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The Book of Ruth and the Storyline of the Bible 
 
Read: Ruth 1:1-5 
 
The Book of Ruth is a carefully crafted faith-filled historical novella providing significant historical 
bridges and incredible theological insight into the character of God as author and the hope-saturated 
grace-infused activity of God against the backdrop of immediate despair and confusion mixed with 
personal loss and bitterness.  
 
The first paragraph places the reader into the immediate context.  Significant and strong brush strokes 
containing edgy lines and dark colors are splashed on the canvass with such words as “in the days 
when the judges governed, there was famine in the land, a certain man of Bethlehem sojourned in the 
land of Moab and (he) died and both also died and the woman was bereft of her two children and her 
husband.” 
 
The Bible narrative is determined to paint as dark a picture as possible lest we think the hope and grace 
offered exist in an abstract reality.  For the sake of “encouragement” let us consider these initial brush 
strokes. 
 
First, let us reflect on the historical context noted by the phrase, “In the days when the judges 
governed.”  The Book of Ruth, as stated earlier, forms a historical bridge between the Book of Judges 
and that of 1 Samuel with the rise of the prophetic office and monarchy.  The Book of Judges tells us, 
“In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 17:6; 
18:1; 19:1; 21:25). 
 
There was total anarchy.  Lawlessness was the norm and injustice was prevalent.  This state of 
existence lasted for centuries.  It is comparable to the condition of many countries where there is no 
central or strong government and “law” is marked by regional despots and brutal victimization.  In 
light of this, the collective nation was militarily weak and thus pillaged often by outside nations 
(Judges 6:1-6).   This was the current political condition in which we find Elimelech and Naomi. 
 
Second, an additional dark color is supplied to our canvass with “there was a famine in the land.”  Not 
only was their economy strained by marauding bandits, but the weather robbed them of the necessary 
natural means of raising produce and sustaining life.  The famine was significant enough to warrant 
migration by those who were residence.   In a desperate attempt to maintain his family, Elimelech left 
Bethlehem for Moab.   
 
Third, although caution must be exercised it cannot be mere coincidence that Elimelech means, “God is 
[my/the] King” Bethlehem means, “House of Bread” and Naomi means “fair or pleasant.”  Each of 
these elements speak to the greater truths provided by the shadow.  Each is an intentional part of the 
one Story written by God.   
 
The intent of the author is to paint a very dark picture.  He wants us to taste the bitterness of failed 
expectations and the consequences of “poor” choices.  Everything is going from bad to worse.  If God is 
his king, then why did he not trust Him to provide for his family in Bethlehem?  If God is king, then 
why did they leave the “house of bread” for the land of Moab?  If God is king, then why is one who is 
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pleasant and fair return bent and bitter?  I trust the author has succeeded in making us “feel” the 
despair of this situation.  These are the questions confronting us at the front end of the Story.   
 
Fourth, the despair of the circumstances continues to be compounded by noting the land to which they 
went, Moab.  The Moabites were the consequence of Lot’s daughter’s deception and incest with their 
father (Gen. 19:30-38).  There is nothing “pretty” about their origin.  In fact, it is down-right dirty.  It is 
a “bastardly” beginning.  Yet lest we speak to this situation too harshly, let us remember that Moab 
was not at fault but the deviant and depraved behavior of his mother.  She is to blame and is to carry 
that initial shame, not Moab. 
 
In addition, they were to be excluded from the assembly (Deut. 23:3-4). 
 

3 “No Ammonite or Moabite shall enter the assembly of the LORD; none of their descendants, 
even to the tenth generation, shall ever enter the assembly of the LORD, 4 because they did not 
meet you with food and water on the way when you came out of Egypt, and because they hired 
against you Balaam the son of Beor from Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you” (Deut. 23:3, 4). 

 
Thus Moab is outside the inheritance of Israel.   
 
Fifth, all male leadership is taken through death thus leaving three widows to defend for themselves.  
Think of her initial joy in the birthing of, not one but two sons.  If not both, at least one son would be 
able to provide for her as she ages.  Yet in all of her hopes and in all whom she trusts, they are 
methodically removed from the Story.  There is nothing left for withered Naomi.  Again, remembering 
the historical context in which we find our Story unfolding, it is with significant gravity we wear the 
condition of being widowed in a land fighting to give up its sustenance. 
 
Finally, “they lived there about ten years.”  This was a protracted period of time.  Whatever strength 
and confidence they might have possessed in the early part of the journey has long since ceased and 
evaporated.  Often we are able to face the immediate when we know it is but for a moment.  It is, 
however, the chronic condition that wears and tears strength of soul that often brings us to a place of 
brokenness and perhaps bitterness. 
 
It is inside of this very ominous state we now feel and taste its bitter dregs.   Can you taste Naomi’s 
despair?  She awakens each day raked with worry and filled with anxiety as she contemplates 
whatever means necessary to scratch sustenance from the formidable foe.  Life is barely sustainable, 
and she weeps often as the immediate gnaws at her soul.  There is no present thus any future.  There is 
no hope thus any reason for living or life.  Naomi’s misery is increased by her failure to place herself in 
the one Story of God. 
 
Perhaps she has forgotten the promises and pictures.  Perhaps she failed to remember Genesis 3:15 
where God promised how the seed of the woman would crush the head of the serpent.  We do not read 
of Naomi’s faith.  All we read of is her acidic circumstances.  The Book of Ruth, like much of the Bible, 
will allow us to see behind the curtain of concealment and thus enjoy Naomi’s joy.  But let us not run 
too quickly to the “rest of the Story.”  Let us wallow in the mire of Naomi’s circumstances as we seek to 
understand the person and work of God. 


