
INTRODUCTION 

Abraham Lincoln once wrote, “If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong.”1 It is clear, 
particularly in light of relatively recent history here in the United States, that 
owning another human being is immoral by modern standards. To the surprise of 

many, however, the abhorrent practice of slavery appears prominently in the Old 
Testament (also called the Hebrew Bible). As it occurs with some frequency in the 
Old Testament, the issue of slavery often surfaces as a source of contention in 

discussions about morality, specifically concerning its implications for God’s own 
character: how could a loving God have endorsed slavery? As my grandfather often 
says, it is a topic that usually generates more heat than light. 

There is little doubt that the laws of the Old Testament identified and discussed the 
proper practice of slavery. The debate today often focuses on whether or not the Old 
Testament laws condoned or even endorsed it. If slavery was endorsed, which type 

of slavery was being described? Was it indentured servitude or debt-slavery (which 
many would compare to a type of voluntary employment or general debt repayment, 
like working at McDonalds or owning a credit card), or were there actually chattel-

slaves who were owned and passed down to the children of the owners as 
inheritance? The answers to these, and other slavery-related questions, are not only 
important for understanding the ancient Near Eastern context of Iron Age Israelite 

culture, but they also inform and shape interpretations of the Old Testament and 
Christian theology. 

There is an odd dichotomy that appears in this discussion, which leads to a great 

deal of unnecessary confusion. On the one hand, we can read about what experts in 
the fields of biblical and ancient Near Eastern studies say about topics like slavery 

 
1 Letter from Abraham Lincoln to Albert G. Hodges, April 4, 1864 (www.loc.gov/resources, cited July 
19, 2019). 
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in the Old Testament. On the other hand, we can see what is actually debated on 
social media, (e.g., YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook). In my experience, much (if not 

most) of the scholarly research that has been done on this topic – and others like it 
– does not make its way out of the proverbial ivory tower into the public arena. 

This disconnect between what scholars have discovered and what non-specialists 

are aware of was the primary motivation for the creation of our YouTube channel, 
Digital Hammurabi. Having spent years in graduate school – enduring the rigors of 
our doctoral programs – we were absolutely shocked by the lack of reputable 

scholarly information that appears in so many online debates and discussions. In an 
attempt to bridge the gap between scholars and non-specialists, we provide a 
resource for normal, everyday people to access and understand the research that 

has already gone into so many of these hotly debated topics. It is with this in mind 
that I write this book. 

I hope to accomplish three primary goals with this publication. First and foremost, I 

want to make available to the reader the vast amount of reputable, peer-reviewed, 
scholarly research that has already gone into the topic of slavery in the Hebrew 
Bible and the wider ancient Near East. It is not my intent to provide new, 

groundbreaking discoveries or radical conclusions concerning this issue. Instead, I 
wish to demonstrate that there is general consensus among scholars when it comes 
to the nature and reality of many aspects of slavery in the ancient world. Thus, you 

will see me reference a myriad of scholars, including many “liberal” and 
“conservative” authors, quoting them frequently in the body of the text, as 
presenting their research is directly related to my primary goal.2 

Second, I want to present this scholarly consensus in a clear and palatable fashion. 
One of the criticisms often leveled against the academic community is the lack of 
relatability that their writing has when it comes to the general public. It is difficult, 

 
2 On the use of the terms “liberal” and “conservative” in this context, see Grabbe 1987.  



of course, to engage in detailed and exhaustive research to solve difficult problems 
or elucidate new information on a narrow topic, while simultaneously making that 

information relatable and relevant to people who are not specialists in the field. It is 
my hope that this book will act as a link between these two groups, taking the 
detailed and nuanced conclusions of scholars and packaging them in a way that 

everyone can understand. 

My third and final goal will be to provide some practical application for all of this 
information on ancient slavery. As I have stated, Old Testament slavery is 

constantly debated; those who believe the Bible to be the inspired Word of God tend 
to defend Old Testament slavery, attempting to explain difficult passages in a way 
that makes the practice seem less immoral by today’s standards. On the opposite 

side, atheists and agnostics tend to seek out and highlight the most detestable 
aspects of the practice in order to demonize the god of the Old Testament. However, 
as neither side generally has ready access to scholarly research on the topic, some of 

their conclusions end up being too extreme. It is my hope that, by clearly 
articulating what slavery was actually like in the Old Testament and in the ancient 
Near East, both sides of this discussion will be armed with reputable data, and will 
be able to move the conversation forward in a more meaningful and productive way. 

I want to take a moment and talk about what I mean when I mention “scholarly 
consensus,” particularly as it relates to Old Testament and ancient Near Eastern 
slavery. When we talk about scholarly consensus, we are generally referring to what 

mainstream scholars in a particular field agree to be the case concerning a 
particular topic. There are obviously many issues on which scholars do not 
completely agree, usually in what we would consider the specific details of the 

subject. However, in this book, we are concerned with things that scholars generally 
do agree on concerning Old Testament and ancient Near Eastern slavery. How and 
why do scholars come to general agreement on these issues? Do they all have a big 

meeting where they take a vote: “All in favor of the Hebrew Bible endorsing slavery 
raise your hand”? No, of course not. Neither is there some grand conspiracy 



involving “liberal” scholars, laughing menacingly as they plot the destruction of 
organized religion in the world. 

The reality is that there are certain facts or “data points” that each scholar or 
researcher uses when attempting to make sense of an issue. If you have ever seen a 
murder mystery, the detective in the story is armed with certain facts or details 

about the case. Some of these might include: 1) the accused was found with a 
revolver in his hand; 2) the revolver had been recently fired; 3) the murder victim 
was killed by a bullet from that same revolver. These three data points (the recently 

fired weapon in the accused’s hand and the death by the fired bullet) are some of 
the facts with which the detective must develop a reconstruction of what happened. 
The more evidence or facts that the detective can uncover, the more detail he will 

have, and the higher the likelihood that he will be able to create a scenario or 
interpretation of the facts that accords well with what actually happened. 

The same is true when we study the ancient world. For example, let’s say that an 

archaeologist excavates a site, uncovers the buildings, vessels, and remains of the 
people who lived at that site, and from these data points, develops an interpretation 
that best explains the evidence or data that they have uncovered. However, the 
archaeologist also discovers clay tablets that contain writing. Not only are the 

physical tablets themselves part of their data set, but also the writing that the 
tablets contain. A linguist will decipher the writing and determine things like what 
the tablet says, who wrote it, the genre of the text, and so on. This information is 

then added to the growing data set that scholars use to “paint a picture,” not only of 
that particular excavated site, but of the geographical region, the entire period, or 
even aspects of the ancient world as a whole.  

Thus, when we consider a topic like slavery in the Hebrew Bible or in the ancient 
Near East, a good researcher will seek to identify as much information as possible 
concerning the topic. What evidence from legal “codes” do we have? What about 

actual legal texts, like court cases? Are there any cases in existence that we have 



discovered? What about stories from the period? Do they speak of slavery? If so, 
what do they say? When all of the available data have been gathered, the scholar 

attempts to piece it all together, creating an interpretive model that best explains 
all of the available evidence or data points. 

Forming an interpretation that best accounts for all of the data is absolutely 

critical. If the detective from our example above were to conclude, “I think that the 
victim died from a stab wound,” the evidence of the gunshot wound would appear 
not to be accounted for in his interpretation. Thus, he would either have to account 

for or explain why it appears that the victim died from a gunshot, but was actually 
killed by a stab wound. In the same way, if someone concluded that Hebrew slaves 
were allowed to be kept for life against their will in the laws of the Hebrew Bible, 

they would likely not be taking into account the evidence from passages like Exodus 
21 which appears to contradict that conclusion. They would have to explain how the 
data from Exodus 21 fits into their interpretive model. 

This brings us back to scholarly consensus. Why is it that, on the whole, scholars 
appear to agree about a great many aspects of slavery in the Old Testament and 
ancient Near East? It is because they are ostensibly dealing with the same data 
points. For example, they have all read Exodus 21, Deuteronomy 15, 20, and 

Leviticus 25. They all know about Nehemiah 5 and Jeremiah 34. Thus, they must 
formulate an interpretation that accounts for the data in all of these passages (as 
well as many more pieces of evidence). Thus, there will be broad agreement on the 

basic “facts of the case.” Where we frequently find disagreement, however, is in the 
interpretation of certain details of slavery. “Who is this particular verse about: a 
debt-slave or a chattel-slave?” “What does ‘punish’ mean in Exodus 21:20: to kill the 

master, or to punish him as the judges see fit?” “Does Exodus 21:16 refer to 
kidnapping Israelite citizens, or everyone in general?” In short, you will find as you 
read this book that there is general scholarly consensus on many or most aspects of 

slavery in the Old Testament and ancient Near East, and this is the result of 



reputable scholars having access to the same data points and attempting to make 
sense of them within their interpretative models. 

The book will be structured in the following way. I will begin by providing a general 
overview and description of slavery in the Old Testament. What types of slavery 
existed? How did one become a slave? Did slaves have any rights? Were they 

considered property? The goal of the first chapter will not necessarily be to provide 
detailed evidence or support for the characteristics presented; this will come later in 
the book. The goal in chapter one will simply be to provide a clear summary of what 

slavery in the Hebrew Bible looked like. 

In chapter two, we will widen our scope to the ancient Near East, not only from the 
period of the biblical texts, but from the periods leading up to it. We will examine 

the so-called “law codes,” including the famous Code of Hammurabi, to see what 
they say about slavery. Because we have a great deal of documentation that has 
survived from the ancient Near East, we will also examine other legal texts, as well 

as other textual genres, in order to glean information useful to the discussion. Of 
course, it will not be possible to examine all or even most of the available evidence. 
However, I will attempt to deal with the relevant data points as much as possible. 

Chapter three will focus on a more detailed analysis of the primary legal passages 

that deal with slavery: Exodus 21, Deuteronomy 15, 20, and Leviticus 25. As there 
was very likely development between the earlier book of Exodus and the later books 
of Deuteronomy and Leviticus, we will examine how the laws concerning slavery 

may have changed, and who benefited from these developments. We will also 
examine in greater detail issues like slaves as war plunder, rules for the release of 
slaves, the meaning of “property,” etc. 

Finally, in chapter four, we will turn our attention to some of the more common 
objections that I have received when discussing the issues surrounding slavery in 
the ancient world that are not covered in the first three chapters. “Does ‘forever’ in 

Leviticus 25:44-46 actually mean ‘for all time?’” “Doesn’t Deuteronomy 23:15-16 



demonstrate that slaves can run away if they so choose, and the Israelites are 
commanded not to return them? Doesn’t this do away with the idea of slavery?” 

“Leviticus 19 tells Israel to love foreigners. You can’t have slavery and have a 
command to love foreigners. These things are mutually exclusive.” I will seek to 
answer these (and other) questions and objections, hopefully providing clarity and 

solutions that are reasonable and supported by the data. 

In the end, it is my hope that the reader will be armed with a great deal of 
reputable scholarly research concerning slavery, not only in the Hebrew Bible, but 

also in the wider ancient Near East. They will be able to answer such questions as, 
“What was Old Testament slavery like?” “What were the different forms of slavery?” 
“Was slavery in the Hebrew Bible essentially different from slavery in the ancient 

Near East?” and “Would slavery in the Old Testament be considered immoral 
today?” By obtaining such clarification and precision on this topic, which is so hotly 
debated in the public arena, we will hopefully be able to move the conversation 

forward, not only to understand slavery in the ancient world, but also to better 
understand and orient oneself to Christian religion and theology. 
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