
 

Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by 

design to have a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal 

discipleship through intentional and systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a 

church planting church; and a Grace-based fellowship where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace 

characterized by a Gospel-driven sanctification that celebrates a divine monergism to the Christian life. 

 

Greetings: 
 
The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 
week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  
In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 
the congregation. 
 
They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 
 
Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to 
email him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
 
Date:  December 12, 2010 
 
Title:  The Prologue: “Can It Can Any Worse?” – Short Answer, “Yes!”  
 
Text:  Ruth 1:1-5 
 
Theme: Hope exists because of promise no matter how dark and difficult our 

circumstances are.  
 
Author:  Patrick J. Griffiths ©2010 
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The Book of Ruth and the Storyline of the Bible 
 

Date:  December 12, 2010 
Title:  The Prologue: “Can It Can Any Worse?” – Short Answer, “Yes!”  
Text:  Ruth 1:1-5 
Theme: Hope exists because of promise no matter how dark and difficult our 

circumstances are.  
 
Introduction:  
The Book of Ruth is a carefully crafted faith-filled historical novella providing significant 
historical bridges and incredible theological insight into the character of God as author and the 
hope-saturated grace-infused activity of God against the backdrop of immediate despair and 
confusion mixed with personal loss and bitterness.  
 
The first paragraph places the reader into the immediate context.  Significant and strong brush 
strokes containing edgy lines and dark colors are splashed on the canvass with such words as 
“in the days when the judges governed, there was famine in the land, a certain man of 
Bethlehem sojourned in the land of Moab and (he) died and both also died and the woman 
was bereft of her two children and her husband.” 
 
Tragedy is added to tragedy in rapid succession; all this is accomplished in five verses.  The 
brevity of the story’s introduction may be misleading, however; there is more here than meets 
the eye and every word seems to have been carefully chosen.  The Bible narrative is 
determined to paint as dark a picture as possible lest we think the hope and grace offered exist 
in an abstract reality.   
 

 “Affliction is God's shepherd dog to drive us back to the fold.” - Anon. 
 
For the sake of “encouragement” let us consider these initial brush strokes. 
 
THE BIG PICTURE: 
Ruth must be seen in the overarching Storyline of God fulfilling His promise to provide a seed 
who will correct what is wrong.  Regardless as to what other “lessons” we glean from Ruth, 
this is primary and absolute. 
 
Outline: 
 

I. Let us reflect on the historical context noted by the phrase, “In the days when the 
judges governed.”   

 
The Book of Ruth, as stated earlier, forms a historical bridge between the Book of Judges and 
that of 1 Samuel with the rise of the prophetic office and monarchy.  The Book of Judges tells 
us, “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” 
(Judges 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). 
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There was total anarchy.  Lawlessness was the norm and injustice was prevalent.  This state of 
existence lasted for centuries.  It is comparable to the condition of many countries where there 
is no central or strong government, and “law” is marked by regional despots and brutal 
victimization.  In light of this, the collective nation was militarily weak and thus pillaged often 
by outside nations (Judges 6:1-6).   This was the current political condition in which we find 
Elimelech and Naomi. 
 

II. An additional dark color is supplied to our canvass with “there was a famine in the 
land.”   

 
Not only was their economy strained by marauding bandits, but the weather robbed them of 
the necessary natural means of raising produce and sustaining life.  The famine was significant 
enough to warrant migration by those who were residents.   In a desperate attempt at 
maintaining his family, Elimelech leaves Bethlehem for Moab.  We might fault Elimelech for 
leading his family away from Bethlehem and into the land of Moab, but it was what he 
believed was best for his family and in obedience to God.  “In fairness to the text, one must 
observe that the writer neither explains the deaths nor criticizes Elimelech. The reality is that 
for the women, it does not matter why their husbands have died but that all the men are 
gone.” Many of us are compelled by our circumstances to make decisions that appear to have 
no “moral” value attached to them only to walk from the proverbial fry pan and into the fire.  
Hindsight is 20/20, but faith is never blind. 
 

 “Afflictions are often God's best blessings sent in disguise.” – Anon. 
 

God was moving the Story forward and it demanded that Elimelech take his family into the 
land of Moab.  William Cowper wrote the song, “God moves in a Mysterious Way” in 1774. It 
is reportedly the last hymn Cowper ever wrote, with a fascinating (though unsubstantiated) 
story behind it. 
 
Cowper often struggled with depression and doubt. One night he decided to commit suicide 
by drowning himself. He called a cab and told the driver to take him to the Thames River. 
However, thick fog came down and prevented them from finding the river (another version of 
the story has the driver getting lost deliberately). After driving around lost for a while, the 
cabby finally stopped and let Cowper out. To Cowper’s surprise, he found himself on his own 
doorstep: God had sent the fog to keep him from killing himself. Even in our blackest 
moments, God watches over us. 
 

 God Moves in a Mysterious Way 
God moves in a mysterious way 

His wonders to perform; 
He plants His footsteps in the sea 

And rides upon the storm. 
 

Deep in unfathomable mines 
Of never failing skill 
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He treasures up His bright designs 
And works His sovereign will. 

 
Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; 

The clouds ye so much dread 
Are big with mercy and shall break 

In blessings on your head. 
 

Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, 
But trust Him for His grace; 

Behind a frowning providence 
He hides a smiling face. 

 
His purposes will ripen fast, 

Unfolding every hour; 
The bud may have a bitter taste, 

But sweet will be the flower. 
 

Blind unbelief is sure to err 
And scan His work in vain; 
God is His own interpreter, 
And He will make it plain. 

 
Such is the overarching providence of God.  He is too wise to make a mistake and too loving to 
be unkind. 
 

III. Although caution must be exercised it cannot be mere coincidence that Elimelech 
means, “God is [my/the] King” Bethlehem means, “House of Bread” and Naomi 
means “fair or pleasant.”   

 
Their sons were named “Mahlon” (sick) and Chilion (pinning, consumption).  Now I do not 
understand why anyone would give such names to their children, but names were often 
indicative of the character or nature of the individual.  Each of these elements speak to the 
greater truths provided by the shadow.  Each is an intentional part of the one Story written by 
God.   
 
The intent of the author is to paint a very dark picture.  He wants us to taste the bitterness of 
failed expectations and the consequences of poor choices.  Everything is going from bad to 
worse.  If God is his king, then why did he not trust Him to provide for his family in 
Bethlehem?  If God is king, then why did they leave the “house of bread” for the land of 
Moab?  If God is king, then why is one who is pleasant and fair return bent and bitter?  I trust 
the author has succeeded in making us “feel” the despair of this situation.  These are the 
questions confronting us at the front end of the Story.   
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IV. The despair of the circumstances continues to be compounded by noting the land to 
which they went, Moab.   

 
The Moabites were the consequence of Lot’s daughter’s deception and incest with their father 
(Gen. 19:30-38).  There is nothing “pretty” about their origin.  In fact, it is down-right dirty.  It 
is a “bastardly” beginning.  Yet lest we speak to this situation too harshly, let us remember that 
Moab was not at fault but the deviant and depraved behavior of his mother.  She is to blame 
and is to carry that initial shame, not Moab. 
 
In addition, they were to be excluded from the assembly (Deut. 23:3-4). 
 

3 “No Ammonite or Moabite shall enter the assembly of the LORD; none of their 
descendants, even to the tenth generation, shall ever enter the assembly of the LORD, 4 

because they did not meet you with food and water on the way when you came out of 
Egypt, and because they hired against you Balaam the son of Beor from Pethor of 
Mesopotamia, to curse you” (Deut. 23:3, 4). 

 
Thus Moab is outside the inheritance of Israel.   
 

V. All male leadership is taken through death thus leaving three widows to defend for 
themselves.   

 
Think of her initial joy in the birthing of, not one but two sons.  If not both, at least one son will 
be able to provide for her as she ages.  Yet in all of her hopes and in all whom she trusts, they 
are methodically removed from the Story.  There is nothing left for withered Naomi.  Again, 
remembering the historical context in which we find our Story unfolding it is with significant 
gravity we wear the condition of being widowed in a land fighting to give up its sustenance. 
 
Naomi's condition is complicated by several factors that were negatives in ancient times ― she 
was old, she was barren, she was in a foreign country, and she had two alien and childless 
daughters-in-law. Things indeed looked bleak and hopeless at this juncture of her life.  
 

A. The distressed housewife 
 
The anxiety of trying to make ends meet when the distance between the two points are 
impossible. 
 

B. The mournful widow and mother 
 
No parent should have to bury a child.  Matthew Henry has an interesting comment:  
 

"Earth is made bitter to us, that heaven may be made dear." 
 
Now there were three childless widows - Naomi and her two daughters-in-law, Orpah and 
Ruth. To be a childless widow was to be among the lowest, most disadvantaged classes in the 
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ancient world. There was no one to support you, and you had to live on the generosity of 
strangers. Naomi had no natural family in Moab, and no one else to help her. Clearly the 
narrative is sketching the picture of an utterly hopeless, desperate situation! Just the kind of 
impossible situation the Almighty specializes in. The psalmist affirms that  

 
The LORD protects the strangers; He supports the fatherless and the widow; but He 
thwarts the way of the wicked. (Ps 146:9-note)  

 
Naomi was both a "stranger" and a "widow". Subsequent events prove that God is true to His 
Word. If you're a widow, you will find great encouragement in the book of Ruth. As someone 
has well said  
 

"God's comfort compensates for life's losses." 
 

“Naomi had left Israel with a husband and two sons; now only she was left—alone and yet not 
alone. God had brought into her life two compassionate daughters-in-law, one of whom 
would follow her all the way back to Israel. Even though Naomi intensely felt the loss of her 
loved ones, God had not deserted her. He provided, even in a foreign land, those who would 
love and care for a forlorn widow. God never really leaves us alone. When He removes those 
whom we expect to love and support us, He always provides another way for this need to be 
met.” 

 
VI. “They lived there about ten years.”   

 
“We sometimes think we can move away from our problems, but find we just bring them with 
us. No matter where you go, you bring yourself with you - so the same problems can continue 
but now just in a different place.” 
 
It is of interest to note how verse one speaks of them “sojourning in the land of Moab” and 
verse 4 speaks of ten years. 
 
“Sometimes we intend for situations to be only temporary. Have you allowed something that 
was intended as transient to become a permanent fixture in your life? Have you been 
waiting for a more convenient time to do what you know you should be doing now? If time 
has slipped away for you, don't linger another day "in a distant land." If you're not where you 
should be, this is the day to do something about it. Don't expect time to stand still just because 
you do.” (Woodrow Kroll on Ruth 1) 
 
This was a protracted period of time.  Whatever strength and confidence they might have 
possessed in the early part of the journey has long since ceased and evaporated.  Often we are 
able to face the immediate when we know it is but for a moment.  It is, however, the chronic 
condition that wears and tears strength of soul that often brings us to a place of brokenness 
and perhaps bitterness. 
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It is inside of this very ominous state we now feel and taste its bitter dregs.   Can you taste 
Naomi’s despair?  She awakens each day raked with worry and filled with anxiety as she 
contemplates whatever means necessary to scratch sustenance from the formidable foe.  Life is 
barely sustainable and she weeps often as the immediate gnaws at her soul.  There is no 
present thus any future.  There is no hope thus any reason for living or life.  Naomi’s misery is 
increased by her failure to place herself in the one Story of God. 
 
Perhaps she has forgotten the promises and pictures.  Perhaps she failed to remember Genesis 
3:15 where God promised how the seed of the woman would crush the head of the serpent.  
Sometimes our proximity to promise is distant and removed, but the promise still moves 
forward and we are still a part of the one story.  We do not read of Naomi’s faith.  All we read 
of is her acidic circumstances.  The Book of Ruth, like much of the Bible, will allow us to see 
behind the curtain of concealment and thus enjoy Naomi’s joy.  But let us not run too quickly 
to the “rest of the Story.”   
 

“The darker the night, the brighter the stars; the hotter the fire, the purer the gold.” - Anon. 
 

Let us wallow in the mire of Naomi’s circumstances as we seek to understand the person and 
work of God. 
 
 Shepherding the Sheep: (What’s the NEXT STEP?) 
1. What choices have you made that have left you in the dark place? 
2. Know this, God is there working even in the absence of your choices. 
3. You might forget God and strike out at Him in anger and frustration, but God will never 

forget you or strike out in anger at you.  He loves you and is leading you to the end of His 
Story. 

 
 
 


