INTRODUCTION TO RUTH
The Place of the Book of Ruth in the Old Testament
This volume of The People’s Bible places Judges and Ruth together. Ruth follows Judges in our English Bibles, as it did in the ancient Greek Septuagint and Latin Vulgate. The reason is obvious. Ruth 1:1 states that the events which follow occurred “in the days when the judges ruled.” Ruth resembles the short story of Gideon or Samson in its length. Why then is it separated from Judges?
Subject matter is perhaps the best reason. The book of Judges is a witness to the faithfulness of God in the midst of human faithlessness. The tales of the 12 judges spiral downwards, even though God and his grace remain constant. The closing chapters of Judges present shocking pictures of selfishness and lovelessness. Ruth is different. Though arising from the same period, Ruth presents divine and human love working next to each other in perfect harmony. Ruth is a short story masterpiece that showcases steadfast love and the kind of selfless humility that God rewards.
The Hebrew Bible locates Ruth among the Writings, the third part of the canon, following the Torah of Moses and the prophets. The Babylonian Talmud placed Ruth before Psalms, probably because Ruth ends with the genealogy of David, the principal writer of Psalms. In most Hebrew manuscripts, Ruth is grouped with four other short scrolls. Within the group Ruth comes first because it is chronologically first. Pious Jews appointed one of these scrolls to be read at key points in the religious year, Song of Songs at Passover, Ruth at Pentecost, Lamentations on the day recalling Jerusalem’s fall, Ecclesiastes at Tabernacles, and Esther on Purim. This accounts for the fact that Ruth is occasionally ranked second among the scrolls.

Author and Date of Writing
Jewish tradition attributes Ruth, as well as Judges and 1 and 2 Samuel, to the pen of Samuel. The book itself does not reveal its author, though it does include a genealogy that ends with King David. The likely date for the composition of Ruth is immediately following the establishment of the Davidic dynasty in Jerusalem.

The Text
Ruth’s 85 verses have been widely used as an early exercise for those learning biblical Hebrew. The reason is obvious. The Hebrew is good, there are a variety of forms, both masculine and feminine, and the story tugs at the heart of the reader. Fragments of Ruth have turned up among the Dead Sea Scrolls.

The Setting in Time
The book of Ruth opens with an observation that “in the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine” (1:1). This means the story of Ruth occurred sometime between Othniel, the first judge, and Samuel and his sons, who judged last. The book ends with an abbreviated genealogy that does not help us further narrow the date of Ruth’s life. Ruth lived at least two generations before King David, because Obed and Jesse are named between Ruth and David. This could place her as late as Samson, the last of the judges in the book of Judges. Ruth also could have lived as a member of the first generation following Israel’s entrance into the Promised Land. Between Boaz and Nahshon, a leader of Judah who left Egypt (Numbers 1:7) and therefore died in the wilderness, only one man, Salmon, is mentioned in the genealogy given in Ruth chapter 4.
The mention of a famine does not help us date Ruth’s story either. Nowhere in the book of Judges is there mention of a major famine. Nor is the story’s location in Bethlehem overly helpful. The judge Ibzan operated in Bethlehem. The Levite of Judges chapter 19 visited Bethlehem. Neither are mentioned in the book of Ruth, but then the story does not demand such detail.
Moab seems to have been a friendly place to visit. This could rule out the time before and immediately after the 18 years that Eglon ruled Israel. It might be argued, however, that the move of the Moabites against the tribes of Israel could have been connected with the famine of Ruth’s day. It is possible for rain to continue to fall on the high plateau of Moab after bypassing Bethlehem’s lower elevation entirely. A Judah weakened by drought and famine would invite invaders.
The need to explain customs that had fallen out of use, specifically the removing of the sandal, argues for some space in time between Ruth and the date the book was written. If written close to the time of King David, then a case could be made for placing Ruth early in the time of the judges.
The book does not say so, but the events of the book, outside the ten years spent in Moab, appear to fit within a single year, specifically between the beginning and end of a single harvest season. It is unlikely that poor and indigent women like Naomi and Ruth could have survived more than a year without resolving their situation in the community. The best solution is one embraced by ancient tradition and most commentators. The barley harvest began in March/April, and the wheat harvest concluded 50 days later, the amount of time between Passover and Pentecost. It was during this time that the two women returned to Bethlehem and both found a home with Boaz.



PART ONE
Ruth Moves to Bethlehem
(1:1–22)
A Family Left Empty
Ruth 1:1–5
1 In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land, and a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while in the country of Moab. 2The man’s name was Elimelech, his wife’s name Naomi, and the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem, Judah. And they went to Moab and lived there.
3Now Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died, and she was left with her two sons. 4They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had lived there about ten years, 5both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left without her two sons and her husband.
A famine struck Canaan west of the Rift Valley. The weather was such that the rains did not drop on the lower elevations of Judah and Ephraim, but they did on the higher plateau of Moab farther to the east. As a result, Bethlehem was not able to feed its people. This is ironic because Bethlehem means “house of bread.” There was bread in foreign Moab, but Bethlehem was empty.
Famine drove Abraham for a time from the land of Canaan (Genesis 12:10). Famine caused Jacob’s family to sojourn in Egypt for hundreds of years (Genesis 41:53–Exodus 1). The family of Elimelech had good company. The Hebrew indicates that when Elimelech left, he fully expected to return. The Lord had other plans. Elimelech died and left behind a widow, Naomi, and two unmarried boys. The Law of Moses lumps widows, orphans, and sojourners together as particularly defenseless and deserving of kindness (Deuteronomy 10:18; 24:17).
The sons, Mahlon and Kilion, filled the emptiness in their lives by taking Moabite wives. Israelites were forbidden to intermarry with Canaanites (Deuteronomy 7:3), but Moabites were cousins to the Hebrews through Lot, Abraham’s nephew. Moabites were barred from the Israelite congregation for ten generations, however (Deuteronomy 23:3). We can speculate that the marriages occurred near the end of the ten-year sojourn. Our reason is that no children from either marriage are mentioned. It would have been unusual, though not impossible, for both women to be barren. Later Ruth was accepted as a wife capable of bearing an heir, and she did.
The opening verses introduce the cast of characters and inform us of the general circumstances. Names sometimes carry significance. Elimelech means “God is king.” In view of the much-repeated phrase “in those days Israel had no king” in the book of Judges, it is refreshing to see that at least one family in Bethlehem acknowledged the fact that Israel did have a king, who was God. Naomi’s name minus the last letter means “pleasant.” The suffix i is either the possessive my or an old Hebrew ending that would render Naomi’s name as “she who is pleasant.” The two sons, Mahlon and Kilion, have rhyming names. The likely Hebrew words behind both names suggest illness. It may be that both names were nicknames, given by the family after the fact in place of the names given at birth. Orpah and Ruth were Moabites. Not much is known of the Moabite dialect. Tradition likes to link Ruth with the Hebrew word for friend. A critical middle letter is missing, however. Since Naomi later on found significance in her name, we may feel safe to find significance in the names of her family of four, while looking for none in the two women of Moab.
Elimelech belonged to the clan of Ephrath, which was the name of Bethlehem when Rachel died giving birth to Benjamin (Genesis 35:19). Old Testament genealogies tie Ephrath to Caleb, the good spy, and to Bethlehem. A well-known reference to both Bethlehem and Ephrath is Micah’s prophecy of the Savior’s birthplace (Micah 5:2).

Naomi Decides to Return Home Alone
Ruth 1:6–10
6When she heard in Moab that the LORD had come to the aid of his people by providing food for them, Naomi and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home from there. 7With her two daughters-in-law she left the place where she had been living and set out on the road that would take them back to the land of Judah.
8Then Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back, each of you, to your mother’s home. May the LORD show kindness to you, as you have shown to your dead and to me. 9May the LORD grant that each of you will find rest in the home of another husband.”
Then she kissed them and they wept aloud 10and said to her, “We will go back with you to your people.”
Good news came to Naomi. There was again bread in Bethlehem. Naomi credits the Lord and uses a word that refers elsewhere in the Old Testament to God’s involvement in human affairs, sometimes for good and sometimes for judgment. Such a double-edged visit was carried on by the Lord when he came with good news to Abraham and Sarah and with judgment for Sodom.
Naomi left, and her two daughters-in-law accompanied her. This is closer to the actual meaning. In oriental countries it is rare for good-byes to be said in the home. Good manners require that the person who departs is given company for a while along the road. Naomi took the initiative, not Ruth or Orpah.
When courtesy had served its purpose, Naomi tried to make it clear to her daughters-in-law that she wished to return to Bethlehem alone. She was thinking of their best interests as women. Marriage was about the only occupation available to women in those days. Naomi knew there was little likelihood of a foreigner finding a husband in Bethlehem. The better alternative was to return to the place where they had been raised as children. We would expect Naomi to direct Orpah and Ruth to their fathers’ houses. Ruth had a father (2:11). It was to a father that Tamar (Genesis 38:11) and the Levite’s concubine (Judges 19:2) returned. In a polygamous society, however, the quarters of a mother were more secure. Perhaps Naomi knew that the two Moabites came from houses where there was more than one wife.
Naomi had two wishes for her daughters-in-law. Both of them were made in the Lord’s name. First, that the faithful love of the Lord remain theirs in recognition of how they themselves had proven devoted and loyal in their love to their dead husbands. Perhaps here we have an inkling that both women had been touched in their marriages by the faith of the family into which they had married. Second, Naomi wished them the security that a new marriage would provide. The word rest is used in the Old Testament to describe the blessings that come as the result of God’s promises. Examples include rest in the Promised Land (Deuteronomy 12:9; Psalm 95:11) and rest in the sanctuary of Zion (Psalm 132:8, 14).
Naomi gave each woman a kiss of genuine affection. Tears flowed. Orpah and Ruth both insisted that they had joined Naomi on the road for more than courtesy. They intended to walk the whole journey with her back to Bethlehem.

Naomi Resists Taking Orpah and Ruth
Ruth 1:11–14
11But Naomi said, “Return home, my daughters. Why would you come with me? Am I going to have any more sons, who could become your husbands? 12Return home, my daughters; I am too old to have another husband. Even if I thought there was still hope for me—even if I had a husband tonight and then gave birth to sons—13would you wait until they grew up? Would you remain unmarried for them? No, my daughters. It is more bitter for me than for you, because the LORD’s hand has gone out against me!”
14At this they wept again. Then Orpah kissed her mother-in-law good-by, but Ruth clung to her.
Without being discourteous, Naomi took a firmer tone with her daughters-in-law. She wanted them to set sentiment aside and be sensible about their situation and hers. Two realities stand behind Naomi’s reasoning. First, marriage was what these two women needed. Second, as foreigners in Bethlehem, marriage would be next to impossible. Assuming the three of them would settle in Bethlehem, Naomi saw herself as the only one who loved them enough to offer them mates. She had done it once with Mahlon and Kilion, but could she do it again? She ruled it out for three reasons: She herself was unmarried. She was too old to conceive again. Were neither of those realities an impediment, sons born in Bethlehem would take years to mature and cause these young women to give up the pleasure of married life during the best years of their lives.
Naomi clinched her case with a soft, but firm, no. The alternative for them, remaining in Moab with prospects of remarriage, was much better. Naomi then compared her plight with that of her daughters. Being alone in a strange land without family was something Naomi had experienced and was experiencing. It was not pleasant and made the quality of her life bitter. She did not want this for her daughters-in-law.
Was Naomi blaming God, as the bereaved often do? It is possible. On the other hand, Naomi may have simply been stating a fact. For his own reasons, the Lord had taken from her side both husband and sons, leaving her empty as a wife and mother. It was not something easy to bear. Returning home to relatives and friends in Bethlehem would fill the void for her, but how could it for them?
Naomi’s words convinced Orpah. There were more tears, a final, affectionate kiss, and a parting. Orpah left, wishing to be a wife again.
Ruth stayed, content to remain a daughter. Nothing Naomi had said convinced her. She clung to her mother-in-law. The verb used here is one that communicates the strongest and tenderest of emotions, as it does in Proverbs 18:24, “A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.” The verb is also used to describe the relationship between husband and wife in an ideal marriage. The author of Ruth will use the same word three times in chapter 2.

Ruth Pledges Her Whole Self
Ruth 1:15–18
15”Look,” said Naomi, “your sister-in-law is going back to her people and her gods. Go back with her.”
16But Ruth replied, “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. 17Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the LORD deal with me, be it ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me.” 18When Naomi realized that Ruth was determined to go with her, she stopped urging her.
Naomi reacted to Ruth’s reluctance to follow Orpah with further encouragement. Ruth’s place was with her people and her people’s gods. Ruth could not deny her birth or blood, but she was not bound to Chemosh, the god of Moab, any longer. Naomi’s suggestion must have struck to the depth of Ruth’s soul. What poured from her heart is pure poetry, not just of carefully chosen words but of a purity of heart that has inspired men and women ever since.
Ruth answered Naomi’s soft no with one of her own. Please, no more arguments! For Ruth, leaving was impossible. She no longer was a Moabite at heart, nor a worshiper of Chemosh. Naomi was the only one of the Lord’s people she knew. She would cling to her and to those like her for the rest of her life. The consequences didn’t matter. Ruth chose a word for lodging that suggests the two of them may have to move from place to place. Ruth would accept that because she counted herself one of Naomi’s people and a worshiper of the Lord for life.
Ancient people often left their native land to gain some advantage for themselves in a foreign land, but being buried back home was of great importance. Recall Jacob’s request to be buried with his father and grandfather in the cave of Machpelah and Joseph’s request to have his bones buried in Canaan (Genesis 49:29, 30; 50:25). Ruth’s commitment was total. She would die with Naomi and be buried in Naomi’s land.
Ruth closes her confession of faith and pledge of total commitment to Naomi and her people with an oath. The same formula appears in Samuel and Kings, always at a time when the speaker needed to express earnestness of the highest degree. The speakers include Eli (1 Samuel 3:17), Saul (1 Samuel 14:44), Jonathan (1 Samuel 20:13; 25:22; 2 Samuel 3:35; 19:13), Abner (2 Samuel 3:9), Solomon (1 Kings 2:23), Jezebel (1 Kings 19:2), Ben Hadad (1 Kings 20:10), and Joram (2 Kings 6:31). Ruth used God’s covenant-savior name, “LORD,” in her oath. This reveals most clearly where Ruth’s faith rested. We might compare Ruth’s words with those offered at confirmation by a confirmand. The Lord could unload every imaginable misfortune on her if she broke her pledge to remain faithful until death.
Naomi was left with no alternative but to accept the earnest words of her daughter-in-law. Ruth’s determination was firmly fixed.

Naomi’s Bittersweet Homecoming
Ruth 1:19–22
19So the two women went on until they came to Bethlehem. When they arrived in Bethlehem, the whole town was stirred because of them, and the women exclaimed, “Can this be Naomi?”
20”Don’t call me Naomi,” she told them, “Call me Mara, because the Almighty has made my life very bitter. 21I went away full, but the LORD has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi? The LORD has afflicted me; the Almighty has brought misfortune upon me.”
22So Naomi returned from Moab accompanied by Ruth the Moabitess, her daughter-in-law, arriving in Bethlehem as the barley harvest was beginning.
Naomi wanted to be home. But homecoming, when it came, was not pure joy. Those who saw the two women coming hummed with excitement. Men were out in the fields bringing in the harvest, but the women were in the village. They measured the appearance of the older woman by what they remembered. Ten years had taken their toll on Naomi. Naomi read a lot into their whisper, “Can this be Naomi?”
What are we to make of Naomi’s first words? They begin and end with Naomi. She uses the personal pronoun I in speaking to the women, even though her language didn’t require it. Elimelech had left Bethlehem because of a famine, yet her days back then had been full compared to the present. As a person of faith, Naomi knew in her heart that the Lord was in charge. Like Job, however, she wondered out loud at God’s ways. She saw irony in her name. Pleasant? No, life was not pleasant for her. She had left with a husband and sons; she returned “empty.” It was as if Ruth didn’t exist. Within Naomi’s own private world, there was only bitterness.
Naomi uses two names for God. One is the personal name of Israel’s covenant God, translated as “Lord” in our English Bibles. The other is Shaddai, translated as “Almighty” in keeping with the ancient Greek and Latin translations of the Hebrew. The patriarchs and Job make the most use of this name. The name conveys God’s full array of attributes, principally his ability to act in power on behalf of his own (Genesis 17:1; 28:3; 35:11). Shaddai is both refuge (Psalm 91:1) and terror (Isaiah 13:6; Joel 1:15). He is beyond knowing (Job 11:7; 37:23), yet a voice to be heard (Ezekiel 1:24; 10:5). Most appropriate to Naomi’s situation, Shaddai is one who chastens (Job 6:4) yet heals (Job 5:17).
Naomi’s words about the Lord Almighty’s acts in her life are all on the negative side: made life bitter … brought back empty … afflicted … brought misfortune. In Hebrew these thoughts are expressed starkly with words like bitter, empty, and evil given the prominence of emphasis. The translation “afflicted” reflects a slight editing of the text. As written, it says that the Lord has testified in the court of life against Naomi. All these negative thoughts prepare us for the happy ending in chapter 4, when Naomi is her old self again, pleasant, a grandmother, and favored by the Lord beyond belief.
Naomi may have forgotten Ruth, but the teller of the story has not. Ruth was there. It was spring, either late March or early April. The rains were over, and the barley was ripe. The unfolding story will cover the time from Passover to Pentecost. The God of free and faithful grace, who protected the firstborn in Egypt, would protect the two widows. The God who made Israel his holy people at Mount Sinai would welcome Ruth into the sacred line that connected Eve with the Holy One born of Mary.



PART TWO
Ruth Meets Boaz
(2:1–23)
Ruth Goes Out to Glean
Ruth 2:1–3
2 Now Naomi had a relative on her husband’s side, from the clan of Elimelech, a man of standing, whose name was Boaz.
2And Ruth the Moabitess said to Naomi, “Let me go to the fields and pick up the leftover grain behind anyone in whose eyes I find favor.”
Naomi said to her, “Go ahead, my daughter.” 3So she went out and began to glean in the fields behind the harvesters. As it turned out, she found herself working in a field belonging to Boaz, who was from the clan of Elimelech.
The author provides us with background information in the first verse in the same way that he did in the opening verses of the first chapter. Boaz of Bethlehem was going to be a main player in the events to follow. Boaz likely means “in him is strength.” One of the pillars of Solomon’s temple bore the same name (2 Chronicles 3:17). There the Greek translation of the Old Testament uses the Greek word for strength.
We are told Boaz’ social, legal, and economic status. He was “one known” by Naomi’s family, in the sense that they shared social contact. Legally he was a blood relative of Elimelech. Israelite society was organized around tribes, clans, and a father’s house. The social connection here was on the middle level. Economically, Boaz was a man of means, a wealthy landowner. As such he had the income to defend his village if under attack. The technical term kinsman-redeemer (2:20) includes all these thoughts.
The two widows, Naomi and Ruth, had to support themselves. They arrived at harvest. Ruth volunteered to take advantage of a provision in the Law of Moses that pertained to widows and aliens. She qualified on both counts. Reapers were by law obligated to leave some of the standing grain uncut and were forbidden to go back over their harvesting to pick up every handful of grain. The same held true for vineyards and olive orchards (Leviticus 19:9, 10; 23:22; Deuteronomy 24:19–22). Grain, wine, and olive oil were the three staple crops upon which minimum survival in Israel depended. Poor people were to be allowed to harvest for themselves the produce left over from the main harvest. This practice was called gleaning.
Naomi had demonstrated to Ruth the heavy burden of her personal losses. Ruth could sense how difficult it would be for the former mistress of Elimelech’s manor to go out among the poor to reap. Consistently sensitive, Ruth asked her mother-in-law politely for permission to glean. Without words, it was understood that thereby Ruth was providing for the well-being of both of them. Naomi agreed.
“As it turned out” is more than pure chance. We recall the prayer of Abraham’s servant who was sent to find a wife for Isaac (Genesis 24). He prayed that the Lord would “make it happen” that the right woman would reveal herself. Things happened to Ruth because God was watching. The stranger from Moab went where the Lord meant her to go.

Boaz Notices Ruth
Ruth 2:4–7
4Just then Boaz arrived from Bethlehem and greeted the harvesters, “The LORD be with you!”
“The LORD bless you!” they called back.
5Boaz asked the foreman of his harvesters, “Whose young woman is that?”
6The foreman replied, “She is the Moabitess who came back from Moab with Naomi. 7She said, ‘Please let me glean and gather among the sheaves behind the harvesters.’ She went into the field and has worked steadily from morning till now, except for a short rest in the shelter.”
Boaz had men working for him. Like a good businessman he checked on their work from time to time. Harvesters and owner exchanged greetings. We note the prominence of the Lord’s name in each expression. The words may have been customary, like the English farewell “good-bye,” which is a shortening of “God be with ye.” Still, we note with pleasure that the civility exhibited between men of differing social standing was expressed in terms that did not use God’s name in vain.
Boaz saw a woman. His question reads literally, “To whom is that young woman?” He was asking where she fit in. He had not seen her before. The young man understood Boaz and answered appropriately that this was the foreigner who had returned with Naomi.
The next two sentences from the mouth of the foreman have challenged interpreters. The foreman informed Boaz that Ruth had asked permission not only to glean, which was her right, but also to gather among the standing sheaves. Some have suggested that the foreman had no right to give such permission and that Ruth was therefore artfully forcing a meeting with the owner of the field.
The second sentence starts out fine but then disintegrates into a collection of grammatical fragments. Literally it reads, “She came and she’s been standing from that time of the morning and till now … this … her sitting … the house … a little.” Both the KJV and NIV interpret the sentence as a description of nonstop work, interrupted only by a brief break in a nearby shelter. One major problem is that Hebrew has a good word for a temporary shelter to provide shade. The text, however, uses the word house. A fresh view of this challenging text has been offered recently. It respects the words as written, broken syntax and all, and makes perfect sense out of the words of Boaz that immediately follow.
The new view reconstructs what happened as follows. Ruth came to reap. She politely asked to glean, although permission for gleaning was not necessary. A widow and alien had that right. Ruth, not knowing the fine points of Israelite law or custom, also asked permission to gather among ears of grain standing in the field or just bundled by the reapers. This was a right not provided to a widow or alien. The reapers who stood by noted the blunder of the ignorant foreigner. This started a flow of “field talk” about Ruth, who was, of course, also a young and attractive woman. Things got out of hand. Ruth put up with ethnic and suggestive banter only so long. She finally sat down in tears, ran in the direction of home, but then changed her mind and returned to the field. From morning until the arrival of Boaz, Ruth stood and waited, not knowing what to do. She was afraid to glean. Yet she did not want to return to Naomi empty-handed.
The embarrassed foreman, knowing what had gone on between his young men and the vulnerable woman, got only the first part of his explanation out of his mouth coherently. Noticing Boaz’ rising indignation, the young man finished his explanation with gestures and a few muttered phrases about “this” situation, “her sitting” unhappily, her running off to “the house,” and the fact that the men were only having “a little” fun.
Whether this interpretation is correct or not, the important thing for the development of the story is that Boaz had noticed Ruth and the two were to meet face to face.

Boaz and Ruth Meet
Ruth 2:8–13
8So Boaz said to Ruth, “My daughter, listen to me. Don’t go and glean in another field and don’t go away from here. Stay here with my servant girls. 9Watch the field where the men are harvesting, and follow along after the girls. I have told the men not to touch you. And whenever you are thirsty, go and get a drink from the water jars the men have filled.”
10At this, she bowed down with her face to the ground. She exclaimed, “Why have I found such favor in your eyes that you notice me—a foreigner?”
11Boaz replied, “I’ve been told all about what you have done for your mother-in-law since the death of your husband—how you left your father and mother and your homeland and came to live with a people you did not know before. 12May the LORD repay you for what you have done. May you be richly rewarded by the LORD, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge.”
13“May I continue to find favor in your eyes, my lord,” she said. “You have given me comfort and have spoken kindly to your servant—though I do not have the standing of one of your servant girls.”
If it is correct that Ruth had been the object of harassment, Boaz set out to correct matters. She certainly had his permission to glean. He instructed her to stay close to the young women who worked for him in the fields. Their behavior he could trust. She should keep her eyes on the field and not be distracted by the young men. Regarding these young men, Boaz would give them strict orders not to touch her. We assume that this was warning enough to forestall verbal harassment as well.
Having set the affairs of the day in order, Boaz then added a touch of kindness. He would be pleased if Ruth refreshed herself. The water jars were there for her as well as for the rest of the workers.
Ruth reacted with deep gratitude toward her benefactor. In typical oriental fashion she made a full bow with her eyes turned to the ground. Ruth then spoke with words of humility and selflessness. She expected no special favors as a foreigner and wondered why he had taken up her cause. We aren’t told, but it is entirely possible that Boaz was the first person to make Ruth feel welcome since she arrived in Bethlehem.
Boaz could have left matters at that, but he wanted Ruth to know that he had been fully informed about her. He had been impressed by her selflessness. A decision to leave both country and kin was an enormous sacrifice to make. Pious man that Boaz was, he would have known that Ruth’s act of faith was not unlike that of Abraham and Sarah. They too left home and country to sojourn in a new land. What Ruth had done prompted Boaz to offer two faith-centered prayers on Ruth’s behalf. The first is that reward come her way for what she had already done. The second is that rich blessings lie in her future. Both prayers invoke the Lord as the one to make the prayers come true. Boaz had been informed that Ruth, though a Moabitess, shared his faith. In praying for Ruth’s future, Boaz borrowed the colorful picture of the Lord as a mother eagle protecting her own under her wings (from the song of Moses, Deuteronomy 32:10–12).
Ruth repeated sincere words of appreciation. This time the words were more personal and far more than just polite. Boaz had spoken to her heart (the literal meaning of the words translated as “spoken kindly”) and given her comfort. Not even Naomi had given Ruth such emotional support. At this point, Ruth was very conservative. She made no overt demands on this man of wealth and station. Ruth referred to herself as Boaz’ servant girl, although she carefully added that she didn’t have even that legal status in his house. The author of the story is preparing us for Ruth’s exaltation from less than a slave to mistress of the manor.

Boaz Shows Ruth Special Kindness
Ruth 2:14–16
14At mealtime Boaz said to her, “Come over here. Have some bread and dip it in the wine vinegar.”
When she sat down with the harvesters, he offered her some roasted grain. She ate all she wanted and had some left over. 15As she got up to glean, Boaz gave orders to his men, “Even if she gathers among the sheaves, don’t embarrass her. 16Rather, pull out some stalks for her from the bundles and leave them for her to pick up, and don’t rebuke her.”
Ruth left Boaz and resumed the gleaning she had come in the morning to do. Boaz did not leave the field to return to Bethlehem. He stayed to observe, no doubt turning over in his mind everything that had transpired. At mealtime Boaz invited Ruth to join his workers. The fare was simple, flat bread, torn and dipped in a vinegar sauce. The bread provided nourishment, and the sourness refreshed mouths grown dry and pasty on account of hard work. On this day Boaz had in mind something beyond simple fare. He offered his workers an unexpected treat, fresh grain roasted in a pan over the open fire. Boaz offered Ruth more than she could eat, and he offered the treat with his own hands.
The generosity of Boaz toward Ruth continued. Earlier in the day, Ruth had asked permission to gather where she had no right to glean. Boaz gave her that right and instructed his workers to leave on the ground some of what they cut for her “accidentally on purpose.” The men, moreover, were to save their comments and do as they were told.
Boaz, the man of means, had laid bare his good heart. Ruth, the winsome but destitute widow, had found a protector and admirer.

[image: ]Ruth gleaning in the field of Boaz
Ruth Reports to Naomi
Ruth 2:17–20
17So Ruth gleaned in the field until evening. Then she threshed the barley she had gathered, and it amounted to about an ephah. 18She carried it back to town, and her mother-in-law saw how much she had gathered. Ruth also brought out and gave her what she had left over after she had eaten enough.
19Her mother-in-law asked her, “Where did you glean today? Where did you work? Blessed be the man who took notice of you!”
Then Ruth told her mother-in-law about the one at whose place she had been working. “The name of the man I worked with today is Boaz,” she said.
20”The LORD bless him!” Naomi said to her daughter-in-law. “He has not stopped showing his kindness to the living and the dead.”
Dusk came. Ruth’s day’s work yielded a half-bushel of grain. The young men had listened to Boaz, and Ruth had worked hard. An ephah of barley would be enough for 20 or so loaves of bread. All this Naomi observed with astonished eyes upon Ruth’s return. The toasted grain was entirely unexpected. Through his generosity to Ruth, Boaz had extended his kindness to Naomi as well.
Naomi’s questions poured out one after the other. She had seen the wheat. She wanted to know the who and the where. Ruth could have told Naomi many things, but she limited her words. Boaz had been her benefactor.
Naomi’s answer was heartfelt. Boaz had shown Ruth the first real kindness she had experienced since her arrival in Bethlehem. For Naomi the evidence of Boaz’ kindness was an answer to her fervent prayers that the Lord would lift the bitterness from her life. Like Job, she had her moments when the Lord’s steadfast love appeared hidden. Naomi’s mention of the dead as well as the living tells us that thoughts of the family inheritance were not far from Naomi’s mind. The kindness of Boaz might have long-lasting implications for the two widows.

Naomi Mentions the Kinsman-Redeemer
Ruth 2:20–23
She added, “That man is our close relative; he is one of our kinsman-redeemers.”
21Then Ruth the Moabitess said, “He even said to me, ‘Stay with my workers until they finish harvesting all my grain.’ ”
22Naomi said to Ruth her daughter-in-law, “It will be good for you, my daughter, to go with his girls, because in someone else’s field you might be harmed.”
23So Ruth stayed close to the servant girls of Boaz to glean until the barley and wheat harvests were finished. And she lived with her mother-in-law.
Naomi mentions the kinsman-redeemer. The Hebrew word is goel, which belongs to a family of words that describes the honors and obligations that belong to someone who is a near blood relative. The covenant God made with Israel at Mount Sinai required that murder be punished by the next of kin. Blood was to be paid for blood by the “avenger” (the translation of goel in Numbers 35). The goel was expected also to come to the aid of a family member in dire financial straits. Should a poverty-stricken Israelite sell himself in slavery to a foreigner, any wealthy near kinsman was obligated to buy his freedom (Leviticus 25:47–55). The text specifies uncles or cousins but leaves open the possibility of any near relative.
The kinsman-redeemer was also the guardian of a family’s portion of the land given Israel in fulfillment of the Lord’s promise to Abraham. A singular feature of the Sinai covenant was its guarantees against the concentration of land in the hands of a few, which, in turn, would destabilize the economy and create a restless, rootless underclass. The prophets later on condemned these social difficulties when they happened anyway (Isaiah 5:8; Micah 2:2).
It was the role of the goel as a protector of widows with property that Naomi had in mind. Poverty, of the kind experienced by Naomi and Ruth, might force the sale of land, house, or personal property. Three ways provided for the return of lost property. The owners could buy it back (Leviticus 25:26, 27). The goel could buy it (Leviticus 25:25). Failing these two possibilities, all lands were returned to their original owners every 50 years, in the Year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25:28).
Property rights rested in the male head of a household. Sons, though married, did not acquire property rights until the patriarch of the family died. They were legally bound to live in the parental home so long as their father lived. A law is spelled out in Deuteronomy chapter 25 to cover a married son who died before the death of his father. That the patriarch of the family was still living is not expressly stated, but it is implied by the fact that the two brothers were still living under the same roof. When a married son still living under the patriarchal roof of his father died, leaving a widow, the woman in such a situation was not allowed to leave the family. Rather, a brother of the deceased was obligated to take the widow as his own wife and to beget a child by her. When born, this child was counted as the dead brother’s heir. This obligation to marry a dead brother’s widow is referred to as “levirate” marriage (from the Latin levir, meaning “brother-in-law”). Levirate marriage protected a woman who did not own property but expected to receive land through her husband when her father-in-law died. A widow without an heir at the death of her father-in-law would be forced to return to her parental home or to fend for herself on the street.
The situation confronting Naomi and Ruth is set against the background of these laws. Elimelech was head of the household when he died in Moab. His property, though far away in Bethlehem, was inherited by Mahlon and Kilion upon his death. Ruth and Orpah, as wives of the two sons, as well as Naomi the widow, had the right to live off the property, which would have been divided between the two sons.
Because Mahlon and Kilion died after their father, the law of the levirate did not apply. That there were no other brothers was not an issue. Orpah and Ruth were free to return to the protection and support of their parental homes, which Naomi had urged. Naomi’s protection and support lay in her goel. Naomi could sell Elimelech’s land and count upon the kinsman-redeemer to buy it back for her. Since she was an old woman without the legal right (as a woman) or physical strength to work the land, Naomi’s goel would end up being the purchaser and would work the land as her trustee until her death. Then the land would be attached permanently to the property of the kinsman-redeemer.
Ruth complicated matters by being a foreigner who had embraced the God of Israel. By following Naomi, she had renounced ties with her family and was legally a widow dependent on Naomi’s legal standing, precarious though it was. Naomi’s hope of finding a goel willing to purchase her property was also Ruth’s immediate hope for support as a widow. There was another hope. It was definitely a long shot. Either of Naomi’s Moabite daughters-in-law might marry an Israelite man so selfless that he would be willing to declare his firstborn son the legal heir of the inheritance of dead Elimelech and his two dead sons, Mahlon and Kilion. So unlikely was this possibility, that Naomi did not urge either Orpah or Ruth to consider it.
Did the law of the levirate (Deuteronomy 25) apply to Orpah and Ruth? Strictly speaking it did not, since Ruth’s husband died after, not before, Elimelech, and both were free to return to their fathers’ houses, as Naomi had urged. Scripture does not say so, but did the next of kin (goel) bear an obligation to do the duty of a brother when there were no brothers to produce an heir and a marriageable widow like Ruth voluntarily attached herself to a mother-in-law who, in turn, was depending on the financial support available through a kinsman-redeemer’s purchase of the family inheritance? The very stating of the facts is quite complicated and hard to follow. One gets the impression after reading the whole story of Ruth that this situation had no legal precedents. Neither Naomi nor Ruth nor Boaz nor Naomi’s nearest of kin could be sure how best to apply the “spirit” of the Lord’s laws concerning inheritance (both property and the preservation of the family name) and the care of widows in this particular, and unusual, circumstance.
Boaz was a close relative, a potential kinsman-redeemer, though not the next of kin. Naomi saw in the kindness of Boaz an opportunity for her and Ruth. Properly encouraged, Boaz might purchase Elimelech’s land. A good man like Boaz might be counted upon to pay a good price. Beyond that, Naomi did not dare to speculate yet.
Ruth offered additional good news. Boaz had invited her to remain with his workers for the rest of the harvest, the whole seven weeks from Passover until Pentecost. Naomi encouraged her daughter-in-law to accept the invitation. Though Ruth had said nothing, Naomi knew that her daughter-in-law would be safer among the young women. Ruth should not jeopardize her marriageability by falling prey to an unprincipled young man.



PART THREE
Ruth and Boaz Betrothed
(3:1–18)
Naomi Has a Plan
Ruth 3:1–5
3 One day Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, “My daughter, should I not try to find a home for you, where you will be well provided for? 2Is not Boaz, with whose servant girls you have been, a kinsman of ours? Tonight he will be winnowing barley on the threshing floor. 3Wash and perfume yourself, and put on your best clothes. Then go down to the threshing floor, but don’t let him know you are there until he has finished eating and drinking. 4When he lies down, note the place where he is lying. Then go and uncover his feet and lie down. He will tell you what to do.”
5“I will do whatever you say,” Ruth answered.
Time passed. The barley harvest was over, and the wheat harvest was about to begin. Naomi’s property had been put to good use during the harvest season by someone in Bethlehem. But she had received no income. As soon as the wheat harvest was over, the land was hers to offer for sale. Only then would Naomi face the future with a minimum level of security.
Naomi had been thinking. She hoped the kindly Boaz, as a potential kinsman-redeemer, might purchase her land at a good price. Without an heir to someday reclaim the land, however, the income from this one sale would be all Naomi could hope for. But Naomi knew of another law in Israel. By this law widows might reclaim their land when a male heir came of age. Naomi was too old herself to benefit directly from this law. Her time of childbearing was over. But Elimelech’s rights to the family inheritance had legally passed to Mahlon. His widow, Ruth, was still young enough to bear an heir. If Ruth would marry well and have a son, her son at maturity could assert the right to reclaim Naomi’s property, even if it had been sold.
What better marriage could Naomi hope for than one between Boaz and Ruth? There were two obstacles. Boaz was not the next of kin, and Naomi could not be sure that the kindness Boaz had shown to Ruth might extend to the point of marriage. As the author has repeatedly stressed, Ruth was a Moabitess.
Naomi played the matchmaker. Her plan had risks. Ruth was to initiate a proposal of marriage. The barley harvest was over, and Naomi suspected that her conscientious kinsman would remain long after the harvesters had gone home, particularly if she knew that this night was his night to guard the harvest. Ruth would appear after everyone else had left. She would make herself as appealing as possible. She would note where Boaz was, but wait till he fell asleep.
Ruth’s proposal would not be in words, but in actions. She would wait until Boaz had fallen asleep and then uncover his feet. This expression “uncover the place of his feet” may mean exactly what it says, or it may be a delicate way of saying that she would lift his garment to expose the lower part of his body. This need not be understood as an act of immodesty. Ruth’s way of carrying out Naomi’s instruction certainly rules that out. Whatever Ruth did, however, had meaning. By lying at whatever part of Boaz lay bare, Ruth would make it clear that she desired him as her husband.
Danger lay in how Boaz would interpret Ruth’s boldness. Would he reject her as a loose woman and throw her out? Naomi banked on Ruth’s character. Boaz had seen enough of Ruth to know she was a woman whose behavior was above reproach. Would Boaz take advantage of the situation and have his way with her without any thought of marriage? Harvesttime was notorious for promiscuity in Canaan, even among the Hebrews (Genesis 38:12–15). Here Naomi banked on the character of her kinsman. At the very least he would turn Ruth away untouched. At most, well, that is what Naomi hoped for.
Ruth trusted Naomi. Ruth undoubtedly knew the risks involved in what she was about to do. Naomi’s last words gave Ruth hope. Boaz had shown himself to be a man who knew what to do. Ruth had heard Boaz wish her the Lord’s blessing. Naomi too had called upon the Lord in her time of need. Yes, this was the time of the judges, when everyone did as he saw fit, and the Lord God ruled too few lives. Ruth believed there were at least two people in her life who would do what was right in the Lord’s eyes.

Ruth Proposes
Ruth 3:6–9
6So she went down to the threshing floor and did everything her mother-in-law told her to do.
7When Boaz had finished eating and drinking and was in good spirits, he went over to lie down at the far end of the grain pile. Ruth approached quietly, uncovered his feet and lay down. 8In the middle of the night something startled the man, and he turned and discovered a woman lying at his feet.
9”Who are you?” he asked.
“I am your servant Ruth,” she said. “Spread the corner of your garment over me, since you are a kinsman-redeemer.”
Ruth washed, dressed, and perfumed herself. She went to the threshing floor. Boaz and his men had celebrated a good harvest with food and drink. The wine made Boaz happy, yet sleepy. As an aside, we note that alcoholic beverages taken in moderation are one of God’s good and gracious gifts (Psalm 104:15). Ruth approached Boaz quietly. The word does not mean secretly, but noiselessly. The same expression is used when David approached Saul in the cave (1 Samuel 24:4). Ruth curled up modestly at the sleeping man’s exposed feet. Time passed. Ruth waited. With a start, Boaz awoke from sleep and saw immediately that he was not alone. In the darkness the identity of the person, apart from the fact that it was a woman, was not clear.
In response to Boaz’ inquiry, Ruth identified herself by name with the added thought that she was, as she always had been, in Boaz’ debt in the role of a servant. Her next words were far more bold. The expression “spread the corner of your garment over me” is literally, “spread your wings over your servant girl.” The Hebrew for “wing,” kanaf, in the context of cohabitation refers to the corner of the mantle, which was the large outer garment in which ancient men wrapped themselves by day and covered themselves by night. Ezekiel used kanaf this way to describe the Lord’s taking of Jerusalem as his bride (Ezekiel 16:8). We could also cite a similar use of the word in the Levitical laws governing marriage (Deuteronomy 22:30; 27:20). Ruth used the same word, but in its dual, rather than singular, form. Thus Ruth’s words combined a common Hebrew expression for cohabitation in marriage with a conscious reminder of the words Boaz spoke in prayer on Ruth’s behalf on the first day they met (2:12).
Ruth gave Boaz a reason for her boldness. He was her kinsman-redeemer. Boaz had already extended his protection over Ruth in the community by telling the young men not to touch her. Boaz had generously shared his wealth with Ruth by allowing her to glean and more. Ruth now asked Boaz to extend the wings of the Lord’s mercy yet further, by choosing to shoulder the role of kinsman-redeemer on her behalf. It was a lot to ask. He would have to raise her from Ruth-servant-Moabitess to Ruth-wife-heiress in the messianic line of Judah.

Boaz Accepts
Ruth 3:10–15
10“The LORD bless you, my daughter,” he replied. “This kindness is greater than that which you showed earlier: You have not run after the younger men, whether rich or poor. 11And now, my daughter, don’t be afraid. I will do for you all you ask. All my fellow townsmen know that you are a woman of noble character. 12Although it is true that I am near of kin, there is a kinsman-redeemer nearer than I. 13Stay here for the night, and in the morning if he wants to redeem, good; let him redeem. But if he is not willing, as surely as the LORD lives I will do it. Lie here until morning.”
14So she lay at his feet until morning, but got up before anyone could be recognized; and he said, “Don’t let it be known that a woman came to the threshing floor.”
15He also said, “Bring me the shawl you are wearing and hold it out.” When she did so, he poured into it six measures of barley and put it on her. Then he went back to town.
Boaz understood immediately. The Hebrew words come out in this order: “blessed be … you … before the LORD … my daughter.” Ruth had nothing to fear. Nothing shameful would happen. Boaz would not change the prayer he made in the field the first day he had laid eyes on Ruth. Then, as now, he wished her to be blessed in the LORD.
Boaz caught Ruth’s last words clearly. She had said, “You are the kinsman-redeemer.” In this respect he gave Ruth high praise. At their first meeting he had commended her for a selfless loyalty to Naomi that was greater than to family and country. That first kindness was surpassed by the fact that she, a woman of Moab, had shown such high regard for her adopted family and for the laws of Israel that protected widows and property. Ruth had made a proposal of marriage to one who was in a position to be her kinsman-redeemer and not to one of the young and attractive men of the village. The words of Boaz indicate that he was somewhat older than Ruth.
Boaz said to Ruth, “I will do for you all you ask.” This was marriage in the eyes of God. The two had exchanged mutual consent, openly and freely given.
There remained, however, important details, which Boaz needed to clear up. There was a closer kinsman, who had the right to redeem Naomi’s land. If so, fine. If not, Boaz would redeem Elimelech’s and Mahlon’s inheritance himself. Boaz was sure that the other man had no interest in a marriage to Ruth. This fact would be part of the strategy Boaz had in mind to use at the city gate in the morning.
Propriety required that no one know of the threshing floor betrothal. Ruth was his and he was hers, but Boaz wanted the marriage to remain a secret between them until the matter of Naomi’s property was settled legally and publicly. Before dawn Ruth returned to the place where she and Naomi were staying. In the folds of her garment, she carried six measures. We aren’t told which measure. Six ephahs would have been over 200 pounds; six seahs just under 90 pounds; six omers would have been less than Ruth gleaned on her first day. Perhaps the text implies that Boaz scooped up grain six times and filled her cloak adequately.

Wait in Hope
Ruth 3:16–18
16When Ruth came to her mother-in-law, Naomi asked, “How did it go, my daughter?”
Then she told her everything Boaz had done for her 17and added, “He gave me these six measures of barley, saying, ‘Don’t go back to your mother-in-law empty-handed.’ ”
18Then Naomi said, “Wait, my daughter, until you find out what happens. For the man will not rest until the matter is settled today.”
We can imagine that Naomi did not sleep that night, waiting for Ruth’s return. What a relief it must have been to hear Ruth’s full account of what happened! Naomi had been right about Boaz and right about Ruth. Ruth wanted Naomi to know that Boaz had not forgotten her.
“Wait!” was Naomi’s advice. “Wait, but the wait will not be long.” Day was dawning, and Naomi believed Boaz would settle things before the day was over. As a woman Naomi could not appear before the elders of the city herself. She knew that Boaz would, if he could, serve as her kinsman-redeemer. She already knew that her prayer that Ruth find a home and a husband had been answered.



PART FOUR
Selfless Love
(4:1–22)
Boaz Goes to Court
Ruth 4:1–2
4 Meanwhile Boaz went up to the town gate and sat there. When the kinsman-redeemer he had mentioned came along, Boaz said, “Come over here, my friend, and sit down.” So he went over and sat down.
2Boaz took ten of the elders of the town and said, “Sit here,” and they did so.
While Ruth was speaking to Naomi, Boaz made his way to the city gate. Walled cities in Canaan did not have large open squares for public meetings. Affairs of a public nature were conducted in the shadow of the city gate. Recent archaeological excavations at ancient Dan have uncovered a raised platform next to the gate at which court proceedings were carried out in the name of the king of Israel.
Boaz hailed the man who was next of kin to Elimelech as the man passed by. The phrase “my friend” renders two words in Hebrew that are a figure of speech called farrago. The words, meaningless out of context, rhyme. The English hodge-podge or helter-skelter are two good examples of farrago. The author of Ruth decided there was no need to reveal the name of the next of kin. For our sakes he is just “Mr. So-and-so.”
The nearer kinsman showed no reluctance to cooperate. In a small town like Bethlehem, Naomi’s situation would have been widely known. The kinsman had probably made plans to tender an offer to purchase Naomi’s land in the near future anyway, probably after the harvest was over.
Since there was no objection from the nearer kinsman, Boaz called upon ten respected men of the city to witness the proceedings. This was not a trial between adversaries, but a civil case involving rights and property. Recalling our previous discussion of the pertinent laws affecting Naomi and Ruth, Boaz wanted Bethlehem’s elders to sanction whatever agreement was reached. Today we hire lawyers to file legal papers with the appropriate signatures of witnesses. In ancient times, a man’s spoken word was enough, validated by the spoken testimony of more than one witness (Deuteronomy 19:15).

Boaz Makes an Offer His Kinsman Accepts
Ruth 4:3–4
3Then he said to the kinsman-redeemer, “Naomi, who has come back from Moab, is selling the piece of land that belonged to our brother Elimelech. 4I thought I should bring the matter to your attention and suggest that you buy it in the presence of these seated here and in the presence of the elders of my people. If you will redeem it, do so. But if you will not, tell me, so I will know. For no one has the right to do it except you, and I am next in line.”
“I will redeem it,” he said.
Boaz laid out the matter of Elimelech’s property. He declared that Naomi was determined to sell her land. The Hebrew expresses “is selling” with a form of the verb that indicates the sale was as good as done. The only thing that remained to be determined was the buyer. The property might be sold to anyone, but covenant law allowed Naomi the right to have her kinsman-redeemer buy the land back from a stranger at any time. Boaz asked the important question: Did Naomi’s next of kin want to buy the property outright, simplifying a complicated multiple transaction, or did he not? If the nearer kinsman had no interest in Naomi’s land, then Boaz was ready to buy it.
Boaz said nothing about Ruth or the betrothal that had taken place only hours earlier. Boaz counted on the kinsman-redeemer, without this bit of vital information, to jump at the chance to declare before the elders that he was prepared to buy then and there. Mr. So-and-so knew of no male heirs to reclaim Naomi’s land and had no reason to believe there would be any man ever to repossess the land. Boaz was right. The kinsman-redeemer looked upon the investment as sound and declared his intention to be Naomi’s goel.

Boaz Makes an Offer His Kinsman Rejects
Ruth 4:5–8
5Then Boaz said, “On the day you buy the land from Naomi and from Ruth the Moabitess, you acquire the dead man’s widow, in order to maintain the name of the dead with his property.”
6At this, the kinsman-redeemer said, “Then I cannot redeem it because I might endanger my own estate. You redeem it yourself. I cannot do it.”
7(Now in earlier times in Israel, for the redemption and transfer of property to become final, one party took off his sandal and gave it to the other. This was the method of legalizing transactions in Israel.)
8So the kinsman-redeemer said to Boaz, “Buy it yourself.” And he removed his sandal.
The words spoken by Boaz here were meant to change the mind of the next of kin. The Hebrew allows two ways of understanding what Boaz said. The key word is acquire. When Hebrew was first written, only consonants were used. Punctuation was added in the 8th century A.D. by Hebrew scholars (Masoretes) to prevent a loss of pronunciation. On rare occasions these scholars were convinced the consonants might be wrong. Out of respect for the text as it had been handed down to them, the Masoretes recopied the consonants without change, but put a note in the margin telling the reader to read something else. Acquire is one of these words. The written text says “I acquire.” The note in the margin suggests reading “you acquire” instead.
The sense of what is written in the margin, “you acquire,” is followed by the NIV, the KJV, and the ancient Greek translation. It suggests the near kinsman was obligated to marry Ruth as a condition of buying Naomi’s property. It assumes that a form of the levirate law applied in this case.
As a reason for refusal, the kinsman-redeemer said that his inheritance would be diminished. It is hard to understand why, because any son born to him by Ruth would still be his and there could be no loss on his investment. Furthermore, we can’t imagine that the kinsman-redeemer was ignorant of Ruth’s existence, or of the levirate law, if that law indeed automatically applied, as the first reading of Boaz’ words suggest. We are at a loss to explain why the goel then agreed so readily to purchase Naomi’s land. We are also at a loss to explain why the goel suffered no reproach for refusing Ruth and agreeing to give up his rights to the land. The law of levirate marriage ends with a stinging rebuke to the brother who refuses to marry his dead brother’s widow. The spurned woman was to take off the man’s sandal in the presence of the town elders, spit in his face, and ever after refer to the man’s bloodline as “the Family of the Unsandaled” (Deuteronomy 25:7–10). As we have shown earlier, however, there is no scriptural justification for applying the levirate beyond the household of brothers who still live together while their father is alive.
Reading acquire as “I acquire” makes more sense. A very literal reading of the sentence, as the ancient text was written, is, “On the day you acquire the field from the hand of Naomi, then from Ruth the Moabitess, the wife of the deceased, I acquire to raise up the name of the deceased upon his inheritance.” By these words we can understand that Boaz was revealing the one piece of information that was known to no one else but Naomi, Ruth, and himself. Of his own free will, Boaz was taking upon himself the duty to take Ruth as a wife in order to give Mahlon, her dead husband (Elimelech’s heir), a son to carry on his name. This was applying the spirit of the levirate law, which protected property rights, the livelihood of widows, and the name of a man who died without a son. It was, however, not a requirement of the letter of the law. This very important distinction underscores the selfless, generous character of Boaz.
Yes, the nearer kinsman had every right to purchase the property, no matter what Boaz did or did not do in regard to Ruth and Mahlon’s name. What Boaz’ marriage to Ruth would do, however, would raise the real possibility that within a year there might be a male child born who could immediately claim rights to the land in Mahlon’s name. The near kinsman would be out his purchase price after only one harvest at best. Naomi would have no obligation to return the money he had just agreed to pay as Naomi’s goel. There was no guarantee that Ruth could bear any children. But it certainly was a gamble. We have then a reasonable explanation for the immediate change of mind on the part of the nearer kinsman. Money was at stake, and he stood to diminish his inheritance.
Boaz had brought matters to a head. The nearer kinsman took off his sandal to attest his full agreement. The author tells us that in former times this made the matter legally binding and final.

Boaz is Kinsman-Redeemer
Ruth 4:9–12
9Then Boaz announced to the elders and all the people, “Today you are witnesses that I have bought from Naomi all the property of Elimelech, Kilion and Mahlon. 10I have also acquired Ruth the Moabitess, Mahlon’s widow, as my wife, in order to maintain the name of the dead with his property, so that his name will not disappear from among his family or from the town records. Today you are witnesses!”
11Then the elders and all those at the gate said, “We are witnesses. May the LORD make the woman who is coming into your home like Rachel and Leah, who together built up the house of Israel. May you have standing in Ephrathah and be famous in Bethlehem. 12Through the offspring the LORD gives you by this young woman, may your family be like that of Perez, whom Tamar bore to Judah.”
For good measure, Boaz reviewed what he had just done. The ten elders were witnesses. So too were all the people who had stopped to hear the dramatic proceedings. Confirming the likelihood of the more ancient reading of “acquire,” Boaz clearly outlined that two legal transactions had taken place. First, he had assumed the goel’s duty to redeem the property of Elimelech’s family “from the hand of Naomi.” Second, he had acquired the right to raise an heir for Mahlon by taking Ruth in marriage.
The people of Bethlehem, heirs and onlookers, showed their wholehearted approval by uttering a three-part prayer in the Lord’s name. Ruth, they prayed, would follow in the footsteps of Jacob’s two wives, Rachel and Leah. This is a prayer that children would be born to Boaz and Ruth. Next they addressed Boaz and prayed that he would prosper financially and always have a name as honored in Bethlehem as it was on this happy day. Finally, the people prayed that any offspring would be the equal of Perez, the son of Tamar, and turn out to play a vital role in the unfolding history of the tribe of Judah. The author, of course, knows that subsequent history will show that all three prayers were answered.
Perez was born to Tamar under circumstances as unusual as the anticipated birth of a son to Boaz and Ruth (Genesis 38:29). By their words the people of Bethlehem recognized that. The Bible records an unusual number of unlikely births, each a part of the Lord’s eternal plan for Israel and all people, among them Isaac, the twins Jacob and Esau, the twins Perez and Zerah, Obed, Samuel, Solomon, John the Baptist, and Jesus.

A Son and Heir is Born
Ruth 4:13–17
13So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife. Then he went to her, and the LORD enabled her to conceive, and she gave birth to a son. 14The women said to Naomi: “Praise be to the LORD, who this day has not left you without a kinsman-redeemer. May he become famous throughout Israel! 15He will renew your life and sustain you in your old age. For your daughter-in-law, who loves you and who is better to you than seven sons, has given him birth.”
16Then Naomi took the child, laid him in her lap and cared for him. 17The women living there said, “Naomi has a son.” And they named him Obed. He was the father of Jesse, the father of David.
Almost all the events in the book of Ruth transpired within the seven weeks of the spring barley and wheat harvest. We assume that verse 13 covers the remainder of the year. Boaz married Ruth as he had pledged. The two conceived a child with the Lord’s help. Before the next grain harvest, a son was born. The sequence of marriage, conception, and birth is significant. It assures us that the events of the night on the threshing floor were honorable in every respect.
When the next harvest rolled around, the women of Bethlehem had something to talk about. They had been all abuzz at the arrival of two destitute women returning from Moab in the spring of the previous year. Now they were buzzing about the blessed turn of events. Ruth was a woman of the highest standing, equaling or surpassing that of Naomi when she and her husband, Elimelech, had once left for Moab. Ruth’s steadfast love had sustained a once bitter Naomi through her darkest hours. Naomi, who had returned empty, was no longer empty. Ruth’s love alone was worth seven sons, a supreme compliment for a woman from women.
But the real hole in Naomi’s life had been filled by an infant. He was guarantor (goel) of Naomi’s property, legally her grandson, in keeping with the action taken by Boaz at the city gate. The women of Bethlehem knew there would be a special love between Naomi and the child. He would be, literally, “a restorer of life.” So it happened. Naomi played the role of the child’s nurse, doing everything a mother would do. The women of the town noticed this and talked about it. The best qualities of Ruth and Boaz were inherited by the child and nourished by Naomi. For that reason the women of Bethlehem called him Obed, “the one who serves.”

The Lord’s Additional Blessing
Ruth 4:18–22
18This, then, is the family line of Perez:
Perez was the father of Hezron,
19Hezron the father of Ram,
Ram the father of Amminadab,
20Amminadab the father of Nahshon,
Nahshon the father of Salmon,
21Salmon the father of Boaz,
Boaz the father of Obed,
22Obed the father of Jesse,
and Jesse the father of David.
The author of Ruth began his story by telling us it happened during the time of the judges. The author ends the story by placing it in the middle of a genealogy. Ten names are mentioned. The first name is the son of Judah by Tamar. The last is David, who became Israel’s greatest before Jesus. The fourth, Amminadab, is the father-in-law of Aaron, Israel’s first high priest. The fifth, Nahshon, was Judah’s leader during the wilderness wandering. The sixth, Salmon, married Rahab, the woman of Jericho (Matthew 1:5). The seventh man is Boaz; the eighth, Obed.
The list is not, nor was it meant to be, complete. The ten generations listed here span more than seven centuries. Ten names emphasize a truth that began in the Garden of Eden and that was emphasized by two other lists of ten names (Genesis 5, 11). From the time of the first married couple, sin had ruined human existence, even to the point of physical death. Each generation, one after another, died. The Lord, however, promised Adam and Eve the divine gift of redemption. He told our first parents that the miracle of human birth would be God’s way of entering history to end sin, crush Satan, and put an end to death. Each birth throughout the Old Testament confirmed the faithfulness of God’s promise. Then, at the Lord’s right time, God’s Son, Jesus, was born. He was a man with a lineage that passed through David, Obed, Boaz, and Ruth all the way back to Judah, Abraham, Noah, and Adam. Jesus was, and remains, the final confirmation of divine faithfulness. Bloodlines (and, therefore, genealogies) connect every sinner to Jesus, some (the Jews) through the line mentioned here, all the rest (the Gentiles) through the families that descended from Noah. By grace through faith, as revealed in Scripture, the blood of Jesus connects every sinner with salvation.
The story of Ruth is one of selfless love at a time when such love was not always in evidence. Our walk through the book of Judges made that point. The book of Ruth is a lovely reflection of the gift of God’s love in Christ reflected in the lives of true believers, whose faith sustained them and became their blessing. [footnoteRef:1]  [1: Lawrenz, John C.: Judges, Ruth. Milwaukee, Wis. : Northwestern Pub. House, 1997 (The People's Bible), S. 216] 
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