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PREFACE

I love digging into parts of the Bible that are underexplored. As an archaeologi-
cal excavation can uncover layer upon layer of ancient civilizations hiding just 
beneath the earth’s surface, so the trowel of careful study and exegesis can 

unearth layers of meaning that have long been overlooked. 
So it is with the $ ve brief biblical books we will study in this volume. " e 

book of Ruth is familiar to many Christians as a story of love and devotion—but 
not for its deeper signi$ cance. Esther is a lesser known heroine whose story is 
more convoluted and troubling than it appears. " e Song of Songs, with its frank 
eroticism, has frightened pious clerics into masking its message with allegory, 
while the dark books of Lamentations and Ecclesiastes may send readers % ee-
ing to higher literary ground lest they become too deeply enmeshed in the hard 
questions of life. 

Our purpose in these Bible studies is to tackle these texts as they have come 
to us, digging beneath surface pleasantries to discover the clever, hopeful, skep-
tical, sorrowful, delightful, and sometimes naked characters beneath. In doing 
so, we may see new things, think new thoughts, and seize the opportunity to 
appreciate the scriptures even more.

 —John D. Pierce, Publisher
Nurturing Faith, Inc.



INTRODUCTION 

Are you familiar with the term “Megillot” as it relates to biblical studies? 
If not, don’t feel badly: you’re not alone. " e Megillot, or “Five Scrolls,” 
are $ ve short books tucked into various corners of the Old Testament in 

Christian Bibles. " is arrangement makes the books less visible, as they blend 
into the background of the surrounding stories. " at, along with the scrolls’ 
sometimes distinctively sexy or theologically troubling messages, has kept them 
largely on the back burner when it comes to preaching or teaching the Bible in 
the church. 

What do we mean by “Megillot”? " e term is the plural form of the Hebrew 
word megillah, which means “scroll.” " e term was $ rst applied to Esther, and 
later to the other four books in the collection: Ruth, Lamentations, Song of 
Songs, and Ecclesiastes. 

" e books are scattered through the Old Testament in Christian editions of 
the Bible. Ruth appears $ rst, inserted into a large unit of text that stretches from 
Joshua through 2 Kings. " ose books appear together as the “Former Prophets” 
in the Hebrew Bible.

Modern scholars refer to this unit as the “Deuteronomistic History” because 
the stories re% ect and illustrate the theology of blessing and cursing characteristic 
of the book of Deuteronomy: they show how Israel’s fortunes waxed and waned 
from the entry to the land of promise to the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
Babylonian exile. Translations from Hebrew, beginning with the Greek Septua-
gint from the third century BCE, inserted Ruth between the books of Judges and 
1 Samuel because the story $ ts there chronologically and highlights the ancestry 
of King David. 

Esther comes after Nehemiah in Christian Bibles as the last narrative account 
related to Israel’s history in the post-exilic period. Ecclesiastes and the Song of 
Songs (also known as the Song of Solomon) follow Proverbs as the last two Wis-
dom books before the writing prophets begin with Isaiah. Lamentations was 
placed among the prophets because of a tradition that Jeremiah (whose book it 
follows) was the author, though it is not a book of prophecy. 

" e Megillot have a much stronger presence in the Hebrew Bible because 
they form a subunit within the larger section called the Kethubim, Hebrew for 
“Writings” (some writers use the term Hagiographa, from a Greek compound 
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meaning “Holy Writings”). "e modern Hebrew canon consists of the Torah 
(Law, also called the Pentateuch), the Nevi’im (Prophets), and the Kethubim 
(Writings). "e Megillot appear among the writings, following the poetic books 
of Psalms, Proverbs, and Job, and preceding the concluding books of Daniel, 
Ezra-Nehemiah, and 1-2 Chronicles. 

"is was not always the case, however. A tradition preserved in Bava Batra, 
part of the Jewish rabbinic commentary known as the Talmud, lists the Megil-
lot in their supposed chronological order among other books of the Writings, as 
follows: Ruth, Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Lamentations, 
Daniel, the Scroll of Esther, Ezra, and Chronicles (Bava Batra 14b).

"e famed Leningrad and Aleppo codices manuscript, from the late 10th and 
early 11th centuries CE, group the scrolls together, but in what the rabbis inter-
preted as their chronological order: Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamenta-
tions, and Esther. 

Modern critical editions of the Hebrew Bible retain this order, which has 
Ruth and Esther as bookends, with the hard questions of Qoheleth (Ecclesiastes) 
in the middle, %anked by the joyful Song of Songs and the mournful book of 
Lamentations. 

A number of medieval manuscripts, however, grouped the books of the Megil-
lot di&erently, organizing them to $t the order of the annual festivals with which 
they are associated and read. Modern Jewish translations such as the Tanakh fol-
low this order: Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther. "at 
is also the order we will follow in this book. Let’s take a quick look at a possible 
rationale behind this ordering of the “$ve scrolls.” 

SONG OF SONGS

"e Song of Songs, called the “Song of Solomon” in many Bibles, is a frank 
celebration of love and sexuality. It is typically read during Passover. "is is prob-
ably based on a rabbinic interpretation that the Song allegorically describes a love 
a&air between God and Israel.

Passover is said to have originated as the Israelites were being freed from 
Egypt and preparing to enter a covenant with Yahweh, so the Song could be 
thought to celebrate the “young love” of nascent Israel for the God who delivered 
them. Passover occurs on the 15th–22nd of the Hebrew month of Nissan, the $rst 
month of the year in the Jewish calendar. "at usually coincides with late March 
to mid-April, in early spring. "us, some think of Passover as the “springtime of 
love” between God and Israel.

Song 2:11-13 speaks of love that buds as the winter passes and spring %ow-
ers begin to bloom. In some traditions, the Song of Songs is also read in weekly 
ceremonies welcoming the Sabbath, metaphorically entering as a bride. 



RUTH

Ruth includes a love story, but is primarily a tale of God’s faithfulness to  
Naomi, Ruth’s mother-in-law. Since Ruth and Boaz became the great- 
grandparents of King David, the story points toward Israel’s glory days as a  
monarchy under David.

Ruth is read during the Feast of Weeks on the day of Shavuot, which cel-
ebrates the giving of the law, supposedly 49 days after the Passover. "is coincides 
with the Christian celebration of Pentecost, in May or June. Why read Ruth at 
Shavuot?

Some think the connection may be that Ruth 1:22 mentions the beginning 
of the barley harvest, which occurs about that time. It may also have something 
to do with a traditional (but entirely unsubstantiated) belief that David was born 
and died on the day of Shavuot. It is more likely that Ruth’s decision to follow 
Naomi and adopt Yahweh as her God was thought to re%ect Israel’s receiving of 
the Torah and covenanting with God at Sinai. 

LAMENTATIONS

"e book of Lamentations is exactly that: a collection of $ve carefully crafted 
laments over the destruction of Jerusalem and the beginning of the exile for the 
people of Judah in 587 BCE.

Appropriately, Lamentations is read on the 9th of Av on the Hebrew calendar 
(July or August). "is commemorates a Jewish tradition that both the $rst and 
second temples were destroyed on that same month and day. 

ECCLESIASTES

"e book of Ecclesiastes is a painful e&ort to understand the meaning of human 
life and God’s ways. Somewhat surprisingly, it is read during the eight-day festival 
of Sukkot, or the “Feast of Booths,” a harvest festival in the fall (usually October). 
Why read a cynical, depressing book during a happy festival?

Some rabbis contended that Eccl. 11:2 (“Divide your means seven ways, or 
even eight, for you do not know what disaster may happen on earth”) is a call 
to rejoice during the eight days of Sukkot. Since vows may have been paid dur-
ing the autumn festival, the author’s warning (5:3-4) not to neglect paying vows 
seems appropriate. Others think the shortening days of late autumn provide a 
$tting background for Qoheleth’s dark musings. 

Introduction 3
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ESTHER

"e book of Esther tells the story of how the feast of Purim began, a celebra-
tion not mentioned elsewhere in the Bible. It commemorates a story about God 
delivering a group of Hebrews who lived in Persia during the post-exilic period.

According to the story, Esther was a Jewish girl who had to keep her identity 
a secret but with the help of her kinsman Mordecai she managed to charm the 
royal court on her way to becoming queen before courageously foiling a plot to 
exterminate every Jew in the empire.

Purim, which celebrates Esther’s exploits, occurs on the 14th of Adar, the 12th 
month of the Jewish calendar, usually early March. 

CURRENT PRACTICE

"e practice of reading the scrolls during Jewish festivals did not occur all at 
once. "e reading of Esther during Purim was known in the Second Temple  
Period, while reading Lamentations on the 9th of Av was mentioned in the Tal-
mud. Other readings are not mentioned until the Post-Talmudic period (after 
500 CE), though their order was di&erent than what is currently practiced. 

As we can see, in Jewish worship the ceremonial readings of the Megillot 
begin with Passover in the month of Nissan (the $rst month) and conclude in 
Adar (the last month). "us, the books are read in their entirety at least once each 
year.

In contrast, the Revised Common Lectionary readings for Sundays include 
just two passages from Ruth and Lamentations, and only one each from Esther, 
Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs—over a three-year period. Each of those Sun-
days also o&ers three additional readings as options for proclamation, so it’s rare 
that most participants in lectionary-based worship will hear anything more than 
a scant reading from the Megillot during that time. 

One could argue that the current arrangement of the scrolls may serve a 
purpose beyond matching up (however tenuously) with the Jewish festivals. "e 
present order may also be seen to re%ect a broad overview of Israel’s history. 

Consider this: the Megillot begins with a love story (Song of Songs) as God 
and Israel become covenant partners. Although Exodus and Numbers portray 
the wilderness period as a time of frequent con%ict between the Israelites and 
God, later prophets romanticized it as a memorable time of love and courtship. 
Jeremiah, for example, quotes Yahweh as saying “I remember the devotion of your 
youth, your love as a bride, how you followed me in the wilderness, in a land not 
sown” (Jer. 2:2). 

"e sequence continues with a delightful prelude to the rise of the monarchy 
and the rule of King David in the book of Ruth. "ough David is not mentioned 
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by name, the happy story of human trust and divine blessing culminates in the 
marriage of Ruth and Boaz, which produces Obed, the father of Jesse, the father 
of David—and presages Israel’s glory days as an independent kingdom.

Neither the monarchy nor Israelite independence lasted, however. "e north-
ern kingdom of Israel fell to the Assyrians in 722 BCE, and the southern king-
dom of Judah was destroyed in 587 BCE. Lamentations mourns Israel’s defeat, 
the destruction of the temple, the loss of the homeland, and the dark period of 
the exile. 

"e book of Ecclesiastes is timeless, but in the canonical context it picks up 
on the troubled period in Israel’s life, re%ecting from a wisdom perspective the 
apparent futility of making sense out of life and wondering if God truly rewards 
the righteous. 

Out of the dismal experience of exile and scattering, however, comes the 
story of Esther’s timely rise and heroic actions that result in the Persian Jews being 
saved from a planned pogrom, and their ability to rise against those who would 
harm them. "e book of Esther never mentions God, but celebrates the clever-
ness and solidarity of the Jews as an ethnic group. Esther did not lead the people 
to independence, but her story a#rms the Jews’ ability to survive in the diaspora, 
even as a mistrusted or persecuted minority with the cards stacked against them. 

"e Bible studies that follow re%ect the order of the books in the Hebrew 
Bible, where they are not only collected, but also given prominence. It is my hope 
that a closer look at these often-ignored books will provide helpful insight and 
encourage readers to think about some parts of the Bible that have spent far too 
long in the shadows of Protestant preaching and teaching. 


