
Ruth 3:1-18 

Today, in our third week of the Book of Ruth series, we look at the third chapter of the 

book in which a lot happens that needs unpacking. First of all some legal background. I 

mentioned last week that Boaz was the guardian-redeemer of Naomi’s family which 

meant he had the duty to redeem his kin – or help them out in their time of trouble.  

Secondly, Ruth’s suggestive action and her words call on another rule – the one of 

levirate marriage. That law stated that if the husband died and he produced no offspring, 

his brother had the duty to marry the widow and the offspring from that union would 

count as offspring of the deceased brother’s in this way preserving the line of the brother. 

Even though Boaz is not a brother to Naomi’s late husband, he is a close relative who 

could potentially help in this way – and so that’s what Ruth asks of him. 

We do not know why Boaz hadn’t offered this before. Because he is an upright man, it 

might be that he reckoned Ruth was too young and so would rather marry someone 

younger. It wasn’t then his unwillingness to accept the responsibility (note there is no 

mention of romantic love here, it’s all about law and responsibility towards one’s kin!) 

but unwillingness to put Ruth in an awkward position in which she would either feel 

obliged to marry Boaz or forced to refuse him. Maybe Boaz was simply biding his time to 

see how the situation develops. 

He’s deeply touched though when Ruth suggests he marry her – that was the meaning of 

spreading his cloak over her. He can’t believe she would even entertain such a thought. 

Tickled in this way he promises to act. 

That’s what Naomi was hoping he would do. Interestingly enough Naomi was hopeless at 

the beginning of the book. She said to the two daughters-in-law that there’s nothing she 

can do to help them. She hit her Platform 9 ¾. For those of you who might not have heard 

of it, it’s the platform from which young wizards in Harry Potter books depart for their 

school. In order to get into the platform one had to run headlong into a brick wall. In 

order to do that one had to believe that there is more behind the wall than can be seen 

with a naked eye. Naomi at that stage saw only the brick wall.  

But after two successful months of the barley harvest and witnessing the kindness of 

Boaz, Naomi sees a way God provided which she couldn’t see before. She decides to help 

God along and sends Ruth to Boaz. However many wonder whether she imagined a 

slightly different scenario. There’s no denying there are sexual innuendos in this story 

and in Ruth’s actions. Naomi masterminds this whole encounter and it looks like she’s 

hoping Boaz will want to sleep with Ruth and then eventually maybe think of marrying 

her. 

So did they or did they not? Many scholars think not. Noam Zion in his study guide 

called ‘Megillat Ruth: Hesed and Hutzpah. A Literary Approach’ writes: ‘Van Wolde is 

still convinced that nothing happened sexually between Boaz and Ruth because it would 

have undermined their reputation (…) and it would have made superfluous the report that 



Boaz “came into her” and made her pregnant after the wedding (Ruth 4:13). Unlike 

Tamar and Lot's daughters, it never says that night that they knew one another. Rather we 

are left with a language of innuendo that pricks our readerly curiosity 

(bo/shahav/yada/galah/regel). The time – night – and the place – a threshing floor with all 

that seed and thrashing about – are very suggestive. Naomi's curiosity about "everything" 

that happened is a stand-in for our interest as readers. Boaz knows that even if "nothing 

happened," his integrity is compromised as well as his plan if anyone finds out about 

Ruth's nocturnal visit. Later after the marriage, the people praise Ruth by comparing her 

to Tamar, but only we the readers not the townsfolk are meant to know how similar 

Tamar and Ruth’s nighttime tryst was. 

Yair Zakovitz also does not think intercourse took place on the threshing floor, but he 

suggests, that Naomi intended that to happen. Naomi tells Ruth to wash, apply oil and 

change clothes (Ruth 3:3) which implies preparing for sexual relations. Perhaps she has 

changed her work clothes or perhaps even removed the clothes of a widow as did Tamar 

(Gen. 38:13). The same verbs are used to describe David as he gets up from his mourning 

for the death of his first son from Batsheva, goes to the House of God and then has 

intercourse with Batsheva. This is a typical mark of the end of mourning that in the 

Biblical period included abstaining from sexual relations and contact with the altar.’
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The language used in the passage is suggestive and yet not clear at all so the meaning is 

difficult to grasp. The arguments just quoted are convincing enough to me so I’ll stick 

with that. Naomi probably expected an intercourse but Ruth and Boaz refrained from it 

and instead Ruth forced Boaz to accept the responsibility for the family by marrying her. 

In Jewish theology the relationship between God and Israel is often described as a 

relationship between man and woman. Song of Songs is a prime example, often quoted at 

weddings. Also in Ezekiel 16:8 God says: 
 
“‘Later I passed by, and when I looked at you 

and saw that you were old enough for love, I spread the corner of my garment over you 

and covered your naked body. I gave you my solemn oath and entered into a covenant 

with you, declares the Sovereign Lord, and you became mine.’ 

In Jewish thought then Boaz, whose name means source of all strength, is an allegory of 

God – kind, gentle and loving. Naomi is an image of the wayward people of Israel who 

sinned against their God and went after other gods. All they need to do is, like Ruth, to 

abandon other gods, turn again to their one and only God, repent, boldly ask and they will 

become the beloved bride again. Such imagery is very common in the Old Testament and 

the Book of Ruth fits in to this wider tradition.  

Today’s story is one of bold prayer and action. Ruth is a strong willed woman who knows 

what to do and speaks her mind. Even though Naomi tells her to be obedient and quietly 

wait for what Boaz will want to do or say, she does not wait for him to come up with a 

solution of whatever kind but pre-empts it by stating clearly what she expects of him. She 

doesn’t hesitate – she knows what she came for and she’s not afraid to ask for it. 
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Boaz illustrates the same truth in a slightly different way. He becomes the tool in God’s 

hands through which the blessing comes. Boaz in chapter 2 recognised that Ruth came to 

shelter under God’s wings and he, as a man of God, decided to be an agent of God and 

help the young woman. At her prompting he now extends that blessing further. The word 

for wings in chapter 2 and cloak he spreads over her is the same word in Hebrew. He 

does for Ruth what he asked God to do for her. He becomes the answer to his own prayer 

– and to the prayers of the two women also.  

That’s maybe after all what God’s people do – we pray and then boldly act in faith upon 

it. Like pope Francis said: ‘You pray for the hungry. Then you feed them. This is how 

prayer works.’ Amen.  


