
 1 

Ruth 1:1-22  “Abraham’s Niece”    November 29, 2015 

Psalm 83 

Luke 1:1-24 

 

What would it have been like for Ruth to walk into Bethlehem? 

 She is a Moabite. 

 Would the people of Judah have welcomed her? 

 During the days of the judges, the Moabites were oppressors of Israel. 

 

 Pastor Jon just preached on Eglon, the king of Moab, 

  who oppressed Israel in the days of Ehud. 

 

The negative attitude toward Moab is rooted in Numbers 25 – 

 “While Israel lived in Shittim, the people began to whore with the daughters of Moab.” 

 

So when Ruth walks into Bethlehem the common attitude would have been: 

 “Remember what those Moabite women did to your fathers?!” 

 “Yeah, they drew them away from the LORD through their charms…” 

 “She seduced Mahlon, no doubt! Watch your sons, ladies!” 

 

Ruth comes from the days of the Judges – before the time of David - 

 so Psalm 83 had not been written yet. 

But Psalm 83 expresses a common attitude towards Moab in the OT. 

 

But how do you suppose Ruth would have felt if she had been called to sing this song? 

 “Your people shall be my people, and your God my God.” 

 

For Ruth the Moabite to come to Bethlehem 

 she had to renounce her people and her gods. 

 

Think about how Paul says it, “to the Jew I became as a Jew.” 

 Why did Paul say that? 

 Because Paul recognized that to be a follower of Jesus  

  he could no longer be a Jew – he could only become “as a Jew.” 

 Your identity cannot be found in your ethnicity, in your sexuality, in anything else 

  except in Jesus. 

 

As we sing Psalm 83, I want you to think about the nations in terms of the nations of our day. 

 America, Russia, Syria, China, England - 

  when any nation arises against Jesus and his church, 

   then we pray that God will not be silent, 

  but will bring judgment against the nations.  

 

Yes, we pray that, like Ruth, they will repent and believe the gospel. 

But if they will not repent, then we must pray that God will cast them down! 
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Sing Psalm 83 

Read Luke 1:1-24 

 

In one sense, the story of Zechariah and Elizabeth is the opposite of Ruth. 

 Zechariah and Elizabeth are all that the people of God should be. 

  There are righteous before God,  

   walking blamelessly in all the commandments and statutes of the Lord. 

  He is a priest. 

  She is a daughter of Aaron. 

 Ruth is a Moabite. 

  Naomi is the wife of a man who did not walk blamelessly - 

   but who fled from the land when famine came. 

 

 Zechariah sees a vision in the temple - 

  as the angel of the Lord speaks to him and tells him that his wife will bear a son. 

 There is no voice to speak to Ruth or Boaz -  

  no promise of mighty deeds of salvation! 

 

But there are two parallels that we should see: 

 first, both Elizabeth and Ruth are barren; 

 and second, both stories occur in a time and a place where things are not right. 

 

“In the days of Herod, king of Judea.” 

 Herod was an Idumean – an Edomite. 

 Foreigners rule in Judah. 

 

And that reminds us of the beginning of Ruth, 

 “In the Days when the Judges Ruled...” 

 

Introduction: “In the Days When the Judges Ruled”  
 

Pastor Jon has been taking us through the book of Judges - 

 showing us how the era of the judges was a dark time. 

 

When you say to an Israelite audience, “in the days when the judges ruled,” 

 you are saying, “in the bad old days” -  

  in the days when there was no king in Israel, 

   and everyone did what was right in their own eyes. 

 

And if you look around you, I think most people would agree, 

 we live in a day when things are not right - 

 a day when everyone does what is right in their own eyes! 

 

Sure, in one sense everything has changed in the resurrection of Jesus. 

 But we walk by faith – not by sight. 

 We do not yet see everything in subjection under his feet. 
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 But by faith, we see Jesus sitting at the right hand of God, 

  crowned with glory and honor –  

   for the suffering of death that he tasted for everyone. 

 

But while we know that we are part of God's “big story” 

 you and I are living out our “little stories” in the midst of lots of uncertainties. 

 

As we saw last time, the story of Ruth is one of those “little stories” -  

 a story where the heroes do not realize that they have a key role in redemptive history. 

 

Zechariah knew that his wife would bear the forerunner to the Messiah! 

But when Ruth was standing at the fords of the Jordan, 

 she had no special promise – she had no angel of the LORD –  

 she didn't even know whether the people of Bethlehem would accept her. 

 

She must go forward in faith to a foreign land –  

 like her great-uncle Abraham hundreds of years before. 

 

Indeed, I have titled today sermon “Abraham's Niece,” 

 because that is where our story begins. 

 

 

1. “There Was a Famine…and They Went” (1:1-5) 

a. A Man and His Two Sons: The Famine in the House of Bread (v1) 

In the days when the judges ruled there was a famine in the land, and a man of Bethlehem in 

Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab, he and his wife and his two sons. 

 

And in the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine. 

 God had said that the Promised Land was a land flowing with milk and honey - 

  at least it would flow with milk and honey when Israel obeyed the LORD! 

 But in the days when the judges ruled 

  Israel frequently turned aside from the way of the LORD. 

 And so, not surprisingly, there was a famine in the land. 

 

And particularly, there was a famine in Bethlehem. 

 “Beth-lehem” means “house of bread.” 

 Bread will play a key role in this story. 

 And so for starters, there is a famine in the house of bread. 

 

And so a man of Bethlehem in Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab. 

 He is not named yet – only his town of origin is given. 

 He is a man of Bethlehem. 

  Bethlehem is the city where David was born. 

  At the end of the book of Ruth, we will hear the genealogy of David. 

 So from the start, this story is about David. 
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But this man of Bethlehem in Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab. 

 Who was Moab? 

  Moab was the son of Lot. 

  Lot was the nephew of Abraham. 

 And there are lots of echoes of the story of Lot in the book of Ruth! 

 

But for starters, just notice that there are five references to Moab in the first six verses. 

 Moab is on the east side of the Jordan River – near the Dead Sea. 

 This is where the land of Sodom and Gomorrah had been. 

 

 Lot had left Abraham and settled in the land of Sodom back in Genesis 13. 

  Then when God brought judgment upon Sodom and Gomorrah 

   God sent two angels to rescue Lot and his family (Gen 19). 

  Lot's sons-in-law refused to come, so he took his wife and two daughters, 

   and they fled. 

  They were warned not to look back - 

   but Lot's wife looked back, and was turned to a pillar of salt. 

 

 Lot and his daughters fled into the mountains, where his daughters got him drunk, 

  and committed incest with their father in order to get pregnant - 

  so that Moab and Ammon were descended from Lot and his daughters. 

 

 The Moabites and the Ammonites are thus “tainted” by the odor of Sodom. 

 

 But it's not surprising to find the children of Lot living in the same region. 

 

 What is surprising is to hear that a man of Bethlehem would go to Moab. 

 

Then in verse two we hear the names of family: 

 

b. The Names of the Family: My God Is King Isn’t Acting Like He Believes It! (v2)
 

2 
The name of the man was Elimelech and the name of his wife Naomi, and the names of his two 

sons were Mahlon and Chilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem in Judah. They went into 

the country of Moab and remained there. 

 

Elimelech means “my God is king.” 

 Naomi means “pleasant.” 

 

This is a good start! 

 In the days of Abraham, there had been a famine in the land, 

  and Abraham had left the Promised Land to sojourn in Egypt (Gen 12).  

 Will Elimelech be like Abraham? 

 

But the names of the sons are ominous: 

 Mahlon means “sickly” 

 Chilion means “frail.” 
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It's possible that these were nicknames 

 (like “Eglon” in the book of Judges), 

  but the names should warn you that trouble is just ahead. 

 

And for a second time we are told that they are from Bethlehem in Judah. 

 In the book of Judges Bethlehem is associated with good things - 

  so long as you stay in Bethlehem! 

 When Bethlehemites leave Bethlehem, it does not go so well... 

 

And so “My God is King” takes his wife, “Pleasant” 

 and his two sons, “Sickly” and “Frail,” 

  and they go into the country of Moab and remained there. 

 

 Elimelech does not remember what Moses had taught - 

  that man does not live by bread alone,  

   but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. 

 

 What had God said to do in the case of famine? 

  Repent. 

  Turn from sin and trust in God. 

  

But Elimelech takes matters into his own hands. 

 When the going gets tough, the tough get going! 

 And so he leaves the land of Promise - 

  he leaves his inheritance -  

   and takes his family to the land of Moab. 

 

Verse 3 wastes no time in showing that the wages of sin is death: 

 

b’. The Death of the Man: the Names of the Daughters-in-Law (v3-4)
 

3 
But Elimelech, the husband of Naomi, died, and she was left with her two sons. 

 

Naomi is left with Sick and Frail to take care of her. 

  

 
4 

These took Moabite wives; the name of the one was Orpah and the name of the other Ruth. 

They lived there about ten years, 

 

The names of the daughters-in-law are obscure - 

 which makes sense, since they are Moabites, not Israelites! 

They do not seem to be Hebrew names. 

 

We learn from chapter 4, verse 10, that Ruth had married Mahlon,  

 and Orpah had married Chilion. 

 

But while they lived in Moab about ten years, 

 neither Mahlon nor Chilion produced any children. 
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The wages of sin is death. 

 

 a’. The Death of the Sons: the Woman Left Without Her Sons or Husband (v5) 

 
5 

and both Mahlon and Chilion died, so that the woman was left without her two sons and her 

husband. 

 

Already in five short verses, we have reached the central crisis of the book. 

 Naomi and her sons had been led by her husband into a foreign land. 

 Her husband and her sons have all died - 

  and now she is left alone. 

 A stranger, a foreigner, a bereaved and now barren widow. 

 

The rest of the book will focus on how God gave rest to the widow, Naomi. 

  

But as I mentioned last week, 

 the book of Ruth is one of those stories where God is silent throughout. 

God never speaks to Naomi. 

 He makes no promises. 

 He never tells her of the great role that he has provided for her! 

 

And yet we hear in scene two of the character and grace of Naomi. 

 

2. “She Heard…That the LORD Had…Given Them Food” (1:6-22) 

a. The Question of Return (v6-14)
 

6 
Then she arose with her daughters-in-law to return from the country of Moab, for she had 

heard in the fields of Moab that the LORD had visited his people and given them food. 

 

Until now, Naomi has been dependent upon her husband and sons. 

 As long as there is a man in the house, she is dependent upon him. 

 But now, with now man to provide, she is cast upon her own resources. 

 

And what is the first thing that Naomi does in the book of Ruth. 

 “She arose...to return...for she had heard.” 

 She hears and so she acts. 

 

Bethlehem means “house of bread.” 

 And Naomi hears in the fields of Moab that the LORD had visited his people  

  and given them food (literally, “given them bread.”) 

  

 God can visit his people in bringing judgment – or in bringing blessing! 

  But the presence of God always does something! 

  When God visits his people, things change! 

 

We hear about that in the song of Zechariah in Luke's gospel (1:68-69): 

 “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has visited and redeemed his people 
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  and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David.”  

 

If you think about it, that is really the central story of the book of Ruth: 

 “The Lord God of Israel has visited and redeemed his people 

  and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of his servant David.” 

 The story begins with God visiting his people. 

 The story ends with a redeemer –  

  and the genealogy of David. 

 

And so when Naomi hears that the LORD has visited his people and given them bread: 

 

 
7 

So she set out from the place where she was with her two daughters-in-law, and they went on 

the way to return to the land of Judah. 
8 

But Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “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. 

 

When Naomi prays that the LORD will “deal kindly” with them 

 she uses the word hesed – often translated “steadfast love” or “covenant faithfulness” - 

  may the LORD show steadfast love to you, 

   as you have dealt with the dead and with me. 

 You were faithful to my sons and to me. 

 May God now be faithful to you. 

 

We do not know what happened to Orpah. 

 But certainly God showed covenant faithfulness to Ruth! 

 

Naomi knows that she cannot provide for these women, 

 so she pronounces a blessing upon her daughters-in-law:  

 

 
9 

The LORD grant that you may find rest, each of you in the house of her husband!” Then she 

kissed them, and they lifted up their voices and wept. 
10 

And they said to her, “No, we will return 

with you to your people.” 
11 

But Naomi said, “Turn back, my daughters; why will you go with 

me? Have I yet sons in my womb that they may become your husbands? 
12 

Turn back, my 

daughters; go your way, for I am too old to have a husband. If I should say I have hope, even if I 

should have a husband this night and should bear sons, 
13 

would you therefore wait till they were 

grown? Would you therefore refrain from marrying? No, my daughters, for it is exceedingly 

bitter to me for your sake that the hand of the LORD has gone out against me.” 
14 

Then they lifted 

up their voices and wept again. And Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth clung to her. 

 

Andrew Deliyannides has retold this story in the voice of Orpah. 

 It helps us think about what this story would sound like to a Moabite. 

– 

 

We embrace, three pathetic women, weeping in the wilderness. The gods would mock us, if they 

cared. And why would they? Locked in love-play in the firmament, they turn their brazen backs 
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to us, three barren women in a barren land. A laughable lot we are, moaning on the plains of 

Moab. 

 

We’ve followed her, Ruth and I, all the way across the Arnon, past the place they call Beth-

Jeshimoth, the House of Wilderness... 

 

But now I’ve gone as far as I’d intended to go. I kiss her one last time and turn away. Naomi was 

nice enough. My tears for her were true. She’d been a mother to me and Ruth. But still, 

amazingly, her ruin had not relieved her of that Hebrew air. They all had it, a subtle superiority, a 

respectable racism, perhaps exaggerated by their exile. More Hebrew than Hebrew, in the 

exasperating manner of expatriates, even those sickly boys we called husbands. Let’s not talk 

about what misfortune had caused Ruth and me to fix our fates with coughing Mahlon and 

consumptive Chilion. But now she’s right. What hope have we with her? What chance that two 

more sickly boys would spring now from her womb to replace the others? No, I’ll take my 

chances with a man of Moab. 

 

I turn, expecting to find Ruth following, but curiously, she clings to the old woman. Always 

angling to score a point, the goody-two-shoes. But she’ll come around, if she thinks for two 

seconds. Sure, she’s sad enough to see Naomi go, but to live in a strange land with a strange god 

in a place she’s only known from their foolish fables—burning bushes, talking donkeys, pillars 

of salt—who’d believe them? Ruth had always been more sensible than that, for all 

her sentimentality. 

 

I turn again to go, hoping Ruth will finally take her cue. Sure, they may be on the upswing now, 

the Israelites, but it wasn’t too long ago when they lived in hovels in the hillside while the 

Midianites gorged themselves on their grain (Judges 6:2). Hah! How the wheel turns! Chosen 

people only when they choose to be, when it’s to their advantage, a convenient covenant. 

Otherwise, they hide in their holes in the hills. More like Father Lot, I’d say, than Father 

Abraham (Gen 19:30). But then again, Father Lot had all the fun, even if Father Abraham got the 

fame. 

 

But now the wheel turns. Look how far the Children of Lot have come, the progress we’ve 

made—now Abram’s children come down out of their holes to have their fill of our food in time 

of famine. We’re banned from their assembly for not bringing them bread on the road from 

Egypt (Deut 23:4), but did we refuse when they came begging at our doorstep? I wonder if 

Naomi and her dead husband ever saw the irony. All fire and smoke, this Hebrew god, but does 

he feed his people with food? No, they had to choose the Children of Chemosh. 

 

I turn one last time to see if Ruth is catching up but I can hardly believe what happens next. Ruth 

follows her. Without so much as a glance in my direction, Ruth follows her toward the River. I 

look for a moment at the land toward which they turn, that land across the Jordan. Rain clouds 

gather and wring themselves out over its green hills. For all the milk-and-honey nonsense, 

heaven has smiled on that land. For another year. But what good is a farm without a future, or 

land without a lord? Who ever heard of a country without a king? They’ll soon be sorry for their 

stubbornness. The wheel turns. And at last, another Eglon will arise and take up arms against our 

ancient enemy. These Jews, no strangers themselves to holocaust, have hauled its harrow, but 
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they’ll soon find the scythe of genocide cuts both ways. They’ll fall to the threshing floor if not 

by the hand of Moab, then of Ammon. If not Ammon, then Amalek. 

 

I shrug and head home. I’ll be damned if I turn to salt. I’ll take my chances with a man of Moab, 

with Moab’s god and king. [“The Hesed Monologues”] 

– 

 

Andrew's story highlights what it would mean for a Moabite to leave. 

 

The other aspect is what it means for Naomi to return. 

For Naomi, the focus is on “return” - 

 a word used 12 times in our passage. 

 

The word “return” is often used to express repentance - 

 a turning back – a turning from one way to another. 

 

Naomi has heard that the LORD has visited his people 

 and has brought them food. 

 

And so Naomi repents and returns to the LORD – and to the Land. 

 But she does not expect her daughters-in-law to come with her. 

 After all, she has no way to provide for herself – much less for them. 

 

 In the same way that Naomi was helpless and a stranger in Moab, 

  her daughters-in-law would be helpless and strangers in Bethlehem. 

 

But this time there is no man to protect them. 

 A lone woman is vulnerable in the ancient world. 

 Who will be her protector? 

 

And in verse 15 Naomi comes to the central point: 

 

b. Ruth’s Speech: “Your God Will Be My God” (v15-18)
 

15 
And she said, “See, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and to her gods; return 

after your sister-in-law.” 

 

What will Ruth do? 

 Ruth is now caught halfway. 

 Will Ruth return to Moab? 

 Or will she return with Naomi to Bethlehem? 

  

Ruth's response is justly famous: 

 

 
16 

But Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you or to return 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. 
17 

Where you die I will die, and there will I be buried. May the LORD do so to me and more 
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also if anything but death parts me from you.” 
18 

And when Naomi saw that she was determined 

to go with her, she said no more. 

 

But Andrew's monologue helps us think about what this means for Ruth. 

 She is a daughter of Lot. 

 

Lot and his wife and two daughters left Abraham to sojourn in the country of Sodom. 

 When judgment came upon Sodom, Lot's sons-in-law refused to leave, 

  so they died in the judgment of Sodom, 

  and Lot's wife was turned to pillar of salt as she looked back at the city. 

 Helped by the angels, Lot and his two daughters escaped -  

  but then the daughters seduced their father: 

   one daughter bore Ammon, 

   the other daughter bore Moab - 

  so that the Ammonites and Moabites were descended from Lot. 

 

Now, a man of Bethlehem in Judah goes to sojourn in the land of Moab. 

 He and his sons die there. 

 And his wife returns -  

  but now there is a twist! 

  

Here there are no angels. 

 Here there is no supernatural assistance. 

 

 But the daughter of Moab, still smelling of the reek of Sodom, 

  tainted by the incest of Lot and his daughter - 

   renounces the gods of Moab, 

  to become a daughter of Abraham by faith. 

 

I want you to think about this. 

 God's curse of utter destruction was upon Sodom and Gomorrah. 

  He destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah with fire from heaven. 

 Lot's daughters were the only natives of Sodom to survive. 

 

 And now, through Ruth, the survivors of Sodom will be included in the line of Christ. 

 

There's a pattern here. 

 Because God's curse of utter destruction was also upon the Canaanites - 

  yet Rahab, the Canaanite, will also be included in the line of Christ. 

 And God places a curse of utter destruction upon Ahab, the king of Israel - 

  and yet his daughter Athaliah's grandson, Joash, is in the line of Christ. 

 

When God puts a decree of utter destruction upon a people, 

 he is very likely to include them in the line of the Redeemer! 

 

But we're getting ahead of ourselves! 
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 Naomi and Ruth are only on the road to Bethlehem... 

 

b’. Naomi’s Speech: “The Almighty Has Brought Calamity upon Me” (v19-21)
 

19 
So the two of them went on until they came to Bethlehem. And when they came to Bethlehem, 

the whole town was stirred because of them. And the women said, “Is this Naomi?” 
20 

She said to 

them, “Do not call me Naomi;
[a]

 call me Mara,
[b]

 for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with 

me. 
21 

I went away full, and the LORD has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi, when the 

LORD has testified against me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?” 

 

Some commentators think that Naomi is accusing Yahweh of injustice. 

 But all she says in verse 13 is that “it is exceedingly bitter to me for your sake 

  that the hand of the LORD has gone out against me.” 

 And now here in verse 20, that the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. 

  I went away full, and the LORD has brought be back empty. 

 Why call me 'pleasant' when the LORD has testified against me  

  and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me? 

 

 She is simply speaking the truth! 

  Her husband is dead. 

  Her sons are dead. 

 

 Bitterness and grief are her lot. 

 That's not a false accusation against God. 

 That's a proper complaint! 

 

When your husband dies an untimely death,  

 it is entirely right to say that the hand of the LORD has gone out against you! 

When your body malfunctions - 

 and you have cancer in your twenties, 

 or you are unable to have children, 

 or you have a serious medical condition that impairs your health - 

  it's okay to say that God's hand is against you. 

 

 And your life is bitter. 

 

She went away full – with a husband and two sons. 

She has returned empty – with only a daughter-in-law. 

 And this is no insult to Ruth. 

 What can Ruth do? 

 She is a helpless widow as well - 

  and what is worse, a foreign widow! 

 

But what should Naomi say? 

 “Sure, life's been hard, but God is with me – so everything is fine!” 

 That would be pious nonsense! 

  If life is hard, and the hand of God has been against you, 
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   it's okay – no, not just okay –  

   it is the only just and right thing to do 

    to say: 

   “the LORD has testified against me  

    and the Almighty has brought calamity on me.” 

 

 Sometimes I just want to wring the necks of the pious commentators 

  who just want everyone to be happy all the time! 

 

After all, what should Naomi do? 

 She should do precisely what she is doing. 

 She is returning. 

 She's here. 

 

And when life is hard – and the hand of the LORD is against you –  

 then you come to Bethlehem. 

 

a’. Naomi’s Return: “They Came to Bethlehem at the Beginning of the Barley 

Harvest” (v22)
 

22 
So Naomi returned, and Ruth the Moabite her daughter-in-law with her, who returned from the 

country of Moab.  

 

Naomi returned, yes – that is the first point –  

 but Ruth “returned”?  

The word “shub” simply means to “turn” or “return.” 

 Plainly Naomi returned. 

 And then it uses the same word for Ruth. 

 She has also “turned” from the country of Moab. 

  Or perhaps we should say “returned.” 

 After all, by faith Ruth has already demonstrated that she is no longer a niece 

  but a true daughter of Abraham. 

 

And they came to Bethlehem at the beginning of barley harvest. 

 

As the Commentator has put it so well: 

 

“In contrast to her husband Elimelech, Naomi turns,  

 she turns toward the Land of Promise.  

 She turns from the Fields of Moab to the House of Bread.  

 She turns from famine to plenty,  

  from desolation to deliverance,  

  from judgment to redemption.  

 She turns in faith toward the covenant God of Abraham.  

 And it is as if the sun rises over the hills of Judah when we read at the end of the chapter 

   that “they came to Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley harvest” (Ruth 1:22). 

Bethlehem, the House of Bread, is about to be filled again.  
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 The harvest is approaching.  

 The land of wheat and barley,  

  of vines and fig trees and pomegranates,  

  the land of olive oil and honey is about to burst forth with its bountiful harvest.  

 Dear brothers and sisters in Christ:  

  there is a man born in Bethlehem whose house is full of bread  

  and who stands ready and able to redeem. 

 

O Father, we thank Your for Your Son, who is the Bread of Life, the Living Waters. May we 

feed on Him and drink of Him that we may have life eternal. Grant us the grace by Your Spirit to 

look to You, to trust in You this hour, this day, this week as our shield and our exceedingly great 

reward. This we pray in Jesus’ name, Amen.” [Andrew Deliyannides, “The Book of Ruth” 

chapter 4, p19] 

 


