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Biblical Women Sermon Series – Ruth 

Ruth 2:1-13; James 1:19-27; Mark 12: 28-34 

Gracious God, open our ears and hearts now to what you would have us 
know. 

Of so many influential and memorable women in scripture, there are only 

two, Ruth and Esther, who have books named after them in the Hebrew 

Bible. Judith and Susanna also appear in the index to the Apocrypha, but 

whether you include those or not, it’s a small proportion of the 66 books 

of the Bible that are named after women. This itself suggests they 

demand our attention. 

The Book of Ruth is conveniently short, comprising just 4 chapters. As we 

review the contents we might be forgiven for thinking it’s as much a story 

about Naomi as it is about Ruth. Naomi is the wife of Elimelech, “a certain 

man of Bethlehem in Judah”. He is a silent character in the proceedings 

since he dies shortly after taking his family to Moab to escape from 

famine in Judah, but we discover as the narrative unfolds that as a 

‘certain man’ he had owned land, so this was a family of means. 

Nevertheless, when in due course Elimelech and Naomi’s sons both die, 

Naomi is left with her two daughters-in-law and recognises her 

vulnerability as an elderly widow in a foreign land. Believing her prospects 

to be better back in her native Judah she tries to bid farewell to the 

daughters-in-law, suggesting they return to their Moabite families from 

where they’d be better placed to find other husbands. Both initially 



protest, until eventually, one, Orpah, tearfully agrees to depart. But the 

other, Ruth, clings stubbornly to Naomi, with the famous words: “Where 

you go, I will go; where you lodge, I will lodge; your people shall be my 

people, and your God my God.”1 Out of loyalty and with determination 

Ruth pledges to remain with Naomi, and the remainder of the story 

describes how together they secure a future not only for themselves, but 

also for the House of Israel, since, after her marriage to Naomi’s kinsman 

Boaz, Ruth bears a son, Obed, who will in turn be the grandfather of King 

David, the lineage of Jesus himself.  

Much of Ruth’s story is narrated through dialogue, which perhaps gives us 

more of a sense of the mind of the characters than a straightforward 

report, and may be one reason why Ruth and Naomi seem so vivid to us. 

We have little idea who wrote it down, or when. One theory is that it 

belongs to the so-called ‘Second Temple’ period (after the exile in 

Babylon), when there was serious debate among the Israelites about 

whether it was right for Jews to marry foreigners. Ruth, from Moab, was 

one such outsider. To find such a positive story of her admirable 

character and successful marriage to Boaz in the middle of the histories of 

the Hebrew Bible sends a strong message that an overly strict 

interpretation of the laws on intermarriage may be misplaced, and that 

God’s blessing as a reward for faithfulness may indeed fall in ways we 

don’t expect.2  

                                            
1 Ruth 1:16. 
2 NOAB, p. 392. 



So much for the background. What of the Book of Ruth today? How might 

the story be relevant to us in Snailwell/Fordham in 2019?  

There are several ways we might answer this question. One is for the 

example of loyalty that Ruth displays towards Naomi as she resolves to 

stay with her, at potentially significant personal cost. The story is very 

clearly set in a particular cultural context in which a woman’s security in 

the world is determined by her place within a family structure. More 

specifically, it matters that she is married. Naomi accepts the reality of 

being an elderly widow, but for Ruth, still of child-bearing age, it is only 

common sense to find another husband. Feminist readings of the Book 

divide between those that celebrate Naomi and Ruth’s ingenuity and 

confidence in courting Boaz for this purpose, and those that despair that 

despite such intelligence and resourcefulness, Ruth is ultimately 

celebrated for bearing a child that establishes a dynasty. I’ll leave you to 

decide where you stand! But whether you consider it triumph or tragedy, 

Ruth’s selfless loyalty is admirable. 

A second theme of the Book that is especially topical for our world today 

is that of the outsider, and how we do or don’t allow outsiders in our 

communities to flourish among us. Those people, like Ruth was among 

the Judahites, who look and sound different from us; those who are down 

on their luck; those who have fled miles from their home fearful of their 

safety and in search of better lives. Those who don’t yet know God, but 

may, by our example and by his grace, come to know God as their own. 



The readings I’ve chosen for today invite us to turn our thoughts in a third 

direction. The portion we heard read from Ruth places us in the field 

where Ruth has gone to glean for any spare grain after the reapers. She 

impresses the reaping team straight away because when Boaz comes out 

and notices her for the first time they report that “she has been on her 

feet from early this morning until now, without resting even for a 

moment.” 

As Christians we’re familiar with the idea that doing things is important. 

Indeed, the letter of James couldn’t be clearer: 

“Be doers of the word, and not merely hearers who deceive 

themselves. For if any are hearers of the word and not doers, they 

are like those who look at themselves in a mirror; for they look at 

themselves and, on going away, immediately forget when they were 

like. But those who look into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and 

persevere, being not hearers who forget but doers who act – they 

will be blessed in their doing.”3 

Add to this the example of Jesus and the disciples and there can be no 

doubt. Living an authentically Christian life means expressing our faith in 

action, most especially those things we do for others, whether that’s by 

visiting a sick friend, offering time to support the life of our church 

community, or raising money for charity. 

As a stubborn and self-confessed Martha I can hardly disagree with the 

merits of being a doing person! But I wonder if the example of Ruth might 

take us a bit further. It’s not what she does but how she does it that 

                                            
3 James 1:22-25. 



brings Ruth to Boaz’s attention. When she’s rewarded for her diligence 

she’s initially surprised: [“Why have I found favour in your sight, that you 

should take notice of me, when I am a foreigner?”4] But she doesn’t deny 

it or try to refuse what Boaz offers her in return. Ruth’s actions are not 

motivated by self-interest. Rather, her behaviour reflects her love for 

Naomi, and it is rewarded more abundantly than either of them imagine. 

Jesus’ exchange with the scribe in our gospel reading from Mark reminds 

us that to be motivated by love in everything is what draws us towards 

the kingdom of God, which is the ultimate goal of all our being. Rather 

like the injunction to do, the first two commandments are so familiar we 

feel we hardly need to hear them: 

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 

your soul and with all your mind, and with all your strength” [and] … 

“You shall love your neighbour as yourself.”5  

But can it really be true that we don’t need reminding? I don’t know 

about you, but it seems to me that those five words “love your neighbour 

as yourself” are the most challenging in all of scripture. A major turning 

point on my spiritual journey occurred when I was first introduced to the 

idea that we can do all we like, but we cannot really love our neighbour 

unless we learn to love ourselves. All our effort and achievements, all that 

we make, give and do for others will always be compromised unless it 

comes from the place within ourselves where we know that we are loved 

by God with a love that is pure, absolute and unconditional. A love that 
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cannot be contained or stored up, and that not only replenishes itself but 

keeps on growing, pouring out wherever it can reach, without ever 

running out.  

For most of us mere mortals acknowledging that love in our minds and 

accepting it in our hearts is a difficult thing. We fear to look inside for all 

the pain, ugliness and disappointment we might find there. Better, surely, 

to focus on doing for others and put ourselves to one side? 

But, however we do it, acknowledge it we must, because “there is no 

other commandment greater than these.” 

As we reflect on the examples of Ruth, Naomi and the numerous other 

women and men of the Bible who lived and loved faithfully in ways that 

help tell the story of our salvation, let us pray for the strength and 

courage to do the same. 

“May the Lord reward you for our deeds, and may you have a full 

reward from the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you 

have come for refuge!”6 

Amen. 
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