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 This summer our some of our students have been participating in a class we’re calling 

“Understanding the Bible,” where we’ve been going through the whole bible and talking about 

the different types of books and talking about the historical background that provide the context 

for the various books, looking at major themes, and identifying major characters, in an attempt 

to make it easier for them to grasp and study the contents of the Bible.  One of the things that 

we talked about is that the Bible contains a lot of “family stories” that were special and 

meaningful to the Israelite people (and subsequently to Jesus and to the church).  Every 

family/community has stories like these, stories of the legacies they have inherited; stories that 

remind them of where they have come from; stories that remind them of who/whose they are; 

stories that remind them of what God has done for them. 

 The book of Ruth is a great example of this kind of story.  It’s not a long book; it’s only 4 

chapters, a total of 95 verses, and can be easily read in 20 to 30 minutes.   

The story begins in the days when the judges ruled Israel.  There is a famine in Judah, 

and a man name Elimelech takes his wife, Naomi, and their two sons and travels from their 

ancestral home in Bethlehem over the Jordan River to Moab, about 100 miles, maybe a week’s 

journey, probably in hopes of escaping the famine.  While they are there, the two sons each 

marry Moabite women.  But then Elimelech dies, followed by each of her sons, and we are told 

that Naomi is left alone without her husband or sons.   

Now in the ancient world where there was no social security, no retirement savings, no 

pension to fall back on, people were economically dependent on their children in their old age.  

Widows in the ancient Near East had lost all social status and generally were also without 

political or economic status.    According to Deuteronomy 25:5-10, a woman whose husband 

had died before she gave birth to his son, the man’s brother was responsible for fathering a son 



on his brother’s behalf that would be raised as the son of the deceased brother, inheriting the 

deceased man’s name, property, and providing for the security of the widow.   

However, if this was not possible, or the brother or brothers were unwilling, the woman 

was left with no male protector, and they became economically dependent on society at large.  

So Naomi, in addition to suffering tremendous grief and loss, is thrust into an extremely 

precarious situation, because not only has she lost her husband, but the children and the 

potential grandchildren who would care for her in her old age, as well as most political and 

economic status.   

Naomi hears that God has brought an end to the famine in her homeland in Judah, and 

decides to return home to the family lands.  She tells her two daughters-in-law to go home to 

their parents and try to start life over.  One leaves and returns to her family, but Ruth stays, 

insisting that she is going to go wherever Naomi goes, pledging that Naomi’s people will be her 

people, and Naomi’s God will be her God. 

They return to Bethlehem at the time of the harvest, and Ruth begins to take advantage 

of the provisions in the Torah that require a portion of grain be left in the fields for the poor and 

destitute to gather.  She ends up working in a field belonging to Boaz, who is a relative of her 

deceased father-in-law.  Boaz sees her and hears how hard she is working and that she has 

been caring for Naomi, and he gives his workers instructions to leave behind extra food for 

Ruth.  He then welcomes Ruth and blesses her for caring for Naomi, lets her drink from the well, 

feeds her lunch, and sends her home with a half bushel of grain. 

Naomi is astonished at her productivity and is thrilled to hear that it is Boaz, a very close 

relative, and one of the family redeemers who helped her.  The family redeemer is a role in each 

Israelite tribe and clan laid out in Leviticus 25 that allowed for a close relative to buy back 

property that had been sold because of the poverty of their relatives. 

Ruth continues to work in Boaz’s fields over through the barley harvest and on through 

the wheat harvest.  Then one day, Naomi encourages Ruth to put on perfume and her finest 



clothes and go to lie at Boaz’s feet at the threshing floor, and that he would tell her what to do.  

Boaz is asleep, and is surprised when he wakens and finds Ruth there.  Ruth requests that 

Boaz fulfill his role as redeemer of the family, and Boaz assents, but says that there is another 

relative who is more closely related than he.  He tells her that if he will marry her and redeem 

the family if the other relative is not willing, and sends her back to Naomi with more grain. 

In the morning, Boaz goes to the town gate and meets up with the relative in question, 

and gives him the opportunity to redeem the land that belongs to Elimelech, but tells him that if 

he buys it, he is required to marry Ruth, who then can have children and carry on Elimelech’s 

line, keeping the land in their family.  The relative refuses out of fear that marrying Ruth will 

endanger his own estate, and tells Boaz that he is free to buy the land and redeem Naomi and 

Ruth. 

So Boaz marries Ruth, and Ruth bears a son named Obed, providing Naomi with 

security in her old age, with the stated assumption that the Lord has provided Naomi with the 

redemption of her family.  All the story is missing is a “and everyone lived happily ever after.” 

Now this story might be the sort of story that is lost to history as none of the characters 

on their own are significant figures in Judah, at least not in their lifetimes.  However, remember 

that this is a family story.  A story that reminds them of where they have come from, a story that 

reminds them of God’s faithfulness in the past.   

The book concludes by telling us that Obed has a son named Jesse, and Jesse has a 

son named David.  And in the words of Paul Harvey, now comes the rest of the story: This child 

David becomes king, unites the tribes together into the Kingdom of Israel, defeats their 

enemies, establishes Jerusalem as the capital city as well as the Davidic Dynasty, and writes 

many of the psalms that become the cherished songs of the Jewish people.  And about 1000 

years later, a descendant of David (and Boaz and Ruth by cultural custom, Naomi) is born in 

Bethlehem, a certain child named Jesus, who we celebrate and worship along with millions of 

others over the last 2000 years. 



 There are numerous lessons that we can take from this story.  We can take heart from 

Naomi’s journey from hopelessness and despair to redemption and restoration that with God no 

situation is beyond hope. 

Ruth’s faithfulness to Naomi is remarkable, that she would love her mother-in-law so 

much that she would leave her whole world behind to go with Naomi and care for her, even 

though she no longer had the obligation to do so, because Naomi had no more sons that could 

give her a son.  How easy would it have been for Ruth to give into Naomi and go home to her 

family like her sister-in-law had done instead of insisting that she wasn’t going to leave Naomi?  

Do we love those around us that much? 

 The compassion and generosity of Boaz is also impressive.  He provides Ruth and 

Naomi with far more grain than he is required to by the Torah.  He willingly takes on the role of 

redeemer for Naomi (and Ruth), and Elimelech’s family land and line, even though he 

apparently doesn’t have to.  How willing are we to give more than we have to?  What are we 

willing to do to help those who are in need? 

 However, the primary lesson I want to focus on is in the contrast between how these 

ancient Israelites viewed their place in history.  When we often think of our connections to the 

past, we may only think of the things that we have experienced, the life we have lived – maybe 

we go back to think of our parents and grandparents and their impact on our lives.  When we 

think of the future, we think of next year, maybe 5 years from now, or maybe 10 or 20 years.  

We think of children, of grandchildren, of the things we hope to do and experience.  And when 

we make decisions and act in the present, we often make those decisions based upon their 

effect upon ourselves, our family, and maybe our friends over the near term – the next 

moments, days, weeks, months, or for the next portion of our lives. 

One of the things that the story of Ruth can do us is remind us of the connectedness of 

the past, the present, and the future.  The fact that the Israelites would remember this story and 



pass it down generation to generation demonstrates the sense of legacy that the Israelites lived 

with, which was reinforced by all that was passed down generation after generation.   

In addition to the emphasis on ancestral lands that were passed down from generation 

to generation, they carried with them a sense of where they had come from, not only knowing 

the fathers and grandfathers, but being able to trace their genealogy back to Jacob.  

Additionally, they are keenly aware of how religious habits and practices, how adherence and 

knowledge (or the lack of) of the Torah is passed down from generation to generation.  They 

even have a sense from numerous references from the Torah of how the effects of sin are 

inherited by succeeding generations.  Most of all, in retelling this story, the Israelites remind us 

of the importance of remembering God’s faithfulness to us through his faithfulness to past 

generations. 

It is often easy for us to focus on the actions of God or an individual in the present or 

recent past, but what about the actions of God and of individuals 100 or 1000 years ago that 

impact our lives and our world today? 

 We all inherit legacies from those who have come before us in life and in faith.  These 

legacies come from our families, our friends, our communities, as well as from our spiritual 

ancestors and communities, and even from ourselves as we build habits, preferences, and ways 

of living each day that we live.  Some of the things we inherit are positive, some negative.  

Some provide us with spiritual benefit, some do not.  However, all of them greatly impact our 

lives and affect the choices that we make, and we must choose what parts of the legacies we 

inherit we will carry forward and what parts we will discard.  Often these legacies take the form 

of memories or stories, stories like the stories in scripture that define who we are, where we 

have come from, and remind us of what God has done.  (Think about it?) 

My great-great grandfather, William Ziehmer, a German speaking Pole, took his family 

and left the Russian province of Volinya, bribed the border guards to get out of Russia and into 



Germany, and set sail to Brazil in hopes of a better life working on the coffee and sugar 

plantations.   

However when they got to Brazil, things were not as they hoped and two of their children 

had died, but twins had been born, and yellow fever was prevalent, so they decided to move 

once again, this time to Pennsylvania coal country, where some of their friends and relatives 

had already relocated.   

Ships would come into Sao Paulo and unload, and try to leave the day after they were 

unloaded to try to prevent yellow fever from spreading aboard.  So everyday William would go to 

the dock to see if a ship was leaving, and everyday the man at the ticket office would tell him 

that it hadn’t.  One day William was tired, and didn’t go to the ticket office.  When he returned 

the next day, the ticket agent said, “Yes, Herr Ziehmer, had you come yesterday – this morning 

the ship left.”  They later received word that all but about 8 people on that ship died aboard of 

yellow fever, so many that another ship had to bring it into port.   On the 28th of March, William 

and his family boarded a ship bound for New York.  They arrived in New York Harbor at Ellis 

Island on July 4, 1892, where my great-grandmother Rose (who was 8 years old) was 

frightened by the fireworks, and then settled in central Pennsylvania where he helped to found 

the German Baptist Church in Forest, Pennsylvania.  Writing of the experience, William said, 

“we were led by the hand of God.” 

 This story is part of the legacy of my family.  It serves to remind us of who we are, where 

we came from, and of the faithfulness of God to my family in the past.  Had my great-great 

grandfather not decided to leave Russia, had he decided to stay in Brazil, or had he gone to the 

ticket office that day even though he was tired, I probably would not be here with you today. 

 In the same way, the God’s weaving of the story of Ruth’s faithfulness, Boaz’s 

generosity and compassion, and Naomi’s journey from despair to hope, eventually resulted in 

the birth of both Israel’s greatest king, David, and the birth of the King of the Universe. 



 As we look back on our lives, and on the lives and actions of those from whom we have 

inherited our legacies, it is important to look for where we can see God’s hand at work, and to 

be thankful for God’s faithfulness in the past. 

 While we need to be aware of the legacies that we have inherited and the legacy we 

create for ourselves, we live and act in the present, and we are always making choices of what 

things that we have inherited or created for ourselves we will carry forward and what will we 

discard.  Our actions in each present moment serve to shape the legacy that we pass on to 

those around us and those who will come after us.  Sometimes people attempt to justify an 

action or a choice by saying that it doesn’t hurt anyone, that it’s their life, they can do what they 

want.  However, everything we do.  Every choice we make.  Every action we take.  Everything 

impacts the legacy that we are building and shaping that doesn’t simply affect us, but affects 

many others by the consequences the choice has and by the way that the choice shapes the 

future for us and for those around us.  There is a sense in which our lives are not merely our 

own, but also belong to those we are in relationship with and those who will come after us. 

 Often times we have no idea how even small choices, little actions, seemingly 

insignificant events will ripple through ourselves, through those around us, and out into the 

future.  Ruth probably only thought of how Naomi needed someone to care for her, yet her 

action rippled down through history, and we are here talking about it today.  The little actions 

that we do each day demonstrating our love and faithfulness to God have the power to echo out 

into the world around us and out into the history.   

Edward Kimball was a Sunday School teacher who was burdened for a young man from 

his Sunday School class named Dwight, who worked in a Chicago shoe store. After struggling 

with himself, he mustered up the courage to go and share the gospel with Dwight. Dwight 

responded and gave his life to Christ, and later began a preaching ministry. He became known 

as Dwight L. Moody, a great evangelist from the 19th century. 



When Moody was out preaching one day, a man named Frederick Meyer was listening. 

Meyer was already a Christian, but Moody's preaching motivated him to enter full-time ministry.   

A young man named Wilbur Chapman heard Meyer preach responded by giving his life to 

Christ. Chapman too became an evangelist, and one of the young men he took under his wing 

was a former professional baseball player who, wanted to become an evangelist. His name was 

Billy Sunday. 

Sunday held a crusade in Charlotte, North Carolina, which resulted in many changed 

lives. Out of this crusade, a Christian businessmen’s group began that sponsored another 

crusade about ten years later where an evangelist named Mordecai Hamm was invited to 

speak. While the campaign wasn't considered as successful as the first one, a one night a 

young farm boy committed his life to Christ. That boy was Billy Graham.1 

Edward Kimball had no way to know the impact of his action, which is still rippling 

through the present and on into the future.  Ruth had no way to know that because of her 

faithfulness to Naomi, God would bless her by including her in the bloodline of the Savior of 

humankind that we see spelled out in Matthew 1.  In the same way, none of us know what will 

result from the seemingly little things that we do for others in love and service to Christ, or the 

things we do out of selfish motives.  What impact will we have upon the future?  Are we laying 

the foundation for the advancement of God’s Kingdom? 

 God calls us to living mindfully of how what we do impacts the future, not just our own, 

but for those around us and all who will come after us.  We may feel as though we are small and 

insignificant, but we have no way to know how our faithfulness to God will impact future 

generations, and how big that impact will be. 

 God is weaving an amazing story as He works to redeem and recreate the world as He 

establishes His kingdom.  He invites you and me to play a part in advancing the kingdom as we 

                                                 
1
 http://www.harvest.org/news/index.php/61/91.html  and http://www.wheaton.edu/bgc/archives/faq/13.htm 

 



live faithfully.  Just as those who have come before us have laid the foundation that we have 

built upon; we are laying today the foundation that future generations will build upon. 

 


