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Unveiling the Authors of Scripture: A Deep Dive into
Who Wrote the Bible by Richard Elliott Friedman

The question of biblical authorship has intrigued scholars, theologians, and lay readers
for centuries. For many, the Bible is not merely a religious text but a historical document,
a  literary  masterpiece,  and  a  cultural  cornerstone.  Among  the  most  compelling
explorations of this topic is the seminal work by Richard Elliott Friedman, titled Who
Wrote the Bible. First published in 1987, this book revolutionized public understanding
of biblical scholarship. In this article, we will explore the core arguments of Friedman's
work, the Documentary Hypothesis he champions, and why this book remains a vital
resource for anyone seeking to understand the origins of the Hebrew Bible.

Who Is Richard Elliott Friedman?

Before delving into the book itself, it is essential to understand the author. Richard Elliott
Friedman is a distinguished biblical  scholar and professor of  Jewish studies.  He has
taught at the University of California, San Diego, and the University of Georgia, and he is
widely regarded for his expertise in the Hebrew Bible and the history of ancient Israel.
Friedman's academic rigor is matched by his ability to write for a general audience,
making complex theories accessible without sacrificing depth. Who Wrote the Bible is
perhaps his most famous work, praised for its clarity, evidence-based arguments, and
engaging narrative style.

Friedman's Academic Credentials and Approach

Friedman  earned  his  doctorate  in  Hebrew Bible  and  Near  Eastern  languages  from
Harvard University.  His approach combines literary analysis,  historical  criticism, and
archaeological evidence. He is a leading proponent of the Documentary Hypothesis, a
theory that posits the Torah (the first five books of the Bible) was compiled from multiple
distinct sources. Friedman's work stands out because he does not merely present the
theory; he attempts to identify the specific individuals or circles responsible for each
source, weaving a compelling historical narrative.

Understanding the Documentary Hypothesis

The Documentary Hypothesis is the backbone of Who Wrote the Bible by Richard
Elliott Friedman. To appreciate Friedman's arguments, one must first grasp the basics
of this hypothesis. The theory suggests that the Pentateuch—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, and Deuteronomy—was not written by a single author (traditionally Moses) but
was instead woven together from four principal documents.

The Four Sources: J, E, D, and P

Friedman, building on the work of earlier scholars like Julius Wellhausen, identifies four
distinct sources, each with its own literary style, theological perspective, and historical
context:

J (Yahwist): This source uses the divine name Yahweh (often translated as the
Lord) and is characterized by vivid, anthropomorphic descriptions of God. It is
believed to have been written in the southern kingdom of Judah around the 10th to
9th centuries BCE.
E (Elohist): This source uses the term Elohim for God and emphasizes prophetic
themes and a more transcendent view of the divine. It is associated with the
northern kingdom of Israel and dates to the 9th to 8th centuries BCE.
D (Deuteronomist): This source is primarily found in the book of Deuteronomy and
is tied to the religious reforms of King Josiah in the late 7th century BCE. It stresses
centralization of worship and covenant loyalty.
P (Priestly): This source focuses on priestly concerns such as ritual, genealogy, and
the tabernacle. It is often dated to the period of the Babylonian exile (6th century
BCE) and emphasizes order and divine sovereignty.

Friedman's innovation lies not in identifying these sources—scholars had done that long
before him—but in proposing who the actual authors might have been and how their
documents were combined into a single, coherent narrative.

Who Wrote the Bible According to Friedman?

The central thesis of Who Wrote the Bible by Richard Elliott Friedman is that we can
go beyond identifying sources and actually name the authors or circles behind them.
Friedman argues that the historical circumstances of ancient Israel provide the key clues.

The Yahwist (J): A Woman in the Court of Solomon

One of Friedman's most startling proposals is that the Yahwist source (J) may have been
written by a woman. He points to the detailed accounts of domestic life, the prominent
roles of women in J's narratives (such as Eve, Sarah, and Hagar), and a general sensitivity
to female perspectives. He suggests that J might have been a member of the royal court
in Jerusalem during the reign of King Solomon, possibly a woman of high status with
access to courtly traditions and archives.

The Elohist (E): A Northern Priest

For the Elohist source (E), Friedman posits a priestly figure from the northern kingdom of
Israel. This source reflects the concerns of the northern tribes, particularly the emphasis
on  prophecy  and  the  role  of  figures  like  Moses  and  Joshua.  E  is  often  seen  as  a
counterpoint to J, offering a different theological vision that emphasizes divine distance
and revelation through dreams and prophets.

The Deuteronomist (D): The Prophet Jeremiah and His Scribe

Perhaps the most compelling identification Friedman makes is for the Deuteronomist (D).
He argues that the book of Deuteronomy and the subsequent history of Israel (the books
of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings) were written by the prophet Jeremiah or his scribe
Baruch. Friedman notes the striking similarities between the language of Deuteronomy
and the book of Jeremiah, as well as the shared theological concerns about covenant
faithfulness and the consequences of idolatry. He further ties this to the religious reforms
of King Josiah, which centered on the discovery of a "book of the law" in the Temple—a
book that Friedman believes was Deuteronomy itself.

The Priestly Source (P): A Circle of Priests in Exile

The final source, P, is attributed to a circle of Aaronid priests during the Babylonian exile.
Friedman argues that these priests, cut off from the Temple and the sacrificial system,
turned to writing as a way to preserve their traditions and identity. The Priestly source is
concerned  with  order,  holiness,  and  the  promise  of  restoration.  It  provides  the
overarching structure of the Torah, including the creation account in Genesis 1 and the
detailed laws of Leviticus.

The Redactor Who Wove It All Together

Friedman does not stop at identifying the authors of the four sources. He also asks the
crucial question: Who combined these documents into the single, continuous narrative we
know as the Torah? This figure is often called the redactor.

Ezra the Scribe as the Final Redactor

Friedman makes a  strong case that  the final  redactor  was Ezra the Scribe,  who is
described in the book of Nehemiah as bringing the Torah to the people of Jerusalem in
the 5th century BCE. Ezra was a priest and scribe trained in both Jewish and Persian
traditions, making him uniquely qualified to synthesize the diverse sources into a unified
whole. Friedman argues that Ezra's role was not to create new content but to skillfully
edit and arrange existing material, preserving the distinct voices of J, E, D, and P while
creating a single, coherent book.

The Significance of Who Wrote the Bible by Richard
Elliott Friedman

The impact of Who Wrote the Bible extends far beyond academic circles. Friedman's
work has several important implications for how we understand the Bible today.

Democratizing Biblical Scholarship

Before Friedman, the Documentary Hypothesis was largely confined to university lecture
halls  and  theological  seminaries.  By  presenting  the  evidence  in  a  clear,  accessible
manner, Friedman made these ideas available to anyone interested in the Bible's origins.
He  showed  that  biblical  criticism  is  not  a  threat  to  faith  but  a  tool  for  deeper
understanding.

Affirming the Human Element of Scripture

One of the most profound takeaways from Who Wrote the Bible by Richard Elliott
Friedman  is  the  affirmation  that  the  Bible  was  written  by  real  people  in  specific
historical circumstances. These authors were not dispassionate scribes but passionate
individuals  with  their  own  theological  agendas,  political  loyalties,  and  personal
experiences.  Recognizing this  human element does not  diminish the Bible's  spiritual
significance; rather, it enriches our appreciation of its complexity and depth.

Bridging Faith and Scholarship

Friedman  himself  has  noted  that  his  work  is  compatible  with  a  range  of  religious
perspectives. While some traditionalists may resist the idea of multiple authors, many
religious readers have found that Friedman's insights deepen their engagement with the
text. Understanding the distinct voices of J, E, D, and P can illuminate layers of meaning
that a single-author reading might miss.

Criticisms and Ongoing Debates

No influential work is without its critics, and Who Wrote the Bible has generated its
share of scholarly debate.

Challenges to the Documentary Hypothesis

Some scholars  have questioned the Documentary Hypothesis  itself,  arguing that  the
sources are not as distinct as Friedman and Wellhausen claimed. Alternative theories,
such as the Supplementary Hypothesis (which posits that a base text was expanded over
time) or the Fragmentary Hypothesis (which sees the Torah as a collection of smaller
units), have gained traction in recent decades.

Speculative Identifications

Friedman's specific identifications—especially the claim that J was a woman and that D
was Jeremiah—are more speculative than the general source division. Many scholars
accept  the  four-source  theory  but  are  cautious  about  attributing  names  or  specific
identities  to  the  authors.  Nevertheless,  even  critics  acknowledge  that  Friedman's
proposals are well-argued and grounded in the available evidence.

Why Read Who Wrote the Bible Today?

More than three decades after its publication, Who Wrote the Bible by Richard Elliott
Friedman remains essential reading for anyone interested in biblical studies. Here are a
few reasons why:

Clarity and Accessibility: Friedman writes in a conversational style that makes
complex ideas easy to understand.
Historical Context: The book places the Bible in its ancient Near Eastern context,
revealing the political and social forces that shaped it.
Literary Analysis: Friedman's close reading of the text highlights its literary
artistry and structural coherence.
Enduring Relevance: The questions Friedman raises about authorship, authority,
and interpretation are as pressing today as they were in 1987.

How to Approach the Book as a Reader

Whether you are a religious believer, a skeptic, or someone simply curious about the
Bible's origins, Who Wrote the Bible by Richard Elliott Friedman offers a rewarding
intellectual journey. Here are some tips for engaging with the book:



Read with an Open Mind: Friedman presents evidence that may challenge1.
traditional assumptions. Allow yourself to consider his arguments without rushing to
judgment.
Keep a Bible Handy: Friedman references many biblical passages. Reading them2.
alongside his commentary will deepen your understanding.
Consider the Implications: Reflect on how Friedman's conclusions might affect3.
your view of the Bible's authority, inspiration, and meaning.
Explore Further: If the book piques your interest, consider reading Friedman's4.
other works, such as "The Hidden Book in the Bible" or "The Exodus."

The Legacy of Richard Elliott Friedman's Work

In  the  years  since  Who Wrote  the  Bible  was  published,  biblical  scholarship  has
continued to evolve. New archaeological discoveries, advances in linguistic analysis, and
fresh theoretical perspectives have added nuance to the Documentary Hypothesis. Yet

Friedman's work remains a touchstone. It has introduced generations of readers to the
historical-critical  method and demonstrated that  the Bible  can be studied with both
intellectual rigor and personal engagement.

Friedman's  legacy  is  not  merely  academic.  He  has  helped  bridge  the  gap  between
scholarly  research  and  public  knowledge,  showing  that  the  Bible's  origins  are  a
fascinating story in their own right. By asking "Who wrote the Bible?" he invites us to
explore a question that is at once historical, literary, and deeply human.

Conclusion

Understanding  the  authorship  of  the  Bible  is  a  journey  into  the  heart  of  Western
civilization's  most  foundational  text.  Who  Wrote  the  Bible  by  Richard  Elliott
Friedman offers a compelling, evidence-based pathway through this complex terrain. By
identifying the likely  authors  of  the  Torah's  four  sources  and proposing a  plausible
historical context for their


