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BETHLEHEM:  THE PLACE OF HOPE                                                  RUTH 1 

 

Many years ago, in the homes of the wealthy and privileged in England and 
France, socially prominent hostesses would offer what was called “drawing 
rooms.”  Guests would arrive in their finest clothes expecting to find some new 
and interesting entertainment.  Perhaps a well-known composer performing his 
latest composition.  Perhaps a noted author reading his latest poem.  On one 
such evening, an older, foreign gentleman had a true story to tell the assembled 
guests.  He said he would change the names of the main characters to protect 
their identity.  He soon had everyone’s rapt attention, because they were trying to 
figure out if they recognized the people in his story.  As he told the story, they 
were moved, sometimes to tears.  It had drama.  It had romance.  It had 
suspense.  It had a delightful ending.  Everyone wanted to know more about the 
author and the characters.  Does anyone know who told the story that night?  
None other than Benjamin Franklin, one of the fathers of our country.  With a little 
bow, a smile, and a merry twinkle in his eyes, Franklin said, “My friends, you 
have not read your Bible.  There you will find tonight’s story – the story of Ruth.” 
 
Today is the first Sunday of Advent – the beginning of the season when 
Christians all over the world reflect upon and rejoice in the coming of Jesus into 
the world at Christmas.  This year I want us to appreciate the wonderful message 
of Christmas by considering the Old Testament story of Ruth.  What on earth is 
the connection between Ruth’s story and the birth of Jesus?  Good question!  
What place was Jesus born?  Bethlehem.  What is the setting for most of the 
book of Ruth?  Bethlehem.   Some 1100 years separated the two stories, but 
they happened in the very same physical location.  That’s the major point of 
connection and why I’ve entitled this message series, Another Story About 
Bethlehem: Glimpses of Christmas in the Story of Ruth, but there are others, too.   
 
Let’s get right into the story by reading the first chapter of Ruth now.  This story 
took place in the time of the judges.  That was about a 200 year period of time 
before the reign of Saul, Israel’s first king.  So, it was about 1000 – 1100 years 
before Jesus was born.  It was a very dark time in Israel’s history.  God’s people 
would fall into idolatry.  God punished them by allowing a surrounding nation to 
dominate them militarily.  The people would repent and turn back to the Lord.  
God would then send deliverers – those were the judges – who were military, 
political leaders rather than people in black robes sitting behind a big desk in a 
courtroom!   That pattern – idolatry, punishment, repentance, deliverance - 
happened over and over again.   Bethlehem was and is still today a town located 
about six miles south of Jerusalem.  It means “house of bread” and it had a 
reputation for producing ample crops.  But, it was a famine, in fact, that caused 
Elimelech’s family to leave Bethlehem and set out for the country of Moab to find 
food.  The border of Moab was about 40-50 miles away.  So, Elimelech’s family 
became refugees or migrants in Moab risking potential poverty and being social 
outsiders in order to meet their physical needs.   
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Today, I want you to think with me about hope.  Bethlehem was a place of both 
real and symbolic hope in the book of Ruth.  Bethlehem was also a place of hope 
in the story of Jesus’ birth.  Christmas is all about hope – hope with real 
substance because it’s hope in God.  This first chapter of Ruth reminds me of 
four great truths about hope.  Here’s the first one. 
 
HOPE IS POSSIBLE IN LIFE’S TRAGEDIES. 

 
After living in Moab for some ten years, tragedy struck Elimelech’s family.  He 
himself died of unknown causes.  That was bad enough.  But, then, both sons, 
Mahlon and Kilion, also died for unknown reasons.  It’s hard for us today to 
imagine how devastating a loss this was for Naomi, the wife and mother.  Back 
then there was no social safety net – no Social Security, no food pantries, and no 
government programs to help people out in dire circumstances.   Those three 
men were the visible foundation of Naomi’s entire life.  As a widow, she now 
lacked a husband’s protection and provision in a male-dominated society.  Her 
sons would have gladly filled their father’s role, but then they both died, too.  
Naomi’s parents had probably dead, so she couldn’t go back to their home.  She 
was also probably too old to remarry and was beyond child-bearing years.  In 
addition to her loss being an economic disaster, it was about as deep an 
emotional loss as anyone could endure.  She was no longer a wife or a mother.  
She wasn’t even a grandmother, because neither of her sons had produced 
children before they died.   She was all that was left of Elimelech's family which 
hovered precariously now on the brink of extinction.  In that day and time in 
Israel, there was no greater tragedy than for a family to cease to exist.  Her 
situation reminds me somewhat of Job.  She was in an utterly, devastatingly 
hopeless situation.  Driven from her homeland by famine, robbed by death of her 
loved ones, Naomi was a lonely, aging widow abandoned in a foreign land.    
 
If Ruth was a model of devotion and faithfulness, Naomi was a model of honesty.  
She did not hide from God or others how she felt about her life.  Her name 
literally meant “pleasant” or “lovely,” but there was nothing left in her life that was 
either pleasant or lovely.  When people called her Naomi, it sounded like 
mockery.  “‘Don’t call me Naomi…. Instead, call me Mara, for the Almighty has 
made life very bitter for me.  I went away full, but the LORD has brought me home 
empty.  Why call me Naomi when the LORD has caused me to suffer and the 
Almighty has sent such tragedy upon me?’”  (Ruth 1:20-21 NLT)  It’s difficult to 
know exactly where Naomi was coming from.  Some think that Naomi felt God 
was punishing her for personal sins.  They suggest that going to Moab was never 
God’s will for Elimelech’s family because the Moabites worshiped a terrible false 
god named Chemosh.  In other words, Bethlehem had a literal famine, but Moab 
was a place of spiritual famine.  They also point to the fact that Naomi’s sons 
married Moabite woman and God had forbidden the Israelites to intermarry with 
people from other nations.  Parents back then had much more to say about who 
their children married than today.  Perhaps Naomi was just acknowledging that 
she was experiencing the bitter fruit of her and Elimelech’s disobedience to God.   
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On the other hand, whoever wrote the book of Ruth in no way suggested that 
Naomi’s tragedies were the result of sins she or her family had committed.  As 
with Job, it’s more like Naomi saw herself as a clueless defendant in some 
heavenly court being found guilty and now being punished for some great crime 
she had committed against God unknowingly.  Like Job, she had no idea how or 
why she was the object of such unspeakable loss.  Like Job, not being able to 
answer the question, “Why me, God?” was torturous.  Maybe you can identify 
with Naomi.   All of us have – or we will – face hard, sad, or very difficult 
situations that defy any explanation.  Why me, God?  Why is this happening?  Is 
it the result of something I did?  Is God punishing me for a sin I committed?  By 
the way, where is God?  Why didn’t He prevent this from happening to me?  
Regardless of the cause of Naomi’s tragedies, there’s no doubt she was in great 
pain and she honestly felt God was against her.  Have you ever been there?   It’s 
not a happy place, is it?  And life’s tragedies can be just as real and painful at 
Christmas time – maybe even more so because we’re not allowed to be sad at 
Christmas.  What do you do when life’s tragedies overwhelm you?   
 
You get up and you head for Bethlehem.  When tragedy strikes, sometimes you 
just want to go home.  You want what’s familiar.  You want to be around people 
who know and love you.  Facing an unknown future, Naomi probably hoped 
some friends and relatives in Bethlehem would be kind to her and help her 
survive.  Bethlehem represents hope in Ruth’s story.  At first glance, Naomi 
doesn’t seem like a great example of faith, but I believe she is exactly that after 
all.  She could have just given up, waited to die there in Moab, and been buried 
with her husband and sons.  But she perceived there was even less hope in 
Moab than in Bethlehem.  She had come to a dead end in Moab which prompted 
her to move in a new, life-giving direction – toward Bethlehem.  Naomi was 
moving both physically and spiritually.   She was moving back to living in God's 
presence and trusting in Him as she never had before.   
 
I want you to notice something else about Naomi.  Yes, she did blame God for 
her troubles, but that’s because she believed God was in control of the universe.  
He is, isn’t He?  She might have been wrong in blaming God or thinking He was 
against her, but she believed God was both sovereign and personal.  She was 
right about that, wasn’t she?  Why God had allowed her misfortune was a 
mystery to Naomi; nevertheless, she believed in a God who was intimately 
involved in every area of His people’s lives.  She was right about that, too, wasn’t 
she?  Too often faith in God is pictured as this triumphant, smiley, on top of the 
world attitude.  Naomi’s faith was more like just hanging on to God for dear life 
despite unanswered questions and many doubts.  Sometimes faith is hanging on 
to God by your fingernails when it would be so easy just to let go and give in to 
defeat, to hopelessness, and to despair.   “I’m getting up and heading for 
Bethlehem.  That’s home. God is there. I don’t know why or how, but I feel like 
hope is there.”  Hope is indeed possible right in the middle of life’s tragedies.   
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HOPE IS POSSIBLE IN LIFE’S UNKNOWNS. 

 

That was more Ruth’s issue.  Of course, she had suffered great tragedy as well.  
Widowed at a young age, she was trying to figure out her next step in life.   From 
a human perspective, her best options were back in Moab.  That was Naomi’s 
argument.  “Ladies, what was I thinking?  I can’t let you come to Bethlehem with 
me.  Go back now.  Look, you are like my very own daughters, and I want the 
best for you.  Back in Moab, you can live with your parents again for a while.  
You can get married to a nice young man and, hopefully, have kids this time 
around.  Even if I got married today and somehow got pregnant with twins 
immediately, you’re not going to wait for them to grow up and marry you so my 
family is perpetuated, are you?  That’s not going to happen.  Go home!”    
 
Orpah, the other daughter-in-law, finally gave in and did the sensible, expected 
thing.  She returned to Moab and, interestingly, her decision was never criticized.  
But Ruth made a very different decision.  And it was made in the face of so many 
unknowns and a whole lot of very bleak probabilities.   In Bethlehem, she was 
probably always going to be on the outside looking in.  She was a Moabite, not 
an Israelite – a foreigner, an alien, a migrant, a refugee.  In Bethlehem, her 
prospects for remarriage and children were probably dim at the very best.  In 
Bethlehem, she was probably doomed to a life of perpetual poverty living with an 
aging woman, Naomi, who she’d have to end up taking care of.  Then what?   
 
Why on earth did Ruth decide to stay with Naomi?  There’s probably many 
reasons, but for me the most important one seems to be this one.  Ruth knew 
that a relationship with the one, true God was more important than any and all of 
life’s unknowns.  At some point in her life – maybe it was right there on the road 
back to Bethlehem – Ruth had a conversion experience.  She said to Naomi, 
“‘Don’t ask me to leave you and turn back.  Wherever you go, I will go; wherever 
you live, I will live.  Your people will be my people, and your God will be my God.” 
(Ruth 1:16 NLT)   She was convinced that Israel’s God was the only God worth 
worshiping and serving.  She rejected Chemosh, the god of Moab.  Human 
wisdom said it was best to go back to Moab.  But Ruth’s spiritual ears were 
attuned to a greater wisdom, a deeper wisdom, a divine wisdom.  Life still had so 
many unknowns and the probabilities in Bethlehem weren’t good at all.  But 
Bethlehem represented the one, true God, represented what was good, holy, and 
true, and represented hope.  It was a big risk, but Ruth was willing to take it.   
 
I think of Joseph and Mary trudging along the little dusty roads from Nazareth to 
Bethlehem 1100 years later, so Jesus could be born in Bethlehem.  Talk about 
life’s unknowns!  Sure, they’d had angelic visitors, and – yes – Mary knew the 
baby inside of her was a miracle with no human explanation.  But how much do 
you think they really understood about what was happening in and through 
them?  Weren’t there now more unknowns rather than less unknowns?  And yet 
they decided by faith to walk on toward Bethlehem – like Ruth – putting their 
hope in a God who has made Himself known.   
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You and I can live in hope despite life’s unknowns.  Somehow, Ruth knew it all 
centered on how you answer the God questions.   What about God?   Will you 
give Him your complete love, devotion, and worship?  Will you keep on giving 
your life to Him in total trust?  Will you forsake all others keeping only to Him?  
Like Ruth, get converted, if you’ve not made that all important decision yet.  
Receive Him as your Savior and Lord.  Be born again.  Make a clear cut, no 
going back decision to follow Jesus.  Turn away from your old life (Moab) and 
embrace a new life (Bethlehem).  Don’t settle for just being a believer in Jesus.  
Become a lifelong, growing, and intentional disciple.  Much of life will continue to 
be unknown, but then - like Ruth, like Joseph, and like Mary - walk into all of life’s 
unknowns confident that God is there, that God will meet your needs and guide 
you, and that He deserves your worship and obedience every day that you live.   
 
Research was done on some rats years ago that produced some unexpected 
insights into hope.  When rats were placed into a jar of water they quickly gave 
up swimming and drowned.  But when a rat was rescued several times by 
removing it from the jar, it apparently saw enough hope in the situation and so it 
would tread water for hours.  I’m not suggesting you’re a rat.  Nor am I saying 
that God experiments on you.  But here’s a thought.  Shouldn’t you as a follower 
of Jesus be able to tread life’s rough waters longer and further simply because 
you’ve already been rescued by God’s power in your life?  He’s been there for 
you in life’s tragedies.  He’s brought you through life’s unknowns.  You already 
know God will not let you drown in life’s stormy seas.  You know you serve a 
good, gracious and great Father.  Hope is possible in life’s unknowns.   
 
HOPE IS POSSIBLE IN ORDINARY PEOPLE. 

 

Here’s something significant about the book of Ruth.  There’s no miracles in the 
story.  No angelic visitors.  No burning bushes.  No parted seas or trembling 
mountains.  By the same token, the story isn’t about great leaders, kings, 
generals, or even prophets.  Instead, you have a story of the ways of God in 
ordinary human life situations and how He works in and through ordinary people.  
Naomi and Ruth, the two main characters, are just simple, ordinary people.  
What’s the lesson?  God takes a great interest and concern in just ordinary 
people, too, and not just those considered extraordinary.  And even ordinary 
people are capable of extraordinary faith and hope in God.  Naomi still had hope 
despite suffering immense tragedies.  Ruth’s hope in God might have even be 
greater than Naomi’s.  After all, Ruth’s trust in Israel’s God might seem a little 
ironic in light of Naomi’s conclusion that God was against her.   
 

I like the suggestion that Ruth had a greater faith or hope than even Abraham, 
the man who is often held up as the greatest example of faith.  After all, God 
appeared to Abraham and gave him an explicit promise and a great blessing.  He 
never did that for Ruth.  Abraham had a spouse and many possessions before 
he was asked to exercise faith.  Ruth chose life with an old woman over the 
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possibility of a new husband and a new life back in Moab.   I think of those 
verses we so love, “Trust in the LORD with all your heart; do not depend on your 
own understanding.  Seek his will in all you do, and he will show you which path 
to take.”  (Pro 3:5-6 NLT)  Didn’t Ruth, of all people, live out that Scripture in her 
own life in an all or nothing kind of way?   
 
The Christmas story is about ordinary people acting in hope.  Joseph and Mary 
were ordinary people.  So were the shepherds.  So were Anna and Simeon.  OK, 
maybe the wise men – the magi – were extraordinary, but you get the idea.  You 
don’t have to be some great leader, some spiritual giant, or some Christian 
celebrity to show great faith and hope in God.  Like Ruth, you can be a very 
ordinary person who displays extraordinary hope.  A final truth about hope. 
 

HOPE IS POSSIBLE BECAUSE OF GOD. 

 

That word “hope” is often used in superficial ways.  “I hope the Buckeyes….  I 
hope the dentist doesn’t find a cavity.  I hope I get enough Christmas cookies this 
year.”  At other times, we use the word “hope” in far more serious, meaningful 
ways, “I hope my marriage survives.  I hope they don’t find cancer.  I hope she 
becomes a follower of Jesus.”  What do you long for in life?  And on what or in 
whom do you hope for the fulfillment of your hopes and dreams?  God, yourself, 
others, luck, hard work?  Everyone hopes.  But not all hope is created equal.  
The validity of your hope is only as good as the foundation on which it is built.  
Real, substantial, genuine hope is possible because of God. 
 
That’s one of the great truths in Ruth’s story.  It’s a story full of hopelessness at 
the beginning that ends up a story of great hope rewarded because it’s hope 
based on and in God.  Against all odds, God made Bethlehem a place of hope 
for Naomi and Ruth.  Naomi’s husband’s name was Elimelech which means 
literally “my God is King.”  In chapter one, his name sounded sadly ironic, but it 
turned out to be true and prophetic.  God really is in charge despite appearances.  
He rescued Elimelech’s family from extinction and introduced us to King David’s 
great-grandmother, a Moabite woman named Ruth.  The old song, "He's Got the 
Whole World in His Hands" would be a good theme song for the book of Ruth.  
We see in Ruth’s story God’s firm, guiding hands at work although, yes, 
sometimes His hands are hidden, sometimes His ways are mysterious, and 
sometimes His methods don’t make much sense from our limited perspective. 
 
Bethlehem was a place of hope again 1100 years after Ruth’s story.  It was there 
God entered into this world and into the human experience in a way that He had 
never done before.  Even then, only a very few people knew that God was up to 
something big and none of them really had a clue as to how really big it turned 
out to be.  It was at Bethlehem that God demonstrated that He loves you.  He 
has provided a way of salvation to you.  God will forgive your sins when you 
confess them to Him.  God will make life’s sorrows and losses bearable.  God will 
bless your life with His purpose and mission.  God will use you to draw other 
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people to Himself if you desire to be used.  God holds your future secure for all 
eternity.  Hope is indeed possible because of God and what He’s done through 
Jesus.  And it all started in Bethlehem – the place of hope.   
 
During the 2008 presidential race, John McCain was asked by TIME magazine to 
share his personal journey of faith.  McCain shared a powerful story of something 
that occurred while he was a prisoner of war in Vietnam.  His captors would tie 
his arms behind his back and then loop the rope around his neck and ankles so 
that his head was pulled down between his knees.  McCain was often left like 
that throughout the night.  One night a guard came into his cell. He put his finger 
to his lips signaling for McCain to be quiet and then loosened his ropes to relieve 
his pain.  The next morning, when the guard’s shift ended, he returned and 
retightened the ropes, never saying a word to John McCain.  A month or so later, 
on Christmas Day, McCain was standing in the dirt courtyard when he saw that 
same guard approach him.  He walked up and stood silently next to McCain, not 
looking or smiling at him. Then he used his sandaled foot to draw a cross in the 
dirt. They stood wordlessly looking at the cross – John McCain and that North 
Vietnamese guard - remembering the true light of Christmas, even in the 
darkness of a Vietnamese prison camp. 
 
There is a whole lot wrong with this world.  And there may well be a whole lot 
that’s wrong in your own personal world today.  That was certainly true for Naomi 
and Ruth.  But there was and is hope.  And it all goes back to what God started 
in a place called Bethlehem.  Hope is possible in life’s tragedies.  Hope is 
possible in life’s unknowns.  Hope is possible in ordinary people.  And, above all, 
hope is possible because of God – who He is and what He has done. 
 
 


