
Ruth:
Lesson 46

Wednesday, June 23, 2021

The events recorded in Ruth occur during the period of the judges (late 2nd millennium B.C.). In focusing on the
ordinary life of a particular Judahite clan rather than on the nation of Israel in relation to her Canaanite neighbors, this
book paints a far more serene picture of Israel’s community life in the promised land than Judges does. Ruth
emphasizes faithfulness even to the spirit of the Law in daily life and personal relationships, and in this way contrasts
with the portrayal of Israel’s deliberate and at times hypocritical religious disobedience throughout Judges. Ruth
herself emerges as a model convert to Judaism (cf. Lev. 19:33–34; Josh. 6:22–26). Beyond developing the theme of
faithfulness, Ruth establishes another link in the genealogical chain leading to Israel’s royal line, which begins with
David and culminates in Jesus (Matt. 1:1–17, esp. v. 5).

Background
Scholars often point to the account of Ruth’s “redemption” by Boaz as a classic example of the levirate marriage
obligation spelled out in Deut. 25:5–10. But that passage places the responsibility of fathering a child for an Israelite
man who dies sonless only on his brother(s) in order to carry on the “name” of the deceased. The importance of
producing a son probably consisted not so much in elevating his social status (as childbearing did for women; cf.
Gen. 16:1–5; 1 Sam. 1:1–7) or in enjoying family life, though indeed offspring did signify God’s blessing (4:11; cf.
Gen. 15:5). Rather, a man needed an heir, for possession of land in Canaan by his genealogical line preserved his
family’s continued participation in the covenantal promise (Gen. 15:18–21; Num. 36:7–9). According to Mosaic law,
daughters could inherit their father’s property, but only in the absence of sons to maintain the family estate
(Num. 27:1–11; 36). The book of Ruth weaves together the regulations regarding landed inheritance and levirate
marriage (esp. Num. 27:11; Deut. 25:5–6); Ruth substitutes for Naomi, Elimelech’s wife, who according to 1:11 has
passed childbearing age. Boaz’s action in marrying his close relative’s widowed Moabite daughter-in-law is motivated
by his assuming responsibility to father an heir for Elimelech to maintain his family’s separate, landed inheritance. In
going beyond the letter of the Law, Boaz’s behavior parallels Ruth’s own voluntary, sacrificial fidelity to her widowed
Israelite mother-in-law, who had no legal means of support.

The names of those who figure in the story of Ruth enhance the message of the book’s eloquent narrative. Elimelech’s
name (“my God is king”) acknowledges from the start divine supremacy in orchestrating what promises to be a
devastating future for his family. After losing her husband, sons, and consequently her social status, Naomi
(“pleasantness”) rejects her name in favor of Mara (“bitter”), but her life becomes “pleasant” again by the end of the
book. The names of Elimelech’s and Naomi’s sons, Mahlon (“weakness, sickness”) and Chilion (“annihilation,
consumption”), suggest these men’s ultimate fate. The name Ruth probably goes back to the word for “friend,
companion”—a role Ruth fulfills above and beyond the call of duty in relation to Naomi. The name of Ruth’s Moabite
sister-in-law Orpah means “back of the neck,” which Orpah turns to Naomi upon departing for her “mother’s house”
in Moab. The meaning of Boaz is less certain, but some have translated it “In him there is strength.”



Composition
Suggestions for the date of the book range from 950 to the 5th century, though the events recorded occurred before
the time of David, who became king of Israel ca. 1000. The book claims no particular author, and the original
manuscript may have undergone later editorial changes before reaching its current form. Jewish congregations read
Ruth publicly during the Festival of Weeks, which follows Passover.

1-Naomi’s Bitter Plight

Famine in Canaan prompts a Judahite family to move some 50 miles from their home in Bethlehem (“house of bread”)
to Moab, the territory on the southeastern side of the Dead Sea in which Lot settled. The death there of Elimelech,
the husband, and the eventual deaths of his two married sons leave the family matriarch, Naomi, destitute.

While her childless, widowed daughters-in-law may regain economic support by returning to their “mothers’ houses”
in Moab and may even find second husbands through whom they can bear children, the aging Naomi’s fortunes look
hopeless. As a single female in a patriarchal society, she lacks a means of economic support; as a childless widow, she
lacks inheritance rights of her own; and as an older woman, she can no longer bear sons through whom she might
claim her dead husband’s landholdings back in Bethlehem. Unwilling to subject her daughters-in-law to a fate bound
up in her own, Naomi releases them from any obligation to follow her on her journey back to Canaan, where by now
the famine has ended. But one daughter-in-law, Ruth, does the unexpected by refusing to desert the protesting
Naomi, and the arrival of the two widows in Bethlehem at the beginning of the barley harvest stirs up the town. Ruth’s
lifelong pledge of faithfulness to Naomi’s people and to her God contrasts sharply with the idolatrous behavior of the
Moabite women in Numbers 25.

2-The Widows’ Fortunes Begin to Change

Verse 1 allows the reader to understand the significance of the events that unfold in this chapter before the story’s
own subjects do. The poverty-stricken women agree that Ruth should glean in the fields in keeping with the Law’s
provision for the “needy and the alien” (Lev. 19:9–10; 23:22), but Ruth knows nothing of Boaz or his relationship to
Naomi when she begins her day’s work. Neither does Naomi know that Ruth will be gleaning in Boaz’s field.

Boaz, however, immediately learns Ruth’s identity as daughter-in-law to his kinswoman by marriage, Naomi.
Recognizing his responsibility as a “redeemer” to his deceased clansman Elimelech’s family—and honoring Ruth for
her self-sacrificial faithfulness to Naomi—Boaz surprises Ruth with generosity beyond what the Law requires (the
ephah container in v. 17 held about 5 gal.). Perhaps Boaz’s unusually kind care for this non-Israelite woman stemmed
from feeling a bond with her, for his own mother, Rahab (the harlot from Jericho), was also a foreigner grafted into
Israel’s community after taking great personal risk in harboring Israelite spies at the outset of the conquest (Joshua 2;
cf. Matt. 1:5). Both Ruth and Naomi come to realize how God has directed the day’s course of events, and Ruth
continues to support her mother-in-law by gleaning in Boaz’s field through the barley and wheat harvests.

3-Ruth and Boaz at the Threshing Floor

With the grain harvest over and Ruth now an accepted member of the Bethlehemite community, Naomi devises a
plan to provide security for her daughter-in-law. But the plan requires boldness on the part of the heretofore humble
Moabitess (cf. 2:10), for it essentially requires her to propose marriage to her voluntary master (v. 9; cf. Ezek. 16:8).
Unwavering in her obedience to Naomi, Ruth now surprises Boaz by putting him in a potentially compromising
situation during the night at the local threshing floor, where he guards his grain pile in slumber. Upon awaking in the
dark, the startled Boaz handles the situation honorably and pledges to see that Ruth is “redeemed” either by her
closest kinsman or by Boaz himself. In making this promise, Boaz realizes the potential for his role as redeemer to
intensify from merely providing protection and support to producing descendants who will not be considered his own
but his relative Elimelech’s.1



Boaz Marries Ruth

True to his word and to Naomi’s prediction (3:18), Boaz does not delay in assembling a quorum of elders at the city
gate, where official business took place, to settle the issue of Ruth’s redemption. Elimelech’s closest relative changes
his mind about taking the opportunity to buy Elimelech’s land when he discovers that Ruth comes with the package,
for at this point he realizes that the inheritance will not simply be added to his own territorial claim but will instead
revert to Ruth’s sons (through him!) in order to maintain Elimelech’s inheritance separately. In addition, Ruth and her
children will add to the relative’s expenses by becoming his dependents.

As next in line, Boaz assumes the levirate responsibilities and accepts the relative’s sandal to seal symbolically the
legal transfer of rights. The crowd’s blessing on Boaz’s and Ruth’s union cites Rachel and Leah, who with their
handmaids bore the ancestors of Israel’s 12 tribes (= “built the house of Israel”; Genesis 29–30; 35:16–18), and also
mentions Tamar, mother of Boaz’s ancestor Perez, through whose line David (and eventually Jesus) would come
(Genesis 38; Matthew 1).

The birth of Ruth and Boaz’s son Obed completes the reversal of Naomi’s fortunes and represents another link in the
chain of Israel’s royal, Judahite line. The Bethlehemite women indirectly glorify Ruth by asserting that her loving
treatment of Naomi exceeds that of the perfect number of sons (seven, v. 15). The concluding genealogy tracks 10
generations of David’s ancestors.
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