Ruth I: A Love Story
Setting:
Let’s set the stage for this dramatic story.
Ruth 1:1  In the days when the judges rule.
We are in the tiny village of Bethlehem, Ephrathah.    This tiny village is the place where the most significant events in all world history come together, but it all starts in this little book Ruth.
Ruth is one of a series of historical Old Testament books, along with Joshua, Judges, 1,2 Samuel, 1,2 Kings and 1,2 Chronicles.
Specifically, Ruth is set in the time of the Judges—when Israel was under great pressure from foreign domination, but, apparently, Ruth is set in one of the times of peace between times of servitude to foreign powers.
Ruth is a bright spot in an otherwise very troubled time.
It is set at an absolutely pivotal point in Salvation History.   The story of God’s plan to save us.  It begins with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  It goes through David, but before that, it passes through Ruth.  Finally, it ends up back in Bethlehem, with the birth, the life, the ministry, the death and the resurrection of Jesus.
This is a pivotal moment, in part, because the lineage of Jesus includes an older gentleman named Boaz, who has no male heirs.  The royal lineage is in grave danger.
Ruth is nearly unique, in that it is one of only two books where the principle actor is a woman.    Ruth is unique in the entire Old Testament in that the principle character in the book is a Gentile.  Ruth was a Moabitess.
We will see the importance of this fact in the New Testament.   Matthew 1:3-6  Tamar, who was promised to the third son of Judah, but to whom he refused marriage.  Instead, she deceived him, posed as a prostitute, had sex with her father-in-law, and produced a child, giving birth to Perez, through whom the Messiah came.   Rahab the Getile innkeeper and prostitute, Ruth the Moabitess, and Bathsheeba, the Hittite.  
(and BTW Luke 3:24)
God goes out of his way to remind us that the genealogy of the Messiah includes outsiders and people whom the religious would not have chosen!!!
God also shows us that, although the Jews are his special, chosen people, his intention all along was to offer salvation to all peoples.
Ruth the Outsider/Foreigner    The coming together of Jew and Gentile  This was the great “mystery” in the Old Testament.  Ephesians 1:9-10  Ephesians 3:2-6.
I am sure the Jews did not get this great mystery, but we do!
Ruth takes place in Moab, but also in Bethlehem Ephrathah.  This little village was destined to be the home to King David, and also the birthplace of the Messiah. (as prophesied in Micah 5:2.  But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are fro mold, from ancient times.”
The Jew will see this as the story of the establishment of the House of David.  We do as well, but also as the line of the Messiah, as Jesus is the Root of Jesse, and the Jesus is to be the branch.     Isaiah 11:1-3 a branch from the stump of Jesse  Jer 23:5 a branch of David   Zech 3:8
Without Ruth, we would not know the story of the Messianic line of descent through David, from the tribe of Judah.
With Ruth we are stepping back.  We are taking the balcony view.  We are looking at the forest rather than the trees, and we are seeing the story of God working, through Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Judah, to bring the Messiah into the world.
Themes/Stories in Ruth
The inspiringly loving and loyal relationship between Ruth and Naomi  It is about hesed     covenantal, reciprocal, loyal, faithful love.
Actually, it is two love stories in one.   Naomi/Ruth and Boaz/Ruth
Salvation History: The story of Redemption.
Messianic foreshadows:   Boaz as Kinsman Redeemer
Theme verse in Ruth   Ruth 1:16-17   hesed   Arguably, the most beautiful relationship in the entire Hebrew Bible is the story of the relationship between a Jew and a Gentile.  What a blow-away!!!     And a possible candidate for the second most beautiful relationship in the Bible (but I would choose David and Jonathan) is that between Ruth and Boaz.
Ruth 1:2-5  Naomi, the Prodigal Daughter.  The tragic life of Naomi who, in a foreign land, lost her husband and her two sons.  She is alone and bereft.
She is the Prodigal Daughter, who went to a far off, foreign land, where she gave up her unique nature as a child of Israel, and stayed among foreigners. There she ended up, not in a pigpen, but in a desperate, impoverished, and seemingly hopeless situation.
An interesting note.  Bethlehem means house of bread.
Psalm 108:9  Moab is my washbasin.  It is the place I put my dirty clothes.
So Naomi went from the house of bread to the place of dirty clothes.  Reminds of the Prodigal Son, who went from his father’s side to a foreign country and ended up in the pig pen.
Naomi’s two sons were Mahlon, which means “unhealthy” and Chilion, which means “puny.”   They were probably sickly children.
Naomi has two daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth, but they are not Jews.  They are Moabitesses.   Elimilech and Naomi have strayed far from where God wants them.  The Prodigal family is moving farther from God.
Who is Ruth?  She is a Moabite, and therefore the “daughter” of Lot, the father of Moab and of the Moabites.  The Moabites worshiped Chemosh, not YHWH.  And the very existence of Moab is the result of Lot’s older daughter deceiving her father and having sex with him.  In fact, Moab means, literally, “from the father.”
This is not a “dig” on Ruth.  In fact, rather, it reveals the amazing heart of this wonderful woman of faith.
Ruth 1:6-9      Naomi is in an extremely unenviable position.  She is a Jew, living in Moab.  With her husband Elimelek, she had a chance to establish a household.
When he died, as a woman, she had no standing—no hope of another husband or of any kind of employment.   But, even with the death of her husband, she could have had a life through her two sons.  
Imagine her deep disappointment when they married pagan girls.  But what could she do?    She did her best, and she loved her daughters-in-law.
But once Mahlon and Killion died, she had no money, no family, no conceivable means to support herself.   She was a stranger in a strange land.
So, in desperation, like the Prodigal Son, she started for home.  It has been perhaps 20 years.  Do they even remember her?  What about her ancestral home?  What happened to her family property.  Surely by now, it has been sold and occupied by new tenants.  She has nothing there, but at least she will be a Jew among Jews.
She is a desperate woman, in deepest, unimaginable mourning.
God says:  Perfect.  Here is a place I can work and do great things!
God is at work!!!   To save the Jews and to save us!!!   Salvation history rolls on.
So, she starts home with her daughters-in-law.
v. 8.   To Orpah and Ruth:  Go home.   I have nothing to offer you.
v. 9 Perhaps the Lord will grant you “rest.” There.  “Rest” means a home with a Moabite husband.
One thing for sure, they will find no home in Israel!!!  To live in Israel would be to be consigned to perpetual widowhood in a strange country, with no financial security at all!
So, why did she set out with them?  Perhaps in her extreme grief over the loss of her husband and sons.
Ruth 1:9b-13    There is nothing for you there!   There is no hope for a marriage.  No Jew, living in Israel, will marry a foreign woman!  Maybe if I had property and wealth, but I am carrying nothing.  No!  Please go home!  Please do not add to my unimaginable grief by making me the responsibility for your empty life without hope for husband or children!  No!  Please return!
v. 12  Here we see the utterly grief-stricken and hopeless Naomi.
v. 13  She is feeling bitter.  Bitter toward whom?  YHWH.   God has opposed me at every point.  Do not straddle yourselves with my bitter fate.
There is zero chance for me to be married again, and I am past child-bearing age, but even if, by some miracle, I were to be married (0%), and even if I were to have children (0%), would you wait for 20+ years to marry a man more than 20 years your junior, when you would be past child-bearing age.
No, my daughters, please go home!
Ruth 1:14-18    A bereft widow goes home.
v. 14 Orpah does what any of us would have done, and so she disappears from the pages of history.
But not Ruth!   Ruth has more faith in YHWH than her mother Naomi.  
v. 15  For the third time, Naomi pleads with her.  So as to not increase my grief, please go to your family and to your god.
v. 16-17  Our theme verse in Ruth.
What a picture of love and loyalty.  This is the picture of hesed.  Of that loyal love which is so much a theme in the entire OT.  Hesed – loyal, faithful, covenantal, reciprocal love.
Your God will be my God.
Ruth is forsaking her pagan/idolatrous background and identifying herself with YHWH.   A good decision!  
Your people will be my people.  Vernon McGee:  You cannot make a decision for God unless you fully identify with God’s people.
Have you fully identified with God’s people?
Where you die, I will die.  Your hope will be my hope.  Ruth is now looking forward to a city whose architect is God!!!  (Hebrews 11:13-16)   Is that you?   
Who is your God, truly? 
Who are your people?
What is your hope?  What is your home?
v. 17  May the Lord YHWH deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even death separates you and me.”      Luke 9:62  Ruth is putting her hand to the plow and not looking back.  What about you?
v. 18  Naomi, bitter though she is, finally gives in.
Ruth 1:19-22  Arrival in Bethlehem.   A journey of 60-75 miles (we do not know where in Moab).  A journey of about 7 to 10 days.  (not counting the checkpoint at the King Hussein Bridge, you can do it in 2 hours by car).
Imagine those miles.  Ruth’s hesed/love has turned the heart of Naomi, at least some!   Imagine the great talks between these two women with such a loyal love to one another, trying to imagine what kind of life they will find in Bethlehem.   Nights sleeping under the stars.  Does YHWH have any plans for us?    At least we will have each other.
Oh, and what plans God has!!!!!     The save the entire world from their sins through their descendant.
v. 19  Naomi is back!   The one who abandoned her heritage has returned, and who is that strange (and very beautiful) young woman with her?   Surely she is not an Israelite!!!
v. 20-21.   Naomi, despite the love of Ruth, comes home with zero hope for a future.  Call me Mara!!!  (bitter).   Naomi means delight or sweetness.  No, I am bitterness, disappointment and abandoned by God.
But God says “Blessed are the poor in spirit” and “Blessed are those who mourn.”
v. 22  A dramatic foreshadow.   She arrived at barley harvest-time.
God is working great miracles behind the scene.
