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Our text this morning is the first seventeen verses of the book of Ruth.  Ruth is sort of an appendix to the book of Judges, a good appendix.  The book of Judges itself, after telling us about twelve judges, concludes with two appendixes of its own.  They are very negative, even disgusting stories from the time when everyone did what was right in their own eyes.  By way of contrast, Ruth is a much more delightful story, even a well-loved story.


There was a famine in the land of Israel, and a father of a family named Elimelech took his wife and two sons to Moab to find food, not unlike the way that the prophet Elijah was sent by the Lord to Zarephath to find food during the famine caused by three years without rain.  The usual suggestion is that this story took place during the time of Gideon.  Then the Midianites were coming each year at harvest time to steal the Israelite crops.  Then the Lord sent the judge Gideon to drive out the Midianites, and so “the Lord came to the aid of His people by providing food for them.”  But things had not worked out so well for Elimelech and his family.  He and his two sons had all died in Moab, leaving Naomi a widow.  The two boys had married Moabite girls before they died, so now there were three widows together.  With that introduction, please listen to these words from the book of Ruth:



In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land, and a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while in the country of Moab. 
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.



Now Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died, and she was left with her two sons. 
They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had lived there about ten years, 
both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left without her two sons and her husband.



When she heard in Moab that the Lord had come to the aid of His people by providing food for them, Naomi and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home from there. 
With her two daughters-in-law she left the place where she had been living and set out on the road that would take them back to the land of Judah.



Then Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back, each of you, to your mother’s home. May the Lord show kindness to you, as you have shown to your dead and to me. 
May the Lord grant that each of you will find rest in the home of another husband.”


Then she kissed them and they wept aloud 
and said to her, “We will go back with you to your people.”



But Naomi said, “Return home, my daughters. Why would you come with me? Am I going to have any more sons, who could become your husbands? 
Return home, my daughters; I am too old to have another husband. Even if I thought there was still hope for me—even if I had a husband tonight and then gave birth to sons—
would you wait until they grew up? Would you remain unmarried for them? No, my daughters. It is more bitter for me than for you, because the Lord’s hand has gone out against me!”



At this they wept again. Then Orpah kissed her mother-in-law good-by, but Ruth clung to her.



“Look,” said Naomi, “your sister-in-law is going back to her people and her gods. Go back with her.”



But Ruth replied, “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 are my people and your God is 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.”


Most, if not all, of us are native Americans.  We were born here, and we have very strong feelings about our homeland.  “My country, ‘tis of thee that I sing.”  “My country, right or wrong.”  Woodie Guthrie sang:



This land is your land, this land is my land



From California, to the New York Island



From the redwood forest, to the gulf stream waters



This land was made for you and me.
I was born in America, my parents were born in America, my grandparents were born in America, but somewhere back there my ancestors made the trip across the Atlantic and became Americans, leaving their other nationa​lity behind.  The same is true of all Americans.  Patriotism comes naturally.


Most of you are native Michiganders, and have always lived in Michigan.  I was born in Illinois, Shirley in Wisconsin, but we have lived in Michigan for thirty-three years now, and I think we are thinking of ourselves as Michiganders.  I know that when I get together with people from other states, I think like a Michigander.


Elimelech took his family to another country, and his sons married local girls.  You might say that they were on the path to Moabite citizenship.  After they died, the daughters-in-law wanted to accompany Naomi back to her country, and Ruth did, eventually becoming an Israelite through mar​riage to an Israelite man, Boaz.  The distance they had traveled was much less than we might expect.  Elimelech seems to have taken his family less than a hundred miles away from home to Moab, less than if we were to move to Ohio.  Elijah traveled roughly the same distance to go to Zarephath, perhaps like moving to Midland.


I’d like to concentrate today on the words that Ruth spoke to Naomi, words of faithfulness and loyalty, but especially words confessing her faith in the true God, in the Savior God.  Naomi, of course, insisted on returning home alone.  Let her two daughters-in-law stay in the only home they had ever known in Moab.  Let them stay with their families, with their parents and siblings and other relatives.  Naomi would make the hard trip back alone, “because the Lord’s hand has gone out against me!”  Oh, woe is me.


It is not impossible that there are several layers of thought here.  Naomi says that she will go home alone, but she wants at least one of her daughters-in-law to come with her.  It would certainly be safer to have two women traveling together than one alone.  Although both say they will come with her, Orpah is easily persuaded to stay home with “her people and her gods,” as Naomi puts it.  Well, Ruth, what will it be?


Ruth’s statement of loyalty to her mother-in-law is sterling.  “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.”  I will remain faithful to you, I will go with you, and I will stay with you.  I will not abandon you.  But—what about Ruth’s own parents whom she is leaving behind in Moab?  Who will take care of them?  Does Ruth perhaps have other siblings to care for her parents while Naomi has no one?  Are Ruth’s parents even alive still?  We are told nothing about them, only about Ruth’s promise to be a daughter to Naomi, a very beautiful promise.


Then Ruth adds a most significant confession.  “Your people are my people and your God is my God.”  Although I have no doubt that that is the correct translation, it is not what the NIV says; that has, “Your people will be my people,” as if the whole matter of in-laws was a modern invention.  No, it was just as true then that when Ruth married Mahlon, she married into Mahlon’s whole family.  Elimelech became her father-in-law, Kilion became her brother-in-law, and of course Naomi became her mother-in-law.  But there were a whole slew of relatives back in Bethlehem that Ruth didn’t know yet.  They were most certainly her relatives by marriage.  So Ruth makes a statement of fact when she says, “Your people are my people,” that is, I have married into the family.


And then Ruth adds the beautiful confession of faith, “Your God is my God.”  The NIV makes Ruth sound sort of fickle when it has her say that your God will be my God, as if she was just saying that she would adopt the local worship.  No, Ruth was saying that she had been listening to what Naomi and her family said about the God of Israel, who was also God in Moab, the God who had promised to come Himself and be their Savior.  Ruth is saying—and perhaps she had never come out and said it before—that she believes and trusts in this true God of Israel.  But what would happen to Ruth’s faith in the true God if she remained in Moab?  Obviously, knowledge of the true God was not completely absent in Moab, but it wasn’t common either.  Most likely, cut off from God’s Word, she would revert to Moabite idolatry.  She wanted to come along with Naomi also to preserve her own faith, for in Bethlehem she would hear much more about the true God.


So Ruth accompanied Naomi back to Israel, back to Bethlehem, and stayed with her.  She had the opportunity to make a clear confession of her faith in the true God and to act on that confession.  Perhaps we too have such opportunities.  Every choice we make in life can be regarded from that perspective: Is this a confession of faith?  Is this what Ruth said and did, or what Orpah said and did?  Often we face two good choices, both of which can be a confession of faith.


The book of Ruth only has four chapters.  You can go home and read the rest of the story; it wouldn’t take long.  It is in the Bible not just because it is a cute story, or even a beautiful story, but because of Jesus.  God was certainly behind Elimelech’s decision to take his family to Moab.  If the Lord did not send Elimelech, He certainly used Elimelech’s decision to bring this Moabite girl back to Bethlehem.  In Bethlehem, there was the line of people from whom God planned eventually to bring the Savior.  God would not forget that promise made to Abraham, and even Adam and Eve already.  In sort of a neat love story, Ruth came to marry Boaz, and so became the great-grandmother of King David, who, of course, is the ancestor of Jesus, our Savior.


Naomi is sort of the sad person in the story.  She says, “the Lord’s hand has gone out against me!”  She explains to the women in Bethlehem, “Don’t call me Naomi. Call me Mara, because the Almighty has made my life very bitter. I went away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi? The Lord has afflicted me; the Almighty has brought misfortune upon me.” Ru1v20,21.  But things changed for her, and the same women of Bethlehem later said to her, after Ruth had given birth to Naomi’s grandson, “Praise be to the Lord, who this day has not left you without a kinsman-redeemer. May he become famous through​out 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.” Ru4v14,15.

We can understand Naomi, for our lives can at times seem bitter.  But the Lord always cares for us, always accompanies us, and is even more faithful to us than Ruth was to Naomi. Amen.
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