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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIXb)

RUTH (Ru 1‑4)

By the numbering of this chapter we place Ruth as a third appendix to the book of Judges.  Like the previous two it involves characters from Bethlehem, David’s city.  But what a difference.

We may connect the book of Ruth (רוּת) with Judges (as the LXX does) because of its close association with that time in Israel’s history. The first verse reads: “In the days when the judges ruled …” The last word of Ruth is “David,” the book closing with a genealogy pointing to Israel’s great king. Keil supposes that the book comes out of the times prior to Gideon, and that the famine mentioned in v. 1 was caused by the invading, ravaging Midianites. As the book’s story comes out of that time of the judges, it is reassuring to know that all was not war, strife, and godlessness!

We recall briefly the division of the Hebrew Codex into the Torah (Pentateuch), the Prophets (Former and Latter), and the Writings (Hagiographa).

The Writings, in turn, were divided into Poetry and Wisdom books, the Rolls (Megilloth, (מְגִילּוֹת, and the Historical books.

Ruth was placed among the five Rolls (Song of Solomon, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther), books used in the synagogues liturgically and read at the feasts of the Jews. Ruth was read at the Feast of Pentecost (Grain Harvest – compare 1:22).

AUTHOR

Again the author of this book is unknown. The Talmud ascribes its authorship to Samuel. Archer is of the opinion that it must have been written at the same time as Judges. Harrison favors a later period because customs are rather carefully explained, customs which people at the time of the judges would have been acquainted with (Ruth 4:1-12). Some critics, such as Wellhausen, point to the use of alleged Aramaisms as proof for a much later date of authorship. Albright suggests as late as 500 to 400 BC. The Aramaisms in Ruth, however, are few if any. The “Aramisms” may simply be more colloquial Hebrew, words from the West Semitic stock not used as frequently in other books.

Keil states that the book was undoubtedly written at the time of the early monarchy since the genealogy of David indicates that King David was a well-known person at the time when Ruth was written. We are inclined to agree with this opinion as a reasonable assumption, though this genealogy may have been added as an appendix to a family story composed earlier.

Young comments: “The very fact that Ruth, the ancestress of David, was a Moabitess, is in itself an argument for the historicity of the book” (Introduction, p. 340).

PURPOSE

The book of Ruth has several well-defined purposes:

1. Messianic – To show how King David, the Savior’s ancestor, came from a Moabitess (Ru 4:17-23; Mt 1:5). God arranges apparently insignificant details in the interests of his marvelous plan of salvation.

In this connection the picture of kinsman-redeemer (גּאֵל), which occurs as an important item in the book’s story, serves as a Messianic type: a blood relative, able to pay the price of redemption, willing to buy back a forfeited inheritance. Boaz was such a kinsman-redeemer (cf. Ruth 2:20 and Job 19:25).

2. Missiological – To foreshadow the enlarged blessings to come to the Gentiles. Already in Old Testament times salvation was not intended only for the Jews!

3. Devotional – Ruth gives us an outstanding example of filial devotion, and Boaz is a person who has a respect for obligations and a deep sense of responsibility, motivated by God-inspired love. God has his faithful in Israel, even at the time of the judges.  Ruth’s words to her mother-in-law have often been used as an illustration of self-sacrificing love and compared to that love which should exist between husband and wife in marriage, a love which is centered in a unity of faith (Ruth 1:16-17).

Ruth is a sort of antidote to the book of Judges.

OUTLINE

The STORY OF RUTH divides itself well according to chapters:


1.  Ruth comes to Bethlehem.


2.  Ruth meets Boaz.


3.  Ruth appeals to Boaz for help.


4.  Ruth and Boaz are married, and become part of David’s ancestral line.

+ + + + + + + +

RUTH 1

v. 1-5   The names of the introductory characters are interesting: Elimelech: “God is king”, Naomi: “Gracious”, Mahlon: “weakly”; Chilion: “pining”; Ruth: “rose.” Some critics have suggested that these meaningful names indicate this story is similar to a fairy-tale or allegory, a sort of pious fiction.  But the genealogies recorded in Mt 1:5 and Lk 3:32, compared with Ruth 4:16-21, establish this book to be historical, a part of God’s inspired record. 

Note that marriage to Moabites was not forbidden, as it was in the case of Canaanites (Dt 7:3).  The prohibition of entering the sanctuary in Deuteronomy 23:3 apparently referred to the time it took for an Edomite male to become naturalized as an Israelite.  (This became relevant in the case of King Herod.)

v. 11   “Am I going to have any more sons, who could become your husbands?” Naomi’s words refer to the opportunity for a levirate marriage (Dt 25:5), which in her case was no longer possible.

v. 16-17   Ruth’s words show not only a deep affection for her mother-in-law, but also love for the God of Israel, whom she had learned to know and believe in through her marriage to Mahlon. “Your God — my God.” These are the words that ought to be stressed if this is used as a wedding text. Unity of faith completes the bond as nothing else does. Ruth did not want to leave the God she had learned to know and love. Therefore also: “Your people my people.”

In our day too marriage is often the occasion that God may use to bring a person in contact with the gospel.

RUTH 2

v. 1   Introduces Boaz as a relative of Elimelech and a “man of standing.” This is important for what is to follow.

v. 8-10
  These verses show the kindness of Boaz and the humility of Ruth.

v. 20   Naomi: “That man (Boaz) is our close relative; he is one of our kinsman-redeemers” (גֹּאֵל – Lv 25:25, 47-49).  

NOTE:

1. The GOEL principle referred primarily to redemption of property. Yahweh was the owner of the land. A family held it by virtue of assignment. God wanted the land to remain in the family. If because of poverty a family was obliged to give up (“sell”) its property rights, it was the duty of the nearest relative, if possible, to “redeem” this property and keep it within the family (Lv 25:10, 13-16, 24-28).

Roehrs on GOEL:   “Redemption of a family name and property provided social stability in the covenant nation through which God promised to raise up that ‘kinsman’ of all mankind, who was to ‘redeem Israel from all his iniquities’, who in the fullness of time did bring ‘redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespass’, to all who were under ‘the curse of the law.’”   (Ps 130:8; Ga 3:13; Eph 1:7; He 2:14f; 1 Pe 1:18)

2. The LEVIRATE principle related to marriage.  If a man died without heir, it was the duty of the deceased man’s brother to take his wife and raise up an heir. The son of such a marriage became the legal heir of the landed property of his deceased uncle (Dt 25:5-10). (Levir – brother of a deceased husband who assumes the duties of raising up an heir.)

3. The two principles or laws are not directly connected in Scripture, but one can see their close relationship. Property and marriage went hand in hand to establish land-succession rights. We see the close relationship of the two as the story of Ruth and Boaz unfolds, and as the Goel-levirate principles are carried out with this relationship in mind.

4. The levirate principle applies only to unmarried brothers.  Boaz’s interpretation of this principle, linking it with the goel principle, goes beyond the requirements of Scripture, but it may reflect developing tradition. The other relative makes no objection.

The unclarity of the situation is increased by a textual question in 4:5.  According to the NIV main reading, which is the Qere and supported by the versions, Boaz tells the relative, “In the day you buy the land, you acquire Ruth as a wife.”  An alternative rendering, the Kethiv, is “In the day you buy the land, I acquire Ruth as a wife.”  In the first rendering Boaz is pressuring the relative with the prospect of marrying Ruth and dividing his inheritance.  In the second rendering, Boaz is warning the man that if he redeems the land, Boaz will still marry Ruth, and their son will end up inheriting that land.   The Kethiv is the harder reading and has much to commend it.  It does not force a joining of the goel and levirate principles for which there is no biblical evidence.

In the Concordia Commentary it is suggested that Boaz was already married, and Ruth would become a second wife.  Nothing in the text supports this notion other than Boaz’s age.

RUTH 3

v. 2-5  The plan suggested by Naomi was for Ruth to call herself to Boaz’s attention and thereby to offer an indirect proposal of marriage. There was nothing impure about it, but it was a potential source of offense.

v. 9   Ruth’s proposal was on the basis of the law of kinsman-redeemer.

v. 14   Note the concern of Boaz for Ruth’s reputation. He, not being the closest kinsman, wanted this matter to be settled before any further involvement on the part of either himself or of Ruth.

RUTH 4

v. 3   “Naomi is selling the piece of land …” The “selling” was actually a “leasing” transaction, whereby the “buyer” could use the land until the year of jubilee, when the land reverted to the original owner.

The “kinsman-redeemer” had the obligation to purchase this land, to keep it in the family, and according to Boaz’s interpretation at the same time to marry the widow of his relative.

v. 6   The “next of kin” in this case could not see any advantage for himself in this proposed transaction, since a son which could result of a marriage by himself with Ruth would inherit this property, or a son of Boaz and Ruth would get the property.  His estate would be harmed in either case.

v. 7   The sandal symbolized possession (Dt 25:9; Ps 60:8).

v. 18   This, then, is a ten-generation summary of the family line (toledoth: “account”) of Perez (cf. Gn 38:29; Nu 26:20; Mt 1:5; Lk 3:31-33). Boaz is in the seventh position. The “toledoth” leads to the Messiah!

The time from Salmon to David was about 400 years so it appears that there are omissions from the genealogy.  It appears that the omission is likely after Obed.

Edersheim on Ruth:

“The story which began in poverty, famine, and exile leads up to the throne of David. Undoubtedly this was the main object for which it was recorded: to give the history of David’s family; and with the genealogy, traced not in every link but in (symbolical) outline, the Book of Ruth appropriately closes. It is the only instance in which the book is devoted to the domestic history of a woman, and that woman a stranger in Israel. But that woman was the Mary of the Old Testament.”

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW (Ru 1-4)

1. Where was the book of Ruth placed in the Hebrew codex?  How was it used liturgically?

2. Why has the book of Ruth been called the third appendix to Judges?  How does it contrast with the others?

3. Which period in the time of the judges fits best as the setting of Ruth?

4. What evidences are there of the time of the book’s writing?

5. What is the book’s purpose?

6. Explain the two Old Testament principles which are fulfilled by Boaz in his marriage to Ruth.

7. How does the toledoth of Perez connect Judah with Jesus?
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