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The book of Ruth is a beautiful story about being open to God in the face of trouble.  
In addition to the book of Esther, it is the only other book in the Bible to be named after 
a woman. The main characters of the book are women, Naomi and Ruth. And a major 
theme of their story is their need to find God’s provision while in a hostile and  

   troubled environment. 

The stage is set when a famine occurs in the region of the city Bethlehem. This was somewhat of a 
paradoxical event, for the word “Bethlehem” literally means house of bread in the Hebrew language. 
Surely, of all places, no one expected a food shortage to occur in the “house of bread.” Nevertheless, 
the famine in Bethlehem is a reminder that no place or person is exempt from trouble. 

As our story unfolds, this food crisis in Bethlehem is enough to prompt Elimelech to immigrate with his 
wife, Naomi, and their two sons, Mahlon and Kilion, into the country of Moab and settle there (Ruth 1:1-2). 
They evidently believe they will fare better in a foreign nation even though the Moabites were long-
standing enemies with the tribes of Israel. They soon learn they cannot not run away from troubles for 
shortly after they arrive in Moab, Elimelech dies, and Naomi is left as a single parent with two sons in a 
foreign land.

Nevertheless, Naomi and her two sons remained in the land of their long-standing Moabite enemies. 
Even though they are Hebrews, each of Naomi’s sons marry a Moabite wife. One of the wives is Orpah, 
the other is Ruth. Yet, after ten short years of marriage, Mahlon and Kilion both die and leave their wives, 
Orpah and Ruth, without children.

Now the story presents us with three single women who are trying to survive in a time of trouble. 
Furthermore, their singleness is complicated by several other factors. Not only were they single women, 
but also, they are single, widowed women. Not only are they single, widowed women, but also, they are 
single, widowed women who have no children, especially male heirs who would have been expected 
by the strong traditions of their culture to provide for women, once widowed. Not only are they single, 
widowed women who have no children, but they are also poor. Now lest we forget, they are single, 
widowed, women without children, without economic means, and they are living in a culture in which 
women have no rights and are considered both the property and responsibility of men. 
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To be sure, Naomi, Orpah and Ruth, easily represent all the socially, economically, politically, and 
spiritually oppressed people of their time and culture, as well as ours.

They represent all people who have been wounded and rejected by tragic circumstances. They 
represent all people who have lost loved ones by death, divorce, or separation and feel they have to 
face the future alone. They represent all people who are single not by choice but by circumstances. 
They represent all people who stand on the brink of an uncertain future.

What are these three desperate people going to do in their troubled situation? Naomi hears that the 
famine has ended in Bethlehem and that there is now a good harvest. (verse 6). We’re not told how 
she hears about it, but somehow, even though she was in a foreign land, she has kept in touch with her 
people back home in Bethlehem. This is a reminder to us that God has a liberating word for us in every 
situation. However, it is our responsibility to hear that word and respond to it by cooperating with God.

In response to the word that she had heard from God, Naomi cooperated by making the decision to 
return to her homeland and to go it alone. As a matter of fact, she suggests to Orpah and Ruth that 
perhaps the best way for them to deal with their common crisis is for the three of them to go their 
separate ways. She believes her daughters-in-law will be successful in marrying Moabite men.

Orpah agrees. She departs to bear her singleness alone and we do not get to know what happens to 
her. However, Ruth makes the decision to bear her struggles in covenant promise with her mother-in-law, 
Naomi. In one of the most beautiful statements of human promise in the Bible, she says to Naomi:  
“Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go, I will go, and where you stay, I will 
stay. Your people will be my people and your god my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be 
buried. May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me.” 
verses 16-17

Naomi and Ruth travel together in response to the word of God that food is available in Bethlehem. 
Hand in hand, over the hills and mountains, and down through the valleys, they eventually make it back 
to Bethlehem. Once they arrive, they work together. Instead of saying “to each her own,” they pool their 
resources and overcome the threat of famine. By the grace of God they are sustained on their journey.

There is an African fable that tells about a group of people on earth who wanted to know the difference 
between heaven and hell. A tour is arranged so they can see for themselves. In hell they see all of the 
people sitting across from each other at long tables. There is plenty of food on the tables. However the 
people in hell are starving and frail because their arms are taped with splints so that they cannot bend 
their elbows and get the food from the tables to their mouths.

When the people on the tour arrive in heaven, they are surprised to see the same conditions. The 
people in heaven also sit at long tables across from each other. They also have their arms taped with 
splints so that they cannot bend their elbows to get food from the tables to their mouths. However, there 
are two major differences. First, the people in heaven are healthy and well fed. Second, they are healthy 
and well fed because the people overcome the problem of not being able to feed themselves by 
picking up food and feeding the person across the table. The story of Ruth teaches us to work together.

By the grace of God: When there are problems, we can solve them together! When there are burdens, 
we can lift it together! When there is a mountain, we can climb it together! When there is a stone, we 
can move it together! When there is a challenge, we can meet it together! If there is a race, we can run 
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it together! If there is a river, we can cross it together! When there is a pandemic, we can get through it 
together! Together. That’s one of the lessons from Ruth.

I am excited to share with you that there is something else going on in the layers of meaning in our story 
of Ruth.

This “something else” comes through the word “redeem.” It appears 23 times in this short story and it’s 
not a word we use much anymore. My mother used to redeem S&H Green Stamps for prizes. Some of 
you redeem your frequent flyer miles for more trips. Some of you redeem your credit card points for gifts 
or cash back. Most of us redeem our Safeway or Fred Meyer points for discounts at the gas pump. To 
redeem something is to buy it back, cash it in, set it free.

Ruth and Naomi go to glean grain in the fields of a distant kinsman of Naomi’s deceased husband, 
Elimelech . . . a man named Boaz. Faithful Jews offered the edges of their fields to the poor who could 
collect or glean the wheat that was left in these narrow strips. The same practice applied to orchards 
and vineyards as well. It was for the Hebrews, an ancient form of welfare. Boaz watches those gleaning 
his fields and likes the gentleness and hard work he sees in Ruth. Naomi coaches Ruth in how to get 
noticed by Boaz. There are some property rights that need to be dealt with and Boaz is successful as 
the kinsman-redeemer. Boaz and Ruth marry.  Naomi’s joy and trust in the Lord is restored. Boaz, the 
Jew, and Ruth, the Moabite, have a son whom they name Obed. Obed becomes the father of Jesse and 
grandfather of a shepherd who becomes King David, from whose lineage Christ Himself is born. 

Woven throughout this story of strange customs is a principle of a kinsman-redeemer that gives us a 
forward glimpse of Christ our Redeemer.

You see, no matter what’s happened in your life, no matter the circumstances, no matter the grief, no 
matter the change, there is One who comes to buy it back, to redeem, to set us free. We believe He is 
Jesus, the Christ and through His redemptive love we are each chosen by God. 

To be chosen by God is a wonderfully glorious thing. You are chosen by God. You are not chosen by a 
wealthy employer, an important person, or even a dear friend. You are chosen by God. You are chosen 
for God’s love and grace, for God’s gifts and blessings. To be chosen by God is an incredibly glorious 
thing.

A young boy kept making mistakes while practicing the piano to perform at a recital. His mother advised, 
“Son, practice the end of your performance piece. Practice the closing measures as hard as you can, 
over and over again, because the truth is, you can make mistakes in the beginning, you can make 
mistakes in the middle, but people will forget all of that if you make the end glorious!”

I don’t know what the beginning was like for you. I don’t know what your childhood was like or what 
mistakes were made. I don’t know what mistakes you’ve recently made but I can tell you, whatever they 
are, Christ is with you. If you will trust Him and love Him, He will make the end glorious.

Long ago God chose a quiet, ordinary woman named Ruth who had lost her husband and was struggling 
to survive in a foreign land to be an instrument of His grace in bringing His son, Jesus, into the world. We 
don’t know why God chose Ruth. We only know that He did. Today He chooses you, an ordinary person 
struggling to survive in a difficult world, as an instrument of His grace to bring His son, Jesus to the 
world. We don’t know why God has chosen you; we only know He has. 


