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P eface

WHILE READING THROUGH THE BOOK of Ruth, I was struck
with Boaz’s praise of Ruth: “Now, my daughter, do not fear. I will
do for you whatever you ask, for all my people in the city know
that you are a woman of excellence” (Ruth 3:11).

My immediate response to this passage was to ask, “What made
Ruth a woman of excellence?” As I studied her life, I discovered
qualities that spoke strongly of strength and excellence. Through
prayer and further Bible study, I learned that if we focus on devel-
oping and maintaining ourselves inwardly as God desires, then our
responses and actions will follow accordingly.

As a result of my personal study, whenever I am confronted
with choices or decisions, I find myself asking the question, “What
would a woman of excellence do?” May this be your question,

t0o, as we become women of excellence for the honor and glory

of God.

Cynthia Heald

vii






P eface

TO THE 30™ ANNIVERSARY EDITION

WHEN I WROTE the original preface for Becoming a Woman of
Excellence thirty years ago, I had no idea that I would have an
opportunity to revise this book. God has been gracious to keep His
hand on this study—and me—so that I could share my journey of
excellence as a certified older woman.

As 1 reflect on these past decades, I'm amazed that I continue
to ask, “What would a woman of excellence do?” Using this ques-
tion to determine my choices and setting my heart to “approve the
things that are excellent” (Philippians 1:10) has served to guide
and protect me in special ways. It is a priceless blessing to look
back over my life and have few regrets.

One of the key verses in my life now is Psalm 71:18: “Now that
I am old and gray, do not abandon me, O God. Let me proclaim
your power to this new generation, your mighty miracles to all
who come after me” (NLT). So it is with much thankfulness to
God that I commit this study to all who come after me. May you
discover the great joy of taking God at His word and walking with
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Him daily in order to become a woman of excellence who brings
Him honor and glory.
I am most grateful to be a small part of your life. May the Lord

richly bless you as you deepen your intimacy with Him and study
His Word.

Keep your hand in His,
Cynthia Heald
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CHAPTER 1

xeel lenee:

A GOAL WORTH PURSUING

This I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real
knowledge and all discernment, so that you may approve the things that
are excellent, in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ.

PHILIPPIANS 1:9-1I0

ONE DAY WHILE READING THE OLD TESTAMENT book of
Ruth, I was touched by the words that Boaz spoke to Ruth: “All
my people in the city know that you are a woman of excellence”
(Ruth 3:11).

The description surprised me. I had always thought that exce/-
lence indicated success or high achievement or perfection. But here
the word was used to describe a woman who was destitute. Ruth
was a widow, a foreigner, and her life was what we would consider
hand-to-mouth. She provided for herself and her mother-in-law by
working in the fields, gleaning the grain that the harvesters missed.

So what was it about Ruth that made Boaz describe her as a
woman of excellence?

If we look at the whole story, we learn that Ruth was the
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daughter-in-law of Elimelech and Naomi. When a severe famine
struck the land of Israel, Elimelech and his family moved from
their hometown of Bethlehem to nearby Moab, where the sons
married Moabite women, Orpah and Ruth. After a number of
years, Elimelech and both of his sons died. When Naomi heard
that the famine was over in Judah, she decided to return to her
home. She encouraged her daughters-in-law to stay in Moab with
their families, but Ruth loved Naomi and Naomi’s God and chose
instead to go with her mother-in-law, despite the fact that Naomi
was heartbroken and downcast.

After arriving in Bethlehem, Ruth gleaned in the fields of
Elimelech’s relative Boaz, who greeted her as she worked. He had
heard that she had refused to stay in her homeland because she was
committed to her mother-in-law, and he was impressed by her loyalty.

He also knew that other people in the town considered her a
virtuous woman, a woman of noble character. Ruth’s selflessness in
“approving the things that are excellent” earned her the reputation

of being a woman of excellence, of strength, and of worth.

THE SEARCH FOR EXCELLENCE

1. Most people define excellence as the quality of being very good
at something, being the highest and the best, something that
is superior, or the quality of being virtuous. What words or

thoughts would you add to those definitions of excellence?
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2. How is excellence evaluated in today’s culture? Where do we

see these evaluations most often?

3. How does the Christian community define and measure

excellence?

The church is in almost as much trouble as the culture, for
the church has bought into the same value system: fame,
success, materialism, and celebrity. We watch the leading
churches and the leading Christians for our cues.!

CHARLES COLSON

BIBLICAL VIEW OF EXCELLENCE

The word translated “excellent” in the New Testament comes from
the Greek word diaphero, which literally means “to transport” or
“to differ.” Scripture translations also render the word as “best,”
“vital,” “the better things,” or “the highest and best.”

The Hebrew word translated “excel” in Proverbs 31:29 is alab,

which means “to ascend.”
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Both of these words are used to encourage us to ascend, to
transport or to carry above the norm, to be different through the

qualities of virtue and goodness.

4. Our culture tends to honor wealth, talent, beauty, success,
and achievement. What are the qualities the following verses

suggest we should cultivate in order to please God?

ROM AN S L2 T2 e ottt et e e

JAMES T:27 «oennomi et

T JOHN 2505707 oo

5. The following three Scripture passages give a biblical view
of excellence and suggest a number of possible synonyms
for the concept of excellence. Read each passage and
record your thoughts about how these amplifications help,
whether you are single or married, in your understanding of

excellence.
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RUTH 3:11 (amec)—All my people in the city know that you are a
woman of strength (worth, bravery, capability).

PROVERBS 12:4 (amrc)—A virtuous and worthy wife [earnest

and strong in character] is a crowning joy to her husband.

PROVERBS 31:10 (amrc) —A capable, intelligent, and virtuous

woman—who is he who can find her?

My thoughts on the meaning and manifestation of excellence:

What do the following verses teach about our pursuit of the
“highest and best” and how we can “approve the things that
are excellent”?

T CORINTHIANS T0:3T «ovooovmmommnaiiie i
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PHILIPPIANS T:97T0 «-vvooevimiiiiiiii

PHILIPPIANS 4:8 - oo

If the goal of our pursuit of excellence is not clear, we risk losing
sight of what it is we're pursuing or desiring. The following
Scripture passages give specific guidelines for how we should
pursue growth and excellence in our walk with God. What

does each passage tell us to do?

MATTHEW 22:36-39 - ooioeiiiiiii

2 TIMOTHY I B

2 PETER 1:3-8, cspecia“y VELSES §=7 «ovvvnneemiiiiiiii
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8. From the verses you've studied so far, how would you explain

the biblical view of excellence to a friend?

THOUGHTS AND REFLECTIONS
FROM AN OLDER WOMAN

When I was a young girl, my mother told me many times, “If
you are going to do anything, do it right!” This admonition was
applied to everything from setting the table, to ironing a dress, to
washing the dishes. My mom did not expect perfection, but her
thought was that if I were to undertake a task, then I should do it
to the best of my ability. I didn’t realize it then, but early in my life
I was being taught the value of excellence—of doing things well.

The year I celebrated my fortieth birthday was a pivotal one
for me. The forty years had passed so quickly, and I realized that
my life was probably half over! I reflected on my past—accepting
Christ, graduating from college, marrying Jack, teaching English,
and moving several times. I recalled the cooking, the cleaning,
and the carpooling for four children. I concluded that my life was
blessed and full and that I was right where I needed to be.

But I also realized that somewhere over the years, I had settled
for a goal of mediocrity. I could identify with the secretary who
had this sign over her desk: “Today I think I'll try to accomplish
something . . . like getting through it!” So at that stage in my life,
I decided I wanted to embrace all that God might have for me in
my remaining years.
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As I read through the Scriptures that year with this new per-
spective, I was impressed and moved by Boaz's comment to Ruth
about her excellence. I immediately realized that when she had
decided to go and serve Naomi, she trusted God with her life.
Ruth was not allowing her circumstances to dictate her behavior
or responses. Commentator David Atkinson said this about Ruth’s
decision: “At the centre of this expression of love and commit-
ment to Naomi—in journeying, in home, in family, in life and in
death—is a commitment to share Naomi’s God.”

When Boaz first encountered Ruth, he blessed her by say-
ing, “May the Lorp, the God of Israel, under whose wings you
have come to take refuge, reward you fully for what you have
done” (Ruth 2:12, nrr). I feel that Ruth’s goal was to seek first
the Kingdom of God—something she could not do in Moab and
something for which she was willing to sacrifice.

As I contemplated the qualities that produced her noble char-
acter, I silently prayed, Lord, I don’t know how many years I have
left, but I don’t want to miss out on anything You have for me. For
the rest of my life I want to be in the process of loving You with all my
heart, soul, and mind, seeking first your Kingdom, and approving the
things that are excellent in order to become a woman of excellence—
for Your glory.

After this prayer of commitment, I decided that as much
as possible, whenever I was faced with a choice or a response,
I would ask myself, What would a woman of excellence do? or How
would a woman of excellence respond? 1 encourage you to keep
these questions in the forefront of your thinking, for they have
been a great help in my daily pursuit of embracing excellence as
a lifestyle.
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PERSONAL THOUGHTS AND REFLECTIONS

Take a few minutes to reflect on your own life. How were you
encouraged to excel? Were these ways a help or a hindrance to
your understanding of excellence? Write your thoughts.

Read the following Scripture passages, and write about the one
important truth you need to grasp in order to have God’s best
for your life.

MATTHEW B2 G cecn it s

PHILIPPIANS 3:I27T 4 cccoooiiiiiiiiiiiii

HEBREWS G:I - oo
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Throughout our study we will explore not only God’s call to
excellence but also His provision, patience, and assurance that His
power is perfected in weakness. From the beginning we need to
realize that excellence is not perfection, but essentially a desire to
be strong iz the Lord and for the Lord. Oswald Chambers gave
this perspective on excellence: “We have to realise that no effort
can be too high, because Jesus says we are to be the children of
our Father in heaven. It must be my utmost for His highest all the

. d . ”3
time and every time.

11. Review this chapter and record any insights that were especially
meaningful to you in learning to become a woman of excellence.
After thinking over the Scripture passages you've read, write
down a goal youd like to set for yourself in doing this study.
A possible goal might be, “To understand how I can become
a woman of excellence.” The apostle Paul expressed one of
his goals in 2 Corinthians 5:9: “Whether we are here in this
body or away from this body, our goal is to please him” (NrT).
Establishing a goal will help remind you of your purpose and

commitment as you work through the study.

MY GOAL:
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A HEART FOR GOD’S WORD

Scripture memory enables us to remember our goals and to open
our hearts to the transforming work of the Holy Spirit. The psalm-
ist David wrote, “I take joy in doing your will, my God, for your
instructions are written on my heart” (Psalm 40:8, NrT). Having

God’s Word in our hearts spurs us on to obey and to grow.

1 know of no other single practice in the Christian life
more rewarding, practically speaking, than memorizing
Seripture. Thats right. No other single discipline is more
useful and rewarding than this. No other single exercise
pays greater spiritual dividends! Your prayer life will be
strengthened. . . . Your attitudes and outlook will begin to
change. Your mind will become alert and observant. Your
confidence and assurance will be enhanced. Your faith

will be solidified.”

CHARLES R. SWINDOLL

SCRIPTURE MEMORY

PHILIPPIANS 1:9-10—1his I pray, that your love may abound
still more and more in real knowledge and all discernment, so
that you may approve the things that are excellent, in order to
be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ.
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