Putting the Pieces Together #4

“Happy Again”
Ruth 4:1-21

In recent years, Hallmark movies have become very popular, especially around the Christmas season. This is true despite the fact that the plot of each movie is nearly identical: Man and woman meet with initial attraction (despite glaring differences between them); some challenge threatens to undo the relationship before it even starts; the challenge is overcome and the relationship is saved; the couple kisses as snow falls (for the Christmas movies, anyway) and they live happily ever after.

No one knows for sure who first developed this plot, but I would suggest that someone may have come across the biblical story of Ruth and Boaz for inspiration. Up to this point we have seen the initial meeting and attraction of Ruth—an impoverished foreign widow—and Boaz—a wealthy Israelite with a good reputation. In our last study we witnessed Ruth going out on a limb to, in essence, ask Boaz to marry her (perhaps it was leap year?) Boaz seems to be more than willing. What could possibly get in the way?

Ruth 3 reveals the challenge: while Boaz wants to marry Ruth, the Israelite law specified that the closest relative of Ruth’s deceased husband would have first option. Could it be that this budding romance may end before it has a chance to begin? (Act like you don’t know how the story ends!) Turn to Ruth 4 to see how the story concludes.

A Dramatic Resolution

Ruth 4:1-8 reveal a dramatic resolution. Verse 1 sets the stage,

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. 

The gate played a large part in the ancient cities of Judah. Excavations reveal that Palestinian cities were generally very closely built and there were no large open spaces like the Roman forum or the Greek agora. Instead room was found at the gate, and the gate accordingly tended to become the center of city life.
 Since many of the townspeople worked outside the city during the day the city gate was a convenient place to conduct business because the people passed by there each day.
 Here the elders of the community met, discussed projects, put forward civic schemes. Here was the final authority for all civic matters. What was decided at the gates became law.
 This vivid narrative is important as one of the few instances from the ancient world that tell how a legal process of this kind was carried out.

As the scene unfolds, the reader may sadly suspect that, given Boaz’s evident honesty, he might passively acquiesce to accepted custom and there by relinquish Ruth to the closer kinsman. Surprisingly, however, Boaz will cleverly take the offensive and legally obtain Ruth as his wife.
 Of course, Boaz could have ambushed him somewhere down a dark lane and forced him to withdraw by threats or worse! But that’s not Boaz’s way. He’s an honorable man, determined to resolve the matter in an honorable manner.
 Boaz wants God to be honored at every stage.
 Yet his plan is quite ingenious as verses 2-8 reveal,

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

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.” 

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.” 

(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 legalizing transactions in Israel.) 

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

Boaz explained the problem to the kinsman-redeemer. Having returned from Moab, Naomi was forced to sell the piece of land that belonged to her deceased husband, Elimelech. The verb “is selling” is in the perfect tense in the Hebrew, normally denoting completed action and therefore could read “sold.” The information in verses 5 and 9 indicates, however, that she was in the process of selling the land at the time.

Initially, the kinsman-redeemer is interested in redeeming the property. (Oh, no!) At this point Boaz introduces the secondary responsibility of redeeming the widow Ruth. Two laws are at work here. The law of the kinsman-redeemer is given in Leviticus 25:23–34, and the law governing levirate marriage is found in Deuteronomy 25:5–10. The purpose of these laws was to preserve the name and protect the property of families in Israel. When obeyed, these laws made sure that a dead man’s family name did not die with him and that his property was not sold outside the tribe or clan.

Boaz may have decided that it would be a good strategy to approach the matter in this way. He may have feared that, if it were a matter only of marrying Ruth, or only of redeeming the field, the kinsman would carry out his responsibility. By linking the two he presented the man with a double financial burden, that of buying the field, and that of providing for Ruth’s maintenance.
That burden changed the whole complexion of things for the kinsman. He does not say, “I will not redeem,” but “I cannot redeem,” and this is strong language. The reason he gives is “I might endanger my own estate.” Probably the kinsman was not rich. He could redeem the field, but now he sees that he must pay to buy the field, support Ruth (and probably Naomi, too), and in the end it will belong not to his own family, but to the subsequent son of Ruth. There is also the possibility that the kinsman-redeemer declined because Ruth was a Moabitess, but this is inferred, not clearly stated.

All this illustrates that to act as kinsman-redeemer would be very costly. It involved personal sacrifice. He would have to give part of his own inheritance for the sake of others. This would have to require an act of love and sacrifice this kinsman was not in a position to offer.

The writer describes the earlier symbolic custom in the redemption and transfer of property that was no longer in vogue when the book was written. The kinsman-redeemer indicated that he was renouncing his right to redeem the land by the symbolic action in which he removed his sandal and gave it to the one who would be the redeemer.
 We get the distinct impression that it is with not a little relief that he hands the responsibility back to Boaz. It underlines the personal cost of acting as the redeemer and magnifies the compassion of Boaz in doing all this for a “foreigner.”

A Delightful Redemption

With the dramatic challenge resolved we move on to a delightful redemption in verses 9-15. Boaz addresses the crowd in verses 9-10,

 “Today you are witnesses that I have bought from Naomi all the property of Elimelech, Kilion and Mahlon. 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 key theme of this chapter is redemption. The words “redeem,” “buy,” and “purchase” are used at least fifteen times. The word “redeem” means “to set free by paying a price.” This shows there can be no redemption without the paying of a price.
 

This is a key theme of all Scripture as well. The necessity and provision of redemption is at the very heart of God’s plan and the plan of His heart.
 Keith Green’s song, “There Is a Redeemer” is an apt theme song for the book of Ruth, especially its last chapter.

The people reply in verses 11-12, 

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

The crowd that had gathered at the gate gave Ruth and Boaz two blessings. First, they asked the Lord to allow Ruth to be fruitful and build a family just as Rachel and Leah, the mothers of the twelve tribes of Israel, had done. Second, the people asked the Lord to make Boaz and Ruth famous in Bethlehem. The Lord heard their cry and did make Ruth famous, not only in Bethlehem but around the world. In blessing Ruth, the Lord also blessed Bethlehem and made it famous as well. Through the lineage of Ruth, King David was born; and through David, Christ came into the world. Bethlehem not only became the “city of David” but the birthplace of our Lord. We would not remember Bethlehem today were it not for Ruth.

We may wonder why they mention Perez, who was born to Tamar by Judah in Genesis 38. Tamar is mentioned because there is a decided parallel between Tamar who was a widow and had a child by an older man and Ruth who was also a widow and now marrying an older man. Moreover, Perez was the ancestor of Boaz.

The romance is fulfilled in verses 13-15,

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. 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! 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.”
Notice that the son that was born is regarded as God’s gift.
 If there is one theme that dominates the book of Ruth, it is that of the over-ruling providence of God, and our human dependence on him. God is the source of life. Life and its blessings are a gift from his hand. Particularly here, the conception of a child is seen as a gift of God.

It is interesting to notice that it is Naomi who is featured in the closing scene, not Ruth.
 In the excitement of the birth of a son to Ruth the women of Bethlehem came to Naomi, expressing their joy. There is an obvious contrast to the words of the women as they first saw Naomi upon her return from Moab back in Ruth 1:19.

In verse 15 Ruth is described as better than seven sons. In a culture in which sons were so highly esteemed, this is a supreme compliment. This commendation of Ruth as an extraordinary woman also bears testimony to the loving ministries she performed in Naomi’s behalf above what would have been expected of any daughter or son. The relationship between mother and daughter-in-law is described by many as the most troublesome in the human family. Yet the lives of Ruth and Naomi portray an example of the joy found when divine principles are followed even in that most difficult relationship. The results are loving commitment, mutual comfort, and consistent edification.

A Divine Restoration

The story ends with a divine restoration. We read in verses 16-17,

Then Naomi took the child, laid him in her lap 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. 

Of course Naomi took a special interest in the baby. One imagines that there would have been no difficulty in obtaining a nurse for the son of Boaz. But for Naomi this child was special. She had expected a lonely old age when her husband and sons died. With none of those near to her left her future had indeed looked bleak. But thanks to Ruth’s devotion everything was now different. She belonged to a family once more. She was loved and she had a recognized place. The baby in a sense symbolized it all, and Naomi gave herself to caring for him.

There is something special about grandchildren. When Naomi held little Obed in her arms, she not only felt joy over the assured future of her family name; she must have experienced that renewal of life that comes with the birth of a child. No wonder the ancient psalmist prayed, “May you live to see your children’s children” (Psalm 128:6). Grandchildren are a wonder. Their antics amuse us; their presence evokes deep and mysterious feelings; they provide a spark of joy in our aging years.

Through it all, the pieces of Ruth’s and Naomi’s life were put back together again! The past was forgiven, for all of their debts were paid. The present was assured because they were no longer enslaved. The future of the two women was insured because they now had an inheritance in Boaz and his wealth. They knew he would take care of them.

What made all of this possible? Someone paid a price. We saw how costly it was for Boaz; the redemption of mankind was even more so to God. For though salvation is free, it is not cheap. The price of our sin was very costly for our Lord. We dare not underestimate how great the agony of bearing the sins of the world and being separated from His Father was for the Lord Jesus. Someone had to pay a price, and Christ did it willingly.

The book ends with a brief genealogy in verses 18-22,

This, then, is the family line of Perez: Perez was the father of Hezron, Hezron the father of Ram, Ram the father of Amminadab, Amminadab the father of Nahshon, Nahshon the father of Salmon, Salmon the father of Boaz, Boaz the father of Obed, Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of David.
We might wonder, “Why ruin this romance with a genealogy?” The Bible seems to have a lot of genealogies, and genealogies are often boring They serve, however, to remind us of one very important fact which the Bible insists that we should not forget: our interconnectedness as human beings with generations past. Each conception is a gift from God. But it is a gift within a context. At the level of our genetic inheritance and physical descent, we are in many respects the products of our history. We are who we are to some significant degree because of who our parents and grandparents were. Our history matters.

But the ultimate purpose for the genealogy was to draw attention to David and ultimately David’s greater son, Jesus Christ. It is noteworthy that this genealogy is also found in Matthew 1, which draws attention to the Davidic origin of Jesus Christ. Thus the Book of Ruth shines forth during the dark, depraved period of the judges, anticipating a day when a redeemer from the line of David would come forth as the kinsman-redeemer of all humanity.

We have come to the end of our study in the book of Ruth. God has moved in power, and the wheel has gone full circle.
 The book of Ruth opens with three funerals but closes with a wedding. There is a good deal of weeping recorded in the first chapter, but the last chapter records an overflowing of joy in the little town of Bethlehem. Psalm 30:5 tells us, “Weeping may last for a night, but joy comes in the morning.” Not all of life’s stories have this kind of happy ending; but this little book reminds us that, for the Christian, God still writes the last chapter. We don’t have to be afraid of the future.

We will discover in life that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him. A blinding loss, a broken romance, an early disease that takes a spouse and the loneliness that follows, disillusionment, maybe some loss of health—these are in no way the end of your story. By and by, your life will begin to be dovetailed into a new plan that you could never have imagined. Only God can weave the tapestry together. When you look back and study it, you’ll say, “God was so faithful.”

God’s hand is over all history. God works out his purpose, generation after generation. Limited as we are to one lifetime, each of us sees so little of what happens. A genealogy is a striking way of bringing before us the continuity of God’s purpose through the ages. The process of history is not haphazard. There is a purpose in it all. And the purpose is the purpose of God.

Our basic problem is that we judge everything on the basis of how it turns out for us. If things go well we say how good He is; when they go wrong we ask, “Why me? Why did God allow this? Is He trying to punish me for something I did?”

A second common error is making our judgments before God has finished. Jacob is a perfect example with his complaint in Genesis 42:36, “All these things are against me” when God was working overtime to bless him.

Having faith does not mean that we understand everything that happens. There are many things we do not and cannot understand, but by faith we are able to accept them. We do not become fatalists but rather active partners in God’s program. We know God never makes a mistake. We see much we do not understand, but we know that He is in complete control of the situation. Though we are without answers to the problems, we rest in faith and trust, serene and calm, knowing that His perfect will shall be done.

The story of Ruth certainly follows the script of the Hallmark movies, minus the snow in the final scene. Of course, real life does not follow a movie script, for each one’s experience is unique. Rather than speaking of living “happily ever after,” perhaps a better way of summing up the story of Ruth—and the story of us—is seen in the lyrics of a song recorded by Merrill Womack, who survived a horrific plane crash and all the excruciating recovery: “I’ve been happy before…I’ll be happy again.” Through the pains of life, this is a healthy outlook. God is still at work, despite how the circumstance may look, and He is at work for our good.
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