THE  HISTORICAL  BOOKS





RUTH


INTRODUCTION








NAME





THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK AS A WHOLE.





A	1:1-18		ELIMELECH’S  FAMILY.		THE DEPRESSION.


	B	1:19-22	SYMPATHY WITH NAOMI,  IN GRIEF.


		C	2:1-23		BOAZ AND RUTH.


		C	3:1-4:13	RUTH AND BOAZ.


	B	4:14-17	SYMPATHY WITH NAOMI,  IN JOY.


A	4:18-22	ELIMELECH’S FAMILY,		THE UPLIFTING.








THE  HEBREW  UNDERSTANDING  OF  RUTH





RUTH, BOOK OF:


One of the five scrolls incorporated in the Hagiographa (third) section of the traditional Hebrew Bible.





CONTENTS:


In the days of the Judges. Elimelech, of Beth-Lehem in Judah, migrated with his wife Naomi and his two sons Mahlon and Chilion to Moab on account of famine. He died there and so did his two sons, who had married Moabite women, Orpah and Ruth. Left without either husband or sons, Naomi decided to return to Beth-Lehem. The two daughters-in-law wanted to move to Judah with her, but she bade them stay in their homeland. Orpah obeyed but Ruth vowed that she would share the fortunes of her mother-in-law. Arriving in Beth-Lehem at the beginning of the grain harvest, Ruth took advantage of the privilege of gleaning which custom accorded the poor. The field she came to glean in belonged to a prosperous farmer by the name of Boaz. When Naomi learned that Boaz had shown Ruth special kindness out of appreciation for her devotion to her mother-in-law, she was doubly delighted because Boaz was a kinsman of Elimelech, and hence of Ruth’s dead husband Mahlon, and the old lady could see a prospect of a levirate marriage for Ruth. The levirate marriage with Ruth involved the redemption of the land of the dead husband, which Naomi had sold. Boaz consented to marry Ruth and to redeem the land and he thus fulfilled the ancient patriarchal duty of “establishing the name of the dead upon his inheritance” (Ruth 4:5; Compare Deuteronomy 25:6). Through this marriage Boaz became the ancestor of King David.








Deut 25:6


6	And it shall be, that the firstborn which she beareth shall succeed in the name of his brother which is dead, that his name be not put out of Israel.


(KJV)








AIM OF THE BOOK


The book concludes withs the genealogy of David (4:17-22), which seems to have been the ultimate purpose of the author. His aim was to present in an idyllic way the origin of the great king David. A similar tendency is found in the story about Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38), the parents of Perez, an even earlier ancestor of the Davidic genealogy. The circumstances of the birth of Perez in that story are very similar to those of the birth of Obed, the grandfather of David, in the story of Ruth. Perez was born by a levirate marriage and so was Obed; in both cases it was not the proper levir - bother-in-law or the nearest relative (Ruth 3:12) - who performed his duty of levirate marriage (compare Deuteronomy 25:1-10), but another kinsman. Both stories concern a woman of foreign stock (Tamar - Canaanite; Ruth - Moabite) and in both of them the woman waiting for levirate espousal resorts to a stratagem in order to obtain it. Tamar sits on the crossroads disguised as a prostitute in order to allure Judah (Genesis 38:14), while Ruth, at night, lies down at the feet of Boaz who is sleeping on the threshing floor (Ruth 3:1). The author of the story of Ruth bears this analogy in mind and finds an opportunity to recall the older story by having the people and the elders of the town bless Boaz: “Let your house be like the house of Perez whom Tamar bore to Judah” (Ruth 4:12). The provenance of the house of Perez and of the House of David is thus recounted in a similar way and this might be explained by the common tribal and geographical background of the stories.





Furthermore, from the literary point of view the stories of Judah and Boaz contain the motif which also underlies the stories of the Patriarchs: the obstacles put in the way of the emergence of an important family in the history of the nation of Israel. The stories of the Patriarchs especially reflect the difficulties that the continuation of the chosen race encountered. The stories about the births of Isaac and Jacob actually exemplify how much was at stake when the national heroes, were about to be born. One cannot avoid mentioning in this contexts the similarity in circumstance between the birth of Jacob and Esau on one hand and Perez and Zerah on the other. In both instances the favored son, Jacob in one case and Perez in the other, was actually not the first born but attained his primogeniture through force or cunning. The rejected sons, Esau and Zerah, are both affiliated with Edom (for Zerah compare Genesis 36:17; I Chronicles 1:37), the harsh enemy of David (I Kings 11:15-16). Both stories even have certain identical stylistic formulations (compare Genesis 25:24 with 38:2).





The connection between the Davidic and the patriarchal genealogies becomes more salient when the two following facts are taken into account:





The superscription of the genealogical line (Hebrew toledot), apart from appearing in the Pentateuch (the Priestly strand), is found only in Ruth 4:18.


Recent investigation (see Malamat, in: JAOS, 88 (1968), 163 ff.) has shown that royal genealogies in the Ancient Near East were constructed according to the following lines:





The genealogical stock, whose formulation is mostly artificial, referring to some common ancestors of various ethnic groups, which is parallel to the genealogical list in Genesis 11:10-26.


The determinative line which delineates the specific descent of the dynasty or the people, as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in Israel.


The actual pedigree of the king involved (as Ruth 4:18-22).




















The first and third (a,c, Page 2) listings usually comprise ten generations, whereas the second (b, Page 2) is short list usually of two or three generations. The linkage of the third to the second list in this case has been shown above, and in the light of the fact that the Pentateuchal sources were not crystallized before David, it stand to reason that, as in Mesopotamia, so also in Israel the genealogy of the first type is also to be considered an organic part of the royal genealogy ending with David. Thus there is no justification for the view that the genealogy does not form an integral part of the book (Ruth) and that it is a post-Exile addition to the book.





The opinions that the book was written as a protest against the Ezra-Nehemiah attitude toward foreign women (Ezra 9-10; Neh. 13:23-29) has no basis at all. If the story intended to imply such a tendency this would have come to expression in one way or another in the story itself, for instance, as a reason in the mouth of the kinsman for not marrying Ruth or as an opposition to this reason in the mouth of Boaz. From the literary point of view the story reflects the classical style of Hebrew literature and especially that of the period of United Monarchy, and in contradistinction to the late books like Esther, Ezra- Nehemiah, and Chronicles, no post-Exile linguistic phenomena of real significance can be demonstrated.





THEOLOGY


As in the stories of Genesis and the succession narratives of David, so also in the Book of Ruth the events are presented in a rational way with God working behind the scenes. The occurrences which look like a chain of natural happenings evolving one from the other reveal themselves in the end as the outcome of God’s plan. So, for example, in the story of Joseph the events are moved and motivated by purely human impulses. However, the narrator reveals in two brief sentences (Genesis 45:7; 50:20) that all these complex events are none other than the realization of God’s plan. There is no chance happening in this world; whatever happens is caused by God (compare II Samual 16:10-11). The events in David’s court also seem to be caused by purely human motivation: conflicts in connection with the struggle for the crown. However, for the author these stores come to demonstrate the way of the realization of God’s plan to establish David’s throne through the enthronement of Solomon.


The Book of Ruth, which also recounts a natural story in which everything moves by human agents and, as it were, without divine interference, actually serves as a testimony for the wondrous ways in which God leads man toward his destiny. Ruth happens to choose, as if at random, the field of Boaz (2:3) but that choice turns out to be the decisive act for the birth of David, the illustrious king of Israel. Naomi indeed attributes her success in this coincidence to God, “who did not withhold His kindness from the living and the dead” (2:20). This is reminiscent of Abraham’s servant who asks God “to make it happen today” (Genesis 24:12), in other words, to enable a proper choice, and indeed after it becomes clear to him that his wish has been realized, he proclaims: “Blessed be the Lord who has not withheld His steadfast kindness from my master. For I have been guided on my way by the Lord” (Genesis 24:27). The phrase “[God]who did not withhold His kindness” is found in the Bible only in these two instances, which is not without significance.





DATE OF COMPOSITION


The Book of Ruth was written not before the period of the Monarchy, which is clear from the genealogy at the end of the book, terminating with David. The opening verse of the book “In the days when the judges ruled,” also attests to the fact that the book was written at a time when the period of the Judges belonged to the historical past. From one statement in the book one may even get the impression that at least a few generations
