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The Western world has fallen out of love with Christianity all the way into being an 
aggressive prosecutor of it.  Today people are not talking about reasons why they don’t 

believe Christianity as one of many possible truths, it is a case of Christianity being one of 
the things that is clearly wrong.  Many of today’s social evils are laid at the squarely at the 
foot of Christianity.  The suicide of teenagers struggling their sexual identity, lets blame the 

church who tells them that they are sinning.  The abuse of woman by controlling men, lets 
blame the biblical teaching of male headship.  Every instance of parental violence against a 
child, that is all because the Bible is barbaric and encourages us to apply discipline.  War, 
well all wars have been started by religious people, and let’s point to the wars of the OT and 

speak about Christianity as a genocidal and bloodthirsty religion.  The Colonial impact of the 
West destroying native cultures, well Christianity is the worst because it comes among other 
cultures and destroys their religion and cultural norms and forces Western norms on other 

cultures.  Slavery, slavery was enabled by the Bible which encourages slaves to submit to 
their masters; slavery is not clearly forbidden by the Bible; some of the OT laws even 
regulated and appear to encourage it; and many Christians owned slaves and fought to 

maintain the institution of slavery in the American Civil War.  Sam Harris, one of the 
aggressive New Atheists in his Letter to a Christian Nation writes, ‘Consult the Bible, and you 
will discover that the Creator of the universe clearly expects us to own slaves.’  These are 

just a sampling of the many assaults against Christianity, and in light of the recent blow ups 
around race the accusations against Christianity and its guilt around racism has resurfaced 
with a vengeance.  So as we enter a new section looking at Paul’s teachings on slaves and 

masters we will have to address the elephant in the room and make a defense on the Bible’s 
teaching on slavery. 
 

Ephesians 6:5-9, ‘Bondservants, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, with a 
sincere heart, as you would Christ, 6 not by the way of eye-service, as people-pleasers, but 
as bondservants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart, 7 rendering service with a 

good will as to the Lord and not to man, 8 knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he 
will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a bondservant or is free. 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.’  The word ‘bondservant’ in our 
modern translations is the word ‘doulos’ which is traditionally translated as slave.  The word 
slave however is in many ways a poisoned word.  When we say the word slavery today most 

people think of sex trafficking and the slave trade across the Atlantic to the Americas, 
though the word would have some of these aspects in its meaning back then it also would 
have held very different connotations in the ancient world.  Many modern translations have 

chosen to avoid the term for these reasons.   
 
So when the modern day person picks up the Bible and reads it, and hears Paul telling 
slaves to submit it sounds like he is saying to kidnapped people who have been sold into 

sexual slavery that they should submit to their oppression to the glory of God.  It sounds like 
Paul is ok with human beings stealing and owning each other, that he puts the practice of 
slavery on a par with marriage and male headship, and sees the duty of slaves obeying their 



masters in the same light as children obeying their parents and wives submitting to their 
husbands.  When Christians in the American South quoted the Bible to sustain the institution 

of slavery wasn’t the Bible on their side?  What is going on here?  Is this an obvious case of 
having a cultural blindspot so that certain evils were not seen as evil?  Is this proof of the 
Bible’s primitiveness and inadequacy to regulate our lives today when it comes to ethics?  Is 

this an example of a blatant contradiction between the Bible’s teaching human dignity and 
what it commands?  Is this to be taken along with all the other so called ‘barbaric’ aspects 
like the call to wipe out Canaanite tribes as proof of the Bible’s lack of divine inspiration, and 

proof of atheism, as people like Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris, and Richard Dawkins 
think?  The question is an important and pressing one, and in light of the connection 
between slavery and racism in the modern mind one that is full of emotion.   

 
Today we want to bring some perspective to the matter, firstly, we need to get a clear 
picture of the different types of slavery in the Bible and its surrounding cultures, then we 

want to recognize the powerful truths that are planted by the Bible which became the seeds 
of the institution of slavery’s destruction by Christianity in the Western world. 
 
Types of slavery 

 
When we say the word slave we all have certain connotations in our minds, as modern 
people who have been subjected to various Hollywood renditions of various events around 

American expressions of slavery and its connection to race we bring baggage and blinders to 
our ability to understand the way in which slavery was practiced in the Ancient world.  A first 
step for us is to differentiate between the various forms of slavery.  This is no way justifies it 

in any of its forms, but it will help alleviate the appearance of the Bible condoning and 
reinforcing cruelty.  I recognize that there are people who have already decided that the 
Bible cannot unexplain itself on this issue and that it will be guilty in their eyes no matter 

what we say.  We recognize that there is prejudice and that the unbelieving heart is self-
deceiving, but for those who are seeking real understanding I trust that these descriptions 
will help.  

 
Firstly, let us consider the teaching on slavery in the OT, as it was practiced by Israel.  A few 
important thoughts to lay as a foundation.  Firstly, in comparison to modern standards of 

ethical thought around slavery the OT laws will fall far short of what we deem moral and 
acceptable. We need to stress in relation to this that the OT in many of its laws is not 
revealing the final will of God on every matter.  The OT is part of progressive revelation and 

there are many instances where God appoints a law which is incredibly advanced when 
compared with practices in the ancient world, but falls far short of the NT standards.  For 
example, where other cultures would practice the death penalty and mutilation for theft the 

bible encourages the practice of restitution.  Or in the case of divorce, we do not the matter 
of polygamy being addressed yet, or the matter of concubinage, rather these things are 
regulated so that women have better legal representation.  So where in other cultures a 

man could drive his wife from his house and say they are divorced, she may move in with 
another man and have children.  Then the first husband returns for her and takes the kids 
too, these sorts of abuses were regulated by the woman being given a legal document, a 

certificate which certified her divorce which entitled her to the return of her dowry and 
permission to remarry.  All Christians know that the Bible is full of progressive revelation and 
there are various OT laws which are not the eternal will of God.  We see moral laws like do 
not murder which stands for all times and places mixed in with imperfect laws that 

addressed cultural practices but did not bring the full will of God on the matter to the 
forefront.  The second point to make is that the Bible is progressive in nature but it is also 
often culturally accommodating.  We see laws that apply in all times and places like don’t 



steal, but then we see cultural accommodations to merely improved practices instead of full 
abolition, slavery falls into this category.  In deciding what the Bible says on any issue we 

take the full counsel of God into account and weight the NT above the OT because of this 
phenomenon of progressive revelation.  We recognize that unbelievers who do not believe in 
the inspiration of the Bible and this movement of progressive revelation will read the OT to 

contradict with the NT.  As Christians we learn this hermeneutic from the Bible itself.  
Another important hermeneutical point to make is that the Bible in describing something 
doesn’t necessarily prescribe something.  Polygamy and slavery fall into this category.  Later 

NT teaching makes clear God’s full on the matter but many thing will get described without 
being prescribed.   
 

John Frame points out that there are two categories of slavery described addressed in the 
OT, foreign and domestic, or non-Israelites and Israelites.1  Firstly, we see that the Israelites 
were allowed to make slaves of POWs, Deut. 20:10-11.  Slavery was hardly ever race based 

as it was in America, it was the result of war, poverty or by being born into slavery.  A few 
thoughts to lay down in consideration of these verses.  Firstly, remember that in the OT God 
was manifesting a typological judgement day through the armies of Israel.  God had judged 
these regions for their idolatry and they were worthy of death.  We must also lay these 

terms of war alongside the clear command in EX. 21:16, ‘“Whoever steals a man and sells 
him, and anyone found in possession of him, shall be put to death.’  Manstealing or 
kidnapping came with the death penalty.  The servitude mentioned here falls undder rules of 

war and were not rules for regulating common society.  Secondly, these cities are offered 
terms of peace and servitude instead of death.  This offer was not made to any of those 
tribes living in the land because of God’s purposes for the land.  Josh. 9 records the 

deception of the Gibeonites who tricked the Israelites into thinking they were from far away 
and not in the land and tricked them into making a covenant in God’s name.  They in 
keeping with the offer of servitude became servants of Israel.  Secondly, Israel was allowed 

to buy foreign slaves from foreigners in Israel.  At this point we must stop and apply the 
above principles, God is not approving but regulating and improving the situation.  This 
must not be thought of as God’s New Creation ethic applied but a cultural accommodation 

with improvements along the spectrum of progressive revelation.  Some of the 
improvements include not returning runaway slaves who have come to Israel seeking 
asylum, as well as freedom if deliberately injured and cruelly treated by a master.  It goes 

without saying that these things are in no way normative for the NT. 
 
The OT has three main sections that deal with laws for Israelite slaves Ex. 21:1-11; Lev. 

25:39-55; and Deut. 15:12-18.  We see deeper improvements as God regulates slavery 
among the Jews.  Lev. 25:39-40, ‘If your brother becomes poor beside you and sells himself 
to you, you shall not make him serve as a slave: 40 he shall be with you as a hired worker 

and as a sojourner. He shall serve with you until the year of the jubilee.’  Slavery became a 
get out of poverty plan where a person could sell themselves to you to pay off debts.  This 
form of slavery was not permanent but had a termination date.  Deut. 15:12-15, ‘If your 

brother, a Hebrew man or a Hebrew woman, is sold to you, he shall serve you six years, 
and in the seventh year you shall let him go free from you. 13 And when you let him go free 
from you, you shall not let him go empty-handed. 14 You shall furnish him liberally out of 

your flock, out of your threshing floor, and out of your winepress. As the Lord your God has 
blessed you, you shall give to him. 15 You shall remember that you were a slave in the land 
of Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed you; therefore I command you this today.’  We 
know that there are many good principle woven in among some of these antiquated laws, 

and here is a good example.  God renovates the institution of slavery to be a get-out-of-
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poverty plan.  Those who are able are encouraged to help their fellow Israelites out of 
poverty, it would often have been the case that the brother would leave your service not 

only with funds but skills and would be in a good position to restart and fall back into 
poverty.  Some have suggested this a way to tackle poverty.  A tradesman could take on a 
young person, train them for a certain amount of years, this way they learn a skill that will 

help them sustain themselves, and they can be given an amount that will help them start 
their own business, ‘a debt-relief apprenticeship.’  If the Jew was married he kept his wife 
unlike many other forms of slavery, if he married one of the masters other slaves if he left 

the woman would have to stay, most likely because she was still paying off her debts.  
There were options to join the master’s house permanently because the master was so good 
to the brother.   

 
Slaves in general were part of the household; they had to be given rest on the Sabbath, 
they participated in the worship and feasts of God’s people, were given certain legal 

protections from abuse, including women who were well known to have nearly no rights in 
the ancient world, slavery was not lifelong, certain freedoms like marriage were allowed, 
etc.  For this reason OT slavery has been described as indentured servitude rather than 
what we commonly associate with slavery.  We do not condone it in any way, slavery in all 

its forms exists because sin exists, but some nuance must be made when addressing slavery 
in the OT. 
 

Next we must think about slavery in the Roman world, the world of the NT.   
 
It is estimated that there were 60m slaves at the time of the Roman Empire.  That would 

have been about 1/5 of all people on the earth at that time.  It was an institution that 
enabled the world to be what it was much like machines and computers and smart phones 
today.  Most people alive would not have considered ‘the slave problem’ in the way that we 

can do with the benefit of abolition and the civil rights movement behind us.  There were 
definitely cruel and horrible things being done in the name of slavery as slaves were viewed 
as chattel and were under the father’s authority and could be whipped, confined and 

executed at his whim; but there were slight improvements under way in the first century.  
Seneca even encouraged gentleness and kindness towards slaves on the basis of the 
brotherhood of mankind.    There were attitudes like Aristotle’s who believed that some 

people are born to be slaves; and there were other attitudes that did not see slaves as 
inherently stupid or unworthy.  Once again slavery was not race based, many were 
prisoners of war, sold themselves into slavery for various reasons or were born into slavery.  

Those who sold themselves into slavery did so because slaves had many opportunities in the 
ancient world.  Slaves were found in every area of life.  They were the large part of the 
domestic work force, the civil work force, they worked in medicine, politics, education, and 

the arts.  In the Roman world slavery was embraced by some for the purposes of bettering 
their chances and advancement.  Ancient slaves could buy their freedom by the age of 30 
and even be freed by their masters for services rendered.  Once slaves were freed they 

could be fully fledged citizens of Rome with all its protections and become richer than their 
former benefactors.  Ex-slaves were able to advance to the highest offices in public life.  
Slaves could even be adopted and become heirs.  It was in this most common employment 

situation that Paul addresses the slaves.  They were not a minority group but a large part of 
the working class at the time.  1/3 of any major city in those days was made up of slaves. 
 
Now let us focus on the American situation.  ‘Between 1525 and 1866, in the entire history 

of the slave trade to the New World, according to the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, 
12.5 million Africans were shipped to the New World. 10.7 million survived the dreaded 
Middle Passage, disembarking in North America, the Caribbean and South America.  And 



how many of these 10.7 million Africans were shipped directly to North America? Only about 
388,000.’2  It is estimated that about 9 million were marched across the Sahara from the 

10th to the 19th century.  Slavery in Africa was run by Africans kidnapping and selling 
Africans, by Arabs and Berbers, as well as White Colonists.  The minority of all slaves from 
Africa ended up in North America, only 2% of estimated amounts from the 10th century.  

The African slave trade which began under Rome as selling prisoners of war developed.  It 
became a practice of raiding and stealing people, to sell them.  They were shipped and 
transported in terrible conditions many dying on the voyage.  Families were separated, 

education withheld, racist theories were put forward to justify it, there was no option for 
liberation like Roman and OT versions, and no training for the alleviation of poverty or to 
improve one’s self.     

 
Some biblical arguments were used to try and justify this practice, but the Bible clearly 
condemns manstealing so they would have to lean on the descriptions of the Bible as 

prescriptions, and deny the principles of the NT which were finally the seeds of destruction 
for the institution.  It should be remembered that 2/3s of the abolitionists writing in at the 
time were Christian pastors.  The Bible has been used by many people for many wrong 
reasons, the crusades, the inquisition, slavery, and many other views have abused the bible 

forcing it to say what it is not; and affirming it what is does not.  At no point do we want to 
pretend that slavery is not always evil.  There were no ‘good’ versions of it though they do 
differ significantly from each other.  The goal is to show what realities the OT is regulating; 

and the situation that the NT is facing, so that we do not think that the Bible flatly condones 
everything done in the name of slavery.  
 

The NT and slavery 
 
On the surface it might appear that the NT is condoning or at least indifferent to the evils of 

slavery.  With a closer inspection we will see that this is not the case.  The NT teaching as it 
relates to slavery was quietly radical and when the full implications of its teachings came to 
the fore it drove things like the abolitionist movement.  The Bible teaches the equality and 

dignity of every human being, Gen. 1:27, ‘So God created man in his own image, in the 
image of God he created him; male and female he created them.’  This amazing verse 
affirms that all people are made in God’s image indicating their dignity, and both men and 

women are so, indicating their equality.  This is God’s will for man, it was with the fall and 
the coming in of sin that the human heart began to act in denial of these things and 
engaged in things like murder, kidnapping, polygamy, etc.  The love ethic of Christ teaches 

us that we owe an obligation of love to every person, that we are to love God and as part of 
our love for God love our neighbor as ourselves.  We are commanded not only to love the 
worthy but the unworthy, not only those who are family and friends but our enemies, and 

He modelled loving those who were seen as beyond love.  Then the gospel came in and the 
Holy Spirit in the gospel creates a new humanity out of the broken stuff of Adam’s fallen 
race.  There is a new profound unity that is stronger than any national, familial, marital, 

filial, or political tie.  In Christ, by the Spirit we become individually members one of 
another.  This unity is more basic to our identity than other things about us, Gal. 3:27, 
‘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.’  Old divisions that ran along religious lines between Jews 
and Gentiles were to be put away and the new oneness in Christ was to take its place.  The 
basic line between the slave and freeman is not as significant as the gospel which makes us 
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all sons of God in Christ by faith.  Even the differences between men and women take 
second place to the fact that we are family in Christ.   

 
So let us then consider Paul’s letter to 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.   
 
There is more to say, so let us stop here.                 

                     


