
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The book of Ruth begins outside Israel in exile. A famine in 
Bethlehem (ironically “house of bread”) sends Elimelech and his family east 
to the neighbouring country of Moab (a region in present-day Jordan). Ruth 
is set at a time long before King David when Israel was ruled by ‘judges’ – 
rulers with leadership skills who did not customarily establish dynasties. 

It is uncertain who the author of Ruth is, and when it was written. 
Many scholars think that it was written to encourage a more inclusive 
society, particularly where foreigners are welcomed into the congregations 
of worshippers to Israel’s God.  

Moab is a name that would have been loaded with meaning. The 
Moabites are presented in the Bible as descendants of Lot’s incestuous 
relationship with one of his daughters (Genesis 19), as inhospitable enemies 
who tried to call down a curse on the wandering Israelites (Numbers 22-24). 
According to law (Deuteronomy 23:3) no Moabite was to be admitted to the 
worshipping assembly. So, to early readers, Elimelech’s choice to seek refuge 
in Moab would have seemed very odd, if not foolish. The fact that he 
experienced grief there would come as no surprise. 

Ruth 1:1-7 

The story begins with a family tragedy. A couple, Elimelech and 
Naomi, travel with their two sons, Mahlon and Chillion, to a hostile land. 
Elimelech dies, and the two sons marry Moabite women. Ten years later the 
sons die - most improbably, both die childless. The survivors are three 
women, who had left their homes to be with three men, and now find 
themselves rootless. 

It is interesting to note the relationships. First there is Naomi and 
Elimelech, who have two sons. The house is dominated by men. After Naomi 
loses her husband, the sons take wives and the gender balance tips towards 
the women. Both sons die, and the daughters-in-law set out with Naomi to 
Bethlehem. Orpah, following Naomi’s first speech returns to Moab, and 
Naomi finds herself being one of a pair – Ruth and her. 

Most biblical stories disproportionately chronicle the names, deeds, 
and speeches of men. When women appear, it is usually in relation to men. 
Conversations between women are extremely rare - Rachel and Leah 
(Genesis 30:14-15); Pharaoh’s daughter and Moses’ sister (Exodus 2:7-9); 
Herod’s daughter and wife (Mark 6:2-4); Mary and Elizabeth (Luke 1:42-55). 
In all those, and other such conversations, the topic is always a man! 

But in Ruth, there is more speech between women than the rest of 
the Bible combined – 29 verses encompassing eight dialogues. The subject is 
not only about men, but also about one another’s welfare, the day’s events 
and food. 

Ruth 1:8-18 

All the normal systems in the world of men have failed this family. 
Naomi is both displaced and bereft. Ruth and Orpah set out with her to 
return to Bethlehem. However, on the journey Naomi seems to have second 
thoughts. She tells her two daughters-in-law to return to their traditional 
community, and hopefully things would work out for them there and they 
would find new husbands.  

Ruth and Orpah are reluctant to do this – they don’t even argue. 
Death and departure have been part of their story and they do not want to 
be part of this continuing. They want to be with the person who is still with 
them. 

 It could be said that Naomi is thinking ‘inside the box’, as she says 
that she has nothing left to give. No more sons, no husband and no time. She 
only sees marriage as the way forward, and doesn’t want to drag Ruth and 
Orpah into the same empty future that she sees for herself. She is also 
probably aware that in Bethlehem her daughters-in-law’s ethnicity would 
make them ‘unsuitable’ for marriage. 



Orpah is persuaded to leave. No criticism is expressed by the writer 
as she affectionately bids Naomi farewell, and departs from the scene. 

Naomi urges Ruth to follow Orpah – but she refuses. The speeches 
which flow between Naomi and Ruth are contrasting. Naomi identifies with 
the dead, and is bitter in tone: 

‘May the Lord deal kindly with you, as you have dealt with the dead 
and with me.’ (1:8) 

‘It has been far more bitter for me than for you, because the hand of 
the Lord has turn against me.’ (1:13) 

Naomi only sees further misfortune ahead. Ruth’s words, however, 
completely change the tone. She doesn’t argue the case about God’s 
intentions. She does not look at the past or speculate about the future. 
Instead she seeks to stick with Naomi – something that has not previously 
happened to Naomi. She will literally be Naomi’s shadow. Whatever Naomi 
does, she will do also. K. D. Sakenfield days: 

‘For Naomi, Ruth’s presence is as much a reminder of tragedy as it is 
a potential comfort. Naomi has no idea how she herself will be received upon 
returning to Bethlehem, and now she also has a foreign companion to be 
explained . . . Is Ruth to be primarily a reminder of the past, or will she 
become a source of hope for the future?’ 

Unlike Naomi’s, Ruth’s words are not about marriage, not about 
strategy, not about theology, but about presence. Naomi’s reply is silence. 
What does that silence convey? We don’t know. We only know that:  

‘When Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her, she said 
no more to her.’ (1:18) 

Ruth 1:19-22 

Naomi has not been forgotten in Bethlehem – she is welcomed by 
people who are genuinely moved to see her again. However, she refuses to 
be called Naomi (pleasant), but to be called Mara (bitter). She says: 

‘I went away full, but the Lord has brought me back empty.’ (1:21) 

The writer though, having noted that she left Bethlehem at a time of 
famine, she arrives home at the beginning of the barley harvest. It looks like 
there is an upturn to her fortunes on the way. 

K. R. Farmer, commenting on the book of Ruth, says: 

‘The character of Naomi most closely mirrors the attitudes and 
experiences of the people of God, including both Israel and the church.’ 

Different Views of God 

Naomi, in the course of her seven mentions of God in her speech, 
becomes more and more embittered.  

At first, she hopes that God will copy the Moabite women’s 
kindness. Then she says that God has turned against her (1:13). On returning 
to Bethlehem she complains that God has dealt harshly, has brought 
calamity upon her, that God has done evil to her. God is seen as the source 
of all that she has suffered.  

The narrator though, tells us the reason that she returned from 
Moab to Bethlehem is because she had heard that there was food there. 
(1:6).  

Ruth focuses on hers, not God’s, activities as she says: 

‘Your God will be my God.’ (1:16) 

She then expresses the wish that God do this and more. Ruth is 
boldly signing up to whatever treatment from God may be ahead, and takes 
responsibility for her action, rather than placing that responsibility 
elsewhere. 

 

 

Orpah 

Orpah often gets a bad 
press, as she is portrayed as the one 
who abandons Naomi and Ruth. She 
is convinced that she needs to 
remain with her identity and her 
traditions, and her hesed (loving 
kindness) to her people is to be 
praised. The story recognises 
different faith traditions without 
criticism. 

  


