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Ruth 
Chapter 1

Naomi and Ruth 

In the days when the judges ruled,   there was a famine in the land, and a man from Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while in the country of Moab. 2 The man’s name was Elimelech, his wife’s name Naomi, and the names of his two sons were Mahlon and Kilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethlehem, Judah. And they went to Moab and lived there. 3 Now Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died, and she was left with her two sons. 4 They married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had lived there about ten years, 5 both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left without her two sons and her husband. 6 When she heard in Moab that the LORD had come to the aid of his people by providing food for them, Naomi and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home from there. 7 With her two daughters-in-law she left the place where she had been living and set out on the road that would take them back to the land of Judah. 8 Then Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back, each of you, to your mother’s home. May the LORD show kindness to you, as you have shown to your dead and to me. 9 May the LORD grant that each of you will find rest in the home of another husband.” Then she kissed them and they wept aloud 10 and said to her, “We will go back with you to your people.” 11 But Naomi said, “Return home, my daughters. Why would you come with me? Am I going to have any more sons, who could become your husbands? 12 Return home, my daughters; I am too old to have another husband. Even if I thought there was still hope for me—even if I had a husband tonight and then gave birth to sons— 13 would you wait until they grew up? Would you remain unmarried for them? No, my daughters. It is more bitter for me than for you, because the LORD’s hand has gone out against me!” 14 At this they wept again. Then Orpah kissed her mother-in-law good-by, but Ruth clung to her. 15 “Look,” said Naomi, “your sister-in-law is going back to her people and her gods. Go back with her.” 16 But Ruth replied, “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. 17 Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May the LORD deal with me, be it ever so severely, if anything but death separates you and me.” 18 When Naomi realized that Ruth was determined to go with her, she stopped urging her. 19 So the two women went on until they came to Bethlehem. When they arrived in Bethlehem, the whole town was stirred because of them, and the women exclaimed, “Can this be Naomi?” 20 “Don’t call me Naomi,” she told them. “Call me Mara, because the Almighty has made my life very bitter. 21 I went away full, but the LORD has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi? The LORD has afflicted  me; the Almighty has brought misfortune upon me.” 22 So Naomi returned from Moab accompanied by Ruth the Moabitess, her daughter-in-law, arriving in Bethlehem as the barley harvest was beginning. 
1:1-5 In this brief introduction, the author of the book of Ruth employs terse, abbreviated reportage to present the historical and socio-legal setting. Despite frequent paucity with words, the author can become verbose, so that his general style is really not terseness but is designed for impact. Although several significant events are presented compactly in a mere five verses, certain aspects are drawn out through repetition: “name” (five times in 1:2, 4), “two” (five times in 1:1–5) and “from Bethlehem of Judah” (twice in 1:1–2). This helps create the impression that a long period of time is being covered, which is made explicit by “about ten years” (1:4).  (CC)

The opening verses (1:1–5) also are part of larger structures in the book. The entirety of chapter 1 is framed by an inclusio, since it begins and ends with parallel elements. It begins with a time reference (1:1a), departure, and settlement (1:1b), and ends with a time reference (1:22c), return, and settlement (1:22a–b). Both 1:1 and 1:22 refer to a family and a city whose circumstances change. In 1:1 the family consists of “a man … his wife, and his two sons,” but in 1:22 it consists only of the widows Naomi and Ruth; and Bethlehem is beset by “famine” in 1:1 but is the site of the “barley harvest” in 1:22. (CC)

Further, some elements in 1:1–5 have parallels in the latter part of chapter 4, which form an inclusio around the whole book of Ruth. Thus “boy” (éÆìÆã) occurs in Ruth only in 1:5, where Naomi’s original two die, and in 4:16, where Naomi holds the newborn. The presentation of the background particulars in 1:1–2 parallels the concluding particulars in the genealogy at the end of the book (4:18–22). The practice of bracketing accounts with such parallels at the beginning and end is frequently utilized in biblical stories, for example, in those of the patriarchs. (CC)

1:1 when the judges ruled. Probably from c. 1380 to c. 1050 b.c. (see Introduction to Judges: Background). By mentioning the judges, the author calls to mind that period of Israel’s apostasy, moral degradation and oppression. (CSB)

The events took place within an 11-year period during the time of the judges. Ruth was likely written during David’s reign (c 1009–970 BC). (TLSB)

For the author, not only was the era of the judges a distinct historical period, but the story he told was also historical rather than merely a folktale. “Judging” in this period of Israel did not just include political leadership and discriminating between civil and moral right versus wrong. The “judges” were theological and military leaders who led the people in repentance, turning from false worship, and returning to the Lord in faithfulness. Whenever the Israelites fell into idolatry the Lord would allow them to be oppressed by the surrounding pagans until they were brought to repentance, and the Lord would raise up judges who “saved” the Israelites from their oppressive enemies (Judg 2:16; cf. 2:18). Thus a judge could be called a “savior” (îåÉùÄÑéòÇ, Judg 3:9, 15; cf. 6:36–37) who delivered the people from oppression. Generally speaking, they did not govern or rule.45 While their office was a unique OT institution during a limited period of history, it helped prepare for the eternal threefold office of Christ as Prophet, Priest, and King, and hence it was also a predecessor of the apostolic office of the Christian pastor, established by Christ. (CC)

According to the book of Judges, this period of Israel’s history was marked by religious and moral degeneracy, chaos, national disunity, and oppression by foreigners. But in contrast to the accounts there of tribes and the nation, defeats and victories, the book of Ruth deals with one family. As Ruth 1:1–5 portrays one tragedy after another, the essence of drama confronts the readers and hearers. Drawn into the story’s tension of a family faced with extinction, we find ourselves asking, Can they possibly survive? Will God come to their aid? (CC)

      famine. Not mentioned in Judges. (CSB)

An affliction threatened by the Lord, Deut. 28, 22-24, and sent from time to time as a punishment of Israel's iniquity in committing idolatry.  (Kretzmann)

Recorded famines were comparatively seldom in the account of Israel’s history, but certainly they were not unusual. For the rains that came in the three winter months have always been uncertain and often insufficient.46 Bethlehem had fruitful land for wheat, barley, olives, almonds, and grapes, and usually received sufficient rainfall. Its name means “house of bread (food),” that is, “granary.” But, being situated on the eastern slope of the watershed of the Judean hills, it may receive less rainfall than elsewhere.48 The higher plateau of Moab can receive rain from clouds that fail to water the hills of Judah. Thus, drought and famine might occur in Israel without affecting Moab (or Philistia, Gen 26:1; 2 Ki 8:1–2). Ironically, in Ruth 1:1 an Israelite family is forced to leave Bethlehem (“house of bread/food”), which had no food for them, and travel for food to the land of the Moabites, who had refused to offer food to the Israelites on their way to Canaan (Deut 23:4–5 [ET 23:3–4]). (CC)

Israelite farmers lived very near the level of subsistence, so a few harvest failures could bring them to ruin. If a drought lasted for several years, a famine would result, as happened for three and a half years in the time of Elijah (1 Ki 17:1; 18:1–2; Lk 4:25; James 5:17) and seven years in the days of Elisha (2 Ki 8:1–2). However, it is possible that the famine in Ruth, which lasted for at least ten years (Ruth 1:4), may have been instigated by the devastation of all crops and cattle during the seven-year oppression of Israel by the Midianites (Judg 6:1–6; 8:28) ca. 1210–1190 b.c. Other less likely situations for the events of Ruth are during the judgeship of Ehud after he had led the defeat of the oppressing Moabites and the subjection of Moab (Judg 3:12–30) ca. 1330–1310, or during the oppression of the Ammonites and Philistines (Judg 10:6–9) ca. 1125–1100. (CC)

That the famine “occurred … in the land” (Ruth 1:1) is an implication in Scripture that it took place with God’s permission and to advance his plan for his people. What good might God be able to bring out of the misfortune (see Gen 50:20) of this famine? (CC)

      Bethlehem in Judah. David’s hometown (1Sa 16:18). Bethlehem (the name suggests “house of food”) is empty. (CSB)

Means “the house of bread”; ironic in a time of famine. (TLSB)

Our story begins with a focus on Bethlehem (mentioned also in Ruth 1:2, 19, 22; 2:4; 4:11), which is further identified as the Bethlehem “of Judah” because there was another Bethlehem in Zebulun (Josh 19:10, 15). This Bethlehem in Judah figures in other biblical passages, including Judg 12:8–10; 17:7–9; 19:1–2, 18. The book of Ruth links the Ephrathite clan, to which Elimelech belonged (Ruth 1:2), to the story of Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38). In Ruth 4:11–12, townspeople and elders of Bethlehem pray, upon Ruth’s marriage to Boaz, that the Lord would make their house fruitful like that of Perez. They first mention Ephrathah and then affirm what Gen 38:25–29 states, that the union of Judah and Tamar produced Perez. Thus Ruth 4:11–12 implies that Perez was the progenitor of the Ephrathite clan. Moreover, Ruth 4:18–22 traces the genealogy from Perez to Boaz and David. (CC)

The original Israelite audience hearing the story of Ruth would have remembered the immorality and deaths in the account of Judah and Tamar in Genesis 38 and also the idolatry, immorality, and violence of two other accounts concerning Bethlehemites: the idolatrous Levite (Judges 17–18) and a Levite whose harlotrous concubine is raped and dies after the homosexual rape of the Levite is foiled (Judges 19), provoking civil war against the tribe of Benjamin (Judges 20). In the era of the judges “there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in one’s own eyes” (Judg 17:6; 21:25). Beginning as Ruth does, would this account be another tragic story of lawlessness and godlessness? (CC)

In the course of time, Bethlehem experienced a number of historical events besides drought and famine. Most significant of all, it would be, according to a later, eighth-century prophecy, the birthplace of the Messiah (Micah 5:1 [ET 5:2]). Bethlehem (“house of bread”) was the site of the nativity of Jesus Christ (Mt 2:1–8; Lk 2:4, 15; cf. Jn 7:42), the true bread of life come down from heaven, who gives his very flesh for all mankind, that whoever feeds on him may live forever (Jn 6:35–58). (CC)

Taking intertextuality into consideration, the placement of Ruth after Judges in the Septuagint and Vulgate as well as in English Bibles, and thus right after the two sordid Bethlehem tales at the end of Judges (chapters 17–21), creates a dialogue between the two books. One might have asked (cf. Jn 1:46): “What good can come from Bethlehem?” There two tribes threatened with extinction, Dan and Benjamin (Judg 18:1; 21:17), were each renewed through six hundred men (Judg 18:11; 20:47). Here in Ruth, it is two women who save an endangered family. So, aside from the historical note that Ibzan of Bethlehem judged Israel for seven years (Judg 12:8–10), Ruth is the first positive story linked with Bethlehem. As such, it not only foreshadows the stories of David (1 Samuel 16–1 Kings 2) but also the new beginning “in Bethlehem of Judea” foretold by Micah (5:1 [ET 5:2]) and announced by Matthew (2:1), that is, the birth of the Son of David, who is God the Son incarnate and the only Savior for the whole world: Jesus the Christ. (CC)

      MOAB – Moab was at times an enemy of Israel, but at this time it seems to have been open for the family of Elimelech.  In stark contrast to the gracious God of Israel was Chemosh, the “abominable god of Moab” (1 Kg 17:7’ 2 Kgs 23:13; Jer 48:7, 14; Num 21:29).. Chemosh was also associated with the neighboring Ammonites (Jud 11:25) and likely was related Ammonite god Molech, to whom children were sacrificed.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 5, Part 4)  

During a famine, Elimelech led his family to more inviting agricultural prospects. There is nothing wrong in his move to Moab. To escape famine, Abraham went to Egypt, Isaac went to Gerar of the Philistines, and Jacob went to Egypt at God’s command (Gn 46:1–7). To avoid Saul’s rampage, David hid his parents in Moab (1Sm 22:3–5). (TLSB)

The narrator provides the background for the story with orientation. The characters are gradually brought into focus by being introduced first as family members, then individually by name. A series of motion verbs shows how the family established itself more and more in Moab: “went,” “entered,” “remained,” “took wives,” and “lived” (1:1–4). (CC)

Elimelech and his family sought refuge (“to sojourn,” 1:1) in a fertile area of Moab. To reach this area, Elimelech and his family had to journey on foot about a hundred miles from Bethlehem, going through the deep Jordan Rift around the north shore of the Dead Sea. This move put them outside of the area of both their faith and Israel’s Law, in a potentially precarious existence. Though not enjoying full rights as citizens, strangers would normally receive from their hosts essential protection. The family probably intended to stay in Moab only temporarily, without becoming integrated into the host people. (CC)

Believers naturally may want to condemn Elimelech for forsaking the land of Israel given by the Lord, who had promised to care for his people there (Deut 11:8–17). Pressed by hard times, he went to an enemy land, apparently failing to trust in God. Seeking to avoid one affliction is no guarantee that one will not suffer a greater one. When adversity struck Israelites in the promised land, we would have expected them to bear it as chastisement for sinfulness, sent to move them to repentance, or as a discipline for strengthening their faith (Gen 22:1–12; Deut 8:1–5; see Heb 12:5–11), instead of trying to avoid it, for our God gladly comes to the aid of his believers in need (Psalm 13). But he works in mysterious ways according to the theology of the cross as he brings about salvation through suffering. (CC)

For an Israelite, a major deterrent from leaving his home was the fact that his personal real estate was really on loan to him from the Lord ever since the land of Israel had been parceled out among the tribes, clans, and families (Joshua 13–21). It was his duty as a member of the covenant people to retain his inheritance faithfully, for it was a personal sign to his family of God’s gracious covenant, a down payment on God’s promise of eternal life in the new heavens and new earth. To abandon it or sell it to strangers, except because of extreme poverty, would be tantamount to reneging on the covenant, on one’s bond to the Israelite community, and on one’s bond and duty to both ancestors and descendants (see Lev 25:10, 13, 23–28; Num 36:7). Elimelech and Naomi must have been greatly ashamed63 at having to sell their inheritance’s usufructand to take refuge in Moab. Compare Naboth, who could not conceive of selling his inheritance, not even to the king for a better vineyard (1 Ki 21:2–3). Similarly, Christians should trust in the Lord’s care where he has placed them (Deut 30:20), and not precipitously flee difficulties for what appear to be greener pastures elsewhere: “Dwell in the land and cultivate faithfulness” (Ps 37:3NASB). (CC)

Why should Elimelech have wanted to go to Moab? For the Moabites were descended from Lot through an incestuous relationship (Gen 19:30–38). Further, Moab became an enemy of Israel, for their King Balak attempted to have Israel cursed (Numbers 22–24); their women enticed Israelite men into immorality and idolatry (Num 25:1–3); and they oppressed Israel for eighteen years (Judg 3:12–14). There is an inversion of normalcy here: the “House of Bread” (Bethlehem) is struck by famine while the enemy Moab becomes an asylum. Similarly, David later sent his parents to Moab for refuge from King Saul (1 Sam 22:3–4). (CC)

Naomi, upon her return to Bethlehem, may appear to allow that her tragic experience in Moab was punishment from God for having forsaken his land to avoid his discipline (Ruth 1:20–21; see also 1:13). However, the author nowhere implies any judgment upon Elimelech and his family. Instead, he seems intentionally to compare this experience with that of the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who left the promised land under duress as refugees because of a famine: Abraham and Jacob went to Egypt and Isaac to Philistine Gerar (Gen 12:10; 26:1; 41:56–42:2; 47:1–6). Indeed, the Lord encouraged Isaac to stay in Gerar (Gen 26:2–6) and Jacob to travel to Egypt (Gen 46:3–4), and all three were specially blessed in the land of their sojourn. The intention was always to sojourn only for the duration of the famine (cf. NIV: “went to live for a while,” Ruth 1:1). And a husband and father has a primary duty to provide for his family (see Gen 42:1–2). (CC)

Thus, Elimelech probably left Judah only after having exhausted all available resources there, that is, after having to sell the usufruct of his land inheritance until the next Jubilee (see Lev 25:13–16). But instead of going westward like the patriarchs to escape a famine, he went eastward to Moab where there was no famine, and perhaps because hostile Philistines may have been blocking the way west to Egypt. Besides, after the victory of Ehud (Judg 3:30), Moab was dominated by Israel for a long time. (CC)

Literally, "in the fields"; for the entire territory was conceived to have been divided into fields for agricultural purposes. (Kretzmann)

It may well have been that importations of grain from Egypt were cut off by the hostility of the Philistines, and that the inhabitants of Judah, therefore, were almost obliged to turn to the country east of the Dead Sea, although the Moabites belonged to the ancient enemies of Israel. (Kretzmann)

1:2 Elimelech. Means “(My) God is King” (see note on Jdg 8:23). (CSB)

Although not explicitly developed in the narrative, the name Elimelech (“my God is King”) could have pricked the ears of the astute Israelite listener who knew that Bethlehem was the hometown of David, Israel’s greatest king, who is the goal and last word at the end of the story (4:17, 22). Some two centuries after David, in the eighth century b.c., God revealed that Bethlehem would become the hometown of the Messiah/Christ, the “Ruler” whose origins are from eternity (Micah 5:1 [ET 5:2]). It appears ironic that a man named Elimelech (“my God is King”), with a wife (Naomi, ðÈòÃîÄé) whose name means “pleasant,” must flee the land that is “pleasant” (ðÈòÅîÈä, Gen 49:15) and where his God is King (Judg 8:23). (CC)

It frequently happens in biblical narrative that a choice is limited to two alternatives, one proving to be favored. This is repeatedly the case when two brothers are involved, for example, Cain and Abel, Ishmael and Isaac, Esau and Jacob. Here in Ruth the two brothers take wives, Orpah and Ruth (cf. Leah and Rachel). Since it was Mahlon who married Ruth (4:10), he is the favored one. (CC)

      Naomi. See NIV text note on v. 20. (CSB)

       Ephrathites. Ephrathah was a name for the area around Bethlehem (see 4:11; Ge 35:19; 1Sa 17:12; Mic 5:2). (CSB)

David was an Ephrathite from Bethlehem (1Sm 17:12). (TLSB)

In Micah 5:2 (Matthew 2:6) “Bethlehem Ephratha” is described as one of the “clans of Judah.”  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 5, Part 4)  

1:3-4 “Her Two Sons … Took for Themselves Moabite Wives” (1:3–4)
The account does not state the circumstances of Elimelech’s death, which do not concern the main thrust of the narrative. Naomi certainly would have grieved deeply over the loss of her husband, although 1:3 omits that at this point in the story. The venting of her emotions makes a greater impact in the story at the point where it is included, namely, in connection with her return to Bethlehem (1:11–13, 20–21). (CC)

It is rare in the Bible for a man to be identified as the husband of his wife. But “Elimelech, the husband of Naomi” (1:3), plays no further living role in the book, and the focus from now on turns to Naomi. The shift from “his two sons” (1:1–2) to “her two sons” (1:3; cf. “without her two boys” in 1:5) signals the change in filial responsibility from the dead father to the living mother. In fact, from now on, all other principal characters stand in relation to Naomi: Orpah, Ruth, Boaz, the closer kinsman-redeemer, and Obed (1:5, 6; 2:1; 4:3, 17). Interestingly, the number “two” is mentioned for the sons in each of the first three verses. (CC)

Naomi, though now a widow, was not without hope, for she could count on her sons. With their marriages, the depleted family was restored with a possible future through continuing the family line. However, while the Law the Lord gave Israel prohibited the abuse of widows and the fatherless, these strangers in a foreign country might lack such protection. Since no mention is made of any attempt to return to Israel at this time, the text gives the impression that the survivors decided to remain in Moab until the famine in Judah ended (1:6). (CC)

Ever since their patriarchs, the Israelites—at least in principle, if often not in practice—supported the custom of endogamy, that is, marrying within their own people in order to preserve their faith in God and his gracious covenant (Gen 24:1–9; 26:34–35; 28:1–5; Judg 14:3). Since the conquest of Canaan under Joshua, the practice of endogamy was also meant to keep the Israelites’ land inheritance. Because no stigma was attached to an exogamous marriage to a convert—that is, marrying a non-Israelite who worshiped Israel’s God and accepted his covenant—the practice of endogamy was based primarily on religious confession and not on ethnicity. (CC)

Marriage with Moabites (Ruth 1:4) was not expressly forbidden in the Torah of Moses, although the stipulation that Moabite men could not be received into the congregation of Israel for ten generations (Deut 23:4–5 [ET 23:3–4]) would be a factor against it. Marriage with Canaanites was forbidden in Deut 7:1–4, but that passage deals only with the idolatrous inhabitants of Canaan proper who were to be liquidated—and any who escaped extermination were to be avoided (see “Patriarchal Parallels” in “The Motifs” in the introduction). However, Deut 7:1–4 could naturally be broadened to apply to Moabites and other pagans even though they were not expressly named. That broader application is affirmed in the postexilic era, when some Israelites had intermarried with “Moabites” (Ezra 9:1–2) and “women of … Moab” (Neh 13:23). Ezra considered such intermarriage to fall under the Lord’s judgment (Ezra 9:11–14), and Nehemiah cursed the men who had married Moabitesses and other foreign women (Neh 13:23–28). Compounding the situation then was the probability that the Israelite men who married foreign women had first divorced their Israelite wives. That would explain why the Lord through the prophet Malachi, who was a contemporary of Ezra and Nehemiah (fifth century b.c.), so strongly condemned the Israelites’ infidelity and divorce of their Israelite wives, who were their partners in his covenant (Mal 2:11, 14–16). The Israelite men, by marrying foreign wives, could capitalize on economic gain by commercial trade with foreigners. However, they should have remained faithful to their marriage covenant and refrained from fellowship and intermarriage with pagans, including the Moabites, who were idolatrous (Num 25:1–4; Judg 10:6–7), for intermarriage with unbelievers results in idolatry (Gen 6:1–5; Judg 3:5–7; 2 Cor 6:14–18). (CC)

This is a principle that all Christians today should take seriously and so refuse to marry any non-Christian. For it was intermarriage with unbelievers that eliminated the true faith from nearly all of Adam’s descendants (Gen 6:1–9) and estranged even wise Solomon from the Lord (1 Ki 11:1–10; Neh 13:26). (CC)

Yet, the wrong of the sons in marrying idolaters is not condemned by Ruth’s author. For historical narrative often expects the readers themselves to recognize the sin. Elimelech might have opposed and prevented his sons from marrying while in Moab, but after his death (Ruth 1:3), they did so (1:4). The author of Ruth may have avoided overt condemnation because it did not suit his purposes in writing. (CC)

Of course, without Elimelech, the reduced family was hard put. The famine in Judah continued, and so establishing themselves in Moab where there was food could well have seemed the lesser evil. Whereas going to a foreign country during a famine was parallel to experiences of the patriarchs, contrasts between Ruth and the patriarchal narratives include the early death of the father (Elimelech) and the marriage of the sons (Mahlon and Chilion) to idolaters. For both Isaac and Jacob, measures were taken for them to receive wives from their believing distant relatives in Aram Naharaim (Genesis 24 and 28–29). (CC)

Since Mahlon is named before Chilion (Ruth 1:2, 5), he probably was the firstborn. Hence one would expect Mahlon’s wife, Ruth (4:10), to be named before Orpah, who must have been Chilion’s wife, but the reverse is true in 1:4. As is common in Hebrew narrative, the less important of two persons, here Orpah, is mentioned first. (CC)

“About ten years” (Ruth 1:4) likely refers to the total time of Naomi’s sojourn in Moab, not just to the length of the sons’ marriages before the sons died, for that would be an exceptionally long time for two different marriages each to remain barren. Probably most of the ten years in Moab transpired before the death of Elimelech, the sons married their Moabite wives soon after his death, then the sons died not too long after their marriages, since they remained childless. The way 1:6 follows 1:5 suggests that Orpah and Ruth continued living with Naomi for only a short time after their husbands’ deaths before Naomi decided to return to Judah. It is possible that Naomi may have heard of the end of the famine in Judah even before the deaths of her sons. It was those deaths that made it problematic for Naomi to remain in Moab, while the famine’s end had made her return to Judah a viable option.  (CC)
Orpah and Ruth were probably no older than teenagers, for youthful marriages were common. It is a repeated theme in Scripture that what was intended as a short-term visit in a foreign land becomes a long-term sojourn (Jacob in Haran, Jacob’s family and the subsequent generations of Israelites in Egypt, Moses in Midian, the Israelites in the wilderness). (CC)

1:3 Elimelech, Naomi’s husband, died. Naomi’s emptying begins (see v. 21). (CSB)

Lit, “my God is King.” The true God and King, the protector of widows (Ps 68:5), will provide for Naomi. (TLSB)

1:4 They married. Prospect of continuing the family line remained. (CSB)

      Moabite women. See Ge 19:36–37. Marriage with Moabite women was not forbidden, though no Moabite—or his sons to the tenth generation—was allowed to “enter the assembly of the Lord” (Dt 23:3). (CSB)

Intermarriage with Moabites was not prohibited as it was with the seven dispossessed peoples of Canaan: Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites (Dt 7:1–3). The Moabites and the Ammonites were the descendants of the incestuous union of Lot with his daughters (Gn 19:36–38). Moabites were not to enter the assembly of worshipers “even to the tenth generation” (Dt 23:3; Ne 13:1). (TLSB) 

      Ruth. The name sounds like the Hebrew for “friendship.” Ruth is one of four women in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus. The others are Tamar, Rahab and Bathsheba (Mt 1:3, 5–6). (CSB)

Tradition has linked “Ruth” with the Hbr word for “friend.” (TLSB)

      TEN YEARS – That was the total length of the sojourn of Naomi. Although the sojourn of this Jewish family in the Moabite country did not prove productive of the blessings which they had anticipated, as the undertaking evidently was not in accordance with the will of God, yet the result was one highly beneficial to at least one of the Moabite women, so that, by God's merciful kindness, it served a great end.  (Kretzmann)

1:5 MAHLON AND KILION – Mahlon is related to common words for “sickness and disease.”  Kilion connects with “annihilation and end.” (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 5, Part 4)  

Ironically, Moab, which became the haven when Bethlehem was barren and threatening death, itself became the scene of barrenness and death, first for Elimelech (1:3), and now for Mahlon and Chilion (1:5). The family that sought refuge from famine was decimated by death. (CC)

As usual in biblical historical narrative, the facts are related very tersely if they do not contribute to the central message. The point is not exactly when or why the men died, but simply the fact that they did. Again, no judgment is expressed, so it would be presumptuous to claim that their early deaths were punishment from God. Thus Ruth 1:5 stands in contrast to Gen 38:7–10, which states that the premature deaths of Judah’s sons Er and Onan were the result of divine judgment. The main point in Ruth is to show how God’s people, exemplified by faithful Naomi and Ruth the convert, react to adversity in dependence upon him, according to the theology of the cross. Judging by the way Naomi later voiced her anguish (1:20–21), it is possible that she saw the events as divine judgment, but she did not renounce her faith in the Lord. Rather, as an expression of faith, she fully vented her grief to the Lord in a lament similar to those that psalmists, prophets, apostles, and even the crucified Christ directed to God. (CC)

To be deprived of both husband and sons and to be too old to remarry was the worst possible situation for a woman in ancient society; widows were very vulnerable. Naomi was deprived both of her motherhood and of the family line, for she belonged socially to that of her husband.93 Her family had all but died out, and this worst fate left her alone and “empty” (1:21). No longer able to bear children (1:11–12), she could not remarry; her father would no longer be alive; and she would have no recourse to make a living. She is thus deprived of the blessings of old age. Naomi has three strikes against her: she is impoverished, vulnerable without a protector, and a stranger in a foreign land. An emotional effect is created here by simply referring to her as “the woman”—a woman who now stands alone (“the woman was left without … without … ,” 1:5). (CC)

This crisis is not to be blamed so much on that society with a patriarchal structure having been male-dominated, for women, as always, could make their will prevail in the family and even in economics and politics. The Scriptures honor the God-ordained role of women.95 God intended Adam to labor in Eden (Gen 2:5, 15) and fashioned Eve from him (Gen 2:21–23), so his headship over her was part of the good order in the original pristine creation. As before, also after the fall into sin, God assigned to the husband and father the primary responsibility of being the head and provider in the family (Gen 3:16, 19). That role of leadership was recognized in ancient Israelite society. As the elders in society and politics, the men had the duty to protect the women and provide for their needs. Crises arose for women, however, especially for widows without an immediate protector such as an adult son, when men neglected their duties or took advantage of vulnerable women. Their sins necessitated laws on the behalf of widows and divine warnings against their violators. (CC)

The deaths of three (all men) of the original six characters sets the stage for the first main scene and the relationships among the remaining three persons (all women). The suffering of famine and childlessness also reminds us of experiences of the matriarchs Sarah (Gen 12:10–13; 18:10; 21:1–2), Rebekah (Gen 25:21; 26:1, 7), and Rachel (Gen 30:1, 22–23; see also Judg 13:2–3, 24; 1 Sam 1:1–2, 19–20; 2 Ki 4:14–17), which were resolved by divine intervention. Will the Lord also intervene for Naomi? Will Naomi react longingly in grief over her losses as did Lot’s wife (Gen 19:17, 24–26), or in hopelessness as did Job’s wife (Job 2:9)? Or will she persistently trust in the providential grace of Almighty God as did Eve (Gen 4:1) and Hannah (1 Sam 1:1–11)? (CC)

      Mahlon.† Ruth’s husband (4:10). (CSB)

      Naomi was left. Naomi’s emptiness is complete: She has neither husband nor sons. She has only two young daughters-in-law, both of them foreigners and childless. (CSB)

God often lays a cross upon His children and chastises them severely, in order to bind them more securely to Himself.  (Kretzmann)

1:1–5 Elimelech and his sons struggle during a famine and move to Moab to preserve their family. You, too, may struggle against unexpected changes in the economy or in your family. God gives you freedom in making family and business decisions, but He also gives you the blessings and guidance of His Holy Word. Whether you are prospering or struggling, look to the Word, wherein lies wisdom for this life and the promise of eternal life through Jesus. • Make my heart, Lord Jesus, captive to Your Word, which guides my family, my work, and my future. Amen. (TLSB)

1:6-22 The story of Ruth proper begins with 1:6, following the introduction that set the stage (1:1–5).Ruth 1:6 and 1:7, though, comprise a transitional passage that prepares for the ensuing dialogue by connecting to the beginning of the introduction (1:1). It started with an exodus from Judah toward Moab (1:1), which is answered with a return from Moab to Judah (1:6–7); it began with a famine (1:1), which is answered with a prospect of food (1:6); it began with a man choosing a future for his family (1:1), which is answered by the only survivor from that original family, a woman, choosing her future (1:6–7). One difference is that “return” is the new theme, and it (the Hebrew verb ùÑåÌá) occurs twelve times in 1:6–22. This, however, creates a sense of urgency and risk for the hearer who is knowledgeable about Israel’s history, for God told Moses to “return” to Egypt (ùÑåÌá in Ex 4:18–21) and Elijah to “return” to Israel (ùÑåÌá in 1 Ki 19:15) after each had fled for his life. (CC)

The traditional configuration of a family story concerns a father and his sons (e.g., Jesse and his sons, 1 Sam 16:1–13). But here, what began that way (Ruth 1:1–2) has been transformed into a story about a mother and her daughters-in-law. By mentioning twice that Naomi was accompanied by her daughters-in-law (1:6–7), a signal is given for latent tension in apparent unity. “Daughter(s)-in-law” (ëÇÌìÈÌä) is the narrator’s term for referring to Orpah and Ruth (1:6–8) or Ruth alone (1:22; 2:20, 22) until the chorus of women uses it for Ruth in 4:15. In contrast, Naomi herself reveals a closer bond with Orpah and Ruth because she calls them “my daughter(s)” (áÇÌú, 1:11–13; 2:2, 22; 3:1, 16, 18). (CC)

1:6 the Lord had come to the aid of his people. At several points in the account, God’s sovereign control of events is acknowledged (here; vv. 13, 21; 2:20; 4:12–15). (CSB)

God’s people see His providence in everything. God had remembered to give food, particularly to Bethlehem, “the house of bread.” (TLSB)

The personal name of Israel’s God first appears in Ruth in this section: éäåä, YHWH, “the Lord.” Throughout the OT this personal name of the triune God, “the Lord,” helps to signal his intimate covenant relationship with his people. He is the Creator (Genesis 1–2), Redeemer (Exodus 11–15), and Sanctifier (e.g., Lev 20:8; 21:8, 15, 23; 22:9, 16, 32). He is the only true God, who is one (Deut 6:4), and who at the same time is the triune God revealed more fully in the NT as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Because there is no firm proof that “Yahweh” is the correct vocalization for YHWH, it is better to employ the traditional rendering in English, “the Lord,” which reflects that the LXX and NT rendered the divine name éäåä as κύριος, “Lord,” which the NT also applies to God incarnate, Jesus Christ (“Jesus is Lord,” Rom 10:9; 1 Cor 12:3). (CC)

“The Lord had graciously visited his people” (Ruth 1:6) is the first of only two times in Ruth where direct action is attributed to the Lord himself (the other is in 4:13). Since the verb ôÈÌ÷Çã (“visit”) can be used of divine judgment as well as salvation by grace, the Lord’s visitation is both a warning not to presume on his holiness and a promise that he wills to bless. Because there is no mention here of repentance or prayer for help by Israel, the implied emphasis is on divine grace alone.ôÈÌ÷Çã (“visit”) often implies that God remembers to fulfill a longstanding promise (Gen 50:24; Ex 4:31). Because it may be used in connection with God creating conception in an infertile woman (Gen 21:1–2; 1 Sam 2:21), one may ask, “Will God also intervene in that way here?” (CC)

Israel’s believers saw the government of God in everything. They would have responded to the famine’s trial (Ruth 1:1) with penitence and prayer, imploring the Lord to remember and visit his people. God may allow suffering to continue for his saints for a time, but eventually, out of compassion, he provides for his people’s needs and promises to grant eternal deliverance from all trials. The fulfillment in Ruth 1:6 of God’s covenant promises to provide for his people (e.g., Ex 3:8; Deut 28:4–5) is reminiscent of how he granted food and saved lives repeatedly at the time of the patriarchs, especially through Joseph in Egypt (Gen 41:56–57; 45:5–7; 50:20; see “Patriarchal Parallels” in “The Motifs” in the introduction). Then as now, this return from exile (Ruth 1:6–7) marks a reversal in fortune, the hope that suffering will be followed by blessing. (CC)

      food. Bethlehem (“house of food”) again has food. (CSB)

The end of the famine in Judah promised the return to normal life (1:6). The Lord must have sent sufficient “early rain” in autumn to enable the planting of barley and wheat, and the crops would have grown well with the aid of the “latter rain” in spring (Deut 11:14), anticipating a good harvest (Ruth 1:22). (CC)

We too are reminded by the Lord’s intervention of his involvement in our daily lives, which frees us from worrying over any material concerns to concentrate primarily on his kingdom, which comes through his Word and Sacraments (Deut 8:3; Mt 4:2–4; 6:11, 25–34). Man does not live by bread alone, but by “everything exiting the mouth of the Lord” (Deut 8:3), which is “the revealed will of God to preserve the life of man in whatever way … : hence all means designed and appointed by the Lord for the sustenance of life.” Our Lord teaches us to pray for our “daily bread,”118 and also that he himself is the true bread of life (John 6). No doubt the author of Ruth, in saying that the Lord visited his people by giving them “bread/food” (ìÆçÆí, 1:6) intends a play on the name of the town where the family would find physical and spiritual sustenance: Bethlehem (áÌéú ìÆçÆíÅ, “house of bread/food”), which in the fullness of time would be the birthplace of the Messiah (Micah 5:1 [ET 5:2]; Gal 4:4). The pattern for the life of faith is set by our Lord Jesus Christ, who was called to suffer for a time, including hunger and thirst, then die, but on the third day was raised bodily to life eternal. (CC)

      prepared to return home. Empty Naomi returns to the newly filled land of promise. (CSB)
Then Naomi Arose to Return (1:6)
Women now monopolize all the action for the rest of chapter 1 and command the center stage until the end of chapter 3, then again at the end of the action in chapter 4. In the second scene of chapter 1 (1:6–22), it is women who deal with kinship ties informally and privately in their interest of security, while in the first scene of chapter 4 (4:1–12), these are dealt with formally and publicly by men in their interest of posterity. (CC)

Moab is mentioned explicitly in 1:6, and 1:7 ends with Judah, thus summarizing in advance the movement in 1:6–22. Since the verbs (of which Naomi is the subject) in 1:6–7a (“she arose,” “and returned,” “for she had heard,” “so she left”) are singular in Hebrew, it is clear that the decision to leave Moab and return to Judah was that of Naomi alone. This was for two reasons: first, she had lost everything in Moab and was destitute and vulnerable there (see the commentary on 1:5), but, second, she might have at least the possibility of existence in Bethlehem. There she might be expected to take refuge in the household of her father or brother, but because that option is not mentioned, she likely had no living male relative who could have assumed her support. But, she could still hope for assured sustenance if a close relative of her husband would agree to redeem her husband’s inheritance, for this would include the obligation to care for her. (CC)

Despite her tragic situation Naomi still had the hope and faith in the Lord to arise and begin anew. This is the first of only three (also 1:18; 2:18) indirect narrator’s texts in Ruth, that is, passages where the narrator employs an indirect statement to describe a character’s perception (“had heard” in 1:6; “saw” in 1:18; 2:18) to give the readers insight into the mental process that took place in the character. Most often in Ruth such insight is provided by the characters’ direct discourse recorded in the narrative. (CC)

For it was understood that the younger women were merely to accompany her for some distance, perhaps to the boundary of the country. (Kretzmann)

1:7  BACK TO THE LAND OF JUDAH – As God provides sustenance for their livelihood, He will provide for Naomi’s future as well.  Formerly, when Israelites left the Promised Land (e.g, Abraham and Isaac), they returned because of God’s promises.  Ultimately, God’s promises regarding the land are fulfilled in Jesus, who gives all believers an eternal inheritance, “a better country, that is a heavenly one” (Heb 11:13-16).  (TLSB)
“Her Two Daughters-in-Law [Left] with Her” (1:7)
The Oriental hearer would probably have understood that Orpah and Ruth were accompanying Naomi at least out of courtesy for a certain distance before turning back to their homeland. The preposition òÄí, “with her” (1:7), implies closely attached accompaniment, and 1:10 indicates that both daughters-in-law intended to go all the way with Naomi. This would have been the customary expectation, for a widowed daughter-in-law should find her refuge in the household of her husband, that is, of her father-in-law or of her husband’s closest male relative. However, this would be problematic for widowed Moabitesses whose deceased Israelite husbands had no close male relative. Perhaps the daughters-in-law may have associated Moab with the source of their misfortune. After all, the “essence of home is in persons, not in locality.” The narrator begins 1:7 with the focus exclusively on Naomi (“So she left the place where she had been”) but appends “and her two daughters-in-law [left] with her,” which implicitly raises this question in the mind of the hearer: “Why are the daughters-in-law returning with her?” This prepares for the arguments over this issue in 1:8–17. (CC)

Since all three women started out together (1:6–7) but Orpah later turned back home (1:15), they must have traveled some distance before the dialogue reported in 1:8–17, perhaps up to a half-day’s journey. It would have been more dramatic for the parting conversation to have taken place at the Moab-Israel border, the decisive point of no return, but Naomi would hardly have let her daughters-in-law accompany her for at least a full day before urging them to turn back. She delayed imploring them to return until they had traversed a distance, for if she had done so before leaving their home in Moab they might have prevailed upon her to stay with them there. (CC)

1:8 Go back. Desolate Naomi repeatedly urges her daughters-in-law to return to their original homes in Moab (here; vv. 11–12, 15); she has nothing to offer them. (CSB)

Formula used in two other OT contexts (2Sm 2:6; 15:20). Naomi uses the personal name Yahweh, which refers to God’s involvement in human affairs. (TLSB)

“Go, Return, Each to Her Mother’s House!” (1:8a)
Much of the action in biblical narrative is reported in dialogue, which is the principal literary feature of the book of Ruth. This helps draw the hearers and readers into the action of the story. (CC) 
Naomi’s first speech is phrased in chiasm:
A	Returning to the mother’s house (1:8aβ)
	B	Praying for fidelity from the Lord (1:8bα)
		C	The young widows’ loyalty holds the central focus (1:8bβ)
	B′	Praying for favor from the Lord (1:9aα)
A′	Finding rest in a husband’s house (1:9aβ) (CC)
By urging her daughters-in-law to return, each to her mother’s house, Naomi released them from their attachment to her for remarriage. It may seem strange that Naomi urged them to return to their mothers rather than to their fathers (cf. the reference to Ruth’s “father” in 2:11), because even a young widow was under the ultimate authority of her father or father-in-law (see Gen 38:11, 14, 24; Lev 22:13). (A childless widow would return to her father’s house if he still lived, but if no relative could or would care for her, she could only rely on charity.) This provides a contrasting link with the Tamar story, where the father-in-law sent the young widow to her father (Gen 38:11). Here the mother-in-law sends the young widows to their mothers. Some commentators explain “mother’s house” in Ruth 1:8 as being the place where matters of marriage were discussed and planned under the authority of the mother (cf. Gen 24:28, 67; Song 3:4; 8:2). (CC)

Some references to a “mother’s house” occur in contexts that involve strong women; Rebekah, for example, ran first to “her mother’s house” (Gen 24:28) instead of to her “father’s house,” about which Abraham’s servant had inquired (Gen 24:23). The Shulammite bride in the Song of Songs often plays an active role in yearning for, pursuing, and initiating intimacy with Solomon, her husband. She desires to bring him into her “mother’s house” (Song 3:4; 8:2) to celebrate love there. This may express her realization that her life began in the womb of her mother through her parents’ love; her desire to return to a state as in Eden, where human life originated and where the first man and woman enjoyed love freely and unclothed with God’s blessing; and her desire to enter the eternal paradise made possible by God’s love. This may well relate to the mother’s house as the place for consummating a marriage (Isaac took Rebekah into “the tent of Sarah, his mother,” Gen 24:67; cf. Song 8:1–5). (CC)

In Ruth 1:8, the “mother’s house” also relates to the concerns of women who are bereft of husbands and who, by necessity, are themselves taking the initiative. It is a place of safe haven in time of crisis. It is significant that in the same context, Naomi appropriately refers to the “house” of each woman’s future “husband” when she speaks of “security” (Ruth 1:9), which husbands had the duty to provide. (CC)

The biblical depictions of the “mother’s house,” and also of the father’s, contribute to the Christian view that all human life, which begins at the moment of conception, is a sacred creation and gift of God. It is the responsibility of all fathers and mothers, and of society as a whole, to protect and nurture every child from conception to birth and throughout life. Tragically, with the modern acceptance of abortion and even infanticide (not to mention the neglect and abuse of children), the mother’s womb and “house” have become a place of death, particularly when the father reneges on his responsibility to provide “security” for his offspring. Likewise, the destruction of a human embryo (regardless of the medical purpose) is the unjust taking of a human life and thus murder, a violation of the Fifth Commandment (Ex 20:13; Deut 5:17). (CC)

Despite her own terrible grief, Naomi still thought of the welfare of her daughters-in-law, wanting only the best for them. She did not want to burden them by remaining with them in Moab as a foreign widow without sustenance. As long as she remained in Moab, they would be under her authority and be compelled to stay with her. But by returning to Judah and imploring them to remain in Moab, she was willing to sacrifice their companionship and support for their own sake. They could hope to have a better future there, for a young widow who had married a foreigner would return to her own parents, who could arrange a new marriage for her. So, Naomi exhorted them out of selfless loving concern. It may appear ironic that Naomi prayed that they would find “security” with new husbands (1:9) after all three had experienced the greatest insecurity through their husbands’ deaths. (CC)

      show kindness. See 2:20; 3:10. (CSB)

Hbr chesed, which may be translated “in faithfulness.” The theme of faithfulness or kindness is central to the story and its application (cf 3:10). In showing kindness, the Lord’s ultimate aim is that His people repent and turn to Him. (TLSB)

“May the Lord Practice Faithfulness with You” (1:8b)
Naomi demonstrated that she had not lost her faith in the Lord. Her family had lost their means of making a living in Judah due to a famine, and she had lost all her immediate family—her husband and both sons—in Moab. Nevertheless, she did not take such advice as given by Job’s wife, “Curse God and die!” (Job 2:9). For she believed that it was the Lord—the same God who had permitted her misfortunes—who now provided food for his people in Judah (Ruth 1:6), and who would also provide for her again there. (CC)

By returning to Bethlehem alone, Naomi would no longer be in a position to practice çÆñÆã (ḥeṣed, “faithfulness”) with Orpah and Ruth, but she exhibited her faith in the Lord by trusting him to do so with them. This is one of the rare occasions in Scripture where an Israelite prays that the Lord may practice his faithfulness in his relationship with non-Israelites, who had no formal covenant relationship with the Lord besides through their former marriages to Israelites, and who had no legal commitment to Naomi, the Israelite petitioner. What Naomi desires is for her daughters-in-law to enter a covenant-like relationship with the Lord through faith and trust in him, and for him to be faithful to them by providing for their needs—and this even if they continue to live in Moab. (CC)

Naomi’s prayer also may have been a polite and formal way to end a close relationship (see 2 Sam 15:20), in this case freeing the young widows from all responsibility toward their mother-in-law. The prayer raised the expectation that it may be answered. (CC)

The important Hebrew term çÆñÆã (ḥeṣed, “faithfulness”) is often rendered “kindness” in Ruth 1:8, but the overriding emphasis in the book of Ruth is on. ḥeṣed reflects God’s own mercy, love, and everlasting faithfulness as the believer responds by living in fidelity within the covenant relationship that joins him to God and to other members of God’s people. ḥeṣed goes beyond legal obligation, since it is that loyalty and love that flow from God’s grace—ultimately in Jesus Christ—that both establishes and sustains the covenant. (CC)

The concept of divine faithfulness deals with the Lord’s concern for his people, based on his gracious covenant relationship with them, wherein his faithfulness to his own promises evoked and sustained their response of covenant loyalty to him.134 God practiced faithfulness unconditionally with his people, even when they were unfaithful to the covenant, out of faithful commitment to his covenant promises, particularly to the patriarchs and to David. The sinful recipient experienced such divine faithfulness as free grace, since it was fundamentally God’s fidelity to his promises, that is, to himself—the only person whom the believer could confidently trust. (CC)

Significantly, in biblical usage çÆñÆã (ḥeṣed, “faithfulness”) is practiced by both God and believers. “Divine will and human action go hand in hand,” which is a major theme in the Ruth story. Even “simple human actions fulfill the aims of covenant,” sometimes “above and beyond the call of duty.” As with love (Rom 5:8; 1 Jn 4:10, 19), fidelity is learned by people from God’s gift of it to them. For God first lovingly delivered the Israelites from Egypt in faithfulness to the patriarchs and to his promises before he called them to love and obey him faithfully (Ex 20:2–6; Deut 6:3–12; 7:7–11; Josh 23:10–11). (CC)

In the realm of human relationships, çÆñÆã (ḥeṣed, “faithfulness”) often was invoked by someone in need appealing to another who was in a position to help and who was united with the petitioner by an intimate relationship or covenant (1 Sam 20:8, 14–15; 2 Sam 9:1, 3, 7). Such a relationship, which is relevant in Ruth 1:8, could involve the “joint obligation between relatives, friends, host and guest, master and servant,” in which case the term meant “closeness, solidarity, loyalty, … faithfulness” (HALOT, s.v. çÆñÆã II, 1 and 1 a), also where the responsibility was not based on intimacy but on a recognized obligation. (CC)

In Ruth 1:8, the fidelity that Orpah and Ruth had previously displayed toward their husbands and Naomi refers to the positive behavior of the women appropriate to their family status, since they had been married to Israelites. Indeed, since the objects of the Lord’s concern in 1:8 are the spouses of Israelites whom the Lord had taken unto himself, it is much more fitting to speak of “faithfulness” and “loyalty” in marriage, as Scripture consistently does, rather than merely of “kindness.” Thus, a husband was expected to abandon his attachment to his parents and commit himself (“cling”) to his wife (Gen 2:24), and Abraham requested Sarah to demonstrate her obedient loyalty (ḥeṣed) to him (Gen 20:13). This last situation presents for Orpah and Ruth a matriarch’s example of a wife’s faithfulness. Further, as they had practiced this “faithfulness” with their husbands, so they likewise did also with their husbands’ mother. (CC)

The LXX and Vulgate, early translations of the OT, perceived çÆñÆã (ḥeṣed) to have the connotations of “grace,” “love,” and “mercy” because God’s fidelity to his promises often caused him to bring aid to his people even though they had been unfaithful to him. While ḥeṣed often is used together with terms that carry the sense of mercy, that does not prove that it must be synonymous, for pairs of terms with different nuances often complement each other as, for example, “his brethren” and “the gate of his place” (Ruth 4:10), “prosper” and “become famous” (4:11), “faithfulness and truth” (Gen 47:29). Thus, è֤åÉá åÈçÆ֣ñÆã (tov waḥeṣed, Ps 23:6), commonly rendered “goodness and mercy,” may better be given as “goodness and faithfulness.” It may be postulated that weaker renderings of çÆñÆã (ḥeṣed) such as “goodness” and “kindness” are based more on what the interpreter presumes from the context than on what the term itself in its context conveys. (CC)

There is also first expressed here in the book an emphasis on reward: as the young widows had practiced faithfulness, so may they receive it from the Lord. This is not, of course, meant simply as quid pro quo, for they first received and learned ḥeṣed from the Lord. Whoever practices toward others what God has given, receives it in further measure from God, whether in this life or in the everlasting life.143 Thus, Elimelech, Mahlon, and Chilion, who may not have enjoyed many earthly pleasures, at least had the assurance of life after death (see below on Ruth 1:17). In this life, although each case involved a sacrifice, Naomi was rewarded with a grandson and the continuation of her family, Ruth with a husband and child, and Boaz with a wife and heir. (CC)

If the deceased husbands of the young widows had received such endearing loyalty as Naomi implies in 1:8b, their love for their wives must have encouraged it. This reflects, in turn, on the probably deep religious faith in the living God of Elimelech and Naomi that was mirrored in marriage and family life (see “Sexuality” in “The Relevance” in the introduction). This faith was already evident in the family life of the patriarchs. Ancient Israel, with its faithfulness and love in home and family, distinguished itself from the sensual practices of the Canaanite nature religion and culture, which was well exemplified by the whoredom and idolatry to which Moabites tempted Israelites (Num 25:1–3) and also by the sacrifice of offspring (2 Ki 3:26–27). Faith, love, and higher morality helped attract Orpah and Ruth to Israel and the true God. Such living of true faith overcomes national and cultural divisions (see “Philoxenia” in “The Motifs” in the introduction). The heathen in the ancient world normally presumed that a god’s authority was limited to his home country, where he was worshiped, so it is especially significant that the God of Israel asserted his universal power even in the lands of other gods. (CC)

It is the Lord himself who gives all good things, even, in human relationships, a wife (Gen 3:12; Prov 18:22; 19:14), and if a wife then also a husband (Ruth 4). God has ordained marriage as the lifelong union of one man and one woman (Gen 1:27; 2:22–24; Mt 19:1–12; 1 Corinthians 7). He also leads believing partners to each other and grants them the mutual love and fidelity that characterizes the union of Jesus Christ with his body and bride, the Christian church (see Eph 5:21–33). (CC)

The same word is in the psalms refrain, “Give thanks to the Lord for he is good, and his mercy endures forever”  (e.g., Psalm 136).  It occurs 256 times in the OT, and lies behind “grace” in the NT.  In Ruth, it occurs again in 2:20 and 3:10.  The theme is that human “kindness/mercy/faithfulness” is a reflection of God’s prior grace.  Those who appropriate God’s gift of grace through faith are blessed by him, and this blessing of grace even extends past this earthly life (Ruth2:20). (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 5, Part 4)  

1:9 REST – Humanly speaking, opportunity for this was bleak. (TLSB)

“May the Lord Grant to You That You Find Security” (1:9)
Although a young widow would be cared for in her father’s household, only with her own husband could she, as with any woman in that society, find ideal and lasting security, stability, happiness, honor, and fulfillment, which are summed up by îÀðåÌçÈä (menuḥah), “security.” In other OT passages this term usually denotes a literal “resting place” (e.g., Num 10:33; Ps 23:2), a permanent home that is a positive alternative to wandering (Deut 12:9; Ps 95:11). This term may also refer to a place of quiet (Is 28:12; 32:18), such as a home (Ruth 1:9; cf. 3:1), which Orpah and Ruth had found with Chilion and Mahlon, thus, not just “rest” but even “security.” Similarly, the land of Israel, while it was possessed in faith, was the earthly home and menuḥah for Israel with blessings as the result of divine promises. For all believers in the OT era as well as the NT era, this “security” is fulfilled through the Messiah, Jesus Christ,150 both physically and spiritually, in this earthly life as well as in everlasting life in the new creation. (CC)

Ruth 1:9 is the first of three times (see also 1:11 and 1:13) that Naomi impresses upon the young women the necessity of finding new husbands. Her kissing them in this context meant that she was taking final leave of them (Gen 31:28; 2 Sam 19:40 [ET 19:39]; 1 Ki 19:20). Kissing and loud weeping is the Oriental expression of sorrow (Gen 21:16; 27:38; Judg 2:4; 21:2; 1 Sam 11:4; 30:4). (CC)

“Return, My Daughters!” (1:10–13a)
Although the pledge of Orpah and Ruth to Naomi, “No, with you we shall return to your people!” (1:10), could sacrifice their future in order to serve her, they did not at that point mention accepting her God. That was evidently more than Orpah was prepared to leave. (CC)

Naomi commenced her second argument with a firm but tender address, “my daughters” (1:11), which she will use twice more in 1:12–13. This does not imply that she is here recognizing them as her own daughters instead of just daughters-in-law; rather, she addresses them endearingly as an older relative. Naomi’s repetition of questions and statements in 1:11–13 amounts to intensification, stressing repeatedly her inability to provide husbands, which is an important concern in the story (cf. the intensifying blessing in 4:11–12). This address is replete with familial terms: “husband(s)” four times, “daughters” three times, and “sons” twice. (CC)

Naomi’s first argument (1:8–9) was restrained. Since she did not understand why her way must be their way, she now launches into a strong, impassioned appeal, strengthened with rhetorical questions and a hypothetical case. Naomi’s argument is couched in imperatives and questions. Questions are fully exploited throughout the short story of Ruth—sixteen in all, which engage the readers by eliciting internal responses from them. The first question, “Why should you go with me?” (1:11b), appears superficially to ask for information. However, it is really a corrective statement that makes a negative declaration in keeping with the preceding imperatives. Hence it conveys the sense “Do not go with me!” Thus, it does not expect a direct answer (see 1:21; also Gen 42:1; 44:4; Ex 2:20; 1 Sam 1:8). (CC)

By using the form of a question, Naomi engaged the attention of her addressees, maintained an opportunity for exchange, permitted herself to be ironic or even absurd, let herself express her emotion, and allowed herself some ambiguity in order to test their reaction. The first is followed by a second question (1:11c), two imperatives (1:12a), a statement (1:12b), a hypothetical case (1:12c), two more forceful questions (1:13a–b), and finally two statements (1:13c–d). Orpah and Ruth understood full well the implications of this rhetoric and responded with weeping, and Orpah also with her farewell (1:14). (CC)

After praying that her daughters-in-law would find new husbands in Moab (1:9), Naomi in her argument in 1:11–13 refers to the improbability that she could have more sons who would marry the young widows. She appears to allude to the practice of the levirate (brother-in-law) marriage, by which a man would be expected to marry his brother’s childless widow in order to father a son who would be the deceased husband’s heir (Gen 38:8; Deut 25:5–6; Mt 22:24–28). However, her hypothetical case does not really envision customary levirate marriage, in which the brothers involved had the same father.161 In any event, due to her age she gave no serious consideration to this, but was only emphasizing the hopelessness of Orpah and Ruth accompanying her. In ancient Near Eastern society, a widow like Orpah or Ruth who lacked a father-in-law and a son was free to remarry as she wished (cf. 1 Cor 7:8–9). (CC)

Although Naomi’s chief concern was for carrying on the family name and inheritance (see chapter 3), she was giving up any hope of this for the sake of the young widows’ marital future. Nevertheless, her absurd portrayal of yet bearing sons to replace Orpah and Ruth’s deceased husbands introduces a thought to which the story returns later with other circumstances: Naomi’s denial of the possibility of a levirate marriage serves to plant the idea in the audience’s mind (though the union of Ruth and Boaz will not be a customary levirate marriage). (CC)

Considering the rigors of ancient life, Naomi could well have reached menopause even if she were no more than forty, which would explain her statement, “I am too old to belong to a husband” (1:12). Since she could conceive no further sons (and hence no husbands for Orpah and Ruth), her exaggerated rhetorical question, “Suppose I say, ‘I have hope, and also I will belong to a husband tonight …’ ” points to the impossibility of the supposition. For her to have a husband immediately—“tonight”—heightens the improbability of the entire scenario. By bringing up a ridiculous proposal, Naomi avoided the more obvious solution: that they marry Israelite men. This she probably overlooked intentionally because it would be logically improbable for Moabite widows to find decent Israelite husbands in Naomi’s small hometown. Considering the incest of Lot’s elder daughter, the matriarch of the Moabites (Gen 19:30–38) and how Moabitesses once enticed Israelites into adultery, idolatry, and death (Num 25:1–5), Moabite women may have been perceived as dangerous. As an Israelite, Naomi, the only one who loved Orpah and Ruth enough to provide them husbands, could not arrange for their remarriages in Moab; nor, as only their mother-in-law, could she arrange remarriage for them as Moabitesses in Israel if they returned with her. Understandably, she vented her frustration. (CC)

Each improbable condition presented in Ruth 1:11–13 is more unlikely than the previous one. By her choice of Hebrew verb forms in her conditional statements, Naomi presented them as realistically as possible, thus emphasizing the absurdity for the maximum effect. Since our story is somewhat analogous to that of Tamar, one might hear an echo in Ruth 1:13 of Judah’s request for Tamar to wait until his youngest son would be old enough to marry her (Gen 38:11), although Naomi’s situation is different because she had no further sons and believed she never could bear any more. Her hypothetical case is a reversal, a flashback to her early motherhood: if only she could do it all over again! (CC)

That would be impossible. But with the Lord, the impossible is possible: even a virgin can conceive (Is 7:14; Lk 1:30–38), the dead can be raised (Jn 11:21–27), and sinners can be justified (Mt 19:23–26; Rom 3:21–24; 4:5; 5:6–8). (CC)

1:10 GO BACK WITH YOU – They found the parting so hard that they preferred to stay with Naomi on her solitary walk through life.  (Kretzmann)

The faith of Naomi ands her sons inspired her foreign daughters-in-law to have faith in the God of Israel.  (TLSB)

1:11-12 Have I yet sons in my womb. Hyperbole. Naomi was referring to levirate marriage (Lat levir, “brother-in-law”). Elimelech’s brother would be legally obligated to marry Naomi to perpetuate Elimelech’s name and posterity (vv 12–13). Naomi ironically described a legal and logical possibility that would never be fulfilled: following Dt 25:5–6, Naomi’s brother-in-law would marry her so that she could give birth to sons, who in due time would marry the two older widows Ruth and Orpah. (TLSB)

1:11 sons, who could become your husbands. Naomi alludes to the Israelite law (Dt 25:5–6) regarding levirate marriage (see notes on Ge 38:8; Dt 25:5–10; see also Mk 12:18–23), which was given to protect the widow and guarantee continuance of the family line. (CSB)

She was not pregnant with possible sons, who would then be able to perform the duty of levirs toward Ruth and Orpah, Deut. 25, 5; Gen. 38, 8.  (Kretzmann)

By law (Genesis 38 and Deuteronomy 25:5) the Oprah and Ruth would have been entitled to marry other sons that Naomi might have borne.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 5, Part 4)  

1:12 I am too old. Naomi can have no more sons; even her womb is empty. (CSB)

1:13 MORE BITTTER FOR ME – Or, “much more bitter for me than for you.”  Cf v. 20)  (TLSB)

        the Lord’s hand … against me. See notes on vv. 5–6; see also vv. 20–21. (CSB)

Naomi affirmed God’s participation in the events.  Her statement is a confession of faith and sorrowful resolve much like Job’s (Jb 1:21).  (TLSB)

1:13d “The Hand of the Lord Has Gone Forth against Me!” 
Naomi moves from concern for the young widows to her own suffering with “the bitter outcry of her wounded heart.” Comparing herself to them, she is far worse off, for there is no future for her, that is, no future family. A childless widow too old to bear children has lost the ideal hope of carrying on her family. Thus, whoever accompanies her must share her fate. She surely experienced much shame for having failed in her duty to provide a living heir for the family inheritance by helping her widowed daughters-in-law to remarry. (CC)

Naomi recognized that God is sovereign over all things and events. Indeed, nothing happens by chance. It often appears in Scripture that God is ultimately the source of all that happens, controlling everything with absolute causality.173 Like Job (19:21), Naomi indeed blamed God for her misfortune (see below on Ruth 1:20–21). But also like Job (2:10), this did not involve renouncing her faith in the Lord (see above on Ruth 1:8–9). Her outcry gave vent to her bitterness, but not to unbelief or hopelessness. For she still trusted that the Lord would provide for Orpah and Ruth in Moab, and even for herself in Bethlehem. (CC)

God governs all things for the good of those who love and trust in him (Ps 37:25. He also can offer them occasions to solve their difficulties, that is, he lets them take advantage of occasions that he grants them (Eccl 3:1–8, 11). If God has permitted tragic events, he is also the one hope for turning them around from grief to joy. Thus, despite apparently hopeless circumstances, believing Israelites nevertheless trusted in the Lord alone for deliverance from all evil (see especially Psalms 46; 73; 142). Thus Jesus, the Messiah, has taught the new Israel, his church, to pray, “Deliver us from evil” (Mt 6:13), trusting that his death and resurrection have already accomplished their final deliverance. (CC)

1:14 Orpah’s departure highlights the loyalty and selfless devotion of Ruth to her desolate mother-in-law. (CSB)

Naomi’s words convinced Orpah to seek security through her own efforts.  Ruth was willing to face a life of poverty, lack of marriage, childlessness, and prejudice in Israel.  She could not live without Naomi and the God of Israel, even if she was to be treated as a second-class citizen in the Promised Land.  (TLSB)

“Orpah Kissed Her Mother-in-Law, but Ruth Clung to Her” (1:14)
In 1:9, Naomi kissed Orpah and Ruth, and then they wept. But in 1:14 the order is reversed, although understandably, producing a chiasm that brackets the episode of persuasion. Here Orpah, by kissing Naomi, made known her decision to return home and part finally from her mother-in-law. Orpah appears to have been one easily influenced by others, for her earlier act to accompany Naomi had probably been primarily the decision of Ruth, who was determined to continue with Naomi. Now, Orpah is swayed by Naomi’s arguments to give up and turn back to Moab. (CC)

In Hebrew narrative, something can be stated or occur three times for complete emphasis, and then the drama can move on. See, for example, 1 Sam 3:4–8, where the Lord called Samuel three times. Compare also Peter’s threefold denial of Christ and Christ’s threefold restoration of him to his apostolic office (Mt 26:31–35, 69–75; Jn 21:15–19). Thus, after Naomi’s third plea for Orpah and Ruth to “return/go back” (ùÑåÌá, 1:8, 11, 12), Orpah did so. (CC)

Although both Orpah and Ruth had love for Naomi, Orpah’s love for herself was stronger, while Ruth’s love for Naomi, kindled by the love of Naomi and her Lord, prevailed. Previously in the narrative the two young widows had been portrayed together, but now they decide differently. Naomi had addressed the same appeal to both Orpah and Ruth, but their reactions are opposite. Orpah made the choice that was natural and logical for a sinful, self-interested person. That Naomi had neither husband nor son strengthened Orpah’s desire to depart in order to become a wife and mother. But by the Lord’s grace, Ruth responded to Naomi’s destitution with the desire to remain Naomi’s daughter. “A love like that of Ruth has scarcely entered the thoughts of poets,” for hers was directed not to a child or a husband, but to her mother-in-law and her Lord. Rather than allow Naomi to suffer alone, Ruth would share her plight. Reminding ourselves of Robert Frost’s poem “The Road Not Taken,” the road of our three women had a different fork for each one: the one Naomi chose led back to her home, and Orpah chose the fork back to hers, but Ruth chose the one that took her into a foreign land, the one “less traveled by” that would change her life unalterably. (CC)

Hebrew narrative often assumes that the reader will infer whether the characters acted rightly or wrongly based on the consequences and outcome in the story. The narrative does not overtly condemn Orpah for leaving Naomi; rather, she obeyed Naomi’s imperatives. According to human reason and logic, Naomi saw hope for a positive earthly life for her daughters-in-law only in their native Moab. Orpah made the understandably sensible, expedient choice. (CC)

Indeed, Orpah went with Naomi’s invocation of the Lord’s blessing (1:8–9). The most positive construal would be that Orpah, by returning, would have the opportunity to witness to her own people, the pagan Moabites, about the Lord’s love and fidelity, so they too might believe and be saved (cf. Jn 4:28–30, 39). However, in Ruth 1:15 Naomi clearly states that Orpah had returned not only to her people, but also to her Moabite “god(s),” and hence had turned back from the Lord as well as from his people. Whatever faith in the Lord Orpah previously may have had withered (cf. Lk 8:7, 14), and so she would perish eternally. Since Orpah’s self-interest cut short her role in salvation history, she stands as a foil to Ruth, who will boldly confess her faith in the Lord and her allegiance to his people (Ruth 1:16–17; contrast 1:15) and become an ancestress of King David and the eternal King, Jesus Christ (Mt 1:5). So too later, the primary redeemer, who remains nameless, will decline to marry Ruth and will be a foil to Boaz, who does marry her and who, like Ruth, is named in the genealogy of the Messiah (Mt 1:5). (CC)

Orpah in the story is a minor character who is less important in her own right than in helping to characterize Ruth. At first appearing similar, their deep difference is suddenly revealed dramatically in the parting of their ways (cf. Mt 24:38–41). Orpah symbolizes those who may consider trusting in the one true God, but who are persuaded not to by their outward circumstances and sinful human reason, which is opposed to God. As Oswald Chambers noted: “Never let common sense obtrude and push the Son of God on one side. … Never enthrone common sense. … Common sense never yet detected the Father and never will.”184 Like Lot’s wife (Gen 19:26), Orpah is one of the many who, for lack of faith at the critical moment, miss out on the kingdom of God. (CC)

This raises the ancient question: when people hear the same Word of God, why do some believe, while others do not? Inevitably this involves the doctrine of election. While Scripture does not fully answer this question, it does reveal that God desires all people to be saved (1 Tim 2:4). For those such as Ruth who do believe, their salvation is entirely due to God’s gracious election, call, and gift of faith through the Gospel, and not to any personal virtue, receptivity, or meritorious trait. For those who reject the Gospel, the entire responsibility for their perdition is theirs alone. Thus the response of Orpah cannot be attributed to God having predestined her to unbelief. Rather, she acted in what she perceived was her own self-interest in seeking a better earthly life (cf. Mt 19:22; Lk 8:14). Nevertheless, Ruth 1:14 marks the end of Orpah’s participation in salvation history. Both Orpah and Ruth were “called” through Naomi’s earlier witness to the Lord, but, as Jesus stated, while “many are called,” yet “few are chosen” (Mt 22:14). (CC)

As Naomi told Orpah and Ruth to expect the worst (1:11–13), we learn “the duty of absolute frankness in our dealings with each other.” This frankness revealed that Orpah’s commitment to Naomi was only superficial, while Ruth’s was deeply rooted. If Naomi had any doubt about Ruth, it would be dispelled by Ruth’s faith in the Lord and commitment to her (1:14b–17). Loyalty proves itself in a crisis. Jesus was also honest and serious, not sentimental, with his disciples about the difficulties they would have in following him, since he spoke of the cross and death (e.g., Lk 9:23–27). His cross is the epitome of commitment, and only by the power of the Spirit can we share that sacrificial mind of Christ, confident of the resurrection (Phil 2:1–11). Thus the difference between Orpah’s self-centered amiability and Ruth’s self-forgetting devotion was that the Lord’s Spirit worked in Ruth her willingness to make the big sacrifice. (CC)

In contrast to Orpah, Ruth did the extraordinary and unexpected; in fact, she acted contrary to Naomi’s command. While Orpah’s obedience separated her from Naomi, Ruth’s disobedience attached her (“clung,” Ruth 1:14) to Naomi. This closest physical position of two women in Scripture (cf. the same verb in Prov 18:24) indicates the intensity of Ruth’s relationship to Naomi. Until now, like Mahlon and Chilion, Orpah and Ruth were undifferentiated from each other, simply the “daughters-in-law” (Ruth 1:6), but now they act differently and become individual characters in the story. This rather long parting scene (1:8–18) serves in the story to emphasize the destitution of Naomi and the sacrifice of Ruth. Ruth here underwent “role dedifferentiation,” adding a new role in response to a crisis. Whereas Orpah fulfilled her role expectations by returning to her home, that Ruth assumed a new role is signaled both by her commitment to Naomi and the term “cling” (1:14), which properly describes a husband’s attachment to his wife (Gen 2:24; see the textual note on it in Ruth 1:14). Ruth’s clinging to Naomi meant that she assumed the male role of caring for her—that is, of a son to replace her lost sons—which Naomi then accepted (Ruth 1:18). (CC)

1:15 her gods. The chief god of the Moabites was Chemosh. (CSB)

Orpah had believed and worshiped as her husband did. She now renounced her faith in the God of Israel, thinking she could better care for herself than could the Lord. (TLSB)

“Your Sister-in-Law Has Returned to Her People and to Her God(s)” (1:15)
The speaker in 1:15 must be Naomi (just as she must be the unnamed actor in 1:6). Although Hebrew is generally explicit in identifying a speaker, the storyteller often takes advantage of this not being a necessity, since it is obvious from the context and content, for each character is identifiable by the way he or she speaks. By omitting the identification of the speakers, more importance is thereby attached to the speeches, forcing the hearer to pay strict attention. Even though Naomi had rejected levirate marriage as a possibility (1:11–13), when she employs the term “sister-in-law” in 1:15, the hearer’s attention is again subtly drawn to that option because this Hebrew term is otherwise used only in that connection in Scripture (see the textual note on it in 1:15). (CC)

In the ancient Near East, nations were distinguished by ethnicity (“her people,” 1:15), territory (“land of Judah,” 1:7), language (“Judean,” i.e., Hebrew, 2 Ki 18:26), government (“king of Moab,” Judg 3:12), and religion (“her god(s),” Ruth 1:15). It was self-evident to the heathen that a national god must be worshiped in his own country (see Micah 4:5), although one might sacrifice to one’s own god in a foreign land (2 Ki 5:17) or even to a foreign god in one’s own land (1 Ki 11:5–7). Although a god’s power might not be limited to his own proper country, it may well be limited elsewhere by other gods. (CC)

That contrasts with the Lord, the one true and triune God, who revealed to ancient Israel that he is the Creator and Lord of all the earth and the only real God.l Thus, it was criminal for an Israelite to worship another god, whether in Israel (Ex 20:3–5; Deut 6:10–15) or elsewhere (e.g., Daniel 3 and 6). The Lord alone is efficacious everywhere; he could bless Ruth and Orpah in Moab (Ruth 1:8). He also is to be worshiped everywhere. Prayer in his name and confession of faith in him by name are acts of worship that took place before the return to Israel (Ruth 1:8–9, 16–17). (CC)

While the Hebrew could be rendered either “god” or “gods” (see the second textual note on 1:15), that Orpah returned to “her god” (singular, 1:15) fits well as the counterpart to the singulars “your God” (1:16) and “the Lord” (1:17), which refer to Israel’s God, who is one and yet is triune (Deut 6:4; Jn 10:30; 17:22). Although the Moabites were surely polytheists like the other neighboring peoples (Judg 10:6), the Scriptures repeatedly stress their principal god, Chemosh. On the other hand, the rendering “her gods” (Ruth 1:15) provides a contrast between Orpah as a polytheist and Ruth as a believer in the one true God. Either way, when Naomi referred to Orpah’s “god(s),” this does not mean that Naomi believed that a Moabite or any other heathen god was real as a god, but only that it was a real object of worship in the Moabite community. (CC)

Nevertheless, her statement here appears to be in conflict with her prayer for the Lord’s blessing on Orpah and Ruth in Moab (1:8–9). There, she expressed her own faith in the Lord, whereas she here stated what would be expected of a Moabitess who “returned to her people” (1:15). It is possible that Orpah previously may have been willing to accept the God of Israel, since in 1:10 she had pledged to return with Naomi to “your people” (Israel). However, she must have understood that the Moabites, whom she chose in 1:14, were separated from the Israelites not only by geography and ethnicity but also by the gods they worshiped. Thus, although the Lord could bless her in Moab (1:8–9), we have no indication that Orpah herself joined in that prayer in faith, nor that she believed in, worshiped, or witnessed to him. (CC)

We can only presume that Orpah, in doing what was expedient and expected for herself, renounced her prior attachment to Naomi and her Lord. Indeed, the Hebrew verb ùÑåÌá (“your sister-in-law has returned … ,” 1:15) can, depending on the context, mean “turn back from God, = apostatize” (BDB, s.v. ùÑåÌá, Qal, 6 a). Orpah declined to rely on the Lord in faith and removed herself from receiving his blessings of grace or acknowledging them as such. There is no evidence that she retained any faith in the Lord, and without the company of other worshipers of the Lord, she would have easily reverted to the worship of Chemosh. Although it is not impossible for an individual alone to worship the Lord (see 2 Ki 5:15–19), Scripture often underlines the importance of worshiping God in a community of believers, “the communion of saints” (Apostles’ Creed). (CC)
1:16-17 Poetry. Note the structure:
A	Do not urge me to leave.

Plea against separation.

B	For where you go I will go.

Promise of family loyalty.

C	Your people shall be my people, and your God my God.

Confession of faith.

B´	Where you die I will die.

Promise of family loyalty.

A´	If anything but death parts me from you.

Oath against separation.(TLSB)

Ruth’s Confession of Faith (1:16–17)
Naomi’s final argument toward Ruth was to follow Orpah’s example (1:15). This must have been one of Ruth’s greatest temptations, to give in to peer pressure (cf. Mt 19:29; Lk 14:26; Jn 6:66–67). But this crucial attempt to dissuade Ruth proved to be the final provocation that evoked from her precisely the opposite response: the Lord brought about her full renunciation of her past relationships and her outpouring of total commitment to Naomi and her Lord. With the exquisite wordplay between “her god(s)” (Ruth 1:15) and “your God is my God” (1:16), Ruth placed herself in contrast not only to Orpah but also to Naomi, who had directed her back to Orpah’s god.
Ruth’s confession of faith and commitment (1:16–17) has been praised as “one of the most beautiful confessions of love in all literature, unique for its touching simplicity as well as its poignant sincerity,” “the noblest expression of friendship,”204 “a classic expression of faithfulness,” and “the most moving declaration of loyalty in the Bible.”206 In effect, she declared: “May a fatal judgment strike me if I am not true to this vow!” Yet, its keystone is her confession of faith, which the Lord had worked in her, for the Lord God himself is the true ground of the love she both experienced and learned to demonstrate (see Deut 5:6, 10; 6:4–5; 1 Jn 4:19). Her conversion rectified the error of Mahlon in marrying an unbeliever.
With Ruth’s vow (1:16–17), the narrator attains his poetic heights; form, repetition, and parallelism serve as intensifiers. Dramatic emphasis is provided by repeating her first statement with a synonymic equivalent, followed by two instances of verbal repetition, two nominal clauses, another instance of verbal repetition, and another equivalent, which is then further expanded with an oath and one last equivalent. Ruth’s declaration is composed with the two-line parallelism of Hebrew poetry in five couplets in a chiastic structure:209
A	Plea against force: “Do not press me to forsake you,
	to return [turn away] from [following] after you!” (1:16a–b)
	B	Promise of accompaniment in life: “Because, to wherever you go, I shall go,
		and wherever you lodge, I shall lodge!” (1:16c–d)
		C	Promise of ethnic and religious identity: “Your people is my people,
			and your God is my God!” (1:16e–f)
	B′	Promise of accompaniment in death: “Wherever you die, I shall die,
		and there I shall be buried!” (1:17a–b)
A′	Oath against separation: “Thus may the Lord do to me, and do even more so,
	if death will separate me and you!” (1:17c–d)
The resolve of Ruth was not weakened by Orpah’s decision and Naomi’s challenge, but strengthened, for her first recorded speech opens with a command of her own. Since the first speech of a person in a Hebrew narrative is important in revealing the person’s character, Ruth reveals herself as decisive in faith. As a narrator emphasizes differences between characters through contrasting speeches, so Naomi’s loquaciousness (1:8–15) is challenged by Ruth’s forceful, staccato doublets. The verbs “go” and “lodge” are opposites (daytime travel versus staying in place overnight) that form a merism: two contrasts that are intended to include everything between them as well.212 Wherever Naomi is headed, Ruth is at her side. She will stay with Naomi in all of life and even in death. Because Ruth strengthened her promise with a solemn vow invoking the Lord, Naomi could offer no further objections. In effect, Ruth entered into a sacred covenant with Naomi.
“Your People Is My People, and Your God Is My God” (1:16e–f)
Ruth was not uninformed about Israel’s God (Ruth 1:17; 2:12). She had experienced Naomi’s affection and concern for others, the fruit of her faith in the Lord. Thus, through her love in action, Naomi in effect had “evangelized” Ruth (see “Naomi: Evangelism by Love” in “The Relevance” in the introduction). Like a true “daughter” (“my daughters,” 1:11–13) of her mother-in-law, who was her mother in the faith, Ruth loved Naomi and her God. Naomi’s grief and bitterness did not obscure her faith from Ruth, but showed Ruth that her faith transcended her misfortunes. So too for us, denying our suffering is not the way to share the Gospel; rather, by living under the cross we show the power of the Gospel with its promise of the resurrection. (CC)

Lacking a father-in-law, husband, and son, Ruth was free to return to her original family in Moab, as did Orpah. But through faith she was inwardly bound to Naomi’s family. Unlike Lot’s wife (Gen 19:26), she would not look back with regret on the life she left behind (Lk 9:61–62). Jesus warns us that commitment to him may mean final separation from one’s family (Mt 8:21–22; 10:37; see also 1 Ki 19:19–21; Jer 12:6). Such a heart-rending break is necessary when one from an unbelieving family is called to faith in Christ. In this present age of intensified persecution of Christians in many countries of the world, such a separation becomes harsher but no less necessary. (CC)

In the chiastic structure of Ruth’s speech in 1:16–17 (see above) the centerpiece, which receives the greatest stress, is her declaration of ethnic and religious identity with Naomi, for she is a true convert to the God of Israel. She professed a change in identity, from Moabite to Israelite. In the OT era, religion was bound up with national identity (Micah 4:5), and to convert to Israel’s God meant to become an Israelite (Ruth 2:11) in both horizontal and vertical dimension. Thus the NT speaks of Christians (Jewish and Gentile believers alike) as true Israelites and the true Israel (Romans 9–11; Gal 3:26–29; 6:16). Ruth stated simply, “Your people is my people, and your God is my God” (Ruth 1:16e–f). The present tense is more appropriate for the stress here than the future tense, although the nominal statements lack any Hebrew verb. In order to indicate identity, Hebrew does not need to employ the verb “is,” which could be mistaken for a weaker “may,” “will,” “can,” or “could be.” A couplet with a noun as subject and another noun as predicate is the strongest and simplest way to convey identity in the sense of “has indeed become, truly is.” Ruth declares that she already considers Naomi’s people to be her people and Naomi’s God to be her God. (CC)

Ruth sacrificed her cultural future with her original family, country, religion, and female status (including potential marriage and motherhood) to join herself to Naomi, who had nothing to offer her. In effect, Ruth declared that she was assuming the role of a son who, bound to care for his widowed mother, stayed in his father’s household (see Gen 45:10–47:12; Ex 20:12; Tobit 4:3–4). In contrast, a widow who went to the house of her father or father-in-law did so for her own sake (see Genesis 38). Ruth made this sacrifice for Naomi primarily because she preferred a precarious life in the community of Israel’s God to a secure life in that of Moab’s gods. (CC)

Still, she was not venturing into a void, but into the sphere of the Lord. In so doing, she joined the non-Israelites Jethro and Rahab, who had also confessed their loyalty to the Lord (Ex 18:10–11; Josh 2:8–11; Heb 11:31). By invoking the personal name of Israel’s God, “the Lord” (éäåä, YHWH, 1:17), Ruth indicated her faith in him. Thus “Ruth is a prophecy … of the entrance of the heathen world into the kingdom of God.” (CC)

1:16 This classic expression of loyalty and love discloses the true character of Ruth. Her commitment to Naomi is complete, even though it holds no prospect for her but to share in Naomi’s desolation. For a similar declaration of devotion see 2Sa 15:21. (CSB)

        WHERE YOU GO I WILL GO – She was willing to promise her faithfulness for the future despite its uncertainty and lack of tangible hope.  She committed herself to Naomi’s home, people, God and even her place of death and burial. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 5, Part 4)  

1:17 May the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely. See note on 1Sa 3:17. Ruth, a Gentile, swears her commitment to Naomi in the name of Israel’s God, thus acknowledging him as her God (see v. 16). (CSB)

Common oath formula calling the Lord as witness (1Sm 14:44; 2Ki 6:31) (TLSB)

“Thus May the Lord Do to Me … If Death Will Separate Me and You!” (1:17)
The highest stage of Ruth’s devotion to Naomi was in confessing her God, “the Lord,” to be the true God, implying the highest unity in the Spirit (cf. Ps 133:1; Jn 4:23–24; Eph 4:3). That confession is the right one that points to the service and worship of the true God, in whom we find mercy, every blessing, and the promise of resurrection to everlasting life.226 Thus, the climax of Ruth’s declaration to Naomi comes in her oath (see the textual notes on 1:17). She called upon the Lord as witness and guarantor of her pledge never to separate from Naomi as long as they both live in this earthly life, and, moreover, to remain by her even after death and burial. Thus even if one should die before the other, the separation would be only temporary, for they would be buried in the same family plot (“there I shall be buried,” 1:17) and reunited. (CC)

Those believers who shared the same burial ground professed their union in faith in Israel’s God. For believers to be buried in community also implies their reunion after death in everlasting life through the Lord. This is evident in the expressions “be gathered to his people/fathers” and “sleep with his fathers” (e.g., 1 Ki 2:10; 11:43; 14:31). Considering God’s revelations already in the OT of life after death,p including the assumptions of Enoch (Gen 5:24) and Elijah (2 Kings 2), and the resurrections performed through Elijah and Elisha (1 Ki 17:17–24; 2 Ki 4:32–37), even through Elisha’s dead bones (2 Ki 13:20–21; cf. Ezek 37:1–14), OT believers knew that they would be united in God’s presence with all believers beyond death. In their contexts, “he [God] will take me” (Ps 49:16 [ET 49:15]) and “afterward you will take me into glory” (Ps 73:24) refer to eternal life and imply bodily resurrection, and they have the same verb (ìÈ÷Çç, “take”) used for the ascensions of Enoch and Elijah (Gen 5:24; 2 Ki 2:3, 5, 9, 10).As Jesus explains in a syllogism (Mt 22:31–32), the confession that the Lord is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob includes the belief in the bodily resurrection and life in the new creation. Thus not even death can separate believers from their Lord, nor permanently from each other, as the NT too affirms (Rom 8:38–39; 1 Corinthians 15; 1 Thess 4:13–18; see also “Fulfillment” and “Naomi: Evangelism by Love” in “The Relevance” in the introduction). When a Christian is buried bodily (rather than cremated), it is a testimony that God will raise up believers from death bodily. (CC)

The narrator takes advantage of the obvious parallel between Ruth and Abraham in their forsaking everything from their past for a new future in a strange land. However, it is also evident that Ruth’s break was more perilous than Abraham’s. He was directly called and led by the Lord, and he took with him his wife, many servants, and movable possessions (Gen 12:1, 4; 13:2, 5–6; 14:14). In contrast, Ruth lacked an overt divine call and had neither possessions nor a support group beyond a destitute old widow. It may be said that she made the most radical personal decision in faith in the OT. (CC)

Ruth is the model for many converts to Christ throughout the history of the church, including the present, who thereby cross cultural as well as religious barriers and often alienate their families and ethnic or national people, but who are united in Christ with Christians of all backgrounds. Likewise, husband and wife who are united with each other through faith in Christ are empowered to reconcile differences of nationality, culture, and race, as challenging as that may be. (CC)

Naomi’s three attempts to dissuade Ruth (1:8–9, 11–13, 15) had the effect of enabling Ruth to make her decision without pressure other than that from her love, engendered by Naomi’s and the Lord’s. Ruth’s oath, in appealing to “the Lord” (1:17), indicates that she had undergone a genuine conversion in which she renounced her former Moabite religion and through faith was incorporated into the Israelite religion—the one true faith in its OT form. Thus Ruth’s confession and vow could be compared to parts of the liturgies for Holy Baptism and the Christian rite of confirmation. The liturgy for Baptism includes a renunciation of “the devil and all his works and all his ways” and the three questions “Do you believe … ?” that are answered by the three articles of the Apostles’ Creed.235 Thus the one baptized forsakes the old life of bondage to sin and death and embarks on the new life in Christ by the power of his resurrection (1 Pet 3:21). In the Christian rite of confirmation, the reaffirmation of the renunciation and of the three questions and answers from the baptismal liturgy are followed by this question and answer, which may be compared to Ruth’s vow (Ruth 1:16–17): (CC)
P:	Do you intend to continue steadfast in this confession and Church and to suffer all, even death, rather than fall away from it?
R:	I do so intend with the help of God.
Amazing is Ruth’s total commitment to no one other than her mother-in-law. Although the relationship between son-in-law and mother-in-law is made much light of today, it is rather the conflict between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law that has been historically proverbial in various cultures. Another biblical example of in-law harmony is implied by Peter and his mother-in-law (Mt 8:14–15), where the term for “mother-in-law” is πενθερά, the same term used for Naomi in the Septuagint (e.g., Ruth 1:14; 2:11, 18–19). Origen exhorted daughters-in-law to respect the parents through whom life was given to their husbands. Augustine’s mother, Monica, so patiently endured the hostility of her mother-in-law that her love conquered this tension and converted it into a harmonious relationship. (CC)

Naomi “cherished no vanity, sought no strife, and did not wish to rule; hence she had peace and love.” In respect to her daughters-in-law, she witnessed to the God of Israel by her words and her conduct (see 1 Pet 3:1). “As long as the Church is called Naomi, there is no lack of adherents.” “Only love opens the fountain of faith, but faith sanctifies and confirms love.” Her love was “the love of those whom God by his mercy has won for himself, and who love God in their brethren. … Confession, martyrdom, prayer, and every brotherly thought or deed, spring from the love of the converted heart.” (CC))

Although directed to Naomi, Ruth’s complete promise (1:16–17) is appropriate for husband and wife to repeat to each other at a wedding, “till death us do part,”241 even though Ruth’s vow extended beyond death. For the mutual commitment of husband and wife, as desired by the Creator who made them in his image, is complete in all aspects of their life: temporal (for the rest of their lives on earth), emotional, physical, parental, mental, and spiritual—with Jesus Christ at the center, inspiring them and holding them together, even as it was “God … the Lord” (1:16–17) who held Naomi and Ruth together. (CC)

She even pledges her faithfulness with an invocation of the Lord (Yahweh), the God of Israel – not Chemosh, her own people’s god. Ruth had no idea what the future held,, but the Lord had a plan which included a place for her among the ancestors of David and ultimately of Christ. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 5, Part 4)  

She will not be swerved from her intention to cast her lot with that of Naomi. It was not the affection of a daughter to her natural mother nor that of a wife to the husband of her choice, but it was her love toward Naomi which had knit their hearts together. And the highest stage of the devotion which she yielded to Naomi for life was reached in the confession that she had found the God of Israel to be the true God, a fact which implied the highest unity of spirit.  (Kretzmann)
1:18 Much like a present-day confirmand, Ruth satisfactorily confessed her faith in the Lord. Observing the faithfulness of Elimelech, Naomi, and Mahlon to the Lord and His covenant, Ruth was drawn to the God of Israel, forsaking her gods and people. (TLSB)

Naomi “Stopped Urging Her” (1:18)
This does not mean that Naomi no longer spoke to Ruth at all for the rest of their several-day trip to Bethlehem, but merely that she ceased to argue with her (see Acts 21:10–14). Because the dialogue ceased when Naomi refrained from answering, the story had to move on to the next episode. Naomi’s silence here implies that she has not yet grasped the import of Ruth’s solidarity with her. It was already obvious that Naomi loved Ruth and was greatly concerned for her (especially Ruth 1:8–9). Since the point had been made in the story that Ruth prevailed over Naomi here, nothing more need be said. This is the second of only three verses in Ruth where the narrator states what a character thought without expressing it in a direct quotation. (CC)
 1:6–18 Ruth refuses to stay in Moab when Naomi determines to go back to Bethlehem, even though her sister-in-law stays in Moab. Ruth boldly confesses her faith in the Lord and her commitment to her family. What an incredible example of godly priorities: the Lord and family come first! • Thanks be to God that He put us first and made us family through the suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus, who crossed heaven and earth to save us. Amen. (TLSB)

1:19 WHOLE TOWN WAS STIRRED – More than 10 years had passed since Naomi had left in far better circumstances than when she returned (v 4). (TLSB)

“They Entered Bethlehem” (1:19)
Ruth 1:19–22 may be seen as one of three interludes between major scenes that retard the pace to heighten suspense and add color. (The other two are 2:18–23 and 3:16–18.) These closing episodes to major scenes are indeed essential to the plot and movement of the story, for alternating such shorter episodes with the longer ones aids the attention and interest of hearers and readers. It is best to see these interludes as transitional episodes that both close off the preceding scene and prepare for the next one (as especially 1:22 does). This closing episode begins with movement (1:19), as did both the prologue (1:1) and homecoming (1:6). It then matches 4:14–17 as both have exchanges between Naomi and the women of Bethlehem. The exchange here (1:20–21) underlines the hard and apparently hopeless situation of Naomi, and thus also of Ruth. Indeed, it may well be incomparable in “force, vitality, pathos.” (CC)

The narrator did not find it expedient for the story to relate any details from the women’s journey after the vague description in 1:7. From Moab they would have descended into the Jordan Valley, lying 1,290 feet below sea level at the spot where the river flows into the Dead Sea; crossed the river and the lush narrow strip on either side today known as the Zor; then ascended, crossing the rugged wilderness of the valley known as the Ghor and proceeded on to Bethlehem in the hill country of Judah, 2,300 feet above sea level. (CC)

Ruth 1:19b–22 may represent a modified chiastic structure in which part B introduces C–D, and B′ introduces D′–C′:
A	Naomi and Ruth’s entrance into Bethlehem (narrative, 1:19b)
	B	Naomi objects to “Naomi,” meaning “pleasant” (1:20a)
		C	Shaddai made her life bitter (1:20b)
			D	She left full, but the Lord brought her back empty (1:21a)
	B′	Why should they call her “Naomi”? (1:21b)
			D′	The Lord has testified against her (1:21c)
		C′	Shaddai has afflicted her (1:21d)
A′	Naomi and Ruth return to Bethlehem at the harvest (narrative, 1:22) (CC)
Every Near Eastern village is astir (“excited,” abuzz with conversation, 1:19) at the arrival of strangers or long-absent returnees. It was natural for Naomi and Ruth to have been greeted by the women of the town, who would have been tending to their household duties while the men were in the fields busy with the harvest. Of course, even if men had seen them and recognized Naomi, it would be unseemly for them to strike up a conversation with women to whom they were not closely related; they would have sent their wives to investigate. (CC)

As a natural background and adding realism, these unidentified women serve as a chorus (and will again in 4:14–15, 17, as also the men do in 4:11–12). A closely knit group of women speaking in unison also plays a prominent role in the Song of Songs249 and foreshadows the choruses in Greek plays. Probably the women were “excited” in both a positive, joyful way and also in a negative, shocked way over the sudden appearance of Naomi after the lengthy absence of ten years (1:4) but without her husband and sons. They addressed each other by a rhetorical question with the force of an exclamation: “This [really] is Naomi!” (see, e.g., 1 Sam 21:12 [ET 21:11]; 1 Ki 18:7, 17). It was also a realization that Naomi’s return forced them to find a niche for her in their community, to define her socially anew. (CC)

1:20–21 Some scholars regard these verses as poetry. (TLSB)

1:20 Naomi … Mara. See NIV text notes. In the ancient Near East a person’s name was often descriptive. (CSB)

Naomi is ashamed to return to Bethlehem without husband or sons. This shame is multiplied, for she knows she will remain childless, unable to provide sons for her daughters-in-law.  (TLSB)
Do Not Call Me Naomi [‘Pleasant’]; Call Me Mara [‘Bitter’]” (1:20)

Returning home to Bethlehem without her husband and sons, Naomi was overwhelmed by sadness. When the women called out her name, she was struck by a note of irony, for her name means “pleasant.” Her life had become anything but pleasant, so she cried out that she should rather be called “Mara,” meaning “bitter” (1:20), which recalled the bitter suffering of the Israelites in Egypt. The repetition of her negative attitude (as previously in 1:11–13) contrasts with Ruth’s positive one (1:16–17). Although she had already felt very bitter, she now makes the contrast appropriate for her new condition. This means that, in respect to redefining her for the community, Naomi rejected her former social category as a wife and mother blessed by God for one who has been left destitute. Although she had already felt very bitter before (1:13), she now makes the contrast in a wordplay on her name. Names in Israel were often descriptions of inner character which may also influence the person’s conduct or future. As a change in name or a new second name signified a change in character or status, so Naomi called for a new name appropriate for her new condition.

        Almighty. See note on Ge 17:1. (CSB)

Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. Or, “has made me very bitter.” Naomi compares her experience in Moab to the Israelites’ bitter slavery in Egypt. (TLSB)

1:21 full … empty. These words highlight the central theme of the story—how the empty Naomi becomes full again. (CSB)

“I Went Away Full, but Empty the Lord Returned Me!” (1:21a)
After her wordplay (“the Almighty has made me very bitter”) contrasting her self-appellation, Mara, “bitter” (1:20), with her real name, “Naomi” (“pleasant,” 1:2), Naomi follows with another pair of contrasting opposites: “full … empty” (1:21). By placing the adjectives before the verbs, she emphasizes her abject state; the Hebrew word order is, literally, “I, full, went away, but empty returned me the Lord.” This highlights a dialectical theme in the story between fullness and emptiness that involves family and food. Naomi starts out full in the sense of having family, but is faced with famine (1:1), and then she loses the blood-relatives in her family (1:3–5). She hears of “food” (1:6) and so returns to Judah. Boaz prays that the reward of Ruth, working on behalf of Naomi, may be “full” (2:12), and he provides Ruth with abundant food so that she is “full” (2:14) and has “fullness” of food left over for Naomi (2:18). Boaz too enjoys abundant food (3:7), which he again shares with Ruth so that she is not “empty-handed” when she returns to Naomi (3:17). Finally, through Boaz the Lord restores Naomi and Ruth to have a full family (4:11–17). Moreover, øåÌú, “Ruth,” may mean “satiety” or “fullness” (see the textual note on it in 1:4) and through her the Lord provides Naomi with a son (4:17). (CC)

That Naomi is “bitter” (1:20) and “empty” (1:21) describes graphically her apparently hopeless condition at the end of this first major scene of the drama (1:6–22) and defines the great obstacle to be overcome by the Lord’s grace. Naomi’s contrast between being “full” and “empty” (øÅé÷Èí, 1:21) is reminiscent of the Israelites no longer being “empty” (øÅé÷Èí) when they exited Egypt because, as the Lord promised, the Egyptians would supply them richly (Ex 3:21–22). From there, the negated use of øÅé÷Èí, meaning “not empty-handed” (as in Ruth 3:17), was incorporated into the Mosaic Law in the command that when a Hebrew slave is set free, he should not go “empty-handed,” but be given gifts from the Lord’s blessings upon his former owner (Deut 15:13–14). Being a faithful believer in the Lord, Naomi may have expected to receive tangible “wages” of his “reward” (as Boaz prays for Ruth in Ruth 2:12; see the commentary there) and to remain filled with visible gifts of his grace, since the OT does include some promises for tangible blessings, although corresponding NT promises focus on spiritual gifts of grace. Bitterly, Naomi attributed her emptiness to the Lord, but later, the women joyfully attributed her gain of a redeemer to the Lord (4:14). (CC)

Many faithful believers from the old and new covenants have also experienced being in the pit of despair, from the plagued Job (7:5–11), the hunted David (Ps 22:7–19 [ET 22:6–18]; Psalm 142), the surrounded Hezekiah (2 Ki 18:17–19:37), the mourning Jeremiah (Lamentations 1), and the drowning Jonah (2:2–10 [ET 2:1–9]), to John the Baptizer in prison (Mt 11:2–3) and the grieving Peter (Mt 26:75; Lk 22:62). Our Lord Jesus Christ “emptied himself” (Phil 2:7), was in agony in Gethsemane (Mt 26:37–39; Lk 22:44),258 under Pilate (Mt 27:26; Jn 19:1), and on the cross (Mt 27:46), and died empty-handed (see Mt 27:35). We recall our severely persecuted brothers and sisters in Christ, from ancient Rome’s Colosseum to modern North Korea, southern Sudan, the mountain tribes of Laos and Vietnam, and Indonesia’s West Papua. To these as well as to us, our victorious Lord calls out, “In the world you have tribulation, but take courage: I have overcome the world!” (Jn 16:33; see “Suffering” in “The Theology” in the introduction). His resurrection is the pledge that we shall inherit the fullness of life everlasting in the new creation (Revelation 21–22). (CC)

Although Naomi no longer hoped to mother another son herself (Ruth 1:12), she knew from Scripture that nothing is too difficult for God (Gen 3:15; 18:13–14). Therefore like Jeremiah, who, despite his despair at the destruction of Jerusalem and the devastation of Judah, continued to hope in the faithfulness and mercy of the Lord (Lam 3:21–22), Naomi too could still harbor a faint hope—which spark then enkindled her hopeful plan (Ruth 3:1–4). (CC)

        testified against me. As with Job, there is no sin charged against Naomi in all her actions. At times, it appears that God is hidden and uncaring in a believer’s suffering (Is 45:15). But God is surely present to bring relief in His time. (TLSB)

“The Lord Has Testified against Me, and the Almighty Has Afflicted Me!” (1:21b–d)
Although she had already told her audience not to call her “Naomi” in the previous verse (1:20), she repeats this as a question, “Why should you call me Naomi?” (1:21). She was not looking for an answer here, but was stating the reason for not accepting the appellation “pleasant,” namely, the Lord’s affliction. Naomi attributed her change in condition to “the Almighty” (Shaddai, an epithet of the Lord), for he governs all things. Like Job, Naomi considered the Almighty to be the cause of her bitterness. She interpreted her suffering to be the Lord’s public testimony against her. Like Job (e.g., Job 14:1–6), she realized that she was a sinful human being, but she was unaware of any particular reason why the Almighty should afflict her so more tragically than others. If the almighty power of Shaddai opposes her, she is helpless. She feels that she is the accused and the Lord himself the accuser. (CC)

Like Job, Naomi never finds out the grounds for the accusation, but also like Job, she will learn the theology of the cross: God brings his people through their suffering to restoration and eternal salvation. That final deliverance for all OT and NT believers would be accomplished by the vicarious atonement of the Suffering Servant of the Lord (Is 52:13–53:12). The redemptive suffering Christ procured the forgiveness of sins for the whole world. The sufferings of OT and NT believers are not redemptive, but are signs that they are in Christ and are members of his body through faith. Thus “it is necessary for us to enter the kingdom of God through many tribulations” (Acts 14:22). In the case of Naomi, her suffering the loss of her husband and sons prepared for Boaz to redeem Ruth and continue the family line that eventuated in David and in the promised Savior (Mt 1:5). Thus Naomi’s suffering was a part of God’s plan through which salvation would come for all. (CC)

With supreme power, Shaddai (“the Almighty”) presides over all circumstances in life (Ex 6:2–8; Job 27:13; Is 13:6; cf. Rom 8:28). Shaddai is named in the accounts of the patriarchs as the source of blessing and life. As part of the way in which he brings about our redemption, he may allow us to endure trials (Job 5:17; 6:4; 23:16; 27:2), as did Naomi. The name Shaddai reminds the hearer of the similar trials through which he preserved the patriarchs and matriarchs according to his gracious promises to be fulfilled in Christ. (CC)

Naomi’s laments (Ruth 1:11–13, 20–21) must be evaluated in the context of her faith (see above on 1:6–9). Like Job (2:10), she could not exchange her allegiance to the Lord for that to another god or to none at all. She also realized that the Lord was the only real hope for blessing and life, even for her daughters-in-law in Moab. Her laments, then, were not those of one whose faith in the Lord was replaced by doubt, unbelief, or agnosticism. She grieved and was bitter, but not hopeless or despondent. Job too would not have argued with God if he had been hopeless (e.g., Job 14:7–14; 16:19–21; 19:23–27). (CC)

Probably Naomi, like Job, felt that her suffering was undeserved, unjust, and too great. Still, she doggedly held fast to her faith in the Lord, knowing he was her only hope, even if she expected no restoration as Job had experienced; the ten children he lost (Job 1:2, 18–19) were supplemented by ten more (Job 42:13). Although God does not cause suffering or evil (James 1:13), believers, while in the throes of their pain, understandably blame him for permitting it. But this in no way implies that they no longer hope in his further blessings in this life as well as in life after death. (CC)

In all this, Naomi appears fully as a saint through faith: open and honest before God and other people in her suffering, like Job, David (see his psalms of lament), and Jeremiah (especially Lamentations). As Job’s friends did, people generally considered such suffering as punishment for sin. However, Job learned that it belongs to mysterious workings of divine redemption, for God is still seen positively as controlling everything, even the powers of evil that otherwise would overwhelm mortal man. Trials become the occasions or channels to experience God’s blessing. Such complaint as in Ruth 1:20–21 is not only biblically tolerated but even honored as the proper prayer of God’s suffering saints. Thus Jesus Christ quoted from Psalm 22, one of David’s psalms of lament, while suffering unto death on the cross (Mt 27:46). (CC)

Yet, since Naomi had already made the point that her suffering was by the hand of Lord (Ruth 1:13), why should her speech here receive such prominence? The author wants us, the audience, to see ourselves in her, for to admit one’s bitterness toward God is the first step toward it being overcome. To trust God’s comforting promises and guidance in his Word, despite our troubles and ignorance of the future, is to exercise faith; we are to “walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor 4:16–5:7). (CC)

To express hopelessness and to blaspheme God because of suffering is the natural reaction of sinful man (Rev 16:9, 11, 21). For our incorrigible worldly optimism imagines, like Eve being tempted by the devil, that we have an inalienable right to a life of pleasure (Gen 3:6), and, like Adam, that even the suffering we have brought on ourselves by violating God’s Word is ultimately God’s fault (Gen 3:12; see also the murderer Cain in Gen 4:13–14 and Job’s wife in Job 2:9). Instead, as sinners living in this world tainted by sin, we must expect struggle, pain, and grief (Gen 3:14–19), even when we are not directly responsible (Job 1:21; 2:10; Lk 13:2–5). God in Christ does not promise us freedom from suffering, but rather his spiritual presence with us and the strength to bear the pain, and in this way to overcome it (Mt 11:28; Jn 16:33; see “Suffering” in “The Theology” in the introduction). We who have been baptized into Christ’s death and hold fast to him in faith have the promise that after our present sufferings we shall also share in his resurrection (Rom 6:1–4; Col 2:11–13; Rev 2:25–28). (CC)

In saying “empty the Lord returned me!” (Ruth 1:21) Naomi seems to be ignoring the presence of Ruth, as if it counted for naught. But Naomi was concentrating on her loss of husband and sons, and thus lamented the demise of her original family, which is what “full” meant for her. So, she understood God to have testified against her by her bereavement. It is very strong language to say “the Almighty has afflicted me,” reminding hearers of outbursts by Moses (Ex 5:22; Num 11:11) and later by Elijah (1 Ki 17:20). But it was harder for her to endure than for Moses and Elijah, for she lacked God’s express endorsement of her affairs. In similar contexts, others complained that God had afflicted them, but the apparent harm turned out to be the beginning of a larger blessing (Ex 5:22–6:1; Num 11:11–32; 1 Ki 17:20–24). Naomi did not yet realize this, but the narrator knows it, and the language can arouse this idea in the minds of attentive hearers. There is thus evident a certain tension between Naomi’s point of view and that of the narrator. (CC)

For Naomi in her suffering, God was working out his purposes (Gen 50:20; Rom 8:28). “God had made sorrow her portion, to teach her to trust in Him all the more implicitly.” Permitting adversity to try us, God means it for our welfare. As shown in the sacrifice of his Son, God can mean only love for us (Rom 5:3–8), and no suffering can separate us from that love (Rom 8:31–39). (CC)

1:22 Ruth the Moabitess. Several times the author reminds the reader that Ruth is a foreigner from a despised people (2:2, 6, 21; 4:5, 10; see 2:10). (CSB)

“So Naomi Returned, and with Her Was Ruth the Moabitess” (1:22)
In Hebrew, 1:22 begins with the same verb (åÇúÈÌùÈÑá, “and she returned”) that is the main verb in the first verse (1:6) of this scene (1:6–22). Thus 1:22a summarizes the climactic episode (1:19–21) of the first chapter, while 1:22b serves as a transition to prepare for the second act (chapter 2). Omitting all secondary details, such as where the two returnees lodged, in 1:22a the narrator instead reintroduces Ruth, who was not mentioned in 1:19–21. This is the second time that Ruth is called a “Moabitess” (in 1:4 Orpah and Ruth are called “Moabitesses”; for Ruth, see also 2:2, 6, 21; 4:5, 10). The author’s repeated emphasis on this is a strong hint of the tension accompanying Ruth’s new role in Judah. (CC)

Yet, as Naomi returned home, so Ruth also “returned,” not just with Naomi, but to her new home, the land of the Lord (cf. Heb 11:13–16). Naomi made no mention of Ruth to the women, perhaps implying that she had not yet fully accepted her. But the narrator adds that “with her was Ruth the Moabitess … who returned from the region of Moab” (1:22). By so emphasizing Ruth, whose confession of faith in the Lord and commitment to Naomi (1:16–21) is still ringing in our ears, the narrator strongly makes the point that Naomi did not really return “empty” (1:21), but with a double source of hope, namely, with Ruth and at the harvest. (CC)

The time to begin harvesting barley in the Judean mountains was probably the middle of May, shortly after Passover and the reaping of the omer (ears of grain), which were the firstfruits offered to consecrate the harvest (Lev 23:10). Harvest time could be the occasion for an important event (Judg 6:11–24). The implication here is that the emptiness of Naomi (Ruth 1:21) may be filled at least in the sense of having food. Barley was cheaper than wheat, thus important for feeding cattle and as the food of the poor (cf. Ezek 4:9, 12; Jn 6:9; Rev 6:6). (CC)

The narrator of Ruth began and ended chapter 1 with a temporal note and mention of Bethlehem: with a famine and departure (1:1) that contrasts with a harvest and return (1:22). In the prologue (1:1–5) two problems were introduced: famine and death, the former causing exile for the family of Elimelech and the latter the family’s loss of their inheritance. But the events recorded parallel partially those of the patriarchs, whom the Lord preserved (see “Patriarchal Parallels” in “The Motifs” in the introduction). The Lord made his fidelity evident to Naomi through the fidelity of her daughters-in-law (çÆñÆã, ḥeṣed, 1:8), especially through his conversion of Ruth (1:16–17), and the Lord’s fidelity plus his provision of harvest (1:22) promise a possible resolution of the difficulties. Though God permitted the famine and deaths (1:20–21), he has also caused crops and faith to sprout (1:6, 16). There is hope in Bethlehem! (CC)

        harvest. Harvesting grain in ancient Canaan took place in April and May (barley first, wheat a few weeks later; see 2:23). It involved the following steps: (1) cutting the ripened standing grain with hand sickles (Dt 16:9; 23:25; Jer 50:16; Joel 3:13)—usually done by men; (2) binding the grain into sheaves—usually done by women; (3) gleaning, i.e., gathering stalks of grain left behind (2:7); (4) transporting the sheaves to the threshing floor—often by donkey, sometimes by cart (Am 2:13); (5) threshing, i.e., loosening the grain from the straw—usually done by the treading of cattle (Dt 25:4; Hos 10:11), but sometimes by toothed threshing sledges (Isa 41:15; Am 1:3) or the wheels of carts (Isa 28:28); (6) winnowing—done by tossing the grain into the air with winnowing forks (Jer 15:7) so that the wind, which usually came up for a few hours in the afternoon, blew away the straw and chaff (Ps 1:4), leaving the grain at the winnower’s feet; (7) sifting the grain (Am 9:9) to remove any residual foreign matter; (8) bagging for transportation and storage (Ge 42–44). Threshing floors, where both threshing and winnowing occurred, were hard, smooth, open places, prepared on either rock or clay and carefully chosen for favorable exposure to the prevailing winds. They were usually on the east side—i.e., downwind—of the village. (CSB)

Mar/Apr. Spring rains had passed. (TLSB)

        was beginning. Naomi and Ruth arrive in Bethlehem just as the renewed fullness of the land is beginning to be harvested—an early hint that Naomi will be full again. Reference to the barley harvest also prepares the reader for the next major scene in the harvest fields. (CSB)

1:19–22 Naomi confesses the bitterness she feels on returning to Bethlehem without her husband and sons. Yet Ruth is with her still. Like Naomi, Christians today seek to do their best when caring for loved ones. Intermittent times of suffering are used by God to humble us. In due time, God raises us up to see His mercy and to care more dearly. • Lord Jesus, when You act in ways we do not understand, direct us to our Baptism. There, You bound Yourself to us in forgiveness and love so that, like Naomi and Ruth, we will see Your deliverance in Your time. Amen. (TLSB)

