
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter’s events happened during a single day, 
bookended by conversations between Ruth and Naomi. The third chapter 
begins and ends the same way. The centre of both chapters relates to 
Ruth encountering Boaz. However, unlike the encounter in chapter 2 
which happens in broad daylight in public, the encounter in chapter 3 
happens in secret in the course of a night. 

Ruth 3:1-4 – Naomi’s Proposal 

Naomi now sees a way in which her own family can give security 
and a future to Ruth. Rather than spell it out, Naomi leaves this to Ruth’s 
imagination. Yet her orders to Ruth are quite explicit, and in the context 
of winnowing, must have seemed rather odd. Ruth is told to bathe, to 
look and smell sweet, and is then to go stealthily to Boaz’s threshing floor. 
When he is alone, full of wine, and lying down to sleep, she is to go and 
lie down at his feet and do what he tells her to do. 

Interestingly Naomi has previously told Ruth to stay clear of the 
young men for her own safety. Now her instructions place Ruth in a 
potentially precarious situation. Ruth is told to travel alone, and then 
make herself available to a man who has been drinking. 

The text is full of suggestion. The Hebrew word ‘lie’ can also mean 
‘lie with’. As Sakenfield notes: 

“Never is there any indication of the consummation of sexual 
relations, yet the choice of words keeps the possibility always before the 
reader.” 

Why did Naomi propose this way of getting Boaz’s attention? 

Why doesn’t Naomi, herself, have a word with Boaz? 

Ruth 3:5-9 – Ruth’s Improvements 

Ruth seems not to offer any complaint at Naomi’s suggestion. 
After Boaz eats and drinks he lies down at the corner of a pile of grain. 
Ruth uncovers his feet and lies down – and nothing happens! Boaz is dead 
to the world. 

During the night he awakens, somewhat startled to discover a 
woman lying at his feet. A bit of an odd predicament for a pillar of the 
community to find himself in. Boaz asks her, “Who are you?” 

The question forces Ruth to improvise. Contrary to Naomi’s 
instructions, Boaz has not told her what to do at all. She answers his 
questions as fast as possible, putting emphasis, not on her origins in 
Moab, nor her relationship with Naomi, but on her connection to him. 
She says,  

“I am Ruth, your servant.”  

Then, unlike a servant, and contrary to Naomi’s instructions, she 
tells Boaz what she is doing there and what she wishes,  

“Spread your wing (cloak) over your maidservant because you are 
a redeemer.” (3:9) 

Certainly, part of what Ruth is asking is that he share his covering, 
but more is going on than the passage reveals. In 2:12 Boaz had described 
Ruth as having taken refuge under the ‘wing’ of the God of Israel. Ruth 
had then asked that Boaz find favour with her. Now she is more forthright 
and ask that he ‘spread his wing’ over her. She is literally saying,  

“I have sought refuge under God’s wing right here – under your 
wing. So, spread your wing over me.” 

She challenges Boaz to provide, to embody the divine refuge he 
had wished upon her. She calls for human action to back up God’s will – 
that is, she calls Boaz to act on his role as kinsman and redeemer – on her 
own behalf. 



Ruth is the one who brings up the topic of Boaz being a 
‘redeemer’.  His role of redeemer is akin to a safety net for family 
members who have fallen on hard times.  

So, for Boaz, to accept Ruth’s marital proposal would redeem and 
thus provide economic security for both Ruth and Naomi. They would no 
longer be vulnerable as brought upon them by famine, widowhood, and 
childlessness, and by the fact that opportunities were very limited for 
women and foreigners. 

Ruth 3:10-15 – Boaz’s Further Improvements 

When Boaz recovers from the shock that this is Ruth lying at his 
feet, and not just some unknown woman, his demeanour changes. His 
response is interesting: 

Firstly, he invokes a divine blessing on her. He says,  

“this last instance of your loyalty is better than the first; you have 
not gone after young men, whether rich or poor” (3:10). 

The first instance of loyalty is Ruth accompanying Naomi to 
Bethlehem – the last is not so clear. Maybe it is because she has shown 
interest in him rather than a younger man. He was probably noting that 
Ruth has no family obligation to marry within Naomi’s clan, but in 
choosing Boaz for a husband she is assuring Naomi’s future and the future 
of Elimelech’s lineage. 

Then, Boaz says, 

“And now my daughter, do not be afraid, I will do for you all that 
you ask, for all the assembly of my people know that you are a worthy 
woman” (3:11). 

Boaz pledges to keep her safe, to do as she has asked. The 
affirmation of her being a ‘worthy woman’ or ‘woman of strength’ stands 
full in the light of any misconstruing of her actions in lying at his feet. 

In a sense, Boaz is reassuring Ruth that her actions have inspired 
him to think more of her, not less. Knowing Boaz’s status in the 
community, in the midst of a potentially very compromising situation, 
makes this statement quite remarkable. 

Quite significantly, Boaz has collapsed the social distance that lies 
between them. 

Interestingly the only other time the phrase ‘woman of strength’ 
(Hebrew: eshet chail) is used is in Proverbs 31:10 – and is usually 
translated ‘virtuous woman’, or ‘capable wife.’ 

The picture now gets a little complicated as Boaz continues, 

“But now, though it is true that I am a near kinsman, there is 
another kinsman more closely related than I” (3:12). 

In saying this he is stating that whatever happens Naomi and Ruth 
will be provided for – a new spark of suspense has been added to the 
story. Then Boaz tells Ruth to stay with him through the night. The 
complication, though, is not one of discord, but of honour. 

At first light Ruth is sent home, and as she goes, once again Boaz 
gives her grain – with all its allusions of ‘seed’. 

Ruth 3:16-18 – Ruth’s Further Improvements 

Naomi is eagerly awaiting news of the night. Ruth says that Boaz told 
her not to return home empty – the term Naomi used as she returned to 
Bethlehem (1:21). With Ruth, it would seem, Naomi’s life has never been 
empty. Naomi’s and Ruth’s future is assured, but hanging in the balance is 
the response of the nearer kinsman.  

 Ruth’s actions of the night have danced on the edge of traditional 
moral virtue, and even though Boaz acknowledged it as an act of loyalty it 
would have invited even more scandal in Judah than in the most conservative  

 

of settings today. There are many who hold 
that the Bible has a rigid view of virtue and 
how God dispenses reward and punishment – 
they need to read the Bible more closely. The 
only other time Ruth is mentioned in the Bible 
is in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus (Matthew 
1:5), where only four female ancestors are 
listed: Tamar (Genesis 38); Rahab (Joshua 2); 
Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11-12) and Ruth.  


