THE BOOK OF RUTH

FIRST AND FOREMOST, GOD IS THE TRUE HERO OF THE
STORY. NO MATTER HOW CAPTIVATING THE OTHER
CHARACTERS MAY BE, OUR TOP PRIORITY IS TO
DISCOVER WHAT THE BIBLE REVEALS ABOUT GOD.
Carolyn James. The Gospel of Ruth

RUTH 1:1, JUDGES 17:6
In the days when the judges ruled there was a famine
in the land, and a man of Bethlehem in Judah went to
sojourn in the country of Moab, he and his wife and his
two sons.

In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did
what was right in his own eyes.

FAMINE

One such famine occurred in 1889 in Sudan. At that time Sudan was cut off from the outside world
by the successful revolution of a religious leader called the Mahdi. An Austrian officer named
Rudolf Carl von Slatin was trapped in Sudan by the revolt. In the summer of 1889 famine struck.
Von Slatin later escaped and recorded his experiences. He tells of children being sold into slavery
to keep them from starving. He speaks of people found dead every morning on the streets of
Omdurman, the capital city. When the numbers increased, the ruler of the city declared every man
responsible for throwing the dead in front of his house into the river. The inhabitants of the
Omdurman then tried to drag the corpses from in front of their houses over to the neighbors. Each
morning quarrels rang out across the city as men fought over where the dead really died.
Merchants had to keep hippopotamus-hide whips nearby to drive off the maddened beggars who
would attack them bodily and ravish their shops. Small merchants with their wares on the streets
would throw themselves across their wares as these miserable wretches came by. Unarmed men
venturing out at night were attacked and eaten. Straying animals were killed and eaten raw. Shoe
leather, rotten flesh and garbage were all devoured; even palm trees were consumed. Village
families, seeing death upon them, bricked up the doors of their houses and awaited death in an
inner room to keep their bodies from being devoured by hyenas. Entire villages were wiped out in
this manner.

SUFFERING:
FACING LIFE’S REALITIES
Naomi

BOOK OF RUTH

NO LITERATURE IS MORE REALISTIC AND HONEST IN FACING THE
HARSH FACTS OF LIFE THAN THE BIBLE. AT NO TIME IS THERE THE
FAINTEST SUGGESTION THAT THE LIFE OF FAITH EXEMPTS US
FROM DIFFICULTIES…ON EVERY PAGE OF THE BIBLE THERE IS
RECOGNITION THAT FAITH ENCOUNTERS TROUBLES.

Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction

RUTH 1:3-5

NAOMI’S DESOLATION

But Elimelech, the husband of Naomi, died, and she was
left with her two sons. These took Moabite wives; the
name of the one was Orpah and the name of the other
Ruth. They lived there about ten years, and both Mahlon
and Chilion died, so that the woman was left without her
two sons and her husband.

The Hebrew word for widow (almanah) cemented a
widow’s low rank in the ancient patriarchal culture. It
comes from the root word alem, which means “unable to
speak.” In ancient patriarchal society, the widow was the
“silent one” —a definition that exposes a frightening
vulnerability and a nightmarish powerlessness. Without a
father, husband, son, or other male relative to speak and
act in her defense, a woman had no voice, no legal rights,
and no recourse against injustice.

WHY IS NAOMI
SUFFERING?

RUTH 1:11-13

NAOMI’S LAMENT

Naomi said, “Turn back, my daughters; why will you go
with me? Have I yet sons in my womb that they may
become your husbands? …even if I should have a
husband this night and should bear sons, would you
therefore wait till they were grown? Would you therefore
refrain from marrying? No, my daughters, for it is
exceedingly bitter to me for your sake that the hand
of the Lord has gone out against me.”

RUTH 1:20-21

NAOMI’S LAMENT

She said to them, “Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara,
for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. I went
away full, and the Lord has brought me back empty.
Why call me Naomi, when the Lord has testified against
me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?”

IS IT OKAY TO BLAME GOD?
TO QUESTION HIS JUSTICE?
TO EXPRESS ANGER AT HIS ACTIONS?

FUNCTION OF THE LAMENT
▸ Brueggemann suggests that “serious religious use of the
lament psalms has been minimal because we have believed
that faith does not mean to acknowledge and embrace
negativity…
▸ [these psalms] lead us into dangerous acknowledgement of
how life really is. They lead us into the presence of God where
everything is not polite and civil.”

THE LAMENT

THE STORIES AND HONEST LAMENTS OF BOTH SUFFERERS ARE IN THE BIBLE BECAUSE
THEY ARE INSTRUCTIVE FOR US. FIRST, THEY OPEN THE DOOR FOR US TO BE HONEST
WITH GOD, WHO ALREADY KNOWS WHAT WE’RE THINKING AND FEELING. WE CANNOT
HAVE A REAL RELATIONSHIP IF HONESTY DOESN’T LIE AT THE CORE. IN THE BIBLE
THERE ARE MORE LAMENT PSALMS THAN ANY OTHER KIND OF PSALM. ALL TOO OFTEN
IT IS IMPOSSIBLE FOR US TO PIECE TOGETHER THE GOD WHO LOVES US WITH THE
TRAGEDIES THAT INVADE OUR STORIES AND THE STORIES OF THOSE WE LOVE

Finding God in the Margins by Carolyn James

HOW SHOULD WE RESPOND WHEN
WE SEE THE NAOMIS OF OUR
WORLD?

UNWANTED

SOMETHING THAT DOESN’T BELONG

Ruth

RUTH 1:22

So Naomi returned, and Ruth the Moabite
her daughter-in-law with her, who returned
from the country of Moab. And they came to
Bethlehem at the beginning of barley harvest.

WHAT’S WRONG WITH
MOABITES?

DEUTERONOMY 23:3-6
No Ammonite or Moabite may enter the assembly of
the Lord. Even to the tenth generation, none of them
may enter the assembly of the Lord forever, because
they did not meet you with bread and with water on
the way, when you came out of Egypt, and because they
hired against you Balaam… You shall not seek their
peace or their prosperity all your days forever.

EZRA 9:1-2
The officials approached me and said, “The people of Israel
and the priests and the Levites have not separated
themselves from the peoples of the lands with their
abominations, from the Canaanites, the Hittites, the
Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the
Egyptians, and the Amorites. For they have taken some of
their daughters to be wives for themselves and for their
sons, so that the holy race has mixed itself with the
peoples of the lands.

RUTH 1:11-13

But Naomi said, “Turn back, my daughters; why will you
go with me? Have I yet sons in my womb that they may
become your husbands? Turn back, my daughters; go
your way, for I am too old to have a husband. If I should
say I have hope, even if I should have a husband this
night and should bear sons, would you therefore wait
till they were grown? Would you therefore refrain from
marrying? No, my daughters

LETTER VS. SPIRIT
WHEN TORAH FAILS YOU

Boaz

RUTH 2:1, 20

BOAZ THE CHAYIL

Now Naomi had a relative of her husband’s, a mighty
man of the clan of Elimelech, whose name was Boaz

Naomi also said to her, “The man is a close relative of
ours, one of our redeemers.”

REDEEMER OF LAND
REDEEMER OF SLAVES
REDEEMER OF BLOOD

GOELREDEEMER

IF BOAZ IS A MIGHTY MAN, A REDEEMER, WHY
HAS HE NOT APPROACHED NAOMI TO REDEEM
HER PROPERTY OR OFFER FINANCIAL AID?

DEUTERONOMY 25:5-10

THE LEVIRATE MARRIAGE

If brothers dwell together, and one of them dies and
has no son, the wife of the dead man shall not be
married outside the family to a stranger. Her husband’s
brother shall go in to her and take her as his wife and
perform the duty of a husband’s brother to her. And the
first son whom she bears shall succeed to the name of
his dead brother, that his name may not be blotted out
of Israel.

LEVITICUS 25:23-40

LAWS OF REDEMPTION

The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is
mine…And in all the country you possess, you shall allow a
redemption of the land. If your brother becomes poor and
sells part of his property, then his nearest redeemer shall
come and redeem what his brother has sold… But if he
does not have sufficient means to recover it, then what he
sold shall remain in the hand of the buyer until the year of
jubilee. In the jubilee it shall be released, and he shall
return to his property.
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WHAT DID THE TORAH
HAVE TO OFFER NAOMI?

DEUT 24:19

THE LAW OF GLEANING

When you reap your harvest in your field and
forget a sheaf in the field, you shall not go back
to get it. It shall be for the sojourner, the
fatherless, and the widow, that the LORD your
God may bless you in all the work of your hand.

RUTH 2:2-3

BOAZ THE CHAYIL

And Ruth the Moabite said to Naomi, “Let me go to the field
and glean among the ears of grain after him in whose sight
I shall find favor.” And she said to her, “Go, my daughter.” So
she set out and went and gleaned in the field after the
reapers, and she happened to come to the part of the
field belonging to Boaz, who was of the clan of Elimelech.

RUTH 2:5-7

A BOLD REQUEST
Then Boaz said to his young man who
was in charge of the reapers, “Whose
young woman is this?” And the servant
who was in charge of the reapers
answered, “She is the young Moabite
woman, who came back with Naomi
from the country of Moab. She said,
‘Please let me glean and gather
among the sheaves after the reapers.’

RUTH 2:8-9

A BOLDER RESPONSE
Then Boaz said to Ruth, “Now, listen, my
daughter, do not go to glean in another
field or leave this one, but keep close
to my young women. Let your eyes be
on the field that they are reaping, and go
after them. Have I not charged the
young men not to touch you? And
when you are thirsty, go to the vessels
and drink what the young men have
drawn.

RUTH 2:14-16

A BOLDER RESPONSE
And at mealtime Boaz said to her, “Come
here and eat some bread and dip your
morsel in the wine.” So she sat beside the
reapers, and he passed to her roasted
grain. And she ate until she was satisfied,
and she had some left over. When she rose
to glean, Boaz instructed his young men,
saying, “Let her glean even among the
sheaves, and do not reproach her. And
also pull out some from the bundles for
her and leave it for her to glean, and do
not rebuke her.”

SPIRIT VS. LETTER

HER PROPOSAL PRESSES BOAZ BEYOND THE LETTER
OF THE LAW TO FULFILL ITS SPIRIT. THE LETTER SAYS
“LET THEM GLEAN” THE SPIRIT SAYS “FEED THEM”
Finding God in the Margins by Carolyn James

DOES RUTH’S BOLD INITIATIVE
UNDERMINE BOAZ’S MAN CARD?

RUTH 2:11-12

BOAZ’S PRAYER

Boaz answered her, “All that you have done for your mother-inlaw since the death of your husband has been fully told to me,
and how you left your father and mother and your native land
and came to a people that you did not know before. The Lord
repay you for what you have done, and a full reward be given
you by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you
have come to take refuge!”

RUTH 3:1-5

NAOMI’S PLAN

Then Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, “My daughter, should I
not seek rest for you, that it may be well with you? Is not Boaz our
relative, with whose young women you were? See, he is
winnowing barley tonight at the threshing floor. Wash therefore
and anoint yourself, and put on your cloak and go down to the
threshing floor, but do not make yourself known to the man
until he has finished eating and drinking. But when he lies down,
observe the place where he lies. Then go and uncover his feet
and lie down, and he will tell you what to do.” And she replied,
“All that you say I will do.”

HOW DOES NAOMI’S PLAN PLAY ON
THE STEREOTYPES OF MOABITE
WOMEN?

MATT 1:1-16

WOMEN IN YESHUA’S GENEALOGY
▸ Tamar - Dressed up like a prostitute to
seduce Judah
▸ Rahab - Was an actual prostitute
▸ Ruth - Was a Moabite, a people with a
perverse sexual history
▸ Bathsheba - Probably a Hittite,
participated in an adulterous affair with
David

RUTH 3:6-9

NAOMI’S PLAN

So she went down to the threshing floor and did just as her
mother-in-law had commanded her. And when Boaz had
eaten and drunk, and his heart was merry, he went to lie
down at the end of the heap of grain. Then she came softly
and uncovered his feet and lay down. At midnight the
man was startled and turned over, and behold, a woman
lay at his feet! He said, “Who are you?” And she answered,
“I am Ruth, your servant. Spread your wings over your
servant, for you are a redeemer.”

“Spread your wings over your
servant, for you are a redeemer”

WHAT IS RUTH ACTUALLY
REQUESTING HERE?

HOW WOULD THIS PROPOSED
MARRIAGE EFFECT THE SOCIAL
STANDING OF BOAZ?

[RUTH] BRINGS A PERSPECTIVE TO MOSAIC LAW
THAT TOO OFTEN IS MISSING, FOR SHE SPEAKS
AS ONE WHOM THE LAW IS DESIGNED TO
PROTECT AND BLESS—THE HUNGRY, THE POOR,
THE WIDOW, THE FOREIGNER, THE OPPRESSED.
HOW EASY IT IS FROM THE SAFE SECURITY OF
POWER AND PRIVILEGE TO READ GOD’S LAW OR
TO DRAW CONCLUSIONS FROM THE LIFE OF
JESUS THAT WON’T COST US SO MUCH. HOW
WOULD OUR UNDERSTANDING BREAK OPEN IF WE
LISTENED TO THOSE WHOM THE LAW AND JESUS’
TEACHING ARE INTENDED TO SHIELD, RELIEVE,
AND PROSPER?

Finding God in the Margins by Carolyn James

POWER

POWER COMES WITH HARD CHOICES WHETHER A MAN ACKNOWLEDGES
THIS OR NOT. ON THE ONE HAND, HE CAN WIELD THESE POWERS FOR
HIMSELF AND HIS GROWING ESTATE IN SUCH A MANNER THAT HIS OWN
POWER IN BETHLEHEM INCREASES. ON THE OTHER HAND, HE CAN TAKE
A COUNTERCULTURAL STANCE AND USE HIS POWERS TO EMPOWER AND
LOOK OUT FOR THE POWERLESS AND VULNERABLE

Finding God in the Margins by Carolyn James

RUTH 3:10-11

RESPONSE TO RUTH
And he said, “May you be blessed by
the Lord, my daughter. You have
made this last kindness [hesed]
greater than the first in that you have
not gone after young men, whether
poor or rich. And now, my daughter,
do not fear. I will do for you all that
you ask, for all my fellow townsmen
know that you are a woman of valor.

HESED

[HESED] IS THE WAY GOD INTENDED FOR HUMAN BEINGS TO
LIVE TOGETHER FROM THE BEGINNING—THE “LOVE-YOURNEIGHBOR-AS-YOURSELF” BRAND OF LIVING, AN ACTIVE,
SELFLESS, SACRIFICIAL CARING FOR ONE ANOTHER THAT GOES
AGAINST THE GRAIN OF OUR FALLEN NATURES.

Finding God in the Margins by Carolyn James

HOW IS THIS RUTH’S
GREATEST ACT OF CHESED?

WOMAN OF VALOR

BOAZ UNDERSTANDS WHAT SHE IS DOING FOR NAOMI’S FAMILY, AND
HE IS AWESTRUCK…BOAZ IS REJECTING THE CULTURE’S VALUE
SYSTEM REGARDING WOMEN BY VALUING RUTH NOT FOR HER
BEAUTY, HER MALE CONNECTIONS, OR HER ABILITY TO PRODUCE A
SON, BUT FOR HER CHARACTER AND FOR HER RADICAL,
SACRIFICIAL LOVE FOR NAOMI

Finding God in the Margins by Carolyn James

PELONI ALMONI
“Mr. What’s-His-Face”

The Other Redeemer

RUTH 4:3-4

THE OFFER

[Boaz and Peloni Almoni sitting at the city gates] Then he
said to the redeemer, “Naomi, who has come back from the
country of Moab, is selling the parcel of land that belonged
to our relative Elimelech. So I thought I would tell you of it
and say, ‘Buy it in the presence of those sitting here and
in the presence of the elders of my people.’ If you will
redeem it, redeem it. But if you will not, tell me, that I may
know, for there is no one besides you to redeem it, and I
come after you.” And he said, “I will redeem it.”

WITH THE CURRENT OFFER, HOW
WOULD PELONI ALMONI BENEFIT
FROM THIS TRANSACTION?

RUTH 4:5-6

THE STIPULATION

Then Boaz said, “The day you buy the field from the hand
of Naomi, you also acquire Ruth the Moabite, the
widow of the dead, in order to perpetuate the name
of the dead in his inheritance.” Then the redeemer said,
“I cannot redeem it for myself, lest I destroy my own
inheritance. Take my right of redemption yourself, for I
cannot redeem it.”

RUTH 4:8-10

BOAZ ACQUIRES RUTH

So when the redeemer said to Boaz, “Buy it for yourself,” he
drew off his sandal. Then Boaz said to the elders and all the
people, “You are witnesses this day that I have bought from the
hand of Naomi all that belonged to Elimelech and all that
belonged to Chilion and to Mahlon. Also Ruth the Moabite, the
widow of Mahlon, I have bought to be my wife, to perpetuate
the name of the dead in his inheritance, that the name of the
dead may not be cut off from among his brothers and from
the gate of his native place. You are witnesses this day.”

WHY DOES PELONI ALMONI REJECT
THIS OFFER?

COST OF THE KINGDOM

THERE IS NO ROOM IN JESUS’ KINGDOM FOR PEOPLE WHO ARE IMPRESSED WITH
THEMSELVES, OR WHOSE EYES ARE FIXED ON THEIR OWN EFFORTS. PEOPLE LIKE MR. SOAND-SO, WHO HAVE THE WORLD ALL FIGURED OUT AND COMPUTED, WITH THEIR LITTLE LIVES
CONTROLLED AND ORGANIZED, FIND NO PLACE IN GOD’S PLAN, JUST AS HE HAS NO PLACE IN
THEIR CALCULATIONS. THE DOOR TO GOD’S KINGDOM IS OPEN ONLY TO THOSE WHO KNOW
THEY HAVE NOTHING TO OFFER GOD. IT IS OPEN ONLY TO OUTSIDERS LIKE RUTH, TO THOSE
DESPERATE ENOUGH TO TRY ANYTHING, LIKE TAMAR, TO THOSE WHO HAVE UTTERLY
DESPAIRED OF MAKING ANY SENSE OUT OF LIFE, LIKE NAOMI

Esther and Ruth by Iain M. Duguid

RUTH 4:11-13

RUTH, THE FORMER MOABITE

Then all the people who were at the gate and the elders
said, “We are witnesses. May the Lord make the woman,
who is coming into your house, like Rachel and Leah,
who together built up the house of Israel. May you act
worthily in Ephrathah and be renowned in Bethlehem, and
may your house be like the house of Perez, whom Tamar
bore to Judah, because of the offspring that the Lord will
give you by this young woman.” So Boaz took Ruth, and
she became his wife.

RUTH 4:5-6

THE STIPULATION

And he went in to her, and the Lord gave her conception,
and she bore a son. Then the women said to Naomi,
“Blessed be the Lord, who has not left you this day without
a redeemer, and may his name be renowned in Israel! He
shall be to you a restorer of life and a nourisher of your
old age, for your daughter-in-law who loves you, who is
more to you than seven sons, has given birth to him.” Then
Naomi took the child and laid him on her lap and
became his nurse.
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