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Ruth 1:8-22 “Finding Fullness” April 22, 2012 

NT Lesson: Luke 6:20-36  Brian M. Sandifer 

When you feel empty in life and bitter toward God, you must turn from seeking fullness by the world’s 

ways of selfish expediency and self-pity, and turn to seeking fullness by God’s ways of sacrificial loyalty 

and faith, where you will immediately recognize glimmers of hope through union with Christ. 

Introduction – How to preach on finding fullness in such a prosperous country? 

I. Our Profound Need for Fullness 

A. God created us to live in fullness (Gen 1:26-31; 2:18, 21-25) 

The biblical meaning of “fullness.”  Prosperity, blessing, fruitfulness, happiness, satisfaction, 

pregnant(!), filled up, overflowing with goodness, wholeness, to know and be known, shalom. 

B. Meeting basic human needs provides a measure of fullness (Ps 128) 

1. Abraham Maslow, a 20
th
 century psychologist, famously observed that basic human needs 

may be understood as a hierarchy, with each level of needs resting on a necessary foundation of 

more basic needs—1
st
 survival, 2

nd
 safety, and 3

rd
 love and belonging. 

2. Family, Marriage, Children, Provision, Protection, Stability, Community, Friendship, Labor 

and Rest.  Needing these, Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah were deficient in all three foundational levels. 

C. We yearn for fullness and mourn the loss of fullness (vv. 8-9; 20-21) 

1. Becoming a widow in the ancient world was the equivalent of financial and relational ruin.  

Widows almost always lived in crippling poverty.  People either took advantage of them or 

ignored them.  This is why God has particular concern for widows, and expects his people to 

provide widows with emotional and economic support.  God’s law instructed the nearest relative 

of the dead husband to care for the widow (levirate marriage; cf. Dt 25:5-10). 

2. The three women were not merely weeping loudly because they will miss each other after 

parting.  This wailing was characteristic in their culture for bemoaning a tragedy.  Naomi cannot 

provide for Orpah and Ruth, and she also cannot provide them levirate husbands since she herself 

has no husband and no sons. 

II. The Elusive Nature of Fullness 

A. The good things in life provide only a fleeting fullness (vv. 8-9, 11-13a, 19) 

1. Naomi’s words to her two daughters-in-law are technical language for bringing an end to a 

relationship.  She is expressing her utter hopelessness to provide hesed for Ruth and Orpah.  In 

effect Naomi is formally releasing her daughters-in-law of any obligation to her. 

2. The women know they need the fullness that marriage and family provide.  Will they turn to 

the LORD for lasting fullness, or turn back to emptiness and bitterness?  Naomi chides both Ruth 

and Orpah to stop following her because doing so is senseless.  Naomi wanted to wake them up 

from their dream of happy marriages through connection with her. 

B. The resulting emptiness of life hinders us from pursuing fullness (vv. 13b-14a, 20-21) 

1. Often logic and common sense work against finding fullness (Heb 11:1-2).  Naomi’s final 

plea to Ruth and Orpah is a hypothetical case, assuming that she still has a shred of hope left.  
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The hypothetical case suggests an unreal situation, thereby stressing the utter hopelessness of 

their real situation.  What if I married tonight?  What if I bore several sons tonight?  Their future 

fullness was hopelessly lost if left to mere human orchestration. 

2. This is the “bird-in-hand” principle—Why pass up the realistic opportunity at hand to marry 

and find fullness in exchange for a future, humanly impossible hope?  In Naomi’s mind, although 

God has dealt harshly with her so far (famine, exile, bereavement, childlessness), this might be 

just the beginning of her bitter life!  That is why she wanted her identity changed from Naomi 

(meaning “pleasant, lovely”) to Mara (meaning “bitter”).   

III. Where to Find Fullness 

A. Not in the world’s ways 

1. Positive: Selfish expediency.  Orpah sought fullness in the good things of life by way of the 

familiar.  Good things that meet your basic human needs cannot and will not give you true 

fullness because emptiness is primarily a spiritual problem. 

2. Negative: Selfish pity.  Naomi sought a “fullness consolation prize” by soliciting sympathy 

for her emptiness.  This is also a common way to pursue fullness. 

B. In sacrificial loyalty to God’s people (vv. 10, 14b-16a, 17-18) 

Ruth is loyal and godly compared to Orpah.  Ruth is courageous, faithful and full of youthful hope 

compared to Naomi.  Her words represent her complete conversion as a worshiper of the LORD, and 

they recall the central covenant promise (Ex 6:7; 2 Cor 6:16b).  Ruth understood that she must 

renounce all familial ties for the sake of the kingdom of God.   

C. Through faith in the Lord of the Covenant (vv. 8-9, 16b, 21-22) 

The Lord is God of the haves and the have-nots.  He invites us to leave Moab and its paltry measure 

of fullness, and return to the Promised Land where God and his blessed people dwell in true fullness.  

Ruth united herself in faith to the LORD.  She clung to Naomi and Naomi’s God. 

D. Embodied in Jesus Christ, who emptied himself for our fullness (vv. 22b) 

1. Jesus emptied himself to give fullness to his church (Phil 2:1-11; Eph 1:22-23).  Naomi 

needed more than Ruth—she needed Jesus.  Jesus is the greater Ruth.  He has transformed our 

bitterness into blessing.  For all those united to Christ by faith, he has changed our name from 

bitter to pleasant, from empty to full, from Mara to Naomi. 

2. Jesus is the fullness of grace and truth.  We receive fullness and blessing from him (Ps 16:10-

11; Jn 1:16)!  It is not a coincidence that Naomi and Ruth find themselves returning to the 

Promised Land at the harvest.  When you turn from the world’s ways of finding fullness and turn 

to God’s ways, your union with Christ and all his benefits is immediately apparent. 

Conclusion – Paradoxically, the way to find fullness is to empty yourself—for God and neighbor (Mt 

10:34-39).  Ruth understood that fullness could only come through radical, no-turning-back, covenant 

loyalty to Israel’s God.  Naomi had trouble believing God would give her fullness again and so she 

pouted and solicited pity.  Orpah chose a measure of worldly fullness in the familiar at the expense of true 

fullness.  Whose life does yours resemble?  In whom will you trust for fullness? 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Ruth 1:8   HM'ai tybel. hV'ai hn"b.Vo hn"k.le h'yt,L{k; yTev.li ymi[\n" rm,aTow 
 ~ytiMeh;-~[i ~t,yfi[] rv,a]K; ds,x, ~k,M'[i hw"hy> Îf[;y:Ð ¿hf,[]y:À 

ydIM'[iw> 

But Naomi said to her two 
daughters-in-law, “Go, return 
woman to your mother’s 
house.  May the LORD deal 
with you all in kindness, as 
you have dealt with the dead 
and with me. 

“kindness” is hesed, which is 
covenant love, steadfast 
love, loyalty, faithfulness. 

Ruth 1:9   !h,l' qV;Tiw: Hv'yai tyBe hV'ai hx'Wnm. !'ac,m.W ~k,l' hw"hy> !Tey 
hn"yK,b.Tiw: !l'Aq hn"aF,Tiw: 

 

The LORD give to you all 
that you may find rest, each 
of you in the house of your 
husband.”  Then she kissed 
them and they lifted up their 
voices and wept. 

 

Ruth 1:10 %Me[;l. bWvn" %T'ai-yKi HL'-hn"r>m;aTow: And they said to her, “No, 
with you we will return to 
your people.” 

 

Ruth 1:11   ~ynIb' yli-dA[h; yMi[i hn"k.l;te hM'l' yt;nOb. hn"b.vo ymi[\n" rm,aTow 
~yvin"a]l; ~k,l' Wyh'w> y[;meB. 

 

But Naomi said, “Return my 
daughters.  For why will you 
go with me?  Do I still have 
sons in my womb that they 
might be husbands to you? 

 

Ruth 1:12   yli-vy< yTir>m;a' yKi vyail. tAyh.mi yTin>q;z" yKi !'k.le yt;nOb. hn"b.v 

~ynIb' yTid>l;y" ~g:w> vyail. hl'y>L;h; ytiyyIh' ~G: hw"q.ti 
 

Return, my daughters.  Go, 
for I am too old to have a 
husband.  For if I should say 
I have hope, even if I should 
have a husband tonight and 
also bear sons, 

 

Ruth 1:13   tAyh/ yTil.bil. hn"gE['Te !hel'h] WlD"g>yI rv,a] d[; hn"r>Bef;T. !hel'h 

hw"hy>-dy: ybi ha'c.y"-yKi ~K,mi daom. yli-rm;-yKi yt;nOB. la; vyail. 
 

if on this account would you 
all wait until they were 
grown?  If on this account 
would you all keep 
withdrawn from marrying?  
No, my daughters, for it has 
been more bitter for me than 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

for you all, for the hand of 
the LORD has gone out 
against me.” 

Ruth 1:14   tWrw> Ht'Amx]l; hP'r>[' qV;Tiw: dA[ hn"yK,b.Tiw: !l'Aq hn"F,Tiw 
HB' hq'b.D" 

 

So they lifted up their voices 
and wept yet again.  Orpah 
kissed her mother-in-law, but 
Ruth clung to her. 

 

Ruth 1:15   ybiWv h'yh,l{a/-la,w> HM'[;-la, %Tem.biy> hb'v' hNEhi rm,aTow: 
%Tem.biy> yrEx]a; 

 

And she said, “Behold, your 
sister-in-law has returned to 
her people and to her gods.  
Return after your sister-in-
law.” 

 

Ruth 1:16   yKi %yIr"x]a;me bWvl' %bez>['l. ybi-y[iG>p.Ti-la; tWr rm,aTow 
 yMi[; %Me[; !ylia' ynIyliT' rv,a]b;W %leae ykil.Te rv,a]-la, 

yh'l{a/ %yIh;l{awE 
 

But Ruth said, “Do not urge 
me to leave you or to turn 
back from following you.  For 
where you will go, I will go; 
and where you will lodge, I 
will lodge.  Your people will 
be my people, and your God 
my God. 

 

Ruth 1:17   hkow> yli hw"hy> hf,[]y: hKo rbeQ'a, ~v'w> tWma' ytiWmT' rv,a]B 

%nEybeW ynIyBe dyrIp.y: tw<M'h; yKi @ysiyO 
 

Where you will die, I will die, 
and there I will be buried.  
May the LORD do to me and 
more if anything but death 
separates me from you.” 

 

Ruth 1:18 h'yl,ae rBed:l. lD:x.T,w: HT'ai tk,l,l' ayhi tc,M,a;t.mi-yKi ar<Tew: And where she saw that she 
persisted to go with her, she 
ceased to speak to her. 

 

Ruth 1:19   hn"a'boK. yhiy>w: ~x,l' tyBe hn"a'Bo-d[; ~h,yTev. hn"k.l;Tew:  
ymi[\n" tazOh] hn"r>m;aTow: !h,yle[] ry[ih'-lK' ~hoTew: ~x,l, tyBe 

 

So the two of them walked 
on until they came to 
Bethlehem.  And when they 
had come to Bethlehem, all 
the town was in an uproar 
over them.  And the women 
said, “Is this Naomi?” 

 

Ruth 1:20   ar"m' yli !'ar<q. ymi[\n" yli hn"ar<q.Ti-la; !h,ylea] rm,aTow So she said to them, “Do not  
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

daom. yli yD:v; rm;he-yKi 
 

call me Naomi, call me Mara, 
for the Almighty has dealt 
very bitterly with me. 

Ruth 1:21   yli hn"ar<q.ti hM'l' hw"hy> ynIb;yvih/ ~q'yrEw> yTik.l;h' ha'lem. ynIa 

yli [r:he yD:v;w> ybi hn"[' hw"hyw: ymi[\n" 
 

I went away full, and the 
LORD has brought me back 
empty.  For why call me 
Naomi since the LORD has 
testified against me and the 
Almighty has done evil to 
me. 

Hara is softened when 
translated “afflicted”.  Naomi 
is testifying that the LORD 
has treated her badly, even 
with evil! 

Ruth 1:22   ydEF.mi hb'V'h; HM'[i Ht'L'k; hY"bia]AMh; tWrw> ymi[\n" bv'T'w 
~yrI[of. ryciq. tL;xit.Bi ~x,l, tyBe WaB' hM'hew> ba'Am 

 

So Naomi returned, and 
Ruth the Moabite her 
daughter-in-law with her, 
who returned from the land 
of Moab.  And they came to 
Bethlehem at the beginning 
of barley harvest. 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Ruth 1:8-22 (verse summary) 

V8. On the way back to Judah from Moab, Naomi urged her two daughters-in-law to each turn 

back to their mother’s house in Moab, blessing them in the LORD’s name for their loyal dealings 

with Naomi, her husband Elimelech, and their dead husbands (Naomi’s sons). 

V9. Naomi continued to bless her daughters-in-law (Ruth and Orpah) in the LORD’s name, that 

they would find rest with new husbands, and finally kissed them farewell amid much loud 

weeping. 

V10. Naomi’s daughters-in-law replied that they would not return to Moab but would return with 

Naomi to Judah and her people. 

V11. Naomi replied, urging them to return to Moab since there was no hope for pseudo-levirate 

husbands from Naomi’s womb. 

V12. Naomi reiterated to Ruth and Orpah that they must turn back and go their way to Moab 

since there was no hope for her to have a new husband because she was too old, and even if 

Naomi did have a husband and conceive sons tonight, this would still be no hope. 

V13. V13. Naomi’s hypothetical situation of having a husband and conceiving sons tonight is 

still hopeless because Ruth and Orpah could not postpone marriage until her sons were grown, 

therefore Naomi confesses the present situation of the LORD’s hand against her has made her 

very bitter for their sake. 

V14. Upon Naomi’s description of their hopeless situation, they cried aloud again, but Orpah 

kissed her mother-in-law farewell while Ruth refused to let go of Naomi. 

V15. Then Naomi urged Ruth to follow the example of her sister-in-law who turned back to her 

own people and their gods. 

V16. But Ruth asked Naomi to stop urging her to turn back and leave her mother-in-law, and 

then loyally promised to follow Naomi wherever she went, to stay with her, to identify herself 

with Naomi’s people, and to worship Naomi’s God. 

V17. Ruth continued her promise of loyalty to Naomi, exclaiming that she will die and be buried 

where Naomi will die, and concluded with a self-maladictory oath calling upon the LORD to 

make her even more bitter than Naomi if anything but death separates Ruth from her mother-in-

law. 

V18. Naomi saw that Ruth was determined in her loyalty, so she stopped urging her to turn back 

to Moab and their gods. 

V19. Naomi and Ruth continued walking until they arrived at Bethlehem in Judah, where all the 

townspeople were in an uproar on account of their arrival, and when the women of Bethlehem 

saw them wondered if this was really Naomi. 
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V20. Naomi told the people of Bethlehem not to call her “Naomi” but “Mara” (meaning “bitter”) 

due to the Almighty dealing very bitterly with her. 

V21. Naomi explained the reason for her requested name change is because she left full but the 

LORD brought her back empty, so the name “Naomi” is no longer appropriate because the 

LORD Almighty has testified against and brought affliction upon her. 

V22. Thus Naomi returned to Bethlehem in Judah from Moab with her daughter-in-law Ruth the 

Moabite during the beginning of the barley harvest. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Ruth 1:8-22 (full) 

I. Naomi and her daughters-in-law searching for hope and fullness at life’s crossroads: 

selfish expediency and familiarity vs. sacrificial loyalty and faith (vv. 8-18). 

a. As they journeyed from Moab to Judah, Naomi urged her daughters-in-law to turn 

back because she believed life with her provided no hope (vv. 8-13) 

i. V8. On the way back to Judah from Moab, Naomi urged her two daughters-in-

law to each turn back to their mother’s house in Moab, blessing them in the 

LORD’s name for their loyal dealings with Naomi, her husband Elimelech, 

and their dead husbands (Naomi’s sons). 

ii. V9. Naomi continued to bless her daughters-in-law (Ruth and Orpah) in the 

LORD’s name, that they would find rest with new husbands, and finally 

kissed them farewell amid much loud weeping. 

iii. V10. Naomi’s daughters-in-law replied that they would not return to Moab but 

would return with Naomi to Judah and her people. 

iv. V11. Naomi replied, urging them to return to Moab since there was no hope 

for pseudo-levirate husbands from Naomi’s womb. 

v. V12. Naomi reiterated to Ruth and Orpah that they must turn back and go 

their way to Moab since there was no hope for her to have a new husband 

because she was too old, and even if Naomi did have a husband and conceive 

sons tonight, this would still be no hope. 

vi. V13. Naomi’s hypothetical situation of having a husband and conceiving sons 

tonight is still hopeless because Ruth and Orpah could not postpone marriage 

until her sons were grown, therefore Naomi confesses the present situation of 

the LORD’s hand against her has made her very bitter for their sake. 

b. Orpah turned back to the familiarity of Moab seeking hope in expediency, but Ruth 

clung to Naomi in loyalty and faith despite Naomi urging her to follow Orpah’s 

example to return to her family and their gods (vv. 14-18) 

i. V14. Upon Naomi’s description of their hopeless situation, they cried aloud 

again, but Orpah kissed her mother-in-law farewell while Ruth refused to let 

go of Naomi. 

ii. V15. Then Naomi urged Ruth to follow the example of her sister-in-law who 

turned back to her own people and their gods. 

iii. V16. But Ruth asked Naomi to stop urging her to turn back and leave her 

mother-in-law, and then loyally promised to follow Naomi wherever she went, 
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to stay with her, to identify herself with Naomi’s people, and to worship 

Naomi’s God. 

iv. V17. Ruth continued her promise of loyalty to Naomi, exclaiming that she 

will die and be buried where Naomi will die, and concluded with a self-

maladictory oath calling upon the LORD to make her even more bitter than 

Naomi if anything but death separates Ruth from her mother-in-law. 

v. V18. Naomi saw that Ruth was determined in her loyalty, so she stopped 

urging her to turn back to Moab and their gods. 

II. Naomi was bitter toward God on account of her emptiness, but there was food in her 

hometown of Bethlehem which provided a glimmer of blessed hope (vv. 19-22). 

a. Naomi’s and Ruth’s arrival at Bethlehem in Judah caused a stir among the 

townspeople because they hardly recognized Naomi who had returned—without 

husband or sons—and was bitter toward God on account of her empty plight (vv. 19-

21). 

i. V19. Naomi and Ruth continued walking until they arrived at Bethlehem in 

Judah, where all the townspeople were in an uproar on account of their arrival, 

and when the women of Bethlehem saw them wondered if this was really 

Naomi. 

ii. V20. Naomi told the people of Bethlehem not to call her “Naomi” but “Mara” 

(meaning “bitter”) due to the Almighty dealing very bitterly with her. 

iii. V21. Naomi explained the reason for her requested name change is because 

she left full but the LORD brought her back empty, so the name “Naomi” is 

no longer appropriate because the LORD Almighty has testified against and 

brought affliction upon her. 

b. Naomi now back in the land of Judah with her daughter-in-law Ruth the Moabite, and 

a glimmer of blessed hope (v. 22). 

i. V22. Thus Naomi returned to Bethlehem in Judah from Moab with her 

daughter-in-law Ruth the Moabite during the beginning of the barley harvest. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Ruth 1:8-22 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: Naomi, finding herself in Moab empty and bitter toward God, returns to 

her hometown of Bethlehem in Judah with her daughter-in-law Ruth the Moabite (and without 

her daughter-in-law Orpah who turned back to Moab) seeking hope and fullness. 

I. Naomi and her daughters-in-law searching for hope and fullness at life’s crossroads: 

selfish expediency and familiarity vs. sacrificial loyalty and faith (vv. 8-18). 

a. As they journeyed from Moab to Judah, Naomi urged her daughters-in-law to turn 

back because she believed life with her provided no hope (vv. 8-13) 

b. Orpah turned back to the familiarity of Moab seeking hope in expediency, but Ruth 

clung to Naomi in loyalty and faith despite Naomi urging her to follow Orpah’s 

example to return to her family and their gods (vv. 14-18) 

II. Naomi was bitter toward God on account of her emptiness, but there was food in her 

hometown of Bethlehem which provided a glimmer of blessed hope (vv. 19-22). 

a. Naomi’s and Ruth’s arrival at Bethlehem in Judah caused a stir among the 

townspeople because they hardly recognized Naomi who had returned—without 

husband or sons—and was bitter toward God on account of her empty plight (vv. 19-

21). 

b. Naomi now back in the land of Judah with her daughter-in-law Ruth the Moabite, and 

a glimmer of blessed hope (v. 22). 
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5 Theological Outline – Ruth 1:8-22 

Theological Proposition: When Christians find themselves feeling empty and bitter toward God, 

they must turn from seeking hope and fullness in the world’s ways through selfish expediency 

and the familiar, and return to seeking hope and fullness in God’s ways through sacrificial 

loyalty and faith, where they will immediately discover glimmers of hope. 

I. Christians searching for real hope and fullness at life’s crossroads: will you choose the 

way of selfish expediency and familiarity or the way of sacrificial loyalty and faith (vv. 8-

18)? 

II. Although Christians may be bitter toward God on account of their felt emptiness, God 

provides immediate glimmers of hope when we have turned to him for hope and fullness 

(vv. 19-22). 
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6 Notes on Ruth 1:8-22 

1. Vv8-22.  The key words in this section are “return” and “turn back.”  The first turning point 

in the narrative revolves around whether Naomi’s daughters-in-law will be loyal to her or 

return/turn back to Moab and their god(s).  The issue is how these women will find hope and 

fullness through marriage and family.  Will they turn to the LORD, or turn back to the land 

where they experienced emptiness and bitterness? 

2. Vv8-22.  With the deaths of the husbands in the background, God’s providence is evident in 

accomplishing his redemptive purposes in the lives of his people.  God uses the ordinary and 

the faithful use of his Word to bring redemption in hope and fullness.  If we learn faithfulness 

in the ordinary, then we are equipped to handle by faith the crises when they come.  Notice 

how Ruth is contrasted with both Orpah and Naomi.  Ruth is loyal and godly compared to 

Orpah.  Ruth is courageous and youthful compared to Naomi who embodies defeatism, 

bitterness, old-age, and barrenness. 

3. Vv8-9.  Becoming a widow in the ancient world was the equivalent of financial and 

relational ruin.  Widows almost always lived in crippling poverty.  People either took 

advantage of them or ignored them.  There were few stations in life worse than widowhood.  

This is why God has particular concern for widows, and expects his people to provide 

widows with emotional and economic support.  God’s law instructed the nearest relative of 

the dead husband to care for the widow (levirate marriage; cf. Dt 25:5-10).  But Naomi had 

no relatives in Moab and did not know if her relatives were still alive in Judah.  As far as she 

knew, she was returning to the LORD’s land to remain poverty stricken and under his 

displeasure. 

4. V8. Another key word in the book of Ruth is hesed (devotion, loyalty, steadfast love; see 

NET tn v8).  The human kindness that Ruth showed to her mother-in-law reflects the hesed 

that the LORD shows to his people. 

5. V8.  Naomi’s words to her two daughters-in-law are technical language for bringing an end 

to a relationship.  She is not mere saying, “Goodbye and God bless you.”  Rather she is 

expressing her utter hopelessness to provide hesed for Ruth and Orpah.  She cannot repay 

their kindness, so she turns them over to the LORD trusting that he will repay them kindness.  

In effect Naomi is formally releasing her daughters-in-law of any obligation to her. 

6. V8. NET tn.  The noun ds,x, (khesed, "devotion") is a key thematic term in the book of Ruth (see 

2:20; 3:10). G. R. Clark suggests that ds,x, "is not merely an attitude or an emotion; it is an emotion 

that leads to an activity beneficial to the recipient"; an act of ds,x, is "a beneficent action performed, 

in the context of a deep and enduring commitment between two persons or parties, by one who is 
able to render assistance to the needy party who in the circumstances is unable to help him – or 
herself" (The Word Hesed in the Hebrew Bible [JSOTSup], 267). 
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7. Vv9-10.  Note that both Ruth and Orpah are on the road to Judah with Naomi.  The closer 

they get, the greater the stakes in their life decision.  Will they both continue past the point of 

no return? 

8. V9. The three women were not only weeping loudly because they will miss each other after 

parting.  They certainly have formed a strong familial and affectionate bond after years of 

being together.  The wailing is characteristic in the culture for bemoaning a tragedy.  All three 

women are destitute and seemingly without hope if they stick together.  Naomi cannot 

provide for Orpah and Ruth, and she cannot provide them pseudo-levirate husbands either 

since she has no husband and no sons remaining.  So Naomi sent them back to Moab to find 

husbands and escape the poverty and dependency of widowhood (cf. 1 Cor 7:9).  From 

Naomi’s perspective, parting is painful but the best option for all.  Note also that Naomi has 

prayed for the LORD’s blessing on Ruth and Orpah—a blessing conditioned on their parting.  

In other words, Naomi’s blessing will not rest on her daughters-in-law if they follow her to 

Judah. 

9. V9.  Naomi speaks the first of at least nine spoken blessings in the book of Ruth.  God’s 

people have the privilege of speaking blessings in God’s name to one another.  This is one 

way we can be faithful to God and each other in the ordinary rhythms of life—vocation, 

marriage, childbirth, and parenthood.  God uses these temporally-spoken blessings to 

multiply eternal blessings throughout redemptive history. 

10. V10.  Do Ruth and Orpah answer according to custom—is this technical vocal exchange part 

of the “dance” of saying goodbye and parting forever?  They both answered in unison, but 

when Naomi further discourages them from a life of perpetual widowhood in a foreign land, 

Orpah reneges on her promise.  Only Ruth returns with Naomi and her people. 

11. Vv11-12.  Naomi laments that not only does she lack a husband and sons, but she has no 

hope of gaining either.  Perhaps she alludes to herself as past menopause (unable to bear 

children)? 

12. V11.  Naomi effectively chides both Ruth and Orpah to stop following her because it is 

senseless.  “Think about it, ladies!”  Her womb provided husbands for Ruth and Orpah once, 

but that cannot happen again.  To follow Naomi hoping for husbands to materialize was 

foolish, even crazy, and Naomi wanted to wake them up from their dream of happy marriages 

through connection with Naomi.  “Go home!  Can’t you see I’ve got nothing to offer you!” 

13. Vv12-13.  Naomi’s final plea to Ruth and Orpah is a hypothetical case, assuming that she still 

has a shred of hope left.  The hypothetical case suggests an unreal situation, thereby stressing 

the utter hopelessness of their real situation.  What if I married tonight?  What if I bore 

several sons tonight?  The questions are of course absurd, which serves to highlight for the 

audience that God is certainly orchestrating the happy ending for Naomi and Ruth, because 

Ruth and Naomi could not have done so.  Their future fullness was hopelessly lost if left to 

mere human orchestration.  But when the LORD is at work, the unreal becomes reality! 

14. V12.  Naomi is perhaps exaggerating her age—she is probably not too old to get married.  

But her intent is clear.  She is past the fruitful child-bearing years and thus would not be an 
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attractive candidate as a wife.  She is not too old to have a husband, but she is too old to 

attract a husband who wants children. 

15. V13. NET tn. Heb "bitterness to me." The term rr;m' (marar) can refer to emotional bitterness: "to 

feel bitter" (1 Sam 30:6; 2 Kgs 4:27; Lam 1:4) or a grievous situation: "to be in bitter circumstances" 

(Jer 4:18) (BDB 600 s.v.; HALOT 638 s.v. I rrm)…Although Naomi and her daughters-in-law had 

reason for emotional grief, the issue at hand was Naomi's lamentable situation, which she did not 
want them to experience: being a poor widow in a foreign land.  Heb "for the hand of the LORD has 
gone out against me" (KJV, ASV, NASB, NIV all similar). The expression suggests opposition and 
hostility, perhaps picturing the Lord as the Divine Warrior who is bringing calamity upon Naomi. 

16. V13. Was the LORD’s hand against Naomi because of personal sin?  The text is silent on this 

question, but it is possible that Naomi is under covenant curse because she and her family 

fled from the presence of the Lord during the famine in Judah.  This move was not to buy 

food and return to the promised land (cf. Gen 42:1-3), but to establish residence and a new 

life in a foreign land.  Famine in the land of Israel was a covenant discipline God used to 

chastise his wayward people (Dt 11:16-17).  To flee God’s discipline was an act of 

faithlessness.  But to return to the land of God is to come under his covenant blessing.  God 

is not at enmity with Naomi any longer.  This becomes evident as the rest of the story 

unfolds.  However, it becomes clear that God has so dealt with Naomi for the sake of Ruth, 

who will become the ancestor of King David. 

17. V13.  “Naomi’s two questions argue the ‘bird-in-hand’ principle: Why pass up the present, 

good opportunity to marry for a future, humanly impossible one?”
1
  Ruth and Orpah had 

good prospects of marrying in Moab by returning to their mother’s homes.  It is Naomi who 

has no prospects.  That is why she is more bitter than her daughters-in-law.  They have a 

future, she does not.  She is left with a family of only two, and now she must relinquish them 

as well for their future well-being and happiness.  This is another way in which she perceives 

the LORD’s hand is against her.  Now she is losing her last family members.  She will be a 

widow completely alone and destitute.  In Naomi’s mind, although God has dealt harshly 

with her (famine, exile, bereavement, childlessness) so far, this might be just the beginning of 

her bitter experience!  Thus Ruth and Orpah are better off distancing themselves from Naomi 

now while they still have the chance.  This is her best argument yet for making a return to 

Moab attractive.  Will they heed her words and agree with Naomi’s assessment of God’s 

character?  Naomi’s experience of God’s heavy hand is echoed in the words of the lament 

psalms (Ps 32:4; 38:2; 39:10). 

18. V14.  Orpah kissed Naomi goodbye, but Ruth “clung” to Naomi.  Orpah and Naomi thus 

ending their familial relationship.  Now only Naomi and Ruth are bound together.  “Cling” is 

the same word used to describe a man being joined to his wife (Gen 2:24) and a person 

remaining faithful to God (Dt 4:4; 10:20; Josh 22:5).  The strength of Ruth’s love for Naomi 

and her God is comparable to the bond of human marriage and the bond of religious fidelity.  

It requires leaving membership in one group to join another. 

                                                 

1
 Robert L. Hubbard, Jr. The Book of Ruth, NICOT, 112. 
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19. V15. NET tn.  Or "gods" (so KJV, NASB, NIV, NRSV, CEV, NLT), if the plural form is taken as a 

numerical plural. However, it is likely that Naomi, speaking from Orpah's Moabite perspective, uses 
the plural of majesty of the Moabite god Chemosh. For examples of the plural of majesty being used 

of a pagan god, see BDB 43 s.v. ~yhil{a/ 1.d. Note especially 1 Kgs 11:33, where the plural form is 

used of Chemosh. 

20. V15. The chief god of Moab was Chemosh, but the people were thoroughly polytheistic, 

worshiping a pantheon of gods.  The choice of homeland was a choice for which god one 

would serve.  Orpah chose to serve Chemosh, god of her home country.  Ruth chose the 

LORD, the god of Israel and the living God.  In other words, the choice of homeland 

revealed one’s faith commitment.  Ruth stood in the valley of decision between her homeland 

and the god of her people (Chemosh), and the unfamiliar land of Judah and Naomi’s God 

(Yahweh).  Note that Jesus’ disciples must also face this choice (Mt. 10:37-39; 19:29; Mk 

10:29; Lk 14:26, 33). 

21. V16.  Ruth is loyal to Naomi her dear mother-in-law.  She is unwilling to abandon Naomi 

because that would be disloyal to a widow who is already lowly and vulnerable.  Ruth, in 

showing hesed (covenant love, loyalty, and faithfulness) to Naomi, reflects the heart of the 

LORD for the lowly widow.  Moreover, Ruth is putting herself at considerable risk and 

taking to herself significant responsibilities.  Rather that returning to Moab with Naomi’s 

blessing in the LORD’s name, she takes upon herself a divine curse under threat of the 

LORD’s punishment to be loyal to Naomi until death.  Ruth is expressing covenantal 

commitment, binding herself to Naomi and the LORD, with no prospective future for her 

except a share in Naomi’s desolation.  What an act of great faith!  Ruth is saying in effect that 

if Naomi is too old to have a husband, then I will spend my nights with you—I will be your 

companion.  Wherever the future takes Naomi, Ruth promises to be by her side.  What 

loyalty, what friendship, what devotion, what love, what hesed!  Her words represent her 

complete conversion as a worshiper of the LORD, and recall the central covenant promise (“I 

will be your God and you shall be my people”; Gen 17:7-8; Ex 6:7; Dt 29:13; Jer 24:7; 

31:33; Hos 2:23; Zech 8:8; 2 Cor 6:16; Rev 21:7).  Ruth understood that she must renounce 

all familial ties (to her people in Moab) for the sake of the kingdom of God.  Christians must 

do the same, for this is the teaching of Jesus (Mt 8:21; 10:37; 19:29). 

22. V17. NET tn.  Heb "Thus may the LORD do to me and thus may he add…" The construction @ysiyO 
hkow>…hf,[]y: hKo (koh ya'aseh...v®khoh yosif, "May he do thus…and may he do even more so…!") 

is an oath formula of self-imprecation (e.g., 1 Sam 3:17; 14:44; 20:13; 25:22; 2 Sam 3:9, 35; 19:14; 1 
Kgs 2:23; 2 Kgs 6:31). In this formula the exact curse is understood but not expressed (GKC 472 

§149.d; BDB 462 s.v. hKo 1.b). In ancient Near Eastern imprecations, when the curse was so 

extreme, it was not uttered because it was unspeakably awful: "In the twelve uses of this formula, the 
calamity which the speaker invokes is never named, since OT culture (in keeping with the rest of the 
ancient Near East) accorded such power to the spoken word" (F. W. Bush, Ruth, Esther [WBC], 82). 
Ruth here pronounces a curse upon herself, elevating the preceding promise to a formal, 
unconditional level. If she is not faithful to her promise, she agrees to become an object of divine 
judgment. As in other occurrences of this oath/curse formula, the specific punishment is not 
mentioned. 

23. V17.  When Ruth swears this self-maledictory oath, she gives further testimony that the 

LORD is now her God.  She goes further than swearing loyalty to Naomi as long as her 
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mother-in-law lives, for she casts her entire future with the people of Yahweh—Naomi’s 

people.  She will be buried next to Naomi, hence her loyalty will extend past Naomi’s death 

until Ruth’s death.  Given Naomi’s testimony of the LORD’s dealings with Naomi, Ruth 

could expect the worst from the LORD if she broke covenant.  Furthermore, Ruth’s devotion 

and risking her livelihood recalls Abraham’s earlier experience of leaving his home and his 

people to follow the LORD to a foreign land.  But Ruth’s faith is more of a leap than 

Abraham’s!  She had no promise, no divine blessing from God, no spouse, possessions, or 

family/servants to accompany her.  In a world dominated by men, she gave up marriage to a 

man for devotion to an old woman.  Thus we anticipate Ruth’s faith in the LORD garnering a 

reward just as God blessed Abraham. 

24. V18.  Naomi did not give Ruth the “silent treatment.”  This verse means that Naomi ceased 

urging Ruth to turn back to Moab. 

25. V19.  The whole town of Bethlehem was thrown into an uproar upon Naomi’s return.  They 

were probably upset because they learned of Naomi’s tragedy (husband and two sons having 

died).  Nevertheless, one can imagine that excitement also stirred the town as people 

(especially the women) rejoiced in Naomi’s return after such a long time away.  But the 

accent is not on Naomi’s return to Judah, but the state of Naomi’s life (empty and bitter).  Is 

this the pleasant, lovely woman we knew who moved to Moab years ago?  What happened?  

What a tragedy! 

26. Vv20-21.  Naomi had expressed faith in the LORD when she journeyed back to her 

homeland from Moab, but she seems to have lost sight of the blessings God had provided her 

in a loyal daughter-in-law (not to mention God’s abundant resources to bless his chosen 

people).  Christians ought to be free to express their heartfelt needs to God in pray, but they 

must not lose sight of the love, strength, and resources that he provides in the relationships he 

gives them.  Moreover, Naomi was blinded by bitterness to the opportunities for blessing that 

God provided her and Ruth.  We must not allow bitterness and disappointment to blind us 

from God’s provision for us. 

27. V20.  In Hebrew, the name “Naomi” means “pleasant” or “lovely,” and the name “Mara” 

means “bitter.”  The Hebrew “Shaddai” is a name for God that means “the Almighty.”  Thus 

Naomi instructs others to call her “Mara” instead of Naomi because bitterness seems to be 

her new destiny appointed by God the Almighty.  The audience reading Ruth must be asking 

whether Shaddai will get the glory in the future from Naomi’s lips if he now bears the blame 

for Naomi’s present situation. 

28. V20. NET tn.  Heb "Shaddai"; traditionally "the Almighty." In terms of use, Shaddai (or El Shaddai) 

is presented as the sovereign king/judge of the world who grants life/blesses and kills/judges. In 
Genesis he blesses the patriarchs with fertility and promises numerous descendants. Outside 
Genesis he blesses/protects and also takes away life/happiness. In light of Naomi's emphasis on 
God's sovereign, malevolent deprivation of her family, one can understand her use of this name for 
God. 

29. V21.  Naomi left Judah full (with a husband and two sons).  She had a life of hope and was 

satisfied.  Now as she returns from her sojourn in Moab (outside the bounds of the promised 

land) she is empty (destitute, a widow, and childless).  However, she is not totally empty, for 
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Ruth is by her side.  Ruth (and her as-yet unforeseen marriage to Boaz) is the means within 

the story, superintended by God, of filling Naomi’s emptiness.  Nevertheless, it is true that 

the LORD has testified against Naomi by providentially ordaining the calamity that has 

befallen her.  It is not a spoken testimony, but the evidence serves as a testimony of the 

LORD’s disapproval of Naomi’s extended sojourn in Moab. 

30. V21.  If Ruth is the model of loyalty, Naomi is the model of honesty.  Naomi will not pretend 

to be something she is not.  She is not “Naomi” (pleasant, lovely); she is “Mara” (bitter).  

Note that she attributes her lot completely to the LORD, thereby indirectly giving evidence 

of her faith in God as sovereign and just.  She does not understand why she suffers such 

emptiness, but she believes that she is the exception to the LORD’s normal dealings with his 

people.  The only way for Naomi to make sense of her tragic circumstances is to attribute it 

to the mystery of God’s ways.  Notice that Naomi stops short of cursing God for her plight.  

She follows the example of Job, who complained bitterly but continued to worship the 

LORD in the midst of his emptiness (Job 1:21). 

31. V22. It is important to remember that Ruth is not only a foreigner who has converted to 

Israel’s faith in the LORD, but that her origins are in Moab.  The original audience of this 

book would recall the incestuous story of Lot and his daughters that served as the origin 

narrative for the nation of Moab.  It is interesting that hereafter Ruth is subtly compared at 

several points to Lot’s daughters (cf. Ruth 2:20; 3:1, 4). 

32. V22. Ruth is a foreigner, but God redeems people from all nations, transforming them from 

strangers and aliens to his own special people, giving them citizenship in his kingdom.  Ruth 

is a prominent OT example of God’s love extending to the nations, which is fulfilled in Jesus 

Christ’s expansion of his kingdom to the Gentiles.  Ruth the Moabite is the recipient of God’s 

kindness through her covenant relationship with Israel (the chosen people of God).  God’s 

kindness extends to the nations, and conversely abounds to Israel through Ruth a foreigner. 

33. V22.  God has been merciful to his people by ending the famine and sustaining them until 

now, when the barley is ready for harvest (between late March and mid-April, just before the 

wheat harvest).  It is the season of fruitfulness!  Ruth and Naomi arrived just at the right time 

so they would not starve.  What a coincidence (wink)!  Bethlehem was about five miles 

southwest of Jerusalem.  It was a town surrounded by lush fields and olive groves.  During 

harvest season the poor could glean enough grain to feed themselves.  The question now 

arises whether the LORD will be merciful to Naomi and Ruth who are again in the land of 

promise awaiting the blessing of fullness.  Will the LORD make all things work together for 

the good of those who love him (Rom 8:28)?  It is a good thing that youthful Ruth is with 

Naomi, because the amount of work ahead in harvesting barley was substantial.  Now back in 

the land, the reader is in suspense, wondering how Naomi and Ruth will fare without a family 

provider or legal protector. 

34. V22. This verse serves both to summarize the story so far (Naomi has come home to Judah) 

and to foreshadow what is to come (the barley harvest, meaning there is hope!).  God has 

already remedied the problem of famine which precipitated Naomi’s and Elimelech’s 

migration to Moab.  Bethlehem was once empty, now it is full—the house of bread once 

again.  As Ruth chapter one began with uncertainty and hopelessness, it ends with a hint of 
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security and hope.  God is at work filling the empty.  Might the LORD also remedy Naomi’s 

and Ruth’s problem of no family, provision, and protection?  “In similar desperate straits, one 

might glimpse in simple food at table and loyal friends nearby the very work of God 

sustaining and guiding his child until God himself dispels the darkness.”
2
 

 

                                                 

2
 Hubbard, Ruth, 131. 
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7 Sermon References 

Proverbs 25:20   Whoever sings songs to a heavy heart is like one who takes 

off a garment on a cold day, and like vinegar on soda. 

Hebrews 11:1-2  Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen.  2 For by it the people of old received their 

commendation. 

C.S. Lewis: “Indeed, if we consider the unblushing promises of reward and 

the staggering nature of the rewards promised in the Gospels, it would seem 

that the Lord finds our desires, not too strong, but too weak.  We are half-

hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when 

infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making 

mud pies in a slum because he cannot understand what is meant by the offer 

of a holiday at the sea.  We are far too easily pleased.” 

Psalm 38:2  For your arrows have sunk into me, and your hand has come 

down on me. 

Psalm 39:10  Remove your stroke from me; I am spent by the hostility of 

your hand. 

Exodus 6:7   I will take you to be my people, and I will be your God, and you 

shall know that I am the LORD your God, who has brought you out from 

under the burdens of the Egyptians. 

Matthew 19:29   And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or 

father or mother or children or lands, for my name's sake, will receive a 

hundredfold and will inherit eternal life. 

John 1:16   And from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. 




