
who wrote the bible by richard elliott
friedman
Who Wrote the Bible by Richard Elliott Friedman is a compelling exploration of the authorship of the
biblical texts, delving into the complexities of how these sacred writings were composed and
compiled over centuries. In this book, Friedman, a renowned biblical scholar, seeks to unravel the
intricate tapestry of voices, traditions, and historical contexts that contributed to the formation of the
Bible as we know it today.

Understanding the Author: Richard Elliott Friedman

Richard Elliott Friedman is a respected figure in the field of biblical studies. With a Ph.D. from Harvard
University, he has dedicated much of his career to examining the literary and historical contexts of
the Hebrew Bible. His works often focus on the Documentary Hypothesis, a scholarly theory that
proposes the Bible is a compilation of texts from different authors and traditions.

Friedman's Background and Credentials

- Academic Experience: Friedman has held various prestigious academic positions, including being the
Ann and Jay Davis Professor of Jewish Studies at the University of Georgia.
- Publications: In addition to "Who Wrote the Bible," he has authored several other influential books,
such as "The Bible with Sources Revealed" and "The Hidden Face of God."
- Expertise: His expertise lies in textual criticism, the analysis of biblical manuscripts, and the
historical context of the Israelite monarchy.

The Core Thesis of "Who Wrote the Bible"

In "Who Wrote the Bible," Friedman argues that the biblical text is not the work of a single author but
rather a collage of writings from multiple sources. He identifies four main sources of the Torah,
commonly known as the Pentateuch, which he labels as J, E, P, and D:

1. J (Yahwist): This source uses the name Yahweh for God and is characterized by a vivid,
anthropomorphic portrayal of God.
2. E (Elohist): This source uses the name Elohim for God and tends to focus on themes of prophecy
and dreams.
3. P (Priestly): This source emphasizes rituals, genealogies, and laws, reflecting the concerns of the
priestly class.
4. D (Deuteronomist): This source is primarily concerned with the laws found in the book of
Deuteronomy and has a distinct theological perspective.



The Documentary Hypothesis Explained

Friedman provides a detailed examination of the Documentary Hypothesis, which suggests that these
sources were woven together over time. Key points to consider include:

- Historical Context: The hypothesis posits that these sources were written during different historical
periods, reflecting the changing circumstances of the Israelite people.
- Redaction: The process of redaction involved editors who compiled and shaped these texts into a
cohesive narrative, often adding their own theological and literary influences.
- Intertextuality: Friedman highlights how texts from different sources interact with one another,
revealing a complex literary relationship.

The Historical and Cultural Background

Understanding the historical and cultural backdrop of the biblical texts is essential to appreciating
Friedman's arguments. The Bible was written in a context of constant change, influenced by various
external and internal factors.

Ancient Near Eastern Influences

The culture and literature of the Ancient Near East significantly shaped the biblical writings. Notable
influences include:

- Mythologies: Stories from ancient Mesopotamian literature, such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, provide
parallels to biblical narratives.
- Legal Codes: The Code of Hammurabi serves as an example of how legal frameworks were
contemporaneously developed, mirroring laws found in the Torah.

The Role of Oral Tradition

Friedman emphasizes the importance of oral tradition in the transmission of biblical stories and laws.
Key aspects include:

- Storytelling: Before written texts, stories were passed down orally, allowing for variations and
adaptations.
- Cultural Memory: Oral traditions helped preserve the collective memory of the Israelite people,
influencing the way their history was recorded.

The Impact of Political and Social Changes

The authorship of the Bible cannot be separated from the political and social dynamics of the times.
Friedman discusses various periods that impacted the writing and compilation of these texts.



The United Monarchy and Division of Israel

- King Saul, David, and Solomon: The establishment of a unified monarchy led to the creation of
narratives that legitimized royal authority.
- Division: The split into the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah
necessitated the development of distinct theological views and historical accounts.

The Babylonian Exile

The Babylonian Exile (586-538 BCE) was a transformative event that shaped biblical literature:

- Reflection and Reassessment: Exiled communities began to reflect on their identity, leading to the
compilation and editing of earlier texts.
- Preservation of Tradition: This period saw a concerted effort to preserve the stories and laws that
defined the Israelite identity.

Methodology: How Friedman Analyzes Biblical Texts

Friedman's approach to analyzing biblical texts incorporates various methodologies, providing a multi-
faceted view of authorship.

Textual Criticism

- Comparative Analysis: Friedman examines variations in texts to identify different sources and their
unique characteristics.
- Linguistic Features: By analyzing word choice and style, he can distinguish between the different
authorship styles present in the texts.

Historical-Critical Method

- Contextualization: Friedman places biblical texts within their historical and cultural contexts,
allowing for a deeper understanding of their meanings.
- Interdisciplinary Approach: Drawing from archaeology, anthropology, and history, he enriches the
analysis of the biblical narratives.

Conclusion: The Significance of "Who Wrote the Bible"

"Who Wrote the Bible" by Richard Elliott Friedman is an essential contribution to the fields of biblical
studies and theology. By challenging traditional notions of authorship and offering a nuanced
understanding of the biblical texts, Friedman invites readers to reconsider the origins and meanings



of these sacred writings.

His exploration of the various voices and historical contexts that shaped the Bible not only enriches
our understanding of the text itself but also highlights the ongoing relevance of these ancient
narratives in contemporary discussions about faith, identity, and cultural heritage.

Friedman's work encourages both scholars and lay readers alike to engage with the Bible not merely
as a religious document but as a complex literary work that reflects the diverse experiences and
beliefs of the people who produced it. As such, "Who Wrote the Bible" remains a vital resource for
anyone interested in the intersection of history, literature, and spirituality.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Richard Elliott Friedman?
Richard Elliott Friedman is a biblical scholar and professor known for his work in Hebrew Bible studies,
particularly for his research on the authorship of the Bible.

What is the main thesis of 'Who Wrote the Bible'?
The main thesis of 'Who Wrote the Bible' is that the Bible was written by multiple authors over
centuries, challenging the traditional view that it was authored solely by Moses and other singular
figures.

What literary techniques does Friedman use in the book?
Friedman employs narrative analysis, historical criticism, and textual criticism to explore the different
voices and sources that contributed to the Bible's composition.

How does Friedman address the Documentary Hypothesis in
his book?
Friedman discusses the Documentary Hypothesis by identifying four main sources—J, E, D, and
P—that he argues were woven together to form the Pentateuch, highlighting the complexities of
biblical authorship.

What are some criticisms of Friedman's work?
Critics argue that Friedman's theories may oversimplify the historical processes of biblical compilation
or underestimate the role of oral traditions in shaping the text.

In which year was 'Who Wrote the Bible' first published?
The book 'Who Wrote the Bible' was first published in 1987.



What impact has 'Who Wrote the Bible' had on biblical
scholarship?
The book has significantly influenced biblical scholarship by popularizing the idea of multiple
authorship and encouraging further debate and research on the origins of biblical texts.

Does Friedman provide evidence for his claims?
Yes, Friedman provides textual evidence, historical context, and examples of linguistic patterns to
support his claims about the authorship and development of the Bible.

Is 'Who Wrote the Bible' accessible to general readers?
Yes, Friedman's writing style is generally accessible, making complex ideas about biblical authorship
understandable for general readers as well as scholars.

What is the significance of the title 'Who Wrote the Bible'?
The title signifies the book's exploration of authorship and the historical, cultural, and political
contexts that influenced the writing of biblical texts.
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