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You Have Never Been This Way Before
Meditation

Rev. Wybren  
Oord
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“For you have not passed this way before.” 
—Joshua 3:4b

OOnly the swollen rivers of the Jordan 
River separated the children of Israel 
from the Promised Land. After forty 
years of wandering in the desert, they 
were ready to cross over into Canaan, 
only to have their plans frustrated by 
a flooded river. So near, yet so far.

After they sat on the banks of the 
Jordan for three days, their new 
leader Joshua gave them very specific 
instructions. They were to follow 
the ark of the covenant. The ark of 
the covenant represented the very 
presence of God. It would be Jehovah 
who would lead and guide them into 
the Promised Land.

In the next month or two, my family 
will be moving 1,683 miles. We have 
lived in Michigan for nineteen years—
most of our children were born here. 
Not only do we leave this state, but 
we leave the States moving to Alberta, 
Canada. Wow! I never dreamed that 
when President Obama promised 
change, it would be this drastic! The 
words of Joshua have certainly taken 
on new meaning for my family.

Those words, however, speak not 
only to my family; they speak to all 
of us as we enter a new decade. The 
path ahead is uncharted. The days 
hold promise, but there are threats 
to our peace and well-being behind 
every page of the calendar. We need 
to know, just as the Israelites needed 
to know, that the almighty God goes 
before us into the New Year. As we 
anticipate the coming of the new 
decade, we should pause a moment to 
see what we need for the journey that 
is before us.

Caution
How many times do we jump into 
something without first exercising 
caution? We jump into an argument 
before we have our facts straight; we 
blame people for doing things without 
knowing the circumstances; we move 
to a new area in the world because of 
a job offer without first checking if 
there is a church in the area. We do 
all kinds of things we should not do 
because we do not exercise caution 
and seek guidance from above.

There were probably a few young 
men on the banks of the Jordan 
who thought that Joshua was a little 
overcautious. They were ready to 
plunge into the turbulent river. The 
shortsighted would have seen it as a 
sign of bravery, perhaps even as a sign 
of faith. After all, if God wanted them 
to have the land, why not go and get it?

Joshua, however, insisted that they 
wait a few days. Better delay the great 
entrance into the Promised Land than 
enter as a half-drowned nation. A far 
greater concern for Joshua was that he 
receive the green light from Jehovah. 
God had brought them to the banks 
of the river; He would lead them the 
rest of the way.

There is wisdom in that for us. We 
must caution ourselves to accept the 
guidance of God along the road of 
life. How many times have you been 
in a hurry only to discover you have 
forgotten something once you arrived 
to your destination? Better to prepare 
for the journey with God than to start 
before you are fully prepared. How 

often our main goal seems to be to save 
a few minutes here and there only to 
waste our lives chasing after the things 
of the world rather than the things of 
God. Like some overzealous Israelite, 
we jump into the river with both feet, 
never waiting for God’s guidance.

The new decade may be unfamiliar 
to us. There will be storms through 
which we will pass, and without 
God’s guidance we could very easily 
lose the way. For Joshua, it was 
more than symbolic that the ark of 
the covenant would go before the 
Israelites through the Jordan River. 
He knew Israel could not cross the 
river, let alone take possession of 
the land and dwell therein without 
Jehovah leading the way.

Courage
A new decade will bring many 
challenges. Every day the news seems 
to become more unbearable as we 
see natural disasters, governments 
toppling, multiplied wars, and so on. 
Not only will there be problems on 
the global scene, but we shall face 
many personal challenges as well. 
No wave of a magic wand will make 
the difficulties of life disappear. This 
fact does not automatically give 
us courage to move forward. True 
courage can only come when there is 
a conscious, personal commitment to 
Jesus Christ and a desire to do the will 
of God.

That courage was clearly demonstrated 
by God’s Son, Jesus Christ. Day by 
day, Jesus was dependent upon the 
resources provided by the Father as 
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He sought only to do His Father’s 
will. When placed on trial with little 
chance of justice, Jesus was calm and 
silent. When on the cross facing the 
torment of the race He came to save, 
Jesus prayed for their forgiveness and 
won the right to grant that forgiveness 
through His death.

The disciples of Jesus moved in a 
world that had no room or use for 
their Master. They were tortured, 
persecuted, jailed, and killed. But 
they were committed to Jesus Christ, 
and God gave them the courage to 
proclaim the glorious message of 
salvation to their persecutors. They 
sought to serve God rather than men.

Today there are missionaries and 
Christians across the globe who have 
given up the comforts of home to 
face persecution, prison, and death 
in order to bring the message of the 
gospel to others. They have within 
them the quiet courage that is born 
out of a faith in Jesus Christ as Savior 

and Lord. That faith has enabled them 
fearlessly to bear witness for Christ, 
even in times of turmoil.

We cannot hope to enter a new decade 
with any safety unless we have a true 
commitment to Jesus Christ and the 
courage that comes from confessing 
Him as the Lord of our lives.

Consecration
Joshua called the Israelites to advance 
in faith into an unknown land before 
them. He did so because he knew 
God would lead them all the way. It 
may have looked impossible to cross 
the wide, deep, flooded Jordan River. 
But God would do the impossible. He 
would do great things for Israel.

Joshua’s call echoes through the 
centuries as we begin this new year. 
We are called to consecrate ourselves 
as Israel was called to do before 
entering the Promised Land. Such 
a consecration will bring us closer 
to God each day of the new decade. 

How much better it will be to face the 
rivers we will have to cross when we 
face them with our Savior.

Such consecration to God is essential 
for all who claim to be members of 
the church of Jesus Christ. The church 
must see to it that she is a leader 
within society and not a follower. We 
must be bold enough to stand firm 
in the truth of God’s Word and to 
proclaim His gospel with fervor and 
conviction. We can do so only as we 
are led and strengthened by Jehovah. 
We can do so trusting that He will 
lead us as we seek to be faithful to His 
calling to service and witness.

The Jordan River
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From the General Manager

Dear Readers:
 

The Lord has continued to bless the work of Reformed Fellowship in 2009. We have published The Outlook for fifty-
nine years and counting. In 2009, we also published the book, In Living Color: Images of Christ and the Means of Grace, 
by Rev. Daniel Hyde. This brings to twenty the total number of books we have in print. We are working on several 
more titles we hope to introduce in the next year or two. 

While much of the impact of our ministry is seen within our confessional Reformed and Presbyterian churches, we are 
gratified to see responses from areas where there is as yet little knowledge of the doctrines of grace. Our editor often 
receives requests from those in foreign nations for permission to reprint articles from The Outlook in other languages, 
which we are always eager to do. Also, since our Bible study guides and other books are available on the Internet via 
our website and several Christian bookstores, we have seen response from those who are in churches that are not yet 
familiar with Reformed doctrine coming to a fuller understanding of the gospel. We are deeply humbled by the ways 
the Lord has used our small organization.

We do, however, face challenges. We have seen a slow decline in the number of subscribers to The Outlook over the 
past several years that has caused our financial balance to decline. In response, the board has made a decision to 
change to bimonthly publication of The Outlook, instead of monthly, with more pages per issue, to reduce printing and 
mailing costs. This will allow us to hold our subscription price steady. 

If you remain convinced of the importance of publishing books and journals from a Reformed perspective, and want 
to be a part of this exciting ministry, we ask for your help. Please take this opportunity to renew your subscription 
and your membership in Reformed Fellowship, and perhaps even include a gift. If you have acquaintances who might 
benefit, would you consider giving a gift subscription to The Outlook? If the education committee in your church is 
not familiar with our publications, would you be willing to act as a liaison to Reformed Fellowship? Perhaps you could 
recommend some of our publications for your church library, or recommend our books for a Bible study group in your 
church. Our loyal supporters are in the best position to promote our work.

May we also be so bold as to ask that you consider the work of Reformed Fellowship in your charitable gifts and in 
your estate planning? Your gifts are tax deductible as allowed by law. 

We are grateful for the support you have given in the past, and we pledge to be good stewards of the gifts you entrust to 
us. By God’s providence, we look forward to continuing to serve Him in the work of publishing.

On Behalf of the Board, In Christ’s Service,
 
 

Henry Gysen
President of the Board and General Manager



Your Minister Needs Your Prayers

Spirit of God every week to illuminate 
God’s Word so that he may understand 
that Word rightly and preach it faithfully 
and powerfully. Without the Holy Spirit 
providing understanding and insight, 
your pastor’s work in the study during 
the week would all be in vain. No matter 
how many commentaries he reads, or 
how many hours he spends studying 
the Greek or Hebrew grammar, he will 
not understand God’s Word rightly, nor 
will his work be a blessing for God’s 
people, because his work will rest on 
human wisdom and be devoid of the 
power of God! 

Your pastor needs your prayers for the 
Spirit of God to work in his heart and 
mind to bring home the truth of God’s 
Word as he labors in the Scriptures. 
Only the Holy Spirit brings the insight 
and understanding needed by the 
preacher and God’s people. So plead 
with your Father in heaven that while 
your pastor studies God’s Word, the 
Holy Spirit would be present to teach 
him everything he needs to know. 
Haddon Robison explains the process 
that should take place: “When an 
expositor studies his Bible, the Holy 
Spirit probes the preacher’s life. As a 
man prepares sermons, God prepares 
the man. . . . As an expositor masters 
a passage, he will discover that the 
truth of the passage in the hand of the 
Spirit masters him.”1 Your pastor so 
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In one of Paul’s earliest letters, he 
expresses the cry of his own heart 
and that of every faithful minister 
after him: “Brothers, pray for us” 

(1 Thessalonians 5:25). In this verse, 
he desires that the congregation in 
Thessalonica will continually pray 
for those who minister God’s word 
to them. Pray on our behalf! Paul 
expressed his need for God’s people 
to remember him in the presence of 
God. Every faithful minister of God 
still needs God’s people to faithfully, 
persistently, and deliberately make 
intercession for him. 

You may ask, “Why should we pray for 
him?” Simply put: Your Pastor needs 
your prayers! Every faithful pastor 
of God’s people is painfully aware 
of his inability and powerlessness to 
be a blessing to God’s people, to help 
anybody grow spiritually, or convert 
anyone without the power of God’s 
Spirit resting upon him and his work. 
Although he needs your supplications 
for all aspects of his life and labor, I 
would like to focus on two areas related 
to the preaching of God’s Word for 
which your pastor absolutely needs 
your prayers week by week.

In Preparation to Preach 
God’s Word
As Reformed believers, we confess and 
uphold the truth that the Scriptures 
were written by men who were “carried 
along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21) 
so that every word they wrote was, and 
still is, the infallible and inerrant Word 
of God. We also confess that the same 
Spirit who inspired the Word is still 
necessary every time the Word is read, 
to provide insight and understanding 
into that word (cf. 1 Corinthians 2:6–
13). We call this work of the Spirit 
“illumination.” Your pastor needs the 

desperately needs this because as the 
puritan John Owen reminds us about 
the power of preaching: “If the Word 
does not dwell with power in us, it will 
not pass with power from us. . . . The 
want of this experience of the power 
of the gospel truth on their own souls 
is that which gives us so many lifeless, 
sapless orations, quaint in words and 
dead as to power, instead of preaching 
the gospel in the demonstration of the 
Spirit.”2 

Do you want “lifeless, sapless” sermons, 
nice on the ear, but devoid of the life-
changing power of the Holy Spirit? 
If not, then pray for your pastor 
continually during the week as he 
prepares, that God’s Spirit would work 
in him so that the Word of Christ may 
dwell richly in his heart and pass in 
power from your pastor! 

In Preaching God’s Word
Not merely in his study, but more so 
in the pulpit, does your pastor need 
the Holy Spirit. As your pastor enters 
the pulpit, the task before him is great. 
He has received a word from God, 
a burden lying on his heart, that he 
must proclaim accurately, faithfully, 
pointedly, clearly and boldly. Every 
preacher who is worthy of this great 
call knows his inability and inadequacy 
for such a great task and cries out every 
time he steps up to preach: “Brothers, 
pray for us!” 

What does you pastor need at the 
moment of preaching? Two passages 
are helpful in answering this question. 
In Colossians 4:4, Paul makes a request 
for intercession, pointing out two things 
that are needed for ministry: “At the 
same time, pray also for us, that God 
may open to us a door for the Word, 
to declare the mystery of Christ, on 
account of which I am in prison—that I 
may make it clear, which is how I ought 

Rev. Jacques 
Roets
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to speak.” God must supply the field of 
labor, and God must supply the ability 
to make the mystery of Christ clear! For 
your pastor, God has already answered 
the first request by providing him with a 
regular place to preach and teach God’s 
Word. 

The second request is his primary need 
now. Paul uses an unusual word here for 
the task of preaching: “make manifest,” 
“reveal.” He knows that through his 
preaching Christ can either be hidden 
and veiled, or be made clearly manifest! 
The latter is how God demands the 
gospel to be declared (“which is how 
I ought to speak”). Any minister who 
veils the glory of Christ and obscures 
His saving power in his preaching is 
unfaithful to what he is called to do. 
Every faithful minister knows that 
without the Holy Spirit it is impossible 
to exalt Christ and declare him rightly. 
We need God to supply us with the 
ability to preach and reveal Christ. 
What is all the more striking is that 
this request is made by one of the most 
successful evangelists of all times. Even 
after many years of preaching, Paul still 
knows that without God’s supplying 
him with this ability, he cannot preach 
Christ rightly! How much more does 
your ordinary pastor need your prayers 
to God to give him the ability to make 
Christ manifest, as he ought to speak! 
Pray for your minister to receive from 
God what he needs to make Christ 
clearly known as he should. 

The second passage reveals what specific 
ability God needs to supply so the pastor 
can preach Christ rightly: “To that 
end keep alert with all perseverance, 
making supplication for all the saints, 
and also for me, that words may be 
given to me in opening my mouth 
boldly to proclaim the mystery of the 
gospel, for which I am an ambassador 
in chains, that I may declare it boldly, 
as I ought to speak.” Paul acknowledges 
here that he needs words to preach the 
gospel boldly, “as he ought to speak.” 
God must supply your minister with the 
very words he needs so he can boldly, 
fearlessly make known the gospel of 

Christ. This fearlessness in preaching 
Christ is not a natural bravery, but is 
a manifestation of the Spirit’s power 
resting on a man. Without this presence 
of the Spirit and the gift of his power, 
every faithful preacher knows that he 
preaches in vain. God’s people will not 
be edified, and sinners will not be saved 
through Christ, without the presence 
of the Spirit. That is why your pastor 
cries out: “Brothers, pray for us!” He 
needs the presence of God’s Spirit to 
supply him with words every time he 
opens his mouth. Only if his words are 
supplied by the Spirit does he know that 
the faith of God’s people rests not in his 
persuasive words of human wisdom, 
“but in demonstration of the Spirit and 
of power” (1 Corinthians 2:4). 

Oh, do you see why your pastor needs 
your prayers? He needs God’s Spirit to 
rest upon him, to supply him with the 
ability and the words to make clear 
the gospel of Christ in boldness and 
power. Your prayers on his behalf are 
vital in fulfilling his task of preaching 
God’s word. Your prayers are like the 
hands of Aaron and Hur holding up 
the arms of Moses; they support your 
minister in his great calling and assure 
the continuance of God’s blessing upon 
his ministry. As the prince of preachers, 
Charles Spurgeon put it:

The sinew of the minister’s strength 
under God is the supplication of his 
church. We can do anything and 
everything if we have a praying people 
around us. But when our dear friends 
and fellow helpers cease to pray, the 
Holy Ghost hastens to depart, and 
‘Ichabod’ is written on the place of 
assembly.3 

Conclusion
I hope it is clear that your minister 
needs your prayers. His work depends 
completely upon God mercifully 
granting him the insight, the ability, 
the words, and the power! He can do 
nothing, accomplish nothing, without 
the power of the Holy Spirit resting 
upon him and his work. He will not be 
a blessing to you without God’s Spirit 

resting upon him. So you need to pray 
for him so that he will be a blessing to 
you! 

There is an added blessing in your 
intercession for your pastor. It will stir 
you to come to worship with a greater 
expectation and interest in the preaching 
of the word. You will know that you 
have prayed to the Lord of Glory to 
supply your pastor with the words you 
need to hear, and then every week you 
will come anticipating to hear what God 
wants you to hear. This anticipation and 
expectation of hearing the voice of your 
Savior is one of the greatest gifts that a 
congregation can give a pastor. When 
you are eager to hear, then he is eager to 
preach. Spurgeon again expresses this 
beautifully:

I have had great success in soul-winning 
. . . but I have never taken any credit for 
it, for I feel that I preach under great 
advantages; the people come with an 
intense desire to hear, and with an 
expectation of getting a blessing. . . . 
When a congregation expects nothing, 
it generally finds nothing even in 
the best of preachers; but when they 
are prepared to make much of what 
they hear, they usually get what they 
come for. . . . Our work is, no doubt, 
greatly affected, for good or evil, by the 
condition of the congregation.4

May God stir your heart to pray for your 
pastor without ceasing, and so create in 
you a hunger for His Word. Hear the 
cry of you pastor’s heart: “Brothers, 
pray for us!”
  

1. ‘What is Expository Preaching?’ Bibliotheca 
Sacra 131 (January-March 1974):59. 
2. The Works of John Owen (repr. ed., Carlisle: 
The Banner of Truth Trust, 1968), vol. 16, p. 76.
3. From An All-Round Ministry Quoted by Arturo 
Azurdia III, in Spirit Empowered Preaching 
(Mentor, Fearn, 2007), p. 163. 
4. An All-Round Ministry (repr. ed., Carlisle: The 
Banner of Truth Trust, 1972), p. 355. 
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Christian Unity: Why Should I Care Rev. William D.
Boekestein

“My prayer is . . . that all of them may 
be one” (John 17:20, 21). In these few 
words of Christ we catch a glimpse 
of God’s ideal for church unity. Does 
the church share His view? Shortly 
after Jesus uttered these words to His 
Father, one of His “friends” betrayed 
Him, another disowned Him, a few 
others lingered in the shadows, and 
the rest presumably scattered, each 
going his own way. The question could 
have been asked, “Is church unity 
possible?” Startlingly, soon after Jesus’ 
ascension, the church came together as 
one man (Acts 2:44). Not surprisingly, 
the unified, early church experienced 
unprecedented joy and growth.

Today, the question could again be 
asked, “Is church unity possible?” 
Despite present appearances to the 
contrary, the answer is still, “Yes!” The 
great High Priest has not changed His 

prayer; church unity is still God’s will. 
Is it yours?

In this series of articles we will 
explore God’s will for church unity. 
We hope to explore this topic 
critically, theologically, practically 
and encouragingly. For now, we look 
at this topic inquisitively. In other 
words, the goal of this first article is 
simply to answer the question, “Why 
should I care about Christian unity?”

Why are doctors are able to persuade 
us to take all kinds of medicines, some 
of which are distasteful, others of 
which are painful, and most of which 
are expensive? It is because they have 
convinced us of the importance of 
the medication and of our need for 
it. They have convinced us that it will 
be better for us to take the medication 
than to avoid it. So we would persuade 
you, with the help of God, that this 
topic of unity is one that you would 

do well to heed. The topic of unity 
should be important to you for at 
least four introductory reasons.

Unity Is a Good and 
Pleasant Thing
Psalm 133:1 says, “Behold, how 
good and pleasant it is for brethren 
to dwell together in unity.” This clear 
proposition is introduced by the word, 
“behold,” which is an interjection. 
Today, we might use words like, 
“look,” or “hey!” The point is, someone 
is passionately calling our attention to 
this proposition—that person is God 
the Holy Spirit. God is calling our 
attention to a good and pleasant thing 
that He has set before us.

The next two verses describe how 
pleasant unity is. God first compares 
unity to precious oil. To understand 
what God is saying here, recall how 
soothing it is to apply aloe to sun-
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scorched skin. So it is when brothers 
dwell together in unity. Similarly, 
God links unity to the pleasantness 
of life-giving water. The water that 
runs down Mount Hermon provides 
vitality to the valley below. Usually 
the most pleasant places on earth 
are those that receive the most 
water. Unity soothes like a balm and 
refreshes like water; it is desirable.

My wife and I like to share our food with 
each other, especially at restaurants. 
When I hear her say, “Mmm, this soup 
is great!” I know what she’s doing. She 
is letting me know that the food set 
before her is “good and pleasant.” She 
does this because she wants to share it 
with me. Usually, before I can ask, the 
next thing she says is, “Would you like 
to try some?” That is essentially what 
God is doing in the Psalm 133. God is 
calling your attention to the goodness 
of unity so that you will be inclined to 
try it!

God not only draws us to unity by 
way of analogy, but also by way of 
explanation. Unity is a good and 
pleasant thing, says God, because He 
promises to bless unity. Psalm 133 
concludes by saying, “For there (i.e., 
the place where unity is found) the 
Lord commanded the blessing—Life 
forevermore.” The Lord promises to 
bless believers who live in unity. The 
reality is that unified believers are 
blessed because the spirit of unity is 
the most fitting atmosphere in which 
to work. This atmosphere is fitting 
because it is consistent with God’s 
very nature. His triune nature is one 
of unity in diversity. It should not 
surprise us, then, that God chooses 
to command His blessing where His 
character is reflected in the unity of 
diverse people.

In Psalm 133 God states, describes, 
and finally explains the beauty of 
unity. His point is well taken. Is not the 
thrust of this Psalm amply confirmed 
by our own experiences? Who could 

argue with this Psalm? Our spirits 
soar when we are surrounded by 
unity; such is its goodness.

Disunity Is a Bad and 
Unpleasant Thing
This is the flip side to this first point. 
The Scriptures confirm: it is bad 
and unpleasant when brothers dwell 
together in disunity. The Proverb says 
it powerfully: “Better a dry crust with 
peace and quiet than a house full of 
feasting, with strife” (17:1). Have you 
ever been to a family gathering where 
the family was not unified? If you have, 
then you can confirm that it is almost 
enough to take away your appetite.

Will we admit that our family life does 
not paint the perfect picture of unity? 
Will we admit that we all experience 
the harsh reality of discord? Ask your 
children. How many children would 
not say, if they were honest, “I could 
do without all the toys, all the luxuries 
of life. But the conflict in our home is 
painful.” How many husbands could 
not say the same thing: “I don’t need 
the perfect meal. I don’t need my 
house to be perfectly picked up when 
I get home from work. Just give me 
peace and unity in my home.” Wives, 
too, could agree: “I do not need that 
new mini-van that isn’t all rusted 
out and that doesn’t have food stains 
all over the back seat. I don’t need 
that large paycheck at the end of the 
week. But I do need unity. I do need 
quality time enjoying my family.” Our 
hearts echo the Proverb: Poverty with 
peace is better than riches with strife. 
Disunity is existentially painful.

Disunity is also bad and unpleasant 
in that it is anti-progressive. Disunity 
squelches the effectiveness of 
individuals and groups. When my 
wife and children are standing, as it 
were, with their arms locked together 
with mine, I feel like I can do anything. 
However, when there is conflict in 
the home, all the wind is taken out 
of my sails. I feel as though I cannot 
do anything. Most husbands, fathers, 
wives, and mothers would agree. 

Individuals cannot function properly 
in an atmosphere of disunity. Neither 
can larger groups.

Amos 3:3 asks, “Can two walk 
together, unless they are agreed?” 
Can two horses pull a plow in 
opposite directions? Cooperative 
work stagnates in the absence of 
unity. This is eminently true in the 
church. The effectiveness of our 
churches is in direct proportion 
to the quality of their unity. If the 
church desires to move forward 
in good health, then we need to 
emphasize the importance of unity 
within the church. In a subsequent 
article we will note the effectiveness 
of the early church as they lived in 
a spirit of unity (Acts 2). Without 
this unity, their impact on the world 
would have been seriously impaired.

Of course, the basic reason that 
divisiveness is unpleasant is because 
it is sin. “He who loves a quarrel loves 
sin” (Proverbs 17:19). Sin is always 
unpleasant. It always spoils. We need 
to label divisiveness as sin. Although 
it may be painful, such confession is 
also liberating. Sin can be forgiven. 
The pain that divisive sin causes can 
be healed. God’s forgiveness enables 
quarrelling sinners to start walking a 
new path.

Unity Is Part of the 
Christian Calling
Paul begins Ephesians 4 by exhorting 
Christians to “walk worthy of 
the calling with which you were 
called.” Then, in the next six 
verses, he emphasizes unity. God 
calls Christians to live the life of a 
Christian. More specifically, He has 
called Christians to walk in unity. If 
you do not choose unity, then you are 
not walking worthy of the calling to 
which you were called.

Such was the case in the Corinthian 
church. Paul writes of their shameful 
disunity. “For first of all, when you 
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come together as a church, I hear that 
there are divisions among you, and 
in part I believe it” (1 Corinthians 
11:18). Notice that Paul says, “in part 
I believe it.” He is saying that it is 
nearly inconceivable that Christians 
would have divisions. Why? Because, 
it is utterly incongruent with their 
calling! Christians are called out of a 
world that has been disunited since 
the fall, and have been grafted into the 
unity of the family of God. We should 
not take it for granted that there will 
be disunity in the church. We should 
be appalled by it, and we should seek 
to remedy the problem. Paul does 
just that in his letter. “I appeal to you, 
brothers, in the name of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with 
one another so that there may be no 
divisions among you, and that you 
may be perfectly united in mind and 
thought” (1 Corinthians 1:10; NIV). 
After all, this is what Christ prayed 
for, that they may be one (John 17:21). 
Unity is at the center of your calling.

The Salvation of Your 
Unbelieving Neighbors 
Depends on Unity
Of course, properly, salvation does not 
depend on man at all. Nonetheless, 
God connects Christian unity with 
His gracious and sovereign work 
of granting eternal life. He tells us 
in Psalm 133 that, in the context of 
unity, God works salvation. Again, 
this is what we see in Acts 2. The 
believers there were unified, and 
God added daily to their number. 
One of the means that God used for 
the salvation of many souls was the 
unity of the church. This principle 
has been proven over and again in 
church history. God is saying to us 
today, “I will work salvation in your 
community as you dwell together in 
unity!” Is that what we want? Then we 
must be interested in unity.

In a woodenly literal sense, the 
salvation of your unbelieving 
neighbor does depend on unity, 
humanly speaking. Just ask them! 

Ask your unbelieving neighbors why 
many of them refuse to worship with 
God’s people. Listen to what they are 
saying. Very often, they harden their 
hearts because of disunity within 
the congregation. Recently, I read 
the blog of one person who has left 
the church. He said “I stopped going 
to church because I realized that 
religion is quite possibly the biggest 
producer of hypocrites and conflicts 
in the world.” Whether this person is 
right or wrong in his claim is really 
not the point. The point is that this 
is the perception of thousands of 
unbelievers. Listen to what the world 
is saying. “Christians can’t get along. 
They fight with each other. Christ 
prayed for their unity, but his prayer 
apparently has not been answered. 
This religion is pointless, and I want 
no part of it.” The result of this is that 
such people excuse themselves from 
the sphere of God’s blessing. They 
cut themselves off from the means of 
grace, from the preaching, and from 
the sacraments. The salvation of your 
neighbors depends on your unity.

Because this is true, God takes church 
unity very seriously. In Romans 16:17 
God says, “Take note of those who 
create dissensions and difficulties, 
in opposition to the doctrine which 
you have been taught; avoid them.” 
This point is reiterated in Titus 3:10. 
Here we see the hard stance that God 
takes against workers of disunity 
within a church. Paul says, “Reject 
a divisive man after the first and 
second admonition.” Why is God so 
harsh? Allow the Scripture itself to 
answer this question. Paul’s point in 
his letter to Titus is that Christians 
must live godly lives in order to make 
the gospel attractive. Consider a few 
passages. In Titus 2:5, Paul has just 
finished giving instructions to older 
men and women and young women 
to live godly. Then he adds these 
words: “ . . . that the word of God 
may not be blasphemed.” Verse eight 
is similar. He has instructed young 
men to be sober minded, “that one 

who is an opponent may be ashamed, 
having nothing evil to say of you.” 
Finally, in verse ten, after charging 
servants to fidelity, he adds, “that they 
may adorn the doctrine of God our 
Savior in all things.” Paul is teaching 
us that reputation matters in gospel 
work. This is why God is so intolerant 
of divisive people within the church. 
They are a bad testimony for the 
church. They are a bad testimony for 
the gospel. They are a bad testimony 
for God Himself. Unity, when looked 
at this way, is a qualification for 
personal and corporate evangelism.

An Invitation to Unity
This goal of this first article was 
to demonstrate the importance of 
this topic so that we might give our 
attention to it. In closing, I would like 
to remind you how God emphasizes 
the importance of this topic in 
Scripture. Yes, He does stress its 
importance in the form of commands 
and warnings. These commands and 
warnings are given in the context of 
a loving and benevolent appeal. It is 
as if God is setting a table before us 
with the tastiest and healthiest food 
imaginable. He says, “Doesn’t this 
look good?” Then he commands us: 
“Come and eat!” Only then does he 
issue warnings. “If you do not come, 
there will be consequences. You will 
not be blessed. I will not work among 
you. Your life will be filled with strife.” 
Let us give diligence to the doctrine of 
Christian unity. And may God bless us 
with unity, not only for our sake and 
for the sake of our neighbor, but for the 
sake of the glory of the triune God.
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The Lost Thousand Years Between 
Two Resurrections 

Rev. Nollie   
Malabuyo

Another parable in parallel to this is the 
Parable of the Net in Matthew 13:47–50. 
Jesus likens the kingdom of God to a net that 
catches all kinds of fish. When the net is full 
at the end of the age, the net is drawn by men 
who separate the good fish (the righteous) 
from the bad (the wicked). The good fish are 
kept, and the bad are thrown away into the 
fiery furnace. How could there be an interval 
of one thousand years between the drawing 
of the good and the bad when there is only 
one net that hauls in fish of both kinds in one 
catch?

Based on these passages alone, the resurrection 
of all the dead—righteous and wicked—will 
take place, not as two events, but as one event 
at the end of the world. These clear texts 
contradict the dispensational premillennialist 
teaching of multiple resurrections. In the 
dispensationalist scheme of the end times, the 
righteous will be resurrected at the so-called 
Secret Rapture, and 1,007 years later, the 
wicked will in turn be resurrected, judged and 
sent to the lake of fire (Revelation 20:11–15). 
The intervening period includes a seven-year 
tribulation after the rapture and a thousand-
year millennial reign of Christ.

This scheme is classic eisegesis, or reading 
ideas into the text. Because dispensationalists 
presuppose a literal millennium, every 
passage has to be examined through the 
millennial lens. However, in addition to 
the above, many other texts show that 
this imaginary thousand-year separation 

between two resurrections is inserted by 
dispensationalists without even an iota of 
Scripture as basis, in contradiction to the 
biblical teaching of a general resurrection on 
“the last day.” Let us examine some of these 
different points of view.

One Resurrection  
on the Last Day
Several Pauline texts teach that the righteous 
will be resurrected when Christ returns. 
At “the coming of the Lord . . . the dead in 
Christ will rise first,” preceding the righteous 
who are still alive (1 Thessalonians 4:15–16). 
Christians “await a Savior, the Lord Jesus 
Christ, who will transform our lowly body to 
be like his glorious body” (Philippians 3:20–
21). Christ, being “the firstfruits of those 
who have fallen asleep,” will be resurrected 
first, “then at his coming those who belong 
to Christ” will be made alive (1 Corinthians 
15:20, 23).

When would this resurrection of the 
righteous happen? Jesus repeatedly points 
out—four times to be exact—that it will be 
on the “last day” (John 6:39, 40, 44, 54). If 
the wicked are resurrected a thousand years 
after the righteous, how can the resurrection 
of the righteous be on “the last day?” As well, 
in the Olivet Discourse, Jesus foretells that 
when the Son of Man comes “on the clouds 
of heaven with power and great glory”—
unmistakable second coming language—His 
angels “will gather his elect from the four 

In the Parable of the Wheat and Weeds (or tares) in Matthew 13:24–30 (with its 
interpretation in Matthew 13:36–43), Jesus explains that the Son of Man sows good 
seed—the children of the kingdom—in the world. But the devil came at night and sowed 
weeds—the children of Satan—among the good seed. At the close of the age, the Son of 
Man will send His angels to separate out of His kingdom all lawbreakers and throw them 
into the fiery furnace. The righteous will then shine like the sun in the kingdom of their 
Father.
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winds, from one end of heaven to the 
other” (Matthew 24:29–31).

Several texts are very clear that there 
is one general resurrection at the end 
of the age. Daniel 12:1–2 speaks of 
the awakening of “many of those who 
sleep in the dust of the earth” “at the 
time of the end” (Dan. 11:40)—“some 
to everlasting life, and some to shame 
and everlasting contempt.” Jesus uses 
similar language when he said in 
John 5:28–29 that “an hour is coming 
when all who are in the tombs will 
hear his voice and come, those who 
have done good to the resurrection 
of life, and those who have done evil 
to the resurrection of judgment.” 
Paul also preached “a resurrection 
[anastasin, singular] of both the just 
and the unjust” (Acts 24:15). Can 
“an hour” span a thousand years? 
Can two resurrections separated by 
a thousand years be properly called a 
single resurrection?

Three Last Judgment 
Parables
In Matthew 25 there is a series of three 
parables about the coming of the Son 
of Man. In these three parables, Jesus 
shows that the last judgment—of both 
the righteous and the wicked—will 
take place on the day of His coming. 
This clearly means that everyone 
will stand before Him on the same 
day, and that there is no 1,000-year 
period separating the judgment of the 
righteous and the wicked.

In the parable of the ten virgins 
(Matthew 25:1–13), the bridegroom 
came unexpectedly at midnight. The 
five who waited patiently and were 
prepared went in with the bridegroom 
to the marriage feast, but the door 
was shut, leaving out the other five 
who were unprepared. This parable 
is confirmed in Revelation 19:6–9 
where the Bride of Christ is described 
as the blessed “who are invited to 
the marriage supper of the Lamb.” 
The wicked are left outside the city 
gates (Revelation 22:14–15) because 
nothing unclean will ever enter the 

heavenly city (Revelation 21:27).

The parable of the talents in Matthew 
25:14–30 tells of a master who goes 
away on a journey, entrusting his 
property to three of his servants. 
After a long time, the master comes 
back and calls each of his three 
servants to give an account of how 
they managed his property. The “good 
and faithful servants” enter into the 
joy of the master, while the “wicked 
and slothful servant” is cast into the 
outer darkness.

Of these three parables, the parable 
of the sheep and goats (Matthew 
25:31–46) gives the clearest evidence 
of a single, general resurrection of 
the righteous and the wicked. “When 
the Son of Man comes in his glory” 
together with all His angels, He will 
sit on His judgment throne. All the 
nations will be gathered before Him, 
the righteous sheep on His right and 
the cursed goats on His left (vv. 31–
33). The righteous will “inherit the 
kingdom prepared for [them] from 
the foundation of the world” (v. 34), 
but the cursed will be sent into “the 
eternal fire prepared for the devil and 
his angels” (v. 41).

After analyzing these three parables, 
the obvious dilemma for premillenial 
dispensationalists is this: How can 
there be two resurrections separated 
by 1,000 years when the separation 
occurs in the same event on the same 
day, the day of Christ’s return?

Because of Revelation 20:1–
6, Ignore All of the Above?
Dispensational premillennialists 
ground their whole millennial 
eschatology on a few verses in 
Revelation 20, where “a thousand 
years” is mentioned six times. In 
effect, they are insisting, “Never 
mind the overwhelming crystal-clear 
evidence discussed above; we want to 
develop our whole system of doctrine 
based on six verses in Revelation 20, 
however unclear these are compared 
to the rest of the evidence.”
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Revelation 20 tells us that when Christ 
returns, those who had been beheaded 
for the testimony of Jesus will come 
to life in a “first resurrection.” The 
rest of the dead will not come to life 
until after the thousand years are 
ended (Revelation 20:4–5), implying 
a separate second resurrection. 
Furthermore, the “second death” 
has no power over these martyrs for 
Christ (Revelation 20:6). The “second 
death” also refers to Death and Hades 
being thrown into the lake of fire 
(Revelation 20:14). Obviously, the 
“second death” implies a “first death.”

Meredith Kline’s careful exegesis of 
this text is helpful.1 Since the Bible 
clearly teaches one general bodily 
resurrection, the “first resurrection” 
cannot mean that there is another 
physical resurrection a thousand 
years later. Rather, John is pointing 
out the antithesis between “first” 
(protos) as old in the sense of the 
present and temporal state of 
things, and “second” as the new and 
eternal state of things. Since bodily 
resurrection is the introduction 
of man to eternity, and the “first 
resurrection” refers to a passing, 
temporal state, the “first resurrection” 
cannot be a physical resurrection.

Kline sees two pairs of paradoxical 
patterns in this text. The first pair, 
“first resurrection” of the righteous 
and the “second death” of the wicked, 

is explicit and metaphorical. Both 
the “first resurrection” and “second 
death” are written in the text. As well, 
the “first resurrection” is not in the 
physical sense, and the “second death” 
is not an actual physical death that the 
wicked is subject to for a second time.

The second paradoxical pair, the first 
death of the wicked and the second 
resurrection of the righteous, is only 
implicit in the text and literal. Both 
are not written, but only implied 
in the text. As well, both the first 
death of the wicked and the second 
resurrection of the righteous are 
bodily in nature. With this paradoxical 
scheme, the temporal and eternal 
state of the righteous is referred to 
as “resurrections,” while that of the 
wicked is referred to as “death.” In 
this way, John exclusively reserves the 
word “death” for the wicked, and the 
word “resurrection” for the righteous.

The death of the Christian is 
identified as “the first resurrection,” 
because when the righteous dies, he 
lives and performs his kingly and 
priestly functions with Christ (vv. 
4 and 6). Paul agrees when he says, 
“to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21)—
the gain of resurrection. In contrast, 
on judgment day, the wicked are 
awakened and delivered from the 
grave (v. 13) only to be thrown into 
the lake of fire (v. 15), an event John 
calls “the second death.”

This pair of paradoxes is summarized 
in the chiastic2 structure below:

Conclusion
This article has sought to show that 
there is one general resurrection of the 
dead—righteous and wicked—at the 
end of the age when Christ returns. 
Inserting a period of a thousand 
years between the resurrection of 
the righteous and the resurrection of 
the wicked cannot be justified from 
Scriptures, whether from the Old 
Testament or the New Testament.

It is the prayer and hope of the 
author of this article that those who 
teach or believe in a future literal 
millennial reign of Christ on earth 
would look and study the texts cited 
above and reconsider and reevaluate 
their well-entrenched eschatological 
presuppositions developed, not 
from Scriptures, but from popular 
contemporary literature and media.

   

1. Kline, Meredith G, “The 
First Resurrection”, Westminster 
Theological Journal 37:3 (Spring 
1975) 366–75.

2. Chiasm is a literary device 
represented by the Greek letter Χ 
(chi), wherein the elements of a text 
are paralleled in reverse order, with 
the center of the Χ as the main idea.

 First Second

Death Physical death of the wicked Eternal punishment of the  
  wicked at resurrection  
  (Rev 20:6, 14)

Resurrection Physical death of the righteous Physical resurrection of the   
 (Rev 20:4) righteous
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Chapter 3: The Final Turning Point

In chapter 2 Samuel gives the account 
of Boaz and Ruth’s first meeting. In 
chapter 3 the reader discovers the 
couple’s second meeting, the most 
pivotal circumstance of the whole 
story. Like the meeting in chapter 2, 
this is not a mere chance encounter; 
this meeting is divinely arranged. 
The tension of this encounter is 
heightened because Ruth takes an 
extreme risk in approaching Boaz the 
way she does. One author notes,

Boaz could have taken advantage 
of Ruth’s offer without risking any 
consequences even if she became 
pregnant by him. In short, Ruth 
places herself in extreme danger, so 
that if there was a trap on her part, as 
several commentators indicate, it will 
snap shut more surely on her than on 
Boaz. 1

This is definitely the turning point of 
the story, and we draw this conclusion 
because of the structure Samuel uses. 
As in chapter 2, the central dialogue 
between Ruth and Boaz is set between 
two other dialogues between Ruth 
and Naomi. The author consciously 
structures the story in a way to deepen 
what we are learning.

One scholar notes, “The Bible’s value 
as a religious document is intimately 
and inseparably related to its value 
as literature.”2 Thus, we need to pay 
attention to such things as structure, 
style, and word use. As we have seen 
already, Samuel uses a symmetrical, 
funnel-like structure that guides us to 
the central encounter between Boaz 
and Ruth. Everything is prearranged 
to converge at this point. The same 
kind of structure occurs in Ruth 
2, except in Ruth 3 the stakes are 
quite high, and the drama brings the 

whole story to a point of climax and 
decision.

In chapter 2, for instance, in their first 
encounter, Boaz and Ruth meet in the 
field. The description of that meeting 
is flanked by two dialogues between 
Ruth and Naomi. Chapter 3 becomes 
the decisive encounter whereby God 
reverses Ruth’s destiny. A series of 
ironic reversals occur in the story 
between our hero and heroine. 
These incidents reveal a definite 
connection between what happened 
at the beginning of the story and what 
God is doing to reverse the story. We 
see, for instance, that the chapters 
contain parallels that have necessary 
significant developments. Notice the 
following parallel developments:

from the fields to the threshing 
floor
from public to private
from day to night
from chance to choice
from Boaz active to Boaz passive
from Ruth passive to Ruth active

These significant parallels and 
developments lead us inexorably to 
the redemption that is at the heart 
of the story. Indeed, the apex of 
this pattern is found in chapter 3 
when Ruth approaches Boaz in the 
middle of the night. Ruth has set her 
path toward Boaz, and the reader is 
uncertain what will happen. Ruth 
willingly lays herself down at Boaz’s 
feet, whereby she faithfully follows 
the Lord in seeking a redeemer. But 
what will happen? The tension is 
elevated because Boaz is startled 
and awakened abruptly. How will he 
respond, and what will he do?

Boaz tells Ruth not to be afraid, and 
he assures her that he will care for her 
and care for his duty as her kinsman 

redeemer. Boaz most certainly 
could have taken advantage of this 
vulnerable young woman. Instead, he 
is moved with love and compassion 
for her. Instead of taking advantage 
of her, he protects her. What a man! 
Ruth’s initiative evokes a selfless 
tenderness in Boaz as he responds 
to her request. He compliments our 
heroine in the name of the Lord and 
recognizes the hand of God upon her.

Ruth 3:1—Naomi’s Request
“Then Naomi her mother-in-law said 
to her, ‘My daughter, shall I not seek 
security for you, that it may be well 
with you?’” (Ruth 3:1).

Redemption Assured
Bible Studies in Ruth – Lesson 9 
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Samuel describes Naomi as Ruth’s 
mother-in-law, which seems to reflect 
her growing love for Ruth. Of course 
we know already that Naomi is Ruth’s 
mother-in-law, but here she is finally 
treating Ruth as if she were her own 
daughter. Naomi reveals her affection 
and love for Ruth as she begins to 
plan for her security and interests. If 
you have paid careful attention to the 
story, you have witnessed an ever-so-
gentle change in Naomi. The Lord has 
softened her, and she is now doing for 
her daughter-in-law what she should 
have done when they were in Moab. 
Remember, this is the same Naomi 
who was at first urging both her 
daughters-in-law to return to their 
Moabite families. At that point in 
the story Naomi, whose name means 
“pleasant,” was bitter; now Naomi has 
become pleasant again.

In fact, Naomi’s request to provide 
security for Ruth indicates that she is 

acting by faith. Some may suggest that 
Naomi is acting with selfish regard for 
her own welfare, especially because of 
the potential danger in which she puts 
Ruth. I don’t think this is the case. To 
the contrary, Naomi reveals faith that 
the goel, the kinsman redeemer Boaz, 
will provide for Ruth. Though this was 
not the case at the beginning of the 
story, Naomi is now speaking on behalf 
of Ruth; she has Ruth’s best interests at 
heart; she points her to the plan of God 
for precisely this kind of need.

Rest and Well-Being
Naomi believes that her daughter-in-
law will find two things with Boaz—
rest and well-being. Rest is something 
that is very holistic in the Bible, and the 
concept of rest has richer and deeper 
meaning in the Old Testament than it 
does today. When someone says that 
he could use some rest, he generally is 
speaking of something physical. The 

Old Testament concept of rest is more 
pervasive and comprehensive than 
mere physical respite.

Rest in the Old Testament includes the 
idea of peace, security, and blessings. 
This is why we see Naomi saying that 
she will seek rest for Ruth. Notice that 
Naomi does believe that Ruth can find 
both rest and well-being in Boaz. For 
a woman in that culture, the concept 
of rest often included marriage and 
the security of a home. This notion 
annoys the feminist critics who read 
this story. Nevertheless, this idea 
accords with creation design. The 
Bible speaks of marriage as including 
rest and well-being in covenant with 
God. The beautiful theme that keeps 
popping up in our story is of being 
covered with protection and security.

Naomi is definitely playing 
matchmaker for her daughter-in-law. 
However, the reader soon discovers 
that there is risk involved in this 
encounter with Boaz, and not merely 
the risk of meeting someone and 
being rejected. There is a much greater 
risk for Ruth, and the secrecy Naomi 
encourages Ruth to use demonstrates 
the nature of the risk.

This accounts for Ruth’s approaching 
Boaz at night. Naomi tells Ruth not 
to show herself early. Rather, she is 
to wait until later when everyone is 
asleep; she is to sneak in at dark. If she 
were caught in the area, she may have 
been required to leave, and she would 
have lost an opportunity. She was to 
observe the scene and then quietly 
uncover Boaz’s feet. Here the reader 
is helped if he understands that the 
biblical phrase “uncovering the feet” 
means much more than merely 
taking off his sandals. It appears to be 
a euphemism for physical intimacy. 
Thus, Naomi told Ruth, “Therefore 
wash yourself and anoint yourself, put 
on your best garment and go down to 
the threshing floor” (3:3).
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Naomi told Ruth to clean herself, 
put on her best clothes, and perfume 
herself—as a bride—for Boaz. She 
was to look as beautiful as possible.

So she went down to the threshing 
floor and did according to all that 
her mother-in-law instructed 
her. And after Boaz had eaten 
and drunk, and his heart was 
cheerful, he went to lie down at 
the end of the heap of grain; and 
she came softly, uncovered his 
feet, and lay down (3:6–7).

The text literally says that it was well 
with him. This corresponds to Ruth 
3:1: “My daughter, shall I not seek 
security for you, that it may be well 
with you?” (emphasis added). The 
phrase seems to be connected with 
this particular scene. In other words, 
if Ruth can join herself with Boaz, 
then it will be well with her also. It is 
well with Boaz, and he is the one who 
is able to provide well-being for Ruth. 
God makes it clear that she needs a 
husband. Ruth has followed the will 
of God in approaching Boaz as her 
kinsman redeemer rather than other 
men she could have approached. 
She is faithful here in so many ways 
commendable to women of faith.

Please note that Ruth is not modeling 
for us any kind of an approach to 
courtship or dating. For those of 
you who are always looking to the 
Bible for examples of how this or 
that practice should be followed, you 
might be surprised. I have found that 
many proponents of specific “models” 
of marriage and courtship look to the 
Bible to provide evidence for their 
specific practice. However, we should 
be cautious about using ancient 
practices as “the model” for our 
present activities. This is especially 
true when the ancient practice is 
descriptive—not prescriptive. We 
have to be careful about using biblical 
narratives as the basis for our own 
actions, lest we conclude that a woman 
should be like Ruth and pursue a man 
she believes is good for her.

The Threshing Floor
“Now Boaz, whose young women you 
were with, is he not our relative? In 
fact, he is winnowing barley tonight 
at the threshing floor” (3:2).

Everything will be played out on the 
threshing floor, which plays a role 
in the setting of redemption and 
restoration. It presents a dramatic 
setting for the ultimate turning point 
of our story. Why would this be the 
setting? Does it have significance? 
We need to remember, “The Bible’s 
value as a religious document is 
intimately and inseparably related to 
its value as literature.”3

Consequently, it is natural for the 
reader to look for literary clues in 
the story and to understand that the 
threshing floor is a metaphor with 
definite theological connotations. It is 
the place of judgment; it is the place of 
ultimate separation. Here is where the 
wheat is beaten from the chaff. Here 
is where the good is separated from 
the bad. Thus, this is no insignificant 
scene in the story. This is the moment 
of truth. LaCoque observes,

Naomi was possibly sending her 
daughter-in-law to her destruction—
or at least to the confirmation for 
witnesses that one can expect nothing 
more than promiscuity from Moab. 
Ruth was perhaps going to be mistaken 
for a prostitute. Boaz was perhaps 
going to commit irreparable harm.

Thus, the setting of the threshing 
floor is quite powerful as a theological 
symbol.

Boaz and his men are enjoying a 
celebration on the threshing floor at 
the end of harvest. This could have 
been some kind of a threshing party 
for all the men. The place where the 
gathering was held could have been 
a threshing station of some sort. 
Different harvesting groups would 
use the floor at different times. This 
must have been Boaz’s night at the 
threshing floor. At any rate, Boaz 
was not alone. We know this because 

Naomi told Ruth to mark which spot 
was Boaz’s when he lay down.

Perhaps this was the combination of 
a massive work day and then, as the 
day closed, a huge party to match 
the work. There was feasting and 
drinking. It appears that this Israelite 
celebration was unique among 
ancient Near East harvest festivals, 
in that it did not include women. The 
pagan harvest festivals commonly 
celebrated the gods of fertility, and 
orgies and perversions of all sorts 
occurred. Indeed, temple prostitutes 
were commonplace during these 
festivals. The reader should already 
know that harvesting and sheep 
shearing were used as opportunities 
for celebrations of excess. It is no 
small coincidence that the story 
harkens back to a fateful moment 
in Genesis 38 when Judah thought 
the presence of a temple prostitute a 
rather unremarkable reality for such 
celebrations. Women are not a part of 
Boaz’s celebration.

So she lay at his feet until 
morning, and she arose before 
one could recognize another. 
Then he said, “Do not let it be 
known that the woman came to 
the threshing floor” (3:14).

Midnight?
In considering the setting, the 
reader finds yet another seemingly 
insignificant detail that points to 
the gravity of what happens at the 
threshing floor. Ruth’s dramatic 
awakening of Boaz comes at 
midnight. Like the threshing floor, 
the time setting of midnight points 
to a dramatic time of judgment and 
decision. It marks a turning point.

Midnight is the time of life and 
death in many narratives. From the 
earliest stages of redemptive history, 
midnight marks a time of dramatic 
decision. In the Scriptures as well, 
midnight marks the decisive moment 
of reckoning and redemption. Exodus 
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12:29–30 describes the most dramatic 
of these moments:

And it came to pass at midnight 
that the LORD struck all the 
firstborn in the land of Egypt, 
from the firstborn of Pharaoh 
who sat on his throne to the 
firstborn of the captive who 
was in the dungeon, and all the 
firstborn of livestock. So Pharaoh 
rose in the night, he, all his 
servants, and all the Egyptians; 
and there was a great cry in 
Egypt, for there was not a house 
where there was not one dead 
(emphasis added).

Midnight became a fixed time of 
reckoning for the Old Testament saints, 
and it even became a time of prayer 
that marked the very pattern of their 
lives, as indicated in Psalm 119:62: 
“At midnight I will rise to give thanks 
to You, because of Your righteous 
judgments” (emphasis added).

Midnight came to be so commonly 
associated with judgment and 
reckoning that Jesus’ New Testament 
parables often include this theme. For 
instance, the parable of the foolish 
virgins who run out of oil while they 
are waiting for the coming of the 
groom includes the midnight theme: 
“But while the bridegroom was 
delayed, they all slumbered and slept. 
And at midnight a cry was heard: 
‘Behold, the bridegroom is coming; 
go out to meet him!’” (Matthew 25:5–
6, emphasis added).

Of course, in our story, midnight was 
the decisive moment as well. Rabbi 
Ginsburg notes:

Its importance lies in the fact that 
it is linked to the future. Even 
though the night is the time of 
Hashem’s strict justice and the 
morning is the time of mercy, 
from midnight on the time is 
influenced by the morning and 
its considered within the realm 
of mercy. . . . Boaz arose that 
midnight to withstand the test of 
Ruth’s presence, and this worked 

out in the best manner as it was a 
time of mercy. 4

Boaz lies down at the end of a heap 
of grain, sleeping next to his harvest. 
The whole harvest belongs to Boaz 
and it looks like this great man can 
have whatever he wants. As he is 
sleeping, Ruth uncovers his feet, and 
he awakens: “Now it happened at 
midnight that the man was startled, 
and turned himself; and there, a 
woman was lying at his feet” (3:8)

Boaz was startled by the presence and 
activity of Ruth. Some scholars argue 
that she merely or literally uncovered 
his feet. However, it seems that 
more was going on here than this. 
“Uncovering his feet” appears to be a 
euphemism for attempting to take off 
his clothes. He was warm, and as he 
was uncovered, he awoke in surprise. 
Some commentators argue that Ruth 
did have relations with Boaz because 
of the use of this euphemism. This 
simply does not accord with Boaz’s 
response of refusal. It is important 
to note that Boaz stops whatever 
potential relationship that could have 
occurred as a result of Ruth’s activity.

Question of Identity
Because of the utter darkness, Boaz 
knew that the “intruder” was a woman 
but was startled at her presence and 
asked who she was.

So she answered, “I am Ruth, 
your maidservant. Take your 
maidservant under your wing, 
for you are a close relative” (3:9).

This is the question that dominates the 
scene: Who are you? Boaz responds 
that he is in fact a close relative, and 
this is the word goel. The goel is the 
close relative obliged to redeem things 
on behalf of the family. Ruth appeals 
to Boaz, essentially asking him to 
respond to her needs, claiming him as 
her kinsman redeemer. She begs Boaz 
to claim her as his wife.

The imagery of spreading a garment or 
skirt over someone is used to indicate 
marriage, and this is exemplified in 
Ezekiel 16:7–9:

“I made you thrive like a plant in 
the field; and you grew, matured, 
and became very beautiful. Your 
breasts were formed, your hair 
grew, but you were naked and 
bare. When I passed by you again 
and looked upon you, indeed 
your time was the time of love; 
so I spread My wing over you 
and [clothed] your nakedness. 
Yes, I swore an oath to you and 
entered into a covenant with 
you, and you became Mine,” 
says the Lord GOD.

The symbolism in this passage 
points to the covenant made at Sinai. 
However, the analogy here is to the 
marriage covenant. The marriage 
covenant is said to occur when the 
husband covers his wife with his 
clothing. It is as if they are now clothed 
with one cloth instead of two; they 
become one. Since clothing relates 
to the glory and honor of external 
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appearance, they have one covering of 
glory and honor. So in this incident, 
Ruth is inviting Boaz to marry her.

It seems most likely that the earlier 
reference to Ruth’s uncovering Boaz’s 
feet, a gesture of intimacy, is most 
likely a reference to her marriage 
invitation. Boaz was not being invited 
to agree to some future ceremony; he 
was invited to marry her on the spot. 
While In many cases in the ancient 
world there were extravagant wedding 
celebrations, there was no ceremony 
that matches the common Western 
notion of a wedding. Rather, there 
was simply the consummation, and 
this began the marriage. It appears 
that Ruth and Boaz would not have 
needed any formal ceremony. The 
only reason there is a legal exchange 
at the gate later in the story is because 
there was another kinsman who had 
prior claims.

As there was no ceremony required, 
Boaz could easily have taken 
advantage of Ruth’s offering. Instead, 
he refused to sin, and he resolved to 
love her. This was no easy thing, my 
friends! Surely his heart raced and 
pounded as much as any other man’s 
would have as he saw and felt this 
beautiful young woman lying at his 
feet, offering herself to him.

Boaz expresses his deepest affection 
for Ruth as he shows restraint and 
properly refuses to consummate their 
love. He was a man of godly honor, and 
God had touched his heart with deeply 
rooted integrity. Here is the man who 
walks in the path of the Lord.

Then he said, “Blessed are you of 
the LORD, my daughter! For you 
have shown more kindness at the 
end than at the beginning, in that 
you did not go after young men, 
whether poor or rich (3:10).

Boaz is not expressing some kind of a 
romantic notion of love; his words are 

clear and covenantal. Boaz is referring 
to Ruth’s actions in regard to Naomi. 
He remained completely in control of 
himself and focused the entire event 
on God and his covenant.

Boaz says, “For you have shown 
more kindness at the end than at the 
beginning.” Boaz was referring to 
another act of kindness in keeping 
with Ruth’s covenant obligations. 
The first act of covenant kindness 
was her choice to follow Naomi and 
become a member of God’s covenant 
people. This included Ruth’s hard 
work in gleaning for Naomi. Ruth 
did for Naomi what she could not 
do for herself, taking the place of an 
older widow. The second kindness is 
her offering herself as a substitute for 
Naomi. She did not have to do this. 
She was legally free to find herself 
another husband and did not have to 
perform the duty of a levirate. Instead, 
she acted on behalf of Naomi. Samuel 
presents us with two outstanding 
examples in Ruth and Boaz as they act 
on behalf of others.

Their covenant kindness is rewarded 
greatly. We often think that acting 
for others will yield endless toil with 
no reward. However, our heavenly 
rewards are greater than anything 
that could be compared to the earthly 
rewards we forsake. There is so much 
in this beautiful story about sacrifice 
and service for others. Ruth could 
have found a man she wanted because 
he was young and handsome. She 
could have sought a husband who 
was young, energetic, and rich. Yet 
she served her family without regard 
to her own well-being. This is ironic, 
because in doing so she found the 
true source of well-being in Boaz.

Boaz, likewise, is not attracted to 
Ruth necessarily because of her youth 
or outward beauty; he is attracted 
to her covenant faithfulness. As a 
true husband and as a true king in 
Israel, Boaz responds with covenant 

faithfulness and points us to Ruth’s 
interest in the covenant. She was not 
interested in young men either for 
emotional love or for money; she was 
a woman of the covenant. Because 
of this, Boaz agreed to marry her. 
However, he shows amazing self-
restraint and refrains from acting 
until he has notified another man who 
has a closer claim than he has. Boaz 
acts as a true and faithful husband.

He tells Ruth that he will do all that 
she asks of him. He will marry her, and 
he will take care of her. He will raise 
up a seed for Naomi and Elimelech. 
He will do everything in his power to 
love Ruth and care for her. This man 
Boaz was simply outstanding. Boaz is 
an admirable man. Every dad wants a 
man like Boaz to marry or at least to 
date his daughter. Every godly woman 
should be looking for this man! Boaz 
is a type of Christ, like his predecessor 
Joseph. Both are men who love when 
others would take advantage.

When we learn about men like Joseph 
and Boaz at their best, we learn of 
our Savior. Notice what Boaz does. 
He tells Ruth that he will follow the 
law because he knows of another man 
whose covenantal/legal position is 
closer than his. Therefore, he tells her 
to lie down at his feet until morning. 
This phrase seems most certainly to 
be literal rather than euphemistic. 
Ruth is to remain there and then leave 
quietly at dawn. Boaz also restrains 
himself in regard to loving her until 
he has fulfilled his obligations to God.

Boaz even protected Ruth from 
potential criticism. He made sure 
that nobody thought improperly 
of her. Boaz knew of the potential 
danger to her reputation as a foreigner 
from the land of Moab, where there 
were temple prostitutes who were 
commonly promiscuous during 
harvest celebrations. Boaz sought to 
protect her. He encouraged her to leave 
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1. Describe the ironic reversals so far in the story.

2. What was Naomi’s request, and how does it point to a change   
 in her heart?

3. What is the significance of the threshing floor and midnight?

4. Why was Ruth’s request essentially a proposal of marriage?

5. Explain the symbolism in this part of the story.

6. Describe Boaz’s response to Ruth’s request for marriage.

7. Why does Naomi’s question of identity further prove that 
marriage was the focus?

8. How is Boaz a type of Christ?

9. When you think of Boaz’s love, is this the way you think of God’s
 love and grace to you?

and gave her six measures of barley. It 
appears that Boaz gives her something 
that will provide an explanation if she 
is questioned. But certainly also it is a 
gift and token of his love.

Question of Identity
And she came in unto her mother-in-
law, and she said, ‘Who [are] you, my 
daughter?’ and she declared to her all 
that the man had done to her (3:16, 
emphasis added).

Naomi asks Ruth who she is. This 
reminds of us Boaz’s earlier question, 
but Naomi was essentially asking if 
Ruth if she had gotten married. In 
other words, Naomi is asking Ruth if 
she now is Mrs. Boaz. In this scene, 
Ruth now has the identity of an 
Israelite, and there is also the obvious 
and uncontrollable excitement that 
Naomi would have experienced as 
Ruth returned from such an adventure. 
We can only imagine the two of them 
jumping up and down and hugging 
as Ruth shared with Naomi what had 
happened. Imagine these two women 
as they laughed, cried, and talked 
about the night’s amazing encounter 
with a genuine man of God.

Chapter 3 includes the themes of rest, 
security, peace, and comfort. Boaz is 
going to provide all of these things for 
Ruth through his legal work as the true 
husband. As Boaz performs his legal 
duty, he provides rest for his bride. 
Ruth depends entirely on Boaz for 
any hope of rest, and this is certainly a 
picture of what Christ does for us.

The Reversal and Beauty  
of Grace:
There is much in the Bible about 
the love between a husband and a 
wife. Our story of Ruth and Boaz 
moves us emotionally to imagine the 
tenderness, the gentleness, and the 
passion of Boaz and Ruth. Yet this 
grand love story isn’t merely about 
a man and a woman but also about 
Christ and his bride, the church.

The more we meditate on Boaz’s love 
for Ruth, the more overwhelmed we 
should become. This is the love of 
a faithful kinsman redeemer. He is 
not looking for what he can get from 
this young woman; on the contrary, 
he covers her in ways that are not 
selfish. His love is unselfish and deep. 
This is the kind of love that provokes 
a wife to an incomparable warm 
responsiveness.

This is godly, marital love. This is not 
mere romance, but it is a love deeply 
rooted in the vows and commitments 
that comprise a wedding ceremony. I 
vow to love you for better or for worse, 
in sickness and in health, in plenty and 
in want, for richer or poorer. As these 
vows are tested and tried in the midst 
of the hardships of life, a deep love 
develops—a love that is so profound 
that only the word mystery can capture 
something of its character. This is true 
love. This is not the frothy romantic 
love we hear about in pop songs on 
our radios; this is true, sacrificial love 
that points us to Jesus. This is the love 
that drives us to our knees in wonder 
before our compassionate God.

   

1. Andre LaCocque, Ruth, p. 83. 
2. Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical 
Narrative (Basic Books, 1981), p. 19. 
3. Ibid. 
4. Rabbi Eliezer Ginsburg, Mother of 
Kings: Commentary and Insights on the 
Book of Ruth (Mesorah Publications, 
ltd., 2002), p. 111. 
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The Levirate Laws
Bible Studies in Ruth – Lesson 10
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The Levirate Laws
The book of Ruth is one of the places 
in the Bible where the levirate laws 
find their fullest expression. In fact, 
readers can see the levirate laws in 
action throughout the whole story. 
Ruth’s story, however, has so many 
interesting twists and turns that 
readers really need to view her story 
in light of the levirate laws as they 
were first given in Deuteronomy. 
From this vantage point, readers 
should be able to understand Ruth 
with richer insight.

What are these strange arrangements 
called levirate laws? In some ways they 
provide for one of the most bizarre 
arrangements in the whole Bible. They 
are also one of the keys for unlocking 
and appreciating the story of Ruth 
with the greatest depth. In Jewish 
circles the practice prescribed in the 
levirate laws is known as yibbum. The 
more commonly known name levirate 
comes from the Latin, levir, which 
means “a husband’s brother.” Though 
the words sound similar, the levirate 
laws do not have anything to do with 
Levi, the tribe given priestly authority 
in the land. The levirate laws involve 
an ancient custom observed by the 
patriarchs and officially ordained by 
Moses in Deuteronomy 25:5–10:

If brothers dwell together, and one 
of them dies and has no son, the 
widow of the dead man shall not 
be married to a stranger outside 
the family; her husband’s brother 
shall go in to her, take her as his 
wife, and perform the duty of a 
husband’s brother to her. And 
it shall be that the firstborn son 
which she bears will succeed to 
the name of his dead brother, 
that his name may not be blotted 

out of Israel. But if the man does 
not want to take his brother’s wife, 
then let his brother’s wife go up to 
the gate to the elders, and say, ‘My 
husband’s brother refuses to raise 
up a name to his brother in Israel; 
he will not perform the duty of 
my husband’s brother.’ Then the 
elders of his city shall call him 
and speak to him. But if he stands 
firm and says, ‘I do not want to 
take her,’ then his brother’s wife 
shall come to him in the presence 
of the elders, remove his sandal 
from his foot, spit in his face, 
and answer and say, ‘So shall it 
be done to the man who will not 
build up his brother’s house.’ And 
his name shall be called in Israel, 
‘The house of him who had his 
sandal removed.’

This is the explanation: If an 
Israelite died without a child for his 
inheritance, then the his brother was 
required to marry the widow in order 
to keep the deceased brother’s name 
alive. The firstborn son of their union 
would inherit the deceased brother’s 
name and land. The objective was 
“to resurrect or to raise up children 
on behalf of the dead brother.” This 
is why their firstborn son would take 
the name and inheritance of his dead 
“father” instead of his biological father.

This is definitely one of those strange 
areas of Old Testament law, and it’s 
natural to wonder about its purpose. 
The first stipulation is that the brothers 
live together. This would mean that 
the brothers would be approximately 
close in age. This would imply that 
the brothers knew their obligations, 
and they might very well have been 
involved in the choice of the wife in 
the first place.

Certainly if a younger brother knew 
that he may be required to marry his 
older brother’s wife, he would most 
likely be much more involved in 
seeing his brother make a wise choice. 
One can imagine that in this context 
a family would take care to ensure 
that their son’s wife was not a shrew. 
It is not difficult to imagine that a 
younger brother in particular would 
be determined to influence his older 
brother toward responsible choices 
in a spouse. One may also assume 
that the younger brother might be 
expected to acknowledge the union 
in some way, perhaps requiring some 
kind of an agreement in the marriage. 
In today’s culture, few of us have 
much to say when our sibling chooses 
a spouse. However, if we knew that 
we might be required to marry our 
sibling’s spouse, we would probably be 
much more attentive to their choice.

One can find the levirate laws in 
action in Genesis 38 in the account 
of Judah and Tamar. Here we see 
that the whole family, including the 
father, was on some level expected 
to support the levirate institution. 
Genesis 38 is not only important as a 
story involving the levirate laws, but 
it is also a story directly related to the 
story of Ruth.

The Duty
From Genesis 38, it becomes clear 
that a younger brother does not have 
the legitimate option of ignoring his 
responsibilities. He must perform 
his obligations to God and to his 
family, or he must face humiliating 
consequences. We also learn in this 
story that the obligations extend 
outward from the immediate younger 
brother to the next in line as it relates 
to the family’s inheritance. Indeed, if 
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there are no more younger brothers, 
then the duty extends outward from 
the immediate family, but there are 
fewer consequences for someone not 
in the immediate family who refuses 
to act as a levir. In other words, it 
appears that there is an option for 
more distant relatives, and duty is 
limited to the immediate family.

It is this distant relative’s option that 
Boaz exercises in Ruth. Boaz did not 
have a direct duty as the younger 
brother, which demonstrates that 
Boaz exercised his option out of 
love. In Deuteronomy 25, if the 
younger brother refuses to do his 
duty, he is publicly humiliated. His 
sandal is publicly removed, and the 
woman spits in his face. In Ruth, we 
see that this consequence does not 
exist for distant relatives; there is no 
shame for the distant relative who 
refuses to exercise his option. This 
fact accentuates the selfless quality of 
Boaz’s love for Ruth.

He Married Her
The law says that the younger brother 
“goes into her.” Some argue that the 
duty of the younger brother is simply to 
have sexual relations with the woman 
however many times it takes to produce 
a child. They limit his obligation to 
reproduction. After he produces an 
heir, she returns to widowhood, and he 
returns to his former ways. This may 
have been common in pagan cultures, 
but the Bible indicates that this union 
is consummated as a marriage. Given 
the legal obligation, the sexual union 
or consummation is all that is needed 
to initiate the levirate marriage. Here 
we see that as the younger brother 
has union with the woman, he 
consummates his relationship as a true 
marriage.

Granted, there is not a lot of fanfare 
or romance associated with this 
approach, but consummation seems 
to be the primary action that initiates 
or enacts the marriage. This explains 
why Ruth simply approaches Boaz 
to cover her, or have sexual relations 
with her, and in so doing he would 
have initiated the levirate marriage. 
This all comes together to indicate 
that the younger brother who is acting 
as a redeemer takes the woman as a 
true wife and not just for producing 
offspring. As redeemer husband he is 
obligated to care for her and love her. 
This is not just a sexual arrangement 
for producing male babies.

Bigamy?
It is not entirely clear if this practice 
allowed for having two wives, bigamy, 
but it seems, rather, to exclude it. 
In other words, what would be the 
obligation of the younger brother if 
he is already married? Does he still 
have to maintain his duty as a levir? 
Since the law in its context points to 
the younger brother who remains 
in his father’s house, this younger 
brother is almost certainly single. It 
is reasonable to assume that if this 
younger brother were outside the 
house, then he would be married and 
no longer in line for this duty.

Furthermore, Leviticus 18:18 forbids 
a man from marrying his wife’s sister. 
This would seem to forbid a man 
from taking his brother’s wife if he is 
already married, in that his brother’s 
wife would be his wife’s sister. This 
text in general discouraged taking a 
second wife. However, the levirate law 
is an exception in so many ways that 
we can’t be exactly sure. We do know 
that God’s laws never encouraged 
bigamy or polygamy in any other 

ways. Therefore, it is very doubtful 
that the younger brother would be 
obliged to keep this law if he were 
already married—making this an 
extreme exception. As noted, the 
younger brother’s place in his father’s 
house implies that he is single. There 
is difficulty in understanding certain 
aspects of such laws, and since God 
hasn’t given us a great number of 
details, we could conclude that he 
wants us to focus on the principles 
more than the details.

Genesis 38
From start to finish in Ruth, the 
levirate laws provide the needed 
remedy for our widows. They not 
only provide the remedy for the 
immediate and particular problem 
of Elimelech’s death, but they also 
provide a more powerful remedy for 
the family of David more broadly. In 
fact, the rather uncomfortable story 
of incest in Genesis 38 provoked the 
crisis we have in the story of Ruth. 
These two stories are connected in 
many important ways.

In Genesis 38 the reader learns that 
Judah had three sons named Er, Onan, 
and Shelah. Judah’s firstborn son was 
the covenant representative for the 
family. However, he died. Following 
the levirate laws, Judah gave his next 
son, Onan, to his daughter-in-law, 
Tamar. Like his older brother, Onan 
angered the Lord, and God killed him.

There are many strange commentaries 
that have attempted to use Onan’s sins 
as an example of how God hates birth 
control. Some argue that this story 
proves God’s disapproval of other 
related sexual activities. This is simply 
not the case. We are not forbidden 
to exercise godly dominion over 
reproduction any more than we are 
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forbidden to exercise godly dominion 
in every other area of our lives.

Onan’s sin was not birth control but a 
stubborn, selfish refusal to fulfill his 
obligations to his older brother—and 
thus to God. Moses teaches us that 
Onan rejected God and was in essence 
attempting to steal the inheritance 
for himself. Onan sought to steal the 
inheritance and refused to produce a 
son who would take his brother’s name 
and receive the inheritance. When we 
interpret this passage, we must use 
the levirate laws as the context and 
not our own personal views on birth 
control. Context always governs our 
interpretation of Scripture.

The Reason for the Law
Deuteronomy states explicitly that 
the purpose for this law was that the 
name of the deceased man may not 
be blotted out of Israel, to preserve 
the name of the deceased brother in 
the land. According to Deuteronomy 
25:6, the firstborn son of the levirate 
arrangement took the name and 
all the inheritance of the deceased 
older brother. This means that the 
arrangements provided by the law 
were not focused on the land alone 
as a part of the inheritance but on 
the name as well. While it is true that 
the firstborn son inherited the land 
portion, this was not the complete 
focus of the levirate law.

Preserving the name is the focus of 
the levirate law. The story in Genesis 
38 also reminds us that God’s people 
were to keep the levirate law even 
before the land was given to Israel. 
This means that the obligations in 
the levirate laws pre-date the land 
portions of the Torah.

The Name
The land was given as a stewardship 
for the families. The family name 
was attached to the land, and thus 
it was important because it related 
to this stewardship. In the Bible a 
name refers to the total person, and 
it has far-reaching implications in 

Old Testament literature. A name 
represents the whole of who someone 
is theologically. This is why we are 
told to pray in Jesus’ name. We pray 
to him and all that he is as our Lord 
and Savior.

When we are baptized, we are 
baptized into his name. We are, as 
such, placed in union with the name 
of our God—Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit: “But as many as received Him, 
to them He gave the right to become 
children of God, to those who believe 
in His name” (John 1:12).

In the Old Covenant, all that a person 
was and all that he had was summed 
up in the name; it was everything. 
This is not the case today in the New 
Covenant. We are not concerned 
about names in the same way that our 
forefathers in the Old Testament were 
concerned. This is one specific way 
Jesus has changed things for us.

For instance, I have great hope for 
my sons. I pray that they will carry 
on my family name with honor. But 
there is a radical difference between 
my hope for a good reputation and 
the Old Testament longing to give 
birth to Messiah. We are no longer 
hoping for Messiah to come from our 
own families. Consequently, we don’t 
tend to name our children in the 
same way as our Old Testament fore-
bearers. Recently I baptized Winston 
Christopher Emerson. I love that 
name. It reminds me, of course, of 
one of my favorite historical figures, 
Winston Churchill. It also has a rather 
aristocratic ring to it. It sounds noble. 
However, his name is not the name in 
which we hope. It is in the name of 
Jesus that we hope today. We have a 
new name.

My father and I talked recently about 
our namesakes. My dad’s name is 
Lloyd Charles Jackson; I am Lloyd 
Charles Jackson, Jr.; and my son 
is Lloyd Charles Jackson, III. We 
jokingly hope that all the problems 
associated with our family will get 
better with each generation. Perhaps 

there will be some kind of a growth 
in purity. However, as Christians, we 
do not ultimately hope in our family’s 
name but only in the name of Jesus. 
Do you see how the preservation 
of the Old Testament names were 
pointing to the name of our Savior 
Jesus?

Levir and Kinsman 
Redeemer
Since the family’s name was so 
important, what would happen if all 
the sons died, like in Ruth’s story? 
What happens to a family when 
there is no younger brother? What 
does the family do when there aren’t 
any more sons? As noted earlier, the 
responsibilities extended outwardly 
to the father’s brother’s family. In 
other words, cousins apparently had 
a voluntary responsibility to stand in 
the place of the younger brother. This 
is what happened in the story of Ruth. 
Incidentally (or not so incidentally), 
this family member who stood in 
the place of the younger brother was 
called the redeemer. You often see the 
word translated kinsman redeemer.

The Redeemer or Goel
You can begin to see how the levirate 
laws are important in the book of 
Ruth. In Ruth 2:20, Naomi states that 
Boaz is a redeemer, recognizing that 
Boaz is a redeemer for the household. 
The redeemer had a few standard 
duties in the ancient world. Perhaps 
the most important one charged him 
with the responsibility to seek justice 
in the case of a family member’s death. 
If a family member were murdered, 
then the redeemer was charged with 
tracking the murderer and bringing 
him to justice. If the murderer had not 
sought refuge in the cities of refuge, 
then the redeemer was to kill the 
murderer. In fact, his job was to chase 
the murderer and avenge the death 
before the murderer could reach the 
city of refuge. This was the duty of the 
goel, or kinsmen redeemer. Naomi 
says that this man Boaz is our goel, 
avenger of blood, redeemer.
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The goel was the one who was 
responsible to buy a person back who 
had been sold into slavery. If a person 
were forced to sell his land, it would 
be the goel’s job as the redeemer to 
buy back the land. The redeemer, 
then, was the man who took the 
place of one who was unable fulfill 
his covenant responsibility. He was 
the one who legally performed for 
another that which he was unable to 
do for himself. A person’s inability 
could be due to slavery, debt or 
perhaps, as is the case in our story, 
death. The redeemer fulfilled other 
family responsibilities such as acting 
as a levirate husband.

The goel, or redeemer, had the 
responsibility to care for justice and 
righteousness for his family. His job 
was to make things right on behalf of 
his family. As we delve deeper into the 
meaning of the kinsman redeemer, 
we not only gain deep insight into 
Boaz and his actions, but we will also 
ascertain something of the richness 
of Christ’s redemption and love for 
his people.

Typology
All of these seemingly strange and 
uncomfortable laws and arrangements 
are difficult to reconcile with our 
present social and cultural norms. 
However, they begin to make sense 
when we read them with Christ and 
his covenant promises in view.

One of the reasons we have so many 
problems understanding is that we 
fail to put the whole Bible together 
as one book. One of the many ways 
we see the Old and New Testaments 
fitting together is through typology.

Typology is when Old Testament 
teachings point forward. They are 
sometimes called shadows of the 

future. These types or patterns of 
things to come often lead straight to 
Jesus. This approach not only helps 
to make sense of some of the Old 
Testament teachings but actually 
brings them to life for us. As we come 
to understand the Old Testament, 
it becomes a beautiful and inspiring 
part of our lives.

When we read the Old Testament, we 
can and should ask some interesting 
theological questions regarding types. 
For instance, was there ever an older 
brother who represented the whole of 
humanity in the Bible? The answer is 
yes; his name was Adam. He was the 
older brother. Adam was the covenant 
head or federal representative. Adam 
was the older brother who refused 
to do his job. He fell from the estate 
wherein he was created by sinning 
against God. Consequently, he died: 
“He was cut off from the future by 
death. In Adam and in his name there 
was no hope of any future for his 
descendants.” 1

Because of the fall into sin, all of 
Adam’s descendants were cursed and 
unable to fulfill their calling. None of 
Adam’s descendants were able to fulfill 
the cultural mandate. This mandate 
included the idea of living with a 
sense of purpose towards the future—
being fruitful and multiplying. Adam 
was supposed to fill the earth and to 
subdue it. When he sinned, he died, 
and therefore he could not fulfill his 
purpose; in Adam all hope was lost.

God had promised Adam that the 
future hope of salvation would come 
through his seed. But because of sin, 
Adam died and couldn’t fulfill his 
task; he could not produce such seed. 
Without any posterity, no savior would 
ever be born. Therefore, someone 
new, a younger brother, was needed 

to take his place. A new covenant 
representative would be needed 
to fulfill Adam’s role as covenant 
representative—Jesus the Christ.

When you approach the Old Testament 
like this, you see immediately that the 
levirate laws are fulfilled in Christ. 
The name of the faithful no longer 
belongs to this or that family name, 
but to Jesus. Thus, we no longer have 
the same concerns about our family 
names and how the land is connected 
to those names. We have a new name 
in Christ: we are Christians.

Jesus Christ is the kinsman redeemer 
who replaced Adam as the new 
covenant head of his people. Jesus 
does for his people what Adam was 
unable to do for them. God had 
predestined for his people to be 
saved, and the fall of Adam was not 
going to frustrate his will. This theme 
is woven beautifully into the fabric 
of the book of Genesis. Indeed, this 
is true throughout the entire Bible, 
but especially in Genesis. As a theme 
it resurfaces, especially in regard 
to Jacob and Esau. God makes us 
understand that the older brother 
will not be the one who saves his 
people.

And not only this, but when Rebekah 
also had conceived by one man, even 
by our father Isaac (for the children 
not yet being born, nor having done 
any good or evil, that the purpose 
of God according to election might 
stand, not of works but of Him who 
calls), it was said to her, “The older 
shall serve the younger.” As it is 
written, “Jacob I have loved, but Esau 
I have hated” (Romans 9:10–13).

Have you ever wondered about the 
number of Bible stories that focus on 
the relationships between brothers? 
Have you also ever wondered why God 
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Questions for Consideration

1. What is the origin of the name levirate?

2. Give a summary of the levirate laws and where they are found in
 the Scriptures.

3. What were the duties of the younger brother?

4. What was the primary purpose of this arrangement?

5. Why was God angry at Judah’s sons in Genesis 38?

6. What was important about a name in the Bible?

7. What was the role of the kinsman redeemer, or goel?

8. How does the redeemer’s role relate to the levirate laws?

9. What are the many ways that Jesus fulfills this role for us?

intervenes in his sovereignty to ensure 
that we see his sovereign work in 
salvation in these stories? Not only do 
these stories teach predestination, but 
we witness the older brother’s inability 
to do what another one (a younger 
brother) will need to do for him.

God reveals that all of man’s efforts 
to gain salvation are impotent; 
they are dead. Only God provides 
salvation, and he does so through 
the younger brother who brings new 
life. When Adam sinned, he died 
and was disqualified as the covenant 
representative; Eve was widowed 
without any hope for the future. As 
the younger brother, Christ fulfills 
what Adam could not do as the older 
brother. Christ as the new covenant 
representative raises up a seed for 
Adam. This was in fact the gospel 
promise made in Genesis 3:15: “And 
I will put enmity between you and the 
woman, and between your seed and 
her Seed; He shall bruise your head, 
and you shall bruise His heel.”

Christians not only fulfill the cultural 
mandate, but they become partakers 
with Jesus in the victory over the wicked 
one. The promise was that the seed of 
the woman would crush the head of 
the serpent: “And the God of peace will 
crush Satan under your feet shortly. The 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with 
you. Amen” (Romans 16:20).

The hope of Messiah who would come 
through the seed of the woman was 
maintained in the levirate marriage. 
Consequently, the levirate laws are no 
longer relevant to the new covenant. 
Christ has come, and we are no longer 
under any of the typological shadows 
that pointed to his coming.

Christ’s name is now the only name 
that must be maintained. Today 
Christians no longer are under any 
obligation to maintain their name. 
While most people desire to maintain 
their family line, it is not a religious 
necessity. Yes, we want our family 

name to be of good repute. Yet we 
have no biblical mandate to maintain 
our own particular name through a 
male heir.

While we should desire to have a 
godly reputation for our family, it is 
also possible to fall into the trap of 
idolizing our family’s name. Some 
people seek immortality through their 
children and desire to live forever 
in the names of their children. This 
is a common practice with pagans. 
God has given us a natural desire for 
eternal life, and pagans pervert this 
desire as they dream of immortality 
through their children.

We have no hope for salvation 
through our own names. In Christ, no 
death may ever cause our inheritance 
to die. Because of the resurrection, we 
have eternal life in the name of Christ. 
Indeed, our name is Christian. This is 
the name of our inheritance, and this 
is the hope for the future. In Christ, 
we have permanence, and our name 
will never be blotted out. Christ’s 
name is our name.

If we don’t have any children to 
maintain our inheritance, it no longer 
matters in a covenantal sense. Christ 
our Savior is the name into which 
and by which we are saved. He is the 

promised seed and the husband. He 
is the younger brother; the second 
Adam. As Messiah, Christ is both of 
these at the same time.

Christ becomes for his church the 
husband who saves her. The first 
husband, Adam, died, but in Christ, 
the second Adam, we are made alive. 
Christ is the true husband, and in 
Christ we are called to fulfill what 
Adam could not fulfill. We now 
possess the land of Adam, which 
is the whole earth. The picture of 
this hope was given partially in the 
levirate laws. We have it now fulfilled 
completely in Christ. We depend 
on Jesus, the younger brother, to do 
everything for us and for our children 
that we could never do ourselves.

The levirate laws, like so many of 
the Old Testament laws, reminded 
the people that God would provide 
a redeemer as a means of saving his 
people, even in the face of death. 
Salvation would not come through 
men’s own efforts or the efforts of 
their children; it would be through 
God alone.

   

1. Jim Jordan, audio series, Ruth. 
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The Ultimate Philanthropist
Bible Studies in Ruth – Lesson 11

Rev. L. Charles
Jackson
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Perhaps you have heard of a heart-
warming story about a family so 

deeply in debt that it would never 
be able to pay its way out. Then out 
of nowhere a philanthropist comes 
along, pays the debt, and delivers 
them in a way that they could have 
never delivered themselves. There is a 
very popular show on TV in America 
right now called “Extreme Makeover: 
Home Edition.” The extreme 
makeover team gets applications 
from people all over the nation 
who are in extreme need. Usually 
the family has experienced some 
devastating disease, death, or tragedy 
that has cost them their home and 
their ability to rebuild it. With tears 
in everyone’s eyes, the extreme home 
makeover team moves into place, and 
within seven days, the team rebuilds 
the house, while the blessed family 
is off on some exotic vacation. The 
family returns to find that everything 
has not only been torn down and 
removed, but they return to a brand 
new, beautiful home. This is a great 
example of philanthropy.

Throughout the whole story of Ruth, 
the reader has witnessed Naomi’s 
family brought to utter destruction 
and hopelessness; the family’s needs 
are too costly for them to pay. What 
this family needs is a philanthropist! 
From the start of our story, we have 
pain, sorrow, and death. The death 
and destruction that grips our story 
leads to a break in the future hope 
of this family. Throughout the story 
we are longing for someone to do 
something. However, the redemption 
of the family is not easy. Our story 
marks Boaz out as a philanthropist.

What is a philanthropist and what 
is philanthropy? Philanthropy is a 
combination of two Greek terms; 
philos—love—and anthropos—man. 
Hence, at its root, philanthropy 
means the love of man. Philanthropy 
is defined as the voluntary promotion 
of human welfare at one’s own 
expense. The philanthropist usually 
has a deep desire to improve the 
material, social, and spiritual welfare 
of humanity, especially through 
charitable activities.

Another word, altruisism, is 
sometimes used to describe this kind 
of activity. Altruistic concern for 
human welfare and advancement is 
an outward, not an inward concern. 
To be altruistic is to be concerned 
for others. This is manifested by 
donations of money, property, or work 
to needy persons, by endowment of 
institutions of learning and hospitals, 
and by generosity to other socially 
useful purposes.

Even more pointedly, a philanthropist 
is someone who takes of his own 
resources and gives it to others 
without an expectation of return. The 
reason giving to museums, libraries, 
and hospitals is considered such a 
good example of philanthropy is 
related to the reality that these kinds 
of institutions don’t offer any kind of 
an immediate financial return on one’s 
investment. The investment is almost 
entirely for the good of someone else.

Athanasius was fond of using the word 
philanthropy. This word seemed to 
capture the essence of the incarnation 
of Jesus. Jesus was a lover of mankind. 
Perhaps the most characteristic 
element of Jesus’ love was that it was 
completely selfless. His love was a 
pouring out of himself on behalf of 
others. Even more astounding was 

the fact that this love was poured out 
toward sinners.

Our Savior is the source of all true 
philanthropy. Thus, when we find 
stories in the Bible that point us to 
Jesus, we find stories of philanthropy. 
Think about this as you see our story 
of Ruth and Boaz move towards its 
conclusion. Boaz is foreshadowing our 
Savior, and as such, he illustrates for 
us true philanthropy. He is the selfless 
husband, and Ruth is the blessed wife 
who humbly receives his love. She opens 
herself to Boaz as an empty widow, and 
he fills her. She lies at his feet, and he 
covers her. This is a beautiful picture of 
Jesus and the church.

Chapter 4 takes the reader to 
the conclusion of this story of 
philanthropy. The story has taken the 
final turn towards blessing. Yet, the 
reader may still be asking, what will 
happen next? For the closing scene, 
Samuel takes the reader to the city 
gate.

The Gate
This is like the city council or city 
courthouse; it is the place of life and 
death. The men sat down for business 
because the gates of a city were the 
place where legal transactions took 
place. It was the place of entrance 
for those who were admitted into the 
city. It was also here that you might 
be denied access. The gate is where 
you would be sentenced if you were 
convicted of a crime. People were 
stoned to death at the city gates. We 
see the same idea communicated 
in the New Testament when Jesus 
says that the gates of hell will not 
prevail against the church—the gate 
represents the authority of the city.

Jan/Feb 2010| 25



Mr. So-and-so
As they gathered at the gate, Boaz 
called out to a man who remained 
noticeably unnamed. He was 
conspicuously anonymous. In a 
story where the author uses names 
to teach theological lessons, the irony 
can sometimes be humorous. This is 
especially the case when the reader 
learns that this nameless relative 
was afraid of jeopardizing his name. 
Samuel uses a phrase that has baffled 
many scholars. Its origin and use is 
not known. It may have contained 

a word play, but we can’t be certain. 
Still, almost all agree that it was some 
kind of a colloquial phrase that could 
be translated as “so and so.” We could 
humorously call him Mr. “So-and-so.” 
He is deliberately nameless.

Here the nameless character is known 
to us only as a man who refused to act 
as redeemer in order to preserve his 
name. What an irony! The man said, 
essentially “I can’t do this because I will 
jeopardize my name, my inheritance!” 
He desperately wanted to do everything 
he could do to preserve his name, and 

in so doing, he lost the opportunity to 
have his name preserved.

It ought to strike us as highly ironic 
that the man so anxious to preserve 
his name and his inheritance is not 
known to us by name. If he would 
have responded to the duty of the 
Lord, we would now be speaking of 
him instead of Boaz. Is this not the 
paradox of which our Savior spoke in 
his own ministry? The man who seeks 
his life will lose it, but he who loses his 
life for Christ’s sake will gain it.

The relative in the story is called upon 
to serve his distant family member. 
As the story unfolds, Mr. So-and-
so discovers that there won’t be any 
return on his investment in a financial 
sense. His return would have had to 
come in being satisfied with helping 
the relative—in being a servant to a 
needy family. This is not a return in 
the common sense of the term. The 
whole venture involved the very real 
possibility of investing everything he 
possessed, only to enhance someone 
else’s estate. Mr. So-and-so did not 
hold the land in trust because he felt 
the risk was too great. He wanted the 
land all for himself or he did not want 
to have it at all. Hence, he gave Boaz 
the right to redeem the land and to 
take Ruth as his wife.

The Catch
At first it looked like purchasing the 
land would be a great benefit. Mr. 
So-and-so could have worked it, and 
he could potentially have reaped all 
the rewards. However, there was a 
huge catch—redeeming the land also 
required him to be a redeemer for Ruth. 
Notice that Boaz purposefully waited 
to reveal this to Mr. So-and-so. Boaz 
deliberately linked the land together 
with the levirate laws. The transaction 
and our whole story involved far more 
than a piece of land—this was about 
performing the duty of a younger 
brother as outlined in Deuteronomy 25. 
Hence, Boaz wanted to draw this man 
into a public rejection of his duties so as 
to seal the whole deal with witnesses in 
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a court of law. There would be no doubt 
about who was Ruth’s true husband 
because of the way the man actually 
removed himself from the scene with 
his own words.

Notice how Boaz drew Mr. So-and-
so into renouncing his claims with a 
kind of “Oh, by the way” statement. 
This piece of land needed to be 
purchased in order to keep the land in 
the family—the extended family. You 
will notice that Boaz didn’t mention 
Ruth at first. Rather, he spoke only 
of the land. “Then Boaz said, ‘On 
the day you buy the field from the 
hand of Naomi, you must also buy 
it from Ruth the Moabitess, the wife 
of the dead, to perpetuate the name 
of the dead through his inheritance.’ 
And the close relative said, ‘I cannot 
redeem it for myself, lest I ruin my 
own inheritance. You redeem my 
right of redemption for yourself, for I 
cannot redeem it’” (vss. 5–6).

If Ruth had one son by this man, the 
boy would have had Elimelech’s name, 
and he could possibly have gained this 
man’s inheritance if he had no more 
sons. Remember, the levirate laws 
require the firstborn son to belong 
to the older brother. This seems to 
imply that the rest of the children 
born to this family would belong to 
the younger brother. Hence, humanly 
speaking, it is a bit of a gamble. This 
could involve a huge investment and 
cost him in many ways. Likewise, 
there was a very real possibility of 
little and even no return for this man. 
There was always a calculated risk in 
every investment. This man simply 
thought that the risks outweighed the 
costs at this time. After all, his entire 
investment might be lost in one sense.

At this the man decided not to 
purchase the land. If the man bought 
the land, he would not get to keep it 
or pass it on to his own sons. Rather, 
he would purchase the land only 
to hold it in trust for the firstborn 
of the dead man. Any sons that he 
may have who would bear his name 

would not get the investment of the 
land. The firstborn son would bear 
the name of Elimelech, and the land 
would belong to Elimelech’s son. 
Consequently, this man’s firstborn son 
could possibly inherit the land, which 
he was now making an investment. 
Perhaps the risk was fine if he were 
assured of a long term return. Yet, 
with the very real possibility that this 
man might lose the land quickly, he 
reconsidered his investment. What if 
he had only one son? Then not only 
this piece of land, but all of the rest 
of his inheritance might have gone to 
Elimelech’s heirs.

The Hebrew language indicates that 
Ruth actually owned the land and 
was going to sell it. If it were just the 
land, then the man could have had 
the property all to himself. Perhaps he 
could have sold it at a profit. Maybe he 
saw this as a sheriff ’s sale, and he was 
hoping to turn it around quickly. More 
than likely he could have purchased 
the land, developed it, and added it 
to his whole estate, and then he could 
have passed it on to his children as 
part of his inheritance at least until 
the year of jubilee. God had given the 
various laws regarding the land not 
so they could keep it forever. Rather, 
God tested the faithful—would they 
grasp after an inheritance of their 
own making, or would they trust in 
the Lord and give it back freely to the 
previous family?

It could have been that Naomi had 
rights to a portion of a common field 
in which many families shared. This 
would have made it very difficult for 
her to obtain it as a widow. It would 
have also made this man’s purchase a 
sweet deal. He could have increased 
his investment and he would have 
experienced an immediate return on 
the land at the next harvest. Samuel 
doesn’t record the exact details, but at 
least from Mr. So-and-so’s perspective, 
he thought he could make a one-time 
transaction and profit from the land, 
but there was a catch, and her name 
was Ruth.

I Cannot Redeem:
Boaz brilliantly maneuvered Mr. 
So-and-so into making the public 
proclamation: “I cannot redeem.” 
In saying this he removed himself 
from the scene. His words reflect the 
symbolic exchange of the sandal that 
takes place later. He was ready and 
willing to take the land when it was only 
the land, but when Boaz connected 
all the dots of his responsibility, he 
stepped aside willingly.

This man’s response was a classically 
selfish response. He was not acting in 
selfless faith to the duty of the Lord. 
Like Elimelech, he was faithless. His 
actions remind us of Onan, in Genesis 
38, who refused to perform the duty 
of the levirate for Tamar. These are the 
kinds of men who preferred a piece 
of land to the will of God. He was 
selfish and confused, grasping after 
something that would never preserve 
his name, and in so doing he removed 
himself from our story. Ironically Mr. 
So-and-so disappears forever as a 
nameless failure.

The Sandal
When Mr. So-and-so refused to 
carry out his duty, he was required to 
show this publicly by exchanging his 
sandals. Why a sandal, and what does 
this mean? As noted in the previous 
chapter, Ruth provides evidence of the 
levirate laws in action. We find some 
help from Deut. 25:7–10.

But if the man does not want to 
take his brother’s wife, then let 
his brother’s wife go up to the 
gate to the elders, and say, ‘My 
husband’s brother refuses to raise 
up a name to his brother in Israel; 
he will not perform the duty of 
my husband’s brother.’ Then the 
elders of his city shall call him 
and speak to him. But if he stands 
firm and says, ‘I do not want to 
take her,’ then his brother’s wife 
shall come to him in the presence 
of the elders, remove his sandal 
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from his foot, spit in his face, 
and answer and say, ‘So shall it 
be done to the man who will not 
build up his brother’s house.’ And 
his name shall be called in Israel, 
‘The house of him who had his 
sandal removed.’

Spits in his Face
The reader notices that Ruth’s story 
does not include the infamous 
“spitting in the face.” This is quite 
obviously an expression of contempt 
and shame. One need not possess 
tricky insight into the nuances of 
the Hebrew language—it is safe to 
say that spitting in someone’s face 
is a fairly universal action of scorn. 
Samuel conspicuously leaves this out 
of the sandal exchange in Ruth’s story.

Ruth’s story also omits the woman’s 
removing of the man’s sandal, which 
was used as a symbolic action of shame. 
Because the man in Deuteronomy 25 
refused to raise up seed for his dead 
brother, he was publicly humiliated 
as impotent. He was shamed as one 
who is unable to perform his duty as a 
levirate. It also indicated that this man 
refused to stand in his own shoes in 
regard to this responsibility. He 

deserved to be ashamed because he 
refused to maintain his obligations.

In Deuteronomy 25, the widow pulls 
off the man’s sandal, spits in his face, 
and declares his disgrace using a new 
name. Now most of us today don’t 
think of the name, “the one whose 
sandal is removed” as a blight on our 
reputation. It may sound a bit odd, 
but it doesn’t seem to carry the kind of 
intense humiliation that this procedure 
must have carried in ancient Israel. 
However, we should note that this 
was something very significant. “Now 
this was the custom in former times 
in Israel concerning redeeming and 
exchanging, to confirm anything: one 
man took off his sandal and gave it to 
the other, and this was a confirmation 
in Israel” (Ruth 4:7).

What Samuel recorded in Ruth’s 
story is not this kind of shame, but 
it does involve something similar. 
In our scene the reader should 
notice that there was no shame in 
the transaction, since neither one of 
these men was the younger brother. 
Hence, the handing of the sandal 
seemed to indicate that one man 
was transferring his obligations or 
responsibilities to another. It was as 
if to say, “You walk in my sandals in 
this matter.” The issue did not involve 
public shame connected to levirate 
refusal as in Deuteronomy 25, but it 
represented the idea of a transfer of 
duty and responsibility.

And Boaz said to the elders and 
all the people, “You are witnesses 
this day that I have bought all 
that was Elimelech’s, and all that 
was Chilion’s and Mahlon’s, from 
the hand of Naomi. Moreover, 
Ruth the Moabitess, the widow 
of Mahlon, I have acquired as my 
wife, to perpetuate the name of 
the dead through his inheritance, 
that the name of the dead may 
not be cut off from among his 
brethren and from his position 
at the gate. You are witnesses this 
day” (Ruth 4:9–10).

Boaz showed himself to be the 
responsible man. He stepped into 
the shoes of the kinsman redeemer 
and carried out his duty. Likewise, 
Boaz became the mediator between 
the deaths of the early part of our 
story and the life that is to come at 
the end. He opened the future to 
resurrection life.

Resurrection
As Ruth’s story concludes, perhaps 
the clearest theme of all is the idea 
of resurrection from the dead. In 
this final transaction the reader sees 
the dead raised to life. The names 
of the two deceased brothers were 
mentioned in reverse order from the 
earlier portion of the story. Samuel 
may have done this to remind us that 
Boaz’s actions reversed their deaths, 

and that through Boaz, God would 
bring new life to the family.

Boaz is the goel—remember 
that goel is the Hebrew word for 
kinsman redeemer. This was the 
family member charged with the 
responsibility of caring for the welfare 
of the family, even at his own expense. 
The redeemer would buy back land, 
pay debts, and set prisoners free. 
He would stand in the place of the 
helpless, or in this case, in the place 
of the dead. He stood for those who 
could not stand for themselves. The 
redeemer stood in the place of the 
widow and the orphan. The redeemer 
stood in the place of the helpless man 
who had fled to a city of refuge under 
the threat of death. The redeemer was 
the ultimate philanthropist, because 
his actions did not directly benefit 
him. The whole concept demanded a 
selfless love for others.

In Ruth’s story the redeemer was a 
lawyer—Boaz was the resurrection 
lawyer. The concept of goel involved 
the idea of prosecuting justice on 
behalf of someone who had no legal 
standing. He played the messianic 
roles of our Savior in so many ways. For 
example, Boaz stood as an advocate in 
a court case. Remember that the gate 
of the city was the ancient courthouse. 
Thus, Boaz was prosecuting justice 
on behalf of Naomi and Ruth. Boaz 
would not allow the first relative to 
take advantage of Ruth or Naomi. 
He stood as the advocate for these 
two helpless widows. In Ruth’s story, 
Boaz rightly combined the concepts 
of redemption and the levirate laws. 
Because Boaz stood in the gap, Mr. 
Selfish So-and-so was not allowed to 
take the land and run away from his 
responsibilities.

When the unnamed relative agreed 
to one part of his obligation, Boaz 
pressed the claims of Ruth according 
to the levirate laws. Whoever stood 
in the place of the redeemer also had 
marriage obligations that came with 
the land. He had to be a true husband 
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Questions for Consideration

1. What is philanthropy? Can you give some examples?

2. What is the significance of the city gate?

3. What is the significance of the name, “Mr. So-and-so?

4. Why does Ruth’s story omit the “spitting” of Deuteronomy 25?

5. Why do Boaz and Mr. So-and-so exchange sandals?

6. How was Boaz an advocate, and how is this like Jesus?

7. Do you agree that Jesus was the ultimate philanthropist? Explain.

who was concerned for his family and 
the land. Redemption as a concept 
was powerfully argued when it was 
melded together with the obligations 
of a redeemer and a husband.

Boaz advocated justice for Naomi 
as a widow with no apparent base 
of support from her family, because 
they had all died. Boaz also stood as 
the advocate for Ruth, a widow and a 
foreigner, who was in an even more 
precarious position. Boaz stood where 
these two women could not have stood 
on their own—he was their advocate.

Resurrection and new life propels us 
forward into the resurrection chain of 
blessings, which leads us directly to 
our Savior, Jesus. Indeed, our standing 
before God is commonly linked to 
a courtroom and throne scene. The 
judge looms over us as we are helpless, 
but God provides an advocate. Notice 
1 John 1:9–10, “If we confess our sins, 
He is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness. If we say that we 
have not sinned, we make Him a liar, 
and His word is not in us.” Also, notice 
these words, “My little children, these 
things I write to you, so that you may 
not sin. And if anyone sins, we have 
an Advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the righteous. And He Himself 
is the propitiation for our sins, and 
not for ours only but also for the 
whole world” (1 John 2:1–2).

It is Jesus who pleads our cause 
and lifts us from our knees in 
condemnation to a position of one 
who obtains justice. He takes us as his 
own. He gives himself as our mediator 
and husband. We are his bride. The 
whole of the story of Ruth drives us 
forward to the story of Jesus. Yes, as 
we have said repeatedly, Ruth’s story 
is our story.

Jesus, the Ultimate 
Philanthropist
What Jesus does as our advocate cost 
him dearly. Indeed, our Savior gave 

everything with nothing to gain. Love 
from Jesus flows outward like the 
images of the rivers of water that flow 
from the temple in Ezekiel 47. He was 
punished so we would not be. He was 
lashed and beaten so we could avoid 
the beating we so rightly deserve. 
Oh Christian, do you appreciate his 
philanthropy? Jesus has given more 
than any millionaire has ever given 
to the cause of libraries, schools, or 
hospitals. He sacrificed himself for us, 
and it cost him everything.

Jesus was scourged and beaten, 
mocked and hated, but why? What 
did he do to deserve such scorn? What 
did he do to deserve the betrayal and 
the hatred? What did he do to deserve 
the crown of thorns or the nails that 
pierced his hands and feet? He gave 
himself entirely on behalf of sinners—
he is the ultimate philanthropist. 
Listen to the well known but never 
too familiar prophecy of God’s 
philanthropy, of God’s love for sinners 
in Isaiah 53:4–8,

Surely He has borne our griefs 
and carried our sorrows; yet we 
esteemed Him stricken, smitten 
by God, and afflicted. But He was 
wounded for our transgressions, 
He was bruised for our iniquities; 
the chastisement for our peace 
was upon Him, and by His 
stripes we are healed. All we like 

sheep have gone astray; we have 
turned, every one, to his own 
way; and the LORD has laid on 
Him the iniquity of us all. He was 
oppressed and He was afflicted, 
Yet He opened not His mouth; He 
was led as a lamb to the slaughter, 
and as a sheep before its shearers 
is silent, so He opened not His 
mouth. He was taken from prison 
and from judgment, and who will 
declare His generation? For He 
was cut off from the land of the 
living; for the transgressions of 
My people He was stricken.

What a contrast! We see the selfish, 
unnamed relative evanescing into the 
vaporous halls of history’s unknown. 
The selfish man who struggles and 
strives to protect his name is never 
named and disappears forever. Only 
the philanthropist remains! Only 
the one who gives his life to God 
and neighbor will have an eternal 
inheritance. He through Christ will 
have an everlasting name.

Where are you in this story? Are you 
struggling desperately to preserve 
what can’t be preserved by your own 
efforts? Or will you be like Ruth, who 
longed to be covered by Boaz? If you 
will come to Christ, as Ruth came to 
Boaz, then you will encounter the 
ultimate philanthropist, and you will 
find the ultimate love!
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The story of Ruth concludes with a 
genealogy—but why? “Why end 

this beautiful story with a family tree, 
a piece of dusty historical information 
about long-dead people?”1 Samuel 
moves the reader from famine 
to harvest, from faithlessness to 
faithfulness, from widowhood 
to marriage, from barrenness to 
fruitfulness, and ultimately from 
death to life. In this sense a birth and a 
genealogy is a fitting way to conclude 
Ruth’s story. Samuel concludes with 
resurrection reversal in a genealogy 
of the child Obed, who will be a 
“restorer of life.” Obed’s birth has 
an unmistakable connection to the 
future kingdom of David, and thus 
it drives the reader into the future. It 
is not an exaggeration to say that the 
future course of history was altered 
with the resurrection at the end of 
Ruth’s story. One scholar notes,

This short genealogy quickly 
advances the story’s time frame 
from “long ago” (i.e., “the 
judges’ days”) to “recently” (i.e. 
a time closer to the audience). 
. . . Suddenly, the simple, clever 
human story of two struggling 
widows takes on a startling new 
dimension. It becomes a bright, 
radiant thread woven into the 
fabric of Israel’s larger national 
history. . . . Yahweh’ guidance takes 
on new meaning. His gracious 
care for two defenseless widows 
now emerges as divine guidance 
for the benefit of all Israel.2

The genealogy authenticates the 
kingdom of David, pushing the 
promises of David’s kingdom far 
into the future. Think of it—David’s 
kingdom was historically connected 

with resurrection as the means by 
which it was established and as the 
means by which it would move into 
the future. Thus the kingdom of 
David was a kingdom of resurrection 
life. LaCocque says,

The whole book of Ruth is also 
centered on the perpetuation of 
the generations in Israel, and by 
extension, on the indispensable 
culmination of salvation 
history—here in the person of 
David, then in the Messiah.3

Therefore, the concluding genealogy 
has redemptive/theological dimensions 
that are eschatological. This is a 
fancy way of saying that Samuel uses 
this story to point us forward into 
history towards the last things—
the culmination of history itself in 
the coming of Messiah’s kingdom. 
Imagine—all of that from a genealogy!

The Theology of Genealogy
Genealogies played an important 
role in Jewish culture. In fact they 
were so important that Paul gave 
specific warning against the misuse 
of genealogies. It may strike the 
contemporary reader as rather odd 
that of all the things Paul could have 
warned the people of God to avoid, 
he told them to avoid disputes over 
genealogies. He says, in 1 Timothy 
1:4—“nor give heed to fables or 
endless genealogies, which cause 
disputes rather than godly edification 
which is in faith.”

The Hebrew people were painfully 
aware of the importance of history 
and they used genealogies to link 
themselves to the past. They were 
the people of God and this could be 

traced through their genealogies. 
Genealogies are sprinkled almost 
everywhere across the pages of the 
Old Testament. Rarely is a person 
mentioned in the Old Testament 
without at least some brief reference 
to his or her genealogical roots. 
(Joshua son of Nun, Solomon son of 
David, etc.) While most preachers 
and readers skip or ignore biblical 
genealogies, genealogies were very 
important to the people of God, but 
why? Why did God use genealogies 
in the Bible? Was this merely for the 
sake of establishing a good pedigree? 
There were many practical reasons for 
emphasizing genealogies.

a. land: Determining a family’s place of 
residence in the land was determined 
by tribes, families, and father’s houses 
(Num. 26:52–56;33:54) Sometimes 
in order to establish one’s claim to 
property it was legally necessary 
to produce a valid genealogy to 
substantiate one’s claim. The transfer 
of land required accurate knowledge 
of genealogy. (Ruth 3:9,12,13;4:1–10)

b. employment: In order to lay claim 
to certain jobs in the religious 
system that was central to Israel one 
had to produce a valid genealogy. 
For instance, in order to become 
a member of the most important 
social class among the Jewish 
people, a priest, one had to produce 
a genealogy connecting one to 
the family of Aaron. Upon return 
from Babylon a person claiming 
priestly prerogatives was required to 
provide a genealogy proving priestly 
descent. (Ezra 2:62) Genealogies were 
especially important for the high 
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priestly job. Jobs in the temple also 
were connected to the tribe of Levi.

c. title: In order to validate one’s claim 
to a title of standing as leader, had to 
produce genealogical evidence for the 
claim. Indeed, royal succession was 
linked with Davidic lineage (I Kings 
11:36; 15:4)

Genealogies played a very practical 
role in the social/political life of 
the Hebrew people. The genealogy 
with which Matthew began his 
gospel was not an attempt to claim 
a high pedigree for Jesus. Rather, its 
principal intention is to substantiate 
Jesus’ claim to a title, the claim to the 
title, CHRIST.

Genealogies link us to 
the past for a sense of the 
future.
The practical reasons were connected 
with the theological reasons. 
Genealogies link us to the past 
as something vital for our future. 
This may be hard for many of us to 
appreciate as modern/post-modern 
thinkers. We tend to have a distrust of 
things that are old. We tend to deride 
and to distain the aged and the ancient. 
Consequently, we don’t have a great 
deal of interest in history, historical 
things or least of all in genealogies. 
In fact, genealogies may well be the 
lowest on the scale of historically 
interesting things to study.

The Bible is structured to oppose 
this way of thinking. It may also 
help to remember that the Bible is 
an historical document. The Bible 
constantly tutors us to appreciate 
history. The Bible draws our minds 

to the redemptive events of God in 
history and from these objective events 
we are encouraged to look forward. 
Genealogies are critical to this kind of 
thinking. Genealogies link us to the 
past and provide us with the memory 
God wants us to have. Genealogies 
don’t win beauty prizes for their 
glamour, but they are like links in a 
chain of history. There is very little 
about genealogies that are thrilling or 
nostalgic, which seems to be the way 
God wants them. As an emotional 
reflection on the past, God doesn’t 
encourage nostalgia. One could define 
nostalgia as a wistful or excessively 
sentimental longing to return to some 
past period that in reality cannot be 
recovered. In this sense, nostalgia 
is not helpful for Christians before 
Nostalgia,” says, historian Christopher 
Lasch, “does not entail the exercise 
of memory at all, since the past it 
idealizes stands outside time, frozen 
in unchanging perfection.” Memory, 
on the other hand, “draws hope and 
comfort from the past in order to 
enrich the present.”4

Biblical genealogies do exactly 
this—they require us to build on 
the past and as such they not only 
enrich our present, but they inspire 
us into the future.

Family History?
We generally use genealogies to help 
us trace our family history. Do you 
know your family history? I enlisted 
the help of a local genealogical expert 
to help me in discovering more about 
my family’s history on the Jackson 
side. I might add that, unless you 
are willing to be honest about your 
“roots,” this can be a dangerous 
endeavor. Genealogies are a double-
edged sword. The danger comes, of 

course, if you are not prepared to 
discover connections that you didn’t 
really want to unearth. For instance, 
I tried to persuade my genealogist 
to find some kind of genealogical 
connection to Stonewall Jackson. 
If not Stonewall, then I hoped she 
might at least connect me to Andrew 
Jackson or perhaps some noble hero of 
American history or maybe a distant 
relative who was instrumental in the 
Protestant Reformation. Instead, she 
told me that there were a lot more 
Irish Catholics in my family than I was 
willing to admit. For a long time my 
wife’s Irish Catholic connections had 
been the brunt of family jokes. Now 
my wife happily redirects the same old 
jokes back to my side of the family.

Genealogies link us back not only to 
the good portions, but to everything. 
The good, the bad, and the ugly are 
all part of who we are in our family 
history. If genealogies are studied 
properly, they provide a true sense 
of “rootedness.” If you study your 
family’s history through genealogies, 
you may find yourself amused. In so 
many cases, those of us who know 
our family history find ourselves 
amused and comforted when we say, 
for example, “well this is definitely the 
‘Jackson’ coming out in that boy.”

Knowing your family history can 
inspire you to continue to be faithful. 
I am proud of my father, for instance, 
because he broke a long chain in his 
immediate family history. Neither 
of his parents finished high school, 
and he was the first member of his 
family to go to college. Not only did 
he go to college, but he entered and 
finished dental school, becoming the 
first professional in our family. You 
don’t appreciate these kinds of things 
as a child, but the older you get, the 
more you appreciate your family 

Genealogies link us to the past and provide us 
with the memory God wants us to have.
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history and the way such history can 
be beneficial in so many ways.

Knowing your family’s genealogy can 
give you a sense of steadiness and 
hope. You can think back about what 
God has done through your ancestors, 
and you find courage and hope for 
what God may do through you. Very 
few of us have this sense of history 
rooted in our own experience—a few 
of you may. We are close friends with 
a family in Ohio who have a sign at 
the entrance of their farm reading, 
“Keys homestead—established 1836.” 
This means that the present Keys 
family who live on this farm can 
trace their heritage on the land for 
several generations. Needless to say, 
when Dad Keys passed away and the 
funeral procession slowed down as it 
passed the Keys farm, the deep family 
connections to their farm provoked a 
flood of emotions. In this way a family 
history can offer a sense of steadiness 
as we reflect on what God has done 
in our families in the past. It confirms 
the basic truth that says, “Knowing 
where you came from is very helpful 
in giving you a sense of where you are 
going in the future.”

The Covenant of Grace:
Not only do genealogies comprise 
our family histories, but genealogies 
structure much of the Bible. The 
biblical genealogies correspond to 
the history of redemption—to the 
covenant of grace. In fact, there is a 
sense in which the entire Bible is the 
story of God’s covenantal dealings 
with his people. After the fall, Adam 
and Eve were hopeless and helpless. 
God came to them and established 
a covenant of grace with them 
(Genesis 3:15). This was the promise 
of the Messiah who was to come. This 
covenant of promise was continued 
through Noah (Gen. 6–9). God was 
faithful and continued to unfold his 
covenant of grace with his people as 
he called out Abraham (Genesis 12, 
15, & 17).

This covenant of grace always spoke 
of the same thing: salvation by 
grace through faith in the Christ. 
However, the covenant of grace was 
progressively unfolded to the people 
of God. They were given a family 
heritage and a land in which to live. 
While these promises pointed to 
specific items (i.e. land), they always 
pointed beyond themselves to the 
Christ to come. The land was not to be 
the permanent dwelling of the people; 
rather the whole earth—indeed, a 
new heaven and a new earth—was the 
future promise.

Please note that there was always a 
future hope. The items given to Israel 
were never considered the permanent 
fulfillment of the covenant of grace. 
There was always a pointing to the 
future hope of a Messiah. As the 
people became a nation with specific 
laws for morality and for worship, God 
unfolded his covenant to them even 
more. He made what some call the 
covenant of the kingdom (2 Samuel 
7). Finally in Jeremiah 31 we have a 
promise of a new covenant, the final 
covenant in this series of covenants, 
all comprising the covenant of grace. 
This points us to the Christ, and 
we should see the connected and 
intimately interwoven nature of the 
covenant of grace. It was not their 
culture, their race, or their land that 
gave the people of God their identity; 
the people of God were always saved 
by grace through faith in the Christ—
this was their identity.

The Covenant of grace 
unfolds and remains 
connected
Matthew began his gospel with the 
words biblios geneseos, a book of 
genealogy or a book of beginnings. 
The genealogy traces two major lines: 
the line of Abraham and the line 
of David. Jesus came as the perfect 
fulfillment of the covenant promises 
given to Abraham and David. The 
New Testament, no less than the 

Old Testament, includes genealogies. 
In fact, Matthew began with the 
same phrase that is used in Genesis 
2:4 and 5:1 in the Septuagint, the 
Greek translation of the Hebrew Old 
Testament.

The entire book of Genesis is 
structured around the Hebrew 
word toledot. This word, sometimes 
rendered “the generations of ” or 
“the genealogy of,” introduces the 
new developments in the Genesis 
narrative; (5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 
25:12, 19; 36:1, 9; 37:2) Genesis is 
structured according to genealogical/
family histories. From the very 
beginning, God used the structure 
of the family to define history. The 
genealogies emerge as the skeletal 
structure of redemptive history 
moves forward. Adam represented 
his descendants, and after his fall into 
sin, the families that issued from him 
followed different genealogies.

a. Cain’s descendants (line of Satan)

b. Abel’s descendants (line of the 
woman)

This idea continues as family 
genealogies define redemptive history 
for us. Abel’s descendants lead us to 
Noah. And we all know that Noah and 
his family entered the ark during the 
flood. From the ark the different sons 
arose and immediately continued the 
story of how the different generations 
or genealogies would move into 
history.

Abraham and his family were called 
out and continued the story of families 
in Genesis 12, 15, and 17. Moses 
was called to lead the descendants 
of Abraham, and the genealogies 
began to become even more defined. 
In all of these stories, God was 
honoring covenantal promises. It 
helps to notice that the promises 
were never exclusively ethnic. They 
were comprised of families, but not 
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by pure blood lines. The 
emphasis on ethnicity 
was a consistent mistake 
of the Israelites, not 
God.

When Matthew began 
his gospel with a 
genealogy, he was 
offering proof that Jesus 
was the Christ. Christ 
was not his name but 
his title. Christos means 
“the anointed one.” Jesus 
bears the title of the one 
who is the Messiah. 
He is Jesus the Christ. 
All of the promises 
related to the coming 
Messiah were pointing 
to the Christ, Jesus. The 
genealogy is substantive 
proof of Jesus’ claim to 
this title. The rest of the 
gospel continues to offer 
conclusive evidence that 
Jesus is, indeed, the 
Christ.

We see Jesus connected 
to the covenant through 
Abraham, and we also 
have evidence of Jesus’ 
connection to the kingdom of God 
through the line of David. Note 2 
Samuel 7:12 & 16: “When your days 
are fulfilled and you rest with you 
fathers, I will set up your seed after 
you, who will come from your body, 
and I will establish his kingdom 
forever . . . and your house and your 
kingdom shall be established forever 
before you. Your throne shall be 
established forever.”

What kind of Messiah?
When Jesus arrived in Jerusalem, 
many Jews expected an ethnic hero 
to lead them to victory over the 

Romans—someone to 
expel the foreigners 
from the land and 
establish a Jewish 
national kingdom. 
We learn very quickly 
that God was not 
concerned with racial 
purity or spotless 
ethnic clarity. In fact, 
it was the genealogy 
that shattered such 
a conception of the 
kingdom of God. God 
gave the blessings of 
the genealogies to 
his sovereign choice 
so that men would 
always know that it 
was not their race or 
their valiant efforts 
that gained them 
salvation, but it was 
the grace of God 
alone; God’s sovereign 
choice, and not man’s 
efforts, is supreme. 
This confirmed Paul’s 
words, “It is not of him 
who wills nor of him 
who runs, but of God 
who shows mercy” 

(Romans 9:16). The genealogies teach 
the sovereignty of God.

• Isaac (from Sarah) not Ishmael

• Jacob & Esau: twins (Genesis 25)

• Perez & Zerah: twins (Genesis 38)

• Joseph (favored though younger)

• Ephraim(younger) & Manasseh 
(firstborn) [Genesis 48]

This is true of David’s kingdom, 
which was not established by his own 
strength or his family’s efforts. His 
natural family history included incest 
and violence. Indeed, he himself was 
involved in many terrible sins, such 
as adultery and murder. No, David 

God gave the blessings 
of the genealogies to his 
sovereign choice so that 
men would always know 
that it was not their 
race or their valiant 
efforts that gained them 
salvation, but it was 
the grace of God alone; 
God’s sovereign choice, 
and not man’s efforts, is 
supreme. 
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did not gain his kingdom through his 
own strength; he gained his kingdom 
through the resurrection power of 
God, as Samuel reminds us in Ruth’s 
story.

Don’t be like the Pharisees!
Be very careful how you think about 
the kingdom of God. Don’t be like 
the Pharisees, who limited their 
thinking to a specific ethnic group 
and a specific plot of ground. When 
we see the kingdom promises given to 
God’s people as limited to the nation 
of Israel, we destroy the very nature 
of the promises as blessing to all the 
nations of the earth.

Were God’s kingdom promises 
limited to the nation of Israel? Is 
this period of history in which Ruth 
lived a parenthesis between the Old 
Testament kingdom of the past and 
the Old Testament kingdom of the 

future? The genealogy in Matthew 1 
militates against such a view. Matthew 
was writing to Jews who apparently 
had a false understanding of the 
Messiah to come and who assumed 
they had ethnic centrality in the 
covenant promises.

Sometimes having an illustrious 
genealogy becomes a source of 
pride. Perhaps you have read stories 
of the pride of powerful aristocratic 
families who considered themselves 
elite because of their family history. 
Certainly this attitude was prevalent 
with the Jews of Jesus’ day. You can 
virtually hear a proud Jewish father 
saying, “My family can trace it roots 
directly back to Abraham himself.” 
“Yes, the father of our faith is my 
great, great, great, etc.” No, said Jesus, 

you have misunderstood the purpose 
of the genealogies. If you think you 
are something wonderful because 
you are a descendant of Abraham, 
you are deceived. He reminded them 
that he could make sons of Abraham 
from stones. The genealogies did 
not exist to point to ethnic or family 
pride but to point entirely to the grace 
and faithfulness of El Shaddai, God 
Almighty.

One of the central purposes of the 
genealogies was to drive the covenant 
people away from self-reliance and 
pride. It was “to show that the reign 
of David resulted from neither his 
shrewd politics nor his clever tactics, 
but from the divine preservation of 
his worthy family line. Therefore, 
Israel was to accept David’s kingship 
as the gift of divine guidance.”5

What fools! Imagine the stupidity 
of taking pride in that which was 

supposed to be a source of humility! 
What audacity the nation had in the 
days of Jesus. Nothing was supposed 
to point them to ethnic superiority! 
God makes this unmistakably clear 
as he includes the obvious string of 
foreigners in the genealogies. This 
should have been conclusive evidence 
that God’s family was not an ethnic 
family, but one of faith.

Incidentally, what a great remedy the 
church becomes for ethnic and racial 
strife. In the genealogy of grace, God 
through Christ is gathering all peoples 
from every tribe and tongue from the 
earth. The genealogies were never 
about ethnicity, but grace. Certain 
schools of theology actually focus on 
this mistake—they are obsessed with 

everything Jewish. They make the 
same mistake that the Pharisees of 
Jesus’ day made in regard to covenant 
promises. They assume that God has 
some sort of ethnic affiliation to the 
Jews. The family history of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob was never about 
ethnicity. Paul makes this very clear 
in Romans 9, where he states, “Not 
all who are descended from Israel 
belong to Israel” (vs. 6). It is the faith 
of families that offers grace to the 
descendants—not blood or ethnicity. 
Covenant theology emphasizes this 
teaching of Scripture; other theologies 
do not adequately account for this 
teaching.

A New Family
Jesus Christ came to earth, breaking 
into the darkness and death of the 
genealogy of our father Adam. He 
willingly walked to the cross, taking 
to Himself the curse and punishment 
due to all those in the family of Adam 
and creating for Himself the family 
of God. Jesus took upon himself the 
sins of his people. This is why they 
are faithful; the family of God is 
faithful because God is faithful. We 
can’t repeat this enough. The family of 
God is faithful because God is faithful. 
Christians should take personal 
comfort in this central part of their 
family history!

Thus the genealogy of grace includes 
sinners of all the families of the earth. 
Yes, the genealogies we see in the 
Bible demand that we notice that the 
gospel includes the outcasts and the 
needy. In fact, Jesus’ ministry is an 
amazing account of someone who 
deliberately went to the outcasts and 
to the rejected. Jesus blatantly ignored 
the social, economic, and racial 
barriers that characterized his day. 
He included people that nobody else 
would include. He loved people that 
nobody else would love. He touched 
people that nobody else would touch.

The genealogy of grace includes those 
who willingly submit to the rule of 

 
“Not all who are descended from Israel belong to 
Israel.” It is the faith of families that offers grace 
to the descendants—not blood or ethnicity. 
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the Lord and who recognize their 
need of a King—the humble. This 
means that the genealogy of grace is 
necessarily going to include people 
that you and I might naturally have 
excluded from our family history. 
For instance, if we were creating our 
own ideal family, history we might be 
tempted to leave out crazy Uncle Joey 
or that cousin who died in prison. Not 
so the Bible—biblical genealogies are 
designed point to God’s sovereignty, 
not to human achievements. This is 
why so many women and foreigners 
were included in Christ’s genealogy. 
Note in particular the kind of women 
in the genealogy.

vs. 3—Tamar (Genesis 38)

vs. 5—Rahab (the harlot from Jericho)

vs. 5—Ruth (Moabites)

vs. 6—Bathsheba (who had been the 
wife of Uriah the Hittite)

These are the mothers of our faith? 
Yes, these are the humble women 
who responded to the call of faith. 
Not only do these women illustrate 
the kind of humble saints that God 
calls to himself, but they highlight 
for us that this family history is one 
of grace alone. It may not strike the 
modern reader as unusual to include 
women or foreigners, but women 
and foreigners in particular did not 
possess the same standing as others 
did in the ancient world. Contrary to 
human expectations, the genealogy of 
grace included women, and not only 
women, but foreigners and prostitutes. 
God chooses contrary to human 
expectations, and his grace is extended 
to the humble, not the proud.

The Bible is full of all of the stormy 
conflicts and deceitful conniving that 
unfaithful men used in an attempt 
to establish a great family. These 
schemes or tricks were not only 
included as a part of the genealogy 
of the Old Testament, but they seem 

to constitute the major part of this 
family history. One theologian noted 
this well saying,

There is undeniably a succession 
of “improper” events in salvation 
history. . . . To a certain extent, 
they constitute the backbone of 
this history. . . . In the name of this 
(covenantal and eschatological) 
vision, Jacob is moved by a 
consuming passion, Rachel 
demands children or death (Gen. 
30:1), and Tamar forces events 
(Gen. 38). Errors of incalculable 
proportion are committed: Sarah 
puts Hagar in Abraham’s bed, 
Lot commits double incest, Jacob 
“hates” Leah.6

Beloved in Christ, the list could go 
on and on. This is the story of the 
genealogy of God’s family. Think of 
what LaCocque says: “They constitute 
the backbone of this history.” How 

did we get where we are? What kept 
things moving forward? What kept 
them alive in the midst of all of this 
sin, deceit, and dysfunction? What 
propelled them forward as somehow 
worthy of the attention of God? 
Stories like Ruth answer the question 
beyond doubt. Our answer is the 
sovereign grace of God alone.

Where men strive to grasp after an 
inheritance, they lose it. Where they 
deceive in order to gain a name, 
they are foiled. They lie, cheat and 
steal to grasp after what they could 
never attain by their own efforts. 
The difference in this family is not 
their intelligence, their wit, or their 

wisdom, but the sovereign grace of 
God. They are, as Paul says in Romans 
9, “vessels of grace.”

The genealogies do not point us to 
great men and women as such; they 
point us to the faithfulness of God. 
The faithfulness and the grace of God 
is our family history. Saints of God, 
you truly have a genealogy of grace! 
Think of it—in Christ your immediate 
family history is overpowered and 
replaced. So many people are hurting 
and wounded from their immediate 
family sins, but all who turn to Jesus 
become members of a new family; 
they have a genealogy of grace. The 
faithfulness of God changes our 
direction and gives us hope.

The biblical genealogies are a tribute 
to God’s faithfulness in the face of 
our sinful unfaithfulness. God is 
faithful even when the father of our 
faith, Abraham, flees to Egypt in fear. 

Why did Abraham run to Egypt for 
help? Quite simply, Abraham was 
not always faithful. But God is always 
faithful to fulfill his promises. The 
ultimate faithfulness of our father 
Abraham did not come because he 
possessed an awesome commitment 
or a tenaciously courageous spirit; it 
emerged because of God’s faithfulness 
to his own covenant promises.

Biblical authors sometimes used the 
title El Shaddai, God Almighty, when 
they wanted to emphasize that God 
was faithful in spite of overwhelming 
odds to the contrary. Yes, it is El 
Shaddai who provides salvation when 

 
The ultimate faithfulness of our father Abraham did not 
come because he possessed an awesome commitment or 
a tenaciously courageous spirit; it emerged because of 
God’s faithfulness to his own covenant promises.

Jan/Feb 2010| 35



Questions for Consideration

1. How does a genealogy “advance the time frame” of our story?

2. What does it mean to say Ruth’s genealogy is eschatological?

3. What are some reasons people don’t like genealogies?

4. How can nostalgia be dangerous?

5. What were three practical reasons Israelites needed genealogies?

6. How are genealogies a double-edged sword?

7. How do genealogies structure the Bible?

8. How do the biblical genealogies teach the sovereignty of God?

9. Why are outcasts, misfits, and “improper” people included in 
 the genealogies?

10. Recount the ways in which the Christian’s genealogy of grace
  encourages us to be faithful.
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men falter and fail. What a glorious 
heritage we have in him! This is our 
story; this is our genealogy of grace 
and faithfulness.

We can overcome child abuse, sexual 
scandals, and a whole litany of sins 
that rack our families and our natural 
genealogies. We can overcome them 
because we are now members of 
God’s family, and God is faithful. Yes, 
God is faithful, and the genealogies 
prove it. We are adopted into a new 
genealogy—we are members of a 
new family who through Jesus have 
received the grace of God.

Entering into God’s family through 
Christ shatters the bonds of slavery 
that once held us children of our 
father Adam. Your father may have 
been an alcoholic who beat you 
and your siblings, but in Christ 
the genealogy of sin and darkness 
is broken. The genealogy of grace 
shatters the darkness and bursts the 
shackles of our former family ties. 
The family ties with Adam are not 
the ties that bind; it is grace the binds 
us. Those who become members of 
the family of God are in Christ, and 
they are not bound to live forever in 
pornography, greed, or anger. Your 
father or mother may have given you 
birth into a family of death, but if you 
turn to the Lord, as Ruth turned to 
Him, then God gives you new birth 
into a family of grace and life. It is the 
genealogy of Christ that overcomes 
the genealogy of every sinful family, 
both now and into the future.

How many people feel overwhelmed 
by the constraints of family history 
and thus despair! Some might say, 
“My dad was an angry vicious man, 
and I guess that is all I’ll ever be.” No, 
Ruth’s story calls you to resurrection 
power. Ruth’s story calls you to Jesus 
the husband of a new family. If you 
turn to Jesus, you are no longer 
under the dominion of family sins—
don’t believe the psychologists and 
“experts” who tell you otherwise.

Our history is hopeful because 
the genealogies teach us about 
the faithfulness of God. Don’t be 
convinced of anything else. Do not 
allow anyone to mislead you about 
the past. Karl Marx once said that if 
you deprive a people of their sense 
of history, you can convince them of 
anything. This can’t be the case with 
Christians. We have a genealogy of 
grace that determines our future, 
and as I have already said, knowing 
where you came from is very helpful 
in giving you a sense of where you are 
going.

This means that your destiny 
is resurrection living. What an 
appropriate way to conclude this 
story of Ruth. Moab was the land of 
famine and death. If Ruth’s destiny 
belonged to her land, to her people, 
or to her family, she was born into 
slavery and death, and thus she had 
no future. But praise be to the Lord, 
by his grace Ruth became the mother 
of Obed in the land of Judah in the 
city of Bethlehem. God gave her new 
birth into a new family full of life 
and hope. Beloved, be encouraged 
to know that Ruth’s story is also our 

story in the greater Boaz, the greater 
Obed, even Jesus Christ, our faithful 
husband.
   

1. Ferguson, Faithful God, p.144. 
2. Ron L. Hubbard, Jr., The Book 
of Ruth, William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, 
1988), pp. 277–278. 
3. Andre LaCocque, Ruth, p. 118. 
4. Christopher Lasch, The True and 
Only Heaven: Progress and Its Critics 
(New York: Norton, 1991), 82ff. I 
am indebted for this quote to John 
Muether, historian for the Orthodox 
Presbyterian Church. 
5. Hubbard, Ruth, p. 278. 
6. Andre LaCocque, translated by 
K.C. Hanson, Ruth: A Continental 
Commentary, (Fortress Press, 
Minneapolis), p. 84. 
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Meeting Jesus at the Feast 

Introduction
Imagine . . . morning in New York on 
a late summer day. Your husband Bob 
is ready to walk out the door to catch 
the train into Manhattan. Just before 
he does, you confront him about 
the light switch he promised to fix 
over the weekend but didn’t. Again. 
You exchange cross words. He grabs 
his backpack and travel mug and 
storms out the door without giving 
you a kiss. You know you’ll smooth 
things over that night when he gets 
home, but you already feel a ten-
pound weight on your heart. Should 
you run after him? You decide not 
to. Two hours later, your neighbor 
bangs on the door, shouting at you to 
turn on the TV. When you do, your 
heart stops. A familiar reporter is 
making an announcement. His voice 
is agitated; he shuffles papers and 
fumbles for words. Videotape images 
play a continuous loop: one airplane, 
two airplanes, crashing into the twin 
towers of the World Trade Center. 
(Your mind is whirling: this can’t be 
real; it must be a movie.) The massive 
towers explode, burn, and collapse 
in a fiery heap. But Bob works there! 
The phone begins to ring. It won’t 
stop for days.

Imagine . . . having cancer. You’re worn 
out, weakened by chemotherapy and 
radiation, weary beyond description. 
You’ve been in treatment for years; it 
has become so much a part of your 
life that you can’t remember not being 
sick. There are always tests: tests to 
see if your blood is back to normal, 
tests to find out if the treatment is 
effective, if another protocol will be 
necessary. At the beginning, the tests 
scared you; these days they just add 
to the weariness. A knock at the door. 
The whole medical team enters the 

John R.  
Sittema

room—that’s a bad sign, isn’t it?—
but your doctor is smiling. He says 
simply, “Everything worked great. 
The cancer is gone! Go home and live 
a little. You deserve it!” While your 
driver pulls the car around, you pack 
fast, repeatedly looking at the door, 
fearful that they made a mistake and 
will return to correct it. You leave the 
building stunned and just a bit numb, 
but by the time you arrive at home, 
the shock is over. You start making 
phone calls immediately. News this 
good simply must be shared. A party 
is on for that evening!

Announcements like these—whether 
delivered in image form on TV or 
in person by a doctor—look back to 
something that has already happened 
and thus cause you to take stock, to 
reflect, to regret, to grieve, and to 
celebrate. But they also look forward 
to an unknown future. Because 
of one simple announcement, life 
changes, and your mind races with 
the possibilities.

The gospel—literally “good news”—
of Jesus Christ is an announcement 
that changed everything. I don’t 
mean the kind of change where you 
commit to wearing your seatbelt 
regularly, squeeze another child’s 

soccer schedule into an already too-
full life, or cut carbs out of your diet. 
I mean change the way 9/11 changed 
U.S. history; the way being cleared 
of cancer changes a person’s life. I 
mean breathtaking change—a 10 
on the Richter-scale change. Jesus’ 
arrival on the world scene to a stable 
in Bethlehem did more than add a 
Hallmark moment to late December 
schedules; it announced the arrival of a 
king more majestic and powerful than 
Caesar himself, one who would make 
Caesar’s Rome distant and ancient 
history. The reports of his simple 
life, cruel death, and covered-up 
resurrection made news so incredible 
that it impacts the future of every 
human who has ever lived or ever will 
live. Jesus the Messiah did not merely 
provide a good example or launch a 
religion; he changed the world.

A paragraph like the previous one, 
with assertions seemingly so over the 
top, simply begs the question. “Show 
me how,” you may be thinking. “Tell 
me how this can be, how you know 
such a thing is true.” 

The Bible does just that. More than 
just a book of rules and regulations 
or a collection of character studies 
from which you can learn ethics or 
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techniques for self-improvement, the 
Bible is a story, and a unique one at 
that. It is the story of God and the 
history of his redemption, a God who 
saves people, to be sure, but also one 
who restores the whole of the cosmos. 
Jesus is the key to the story, the main 
character, the central thread around 
which God weaves the astonishing 
tapestry of salvation.

That can be hard to understand. It 
can seem harder still to believe down 
deep. It takes the kind of faith only 
God can give. Do you know what 
was more difficult than believing 
what has happened in the past? 
Believing that Jesus was the point of 
the story long before he arrived on 
the world scene. Yet that is just what 
God asked of the ancient people of 
Israel: to put their faith and hope in 
a Redeemer and Messiah who would 
not make his appearance for more 
than a thousand years.

To help his people see and identify the 
coming Messiah—although faintly, 
and still in the distant future—God 
made promises to the patriarchs 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He used 
Moses and the prophets to point 
Israel’s gaze forward through the 
words of the Torah and the prophetic 
writings. One of the most significant 
ways he helped an ancient people to 
believe was by giving them a series 
of feasts or festivals that would shape 
both their daily life and their annual 
calendar. Each of these provided 
a hint, a clue, of the One who was 
coming. More than just information, 
each feast was a taste to whet their 
appetites and build anticipation and 
excitement.

God also wants people today, some 
two thousand years after Messiah’s 
appearance, to know that Jesus—
and particularly his cross and 

resurrection—did change everything, 
to believe and trust in him, and to 
follow him with a whole heart. But 
people today struggle with faith’s 
claim, just as those in ancient times 
struggled to believe the promises 
God gave them. Belief seems difficult 
when all you hear about Jesus is that 
he was a good man, was humble, 
taught well, and died a horrible death. 
Those factoids are only bits and bytes 
of data that are often unconnected to 
the story, but they are the only pieces 
of information that many will ever 
know about Jesus.

Sadly, data processing hardly qualifies 
as authentic and dynamic faith. This 
series aims to tell you more about 
Jesus. Much more.

This book aims to tell you more about 
Jesus. Much more. By unpacking and 
explaining the ancient feasts, it aims 
to give modern people a fuller vision 
of the good news of God, reveal 
just what it means that Jesus is the 
Messiah, and explain how and why 
his coming changed everything.

These feasts, commissioned twelve 
hundred years before Jesus came, 
were in fact celebrations about him. 
They weren’t celebrations in the sense 
that the modern commercialized 
Christmas season has to work to be 
about Jesus. These were spontaneous 
celebrations, much like the kind of 
daily celebration of life that occurs 
for one who has been cured of 
cancer. The feasts didn’t just provide 
calendar structure to Old Testament 
Israel, nor do they merely provide 
the backdrop staging to Jesus’ life 
and ministry. Rather, they define his 
life and ministry. Each one of them 
shows, from a unique angle, how his 
life, death, and resurrection were 
the point of God’s redemptive story, 
how each changed the world, and 
how his followers are still doing the 
same thing.

Let me show you some “coming 
attractions” so that you’ll turn the 
page to join me in meeting Jesus at 
the feasts.

Jesus’ death on Passover needed an 
earthquake. After all, it announced 
the end of the world (at least the old 
one of sin and death)!

Christians may not look very 
different from unbelievers physically, 
but Jesus’ burial on Unleavened Bread 
explains how and why believers are 
already saints.

That Jesus rose—not on Easter 
but rather on First Fruits—needed 
another earthquake: a new world had 
dawned!

The events of Pentecost were likewise 
earthshaking, announcing that the 
Spirit, and not the law, is the driver of 
this new world’s order.

In the new world, the church has an 
urgent task: to Trumpet the arrival of 
the kingdom of God.

Citizens of Christ’s kingdom aren’t just 
better informed, but are transformed, 
radically cleansed of their past so as 
to need a new birthday: it’s called the 
Day of Atonement.

Christ’s followers never walk alone; 
the Feast of Tabernacles reminds 
them that they are always “at home” 
with God and His family.

The inheritance of believers is not 
only after this life ends; Jubilee reveals 
eternal life to be life of a different kind, 
heaven already breaking into earth!

Stay tuned for the next chapter of this 
series in the March/April issue of The 
Outlook, and let me show you how.
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“A Site to Behold” 
 Website Review

James Oord

The first website that I recommend is 
also one of the most helpful: 
www.sermonaudio.com
 Sermonaudio.com is one of the 
fastest growing and easiest-to-use 
collections of sermons online. And, it 
is completely free for the listener.

Many churches use this site to load 
weekly sermons from their pastor. 
Churches can do this for a minimal 
monthly fee, but you can listen to   
as many sermons as you want for   
no charge.

Sermons can be browsed by speaker 
(simply type in the name of the 
preacher for whom you are looking), 
church (simply type in the name of 
the church or denomination), passage 
(simply type in the reference), or topic 
(simply type in any key word). Then 
hit “play” on any sermon that interests 

you, and you are in business. You can 
find sermons from famous speakers 
such as John Piper and Ligon Duncan, 
as well as sermons from many of your 
local pastors.

Sermonaudio.com has become 
an extremely prominent tool for 
evangelism in recent years. Many 
seekers who are perhaps too skeptical 
(or nervous) to show up in a local 
church will search Sermonaudio.com. 
I have heard of and met many people 
who have shown up at a local church 
saying, “I’m new to this whole church 
thing, but I’ve been listening to your 
broadcasts and would like to learn 
more.” In today’s digital age, radio 
broadcasts and ministries are giving way 
to Internet programs, and Sermonaudio.
com is giving churches the ability 
to minister to this new audience. 
According to Sermonaudio.com, 
“Numerous churches have testified that 

more visitors find their church through 
Sermonaudio.com than through other 
advertising methods.”

However, Sermonaudio.com is very 
careful to not take the place of the 
local church. They have many ways of 
promoting and helping local churches, 
including the “local church finder,” 
which helps people find good churches 
in their area. If you type in a ZIP code 
or city name, Sermonaudio.com will 
show you all churches in your area.

So whether you want to find a local 
church, listen to sermons by your 
favorite speaker, or listen to a plethora 
of sermons on a particular passage, 
Sermonaudio.com is a vastly helpful 
and important resource for Christians 
in today’s digital world. 

And . . . as long as you are on  
the Internet, visit our website at 
www.reformedfellowship.com

This is the first in a series of articles planned to introduce the readership of  
The Outlook to resources on the web that can be helpful to Reformed Christians. 
Whether you are a web guru or relatively new to the digital world, I hope you 
will benefit from these reviews of websites and blogs that contains useful tools for 
learning more about the Reformed faith or that can enrich your spiritual life.
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I Timothy and 
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soon!
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publications and events become available.

 Bible Studies
Genesis 1-11  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart 
Genesis 25-36   
The Life of Jacob  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Genesis 37-50 (Now in Print!)  
Joseph and Judah  
Rev. Mark Vander Hart
Deuteronomy : 
The Law of the Lord as Our Delight 
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Psalms 
 Walking About Zion: 
 Singing of Christ’s Church in the Psalms 
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Daniel  
Dr. John Piersma
Amos  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
Sermon on the Mount 
 Rev. Henry Vander Kam
Parables  
Rev. Henry  
Vander Kam
Acts 1-13  
Rev. Henry  
Vander Kam

Acts 14-28 
 Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Corinthians : 
Gospel Power Magnified through  
Human Weakness  
 Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
Ephesians  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I & II Thessalonians  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
II Timothy & Titus 
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam
I Peter: (New design!)  
Pilgrims Among Pagans  
Dr. Nelson Kloosterman
I John  
Rev. Henry Vander Kam

 Catechism Materials
Learning to Know the Lord  
by P. Y. De Jong 
First Book of Christian Doctrine  
by Hylkema & Tuuk 
A Beginning Course in  
Christian Doctrine  
by P. Y. De Jong & John R. Sittema

Subscriptions and Bible Study materials can be purchased online at 
www.reformedfellowship.net or email address: sales@reformedfellowship.net

 Other Materials
Called to Serve:   
Handbook for Office-bearers  
Michael Brown, ed.
Baptism, Election, & the  
Covenant of Grace  
R. Scott Clark
Postmodern Liberalism :  
 Repainting a Non-Christian Faith  
Casey Freswick
Jesus Loves the Little Children:  
Why We Baptize Children.

With Heart and Mouth: 
 An Exposition of the Belgic Confession 

In Living Color 
Images of Christ and the Means of Grace 
Daniel R. Hyde
With a Shepherd’s Heart:  
Reclaiming the Pastoral Office of the Elder 
 John R. Sittema
But for the Grace of God:  
An Exposition of the Canons of Dort 
 What We Believe;  
An Exposition of the Apostles’ Creed  
Cornelis P. Venema

The “Blue” Psalter Hymnal


