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This morning we begin a four week study in the book of Ruth that will lead 

us up to Christmas. The book of Ruth is one of the most beautiful love 

stories in the Bible. It is a beautiful portrayal, at a human level, of God’s 

covenant love (hesed).  It’s also a wonderful oasis, a refreshing glimmer of 

light, in a very dark time in Israel’s history. The book of Ruth is a testament 

to the truth that God is at work, even in the worst of times.
1
 Even in the 

darkest of times, God was working to establish a future and a hope for His 

people by preparing the way for Messiah to come. So in this short little book 

we are going to wrestle with suffering in a sinful world, see the Sovereignty 

of God over it and all things, catch a glimpse of what authentic manhood 

and womanhood looks like, and be challenged to embrace risk-taking love 

as a reflection of God’s own heart and character. And all of this in this little 

book about the divinely inspired love-story between Ruth and Boaz, that 

points us to Christ as our Kinsman-Redeemer.  

 

The beginning of this story in chapter 1, however, is far from romantic, born 

out of the raw bitterness of suffering in the life of Naomi.  

 

A Crushing Crisis (Ruth 1:1-5) 

 

Verses 1-5 tell us of the crushing miseries that came to Naomi. [vs. 1-5] 

While verse 1 may seem matter of fact at first glance, it is actually loaded 

with significant clues that tell the background of this story. The first thing to 

note is that the book of Ruth takes place in the time of the Judges. Having 

just finished a study in the book of Judges, we know that this phrase is 

loaded with meaning. Throughout the era of the Judges, God’s people 

repeatedly fell into pagan idolatry and as a result experienced God’s 

discipline by being subjected to foreign oppressors and only being relieved 

when God’s raised up a deliverer or judge to rescue them. Each repeated 
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cycle of rebellion, discipline, and deliverance regressed to the point that the 

book of Judges ends by saying that in those days, without a king, everyone 

was doing what was right in their own eyes (Judges 21:25). So this story 

takes place in that time of chaos when life was messy and dangerous 

because sin was unrestrained among God’s people.  

 

Verse one also tells us that there was famine in the land of Israel at this 

time. Typically we think of famine as a natural result of insufficient rains. 

But this famine was a specific tool of judgement from the hand of God. We 

know this because in Lev 26 and Deut 28 God had specifically given His 

people blessings and curses according to the covenant. If they obeyed God, 

He would bless them with rain in season and abundant crops. However, if 

they turned away to serve false gods, the corresponding curse of the 

covenant was that the sky would be like iron and their only rain would be 

powder and dust resulting in famine.  Well, we know from the book of 

Judges that this was not a time of obedience for God’s people and so they 

are suffering the hunger and affliction of not walking with God.  

 

So bad was the famine, that one man by the name of Elimelech decided to 

take his wife, Naomi, and their two sons and sojourn in the land of Moab 

until the famine ceased in Israel. From a human perspective this seems like 

a reasonable thing to do for the survival of his family. Yet, at another level, 

Elimelech was playing with fire at best. Moab was a pagan land with foreign 

gods, whom Israel was called to be separate from. Did Elimelech believe 

that God’s blessing would be more bountiful in Moab than among His 

famished people in Israel?  

 

Shortly after they arrived in Moab, however, Elimelech died (vs. 3). His two 

sons each married Moabite women, but after 10 years of marriage, unable 

to have children, both of the sons died. When we read through verses 3-5 if 

feels as though Naomi is getting hit with one blow right after another. 

Consider her miserable plight. She struggled through years of drought and 

famine moved to foreign country as a refugee, saw her sons marry foreign 

wives, endured 10 agonizing years of watching her sons unable to produce 

children, and then tragically had to bury both of them. How much suffering 



can one person endure? Naomi’s life was indeed bitter! Were there sinful 

choices on behalf of her husband and sons that fueled this suffering in her 

life? Certainly, yet it appears that these miseries were beyond Naomi’s 

control.  

 

A Bitter-sweet Hope (Ruth 1:6-13) 

 

The first glimmer of hope comes in vs. 6. Naomi hears that God in His mercy 

has lifted the famine among His people.  Take note that in using the term 

hope, we are merely speaking of survival. This is really her only option to 

survive, to make the journey back to Bethlehem with her daughters-in-law. 

Along the way, however, she must have had some conflicting thoughts. On 

the one hand, if they stay in Moab they have no means of providing for 

themselves without husbands. But if Ruth and Orpah return to Bethlehem 

with her, they will endure the same plight she has had in Moab, widows 

without family in a foreign land. She wants to spare them that grief.  

 

So out of love and concern for her daughters-in-law, she turns to them in vs. 

8-9 and says, “Go, return each of you to her mother's house. May the LORD 

deal kindly with you as you have dealt with the dead and with me. May the 

LORD grant that you may find rest, each in the house of her husband." Then 

she kissed them, and they lifted up their voices and wept. 

 

This is the bitter side of hope. Returning to Bethlehem brings yet more grief 

as she determines to go without her daughters-in-law whom she has come 

to love dearly. What’s most important to see here is that when the general 

spirit among God’s people is to only do look out for oneself, Naomi is 

expressing hesed love to these young widows. Hesed is the word translated 

kindly or kindness in vs. 8. It is the most important word in the OT. In fact, 

there is no English word to match its richness, so it takes multiply words to 

mine its full meaning. Hesed “is a covenant term, wrapping up in itself all 

the positive attributes of God: love, covenant faithfulness, mercy, grace, 

kindness, loyalty.”
2
 So hesed represents every good attribute of God that is 

experienced under His favor.  

 

As Naomi blesses these young women, she’s saying, may God act toward 

you with loyalty, kindness, goodness, mercy, love and compassion in the 

same measure that you have shown it to me. Then she offers them a second 

blessing in vs. 9, that God would grant them rest in the house of their 

husband. In other words, she is praying that God would bless them with 

another husband to marry.  

 

Initially, Ruth and Orpah insist on going with her, but Naomi employs her 

best logic in vs. 12 to convince them that there is no way she could provide 

husbands for them at her age and because the Lord has been against her, 

they would have a better chance of finding a husband and surviving without 

her. At Naomi’s urging, Orpah turns back but Ruth refuses to.   

 

A Sacrificial Loyalty (Ruth 1:14-18) 

 

Ruth’s words in vs. 16-17 are some of the most beautiful in Scripture as they 

reflect her hesed love toward her mother in law. She says (vs. 16), “Do not 

urge me to leave you or turn back from following you; for where you go, I 

will go, and where you lodge, I will lodge. Your people shall be my people, 

and your God, my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be buried. 

Thus may the LORD do to me, and worse, if anything but death parts you 

and me.” 

 

Keep in mind that Naomi had just said “the Lord is against me” (vs. 13) and 

reasoned that life would only be harder if Ruth stayed with her. Yet Ruth 

demonstrates a faith defies human logic
3
 and pledges to abandon her 

homeland, her family, and her Moabite religion to stay with Naomi and 

follow the God of Israel. Apparently, Ruth had come to see, even through 

the Naomi’s bitter experiences, something of the God of Israel that could be 

trusted. Her devotion and sacrificial love for her mother-in-law is a beautiful 

picture of hesed love on the human plane. Just imagine what this meant for 

Ruth: it meant leaving her homeland and family, never to return again; a 
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likely life as a childless widow, most likely including poverty; going to an 

unknown land with new people, customs, and language. What does Ruth 

stand to gain, humanly speaking?  

 

Yet what an incredible example of mature womanhood that is so needed 

today. Ruth is modeling “faith in God that sees beyond present bitter 

setbacks, freedom from the securities and comforts of the world, courage to 

venture into the unknown...,” and radical commitment to God-appointed 

relationships.
4
 Ruth is not just living or herself taking the easiest way in life. 

No, she is choosing to walk a hard road (as far as she can see) of sacrificial 

love for an elderly mother-in-law who has nothing to give her in return. It’s 

a human picture of God’s hesed love. What grace from God that He would 

so work in Ruth’s heart for Naomi’s well-being.  

 

A Bitter Blindness (Ruth 1:19-22) 

 

And so Ruth and Naomi together make their way back to Bethlehem. When 

they arrive, vs. 19 says the whole city was stirred with excited commotion. 

But when the women of the city excited exclaim, “is this Naomi,” she 

suggests that they should not call her Naomi, but Mara. Naomi means 

pleasant, but Mara means bitter.  

 

Take careful note of how Naomi’s words reveal her view of God during this 

season of her life. She had already said in vs. 13, “the hand of the Lord has 

gone forth against me.” Now in vs. 20-21 she says, “Do not call me Naomi; 

call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. I went out 

full, but the LORD has brought me back empty. Why do you call me Naomi, 

since the LORD has witnessed against me and the Almighty has afflicted 

me?" 

 

Is Naomi’s perspective of God right or wrong? I think its both. She’s right in 

the sense that she acknowledges that God is sovereign over the events of 

her life. She knows where the famine came from—God controls the rains 

and causes crops to grow or fail. When her husband and her sons died, she 

knew that God was not somehow absent or lacking control. She 

understands that none of the affliction that has come into her life is apart 

from God’s supreme providence over all things. Yet, where she errs is 

interpreting her affliction to mean that God is against her or out to get her.  
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If you have lived through any significant affliction at all, you find yourself 

sympathizing with Naomi, not judging her. You realize that it takes great 

maturity to affirm God’s love for you while at the same time saying with Job, 

“shall we indeed accept good from God and not accept adversity?” Yet in all 

this Job did not sin with his words.
5
  

 

Perhaps the most delicate challenge to any believer is on the one hand 

receiving bitter circumstances from the hand of God and at the same time 

believing that God is good and not against us, but actually for us, even in our 

suffering. The delicate challenge of clinging to both the sovereignty of God 

and the goodness of God in times of affliction.  

 

We must be very careful here because how or when we bring these truths 

to friend who is suffering requires sensitivity and discernment. When they 

are reeling in the raw and stinging reality of fresh affliction, it may not be 

the right time to point to God’s sovereignty. Yet we often err in the other 

direction of wanting to excuse God from the situation by suggesting that the 

devil or other people are responsible for what happened, or its just part of 

living in a fallen world. And to a certain degree that may be true, but even 

when the devil is at work and people sin in ways that hurt us in this fallen 

world, none of these things are ultimately independent of God’s 

providential working in our lives.  

 

Its been said this way, “It is not comforting or hopeful to tell [someone in 

their pain] that God is not in control. Giving Satan the decisive control or 

ascribing pain to chance is not true or helpful. When the world is crashing 

in, we need assurance that God reigns over it all.”
6
 

 

So how should we comfort a friend who is suffering? First, keep in mind that 

their spiritual maturity in these matter will determine how, when and what 

degree you a talk about them in the moment. If a person is firmly rooted in 

the doctrine of God, they may be ready to hope in His providence 

immediately. But they are struggling with blending the truths of God’s 

sovereignty and goodness, the best initial response is to do what Ruth did 

for Naomi, walking quietly alongside her refusing to let her walk alone. The 

one thing we all need when suffering strikes, is someone to remind us that 
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God is with us, that He is sufficient for our need, and the quiet presence of a 

gracious friend. Be patient, and let God reveal when the time is right for 

deeper conversations of God’s hand in their suffering. Before they need to 

understand why God works through affliction, they need to know that God 

is with them and for them in their pain.  

 

Naomi is true-to-life example of how pain and suffering can blind us to the 

present mercy and future hope of God’s grace. One of the greatest dangers 

that we must be aware of in times of affliction, is our human tendency to 

become self-absorbed by our pain. Bitter circumstances have a way of 

blinding us to the good heart of God when His hand seems against us.  

 

This was Naomi’s experience when she said just call me Mara, call me bitter. 

She was overwhelmed with her grief and loss. She could only see her 

emptiness returning to Bethlehem without husband or children. And all of 

that bitter grief blinded her to the evidences of God’s grace in the midst of 

her suffering. What grace? The undeserved mercy of God that lifted the 

famine? Their safe arrival in Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley 

harvest. The grace of God in the nearness of Ruth. Notice that when Naomi 

exclaims her emptiness in vs. 21, she never mentions Ruth. She seems to 

have forgotten that she is not alone. Her grief seems to outweigh the 

unexpected hesed love and faithfulness of her daughter-in-law.  

 

Yet we must not be too hard on Naomi. In the words of Job, “do you intend 

to reprove my words when the words of one in despair belong to the wind?” 

(Job 6:26). Sometimes a person says things in their pain that they wouldn’t 

otherwise say. We need to be patient with those who are suffering. I’m not 

suggesting its ok to rail against the Lord in our affliction, but it is easy to fall 

into disillusionment. I don’t think Naomi’s heart is hardened as much as it is 

conflicted. On the one hand we see her tenderheartedness toward Ruth and 

Orpah, while on the other she is struggling to see God’s kindness in her pain. 

Yet there will come a time when she will again see the grace of God and 

praise Him, when she will consider herself full because she will again taste 

and see that the Lord is good.  

 

What Naomi couldn’t possibly see in the moment, is that God was preparing 

to meet her need through a Kinsman Redeemer, named Boaz. A man of 

hesed kindness who would marry Ruth and provide not only food, but a 

family for Ruth and Naomi. What Naomi would never see in her lifetime is 

that God was also working out a much bigger plan that her suffering was a 

part of. A plan to bring comfort to all who mourn through the surprising 

mercy of Christ who would carry our sin and our sorrow. The book of Ruth 

ends with a short geneology that reveals that Ruth and Boaz’s Son, Obed, 

would be the grandfather of king David, through whom the Messiah, the 

ultimate Kinsman-Redeemer would come. Five hundred years after Ruth 

and Naomi arrived in Bethlehem another child would be born who would be 

called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 

Peace.  

 

So what can we learn from Ruth chapter 1?  

 

When God’s mysterious  providence weaves misery into the tapestry of our 

lives, there is always a bigger picture of what God is doing than what we 

can presently see through the dense fog of our suffering. Therefore, we 

must walk by faith, affirming that God is both in control and that He is 

good, despite the discomfort of our circumstances. We can move forward 

by faith in our affliction knowing that God is at work, even in the worst of 

times.  

 

In the meantime, we trust God to give us sufficient grace for each day.  

 

[Day by Day]? 

 

[Under the Shadow] 


