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able or blatantly reprehensible. For example, 
there is no flinching at the lie of Abraham 
(Gen. 12:10-20) or at Moses’ rashness in kill-
ing the Egyptian overseer (Exod. 2:11-15).  
P seldom reveals such weaknesses in Israelite 
leaders, while E typically rationalizes or tones 
down these human blemishes.

The Yahwist stratum in the Pentateuch 
projects an intensely realistic conception or 
dramatization of God, shot through with de-
scriptions of deity in terms of human physical 
features (anthropomorphisms) and feelings 
(anthropopathisms). Without abashment, the 
Yahwist pictures God strolling in the garden 
in the cool of the day (Gen. 3:8) and sealing 
the door of Noah’s ark (7:15c). Also, Yah-
weh is evidently not all-knowing, but shows 

an experimental openness toward creation, 
abandoning one line of action for another as 
advisable, at times taxed to find new methods 
for coping with humans.

On the other hand, the Yahwist does not 
seem to make literalistic univocal assertions 
about deity. The Yahwist may be playfully 
ringing changes on an older, robust, even 
touchingly comic portrait of God as a force-
ful folk expression of divine presence and 
agency in the world. Yahweh is high god, not 
confused with nature spirits, but an overarch-
ing root metaphor of a living reality pictured 
necessarily in human imagery.

The Yahwist thus became the first Israelite 
writer to give extended graphic literary expres-
sion to a personal and transcendent mode of 

TABLE 7.1 YAHWIST (J) TRADITIONS IN GENESIS 2–11 

Creation of earth and the first human pair 2:4b—3:24

Cain and Abel 4:1-16

Genealogy of Cain (Kenites) 4:17-26

Genealogical fragment of Noah 5:29

Divine beings copulate with women  
 to produce giants on earth 6:1-4

Destruction of Earth by flood

 Introduction: Devine decision to destroy 6:5-8

 Body: Execution of the flood 7:1-5, 7-10, 12, 16b-17, 22-23 
 8:2b-3a, 6-7a, 8-12, 13b 

 Conclusion: Divine renunciation of ecological destruction 8:20-22

Noah’s curse of Canaan (Ham?) and  
 blessing on Shem and Japheth 9:18-27

Table of nations 10:8-19, 21, 24-30

Tower of Babel 11:1-9

Genealogy of Terah 11:28-30
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