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 Ruth 1 (esv)

 In the days when the judges ruled there was a famine in the land, and a man of Bethlehem in 
Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab, he and his wife and his two sons. The name of the 
man was Elimelech and the name of his wife Naomi, and the names of his two sons were 
Mahlon and Chilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem in Judah. They went into the country 
of Moab and remained there. But Elimelech, the husband of Naomi, died, and she was left with 
her two sons. These took Moabite wives; the name of the one was Orpah and the name of the 
other Ruth. They lived there about ten years, and both Mahlon and Chilion died, so that the 
woman was left without her two sons and her husband.

Then she arose with her daughters-in-law to return from the country of Moab, for she had heard 
in the fields of Moab that the Lord had visited his people and given them food. So she set out 
from the place where she was with her two daughters-in-law, and they went on the way to return 
to the land of Judah. But 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. The Lord grant that you may find rest, each of you in the house of her husband!” Then 
she kissed them, and they lifted up their voices and wept.

And they said to her, “No, we will return with you to your people.” But Naomi said, “Turn back, 
my daughters; why will you go with me? Have I yet sons in my womb that they may become 
your husbands? Turn back, my daughters; go your way, for I am too old to have a husband. If I 
should say I have hope, even if I should have a husband this night and should bear sons, would 
you therefore wait till they were grown? Would you therefore refrain from marrying? No, my 
daughters, for it is exceedingly bitter to me for your sake that the hand of the Lord has gone out 
against me.” Then they lifted up their voices and wept again. And Orpah kissed her mother-in-
law, but Ruth clung to her.

And she said, “See, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and to her gods; return after 
your sister-in-law.” But Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you or to return 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. Where you die I will die, and there will I be buried. May the Lord do so 
to me and more also if anything but death parts me from you.” And when Naomi saw that she 
was determined to go with her, she said no more.

So the two of them went on until they came to Bethlehem. And when they came to Bethlehem, 
the whole town was stirred because of them. And the women said, “Is this Naomi?” She said to 
them, “Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. I 
went away full, and the Lord has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi, when the Lord 
has testified against me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?”

So Naomi returned, and Ruth the Moabite her daughter-in-law with her, who returned from the 
country of Moab. And they came to Bethlehem at the beginning of barley harvest.
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 In the days when the judges ruled there was a famine in the land, 

and a man of Bethlehem in Judah went to sojourn in the country of 

Moab, he and his wife and his two sons.

 – Ruth 1:1, esv

 It’s easy for us to read this, the very first verse in Ruth, and not stop to discov-
er the richness that is held in these words. “When the judges ruled there was 
a famine” . . . these are seemingly trivial words that we tend to breeze over 
to get to the real story of Ruth.

 We forget how important context is and how it helps us to better understand 
God, His Word and His heart towards us. Let’s take a minute to look at the 
“when the judges ruled”. What did this mean for Ruth? Does it hold any  
relevance for us today? And how can understanding that help us to go 
deeper with God?

The Context of Ruth

 The children of Israel entered into the Promised Land under the leadership of 
Joshua. However, when he died (see Joshua 24:29), there was a period of 
time when they were leaderless. There was no king, no one person to govern 
the land and lead. God then raised up and appointed various men and 
women to judge the nation and hold them accountable to the law.

 What should have been a time of celebration, of cultivating their land and 
embracing the promises of God, became a time riddled with war, distress, 
hardship and even enslavement due to disobedience!

Two specific things happened:Two specific things happened:

1.  The children of God did not fulfill God’s commandment that they drive 
out all of the inhabitants of the land when they entered into the Promised 
Land (see Judges 1:27–2:4).

2. A generation rose up that didn't know God: “After that whole generation 
had been gathered to their ancestors, another generation grew up who 
knew neither the Lord nor what he had done for Israel” (Judg. 2:10, niv).

Talk about heartbreaking! It took one generation to forget God and every-
thing He had done for them! Not unlike in the wilderness, the children of 
Israel developed a pattern in the way they lived and responded to God.
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Partial victoryPartial victory

 Right from the beginning, Israel never lived in complete victory because they were not able to 
completely drive out their enemies. This was not because they couldn’t, but rather because 
they became lazy and complacent.

 Let’s be honest, taking on enemies in our lives is hard work. It demands our time, our discipline, 
our patience and our complete trust in God.

 Ponder this:
Living in full victory requires complete trust in God and complete obedience  
to Him.

Coexisting with the enemyCoexisting with the enemy

In not driving out the enemy, Israel lived side by side with her adversaries. However, the 
Israelites were supposed to stand out: to live differently and be set apart.

 Just like for Israel, God’s intention is to set us apart. We, His children, are not supposed to 
blend in and fit in. This is not so that we become ”cliquey“, out of touch and irrelevant. Instead, 
we are supposed to be different—to display God’s love and kindness to a broken, hurting and 
deceived world.

 Ponder this:
Coexisting with the enemy means living at war with God’s best for your life.

Cooperating with the enemyCooperating with the enemy

 Coexistence leads to cooperation. For Israel, what probably started as “we will tolerate them” 
led to agreements and treaties with foreign and immoral nations. By cooperating with their  
enemies, Israel was acknowledging its right to belong in the land, contrary to what God  
commanded them to do: to completely drive out all other nations.

 When we allow things that are not of God to coexist in our lives, we will inevitably start to co-
operate with them. We will allow our fears, our insecurities and our doubts to take the lead in 
our lives. This may start subtly, but it will happen.

 Ponder this:
It is impossible for you to cooperate with God fully when you are cooperating 
with the enemy, even slightly.
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Corrupted by the enemyCorrupted by the enemy

 Tolerating the enemy led to treaties, agreements, covenants and intermarrying. When two  
cultures merge, it is almost impossible for the two to flourish (especially when it concerns  
religion and religious tolerance—something always has to give).

 Israel embraced another way of life, and with that, the worship of other gods. They violated 
the very first command God had given them. As Exodus 20:3 (niv) states, “You shall have no 
other gods before me.” How quickly small compromises and turning a blind eye to things can 
lead to complete devastation. I am sure that all of us, at some point, have watched a small, 
seemingly insignificant “once off” compromise become a new habit and way of life.

 Ponder this:
The enemy’s intention will always be to bring corruption into your life and pull 
you away from God.

Divine disciplineDivine discipline

 The above behavior is why there was a famine in the days of Ruth. God disciplined the nation 
of Israel for their disobedience towards Him. Israel had willingly entered into a covenant with 
God at Mount Sinai (see Exodus 20). A covenant is an agreement that is made between two 
parties, which holds very severe consequences if the said agreement is broken. In ancient cul-
tures, a broken covenant was usually punishable by death!

 God said to Israel that if they were to abandon His covenant and walk away from Him, they 
would be subject to the curses (or consequences) that came with the covenant: famine, war, 
curses, hardship and so on.

God will always uphold and keep His promises. Therefore, when walking away from Him, 
God had to ensure that Israel felt the full extent of the consequences of their decision to  
disobey Him. Had God not kept His end of the covenant, He would have been a liar and 
someone who could not be trusted.

Leviticus 26:14–16 (niv) reads, “If you will not listen to me and carry out all these commands, 
and if you reject my decrees and abhor my laws and fail to carry out all my commands and 
so violate my covenant, then I will do this to you.”

 Ponder this:
God disciplines you because He loves you and has a responsibility to uphold 
His Word and covenant.
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Divine deliveranceDivine deliverance

 God always honors His Word, and because of that, as soon as the children of Israel turned 
back to Him, He was right there waiting to bring redemption and restoration. God has always 
been, and will forever remain, a loving Father full of grace and mercy.

 Ponder this:
There is nothing you can do that will ever cause God to stop loving you. His love 
is everlasting.

Advance in apostasyAdvance in apostasy

 There was always a return to a sinful way of life, generally once the judge who had been 
raised up at that time passed away. And due to the ugly nature of sin, it seemed to multiply and 
get worse. It is so important for us to get to the root, the very bottom, of what causes us to stray 
from God. Without dealing with the root, we will always struggle. Proverbs 26:11 (esv) con-
firms, “Like a dog that returns to his vomit is a fool who repeats his folly.”

 Every generation seems to carry a greater desire for independence. We need to have a per-
sonal revelation of God and a personal revelation of His redemptive plan for each one of us.

 Ponder this:
You cannot turn to God just to have your sins erased. You need to turn to Him 
out of a conviction that your sin is wrong. Your desire to turn to Him should be 
out of desperation for Him.

?  Can you identify areas in your life where you still need complete victory? What are 
some of the areas where you continue to compromise? (This could be a relationship, a 
habit or even an attitude.)

? What are some practical ways you could change the habits in your life?
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?  In what ways have you experienced God’s discipline? Did it make you feel closer 
to Him? Did it prevent you from making the same mistakes again?

?  Do you have a personal revelation of who God is and how much He loves you? Do 
you know the lengths that He would go to, to get your attention? How have you 
experienced this before?

?  If there is an area in your life that you are struggling with, what is stopping you from 
fully surrendering it to God?

 There is no condemnation in this. We all make mistakes; we all mess up. It is impossible 
for us as humans to live sinless lives. That’s not what God wants. He does, however, want 
us to live a life completely surrendered and abandoned to Him; a life that gives Him per-
mission to step in. He wants us to live in the fullness of the freedom that He bought for us 
at such a cost through the blood of Jesus. How sad that so many, just like the children of 
Israel, live bound and captive, although they have been set free.

 This journey into discovering a bit more of the attitude and nature of the people of Israel 
sets the backdrop for the story of Ruth. The Book of Ruth, set at the time of the judges,  
and at a time of famine, tells us that Israel had walked away from God and broken their 
covenant with Him. But God, even at such a dire time, had a plan for redemption, using 
the most unlikely of people . . . a Moabite named Ruth.
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