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THE BIG IDEA: Ruth is a story about ______________. 
 
I’m stating the obvious, I’m sure, when I say that every story starts 
somewhere and then moves. It’s not a story if all it does is describe a 
circumstance or a dilemma. In a story, circumstances change – 
sometimes to the better, sometimes to the worse. In a story, people 
respond to their circumstances – sometimes reacting and sometimes 
taking proactive steps. Stories move, though it is possible for a story to 
end up in the same place it started. This is one of our human anxieties – 
that our life will always be what it is today. Alfred Hitchcock, the great 
British movie producer, was a master at telling stories that expose the 
anxieties we live with. I saw a Hitchcock story recently in which a 
woman was being stalked by an unknown man who kept phoning her 
and indicating that he knew everything she was doing. It upset her 
greatly, but over time, she figured out who it was, and when that man 
showed up at her house one night, she shot him dead. Then, as the 
man’s dead body lay at her feet, her phone rang. It was the stalker. 
Stories can move forward and still end up in the same place they 
started, and that’s part of what we worry about – that our lives will be 
like that! That we’ll never escape the circumstances that torment us 
today. 
The book of Ruth is a story about life. It starts with trouble and 
disappointment, but then it moves. What I want us to do, today, is to 
notice where it moves to. Ruth starts with heartache and 
disappointment and then moves... Where? I hope to find some 
encouragement for you as we learn where this story moves. So let’s 
start at the beginning. 
 
Where the Story Begins 
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We know we’re in for a bumpy ride from the opening sentence of this 
story. 
1 Now it came about in the days when the judges governed, that there 
was a famine in the land. 
It’s not just the famine that tips us off to hard times. This story takes 
place “when the judges governed.”  
The judges governed Israel in the book of Judges, which is the book just 
before Ruth. It was not a glorious period of history for the people of 
Israel. It was a chaotic, rebellious time that saw a repeated cycle of 
sinful behavior by God’s people, followed by a foreign power 
threatening to overrun the country, followed by desperation for God’s 
help, followed by God raising up a “judge” – a military leader who 
would defeat the enemy and point the people back to God. For a short 
time, the people would be faithful, but then the cycle would start again. 
And every time they went through that cycle, Israel came out weaker 
than the time before. It was hard to be a faithful follower of God in the 
days when the judges ruled, because the culture didn’t value 
faithfulness. There was no anchor to people’s behavior. They did 
whatever they felt like doing. The last line of the book of Judges 
describes the predominant attitude of the day. “Everybody did what 
was right in his own eyes.” 
 
What a contrast we’re going to see between the self-centered culture 
of that day (much like our own?) and the two heroes of our story – Ruth 
and Boaz! Knowing how hard it was to follow God in their culture, 
we’re going to see them follow Him anyway, and we’re going to see 
God exalt them as they do, and we’re going to see others be blessed 
because Ruth and Boaz faithfully follow God. And I hope to show that 
there is no limit to the potential good that can happen when you and I 
live our lives for God, even in hard times. But before we see all of that, 
we need to look more carefully at where this story begins. The first five 
verses describe a brutal beginning. 
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In the days when the judges ruled in Israel, a severe famine came upon 
the land. So a man from Bethlehem in Judah left his home and went to 
live in the country of Moab, taking his wife and two sons with him. 2 The 
man’s name was Elimelech, and his wife was Naomi. Their two sons 
were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem in the 
land of Judah. And when they reached Moab, they settled there. 

3 Then Elimelech died, and Naomi was left with her two sons. 4 The two 
sons married Moabite women. One married a woman named Orpah, 
and the other a woman named Ruth. But about ten years later, 5 both 
Mahlon and Kilion died. This left Naomi alone, without her two sons or 
her husband. 

Look at the heartache written into this story in the first five verses, 
especially for Naomi.  

•  Her husband was an “Ephrathite” – a citizen of Bethlehem (or as 
Micah 5:2 calls that city, “Bethlehem Ephratha”). He was probably 
a member of the tribe of Ephraim. That would have made him a 
landowner, so Naomi’s life would have been better than some 
and probably better than most. But circumstances beyond her 
control took that away – a famine so severe that Naomi and her 
husband thought it was better to be living in a foreign land than 
to stay in Israel. So, they packed up the family, abandoned their 
home and their land, and went to “sojourn in the land of Moab” 
(1:1).  

•  It had to be a bit humiliating to go to Moab. There doesn’t seem 
to have been any hostility between Moab and Israel right then, 
but Moab was the country that had refused to let Israel cross 
through their territory when Israel was traveling toward the 
Promised Land – refused even to sell them food for the journey 
(Deuteronomy 23:4). It was Moab that had hired the prophet Balaam 
to come and curse Israel (Numbers 22-24). And it was Moabite women 
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who led Israeli men into the worship of false gods and angered 
the God of Israel so much that He had a number of men executed 
(Numbers 25:1-5). In fact, no Moabite man was ever to be allowed into 
the congregation of God’s people (Deuteronomy 23:3). So, this trip to 
Moab had to leave a bitter taste in Naomi’s mouth if she cared at 
all about living for God.  

•  But then it got worse. In Moab, Naomi’s husband died. We don’t 
know how, but it left Naomi and her sons alone in a foreign land 
(1:3).  

•  Then her sons married women from Moab. That couldn’t have 
been an entirely happy turn. If her sons had been daughters, they 
would not have been allowed to marry a Moabite man.1  It was 
apparently okay to bring a Moabite woman into the family, but it 
couldn’t have been what a Jewish mother had dreamed of for her 
sons (1:4).  

•  I suppose Naomi might have been consoled by the thought that 
at least her grandchildren would be considered Israeli, since their 
fathers would be Israeli. But over the next 10 years there were no 
grandchildren! That too would have been a heartache. The central 
command of God to His followers is that they “multiply and fill the 
earth,” but Naomi’s sons and their Moabite wives produced no 
children. That had to have been a deep disappointment to Naomi.  

•  And then, for reasons unstated, both of Naomi’s sons died, 
leaving her, as verse 5 says in the NASB translation, “bereft of her 
two children and her husband.” The word translated “bereft” 
means to be left behind or to be left without. That certainly would 
have described Naomi by the end of verse 5 – left without – 
without home, without husband, without sons, without 
descendants, without a way to provide food or housing, without 
hope. Who would be able to redeem her from such miserable 
circumstances?  

 
1 (Deuteronomy 23:3, see also Nehemiah 13:1). 
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Our life doesn’t have to be this bad to feel a bit of what Naomi must 
have felt. We’ve had thoughts similar to what she might have been 
feeling. “This is it! This is what life is going to be for me. I have no 
control over anything, and it’s never going to change. How is it ever 
going to change?” 

I don’t know about you but there were many times in the last year that 
I had to ask God to help me fight off those feelings. As you could see by 
the weight gain, I didn’t always listen to His Holy Spirit and tried to 
comfort myself.  Here we see Naomi hasn’t abandoned God. We’ll see, 
next week, that she still saw her world as under the control of God, but 
she was no longer expecting anything good from God. We can hear 
Naomi’s hopelessness in verses we’ll look at next week. In Ruth 1:13 
she expresses her conviction that “the hand of the Lord has gone forth 
against me.” Ruth 1:20-21, as Naomi returns to her home city of 
Bethlehem, she says...  

 “Don’t call me Naomi,” she responded. “Instead, call me Mara, [which 
means bitter] for the Almighty has made life very bitter for me. 21 I went 
away full, but the LORD has brought me home empty. Why call me 
Naomi [which means pleasant] when the LORD has caused me to suffer 
[or has testified against me] and the Almighty has sent such tragedy 
upon me?” 

“I went out full, but the LORD has brought me back empty... the LORD 
has witnessed against me and the Almighty has afflicted me?"  

She hadn’t abandoned her belief in God. She was just no longer 
expecting good things from God.  

 

Most of us wouldn’t change places with Naomi, though some of you 
might identify with her in her sadness and in her hopelessness and in 
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her helplessness before God. If you do, then this story appears to have 
been written for you. It’s a story of how God redeems a life that seems 
to be lost – a life that seems to have been derailed – a life that seems to 
be without anchor, or focus, or purpose. But how can a story about a 
sad and defeated woman be of any help to people who are sad and 
defeated themselves? Well, it’s all in where this story moves. It starts in 
the sad circumstances of Naomi, but it moves to a place far different. It 
starts with Naomi in misery, but it ends with Naomi in bliss!  

Where the Story Moves  

Look with me to where this story moves. Turn to Ruth 4:13-17. Naomi 
has returned to Israel – her homeland – along with one of her 
daughters-in-law, Ruth. And through a series of providential events, 
Ruth has even married Boaz, a well-to-do relative of Naomi, an event in 
which Naomi had played that prized role – among women – of 
matchmaker.  

That whole series of events, after they returned to Israel, had given 
Naomi great joy. But her joy is just beginning. Let me read one of the 
closing scenes in the story of Ruth. Ruth 4:13-17.  

 “So Boaz took Ruth into his home, and she became his wife. When he 
slept with her, the LORD enabled her to become pregnant, and she gave 
birth to a son. 14 Then the women of the town said to Naomi, “Praise 
the LORD, who has now provided a redeemer for your family! May this 
child be famous in Israel. 15 May he restore your youth and care for you 
in your old age. For he is the son of your daughter-in-law who loves you 
and has been better to you than seven sons!” 

16 Naomi took the baby and cuddled him to her breast. And she cared 
for him as if he were her own. 17 The neighbor women said, “Now at last 
Naomi has a son again!” And they named him Obed. He became the 
father of Jesse and the grandfather of David.” 
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Now, let me ask a question here. Why are the women of Bethlehem 
saying these things to Naomi in 14? 

14 “Praise the Lord, who has now provided a redeemer for your family! 
May this child be famous in Israel.” 

Why is it Naomi who is reveling in the birth of this child. And why are 
the women of Bethlehem saying “Now at last Naomi has a son again!” 
It’s Ruth who had the baby, so why is the focus on Naomi? Why does 
this whole story open and close with stories about Naomi? Is this a 
story about Naomi or about Ruth? The name of the book is “Ruth,” 
which makes me think it’s a book about Ruth. But the story begins with 
Naomi under pressure and ends with Naomi in glory. Is this a story 
about Naomi or about Ruth?  

Maybe it’s not really a story about either one!  

•  Maybe it’s a story about God, who works through all kinds of 
people and all kinds of circumstances to bring about His glory. 
He’s even working in the midst of human struggle and suffering.  

•  Maybe it’s a story about God, who takes the lives of His followers 
and weaves them into His own story in such a way that –one day – 
all of us will be left sitting like Naomi, gazing with wonder at what 
God has produced from our crazy mixed-up lives.  

•  Maybe it’s a story of how God fulfills His promises, even though 
people who have given up hope.  

•  Maybe it’s a story about God, who can bring glory even to the 
most desperate people.  

•  Maybe it’s a story about God, who knows how to move troubled 
people to a place where they are again praising Him.  

•  Maybe it’s a story about God, urging us to stay faithful to Him, 
even when we can’t see the results of His presence.  
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• Maybe it’s a story about God, who is calling us to fight – and to 
keep fighting – to fix our attention on Him rather than on our 
circumstances.  

• Maybe it’s a story about God, who is leading us out of our 
problems and into a place of satisfaction and contentment.  

I tend to think that this is a story about God, and I think that because of 
where this story ends. You’ve already noticed that the book of Ruth 
doesn’t end with Naomi cuddling her prized grandson. It ends with a 
genealogy in verses 18-22. Five kind of boring verses.  

18 This is the genealogical record of their ancestor Perez: 

Perez was the father of Hezron. Hezron was the father of Ram. Ram was 
the father of Amminadab. Amminadab was the father of Nahshon. 
Nahshon was the father of Salmon. Salmon was the father of Boaz. 
Boaz was the father of Obed. Obed was the father of Jesse. Jesse was 
the father of David. 

I told you last week that this story was written down long after the 
events occurred, and these are the verses that prove it. Naomi didn’t 
know that little Obed would grow up to be the father of Jesse. Naomi 
didn’t know that little Obed would grow up to be the grandfather of 
David. Naomi didn’t know that David would grow up to be the greatest 
non-divine king Israel would ever have. Naomi didn’t know that she 
herself would become the great-great- grandmother of the greatest 
non-divine king Israel would ever have. And Naomi certainly didn’t 
know that from her descendants would come the King of all Kings.  

All she really knew was what these women were telling her in verse 14. 
“Praise the Lord, who has now provided a redeemer for your family!” 

Wrap up for today 



PASTOR DAVID STIER 

5/2/21 

Where the Story Begins 

Sermon manuscript not edited for publishing. 

 
9 

A.J. Gordon was well-known preacher in Boston in the latter half of the 
1800’s. One day, after a service, a young boy met him carrying a rusty 
cage containing several very ordinary birds, miserably trapped in their 
unfortunate circumstances. Gordon inquired, "Son, where did you get 
those birds?" The boy replied, "I trapped them out in the field." "What 
are you going to do with them?" "I'm going to play with them, and then 
I guess I'll just feed them to an old cat we have at home." When Gordon 
offered to buy them, the boy exclaimed, "Mister, you don't want them, 
they're just little old wild birds and can't sing very well." Gordon 
replied, "I'll give you $2 for the cage and the birds." "Okay, it's a deal, 
but you're making a bad bargain." The exchange was made and the boy 
went away happy with his shiny coins. Walking around the back of the 
church, Gordon opened the door of the cage and let the struggling 
creatures soar into the blue. The next Sunday he took the empty cage 
into the pulpit and used it to illustrate what God does for us. He does 
not leave us without a redeemer – someone who can set us free from 
the things that bind us.2  

Naomi – and the women of Bethlehem – thought Obed was Naomi’s 
redeemer. But Obed was just a signpost on the way to a much greater 
redeemer – another step toward the One who would redeem not just 
Naomi, but the whole world. Obed was the sign that God has not 
forgotten His people – that God will not forget His people.  

When life is hard and full of heartache, we can look to God and keep 
the faith. God is not going to leave you without a redeemer – someone 
who will lift you out of your sorrows and put you in a place of 
satisfaction and contentment. With God, our lives need not stay where 
they are. With God, everything we do can become significant. With 
God, the best is yet to come.  

 
2 illustration taken from http://www.bible.org/illus.php?topic_id=1235 


