
2 

SOURCE 

CRITICISM 

Pauline A. Viviano 

T
HE historical-critical approach to interpretation has had a profound ef­
fect on the search for meaning in the biblical text. The new and often 
radical views of this century concerning the history of the biblical pe­

riod and the formation of the Bible have been the direct result of the applica­
tion of historical criticism to the Bible. This approach is not limited to one way 
of analyzing the text but employs many methods, which try to answer such 
questions as, Who wrote it? When and where was it written? Why was it writ­
ten and co whom? Each method has its own distinct concerns. But just as these 
questions are interrelated, so the concerns of the different methods overlap. 
The often complex answers given to these questions lead in turn to other 
questions dealing with multiple authorship, the variety of forms, numerous 
and conflicting purposes, and so on. One of the methods at the foundation of 
this process of questioning the text is source criticism .. 

Definition of Source Criticism 

The historical approach presupposes that a literary work carries the imprint 
of the historical age in which it was produced and that the interpretation of a 
work is best served by situating it within its historical context and determining 
the intent of its author. A major difficulty in the application of the historical­
critical method to the biblical text, however, is that neither authorship nor 
date, both essential for the method, can be ascertained readily. Indeed, com­
plicating the issue is the fact that many books of the Bible give evidence of an 
extremely complex history of development, making questions of authorship 
and date virtually impossible to answer. Source criticism analyzes the biblical 
text in order to determine what sources were used in its formation. Once 
sources are isolated, the source critic considers issues of authorship, date, 
style, setting, and intent of each source. The primary focus of source criticism 
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is the determination of written sources. Although the determination of oral 
sources can theoretically be included in source criticism, it has become the 
provenance of form criticism and tradition criticism and will not be considered 
here. 

When source criticism emerged in the eighteenth century it was called "lit­
erary criticism," and well into the twentieth century the terms have been and 
continue to be used interchangeably. 1 Nevertheless, it is common today to 
draw a distinction between "source criticism" and "literary criticism." While 
both pay close attention to the literary features of a text, noting stylistic char­
acteristics, vocabulary usage, repetitions, contradictions or inconsistencies, 
and other literary traits, their respective goals are different. Source criticism 
tries to discover the sources behind the text by examining its literary features. 
More recent literary criticism grounds meaning in the literary or surface struc­
ture of a text; it focuses on the text as it is, not on the text as it came to be. To 
avoid ambiguity, we will use the designation "source criticism" for the method 
known to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century scholars as "literary criticism." 

The search for sources begins with a close examination of the biblical text 
itself. It is clear chat in certain instances sources were used in the compilation 
of various parts of the Bible-for these sources are explicitly mentioned, such 
as the Book of the Wars of Yahweh (Num. 21: 14) and the Book of Jashar (Josh. 
10:13; 2 Sam. 1:18). 2 Apart from the cicle[s] of these sources, nothing about 
them is known directly. But it is possible to draw conclusions about their na­
ture by studying the quotations taken from chem or the material in which 
those quotations are embedded. For example, the Book of the Wars of Yahweh 
may have been just that, a collection of stories of holy war, and the Book of 
Jashar may have been a collection of poems, for the Old Testament quotes two 
poems from it (Josh. 10:12b-13a: 2 Sam. 1:19-27). The "chronicles" used in 
1-2 Kings and 1-2 Chronicles (see n. 2) most likely were court records con­
taining details of the reigns of the kings of Israel and Judah.3 

Although the study of explicitly mentioned sources is of some interest to 
source critics, their primary concern is to detect and study sources that are not 
directly mentioned in the Bible. It is assumed that the biblical authors did not 
make up the stories they tell but that these stories were already in circulation 
in their communities in oral or written form. While we should not underesti­
mate the creative genius of these ancient authors, source critics assume that 
they incorporated, rewrote, and reinterpreted traditional material-whether 
they explicitly say so or not-to produce their versions of Israel's past. Source 
critics also maintain that these versions were then taken up by later authors or 
redactors who also incorporated, rewrote, and reinterpreted Israel's past for 
their own audiences, and chat chis process continued until the text received its 
present form. 

Source critics seek to retrace this process by isolating each redactional 
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layer, thus revealing the sources that have come together to form the text as 
we now have it. In order to do this, source critics rely upon certain criteria that, 
when applied to the final form of the text, enable them to separate out its 
sources. Based on the assumption that authors exercise a certain consistency in 
the way they write, in the terminology they use, and in their perspective, 
source critics view marked differences in any of these areas as an indication 
that sources have been incorporated into a text. Likewise, it is assumed that 
single authors do not include contradictory material in their work and that 
such contradictions reveal multiple hands at work in the production of a text. 
Intrusions into a text-breaks in the sequence of events or interruptions in the 
progression of thought-are seen as evidence that works by various authors 
have been combined by later redactors. Multiple versions of the same basic 
story, as well as repetitions within a story, are taken as further proof that more 
than one author's work lies behind the present form of a text. These, then, are 
the criteria used by source critics to determine the presence of written sources 
behind the text: variations in style, vocabulary, and perspective; contradictions 
and inconsistencies in a passage or between passages; abrupt interruptions 
that break the continuity of a passage; and various kinds of duplications or 
repetitions. 

Historical Background 

As indicated above, source criticism is part of the historical-critical approach 
to biblical interpretation that emerged in the eighteenth century. The ap­
proach was already being used by classicists to deal with problems in interpre­
tation of the Homeric epics. It was "borrowed" by biblical scholars who 
wanted to delve beneath the surface of the text to uncover information regard­
ing authorship, date provenance, and intent. 

The area that received most attention in the application of source criticism 
to the Bible was the formation of the Pentateuch. Early source critics searched 
for the sources used by Moses in writing the Pentateuch, but eventually that 
search called Mosaic authorship itself into question. Challenges to Mosaic au­
thorship of the Pentateuch had been raised prior to the eighteenth century,4 

but these challenges remained isolated until critics were able to offer a viable 
alternative to Mosaic authorship. That alternative was found in the Newer 
Documentary Hypothesis, articulated and defended most ably by Julius Wel­
lhausen. Wellhausen's work was the culmination of a process whose origin can 
be traced to the work of Jean Astruc,5 a French physician. In his Conjectures on 
the Reminiscences Which Moses Appears to Have Used in Composing the Book of 
Genesis," Astruc sought to determine the sources used by Moses. Astruc him­
self did not deny Mosaic authorship, but his search for sources led inevitably in 
that direction. By dividing the text on the basis of the names for God found in 
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the book of Genesis, Astruc posited two sources for this book, each using a 
different name for the deity. Source A used "Elohim," translated "God" in 
English; Source B used "Yahweh," 7 the personal name of Israel's God, often 
translated "LoRo" in contemporary Bibles. Astruc's work was carried forward 
by J. G. Eichhorn in his Introduction to the Old Testament.8 Eichhorn carefully 
analyzed the style and content of Astruc's two sources and set up additional 
criteria for the determination of sources, including repetitions or duplications, 
distinctive stylistic features, and characteristic terminology. Once the idea of 
more than one source or document in the Pentateuch was accepted, it re­
mained to subsequent scholarship to determine the number and extent of the 
sources, their dates, and their interrelationship. In the process, the Newer 
Documentary Hypothesis emerged, but not before two alternate theories 
about the formation of the Pentateuch were developed: the Fragmentary Hy­
pothesis and the Supplementary Hypothesis. 

While the Documentary Hypothesis draws its strongest evidence from Gen­
esis and the beginning of Exodus, the Fragmentary Hypothesis is based on 
evidence provided by the various law codes in the Pentateuch. A. Geddes,9 

credited with the origin of the Fragmentary Hypothesis, argued that fragments 
of varying lengths, rather than sources or documents, lay behind these law 
codes. He further argued that these fragments were put side by side without 
much consideration given to connecting links. The Pentateuch itself, like the 
law codes, was formed over a long period of time by the same process of 
combining fragments of varying lengths. According to J. S. Vater,10 who ac­
cepted Geddes's position, the process of formation began with a collection of 
laws, now found in the book of Deuteronomy, dating from the time of David 
and Solomon but rediscovered during the reign of Josiah (621 B.C.E.). 

Although the Fragmentary Hypothesis offered another way to account for 
the diversity in the Pentateuch, it did not account satisfactorily for the struc­
tural consistency of the Pentateuch, especially in terms of its chronology. 
While the Pentateuch has many diverse elements, it seems too unified to have 
been formed by the piecing together of fragments. The attempt to account for 
the extensive unity of the Pentateuch grew into the Supplementary Hypothe­
sis, whose origin is attributed to H. Ewald.11 Ewald maintained that the core of 
the Pentateuch was an "Elohistic" work that a compiler supplemented by 
drawing material from other sources. This Elohistic work was one connected 
strand, thus accounting for the Pentateuch's unity of theme and structure; the 
fragments, worked into this core, account for the diversity of style, vocabulary, 
and perspective. 

Neither the Fragmentary Hypothesis nor the Supplementary Hypothesis 
found much support among scholars. Instead, the Documentary Hypothesis 
was revised and came virtually to control the field of source criticism in its 
formulation as the Newer Documentary Hypothesis. This process began with 
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H. Hupfeld's The Sourffs of Crnesis and the Xature of Their Combination.12 Be­
fore Hupfeld, it was assumed that the Elohistic narrative, called the Founda­
tion Document. was the oldest and most comprehensive of the Pentateuchal
sources. Hupfeld showed that the Foundation Document was actually com­
prised of two sources. both of which used the name Elohim for God. Thus the
Elohistic work was divided in two, an early and a late Elohist. The third source
was the Yahwistic source (J), 13 which used the name Yahweh for God. In the
later development of the Newer Documentary Hypothesis, Hupfeld's early
Elohistic source would be identified as the Priestly source (P).

The claim that the Deuteronomic Code (Deuteronomy 12-26) is not a 
compilation of the sources found in Genesis- 'umbers (J, E. P) was advanced 
by \V.1\1.L. de \\'ette. 14 De Wette maintained that this code was the law book 
discovered in the Temple during King Josiah's reform (2 Kings 22-23). De 
Wette dated the Deuteronomic Code shortly before 621 B.C.E., the date when 
it was discovered in the Temple and thus provided a fixed date around which 
to group the other sources. The dating of sources had been a major problem 
for source critics because the texts themselves give little evidence upon which 
to make a determination with respect to dates. Once the date of Deuteronomy 
was established, however, progress was made in dating the other sources. In 
The Historical Books of the Old Testammt 15 H. Graf com·incingly argued a sug­
gestion made by his teacher, Eduard Reuss-that P was the latest of the 
sources. Graf maintained that the ceremonial and ritual laws found in the 
Pentateuch could not reflect Israel's early period but emerged only after 
the exile, after the prophets. In the books of Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges. 1-
2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings, the ritual laws of Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers 
are not presupposed and so must be later than Deuteronomy-2 Kings. 

W. Vatke showed in his The Religion of the Old Testammt 16 that ritualization is
found at the end of a long process of religious development, not at its begin­
ning. He maintained that J.E. 1-2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings reflect the primi­
tive period in Israel's religious development. which was replaced by one of 
ethical consciousness. emerging with the prophets and found in Deuteronomy. 
The latest stage of Israel's religious development was characterized by a more 
ceremonial religion that emphasized external rituals and is found in priestly 
law_li Vatke's position was based on Hegelian historical and philosophical as­
sumptions. not on literary-critical grounds. Ne\·ertheless. the conclusions 
drawn by Graf and Vatke rernlutionized future scholarship and its understand­
ing of the development of Israelite religion. By understanding I\Iosaic law as 
the latest development in the history of Israelite religion. they forced subse­
quent scholars to abandon a simplistic understanding of Israel's religious de­
\·elopment. Now the history of Israel could be approached rationally and 
comprehensibly. 18 

It remained for Wellhausen to combine source analysis with the arguments 
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of his predecessors. \Vellhausen's History of Jsrae/ 19 is noted not so much for its 
originality as for the way in which he organized and built upon the work that 
had preceded him. In fact, the dominance of \Vellhausen's view in all subse­
quent discussion of Pentateuchal sources is a testimony to his ability to synthe­
size and articulate the work of his predecessors. He showed the importance of 
the history of Israel's religious development as described by Graf and Vatke for 
dating the individual sources of the Pentateuch. Wellhausen also strengthened 
the foundation for the view that Mosaic legislation was postexilic. He made 
common property the view that there was a pjogressive development in Is­
rael's religion from a spontaneous natural observance of religion to the reforms 
of the prophets, which were subsequently superseded by the ceremonial and 
ritual laws of the priests. Thus it was the prophets, according to \Vellhausen, 
who established a truly ethical faith in Israel. \Vellhausen's work became 
a standard in biblical criticism, not simply for the next generation but for 
generations to come. 

The Newer Documentary Hypothesis as promulgated by \Vellhausen main­
tains that four sources or documents were edited together to form the Penta­
teuch. The oldest of these is the Yahwistic source (J). It is linked to the period 
of intellectual growth and national consciousness under David and Solomon 
(ca. 950 B.C.E.). Its author, the Yahwist, used the name Yahweh for God from 
the beginning of its narrative (Gen. 2 :4b). He tells vivid stories in a folkloric 
style and reflects a southern provenance (i.e., from the kingdom of Judah). 
The Yahwist provides the basic story line for Genesis and Exodus, beginning 
with creation in Gen. 2:4b: J material is also found in Numbers. 

The work of the Elohist (E), a more or less fragmentary source, originated 
in the Northern Kingdom during the height of its power (ca. 850 B.C.E.). It is 
not found in the primeval history (Genesis 1-11) but begins with the Abraham 
story in Genesis 15. 

The Deuteronomic source (D), generally believed to be confined to Deuter­
onomy 12-26, is a law code with a sermonic style characterized by stereotyped 
phrases. It is marked throughout by a sustained exhortation to obedience to the 
law. D is presumed to be of northern provenance and is dated prior to its discov­
ery in the Temple during Josiah's reform (621 B.C.E.). The Deuceronomic 
source is thought either to have been written prior to the fall of the Northern 
Kingdom and brought south by refugees fleeing at the time of the fall (721 
B.C.E.) or to have been written by northern refugees after they fled south and
deposited in the Temple, where it was forgotten until Josiah's reform.

The latest of the sources is the Priestly work (P). This source provides the 
chronological framework of the Pentateuch and, as the name suggests, ·was 
primarily concerned with priestly matters: ritual laws, the origin of shrines and 
rituals, and genealogies. P has a formal, rigid, repetitive style. It is said to have 
emerged from priestly circles in Jerusalem during the period of the exile (ca. 
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550 B.C.E.). It begins in Gen. 1:1 and is juxtaposed to J and E, or intertwined 
with J and E throughout Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers. Leviticus is regarded 
as the work of P exclusively. 

In Wellhausen's view, these four documents-], E, D, and P-were com­
bined to form the Pentateuch as we now have it. First, the Yahwistic source 
was supplemented by the Elohist, most likely after the fall of the Northern 
Kingdom. To this the Deuteronomic Code was added some time after 621 
B.C.E. After the exile, the Priestly work was joined to the other sources. Since
the final redaction bears the stamp of the Priestly author and carries the chro­
nology of this source, it is supposed that the Priestly author himself or some­
one from the same priestly circles was the final redactor.

The generations following Wellhausen saw the emergence of a scholarly 
consensus regarding the Newer Documentary Hypothesis. Once this consen­
sus was reached, source criticism in the Pentateuch turned to the task of exam­
ining the four documents and defining them more precisely. The only major 
change in the hypothesis was to view the documents as having undergone a 
long process of growth and therefore as being less unified than was once as­
sumed. Attempts to trace the sources beyond the Pentateuch into Joshua­
Kings have met with little success. 20 Successors of Wellhausen claimed to have 
discovered other sources beyond J, E, P, and D, but none of these additional 
sources has gained wide acceptance. 

Despite refinements, the general contours of Wellhausen 's view have re­
mained dominant. Nearly every historical-critical scholar of the twentieth cen­
tury, either explicitly or implicitly, has affirmed the Newer Documentary 
Hypothesis. Every critical introduction to the Old Testament written in this 
century has given prominence to the Newer Documentary Hypothesis, which 
has been considered an assured answer to the complex question of the forma­
tion of the Pentateuch and a firm basis for reconstructing the history of reli­
gious development in ancient Israel. 

As early as 1924, it was suggested that source criticism had gone as far as it 
could and that it had no further problems to solve. 21 G. Von Rad, a little over a 
decade later, agreed: "So far as the analysis of source documents is concerned, 
there are signs that the road has come to a dead end. "22 Other questions began 
to call for the attention of biblical scholars, and other methods, notably form 
criticism and tradition-historical criticism, were developing to address these 
new questions. Source criticism, it was felt, had done its job and had given 
such assured results that no change in the understanding of the formation of 
the Pentateuch was envisioned. The following statement by E. Kraeling is 
typical of the confidence concerning the achievements of source criticism. 

Universally it is conceded that Old Testament scholarship has 
given us a new, realistic and dependable picture of the way in 
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which the literary materials of the Old Testament arose and of 
what they mean historically. While the future may bring many cor­
rections, nothing that could be adduced along critical lines could 
change the situation very much in principle.23 

The extent to which the Newer Documentary Hypothesis continues to 
dominate the field even today is evident in the spate of books and articles on 
the individual sources themselves. 24 This level of acceptance makes it hard for 
its critics to be taken seriously. Nevertheless, dissatisfaction with the Newer 
Documentary Hypothesis has persisted and in the last few decades has been 
growing in intensity. Criticism is directed not only against the Newer Docu­
mentary Hypothesis but also against source criticism itself, as we will see in 
the final section of this chapter. 

Illustration of the Method 

For purposes of illustration we will apply the source-critical method to Gen­
esis 1-11. 25 This section of Genesis has the advantage of being manageable in
size and a part of the Pentateuch about which there is some consensus regard­
ing the presence and nature of its sources. We will begin with an application of 
the criteria used by source critics to discover sources behind a text: differences 
in style, vocabulary, and perspective; contradictions and inconsistencies; inter­
ruptions or abrupt changes; and duplications or repetitions. 

Style 

The most obvious stylistic characteristic of the opening chapter of Genesis is 
its repetition, which is a result of the framework surrounding each of the eight 
acts of creation: "And God said .... Let there be .... And it was so .... And 
God saw that it was good .... And there was evening and there was morning, x 
day." While not all elements of the framework are found each time, enough are 
present to characterize the style as formal and repetitive. This repetition gives 
a solemn, hymnic tone to the entire account. The repetitive style abruptly 
changes in Gen. 2:4b, which begins the first of several stories containing the 
usual elements of a narrative: characters and plot. In contrast to Gen. 1: 1-2:4a, 
we find in Gen. 2:4b-4:26 a deity actively involved in shaping, breathing, and 
planting. There is interaction between creator and creature in a vividly told 
story filled with suspense and drama. Creation unfolds, not as the result of a 
series of commands but as an action taken by the deity with a kind of experi­
mental flair. It is unclear what will happen once the man and the woman, the 
animals and the garden, have been created. Will God's will prevail, or will 
humans transgress the one command they were given? A new and unusual 
character, the serpent, is introduced, and the tension builds as the story moves 
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from temptation to sin to punishment and on into Genesis 4. These narratives 
in Genesis 2-4 have all the elements of good story-telling: plot, characteriza­
tion, action, dialogue, and suspense. The stories use an evocative vocabulary 
with poetic words like "mists" and "deep sleep." They employ word plays: 
>adam (humanity)/ >adamah (ground), >iffah (woman)/ >;J (man), <arftmmim (na­
ked)/ <arum (cunning), qanah (gotten)/Cain. Such clever word plays hold the
interest of the hearer or reader. Even in the genealogy of 4: 17-26, where one
would expect to find repetition, there are short narrative-like sections ( 4: 17b,
19-24). In the genealogy of Genesis 5, a style chat is repetitious as a result of a
recurring framework, as in Gen. 1:1-2:4a, resumes. This repetitive framework
is as follows: "When x nad lived y years he became the father of z. x lived yy
years and had other sons and daughters." Boch Gen. 4: 17-26 and Genesis 5 are
genealogies, but their respective styles are very different. In Genesis 6-9 and
11: 1-9 we find the same kind of vividly told stories that characterize Gen.
2:4b-4:26. There are characters and action as well as word plays: fem (name)/
Jam (there), biilal (confused)/Babel. In Genesis 10 and 11 :9-32, repetition
again comes to the fore, as in Genesis 1 and 5. Thus Gen. 1: 1-2:4a; 5; 1 O; and
11 :9-32 are consistent in style but different from the style of Gen. 2:4b-26; 6-
9; and 11: 1-9. Genesis 6-9, though similar in style to Gen. 2:4b-26 and 11: 1-
9, presents a special case, as will be clear when we examine its vocabulary,
duplications, and inconsistencies.

Vocabulary 

In comparing vocabulary, we will focus on different terms that have the 
same referent. For example, it is clear that "Elohim" and "Yahweh" are differ­
ent terms for the deity. The same applies to terms like "image and likeness"/ 
"living being," "male and female" /"man and woman," and "create" /"form." 
The terminological distinctions in these early chapters of Genesis are illus­
trated in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1 

Husam Al-Mallak
Line
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It is important to note that the vocabulary patterns in the chart occur else­
where in Genesis 1-11. The name Elohim, used in Genesis 1 and 5, is found 
again in Genesis 6-9. The phrase "these are the generations of" (2:4a) is 
found again in Gen. 6:9; 10:1, 27; and 11:10, 27, and a similar phrase, "ac­
cording to their generations," occurs in 10:32. The following phrases also re­
cur: "the deep" ( 1 :2/7: 11), "male and female" ( 1:27 /6: 19), "in his image" 
(1:26-27/9:6), "be fruitful and multiply" (1:28/9:1, 7). In addition to Gen. 
2:46-25, the name Yahweh is found again in Genesis 3-4; 6-9; and 11:1-9, 
but not in the other chapters of Genesis 1-11. Furthermore, in Gen. 7 :2 "man 
and woman" (NRSV: "the male and its mate") is the same as in Gen. 2:23-24, 
and the notion of the "ground" being cursed bq:ause of humanity repeats the 
motif of 3: 1 7. 

The fact that both Elohim and Yahweh are found in Genesis 6-9 is signifi­
cant and calls for a closer examination of this section. In Gen. 6:5 Yahweh 
observes the "wickedness" of "humanity," in contrast to 6:12 where Elohim 

sees that the "earth" is filled with "violence," "corrupted" by "all flesh." In 
Gen. 6:7 Yahweh decides to "blot out humanity" from the "ground," whereas 
in 6: 13 Elohim will make an ·'end" of "all flesh" and also of the "earth." In 
Gen. 7:12 we find "rain" rather than "the great deep" of 7:11. "Yahweh said 
in his heart" (Gen. 8:21) stands in contrast to "Elohim blessed Noah" (Gen. 
9: 1). The promise that Yahweh will "never again curse the ground" (Gen. 
8:21) is paralleled by "I will establish my covenant'' (Gen. 9:9, 11 ). Table 2.2 
illustrates these differences. 

Just as there are different styles in Gen. 1: 1-2:4a; S; 1 0; and 11: 10-32 on 
the one hand and Gen. 2:46-4:26 and 11:1-9 on the other, so also 1:1-2:4a; 
S; 10; and 11:10-32 have a distinctive and recurring vocabulary, different 
from that of 2:46-4:26 and 11: 1-9. There are different sets of vocabulary 

Table 2.2 

Husam Al-Mallak
Line

Husam Al-Mallak
Line
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throughout Genesis 6-9, indicating a blend in these chapters of the vocabulary 
from 1:1-2:4a; 5; 10; and 11:10-32 with that from 2:46-4:26 and 11:1-9. 

Perspective 

In addition to stylistic and vocabulary differences, there are differences in 
perspective throughout Genesis 1-11. In Gen. 1: 1-2:4a, God is presented as 
a majestic, transcendent being. The world is created by the mere power of 
God's word. In 2:46-25, a different picture of the deity emerges. God is 
depicted in anthropomorphic terms. Here, God is involved in creation, "get­
ting his hands dirty," so to speak, as the deity forms clay like a potter and 
breathes life into that clay. This God is not distant but is as close as human­
ity's next breath. Far from the organized God of Genesis 1, this God seems to 
decide what to create in the very process of creating, and sometimes gets it 
wrong, as when the animals are formed as partners for the man before God 
discovers that they are not at all suitable. In Genesis 4, the deity interacts in a 
humanlike fashion with Cain. God is also described in human terms in Gen. 
6:5-8: Yahweh is grieved by humanity's evil; Yahweh is sorry that humanity 
was ever created. Yahweh even shuts the door of the ark! But the transcen­
dent, majestic figure of God resurfaces in the decree issued in 6:13-14 and 
the commands God gives Noah (6:3-22). The more human picture of God 
appears again in 8:20, where Yahweh smells the sacrifice; the more majestic 
God issues further decrees and establishes a covenant (Gen. 9: 1-1 7). With 
Gen. 11: 1-9 we return to the anthropomorphic presentation of the deity 
found in Gen. 2:46-25. God is alarmed at the potential of humanity and has 
to "come down" to earth to find out what humanity is doing. We are forced to 
conclude that there are two very different images of God in Genesis 1-11: a 
majestic, transcendent God in 1: 1-2:46 and a down-to-earth, humanlike God 
in 2-4; 6-9 and 11: 1-9. The God of 1: 1-2:46 emerges again in Gen. 6: 13-
22 and 9:1-17. 

Humanity is also viewed in very different ways in Genesis 1-11. In Genesis 
1 humanity is created in the very image of God, suggesting an exalted view of 
what it is to be human and setting humans apart from animals. In Gen. 2:7 
humanity is made from the dust of the ground and will be dependent upon the 
ground for food. Humans live because God breathes in them, and so humanity 
is dependent upon God for life. This dependent creature is much frailer and 
more vulnerable than humanity in Genesis 1. Humans and animals are both 
"living beings" (Gen. 2:7, 19); the only distinction given to humans is God's 
interest in them. Apart from the characterization of humanity as intent on evil, 
little can be said about how humanity is presented in the flood story. But in 
Gen. 9:6 it is affirmed that humanity is created in the image of God, and God 
gives the same command to humanity (9: 1) as in Gen. 1 :28: "Be fruitful and 
multiply." Thus in addition to two distinct styles and sets of vocabulary, Gen. 
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1: 1-2:4a and parts of Genesis 6-9 differ in theological perspective from Gen. 
2:4b-4:26, parts of Genesis 6-9, and 11:1-9. 

Contradictions/Inconsistencies 

Careful analysis of Genesis 1-11 reveals several contradictions and incon­
sistencies between Genesis 1 and 2 and within Genesis 6-9. In Gen. 1: 1-2:4a, 
animals are created before humans ( 1 :24-25 and 1 :26-27), but in Gen. 2:7 
the human is created before the animals (2: 19). In Gen. 1 :2, water (the deep) 
is present and must be restrained by the creation of the firmament and the 
earth. But in Gen. 2:4b-5, the earth is a desert, and water must be brought to 
it in order to facilitate creation. In Gen. 6: 19-20 and 7: 15-16, one pair of 
every kind of animal is brought into the ark, yet 7:2 says that seven pairs of 
clean and one pair of unclean animals are to be brought into the ark. The flood 
is caused by rain in Gen. 7:4, 12, and 8:2b, but 7:11 and 8:2a speak of the 
fountains of the deep that burst forth, causing a reversion to the primeval 
chaos (the deep) of Genesis 1. In Gen. 7:4, 12, the rain lasts 40 days, and it 
takes 21 days for the waters to recede (7:10: 8:8-12). But according to 7:24 
and 8:2a, 3b the flooding of the earth takes 150 days, and by the time the 
waters recede (8:13), a year and ten days haYe passed. In Gen. 8:5, the moun­
tains have appeared, but in 8:9 the earth is still covered by water. The contra­
dictions and inconsistencies between Genesis I and 2 and in Genesis 6-9, 
taken in conjunction with the differences in style, vocabulary, and perspective 
we have already noted, indicate separate stories of creation that have been 
juxtaposed and perhaps two separate flood stories chat have been merged. 

Interruptions 

The first abrupt change that confronts the reader of Genesis 1-11 is that 
Gen. 2:4b begins again what has supposedly been concluded in 2:4a; in 2:4b 
God begins again to create. The story line of Gen. 2:4b-23 continues into 
chapters 3 and 4. Even the genealogy of Gen. 4: 17-26, which introduces a 
shift in literary form from narrati,·e to genealogy, is not as abrupt as the shift to 
the genealogy of Genesis 5 and 10. The genealogy of Genesis 4 is worked into 
the narrative, but in Genesis 5 it begins with a formal introduction that echoes 
Gen. 2:4a. The story of the flood is interrupted to give genealogical informa­
tion (Gen. 6:9-10) and begins again in 6: 11. The genealogy of chapter 10 is 
interru peed by the narrative of Gen. 11: 1-9 and resumes in 11: I 0. These 
interruptions occur at the very points where changes in style, rncabulary, and 
perspective begin. 

Repetitions/Duplications 

Lastly, we draw evidence from the repetitions and duplications found in 
Genesis 1-11. !\lost repetitions are found in the Genesis flood story. God 
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obse1Yes the malice of humanity in 6:5 and 6: 12 and resoh·es to destroy hu­
manity in 6: 7 and 6: 13. The flood is announced twice: 6: 13. 17 and 7 :-L Noah 
is ordered to enter the ark twice: 6:18-20 and 7:1-3. Noah obeys God's com­

mands in both 6:22 and 7:5 and enters the ark twice: 7:7 and 7:13. Twice. the 
waters increase and raise the ark ( 7: 1 7 and 7: 18ff.). All Ii,·ing creatures die in 
7:21 and again in 7:22. The waters recede in 8: 1 and again in 8:36. God 
promises ne,·er again to destroy the earth by flood in both 8: 21-2 2 and 9:8-
1 7. Apart from these duplications. one notes that we ha Ye two accounts of 
creation (Gen. 1:1-2:4a: Gen. 2:46-26). and the genealogy of Gen. 4:17-32 
is repeated in a different order and with some ,·ariations in spelling in the 
genealogy of Genesis 5. 26 These repetitions and duplications support the Yiew 
that two different stories of the flood ha,·e been merged, and. together with our 
other eYidence. they indicate that Gen. 1:1-2:4a: 5; 10: and 11:10-32 can be 
attributed to one source and Gen. 2:46-4:26 and 11:1-9 to another. In Gene­
sis 6-9 both sources have been merged. 

Conclusions 

On the strength of the differences in style. ,·ocabulary. and perspecti,·e in 
Genesis 1-11. cogether with the abrupt shifts, contradictions. and repetitions/ 
duplications in the same material. we may suggest that Genesis 1-11 is com­
prised of two separate sources. Furthermore. each source can be identified on 
the basis of what we ha,·e disco,·ered. Gen. 1: l-2:4a: 5: 10: and 11: 10-32. 
taken apart from 2:46-4:26 and 11: 1-9. has a consistency of style. ,·ocabulary. 
and perspecti,·e. \\'hen the two strands are separated from each other, duplica­
tions and contradictions are eliminated. Genesis 1: 1-2:4a: 5: 10: and 11: 10-
32 ha,·e been attributed to the Priestly author. and Gen. 2:46-4:26 and 
11: 1-9 to the Yahwist. It is more difficult to separate the scories intertwined ip 
Genesis 6-9. but this can be accomplished by the same application of criteria. 
A consistency of style. ,·ocabulary, and perspectiYe. without contradictions or 
repetitions. is found in Gen. 6:1-8: 7:1-5. 7-8. 10. 12. 166-17. 22-23: and 
8:2b-3a. 6-12. 13b. 20-22 (J). on the one hand. and in Gen. 6:9-22: 7:6. 9. 
ll.13-16a. 18-21.24:8:l-2a.3b-5. 7.13a.14-19:and 9:l-17 (P).on the
otherY Beyond Genesis 11 the same criteria can be applied. Although it is
impossible to assign e,·ery ,·erse or part of a Yerse with absolute certainty, J and
P appear co continue throughout the Pentateuch. with E being introduced in
Genesis 15 and D in Deuteronomy 12-26.

Critique of the J\Iethod 

Now that we have seen the method in operation. it remains co consider the 
weaknesses of source criticism and its most prominent theory, the Newer Doc­
umentary Hypothesis. While the focus of our attention will be on that hypoth-
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esis, the issues raised below apply to any area of biblical study where source 
criticism has played a dominant role. 

From the time when source criticism emerged as a critical method, there 
were questions about its validity. The Fragmentary and Supplementary 
Hypotheses, as we have seen, offered alterative ways to account for the evi­
dence cited by proponents of the Documentary Hypothesis. Other scholars 
have continued to argue for the unity of the Pentateuch by explaining the 
stylistic peculiarities that led source critics to posit multiple sources as the 
result of oriental modes of thought28 or by providing theological or stylistic 
justification for incongruities in the text.29 But by and large these scholars 
have not been taken seriously, as scholars have generally regarded the evi­
dence for multiple sources as compelling. If anything, the evidence suggests 
an even more complex process of formation than conceived of by the Newer 
Documentary Hypothesis. Although an overall unity may underlie the Pen­
tateuch, its component parts are too disparate to assume the activity of a 
single author. 

A more serious challenge was presented beginning early in this century by 
scholars who accepted the Newer Documentary Hypothesis but used other 
methods of inquiry. H. Gunkel,30 a pioneer in form criticism, began to focus on 
smaller narrative units and their origin in oral tradition, separating them from 
their literary context. He sought to move behind the written text and empha­
sized the importance of the oral prehistory for the formation of the Penta­
teuch. Gunkel saw J and E less as authors than as inheritors of an oral tradition 
that was already formed. A. Alt31 used a similar approach to demonstrate that 
even the oldest law was preceded by oral tradition. The effect of the approach 
taken by Gunkel and Alt was to cut loose both narrative and law from the 
chronological scheme of Wellhausen, thus giving a broader picture of Israel's 
;eligious development than source criticism had allowed. G. von Rad32 moved 
beyond what he saw as the impasse created by source criticism when he used 
form criticism to understand the Hexateuch as a genre. By focusing on larger 
complexes of tradition and the process of their transmission, rather than on 
"documents," \'On Rad led attention away from individual sources. His work, 
coupled with that of M. Noth,33 prepared the way for a tradition-historical 
approach that stands in tension with source criticism. R. Rendtorff,34 a succes­
sor to von Rad and Noth, has now moved completely away from the Newer 
Documentary Hypothesis, providing an alternate description of the formation 
of the Pentateuch based on tradition-historical criticism. He maintains that 
individual traditions underwent a long process of development wherein 
smaller units grew into larger ones. These were combined into single continu­
ous accounts, which in turn were combined into larger and larger continuous 
accounts, until the Pentateuch as we have it was formed. This process would 
have taken centuries, so that the formation of the Pentateuch as such is dated 
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late. Thus Rendtorff explains the formation of the Pentateuch not on the basis 
of the Newer Documentary Hypothesis but in opposition to it. 

Scandinavian scholars since the middle of this century have also tended to 
emphasize the oral background of the text, objecting that the "book mental­
ity" at the basis of the Newer Documentary Hypothesis-the notion that an­
cient authors "cut and pasted" from various documents-is more appropriate 
to modern culture than to that of the ancient world, which was primarily oral. 
In the background of the text, they hold, was an oral tradition that continued 
into the period of the exile and beyond. I. Engnell35 maintained that there 
never were parallel continuous documents such as J and E. Variations in style, 
vocabulary, and perspective arose from the oral basis of the text, not from the 
splicing of documents. According to Engnell, contradictions and repetitions 
are to be expected given the cultural background of the Old Testament and 
the long period of time during which the text was in formation and passed on 
orally. During major crises, when there was a breakdown of normal communi­
cation, the need to commit traditions to writing arose. Then the tradition's oral 
form was replaced by a fixed written form. 

In view of the ever-increasing knowledge of ancient Near Eastern culture, 
we are cautioned by these scholars against the application of modern literary 
categories to ancient literature. Ne,·ertheless, the assumption that oral tradi­
tion dominated to the exclusion of written material is equally untenable. The 
many ancient texts uncovered as a result of archaeological excavation testify to 
a rich literary heritage dating back, not just centuries, but millennia before the 
biblical text. Biblical scholars need to be aware not only of the oral and written 
traditions of the ancient Near Eastern world but also of the interplay between 
oral and written forms in the development of a work like the Pentateuch. 

The Newer Documentary Hypot�esis has been significantly undermined by 
scholars who accept source criticism but dissent from the details of the hypoth­
esis. For example, the fact that in most instances E cannot be extricated from 
J,36 and that even when separated it does not yield a continuous narrative, has 
led some to challenge the existence of E as a continuous source.37 In spite of 
recent attempts to save E,38 it remains a fragmentary source and a problem for 
Pentateuchal analysis. Other scholars, howe,·er, have tried to divide], E, D, or 
P even further on the basis of the same criteria that led to their initial identifi­
cation. These critics see J, E, D, and P not as unified documents but as prod­
ucts of a ''school" that generated more than one document and that shaped and 
reshaped these documents by further additions.39 Still others ha,·e been led by 
further analysis of the Pentateuch to posit the existence of other sources: a 
"Lay" source (L), centered on matters of concern to laity as opposed to 
priests;40 a "nomadic,, source (N), "·hich contains a negative evaluation of civi­
lized life;41 a "Kenite" source (K), which deals with the life of l\1oses;42 and a 
Southern or Seir source (S) ,43 limited to Genesis. Finally, Noth44 posited a 
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"foundational source" or Grondlage (G), from which both J and E indepen­
dently drew their content. In this way, Noth accounted for the similarity of J 
and E, finding the major themes of the Pentateuch already present in G. 

The arguments for these various subdivisions and additional sources have 
not gained acceptance by many scholars beyond the recognition that the iden­
tification and formation of source documents are far more complicated than 
was once assumed. The multiplication of sources and the fragmentation of 
the original four sources into other documents have undermined the Newer 
Documentary Hypothesis itself. The more "sources" one finds, the more ten­
uous the evidence for the existence of continuous documents becomes, and 
the less likely it is that four unified documents ever existed. Even for those 
able to avoid skepticism and confusion in the face of the ever-increasing num­
ber of sources, the only logical recourse seems to be to move away from the 
Newer Documentary Hypothesis toward a position closer to the Fragmentary 
Hypothesis. 

Another serious threat to the Newer Documentary Hypothesis is posed by 
problems of dating. Wellhausen based his dating of sources on the Hegelian 
view that progress in history occurs in an evolutionary manner from thesis to 
antithesis to synthesis. This Hegelian outlook contributed to the acceptance 
and popularity of the Newer Documentary Hypothesis, but critics were quick 
to show that it was unsatisfactory. 45 In fact, the generations of scholars follow­
ing Wellhausen have abandoned the evolutionary scheme underlining the 
Newer Documentary Hypothesis as inappropriate to their philosophical frame 
of reference. Moreover, the scientific study of religious development in this 
century has produced no evidence to support Wellhausen's view that religions 
evolved from a primitive, spontaneous, personal stage to a rigid, formalistic, 
and ritualistic stage. The process of religious development is far more complex 
and uneven than Wellhausen imagined. Without his evolutionary assumptions, 
his dating of sources can no longer be accepted, and contrary views cannot be 
ignored. Several scholars over the past century have disagreed with Well­
hausen's dates, especially for D and P. 46 

While the early date assigned to J has remained relatively unchallenged 
until recent years, J. Van Seters47 has now dated J to the exile because of the 
similarity of its vocabulary to that of the Deuteronomistic History and 
Deutero-lsaiah. Likewise, H. H. Schmid48 has critiqued the Solomonic date 
of J, maintaining that parts of the J narrative reveal the influence of later forms 
and theological development and so must be pushed to the exilic period. Ac­
cording to Schmid, the kind of reflection found in J only occurs when national 
history is at an end and can be reflected upon. Though Schmid accepts the 
existence of the sources, J, E, D, and P, his late dating makes the provenance, 
date, and form of these sources very different from what they are held to be by 
most source critics. 
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While source criticism has always had its detractors. the past few decades 
ha\·e witnessed an escalation in the le\·el of dissatisfaction with the method in 
general, and in particular with its best-known representative, the l\'ewer Doc­
umentary Hypothesis. The most sustained and \·ehement attack on the Hy­
pothesis is found in R. N. \\'hybray's The .!faking of the Pentateuch: A 
.lfethodological Study. 49 Whybray draws together the arguments of his predeces­
sors, highlighting the inadequacies of the l\'ewer Documentary Hypothesis, its 
presuppositions, and the criteria upon which it is based. But he goes further in 
calling for an abandonment of the Documentary Hypothesis, and for its re­
placement with the view that a single ancient historian wrote about the origins 
of the world and the people of Israel, possibly as a preface to the Deuterono­
mistic History. According to \\'hybray. this historian used sources, but they 
were of recent origin and were reworked with substantial creati\·e additions of 
the historian's own, according to the canons of historiography of his day. No 
attempt was made to eliminate inconsistencies. contradictions, and une\·en­
ness. Although most source critics are reluctant to discard the Newer Docu­
mentary Hypothesis as readily as \\'hybray, future source-critical analysis of 
the Pentateuch must take his work into account, while reevaluating its presup­
positions in light of the ever-increasing knowledge of ancient literature and its 
formation. 

The Pentateuch is a large and complex work, and the e\·idence it supplies is 
\·ast and conflicting. So it is not surprising that there are alternate explanations 
of its formation, none of which is completely satisfactory. Many more complex 
questions are inrnlved in the determination of sources than was once thought. 
While it cannot be denied that the biblical authors used sources, serious ques­
tions ha\·e been raised about the possibility of recO\·ering them. The criteria 
source critics use are inadequate for identifying sources. For instance, s�·listic 
variation does not always indicate different sources, and rnriations in rncabu­
lary could be necessitated by a change of topic. Inconsistencies and contradic­
tions may simply result from the presuppositions of ancient authors who do not 
share our notion of "contradiction." 

Source criticism and the Newer Documentary Hypothesis should not be 
discarded. Rather, both need to be ree\·aluated and reconcei\·ed. We are 
rightly admonished to exercise caution50 in our reevaluation of the rewer 
Documentary Hypothesis, but a wholesale acceptance of the hypothesis, 
which ignores its weaknesses, is not adYisable either. Certainly we can no 
longer use the hypothesis as a basis for reconstruction of the history of the 
religious development of Israel, nor eYen as a basis for Old Testament theol­
ogy. Still, it has made a lasting contribution to our understanding of the Bible, 
mO\·ing scholarship away from a naive approach to the biblical text and open­
ing up new possibilities of meaning. It has disabused us of ''the notion that the 
Bible is through and through literal history. "51 For these- reasons alone, if for 
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no others, source criticism and the Newer Documentary Hypothesis merit our 
appreciation. 

Notes 

1. See, for example, Norman Habel, /,itera!)' Criticism of tlte Old Testament (Philadel­
phia: Fortress, 1971), which is on source criticism. 

2. The narrator of 1-2 Kings refers to the Book of the Acts of Solomon ( 1 Kings
11 :-1-1), the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel ( 1 Kings 14: 19; 15:31; 16:5, 

14, 20, 27; 22:39; 2 Kings 1:18; 10:34; 13:8, 12; 14:15, 28; 15:11, 15, 21, 26, 31), and 
the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah (1 Kings 14:29; 15:7, 23; 22:45; 2 

Kings 8:23; 12:19; 14:18; 15:6, 36; 16:19; 20:20; 21:25; 23:28; 24:5). First and Sec­
ond Chronicles likewise makes reference to the Book of the Kings of Israel (1 Chron. 
9: 1; 2 Chron. 20:34), the Book of the Kings of Israel and Judah (2 Chron. 27:7; 35:27; 
36:8), the Book of the Kings of Judah and Israel (2 Chron. 16: 11; 25:26; 28:26; 32:32), 
the Commentary on the Book of the Kings (2 Chron. 24:27), and a book called Chroni­
cles (Neh. 12:23). 

3. The verbal similarity between 1-2 Chronicles and 1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings
suggests that the author of 1-2 Chronicles used 1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings as a source 
in addition to other "chronicles.

,
. 

4. Already in the twelfth century, Abraham Ibn Ezra, a Jewish commentator, in
discussing Gen. 12:6, had problems with the phrase "When the Canaanites were in the 
land," noting that it must come from a time after Moses when the Canaanites were no 
longer in the land. Carlstadt, in De canonicis scriptuns libel/is (Wittenberg: Ioannes 
Viridi Montanus, 1520), pointed out that the Pentateuch contains Moses' death and 
burial (Deuteronomy 34) and that it is unlikely that he wrote of these events. Both 
T. Hobbes, leviathan (London: Andrew Crooke, 1651) and B. Spinoza, Tmctatus

tlteologico-politicus (Hamburg: Henricus Kiinraht, 16 70) raised questions about Mosaic
authorship in the seventeenth century. Richard Simon, a French priest, likewise ques­
tioned Mosaic authorship in Histoire critique rlu l'ieux Testament (Amsterdam: D.
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5. H. B. Witter in Jura lsraelitianmr in Palaestinam (Hildesiae: L. Schri:ideri, 1 711)
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unknown until discovered by A. Lads in Jean Astruc et la critique biblique au XV/lie siede 

(Strasbourg: Librairie Istra, 1924); and "Un precurseur allemand de Jean Astruc: Hen­

ning Bernhard Witter,'' Zeitscltrift fur die alttestamentliclte Wissenscltaft ( 1925): 134-35. 
6. Conjectures sur /es memoires onginaux don! ii paroit que .1/oyse s'est seroi, pour com­

poser le /i'l:re de la Genese (Bruxelles: F ricx, 1753). 
7. Astruc used the term "Jehovah,'' an archaic form of the name Yahweh. "Jehovah"

resulted from reading the vowels of 1adonay ("Lord") with the consonants of "Yah­
weh.•· It was used often in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries but has since been 
replaced by Yahweh. 
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8. Ei11leitu11g i11 das :lite Testament (Leipzig: \\'eidmanns. 1 780-1783).

9. The Ho�1• Bible, \·ol. 1 ( London: J. DaYis. 1792); Critical Remarks 011 tl:e Hebrer,t 

Scriptures, \·ol. 1 (London, 1800). 
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(Kritisrhe C111ersurhungen uber die Gmesis [Basel: J. G. Neukirch. 1830]), in Theologische 

Studie11 u11d Kritike11 4 (1831):595-606. 

12. Die Que/Im der Gmesis u11d die .-lrt ihrer Zusammn1setzung (Berlin: \\'iegandt und

Grieben, 1853). 
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