God'’s Faithful Presence
in the Midst of Grief

Summary and Goal

During a time of great famine, Elimelech and his wife Naomi—along with their two
sons—left Bethlehem and moved into the land of Moab in search of greater resources.
While living among the Moabites, each of these men died and Naomi was left without her
sons and her husband. In the midst of her grief and bitterness, God revealed His presence
and love for Naomi through the faithfulness of her daughter-in-law Ruth, who chose to
stay with Naomi and return to Bethlehem with her.

Main Passages
Ruth 1:1-22

Session Outline

1. Naomi Emptied (Ruth 1:1-5)

2. Ruth Clung to Her (Ruth 1:6-18)

3. The Almighty Dealt Bitterly (Ruth 1:19-22)

Theological Theme

God’s ways are higher than man’s ways (Isa. 55:8), yet His character is just, merciful, and
good. Those who look to God can do so with confidence despite the fact that much of
what God does or why He does it is unknown to them.

Christ Connection

God’s purpose in the life of Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz, at least in part, was to involve them

in the physical birth of Jesus the Christ.

Missional Application
Christians serve God according to His Word, humbly and faithfully knowing that God
will use their efforts wisely and efficiently, oftentimes in ways that they cannot even see. /
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Session Plan

God’s Faithful Presence

in the Midst of Grief

Leader Guide

Introduction
Have you ever been in a place where you had to boil water in
order to purify it?

What happened when you brought the water to a boil? Did
you see anything?

Sometimes water that looks as though it is crystal clear and clean is full of
impurities that will do great harm to those who drink it. In order to purify
the water, it is necessary to put it over a flame and bring it to a boil. Once the
water reaches a boil, the impurities begin to rise to the top and form a layer
of scum on the surface.

Just as fire brings out the impurities in water, so the flame of affliction
exposes the impurities in the believer so that they may be rid of them.
Sometimes the sickbed can teach Christians more than the sermon. God
doesn’t abandon the Christian in affliction, but gives them hope and help
to comfort them in times of trial. In our study today, we will consider the
emptying of Naomi.

1. Naomi Emptied (Ruth 1:1-5)

We can't say for certainty what caused the emptying of Naomi, but what has
been given us to know through this text is that Naomi was greatly afflicted.
Though the others in her family also suffered, she was made to carry the
burden when it had been lightened for the others, some by death, others by
release.

@ How do we see Naomi’s suffering in these verses? Why do all
people face suffering to some degree?

@ How does God use suffering to shape His people?

@ Application: In what ways have you been emptied in your life?
How did God use that suffering for your good and His glory?



2. Ruth Clung to Her (Ruth 1:6-18)

In Ruth 1:6-18, we find some of the most poignant words in all of Scripture.
We must remember that it wasn’t only Naomi who had been emptied. Ruth
was facing affliction of her own. Her husband was dead and her womb was

empty.

@

@
@

What did Orpah and Ruth do when Naomi implored them to
return to their parents’ homes? When was a time you bonded
with another believer through a time of great suffering?

How did Ruth’s commitment to Naomi reflect God’s
commitment to her?

Application: When was a time when you were passing through
a difficult time and the Lord showed His grace and kindness to
you in a special way?

3. The Almighty Dealt Bitterly (Ruth 1:19-22)

Here we come to the hard medicine of this passage. Naomi claimed that her
loss came at the hand of the Lord. She made four statements that summed up
her assessment of her situation: the Almighty has made me very bitter; I went
away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty; the Lord has opposed me;
the Almighty has afflicted me.

@
©
@

How should Christians think about suffering in their lives in light
of God’s control over all things?

What are the ways God uses suffering in the lives of His people
to draw them closer to Him?

Application: How have you wrestled with the idea of suffering
and God’s control in the world in your own life? How has He
used suffering to make you more like Christ?

Conclusion

@
@

@

What trials and suffering have you had to pass through in your
life? In what ways did God work in your life in the midst of that?

What comforts has the Lord given you in times of suffering?
Were there times you only noticed these things in hindsight?
How might you seek to recognize these things in the midst of
suffering?

How can believing that God is working even in our suffering give
Us opportunity to share with others about the love of God?
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Expanded Session Content

Introduction
Have you ever been in a place where you had to boil water
in order to purify it?

What happened when you brought the water to a boil? Did
you see anything?

Sometimes water that looks as though it is crystal clear and clean is full of
impurities that will do great harm to those who drink it. In order to purify
the water, it is necessary to put it over a flame and bring it to a boil. Once
the water reaches a boil, the impurities begin to rise to the top and form a
layer of scum on the surface.

Just as fire brings out the impurities in water, so the flame of affliction
exposes the impurities in the believer so that they may be rid of them.
Sometimes the sickbed can teach Christians more than the sermon. God
doesn’t abandon the Christian in affliction, but gives them hope and help
to comfort them in times of trial. In our study today, we will consider the
emptying of Naomi.

Session Summary

The story of Ruth took place during the time of the judges, a sad

and low period in Israel’s history. Situated between the conquest and

the installation of Saul as the first king, the period of the judges was
characterized by the phrase, “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes”
(Judg. 17:6, et al.). Some see Elimelech’s journey to the land of Moab with
his family and his securing of Moabite wives for his sons as an example

of the spiritual milieu of the time. Elimelech, apparently, decided to take
matters into his own hands and disregard the commands of God: “You
must not intermarry with them, and you must not give your daughters

to their sons or take their daughters for your sons, because they will turn
your sons away from me to worship other gods. Then the Lord’s anger will
burn against you, and he will swiftly destroy you” (Deut. 7:3-4).



The Book of Ruth is appropriately named because the primary narrative
arc of the story features this obscure Moabite woman. Naomi, however,
must not be overlooked. The Lord’s work in her life serves as the bookends
of the story—her going from filled to empty and from empty to filled.
Chapter one may be summed up as a blessed woman (having a husband,
sons, daughters-in-law) who suffered great loss (losing all but one daughter-
in-law).

From Naomi’s case we can draw several principles by which we may look
at our own lives and trust the Almighty, recognizing that His sovereign
hand is trustworthy. Christians are able to walk in the midst of a season
of emptying because “We know that all things work together for the good
of those who love God, who are called according to his purpose” (Rom.
8:28).

1. Naomi Emptied (Ruth 1:1-5)

We can’t say for certainty what caused the emptying of Naomi, but what
has been given us to know through this text is that Naomi was greatly
afflicted. Though the others in her family also suffered, she was made to
carry the burden when it had been lightened for the others, some by death,
others by release.

How do we see Naomi’s suffering in these verses? Why do
all people face suffering to some degree?

In the short span of five verses we read of Naomi’s serial losses. First,
she lost her homeland. Then she lost her husband. She lost also her sons,
and with them her daughters-in-law (or so she thought). With all of
that immediate loss came the realization that she would be deprived of
grandmotherhood and the preservation of her husband’s family line.
Naomi was truly emptied.

We can’t say for sure why Naomi underwent so great a trial. We may be
tempted to assume that Naomi was suffering for some grievous sin. That
may be true. We may also decide that Naomi suffered for the sin of her
husband. This is also quite possible. We will consider more carefully the
origin of Naomi’s suffering in our third section, but we can rightly say that
Naomi’s suffering was not in vain because she played a key role in the line
through which Jesus the Messiah would come.

We can also consider Naomi’s affliction and be reminded of our own.
Everyone must pass through the valley of the shadow in this life. This
sin-soaked world cannot but cause its inhabitants to be wounded. No
one traverses this world untouched by the abounding sickness, sadness,
conflict, and sin.
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@ How does God use suffering to shape His people?

Suffering is not wasted for those who are in Christ. For those who have
heard the gospel, trust fully in Christ for salvation, and repented of sin,
suffering is a means by which they may be sanctified and glorify God.
Aside from the regular means of grace (personal prayer, Scripture reading,
gathering with the body of Christ), the state of affliction is the quickest
route to Christlikeness for the believer. Thus, in this way suffering
becomes a blessing, not a curse.

Afflictions teach the Christian both dependency and contentment. Often,
Christians are never more prayerful than when they are passing through a
time of suffering. Times of prosperity and well being often lead followers
of Jesus to forget their desperate dependence upon God. They become so
enamored with the gifts they have received, that they no longer recognize
the hand that has given them. God, in His kindness and wisdom, may
remove some of those blessings as a sure way to correct those who are His
that they may repent of their self-reliance and idolatry.

Afflictions teach Christians to be content because they cause them to find
their joy and peace in that which is not shaken, namely Christ. In times
of abundance, Christians may fall into the trap that the Devil has laid

for them. The trap is baited with the glittering things of this world and
the snap of the jaws closes tightly around a person’s heart; the removal of
this trap is painful indeed. When the Christian is taught to be content in
Christ, then afflictions are of no worry to them. If someone throws a pail
of water into your living room, it would cause some resentment. However,
if someone throws a pail of water into the ocean, no attention is paid to
that person. The vastness of the sea swallows up that small bucket of water.
Christians who are content in Christ have a sea of joy that is more than
able to drown any small bucket of affliction that is thrown into it.

Application: In what ways have you been emptied in your
life? How did God use that suffering for your good and His
glory?

2. Ruth Clung to Her (Ruth 1:6-18)

In Ruth 1:6-18, we find some of the most poignant words in all of
Scripture. We must remember that it wasn’t only Naomi who had been
emptied. Ruth was facing affliction of her own. Her husband was dead
and her womb was empty.

@ What did Orpah and Ruth do when Naomi implored them
to return to their parents’ homes? When was a time you
bonded with another believer through a time of great
suffering?



Both women wept. Orpah then kissed her mother-in-law and departed.
But Ruth clung to Naomi. Although Ruth had suffered great loss and was
grieved, she gave up even more, her homeland. Ruth was from Moab. She
wasn't a part of Israel, the covenant community. She was from another
nation, with different customs, language, traditions, and gods. She turned
her back on all of that so that she might take on a new identity in a new
land as Naomi’s daughter.

Even before Naomi left Moab, we see the Lord’s mercy and kindness to
those who are His. In the middle of Naomi’s grief and bitterness, God
gave her a daughter. What a comfort this must have been for Naomi.
What a kindness this was from the Lord.

How did Ruth’s commitment to Naomi reflect God’s
commitment to her?

Ruth’s commitment and loyalty to Naomi was complete. She held nothing
back. Her promise to her mother-in-law was so meaningful and heartfelt
that her words have been lifted from its original context many times and
used in wedding ceremonies to express the commitment of marriage.

She said,

Don't plead with me to abandon you
or to return and not follow you.

For wherever you go, I will go,

and wherever you live, I will live;
your peaple will be my people,

and your God will be my God.
Where you die, I will die,

and there I will be buried.

May the Lord punish me,

and do so severely,

if anything but death separates you and me.

Ruth’s commitment to Naomi knew no bounds. She even abandoned the
gods of her father to follow the God of Israel. Notice that she said that
Naomi’s God would become her God. The reason behind the prohibition
of intermarriage was that Israel’s sons would be led away to worship the
foreign gods of their wives. In the case of Ruth, the opposite happened.
The Lord opened the heart of Ruth to the truth of His power and
goodness. We see the same thing in the conquest when the spies found
safe harbor in Rahab’s house (Josh. 2).

Application: When was a time when you were passing
through a difficult time and the Lord showed His grace and
kindness to you in a special way?

Compelled Toward
Commitment

Ruth’s response was

a classic statement of
commitment, a watershed
decision that would change
her life. Even though she
knew of the covenant Lord
imperfectly through the
lens of Naomi’s troubled
life, it was compelling
enough to motivate her

to hold fast to Naomi and
the Lord, as she turned

her back on Chemosh and
Moab.
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3. The Almighty Dealt Bitterly (Ruth 1:19-22)

Here we come to the hard medicine of this passage. Naomi claimed that
her loss came at the hand of the Lord. She made four statements that
summed up her assessment of her situation:

e The Almighty has made me very bitter.

e I 'went away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty.
* The Lord has opposed me.

* The Almighty has afflicted me.

This is hard medicine for many Christians today because they have
adopted the view that the love of God is equivalent to their comfort and
desires. The idea that the love of God might be the root of affliction seems
impossible and wrong to them. But the Scriptures reveal that those who
are in Christ will have troubles (John 16:33) and that those troubles will
be used for their good (Rom. 8:28).

How should Christians think about suffering in their lives in
light of God’s control over all things?

Whatever the secondary cause may be, there is nothing outside the
control of the sovereign hand of God. Christians believe that the God

of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is the all-powerful ruler over all of His
creation. They believe that not even one rogue atom exists in the universe.
Everything comes under His subjection and authority. The fact that God
is sovereign and powerful is a comfort to Christians who give themselves
over to His will and set aside their own wills and preferences. However,
when a person seeks to hold on to what they perceive to be their rights,
quite often an inner-conflict ensues.

That conflict is a result of the reality that what they desire may not line
up with the will of God. If they aren’t willing to deny themselves, then
they position themselves against God. Naomi acknowledged that it was
God Himself who had afflicted her and she grieved, but she did not curse
Him, nor did she abandon Him. She acknowledged her affliction and she
waited.

What are the ways God uses suffering in the lives of His
people to draw them closer to Him?

No created being may take for him or herself the judge’s seat. In other
words, Christians may grieve, complain, question, and petition. They may
not, however, hand down a sentence to God declaring His actions or will
to be just or unjust, good or evil, right or wrong. God has revealed His
character in His Word. Christians are to simply walk in faith, repentance,



and obedience. Mature Christians understand that the worst things work
for the good of the godly. They know that the evil of affliction works for
the good of those who are in Christ.

Application: How have you wrestled with the idea of
suffering and God’s control in the world in your own life?
How has He used suffering to make you more like Christ?

Conclusion

The story of Naomi in the first chapter of Ruth is an example of affliction,
through which all who are in Christ must pass. Those who are in Christ,
however, should view their troubles not as a curse, but as a means by
which their heavenly Father desires to bless them. Affliction is a blessing
when it leads God’s children to trust Him more and be more content in

Him.

@ What trials and suffering have you had to pass through in
your life? In what ways did God work in your life in the midst
of that?

@ What comforts has the Lord given you in times of
suffering? Were there times you only noticed these things in
hindsight? How might you seek to recognize these things in
the midst of suffering?

@ How can believing that God is working even in our suffering
give us opportunity to share with others about the love of
God?

Prayer of Response

Pray especially for those who are passing through trials now in your
church family. Pray for relief from those afflictions. Also, pray that
they may receive those afflictions as means by which God will do
good in their lives and bring glory to Himself.

Additional Resources

Judges and Ruth by Daniel Block
Be Committed by Warren Wiersbe
Ruth for You by Tony Merida

Session 1
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For Next Week

Session Title
- God’s Heart for the Marginalized and the Outsider

Main Passages
- Ruth 2:1-22

Session Outline
1. Ruth’s Humility and Industry (Ruth 2:1-3)
2. God’s Providence (Ruth 2:4-7)
3. Boaz’s Favor (Ruth 2:8-22)

Memorize

20 “Don’t call me Naomi. Call me Mara,” she answered, “for the Almighty
has made me very bitter. *' I went away full, but the Lord has brought me
back empty. Why do you call me Naomi, since the Lord has opposed me,
and the Almighty has afflicted me?”

- Ruth 1:20-21

Daily Readings
- Monday - Ruth 1:1-5
- Tuesday - Ruth 1:6-7
- Wednesday - Ruth 1:8-13
- Thursday - Ruth 1:14-15
- Friday - Ruth 1:16-18
- Saturday - Ruth 1:19-22



Historical Context of Ruth

Purpose

Ruth’s covenantal faithfulness to her mother-in-law Naomi and her God provided a model
showing that those who were not ethnic Israelites could be incorporated into the people of God
through faith. If Moabites who joined themselves to the Lord could be accepted, there was hope
for other Gentiles as well (Is 56:3—7). The book also effectively answered questions that may have
been raised over the legitimacy of the Davidic line, given his Moabite roots.

Author

The Talmud attributes the authorship of Ruth to Samuel, but the book itself offers no hint of the
identity of its author. We can only speculate about who might have written the book of Ruth,
and its provenance and date must be deduced from the internal evidence—language and style,
historical allusions, and themes. The family records at the end and the explanation of archaic
customs requires a date during or later than the reign of King David (1011-971 BC), though it
could have been written as late as after the exile, when the issue of the inclusion of Gentiles once
again became pressing,

Setting

The book of Ruth is set “during the time of the judges” (1:1), a period of social and religious disorder
when “everyone did whatever seemed right to him” (Jdg 17:6). Historically, this era bridged the time
between the conquest of the land under Joshua and the rise of King David, whose family records
form the conclusion of the book. It is not clear exactly when during the time of the judges the book
belongs, but it opens with a famine in the land, which may have been the result of Israel’s idolatry.

Special Features

The book of Ruth gets its name from one of its principal characters, a Moabite woman named
Ruth who was the ancestor of David and Jesus. After reading the book of Judges, which paints a
dark and depressing picture of Israel, the reader is relieved to encounter Ruth. Although the book
is relatively short, it is rich in examples of kindness, faith, and patience. It is one of the five scrolls
that was to be read during the Jewish festivals, in particular the Festival of Weeks.

Session 1
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Extended Commentary

Ruth 1:1-22

1:1 During the time of the judges identifies the events of this story as taking place during a time
when “everyone did whatever seemed right to him” (lit “what was right in his own eyes”), when
“there was no king in Israel” (Jdg 21:25). During the time of the judges, a famine in the land
probably would have been part of God’s judgment on his people for their apostasy from him, in
pursuing the Baals and Ashtoreths (Jdg 2:11-15). This famine even affected Bethlehem, whose
Hebrew name means “house of bread.” As a result, one family from that city did what seemed
right to them and left the promised land, going to live in the pagan territory of Moab, where
economic prospects seemed brighter. Somewhere along the way, that temporary move turned
into a permanent stay.

1:2 Elimelech means “my God is king,” which heightens the irony of his behavior in doing
“whatever seemed right to him” because in those days “there was no king in Israel” (Jdg 21:25).
His wife’s name, Naomi, means “pleasant,” which evokes Ps 16:6: “The boundary lines have
fallen for me in pleasant places.” In contrast, she and her husband were dissatisfied with the
boundary lines assigned them by God. The names of their sons, Mahlon and Chilion, seem
related to words for sickness and mortality.

1:3-5 In the land of Moab, Naomi’s husband died and she was left with her two sons. The
Hebrew word for “left” is related to the word for “remnant” and often describes those who
survive an outpouring of God’s wrath. Her sons then took Moabite women as their wives,
contrary to the law that forbade marrying women from nations that served other gods (Dt
7:3—4). Moabite women in particular had a reputation for leading Israelites astray after other
gods (Nm 25). It must have seemed evident that the hand of the Lord was against Naomi in
judgment.

1:6-9 Naomi had little choice but to leave Moab and return home, a move encouraged by the
news that the Lord was providing ... food there. This points to repentance on the part of the
Hebrews and their restoration. Naomi asked the Lord’s blessing upon her daughters-in-law in the
form of his kindness (Hb chesed). This is a covenantal term that combines love and faithfulness,
mercy and grace—all the positive aspects of committed relationship. It is a remarkable request
that the Lord’s favor should be shown in this way to covenant outsiders like these foreign women.
The women were sad to part. They wept loudly as they embraced.

1:10-14 Orpah and Ruth repeated their desire to return to Israel with Naomi. Once again,
however, Naomi pressed them both to return, on the grounds that the best prospect of
remarriage lay among their own people. Naomi assumed that no other family in Bethlehem
would be interested in marrying Moabite women, and she emphasized the certainty of there
being no other sons from her own line who could fulfill the role of levirate marriage (Dt 25:5-
10). She was probably at least fifty years old at this time. Even if she were to have more children
at once, by the time they grew up Orpah and Ruth would be too old to have children. Besides,
Naomi argued, she was herself under a curse: the Lord’s hand had turned against her. There is no
hint of Naomi taking any personal responsibility or expressing repentance for her own actions in
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leaving the promised land. Convinced by Naomi’s arguments, Orpah took her leave of Naomi, but
Ruth clung to her—the same Hebrew word used in Gn 2:24 to describe the marriage bond.

1:15-18 The intensity of Naomi’s attempts to dissuade her Moabite daughters-in-law from
accompanying her back to Bethlehem suggests that she was not completely motivated by concern
for their well-being. Their presence would have been a constant and embarrassing reminder of

her tragic sojourn in Moab. Yet Ruth was not so easily dissuaded. In a crescendo of commitment,
she bound herself to go with Naomi and to live with her. In fact, she would even die and be
buried where Naomi was—the greatest possible commitment in the ancient world. She sealed her
commitment with a self-imprecatory oath, taken in the personal name of Naomi’s God, the Lord,
i.e., Yahweh. Naomi’s response to this moving speech was remarkably curt: She stopped talking to

her.

1:19-22 The townswomen’s question, Can this be Naomi? pointedly and deliberately ignored
Ruth’s presence. In response, Naomi urged them to rename her Mara since the Lord had made her
bitter rather than “pleasant,” which is the meaning of “Naomi.” It was at Marah that the Israelites
found only bitter water to drink on their way out of Egypt, and so they grumbled against the Lord
(Ex 15:23-24). Naomi’s heart was similarly turned against the Lord, yet the connection also raised
hope that the Lord would heal her bitterness and bring her to a place of rest, just as he did for
Israel. Naomi had returned physically to Bethlehem from Moab, but would she similarly return to
the Lord in repentance?'

References

1. CSB Study Bible: Christian Standard Bible. Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017.
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Daniel Block (Judges and Ruth)

Daniel I. Block is the Gunther H. Knoedler professor of Old Testament at Wheaton College in
Wheaton, Illinois. He holds degrees from the University of Saskatchewan, Trinity Evangelical Divinity
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Warren Wiersbe (Be Committed)

Warren W. Wiersbe, former pastor of the Moody Church and general director of Back to the Bible,
has traveled widely as a Bible teacher and conference speaker. Because of his encouragement to those
in ministry, Dr. Wiersbe is often referred to as “the pastor’s pastor.” He has ministered in churches
and conferences throughout the United States as well as in Canada, Central and South America, and
Europe. Dr. Wiersbe has written over 150 books, including the popular BE series of commentaries
on every book of the Bible, which has sold more than four million copies. At the 2002 Christian
Booksellers Convention, he was awarded the Gold Medallion Lifetime Achievement Award by

the Evangelical Christian Publishers Association. Dr. Wiersbe and his wife, Betty, live in Lincoln,
Nebraska.

Tony Merida (Ruth for You)

Tony Merida is lead pastor of Imago Dei Church in Raleigh, NC, and associate professor of preaching
at Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary in Wake Forest, NC.
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