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Ruth

The story is told of a Dr. Johnson, who was addressing a high-society group called the London Club. He enthralled his audience with what he portrayed as a “new” story. He ended his speech with a twist, telling the crowd that his story was not new at all, but in fact came from a book that many of them despised – the Bible.
 The story Dr. Johnson relayed to them was the story of Ruth.

Its place in the Biblical canon aside, by itself, Ruth is an endearing and beautiful story. It is set during the dark and ugly days of the Judges (1:1), but the story is a refreshing contrast to its setting. 

“This little book of only four chapters finds itself between the book of Judges and that of Samuel, both of which are full of wars and intrigues, conflicts and conquests. Thus the book, with the gentler side of life, comes as a relief from those hard and stern things. Instead of hatred there is love. Instead of army life there is family life. Instead of battlefields there are cornfields. Instead of attacking and counter-attacking there are love, courtship and marriage.”

The story of Ruth follows the family of Elimelech from their hometown in Bethlehem-judah, into the foreign land of Moab. Tragedy strikes the family leaving only the mother and two daughters-in-law. The mother, Naomi, and one of the daughters-in-law, Ruth, return to the Bethlehem-judah as a last resort. Once back in town, the Mosaic laws of kinship lead to a romance between Ruth and her near-kinsmen through Naomi, the wealthy Boaz.

All the elements of a good story are here. There is tragedy, heartache, heroism, romance, and a happy ending. Yet, for all its pure literary value, Ruth is much more than a good story.

“The chief purpose of the book is to be found in the genealogical table at the end (4:17-22): ‘And to Obed was born Jesse, and to Jesse, David.’ G. Campbell Morgan comments, ‘In this final word of the book there is manifest the Divine moment in the history of the chosen people. Thus the kingly line was ordered in the midst of infidelity, through faithful souls’.”
 

The book of Ruth connects the dots, so to speak, to the Davidic line, and more importantly to the One, final King who would arise from that line. With that being said, the fingerprints and shadows of Christ are visible throughout this wonderful book.

In surveying the book of Ruth, we find that:

I. IT IS A STORY OF PAIN

It doesn’t take long for the drama to unfold. If Ruth were a movie, it would begin with an ominous and lamenting musical score, as the story open with tragedy.

The first five verses quickly unpack a lifetime’s worth of heartache. By the close of this chapter, Naomi says, “…Call me not Naomi (Sweetness), call me Mara (Bitter): for the Almighty hath dealt very bitterly with me.”

The story of Ruth begins with a dark cloud. Two particular pains surface in this first chapter. There is, first of all:


A. The pain of leaving

Verse one describes a famine in Bethlehem-judah. A famine does not translate real well into our day of plenty, but we must imagine a lack of food so great that we were forced to pack up from our homes and leave in search of food in order to keep from dying of starvation.

The family of Elimelech had to leave all they had ever known when they went to Moab. It was surely a painful decision, not lessened any by the pagan nature of the land they entered.

“We gather that they were a godly family; and no doubt it would cost them painful cogitation before they decided to go and seek sustenance among the idolatrous Moabites.”

J. Sidlow Baxter

The pain in this story only begins with the difficult decision of leaving. There is also:


B. The pain of loss

The way verses 3-5 record it, it is difficult to grasp the full scope of the tragedy that befell Elimelech’s family. “And Elimelech Naomi's husband died; and she was left, and her two sons.” Then shortly after her boys had married, verse five says, “And Mahlon and Chilion died also both of them; and the woman was left of her two sons and her husband.”

The image of Naomi standing by the freshly interred graves of her sons, no doubt buried next to their father, is a heart-wrenching scene. Three widows, Naomi, Orpah, and Ruth, stood together mourning the loss of their partners, their protectors, and their providers. It is a story of pain.

Ruth serves to remind us that life is not all roses and rainbows. Our journey is often a mixture of dark days and bright, blessings and burdens, pleasures and pain. 

Ruth is not only a story of pain, but we find also secondly that:

II. IT IS A STORY OF PROVIDENCE

As the first scene of this story comes to close, Naomi says, “…the Almighty hath afflicted me…” In the despair of her situation, all she could see was the chastening rod of Jehovah. Her position in the present could not allow her to see His guiding staff as well.

“Unbelief cannot see all this. It is blind. But we can expect that God will make his purposes plain in due time, and he will give us all we need to trust in His goodness in the meantime. We know this, in part, because we can read about God’s providences in the lives of Naomi and Ruth.”

-Mark Dever

The providence of God is scene first of all:


A. In the course of Ruth

Naomi had left Bethlehem years before with a broken heart and an empty stomach. Now, she comes back to town the same way she left. Though famine had driven her out years before, providence was bringing her back now.

Chapter one closes with the statement, “…and they came to Bethlehem in the beginning of barley harvest.” This was no incidental detail, or accidental happening, for it was through the harvest that Naomi and Ruth would be both fed and rescued by the hand of Boaz.

The fact that Ruth found her way into the particular field belonging to Boaz, and the fact that he spotted her among all the other reapers are clear signs, to the discerning eye, of the governance of a provident and sovereign God.

Oh, give thanks to the Lord,

He makes no mistake,

He knows the end of the path that I take!

The course of Naomi back to Bethlehem, and the course of Ruth into a relationship with Boaz are courses trod by humans, but ordered by the hand of God.

The providence of God is seen not only in the course of Ruth, but also:


B. In the connections of Ruth

No doubt, when Naomi’s son first brought Ruth home to meet the parents, Naomi must have thought, “Oh, Lord, not a Moabite girl.” She would eventually learn that the relationships and connections of our lives are not matters of coincidence, but providence.

The familial relationship of Naomi to Boaz, and the emotional connection of Boaz to Ruth, who was connected to Naomi by marriage; these were not mere accidents or chance encounters. The relationships and connections in the book of Ruth are the orderings of sovereign and good God.

Imagine Naomi’s surprise, and joy, to find out that the field in which Ruth had found work, was a field belonging to one of her relatives. “Ruth returns with the first day’s welcome load to Naomi, who at once perceives the hand of God in what has happened.”
 

The “hand of God” is visible throughout this story, guiding the winds of providence into the sails of these characters.

The story of Ruth is not a story of pain, and a story of providence, but it is finally:

III. A STORY OF PROVISION

Chapter two opens as two widow women creep into Bethlehem, destitute, demoralized, and desperate for the most basic of life’s needs. By the end of the story, one of the widows has gotten married, the other has become of proud grandmother, and neither of them ever hungered again.

The miraculous and abundant provision of God shines in this story. There is here:


A. A testimony to God’s practical provision

“[Ruth] then gleans in Boaz’s fields, ‘until the barley and wheat harvests were finished’ (2:23), and that would have been a couple of months’ worth of food – probably from late April into June…So Ruth and Naomi are fed! In chapter 1, Naomi laments her emptiness. But in chapter 2, Boaz makes sure her provisions are abundant.”

Though God is a Spirit, He does not just provide for our spiritual needs. He is the God who fills cupboards with food, covers bodies with clothes, and shelters heads with roofs. 

Many writers emphasize only the spiritual truth of Ruth, while overlooking the very clear testimony to the practical provisions of God for His people.

This story of provision not only provides a testimony to God’s practical provision, but also:


B. A type of God’s perfect provision

No survey of Ruth would be complete or honest if it did not point out the typical value of this book. The storyline points to the salvation relationship that is available to those who come to the Redeemer, Christ Jesus.

“We are not distinctly told in the New Testament that Boaz is a type of Jesus Christ, yet we see in his relationship to Ruth, the Gentile, as a kinsman redeemer how beautifully he foreshadows the Lord. When we study the book in this light, it becomes full of typical teaching…As a sinner she frequented his house, as a stranger she found his grace, as a daughter she followed his word, as a worshipper she fell at his feet, as a handmaiden she fed at his table, and as a bride she finished his plan.”

-Edward Boone

Through type and shadow, Ruth points us to the ultimate provision, the Boaz of our soul, Jesus Christ our Redeemer!

C.W. Slemming calls the book of Ruth, “The Great Love Story”. It is a great love story. The romance of Ruth is more than just good literature, however. The romance of Ruth is a picture of the romance of redemption. The fact that it points us so beautifully and clearly to Christ is what gives it its true value.
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