Ruth - Lesson 1

Intro. /Outline & Chapter 1 

Episodes 1-3:

Naomi Loses Her Family; 

Ruth Chooses to Stay With Naomi; 

Naomi and Ruth Arrive in Bethlehem, Destitute

· Prayer

· Westminster Catechism

· Scripture Memory 
Ruth 1:16-17 - “…Entreat me not to leave you, or to turn back from following after you; for wherever you go, I will go; and wherever you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God, my God. 17 Where you die, I will die, and there will I be buried. The Lord do so to me, and more also, if anything but death parts you and me.”
· Introduction to Ruth – Refer to the Introduction and briefly introduce the book of Ruth to the students
· Outline of Ruth

  As Dorsey has pointed out in his book, The Literary Structure of the Old Testament, the book of Ruth is organized in a similar way to many modern stories and movies:

1) Introduction – 1:1-5 – Naomi loses her family

2) Body – 1:6-4:12 – God brings Naomi a redeemer 

3) Conclusion – 4:13-22 – Naomi’s family is restored

The account in Ruth seems to be made up of a series of seven major narrative units or episodes, set off by shifts in scene, time, characters, topic, etc.

1) Naomi loses her family – 1:1-5

2) Ruth chooses to stay with Naomi – 1:6-19a

3) Naomi and Ruth arrive in Bethlehem, destitute – 1:19b-22

4) Ruth and Boaz meet – 2:1-23

5) Ruth proposes to Boaz – 3:1-18

6) Boaz redeems Naomi’s property and marries Ruth – 4:1-12

7) Naomi’s family is restored – 4:13-22

 Our study of the book of Ruth will consist of 5 lessons.  We will be teaching the seven “episodes” of the book in four lessons (combining “episodes” 2 and 3, and 6 and 7 into one lesson each). Lesson 5 will be a time of review and student evaluation.  

· Ruth Chapter 1:1-5

Ruth 1:1 gives us the historical, spiritual, geographical, and economic context for the whole book:

a) Historical - The events of the book take place “in the days when the judges ruled”, and so is contemporary with the book of Judges.  The fact that there was a famine in the land at this time may also point us more precisely to the time of Gideon and the famine that the Midianites brought to Israel through their destruction of the Israelite crops and livestock. (see Judges 6)

b) Spiritual - Being placed in the times of the judges, we ought to remind the students of the spiritual condition of Israel in the time of the book of Ruth by reading the last verse in the book of Judges: “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” (Judges 21:25) Thus, it was a time of rebellion and autonomy (self-rule) in Israel.  As we said before, there was a “famine in the land of Israel”.  The Promised Land is described many times in Scripture as a land “flowing with milk and honey”.  Furthermore, the name “Bethlehem” means “house of bread”, so it should seem strange to the reader of Ruth that there would be a famine in Bethlehem in the land of God’s people.  Nearly all famines among God’s people in Israel were as a result of their sin, and so it is probably safe to say that this too was a time of covenantal unfaithfulness on the part of the nation of Israel.

c) Geographical - We see that the main historical characters in Ruth are from Bethlehem, Judah, in the nation of Israel.  Bethlehem was the city near where Rachel, the beloved bride of Jacob was buried, it was the birthplace of David, and of course was the future birthplace of Jesus. It says in verse 1 that an Israelite man and his wife and children travel from Bethlehem to Moab (pass map out to students).  Though it may have been quite proper for the man to leave Israel during the famine (commentators vary on this point), it does seem strange that he would go to Moab.   The Moabites were an idol-worshipping people descended from the sons of Lot (see Genesis 19), their primary god being Chemosh who demanded, among other things, the offering of child sacrifices (see Numbers 21:29, 2 Kings 3:26,27).  It was Balak, king of the Moabites who tried to persuade Baalam to curse Israel. (Numbers 22-24).  It was the Moabites who enticed Israel to commit harlotry with their women.  

d) Economic - Verse 1 says that there was a famine in the land of Israel.  As we have said, famines in God’s land often were brought about by God as chastisement for Israel’s covenantal unfaithfulness, this being particularly true in the times of the judges.  Thus the family of Elimelech finds itself laboring under the hardship of this famine and Elimelech chooses to go to Moab.  When the Israelites were traveling to the Promised Land and wanted to pass through the land of Moab, it was the Moabites who refused to give them food and water for their journey (Deuteronomy 23:3-4).  And so, again, it ought to seem strange to the reader that a man would leave Bethlehem, the “house of bread”, in the Promised Land of God to travel to the land of Moab and to an idolatrous people who historically refuse to give bread and water to God’s people .

 Ruth 1:2 introduces the family of Elimelech which consisted of the man himself, his wife Naomi, and their two sons, Mahlon and Chilion.  The meaning of their names is interesting, and important to the theology of the book of Ruth:

Elimelech = “God is king”

Naomi = “Pleasant”

Mahlon = “Sickly”

Chilion = “Wasting away”

As we come to verse 3 we see that the Lord sees fit to end the life of Elimelech, though we are not told why.  (Some commentators say that  it may have been because of his sin of failing to remain in the Promised Land in spite of the famine and in bringing his family to such a wicked land.  However, but because the Scripture doesn’t say, we can only speculate.)

 Mahlon and Chilion then take Moabite wives (Ruth and Orpah), (a questionable, if not sinful decision, unless they were already believers) and live in Moab another ten years, though neither of the families produced any children (v.4). 

The name “Orpah” means – “a gazelle”, or it can mean “stiff necked” 

The name “Ruth” means – “friendship”

Mahlon and Chilion both become “sickly” and “waste away” (die) and Naomi is left without husband or children (v. 5), and Ruth and Orpah join Naomi in her widowhood.  This is a picture of the nation of Israel who has been left widowed by her husband, Yaweh, because of her covenantal unfaithfulness. (Note: We are NOT necessarily saying that Naomi herself is widowed because of her personal sin).  At this point, the Lord has emptied Naomi’s life of all outward means of provision and security and we can mourn with her in her loss.  However, the Lord has not forgotten Naomi and will graciously redeem her from her state of need if she will but wait upon Him.

In verse 6, Naomi hears that there is again bread in the “house of bread” (Bethlehem) and in the land of milk and honey. Yaweh is again blessing His people…in the book of judges this often followed times of repentance on the part of Israel.  And so Naomi prepares to leave, with her two daughters-in-law accompanying her.  While they are traveling, Naomi tries to persuade Orpah and Ruth to return to Moab, asking that the Lord would grant them rest in the house of new husbands (verses 7-13).  Naomi tells them that she is too old to have a husband, and to bear sons that could be husbands to Ruth and Orpah.  She had become bitter in her soul and grieves over her loss by saying that “…the hand of the Lord has gone out against me” (verse 13).  We can sympathize with Naomi in the loss of her husband and sons, and can understand her sadness.  However, we might wish that she would have taken encouragement in the Lord and exhorted Ruth and Orpah to leave their wicked idols in Moab and go with her to the land and people of the one true God, Yaweh, and to enter into covenant with Him.  They would have had to give up their family, their home, and their gods, but would gain life in the covenant of Yaweh, and eternal life as their reward.

Naomi persuades Orpah to turn back to Moab and she is never again heard from in the pages of Scripture (verses 14-15).  We can sadly assume that Orpah died in her idolatry (she likely remained “stiff-necked” as the meaning of her name implies).  Ruth on the other hand will not be turned back but, as her name implies, offers herself in “friendship” to Naomi.  Ruth pledges herself to Naomi and to the Lord with the beautiful poetic words of Ruth 1:16-17 – 

“Intreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge: thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God:  17 Where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried: the LORD do so to me, and more also, if ought but death part thee and me.” 

(Be sure and point out to the students the confession of faith that Ruth makes, and not just her pledge to Naomi)

At this point, Naomi stops trying to turn Ruth back to Moab and the two of them travel together until they come to Bethlehem.  The city is excited at their return and the women say, “Is this Naomi?” possibly noting how much she had changed in appearance or countenance since leaving Bethlehem.  Naomi tells them not to call her “Naomi” which means “pleasant” but to call her “Marah” which means “bitter” because, though she went out full (husband and children), she has come back empty (no husband or children).  Naomi says that the Lord has testified against her and has afflicted her. (Note: the name “Mary” comes from the same Hebrew word as “Marah”)  It is difficult for Naomi to see that, though the Lord has indeed brought trial into her life, yet he loves Naomi and has great plans for her life.  Naomi had left Bethlehem during times of great famine, and has returned during the time of the barley harvest, and she will yet taste and see that the Lord is good and that he has many blessings in store for her, not the least of which is Ruth herself.

· Character – Patience and faith in times of trouble - When it seems the God is bringing trouble and hardship into your life, wait on Him and He will deliver you from your trial, and will bless you.

Assignment – Read Ruth chapter 2 two times
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