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In the Beginning:
A Brief Description of the Pentateuch
(Creation to Moses)

When you pick up a new book do you start reading at page 62 or 1577 Of course not—usually you
begin a book on the first page. This way you have the context, you know the plot, and you become
familiar with the main characters. To begin a story in the middle is to miss essential elements that
make a story a story, or a poem a poem, or an historical outline an outline.

The Bible is the living and active word of God. It is the inspired (“God-breathed”), authoritative,
inerrant word of God. But it is also a story, a saga of salvation that has a beginning, a middle, and an
end. There is a sequence of events, and every passage of Scripture fits somewhere along the
timeline. Just as it is not wise or effective to pick up an average book and read it out of sequence,
neither is it wise to pick up the Bible and just start reading in the middle without having some idea
of the plot, the characters, or the context. Because, however, the Bible is the Word of God it is
powerful no matter what passage we read (e.g., the Psalms, Proverbs, etc.), but the reading and
contemplation of the story of God’s salvation is richer and far more meaningful if it is read in
context in order to facilitate one’s understanding of “the big picture.”

So how does our understanding of God’s “big picture” begin to be formed? Where is our “page one”
of God’s story of salvation history?

There are five books that precede all other books of the Bible. As a unit they are called the
Pentateuch, from penta, meaning “five,” and teukhos, meaning “scroll” or “book.” These five books
lay the foundation for all biblical study. They are the root and the foundation for all that follows.
They are Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. In the beginning God creates the
heavens and the earth. This happens in the first chapters of Genesis. God creates man and woman in
his image. God is the source and purpose of their existence, and everything is good. But they rebel
against their Creator, and sin enters the world. Sin, like a cancer, subsequently permeates and
corrupts not only men but their societies and natural environments. Selfishness, misdirected
devotion, and death enter the world. From that point on, God begins the great drama of salvation.

Like a lost and rebellious son who has turned in disobedience from his father, mankind has rushed
toward destruction. Like a devoted father, God pursues man with tender love, deliverance,
discipline, and redemption. God makes covenants with his estranged mankind to draw them closer
and to reestablish the lost bond between Creator and creation, between Father and sons. God
establishes ever expanding covenantal relationships with men as He reveals more of himself and
his divine plan of redemption. Adam and Eve messed up everything, but God has promised to
restore the lost innocence.

Noah survives the destruction of God’s cleansing of the earth from wicked mankind. God calls
Abraham away from worshiping idols in the pagan land of Mesopotamia and promises him his own
land. God establishes a covenant with the faithful and obedient Abraham who believes and trusts
God. He takes him to the fruitful and strategically located land of Canaan. He promises it to
Abraham and to his descendants after him. Abraham has a son of promise named Isaac who begets



Jacob and Esau. God renews his covenant with Jacob and blesses him with twelve sons, who become
the heads of the twelve tribes of Israel. Jacob is given the new name Israel, from which the land gets
its name. The twelve tribes of Israel go to Egypt during a famine. They multiply and prosper in
Egypt, and eventually the Pharaoh, out of fear of their growing strength and numbers, turns them
into slaves. After the people of Israel suffer 400 years of bondage, God raises up a deliverer named
Moses.

God uses Moses to deliver his people from bondage in Egypt and to realize the promise God made to
Abraham—that his descendants would possess the land of Canaan (known later as Israel). With
tremendous power and miracles, Moses leads the children of Israel out of Egypt through the Red
Sea and through the wilderness to Mount Sinai. Here at the mountain God gives his newly delivered
people his law. It is called the Law of Moses because it was revealed to Moses and written down for
posterity. The people do not trust God, however, and even after seeing his divine power and love,
they grumble against God and Moses, and they are condemned to wander in the wilderness of Sinai
for forty years until that wicked generation dies out.

Moses is a strong national leader. He holds the huge number of people together as a shepherd as
they follow God who leads them eventually to the Promised Land. In the wilderness they are
instructed by God and given his tabernacle, which contains the ark of the covenant, at which the
presence of God dwells. A priesthood is established and a national structure. No earthly king is
appointed. God is their king, and He works through his prophet and law-giver Moses. After forty
years the people arrive at the threshold of the Promised Land. Moses dies before entering the
Promised Land but not before laying his hands on his faithful servant Joshua and passing his
authority on to him, including the mandate to begin the conquest of Canaan.

With an understanding of these first chapters, we now have an historical context for all the books of
the Bible that follow. We know the key plot: God created the universe, and He created man in His
own image, and it was very good. Through man's rebellion, sin entered the world. Sin brought death
to mankind and disharmony to the world made for man. God promised to restore mankind and the
fallen world to their original innocence. We also know the key characters: Noah, Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob and his 12 sons (Israel), and Moses. God formed profound covenant relationships with these
characters to build a foundation for the salvation of the world.

As the story progresses from here, we know that all the drama points that follow will be oriented
toward God’s enduring faithfulness to the typically faith-less people whom He loves beyond
measure. What is unfolding is an epic drama and love story, spanning the creation of the world to
its final destiny, which ultimately is Jesus Christ. Indeed, the Pentateuch is a template for God’s
redemption of not only Israel, but all mankind—a plan to bring all humanity back to Him.

Now that we have laid the foundation and understand the flow of the story up to this point, we are
ready to dive into the exciting and instructive chapters of God’s salvation that follow.
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Book of Ruth

Introduction

A Love Story

Love stories never grow old. Happy endings always charm us. Unselfish loyalty, enduring faithful-
ness, and loving family bonds grip our hearts and fill our eyes with tears. Everyone has his or her
favorite love story, either personal or among the great literature of the world.

William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, written over 400 years ago, is still read and played out on
stage and silver screen today. The tragedy of Cleopatra and Marc Antony is relived in every genera-
tion. My wife and daughters gather at least once a year to watch the saga of Elizabeth Bennet and
Mr. Darcy in Jane Austens Pride and Prejudice. Who doesn’t remember the tragic epic Gone with
the Wind?

Not all stories of loyalty, love, and single-hearted devotion are between lovers. Many dramas like
Where the Red Fern Grows or Black Beauty are touching stories of young people and their beloved
dogs or horses. Furthermore, dramas like A Beautiful Life and Steel Magnolias poignantly depict the
loving relationships between parents and children as well as life-long friends.

There is a reason why such stories of passion and love never fade in popularity. Virtuous traits of
faithfulness, devotion, and fidelity between friends or lovers never grow old and always inspire us
to greatness. They draw us higher up and deeper in with a desire to live out the image of God that
he impresses on each of our souls.

One of the world’s oldest love stories is about a young heroine named Ruth.' Her husband dies,
and with the purity of familial devotion she clings to her mother-in-law, Naomi. The true story has
resonated down through 3,000 years of literature, contained in the living word of God, the Holy
Bible. Ruth is one of only three books in the Bible to bear the name of a woman—the other two be-
ing Judith and Esther.

Author and Date

The book of Ruth was probably written during or shortly after the life of Israel’s King David (ruled
c. 1010 and 970 B.C.) or his son Solomon (970-930 B.C.). This would make sense because the story
of Ruth, though in itself a beautiful account of selfless love, was certainly propelled to greater popu-
larity and importance when young David, the great grandson of Ruth, became the quintessential
king of Israel. He was a ruddy handsome king and a man after God’s own heart (1 Sam 16:12, Acts
13:22). Ruth was no longer just a loyal young daughter-in-law but was now the great grandmother
of the ideal king of Israel. The family account was probably passed down from generation to gen-
eration with great affection. Then it was permanently put to the sacred page to be preserved for all
time.

The book itself does not inform us of its author or the date of composition. Jewish tradition claims
that the prophet Samuel wrote the story, but this is not certain and doubted by most scholars. The
date is equally uncertain. Some scholars suggest an earlier date between 1000-700 B.C. The style

1 To aid the reader in understanding the text, references to Ruth the book will be in italics. References to Ruth the woman
will be in normal text.
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of the Hebrew and the book’s obvious interest in King David (Ruth 4:17, 22) lend to an earlier date.
Certain Aramaic phrases have led some commentators to propose it is much later, even after the
return of the exiles from Babylon around 500 B.C. Some have suggested that Ruth was written after
Nehemiah and Ezra as a response to the problem of foreign wives among the returning exiles (Ezra
9:1ff, Neh 13:23fF).

However, this argument is not compelling. Ruth does not strike the reader as a later polemical piece
written as a protest against Israel’s obedience to the exclusive national laws of God; rather, it exudes
the opposite. It comes across as an authentic account of a woman whose conduct supports and con-
firms the laws of the land and their proper application.

Many scholars refute the arguments against a later date and maintain a date in the early monarchical
period. Oral tradition of the true account was possibly passed on by story-tellers or ancestral chroni-
clers of Israel’s history. Evidence indicates Ruth was finally written down in a final form during or
shortly after the time of King Solomon.

Purpose in its Contemporary Setting and in
Light of Further Revelation

Ruth is a simple account of a family living in rural Israel during the era of the judges, which covered
roughly 330 years from 1425-1095 B.C. We know the story took place during the turbulent time of
the judges because the book opens, “In the days when the judges ruled there was a famine in the land”
(Ruth 1:1).... “In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own
eyes” (Ruth 17:6). The judges ruled in Israel after the death of Joshua up until Saul was anointed the
first king of Israel. It was not a pretty period in the history of Israel. The beautiful idyll of Ruth stands
like a fragrant lily in a stagnant pool.

We cannot be sure why the author wrote the story other than to pass on a biography of humility, love,
and faithfulness to inspire future generations of God’s people. This would be enough to justify this
profoundly beautiful narrative. The author may also be demonstrating the providence of God as he
infuses Ruth’s life with rich meaning in response to her devotion, humility, and faithfulness as she
accepts the God of Israel and his people as her own. It also serves to show how peaceful and orderly
society can work when the people follow the laws of God and fulfill their obligations to self, God, and
the community.

With the benefit of further revelation and the Incarnation of Jesus Christ, the account of Ruth takes
on deeper importance for us today. In the larger picture, Ruth exemplifies God’s acceptance of the
Gentiles. Ruth is not an Israelite. She is a foreigner, a daughter of the Moabites, who were a peren-
nial enemy of Israel. Normally, she would have no place with the people of God. Sons of Israel were
forbidden from marrying foreign women. But in this case Ruth humbly sought the God of Israel and
his people and was incorporated into the covenant life of Israel. It is an early indication of God’s re-
demption extended to both Jew and Gentile. As St. Peter would say later, “Truly I perceive that God
shows no partiality but in every nation any one who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to
him” (Acts 10:34-35).

Ruth is an important link in the family line of King David and ultimately of Jesus Christ. Apart from
Mary there are four women mentioned in Jesus' genealogy: Tamar the Canaanite, Rahab the foreign
harlot, Ruth the Moabite, Bathsheba wife of a Hittite and taken in adultery by David (Mt 1:3, 5, 6).
It is interesting that St. Matthew makes no attempt to “clean up” the ancestry of Jesus. The women
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mentioned are not the ideal relatives. In modern times we might refer to some as “skeletons in
the closet” Three are foreigners, one a harlot, and two gave birth through illicit liaisons. But God
draws straight with crooked lines. The story of Ruth gives us great hope in God’s mercy, love, and
redemption.

Ruth is one of the holy women whose mission prepared the way for Mary. The Catechism of the
Catholic Church states this with confidence. Ruth is specifically included with Eve, Hannah, Debo-
rah, Judith, Esther, and other women who were chosen by God to demonstrate that against all hu-
man expectation God chooses the humble and poor to demonstrate faithfulness to his promises
(CCC 489).

Above the statue of the sleeping Mary in the Abbey of the Dormition on Mount Zion in Jerusalem,
there is a beautiful golden mosaic. Christ is in the center looking down at his mother. Surrounding
him are the images of six holy women who prepared the way for Mary and were examples of holiness,
obedience, and faithfulness. Holding her sheaves of wheat, Ruth is among these heroic women.

Summary and Outline

This little book contains four chapters. These chapters tell the story of a family who migrates from
Bethlehem in Israel to Moab during a famine. The husband Elimelech dies in Moab leaving his wife
Naomi with their two sons, Mahlon and Chilion. The two sons eventually marry Moabite women:
Ruth and Orpah. Subsequently, Naomi’s two sons die, leaving her a widow with two Gentile daugh-
ters-in-law. Orpah decides to remain in Moab, but Ruth accompanies Naomi back to Israel where
they live in Bethlehem. Through an intriguing series of events, Ruth marries the rich kinsman-
redeemer Boaz, and she gives birth to a son named Obed, who in turn has a son named Jesse, who
becomes the father of David.

The story can almost be viewed as a theatrical play with the curtain opening and closing on vari-
ous scenes. Naomi is the main character of the first scene; Ruth is center stage in scenes two and
three; Boaz stars in scene four; and scene five is the joyous conclusion with the whole town joining
Naomi. Being a true story only enhances its dramatic structure. The author who put the story to
paper knew how to craft a tale by rotating various characters to the front, building suspense, leav-
ing much to the imagination, utilizing romance and intrigue, building in illusions to the historical
context, and subtly drawing the reader into the drama.

Traditionally, the chapter titles have followed two formats. The first format highlights the plot of the
overall drama narrative:

Chapter 1: An Israelite Family Migrates from Bethlehem to Moab

Chapter 2: Two Widows Return to Israel

Chapter 3: Meeting between Boaz and Ruth

Chapter 4: Redemption and Marriage of Ruth & Genealogy of David through Boaz and Ruth
The second format emphasizes Ruth’s role in the narrative:

Chapter 1: Ruth’s Resolve

Chapter 2: Ruth’s Rights

Chapter 3: Ruth’s Request

Chapter 4: Ruth’s Reward
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For the purpose of this study, the lessons will be titled according to the descriptive titles in the first
format above, although it may be helpful for the reader to keep in mind the second format in order
to consider the progress of Ruth’s personal journey throughout the story.
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