
WHO WROTE THE BIBLE?‘ 
John D. Rayner 

What is the Bible? 

There are broadly three questions to be asked about the Bible: What is it? Who wrote 
it? And: Is it true? Let me say a little about each but focus on the second. 
What is the Bible? In brief, a collection of little books, which is what the Latin bibliu, 

from the Greek byblos for 'papyrus', literally means. 
In Hebrew itviis known by various names, including Rfipm, 'Scripture' (from a verb 

meaning 'to read') and Tan, an acronym for the traditional Jewish (but not Christian) 
threefold diviSion of the Bible into mm, 'Law' or more literally 'Teaching', mum, 
'Prophets‘, and firms, 'Writings'. How many b‘OOks does it comprise? If you count them individually, 39; but if you 
treat the twelve 'Minor Prophets‘ as one book, and similarly combine the pairs I and II 
Samuel, I and II Klngs, I and [1 Chronicles, and Ezra and Nehemiah, you finish up with 
24, which is the traditional Jewish way of counting them. 
When were they written? During the greater part of the first millennium BCE. 
In what language? Nearly all in Hebrew, with just a few sections in Aramaic. 
In what script? Mostly the ancient Hebrew one, which was essentially pictorial. For 

instance, the letter Dalet, which means ‘door', was represented by a triangle, like the 
door of a tent, and the letter Ayin, which means 'eye', was represented by a circle. But 
following the Babylonian Exile the Jewish people gradually switched over to the Aramaic 
script, so that what we think of today as Hebrew script is actually Aramaic. 

Is the Bible all that was written in Hebrew in its time? No, for one thing, some books 
have not survived. For instance, the Bible refers to the Song of Lamech (Gen. 42230, the 
Book of Yashar (Joshua 10:13) and the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel (1 
Kings 16:27), none of which have survived. For another thing, towards the end of the 
biblical period a few Hebrew books were written which were not included in the Bible.. 
Why were they not included? Because they were not considered divinely inspired, and 

therefore not to possess ‘holiness'. Now the rule was that if you touched a holy object, 
you were required to wash your hands before touching anything else. Hence the 
principle of the Mishnah, nwn‘nk rmm w‘spn any“); that ‘all holy writings defile the 
hands' (Yad. 3:5). 

In other words, a sharp distinction was drawn between books considered holy and 
therefore 'defiling the hands‘, which were included in the so-called 'canon' of the Hebrew 
Bible, and other books, which were stored away from public access and became known 
as awn nwso, 'External Books', or mu: Dwao, 'Hidden Books', or, in Greek, Apocrypha. 
When was the canon closed? In three stages: the Pentateuch about 450 BCE, the 

Prophets about 200 BCE, and the Writings about 100 CE. 
Do the books included in the canon constitute a unity? Since we are talking about a 

whole library of books written by many authors over a long period of time, it is 
inevitably varied: in outlook, in style, and even in the literary genres it represents, for it 
includes history and fiction, legislation and rhetoric, poetry and drama. 
Nevertheless it could be said that one theme runs through most of it. For it is largely a 

history of the Jewish people and its relationship with God, understood as a Covenant, 
and the obligations which flow from that relationship. Furthermore, the very fact of the 
canon cemented the unity; For thereafter the Bible was treated as a single book, so that 
all of it came to be interpreted as somehow related to its major theme. 

Biblical attributions 

Who then wrote the 24 books of the Bible? Unfortunately, only about one half of them 
have a superscription about authorship. 
For instance, the book of Deuteronomy begins: 'These are the words which Moses 

spoke to all Israel on the other side of the Jordan'.
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Similarly, the book of Isaiah is superscribed: ‘The vision of Isaiah son of Amoz, who 
prophesied concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the reigns of Uzziah, Iotham, Ahaz, and 
Hezekiah, kings of Judah'. The book of Jeremiah is headed: 'The words of Jeremiah son 
of Hilkiah, one of the priests of Anathoth in the territory of Benjamin'. Similarly, Ezekiel 
and the Twelve Minor Prophets are identified in their opening verses. 
Among the Writings, the book of Proverbs is superscribed 'The proverbs of Solomon, 

son of David, king of Israel'. Similarly, the Song of Songs attributes itself to Solomon. 
And the book of Nehemiah begins: 'The words of Nehemiah the son of Hacaliah'. 
But that leaves us with two problems. First, how reliable are these attributions? 

Since in antiquity it was not uncommon to attribute recent writings to ancient worthies, a 
literary device known as pseudepigraphy, one cannot always be sure. Secondly, what 
about the anonymous books? 

Later attributions 

Since people have always wanted to know who wrote the books they were reading, 
therefore, where a book failed to name its author, tradition soon stepped in to fill the 
a . g 
Igor instance, since Moses is the dominant figure in the Pentateuch, it came to be 

assumed that he wrote all of it. That tradition is found already in the latest books of 
the Bible itself.' There - in Malachi, Ezra, Nehemiah and Chronicles - we find 
expressions such as man man, 'the Law of Moses' (Mal. 3:22, Ezra 3:2, 7:6, 11 Chron. 
23:18, 30:16), mm 150, ‘the Book of Moses' (Ezra 6:18, Neh. 1321, II Chron. 25:4, 35:12), 
aim mm 150, 'the Book of the Law of Moses' (Neh. 8:1), and mm: '1': 'n mun 150, 'the Book 
of the Law of the Eternal One by the hand of Moses' (H Chron. 34:14). 
Similarly, since many of the individual Psalms are superscribed 'n‘s'7 110m, 'A Psalm of 

David', it was an easy step to ascribe the whole book of Psalms to him. Accordingly, in 
Rabbinic Literature, whenever a Psalm, even an anonymous one, is quoted, there is 
always an implicit or explicit assumption that King David had written it. 

Finally, the whole question is neatly resolved in the Talmud in a passage which reads 
as follows: ‘Moses wrote his own book [by which evidently the Pentateuch is meant] 
including the portion of Balaam [i.e., the oracles attributed to the heathen prophet in 
Numbers 23-24] and the book of Job. Joshua wrote his own book and the last eight 
verses of the Torah [about the death of Moses]. Samuel wrote his own book as well as 
Judges and Ruth; David wrote the book of Psalms... Jeremiah wrote his own book as well 
as Kings and Lamentations. Hezekiah and his colleagues wrote Isaiah, Proverbs [see 
25:1], Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes. The Men of the Great Assembly wrote Ezekiel, 
the Twelve Minor Prophets, Daniel, and Esther. Ezra wrote his own book [which 
includes Nehemiah] as well as the genealogies of the Book of Chronicles down to his 
own time' (BB 14b-15a). 
Bible Criticism 

These attributions were accepted and taken for granted by Jews and Christians all 
through the Middle Ages and indeed until a century or two ago. Only very few bold 
individuals questioned them, and then only with respect to a few verses here or there. 
They included, among Jews, Abraham ibn Ezra of Spain in the 12th century, and Baruch 
Spinoza of Holland in the 17th; and among Christians, the 17th-century English political 
philosopher Thomas Hobbes. ' 

But it was only in the 19th century that Bible Criticism became firmly established as an 
academic discipline in all the major universities. It has two branches, Lower and Higher. 
Lower Criticism seeks to establish the correct text by comparing the oldest extant 
manuscripts and translations. Higher Criticism seeks to discover the history of 
composition, including the authorship, of the various books. 
The pioneers of modern Bible Criticism were mainly Protestant theologians. Jews paid 

little attention to it. Even the early-19th century movement known as Wissenschaft des
,
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Iudentums concerned itself mainly with post-biblical literature, although Leopold Zunz, 
the founder of the movement, and Abraham Geiger, the leading Reformer, did take Bible 
Criticism seriously. In England, no Jew took it seriously until Claude Montefiore 
published his Hibbert Lectures on The Origin and Growth of Religion as Illustrated by the 
Religion of the Ancient Hebrews in 1897. And among Catholics it did not become 
respectable until 1943, when Pope Pius XII issued an encyclical authorising it. 

Bible criticism, especially Higher Criticism, was from the beginning, and in some circles 
still is, something of a hot potato because it challenged long held assumptions and 
threatened to undermine faith in the divine authority of Scripture. Among Jews that 
applies especially to Pentateuchal Criticism, since the Torah is the basis of Jewish law 
and observance. 
But before we come to that, let us look at a couple of relatively innocuous examples 

from outside the Pentateuch. The book of Isaiah, as we have seen, is superscribed ‘The 
vision of Isaiah son of Amoz, who prophesied concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the 
reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah', i.e., in the second half of 
the 8th century BCE, and in the first 39 chapters of the book there is nothing much to 
cast doubt on that ascription. But from chapter 40 onwards it becomes obvious that the 
historical context is that of the Babylonian Exile one-and-a-half centuries later. Even 
Cyrus, king of Persia, who did not gain power until about 550 BCE., is twice mentioned 
by name (44:28, 45:1). 

It therefore became obvious, and is now taken for granted in the scholarly world, that 
the book of Isaiah comprises the work of at least two prophets who lived in different 
times and places. And if the superscription of the book of Isaiah is mistaken, then the 
same could apply to other superscriptions and a fartiori to talmudic assertions of 
authorship made. centuries later. 
Or take the Psalms. The Bible, as we have seen, attributes many of them, and the 

Talmud all of them, to King David, and it is very possible that he did write some of 
them. But on the other hand some were quite obviously written in a different period 
altogether. Take for instance Psalm 137, which begins: 'By the rivers of Babylon, there 
we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion.‘ Obviously, this Psalm was written 
during the Babylonian Exile, half a millennium after David, It transpires, then, that the 
book of Psalms is an anthology of religious poems written by many authors over many 
centuries. 
Similarly, literary and historical investigations have convinced scholars that the books 

of Esther and Daniel were written as late as the Maccabean period in the 2nd century 
BCE. 

Pentateuchal Criticism 

But now we come to the hottest potato of all, which is Pentateuchal Criticism. The 
history of it is extremely complicated, but there is a very readable book about it by 
Richard Elliott Friedman, Professor of Hebrew and Comparative Literature at the 
University of California, San Diego, which makes it beautifully clear. The book, entitled 
Who Wrote The Bible?, was first published in 1987 but revised in 1997, so it is quite up— 
to-date. It is a racily written summary of the background and current position in 
Pentateuchal Criticism, with some original theories of the author's own, and the account 
I shall give is largely based on his, though of course enormously abridged and simplified. 

It all began with doubt as to whether the Pentateuch could have been written by Moses. 
For one thing, it makes, with one exception, no such claim; For another thing, Moses is 
referred to almost throughout in the third person, and the last chapter actually recounts 
his death and burial. Then again there are verses which say that Moses was the 
humblest man on earth (Num. 12:3) and that no prophet like him has arisen since his 
time (Deut. 34:10), neither of which one would expect Moses to say about himself. 
There are also tell-tale phrases like 'on the other side of the Jordan', referring to the east 
bank of the Jordan (Deut. 1:1) which could only have been written on the west bank, 
where Moses never set foot. In addition, it names (in Gen. 36) Edomite kings who lived
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long after Moses, and refers to geographical locations by names they only acquired in 
post-Mosaic times (Friedman, p. 20). 

Deuteronomy 

The exception I alluded to a moment ago is the book of Deuteronomy, which announces 
in its opening verses that it contains the discourses of Moses delivered in the land of 
Moab towards the end of his life. But not only do most of the arguments against Mosaic 
authorship of the Pentateuch in general apply to Deuteronomy in particular, but on 
inspection it turns out to be not of a piece with the other four books, not only because it 
recapitulates much that has already been told in them, but because it differs from them 
in style and outlook, and is complete in itself. 

It therefore became clear that Deuteronomy is a pseudepigraphic book, which led 
scholars to search for its real author or at least its real historical context. They found 
just what they wanted in a story told in H Kings (22-23). About the year 621 BCE, while 
some major repair work was being carried out in the Jerusalem Temple, the High Priest of 
the time (please note that his name was Hilkiah) found there a law-book and told the 
scribe Shaphan (please note his name also). Shaphan reported the find to King Josiah, 
who, after consulting the prophetess Huldah, instituted on the basis of it the most 
sweeping religious reform the country had seen since the beginning of the century, when 
Josiah's great-grandfather Hezekiah had destroyed the provincial shrines - which, 
however, the succeeding kings had reinstated. 
Therefore the main thrust of Iosiah's reform was, once again, the abolition of the 

provincial shrines and the centralisation of all worship in the Jerusalem Temple. But 
precisely that is the main theme of the book of Deuteronomy, and it therefore seemed 
likely that it had been written, for that very purpose, shortly before its discovery. And 
the more this hypothesis was tested, the more it was confirmed by all sorts of details. 
To give only one example, when Moses, in Deuteronomy, recalls the incident of the 
Golden Calf, he says that he took the calf, burned it with fire, crushed it, and ground it 
thoroughly "1595 Pw‘ws 19, ‘until it was fine as dust' (9:21). According to H Kings (23:6) 
King Josiah did precisely that to the sacred‘pillar of the ilicit temple at Bethel, where 
King Jeroboam had formerly erected a golden calf. 15:25 P‘m, he 'ground it to dust', it' 
says, using almost exactly the same expression, which occurs nowhere else in the Bible. 
So it became generally accepted in the scholarly world that the book of Deuteronomy 

dated from the reign of King Josiah in the 7th century. But who wrote it? Of course 
there is no means of knowing for sure, but an obvious possibility is Jeremiah, the leading 
prophet of the time, That suggestion, made previously, has now been reiterated by 
Richard Friedman with the variation that it may have been Ieremiah‘s secretary Baruch. 
Among the pointers towards that possibility which he mentions are these: that when 
Jeremiah wrote his famous letter to the exiles in Babylonia it was transmitted by Elasah, 
son of Shaphanc the scribe of the law book story, and Gemariah, son of Hilkiah, the High 
Priest of that story (29:3); and that the phrase, 'with all your heart and with all your 
soul', which the Deuteronomist uses repeatedly (4:29, 10:12, 11:13, 13:4) occurs nowhere 
else in the Bible except in Jeremiah (32:41). And there are several more such hints. 

I should also mention that the next few books of the Bible - Joshua, Judges, Samuel and 
Kings - exhibit many similarities in style and outlook both to Deuteronomy and to 
Jeremiah, and that there is therefore a strong possibility, which Friedman favours, that 
they form, with Deuteronomy, one long 'Deuteronomistic' history of the Jewish people, 
from Moses to the Babylonian Exile, first written in the reign of Josiah and then 
completed by the same author twenty years later, after the Babylonian conquest. 

JandE 
But back to the Pentateuch. Having ‘hived off' Deuteronomy, we still need to ask who 

wrote the other four books, from Genesis to Numbers,
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One of the major steps in the history of Bible Criticism was the discovery, which it is 
not difficult to make, that in the book of Genesis, and to some extent in the subsequent 
books, there are many doublets, that is, stories told twice over in different and 
sometimes contradictory ways. For instance, ther'e are two versions each of the 
Creation, of the Flood, of God's Covenant with Abraham, of Abraham pretending that 
Sarah is his sister, of the naming of Isaac, of Jacob's journey to Mesopotamia, of God's 
revelation to him at Bethel, of his name being changed to Israel, of Joseph being sold to a 
caravan, of the splitting of the Sea of Reeds, of Moses producing water out of a rock, of 
the Ten Commandments, of the episode of the Golden Calf, and of the big mutiny in the 
Wilderness. 
Furthermore, on closer inspection most of these doublets seemed to belong to two 

cycles: one which always referred to the deity by the Tetragrammaton, consisting of the 
Hebrew letters Yod, Hé, Vav, Hé, probably pronounced 'Yahweh', which in German 
would be spelt ‘Jahweh‘, with a ‘I', while the other always, prior to the age of Moses, 
referred to the deity as 'E1' or ‘Elohim‘, meaning ‘God'. So it looked very much as if the 
author of the relevant parts of the Pentateuch made use of two antecedent sources, 
which were called 'J‘ and 'E' respectively. And once this identification had been made, it 
was found that the 'I' and 'E' stories respectively had other distinguishing characteristics 
besides their ways of referring to God. 
Here, for instance, are some of the characteristics of the '1' source. It emphasises God's 

Covenant with the Patriarchs, and their association with Hebron. It relates that it was 
Judah who saved Joseph from the pit into which his brothers had thrown him, It shows a 
special interest in the tribe of Judah. It portrays Caleb, a prince of the tribe of Judah, as 
Moses' most loyal friend. It refers to the mountain of the Revelation as ‘Sinai'. It speaks 
of God rather anthropomorphically, as walking in the Garden of Eden, smelling Noah's 
sacrifice, talking to human beings, and occasionally changing His mind. 
And here, by contrast, are some of the characteristics of the 'E‘ source. It says tfmt it 

was Reuben who saved Joseph, It asserts that it was Joseph‘s children, Ephraim and 
Manasseh, who inherited the birthright. It emphasises God‘s Covenant with the Jewish 
people as mediated by Moses. It makes out that Joshua, of the tribe of Ephraim, was 
Moses' faithful servant. It refers to the mountain of the theophany as 'Horeb'. And it is 
less anthropomorphic than], 50 that, for instance, when God communicates with human 
beings, it is usually through an angel, or in a dream. 
From clues such as these, Bible scholars concluded that both] and E originated in the 

period after the break-up of Solomon's kingdom: J in the southern kingdom of Judah, 
comprising the tribes of Judah and Benjamin, with its capital and Temple in Jerusalem; E 
in the northern kingdom of Israel, comprising the other ten tribes, with its capital in 
Samaria and its rival temples at Dan and Bethel. 
Thus both I and E, from their different points of view, wrote a history of the Jewish 

people. In doing so, they will of course have made use of antecedent oral traditions, 
some perhaps of great antiquity, and perhaps also written sources such as the Book of 
the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel, perhaps composed in the royal court of David and 
Solomon, which I mentioned earlier as not having survived. And if you want dates, as 
good a guess as any is that I dates from about 900 BCE and E from about 800 BCE, that 
is between three-and-a-half and four-and-avhalf centuries after Moses. 
Then, in 722, the northem kingdom was conquered by Assyria, and of its people, some 

of those who were not killed or deported presumably escaped south across the border 
into Judah. They would have brought the E source with them, and some time after that, 
say, about 700 BCE, somebody combined J and E into a single history, and did it so 
successfully that it is by no means easy to disentangle the two. 

The Priestly Source 

So now we have identified J, E and D. But a very large part of the Pentateuch, including 
most of Leviticus and Numbers, does not seem to come from any of these sources, andt—



because it represents a strongly, even fiercely, priestly point of View, Bible scholars 
called it the Priestly Source or P. 
Here then are some of the distinguishing characteristics of P. Unlike I, it tells the 

Creation story from a divine rather than a human point of View. It plays down the role 
of Moses and plays up the role of Aaron. It omits the story of the Golden Calf, which 
reflects so unfavourably on Aaron. Unlike JE and D, it draws a sharp distinction 
between priests, descended from Aaron, and other Levites, who are emphatically 
subservient to the priests. It is damning about Korach, a non-Aaronide [evite who 
dares to aspire to the priesthood. It is, like Deuteronomy, insistent that no sacrifices 
may be offered anywhere except in the Jerusalem Temple, and then by Aarom’de priests, 
and gives the laws governing the sacrificial cult in minute detail. It sees God as 
impersonal and just, not personal and merciful. 
When was P written? That is one of the most vexed questions of Pentateuchal 

Criticism. Until recently the general tendency was to make it later than Deuteronomy, 
and even post-exilic. But there were always some scholars who favoured an earlier 
date, including for example Leopold Zunz. And now Richard Friedman has re-affirmed 
that view, and even suggested that P dates from around 700 BCE, when it served as the 
basis of Hezekiah's reforms, just as Deuteronomy underpinned the reforms of his great- 
grandson Josiah some seventy years later. Friedman also thinks that much of the 
legislation of the Priestly source goes back, at least by oral tradition, to the days of the 
First Temple. The argument is much too complicated to be rehearsed here; I can only say 
that I find it persuasive. At least we must now reckon with the possibility that the 
correct chronological order of the documents is not I, E, D, P, as most of the books tell 
us, but J, E, P. D.. 

Redaction 

Finally, somebody, known as the Redactor, wove all four documents - or, rather, all 
three: IE, already amalgamated, P and D — into a single document, which is the Torah, or 
the Pentateuch, as we know it. He did it brilliantly, omitting very little from any of the 
sources, but joining them together so skilfully, with occasionally a connecting phrase of 
his own, that for the next 2,000 years and more hardly anybody suspected that it was 
not a monolithic document. 
When did this redaction take place? After the Babylonian Exile and most probably in 

the 5th century BCE, when a large number of Jews, under the leadership of Ezra, 
returned from Babylonia to Jerusalem. And who was the redactor? Once again, there is 
no means of knowing for sure, but an obvious possibility, suggested already by Spinoza, 
is Ezra himself, and Richard Friedman makes out a strong case for that hypothesis. For 
Ezra was a priest, a scribe, and a governor of Jerusalem appointed by the Persian 
emperor, so that he had motive, ability, opportunity and power to promulgate a 
definitive version of the Torah of Moses. As a matter of fact, Ezra is the only person 
apart from Moses depicted in the Bible as a lawgiver, and even the Rabbis, centuries 
later, seem to have been vaguely aware of the importance of the role he played, for they 
said: 'If he had not been preceded by Moses, Ezra would have been worthy of receiving 
the Torah for Israel‘ (San. 21b) 

Reliability 

So there you have an account of how the Bible came to be written. How reliable is it? It 
has not, of course, gone unchallenged Chief Rabbi Joseph Hertz's Pentateuch and 
Haftomhs is a sustained polemic against it. And there are still plenty of people, both in 
Judaism and in Christianity, who reject it. But they do so from a dogmatic, 
fundamentalist point of View and mostly out of ignorance. Sometimes, indeed, they 
allege that the Documentary Theory has been refuted on scientific grounds. But these 
allegations are quite unsound, as Rabbi Dr Louis Jacobs, in his latest book Beyond 
Reasonable Doubt, demonstrates (pp. 87ff).



It is true that Bible scholars nowadays tend to be less sure than they used to be about 
the possibility of establishing clear lines of demarcation between the various sources. 
But that does not mean that they are more inclined towards the traditional view, which 
remains as improbable as the theory that the earth is flat. As Louis Jacobs points out 
repeatedly, there is almost complete unanimity in the world of Bible scholarship that the. 
Pentateuch is a composite document (pp. 36, 44, 58, 101). As he pointedly remarks, 'If 
the evidence is really mounting for the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch, where is 
this mounting evidence mentioned in any modern scholarly publications?’ (p. 101). 

It is also true that some Bible scholars, including Professor Jonathan Magonet, 
Principal of Leo Baeck College, seem to have lost interest in the whole historical 
approach and prefer to engage in what is‘called Literary Criticism, which means taking 
the finished product of the redacted Pentateuch as it emerged in the post-exilic period, 
treating it as a unity, and interpreting it for whatever spiritual and other insights it can 
yield. I have some sympathy with that approach, but I don‘t go along with it entirely. 
For one thing, it is too easy. For another, even if it is not the only thing that matters, 
there is some importance in trying to discover how Judaism grew and developed in its 
formative period, and to the extent to which one is interested in that question there is no 
alternative to the historical method. 

Truth 

Finally, is the Bible true? Since it was written by human beings, it is necessarily 
imperfect. Even Rabbi Dr Louis Jacobs, in spite of his Orthodox background, has been 
compelled by his intellectual honesty to admit that (A Tree of Life, p. 242; Beyond 
Reasonable Doubt, p. 60). Moreover, it is not only a question of factual truth, but also of 
religious and moral truth. As Louis Jacobs writes in his latest book, the Torah ‘contains 
higher and lower, error as well as truth, the ignoble as well as the noble‘ (p. 51). 
Therefore, on the question of the truth of the Bible there is almost complete agreement 

between us. Where I, with enormous respect, nevertheless venture to differ from Louis 
Jacobs is only on the implications. For he maintains that such a view of the Bible leaves 
the obligatoriness of the Mitzvot, even understood as divine commandments, virtually 
intact (Beyond Reasonable Doubt, pp. 123, 130, 160), whereas to me it seems that it has 
far-reaching implications for Jewish religious belief and practice. On that subject, 
therefore, Liberal and Conservative Jews must agree, for the time being, to differ. 

LIS Adult Education Series 
15th April, 1999 

(4,696 words = 40 minutes)


