
Ruth: a story for today

Review

The historic events recorded in the book of Ruth happened towards the end of 
the period of the Judges, perhaps around 1050BC.  The story was told and retold
until it was written down in its current form, probably just after the people 
returned from exile in Babylon in the days of Cyrus the Persian, some 400-450 
years later.

This dating is important because it gives us an insight as to how the story 
teller wants us to view his story, for this is not simply a short romantic novel.  It 
addressed important issues that were on the hearts and minds of Old Testament 
Jews around the time of the exile, and that are still important questions today.  
The exile was a time of great uncertainty, a time when the promises of God 
seemed to have failed.  The questions on every believer’s mind was, ‘Where is 
God in all this?’  And, particularly just after the return from exile, ‘What does 
God want from us?’

The book of Ruth addresses these questions in story form, just as Jesus 
addressed such issues through parables.  The central issue of this story is 
Naomi’s emptiness and the main themes are the providence of God and what it 
means to live righteously.  These matters were important then and, I would 
suggest, are still major concerns today.

But Ruth is not an comfortable story.  The ideas expressed in these four 
chapters are radical, even subversive.  As such Ruth stands alongside the 
prophets Jeremiah and Micah who challenged the common understanding of 
what it means to be the people of God.

At first it seems that the storyteller stands with those who hold a 
conservative view of the law.  Elimalech presumably no longer trusts in God’s 
promise of provision and protection.  He sells the rights to his family land and 
moves to Moab.  This is specifically forbidden in the Law (cf Deuteronomy 23:3-
6), as is the taking of a foreign wife – but Elimalech does just this for his two 
sons.  It is no wonder, we may think, that Elimalech’s fortunes are on a 
downward slope.

We do not know if Naomi is complicit in this or just has to go along with 
her husband, but she certainly feels the consequences.  Following the loss of 
land, home, husband and sons she is left empty and embittered.  If the story 
stopped there we might well read it as a cautionary tale of what can happen if 
we depart from God’s revealed will.  However, the story does not end there and 
we are introduced to two new characters, a migrant worker and someone who 
plays fast and loose with the law.  Yet undoubtedly these two are the heroes of 
the story.  Ruth is the epitome of commitment and compassion, while Boaz is 
presented to us as a man of honour and integrity.  It is through these two that 
the storyteller resolves the issue of Naomi’s emptiness and faces the problems 
of God’s will, purpose and requirements.



Through this story we are invited to see life on two levels.  First, we hear 
the story of ordinary people struggling with real-life situations.  But on a second 
level we see the story, as it were, from above.  We see that at every twist or turn
of the story God is at work, fulfilling his promises, particularly as he shows 
hesed (that is, covenant loyalty, faithfulness, compassion, goodness, mercy) to 
these people.  We learn two important lessons here – first, that God is, despite 
any appearances to the contrary, in control – what our forefathers called the 
general providence of God – and second, that more often than not we experience
God’s hand through the hesed of others or, if you want it put in a more 
challenging way, others will experience, or not, the love of God in their lives by 
our acts of compassion, faithfulness, mercy (see Galatians 5:22f).

So this little book raises some big issues.  People were facing difficult 
questions as they started to rebuild their lives after the exile.  They were 
confused by their past, frightened by the present and uncertain about the 
future.  This is exactly Naomi’s situation, and it leaves her bitter and empty.  
This is a reflection of the hearts of many returning home.  It felt as though God 
had abandoned them.  They may have felt they were being punished for the sins 
of others.  They were back home, but with limited or no resources to meet the 
challenges of the situation.  What future could they expect?  For some the 
answer was a demand to return to a more strict legal conformity (see the books 
of Ezra and Nehemiah).  If we, they reasoned, depart from God’s will and way, 
should we not expect a downward slope into greater difficulties?   This is a 
common response today, and it is not a bad thing for ‘Righteousness exalts a 
nation, but sin condemns any people’ (Proverbs 14:34), and there are those who 
see disasters and troubles as a God given call to repentance.  But there are 
other voices in Scripture which tell us to be on our guard against such thinking. 
These are often small voices, disregarded voices, that speak uncomfortable 
words, words that challenge us, even frighten us.  Subversive words, words that 
won’t go away.

The story of Ruth is a reminder to all who would follow God that there is 
more to righteousness than simply obeying the law.  As Jesus says ‘Unless your 
righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the
kingdom of heaven.’  (Matthew 5:20).  If we are to look at this story through 
Christian eyes (and it is right that we should) we will see these ‘subversive 
words’ reflected in the life of Jesus:  he touches the leper, though this is 
forbidden by the law, he meets and eats with known sinners though this is an 
affront to the legally righteous, he ignores, and allows his disciples to ignore the
Sabbath rules, he reverses the accepted norms and opens the doors to anyone.  
In the story of Ruth, God restores the wanderer, fills the empty, blesses the 
outsider and honours the law-breakers.

As we seek to make sense of the post-covid world might we not relearn 
some old truths and see them afresh in the light of our current experience? 

Amen

Kevin Dare
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