
FAITH THROUGH TRIALS 
Ruth 1:6-18 

 
 The ultimate expression of faith is faithfulness.  The route is through trust in the object of 
that faith and the endpoint is aligning our actions with the principles associated with the essence 
of that in which we trust.   
 In a sense, life is rather routine except for the crises that come along.  Crises are the 
disruptions of the “routine” and these disruptions can be judged to be good and bad.  The birth of 
a baby and a job promotion are usually considered to be good crises and an earthquake or car 
wrecks would be bad crises.  So much of what stands out in our memories of what makes up our 
history are series of good and bad crises.  A lot of the history of Israel is related to crises.  Some 
of the infrequent crises that we read about were related to famines or severe food shortages.  In 
sub-Saharan Africa, there are such food shortages in our recent history.  Whole groups of people 
move from one area to another area so they can find food.   
 Such a crisis occurred during the time of the Judges in Israel and the events related to this 
situation make up the introduction to the Book of Ruth.  The story is familiar to many of us of 
how the family of Elimelech and Naomi along with their two sons left Bethlehem to find food in 
the land of Moab.   
 It turned out that Elimelech died and the two sons married young Moabite women.  
Naomi was blessed to have had two sons on which she could depend.  Apparently, this family 
was making the best of a bad situation as they tried to lead normal lives as displaced Israelites in 
the land of Moab.  The fact that the sons married women of Moab was not an ideal situation 
because in doing so they were not maintaining purity in race and religion which was very 
important to the Israelites.  Nevertheless, they were going about life as if they were not going to 
return to Israel.  They lived there about ten years before both the young men died and all that was 
left of this family was Naomi and her two daughters-in-law.  Now those events formed a whole 
series of crises: famine, family relocation, death of the father, marriage of sons, death of sons, 
and three surviving widows.  Such trials can cause our faith to grow or to wither.  The direction 
that our faith takes us depends to a large extent on the object of our faith.  Faith in what fails will 
lead to despair while faith in that which can never fail will be rewarded with growth in that faith.  
 Without a man in the family, Naomi began to check out other options for her future and 
that of the two younger women.  Generally, in that society, men conducted the business and 
women were at a definite disadvantage.  One of Naomi's options was to go back to Israel where 
she might find relatives who could act on her behalf.  Naomi felt some responsibility for her two 
daughters-in-law.  In that culture, the main family ties were with the husband's side of the family. 
  The story of Ruth in the Old Testament is an example of how people of faith might 
express unselfish love to each other.  As we have often seen, it is in the crises of life that a 
person’s true character is usually revealed. 
 
A Desperate Return – 1:6-10 
6 Then she arose with her daughters-in-law that she might return from the land of Moab, for she had heard in the 
land of Moab that the LORD had visited His people in giving them food. 7 So she departed from the place where she 
was, and her two daughters-in-law with her; and they went on the way to return to the land of Judah. 8 And Naomi 
said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go, return each of you to her mother’s house. May the LORD deal kindly with you 
as you have dealt with the dead and with me. 9 “May the LORD grant that you may find rest, each in the house of her 
husband.” Then she kissed them, and they lifted up their voices and wept. 10 And they said to her, “No, but we will 
surely return with you to your people.”  Ruth 1:6-10 (NASB95) 
 In the meantime, conditions improved in Israel. Naomi decided to return to her homeland. 



The three of them left and started toward the land of Judah.  A young woman that married was 
closer to her in-laws than to her own mother and father.   So, when Naomi left for Israel the two 
younger women prepared to go with her.  Before they had gone very far, Naomi realized that she 
was not being fair to these young women in that the chance of them finding a husband in Israel 
was going to be very small. They might have a better chance if they each returned to their own 
mothers’ homes and she insisted that they go back.  She wanted them to go back, find husbands, 
have children and be happy.  They were likely still quite young, probably less than thirty.  
However, both Orpah and Ruth had grown to love Naomi and they did not want to leave her.   
 In a male dominated culture, it is interesting that the young women were told to return to 
home of their respective mothers rather than their fathers.  The reason for this is that in a culture 
where multiple wives were common, each wife (mother) would have a separate apartment in 
which she would live and rear her children.  Even though the “external affairs” of the culture 
were conducted by men, the really important things such as nurturing the next generation were 
under the direction of women. 
 All three of these women found themselves in dilemmas of making choices between 
competing alternatives and not knowing what is best for herself personally and for the other two 
loved ones.  This is not such an unusual situation for most of us.  Many times we find ourselves 
having to choose what is best for us and minimizing the harm to someone we love versus 
choosing what is best for the loved one while minimizing the damage to ourselves.  
 
A Bitter Plea – 1:11-14 
11 But Naomi said, “Return, my daughters. Why should you go with me? Have I yet sons in my womb, that they may 
be your husbands? 12 “Return, my daughters! Go, for I am too old to have a husband. If I said I have hope, if I should 
even have a husband tonight and also bear sons, 13 would you therefore wait until they were grown? Would you 
therefore refrain from marrying? No, my daughters; for it is harder for me than for you, for the hand of the LORD has 
gone forth against me.” 14 And they lifted up their voices and wept again; and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but 
Ruth clung to her.  Ruth 1:11-14 (NASB95)  
 Why would three surviving widows be a crisis situation?  We hear so much today about 
women's rights.  There is no reason women should not have the same standing under the law and 
in the work place as men and in most situations this is true.  However, this has not always been 
the case.  In the time of the judges in the Middle East (and in most of the Middle East today) 
women's rights were almost nonexistent. 
 The culture and customs of the times in which people find themselves can produce trials 
and crisis situations.  One such custom of the time of the Judges in Israel (and probably 
throughout neighboring areas) was that a family member (usually a brother) of a husband that 
died was expected to accept responsibility for the widow of the deceased by marrying her.  In 
Orpah and Ruth’s situation that was not going to happen.  Naomi did not have any other sons and 
was not likely to ever have any more children.  Even if she did have other children, her 
daughters-in-law should not have to wait twenty years before getting on with the lives.   
 We can see that Naomi’s outlook for her own situation was quite bleak.  She saw little 
hope for herself and did not want Orpah and Ruth to be negatively affected by the limited future 
she saw for herself.  Naomi’s decision to return to Judah was right, but her motive was wrong. 
She was still interested primarily in food, not in fellowship with God.  She was returning to her 
land but not to her Lord.  Because of all the trials and crises Naomi had come to the point in her 
life that she was convinced that even God was doing things that were adding to her bad situation.  
It is difficult to know if Naomi’s urging Orpah and Ruth to return was a willing self-sacrificing 
gesture or was an expression of despair and being resigned to a life of desperation without any 



hope.  In that hopelessness she had apparently given up and that resulted in her releasing the 
daughters-in-law from any sense of guilt in looking out for their own best interests. 
 Orpah and Ruth likely were taking a position of “what duty demands” in their initial 
insistence that they stay with Naomi.  Many times we find ourselves responding to situations 
from a sense of duty and obligation rather than from “who we are” deep down inside.  This is a 
distinction that could be drawn from consideration of the difference between the “thoughts” and 
“intents” of our hearts.  A sense of obligation would come from an “intellectual consideration” 
(thoughts) of what should be done based on the circumstances and the expectations of the culture 
or an effort to minimize a sense of guilt or maximize a sense of satisfaction regarding the path 
we take.  Actions that we take without having to consider the “pluses and minuses” of the 
choices, the opinion of others, etc. but just naturally take place regardless of the consequences 
come from the essence of our being.  
 When Naomi released Orpah and Ruth from their “duty” or “obligation,” Orpah chose to 
go back to her mother as being the best option for her future.  The reaction of Ruth was to refuse 
to even consider another alternative and we attribute that response to the deep love that she had 
for Naomi.  Reasoning convinced Orpah to return to her family but Ruth was not convinced.  
 
A Lifelong Promise – 1:15-18 
15 Then she said, “Behold, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and her gods; return after your sister-in-
law.” 16 But Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you or turn back from following you; for where you go, I will go, 
and where you lodge, I will lodge. Your people shall be my people, and your God, my God. 17 “Where you die, I 
will die, and there I will be buried. Thus may the LORD do to me, and worse, if anything but death parts you and 
me.” 18 When she saw that she was determined to go with her, she said no more to her.  Ruth 1:14-18 (NASB95) 
 Warren Wiersbe has pointed out that here we see  

“something else wrong in the way Naomi handled this decision: She did not want her two daughters-in-law 
to go with her. If it was right for Naomi to go to Bethlehem, where the true and living God was worshiped, 
then it was right for Orpah and Ruth to accompany her.  Naomi should have encouraged them to trust in the 
goodness of the God of Israel.  Instead, Naomi tried to influence the two women to go back to their families 
and their false gods.  Why would a believing Jewess encourage two pagan women to worship false gods?  I 
may be wrong, but I get the impression that Naomi didn’t want to take Orpah and Ruth to Bethlehem 
because they were living proof that she and her husband had permitted their two sons to marry women 
from outside the covenant nation. In other words, Naomi was trying to cover up her disobedience. If she 
returned to Bethlehem alone, nobody would know that the family had broken the Law of Moses.” 

 Earlier in this narrative (verse nine) Naomi had pronounced a blessing from the Lord on 
her daughters-in-law because they had treated Naomi and her now-deceased sons with kindness.  
The next mention of the Lord is found four verses later as Naomi attributed the difficulties she 
had encounter to the hand of the Lord being against her.  We find the next mention of a reference 
to the spiritual realm in Naomi’s statement to Ruth about Orpah’s returning to her people and her 
gods and then advising Ruth to do the same thing.  Did Naomi place more value on Ruth finding 
a husband and being happy rather than on Ruth knowing and worshiping the Lord with whom 
Naomi was familiar?  
   If Naomi’s comment was to encourage Ruth to return to her people, then that would be  
understandable; however, for her to include returning to the “gods” of the Moabite people could 
qualify for the worst advice ever given.  The gods of the Moabites were Baalpeor and Chemosh.  
These were typical of pagan gods that were worshiped with obscene rituals.  The first (Baal) was 
thought to be the god of nature related to the land and Chemosh was the “fish god” which was 
likely similar to Dagon the god of the Philistines.   
 If Naomi was thinking that it was OK for people to causally switch their devotion from 
one deity to another deity depend on location or circumstances, then she had a significant 



misunderstanding of what the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob required and did not understand 
that He was different from the pagan gods that others worshiped.  Such a failure to know and 
recognize the differences in the One True God and pagan idols was a problem that continued to 
afflict Israel for centuries.   
 To Ruth’s credit, she wasn’t accepting the advice of her mother-in-law and not following 
the example of her sister-in-law.  Apparently, the trials and disappointments did not lead her to 
blame God.  Instead, she had trusted Him and was not ashamed to confess her faith.  In spite of 
the bad example of her in-laws,  Ruth had apparently come to know the true and living God; and 
she wanted to be with His people and dwell in His land. 
 Starting in verse sixteen, we find one of the most beautiful expressions of devotion of one 
person toward another that has ever been written.  It is quite possible to be associated with a 
person over a period of years and experience feelings of love and care for that person that are 
deeper that you felt toward your parents.  Ruth felt that way toward Naomi.  Here we see a 
relationship transcending nationalism.  Ruth was not concerned that she would have to move 
from her native land to the land of Israel.  She said, "Wither thou goest, I will go."  We see a 
relationship that transcends all previous friendships and relations.  She said, "Your people will be 
my people."  This is even a relationship that transcended religious affiliation.  Ruth said, "Your 
God will be my God."  The witness of Elimelech and Naomi’s family must have been positive.  
We could assume that Ruth saw qualities in these Israelites that would cause her to abandon her 
country, her former friends and relatives, and even the idols she was taught to worship.  
 The things we learn from this account are many.  Crisis situations usually lead to having 
to make difficult choices.  Elimelech had to make such choices to leave Israel to find food for his 
family.  We could argue that the famine resulted in “missionaries” going out from Israel to take 
the message of the God of Israel to other nations (in this case to Moab).  Did they realize that 
they were doing that?  Most likely not.  However, this family was able to have some impact on 
others in the area and more specifically on Orpah and Ruth.  (The clear lesson for us is that each 
one of us is a “missionary” wherever we go.) 
 The impact on Orpah was apparently temporary in that she chose to return to her own 
religion, customs and the ways of her former life since the sacrifice of giving up all that was too 
high a price.  MacLauren described Orpah as an example of someone being “not far from the 
kingdom of God, who needed but a little more resolution at the critical moment, and, for want of 
it, shut themselves out from the covenant, and sank back to a world which they had half 
renounced.”  (The lesson for people to day is that just associating ourselves with God’s people 
can indeed be a blessing and beneficial to our lives, but without totally surrendering ourselves to 
become a “new creation in Christ” we will wind up back in the old way of life because that is 
more compatible with the old nature.)   
 On the other hand, Ruth chose to sacrifice it all and adopt not only Naomi’s people as her 
people, but also Naomi’s God as her God.  (A sure lesson for us in looking at Ruth is that God 
has a plan for each one of us and by responding to the situations in life with the way that Christ 
showed us - uncompromising love - God’s best will find an expression in our lives beyond our 
imaginations.)  
 Naomi made a courageous choice in going back to her homeland.  This was followed by 
an equally difficult choice of Ruth to not go back to her parents' family but to become part of the 
family of her mother-in-law.  (The obvious lesson is that all of us should hope that our lives 
could have such influence on others that they would choose to accept Jesus, to be a part of the 
kingdom of God and to associate themselves with God's people.)  


