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THE STORY OF RUTH 
God’s Lovingkindness & Our Human Response 

Ruth 1:1-17 
 

 
 I want tell you the story of Ruth in FIVE ACTS and a CONCLUSION.  It is the story the 
Jews read every year at the Festival of Shavuot … the harvest festival. 

 
ACT ONE: TRAGEDY, OH TRADGEY 

  Act One, is basically unrelenting TRAGEDY.  Fleeing famine in Bethlehem (Bethlehem 
ironically means “House of Bread” because the area was a grain-producing area in Old 
Testament times) Naomi and her husband Elimelech go to the land of Moab. 

 You need to know what the Hebrew people thought of Moabites and what their 
Scriptures said.  Deuteronomy 23:3-6 declares: 

 No...Moabite shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord. Even to the tenth 
generation...because they did not meet you with food and water on your journey out 
of Egypt, and because they hired against you Balaam...to curse you. (Yet the Lord 
your God refused to heed Balaam; the Lord your God turned the curse into a blessing 
for you, because the Lord your God loved you.) You shall never promote their welfare 
or their prosperity as long as you live. 

 Centuries of hurt and spite lie behind those words.  All the Israelites knew of the 
Moabites was what others had told them – which is exactly how prejudice and hatred grows and 
persists. 
 But Ruth is NOT a story of prejudice and hate, but a story of LOVE … God’s STEADFAST 
LOVE, which in Hebrew is called HESED.  HESED is actually translated a number of ways and in 
the Hebrew you’ve got to take all of these variations into account when trying to understand 
the depth of meaning of a particular word.  HESED can mean God’s steadfast love, God’s mercy, 
God’s goodness, God’s loyalty, and the word I prefer: God’s LOVINGKINDNESS.  But again, you 
need to keep in mind ALL of these words when I speak of HESED. 

  Act One, as I said, is TRAGEDY upon TRAGEDY.  Naomi’s husband Elimelech dies leaving 
her a widow and single mother of two sons in a foreign land.  The two sons eventually take 
Moabite wives (heaven forbid), Orpah and Ruth; but within ten years both sons die, without 
children, leaving Naomi and her two daughters-in-law grief-stricken and alone. 
 Now, you’ve got to understand that Naomi was having a really tough time here trying 
to figure out WHY this wave of calamity had swept over her.  The only explanation she could 
come up with was that the hand of God had turned against her.  Ruth called God “Shaddai-
God”, or “El Shaddai”, meaning “the Almighty”, an ancient pre-Mosaic name for God. 
 Sometimes when our world is crumbling all around us, we can’t help but revert back 
to our old primitive picture of a punishing and judging God – NOT the God revealed to Israel 
and NOT the God revealed by Jesus.   



 So Naomi says: “Don’t call me Naomi any longer [that means “Sweet One”], call me Mara 
[which means “Bitter One”], for El Shaddai has dealt bitterly with me [and has made me bitter].” 
(Ruth 1:20-21)  

 
ACT TWO: HOME AGAIN 

 In Act Two, Naomi decides to go back home to Bethlehem.  The famine there has 
ended.  En route she tells her daughters-in-law, Orpah and Ruth, to “turn back” to go home to 
your “mother’s house” in Moab. (Ruth 1:8)  Naomi knows what her people think of Moabites, 
and motivated by love for Orpah and Ruth, she believes they have a much better chance of 
finding new husbands and rebuilding their lives in Moab. 
 At her urging Orpah returns home to Moab, but Ruth decides to go on with her 
mother-in-law to Bethlehem.  What she says to Naomi is one of the most beautiful and 
memorable of all the speeches in scripture.  Turn to the front cover of your bulletin and read it 
in unison with me: 

 But Ruth said: “Entreat me not to leave you, Or to turn back from following 
after you; For wherever you go, I will go; And wherever you dwell, I will dwell; Your 
people shall be my people, And your God, shall be my God. 
 “Where you die, I will die, and there will I be buried. The LORD do so to me, 
and more also, if anything but death parts you and me.” (Ruth 1:16-17) 

 This is HESED, the steadfast love of God, God’s lovingkindness in matchless words and 
action.  It is faith and faithfulness and courage as rarely seen.   

    
 Old Testament scholar Phyllis Trible says: “Not even Abraham’s leap of faith surpasses 
this decision of Ruth’s.”  Jewish novelist Cynthia Ozick calls her “a second Abraham.” 

 What you need to picture here, is a young African woman, with tribal scars and markings, 
and her Muslim faith intact, choosing to return with her bereaved mother-in-law to the Deep 
South in America in the 1950’s or 60’s, or for that matter … even today.  If you do that, then you 
can understand the implication of Ruth’s decision.  

 
ACT THREE: BRINGING IN THE SHEAVES! 

 As they get settled back in Bethlehem, Naomi continues her spiral downward into a 
deep depression and sense of hopelessness.  But Ruth springs into action.  In the second chapter 
of Ruth, she says to Naomi, “Let me go to the field and glean among the ears of grain…”  And so 
she goes to scrape together what has been left out in the fields.  One of the Laws of Mercy in 
ancient Israel was for farmers to leave portions of their crops in the field so that the poor, the 
foreigner, the indigent would have food to eat.  It was part of their God-commended safety net 
for the poor – which all virtuous and just nations have. 

 As Ruth gleans, she catches the eye of Boaz, a rich landowner.  “To whom does this 
young woman belong?” he asks his workers.  They tell him that she is a Moabite woman who 
has come to Bethlehem with her mother-in-law Naomi and is gathering food for them. 
 Boaz instructs the workers to leave some extra grain for her.  Her HESED toward Naomi 
has startled and inspired Boaz and now he begins to return HESED to her.  Ruth has set in 
motion a “contagion of kindness.”  And as they say, “Love begets love.” 
 Ruth asks Boaz why he’s being so kind to her.  Boaz says, “I’ve heard of all you’ve done 
for Naomi.  And then his words: 
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 “May the Lord reward you for your deeds of kindness, and may you have a full 
reward from the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come for 
refuge!” (Ruth 2:12) 

 Remember those lines.  You’re going to hear them again. 

 When Ruth returns and tells Naomi all that Boaz has done for them, Naomi’s heart 
begins to revive.  “Maybe the goodness of God is still alive for me!” 

 
ACT FOUR: ROMANCE AT THE THRESHING FLOOR 

or 
LOVE IN THE HAY 

 Now it’s Naomi who springs into action.  She tells Ruth that Boaz is a near-kinsman 
who by the laws and customs of the time can marry Ruth and with her bear children to, 
thereby keeping the family lineage going. 
 So Naomi instructs Ruth: Go bathe and anoint yourself.  Go to the threshing floor when 
Boaz is spending the night.  After he has finished eating and drinking and settles down for the 
night, go lie down at his feet.  “He will tell you what to do.” (Ruth 3:1-5) 
 Being an obedient young woman, she goes.  He’s asleep.  Ruth slips under the covers 
at his feet. 
 At midnight, Boaz awakes and he’s startled, saying, “Who are you?!”  (I guess no night 
light in the barn.) “I am Ruth, your servant,” she says, and then she proposes to him right there 
on the spot!  This is how she said it: Remember how you said, “May God reward you and spread 
his wings over you”? (Ruth 2:12)  Well, spread your wings over me!  In other words, Marry me! 
(Ruth 3:9) 
 Boaz says, “May you be blessed by the Lord, my daughter; this last instance of your HESED 
is better than the first; you have not gone after young men, whether poor or rich.” (Ruth 3:10) 
 In other words, your LOVINGKINDNESS to me, this older fellow, is even greater than to 
your mother-in-law. 
 So Boaz says YES and puts together a plan to marry her. 

 
THE FINAL ACT: LOVE AND MARRIAGE 

 The last Act is all JOY and EXCITEMENT. 
 Boaz and Ruth marry and have a child … a baby boy! 

 The spotlight is now turned on Naomi.  Her story began in death and tears.  It ends in a 
grandmother’s unbridled joy. 

 Ruth hands her new son to Naomi.  As Naomi holds him, the women of the village 
gather around her and say:  

 “Blessed be the Lord, who has not left you this day without next-of-kin; and 
may his name be renowned in Israel! He shall be to you a restorer of life and a 
nourisher of your old age; for your daughter-in-law who loves you, who is more to 
you than seven sons, has borne him.” (Ruth 4:14-15) 

 Did you catch that?  “…for your daughter-in-law who loves you, who is more to you than 
seven sons, has borne him.”  That was quite a statement for a patriarchal culture that valued 
sons greater than daughters.   

 The Book of Ruth ends with a joyous cry by the women of Bethlehem: “A son is born to 
Naomi!”  You can almost hear the music of Handel: “For unto us a child is born.” 
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CONCLUSION 

 So the book ends, but NOT the story … GOD’S STORY.   
 The story of HESED.  On it goes!   

 At the end of this book is a genealogy.  The son born to Ruth and Boaz is named Obed.  
And Obed has a son named Jesse, who has a son named David.  King David!  Imagine, King 
David has foreign blood in his veins: The blood of a Moabite woman named Ruth who taught the 
Hebrew people the HESED of God, the nurturing, never-giving-up, lovingkindness of God.  A 
woman taught the Israelite people the feminine nature of our God. 

 Of course that’s not all there is to the story.  In Matthew’s Gospel we have the 
genealogy of Jesus, and we discover that Ruth was not only the foremother of David; she is 
also the foremother of Christ. 
 What a story!  We see it reenacted every day as God’s people are saved and transformed by 
the HESED of God and now live that HESED. 

 We see HESED in the covenant-love of marriage where two people devote themselves 
to one another for life: “For better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, 
to love and to cherish as long as they both shall live.” 

 We see HESED in the love of mother and father, sister and brother and in our love for our 
children.   

 We see HESED in the deepest of friendships, like Jonathan’s love of David whose “soul 
was bound to the soul of David” and who “loved him as his own soul” (I Samuel 18:1).   

 We see HESED in the love for one another in this community … this family … that 
makes us a CHURCH. 

 Yes ... we see HESED all around us! 
    

 To close my sermon today, let me share a brief reading by Marsha Mirkin, a clinical 
psychologist and author of the book, The Woman Who Danced By The Sea: Finding Ourselves In 
The Stories Of Our Biblical Foremothers.  For in it we see HESED in the love of Devora for her 
aging, failing mother: 

 As Devora sat in the musty living room, holding the gnarled hand of her 
mother, Ruth’s words came back to her so unexpectedly, so powerfully, that 
tears gathered in her eyes as she allowed the words to move through her, 
bringing her comfort, washing away fear and allowing the future to unfold 
without resisting its inevitability. “Entreat me not to leave you or to return from 
following after you,” Ruth says to her shattered mother-in-law, “for wherever you 
go, I will go, and wherever you dwell, I will dwell, your people shall be my people, and 
your God, shall be my God.”  
 As these words reverberated within her, Devora saw a vision of her 
mother, younger, before this illness ravaged her mind and she knew that she 
would not leave her in the ravages of dementia, that she would do whatever she 
could to travel the road alongside her, a road that her God would expect them to 
travel together... 
 So many people told her (Devora) that she was being a “saint” by 
emotionally supporting and arranging care for her mother. But Devora knew 
that it had nothing to do with sainthood, and everything to do with her soul. She 
knew that through her mother and this experience, she was growing more and 
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more into the type of person she wanted to become, a person who could be a 
blessing, who could impact the world with one more spark of kindness and who 
could feel greater satisfaction with life as a result... 

 That’s HESED! 
 And so, what about you?  
 How about YOU? 

Amen and Amen. 


