She Doesn’t Belong Here! #3

“Ruth: The Foreign One”

Ruth 1-4

This is the time of year for Hallmark Christmas movies. Though there are dozens (if not hundreds) of them, they all have the same basic plot: single woman meets single man (one of whom has a child) in a Christmas-themed town, they fall in love, but some misunderstanding or miscommunication threatens to drive them apart, but in the end they get together and live happily ever after…as snow falls on Christmas Eve. Pretty much sums it up, right?

Well, in our message tonight we come across the closest thing to a Hallmark story in the Bible. During these Sunday evenings leading up to Christmas we are considering Jesus’ ancestry…and it may surprise you. In what he calls “Knots in the Family Tree” John MacArthur writes,

His genealogy includes some names you might be shocked to find in the royal line of the King of Kings. Four women in particular stand out. Not only is it unusual to find women listed in a Hebrew genealogy, but these women are particularly noteworthy because they contrast so dramatically with the absolute purity and righteousness of God’s Anointed One. All of them were outcasts, yet they made it into Jesus’ family album.
 

New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce adds, “God overruled Jesus’ family tree to fulfill his promises.”

We find Jesus’ family tree listed in Matthew chapter one. We begin, as we did last week, with verses five and six, “Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab, Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth, Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David.”
Last week we considered Rahab, the Jericho prostitute whose faith brought her into the people of God. Matthew lists Rahab as the mother of Boaz, who appears in the story of Ruth (which is our focus tonight). It seems likely that the genealogy is somewhat compressed, with certain names being omitted. The New Bible Dictionary dates Joseph (and therefore Judah) at 1750–1650 bc, with David’s accession at 1010 bc.
 To cover this span of about 640 years, the genealogy lists but ten names (including that of David). We must assume either a gap in the genealogies or exceptionally long lives, making Boaz an old man when he married Ruth.
 It does seem likely that names have been omitted.

At any rate, we come to the book of Ruth. It has been called “a flawless love story in a compact format” as it consists of just 85 verses, “running the full range of human emotions, from the most gut-wrenching kind of grief to the very height of glad-hearted triumph.”
 Another commentator refers to the book as “a gem, a pastoral idyll with a lovely romantic touch which makes it very readable and enjoyable! Basically it is a story of people and of the amazing sovereignty of God over their lives as He overrules their decisions (and their mistakes) to accomplish His will.”

The story is told simply and directly. It deals with the period of the judges, but it forms a contrast with the book of that name. The book of Judges tells of war and strife, but this is a quiet story of ordinary people going about their quiet lives. In one way it is a tale of two women. It relates how one of them, Naomi, underwent much hardship, but eventually won through to peace and security. It tells how the other, Ruth, attached herself firmly to her mother-in-law and to her mother-in-law’s God and how she received the blessing of that God. But most of all, the book is a book about God. It deals with unimportant people and unimportant matters. But it deals with them in such a way as to show that God is active in the affairs of men. He works his purpose out and blesses them that trust him.
 God is mentioned twenty-five times in the Book of Ruth (compared to the fact that He is not named even once in all the Book of Esther!)

The book of Ruth is a story about very ordinary people facing very ordinary events.
 It reports no miracles, except of God’s providential leading and timing, and that miracle goes on in the lives of God’s obedient people today. When it seemed like everything had fallen apart and couldn’t get worse, God fulfilled His plan for Ruth and Naomi and everything came together. Ruth, Naomi, and Boaz experienced Romans 8:28 centuries before Paul wrote it down.
 There is no book in the Bible that shows more clearly the providence of God directing and controlling the apparently trivial incidents of daily life in order to bring blessing to many lives and lasting glory to the name of God.

What makes the presence of Ruth in Jesus’ family tree unusual is her ancestry. As we will see, Ruth was the foreign one, who began outside the covenant community yet, by the grace of God through faith, was included in God’s chosen people. 

Ruth’s Foreign Lineage

Let’s begin with Ruth’s foreign lineage. To do so, we must establish the backdrop of these events. Ruth’s story began near the end of the era of the Judges in the Old Testament. It was about a century before the time of David, in an age that was often characterized by anarchy, confusion, and unfaithfulness to the law of God. There was also a severe famine in Israel in those days.

We are introduced to the family of Elimelech in Ruth 1:1–2. Elimelech had a wife, Naomi, and two sons, named Mahlon and Chilion. Their hometown was Bethlehem, a small town in Judah that would become famous later.
 In fact, Scripture’s introduction of Bethlehem isn’t pretty. In Genesis 35, Jacob buried his favorite wife, Rachel, on the way to Bethlehem after she died a tragic death. The book of Judges mentions Bethlehem in conjunction with a corrupt priest who became a mercenary for idolaters in chapter 17. Another account in Judges 19 describes a concubine from Bethlehem who was brutally raped and dismembered. Not a great beginning for the little town of Bethlehem.

The book of Ruth begins, “In the days when the judges ruled.” The book of Judges describes a time in history when Israel was in trouble. Everything in society was falling apart. The final verse of Judges sums it up well: “In those days there was no king in Israel, but every man did that which was right in his own eyes.” (Jdg. 21:25; see also 17:6; 18:1; and 19:1). When you read Judges, you discover it is characterized by anarchy, apostasy and apathy. The tribes of Israel were apathetic, for they failed to go up and take the land to claim it for their inheritance. They were indifferent to the Lord and His blessing. Their apathy led to apostasy; they compromised and lived like the heathen nations, which were characterized by idolatry and immorality. Their apostasy ended in anarchy with every person doing what was right in his own eyes.

Ruth 1:1 states that there was a famine in Judah, and so the family of Elimelech moves to Moab. Where was Moab and who were they? Moab was located east of Israel, on the other side of the Jordan River. The Moabite race was a product of incest. The incident is chronicled in Genesis 19:30-38. Lot was living in a cave with his two daughters after the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah had been decimated. The daughters were fearful that there would be no one to marry them and carry on the family. So the eldest of the two suggested a scheme to get their father drunk and have sex with him.

Lot, Scripture says, had no idea what was happening, but his daughters on two successive nights each took a turn at getting him drunk and luring him into bed. Both girls became pregnant. Genesis 19:36-38 says, “So both of Lot’s daughters became pregnant by their father. The older daughter had a son, and she named him Moab; he is the father of the Moabites of today. The younger daughter also had a son, and she named him Ben-Ammi; he is the father of the Ammonites of today.”

Moab and Ammon were a bad lot from the beginning. Their descendants had always opposed Israel. They had refused them bread and water during their exodus from Egypt, and they had hired Balaam to curse the Israelites. Because of these deeds, God forbade the Ammonites and Moabites entry into the congregation of the Lord and told His people not to seek their peace or prosperity.
 Thus Ruth was from a tribe of people who were the product of incest. Their very existence was repugnant to the Jewish people. Deuteronomy 23:3 is one of the laws that governed worship in Israel: “No Ammonite or Moabite or any of his descendants may enter the assembly of the Lord, even down to the tenth generation.”

The Moabites worshiped a god whom called Chemosh. (He was their chief deity, but Numbers 25:2 suggests that they worshiped many others also.) Scripture calls Chemosh “the abomination of Moab” (1 Kings 11:7; 2 Kings 23:13 nkjv). Worship of this idol was grotesque, at times even involving human sacrifices. As the events of Numbers 25 suggest, Moabite worship was also filled with erotic imagery and lewd conduct. Moabite paganism typified everything abominable about idolatry. The Moabite culture practically epitomized everything faithful Israelites were supposed to shun.

In spite of this, Elimelech moves his wife Naomi and two sons to the land of Moab. Apparently everything goes well at first, and the improved economic situation is much to their liking. The early years pass smoothly enough.

Then comes tragedy. Elimelech dies. Naomi has to face the devastation and desolation of bereavement. Everyone knows death is inevitable and unavoidable, but we never expect it to happen to us nor to our family. Now Naomi finds herself a widow. Only those who have traveled this road know the pain and anguish she suffers.

Naomi has her two sons, and they marry Moabite girls. It seems the two wives are fine girls who love Naomi and whom she loves. She sets about picking up the broken threads of life, and looks forward to enjoying the coming of grandchildren from her sons.

But tragedy strikes again, and a very savage blow it is, for Naomi’s two sons die and she is absolutely bereft. After the shock of all these happenings she takes a long look at her situation and decides her best course is to return to Israel where she can pick up her life with former friends. She has nothing in Moab, except three graves, and so she announces her intention to her daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpah. She has no hope in Moab, for there is no social security nor any kind of financial provision for her. As an added lure to return to Israel, she hears the news that the land is flourishing again.

Ruth 1:4 says Naomi and her sons dwelt in Moab ten years. That is probably the total time they spent in Moab rather than the amount of time that passed after the young men married, because neither of the young couples seem to have had children. That would have been very unusual after ten years of marriage.

Ruth’s Faithful Life

Next we see Ruth’s faithful life. Naomi decides to return to her hometown. She has no resources there in Moab to support her, just as there would be no resources in Israel to support her two daughters-in-law. So she tells them to return home to their father’s houses where they may still find a Moabite husband and raise a family. Orpah agrees and returns; Ruth, however, steadfastly clings to Naomi. Ruth understood that moving to Bethlehem meant total renunciation of her heritage and a lifetime of living as a foreigner. Her vow to Naomi stands as one of the most beautiful statements of commitment in history: “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me.” 

Ruth expressed her firm resolve to stay with Naomi. Her affection for her mother-in-law was sincere. She still desired to remain part of that family. Above all, her devotion to the God of Israel was real. This was an amazingly mature and meaningful testimony of personal faith, especially in light of the fact that it came from the lips of a young woman raised in a pagan culture.
 It has well been said that faith is not believing in spite of evidence but obeying in spite of consequence.
 Ruth is a picture of that.
It is an ancient truth and almost a cliché that personal suffering either makes us or breaks us. Ruth could have rejected Naomi’s God and adopted her bitterness, but the grace of God changed Ruth’s heart, and the love and example of Ruth gradually changed Naomi. When we trust the Lord, troubles work for us and not against us. “For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all” (2 Cor. 4:17). “We know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope” (Rom. 5:3-4).

Once they arrived back in Bethlehem, Ruth lovingly cared for Naomi and gleaned in the fields to provide food. The barley harvest began in mid-April and the wheat harvest in early June, so Naomi and Ruth had arrived in Bethlehem just in time.

Had Ruth sat home mourning and complaining, she never would have met Boaz and become his wife. Have you noticed that God gives some of His best blessings to those who are busy at work? Moses was caring for Jethro’s sheep when he heard God’s call, and Gideon was threshing wheat. David was obeying his father’s orders when he went to Israel’s camp, and there God used him to slay the giant Goliath. Peter, Andrew, James, and John were working in their boats when Jesus called them to follow Him, and Matthew was busy in his tax office when his call came. You can’t steer a car when it’s in neutral. Get busy helping others, and the Lord will guide you.

So here is Ruth, working hard in the fields—and ideal find on FarmersOnly.com! She catches the eye of the owner of the field, a man named Boaz. He asks about her, and makes sure that she is not harmed in any way. In fact, he makes sure that she has enough grain for herself and Naomi. 

Later, in Ruth 3:11, Boaz says to Ruth, “All my fellow townsmen know that you are a woman of noble character.” This is the same Hebrew phrase found in Proverbs 31 describing Solomon’s “perfect wife.” Noble character is something that everybody needs and everybody can have if we yield to God’s will and let Him use His tools in our lives.

Ruth’s Family Legacy

This brings us to Ruth’s family legacy. Again a little background information is necessary.

God owned the land and permitted the Jews to live on it and benefit from its riches. If a Jew fell into hard times and had to sell his land, a near relative could rescue him and buy back the land. Also, if the owner died and the widow was destitute, a near relative could purchase the land if he married the widow. It’s explained in Leviticus 25:23-55.
 As it turned out, Boaz was a relative of Naomi’s late husband Elimelech, one who could fulfill this role. Scripture says he was “a relative of Naomi’s husband,” but does not spell out the relationship. He might have been Elimelech’s brother, but that seems unlikely, since he wasn’t, technically, Naomi’s next of kin. He was more likely a cousin or a nephew of Elimelech.
 

The Hebrew word translated “one of our close relatives” is goel. It is a technical term that means much more than “kinsman.” The goel was a relative who came to the rescue. The word goel includes the idea of redemption, or deliverance. In fact, in order to express the idea more perfectly in English, Old Testament scholars sometimes speak of the goel as a “kinsman-redeemer.”
 Redemption is a key concept throughout the account; the Hebrew word in its various forms occurs 23 times.
 The gracious act of Boaz to receive Ruth and provide for her family is the first and finest example of the Hebrew meaning of “redeemer” in all the Scriptures.
 (Contrast this with the disaster of Tamar’s story, which highlights the failure of levirate marriage.)
Without going into detail, Boaz eventually marries Ruth, and they have a son named Obed. Obed became the father of Jesse, who was the father of David the king. This is how Ruth the Moabite alien got her name in the Messiah’s genealogy, along with other “rejects” like Tamar and Rahab and Bathsheba.
 Indeed, the remarkable fact that women who were Gentile strangers were actually brought into the line of promise that led to the birth of Christ is a further indication that in the purposes of God there was always a place for the participation of the nations in the blessing of which Israel was the vehicle.

The Moabites were not to enter the congregation of the Lord “even to the tenth generation” (Deut. 23:3). But the little Book of Ruth closes with a ten-generation genealogy that climaxes with the name of David! Never underestimate the power of the grace of God.

Why does the book end with a genealogy? Throughout the book in all its artless simplicity there runs the note that God is supreme. He watches over people like Naomi and Ruth and Boaz and directs their paths. God never forgets his saving purposes. The issue of the marriage of Boaz and Ruth was to lead in due course to the great King David, the man after God’s own heart, the man in whom God’s purpose was so signally worked out. These events in Moab and Bethlehem played their part in leading up to the birth of David. The Christian will think also of the genealogy at the beginning of the Gospel according to St Matthew. He will reflect that God’s hand is over all history. God works out his purpose, generation after generation. Limited as we are to one lifetime, each of us sees so little of what happens. A genealogy is a striking way of bringing before us the continuity of God’s purpose through the ages. The process of history is not haphazard. There is a purpose in it all. And the purpose is the purpose of God.
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