
Review: The Ultimate Guide to Debunking Biblical Slavery 
Author: Praise I Am That I Am 
Self-Published eBook 
 

Introduction 
 

One of the goals of Digital Hammurabi is to provide non-specialists with the tools to do their 
own research in a responsible way. It is always encouraging to see someone who is not formally 
trained working to better understand and formulate new ideas about a particular topic. 
Recently, an individual by the name Praise I Am That I Am published an eBook with the title The 
Ultimate Guide to Debunking Biblical Slavery. While there are substantial problems with the 
publication, it could be a first step toward a useful research paper, provided the author 
addresses the weaknesses in his arguments. 
 
 

Summary of the eBook 
 
The publication is laid out in seven chapters, which deal with issues that the author considers 
critical to the discussion about slavery in the Bible. The final chapter deals with the New 
Testament, which lies outside of my field of expertise, so I will leave that to another to review. 
The first chapter, entitled “Slave or Servant?”, deals with the nuance and variability of the 
Hebrew word ֶעֶבד (‘eved, which is generally translated “slave” or “servant”), as well as the law 
of the   ָָמהא (‘amah) “maidservant” in Exodus 21:7-11. 
 
Chapter two addresses on Exodus 21:20-21, arguing several points, including the death penalty 
for a guilty master, the purpose of the “day or two” in 21:21, the overall purpose of the law 
itself, and the possible scenarios that it could have addressed. Also included in this chapter is a 
brief analysis of the “goring ox” passage in Exodus 21:28-32, though the specific point of the 
section was unclear. 
 
Chapter three moves to the oft-debated passage Leviticus 25:44-46, where the author appears 
to argue that these verses describe the process of manumission brought about through legal 
adoption, a common practice in the ancient Near East. He also examines the use of the Hebrew 
word  ָֻּזהֲאח  (‘ahuzzah) “(landed) property,” arguing that, because Yahweh referred to himself as 
‘ahuzzah in Ezekiel 44:28, this necessarily does away with any notion of chattel slavery in 
Leviticus 25:44-46. 
 
Chapter four moves to Deuteronomy 20-21, dealing with the taking of captive wives and 
assigning the inhabitants of foreign cities to corvée labor. The author identifies the connection 
between suzerain/vassal treaties and the book of Deuteronomy, which, in his opinion, would 
remove any forced aspect from the labor provided to the Israelites. He also discusses his 
interpretation of the transitional period described in Deuteronomy 21:12-13, arguing that the 
captive woman is “bewailing” her former ill treatment in her native land, rather than mourning 
the loss of her family. 



Chapter five addresses the issue of the nature of Pentateuchal laws, arguing (as nearly all ANE 
and Hebrew Bible scholars now do) that these law “codes” were not legislative and normative. 
Chapter six deals with miscellaneous texts, though at times one wonders, given the 
explanations provided, why some of these passages are brought into the discussion. Finally, 
chapter seven briefly address slavery in the New Testament. 
 
 

Selected Critiques of the Material 
 
This review is not designed to address every issue with the research, conclusions, and 
presentation of this text. I would advise the author to seek out a scholar in the field who 
specializes in the legal texts of the Hebrew Bible and the ancient Near East who has the time 
and willingness to work with him on this publication. My goal will only be to select what I 
consider to be representative errors made by the author and to present alternative 
explanations when appropriate. 
 
 
Improper Use of Citations 
 
One of the issues that becomes immediately clear as the reader makes his way through each 
chapter is the incredible overreliance on extensive citations taken from a myriad of scholars, 
the arguments of whom the author often appears to not understand. In fact, a short sentence 
or paragraph is often followed by multiple paragraph-long citations, many of which have little 
to nothing to do with the previously made point. To be clear, it is absolutely essential that a 
specialist or non-specialist thoroughly research and cite their sources of information. However, 
it is just as critical to understand the overall and specific arguments of the scholars that you are 
citing. 
 
A particularly striking example of this can be seen in chapter three under the heading 
“Adoption Through Manumission.”1 The author opens with his customary paragrah: “Adoption 
in the ancient near east was a legal process in which an individual from a lower social class 
could receive manumission. The process of manumission usually lasted the entire master’s life, 
which is considered ‘perpetuity’ in Leviticus 25:46 or Olam in Hebrew. The master not only 
provided housing, food, etc but would bequeath their estate and belongings to the manumitted 
individual after their passing.”2 Following this paragraph is a list of eleven (sometimes several 
paragraph long) citations, none of which argue for Leviticus 25:44-46 being the practice of 
manumission through adoption.3 
 

 
1 Pgs. “177ff” of eBook. 
2 Pg. “177” of eBook. 
3 Several of these citations are incomplete, incorrectly cited, or simply incorrect. This is representative of the 
citations in the publication. 



A particularly concerning reference is seen in #7: “‘Slaves could also be manumitted. 
Manumission of foreign slaves by adoption was common in ancient west Asia. See F. W. 
Knobloch, “Adoption,” ABD 1:77-78 and the examples discussed there, including an Elephantine 
text (Kraeling 8) that refers to the manumission and adoption of a young male bearing a 
Yhwistic name. On the formulae of adoption, see S. M. Paul, “Adoption Formulae: A Study of 
Cuneiform and Biblical Legal Clauses,” MAARAV 2 (1979/80) 173-85. See Lev 25:44-46, which 
speaks of slaves acquired both from the surrounding nations and from foreign longterm 
residents in the land and their descendants.’”4 
 
This is the one reference that seems to connect the manumission of foreign slaves by adoption 
and Leviticus 25:44-46, although the connection seems… odd. The oddity resolves itself, 
however, when one actually goes to the source of the quote. If one Googles “slaves” and 
“manumission” together, they will likely eventually come upon this reference by Saul Olyan, the 
source of this quotation (Figure 1).5 
 
Figure 1 

 
 
 
Unfortunately for the author of this eBook, he has grossly misquoted his source. Indeed, what is 
found in the book is actually two distinct endnotes that have been quoted together as a single 
paragraph. Here is what is actually in the body of Olyan’s book (Figure 2): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 Pg. “198” of eBook. 
5 Saul Olyan, Rites and Rank: Hierarchy in Biblical Representation of Cult (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2000). 



 
 
Figure 2 

 
 
 
In the endnotes, we see (Figure 3):6 
 
Figure 3 

 
 
 

 
6 Ibid., 165. 



Thus, the initial error of combining endnotes 128 and 129 into one quotation led to a citation 
that seemed to favor the author’s interpretation, but was simply an erroneous quote that 
provides no connection between manumission through adoption and Leviticus 25:44-46. 
Furthermore, when one views the individual endnotes as they were intended, they argue that 
Leviticus 25:44-46 is in fact about the lifelong enslavement of foreigners, along with the 
master’s legal right to pass them and their children on as inheritance to the following 
generations! 
 
One wonders if the author of the eBook did more than simply Google these key words; had he 
looked up one of the references cited in his own quotation (Knobloch in the ABD), he would 
have seen that endnote 128, which might have seemed to favor his argument, provides no 
support at all, but in fact may work against him.7 Knobloch does in fact mention that 
manumission of slaves by adoption was practiced in the ANE, and is likely mentioned in the 
Hebrew Bible; he cites Genesis 15:2-3 (Abram and his slave as an implied future heir) and 
possibly 1 Chronicles 2:34-35 with Jarha… but NOT Leviticus 25:44-46. In fact, Knobloch writes, 
“Although adoption was practiced in ancient Israel, it is impossible to say to what extent this 
was true. Many of the biblical cases occur in the patriarchal narratives or on foreign soil, involve 
foreigners, or are uncertain. Moreover, adoption is not mentioned in biblical law [emphasis 
mine].”8 In other words, what little evidence we have of adoption in the Hebrew Bible, it is not 
mentioned in biblical law, and Leviticus 25:44-46 is not mentioned. 
 
Another example of improper citation practices can be seen in chapter two, where the author 
writes, “In any case, a few days is required to deliberate if there’s actual evidence the eved was 
beaten or rather if the story was concocted due to the apparent loophole in verses 26-27 
because the eved had motive to get out of their contract.”9 It appears that the author is arguing 
that the phrase “if he survives a day or two” in Exodus 21:21 is to be understood as the time 
necessary for the investigating authorities to determine if the slave was actually beaten by the 
master, or if the slave had fabricated the assault to get out of his contract. In support of this 
position, he quotes Walter Kaiser: “The aim of this law was not to place the slave at the mercy 
of the master, but to restrict the master’s power over his slaves. Simply put, proof was needed 
only of a master’s malice or of his murderous intent. In cases where the slave lived ‘a day or 
two’ after the chastisement, the benefit of the doubt was given to the master only because 
proof became more difficult. But if the slave died immediately, no more proof was needed and 
presumably laws such as Exodus 21:12 would be operative. Exodus 21:21 is thus setting a kind 
of statute of limitations to offer guidance on how to apply Exodus 21:20. The law is thus not 
given to facilitate but, rather, to mitigate abuse.”10 
 
In other words, Kaiser has adopted a rather common interpretation of the passage. If a master 
beats his slave, the law speaks to two possible outcomes. First, if the slave dies immediately, 

 
7 Frederick W. Knobloch, “Adoption,” in The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary, Volume 1: A-C (D. N. Freedman, ed. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992) 77. 
8 Ibid., 78. 
9 Pg. “71” of eBook. 
10 Walter Kaiser, Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan) 1991: 102. 



the master is punished (perhaps killed, though this is debated). If the slave survives for a day or 
two, then the master is not punished. The interpretation Kaiser has adopted is that the “day or 
two” that the slave survived would provide what might be considered reasonable doubt with 
respect to the murderous intent of the master, indicating, rather, that the cause of the death 
was more likely the result of the chastisement. Thus, the master would not be held liable for 
the death. However, if the slave died immediately, this would likely indicate that the master 
had malicious intent in the beating and would thus be punished. In other words, the “proof” of 
guilt would be the immediate death of the slave. Kaiser’s interpretation does not seem to 
support the author’s position. 
 
Although there are several instances of this type of citation, one more example will suffice; it 
can be seen in the section on Deuteronomy 20-21. The author writes, “These suzerain/vassal 
treaties show everyone in the ancient near east agreed upon certain conditions of 
labor/servitude. Hence, eliminating the idea of any forced subjugation or unfair treatment. This 
next quote by ANE scholar Raymond Westbrook epitomized that:”11 Not only is this an 
incredibly bold assertion (“everyone in the ancient near east agreed upon certain conditions of 
labor/servitude”) for which the author provides no support, the quote by Westbrook seems to 
say nothing concerning this issue (I will quote it here in full, as it is quoted so in the eBook): 
 
“Freedom in the ancient Near East was a relative, not an absolute state, as the ambiguity of the 
term for ‘slave’ in all the region’s languages illustrates. ‘Slave’ could be used to refer to a 
subordinate in the social ladder. Thus, the subjects of a king were called his ‘slaves,’ even 
though they were free citizens. The king himself, if a vassal, was the ‘slave’ of his emperor; 
kings, emperors, and commoners alike were ‘slaves’ of the gods. Even a social inferior, when 
addressing a social superior, referred to himself out of politeness as ‘your slave.’ There were, 
moreover, a plethora of servile conditions that were not regarded as slavery, such as son, 
daughter, wife, serf, or human pledge.”12 
 
One might assume that the phrase “in all the region’s languages” in Westbrook’s quotation was 
taken by the author to mean that “everyone in the ancient near east agreed upon certain 
conditions of labor/servitude”, though this could only be confirmed by the author himself. In 
addition to this quotation having little to nothing to do with the aforementioned assertion, it is 
interesting to note what Westbrook says concerning slavery on the very same page from which 
this quote was taken: “Slaves could be purchased, inherited, hired and pledged like any other 
property . . . Slaves, being owned, could not own property themselves.” On the next page, we 
see, “At first sight, the situation of a free person given in pledge to a creditor was identical to 
slavery: the pledge lost his personal freedom and was required to serve the creditor, who 
exploited the pledge’s labor.”13 Of course, neither of these quotes deal with suzerain/vassal 
treaties (as the quote cited by the author), but it is interesting how Westbrook is quoted to 

 
11 Pg. “321” of eBook. 
12 Raymond Westbrook, “Introduction: The Character of Ancient Near Eastern Law,” in A History of Ancient Near 
Eastern Law (ed. R. Westbrook, 2 vols. Boston, MA: Brill, 2003) 40. 
13 Ibid., 41. 



ostensibly show that the general use of “slave” in a variety of contexts over the ancient Near 
East, but the specific nature of slavery as described in the very next section is apparently not 
factored in. 
 
 
“Strawman” Arguments 
 
Perhaps one of the more frustrating aspects of the publication is the constant use of what are 
known as “strawman” arguments: establishing a position that one’s opponent does not take, 
and then easily “knocking it down.” It will be useful to simply identify a few examples of such 
arguments that are rarely (if ever) made by consensus scholarship. In chapter one, the author 
writes, “There is nothing inherently foul about being a servant.”14 The argument is certainly not 
that the term  ֶעֶבד (‘eved) carries a derogatory or “foul” connotation, or that everyone who is 
labeled as such is proper slave. 
 
In chapter two, he writes, “The most obvious misconception is the rod (shavet) used in Exodus 
21:20 is somehow indicative of chattel slavery.”15 There is no argument that I can think of that 
connects the use of the “rod” in Exodus 21:20 with the identification of the slave in that verse 
as a chattel slave. 
 
As a final example, in chapter three, the author writes, “Prolific Hebrew scholar Jacob Milgrom 
conveys the idea that just because someone may be referred to as achuzzah (property) doesn’t 
mean that they were to be treated as such…”16 The implication is that such a position is taken 
by the author’s opposition, which is, of course, not the case. The argument is that they are 
considered property, which can be handed down as inheritance and kept in perpetuity, not that 
they can be treated in any way the master likes or are somehow deprived of rights. 
 
 
Linguistic Errors 
 
I would also like to briefly examine a linguistic argument made by the author in chapter four. 
Arguing against the idea of rape being implied in Deuteronomy 21:11-14, he writes, “Moreover, 
this word ‘take’ in the LXX is the Greek word ‘Lambano’ and it’s in the subjunctive mood 
denoting consent because the apodosis and protasis classify subjunctives as a third-class 
conditional sentence making this union conditional. Since it’s conditional and in the mood of 
hope – It is an agreement or simply a betrothal.”17 
 
Without going into any great detail, there is a fundamental misunderstanding of the subjunctive 
mood in this analysis. There are different types of verbs that can be used in Greek (as in other 

 
14 Pg. “14” of eBook. 
15 Pg. “89” of eBook. 
16 Pg. “235” of eBook. 
17 Pg. “443” of eBook. 



languages). Some verbs are in the indicative mood, which means that they are describing things 
that are real or actual. If I were to say, “I am going to the store to buy some ice cream”, the 
verbal phrase “am going” would be in the indicative mood, since it is describing something that 
is actually happening. In Greek, the form of the verb λαμβάνω (lambano) means "I receive,” 
and is in the indicative mood, as it is describing something actual. 
 
The subjunctive mood, however, is used when describing something that is not actual, but 
contingent. If I were to say, “If I were going to the store, I would buy some ice cream”, the 
verbal phrase “were going” would be in the subjunctive mood. I am not saying that I am going 
to the store; I am saying, “If I were going to the store.” The word “if” is driving the change in the 
verb from “I am going” to “If I were going”. It is a conditional statement. 
 
While this might seem a bit confusing, it is essential to understand the use of the verbs in 
Deuteronomy 21:11. Verse 10 begins with the word ἐάν (ean) “if,” which sets up a conditional 
sentence. “If you go out to battle . . . (if) you see (ἴδῃς) [subjunctive] among the captives a 
beautiful woman, and (if) you consider (ἐνθυμηθῇς) [subjunctive] her, and (if) you take (λάβῃς) 
[subjunctive] her for yourself as a wife,…” Notice that each of the verbs in verse 11 are in the 
subjunctive mood; they are all contingent upon the “if” in verse 10. This is the standard form 
for if/then style clauses in Greek (and in other languages). 
 
In short, the conditional aspect of the verse has nothing to do with whether the woman is 
consenting to the action; the verbal form is in the subjunctive because that is the mood that 
verbs take when “governed” by the word “if” (just like in English). This is simply an error made 
by someone who does not know the language in question. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Again, this is in no way intended to be a thorough review of the author’s work, or even to point 
out what are the most significant errors in the publication (including the complete lack of 
editing and appropriate source citations). It is simply designed to highlight several examples of 
erroneous methods and conclusions that I considered to be easy to identify and grasp. It is my 
sincere hope that the author – should he wish to develop this publication into a useful tool for 
the non-specialist – will seek out a professional in the field who would be willing to work with 
him to improve this publication, and to provide feedback on both his methodologies and their 
resulting conclusions. 
 

Joshua Bowen 


