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INTRODUCTION 
 

Last week we began to try and paint the picture of slavery in the OT and the ancient world.  
The reason we have to do these history lessons is because of the false history that is 
presented in the present political climate.  We live in an age of critical race theory which 

rereads history as a story of monolithic relationship of race oriented oppression.  So the race 
and slavery question is a heated one that is often skewed.  The Bible has become a casualty 
of the present cancel culture that has declared the Bible a book used as a tool of 
oppression.  The call for slaves to submit to masters is seen as evidence of this.  Our job is 

to interpret the Bible honestly, and demonstrate and defend that it is indeed the inerrant 
word of God which is sufficient to equip us for life, and is superior to all other worldviews, 
philosophies, religions or ethics.  The Bible alone is the inspired word of God all other belief 

systems are born of man’s ignorance.   
 
The modern concerns over slavery in history are being used as fuel to feed a narrative of 

racism as the core systemic problem which has given birth to things like poverty, violence, 
family breakdown, etc.  The painting of all slavery as having a racial basis is necessary to 
feed this narrative.  In looking into history are not only able to demonstrate how the Bible 

saws the seeds of slavery’s destruction but we also have an opportunity to destroy a terrible 
lie which is even being believed by Christians and introducing racial divisions into the 
church.  For example, we are hearing black Christians in America talk about the systemic 

racism for which whites must pay compensation and the need for black Christians to 
separate from white Christians to a safe place where they can be black in black churches.  
The international race destroying power of the gospel is being overcome by this new 

political view that has a slanted view of history.   
 
We have already shown the slavery was not racially driven, there were many reasons why 

people were enslaved, race was one of them.  Racism as a reason for slavery came about in 
the American South as an apologetic for the institution’s defence was made for the first 
time.  Prior to the African slave trade whites were enslaving whites in Europe.  One of the 

reasons for African slavery was the fact that the European states solidified and made it hard 
for groups to come in and raid and take prisoners of war.  Slavery can only flourish in a 
place where there are weak states and political situations, Africa was such a place.  The 

word slave comes from the word Slav, the Slavs were white Europeans who made up the 
larger part of slaves in Europe in the medieval era.  Slavery was not a white against black 
thing.  In fact between the 15th-18th centuries North Africans enslaved 1 million whites.  The 

Ottoman empire enslaved whites putting the women into harems and castrating the men to 
make them eunuchs.  Contrary to the picture in the TV series Roots, it was not the whites 
that attacked the African villages and stole people, Africans enslaved Africans and brought 
them to the ports for sale.  Black on black slavery is still practiced in parts of Africa today.  

China was involved in slavery, India was one of the worst slavers in history including 
stealing children for the purposes of prostitution.  Even our own Maoris were slavers who 
enslaved their fellow Polynesians.  They would kill those who escaped and when confronted 



by Britain in the time of abolition, they responded, ‘but what of that it was in conformity to 
our customs.’   

 
That all slavery is racially driven is a lie, that whites are the great oppressors of the world is 
to little of the truth, that the Bible is a tool of oppression that feeds these structures of 

power is very wrong.  We are hearing a bad lie told in a very intellectual fashion and people 
are buying it.  Sadly we see more anger and tears over slavery done the past than over any 
slavery that is presently active today.  The political agenda driving the present attitudes in 

this issue are clear as we see this rewriting of history and this ignoring of the same injustice 
happening in the present.  If this matter is of interest to you and you are wanting some 
clear perspectives on it I would encourage you to read Thomas Sowell, his book Black 

Rednecks and White Liberals is particularly helpful.   
 
We want to come now to an elephant in the room and one that Christians must take head 

on in light of the questions being put to us: Why doesn’t the NT clearly prohibit slavery?  
Let’s begin answering that question in ways that some have wrongly done in saying that the 
Bible does not condemn slavery because it does not see the institution as inherently sinful.  
Some have reasoned that if the Bible can command slaves to submit to their masters then it 

cannot be inherently sinful that slavery exists.  There may be some nuance on this where 
they would add that slavery exists because sin exists, in the same way that the death 
penalty does, but if God can command a slave to submit it must not be inherently sinful in 

itself.  This view has a high view of scripture and recognises that there are ways of saying 
slavery is sinful that could then make the Bible command something bad in the NT putting 
the Bible in a bad light.  I suspect that the mindset behind such a way of thinking is seeking 

to honour the Bible and would rather revisit or nuance the premise that slavery is altogether 
sinful rather than even imply the Bible is in error.  I disagree with this way of thinking, I 
reject this as a false dilemma, simply because the bible encourages slaves to submit to 

masters does not necessarily infer that the institution of slavery is somehow recognised by 
God.  I can imagine another scenario where a man has two wives and a pastor encouraging 
both to be good wives.  This is not an endorsement of polygamy just a regulation of it.  The 

NT has all sorts of teachings that imply that polygamy is wrong though there is no clear 
prohibition to that end.  It is the same with slavery.   
 

Secondly, in reading those who hold the opinion that the institution is not sinful in itself I 
have found a false assumption of God somehow being behind the institution.  The Bible 
teaches us various authority relationships; citizens submitting to the state, wives submitting 

to husbands, and children submitting to parents.  Each of these is given by God.  God 
creates the state to be over us; God made male headship in the home and parental 
headship over children as something built into creation.  Slavery is not an institution found 

before the fall and to regulate all human life in all places like marriage and parenthood.  
Some have tried to point out that the command for slaves to submit comes in the same 
place where Paul addresses marriages and families.  This however is because Paul is 

conforming to addressing the parties of traditional household codes that can be found in 
other worldviews, not because he is basing his argument on creation.  One of the ways you 
can know that the NT does not endorse slavery is the fact that it does not base the call to 

submit in creation as Paul does when it comes to marriage.   
 
So we reject the view that slavery is somehow not all bad as a way of explaining why the 
Bible does not outright prohibit it.  In all honesty, my life would be made really easy if the 

Bible just spoke in ways that I thought it should.  There hasn’t been a time in history when 
someone didn’t wish the Bible would just speak a little more clearly about ….  Fill in the 
blank, marijuana, homosexuality, anti-depressants, what defines marriage, can a divorced 



person ever remarry, the Trinity, what miracles can we expect etc.  We must begin by 
saying that the Bible comes to us in various genres but we are able with a proper study of 

the Bible to discern the Lord’s will when it comes to any situation we may face.  So let us 
begin by saying, a clear single verse of prohibition does not mean that there are not many 
principles that help us piece together a biblical view that can guide us.  So in our study this 

evening we will be pulling some of those puzzle pieces out and putting them together to 
make a picture.  
 

Some other reasons have been put forward for why we don’t see a clear prohibition.  Firstly, 
some suggest that since there were some signs of progress on the horizon like in the 
teachings of Seneca who encouraged gentleness and kindness and who spoke of the 

brotherhood of man, this may have not necessitated a strong voice.  Secondly, some have 
suggested that the apostles avoided political issues because Christianity was an 
unrecognised religion that had no legal right to exist and challenging a practice upon which 

the back of the Roman Empire was built would be perceived as sedition and bring down a 
heavy hand on the church and hinder the gospel.  Thirdly, some have suggested that God’s 
plan for addressing social evils like slavery is not by political action but through changing 
hearts by the preaching of the gospel.  We can only speculate, the important thing for us is 

to wrestle with the text that God has given to us.  And we will do that now. 
 
What are we looking at as we look at these texts.  I am going to pull out some of the texts 

that address slavery in the NT, I will not be able to bring every verse nor every point that 
needs to be made.  I will restrict myself to Paul and show how he puts forward principles 
that when taken together show that the gospel renovates all human relationships and gives 

us a rationale for abolition.   
 
Paul on the law 

 
1 Tim. 1:8-11, ‘Now we know that the law is good, if one uses it lawfully, 9 understanding 
this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient, for the 

ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who strike their fathers and 
mothers, for murderers, 10 the sexually immoral, men who practice homosexuality, 
enslavers, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine, 11 in accordance 

with the gospel of the glory of the blessed God with which I have been entrusted.’  Here we 
see Paul showing the ongoing relevance of the moral law for the restraining of sin in the NT 
era.  There were false teachers abusing the law and Paul puts forward a proper use of the 

law.  We see various sins highlighted among them is ‘enslavers.’  This word is describing the 
practice of stealing people, kidnapping them in order to sell them.  Paul is not commenting 
on the rightness or wisdom of selling yourself as a slave to pay off debts or to improve 

yourself, nor as a punishment for criminals, e.g. galley slaves.  He does however repeat the 
sentiments of the OT as having continuing relevance.  Ex. 21:16, ‘Whoever steals a man and 
sells him, and anyone found in possession of him, shall be put to death.’  Paul was not 

aware of the American slave trade and how it was built on the practice of manstealing, he 
was no doubt familiar with some contemporary examples prevalent at the time and 
condemns the practice here.  We would assume that if we described the American slave 

trade to Paul he would apply the law at that point and condemn it too. 
 
Paul on masters 
 

It is difficult for us to appreciate but the things that Paul says are radical in their day.  The 
master of the house had the right to beat, contain and even kill his slaves.  Paul’s words 
bring radical attitudes to bear upon the prevalent attitudes of the day.  Ephesians 6:9, 



‘Masters, do the same to them, and stop your threatening, knowing that he who is both 
their Master and yours is in heaven, and that there is no partiality with him.’  Paul’s words 

are concise but explosive.   
Firstly, notice that says, ‘do the same to them.’  All the relationships of these Christians fall 
under the umbrella of Eph. 5:21 where all are to mutually submit themselves to each other 

out of a fear of Christ. This overturns power relations.  But Paul has also just called upon 
the slaves to serve in a Godpleasing way, doing God’s will from the heart, rendering service 
with a good will, as for heavenly reward at God’s approval.  Masters are called upon to have 

these same attitudes.  There is no double standard where all the effort is on one side, 
masters too have obligations.  This application of equality on both sides of the relationship is 
subversive.   

Secondly, notice how Paul tells the masters not to threaten, with the obvious implication 
that they should refrain from physical abuse.  Slaves were notorious footdraggers so threats 
were commonly employed, Paul tells these masters to be different, to put away violence and 

threats.   
Thirdly, notice that Paul motivates this by reminding the masters that they are not laws unto 
themselves but must give an account to God.  Contrary to Roman policy on slaves you 
cannot do what you like with another person who according to Roman law happens to be 

your property, God will judge you.  How will He judge you?  Were you merciful, just, love 
your neighbor as yourself, go the second mile, respect someone for whom Christ died, etc. 
Fourthly, Col. 3:4, ‘Masters, treat your bondservants justly and fairly, knowing that you also 

have a Master in heaven.’  Paul commands the masters to treat their slaves with justice and 
fairness.  Roman citizens were accorded such privileges, Paul is calling upon masters to 
accord these things to their slaves. 

 
These few verses are packed full of worldchanging principles. 
 

Paul on freedom 
 
1 Cor. 7:17-24, ‘Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to 

which God has called him. This is my rule in all the churches. 18 Was anyone at the time of 
his call already circumcised? Let him not seek to remove the marks of circumcision. Was 
anyone at the time of his call uncircumcised? Let him not seek circumcision. 19 For neither 

circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of 
God. 20 Each one should remain in the condition in which he was called. 21 Were you a 
bondservant when called? Do not be concerned about it. (But if you can gain your freedom, 

avail yourself of the opportunity.) 22 For he who was called in the Lord as a bondservant is a 
freedman of the Lord. Likewise he who was free when called is a bondservant of Christ. 
23 You were bought with a price; do not become bondservants of men. 24 So, brothers, in 

whatever condition each was called, there let him remain with God.’  Paul in 1 Cor. 7 I 
writing to a church who are influenced by Greek thought and think that upon becoming a 
Christian they should give up sexual relations, divorce their spouses, especially if they are 

unbelievers.  Paul has just finished addressing marriage related issues and expands the 
principle of staying in your calling into other areas, specifically nationality and station.  You 
may have experienced those ideas when you first got saved, should I give up my job and 

become a missionary, should I give up all thoughts of marriage and live the single life in 
order to be more effective?  It appears in the ancient world that ideas around marriage, race 
and daily occupations were likewise under review for various reasons, some good some bad.  
Now some have misread Paul’s words to uphold the various class structures around the 

world as if people were somehow born to be slaves and should not aspire above their 
station.  Some have read these words to enforce cultural prejudices and notions of 
superiority, and that slaves or the lower classes, or the lower castes should keep their low 



station.  This is not Paul’s motive, Paul is addressing misunderstandings around how 
becoming a Christian changes your social relationships.  In fact as you look at v21 he says 

that if you can gain your freedom do so, in other words, Paul was for getting out of slavery 
and gaining freedom as something good, Paul is not guilty of the typical thoughts around 
certain peoples staying in their stations in life. 

 
Other principles stand out.  Firstly, notice that Paul foregrounds our relationship in Christ 
and our spiritual standing before our political standing and role in society.  In a world like 

ours where we have exalted mankind and human rights, for better and for worse, and 
because we live in an age that is suspicious of God judging Him guilty before He is good.  
We find this way of thinking unnatural, but it is at this point that we must be confronted by 

the inspired word.  We are being trained by our age to see ourselves in our political or 
economic, or gendered standing before we see ourselves as a Christian.  This worldly way of 
thinking is not thinking with the Bible’s priorities in place.  Our freedom in Christ is more 

important than political situation we find ourselves in.  We cannot judge God and the Bible 
guilty because it does not put our political rights first, it judges us and shows us how trained 
we are by the world to put our own concerns before God’s.  We cannot make light of the 
Bible’s teaching on a Christians willingness to submit to injustice in the service of God be 

that injustice persecution or slaves being mistreated.  Being in situations of injustice may 
hinder certain liberties but they do not hinder our ability to serve God and because this is 
our priority we can bear injustices to the glory of God.  This is not giving tacit approval to 

the injustice but prioritizing our obedience to God over something like a political cause.    
Secondly, we should remember that Paul is thinking of Roman slavery not American slavery, 
there were many positive aspects that mitigated the situation and made it more tolerable at 

times. 
Thirdly, he levels the ground by reminding those who are free that they freedom does not 
absolve them from being bound to Christ. 

Fourthly, Paul does say do not become the slave of any man, and he reasons this from the 
fact that we belong to Christ.  This is a difficult statement it could be that Paul is saying that 
no matter who you are don’t follow false teachers, but given the context I see this as a clear 

statement on the part of Paul giving advice to people not to sell themselves into slavery, 
thereby showing his disapproval of the practice and not showing indifference.  
 

Paul on the gospel 
 
The final and most important point to make is that Paul shows us how the gospel renovates 

all our relationships and every human difference whether made by God or man takes second 
place to the realities that the gospel creates.  Gal. 3:28, ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ 

Jesus. 29 And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to 
promise.’  When it comes to salvation and being an equal member in the church these 
divisions that can keep people apart must give way to the unity that is wrought by the Spirit 

to all who believe the gospel.  The new society of the church does not follow cultures 
distinctions.  Things like being male and female are not removed and various responsibilities 
linked ot them still follow, but there is now no longer any divisions in the body of Christ on 

the basis of them, or at least there should not be.  In roman law a slave could be excluded 
but the master would have all the legal benefits of being citizen, such differences are not 
sustained in the church.  A slave could be an elder and a master a member in a church, a 
slave could baptize a master.  The gospel is radical because it prioritizes our identity in the 

gospel.   
 



Any double standards are put away as a Christian ethic is demanded of all in Christ, Col. 
3:9-11, ‘Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices 
10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its 
creator. 11 Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, 
Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all.’  There are stories of femal slaves who 

because they were Christians refused to allow their masters sexual advances because they 
were defined by their Christianity more than the current expected practices of slaves, and it 
led to their martyrdom.   

 
The classic example of the gospel changing things is found in the book of Philemon.  He was 
a rich Christian and a slave owner, yes there were Christians who owned slaves.  He was 

converted and used his riches to begin hosting the church in his home.  One of his slaves 
Onesimus ran away and went to Paul.  Perhaps he had stolen money or was guilty of some 
other crime.  Paul found himself in the moral quandary of whether he should return this 

runaway slave.  It appears that Onesimus has become a Christian and Paul is sending him 
back to Philemon as a Christian v10.  Paul does not critique the institution of slavery but 
instead highlights how the gospel has changed his status and character and encourages 
Philemon to accept him back on that basis, v15-16a, ‘For this perhaps is why he was parted 

from you for a while, that you might have him back forever, 16 no longer as a bondservant 
but more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother.’  The gospel puts his brotherly standing 
front and center.  Paul asks that any crimes he has committed by forgiven, v17.  Paul puts 

in the screws at this point asking for Onesimus’s debt to be charged to his own account.  
And then Paul gently reminds Philemon that he himself is in debt to Paul, likely because Paul 
preached the gospel to him and he was saved, v19.  Paul ends on this note, v21, ‘Confident 

of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I say.’  Many 
commentators think that this is Paul asking for his release from slavery as this alone seems 
to be going beyond forgiveness, reconciliation and accepting him as a brother.  It is clear 

from Paul’s dealings with Philemon that property laws and the institution of slavery are 
second to the gospel and how the gospel ought to renovate their relationship.  God did not 
give the world a new set of perfect laws but the gospel which changes our hearts, undoing 

the destruction of sin, and giving us a new unity with each other. 
 
Paul did not prohibit slavery but was clear that the gospel changes everything.  Masters 

cannot act without principle or accountability, freedom is better, making yourself a slave to 
men is bad, slaves can honor God through unjust suffering, the gospel should priority in how 
we treat each other.  Is it possible that the Bible could speak better than the present 

understanding of its authors, I mean could the bible through the various affirmations that 
we have shown ring the death knell of slavery even though Paul himself may not have been 
thinking it, the answer is yes.  We do not limit the word of God to the meaning of the 

human author, they often spoke better than they knew.  And in ending we must stress that 
the final abolition od slavery was on account of many Christians, praying, being politically 
active, writing, and acting to set people free.  The Bible is the reason slavery is abolished 

and let us not forget it.                                            
 


