Ruth – Serving through submission
So often we believe that service is best accomplish by having a person in charge who gives direction and focus to our activity. We even use Jesus as an example of a true servant. One who directs through their teaching and their example. This may not always be the case.

In the book of Ruth we have the story of a person who never was in charge. She looked to others to provide her with the information and direction for her life and activities. Then she served.

Ruth chose to marry a Jew. She chose to enter a relationship that in her time and culture had as its key focus service. She was expected to care and serve her husband. This caring and serving was made easier when the husband had a similar idea and cared for his wife. It is not clear if there was a significant difference between the way men from Moab and the men from Israel cared for their wives. Something was different because both Ruth and Ophra were ready to leave their country and families and go back to Israel with Naomi. Only with persuasion did Oprah go back. Ruth refused to leave.

Ruth chose to follow Naomi. In many cultures the mother-in-law has a great deal of power and control over the lives of the wives of their sons. This control can be oppressive or it can be beneficial. Knowing our culture there are many stories and tales about mother-in-laws who seek to control and direct the lives of their sons. While we have no clear indication of what was the cultural norm from the information in the story, it is clear that the relationship between Naomi and Ruth was not based on fear but on respect and possibly even love. Ruth refuses to abandon Naomi, refuses to go home to what would have been a simpler life. Chooses to go with Naomi and help in whatever way possible for them to both make a living.
Ruth chose to follow the God of Israel. This one may be easier to understand. The descriptions of the gods of Moab are not pleasant. They demanded sacrifice and the worship was filled with corruption and vile practices. The God of Israel could be harsh in judgment as well, but it is clear that Ruth also had learned about how the God of Israel loved and cared for his people. This decision to serve was probably easier to make than the others. Serving a God who loves you and promises to care for you is simple. This would also be apparent as she participated in the worship of the God of Israel. She would have seen a very different type of relationship which would make it easier to choose to serve the God of Israel. Her declaration to Naomi is clear, your God will be my God. This was a declaration of service.
Ruth chose to follow the customs of the new land she had traveled to. She was responsible to help provide for herself and her mother-in-law. To do this she had to learn what behaviors were appropriate so as to not cause further problems. She was a Moabite, the sworn enemy of Israel, to succeed in finding food and other needed resources she would need to learn the customs of her adopted people and what she would and would not be allowed to do. She learned her role and her place and served well in this role. We know this because of the comment made by Boaz. He states he is aware of all she has done for her mother-in-law and what she has given up to do so. Boaz is impressed and responds to her by allowing her to continue to glean in his fields and provides extra.

Ruth chose to obey Naomi in relation to finding a husband and redeeming the family land. She agrees to do what she is told to do. The story is a fascinating one. We do not understand if Boaz was in love, or even attracted to Ruth. What we do know is that her obedience and desire to serve and provide for Naomi truly impressed Boaz. He wasted no time in settling the matter and making Ruth his husband. The story quickly tells us that Ruth gives birth to a child which resulted in further praise for her servants heart and her submission to others.
Ruth’s service brings joy back into the heart of Naomi. She who has lost her husband and sons and wanted to change her name to Mara or bitter now is blessed. The statement is that her daughter, who is worth more than seven sons has given birth to a grandson. They pray that he will become great and famous in all of Israel. Obed was not himself famous but his grandson David became the greatest king of Israel and father of the Messiah. 

Ruth’s lessons came at great cost. God caused a famine that forced a family to relocate. For lack of jewish women the sons married Moabite women. This could be costly if they returned to Israel. It was not highly approved to do so. The marriages would end in death. Even worse before there would be a chance to produce offspring. To further compound this there were no other brothers to raise up families for the deceased as required by Jewish law. The cost of this would by multiplied further as the husband and father died as well. 

With no hope for a future in Moab and no real hope for much more in Israel, Naomi chooses to pay the price of returning back to her home in Israel. This would cost Ruth as well as she left her family, her people and her country. It mentions leaving her gods but to me that was not a cost but a great gain. A gain that would pay dividends that would more than recompense Naomi and Ruth all that has been lost, all that had been risked.

But none of the benefits, the blessings would have been possible if Ruth had not been willing to submit to her husband, her mother-in-law, her new culture, and her new God. It was as she learned and lived a life of submission and service that others would be encouraged and taught. She has become an example to every one through the ages of the value of submission to and obedience of those in authority over us and to the law of God.

Sometimes we become so focused on our position, on our level of influence, which is in turned based on our position, that we really miss the power inherent in true service. We miss the depth of how we can impact others simply by doing what we have been told to do. Not in anger or resentment, but out of love and respect.

It is as we learn a true servant attitude that we can truly lead and help others. This lesson does not come without a price. Ruth paid dearly, as she lost her husband, then willingly gave up her life to find God’s best for her. She served so that others would be honored and blessed.

