Everyday Life in Ancient Israel: Women as Mothers 

The focus of the lives of Israelite women was to conceive and bear children. Note the prominence given to women as mothers in Gen. 12-50 (Sarah, Hagar, the daughters of Lot, Rebekah, Leah and Rachel, their handmaidens Zilpah and Bilhah, and Tamar); the only exceptions are Dinah (Gen. 34) and Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39).

The ideal image is of a mother bearing many children, especially sons (Gen. 30:1; Ps. 127:3-5; 128:3-4). This was an effective way of securing the young woman’s position within her new family (cf. Gen. 24:60: ‘May you, our sister, become thousands of myriads; may your offspring gain possession of the gates of their foes’).

Mothers were given a place of honour within the tribe, for they secured the future of the family’s name (Ps. 127:3: ‘Sons are indeed a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward’), and Israelites were expected to honour their fathers and mothers (Exod. 20:12; cf. Prov. 15:20; 19:26; 28:24).

The mother was expected to bear the responsibility of educating and offering counsel to her children (cf. Prov. 4:1-9; 6:20; 8:1-36).

The image of a woman caring for her child is among the most memorable of biblical images: Rachel weeping for her children (Jer. 31:15); Rizpah mourning for her sons (II Sam. 21:8-14), the Shunamite woman caring for her child (II Kings 4:18-20).

The Theme of Barrenness

Barrenness was regarded as the object of shame and disgrace (Gen. 30:1-2, 22-23; I Sam. 1:3-7, 11), often interpreted as a punishment from God (Gen. 16:2; 20:18; 30:26; II Sam. 6:20-23). Barrenness was equivalent to social ostracization: ‘Give me children, or I shall die’ (Gen. 30:1).

A frequent image is that of God removing barrenness: Sarah (the mother of Isaac), Rebekah (the mother of Jacob), Rachel (the mother of Joseph), the wife of Manoah (the mother of Samson) and Hannah (the mother of Samuel).

It is noted that Sarah is without children (11:30; cf. 16:1); her husband receives the promise from God (12:7; 13:15-16) and that his elderly wife will bear a child (17:15-22), whereas she must eavesdrop from within the tent (18:10-15). Note the exceptional case of the wife of Manoah (Judges 13:3-5).

Childlessness is used as a literary device to depict the opposition between two wives (Rachel and Leah, Hannah and Peninnah) or between a wife and her maidservant (Sarah and Hagar). Women with children provoke those who are barren (I Sam. 1:6; cf. Gen. 30:1, 8) and threaten their status (Gen. 30:15-20). Note the treatment of Hagar by Abraham (16:4) and of Hagar by Sarah (21:1-19).
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