TWENTY-FIRST SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST    RUTH 1: 1-19A                   OCTOBER 9, 2016 
     MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,
FOR THE LAST FEW WEEKS OUR OLD TESTAMENT LESSONS HAVE BEEN ABOUT SUFFERING AND PROBLEMS.  EVEN OUR LORD JESUS SAYS IN JOHN'S GOSPEL, "IN THE WORLD YOU WILL HAVE TRIBULATION" (16: 33, ESV).  WE CERTAINLY CAN’T ACCUSE THE SCRIPTURES OF BEING OUT OF TOUCH WITH REALITY!  AND THE SCRIPTURES ALSO MAKE IT CLEAR THAT SUFFERING AND PROBLEMS CAN BE A THREAT TO OUR FAITH CAUSING US TO QUESTION NOT ONLY THE LOVE OF GOD BUT EVEN HIS EXISTENCE AS JESUS SAYS IN MATTHEW'S GOSPEL "…WHEN TRIBULATION OR PERSECUTION ARISES ON ACCOUNT OF THE WORD, IMMEDIATELY HE FALLS AWAY" (13: 21, ESV).  BUT THIS HAS ALWAYS BEEN TRUE AND IT WILL ALWAYS BE TRUE.  THE BIBLE HAS MANY EXAMPLES OF PEOPLE HAVING FAITH IN THE MIDST OF VERY DIFFICULT CIRCUMSTANCES AND OUR OLD TESTAMENT LESSON IS ONE OF THEM.  THERE IS CERTAINLY A LOT OF SUFFERING AND SADNESS IN OUR TEXT, INCLUDING A FAMINE AND THE DEATH OF THREE FAMILY MEMBERS: ALL MEN; ALL HUSBANDS, AND ALL IN ONE FAMILY.  CAN YOU IMAGINE THE SADNESS? AND THEN WE HEAR OF THREE WOMEN LEFT ALL ALONE IN A DAY WHEN THEY DIDN’T HAVE BIG GOVERNMENT TO HELP THEM….HOW WOULD THEY LIVE?  WHO WOULD PROTECT THEM?  HOW WOULD THEY SURVIVE THE HARSHNESS OF LIFE?  THAT’S THE STORY OF “RUTH, SUFFERING AND GOD.”
I. IT 'S IMPORTANT FOR US TO REMEMBER THAT RUTH WAS NOT AN ISRAELITE.  SHE WAS FROM MOAB, A COUNTRY TO THE EAST OF ISRAEL.   THIS MEANS THAT SHE DID NOT KNOW THE ONE TRUE, LIVING GOD.  THE GOD OF THE MOABITES WAS KNOWN AS CHEMOSH;   HE WAS A CRUEL AND VIOLENT GOD OF WAR THAT DEMANDED HUMAN SACRIFICES, INCLUDING CHILDREN.  THIS WAS RUTH’S GOD OR AT LEAST THE GOD OF HER PEOPLE..…. BUT HER LIFE CHANGED WHEN SHE MARRIED INTO A FAMILY FROM ISRAEL.
     A. BUT HOW THIS CAME ABOUT IS AN INTERESTING STORY.  INDEED, THE AUTHOR OF RUTH WANTS US TO SEE THE HAND OF GOD IN THIS STORY, TO SEE HOW GOD WORKS IN HISTORY FOR HIS OWN ENDS.   AND SO, WE ARE TOLD ABOUT A MAN, ELIMELICH, FROM BETHLEHEM, THE FUTURE BIRTH PLACE OF JESUS.  BECAUSE OF A FAMINE IN THE LAND, ELIMELICH MOVED HIS FAMILY FROM ISRAEL TO MOAB.  WE ARE NOT TOLD HOW MUCH THEY SUFFERED BEFORE OR DURING THE MOVE.  BUT SUFFERING AWAITED THEM IN THEIR NEW HOME. . FOR WHILE THEY WERE THERE, ELIMELICH DIED, LEAVING HIS WIFE, NAOMI, WITH THEIR TWO SONS, MAHLON AND CHILION,  WHO EVENTUALLY MARRIED MOABITE WOMEN, ORPAH AND RUTH. AND THEN, TRAGEDY STRUCK AGAIN AND THE TWO SONS DIED.  THIS LEFT NAOMI AND HER DAUGHTERS-IN-LAW ALL ALONE.  WHAT WOULD THEY DO?  HAVING HEARD THAT THE FAMINE IN ISRAEL HAD ENDED, NAOMI DECIDED TO GO BACK TO HER HOME COUNTRY AND HER OWN PEOPLE.   BUT, OUT OF CONCERN 

FOR THEIR WELL-BING, SHE ENCOURAGED HER DAUGHTER-IN-LAWS TO STAY IN MOAB BECAUSE THEIR FAMILIES COULD HELP THEM.  BUT HER FUTURE WAS SO UNCERTAIN THAT SHE COULD NOT GUARANTEE THEIR WELL-BEING IN ISRAEL.  ORPAH FINALLY AGREED AND STAYED BEHIND.  BUT, NOT RUTH.  AND IT’S AT THIS POINT THAT RUTH MAKES HER FAMOUS STATEMENT THAT SOMETIMES MAKES IT INTO WEDDING SERMONS:  “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” (V. 17 ESV).
     B. CLEARLY, SOMETHING HAD HAPPENED TO THIS MOABITE WOMAN.  THROUGH NAOMI’S FAMILY RUTH HAD COME TO KNOW THE ONE TRUE, LIVING GOD.  SHE WANTED TO BE NOT ONLY WITH NAOMI, BUT ALSO WITH GOD’S PEOPLE.   AND IT WOULD BE IN BETHLEHEM, THE BIRTH PLACE OF JESUS, THAT RUTH WOULD MEET HER FUTURE HUSBAND, BOAZ.   NOW HERE'S WHERE THE STORY REALLY BECOMES INTERESTING:  RUTH AND BOAZ WOULD BECOME THE GREAT GRANDPARENTS OF… KING DAVID.  AND THIS IS THE OBVIOUS REASON FOR WRITING THE STORY OF RUTH AS WE READ AT THE END OF THE STORY: "SO BOAZ TOOK RUTH AND SHE BECAME HIS WIFE….AND SHE GAVE BIRTH TO A SON….AND THEY NAMED HIM OBED.  HE WAS THE FATHER OF JESSE, THE FATHER OF DAVID" (4: 13, 17, NIV).   BUT THE STORY EVEN BECOMES MORE AMAZING:  RUTH WOULD BE THE ANCESTRESS OF JESUS CHRIST, THE SAVIOR OF THE WORLD.   FOR JESUS WAS A DESCENDANT OF DAVID AS PAUL REMINDS US IN OUR SECOND READING: "REMEMBER JESUS CHRIST, RAISED FROM THE DEAD, DESCENDED FROM DAVID" (2 TIM. 2:8, NIV).   AND SO THE ANGEL GABRIEL HAD TOLD MARY : "YOU WILL BE WITH CHILD AND GIVE BIRTH TO A SON….THE LORD GOD WILL GIVE HIM THE THRONE OF HIS FATHER DAVID, AND HE WILL REIGN OVER THE HOUSE OF JACOB FOREVER; HIS KINGDOM WILL NEVER END" (LUKE 1: 31-33, NIV).   AND SO IN MATTHEW'S GOSPEL, RUTH, THE MOABITESS, IS LISTED IN THE GENEALOGY OF JESUS CHRIST!  THINK ABOUT THIS:  WITHOUT RUTH THERE WOULD HAVE BEEN NO KING DAVID… OR JESUS CHRIST!  IN ALL OF THIS WE SEE THE HAND OF GOD.  BUT NOTICE HOW GOD USED SUFFERING TO BRING THIS ALL ABOUT.  WITHOUT THE SUFFERING OF THE FAMINE RUTH WOULD NEVER HAVE MEET NAOMI AND HER FAMILY.  AND GOD EVEN USED THE TRAGIC DEATH OF NAOMI AND RUTH’S HUSBANDS –FOR IT WOULD BE THE DEATH OF THEIR HUSBANDS THAT WOULD SEND RUTH WITH NAOMI TO BETHLEHEM….WHERE SHE WOULD MEET AND MARRY BOAZ.    RUTH WAS IN GOD’S HANDS AS HER GREAT GRANDSON, DAVID, KING OF ISRAEL, WHO WOULD WRITE IN PSALM 139: "FOR YOU CREATED MY INMOST BEING; YOU KNIT ME TOGETHER IN MY MOTHER’S WOMB…..AND ALL THE DAYS ORDAINED FOR ME WERE WRITTEN IN YOUR BOOK BEFORE ONE OF THEM CAME TO BE" (13, 16, NIV).  ALL THE DAYS ORDAINED FOR RUTH WERE WRITTEN IN GOD’S BOOK BEFORE ONE OF THEM CAME TO BE.  WE CANNOT PROPERLY 

UNDERSTAND THIS STORY OF RUTH UNLESS WE REMEMBER HER FAMOUS DESCENDANTS:  DAVID AND JESUS.   GOD WAS WORKING IN THE MIDST OF SADNESS, SUFFERING AND DEATH IN ORDER TO BRING KING DAVID AND JESUS INTO THE WORLD.  BEHIND IT ALL WAS THE INVISIBLE HAND OF GOD.  THIS STORY THEN IS AN EXAMPLE OF WHAT PAUL IS TALKING ABOUT IN CHAPTER EIGHT OF ROMANS:  "WE KNOW THAT FOR THOSE WHO LOVE GOD ALL THINGS WORK TOGETHER FOR GOOD" (V. 28, ESV).  GOD WORKED ALL OF RUTH'S SUFFERING AND SADNESS FOR HER GOOD AND FOR OTHERS..
 II. AND GOD STILL WORKS THIS WAY IN OUR LIVES.
     A.  ALL THE DAYS ORDAINED FOR YOU WERE ALSO WRITTEN IN GOD’S BOOK BEFORE ONE OF THEM CAME TO BE.   AND PART OF HIS PLAN FOR YOU WAS TO GIVE YOU FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST WHO DIED ON THE CROSS CANCELING YOUR DEBT OF SIN TO GOD AND GIVING YOU FORGIVENESS AND LIFE.  YOU ARE NOT HERE BY ACCIDENT…GOD PLANNED FOR YOU TO BE BORN IN THIS WORLD.  AND, AFTER YOU WERE BORN, HE SO ARRANGED YOUR LIFE THAT YOU WOULD HAVE CONTACT WITH THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST AND THE HOLY SPIRIT WORKING THROUGH THE GOSPEL GAVEYOU THE GIFT OF FAITH IN JESUS AS YOUR SAVIOR.  AND, JUST LIKE WITH NAOMI AND RUTH, GOD WORKS IN YOUR LIFE IN THE MIDST OF DIFFICULTIES AND PROBLEMS AND EVEN SUFFERING AND SADNESS.  WHEN WE EXPERIENCE PROBLEMS AND SADNESS IT IS TEMPTING TO QUESTION GOD’S LOVE AND HIS PRESENCE.  BUT JUST LIKE HE DID WITH NAOMI AND RUTH... GOD IS WORKING IN OUR LIVES EVEN IN THE MIDST OF SUFFERING AND SADNESS AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS: "AND WE KNOW THAT IN ALL THINGS GOD WORKS FOR THE GOOD OF THOSE WHO LOVE HIM" (8: 28, NIV).   IN THE MIDST OF SUFFERING WE DON'T ALWAYS SEE OR UNDERSTAND HOW OR WHAT GOD IS WORKING….BUT SOMETIMES, WITH THE PASSAGE OF TIME, WE CAN LOOK BACK ON OUR LIVES AND SEE THE HAND OF GOD….--JUST LIKE RUTH COULD SEE THE HAND OF GOD IN HER LIFE. 
      B.  AND AS GOD’S PEOPLE WE ARE ASSURED THAT JESUS, WHO SITS AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD THE FATHER ALMIGHTY, IS IN CONTROL OF ALL THINGS AS PAUL SAYS IN EPHESIANS:  ["GOD] RAISED HIM FROM THE DEAD AND SEATED HIM AT HIS RIGHT HAND IN THE HEAVENLY PLACES, FAR ABOVE ALL RULE AND AUTHORITY AND POWER AND DOMINION, AND ABOVE EVERY NAME THAT IS NAMED, NOT ONLY IN THIS AGE BUT ALSO IN THE ONE TO COME.  AND HE PUT ALL THINGS UNDER HIS FEET AND GAVE HIM AS HEAD OVER ALL THINGS TO THE CHURCH" (1: 20-22, ESV).  THE SAME JESUS WHO LOVED US SO MUCH AS TO DIE FOR US A SHAMEFUL AND PAINFUL DEATH ON THE CROSS AND BE FORSAKEN OF GOD… IS IN CONTROL OF ALL THINGS FOR THE SAKE OF THE CHURCH, FOR YOU AND FOR ME.   AND KNOWING THAT JESUS 
SITS AT THE RIGHT HAND OF THE FATHER, WE LIVE OUR LIVES IN SERVICE TO GOD AND TELLING OTHERS ABOUT HIM. BECAUSE MANY PEOPLE IN OUR LIVES MIGHT BE LIKE RUTH ONCE WAS:  THEY DON’T KNOW THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD. AND SO AS GOD BRINGS THEM INTO OUR LIVES…HE GIVES US OPPORTUNITIES TO TELL THEM ABOUT JESUS CHRIST AND WHAT HE HAS DONE.  AND WE DO THIS EVEN IN THE MIDST OF PROBLEMS OR PAIN, SADNESS OR SUFFERING… HOPING AND PRAYING THAT THEY TOO MIGHT ALSO SAY WHAT RUTH SAID LONG AGO. "….YOUR GOD [WILL BE] MY GOD” (V. 16, ESV).  

CONCLUSION:   IN OUR SECOND LESSON THE APOSTLE PAUL WROTE THAT HE WAS SUFFERING IN PRISON---CHAINED LIKE A CRIMINAL.   JUST LIKE RUTH….  PAUL KNEW WHAT IT WAS LIKE TO SUFFER IN THIS SIN FALLEN WORLD OF DEATH.  AND YET DID YOU NOTICE WHAT PAUL SAYS? "BUT THE WORD OF GOD IS NOT BOUND" (2 TIMOTHY 2: 9, ESV).  GOD’S WORD WORKS IN ALL TIMES AND PLACES…EVEN IN THE MIDST OF PROBLEMS AND SUFFERINGS.  .AND SO IT IS WITH US.  GOD IS AT WORK IN OUR LIVES….JUST AS HE WAS AT WORK IN THE LIVES OF RUTH AND PAUL….JUST AS HE WAS AT WORK IN THE SUFFERING AND DEATH OF JESUS CHRIST.  UNTIL THE END OF TIME, GOD WILL WORK FOR THE SALVATION OF HIS PEOPLE….EVEN IN THE MIDST OF SUFFERING AND SADNESS….PROBLEMS AN DPAIN….THIS IS PART OF THE MYSTERY OF GOD’S POWER AND MERCY…..   AND THIS IS THE MEANING OF THE STORY OF RUTH—ANCESTRESS OF JESUS CHRIST, HER SAVIOR… AND OURS…AND OF THE WORLDS... AMEN!
