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MAIN POINT

God calls us to faithfully love and serve the people He has placed in our lives.

INTRODUCTION

As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion.

Faithfulness is “the quality of being true, trustworthy, and reliable in all one’s dealings with others.” Is this a
quality our culture values? Think of some recent examples to support your answer.

Why is faithfulness an important attribute for the Christ-follower to exhibit?

In Christian circles, faithfulness refers to more than just one’s character. It also relates to one’s acceptance of the gospel
message and the committal of oneself to Christ as Savior and Lord. Because faithfulness is an aspect of the fruit of the
Spirit, we know it doesn’t come naturally, especially not during life’s trying times. True faithfulness, birthed in us by the
Holy Spirit, is a perseverance through the seasons of life, no matter what they bring our way. Such is the example Ruth
set for us.

UNDERSTANDING

Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ RUTH 1:1-13.

Without husbands or sons, what crises is Naomi facing? In a male-dominated, pre-welfare age, how important
would male relatives be for widows?

Given the social problems facing these widows, why do you think Naomi told Ruth and Orpah to return to
their families?

In ancient agrarian cultures, men were expected to provide for and to protect their women. A female was first under the
care of her father, then of her husband, and then of her adult son. Ruth and Orpah were now in the situation of being
young women away from their fathers but without either husbands or sons. From the standpoint of ancient culture,
which lacked any form of welfare and had no respectable occupations for single women, these women were in a truly
desperate situation. Naomi knew that their only hope was either to return to their fathers’ households or to marry new
husbands. They also lived in a culture in which a woman was bound to the family into which she had married. Should
the woman’s husband die, her in-laws were to provide another male from within the family either to marry her or at
least to bear a son with her. In the latter case, the son would carry on the name of the deceased husband. Equally
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important to the widow’s well-being, however, was the fact that the son would care for her when she became old. This
was a duty and a relationship that ancient people took seriously (see Gen. 38:8-10).

How did Naomi bless her daughters-in-law? What did her words reveal about her relationship with Ruth and
Orpah?

What can we surmise about Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah’s character based on this parting conversation?

We could hardly have blamed Naomi if she had wanted someone to be with her in her suffering and sorrow, or if she had
tried to work out a plan to use these young women to help get her through her severe poverty. However, Naomi did
nothing of the sort. She knew that if Ruth and Orpah stayed attached to her, they would have no real prospects for the
future. Their best hope of survival and prosperity was to return to their paternal homes, find new husbands, and raise
new families. Holding on to them would have been an act of selfishness—in her best interests, but not theirs. She did
the painful, unselfish, and compassionate thing: she told them to return home.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ RUTH 1:14-17.

Orpah returns to her family while Ruth remains with Naomi. Was one action a better demonstration of
faithfulness than the other? Explain your thoughts.

The text tells us that “Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth clung to her” (1:14). While it might seem easy to view
Ruth as the “good” daughter-in-law and Orpah as the “bad” one, in reality Orpah didn’t do anything wrong. She too loved
Naomi, wept over her, and kissed her when they parted company. In the end, Naomi’s advice made good sense, and
Orpah didn’t sin by following it. Rather than see Orpah as bad, we should see Ruth as extraordinarily faithful and loving.

How far was Ruth willing to go in her loyalty and faithfulness to Naomi?

What made Ruth’s verbal commitment so powerful?

Although these verses are used in wedding vows today, they were initially a daughter-in-law’ s commitment
to her mother-in-law. How do these expressions of love reflect a choice to sacrifice?

Ruth’s words in verse 17, verbalizing the level of her commitment to Naomi, reflect her determination to stay. This verse
demonstrates that Ruth is a believer in Naomi’s God, showing loyalty to both Naomi and her God. Ruth’s faithfulness
likely stems from her recognizing that Naomi’s God is the one true God. Ruth declared that her whole life was bound to
Naomi from that time forward. She vowed her fidelity to Naomi in their journey, in the choice of a dwelling place, in
national identity, and even in commitment to the God of Israel. Ruth completely set aside her Moabite identity by
joining herself to Naomi. For Ruth, following Naomi and the Lord involved a complete renunciation of her past life. She
had truly counted the cost. In declaring her faithfulness to Naomi and to the Lord God, she was giving up everything
else.

Both Ruth (vv. 16-17) and Naomi (vv. 20-21) confess God’s sovereign control of events, each in her own way.
What truth does each convey of God? Of themselves? Of their perseverance through trial?

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ RUTH 1:19-2:3.

When Naomi arrived at her hometown of Bethlehem, her spiritual and physical fatigue was evident. She complained that
God had made her life bitter (see 1:20). We should be careful, though, about criticizing Naomi too severely. Sometimes
the Psalms contain such blunt language (see Pss. 22:1; 43:2; 74:1). Even so, Naomi’s tone suggests that she was in
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despair. In such situations, few people would be able to take charge and to confront problems. Here were two
impoverished women, and their immediate need was for food. Naomi may have been too tired or depressed to know
what to do next.

What was Ruth willing to do to provide food for Naomi?

Gleaning was an arduous task involving great physical discomfort without producing much fruit. How did her
commitment demonstrate faithfulness?

The initiative to confront their problem came from Ruth (v. 2). Leviticus 19:9-10 required that landowners leave the
edges of their fields unharvested. Neither were they to go back and pick up excess heads of grain that had fallen to the
ground or had been missed by the harvesters. This grain was to be left as food for the poor to gather. Not everyone
obeyed the law, of course, and Ruth would have to seek a field in which she would be allowed to glean. Yet she faced
up to whatever embarrassment that entailed and found a field where she was allowed to work.

APPLICATION

Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives.

What actions can you take to ensure that your relationship with Christ takes precedence over all else? What
might this demonstration of faithfulness cost you?

How does faithfulness in relationships require us to invest emotionally, socially, physically, mentally, and
spiritually?

PRAY

Thank God for His faithfulness to us. Pray you would faithfully demonstrate His faithfulness to
others.

 

COMMENTARY

RUTH 1

The Book of Ruth gets its name from one of its principle characters, a Moabite woman named Ruth who was the
ancestor of David and Jesus. After reading the Book of Judges, which paints a dark and depressing picture of Israel, the
reader is relieved to encounter Ruth. Although the book is relatively short, it is rich in examples of kindness, faith, and
patience. It is one of the five scrolls that was to be read during the Jewish festivals, in particular the Festival of Weeks.

1:1. “During the time of the judges” identifies the events of this story as taking place during a time when “everyone did
whatever he wanted” (lit “what was right in his own eyes”), when “there was no king in Israel” (Judg. 21:25). During the
time of the judges, a famine in the land probably would have been part of God’s judgment on His people for their
apostasy from Him, pursuing the Baals and Ashtoreths (see Judg. 2:11-15). This famine even affected Bethlehem, whose
Hebrew name means “house of bread.” As a result, one family from that city did what was right in their own eyes and
left the promised land, going to live in the pagan land of Moab, where economic prospects seemed brighter. Somewhere
along the way, that temporary move turned into a permanent stay.

1:2. “Elimelech” means “My God is king,” which heightens the irony of his behavior in doing “whatever he wanted”
because in those days “there was no king in Israel” (Judg. 21:25). His wife’s name, Naomi, means “Pleasant,” which
evokes Ps. 16:6: “The boundary lines have fallen for me in pleasant places.” In contrast, she and her husband were
dissatisfied with the boundary lines assigned them by God. The names of their sons, Mahlon and Chilion, seem related to
words for sickness and mortality.
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1:3-5. In the land of Moab, Naomi’s husband died and she was left with her two sons. The Hebrew verb “left” is related
to the word “remnant” and often describes those who survive an outpouring of God’s wrath. Her sons then took Moabite
women as their wives, contrary to the law that forbade marrying women from nations that served other gods (Deut.
7:3-4). Moabite women in particular had a reputation for leading Israelites astray after other gods (Num. 25). It must
have seemed evident that the hand of the Lord was against Naomi in judgment.

1:6-9. Naomi had little choice but to leave Moab and return home, a move encouraged by the news that the Lord was
“providing ... food there.” This points to repentance on the part of the Hebrews and their restoration. Naomi asked the
Lord’s blessing upon her daughters-in-law in the form of His faithful love. This is a covenantal term that combines love
and faithfulness, mercy and grace—all the positive aspects of committed relationship. It is a remarkable request that the
Lord’s favor should be shown in this way to covenant outsiders like these foreign women. The women were sad to part.
They wept loudly as they embraced.

1:10-14. Orpah and Ruth repeated their desire to return to Israel with Naomi. Once again, however, Naomi pressed them
both to return, on the grounds that the best prospect of remarriage lay among their own people. Naomi assumed that no
other family in Bethlehem would be interested in marrying Moabite women, and she emphasized the certainty of there
being no other children from her own line. She was probably at least 50 years old at this time. Even if she were to have
more children at once, by the time they grew up Orpah and Ruth would be too old to have children. Besides, Naomi
argued, she was herself under a curse: the Lord’s hand had turned against her. There is no hint of Naomi taking any
personal responsibility or expressing repentance for her own actions in leaving the promised land. Convinced by
Naomi’s arguments, Orpah took her leave of Naomi, but Ruth clung to her—the same word used in Gen. 2:24 to describe
the marriage bond.

1:15-18. The intensity of Naomi’s attempts to dissuade her Moabite daughters-in-law from accompanying her back to
Bethlehem suggests that she was not completely motivated by concern for their well-being. Their presence would have
been a constant and embarrassing reminder of her tragic sojourn in Moab. Yet Ruth was not so easily dissuaded. In a
crescendo of commitment, she bound herself to go with Naomi and to live with her. In fact, she would even die and be
buried where Naomi was—the greatest possible commitment in the ancient world. She sealed her commitment with a
self-imprecatory oath, taken in the personal name of Naomi’s God, Yahweh. Naomi’s response to this moving speech was
remarkably curt. Literally, the Hebrew in verse 18 says, “She stopped talking to her.”

1:19-22. The townswomen’s question, “Can this be Naomi?” pointedly and deliberately ignored Ruth’s presence. In
response, Naomi urged them to rename her Mara since the Lord had made her bitter rather than “pleasant,” which is the
meaning of “Naomi.” It was at Marah that the Israelites found only bitter water to drink on their way out of Egypt, and so
they grumbled against the Lord (Ex. 15:23-24). Naomi’s heart was similarly turned against the Lord, yet the connection
also raised hope that the Lord would heal her bitterness and bring her to a place of rest, just as He did for Israel. Naomi
had returned physically to Bethlehem from Moab, but would she similarly return to the Lord in repentance?

RUTH 2:1-3

2:1-3. The practice of gleaning allowed the poor to go through the fields after the harvesters, picking up the grain that
was left behind, along with the grain that landowners were required to leave at the edges of their fields (Lev. 19:9-10).
The phrase translated “man of noble character” could designate Boaz as possessing wealth and property, but it becomes
clear as the story unfolds that Boaz is also a man of integrity. The family connection was unknown to Ruth. Humanly
speaking, she just happened to end up gleaning in his field, but there are no coincidences in God’s program, and this
divine appointment proved that the Lord was not against Naomi, as she thought (1:20-21).
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