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III. Original Sources: The Production of the Bible

A. Genres
1. The Bible is published today as a single book–for a good reason, as we shall see later.

But it is more properly understood as a library, a collection of different books, written
by more than forty authors over a span of nearly 1500 years.

2. Those different books include a wide variety of different kinds or genres of literature.
3. In the Old Testament, there are two basic types (or styles) of writing: prose and

poetry. Some books are entirely of one sort or the other, but many are a mixture of
both.
a. A few books (e.g., Leviticus, Ezra, Nehemiah) are entirely prose.
b. Psalms, Proverbs, Obadiah, Micah, Amos are examples of books that are entirely

poetry.
4. We can distinguish the following genres of books in the Old Testament:

a. Historical narratives
b. Legal codes (covenants)
c. Oracles (pronouncements by prophets)
d. Collections of prayers/songs
e. Collections of sayings of the wise (proverbs)
f. Reflections on life (wisdom)
g. Apocalyptic writings

5. Within these different genres, we can also find other examples of types of literature.
a. Stories
b. Speeches
c. Genealogies
d. Poems
e. Lists/accounts
f. Parables
g. Proverbial sayings, riddles
h. Royal chronicles
i. Official decrees
j. Descriptions of visions

6. In the New Testament, there are fewer distinct genres of literature and types of
writing.
a. Gospels–a new category of literature based upon the preaching of the apostles
b. Historical monograph
c. Letters
d. Apocalyptic writing

7. Within these different genres, however, we also find a variety of kinds of writing:
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a. Songs
b. Stories (e.g., miracle stories, birth stories, conflict stories)
c. Parables
d. Speeches
e. Sayings (including traditional maxims, short declarations, and extended sections

of teaching)
f. Genealogies
g. Paraenesis (moral instruction and exhortation; household codes)
h. Diatribe (a type of rhetorical argumentation)
i. Visions

B. The Old Testament: Composition and Sources 
1. The oldest portion of the Hebrew Scriptures is the Pentateuch, the first five books of

the Bible.
a. Evangelicals affirm that Moses was the primary person responsible for compiling

and composing the material of the Pentateuch and that the text is historically
accurate and truthful in what it teaches.
(1) The majority of the Pentateuch dates from the Mosaic era, though with some

(perhaps considerable) editing, revisions, and additions occurring later in
accordance with ancient Near Eastern literary practices. 

(2) The final form of the Pentateuch was completed much later, either around the
time of Samuel (1050 B.C.E.), or as late as 930 B.C.E. under Solomon, or
perhaps even as late as the fifth century B.C.E.

b. Passages such as Exodus 17:14, Numbers 33:2, and Deuteronomy 31:24 (also
Joshua 1:8) indicate that Moses himself kept written records of events and divine
instruction which were later incorporated into the written text of the Pentateuch.

c. Other sources, including written sources, were also available.
(1) Numbers 21:14 refers to the “Book of the Wars of the Lord.”
(2) Genesis contains eleven sections, each one (after the first) marked by the

toledoth formula: “This is the story [toledoth ] of . . . (or, “these are the
descendants of . . .”). This structuring element may indicate a series of
sources, whether oral or written, which were used by the author of Genesis.1 

2. The second portion of the Hebrew Scriptures to be completed was the prophetic
corpus, including what we would call the historical books of 1 and 2 Samuel and 1
and 2 Kings.
a. This section comprises the second division of the Hebrew Scriptures according to

the Hebrew canon.
b. References to written sources are particularly notable in the historical books: e.g.,

“the book of Jashar” (Joshua 10:13; 2 Samuel 1:18); the “annals of the kings.”
c. The prophetic literature includes indications that the prophets’ oracles were

written down and later collected, perhaps by their disciples.2

3. The final portion of the Hebrew Scriptures to be completed comprised the third
division of the Hebrew Bible known as the “Writings.” This section included the
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wisdom literature, the histories of Ruth, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, and 1 and 2
Chronicles, and the books of Daniel and Lamentations.
a. Some of the materials in this section are quite ancient: many of the psalms are

from David (ca. 1000 B.C.E.), and much of Proverbs (and perhaps Ecclesiastes)
date to Solomon’s reign (ca. 970-930).

b. Both the Chronicler and the author of Ezra-Nehemiah (if they are different
individuals) give evidence of the use of a considerable number of written sources.

c. The books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes include materials that are similar to or
even dependent upon wisdom sources–including written sources–from the
surrounding cultures.

4. The Hebrew Bible therefore gives evidence that it was not written in a historical or
cultural vacuum, or was merely the product of devout men who sat in their tents or
homes and wrote what they saw in visions. Rather, the authors of Scripture composed
historical narratives, poems, songs, oracles, and legal codes, at times making use of
both oral and written source material which they had carefully collected or consulted,
in order to communicate what God was saying to his people.3

C. The New Testament: Composition and Sources
1. The New Testament authors appeal to the fact that their message depends upon

eyewitness testimony (e.g., John 20:30-31; 21:24; 1 Corinthians 15:3-8; Hebrews 2:3-
4; 1 John 1:1-5).

2. Careful examination of the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke also shows that each
of the authors depends upon other sources.
a. According to tradition, Mark’s gospel represents Mark’s presentation of the

preaching of Simon Peter.
b. Luke specifically mentions researching before writing his gospel, and notes the

existence of “many” accounts of the ministry and teaching of Jesus (Luke 1:1-4).
c. Matthew and Luke both make use of Mark’s gospel.
d. Matthew and Luke also both make use of a separate source, which Mark does not

use.4

e. Matthew and Luke also have unique material.
3. The New Testament documents give evidence that the leaders of the early Christian

church were in communication with one another, were aware of what was happening
in the churches, and were careful to maintain the integrity of the apostolic message.
a. Paul mentions receiving authoritative traditions from the apostles to be passed on

to the churches (1 Corinthians 11:23-26; 15:3-7).
b. Paul also recounts several of his encounters with the other apostles (Galatians

1:18-2:14).
c. Peter shows awareness of Paul’s letters (2 Peter 3:15-16).
d. Jude cites from 2 Peter (or both use an earlier source).
e. James, Paul, John, and Peter all give evidence of an awareness of Jesus’ teaching,

either by specifically quoting Jesus, citing something he said, or paraphrasing his
teaching and applying it to the churches.
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1. See further, William Sanford LaSor, David Allan Hubbard, and Frederic William Bush, eds., Old
Testament Survey: The Message, Form, and Background of the Old Testament, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids and
Cambridge, U.K.: Eerdmans, 1996), 15-18.

2. See e.g., Isaiah 8:16; Jeremiah 36:2-4, 28-32. Note also that some of the prophets’ oracles repeat
material from earlier oracles, suggesting that there was some kind of written record of the earlier
prophecies with which later prophets could familiarize themselves (e.g., Jeremiah 26:18 cites the
prophecy of Micah 3:12; cf. also Daniel’s reading of Jeremiah’s prophecy of the duration of the exile
[Jeremiah 25:11-12; 29:10] in Daniel 9:2).

3. John H. Sailhamer has likened the composition of the Old Testament to the process of making a
documentary film, in which the producer takes older materials and carefully arranges them to tell a story,
or a radio program re-broadcasting portions of an earlier recorded speech (How We Got the Bible,
Zondervan Quick Reference Library [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998], 33-34). 

4. Scholars refer to this source as “Q,” from the German word, quelle, meaning “source.” Q was once
believed to be a single written source, primarily consisting of sayings of Jesus. Current scholarship is
more inclined to consider Q to be a way of describing the source material shared by Luke and Matthew
that includes both oral and written traditions.

4. The New Testament authors show a strong dependence upon the Old Testament.
a. They frequently quote from the Old Testament or allude to passages in it to

explain its meaning, show how it predicted events or was fulfilled by events,
relate it to the person and ministry of Jesus, or to serve as a warrant for something
they are asserting.

b. They always assume its inspiration and full authority.
5. Occasionally the authors of the New Testament quote from or allude to other sources

(Greek poets or philosophers, apocryphal literature), generally to illustrate a point.
6. The authors of the New Testament documents all write with a sense of apostolic

authority. 
a. They probably would not have known that they were composing sacred Scripture,

nor would they have thought in those terms. 
b. But they were highly conscious of the fact that they were writing as emissaries of

the Lord, and that their words carried divine approval and power.

Endnotes
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