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Ephesians 6 

“5 Slaves, be obedient to those who are your 
masters according to the flesh, with fear and 
trembling, in the sincerity of your heart, as to 
Christ; 6 not by way of eye-service, as men-
pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will 
of God from the heart. 7 With good will render 
service, as to the Lord, and not to men, 8 
knowing that whatever good thing each one 
does, this he will receive back from the Lord, 
whether slave or free. 9 And, masters, do the 
same things to them, and give up threatening, 
knowing that both their Master and yours is in 
heaven, and there is no partiality with Him.”
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Colossians 3 
“22 Slaves, in all things obey those who are 
your masters on earth, not with external 
service, as those who merely please men, but 
with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. 23 
Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for 
the Lord rather than for men; 24 knowing that 
from the Lord you will receive the reward of 
the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom 
you serve. 25 For he who does wrong will 
receive the consequences of the wrong which 
he has done, and that without partiality. 4:1 
Masters, grant to your slaves justice and 
fairness, knowing that you too have a Master 
in heaven.” 2

1 Peter 2 
“18 Servants, be submissive to your masters 
with all respect, not only to those who are 
good and gentle, but also to those who are 
unreasonable. 19  For this finds favor, if for 
the sake of conscience toward God a person 
bears up under sorrows when suffering 
unjustly. 20 For what credit is there if, when 
you sin and are harshly treated, you endure 
it with patience? But if when you do what is 
right and suffer for it you patiently endure 
it, this finds favor with God.”
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•  30% of the Italian population were slaves - 
Rome had more slaves than freemen.

Slavery in Paul’s day

•  Manumission - moving from bondage to 
freedom was common and easy.

•  Slaves were “property”, “tools with a soul”, 
bought and sold, without human rights.

•  It was a way of life that was not considered a 
moral issue in ancient Rome.

•  Most slaves came from military conquest, and 
piracy but were not always slaves for life.

•  Ancient slavery differed from American slavery 
in that it was not racial but was just as cruel.
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Aristotle

“A slave is a living 
tool, just as a tool is 
an inanimate slave.”

“Agricultural instruments 
consisted of  

• articulate - slaves 
• inarticulate - cattle 
• mute - vehicles”

Marcus Terentius Varro
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 What does Paul actually say in this text?
“5 Slaves, be obedient to those who are your 
masters according to the flesh,

• He is talking about social dynamics between 
real slaves and their masters in this world. 

“with fear and trembling, in the sincerity of 
your heart, as to Christ; 6 not by way of eye-
service, as men-pleasers, doing the will of 
God from the heart. 7 With good will render 
service, as to the Lord, and not to men,”

• He is expecting them to act as though they 
are serving Christ from the heart. 
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9 And, masters, do the same things to them, 
and give up threatening, knowing that both 
their Master and yours is in heaven, and 
there is no partiality with Him.”

• He exhorts the masters to also be subject to 
their slaves in the way they relate to them. 

•  He tells them to not take advantage of their 
position in relating to slaves. 

“8 knowing that whatever good thing each 
one does, this he will receive back from the 
Lord, whether slave or free.
• He describes the slaves work (in submitting) 

as a “good thing”. 
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How have Christians understood  
Paul teaching on slavery?

• Some have used it to justify slavery as a God 
ordained institution. 

•  Some have dismissed it as reflecting Paul’s 
historical context or as an unenlightened ethic. 

•  Some have ignored it as an embarrassing 
enigma. 

•  Some have glossed over it as though it 
addresses employees and employers.

• Some have seen it as an ethical seed that 
was to evolve over time to emancipation. 8
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How have Christians  
understood this teaching?

•  Some have used it to justify slavery as a God ordained 
institution. 

•  Some have dismissed it as reflecting Paul’s historical 
context or immaturity. 

•  Most have ignored it as an embarrassing enigma. 

•  Some have glossed over it as addresses workers and 
bosses suggesting that slavery in Paul’s day was not like 
early American slavery.

• It can be argued that there is reason to 
take it at face value for our culture & time. 

•  Some have seen it as an ethical seed that evolved 
through time. 
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Hints to understanding this teaching:
• The Apostles while not promoting slavery as a 

system, neither do they directly denounce it. 
•  From a practical standpoint, abolition would 

have been impossible in Paul’s day because 
of the structure of Roman society.

• What we see here are the seeds of a principle 
that would in time result in emancipation. 

•  Paul is applying the principle of Eph. 5:21 
“be subject to one another” to radical, 
systemic, cultural, change, which must come 
from the inside and work out.
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Keys to understanding the 
Apostles’ teaching on slavery:

• The affect of this would eventually 
challenge and overturn the system.

• They attack the root of slavery - lack 
of human dignity on a personal level.

• The principle ethic of the Kingdom is 
not outward sociopolitical status as 
a mark of dignity but the agape 
relationships in any system.

• The kingdom was not political but it 
had political implications.
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The basis of social ethics is  
the dignity of bearing God’s Image.
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•  The early disciples did not seek and were not 
given sociopolitical power.

•  God chose the weak of the world to confound the 
strong - 1 Cor.1:26-31. He did not change their 
status in the world.

•  Paul encouraged slaves to remain in the state they 
were called - 1 Cor.7:21-24.

The basis of social ethics is  
the dignity of bearing God’s Image.
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1 Corinthians 7  
“20 Let each man remain in that condition in 
which he was called. 21 Were you called 
while a slave? Do not worry about it; but if 
you are able also to become free, rather do 
that. 22 For he who was called in the Lord 
while a slave, is the Lord’s freedman; 
likewise he who was called while free, is 
Christ’s slave. 23 You were bought with a 
price; do not become slaves of men. 24 
Brethren, let each man remain with God in 
that condition in which he was called.”

• Cultural slavery was not a block to 
“freedom in Christ”.
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•  The early disciples did not seek and were not 
given sociopolitical power.

•  God chose the weak of the world to confound the 
strong - 1 Cor.1:26-31. He did not change their 
status in the world.

•  Paul encouraged slaves to remain in the state they 
were called - 1 Cor.7:21-24.

•  James encouraged the poor to glory in their spiritual 
wealth not in their hope of becoming rich - Jas.1:9.

•  Paul called the church to give special honor to 
those with less status (gifts) - 1 Cor.12:12-13.

The basis of social ethics is  
the dignity of bearing God’s Image.
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• Subjection is an inner “attitude” that motivates 
an outward posture in relationships.

• Subjection lays aside personal rights 
and takes the role of a humble 
“servant”.

• Subjection carries this self 
sacrifice to the point of “death”.

• Subjection does not regard others only as 
equals but even as “more important” than 
themselves no matter what their social 
position in this world.
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“Of all the world’s religions, including 
the three great monotheisms, only in 
Christianity did the idea develop that 
slavery was sinful and must be 
abolished. Although it has been 
fashionable to deny it, antislavery 
doctrines began to appear in Christian 
theology soon after the decline of 
Rome and were accompanied by the 
eventual disappearance of slavery in 
all but the fringes of Christian 
Europe.” Rodney Stark 

(Sociology of Religion at University of Washington) 20

Rodney Stark

“At the fall of Rome there was very extensive 
slavery everywhere in Europe; by the time of the 
“Renaissance” it was long gone.”
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Martin Luther King Jr.

“Morality cannot be legislated, 
but behavior can be regulated. 
Judicial decrees may not           
change the heart, but  
they can restrain the 
heartless.”

But only 
superficially.
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