Women’s Ministries
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Conditions of Women in Bible Times

Women's Ministries involves women from around the world.  We come from many countries and language groups.  Our customs and cultures are not the same.  But the love of Christ unites us with one goal — spreading the Good News that Jesus loves and died for every woman, man, and child on this earth which we call home.

Have you ever stopped to wonder what life was like for the women who lived during the times of the Bible?  Was it the same as ours?  How did it differ?  How was it similar?  Why should we take time to learn about things which happened so long ago?
( (OH-1)
"An understanding of the customs of those who lived in Bible times, of the location and time of events, is practical knowledge; for it aids in making clear the figures of the Bible and in bringing out the force of Christ's lessons." 

Counsels to Parents, Teachers and Students, p. 518.

One of the best ways of learning is by listening to stories.  So, today I invite you to sit back and listen as we journey together into the past and study the life of a little girl we shall call Keziah.

CHILDBIRTH

Keziah was born into the home of a peasant family who lived a day's journey from Jerusalem.  Rachel, her mother, had already given birth to two sons.  Her boys' births were met with great rejoicing.  Sons would carry on the family name and lineage.  And didn't every Hebrew mother hope that she would be given that greatest of all honors, to bear the Messiah?

So, her two sons were born surrounded by much rejoicing for now she and her husband could look forward to being cared for in their old age.  When her first son was born, she became known as Rachel, mother of Timothy, instead of Rachel, daughter of Joseph.  See how important it is to have a son? 

But on this particular day, the skilled, old midwives—those friends and neighbors always present at the birth of any baby in the village—gather around the mother in labor.
  Midwifery is one of the few professions allowed to women.  Babies are born at home whenever possible; right there with the dirt floor, farm animals, polluted water, surrounded by flies and other insects.  No wonder the infant mortality rate is so high!

The mother's cries of pain ring out into the village air with a final cry indicating to all within hearing distance that the new baby has arrived.  The old ladies gather round eager to see if this is another joyfully awaited son.

Here comes the head with its mass of dark curly hair.  Then the shoulders and arms, with little hands reaching out into the cold room.  Rachel works hard to bring this little one into the world, and she is joined in the battle as the baby struggles in its fight for life.  As the baby emerges, a hush comes over the women.

( (OH-2 - Mother, baby & midwife)

No, this is not a greatly longed for boy.  Boys are such a blessing to their parents!  She is a girl—just a girl.  Well, at least she will be a help in the kitchen and in the fields.  For isn't it written in the Menahoth:

"A man is bound to say the following three blessings daily: '[Blessed art thou...] who hast not made me a heathen,' '...who hast not made me a woman;' and 'who hast not made me a brutish man.'" 

Eli Cashdan, Menahoth (London: The Soncino Press, 1948).

At least a girl is better than no baby.  Being a mother is such an important duty for a wife to perform.  Now, she will not be looked down upon by the other women in the village because she has three children—even if one of them is a girl.
How Rachel looked forward to a hot, cleansing bath.  This had not been allowed during her pregnancy for fear of causing a miscarriage.  Now, the baby is washed, rubbed with salt, water and oil, and wrapped in a tight swaddling cloth for seven days.    This will help her limbs to grow straight.

After 80 days Rachel would look forward to taking part in religious observances once again.  Since her pregnancy she has been counted as ceremonially unclean and forbidden to participate.  It had only been a 40-day wait after her sons' births, but things are different with girls...even the sin offering requirement is different.

Seven days after her sons' births they had been circumcised and given their names. But this girl would have to wait 14 days before she could officially receive her name.  Rachel held her baby girl close to her, knowing that life was not going to be easy for her little one.  She began to breast-feed the hungry child, happy that she could do so, but knowing that there were wet nurses available to do the job should she for some reason be unable to carry out her duty—just as Jochabed took baby Moses back to her home to feed him for Pharaoh’s daughter.

EDUCATION
( (OH-3 - Musical instruments)

From the moment she was born, Keziah was treated differently than her brothers.  Boys could go to the Schools of the Prophets and learn to read the scrolls and write.  But Keziah would be taught how to dance and her mother would train her in household matters, including herbal remedies.  Maybe she would learn to play an instrument like a harp, tambourine, lute, or timbrel.
  Keziah would also be taught how to be a good wife and mother, for as a wife, her prime goal would be childbearing, or being "a fruitful vine" as Psalm 128 puts it.

As part of her education, Keziah would learn religious devotions and the history, heritage, and customs of her people; the importance of dietary laws; the difference between clean and unclean meats; the Sabbath rituals; preparation of the Passover meal; spinning; weaving; cooking; and animal care.  There was much to keep her busy.

MARRIAGE

When her brothers reach the age of 12 they will be thought of as men, and expected to follow in their father's footsteps.  But once Keziah reaches this age—the age of menstruation—preparations will begin for her marriage.  Until marriage she will be expected to keep herself a virgin.

Keziah also understood the following taboos:  Not to marry a relative and not to marry someone from your own clan.

( (OH-4 - Group of men)

Before a wedding can occur, friends and family members of the bride and groom will meet together. They discuss the dowry, which the bride will receive from her parents.
  This money will serve as her share of the family's inheritance.  The bride knows she will not receive anything from her father's estate upon his death, unless she has no brothers—in which case, the inheritance will be shared among the daughters.

Keziah will attach some of these dowry coins to a chain and wear it across her forehead to show her marital status.  (No wonder the woman in the parable of the lost coin was so determined to find it!)  The remaining coins will be taken to Keziah’s husband's home and kept hidden and safe until such a time as she might be widowed and need them for living expenses.

The 12-month betrothal period is much stronger than some modern engagements.  Everyone in the village knows that the girl is intended for the groom.  The Hebrews felt so strongly about this preparation period that young men were exempt from military service so they could prepare for their wedding.

Keziah's groom must provide a home for her.  She and her family provide the wedding clothes and prepare the feast. Sometimes rich families provided feasts which would last for many days and there would be much music, singing, dancing, and festivities.  It was a time of rejoicing for the entire community.

RAPE

Betrothed girls who were raped were not allowed to marry the rapist.  He received the death penalty. Single girls could marry rapists but never divorce.

And once a betrothal agreement was spoken, it could only be broken by adultery. This explains why, in that little town of Nazareth, Joseph was in such a quandary over Mary's pregnancy.  If Mary was guilty of adultery she should be stoned to death by the villagers.  But Joseph trusted Mary enough to marry her.

WEDDINGS
( (OH-5 - Bride)

Once Keziah is betrothed, the wedding will be planned.  Hebrew weddings are more of a blessing placed upon the couple in a non-religious ceremony.  When her wedding day arrives, Keziah will be beautifully dressed.  Her hair will be braided and she will look like a queen.  Everything that can be done to enhance her appearance will be done.

( (OH-6 - Bridal party)
Keziah's young friends will be her bridal companions, and the groom will be accompanied by his friends.  Her groom will lead a procession to her home one evening.

She will be veiled and part of the veil will be placed on the groom's shoulder signifying his protection over her.  As Isaiah puts it, "the government shall be upon his shoulders."

The procession will wind its way through the narrow streets of the village, guided by oil lamps carried by the bride's friends and family.  Jeremiah 16:9 tells us that there will be singing along the way.  The Song of Solomon speaks of the bride joining in the celebration and dancing.

THE WEDDING FEAST

As Keziah and her groom enter the courtyard of their new home, they are seated under a canopy.  A ruler of the feast presides over the meal.  This feast of joy and celebration lasts for several days and is shared with family, friends and neighbors.

( (OH0-7 - Wedding guests)

Just as in many countries today, Keziah would face the custom of proving her virginity.
 The guests wait outside the house for the consummation of the marriage.  This is witnessed by the blood-stained bed cloth passed around to the crowd which will prove Keziah’s chastity.  Everyone waits outside the house in great suspense for the proof to be shown to them because without it, Keziah could face being stoned to death.

DIVORCE

As young Keziah waits upon her new husband, she tries her best to please him.  What a disgrace it would be if her groom found something indecent about her or if she committed adultery or other sexual misconduct—or even burnt his dinner!

Any of these would provide opportunity for a bill of divorcement.  Of course, the groom need only repeat the three words I divorce you and Keziah would be sent from her husband’s compound in disgrace, to face her dishonored parents. She must avoid this at all costs!  Keziah would be familiar with several Jewish laws which applied to marriage and she would do her best to avoid making mistakes:

Deut. 24:1-2

Divorced women could remarry (but with such an emphasis on chastity, who would choose to marry a divorcee over a single maiden?)

Deut. 22:28-29
A girl who was raped by a man, who then married her,

could never divorce him.

Deut. 22:13-19
A girl falsely accused about her virginity could not be divorced from her husband.

Deut. 24:3-4

A divorced woman who married another man could not remarry the first man.

Mal. 2:16

Shows God’s intention for divorce (He tolerated it but did not approve of it.)

On the other hand, the Song of Solomon gives beautiful insights into what a godly marriage should be like:

3:1-4


The one I love

2:8,10,16,17

my beloved, my love

5:16


friend

6:1


“mutual caring, joy and fulfillment” (also 2:16; 6:3; 7:10)

6:9


my dove, my perfect one, is the only one(
POLYGAMY 

In Old Testament times having more than one wife was accepted and their children’s rights protected by Jewish law.
  And if there was more than one wife, they could all be inherited by the male heir as part of the husband’s estate. 

ADULTERY

Idolatry and adultery are two different words with the same basic meaning, taking the love belonging to one and giving it to another, so Keziah realized adultery was quite a serious offence.  She also knew that she would face the death penalty if she was unfaithful to her husband, and if her husband was unfaithful to her, the same penalty faced him.

THE HOME

( (OH-8 - Hostess)

Now she is married, Keziah knows that according to the rules of Middle Eastern hospitality—no-one is turned away—all are welcomed so when visitors come, her first duty is to bring a pitcher of water, a towel, and a bowl so she can wash her visitors feet.  Then she serves food and drinks to male guests before returning to the kitchen area to eat her meal.

She carries water from the well each day, giving her an opportunity to chat with other village women.  She returns home to cook the meals for the day, sometimes making clothes or helping in the fields.  And whenever she can go out with her husband, she walks beside their donkey—while he rides—not like the Christmas cards showing Mary riding and Joseph walking alongside!

( (OH-9 - Village) 

Keziah’s home is in a village, so it is small, one-roomed with a mud floor, simple furnishings, and household animals.  Everyday she fetches hay for the animal troughs and pours water for the goats, chickens and donkey which share her home.

The fireplace in the center of the room always seems to need attention, and it is important to keep it glowing through the cold, wintry nights.  Keziah and her husband take their bed rolls and place them on the floor by the side of the fire to keep warm and sleep well.

Sometimes Keziah dreams she is rich and lives in a walled city where the gates close every night for safety, and watchmen keep guard while the city dwellers sleep.  City houses are much bigger than hers and are built around a central courtyard.  The flat rooftops are used for drying clothes or food, and for sleeping during hot summer nights.  Neighbors pass from house to house across the rooftops.

City homes have big wooden beams for the threshold around the front door, and the Ten Commandments are written on a scroll, placed in a container and hung from the doorpost.  Usually there is only one window, and a staircase inside the house leads up to a gallery and the upper rooms.  The floors are either tiled or made from mud.
  Keziah had heard that city families bury their dead underneath the floor level since they do not own land where they can bury their loved ones.  Some things about village life seem better than in the city!

Sometimes a smaller room would be built up on the rooftop like the one made by the widow for the prophet in Old Testament times.  Since the walls are made from soft baked bricks and plastered over, it is easy to make additions.

Of course, Keziah knows about the Bedouins—the followers of Ishmael—who wander the deserts and live in goatskin-covered tents.  They place a row of poles down the center of the tent, another row on either side and use cords and stakes to keep it all in place.
  Keziah thinks this sounds like fun but living in a tent makes it easier for a woman to be attacked.  So the nomads lived by strict rules of conduct only the husband is allowed in the wife’s area.  Any male strangers who disobey will be put to death.

Keziah’s clay lamps light her home at night giving just enough light for her to see the larger clay pots where her water and grain are stored.  She also has several pitchers, bowls, baskets, a table, and reed mats to make her home comfortable.

CLOTHES
( (OH-10 - Peasant family)
The clothes Keziah makes are very modest, covering the body loosely.  Men wear long inner robes made from wool, cotton, or linen, and tied with a cloth or leather belt.  Over this is a longer outer garment, sometimes of striped material.  Because of the hot sun, men wear a square of cloth over their head, held in place by a twisted cord or braided cloth.  Sandals are worn by everyone, making it necessary for hostesses to wash their guests’ feet when they arrived after a long dusty journey.  

Now that she is married, Keziah’s ankle-length dress, embroidered at the front, is just like her mother’s and grandmother’s.  Married women also wear a head-dress decorated with coins.  Sometimes, out of modesty, unmarried Hebrew women wear a veil across their face.  Keziah is glad she no longer has to do this.

FOOD
( (OH-11 - Grinding flour)
Keziah prepares the meals and cares for her husband.  Every evening, instead of going out to play with the other girls like she used to do, she grinds enough wheat to make bread for the household the next day.  Early the next morning she mixes dough and makes flat bread over the wood fire, or takes larger loaves to the village baker and rents his oven to bake bread.

Two meals are served daily(breakfast and supper.  Keziah makes sure that her husband has water to wash his hands before eating from the common pot.  Fingers are used, not forks, so the hands must always be clean.  Males eat in the dining area and women eat together in the kitchen area.  Small dogs wander around the room picking up scraps wherever they can find them.

Many kinds of foods are available for Keziah to choose from.  They include:

Spices
Milk


Wheat

Olive oil


Mint

Salt


Wine


Bread



Millet

Honey Butter
Lentils


Herbs



Curds

Barley

Fruit and vegetables are plentiful in the Mediterranean climate where Keziah lives.  She can choose from many kinds:

Figs

Grapes

Carob

Pomegranates

Apples
Almonds

Raisins

Melons

Dates

Pistachios

Pine-nuts

Olives

Onions
Leeks


Garlic


Cucumbers

Meat is sometimes served but the dietary laws given by God are faithfully followed. Keziah would never think of serving pork or sea food to her family or guests.   She believes that God created the animals and knows what is best for people to eat so the clean and unclean laws of Genesis 7:2,3 are followed, as taught to Keziah’s mother and passed down to her.

If meat is used it is soaked in salty water to draw out the animal’s blood which is forbidden as food.  When she serves meat, Keziah is careful not to serve milk, butter or curds at the same meal in accordance with the Levitical commands.
  Salt, herbs and spices make the food tasty, and the meal is completed with fresh or dried fruit for dessert.

After the evening meal, Keziah and her husband sit by the fire in the center of their room and talk about the day’s work and what needs to be done the next day.  There isn’t much time for relaxation when you grow food for your family and animals.   

WORK
( (OH-12 - Winnowing)
Keziah may have to winnow, sift and grind wheat, clean lentils, harvest and dry fruit, carry water, feed the animals, churn butter, make dung patties for the fire, spin, weave, sew and embroider clothes, and go gleaning.

Other days she might card wool from goats’ hair, and weave cloth on her simple loom.  She could dye the wool if she wanted other colors; otherwise it is left black, brown or natural.  Her mother-in-law plans to teach her how to cut and make the simple robes and long jackets worn by men, women and children.

When Keziah goes to the village well each morning she places a cloth ring on top of her head, then balances the water pot with her hand and carries the pot on her head or sometimes on her shoulder if it is very heavy.

Once in a while Keziah sits with other women and makes a tripod from three wooden poles.  They hang an empty goat-skin from the center, pour fresh milk into the skin, then rock it back and forth, curdling the milk and churning it into butter.  Fresh milk is only for children since there is no way to keep the milk sweet.

Floors must be swept daily since goats, sheep, donkeys and even cows use the same room as Keziah and her husband.  Another busy day in Keziah’s life comes to a close, so Keziah and her husband spread their bedrolls in front of the fire and hope for a good night’s sleep.  They will be up with the sun in the morning and ready for another day of work.

THE SABBATH

( (OH-13 - Sabbath preparation)
Keziah especially enjoys the sixth day of the week when she carries home extra water and sets her pot of stew over the fire to cook slowly for the Sabbath meal.  With such a busy life, the seventh-day Sabbath comes as an oasis in the desert—a sweet time of rest from the busy week.  

While her husband is the spiritual leader and family priest, she is now the wife of a household and has learnt to say the special blessing over the food as sunset comes. Keziah does not go to the temple with her husband very often, so she loves taking part in the Sabbath ceremonies at home.  God is so good; He provides food and shelter for her family, and has blessed their crops and animals.

( (OH-14 - Mother and baby)

Young and busy as she is, Keziah is happy with her new life.  Now all that she needs to make her life complete is to fulfill her role as a faithful wife and become that fruitful vine her mother always speaks about.  Although she knows her husband longs for a son, she would be content with a little girl to love and teach.

Someone will be chosen to bear the Messiah.

Who knows, perhaps it will be Keziah?

♠ ♠ ♠
Resources Used for How Women Lived in Bible Times

Reproducible Bible Story Coloring Book: Old Testament & New Testament Learning Fun (Cincinnati, Ohio: The Standard Publishing Co., 1994).

Alexander, David & Pat, editors, Eerdman's Handbook to the Bible (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1973).

Anderson, Esther and Wolfe, Arlene, Women of the Bible: A Women's Course of Bible Studies, (Nairobi, Kenya: 

END NOTES

� Exodus 1:15-21.


� Ezekiel 16:4; Luke 2:7,12.


� Exodus 15:20; 1 Kings 10:12; Psalm 68:25.


� Genesis 24:3-4; Judges 14:3.


� Genesis 24:53.


� Numbers 27:1-11.


� Deuteronomy 20:7.


� See Deuteronomy 22:23-28.


� See Isaiah 61:10.


� Isaiah 61:10; John 3:29; Jeremiah. 2:32; Matthew 25:1-6.


� See John 2:6-10.


� Deuteronomy 22:13-21.


� Deuteronomy 22:20-21.


� Deuteronomy 24:1.


� Deuteronomy 21:15-17.


� Deuteronomy 22:22.


�  2 Samuel 18:24; Nehemiah 8:16; Matthew 24:17.


�  Deuteronomy 6:6-9.


� See Song 1:5; Jer. 10:20; Isa. 54:2.


� See 1 Kings 17:12; Genesis 24:16.


� Leviticus 11; 17:14.
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