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PRELIMINARY DRAFT: FOR CITATION ONLY WITH AUTHOR'S PERMISSION. 
The text refers to a handout, which follows at the end of the document.  
 

Taking a (Forensic) Stand 
Shalom E. Holtz 

 
 Scholarship has long understood prayers in the Hebrew Bible, and throughout 

ancient Near Eastern literature, as speakers' pleas addressed to divine adjudicators.  For 

example, demands for judgment--"judge my case"-- underscore the connection between 

the language of prayer and the language of the courtroom.  The very word for prayer in 

Hebrew, תפילה, originates from the root ל-ל-פ, which belongs, in one way or another, to 

the forensic sphere.    

 This link between law and prayer suggests that not only overtly forensic 

terminology-- such as an explicit demand to be judged-- contributes to connecting the 

courtroom and the situation of prayer.  Instead, recognizing the basically forensic concept 

of prayer requires us to reconsider the meaning of other terminology, as well.  Within the 

context of prayer, we may apply forensic interpretations to otherwise common 

terminology. 

 My purpose today is to make the case for the legal interpretation of some 

locutions that describe the physical positions of people at prayer.  I will consider the 

forensic valence of two sets of locutions-- locutions containing the verbs for "standing" 

('-m-d and y-ṣ-b/n-ṣ-b) and of verbs for "approaching" (n-g-š).  I will argue that these 

descriptions of speakers at prayer are, indeed, part of the broader linguistic network that 

connects prayers and human courtrooms. To make my case, I will begin, as others have, 

by comparing the Hebrew prayer terminology with Hebrew litigation terminology. In 

addition, I will make new, extra-biblical arguments based on the terminology available 
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from Akkadian records.  At the end of my presentation, I will reflect on the significance 

the findings, especially with regard to Assyriological-biblical comparisons. 

 While I will devote attention to these terms in prayer, in general, I wish to focus 

our attention on prophetic intercessory prayer. Scholarship on this subject posits a 

forensic interpretation of this phenomenon.  Yochanan Muffs, of blessed memory, in his 

justifiably famous studies, characterizes Moses the intercessor in Exodus 32 as "the 

defense attorney" advancing the case of Israel, the defendant, before God, the judge. 1 

Similarly, Pietro Bovati, in a footnote to his detailed, language-focused study of biblical 

adjudicatory procedure, regards intercession as a "kind of speech for the defense."2 

Today, I wish to scrutinize the legal implications of these remarks and present the 

evidence in their favor.   

 Item I.a on the handout collects examples, some cited by Bovati, of terminology 

that describes the prophets' stance and approach in intercession.  Jeremiah describes 

himself as "standing before" (ד לפני-מ-ע) God, an expression that also describes 

Abraham's stance in his efforts to save Sodom.  According to Psalm 106, Phinehas 

"stands" (ד-מ-)ע in prayer to stop the plague.  Abraham, in addition to "standing before" 

God, approaches. These three positional terms-- "standing," "standing before" and 

"approaching"-- also describe prayer, in general.  Examples can be found in item I.b.   

                                                
1 Yochanan Muffs, Love and Joy: Law, Language and Religion in Ancient Israel (New 
York: The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1992), 12. 
 
2 Pietro Bovati, Re-Establishing Justice: Legal Terms, Concepts and Procedures in the 
Hebrew Bible (trans. M. J. Smith; JSOTSup 105; Sheffield, 1994), 234.  Also see 
Timothy D. Lytton, "'Shall Not the Judge of the Earth Deal Justly?': Accountability, 
Compassion, and Judicial Authority in the Biblical Story of Sodom and Gomorrah," 
Journal of Law and Religion 18 (2002-2003), 31-55, which presents a legally focused 
analysis of Abraham's intercession on behalf of Sodom. 
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  The case for a particularly juridical interpretation begins in the texts themselves, 

where we might observe, for example, that in Genesis 18 Abraham refers to God as 

judge. Abraham's use of this appellation indicates that he constructs his speech on behalf 

of Sodom as a particularly legal defense.   Unfortunately, this kind of direct contextual 

information is not easy to come by.  Nevertheless, the broader conception of prayer as 

courtroom speech, supported by other texts, justifies our further inquiry beyond the 

details of any particular text. 

 Each of the three locutions does, in fact, occur in more concretely adjudicatory 

contexts (item I.c).  The examples here are frequently cited in discussions of trials and 

trial language in the Hebrew Bible.  Thus, there is a good basis to the argument that 

Jeremiah's "standing before" God to intercede on behalf of Israel should, in some way, be 

related to the litigants' "standing before" the judge, like the inadvertent homicide or the 

two women in the judgment of Solomon.   

 As we draw these connections, however, we must consider the broader range of 

meanings that each of these terms has.  On their own, of course, '-m-d and n-g-š need not 

mean anything more than "standing" or "approaching."   Similarly, there are several, not-

necessarily-legal, interpretations of the collocation of '-m-d with lipnê, especially as it 

occurs in intercession.  I will specify just two alternatives to the legal interpretation (item 

I.d).  With regard to prayer, "standing before" God should, in some way, be connected to 

"standing before" a person or deity in service.3 In the context of prophetic intercession, 

when God tells Ezekiel that he sought a prophet who would "mend the fence and stand in 

the breach before Him," we might imagine a physical meaning, instead of a legal one.  

                                                
3 See Muffs, Love and Joy, 10 on the prophet as a servant. 
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Rather than seeking a defense attorney, God apparently wants a defensive linebacker, to 

block God and thus protect Israel.     

 Nevertheless, we need not completely reject the possibility of the legal 

interpretation of these positional terms.  In addition to connecting the terms to lawsuit 

terminology, we can also connect them to the language surrounding pleas or petitions, in 

general.  Here, I point to two examples, Judah's plea to Joseph and Esther's plea to 

Ahasuerus.  In both, we find the contrast between an initial prostration and a subsequent 

approach, or standing.  At first, both speakers fall to the floor in desperation.  Then, 

Judah "approaches" and Esther "stands before" the king (who has acknowledged her with 

the scepter) to make their cases.  This change in position is significant; it marks the 

difference between nearly spontaneous outbursts and pleas more formally lodged.4 

 Neither of these scenes is a trial in the strictest sense of the word.  Even so, the 

positions of Judah and Esther before Joseph and Ahasuerus do shed some light on the 

similar positions of the litigants in item I.c. These litigants, like Judah and Esther, stand 

before the authority to make their case.  And one imagines that, in fact, any litigant 

before a judge would plea in a manner similar to Judah or Esther.  We can say the same 

for prophets who "approach" and "stand before" God to intercede on behalf of the nation: 

their role is to plead the nation's case. 

Before I turn to the Assyriological material, I would like to briefly note that later 

Hebrew prayer maintains the connection between the positional terms and making a plea.  

In item I.e, I cite two examples from the Ashkenazi liturgy for Yom Kippur, which, 

                                                
4 For additional comparisons between Judah's speech and prayer, see Moshe Greenberg, 
Biblical Prose Prayer as a Window to the Popular Religion of Ancient Israel (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1983), 20-23. 
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because it is recited on the Day of Judgment, is perhaps the best place to explore the 

nexus between the courtroom and prayer. In the first, all of Israel—here, for the purposes 

of the rhyme, called kana, or branch—is urged to stand (in three different verbs) and 

plead for life.  In the second, the prayer leader announces that he has arrived to stand and 

plead on behalf of Israel, in a manner that makes his role a nearly direct continuation of 

that of the prophet as intercessor. 

 The Hebrew materials, then, show that the positional terms we are examining-- '-

m-d, with or without lipnê, and the verb n-g-š— are used to describe pleas made before 

human and divine authorities.  The Akkadian evidence points in similar directions. As in 

Hebrew, Akkadian shows an overlap between positioning at prayer and positioning in 

lawsuits.  Item II.a has some examples from prayers, and Item II.b has references from 

descriptions of lawsuits. Speakers in prayers and litigants in lawsuits "approach" 

(maharu, ṭehû) and "stand" (izuzzu) "before" (mahar) the deity or the adjudicating 

authority to make their cases.   

 As in Hebrew, the Akkadian terms all belong to the wider sphere of making 

claims or petitions before any being of higher rank.  Verbs like mahāru and its semantic 

equivalents describe how petitioners of all kinds—not just litigants and people at 

prayer—approach the recipient of the petition.  And, as with Hebrew ד לפני-מ-ע, "standing 

before" (izuzzu ina pāni in Akkadian) is also a general term for "service."5  Nevertheless, 

as we argued for Hebrew, prayer and litigation are both actions of "making one's case," 

which validates establishing a connection between the prayer and the courtroom. 

                                                
5 As noted by Charles Halton in Alan Lenzi, ed., Reading Akkadian Prayers and Hymns: 
An Introduction (ANEM 3; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 153. 
 



6 
 

These general similarities shed exegetical light on the biblical texts and impact 

our interpretation of biblical prayer in two ways. In both ways, the Akkadian materials 

advance the interpretation of prayer as courtroom speech. The first pertains to 

establishing the prayer-courtroom connection. The second pertains to establishing the 

legal significance of the Hebrew terminology.  

To illustrate the first point— that the Akkadian materials support connecting 

prayer and the courtroom-- let us return to the examples from Akkadian prayers that I 

have cited in item II.a.  In particular, I call your attention to the last two citations.  In the 

last citation, from an Old Babylonian diviner's prayer, the speaker "approaches" for 

"judgment."  This reflects the well-known overlap between the divinatory and 

adjudicatory processes: the entire divination process is called a judgment, and the 

outcomes of divination, like the outcomes of a lawsuit, are called decisions.  In this 

prayer, and others like it, litigant and petitioner are essentially the same.   

The citation from the Shamash Hymn, from Lambert's Babylonian Wisdom 

Literature, shows a similar, if perhaps more subtle, connection between prayer and the 

courtroom.  Here, the verb maharu, meaning to "approach or confront," refers to the 

action of the people praying to the god; our quotation is just the first of several lines that 

all use the same verb in the same way.  Just a few lines earlier, however, the hymn 

describes Shamash as the great, all-seeing judge, who "determines the case" against the 

dishonest ("those whose mouth says No").  It is their case, as Lambert's translation 

correctly elucidates, that is "set before" (šakin mahar) the god. The use of similar 

terminology-- maharu for prayer, šakin mahrika for cases to be tried-- underscores the 
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connection between prayer and adjudication: cases are said to be "before" the divine 

judge; petitioners "approach" the great judge to put their cases before him. 

In addition to providing evidence for a link between prayer and the legal process, 

the Akkadian materials are also crucial to establishing the legal significance of the 

positional terms we have been discussing.  The Akkadian legal texts' use of parallel terms 

confirms the forensic reading of similar terms in Hebrew.6  We might arrive at these 

readings based on the Hebrew alone, as the evidence in item I.c shows.  We must 

remember, however, that in the Hebrew Bible we do not have direct access to Israelite 

legal writing.  Therefore, we are hard pressed to find legal language in the 

unambiguously forensic context that a trial record provides. The parallels from trial 

records show us legal language "in action," and are thus a necessary, "real life" 

supplement to the Hebrew Bible's own descriptions of how trials were conducted. 

When it comes to prophetic intercession, the Akkadian materials furnish us with a 

legal situational analogue.  Let us consider the quotation from the text that Lambert titled 

"Nebuchadnezzar King of Justice," the last entry in item II.b.7  This selection comes 

from the first part of the text, in which the narrator describes lawlessness and the 

breakdown of legal institutions under earlier rulers.  One symptom of this deplorable 

situation is that "regent and prince would not take the part of the cripple and widow 

before the judge."  There is an expectation that those in power would support the legal 

causes-- "take the part"-- of those in need by playing an advocatory role of some kind.  

                                                
6 For similar observations on the general value of the Neo-Babylonian texts for matters of 
law, see B. Wells, The Law of Testimony in the Pentateuchal Codes (BZAR 4; 
Wiesbaden, 2004), 3-4 and Magdalene, Scales of Righteousness, 3-4. 
 
7 W.G. Lambert, "Nebuchadnezzar King of Justice," Iraq 27 (1965), 1-11. 
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Even at this conceptual level, the regent and the prince seem to play a role analogous to 

that of the prophet who talks back to God on behalf of Israel.   

The language of the Akkadian actually allows us to press this analogy even 

further.  The idiom that Lambert correctly translates as "take the part of" actually consists 

of the verb izuzzu ("to stand") and the preposition itti ("with").8  So, a more literal 

translation would render the text as "regent and prince would not stand with the cripple 

and widow before the judge."  Thus, the situational similarity between the prophets and 

the Babylonian leaders as advocates is underscored by similar terminology.  Both the 

prophets and the leaders "stand before" the judge-- a human one in the case of the leaders 

and God, in the case of the prophet. I note, however, that Hebrew texts do not describe 

the prophets as standing "with" the people as advocates.  Still, the situational and the 

limited terminological parallels remain in place.  These parallels encourage us to consider 

the broader question of whether or not advocacy—even on an informal level-- was a 

general feature of trials in the ancient Near East.9 

 

In my remarks today, I have considered the forensic valence of Hebrew and 

Akkadian terms that describe the positioning of petitioners, in prayer and in the 

courtroom.  In both Hebrew and Akkadian, verbs of "approach" and "standing before" 

describing the actions of petitioners, in general, and in courts of law and in prayer, in 

particular.  These similarities indicate that, in both languages, the descriptions of people 
                                                
8 See CAD uzuzzu 5b (U, 380-381). 
 
9 We might compare the elders' speech on behalf of Jeremiah (Jer 26:17-19). Rabbinic 
tradition allows judges themselves to offer defense in capital cases (b. Sanh. 43b). 
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at prayer "approaching" and "standing before" the deity contribute to the conception of 

prayer as courtroom speech. The Akkadian texts allow us not only to identify this 

conception of prayer, but also to flesh it out by providing the analogy in the human 

courtroom upon which it is based. 

By way of conclusion, one final question we might ask is the general question of 

origins.  This question should occupy us whenever we take up the topic of the Bible and 

Assyriology, but especially when we consider matters of biblical law.  How did these 

inter-linguistic commonalities arise?  One could suggest that the Akkadian and Hebrew 

usages arose independently because of natural semantic developments in each language 

on its own.  If so, then the Akkadian comparison is still valuable, but only in as much as 

it shows that Hebrew and Akkadian vocabularies have similar histories; one could just as 

easily adduce the legal meaning of "approach" in the English phrase "approach the 

bench" or "before" in the phrase "before the court" to make a similar case.  An alternative 

answer might suggest that the particular usages belong to historical-linguistic connections 

between Hebrew and Akkadian.  These usages, then, are reflections of the earliest history 

of Semitic.  Yet a third position would explain our parallels by drawing on the well-

established cultural connections between the two civilizations: like other aspects of 

religion and law, our parallels are expressions of a common Near Eastern cultural 

heritage. Deciding between these options requires more time and additional research. 

Perhaps we can take this up during the discussion period. 



10 
 
Shalom E. Holtz         sholtz@yu.edu 

Taking a (Forensic) Stand 
 

I.Hebrew Terminology--ש-ג-ד, נ-מ-ד לפני, ע-מ-ע 
I.a In intercession 

• Jer 18:20 (cf. Jer 15:1; 19) 
 חֲמָתְךָ מֵהֶם.-לְדַבֵּר עֲלֵיהֶם טוֹבָה לְהָשִׁיב אֶתעָמְדִי לְפָנֶיךָ זְכֹר 

 
• Ps 106:30 
  פִּינְחָס וַיְפַלֵּל וַתֵּעָצַר הַמַּגֵּפָה.וַיַּעֲמֹד

 
• Gen 18:22-23,  25 

לֹא  הָאָרֶץ-רָשָׁע . . . הֲשֹׁפֵט כָּל- הַאַף תִּסְפֶּה צַדִּיק עִם הָם וַיֹּאמַר אַבְרָ וַיִּגַּשׁ עֹמֵד לִפְנֵי ה'.. . . וְאַבְרָהָם עוֹדֶנּוּ 
 יַעֲשֶׂה מִשְׁפָּט.
 
I.b In prayers (otherwise) 

• 2 Chr 20:4-5, 14 
עֹמְדִים לִפְנֵייְהוּדָה - יְהוֹשָׁפָט. . . וְכֹל  וַיַּעֲמֹדוַיִּקָּבְצוּ יְהוּדָה לְבַקֵּשׁ מֵה'. . .  טַפָּם נְשֵׁיהֶם וּבְנֵיהֶם.-ַם ה' גּ
 

• Job 30:20 
  וַתִּתְבֹּנֶן בִּי. עָמַדְתִּיאֲשַׁוַּע אֵלֶיךָ וְלֹא תַעֲנֵנִי  

 
• Isa 29:13 
. . . יַעַן כִּי    הָעָם הַזֶּה בְּפִיו וּבִשְׂפָתָיו כִּבְּדוּנִי וְלִבּוֹ רִחַק מִמֶּנִּינִגַּשׁ

 
I.c As Juridical Terminology 

• Num 35:12 (cf. Jos 20:6, 9) 
 .עָמְדוֹ לִפְנֵי הָעֵדָה לַמִּשְׁפָּט-וְהָיוּ לָכֶם הֶעָרִים לְמִקְלָט מִגֹּאֵל וְלֹא יָמוּת הָרֹצֵחַ עַד
 

• 1 Kgs 3:16 
 .וַתַּעֲמֹדְנָה לְפָנָיוהַמֶּלֶךְ -אָז תָּבֹאנָה שְׁתַּיִם נָשִׁים זֹנוֹת אֶל
 

• Isa 50:8 
בַעַל מִשְׁפָּטִי- יָּחַד מִינַעַמְדָה אִתִּי יָרִיב-קָרוֹב מַצְדִּיקִי מִי   אֵלָי יִגַּשׁ

 
• Deut 25:1 
  וּשְׁפָטוּםהַמִּשְׁפָּט-וְנִגְּשׁוּ אֶליִהְיֶה רִיב בֵּין אֲנָשִׁים -כִּי
 

I.d In other contexts 
• Deut 10:8 
לַעֲמֹד לִפְנֵי ה'שֵׁבֶט הַלֵּוִי . . . -בָּעֵת הַהִוא הִבְדִּיל ה' אֶת  ָרְתוֹ וּלְבָרֵךְ בִּשְׁמוֹ לְשׁ
 

• Ezek 22:30 
-- בְּעַד הָאָרֶץוְעֹמֵד בַּפֶּרֶץ לְפָנַיגָּדֵר -וָאֲבַקֵּשׁ מֵהֶם אִישׁ גֹּדֵר  לְבִלְתִּי שַׁחֲתָהּ
 

• Gen 44:14-18 
הַמַּעֲשֶׂה -ֹאמֶר לָהֶם יוֹסֵף, מָה וַיּ .וַיִּפְּלוּ לְפָנָיו אָרְצָהוַיָּבֹא יְהוּדָה וְאֶחָיו בֵּיתָה יוֹסֵף, וְהוּא עוֹדֶנּוּ שָׁם; 
-נֹּאמַר לַאדֹנִי מַה- וַיֹּאמֶר יְהוּדָה מַה נַחֵשׁ יְנַחֵשׁ אִישׁ אֲשֶׁר כָּמֹנִי.-הַזֶּה אֲשֶׁר עֲשִׂיתֶם; הֲלוֹא יְדַעְתֶּם, כִּי
נִמְצָא הַגָּבִיעַ -אֲנַחְנוּ גַּם אֲשֶׁר-לַאדֹנִי גַּםהִנֶּנּוּ עֲבָדִים --ֹן עֲבָדֶיךָעֲו-מָצָא אֶת לֹהִים-נִּצְטַדָּק הָאֱ-נְּדַבֵּר וּמַה
לִּי עָבֶד, וְאַתֶּם, עֲלוּ -חָלִילָה לִּי, מֵעֲשׂוֹת זֹאת; הָאִישׁ אֲשֶׁר נִמְצָא הַגָּבִיעַ בְּיָדוֹ, הוּא יִהְיֶה  וַיֹּאמֶר בְּיָדוֹ.
וַיִּגַּשׁ אֵלָיו  אֲבִיכֶם.-לְשָׁלוֹם אֶל יִחַר אַפְּךָ -וְאַל נָא עַבְדְּךָ דָבָר בְּאָזְנֵי אֲדֹנִי-ִי אֲדֹנִי יְדַבֶּר יְהוּדָה וַיֹּאמֶר בּ
  בְּעַבְדֶּךָ כִּי כָמוֹךָ כְּפַרְעֹה.
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• Est 8:3-6 
-וַתִּפֹּל לִפְנֵי רַגְלָיו; וַתֵּבְךְּ וַתִּתְחַנֶּןוַתּוֹסֶף אֶסְתֵּר וַתְּדַבֵּר לִפְנֵי הַמֶּלֶךְ  רָעַת הָמָן הָאֲגָגִיוְאֵת - לְהַעֲבִיר אֶתלוֹ
וַתָּקָם אֶסְתֵּר וַתַּעֲמֹד לִפְנֵי  וַיּוֹשֶׁט הַמֶּלֶךְ לְאֶסְתֵּר אֵת שַׁרְבִט הַזָּהָב  הַיְּהוּדִים.-מַחֲשַׁבְתּוֹ, אֲשֶׁר חָשַׁב עַל
-וְכָשֵׁר הַדָּבָר לִפְנֵי הַמֶּלֶךְ, וְטוֹבָה אֲנִי, בְּעֵינָיומָצָאתִי חֵן לְפָנָיו, -הַמֶּלֶךְ טוֹב וְאִם-עַל-וַתֹּאמֶר אִם  .הַמֶּלֶךְ
-הַיְּהוּדִים, אֲשֶׁר בְּכָל-הַמְּדָתָא הָאֲגָגִי, אֲשֶׁר כָּתַב לְאַבֵּד אֶת-הַסְּפָרִים, מַחֲשֶׁבֶת הָמָן בֶּן-יִכָּתֵב לְהָשִׁיב אֶת-
בְּאָבְדַן   וְאֵיכָכָה אוּכַל וְרָאִיתִי עַמִּי-יִמְצָא אֶת-אֲשֶׁר ָרָעָה כִּי אֵיכָכָה אוּכַל וְרָאִיתִי,בּ מְדִינוֹת הַמֶּלֶךְ.
 מוֹלַדְתִּי.

I.e. Later Liturgical Examples  
• Yotser for Yom Kippur (ed. hebrew-treasures.huji.ac.il) 

דר עמדי נא התיצבי נא קומי נא חלי נא בעד הנפש חני נא פני אנה כנה עורי נא התעוררי נא  
 עליון
O Israel awake! Stand, place yourself, arise, plead for life before God who dwells on high. 
 

• Reader's Prayer (ed. D. Goldschmidt, Mahzor) 
 על עמך ישראל אשר שלחני . . . היה נא מצליח דרכי אשר אנכי באתי לעמוד ולחנן לפניך . . .
 לי ועל שולחי עלעמוד ולבקש רחמיםהולך 
. . . I have come to stand and plead before You on behalf of Your people Israel, who have 
commissioned me . . grant success to my mission: to stand and seek mercy on behalf of myself 
and those who have commissioned me. 
 

II. Akkadian Analogues 
II.a In Prayers  

• Nergal 2, 17 (ed. Abusch, in Lenzi, Reading Akkadian Prayers) 
Because you are merciful, I have stood before you (attazziz maharka) 
 

• Lambert, BWL, 134: 125-134 (Hymn to Shamash) 
Those whose mouth says "No"-- (their case) is before you (šakin mahrika) 
Speedily you discern what they say; 
You hear and examine them; you determine the case (tumassi dīnšu) of the wronged. 
You hear, Shamash, prayer, supplication, and benediction . . . 
The feeble man calls you . . . constantly and unceasingly confronts you (imahharka). 
 

• YOS 11, 22:9-10 (ed. Lenzi, Reading Akkadian Prayers, 90)  
I am pure; I approach the assembly of the gods for judgment (eṭehhi ana dīni) 
 

II.b In Human-to-Human Adjudicatory Contexts 
• Nbn 13:8-9 

The king's judges heard and brought PN and had him stand before them (maharšunu ušzizzū) 
 

• YOS 6,92:1-23 
PN1 approached [officials], saying thus (imhur umma) . . . Now, I have brought PN2 before you 
(maharkunu ubil). Judge my case against PN2 and PN3!" . . . PN1 and PN2 [argued] their case 
before them (dīna ina panīšunu idbubū). 
 

• Lambert, Iraq 27 (1965), ii.5-6 ("Nebuchadnezzar King of Justice") 
Regent and prince would not take the part of the cripple and widow before the judge (itti akû u 
almat la izzazzū mahar dayyāni), and if they came before the judge (imahharā) he would not 
judge their case. 

 
 


