Slide 1: Slavery in the Bible
Good morning, everyone. This morning we are looking at the question of Slavery and whether the Bible condones or endorses slavery. Keep in mind this is just an introduction to a complex topic. 
So, does the Bible condone slavery? I’m going to suggest that the Bible describes and regulates an ancient social practice without explicitly condemning it.  

To begin, slavery is generally considered a moral evil even though it still exists and affects an estimated 50 million people worldwide. Although chattel (ownership, possession) slavery is illegal globally, modern slavery persists as an umbrella term for forced labor, human trafficking, debt bondage, and forced marriage. https://www.antislavery.org/slavery-today/modern-slavery/	
According to the latest Global Estimates of Modern Slavery (2022) from Walk Free, the International Labor Organization and the International Organization for Migration: 
· 49.6 million people live in modern slavery – in forced labor and forced marriage
· Roughly a quarter of all victims of modern slavery are children
· 22 million people are in forced marriages. Two out of five of these people were children
· Of the 27.6 million people trapped in forced labor, 17.3 million are in forced labour exploitation in the private economy, 6.3 million are in commercial sexual exploitation, and nearly 4 million are in forced labour imposed by state authorities
· The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the conditions that lead to modern slavery
· Migrant workers are particularly vulnerable to forced labour.
Source: Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labor and Forced Marriage, Geneva, September 2022 
Slide 2: Why does this question matter?
The objection: "The Bible permits and even endorses slavery — how can a good God allow this?"
This objection may come from:
· Skeptics and atheist critics
· Students encountering Scripture for the first time
· Believers shaken by historical discoveries
· Former Christians deconstructing their faith



Our Approach: This is a difficult question. So we will ask some questions of our own:
· What did 'slavery' actually mean in the ancient world?
· How does ANE law compare to biblical law?
· What trajectory does the Bible set in motion?
· How does the NT transform the institution?

Slide 3: First: We Define our Terms
OT - Hebrew: 'Eved[footnoteRef:1] - Has a wide range of meanings based on the context. Broadly, the word means 'servant' or 'worker.' Used for paid employees, indentured servants, debt workers, slaves and high-ranking royal officials. Context always determines meaning. [1:  Hebrew Word Study - https://www.chaimbentorah.com/2020/03/hebrew-word-study-indentured-servants/	] 

NT – Greek doulos - In the Greco-Roman context, could mean slave, but also 'bond-servant.' Paul calls himself a doulos of Christ — a term of devotion. Context governs meaning.
Modern term ‘Slavery’ – When we think of slavery, we often refer to the transatlantic slave trade (16th–19th c.), which was race-based, chattel slavery — permanent, hereditary, and dehumanizing. This is NOT what the biblical texts describe. 
Slide 4: The Ancient Near Eastern World
How did Israel’s laws compare to those of surrounding cultures?
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Slide 5: Types of Servitude in the Old Testament
1: Debt Servitude - Voluntary entry to repay debts. Limited to 6 years (Ex 21:2). Servant retained rights and personhood. A social safety-net mechanism, not ownership.
2. War Captives - A complex and difficult category. In context, often an alternative to execution — the ANE norm. Rights still applied. Most challenging for modern readers.
3. Voluntary Covenant relationship - Could choose permanent status out of love for family (Ex 21:5-6). An ear-piercing ceremony marked the covenant. Entirely voluntary — social security of the ancient world.
4. Foreign Servants (Gentiles) – Lev. 25:44-46. Could be of longer, even perpetual, duration.  Sabbath rest is required; injury laws apply. Not racially defined; could join the covenant community.
Slide 6: Examples of Some of the Hard Texts 
Passages critics most often cite – context matters
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Slide 7: Progressive Change
[image: ]

Slide 8: The New Testament
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Slide 9: Answering Common Objections
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Slide 10: Summary & Key Points
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Slide 11: Discussion Handout

Slide 12: Resources
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Look at the Context and Background and the Hard Questions in the handout


Has this presentation been helpful?


Do you feel better equipped to engage in conversation with someone on this topic?
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Runaway servants

Term limits

Physical abuse

Killing a servant

Sabbath rest

Jubilee release

Return mandatory; harsh punishment

Indefinite / permanent common

Owner's right

Property damage only

None required

Absent from all ANE codes

Must NOT be returned (Deut 23:15-16)

Max 6 years for Hebrews (Ex 21:2)

Permanent injury = immediate freedom (Ex
21:26-27)

Punishable offense (Ex 21:20)

Servants included in Sabbath rest (Ex 20:10)

All debts canceled every 50 years (Lev 25)
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Exodus 21:20-21
Objection: Master not punished if servant lives a day or two after a beating

Response: v.20 DOES punish killing a servant. v.21 reflects economic context, not license for abuse. The injury laws in vv.26-27 still apply
— any permanent injury means immediate freedom.

Leviticus 25:44-46
Objection: Foreigners may be held as ‘permanent property’'

Response: Must be read alongside Sabbath rest laws, injury laws, and covenant community rules. 'Property’ language (mikneh) is
economic, not ontological — the same word is used for goods in trade.

Ephesians 6:5 / Col 3:22
Objection: Paul tells slaves to 'obey their masters' — seems to endorse slavery

Response: Paul writes pastoral instructions for people already in the system — not a blanket endorsement. 1 Cor 7:21 explicitly
encourages seeking freedom. Philemon reveals Paul's real ethic: release.
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Law and Transformation
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In Christ: neither

Chattel slavery the Reform: rights, oppressed;
norm; there were
few protections for term limits, dignity of every slave nor free (Gal
pservants Jubilee release person Isa 1:17; 3:28)
Amos 5:24

"We should not judge ancient ethics by modern standards in isolation, but we CAN ask: what
direction was the text pointing? The Bible's arc bends toward liberation."

— cf. Christopher Wright, Old Testament Ethics for the People of God
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Key NT Texts

Gal 3:28

1 Cor 7:21

1 Tim 1:10

Philemon

No slave nor free — all one in Christ. Radical
social equality inside the community.

"If you can gain your freedom, do so." Paul
actively encourages emancipation.

Paul lists 'slave traders' (andrapodistai —
kidnappers) among the gravest sinners —
explicitly condemning the slave trade itself.

Paul returns Onesimus but asks Philemon to
receive him 'no longer as a slave, but as a
dear brother.' Personal abolition.

‘Why This Matters

1 Timothy 1:10 condemns man-stealing (kidnapping for
slavery) — the very foundation of the transatlantic slave
trade.

Abolitionist leaders like Wilberforce and Frederick
Douglass drew explicitly on Christian theology — especially
the Imago Dei — to argue against slavery.

The Bible did not invent slavery. It found it, regulated it,
humanized it, and planted the seeds for its abolition.
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"If God is all-powerful, why not just abolish slavery instantly?"
God works through history and moral development. Abolishing slavery by decree in 1400 BC — without changed hearts and

institutions — would have produced chaos. The Torah set a direction; the Spirit completes the journey. Jesus himself mentions
accommodation with reference to divorce i.e., ‘hardness of heart’ Matt 19:8

"Christians used the Bible to defend slavery — so the Bible endorses it."

Any text can be abused without that being its intent. Those who used the Bible to defend slavery were selectively reading —
ignoring 1 Tim 1:10, Gal 3:28, the Exodus narrative, and the prophets. The abolitionists read the Bible more carefully.

"Why should I trust a God who tolerated slavery at all?"

Compared to what? Every ancient civilization had slavery, its still with us today — none regulated it with the protections of the
Torah. God met people where they were and moved them forward. This is the biblical pattern: not perfection overnight, but
transformation over time.
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Is God a Moral Monster?
Paul Copan (2011)

Best single-volume popular apologetics treatment of OT ethics
including slavery

Old Testament Ethics for the People of God

Christopher J. H. Wright (2004)

Comprehensive scholarly treatment of OT social ethics in ANE context

The Lost World of the Israelite Conquest

John Walton & J. Harvey Walton (2017)

Essential background on ANE worldview and how to read Mosaic law

Slaves, Women & Homosexuals
William J. Webb (2001)

Develops the 'redemptive-movement hermeneutic' — how to read
ethical trajectory in Scripture

Philemon Commentary

N. T. Wright, The Prison Letters (2004)

Best short treatment of Paul's anti-slavery theology in Philemon

reasonablefaith.org
William Lane Craig

Q&A section contains multiple responses to slavery objections —
excellent follow-up resource




