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When the going is good, it is easy to say God is 

good. It is hard to say God is good when bad things 

happen to good people. Do bad things happen to 

God’s people? The answer is yes. You might have done 

work, marriage, family, health, forgiveness, love, 

virtue, parenting, all totally by the Bible. Job in the Old 

Testament did it all by the book. He took God’s word 

seriously. He was so serious that he was worried for his 

kids having too much of a good time at parties. He 

made special sacrifices. He sweated for other people. 

This is a fallen world. Bad things happen to God’s 

people. God’s favorite song might just be: I beg your 

pardon, I never promised you a rose garden. No free 

ride. No exceptions made.  

Your faith shows in how you handle it. The book 

tells us that faith is about what is not seen, not about 

what is seen. But we don’t really get all that that 



means. It means that it is hardly faith when everything 

is going your way. Faith is believing in the unseen. 

Faith is saying “God is good,” when you are in Bosnia 

or Haiti, not in Puerta Vajarta. “Pass me another pina 

colada. God is so good.”  

Of course one should celebrate and thank and 

relax – all good Biblical principles. Let s not forget that. 

Sunday is a day of re-creation, not being miserable. Re-

creation.  

So can you imagine two poor women without a lot 

of life prospects on the dusty road back to their place 

of origin. These two have some great things to teach 

us about life and the right attitude to take the tough 

stuff in stride. Let’s not be blown off course by the 

news. Let’s not be blown off course by life’s tough 

stuff. Let’s figure out from this passage how to live to 

the full.  

The passage falls into three sections: (1) what 

happened (vss 1-7). (2) What Naomi thought (vss 8-13, 

and 19-22). (3) How Ruth read it (14-18). 

Here’s the first section, What Happened. Read it 

with me: “Now it came about in the days when the 



judges more like heroes governed, that there was a 

famine in the land. And a certain man of Bethlehem in 

Judah went to sojourn in the land of Moab with his wife 

and his two sons. 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, 

Ephrathites of Bethlehem in Judah. Now they entered 

the land of Moab and remained there. 3 Then Elimelech, 

Naomi’s husband, died; and she was left with her two 

sons. 4 They took for themselves Moabite women as 

wives; the name of the one was Orpah and the name of 

the other Ruth. And they lived there about ten years. 

5 Then Mahlon and Chilion also died, and the woman 

was bereft of her two children and her husband. 6 Then 

she arose with her daughters-in-law that she might 

return from the land of Moab, for she had heard in the 

land of Moab that the LORD had visited His people in 

giving them food. 7 So she departed from the place 

where she was, and her two daughters-in-law with her; 

and they went on the way to return to the land of 

Judah.” 

Let s back up here first. Why are we in a big hot 

room on a Sunday morning listening to a middle aged 



male talk about an old old text. Ever ask yourself that 

question? There are other things to do on Sundays and 

other things to do on Sunday mornings. Lots of 

reasons of course but here’s one connected to the old 

old Scriptures. Naomi’s story from then can help you 

live your life now. God has not changed. I know this is 

a surprise. God does not operate in a window of 

thousands of years, he is on geological time. He did 

not change. In fact he is on eternal no-time. The God of 

Abraham is the God of Jesus Christ. What he did in 

Christ he was ready to do from the foundation of the 

world. No change. “Same-same.” So how he worked in 

Naomi’s life gives us some clues about how he is 

operating in your life, my life. Same god. Same way of 

operating. Same grace. Old Testament believers looked 

forward to the Messiah; believers now look back. 

Naomi and Ruth are saying to us today: God dealt so 

with us. You might imagine some different deal but no 

different deal. Get to know the real God by knowing 

your Bible. Live with confidence. Trust me, trust him.  

The story makes like an umbrella or a horizon that 

you do your stuff under. Like you are a character in a 

book who acts in line with the plot. Muslims might 



believe something about “God,” Mormons might 

believe something about “God.” Regular people on the 

street imagine stuff about “God.” Do you know the best 

known verse of the Bible? God helps those who help 

themselves. Not even in the Bible.  

In fact, this story tells the exact opposite. God 

helps those who cannot help themselves. That s why it 

is all about grace. You could not do what he has done 

for you if you are his. Great story. Changes how you 

live today and tomorrow. 

Second observation: God knows your name. Read 

verse 1. The name of the man was Elimelech. God is 

king is what his name means. Eli-melech. God knows 

your name. Say it to yourself. You are not hidden from 

God. God knew Naomi, Mahlon, Chilion, Ruth, Orpah. 

All those names he knew. He knows all the names of 

the churches in the book of revelation. Jesus knew 

Simon’s name. He knew Andrew’s name. He knows 

your name. You matter. You count. He follows you. 

There are 7 billion or so human beings alive. God 

knows all their names. Every one. All babies. All old 

people. All married people. All their kids. This is not to 

say that God knows everyone so that all will be saved. 



But the existence of only one eternal omniscient God 

means he knows your name. 

Third observation: This story is about one total 

disaster after another. Tale of disasters. The family 

move from God's country to get food. No food in the 

promised land. Famine. The woman’s husband died. 

The sons get married, mom lives with them, one or 

both, then the two Israelite sons died. Imagine Naomi 

talking to us. I was in a far country. They hardly know 

God there. Then I am too old to marry again. I am a 

widow. I have no husband now. There is no social 

safety net. It s not as if you can go to the government 

office and fill out the form and the cheques start 

coming. Widows have no means of livelihood except 

what happens to be in the bank at the time. My life is 

wasted. It is total loss. YHWH left me with two Moabite 

women, stuck in foreign country.  

Even more than that, Naomi, Orpah, and Ruth had 

no children in the family. Mahlon Chilion Orpah and 

Ruth had no baby. No son. No daughter. The family 

name is going to die. The only hope is a kind of special 

marriage where a new husband gives over any new 

kids to the name of the dead husband. Otherwise we 



have lived in vain. And I have these two Moabite 

women. What Israelite boy wants a Moabite woman of 

mature years, in her twenties anyway?  

Why does this matter? Lots of people around now 

have no kids and they just get to have more vacations 

down south. Think about this. Abraham in Genesis 12 

to 21 has no son. Things are bad. The flood. Tower of 

Babel. Things heading down all over again. But then 

God. God promised Abraham he would be a blessing to 

the whole world. Those who blessed him God would 

bless them. Those who cursed him God would curse. 

No son!? No son means no heir means no promise to 

me. Big problem.  

Isaac has two sons but only one gets the promise. 

Jacob's Rachel has no child. She cries out to God. Baby. 

Hannah in 1st Samuel is weeping. Her husband says, am 

I not worth more to you than ten sons? Her answer 

might be: actually no. How many of us know women 

who’d say, ditch the husband, I’ll be keeping the kids. 

The point is that being barren in the ancient world is 

like living for nothing. Kids carry on the line.  



Let s go on. Here is the second section, verses 8-

13 and 19-22. Here is NAOMI’s take. 

‘And 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. 9 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. 

10 And they said to her, “No, but we will surely return 

with you to your people.” 11 But Naomi said, “Return, my 

daughters. Why should you go with me? Have I yet sons 

in my womb, that they may be your husbands? 

12 Return, my daughters! Go, for I am too old to have a 

husband. If I said I have hope, if I should even have a 

husband tonight and also bear sons, 13 would you 

therefore wait until they were grown? Would you 

therefore refrain from marrying? No, my daughters; for 

it is harder for me than for you, for the hand of the 

LORD has gone forth against me.”14 And they lifted up 

their voices and wept again; and Orpah kissed her 

mother-in-law.’ Jumping ahead to verse 19, ‘And when 

they had come to Bethlehem, all the city was stirred 

because of them, and the women said, “Is this Naomi?” 



20 She said to them, “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?” 

Probably none of us can imagine what it must be 

like to bury a child until we have been there. The pain 

must be out of this world. Naomi believes in God. And 

that is her problem. If God is all powerful, then he 

must have allowed her husband’s death, her first son’s 

death, her second son’s death. Humanly speaking she 

is too old for anything to be different for her. She gives 

up. She despairs. Verse 21 “Do not call me Naomi; call 

me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with 

me. Maybe there is nowhere more likely for there to be 

disappointment than in a church. It can be so good to 

have the family of God around you. It can be so hard, 

so disappointing. How could they have done that? How 

could God let this happen? It s not like a world where 

one god fights on one side and one god fights on the 

other. It is not like a world where humans do some 

stuff and God does some stuff. God is all powerful. 



That’s why suffering is such a problem. When a child 

dies, we are stunned. How could it happen? How could 

God allow this? For Naomi-Mara God has dealt her a 

bad hand. Well that’s a gambling analogy, like life is a 

game of cards. Wrong image. God has allowed a bitter 

series of events. Who else did it? No one. So she says 

to the two women of Moab, -Go home! I have nothing. I 

am a widow. I have no way to support myself. You are 

foreigners. You have nothing to look forward to in 

God’s country. Go home.  

Now the last section, “How Ruth read it,” verses 

14-18. ‘But Ruth clung to her. 15 Then she (Naomi) said, 

“Behold, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people 

and her gods; return after your sister-in-law.” 16 But 

Ruth said, “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. 17 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.” 18 When she saw that she was determined to go 

with her, she said no more to her. …22 So Naomi 

returned, and with her Ruth the Moabitess, her 



daughter-in-law, who returned from the land of Moab. 

And they came to Bethlehem at the beginning of barley 

harvest.’ 

How come Ruth got the picture? Why did she opt 

in to Israel’s god? Orpah did not get it. Same 

experiences, you’d think. Same mother in law. Same 

making meals together. Same grieving at loss. Same 

sharing of scripture or sharing of Israel’s amazing 

miracle experiences, the mighty works of God. Naomi 

says, go back: one goes and the other one says no 

way. Naomi is Mara bitter now. But she passed on 

something about the true God somehow. Or maybe it 

was the sons Mahlon and Chilion. Ruth now knows 

about the one true God. She will be loyal to her mother 

in law no matter what no matter how impossible her 

circumstances. She will put her life in the hands of the 

true God. Even after Naomi is gone, Ruth will stay with 

God’s people in God’s land. That’s what she says. In 

fact she swears it. Everybody in this book is talking and 

their words really matter. What they say, counts. Ruth 

especially. And this seems to be what she knows: If 

God controls life events so you despair, God controls 

life events so you can have hope, too. A believer’s 



hope is in God, not in the events. Things looked totally 

dark for Abraham. He believed in God. Things looked 

totally dark for Joseph son of Jacob in the Egyptian 

prison. He believed in God. Things looked totally dark 

for Ruth. She believed in God. It is true. God controls 

everything. In him we live in him we move in him we 

have our being. We might as well not move at all 

unless we move in him. But if he takes life, he also 

gives it. Job said shall we receive good from the hand 

of God and not evil too? His wife said, Job, you re done. 

Suffering is all you ve got left. Curse God and die. Job 

said: no way. No way. He is all I ve got and that can 

turn out to be a lot. Ruth said: entreat me not 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 where you 

die I will die and there will I be buried. May the Lord 

YHWH do SO to me and more if anything but death part 

me from you.  

See at certain points in time believers have been 

too convinced that God controls everything. Let me be 

clear: he does. But he has made a space for your 

prayer. All the circumstances of Ruth’s life were in the 



hand of God. The famine, the death of dad, the death 

of her own husband, the death of her brother in law, 

the famine ending, Naomi going home, everything. But 

Orpah said No to the God of Abraham and Ruth said 

Yes. Naomi’s faith was weak; Ruth’s faith was strong. 

She would not be turned back no way. Naomi was half 

right. Ruth was all right. So it turned out. They needed 

a man to raise up a family for the departed. God gave 

them one. Ruth’s faithfulness found favour.  

Were you ever worried about predestination? 

That’s the way that God controls everything including 

your destiny and my destiny as human beings. Scary. 

Let me give you a way to think about it. On the door as 

you approach faith in Christ, it says, whosoever will 

may come. The invitation is free. You walk through, 

you don’t walk through. You have faith, you don’t have 

faith. Ruth had faith, Orpah turned back to Moab and 

the gods of Moab.  

You walk through. You look back. On the back 

side over the door it says chosen in Christ from the 

foundation of the world. That is a huge huge comfort.  



God is in control. In a world like ours, surprise 

maybe, God is in control. Chaos has broken out before. 

Chaos will break out again. Chaos is really more 

normal than not. What we think is normal peace and 

quiet is God’s kindness for a time.  

The book of Revelation has scary scenes but Jesus 

wins. God knows what’s going on. No surprises to him. 

Rest in his care. Pray a lot. Don’t be anxious about 

anything.  

At the time of the Protestant Reformation, people 

saw God as remote. He does whatever he is going to 

do. He is arbitrary. No one can stop him. Why even 

pray? He knows already. He s going to do what he has 

planned. They lost sight of the fact that God has a 

human face. If you want to know what God looks like, 

look at his Son. God has entered into human suffering 

like ours. He is with us. God with us. Immanuel. Jesus 

really suffered on that cross. He paid for real sins that 

needed real atonement. There is real peace for his 

people because he paid a real price. 

Naomi the widow and Ruth the woman from Moab 

are nobodies. They are not queens or royalty. They are 



not celebrities. They are not talented especially or rich 

definitely not. They have nothing. But they are in the 

Bible. They believed. God acted for them. God loves the 

poor who know they need God. Blessed are the poor in 

spirit. Some people in Latin America used to talk about 

God’s preferential option for the poor. Poor in spirit 

people may have nothing now -- like Lazarus the 

beggar in Luke chapter whose sores the dogs used to 

lick. But Lazarus had way more than any rich person. If 

you have the God of Jesus Christ, you have way more 

than any rich person. God is all grace for those who 

trust him.  

Ruth’s story is a tale of people who committed 

themselves and acted in faith. “Entreat me not to leave 

you, or to return from following you. For where you go, 

I will go.” I hope this song is your song. It is the song 

of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world, 

and of those who follow him. No matter what, the God 

of Israel is the God of the risen Christ is the God whom 

believers trust.  

 


