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The Book of Ruth – 2 

A Family Tragedy 
 
Introduction 
 
The title I have put to this message is “A Family Tragedy”.  Tragedies are a huge problem for Christians. 
When the world asks us, “How can a loving God allow . . .?” We are stumped.  There just doesn’t seem 
to be an answer – or an answer that satisfies.  In philosophy it is called “the problem of theodicy”, 
meaning how do we justify God in this horror.  The pastor that brought the message at the Humboldt 
vigil, Pastor Sean Bradow1 focused on the same problem.  He said there are always 2 questions in these 
heartbreaks: One, is why; and the other is, where?   Why did this happen; and where was God? 
 
Surely those are 2 questions that surface from today’s passage:  Why and where? 
 
Before I get into the text I need to re-affirm something that we must always be aware of: All suffering is 
because of sin – but not all suffering is because of your sin.  We must never assume that our sin is not 
the cause of the pain, but we must never assume it is.  This same problem emerges from this passage.  It 
seems that the family of Elimelech may have suffered because of wrong choices.  The weight of 
Scripture even leans that way; but the author does not attribute sin to their calamity, so we must not 
either. I think there’s a good reason for that which I will explain in a moment. 
 

Prayer 

 

Text Ruth 1:1–5 (ESV)  
 
1 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. 2 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. 3 
But Elimelech, the husband of Naomi, died, and she was left with her two sons. 4 These took Moabite 
wives; the name of the one was Orpah and the name of the other Ruth. They lived there about ten years, 
5 and both Mahlon and Chilion died, so that the woman was left without her two sons and her husband.  
 

What Happened? 

 
According to the text, Elimelech was an Israelite from the town of Ephrathah, which seems to have 
represented the region around Bethlehem.2  In Judah there was a famine and things must have been 

                                                           
1 https://globalnews.ca/video/4131579/humboldt-broncos-vigil-team-pastor-delivers-tearful-and-powerful-
address 
2 Block, D. I. (1999). Judges, Ruth (Vol. 6, p. 625). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nac06?ref=Bible.Ru1.1-2&off=4879&ctx=+from+a+place+name%2c+~Ephrathah%2c+which+see
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desperate for Elimelech brought his wife Naomi and two sons: Mahlon and Chilion to Moab.  These sons 
married Moabite women, Ruth and Orpah.  They had been married for 10 years but had no children.  
First Elimelech dies and then his two sons.  Three widows are left in a strange land. 
 
In a culture where marriage and childbearing were a matter of survival and dignity, this was devastating. 
Putting ourselves in Naomi’s shoes imagine the pain she went through: first her husband, then her sons 
– all gone!  Her intimate relationships, her family, her legacy, her security, her identity – all gone. 
 

Why Did it Happen? 

 
1. The famine may have been an act of God’s judgement as we see recorded in Gideon’s day, in Judges 

6.  This may be one of the reasons the author set the context as “when the judges ruled there was a 
famine in the land.”3  “According to the covenant curses outlined in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 
28, if Yahweh’s people would go after other gods and persist in rebelling against their covenant 
Lord, he would respond not only by sending in enemies to destroy their crops and occupy the land 
(as in the Book of Judges), but also by cutting off the rains and sending famine. This consequence is 
specifically predicted in Lev 26:18–20 and Deut 28:23–24.”4 
 

2. Elimelech’s decision may have been questionable.  The word “sojourn” indicates that he never 
intended to stay, but perhaps wait out the famine. The Moabite people had their origin in Lot’s 
incestuous relationship with his daughters. Moab had not treated Israel with openness when they 
occupied the land, in fact their women sought to seduce the Israelite men.  But even in more recent 
history recorded in Judges 3, the king of Moab, Eglon, had recently oppressed Israel.  The Moabites 
worshipped the go Chemosh who demanded human sacrifice.  
 
“There was no formal prohibition against marrying Moabites (cf. Canaanites in Deut. 7:1–4). 
However, marriage to Moabites was discouraged because of their commitment to other gods (such 
as Molech), the Balaam debacle, Israel’s debauchery with Moabite women in the wilderness, and 
the 10-generation Moabite male exclusion from the assembly of the Lord (Numbers 22–25; Deut. 
23:3–7; Ezra 9:2, 12; 10:44; Neh. 13:25).”5  
 

The author, nowhere tells us that either the move to Moab, or the marriage of Elimelech’s sons was 
sinful, therefore God was punishing them.  I wonder if we are left wondering to reinforce the reality that 
sometimes we go through things in our lives that may point to a bad decision, but it’s not clear if it’s 
directly because of sin. 
 
3. But there is a third reason we need to be aware of.  I must handle this with great care.  Naomi 

understood that reason. When she returned to Bethlehem, it is recorded in Ruth 1:20 (ESV), “She 
said to them, “Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me.”  

                                                           
3 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Ru 1:1). Wheaton: Standard Bible Society. 
4 Block, D. I. (1999). Judges, Ruth (Vol. 6, p. 624). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers. 
5 Crossway Bibles. (2008). The ESV Study Bible (p. 478). Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/esv?ref=BibleESV.Ru1.1&off=32&ctx=d%0a1%C2%A0%E2%80%A2%E2%80%A2In+the+days+a%EF%BB%BF~when+the+judges+rule
https://ref.ly/logosres/nac06?ref=Bible.Ru1.1-2&off=1971&ctx=gmental+act+of+God.+~According+to+the+cov
https://ref.ly/logosres/esvsb?ref=BibleESV.Ru1.4&off=53&ctx=+was+Mahlon+(4:10).+~There+was+no+formal+
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Naomi understood something that the Old Testament saints knew very well and we in modern times 
struggle with.  Naomi knew that whatever happened to her has come either through the permissive 
or the prescriptive hand of God. Whether God authorized it or allowed it, Naomi saw that God was 
ultimately sovereign.  When we combine God’s determinative choice or his permissive choice, it is 
called his ordination.  When we say that God ordained such and such, it does not mean that he 
originated it, it means that he either allowed it or authored it. That’s why the NASB translates Psalm 
139:16, this way: “Your eyes have seen my unformed substance; And in Your book were all written 
the days that were ordained for me, when as yet there was not one of them.” This never means that 
God authors evil – but it does mean that God allows evil to exist for his own reasons. The best 
evidence of this is found in the Scriptures, themselves. 
 

a. We read of the accounts of Joseph in Egypt this way: “As for you, you meant evil against me, 
but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they 
are today.” (Genesis 50:20, ESV).  To say that God is sovereign over tragedies is to say that it 
is meant for evil, but God means it for good.  

b. The New Testament affirms this: “And we know that for those who love God all things work 
together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose.” (Romans 8:28, ESV). 
All things – even evil things – work together for good.  
 

Summary 
 
So, we are left with the question: Why did this tragedy happen to Elimelech and Naomi?  Answer we are 
not certain, but God allowed it.  Why?  Because in the infinite, loving, holy mind of God, he intends to 
bring good from it. Augustine says it this way: “Since God is the highest good, he would not allow any 
evil to exist in his works unless his omnipotence and goodness were such as to bring good even out of 
evil.”  That answer may not satisfy a grieving widow and mother.  It may not even satisfy you this 
morning.  But it is the only answer God has permitted us to know. 
 
The second question is: 
 

Where was God? 

 
The “why” question leads us to the answer to the “where” question.  As we see the events of Ruth’s life 
unfold, the “whereness” of God will become vividly clear.  But let us answer this is widely as we can this 
morning.  Where is God in our suffering?  The Bible gives several answers: 
 
1. God is before us.  He has ordained every day of our lives.  “Your eyes saw my unformed substance; in 

your book were written, every one of them, the days that were formed for me, when as yet there was 
none of them.” (Psalm 139:16, ESV) Nothing that happens to us surprises him.  He could if he is 
willing change the events of the future.  If he doesn’t it means that his love, his holiness, his 
righteousness doesn’t allow it. “Since his days are determined, and the number of his months is with 
you, and you have appointed his limits that he cannot pass,” (Job 14:5, ESV)  
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2. God is above us.  “The Lord has established his throne in the heavens, and his kingdom rules over 
all.” (Psalm 103:19, ESV) He is on the throne, ruling and reigning over the events of life.  The Book of 
Revelation envisions Christ as opening up the Divine Scroll as the events of earth transpire. “And 
between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders I saw a Lamb standing, as 
though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God 
sent out into all the earth. And he went and took the scroll from the right hand of him who was 
seated on the throne.” (Revelation 5:6–7, ESV)  
 

3. God is in us.  He shares our grief.  “The Lord is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in 
spirit.” (Psalm 34:18, ESV) He is in the furnace with us. “When you pass through the waters, I will be 
with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall 
not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.” (Isaiah 43:2, ESV) When Jesus says, “I will 
never leave you”; and says that His Spirit will be with you always, he means in the difficult times too. 
 

4. God is under us.  He supports us and strengthens us.  He comes to us and says, “casting all your 
anxieties on him, because he cares for you.” (1 Peter 5:7, ESV)  One of the titles for God is “The God 
of all comfort.” In His mercy and love, God is eager to provide comfort to His children in any and all 
circumstances. Whatever the trial we face, our Heavenly Father knows the situation and offers 
comfort as needed. The fact that He is the God of all comfort teaches that all comfort ultimately 
comes from Him. He is our source of peace and happiness and blessing.  Therefore he can say to us 
“do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving 
let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, 
will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:6–7, ESV)  

 

Application 

  
As I conclude, I invite you to turn to Psalm 147, reading verses 1-6.  Note verse 3: “He heals the 
brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.” (Psalm 147:3, ESV).  Note verse 4-5: “He determines the 
number of the stars; he gives to all of them their names. Great is our Lord, and abundant in power; his 
understanding is beyond measure.” (Psalm 147:4–5, ESV).  Do you see what the psalmist is telling us? 
 
There are about 10 billion galaxies in the observable universe! The number of stars in a galaxy varies, 
but assuming an average of 100 billion stars per galaxy means that there are about 
1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 (that's 1 billion trillion) stars in the observable universe!  The psalmist 
pictures our God as determining the numbers, calling them by name.  The inspired author places the 
magnitude of God’s power adjacent to his promise to heal the brokenhearted and bind their wounds.  
 
The next time you look up on a clear Alberta night and see the bazillions of stars remember that he 
same God that powerfully created and sustains the universe has promised to heal and broken hearts of 
His people.  The God that may permit suffering and tragedy also heals from it’s devasting affects.  The 
same God that leads you through trying and difficult days, will lead you to glory.   
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Discussion Guide Part 2 
April 15, 2018 
A Family Tragedy 
 

 
1. Read Ruth 1:1-5 

  
2. As we think of Naomi after the loss of her husband and sons, one of the things that may intensify 

her loss was to remember that she was an Israelite, a daughter of Jehovah, a descendent of 
Abraham, and an heir of God’s promises.  Are Christians, children of God, the redeemed people of 
God entitled to a life devoid of suffering?  Why or why not? 
  

3.  Another fact that may have intensified Naomi’s loss was the fact that she was a woman.  She also 
lived in a culture where barrenness and childlessness were viewed with judgment. What do you 
know about the stigma of barrenness in Bible times?   
  

4. What do you know about refugees in today’s world?  How might that help us understand what 
Naomi went through in the famine and living as a refugee? 
  

5. How have your own struggles and losses shaped your view of God? 
  

6. God’s “sovereignty” means that He is absolute in authority and unrestricted in His supremacy. 
Everything that happens is, at the very least, the result of God’s permissive will. This holds true even 
if certain specific things are not what He would prefer.  Does this truth encourage you or give you 
fear?  Why or why not? 
  

7. Pastor Jim painted the picture, that in our suffering, God is before, above, in, and under us.  The 
Bible calls Him the God of All Comfort.  What practical ways has God comforted you in your grief? 
 

8. Philip Yancy once said about suffering: the question isn’t where is God in our suffering, but where is 
the Church?  How can the church care for those who grieve?  Are there people you are aware of that 
might need this response from the Church? 
 

9. Read Psalm 147.  This is a congregational song that connects God’s control and care of the universe 
with His control and care for them, the nation of Israel.  The wounded and broken among the nation 
are the exiles.  The wounds are God’s discipline.  We are reminded that he gathers and heals his 
grief-stricken children. There is an old hymn ‘Come Ye Disconsolate’67 and the first verse reads:  

                                                           
6 Dejected, sad, etc. 
7 Samuel Webbe Sr. | Thomas Hastings | Thomas Moore, Public Domain  
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Come ye disconsolate 
Where'er ye languish 
Come to the mercy seat 
Fervently kneel 
Here bring your wounded hearts 
Here tell your anguish 
Earth has no sorrow 
That heav'n cannot heal 

This is a loving invitation to bring you hurts and your pain to the mercy seat  


