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The start of a new year is an excellent time to evaluate our lives. Most of us have areas we say we’d 
like to change, but for there to be change, things have to, well, change. But since we don't like change, 
our lives often don't change because we won't change even though we say we want to change. Then 
something happens to make us realize life cannot stay the same and must change. 

At other times, we have no say in the changes that come our way. Like it or not, ready or not, life will 
change when a job is lost, a relationship takes a bad turn, an opportunity is missed, we fail in an epic 
way, or someone fails us. 

What happens when we don’t know where to go, but all we know is that we can’t go back? That’s what 
this series is about. It’s about how we can avoid aimless desperation and knee-jerk reactions that can 
cause us to run from one bad situation to another and, instead, finding a way forward. 

The story of Ruth provides a window into the presence of God amid difficulty. It shows us how to run 
toward solutions instead of running into more problems. We’ll learn from Ruth how to avoid 
desperation and find direction, all in an effort to understand how to move forward when we can’t go 
back. 

Before our feet move, we need to get our bearings. 
Ruth 1 gives us some ways to do that. 

1. Desperation is often a downward spiral. - 1 In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in
the land. So a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a
while in the country of Moab. 2 The man’s name was Elimelek, his wife’s name was Naomi, and the
names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem, Judah. And they
went to Moab and lived there.

The time of the judges was a time of chaos when people "did what was right in their own eyes." 
Famines were frequent, but this one was particularly hard, for it affected Bethlehem, the "house of 
bread.” Elimelek took his family to live in Moab until the famine passed. 

The text makes no direct comment on Elimelek’s decision to migrate, but other passages speak to 
conditions in Moab. 2 Kings 3:26-27, describes how the Moabites were viewed with suspicion by 
Israelites for their religious practices, particularly their practice of child sacrifice to their god, Chemosh. 
Elimelek must have been desperate to provide for his family to make such a decision. 

• However, decisions made out of desperation often put us on the road from bad to worse.

Desperate – loss of prosperity (past), loss of hope (future) – aimless action based on past loss and loss 
of future hope. 

• "The sojourn of Elimelek and his family is similar to those of Abraham, Issac, and Jacob, all who
sought aid in other lands during famines. It is significant to observe that problems usually



attended such migrations on the part of God's people." - John Davis and John Whitcomb - 
emphasis mine 

Have you ever had this experience, where you run from one problem, and the more you run, the more 
trouble you get into? 

o Marriages, Finances
o Religion – one bad experience to another

• Desperately running from problems doesn’t solve them, it only moves their location!

Just when things were bad enough, they are about to get worse. 

2. Sometimes things will get worse before they get better. 3 Now Elimelek, Naomi’s husband, died,
and she was left with her two sons. 4 They married Moabite women, one named Orpah, and the other
Ruth. After they had lived there about ten years, five both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was
left without her two sons and her husband.

Elimelek’s decision brought about this situation, but this story isn’t about Elimelek. It’s about Ruth and 
Naomi; what happened to them and what they did to move forward.  

Upon her husband's death, the widow typically relied upon her sons for support; if she had none, she 
might have to sell herself into slavery, resort to prostitution, or die.  

Things getting worse keeps us from looking back with longing. 

6 When Naomi heard in Moab that the LORD had come to the aid of his people by providing food for 
them, she and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home from there. 

• Seeking direction is better than giving in to desperation.

Whether our situation is of our own doing or because of someone else, if we're going to run anywhere, 
it should be forward toward a solution rather than just away from the problem. 

• There is no chance thing through which God cannot speak–even the walk from the house to the 
garage that you’ve walked ten thousand times, even the moments you cannot believe there is a 
God who speaks anywhere at all.” – Frederick Buechner, The Sacred Journey

• God speaks direction into your desperation. Are you listening?

3. Get on the road that takes you where you need to go.  7 With her two daughters-in-law, she left the
place where she had been living and set out on the road that would take them back to the land of
Judah.



If you don't like the situation you're in right now, the first step is to do what Naomi did. Determine the 
direction home. 

• The principle of the path: “Your direction, not your intentions, determines your destination.” –
Andy Stanley

• “If you are on the wrong road, progress means doing an about-turn and walking back to the

right road; and in that case, the man who turns back soonest is the most progressive.” – C. S.

Lewis, Mere Christianity

Keep in mind; the journey home is often more than an over-nighter. 

o Mountains of Moab to Jordan Valley – 75 miles and a descent of 4,500 feet. Ascent to
Bethlehem was 3,750 feet.

4. Moving forward will always tempt you to turn back. - 8 Then Naomi said to her two daughters-in-
law, “Go back, each of you, to your mother’s home. May the LORD show you kindness, as you have
shown kindness to your dead husbands and to me. 9 May the LORD grant that each of you will find rest
in the home of another husband.” Then she kissed them goodbye and they wept aloud 10 and said to
her, “We will go back with you to your people.” 11 But Naomi said, “Return home, my daughters. Why
would you come with me? Am I going to have any more sons, who could become your
husbands? 12 Return home, my daughters; I am too old to have another husband. Even if I thought
there was still hope for me—even if I had a husband tonight and then gave birth to sons— 13 would you
wait until they grew up? Would you remain unmarried for them? No, my daughters. It is more bitter for
me than for you because the LORD's hand has turned against me!"

Naomi was just gut-level honest here. She didn't know what the future would hold, and Naomi's spirit 
had been so brutally crushed by the events of the past that she could hardly be optimistic about the 
future. 

• “You can’t go back and make a new start, but you can start right now and make a brand-new

ending.” – James Sherman, Rejection

• The decision to move forward isn't risk-free, pain-free, or full of certainty. It's a journey where
trust and strength are restored. This is why it’s both difficult and right. The obstacles and trials
are often God's way of exposing the very fears, doubts, sins, and other issues that put us on the
wrong path to begin with and those that would threaten to detour our journey home. The
decision for us remains; will we stay the course?

What happened here is that they all reached a moment of decision we all face on the road. They each 
had to decide for themselves: Which way am I going to go? 



14 At this, they wept aloud again. Then Orpah kissed her mother-in-law goodbye, but Ruth clung to her. 

CONCLUSION 

If your life has been going from bad to worse, if your marriage has been going from bad to worse, if 
you have found yourself in a place you never thought you would be, there is a way home. Get on the 
road that will take you where you need to go. With God's help, start moving in the direction you need 
to go, even though it contains bends, obstacles, and detours. Stay the course; you are not alone! 

Questions for Reflection 

• Have you ever tried to avoid one problem by “escaping”? How did the problem you ran from
reappear? Why do you think we seek to escape rather than face difficulties?

• Discuss the way despair contributes to aimless wandering. How is despair an unhealthy
expression of grief?

• How will the “principle of the path” alter your directional plans?
• Why is it hard to accept that the journey may take time? Why are we such a quick-fix culture?

Do you think quick fixes work?
• Think (or talk) about a time you were tempted to turn back. What made you keep going? If you

turned back, what happened?

• Do you agree that obstacles and trials are needed to help us on the journey? Why or why not?
• What detours or obstacles are you facing? How has today’s message been of help to your

thoughts and actions?


