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Is God sovereign, or do humans chart their own course? Divine sovereignty and human agency are related, 
even interconnected, and both are true. It's not a contradiction; it's a paradox, a seemingly contradictory 
statement that turns out to be true.  So, do things just happen, do I make things happen, or is God making 
things happen?  

The answer is, yes.  

This reality is better experienced than it is explained, which these and many other passages convey. 

In their hearts, humans plan their course, but the Lord establishes their steps. – Proverbs 16:9 

Trust in the Lord with all your heart. And do not lean on your own understanding. 
6 In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight. – Proverbs 3:5-6 

But Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid, for am I in God’s place? 20 As for you, you meant evil 
against me, but God meant it for good in order to bring about this present result, to preserve many 
people alive. – Genesis 50:19-20 

Notice a pattern? Each instance uses the language of relational experience to explain the reality of both 
sovereignty and agency. Relationships require interaction, give and take, increasing knowledge of each other, 
and, most important, trust. There’s tension, but it’s in the tension where the relationships thrive.  

I like to call this tension, “Providential Coincidence.” It’s the way things seem to turn out (or not) when we’re 
in over our head, only to see later that what felt like random coincidences were carefully directed steps. This is 
what happened when Ruth and Naomi arrived in Bethlehem.   

How do “Providential Coincidences” work, and how should we respond? 

1. Trust there’s a plan at work whether or not we’re aware of it. “Now Naomi had a relative on her husband's 
side, from the clan of Elimelech, a man of standing, whose name was Boaz.” – Ruth 2:1 

This is a “by the way, FYI” statement, as it stands out from the flow of the narrative.  

“Relative" – kinsman-redeemer: God's way of preserving and redeeming the abandoned. 

• Everywhere in the ancient world, widows were a severely disadvantaged group.  The poor in Israel had 
two sources of help.  First, they had the right to glean---that is, they had the right at harvest time to 
follow the reapers and gather any grain that was missed, and landowners were expected to ensure 
that something was left for gleaning.  Second, the poor had the right to expect help from kin who were 
better off. 

“man of standing” – gibbor-hyil – a man of land, of wealth, of honor – used to describe one with the means 
and accompanying character to fulfill his role as Redeemer. 

• Even before Ruth and Boaz meet, even while Naomi’s heart is still empty, even before their world 
begins to turn around, the narrator slips in this reminder that God is at work in a world-turning drama 
more significant than any of them are aware of!  
 

• God’s actions are not dependent on your awareness. 



2. Realize that providential opportunities include personal responsibility. 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." 3  So she went out and began to glean in the fields behind the 
harvesters. Ruth 2:2-3 

Many people are content when they need something from God to do nothing.  

• “Providence assists not the idle” – Latin Proverb Being still (Psalm 46) and being idle are not the same. 

Notice the attitude of Ruth toward responsibility. Gleaning was not a free ride – those who had need, needed 
to take the initiative. 

• “I will venture to say of any lazy man that he has little or no faith in God for faith always- worketh.” – 
Charles Spurgeon 

3. Consider “coincidence” as an invitation to faith.  As it turned out, she found herself working in a field 
belonging to Boaz, who was from the clan of Elimelech. 4  Just then Boaz arrived from Bethlehem and greeted 
the harvesters, "The LORD be with you!" "The LORD bless you!" they called back. Ruth 2:3-4 

• As it turned out, she found herself ... The narrator writes satirically – this is to be understood "tongue 
in cheek." 

•  “When I pray, coincidences happen, and when I don't pray, they don't.” - William Temple 

• Many things that are coincidence to other people are miracles to me. Those who did not believe in 
miracles surely made it certain that they never would partake of one. - L. Robert Keck 

“As it turns out,” these were the same fields where later a Shepherd boy named David would tend his 
flock. It also happens to be the place where shepherds would visit and worship the lamb of God, the 
Redeemer of humanity. You are free to assume this is all just a collision of chance, or an interesting 
coincidence, but is that really what we have here? I think not! 

Questions to Dig Deeper 

• What do you think of the paradox of divine sovereignty and human agency? 

• How do you process the idea that God is at work around you, whether or not you’re aware of it? 

• Do you think your awareness or your trust would increase through prayer and worship? 

• How does the idea of God being at work help you face the decisions, stresses, and “unknowns” in your 

life? 

• How would you explain the tension between “providential opportunities” and personal responsibility”? 

How do you address the tension between “being still” and “being lazy”? 

• Are there areas where you are “waiting for God” when you should be taking action? 

• In what ways have “coincidences” helped to strengthen your faith? 

• Do you think it’s just a coincidence that you are here today, that you know the people you know, that 

you live in such a time as this, that you have the personality, gifts, quirks, and wiring that you have? 

What if, “as it turns out,” it’s all part of a plan that’s way bigger than you, yet it involves you? Could 

you believe that? 


