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Book of Ruth Children’s Story 
Ruth 

RUTH 

1.) This story begins in sorrow. Three men are dead. Three women 
are left desolate in a foreign land (an enemy country, Moab). 

 Elimelech and Naomi, during a time of famine, left Bethlehem 
with their two sons, Mahlon and Chilion. The two sons grew up and 
married two Moabite women, Orpah and Ruth. Now all three men 
are dead, and the women must decide what to do. 

2.) This is in 1100 B.C., over four thousand years ago, and women 
cannot survive very well without a man. (Whether it’s still true today, 
we will leave for another time.) Of course, there are always exceptions. 
A wealthy widow could hire men, but normally a woman is attached 
to a father, a husband, a brother, or a master. For these three women, 
there is no man left. 

3.) Naomi must have been a special person. Her daughters-in-law 
love her. She now sends them away, back to their own mothers’ homes. 
She knows they have no future with her. For Naomi, traveling alone 
will be very dangerous without them, but she accepts that. She must 
go back to her home village, Bethlehem. She cannot survive as a single 
woman in Moab. And her daughters-in-law cannot survive as single 
women in Israel, especially since they are foreigners. Their only hope 
for a decent life is to go back to their homes, work for their fathers, 
and hope for another marriage. 

 Orpah does not want to leave, but, realizing there is no choice, 
she finally goes. 

 Ruth also realizes there is no choice, but she does not care. 
“Do not entreat me to leave you ....” She is saying: I understand the 
situation, but I love you and will not leave you. Nor do I wish to leave 
your way of life, your beliefs, your God. I have no desire to go back 
to the life I knew before I met you. I want to be part of your people, 
your life, your God. 

4.) So Naomi and Ruth travel to Bethlehem: across the Dead Sea 
valley; past Jericho; into the hill country south of Jerusalem, which 
is still a Canaanite fortress city in 1100 B.C. They start in March and 
arrive in April – the beginning of barley harvest. 
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5.) Ruth is a hard worker. That, mixed with her loyalty and devotion 
to Naomi, is soon the talk of Bethlehem. Their situation is nevertheless 
desperate. Naomi still has title to Elimelech’s land, but without capital 
or workmen, she can do nothing but sell it. When that money is gone, 
they will be destitute. Yet Ruth is enthralled and enthusiastic. In Israel, 
Torah instructs the harvesters to leave the corners of the fields for the 
poor, and to not go over the field a second time to gather what is missed. 
It is left on purpose for the needy to glean. (Such a thing would never 
happen in Moab.) Of course, the poor have to go get it and it’s hard 
work, but Ruth is not afraid of work. 

6.) Boaz is a prominent citizen and a wealthy landowner. As it 
happens, it is one of his fields in which Ruth is gleaning. Boaz is 
told by his men how tirelessly she labors. He is impressed that this 
Moabite woman would be so loyal to Naomi. Naomi he knows; she is 
one of his relatives. Boaz tells Ruth to stay in his fields, close to his 
servant girls. That’s for protection. He instructs his men to leave her 
alone – to neither molest her nor bother her in her gleaning. He also 
tells them to make sure they leave plenty of grain if they happen to be 
gleaning in front of her. When Ruth comes home with a whole bushel 
of barley plus leftover food from lunch, Naomi immediately realizes 
that they have found a benefactor. 

 In case you missed it, the story makes it clear that Boaz is a man 
of honor – a just and compassionate man, as a son of Torah should be.  

7.) Reading the story, we are pretty sure that Boaz likes Ruth. At the 
very least, he likes what she is doing for Naomi. But it looks like Boaz 
is too conservative and cautious to ever do anything about it. Besides, 
there are strong injunctions against marrying foreign women, and we 
already know that Boaz is a righteous man. But with Naomi’s help and 
wisdom, Ruth finds a way to cut past all the traditions and customs. 
They even end up working for her. Eventually, Ruth asks Boaz to 
marry her. This is an outrageous and outlandish story! 

8.) Once the notion of marrying Ruth becomes fully conscious, 
Boaz likes it very much indeed. He is very aware that Ruth has risked 
everything to come to him. He now takes over, takes steps to protect 
Ruth’s reputation, and quickly moves to make sure everything is done 
properly and in order, and that it is ironclad. In short, he calls a town 
meeting, deals with the relatives regarding Naomi’s holdings, and  
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makes his intentions to marry Ruth legal and binding before ten 
elders of Bethlehem, and in fact the whole town. So Ruth and Boaz 
are wed, and Hollywood could not have given us a happier ending. 

*          *          * 

 The following aside was not part of the children’s story time, 
but some grownups might find it interesting. 

 At one time, Israel defined itself as twelve tribes, each one 
holding a segment of the land of Israel. Within each tribe, there were 
families or clans that held their portion of the tribe’s land. It became 
unworkable, as you can imagine, but the idea was that these holdings 
would last for all time and be passed from father to son. (The popula-
tion explosion had not yet dawned on them.) So it was a great sadness 
to think of a clan losing its holdings or disappearing from the earth. 
They even had the concept of a Jubilee Year (after seven cycles of 
seven), so that in each fiftieth year, all debts would be forgiven, all 
slaves would go free, and all the land and holdings would return to 
their original owners. 

 In Deuteronomy 25:5-6, we read: “If brothers dwell together, 
and one of them dies and has no son, the wife of the dead man shall 
not be married outside the family to a stranger. Her husband’s brother 
shall go in to her and take her as his wife and perform the duty of 
a husband’s brother to her. And the first son whom she bears shall 
succeed to the name of his dead brother, that his name may not be 
blotted out of Israel.” 

 It gets complicated, but we miss some of the drama if we do not 
know about it. Boaz, in marrying Ruth, is not perpetuating his own 
land and holdings. His children with Ruth, and whatever develops 
from Naomi’s land and future holdings, will belong to Elimelech’s line. 
It is as if Boaz is standing in for Mahlon, Ruth’s dead husband. Not all 
men would want to do that much for somebody else’s line. (Which, 
by the way, is how Boaz is able to scare off the one closer relative 
standing in the way.)] 

*          *          * 
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9.) Ruth had been married to Mahlon for maybe ten years and was 
childless. (Which makes her a poor choice for a wife, even if she had 
not been a foreigner.) But she is not barren with Boaz. They have a 
son named Obed (worshiper), who is the father of Jesse. Jesse, we 
learn in later stories, becomes a wealthy man and the most prominent 
citizen of Bethlehem. He has eight sons and two daughters. One of 
those sons, the great-grandson of Ruth, becomes King David – the great 
Lion of Judah – ancestor of Jesus, whom some say is the greatest man 
ever to be born on this earth. All because of Ruth, a Moabite maiden. 
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Ruth 1:1-21; 3:1-9 Sermon 
Ruth 

THE COMPANION 

 This story is, of course, a scandal. No decent, God-fearing, 
upright Jew had any business marrying a foreign woman. (Joshua 
23:12-13) It’s no wonder that God had turned against Naomi, as even 
she herself suspected. Surely the loss of her husband and both her 
sons was proof enough that God was displeased. Naomi and Elimelech 
never should have left Bethlehem, even if they were hungry, and even 
if Elimelech did think he had better opportunities in Moab. Then when 
their sons, Mahlon and Chilion, both died, surely that was God’s wrath 
against them for marrying Moabite women. Can you imagine the talk? 
It was a well-deserved disaster. Elimelech’s seed and portion in Israel 
seemed cut off forever. Naomi had no promising prospects as she 
trudged toward home from Moab. And by her side walked the hated 
foreigner – Ruth, the Moabite widow – in whom, though nobody knew it 
but God, was the hope of Israel, and of the world. 

 The Bible reports that when Ruth bore her son Obed, the women 
said to Naomi: “Blessed be the Lord, who has not left you this day 
without next-of-kin. May the name of your dead son be kept alive 
in Israel. The child will give you renewed life and will support and 
nourish you in your old age; for your devoted daughter-in-law, who 
has proved better to you than seven sons, has borne him.” A childless 
Moabite widow turns out to be worth more than seven sons? 

 It is not the usual “love affair,” but it is one of the great love 
stories in all literature: the story of this bond between Naomi and 
Ruth. That a Moabite daughter-in-law should prove a greater treasure 
than seven sons is the storyteller’s way of saying that it does not get 
any higher or better than this. Why seven? It is the optimum number – 

the epitome of God’s power and way of doing things. Seven rays; seven 
colors; seven moving lights; seven archangels; the seventh day shall be 
holy; the candelabra in the temple holds seven lights. It is the three 
of spiritual power plus the four of creation, of physical reality. 
“Seven sons” says it all. 

 Go back, if you will, to the night at the threshing floor. It is a 
bold, daring, audacious, and dangerous moment for Ruth. Everything 
hangs on what happens at this encounter, which is obviously an 
encounter that should not be happening. Ruth, with Naomi’s blessing 
and instruction – and her own heart pounding – goes to give herself to  
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Boaz in the middle of the night. “Spread your skirt [mantle] over your 
maidservant, for you are next of kin.” (“Skirt” means the edge of his 
mantle – his “wings” – and here means marriage.) 

 What if he rejects her? What if somebody sees her? What if he 
takes her but that’s the end of it? What if he only wants to use her for 
a while, as happens across our land today until the sorrow is drowned 
in numbness? Boaz can call it any way he wants to, and Ruth knows 
it. He is a wealthy and prominent citizen. She is a foreigner with no 
rights or claims. Except for one thing: Torah. Naomi and Ruth have 
not come to this decision lightly. They are convinced that Boaz is 
a man of honor – a true son of the commandments. Ruth, though 
Moabite, has chosen Israel’s God. They know they are breaking 
custom, but they do not think they are breaking God’s will. They hope, 
in fact, that they are part of it. Yet it still is a very dangerous move. 

 Call it “Ruth’s Gambit.” I doubt if she was the first to try it, 
but she is famous for it. Many women have tried the technique down 
through the ages, only to wind up with broken hearts and worse 
disaster. What do you tell your daughters? What if your daughters 
should read the Bible, stumble onto this story, and decide that Ruth 
is a good role model for them? Many seem to know Ruth’s Gambit 
without even having read the story. Many women in our time know 
clearly in their heads that this gambit will not work, but their hearts 
have not caught on. If you give yourself freely, in true love, to a man, 
he will protect you, care for you, cherish you, and marry you. Is that 
not what the story says? It’s in The Book! 

 But it’s in The Book as an outrageous story. God is bigger than 
the customs and the rules. Even so, Boaz is a man of honor. He also 
really wants Ruth for his own, but he has to get past some things: she 
is a widow; she is foreign; if he marries her, it will be in the name of 
and for the benefit of Mahlon. Tell your daughters that if they find 
themselves in a situation which matches all these factors – especially 
the one about Boaz being a man of honor – then, and only then, 
should they try Ruth’s Gambit. 

 Ruth’s story has often inspired me. It is very hard to read it 
with any understanding and not find yourself drawn by a longing to 
be more like her. Her courage in the face of adversity; her daring in 
both danger and love; her cheerful energy and hard work, even when 
there is no proof that it will bring more than a meager survival; her 
overwhelmingly impressive loyalty to Naomi. It is a very appealing 
character that we are shown. 
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 I would like to be more that way. I see Ruth as a very hopeful, 
upbeat person. I would like to have more gratitude and fewer 
complaints. I would like to have more of her willingness to go for what 
she truly and most deeply cares about. I would like to bring energy 
to whatever is going on, just because I am alive and have it to give. 
And how I do admire loyalty to friends and loved ones. Even though 
it is laced with trouble and quandary, I do think that loyalty to friends 
is one of the highest dimensions of life. Unfortunately, our society 
today often seems to honor the impersonal. Instead of somebody like 
Ruth or Samuel or Jesus, we try to make the computer our role model: 
Be objective. Act like an object. Treat other people like objects. 
Meanwhile, God moves Heaven and earth to try to establish some 
kind of relationship with us. God wants to get personal! We keep 
running away from that. 

 Ruth’s story makes it clear that God is everywhere throughout. 
What’s going on is all mixed in with Ruth’s faith in a newfound God. 
I believe that Ruth loved Naomi because, among other things, Naomi 
helped her discover a higher God than Chemosh (Kemosh) of the 
Moabites. I believe Ruth was inspired by the way Naomi lived and 
practiced her own faith. As often happens, Ruth came fresh to the 
higher themes and visions of Judaism and, as sometimes happens, 
lived for them with greater freshness and zeal than many of those 
more accustomed to them. 

 In any case, the name Ruth means friend, or companion. 
Ruth was companion to Mahlon, to Naomi, to Boaz. And somehow 
behind the scenes, we know she was companion to God. A companion 
is one who knows what you are doing and then chooses to do it with 
you. If everybody is doing their own thing, there are no companions 
left. In Latin, comma means “with,” and panes is “bread.” A companion 
is somebody who eats with you. In many American homes, nobody 
eats with you. They are all on their own schedules, busy with their 
own interests and activities. And in some churches, though it’s hard 
to believe, people do not much care what God is doing or that they 
may come join God in the doing of it. They only care what they are 
doing, and think it is God’s job to come help them. 

 Ruth was a companion. Her story reminds us of a role and 
a style no longer in vogue. It also reminds us of the importance of 
paying attention to strangers who want to become part of us, and 
who may end up the source of our greatest leaders. 
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 What I wonder about most of all is this: If we lose the ability 
and awareness of the companion role, will we not lose the possibility 
of being companions to God? With God, what other role could we play? 
With God, we are either companion or adversary. The only other 
possibility is to go impersonal – that is, to be objective. We used to 
call it “agnostic”: be cold and aloof and analytical and suspicious, or 
else the love of God will draw us into relationship, loyalty, passionate 
caring, commitment – companionship. It’s enough to make any modern, 
intelligent, genderless, politically correct human with good self-esteem 
shiver in terror. 

 But enough. It is time for us to be companions – to share the 
bread of communion – with each other, and with our Lord. 
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