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Ruth – The Bond of Love

One of the greatest examples of love is found in the Old Testament book of Ruth.  Tucked away between Judges and I Samuel, the book of Ruth is only four chapters long but in this brief book we read a wonderful story of love and devotion that is such a great story for Mother’s Day.


The story begins in the midst of a famine that drove a family to leave their home in Bethlehem to travel to the land of Moab where they hoped to find food.  The family was Elimelech, his wife Naomi, and their sons Mahlon and Chilion.  Sometime after entering Moab, Elimelech died.  Naomi’s sons then married Moabite women – Orpah (not Oprah) and Ruth.  The story really moves along quickly, and we are told that after ten years the sons of Naomi both died.

By this time the famine was over and Naomi decided to return home, and her daughters-in-law started the journey with her.  While on the journey, and probably before they had traveled very far, Naomi tells both of them to return home.  Naomi is certainly grateful for their love but she believes they will be better off if they return home.  Verse nine tells us of the very emotional scene that takes place, and both of them tell Naomi they want to remain with her.  Naomi pleads with them not to stay with her.  She says she is not going to have any more sons and even if she did, would they want to wait that long for them to grow and be married?  Naomi feels there is nothing she can offer to provide them a good life.  The reality they faced was that a woman with no husband in that day had very few means of support.  In Naomi’s day, life could be brutal to women who had no husband.  We would think it would be perfectly logical for these two women to stay with Naomi – they were family – but Naomi wanted to work for what she knew would be in the best interest of Ruth and Orpah.

Naomi continues to insist that they leave her, and Orpah – though she didn’t want to – left Naomi.  Ruth though, verse fourteen tells us, clung to her.  I like that the Scriptures use that word cling.  That’s a powerful word.  Think about the image of a child that doesn’t want to leave their parent.  Maybe it’s to go to school or somewhere that scares the child and the child wraps themselves around the parent’s leg – that’s what it means to cling.  

Naomi continues to press Ruth to return to her home, but she just won’t leave Naomi.  In one of the Bible’s most famous passages – verses 16 and 17 – Ruth utters these words – Do not urge me to leave you or turn back from following you; for where you go, I will go, and where you lodge, I will lodge.  Your people shall be my people, and your God, my God.  Where you die, I will die, and there I will be buried.  Thus may the Lord do to me, and worse, if anything but death parts you and me.  


That’s powerful, isn’t it?  This is one of the dangerous things about love – love doesn’t always know what’s ahead, and when you make such a commitment you don’t know at the time what you are getting yourself into.  We love the ceremonial aspect of love – what is more beautiful, for instance, than a wedding?  We love all the hope and promise, but most weddings have at least one person sitting out in the congregation that will utter under their breath they have no idea what they’re in for.  And it’s true – they don’t!  No one can peer down the road into the future and know what life will bring and what trials may test that love.  That’s why cling is such a great word, because at times we have to cling to one another as though our lives depend upon it, because in reality, our lives do depend on it.  Someone told me the other day no one can go through this world alone.  That’s true, but why would anyone want to go through life alone?  We must cling to one another.

Ruth was so insistent with Naomi that Naomi finally stopped trying to convince her to return to her family.  When they arrive in Bethlehem people were asking is this Naomi?  And Naomi says do not call me Naomi (Pleasant); call me Mara (Bitter) – verse 20.  Naomi gives herself a name change from pleasant to bitter.  Isn’t that sad?  But this is one of the dangers of love that suffers loss – bitterness can seep into our lives.  Don Henley is probably not often mistaken as a theologian, but he writes in the song Hole in the World – anger is just love disappointed.  Bitterness is indeed what can happen with disappointed or damaged love.  Psychologists warn of the dangers of children who suffer very damaging hurts.  The child will say I hurt, and if that hurt is allowed to turn into bitterness there is the danger that the words I hurt will change from being descriptive of a person’s feelings to being a prophecy of their actions.  People who are hurt and become bitter can become people who want to inflict hurt upon others.

Naomi, whose life was filled with love became bitter when that love was lost.  Here, though, is God giving her the gift of Ruth, and the gift of Ruth in her life would eventually heal her bitterness.  


How do we handle hurt and disappointment?  Do we allow the healing spirit of God to enter our lives or do we allow bitterness to enter into our hearts?  Bitterness is a poisonous bile that can eat away at our spirit and destroy lives.  We don’t have time this morning to go through the entire story in detail, but I would encourage you to read the four chapters that make up the book of Ruth, because one of the lessons we learn is that God does restore.  God not only restores to Ruth a husband, but her son is the grandfather of David.

Love, restoration, healing – these are all the byproducts of The Bond of Love.  This is our great example to the world around us – that love is an unbreakable bond.  If love cannot bind us to one another, it is nothing; if love does not compel us to cling to one another, it is nothing; if love cannot propel us to overcome the challenges we face in life, it is nothing.


Mark Johnson was one of my seminary roommates.  He now serves as the pastor of Central Baptist Church in Lexington, where Peggy’s sister Charlotte and her family attend.  Mark was here for Kenneth Shelton’s funeral Friday morning, and we had the opportunity to catch up for a few minutes.  He made a statement that we should always remember – Isn’t it good to be with people you know and love?  It truly is. Love is what we have, and without love we are nothing.

4

