FOR SARAH G.
Zealous Promoter of Good
This book contains references to and depictions of sexual violence. These sections are included to honestly confront aspects of human experience that are sinful and painful. The author recognizes that such material can be deeply unsettling or retraumatizing. Readers are encouraged to approach these passages with care and to prioritize their own well-being.
Bible references are taken from the NIV translation of the Bible unless otherwise noted. In some places for the sake of narration the author has added paragraph breaks in dialogue.
Introduction
MY ANCESTORS FOUR GENERATIONS back crossed North America in a Conestoga wagon. On their way across the plains, they battled cholera and buried family members. They sacrificed, some to the point of death, to build a better future for themselves and their children.
As a fifth-generation Oregonian, I started learning our state’s history in the third grade. My teacher told our class about Meriwether Lewis and William Clark and their forty-nine-hundred-mile journey to the Pacific. I heard about John Jacob Astor, the fur magnate after whom Astoria was named but who never visited Oregon. Native American names such as Chemawa, Willamette, and Chemeketa were as familiar to my siblings and me as Eugene, Salem, and Portland.
When I was ten, my family of seven relocated to the DC area. On our journey the other way across the plains, we visited multiple historical sites. Once we settled in Virginia, we spent weekends touring museums. We drove the grounds of Gettysburg. We watched Civil War reenactments at Bull Run. In the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History, we gawked at the Hope Diamond. Occasionally on these types of visits, I’d encounter women from history. I especially liked seeing gowns worn by Martha Washington, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Jackie O.
Gary and I married in Virginia and a few years later moved to Texas for further education. We’d heard of the Alamo but never studied the Mexican-American War (or, from Mexico’s point of view, the invasion of Mexico), which made “Remember the Alamo” famous. We quickly learned how much Texans love their history. The company I worked for even gave employees the day off on March 2, Texas Independence Day.
After we had lived in the Lone Star State for about twenty years, we won a Texas Independence Day trip to Austin, where we watched the annual parade from our hotel window. Afterward, we wandered into the Bullock Texas State History Museum, where we saw artifacts that spanned four thousand years. I stood amazed at how the curators had woven women into the story line, because—after spending years in museums—I’d seen a lot about great men but only an occasional cameo of a woman. In the Bullock Museum, for the first time I saw exhibits in which both men and women participated fully in the main story.
First I’d learned men’s history. Then I saw women as walk-ons. But at the Bullock Museum, I saw how history included both.
FLAWED APPROACHES
Ignoring the women. I had a similar experience as I learned the Bible. First I learned men’s history: Adam, Abraham, David, Jesus, Paul. Later we filled in with Esther and Ruth. But when I graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Bible, I had still never learned about the daughters of Zelophehad. Nor had I heard a sermon that included Tamar, daughter-in-law of Judah. Esther was presented as a love story, Bathsheba was a seductress, Mary Magdalene was a harlot, and the woman at the well was shacking up. When I read the first chapters of Exodus, the heading in my Bible said, “The Birth of Moses,” even though years later I noticed the narrative included heroic midwives and a brave sister and mother, along with Pharaoh’s daughter. Only one line of the text was actually devoted to the baby boy, who was unnamed.
Even today, sometimes when I hear the story of Scripture, the speaker recounts the history of men in the text. And it’s true that there are more men than women in the Bible’s narratives. In the cultural contexts in which the Scriptures were written, people acknowledged women’s contributions less frequently. But in this day in which most churches have more women congregants than men, speakers still tend to quote only male commentators, lean toward men in their illustrations, skip over women when they do appear in the biblical text, and leave them out of applications (or apply the text only to motherhood or parenting).
Because men are typically the sermon deliverers, it makes sense that they might identify less with the females in the story. Thinking more about the audience’s point of view takes intentionality. Add to this dynamic that, as Old Testament scholar Dominick Hernández notes, commentaries are predominately “written by male authors who interpret the voices and actions of male personages in the Bible.” So, no surprise—the preponderance of commentaries written by males “lends itself to the default of underemphasizing, or even overlooking, both the biblical characters and their exponents, in a field that by and large features the work of men.”1 We need to stop ignoring the women.
Cameoing women. Even when we do see the need to include the biblical women in exposition of the text, whether in sermons or Bible studies, we often pull them out of context to cameo them. In the same way that the gowns of presidents’ wives reminded me of women’s contributions in US history, publishers have released books and studies on women of the Bible. Pastors have preached on the books of Ruth and Esther. And during Advent, speakers might emphasize the women in Jesus’ genealogy, dusting off and bringing out the otherwise-missing (in Protestant contexts, at least) Mary, the mother of Jesus. Don’t get me wrong. All this is a wonderful development. Women are indeed in the text.
Nevertheless, they often appear only as sidebars, starring in short bios. As a corrective to missing the women altogether, we have focused on select women. And we need to know their stories. So we still need these cameos, because we have a lot of catching up to do. It’ll be a while before Shiphrah and Puah and those five daughters I mentioned are household names along with Huldah, Tryphena, and Tryphosa.
I recently contributed to a women’s study Bible. When I described the work in a public setting, a woman asked, “Why even publish women’s study Bibles? Why not simply study Bibles that include both men and women?” Well, for one thing, because we still have huge gaps in our education. For another, because “women’s stories” are not just for women, in the same way that lessons from the life of Moses are not only for men.
Nevertheless, there’s a weakness in a cameo methodology. Rather than featuring women in segregated narratives, we need to encounter them as they appear in the text. New Testament scholar Holly Carey observes that, while people have published helpful studies on select Bible women, such approaches have often addressed their subjects “individually, in relative isolation from each other.” The goal of these works, she acknowledges, “is to give the reader as much information as possible,” an enterprise she deems helpful. Yet, by the nature of their very approach, cameos “lack a sense of cohesiveness. While the women’s individual stories are highlighted, a discussion of their fit into the wider narratives and their impact as followers of Jesus is lacking.”2
Exactly. Wouldn’t it be better to see how women appear in the story as the narrator tells it?
Vilifying the women. Adding insult to injury, when speakers—men and women alike—do include women, the characters often appear as immoral or as a threats to men’s morality.3 At Christmas we often hear that Matthew included the women in Jesus’ genealogy as examples of grace because they committed sexual sin—though I’m not sure how that fits with the argument of Matthew, nor how the Virgin Mary fits that trope.4 Nevertheless, Rahab, Tamar, Ruth, Bathsheba, and Mary are often described by teachers, commentators, and bloggers as women who were scandalous or immoral. One writer exclaims, “These women were not, on the surface, notable or saintly women whom we would want to find in our lineage!”5 Another suggests the women appear “in order to show that Christ was not ashamed of poor sinners, since He derived from such His human nature, and had received them as His own people.”6 It’s true, Christ was not ashamed of poor sinners. But it’s unlikely that’s why these women are there.
Such slanderous assessments date all the way back to “the opinion of the Fathers, who found in these [the women’s] names a foreshadowing of the gracious character of the Gospel of Jesus, as it were the Gospel in the genealogy.” Alexander Bruce, writing two centuries ago, says this and adds that a fellow scholar in his own time “follows the Fathers” but leans more toward seeing the women as either sinful or miserable, with “Rahab and Bathsheba representing the one, Tamar and Ruth the other.”7
By implication, then, the men in Jesus’ genealogy were good and righteous; the women, naughty—especially sexually. Yet one could just as easily say of many males listed, “These men were not, on the surface, notable or saintly men whom we would want to find in our lineage.” Yet I’ve never heard a message, read an article, or even had a conversation in which I heard it said the genealogies demonstrate what great sinners the men were and what great grace God showed to include them. (Nor do I wish to, by the way.) In viewing the women as “bad girls,” we have missed both Matthew’s argument and the opportunity to add more females to the short list of biblical women who are exemplars of faith.8 I recently bought a laminated timeline of women in the Bible and noticed it completely left out two women in Jesus’ genealogy—Tamar and Bathsheba—while including other far less prominent figures.
Granted, every human in the genealogy of the Son of God is evidence of God’s grace to sinners. But if we were to apply to men the same standard applied to the women, starting with the first entry, we’d have to include David (Mt 1:1). The account of David’s sin with Bathsheba (2 Sam 11) assigns no responsibility to Bathsheba for the crime, while it presents David as abusing his power through sexual immorality and the murder of a faithful soldier to cover his own sin. So if we want to talk about the great sinners in the genealogy, David could serve as exhibit A.
Moving to the next verse, we find Abraham (Mt 1:2). His instruction to Sarah went something like, “Tell Pharaoh you’re my sister so he won’t kill me.” His self-protection landed his wife in another man’s harem more than once (Gen 12:10-20; 20:1-18). Their son, Isaac (Mt 1:2), followed his father’s example (Gen 26:7).
And what about Abraham’s grandson Jacob (Mt 1:2)? He deceived his father and tricked his brother into forfeiting his birthright, not to mention having thirteen children by two wives and two concubines.
Then we come to Judah (Mt 1:3), the father of Tamar’s twins. This man sold his half brother Joseph into slavery and for years deceived his grieving father about it. Judah was willing to starve a widow when he betrothed Tamar to his third son with no intention of seeing the marriage through, making it impossible for her to seek another spouse as a defense against starvation. Judah then had sex with a stranger he thought was a prostitute. And finally, he sought an honor killing by fire for her sin—for the very act he himself had committed.
Continuing down the list of names, we find more failures. Royal failures—literally. King Solomon had umpteen wives who led him to worship false gods. His son Rehoboam ignored the wise counsel of elders so he could overtax his subjects.9 Ahaz and Manasseh engaged in child sacrifice.
If Matthew is trying to make a point about God’s grace to immoral people, we don’t need him to add Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba, and Mary. Instead, what we need to see is how these women fit into Matthew’s argument.
My goal is not to vindicate women by vilifying men. Rather, it’s to show that by vilifying women who do not function in the text as villains, we all miss something essential and fall short in faithful interpretation and application. To make it worse, we sometimes send the message that females are deceptive and/or seductive. Or that they are designed only for their role in reproduction.
I was at a Bible study on Abigail (in a seminary classroom) in which the teacher said the moral of her story is that “the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” When I told a male scholar I was writing about what we miss when we leave out or distort women in the Bible, he said, “I’ll be sure to tell my wife when it comes out.” But the women are included in the text for both men and women. Men and women alike need a course correction.
We need to include biblical women in their contexts, paying attention to how they function in the story line. When we do so, we will often find that by paying attention to how a woman is functioning in a narrative, the story will interpret itself.
Seeing Scripture as misogynistic. Another great weakness in our approach to women in the Bible is that in failing to talk about them, we fail to raise and address some important questions that arise in and from the narratives where women do appear. Our failure to address such questions leads some to assume that the Scriptures condone misogyny or that God takes a low view of women.
Take the sordid tale in Judges of the concubine who is gang-raped. Why is she never named or quoted (see Judg 19–20)? Don’t we add to her silencing by failing to give her a voice? What are we to make of the narrator’s choice to do so? Was it an attempt to diminish her?
If the companion of the Cleopas on the road to Emmaus was his wife, why keep her identity veiled (Lk 24:13-35)? Are women less important to God? In the words of one scholar observing female characters in the Bible, “Their characterizations are substantially less than that of males. . . . Often when the women are mentioned, their names are kept out of the text and they are not even given a voice, thus their characters are even more obscured.”10 It’s true. But why is it true? Because God has a lower view of females than males? In the pages ahead we will make some observations that address such questions.
Sometimes the Bible’s narrators reflect their patriarchal world—but the background, the culture itself, is not inspired by God. It’s true that often narrators use a spare style in which they leave out a lot of detail about women, sometimes even leaving out women altogether. Yet sometimes details that readers observe, such as a narrator’s assumed misogyny (even seen as ultimately God’s misogyny), are great observations assigned to the wrong cause—such as leaving out the names of Miriam and Jochebed in the story of how these women saved Moses. In these and other cases, voicelessness may be a literary device used to make a different point.
Sometimes preachers, teachers, and scholars traffic in stereotypes about women, such as the woman of Samaria, the women in Jesus’ genealogy, and even Jezebel—who is evil, but her vice is not one of sexual seduction. Or people read into the text a domestic application for women, as in the story of Abigail taking food to David and his men. Sometimes, as with Tamar, interpreters see her story as off topic in the Joseph narrative while also presenting her as lascivious.
Paying attention to how the narrator is telling the story helps readers raise and answer questions—important questions whose answers reveal the heart of a God who does indeed care for and value women, and not as mere appendages to men.
Knowing the building blocks of narrative and how stories work will help us avoid insufficient if not downright wrong interpretation of Scripture. Better interpretation will lead us to more faithful application. And the entire process will help us more accurately view God and the women he made in his image.

THE BIG PICTURE
Years ago, mentors taught me that when I introduce a Bible study focused on a book (such as Judges) or a section (such as the Sermon on the Mount), I should begin by telling the entire story of Scripture, showing where the part I’m teaching about fits into the whole.
From the tree of life in the Garden of Eden, to the garden with the empty tomb, to the garden with the tree of life in the restored earth, we summarize the story from Genesis to Revelation. Granted, a book such as Song of Songs “does not fall cleanly into the story of the Bible as part of a chronology. . . . The work complements and beautifies the Bible’s big story rather than being part of a chronology.”11 But still, we try to fill in the big picture and where our passage or book fits.
I do the same when I write a Bible study. The written summary of the whole story might go something like the following. Notice how the overview sets Ephesians in its literary context:
The Scriptures tell the story of God’s creation, humanity’s fall, God’s promise, redemption, and the coming restoration.
After God establishes the setting (creation), the big story starts with two characters, a couple in Eden—a death-free place of fellowship with the Creator who seeks their flourishing. These humans initially thrive. And God calls them to rule the earth and fill it. But they choose to rebel. Seeing their trauma, God in his mercy promises to send a redeemer who will come through a race descended from a people, the progeny of Abraham and Sarah.
This family wanders. They do violence. They kill prophets. But through a tiny remnant, even when the chosen conduits of grace rebel, God keeps his promise of a redeemer.
The savior comes from Sarah and Abraham’s great-grandson, Judah, and his line. And that redeemer’s name is Jesus, Emmanuel, the one who is “God with us.”
Jesus does miracles and shows unconditional forgiveness of his enemies. He willingly lays down his life for humanity’s sins. Then he rises again and ascends to heaven, where he intercedes for his followers. Jesus promises to return to reign over the earth and ultimately restore all of creation. In the interim, he sends the Holy Spirit to indwell his followers—the church, his Bride—whom he has tasked with proclaiming the good news about what he has done and the ramifications of his work, filling the earth with worshipers.
The letter (or epistle) to the church at Ephesus, known as “the book of Ephesians,” provides instruction from an apostle of Christ to the church during the interim between Christ’s ascension and return. Ephesians provides followers of Jesus with information about their new identity and how God wants them to live considering that reality.12

One time after I recounted this story before teaching Galatians, a woman approached me looking perplexed. She told me she had grown up attending a church in Adelaide, Australia. When she named it, I recognized it as a church committed to expository preaching and a reputation for faithful orthodoxy. So what she said next stunned me: “Until today, I thought the Bible was a book of quotes. Good quotes. But still . . . quotes. Sometimes extended quotes. But quotes.”
When I thought about it, her perception made sense. Every week a sermon comes from a message rooted in Scripture with some takeaway points. So a person might not know about the whole if they only ever heard parts. But it’s important to see God’s Word as an entire story.
Madeleine L’Engle, quoting her writer friend, famously said, “Jesus was not a theologian, but God who told stories.”13 And while it’s true that Jesus was a storyteller, if we view him as equivalent to Aesop, espousing only pithy wisdom narratives, we miss who he is.
When I told my teaching assistant Jed Ostoich about my Aussie acquaintance’s statement, he nodded. He was in high school, he told me, before he too realized that instead of being a book of isolated quotes, the Scriptures taken as a whole tell a story. Jed, who works as an editor for Our Daily Bread Ministries, followed up on our conversation by saying that the absence of the whole story is “the fundamental failing of much of the theological effort in conservative Christian academics.” He noted what a disservice we do when we divorce the text from its home in the literary nature of the text. “We are not miners plucking gemstones from the rubble of ancient contexts,” he said. “We are sailors constrained to a boat of the text’s making and launched onto a sea of story.”14
Our challenge, then, is to observe women functioning in Scripture’s grand sea of story and to make course corrections where we have ignored the women, distorted their place, and/or featured then in sidebars off the main text. In doing so we can better see how women function in the story, and thus we can arrive at more faithful interpretation. In the pages that follow, we will consider how we can better do so.
Not just some trend. Some might object to a narrative approach, seeing it as just a fad. And certainly, in the past half-century we have seen a shift toward a more storying approach to teaching the Bible. Since the 1970s, Southern Baptist missionaries have used a Bible-storying method and encouraged other mission agencies to do likewise (though many missionaries’ summaries still neglect the women in the stories).15
The seminary where I teach presents a seminar titled “The Story of Scripture” across the country. Twenty-five years ago, when I took preaching courses, Mark as Story was a required text. And in publishers’ catalogs I’m seeing Bible studies more frequently include the overarching narrative as part of their texts. So yes, we could say people do so more often these days. But that doesn’t make it a flash-in-the-pan trend. It’s more like a course correction.
A turn toward narrative cohesion is a turn to original context. And seeing vignettes in their greater context, including genre, is essential to good hermeneutical practice. In the words of one scholar, the turn to narrative “puts us in touch with something that is fundamental to the New Testament as a whole. For before there were Gospels, there was the gospel. . . . This proclamation . . . is in its essence a narrative.”16 Yes! And I would add—before we had Gospels, the world had the Hebrew Bible, which is also in its essence a story. History and law and poetry and Wisdom and prophets, and Gospels and epistles and apocalypse all combine to tell the story.
We need to tell the story as story. And as part of doing so, we must see the women appearing in that story as part of the whole rather than missing altogether or as isolated parts. When women in the text do remain silent, as in the case of the concubine in Judges 19, we need to look at what the narrator is doing in withholding their names and/or words. In the context of Judges, the woman’s namelessness and silence are an indictment of those who have made her seemingly invisible. They demonstrate a society’s downward spiral to civil war as they rebel against God’s ways.
A contributing factor to our weakness at seeing Scripture as a whole is our tendency to rearrange the text to make it chronological. The arrangement of the Bible’s books has varied through time, with groupings according to genre (history, poetry, prophets, for example) rather than as a straight chronology. And don’t get me wrong. I love reading the chronological Bible. It’s helpful for envisioning how God’s redemption story unfolds, including a timeline of Jesus’ life and works. Such an approach aligns with how most Westerners order events. A chronological approach has helped me track Paul’s missionary journeys and how the epistles he wrote coincide with his travels. Yet such an order is not always the preferred way to read Scripture. To see Song of Songs as a chronology of courtship, wedding, marriage, for example, is to apply a framework to the poetry that does not exist.
As for narrative texts such as the Gospels, we gain much by treating them as four distinct stories rather than collating them into a strict chronology. Every other year I take students to Italy to study medieval art and spirituality, and some of the first images in the visual record they encounter are the four Gospel writers depicted visually: Matthew, a man with a book; Mark, a lion with a book; Luke, an ox with a book, and; John, an eagle with a book. Rather than morphing the four Gospel writers’ stories into one chronology, creating one big story, as was the trend when I began my theological training, readers in earlier centuries saw in each of the four separate narratives a unique picture of Christ. Medieval readers understood the value of seeing the Gospels as four versions of the same story in which readers receive four differing views of the Savior’s face rather than as one composite.
Story as corrective. Two events solidified for me the importance of integrating women’s stories into the overarching narrative as we read and teach. First, years ago when my husband and I were going through infertility, I shared the desire of fellow Christian fertility patients for a survey of what the Bible has to say about infertility. As part of my seminary work, I did deep studies in the infertility narrative texts.17
Yet I came away from that research with a settled conviction that the Bible is not an unabridged text on infertility. Hannah’s infertility story is not a message about how all women who pray for a baby get what they ask for. Nor does the Bible teach that only women are infertile, though we might never know it by the absence of male infertility stories. (We must read between the lines in levirate marriages such as Ruth’s to see the potential for male-factor infertility.) Hannah’s infertility functions in a bigger story showing God’s faithfulness to Israel even when they are in such a dark place that they engage in a gang-rape followed by civil war that includes massive numbers of murders and kidnappings. The way the Hebrew canon is laid out, that horror story immediately precedes faithful Hannah’s cry to God for a child. And she conceives Samuel. Considering the evil deeds God’s people are committing, one might expect the Almighty to storm off, announcing, “I’m done with you.” Yet God is faithful even to a horribly, violently unfaithful people.
The second experience that solidified for me the importance of seeing female narratives as part of the whole happened as I worked with authors on a book about women in the Bible. In my job as a magazine editor, I had noticed over the course of a decade that some excellent theologians (and good writers) were creating superior assessments of some women in Scripture as compared to previous treatments. So I asked some of these writer/scholars to contribute chapters to Vindicating the Vixens: Revisiting Sexualized, Vilified, and Marginalized Women of the Bible.18 Once contributors submitted their work, I made a happy discovery. Without my directing them to do so, every one of them resolved some thorny issue or settled a debate about their featured woman by rooting their biblical person’s narrative in how the pericope functioned in the bigger story in which she appeared. By viewing each of the women as part of a whole rather than the subject of an isolated appearance, the writers had corrected faulty conclusions about them and arrived at more faithful interpretation. Was Tamar loose? No. Did the woman of Samaria have a low view of marriage? No. Were readers supposed to see Bathsheba as seducing David? No.
The scholars’ work showed how each woman’s place in the story functioned in the writer’s argument or story line rather than as a sidebar. Consequently, application about each woman’s life flowed from the big story. The contributors’ commitment to seeing each woman in her greater context and returning with faithful applications rooted in that greater story demonstrated time and again the need to view every pericope in its narrative context. Seeing these writers’ work and how their exegesis led to more faithful interpretation of Scripture motivated and influenced the work you now hold.
First we had men’s history. Then we included women as cameos. But here, as in the Bullock Museum, we seek to focus on integration, encountering women as they appear in the grand narrative. Because a woman’s place is in the story.




1
Building Blocks of Narrative
Key Elements in a Story
MY INTEREST IN STORY revealed itself at age ten as I sat in front of a Corona typewriter.1 The machine in my memory is sturdy and brown and rests on a bedside table overlooking Ninth Street South in Arlington, Virginia. Sitting inside on a sunny day, I had set out to write a play. The two-story house across from ours had a grand old porch that could serve as a perfect stage, so the neighborhood children had urged me to create something we could all perform.
I slid my paper into the machine and began pecking away, crafting lines we could pronounce to each other in unusually proper English:
BETSY: Fine! Let us go.
TIMMY: Shall we shop in the store, then?
MOTHER: (Gesturing to a table) Put that box over there, for it is heavy.
PAMELA: (Holding up a palm) Stop! You will hurt yourself.
It took only about fifteen minutes for reality to hit: Plays are not a collection of random quotes. They’re entire stories communicated through words. I groaned. I could write individual lines to deliver. What I could not do—at least not yet—was create a whole narrative.
Obvious, right? A story is much more complex than a string of good lines. In her work on narrative theology, New Testament scholar Jeannine Brown writes, “By reducing a Gospel to its smallest passages (called pericopes) we might attempt to derive a lesson from each story or teaching of Jesus. But to grasp the whole of a Gospel, we are pressed beyond simple lessons and moral proverbs. We will need to grapple with the inherent narrativity of a Gospel if we are going to understand its theology.”2 Indeed. And perhaps listeners perceive the Scriptures as proverbs or quotes because those of us who devote ourselves to teaching the world’s bestselling book often read it with a view to delivering a message.
On my first night of a novels class in my doctoral program, the professor told us, “I don’t care if you give me gay, lesbian, hardcore porn—just don’t give me anything Christian.”
I struggled to veil my shock. Wasn’t that a violation of my free speech? The option of hiring an attorney came to mind. But when I repeated this professor’s words to a colleague, he wisely counseled in a different direction: “Study him. Find out what would make him disrespect Christians. And determine to be the best, most teachable writing student he has ever had.”
Fast-forward one semester. I received a lot of great coaching from this professor, an award-winning novelist who reviewed fiction for Publishers Weekly. And I met with him to talk about finishing the work I’d started in his class—a work in which I had not yet included any mention of faith or Christianity.3 And then it happened. Seeing I was older than most of his students, he assumed I already had a career and asked my vocation.
I probably swallowed first. “I teach at a theological seminary,” I said.
His eyes grew wide. Obviously, he was thinking of his comment from the first night of class. I didn’t have to bring it up. After backpedaling furiously, he sighed, and his explanation went something like this: “Some of my Christian writing students have been so concerned with preaching a sermon through story that they’ve failed to tell a good story. In fact, they’ve focused on messaging at the expense of story. They’ve cared too little about mastering plot and character and setting, seeking only to deliver their sermon wrapped in thin story elements. They don’t believe me when I say the message will reveal itself naturally through the other vehicles done well.”
That professor went on to be my primary reader and a fierce advocate. How wise my colleague’s advice had been! And that (now late) professor’s words are worth heeding. True, John Bunyan proved himself an enduring enough author by preaching through his way through The Pilgrim’s Progress. At one time second only to the Bible in popularity, The Pilgrim’s Progress has been translated into more than two hundred languages and has never gone out of print since its release in 1678.4 Nevertheless, when Jesus told the truth, he usually told it so “slant” that after some of his narratives, the disciples followed him to ask, “Why do you speak to the people in parables?” (Mt 13:10) and “What does this parable mean?” (see Lk 8:9).5 In his encounter with a Syrophoenician woman, Jesus initially rebuffed her and then likened her to a dog. But rather than take offense, she sparred with him, and he conceded (Mk 7:24-30).
If the text itself does not state overtly what its message means, how are we to arrive at meaning? How do we equip ourselves to read narratives? Many experts have written excellent technical books that answer that question. This is not a work about all the fine points of literary theory. It’s more general, more basic. We’ll focus on the building blocks of story to frame our analysis. In the chapters to follow, we will draw on these foundational elements to look at some women in the Bible and how they function in the texts where they appear.
THE BIBLE AND THE ART OF STORYTELLING
The biblical writers, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, used the same foundational elements as do all tellers of tales: narrative voice, character, plot, and setting. Seeing how the biblical authors have drawn on these storytelling tools can enhance our understanding of how the stories in Scripture work, what they reveal about the divine author behind them, and how they help us interpret the texts with women in them.
Here’s what I am not suggesting: that the tools we use to look at women in the biblical text somehow differ from those we use to consider texts with men in them or even the text as a whole. Rather, I am suggesting that considering the text through the grid of basic story elements will lead us to more faithful analysis and thus help us overcome some of the problems described above.

THE ELEMENTS OF STORY
We will begin with only the simplest of definitions, because these elements are generally familiar to us:
Story: A specific sequence of events. The “what” of the events.
Narrative: That which is told. The “how” of events.
Plot: A sequence of events; the organization of the events, and how individual elements are interconnected.
Characters: The animated beings involved. These are usually people, but they can be animals, aliens, or even talking vegetables. Characters play major or minor roles.
Setting: The world of the story; the time, place, and environment. Setting includes the historical, cultural, and even psychological and emotional context that influences characters and plot.6

If we tell a story such as “Boy gets girls, boy loses girl, boy gets girl back again,” we have the classic narrative arc of a romantic journey. The characters are the boy and girl; and we know what happens to them in a three-part plot. Without boy and girl, though, we have no story. We have only plot: gets, loses, gets back. Similarly, without plot we simply have a boy and a girl. Plot and character work together like blades on scissors. Without both, we simply have one blade, and nothing cuts. Yet when paired, they work inseparably. The same is true of other elements. Without characters in a setting, we have landscape. The wind might blow, but we have no story. As in most stories, in the examples we will consider from Scripture that include women in the text we will see the interplay of several elements of story.
With this in mind, let’s take a closer look at those elements.7

NARRATIVE VOICE
The story has a narrator. And that narrator has a voice. The narrative voice includes the person, tone, and perspective the narrator chooses for communicating with the reader.8 Part of this voice is the narrator’s point of view. But there’s also a point of view character, “the one through whose eyes the scene is viewed.”9 Some options include the first person, “I” (as seen in Neh 1; some of Acts); the second person, “you” (as in Ps 23:5-6); and the third person, “he, she” (as in Ps 24:1-4; some of Acts).
Within the third-person perspective, options include the omniscient point of view, in which the narrator knows all (Gen 1); the objective point of view, in which the narrator knows only what is observed through the senses rather than by mind reading (Ruth 2); and limited point of view, in which the narrator reads the mind of only a singular character, or one character at a time (Ruth 3:8-9).10
In The Wizard of Oz, the narrator has a positive point of view about Glinda, the good witch. But Wicked retells the same story from a new point of view, one that sees the so-called wicked witch of the West, Elphaba, as the good one. By shifting point of view, the writer changes the entire plot and its interpretation.
In Genesis, the human narrator typically uses an omniscient point of view. The book begins with, “In the beginning, God” (Heb. Elohim, Gen 1:1). Only from an all-knowing perspective could a human author possibly report what God did before humans witnessed Elohim’s actions. One chapter later, another example of omniscient perspective appears: “So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping,” God took one of the adam’s ribs “and then closed up the place with flesh” (Gen 2:21).11 If the adam was asleep and God was the only other being present, the storyteller has only one way to describe what God was doing: to use the omniscient point of view.
Yet later in the Genesis story, when we come to Jacob’s pulled tendon, the narrator shifts point of view by introducing a “man” into the scene: “So Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak” (Gen 32:24). Had the narrator stayed within the omniscient point of view, he would have had to reveal the full identity of the mysterious being from an omniscient perspective—spoiling the intrigue. By choosing to limit the story to Jacob’s perspective, the narrator invites readers to discover along with Jacob the identity of this being.
Doubtless for ease of reading, most English translations insert the word man throughout the scene (four times in Gen 32:25-28). Yet such repetition takes away from some of the narrator’s expert storytelling. The Hebrew word for “man” occurs only once. And the underlying Hebrew text uses ambiguity to reinforce the mystery about his identity. The writer goes out of his way to avoid saying “the man.” Jacob thinks his opponent is a mere human, and the reader sees the encounter with this being through Jacob’s point of view. But the repeated literary gymnastics used to avoid describing the being as the “man” add to the suspense by hinting that this being might have more to his identity than meets the eye. Is it an angel? Is it God?
In this wrestling pericope, the reader knows Jacob initially thinks his partner is a human. But when the opponent injures Jacob’s hip, Jacob insists that his wrestling partner grant him a blessing. When the blessing is offered, the being pronounces a change in Jacob’s name. Readers wonder, “Who has the authority to do that?” Jacob, recognizing the supernatural power of this opponent, has an aha moment and declares, “I saw God face to face, and yet my life was spared” (Gen 32:30). Is Jacob right? Has he really seen God? The narrator of Genesis leaves readers to wonder, returning to the omniscient perspective when explaining why the Israelites didn’t eat “the tendon attached to the socket of the hip” (Gen 32:32). Due to the incorporation of the narrator’s point of view into the story, the revelation of the divine presence in the Jacob narrative dazzles gradually.12
In Song of Songs, a point-of-view shift from omniscient to limited enhances the poetry as the point-of-view character changes between the beloved and her lover. The book opens in the point of view of the female as she expresses her longing for her man with “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth” (Song 1:2). Interestingly, in this book women’s voices comprise more than 60 percent of the text. Mention of the female protagonist, her mother, Solomon’s mother, and the daughters of Jerusalem make this book unique. Both in its abundance of female characters and in that the topic of human sexual expression is seen so much from females’ perspectives, the book stands alone in ancient Near Eastern poetry.13 Song of Songs covertly corrects the idea that sex is primarily a male pleasure.
Russian playwright and short-story writer Anton Chekov, in a letter to his brother, wrote, “Avoid depicting the hero’s state of mind; you ought to try to make it clear from the hero’s action.”14 This advice applies to villains as well. And it is exactly the approach often taken in the Old Testament. It’s certainly that taken by the narrator of David’s interaction with Bathsheba (2 Sam 11–12). The absence of assessment is intentional. The gap is there on purpose. But that does not mean the narrator is ambiguous in assessing David, nor that readers should be. The writer intends for readers to see the entire story only from David’s point of view—his sighting of the woman, his sending of soldiers, his taking her, his having her husband killed, his less-than-subtle cover-up. Efforts to add Bathsheba’s point of view miss the point, not because she is not important but because she is. The unequal distribution of authority, the power differential, is supposed to make readers shudder as we identify, to our horror, with the one who has gone from being a humble shepherd boy to a king abusing power.

SETTING
A great narrative needs a terrific setting. Tatooine, home to Luke Skywalker and Obi-Wan Kenobi, is a beige, once-lush desert planet in the Star Wars franchise. Oz turns from black and white to color, but Dorothy’s home has an even stronger pull than color because of the love that resides there. The four Pevensie children would have had no story without Narnia. And imagine Frodo, Samwise, or Éowyn having any sort of story without all the locations on Tolkien’s maps.
While setting includes geographical space, it also includes time and background in the broadest sense, including sociological and theological characteristics of the world of the work.15 Rich, poor. Faithful, apostate. Lush, barren. Ancient, future.
A narrative may take place primarily in one general location, such as the Passion of Christ in Jerusalem; or a story may include multiple locations, as in the desert wanderings of Exodus or the apostle Paul’s missionary journeys. In the world of literature, the typical Jane Austen novel features a few families living in British country mansions, at least one of which is inhabited by a strong female lead. A setting might shift from reality to fantasy—such as in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, which begins on the real outskirts of London but soon relocates to fantasyland Narnia, where animals talk. A setting may take place in time, or even a brilliant mix of times. Consider how The Empire Strikes Back is set in a galaxy far, far away “a long time ago” but features futuristic technologies such as light sabers.16
Sometimes a place, such as America’s Old West, so influences the narrative that the land itself becomes a character. Such is also the case with ancient Israel, Jordan, and Egypt, where God has revealed himself by making repeat appearances in the same places. We’ll see this happening in the story of the midwives in Egypt in chapter four. But by way of illustration here, consider Bethany beyond the Jordan. While many religions build altars to their gods on high places (e.g., Num 33:52; Lev 26:30; Is 16:12; 2 Kings 16:4), Yahweh has bent down to the Dead Sea and its environs over and over in the unfolding of redemption history. Following their desert wanderings, the children of Israel are ready to take Jericho, so they camp close to where the Jordan River flows into the Dead Sea. Joshua records, “Early in the morning Joshua and all the Israelites set out from Shittim and went to the Jordan, where they camped
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