
Do you have a favourite redemption story? Perhaps something like a story of an ex-convict who 
rectifies their wrong-doings.  Or, perhaps the story of a once-greedy millionaire who becomes 
generous giver?  

When I think of redemption stories, the one that pops into my mind is Dickens’ A Christmas 
Carol.  It’s the one about Ebenezer Scrooge, a rich grouch who is changed into a kind and generous 
man after being visited by three Christmas ghosts.  

Whether you thought of a fictional story like that one or perhaps a story from everyday life, I do 
wonder why it is that we enjoy and relate to such stories?  And I think the reason must be because 
redemption stories remind us that people's lives can change for the better - difficult circumstances 
can change, past wrongs can change - things can be made right.  We want to know that change for 
the better is possible and such stories remind us of just that.       

But I’ve noticed something interesting about so many of our modern day redemption stories. And 
that is that the changed person in the story is also the one responsible for change that occurs - you 
could say the redeemed is their own redeemer.  So take Scrooge that I mentioned earlier. One online 
synopsis of A Christmas Carol reads like this: 

"[Scrooge] is shown the error of his ways by three ghosts that visit him.  In the end, he is 
redeemed by his own willingness to change.”  

See what I mean?  At the end of A Christmas Carol we have a redeemed person (Scrooge) who has 
acted as his own redeemer -  because ultimately, it is suggested, that without Scrooge’s own desire 
to change there would have been no change in him at all.  None of the ghosts actually redeem 
Scrooge from his wicked ways, rather they just play a part in Scrooge’s own redemptive action on 
himself.      

Perhaps this is why when we tell stories of redemption, ‘redemption’ itself is defined as the change 
that happens when a person makes amends/or pays a price/or otherwise deals their own personal 
flaws or past mistakes.  Now, if this is how we view redemption in today’s world then okay; but it 
leaves me wondering though: what about situations when a person seeking redemption/restoration/
rescue from a difficulty doesn’t have the ability or the strength to resolve the problem?  Is 
redemption simply beyond them?  

Take for example our story of Ruth - not just today’s reading but the whole of the book of Ruth.  It 
starts with a woman, Naomi, who loses everything: her security, her income, her status - when her 
husband and sons die.  The situation is only moderately better for her two daughters-in-law that 
remain.  They too now have no status or rights, but at least they are young enough to marry again, 
unlike Naomi.  The situation is so bad that right at the book’s beginning Naomi tells people to call 
her Mara meaning ‘bitter’ - which is how she believes her life is likely to remain until she dies.   

I don’t believe Naomi resolves herself to this depressing position because she necessarily lacks the 
inner strength or personal determination to affect her situation.  But the reality during that time in 
history was that as an elderly widow with no sons and one foreign daughter-in-law, there was 
virtually nothing she could do.  Her only hope was that someone else would be able to deliver her 
from these dire circumstances - which, in the end, is what happens.   

The book of Ruth opens by focusing on Naomi in particular.  And while the book of Ruth focuses 
on Ruth herself in chapters 2, 3, and 4, the writer returns to the point that Naomi isn’t left 
unredeemed from her plight.  Because working behind the scenes in this story is God, Israel’s great 
redeemer, who in the passing of time in the story relieves Naomi from her dire circumstances - he 



redeems her.  In this case, Naomi’s redemption comes through Ruth’s marriage to Boaz, and, more 
importantly, the birth of their son, Obed.  It’s what explains the final scene of the story where 
Naomi is told by other women in 4:14: “Blessed be the Lord, who has not withheld a redeemer from 
you today… may he restore your life and nourish you in your old age.”   

So in looking at the whole of this ancient redemption story, let me propose that though Naomi might 
have had every will in the world, it really can't be said that she in some way acted as her own 
redeemer.  Now, all this may seem really uncustomary to us today, but in the end it had to be 
through another person (in Naomi's case, baby Obed of all people) that her insecure and childless 
plight could finally be changed.        

Similarly, this proves to be the case with Ruth herself - as a widowed, childless, foreigner living in 
the culture of that time would have meant she was unable to affect her dire situation.  Even her 
exemplary character that shines throughout the book doesn’t in itself change things for Ruth - 
certainly not in any direct way.  Rather it is through Boaz’s recognition of her godly character that 
he who has both an ability and an obligation in Israel’s law to redeem Ruth’s circumstances does 
so.    

It’s no surprise in our 21st century Western minds we might just be uncomfortable with the idea of 
women like Ruth and Naomi being so reliant upon male intervention in their lives.  Truthfully I 
believe we should be pleased that this is not the way our society seeks to live today.  But underlying 
our discomfort about women and men here is, I believe, another issue.  There is no escaping that in 
our world today, we value individualism and self-reliance as cardinal virtues - thus making reliance 
on anyone or anything a grave flaw of character.   

This is why, I believe, so many modern-day redemption stories strike a chord in us.  Because they 
touch a core Western ideal that you, the individual, should always be the change you want to see - 
anything is possible if you’re willing to work hard for it.  Surely the solution to any problem will be 
found through the determination of the human spirit.  Are those not the underlying messages in 
most redemption stories?      
  
And sure, these sentiments are true… except, when they’re not - because it won’t be a redemption 
story if the person doesn’t actually redeem themselves.  Now, I don’t  doubt for a second that God 
has gifted our human race with so much - intelligence, emotion, reason, creativity.  What I do doubt, 
despite examples from redemption stories, is that somehow these human talents alone are fully able 
to overcome or eradicate the leading problems of evil and suffering in our world.  Sure we can (and 
should!) apply all of our human resources to minimise and combat such problems.  But, I’m simply 
not convinced that despite all our human brilliance and determination we will be able eliminate evil 
and suffering.  It’s not because we don’t have the might, but rather because we don’t have the 
means.   

The evil and suffering we see in our world stems from something - either something from within us, 
something outside of us, or, as St. Paul believed, it's both of these.  On the one hand sin is like an 
genetic disease passed down from generation to generation - affecting each person differently but 
infecting each and every one of us nonetheless.  But related to this, the sin in our lives - all those 
self-centred desires we're seeking redemption for - they do have a source in one more powerful than 
us.  The source of sin is found in the evil one himself (the prince of this world, the devil); and try as 
we may, no one can conquer their sin without also conquering sin’s source.  

Which is why Jesus Christ is our only means of redemption.  With all the will in the world none of 
us cannot purge sinfulness from our own lives, much less from the world at large.  Herein lies the 
importance of Jesus’ death in particular because it is through his death on the cross Jesus pays the 



price for our release from sin (Matthew 20:28; 1 Timothy 2:6) - to put it in Ruth terms, Jesus 
redeems us.   

True, like many redemption stories the one seeking redemption must acknowledge their need to be 
redeemed.  But, the difference is this: redemption from sin, rescue from darkness, forgiveness and a 
new beginning are not offered to us because of our own effort.  They are offered to each and every 
person, regardless of their crime or difficulty.  Does such loving kindness (hesed, remember?) 
inspire the redeemed person to change seek to change the habits that lead to their problems?  Sure, 
but in Christ, a person's redemption is never dependent upon it.   

The able-bodies in our world will no doubt scoff at this idea - such loving kindness shown by God 
for so little in return.  But for those perhaps among us this morning, those scattered across this 
country, those throughout our world who can’t sort themselves out - let us be thankful to God that 
he has made something as important as human redemption from sin, so accessible to every human 
being.   

All it takes is a decision to trust God with our lives, nothing fancy or difficult.  But just because it’s 
simple, doesn’t mean it isn’t costly.  As the old Isaac Watts hymn states: "Love so amazing, so 
divine; Demands my soul, my life, my all.”  Yes, God wants to and will redeem you from sin if you 
both put your trust in Christ.  But if you do, then life really takes a turn, because from then on 
comes the long and occasionally-challenging task of shaping your character into that of your Lord 
and Redeemer, Jesus Christ.  And like any redemption story, I believe it’s a journey worth taking.      

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2020.28
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Tim%202.6

