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FCCOE; 11/22/20; Ruth 1; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

Series: God in the Midst of the Chaos 

“Lights in the Darkness” 

Introduction: Although with Samson, we finished last week our look at the last in a line of a dozen judges 

found in the biblical book by that name, alert readers know that this is not the end of the book. There 

are actually five more chapters to go! These final chapters function like a kind of double appendix to the 

book, outlining two grisly episodes that further reveal the spiritual and moral chaos of that period of 

Israelite history.  But take heart, we will not be looking at these chapters! I think you have gotten the 

point of the book in recent weeks and have plenty of background to read these chapters on your own.  

Instead, as advent approaches, we’re going to spend some time in the very next book of the OT, a book 

named after a Moabite woman named Ruth, a book that also serves in a way as an appendix to the book 

of Judges. For, as we’ll hear in a minute, the events narrated in Ruth take place in those days. The book 

of Ruth is also an appropriate advent study as Matthew includes Ruth, remarkably, as one of four 

women in his genealogy of Jesus (Ma. 1:5-6a): 

 Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab, Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother 

 was Ruth, Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David.  

Refreshingly (and I think we’re due for some refreshment after our long journey through Judges…one 

writer calls Ruth a “welcome relief” for one who has just read Judges, and an “oasis in an ethical 

wasteland”), Ruth contains none of the villains or the violence we find in Judges. We also don’t have 

grand, supernatural events that take place, like the Spirit of God coming on people in power, or an 

overwhelming visit by the angel of the Lord. Instead, if we look carefully, we will see God working 

quietly and providentially behind the scenes, accomplishing his purposes through ordinary people, 

people who serve for us as lights in the darkness, inviting and guiding us to come home to the only One 

who can fill our emptiness with his fullness.  [READ] 

I. Scene 1 – Famine in Bethlehem (vv. 1-2)  

 A. “During the Depression,” “in the 60’s”, “in the Brady/Belichek years,” “during the Trump 

administration,” each of these phrases opens up a host of associations in our minds, just like, “in the 

days when the judges ruled” would have opened up for Ruth’s original readers. Hopefully, after our time 

reflecting on those days, that phrase may make you take notice as well. And it should alert us to the fact 

that the book of Ruth, although it is a love story, is not a Hallmark movie or a rom-com. The days when 

the judges ruled was an era of radical moral and spiritual decline. Time and time again Israel rebelled 

against God. God would follow up with his discipline. Eventually the people would cry for help and God, 

in his great mercy, would raise up a deliverer, or judge. We saw how the pattern repeats and spirals 

downward into darkness. But now, in the midst of the darkness, we meet Ruth and her friends. 

 B. The events narrated in Ruth most likely take place sometime after Gideon, and the famine 

that took place in the land was very likely part of God’s discipline for Israel’s spiritual adultery. Before his 

people had actually entered the Promised Land, God said to them that if they loved him and served him 

with all of their heart and soul, then he would shower their land with rain and the grain, new wine, and 

olive oil would grow abundantly and allow them to eat and be satisfied. However, he went on to warn:  
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 Be careful, or you will be enticed to turn away to worship other gods and bow down to them. 

 Then the LORD’s anger will burn against you, and he will shut the heavens so that it will not rain, 

 and the ground will yield no produce . . . [Dt. 11:16f]  

We read that one of the places where the famine hit was Bethlehem. Whether it was God’s judgment or 

not, the city which means “house of bread” had none. So a man named Elimelech, his wife Naomi, and 

their two sons, left Bethlehem in search of food. They ended up in the land of Moab (modern-day 

Jordan), a land on the southeast side of the Dead Sea. Whether this was a good decision or not the text 

doesn’t say. For past Israelites, dating back to Abraham, leaving the Promised Land in times of famine 

was seen as a lack of faith. Repentance, not flight, was what God sought from his people. Running to a 

place like Moab, with its pagan gods and practices, would be playing with fire. But, driven by their 

hunger, they went anyway, like refugees, hoping to be received, ironically, by a foreign people.  

II. Scene 2 – Tragedy in Moab (vv. 3-5)   

 A. Having settled in Moab, Naomi’s husband dies. Soon after, both boys marry Moabite 

women—Orpah and Ruth. Ten years elapse and the next thing we’re told is that both husbands die. 

Further, we learn that neither left any children. Was this, too, the judgment of God for leaving Israel and 

marrying women of another faith? Jewish interpreters think so. The bottom line is that three husbands 

were gone and three widows were left, and in the ancient world, that was not a good recipe for it left 

them without any means of economic support, or any way of being cared for as they grew older.  

 B. So, as the story opens, we have Naomi, whose name means “pleasant” experiencing some not 

so very pleasant circumstances. A famine in her home. A move to a foreign land. The death of her 

husband. The death of her two sons. The lack of grandchildren. Economic vulnerability. Blow after blow, 

tragedy upon tragedy, and lots of darkness. It’s no wonder as the act goes on that the word “bitter” 

becomes attached to Naomi’s name. But before we explore that, good news arrives in Moab! 

III. Scene 3 – On the Road Home (vv. 6-18)   

 A. The good news is that after ten years light has begun to dawn. The famine has lifted, God has 

come to the aid of his people, and there is bread in Bethlehem again. So, Naomi and Orpah and Ruth set 

out on the road that will take Naomi home. Before they get too far, however, almost as if she has been 

pondering this for the first few kilometers, Naomi stops the group and encourages both young women 

to turn around and go back home. One of the problems is that Naomi has no more sons at home, and is 

too old to manufacture more, to carry out a practice called levirate (from “levir” brother-in-law) 

marriage – when a brother of a man who has died and left no children marries the widow to ensure 

there is a child to carry on the man’s name and provide for the woman as she grows old. There is a much 

better chance for you girls to remarry back in Moab, with the help of your own mothers, Naomi says.  

 B. After some hesitation, because it is apparent that these young women had grown close to 

and really did care for their mother-in-law, Orpah concludes that this is probably a pretty sensible idea 

and, with a peck on the cheek for Naomi, and a whole lot of tears, heads back, back the text tells us to 

her people and her gods (v. 15). But not Ruth. No peck on the cheek from her. Instead, Ruth clings to 

Naomi. It is a word filled with wonderful theological overtones, used in many contexts for holding fast to 

the Lord. For instance, “Love the LORD your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him” (Dt. 30:20). Or, 

from our Psalm today: “I cling to your decrees, O LORD; let me not be put to shame” (119:31).            
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Ruth was not only deciding to cling to Naomi; she had decided to cling to Naomi’s God. Did she learn 

about him from her husband? From Naomi? Ruth may not have understood all that had happened to 

her, from the loss of a husband to the lack of a child, but she was willing to cling to the LORD 

nonetheless: “Your people will be my people and your God my God” (v. 16). While Naomi’s faith was 

hanging by a thread, and while the faith of many in Israel had turned toward idolatry, Ruth, the former 

pagan from Moab, was all in for the Lord; she was the most faithful one of the bunch!   

IV. Scene 4 – Arrival (vv. 19-22) 

 A. Then, finally, Naomi arrives back home in Bethlehem. She and Ruth come in “like storm-

battered ships limping into the harbor.” Naomi also arrives home a bitter woman. As she had explained 

to Orpah and Ruth, it’s “because the Lord’s hand has turned against me!” (v. 13). And as we hear her 

instruct her old friends: Don’t call me Naomi (“pleasant”) anymore, call me Mara (“bitter”), because the 

Almighty has made my life bitter, he’s brought me back empty, he’s afflicted me, he’s brought 

misfortune upon me (vv. 20f). 

 B. To be sure, life for Naomi the last ten years has not been easy. Think of all the losses, all the 

changes, all the struggles. Have the difficult circumstances in your lives, from things just not working out 

as you had planned or hoped, to tragedy and heartache, ever left you bitter towards God, wondering: Is 

God really good and loving? Does God really care? Given my circumstances, we think, how could he be? 

And yet, can we trust, like Ruth seemed able to do, that our circumstances, as hard as they might be, are 

not bigger than God? Can we trust that God is still in control, despite our circumstances?  

 C. One of the problems with bitterness, and maybe one of the reasons Paul exhorts his Ephesian 

readers to get rid of it (Eph. 4:31), is that is can blind us to the presence and activity of God in our life. 

Naomi, it seems, was so blinded. She had not arrived at home alone, but, by the grace of God, had 

arrived with a wonderful daughter-in-law that had pledged her life to her. She had not arrived home 

totally empty but had come back to fields that were prosperous once again, and specifically, just as the 

barley harvest was beginning (v. 22), which would prove to be an incredible blessing to both women. 

Naomi had left when the “house of bread” was empty, but is back home as fresh barley is about to be 

cut and new bread is about to be baked. God has great fullness in store for Naomi, as well as for Ruth, 

but Naomi can’t see it because her bitterness toward what she does not have, and what she thinks God 

has done to her, has blinded her. 

Illustration: Have you ever seen the underside of a handmade tapestry? It is truly chaotic! It’s basically 

loose strings, a collection of knots, and trails of colored thread that lead nowhere. There is no 

discernable pattern or beauty. But turn it over and you will see the glorious work of a very talented 

artist who knew just what she was doing. Such is life. Life is quite often full of loose strings, knotty 

problems, and dead ends. But the artist of our lives, the Almighty God, knows exactly what he is doing 

and is carefully stitching together a beautiful piece of work. One day we will see the tapestry of our life 

from the right side. Often, we must be content with seeing more of the underside, while catching 

glimpses that God give us of the finished side, glimpses of his work, glimpses of his grace as he works all 

the knots and dead ends for our good and his glory.  

God was doing such a beautiful work here in the lives of Naomi and Ruth. Above all, we see the great 

biblical theme of going away and coming back, about our going away from God and his plan to woo us 

back. And the good news that woos us back begins with something that God has done Bethlehem, with 
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a different kind of bread he began to make, using ingredients like Naomi and Ruth, the bread of life we 

know as Jesus. No matter how long or how far you’ve been away, no matter how empty or bitter you 

may feel, may this chapter, and the rest of the story as it unfolds, help invite you to come home to the 

one who has made you, who knows you fully and still loves you, and who alone can meet and satisfy 

your deepest hunger.     

 


