RUTH

Ruth 1-4

Key verse: 4:18-22

“This, then, is the family line of Perez: Perez was the father of … David.”


Ruth’s story is incredible because she was a Moabite and yet became the great grandmother of King David. Moabites were a cursed and condemned race by YHWH and an historical enemy of the Israelites, and King David is the symbolic figure of the nation of Israel to this day. Their national flag is David’s star. It is not the dramatic element alone which is incredible. What is unbelievable is that the Israelites did not hide the fact. They kept her story as a part of their Bible. They cherish the name of Ruth to this day just as they do the names of Rachel or Leah. They were proud of their race and kept their racial identity by prohibiting interracial marriage, yet King David was one-fifth Moabite. Since Boaz, the great grandfather of King David, was the son of Rahab, who once was a prostitute in Jericho, David’s racial purity was even less pure. How could the Israelites be proud of her story? They were because they saw that Ruth’s story is the creation of YHWH.


Ruth is grouped in the section of the Writings in the Hebrew Bible. The Hebrew Bible is divided as the Law, the five books of Moses, the Prophets—which includes Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve (Minor Prophets)—and the Writings. It means the editors of the Hebrew Bible considered the story as that of how a person named Ruth lived in the midst of the development of the Covenant history. For the same reason, in the Christian Bible—both of Catholics and of Protestants—the story is included in the history section. We have studied so far, both in the Pentateuch and in Joshua and Judges, what the Covenant is, how it came to us and what happened to establish men in the grace of God the Creator. In the story of Ruth we will learn how a person named Ruth was accepted into the grace of the Covenant. 


The concluding verses of the story confirm our perspective. The author relates Ruth’s story to Perez’s genealogy, the son of Judah by Tamar, in the book of Genesis chapter 38. The author saw how the Covenant of YHWH, the God of Israel, moved and developed continually. Judah himself became the heir of the Covenant only by the grace of the forgiveness of his sin when he was given Perez through his marriage to his daughter-in-law Tamar. The author sees the grace at work up to his time, since David—the most admired and loved king of Israel, who is revered as the prefigure of the Messiah—was given through a Moabite woman, from a cursed and condemned race. Thus the simple story of Ruth, which is made up of a mere four chapters, comes to us with three dimensional depth and leads us to the worship of YHWH, the Holy, when we pay attention to the backdrop of the story as provided in the concluding verses. We may, therefore, learn to discern the Covenant which is at work today. We may learn what it is to be included in it by faith.

1. Naomi and Ruth (1:1-22) 


Ruth’s story occurs during the time of the judges. It was a chaotic time when “everyone did as he saw fit” (Judges 21:25). As if living in chaotic times was not bad enough, a famine hit the land and many groups of people emigrated to either nearby or distant countries to survive. An Israelite family is therefore forced to go live in Moab (1:1). Given Moab and Israel’s hatred of one another this must have been a hard decision for Elimelech. Yet for some unknown reason he and his family had to move to the country of Moab. Later in the conclusion we can look back and say all things happened by YHWH. There is a difference between what we perceive here and what we see through the concluding remark. We should meditate on the difference. The truth which comes to us through the difference will wake us up to the Everlasting.


Though the times were hard and so the family had to live in the most unwanted foreign land Naomi seemed well‑set for the future. It was a custom for a woman to be provided by her husband, and widows were to be provided for by their sons. She had three men to support her, Elimelech the husband, and two sons named Mahlon and Chilion. Sadly, her husband died (1:3). Still, she had her two sons. The sons married Moabite women named Orpah and Ruth, and they lived in the land for about ten years. But after the ten years of peaceful life Naomi’s future became uncertain for Mahlon and Chilion also died. Now Naomi was left with her two widowed daughters-in-law. Orpah and Ruth could remarry, but Naomi had no hope. She decided to return to her old home, Bethlehem, and live among her people.


On the way back to her country Naomi advised Orpah and Ruth to go back to Moab and search for new husbands (1:8‑9). Both younger women wept and professed their loyalty to Naomi. They said they would go with her to her people (1:10). But Naomi was realistic. If they come with her she had an obligation to provide sons for them to remarry. It was the custom of the days. She told them she was too old to have another husband. Even if she could marry and had sons that night her daughters-in-law couldn’t wait until the babies grow up to marry them. Moreover Naomi was convinced that the deaths of her husband and her sons meant that the LORD’s hand had gone out against her. It was more bitter for her than for them, therefore, to go through the curse. So they should leave (1:11‑13). 


At hearing Naomi they wept again. What else could they do if they were under the curse of YHWH? Then Orpah kissed her mother-in-law good-by and left. But Ruth clung to Naomi (1:14). Naomi urged Ruth again, but the daughter-in-law replied, “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the LORD deal with me, be it ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me” (1:16-17). Ruth was faithful to her mother-in-law to death. But that was human loyalty. What amazes us is that, in effect, Ruth converted to the Israelite culture and to the worship of YHWH at this time. What amazes us even more is that the latecomer was honored to be the mother of Israel, that is, by YHWH himself, according to the conclusion of the story. How could her human loyalty have been considered as faith in YHWH? How could she be honored more? The grace of YHWH is incredible. But the grace always was. Boaz who would marry Ruth in the next chapters of this story was the son of Rahab. The Covenant line would continue through Rahab’s son and now through Ruth’s son (Matt 1:5; Josh 6:25). It is not the human loyalty of Ruth which created faith in YHWH. Ruth’s second mother-in-law, Rahab, showed the opposite human quality to hers. It was the grace of YHWH who accepts anyone who flees into him. When he accepts he accepts them fully and absolutely. He did not merely accept Rahab and Ruth as second class citizens of his kingdom. He entrusted the Covenant to them. Whether we are loyal or stubborn in our own way all of us should learn to flee into YHWH.  


The women travel to Bethlehem (1:19). There Naomi declares her bitterness at what YHWH had done to her. Her name meant pleasant. “Don’t call me Naomi,” she told the women who greeted them in Bethlehem, “call me Mara, because the Almighty has made my life very bitter. I went away full, but the LORD has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi? The LORD has afflicted me; the Almighty has brought misfortune upon me” (1:20‑21). But the author added in 1:22, “So Naomi returned from Moab accompanied by Ruth the Moabitess, her daughter-in-law, arriving in Bethlehem as the barley harvest was beginning.” Who can advise Naomi that she lacked faith? So the author didn’t. But he looked and saw that YHWH’s hand had been on the barley all through the hot summer days and now was the time for harvest. He saw that the famine was by YHWH as it was promised in Deuteronomy and so was the harvest as was promised. Barley harvest was beginning, which seemed to contrast with Naomi’s sense that her time of fertility was past. The harvest for the women, however, was about to begin. “I tell you, open your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest,” Jesus said to his own (John 4:35). May God turn our eyes from self-analysis and open our eyes to him. Save the many who are like Naomi among us and heal them and bless them.

2. Ruth meets Boaz (2:13:18)


Ruth decided to provide food for herself and her mother-in-law. Naomi agreed and so Ruth went out and began to glean in the fields behinds the harvesters picking up the leftover grain. The practice was commanded by the Law to protect the poor and helpless for their survival. The author shows his joyful comment in 2:3b. “As it turned out, she found herself working in a field belonging to Boaz, who was from the clan of Elimelech.” As we soon learn from Naomi’s words in 2:20 the author sees YHWH’s kindness and blessing on Ruth in the seeming coincidence. For sure he is not one of those who say everything is done by God’s will. He is painstakingly tracing the hands of YHWH as he looked back on Ruth’s story. We should discard the fatalistic religious generalization to relate everything to God’s will and learn from the author who sought God wholeheartedly.


As we follow the author’s description it looks as if YHWH was holding Ruth’s hand and guiding her step by step. After Ruth has labored for some time, Boaz himself arrives. He notices Ruth almost immediately and asks his servants about her (2:4‑7). Boaz has heard how Ruth has cared for Naomi, so he tells his servants to protect her and leave extra grain for her to collect (2:8‑16). His actions show that Boaz is a kind man and may also show that he finds Ruth attractive. Obviously the time was violent and gleaning in a field was risky for a woman. But Ruth was in the palm of YHWH.


At day’s end Ruth reports to Naomi. The mother-in-law saw that Ruth was treated with much favor. Ruth explains where she worked and how Boaz “took notice” of her (2:17‑19). When she hears Boaz’s name, Naomi seems to come out of her depression. She saw the glimpse of hope for Ruth and for herself because Boaz is a “kinsman redeemer” (2:20). Perhaps he can do more for the women than just be kind to Ruth! Naomi praises YHWH for linking them with Boaz (2:20). She also counsels Ruth to continue working in Boaz’s fields. “It will be good for you, my daughter, to go with his girls, because in someone else’s field you might be harmed,” Naomi said to Ruth (2:21‑23). Ruth and Naomi’s situation no longer looks as desperate, but Naomi did not settle down in the temporary security. 


Naomi now attempts to repay Ruth’s loyalty to her by helping Ruth find a new husband. She says, “My daughter, should I not try to find a home for you, where you will be well provided for?” (3:1). Of course, security for Ruth will mean security for Naomi as well. Naomi notes that Boaz is their close relative (3:2). He also likes Ruth, so he is a likely candidate for kinsman redeemer. Apparently, Naomi thinks Boaz needs some encouragement, for she tells Ruth to bathe, put on perfume, and dress in her best clothes (3:3). Ruth must sneak down to the threshing floor, where Boaz will spend the night. Once he has eaten, had plenty of wine, and fallen asleep, Ruth must act. She must “uncover his feet” and lie next to him (3:4). Naomi feels confident Boaz will respond to this less‑than-subtle hint (3:4).


Ruth does as Naomi suggests. Boaz has had enough wine and “was in good spirits” (3:7), and he went over to lie down at the far end of the grain pile. He sinks into a contented sleep. Stealthily, Ruth lies next to him (3:7). “In the middle of the night something startled the man, and he turned and discovered a woman lying at his feet!” (3:8). Obviously, this did not happen to him every night. He asks the woman her name. Ruth’s response amounts to a proposal of marriage. She asks him to spread his covering over her since he is a kinsman redeemer (3:9).


Boaz is delighted. He thanks Ruth for wanting him, rather than some younger man. “The LORD bless you, my daughter,” he replied. “This kindness is greater than that which you showed earlier: You have not run after the younger men, whether rich or poor. And now, my daughter, don’t be afraid. I will do for you all you ask. All my fellow townsmen know that you are a woman of noble character” (3:11). He notices Ruth’s noble desire to join the Covenant heritage, and he promises to marry her. There is only one small problem. Another man is a closer relative than Boaz (3:12). Still, Boaz will deal with this man the next day. He asks Ruth to stay with him until morning (3:13). She leaves just before daylight and reports to her mother‑in‑law (3:14‑17). Naomi understands Boaz well. She tells Ruth that Boaz will settle the matter quickly. “Wait my daughter,” said Naomi, “until you find out what happens. For the man will not rest until the matter is settled today” (3:18). 


Naomi used her ingenuity. Ruth seems bold. Boaz seems kind. But through the attitudes and the words of Naomi, Ruth and Boaz the author describes how YHWH worked to create a marriage in and for the Covenant. Ruth met Boaz by God’s will. Unless YHWH was there the ingenuity was mere cleverness, the boldness was shamelessness and the kindness was mere good-mindedness. 

3. The family line of Perez (4:1-22)


In chapter four Boaz marries Ruth. What amazes us, however, is how the happy ending story is accepted by the elders and by the author.  


Business was conducted at the city gates in this era. Therefore, Boaz gathers the other potential kinsman redeemer along with ten witnesses and begins to negotiate for Ruth (4:1‑2). First, he notes that Naomi must sell her husband’s land, so it will not leave his family’s possession (4:3). He asks the man if he wants the land, and the man says he does (4:4). Second, he informs the man that whoever buys the land must also shelter Ruth and father a child by her (4:5). The man cannot afford the land and the woman, so he allows Boaz to redeem them both (4:6). Third, Boaz announces he will purchase the land and, more important to him, Ruth (4:7‑12). He has kept his promise to settle the issue quickly. 


So far this is just a happy story. But look at 4:11-12. “Then the elders and all those at the gate said, ‘We are witnesses. May the LORD make the woman who is coming into your home like Rachel and Leah, who together built up the house of Israel. May you have standing in Ephrathah and be famous in Bethlehem. Through the offspring the LORD gives you by this young woman, may your family be like that of Perez, whom Tamar bore to Judah.’” They knew how Perez was born. The story couldn’t be accepted well by most Christians who operate on the basis of Christian ethics. But the people of Israel had the eyes to recognize the Covenant. We should learn from them..


To add to our amazement there is the conclusion of the story. “So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. Then he went to her, and the LORD enabled her to conceive, and she gave birth to a son” (4:13). Naomi and Ruth now have the security they lost in chapter 1. Boaz rejoices to have a young and faithful wife. Ruth has found love again, and Naomi can age in peace. A happier ending is hard to imagine. But that is not the end of the story. The author continues in 4:18, “This, then, is the family line of Perez…” Why is Perez mentioned here? He was the sixth grandfather of Boaz who lived in the time of the book of Genesis, hundreds of years ago. Yet here the author sees that the Covenant which came to us by the time of Moses actually began in the time of Perez and continued in the time of the Judges. We might say he saw the glory of YHWH. 


Boaz and Ruth’s marriage has great long‑term impact in Israel. Their great grandson, David, will be the king of Israel. God the Almighty not only blesses Ruth with present security, he also gives Ruth permanent prominence in Israel’s history. Not only has Naomi arranged security for Ruth, she has also helped secure, through David’s eternal kingdom, all who trust in Christ.

