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SLAVERY: WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?     
March 7, 2021 
Deuteronomy 15:12-18; Ephesians 6:5-9 
 
As we move through Ephesians we 
come to a passage about slavery - 
about which the Bible has a lot to say. 
However, in 21st century New 
Zealand, should we care? I mean, 
none of us are slaves or slave 
owners. So why not skip these verses 
and go straight to the famous and a 
little more exciting passage on 
spiritual warfare? 
 
Well, as a number of you know, slavery is a surprising contemporary issue. If you 
google how many slaves there are currently in the world, you’ll get estimates of 
between 40-45 million people. Pause for a moment - there are 5 million people in 
New Zealand which means for every one of us there are eight slaves somewhere in 
the world. About 3/4 of these are under 18 years old - children. Just under half, 18 
million, are in India alone. Many, many are young girls kidnapped and trapped in 
the sex trade while others are in sweat shops, factories, forced marriages and the 
like.  
 
In my Zoom call with the Hansens it happened to come up that a member of their 
team in Hungary is focused on human trafficking, the modern term for slave trading. 
The big problem areas in Europe are similar to Asia with “number one” being the 
sex trade but also immigrant workers. Vulnerable immigrants are promised work, 
but then have their passports removed and are severely underpaid, if at all, for 
long, long hours. 
 
And this is where it comes close to home. A few years ago, when Judy and I were 
living in Auckland now and again we would go to the Masala restaurant - our local 
Indian. Great food at surprisingly affordable prices - for Mission Bay. Then the news 
broke that the owners were arrested for taking away the passports of vulnerable 
immigrants, severely under paying them and threatening to go to immigration if they 
complained. Even when the restaurant changed its name Judy and I steered clear. 
 
So, whether it’s kidnapped young girls in the sex trade in Mumbai, or vulnerable 
immigrants trapped long hours for no pay and no way out, what God’s Word says 
about slavery is something we do well to pay attention too. So, this morning we’re 
going to look at what the Bible says about slavery in general before focusing on our 
Ephesian passage and then some take homes. Well look at… 
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I. The Old Testament on Slavery 
II. The New Testament on Slavery 
III. Slaves and Slave Owners (Ephesians 6) 
IV. Take Homes 
 
I. The Old Testament on Slavery 
So, what does the Old Testament say about slavery? Now, maybe in the back of 
our minds we recall that historically the Bible has been used to justify and even 
bolster slavery. So, we are cautious. And at first glance the Old Testament appears 
to condone slavery in that some of the heroes of the Bible, like Abraham and 
Jacob, had slaves and also that that Old Testament never directly condemns 
slavery. However, this view is far too simplistic. In a world back when slavery was 
common practice the Old Testament challenged slave owners, and even gave 
slaves rights where they had no rights. Let’s have a look starting with Exodus 21:16 
 

Kidnappers must be put to death, whether they are caught in possession of their 
victims or have already sold them as slaves. Exodus 21:16 (NIV) 
 

Kidnapping to supply the slave market was a problem in Bible days just as it is now. 
And straight away the Bible rules out this practice. Which makes you wonder how 
the trans-atlantic slave trade with as many as 12 million Africans kidnapped over 
400 years could ever be justified! 
 
Now, if kidnaping was banned how could an Israelite own a slave? Leviticus 25:39 
gives us a clue… 
 

If one of your countrymen becomes poor among you and sells himself to you… 
Leviticus 25:39 (NIV) 

 
In a time of no social security and no government benefits the poor and destitute 
had only two options. Likewise, with no banks to loan money from or bankruptcy 
laws those in dept had only the same two options: a family bail-out or sell yourself, 
and maybe your whole family, into slavery. Now this was common practice among 
many nations in Biblical days and once someone sold themselves, they lost all 
rights, could be treated harshly and even be on-sold, being treated as mere 
property. However this was not the way for God’s people. As soon as an Israelite 
slave owner acquired a slave, he was to plan on setting them free. Listen to 
Deuteronomy 15:12–15 
 

If a fellow Hebrew, a man or a woman, sells himself to you and serves you six 
years, in the seventh year you must let him go free. And when you release him, 
do not send him away empty-handed. Supply him liberally from your flock, your 
threshing floor and your winepress. Give to him as the Lord your God has 
blessed you. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the Lord your God 
redeemed you. Deuteronomy 15:12–15 (NLT) 
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As soon as an Israelite brought a slave, he was counting down to setting him or her 
free, and also giving them a helping hand to make a fresh start. Now, it’s impossible 
to underestimate how radical and different this was from local customs of the time. 
Think of Joseph, sold by his brothers to slave traders who on-sold him to an 
Egyptian where he would have spent his whole life a slave or even in jail - if God 
had not intervened. But no. God is saying, “Slave owners remember that your 
ancestors were once slaves in Egypt under the harshest conditions before I set 
them free. As I showed your forefathers mercy likewise show your slaves mercy. 
Treat them like hired workers”. 
 
 And this is not all. The Old Testament also gave rights yo slaves where previously 
they had no rights and set boundaries on slave owners, ensuring they would treat 
slaves as humans and not property.  
 
So, in summary, in the Old Testament kidnaping for slavery was banned and slaves 
were to be treated as hired workers and not property, with the view of being 
released after a maximum of six years. This is all radically different to surrounding 
nations of the day and had the effect of putting significant boundaries on slave 
owners, giving slaves rights and with both parties knowing servitude was 
temporary. Now I don’t want sugar coat this in my brief overview. There were times 
when Jewish slave owners ignored Biblical instructions and prophets like Jeremiah 
and leaders like Nehemiah called them to account. Slavey was often very difficult 
even with these protections, but the Bible made clear where the rights, 
responsibilities and boundaries lay. 
 
II. The New Testament on Slavery 
Now what about the New Testament? What does this say about slavery? Again, the 
reasons for being a slave were similar. And the New Testament makes it clear that 
if possible, slaves were to get free. 1 Corinthians 7:21 
 

Were you a slave when you were called? Don!t let it trouble you—although if you 
can gain your freedom, do so. For he who was a slave when he was called by 
the Lord is the Lord!s freedman; similarly, he who was a free man when he was 
called is Christ!s slave. You were bought at a price. 1 Corinthians 7:21–23 (NIV) 

 
Not only do we see here an encouragement for slaves to take any opportunity to be 
free but notice what else Paul’s doing here. He’s redefining the stigma attached to 
slaves. A slave was the lowest of the low and it would be an insult for a free person 
or person of status to be called a slave. But Paul’s saying for a Christian being a 
slave is an honour. How so? Well, every Christian has been brought by the highest 
of price - the blood of Jesus. This means even the wealthiest Christian with the 
most slaves under his belt is himself a slave. What a way to insult the best givers to 
your church Paul! 
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With this redefined status, and the fact that both Christian slave owners and slaves 
would sit around the communion table as equals, sharing a meal, every week - 
unheard of outside the church - then the New Testament, just like the Old, lifts the 
status of slaves and puts boundaries on slave owners, just as our passage in 
Ephesian reinforces. 
 
III. Slaves and Slave Owners (Ephesians 6) 
Let's now turn to this passage where we’ll see how it fits comfortably within the Old 
and New Testament’s role of undermining the absolute authority of slave owners 
and giving status to slaves. First, to the slaves Paul writes… 

 
Slaves, obey your earthly masters with deep respect and fear. Serve them 
sincerely as you would serve Christ. Try to please them all the time, not just 
when they are watching you. As slaves of Christ, do the will of God with all your 
heart. Work with enthusiasm, as though you were working for the Lord rather 
than for people. Remember that the Lord will reward each one of us for the good 
we do, whether we are slaves or free. Ephesians 6:5–8 (NLT) 
 

Paul’s point here is that Christian slaves now know that their work as a slave is not 
wasted. Though they toil long hours in menial tasks - in reality they are working for 
a greater Master, Christ himself. And though they are unlikely to be rewarded by 
their earthly master Christ will reward them richly for their work, as they offer it up to 
Christ. And this key - repeated twice in this passage. Work hard, work well, work 
with enthusiasm - as unto Jesus. 
 
Let me give you an example. Though not a slave the 17th century friar, Brother 
Andrew, learned to love the menial chores he was allocated in his monastery. In his 
classic devotional book “Practicing the Presence of God” Andrew expresses delight 
in kitchen work - including washing cooks dishes - as he learned to find God’s 
presence in simple repetitive tasks - knowing that even these were an act of 
worship and service to God. Likewise, Christian slaves were to work first to Christ 
as an act of worship and service, and secondly work for their owners. A high calling 
indeed. 
 
Now what about the masters? What were Christian slave owners to do? Verse 9 
 

Masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Don!t threaten them; remember, you 
both have the same Master in heaven, and he has no favourites. Ephesians 6:9 
(NLT) 

 
Here, Paul does something radical and controversial in the non-Jewish world. He 
puts boundaries on slave owners. Now Jewish folk were familiar with this for they 
had the Old Testament but not so the Ephesians, most of whom were Gentiles. 
Their new instruction was for Christian slave owners to treat their slaves in the 



 

5/7 
Rev Douglas Bradley 

Cromwell & Districts Presbyterian Church 

same way - as to Christ. “As Jesus is your master, Christian slave owner, and he 
has no favourites, treat your slaves well.”  
 
Taken together with the rest of the Bible’s teaching on slavery, this passage places 
boundaries on slave owners where they were none, expecting slave owners to treat 
their slaves well because they are also slaves to Christ who has shown them great 
love and mercy. In the Old Testament it was, “Treat your slaves well because you 
used to be slaves in Egypt before I set you free”. In the New Testament it’s “Treat 
your slaves well because you are slave to Christ, and he has set you freel!”1 
 
IV. Take Homes 
So, with all this in mind what are the implications for us? What are some take 
homes?  
 
a. Workplace ethics 
Well, the first is to do with workplace ethics. Though written for slave owners and 
slaves the principles in this passage carry over to the modern-day employers and 
their workers remarkably well. 
 
Let’s look at the passage the worker in mind. From verse 5 
 

Workers, obey your employers with deep respect and fear. (This is way too 
extreme. Let’s just go with “respect”) Serve them sincerely as you would serve 
Christ. Try to please them all the time, not just when they are watching you. As 
slaves of Christ, do the will of God with all your heart. Work with enthusiasm, as 
though you were working for the Lord rather than for people. Remember that the 
Lord will reward each one of us for the good we do, whether we are workers or 
employers. Ephesians 6:5–8 (adapted) 

 
Isn’t this practical! In our jobs when we work we work to the Lord first, with energy, 
and not just when we are being watched! And when we do we are tremendous 
witness to Jesus in the workplace. 
 
An accountant had a little sign on his desk that read, “Worship begins at 8am”. 
Why? And people used to ask. You see when he sat at his desk every weekday at 
8am he was aiming to be the best accountant he could be. For no matter what 
anyone else thought, first and foremost, his work was his act of worship and service 
to Christ.  
 

 
1 As an aside - at the same time Paul wrote Ephesians he also wrote a personal letter to a Christian slave 
owner called Philemon. This letter is just a few pages on in your Bible from Ephesians. In this letter Paul 
implores Philemon to set free a Christian slave called Onesimus. Onesimus had run away from Philemon, in 
all likelihood to also have stolen from him. However, since then Onesimus had become a Christian under 
Paul!s ministry. And so, Paul sends him back to his Christian master with the letter asking for his freedom. 
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You see there’s this false hierarchy in the minds of many Christians when it comes 
to work. They think in God’s eyes that missionaries are at the top, ministers second, 
third youth and family workers and then regular work. And finally, at the bottom 
unpaid work like home makers. But this hierarchy is rubbish. It’s not God’s view, at 
all. You and I know that it’s possible to be a missionary and lose focus and be on 
the mission field in a way that does not have Christ at the centre. This is not God 
honouring. It’s also completely possible to be a stay at home mum and work as to 
the Lord. This most certainly is God honouring. And just like the accountant this is a 
truer sense of worship than any title of missionary or minister can confer. 
 
Now want about employers. Let’s read the passage with them in mind. From verse 
9 
 

Employers, treat your workers in the same way. Don!t threaten them; remember, 
you both have the same Employer in heaven, and he has no favourites. 
Ephesians 6:9 (adapted) 

 
What’s key here is Christian employers are to set the example - “in the same way. 
Employers are to work with enthusiasm, not just when others are watching, 
competently, professionally - as to the Lord. And when you do you earn the respect 
and credibility of your workers so that when they find out you are a Christian it will 
be a tremendous witness to those who work with and other employers. 
 
b. Against Human Trafficking 
As I draw this message to a close, one last take home and a story. As typical there 
is so much more to say than time allows. I had wanted to spend time showing how 
a number of Christian agencies are making a difference in steaming the flow of 
human traffic, in particular rescuing and preventing young girls being trapped in the 
sex trade. You may be familiar with Ian Guy and the Wakatipu Presbyterian 
Church’s connection with a Nepal ministry that works to prevent young girls from 
being taken to India for the sex trade. I recommend you google their website with 
some practical ways to help.2  
 
On a personal note, when I was in India in 2007 our team spent 10 days in Mumbai 
looking at the ministries to the urban poor. The prevention and rescue of young girls 
from the sex industry was part of our focus and I remember going to a Christian 
orphanage made up rescued girls who were being educated and then helped into 
jobs and careers. Some happened to be doing some maths homework and it turned 
out to be quadratic equations. Now just having come out of teaching and maths 
been the universal language I was able to help with their homework. It was great 
fun though they didn’t understand English nor I their language. Now, these girls 

 
2 https://givealittle.co.nz/cause/the-spring-school-education-to-prevent-trafficking 
https://givealittle.co.nz/cause/the-twelve-thousand 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VP2Dqc3pIGU&t=128s&ab_channel=TheAppleofGod%27sEyes 
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were just a couple of years younger than my oldest daughter at the time. And I was, 
and still am, moved by the similarities between these teenage girls - except for the 
dark and horrible experiences these Indian girls had been rescued. How grateful we 
are that our girls are not exposed to this evil. How special that God has called 
Christians to make a difference and fight the horror of human trafficking. Praise 
God he has set us free from slavery to sin and death. How blessed are we that we 
can make a difference. Let’s pray 
 


