
Bitter Into Sweet

Ruth 1:1-22 

• turn to the book of Ruth, chapter 1

• the next three weeks, we are going to be in chapter 1, we’ll read the entire chapter all 3 weeks, 
but we’ll be focussing on something unique in the story each time

• we’ll have some books we recommend that are helpful and deeper studies of our 
sermons and the book of Ruth

• Piper Book Recommendation 

• read chapter 1

• pray 

• Lord, would we not receive this bit of bread from your hand as the thoughts of any man 

• would we together receive this as your gracious provision for us

• your very word to us 

• your preparation for life in this broken and cursed world

• your preparation for our hearts to long for the new heaven and new earth and new bodies

• your preparation for us to cry out, “O Lord, your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as 
it is in heaven”

Intro
• “In this world you will have trouble”

• Jesus said that

• some of us this morning have faced indescribable pain, loss, and hardship 

• some of us are currently in the middle of indescribable pain

• some of us, have yet to taste it, and yet the words of Jesus are a warning: you will 
have trouble

• as we begin the book of Ruth in the Bible today, we hear of bitter bitter trouble

• Naomi looses her home, her husband, and her children 

• if you are familiar with this story, you know it will not end in this place of bitter trouble
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• if you are familiar with the Bible, you will have known the way Jesus finishes that 
sentence we began with

• “In this world you will have trouble, but take heart; I have overcome the world” John 
16:33

• but what are we do to with such a beginning?

• how are we to think about God, who allows such things to happen in the first place?

• we know Jesus promises he will make it better one day…

• but what about now?

• and what about when we hear that God is sovereign?

• and what are we to think about one who could have stopped it?

• where is he in this suffering?

*the story of Ruth begins very, very bitterly 

*but hear me church

• we will finish this sermon, and the book of Ruth, the Bible, and our own lives seeing 
this:

• the same God who brings bitter experiences into our lives, will make them all 
sweet one day

• the same God who is sovereign, is good

• the same God who allows suffering, redeems suffering

• the same God who allows suffering, will one day end suffering all together 

• and the same God who we often have difficulty trusting, the one we are 
tempted to be bitter against

• this same God has suffered for us, and suffers with us through his son, 
Jesus Christ

*to get started - remember what we learned last week - this all points to Jesus

• even the names and places give us glorious hints that point to Jesus

• you could say that Christ is here hiding, even in the context

Christ Hiding in the Context
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Read Verses 1-2

• Bethlehem: “house of bread”

•  “house of bread”

• unwise to leave the house of bread in a famine?

• probably, for they come back for bread eventually

• and do we remember the significance of Bethlehem?

• where Jesus would be born

• also where David, the one whose name we read in the end of this story is born

• Judah 

• one of the tribes of Israel

• at the end of his life, he blessed his sons, he prophesied over them

• over Judah, he prophesied this

• “The scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, 
until tribute comes to him; and to him shall be the obedience of the peoples” Genesis 
49:10

• remember the longing over this story?

• no king…

• and yet, we read of a man of Judah…

• Elimelech: “My God is King”

• Moab

• Moab came into existence through the incest of Lot in Genesis

• these people, not many years before this story, hired Balaam to curse the people of Israel

• these were the people whose women seduced the Israelite men, and led them into idolatry

• these are those who sacrificed their children to the false god Chemosh

• unwise to go here for provision? 

• probably
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• there’s a progression to notice: went to sojourn (vs 1), remained there (vs 2), took 
wives (vs 4), lived there about ten years (vs 4)

• and even here, there is something of the ways of God

• if it wasn’t for this likely unwise decision, the story wouldn’t happen

• God uses all things for his good purposes 

• even foolish decisions 

• we can’t ruin God’s plan for our lives

• we can sin

• we can bring ruin and pain

• God will work his plans out regardless

• Naomi: “pleasant” 

• yet who calls herself “Marah” at the end of this chapter 

• this story really begins with Naomi, and the bitter beginning of her life

• this chapter, and this sermon will focus on her

*jump ahead to verse 4 (read it)

• Ruth:“friend”

• an unexpected friend

• from Moab?

• can anything good come out of Moab?

• can anything good come out of Nazareth?

• oh how God surprises us

• even our seemingly cursed backgrounds, families, and history is used by God

*now that we’ve seen some of the important characters in this first chapter, we move 
on to the bitter part of this story

• as we look carefully at the beginning of this story, let me warn you right now: it is bitter

• it is going to taste bitter to our souls 
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• let me assure you: it will end sweet, even this sermon will end sweet

• but there is bitterness ahead

• I want us to begin by looking at the lens through which Naomi sees her story

• look with me to verses 20-21

• these two verses can sum up the first part of this story

• this is the lens through which Naomi views this part of her story at this time

“…Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara (bitter), 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?” (vs 
20-21)

• in two verses, Naomi testifies of her life that:

• the hand of God against her

• God dealt bitterly with her

• God took away from her

• God testified against her

• God brought calamity upon her

• what adds to the bitterness is that these things are not just tragedy

• but that these tragedies pass through the hands of God

• even stronger, Naomi testifies that the hand of the LORD has gone out against her

*she says it again in verse 13

“..it is exceedingly bitter to me for your sake that the hand of the LORD 
has gone out against me” (vs 13) 

• common response (Today)

• “don’t say that Naomi”

• “God had nothing to do with that”

• that was only Satan
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• that was only because we live in a broken world

• these things are all partially true, but this is not the deepest truth

• another common response (Job’s Friends)

• “what did you do?”

• “God is disciplining you”

• “repent, get right, and God will bless you again”

• what are we to think about the words of Naomi - that the tragedies in her life, the bitterness 
in her life, is because of God

• first, we see no commentary within the text suggesting she is incorrect

• it is fair to say, though Naomi is bitter, she is not wrong in her assertion that the hand of 
the Lord did this to her

• second, we see other Scriptures testify to this exact truth

• Job

• “And he said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return. The 
LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD.” Job 
1:21

• “In all this Job did not sin or charge God with wrong” Job 1:22

• some very tough and good theology. God is not wrong to give, and he is not wrong to 
take. we enter life naked, and we leave it the same.

• and yet Job’s own wife rejects his theology. she says to him:

• “Then his wife said to him, “Do you still hold fast your integrity? Curse God and die.” 
But he said to her, “You speak as one of the foolish women would speak. Shall we 
receive good from God, and shall we not receive evil?” In all this Job did not sin with 
his lips” Job 2:9-10

*the bitterness begins in verse 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” vs 1

• first we read of a famine

• in the house of bread!
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• which leads to a family having to move away from their home, from the promised land

• I know many of us have experienced the bitterness of leaving home

• or maybe of those close to us leaving, seeking provision

• some of the most bitter experiences of my own childhood were best friends moving away from 
home

• the dad of one of my closest friends moved him and his entire family across the country, 
only to find out it was because he was having an affair and wanted to live closer to the 
person he was having an affair with  

*now, we may say, this was just bad luck, the weather turned, they had to move away

• but what does our Bible say?

God is Sovereign over the Weather

• we see this explicitly in verse 6!

“…for she had heard in the fields of Moab that the LORD had visited 
his people and given them food” vs 6

• Naomi would have known this from her Bible, as it says in Leviticus

• “If you walk in my statutes and observe my commandments and do them, then I will give you 
your rains in their season…” Leviticus 26:3-4

• in our day and age, even Christians tend to have a secular view of the universe and the 
weather 

• as if God is a watchmaker, who made an incredibly complex watch, and once it is made, it will 
run itself 

• “For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether 
thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and for 
him. And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together” Colossians 
1:16-17

• “He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he 
upholds the universe by the word of his power…” Hebrews 1:3

• we read in the Psalms that he gives rain and takes it (Psalm 147:8)

• we read in Proverbs his sovereignty extends to every roll of the dice (Proverbs 16:33)

• we read in Daniel he is over the rising and falling of kings and rulers (Daniel 2:21)
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• now, this has obvious implications 

• our very community has been devastated by weather, fires, and floods 

• we are more comfortable thinking that natural disasters such as famines, droughts, fires 
and floods are ultimately a result of a broken world, and that God is simply not around for 
these things

• as if he has taken a nap, or decided to look the other way, or somehow isn’t able to 
intervene 

• When confronted by the sheer savage immensity of worldly suffering - when we see 
the entire littoral rim of the Indian Ocean strewn with tens of thousands of corpses, a 
third of them children’s - no Christian is licensed to utter odious banalities about God’s 
inscrutable counsels or blasphemous suggestions that all this mysteriously serves 
God’s good ends” (Hart, WSJ, 2004)

Let us remember another famine 
• remember the story of Joseph?

• he was sold into slavery by his brothers

• he was unjustly placed in prison

• and God called him out of prison to interpret Pharaoh’s dream - that a famine would 
come and swallow up all the food

• that they would have 3 good years, to save the food, to survive the famine

• Psalm 105 says of God

• “When he summoned a famine on the land and broke all supply of bread, he had sent a man 
ahead of them…”

• though God sends famines…

• he also sends saviors…

• because God is over the famine, he is using the famine

• because God is over the famine, he is also over the harvest

• “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 barely 
harvest” vs 22

• the story that begins with a famine in verse 1, ends the chapter with a harvest in verse 
22 
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• because God is over all creation, the stars, the universe, every drop of rain, every sparrow in 
the forest

• not one molecule of nature strays from his rule and reign

• not one disaster comes as a surprise

• not one storm can stop his plans and purposes

• not one sparrow falls to the ground apart from his presence and care

• so even in the bitterness of famine, even in the truth that God sent a famine, we 
see that God is carefully at work for his good purposes

*and yet, that is just the beginning of the bitterness 
*look with me to verses 3-5

“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” vs 3-5

*let us not overlook this bitterness - that for 10 years, this family had 2 weddings, and no children

*and so the first bitterness we see is this:

God is Sovereign over barrenness & childbirth
• ten years, no children, no grandchildren

• a theme of barrenness, emptiness, bitterness

• a truly bitter truth at the time

• when Naomi returns, she says 

• “…Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara (bitter), 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?” (vs 20-21)

• empty

• no children born to her

• no hope of children for her family
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• she testifies to Ruth and Orpah, there’s no way for her to have more sons, and them 
to wait, and finally have husbands

• the family name is dead as far as she is concerned 

• and yet, we know this is not the end

• by the end of the story, Naomi has a child in her hands

• God can provide children to those who never thought it was possible

• but let me say this

• there were many years when Naomi had no hope of children in her family

• I know many here long for children, for a spouse

• don’t see any hope ahead

• we must remember the ultimate joy and climax of the story of Ruth is not the 
baby boy that is born

• that is a joy, but it is a temporary joy

• this story ends with David - and his story ends in Jesus

• remember, Child of God

• your ultimate hope and your ultimate joy is in Jesus

• the end of your story is seeing Jesus face to face

• the end of all our stories is found in Jesus

• in a new earth

• in a new family, the people of God, in a new heaven and a new earth

*but then there is an even worse bitterness in this story: Naomi looses her husband and both of her 
sons

*and the bitter truth, as Naomi testifies is this:

God is Sovereign over life and death
• absolutely devastating 

• about as bad as it gets

• Naomi’s story begins even more tragic than Job’s

• lost children and spouse, no grandchildren to speak of
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• now, it’s worth saying this

• sometimes what we need in tragedies such as this is not just truth for your head, as 
important as that is

• sometimes we just need to weep, and to have others to weep with 

• next week, we are going to look at Naomi’s response, and the response of others in the Bible 
who face great loss

• we’re going to learn about the Biblical concept of lament 

• but this week, we’re going to remember absolutely essential truth: that God is sovereign over 
life and death

• “The LORD gave, and the LORD has taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD. In 
all this Job did not sin or charge God with wrong” Job 1:22

• remember Lazarus, Martha, and Mary

• this morning: Martha

• yes Martha, I could have stopped it, I am God

• but that’s not the end of the story

• “Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though 
he die, yet shall he live” John 11:25

• you see, there is bitterness in this life

• but our God does not just bring bitterness, he makes the bitter things sweet

*want to close our time looking at one more brief passage together 

Exodus 15: 22-25
• Context: Exodus

• being led by God

• been saved

• they belong to God

• Read

• no water, in the wilderness
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• after salvation!

• then they get to water, and it is bitter!

• and what do they call it, “Marah”

• but what happens?

• Moses cried to the Lord, and the Lord made it sweet

• and how did the Lord make it sweet, this “log”, another word, “tree”

• what does that sound like?

• do you remember another tree

• do you remember the cross, that piece of wood our savior hung upon?

• you see, the most bitter truth of all
• is that we have all sinned against God, and we all deserve death

• we deserve the wrath of God 

• we all struggle with Divine Entitlement - we think and act as if God owes us something. 
And if tragedy strikes, we lash out against God - how could you God?

• what is fair - is the wrath of God for our sin. for eternity. 

• and yet, Jesus faced the most bitter experience that could ever be experienced 

• so that everything that is bitter in the lives of his children, will be turned to sweet

• our sin will be forgiven

• death has lost its sting

• and everything in our life, ever bitter thing, will be used by God and made sweet one day

• ““For the Lord will not cast off forever, but, though he cause grief, he will have 
compassion according to the abundance of his steadfast love; for he does not afflict 
from his heart or grieve the children of men.” Lamentations 3:31-33

• maybe there are some hearing these words, and identify with Naomi

• I know God is sovereign

• and I hate it

• I’m bitter
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• why would he allow it

• to you, I simply ask you to look to Jesus

• look to the cross

• look to God’s love

• he loves you

• he cares for you

• he is with you, even in your suffering

• and he took your ultimate suffering

• and he purchased for you new, eternal life, with no more suffering

Call to Worship

Prayer Team

• come

Communion

• one pastor said - when you drink of this cup, savor the sweetness

• remember the cup Jesus drank was bitter, far more bitter than any bitterness any of us have 
ever tasted

• that we could taste the sweetness of this cup, forgiveness, new life, eternal life, fellowship with 
God
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