
“The Emptiness of a Bitter Heart” 

Ruth 1:18-22 

(Preached at Trinity, February 7, 2016) 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  

twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  

substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 

Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  

make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

1. The Book of Ruth opens with the introduction of the Elimelech family who left Judah 

during a famine to dwell in the pagan land of the Moabites. 

Ruth 1:1 NAU - "And a certain man of Bethlehem in Judah went to sojourn in the 
land of Moab with his wife and his two sons."  

2. As I’ve pointed out, this was a serious act of compromise. Elimelech and his family were 

God’s covenant people. God had placed them in Judah for a purpose. They were to 

remain separated from the surrounding nations. They were to trust Him for His provision. 

This was demonstrated by the manna in the wilderness and by God’s mighty arm in 

driving out their enemies. God promised them He would provide if they rusted Him. 

Leviticus 26:3-4 NAU - "If you walk in My statutes and keep My commandments 
so as to carry them out,  4 then I shall give you rains in their season, so that the 
land will yield its produce and the trees of the field will bear their fruit."  

3. The Moabites were idolatrous pagans. They had often proven to be Israel’s enemy and 

had often led Israel into sin.  

 Relocating to Moab proved both physically and spiritually disastrous for this family. 

Soon after they arrived Elimelech died leaving Naomi as a widow. Their two sons 

embraced the ways of the Moabites and married two Moabite women. After this Noemi 

lost her two sons.  

4. Naomi could have returned to Bethlehem with her sons after the death of Elimelech but 

she chose to stay and make her home among the Moabites. God’s hand had been hard 

upon her while in Moab. God had humbled her in order to restore her to a right 

relationship with Himself and His people. The second half of Chapter 1 deals with her 

road home.  

Ruth 1:6 NAU - "Then she arose with her daughters-in-law that she might return 
from the land of Moab"  
Ruth 1:7 NAU - "So she departed from the place where she was"  

5. Naomi, however, was not broken easily, even though she knew beyond a doubt that her 

suffering was by hand of God. 

Ruth 1:13 NAU - "it is harder for me than for you, for the hand of the LORD has 
gone forth against me."  

6. There are two ways we can respond to God’s chastening hand upon us.  

a. The first is to acknowledge the folly and sinfulness of our actions and the justness 

of God’s discipline and repent. This is the example of David: 

Psalm 51:2-4 NAU - "Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity And cleanse 
me from my sin.  3 For I know my transgressions, And my sin is ever 
before me.  4 Against You, You only, I have sinned And done what is evil 
in Your sight, So that You are justified when You speak And blameless 
when You judge."  
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b. The second is to become bitter and resentful of our condition. At this point this is 

where Naomi is. Her bitterness has made her empty, completely void of joy, and 

the praise of God. 

7. Tonight I want to set this subject before you. Bitterness is a terrible curse. It can invade 

our heart at any time. It can rob us of the joy of Christ and destroy our witness. We need 

to guard diligently against it at all times.  

 Naomi demonstrates for us why bitterness is so dangerous. 

 

I. Bitterness can cause us to exaggerate our situation 

 A. Naomi could only see the bad 

  1. To Naomi her life could only be described by the word “bitter” 

Ruth 1:20 NAU - "Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the 
Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me."  

   a. The name Naomi means “pleasant” or “delightful” 

    The name Mara means “bitter”  

  2. She could only see the bad in her life – “Call me Mara” 

She failed to recognize the wonderful blessing of Ruth’s faithfulness. 

Naomi’s husband and sons were dead, and yet Ruth faithfully stood by 

her. What a blessing to have such a daughter-in-law 

3. Bitterness caused her to see this difficult providence only in terms of the 

hardness, not the goodness of God’s purposes, and His mercies even in the 

face of hardship. 

 B. Satan has always brought into doubt the goodness of God 

1. Adam was placed in a world of richness. The garden was filled with 

boundless fruit and a perfect environment. Adam was only prohibited 

from partaking of a single tree. Satan convinced Eve that God was trying 

to restrict her from rising to greatness.  

Genesis 3:5 NAU - "For God knows that in the day you eat from it 
your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good 
and evil."  

2. During times of affliction Satan fills our minds with all manner of lies and 

deceits. Naomi could not see beyond her present suffering.  

C. Bitterness causes us to forget the great privilege of being one of God’s covenant 

people 

1. This is what led Elimelech to Moab to begin with. He didn’t treasure his 

relationship with God. He considered it a small thing to leave Bethlehem 

to dwell in Moab. 

 Now Naomi is continuing this mindset. In the absence of her earthly 

pleasures there is nothing left. 

2. Those who have their eye upon God find true contentment. Our greatest 

joy is to rest in His presence.  

Hebrews 13:5 NAS - "Let your character be free from the love of 
money, being content with what you have; for He Himself has said, 
"I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you,"  

 The Psalmist says it well: 

Psalm 84:10 NAU - "For a day in Your courts is better than a 
thousand outside. I would rather stand at the threshold of the house 
of my God Than dwell in the tents of wickedness."  
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3. Joy in Christ will help us to rise above every earthly circumstance. 

 

II. Bitterness can cause us to disregard the suffering of others 

 A. Naomi pretended she was the only one facing hardship 

1. She had lost her husband two sons. This is a hard providence. It is difficult 

to imagine the pain she felt, the terrible loss 

2 But her two daughter-in-laws had also lost husbands. Were they not also 

suffering. But listen to Naomi 

   Ruth 1:13 – NAS - "it is harder for me than for you"  
   Ruth 1:13 NIV - "It is more bitter for me than for you"  
   a. I’m aware that some translations state it differently 

Ruth 1:13 ESV - "for it is exceedingly bitter to me for your 
sake that the hand of the LORD has gone out against me."  
Ruth 1:13 KJV - "it grieveth me much for your sakes that the 
hand of the LORD is gone out against me."  

b. Naomi’s attitude towards Ruth in the rest of the passage suggests 

that the NASB is more accurate.  

3. In Verses 16-17 Ruth gives a beautiful declaration of faithfulness and 

loyalty towards Naomi. It would bring the hardest heart to tears.  

And how does Naomi answer. Nothing!  

Ruth 1:18 NAU - "she said no more to her."  
Ruth 1:18 KJV - "then she left speaking unto her."  
Wouldn’t you expect, “Oh my dear daughter. You’ve been such an 

encouragement to me. How God has blessed me with such a wonderful 

daughter-in-law. I treasure your love.” 

  4. Then when Naomi arrives in Bethlehem it’s all about her 

   In Verses 20-21 all of Naomi’s words describe her. 

   a. What about Ruth!  

Ruth 1:21 NAU - "I went out full, but the LORD has brought 
me back empty."  
How could she say this in light of Ruth’s incredible loyalty? She 

actually came back full but in her bitterness could not think about Ruth. 

   b. All of the women of the town exclaimed, "Is this Naomi?"  
Naomi should have answered, “Yes, it’s me. Let me introduce you 

to my daughter-in-law Ruth. She’s come to live with us.” 

 B. We are self-centered by nature 

1. When we face hardship the danger is to have our heart filled with 

bitterness where all attention is turned upon ourselves. We can become 

filled with self-pity, as if we are the only ones that suffer hardship. 

 I used to have a lady work for me in my restaurant. Every day when she 

arrived I’d say, “Good morning. How are you doing today.” And every 

day she’d answer, “Not too good.” She was perpetually unhappy. 

Bitterness had consumed her heart.  

2. In such a state we can become oblivious to the suffering of others.  

3. All of us face struggles. We live in a broken world. When we look outside 

ourselves and immerse ourselves into the lives of others our own problems 

become less significant. And when we seek to bring joy to others our own 

joy increases.  
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III. Bitterness can cause us to complain against God 

A. Naomi not only credited her suffering to God. She blamed God and complained 

bitterly 

Ruth 1:20-21 NAU - "Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the 
Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me.  21 "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?"  
1. So often when the circumstances of life go bad for us we attribute it to 

God’s strict retribution rather than the result of our own foolish sin. 

2. We don’t find anything here of Naomi accepting responsibility for her 

suffering. She doesn’t say anything about the sin of choosing to dwell with 

the Moabites. There is nothing of a broken and contrite heart. There is 

nothing but bitterness – “Call me Mara” 

3. God was calling her to account. 

   Ruth 1:21 NAS - "he LORD has witnessed against me"  
 But her response was that of bitterness, not repentance 

4. Bitterness can cause us to despise God’s chastening.  

At the same time bitterness causes us to forget God’s goodness. We forget 

all of His tender mercies. We begin to lift up our voice in complaint 

  5. It brings to memory the children of Israel as they traveled from Egypt 

   a. They continually complained and murmured  

Exodus 15:23-24 NAU - "When they came to Marah, they 
could not drink the waters of Marah, for they were bitter; 
therefore it was named Marah.  24 So the people grumbled at 
Moses, saying, "What shall we drink?"  
Exodus 16:2-3 NAU - "The whole congregation of the sons 
of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron in the 
wilderness.  3 The sons of Israel said to them, "Would that 
we had died by the LORD'S hand in the land of Egypt, when 
we sat by the pots of meat, when we ate bread to the full; for 
you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole 
assembly with hunger."  

b. Even after God gives them supernatural Manna – sweet to the taste 

like wafers made with honey they will soon became dissatisfied 

with this rich provision of God and complain 

Numbers 11:4-6 – “And the mixt multitude that was among 
them fell a lusting: and the children of Israel also wept again, 
and said, Who shall give us flesh to eat?  We remember the 
fish, which we did eat in Egypt freely; the cucumbers, and 
the melons, and the leeks, and the onions, and the garlick:  
But now our soul is dried away: there is nothing at all, beside 
this manna, before our eyes.” 
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6. While it was Moses, their leader, that they directed their complaints 

towards it was actually against God that they complained 

Exodus 16:8 NAU - "the LORD hears your grumblings which you 
grumble against Him. And what are we? Your grumblings are not 
against us but against the LORD."  
Numbers 14:27 NAU - "How long shall I bear with this evil 
congregation who are grumbling against Me? I have heard the 
complaints of the sons of Israel, which they are making against Me."  

 B. How often are we guilty of complaining 

 1. Murmuring is caused by a hatred of God’s rule – His Divine Providence 

  God is the first cause of all things and has authority over all things! 

2. When we murmur we are questioning His wisdom and despising His will.  

 C. Remember, in the Hebrew mind a person’s name describes their character 

  Naomi was describing the fullness of her being as being bitter. 

1. Instead of complaining about her emptiness and calling her life bitter she 

should have confessed the foolishness of dwelling among the Moabites 

and accepted the rightness of God’s hand upon her 

  2. Our words must echo the words of Abraham 

Genesis 18:25 NAU - "Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal 
justly?"  

3. When Eli learned of God’s judgment upon his house because of the sins of 

his sons Hophni and Phinehas – that his sons were about to be struck down  

1 Samuel 3:18 NAU - "let Him do what seems good to Him."  
4. When Job lost his sons and his daughters, his flocks and herds in a single 

day he could only say, 

Job 1:21 NAU - "Naked I came from my mother's womb, And 
naked I shall return there. The LORD gave and the LORD has 
taken away. Blessed be the name of the LORD."  

  5. We must recognize God’s hand in all things and praise Him for it 

a.  Naomi surely saw that it was the hand of God, but there was no 

praise 

b. Instead of complaining about all things we should worship Him in 

all things.  

c. Naomi cried out that the hand of God was against her 

Ruth 1:13 NAU - "the hand of the LORD has gone forth 
against me."  
Instead of crying that all things are against us we should give God 

thanks for all things. 

1 Thessalonians 5:18 NAU - "in everything give thanks; for 
this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus."  
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Conclusion: 
1. Only God can make the bitter sweet.  

God sweetened the bitter waters of Marah 

2. God is able to take all of our trials and turn our mourning into joy 

1 Peter 1:7-8 NAU - "so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than 
gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in 
praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ;  8 and though you 
have not seen Him, you love Him, and though you do not see Him now, but 
believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of glory,"  

3. We must admit the rightness of God’s judgment; the justness of His correction.  

4. And we must recognize clearly that God is working for our good. Naomi would not have 

returned from Moab if the bitter circumstance of losing her husband and sons had not 

occurred. And apart from these circumstances she would not have experienced the 

wonderful faithfulness of Ruth.  

 Even at the close of Chapter 1 we can see a glimmer of hope: 

 "And they came to Bethlehem at the beginning of barley harvest. "  
5. And we must not miss God’s overarching redemptive purpose in all His works. Naomi’s 

circumstances of sorrow were being used of God to bring about the Savior of the world.  

6. Can you see God’s greater work in the midst of your trials? 

 


