
Ruth Lesson 1 

Beth Haven Church – Will Buttermore Summer 2020 

Ruth 1:1 – Now it came about in the days when the judges governed, that there was a famine in 
the land. And a certain man of Bethlehem in Judah went to sojourn in the land of Moab with his 
wife and his two sons. 

This first verse gives us important insights into this brief study. 

1. Timing – When the judges governed  

1375-1050 BC = 325 years 

This period covers from the time soon after Joshua to the inauguration of King Saul. The account in the 
Book of Judges covers 12 judges during the first 200 years of this period.  

There are two judges not yet discussed. They will come about in 1 Samuel. 

2. Situation – Famine in the land 

No “natural” famine is recorded in Judges. 

Leviticus 26:14-16 – The rebellion of Israel in Judah has led to the oppression of the people by foreigners.  
A foreign army would steal harvests and kill livestock to oppress the Israelites through war and lack of 
resources. 

Who is this invading army?  

Most people refer to Judges 6:1-6 and conclude that this situation would coincide with the time of 
Gideon. This conclusion would make the invading army Midian and the sons of Ammon. The problem 
with that theory is that the geography associated with Gideon is primarily to the north.  

With geography in mind, others look at Judges 12:8-10 and conclude that this would take place during 
the time of Ibzan. Judges 10:6-9  

Using genealogies, Boaz is the son of Salmon through Rahab the harlot of the line of Perez, the son of 
Judah by Tamar. Therefore, the timeframe is probably early in the period of the judges.  

3. When was this written? – In the days of the judges 

This was after the days of the judges. We can also read the genealogy from Perez to David (Ruth 4:18-22). 
This must have been written after David came into prominence. This was probably written by Samuel with 
consideration to Nathan and Gad (1 Chronicles 29:29). 

Ruth 1:1-22 

There are many people mentioned in the first few paragraphs that, although they set the stage for Ruth, they 
play no part in this account. Elimelech, Mahlon, and Chilion all died leaving the women alone and in dire 
straits. In the book, there are two main characters, Naomi and Ruth. The wife of Chilion, Orpah, is not a 
primary character as she leaves Naomi to return to the Moabites. The primary heroine is Naomi. She has been 
left destitute and has no ancestral line. An unlikely heroine presents herself and shows amazing grace and 
mercy. The story of Ruth is the unlikely story of a Moabite woman who demonstrates extraordinary kindness 
and mercy to her Israeli mother-in-law. 
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The redemption that will take place is not only the redemption of Ruth but primarily of Naomi (Ruth 4:13-17). 

Therefore, to understand the story of Ruth some concepts must be explained. 

1. As a foreigner, Ruth had options after being widowed. What is Ruth’s obligation to Naomi? 

Ruth has lost her husband (as has Orpah). The most common solution is remarriage. Ruth’s age was 
probably between 25-30 since she had been married 10 years before her husband died. It was the custom of 
the era (Israel and otherwise) that young widows would be welcomed back into their father’s home and 
cared for until a new husband could be found for them (Ruth 1:8). 

Biblical law held that it was important that Ruth and Orpah get remarried since they were childless. Since 
these two men died childless, it was the responsibility of a brother to take the widow and give her a son so 
that the dead brother would have his line perpetuated (Deuteronomy 25:5-6). Their husbands did not have 
additional brothers, so that is one complication. Furthermore, these were Moabite women who would go 
home to Moabite families, would likely marry Moabite men, and live in Moabite territory. How does this 
situation play out? Since no law applies to her as a Moabite, Ruth had no obligation to Naomi. 

2. Kinsman-Redeemer 

The word in Hebrew is “ga’al” and is very impactful as it is used throughout the Old Testament. The word 
is normally translated redeemer, but the main thrust of the word is to act as a kinsman, to do the part of next 
of kin. This word is used in a variety of ways: 

a. Redemption from bondage (Leviticus 25:48-49) 
b. Redemption of property (Leviticus 25:26) 
c. Avenger for the murder of a brother (Numbers 35:19, 27) 
d. God also acts as a redeemer (Exodus 6:6; Job 19:25) 

The use of this word in this text is the idea of a relative who could take on the responsibility of his dead 
relatives Elimelech, Mahlon, and Chilion. But because Ruth is not an Israeli, there were no rules on this. 
Anything that a kinsman would do would not be obligatory. 

When a kinsman redeems a widow, the firstborn male is an extension of the dead and propagates both lines, 
the line of the dead and the line of the kinsman. In the line of Messiah, there were two kinsman 
redemptions. In both instances, the redeemer is said to be the father, not the dead relative (Matthew 1:3-6). 
This kinsman is the hope for the survival and honor of Naomi through Ruth. 

In Chapter 1, we see Elimelech leave Israel with his family to sojourn in Moab because there was no food. He 
dies, as do the two sons. Some suggest they died because of the sin of leaving Israel and the fact that they 
married Moabites. Nothing indicates that this is the case. Their death is either circumstantial or it is judgment, 
but the text does not indicate nor is it vital to the account. 

After the three men die, Naomi, having heard they have food again, decides to go back to Israel. A judge 
was probably successful in driving out Israel’s oppressors.  

Along the way, Naomi urges her daughters-in-law to return to their families. Naomi reasons that there is 
nothing left for them since Naomi cannot have children. 
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Why this change in Naomi? The text does not say, but there are some ideas. Perhaps her original thought 
was to find a kinsman, but then reality hits and she decides that trying to marry off two foreign women 
to kinsmen is foolish. 

Maybe this is not a change but there is ongoing discussion while they travel, and Orpha goes but Ruth 
stays. 

Perhaps she comes to see that taking the women from their homes is not fair to her daughters-in-law and 
she is willing to let the hope of “ga’al” die. 

Maybe she permitted the grief and bitterness to take over.  

After trying to convince Orpha and Ruth to not go to Israel, Orpha gives in, kisses Naomi (a parting kiss), 
and goes back to her family. Ruth, however, dedicates herself to Naomi and the statement that Ruth makes 
is iconic (Ruth 1:16-18). 

This is a well-known passage because it is often used in marriage ceremonies. I agree with some that it 
is not inappropriate for weddings, knowing the context.  

Your God will be my God. Is this a declaration of faith or is this a declaration of solidarity with Naomi? 
Should one marry someone and make this declaration? 1 Peter 3:1-2 – People are not to have a god 
simply to follow their spouses. YHWH is God regardless of what a spouse believes. 

Once Ruth convinces Naomi that she is coming along, the story progresses to them coming to 
Bethlehem. The whole city was stirred because of them, meaning they were very curious as to what their 
story was.  

Naomi tells the story by stating that they are not to call her Naomi but Mara (meaning bitter) because 
Shaddai (The Almighty), He has caused me to be very bitter. 

The verb here is “mārar.” This is the emotion that accompanies extreme negative circumstances. Does 
she hold God accountable for the situation? It appears that way. Is she right? The text does not confirm. 
If YHWH is the one who killed them, it is righteous judgment. 

Grammarians believe that this is idiomatic. This is a phrase to indicate extreme grief, while at the same 
time, realizing that the situation is completely in the hands of God (Job 1:20-22). In this evaluation, 
Naomi is not blaming God but recognizes that God is sovereign, and He can restore her. 

The text itself sounds very bitter against the Lord. But this mental attitude is not present in Naomi in the 
rest of the book. If she is blaming the Lord, she is wrong. But many times, the Lord permits outbursts of 
frustration and they eventually see the salvation of the Lord.  

With what we know, we should understand and never blame God for calamity. Disaster and suffering in 
the Old Testament are either the result of sin or it is God’s judgment upon sin.  


