a little light on
173
Mary's home life, and on the relationship between Jesus, John and Mary. Mary's other children must have been grown up by now because Jesus was over thirty. It is thought that Mary's other son James became an important disciple, but this little story seems to show that Mary was not so close to him as she was to John, with whom she went to live. John's writings show that his mind was very much like the mind of Jesus, and no doubt Mary could see this in him. What a beautiful subject for meditation, to think of Christ's mother putting her few belongings together and going to live with Christ's dearest friend, each of them comforting and helping the other throughout succeeding years!
A Source of Strength to Jesus
We can be glad about three things in the life of Jesus. One was the beautiful setting of Galilee for his early life and ministry. It was the kind of place from which he would get real strength when he prayed all night as he sometimes did.
Secondly, he had John. Jesus knew what was in man. He must have lived in a cruelly harsh light of stark truth and realism that we are altogether spared, and he must have had great strength and nobility to endure it and still to want to die to save mankind from the consequences of its own sin. But he really loved John, who must have been a lovely person. Here is another likeness of Jesus to David, who also had a dearly beloved friend with a similar sort of name, Jonathan.
Thirdly, Jesus always had his mother. Most people have to suffer the loss of their mother and after that the world seems colder. But whatever he went through, he could always come back to the sym​pathy in her face. And at the end, when all the others forsook him because they were afraid for their own skins, John stood by the cross, and his mother too, and he would be able to see them to the last.
After the Resurrection
The Gospels record various appearances of Jesus after his resur​rection to individual and assembled disciples, but there is no record of an appearance to his mother, perhaps because this was too private to reveal. Meditation cannot take us very far into her feel​ings at this point, because nobody else has been in such a situation in the world's history. To see him alive and well again after the anguish of watching his tortured death—to see the very first man
ever to be filled with immortal life—to see the ages-old purpose of God fulfilled in him as the firstfruits of all men—to know that he had killed death itself, the terrible enemy of all men—to know that all the suffering and struggling of all the years since she first con​ceived him were crowned with glorious and perfect victory that would spread all over the world and make immortal life possible to all men everywhere—these things beggar the imagination. But even the fringes of perception of what it must have been like, lift us out of our own mediocre lives and give us indescribably rich food for thought.
Erroneous Ideas
Some of the world's best paintings and some of the world's great music have sprung from men's attempts to portray Mary and her feelings. Sadly, many of these are based on error, and men have destroyed the truth of that which they wished to admire and honour, by making Mary into a kind of goddess. There is a Catholic tradition that when Mary married Joseph he was already an elderly man with a family by a previous marriage, and that Mary remained a virgin all her life. This does not agree with Scripture, which says Joseph "knew her not until she had brought forth her firstborn son", and speaks of the brothers and sisters of Jesus. When Mary died she would probably be surrounded by her children and grandchildren, and would be a very wise and wonderful woman. Jesus would be very near to her in the closing years of her life. Before his ascension he said to his disciples, "Lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world", and this would be especially true for his mother. People often feel that those they have deeply loved and lost are still with them, but in Mary's case this would be true, because her son was truly alive and all-powerful, able to enter fully into her thoughts and to give real guidance and strength to any and every occasion.
We know that at this moment Mary is no more than a handful of Palestinian dust. We also know that God will re-create her at the resurrection. And this is where her story takes a personal turn, because we have a part in the resurrection too. It is an over​whelming thought that we may one day actually be able to meet Mary. But we have even deeper personal involvement in these great things. We have already thought of the occasion on which Jesus, when his mother and brothers and sisters came looking for him, said, "Whosoever shall do the will of my Father, the same is my
brother, and sister and mother". This does not mean that he had less family affection for Mary and his brothers and sisters than a normal man: rather does it mean that he was capable of loving everyone else more, even to the level of the feeling that he had for his dearly beloved mother. If we are genuinely trying to serve God we can all be a part of a closely-knit fellowship, a perfect family whose closeness and great love for each other and for the Father can exceed anything else on earth. This is why we can truly say: "Unto us a son is born, unto us a child is given." This is why, however solitary the circumstances of our mortal existence, none of us is childless or brotherless or fatherless. Jesus can be all of these to us: he is Emmanuel, God with us.
These things are almost too glorious for us to comprehend. We know we are not worthy of them, such poor creatures as we know ourselves to be, but Mary has already expressed our feelings for us: "He hath regarded the low estate of his handmaiden" is true of every one of us and applies to the unspeakable gratitude we all feel that God should have condescended to include us in this great miracle.
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ANNA
"And there was one, Anna, a prophetess, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Aser: she was of a great age, and had lived with an husband seven years from her virginity; and she was a widow of about fourscore and four years, which departed not from the temple, but served God with fastings and prayers night and day. And she coming in at that instant gave thanks likewise unto the Lord, and spake of him to all them that looked for redemption in Jerusalem" (Luke 2:36-38).
THREE short verses tell us all we know of this prophetess. There is nothing recorded of her before this and there is no comment on her later in the Gospels or the Epistles. And yet a consideration of her life and times is full of interest and profit to those who in these latter days are still looking for redemption in Jerusalem.
When Anna appeared in the revelation of God's purpose she was an old lady—at least 84 years old, depending how the text is read—now widowed after enjoying a marriage of 7 years. She was apparently married at an early age.
She was a prophetess and by this we can conclude that she was educated in the Law, the Psalms and the Prophets of Israel. She had time in her life and she used that time profitably, acquiring knowledge and imparting it to those around her.
We are mostly concerned with the years of her widowhood—and they were stirring years in Israel's history. She attended the Temple daily, praying and fasting. Jesus reminded those about him that God had written through the prophet Isaiah, "My house is a house °f prayer" and Anna so used the Temple. How great would be her grief to see the Jews making it "a den of thieves".
Her meditations continued well into the night on occasion; we are reminded of Psalm 134:1-2: "Behold, bless ye the Lord, all ye servants of the Lord, which by night stand in the house of the Lord. Lift up your hands in the sanctuary, and bless the Lord." And again Psalm 119:62: "At midnight I will rise to give thanks unto thee because of thy righteous judgments." The priests on duty in the Temple would be very familiar with the figure of this old lady so constant in her worship.
Prayer and fastings are very becoming for aged women, and in the early church Paul wrote to Timothy recommending that "she that is a widow indeed, and is desolate, trusteth in God and continueth in supplications and prayers, night and day" (1 Tim. 5:5). Widowhood and old age can produce a venerableness of character. It can be a life crowned with service, if that service is prayer on another's behalf and a supplication for the Word of the Lord to be magnified and His name glorified. Such can be an antidote to sorrow.
"A widow indeed"
Anna's marriage was a dream of the past; the "light of her eyes" had been taken from her in the Spring of her life, so she determined to spend the Summer and the Autumn in service to her God. Most other young Jewish widows would have re-married, but Anna chose the "better part" which was not "taken away" from her for many years.
Her regular custom became second nature to her. For her per​sonally, life flowed gently as a river as she watched the services and the ceremonies of the Law being enacted by the priests, the comings and goings of the singers, the changing of the door-keeping duties and all those things that had been arranged by David and Solomon for the worship of God. Hers was not a soulless devotion, but a continuous spiritual exultation.
She was full of hope, and her own hope in life became part of the greater hope of her people. And hope deferred did not make her heart sick, for in spite of the trials of the age in which she lived, she still hoped for the redemption of Jerusalem. Being a prophetess, her eyes were opened to the words of the Lord through the prophets and we feel sure that she was one of those who knew that the time was at hand for the long period of God's silence to be broken. Though she was so old, she had read and believed that "even
youths shall faint and be weary, but they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength". Anna put this promise to the test and she was rewarded.
It is revealed too that she was of the tribe of Asher, and it was to this tribe that Moses said: "As thy days, so shall thy strength be" (Deut. 33:25). Her strength was renewed until she should see the Lord's Christ.
Hope gives energy to old age and Anna's anticipation of the future may have contributed to her continuing service. Her sorrow in her early life could have caused her to lose interest in current events, but it did not do so.
A Witness of Dreadful Days
And what of the current events in her life? At one time there was a terrible civil war in the land, for when Alexandra (the Queen Mother, widow of Alexander Janneus) died, her two sons Hyrcanus and Aristobulus took over the direction of the people. Hyrcanus, an inoffensive, indolent and incapable character, re​ceived the priesthood, whilst his bold and hard natured brother claimed the throne. There was much intrigue in high places and the two brothers quarrelled, bringing great misery over the land. And all this time Anna was praying daily and fasting. As a prophetess, her authority would be respected and one wonders how many came to her for advice and comfort in those days.
The Roman campaigns were being very successful and Pompey and his legions appeared on the hillsides of Judea, and the city of Jerusalem fell to this great Roman general. Pompey had heard much of the historic temple of the Jews, of that inner shrine which no foot save that of the High Priest had ever penetrated, and then only once a year. He pondered over the unknown object of worship on which no eye had ever fallen and he determined to satisfy his curiosity, and to the horror of the Jews, entered the Holy of Holies. Was Anna there at this time? How urgent her prayers would be! A shudder of unspeakable anguish must have been experienced by all the faithful at this time.
During these dreadful days the Temple and its riches suffered much, but the time came when Herod, the Idumean, came to the throne in Jerusalem. He tried to reconcile himself to the people by marrying the beautiful Mariamne, one of the last of the Maccabees, but there was no peace in the land, and Anna watched as many went to their death.
One of the important events of these times which would be of great interest to those who served in the Temple was the use Herod made of his architectural prowess, when he rebuilt, repaired and refurbished the Temple to give it a glory surpassing even the glory of Solomon's Temple. "Was not this temple forty and six years in building?" And Anna was there, watching the workmen all that time.
And so it was to this elaborate building in all its glory that Mary brought her baby, Jesus, "when the days of her purification accor​ding to the Law of Moses were accomplished", to offer a sacrifice according to that which is said in the Law of the Lord, "a pair of turtle doves or two young pigeons".
Among the Faithful Remnant
Throughout all ages God has preserved for Himself a remnant of faithful men and women who have studied His Word and looked for the consummation of His purpose. By their studies they developed an anticipation, and some like Joseph of Arimathea, a disciple of Jesus, though secretly for fear of the Jews, himself "waited for the Kingdom of God" (Luke 23:51). Others, like Simeon in the Temple, a just and devout man, waited for the consolation of Israel (Luke 2:25).
The Kingdom of God, the consolation of Israel, and redemption in Jerusalem, were one and the same thing to the faithful; it was the coming of Messiah to fulful the promises made to the fathers, mentioned so many times in the Psalms and in the Prophets.
Zacharias (by the power of the Holy Spirit), beautifully em​braced all these things in relation to his son, when he said: "Blessed be the Lord God of Israel: for he hath visited and
redeemed his people, And hath raised up an horn of salvation for us in the house of
his servant David: As he spake by the mouth of his holy prophets, which have been
since the world began: That we should be saved from our enemies, and from the hand
of all that hate us; To perform the mercy promised to our fathers, and to remember
his holy covenant;
The oath which he sware to our father Abraham, That he would grant unto us, that we being delivered out of the hand of our enemies might serve him without fear,
In  holiness and  righteousness before him,  all the days of our life" (Luke 1:68-75).
Israel was consoled by these thoughts, and to the generation of Anna and Simeon there was a literal redemption of Jerusalem to be looked for, because the city and the nation were under the iron heel of Rome.
"The time is fulfilled"
Those who knew the prophecies of Daniel realised that the "weeks" were near their end. The revival of the spirit of prophecy when the long silence of 400 years was broken by the appearance of the angel Gabriel to Zacharias in the Temple, coupled with the memorable happenings of the past eighteen months, all served to awaken the expectation of the faithful. Was Mary then expected by Simeon and Anna? She was.
These things were not done in a corner. Zacharias had received a divine revelation nearly eighteen months previously that he and Elizabeth would have a son. The Angel had stood on the right side of the altar of incense in the Holy Place and declared that "the child would be very great in the sight of God and should make ready a people prepared for the Lord". There was a "whole multitude waiting for Zacharias outside the Temple" and inside were Simeon and Anna. All were aware of the divine visitation and Zacharias' dumbness.
The old priest went home to his wife, Elisabeth, and in some way communicated the divine message to her. She understood clearly the intimation, for some months later when Mary visited her cousin, Elisabeth recognised in her "the mother of my Lord". Elisabeth, filled with the Holy Spirit, spake with a loud voice and said, "Blessed art thou among women . . . whence is this to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?"
When John was born, Zacharias, filled with the Holy Spirit, pro​phesied, "Thou, child, shall be called the prophet of the Highest, for thou shall go before the face of the Lord to prepare his ways."
The good news of the birth of Mary's child was "spread abroad" also by the shepherds, for when they had visited the stable at the inn, they made known abroad the saying which was told them con​cerning the child (Luke 2:17). And what was the message of the angels to the shepherds? "Unto you is born this day in the city of David, a Saviour, which is Christ, the Lord."
Those then who looked for the Kingdom of God, the consolation of Israel and the redemption of Jerusalem, knew now that the time had come. In the Temple they counted the days. As a priest, Simeon knew what was required of Mary by the Law. Anna, being a woman, knew that on the eighth day Jesus would be circumcised and then Mary would have to wait another three and thirty days before she could come to the Temple, for the Law of Moses required that "forty days were appointed to be fulfilled for his purification" (Lev. 12:2,4).
"Redemption in Jerusalem"
"It was revealed unto Simeon by the Holy Spirit, that he should not see death, before he had seen the Lord's Christ." And he came by the Spirit into the Temple, and when the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him after the custom of the Law, then he took him up in his arms and blessed God. He was now quite ready for his departure and prayed with heartfelt thanksgiving and deep emotion to his God. And at that very instant Anna came in and there was no hesitation in their minds that Mary's son was the promised Messiah.
For Anna, her undying hope was now realised. How many mothers must she have seen through the years! All wished for a blessing on their child and now in this babe from Bethlehem she saw the Salvation of Israel. Mary would be able to talk to Simeon and Anna about the birth of her baby, her hopes, her fears and her joy.
Zacharias' song at the birth of John is recorded for us in detail, and so are the words of Simeon, but it is only said of Anna that "she gave thanks likewise unto the Lord and spake of the Christ to all them that looked for redemption in Jerusalem".
The record is so short, but Anna must have raised her aged tongue in praise and we can be sure that it was no halfhearted expression of joy. There must have been a glad outburst of gratitude from lips which had prayed within the Temple walls for so many years.
She spread the news to her immediate circle. As a prophetess she was known for her words of wisdom and now she had a very strik​ing message to impart to those who awaited the redemption of Israel. There was something more than just a national hope of deliverance in the word "redemption". These men and women who
listened to Anna were a living link between the Old Covenant and the New, the early seed-bed of converts to the Gospel.
And now, lest it should be thought that a consideration of the life and times of Anna contains only interest and exhortation for the aged women, let us hasten to say that what Anna was when she was old, was only the result of what she had been throughout her long pilgrimage. She had spent her life filling her vessel with the oil of the Word and this sustained her through her widowhood. The life she chose would not be an ideal life to many. She could have stayed at home bewailing her lot, but she continually ascended the steps of the Temple daily and continued there well into the night.
Here was energy and activity and we have seen earlier what ex​citement and danger she lived through when the nation suffered through civil war and oppression of the enemy. The Temple in Jerusalem would often be the centre of these troubles and Anna's faith and patience were sorely tried; but when old age came upon her, she was strong to encourage and exhort others.
Prayer and meditation, particularly if it be intercession for others, can be exhausting for the spiritual mind. Sympathy and understanding of the troubles of those who seek for solace, increase as we grow in grace and in knowledge.
When we are young and strong, let us prepare ourselves for the days that lie ahead, "serving God with fastings and prayers, night and day".
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THE WOMAN AT THE WELL
THIS nameless woman is possibly one of the best known characters of the New Testament. She is distinguished because the Lord Jesus Christ chose to converse with her at some length and it was a conversation with a profound meaning for her and all mankind.
Only John records the incident and as his Gospel is extremely selective one must conclude that it had a spiritual significance that he wished to underline.
Jesus was on his way from Judea to Galilee travelling through the "hill country". John records that the Pharisees realised that Jesus was gathering more disciples than John the Baptist and their hostility was probably growing more evident, so Jesus felt it better to leave Judea and set out on yet another long tiring journey. He arrived with his disciples at the well near Sychar, a city of Samaria. It was the hottest time of day; Jesus was weary and rested by the well while the disciples went in search of food. While he sat there he saw a woman coming to the well alone. He probably noted that it was an odd time of day to be coming for water. Somehow the narrative presents a picture of a strong, self-confident, boldly handsome woman approaching with easy grace, water vessel poised—and Jesus quietly waiting. She was surprised when he asked her for water—he, a Jew, speaking to a Samaritan—and she was quick to remark on it and to ask why. She had no illusions about Jewish-Samaritan relationships. In the eyes of the Jews the mixed race of Samaria was of very low caste.
Jesus gave her an amazing reply: "If you knew the gift of God and who it is saying to you, Give me a drink, you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water" (John 4:10).
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She was a very earthy, practical woman and so she remarked that he had nothing with which to draw water and the well was deep. "Where do you get that living water?" she asked. She was puzzled and a shade sceptical. But she continued, "Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well, and drank from it himself, and his sons, and his cattle?" All she could see was a Jew, weary and travel stained—was he more able than the patriarch? Never​theless he had said, "If you knew the gift of God, and who it is say​ing to you, Give me a drink ..." This was strange because Jacob had been obliged to buy with much money this field with the well and here was a Jew who spoke of the gift of God. What gift was this?
Jesus quietly explained that the living water he could give would quench thirst for ever—it would become "a spring of water welling up to eternal life".
The Gift of God
Doubtless Jesus saw some potential in this woman which was cer​tainly not apparent to other eyes. He was revealing to her that there was power invested in him, power derived from God Himself. At this moment he was only telling her of some gift he alone was able to give. Later on he was to use the same form of speech when he was in Jerusalem, "on the last day of the feast, the great day", and he would say, "He who believes in me, as the scripture has said, Out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water". John comments on this (John 7:39): "Now this he said about the spirit, which those who believed in him were to receive; for as yet the spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified."
But at the well Jesus had said nothing about believing; he merely proffered the water of life and the woman must have been quite un​comprehending, even if unwillingly impressed. She, after all, who knew only the Books of the Law, may have thought of Moses strik​ing the rock to produce the life-giving water which gushed forth to give strength and vigour to Israelites fainting in the wilderness. Was this man greater than Moses who had been given the Spirit of God so that he could perform such miracles?
Still interested, she said, "Give me this water that I may not thirst nor come here to draw". At last she realised that this gift of God was not to be found in Jacob's well. She could very well do without the daily chore of coming to this well, alone and at the hottest hour of the day when all the other women stayed in the cool
of their houses. She was always deprived of the social hour of exchanging gossip with the others who came in the evening.
Jesus knew the thoughts and intents of her heart, scanned her puzzled semi-amused eyes and said suddenly, "Go, call your husband." Quickly and on the defensive came her reply, "I have no husband." Jesus said calmly: "You are right in saying you have no husband, for you have had five husbands and he whom you now have is not your husband." She had told him a technical truth and Jesus knew what a large lie it was.
She must have been amazed and ashamed but she came back with remarkable self possession and insight: "Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet." She immediately respected him and had an intelligent perception of the personality of this stranger. Her next remark revealed a quick mind. From the word prophet she proceeded to: "Our fathers worshipped in this mountain; and you say that in Jerusalem is the place where men ought to worship." Standing there at the well she could see Mt. Gerizim and Mt. Ebal. She began to see that here was a prophet greater than Moses; here was a new decision looming—to choose blessing or cursing, a choice to be made by her—a Samaritan. It is fascinating to see that Jesus guided her to this point; having proffered the gift of God he then gave her a sign which led her to identify a prophet sent by God. This in turn led her to wonder about her position in regard to worship in Jerusalem. Surely at this point she had come to appreciate that here in the Lord Jesus was someone worthy of allegiance.
In Spirit and in Truth
Jesus explained in gracious words that "the time is coming when worship will be neither in Jerusalem nor in this mountain", that salvation was of the Jews. "The hour is coming and now is, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for such the Father seeks to worship him. God is Spirit and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth" (R.S.V.).
These were not easy words to grasp but the woman said: "I know that Messiah is coming . . . when he comes, he will show us all things." As she said this it seems as if everything suddenly fell into Place in her mind. He had revealed her own life through his eyes and given her a completely new perspective. So as the disciples returned, she left her water jar and ran back to the town with her message of, "Come, see a man who told me all I ever did. Can this be the Christ?"
Like Nathanael, she was amazed that Christ knew the innermost .things of the human heart. This was the sign to her and to all open minded people that the gift of God was being extended to them— a grace and favour freely offered to them, channelled through the life and love of the Lord Jesus. How great a gift it was would not be revealed until his death and resurrection.
Jesus, now refreshed and restored, looked at the fields which would in a few months be white for harvesting. He had sown the seed once more and soon there would be first fruits— even in Samaria. Others would come and bow to him and accept his teaching because he had spoken to an outcast and she had hastened to others saying, "Come." And these others too would say: "It is no longer because of your words that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves and we know that this is indeed the saviour of the world." The gift of God was now extended to the Gentiles. Jesus had sown the word, and now he could see that the harvest was there to be reaped.
"Freely ye have received, freely give." The woman of Samaria, of doubtful reputation and little education probably, had been freely offered the gift of God by Messiah himself and she hastened to share it. The revelation of her character to others did not enhance her in their sight nor in her own esteem, but that did not deter her. She had found the fountain of life, the rock in the wilderness. This was indeed the prophet greater than Moses and she wanted others to know him.
Nameless, not very respectable, the woman at the well was never​theless a sterling example of someone who had found Jesus, the Christ, and reacted in the right way.
She had found Jesus. Or is it truer to say that he had found her?
31
THE WOMAN WHO TOUCHED JESUS' ROBE
SHE had heard that Jesus had cured many people in Capernaum and she had a faint flicker of hope in her heart that she too could be helped by him. But he had gone away over to the other side of the Sea of Galilee and now only her need made her stay here.
She stood there above the harbour feeling weary and dis​couraged, realising that she must soon come to a decision to go or stay. She might never have another opportunity to see this healer and teacher. He had a house in Capernaum so it was reasonable to suppose he would return here. She took stock of the facts of her situation. There was no doubt about it that her disease was worsen​ing and that her physical strength was waning. Already she had journeyed far and wide visiting doctors in the hope that they could cure her, but to no avail. She had suffered much from their so-called cures and now to crown everything her money was all spent. So here she was, to all intents and purposes penniless and without a hope in the world. Worse, she was alienated from her worship by her uncleanness (Lev. 15:25); she was an inconvenience to her family and friends. They all knew about it but she could not discuss it openly, so she was an embarrassment to others and certainly a burden to herself. Each day she became more debilitated in body and more isolated in spirit. She was a proud woman and sensitive about her condition. She stood there alone and was aware that a crowd was collecting at the harbour. This was the moment she had been waiting for — Jesus was returning. The inner struggle con​tinued. She had nothing to lose; no one would know her, many others would be there seeking a cure, many more obviously and hideously diseased than she. So she sought to encourage herself. No one would know.
The dust rose as the crowd moved. The boat was in and he must have come because the group was moving towards the town and nearing where she stood. She joined on to the crowd and soon they all stopped; she could hear Jesus speaking to someone. She glimpsed men carrying someone on a bed. Jesus' voice came clearly in the stillness, "Your sins are forgiven. Rise, take up your bed and go home". And the man rose and went. This was wonderful. So Jesus did cure people, but why did he talk of forgiving sins? Sins could only be forgiven by God after one had offered a sacrifice in the Temple. Yet the man was cured of his paralysis, and such a cure was what she sought for herself. The crowd was impressed too—struck with fear and awe, they glorified God and she was swept along with them.
Again, Jesus talked to someone and they all halted at the tax gatherer's house and Jesus went in there for a meal. The crowd surged around and watched as the feast was laid on the table. She listened to the talk and heard some Pharisees criticising Jesus for eating with tax gatherers and sinners. His reply came calm and clear, "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go and learn what this means, I desire mercy, and not sacrifice. For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners!"
Moment of Opportunity
"Surely", she thought, "he is talking about me and people like me". Oh, how she needed a physician, how well she knew it. She felt suddenly as if she had seen a great light; her problem was beginning to be unravelled and she listened eagerly. Now Jesus was talking about feasting while the bridegroom was with them, and fasting after he had gone away from them. He was going away? Her time of opportunity was limited.
He continued to talk about the foolishness of trying to mend an old garment with a piece of new cloth. Nor did one put new wine into old wine skins or they would burst and the wine would be wasted. "No", he said, "one puts new wine into new wine skins and the wine is preserved."
She did not understand it all, but it was good sound sense and in some ways she was beginning to appreciate the meaning behind the familiar words. She would have to think about it. But she was crystal clear in her mind about one thing. He was the physician that she needed. Her decision was made and her prime need now was to get near enough to touch him. This would not be easy with the
rippling crowd and Jesus' disciples close about him.
"No one will notice me", she thought. "If I can slip in between those nearest to him perhaps I can reach out and just touch the fringe of his robe. He cured that paralysed man and I believe that he can cure me. The fringe of his robe will have power when the robe is worn by such a man. What does it say in the Law about the tassels on the hem? 'It shall be unto you for a fringe, that ye may look upon it, and remember all the commandments of the Lord to do them; and that ye seek not after your own heart and your own eyes ... be holy unto your God.' Surely this man was doing the will of God—he is a prophet, greater than John the Baptist."
She would have to struggle to get near him, perhaps be crushed by flailing limbs and crutches in the process, but her need was great and she was both drawn and driven. Now was the time.
There was a distraction, a sudden stir as a distraught man hurried in. It was Jairus the ruler of the synagogue and he was speaking, beseeching Jesus to come and heal his dying daughter.
"Who touched me?"
This, she thought, was her opportunity. Everyone was looking at Jairus. She slipped through the group behind Jesus and reached out her arm between the disciples who tightly encircled him, protecting him against the crowd. She touched the hem of his robe. The crowd swirled and jostled her away; but she had done it and she was aware of nobody. Nothing impinged on her consciousness except the glorious fact that she was cured; the haemorrhage had stopped and strength was flowing into her body. Dumbfounded she stood there, aware only of health, surrounded by blind, deaf and crippled people. And no one knew!
Suddenly, she was conscious that Jesus had turned and was asking very clearly, "Who touched me?" and that his disciples were laughing and saying, "With all this crowd jostling you, Lord, you ask who touched you?" "Someone touched me", he replied, scanning the crowd with keen eyes. Scared and trembling she came forward and throwing herself down before him, told him the miserable story of the last twelve years and her struggle with herself to overcome her pride and fear in order to touch him. "I thought if I touched the hem of your robe I should be cured of my unclean-ness. And Master, I am cured."
The truth was out—in front of all these people too—and she did
not care any more. Let the world know. Their condition was the same as hers; she had been no better than they; no better than the humblest of them. They all needed the Christ. She listened and the gracious words came, "Daughter, be of good comfort; your faith has made you whole; go in peace, and be whole of your plague". His compassion enfolded her and she stood on an island of peace looking at him with grateful eyes.
Jairus was still there looking at Jesus with anguish when his servants came and told him his daughter was dead. He however kept looking at Jesus who told him not to be afraid but to believe.
New Life
The woman as she stood there realised that she was no longer afraid. She was healed and her life was now different. There was a change in the centre of her being that was more than physical healing. She needed to be still and to think about it.
So as she walked slowly away she reviewed her new life. Though still in straitened circumstances, she was now healthy. Her family relationships would be easier. She must go home and tell them all about it. Then after seven days she must go to the Temple and offer the two turtledoves for her purification. She would be clean after twelve years of being cut off from Temple worship. She must try and understand the teaching of Jesus, "Go and learn what this means", he had said to the Pharisees, "I will have mercy and not sacrifice." Dimly she could see that when she went to the Temple, God would know her gratitude and humility—and this was more important than turtledoves. Her isolation and suffering had produced a humble and contrite spirit.
The teaching of Jesus was old in some ways but bursting with the sparkle of new wine in other ways. She must lay hold on this new way of life. "No one", she thought, "who has been called 'Daughter' by the Messiah can be the same again. The prophet who talked about 'Mercy and not sacrifice' was the one who had a daughter called 'Not pitied' and later God called her 'Her that has obtained pity'. I am such a daughter. I could sing for joy because I have obtained pity." To think that she had nearly lacked the courage to believe in him!
Little fearful thoughts crept into her mind nevertheless. Perhaps her family would object to her believing in him and his new teaching. The Pharisees had even tried to say that his powers were
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of Beelzebub. She knew this was a lie. She knew too that she was made new and would be strengthened against all difficulties. Twelve years of difficulties were probably good training for problems ahead.
"Go in peace"
She had met the Lord Jesus; she had experienced his power and authority, and now she knew that the great Physician had healed her spirit as well as her body. The bitterness was banished and the peace of God had taken over. "Go in peace, thy faith hath made thee whole", Jesus had said. That frail seed of belief that had urged her through the crowd had been pitiably small, but the overflowing love of Jesus had strengthened and augmented it and presented it before the throne of God as something acceptable, and wholeness was the result.
She saw the rugged pathway ahead, but with quiet resolution determined to tread the path rejoicingly. She had reason—the Kingdom of God was ahead beckoning her on. It had been a wonderful day.
32
THE CANAANITISH WOMAN
WHEN we talk about the faith of Bible characters, I suppose that we immediately think of Abraham, whom we call the "Father of the Faithful". But other people were commended for their faith besides Abraham, and one little-known person we read about is a Canaanitish woman.
Let us recall the story: we read it in Matthew 15:21-28. The Lord Jesus and his disciples were on their way to that region of Tyre and Sidon when they met a woman coming from those coasts. It is unlikely that the disciples paid much attention to her for she was a Gentile. But they soon had every reason to take notice of her for as soon as she saw Jesus she started to follow him, crying: "O Lord, thou Son of David, have mercy on me; my daughter is grievously vexed with a devil." Jesus, however, continued his journey and made no reply.
We do not know for how long the woman followed the little band of travellers. Probably many people in this situation would have given up following in despair—but not this woman; she was persistent.
The disciples, however, became more and more irritated, and at last broke out impatiently with the words: "Send her away; for she crieth after us." But Jesus did not do this. His only comment was: "I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel." We may wonder why Jesus did not answer the woman; perhaps he wanted to test her faith. However, he must have stood still, because we read that the woman came and worshipped him, saying: "Lord, help me."
The reply of Jesus was rather startling. He said: "It is not meet
to take the children's bread, and to cast it to dogs"
The woman, of course, knew quite well that the Jews thought of the Gentiles as dogs. It is said that while they were still puppies, dogs were kept in the house as pets for the children, and it would seem from the reply of the woman that this was true. Once the puppies grew into dogs they were cast out into the streets. But even if the word "dogs" should be translated "puppies", as some commentators suggest, neither the previous silence of Jesus nor his words to the woman were exactly encouraging. Perhaps a less humble person would have felt rebuffed. But this woman did not feel rebuffed; she was truly humble. She must have known quite a lot about the Lord Jesus, because she called him "Son of David", and she obviously knew that he went about healing people. She had achieved what she set out to do. She had got near enough to the Great Healer to speak to him. She felt certain that he would help her if only she could speak to him, and she was not disappointed. She simply replied to Jesus' words: "Truth, Lord; yet the dogs eat of the crumbs which fall from their master's table." To this the Lord replied: "O woman, great is thy faith: be it unto thee even as thou wilt"; and her daughter was immediately cured.
Our Example
We hear no more of this woman—we do not even know her name—but we may well take an example from her. We are told that the lives of the Bible characters were recorded for our learning (Rom. 15:4). So what can we learn from this woman?
Firstly, to have faith in God and Christ. We are told that "without faith it is impossible to please him" (Heb. 11:6).
Secondly, perseverance in the face of difficulties. The Lord Jesus said that "men ought always to pray and not to faint" (Luke 18:1), and went on to tell the well-known parable of the unjust judge and the importunate widow, thus emphasising his commandment.
Thirdly (and possibly most important), true humility. "What doth the Lord require of thee but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with thy God?" (Mic. 6:8); or, as Peter puts it: "Humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that he may exalt you in due time" (1 Peter 5:6).
We were Gentile "dogs" before our baptism. We have "no hope" and were "without God in the world" (Eph. 2:12). By the
love and mercy of God and His grace in Christ we have become some of the "other sheep" that he has gathered into his fold (John 10:16).
Have we the same faith and humility that the Canaanitish woman exhibited? If not, there is still time to try to cultivate these qualities, so that we may be found pleasing to the Lord when he returns.
33 MARTHA AND MARY
MARTHA AND MARY never fail to fascinate us, for there is a uniqueness and special appeal about these sisters. Their time and circumstances coincided with the life of our Lord; they actually saw and heard Jesus, they spoke to him; moreover they knew him as a friend and as a frequent visitor to their home, so no wonder that their experiences are of such intense interest to us.
What exactly was their relationship with Jesus? From the three short episodes in the Gospels, we can in fact discover a good deal, not only learning about the characters of the two women, but through them, knowing Jesus better.
The behaviour of Martha and Mary, their reactions, their very words, are so understandably human and familiar to us that we can identify with them both.
How easy it is, for instance, to be Martha, busy and harassed, filled with a sense of duty and service, rushing about, visiting, entertaining, occupying ourselves with the material care of others, but creating inner tension, a feeling of mounting indignation because we are having to do all the work while others appear to take it easy. We might well think we can best serve the Lord in serv​ing others, especially if we are energetic and practical by nature, but Jesus' words to Martha are especially apt in this busy material world—"One thing is necessary". Jesus did not add to this, except to say that Mary had chosen the one necessary thing, the better part. What did Martha miss that evening when Mary concentrated all her attention upon Jesus? Perhaps she missed the point (which seems to have been grasped only by Mary) that her Lord would soon die and then the opportunity to sit at his feet and hear his
words would be gone. The one necessary thing was, and still is, to know him. We must all find our own balanced way of life, but bear in mind Jesus' words to Martha, who was too anxious and troubl​ed. If we desire to be like him, then we must also absorb his words and know him. Our work is to minister to the needs of others, just as Jesus did, but he was never driven to distraction by his service, and took time to be alone, so that he could pray and draw upon his Father's mind and strength.
There is no doubt that Jesus understood and sympathised with Martha; perhaps he came near to feeling as she did, when things almost got on top of him; when he came down from the peace and glory of the mountain top to the clamouring, disbelieving crowd, and was moved to say, "How long shall I be with you? How long shall I suffer you?"
There is, however, another feature in this incident at Bethany which is very striking: the attitude of Martha and Mary towards Jesus. How can we describe it, other than to say that there is a sense of familiarity; not the off-hand, taken-for-granted kind, but the fact that in Jesus' company they were not abject, nor awestruck; respectful, yes, in calling him Lord, but quite unselfconsciously themselves—at home with a much loved and trusted friend.
In this account in Luke 10, Martha is given the pre-eminence; it seems it was her house, she had invited Jesus to be her guest and there appears to be some condescension on her part towards her sister. Mary may previously have led a questionable life away from home, as is sometimes supposed, but whatever her past had been, there was no condescension whatever from the Lord; she was accepted and loved.
Lazarus' Death
When we come to the later incident at the time of Lazarus' death (John 11), Mary is put first and specially mentioned as being the one who anointed Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair; an acknowledgement of her faith and understanding, for she appears to have been the only one who fully understood that Jesus was to die.
When their brother Lazarus lay dying, the friendship and trust between Martha, Mary and Jesus was put to the test. Did they feel that in the face of death he had abandoned them? How long must they have wrestled mentally together, before they sent a messenger
to Jesus, saying that Lazarus was sick, knowing as they did that he was in danger of arrest and that it would be suicidal for him to come so near to Jerusalem?
Yet they must also have known that Jesus only needed to speak the word to heal the sick; his physical presence had not always been necessary and they had faith enough in his word. Did they hear from the messenger what Jesus said in reply, that Lazarus' sickness was not to end in death but in glory for the Father and Son? If they heard this, we can imagine the feelings of the two women when Lazarus did die.
At last, four days after Lazarus' death, Jesus actually came in person, despite the danger, and Martha hurried secretly to meet him while Mary stayed at home, not because she was reproachful or unwilling to meet Jesus: the previous verse explains that many Jews (prominent people) had gone to Bethany to visit and comfort the two sisters (which gives a clue to their social standing and position). Jesus had come secretly and it was important not to draw attention to his coming; the risk was too great if both rushed to meet him, so one had to stay behind with the mourners.
Martha—Capable and Confident
After the pain and loss, the anguish and uncertainty, Martha, seemingly the most capable and confident, needed to draw strength and assurance from Jesus. His presence gave her what she needed and she was able to put into words her conviction that Lazarus would not have died if Jesus had been with them, and that even now she believed he would be given whatever he asked of God. Prompted by Jesus she declared her faith in the resurrection and said that she believed that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God. Martha then returned to the house and secretly told Mary that Jesus had sent for her, and Mary, no longer able to contain herself, rushed to meet him, heedless of the mourners who followed her.
Mary used the same words as her sister—how often must they have said them during those few days—"If only Jesus had been here, Lazarus would not have died"; and saying no more, Mary fell at Jesus' feet and wept.
In each episode we see Martha on her feet, serving, standing up for Jesus—and Mary "at his feet". The one, practical and forth​right, the other a devoted slave. Could we say that this pin-points the difference in the character and attitude of the sisters? Martha
was self-sufficient—although she loved Jesus and accepted him as her Saviour, she was still mistress of herself—whereas Mary was willing to dedicate her whole being. For her, Jesus was the ideal, the one who understood and accepted her, who would never aban​don her and who satisfied her spirit; therefore she loved him with her whole mind, soul and strength.
Mary—Selfless Devotion
Mary wept, and Jesus seeing her grief, groaned and wept and was deeply troubled. Was Mary merely giving way to pent-up emotion, or did she realise that Jesus' death was also approaching and that soon she would have to bear a far greater blow than the loss of her brother? Jesus knew certainly that this miracle would sign his death warrant; from that very day, the chief priests and Pharisees took counsel for to put him to death. Mary wept; Jesus wept; and there was need for weeping as well as joy, because Lazarus, although brought back to life, came out of the tomb "bound"—still under the bonds, of sin and death, until the price had been paid. Jesus, living then, could restore life, but only by dying could he break those bonds and raise the dead to the freedom of eternal life.
Mary "must have come near to understanding the truth, for in the final episode at the feast in Bethany, she again knelt at Jesus' feet and anointed them, wiping them with her hair; pouring out a costly gift, all the more precious because she was anticipating Jesus' sacrifice, and in advance was showing her gratitude, her unworthiness, her love and her faith.
"One thing is needful"
In the eyes of the others at the feast, Mary's action was pointless and wasteful; she should have sold the oil and used the money to minister to the poor. Here we go right back to the first episode and to the "necessary thing". How should we express our love for the Lord? In service to others, certainly, but firstly in understanding and knowing him, through his words.
Perhaps, without Jesus, we should misinterpret the two sisters. We should admire Martha for her capable ministrations and con​fident words (and she is to be admired) but despise Mary for her apparent idleness and flamboyance. Jesus, however, not influenced by the outward show, looked straight through to their hearts and to their inmost thoughts. He was interested in their attitude towards him and all he stood for.
Mary, he said, had done a great work for him; she had done all she could. What then had she given him? Her whole attention, her absolute truth, and her selfless devotion. Jesus asks only this, that we also may know him.
34 MARY MAGDALENE
THIS is the beautiful and immortal story of one precious, fleeting moment when eternity broke into time, life into death and joy into grief. It is the story of a garden awakening in the grey streaks of dawn, scented with the fragrance of the oleanders, the misty outlines of trees emerging like ghosts through the dim shadows, the birds beginning to stir with the sun's first glimmer and the life of spring rising in the sap of tree and flower and grass with the expec​tancy of new birth, new hope, new life and the vista of the future beginning to stretch beyond the horizon in the first golden light.
But Mary did not see this as she approached the tomb with the other women, having ventured out in the dark with her last offering for the dead. Her heart was weighed down with a great burden of grief, as her thoughts kept traversing the events of the past days. She could see before her eyes the stark, gaunt shapes of the crosses on the hill, the pain, the sweat, the agony, the shame. She had watched and watched as the dark came on and the earth shook and a lone cry pierced the heavens. She had seen him laid by loving hands in this new tomb, and then she had waited till the sabbath was over to bring her last precious gift—a long, weary day of waiting, with the heart aching with memories and pain, the deaden​ing numbness that faces the black, impenetrable barrier of loss, separation and death.
For here in the tomb, now dead and cold, lay the one who had given her hope and new life and joy. This she could never forget. Her burden of sickness or sin, however we interpret the seven devils, had weighed deeply upon her soul. She had been rejected, outcast, forlorn. But he had not rejected her, if it was indeed she who had pressed into that dinner party to find him, confident that
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he would not reject her, for she had sensed his compassion and his tenderness. Doubtless she had watched his touch with others—the graciousness, the acceptance, the lack of barriers and reserve, as he touched the leper, gave sight to the blind and healed the cripple. He would help her too, she knew, if only she could get there, through the barriers of social convention, respectability and etiquette that so often shut the door and keep out the needy and the lost from the blessing of God.
But he did not shut her out. He accepted her and from that forgiveness and cleansing flowed a fresh stream of new life. Her acknowledgement of need, her emptiness, her distress, poured out with her gift, allowed for the filling of love and joy and grace. Her guilt was lifted as a great cloud in his acceptance. In hiding our needs we can stunt our growth, but in opening our hearts and con​fessing our failings and our failures, we may be filled with the joy of our Lord, as Mary was, as healed and cleansed and forgiven, she began a new life with Jesus, following and ministering to him, because in him she felt that warmth of love and security, flowing from the comfort of his caring and needing. With a heart brimming with thankfulness she ministered to him. What joy that caring must have brought!
Waiting, Weeping, Helpless
But now the dead, stabbing pain of desolation returned. He had gone. There was however just one comfort, this last gift which she longed to give. But as she stumbled on in the darkness towards the tomb with the other women, she never thought of the heavy stone until they were on their way. Love counts no barriers. But when they arrived, it was gone and they fled in fright to the disciples. As Peter and John returned after examining the tomb, she stayed, not willing to leave the spot, her gift ungiven, the last comfort unbestowed, her Master gone. And she wept—the only outlet for a broken heart. There was now nothing she could do and with the same involuntary outpouring as the other Mary, she stood waiting helpless. No doubt this characteristic reveals a similarity between the two women. But John seems to name them separately to in​dicate their difference and to emphasise the deep understanding that Mary of Bethany had of the meaning of Jesus' whole life and mission—an intimate perception which saw through the pain to the joy, through the death to the life. But Mary Magdalene, standing desolate before the tomb, had no such comfort, only the relief of
natural feminine reaction to grief and despair, the outpouring, itself an expression of weakness and insufficiency, an acknowledge​ment of need, which, like repentance, may open the heart to new grace and depth.
So far we have been able to go with her in her need, her cleansing, her devotion, her grief and her mourning. But in the next second she is unique, for she was first to see the risen Lord. Before her she saw the one she knew was dead, alive and real. However deep our slough of despond and our dark night of the soul, however far and distant seem our hope and comfort, we never truly saw him die and experienced the utter gloom of day without the sun. And yet perhaps for all, this moment comes, of darkness, gloom and night. And Mary stands for all who see the light, because she loved and stood and wept, waiting.
New Life, New Joy, New Hope
But that same impetuosity that had led her to make her way through that dinner party so long before, regardless of the looks of horror and the pressures of society, led her still to a wrong con​clusion. As she had seen the stone rolled away, there was only one thought that sprang to her mind—her Master had been taken away. With this thought she had run to Peter and John; with this thought she eventually peered in and saw the angels; with this thought she faced Jesus himself, thinking him the gardener. Obsessed with the dominant concern of what she could do, she was blind to all else. She failed to see the signs which John recognised, of the clothes lying in the tomb; she failed to see the angels as angels; she did not recognise her Lord. It is so easy to be so filled with our thoughts, our concerns, our grief, our anxiety and above all, our works, that we do not see the Lord standing there. We can be in his very presence, blinded with tears and not hear his voice. Like Mary we too can be thinking only, out of our love and caring, of what we can do. "If thou have borne him hence, tell me where thou hast laid him and I will take him away."
But there was something greater for Mary than that. Perhaps it was the reflected glory of the Lord, shining in the angels' faces that made her turn. Yet even then she did not see and once more turned to the tomb, from the light to the darkness, from life to death. Perhaps her tear-stained face found more comfort in the darkness. But the Lord would not leave her to her grief, her distress, her own works. His voice, long known and loved, penetrating the dimness
of her ears and her sight, eventually led her to turn again and look, look clearly and see that he was there all the time, standing before her, radiant and glorious. He had not gone, he was alive. His brightness had penetrated the blindness of her heart and mind, her fears, her grief, her obsession. And his voice broke in, quiet yet sure, "Mary".
To her he arose; the rising sun, the singing birds, the opening flowers now burst upon her—new life, new joy, new hope—as he will rise to all who seek and wait in faith and hope. But still she had to learn. Her natural instinct was to hold him fast—the natural, female instinct. There was still more to learn.
The flesh must fade and the body decay. If we cling to these our hope will fail. But in the risen Lord lies eternal hope, endless security and unfading peace. It was to Mary, the loving, devoted, faithful one that this glorious vision was shown in her distress. The Lord was going to the Father, who was her Father as well, that through his ascension he might lift us to God.
So Mary, to whom this first glory was shown, led the way for all who through their own private trials have come to meet the risen Lord and have been lifted by him into heavenly places of spirit and there find that in him, in spirit all things take on new significance, all relationships new sweetness, and all of life new depths and richness. For in the Lord rests the dimension of eternity in heart and soul. Mary prefigures all who have gone out in the darkness of their doubt, their grief, their trial or their need and to their surprise and joy have found their Lord with them, drawing them on and up, from the pain and sorrow into the joy of spirit which none can take away.
In this immortal encounter lies the heart of all true Christian experience, finding Christ and seeing in him the rich potentialities of our own existence, as we follow after into the peace and joy of life with him and the security that he is always there, the eternal rest of heart that springs from his love. But it is an eternal rest of action, dynamic and purposeful.
"Go and tell my brethren." And she went, with a message of hope to a world in need —"The Lord is risen; the darkness has fled; joy is born into the world, because he is here unchanging and glorious", if only we can see.
35
DORCAS
IN the early days of the Christian church, before the conversion of Cornelius and the great mission of Paul to the Gentiles, Peter was going about throughout the land preaching with great success to his fellow Jews.
"He came down also to the saints which dwelt at Lydda . . . Now there was at Joppa a certain disciple named Tabitha, which by interpretation is called Dorcas" (Acts 9:32,36)
This is the only time in the whole of the New Testament that a woman is called a "disciple". She must have been an outstanding character, for the church at Joppa was plunged into the deepest mourning when she fell ill and died.
Joppa—Jaffa, as it was later called, and now merged into sprawling Tel Aviv, one of the most important sea-ports of the State of Israel—was at that time a small coastal town. Its harbour, like most on that coast, was poor, so it was very much a fair-weather port. It was perhaps ten miles from Lydda, and when Dor​cas died, her friends, knowing that Peter was at Lydda, sent messages to him begging him urgently to come.
What did they want of him? So far as we know, none of the apostles had shown that he had power to raise the dead. It may be that they were appealing for comfort to the one who had taught them or for an explanation as to why this tragedy should have hap​pened. But perhaps also, having heard of the wonderful acts of healing performed in the power of God by Peter, and knowing that the power of God is not limited, and having doubtless heard from Peter of the miracles of the Lord himself at which Peter had been present, such as the raising of Jairus' daughter and of Lazarus,
they sent for him in the hope that this good, kind sister might be restored to life. His response was immediate. Probably he knew and loved her. She may even have been one of his converts.
Tabitha is an Aramaic word meaning gazelle, and there is no doubt that Tabitha is what she was actually called. It was a common practice to name children with the names of animals or birds. Luke, writing in Greek, tells us that by interpretation her name was Dorcas. This is the Greek for gazelle, and was also used as a proper name in its male and female form by the Greeks; so Luke calls her Dorcas (though he records that when Peter addressed her inert form he said, "Tabitha, arise").
There was terrible poverty in the land at this time—poverty such as we in the western world in modern times can scarcely imagine. There was no social security or health insurance, and for the Chris​tians conditions were aggravated by the loss of possessions and employment through persecution. Hence no doubt the practice of having "all things common", so that at least the poverty was shared, and hence also the collections for the poor, so often referred to in the Acts and Epistles.
A Kind and Generous Heart
Dorcas, as we must call her, for this is the name which has stuck, was deeply and actively concerned about the problem. She was known for her kind heart and generous help, not only when the needy appealed to her, but she looked for the need and was ready with help even before it was asked. She not only gave money or food, but she worked with her hands making clothes for those who would have gone about ragged and cold—for even in that com​paratively hot climate the nights and the winters can be very cold. So the other disciples were able to show Peter the stock of clothing she had made ready for this very purpose.
Looking at pictures of the loose, rather shapeless clothing worn in those days—no pleats and tucks, figure-flattering darts or tailored points—we might think dress-making would have been easy then. But read again the last chapter of Proverbs, and remember how the wool or flax had to be first gathered, then cleaned or dried, spun into yarn, probably dyed, and then woven into cloth, even before the task of making into garments had begun. And though in the towns perhaps, some of these processes could be by-passed, and wool or even cloth purchased by those who
had the money, there were no sewing machines to help with the long seams which those voluminous garments must have needed. And so we realise the hours of patient toil represented by these garments, lovingly displayed by the folk at Joppa. Dorcas did not go around talking, telling other people what they ought to do. She worked quietly and steadfastly, not for her own adornment, but for the comfort of people worse off than herself; and she is, so far as we know, one of the only two people raised from the dead after the resurrection of Jesus.
Coming into the room where the lifeless body lay, Peter asked the others to leave him there alone. Then he knelt in prayer to God; and knew that his prayer was answered, when at his word Dorcas opened her eyes and sat up. Great was the rejoicing when at Peter's call the others came back to find Dorcas restored, and this notable miracle was the cause of bringing many more into the fold. Peter prolonged his stay in Joppa, doubtless to instruct these babes in Christ, and that is how he came to be at Joppa, when Cornelius sent to him from Caesarea, and a new era began.
The Dorcas Class
The name of Dorcas has been used through the ages by groups of women organised for charitable or social work. The Dorcas Class was a feature of many Christian communities before and after it was introduced into Christadelphian ecclesias; though it is doubtful whether it survives elsewhere today. The writer remembers buying wool in an old-established shop run by two elderly ladies who asked the purpose for which a large quantity of wool was required; and on being told, "For our Dorcas Class", they confessed they had never heard of such a class, and had no idea what it might be.
Strangely enough, in spite of recurrent fashions for Bible names, Dorcas never seems to have been used much as a name for baby girls, though its equivalent Tabitha was very fashionable in Vic​torian times, even for the homely tabby-cat.
Brethren sometimes suggest, possibly teasingly, but perhaps half in earnest, that Dorcas Classes are centres of gossip and tittle-tattle. It is on record that a ripple of amusement passed round a meeting when the Presiding Brother inadvertently announced that the "Talkers' Class" would meet during the week. A word to the wise is sufficient. We can be sure that no such fault marred the work of their namesake.
Members of Dorcas Classes, receiving letters of thanks from the organisations benefiting by their work, have been known to remark that they feel embarrassed at being thanked for something which gives them so much pleasure in the doing. It is a well-known fact, possibly reflecting the God who created us, that many of us find great satisfaction in using our hands to produce things of beauty or usefulness, even if only a pair of bedsocks. Surely Dorcas must have shared this feeling; and surely this great miracle, wrought on a woman who made coats and garments for the needy, is our proof that such activity is also pleasing to Him who made us.
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LYDIA
"And a certain woman named Lydia, a seller of purple, of the city of Thyatira, which worshipped God, heard us; whose heart the Lord opened, that she attended unto the things which were spoken of Paul" (Acts 16:14).
THIS is our introduction to Lydia; although of the city of Thyatira in Asia, her meeting with the Apostle Paul took place about 250 miles away at Philippi in Macedonia. Whether she had moved to Philippi permanently we cannot be sure, as commentators seem to favour the idea that she travelled around on account of her business, and that her house at Philippi was only a hired one. In Macedonia the female sex was much more highly regarded than in other countries; lineage here was traced through the mother as well as the father; women were allowed to have earnings of their own, and were treated conventionally as mistresses of the house; occa​sionally public monuments were erected in their honour. Lydia, then, seems to have been something of a "career girl", owning her own business, and travelling much. This being so, perhaps sisters living in the 20th century, in an atmosphere of Women's Lib., can more easily identify with her kind of life, and see how this suc​cessful business woman has also the commendation in Scripture that "she worshipped God", and whose heart, as a result, "the Lord opened". Scripture is for our edification and guidance, but sometimes it is difficult to compare our circumstances with those of say Sarah, Rebekah, Naomi or Ruth, or the Marys of the New Testament.
Commentators seem rather vague as to the meaning of the name "Lydia"; they just say "a woman" which conveys little to us. It is suggested that in her native town of Thyatira she had a different
name, but as a stranger to Philippi she was known as Lydia or the Lydian.
From time immemorial Thyatira had been famous for its dye, particularly purple. Amongst the ruins has been found an inscrip​tion, probably from a shop frontage or factory, meaning "The Dyes". There are also numerous sayings and poems on record, including:
"And as by Lydian or by Carian maid,
The purple dye is on the ivory laid." Another one written by Claudian, supposed to be a Christian poet:
"Blushes o'erspread the features of the maid,
And the modesty was in the downcast eye,
Her purpling cheek was ivory, overlaid
By Lydian damsel with Sidonian dye."
Pliny says a cloth to be dyed purple was twice steeped for five hours each time in a preparation from the shellfish called Purpura. If a bright scarlet was required, this same process took place; then came a final steeping in a preparation made from another shellfish called Murex or Buccinium. Scarlet and purple are sometimes inter​changeable in Scripture as in the case of the robe of Jesus at his trial (Matt. 27:28; Mark 15:17).
Philippi—An Important City
Thyatira was a Macedonian colony, so Lydia, coming from these parts, was easily accepted in Philippi situated in Macedonia proper. Philippi was about 10-12 miles from Neapolis its port, built by King Philip, the father of Alexander the Great; hence its name. Coins have been found imprinted with his profile, and on the reverse side a chariot and horses, of which he was very proud. It was an impor​tant city (a chief city of that part of Macedonia, but not the capital); a military fortress for the protection of the borders of the Roman Empire. Ruins of its walls, two lofty gateways and the remains of an amphitheatre on the side of the overshadowing hill can still be traced. In the hills to the north and west were gold mines, first worked by King Philip. On the plains between the Rivers Strymon and Gangras was fought the decisive battle of Philippi between Antony and Octavius against Brutus and Cassius, when the latter destroyed themselves.
There were not many Jews residing there, as may be inferred from the fact that there was no synagogue there. Also the Apostles
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Paul and Silas suffered later from persecution by Gentiles and not by Jews, as usually happened in most of the cities they visited. The Jews worshipped outside the city boundaries as if the Romans could not tolerate them near the temples of their idols, and being by the riverside it was convenient for their various ablutions.
It is supposed-that Lydia was middle-aged and a widow, and as a seller of purple could well have been a lady of some wealth and influence. Purple cloth in ancient times was very costly, and the manufacture of it would require considerable capital. Large for​tunes were apparently made by dyeing. Another epigram which has been found reads:
"Our dyer was poor but by dint of his art, He has dipped all his rags, and has dyed himself smart." Her business, which it is thought was the selling of purple garments rather than just the purple dye, required many to help her. In the first century, "her household", mentioned in Acts 16:15, would in​clude her male and female attendants as well as relations. The men would look after the goods in their trans-shipment, and exhibition for sale in the bazaar, whilst the females would assist in the sales and render any personal service which she might have required. Hence it is thought this company was fairly numerous, because visiting cities for the sale of goods was a more complicated affair than nowadays when companies merely pass on their supplies to the private shop-keepers for resale.
The First Disciple in Europe
Paul was on his second missionary journey, bringing Silas with him instead of Barnabas because of the controversy over John Mark. On their way, moreover, they had collected Timothy, a young man who had learned the Truth from his mother Eunice and grandmother Lois (his father being an idolatrous Greek). A knowledge of the gentler influence of these women was for the apostles no doubt a useful preparation for witnessing the con​version of the first woman disciple in Europe. God works in very wonderful but natural ways. It is thought that Luke the writer of Acts had also joined them, as the narrative passes into the first person in chapter 16:10. On their journey these four faithful men were warned by the Holy Spirit not to preach in Asia. Lydia came from Asia—how remarkable that she had left there and was now in the city where the Truth had to be preached. Thyatira, as well as the other six cities where churches were mentioned in the early
chapters of the Book of Revelation, were more or less en route for the apostles who eventually came due north to Troas (or Troy) before crossing by sea to Macedonia. It is not for us to reason why God saw fit to postpone the preaching of the Truth in these Asian cities. Could it be that it was better for Lydia herself to take the first seed of the Gospel back to her home town?
"Whose heart the Lord opened"
What is also rather remarkable about the meeting of Lydia with the apostles, is that in a vision Paul had on the way, he saw a man beseeching him to come to Macedonia and help. Yet they sought first the company of women who were praying by the riverside, probably Jewesses or Jewish proselytes. The apostles "abode many days" in this city before seeking out those in prayer by the river​side, suggesting that, in spite of being led of the Spirit, they took time to prepare for their preaching campaign.
Although Paul was specially chosen to be an apostle to the Gentiles, he usually sought out the Jewish meeting place in each city, whether in a synagogue or an open place. There may be a lesson here for us. The apostles did not always go deliberately to heathen men and women, and it is perhaps consoling to us in these days that our converts are mostly taken from those with religious backgrounds. Why did this congregation consist solely of women? In a synagogue, women were separated from their menfolk, and generally screened by lattice work, so it has been conjectured that the service here may have been performed at one time of the day for one sex, and at another time for the other. Be this as it may, it was in the will and purpose of God that at least one woman should hearken to the words of Paul and Silas, and "whose heart the Lord opened".
We read that Lydia "worshipped God". She was probably a Jewess or a Jewish proselyte as previously it was only to Jews that God had opened up the way of life eternal. News in these times did not travel very quickly, especially if it was received with a degree of suspicion, and it appears that this was the first time this new doc​trine had reached Philippi. Here in this short verse we have a very important principle. If Lydia worshipped God, and we feel sure she did in sincerity, why was she not left to carry on in her own way? Her worship could not have been in accordance with the commands of the Lord Jesus, and like Cornelius she had to be shown the more perfect way of approach to her Creator. "The Lord opened her
heart" and she received those better things which Paul expounded when he "sat down" in their midst, as was the custom of teachers. She probably served God to the best of her ability. The soil was well prepared, the seed took root, and from development which took place at Philippi and her native town of Thyatira, it brought forth fruit abundantly. Her eyes were not blinded that she could not see, nor her ears dull of hearing. God had singled her out as a suitable vessel to hold His Truth. She undoubtedly "thirsted after righteousness". We see many around us of good character, perfor​ming good deeds, and may wonder why the Truth does not penetrate their hearts. They may be well satisfied with what they have. God apparently saw in Lydia something different. He knew her capabilities and she could well have carried the Gospel back to Thyatira with great zeal. She quickly realised that her belief alone in what Paul had said was not sufficient, and "she was baptized and her household".
No Instant Conversion
From our reading of Scripture we find that instant conversion is not expedient. We know that in Lydia's case her heart was open to receive Paul's exposition of the true Gospel, and we are left in no doubt that "her household" would not have followed her fine example had "their" soil not been prepared. In spite of her busy life she must have found time to speak to them of this God whom she worshipped; also they would surely not have listened and responded if her daily way of life had not been influenced by her knowledge. Conducting business now is not easy for a practising Christian and it may have been'no better then. Success in business is often tainted with dishonesty and underhand methods. Lydia would not act wrongly. If she had indulged in dishonest practices with those in the world, "her household" would hardly have hearkened to her words of spiritual wisdom and followed her example in the waters of baptism. We cannot imagine her losing her temper or becoming irksome and dictatorial to her employees. We are reminded of Paul's words to the Colossians (4:1):
"Masters, give unto your servants that which is just and equal, knowing that ye have a master in heaven." Lydia would  have  followed  such  advice,  and we hope her employees reciprocated in the manner of Paul's words to Timothy (1 Tim. 6:1):
"Let as many servants as are under the yoke count their own
masters worthy of all honour, that the name of God and his doctrine be not blasphemed. And they that have believing masters, let them not despise them . , . rather do them service, because they are faithful and beloved ..."
To continue with our narrative, Acts 16:15 introduces us to another quality of this faithful business woman: "And when she was baptized . . . she besought us, saying, If ye have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my house, and abide there. And she constrained us."
"If ye have judged me faithful"
She dearly wanted to make some contribution to the apostles' welfare and comfort in return for the wonderful news they had given her, and she would not be put off. There was no half-hearted attempt to do good! "She besought us". "She constrained us." It seemed her invitation was not at once accepted. The Apostle Paul's principle had been to look after himself as far as possible, and not to be a burden to any (2 Cor. 11:9). We notice also the humble tone of her request, "//"ye have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come into my house and abide." The possible size and richness of her home did not enter into her request at all. She doubted whether she was worthy in the sight of the Lord for them to come under her roof. When we entertain the speaking brother or any of our brethren and sisters, do we seek to impress with our gracious house, and well-kept garden, instead of wondering whether we ourselves are worthy to entertain the saints? It makes one think!
We must remember that although Lydia was perhaps well equipped financially to entertain, she was also a very busy woman; yet she found time to minister to others. She probably had a full time job, and how often this is made the excuse these days by some sisters when there is work to be done in the Master's vineyard. She did not mind either if her business suffered, or if buyers refused to deal with her because of her connections with this "peculiar faith". The Truth was "everywhere spoken against" and as she must have been so very well known in the neighbourhood she could well have been talked about for receiving such men into her house. We think of the words in Hebrews 11, relating to those who "had trial of cruel mockings and scourgings, yea, moreover, of bonds and imprisonment . . . not accepting deliverance ... of whom the world was not worthy". Her efforts to repay Paul and Silas for their wonderful exposition to her were manifested in the church
which was established later in that city. According to Paul's letter, the liberality of the whole Philippian church was very remarkable throughout the apostle's life. From them only did Paul receive a contribution for his necessities. Paul spoke in very endearing terms to them. If Lydia had anything to do with the establishment of the church at Thyatira (and we like to think she did), her example of charitable works seems to have influenced the believers, for John records in Revelation (2:19):
"I know thy works, and charity, and service, and faith, and
thy patience, and thy works; and the last to be more than the
first."
"I know thy works"
How distressed must Lydia have been when, not long after her conversion, Paul and Silas were thrown into prison because they had released a young damsel from the chains of her diseased mind, destroying the gains which her masters were making from her soothsaying. Timothy and Luke were either not there at the time, or were less prominent. It may have been mercifully ordained that they were not to be imprisoned as well, so that they could remain at Lydia's house to teach and cheer the new converts. After being beaten, Paul and Silas were put into the darkness of the inner prison and their feet held fast by stocks, giving them no opportun​ity to lie down; in any case their backs were sore and bleeding from the stripes they had received. Lydia probably did not know of their cheerful spirits, their prayers and singing of praises to God, until they were related to her later. She could well have felt the effects of the earthquake which released them, if her house was not far from the prison.
The newly baptized jailer had ministered in no small way to the apostles' needs and comforts, but it is recorded in Acts 16:40 that "they went out of the prison, and entered into the house of Lydia, and when they had seen the brethren they comforted them". She must have been reassured that the apostles had deemed her "faithful to the Lord"; she not only received the apostles again into her house, but had already invited a company of brethren there to greet them. This rejoicing for the Lord's mercies in true fellowship must be experienced to be believed, and we trust our heavenly Father will allow us this great privilege until the Lord comes, when we can rejoice in company with Lydia.
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PRISCILLA
THE study of this woman of the Bible causes us to think of those twin virtues which, by their very nature, afford us most pleasure—the virtues of love and good works. The record of Priscilla, with her husband Aquila, in their relationship with the great Apostle Paul, is analogous in some respects to that of Mary and the household of Bethany with Jesus Christ. Just as Jesus could rest his tired spirit in the calm serenity of Mary's love, so Paul, one feels, could revel for a time at least in the luxury of the sterling friendship and succour of this wonderful woman and her husband. And if we sisters bear this fact in mind as the recorded life of Priscilla is unfolded, we shall see that, although our lives as women in the Truth must of necessity be less spectacular than those of some of our brethren, they can, in the small byways of life, be of infinite importance, in giving rest, and quietness, and sympathy when it is sorely needed, and in the helping hand and the word in due season.
We know nothing of the date and place of Priscilla's birth, nor of her nationality—some commentators think her to have been a Jewess, others that she was a lady of Roman birth and of higher rank than her husband, for in the six times she is mentioned in Scripture, three times her name is put before his. We must assume, from her characteristics in later life, that she was an active, energetic woman, intelligent, eloquent and educated—gifts of no mean order. Her husband was a Jew, born in Pontus—part of present-day Turkey. He was a tent-maker by trade. Whether there was any difficulty in a high born Roman lady marrying a manu​facturing Jew we do not know, but they would appear to have led a happy married life, and she learned his trade of tent-making. We
are not told if they had any children; perhaps by the time we read of them their children had grown up and left them. Just before they appear before us they had been living in Rome. Life at Rome in those days was not very pleasant. Extreme riches and indolence contrasted with squalor and vice, while suspicion, plots and counter-plots thickened the very atmosphere. Old Tiberius hated Rome and loathed Jews, and cared little about what happened to either. After him, Caligula, the sickly, lascivious, mad grandson of Tiberius' second wife, had, fortunately for the Jews, the clever young Jewish prince Agrippa as his friend, and was carefully steered away from any designs his twisted mind might conceive against them, by that dexterous gentleman. The ordinary citizens of Rome, however, fared rather less favourably at his hands, and after a brief but hectic reign the mad Emperor was murdered. He was succeeded by Claudius, a timid man who, much to his astonish​ment, found himself Caesar as the result of the same Agrippa's adroit handling of the situation. But, although he had pro-Jewish sympathies, he could not prevent the expulsion of Jews from Rome during his reign, though the expulsion was not of great severity. Such was Rome when Priscilla lived there until, about A.D. 52, she and her husband left for Corinth.
Now Corinth in those days was a city of such depravity and immorality that even among the festering cities of a degenerate Empire its name was a synonym for reckless debauchery. Re-established before the birth of Christ by Julius Caesar, Corinth became wealthy and commercial, with a cosmopolitan population which, in time, through the influx of much of the dregs of humanity, degenerated into a very cesspool of iniquity and vicious paganism; while the infamous Temple of Aphrodite Pandemos, with its appalling practices, hovered over the city like the evil genius it was.
A Lifelong Friendship
It was in these extraordinary surroundings that Priscilla and Aquila settled down to their work as tent-makers—or, tent-cloth makers—weaving the tough goats' hair into strips and stitching them together to form tent-cloth, rugs, or sail-cloth. In a city with two ports there would be no lack of orders for sail-cloth. And it was here that they met Paul, and the splendid lifelong friendship was formed. We do not know just how Paul met them. We know that his craft was the same as theirs, and he may have stumbled
across their house as he was searching for shelter and work; or he may have met them at the Jewish synagogue, where, we are told, "the people did not sit mixed together, but goldsmiths by themselves, silversmiths by themselves . . . and weavers by themselves, and when a poor man came there he recognised the members of his craft and went there, and from thence was his support ..."
However that may be, the lonely, sick, toilworn yet indomitable Apostle found sanctuary in the home of Priscilla and Aquila. It is assumed by most commentators that the husband and wife were already Christian; certainly we are not told that Paul converted them. His feelings at the totally unexpected meeting with two Jews who believed as he did, in the midst of this wickedness, may well be imagined. Their godly and stimulating conversation must have been of great solace to Paul whenever he returned, exhausted physically and mentally, to the shelter of their house and Priscilla's welcoming smile. No doubt also Paul asked them many questions about Rome, and took this heaven-sent opportunity to satisfy his mind on the theme always active there—"I must see Rome."
Unfailing Support and Encouragement
We can be sure that the two worked zealously with Paul in the founding and building up of the ecclesia in Corinth, and that Priscilla was conspicuous for her work both here and elsewhere. It is generally agreed, that the fact of her being often mentioned before her husband—far from showing disrespect to him—points to the possibility of her being the more active partner and bears testimony to her powerful and untiring missionary work. Paul met with many disappointments and hardships in Corinth; but always there was the unfailing support and encouragement of Priscilla and her husband; while her clean, wholesome morality must have been like a breath of pure air after the foetid squalor of life outside her home.
About the year A.D. 54 Paul, after a stay of one and a half years in Corinth, took his beloved Priscilla and Aquila with him to Ephesus. Aquila probably had business connections in that city, for a high-class tent-making industry was carried on there. Paul, after a short stay during which he preached in the synagogue, left Ephesus on his own, returning some months later. Priscilla and Aquila remained, and doubtless did much good work on Paul's behalf in preaching and teaching. We know of at least one convert
they made. This was Apollos, and we cannot imagine Priscilla or her husband neglecting any opportunities to preach the truth.
When Paul came back to Ephesus the following year, the work of preaching the Gospel commenced in earnest, with daily teaching in the lecture-hall of Tyrannus as well as working for their daily bread. This went on for more than two years—two fighting years, for, although Ephesus was almost pure in comparison with Corinth, the city was given over to all kinds of superstitions and divinations and queer rites; magic was in the very air. We are told that when the books of the magicians were burned the price was 50,000 pieces of silver. "So mightily grew the word of God, and prevailed." All this, together with his labours at Corinth, must have taken an enormous toll of Paul's already depleted strength. In addition, he wrote the long first letter to the Corinthians from Ephesus, following reports of trouble in the church. But, though battered physically, his will was steely. Perhaps we can see in the background the wise, loving care and feeding of Priscilla. We are apt to forget that this rare spirit had to eat; and it says much for Priscilla that she kept the tough old warrior healthy for working and preaching, in good times and bad, for over four years. In addi​tion to this, the little ecclesia met in her house, as we are told in the letter to the Corinthians, and she would have the added task of "mothering" the spiritually young and inexperienced converts, of giving the mothers and wives good counsel, of sheltering the un​married, and, by wise example, showing them how a godly woman should conduct herself through the perplexities of life.
"My helpers in Christ Jesus"
Consequent upon the uproar of the silversmiths, Paul said good​bye to Priscilla and Aquila and left Ephesus. The husband and wife must have left soon afterwards, for when Paul wrote to the Romans a year or so later, they were back in Rome with the converts meeting in their house, and Priscilla doubtless filling her accustomed rQle of mother and elder sister to the women. Paul pays them a very great compliment in his letter: "Greet Priscilla and Aquila my helpers in Christ Jesus; who have for my sake laid down their own necks; unto whom not only I give thanks, but also all the churches of the Gentiles." How that generous tribute would warm the hearts of the two faithful Christians, repaying them in ample measure—if repayment was necessary—for the work they had done and the dangers they had undergone in the service of the
Gospel and in the help of their beloved Paul.
It seems unlikely that Priscilla and Aquila were in Rome when Paul eventually arrived there two years later, for no mention is made of them again until Paul directed his last letter to Timothy at Ephesus, in about A.D. 66, when he knew he was soon to die. It is generally agreed that Timothy, following Paul's exhortation in the first letter he received, stayed at Ephesus more or less in charge of the church there. In the second letter Paul remembers his two old friends—"Salute Prisca and Aquila", and it seems they must have settled at Ephesus. If that is so, Paul, when he said goodbye to them some eight years before, also at Ephesus, said goodbye in very fact, and was destined never to see his beloved friends again unless, as some commentators think, he was able to revisit Ephesus after his first Roman trial which ended in acquittal. If he was able to do that, we can imagine with what joy they would receive him—as though back from the dead—and how much there would be to talk about. But if indeed he did see them for the last time as he left Ephesus for Jerusalem eight long eventful years before, how they would treasure this salutation from Paul the aged, who was so soon to be taken from them. Perhaps the thought of all the happy hours he had spent in their company warmed the Apostle's heart as he wrote the words; certainly they would do so to the recipients.
It is interesting to note that Paul now gives Priscilla the dignity of her true name—Prisca—not the diminutive—Priscilla. Perhaps, with that innate perception which never left him, he realised that she, having grown older in the service of the Master, should be appreciated for what she was—a true "Mother in Israel". Timothy indeed could need no better helper in his task of overseeing the church; her experienced advice and counsel in the handling of the female part of the flock, and in the somewhat delicate matter of dealing with widows, could be invaluable.
Love and Esteem
If at times we are tempted to think that our lives are not con​tributing overmuch to the furthering of the work of the Gospel; if at times we wonder if the Apostle Paul intended sisters to do anything anyway except what they were told to do by their all-powerful male partners; let us think of Priscilla, and of the great love and esteem in which Paul held her: Priscilla, no longer just a name or a dim figure in the history of the early church, but a capable, energetic woman, who used all her gifts for the
furtherance of her Master's work; Priscilla, who realised the value, not only of the word preached at all seasons, but also of the home open to strangers, of the encouragement given in secret to the weary, of the quiet assurance of unspoken sympathy, and of the eloquent benediction of a smile.
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PHEBE
ARE you a good letter writer! How greatly people differ in the way they write to their friends. Some letters are characteristic of their writers; others seem to lack all personality—they are made up of sentences giving items of news, stating facts and making polite inquiries, but containing little of real interest. When the postman brings one, you look at the writing and say with a sigh, "Here's a long letter from so and so. I suppose I must wade through it."
Paul's letters were never like that. Whether he wrote in peaceful days, or when he was travelling, or when he was in prison, it made no difference. Every epistle is vital, affectionate, appealing, gripping, and full of sanctified personality.
At the close of his letter to the brethren in Rome, Paul seems to pause and say to himself, "Now have I remembered everybody? I want to send a little personal word about each of my beloved ones"—and so we find here in Romans 16 vivid pen pictures of many of his best friends, men and women of whom we know little or nothing except for the choice little moving pictures of the chapter. Let us read the first and second verses again:
"I commend unto you Phebe our sister, which is a servant of the church which is at Cenchrea: that ye receive her in the Lord, as becometh saints, and that ye assist her in whatsoever business she hath need of you: for she hath been a succourer of many, and of myself also."
The very first name Paul mentions, and the one of whom he says the most, is a woman, Phebe, and even the meaning of her name has significance, for Phebe means "shining one".
What a shining disciple Phebe was! Her home was in Cenchrea,
the eastern harbour of the city of Corinth, a busy trade centre and a town which was notorious for its evil and sin. Yet it was here that Phebe lived and where she shone. We are not told where, when or how Phebe was brought out of darkness into God's marvellous light, but she could say, "God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in my heart, to give the light of knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ." She herself had been lit by the Holy Spirit and now she longed to be God's shining one to others. Phebe's light was not the kind that is hidden under a bushel. It was far more like those "concealed" lights we are so familiar with in these days, where the actual lamp is hidden from view, but its rays penetrate and illuminate all around. Your name might not be Phebe, but you can be a shining one for Jesus all the same. Where is your Cenchrea? Is it a very difficult home where you are sometimes tempted to think that your "hidden light" is so hidden that is scarcely shows at all? Have you difficult neighbours or a family that is against the Saviour you love and serve, so that it seems almost impossible to shine among them? Cheer up! remember that Phebe's light shone—in Cenchrea.
Phebe our Sister
This is Paul's affectionate name for her. Although there was no blood relationship between them, Phebe was Paul's sister: in the Lord they had this dear bond between them. Both had been "born again" into the family of God. Both were children of God through faith in Jesus Christ. The Lord Jesus said, when he was here on earth: "For whosoever shall do the will of my Father which is in heaven, the same is my brother, and sister, and mother" (Matt. 12:50). He himself honours his children by bestowing on them this high privilege.
Phebe was about to set off on a journey from Corinth to Rome, so this precious letter was entrusted to her care, and she conveyed it safely from Paul to his brethren and sisters across the sea. No wonder Paul writes, "Do give a special welcome to sister Phebe who brings you this letter."
Servant of the Church
The Greek word used here for "servant" is our "deaconess". It meant somebody appointed whose special work was to care for the poorer people, and provide as far as possible for their needs; even to act as a messenger on their behalf. In the Twentieth Century
New Testament the sentence reads: "I commend to your care our sister, Phebe, who helps in the work of the church at Cenchrea."
Writing to another group of friends on another occasion Paul gave a brief list of some of the spiritual activities of different members of the ecclesia, and hidden among the apparently more important words is the beautiful and suggestive little word "helps": "And God hath set some in the church, first apostles, secondarily prophets, thirdly teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, governments, diversities of tongues" (1 Cor. 12:28). We cannot all govern, we are not all apostles, we cannot all teach, but there is not a single one of us who cannot be a help.
Years ago a "daily help" was portrayed as a woman past middle age with more than one "spare tyre", down at heel, hair tied in a scarf, wielding mop and bucket. It is not suggested for one moment that our Phebe looked like that, but she was a real "daily help" to many of her neighbours, and numbers of poor people had reason to thank God for her ministrations. In this humble capacity she won eternal distinction as Phebe, servant of the church. Sometimes ignorant people look down on the term "servant" and say the word with just a little scorn in the voice. To be a servant is nothing to be ashamed of, rather the reverse: everyone who is worth anything is a servant in some sense.
The Secret of Happy Service
Paul delighted to begin letters with the words, "Paul a servant of Christ". Three letters of his commence like this—to the Romans, to the Philippians and to Titus. Three others began their letters similarly—James, Peter and Jude. Jesus himself said: "For whether is greater, he that sitteth at meat, or he that serveth? is not he that sitteth at meat? but I am among you as he that serveth" (Luke 22:27). Yes, Phebe was a servant, a minister, a deaconess, and the secret of her happy service for others was that she was first a servant of God. Some of us spend our time, our money, our energy, and very life in serving ourselves. Perhaps we call it "getting the most out of life", but I am very sure that Phebe's way of life, helping others all the time, brought her a joy and gladness that the self-centred life can never know.
What kind of helpers are we in our place of worship? Are we criticisers of those who are doing their best for God? Are we grumblers or hinderers, or are we helpers? Years ago I saw a little
verse on a mantlepiece, which would do no harm to be seen more often in homes now. It goes:
"What kind of church would my church be, If each member were just like me?"
Most of us are doing what we can to help—by knitting for the Jews, entertaining brethren and sisters, visiting lonely people or shopping for the infirm. But are we all-out helpers like Phebe or do we just fit in these jobs when it suits our convenience? Let us all learn to be always on the look-out for somebody we can serve.
Phebe—a Saint
We must not misunderstand the title. Phebe would have been horrified to think of anyone calling her St. Phebe, or putting her into a stained glass window. Yet she was a saint because she was a sinner saved by grace. She was a real Christian. Paul referred to his fellow workers as saints: "Salute Philologus, and Julia, Nereus, and his sister, and Olympas, and all the saints which are with them" (Rom. 16:15). Also in verse 2 we find Paul commanding the disciples in Rome to "receive Phebe in the Lord, as becometh saints".
No doubt they did receive and welcome her into their midst, recognising in her the shining spirit of the Lord Jesus. Faithful and reliable, pleasant, cheerful and Christlike, everybody trusted and loved sister Phebe. Are we at all like her? Do we remind people of the Lord Jesus?
Phebe—the Succourer
Again the word used here has a wonderful meaning in the original. It isprostatis, and it means "one who stands in front and protects", "a front rank man or woman". On what occasions did Phebe stand thus in front of others and protect them? Was the war​fare spiritual, against trial and suffering, against temptation? We may wonder and question and speculate, but we shall never in this life know where Phebe fought her battles and won her victories. Yet we do know that many weak and weary ones, some who were almost beaten in the fight and crushed in the struggle, took fresh courage and found new strength when Phebe came in front.
Paul tells us that she had been a succourer of himself also. When and how and where was she of special help and succour to Paul? We do not know, but Paul knew, and Phebe knew, and God
Himself knows; and He will in due time reward her accordingly.
As we close this meditation on the person and character of Phebe, surely this is the prayer that rises from our hearts:
"Dear God, make me a Phebe: help me to shine for Thee in my Cenchrea, however dark and difficult it be. I thank Thee for the blessed relationship which binds all Thine own to Thyself and to one another.
"Enable me at all times to serve Thee faithfully and to be a true helper to others. May I ever be on the watch for Thy saints and receive them with a welcome for Thy sake. Make me so to know Thy power that I may strengthen and succour many weak and weary ones, those who are being beaten in the fight and who need some one to stand before them.
"By Thy grace, may I follow in the footsteps of Thy servant, Phebe, for Christ's sake. Amen."
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LOIS AND EUNICE
COME to Lystra to the home of Lois and Eunice and meet this mother and her daughter, two kindly God-fearing Jewish women at whose knees the young Timothy first heard the Scriptures which were able to make him wise unto salvation.
The house, looking out over the fertile river valley to the southern mountains of Asia Minor, shows all the signs of worldly prosperity, for Eunice married a Gentile— and we wonder why! Do we sense here some of the characteristics later displayed by her son, a gentleness and timidity which needed firm guidance from a stronger character?
Undoubtedly, humanly speaking, her marriage has brought its advantages. The Greeks are the wealthy, educated aristocracy, living in luxury among the primitive, superstitious, native peasants of this city, and Jewish inter-marriage with leading Gentile families is not uncommon. But surely the disadvantages for Eunice must far outweigh these transient benefits!
Is there a hint of sadness in her dark eyes as she remembers her childhood in a godly Jewish household where she was taught diligently the commandments and the statutes of the Lord? Does she not recall those happy feast days when the family gathered round to hear from her father the amazing stories of their history and the blessings and deliverance God had given them?
In Eunice's home, where the head of the household is a Gentile, we see no sign of phylacteries bound on wrist and forehead, no mezuzah fastened on the doorposts; no feasts celebrated here. When Timothy was born he was not even circumcised, and there is no synagogue in Lystra where he could be given a good
Jewish education. What a dangerous situation for a young boy!
Is this where grandmother Lois stepped in? Is she the stronger character who has determined that at all costs her grandson should be well grounded in the word of God? Perhaps she has tactfully reminded her daughter of the disadvantages in which she has placed her son, and we can see them together, three generations, heads bowed prayerfully over the Hebrew scrolls, trying to make up to the young Timothy for the lack of a Jewish father.
And in so doing their own knowledge is increased, their faith in God's promises and purposes grows, and they wait daily for the coming of their Messiah.
To such a household (was Eunice now a widow?) Paul and Barnabas came, and found hearts and minds well prepared to receive the Gospel message. Once more grandmother Lois gave the lead and was the first to declare her unfeigned faith in Jesus.
What unspeakable joy it must have given these two devout women later to see the great apostle to the Gentiles taking Timothy to himself as a son, to see the fruits of their labours being blessed by God in this young man who, because of their diligence, from a child had known the holy Scriptures.
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THE VIRTUOUS WOMAN
SINCE it was first penned about three thousand years ago, the famous poem in Proverbs 31 has delighted countless readers. Perhaps it has given most delight to those who could read it in Hebrew, for they could not only understand its meaning but also appreciate, the pattern of the words themselves.
The original poem is in the form of an acrostic and follows the order of the Hebrew alphabet, an effect most of us could only enjoy if'an English poet could translate it into lines beginning with the letters A to Z. This poem is greater than other great poetry like Shakespeare's sonnets, for instance, because it is a revelation from God Himself, and it gives not only delight but instruction and blessing to its readers. Virtue is amongst those "whatsoever things are lovely" recommended to us by Paul (Phil. 4:8). "If there be any virtue, and if there be any praise", he says, "think on these things." Here is a supremely virtuous woman who is praised by her husband and her children and "her own works".
The source of Proverbs 31 is something of a mystery. It is introduced in verse 1 as "The words of King Lemuel, the prophecy that his mother taught him", and this and verse 4 are the only places where this mysterious king is mentioned. The name itself incorporates the name of God, El, and means either "towards God" or "God is bright". Many people think that it refers to Solomon, simply describing him by another name. If so, the mother from whom he learned the words of Proverbs 31 would be Bathsheba, and this possibility adds an interesting dimension to our reading. It seems that Solomon remained true to God's Word as long as Bathsheba was alive, but forsook it later. If the words of Proverbs 31 are the words Bathsheba taught to her beloved son
who was to become Israel's most splendid king, there is a special poignancy in her advice, "Give not thy strength to women, nor thy ways to that which destroyeth kings", when we recall that Solomon multiplied wives to his own undoing. We cannot help remembering the tragic fate of Uriah when we imagine Bathsheba teaching the words: "The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her, so that he shall have no need of spoil. She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life." If it is true that this beautiful description of the virtuous woman has been preserved for the world by Bathsheba, then it is one more illustration of the encouraging fact that those who have sinned can nevertheless do great things later on by the power and inspiration of God.
Illustrious Company
Before passing to the study of the actual words, we might like to think for a moment of the illustrious company we find ourselves in as readers of this poem. If the words were first written down at the time of Solomon, they cannot have been read by Abraham, for in​stance, or Moses, or Deborah or anyone who lived in the earlier times of Israel's history. But they will have been read and enjoyed by all the worthies who came afterwards, by later kings and by Isaiah and Daniel and other prophets, and then by all the apostles and the early Christians. When we read them we can have a sense of all these other readers looking over our shoulder, as it were. Above all, they will certainly have been read and pondered by our Lord Jesus, and it is very interesting indeed to try to grasp what he must have made of them. If only we could have been there, and could have asked him to explain them to us in the same way that he opened the understanding of those two on the way to Emmaus! But such pleasures may yet be ours when we reach the Kingdom of God. In the meantime we have to understand them as best we can by our own intelligence and the help of scholars.
In the earlier part of Proverbs, wisdom and folly are personified as two women, and vividly contrasted with each other. Wisdom is said to be more precious than rubies, and this concluding poem about a woman whose price is "far above rubies" may be seen as yet another figurative description of wisdom. But like many parts of the Bible, the Book of Proverbs has several "layers" of meaning and can be understood in literal, metaphorical and spiritual senses. While chapter 31 may describe wisdom itself, the words are at the same time true of a good and wise woman. Written at a time when
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most women were thought of as chattels, it is comforting, even uplifting, to find the Spirit of God revealing to men that a good woman has a value beyond price.
What does this poem about the virtuous woman tell us? If we take it as simple instruction it fills us with despair. In addition to great virtue and wisdom, this woman has physical energy that seems superhuman. She gets up very early and goes to bed late, making use of every waking minute to look after a large household and help her husband and care for the poor, and also to undertake business transactions like buying a field and planting a vineyard with the profits. She not only makes clothes and works embroidery, but gathers the wool and flax which are the raw materials of woollen fabric and linen, before spinning the thread to make the cloth. And as well as clothing her family and herself, she runs a flourishing business making and selling linen girdles. Such industry leaves us gasping and seems to set this woman's work far above our own poor efforts. What connection can there be between such a superwoman and ourselves?
Breathtaking Goodness
The poem itself begins with a question. Who can find a virtuous woman? It seems to imply that such women are rare, perhaps non​existent. We realise that there is not a wholly virtuous woman to be found, because just as all men have sinned since Adam, so have all women since Eve (Rom. 3:10). "There is none righteous, no not one", says the Apostle Paul. The standard of this woman's sheer goodness takes our breath away, and makes us think that she can never be found in the natural world. But it does become possible for us to believe in her when we realise that the woman described here is the Bride of the Lamb, the multitudinous body of Christ's followers. The question "Who can find a virtuous woman?" can be placed alongside that other question in Isaiah 53, "Who hath believed our report?", and the answer to both questions is the same: "The Lord Jesus Christ"! He can and will find such a woman ready and waiting for him when he returns to rule the earth: this is the unshakable purpose of God.
Once we have this key to the virtuous woman, the study yields many Biblical felicities not appreciated before. To those of us who love the English words of the Authorised Version, it comes as something of a jolt to read the New English Bible version of Proverbs 31, and to find it translating "a virtuous woman" as "a
capable wife". It seems to change the whole poem from one which might apply to any woman, to one which could only apply to a married woman. But when we remember that she is a Bride of the Lamb, we see that she may truly be called a capable wife. The word translated either "virtuous" or "capable" has other meanings too. Scholars tell us that this Hebrew word chayil occurs over 140 times in the Old Testament but is only translated "virtuous" in 4 places, 3 of them in Proverbs and one in Ruth, where Boaz applies this very phrase "virtuous woman" to Ruth. In other places chayil is variously translated "valour", "strength", "forces", "army", or "band of followers" as in the sense of the Queen of Sheba's having a very great "train" when she came to visit Solomon. The ideas of valour and strength and the presence of an army which are suggested by this word apply perfectly to the large body of disciples represented by the virtuous woman. We believe this description applies both to an individual and a group, and also to both present and future, because this poem is both a prophecy and a piece of advice to be taken here and now. The idea of large numbers work​ing together also comes to us through the word translated rubies. It does not in fact refer to the sparkling red stones that we ourselves call rubies, but should be .more truly translated coral or red pearl. Coral is the result of the working together of many small living organisms, and both coral and pearl are produced as a result of effort.
Faithful and Wise
This poem was finished about a thousand years before our Lord Jesus spoke a word, but we hear many hints of his teaching in it. The verse which speaks of the woman "rising while it is yet night and giving meat to her household and a portion to her maidens" reminds us of Jesus' story about "that faithful and wise steward, whom his Lord shall make ruler over his household, to give them their portion of meat in due season".
The way the woman buys a field reminds us of Jesus' comparison of the kingdom of heaven to treasure hid in a field, and his story about the man who sold all that he had so that he would be able to buy that field.
The way she plants a vineyard reminds us of all that Jesus said about working in God's vineyard.
The way her candle "goeth not out by night" reminds us of his
story about the wise and foolish virgins, of whom only the wise kept their lamps alight all through the night of waiting.
The references to clothing open up many lines of thought. This woman makes herself coverings of tapestry worked with silk and purple. We know that sin's covering is provided by God through Christ. The way the woman makes tapestry seems to suggest that she spends much careful labour on making her covering like the tapestry of the Temple hangings, embroidered in colours and symbols that reflect Christ's own character. It makes us think of the King's daughter mentioned in Psalm 45 who is all glorious within, whose clothing is of wrought gold, and who shall be brought to the King in raiment of needlework. The silk and purple in the clothing of the virtuous woman also speak of purity and royalty, which will be the gifts of the world's King to his Beloved.
A Mother's Natural Instinct
Before mention is made of her own clothes, though, we are told that the woman provides warm clothing for all her household. This is the natural instinct of all good mothers; and one of the special delights of this poem is the way the natural and the spiritual continually illuminate one another. Though so far away in time and place we know the feeling this woman had when she was not afraid of the snow for her household. It is particularly satisfying to see our families putting on thick pullovers we have knitted for them before they venture out in bad weather. The true wife of Jesus is not even afraid of death for the members of her family, because she has the supreme comfort of knowing that they have the protection of a covering which will save them even from this.
As well as providing warm clothing for her household, the virtuous woman runs a successful business making and selling fine linen girdles. Fine linen typifies the righteousness of the saints, and in the Mosaic Law the priests were commanded to wear girdles of fine twined linen and blue, purple and scarlet needlework. By her industrious activity this woman provides apparel for those who approach God. She is making it possible for others to put on sin's covering and enter God's House. She lovingly makes individual garments and adds embroidery. This is already going on in a literal and natural way wherever a sister of Christ sews for others, and in a supremely important, spiritual way wherever the Bride of Christ is providing garments of salvation for those who stand desperately in need of them. A further lesson to be drawn from this woman's
provision of covering for others is that it is our loving duty not to publicise the sins of others but to cover them over, for love covers a multitude of sins. Just as our heavenly Father has covered our sins, so we should cover the sins of others. This is another way of stating the truth expressed in the Lord's Prayer, when he told us we could not receive forgiveness unless we ourselves showed forgiveness.
A Beautiful Simile
We have noticed how the natural and the spiritual go hand in hand in this poem, and there is a charming example of it in verse 14: "She is like the merchant's ships: she bringeth her food from afar." Ships have always been regarded as feminine and have always been referred to as "she". From time immemorial it has been natural for women to bring home food supplies. There is a poetic resemblance between a graceful ship speeding to port carry​ing her cargo of life's necessities, and a graceful woman hurrying home by the shortest route carrying her shopping basket filled with good things. It is a beautiful simile which we can carry to a conclu​sion by imagining the joyful arrival and the unloading and the shar​ing out of the things that have been bought. Going to market, or to the place of merchants, has always been a special activity of women and a time for special treats for their families. The way good women bring food from far off is as true as ever it was, perhaps truer than ever in these days when tea and coffee from distant lands are commonplace things on our tables, and staple foods and delicacies of all kinds from all corners of the world. A good housewife will go a long way for a bargain, or for that special something needed by somebody in her family. When we consider this figure on a spiritual plane, we see that the Lamb's Bride brings food from so far away that it is not even on this planet: she brings bread from heaven to feed her household.
We have looked at some of the prophecies of our Lord's words in this poem, and we can also find correspondence with other parts of Scripture. The way the woman works at the spindle and distaff, and reaches her hands to the needy, shows perfect obedience to Paul's instructions to the man in Ephesians 4:28, "to labour, work​ing with his hands the thing which is good, that he may have to give to him that needeth". This woman's habit of looking well to the ways of her household and eating not the bread of idleness, in fact her whole life, may be summed up in the words of Paul in Romans 12: "not slothful in business, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord".
Perhaps the perfect thumbnail sketch of this woman is in the short but beautiful description: "In her tongue is the law of kind​ness." These words make us think of all that James said about the tongue being untamable and able to defile the whole body with its deadly poison. He said: "If any man offend not in word, the same is a perfect man and able also to bridle the whole body" (James 3:2). The law of kindness in this woman's tongue curbs any inclina​tion to nag her husband or indulge in malicious gossip or personal outbursts of bad temper. "In her tongue is the law of kindness" is an eight word description that expresses great control, strong discipline and deep love for others. All these are supreme attributes of Christ and show the woman's likeness to him.
Vigour and Industry
Among all the different versions and translations of this poem, the Authorised Version of King James is still the most beautiful. But it is very interesting to look at other versions and try to get as near as possible to the original meaning. Verses 17 and 18 have an archaic sound in the Authorised Version: "She girdeth her loins with strength, and strengthened her arms. She perceiveth that her merchandise is good: her candle goeth not out by night." We rarely speak of girding our loins these days and do not appreciate what it means. This becomes clearer in the New English Bible: "She sets about her duties with vigour and braces herself for the work. She sees that her business goes well, and never puts out her lamp at night." Another wording, from The Living Bible, is a paraphrase by Kenneth Taylor: "She is energetic, and a hard worker, and watches for bargains. She works far into the night."
Verse 25 is beautiful in the Authorised Version and has in​teresting variants in the others. The Authorised Version says: "Strength and honour are her clothing; and she shall rejoice in time to come." The New English Bible says: "She is clothed in dignity and power and can afford to laugh at tomorrow." And The Living Bible: "She is a woman of strength and dignity, and has no fear of old age." All these versions are true: the Bride of Christ has no fear of old age because she knows that the best time of her life is still before her. "She shall rejoice in time to come" is a laconic descrip​tion of the overflowing joys in store in the Kingdom of God.
Verse 30 is interesting in all three versions. The Authorised Version: "Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised." New English Bible:
"Charm is a delusion and beauty fleeting; it is the God-fearing woman who is honoured." The Living Bible: "Charm can be deceptive and beauty does not last, but a woman who fears and reverences God shall be greatly praised". Great physical beauty has been given to so few of us, and what little we do have deserts us very quickly in spite of efforts to preserve it. What a relief to know that it doesn't matter at all, and that the spiritual beauty of fearing and revering God is the only beauty that counts!
Proverbs 31 ends: "Give her of the fruit of her hands; and let her own works praise her in the gates". The New English Bible has: "Extol her for the fruit of all her toil, and let her labours bring her honour in the city gate". The Living Bible: "Praise her for the many fine things she does. These good deeds of hers shall bring her honour and recognition from even the leaders of the nations". All these versions amplify each other. "Give her of the fruit of her hands" seems different from "Praise her for the things she does", but we know that the fruits of the Spirit, which are love, joy and peace, do come back to those who give them away: love returns to the loving, peace dwells most of all with the peacemakers, and those who create joy for others cannot help obtaining a large portion of joy for themselves. And when the Kingdom of God finally comes, the Bride of the Lamb will be praised in the gate of rulership for the things she has done. The ruler of all the world will say, "Well done, thou good and faithful servant".
Christ's Life's Work
We have considered some of the qualities of good women described with great poetic beauty in these ancient words, and we have seen that on a small scale they present a perfect picture of a loving woman using all the energy, resources and intelligence that God has given her, to help her husband, her family and all who are in need. On a large scale it is a picture of the multitudinous Bride of the Lamb—you might almost call it a picture of Christ's life work, because this is what he gave his life to create. Paul describes it in those well-known words in Ephesians: "Christ loved the church and gave himself for it, that he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, that he might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without blemish" (5:25). Christ has great need of his Bride. The life of the first Adam was incomplete without the helpmeet he needed, and the same is true of
the second Adam. The first Eve was created from the first Adam while he was in a deep sleep; the second Eve owes her life to the deep sleep or death of the second Adam. God's creation is in​complete without both man and woman. The woman is the comple​tion and the fulfilment of the man, or as it says in Proverbs 12: "A virtuous woman is a crown to her husband." The church is the fulfilment and crowning of Christ's work, and without the church there would be no completion of God's purpose. The sight of his Bride will give great joy to Christ when "he shall see of the travail of his soul -and shall be satisfied". In that day Christ will be recognised by all as the Great Ruler, just as Proverbs 31 says that the virtuous woman's husband is known in the gates when he sitteth among the elders of the land. Christ needs his Bride's help to sit in the Gate, and all his effort would go for nothing if at the end there were no redeemed. The accomplishment of God's purpose is a com​bined effort, long, hard, faithful and infinitely rewarding, and it is beautifully typified, as in Proverbs 31, by a good marriage.
Privilege and Hope
At the very beginning of this poem about the virtuous woman it says that the heart of her husband safely trusts in her, and so it does: Christ trusted the disciples with the Gospel and the founding of the church, and though they were only weak men they succeeded magnificently by God's help. We come two thousand years after them and a great distance from where they lived, but by their trustworthiness we all have a copy of God's word in our hands and the privilege of entering into God's presence now and the hope of entering His Kingdom eventually. It is now the time for us as part of this multitudinous Bride, to do our share of taking care of the household, preparing the regular meals, providing the warm cover​ings, caring for the needy, occupying fresh fields and working without ceasing in the vineyard. Our candle must not go out, but keep on shining steadfastly through the night of adversity.
We have studied the remarkable way in which this poem is true on both small and large scales, and in both singular and plural applications. It is also true that the more we try to copy the (small) picture in our own jmall life, the more we shall at the very same time be creating the larger picture. All faithful women mentioned in the Bible are part of this one woman, and every faithful follower of Jesus has a part in her, from the least to the greatest, male and female, dead, living and still to come. We reach the nub and centre
of our study of this poem when we consider whether we ourselves are a part of the Bride: this is where we feel the word of God being sharper than any two-edged sword and piercing even soul, spirit, joints and marrow, as it discerns the thoughts and intents of the heart (Heb. 4:12). We feel ashamed that our personal copies of the virtuous woman are so imperfect and so poorly done, but we must remember above all that our Lord is ready to forgive us. He gave his life that we might be forgiven. And he is more than ready to help us with his own strength to take our place in that beauteous Bride. We can do nothing at all on our own, but with God's help we can achieve a great deal together. We all need Christ and each other, and he needs us. This picture of the Bride shows what we can all help each other to begin to be, here and now, and to continue more abundantly and blissfully when the marriage of the Lamb will be celebrated at last. And so the great purpose of God goes for​ward, as His word, of which this poem is one small jewel, unfail​ingly accomplishes that for which He sent it.
