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Abstract: This introductory essay sets the research topics addressed in this volume, namely the 

study of the processes of adaptation and rewriting of law in the Hebrew Bible, in the Septuagint 

and in the broader context of the legal traditions of the ancient Near East and the Greco-Roman 

milieu. It highlights, moreover, the potential that a contrastive analysis of different corpora 

(especially the Septuagint and Judeo-Hellenistic literature), provides to this line of research, 

considering that in this period not only the Jews had to deal with foreign powers and different 

legal systems, both in Judea and in the diaspora, but also that the question of the type of 

authority exercised by Jewish law became increasingly central and salient in the discourse of 

its interpreters. Finally, it examines the specific contribution of each article to the set research 

questions. 
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Résumé: Cette introduction définit les thèmes de recherche abordés dans ce volume, à savoir 

l'étude des processus d'adaptation et de réécriture du droit dans la Bible hébraïque, dans la 

Septante et dans le contexte plus large des traditions juridiques du Proche-Orient ancien et de 

l'époque gréco-romaine. Il souligne, en outre, l'importance que peut donner à cet axe de 

recherche une analyse contrastée de différents corpus, en particulier la Bible des Septante et la 

littérature judéo-hellénistique, compte tenu du fait qu'à cette époque non seulement les Juifs 

étaient confrontés à des puissances étrangères et des systèmes juridiques différents, tant en 

Judée que dans la diaspora, mais aussi que la question du type d'autorité exercée par la loi juive 

est devenue de plus en plus centrale et saillante dans le discours de ses interprètes. Enfin, il 

examine la contribution spécifique de chaque article aux questions de recherche posées. 

Mots-clés: Bible hébraïque, Septante, loi biblique, loi divine 

 

 

1. Scopes and rationale for this collection 

The present collection of articles comes out of a seminar held in Toulouse in July 2022 at the 

European Association of Biblical Studies Annual Meeting. It focuses on processes of the 

adaptation and rewriting of law in the Hebrew Bible and the Septuagint within the wider context 

of ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman legal traditions. The purpose of this collection is 

 
1 This introduction and the preparation of the collection of essays received support from the European Research 

Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme, grant agreement 

No 833222. We are grateful to Janling Fu for revising the English of the essays written by non-native speakers. 
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threefold. First, it highlights activities of correction, censorship, or the updating of legal 

material within the textual traditions of the Hebrew Bible and the Septuagint. Second, it 

analyzes such activities against the background of the royal legislation and the juridical praxis 

set in the Hellenistic and Late Hellenistic/Early Roman periods. Finally, on a broader and more 

conceptual level, it explores the interactions between the Torah, conceived as divine law, and 

royal law. 

The starting point of our inquiry takes inspiration from the absence, long noted by 

scholarship, of royal decrees from the historical books of the Hebrew Bible. According to James 

Sanders, such decrees are absent from the biblical texts either because they were “filtered out” 

or were “embedded within the Pentateuch under the guise of Mosaic authority”. He writes: 

 

Royal decrees were the most common form of law in antiquity, and the Bible gives 

ample evidence that law and order were maintained in Israel and Judah at least in part 

by royal decrees; but we have no hint of any such decrees whatever in the royal books 

of the Bible. Why not? There are undoubtedly two answers. One is that many if not 

most were filtered out (…) the other is that those which were retained are now 

embedded within the Pentateuch under the guise of Mosaic authority.2  

 

This process of “filtering” and “re-embedding” of the law is often the result of an editorial 

policy predominating in late biblical and post-biblical traditions, where it became convention 

that all the laws that Israel would need were dispensed by Yhwh during the Sinai wanderings. 

However, the divine authorship of Pentateuchal law is in turn the result of a complex historical 

process that impacted the literary development of the Pentateuch itself. The majority of scholars 

agree that at least some of the main legal corpora composing the Pentateuch, such as the 

Covenant Code (Exod 20:22-23:33), were originally independent legal collections consisting 

of casuistic formulations and subsequently framed within a narrative context where they have 

been attributed to divine voicing, and rewritten accordingly (a process known in German 

scholarship as Theologizierung of the law).3 While this process might have started as early as 

the late monarchic period,4 the exile, with the loss of the monarchy, was a pivotal moment in 

 
2 SANDERS 1978, p. 27. 
3 See especially the studies of OTTO 1988 and SCHWIENHORST-SCHÖNBERGER 1990. Divine authorship is 

explicitly mentioned in Exod 20:22 and 21:1, for the Holiness Code in Lev 17:1, and in Deut 12:1 for the 

Deuteronomic code. For a recent hypothesis on the role of wisdom literature as the intellectual background that 

enhanced the process of the theologization of the law, see PANOV 2022. 
4 As Konrad Schmid notes (K. SCHMID 2021), a decisive case in this regard could be the rewriting of the 

law on the altar of Exod 20:24 in Deut 12:13. An earlier law, emanating from the divine voice but with no concern 

for cult centralization in Exodus, was rewritten in the Deuteronomic code, and made explicit that the altar had to 
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the elaboration of this notion, which was further implemented in the post-exilic (and post-

monarchic) period.5 

The “theologization” of the law impacted biblical texts dealing with juridical matters in 

various ways. On the one hand, the divine voicing assigned to the Israelite law often led to a 

recasting of earlier legal provisions by different scribal circles in order to fulfill different 

theological agendas. In this regard, two examples might suffice. Dylan Johnson has recently 

argued that Jer 34:8-22 rewrites an originally independent edict attributed to King Zedekiah 

concerning the remission of slavery and debts. Through this rewriting, Deuteronomistic 

redactors tried to coordinate its contents with the Deuteronomic law of manumission (Deut 

15:12), hence subordinating royal judicial authority to the observance of the Torah.6 A second, 

and later, example concerns the so-called Holiness Code (Leviticus 17-26). In analyzing the 

legal material added to the blasphemy narrative in Lev 24:10-23 (especially vv. 17-21), 

Jonathan Vroom convincingly argued that priestly circles quoted and updated earlier provisions 

 found in Exodus (Exod 21:1-22:16) to move the jurisdiction from having a basis in (משפטים)

ethnicity to one grounded in territory. Hence, the extension of such provisions to “all those who 

inhabit the land”, including the alien, responded to an increased concern for the sacrality of the 

land by these redactors.7 

On the other hand, Romina Vergari noted that some cases seem to have escaped this 

editorial policy. 8 The First book of Samuel narrates David’s expedition against the Amalekites 

and mentions a decree concerning warfare. Although not yet king, David seems to act as such 

when he set a fixed precedent that warriors must share the spoils with non-combatants in the 

army in 1 Sam 30:24–25: 

 

 הכלים יחדו יחלקו  כי כחלק הירד במלחמה וכחלק הישב על

 ויהי מהיום ההוא ומעלה וישמה לחק ולמשפט לישראל עד היום הזה 

For as is the share of him that goes down to the battle, so shall be the share of him that tarries 

by the baggage; they shall share alike. It was so from that day on, that he (viz . David) made it 

as a statute and an ordinance for Israel unto this day.9 

 
be built exclusively “in the place which I (Yhwh) have chosen.” For a careful assessment of the literary dependence 

between these two passages see RHYDER 2023, pp. 243-250. 
5 See K. SCHMID 2016 and 2021, and RHYDER 2022. 
6 JOHNSON 2022b. 
7 VROOM 2012. 
8 VERGARI 2021. 
9 1Sam 30: 24-25. 
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The formula הזה היום  ,unto this day” would mark here a redactional intervention“ עד  10 

validating, by the reference to King David, some traditions not rooted in the canonical writings 

attributed to Moses. Remarkably, this passage not only sets the terminus ad quem (עד היום הזה, 

the deixis indicates the time of the editor) but also the terminus a quo, that is, the specific 

moment in which David has passed the judgment at stake (מהיום ההוא).  

David issues a חק ומשפט that settles a dispute among soldiers. Actually, David’s action 

takes the form of a judgment inter partes about the sharing of the spoils of war, which later 

assumes validity erga omnes, viz. the status of regulation with immediate effect.11 Remarkably, 

no mention is made of acceptance on the part of the recipients of this judgment. The alternative 

proposal, to exclude from the spoils of war those who did not participate in the fight, put forward 

previously by the soldiers in the narrative, falls by the wayside, and the verdict of David 

imposes itself and silences disputes: not only is it executed as an order without reply, but it is 

also enacted as a חק. 

In addition to the example discussed by Vergari, other biblical traditions attesting to 

royal judicial authority could also be mentioned. Several texts compare the Israelite king to the 

sun in its capacity of judge, hence referring to the traditional Near Eastern motif of 

“solarization” of kings: Psalm 72 is probably the most famous example, but the motif occurs 

also elsewhere including in the historical books.12  

Another case worth mentioning is Ps 2:6-7: 

 ואני נסכתי מלכי על ציון הר קדשי   

 אספרה אל חק יהוה אמר אלי בני אתה אני היום ילדתיך   

I myself have poured out my king on Zion, my holy mountain // I will announce the Lord’s 

decree. He said to me: ‘You are my son, today I have begotten you’. 

It has been proposed that this biblical text would allude (in particular with usage of the 

verb נסך) to an idea of divine filiation of the king as borrowed from Egyptian royal ideologies.13 

This being the case, the Jewish translators of the Septuagint would have changed the 

 
10 CHILDS 1963. 
11 The reasoning behind this rule is characteristic of the Israelite ideology of warfare: victory belongs to YHWH 

alone. No man, therefore, whatever his contribution to battle, has a claim over another; all share the spoils alike 

(compare Deut 20:14). 
12 See, e.g., 2 Sam 23:3-4. But also note 2 Sam 8:15, in which David, immediately after his coronation, is portrayed 

as establishing וצדקה  justice and righteousness.” There is enough evidence to believe that the construal“ משפט 

וצדקה משפט   bears a technical meaning indicating the main function of the kings in biblical narrative לעשות 

(WEINFELD 1972, pp. 153-154). On the king as holder of the cosmic order see H. H. SCHMID 1968, pp. 23-65. On 

the solarization of kings in the ancient Near East, see JOHNSON 2022a. 
13 GRANERØD 2010. In particular, he compares the text of the Ps 2:6 with the Decree or Blessing of Ptah upon 

Ramesess II and III (19th-20th dynasties, c. 13th- 11th centuries BCE). The most usual interpretation of this passage 

takes sonship in terms of adoption instead, see, e.g., VON RAD 1965. For more recent assessments of the discussion 

see SAUR 2004, pp. 32-35 and SALO 2017, pp. 289-291. For the practice of adoption in the Bible and its ancient 

Near Eastern context, see DONNER 1994. 
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terminology of procreation into a legal one by rendering the expression ואני נסכתי מלכי as ἐγὼ δὲ 

κατεστάθην βασιλεὺς ὑπ᾽αὐτοῦ “I was established king by him”. The translator would have, 

moreover, shaped the text in terms of its grammar in order to distance divine agency even more 

from the idea of a king’s filiation, on the one hand by shifting the diathesis of the verb from 

active into passive, and, on the other hand, by removing Yhwh from the subject position. 

These examples illustrate the complexity of the relationship between divine and royal 

judicial prerogatives in the biblical texts. To put it in Julia Rhyder’s words, “the reconfiguration 

of royal roles was an underlying concern of many texts that claimed divine authority.” 14 

However, this reconfiguration cannot simply and always be described in terms of suppression 

and the replacement of one authority by the other one. Rather, it follows less straightforward 

logic which in our view deserves close investigation. 

Moreover, this dossier raises the issue of the relevance of processes of the textualization 

of the law in enhancing the status of the Torah as the “rule of law”, i.e., as the superior written 

code acting as the sole source of lawmaking and legal decision (versus arbitrary decision or the 

“rule of persons”). Since which period do we have documented evidence that the Torah might 

have functioned as a “rule of law”, and to what extent might such a label, derived from legal 

jargon, be appropriately applied to biblical texts? 

In this regard, it is our contention that Sanders’ observation, originally referring to the 

books of the Hebrew Bible, could and should be fruitfully extended to later periods and corpora 

as well, including the Septuagint and the Hellenistic Judaism more broadly. Shifting the focus 

and broadening the horizon of inquiry is meaningful for several reasons. 

First, in the Hellenistic and Early Roman periods, Judeans were confronted with foreign 

powers and different legal systems, both in Judea and the wider diaspora. Biblical and non-

biblical sources provide ample evidence of issues related to conflicting views of the law. The 

availability of documentary evidence provided by papyri can therefore be illuminating 

regarding actual judicial practice. Second, during this period, the question of the type of 

authority exerted by Jewish law became central in the discourse of Jewish-Hellenistic authors. 

Several texts from the Second Temple Period onward insist on the relevance of the Torah as 

“ancestral law”, although it remains unclear to what extent it could have functioned as civic 

law. Some insights from legal theory can help navigate this difference. For instance, in his study 

The Authority of the Law in the Hebrew Bible and Ancient Judaism, Jonathan Vroom recently 

distinguished between epistemic and practical authority and argues that only in the latter case 

 
14 RHYDER 2022, p. 170. 



 6 

is the law seen as a source of binding obligation.15 While there is no doubt that the Torah exerted 

epistemic authority, its relevance as a source of practical authority has been recently 

challenged. 16  Furthermore, John Collins and Peter Altmann have each recently reassessed 

literary and documentary evidence from Ptolemaic Egypt and demonstrated that, while 

references to the Torah serve to reinforce group affiliation and identity discourse, they remain 

very scarce in juridical practice. This discussion has broader implications that bear on the 

origins of the Septuagint itself. In fact, the conclusions of Collins and Altmann make it difficult 

to support the idea, widespread since Joseph Melèze-Modrzejewski, that the Torah ever 

functioned as the politikos nomos of the Jews, a status which, in Melèze’s hypothesis, prompted 

its translation in Greek.  

Third, our research hypothesis assumes that taking the Septuagint as a privileged angle 

of investigation allows some of the fundamental issues that characterize the study of legal 

traditions in the biblical texts to be explored in a new and original way. Among these issues, we 

can mention the following aspects: the possibility, and the limits, of the evidence offered by 

biblical texts to reconstruct ancient juridical praxis; the role of kingship and royal ideologies in 

shaping biblical law in differing historical contexts; the comparison between Judean 

conceptions of the law and the role of Jewish law in a diasporic context; and the influence of 

the notion of divine authority of the law on the interpretation and transmission of biblical legal 

material, a notion that constitutes a distinctive “Jewish” element within the wider context of 

ancient legal traditions. 

2. Summary of the Essays 

The essays in the present collection address three relevant domains of investigation. The first 

line of inquiry focuses on the Hebrew Bible itself (1). The opening essay by Rodrigo De Sousa 

focuses on the law of the king in Deut 17:14-20, which explicitly subverts the prominent role 

traditionally assigned to the king in the ancient Near East to serve as a promulgator and 

guarantor for the law. Following an analysis of the intertextual connections of this passage with 

the historical books and suggesting that it dates from at least the exilic period, De Sousa reflects 

on the function of the law of the king within the ideological framework of Deuteronomy. He 

argues that this passage builds an idealized portrait of the king, whose authority is subjected to 

that of the divine legislation together with that of the Levitical priests, whom he defines as 

“brokers” of the law. Contrary to the view that the subversion of the king’s role implies a 

 
15 VROOM 2018. 
16 See COLLINS 2019; ALTMANN 2021 and Altmann’s essay in this collection. 
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“democratization” of the law, De Sousa demonstrates that the law of the king renegotiates 

hierarchical structures and dynamics of power to highlight priestly authority. 

 The essay by Peter Altmann moves to the Persian Period and focuses on Numbers 15 as 

a case study. Combining literary critical analysis and insights from legal anthropology, he asks 

the question of how the redactors of this chapter understood divine law. This composite chapter 

includes provisions related to contributions for the sanctuary, instructions for the atonement 

offering regarding involuntary faults, a narrative on the man collecting wood on the Sabbath (a 

type of transgression for which no atonement could be made), and instructions on the fringe of 

garments as a reminder of the divine commandments. By showing how this chapter incorporates 

older Pentateuchal provisions and analyzing the relationship between law and narrative, 

Altmann argues that by reinterpreting older laws, Numbers 15 points toward a collective 

conception of divine law. Hence, Numbers 15 represents one of the earliest texts in which the 

Mosaic Torah is presented as a composite whole, in which all the ordinances have equal value. 

Moreover, it highlights the primacy of priestly authority in the judicial sphere over royal or 

tribal authority.  

A second domain of investigation in the collection has the Septuagint at its core and 

moves its focus to the Jewish Grecophone milieu (2). It aims at identifying evidence for 

reinterpretation and adaptation of legal material in the Septuagint in comparison with the 

Hebrew Bible. In this regard, the research questions address, but are not limited to, the 

following points: do Ptolemaic laws and legal ideology exert an influence or a constraint on the 

activity of the Septuagint translators and authors, and in which cases? To what extent does the 

relationship between Greek and Hebrew legal terminology express a reinterpretation of Jewish 

law through Greek semantic and cultural categories? Is it possible to identify parallels or 

differences with respect to the Greek legal traditions?  

Three essays address topics included in this line of research. Matthias Hopf analyzes the 

laws regarding false weights and measures in Leviticus 12, Deuteronomy 25, and in prophetic 

passages, such as Ezekiel 45 and others. He compares the Hebrew and Greek versions against 

their respective historical and cultural backgrounds. Several factors, among them that the 

Hebrew Bible does not mention any punishment for fraud, suggest that the issue of fraud in 

measuring is not handled as something that is strictly legal but concerns a wider area of ethos. 

However, later Hebrew texts as well as the Septuagint show an increased interest in the legal 

management of this field, with the Septuagint employing a more technical vocabulary in 

comparison with the Hebrew text. Such an attitude reflects an overall movement toward the 

standardization of weight and measures, one which might have favored a more legal approach 
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to the issue of fraud. Overall, this study offers an interesting glimpse into an area of law that 

touched upon the everyday life of ancient Judeans that was not regulated by written law but 

rather mainly by customs (oral law).  

Camilla Recalcati deals in her essay with the question of Hellenistic juridical influence on 

the Septuagint of Exodus. She considers, in particular, a law tackling the problem of involuntary 

damage to a neighbor’s field in the case of animals that graze upon it and the consequent 

compensation for damage caused (Exod 22:4). In this case, the Greek text exhibits a plus which 

Recalcati accounts for as a “translational adjustment” or “translational expansion” influenced 

by Ptolemaic laws and legal practices. Her argument is based on the analysis of two lexical 

items occurring in the passage (ἀποτίνω and γένημα) whose technical use within the legal 

jargon of the documentary sources available for Ptolemaic Egypt fully adapts to the context and 

helps to produce a more functional and logical reading of the precept from the point of view of 

the Greek interpreter.  

Cécile Dogniez’s essay reconsiders use of the term πρόσταγμα in the Septuagint. Studies 

conducted on papyrological documentation of the Hellenistic period have long proven that the 

word must be regarded as a technical term of Ptolemaic legal jargon that designates a royal 

ordinance, the main expression of the will of the sovereign who does not legislate, strictly 

speaking, but issues orders.17 Leaving aside the more typical Hebrew equivalents pointing to 

the idea of the law (as משפט and חק), the essay analyzes a rather exceptional use of πρόσταγμα 

corresponding to the figurative expression יהוה פי-על  especially within the Hexateuch. Dogniez 

considers the implications of such a choice by the Greek translators, and highlights to what 

extent it differs from the imaginative interpretation of the Aramaic Targumim and rabbinic 

sources that point instead to the idea of the “divine kiss”. 

A third line of research represented in this collection of essays (3) expands the horizon of 

analysis to include other Jewish Hellenistic writings from the diaspora. While addressing these 

corpora, attention is focused on the reception of specific laws in the Septuagint that might differ, 

whether in form or content, from the laws of the Hebrew Bible; for instance, the dialogue of 

these authors with Greek-Hellenistic traditions in their interpretation of biblical legal traditions, 

and the influence of Greco-Roman society as intended both as a background and as a possible 

audience for the exposition of Jewish law. First in this area is the essay by Francesca Pezza, 

which investigates the impact of Greco-Roman social culture on Philo’s interpretation of 

Mosaic Law in his work On the Special Laws. Her contribution takes as a case study the 

influence of imperial customary prescriptions on Philo’s rewriting of specific laws concerning 

 
17 Suffice to mention here CADELL 1995, p. 208. 
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womanly behavior. An in-depth analysis of the relevant textual instances clearly shows how the 

author strives to rationalize the biblical laws to make them more connected with the audience 

and the period in which he is living. Special attention is given to moral prescriptions on women 

in the Rome of the 1st century CE as requiring seclusion, a clear division of gender roles, 

intended to promote virtues such as devotion to the husband, capacity for household 

management, and the avoidance of public places and of immoral behavior. The telling examples 

adduced in the essay clearly demonstrate that Philo contextualizes the biblical laws in the 

broader argumentation on womanly modesty that follows the Graeco-Roman standards. 

 

3. Main Findings and Insights for Further Research 

The comprehensive perspective adopted in this collection, in including the Hebrew Bible and 

the Septuagint, with their historical and cultural contexts, allowed for a broad historical outlook 

on how the composition, transmission, and the translation of legal texts was impacted by the 

attribution of divine authority to biblical law. Among the most relevant results of this 

exploration, we note the progressive emergence of priestly authority in processes of 

reconfiguration of earlier royal and/or tribal legal authority, highlighted especially in the 

Pentateuch. Moreover, it is likely that the confrontation with royal ideology provided the 

impulse to rewrite and update biblical law in crucial phases of Israelite history. This holds true  

for the exposition of traditional Near Eastern conceptions of royal authority under the 

Assyrians, but also in later times under the Lagids and the Romans. However, the strategies 

enacted by Judean scribes, Jewish18 translators and authors vary according to the respective 

historical circumstances and their different ideological agendas. Such strategies include a 

“subversive” attitude toward Assyrian jurisdictional authority, which was undertaken by 

diminishing or replacing the role of the king (in Deuteronomy), the updating of legal vocabulary 

to fit Ptolemaic contexts (for the Septuagint), and the accommodation of legal contents to 

Roman ideology (for Philo of Alexandria). 

Beyond this, a more general result is the progressive legalization in later phases of Judean 

and Jewish legal history of fields which originally belonged to the realm of custom or of oral 

law. In this regard, the regulations on measures and frauds represent an interesting example. 

The validity of such a trend is worth testing and needs further investigation through additional 

case studies. Overall, the approach adopted in this collection of essays can be pursued by 

 
18 Although we are aware that the issue is disputed, we follow here traditional English usage, in which “Judeans” 

refers to the inhabitants of the province Yehud/Judea, while Jews/Jewish refers to those whose identity is not to 

be associated with a specific location, but with forms of more universal Judaism (denoting therefore the diaspora 

Jews par excellence: see, e.g., SCHWARTZ 2014). For further discussion see MASON 2007 and 2014. 
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extending this line of inquiry to other corpora. Other Second Temple traditions can be fruitfully 

investigated in this vein, such as those represented by late biblical texts, especially the Ezra-

Nehemiah traditions and the Dead Sea Scrolls.  

Including a perspective coming from the New Testament seems particularly promising for 

this, especially considering the prominent role played by a critique of the law that is conducted 

by Paul in shaping early Christian identity. Embracing a broader perspective represented by 

both Jewish-Hellenistic and New Testament writings will help to shed light on key stages in the 

process by which reference to the Torah and its divine authority becomes a constitutive part of 

Jewish identity vis-à vis the neighboring communities.  
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