RUTH

TITLE 
Ancient versions and modern translations consistently title this book after Ruth, the Moabite heroine, who is mentioned by name twelve times (1:4 to 4:13).  Only two Old Testament books receive their names from women – Ruth and Esther.  This book has another distinction of being the only book in the Old Testament named after an ancestor of Jesus.  The Old Testament does not again refer to Ruth, while the New Testament mentions her just once – in the context of Christ’s genealogy (Matthew 1:5).  The name “Ruth” most likely comes from a Moabite and/or Hebrew word meaning “friendship.”

CONTENT

A story of loyalty to Yahweh during the period of the judges, in which Naomi’s fortunes mirror Israel’s during the period, while also providing the lineage of King David.

AUTHOR AND DATE

Jewish tradition credits Samuel as the author.  However, neither internal content nor external testimony conclusively identifies the writer. This story most likely appeared shortly before or during David’s reign in Israel (1011 – 971BC), since David is mentioned, but not Solomon.

HISTORICAL COVERAGE 


A few years around 1100BC.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING


Aside from Bethlehem (1:1), Moab, the perennial enemy of Israel, lay east of the Dead Sea, and stands as the only other mentioned geographic/national entity (1:1,2).  This country originated when Lot fathered Moab by an incestuous union with his oldest daughter (Genesis 19:37).  Centuries later the Jews encountered opposition from Balak, king of Moab, through the prophet Balaam (Numbers 22-25).  For eighteen years Moab oppressed Israel during the judges (3:12-30).  Saul defeated the Moabites (1 Samuel 14:47), while David seemed to enjoy a peaceful relationship with them (1 Samuel 22:3,4).  Later Moab again troubled Israel (2 Kings 3:5-27; Ezra 9:1).  Because of Moab’s idolatrous worship of Chemosh (1 Kings 11:7,33), and its opposition to Israel, God cursed Moab (Isaiah 15,16; Jeremiah 48; Ezekiel 25:8-11).

The story of Ruth occurred in the days “when the judges ruled” Israel (1:1) c.1370 to 1041BC (Judges 2:16-19).  God used “a famine in the land” of Judah (1:1) to set this drama in motion.  Because the famine is not mentioned in Judges, it is difficult to date the events of Ruth.  However, by working backward in time from the well known date of David’s reign (1011 – 971BC) the time period of Ruth would more than likely have been during the judgeship of Jair c.1126 – 1105BC (Judges 10:3-5).

EMPHASES

Life in a village that remains loyal to Yahweh during the time of the judges; the welcoming of a foreign woman under Yahweh’s wings; God’s superintending care that provides Israel with its great king.

OVERVIEW

The book of Ruth is sometimes treated as a love story.  It is a love story, but not a romance.  Yahweh’s love for Israel finds expression here in Ruth and Boaz’ loving concern for Naomi, and in Boaz’ love for Naomi and Ruth.  Although the heart of the story features the actions of Ruth and Boaz, the central figure throughout is Naomi, as the prologue (1:1-5) and epilogue (4:13-17) make clear.  The narrative plot deals with Naomi’s moving from “emptiness” in a foreign land to “fullness” back home in Bethlehem in Judah, from a form of barrenness (widowhood with no male heir) to full inheritance through Boaz assuming the responsibilities of kinsman–redeemer and, through his marriage to Ruth, providing her with a male heir.

The story is told in four scenes, each employing an opening thematic sentence and each, except for the last, containing a closing sentence that sets up the next scene.  In turn, the scenes depict Naomi’s emptiness (1:6-22), her awakened hope (chapter 2), the progress toward fulfilment (chapter 3) and fullness realised in the birth of an heir (chapter 4).

Fullness comes through Ruth, a young Moabite widow, and Boaz, the established, wealthy, upstanding man of Judah – extremes on the social scale – who both act toward the needy Naomi in the way that is open to them, without considering their own benefit, and both risking all to do so.

UNDERSTANDING RUTH

In telling the story as he does, the narrator probably intends the reader to see here a comparison with Israel as a whole during the time of the judges (1:1).  In a time of famine, the family of Elimelech seeks life away from Yahweh’s promised land, in the land of Moab, only to find death and emptiness.  Firstly, Elimelech dies, leaving his wife, Naomi a widow.  Their two sons marry Moabite women, but after ten years, each son dies.  Naomi determines to return to Judah and encourages each of her daughters-in-law to return to their respective family homes.  Orpah finally does but Ruth remains with Naomi.

By returning home to Bethlehem (meaning “the house of bread”) Naomi, whose name means “sweet” but who calls herself “bitter” (1:20) starts on a journey from hope to fulfilment.  And in so doing, she sets in motion events that will lead to Israel receiving their foremost king, David.

Both the town of Bethlehem in general, and the three main characters in particular, are portrayed as loyal to Yahweh and the covenant, and so experience covenant blessings.  This comes out in a variety of ways.  Ruth’s determination to follow Yahweh because of her relationship with Naomi (1:16-18); the greetings of Boaz and the harvesters, reflecting God’s presence and blessing (2:4); Boaz’ welcoming of Ruth, who has chosen to take refuge under the wings of Yahweh (2:12); Boaz’ own generosity and big heartedness (2:8,9,14-18); and Naomi’s “blessing” of Boaz (2:20).

This theme is especially evident in the way the narrator weaves into the story indications of their obedience to the covenant law – gleanings left for an alien; the kinsman–redeemer; inheritance through the covenant marriage–inheritance laws.  The narrator assumes his readers will recognize all these covenantal factors. These are not people who need to be portrayed as consulting the law for guidance on what to do.  Rather they are simply demonstrating their covenant loyalty to Yahweh by the way they live and treat people.  The author seems concerned to show that David’s forebears were themselves faithful to Yahweh in a time when much of Israel was not.

It is important to notice how Ruth herself becomes an example of the blessing of Abraham working out in practice (Genesis 12:3 “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you”).  She is an alien from a foreign hated nation (Deuteronomy 23:13).  Yet she chooses to follow Israel’s God and so becomes part of His people (1:16,17).  Her love for Naomi (4:15) shows Yahweh’s kindness (2:11,12) for one who has experienced exile and bitterness (1:19-21).  In turn she is blessed by Boaz as one who has chosen to come under Yahweh’s care and blessing (2:12), and at the end Yahweh “enabled her to conceive” (4:13).  Though a foreigner without the covenant history enjoyed by the other Israelites, she nonetheless shows covenant love and loyalty in a way that most Israelites did not, at this time in history.  She, a non Israelite, is used as an example to Yahweh’s own “firstborn.”  She is one of four Gentile women included in Matthew’s genealogy (Matthew 1:5), which in his gospel anticipates the gospel as good news for “all nations” (Matthew 28:19).

The concept of a “kinsman-redeemer” needs a little explanation. Each member of a family, or clan had an obligation to defend and provide for any other who was destitute or a victim of injustice. The “redeemer” of property was to buy back land a relative had sold in time of need (Leviticus 25:25), and so keep it within the family. If someone sold himself into slavery, his nearest relative was to buy his freedom (Leviticus 25:47-55). A redeemer also had the duty of avenging a murder (Numbers 35:19). The book of Ruth extends his duties to providing an heir for a male relative who had died childless. Usually this duty fell to a brother (Deuteronomy 25:5-10), but in the case of Ruth, who had no brother-in-law, a more distant relative was expected to marry her.
Elimelech had been the owner of property, which would have been handed on to his sons, had they lived. It is unlikely that Naomi, the widow, would have had the right of inheritance, but she was probably selling the land on behalf of her sons. During the family’s time in Moab, someone else would, have been responsible for the land. But now that the harvest had been reaped, Naomi was looking for the best outcome. In particular she would want to keep the land in the family (and so her appeal to a relative). Boaz, aware of all that was involved, put the option to the nearer relative, stating that if he would not redeem the land, then he, Boaz, would.
Elimelech had a right to an heir. Ruth, the Moabitess, his daughter-in-law, was still living, and the man who bought the field had the duty of raising an heir for the dead man through her. If a son was born, the land would revert to him and Elimelech’s property would remain in Elimelech’s family. The kinsman would then lose what he had bought and would have another family to keep. The nearer kinsman wanted the land (Ruth 4:4b) but not Ruth, and so would not gain through the transaction. Boaz wanted Ruth, not the land, and had the money to transact the business.
Both parts of the redemption agreement were completed by the symbolic handing over of a sandal, which represented possession (cf. Joshua 1:3). The elders were formal witnesses that Boaz was legally entitled to the property of Elimelech, Kilion and Mahlon, and that Mahlon’s widow, Ruth, was to become his wife. Ruth’s first son would rightly be known as the “son of Elimelech” thus perpetuating the name of the dead. This son would also be heir of the property, ensuring the continuation of the family’s name and possessions.

These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.78-80) and to a lesser extent:

· “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.71-76)

· “Jensen’s Survey of the Old Testament” by I. Jensen (Moody Bible Institute 1978, pp.162-168

· “New Bible Commentary” by D.A. Carson, R.T. France, J.A. Motyer and G.J. Wenham (Intervarsity Press, Downers Grove, USA 2002, pp.292,293)

AN OUTLINE OF RUTH
1:1-5 Prologue
Because of famine, Elimelech and Naomi and sons leave Yahweh’s land for Moab; Naomi finds herself destitute, without husband or sons

1:6-22 Scene 1 Naomi and Ruth – Grief, Loyalty and Conversion
The narrator immediately sets the stage for the first scene: Naomi’s determination to go back to Bethlehem. The heart of this opening scene is Ruth’s determination to remain loyal to her mother-in-law and so become a follower of Yahweh herself. Verse 22 sets the stage for the next scene.

2:1-23 Scene 2: Ruth, Boaz, and Naomi – Unexpected Kindness
Boaz is introduced (v.1) as is Ruth’s initiative (v.2). She gleans in Boaz’ fields (v.3). Boaz shows kindness to Ruth by blessing her for her kindness to Naomi (v.12). She works and eats with the harvesters under his protection (vs.9,14) and her gleanings increase, without her knowing, due to Boaz’ help (vs.15,16). Naomi blesses Boaz (vs.19,20) for his kindness to Ruth, and through Ruth to herself. The final sentence again moves the reader to the next scene

3:1-18 Scene 3: Naomi, Ruth and Boaz – Ruth Petitions Marriage  
Naomi recognises there is more to Boaz’ kindness than the superficial (vs.1-9). Her action in verse 9 invites Boaz to become Naomi’s kinsman-redeemer and so to take her as his wife. Boaz accepts, but the law requires that he offer her first to one who is more qualified (vs.10-12). The author portrays Boaz as a man of nobility, just as he did with Ruth in the former scene. Again, the final sentence (v.18) sets up the fourth and final scene

4:1-22 Scene 4: Boaz, Ruth and Naomi … and David – Marriage and a Son
Following custom, the matter is decided between Boaz and his kin in the presence of the town elders at the town gate. Boaz risks, as Ruth had risked earlier. Boaz marries Ruth and Naomi in time has an heir – bitter becomes sweet, and in time from their union Israel will have its premier king 

These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.80,81)
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