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Fairytales.
But fairytales are just that—they’re fairytales and we know that stories like that don’t come true—or do they?

If you have your Bibles turn to Ruth 1.
· The book of Ruth has many of the elements of a fairytale…
· A depressed mother-in-law.
· A poor damsel in distress.
· A wealthy prince to ride in and save the day.

But this story is true!
And as we prepare our hearts for Easter, and the celebration of our Risen King, the book of Ruth provides one of the most precious pictures of the grace and mercy of God to be found in all the Bible.
· It’s only four chapters long and can be read in 30 minutes or less.
· But this powerful little book points us to Jesus who acted in grace by giving Himself to provide redemption for all those who will come to Him.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  John W. Reed, “Ruth,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures, ed. J. F. Walvoord and R. B. Zuck, vol. 1 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985), 418.] 


So, let’s go ahead and jump in…
Ruth 1:1 NLT In the days when the judges ruled in Israel, a severe famine came upon the land. So a man from Bethlehem in Judah left his home and went to live in the country of Moab, taking his wife and two sons with him. 2 The man’s name was Elimelech, and his wife was Naomi. Their two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem in the land of Judah. And when they reached Moab, they settled there. 3 Then Elimelech died, and Naomi was left with her two sons.4 The two sons married Moabite women. One married a woman named Orpah, and the other a woman named Ruth. But about ten years later, 5 both Mahlon and Kilion died. This left Naomi alone, without her two sons or her husband.

If you’ve ever watched a Disney movie with your child, then you know that almost immediately, the plot thickens with pain and loss.
· In the true story of Ruth and Boaz, we don’t even make it past the opening sentence before the danger music begins to play.

In verse 1, we’re told that that this story takes place “in the days when the judges ruled Israel.”
· If you know the book of Judges, then you know the kind of backdrop we’re talking about.
· In the book of Judges, we encounter indiscriminate violence, political disorder, objectification of human beings as a means to an end, the absence of both public and personal faith, and the notion that absolute truth, doesn’t exist.
· Judges is the story of how God’s people turned from knowing, loving, and obeying Him to just doing “whatever seemed right in [their] own eyes.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Timothy Keller, Judges for You, God’s Word for You (Purcellville, VA: The Good Book Company, 2013), 9.] 

· Some scholars argue that the days of the judges were the darkest in the history of Israel.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  J. Vernon McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary: History of Israel (Ruth), electronic ed., vol. 11 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1991), 14.] 


Added to this, the author tells us that there’s a severe famine in the land.
· Biblical famines have many natural causes.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Robert L. Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1988), 84.] 

· However, we know that God often used famine to bring His people to their sense of need. 
· To lead them into repentance and obedience.
· In Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28, God told His people, if they persisted in idolatry and rebellion against the Lord, He would respond not only by sending in enemies to destroy their crops and occupy the land, but also by cutting off the rains and sending famine.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Daniel Isaac Block, Judges, Ruth, vol. 6, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 624.] 

· Many scholars believe the famine in Ruth lines up with the famine in Judges 6, during the time of Gideon, when the Midianites were plundering God’s people.
· We find Gideon trying to thresh wheat in a hole in the ground.
· So, times were bad.

It’s during these dark days that a certain man of Bethlehem, Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab, with his wife, and two sons.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary: History of Israel (Ruth), 15.] 

· The Bible has much to say about both Bethlehem and Moab.
· Of course, on this side of the covenant, we know Bethlehem as the birthplace of Christ. 
· But Bethlehem literally means “house of bread,” and this name was well earned. Wheat, barley, grapes, olives, and almonds grew plentifully in this area.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 85.] 

· In other words, Bethlehem was a land of abundant food.
· Moab, on the other hand, wasn’t even a place you wanted to pass through. This town was never trending on Trip Advisor.
· The Moabites were hostile towards the Israelites after the exodus (Nu. 21:29). 
· And early in the period of the judges, Eglon King of Moab invaded and dominated the Israelites for eighteen years (Jdg. 3:14).[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Joyce G. Baldwin, “Ruth,” in New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition, ed. D. A. Carson et al., 4th ed. (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1994), 289.] 

· In Psalm 108, Moab is described as a washpot.
· As one commentator put it, “the way to paraphrase what God says about Moab might be to say, “Moab is my garbage can.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary: History of Israel (Ruth), 15.] 


PAUSE
So, here’s a family—a husband, wife, and two boys—who leave the house of bread, to go and eat out of the garbage can.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  J McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary: History of Israel (Ruth), 15–16.] 

I can’t help but think of the parable of the prodigal son who left his father’s house in which there was plenty, to go to a foreign land, where eventually, he longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary: History of Israel (Ruth), 16.] 


As we read on, the author quickly introduces us to the members of this prodigal family.
· The patriarch is Elimelech and his name means “my God is King.”
· The wife is Naomi, and her name means “pleasant one.”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 89.] 

· Their two sons are Mahlon and Chilion.
· They have rhyming names, which means they could have been twins or, maybe, like my Mamaw, Naomi simply wanted her children’s names to rhyme.
· I hope Naomi liked rhyming names because the name Mahlon means something like “puny” and Chilion means something like “whiny.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary: History of Israel (Ruth), 17.] 

· Puny and whiny aren’t names you find in a book like, “200 Great Names for Boys.” 
· But the truth is these characters will all live up to their names except Elimelech.

Before moving on, the author gives one more important detail about this family. They are “Ephrathites.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Block, Judges, Ruth, 625.] 

· Ephrath was the wife of Caleb, whose descendants the Bible credits with settling in Bethlehem (1 Chr. 2:19, 50–51; 4:4; see Ruth 4:22).[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 90.] 

· Now this may not seem like an important detail, but most likely the author is letting us know that this is a family of means. They belonged to a well-established, even wealthy family.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  David Jackman and Lloyd J. Ogilvie, Judges, Ruth, vol. 7, The Preacher’s Commentary Series (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Inc, 1991), 307.] 

· Which makes the move to Moab even more tragic.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 91.] 

· As one author put it, “it’s as if the Vanderbilts have suddenly become poor sharecroppers.”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 91.] 


PAUSE
Elimelech and his family pack up and leave the “House of Bread” to find greener pastures in the “garbage can.”

PAUSE
But soon after arriving, Elimelech dies.
· There’s no explanation; no account of the time, place, circumstances, or cause of death. Just the tragic results.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 92.] 


After their father’s death, Naomi’s two sons marry Moabite women.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Jason Driesbach, “Ruth,” in Cornerstone Biblical Commentary: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, ed. Philip W. Comfort, Cornerstone Biblical Commentary (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2012), 514.] 

· Verse 4 gives us the names of the son’s wives.
· Mr. Puny marries Orpah, which means “stiff-necked.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 94.] 

· Mr. Whiny marries Ruth which means “comfort or refreshment.”
· Ruth is the only one whose name matches her character at this point.
· But the climactic blow is struck when both Mahlon and Chilion die.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Block, Judges, Ruth, 629.] 

· Again, no explanation. Just the tragic news and results.

PAUSE
How different from the dream are the experiences of this Israelite family in Moab![footnoteRef:23] [23:  Block, Judges, Ruth, 627.] 

· Whatever the reasons for Elimelech’s decision, Naomi is left, widowed and childless, without sons or grandsons to continue the family line.
· And all this happens in a foreign land, far away from the support of those who speak her language or worship her God.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Jackman and Ogilvie, Judges, Ruth 307–308.] 


The opening scene ends in verse 5 with Naomi virtually alone.

PAUSE
With this book of the bible, I know it’s tempting to rush on to the “good stuff.” But as we consider the first act of the book of Ruth, I think there are two quick observations here that our worthy of our consideration. Here’s the first…
I. The grass is never greener outside the will of God.

From the ridges of Bethlehem, it’s possible to see Moab on the horizon.
· And we can’t say for certain, but maybe Elimelech stood on the ridges of Bethlehem and looked down where no one’s crops were growing and the cupboards and haylofts were bare. But just over yonder, right across the Dead Sea, he could see the green, fertile fields of Moab.

Now Elimelech would have known that Moab was unfriendly territory. He would have known that seeking refuge in Moab—Israel’s enemy throughout history—was both shameful and dangerous.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Hubbard, The Book of Ruth, 87.] 

· But even though he knew that’s not where he was supposed to be, he bought into the lie that life would be better outside the will of God.

Life would be better…
· In a different house.
· With a little more money.
· With a different job.
· A different school.
· Different stuff.
· Next to a different spouse.
· Belonging to a different family.

Sometimes greener grass might make perfect sense to our flesh, but we cannot forget that our hearts are deceitful and our minds are in need of daily renewal and transformation (Romans 2:1-2).

PAUSE
To paraphrase Stephen Davey, we cannot ignore the fact that some situations are harder than others… However, the problem comes when we decide that our happiness is God’s ultimate priority and that He would never want us to live through difficult, uncomfortable, or transformative circumstances. [When we begin to believe that happiness is the ultimate goal, we will see] the green grass of Moab as fair game, or worse, even proof of God’s leading. But the truth is — the grass is never greener outside the will of God.

As one author put it, “The grass is only greener over the septic tank. It looks so promising, but we have no idea what lies underneath.”

PAUSE
Church, God’s intention with the famine was not to starve his people. 
The Famine was the chastisement of God aimed at getting His people’s attention and turning them back to Himself. 
· His design was not for the people to leave the House of Bread. His design was for them to repent and obey, and He would again fill their houses with bread. 
· But instead, Elimelech attempted to design his own solution and run from God’s correcting hand.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Glen Spencer, Ruth: Romance and Redemption, Expository Pulpit Series (WORDsearch, 2008), 11.] 


The grass is never greener outside the will of God. 

Second observation…
II. A temporary trip outside the will of God often becomes a settled stay.

From the text, we get the impression that Elimelech didn’t plan to be in Moab for long.
· Maybe he even told his wife and sons to pack lightly because they would be coming home soon.

But did you notice the progression in the first few verses?
· Verse 1 says they, “went to sojourn in the land of Moab.” 
· The verb, “to sojourn,” suggests a temporary stay. Elimelech intended to wait out the famine and to return to Bethlehem when it was over.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Block, Judges, Ruth, 626–627.] 

· Verse 2 says, “they went into the country of Moab and remained there.”
· So, they settled in.
· It’s not long until Elimelech’s boys find wives from among the Moabites, a clear violation of Mosaic law. God’s people were not to intermarry with the pagans, especially those who worshipped gods demanding human sacrifice.
· And then verse 4 tells us, “They lived there about ten years.”

A temporary trip turned into a long stay and a short visit that was supposed to bring fulfillment, happiness, satisfaction, and life, brought nothing but tremendous grief.

PAUSE
The author doesn’t clue us in the justifications in Elimelech’s mind but maybe he told himself the same kinds of things we tell ourselves…
· This is only going to happen once.
· It’s really not that big of a deal.
· I’ll still be able to see Bethlehem on the horizon.
· In Moab, I won’t be able to participate in the assembly of the Lord, I’ll be separated from the community I desperately need, but I can serve the Lord in my own way.
· I know God’s Word calls for repentance and obedience, but this just makes more sense. Moving to Moab just feels more natural.
· I won’t be affected by the idolatry in Moab.
· In essence, Elimelech said, “I’m going to disobey God now, so that I can obey in the future.”
· Which is crazy logic.

PAUSE
Church, from this text we learn that pursuing greener grass has a way of deadening our senses and hardening our hearts.

And what seems like a minor compromise…
· A couple of “friendly” text messages with a coworker.
· A small bet or gamble. 
· Just a couple of drinks after work.
· Just a small expense charged to the company account.
· Just a little exaggeration or white lie.
· Or just a few minutes of scrolling or clinking a link on our phone late at night.

Before we know it, a temporary trip outside the will of God becomes a settled stay that brings grief and pain.
Take it from Naomi, who most likely would tell us that her short trip became a ten-year stay, that ended with three widows and three graves.

PAUSE
Thankfully, this is not the end of the story. In fact, all this sets the stage for a new beginning. God never intended for His people to be wayward and defeated.[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Spencer, Ruth: Romance and Redemption, 11.] 

· And He has a way of taking people lost in Moab – the garbage can – and setting their feet back on the path to Bethlehem – the house of bread.

However, it will require submission!
Naomi and Ruth will experience the grace of God because…
· They’re willing to search for it.
· They willing to leave Moab and return to the land of the Lord. 
· They are available for it.

And God has a way of redeeming wasted years and foolish decisions for those who want Him to, so that like Naomi and Ruth, we can enjoy the favor and fellowship of our Kinsman Redeemer, Jesus Christ.
· However, the path back to Bethlehem is for our next study together.

Today, let us remember that the grass is never greener outside the will of God and that a temporary trip outside the will of God often becomes a settled stay. 
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