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Studies in the Book of Ruth
Chapter 1

A Day in the Life

I call the book  of Ruth “a life in the day” of the Judges of Israel.  It is apparent that this little story was written much later than when it took place, perhaps as early as the glory days of king David – for it is at the end of this book that we find the reason for its composition.  The human author, whoever he was, wanted to tell this woman’s story because she was one of the ancestors of David.  (Why was that important?  To address the question of ancestory? to point to Boaz, who was an archtype of David as Ruth is a symbol of Israel)  The story means even more to us today because, as an ancestor of King David, Ruth was also an ancestor of our Lord, Jesus Christ.  (Christ is our Boaz and the church is his Ruth.)

But this story is not about mere genealogies, mere personal and/or national history; it is not even about King David at all.  Rather, it is about our Lord and the theme of his coming, of how our God providentially guides and directs all things for his glory, of how his Spirit touches and encourages our hearts to faith and trust, and, more specifically, of how the Lord touched not only the life of this one woman, born a foreigner, but also how the Lord also touched those of his own people in Israel. Through this one woman, God chose to display his love and calling to them and to remind them of his devotion and faithfulness to them.

And that means that the story of Ruth is also emblematic of our own life-stories, for God also deals with us as he did her – personally, providentially, graciously.  But at the same time, we also learn through such stories of God’s grand, eternal and kingdom purposes which we come to know through the Scripture’s teaching as well as through our own life experiences.  And through these things, we come to pray for to all come together in Christ.

The time of Ruth’s life was in the day of the of the Judges of Israel.  Joshua, the great military leader of the nation had died and the people of Israel had already begun to forget their God and pursue their own interests.  The moral and divine verdict of which is summarized in the theme of the book of Judges: “In those days there was no king in Israel”, which is just another way of saying that the people were ready to give up on God’s own reign as their king all too easily.  And, as a result of that stubbornness of heart: “everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25).  But, as Solomon would later write: “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death” (Prov. 14:12).  Solomon would know this for a truth – for his own life proved it to be so in that, even being one who possessed the divine blessing of exceptional wisdom, Solomon, more often than not, chose his ways not according to the gift of that wisdom but rather to do merely what was right in his own eyes.

The story begins, as verse 1 indicates, when there was a famine in the land, and immediately we are reminded of how differently we think of our world than does the unbeliever.  When we read of this famine as believers reading redemptive history, we do not merely take note of the physical conditions these people had to endure and react pragmatically as anyone today would do.  Instead, we ask the question “why”?  Why has the great God of his people, the one who rained manna upon their heads for forty years in the wilderness, why would he now allow a famine and its ensuing misery and suffering upon the children of those very people?

The answer to that, of course, is also found in the book of Judges.  Judges tells the story of Israel during those dark days - not in a simple, chronological, historical style but rather in a personal and moral way.  And as that story is told we see a repeating series of interchanges between God and his people which is meant to teach them and us a covenantal lesson.  The people of God were holy unto the Lord but they would begin to stray in heart and mind and then in life.  They would accept, covet and then imitate the ways of the people of other nations, they would allow for intermarrying with those pagan peoples, they began to worship the idols of those nations, together with all the corruption and moral degradation that accompanies all idolatry.  Their thinking became shallow, their desires became demands, their only interests selfish.


And in response to this, God would punish them – he would allow those neighboring nations to oppress, control, steal from and manipulate them, and God would allow that to continue until the people of God repented, cried out for forgiveness and determined to once again turn away from these idols and worship the true and living God alone and live by his laws again as his holy people.

And, again, in covenantal response to that, God would have mercy upon them in their sins and he would raise up a deliverer who would lead the Israelites and drive the nations from their midst and there would be peace in the land again until the people would stumble again, when that hunger and thirst and lust for the world would once again rise in the hearts of the people and then the whole process would start over again.

But not only would God use the power of other nations at such times, he would also rebuke his people through acts of nature.  The people of Israel were well aware that God controlled creation for they had experienced the plagues, other famines, earthquakes and more, all brought about in the wrath of God as he was moved to respond to their sinful ways and yet, at the same time, call them back.  And at those times, Israel was also well aware that God not only acted upon creation in his wrath but also in his mercy for their God parted the Red Sea, fed them manna in the desert and gave them water from a rock.  The one who brought the famine could also restore the harvest.

And so, we who have this mindset of beholding the living God can know that when this book opens with words that tell us of a famine in the land of God’s people, we know that this is not just a meaningless act of nature but the purposeful response and direction of the living God as he continues to deal with his people and use even their sins to bring about his glorious purposes.  And it is knowing and trusting our God and reading of his purposes for all creation and time that we can confidently speak of our own day and age and of what we experience in our own world today.  God’s purposes are all and always in Christ – Christ is the center of all revelation, providence and purpose and his aim is to raise up of his church, his Ruth, to be his bride.

And yet, for us who stand on this side of that singularly climactic, historical event of the coming of the Christ and we behold his glory in the Scriptures of the New Testament, and we contemplate the meaning of his accomplishment on the cross and through the now-empty tomb and his ascension to right hand of God the Father, we first can reflect back and see God’s hand in and among the people of God before the time of Christ with a certainty and clarity that they could only anticipate.  But knowing he has now come and that his return one day will not be with mere manipulation of the elements within creation but instead, with a cataclysmic termination of all things, we also know with certainty that God does not either afflict or bless his people in such direct and immediate ways today as he did during the time of the saints of the Old Testament.  God’s providence today is more readily recognized in more personal and subtle ways that effect us as individuals, families and even congregations.  But God’s people today do not inhabit one country or make up one nation but live among every nation and tribe and tongue and will continue to do so until the Lord calls with the sound of the trumpet and gathers his own to himself.

Instead, when we see famines and pestilences today, when we experience earthquakes, disease and things that rack this creation and its inhabitants and make creation, itself, groan as a woman in labor, we know with just as much certainty that the end of all things is drawing near and that our time here is very short.  We can know with certainty that such things are physical warnings to us of the need for our own personal preparedness to meet the Maker of all things, of our need to repent of our sins and receive a gracious forgiveness of them in Christ, for only Christ is the true deliverer of men and he faithfully and graciously redeems all those who cry out to him for his forgiveness and look to him for blessing.

In the meantime, we should also understand that the cycle we read of in the book of Judges does not teach us that history itself is cyclical, as if time itself does not progress or as if all things that “go around just come around”.  The cycle of Judges is meant to teach us today that just as the people of Israel could return to God again and again, we also may come, again and again, to Christ in his grace for the many times that we continue to sin against him.  Then, at the same time, this is meant to encourage believers and warn the world that, one day, such opportunity will, indeed, end.  That one day the cycle will all be over – the day of salvation will be passed and that following that end will come the day of the Lord when all will stand before him in judgment to be received or cast out once and for all.
Names and Places


As the book of Ruth begins we are introduced to a man.  We are told of the time of his life, of the conditions of a famine in the land, we are told where he is from – Bethlehem of Judah – we are told what he decided to do - which was to move his family to the land of Moab on account of the famine that was occurring in the land of Israel – and we are told that this man was married and that he had two sons.  But in that opening sentence we are not told of the man’s name.  The name of the man, the names of his wife and his two sons are all given to us in the next verse as well as more about where they were from and where they were going.


At first glance, that does not seem to us to be very significant.  But in the way Hebrew literature is written it is significant clue and statement right from the start that this story is not about this man.  In fact, as we read on, we come to discover that the story is not about the man, his wife or his sons.  This opening verse is written so as to point our attention away from them, away from the characters themselves, and toward the purposes of God – right from the beginning we are meant to see God here.

That is how we should read any part of Scripture – not simply as general history or as a moral lesson but as the continuing movement of God to providentially guide all things as he has decreed.  We are meant to see “a life in the day” - not just of the Judges but of God’s redemption, of his progress day by day, generation by generation, unto the all-important day of the Redeemer’s coming.


When Jesus read from the scroll of Isaiah and proclaimed to the Jews in the synagogue “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” he was talking about how all the Old Testament points to him and that he is the promise of the Father.  And then, when the Jews began to object that interpretation, Jesus said:
But in truth, I tell you, there were many widows in Israel in the days of Elijah, when the heavens were shut up three years and six months, and a great famine came over all the land, and Elijah was sent to none of them but only to Zarephath, in the land of Sidon, to a woman who was a widow. And there were many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet Elisha, and none of them was cleansed, but only Naaman the Syrian” (Lk. 4:23-29, ESV)

All of this was to tell the Jews that they had no monopoly on God’s promises, that God was not simply there for them.  Instead, he was saying something else: the Jews were there for God.


In verse two, we are given the names of this family.  Very often, the names we read in the Old Testament have a meaning to them - whether they indicate some important event or circumstance at birth or some hope for or indication of that person’s calling and purpose.  Elimelech means “My God is king”.  Mahlon and Chilion, on the other hand, both mean “weakness” or “sickness”.  Naomi means “pleasant” – which is a good name for a wife to have.  Naomi will later wish her name changed to Mara which means “bitter” because of how she feels after what the Lord has done to her.  It is because she makes this comment that we are reminded as readers that all these names carry meaning and that we want to be sensitive to all the other names in the story as well.  Ruth means “friend”.  Boaz means “In Him is strength”.


Elimelech, we’re told, was from Bethlehem of Judah.  Bethlehem was that small community just five miles outside Jerusalem.  At the time this story was written, Bethlehem was known as the city of David because King David had been born there.  Elimelech and his family would have known Bethlehem only for the fact that Rachel, the wife of the patriarch Jacob, was buried there.

For us, Bethlehem means more.  It became the place where Joseph, the betrothed of Mary returned to that he might register for the paying of his taxes – which was according to the laws of Caesar and the providence of God.  Both Joseph and Mary were descendents of King David and so, to be registered, they had to travel there even at the time Mary’s child was close to being born.  In fact, it was while they were there in Bethlehem, that Mary’s time for delivery came and the Christ-child was born in Bethlehem, even according to the prophecy of Micah.  And because of this one, precious fact, we are reminded again that this story of Ruth is given even more for us today as New Testament believers than it was to mean to the times of David.

Bethlehem means “house of bread” which indicates that when God was blessing his people this region was well known by all for its bounty of grain and crop.  And yet, at this time we read, there was famine.  And a man whose home is near the “house of bread” finds it necessary to move on in order to feed his family.


The choice Elimelech made here is a critical one – the entire story will unfold as a result of it.  And so, we wonder about that choice and it makes us reflect on our own choices in life as well.  Can we know clearly enough in our own lives what makes for a good choice?

Making decisions that effect our lives can be difficult.  Granted, some choices are easier than others – the choice between two good colleges might be answered with a generous financial offer; a choice between two houses to purchase might come down to simply which one your wife wants.  But other choices can be hard.  How do I know if moving away from home will be a good thing or not?  How can I be more sure if leaving all that is known to me – friends, bonds, connections, comforts - can be replaced where I am going?

When such major decisions are upon us we study the pragmatic “pros and cons” and that is good and necessary for us to do and to do well.  But our considerations should not stop there.  All too often we can make major decisions that look good on one level and yet we may be ignoring the underlying issues that speak to who we really are and who we truly want to become.  We need to consider the spiritual implications to our choices as well.
1)  Consider God’s priorities in your going forward.  We do not know what Elimelech’s thoughts were here but we know that by choosing to separate himself and his family from the believing community God had given to them and moving them, instead, into the world, would have some effect on their spiritual strength.  Elimelech did not have the full Bible’s teaching on this but we do and we must heed its warnings.
2)  Examine your own conscience.  When considering a major decision involving change it is easy to think only of the benefits that such a change of scenery will provide.  But if we do not examine our own hearts we may be ignoring sins that need to be dealt with here and now so that we do not wind up just taking them along with us.  On the surface, this story gives us no indication that Elimelech was mistaken or to blame for what eventually happens to him and his family, but it is also silent on the nature of his relationship with his God or whether he had committed this choice to prayer and wise counsel.
3)  If we are ready to make this choice before us we must do so trusting in God that he will bless our decision and lead us forward and that we will look to him to do so.  It was not required of Elimelech to do so but we notice here that there was no indication that this was, in fact, a step of faith.  There was no altar built as Abraham did after he left Ur of the Chaldees; there was no stone of remembrance set up as Jacob did at Bethel on his way to his uncle’s house; there was no monument of witness as the Israelites constructed when they crossed the river Jordan on their way to the promised land; and there was no Ebenezer raised as Samuel would yet do in the nation’s battle with the Philistines, exclaiming “thus far has the Lord helped us”.  No such sign or witness of God is here mentioned.  So what was there in Elimelech’s life to remind him, as he left Bethlehem and moved to Moab and began his life in this new environment, that he still belonged to God, that he still owed his faithfulness to God, or even that God would still walk with him?

The only thing he seems to have to take with him for that purpose was that name that had been given to him as a child.  His name, Elimelech, means “My God is king”.  Perhaps it had been given to him as a testimony by his parents of their own trust and faith in their God.  Perhaps it had been given to this new born son in the hope that, in his life, he would make it real.  We wonder: did Elimelech take that reminder?  Or did his name, like his life, become meaningless?

What about the name “Christian?”  Has that name been given to you?  Does that carry meaning with you wherever you go?  Or does the testimony, the track-record of your life’s decisions and directions say that it is just a name without meaning?


There is another name given here for us to know about.  Bethlehem, where Elimelech lived by right of his birth, was in the tribal land of Judah.  Judah had been the tribe of Caleb.  Caleb had been given his pick of the entire territory in gratitude for his lifelong service and faithfulness to his Lord.  Judah means “praise Yahweh”. Caleb knew what that meant and he had lived his life fulfilling that name.  And that was the tribal heritage into which Elimelech had been born.


While the true motivation for Elimelech’s leaving the land of Judah remains to us, perhaps, not clearly understood, as the story continues, the eventual return to this land by the remnant of this little family will be for one reason and one reason only: to repent, to return, and to yet praise Yahweh again as the Lord of the covenant, the Lord of all-redeeming love.  They will return so as to e with God’s people and rejoice once more in Yahweh’s faithful provision and blessing.  Our coming and our going should, likewise, ever be to the praise of our Lord and God.
Going and Leaving


There are very few people left these days who know of only one place or territory that they refer to as “home”.  I grew up in a house in Irving, Texas for sixteen years, and yet, when I left for college my parents sold that house and relocated.  My wife, Janet, had an even more exceptional experience – she grew up on the family farm which has served generations since 1837 and where her mother still lives today.  But that kind of experience is very rare these days.  In the sixties, the standard operating procedure for big businesses was to give an employee a promotion and then expect him to relocate readily to some other state.  Families in the military still know this experience all too well as they can expect to be regularly relocated every three years or so and to become used to that kind of transience.

So when we read in these opening verses that Elimelech, when faced with this famine, packed up and moved his family, it does not shock us or take us back, for we readily identify with this kind of pragmatic thinking and we do not regard it for any more than that.  But it was far more an issue in the days of the Judges to make such a move, and it is meant to suggest to us as readers that there is a sense of danger and mistake in Elimelech’s making of this decision.


Many of the other nations surrounding Israel had their own gods and their own idolatrous practices, and they all considered their idols to rule over their land and protect their people.  So when Elimelech made his decision to leave Israel it would have meant more than just our moving from one state to another.  It would have be more like a Christian who had lived in a nation founded on Christian laws, principles and world-view to then move to another country controlled by Islam without preparation and understanding about what should be expected.  Where was Elimelech going?  What kind of place was Moab?

As a nation, Moab had a very sad origin.  Back in the day of Abraham, God sent three angels to execute his judgment upon the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.  Abraham’s nephew, Lot, had chosen, some time earlier, to live in Sodom and he and his family considered it home.  But when the wickedness of Sodom was full in God’s sight he sent sulfur and fire to destroy the cities.  But he allowed and even compelled Lot and his family to escape.

But dwelling in Sodom had already had its effects.  Lot’s wife had grown to love her life in Sodom and at one point in their flight, she looked back upon the city longingly.  Perhaps she heard a familiar voice or song, smelled a familiar smell or was reminded of some dear memory.  Sodom was her real home and she was leaving the place she loved.  But the Lord would not tolerate her love for such wickedness and immediately upon casting longing eyes backward, she was turned into a pillar of salt.

Lot’s daughters had grown up in Sodom.  And while the faithfulness of a covenant home can provide a wonderful protection and influence upon children growing up, the world refuses adamantly to be completely kept out.  But what kind of faithfulness to a covenant home is really displayed here in the story of Lot and his family?  How devoted to the Lord had Lot actually been in his prayers, his thoughts and his mind?  How separate had Lot’s wife recognized her need to be from the world that called to her just outside the door?  And how much had Lot’s daughters truly understood of the love of a faithful covenant God when they allowed themselves so despicable and vile a thought against their father to come into their minds so easily?


How hard it is in any era of this present, fallen world to determine to stand for the Lord!  And yet, that is exactly what the story of Sodom is meant to teach us.  Our entire world is Sodom and we, as Christians, reside in the house of Lot until the day the angels come for us.  That day will surely come but the real test is our day to day faithfulness as we wait for that deliverance to come.  When that happens, will the character and the faith necessary for escape be found under your own roof?


Do our husbands and fathers see the danger they live in now?  Do they recognize the diligence they must be actively exercising now?  Do they seek to protect and lead their wives in godliness as well as to concertedly teach their children regularly?  Or do they put these things aside and think the world is nothing to fear?  Do our wives understand how such casual and entertaining temptations and habitual pleasures as the world has to offer to be the very things that can trip them up and call to them with such affection that the danger is left unheeded until it is too late?  And are our children being raised with eyes wide open to the wicked permissiveness and immorality of the world or do they become daily more and more like their pagan neighbors in terms of their priorities, wants, rationales and excuses, and less and less concerned for the Lord’s coming judgment upon even them?


Once grown and with their own minds, Lot’s daughters displayed the true hungers and thirsts that resided in their hearts as they pursued their own desires with not a care for the honor of their father or their God.  They thought to preserve the family line but rather than trust in the God who delivered them from doom on earth, they, like their grandmothers before them, decided to handle things their own way – without faith and in great sin.  Through incestuous relations with their father, produced one child each – one was named Ben-Ammi and the other, Moab.  Both of these children would go on to father their own nations but neither would be under the covenant of Yahweh.  Instead, they created their own idols and their own religion and continued in their own immoral life-style.

Then, in the days of Moses, as we read in the book of Numbers, the wandering Israelites drifted into the territory of these Moabite descendents. Their king, Balak, was hostile to this intrusion and sought to put a curse upon the nation of Israel by commissioning the prophet, Balaam.

Even during the time of the Judges, such tensions and influences prevailed.  Moab oppressed Israel under the power of King Eglon until God raised up a judge in Ehud who assassinated Eglon and won freedom for Israel for eighty years.

But most importantly for our story here, Moab worshipped an idol she named Chemosh, which, like the other idols that other nations first created and then worshipped, Chemosh was worshipped as many of those other idols were, by being given the most costly of gifts in hopes of gaining the idol’s favors.  And so, Chemosh was worshipped by the Moabites with the sacrifices of even their own children as well as by indulging generously in immoral and sensual practices by adults.  And such was not only the religion but the worldview and lifestyle of the nation of Moab.

But where was Elimelech leaving?  And what kind of place was Judah?  Elimelech, we are told, was an Ephrathite from Bethlehem of Judah.  An Ephrathite was, we surmise, a large and prominent family within the tribe of Judah and, as such, would have begun their lives in the land with a good deal of wealth and opportunity.  Later on, when we meet Boaz, we will learn that he was also of this same clan and, in spite of the famine, Boaz fared well and prospered unscathed through the famine.

This tells us that Elimelech may have started out strong but seen his fortunes fade over time.  Perhaps he had been foolish with his holdings or his work-ethic.  Perhaps he brought such conditions upon himself and his family by way of other, previous poor or sinful choices.  If we are right to think this here we can observe the lesson of how one poor choice can lead so readily to another.  For when you start down such a path – such as when you steal something and then find you must lie to cover up that theft and then find you must support your lie with yet another theft or another lie – not only are you making your decisions with poorer and poorer reasoning but you also begin to box in your alternatives until you simply have no better options.  Sin rarely occurs in isolation.  It is usually fathered by some previous sin as well as giving birth to yet other sins and even darker consequences.  Not only in the end but all along the way, sin always leads to sorrow.

Our surmising of Elimelech is demonstrated here in these verses.  In verse 1, it states that Elimelech went merely to “sojourn” in Moab.  That word means that his intention or his plan was that such a move was only going to be temporary.  Perhaps that was how he explained this move to his wife:

“I know Moab is spiritually dangerous. I know it might corrupt me and my sons.

But it is only for a while. We will guard against temptation.

After all, we have to eat!”

And also in verse one and two, the word for “country” is specific in referring to the regions and fields as opposed to cities.  Elimelech may have assured Naomi that he knew enough of the dangers of city living that he was going to avoid them.  He may have assured her that this move would not change or corrupt them.

But in verse 2, another word other than “sojourned” is used to describe what Elimelech actually did – “they … remained there.”  That means that once there, Elimelech grew comfortable and secure.  Moab had become home.  He did not miss Judah.  He had no intention of ever leaving.

But meanwhile, the famine continued in Judah.  The famine had not just effected Elimelech but was over the whole of Canaan.  God was punishing all his people for allowing themselves to be impressed into the mould of the world and for disregarding the holiness that God had given them in his claim upon them, and, instead, wanting to be like the world.

But if there is one thing that the book of Judges is meant to teach us it is that our sinful choices – together with the hardness of heart that comes with those sins, and the poorer way of life that we gain by allowing ourselves to be enslaved again – cannot be broken by simply descending further and further into hopelessness but, instead, we must be daily released from them by turning again to the one, true God and receiving again his redeeming work in Christ – for while we may now be saints and not just sinners, Christ died for those who continue to display their ungodly ways.  And by repenting before him again and again and crying out for his deliverance, Christ’s redemption becomes the more and more real and precious to us.  Only Christ can set you truly free.

It is a far different thing to be led of the Lord then to walk away from him.  Abraham was led of the Lord.  He heard the call of God and left his home obediently - even though he did not know where he was going and realizing he might be wandering into dangerous places.  But he trusted in the God who went before him.  To step out in faith is no mistake and it is no sin.  To step out in faith is not to leave God behind but to be willing to go wherever he leads.

But in contrast to that, Proverbs 12:15 warns us: “The way of a fool is right in his own eyes.”  The fool knows in his heart that his way is wrong.  But he lacks the faith to follow after God, he wants other things more that he wants a good conscience before God or the blessings that God offers to him.  And so, the fool will first make his excuses, and then he will believe those excuses, and finally, he will live out the lie of those excuses.

Even so, God, through his covenantal love in Christ and the gift of his Holy Spirit, has been known to rescue a fool from all of that and to grant to him what he cannot get on his own – life that is true, abundant and eternal.  So the question is: will we be the fool redeemed and reclaimed or the fool left to his own folly?
Three Tragic Events


I have a friend that I have known for many years who has proudly lived what he calls an alternative lifestyle.  He also boasts of his sister who, although married to a man, chose early in their marriage not to have children and, therefore, to his way of thinking, she has had more of both time and money to spend on herself and her preoccupations unencumbered.  My friend knows well what the Bible says about these things but he has thoroughly rejected it and claims to have his own relationship with God that transcends and surpasses such harsh rules and the judgmentalism he has felt from the church.  The last communication I received from my friend is that he recently underwent a very serious surgery and I consider the possibility that he may be dying.

I wonder what will become of such people?  What will be left when they are gone?  What will they leave behind?  Who it is that is responsible to bury such dead as they, one day, will also be?  Those who die without care do not care what they leave behind.  The tragedy and the burden always fall to the survivors.  But it is in the growing older and more and more unable to take care of oneself that the wisdom of God is recognized and appreciated.  In the text before us, similar kinds of questions will come to our minds as we see the ways in which this story takes its turn.  There are three tragic events that occur in these verses.

#1) The husband and father, Elimelech, died.  Scripture teaches us that all of our days are numbered.  We know that we will all go to our own graves.  That is the expectation that we are to have unless and until our Lord returns.  But we can readily see and understand that the death of Elimelech was both unexpected and tragic.  Anytime a death occurs and breaks up a marriage of many years - a life-long companionship, perhaps - there is a terrible sense of loss.  It is more than a simple emptiness to be sure, it is a rending apart of two lives that have been slowly knit together over years and years of shared experiences, of shared joys and sorrows, of laughter and tears, of shared setbacks and growth.  Oftentimes, the survivor will not feel as though only half has left because much less than half seems to remain.

But there is also something else here that we are to see.  While on the surface of the text there is no indication and explanation as to why Elimelech has died, we can easily detect the suggestion the story gives that God has laid his hand heavily on this family and taken Elimelech away out of punishment.  And that left Naomi alone with her two sons.

In those days, a widow’s choices were often made for her.  If she were a younger woman, she would be obliged to return again to her father’s house and would often simply live out her days being dependent upon the family there.  But if she were an older widow, returning to her father’s house would have been out of the question; and, instead, she would turn to and depend on the children God gave her through the gift of offspring and descendents that God designs to come from marriage.  And so, in Naomi’s case, she would turn for her care and shelter to her two sons.  But that leads us to the second tragic event.
#2) Both Mahlon and Chilion married, but they married Moabite women.  Now, there is much to understand about this turn of events that we will need to examine later in order that we completely understand not only what this means for the here and now but also how it affects the rest of this story.  For now, let us understand that it was not wrong for Mahlon and Chilion to want and to seek out wives for themselves.  Marriage is a creation ordinance of God – he created men and women to come together in marriage not only for companionship and mutual love and support but he also made them to come together in sexual union and that by such union the miracle of new life might come forth and the environment for the up-bringing of a new generation might be provided.

God does not want us to simply “mate” as the animals do – man is different than all the other creatures God has made.  Man is made in the image of God.  Everything he does - including the physical relations he has with his wife - is meant to bring glory to God.  The sexual union of a man and woman, therefore, is holy before the Lord and it is to be confined exclusively to the bond God has uniquely created for man – that being a marriage, a monogamous, heterosexual, covenantal union.

And the reason God wants such marriages is because even more than he wants offspring he wants godly offspring.  And the way provided by our Lord for the raising and training of godly offspring is to fully enjoy and promote and defend the institution of the family as God has given to us and with which we are blessed.

But before they married, these sons made an even bigger decision.  Before they chose to get married, Mahlon and Chilion chose first not to return to Israel but instead, to remain in Moab.  Perhaps they were trying to honor their father in this by remaining in the land of his choosing and so affirm their father’s decision by making it work even after he was gone; or perhaps they were simply like their father – comfortable, pragmatic, secure, not wanting to go to the trouble of correcting their father’s mistake or seeking out Yahweh on their own.  Perhaps now we should recall the names of these men – Mahlon meaning “weakness” or “sickness”, Chilion meaning “pining” or “consumption”.  Perhaps it is that these names were given these men due to lifelong struggles against physical ailments or perhaps it is a literary suggestion for our benefit indicating the true weakness of their spiritual state.
#3) The third tragic event was the ensuing death of both Mahlon and Chilion.  As before, with the death of Elimelech we are now left with an even deeper sense of sorrow and tragedy.  Even though we still need to address the sin that these two men committed in their picking and marrying foreign wives, nevertheless, our hearts are burdened at the loss of yet more companions; and in the case of these sons and their wives, these deaths came at the very beginning of what they had hoped would have been life-long walks together.

I remember talking once to an elderly minister who had just lost his own wife of over fifty years but who now was mourning over the news that a young man had died leaving behind a bride of not many days.  I said to this elderly widower: “you can certainly identify with this young woman today, can you not?”  To which he replied “Heavens, no.  I cannot identify with her.  My wife and I enjoyed our lives together.  And even though she is gone those years were generously given to us.  But this young woman will not have anything like what we have had.  Her loss is all the greater.”

And this is all the heavier for us to receive here because, as we read of it in the opening verses of the story the same questions come to mind regarding the sons as had come to mind regarding the father.  Is the Lord punishing them for this sin?  And if that is so, how are we to receive this?

We will want to wrestle with that at some later point because the question is an important one.  But for now, we will simply wrestle with the compounding of tragedy upon tragedy and sense the overwhelming hopelessness and despair that this latest turn of events brings to these women.

And we wonder - if it is marriage between a man and a woman that forms the foundation upon which the family is built, of what does a bond among three widows consist?  If they are all left alone by the deaths of their husbands what are these three women to one another?  Is there any family here anymore?  Do they still have bonds that tie them together or do the deaths of their husbands dissolve all relationship?  If the younger widows were to remarry would their tie to Naomi remain or disappear behind the increasing obligations of their new relations?

Many questions remain in our thoughts and minds but one thing is already becoming abundantly clear.  If decisions have been made that drove this family away from Israel and away from God, what should they do now?  If the consequence of those decisions resulted in the feeling of hopeless despair that is so commonly felt when tragedies strike, what should be done now?  If Naomi, Orpah and Ruth are all feeling with weight of these things right now - and perhaps you, too, have felt that weight as well – then what is there to be done?


The one decision that must be made in the circumstances of such utter despair and is to turn again unto God - for while his hand has been heavily laid upon you, nevertheless, he alone is able to return you to his sheepfold, to make the broken whole again, to bring the dead to life again.

And even though for Naomi, and perhaps for you, to turn again unto this God would be very hard, very bitter and even very humbling, nevertheless, let me assure you by the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ that those who return to him will find him and they will find him receiving them with open arms.  For while we are sheep too ready to go astray, our God is the good shepherd who remembers the one apart from the ninety-nine.
“ … to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. (Jn. 1:12-13, ESV)
When Marriage is Wrong


In our previous study of these opening verses, we examined the three tragic events they tell – the first being the death of Naomi’s husband, Elimelech - and the second being the marriages of Mahlon and Chilion to Orpah and Ruth, who, as the text tells us, were Moabite women and not Israelite.  And at that time, I stressed the fact that for Mahlon and Chilion to seek wives for themselves was not wrong in the eyes of God.

But because marriage is a creation of God uniquely for man to enjoy, like everything else in God’s creation, marriage has a moral nature and character to it that must be held, honored, followed and obeyed.  Not only must those who enter into the covenant of marriage commit themselves to fidelity, devotion and self-sacrifice but, in the case of God’s people, there is to be the recognition of God’s own leading role in the way that marriage considered and approached, in the way that it is decided upon and allowed and in the way it is practiced and lived out.  God has the right and authority to teach us even about our own choices for marriage and to warn us of those conditions in which even the happy estate of marriage would be wrong in his eyes.  There are three things God warns us about here.


#1) Idolatry  The first moral condition that God stresses in marriage is that each such union be a three-way bond – a bond between the man and the woman held together by the Holy Spirit as the man and the woman join in life to worship God together.

In the Old Testament, this is often depicted as it is here in our story - as properly restricting marriage to be a union between two Israelites and not something that is to involve those of other nations.

But, as Paul writes and clarifies for us in 2 Corinthians, the true qualification is actually more than skin-deep:
Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with darkness? (2 Cor. 6:14)
It is Paul that teaches us that the true, moral condition for marriage was taught to the Israelites in a physical way –the Gentiles, as a whole, represented unbelief, life outside the covenant with God and, as such, they were to be equated with unbelief.  But that demarcation or separation always carried a more vital, spiritual point: the moral condition for marriage is not just a matter of two people being of the proper race but rather of their both being of the proper faith – that both the man and the woman considering marriage first belong to God as individuals before considering and contemplating the notion that they might be right to commit to one another.  
We can see an example of the violation of this condition and the tragedy it brings in Numbers 25.
While Israel lived in Shittim, the people began to whore with the daughters of Moab. These invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed down to their gods. So Israel yoked himself to Baal of Peor. And the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel. (Numbers 25:1-3, ESV)
Even in the days of Moses, the age-old formula is to be found: curiosity and temptation led to sensuality and sensuality led, ultimately, to idolatry even by some from among the people of God.  These Israelites did not regard obedience and fidelity to the Lord when it came to his call for them to control and discipline their minds, hearts and bodies - to regard precious things as precious and worthless things as worthless; but, instead, they considered and allowed their own present and selfish desires to be the all-deciding factor for their choices – choices that proved to have very bad consequences - impulsive choices that would effect them for the rest of their lives.  And, as a result of those compromises, they were led away from their devotion to the living God and God judged them for their foolishness.

Now, my friends, if this is how God saw this incident - when all that was involved was social contact and merely a moment or episode of sexually immoral activity – which is the same kind of casual sexuality that is so readily paraded and displayed in the media and in our society today - how much more devastating to the people and more condemning in the eyes of God would such commitments to life-long marriages be – where the believer is led away by his or her spouse to worship other gods?

But our God is the sovereign judge of the heart and he knows full well who it is you are worshipping; and in all parts of our lives – including our marital unions – we must give ourselves to the true and living God.
#2)  The second warning here is of isolation.  Another moral condition for marriage is to honor the strength and identity of family and heritage.  Moses taught the people these words from Dt. 7:
When the Lord your God brings you into the land that you are entering to take possession of it, and clears away many nations before you, … You shall not intermarry with them, giving your daughters to their sons or taking their daughters for your sons, for they would turn away your sons from following me, to serve other gods. Then the anger of the Lord would be kindled against you, and he would destroy you quickly. … For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth. (Dt. 7:1a, 3-4, 6, ESV)

In our politically-correct world today, heritage, identity by way of family history, such meaning to life is all fading away very quickly.  More and more people today marry, divorce and remarry all too readily or they simply co-habit with someone else for periods of time without bothering to go through the marital ceremony; they have and raise their children - even surrendering those children to others to raise - who come from multiple partners, sometimes not even knowing for sure just who it is that their true parents are.  And, as a result of such sexual promiscuity and confusion about parental identity the very definition of family has been all but erased in our culture.  Instead, many have attempted to replace it with any convenient association or friendship they may wish to have, both including and excluding as they choose at the moment regardless of where the person comes from or going.

But the result of all these impulsive, self-centered priorities is a great and deep loss of heritage identity – who you really are, where you have come from, where you going in life – and, rather than having truly individual characteristics as well as family traits our society is simply averaging us together – we are becoming all the same, regarded and treated all the same; we are losing our identity and culture – yesterday and tomorrow are meaningless just as our parents and family history are meaningless, just the next generation is meaningless.  We are all becoming characters on Seinfeld – our lives are a TV show about nothing.

But our God speaks to us and says this is immoral.  “You are a people holy to the Lord God.” he says.  You are set apart, you are reserved, you are precious.  And you are not just an individual set apart by faith, if God has blessed your family you belong to a covenant home; you might have even come from generations of those who honored the Lord as God; you belong to the body of Christ, the family of God.  And that defines your identity and purpose for living.  It tells you who you are – what is important, precious, valuable, worthy of your time, your effort and your love.  And, as the Lord blesses your faithfulness, Christian children will marry other Christians and build a new covenant home and they will raise children who are, also, set apart, holy unto the Lord.

And as you do so, as you live before God in devotion and worship, in blessing and in happiness, the Lord is building his people - he is effecting and changing and redeeming your culture, and the world you leave to your children will be even stronger than the one into which you came until the Lord completes his church& returns again.

#3) The third warning is the dismay of distrust.  Knowing what the Bible says about the warnings and prohibitions regarding the forsaking of the Lord, of turning away unto idolatry and immorality; about the covenant promises of God - that he will keep you and favor and bless you and that you will live to rejoice before your children’s children - all that means nothing if you are not willing to trust God through it all - to wait on him, obey him, follow him, and return to him when you stray; if you do not truly live your life in the worship of God.

This little family knew this.  When Ruth chooses to remain with Naomi she does so making a commitment that Naomi’s God will be her God.  But before Ruth could have known enough to make such a change, a commitment, she must have been taught of Yahweh somewhere.  Where else but from this little family from Bethlehem?  This family knew about their God – they knew of their people’s past – of the patriarchs, the Egyptian enslavement, of the misery and suffering – they knew of Moses’ deliverance, of the plagues, the Red Sea, of the manna, the water from the rock, they knew also of God’s delivering them in the wilderness when it was the nation of Moab who would not give to them of their bread and water but whose king sought to curse them thru a prophet, when the heritage and history of the nation of Moab was one of turning away from the God who had delivered Lot from the destruction of Sodom and yet, instead, of turning to the idol, Chemosh, and of giving themselves to the horror and brutality that the priests of that idol demanded.

This family knew all that … and yet they would not trust Yahweh – they would not trust him enough to obey him in the promised land, would not trust him enough to return to him in repentance when he had brought upon them oppressions from nations like Moab as well as famines, would not trust him enough to return to their home when tragedy struck, would not trust him enough when young men desired wives and the long years of companionship and family that marriage was meant to promise and provide.  They knew but they could not trust their God.

This entire story is about what should never have happened.  And yet, here we are studying it as the Word of God.  And the reason for that is only too clear – God’s people continue to wrestle with unbelief themselves.  They continue to reap the benefits of God’s love and yet they will not yield to him in their lives.  We could say the Bible is a story about what should never have happened but we know that even through the sin of unbelief and the tragedy that sin brings the purposes of God to redeem his people are the reason the story of the Bible is told.

Will you learn from this God?  Will you hear his promises for blessing as well as his warnings of ruination and judgment?  Will you trust him with your life?

Even though this story should never have happened, it is really about what God will do when it does – because it does happen, again and again.  This story is about what God will do for Naomi and Ruth - but in a truer sense, it is about what God will do for you – even if you have not trusted him in the past, he will receive you and redeem you again and call you, once again, to trust him.

For this story is about your redemption!  This story gives you your identity and purpose in life.  This story gives you your name, your destiny, your hope.  How do we know this?  It is simply because we know of this family.  They are our own ancestors.  We are their descendents.  Not only was Ruth in the line of King David, not only was Ruth in the line of David’s royal son,  but by faith, Ruth is in your own heritage.  She is your grandmother.  By faith, you, also, are one of her children.
A Wife and Mother’s Influence


My parents had a long and happy marriage together and they were the institution upon which and around which their children grew and prospered.  So when my father died just months short of their fiftieth wedding anniversary, I remember not just the sense of mourning and loss that I felt, I was also very aware of the change such a death brought to our entire family structure.  Much more than I would miss my father, I was overwhelmed in my concern for my mother’s future.  How could my mother survive without my father?  Who would look out for her?  Like many wives throughout history, my mother had been visibly quite dependent upon my father and in every way, her life had been his.  I never saw or heard them argue or disagree and yet every time my father spoke he would say “we think” or “we’ve decided” and my mother would be in full support of all my father said.  But my mother lived for another fifteen years and during that time I became aware of the existence of an entirely different person than the one I had known my entire years of growing up.  My mother, as it turned out, had a mind and will of her own and, I would dare to say, her faith in God prominently emerged and proved to be strong in the years of her loneliness.

So far, we have studied and reflected on simply the introduction of this story which has set the stage for all that will happen afterward and the lessons the story has to teach us.  After reading the story of Elimelech and how he led his family south into Moab, now the focus of the story takes a whole new direction and we realize that the real main character here is not Elimelech at all, but, instead, center stage is now given to Naomi, his widow.  But who is this woman?

We might start by asking the question: who had she been as a wife?  Are we left with nothing more than speculation here or does the story fill in the details?  Like any Israelite maiden, she would have been raised from childhood in the hope and prospect of marriage and she would have been instructed and trained in the art of being a good wife – a daughter of Sarah.  If her mother had been faithful to this task she would have raised young Naomi on the lessons of support, industry and compassion that would later be summarized in the teachings of Proverbs 31 which describes the woman of true wisdom and character, and how, as such a woman, she is praised by husband and sons for the home she builds.  That is what Naomi would have looked forward to.

Then, as any young woman learns, once she was actually married, she would have striven as a young wife to bring the teaching she had been given as a child to bear in her own marriage, while, at the same time, as all wives eventually do, she would have also been discovering that no mere man is ever perfect - least of all her own husband, perhaps - and that even in the best of marriages there are surprises, hurts, and disappointments that are to be endured and even carried, and there are obstacles and hurdles to overcome that she would have chosen, otherwise, not to have been bothered with if she had had the choice.

She would also have learned, one way or another, how welcome or influential her own opinion and desires would be in the mind of her husband and whether or not she could help him in steering the course of decisions the family takes.  And she would have been confronted again and again with the age-old temptation of a wife to rule over her husband – to take matters into her own hands, acting upon matters that were not hers to control - rather than content herself to be his truly suitable helper.  And, in such times, she would have assured herself that what she was doing was right - just the way Adam’s wife did in the garden, or the way Sarai did when she offered Hagar to Abraham, or the way Rebecca did in deceiving Isaac – and, like each of those historic wives - whose stories are nakedly recorded for the lessons they teach us today – she would have been convinced that what she was doing would turn out for the best.

We wonder how successful Naomi had been at all this.  For instance, was the decision to leave Bethlehem for Moab something that she had thought of, that she had talked Elimelech into doing?  Did she discourage him daily with nagging complaints about their present situation, their present home or the present prospects for their future, painting the picture repeatedly to him that, in Moab, the grass was always greener?  Or had the move to Moab been the opposite of her desires?  Did she find it tragically difficult to leave, realizing that, in order to follow her husband, she would have to turn her back on her family, her country, her God realizing that, no matter what she said or did to persuade him, in the end, she really had no choice in the matter?  And what had Naomi been like while they were living in Moab?  Did she make her husband miserable by reminding him often of how she had missed her family, or of the poor choices he had made in life and how unhappy he had made her to be, and how he was nothing in her eyes now but just an old fool?  Or had she determined to rise above self-pity and throw herself into holding up and investing in the only means she had for peace, family and security?  Was she able to just resign herself to this husband and this place for the rest of her life?  Naomi’s personality will be revealed to us in the chapters ahead more than it has been so far and we will yet find out what kind of woman she really is.

But beyond wondering how Naomi was as a wife, we also would ask who had Naomi been as a mother-in-law?  Had her sons’ marriages to Moabite women been her idea – had she played the matchmaker – thinking such a move was not only prudent but necessary - not just for her sons’ well-being but for her own future as well?  Or had the presence of these foreign women in her home already proven to be a deep embarrassment to her – their racial and cultural differences being more than she could tolerate?  Elimelech had died prior to these weddings and afterwards, in total, at least, the five had lived together for ten years.

What is plain in the story is that a sense of family did, at last, develop.  Whether it was hard to accept or not, Naomi came to call them, with affection, her own daughters and she would come, in time, to face the probability of their parting ways as a very tragic and tearful event, indeed.  Even after the deaths of all three men, the bond among these women was visible and strong.

And now, when all the men in the family are gone, the question is this: how is Naomi at being the family matriarch?  What kind of woman was she when she must lead and make decisions for them all?  What was it that determined her thinking?  Even though a young daughter is taught carefully as she grows up in a faithful, Israelite home how to be a good and faithful wife and mother, how well were such young women prepared for the day when they must live on their own with wisdom?  When the most momentous day in their lives after the memory of their own wedding day is the day when they must bury their own husbands?  When they must now step in and act in the roles of husband and father, not when she is merely tempted to do so but when she, most definitely, does not choose to but when she must, nonetheless?

Somehow, Naomi hears word that the Lord has, once again, visited his people – that, somehow, reconciliation has come and the Lord has forgiven and restored his nation to himself – and, as a result, the famine is over, the Lord is bringing bread to Bethlehem once again.  And Naomi decides to return home.  How hard that will be for her we have yet to discover and contemplate, but, for now, it means hope, for it means, if nothing else, to go on living.

But ultimately, it means that she must determine to deal with her daughters.  As she thinks of this, her mind must be racing with all kinds of thoughts but her conclusion finally becomes clear: the three widows must part – they must be released from each other, they must be allowed to go their separate ways.

When we think of the lessons the Bible has to teach us about the role of women in Christian society, all those things ring true as well.  We find throughout the teaching of Scripture that just as a man in marriage is to take the role as head of his home and provide shelter, food, comfort and direction first for his wife but then, also, for his children and family; so also, the woman in marriage has a biblically defined relationship to her husband – to be that suitable helper who brings him good and not harm all the days of his life – and that she also has an appointed role in the home – to train the children toward godliness and to prepare them for adulthood within the church.

But even beyond that, we all must also be about the business not only of preparing ourselves and one another to live for the glory of God now through obedient recognition of his Scriptural teaching about the roles and relationships we are to honor in life, but we must also be preparing ourselves and one another to face death, and to do so in such as way that when it comes to those we now hold and dearly love - while we may be gripped with grief for a moment we will not be overcome with hopelessness, we will not lose our way because, even in the midst of such devastating loss, we find that we have not lost our true, first love, the one who will never leave us or forsake us.

And while the gift of marriage and family mean that we can grow comfortable, indeed, with the feelings of dependence and security that a precious other can and does provide, we will remember that our true dependence is still firmly attached to the rock of our God and to the faithfulness of our Lord and Savior who has told us that he, alone, is the good shepherd, and that he, alone, can lead us as we, too, must make our way through the valley of the shadow of death.

Who we are in life must always and consistently be defined not, ultimately, by the ones with whom we choose to love but by the one who has first chosen to love us.  Christ has chosen us not to ever lose us but that we might remain near to him forever.
He brought me to the banqueting house,
and his banner over me was love. (S of S 2:4)
Turn, Turn, Turn


When I was in seminary I dreaded the fact that I had to study the Greek and Hebrew languages.  I had studied German while I was in high school and in college and I realized then that I was no linguist.  I was so concerned that I started by Greek study several months before the first class began, and, to this day, I credit my survival to that early jump.  But I had no early jump on Hebrew and it almost proved to be my Waterloo – it came as close as anything could to ending my ministerial career before it began!


But in the midst of being completely lost I also grew to appreciate some things about Hebrew which are not found so much in English, particularly in the writings of poetry, prophecy and literature.  Whereas, in English, for instance, if you use one word too many times – either in a sentence or even a paragraph – the writing becomes flat, dull, unappreciated.  But in Hebrew, the effect is just the opposite.  Repetition of a word or phrase is the clue to following a text accurately or of gaining some hidden meaning; and by that, the reader can easily read between the lines and interpret the symbolism.  The book of Ruth is no different.  The Hebrew words chosen by the writer are very significant to the meaning of the text but, unfortunately, they are easily lost in the translation into English.

We have such an occasion here in chapter one.  One particular word in Hebrew – shuv – is known for a variety of subtly different meanings, and it is used repeatedly in this chapter specifically to gain our attention.  You would locate this Hebrew word in your English text if you were to circle all the times in chapter one where you find the concept of “returning”, “turning back”, going back”, or “brought back”.  They are repeated so many times that when you read this in Hebrew you feel their pull, like a magnet, drawing you in.  The reason the writer uses the word so often is to make it clear to us as we read this conversation among Naomi and her two daughters-in-law that the Lord is providentially acting to not only draw Naomi back to Bethlehem but also to demonstrate his electing power in choosing to draw Ruth to himself and letting Orpah choose to leave.

Even before the conversation, the word play begins.  In verse six, the writer states Naomi’s intention and verse seven, he states the beginnings of her actions.  In verse six, her intention is stated this way: “she arose … to return from the country of Moab”, instead of the more clearly stated intention – “she arose … to return to Judah”.  It is expressed in the negative – Naomi sees this as repenting - she has decided to turn away from Moab, to turn away from the choice they had made more than ten years ago.  Then, in verse seven, Naomi sets out from where she was and returns, this time “to the land of Judah”.

This is how the Scriptures teach us of what it means to actually do repentance - it is a “turning from” as well as a “turning to”.  The WSC #87 asks:

What is rep. unto life?
Repentance unto life is a saving grace, whereby a sinner, out of a true sense of his sin, and apprehension of the mercy of God in Christ, does, with grief and hatred of that sin, turn from it unto God with full purpose of and endeavor after new obedience.
This teaches us that repentance is more than just a change in intention, direction or habit, instead, it is a moral determination – there is something to turn one’s back to as he admits and confesses a sin or evil, and there is a turning, instead, toward God where we know we can find forgiveness and redemption.  And so, in verse six, Naomi determines that she will return to Judah and to Yahweh.

And then, in verse seven, the daughters attempt to join her: “they went on their way to return to the land of Judah.”  But whereas Naomi has determined what she will do and why, the daughters have not yet done so.  And so, we are not surprised to read that before they got very far at all Naomi stops them and calls them to make their own decision.

We cannot underestimate the burden that this is for Naomi.  Naomi sees very clearly the road ahead.  The future looks very bleak for all of them.  Naomi may have considered that if they all stayed together and if they had stayed in Moab, Naomi might be taken care of in some small way.  But by hoping in that circumstance, the daughters’ prospects for re-marriage would go from bad to worse, for with either one or the other of these two younger women as brides would come the additional burden to that family of this old widow-foreigner.

On the other hand, Naomi may have considered that if they stayed together and gone on to Judah, the day-to-day subsistence might be better for Naomi but the prospects for re-marriage would be even worse because there, it would be the younger girls who would be the foreigners.

But the real truth is that re-marriage for any of them was very, very doubtful.  Naomi was now an old woman – such widows were not attractive for marriage - they were simply burdens that someone else would have to support.  Her rationale in verse twelve – that “even if I should have a husband this night” is not a realistic or even a remote possibility - it only succeeds in painting the hopeless picture.

But realistic prospects for the daughters are not much better.  Although they probably married when they were most eligible and desirous, ten years have passed, living on a poor farm, and their youth and attractiveness and appeal would have been diminished and their past marital history and barrenness would prove to a very great disadvantage.

The only advantage the daughters have over Naomi is that their father’s houses may still stand and that under his roof they might yet find not only refuge and safety but even, perhaps, another opportunity for family life.  The writer casts a vague hope on that, however, for in verse eight, Naomi can only encourage them to return to their mother’s house which may be the writer’s way of telling us that returning to their parents may not hold out any real hope either.

And so, with nothing to offer in their staying together and with just the faintest of hope possible for marital happiness if they split up, Naomi urges them, calls on them to return:
“return each of you to your mother’s house”,
“turn back, my daughters, why will you go w/me?”
“Turn back, my daughters, go your own way.”
Naomi knows that while for her, returning to Judah is her act of repentance, the daughters have not sinned in this way and yet, in their going to Judah, they would be turning their backs on their own gods, family and country just as she had done years before.  But the difference here is critical: Naomi may be compelling them to turn back and go home but God is putting before them the choice between spiritual life and death, for staying in Moab might provide a little happiness now only the living God can give them life eternal.

In order for Naomi to know hope and redemption she must repent, return and be forgiven, she must turn again to the living God who has watched her leave and yet, will welcome her back.  If you, too, have rebelled and turned away from God you, too, must repent, you must return, and you may know that his redemption of you in Christ is there.

In order for Orpah and Ruth to know hope and life they must now come to know this living God – they must be willing to turn their backs not out of rebellion and selfishness but by being absolutely persuaded that those who worship mere idols are doomed to become like them.  They must be willing, instead, to leave those idols and come to the living God, to confess his name as Lord of Lords, and become one of his people.

The gospel call has not changed since then.  It is still a call from darkness to light, from death to life.  It is still the recognition and confession that all the gods of the nations are dead idols, that all other religions are man-made lies.  Believe the good news.  Turn today, to the Lord, turn and be healed.
When is Turning From God Justified?


I remember one particular, pastoral call that I made accompanied by a ruling elder.  We visited a young divorcee who had recently begun attending our congregation.  She had come from a “churched” background but had simply attended as unto tradition and, therefore, came away from a life-time of exposure with very little awareness of what she believed and what the Christian faith was all about.  When I inquired of her as to her knowledge and understanding of the gospel all she could reply was “I know Jesus fits in there somewhere but I do not know anymore than that.”


One of the things we might wonder about as we read the story of Ruth is how much Ruth and Orpah may have learned of Yahweh and his covenant relationship with his people during the time of those ten years when they had been a part of this household.  One clue we will have of that will come when we study Ruth’s response to Naomi in vs. 16-17.  But the first place we get such an inkling of how familiar these daughters would have become of Israel’s God and his faithfulness is from the negative way that Naomi reveals their mutual understanding of some things as she tries to persuade her daughters to return to their families in Moab.

We have already examined how pragmatic Naomi’s thoughts are here – simply regarding her daughters’ chances of finding their own homes to be better in Moab than in Judah – but there is also a cultural and social background to the thinking and reasoning of Naomi that her daughters seem to already understand even though it is not explained to us as readers here.

In vs. 8-9, Naomi speaks her mind to her daughters and, because sending them both away seems the only logical thing to do, she then wishes them well, even wishing them the favor of Yahweh.  But in vs. 10, there is the emotional response of Ruth and Orpah who do not wish to face such parting and who express, at least initially, their willingness to remain loyal to Naomi wherever she goes.  And then, in vs. 11, Naomi gives the explanation for her thinking but in her doing so the words take an unfamiliar turn to our 21 c American ears.

Have I yet sons in my womb that they may become your husbands?

In our modern, American society, we are used to thinking two young people meet, fall in love and plan on marriage with very little regard or concern at all for what kind of families are entering into or how much that will have to do with their lives together.  Even in Christian family circles today a couple will sometimes announce their engagement without ever considering or consulting with their parents or the man coming to the father first to ask for his daughter’s hand.

As our society has changed around us we find we are having to teach and re-teach our children not to take their models and methodologies regarding their friendships, relationships and marital considerations from the world – from movies, TV shows, celebrities, etc. - but to sit and learn of the wisdom and instruction of God and prayerfully seek to obey his will for their lives. We are always having to oppose that kind of selfish thinking in our effort to demonstrate our willingness to trust God in how we live in the world differently.

And yet, a remark like this from Naomi sounds absurd even to us – that Ruth and Naomi should be attached to family first in hopes that future husbands might yet come from it.  Where does Naomi get such an idea?  There is some evidence of such practices as this in the cultures of the day, and we can even read of one incident of it in Genesis 38.  But that is not why these words of Naomi are placed here.  This would have been a clear reference back to the law of Moses which, at the time of this story, would have been rather new in the history of God’s people.  We can find a specific text in this regard in Dt. 25:5-6:
If brothers dwell together, and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of the dead man shall not be married outside the family to a stranger. Her husband's brother shall go in to her and take her as his wife and perform the duty of a husband's brother to her. And the first son whom she bears shall succeed to the name of his dead brother, that his name may not be blotted out of Israel.

You will remember that the nation of Israel was originally founded by twelve tribes and that each tribe was given a portion of the land that was to remain in their family line.  In the case of tragedy in a family - such as when the inheritance of a man was threatened by his death and by his leaving no heir - the man’s widow was to be cared for by the man’s brother who would marry the widow, himself, in hopes of producing an heir for the dead man’s name and inheritance.  And it would seem to be the case that Naomi not only has known of this law but that she had taught it as well to her daughters so that she may simply refer to it now and be understood without any further explanation.

But, as Naomi tells them, “I am too old … would you really wait … could you really refrain … ?”  The point to us as readers is evident: even the hope provided in the law of Moses for a family line to be maintained is out of their reach and from that reality comes Naomi’s first expression that she is fully aware and burdened with the fact that the hand of the Lord has gone out against her.

As we read the New Testament today, particularly the letters of Paul, we are so ready to embrace the teaching that no one is saved by works - that through obedience to the law is no one justified - and that even the civil legislation, such as Dt. 25 – which was tied to the land of Canaan and to the ancestoral line - is fulfilled with the coming of Christ; but here we are given just a glimpse of what it means to have the law of God and cling to its words for the provision it makes for those who find themselves vulnerable and in need of the kind of blessing, mercy and grace that only this covenant God can provide.

But, as we’ve seen, Naomi’s condition is utterly without hope.  Her husband is gone, her sons are gone, after ten years, her daughters are barren.  After teaching Orpah and Ruth about this God of her fathers, Naomi must now admit to them that this God presents no further answers for them.  They truly appear to be utterly alone.

Even for believers today, there is no more difficult time to trust God than when we have to do so; than at the times when our God appears to offer us no answers; when it seems that all the hope that we find in Scripture has all been tapped out and drained dry.  There is no time so difficult to endure or accept as when all one can do is pray and trust God.  At such times we, too, can look into our present circumstances and we consider our prospects for the future and what we see might not encourage us very much; and we are tempted at such times to take our counsel from the devil and from the world – we reach for so-called solutions and answers from advice from unbelievers, from commercials who offer medical panaceas, from vices we know are wrong but which we no longer have the strength to resist.  At such times, it is almost as though we have followed God out into the wilderness and there is no food or water in sight and that for this God to provide for us any longer - for him to do all he said he would do - he would have to bring forth water right from the rocks themselves or bring bread for us to eat by making it fall like rain from the sky.

In 2 Kings 4, there is the account of a widow who cried out to Elisha that her husband was dead and that her sons were about to be taken and sold as slaves for she had no money by which to pay her debts.  Her situation was hopeless.  And Elisha cried out to her: “What shall I do for you?”, I am just a man!  I have no wondrous solutions.  Do not look below, look, still, to God.  “What is it,” he asked her,  “that God has left you with?”  The widow still had a small jar with a few drops of oil in the house and the prophet told her to take that jar and pour oil from it into every jar she could find and borrow; and the valuable oil kept flowing from that little jar until the woman could find no other jars anywhere and only then did the oil stop flowing.

We must remind ourselves, remind each other at times like these, that even when our situation is impossible, all things are possible with God; and even though today we are encouraged that the law of God does not stand over us to convict or condemn us if we cast our cares on the one who cares for us, nevertheless, that same moral law is still a lamp to our feet and a light to our path and our only hope is in following that path.  And even though the law of Dt. 25 that Naomi cites just to prove to her daughters how hopeless things are will prove yet to be God’s gift to her for her comfort and her blessing.

The word of God can be no less than this.  It is the word of life and it is trustworthy and true.  You must put your hope here especially at times when you need it – you must surrender your hopelessness over to God.




& we give in to our despair –






even nursing it out of self-pity,






thinking that we are somehow striking out at God







by further destroying ourselves.




At such times, it could even become worse.





Our bitterness/resentment toward God






might be allowed to sap not only our strength







but our sanity, composure, will






for we have trusted in the God of the Scr.s







only to realize where it is that has ultimately led us







and what else does that leave for us now?

The Voice of Evil


We have already considered these verses in chapter one by looking at Naomi’s pragmatic concerns for herself and for her daughters and considering her words as she expressed her urgings to them based on the pragmatic pros & cons of the decisions that lie before them.  I mentioned previously, in our study of verses 1-2 that in making major decisions in our lives we will, typically, consider the pragmatic advantages and disadvantages of such decisions during which time we will try to visualize and project ourselves into future circumstances and events and try to picture and imagine how our decisions will play out and how it is we may fare.  But I called to your attention at that time our need to be aware, as well, of the spiritual implications to our thinking because they speak even more loudly to the person we really are now as well as reveal who it is we truly want to be.  That means that in considering our choices we also need to remember God’s law and priorities, that we examine our consciences tuned to the Word of God just as much as we examine our own common sense, and we ask ourselves whether or not we can be confident that God is leading us forward in such directions rather than simply our being rather good at creating reasons and rationales by which we will excuse ourselves as we go in directions that are not at all wise and are really steps which we know will allow us to leave God behind.

But even that does not complete the biblical warning about our wrestling with those considerations and choices for we have still left out one, principal element that the Bible clearly teaches us to have and to hold on to that is key to truly interpreting and understanding our reasoning/rationale.  That key is our awareness and guardedness of the continuing presence and influence of our fallen natures.  Our world is not functioning naturally, it is functioning in a way that is handicapped, crippled by the weight of God’s judgment upon all creation due, of course, to the curse of God upon Adam after the fall.  That curse does not just bring sickness, disease and death to all living things, famines, earthquakes and destructive catastrophes in nature, but it also brings with it the influence of the curse which effects our minds – our thinking processes, our motives and our worldviews are tainted with bias, jealousy, selfishness, and a host of other motives that lead us to sin.  It effects how we think and it effects the conclusions to which we come and how we weigh and value our priorities.

When we first examined these verses we discovered how Naomi advised Orpah and Ruth in terms of the circumstances she envisioned and foresaw.  But as we read her words again we can also see that her thinking and logic here is not limited to just her grasp of cold, hard, common sense – that is to say, her willingness to see reality for these women for what it is and to see that certain difficult choices have to be made even though they may be hard.  There is, also, a deep, spiritual battle here that is hidden below the surface of these tender, sorrowful, maternal words and yet, as we read them on the page, we are meant to see them boldly right before our eyes.

We first see this by re-examining that Hebrew word shuv.  I have already mentioned how that word is used repeatedly in the text as a Hebraic, literary device and how it shows up in English every time you see the words “turn” or “return”, “turn back” or “be brought back”.  The first time the word is used is in verse six where we are told that Naomi heard of bread back in Judah and that motivates her to return – to turn from Moab to Judah – and we recognized that the use of that word there is meant to suggest to us more than just her turning around and going home – Naomi is expressing repentance and is returning to her God.

But when she does this, Ruth and Orpah rise and begin to follow after Naomi; and then Naomi stops and speaks to her daughters and the word is used again:“Go, return each of you to your mother’s house.”  But now that word is used by Naomi in such a way as to keep the daughters from doing the very thing she is doing – in fact, she is telling them not to turn to Yahweh at all but, instead, to turn away from him and return back to the world – a world of paganism and unbelief and judgment.  And then we notice to our amazement that Naomi’s compelling of her daughters to turn is accompanied by words of consolation and well-wishing: “May the Lord deal kindly with you, … “,may “the Lord grant that you may find rest, each of you in the house of her husband”!


How can she do this?  How can she turn her daughters away from God and yet deceive them by giving them hope of such false blessing as if their spiritual direction in life really makes no difference?  Why does she call on the name of the Lord here?  Because she knows there is only one God.  Naomi knows that Chemosh is just a Moabite idol and, like all such cruel, pagan idols, Chemosh will not be interested in their repenting and returning to him.  Neither can Chemosh grant redemption to them.  They have nothing to offer him, they are worthless as individuals.  Chemosh will not be interested in being kind to them.  But in contrast to Chemosh, Yahweh does redeem, forgive and restore and Naomi knows that.  And so, in her well-wishing to her daughters she not only invokes the name of the Lord but she also calls on his covenant in their behalf: “May the Lord deal kindly with you”.


“Kindly” is another key, Hebrew word here: hesed, which speaks of Yahweh’s personal, devoted favor.  Naomi also wishes them rest in their husband’s house.  She wishes them peace and happiness in hopes they will both find another family.  But for all this well-wishing and well-meaning, the principle urging of Naomi to her daughters is that they should turn away from the one, true God and, in spite of that, she hopes for God’s favor upon them in order to possibly gain this temporal happiness.

And when we see this on the printed page we become shocked at how deceptive, deceitful and dangerous the words and influence of Naomi have become.  She is still a mother and she may have only sincerity in her heart but the evil one is using her to try to draw her daughters away.  It is very reminiscent of the conversation we read of in Genesis three between the serpent and the woman.  “Did God actually say … ?” was the question posed to the woman.  The very existence and presence of the living God was invoked, taken for granted by the serpent the same way Naomi takes the true God for granted, while, at the same time, his authority is challenged.  Then the serpent said: “You will not surely die.”  He tells the woman there is no judgment in turning away, there is no fear to be had of God.  In fact, he tells her, “When you eat … you will be like God.”  Your life belongs to you, do what seems good to you.  God is no threat, he may even smile upon you.  Ever since that introduction in Genesis three, mankind has known the evil one to be a liar and the father of lies, and to this day he continues to twist the fact of God’s presence and the expression of God’s will and turns those words around so that they become meaningless, so that God, himself, becomes meaningless.

Naomi has been used that same way here.  We do not think she meant it for evil but the evil one has used her, nonetheless, to tempt her daughters; for rather than calling her daughters to find and to keep and to follow the path of life no matter how hard it may be for a time, no matter what they may seem to have to sacrifice for now, she has lied to them in making them think they can reject Yahweh and still, possibly, receive his personal grace and favor.  She has encouraged them to walk away from the truth and surety of God’s promises and instead, she offers them just wishes – she wishes them good, she hopes for them a happy life.

And, I guess the most amazing thing we contemplate here is that people, with their hard hearts so far away from God, are readily and eagerly accepting of this exchange: they are willing to reject the call of God unto life and they are willing to take, instead, hopes, well-wishings, “maybes” that things will turn out ok for them anyway.  We think here, how can this possibly make any sense?  But the Scriptures tell us the answer for this easily.  Our sinful hearts naturally do not want God.  And just like the woman in the garden we think we may still live our lives and possibly even be contented and happy while, at the same time, rejecting the very God who is the source of happiness and we think that he is really powerless against us or that he really won’t mind after all.  More than that, left to our own way of thinking, we want these blessings and gifts that only God can provide even as we want to keep the giver at arm’s length.

And it makes the nature of Naomi’s words even more tragic when we realize that she is doing this not out of an evil intent but rather, out of a mother’s sense of compassion for her children as well as a readiness to be on her own and endure that as a necessary self-sacrifice.  Mothers are willing to do this!  The attribute of maternal compassion itself is a gift from the God of all mercy but even that can be twisted and manipulated.  Naomi would want for her daughters a happiness that she could not give to them and she was willing, absolutely willing that they abandon her in her old age if she thought that, by doing so, they might obtain that happiness for themselves.  But her mistake was in thinking that in wanting for them a happiness she could not provide that she actually had the power and authority to sacrifice even her daughters’ need for the Lord and to give them wishes for happiness, instead.

One of the hardest aspects of the gospel message is the exclusive nature of its call – that the Lord must be your first love, your first priority and that nothing and nobody may come between you & your God.  As Jesus taught in Mt. 7:
Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few.
And because of that truth, Jesus was bold enough to call the nations to come to him, to call all men everywhere to worship the one, true God and to do that in nothing less than spirit and truth.

Jesus once talked to a Samaritan woman who expressed an interest in worshipping her god according to the traditions of her fathers but Jesus did not say “Go your way.  Be warm and well fed.”  He called her away from that foolish mistake because the life she was wanting to choose for herself was going to destroy her, and the worship she was choosing to practice would do her no good but, instead, make her guilty of idolatry.  But left to ourselves, idolaters are all we are!  We simply have no desire to worship the true God, we want to worship our idols, dream our dreams and hope our hopes.

For anyone to desire anything more, anything greater requires the work and power and presence of the Holy Spirit who, alone, must take that hard, stubborn and selfish heart that, by itself, wants nothing to do with God and change it into a softened heart that wants, instead, only to follow its Lord.  And with that newfound love, passion, eagerness for life the Christian will follow the way of life even if the way that forces him to go through the good or the bad, the valleys or the mountain peaks, the rocky ways of persecution, rejection or humiliation, even though it leads you through the valley of the shadow of death itself.  Because even for all that this road will call of you it alone is the way of life.
Does It Matter?


Let me begin by reminding you of what we realized to be the case in these verses so far.  Naomi determined to rise up and return from the land of Moab and set her face, instead, to return to Judah.  The author is writing this in a carefully constructed way to teach us that her decision here was meant to illustrate the gospel call to all - to repent from our sins and believe in our covenant Lord for his gift of mercy and forgiveness and redemption.  Naomi’s decision, then, is much more than merely a pragmatic one – as if all that was of issue was where her next meal might be coming from – it was a turning of moral proportions.  She and her family had turned their backs to God and had gone their own way, and the Lord had responded to this by laying his hand heavily upon them and to motivate Naomi to call out to God again and return unto him.  We can see here, very clearly, how the story of this one family illustrates the lesson and theme of the book of Judges and the cycle of that bit of Israel’s history which depicts this same story only doing so on a national scale.

But before Naomi gets very far, she stops and speaks to her daughters for whom the alternatives ahead are all quite hopeless.  Nevertheless, the point is made that each daughter must also take the step Naomi took - each must make her own moral decision – not just simply whether to stay with Naomi wherever she goes but whether or not each daughter will be reconciled to Naomi’s God.

And so, Naomi, challenges her daughters: “Go, return each of you to your mother’s house … “.  Naomi wants them to see and understand they cannot depend on her alone to give them a future, a blessing or a family.  What a dilemma this is!  It seems to be the kind of scenario that takes place in a Greek or Shakespearian tragedy where the plot lines go in such a direction that the characters are led into a helpless situation through no or little fault of their own.  And this is how we are supposed to react here.  Surely what has happened to this family has been utterly dreadful and the most vulnerable and innocent of characters are left with nothing less than a wretched choice.

Even Naomi’s attempt at blessing her daughters –“May the Lord deal kindly w/you” - is tainted and jaded by the way Naomi reflects on her own experience: “the hand of the Lord has gone out against us”.  In a situation like this, we would hesitate to judge, condemn or approve of any decision that either daughter might make, for, on the surface, it seems very obvious to us all that there simply are no good choices.

But we have also learned that this story was not written so as to be read on the surface.  The choice Naomi has already made was a moral one – not simply based on where she might find shelter and food but on what she needed to do to return to her God.  And so, also, the choice each daughter makes is not merely where she might likely find a new husband but what will she do with the call of the gospel?  with the confrontation to confess Jahweh?

Dr. Sinclair Ferguson writes about this choice in his devotional book about the story of Ruth.  The choice, as he puts it, is this:
Yahweh, plus nothing else, in Bethlehem
or

everything, minus Yahweh, in Moab.
I think it is actually even more stark a contrast than that:
Yahweh, plus nothing,

wherever he calls you to be and to go in this life
or
everything the world has to offer

and everything the world will also take away

plus

the judgment of God upon you
which comes to one and all who turn their backs to him,

and that wherever you think to run, hide or flee.
That is the reality of the choice both daughters have to make.

Orpah chooses to remain in Moab.  She chooses the things and the world she grew up knowing, the things and the people she sees and knows, the things of this life where she is comfortable and feels at home.  As I said, on the surface, we cannot blame her for this choice but because we also know who she is turning away from we know what she is losing by turning her face to the world.  Orpah will not just go back to her former way of life.  She has been married, she is older, she may very well be barren; but, in truth, the worst of it is that she has been under the blessing of Jahweh’s covenant as she lived within the household of Elimelech and she has learned and tasted of the goodness of the Lord.  But because she now turns her back on that God her consequences – both in this world and in the life to come – will only go from bad to worse.

I have read somewhere that Oprah Winfrey’s father had originally named his new daughter after the Orpah in this book (which is so fantastic a thought I find it hard to understand) but the priest doing the christening misspelled her name and that change has simply stayed with her through life.  Still, the modern-day Oprah is a good illustration of how the decision of Orpah would have changed her life.  Oprah Winfrey tells of the day in her life when she about the same age as Orpah would have been here, and when she heard her preacher say from the pulpit that Yahweh is a jealous God.  For some reason, this fact that God did not want to share his people’s affections with idols did not sit well with Oprah and from then on she rejected the teaching of the Bible.  Today, Oprah Winfrey teaches her own version of new age faith which denies the truth of Christianity and insists reassuringly instead, that there is not just one way to truth but that there are many successful roads to peace and happiness.  And her influence profoundly effects the thinking of many, many women in America today.  Surely, Orpah would have walked away from Naomi on this day thinking the same thing –that she was leaving the mother that she had come to love but surely her doing so would not have any effect on her eternal destiny.  Surely Chemosh would hear her prayers, surely Chemosh would receive her and embrace her, surely she would be alright.  By deciding to have nothing more to do with Yahweh she made the mistake of thinking that Yahweh would have nothing more to do with her.

But Ruth decided in another direction and this difference makes all the difference.  Dr. Ferguson insists here that Ruth’s words to Naomi express nothing short of a testimony of her true, spiritual conversion.  He points out that in the wording of Ruth’s vow to follow Naomi we can hear the echo of God’s own covenantal language and marriage vow to his people.  God says this repeatedly throughout the history of redemption:
“I will be your God and you will be my people.”
And Ruth confesses and vows to Naomi:
“Your people shall be my people and your God my God.“
“I turn my back on my old world,” Ruth declares, “I turn from my old idols, my old ways, my old life.”  “I turn from them and I turn toward the Lord.”

It is in these words of Ruth that both the worst fear and the greatest hope are both made visible to us.  For in the expression of these words we can recognize and confirm how faithfully Naomi must have taught, discipled and revealed the true God to them.  These Moabite women had known nothing but the idols of a foreign nation.  But now they know enough to recognize the true and living God who does not just rule within the borders of his home nation but who is the sovereign God over the whole world.

As we think of Orpah, this is dreadful.  For she has received that same teaching and knows well what it means for her too, but she chose to deny its truth and realityand she chose to turn her back on the living God.  But as we think of Ruth we are sad to see how heavy the hand of the Lord has been upon her young life already but we are encouraged by the fact that nothing in the Lord’s plan is without purpose.  And so, we are not only filled with an expectant hope that the Lord has not finished his work in and through this young widow but also, that she truly has been born from above – Ruth has become a true Israelite.

When we reconsider the choices that lay before us in our lives we, too, are prone to quickly regard those choices for how they appear to us on the surface – whom we will marry, where we will live, even where we will worship.  So often, even in very important matters we think only in terms of little or no consequence – what color it is, what style it is, what emotion is provokes, we think only in terms of profit, of pragmatism or of practicality.  But because we live our lives coram Deo, the story of Ruth reminds us that there is no decision that we make that is ever truly just “on the surface”, for all of our choices are part of the drama of our lives – how God is unfolding his providential hand and how such things always carry moral implications and consequences to them as well.

And those decisions, those choices will have a part in dictating the way our lives will go, and they will effect other choices that we make even beyond these, and eventually we come to see how all these smaller choices will make all the difference.  The call to choose as Ruth chose is before us. Our God must be the living and true God.  Throughout our lives, our people must be the people of God.  In what state we choose to die will determine in what state we forever live.
Say No More!

There is a friend of mine who lives in another city not far from here and who has been a faithful and appreciated ruling elder of his church for many years.  Even though it was years ago I can vividly recall the day when I was told the news that this godly man’s oldest daughter had become pregnant out of wedlock and that he had just carried out the task of communicating this announcement to his church.  I hurt so deeply for this godly man on several fronts.
1) The hurt and betrayal he must have felt for his daughter not to follow his fatherly counsel and wisdom but to embrace, instead, the casual pleasures of the world only to have them give back to her the inevitable consequences.
2) The embarrassment and humiliation he must have felt in receiving the shocked expressions and comments from the people in all parts of his life who had probably always just presumed that he and his family, surely, would have been preserved and insulated from such a thing ever happening.
3) The personal reflection he must have given his own life, wondering if he had failed as a husband, father or elder, and considering what needed to be changed, if anything, in his own life as a consequence of this; and also wondering what others were thinking of him in all these various parts of his life as well and beginning to question, perhaps, if they really knew him as well as they thought.
4) And then, to face this new set of circumstances day after day that such an unwelcome event brought to him and his family as they must endure the progressing pregnancy and prepare for the child’s coming.
But through all that, my friend’s strength and faith grew and he was able to bear witness of God’s grace not only in his life but in the life of his daughter as well, and they have learned to rejoice.

The world we live in today, of course, is not even shocked by such things anymore.  In fact, dealing with shame has been all but diminished as erasing the distinction between right and wrong has been deliberately dismissed, confused and blurred.  But in the church of Christ, among the people of God, those options are not there to be had or desired – we know we cannot make wrong to be right just by our wanting it to be so, and neither can we dismiss shame or disgrace just because we do not want to experience them.

It is with verse eighteen and the end of this conversation that Naomi has had with her two daughters-in-law that we see how she is beginning to realize what is now at stake and how things are going to be for her in the future.  She could propose no easy, simple solutions and the result of her efforts is for her to now face reality and that has made Naomi become silent.

Naomi had experienced great, personal tragedy and loss.  But as we have seen, the story is written to deliberately suggest to us that the deaths of the men in her life had all come not just as by a random tragedy but as the Lord’s hand upon her very life.  And, as a result of these things, Naomi has decided to repent and to return to her homeland and to her God.

We are not told what Naomi’s mind had been before but we have considered it already.  Had she been opposed to leaving Bethlehem or had she driven her husband to do it?  Had she been submissive to her husband even as he made foolish decisions?  Or had she been ambitious and perhaps, jealous; and had she nagged him into this action?  Was she merely robbed of God now or was she being humbled before his throne?  It was going to be bad enough for her to now turn away from Moab and to make her way back home where people would remember her and her leaving and remind her of those things.  But now, she felt responsible for her daughters as well for they had all been under the same heavy hand of Yahweh.

One of them, Orpah, had decided to reject Yahweh.  She had seen enough of Israel’s God in her life, thank you, and she was going back to her family and to their gods.  As Naomi watched her go I wonder if she had thought of her own life and her own decisions, and how she, also, had known of a time when she had turned her back on Yahweh and had gone on her own way just presuming all else would be equal, all else would be OK or even better.  Orpah was just doing what Naomi, herself, had done.  Who was Naomi to judge Orpah -to tell her she was making an eternal choice?  Who was Naomi to try to persuade her to choose to live her life any differently?

But the other daughter’s heart had been completely changed.  Ruth, too, had experienced the same heavy hand of Naomi’s God upon her own young life, and yet, her conclusion was just the opposite of her sister’s.  Ruth was deeply persuaded that here alone was the road to life and that to turn away from Naomi’s people and God would not be just another choice she had to make, instead, it would be death itself.  As Naomi studied Ruth’s pleading expression I wonder if she had thought of her own life and her own decisions and how differently she had been than Ruth now was.  Ruth was declaring, Ruth was doing what Naomi had not been willing or able to do - to stand with the Lord God no matter what he might bring into her life, to follow him through good and ill until she died and was buried in Yahweh’s land.  Who was Naomi to persuade Ruth that she might miss out on many things in life by making such a decision?  that she should think of herself more?  Who was Naomi that she should even be gratified and encouraged by Ruth’s courage and be given comfort and ministry by her company?

Naomi was living the lesson she was calling her daughters to learn: count the cost of the decisions you make in your life.  Our Lord Jesus had spoken in that manner to several who found themselves in his presence.  To the woman caught in adultery he said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and from now on sin no more” (Jn. 8:11).  To the woman who had reached out in her effort and desire to just touch the hem of his garment and then disappear anonymously in the crowd he called out, demanding that she confess herself publicly, “Who touched me?” (Mk. 5:31).  To one of his own disciples Jesus spoke sternly and said “leave the dead to bury their own dead” (Mt. 8:22).  And to the rich, young ruler Jesus said the cost of discipleship is everything; but, like Orpah, that young man rejected that cost and turned away.

But others responded differently to Jesus.  One day, a woman from Canaan cried out to Jesus on behalf of her daughter.  But Jesus would not regard her.  “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. … It is not right to take the children's bread and throw it to the dogs.”  But the woman, like Ruth, would not be turned away.  “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' table.”  And to that humiliated mother Jesus replied “O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire” (Mt. 15:21ff).


Although Naomi’s life displayed the lesson her daughters needed to learn, it was Ruth’s childlike faith that had given the answer Naomi needed to hear and Ruth’s faith silenced Naomi’s tongue.  As Job had responded after God had questioned him regarding the things God had ordained for Job to experience:
“I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted. … I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; therefore I despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes.” (Job 42:2, 5-6)
What is the cost of discipleship?  It is simply this.  There can be no following of Jesus without understanding, without a plumbing of the depths, without having your darkest corners exposed; without experiencing the reality of your need for a Savior, a deep, deep sense of personal humility and shame.

The gospel is a message which is to be received.  It must be received by those in need of it.  You cannot lay hold of the gospel if you are proud, confident or even self-sufficient.  For if you are or remain any of those things your hands are already full with the trophies that you have earned and the things you will not put down.  You cannot embrace the gospel if you insist on remaining in love with the world.  You cannot be dressed with the gospel unless you are first stripped of your dirty, filthy rags, if you do not first stand naked before God.

Only the sinner may know God’s favor, for only the one who has broken God’s heart can be forgiven; only the one who has run away can be carried back again; only the one who was far away can be brought near.
Mara!


When we last read of this story Naomi was saying goodbye to Orpah - who she must have thought was showing the better sense - and also hearing Ruth give her vow to her to go with Naomi wherever she went and to live and die where she lived and died, even evoking a covenantal oath upon herself:

“May the Lord do so to me and more also if anything but death parts me from you.”


With that amazing statement we, the readers of this story, are introduced to Ruth as a person for the first time. And as we hear her speak for this first time we cannot help but be impressed not only of her loyalty to Naomi – which many modern-day commentators and feminists will insist is her strongest and most exemplary trait – but more so by the way Ruth demonstrates the knowledge of the Lord that she has learned which must have come, by and large, through the teaching of Naomi, herself; as well as the courage of faith she now demonstrates which has only been given to herby the personal favor of the Lord and by the indwelling of his Spirit within her.

Ruth’s faith is made clearly evident to us here by the writer - it is not merely a faith in and love for her mother-in-law but this is a faith in her mother-in-law’s God whom she now not only believes in and trusts for herself, but whom she confidently professes to be her Lord and in whose providential hand and mercy she now puts her own mortal life and eternal soul.

We wonder what it is that has convinced and persuaded her so.  What has Ruth seen in the period of time she was exposed to this Israelite family that made her absolutely sure that the gods she had grown up with were false and that this, alone, was the true, living God?  We would all agree that there is scant and poor visibleand tangible evidence presented her during her young life that would be able to persuade her to such a change and risk.  That fact is one reason why many modern-day writers prefer to hold up and portray Ruth’s character at this very critical juncture of the story as one of human courage, strength and resolve is because having a strength of faith in one’s God is not something that is easily identifiable with some.  It is not seen by many today as admirable or desirable.  How irrational it would be to believe in someone else’s God when there has been nothing positive coming from it so far in her life!  But if we read this as it was intended – to portray a woman emptied of all worldly treasures who is drawn, nevertheless, by the Spirit of God – a Spirit and a power that no idol on earth possesses and by a transformation of the soul that no idol can perform – we are reminded by this statement from Ruth that this is not her story but it is the Lord’s and that Ruth plays a part that God has ordained for her to play.  Although Ruth has nothing to show for it she casts her lot in with Naomi not because she has high hopes of a brighter future but because she has been persuaded that come food or famine the way of life lies here.

The contrast and irony between these two women could not be stronger.  Naomi has been the wife of a wanderer from Yahweh and his people and she now returns home to her Lord a widow in repentance and she will face her fellow countrymen with humiliation and poverty.  Ruth, on the other hand, is of another race and country, another culture and religion.  The Israelites had no use for Moabites and, in fact, despised them not only as Gentiles but as enemies.  And yet, Ruth comes willingly to Bethlehem not in shame but with a willingness and a humble heart to show forth her new-found faith – to now identify with the people of God as her new-found countrymen and to become with them, one of the family of God.

As they approached Bethlehem we can almost hear the big sigh Naomi breathes as she prepares herself for this strange homecoming and as she contemplates the reception she will receive.  There would have been, of course, no advance notice –no warning of her imminent return, no phone calls, no letters, no announcement ahead of time, no way for anyone to have been prepared in any way at all for what was going to happen next.  And so, as they enter Bethlehem, the town is stirred.“Is this Naomi?” the other women ask.  She had left here with her husband, with two sons and with bright hope.  She had left seeking better opportunity in the days when there was only famine in Israel.  But now she returns - not just after a sojourn or a just a brief time - but after more than ten years, and not just widowed but bereft – with no possible means of livelihood.

And in a response of understandable misery Naomi reveals her soul and her attitude:
Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me.“
Naomi” means “pleasant” but Mara means “bitter”.  It is a word that Naomi chooses with which to identify herself because she clearly perceives how the hand of the Lord has gone out against her; she is not confused as to who she blames for this: she does not blame her husband, she does not blame her sons, she does not blame herself!  And all of that, together, is what she means by “Mara”.  This is not just a description of her present feelings, this is meant to announce to those who knew her before that this is what she has become, this is into what God has seen fit to change her.

In Ex. 15, we read that when the Israelites were beginning their sojourn thru the wilderness not long after their miraculous deliverance thru the Red Sea, they came to a place that already bore the name of Mara because the water there was known to be bitter – which could mean anything from that it was unappealing to the eye to being unflavorable and unsatisfying or even poisonous to one’s health.  It was water, but it was useless water to thirsty people.  The grumbling of the Israelites to the sight of such water was truly “Mara” as well.  Being hot, tired and thirsty, and seeing water they could not drink was probably more frustrating than not seeing any water at all; for it would seem to them that rather than God providing for them he was, instead, mocking them.

And that is certainly how Naomi is feeling.  But the Lord wanted to care for them in the desert as well as work his grander purpose for and through them; and so, even as they grumbled against him he readily provided relief – giving them witness again of his power to do so.  But he also pronounced a stern warning upon them as well as the generations to come declaring in Ps. 78, saying:

they tested and rebelled against the Most High God and did not keep his testimonies,
and reminding the people that their trust in him must not only be with their outward obedience, it must also with a whole heart.

But there is no one present among these women who are willing to remind Naomi of the Lord’s call for trust and faith among his people; and she is allowed by their silence to let her self-diagnosis and self-pity to rule in her heart for the present.  And so, Naomi goes on:
I went away full, and the Lord has brought me back empty.  Why call me Naomi, when the Lord has testified against me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?”
I don’t think it too strong or judgmental to say that the attention and sympathy Naomi has received has encouraged her to forget her own sense of purpose here – which was her need and desire to repent before God and be forgiven – for she has now turned the blame for what has happened entirely upon the Lord as if it had all happened without love and without cause.  “I went away full” she said, forgetting for the moment how empty the family’s stomachs had been or why it was that the famine was in the land; forgetting for the moment how wrong it had been for her husband and her to take all that the Lord had given them and turn their backs upon him.

“I went away full and the Lord has brought me back empty.”  Here is that key Hebrew word again but now we notice how she has turned it around.  While she was in Moab she determined to return from that foreign land and turn herself back unto Yahweh.  But now, not only does she complain that the Lord emptied her completely - even while Ruth stands there silently by her side – but now this almighty God that no one can question has even coerced her, driven her to come back, humiliating her all the more.

I think we can probably identify with this, although we might be quick to deny it.  When we have the sympathetic attention of others, when the spotlight of opportunity is upon us, we are also tempted to make the most of the moment and elicit from others as much sympathy as we can get, especially, if we can make it appear as though we are innocent and are the victims.  And even though there is no question here that Naomi’s life to this point has been tragic, we wonder when she comes face to face with the women of Bethlehem - when she sees their faces and knows their thoughts - where has her longing for this covenantal God gone?  Where is her desire to be reconciled with her Lord now?  We are sure that Naomi knows the truth, and we are also sure that the Lord does as well.  But it would appear that Naomi runs the risk that in a moment of attention and self-pity even that renewed desire for God might be forsaken for a moment of recovered pride.

If the chapter had ended here this story would also have ended here, just as so many people’s stories and lives have ended in grief and self-pity and a deep-seated anger and resentment of God.  Naomi may have saved a little self-esteem here in the eyes of these women but what will that gain for her now?  Naomi’s story, so far, is not that unique.  But Naomi’s God is patient with Naomi in her sin, and her story is not over – for her or her posterity.  And neither is the story over for Ruth who has yet to see the faithfulness of Lord in whom she has so totally put her trust.  But her new-found God will yet prove faithful and he will yet show forth his glorious purpose through her faith, trust and obedience.
The Beginning of the Harvest


We come to the end of the first chapter of this little book.  And although the original writing did not subdivide the story into chapters as we now have them the chapter division assigned to the text here is in a most appropriate place for in verse 22 we have the encapsulation of all that has developed so far and which has set the stage for what is to come.  We can divide our reflection of this verse into two sets of contrasts - the hearts of these women and the providential work of God.

We see the first contrast regarding the heart of these women as we read of this last description.  All throughout this first chapter we have learned to appreciate the way that Hebrew prose uses key words repeatedly to teach and reveal the subtle meanings and differences of meaning that help to color the story richly as we read along.

The most important word in chapter one has been the Hebrew word shuv, which means “to turn”, “to return”, or “to be brought back”, and the author has used that word thirteen times in this chapter, the last two of which appear in this last verse.  The first of these is in reference to Naomi after the speech she gave to the women of Bethlehem in verses twenty and twentyone.  This time, the use of the word is unique – instead of adding additionally descriptive words – such as “to” or “from” – which have revealed to us as readers elsewhere the deeper meanings that the word points to - here there are no additional descriptions.  Instead, it stands noticeably alone – it simply says “Naomi returned”.  But rather than leaving us empty of interpretation and meaning we detect the author to be making his commentary on that sinful expression of Naomi’s prideful self-pity that she gave in front of these women from Bethlehem.  “Yes, she did return,” he is saying, “but we will have to wait and see if Naomi’s return has merely been a retreat -whether she is still the same as the woman who left – and is now simply hoping to stay alive; or if Naomi has, indeed, returned unto Yahweh and, at last, turned her back on Moab.  We will have to wait and see if Naomi returns with a willing spirit or if, in her heart, she still turns and casts longing eyes back to Moab just as Lot’s wife had done with Sodom.

The second and final time the word is used our attention is returned again to Ruth.  Ruth had been with Naomi as she re-entered Bethlehem and Ruth had been silently standing there by her side as Naomi had vented to these women about how totally empty and bereft the Lord had made her.  We wonder if Naomi even introduced Ruth to them?  What must these women have thought?  “Who was this young woman standing there w/her?  She was a foreigner, a stranger!  What was Naomi to her and what was she to Naomi?  Was Ruth a blessing to Naomi or was Ruth part of Naomi’s embarrassment and humiliation?  Why was she here and what did she bring with her?”


But, as readers, we are encouragingly reminded here that Ruth was not merely “from” Moab but that she had determined to “return from” Moab; and while Naomi’s life may be empty and her heart conflicted and self-pitying in the time of her poverty and humility, Ruth remained silent and devoted to Naomi for she has chosen to turn to Yahweh and, as a result of such turning, she was content to live and die in his land as an Israelite.

But then we also see the second contrast set up by this verse.  You see, all too easily and readily as we have been reading this story our minds have continually slipped back into wondering what will Elimelech do?  What will Naomi do? What will Orpah and Ruth do?  But with the very last sentence of verse twenty two we are reminded once again to ask ourselves the real question being answered to us: what is the Lord doing?  This is not Ruth’s story, it is the Lord’s story.  In verse one, the story began by telling us what men were doing.  These were the days when the judges of God ruled in Israel because there was no king and because during the vast majority of that time everyone did what was right in their own eyes.  Their concern was only for their own lives, cares and wants.  And, as a result of that very attitude and context, there was a famine in the land of Bethlehem.

But what God was doing or saying by that famine was not the concern of men.  And a certain man, who perhaps was one of many, took his family and left the “house of bread” and sought out the emptiness of a foreign country.  Now, many teachers and commentators insist here that we should not read into what happened to Elimelech and his two sons as being a direct punishment for their simply searching for food in the far country of Moab during a famine.  And we would agree.  The lessons the Bible teach us are not of an automatic or predictable relationship of sin and punishment in this life as if that was all that a life lived before God was to mean.  The story of Job, one of the oldest books in all of Scripture, teaches us this lesson.

But what the books of Ruth and Job have in common is to teach us not to look at, not to focus just on what man is doing but to be receptive in all of life at what God is doing – how our joys and sorrows, our celebrations and tragedies all have their role to play in changing us, changing our circumstances, and in the unfolding of God’s greater plan.  Both of these books pull back the curtain, if you will, and allow us to see beyond the experience of day to day living and appreciate, respect, and even desire the truth – that God is at work in all parts of our lives.


And so, whereas verse one announces to us what it is that Elimelech is going to do, verse twenty two ends the chapter by quietly telling us what God has already been doing – the famine is over and the harvest season is just beginning.  With the lifting of the famine we have been shown the theme of repentance and forgiveness - for the remnant of this little family is being brought back - not as she left, not as she wanted, but back – and with Naomi is this younger woman who, in the providence of God was reached from outside the pale of God’s covenantal territory but who also, by that same providence of God has also been emptied of all riches and value, has only known the heaviness of his hand.

But, nevertheless, her heart that has been changed.And in the words of Job: though he may yet slay her her hope will yet be in him (Job 13:15).  She now waits on the hand of the living God to see what he will bring.  And what the Lord brings is harvest.  It is the beginning of the season of reaping that which has been sown.  Scripture teaches many lessons related to the harvest of grain.

Ecclesiastes teaches us that there is a time and purpose for everything under heaven – there is a time and a season to plant and a time to pluck what was planted.  Jesus taught many parables in order to strengthen the faith of his followers and encourage them to wait on the Lord’s timing for their lives.  We even learn from Paul in First Coriinthians 15 how the seed cannot grow lest it die and how this life is like the seed and how the life to come is like the crop that has come from the life-giving seed.

It is all a reminder to us that the God of all this wonderful creation is also the God of a wonderful redemption and he works his plan unto fruition just as a farmer plants his seed and labors for the harvest.  This verse is meant to tell us much – just as the famine was meant to speak of the rebellion of the people against God so also the time of harvest is meant to speak – it speaks and gives us hope.

In time and with patience the day of redemption will come, and the blessing of God’s favor – for which we long wait – will surely come and will come at last.  And what also gives us hope is being reminded of how God works not simply in terms of his overall plan and scheme but at the same time, intimately and specifically in our lives.

Think of how many growing seasons have come and gone just since the days of Ruth and yet here, in one small space of time, one particular season in the life of one, seemingly insignificant immigrant, the destiny of the whole world will begin to change.  The hope that does not fail comes.  Think of how many people have lived and died in seeming obscurity and without anything else for us to know of them – their lives and influences would be as meaningless to us as Elimelech’s and as Naomi’s.

But because the Lord always regards his own – uniquely, personally, even year by year, day by day, every heartache and struggle of our individual, helpless, sin-filled lives is all determined and directed toward the bringing of our true hope -our new life and our new day.
