Ruth 4 

1 Meanwhile Boaz went up to the town gate and sat there. When the kinsman-redeemer he had mentioned came along, Boaz said, 'Come over here, my friend, and sit down.' So he went over and sat down. 

I've quoted this already, but again, do we believe it? 

Rom 8:28, "We know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him." 

Boaz didn't hang around, Naomi was right - and he was determined to settle the matter. But the fear here is that Boaz will fall victim to his own integrity, and Ruth to her own fine reputation. We often worry that doing the right thing will cost too much - cf leaving long gap on motorway between you and car in front, even though other people then keep filling it. What about our giving of time and money, what about decisions regarding our children and the way we bring them up, what about the times when speaking out will make us look silly, or at least different? 

'My friend' almost better translated, 'Mr So-and-so' - let's keep him anonymous because he wasn't up to fulfilling his duties and we don't want to get sidetracked by personalities. It wasn't a matter of law, but it was nevertheless expected that this chap would redeem Ruth. You can justify what you do or don't do by saying that you didn't have to, it wasn't the law, but, as it says in the Prayer Book, 'such excuses are not so easily accepted and allowed before God.' 

Kindness... 'If not me, who? If not now, when?' 

2 Boaz took ten of the elders of the town and said, 'Sit here,' and they did so. 

Boaz started with ten elders, then talked about all those seated here (v.4), and then eventually everyone at the gate (v.11). This escalation signals the growing importance of what's happening for the whole community. The fate of one foreign widow and a small parcel of land matter to the wholenesss and wellbeing of the entire community, even if they don't all know it yet. The ancestry of King David is at stake - and everyone gets drawn into the story, there were no spectators, just witnesses (see v.9). And so it is with God's story - as I said at the beginning, this book is about everyone being involved. 

3 Then he said to the kinsman-redeemer, 'Naomi, who has come back from Moab, is selling the piece of land that belonged to our brother Elimelech. 

4 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. 

There was a belief amongst many Jews that the dead were only 'alive' if their family was still living on their land - so redeeming it was, literally, a matter of life and death. And I hope you can see that for us today, keeping the name of Jesus alive in the world is also a matter of life and death. We're his family, and we have to make sure that everyone knows this is his land, his world, that we live in. He has redeemed us on the cross, and we now have a role to play in redeeming the world. 

5 Then Boaz said, 'On the day you buy the land from Naomi and from Ruth the Moabitess, you acquire the dead man's widow, in order to maintain the name of the dead with his property.' 

6 At this, the kinsman-redeemer said, 'Then I cannot redeem it because I might endanger my own estate. You redeem it yourself. I cannot do it.' 

Despite it all looking so precarious at times, it is choice, not chance, that eventually determines what happens. It all looked like it might go wrong at this point (things often do at some time or other), but by building Ruth into the equation Boaz changed everything and this chap felt he had to renounce his rights. Acquiring Naomi as another wife wouldn't threaten his estate as she was unlikely to have any children (due to her age), but having to marry Ruth would change all that. This chap would have to use his money to buy the estate that would eventually revert to Mahlon's line when he died, thus depriving this man's own children of part of their inheritance. 

Remember, this was the period of the Judges, and everyone was doing as he saw fit - and here's an example, a man not living up to his responsibilities. Rights come with responsibilities, and blessings come with consequences too - but this chap didn't want any of it. 

7 (Now in earlier times in Israel, for the redemption and transfer of property to become final, one party took off his sandal and gave it to the other. This was the method of legalising transactions in Israel.) 

There was an ancient custom of stepping on soil to take possession of it, and that's what this shoe business might be all about. If you saw a man walking down the road with only one shoe, you knew he'd just sold some land and the deal had been witnessed. Being given the shoe gave you the authority to walk on the land. 

Deut 11:24, "Every place where you set your foot will be yours." 

Josh 14:9, "So on that day Moses swore to me, 'The land on which your feet have walked will be your inheritance and that of your children for ever, because you have followed the Lord my God wholeheartedly." 

Boaz was determined that Elimelech's land would be held onto. Remember, Elimelech means, 'My God is king.' Boaz wanted God still to be king of that land and he wasn't going to give it up. Too easily we have walked away from what we've been given (out of politeness, fear, indifference, and ignorance), and we're worse off as a result. 

Billy Graham's daughter, Ruth, was once on television in the US and being given a hard time by the interviewer for all the bad things happening, in particular, I think it might have been just after one of the High School shootings there. Her reply was to point out how the US had insisted on keeping God out of the education system, how the Christian values that underpinned the founding of the nation were being deliberately eroded in the name of political correctness, and so on - so how could they now turn around and complain about the consequences? 

Where have Christians trod in ages past? What has God given us that we have now let go of too easily - because I think we've been conned out of much of our inheritance? However good a deal a pair of shoes might be, however good the label, if they don't fit, they will always give us trouble and be uncomfortable. We need to take the right shoes and walk on the land God has called us to. 

8 So the kinsman-redeemer said to Boaz, 'Buy it yourself.' And he removed his sandal. 

9 Then Boaz announced to the elders and all the people, 'Today you are witnesses that I have bought from Naomi all the property of Elimelech, Kilion and Mahlon. 

Boaz now exercises his rights. How often do we have the same confidence as children of God? And the same determination.... 

Matt 13:44, "The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field." 

Remember who you are, a child of God himself, and go for it. 

10 I have also acquired Ruth the Moabitess, Mahlon's widow, as my wife, in order to maintain the name of the dead with his property, so that his name will not disappear from among his family or from the town records. Today you are witnesses!' 

The whole book is a testimony to the power of witnessing. Naomi must have been a shining witness to her faith, Boaz was known in Bethlehem as a good man, and he had heard about Ruth from other witnesses. And now, we too are witnesses. 

Having finally ditched mentioning that Ruth was a Moabitess, now it gets brought up again. Now that the legal bit is being done in public, with witnesses, Ruth's origins are mentioned again, perhaps to name any issues that might be problematic and deal with them. There's no attempt here to hide things, perhaps storing up problems for later. Both Ruth and Boaz pursue their desires with integrity, and all the prayers of 3:9, 1:8-9, 2:12 are now answered. Ruth receives her full status within the covenant community and so it no longer matters where she came from, from now on, it can be mentioned or ignored - it makes no difference. Ruth experienced what Boaz had perhaps known earlier, being the son of a prostitute but nevertheless being known to as a man of noble character. With God we get a fresh start every day, every time we need one. 

11 Then the elders and all those 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 house of Israel. May you have standing in Ephrathah and be famous in Bethlehem. 

We are witnesses... to what? And will you testify? 

Comparing Ruth to Rachel and Leah is remarkable - Jacob was sent to their father to find a wife specifically not from amongst the foreign women. 

Gen 28:1-4, "So Isaac called for Jacob and blessed him and commanded him: 'Do not marry a Canaanite woman. Go at once to Paddan Aram, to the house of your mother's father Bethuel. Take a wife for yourself there, from among the daughters of Laban, your mother's brother. May God Almighty bless you and make you fruitful and increase your numbers until you become a community of peoples. May he give you and your descendants the blessing given to Abraham, so that you may take possession of the land where you now live as an alien, the land God gave to Abraham.'" 

12 Through the offspring the Lord gives you by this young woman, may your family be like that of Perez, whom Tamar bore to Judah.' 

Peraz was also born under dodgy circumstances. His mother posing as a prostitute, became pregnant by her father-in-law (Judah), had twins - who fought at birth, Perez pushing past his twin at the last moment in order to be born first. 

There is only one really holy person in the Bible, Jesus himself - the rest of them were like us. 

13 So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. Then he went to her, and the Lord enabled her to conceive, and she gave birth to a son. 

Everything has now come good. 

Pregnant = 'full' Cf 1.21 

John 10:10, "I have come that they may have life , and have it to the full." 

Ruth's earlier marriage had been childless, so many listening to this story might have been anxious as to what was going to happen this time round - but famine has given way to fruitfulness through God's intervention (as in ch.1 too, in ending the famine). 

John 1:13, "Children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God." 

Bringing the Lord in at the end here might be a way of saying that in all the precedes, not just in the conception of Obed, God has been at work - none of these events just 'happened.' The book was written to show that God is always in control of human events - 'He's got the whole world in his hands.' 

14 The women said to Naomi: 'Praise be to the Lord, who this day has not left you without a kinsman-redeemer. May he become famous throughout Israel! 

Noami's position was so hopeless that it could only have been redeemed by divine intervention. 

Some debate as to whether Boaz or the child, Obed, was the redeemer. It was the latter who took away Naomi's complaint of being childless after her two sons had died and who would sustain her in her old age - though the story to this point seems to anticipate Boaz as the redeemer. This is the only instance in the Bible where a child is called a redeemer - except...? 

15 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.' 

And now we move from the uncertainty of the past to a new confidence, 'He will renew your life...' The women start reciting promises, not just wishes. 

Seven was the perfect number and sons valued more than daughters, so this is praise indeed for Ruth. 

16 Then Naomi took the child, laid him in her lap and cared for him. 

17 The women living there said, 'Naomi has a son.' And they named him Obed. He was the father of Jesse, the father of David. 

Now the empty has become full. 

Obed - servant. 

Now Naomi could be sure that God is there in all circumstances - that we're never abandoned. 

Gen 45:5-8, "Do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you. For two years now there has been famine in the land, and for the next five years there will not be ploughing and reaping. But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance. So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God." 

Eph 3:20-21, "Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen." 

The story of Ruth must be true because otherwise nobody would have written it - David having a Moabite great-grandmother was unthinkable, but denying his ancestry was perhaps impossible because it was too well known. 

18 This, then, is the family line of Perez: Perez was the father of Hezron, 

19 Hezron the father of Ram, Ram the father of Amminadab, 

20 Amminadab the father of Nahshon, Nahshon the father of Salmon, 

21 Salmon the father of Boaz, Boaz the father of Obed, 

22 Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of David. 

Boaz had no idea of the consequences of his decision to marry Ruth - he only knew it was the right thing to do. Too often we won't do something (even if it's right) until we can see how it's all going to work out. 

Coming seventh in a genealogical list was always significant in those days - and Boaz comes in this position. Tenth place is also special - and given to David. The list is compiled in such a way as to draw attention to these two figures. 

The genealogy also emphasises how God circumvented custom and tradition in providing Israel's great redeemer, David. Also, by going further back than Moses to the Patriarchs, David's line is linked with the promises given to Abraham rather than the law given to Moses. David reigns by the grace of God, not by right. Everything we do and have is the same - by the grace of God, and not by right. 

The opening verse of the book reminds us of the leadership vacuum in Israel during the judges period (cf. Judg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). The closing verse reveals God's provision of the greatest leader that Israel had. At first, the listeners to this story would have thought the book was all about providing for the needs of a few individuals in trouble, but now they would see a wider picture - God can provide for the individual, and also for the whole nation. Ruth and Naomi needed a home, Israel needed a king - and, in God's good time, everyone got what they needed. This genealogy is where the intimate and personal story is inserted into the big picture of salvation history. This is where the camera pans away from the detail to reveal a completely new perspective on things. 

By the end of the story, everything has come good for everyone - a happy ending, even though nobody expected it just four chapters ago. So how did it happen...? How does it all work out? It's mystery - but one thing we do know is that God is indeed King. 

