《Expositor’s Dictionary of Texts - Ruth》(William R. Nicoll)
Commentator

Sir William Robertson Nicoll CH (October 10, 1851 - May 4, 1923) was a Scottish Free Church minister, journalist, editor, and man of letters.

Nicoll was born in Lumsden, Aberdeenshire, the son of a Free Church minister. He was educated at Aberdeen Grammar School and graduated MA at the University of Aberdeen in 1870, and studied for the ministry at the Free Church Divinity Hall there until 1874, when he was ordained minister of the Free Church at Dufftown, Banffshire. Three years later he moved to Kelso, and in 1884 became editor of The Expositor for Hodder & Stoughton, a position he held until his death.

In 1885 Nicoll was forced to retire from pastoral ministry after an attack of typhoid had badly damaged his lung. In 1886 he moved south to London, which became the base for the rest of his life. With the support of Hodder and Stoughton he founded the British Weekly, a Nonconformist newspaper, which also gained great influence over opinion in the churches in Scotland.

Nicoll secured many writers of exceptional talent for his paper (including Marcus Dods, J. M. Barrie, Ian Maclaren, Alexander Whyte, Alexander Maclaren, and James Denney), to which he added his own considerable talents as a contributor. He began a highly popular feature, "Correspondence of Claudius Clear", which enabled him to share his interests and his reading with his readers. He was also the founding editor of The Bookman from 1891, and acted as chief literary adviser to the publishing firm of Hodder & Stoughton.

Among his other enterprises were The Expositor's Bible and The Theological Educator. He edited The Expositor's Greek Testament (from 1897), and a series of Contemporary Writers (from 1894), and of Literary Lives (from 1904).

He projected but never wrote a history of The Victorian Era in English Literature, and edited, with T. J. Wise, two volumes of Literary Anecdotes of the Nineteenth Century. He was knighted in 1909, ostensibly for his literrary work, but in reality probably more for his long-term support for the Liberal Party. He was appointed to the Order of the Companions of Honour (CH) in the 1921 Birthday Honours.
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Introduction to Ruth

References.—I.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlvii. No2746 , I-IV.—E. Griffith Jones, Christian World Pulpit, vol. Leviticus 1899 , p42. I:1-5.—S. Cox, The Book of Ruth , p43.

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-22
Ruth 1:4
We strain our eyes to know something of the long line of the purple hills of Moab, which form the background at once of the history and of the geography of Palestine. It is a satisfaction to feel that there is one tender association which unites them with the familiar history and scenery of Judaea—that from their recesses, across the deep gulf which separates the two regions, came the gentle ancestress of David and the Messiah.

—Stanley.

References.—I:6-22.—S. Cox, The Book of Ruth , p63. I:8.—W. M. Statham, Outlines of Sermons on the Old Testament, p60.

Ruth 1:13
Good dispositions love not to pleasure themselves with the disadvantage of others; and had rather be miserable alone, than to draw in partners to their sorrow.... As, contrarily, ill minds care not how many companions they have in misery; if themselves miscarry, they could be content if all the world were enwrapped with them in the same distress.

—Bishop Hall.

Ruth 1:14
Perplexed Naomi, torn with contrary feelings; which tried her the more—Orpah who left her, or Ruth who remained? Orpah who was a pain, or Ruth who was a charge?

—Newman.

Ruth 1:15
Orpah kissed Naomi and went back to the world. There was sorrow in the parting, but Naomi"s sorrow was more for Orpah"s sake than for her own. Pain there would be, but it was the pain of a wound, not the yearning regret of love. It was the pain we feel when friends disappoint us and fall in our esteem. That kiss of Orpah was no loving token; it was but the hollow profession of those who use smooth words, that they may part company with us, with least trouble and discomfort to themselves. Orpah"s tears were but the dregs of affection; she clasped her mother-in-law once for all, that she might not cleave to her.

—Newman.

References.—I:16.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlvi. No2680. J. McNeill, Regent Square Pulpit, vol. iii. p185. I:16 , 17.—C. Bickersteth, The Shunammite, p47. I:16-22.—A. Maclaren, Expositions of Holy Scripture— Deuteronomy ,, Joshua ,, Judges ,, Ruth , etc, p259.

Steadfastly Minded

Ruth 1:18
I. As we read the simple Bible story, how does the beauty of the character of that Moabitish woman attract us? Her gentleness, love, faithfulness, courage, industry, patience, obedience—all stand out before us and win us. They were found in her in the various circumstances which drew them forth because she was "steadfastly minded".

II. "Steadfastly minded," there was the secret of her noble life. What a contrast with her sister Orpah, weeping, kissing, but going back, or with Saul, impatient, unable to wait God"s time, breaking His commandment, and falling lower and lower into sin. "Steadfastly minded," you all recognize the importance of this in earthly things; you know that a man who enters upon any work, or business, or profession, with only half his heart in it, never really succeeds—is never really happy in it. Steadfastness leads to self-denial, energy, perseverance, effort, pressing on; and therefore in all earthly things we recognize its value and importance; and we know that certain failure sooner or later awaits those who lack it.

III. The things which concern your never-dying souls, on which such infinite, eternal destinies depend, surely here, above all, is it necessary that all should be steadfastly minded, and no less Song of Solomon , that there must be continual self-denial. We must take up our cross daily, and follow in the road that is so narrow, through the battle that is so hard, and the dangers that are so many, until we receive the crown that is so glorious.

—W. Howell Evans, Sermons for the Church"s Year, p167.

From Pleasure to Affliction

Ruth 1:20
Ten years form a considerable portion of every man"s life. Ten years in sharp conflict with the world, its labours, laws, and ways, will give a man a very different opinion of life to what he entertained in the days of his youth. When he took his departure into the far-off land to seek a place in the battle of life, he was carried along with the crowd of money-getters, pleasure-seekers, and ambition-hunters, and at the end of ten years, if not before, he will be ready to admit that affliction, barrenness, and want, underlie all its outward glory and tempting delight. Ten years will be enough to change its pleasant things into bitterness, to blunt the keen zest for life, and it may be, under God"s grace, to bring back the soul from the land of bondage, and to fill it with a sense of the great importance of living for that which is beyond. Man goes away, God brings home. The departure into Moab is all our own, but the return is His with Whom we have to do.

"Call me not Naomi, call me Mara." Call me not Naomi the pleasant one, but Mara the bitter one, "for the Almighty hath dealt very bitterly with me. I went out full, and the Lord hath brought me home again empty."

I. Is not this the Cry of many a Heart?—Is not this the sad experience of thousands who have drunk deeply at life"s fountain? The far-off land of worldliness in which I dwelt has yielded only barrenness and want. My years have been wasted, my opportunities lost, and that which seemed sweet and pleasant has turned to bitterness. I have mourning for mirth, dishonour for honour, sour for sweet. Oh, had I served my God with the zeal I served the world, I would not have to mourn a past that has been, as far as my eternal interests are concerned, a failure! "Call me not Naomi, call me Mara."

II. But after all, as Regards this Life, is it not better to be called Mara than Naomi?—Is there nothing good in this change of name? Does Mara bring more future blessedness than Naomi? Well, for life to be pleasant and sweet to a man he must have his own way. He must be at full liberty to select his studies, pursuits, pleasures, companions. He cannot endure to be disappointed, thwarted, foiled. He must enter the land of Moab and drink deeply of its snares and lusts and temptations. And what is the inevitable result? In his abundance he forgets the God Who giveth all, and Who intended all to be used in a different way, and for another purpose. But when disappointment, failure, affliction, confront him, then they reveal to him that life was never intended for him to have his own way. Naomi is changed into Mara, pleasant into bitter, and he beholds two wills in conflict, Divine and human, God"s and his. He has been walking in the light of his own eyes, and not after the will of the Almighty. He sees that if he pursues this course the conflict must end, as far as he is concerned, in future and unutterable loss. Seeing the vanity and emptiness of earthly things, he comes to himself, he discovers that it is far better to submit his will to God"s. There is a returning from the land of Moab unto his Father"s house.

III. When the Change comes, when Naomi becomes Mara, what is our Work?—To come out of Moab. To leave the vain and empty surroundings, which in the past have proved such an attraction to us. For Naomi there was no rest, no comfort, no profit in Moab. Its sweetness had become bitter. Enjoyment had gone, wealth had vanished, and, like the prodigal of old, she came to herself, she remembered that there was enough and to spare in the Father"s house, and so she arose with her daughters-in-law that she might return. From sorrow to repentance, bitterness to decision. Moab had become distasteful, she will arise and depart to the old home of childhood and youth. Whereupon "she went forth out of the place". Thus, when God in His mercy wakens up in us a sense of the vanity and emptiness of life, turns its sweet into bitter, let us depart from that which holds us earthbound, and, while accepting the change in our lot with patience and resignation, let us struggle to rise from the lowness and deadness around us, to the earnestness and newness of life.

References.—I:20.—C. Leach, Mothers of the Bible, p107. I:20 , 21.—T. Snape, A Book of Lay Sermons, p33. II:1-23.—S. Cox, The Book of Ruth , p83. II:3 , 4.—J. M. Neale, Sermons Preached in a Religious House, vol. ii. p346. II:4.—F. E. Paget, Helps and Hindrances to the Christian Life, vol. ii. p201. "Plain Sermons" by contributors to the Tracts for the Times, vol. vi. p197.

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-23
Ruth 2:7
I do not hear Ruth stand upon the terms of her better education, or wealthy parentage; but now that God hath called her to want, she scorns not to lay her hand unto all homely services, and thinks it no disparagement to find her bread in other men"s fields.

—Bishop Hall.

"American girls," says Mr. Kipling in From Sea to Sea (i. p6), "develop greatly when a catastrophe arrives, and the man of many millions goes up or goes down, and his daughters take to stenography or typewriting. I have heard many tales of heroism from the lips of girls who counted the principals among their friends. The crash came: Mamie or Hattie or Sadie gave up their maid, their carriages and candy, and with No2Remington and a stout heart set about earning their daily bread."

Working in the quiet village, or in the distant field, women may be as pure and modest, men as highminded and well-bred, and both as full of the fear of God, and the thought that God"s eye is upon them, as if they were in a place or station where they had nothing to do but to watch over the salvation of their own souls; the meadow and the harvest-field need not be, as they too often are, places for temptation and defilement, where the old too often teach the young not to fear God and keep themselves pure, but to copy their coarse jests and foul language, and listen to stories which had better be buried for ever in the dirt out of which they spring. You know what I mean. You know what field-work too often is. Read the book of Ruth , and see what field-work may be and ought to be.

—Charles Kingsley.

Reference.—II:7.—H. J. Wilmot-Buxton, Sunday Sermonettes for a Year, p220.

The Duty of Gleaning (Harvest Festival)

Ruth 2:8
Boaz in this book is a type of Christ, and Ruth is the type of the Christian soul. And the command given by Boaz to Ruth to glean in his fields, and not to glean in any other field, is very emphatic, and is repeated afterwards by Naomi.

I. Where are we to Glean?—We are warned that there is only one field in which we must glean—the field of Jesus Christ; the field of His Church; the field purchased by His Death and Passion; the field watered by the blood of His martyrs; the field which for nineteen hundred years has produced its glorious harvest of countless saints.

David says, "Those that be planted in the house of the Lord shall flourish in the courts of our God". We must first be planted there by the Sacrament of Baptism. But this is not all. We must remain there, and grow there, and flourish there, and glean there, if we are to fulfil the commands of Holy Writ.

II. What are we to Glean?—Even those who are gleaning in Christ"s Church need to be reminded that they are to seek those things which are best.

What are we gleaning? 1. Are we making the best use of our labour? Are we picking up the largest, and finest, and ripest ears of corn? The Sacraments of the Church, these are the full, ripe ears, the great means of grace. Do we avail ourselves of them in all their fullness.

2. Are we picking up those stalks of corn from which the birds have plucked the ears, which are, therefore, only husks and straw? What are our prayers and devotions? Are they merely formal words of the lips, and not feelings of the heart; the form of devotion without the spirit?

3. Are we picking up noxious weeds which grow among the com, and making up our sheaves with them?

St. Paul tells us some of the things which we should be gleaning in the fields of Christian virtue, when he says, "Whatsoever things are true," etc.

III. How are we Gleaning?—With steady perseverance, with real industry; or in a fitful, idle, slothful way?

—A. G. Mortimer, The Church"s Lessons for the Christian Year, part iv. p344.

Ruth 2:9
Let us consider what that thing is which we call years of discretion. The young man is past his tutors, and arrived at the bondage of a caitiff spirit; he is run from discipline, and is let loose to passion; the man by this time hath wit enough to choose his vice, to act his best, to court his mistress, to talk confidently, and ignorantly, and perpetually, to despise his betters, to deny nothing to his appetites, to do things that, when he is indeed a Prayer of Manasseh , he must for ever be ashamed of; for this is all the discretion that most men show in the first stage of their manhood; they can discern good from evil; and they prove their skill by leaving all that is good.

—Jeremy Taylor.

References.—II:12.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xxxi. No1851. II:14.—J. M. Neale, Sermons for the Church Year, vol. ii. p263. Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. ix. No522. S. Baring-Gould, Village Preaching for a Year, vol. i. p229.

Ruth 2:15
Innocence and haycocks do not always go together.—Macaulay.

References.—II:15.—Spurgeon, Sermons, vol. xlvi. No2585. II:15 , 16.—Ibid. vol. viii. No464.

Ruth 2:16 with2:12

Charity was so well matched with his religion, without which good words are but hypocrisy.

—Bishop Hall.

Ruth , the Moabitess

Ruth 2:17
I. Notice the good providence of God, illustrated in the story of Ruth and Naomi. We are shown here how true is that verse of the Psalm , "He is the father of the fatherless, and the God of the widow". He never faileth those that trust in Him.

II. Let us notice in Ruth the reward of daughterly affection and dutifulness. Had she gone back, as her sister Orpah did, when Naomi gave her the choice of returning, even pressed her to go back, she would never have left that memorial of herself which will last while time lasts—the book of Ruth in our Bible She would never have married Boaz, nor become by so doing the ancestress of the Messiah.

III. She is an example of another great quality. How beautiful in God"s sight, as in the sight of Prayer of Manasseh , is maidenly modesty, purity, steadiness of conduct She spent, as we know, many days gleaning in the harvest field: never in all those days did she say or do aught that might cause shame.

IV. "Where hast thou gleaned today?" This question opens out into a far wider meaning when we look at its spiritual instruction. It is a question that coming out of a Christian man"s mouth applies to many things beside that of gathering up the ears of com. Where hast thou gleaned today? may be asked, and ought to be asked, by each of us of his own soul, in respect to his way of spending the Sabbath, and asked at the close of every Sunday.

V. Notice the diligence of Ruth. She gleaned in the field until even, and beat out that she gleaned, and it was about an ephah (eight gallons) of barley, a good day"s work, bringing with it a good recompense of reward. Ruth invites us to use all diligence to make our calling and election sure. She by what she did in the plot of ground at Bethlehem shows us what our work should be in the world. To glean, to gather up, here a little, and there a little, of those great Christian qualities which go to make a character that God will accept.

—R. D. B. Rawnsley, Village Sermons (3Series), p119.

Ruth 2:18
Discussing, in Arcady: For Better or Worse (pp225 f.), the effect of the workhouse system in rural England, Dr. Jessopp observes: "It does people good to be brought into daily intercourse with the aged and the weak and the needy. It is bad for us if our sense of pity and our gentle sympathies are never appealed to. We get hard and coarse and selfish, that way.... But for good or evil there stands the fact that in our villages we have very little to do with or for the old people who are a link with the past, and very little occasion to make any sacrifices for others, and still less are we called upon to interest ourselves in their sorrows. The law of the land has come in and taken out of our hands the duty of looking after the poor and aged."

References.—II:19.—J. McNeill, Regent Square Pulpit, vol. ii. p97. T. Champness, New Coins from Old Gold, p142. II:20.—S. Cox, The Booh of Ruth , p164. III:1-18.—Ibid. p105. H. W. Webb-Peploe, The Life of Privilege, p130.

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-18
The Message of the Book of Ruth

Ruth 3:9
In speaking of the message which this little book has for us, we shall treat it as conveying to us a message of redemption. Looked at in this light the book has, I think, these things to tell us:—

I. It tells us that the range of God"s grace is ever wider than our conception of it. The book of Ruth shows us how one who was a member of an idolatrous people, one who was a Gentile, an alien from the commonwealth of Israel, a stranger from the covenant of promise, having no hope and without God in the world, was actually brought into the number of the chosen people, and became one of the direct line of which the Messiah came.

In the old time, as in the new, God"s salvation, though reaching men through channels of His own appointing, was open to all who cared to avail themselves of it.

II. The second thing about redemption which this book tells us Isaiah , that although God"s grace is so free and open to all, it can save us only when we make it ours by an act of deliberate choice. God does not force His salvation on any. Ruth chose Israel and Israel"s God. Had that choice not been made, Ruth would never have gained her position as the wife of Boaz. And even after this decisive choice was made her position was not secured until she had claimed all that was hers. Ruth had to make herself and her claims known to Boaz. She had to possess herself of her rights by a holy violence. And this she did.

With like decision and like determination must we act if we would win the heavenly city. It is true "whosoever will may come". It is true "him that cometh unto Me I will in no wise cast out". But if these blessed promises are to avail us, we must will and we must come.

III. The third lesson about redemption which this book teaches us is this—that redemption is achieved by and only by a Kinsman-Redeemer. Ruth owed her position in no sense to herself. She owed it entirely to Boaz. Her knowledge of her claim, her presentation of her claim, would have availed her nothing had Boaz refused to act. And Boaz" power of acting depended on his being a kinsman.

God"s grace is indeed wide, wide as the universe, great as God Himself, but God"s grace reaches sinners only through the Redeemer. And our Lord"s power to redeem us lies in the fact that He is our near kinsman. Our Saviour is God. But our Saviour is man—as truly God as if He were not Prayer of Manasseh , as truly man as if He were not God. Man alone could be the Lamb of God to take away the sins of the world. In Jesus therefore we have a Kinsman-Redeemer.

And as Boaz, the kinsman-redeemer of this little book, completed his work of redemption by uniting Ruth to himself and making her a sharer in all his glory and power, so is it with our Redeemer. He saves us by union to Himself.

—G. H. C. Macgregor, Messages of the Old Testament, p101.

Ruth 3:10
This text, in its Latin form, "Priorem misericordiam posteriore superasti," has been placed on a tablet in the porch of the ancient church of Guingamp in Brittany, to commemorate the blessings received during a recent mission.

Reference.—IV:1-22.—S. Cox, The Book of Ruth , p123.

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-22
Ruth 4:6
The revolutionary school always forgets that right apart from duty is a compass with one leg. The action of right inflates an individual, fills him with thoughts of self and of what others owe him, while it ignores the other side of the question, and extinguishes his capacity for devoting himself to a common cause.

—Amiel.

The desire to raise the pyramid of my existence—the base of which is already laid—as high as possible in the air absorbs every other desire, and scarcely ever quits me.

—Goethe to Lavater.

Reference.—IV:8.—B. D. Johns, Pulpit Notes, p44.

Ruth 4:16
It would seem as if there was already a kind of joyous foretaste of the birth and infancy which in after-times was to be for ever associated with the name of Bethlehem. It was the first appearance on the scene of what may by anticipation be called even then the Holy Family, for that child was Obed, the father of Jesse, the father of David.

—Stanley.

Ruth 4:17
There is no tradition in the Hebrew literature which is at first sight more purely composed of universal human elements than the story of Ruth. Hartley Coleridge, in verses commenting on the mysterious "tale of bloodshed" which constitutes the history of Israel, has called this story an oasis of human beauty in "the wild and waste of Bible truth". Yet the cause of its preservation and consecration among the chronicles of the nation is scarcely the loveliness of the rural picture of the young gleaner in the harvest fields of Bethlehem followed by the kindly eye of the rich farmer bidding his young men drop ears on purpose for her from the sheaves; nor even the mere devotedness of heart which made Ruth "cleave" to Naomi. It Isaiah , on the one side, the exultation in the providential reward which was allotted to an alien woman of Moab for her abandonment of her country and gods in order to embrace the faith, and identify herself with the fortunes, of Israel; on the other side, the fact that David, the great King of Israel, was descended so directly from her, which made this beautiful narrative so precious to the Jews.

—R. H. Hutton, Literary Essays, pp256 , 257.

