
Ruth 
 
Ruth 1  
 
VV 1-2 – The book of Ruth was written by an unknown author, although Jewish tradition assigns that task 
to Samuel.  It occurred during the rule of one of the judges, which suggests a time of prosperity compared 
to one of oppression and a time of relative faithfulness to Jehovah compared to the times of falling away 
when there was no godly ruler in Israel.  It is impossible to know which judge ruled.  If there were no 
generations skipped in the genealogy between Salmon and Rahab and their son Boaz (Matthew 1:5), 
these events had to occur in the early period, perhaps during the time of Ehud.  This is unlikely, and some 
scholars believe that the story is set during the authority of Jephthah.   
 
Regardless of when it occurred, there was a famine in the land surrounding Bethlehem. Elimelech, his wife 
Naomi, and their two sons Mahlon and Chilion left their home in Bethlehem to find food among the 
Moabites, directly to the east across the Dead Sea. Apparently they intended to live there only for a while 
  .and then return to Bethlehem (guwr – sojourn, dwell for a time גור)
 
The family was “Ephrathites of Bethlehem in Judah”.   Ephrathites may have come from a smaller village 
that was later incorporated into Bethlehem.  It is also possible that they were related to the tribe of 
Ephraim.  
 
V3 – It was common for older men to marry much younger women in the ancient Near East, so it is no 
surprise that in the course of time, Elimelech died and left Naomi a widow.  Rabbinic tradition suggests that 
Elimelech’s death was punishment for greed or for abandoning his homeland.   
 
V4 – Mahlon and Chilion should not have taken Moabite women to be their wives.  Israelite tradition was 
for young men to take wives from their own people (cf. Genesis 24:2-4, 28:1-9).  Hebrews were not to 
marry outside their religious faith, and the Moabites were a perpetual enemy (Numbers 22:1-6, Judges 
3:12-14, Judges 11:17-18, 2 Samuel 8:2).  In fact, Moabites were expressly forbidden to “enter the 
assembly of the Lord” (Deuteronomy 23:3-4).  This restriction, however, was religious, not racial.  God 
does not discriminate on the basis of race but on the basis of those who follow Him and those who do not. 
 
Orpah (ערפה `Orpah - gazelle) was the wife of Chilion and Ruth (רות Ruwth - friendship) was the wife of Mahlon.  
The sons of Elimelech lived with their wives for 10 years without siring children, suggesting that either they 
or their wives were infertile.  In ancient times, however, the women would have been considered infertile, 
and suffered great stigma because of it. One wonders if news of Ruth’s supposed infertility reached 
Bethlehem and influenced any of the decision making later in the story.  
 
V5 – Mahlon and Chilion also died.  Since Ruth had been married for 10 years, is later referred to as a 
“young woman” (Ruth 2:5, ערהנ  na`arah – marriageable age woman) and is clearly in her childbearing years, it is 
reasonable to assume that she was between 25 and 35 when this happened.   
 
V6 - Word reached Naomi in Moab that the famine had ended in Judah.  As a foreigner in Moab, and even 
more as a woman past childbearing age, Naomi would have found it difficult even to survive.  She had no 
kin in the land to provide for her.  The only reasonable choice she had was to return to Judah.  
 
Notice that the narrator credits the Lord for giving food to the people. Assuming the famine was caused by 
a drought, modern people would speak of weather fronts and climate change in discussing why a dry 
period ended.  While this is certainly true it is only part of the story.  We can describe natural phenomena, 
but the cause of all such phenomena is ultimately the One who created and sustains nature.  
 
V7 - Orpah and Ruth, having no husband, father or sons to take responsibility for them, stayed with Naomi.  
They also had a responsibility to care for the older woman. The little party traveled west towards Judah. 



 
VV 8-9 – Probably upon reaching a major trade route (such as the “King’s Highway”) where traveling would 
be easier and safer, Naomi bade Orpah and Ruth to leave her, return to their people, and remarry.  They 
were still young enough to have children and they could still have good and secure lives.  Judging by the 
blessing she gave, it seems that Naomi fully expected them both to depart.  Such parting was naturally a 
sad occasion.  
 
Rather than wishing the blessing of the traditional Moabite deity, Chemosh, on the women, Naomi wished 
the blessing of the Israelite deity, Jehovah, on them. Kindness (חסד checed) implies mercy from one more 
powerful to one weaker.   
  
V10 – Orpah and Ruth both protested that they wished to stay with Naomi.   
 
VV 11-13 – Security for women in the ancient Near East was to be found in a husband, and Naomi, having 
once given them husbands, could no longer do so.  She argued that there was no point in remaining with 
her.  In Naomi’s opinion, they still had hope, while she had little, because the very hand of God was against 
her.  Here again we see the ever present belief that circumstances, whether good or ill, came from the 
hand of God.   
 
The underlying assumption of Naomi’s argument is based in the Jewish law of Levirate marriage.  Under 
that law, Naomi’s other sons could serve as their husbands.  But Naomi had no other sons and could 
provide no more.  Therefore neither Orpah nor Ruth were protected under the law of Levirate marriage, 
and staying with Naomi was no use.  
 
V14 - For Orpah, Naomi’s argument was convincing.  She certainly loved Naomi and Ruth and probably 
was inclined to stay with them, especially in light of Ruth’s determination to stay with Naomi.  But she 
hoped for a promising future and she went were she thought she could most likely find it, in her country 
with her own people, their religion and their culture.   
 
V15 – Using the leverage provided by Orpah’s example, Naomi bade Ruth once again to leave her and 
seek her security in Moab.  
 
VV 16-17 – In one of the most magnificent expressions of human loyalty to be found in literature, Ruth 
gently rebuked her mother in law and made it clear that she would never leave her.  She declared that she 
would go with her, stay with her, and be buried with her.  She would forsake her Moabite family and, as a 
branch grafted on to a tree, cling to her Hebrew one.   
 
Ruth, however, was not merely proclaiming her allegiance to Naomi, but also to Naomi’s God.  In the years 
in which they had lived together, Naomi had schooled the young Moabitess in the ways of Jehovah.  Ruth 
had seen how Naomi had treated her sons and daughters in law, her daily faithfulness and how she had 
persevered through tragedy.  Ruth committed her destiny to that woman, and to her God.   
 
Ruth’s dedication to Jehovah is demonstrated in her use of a Hebrew phrase “Thus may the Lord do to 
me…” (cf. 2 Samuel 3:35, 1 Kings 2:23).    
 
V18 – In the face of this commitment, Naomi had no choice but to agree.  Secretly, Naomi surely rejoiced 
at the love and devotion shown by her daughter-in-law, and had no desire to be alone. 
 
V19 – Depending on where they were in Moab, the journey to Bethlehem was at least 35 miles, and could 
have been as much as 50.  Assuming that they traveled on foot at about two miles per hour for 4-6 hours 
per day, the journey took at least 4-5 days.  However, the journey is hard, with dry, rocky land and a 
narrow, rugged path. They had to go from the plateau of Moab (2500 to 3000 feet of sea level) down to the 
Dead Sea (1300 feet below sea level) and then back up to Bethlehem (2500 feet above sea level).   They 



had to travel through the Judean wilderness, famous for the hideouts of David, the temptations of Jesus 
and the Good Samaritan.  All things considered, the trip likely took 7-10 days.  
 
On arriving in Bethlehem, Naomi was greeted by her erstwhile friends and family members.  She had 
probably been prominent and beautiful in the past, and now was impoverished and prematurely aged.  Her 
fall from prosperity astonished the women of the town so much that they asked among themselves “Is this 
Naomi (נעמי No`omiy – my delight)?” 
 
VV 20-21 – With a sad resignation, Naomi told the women to call her Mara (מרא Mara' - bitterness) due to the 
tragedy the Lord had visited upon her.  
 
V22 – The narrator now summarized the first portion of the story, and sets up the second.  The place was 
Bethlehem in Judah and the time was spring, the beginning of the barley harvest.   
 
Ruth 2 
 
V1 – Naomi, Ruth’s mother in law, belonged to a large clan in Bethlehem.  The clan is a unit encompassing 
several families and is the sub unit of the tribe.  The barley harvest was probably in early spring.   
 
V2 – Ruth and Naomi had nothing; they were among the poorest of the poor.  Further, Ruth was a 
foreigner, and for the reasons mentioned above, had little chance of marrying a faithful Hebrew man.   
 
Given the poor prospects for the future, Ruth needed to do something that would support her and Naomi. 
Living under her mother-in-law’s authority, she asked permission to glean the leftovers from the fields of 
grain around Bethlehem.  This was the lawful way of providing for the poor in ancient Israel; landowners 
had to allow it, and the poor had to work for what they got (Leviticus 19:9-10, 23:22).  
 
V3 – Paid servants of the landowner reaped the grain, the men standing in front and cutting off the heads 
of grain with a sickle, and the women following behind to tie up the bundles of stalks.  Whatever was left 
over after these passed through was left for the poor.  
 
Our narrator said that she “happened” to come to the field owned by Boaz, although it is clear from the rest 
of the book that he understood that God made this, just like everything else in this remarkable story, come 
to pass.  
 
V4 – Boaz had a home in Bethlehem but apparently was a “hands on” manager and went to inspect the 
barley harvest himself.  Rather than holding himself aloof from those who worked for him, he blessed them 
in his greeting “May the Lord be with you.”  This suggests that Boaz was an honest and humble man, and a 
genuine follower of God.  His servants replied in the same way.  
 
V5 – Boaz probably went to his fields frequently or even daily during the harvest and had ample 
opportunities to see those who gleaned his fields.  On one of those occasions, maybe the first although we 
cannot be sure, he noticed Ruth.  His question “whose young woman is this” could be rephrased “under 
whose authority does she fall?”  The expected answer would be “her husband” if she was married and “her 
father” if she was not.  
 
V6 – Working so closely in the fields, it is no wonder that the chief reaper knew Ruth. Bethlehem was a 
small town and the clans were tight so everyone probably knew just about everything about everyone else.   
 
V7 – In addition to being beautiful enough to catch Boaz’ eye, Ruth was industrious.  She worked hard with 
little rest throughout the morning.  Later, Ruth had probably rested from the hot sun in a shaded arbor built 
especially for the purpose and common throughout the ancient near east.  

 



VV 8-9 – Boaz was interested in this woman; though the term daughter suggests that she could have been 
20 years his junior.  He asked her to glean only in his fields, and to stay with his servant girls so that she 
would be protected from robbers.  Boaz had also commanded his servants not to touch her, and even 
provided the special favor of letting her drink the water that his servants drew up. That was far more than 
she could have hoped for.  
 
V10 – In a common gesture of thanks and respect in the ancient near east, Ruth fell on her face, bowed to 
the ground and thanked her benefactor.  Then she inquired why, her being an alien, he had treated her so 
well. 
 
V11 – Though Boaz had not recognized her, he had heard of her reputation.  Ruth was known as a woman 
of great virtue, and great love in staying with Naomi and adopting a new people who were not her own.  
 
V12 – Himself a man of discernment, Boaz realized that Ruth had done so because she was seeking after 
Jehovah, the God of Israel.   
 
V13 – Ruth again replied in gratitude. 
 
V14 – At the time of the afternoon meal, usually when the day was the hottest and people needed to retire 
inside, Boaz invited Ruth to eat with his servants.  As he was serving his other servants, Boaz served Ruth.  
Here was an excellent boss and faithful man of God.  
 
VV 15-16 – As the day wore on, Boaz told his servants to make special provision for Ruth, leaving a little 
barley out of the bundles so she could get more for her and Naomi.   
 
VV 17-18 – After a long, hot day of gleaning, Ruth beat the grain to separate it from the chaff.  Her work 
netted her about half a bushel (about 30 pounds).  Most gleaners got 2 pounds per day so Ruth gleaned 
enough to last several weeks. This was due to her industry and Boaz’ largesse.  
 
V19 – Naomi was undoubtedly surprised and impressed by the amount of barley that Ruth brought, and so 
asked her where she worked.  Wise to the fact that Ruth had gleaned far more than should be expected, 
Naomi knew that someone had to have helped her.  Ruth did not know Boaz’ relation to Naomi and the 
possibilities that such a relationship held.  She merely knew that he was an older man who showed her 
kindness. 
 
V20 – Naomi was so excited when she heard the name Boaz that she interrupted her daughter in law.  She 
acknowledged the providence of God in causing these events to transpire as they did and told Ruth that he 
was a close relation. Naomi also immediately grasped the possibilities of the situation.  As long as Ruth 
gleaned in his fields they were likely to have enough to survive, and perhaps even prosper. Her statement 
that God remembered the living referred to her and Ruth.   Her statement that God remembered the dead 
may have referred to Elimelech; she knew that Boaz could be a kinsman-redeemer who could raise up 
offspring and therefore perpetuate the name of her late husband (Deuteronomy 25:5-10).  He could also 
restore the land to Elimelech’s family (Leviticus 25:25). 
 
VV 21-23 – Ruth now got the chance to finish her story.   She told Naomi of the provisions that Boaz made 
for her security.  Naomi agreed that this was good, given the ubiquity of highwaymen and other robbers 
who might imperil her. For her part, Ruth did as she was told throughout the harvest.  This took about 
seven weeks (Deuteronomy 16:9).  During that time Boaz and Ruth continued their duties, and Boaz 
undoubtedly kept a close eye on the young woman who had so intrigued him.  Nonetheless, with such 
important work to be done, it was not the right time to pursue other goals.  
 
Ruth 3 
 



V1 – Once the stalks with the barley were brought in to the threshing floor, the grain had to be separated 
from the chaff by winnowing.  Naomi was well familiar with the process and, having seen the relationship 
between Boaz and Ruth develop over the weeks, felt that the time was right for Ruth to act. 
 
Naomi explained to Ruth that she wanted to find lasting security for her, not just the temporary security that 
she had by gleaning with the maids.  Ruth’s life “would go well” as the wife of a godly man, and that was 
Naomi’s goal.   
 
VV 2-4 – Naomi had long been thinking about her plan. Boaz would be at the threshing floor supervising 
his servants as they winnowed the barley.  At day’s end they would eat, drink, and relax, often with an 
alcoholic beverage to make the “heart merry”. Ruth was to be as clean and beautiful as she could be and 
not approach Boaz until he had laid down and gone to sleep after the party.  Since this was a customary 
thing in Israel at the time, Boaz would know what to do. 
 
VV 5-6 – Ruth, not versed in Israelite customs but trusting Naomi’s judgment, obeyed.  Moderns may ask if 
Ruth was “in love” with Boaz, but to do so may be to impose a modern question on an ancient culture.  
While the Song of Solomon speaks of feelings of love that may approximate the modern sense, marriage in 
antiquity was based less on feelings than on needs for companionship, for children, and economic realities.  
A child’s security was with his or her parents.  A woman’s security was to be found in the arms of a 
righteous man who would provide for her.  After her husband’s death, her security was found in her 
children, who would care for her until she passed away.  If she had no husband or no children, she would 
be a burden on the rest of society to provide for her needs, and they may not perform.  God commanded 
His people to care for orphans and widows in their distress (James 1:27), but often they did not do it.  
 
Ruth had to be impressed with Boaz’ character and his obvious attraction for her. She was assuredly 
flattered by the attention that this great and wealthy man had given her, a foreigner who was the lowest on 
the social scale.  Further, she understood her economic realities.  In the world of ancient Israel, she had 
few choices.   
 
V7 - Boaz had worked hard during the harvest time and was enjoying a little merriment. Perhaps he had 
been thinking about what to do with this Moabite proselyte now that the harvest was nearing completion.  
 
Ruth coming in the darkness to lie at his feet was a sign of her interest in him as a husband.  For a single 
woman to go to a single man and lie down with him in the dark of night would have been scandalous had 
others known about it, so for Ruth to do so was to risk her good reputation as well as rejection by Boaz.   
 
“Feet” and “lie down” in the Old Testament are often euphemisms for sexual intercourse.  However, this 
episode does not imply that the two had sex.     
 
V8 – Something, perhaps Ruth’s warm body but surely something ordained by the Lord, aroused Boaz 
during the night.  To his surprise he discovered a woman at his feet and asked who she was.   
 
V9 – In a whisper, Ruth identified herself as his maid and his close relative.  She then asked him to do the 
thing which would show his desire for her; to cover her with his blanket.   
 
V10 – Boaz was elated.  He recognized this as a suggestion, if not a proposal, of marriage.  The very thing 
that he had been considering for weeks but could not procede with was now within his grasp.  Much older 
than Ruth, Boaz had expected that she would pursue younger men.  Now here she was at his feet 
pursuing him.   
 
V11 – Boaz was a godly man and he knew Ruth to be a godly woman.  He knew Naomi and knew the Law 
of God.  As such he could be the kinsman-redeemer for Ruth, marrying her and raising offspring to 
Elimelech.   
 



VV 12-13 – There was one difficulty.  Another man was a closer relation and had the first choice.  
 
VV 14-15 – Wanting to protect her reputation, Boaz had her leave during the darkness of the early 
morning.  It is not clear why he gave her the additional barley.  Some have suggested: 
 

1. It was a message to Naomi that he would fulfill his duties as kinsman redeemer. 
2. It was a bride price. 
3. It was a reward for her sexual favors the previous night. 
4. It was a cover, a socially acceptable reason for her to have been at Boaz’ threshing floor.   

 
In light of verse 17, one suspects that options one or two are most likely. 
 
VV 16-17 – Naomi inquired about the events of the previous night, and Ruth gave her at least part of the 
encouraging news.  
 
V18 – Naomi knew Boaz well enough to know that he would resolve this immediately. 
 
Ruth 4 
 
VV 1-2 - The next morning Boaz went to gates of the city, a large space immediately inside the gates 
defending the main entrance of the city.  It was the perfect place for business, because farmers from the 
surrounding countryside would have a central and secure location to sell their produce. Merchants, visiting 
and local, would sell their wares under the watchful eyes of the army, and brigands would not dare come 
too close.   
 
Judicial decisions were made there (Deuteronomy 22:15, 2 Samuel 15:2, Proverbs 22:22), often by the 
king (Jeremiah 38:7).  Since it was a large gathering place for the community, preachers and prophets 
stood at the gates and spoke their message (Amos 5:10). Since it was a hub of business and 
jurisprudence, the city “gates” were also places where the elders of the city talked and made deals 
(Genesis 34:20, Proverbs 31:23).  As in a modern courtroom, opponents in judicial cases would present 
their arguments, and the men gathered would hear witnesses, weigh evidence, and make a binding 
decision.  In this case, the issue was business and not a legal dispute.   
 
Boaz found Naomi’s closest relative and engaged him, along with 10 men to act as witnesses to the 
negotiations.  In the future, 10 men would become the number required to set up a synagogue.  
 
VV 3-4 – Boaz told the story that the widow Naomi, widow of their mutual kinsman (“brother”) Elimelech, 
was selling a piece of land.  Had her sons been alive the land would have passed to them, not her.  Had 
Elimelech a living daughter, the land would have passed to her under the Law.  But since the sons were 
dead and had no heirs, and there were no daughters, Naomi could sell the land.  It was important under 
the law (for the reason of wealth distribution and social stability) that the land remain in the family.  The 
kinsman, hoping to get a good piece of land, agreed to redeem it.   
 
V5 – Boaz’ was a keen influencer of men and did not mention marriage to Ruth in the initial report to the 
kinsman.  Now that the kinsman was considering what to do with his new acquisition, Boaz introduced a 
twist into the story; he had to marry Ruth, who, by the way, was a Moabitess.  The kinsman may not have 
wanted to marry her for that reason. Further he had to raise up children to the late Elimelech.   
 
VV 6-8 - Caught off guard and now realizing the “downside” of the deal, the kinsman changed his mind.  
Unlike the typical case of Levirate marriage (Deuteronomy 25:5-10): 
 

1. The kinsman was not Mahlon’s brother 
2. The widow (Ruth) did not take off his shoe and spit in his face.  Instead, he took off his own shoe to 

confirm the arrangement. 



3. There does not seem to have been any opprobrium attached to the kinsman’s action.  
 
The phrase “in former times” suggests that this was no longer the custom when the book was written, 
probably around the time of Samuel.  
 
VV 9-10 – The nearer kinsman had made his decision, and things had worked out exactly as Boaz had 
inteneded.  In the presence of the elders of the city, who would confirm the deal, Boaz promised to fulfil all 
of his duties as kinsman redeemer.  First, he purchased the property that had come to Naomi as a result of 
the deaths of Elimelech and his sons.  Second, he agreed to marry Mahlon’s widow, Ruth.  Third, he 
agreed to raise up a child in the name of the deceased, as was the custom and the law in Israel.  This was 
to ensure that the house of Elimelech, and the property that belonged to it, would not leave the family and 
the tribe.  This prevented the accumulation of wealth in a few families or tribes and spread it more evenly 
about, contributing to social stability.   
 
The first child would be legally the child of Mahlon, but any subsequent children would legally belong to 
Boaz.  
 
VV 11-12 – The onlookers commended Boaz for what he had done and blessed his relationship with his 
soon to be wife.  The blessing of Rachel and Leah, who between them and their maids bore 12 sons to 
Jacob, and were the mothers of the tribes of Israel, was one of the greatest that they could give.  It 
encompassed the blessing of a large family, of wealth and of local fame.   
 
V13 – Boaz and Ruth married, and in the course of time, she bore a son.  The writer emphasizes that this 
woman, who had been childless for 10 years while in Moab, was given a son by the Lord.  
 
VV 14-16 – Naomi felt a great blessing, as did the women who surrounded her.  Her emptiness had been 
made full.  The women of the town wished fame upon the grandchild of Naomi as well.  
 
The hope implicit in a descendant would restore the joy of life to Naomi.  He would also help support her in 
her old age, given that the only social security for those who could not work at the time was to be found in 
family. 
 
Naomi became a nurse to his grandson, Obed. In this case it refers to guardian rather than wet nurse.   
 
VV 17-22 – Some believe that “a child has been born to Naomi” implies that she legally adopted him. This 
is not necessary and probably not accurate.  The child of Boaz and Ruth is tied into the line of the great 
king, David.  He is also tied to the line of the greatest king, Jesus (Matthew 1:5). 
 


