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The Book of Ruth and the Storyline of the Bible 
 

Read: Ruth 1:6-22 
 
Our initial paragraph (1:1-5) paints a picture set in dark tones and heavy colors.  Having come 
to the end of herself, Naomi determines to leave the country of Moab and return to the city of 
Bethlehem.  This migration back is prompted by a report that God “had come to the aid of his 
people by providing food for them” (1:6).  Verses 13, 20-22 reveal the harshness of life and the 
bitterness of heart experienced by and contained within the soul of Naomi. 
 

“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” (Ruth 1:13). 
 
19 “So they both went until they came to Bethlehem. 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?’” (Ruth 1:19-21). 
 
Her name “Naomi” means “pleasant” and now she refers to herself as “bitter”.  Oh the pain 
communicated in her self-inflicted state.  It must be remembered that a decade had passed 
since many had last seen Naomi.  She left “full” with a husband and two promising sons and 
now she returns “empty” of all hope and promise . . . except for this Moabite daughter-in-law.  
A MOABITE daughter-in-law!  It would appear there was a significant relationship between 
Naomi and Ruth (1:15-18), yet there was also pain and hurt.  Ruth’s presence would remind 
Naomi of her loss.  She once had a husband and a son and now both were lost to her.  Those 
who once knew her now saw a broken and bitter “old” woman; how sad and how tragic.   
 
Naomi’s deep wound is also felt in her perspective of where this affliction originated.  “It is the 
hand of the LORD that is against me.”  It would appear she believed God was watching her 
life and He saw the wrong and rewarded her accordingly.  She worked from the premise that 
God is unkind and thus cruel.  It is of interest to note how she calls Him, “LORD”.  LORD is 
God’s covenant name.  It speaks of relationship and promise.  God “established an agreement 
(i.e. “covenant/testament”) between Himself and His people.”  This “contract” is neither 
malicious nor mean.  It is a covenant marked by mercy and grace.  God does withhold from 
His people what they justly deserve and provides for them what they can never merit.  His 
favor and blessing is upon them.  Yet her circumstances had robbed her of this truth.  Time 
and trial had trampled trust into the ground. 
 
Yet this is how we often see God and the hardships that make up our lives.  We believe God is 
“rewarding” us for our evil or ineptness of service.  What we fail to see is how those occasions 



 

when we exist in the “backside of the desert” and “wander in the ‘God forsaken’ wilderness” 
are significant parts of God’s Story.  We (she) neither saw nor understood.  
 
Likewise what Naomi failed to embrace was how her life was the unfolding of God’s Story.  
Naomi’s life was not deviating from the Story.  She is a part of the Story.  This, however, was 
momentarily lost to her.  In commenting on the idea of despair, 17th century pastor William 
Ames provides us with this insightful comment: 
 

“There are many reasons for despair.  Either the grace of God is not considered 
sufficient to bestow good on us, or God himself is not willing to bestow it.  Desperation 
grounded on the first is always a sin, but not so in the latter sense, if one could be 
certain of that will of God.  But because it is seldom or never shown ordinarily to 
anyone before the end of this life that God will not make him a partaker of grace and 
glory, there is no human desperation in this life which is not sin.” (William Ames, 
Marrow of Theology [{Translated from the Third Latin edition, 1629} Baker Book House, 
1968], 249). 

 
In the midst of this bitterness, we encounter the commitment of Ruth.  There is movement 
within the narrative away from Naomi and to Ruth.  Both women will play significant roles in 
the unfolding narrative, but Ruth will slowly begin to take the lead. 
 
Without blame, Orpah stays with her people and her involvement within the Story ends.  Let 
us not assume she fails in her role.  She speaks to all whose lives seem insignificant and 
unimportant.  Yet she, without fanfare, continues to fulfill her place in God’s Story. 
 
It is, however, with Ruth that the Story continues.  Whatever Ruth was prior to this moment, it 
becomes apparent that her commitment to Naomi transcends Naomi. 
 

15 “Then she 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” (Ruth 1:15-18). 

 
We can only surmise and assume Ruth’s determination is from the LORD.  It would appear 
Ruth embraced the Law of Moses and had become a follower of YHWH.  What is of interest is 
to see how Ruth’s “faith” eclipses that of Naomi.  Naomi is bitter and Ruth appears buoyant.  
Naomi had neither the strength nor patience to urge Ruth any further, thus she “stops urging 
her” and allows Ruth to join her in her journey back to Bethlehem. 
 
As present day readers we have the distinct advantage of knowing the fuller Story.   
Nonetheless, as we place ourselves into the story of Ruth, we feel the weight carried by these 
two widowed women.  So far there is nothing that speaks to hope and promise.  The chapter, 
however, ends with this promising note, “Arriving in Bethlehem as the barley harvest was 
beginning” (1:22).  Not all is lost.   


