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Exodus 21:1-6:  In the Bible, slavery was different than the way Americans understand it. Our comprehension of it is 

a little befuddled by our own history.  In the Bible, there were two types of slaves. The first is a 

servant, who works for a master and belongs to one for six years (Exodus 21:2), but during the 

seventh year, he can leave (21:2-4). The second type of slave is properly called a “bondservant.” This 

is a slave who chooses to stay with his master after the six years to serve him for life. Now, in order 

to officiate this deal, “his master shall bore his ear through with an awl, and he shall be his slave 

forever” (21:6). Slavery was allowed in the Bible, but it was humane. It can be compared to 

someone who works for the Human Services Department, as a live-in to assist a handicap person. 

Slaves were kind of like part of the family. One thing that I found interesting and maybe you will 

too, is how slaves were never treated like property. If they were thought of as property, then why 

aren’t they mentioned in Exodus 21:33-22:15, which deal with the loss of property?  

Leviticus 25:44-46: The summary of this passage is this: The Jews were not allowed to enslave each other, but could 

enslave foreigners. It was quite necessary (but not mandatory) in that culture because Israel was a 

small nation (therefore being at a little of a disadvantage in times of war), and also for additional help 

with the domestic affairs of huge families. But in all situations, there master wasn’t allowed to “rule 

over him ruthlessly but shall fear your God” (Leviticus 25:43). As a side note, slaves were 

possessions in the sense that they were bought by their masters. They were not however, considered 

as things but people, and were treated like people with dignity and worth.   

 

Exodus 21:20-21: All this verse really means is that the slave’s murderer must be killed under capital punishment for 

the unjust taking of the life of the slave. This is another sign in the Bible that the slave’s life is 

valuable. But if the slave survives, he is most likely injured, so the one who caused injury has to pay 

money to the slave-owner to compensate for the slave’s lack of ability to serve the master.   

 

Ephesians 6:5: This verse shows us why slavery was permitted by God. It was allowed as a demonstration of how the 

Christian communes with God as their master. Another example of relationship with God is marriage 

(Ephesians 5:22-33). This relationship is one of loving leadership and guidance from the master, and a 

willingness on the part of the slave to submit to that humble leadership. That’s why a few verses 

down Paul says, “Masters… stop your threatening… treat your slaves justly and fairly, knowing that 

you also have a Master in heaven” (Ephesians 6:9; Colossians 4:1). This relationship can be compared 

to parents and children (who are also mentioned in the context – Ephesians 6:1-4; Colossians 3:20-

21). 

 

1st Timothy 6:1-2: Building on what the previous point was, in this verse now, some slaves were disrespecting their 

masters which distort this portrayal of God and his people. That’s what Paul means when he said “that 

the name of God and the teaching [are] reviled” (1st Timothy 6:1).  

 

Luke 12:47-48: As we know by now, slavery was very much part of the culture in which Jesus lived. So, as any 

discreet teacher would, he is always giving illustrations or comparisons of his points so that his 

audience would understand him. In this instance, its slavery – this is supposed to be a demonstration 

of how Christians are submitted to a loving God. But there a slaves (Christians), who disobey God 

their Master, so as a result, they are punished. The ones who were naïve to God’s instructions will 
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still be punished because God is just and never puts up with evil. He definitely punishes those who 

knew what God wanted because that’s also evil – a greater evil! Why beatings? Because elsewhere, 

the Bible tells us that God is our Father, and he, like every good parent, spanks their children to 

correct bad behavior (Hebrews 12:5-11).  

                           In closing, I constantly want to draw this whole issue back to relevance. God allowed slavery in the 

Old Testament because that’s the way society functioned, and it was necessary in some respects, but 

slavery later became something inhumane, beginning with Israel’s exile to Babylon. So in the New 

Testament, this was modified. Slavery is passively discouraged. Consider verses like these: 

 “Were you a slave when called? Do not be concerned about it. (But if you can gain your 

freedom, avail yourself the opportunity)” (1st Corinthians 7:21). 

 “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male and 

female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). 

 “Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 

slave, free, but Christ is all, and in all” (Colossians 3:11). 

 

One of the reasons Jesus died was to end hatred, and hatred is often the reactant of slavery. “He 

himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility… 

[reconciling] us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility” (Ephesians 2:14, 16). 

 


