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“Jesus, via Ruth”
NT Reading – Matthew 1:1-17     Text - Ruth 1:1-5; 4:18-22

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
I know that not all of us are familiar with the Book of Ruth.  But those of us who are familiar with it can probably imagine the Hollywood movie version of it:  
· Elimelech would be played by Anthony Hopkins and he would stand by his family with a sad look in his eyes as he turns his back, for the last time, on the Land of Israel.  
· Judy Dench would play Naomi and there would be many close-ups of the sadness in her face and the tears in her eyes.  
· Of course, Antonio Banderas would play Boaz and Angelina Jolie would play Ruth.  They would go through the process of meeting in the barley fields and courting each other against beautiful Middle-eastern sunsets.  
· With a love story such as this and the quality of such a cast, Oscars would be guaranteed.  
The only problem with the screen play that I have just set before you is that the Book of Ruth is not primarily a love story.  
· Some think it is; they say its purpose in the Bible is simply to entertain.  
· Others say that it was written in response to those places in the Bible where the people of Israel were told not to marry the Moabites.  For as we shall see, Ruth was from Moab.  So, some say that Ruth was written to show that there are good Moabites.  
· But we shall also read of a rather strange marriage custom called levirate marriage.  And some say that the book is primarily about levirate marriage.
So what is the Book of Ruth primarily about?  Why is it in the Bible?  Well, one thing that helps us answer this question is a thing called isagogics.  If you have a study Bible, isagogics is what you find at the beginning of every book – comments about date, author, original audience, etc.  Now, of course, those things are not part of the Bible itself.  They are the thoughts and best guesses of scholars and commentators.  But they can be very helpful to us.
1. So, Date: The first verse of Ruth 1 reveals that these events took place “in the days when the judges ruled…”  After Joshua, before Kings.  And because the book ends by referring to King David, it must have been written during or after when David was king.   

2. Author: We are not told.  Many commentators think that it may have been the prophet Samuel who wrote this book, but we can’t know for sure.
3. So without in anyway ignoring the incredible circumstances of how Ruth met Boaz, or what we learn about levirate marriage and redemption, it seems that that genealogy right at the end of the book is enormously important as to why the book was written.  The author wants us to understand the incredible events that led up to the coming of King David.  
4. What this means then is that the Book of Ruth is primarily a story about the unfolding of God’s Plan of salvation!   It is another chapter that shows how the Lord directed every detail of all the circumstances that led up to the coming of the Lord Jesus.  And it was written to encourage God’s people to trust in God even when it is hard to see just what He is doing.
Let’s see this as we begin with the first 5 verses of Ruth 1.  In verses 1 & 2 of this opening scene, we see choice, and in verses 3-5 we see consequence.  And as we look at this choice and its consequences, we want to see them as they relate to man and to God; we want to see the earthly and heavenly perspectives in regard to choice and consequence.
It has been said before that the OT, from Joshua onwards, is a really just a long sermon that uses Deuteronomy as its text.  Let me explain.  In Deuteronomy God outlines the details of the covenant law; He says, ‘Obey me, like this… and be blessed, disobey me, like this… and be cursed.”  And then, from Joshua on, we have a record of Israel either on the blessing or the cursing sides of the covenant equation.  And this is so with Ruth also. 
I.  As we have already noted, the Book begins, “In the days when the judges ruled.”  
A. So, what does the Bible reveal about the days when the judges ruled?  Well, the answer to that question is found in the last verse of the book of Judges.  “In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit.”  
1. Boys and girls, have you read the Book of Judges?  It is fascinating and awful all at the same time!   One man calls himself king and then murders his 70 brothers!  Another man kills a very fat King by stabbing him in the belly.  At another time, a man’s slave wife would be attacked and killed.  And do you know what the man did?  He cut her body up into 12 parts and sent a part to each of the 12 tribes of Israel!   
2. We may rightly describe the time of the Judges as a very unhappy time in the life of Israel; a time of idolatry and immorality and in justice, a time of chaos and violence, and a time of selfishness where each man lived as he pleased.

3. So, this opening line tells the reader that we are about to read a story set in the bad old days of Israel.
II.  And then we are told that “there was a famine in the land.”  
A. Now, the mention of famine will remind the person who knows his Bible well of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  You see, with each of them we also read of times when there was “a famine in the land.”  And each time they fled to another land in order to survive.  And each time God used the famine and their move to further His salvation plan.  So these words create expectation – ah ah!  Another famine event.  What incredible thing is going t happen here?
B. But there is a difference between now and the time of A/I/J.  For the land we are talking about here is Israel: The Promised Land.  And do you boys and girls remember how the Promised Land is often described in the Bible?  It is a land flowing with … milk and honey!  And Bethlehem, the place where Elimelech’s family comes from, means “House of bread.”  So, we have the House of Bread – Bethlehem, in the land flowing with milk and honey, but we read that there is a “famine in the Land.”  Something is terribly wrong!  How can there be famine in such a land?

C. Well, we read about a famine in the Book of Judges.  It may even have been the same famine as this one.  It was in the time of Gideon.  And we learn there that the people were being oppressed by the Midianties.  Why?  Because “the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord.”  In Deut 32, God said to Israel that if they worshipped idols, He would send other nations to punish them who would “devour the earth and its harvests.”  He said, “I will send wasting famine against [you], consuming pestilence, and deadly plague.”  
D. And so, read with the covenant law in mind, the opening line of Ruth 1 provide the theological setting for the Book.  At this time, Israel is under God’s judgment.
III.  Well, the rest of vv1-2 tell us about Elimelech and his family leaving Bethlehem for Moab.  Elimelech means “My God is King.”  His wife’s name is Naomi, which means “pleasant.”  Their two sons are Mahlon and Kilion.  We are told that they were Ephrathites from Bethlehem.  

A. And when you hear Bethlehem, boys and girls, I am sure you think of the town where Jesus was born.  

B. But of course, that is a long way in the future at this time.  For OT readers of Ruth, the mention of Bethlehem would remind them of the place where Jacob’s wife, Rachel, died after giving birth to Benjamin.  And Bethlehem was where Reuben, Jacob’s son, slept with his father’s concubine.  And Bethlehem, in the Book of Judges, was where the slave-wife of the man who cut up her body into 12 pieces came from.  So, to the first readers of the Book of Ruth, Bethlehem was a town that brought a whole bunch of evil images to the mind.  Nothing good happened in Bethlehem.
C. Bethlehem itself was located in the region of Judah.  And the mention of Judah is also interesting.  Judah was named after Judah, one of Jacob’s sons.  And the first readers of this book would think immediately of Judah’s behaviour with his daughter-in-law Tamar. We read about that in Genesis 38.  Tamar’s husband dies.  Judah instructs Tamar to wait till his younger son grows up and then she can marry him to produce an heir.  But Judah forgot about arranging this marriage until eventually Tamar tricked Judah into sleeping with her, after which she gave birth to Perez.  And this is the Perez mentioned in the genealogy.  So this is another image that the words of this opening scene would call into the mind of readers familiar with the Bible. 
D. And lastly, we need to consider Moab, for Moab is where Elimelech took his family to live.  Moab was the son who resulted from Lot’s incest with his daughter.  And his descendants were the people of Moab.  And Moab was the country that refused to allow Israel to pass through it as they traveled towards the Promised land.  And Moab was the country that tried to get Balaam to curse Israel. The people of Israel then allowed their children to marry the daughters and sons of Moab, which they had been forbidden from doing.  This led the death of 24,000 Israelites as a punishment.  
E. I trust you can see then how packed these opening words of this Book are and how crucial they are for all that follows.  
I.  So, with all this in mind, what are we to think about Elimelech’s choice to move to Moab?

A. Well, Elimelech was one of God’s covenant people.  He had an inheritance in the Promised Land.  He has been given his land by the God of covenant.  It belonged to him and his sons perpetually.   But what we see as we look at the words and the places and the time period of Ruth 1:1-2, and the consequences for his family in verses 3-5, is that Elimelech’s choice is a faithless choice.  Elimelech should not have left the land of his inheritance.  He certainly should not have gone to Moab, for Moab was no place in which to raise a godly family.  
B. Elimelech’s choice demonstrates that he has forgotten the significance of his name.  You see, regardless of how bad things were, Elimelech should have stayed.  He should have called the people around him to join him in repenting of their sin.  The solution to the famine did not lay in fleeing to Moab, the solution to the famine lay with the people of Israel acknowledging their sin and turning their hearts back to God.  The law is very clear about this.  God says that if the people repent, He would remove their distress.  So even though there was no King in Israel, Elimelech should have testified to his name and declared that God is King in Israel.  
C. Now, there is no doubt that Elimelech thought he was providing for the needs of his family.  But, Elimelech should have trusted that the Lord would provide for his needs.  However, instead of walking the path of repentance and faith, Elimelech and his family walk the path to Moab, turning their back on the land and on God.
II.  And the consequences of Elimelech’s decision are devastating in the light of the OT.  
A. He dies leaving Naomi a widow.  Both his sons marry Moabite women.  And after 10 years there were no children.  
1. Now, once again, keen readers of the Bible are reminded of another OT story.  You see, it was after 10 years of living in Canaan, with no children, that Sarah urged Abraham to take Hagar as his wife, to provide an heir.  So, perhaps God will now do something extraordinary to provide an heir for Elimelech?  
2. And that is indeed what the rest of the Book of Ruth is all about.  But at this moment, the circumstances seem hopeless.  Both sons die.  So now Naomi has no hope of generating income.  She is a poor widow with two daughters-in-law to support.  She has no husband, no land, no sons, and no hope. 
III.  Now Brothers and Sisters, we will come to the main point of all this in a moment, but we would be foolish no to say a few words about the example of Elimelech.  
A. Elimelech faced very difficult circumstances.  His response was to move to Moab.  And we have criticized his move as faithless.  Does that mean then that we may never move away when things are tough?  Of course not.  We don’t have the same Promised Land ties and obligations that Elimelech had.  Many of us will have lived in different cities and even nations for all sorts of reasons.

B. But we are making the mistake Elimelech made when change our circumstances in an attempt to solve our problems, when we do have obligations.  For example, when a husband leaves his wife because they have marriage difficulties, thinking that he will be happier with someone who doesn’t do this or who does do that, he has made a faithless choice, because of his marriage vows.  And similarly, it can be that when there are struggles in church, we convince ourselves that changing church will make us happier.  But that too can be a faithless choice, because of our membership vows.  What we ought to do when we face struggles and hardship is to look to the example of Jesus who endured hostility and hardship and who served others.  We ought to examine ourselves and call on others to do the same, as we look to serve Christ together.   
C. In 1949, as the Communists were marching into Beijing in the Revolution, a Salvation army officer refused to leave.  When asked why, he said, “I’m sitting in the premises and standing on the promises.”  
D. Brothers and Sisters, maybe it’s tough for you, right now, in marriage, or at work, or in the church.  Or maybe those tough times may come in the future.  Will you commit yourself to stand on God’s promises when things get tough?  Will you be one of those who because they find their joy and meaning and happiness in the Lord Jesus Christ, are free to stay and work and endure and repent and serve?  
IV.  The main point of our text though is to help us see that despite Elimelech’s choice, God was still busy acting in and through Elimelech.  Just as God had ruled and overruled the choices of Abraham, Isaac, Lot, Jacob, Judah, and pretty much every other biblical character, God was busy working out His plans in and through Elimelech.  And we see this as we look briefly at the genealogy at the end of the book.  
I.  It starts with Perez, the result of Tamar’s deceitful trickery of Judah.  10 generations are mentioned from Perez to David.  10 generations which bear witness to God’s work of salvation.  And they do so because these 10 generations are found in exactly the same manner in the first chapter of Matthew’s Gospel.  The faithless activities of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, and now Elimelech are revealed there to be all part of the line of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Despite the fact that Elimelech turned his back on the Promised Land, God used him to establish the line of the Messiah.  God’s grace overcame Elimelech’s lack of faith.
II.  And oh we need to be reminded of that as we read the Bible.  How comforting it is to see how God still chooses to work in and through liars like Abraham and Jacob, murderers like Moses, adulterers, incesters, and prostitutes like Judah, Tamar, Rahab, and even David.  
III.  And this is because if I were to ask you to put up your hand if your faith and obedience is perfect, I trust no hands would rise.  I am sure that bad behaviour and faithless choices are in abundant supply among us all.  And this just highlights how much we are in need of the same grace that we see here in the life of Elimelech and Naomi. 
IV.  And this is not in any way to suggest that we can use this magnificent example of God’s grace as an excuse to be faithless.  God calls you today, as He always does, to faithfulness and obedience.  God calls you to commit yourself to Him and to His people.  
V.  But be encouraged!  For God is a God of grace.  Romans 8:28 tells us that God causes all things to work together for the good of those who love Him in Christ.  And what we read here is an example of that.  God can bring good even out of those things we have done wrong.   

VI.  So by all means, let’s enjoy this entertaining love story.  But let’s remember also that the Book of Ruth is ultimately a remarkable chapter in God’s salvation plan.  And this is because from Ruth came King David, and from David came King Jesus.  Amen. 
