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INTRODUCTION: SILVER AND SANDALS
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Social justice in the Hebrew Bible:
An Approach from the Perspectives of Literary Theory and Social History
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LITERARY THEORY AND THE HEBREW BIBLE

« The application of literary theory to biblical
texts has become accepted and widely
utilised in past decades.

« This approach was greatly influenced by the
publication of Robert Alter’s book, The Art of
Biblical Narrative in 1981.

 Although this methodological approach is
now entrenched in biblical studies, it is not
without critics.

» For an example of criticism, Berlinerblau, J.
“The Bible as Literature?” Hebrew Studies
45 (2004), pp. 9-26.
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Image: Punk fans in Birmingham, 1981.

Possibly celebrating the release of Alter’s
volume.
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Why Justice?
The Compassionate
Nature of God
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THE NATURE OF GOD

The literary technique of characterisation is used in the Hebrew Bible to show the nature of God.
This is achieved through divine descriptions, contrasts with other deities, God’s actions and relationship
with the patriarchs, and through covenant and law.
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God’s nature is also presented through self-revelatory speech.
In Exodus 34, God describes His own nature as compassionate:

Exodus 34: 5

“Then the Lord came down in the cloud and stood there with him and proclaimed his name, the Lord. 6
And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and gracious God,
slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 7 maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving
wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and
their children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation.”
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND BIBLICAL LAW: DEFINING LAW

Among the many legal passages in
the Bible are a number that have
been identified as independent units
by modern scholars.

These include the Ten
Commandments, also known as the
“Decalogue” (Exod. 20.2—17; Deut.
5.6—21), the Book of the Covenant
(Exod. 20.22 [or 21:1]—23.19), the
Holiness Code (Lev. 17—26), and the
Deuteronomic laws (Deut. 12—26).
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND BIBLICAL LAW
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God’s nature and concern for social
justice are further shown in the
biblical law codes.

The law codes of Exodus and
Leviticus reveal a special concern for
the poor and vulnerable in society,
and for their protection from abuse.

Image:

The Justice League at ComicCon
2013. Also concerned with protecting
the vulnerable in society.




MACQUARIE
University

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS (THE “DECALOGUE")

« Most of the obligations incumbent upon Israel
in the Decalogue deal not with cultic issues,
but with the relations between people in an
orderly society.

« The Decalogue is distinguished from other law
in the Pentateuch as it was given directly by
God, rather than through human agency.

» These laws were written uniquely on stone
tablets by the ‘finger of God’ (Ex 31: 18).
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WIDOWS, ALIENS AND ORPHANS: CONCERN FOR THE SOCIALLY VULNERABLE

Exodus 22: The Covenant Code
21 “Do not mistreat or oppress a foreigner, for you were foreigners in Egypt.

22 “Do not take advantage of the widow or the fatherless. 23 If you do and they cry out to me, I will
certainly hear their cry. 24 My anger will be aroused, and I will kill you with the sword; your wives will
become widows and your children fatherless.

25 “If you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not treat it like a business deal;
charge no interest. 26 If you take your neighbour’s cloak as a pledge, return it by sunset, 27 because that
cloak is the only covering your neighbour has. What else can they sleep in?

When they cry out to me, I will hear, for I am compassionate.”
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ANIMAL ETHICS

« The emphasis on fairness and impartiality in Biblical
law and the concern for the care of the vulnerable in
society are reflected in the relations between humans
and animals. Laws involving the treatment of
animals have the dual purpose of preventing cruelty
and fostering humane feelings in the community.

Image:

A celebes crested macaque, self-portrait.

Interestingly, while on the topic of animal laws, this
image was the subject of the monkey selfie case of 2014,
revolving around the issue of copyright for animal-
made photography.




THE PROPHETIC VISION
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As we have seen, the concern for
social justice in Judaism is intimately
linked with the identification of God
as compassionate.

The divine directive to care for the
needy is part of biblical law, but it is
also transmitted through the words of
the prophets, in biblical prophetic
literature.



