

With detailed reference to the biblical text and engaging with the work of contemporary scholars, explore why the Book of Genesis is best read as literary unit


   Traditional scholarship has argued that the great variation of style and language found throughout the Pentateuch indicates a lack of unity, including within each individual book- especially the book of Genesis. This essay will explore some of these former theories which have sought to explain the variations within Genesis, before examining the more contemporary approach that the book of Genesis ought to be read as a single literary unit.
   The traditional view espoused in the Talmud was that ‘…Moses wrote the whole Pentateuch apart from the last eight verses which were attributed to [his successor] Joshua’[footnoteRef:1]. This was not generally scrutinised; instead Mosaic authorship was used to give authority to the five books and a literary unity was assumed[footnoteRef:2]. However, as interest developed into the origin and dating of the Bible and in the variations within the text, new theories began to develop such as Fragmentary Theory; Supplementary Theory and Documentary Theory. Fragmentary Theory explained the issue of variation by positing that a single author of the Pentateuch had formed the books by weaving together accounts from a various of sources[footnoteRef:3], whereas Supplementary Theory suggested that the Pentateuch was the product of various writers expanding original shorter works over time. Despite their apparent logic, neither of these theories held great support for very long[footnoteRef:4]. [1:  Gordon Wenham, Exploring The Old Testament: Volume 1 The Pentateuch, (London: SPCK, 2003) p. 160.]  [2:  Gordon Wenham, Exploring the Old Testament, p. 160.]  [3:  Gordon Wenham, Exploring the Old Testament, p. 163.]  [4:  Gordon Wenham, Exploring the Old Testament, p. 164.] 

   More recently, the Documentary Theory gained significant support, but it is not without its complications, chiefly around the different designations of God. The theory is rooted in an argument by physician Jean Asturc that the two different designations of God in the Book of Genesis- Yahweh and Elohim- pointed to two different sources[footnoteRef:5]. This idea was subsequently developed by J.G. Eichhorn, who separated the text into a Yahwist document (J Source) and an Elohist document (E Source). It was subsequently formed into a comprehensive system by J. Wellhausen in the 19th century with the addition of the P Source (the Priestly work, which also used the word Elohim for God) and also the claim that the Book of Deuteronomy had been formed from a separate source of its own[footnoteRef:6]. While scholars have argued about the dating of these source documents, this theory retained its prominence into the 1960s and still remains significant within Biblical scholarship.  [5:  M. H. Segal, The Pentateuch: its Composition and its Authorship and other Biblical Studies (Jerusalem: The Magness Press, 1967) p. 1.]  [6:  M. H. Segal, The Pentateuch, p. 1.] 

   Nevertheless, more recent scholarship has continued to highlight the limitations of referring to the different designations of God in order to distinguish between different founding sources. Critics of the Documentary Theory also argued that the application of three main criterion to differentiate between sources (namely vocabulary, style and ideology) was limited to only a few passages in the earlier part of the Pentateuch and that this could only be used for J and E sources and not P[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  H. M. Segal, The Pentateuch, pp. -22.] 

   H. M. Segal was among those that argued that Yahweh and Elohim were indeed perfect synonyms[footnoteRef:8]; and that the Documentary Theory was a result of exegetical errors in the Book of Exodus[footnoteRef:9]. In regards to chapter 3, Segal stated that Moses and the Israelites would have known the name of their deity, that this was implied in the text and that the name was Yahweh; Segal goes on to explain that the question raised by Moses in Exodus 3. 13 referred to the secret interpretation of the name rather than its revelation[footnoteRef:10]. Segal attributed differences in style, in language and in the representation of God’s relationship with humankind, not to different authors and sources but as a consequence of the variation of subjects dealt with and subsequently revealed flaws within Wellhausen’s concept[footnoteRef:11]. [8:  H. M. Segal, The Pentateuch, p.12.]  [9:  H. M. Segal, The Pentateuch, p. 5.]  [10:  H. M. Segal, The Pentateuch, p. 6.]  [11:  H. M. Segal, The Pentateuch, p. 19.] 

   Lately Gordon Wenham has criticised Wellhausen’s identification of the sources and their dating[footnoteRef:12]. While Thomas L. Brodie has made the point that apparent repetitions and contradictions (as well as variance in style, vocabulary and ideology) are only problematic because Genesis has been misclassified as a work of history[footnoteRef:13]. R. Whybray further emphasised that stylistic variance is accepted in other literature, and he questioned why, if Hebrew writing practices did not favour repetition, would they then combine sources in such a way as produce a repetitious account[footnoteRef:14].   [12:  Gordon Wenham, Exploring the Old Testament, p. 182.]  [13:  Thomas L. Brodie, p. 2.]  [14:  R. Whybray, The Making of the Pentateuch: A Methodological Study, (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1987) quoted in Gordon Wenham, Exploring the Old Testament, p. 175.] 

   Such critiques of the Documentary Theory encouraged scholars to look at the Pentateuch differently, especially the Book of Genesis, and to appreciate the ‘charming old tale’ whose coherence and logical sequence had been previously broken up into unequal fragments[footnoteRef:15]. Brodie subsequently began to explain variance in Genesis as being theologically grounded expressions of literary art[footnoteRef:16]. The rhetorical analytical approach has revealed that events or phrases which had been dismissed as repetitions were deliberate symmetrical patterns used to highlight prominent themes[footnoteRef:17]. Currently, the preferred approach is that Genesis is best read as a single literary unit[footnoteRef:18] just as it was under the auspices of Mosaic authorship- thereby almost completing a circle of scholarship. [15:  M. H. Segal, The Pentateuch, p. 20.]  [16:  Thomas Brodie, p. 5.]  [17:  Nicholas O. Lunn, The Last Words of Jacob and Joseph: A Rhetorico- Structural Analysis of Genesis 49:29-33 and 50:24-26 in the Tyndale Bulletin, 59.2, 2008, p. 162 accessed via moodle: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/169664/mod_resource/content/0/last_words_of_Jacob_and_Joseph.pdf.]  [18:  Thomas Brodie, p. 3.] 

   The Book of Genesis is generally separated into four perceived basic stories or dramas: Adam‐Noah (chaps. 1–11), Abram‐Abraham (12:1–chap. 25:18), Jacob (25:19–37:1), and Joseph (37:2–chap. 50). However, in order to understand why it is best read as a single literary unit, it is more useful to explore the themes of the book, which reveals the interconnectedness of the different chapters, and indeed the rest of the Pentateuch.
   David J. A. Clines’ identifies the key theme as being ‘the partial fulfilment of the promises to Israel’s ancestors’[footnoteRef:19]. This promise is most clearly articulated in chapter 12:  [19:  Terence E. Fretheim, Genesis in The New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume 1, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994) p. 418.] 


Now the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 
I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed’ (12.1-3).

While this promise is not so fully expressed until chapter 12, it is part of God’s creative work at the very beginning; the first 11 chapters make it clear that blessing is an integral part of God’s purposes for the world[footnoteRef:20].  [20:  Terence E. Fretheim, Genesis, p. 425.] 

   In the creation accounts God wants to bestow life and bless it with good things. Having two creation narratives has supported former theories about Genesis; however proponents of the single unit approach focus on the key similarities in the texts, such as the role of God[footnoteRef:21], and perceive that chapter 2 is not an alternative account, but rather a magnification of the events of the sixth day as outlined in chapter 1. [21:  Terence E. Fretheim, Genesis, p. 349.] 

   Unfortunately, the next chapter reveals that God’s promise will only be partially fulfilled as Adam and Eve are cast out of Eden for a life of hard work, violence and pain as a consequence for trying to displace God. This sets the scene for the many human struggles throughout Genesis, e.g. the hardship of child bearing (18.11-12; 25.21; 30.1; 35. 16-19) and violent relationships between kin (13. 1-18; 30.1; 31. 1-2), especially between brothers (4; 21.10; 25. 22-23; 37. 12-36).  The actions of Adam and Eve can be read as a ‘paradigm of every sin’: it describes what happens every time someone disobeys God… the immediate consequence of sin is disruption of relations, introducing alienation between God and man and between man and man… and ultimately death’.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  R. N., WhyBray, R. N., Genesis, in John Barton and John Muddiman (eds.), The Oxford Bible Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012) p. 41.] 

   The story of Genesis also accounts for how God’s people came to be chosen following humanity’s exclusion from Eden. Eventually through Adam’s son, Seth’s line, ‘a righteous man’ (8.9) is born. The story of Noah and the flood reflects the opening of Genesis by imitating the story of creation, it is a renewal of creation; as the waters part ways for the land and 2 creatures of every kind emerge to populate it, God promises to Noah that he will never again seek to destroy all life (9. 21-9. 1) and commands Noah to be fruitful and repopulate the earth. 
   Noah, however, commits a significant sin and his drunkenness is like the second fall. Moreover, the subsequent behaviour of Noah’s son Ham towards his inebriated father is reminiscent of Cain’s betrayal of his father, as well as prefiguring the story of Lot’s drunkenness and subsequent humiliation at the hands of his children (19. 30-38). 
   The undermining of primogeniture points to the partial fulfilment of God’s promise to bless through lineage. It begins when Adam’s first son kills his brother and continues with God blessing Shem’s line rather than his brother Ham. It is to Ham’s predecessor Abram, that God promises precious land and a great ancestry as God had willed for Adam and Noah (9.1). 
   The end of chapter 11 moves the story from creation itself to the creation of God’s people. And what happens in the following chapters is a continuation of God’s partial fulfilment of God’s blessing and the ‘gradual process of elimination’ in the selection of God’s chosen[footnoteRef:23]. The story of Babel (11.1- 9) is not an addition from an alternative source, but mirrors the fall and reveals why it took so long for God to find another human to bless. [23:  H.M. Segal, The Pentateuch, p. 28.] 

   Eventually Abram is born, and just as God ‘remembered’ and made a promise to Noah (8.1), so God ‘remembered’ Abraham (19.29) and made a covenant with him. However, Abram and his wife were impatient with her barrenness; while Abram is assured by God that it will happen at the set time (17.10; 17.6; 17.16; 18.14), Sarai is not convinced and gives her slave-girl over to Abram to impregnate (resulting in Ishmael). This sinful action leads to disharmony, yet it is Sarai’s Son, Isaac who succeeds his brother by carrying on God’s blessing.
   Abraham’s treatment of his wife is not unproblematic. The accounts of Sarai/h being taken by Pharaoh (12. 15) and Abimelech (20. 2) have been mistakenly read as a duplicate, just like the stories about the flight of Hagar (16. 6; 21. 14); similarly, Rebekah’s experience with Abimelech (20. 7) is different to her mother-in-law’s and points to a continuation of theme rather than to the use of different sources by different authors[footnoteRef:24]. [24:  M. H. Segal, The Pentateuch, pp. 32-33.] 

   Rebekah, like Sarah before her, was barren and feared God had forgotten to bless them with children; sons Esau and Jacob do come but are born under the worrying portent: ‘one shall be stronger than the other, the elder shall serve the younger’ (25.23). Just as Cain’s actions foreshadowed what was to come, and as Jacob reiterates on his death bed (48.19), it is the second son who is favourable and more righteous than the elder and whose line the text follows more closely. It is to Isaac, that God reaffirms the promise of land and many descendants (26.3-4) and it is Isaac’s younger son, Jacob, who receives this blessing rather than Esau the elder. The resulting strife between them foreshadows the strife between Jacob’s own sons who- just as their father had tricked his father with the use of garments (27. 27)- tricked Jacob into believing that his favoured child had been attacked by wild animals (37. 30-34).  
   Jacob flees to a people who cannot bear the thought of the younger child taking the perceived rights of the elder (29.26), and so has to wait 7 years in order to marry his beloved Rachel- having been given her older sister Leah first. Rachel’s story follows the same pattern as Rebekah’s and Sarah’s before her, and she is barren for some time and reminds readers of the impatience of humankind compared to the fidelity of God. While Leah provides Jacob with many sons (as do the wives’ maids) it is Rachel’s two children- Joseph and who Jacobs favours and which causes the inevitable fall out between the brothers. 
   However, before Joseph takes over the role as key protagonist, there is the story of the rape of his sister Dinah (34). This is not indicative of the work of different authors, nor does it point to alternative sources. Similarly, the comment shortly afterwards about Reuben having lain with his father’s concubine is also significant (35. 22). These events are reasons behind Jacob’s blessing of his children, and why Judah as the fourth son receives such favourable words- as opposed to Reuben, and also to Simeon and Levi who sought revenge for Dinah themselves. While Joseph indeed rules over his brothers, it is Judah who continues the family line. 
   Again, the story of Tamar and Judah is not a separate unit as has previously been thought but is an integral part of the overarching partial-fulfilment narrative of Genesis[footnoteRef:25] because it outlines the beginnings of Judah’s tribe which follows the pattern of his patriarch ancestors. Judah’s firstborn son is displaced by God for his wickedness and his second is also killed for his failure to comply as his brother’s proxy. Er’s wife, Tamar, is left barren and like Sarai, Rebekah and Rachel Tamar takes it upon herself to carry a child- which she does by tricking her father-in-law to impregnate her, just as Lot’s daughters had felt compelled to do to him. The struggle in her womb is reminiscent of Rebekah’s with Isaac and Esau (38). And it is the second son who continues his father’s line, having come out only after his brother’s hand had emerged and been marked as eldest by the midwife (38. 28-30). The long passage devoted to Judah pleading for Benjamin, is important in revealing he has learnt from the past and is worthy therefore to carry on Jacob’s line through to Jesus Himself- and ultimately fulfil the promise contained within Genesis, intended from the very beginning of creation but only ever partially fulfilled.  [25:  Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, (New York: Basic Books), p. 3.] 

   The Book of Genesis finishes with the forgiveness of Joseph, just as Esau had forgiven Jacob (33), and with his concern that his bones laid to rest in Canaan after they leave Egypt; this links the themes of Genesis to the Exodus and the next Book of the Pentateuch and so the saga thus continues[footnoteRef:26].  [26:  Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis, in James D. G. Dunn and John W. Rogerson (eds.) Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible (Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003) p. 71.
] 

   Through the chronological reading of the Book of Genesis one can appreciate that there is a consistent theme running throughout which is revealed by literary patterns, the repetition of motifs and the interwovenness of events. These ought not to be regarded as duplications or the result of diverse sources and/ or authors but each form an integral role in the story. It is therefore in approaching the Book of Genesis as a single literary unit that the reader can best understand the text’s message about the faithfulness of God, and the sinfulness of humanity, and appreciate its rich mastery of storytelling. 
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