Naomi and Ruth
This week we begin our study of the Book of Ruth, one of the shorter books in the bible consisting of only 4 chapters.  The events occurred during the time of the judges (see v. 1) and it is thought that Samuel was the author.  The English theologian Simon Patrick speculated that the judge during this time was Gideon and that the famine referred to in verse one was caused by Canaanites destroying the crops of the Israelites (see Judges 6:4).  The chapter begins with a man named Elimelech taking Naomi his wife and 2 sons to go to Moab because of the famine in his land.  Moab was southeast of Bethlehem on the eastern side of the Jordan River, outside the boundaries of Israel.  He was from Bethlehem in Judah, however his two sons are described as Ephrathites of Judah.   Note that Bethlehem was on the northern end of Judah, very close to the province of Ephraim.  
For a book containing what is widely regarded as one of the most beautiful stories in the Bible, the beginning is tragic.  First the father died, then both sons died 10 years after taking Ruth and Orpah as wives from among the Moabites and neither son had children.  That left Naomi in a foreign land with foreign wives and no grandchildren to comfort her.  Hearing that God had provided food to relieve the famine in Israel, she set out to return to her home.   When she reached the road that would lead to Bethlehem, she told her daughters in law to return to their families.  Both replied that they would go to Israel with her.  She implored them to return to their homes, saying that she was too old to have sons that they could marry in the future.  She said that it was more bitter for her than them because the Lord’s hand had gone out against her, perhaps a reference to their paganism.  Orpah relented, kissed her mother in law and left while Ruth clung to Naomi who told her to go back with her sister in law who was returning to her gods.  Ruth’s steadfast reply was the often quoted statement: “Where you will go I will go, and where you stay I will stay.  Your people will be my people and your God my God.”  Naomi realized that Ruth was determined to stay with her so they went on to Bethlehem.  When they arrived, the people of the town recognized Naomi.  She told them that she would be known as Mara because God had afflicted her and made her life bitter (see Ex. 15:23-25).  The chapter ends by noting that they had returned in time for the beginning of the barley harvest.
This chapter begins with the affliction of Naomi who believed that God had brought misfortune on her.  Several writers observed that Naomi and her husband were out of God’s will when they left Israel due to lack of food.  While it’s true that Jacob and Abraham had left Canaan due to famine, that was before God had given the land as an inheritance.   When her sons married, they chose Moabite women rather than returning to Israel to find wives within their people, again going against God’s will.
Naomi’s affliction is tempered by the affection of her daughters in law.  Then fact that they stayed with her after their husbands died is an indication of the love they had for her.  
To me the most notable thing about this chapter is the conversion of Ruth.  While Orpah was initially willing to follow Naomi, her love for false gods lured her back to Moab while Ruth stayed with Naomi.  This is an early example of Gentiles being grafted in (see Rom. Chapter 11).  It is important to note that Ruth’s decision to have faith in God was because of the example of Naomi’s faith.  Such a conversion rarely happens quickly.  For Ruth, it took 10 years and a crisis to turn to God and any weakness of Naomi’s faith during that time might have prevented Ruth’s conversion.
Finally, as we will see in the remaining chapters, like the waters at Marah, God can take a bitter life and restore its sweetness.
