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Theme: Issues of Justice in Biblical Law 
Roy Gane, Andrews University, Presiding 
 
Achieving Justice in Biblical Law  
Proposer: Pamela Barmash  
Institution: Washington University 
Law focuses on achieving prescribed predictable results. But what does the law do to the hapless persons 
caught within its slow-moving gears, whether as victim or perpetrator? There are many legal situations 
where the limitations of law make it come across as unjust and quixotic and where law fails to fulfill our 
need for justice. Law and its practitioners want to polish the system, move cases along, create a process 
that allows for rules to develop and precedents to evolve. But people look to the law to provide solutions 
to their grievances, to fulfill moral lessons, and to better themselves and their communities. This 
disjunction between law and justice has been explored in recent decades by law school faculty working in 
the areas of critical legal studies and human rights. This paper will critically apply the work of a number 
of these scholars (Martha Minow, Thane Rosenbaum, Nicholas Tavuchis, and Richard Weisberg) to 
biblical law in order to explore the issues of justice and legal rights and responsibilities. 
 
 
The Psalms and the Courtroom  
Proposer: Shalom E. Holtz  
Institution: Yeshiva University 
Modern scholarship has identified the courtroom as one of the central motifs of prayer in the Hebrew 
Bible. A broad network of legal forms of speech links law and litigation to prayers, especially those 
Psalms categorized as individual or communal laments. In fact, some scholars of biblical law are 
confident enough in this connection to draw on prayer as a source for describing Israelite court procedure. 
The goal of this presentation is to evaluate this scholarly position by attempting to imagine an Israelite 
trial through the lens of the Psalms. Preliminary investigation suggests that the Psalms provide two kinds 
of information: they may refer to specific procedures during a trial or they may pattern themselves after 
the language that would have been used in human courtrooms. Mentions of false witnesses "arising" (e.g. 
Ps. 27:12, 35:11) or of an opponent "being judged" (Ps. 108:7) are examples of references to specific 
procedures that appear in prayers. Demands for judgment (e.g. Ps. 43:1), protestations of innocence (e.g., 
Ps 26:1; 44:17-18) and accusations (e.g., Ps. 38:3-4; 44:9-15; 79:1-4) are examples of how the Psalms are 
conceived as actual trial speeches before (and even against) God. Wherever possible, the presentation will 
draw analogies between prayers and trials described in biblical narratives or laws, and will also consider 
information from legal records in Akkadian. 
 
 
Were Israelite Women Chattel?: Shedding New Light on an Old Question  
Proposer: T. M. Lemos  
Institution: Huron University College at Western University 
It is not uncommon for scholarship on women in the Hebrew Bible to assert that Israelite women were no 
more than the chattel of their fathers and husbands. While apologetic treatments of biblical texts straining 
to paint a brighter picture are not in short supply, it is nonetheless rare to find an in-depth and balanced 
examination of whether or not Israelite women, as daughters and/or wives, were considered to be 
property. Even rarer are considerations of how the question of whether or not women were property 
intersects with the following related questions: Were women in ancient Israel legal agents? Were they 
social agents? Should legal and social agency be differentiated? What were Israelite conceptions of 
personhood and how were women included in the category of “person,” if at all? This paper will examine 
all of these issues and will consider evidence from both biblical law and narrative. In addition, the paper 
will assess evidence from the wider region of ancient West Asia, as well as legal theories concerning 
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property and personhood when appropriate. My tentative conclusion is that non-slave Israelite women 
were not in fact considered chattel, but that ancient Near Eastern conceptions of personhood—which were 
very different from modern, western ideas—led the status of women sometimes to be closer to that of 
slaves than one might anticipate, while also leading the status of slaves to be sometimes higher than the 
social position of slaves in some other societies of the ancient world. The paper will argue, then, that the 
study of Israelite conceptions of human beings as property cannot be easily isolated from the study of 
Israelite conceptions of personhood and that both of these areas deserve more sustained and more 
nuanced treatment in biblical scholarship. 
 
 
Protection and Compensation for Physical Injuries and Abuse in ANE and Biblical Laws 
Proposer: Filip Vukosavovic 
Institution: Bible Lands Museum, Jerusalem 
Hundreds of laws from Mesopotamia, Anatolia and Canaan/Israel have been discovered and researched. 
However, among these there are only a relatively small number of laws that deal with intentional injuries 
by one person against another. Two clay tablet fragments discovered at Tel Hazor in 2010 contain at least 
four laws that belong to this category. The most striking feature of this find is that they are concerned 
with protecting a slave, which is rarely attested among ANE laws. This lecture aims to present a 
comparison of all the laws dealing with this subject that are attested in ANE and Biblical ‘codices’ (legal 
collections), while special emphasis will be given to the laws dealing with protection of slaves. 
 
 
An Abnormal Law for an Abnormal Society: Some Remarks on a Unique Conception of Biblical 
Civil Law  
Proposer: Avi Shveka  
Institution: Katholieke Universiteit Leuven 
The aim of this lecture is to bring to light a specific characteristic of biblical civil law, which has not 
hitherto gained the deserved attention. In several biblical laws, one can discern a tendency to neutralize 
the Israelite society from specific types of economic activity. Biblical law does not only regulate 
economic institutions, but sometimes abolishes them. Quite often in such cases, however, the law clarifies 
that the practices it forbids are allowed in relations between the Israelites and the surrounding peoples. In 
my lecture I will discuss a few examples of this phenomenon, from the domains of loans, slavery, and 
trade. In all these fields we find prohibitions that the law emphasize that they apply only to interactions 
with fellow Israelites. The legislator acknowledges that in the surrounding world the ruling law is 
different from the one he is setting forth for Israel. Moreover, he permits, even encourages, the Israelites 
to follow this different law when dealing with other peoples, thus deliberately narrowing the circle inside 
which his law applies. This is a unique phenomenon, which is not found in other ancient Near Eastern law 
codes, and is rare in legal systems in general. In my view, the key to understand this phenomenon lies in 
the theological conceptions of the biblical legislators. As I will claim, the excluding of interactions 
between Israelites and the surrounding peoples suggests that (some) biblical legislators did not regard 
their rulings as representations of universal moral norms, but, contrarily, as deviations from these norms. 
They recognized that activities such as they prohibit are normal; it is the Israelite society that is, in some 
sense, abnormal, and therefore such activities should not take place inside its circle. 
 


