
Those of you who’ve hung around a three-year-old lately know 
how they love to ask a one-word question over and over again: 
“Why?” You’re out walking and you say to him, “Isn’t this a beau-
tiful day,” and he asks, “Why?” You’re out to dinner and you tell 
him not to burp at the table and he asks, “Why?” You tell him, 
“Look at mommy. Doesn’t she look beautiful,” and he says, “Why?” 

It can be exhausting trying to answer all those “Why?” questions. 
We don’t always have good answers, and even if we do they 
often can’t understand it. And even if they can understand the 
answer, it often doesn’t matter. They’ll ask it again, “Why?” It’s 
like they’ve fallen in love with the question, “Why?”

As I hang around adults I’ve found we’re just overgrown chil-
dren. We also like to ask, “Why?” It usually comes from a far 
deeper place than when our kids ask it. Why me? Why this? 
Why now? And the Lord doesn’t always give us a clear answer to 
our questions. Even if he does, we often get stuck on the “Why” 
question and eventually spiral down into bitterness, cynicism 
and even despair. 

I’m learning a much better question to ask is “Who?” If I under-
stand the “Who?” then the “Why?” question won’t be quite as 
compelling. Today we’re looking at a story in which the main 
characters, two women named Ruth and Naomi, learn this 
lesson. Turn in your Bibles to the book of Ruth.    

Ruth and Naomi Experience Tragedy and Loss
The story begins with these words, “In the days when the Judges 
ruled...” This was a dark time In Israel’s history. The spiritual life 
of Israel was in a free fall. To make matters worse, it says, “...
there was a famine in the land.” Times were hard times, but God 
had warned his people if they turned their back on him this is 
what to expect.   

Then we’re introduced to the family of a man named Elimelek. 
He migrates from Bethlehem (house of bread) in Judah to Moab. 
He takes his wife, Naomi, and their two sons 40 miles to an area 
east of the Dead Sea. In a time of famine, I get why he’d move 
his family, but this was a faithless act on his part. He’s exposing 
his family to a nation historically at war with God’s people and 
an idolatrous religion. 

$QG� KH�ZHQW� IURP� WKH� IU\LQJ� SDQ� LQWR� WKH� ğUH�� EHFDXVH� VRRQ�
after, tragedy struck. First, Elimelek died, leaving Naomi a single 
mother in a foreign land. She’d have no way of providing for 
herself until her sons grew up and could take care of her. We 

don’t know how much time passed, but eventually her two sons 
took Moabite wives: Ruth and Orphah. They settled there for 10 
years. But, as if one tragedy wasn’t enough, Naomi’s two sons 
died. Imagine the devastation; her entire family is gone. Besides 
the emotional toll of this, there was a practical side as well. 
Naomi was helpless. There’s no SSI to fall back on. She’s probably 
too old to marry. There’s no grandchildren. She’s overwhelmed 
by grief, loneliness and deprivation.

For some of us, it may be hard to identify with Naomi. We’ve 
had a few problems, but nothing like this. For others, you know 
exactly what she felt like. You’ve lost a spouse, parent, friend or 
sibling. You’ve been left all alone. It doesn’t have to be a death; it 
can be something like divorce, or an illness, even the loss of a job. 
We all have to deal with loss on some level. Sometimes it seems 
to all come at once, as with Naomi. We get hit with one thing and 
just when we think we may survive another wave crashes down 
on us. It’s almost inevitable at some level we ask, “Why?”  

In the rest of Chapter 1 we see how Naomi responds to her 
hardship. In 1:6 she decides to return home because “Naomi 
heard in Moab that the Lord had come to the aid of his people 
by providing food for them.” The choice to return was impor-
tant. It shows her will to live. Sometimes in the midst of asking 
“Why?” the hardest thing is to do is take a step in the direction 
of life. We can be paralyzed by our need to hang on to the last 
remnants of the past. We lack the energy and will to do any-
thing at all. We want to just give up; to count our losses and 
wallow in self-pity, but Naomi makes a decision to live. For us 
that might be a decision to get help, come to church, look for a 
job, or just to get out of bed.   

In verses 7–18 Ruth and Orphah also make choices. As Naomi 
heads back to Israel, they go with her. Naomi wants them to 
stay in Moab because life would be better for them there. They 
FRXOG� VWLOO� ğQG�D�KXVEDQG��6KH�HYHQ�SUD\V� IRU� WKHP��“May the 
Lord show you kindness...” That word “kindness” is a translation 
of the Hebrew word hesed, referring to God’s loyal love for his 
people. It’s a word we’ll see a lot in this story. That’s what she 
wants them to experience.

Finally, after a lot of tears it says, “Orphah kissed her mother-in-
law goodbye, but Ruth clung to her” (1:14). Orphah returns to 
Moab, but Ruth clings to Naomi like a two-year-old who won’t 
OHDYH�KHU�PRWKHUłV�DUPV��+HUHłV�RXU�ğUVW�FOXH�WKHUHłV�VRPHWKLQJ�
special about Ruth. Ruth’s words to Naomi are some of the most 
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beautiful words in the Bible: “Where you go, I will go. Where you 
stay, I will stay” (1:16). Often they’re used as wedding vows, but 
Ruth is just expressing her undying loyalty to her mother-in-law. 
She’s making a permanent break with her past. She even says, 
“your God will be my God.” After all that’s happened to Naomi, 
she might have thought, “If that’s how your God treats his 
friends, I think I’ll pass.” But she’d come to believe and her faith 
is expressed in leaving everything behind and showing unusual 
loyalty to her mother-in-law.  

So off they go. Ruth and Naomi make the long journey across the 
mountains to Bethlehem. We read of their arrival in 1:19–21.

So the two women went on until they came to 
Bethlehem. When they arrived in Bethlehem, the 
whole town was stirred because of them, and the 
women exclaimed, “Can this be Naomi?”

“Don’t call me Naomi,” she told them. “Call me 
Mara, because the Almighty has made my life very 
bitter. I went away full, but the Lord has brought 
me back empty. Why call me Naomi? The Lord has 
DIĠLFWHG�PH��WKH�$OPLJKW\�KDV�EURXJKW�PLVIRUWXQH�
upon me.”

Upon seeing Naomi, the women of the town whisper in dis-
belief, “Is this Naomi?” We can only guess what story her face 
told. Naomi responds with a bitter complaint. Naomi means 
ŃSOHDVDQWń� EXW� 0DUD� PHDQV� ŃELWWHU�ń� 6KH� VD\V�� Ń7KDW� ğWV� PH�
better.” Then she again attributes all her suffering to the hand of 
God: “the Almighty has dealt bitterly with me...I went out full 
but the Lord has brought me back empty.” 

Make no mistake, she’s lodging a complaint. Her words drip with 
hurt and bitterness. Earlier she had said to her two daughters-
in-law, “It is more bitter for me than for you, because the Lord’s 
hand has turned against me!” (1:13). We’re not too comfort-
able with this. What would you say if someone in your small 
group piped up and said, “God has dealt bitterly with me.” We 
might feel Naomi was out of line to talk this way, but you have 
to appreciate her honesty. Often we think God is offended by 
our complaints, but when you’ve trusted someone, it’s normal to 
express your most personal feelings. Part of the reason she com-
plained to God was she believed he was in charge of all of life. 
She believed in God’s sovereignty, but what she couldn’t believe 
in was God’s goodness. If God is both sovereign and good, why 
would he allow this? 

She says, “I went out full, but the Lord has brought me back 
empty.” Notice how bitterness poisons everything. It even makes 
us rewrite history. Had she really gone out full? I thought there 
was a famine? Had she really come back empty? Look at v. 22.

So Naomi returned from Moab accompanied by 
Ruth the Moabite, her daughter-in-law, arriving 
in Bethlehem as the barley harvest was beginning.

She wasn’t empty. She’d come back with Ruth, whose loyalty 
would be a greater blessing than Naomi could ever imagine, and 

it was the beginning of the barley harvest. You know, pain is in-
evitable in life, but misery and bitterness is optional. When we 
focus solely on the “Why?” rather than on the “Who?” bitterness 
follows, and bitterness poisons everything. 

God Provides Food for Naomi and Ruth
As we come to Chapter 2, Ruth and Naomi are dirt poor. The 
question is, How will these two widows survive? Who’ll provide 
for them? In 2:1 the writer lets us in on a secret Ruth and Naomi 
don’t know. “Now Naomi had a relative on her husband’s side, 
a man of standing from the clan of Elimelek, whose name was 
Boaz.”�+H�GRHVQłW� WHOO� XV�KRZ� WKLV�ğWV�� EXW�ZH� VHQVH�%RD]�ZLOO�
come into play. Not only is he wealthy, he’s respected. You get 
the idea he can help these two women. And he’s of the clan of 
Elimelek, Naomi’s deceased husband. People in the same clan 
had responsibilities to one another. We’re led to wonder how this 
SRZHUIXO�UHODWLYH�ZLOO�ğW�LQWR�*RGłV�SODQV�IRU�5XWK�DQG�1DRPL��

I can imagine the two women sitting at the breakfast table with 
their head in their hands and nothing to eat. Suddenly Ruth has 
an idea and says to Naomi: Ń/HW�PH�JR�WR�WKH�ğHOGV�DQG�SLFN�XS�
the leftover grain...” In God’s law, the poor were allowed to 
ŃJOHDQń�IURP�WKH�HGJHV�RI�WKH�ğHOGV��6RPHKRZ�5XWK�NQHZ�WKDW��
Naomi says, “Go ahead, my daughter” (2:2). So Ruth heads out 
DQG�HQWHUV�D�ğHOG�DQG�LW�VD\V��“As it turned out, she was working 
LQ� D� ğHOG� EHORQJLQJ� WR� %RD]ń (2:3). Another version says she 
ŃKDSSHQHGń� XSRQ� WKH� ğHOG� RI� %RD]�� 7KLV� LV� H[FLWLQJ��:H� NQRZ�
VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�%RD]�WKDW�5XWK�GRHVQłW��+HłV�D�UHODWLYH��+HłV�D�
man of worth. Look how he greets his workers: “The Lord be with 
you!” And they say to him, “The Lord bless you!” (2:4). He’s not 
just a man’s man, he’s a man of God. People get in line to work 
for him. Hmmm. I wonder if he’s married? 

Ruth doesn’t know any of this. She didn’t plan to go to Boaz’s 
ğHOG�� 6KH� MXVW� KDSSHQHG� XSRQ� LW� DV� VKH�ZDV� WU\LQJ� WR� HHN� RXW�
a living. We know, of course, that what Ruth didn’t plan, God 
did. God is at work here. His own quiet providence is working 
through the initiative of Ruth. God is directing her steps without 
her even knowing it. He does that for us as well. He takes or-
dinary events and small choices and uses them to accomplish 
purposes far greater than we can imagine. 

When Boaz shows up, our hearts are really beating. Will he 
notice Ruth? Sure enough, Boaz sees her and wonders, “Who is 
VKH"ń�:DV�WKLV�ORYH�DW�ğUVW�VLJKW"�,�GRXEW�LW��EXW�LI�+ROO\ZRRG�JRW�
D�KROG�RI�WKLV�VWRU\��WKH\łG�JR�WR�WRZQ��.DWH�:LQVOHW�ZRXOG�SOD\�
Ruth. Brad Pitt would be Boaz. He’d ride up on a Palomino horse. 
She’d have just the right amount of sweat and dirt on her face. 
When they met, she’d drop her eyes shyly; he’d shift nervously 
from one foot to another. That’s Hollywood, but the real story is 
better. Boaz asks, “Who does she belong to?” The foreman says 
she’s the Moabite widow who returned with Naomi.



Hmmm. How will Boaz respond? Will he take his responsibility 
to the clan seriously? In 2:8–9 we begin to see Boaz is indeed a 
man of great worth. He gives Ruth permission to glean, telling 
KHU�WR�VWD\�LQ�KLV�ğHOG�DQG�QRW�WR�ZDQGHU�WR�DQRWKHU�ğHOG�ZKHUH�
she might get hassled. Gleaners were often treated with con-
tempt, especially foreigners. He tells her to “stay here” and glean 
LQ�KLV�RZQ�ğHOGV�ZKHUH�VKHłOO�EH�VDIH���

Ruth is overwhelmed by his generosity. She bows down and asks, 
“Why have I found such favor in your eyes that you notice me—a 
foreigner?” Boaz replied, “I’ve been told all about what you have 
done for your mother-in-law since the death of your husband—
how you left your father and mother and your homeland and 
came to live with a people you did not know before. May the Lord 
repay you for what you have done. May you be richly rewarded 
by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come 
to take refuge” (2:10-13). What a kind word and beautiful way 
to describe what Ruth had done. This is what it means to trust 
in God. Running to God for protection; seeking refuge under his 
wings. Boaz prays God will bless and reward her for that.

God uses Boaz to provide more than she ever could have imag-
ined. He invites Ruth to lunch. She ate to her full with some left 
over. He tells his servants not to hassle her as she gleans and even 
to cheat a little by pulling grain from the bundles and leaving it for 
her to pick up. She walks off with 25 pounds of barley. She gets 
home and tells Naomi all about it, and she learns from her that 
Boaz is a relative. She says, “He is one of our guardian-redeemers” 
(2:20). This was an important role in the Old Testament. He had 
certain rights and responsibilities pertaining to Naomi’s family. 
The kinsman-redeemer would marry the widow of his relative 
and redeem the land that had belonged to her husband. That 
land would be passed on to any sons from that union so it stayed 
in the same family. The wheels are turning in Naomi’s head: 
Ń7KLV�KDV�SRWHQWLDO�ń

God Provides a Spouse for Ruth
As we come to Chapter 3, we wonder, will God provide a spouse 
for Ruth? She has no husband and no children to inherit her late 
husband’s property. In that culture, that’s a tragedy. 

In 3:1-5 Naomi comes up with a plan to get Ruth and Boaz to-
gether. She tells Ruth to get herself looking good—to take a 
bath, put some perfume on and her best dress. There’s nothing 
ZURQJ�ZLWK�ORRNLQJ�JRRG��6KH�VD\V�WR�JR�WR�WKH�WKUHVKLQJ�ĠRRU�
where Boaz and the whole town is winnowing barley and wait 
XQWLO�KHłV�ğQLVKHG�HDWLQJ�DQG�GULQNLQJ��%RD]�ZRXOG�EH�LQ�MXVW�WKH�
right frame of mind to make a move. And then Naomi’s plan 
gets kind of steamy. Boaz will sleep out there to guard his barley, 
so wait till he’s asleep and to sneak up on him and uncover his 
feet and lie down with him. Boaz would wake up with chilled 
IHHW�DQG�ğQG�5XWK��1DRPL�VD\V�ZKHQ�KH�ğQGV�\RX��OHW�KLP�WDNH�
it from there. Gee, what does that mean? But it’s not what you 
think. Naomi bets on Boaz’s character. 

That night, Ruth followed Naomi’s script to a tee. She sneaks 
DFURVV�WKH�WKUHVKLQJ�ĠRRU��+HU�KHDUW�LV�SRXQGLQJ�RXW�RI�KHU�FKHVW��
Boaz lays down and falls asleep. She tiptoes up, lays down beside 
him and gently uncovers his feet. Then Boaz wakes up, bends 
forward and groggily feels around at his feet to cover them up 
again. Then it says, “and there was a woman was lying at his 
feet!”�:KDW�D�VKRFN��+H�DVNV� “Who are you?” 

Naomi said just lay there and wait till Boaz tells her what to 
do, but Ruth does more than that. She says, “I am your servant 
Ruth... Spread the corner of your garment over me, since you are 
a guardian-redeemer of our family” (3:9). This is a bold step. 
6KHłV� DVNLQJ� %RD]� WR� IXOğOO� KLV� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� DV� NLQVPDQ� DQG�
PDUU\� KHU�� 6KHłV� SXWWLQJ� LW� DOO� RQ� WKH� OLQH��:KDW� LI� %RD]�PLV-
understood her intentions? Boaz must make a decision. We’re 
holding our breath. How will he respond? 

Boaz says, “The Lord bless you, my daughter... This kindness is 
greater than that which you showed earlier: You have not run 
after the younger men, whether rich or poor” (3:10). When he 
speaks of her kindness he uses that word hesed we saw in chapter 
one. This was an act of kindness because it was done out of loy-
alty to Naomi and desire for her to have progeny. Not only that, 
she could have married a younger man. She could have looked 
for a young stud, but she chose Boaz out of loyalty to Naomi. 

Then in 3:11 he says, “And now, my daughter, don’t be afraid. 
I will do for you all you ask. All the people of my town know 
that you are a woman of noble character.” Why say that? Is he 
just saying, “I’ll marry you because you are a good catch”? Well, 
that’s part of it. She was a good catch. She was a woman of noble 
FKDUDFWHU��+H�NQHZ�WKDW�EHFDXVH�KHłG�ZDWFKHG�KHU� LQ�KLV�ğHOGV�
IRU�PRQWKV��7KLV�ZDVQłW�ORYH�DW�ğUVW�VLJKW��7KLV�ZDV�ORYH�ERUQ�RXW�
of months of watching each other in the muck and mire of real 
life. He knows she’s a woman of worth. 

Throughout this passage everyone is acting with kindness (hesed). 
1DRPLłV� FRQFHUQHG� WKDW� 5XWK� ğQG� VHFXULW\�� 5XWKłV� FRQFHUQHG�
WKDW�1DRPL�ğQG�VRPHRQH�WR�FDUU\�RQ�KHU�KXVEDQGłV�QDPH��%RD]�
LV�ZLOOLQJ�WR� IXOğOO�KLV� UHVSRQVLELOLW\� WR� WKH�FODQ�DQG�FKDPSLRQV�
Ruth’s dignity and worth. Everybody is looking out for someone 
else. Unfortunately, when we talk about love and romance we 
seldom hear about kindness and loyalty. The focus is on what I 
want and what feels good for me. We think of duty and romance 
as strange bedfellows. But, these people in our story have bigger 
concerns than their own feelings and desires. They’re concerned 
about loyalty and kindness. Don’t get me wrong, there’s lots of 
romance here, but romance without hesed is just infatuation. You 
build a marriage not on the foundation of romance, but on the 
foundation of hesed. 

But there’s an obstacle. Boaz says, “Although it is true that I am 
a guardian-redeemer of our family, there is another who is more 
closely related than I” (3:12). In every good love story there’s an 
REVWDFOH��7KH�FORVHU�UHODWLYH�KDG�WKH�ğUVW�ULJKW�RI�UHIXVDO��6R�%RD]�
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VD\V�ğUVW� WKLQJ� LQ� WKH�PRUQLQJ�KHłOO�JLYH� WKDW�PDQ�D�FKDQFH� WR�
redeem Ruth. The chapter ends with Ruth and Boaz parting ways 
and we’re left holding our breath again. 

God Provides Progeny for Naomi
In Chapter 4 Boaz takes care of business. As he does there are 
VHYHUDO�VXUSULVHV��7KH�ğUVW�VXUSULVH�LV�ZKHQ�WKH�ZKROH�GHDO�LV�ODLG�
out for the other guy and he realizes not only does he get some 
land but he gets a Moabite woman with it, he says, “No thanks.” 
+H�KDG�D�VKRW�DW�WKH�EHVW�ZRPDQ�LQ�WRZQ�DQG�KH�WXUQV�KHU�GRZQ��
This clears the way for Ruth and Boaz to get married, which Boaz 
commits to do. We read of the marriage in v. 13a. “So Boaz took 
Ruth and she became his wife.”

Here the narrator in very simple terms tells us they were mar-
ried, but this didn’t solve the issue of progeny. There still wasn’t a 
child to continue the line of Elimelek and bring Naomi to a place 
of fulness. Looming in the background is the fact that Ruth was 
FKLOGOHVV� LQ�WKHLU�ğUVW�PDUULDJH��:RXOG�*RG�SURYLGH�D�FKLOG�IRU�
Ruth and Naomi? Look at verses 13b–17a.

When he made love to her, the Lord enabled her to 
conceive, and she gave birth to a son. The women 
said to Naomi: “Praise be to the Lord, who this day 
has not left you without a guardian-redeemer. 
May he become famous throughout Israel! He will 
renew your life and sustain you in your old age. For 
your daughter-in-law, who loves you and who is 
better to you than seven sons, has given him birth.”

Then Naomi took the child in her arms and cared 
for him. The women living there said, “Naomi has 
a son!”

God’s second surprise was a child was born to Ruth and given 
to Naomi for her to raise as her own. It says, “The Lord enabled 
her to conceive...” This was God’s doing; it always is. God allowed 
what had previously seemed impossible to take place. And then 
the women of the town come to Naomi and bless the Lord for 
his gift to her. They pray the baby boy would become famous in 
Israel. They call him a redeemer and a restorer of life to Naomi; all 
because her daughter-in-law Ruth loved her. Ruth, the Moabite, 
is better to her than seven sons. Then after Naomi took the child 
the women proclaim, “Naomi has a a son!” (4:17).

As Naomi clutches the child to her breast we see one of the most 
tender scenes in the Bible. Naomi, who’d lost so much and cried 
so bitterly to God, has now been made full. Now the issue isn’t 
“Why?” but “Who?” God has brought her from empty to full. He 

can do that for you. No matter how bad it’s gotten for you, God 
can turn it around. Maybe you’ve lost a loved one, or you’ve been 
through a divorce, or you’ve lost your career or your home or 
your health, and you wonder if God could ever give you a reason 
IRU�OLYLQJ�DJDLQ��1DRPL�VKRZV�XV�KH�FDQ��<RXU�ORVVHV�DUHQłW�ğQDO��
God can bring you from empty to full. 

Meanwhile, you have to make choices. Will you live in bitter-
ness? Pain is inevitable in life, but misery and bitterness are op-
tional. Will you choose life? Will you choose to live with hesed? 
Will kindness and loyal love guide your life? Will you focus on 
the “Why?” or on the “Who?” God won’t always give us explana-
tions for our tragedies, but he will give us a renewed sense of his 
presence and a purpose. Naomi had a job to do now, she had to 
UDLVH� WKLV�ER\��7R�GR� WKDW� VKH�KDG� WR� VXUUHQGHU�KHU�ELWWHUQHVV��
accept God’s present gifts, and get on with the job at hand. 

The story could have just ended here. What more could we want? 
But God’s plans are usually better than we could ever dream of. 
He doesn’t just meet our needs, he gives us more. In 4:17b we 
see another surprise. “And they named him Obed. He was the 
father of Jesse, the father of David.”

This surprise is startling: the child born to Ruth turned out to 
EH�WKH�JUDQGIDWKHU�RI�.LQJ�'DYLG��*RG�DQVZHUHG�WKH�SUD\HU�RI�
the neighbor women: “His name became famous throughout 
Israel.” We can even take that one step further. His name be-
FDPH� LQWHJUDO� LQ� WKH� VDOYDWLRQ�RI� WKH�ZKROH�ZRUOG��+H�ZDVQłW�
RQO\� WKH�JUDQGIDWKHU�RI�.LQJ�'DYLG�EXW�KH�ZDV�DOVR� LQ� WKH�GL-
UHFW�OLQH�RI�WKH�6RQ�RI�'DYLG��-HVXV�&KULVW��:KDW�D�PLQG�EORZHU��
Jesus, God’s Son and Savior of the world, would have a Moabite 
woman in his family tree. Jesus is the ultimate kinsman-
redeemer who acted with the greatest hesed the world’s ever 
known. Boaz redeemed the line of Elimelek; Jesus redeemed us 
by paying the ultimate price.

:KDW�D�VWRU\��,W�FDQ�EH�\RXU�VWRU\�DQG�P\�VWRU\��,Q�WKH�GDUNHVW�
time, focus on “Who?” rather than “Why?” God’s hand may be 
invisible, but it’s not inactive. For the child of God, he wastes 
nothing but redeems everything. He’s both sovereign and good. 
He’s a God of loyal love who sovereignly works through his 
people who act in loyal love, bringing them from empty to full.

This manuscript represents the bulk of what was preached at CPC. For further detail, 
please refer to the audio recording of this sermon.


