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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING QUESTION OF
GENESIS AUTHORSHIP

The Book of Genesis stands as one of the most foundational texts
in Western civilization, shaping the religious, cultural, and moral
frameworks  of  Judaism,  Christianity,  and  Islam.  Its  stories  of
creation,  the flood,  the patriarchs,  and the origins  of  the people
of Israel have been told and retold for millennia. Yet, for all its
familiarity,  a profound question continues to intrigue scholars,
theologians, and curious readers alike: who wrote the book of
Genesis? This is not merely a matter of historical curiosity. The
question of authorship directly impacts how we interpret the text,
understand its authority, and appreciate its spiritual depth. The
answer, as we will discover, is far more complex than a simple
name. The investigation into who wrote the of Genesis has led
to  centuries  of  debate,  combining  elements  of  faith,  literary
analysis,  archaeology,  and historical  criticism.  This  article  will
explore the traditional answers, the modern scholarly consensus,
and the rich tapestry of perspectives that continue to shape our
understanding of this ancient masterpiece.

THE TRADITIONAL VIEW: MOSAIC AUTHORSHIP

For the majority of history, both Jewish and Christian traditions
have held that Moses wrote the book of Genesis. This view is
not explicitly stated within Genesis itself, but it is supported by
other passages in the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. The
Torah,  or  the  Pentateuch  (the  first  five  books  of  the  Bible:
Genesis,  Exodus,  Leviticus,  Numbers,  and  Deuteronomy),  was
widely attributed to Moses, the great lawgiver and prophet who
led the Israelites out of Egypt. This belief was so pervasive that
for  nearly  two thousand years,  questioning Mosaic  authorship
was considered by many to be a challenge to the authority of
Scripture itself.

Internal and External
Evidence for Mosaic
Authorship
Proponents  of  the  traditional  view  point  to  several  lines  of
evidence.  First,  the  New  Testament  frequently  attributes  the
Torah to Moses. Jesus himself refers to "the law of Moses" and

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 Who Wrote The Of Genesis 2023-03-27

quotes from Genesis in a way that implies Mosaic authorship. For
early Christians, this was decisive. Second, the internal witness of
the  Pentateuch suggests  that  Moses  was  a  writer.  In  Exodus
17:14, God commands Moses,  "Write this as a memorial  in a
book." In Exodus 24:4, "Moses wrote down all the words of the
Lord."  Deuteronomy  31:24  states  that  "Moses  had  finished
writing the words of this law in a book." While none of these
passages  explicitly  name Genesis,  they  establish  Moses  as  a
divinely  appointed  author  of  the  larger  legal  and  narrative
framework.
Furthermore,  the  detailed  knowledge  of  Egyptian  culture,
geography,  and  language  found  in  Genesis  is  argued  to  be
consistent  with  someone  educated  in  the  Egyptian  court,  as
Moses was. The story of Joseph, in particular, contains accurate
descriptions  of  Egyptian  administration,  burial  practices,  and
court protocol that would have been accessible to a high-ranking
Israelite  with  Egyptian  training.  However,  even  within  the
traditional  framework,  some  rabbinic  commentators
acknowledged the possibility that later scribes, such as Joshua or
Samuel, might have added small updates, such as the account of
Moses' death in Deuteronomy 34.

THE DOCUMENTARY HYPOTHESIS: A NEW PARADIGM

Beginning  in  the  18th  century,  the  European  Enlightenment
brought a new spirit of critical inquiry to biblical studies. Scholars
began  to  read  the  text  with  a  more  analytical  eye,  noticing
patterns, repetitions, and inconsistencies that seemed difficult to
reconcile with a single author. This led to the development of the

Documentary Hypothesis,  the  most  influential  modern  theory
regarding  who  wrote  the  book  of  Genesis.  The  foundational
insight of this hypothesis is that the Pentateuch is not the work of
one person, but a compilation of multiple, originally independent
documents that were woven together by later editors.
The  pioneer  of  this  approach  was  the  French  physician  Jean
Astruc  in  1753,  who  noticed  that  Genesis  uses  two  different
names for God: Elohim and Yahweh (often rendered as "LORD" in
English translations). Astruc proposed that Moses had used two
older  written  sources  to  compose  Genesis.  This  idea  was
expanded upon by German scholars like Karl David Ilgen, Wilhelm
de Wette, and most famously, Julius Wellhausen in the late 19th
century. Wellhausen's synthesis, published in his Prolegomena to
the History of Israel (1878), became the classic formulation of the
theory. He argued that the Pentateuch was composed from four
distinct sources, which he labeled J, E, D, and P. This framework
remains the starting point for most modern critical discussions
about the authorship of Genesis.

THE FOUR SOURCES: J, E, D, AND P EXPLAINED

To understand the modern answer to the question of who wrote
the  of  Genesis,  we  must  understand  the  four  hypothetical
sources that scholars believe underlie the text. These are not
authors in the modern sense of creating a wholly original work,
but  rather  traditions  or  schools  of  writers  who  collected  and
transmitted ancient stories with their own theological emphases.
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The Yahwist Source (J)
The Yahwist  source is  named for  its  characteristic  use of  the
divine name Yahweh (J in German is Jahwe). Scholars generally
date this source to the 10th or 9th century BCE, during the early
monarchy in Judah, the southern kingdom. The J source is known
for its vivid, anthropomorphic storytelling. God is depicted in very
human terms, walking in the garden, closing the door of the ark,
and speaking directly to individuals. The narrative is engaging,
focusing  on  the  human  condition,  sin,  and  God's  personal
relationship with humanity. Key J passages in Genesis include the
Garden of Eden story (Genesis 2-3) and the call of Abraham. The J
writer  is  also  deeply  interested in  the promises made to  the
patriarchs and the destiny of the Davidic monarchy.

The Elohist Source (E)
The Elohist source uses Elohim as its primary name for God until
the revelation of the divine name to Moses in Exodus 3. It  is
generally dated to the 9th or 8th century BCE and is associated
with the northern kingdom of Israel.  The E source presents a
more transcendent, less anthropomorphic view of God, who often
communicates through dreams and angels.  Its  stories  have a
strong ethical and prophetic tone. Important E passages include
the story of Abraham and Isaac (the binding of Isaac) and the
Joseph narrative, where Joseph's wisdom and God's providential
guidance are highlighted. The E source is less complete than J
and  is  often  found  interwoven  with  it.  Understanding  the

relationship between J and E is a key part of the scholarly attempt
to discern who wrote the of Genesis in its final form.

The Priestly Source (P)
The Priestly source is characterized by a formal, structured, and
liturgical style. It shows a deep interest in genealogy, chronology,
laws, rituals, covenants, and the precise ordering of creation. God
is  majestic,  distant,  and sovereign.  The P source is  generally
dated  to  the  6th  century  BCE,  during  or  shortly  after  the
Babylonian Exile. This was a time when the priestly class was
centralizing  religious  authority  and  preserving  Jewish  identity.
The  most  famous  P  passage  is  the  first  creation  account  in
Genesis 1, with its orderly, seven-day structure and the refrain,
"And God saw that it was good." P also provides the genealogical
framework that connects the stories from Adam to Abraham and
explains  the  origins  of  key  institutions  like  the  Sabbath  and
circumcision.  The  P  source  represents  a  late,  systematic
theological  reflection  on  Israel's  origins.

The Deuteronomist Source
(D)
The Deuteronomist source is primarily associated with the book
of Deuteronomy, which contains a series of sermons delivered by
Moses. Its distinctive language and theology are marked by a
focus on covenant, law, centralization of worship in Jerusalem,
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and  the  choice  between  blessing  and  curse.  While  D  is  less
prominent  in  Genesis  itself,  its  influence  is  felt  in  the  editing  of
the larger Pentateuchal narrative. The D source is usually dated
to  the  7th  century  BCE,  possibly  connected  to  the  religious
reforms of  King Josiah.  It  provides  a  theological  lens  through
which the entire history of Israel is interpreted.

HOW THE SOURCES WERE COMBINED: THE WORK OF
REDACTORS

According to the Documentary Hypothesis,  these four sources
were not simply left as separate documents. They were combined
by a series of editors, known as redactors. The final editor, likely
a member of the Priestly school, skillfully wove the J, E, and P
sources together to create the unified book we have today. This
process explains the repetitions and apparent contradictions in
the text. For example, there are two creation accounts (Genesis 1
from  P  and  Genesis  2-3  from  J),  and  two  accounts  of  how
Abraham  passed  off  Sarah  as  his  sister  (one  in  Genesis  12  and
another in Genesis 20). The redactors did not eliminate these
doublets;  rather,  they  preserved  them  as  complementary
perspectives,  each  emphasizing  different  theological  truths.  So,
when we ask who wrote the book of Genesis, the answer from
a critical perspective is not one author but a series of authors,
editors, and communities working over several centuries.

MODERN SCHOLARLY PERSPECTIVES AND ONGOING
DEBATES

The  Documentary  Hypothesis,  while  still  influential,  has  been

significantly  refined  and  challenged  in  recent  decades.  Many
scholars  now prefer  a  more nuanced "supplementary"  model,
which  suggests  that  a  core  text  (often  identified  as  the  Priestly
source) was expanded over time with additional material. Others
emphasize the role of oral tradition and the formation of the text
within specific worship communities. Still, the broad consensus in
mainstream  biblical  scholarship  is  that  the  question  of  who
wrote  the  of  Genesis  cannot  be  answered  with  the  name
"Moses" in the modern sense of authorship. Instead, the text is
seen as a composite work, the product of a long and complex
literary and theological evolution.
This does not mean the text is merely a human invention. For
many believers, the belief in divine inspiration remains central. In
this view, God worked through human authors and editors, using
their  historical  circumstances, theological  insights,  and literary
skills to communicate a divine message. The human processes of
composition and redaction are not seen as detracting from the
text's spiritual authority but as the very means by which that
authority was expressed. Conservative and evangelical scholars,
however, often continue to defend Mosaic authorship as the most
faithful  reading  of  the  biblical  witness,  though  they  may
acknowledge  the  use  of  earlier  sources  or  later  updating  by
scribes.

THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS OF AUTHORSHIP

The differing views on authorship have profound implications for
how one reads Genesis. If Moses wrote it, the text is understood
as  a  unified,  prophetic  document  given  to  Israel  at  a  specific
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moment in history (the Exodus and wilderness period). It serves
as a foundational legal and historical charter for the nation. If the
text is a composite work from the monarchy and exilic periods, it
becomes  a  theological  reflection  on  Israel's  past,  written  to
address  the  crises  and  questions  of  later  generations.  For
example,  the  Priestly  creation  account  in  Genesis  1,  with  its
emphasis on order, blessing, and the Sabbath, speaks powerfully
to a people in exile who had lost their land, temple, and king. It
reassures them that God is still sovereign over creation and that
their identity as God's people is secure. This perspective does not
diminish the text's meaning; rather, it enriches it by showing how
ancient stories were reinterpreted to speak to new situations.

CONCLUSION: A QUESTION THAT DEEPENS OUR
ENGAGEMENT

The question of who wrote the book of Genesis is not a simple
puzzle with a single, definitive answer. The traditional attribution
to  Moses,  the  sophisticated  source-critical  analysis  of  the
Documentary Hypothesis, and the ongoing scholarly debates all
point to one fundamental truth: Genesis is a text of extraordinary
depth and complexity.  Whether one sees it  as the work of  a
single prophet or the product of a centuries-long conversation
between God and a community of faith, the power of its stories
remains undiminished. The exploration of its authorship invites us
to  read  more  carefully,  to  appreciate  the  literary  artistry,  to
understand  the  historical  contexts,  and  to  wrestle  with  the
theological  messages  embedded  in  its  pages.  Ultimately,  the
quest to discover who wrote the of Genesis leads us not to a
singular name, but to a richer appreciation of the enduring voice
that speaks from within this ancient book.


