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Abstract:
How does an outsider become an insider? This is a question that 

emerges from considering both the modern immigrant situation and the 
unique situation of non-Israelite women becoming part of the people of 
God in the Old Testament. The usual pattern in the Old Testament is to be 
born into the people of Israel, but for men there is the possibility to become 
part of the covenantal people through the physical act of circumcision. In 
this patriarchal society, women usually had no choice but to follow the 
decisions of their husbands. But what if there was no husband? The Bible 
tends to take a particularly harsh view on Israelite men marrying non-
Israelite women, so even marriage does not seem to be an acceptable 
WH[O^H`�MVY�\UTHYYPLK�VY�^PKV^LK�^VTLU��)\[�[^V�ZPNUPÄJHU[�^VTLU�PU�
the Old Testament do successfully navigate the transition from outsider to 
insider, Rahab and Ruth. This article explores what this means for 
understanding conversion within the Old Testament context as well as its 
potential theological implication for the immigrant community in today’s 
world. Understanding the importance of a person’s allegiance to YHWH as 
well as following up this allegiance through actions of loving-kindness 
(hesed  ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ ) are the key similarities which bind these two women together 
and help create a theological bridge for immigrants in our modern context.

Keywords: Ruth, Rahab, women, conversion, immigration, people of God

Kelly J. Danielson is a 2020 graduate of Asbury Theological Seminary with 
a Masters in Biblical Studies. She is also a native of El Salvador in Central 
America.



256     The Asbury Journal    75/2 (2020)

Introduction
How does an outsider become an insider? This is a question that 

frequently confronts me as an immigrant in a foreign country. When your 
skin color and accent set you apart, you are almost always seen as an 
outsider, even after living for 20 years in your current context. This question 
also emerges at times in the Old Testament. The usual pattern is for one 
to be born into the people of Israel, but for men there is the possibility 
to become part of the covenantal people through the physical act of 
circumcision. In this patriarchal society, women usually had no choice but 
to follow the decisions of their husbands. But what if there was no husband? 
The Bible tends to take a particularly harsh view on Israelite men marrying 
non-Israelite women, so even marriage does not seem to be an acceptable 
WH[O^H`�MVY�\UTHYYPLK�VY�^PKV^LK�^VTLU��)\[�[OLYL�HYL�[^V�ZPNUPÄJHU[�
women in the Old Testament who successfully navigate the transition from 
outsider to insider, and become not just members of the people of God, 
but essential parts of the history of God’s salvation plan as ancestors of 
both King David as well as Jesus in the New Testament. The question this 
raises for me is how does this happen and what is the implication for the 
immigrant community?

In addition, the issue of conversion is one that has been an important 
point for evangelical theology for a long time. How does one become a 
Christian? Most of this is theologically rooted in New Testament scriptures, 
but is often overlooked in a theological study of the Old Testament. The 
only real equivalent for looking at the issue of New Testament conversion 
is to examine this issue of how people outside the people of Israel became 
part of the people of God. The same stories of Rahab and Ruth, which 
HUZ^LY�[OL�ÄYZ[�X\LZ[PVU��OLSW�\Z�\UKLYZ[HUK�[OL�UH[\YL�VM�JVU]LYZPVU�HZ�
well as how women without husbands might have been able to transition 
from outsiders to insiders in the Old Testament context.

Male Circumcision as a Pathway to the People of God
In Genesis 17, God establishes the covenant between God and 

Abraham and his descendants. Verse seven emphasizes that this will be 
an “everlasting” covenant for generations. This covenant will include the 
land of Canaan as well as the act of male circumcision. In verse ten, it is 
clear that every male must be circumcised to be part of the covenant, and 
verse twelve makes provision that those bought from foreigners are also 
to be circumcised. Finally verse fourteen warns that any male who is not 
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circumcised will be cut off from the covenant. Verses 23-27 indicated that 
Abraham, Ishmael, and all the men in his household, born or bought, were 
circumcised that very day.

In Exodus 12, the crucial ritual meal of the Passover is established. 
In this chapter, Moses instructs the people on the future celebration of this 
meal, and he notes in verse 48, “A foreigner residing among you who wants 
to celebrate the LORD’s Passover must have all the males of his household 
circumcised; then he may take part like one born in the land.” (NIV). This 
allows for men outside of the Israelite community to become part of the 
people of God through the physical act of circumcision- aligning themselves 
and submitting to the covenant of Abraham.

0U� 1VZO\H�� JOHW[LY� Ä]L�� 1VZO\H� JVTTHUKZ� [OL� 0ZYHLSP[LZ� [V� IL�
circumcised before the conquest of Canaan. For some reason, the practice 
seems to have been abandoned in the wilderness, but now the covenant is 
to be renewed. Joshua often appears in the book as a type of “new Moses” 
for the people, so the renewal of the covenant at Gilgal (Joshua 5:2-12) 
should not be surprising. When the covenant is renewed at Mount Ebal in 
chapter eight, it is clear that foreigners are included among the people of 
God. Verse 33 notes that, “Both the foreigners living among them and the 
native-born were there” for the reading of the Book of the Law. 

But while foreign men have a way to join the Israelite people 
through circumcision, such a possibility is denied to women, even through 
marriage. The prohibitions against Israelite men marrying foreign women is 
made clear in the story of Dinah in Genesis 34 and Deuteronomy 7:3-4, 
“Do not intermarry with them. Do not give your daughters to their sons or 
take their daughters for your sons, for they will turn your children away from 
following me to serve other gods, and the LORD’s anger will burn against 
you and will quickly destroy you.” The same prohibitions are repeated by 
Joshua in Joshua 23:12-13. Other passages repeat this concern including 1 
Kings 11:2 and Ezra 9:14. Nevertheless, two women in scripture do enter 
the people of God as foreigners during the early period of Israel’s history, 
HUK� [OL`� HYL� UV[� PUZPNUPÄJHU[��5VY� HYL� [OLZL� [^V�^VTLU� \UJVUULJ[LK��
Matthew 1:5 connects Rahab as the mother of Boaz, who would marry 
Ruth, the grandmother of King David, and ultimately become ancestors of 
Jesus.1
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Rahab: From Foreign Prostitute to One of God’s People
The story of Rahab in Joshua chapters two and six is an interesting 

exception to much of the conquest literature.2�9HOHI� PZ�ÄYZ[� ZOV^U�HZ�H�
prostitute in the city of Jericho, where she encounters the two spies sent 
by Joshua to study the city for conquest. She successfully hides the two 
spies and redirects those sent by the King of Jericho in search of the spies. 
Before letting the spies go, she gives an interesting speech in verses 9-13 
of chapter two,

I know that the LORD has given you this land and 
that a great fear of you has fallen on us, so that all who 
live in this country are melting in fear because of you. We 
have heard how the LORD dried up the water of the Red 
sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and what you 
did to Sihon and Og, the two kings of the Amorites east 
of the Jordan, whom you completely destroyed. When 
we heard of it our hearts melted in fear and everyone’s 
courage failed because of you, for the LORD your God is 
God in heaven above and on the earth below. 

Now then, please swear to me by the LORD that you 
will show kindness2 to my family, because I have shown 
kindness (hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ ) to you. Give me a sure sign that 
you will spare the lives of my father and mother, my 
brothers and sisters, and all who belong to them- and 
that you will save us from death. (NIV)

The spies leave after swearing an oath and telling her to bring 
everyone into her house and hang a scarlet cord outside the window as 
a sign, and they would be spared. In Joshua 6:17, 22-23, 25, Rahab and 
her family are spared, with verse 25 noting, “But Joshua spared Rahab the 
prostitute, with her family and all who belonged to her, because she hid the 
men Joshua had sent as spies to Jericho- and she lives among the Israelites 
to this day.” Ruth 4:18-22, which outlines the genealogy of David notes that 
Salmon, the father of Boaz (who is her husband according to Matthew 1:5- 

See footnote 1) is an Israelite going back to Perez, one of the sons of Judah. 
;OPZ�THYYPHNL�ZVSPKPÄLZ�9HOHI�HZ�HU�PUZPKLY�HUK�VUL�VM�[OL�WLVWSL�VM�.VK�

Moberly (2013: 71) discusses how Rahab is compared with Achan 
in Joshua. Rahab as the ultimate outsider- a Canaanite woman and a 
prostitute who becomes an insider, while Achan, an insider with a pedigree 
becomes the ultimate outsider, as he and his entire family are stoned for 
disobedience. In the same way, Moberly points out how Rahab shows the 
quality of hesed  ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ (steadfast love or kindness) and because of her words 
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and actions, “she is exempted from herem  ʭ ʓy ʒʧ, despite the lack of 
exemption clauses in Deuteronomy, and enabled (with her family) to 
become part of Israel.”3

Ruth: The Moabite Who Became One of the People of God
 In the book of Ruth, we see another exceptional case of a woman 
who becomes part of the people of God. Naomi and her husband, Elimelek 
had gone into the land of Moab with their sons, Mahlon and Kilion, and 
both of them married women of Moab, Orpah and Ruth. When her sons 
and husband die, Naomi decides to return to her own people. In Ruth 1:8, 
Naomi releases both Orpah and Ruth from their obligations to her and 
praises them for their kindness (hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ), but encourages them to go home 
[V� [OLPY� MHTPSPLZ� HUK� YLTHYY �̀�;OL� [^V� `V\UN�^VTLU� H[� ÄYZ[� YLM\ZL�� I\[�
Naomi lays out the reality that she will have no more children to provide as 
O\ZIHUKZ��6YWHO�ÄUHSS`�SLH]LZ��I\[�9\[O�Z[PSS�Z[H`Z��5HVTP�HNHPU�[YPLZ�[V�NL[�
Ruth to leave her, but Ruth responds in Ruth 1:16-17,

Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. 
Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. 
Your people will be my people and your God my God. 
Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried. May 
the LORD deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even 
death separates you and me. (NIV)

Ruth continues to show her faithfulness in supporting Naomi 
^OPSL�NSLHUPUN� [OL�ÄLSKZ�VM�)VHa�� H� JSVZL� YLSH[P]L�VM�5HVTP��<S[PTH[LS �̀�
Boaz becomes the ideal kinsman-redeemer and redeems the rights to the 
land of Naomi’s family and thus the right to marry Ruth, who becomes the 
grandmother of the future King David. When Boaz redeems his rights to 
Ruth, the elders say in Ruth 4:11-12, “We are witnesses. May the LORD 
make the woman who is coming into your home like Rachel and Leah, who 
together built up the family of Israel. May you have standing in Ephrathah 
and be famous in Bethlehem. Through the offspring the LORD gives you by 
this young woman, may your family be like that of Perez, whom Tamar bore 
to Judah.” Once again, a foreign woman enters the people of God, which is 
ZVSPKPÄLK�I`�OLY�THYYPHNL�[V�VUL�VM�[OL�WLVWSL�VM�.VK�
 While most commentaries focus on the themes of kindness (hesed 
ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ), loyalty, protecting the weak in society, and the book’s support for 
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Davidic kingship, some point out other possible uses of the book. Fleenor 
and Ziese (2008: 320) note the possible implications of the book as protest,

As literature of protest, it is argued that the text contains 
H�TLZZHNL�KPYLJ[LK�[V�[OVZL�ZLLRPUN�[V�UHYYV^S`�KLÄUL�
the “people of God.” As such, the text deliberately 
undermines (or subverts) a so-called “purity position” 
seeking to expel “good” aliens (like Ruth) from the 
Jewish community. A variation of this view considers the 
message of the book to be an encouragement directed 
toward the gentile wives of Jewish husbands. In this, Ruth 
is the poster child: a model proselyte for all foreigners to 
imitate.

Only some writers tend to develop the outsider nature of Ruth in this story, 
L]LU�[OV\NO�[OL� [L_[� P[ZLSM� YLMLYZ� [V�9\[O�HZ� [OL�¸4VHIP[L¹�ZWLJPÄJHSS`� PU�
a number of places (Ruth 1:22, 2:2, 2:21, 4:5, and 4:10), highlighting her 
status as a stranger or outsider in the community. In this sense, identity also 
becomes a theme, as Matthews (2004: 207) writes, “Ruth, who has become 
H�SPTPUHS�VY�ZVJPHSS`�\UKLÄULK�ÄN\YL�I`�OLY�KLJPZPVUZ�HUK�HJ[PVUZ��T\Z[�
establish a new identity within a strange community. In essence, she must 
ºÄUK�OLY�WSHJL�»�)V[O�WO`ZPJHSS`�HUK�ZVJPHSS �̀�PU�)L[OSLOLT�¹

The Conversion of Rahab and Ruth
There are a number of similarities in the stories of Rahab and Ruth, 

although on the surface they are very different kinds of women. Rahab 
is a prostitute, while Ruth is an unfortunately childless widow. First and 
foremost, they are women who do not have husbands who will decide their 
spiritual direction. However, both make oaths tying themselves to the God 
of Israel. These oaths are closely tied to concepts of kindness and loyalty. 
Both also exhibit faithful obedience in carrying out these oaths. Finally, 
because of their faithful obedience, each is permitted to enter the people 
of God, and this is ultimately sealed through marriage, despite previous 
prohibitions against this practice.
 William Barrick (2000) argues that conversion is modeled in the 
Old Testament by stories such as Rahab, Ruth, Naaman, and the sailors and 
Ninevites in Jonah as a way of understanding the concept of the circumcision 
of the heart (Deuteronomy 10:16 and 30:6) as opposed to physical 
circumcision as a way to enter the people of God. As such Barrick also sees 
the covenant and covenant renewal as a “recommitment to the changed life 
that had been entered at conversion” (Barrick 2000: 23). Barrick sees Rahab 
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as acknowledging a formal relationship to YHWH in her confession of 
YHWH’s ultimate authority in Joshua 2:11. He also points out her changed 
life by showing hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ��MVY�[OL�ÄYZ[�[PTL�PU�[OL�IVVR�VM�1VZO\H���)HYYPJR�
2000: 28-29). For Ruth as well, Barrick sees her “oath of allegiance” to 
Naomi as a confession, which is then lived out by a changed life dominated 
by hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ (Barrick 2000: 29). As Barrick writes,

Conversion may be summed up in the Hebrew 
term sub (he turns). Repentance and faith are its 
primary elements. Faith ‘achieves in practice the 
acknowledgement by the individual of the sole 
sovereignty of Yahweh.’ Such acknowledgement is 
inseparable from conversion which includes penitent 
humility. Confession of the sovereignty of Yahweh is 
clearly evident in the cases of Rahab, Ruth, Naaman, 
the sailors, and the Ninevites. (Barrick 2000: 35)

<S[PTH[LS`� PU�H�ÄUHS�JOHY[��)HYYPJR� SVVRZ�H[�H�U\TILY�VM� [OLTLZ�HUK� [OL�
ones which he sees as in common for Rahab and Ruth are: a confession of 
faith (Joshua 2:11, and Ruth 1:16-17), and a change or commitment (Joshua 
2:12, Ruth 1:8 and Ruth 3:10).

While Ruth is not mentioned in the New Testament except in 
4H[[OL^��!���9HOHI�PZ�YLÅLJ[LK�VU�PU�[^V�V[OLY�WHZZHNLZ��0U�/LIYL^Z�����
the famous chapter on the faithful, verse 31 reads, “By faith the prostitute 
Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not killed with those who were 
disobedient.” In James 2, where James discusses the importance of faith and 
works, the writer compares Rahab with Abraham in verse 25 and 26 he 
writes, “In the same way, was not even Rahab the prostitute considered 
righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent 
them off in a different direction? As the body without the spirit is dead, 
so faith without deeds is dead.” Biddle and Jackson (2017: 232) make a 
similar distinction in their assessment of the two spies in the story of Rahab, 
when they write, “Who saves whom in this story, then? In this striking text, 
Israel learns that a Deuteronomistic-sermon-preaching Canaanite prostitute 
can deliver them, even as they make plans for her future deliverance. All 
expectation is upended. There is no longer a distinction between who is 
savior and who is saved.” The faithful righteous Rahab is held up as a model 
according to Biddle and Jackson, while the “spies” seem to bring back 
limited intelligence (and if they are “messengers” as mentioned elsewhere 
they do not seem to deliver any message).
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As faithfulness and good works are the characteristics pointed out 
in Hebrews and James in the New Testament for Rahab, it is possible to 
ZLL�OV^�ZOL�YLÅLJ[Z�VU�H�*OYPZ[PHU�\UKLYZ[HUKPUN�VM�SP]PUN�H�*OYPZ[PHU�SPML�
following conversion. It seems to come close to Jesus’ understanding of the 
greatest commandment in Matthew 22:37-39, “Jesus replied, ‘“Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
TPUK�¹�;OPZ�PZ�[OL�ÄYZ[�HUK�NYLH[LZ[�JVTTHUKTLU[��(UK�[OL�ZLJVUK�PZ�SPRL�
it: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” All the Law and the Prophets hang on 
these two commandments.’” Rahab and Ruth make a commitment to God 
[OYV\NO�HU�VH[O�HUK� MVSSV^�\W�VU� [OPZ�VH[O� [OYV\NO�H� ZHJYPÄJPHS� SV]L�VM�
others. There is also a close connection between issues of justice, kindness, 
and humility, As Smit and Fowl (2018: 220) point out,

In Mic. 6:8 the Israelites are told that all God requires of 
them is “to do justice, and to love kindness [hesed  ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ], 
and to walk humbly with your God.” This text from 
Micah raises the prospect that justice, hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ, and 
humility before God are connected. This would lead one 
to think that success in cultivating one of these virtues 
leads to and may presume some measure of success in 
cultivating the other two. If justice requires one to give to 
others what they are due in God, and if humility is based 
on rightly knowing one’s own state relative to God and 
others, then hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ would be that grace which 
recognizes but is not constrained or limited merely by 
what is due to others and by where one stands relative to 
V[OLYZ�HUK�.VK��;OPZ�^V\SK�ZLLT�[V�Ä[�9\[O�X\P[L�^LSS��
She goes well beyond justice in her dealings with Naomi 
and acts with both grace and boldness toward Boaz 
without ever seeking to aggrandize herself.

0U� [OPZ� ZLUZL�� IV[O� 9\[O� HUK� 9HOHI� NV� IL`VUK� [OL� JVUÄULZ� VM� ^OH[� PZ�
just, and both of them act with kindness while simultaneously exhibiting 
humility before God.

It is interesting that even in Jewish tradition, there is no question 
that the story of Ruth is an account of conversion. Brady (2013: 135) writes, 
“While modern scholars debate whether or not Ruth 1:16-17 actually 
describes Ruth’s conversion to the Israelite religion, within Rabbinic 
tradition there was no question that Ruth is the proselyte par excellence. 
;OL�ÄYZ[�JOHW[LY�VM�9\[O�WYV]PKLZ�MVY�[OL�9HIIPUPJ�L_LNL[L�[OL�WYV[V[`WPJHS�
framework for conversion, including Naomi’s rejection of the would-be 
proselyte.” It is apparently tradition that a would-be Jewish convert should 
be turned back three times, and if they still persist, it should be permitted 
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(and this is modeled in Naomi’s rejection of Ruth three times). The Jewish 
writers of the Targum Ruth have added to Ruth 1:16-17 to turn it into a 
dialogue for conversion. Brady (2013: 137) lays it out like this (with the 
scripture in regular script and the additions in italics),

Ruth said, “Do not urge me to leave you, to go back 
from after you, MVY�0�KLZPYL�[V�IL�H�WYVZLS`[L�”

Naomi said, “We are commanded to keep Sabbaths 
and holy days such that we may not walk more than two 
thousand cubits.”

Ruth said, “Wherever you go, I will go.”
Naomi said, “We are commanded not to lodge with 

Gentiles.”
Ruth said, “Where you lodge, I will lodge.”
Naomi said, “We are commanded to keep six 

hundred and thirteen commandments.”
Ruth said, “What your people RLLW�0�^PSS�RLLW�HZ�PM�

they were my people from before this.”
Naomi said, “We are commanded not to worship 

foreign gods.”
Ruth said, “Your god is my god.”
Naomi said, “We have four death penalties for guilty: 

Z[VUPUN�^P[O�Z[VULZ��I\YUPUN�^P[O�ÄYL��L_LJ\[PVU�I`�[OL�
sword and hanging on a tree.”

Ruth said, “How you die, I shall die.”
Naomi said, “We have a cemetery.”
Ruth said, “And there I will be buried. And do not 

say any more. May the Lord do thus to me and more 
against me if even death shall separate me from you.”

So, even in the Jewish tradition, Ruth is seen as a text dealing with 
conversion.

Uriah Kim (2011) brings the additional insight of a biblical scholar 
who is Korean living as an immigrant in the U.S. He examines both Rahab 
and Ruth alongside the “man from Luz” (Judges 1:22-26) as examples of the 
hesed  ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ relationship based on loyalty to YHWH. However, his reading as 
a Korean immigrant is a bit different. He argues that Rahab and Ruth might 
be insiders in one sense, but this sense of belonging is not complete. While 
Rahab is allowed to live among Israel, she is also sent to live “outside the 
camp of Israel” in Joshua 6:23, so that she is not recognized as a real 
Israelite (Kim 2011: 257-258). I can see his point in this interpretation, but 
I disagree, since her ultimate marriage to an ultimate insider demonstrates 
a complete inclusion, but such inclusion may take time. His reading on 
Ruth however is quite interesting. His focus is not on Ruth, who through 
hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ becomes an insider, but rather on Orpah, who also demonstrates 
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the same type of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ�HZ�9\[O��I\[�̧ OLY�SV`HS[`�[V�OLY�WLVWSL�KPZX\HSPÄLZ�
her from being a part of Israel” (Kim 2011: 260). Ruth becomes a model 
minority (in the same way as Pocahontas in U.S. myth) because she rejects 
her own people. Kim ends his article with a powerful conclusion, relevant 
to the immigrant community today,

When we practice hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ with others, can we 
expect God to honor our hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ when the other party 
KVLZ�UV[�M\SÄSS�[OLPY�YLZWVUZPIPSP[`&�>L�ULLK�[V�YLTLTILY�
that Jesus Christ, who is a bicultural being par excellence, 
fully God and fully human, used hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ to cross the 
divine-human divide in order to build the relationship 
between God and humans. Jesus Christ is the assurance 
that when we practice hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ with others, God will 
surely honor our hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ. Perhaps home is where 
hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ is practiced for the sake of human solidarity 
and for God’s kingdom. (Kim 2011: 262)

Rahab and Ruth as Models of Conversion
 Rahab was supposed to be subject to the herem ʭ ʓy ʒʧ announced 
against Canaan- the idea that the Israelites should “utterly destroy” the 
*HUHHUP[LZ�[OL`�MV\UK�PU�[OL�JVUX\LZ[��@L[��PU�[OL�]LY`�ÄYZ[�IH[[SL�MVY�[OL�
conquest, her family alone is spared because Rahab showed hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ, or 
kindness to the spies and makes an oath acknowledging the authority of 
YHWH. In the same way, Ruth shows hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ to Naomi, even after she is 
freed from her responsibilities, and likewise makes an oath to accept 
YHWH as her God. Both women end up having their faithfulness to their 
oaths rewarded by marriage to Israelites for full inclusion into the people of 
God. In addition, they both become ancestors of King David and Jesus as 
part of God’s model plan of salvation.
 Clearly the concept of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ is vitally important to both 
accounts and to the process of conversion as seen in the Old Testament. 
Edward F. Campbell (1990) points out that hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ is used to describe 
both human relationships and divine action. Basing some of his work off of 
the book, ;OL�4LHUPUNZ� VM�/LZLK� PU� [OL�/LIYL^�)PISL!�(�5L^� 0UX\PY` 
�� ����I`�2H[OLYPUL�+VVI�:HRLUÄLSK��*HTWILSS���  ����������Z\TTHYPaLZ�
hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ�PU�Ä]L�KPMMLYLU[�^H`Z!

%� First, hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ is not just a “special favor” but is essential for 
deliverance from serious danger.
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%� Hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ is done by a situationally stronger person toward a 
weaker person.

%� The more powerful person has other options and so hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ is 
not forced.

%� A prior relationship is usually involved for hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ to be done, 
so there is a moral or ethical responsibility to act as opposed to 
doing nothing.

%� The one showing hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ is usually the only one who can 
preform the action.

So hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ) is more than just a simple act of kindness. It is steadfast 
kindness, or loving kindness, but it is acting in the same way that God acts 
with human beings from a position of power to one who is in extreme need. 
Campbell (1990: 69) writes, “To put it another way, the impact of the book 
of Ruth is to portray at least Orpah and Ruth, and especially Ruth, acting 
towards others in the manner in which YHWH acts- living out the imitation 
of God.” Ultimately this act of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ can be most completely seen in 
[OL�ZHJYPÄJL�VM�1LZ\Z�*OYPZ[�VU�[OL�JYVZZ�
 Baruch Levine (2013: 6) adds to this understanding by noting that 
hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ “is an act of kindness and love undertaken without expectation 
of reward or reciprocity.” By acting with hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ toward others, God in 
turn shows hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ in return.4� -VY� 9HOHI� HUK� 9\[O�� [OL� ÄYZ[� HJ[� VM�
conversion is to act as God would have acted. It is part of their nature to 
show kindness when it was not necessary to do so for someone who was in 
a vulnerable position. In the middle of these acts of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ, both Rahab 
and Ruth make an oath recognizing the power and authority of the God of 
Israel over their own lives. Finally, Rahab and Ruth are faithful to their 
oaths, and in response YHWH shows hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ on them by incorporating 
them into the people of God, ultimately validating this through marriage. As 
L. Daniel Hawk (2015: 20) puts it, “Finally, like Rahab, Ruth confesses the 
God of Israel (Joshua 2:11; Ruth 1:16), displays faithfulness (hesed  ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ) to 
Israelites (Joshua 2:12-14; Ruth 1:8; 3:10) and receives a place for herself 
and her descendants among the people of God.”

Conclusion
 So, how does one become a part of the people of God in the Old 
Testament? It seems to differ in some ways from the New Testament 
understanding, which tends to place repentance for sins before a confession 
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VM�MHP[O�HUK�ÄUHSS`�H�JOHUNLK�SPML�5 In the case of Rahab and Ruth, there is 
no repentance of sin.6 This is especially obvious in the life of Rahab, a 
prostitute, in which we might expect to see some kind of judgment passed 
on her profession. In both cases, we see women who have a deep 
commitment to YHWH and a willingness to recognize YHWH’s authority. 
But this is more than a doctrinal statement of faith. In both cases, this 
willingness to submit to YHWH is accompanied by concrete actions of 
hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ. Both Rahab and Ruth act in the way that God would act.
 Rahab is not a person with any power in Jericho. Yet, for one brief 
moment, she is given the power of life and death over the Israelite spies. We 
do not know what her thoughts may have been at this time, but she could 
have sought favor with the king of Jericho by turning over the spies, or she 
could have exacted revenge on the men who she so often had to serve and 
please in her business. Yet, in that moment, she chose to act with hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ, 
without any real thought of getting something back for herself, she chose to 
protect and hide these helpless men. This is compatible with the way God 
acts towards human beings. However, she does not just do this act of hesed 
ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ, but she continues to keep the secret- to remain faithful to her promise, 
even after the spies have left. Because of this, God gives her a second 
chance at life, along with her family, and gives them a chance to live among 
the people of God. Ultimately, she will be validated in her actions and 
marry a descendant of the tribe of Judah, and she will be honored as King 
David’s great-grandmother.
 Ruth was also a person without power. She was a widow, and 
even worse, one without children or land. She shows hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ to Naomi, 
I`� YLM\ZPUN� [V� SLH]L� OLY� ^PKV^LK�TV[OLY�PU�SH^� PU� H� KPMÄJ\S[� ZP[\H[PVU��
Naomi had freed her from her familial responsibilities, and so for perhaps 
[OL�ÄYZ[�[PTL�PU�OLY�SPML��9\[O�^HZ�PU�H�WVZP[PVU�VM�WV^LY��:OL�JV\SK�JOVVZL�
to go back to her people, to seek a new husband, and build a new family. 
We can only imagine how dangerous life must have been for Naomi as a 
widow, alone, with no one to protect her in a foreign land. Ruth’s act of 
hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ probably saved Naomi’s life in multiple ways. Not only did she 
accompany her on what was probably a dangerous journey back to her 
OVTL[V^U��I\[� HSZV� ZOL�NSLHULK� MYVT� [OL�ÄLSKZ� [V� MLLK� [OLT�IV[O�� HUK�
cared for the elderly Naomi. Ruth makes an oath to accept YHWH as her 
God before she really begins her action of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ. But Ruth is also 
faithful to her action and carries out ongoing hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ for Naomi. As with 
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Rahab, she will ultimately be validated for her actions and marry a 
descendent of the tribe of Judah and become the grandmother of King 
David. As one thinks about the connection between Rahab and Ruth, one 
is left wondering if Boaz was open to seeing the positive aspects of Ruth 
ILJH\ZL�VM�[OL�PUÅ\LUJL�VM�OPZ�V^U�TV[OLY��9HOHI��^OV�OHK�NVUL�[OYV\NO�
the same process of becoming an insider.
 These acts of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ by Rahab and Ruth are perhaps connected 
to King David for a reason. He is also a person who is shown as invoking 
the idea of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ as well. This can be seen in 2 Samuel 2:6 when he 
asks God to show hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ to the men of Jabesh Gilead who had buried 
Saul. It can also be seen earlier in the relationship between David and 
Jonathan in 1 Samuel 20: 14-15 when they make an oath of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ 
between David and Jonathan and his descendants. The faithfulness of this 
oath is lived out in how David treats Mephibosheth in 2 Samuel 9, after 
Jonathan and Saul are killed in battle. This entire theme of God showing 
hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ to those who show hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ�TH`�HSZV�IL�YLÅLJ[LK�PU���:HT\LS�
7, when God blesses David and says in verses 15-16, “But my love will 
never be taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed 
from before you. Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before 
me: your throne will be established forever.” Rahab and Ruth as spiritual 
ancestors of David are a link to the importance of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ, and may be a 
source for David’s hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ to others which results in God’s favor on his 
RPUNZOPW�� 1LZ\Z�*OYPZ[� PU� [\YU� M\SÄSSZ� [OPZ�hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ in the ultimate act of 
hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ on the cross. Certainly this is part of the spiritual connection we 
are to draw from the genealogical inclusion of Rahab and Ruth in the family 
of Jesus presented in the opening of the Gospel of Matthew.
 Conversion for Rahab and Ruth speak louder than the physical 
conversion of male circumcision. Their conversion came from the heart and 
UV[�Q\Z[�WO`ZPJHS�PKLU[PÄJH[PVU�^P[O�[OL�WLVWSL�VM�.VK��;OLPY�JOHUNLK�SP]LZ�
as women who were a part of the Israelite community was possible because 
they submitted to YHWH as God and acted on that commitment by living 
out hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ in their actions with others. Their faithfulness was rewarded 
as God showed hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ in return by including them into the people of 
.VK� HZ� PUZPKLYZ�� 0U�THU`�^H`Z�� [OL� SP]LZ� VM� 9HOHI� HUK� 9\[O� YLÅLJ[� [OL�
teaching of Deuteronomy 7:9, “Know therefore that the Lord your God is 
God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand 
generations of those who love him and keep his commandments.” By 
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recognizing the authority of God and faithfully keeping his commandments 
by living in hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ, we experience conversion and a changed life, and 
can rely on God to show us hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ in return.
 So, what are the lessons to be learned for the immigrant 
JVTT\UP[ �̀�SP]PUN�HZ�V\[ZPKLYZ�PU�H�KPMMLYLU[�J\S[\YL&�>L�JHUUV[�KLÄUL�V\Y�
lives based on what the insiders expect, because we may never become 
accepted as insiders. God sees and knows our allegiance based on our 
testimony and faith. By living out hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ in our lives and community, we 
are living as God would have us live, not as the insider society or culture 
would have us live. God alone decides who are included within the people 
of God, even if congregations and churches do not extend this inclusion in 
turn to the outsiders among them. Nevertheless, immigrants should strive to 
HK]VJH[L�HUK�ÄNO[�MVY�LX\HS�[YLH[TLU[�HUK�PUJS\ZPVU�̂ P[OPU�[OL�JVTT\UP[ �̀�
Justice and hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ are connected, along with humility. There seems to be 
no expectation that Rahab would reject her Canaanite identity or Ruth her 
Moabite identity as part of the conversion process, except in terms of their 
allegiance to the God of Israel over their traditional gods. Ruth binds herself 
to Naomi and her community based on family relationships, but Rahab has 
no such obligation. In neither case are legal requirements, citizenship, or 
VMÄJPHS�YLJVNUP[PVU�YLX\PYLK��)LPUN�PUJS\KLK�PU�[OL�WLVWSL�VM�.VK�PZ�IHZLK�
on no other requirements than allegiance to God and acting with hesed 
ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ. This is true for both insiders and outsiders in any community. The focus 
is no longer on hoping others will allow you into their circle, but rather on 
trusting that God will include you among God’s people if you live a life 
aligned to God and act accordingly in loving-kindness to others, in spite of 
how they might treat you in return.

End Notes

 1 There are some issues here, but I will not go into detail due to 
the scope of this paper. Richard Bauckham (1995) does a good job looking 
into the questions of the relationship between Rahab and Ruth. The only 
account that connects Rahab to the father of Boaz is in Matthew, it is not 
found in the Old Testament. Bauckham indicates that this was probably 
accepted Jewish tradition at the time Matthew was written, even though the 
time between Rahab and Ruth should be much greater than one generation. 
Some rabbinic traditions hold that Rahab married Joshua. Other traditions 
connect Nahshon (the father of Salmon) as one of the spies Rahab rescued. 
For purposes of this paper, it is enough that Rahab and Ruth are connected in 
the passage in Matthew, which shows a theological or spiritual connection, 
even if a real genealogical connection is impossible or unlikely. Scholars 
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often connect the stories of Rahab and Ruth, since their similarities are 
quite striking. See also Hawk (2015: 19-20).

 2 It is such an exception that is seems some scholars try to read 
more into the story than I think the text validates, such as Nicholas Lunn 
(2014) who uses the story as an example of “intertextuality” as a parallel 
MVY�[OL�,_VK\Z��;OLYL�HYL�KLÄUP[L�WHYHSSLSZ�IL[^LLU�1VZO\H�HUK�4VZLZ��I\[�
I think reinterpreting the story of Rahab in light of the Exodus is a bit of a 
stretch.

 3 Rahab can be and has been interpreted in many different ways, 
some good and some bad. For other interpretations of Rahab see Lockwood 
(2010).

 4 One could argue that Rahab was expecting her and her family to 
be saved as a result of her kindness, but keep in mind that she really had no 
guarantee that the spies would keep their word, or that she and her family 
would not be killed by others during the attack to come.

 5 This is especially interesting in the case of Rahab, who was both 
a prostitute and likely a person who worshipped the Canaanite gods. Yet, 
her oath and acts of hesed ʣ ʓɦ ʓʧ�ZLLT�Z\MÄJPLU[�MVY�OLY�JVU]LYZPVU��;OPZ�TH`�
be because her sinful life was led before she made her oath to YHWH. In 
the Old Testament the focus on repentance seems to be often aimed at the 
people of Israel, those who are already insiders.

 6 Although Hawk (2015: 50) does note that the use of the Hebrew 
work sub (turning or returning) is frequently an illusion to repentance or 
turning back to YHWH, so Ruth as “the one who returned” in 1:22b can 
carry the idea of repentance.
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