Putting the Pieces Together #1

“When Life Falls Apart”
Ruth 1:1-10

Over the past three months we have examined the Old Testament book of Judges under the heading, “The Bleak Midwinter of the Soul.” I will admit, this was one of the more difficult series of sermons to preach, and I can only imagine it was not easy to hear. I would not blame anyone who greeted the end of that series with a sigh of relief!

The question arises, “Where do we go from here?”

The logical answer would be the book of Ruth. Not only does it immediately follow Judges in our Bible, the first verse of Ruth states, “In the days when the judges ruled….” The story of Ruth happened during the time frame of the period of the judges. The background of that era provides the setting for the story, though Ruth is more of a contrast to Judges than a continuation.

It is told simply and directly. It deals with the period of the judges, but it forms a contrast with the book of that name. The book of Judges tells of war and strife, but this is a quiet story of ordinary people going about their quiet lives. In one way it is a tale of two women. But most of all, the book is a book about God. It deals with unimportant people and unimportant matters. But it deals with them in such a way as to show that God is active in the affairs of men. He works his purpose out and blesses them that trust him.

The little book of Ruth has drawn tributes from very many, and it has even been described as “the perfect story.” It has been called the most beautiful short story ever written.
 There is no book in the Bible that shows more clearly the providence of God directing and controlling the apparently trivial incidents of daily life in order to bring blessing to many lives and lasting glory to the name of God.
 In the dark days of the judges, God was quietly, faithfully working out His eternal purposes.
 That is a very important point. The book is a book about God. He rules over all and brings blessing to those who trust him.

Yet the story of Ruth is not all sunshine and roses. The first chapter is filled with tragedy, not triumph. We read about shattered dreams—something everyone will have to experience at one time or another.
 I am calling this series, “Putting the Pieces Together,” yet this first message is entitled, “When Life Falls Apart.” The main character—Naomi, despite the fact that the book is named after Ruth—has been described as a female Job. She lost everything: her home, her husband, her sons, and—even more than Job—her livelihood. She joined the ranks of Israel’s lowest members: the poor and the widowed.
 Life got dark for Naomi before it got brighter.
The same is true today. Two mighty forces are at work in the world today. One force is pulling everything apart, while the other force is seeking to put things back together again. Satan destroys, but God rebuilds.

So many people need to put their lives together today! Their lives and homes are being pulled apart, and their jobs are in jeopardy. For these people, everything seems to be crashing down around them. They are falling apart physically, mentally, socially, financially and, most of all, spiritually. In the Old Testament book of Ruth, we have a vivid account of two widows—one young and one old—who were able to put the pieces together and find happiness and fulfillment in the will of God…when life falls apart.

Bad Choices 

The story begins with some bad choices. In Ruth 1:1-2 we are introduced to an Israelite family,

In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land, and a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while in the country of Moab. The man’s name was Elimelech, his wife’s name Naomi, and the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem, Judah. And they went to Moab and lived there. 

The events of Ruth occurred sometime between 1160-1100 bc, during the latter period of the judges.
 The Book of Ruth is really a part of the Book of Judges.
 Life was not easy in those days; for during the period of the Judges, “there was no king in Israel; but every man did what was right in his own eyes.” The book of Judges is the story of Israel at one of its lowest points in history and is a record of division, cruelty, apostasy, civil war, and national disgrace.

Into this setting a family is introduced. The head of the household was called Elimelech, a name which means “God is King.” Elimelech’s wife was called Naomi, a name meaning “pleasant”, “lovely”, or “delightful.” The names of the two sons follow. Mahlon is possibly from a root, “to be weak” or “sick”, in which case he had evidently been a sickly child. Chilion is likewise a name with an unpleasant ring, for it signifies something like “failing” or “pining.” It is worth noticing that all these names are good old Canaanite names.

To our author, names are significant. There are some characters in the book whose names we are not told, such as the important “next of kin” who features in Ruth 4:1. So we must assume that when the writer tells us names, they carry a special significance in his purpose. To the Hebrew way of thinking, to know a person’s name is to know his character, to know him. The name is the person.

A famine of considerable magnitude engulfed the land of Canaan causing Elimelech and his family to migrate to the land of Moab. The severity of the famine is evident in that the family remained in Moab for about ten years before hearing that Judah had food once again.
 Naomi said in verse 21, “I went out full,” perhaps indicating their prosperity.
 But as the story begins, everything is falling apart. Elimelech makes a decision. He decides to move his family to Moab.

Moab (modern-day Jordan) was a small kingdom, east and south of Bethlehem, across the Jordan River, on the other side of the Dead Sea. It had ties with Israel reaching right back to the time of Abraham. But it was now another country, an independent state with its own leadership, laws, religion, and customs. Once there Elimelech and his family will be foreigners, completely at the mercy of Moab’s own people. This is a story about displaced people crossing borders, seeking help; of refugees taking risks to survive.

As the chapter unfolds, we realize that Elimelech made the wrong decision when he decided to leave home. What made this decision so wrong?
He walked by sight and not by faith. In view of the facts about Moab, it hardly seems likely that Elimelech and Naomi consulted God about moving to that land.

He majored on the physical and not the spiritual. A husband and father certainly wants to provide for his family, but not at the expense of losing the blessing of God. 
He honored the enemy and not the Lord. By going fifty miles to the neighboring land of Moab, Elimelech and his family abandoned God’s land and God’s people for the land and people of the enemy.

You can’t run away from your problems. When Elimelech, Naomi, and their two sons went to Moab, they took their problem with them. What was their problem? The spiritual deterioration in their hearts. They were proud because they believed they could manipulate and manage their own lives and do a better job of it than God was doing.

The source of every problem is inside, not outside. The heart of every problem is the problem in the heart. We blame circumstances, we blame others, and we even blame God. But when you reach the root of the problem, we are the ones who are to blame. We doubt God and disobey His Word. We put the world and the flesh ahead of the will of God. We think we can run away. But the Word of God makes it clear that when you run away, you take your sinful heart right along with you. That’s why you can’t run away; that’s why running away only causes the problems to increase. You may be in a new location and have a new situation, but you still have the same old heart. You will repeat the same old mistakes.

Another mistake is seen in verse 4: “They [Mahlon and Chilion] married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth.” There was no prohibition of marriage with a Moabite, though there was a prohibition against admitting Moabites and the offspring of marriage with a Moabite to the congregation of Israel to the tenth generation, according to Deuteronomy 23:3.
 Marrying outside of God’s people is a bad choice.

The name Elimelech means “my God is king.” But the Lord was not king in Elimelech’s life, for he left God completely out of his decisions. Because God gave us freedom of choice, we can ignore the will of God, argue with it, disobey it, even fight against it. But in the end, the will of God shall prevail. If we obey God’s will, everything holds together; but if we disobey, everything starts to fall apart. Nowhere in the Bible is this truth better illustrated than in the experiences of Elimelech and his wife Naomi.

Brutal Consequences

These bad choices led to brutal consequences, as seen in verses 3-5,

Now Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died, and she was left with her two sons. They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had lived there about ten years, both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left without her two sons and her husband. 

After marriage, the young men settled down with their wives. The statement that they dwelled there about ten years probably covers the whole of their time there, and not simply the time of their married life. We have no way of knowing how old the sons were when they went to Moab, nor at what time they contracted their marriages. But probably these took place toward the end rather than the beginning of the ten years. Otherwise it is difficult to see why there should be no mention of children or of childlessness. But if the marriages were of fairly short duration the point would not arise.

Elimelech and his family had fled Judah to escape death, but the three men met death just the same. The family had planned only to “sojourn” temporarily in Moab, but they remained for ten years. At the end of that decade of disobedience, all that remained were three lonely widows and three Jewish graves in a heathen land. Everything else was gone. Such is the sad consequence of unbelief.
 Romans 6:23 states, “The wages of sin is death…” and this became literally true for Elimelech and his two sons. Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death.”
It is an undeniable fact that many of the life problems we grapple with in the present are the brutal consequences of what has happened to us in the past, whether as a result of our own bad choices or because of circumstances quite beyond our control.

Bitter Complaining

Naomi’s reaction was bitter complaining, as we see first in Ruth 1:6-14,

When she heard in Moab that the Lord had come to the aid of his people by providing food for them, Naomi and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home from there. With her two daughters-in-law she left the place where she had been living and set out on the road that would take them back to the land of Judah. 

Then Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back, each of you, to your mother’s home. May the Lord show kindness to you, as you have shown to your dead and to me. May the Lord grant that each of you will find rest in the home of another husband.” Then she kissed them and they wept aloud and said to her, “We will go back with you to your people.” 

But Naomi said, “Return home, my daughters. Why would you come with me? Am I going to have any more sons, who could become your husbands? Return home, my daughters; I am too old to have another husband. Even if I thought there was still hope for me—even if I had a husband tonight and then gave birth to sons—would you wait until they grew up? Would you remain unmarried for them? No, my daughters. It is more bitter for me than for you, because the Lord’s hand has gone out against me!” 

These verses introduce us to the author’s characteristic use of dialogue. Over fifty out of his total of eighty-five verses are taken up with dialogue, so it is obvious that he prefers to tell his story through conversations.

Naomi decides to return to her hometown in Israel, a decision few could argue against. She had no one in Moab to look after her and she was a foreigner there. But the decision of her daughters-in-law to go with her is enough to arch the eyebrows. As Naomi points out, they are young while she is old; they can return to their father’s homes as she is about to do; they may still remarry and have children, something Naomi can no longer do. Whether this says something about Naomi or Ruth and Orpah is up to us.

Initially Naomi’s words to her daughters-in-law are pleasant. They reveal that she had maintained a faith in Israel’s God even though she lived in a foreign land where the people worshiped the heathen god Chemosh.
 She prays that the Lord will “deal kindly” with them, using the Hebrew term hesed, one of the key words in the Old Testament. It is a word that sometimes means loyalty, and other times means love.
 It is a word that combines the warmth of God’s fellowship with the security of God’s faithfulness. The New Testament counterpart to this word is agapē, describing the self-giving love of God for his people, and the love he delights they should show in return. Perhaps the closest we get to a definition is 1 John 4:10, “This is love: not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”

Naomi wishes for them God’s loving-kindness as they return home and restart their lives. But she cannot encourage the girls to stay with her, for she sees Yahweh as her enemy.
 Here we first see Naomi’s bitterness in verse 13, “It is more bitter for me than for you, because the Lord’s hand has gone out against me!” Notice three characteristics of Naomi’s despair: first, she believed people would be better off spending time with someone other than herself; second, she lost all hope of a return to earlier blessings that brought happiness; and third, she believed the tragedies were God’s doing.
 This becomes more blatant later in the chapter.

Naomi has no idea at this time how God is caring for her. In fact, she is sure He has forsaken her! How encouraging it is for us to know our heavenly Father watches over us. Even when we make our mistakes He can overrule them for our good.

Verse 14 records, “At this they wept again. Then Orpah kissed her mother-in-law good-by, but Ruth clung to her.” Orpah is usually blamed for returning home, but this is really submissive obedience. There is no good cause to disparage her. Let us not be too quick to blame Orpah.

Ruth, however, showed her love by remaining a daughter. Ruth, we are told, clung to Naomi. This verb is the word of committed faithful “cleaving” in a deep personal relationship—the same word is used in Genesis 2:24 regarding marriage.
 We will return to this in a moment.

Moving down to verses 19-22 we read,

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 afflicted me; the Almighty has brought misfortune upon me.” 

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

With Ruth in tow, a dejected Naomi returned home after a ten-year absence. She had aged twenty years.

“Could that be Naomi?” her friends asked.

“Don’t call me that!” barked Naomi, whose name meant “pleasantness.” “I’m miserable and you might as well know it. Sorry I can’t be cheerful and give you all a hug. I’m even sorrier that I can’t share with you stories of God’s faithfulness these past ten years, but I just can’t. While I was in Moab, God killed my husband and two sons. I’m in no mood for a welcome home party and I don’t much feel like getting together to worship.”

This was not the Naomi whom they had known a decade before. Her ten difficult years in Moab, and the sorrows they had brought, had taken their toll on Naomi’s appearance and personality. Instead of making her better, the trials of life had made her bitter, which is the meaning of the word mara.

Put plainly, Naomi was saying, “It’s God’s fault. He killed my family.” She called Him Shaddai, the Almighty One, the invincible mountain, the force that cannot be resisted. At this point, Naomi sounded like a fatalist. God does what He wants. We can do nothing but endure His choices.

Naomi reflects human nature in general as she blames God, rather than the brutal consequences of bad choices, for the destructive and painful things she is experiencing.
 John MacArthur comments, “Her experiences were not unlike Job but her perspective resembled that of Job’s wife.”
 

Perhaps you are bitter at life and at God. You may be saying, “God has been cruel to me.” Of course, this is impossible, for God cannot be cruel. Whatever He does is done in love, even though we may not see it that way. “But I don’t understand what He’s doing,” you may argue. He didn’t promise that we would always understand, but He is still in control and knows what is best for us. Bitterness is foolish. Your bitterness does not harm or change God, and it will not make the situation any better. Bitterness only makes the situation worse and causes you to become miserable.

Bright Contrast

Finally, in Ruth we see a bright contrast. After Orpah leaves Ruth 1:15-18 says,

“Look,” said Naomi, “your sister-in-law is going back to her people and her gods. Go back with her.” 

But Ruth replied, “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me.” When Naomi realized that Ruth was determined to go with her, she stopped urging her. 
The brutal consequences of bad choices and Naomi’s bitter complaining did not rub off on Ruth. Instead it brought from Ruth a magnificent declaration of loyalty.
 Her reply to Naomi is one of the great confessions of faith found in Scripture.
 There are many beautiful passages in literature where love is affirmed, but none can surpass the sheer beauty of Ruth’s declaration of love to Naomi. It has become a classic, and many couples include her statement as an integral part of their wedding service.
 This classic expression of loyalty and love discloses the true character of Ruth. Her commitment is complete, even though it holds no prospect for her but to share in Naomi’s desolation.

Ruth refused to listen to her mother-in-law’s pleas or follow her sister-in-law’s example. Why? Because she had come to trust in the God of Israel. She had experienced tragedy, but instead of blaming God, she had trusted Him and was not ashamed to confess her faith.
 Ruth was leaving Moab permanently in order to identify herself with Naomi’s people, like one renouncing citizenship of one country to gain another.

Chapter one concludes by noting that Naomi and Ruth arrived in Bethlehem at the time of the barley harvest. Harvesting grain in ancient Canaan took place in April and May (barley first, wheat a few weeks later).
 It was precisely at this time of year that these events took place. And it reminds us that the darkest night precedes the brightest dawn. That is not cliché; it is how God works.

God is putting the pieces together for Naomi although at this stage she has no conscious awareness of that at all. She merely does what seems right. This is an interesting feature of the theology of this book: There is not the faintest hint that the total control being exercised by the Lord in any way limits the freedom of activity of the people involved. But as the book proceeds, we see the detailed and delicate way in which God in fact works all their actions together into His plan.

What does this tell us? If nothing else, we should take from this passage that obedience in everyday life pleases God. When we reflect His character through our interactions with others, we bring glory to Him. The book of Ruth showed the Israelites the blessings that obedience could bring. It showed them the loving, faithful nature of their God.
 

On the flip side, when we make bad choices we will endure brutal consequences. Yet God has not abandoned us. He disciplines us to make us better, not bitter. But that choice is also ours. How we respond to life’s challenges will determine our destiny. Yes, Naomi allowed herself to become bitter, but she never completely abandoned her faith in God. Perhaps through the influence of Ruth, she would overcome her bitterness and see brighter days ahead.

My prayer is that, as we study the book of Ruth, we will all learn how to put the pieces of our lives together—that we will not allow choices, consequences, and caustic bitterness to rob us of all that God has for us.
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