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In the days of the prophet Obadiah (the book by his name is the shortest book in the Old Testament, and he was believed to 

have been a convert to Judaism from Edom), the Edomites (descendants of Esau) lived along the cliffs and mountaintops of the 
very arid land south of the Dead Sea.  In 597 BC, Nebuchadnezzar II sacked Jerusalem. The Edomites stood by 
and watched and didn't lift a finger to help while the barbarian Babylonians looted the peaceful city and slaughtered 
many of their cousins and friends (and some Edomites even came in later to pick over what was left).  There is a German book 
not translated into English (at least, I have not been able to locate an English copy) entitled, Freikirchen und Juden im Dritten 
Reich (“Free Churches and Jews during the Third Reich”) which has this verse from Obadiah in the introduction, verse 11, 
Obadiah is speaking to the Edomites: "On the day you stood aloof while strangers carried off [Jerusalem’s] wealth and foreigners 
entered his gates and cast lots for Jerusalem, you were like one of them."  The “passive bystander” attitude is condemned by 
God through the prophet, and one contention of Freikirchen und Juden im Dritten Reich is the passive bystander 
attitude corresponded to the stance of too many church people in Europe towards the Jews during the Nazi regime 
... with some notable exceptions. 

One such exception mentioned in the book was Peter Van Woerdon, the Dutch organist of the Reformed 
Church in Velsen, Holland.  In a memoir of his own, Peter Van Woerdon writes how he was sitting at his regular 
post on the organ bench one Sunday morning in May 1942. He wrote, "On this particular Sunday, as I sat and mused, I 
suddenly realized that exactly two years before, on the 10th of May, the Nazi invasion of Holland had begun.  As I looked over the 
congregation I decided something should be done, something on this Sunday morning to demonstrate that we still were real Dutchmen at 
heart, something to express our faith and hope in a day when we would again be a free people.  The sermon over, I pulled extra stops out on 
the organ, then firmly and distinctly played the first chords of the Wilhelmus, the national anthem of the Netherlands. People stood to their 
feet.  One voice began to sing, then another, and others; and soon, like a mighty sea, the glorious old hymn rolled forth from the overflowing 
hearts of hundreds of Hollanders as tears streamed down their faces.  For that one moment we were a free people in the midst of a dark 
world full of oppression and persecution." 1  That gesture also landed Peter in prison, although only for a short while.  Upon 
his release, Peter van Woerden and his family began working with the Dutch underground, transporting many 
Jewish children under the cover of darkness to secret hiding places to save them from the Nazis.  He and his wife 
would not stand aloof from the plight of their Jewish neighbors and fellow citizens, come what may. 

One of those secret hiding places to which he transported Jewish children was the home of his maternal aunt, 
Corrie Ten Boom.  Some of you may remember that name; she is the author of The Hiding Place published in 
1971, a story of faith and heroism set in Haarlem, Holland during the Nazi occupation.  The Hiding Place was made 
into a movie four years later, and the world learned of the Ten Boom family’s exploits in saving Jews by use of a 
secret room built into their home (I actually got to meet her in 1973, she came to a church near my home town).  The Ten Booms 
were committed Christians determined not to stand aloof.  They would not assume the role of passive bystander.  
They determined to give what they could to be God’s instruments of life-saving grace to innocent and imperiled 
Jewish people who came their way.  On February 28, 1944, the Gestapo raided their home: Corrie, her father, her 
sisters Betsie and Nollie (who was Peter's mother) and Peter himself were among those arrested during the raid. Six 
Jews hiding in the secret room, however, managed to escape detection and were later able to escape. These 
courageous Christians, however, were sent to the concentration camps.  Corrie survived the camps; her father and 
sisters did not.  Peter survived as well; he was in a camp liberated by allied troops.   

Friekirchen und Juden im Dritten Reich tells the story of how, many years after the war, Peter and his musical 
family were performing in Israel, and Peter suffered a massive heart attack.  He was rushed to Jerusalem’s 
Haddasah Hospital.  The emergency room doctor on call that day skillfully saved Peter's life.  As he recuperated, 
Peter expressed his gratitude to the medical staff.  They talked about the Holocaust and Peter's activity during that 
terrible time; the medical personnel were full of questions and were fascinated by this unassuming but 
courageously faithful man and his family's efforts to thwart the Nazis.  As the conversation continued, the 
emergency room doctor began to weep, as did Peter... for as they compared notes, they both realized this doctor 
was one of those children Peter had rescued years before.  Now, years later, their paths had providentially crossed. 
This doctor was there to save Peter because Peter had not stood aloof.  This doctor was alive because Peter had 
been there to save him.  Peter did not have to pay a medical bill!  This man knew he was alive today because he 
had been the recipient of Peter's saving grace years ago.  Because Peter faithfully exercised his faith, because he 
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http://www.paperbackswap.com/Secret-Place-Peter-Van-Woerden/book/0882700812/


had not stood aloof, because he extended grace by giving what he could when he could give it, he himself was able 
to be the recipient of life-saving grace. 2  

God’s grace often returns to us through those He has blessed through us.  This is a theme addressed again 
and again throughout the Scriptures. Proverbs 11:25 (NIV) "A generous man will prosper; he who refreshes others will himself 
be refreshed."  Ecclesiastes 11:1, "Cast your bread upon the waters, for after many days you will find it again."  As Paul writes in II 
Corinthians, featured in our recent stewardship mailing, "Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows 
generously, will reap generously.”  There usually is this reciprocal effect to God's grace.  Again and again, God returns 
blessing to those who are faithful and generous instruments of His grace and love.  We read last week how Naomi's 
life was a blessing to Ruth, and how Ruth returned the favor and became a blessing to Naomi as she promised to 
be with Naomi, to take care of Naomi, till the day she dies ... no small promise, by the way, for a widowed woman to 
make to another (and aged) widowed woman.  As those who have cared for aging parents know, the challenges can 
be great, even with modern day social nets such as pensions, Social Security, Medicare all unavailable to Ruth.  
You remember the story: Ruth was a foreigner, a young woman of the country of Moab, a country long at odds with 
Israel.  She left behind her country and her home to accompany her Jewish mother-in-law back to Israel, as both 
their husbands had died.  Naomi tried to talk Ruth out of it, but Ruth responded in those immortal words often used 
at wedding ceremonies, "Don't urge me to leave you or to turn back from you.  Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. 
Your people will be my people and your God my God.  Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried.  May the LORD deal with me, be it 
ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me."   

We just read in chapter two how word spread about this remarkable Moabite woman who had left everything 
behind and gave her all in devotion to her mother in law and to the God of her mother-in-law.  One particular man of 
standing in the community, Boaz, was obviously impressed by Ruth.  Perhaps Boaz recognized something special 
in her that he would be uniquely gifted to discern.  After all, Boaz was someone who knew very well about how the 
grace of God can touch and change people!  As Matthew takes pains to clarify for us, his mother was Rahab.  Who 
was Rahab?  She was the ex-prostitute from Jericho.  If you remember the story from Joshua 2, Rahab placed her 
faith in the God of the Israelites; she risked everything by hiding the two spies from Joshua's army.  Joshua spared 
her and her family.  Like Ruth, Rahab was not a Jew.  She, too, was part of a people at enmity with Israel.  She, 
too, committed her life to God and the people of God.  She married Salmon, son of Nashon, and Rahab and 
Salmon went on to become the mom and dad of Boaz.  I believe Boaz saw in Ruth what he saw his whole life long 
in his mother!  He recognized the same grace of God at work in Ruth that was always at work in his mother, Rahab.  
We can see in this short chapter that this ex-prostitute from Jericho, saved by grace, went on to raise a godly, 
moral, principled, righteous, kind, industrious and gentle son of integrity and honor.  Don’t try to tell Boaz that God’s 
grace can’t thoroughly and even miraculously change people!  That brings us to our selection from chapter 4. 

Naomi is now experiencing God's blessing and grace reflected back through Ruth.  The neighbor women all 
said (Ruth 4:17), "Naomi has a son.”  Now, this “son,” Obed, did not have even the slightest trace of Naomi's blood 
in his veins, so why did they say, "Naomi has a son”?  The implied message is that Obed is a flesh-and-blood 
product of grace.  He truly was Naomi’s “offspring” in that he was a direct product of the grace of God channeled 
through Naomi's life into Ruth’s.  This future grandfather of the great King David lay wiggling on Naomi's lap 
because Naomi was an instrument of God’s grace to her Moabite daughter-in-law.  This great-great-great-26x 
grandfather of our Lord Jesus Christ sat there gurgling in Naomi's care because a prostitute in Jericho experienced 
the saving grace of God, who, in turn, faithfully conveyed that saving grace to her son, Boaz.  Baby Obed was a 
living being because Ruth responded to the grace of God she saw through her mother-in-law, and this son who 
would be a blessing right back to his mother and grandmother for years to come, and would ultimately go on to 
provide a way for the whole world to receive the grace of God!    

God normally works in this world by conveying His blessing and grace through His faithful people.  Let us 
never block the flow of God’s grace by hoarding our blessings.  Let us never block the flow of God’s grace by 
reticence to give while we have opportunity to give.  Let us never block the flow of God’s grace by our 
unfaithfulness, or by our remaining aloof to the concerns of those in difficulty near to us, or by our refusal to speak 
up, or by our unwillingness to stay and exercise our faith wherever God has placed us.   

Let us be faithful channels of God's grace, through our living, through our giving, through our being anything 
BUT passive bystanders to the needs of others. 

                                                           
2 For the original German language account of this, see 
https://books.google.com/books?id=_wLJDGfq7xsC&pg=PA147&lpg=PA147&dq=peter+van+woerden+hadassah+jerusalem&source=bl&ots=exMyzQlTSR&
sig=hrKBCU9yAwCWIQTRA-
4AyH0w2G8&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjttNuM6Z_JAhUTzmMKHcZGAzcQ6AEIHTAA#v=onepage&q=peter%20van%20woerden%20hadassah%20jerus
alem&f=false 

https://books.google.com/books?id=_wLJDGfq7xsC&pg=PA147&lpg=PA147&dq=peter+van+woerden+hadassah+jerusalem&source=bl&ots=exMyzQlTSR&sig=hrKBCU9yAwCWIQTRA-4AyH0w2G8&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjttNuM6Z_JAhUTzmMKHcZGAzcQ6AEIHTAA#v=onepage&q=peter%20van%20woerden%20hadassah%20jerusalem&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=_wLJDGfq7xsC&pg=PA147&lpg=PA147&dq=peter+van+woerden+hadassah+jerusalem&source=bl&ots=exMyzQlTSR&sig=hrKBCU9yAwCWIQTRA-4AyH0w2G8&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjttNuM6Z_JAhUTzmMKHcZGAzcQ6AEIHTAA#v=onepage&q=peter%20van%20woerden%20hadassah%20jerusalem&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=_wLJDGfq7xsC&pg=PA147&lpg=PA147&dq=peter+van+woerden+hadassah+jerusalem&source=bl&ots=exMyzQlTSR&sig=hrKBCU9yAwCWIQTRA-4AyH0w2G8&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjttNuM6Z_JAhUTzmMKHcZGAzcQ6AEIHTAA#v=onepage&q=peter%20van%20woerden%20hadassah%20jerusalem&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=_wLJDGfq7xsC&pg=PA147&lpg=PA147&dq=peter+van+woerden+hadassah+jerusalem&source=bl&ots=exMyzQlTSR&sig=hrKBCU9yAwCWIQTRA-4AyH0w2G8&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjttNuM6Z_JAhUTzmMKHcZGAzcQ6AEIHTAA#v=onepage&q=peter%20van%20woerden%20hadassah%20jerusalem&f=false

