A sermon preached by Charlie Lloyd-Evans in St Mary’s, Market Drayton                                                            on Sunday 30th October 2011 at 10.30am.
SS2   - Ruth Chapter 2   "When God Starts to Rebuild”
(short musical clip of song 'What a difference a day makes!)
A slightly unusual way to start a sermon perhaps, but , 'What a difference a day makes'. I am sure we all have days in our lives that we look back on as turning points, days that changed our lives. It may be the big obvious ones, like the day we met our partner, or got married, or became a parent. Or it may be more subtle ones, where we did not realize the significance of the day at the time. I know for me there is one day that has been on my mind a lot over recent weeks. It was a day about 11.5 years ago. Chloe was 3 years old, Heather was a 1 year old in a push chair and Megan was but a twinkle in her father's eye. It was the day that I first walked through the doors of this church. I had no idea then about what God's plans for me were. About the people He would bring into my life or circumstances He would put in my path. But looking back now I know that that was a day that changed my life.
Well today we are continuing our sermon series on the book of Ruth. Last week Martin preached on the subject of 'When Life Falls Apart' and this week we are looking at the subject of 'When God Starts to Rebuild'.  The chapter of Ruth that Rita has just read for us is telling us about the events of one day, but it is a day that changes lives:

It changes the lives of Naomi and Ruth,


It changes lives for the people of Israel, as this is the day that Ruth meets Boaz 
and ultimately their son Obed is the grandfather of David, the great king of Israel.
And it changes our lives, because it is through this lineage that Jesus Christ, our Redeemer, is born on earth.
So lets look at how this day unfolds:
To start with we know from the previous chapter that it is the beginning of the barley harvest. The famine, which had driven Naomi with her husband Elimilech and their two sons, out of Israel and into Moab, is over. So we know it is a good harvest. All around Bethlehem people would be up early heading out to the fields to harvest the crops. But it is a different story, on this morning, in the home of Naomi and Ruth. They have no crops to harvest, they have no food.  As Naomi said in the previous chapter 'the Lord has bought her back empty'. They have no way of providing for themselves. There is little Ruth can do, but in her kindness and love for Naomi she offers to do the only thing she can do and says to Naomi, 'let me go and glean in the fields'. Now we do not want to get some romanticized view of what gleaning is like. We are told in Deuteronomy 24 that the law stated that when a farmer was gathering his crops, if he missed a bit he was not to go back,  but was to leave it to be gleaned by the fatherless, the widows and the aliens or foreigners. Ruth qualified for this as both a widow and a foreigner, but no self respecting farmer is going to be leaving behind large quantities of his crops. This is his livelihood. He would make a really good job of gathering his crops on the first pass. Gleaners really were scavenging around for scraps. Probably the closest thing we may be aware of that we can compare to it is the pictures we see on the TV of children in Africa scavenging through rubbish dumps, 
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looking for any small scrap of something they could use, or sell to buy food. Desperate for their next meal. This is what gleaning was like, it was hard work for very little reward. It was never going to provide much, but there was just a desperate hope of enough for a meal. And Naomi may well have thought 'has it really come to this - gleaning!' She may have been remembering former years with Elimilech, when they were gathering in their own harvest, and now she is reduced to relying on the efforts of gleaning to eat. Her response to Ruth is just two words in Hebrew. There is no evidence she said it with any level of enthusiasm. It is probably said with resignation and an empty bitterness 'go on then'. So Ruth goes off ...................and happens to end up in the field belonging to Boaz.
Martin spoke last week about what a great work of literature and storytelling the book of Ruth is, and we see it in these opening verses of this chapter. The first verse says that there was this man Boaz of the clan of Elimilech. If we had not read the book of Ruth before or knew nothing about the story, we would still know that this person was going to be important. The narrator is showing us God's hand at work, because Ruth just happens to end up in the field belonging to Boaz. -  Now, we have to understand that fields then were not like fields that we think of now in this country. They probably were not all marked out by nice neat hedgerows. The boundaries were probably marked by rocks or other markers, which would have meant nothing to Ruth as a foreigner........she just wandered behind anywhere that the harvesters were working, but by God's providence, she ended up in the field belonging to Boaz.
God is at work. He is bringing order out of the chaos. As Paul tells us in the book of Romans 'In all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.' He is at work in this story, bringing all things together for good. It is:-

The RIGHT TIME:- 

Start of the barley harvest

The RIGHT PLACE:- 
Ruth has just happened to end up in Boaz's Field

The RIGHT ACTIONS:- 
Ruth is gleaning

The RIGHT MAN:- 

Because now we have the entrance of Boaz.
The narrator has whetted our appetites at the beginning and now here he is, and we know he is going to be important.
So Boaz arrives from Bethlehem, and he goes up to his harvesters. He would probably start by asking for a report on the harvest, how the work is going? what  the yield is like?..... but then he notices Ruth and asks 'who is that woman?'. They tell him that she is the Moabite who came back with Naomi and that she asked to glean. Now, at that point Boaz could just have said 'OK' and got back to the report on the harvest. He still would have been a worthy man. The law only required him to allow the widow, the fatherless and the foreigner to glean after his harvest. That was as far as the letter of the Law went. But this is where his kindness bursts through. Boaz goes far beyond the requirements of the law:

Firstly, he approaches Ruth and offers her his protection. He tells her to stay close to his women, tells her that he has instructed his men not to touch her. Later when Ruth tells Naomi about this, Naomi says it is good to stay with his women because in someone else's field she may be harmed. We have to recognize that Ruth was in danger. She was a foreigner, a widow, unprotected, at risk of being harmed, but Boaz protects her. And he also tells her to drink the water that his men have bought. And Ruth is overcome. She does not know why he has noticed her, why she is the beneficiary of this 'undeserved 
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favour', why she should be on the receiving end of such kindness and generosity. But it doesn't end there.


Because then we get to lunchtime. Ruth probably did not have any lunch with her, she was probably sitting off to one side on her own. She was probably dressed differently to the other women, she certainly would have sounded different......she was an outsider. But Boaz calls her in. He invites her to share lunch. She ate until she was full and still has some left over. Boaz's kindness still continues to overflow.


He then goes even further and tells his men to let her glean right up among the sheaves, and even to pull stalks out of the sheaves they have already gathered and drop them for her. Can you imagine the reaction of his workers. They have been working hard all morning and gathering up the sheaves, this is strenuous hard work. They would have said, 'Are you seriously saying that you want us now to pull stalks out of the already collected sheaves and drop them' to which Boaz would have responded 'Yep! That's right.' Boaz's kindness is incredible.


So Ruth gleans until evening and then threshes out the barley she has gathered and it amounted to an Ephah. So what is an Ephah. Well we are told in Exodus chapter 16, when the Israelites collected the manna in the wilderness that each was only to collect enough for themselves for that day, no more. This amount was an omer. At the end of chapter we are told that an omer was a tenth part of an ephah. The amount that Ruth has gathered is enough to feed her an Naomi for 5 days. It is a staggering amount. She had gone out that morning with the hope of just gathering enough to feed her and Naomi that night. She is scavenging for food, expecting just a bare minimum at best, but it is as if she arrived home with the weekly shop from Tesco. Not only has she got this staggering amount of threshed barley, she has the left overs from lunch as well!


Naomi would have been in utter shock and asked, 'who did this, who showed the amazing kindness and generosity to you', and Ruth would have responded' well his name was ....ummmmm......Boaz was it?' she would not have know who he was. But for Naomi it was different, because she knew who he was. And you can imagine that moment for Naomi, when hope suddenly sprung into her life, 'He is one of our kinsman, he is one of our kinsmen redeemers'. This man who has shown such an abundance of kindness, has given them such undeserved favour, has gone so far beyond the requirements of the Law, He has the potential to redeem them. God has provided, He has brought them together such that they have a redeemer, who can do for them what they cannot do for themselves;



Give them a new life


Give them a new hope


Give them a new future.


The word Naomi uses for the kindness of Boaz is the same word that is used in other places in the Old Testament to describe the lovingkindness of God, who provides so richly and abundantly. Boaz is a model of the lovingkindness of our redeemer, that goes so far beyond the requirements of any Law. It is given through grace, through undeserved favour, and it gives what we could never hope to achieve for ourselves. 
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It is interesting to look at the position of the book of Ruth in the Bible. In our Bibles it is located within the historical books. It comes after the books of Joshua and Judges and before the books of Samuel and Kings. But in the Hebrew Bible it is located nearer the end, among what is considered to be the wisdom literature. Interestingly, several of these wisdom books are linked to specific festivals, and the book of Ruth is often linked to the festival of Weeks, which in the New Testament is linked to Pentecost and that wonderful and extravagant  giving of the gift of the Holy Spirit. But also these books of wisdom literature are about teaching us how we should live our lives. Boaz is a model for us. 
His lovingkindness, his willingness to go so far beyond just what the Law required. It models Jesus for us, but it is also a model for how we should live and behave. What would our church be like if we followed the example of Boaz and Jesus. What what our communities be like, what would our workplaces be like if we followed the example of Boaz and Jesus in these unparalleled acts of kindness.

And why has this happened. Well the answer is back in verse 12. Boaz had heard about what Ruth had done for Naomi and his prayer was 'May you be richly rewarded by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge'


Ruth had made a commitment to the Lord. She had said to Naomi 'Your God will be my God', and through the kindness of their redeemer God's wings have reached out and provided a shelter and rescue from the storms of life for Naomi and Ruth. When we make a commitment to God, then through the undeserved grace of our redeemer, God's wings reach out to us. Psalm 63 says 'Because you are my help, I sing in the shadow of your wings. I cling to you, Your right hand upholds me'

There is no safer place in the whole universe than the place that God provides under his wings through the kindness of our redeemer, Boaz's descendant, our Lord Jesus Christ. His wings are the refuge in the storm. So whatever we face in life, wherever we go as God's people, we have a redeemer, and through Him we have those wings of refuge around us, above us, and below us, protecting us, sustaining us and never forsaking us. 
Amen.  
