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IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE SAINTS 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

 

Ruth 1:1-18 

Naomi Widowed 

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. 

Ruth's Loyalty to Naomi 

6 Then she arose with her daughters-in-law to return from the country of Moab, for she 

had heard in the fields of Moab that the Lord had visited his people and given them 

food. 7 So she set out from the place where she was with her two daughters-in-law, 

and they went on the way to return to the land of Judah. 8 But Naomi said to her two 

daughters-in-law, “Go, return each of you to her mother's house. May the Lord deal 

kindly with you, as you have dealt with the dead and with me. 9 The Lord grant that 

you may find rest, each of you in the house of her husband!” Then she kissed them, 

and they lifted up their voices and wept. 10 And they said to her, “No, we will return 

with you to your people.” 11 But Naomi said, “Turn back, my daughters; why will you 

go with me? Have I yet sons in my womb that they may become your husbands? 

12 Turn back, my daughters; go your way, for I am too old to have a husband. If I 

should say I have hope, even if I should have a husband this night and should bear 
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sons, 13 would you therefore wait till they were grown? Would you therefore refrain 

from marrying? No, my daughters, for it is exceedingly bitter to me for your sake that 

the hand of the Lord has gone out against me.” 14 Then they lifted up their voices and 

wept again. And Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth clung to her. 

15 And she said, “See, your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and to her gods; 

return after your sister-in-law.” 16 But Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you or to 

return from following you. For where you go I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge. 

Your people shall be my people, and your God my God. 17 Where you die I will die, 

and there will I be buried. May the Lord do so to me and more also if anything but 

death parts me from you.” 18 And when Naomi saw that she was determined to go 

with her, she said no more. 

 

 

This is All Saints’ Day. The saints in whose footsteps we walk. They were not perfect. 

Saints are not perfect. God calls them saints, calls us saints by grace through faith in 

Christ Jesus. But what is faith, and what is not faith? Perhaps, Ruth’s words can tell us 

about faithfully following in the footsteps of the faithful who have gone before us: 

“Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people, 

and your God will be my God… May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if 

anything but death separates you and me.” (Ruth 1:16-17)  

 

In downtown Memphis, there’s a burger joint named after two women. It’s called 

Earnestine and Hazel’s. It’s supposed to have the largest jukebox in the world. Their so-

called Soul Burger is famous. A couple of weeks ago, Linda and I were there. It was 

early evening, so the place was still pretty empty. But it gave us the chance to walk 

through the whole place and take a look around. The place has a lot of history. It 

started out as a pharmacy in the late 1930’s, owned by a man named Abe Plough. 

Well, Mr. Plough did pretty well for himself. He invented a hair straightener and Copper 

Tone suntan lotion. So, he gave his whole building to two women who had had a hair 

salon upstairs above the pharmacy. The two hair stylists were Earnestine and Hazel. 

They turned the pharmacy into a café. A very busy cafe, because just down the street 

was a club. Beginning in the 1950’s, the likes of B.B. King, Ray Charles, and Aretha 

Franklin would perform at that club and then come to the café for a late meal.  
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Now, it doesn’t surprise us that these two women had jobs and owned a business. We 

live in a time when that is common. But when we read in the Bible about Naomi and 

Ruth. Well, then we don’t do so well. We have trouble understanding the depth of their 

predicament, why wouldn’t Ruth stay with Naomi, and why was Ruth talking about 

death?  

 

Long before Peter spoke of death, promising to die with Jesus if need be.... long 

before Jesus was born in the town of Bethlehem… even before King David was born in 

Bethlehem… there was a woman, Naomi, who lived in Bethlehem with her husband 

and two sons.   

 

Those were the days of Gideon, Deborah, and Samson. Sometime during those days 

there was a lack of food in Bethlehem, a famine. Stomachs were going empty. So 

Naomi and her family left there. They went to the other side of the Dead Sea, to the 

land of Israel’s enemy, Moab, a people that the Israelites were suspicious of and that 

was hostile towards them, a land where idols were worshiped. They went there only to 

make a living.  They probably went with every intention of returning to Bethlehem as 

soon as possible. But then Naomi’s husband died. Then, Naomi’s sons did something 

that Israelite men were not to do. They married women of Moab, Ruth and Orpah.  So, 

they stayed in Moab another ten years. But no grandchildren were born. Then both of 

Naomi’s sons died. Of the family that had left Bethlehem years before, Naomi was the 

only one left. To her, the home in Moab was empty. There was no reason for her to 

remain there. She decided to go back to Bethlehem and her daughter-in-law Ruth 

decided to go with her. 

 

Which makes perfect sense to us. We wonder why the other daughter-in-law Orpah 

didn’t do the same. What we don’t understand is that for the women of that time 

there were no jobs and certainly no chance of owning a business. About the only 

chance that Ruth and Orpah had for putting food on their table and a roof over their 

heads was to marry again. Getting married again was about their only chance for 

survival.  If they stayed in their home country of Moab they might have a chance to 

do that. But if they went with Naomi to Bethlehem, what Israelite men would marry 

them? Worse yet, wouldn’t Israelite men see them as fair game for misusing and 
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abusing? If they didn’t starve to death in Bethlehem, what other kind of ugly death 

might separate Ruth and Orpah from Naomi?  

 

It’s not hard to figure out why Orpah did not go with Naomi. The real mystery is why 

Ruth did. That is the mystery of faith. It is the mystery of what faith is. Faith is lived. Faith 

in God is something that is lived. The heartbeat of faith is love.  

 

That’s what Ruth was exposed to during the ten years she was around Naomi. Faith in 

God.  Faith that was lived. Faith demonstrated as love. Not that Naomi was perfect. 

Naomi later described herself as empty and bitter. She was by no means perfect. But 

somehow Naomi’s faith had communicated to Ruth enough for Ruth to say, “Your 

God shall be my God.”  We may be seeing the unselfish love of Naomi’s faith when 

she urges her daughters-in-law to remain in Moab. We see the reflection of Naomi’s 

faith in the unselfish love of Ruth for her mother-in-law.  

 

That’s what faith is. Faith is lived. It shows itself in love. Then what is not faith? You see, 

that’s where we can get confused. We sometimes make the mistake of thinking that 

faith is only believing certain facts… certain facts about God or about the Bible. Yes, 

faith includes believing certain things about God. Faith includes believing certain 

things about God’s Son and the Holy Spirit. Those things we learned and memorized in 

Confirmation class. But if faith becomes only a believing certain things about God, 

then it is no longer faith. Faith that does not demonstrate love is not faith. Faith that is 

empty of love is not faith. 

 

But God fills what is empty. We see this in the other famous Bethlehem family. Joseph 

and Mary and Jesus. They too had to leave Bethlehem just to stay alive, fleeing to 

Egypt from the schemes of King Herod. Many years later they too had a parting of the 

ways within the family. Jesus’ own half-brothers did not believe in Him. The same half-

brothers He grew up with, that He played with, and went to school with did not believe 

in Him. They mocked Jesus. Did that leave an empty hole in Jesus’ heart? Or did Jesus 

merely replace His brothers with folks like Peter, James, and John?  
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Jesus once said that whoever did the will of His Father in heaven was actually His 

brother and sister and mother. Did that mean there wasn’t an empty place among 

the disciples where Jesus’ brothers should have been? Jesus answers these questions 

Himself. Among Jesus’ resurrection appearances after Easter, Paul specifically 

mentions that Jesus showed Himself to His half-brother James. Jesus wanted His brother 

James to believe in Him.  God turned that resurrection appearance into faith. So, after 

Jesus ascended into heaven Luke tells us in Acts chapter one that all the disciples 

were joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the 

mother of Jesus, and with His brothers. The empty hole in Jesus’ heart was filled by 

God’s grace. The empty hole in James’ heart was filled too. God fills what is empty. 

 

He did that in the case of Naomi. When she and Ruth arrived in Bethlehem, Ruth was 

such a help to her. Helping Naomi to gather the grain left over in the fields. Ruth was 

such a gift to Naomi that helped to fill her emptiness.  Naomi had the chance to help 

Ruth get introduced to Boaz, who ended up marrying Ruth.  Being able to help Ruth – 

how that must have filled the emptiness inside of Naomi!  Then God finally blessed 

Naomi with a grandchild, a son born to Ruth and Boaz. How that did fill Naomi’s 

emptiness! God fills what is empty. 

 

Are you feeling empty? On this All Saints’ Sunday as we remember the saints in whose 

steps we follow and saints like Naomi and Ruth who have left us behind, we may feel 

empty. Our life may feel empty. Our house may feel empty. But God’s intent is to fill us! 

This includes filling our faith with love for Him and love for all others.  

 

That doesn’t mean, my fellow saints, that we are perfect. It does mean, though, that 

the only thing God intends to be empty is Jesus’ tomb.” (Moore) He has called you 

saint, declared you righteous in His sight because of Jesus’ blood and righteousness.  

 

It is God who fills your heart with faith, and it is He fills your faith with love.  

Amen! 

 


