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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 want you to imagine for a moment the Book of Ruth according to Hollywood.  
You can almost imagine the dramatic scenes that would make up the movie.  
· 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.  
· Dame 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.  
· There have been some who say it is.  They say its purpose in the Bible is to entertain readers.  
· Others say that it was written in response to Nehemiah 13.  
· There Nehemiah forbids the people of Israel to marry Moabites.  And so, some say that Ruth was written to demonstrate that there are good Moabites, like Ruth.  
· Still others suggest that the Book of Ruth was written to argue for the practice of                        levirate marriage.  Levirate marriage is when the brother of a man who died childless marries his wife to produce an heir for the brother who died.

1. And so, as we begin our sermon series on the Book of Ruth, we need to consider for a moment the purpose of the Book.  You see, it is only as we understand the purpose of this book that we will be able to understand its contents.  
a. In order to do this then we need to reflect on the matter of isagogics.  And isagogics is what you find in the pages before each book of the Bible in Study Bibles.  Isagogics is interested in things like date, author, theme, theological message, and place in the Bible, etc.  
i. Now, let’s briefly consider some of these things in relation to the Book of Ruth.
ii. Firstly, Date – What time period does the book refer to and when was it written? 
1.  Well, the first verse of Ruth 1 reveals that it refers to the time period of the Judges; “In the days when the judges ruled…”  
2. More specifically, it refers to a time when “there was a famine in the Land.”  
3. Most likely then, we are talking about the time period of the Judge, Gideon.  
(a) Judges 6 tells us that because the Israelites did evil in the sight of the Lord, He gave them over into the hands of the Midianites, who oppressed them for seven years.  The Midianites ravaged the land, destroyed the crops, and killed all the animals.  
4. Thus, the events of Ruth probably occur around about 100 years before David became King of Israel. 
iii. A more difficult question to answer is when the book was written.  
1. And it would seem that the Book of Ruth was written after David was King.  It seems to look back to the time of the Judges and it seems to assume that the readers knew all about who David was.  His name is mentioned without any explanation of who he is.  But that is about as definite as we can be.
iv. And in terms of the author of the book it is difficult to know who wrote it.  It has commonly been held to be the work of the prophet Samuel.  However, Samuel himself was a Judge and he died before David became King.  What we do know is that the author sought to defend and promote the kingship of David.
b. And this why I have chosen to include the last few verses of chapter 4, the genealogy, in the text of this sermon.  Now, we will look a little closer at this genealogy later in the sermon, but it provides us with the key for understanding the purpose of the Book.  
i. This book is not, primarily, the Bible’s equivalent of a chick-flick; a nice love story.  


ii. It is not an argument in favour of Moabite marriage or a promotion of levirate marriage.
iii. It is a story about God’s Plan of salvation.  
1. It is a very human story that leads to the coming of King David, and then, through him, to the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
2. And this is what we must keep before us as we read the words of this remarkable story.  
3. God is at work, ruling and overruling, in order to bring about salvation and deliverance for His people.
And so, let us look now at 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.
Now, one of the difficulties that we encounter when we read stories such as Ruth is that many of us are very familiar with them.  We have read Ruth many times and we know what happens.  But I want us to imagine that we are reading it for the first time.  Try even to imagine that you are a believing Jew who lived after the reign of King David; a Jew who is very familiar with the Bible.  As we read these words and verses, let us try to imagine what biblical images the words would have created.

1. For instance, verse 1 begins by setting the opening scene of this story “in the days when the judges ruled.”  
a. Now this phrase is crucial for us to be able to comment later on Elimelech’s choice. 
b. But what does the Bible reveal about the days when the judges ruled?                                      What does this phrase suggest to a reader familiar with the Bible?  
c. 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.”  
i. Boys and girls, in the Book of Judges, one man would call himself king and then murder his 70 brothers.  
ii. Another man would kill a very fat King by stabbing him in the belly.  
iii. At another time, a man’s slave wife would be attacked and killed.                                       

1. 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.  
iv. These are all stories in the Book of Judges in the Bible! 
d. We may rightly describe the time of the Judges as a very unhappy time in the life of Israel; a time of chaos and violence, and a time of selfishness where each man looked after himself.
e. So, this opening line tells the reader that we are about to read a story set in the bad old days.
2. Next we read, “There was a famine in the land.”  
a. Now, the reader who knows his Bible will be reminded here of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  
i. With each of them we read of times where there was “a famine in the land.”  
1. And each time they fled to another land in order to live.  
2. And each time God used the famine and their move to further His salvation plan.
ii. So we must make a mental note as we read on that God has achieved great things through this type of circumstance in the past.
b. But we must also remember that the land we are talking about is Israel: The Promised Land.  
i. And how is the Promised Land described earlier in the Bible?  
1. Well, God Himself describes it as a land flowing with milk and honey! 
ii. Bethlehem, the place where Elimelech’s family comes from means “House of bread.”
c. So, we have the House of Bread – Bethlehem, in the Promised Land – Israel, and we have “famine in the Land.”  Something is terribly wrong!  How can there be famine in such a land?

d. Well, we have already noted that this story, likely, occurs during the time of Gideon and the Midianite oppression.  
i. Why were the Midianites oppressing Israel?  
1. They were oppressing Israel, because, as Judges 6:1 reveals, “Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the Lord.” 
2. This was no ‘ordinary’ famine.  This famine was the judgment of God.  
(a) In Deut 32, God said to Israel that if they rejected Him, 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.”  
ii. Read in the context of God’s covenant, readers of these words will know that famine equals judgment.
People of God, you need to see that the opening line of Ruth 1 provides the theological setting for the Book.  At this time, Israel is faithless towards God.  Israel is under God’s judgment.
The rest of verses 1 & 2 tell us that “a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while in the country of Moab.  2 The man's name was Elimelech, his wife's name Naomi, and the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilion.  They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem, Judah.  And they went to Moab and lived there.”

1. Here we are introduced to a man named Elimelech.  
a. Elimelech means “My God is King.”  
i. His wife’s name is Naomi, which means “pleasant.”  
ii. Their two sons are Mahlon and Kilion.  
iii. We are told that they were Ephrathites from Bethlehem.  
1. The name ‘Ephrathite’ probably refers to their clan within Bethlehem.  
2. Now, when we think of Bethlehem, we will imagine, of course, a quiet manger scene on a hillside with cattle lowing and a babe lying in a manger in swaddling clothes.  For us, Bethlehem presents a lovely scene.  
a. But this is not so for Jewish readers of this time.  
i. You see, Bethlehem was were Jacob’s wife, Rachel, died after giving birth to Benjamin.  
ii. Bethlehem was where Reuben, Jacob’s son, slept with his father’s concubine.  
iii. Bethlehem, in the Book of Judges, was where the slave-wife of the man who cut up her body into 12 pieces came from.  
b. 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 ever happened in Bethlehem.
3. 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.
a. And the first readers of this book would think immediately of Judah’s behaviour with his daughter-in-law Tamar.  
i. You will remember the story of Genesis 38, when Judah’s son and 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 lying with her, after which she gave birth to Perez.  This is the Perez mentioned in verse 18 of chapter 4.  
ii. And this is another image that the words of this opening scene call into the mind of readers familiar with the Bible.  
4. Lastly, before we make a comment on Elimelech’s choice we need to consider Moab, for Moab is where Elimelech took his family to live.  
a. And, once again, we are confronted by a link to other Old Testament stories.  
i. Moab was the son who resulted from Lot’s incest with his daughter.  
ii. Moab was the country that refused to allow Israel to pass through it as they traveled towards the Promised land.  
iii. Moab was the country that tried to get Balaam to curse Israel.  
1. The people of Israel allowed their children to marry the daughters and sons of Moab, a disobedient act that cost the lives of 24,000 Israelites.  
Now, I know we have taken some time getting here, but I hope you can see how packed these opening words of this Book are and how crucial they are for all that follows.  
What then, does all this tell us about Elimelech’s choice?  
1. Well, Elimelech is one of God’s covenant people.  
a. His very name makes that clear, for Elimelech means ‘My God is King.’ 
b. Elimelech has an important inheritance in the Promised Land.  He has been given his land by the God of covenant.  It belongs to him and his sons perpetually.  
2. 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.  
a. Elimelech should not have left the land of his inheritance. 
b. He certainly should not have gone to Moab, for Moab was no place in which to raise a godly family.  
3. Elimelech’s choice demonstrates that he has no king.  
a. He has no earthly king to serve and show allegiance to.  
b. And he has no heavenly King to serve and show allegiance to. 
c. You see, regardless of how bad things were, Elimelech should have stayed.  He should have repented of his own sin, and called the people around him to repentance.  
i. 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.  
ii. Even though there was no King in Israel, even though the Levites were busy selling their services to the highest bidder, Elimelech should have testified to his name and declared that God is King in Israel.  
4. Now, there is no doubt that Elimelech thought he was providing for the needs of his family.  
a. Husbands and fathers do have a responsibility to provide for the needs of their families. 
b. But, Elimelech should have trusted that the Lord would provide for his needs. 
c. However, instead of walking the path of repentance, Elimelech and his family walk the path to Moab, turning their back on the land and on God.
5. And the consequences of Elimelech’s decision are devastating.  
a. He dies leaving Naomi a widow.  Both his sons marry Moabite women.  After 10 years there are no children.  
i. Now, once again, keen readers of the Bible are reminded of another OT story.  After Abraham had lived in Canaan for 10 years, Sarah urged him to take Hagar as his wife, to provide an heir.  
ii. Elimelech’s sons have now lived in Moab for 10 years, so maybe God will do something to provide an heir for Elimelech?  
b. And God does, but what he does is, initially, devastating to Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah.  
i. Naomi, who’s own parents are probably now dead and unable to support her, loses her sons and any hope of generating income.  
ii. And Naomi has no means of providing other sons for here daughters.  
iii. All her options are diminishing.  She is indeed a destitute widow with two daughters-in-law to support.  She has no husband, no land, no sons, and no hope. 
iv. It is no wonder that she will soon ask to be called ‘Mara,’ which mans bitter, instead of ‘Naomi,’ which means pleasant.
Brothers and Sisters, despite the fact that this is not the main point of the text before us today, there is much for us to learn from the example of Elimelech.  
1. You see, a change in circumstances does not necessarily solve problems.                                         Often it only creates worse ones.  
a. We are often tempted to think that if we moved into a new home, or got ourselves a new husband or wife, or a new job, that life will be rosy once again. 
b. The attitude of today says that if you are not happy, pack yourself up, and move somewhere where you are.  
c. And this attitude is just as prevalent in the church as it is outside.  
i. If the sermons aren’t doing anything for you anymore, or the worship style isn’t to your liking, or the discipline policy is cutting a little close to home, pack up and move on. 
ii. If things don’t suit me, see ya later!  
iii. Stay and work, endure the hard times, repent and call others to repentance, no way!  You must be kidding!  I’ve got my needs to think about.
d. Now, I am sure that the initial move for Elimelech was a very difficult one.  
i. In verse 1, it says they moved to Moab “for a little while.”
ii. However, at the end of verse 2 it says that they “lived there.”                                                                 

1. Life in Moab was becoming a little more permanent.  
iii. By verse 4 we read that they have been there 10 years and are now part of the scenery.  
e. It’s often the case, isn’t it, that deciding to step outside of God’s revealed will requires an enormous battle with our conscience.  
i. But remaining outside gets easier and easier, until, in the end, living opposed to God’s revealed will takes no effort at all. 
2. In contrast to this attitude is the attitude of the Salvation Army officer who stayed in the building as the communists marched into Beijing in 1949.  
a. When asked why he would not leave, he said,                                                                                     “I’m sitting in the premises and standing on the promises.”  
i. Brothers and Sisters, will you commit yourself to stand on God’s promises when things get tough?  
ii. Is your commitment to your husband or wife deep, real, and lasting?  
iii. Is your commitment to your employer deep, real, and lasting?  
iv. Is your commitment to the people of this church deep, real, and lasting?  
v. Will you repent and call us to repentance when it needs to be done?
Elimelech made his choice and his family suffered devastating consequences.  But, as so often happens in the Bible, God was busy acting in and through Elimelech.  
God was busy ruling and overruling Elimelech’s choices.  Just as God had ruled and overruled the choices of Abraham, Isaac, Lot, Jacob, Judah, and all the other biblical characters, God was busy with Elimelech.  

1. And we see this as we look briefly at the genealogy at the end of the book.  
a. It starts with Perez, the result of Tamar’s deceitful trickery of Judah.
b. 10 generations are mentioned from Perez to David.  
i. 10 generations which bear witness to God’s work of salvation.  
ii. They do so because these 10 generations are found in exactly the same manner in the first chapter of Matthew’s Gospel. 
iii. The faithless activities of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Judah, and now Elimelech are revealed there to be all part of the lineage of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
iv. Despite the fact that Elimelech turned his back on the Promised Land, God uses him to establish the line of the Messiah.  
v. God’s grace overcomes Elimelech’s lack of faith.
2. So, let me ask you some questions:
i. Is your faith perfect?  
ii. Is your obedience perfect?  
iii. Are you any better than Elimelech?  Are your decisions always faithful and trusting?
b. Or are you as much in need of God’s grace as Elimelech and Naomi were?  

i. Are you also one who must daily hide in the overflowing grace of God in Christ Jesus?

1. Grace that can correct and compensate for and bring good even out of that which is faithless?
3. Now, Brothers and Sisters, this is not to suggest that we can use this magnificent example of God’s grace as an excuse to be faithless.  
a. God calls you today, as He always does, to faithfulness and obedience.  
i. God calls you to commit yourself to Him and to His people.  
b. But be also encouraged!  For God is a God of grace.  
i. He can take even your faithless decisions and remedy them for His purposes.  
ii. He ordained that the faithless choice of Elimelech would have glorious salvation consequences.  
4. And so, while we may enjoy this entertaining love story, we need to remember that the Book of Ruth is really one more chapter in God’s salvation plan.  
a. For, by Ruth came King David, and by David came King Jesus.  Amen. 
