The Authority of God's Word, From Oral to Written 

Oral Tradition:

· Israel originally  was a group of semi-nomadic wanderers who settled in Canaan (14th c. BC.)  Early "literature" was oral tradition, the songs and stories, proverbs, folktales, myths and legends of a traditional society.   "A myth is a form of poetry which transcends poetry in that it proclaims a truth.1"  "Myths contain truth, even if they are not literally true.1" 

· The oral tradition had its authority from the community that preserved this tradition and is reflected in many Biblical texts such as:

Deut 6:6-7 - "Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away."

The Written Text

Although tradition places the writing of the Torah as early as Moses in the 15th c. BC, many scholars believe that the formative period for the writing of biblical literature began and stretched roughly from the 8th through the 6th century B.C., when the social and political conditions for the expansion of writing in ancient Israel flourished.  

With the rise of the Assyrian Empire in the 8th c. BC, ancient Palestine became more urban, and writing became critical to the increasingly complex economy.  Hezekiah (8th c. BC)  and Josiah (7th c. BC) were critical figures in the flourishing of biblical literature.  This work was interrupted during the Exile (597-538 BC) and probably came to fruition when the Israelites returned to Jerusalem with Ezra the priest.

Shift in religious authority from oral tradition to written text 

During the 8th c. BC, there was something of a literary revolution in the Middle East.  In Greece, for example, the epics of Homer were written.  We know that Hezekiah, king of Judah, who ruled in 715-687 BC, had scribes and probably a royal library.  "These too are proverbs of Solomon, which the men (scribes) of King Hezekiah of Judah copied."  (Proverbs 25:1 )

Josiah's Reforms during his reign 640-609 BC are recorded in 2 Kings 22:11- " When the king heard the words of the book of the law, he tore his clothes."  The people then followed.

Likewise,  the reforms under Ezra after the return from exile  begin with an elaborate description of gathering the people together to read  "the book of the law  of Moses." (Nehemiah 8)  Here we have the story of the assembly of all the people and the reading of the Book of the Law of Moses, reading from daybreak until noon.  The result was that  "all the people had been weeping as they listened to the words of the Law." 

Ex 19-20 does not mention the writing down of the Ten Commandments, indicating a time before books were central to Jewish culture. (The written  tablets are not mentioned until Ex 31:18.)  The second telling in Deuteronomy (the Second Law) makes the writing central and marks the movement from an oral to a literate culture. 

The Hebrew Bible

Torah (first 5 books of the Law, also called the Pentateuch)

Prophets (7th - 6th c. BC): Joshua; Judges; Samuel; Kings; Isaiah; Jeremiah; 


Ezekiel; The Book of the Twelve (minor Prophets) 

Writings (6th - 4th c. BC) Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes,   

 Lamentations, Esther, Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah, Chronicles. 

We know the approximate dates of Prophets and Writers.  When was the Torah written? Tradition has it that the Torah was written by Moses about the 15th c. BC. 

Was the Torah written by  Moses in Hebrew in the 15th c. BC?

· Moses' own death is recorded at the end of Deuteronomy. 

· The Hebrew language was probably developed later (14th -10th c. BC?)  The Hebrew alphabet and earliest writings are dated about the 10th c. BC.  A  Phoenician alphabet existed as early as the 11th c. BC  and a Proto-Sinaitic as early as the 19th c. BC.    (www.ancientscripts.com/protosinaitic.html)

· Genesis 11:31 describes Abraham as living in the Ur of the Chaldeans. But the Chaldeans did not exist at the time of Abraham, but during  the 6th c. BC. 

· The list of Edomite kings included Kings who were not born until after Moses' death. Gen 36:31 : "These were the kings who reigned in Edom before any Israelite king reigned." (The first Israelite king was Saul in the 11th c.)

· Genesis 12:6. " Abram passed through the land to the place at Shechem, to the oak of Moreh.  At that time the Canaanites were in the land."  Since the Canaanites were in the land throughout the lifetime of Moses, many readers conclude that the text was written (or edited)  after he died.. 

There are also some duplicate passages such as the two accounts of creation:

· Genesis 1 uses the name “God” (Elohim) of the Creator while Genesis 2 uses “Lord God” (Yahweh).

· Genesis 1 has the creation order as plants, animals, man and woman.  Genesis 2  has the order as man, plants, animals, woman.

· Genesis 1  sees a cosmic transcendent God, creator of heaven and earth, while Genesis 2  sees God as a personal God, walking and talking with Adam and Eve in the Garden.   

How can we best explain this?

One possible explanation is the Documentary Hypothesis, where there are possibly four written  sources  (probably derived from earlier oral sources) :

· J (Yahweh) is from the southern kingdom of Judah, dating perhaps to the time of David or Solomon (10th-8th c. BC)

· E (Elohim), from the northern kingdom of Israel,  possibly later (8th c. BC)

· The Priestly source (P) reflects concerns of a Priestly class at time of Hezekiah (8th-7th c. BC)

· Deuteronomy (D),  possibly from the time of Josiah (7th c. )

Examples supporting the theory of multiple versions (using J, E, P, and D for the possible different sources):

The Documentary Hypothesis suggests that Genesis 1 is derived from the P source and Genesis 2 from the J source.  

There are also two intertwined variations of flood account:

· Gen 6:19, 20  (P) orders two of each kind of animal and bird, while  Gen 7:2 (J) lists seven pairs of clean, 1 pair of unclean animals and seven pairs of birds.   

· In Gen 7:12 (J) the cause of the flood was rain 40 days and 40 nights  while Gen 7:11 (P) states: the cause was a cosmic event involving "the fountains of the great deep", and the "windows of heaven were opened" and "the  waters flooded the earth for 150 days." ( 7:24)

The covenant with Abraham appears twice, in Genesis 15 (J) and again in Gen 17(P). 

There are two stories of God changing Jacob's name to Israel- Gen 32:28 (E) and 35:10 (P) and two accounts of Hagar and Ishmael -Gen 16 (J&P) and Gen 21 (E).  Exodus 17:2-7 (E) describes Moses hitting the rock to get water as a good thing while in Numbers 20:2-13 (P) Moses is punished for this act and will not be allowed to enter the Promised Land. 

There are three versions of the Ten Commandments- one in Exodus 20 (P) where God spoke (the written  tablets are not mentioned until Ex 31:18), one in Exodus 34 (J) where God dictated a different version to Moses who wrote it on new tablets (Ex 34:28) , and one in Deuteronomy 5 (D) where God proclaimed and wrote on stone tablets (Deut  9:11).  

Other differences:  

In addition to the content, there are also differences in language, style and geographical references. An example of the latter is that the J source uses Mount Sinai as the place of the Mosaic covenant while the E source calls it Mount Horeb, as in Ex 3:1.   Another example is in the account of the rescue of Joseph when his jealous brothers plan to kill him.  In the E source in Genesis 37:21-22 the rescuer is Reuben, whose tribe later was part of the northern kingdom of Israel.  In the J source in verses 26 and 27, the  rescuer is Judah, whose tribe later was in southern kingdom of Judah.  Here it seems that there were two accounts, one which was told in the north honoring Reuben and the other in the south honoring Judah. 

In the Documentary Hypothesis, these different sources were redacted after the return of the Israelites from exile.  In this theory, the redactor, or editor, was possibly the priest  Ezra (440-400 BC)  or someone else of that time period.  If this is the case, it certainly was a grand and beautiful synthesis of a number of originally independent sources, producing a work that is greater than the sum of its parts.  It shows a God who is both the cosmic creator of heaven and earth and  the personal God who walks and talks with Adam and Eve, a God who becomes angry and changes his mind.  It gives accounts of both the mercy and justice of God. 

If it is the case that there were multiple documents as suggested here, why would they both  be included in the final version?  The community had too great a respect for the written word to ignore these old accounts.  Accounts had become so well known that it would be difficult to exclude one or the other, since if one were chosen, some would remember the other as well. One solution might have been to keep the accounts separate and  retain them as two separate books.  But this would have diminished the authoritative quality of each.2  

Whether written directly by Moses and other authors or edited from many sources, the contents of the present Hebrew Bible were commonly accepted by about the 4th c. BC and formally canonized in 90 AD.

In any case, the authority is now in the written word, as expressed in 2 Timothy 3:16: All Scripture is inspired by God (God-breathed)  and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness.
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