
Who wrote the Bible?
History 100, March 13, 2006

Reminder: midterm Wednesday; review session 
tomorrow, 7-8 p.m., here



Who wrote the Bible? (Pentateuch)
• History of the problem: divine inspiration, Moses as 

author of Pentateuch

• Problems: death of Moses; duplication; differences in 
style

• Documentary Hypothesis (Julius Wellhausen, 
1844-1918): text is product of complex set of redactions, 
with four main strands:
J: Jahwist (uses name Yahweh for God)
E: Elohist (uses name Elohim for God)
P: Priestly writer (concerned with ritual)
D: Deuteronomist (author of “second law”)



The Flood story, as told by J and P (1 of 6)

[J text in Roman letters, P text in italics] Genesis 6:
5	
 And Yahweh saw that the evil of humans was great in the earth, and all 
the inclination of the thoughts of their heart was only evil all the day.
6	
 And Yahweh regretted that he had made humans in the earth, and he was 
grieved to his heart.
7	
 And Yahweh said, “I shall wipe out the humans which I have created from 
the face of the earth, from human to beast to creeping thing to bird of the 
heavens, for I regret that I have made them.”
8	
 But Noah found favor in Yahweh’s eyes.
9	
 These are the generations of Noah: Noah was a righteous man, perfect in his 
generations. Noah walked with God.
10	
 And Noah sired three sons: Shem, Ham, and Japeth.
11	
 And the Earth was corrupted before God, and the earth was fi#ed with violence.
12	
 And God saw the earth, and here it was corrupted, for a# flesh had corrupted its 
way on the earth.



The Flood story (2 of 6)
13	
 And God said to Noah, “The end of a# flesh has come before me, for the earth 
is fi#ed with violence because of them, and here I am going to destroy them with 
the earth.
14	
 Make yourself an ark of gopher wood, make rooms with the ark, and pitch it 
outside and inside with pitch.
15	
 And this is how you sha# make it:  Three hundred cubits the length of the 
ark, fifty cubits its width, and thirty cubits its height.
16	
 You sha# make a window for the ark, and you sha# finish it to a cubit *om 
the top, and you sha# make an entrance to the ark in its side. You sha# make lower, 
second, and third stories for it.
17	
 And here I am bringing the flood, water over the earth, to destroy a# flesh in 
which is the breath of life *om under the heavens. Everything which is on the 
land wi# die.
18	
 And I sha# establish my covenant with you. And you sha# come to the ark, 
you and your sons and your wife and your sons’ wives with you.



The Flood story (3 of 6)

19	
 And of a# the living, of a# flesh, you sha# bring two to the ark and keep alive 
with you, they sha# be male and female.
20	
 Of a# the birds according to their kind, and of the beasts according to their 
kind, and of a# the creeping things of the earth according to their kind, two of 
each wi# come to you to keep alive.
21	
 And you, take for yourself of a# food which wi# be eaten and gather it to you, 
and it wi# be for you and for them for food.”
22	
 And Noah did according to a# that God commanded him—so he did.
Genesis 7:
1	
 And Yahweh said to Noah: “Come, you and all your household, to 
the ark, for I have seen you as righteous before me in this generation.
2	
 Of all the clean beasts, take yourself seven pairs, man and his 
woman; and of the beasts which are not clean, two, man and his woman.



The Flood story (4 of 6)

3	
 Also of the birds of the heavens seven pairs, male and female, to 
keep alive seed on the face of the earth.
4	
 For in seven more days I shall rain on the earth forty days and forty 
nights, and I shall wipe out all the substance that I have made from 
upon the face of the earth.”
5	
 And Noah did according to all that Yahweh had commanded him.
6	
 And Noah was six hundred years old, and the flood was on the earth.
7	
 And Noah and his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives with him 
came to the ark from before the waters of the flood.
8	
 Of the clean beasts and of the beasts which were not clean, and of the birds 
and of a# those which creep upon the earth,
9	
 Two of each came to Noah to the ark, male and female, as God had 
commanded Noah.
10	
 And seven days later the waters of the flood were on the earth.



The Flood story (5 of 6)

11	
 In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, in the second month, in the 
seventeenth day of the month, on this day a# the fountains of the great deep were 
broken up, and the windows of the heavens were opened.
12	
 And there was rain on the earth, forty days and forty nights.
13	
 In this very day, Noah and Shem, Ham, and Japeth, the sons of Noah, and 
Noah’s wife and his sons’ three wives with them came to the ark,
14	
 They and a# the living things according to their kind, and a# the creeping 
things that creep on the earth according to their kind, and every winged bird.
15	
 And they came to Noah to the ark, two of each, of a# flesh in which is the 
breath of life.
16	
 And those which came were male and female, some of a# flesh came, as God 
had commanded him. And Yahweh closed it for him.



The Flood story (6 of 6)

17	
 And the flood was on the earth for forty days and forty nights, and 
the waters multiplied and raised the ark, and it was lifted from the earth.
18	
 And the waters grew strong and multiplied greatly on the earth, and 
the ark went on the surface of the waters.
19	
 And the waters grew very very strong on the earth, and they covered 
all the high mountains that are under all the heavens.
20	
 Fifteen cubits above, the waters grew stronger, and they covered the 
mountains.
21	
 And a# flesh, those that creep on the earth, the birds, the beasts, and the wild 
animals, and a# the swarming things that swarm on the earth, and a# the humans 
expired.
22	
 Everything that had the breathing spirit of life in its nostrils, 
everything that was on the dry ground, died.
[Translation by Richard Elliott Friedman, in Who wrote the Bible?, pp. 
54-57]



The Flood story from J (1 of 3):

Genesis 6:
5	
 And Yahweh saw that the evil of humans was great in the earth, and 
all the inclination of the thoughts of their heart was only evil all the day.
6	
 And Yahweh regretted that he had made humans in the earth, and 
he was grieved to his heart.
7	
 And Yahweh said, “I shall wipe out the humans which I have created 
from the face of the earth, from human to beast to creeping thing to 
bird of the heavens, for I regret that I have made them.”
8	
 But Noah found favor in Yahweh’s eyes.
Genesis 7:
1	
 And Yahweh said to Noah: “Come, you and all your household, to 
the ark, for I have seen you as righteous before me in this generation.
2	
 Of all the clean beasts, take yourself seven pairs, man and his 
woman; and of the beasts which are not clean, two, man and his woman.



The Flood story from J (2 of 3):

3	
 Also of the birds of the heavens seven pairs, male and female, to 
keep alive seed on the face of the earth.
4	
 For in seven more days I shall rain on the earth forty days and forty 
nights, and I shall wipe out all the substance that I have made from 
upon the face of the earth.”
5	
 And Noah did according to all that Yahweh had commanded him.
7	
 And Noah and his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives with him 
came to the ark from before the waters of the flood.
10	
 And seven days later the waters of the flood were on the earth.
12	
 And there was rain on the earth, forty days and forty nights.
16	
  . . . And Yahweh closed it for him.
17	
 And the flood was on the earth for forty days and forty nights, and 
the waters multiplied and raised the ark, and it was lifted from the earth.



The Flood story from J (3 of 3):

18	
  And the waters grew strong and multiplied greatly on the earth, and 
the ark went on the surface of the waters.
19	
 And the waters grew very very strong on the earth, and they covered 
all the high mountains that are under all the heavens.
20	
 Fifteen cubits above, the waters grew stronger, and they covered the 
mountains.
22	
 Everything that had the breathing spirit of life in its nostrils, 
everything that was on the dry ground, died.

[You can do the same thing with the P text at home.]



Implications: the Bible and 
history

• The Torah, or Pentateuch, has at least five historical 
layers, J, E, P, and D, plus the layer at which the texts 
were woven into the present version

• By carefully analyzing the different texts, and the 
rest of the Hebrew Bible, we can identify the 
development of Israelite religious and ethical ideals


