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Background: The book of Ruth tells the story of Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz. The scene is set 

primarily in Bethlehem (the birthplace of David and Jesus) during the time of judges (which is 

chronicled historically in the book of Judges). The story breaks down into four different acts and 

has been described as a journey from “emptiness to fullness.” The book of Ruth is also a story of 

steadfast love and redemption, with each of the main characters displaying love. In Hebrew, 

“steadfast or faithful love” is the word hesed.  

 

The New American Commentary writes about this important concept, “Hesed is one of those 

Hebrew words whose meaning cannot be captured in one English word. This is a strong 

relational term that wraps up in itself an entire cluster of concepts, all the positive attributes of 

God — love, mercy, grace, kindness, goodness, benevolence, loyalty, covenant faithfulness; in 

short, that quality that moves a person to act for the benefit of another without respect to the 

advantage it might bring to the one who expresses it. Naomi’s use of ḥesed as the direct object of 

the verb ʿāśâ, ‘to do, act, demonstrate,’ reflects the fact that this quality is expressed 

fundamentally in action rather than word or emotion.” 

 

The book of Ruth also reveals the providence and sovereignty of God in providing for His people. 

Primarily, it points to God’s providence in allowing King David, one of the greatest kings in 

Israelite history, to have his line begin in one of the darkest periods in Israelite history.  

 

In the days when the judges ruled, there was a famine in the land. So a man from 

Bethlehem in Judah, together with his wife and two sons, went to live for a while 

in the country of Moab. The man’s name was Elimelek, his wife’s name was 

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. 

● As aforementioned, the setting for the book of Ruth was during the period of judges. The 

NET Bible notes, “Many interpreters, reading this statement in the light of the Book of 

Judges which describes a morally corrupt period, assume that the narrator is painting a 

dark backdrop against which Ruth’s exemplary character and actions will shine even 

more brightly.”  

● Not only was it a morally corrupt period, but at this time in history, there was also a 

famine in the land (which could have been a judgment from God). In light of this famine, 

a man, Elimelek, and his family moved from Bethlehem to the country of Moab, to 

escape the famine.  

● There is some interesting information found in the names of these people. Elimelek’s 

name means “My God is King,” while Naomi’s name means “pleasant.” Both the sons, 

Mahlon and Kilion, had names that reflect “weakness or frailness,” which set the scene 

for what was going to shortly happen.  

 

 



Now Elimelek, Naomi’s husband, died, and she was left with her two sons. They 

married Moabite women, one named Orpah and the other Ruth. After they had 

lived there about ten years, both Mahlon and Kilion also died, and Naomi was left 

without her two sons and her husband. 

● While the book is named for the character Ruth, these verses reveal that the primary 

character is in fact Naomi, who would be the focus of the story at both the beginning and 

end.  

● At some point after the family arrived in Moab, Elimelek died. Her sons married Moabite 

women (Orpah and Ruth), but after a decade, the sons both died as well; thus leaving 

Naomi without a family, as neither Orpah nor Ruth had any children.  

○ The names of Orpah and Ruth also reveal significant character traits about the 

women and point to their later actions. Orpah’s name is related to the verb which 

means “to turn one’s back” while Ruth’s name means “friendship.”  

○ The Faithlife Study Bible states, “Israelites were commanded not to intermarry 

with the surrounding Canaanite nations (Deut 7:1–4), but intermarriage with the 

Moabites was not explicitly forbidden. However, Moabites were forbidden from 

entering the assembly of Yahweh because of their mistreatment of the Israelites 

during their time of wandering in the wilderness (Deut 23:3–6).” 

● Being an older widow, Naomi’s situation was desperate. She had no one to provide for 

her and lost everything! 

 

When Naomi heard in Moab that the Lord had come to the aid of his people by 

providing food for them, she and her daughters-in-law prepared to return home 

from there. 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. 

Then Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back, each of you, to your 

mother’s home. May the Lord show you kindness, as you have shown kindness to 

your dead husbands and to me. May the Lord grant that each of you will find rest 

in the home of another husband.” 

● Naomi received word that the famine in her homeland ended. The description that “the 

Lord had come to the aid of his people” points to this being an act of God’s sovereignty 

and providence. She prepared to return home along with Orpah and Ruth, who were now 

considered part of her family. Prior to leaving Moab, Naomi wished her daughter-in-laws 

well, blessing them and telling them to return home. Naomi had no other sons, and no 

way to provide for the women, so she suggested they go home to their parents and trust 

that the Lord would give them new husbands to provide and care for them.  

● Naomi used the Hebrew word hesed in her blessing of Orpah and Ruth, a concept that 

will be mentioned over and over again in this book.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Then she kissed them goodbye and they wept aloud and said to her, “We will go 

back with you to your people.” 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? 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 — 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 turned against me!” 

● Initially, both Orpah and Ruth resolved to stay with Naomi and return home to 

Bethlehem with her. However, Naomi dissuaded them for this course of action, even 

though the women had a very close relationship with her (Naomi called them her 

daughters, rather than daughter-in-laws).  

● Naomi pointed out that there was no reason to stay with her, because she couldn’t 

possibly provide husbands for them. She even went as far to suggest that if she somehow 

gave birth to two sons at that moment, that Orpah and Ruth could not possibly wait until 

the sons were of age. Instead, both Orpah and Ruth should seek other husbands, which 

was possible for them.  

● Naomi also commented on how bitter and empty her life had become. She saw the Lord’s 

hand as having turned against her, and it caused her to eventually take the name Mara, 

which means “bitter.” 

 

At this they wept aloud again. Then Orpah kissed her mother-in-law goodbye, but 

Ruth clung to her. “Look,” said Naomi, “your sister-in-law is going back to her 

people and her gods. Go back with her.” 

● As Naomi spoke to the women, they wept again. This was a sad and difficult moment for 

everyone. Orpah took Naomi’s advice, said goodbye to Naomi, and returned home. 

However, Ruth refused to go. The expression, “Ruth clung to her,” indicates the strong 

love and commitment Ruth had for Naomi.  

● The NET Bible notes about the differences in the women, “Orpah is a literary foil for 

Ruth. Orpah is a commendable and devoted person (see v. 8); after all she is willing to 

follow Naomi back to Judah. However, when Naomi bombards her with good reasons 

why she should return, she relents. But Ruth is special. Despite Naomi’s bitter tirade, she 

insists on staying. Orpah is a good person, but Ruth is beyond good — she possesses an 

extra measure of devotion and sacrificial love that is uncommon.” 

 

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. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May 

the Lord deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even death separates you and me.” 

When Naomi realized that Ruth was determined to go with her, she stopped 

urging her. 

● Ruth’s love and devotion for Naomi were beautifully expressed in her response to Naomi. 

She would remain faithful to Naomi no matter where she travelled. Furthermore, Ruth 

would also choose to be loyal to the Lord, Yahweh, rather than returning to the god of the 



Moabites, Chemosh. Ruth’s decision to remain with Naomi meant a totally new life for 

her, as well as choices that would impact even her faith.  

● It is incredible that Ruth chose to worship the Lord, given how Naomi attributed to Him 

the bitterness and loss that she was experiencing.  

● The Faithlife Study Bible states, “Ruth was determined to stay with Naomi. The word 

mith'ammetseth (‘determined’) here comes from the word amats, denoting strength, 

firmness, and persistence. Ruth strengthened herself against Naomi’s objections (vv. 11, 

15).” 

 

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?” “Don’t call me Naomi,” she told them. “Call me 

Mara, because the Almighty has made my life very bitter. 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.” 

● When Naomi and Ruth arrived in Bethlehem, the people were shocked because much 

time passed. When the women asked if this was Naomi, Naomi asked to be called Mara. 

Naomi had experienced affliction, emptiness, and misfortune, and she lamented on what 

happened.  

○ The Faithlife Study Bible notes, “Given her circumstances, Naomi thinks ‘bitter’ is 

a more fitting name than ‘pleasant’ (see note on v. 2). However, she is never 

referred to as Mara because — despite her claim — Yahweh did not deal bitterly 

with her (see 4:14–15).” 

○ In speaking of Naomi’s accusation that the Lord made her bitter, the Faithlife 

Study Bible explains, “Like Job, Naomi felt God had become her enemy (Job 16:9; 

19:11). However, just as with Job, Naomi’s tragedy was part of a larger series of 

events that would result in God’s blessing (Ruth 4:14–15).” 

 

So Naomi returned from Moab accompanied by Ruth the Moabite, her 

daughter-in-law, arriving in Bethlehem as the barley harvest was beginning. 

● The last verse of this chapter summarizes the action of this act of Ruth, and sets the 

scene for what would happen next. The barley harvest would provide the opportunity for 

Ruth to glean to find food, thus leading her to meet Boaz, who would provide redemption 

for her and Naomi. 

● This verse, along with the rest of the book, also highlights Ruth’s heritage as a foreigner, 

calling her “the Moabite.” This fact is especially significant, given that Ruth would be an 

ancestor in the line of Jesus Christ.  


