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Gen 1-11	primitive history	J
Gen 12-25	Abraham		JE
Gen 25-36	Isaac and Jacob	JE
Gen 37-50	Joseph			JE
Exod 1-14	exodus			JE
Exod 15-20	wandering: Egypt to Sinai	JE
Exod 21-24		Book of the Covenant	JE
Exod 25-31			tabernacle commanded	P
Exod 32-34	golden calf and tablets broken	JE
Exod 35-40			tabernacle constructed	P
Lev 1-16,27			rubrics and laws	P
Lev 17-26				holiness code	P
Num 1-10		preparations to leave Sinai	P
Num 11-36	wandering: Sinai to Jordan	JE
Deut 1-4		historical review and exhortation	D
Deut 5-11		settlement laws and exhortation	D
Deut 12-26		Deuteronomic Code	D
Deut 27-30		blessings and curses	D
Deut 31-34	death of Moses and appendices	JE


The above chart is meant to suggest the growth of the pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible). Probably at some point there existed a narrative that consisted of the primitive history (Gen 1-11), the patriarchal narratives (Gen 12-50), the exodus account (Exod 1-14), the wilderness wanderings (Exod 15-20, 32-34, Num 11-36), the golden calf (Exod 32-34), and the death of Moses (Deut 31-34). Attempts have been made to break these sections down into earlier and later traditions, but for our purpose, it is enough to know that the original narrative of the pentateuch probably consisted of these approximately 100 chapters. These sections are oldest, and therefore they appear furthest to the left in the central column of the chart.

Now suppose it is a couple of centuries after the composition of the original epic. The Israelites have settled in Palestine and have developed a monarchical political system and a system of law courts. The lawyers and judges want to give authority to the code of laws that the Israelites have developed, not only so that the citizenry will be more inclined to obey the laws, but also because the lawyers and judges genuinely believe that their present laws were surely authorized by God during his great revelation to Israel, on Mount Sinai. So they insert their present-day law code (the Book of the Covenant, Exod 21-24) into the national religious epic, right after the Ten Commandments (Exod 20). But this isn’t the only law code around: Israelites in another area (perhaps the northern kingdom) have developed their own laws (the Deuteronomic Code, Deut 12-26), and their code is inserted too. Along with it are included laws concerning property rights (Deut 5-11, and probably the similar Num 1-10). They also include with the second code introductory and concluding exhortations (Deut 1-4, 27-30). These law codes and accompanying materials are represented in the chart by the first degree of indentation in the central column.

But the Israelites have also centralized their worship; there is now one temple, on Mount Zion in Jerusalem, instead of a place of worship in every village. The priests are interested in seeing their centralized cultic practice made authoritative too; and no doubt they also believe in all sincerity that present practice must have been authorized far in the past. And so they, too, embed their present-day ritual codes in the national religious epic. They imagine that a prototype of the temple, called a “tabernacle” (a moveable temple), must have been used during the period of the wanderings (Exod 25-31, 35-40). They also embed their rubrics and laws concerning correct sacrifice, proper foods to eat, cleanness and uncleanness, etc. (Lev 1-16, 27). These materials are at the second degree of indentation in the central column. At some later time, perhaps from some other locality, another “priestly” code gets inlaid into the pentateuch: the Holiness Code (Lev 17-26), at the third degree of indentation.

This brief history of the growth of the pentateuch is oversimplified, but the main idea is that the pentateuch grew by being re-edited several times, swelling each time with the addition of new material. Scholars believe there were four major editions, four major expansions, of the pentateuch.

The original epic itself was composed in two versions, probably one in the lower kingdom (Judah) and one in the upper kingdom (Israel). The lower-kingdom version is known as the “Yahwist” narrative, represented by the letter “J” (“Yahwist” in German is “Jahwist”); and the upper-kingdom version is known as the “Elohist” narrative, represented by the letter “E.” These two were combined (“JE”) to form the first edition of the epic (the left-most sections of the central column).

Next, perhaps at the time when later historical books (Joshua, Judges, 1-2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings) were added to the pentateuch, an editor (or editors) inserted the law codes of Deuteronomy into the pentateuch, along with an introduction and a conclusion; this level of material in the pentateuch is the work of the “Deuteronomist,” represented by the letter “D.”

Finally, a group of priests revised the epic by inserting material dealing with “priestcraft,” and also by revising sections of the “JE” epic. Their work is known as the “Priestly” recension and is represented by the letter “P.”

Thus the growth of the pentateuch is represented by four stages: J, E, D, and P. J was probably in existence by 850 BCE; E was probably in existence by 750; J and E were probably combined around 650; the Deuteronomist probably added the book of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History (Joshua-2 Kings) around 550; and the priestly recension of the whole pentateuch probably occurred around 400. Thus the pentateuch was in its final form around 400 BCE.

