Putting the Pieces Together #2

“Step By Step”
Ruth 2:1-23

Last Sunday evening we began a new study in the Old Testament book of Ruth. In the first chapter of the book life falls apart for Naomi and her daughter-in-law Ruth. Naomi and her husband left their home in Israel and moved to Moab. There Naomi’s husband and two sons—one of whom had married Ruth—died. Naomi and Ruth returned to Israel. The rest of the book deals with Naomi and Ruth putting the pieces together.

Life is often compared to a jigsaw puzzle with hundreds of seemingly random pieces. All those puzzle pieces…but we don’t know how to put them together!
Have you ever tried to put together a jigsaw puzzle without the cover of the box that shows what the finished picture should look like? You pick up a piece: “Well, it’s got a little red, a little green, and a little white in it. But I don’t have a clue to what it is.” So you pick up another piece that also has some red, green, or white. They don’t fit easily, but with a little brute force you can make them stick together. Unfortunately, the union of the two still doesn’t look like anything recognizable.

Looking at a pile of pieces that seem to have no rhyme or reason can overwhelm us. We may be tempted to give up and walk away. The same can be said for life itself. When life falls apart, we may become emotionally paralyzed, unwilling or unable to make a decision or even to move. 

At the beginning of Ruth 2, it seems that Naomi was in this condition. We saw in our last study how she had become bitter because of her adversities. She had not lost her faith, but she certainly lost her drive. When we find ourselves in that situation, we need to heed the words of Henrietta Mears, “It is difficult to steer a parked car, so get moving.”
 

Ruth, as we will see, gets moving. And as she does, she will see God steering her to exactly the place He wants her to be. Step by step, His will begins to unfold. But we must be willing to take that first step. Tonight we will consider three steps to putting the pieces together again.

Putting the Pieces Together Requires Hard Work

The first step is this: putting the pieces together requires hard work. We see this evidenced in Ruth 2:1-3

Now Naomi had a relative on her husband’s side, from the clan of Elimelech, a man of standing, whose name was Boaz. And Ruth the Moabitess said to Naomi, “Let me go to the fields and pick up the leftover grain behind anyone in whose eyes I find favor.” Naomi said to her, “Go ahead, my daughter.” So she went out and began to glean in the fields behind the harvesters. As it turned out, she found herself working in a field belonging to Boaz, who was from the clan of Elimelech. 

A Latin proverb says, “Providence assists not the idle.” Since Ruth was not the kind of woman who could long remain idle, she asked Naomi’s permission to glean in the fields so they would have food to eat.

What is meant by “gleaning”? This practice is explained in Leviticus 19:9-10,

When you reap the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your field or gather the gleanings of your harvest. Do not go over your vineyard a second time or pick up the grapes that have fallen. Leave them for the poor and the alien. I am the Lord your God. 

Deuteronomy 24:19-22 extends this to include not only crops from the field but also olives and grapes as well. It was a way for the poor to be able to survive.

With her Israelite background Naomi should have known about this. She probably still did somewhere in the back of her mind. She was still too depressed, though, to seize the opportunity that it gave her. It is Ruth, who may have had little, if any, acquaintance with Israelite law, who sees what must be done and takes the initiative.

This reveals another fine side to Ruth’s character by taking the initiative and seeking work. She isn’t looking for welfare, or saying, “the world owes me a living,” or depending upon Naomi to carry her through the rest of her days.

God has no time for idlers and He never chooses His servants from loafers. Ruth is not going to sit at home bemoaning her widowhood or wistfully dreaming of the past, or drifting into a fantasy of the future. She comes to Naomi with a clear-cut proposal: “Let me go out and find a job.”
 Putting the pieces together requires hard work.

We understand Naomi’s grief, having lost her husband and two sons. But Ruth lost her husband, too. She knows nobody and has no friends. She’s a foreign Gentile in a world of Hebrews. Nevertheless, in the midst of her tragedy, she responds well. She knows that life must continue, so she looks for work.

One of the worst things you can do after grieving the loss of someone close to you is to continue lingering over it. Grief is appropriate, but so is moving on. Otherwise, you will pine away. You will become useless to yourself and to others, and a world of weird thoughts will enter your mind. I urge you, get back to the business of living! It’s the best thing you can do when you are dealing with a tragic situation. God is not done with you. You are alive for a reason.

Verse three states, “As it turned out, she [Ruth] found herself working in a field belonging to Boaz, who was from the clan of Elimelech.” We might be tempted to say, “How lucky Ruth was,” but luck or chance was not involved. “Happened” simply means that no human intent was involved; the fact that Ruth chose the field of her close relative in which to glean was unplanned and unforeseen on her part.
 God, though, is in control.

One of the most important features of faith in God’s sovereignty is that even our accidents are within His care.
 She “happened” to come to a field belonging to Boaz. This was not an accident—it was an appointment. When you are humble to the Lord and to others, God will lead you and feed you.

This is God’s world, and even our chance happenings are part of his over-ruling providence. Having thus spoken of God’s sovereignty, though, we must rescue ourselves from the very static and deterministic view of God that sometimes accompanies such a faith: the idea that we are but pawns in some divine chess game, or puppets on strings worked by some divine puppeteer. Exactly the opposite. Both Old and New Testaments teach the truth that human choices and responsibilities are very much our concerns, and that the outworking of our faith is very much work that we do, precisely because God is at work within us “to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:13).

Here in the story of Ruth we see clearly illustrated the truth that God’s gracious providence does not over-ride human decision and action. Rather it is Ruth’s request, and Naomi’s encouragement, Ruth’s unthinking choice of the field, and Boaz’ free decision to harvest his field at this time, that are the instruments in God’s hand for his providential care. This view of God is far from static and deterministic; it is living, dynamic and responsive.
 The blend of divine sovereignty and human responsibility runs throughout all the comparatively insignificant details of our lives, as it did through the lives of Boaz and Ruth. It is a conviction that needs to be restored in contemporary Christianity.

And so Ruth sets out to work, and the Lord guides her steps. This was not only necessary for her and Naomi to meet their physical and material needs, but it also helped Ruth emotionally and spiritually. One of the best ways to cure discouragement and despondency is to do something for someone else. John Keble, a British preacher of the 19th century, wrote: “When you find yourself overpowered as it were by melancholy, the best way is to go out and do something kind to somebody or other.” I think this is good advice. Naomi was depressed, but Ruth went out into the fields to glean, trusting in the Word of God. Faith always leads to works. As James 2:20 tells us, “Faith without works is dead.” If you want to put your life together, you must start living and acting by faith. Find out what the Word of God says and obey it. When you do, God will begin to work.

Putting the Pieces Together Requires Humility

Secondly, putting the pieces together requires humility. Up until now we are only aware of Naomi and Ruth. The opening verses of chapter two introduce a man named Boaz, whom we first see in verse 4,

Just then Boaz arrived from Bethlehem and greeted the harvesters, “The Lord be with you!” 

“The Lord bless you!” they called back. 

At the beginning of the chapter Boaz is described as “a man of standing” and a relative of Naomi’s deceased husband Elimelech. The exact expression is elsewhere translated, “a mighty man of valor” in Judges 11:1. We perhaps get the force of it by thinking of our word “knight.” This applied originally to a man distinguished for military prowess, but it is now used widely of those whose excellence lies in other fields. Boaz may have been a warrior, for these were troubled times and any man might have to fight. But in this book he appears rather as a solid citizen, a man of influence and integrity in the community and it is likely that this is what the term denotes here. Some suggest “a powerful landowner,” which may imply wealth. The word rendered “standing” is translated “virtuous” in Ruth 3:11 (regarding Ruth), and this may be implied here.

The first indication of Boaz’s character is the way he greets his employees and how they respond: He said to the reapers, “The Lord be with you!” And they answered, “The Lord bless you.” Boaz is apparently a godly Israelite who has the respect of his workers; the double reference to “the Lord” suggests there was more than luck involved in Ruth being in this particular field at this moment.

In verses 5-7, Boaz first notices Ruth,

Boaz asked the foreman of his harvesters, “Whose young woman is that?” 

The foreman replied, “She is the Moabitess who came back from Moab with Naomi. She said, ‘Please let me glean and gather among the sheaves behind the harvesters.’ She went into the field and has worked steadily from morning till now, except for a short rest in the shelter.”
Notice how Ruth practiced humility. We see first in Ruth 2:2 that she didn’t act as an independent agent. She didn’t walk out of the house saying, “Well, I think I’ll go out and find something to do!” No, she went to her mother-in-law (who was in charge of the home), humbled herself to Naomi and asked permission to go to the field. 

Ruth was also humble to the reapers. When she came to the field, she graciously and humbly went to the reapers and said, “Please let me glean and gather among the sheaves behind the harvesters.” The man in charge of the field gave her permission to do so. She had the Word of God to defend her, but she still acted in a sweet and gracious manner. As Christians we do not need to become haughty and demanding just because we have the Word of God to back them up. We should always be, in the words of James 1:19, “quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry.” Humility has a way of putting things back together again.
 
Boaz speaks to Ruth for the first time in verses 8-13,

So Boaz said to Ruth, “My daughter, listen to me. Don’t go and glean in another field and don’t go away from here. Stay here with my servant girls. Watch the field where the men are harvesting, and follow along after the girls. I have told the men not to touch you. And whenever you are thirsty, go and get a drink from the water jars the men have filled.” 

At this, she bowed down with her face to the ground. She exclaimed, “Why have I found such favor in your eyes that you notice me—a foreigner?” 

Boaz replied, “I’ve been told all about what you have done for your mother-in-law since the death of your husband—how you left your father and mother and your homeland and came to live with a people you did not know before. May the Lord repay you for what you have done. May you be richly rewarded by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge.” 

“May I continue to find favor in your eyes, my lord,” she said. “You have given me comfort and have spoken kindly to your servant—though I do not have the standing of one of your servant girls.” 

If Boaz had noted in Ruth the devotion of her loyalty to Naomi, he cannot fail to have seen her humility towards him. This humble acknowledgment of her dependence is seen also in her response to Boaz.
 Interestingly, nothing is said about Ruth’s physical appearance. Whether or not she was beautiful appears irrelevant to Boaz. What has impressed him is her character.

In verse 12 Boaz blesses Ruth with the blessing of the Lord, despite the fact that Ruth was a Gentile. Then he says what many take to be the key verse of the whole book, “May you be richly rewarded by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge.”
 The hymn “Under His Wings” is based on these words. Certainly Ruth—and Naomi—found refuge in the Lord.

In verses 14-18, Boaz demonstrates his interest in Ruth,

At mealtime Boaz said to her, “Come over here. Have some bread and dip it in the wine vinegar.” 

When she sat down with the harvesters, he offered her some roasted grain. She ate all she wanted and had some left over. As she got up to glean, Boaz gave orders to his men, “Even if she gathers among the sheaves, don’t embarrass her. Rather, pull out some stalks for her from the bundles and leave them for her to pick up, and don’t rebuke her.” 

So Ruth gleaned in the field until evening. Then she threshed the barley she had gathered, and it amounted to about an ephah. She carried it back to town, and her mother-in-law saw how much she had gathered. Ruth also brought out and gave her what she had left over after she had eaten enough. 

Humility is rewarded! We read in 1 Peter 5:5-6,

All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.

Humility is required to put the pieces together again.

Putting the Pieces Together Requires Hope

Finally, putting the pieces together required hope. Reading verses 19-23,

Her mother-in-law asked her, “Where did you glean today? Where did you work? Blessed be the man who took notice of you!” 

Then Ruth told her mother-in-law about the one at whose place she had been working. “The name of the man I worked with today is Boaz,” she said. 

“The Lord bless him!” Naomi said to her daughter-in-law. “He has not stopped showing his kindness to the living and the dead.” She added, “That man is our close relative; he is one of our kinsman-redeemers.” 

Then Ruth the Moabitess said, “He even said to me, ‘Stay with my workers until they finish harvesting all my grain.’” 

Naomi said to Ruth her daughter-in-law, “It will be good for you, my daughter, to go with his girls, because in someone else’s field you might be harmed.” 

So Ruth stayed close to the servant girls of Boaz to glean until the barley and wheat harvests were finished. And she lived with her mother-in-law.
The atmosphere of hopelessness and despair that prevailed in chapter one has been transformed into new hope.
 All day long, Ruth labored with a happy and hopeful heart. She didn’t have to worry about the men harassing her or the other workers hindering her. She had food when she was hungry, drink when she was thirsty, and a place of rest when she became weary. The grain she gleaned amounted to about half a bushel, enough food for the two women for nearly a week. She also had some food left over from her lunch.

That evening she came home and reported what happened to Naomi. As soon as Naomi heard the name of Boaz, her heart leapt, her faith revived, and for the very first time in the book she praises God! She then discloses that he is a near kinsman, in fact one who has the right to redeem.
 (We will see the implications of that in a later message.)

Ruth could easily have given in to feelings of bitterness and anger. After all, she had lost her father-in-law, her husband and her brother-in-law; then she lost her sister-in-law who went back home. She was poor, she was a widow, and she was a foreigner. She had a right to be bitter. It would have been easy for her to sit down with Naomi and say, “I’m going to sit here with you and complain!” But she didn’t allow herself to become bitter because she had faith in God and was willing to submit to Him. She could put the past behind her and faithfully trust God to take care of the future.
 She chose hope.

Hope is simply faith in what God will do in the future. People today have the most extraordinary ideas about faith, but it is hard to better this definition: faith is holding on to a God who is faithful. This removes the emphasis away from the subjective experience of believing and on to the object of our trust, the God who is faithful.

Holding to this faithful God is all that we are called upon to do. Even though we may sometimes feel it is only by our fingernails, yet faith is still holding on, knowing that underneath are the everlasting arms of the Lord who will never let us down and never let us go. Under His wings there is refuge for all who trust Him, however hostile the climate or violent the opposition.

For the Christian, hope is not a shallow “hope-so feeling” generated by optimistic fantasies. Hope is an inner sense of joyful assurance and confidence as we trust God’s promises and face the future with His help.
 Hope is essential if we want to put the pieces of our lives back together.

This is illustrated in a story told by Chuck Swindoll:

A bone-weary father dragged into his home dog-tired late one evening. It had been one of those unbelievable days of pressure, deadlines, and demands. He looked forward to a time of relaxation and quietness. Exhausted, he picked up the evening paper and headed for his favorite easy chair by the fireplace. About the time he got his shoes untied, plop! Into his lap dropped his five-year-old son with a big grin.

“Hi, Dad…let’s play!”

He loved his boy dearly, but his need for a little time all alone to repair and think was, for the moment, a greater need than time with Junior. But how could he maneuver it?

There had been a recent moon probe, and the newspaper carried a huge picture of earth. With a flash of much-needed insight, the dad asked his boy to bring a pair of scissors and some transparent tape. Quickly, he cut the picture of earth into various shapes and sizes, then handed the homemade jigsaw puzzle over to his son in a pile.

“You tape it all back together, Danny, then come on back and we’ll play, okay?”

Off scampered the child to his room as Dad breathed a sigh of relief. But in less than ten minutes the boy bounded back with everything taped in perfect place. Stunned, the father asked, “How’d you do it so fast, son?”

“Aw, it was easy, Daddy. You see, there’s this picture of a man on the back of the sheet…and when you put the man together, the world comes together.”

So it is in life. When we put the Man in His rightful place, it’s amazing what happens to our world. And, more importantly, what happens to us.

Step by step, piece by piece, we can put our lives together again through hard work, humility, and hope.
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