Ruth – Sermon 1 
Naomi

Ruth is many things but foremost it is a story of 3 people and their faith in The God of Israel. 

Firstly: Naomi: her story is outlined in the first chapter of the book, she then takes a back seat to Ruth, although, she continues to pray, advise and support Ruth her daughter in law throughout the remainder of her life.
And then: Ruth & Boaz: she is a Moabite woman and she marries into an Israelite family, she becomes a widow and leaves her homeland to follow her Mother in law. She works hard, is kind and of Noble character. He is the son of Rahab as we heard from Rose a few weeks ago, and he has been faithful to God and stayed in Judah during the time of famine and his reward is a plentiful harvest and good standing within Bethlehem society. He falls in love with Ruth and even though she is a Moabite he eventually finds a way to take her as his wife. God rewards them with a new family and a part in the ultimate salvation story as ancestors of Christ.
So to the Bible Story and the Book of Ruth:

· As a book it is set in the time of the Judges. When is not exactly clear, but, it is definitely after Moses and in a time when the Israelites had turned their back on God and were doing things their own way. There were many who were worshiping false gods and doing their own thing again. God had had enough and sent a famine to the land.

· Our story starts with disobedience and mistrust. Elimelek made the choice to move his family to another Country, away from Gods Chosen Land and His people. Ruth 1:2 “The man’s name was Elimelek, his wife’s name was Naomi and the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem Judah. And they went to Moab and lived there.” There is no mention of an Angel visiting him in a dream or a vision telling him to leave and no mention of God speaking to him from a bush or a donkey. So, it appears that it was his decision. He didn’t trust that God would change the situation. He did not have ‘faith’ that he and his family could survive these hard times in ‘The Promised Land'. So, he took his wife Naomi and although it looks like she goes willingly, under Gods law she had little choice in the matter. Her husband was the Spiritual head of the family, and he took his wife and 2 sons to live in Moab. there is no mention of the son’s ages at the time they left Bethlehem. 

· It is a story of sadness and death : Elimelek  died, it doesn’t say how long they lived as a family in Moab before this happens, it could have been weeks, months or even years. Naomi and her sons were left alone. Still no mention of the age of the sons, but they must have been at least 14 because her sons compounded Gods wrath on them as a family when they took Moabite women to wife after Elimelek’s death. Then they lived a further 10 years, although had no children of their own. Ruth 1:4 “They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had lived there about ten years, 5 both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left without her two sons and her husband” All the men in the household have died, leaving all three women widows. With no male provider the future looks bleak.
· It’s a story of enduring Faith. Naomi appears ever faithful to God, she has had to face the consequences of her husband’s disobedience, followed by her sons marrying outside the ‘Faith’. She is now much older and bereft in a land not of her choosing. Eventually she hears that the famine in Bethlehem is over and decides to return to her homeland. Ruth 1:6 When Naomi heard in Moab that the Lord had come to the aid of his people by providing food for them, she and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home from there.” The three women start out together, but, along the road, probably somewhere near the border, Naomi entreats her Daughters in Law to return home to their mothers and to find new Husbands who will look after them and provide them with rest, home and a family.  Eventually after many tears and arguments, Orpah, returns to her family. Ruth, however, has seen Naomi’s living faith and friendship as an example of God and pleads with Naomi to let her go with her. She gives an impassioned speech in Ruth 1:16-17 “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. 17 Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even death separates you and me.” With this heartfelt promise Ruth gives her life and future to The God of Naomi and her people. Naomi does not have the heart to turn her back and unwittingly Naomi by this small act of love becomes a part of the Salvation story to come.
· It is a story of homecoming and heartache. The women travel to Bethlehem, approx. 150 miles so maybe 7 to 10 days travel. The people in Bethlehem recognise Naomi and celebrate her return. She doesn’t feel like celebrating, she feels that God has abandoned her and turned His hand against her and her family. As a result she feels her name should be changed to Mara. Ruth 1:20“20 “Don’t call me Naomi,[b]” she told them. “Call me Mara,[c] because the Almighty[d] has made my life very bitter.  The whole situation seems to distress and grieve Naomi, she hasn’t really done anything do deserve this pain, it was her husbands decision to leave Israel, all she has done is be faithful and follow Gods ways and she has lost everything except her daughter-in-law.  Ruth 1:22 ”22 So Naomi returned from Moab accompanied by Ruth the Moabite, her daughter-in-law, arriving in Bethlehem as the barley harvest was beginning. Although it is not stated she probably returns to her husbands house and fields and starts to try and rebuild her life, it’s not a good time though, it is already harvest time. The Barley harvest would have started in late March or early April and the Wheat harvest would follows a few weeks later in May. So with no anticipated income or crops to harvest life still looks hard.
At this point in the story we change leads. Ruth becomes the focus of the next 2 chapters. But it is not the End of the story for Naomi. Ruth continues to live under Naomi’s roof for the period of our story and Naomi continues to care and want the best for Ruth. Ruth 3:3 One day Ruth’s mother-in-law Naomi said to her, “My daughter, I must find a home[a] for you, where you will be well provided for. 2 Now Boaz, with whose women you have worked, is a relative of ours. Tonight he will be winnowing barley on the threshing floor. 3 Wash, put on perfume, and get dressed in your best clothes. Then go down to the threshing floor, but don’t let him know you are there until he has finished eating and drinking. 4 When he lies down, note the place where he is lying. Then go and uncover his feet and lie down. He will tell you what to do.” So Ruth follows her Mother in laws instruction and nets herself a husband, she becomes pregnant and has a son. Ruth 4:14 14 The women said to Naomi: “Praise be to the Lord, who this day has not left you without a guardian-redeemer. May he become famous throughout Israel! 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.”16 Then Naomi took the child in her arms 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”. 
But that’s spoilers and not a story for today, so what can we learn from Naomi and her story?

a. Obedience – Naomi obeyed Gods laws and she obeyed her husband even when it meant uprooting her family and starting a new life in a strange land. Knowing no-one and having no idea what the future would hold. Do we find out and follow Gods leading? or just blindly go along with someone even knowing that it was their choice not Gods?
b. Heartache and loss – She lost everything, her husband, her sons and her identity as a person. I think we can all relate to this in some form. What we learn from Naomi should encourage us through the tough times, God will take the immediate hurt away and be with you in it and through it if you trust Him.
c. Enduring faith – Losing everything material in her life did not mean she lost her faith. We often turn away from God when trials happen. Naomi teaches us perseverance and a depth of trust that we often don’t have when the storms of life hit us square on.
d. Evangelical Living – Living in a foreign land her continued faith was testimony to her daughter in law Ruth, Naomi would have observed the Israelite faith. Passover, celebrations and other rituals, when she did this she was seen and her faith spoke to those around her. The world has commercialised our faith with Christmas and Easter being less about God and more about how many chocolate eggs or presents we get. As we head into a different type of Christmas because of covid19, how do we think we can show our faith to the world ?  

e. Friendship and Love – Not only did Ruth love her mother in law as her husband’s mother but she also found in that relationship a deep  friendship that she didn’t want to lose. She followed Naomi to a strange land and we then find out Gods plan for her life. We often forget that Gods plan is for a future that will honour Him.  Often we are unable to see what plans He has. It is important therefore to trust the friendship and the love of friends. These can often be what we need to get us through until we do see His plans a little clearer.
f. Encouragement – Naomi never gave up her Faith, throughout her time in Moab she faced many trials and losses. She wanted to be renamed Mara because she felt God had abandoned her, but from the moment she stepped out her door in Bethlehem to travel with her husband to Moab God had his hand ON her and ON her life. If they hadn’t left Judah, her sons would never have married, Ruth would never have experienced Naomi’s living faith and travelled to Bethlehem with her and met and married Boaz, nor had his son who is a direct descendent of not only King David, but also Jesus.

Ultimately what we can take from Naomi’s story is that where God is concerned, HE never leaves us. Sometimes it is hard and the world around us can feel hostile and foreign, but God only calls us to rest in Him, to trust Him and to obey Him. How will we do this as we go out into the world? Will we do that so people can see God in us? Will we be a Christian called out to be Holy and apart?
Let us pray:

Lord as we enter this season of Advent help us to be Christian lights for You, help us to trust You, embrace Your mercy and reflect Your goodness. Through Your Spirit and in the name of Jesus of Nazereth, Amen.
We will now sing the Stuart Townend song The Lord is my Shepherd.  Feel free to sing the descant in the chorus if you know it, we tried but didn’t want to bust your ear drums so sang it wighout . 
Isaiah 16 Send lambs
    to the ruler of the land,
from Sela, by way of the desert,
    to the mount of daughter Zion.
2 Like fluttering birds,
    like scattered nestlings,
so are the daughters of Moab
    at the fords of the Arnon.
3 “Give counsel,
    grant justice;
make your shade like night
    at the height of noon;
hide the outcasts,
    do not betray the fugitive;
4 let the outcasts of Moab
    settle among you;
be a refuge to them
    from the destroyer.”
When the oppressor is no more,
    and destruction has ceased,
and marauders have vanished from the land,
5 then a throne shall be established in steadfast love
    in the tent of David,
    and on it shall sit in faithfulness
a ruler who seeks justice
    and is swift to do what is right.
This reading from the book of Isaiah links Shelly’s sermon and today’s date both chronologically and topically.  As Shelly speaks to us from the book of Ruth she speaks of a time when a daughter of Moab did find refuge in Israel, in Isaiah’s past as well as ours.  But she also begins the genealogy of the person of David, the great King in Israel – and the ancestor of Jesus.  And as Isaiah looks forward to a time when ‘a throne shall be established in steadfast love in the tent of David, and on it shall sit in faithfulness a ruler who seeks justice and is swift to do what is right’, so we on this first Sunday in Advent look forward to the coming of Jesus.  

As we enter a time of prayer, then, let us remember and focus on those attributes of Jesus: his love, faithfulness and justice in our lives and in the world.  

As we pray, I will leave space for you to pray out loud or in your hearts, or type in the chat box if you are joining us at church online.  

Lord, we thank you that from ancient times you welcomed those who were outsiders, those who were far from you, and made them your family.  We thank you that you are the Lord of Love, and we lift to you know those whom we love in our turn.  Some are rejoicing, and we rejoice with them.  But some are grieving, some are anxious, some are ill; and as we lift them to you now we pray that in your love you would bless them.

…

Lord, we thank you that you are faithful, even when we don’t feel you, even when we are unfaithful.  That though we forget you, you never forget us.  That your grace reaches out to us through all of time and space.  We confess to you those times when we have failed… We rejoice in your forgiveness through Jesus.  Would you continue to hold us and our loved ones in your everlasting arms.  And would you reach out to a world in need; a hurting world, a fearful world right now.  Would you draw people to yourself in grace and forgiveness.

…

Lord, we thank you that you are a God of justice.  May your justice be seen in the world.  We pray for those suffering in various places from sickness, from poverty, from inequality and unfairness.  Would you bring about your Kingdom, where all are known, all are loved, all are welcome.

…

And Lord we pray for our leaders, especially at this time.  May they know your wisdom and may they, like you, rule with love, faithfulness and justice.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen

Hymn: The Lord’s my shepherd

May the Lord bless you and keep you.  May the Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you.  May the Lord turn his face towards you and give you peace.  Amen.

