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Do Christians and the Bible Endorse Slavery? 
By Aaron Wentz 

 
 

 Slavery has been called “the worst of human evils” by those who study its 

horrors and history.  Not only has slavery been in existence for thousands of 

years, it is still very much alive especially in Asian countries.  What is the history 

of the Judeo/Christian involvement and response to slavery?  Common 

knowledge among Americans is Christians in the south did have slaves, and 

many, endorsed the biblical “right” to own a slave.  Although America does have 

a history of Christian slave owners, does this mean Christians endorse slavery?  

And, does the Bible have anything to say about having slaves?  Plus, what have 

Christians done in the past and present to deliver people from “the worst of 

human evils?”  To answer these questions and more, this paper will be divided 

into four sections: 

1. Slavery in the Old Testament 

2. Slavery in the New Testament 

3. Slavery ended in the West by Christians 

4. Slavery and the needed response of Christians today 

 

Slavery in the Old Testament 

 Slavery simply stated is kidnapping.  People young and old are captured 

and then forced against their will to be the property of someone else.  According 

to Old Testament scholar Dr. Robert Culver, “The kidnapping of persons for sale 
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later as slaves familiar to us in the case of all the African salves imported to the 

new world was a capital crime in the Mosaic law.”1   

The Mosaic Law states: 

 “Anyone who kidnaps someone is to be put to death, whether the victim has been 

sold or is still in the kidnapper’s possession.”  Exodus 21:16 
 

“If someone is caught kidnapping a fellow Israelite and treating or selling them as a 
slave, the kidnapper must die. You must purge the evil from among you.”  

Deuteronomy 24:7 
 
Furthermore, since kidnapping is taking something ( in this case, a human being) 

that doesn’t belong to an individual person, it is stealing.  The moral law 

specifically defined by the Ten Commandment forbids stealing as stated by the 

eighth commandment:  “Do not steal” (Exodus 20:15).   

 The Mosaic Law also had strict rules on how to treat others. 

1. A master could loose his life if he killed his slave (Ex. 21:20, 23). 

2. If a master hurt his slave such knocking out his tooth or worse, the slave 

could be automatically released (Exod. 21:23-26). 

3. The slave, Israelite or foreign had a Sabbath rest one day a week 

(Exod.20:10, Deut. 5:14). 

4. All slaves or bondservants were required to be a part of Israel’s 

celebrations, and were not to be left out (Deut. 12:12). 

5. If a slave ran away for ill-treatment, the slave was not to be returned to 

their master, but was to be protected and given somewhere to live (Deut. 

23:15-16).  

6. Israelite slaves could not be sold to another master (Lev. 25:42). 

                                            
1
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7. Oppression of a runaway slave was prohibited (Deut. 23:15-16).2   

The problem when slaves are mentioned in the Old Testament is, “If God is 

against slavery, why did He allow Israel to slaves?”  Who were these “slaves” in 

the Old Testament? 

 Some of the difficulty of understanding slavery in the Bible is 

understanding ancient near east culture B.C.  In today’s Western culture, there 

are trials and judges, nice padded jail cells, and three meals a day for the 

criminal.  In the ancient near east, criminal behavior was dealt primarily through 

beatings or death.  Secondly, in the case of stealing, the thief was required to 

work for the one who he stole from to “pay back” the owner until full restitution 

was made.3  Therefore, the “slave” was not kidnapped, but given to the owner as 

a servant and worked to pay for his or her crime. This was the common way of 

dealing with crimes in the East.   

 This basic understanding of “slavery” in the Old Testament is key to 

understand some of the dynamics of the Mosaic Law.  Israel was kidnapped by 

Egypt against their will though they had done nothing wrong.  God intervened 

and judged Egypt for the enslavement of His people.  However, when Israel 

escaped from Egypt crossing the Red Sea, the forming of the great nation of 

Israel as a people with land and laws included slavery.  What was the purpose of 

instituting slavery if it wasn’t kidnapping people for material gain or treating 

people harshly?  

                                            
2
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 The general purpose of slavery, (translated ebhedh in Hebrew meaning 

bondservant), in the Old Testament approximated an employer and employee 

relationship.4  Dr. Culver lists at least three reasons for becoming a bondservant 

under Old Testament Law.  First, there were circumstances in which an Israelite 

could choose to become a slave of another Israelite.  Leviticus 25:39-40 says,  

“‘If any of your fellow Israelites become poor and sell themselves to you, do not make 
them work as slaves. They are to be treated as hired workers or temporary residents 

among you; they are to work for you until the Year of Jubilee.” 
 

The Mosaic Law allowed for a man in poverty to sell himself to another survive.  

Also, an Israelite could sell himself or give his services in order to redeem a 

mortgaged family property, pay a debt etc (Lev. 25:25).  

 Secondly, a thief was bound to work off the value of the property he had 

stolen presuming he could not pay back the owner (Exod. 22:1-4).  Once the 

owner was satisfied and paid-in-full, the slave could be free to leave.  Also, there 

was the year of Jubilee.  Every six years a bondservant or debtor would be set 

free from their masters and creditors and would have no charge against them 

(Lev. 25:40-41).  When the time of serving ended, the owners under Mosaic Law 

were to make sure their former slaves did not leave without having the proper 

food and clothes (Deut. 15:14-15, 18).  In some cases, if an Israelite slave was 

able to leave, but felt he would go back into poverty or debt could remain under 

their master (Exod. 21:5-6, Deut. 15:16-17).   

 And third, if an Israelite father wanted his daughter to marry the son of 

another Israelite, she could be given as a servant until the wedding day.  The 

                                            
4
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Mosaic Law also protected the young girl from harm from the foster family (Exod. 

21: 7-11).5   

 A fourth reason could be added for having slaves in Israel which was their 

dealing with their enemies.  Since there was no such thing as NATO to protect 

individuals, people groups and nations, fighting and war was common.  After a 

battle and Israel had won, their enemy either could be left to themselves, or could 

be assimilated into Israel’s culture as slaves.  To keep from their foreign enemies 

rising up against them again, their left over enemies was brought into Israel’s 

culture as slaves with Mosaic slave rights, unlike any other nation on earth.6 

 Because slavery was a common practice in all cultures, especially the 

East, the way the Hebrew people treated fellow Israelite slaves, and even their 

enemies has caught the attention of non-Hebrew/Christian scholars.  Slaves are 

not treated well, so what makes Israel so different in the way they conducted 

themselves?  Paul Copan points out that in world literature, the treatment as 

slaves as human beings for their own good and the good of their master is totally 

unique.7  The book of Job gives some insight why the Hebrews had a high few of 

the value of man… 

“If I have denied justice to any of my servants,  
   whether male or female,  

   when they had a grievance against me,  
what will I do when God confronts me?  

   What will I answer when called to account?  
Did not he who made me in the womb make them?  

   Did not the same one form us both within our mothers?” 

Job 31:13-15 
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The Old Testament Patriarch Job, commented that he should treat his 

servants well because first of all, God was a personal God in which he was 

watching Job.  Secondly, God is a just God, in which Job had to give an account 

for how he lived and treated others.  And third, Job’s servants were just as much 

human and valuable as he.  Also, it should be noted here that the main reason 

why the Hebrew people respected the value of man was they of all people had 

the direct revelation from God that man was created specially in the Creator’s 

image and likeness (Genesis 1:27).  It was the knowledge of man’s origin and 

God’s specific giving of His moral laws that gave the Israelites their moral grid-

work to understand life, and even the common practice of slavery.   

Despite the good example by Israel of handling slavery within a society, 

still, it bothers many people to know why God even allowed slavery at all.  Amy 

Hall, writing for the apologetic ministry of Stand to Reason makes an important 

point on this subject,  

As with divorce, the same was true for slavery.  The rules regulating slavery were added 
"because the hardness of the hearts" of humanity had created a situation where slavery 
existed and served certain functions in their societies, "but it was not that way from the 
beginning."  In the beginning, there was human dignity and equal value resulting from the 
fact that every single individual--young or old, rich or poor, royal or commoner--was made 
in the image of God.  But after the Fall, the ideal society was out the window, and God had 
to deal with what was actually there. 

Deeply ingrained cultural patterns don't change overnight, but must be redeemed over 
time.  Slavery was intricately woven into the cultures of the day, so, as with divorce (neither 
being the situation God desired), God made rules to keep the evil of the practice to a 
minimum.8 
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God in his sovereignty has not chosen to completely deliverer people from the 

consequences of their own sin, and the sins of others in this life.  However, as 

with the example of Israel, God undermined slavery, revealed the value of all 

human life, created a system to deal with the problem of sin and slavery,9 and 

spoke of a coming deliverer to end sins such as slavery forever.   

Slavery in the New Testament 

 Even up to the ascension of Jesus after his resurrection, his followers 

were hoping for justice and the kingdom of God to come and make all things 

new.  Instead of riding the world of evil and establishing his kingdom upon his 

first coming, Jesus taught justice would come later when he would return a 

second time to the earth (Matthew 24-25).  The mission of Jesus Christ 

perplexes many people as God in the flesh walked among the sick, the demon 

possessed, beheld social evils (like slavery within Rome), and even stood before 

the corrupt leaders of Rome and did not challenge and change the problems right 

before him.  The genius of Jesus’ plan was not to get rid of the corruption in the 

world immediately, but change the source of human corruption which is the 

human heart.  Through Christ providing salvation through the cross and 

resurrection, believers can have a new heart and new life.  Instead of changing 

the world, Jesus came to change the heart to change the world.    

 Though Jesus’ ministry was not primarily about slavery, the New 

Testament does address slavery.  In 1Timothy 1:9-10, the Apostle Paul teaches 
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the purpose of the moral law.  The main purpose of the law is to show sinful 

people such as liars, murderers… and slave traders…that they guilty before a 

Holy God.   The list of sins Paul shares go right in step with the Ten 

Commandments.  Therefore, after adultery (the Seventh Commandment) Paul 

uses the example of slave trading for the Eight Commandment which is “Thou 

shall not steal” (Exodus 20:15).  According to these verses, Christians can rightly 

say the New Testament teaches slavery and slave trading is stealing.  This New 

Testament teaching often goes unnoticed by critics.10 

 If Jesus was silent on slavery, but Paul condemned slave trading, then 

how have people (even Christians sadly) said the New Testament allows for 

slavery?  Using the example of Christian slave owners in America’s southern 

states, historian Susan Wise Bauer of the Action Institute believes that when 

Christians read Paul’s words of “slaves obey your earthly masters in 

everything…” (Colossians 3:22), they took a practice that was descriptive in 

society and made it prescriptive for themselves changing the reading to mean: 

“Therefore, masters may have slaves, and slaves obey your masters.”  Bauer 

admits the Bible (mainly the Old Testament) condemned slavery, but slave 

owners in their blindness for power and wealth created a selective literalism of a 

New Testament text to justify their behavior.11  Christian apologists Dr. Norman 

Geisler agrees with Bauer writing that Paul “…is not thereby approving of the 

institution of slavery, but simply alluding to the de facto situation in his day.  
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Rather, he is instructing them to be good employees…but he was not thereby 

commending slavery.”12 

 Another misused text is the New Testament book of Philemon.  A runaway 

slave is asked to go back to his owner Philemon.  Why would Paul have a 

runaway slave go back to his owner?  First, all three men involved were believers 

in Christ.  And Paul writes his letter to Philemon urging him to view him not as a 

slave but a brother in Christ.  Paul’s actions, much like Jesus’, did not make 

social issues his main target, but worked with believers and non-believers within 

the already established custom of owning servants.  Dr. Geisler’s commentary on 

Philemon is Paul “…did not perpetuate slavery…but actually undermined it…treat 

him as a brother…”  It was these qualities of human value based in Christianity 

that later on were used to help overthrow slavery.13 

 

Slavery ended in the West by Christians 

 Though Christians often get ridiculed for their involvement in owning 

slaves in America’s early history, it is often overlooked that it was the faith of 

Christians that ended slavery both in America and the slave trade from Europe.  

scholar Rodney Stark, in his excellent book For the Glory of God published by 

Princeton University Press explains why Christianity was major force behind 

ending slavery in the West. 

 According to Stark, slavery of black Africans can be traced back to ancient 

Egypt, and “…the fact remains that slavery and slave-trading were well 
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established in Africa long before the arrival of Europeans, and that both the 

European and Islamic slave-buyers were dependent on black, African 

suppliers.14  In fact, prior to the arrival of the Europeans, the majority of African 

colonies already had systems of slavery in place.15  Obtaining slaves from Africa 

was slow at first due to the initial rejection of the practice being immoral.  But 

later as Columbus and other travels discovered new land, it became apparent 

that to develop the new world a labor force was needed.  Attempts to exploit the 

native people were first used, but due to the Europeans bringing their diseases 

with them, the native population was sadly being wiped out.  European colonizers 

recognized that the best work force were those already immune to tropical 

environments.  From this point on, slave trading off the coast of West Africa 

began.16 

 Due to the very high demand for slaves in the new world, records show 

that from 1510 to 1868 when Cuba ended the slave trade, at least 10 million 

African slaves reached the New World.17  History shows that being a slave on the 

plantations in South America, the Caribbean, and in America was very difficult 

and brutal.   

 The first black slaves arrived in North America in 1626 by the Dutch.18  By 

1790 slavery was happening in America except Massachusetts and Maine.  What 

kept slavery out of these states was zealous Christian Puritanism founded by the 

Pilgrims that made slavery already illegal in these states.  Sadly, in the southern 

                                            
14
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states slaves were defined as “real estate.”  However, over time slaves “were 

viewed as property with souls.”19  What changed in the hearts of people that 

ended slavery?   

 According to Stark, the Roman Catholic church and the different Popes 

did speak out against slavery, but since Spain and Portugal threw off the 

shackles of Rome years ago, the church had no power to stop slave-trading as 

Spain and Portugal were doing the most slave-trafficking.20  In1700, a devote 

Boston Puritan named Samuel Sewall wrote the first abolitionist tract.21  By the 

early 1770’s, the Christian denomination known as the Quakers prohibited 

members from owning slaves.  Any Quaker member that owned slaves was 

given the penalty of exclusion.  It was this localized effort in New England that 

launched the American abolition movement.22  By 1833 leading abolitionists 

formed the American Anti-Slavery Society.  It was this group that boldly 

proclaimed that to bring a human being into involuntary bondage according to 

Scripture is stealing.23  According to Stark, it was not secular clubs and 

organizations that challenged the establishment, but devote Christians in local 

congregations.24 

 In Europe, the famous evangelist John Wesley undertook a preaching 

campaign against slavery.  Through him and others religious coalition against 

slavery grew.  During this time, the British abolition movement gained William 
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Wilberforce (1759 – 1833) and Thomas Clarkson (1760 – 1846).  Both men were 

dedicated Christians and devoted their lives as a duty unto God to abolish 

slavery.25  In 1807 a bill was passed to abolish the British slave trade.  During the 

next 50 years, British navy would capture 1,600 slave ships and free over 

150,000 slaves.26  However, slavery was still legal overseas in the West Indies.  

Abolitionists gained over 1.5 million signers to petition the end of slavery 

overseas led by Baptist and Methodist missionaries working with the slaves.  A 

month after William Wilberforce died in 1834 the Emancipation Act was passed 

to end all slavery in all British colonies.27   

 

Slavery and the Needed Response of Christians Today 

 According a leading anti-slavery organization called Not-for-Sale-

Campaign, “There are more slaves in the world today than at any other point in 

human history. Men, women, girls and boys sold across borders for forced labor, 

domestic servitude, and the illicit sex trade. From America to Amsterdam, 

Uganda to Thailand, human trafficking generates an estimated $32 billion a year 

— making it the fastest growing criminal industry on the globe.”28  Thankfully, 

there are many Christian organizations around the world making an impact into 

this terrible world of human trafficking.  One such Christian organization is 

International Justice Mission (IJM).  Seeing first-hand the sin of slavery, the 

president of IJM use to ask questions like, “Where are you God in all this?”  What 
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he found over the years of working with the abused victims did not doubt the 

presence of God, but many ask, “Where have you been?”29  If Christians can end 

slavery in the West, why can’t Christians end slavery in the East and around the 

world?  The time to act is now!   
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