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Chapter 1 Reading Difficult Stories
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“Such a reading, I believe, may serve to bring the modern reader to a confrontation with the deepest levels of literary and religious coherence in the Bible.”​[1]

The Challenge of Reading the Old Testament

The Old Testament is full of stories that both inspire and disturb. Some passages seem strange, others confusing, and a few seem to clash with our understanding of God’s character. Readers often come away puzzled—what are we to make of texts that depict divine wrath, violent zeal, or covenant failure?

Throughout history, scholars have sought to make sense of these difficult stories. One major approach—historical criticism—attempted to uncover how such texts were edited or developed over time. This approach aimed to find unity by looking behind the text, tracing its composition and sources. While historical study has deepened our knowledge of the Bible’s formation, it sometimes distracts from the text itself—its artistry, voice, and message as God’s Word to His people.​[2]

A newer approach, literary criticism, has invited readers to look again at the Bible as a finished literary work. Rather than dissecting it into parts, literary study treats the Scriptures as coherent narratives—works of divine and human artistry meant to be read as a whole. Within that broader field, the study of aesthetics—the beauty and structure of the text—opens up fresh ways of hearing what God has said.

If literary criticism helps us see Scripture as a unified work of divine artistry, then it also demands that we engage with its more difficult moments. Beauty in the biblical text is never detached from tension; the same craftsmanship that shapes the Psalms of praise also frames narratives of judgment and rebellion. To read aesthetically, therefore, is not to avoid the hard edges of Scripture but to discern how even scenes of sin and zeal serve the Bible’s larger design.

A Difficult Text: Numbers 25 and the Sin of Baal Peor

Few passages illustrate this challenge more vividly than Numbers 25:1–18, the account of Israel’s sin at Baal Peor and the zealous action of Phinehas.​[3] The book of Numbers, on a canonical level, bridges the story of God’s people from Egypt to the edge of the Promised Land. It stands between the holiness of Leviticus and the covenant renewal of Deuteronomy. Within that journey, Numbers 25 marks a crucial and unsettling moment—a story of idolatry, covenant infidelity, and divine zeal.

This passage has long troubled interpreters. Some have seen Phinehas as a model for holy violence, a figure who justifies aggression “in God’s name.” But such readings often miss the more profound unity and theological tension woven through the Pentateuch. A careful literary reading—attentive to structure, wordplay, and narrative gaps—can help readers see not only what the story says but what it is doing. It can lead us beyond confusion into worship, revealing how the God who judges also redeems.​[4]

The Focus of This Study

The central question guiding this study is:

What happens when we read Numbers 25:1–18 through an equivocal literary lens?

By “equivocal,” I mean a narrative style in which apparently inconsistent or conflicting lines of action coexist in the text. Such tension is not a flaw—it is a deliberate device, crafted by the inspired author to draw readers into reflection. Words, structure, and theme all work together to engage the reader at multiple levels.

The thesis of this study is that the narrator of Numbers 25 intentionally uses ambiguity and narrative gaps to create theological and literary unity. What first appears as confusion becomes, on closer reading, a carefully woven story revealing God’s holy jealousy and covenant faithfulness.

Approach and Method

This study unfolds in three movements:

	Identifying Numbers 25:1–18 as an intentionally equivocal text.

	Analyzing how the narrator creates and sustains tension through competing lines of action.

	Exploring how these literary devices serve the larger unity and message of the Pentateuch.


In doing so, I aim not merely to dissect the text but to invite readers into the drama of Scripture—to see how the artistry of the Word reveals the heart of God.

Assumptions of the Study

This study rests on several key assumptions:

	The Text Matters Most.
While historical and textual background can illuminate meaning, the primary concern here is the text's final form—the inspired narrative as preserved in the canon.

	The Bible Possesses Theological Unity.
Literary unity is not accidental but reflects divine intention. Beneath the human authors’ words runs a coherent story authored by God Himself.

	Scripture is Both Literary and Sacred.
To read the Bible as literature is not to diminish its holiness but to recognize that God chose to reveal Himself through artful human words.

	Readers Are Meant to Engage.
The biblical narrative assumes an “implied reader”—someone invited into the story’s tension, questions, and resolutions. We read not as detached observers but as participants in the drama of redemption.


Scope and Limitations

This study focuses specifically on Numbers 25:1-18 as a distinct narrative unit. While acknowledging the broader historical-critical discussions around authorship and textual formation, my analysis remains primarily literary. The Masoretic Text serves as the base text, with textual-critical issues considered only as they clarify the narrative’s meaning.​[5]

Why This Study Matters

The aim of this research is not merely to catalog literary or narrative techniques but to invite readers into a more faithful and reverent encounter with Holy Scripture. The text of Numbers 25, often approached by modern readers with discomfort or detachment, stands as a theological mirror reflecting the gravity of sin, the holiness of God, and the indispensable necessity of atonement. Rather than shrinking from such difficult passages, the faithful reader is called to linger within them—listening for the pulse of divine revelation that beats beneath the tension of the narrative.

Previous scholarship has frequently interpreted the Baal Peor episode as disjointed, morally troubling, or theologically incongruent with the broader Pentateuchal narrative. This study contends otherwise. The apparent dissonance within the text is not a flaw but a feature—a purposeful tension designed to draw the reader toward the unity of God’s revelation and the continuity of His covenant faithfulness. The narrative ambiguity functions as a theological invitation, calling God’s people to discern how judgment and mercy, wrath and grace, coexist within the heart of the covenant story.

Ultimately, this work seeks to serve the church by recovering a faithful way of reading complex stories—one that neither evades their severity nor diminishes their glory. In the shadow of judgment, the light of redemption still burns. Even at Peor, amid rebellion and ruin, the holiness of God is not opposed to His love but is its necessary expression. To read such texts rightly is to behold, with fear and wonder, the unbroken thread of grace that weaves through the whole fabric of Scripture—a thread that finds its fulfillment in the atoning work of Christ.
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Chapter 2: Reading Ambiguity in Scripture
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Setting the Stage

To understand the Bible’s literary beauty, we must first understand the tools by which literature itself is read. The study of equivocation—intentional ambiguity woven into a narrative—is rooted in the broader field of literary criticism. Before exploring how this concept enriches our reading of Scripture, we must briefly trace its development in general literary studies.

This chapter surveys how secular literary theory has defined and employed ambiguity and aesthetics, then explores how biblical scholars have adapted those insights to the study of Scripture. From the early work of linguists to the rise of literary and narrative criticism, we can observe a steady shift: from analyzing the Bible as a historical artifact to reading it as divine literature—a text that invites both mind and heart into its meaning.

Ultimately, the aim here is not simply to catalog theories but to uncover how these approaches can help the church read Scripture with theological depth and literary sensitivity.

The History of Ambiguity in Literature

Language and Meaning: Saussure and Chomsky

Modern literary study often traces its beginnings to Ferdinand de Saussure, whose Course in General Linguistics established a new way of understanding the relationship between language and meaning. Saussure’s distinction between parole—the individual act of speech—and langue—the shared structure of language—opened the modern recognition that communication depends upon a common system of signs rather than isolated expression. Meaning, therefore, is not created by the speaker alone but arises from shared patterns that make understanding possible.

Similarly, when we approach Holy Scripture, we enter a shared act of divine–human communication. The Bible is not a private riddle for the initiated but a revealed Word that speaks within the covenantal community of faith. Its meaning is not concealed behind mystical codes or esoteric knowledge; it is woven into the very fabric of God’s speech—language shaped by history, covenant, and incarnation. To read Scripture faithfully, then, is to participate in the grammar of revelation, where divine truth is mediated through human words, and where every phrase, pattern, and echo bears witness to the God who still speaks.

It is within this shared grammar that the phenomenon of equivocal patterns emerges—those deliberate ambiguities through which Scripture invites readers to wrestle, to wait, and to wonder until meaning unfolds within the tension of divine mystery and human understanding.

Noam Chomsky advanced the conversation begun by Saussure, distinguishing between competence—the innate grasp of linguistic structure—and performance—the practical use of language in speech. Though most speakers cannot formally explain every grammatical rule, they instinctively know how to communicate meaningfully within their language system. Chomsky’s insight illuminates the remarkable coherence of human expression: that deep structures of meaning are already written into the human capacity for speech.

Similarly, the work of biblical literary critics helps readers give voice to what they often intuitively sense—that the Scriptures, though composed in distant times and languages, speak with enduring coherence and divine intentionality. The Spirit who inspired the text also illumines the reader, enabling the community of faith to move from instinctive reverence to articulate understanding. What Chomsky observed in linguistic competence finds its theological parallel in the believer’s interpretive calling: we read not as detached analysts, but as participants in a living Word that still speaks with clarity, beauty, and power.

It is here, within this dynamic of divine authorship and human apprehension, that the study of equivocal patterns takes its place—revealing that the tensions and ambiguities of Scripture are not barriers to understanding but invitations into the deeper grammar of grace.

The Beauty of Language: Aesthetics and the Reader

A significant bridge between linguistics and literary art was forged by Stein Haugom Olsen, whose work in literary aesthetics advanced the understanding that beauty in literature is not self-evident—it must be perceived. Olsen observed that the aesthetic dimension of a text is not merely present on the page but awakened in the act of reading. Just as a trained ear discerns the harmonies within a symphony, a cultivated reader perceives the layered beauty within language. Literary perception, therefore, is not an accident of sensitivity but a discipline of attention.

This insight bears profound relevance for biblical interpretation. The Scriptures are not only inspired and true; they are exquisitely composed. The rhythm of Hebrew poetry, the narrative tension of historical prose, and the intricate dialogue of wisdom literature all reveal a divine Author who delights in words. The artistry of Scripture is itself a form of revelation—beauty as the servant of truth. As Olsen noted, aesthetic judgment can be trained; in the same way, Christians can learn to behold the radiance of God’s Word with increasing clarity, recognizing that its beauty is not ornamental but essential to its meaning.

Olsen further distinguished between understanding and appreciation. Understanding pertains to the intellect’s grasp of a text—its structure, vocabulary, and argument. Appreciation, however, belongs to the realm of reverence and wonder. One may analyze the meter of a psalm and yet never tremble at its majesty. Accurate biblical reading requires both the disciplined labor of exegesis and the sanctified imagination of worship. To interpret Scripture well is to encounter not only divine truth but divine beauty—to read with both the mind informed and the heart inflamed.

It is within this union of understanding and awe that the study of equivocal patterns finds its proper place, inviting readers to see how even the Bible’s tensions and ambiguities shimmer with aesthetic purpose, revealing a beauty that both conceals and discloses the glory of God.

Ambiguity as a Literary Force: William Empson

The English critic William Empson was among the first to treat ambiguity as a literary virtue rather than a flaw. In Seven Types of Ambiguity, he identified multiple levels at which language may hold several meanings in tension—some playful, others profound. Empson argued that ambiguity, far from being an accident of expression, often produces the richest forms of unity.​[6] What seems contradictory on the surface may, under the skillful hand of the author, become the very means of coherence and depth. Ambiguity, in this view, does not fracture meaning—it deepens it.

This insight is especially illuminating for the reading of the Old Testament. Many of Scripture’s most troubling or complex passages—those that resist easy moral or theological resolution—operate with precisely this kind of sacred ambiguity. They compel readers to wrestle, not because the authors were uncertain, but because the Spirit, through inspired human words, invites us into the tension between divine transcendence and human limitation. Such ambiguity becomes a theological device rather than a defect: it humbles the reader, slows interpretation, and draws us toward a more reverent apprehension of God’s ways.

The Bible’s apparent “gaps,” “conflicts,” and “silences” often serve as windows rather than walls—openings through which the holiness, mercy, and covenant love of God are glimpsed amid the messiness of human story. The beauty of divine revelation lies not in its simplicity but in its inexhaustibility; Scripture conceals depth beneath clarity, and grace beneath judgment.

It is within this sacred interplay of tension and coherence that the concept of equivocal narrative takes shape. Where Empson described ambiguity as the hallmark of great art, Scripture demonstrates it as the language of divine revelation. The equivocal patterns woven throughout the biblical text—moments where meaning resists reduction—are not literary accidents but intentional invitations. They summon the reader into















	Gaps of Fact – missing or withheld information that shapes how the story is perceived or understood.

	Gaps of Motivation – unexplained reasons behind a character’s choices or emotions, prompting readers to probe their hearts and assumptions.

	Gaps of Continuity – apparent disruptions in logic, sequence, or structure that challenge the reader to hold multiple perspectives together until coherence emerges.

















	Experience before explanation. Reading should not rush to solve the text but linger within it, allowing the emotional and theological rhythms to shape the reader’s imagination. Equivocation becomes the author’s tool for crafting a lived encounter before delivering a logical resolution.

	The story as a system. Each narrative functions as an integrated whole in which surface contradictions serve deeper coherence. The text’s tensions belong to its design, not its decay.








	Deliberate and sustained. Equivocation is not a momentary slip into ambiguity but a crafted and consistent design feature.

	Authorial intent. The tension is intentional, signaling compositional unity rather than accidental layering.

	Thematic scope. True equivocation concerns major theological trajectories—covenant, judgment, mercy—not peripheral details.

	The implied reader. The narrative presumes an audience capable of inference, reflection, and theological synthesis.



	Identify the equivocal text through its interpretive history—where scholars have long noted discontinuity, tension, or conflicting readings.

	Perform an equivocal reading, tracing how tension is sustained through literary devices such as gaps, double meanings, structural asymmetry, or competing lines of action.

	Locate the “focus within the blur,” discerning what theological or thematic truth the sustained ambiguity serves to foreground.

	Articulate the purpose of equivocation, explaining how this literary strategy advances the reader toward the passage’s foundational theological claims.
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