
Threads of Hope Devotion 13 

In our devotions the past two months, we’ve looked at the history of needles and 

pins. We looked at Jesus’s instruction about the eye of a needle and how it teaches 

trusting in His saving blood as the only means of our salvation.  We talked about 

how the Bible teaches us to be joined together and not to be “prickly” with other 

members of the body of Christ.  

Today we are going to look at another device that goes hand in hand with sewing.  

Just as when we talked about pins, this device is not specifically mentioned in the 

Bible but the word itself is mentioned and we can also draw some Biblical 

concepts from this device.  We are going to talk about the iron. 

If you sew, you most likely iron.  It’s necessary to get a good finished product.  

Ironing, as a rule, is something that is falling out of favor in the general population 

as fabrics evolve.  Many people have an iron but most people don’t use an iron.  

Even the hotel industry notes that less than 20% of in-room irons ever get used.  I 

have found that there is rarely middle ground in ironing—either you are big on 

ironing or you hardly ever do it.   

The history of ironing doesn’t start with iron.  Heat and pressure were the keys.  

The ancient Chinese used a procedure where fabrics were stretched over large pans 

of hot coals.  People in Scandinavian countries used hot stones or hot glass held in 

the hand to smooth fabric.  Some of these glass “slickers”, as they were called, 

used a handle and some have been found in the graves of Viking women.  Even as 

much as I use an iron, I don’t think I want to be buried with one! 

Elsewhere in Europe, smoothers made of marble, stone or wood were used.  The 

Romans introduced rollers to smooth damp fabric while the Dutch used a mangle 

board.  A mangle board consisted of a board that would press down on damp fabric 

before the fabric was wound onto rollers.  Pressing fabrics was hard work and 

often done by servants.  Poor people did not regularly press or heat items of 

clothing unless it was necessary to remove lice.   

The winning combination of heat and pressure eventually led to more modern 

methods, including early irons which were called “irons” because they were made 

in blacksmith shops of actual iron.  These early irons consisted of heavy, flat 



pieces of metal with a molded handle.  Perhaps you have seen one of these irons.  

The iron could be heated up on a stove or in the fire and handled with a thick rag.  

These implements were known as a flat iron or a sad iron, not because it made one 

sad to use it but because the word “sad” derived from the word “solid” and these 

irons were solid!  It was hard work to heat and lift these irons.  They also had to be 

maintained by sanding and oiling them regularly. 

Women played a key role in the development of modern ironing.  In 1870, Mrs. 

Mary Potts was awarded a patent for Mrs. Potts’s Removable Handle Iron. Her 

invention of the detachable handle allowed one flat iron to be heating in the fire 

while another was being used.  The system allowed for mass production of irons 

and affordability for the working class.  In 1892, Mrs. Sarah Boone patented the 

ironing board.  Previously housewives had to iron on the kitchen table, the bed, or 

on a piece of wood between two chairs.  Mrs. Boone’s ironing board design 

improved the ability to iron garments and sleeves.  

The electric flatiron was patented by Mr. Henry W. Seely in 1882.  His early 

concept was mildly successful but the temperature was difficult to control.  By the 

turn of the century, The General Electric Company began the manufacture of an 

electric iron but not without problem.  Most Americans putting electricity in their 

homes had only one outlet—a light socket that would have a light bulb inserted.  In 

order to use an electric iron, the housewife would need to unscrew the lightbulb, 

insert the plug of the iron and use daylight to see.  However, since most electricity 

was only supplied to homes during evening hours, the system proved unworkable.  

It took the invention of other modern electrical appliances to force electric 

companies to supply electricity to homes during the day.   

The 1900’s saw the invention of the steam iron and the use of aluminum and 

stainless steel that would reduce scorching while ironing.  Many American 

housewives developed a pattern of washing on Monday and ironing on Tuesday.  

(How many of you had mothers or grandmothers that would iron for a whole day 

on Tuesdays?)  Some housewives earned extra money by taking in ironing from 

people too busy to do their own.  (my aunt, my neighbor)  Still, the average person 

only ironed clothes that were worn for business, church or special events.   



I’m not a quilter but I recently read an interesting article that relates to quilting.  

The topic of the article was the difference between ironing and pressing.  Ironing 

and pressing go hand in hand but they are totally different motions.  Pressing 

involves an up-and-down movement of the iron, while ironing goes back and forth.  

The article stressed using the proper motion, either pressing or ironing, to ensure 

that your project is accurate and without distortion.   

Did you know that the Bible has verses about the contrasting uses of iron and 

pressing?  No, it’s not referring to actual ironing or pressing of clothing or home 

goods.  But I think we can draw a parallel. 

The Bible talks a lot about iron.  It was a material that was plentiful in Bible times. 

An early descendant of Adam named Tubal-Cain was said to be a forger of all 

things iron and bronze.  God promises Israel that he will bring them out from 

working the iron furnaces of Egypt into their own land where iron is plentiful.  He 

gives instructions for iron to be used in the building of the Tabernacle.  The Bible 

has many verses that list iron as a symbol of strength.  It was used for building 

material, tools and weapons.  A very interesting miracle regarding a floating iron 

axe head occurs in II Kings, chapter six (read it if you don’t know the story!).  One 

of the most famous Bible verses regarding iron says, “as iron sharpens iron, so one 

person sharpens another.” (Proverbs 27:17)   

But just as fire can be used for the good purpose of heating or the evil purpose of 

burning, iron has a contrast, too.  I Timothy 4:2 warns us not to have our 

“conscience seared as with a hot iron.” When you burn your finger on your hot 

iron, the skin becomes thick and insensitive.  God is warning us not to let our 

consciences become less sensitive to sin. 

What about pressing?  Philippians 3:13 urges us to “press on” because “Jesus has 

made me his own.”  Verse 14 says, “I press on toward the goal for the prize of the 

upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”  Hebrews 6:1 tells us to press on to maturity 

and faith. 

This month as you sew, think about the history of the iron and how the Bible uses 

the words iron and press.  Are you “ironing” and “pressing” so your life is accurate 

and without distortion?  Are your relationships with fellow believers being used 

like iron to sharpen your spiritual life?  Are you sharpening others or are you 



scorching them?  Is there sin in your life that is causing your conscience to become 

seared and less sensitive to the things of God?  Are you pressing on and pressing 

toward the prize? 

Your iron works best when it is regularly inspected and thoroughly cleaned.  Your 

life works like that, too.   


