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GOD TURNED NAOMI’S BITTERNESS INTO JOY
(through Ruth’s faith and Boaz’s redemptive love)
March 26, 2017

Ruth 4:1-22 
Key Verse 4:14 “The women said to Naomi: ‘Praise be to the LORD, who this day has not left you without a guardian-redeemer. May he become famous throughout Israel!’”

The main lesson of the Book of Ruth is: The life of the godly is not a straight line to glory, but they do get there. The life of the godly is not a smooth road. There are many ups and downs. But all along this up and down road that doesn’t let you see very far ahead, there are frequent signs that say, “The best is yet to come.” The book of Ruth gives you encouragement and hope that all the perplexing turns in your life are not dead-end streets. In all the setbacks of your life as a believer, God is plotting for your joy. The story of Ruth is a series of setbacks. In chapter 1 Naomi and her husband and two sons were forced to leave their homeland in Judah on account of famine. Then Naomi’s husband dies. Her sons marry Moabite women and then her sons die leaving two widows in the house of Naomi. Even though Ruth clings to Naomi, chapter 1 ends with Naomi’s bitter complaint: “I went away full and the Lord has brought me back empty . . . The Almighty has made my life very bitter.” In chapter 2 Naomi is filled with new hope because Boaz appears on the scene as a possible husband for Ruth. But he doesn’t propose to Ruth. He doesn’t make any moves. At least that is the way it seems at first. So the chapter closes brimming with excited hope, but also with great suspense and uncertainty about how all this might work out. In chapter 3 Naomi and Ruth make a risky move in the middle of the night. Ruth goes to Boaz on the threshing floor and says in effect, “I want you to spread your wing over me as my husband.” But right when the tragedy of Ruth’s widowhood seems to be resolved into a beautiful love story, Ruth has another setback. There is another man who according to Hebrew custom has prior claim to marry Ruth. The righteous man Boaz will not proceed without giving this man his lawful opportunity. So chapter 3 ends again in the suspense of another setback.

After the midnight rendezvous in chapter 3, Boaz goes to the city gate where the official business was done. The nearer guardian-redeemer comes by, and Boaz lays the situation before him. Naomi is selling what little property she has, and the duty of the nearer guardian is to buy it so that the inheritance stays in the family. Look at verses 3-4 “Then he said to the guardian-redeemer, ‘Naomi, who has come back from Moab, is selling the piece of land that belonged to our relative Elimelek. I thought I should bring the matter to your attention and suggest that you buy it in the presence of these seated here and in the presence of the elders of my people. If you will redeem it, do so. But if you will not, tell me so I will know. For no one has the right to do it except you, and I am next in line.’ ‘I will redeem it,’ he said.” To our dismay the guardian says at the end of verse 4, “I will redeem it.” Naomi and Ruth were watching and listening. Can you imagine how their hearts sank when they heard, “I will redeem it”? We also feel like screaming, “O no! Don’t let this other fellow take Ruth! We don’t want him to redeem it. We want Boaz to do it.” It seems that nothing goes right in Ruth and Naomi’s life.

Just then, Boaz says to the nearer guardian, “You know, don’t you, that Naomi has a daughter-in-law. So when you do the part of the guardian-redeemer, you must also take her as your wife and raise up offspring in the name of her husband Mahlon.” Then, to our great relief, the guardian says in verse 6, he cannot do it. Look at verse 6. “Then I cannot redeem it because I might endanger my own estate. You redeem it yourself. I cannot do it.” Perhaps he is married already. He would have to devote time and energy to look after Ruth’s property, thus possibly having to neglect his own. Ultimately, the land would go to Ruth’s heirs, not his own. 

The guardian-redeemer had to sacrifice his own to redeem another person without any benefit for himself. Boaz was not motivated by self-interest, but motivated by love for Ruth. God provided Ruth and Naomi a redeemer in Boaz who was willing to take responsibility for them and their family name. Boaz is a foreshadow of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ sacrificed himself for us on the cross without any benefit to himself. The guardian-redeemer has to be a family member. That is why Jesus became a man. He was born as a baby in a manger. The angel cannot save us. The angels cannot be our guardian-redeemers. A great prophet or priest could be our guardian, but his own sin would have disqualified him as our redeemer. Only Jesus, the eternal God, who was born as a man, can be both the guardian and the redeemer. Isaiah 54:4-8 describes the beautiful ministry of the Lord as our guardian-redeemer. “Do not be afraid; you will not be put to shame…the Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer…The Lord will call you back as if you were a wife deserted and distressed in spirit…with everlasting kindness I will have compassion on you, say the Lord your Redeemer.”

The elders of Bethlehem rejoiced at Boaz’s decision to redeem Naomi and Ruth. So they blessed Boaz and Ruth’s family that they might be like the family of Jacob that built up the nation of Israel. Look at verses 11-12. “Then the elders and all the people at the gate said, ‘We are witnesses. May the Lord make the woman who is coming into your home like Rachel and Leah, who together built up the family of Israel. May you have standing in Ephrathah and be famous in Bethlehem. Through the offspring the Lord gives you by this young woman, may your family be like that of Perez, whom Tamar bore to Judah.” They blessed Ruth to be like Tamar, the mother of Perez. Tamar was a Canaanite woman who had married Judah’s oldest son, Er. But first Er, and then Onan had died before Tamar could have a child. Judah promised to give her his third son Shelah as his wife, but broke his promise, thinking that he may die too. So Tamar took a drastic action. She tricked his father-in-law to sleep with her to give birth to twin sons. The older son is Perez. Tamar and Ruth have a lot in common. Both were foreigners who married Israelite men. Both are widowed and exhibit family loyalty to rescue their deceased husbands from extinction. As with Ruth, Tamar’s righteous actions had a profound spiritual impact on a man. She helped Judah to repent of his own unfaithfulness and become the covenant son. In their spiritual wisdom, the elders saw that Ruth was more righteous than the daughters of Israel. Not only would she help build up the people of God through her physical offspring with Boaz, she had also set a spiritual example of faith and repentance that would lead God’s people to repentance and faith, as well. Indeed, it was Ruth’s faithfulness and humility that had opened the way for Naomi’s life to be restored as well.

As I said, the lesson of the book of Ruth is that the life of the godly is not a straight line to glory. Life is one curve after another. And we never know what is coming. But the point of the story is that the best is yet to come. No matter where you are, if you love God, the best is yet to come. The cloud over the head of Ruth and Boaz is big with mercy, and breaks with blessing on their head in verse 13. “So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. When he made love to her, the Lord enabled her conceive, and she gave birth to a son.” But notice how the focus in verses 14–17 is not on Ruth at all, nor on Boaz. Look at verses 14-17 “The women said to Naomi: ‘Praise be to the Lord, who this day has not left you without a guardian-redeemer. May he become famous throughout Israel! He will renew your life and sustain you in your old age. For your daughter-in-law, who loves you and who is better to you than seven sons, has given him birth.’ Then Naomi took the child in her arms and cared for him. The women living there said, ‘Naomi has a son!’ And they named him Obed. He was the father of Jesse, the father of David.” The focus is on Naomi and the child. Why?

Naomi’s name at the beginning of this book was Bitter. . . Bitter Naomi. That is the way the author of this book wanted us to meet her. Because the point of the book is that the life of the godly is not a straight line to glory, but they do get there. The story began with Naomi’s loss. It ends with Naomi’s gain. It began with death and ends with birth. A son—for whom? Verse 17 is the great destination of Naomi’s long and twisted road. “The women living there said, ‘Naomi has a son!’” Not to Ruth! But to Naomi! Why? To show that it was not true, what Naomi had said in 1:21, that the Lord had brought her back empty from Moab. And if we could just learn to wait and trust in God, all our complaints against God would prove untrue.

Ruth was written to help us see the signposts of the grace of God in our lives, and to help us trust his grace even when the clouds are so thick that we cannot see the road, let alone the signs on the side. Let’s go back and remind ourselves that it was God who acted to turn each setback into a stepping stone to joy, and that it is God in all of our bitter providences who is plotting for our good.

First, when Naomi’s whole life seemed to crumble while in Moab, it was God who gave Ruth to Naomi. We know this from two verses. In 1:16 we learn that at the root of Ruth’s commitment to Naomi is Ruth’s commitment to Naomi’s God: “Your God will be my God.” God had won Ruth’s allegiance in Moab and so it was to God that Naomi owed the amazing love of her daughter-in-law. Also in 2:12 it says that when Ruth came to Judah with Naomi, she was coming to take refuge under the wings of God. Therefore it is owing to God that Ruth left her home and family to follow and serve Naomi. All along it was God turning Naomi’s setback into joy—even when she was oblivious to his grace.

Second, Naomi gives the impression in chapter 1 that there is no hope that Ruth could marry and raise up children to continue the family line (1:12). But all the while God is preserving a wealthy and godly man named Boaz to do just that. The reason we know that this was God’s doing is that Naomi herself admits it in 2:20. She recognizes that behind the “accidental” meeting of Ruth and Boaz was the “kindness of God who has not forsaken the living or the dead.” In every loss that the godly endure, God is already plotting for their gain.

So again and again in this book it was God who was at work in the bitter setbacks of Naomi. When she lost her husband and sons, God gave her Ruth. When she could think of no guardian-redeemer to raise up offspring for the family name, God gave her Boaz. The point of the story is made in the life of Naomi. The life of the godly is not a straight line to glory, but God sees that they get there.

If this story of Ruth just ended in a little Judean village with an old grandmother hugging a new grandson after a very hard life, it could have been just a nice little story. But the author doesn’t leave it there. He lifts his eyes to the grand redemptive history. In verse 17 he says very simply that this child Obed was the father of Jesse and Jesse was the father of David. All of a sudden we realize that all along something far greater has been in the making than we could imagine. God was not only plotting for the temporal blessing of a few Jews in Bethlehem. He was preparing for the coming of the greatest king that Israel would have, David. And the name of David carries with it the hope of the Messiah, peace, righteousness, freedom from sin, and pain and crying and grief. This simple little story opens out like a stream into a great river of hope.

The book of Ruth wants to teach us that God’s purpose for the life of his people is to connect us to something far greater than ourselves. God wants us to know that when we follow him, our lives always mean more than we think they do. For the Christian there is always a connection between the ordinary events of life and the amazing work of God in history. Everything we do in obedience to God, no matter how small, is significant. Ruth and Naomi did not see that their lives would have far-reaching consequences. Likewise we will not know the full purpose and importance of our lives until we are able to look back from the perspective of eternity. Therefore we must make our choices with God’s eternal values in mind. Taking moral shortcuts and living for short-range pleasures are not good ways to move ahead. Because of Ruth’s faithful obedience, her life and legacy were significant even though she could not see all the results. Live in faithfulness to God, knowing that the significance of your life will extend beyond your lifetime. The rewards will outweigh any sacrifice you would make. This is what it means to live holy and godly lives. Serving a widowed mother-in-law, gleaning in a field, and having a baby—for the Christian these ordinary things are all connected to eternity. They are part of something so much bigger than they seem. God can use our ordinary lives for his great purpose if we are faithful to him. Ordinary people can do great things in God.
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The life of the godly is not a straight line to glory, but they do get there—God sees to it. There is a hope for us beyond the cute baby and the happy grandmother. If there weren’t, we would be of all men most miserable. The best is yet to come. That is the unshakable truth about the life of the woman and the man who follow Christ in the obedience of faith. The best is yet to come when Jesus comes again in glory, and “death will be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away” (Revelation 21:4).


