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God’s invisible providence * The Book of Ruth 

November 25, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

The question at the heart of the book of Ruth is simple and yet profound – if we can’t see God’s hand in 

the midst of difficult circumstances, does that He’s not there?  If we can’t see God at work, does that 

necessarily mean He’s NOT working?   

 

As the book of Ruth begins, I’ll bet Naomi was asking those sorts of questions.  Here she was: a widow in 

a foreign land, responsible for two widowed daughters-in-law and I’m sure that she was having a hard 

time seeing God’s hand at work.  Where was God in all of that?  Had He forgotten all about her?  Had He 

gone off on vacation and forgot to find a fill in?   

 

Maybe that’s a question that you’ve had before.  I know that I’ve been through some difficult 

circumstances and in the midst of those situations, it’s easy to ask – where is God?  I don’t see Him at 

work; does that mean then that He’s NOT at work?   

 

The book of Ruth answers that question in a very subtle way and so I want to turn with you today to see 

what it says.  Again, I do want to invite you to have your Bibles open and in front of you because we’re 

going to move very quickly through all four chapters of Ruth today.  Ruth is right after the book of 

Judges, so find it and you’ll find Ruth.   

 

So here it is: Ruth, chapter 1, verse 1:  

 

In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land… 

 

Ok, right off the bat, we have a marker that tells us when the book of Ruth happens.  It happens in the 

time of the judges.  All the events of the book of Ruth are taking place around the time of Micah and the 

Levite and the Danites.  And when you line up Judges, Ruth and Samuel, you’ll see they all overlap.  The 

end of Judges, the beginning of Samuel and Ruth all take place around the same time. 

 

And so, if this is taking place in the time when judges ruled, we can make a pretty good guess about why 

there was a famine.  This is one of those moments on the judges cycle when God rejected His people 

because of their unfaithfulness.  They did right in their own eyes, thus doing evil in God’s eyes – and God 

sent this famine as a consequence of their sin.   

 

Now it tells you something about the spiritual health of Israel at time that this famine didn’t cause 

people to reevaluate their ways and come back to the God who loved them – in fact, some people just 

tried to run away from it.  For example, verse 2 – Elimelech. 

 

He and his family lived together in Beth-lehem – literally – house of bread – but on account of the 

famine, there was no bread in their house.  And so to remedy the situation, Elimelech does what’s best 

in his own eyes and decides to take his family OUT of the promised land and INTO enemy territory – 

namely Moab.   
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Now we’ve seen Moab before – remember Eglon, the fatted calf king who got a dagger in the gut earlier 

in Judges? He was king of Moab.  And why did he get a dagger in the gut?  Because his people, the 

Moabites, were oppressing the people of God.  And here Elimelech – literally – “God is my king” – 

decides he’s better off going to the enemy for help than staying with his King and trusting Him to 

provide.   

 

So off they go to Moab, and then – verse 3 – Elimelech dies – leaving behind his wife Naomi and his two 

sons, Mahlon and Kilion.  This leaves Naomi in a precarious situation, because (in this culture) it was her 

husband who provided the wealth and status and potential and so she had no real support in a foreign 

land.  Except for her sons, who decided they’d better marry before things get any worse.   

 

So they married Moabite women – one named Orpah and the other named Ruth.  (Interesting aside 

here – you may have heard of this talk show celebrity named ‘Oprah’ – apparently she was named 

‘Orpah’ but people kept spelling it wrong, so they changed it to Oprah).  Now, was it right for the 

Israelite boys to marry these Moabite girls?  The narrator doesn’t say explicitly, but read in light of 

Joshua and Deuteronomy and the warnings to NOT marry foreign women, then you realize that this is 

not a God-honouring thing to do.  And although it’s not explicitly said – neither couple were able to have 

children for the ten years that they lived together.   

 

But then around the ten year mark, another tragedy.  In a sense, the sons names caught up with them – 

Mahlon literally means something like – sickly and Kilion means something like frail – and so ‘sickly’ and 

‘frail’ kicked the bucket leaving Naomi, Orpah and Ruth all alone.   

 

Let’s take just a minute to think about this from Naomi’s perspective.  This is really tough stuff, isn’t it?  I 

jest a bit about ‘kicking the bucket’ but she’s lost her husband, her sons, she’s a widow in a foreign land 

– this is a tough situation.  I’ll bet she was having trouble seeing God in any of these things.   

 

But verse 6 is interesting – “When she heard in Moab that the LORD had come to the aid of his people 

by providing food for them, Naomi and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home from there” 

(Rut 1:6 NIV).  Now A – in terms of the Judges cycles, this is one of those redemption moments – God 

has turned from His anger and rescued His people – there’s bread in the house of bread again – but B – 

how did Naomi hear that?  She’s in Moab and the food’s back in Bethlehem – it’s not as if she see on 

Facebook pictures of piles of grain back home.  I wonder how she found out that YHWH was at work 

back home.  Just hold on to that.   

 

So off they went, back towards Judah and Naomi finally says to her daughters-in-law – ‘You know what, 

there’s no point in you coming back with me.  There is nothing for you in Judah – it’s not like I’m going to 

have more sons for you to marry – you might as well just go back to your mother’s houses.’  And she 

concludes – ‘May the LORD be as good to you as you have been to me.” 

 

Now to Orpah, that makes sense, and she goes home.  No judgment on her – the narrator doesn’t 

criticize her for that – that’s a normal thing to do in these circumstances. 

 



3 
 

But what Orpah does DOES serve to highlight what Ruth does – she goes above and beyond the call of 

duty to remain committed to Naomi.  She shows what covenant loyalty really looks like and that’s going 

to come back as a blessing later on.  She says in verse 16 - 16 But Ruth replied, "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 anything but death separates you and me" (Rut 1:16-17 NIV). 

 

Now that’s a beautiful picture of commitment between a mother and daughter-in-law, isn’t it?  Ruth is 

committing herself to stick with Naomi and she really lives it out.  Her actions are very much driven by 

devotion to Naomi, but not JUST Naomi.  She has committed herself to Naomi’s God and as the story 

plays out, we’re going to see that Ruth has very much made YHWH HER God.   

 

Now, Naomi realizes that Ruth a lot like my lovely wife.  When she decides she’s doing something, she’s 

doing it.  No talking her out of it – It’s ‘this is how it’s going to be’ – ‘you’re not changing my mind’ – and 

so Naomi and Ruth returned to Bethlehem.   

 

Now when they get home, they cause a real stir.  The last time the neighbours saw her, Naomi had a 

husband, and two sons and lots of potential but now she gets back and she’s wiped.  It reminds me of 

the meme that went around the internet when Obama finished his term as president – here he is 

before, here he is after – and she’s feeling like Obama on the right there.i  She’s feeling bitter, afflicted 

by God and just plain empty.  And on one hand, I can’t blame her.  She’s been through some very tough 

times and I’m sure she is feeling very low.   

 

But on the other hand, I think that Naomi has given up too soon.  She has focused on her problems 

rather than on her God and so she has become a bitter old woman as a result.  She thinks of God as 

sovereign and vengeful, but she has totally forgotten God’s mercy and compassion too.  Because even 

though she might have given up on God, God has not given up on her.  God has not abandoned her in 

her time of need – and I think that the very next verse is meant to foreshadow that - they’ve arrived 

back in Bethlehem just as the harvest begins – and that’s going to prove very important in the rest of the 

story.   

 

Because as chapter 2 begins, Ruth heads out to the fields to pick up some leftover grain and wouldn’t 

you know it, verse 3 - she found herself working in a field belonging to Boaz, a well-respected man who 

just happened to be a relative of Naomi’s through her husband Elimelech.  And word of Ruth’s above 

and beyond commitment to Naomi has gotten around, because when Boaz realizes that this is the girl – 

this is Ruth - in his field, he says to her – verse 12 – “May the LORD richly repay you for what you have 

done.  May you be richly rewarded by the LORD, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to 

take refuge” (Ruth 2:12).   

 

Now this is profound on a couple of levels because 1. It shows how committed to Naomi Ruth is.  She 

has taken her commitment very seriously and word has gotten around town of this Moabite woman 

who has gone above and beyond the call of duty to leave her family and homeland to help a foreign 

widow who has lost everything.  And 2. It shows how committed to YHWH Ruth is.  Unlike Naomi, Ruth 

seems to be willing to reflect the character of God, even in the midst of suffering, and again, people 
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have noticed.  She has hidden herself under YHWH’s wings and people have noticed the difference 

that’s made.   

 

Boaz recognizes that and he grants Ruth special permission to glean in the field and to eat with him and 

to be safe and secure in his fields.  And Ruth gathers copious amounts of grain and Naomi is amazed 

when she brings all this food home.  And so at Naomi’s urging, Ruth continues to work in Boaz’s fields 

for the duration of the harvest.   

 

And then in chapter 3, Naomi starts thinking – maybe this man Boaz is more than just a kind benefactor 

– he is our kinsmen and he would make a good husband for Ruth.  And so Naomi comes up with this 

bold plan for Ruth – really – to go and ask Boaz to marry her.   

 

So Ruth washes up and gets on her best clothes and goes to lay at Boaz’s feet as he sleeps at the place 

where he is threshing.  The language is certainly provocative here but I don’t think that the intention is 

sexual – I mean, not even Boaz thinks it is.  He doesn’t wake up and see a woman at his feet and go 

‘hubba, hubba’ – he sees what’s she’s doing and realizes that she is asking him to marry her.  She says in 

verse 9 – “Spread your wings over your servant” – she’s actually echoing what he said to her earlier in 

chapter 2 – Remember?   he said to her – ‘You have taken shelter under the wings of YHWH’ now she 

says to him – ‘allow me to take shelter under your wings.’  – ‘spread your wings over your servant 

because you are my kinsmen redeemer.’ 

 

And Boaz replies –  

 

10 "The LORD bless you, my daughter.  The whole town knows that you are a woman of noble character 

and you have been good to me and to your mother-in-law – I will do all that you ask.  But… there is a 

closer kinsmen redeemer than I and so we need to check with him first.” 

 

Ok, so what’s a kinsmen redeemer?  Land and inheritance are tied very closely to the tribes and the men 

in Israel – and so if someone dies without leaving an heir, well, then the land kind of goes into limbo.  

And so there was this practice of marrying the widow to someone close in their family in the hopes that 

they would produce an heir who would inherit that land and perpetuate the deceased relative’s name.  

The kinsmen redeemer is the man who would marry the widow in the hopes of producing an heir – and 

Naomi and Ruth are hoping that Boaz will be that man.    

 

But Boaz realizes that there is a closer relative than him, someone before him in line and to his credit, he 

acts with integrity to ‘do the right thing’ in this situation, but he does commit to following through, 

whatever the outcome.    

 

Now after a sleepless night for all of them I’m sure – Boaz and Ruth AND Naomi – Boaz goes back to 

town, sets up at the city gate where you do business and wouldn’t you know it, along comes the first in 

line kinsmen redeemer.  And Boaz sits him down and says ‘will you buy Naomi’s land and produce an 

heir with Ruth in order to continue the family name?’ and he says ‘well, that will endanger my land so – 

I’m not going to do it.  But why don’t YOU do it?’   
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So Boaz said – “Ok I will.  I will purchase the land and marry Ruth, and hopefully produce an heir so that 

the names of Elimelech and Mahlon will carry on.   

 

And the elders at the gate said – ‘Sounds good!  And may the LORD make Ruth like Rachel and Leah and 

build up your name.  May you have standing in Israel!’ 

 

And Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife and wouldn’t you know it, verse 13, the LORD enabled her 

to conceive and she gave birth to a son.   

 

And 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! 

… 

 

 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. 

(Rut 4:17 NIV). 

 

Now that’s REALLY important because it shows us that the book of Ruth is not ‘Ruth’s story.’  The twists 

and turns of Ruth’s life are actually part of God’s larger plan for the good of His people.  Because Ruth 

and Boaz will have a son, who has a son, who fathers the king – King David.   

 

Ruth is happening at the same time as the book of Judges.  What’s the problem in the land at the time of 

the Judges?  In those days, there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.  The 

assumption was that a king would make everything right and lead the people to faithfully follow YHWH 

and the underlying message of each one of the Judges is this – we need a king.  We need a king who is 

greater than these temporary judges.  And here, taking place at the very same time as the book of 

Judges, is the answer to that need.  Out of the most unexpected circumstances, through the lives of 

Naomi and then Ruth and Boaz in particular - God has them given their King – David.  To me, that’s 

incredible.  We read Ruth in terms of her life story, but then the last verses of the chapter blow it wide 

open to that you realize – this is part of a much bigger story – the great grandson of Ruth and Boaz is the 

great king of Israel.  In a sense, that’s the whole point of Ruth – to say ‘here’s the king that Judges 

proved we need.’   

 

Sadly though, the kings who followed David showed that ‘not just any king would do,’ because some 

kings really did more harm than good.  They didn’t help the people to value God; in fact, many of them 

led the people away from God.  But follow Ruth and Boaz’s family tree a little further and you’re going 

to run into another girl, who becomes pregnant in a very unexpected way and she gives birth to a baby 

in manger - Christ the LORD, the newborn king.  The twists and turns of Ruth’s life were not just a part of 

Israel’s history, they were a part of salvation history, and through Ruth and Boaz’s line, God provided 

the ultimate king – the King we all need.   
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Because let’s be honest – on our own, our tendency is to do what’s right in our own eyes.  Our tendency 

is not always to think ‘what’s right in God’s eyes?’ and as a result, we end up getting ourselves into 

trouble. 

 

And the book of Judges was right – we do need a king – a king to deliver us from the consequences of 

our own bad decisions and sin and a king to help us to live in ways that honour the Lord. 

 

Jesus is that King.   

 

And that’s why today we are celebrating ‘Christ the King Sunday’ – as a way to remind ourselves just 

before Advent that the baby in the manger is actually the king of the world.  Christ the King Sunday gives 

us the chance to hide ourselves beneath His wings and to recommit ourselves to being citizens of His 

good and glorious Kingdom.  And I do encourage you as Advent begins to recommit yourself to the King 

as Ruth did all those years ago with YHWH. 

 

Now that being said, I want to bring us back to the book of Ruth itself because I think it has something 

very important and pastoral to say to us, in and of itself.   

 

And this brings us back to the question that I opened with.   

 

If we can’t see God at work, does that mean He’s not working?  I mean, think about Naomi.  There was a 

whole stretch in her life when I think she really struggled to see God working for good.  But did that 

mean that He was not working?  No.  We know that He was at work, don’t we?  

 

And that’s the main point of the book of Ruth - that God is at work, even when we don’t see it.   

 

The book tells us that in a very subtle way.  There are only two explicit references to YHWH’s actions in 

the whole of the book – once at the beginning, when Naomi heard in Moab that the LORD was providing 

food for His people 

 

6 When she heard in Moab that the LORD had come to the aid of his people by providing food for them,  

(Rut 1:6 NIV). 

 

And then once at the end when the LORD enabled her to conceive and Ruth gave birth to a son.   

 

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. (Rut 4:13 NIV). 

 

But with everything that happens in between – the narrator invites us to read between the lines and 

realize that God working behind the scenes, even if His hand is not visible.   

 

I mean, just think about Ruth’s story.  Elimelech took his family into enemy territory and ‘just happened’ 

to settle in the area where Ruth lived.  Mahlon ‘just happened’ to marry a Moabite who could take 

refuge under YHWH’s wings.  Naomi ‘just happened’ to hear that there was food in Bethlehem.  They 
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‘just happened’ to arrive back in town in time for the harvest.  Ruth went out to glean and ‘just 

happened’ to land in the field that belonged to Boaz.  Boaz ‘just happened’ to agree to help Ruth on the 

threshing floor when everything about that situation was mixed up – the woman doesn’t propose 

marriage, certainly not a younger woman, a servant girl and foreigner doesn’t propose to a native boss.  

It’s absurd and yet he ‘just happened’ to go with it.  The first in line kinsmen redeemer ‘just happened’ 

to show up that morning and ‘just happened’ to turn down the request.  Ruth ‘just happened’ to 

conceive right away when she’d been ten years infertile with Mahlon.   

 

These things don’t ‘just happen.’  This is the hidden hand of God at work in these people’s lives.  This is 

God’s invisible provision.   

 

Dan Block writes: “By excessively attributing Ruth’s good fortune to chance, [the narrator] forces the 

reader to sit up and take notice, to ask questions concerning the significance of everything that is 

transpiring.  [The suggestion that it is all happening by chance] is meant to undermine purely rational 

explanations for human experiences and to refine the reader’s understanding of providence.  In reality, 

he is screaming – ‘See the hand of God at work here!” (Block, 653). 

 

Ruth shows us that God is always working to give us what we need, even when we neither see nor 

understand what He is up to.   

 

And the more I thought about that, the more I realized this – God’s invisible provision is often seen most 

clearly in retrospect.  Do you know what I mean? 

 

When we’re in the midst of a situation, it can be hard to see the hand of God at work.  We might be 

tempted to think that we are alone or that God is inactive, but give it some time, and look back at it, and 

you realize – God was there.  God was at work all along.   

 

Just think about Naomi.  She didn’t see God at work in chapter one or two or maybe even three, but I’m 

sure that in chapter 4, when Naomi looked back, she would have been able to see that it was God 

orchestrating all of those things that ‘just happened.’  Looking back often makes God’s invisible 

providence visible.     

 

And I think that that’s an important point for us too as believers.  We may not see what God is doing in a 

given situation, but we can be absolutely sure that He IS at work and working for good.   

 

So, knowing that - that one day, we will look back and be able to see God’s hand at work, we can be sure 

of His invisible providence now.  Do you see what I mean?  In the moment, we may not be able to see 

God at work, but in the future, we will be able to look back and recognize that God WAS work; knowing 

that, we can trust God in the moment now.  Looking back helps us to trust God going forward.   

123 

 

I want to encourage you to take time this week to look back on a difficult situation.  I know we’ve all 

been through them and absolutely, they are trying and exhausting times.  But I would love for you to sit 

down and in retrospect, realize all that ways that God’s hidden hand was at work.  When I stop and 
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think about some of the most trying times in my life, I can see now how God was at work and that gives 

me confidence to trust Him now and in the future.   

 

With Jesus as our King, let’s stand with confidence, knowing that God’s invisible provision is always at 

work.  Let’s pray.   

 

 

 

i https://www.breitbart.com/politics/2017/01/18/before-and-after-obama-10-signs-of-a-diminished-america/ 

                                                           


