Introduction to Ruth
The book of Ruth is one of the smallest books in the Old Testament, yet it contains one of the most touching and important stories in the Bible. After reading the violence, confusion, and spiritual collapse described in Judges, Ruth feels surprisingly gentle and personal. Instead of armies, judges, and national disasters, the story focuses on widows, family loyalty, harvest fields, and ordinary acts of kindness. Yet beneath this quiet story is something much bigger.
Ruth explains how God continued working during one of Israel's darkest periods. It shows that while the nation drifted into disobedience, God was still preserving faithful people and quietly preparing the family line that would eventually lead to King David and, generations later, to Jesus Christ. This is not merely a love story. It is a story about God's providence working through ordinary people.
The Setting of Ruth
The events of Ruth take place "in the days when the judges ruled" (Ruth 1:1). That small sentence is important because it connects Ruth to one of the most unstable periods in Israel's history.
The book of Judges repeatedly says: "Everyone did whatever seemed right in his own eyes."
The nation suffered from spiritual confusion, idolatry, violence, and moral decline. Yet Ruth shows that even during national failure, faithful individuals still existed.
The story begins with famine in Bethlehem. A man named Elimelech leaves Israel with his wife Naomi and their two sons and settles in Moab, a neighboring nation often hostile toward Israel. Tragedy quickly follows. Elimelech dies, and eventually both sons die as well, leaving Naomi and her two Moabite daughters-in-law widowed and vulnerable.
One daughter-in-law returns to her people, but Ruth refuses to leave Naomi. Her famous words summarize the heart of the book: "Wherever you go, I will go... your people will be my people, and your God will be my God." (Ruth 1:16)
From that moment, Ruth the foreigner becomes an example of faithfulness that many Israelites themselves failed to show.
Brief Chronology of Events
· Famine strikes Bethlehem during the period of the judges - Ruth 1:1
· Elimelech and his family move to Moab - Ruth 1:1-2
· Elimelech dies, leaving Naomi widowed - Ruth 1:3
· Naomi's sons marry Moabite women, Ruth and Orpah - Ruth 1:4
· Both sons die, leaving all three women widowed - Ruth 1:5
· Naomi returns to Bethlehem with Ruth - Ruth 1:6-22
· Ruth gleans in the fields of Boaz during the barley harvest - Ruth 2:1-23
· Naomi instructs Ruth concerning Boaz as kinsman-redeemer - Ruth 3:1-18
· Boaz redeems the family inheritance and marries Ruth - Ruth 4:1-13
· Obed is born to Ruth and Boaz - Ruth 4:13-17
· The genealogy reveals that Obed becomes the grandfather of King David - Ruth 4:18-22
Why Ruth Matters
One of the surprising features of Ruth is that the main character is a Moabite woman. Under normal circumstances, the Israelites viewed the Moabites as outsiders and enemies. Yet Ruth becomes one of the greatest examples of loyalty and faith in the Old Testament. This reminds readers that God's plan was always larger than ethnic Israel alone. Even in the Old Testament, faith mattered more than ancestry.
The story also introduces Boaz, a godly man who acts as a "kinsman-redeemer." Under Israelite law, a close relative could protect the family inheritance and preserve the family line. Boaz willingly fulfills this role for Ruth and Naomi.
For Christians, Boaz becomes a picture of Christ. Jesus also became our Redeemer, not out of obligation, but willingly. He restored what was lost and brought the helpless into God's family.
The ending of Ruth reveals why this story is so important. Ruth and Boaz become the great-grandparents of David, Israel's greatest king. What seemed like a simple family story was actually part of God's larger plan for salvation history.
A Different Kind of Bible Book
Ruth is different from many Old Testament books because God rarely acts through dramatic miracles in the story. There are no parted seas, plagues, or supernatural judgments. Instead, God works quietly through circumstances, relationships, timing, and faithful decisions.
A famine leads a family to Moab. A widow returns home at harvest time. Ruth happens to work in Boaz's field. A legal issue is resolved at the city gate. None of these events appear miraculous on the surface, yet together they reveal God's unseen guidance.
Ruth teaches believers that God often works in ordinary life just as powerfully as He works through extraordinary events.
Why This Matters
Many believers imagine that God only works through dramatic moments, spiritual heroes, or major events. Ruth reminds us that God also works through ordinary faithfulness. A grieving widow choosing loyalty. A man showing kindness in a field. A faithful decision made during hardship. These simple moments became part of God's eternal plan.
Ruth also reminds readers that no one is beyond God's grace. Ruth was a foreigner from a nation often associated with idolatry and hostility toward Israel. Yet by faith she became part of God's covenant people and even part of the lineage of Christ.
Finally, Ruth teaches that God is still at work even when life seems quiet, painful, or uncertain. During one of Israel's darkest periods, God was already preparing future redemption through unnoticed people in an unnoticed town. He often works the same way today.
