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This study guide provides an educational overview of Ruth Chapter 1 using a verse-by-
verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded in
Scripture.

Introduction

Ruth Chapter 1 sets the stage for a profound narrative of loyalty, faith, and divine
providence. This opening chapter introduces us to the main characters and the
circumstances that lead to a journey of hardship and hope. The story begins during a time
of famine, highlighting themes of loss, commitment, and the unfolding of God’s plan
through ordinary lives. As we study this chapter, we will explore the emotional and
spiritual dynamics that prepare the way for the redemptive story that follows.

Context

The Book of Ruth is set in the period of the Judges, a time characterized by social and
religious instability in Israel. Ruth Chapter 1 takes place in Bethlehem and Moab, regions
with distinct cultural and religious backgrounds. The famine mentioned in the chapter
reflects the vulnerability of the people and the challenges they faced. Understanding the
customs of marriage, widowhood, and family loyalty in ancient Near Eastern society is
crucial to grasp the significance of Naomi’s and Ruth’s decisions. This chapter also
introduces the theme of God’s providential care, even in difficult circumstances.

Outline

The chapter begins with an introduction to Elimelech’s family and their move from
Bethlehem to Moab due to famine. It then describes the deaths of Elimelech and his two
sons, leaving Naomi and her daughters-in-law widowed. Naomi decides to return to
Bethlehem upon hearing that the famine has ended. She urges her daughters-in-law to
remain in Moab, but Ruth insists on accompanying Naomi. The chapter closes with Naomi
and Ruth arriving in Bethlehem, setting the stage for the unfolding story.

Verse-by-Verse Study
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Verses 1-3: The narrative opens by introducing Elimelech, his wife Naomi, and their two
sons. The famine in Bethlehem prompts their relocation to Moab, illustrating the desperate
circumstances. This move reflects the human response to hardship but also sets the stage
for divine intervention.

Verses 4-5: Elimelech dies, and his sons marry Moabite women, Orpah and Ruth.
Tragically, both sons also die, leaving the women widowed. This sequence emphasizes the
fragility of life and the social vulnerability of widows in that culture.

Verses 6-7: Naomi hears that the famine in Bethlehem has ended and decides to return
home. This decision is significant as it represents a return to her roots and to God’s
people, highlighting themes of hope and restoration.

Verses 8-13: Naomi urges her daughters-in-law to remain in Moab and build new lives. She
expresses her bitterness and sense of loss, even asking to be called Mara, meaning
“bitter.” This passage reveals Naomi’'s emotional state and the cultural expectations
placed on widows.

Verses 14-18: Orpah chooses to stay in Moab, but Ruth clings to Naomi, expressing a
profound commitment that transcends family ties and cultural boundaries. Ruth’s
declaration of loyalty is one of the most famous passages in Scripture, reflecting
faithfulness and devotion.

Verses 19-22: Naomi and Ruth arrive in Bethlehem, where the community reacts to
Naomi’s return. Naomi’s statement about her bitterness and the people’s recognition of
her suffering set the emotional tone for the rest of the story.

Key Themes

One central theme is loyalty, exemplified by Ruth’s steadfast commitment to Naomi
despite personal risk. Another theme is providence, as God’s care is evident even in the
midst of famine and loss. The chapter also explores the pain of loss and the hope for
restoration. Additionally, the story challenges social norms by highlighting the inclusion of
a Moabite woman into the Israelite community, pointing toward God'’s inclusive plan.

Cross-References

The loyalty Ruth shows parallels the covenant faithfulness emphasized throughout the OId
Testament, such as in Deuteronomy’s commands about family responsibility. Naomi’s
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bitterness echoes themes found in Psalms of lament. Ruth’s commitment anticipates the
New Testament’'s emphasis on faith and inclusion, as seen in passages like Galatians 3:28,
which speaks of unity beyond ethnic boundaries. The motif of God’s providence aligns with
narratives like Joseph’s story in Genesis, where God works through hardship to bring about
redemption.

Application

This chapter invites believers to reflect on the nature of loyalty and faithfulness in
relationships, especially during difficult times. Ruth’s example encourages commitment
beyond convenience, showing how faith can transcend cultural and social barriers.
Naomi’s journey reminds us that even in bitterness and loss, God’s providence is at work.
We are challenged to trust God’s timing and to support one another in times of hardship,
recognizing that God can bring restoration from sorrow.

Summary

Ruth Chapter 1 introduces a story of hardship, loyalty, and hope. Through the experiences
of Naomi and Ruth, we see the impact of loss and the power of faithful commitment. The
chapter sets the foundation for a narrative that reveals God’s providential care and
inclusive love. As we reflect on this chapter, we are reminded that even in the darkest
moments, God’s plan is unfolding, inviting us to trust and remain faithful.
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