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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

 The first five books in the Bible are especially 
important for the Jews, who call these books their 
Torah, their LAW. It was their legal basis, their 
Constitution as the People of God. 
 
 The Bible itself is the story of a people 
brought together by a call and a response; their 
relationship with God, as it governs: 
 
 a. their lives 
 b. their relations with one another and with 
other people 
 c. their understanding of the universe. 
 
 The Greek translation of the Torah was called 
the PENTATEUCH, meaning “five books,” and 
was the title used in the early Christian era. 
 
 The Pentateuch covers a period of more than 
2000 years and deals with the period before histo-
ry began; it came into written form only after the 
Babylonian Exile. These books are Genesis, Exo-
dus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. 
 
 Israel is a nation formed by God, a theocratic 
nation; (“theo” is Greek for “God”). For Israel, 
there was no legal code outside her history of sal-
vation. There was no such thing as secular history 

or civil code. Her legal obligations represent her 
response to the historical intervention on her be-
half of a Lord who is moral, and in whose image 
she is formed. God it is... “who sees justice done 
for the orphan and the widow, who loves the 
stranger and gives him food and clothing. Love 
the stranger then, for you were once strangers in 
Egypt” (Deuteronomy 10:18-19). 
 
I. THE COMPOSITION OF THE PENTA-
TEUCH 
 
 A. Origin 
 
  1. Authorship. The first Christians cred-
ited Moses himself with having composed the 
Pentateuch, nor did Jesus or His disciples question 
this (John 1:45; 5:45-47; Romans 10:5). But the 
most ancient traditions speak only of certain pas-
sages for which Moses was responsible. A prob-
lem with Mosaic authorship in scholars’ findings 
come from variations of style, repetitions and con-
tradictions in the narrative, which indicate that it 
is not the work of a single author. 
 
  2. The Documents Theory. It was at 
one time thought that there were originally four 
documents issuing from different places and 
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times, but all much later than Moses. This hy-
pothesis (theory) is now changed because of new 
literature discovered in the Near East, showing 
many sources that were gradually written and 
make up our Pentateuch. Moses’ leadership and 
influence solidified the whole Pentateuch, yet all 
was probably put together after the Babylonian 
Exile. 
 
 B. Sources 
 
  1. Yahwestic (“J”) which, from the story 
of creation uses the divine name “Yahweh” re-
vealed by God to Moses, and committed to writ-
ing in Judah in the 10th century before Christ. 
 
  2. Elohistic (E) which designates God by 
the common noun elohim, and committed to writ-
ing in Israel later. 
 
 These two sources were combined after the 
fall of the Northern Kingdom in later history. 
 
 C. Final Form. After the reign of Josiah (7th 
century B.C.) the Deuteronomic source (D) was 
added. After the Exile, the Priestly Code (P) con-
taining laws but with some narrative material, was 
further added: (JEDP). 
 
 This theory was developed through years of 
study of vocabulary and style. To this approach 
more recent studies have added the study of liter-
ary forms and the oral and written traditions 
which preceded the editing of the sources. Even 
the most recent (P) contains very ancient ele-
ments. The discovery of dead literatures of the 
Middle East, and the progress by archeologists 
and historians in reconstructing ancient civiliza-
tions adjacent to Israel, show that many of the 
laws and institutions in the Pentateuch had extra-
biblical parallels far earlier than the dates attribut-
ed to the “documents,” and that many of the nar-
ratives presuppose conditions other than, and 
more ancient than those in which these “docu-
ments” are likely to have been compiled. Differ-
ent traditional material was preserved in different 

sanctuaries, or was handed down by popular story 
teller. e.g. “My father was a wandering Aramae-
an...” (Deuteronomy 26:5), and “I shall sing to 
Yahweh, for he has covered himself in glory, 
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea” (Exo-
dus 15:1). 
 
 This material was first organized into cycles, 
then written down. But these first versions were 
not the final ones; they were revised, added to, 
and combined with one another to form the Penta-
teuch as we have it. The written “sources” are ex-
ceptional moments in a long development—points 
at which different traditional elements crystal-
lized, though continuing to develop afterwards. 
 
Process of composition—this lasted for at least six 
hundred years. Narrative traditions took shape 
during the period when the Israelites were becom-
ing aware of themselves as a nation. The legisla-
tive section developed as the community which it 
was meant to govern developed, but it had origins 
as remote as those of the people themselves. 
 
Religious basis for continuity—faith in Yahweh 
had cemented the unity of the nation, and that 
same faith united the varying strands of tradition. 
 
 D. Role of Moses. Moses initiated the peo-
ple into their religion and was their first lawgiver. 
The Mosaic law remained their standard. The 
modifications required by changing conditions 
interpreted his mind and became invested with his 
authority. It does not particularly matter if we 
cannot attribute the writing of any specific text in 
the Pentateuch to him, since he is the central per-
sonality in it and Jewish tradition was fully justi-
fied in calling the Pentateuch the book of the Law 
of Moses. 
 
 These traditions are not lifeless manuscripts, 
but the living heritage of a nation whose spirit of 
unity they nourish and whose faith they sustain. 
This does not mean that they have no basis in his-
tory. 
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II. THE PENTATEUCH’S IMPORTANCE IN 
THE BIBLE 
 
 A. The Pentateuch and the Old Testa-
ment. The Promise, the Choice, the Covenant, 
the Law—these are the golden threads, the warp 
and woof of the Pentateuch, and they run 
throughout the rest of the Old Testament. For the 
Pentateuch is not complete in itself; it does not tell 
of fulfillment. 
 
 B. The First Eleven Chapters of the Bi-
ble (Genesis 1:1 - 11:25). These chapters are a 
description in popular style of the origin of the 
human race, and the fundamental truths on which 
the plan of salvation rests: 
 
• the creation by God at the beginning of time 
• God’s special intervention in the making of man 
and woman 
• the unity of the human race 
• the sin of our first parents 
• the fall from divine favor and the penalties 
which their descendants would inherit as a conse-
quence of sin. 
 
 These are truths guaranteed by the authority of 
Scriptures; they are also facts, though we cannot 
know their nature, as they are presented to us in a 
mythological form consistent with the mentality 
of their time and place of origin. 
 
 C. The Patriarch Abraham and His 
Sons (Genesis 11:26 - 50:26). This is a fami-
ly history—a collection of memories handed 
down about Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. It 
is a popular history, lingering over personal anec-
dotes and details, making no attempt to situate its 
narrative in a wider historical setting. Stories not 
attached to one great ancestor may well originally 
have been told of another, and other historical out-
lines may have been blurred in the course of oral 
transmission for so many years. 
 
 This story is history written from a religious 
standpoint: each turning-point of the story is sig-

nalized by a divine intervention and the hand of 
Providence is seen in each event—a theological 
outlook which disregards the play of secondary 
causes. 
 
 The facts are selected and organized with a 
religious thesis: 
 
• There is one God. 
• He has trained one people. 
• He had given this people one country. 
 
 This God is Yahweh, this people is Israel, this 
country is the Holy Land. Once called Palestine, it 
is today, Israel. 
 
III. THE LAW AND THE NEW TESTAMENT 
 
 The Law lasted until the coming of Christ, the 
goal in which this salvation-history culminates 
and by which its obscurities are dispelled. Christ 
concluded a new covenant, prefigured by the old 
ones, this time with Christians made heirs of 
Abraham by faith. The function of the Law had 
been to safeguard the promises—like a tutor or 
nursemaid leading people to Christ, in whom the 
promises are now fulfilled. 
 
 The Christian is no longer under tutelage, but 
is freed from the observances of the Law, though 
not from its religious and moral teaching. For 
Christ did not come to do away with the Law but 
to bring it to perfection. 
 
 The New Testament does not cancel the Old 
but extends it. The sacrifice of Christ, baptism, 
Easter, are prefigured in the great events of Patri-
archal and Mosaic times and in the festivals and 
rituals of the desert. Christian religion requires the 
same fundamental attitude as that prescribed for 
the Israelites in the stories and laws of the Penta-
teuch. Furthermore, each individual soul on its 
journey to God must pass through those same 
stages of detachment, trial and purification 
through which the chosen people had to pass, and 
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hence, can derive instructions from the lessons 
experienced by them. 
 
SOURCES: 
 
Introduction to the Pentateuch, “The New Jerusa-
lem Bible,” Doubleday, 1985. 
 
The Jerome Biblical Commentary, Raymond 
Brown, general editor, Prentice Hall, 1968. 
 
Foreword, by Eugene Maly, in Personal Witness, 
John Navone, S.J., Sheed and Ward 1967. 
 

Understanding the Old Testament, Bernhard An-
derson, Prentice-Hall, 1966. 
 
All Biblical references given are for the New 
American Bible (NAB). 
 
COMMENTARY 
 
 As you begin, in the next lesson, to study 
God’s new relation to mankind, try to develop the 
habit and find the time to read the Biblical texts 
suggested from other books of the Bible. These, 
especially in the New Testament, relate us to these 
truths in our day. 
 

 
* * * * * * *
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 QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 2 
Genesis 1-11 

 
 
 
Day 1  Read the lecture notes. Give one idea that stands out. 
 
 
 
 
Day 2  Read Genesis 1:1 - 2:25. 
 a. What does it tell you of God? 
 
 
 
 
 b. What does it tell of earth itself, its plants and animals? 
 
 
 
 
 c. What do we learn about man and woman? 
 
 
 
 
Day 3  Read Genesis 3. 
 a. What was, in your opinion, the motive for the “serpent” (the fallen angel Satan) to tempt 

Eve? 
 
 
 
 
 b. What was Adam’s motive to disobey? 
 
 
 
 
 c. When God questioned them, why did they answer as they did? 
 
 
 
 d. Read Isaiah 7:14, Matthew 1:23, Romans 5:12. Through what man and woman did God re-

pair their original sin? 
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Day 4  Read Genesis 4. 
 a. In 4:12 and 4:16, what are the results of Cain’s sin? 
 
 
 
 b. Compare verses 15-16 with verse 24. What is happening to the violence? 
 
 
 
 c. Ask yourself: Is Cain’s answer in verses 9-10 sometimes mine? 
 
 
 
 d. What remedy can you suggest for the violence in our times? 
 
 
 
Day 5  Skim through Genesis 5. Read Genesis 6:1-4 and the footnote in NAB. Read Genesis 6:5 - 

8:22. 
 a. In Genesis 6:8-9 and in 2 Peter 2:5, why did God spare the human race through Noah? 
 
 
 
 b. Compare this with Jesus and His effect on mankind? 
 
 
 
 c. Compare Noah with Christian saints. 
 
 
 
Day 6  Read Genesis 9:1-19. 
 a. In God’s covenant with Noah, what promise did He make? See Sirach 43:11-12 and 44:17-

18. 
 
 
 b. Skim Genesis 10 and read NAB footnote on chapter 10. Why is this chapter theologically 

important? 
 
 
 
 c. Read Genesis 11:1-9 and footnotes on these verses. What attitude do you see in verse 4? 
 
 
 d. What has been helpful to you in your study of chapters 1-11? 
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MAP FOR THE STUDY OF THE PENTATEUCH 

 


