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Bible 101:  Ruth 
Covenant:  Redemption, Loyalty 

March 2, 2022 
          
      

Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Readings for you in the book of Ruth:  read the entire book (there are only four chapters!). 
 
Authorship/Time period of book of Ruth: 

• The author is not known; it isn’t Samuel as some have said.  Its writing dates from the 
postexilic period or more likely the 5th or 4th century BCE.   

• In the Christian Bible, the book of Ruth is a bridge between the unruly end of the judges 
and the beginning of the kingdom as told in the books of 1 and 2 Samuel. 

• In the Hebrew Bible, the book is included near the end with the other Writings (Song of 
Solomon, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther). 

 
Plot: 

• It is presented as a short story with three main characters (Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz) over 
a short period of time; there is more dialogue than narration. 

• Backstory:  Because of famine in Judah, Elimelech of Bethlehem takes his wife Naomi 
and two sons (Mahlon and Chilon) to Moab, a non-Israelite area.  The sons marry 
Moabite women (Ruth and Orpah).  Then all three males die (all this happens in the first 
five verses). 

o Elimelech = “God is King” 
o Mahlon = “Sickly” 
o Chilon = “Wasting away” 

 

• When the famine in Judah is over, Naomi decides to return to her home in Bethlehem.  
She encourages Ruth and Orpah to stay in Moab and marry local men.  Orpah agrees but 
Ruth says she will go with Naomi.  (Ruth’s words to her mother-in-law are the lyrics of a 
song often sung during weddings!) 

Wherever you go, I will go; wherever you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be 
my people, and your God my God. Where you die, I will die, and there I will be 
buried. Thus and more may the Lord do to me if anything but death part me from 
you.  (Ruth 1:16-17) 

 

• Back in Judah, Ruth gleans in fields to support Naomi and herself.  The women didn’t 
know at first that the fields belong to Boaz, a kinsman of Elimelech. Boaz, following the 
“law,” noticed Ruth and instructed his workers to make sure they left enough for her to 
gather for the care for her mother-in-law.  

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very edges of 
your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest.  (Leviticus 19:9) 
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• Then Naomi tells Ruth to go to the threshing floor late at night to tell Boaz who she is 
and what has happened – and to remind him of his duty as a relative to marry Ruth so 
that the family line is maintained. (See “next of kin” language below.) 

  Some see sexual meaning here in what Ruth did but it was also a sign of  
  submission to lie at the man’s feet. 
 

 
 
 

• But, a twist of the story is that Boaz isn’t the nearest relative; he arranges to meet with 
that unnamed relative.  But then there is another twist:  there is ancestral land that 
must be purchased from Naomi, who cannot afford to keep it, so that the land stays in 
the family.  The last twist is that Boaz says that the unnamed relative must marry Ruth 
as well as purchase the land.  That relative doesn’t want to buy the land or marry Ruth; 
he’d lose his investment if they had a son who would inherit the land. 

 

• So, Boaz marries Ruth and they have a son named Obed.  Naomi’s joy is complete.  The 
end of the story reveals that Obed will be the grandfather of David, the ancestor of 
Jesus.  Ruth is listed in the genealogy in Matthew 1:5-6: 

and Salmon the father of Boaz by Rahab, and Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth, 
and Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David. 

 

• Movement from famine and death at the beginning of the story to harvest/plenty in the 
middle of the story to birth/new life at the end of the story. 

 
Differences from stories in Bible until now: 

• Levirate marriage:  usual understanding = brother of deceased man marries widow to 
maintain the family line; but, Boaz (identified as only a relative of Elimelech) marries the 
daughter-in-law instead who is not of the family line. 

• God’s guidance is “behind the scenes” via actions of the main characters – no visions, 
prophets, or messengers from God. 

Another explanation:  “Boaz and Ruth share a blanket, 
symbolic of espousal, in this 14th-century illustration 
from the Wenzel Bible. Photo: Austrian National Library, 
Vienna.”  (From the Biblical Archaeology Society’s  Bible 
History Daily newsletter of Jan. 20, 2022: “The Story of 
Ruth” by Adele Berlin) 
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• The main characters are not heroes as in earlier books but “ordinary” people:  a farmer, 
although a wealthy one; widows; a foreigner.  Naomi and Ruth were vulnerable in that 
society; they had no social or economic power. 

• Ruth is a non-Israelite; God’s covenant is being extended to foreigners as promised to 
Abram when God said “... all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3). 

• Ruth converts; she says to Naomi that “your God [will be] my God.” (Ruth 1:16).  The 
ancient world didn’t have a mechanism for religious conversion. 

 
Overall theme of what is expected in a covenant: 

• Redemption:  “next of kin” language (in New Revised Standard Version) in Ruth 3:9 (“I 
am Ruth, your maidservant; spread your skirt over your maidservant, for you 
are next of kin.”), 3:13 (“…but if he is not willing to do the part of the next of kin for you, 
then, as the Lord lives, I will do the part of the next of kin for you.”), and 4:14 (“Blessed 
be the Lord, who has not left you this day without next of kin …”) 

o Language in New International Version:  guardian-redeemer; in King James 
Version:  kinsman; Hebrew term goel = Redeemer 

o Jesus, our Redeemer, instituted the Lord’s Supper before his death and spoke of 
a new covenant: 

Then he took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it 
and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body, which is given for you. Do 
this in remembrance of me.”  And he did the same with the cup after 
supper, saying, “This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in 
my blood.”  (Luke 22:19-20)  
 

• Loyalty (from meaning of “going beyond call of duty”):   
o Ruth staying with and taking care of Naomi in spite of knowing she, a foreigner, 

will not be welcomed at first in Bethlehem (Ruth continues to be called a 
Moabitess throughout the story);  

o perseverance of Naomi, by advising Ruth, to ensure the family line; 
o integrity and generosity of Boaz. 

 
Other themes we’ve seen in earlier books appear again here: 

• Famine:  Abram & Sarai going to Egypt; Joseph’s brothers going to Egypt to buy grain 
from him; Elimelech taking his family to Moab 

• Exile:  the Israelites in Egypt before and during the time of Moses; the Israelites during 
their time in the wilderness after the Exodus; Elimelech and his family as outsiders in 
Moab; Ruth as an outsider at first in Bethlehem 

• Return:  the Israelites as they finally leave the wilderness and cross the Jordan River into 
the Promised Land; Naomi goes back to Bethlehem 

• Importance of land:  promise of God to Abraham of land; goal of reaching the Promised 
Land during the Exodus; successes and failures in acquiring land during the time of 
Joshua; importance of retaining land as an inheritance. 
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• Role of women in making things happen:  Sarah giving Hagar to Abraham and later 
giving birth to Isaac; Rebecca’s actions so that Jacob receives the blessing from Isaac; 
Rachel acting in support of Jacob and later giving birth to his favorite son Joseph; 
Deborah acting as both a military and civic leader; even Delilah betraying Samson; 
guidance of Naomi to Ruth and Ruth’s bravery. 

 
Messages for us in the book of Ruth: 

• It is a story of what happens when you seek refuge in the Lord and live your life 
according to the will of God. 

• God’s plan continues to be worked out even in “bad” times. 

• God continues to take actions -- sometimes indirectly -- to fulfill His promises. 

• God doesn’t forget His people. 

• Ruth’s place in the ancestry of David signifies that all nations will be represented in the 
kingdom of God. 

 
 

  

Where have we already read about Moab 
(on the east side of the Dead Sea)? 

• Genesis 19:30-38 says that Lot, 
the brother of Abraham, was the 
ancestor of the Moabites by 
incest with his eldest daughter.  
She and her sister lost their 
fiancés in the destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah.  They 
made Lot drunk to have 
intercourse with him. The son of 
the elder daughter was called 
Moab. 

• God renewed his covenant with 
the Israelites in Moab before they 
entered the Promised Land 
(Deuteronomy 29:1). 

• Moses died in Moab 
(Deuteronomy 34:5). 
 

Map is from “Judah” Wikipedia article. 
 
Bethlehem (not shown on map) is a few miles south-
southeast of Jerusalem. 


