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Did A Slave Ever Deserve A Good Beating?

    One of the most popular moral objections to Christianity today often comes along the lines of what the
Bible says about slavery. I won’t deal here with OT texts on slavery, like Lev. 19; 25; Job. 31:13-15; Exodus
21:2-6, 20-21; Prov 29:19-21, etc., (because slavery in Israel under Jewish law was a very different kind of
thing from the Roman slavery that lies behind our text in I Peter). And I won’t deal here with all the
mentions of slavery in the NT (like those enjoining submission - Eph. 6:5-9; Col. 3:22-4:1; I Tim. 6:1; Titus
2:9; or other attitudes - I Cor. 7:20-23; Philemon 1-25; Matt. 6:24; etc.), nor with the differences between
the institution as seen in Greek and Roman contexts. But since we have recently looked closely at I Peter, a
few words about the broader issues raised by the slavery passage there in particular are in order. 

Servants, be subject to your masters with all respect, not only to the good and gentle but also to the
unjust. 19 For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffering unjustly.
20 For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure? But if when you do good and
suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God. 21 For to this you have been called,

because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. 22 He
committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. 23 When he was reviled, he did not revile in

return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly.
24 He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By

his wounds you have been healed. 25 For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the
Shepherd and Overseer of your souls. 

 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (1 Pet. 2:18–25)
 
    When modern readers come to passages in the Bible like I Peter 2:18-25, they almost inherently think of
the institution of modern slavery. Our modern awareness of the gross evil of the American slave trade can
make passages like this extremely troubling to readers today. And in fact, this passage and others like it
were often used by those who continued to own and abuse slaves as justification for their abuses, since
they took it as direct “biblical” support for their actions, and for the institution of slavery as a whole. We
must acknowledge that this happened, and admit that a great deal of evil, which was and is blatantly
grievous to God, has been perpetrated in the name of being “biblical.” I think we should listen, and
compassionately seek to hear, those who raise objections and questions based on texts like this one in the
Bible. 

Ancient And Modern Slavery
Differences Between Ancient and Modern Slavery
    But first, we need to note an important difference between the ugly horrors of the American slave trade
and the slavery of the first century world. There is something unimaginably repugnant and horrifying about
the dehumanization, degradation, and abuse of a human being on the basis of their skin color or ethnicity.
Such discrimination is abhorrent to God, opposed to the Gospel, and should be confessed, repented of,
and called out as the sin that it is. But at this point, first century slavery was starkly different from its more
modern counterpart. Slavery in the ancient world simply was not racial or ethnic. A number of other less
significant differences could be noted as well, like the fact that Roman slaves were very often literate and
well-educated, could often own property and make money for themselves, etc. Roman slaves most often
became slaves by being born to slave parents, or, by being taken as prisoners of war. But whatever the
cause of a slave’s entry into the slave trade, it was not, in the first century, on the basis of their skin color.
(Though slaves from some ethnicities were in a few cases more mistreated than slaves from other
ethnicities.) As hard as it is for us to think of “slavery” without a racial element, fairly handling the biblical
texts demands that we do so, and that we not read this element of the modern institution back into the
ancient biblical text.

Slavery in America's Past
I quote here at length from Scott McKnight in his recent commentary on Philemon;

The richest country in the world, the USA, hoisted itself above all others by standing on the backs of
black slaves—Africans were bought or captured and then transported under unimaginable conditions.
The leitmotif of America’s founders was liberty, but that proud theme was hypocritically blind to the
enslavement of its working class. As one of America’s great historians of slavery, David Brion Davis,
states it,

'The strongest card in the hands of American abolitionists was their ability to indict the entire
American nation for what appeared to be the most hypocritical contradiction in all human
history: A nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition “that all men are created
equal” happened also to be the nation, by the mid-nineteenth century, with the largest number
of slaves in the Western Hemisphere—a nation whose most valuable exports, particularly cotton,
were produced by slaves.'

How did a nation that prided itself on liberty, freedom, and equality become a nation that enslaved
millions of Africans? A heavy handful of fingers can be pointed at many: from seventh- and eighth-
century Muslim transportation of sub-Saharan Africans into slavery north and east of the
Mediterranean, to the Portuguese and Spanish, who in developing trade with the New World
exploited slaves, to west African black traders who sold captured Africans to European merchants, to
the seventeenth century’s fixation of slavery with black skin, to the European obsession with
consumerist capitalistic economic developments in exploiting slave labor to produce sugar, coffee,
tobacco, and cotton, and perhaps most painfully to the widespread justification of slavery on the back
of both the Bible (e.g., Exod 21:21; Lev 19:20–22; 25:44–46; Col 3:22–4:1) and the highly influential
discussions of slavery in Aristotle’s Politics. In most cases, European and American (North and South)
Christians—clerics and laity—were at the heart of this moral collapse. Blame is diffuse. The conditions
from Maine through the Caribbean and down to Brazil varied, but the conditions of slaves
overwhelmingly entailed personal, physical, sexual, and familial violence as well as exploitation. Davis
sums up these conditions with this: “Much of the New World, then, came to resemble the Death
Furnace of the ancient god Moloch—consuming African slaves so increasing numbers of Europeans
(and later, white Americans) could consume sugar, coffee, rice, and tobacco.”
McKnight, S. (2017). NICNT - The Letter to Philemon. (pp. 30–31). Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company.

 

Slavery In The Contemporary World
Nor should we imagine that slavery is an issue that was relevant only in the distant past, or in America's
recent past. Slavery and subjugation of human beings continues to be an alarming and growing evil in the
world. I again quote lengthily from Scott McKnight here. His sobering words are worth hearing carefully
and at length;

Slavery cannot be reduced to the USA because slavery’s modern reality remains a global
condemnation of humans exploiting humans. The United Nations estimates—and the number
staggers—that twenty-one million people are in slavery today, while one of the leading non-
government organizations raises it to thirty-five million. The percentage of two particular slave
subgroups remains consistent: twenty-five percent of all slaves are forced into commercial sex
services and about thirty percent of all slaves are under the age of eighteen. Males make up about
forty-six percent and females fifty-four percent of modern slaves.
The global distribution deserves consideration as well:

•    Western Europe: 566,000 (2%)
•    Russia & Eurasia: 2,600,000 (7%)
•    Asia Pacific: 23,543,000 (67%)
•    Sub-Saharan Africa: 5,620,000 (16%)
•    Middle East and North Africa: 2,178,000 (6%)
•    The Americas: 1,285,000 (3%)

While modern slavery is primarily present in the developing world, those in more developed nations
need to be aware of the hundreds of thousands of slaves within their own societies. This includes
more than 150,000 slaves throughout Europe and more than 60,000 slaves within the borders of the
USA. In the USA, sex trafficking has begun to surpass drug trafficking as the preferred revenue stream
by gangs. Because of the rise in slave revenue incentives, the National Center for Missing and
Exploited Children reported in 2014 that one in six runaways in the USA were in danger of being sex
trafficked. Nearly seventy percent of runaways are in the care of social services at the time of running
away.

The economic “contribution” of slaves to the global economy is small but much of the reality is
unknown. Still, the deep economic reverberations of low costs in foods, textiles, computers, and other
components gain the attention of companies that buy such goods in mass. It was originally estimated
at the turn of the millennium that slave labor only contributed about $20 billion directly into
economies. But fifteen years later that number has ballooned to more than $150 billion, with $100
billion coming from the forced commercial sex trade alone. Sex trafficking has become the most
profitable market for slavery because a slaveholder can make five times more profit than any other
form of forced work. Even while sex slaves only make up twenty-five percent of the overall slave
population, they create more than two-thirds of the profit generated by slaveholders globally. The
numbers for current profit margins are seemingly low, but when the context of the poor developing
world and the low overhead costs of slaves is taken into account, the allure of modern slavery
becomes clearer:

•    Annual Profit from Sexual Exploitation Victim: $21,800;
•    Annual Profit from Labor Exploitation Victim: $4,800;
•    Annual Profit from Exploiting Agriculture Worker: $2,500;
•    Annual Profit from Exploiting Domestic Helper: $2,300.

Traffickers and slave owners exploit government corruption. Every level of government is susceptible to
bribery, but those involved in the slave trade depend upon the collusion of police. In Thailand, the
potential income from bribery is a motivating reason for males to enter into the police work. Because
of these tendencies of corruption by local police, the poor of the world often view police as another
gang that preys on them for their own financial gains and career self-advancement. Why are these law
enforcement systems so bad in protecting their communities from exploitation? They were never
intended to protect the poor in the first place but were created to protect colonial rulers, and then
shifted to protecting the elite and powerful of the people group when the Empires left.
McKnight, S. (2017). NICNT - The Letter to Philemon. (pp. 34–35). Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Company.

The Harsh Shape Of Roman Slavery In The First Century

    On the other hand, it is sadly common for apologists and some commentators to treat slavery in the
biblical texts as though it was little more than our modern employment system, or even to pretend that
the biblical writers were essentially abolitionists. Biblical admonitions to slaves are read as though they
were simply admonitions to modern day factory workers. The inhumane abuse of slaves that undeniably
stands behind such biblical texts is glossed over, or flatly denied, with comments about how slaves
performed dignified tasks, or voluntarily sold themselves into slavery (a practice that would have made up
an insignificant percentage of Roman slaves in the first century). Thus, it is claimed, biblical texts about
slavery couldn’t pose any real ethical problem for Christianity or the Bible, because the kind of slavery
reflected in the New Testament really wasn’t that bad. In fact, some have said, it was probably a good
thing! 

Paul Copan is an exceptional apologist, and much (maybe even most) of what he writes dealing with
slavery in his excellent work is extremely helpful. But even he falls into this trap. He writes; 

Paul would have considered the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century slave trade an abomination, an
utter violation of human dignity and an act of human theft. In a “vice list” of Paul’s in 1 Timothy 1:9–
10, he expounded on the fifth through the ninth commandments in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5;
there he condemned “slave traders” (v. 10 NIV) who steal what isn’t rightfully theirs. Critics wonder
why Paul (or Peter in 1 Peter 2:18–20) didn’t condemn slavery outright and tell masters to release their
slaves. Yet we should first separate this question from other considerations, even if the New Atheists
aren’t necessarily interested in nuance. Paul’s position on the status of slavery was clear on various
points: (1) he repudiated slave trading; (2) he affirmed the full human dignity and equal spiritual
status of slaves; and (3) he encouraged slaves to acquire their freedom whenever possible (1 Cor.
7:20–22). 
 Copan, P. (2011). Is God a Moral Monster?: Making Sense of the Old Testament God (p. 152). Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Books.

But several of these points are faulty at best, if not downright false. Paul didn't repudiate slave trading. His
mention of the word the NIV has translated "slave-traders" in a vice list is by no means an affirmation of
abolition, or of any inherent evil in slavery itself. Copan has perhaps specifically quoted the NIV here
because it might make it sound like Paul was "repudiating the slave trade," while other translations might
not have led to this misreading. The word means, "one who acquires pers. for use by others, slave-dealer,
kidnapper" (BAGD). Sliva explains the word as used in Greek, Jewish, and Christian literature; 

GL The... [ verb "slave-dealer"] (not found in the Gk. Bible) means “to tie the feet” (from...“foot”); thus
the noun...derives from the verbal idea of catching a man...by the foot. The term is already attested in
the early class. period, and it often appears in lists of delinquents (e.g., Plato Resp. 344b [“temple-
robbers, kidnappers, burglars, swindlers, and thieves”]; Polyb. 12.8.2 [“the colony consisted of runaway
slaves, lackeys, adulterers, and kidnappers”]).

JL The term...does not occur in the LXX (it is used 3× by Philo: Ios. 18; Spec. 4.13–14), but the OT has
strong words against kidnappers: “Anyone who kidnaps someone is to be put to death” (Exod 21:16...;
sim. Deut 24:7).

NT In 1 Tim 1:9–10 Paul refers, in the form of a list, to those who disregard and violate God’s law. He
first describes them in general terms (“lawbreakers and rebels, the ungodly and sinful, the unholy and
irreligious”), but then identifies them as breaking the specific prohibitions of the Decalogue. Among
those named are murderers... and kidnappers..., guilty of violating the commandments against
homicide and theft (Exod 20:13, 15). The term poss. includes those who broke into Christian homes to
carry off any belonging to the Way (Acts 9:1–2). By extension, it may also refer to those who by false
teaching (1 Tim 1:3–7) drag away believers from their rightful place before God and rob them of their
liberty in Christ.
Silva, M. (Ed.). (2014). New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology and Exegesis (Second
Edition, Vol. 1, p. 293). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.

 
 Mounce explains of the word in its context here, "The eighth commandment is “You shall not steal” (Exod
20:15; Deut 5:19)...“kidnapper,” is another compound word beginning with alpha and means either a slave
trader or a kidnapper. Slavery and kidnapping were considered theft where the booty was
human." (Mounce, WBC, pp. 39–40) Marshall explains of the word, "‘slave dealer, kidnapper’. Philo
distinguished the kidnapper as the worst of thieves...Rabbinic exegesis distinguished between theft of
things and the kidnapping of people and understood the eighth commandment as applying to the latter."
(Marshall, ICC, pg. 380) Paul is drawing his vice list from the 10 commandments here. In this word, he is
applying the 8th commandment, "thou shalt not steal." Some older critical scholars explained;

“Kidnappers”... in the passage under discussion is perhaps to be regarded as a special kind of theft.
Notice the parallelism which occurs occasionally between “kidnappers”...and “cloth-stealers”..., cf
Demosthenes 4.47 and Polybius 13.6.4. Admittedly, the specific form of the catalogue is not to be
explained from the lists of crimes given. Beginning with the fourth in the sequence, the list coincides
with the Decalogue. The coincidence is even clearer when one bears in mind the rabbinic
interpretation of the Eighth Commandment (by rabbinic count) as applied to kidnapping... In addition
to the passages from ancient Greek literature cited under “kidnapper”..., cf also the following from the
OT and Judaism: Exod. 21:17*; Deut. 24:7*; Philo (Spec. leg. 4.13): “the kidnapper too is a kind of thief
who steals the best of all the things that exist on the earth."
 Dibelius, M., & Conzelmann, H. (1972). The Pastoral epistles: a commentary on the Pastoral epistles
(p. 23). Philadelphia: Fortress Press.

 
 Just note how the word is used in secular authors. Plato writes;

For each several part of such wrongdoing the malefactor who fails to escape detection is fined and
incurs the extreme of contumely; for temple-robbers, kidnappers, burglars, swindlers, and thieves the
appellations of those who commit these partial forms of injustice. But when in addition to the
property of the citizens men kidnap and enslave the citizens themselves, instead of these opprobrious
names they are pronounced happy and blessed not only by their fellow-citizens [344c] but by all who
hear the story of the man who has committed complete and entire injustice. For it is not the fear of
doing142 but of suffering wrong that calls forth the reproaches of those who revile injustice. 
 Plato. (1969). Plato in Twelve Volumes & 6 translated by Paul Shorey (Vol. 5). Medford, MA:
Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd.

 
But he certainly doesn't intend by listing these "kidnappers" as a vice to condemn slavery as evil! Or was
Plato an abolitionist with higher ethics than Judaism?? Or consider how Polybius uses the word. He writes,
"The epithets which he applies to him are “audacious,” “unprincipled,” “rash”; and besides, he says that he
“has audaciously slandered Locri by affirming that the colony was formed by runaway slaves, adulterers,
and man-catchers.” (Polybius, Histories, 12:8). He lists, "runaway slaves" and "man-catchers" (our word) in
the same breath as equally delinquent. He cannot mean by such a use of the word to imply that slavery is
evil! The word refers to immoral practice in procuring free men to make them slaves, or stealing slaves that
don't belong to you. The use of the word in a negative context is by no means a wholesale rejection of "the
slave trade." 

Further, note that since Paul is writing his vice list in conjunction with the 10 commandments, he bases his
exhortation against "kidnappers" on the 8th commandment not to steal. Paul wasn't opposed to slave-
stealing because humans shouldn't be owned - he was opposed to slave-stealing and enslaving of the
previously free because slaves were owned, as property, and you shouldn't take property that belongs to
another. That is, the very basis of Paul's logic affirms and protects the slave trade's core rather than oppose
it. 

Copan goes on to claim, "In Revelation 18:11–13, doomed Babylon stands condemned because she had
treated humans as “cargo,” having trafficked in “slaves [literally ‘bodies’] and human lives.” This
repudiation of treating humans as cargo reflects the doctrine of the image of God in all human beings."
(Copan, Paul, Is God a Moral Monster?, pg. 153) But again, this is to read more out of the text than is
there. Read the text;

And the merchants of the earth weep and mourn for her, since no one buys their cargo anymore, 12 cargo
of gold, silver, jewels, pearls, fine linen, purple cloth, silk, scarlet cloth, all kinds of scented wood, all kinds

of articles of ivory, all kinds of articles of costly wood, bronze, iron and marble, 13 cinnamon, spice,
incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, oil, fine flour, wheat, cattle and sheep, horses and chariots, and slaves,

that is, human souls. 
 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (Re 18:11–13). Wheaton: Standard Bible Society.

This is no condemnation of slavery. The phrase at the end doesn't even technically mention "slaves." The
literal rendering would be, "bodies, even living humans." And note what is said here. The merchants weep
because the fall of Rome means the loss of their greatest customer, who has traded in all the 29 items
listed here. And "human bodies" are listed right alongside the other merchandise. It might be possible to
claim that John organizes this list with slaves at the very end (as least valuable) to indict Rome and the
merchants of the world for slavery itself, but this is quite a stretch. John certainly doesn't mean to
condemn outright any of the other "cargo" listed here that is traded in. I know of no one who reads such a
text and sees in it a basis for a "free the gold" or "abolition of cattleism" movement. 

Copan's use of I Cor. 7:20-22 in this connection is tenuous as well. The Apostle writes;

Each one should remain in the condition in which he was called. 21 Were you a bondservant when called?
Do not be concerned about it. (But if you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity.) 22 For
he who was called in the Lord as a bondservant is a freedman of the Lord. Likewise he who was free when
called is a bondservant of Christ. 23 You were bought with a price; do not become bondservants of men.

24 So, brothers, in whatever condition each was called, there let him remain with God. 
 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version. (2016). (1 Co 7:20–24). 

But the phrase translated "(But if you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity)" (ESV, with
variation, NIV) is hugely controversial, and difficult lexically. It might just as easily be translated, "Even
supposing you could go free, you would be better off making the most of your slavery" (New American
Bible). Even if one accepts the translation of the ESV, notice that they put the phrase in parenthesis. Why?
Because the phrase so translated runs so clearly counter to Paul's thought in the passage as a whole. There
is no call for abolition or freedom of slaves here. Paul rather explicitly says, "remain in the condition you
were in when you came to Christ," and that if one was a slave when called, "don't worry about it" and
"remain in that condition with God." Much as we might wish it so, this simply isn't a call for freedom of
slaves, or any kind of repudiation of slavery itself.
 
 I quote Copan here because his is a far better treatment than most. Many apologists go much, much
further, claiming outright that the biblical authors directly opposed slavery, condemned it, and thought it
inherently evil. Some have even read Philemon as a call for near total abolition of slavery. Others take the
track of treating NT slavery texts as though they are about a humane institution that "wasn't all that bad."
This can be seen anytime someone applies such a text to "employees and how they should relate to
employers." Such a notion has nothing to do with the text itself, but it reveals the ability of such a reader
to completely ignore the historical realities behind the text. This is gross historical revisionism, and often is,
I think, a blatantly dishonest treatment both of historical realities and of the biblical data. We do not serve
the Bible well, or the causes of truth and justice, when we pretend that the institution of slavery as
depicted in the relevant biblical texts was not a gross injustice abhorrent to God. 

"We do not serve the Bible well,
or the causes of truth and justice,

when we pretend that the institution of slavery
as depicted in the relevant biblical texts

was notnot a gross injustice abhorrent to God."
(Tweet This)

The Gospel compels us to call out not only the evils and injustices of our day, but of theirs as well. Scott
McKnight notes, "Unfortunately, it is customary for modern Christians to diminish the slavery of the
Roman world while admitting the horrors of New World slavery. As demonstrated above, the life of a slave
in the Greco-Roman world was extraordinarily difficult, at times horrific." (NICNT, Philemon, pg. 29). And
as one author well explains when pushing against this kind of historical revision by well-meaning
Christians, “Despite claims by some NT scholars, ancient slavery was not more humane than modern
slavery…” (“Slavery,” in IVP Dictionary of New Testament Background, pg. 1125).

Roman slaves were universally owned, as human property, right alongside cattle and other livestock
(though their personhood and superior intelligence to animals was generally recognized). Polybius notes
the essentially universal opinion that slaves, like cattle, were “commodities” essential to society, “For those
commodities which are the first necessaries of existence, cattle and slaves, are confessedly supplied by the
districts round the Pontus in greater profusion, and of better quality, than by any others…” (Polybius,
Histories, 4.38). Slaves were considered inferior, and secondary, in countless ways (see Luke 17:7-10 for an
example). Peter refers here in our text in I Pet. 2:18-20 to “household” slaves. This means that the kinds of
abuses, for example, that mining slaves would undergo (who sometimes worked underground and weren’t
allowed to see daylight for months on end), did not apply to this particular group. But they were a terribly
abused class, nonetheless. One scholar explains the institution as follows;

“The early Roman Empire continued to operate a long-established, pervasive and legally codified slave
economy in which all human beings were classed either as slaves, or former slaves, or freeborn…Roman
slavery may be defined as the absolute subjection of those who are not free. Slaves were under the
unqualified power and control of another person and were regarded as human property, which could
be sold, lent or bequeathed in perpetuity. Roman slaves were not merely forced labor or bonded
workers. They had neither roots nor kinship relations. They had no rights, nor in most cases could they
own property (although there are instances of well-positioned slaves accruing personal fortunes or
running up debts [cf. Mt 18:23–35]). They were socially excluded, and, in a highly honorific society,
they lacked honor. Perhaps most significantly, their very lives were vulnerable to extreme punishment.
Exploitation of slaves was considered neither inappropriate nor unethical (Polybius, Hist. 4.38.4) and
was structurally, legally and visibly embedded in the Roman social order and its economic fabric.
Slavery was not a marginal feature; rather, it impinged on virtually every aspect of society and was
evidenced not least by a high proportion of slaves among the population (although the actual figures
are both uncertain and vary across the empire). In sum, although slavery was enshrined in law, slaves
were not protected by it…Although violence and brutality were commonplace across Roman society, ill
treatment was frequently the lot of slaves, and they had no protection against harsh treatment or
corporal punishment.” (IVP Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, Second Edition, pg. 869-870). 

    Slaves were often stripped naked and sold in the slave market with signs around their neck that
explained their best features. More beautiful slaves garnered higher prices than less beautiful ones, and
they could be sexually abused immediately upon purchase. Rape of a freewoman was illegal per Roman
law, but rape of a slave was not.

Sexual abuse of female slaves was especially commonplace (and it wasn’t seen as “abuse” at the time, but
simply one of many legitimate uses of one’s property). Craig Keener explains (and his footnotes are thick
with primary source citations that I don't provide here which back up every point); 

Women were subject specifically to a form of abuse comparatively rarely employed on adult male
slaves—namely, sexual abuse. That this was less common with male slaves (and less often reported
when it happened) is to be expected given the society’s sexual double standard for the
slaveholders. When a male slave was known to be sleeping with the master’s wife, this was regarded as
an especially vile form of adultery. A man who discovered his mother’s love for a slave could kill her,
and it was considered honorable for him to stop loving her. A woman who had intercourse with
someone else’s slave could be reduced to slavery. Slave boys were also the object of attention, but the
vast majority of cases involved homosexual use, and so the slaves’ sexual exploiters remained male in
the overwhelming majority of reported cases. The Stoic philosopher Musonius challenged the double
standard: men thought it acceptable to sleep with female slaves but would be scandalized by a free
woman’s sleeping with male slaves.

Roman men’s sleeping with their slave girls was common but became an object of crude humor. One
could legally cohabit with a slave (though the offspring were not considered “legitimate” under Roman
law); it was legal even if subject to ridicule. Sleeping with one’s slave (whether male or female) in a
dream was a good omen, according to one dream handbook, since slaves were one’s possessions and
this behavior portended prosperity and increase. An agricultural specialist might seriously advise that
an overseer be given a woman companion to keep him from the household women. A man might
prefer a freeborn woman, but if she was unavailable, then he might want a freedwoman; if she was
unavailable, he might settle for a slave.

Beautiful slaves brought higher prices on the slave market, and buyers might plan to have intercourse
with them immediately. The offspring of such a union remained a slave. Rape of freeborn women was
a crime; nothing was said of slaves. In the distorted androcentric perspective of most of our fictitious
sources, the women apparently liked the attention and sometimes were happy for any partner
available.

Women captured in war were common sexual objects. Honorable was the man who refused to
disgrace his captives. One man made a widowed war captive his mistress and raised her son, but this
hardly reveals him as a kind person; he had supported the decree to execute all the males of the
town. Despite apparent examples to the contrary, it was clear that some captive women resented their
new bed partners. It was said that dignified Teuton women hanged themselves rather than allow
themselves to be abused sexually. Sexual abuse extended beyond prisoners of war to all other slave
women as well.
Keener, C. S. (2012–2013). Acts: An Exegetical Commentary & 2: Introduction and 1:1–14:28 (Vol. 1, pp.
1929–1931). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.

 
Slaves of both genders were regularly beaten and bloodied to keep them in line or to punish them for
misbehaving. Even if one knew no sources outside the NT, such abuses would be evident, as in Luke 12:47-
48, and the claim that such slavery, "wasn't that bad" would proven false by the biblical text itself.
Slaves could be tortured for information or as punishment, and this torture was “far more severe than the
punishments sanctioned by the law in the slave society of Brazil, the most brutal of the modern world”
(“Slavery” in the IVP Dictionary Of New Testament Background). They could be beaten with rods, or with
the Roman whip, which had pieces of metal embedded in it to cause deep tears in the flesh. They could be
summarily executed at the whim of a master with no repercussions (and some masters would regularly
execute a few to keep the others in line), sometimes even in gruesome manners such as dismemberment
(as in Luke 12:46). Plutarch records in his Lives about Cato, for example, 
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(as in Luke 12:46). Plutarch records in his Lives about Cato, for example, 

“…when his circumstances were improved and he used to entertain his friends and colleagues at table,
no sooner was the dinner over than he would flog those slaves who had been remiss at all in preparing
or serving it. He was always contriving that his slaves should have feuds and dissensions among
themselves; harmony among them made him suspicious and fearful of them. He had those who were
suspected of some capital offence brought to trial before all their fellow servants, and, if convicted,
put to death.” (Plut., Cat. Ma. 21.3–4)

    Slaves usually could marry and have children, but these children immediately became the property of
the slave-owner, who could then sell or trade them at will (see Plato, Leges, 930d-e). They thus were
commonly separated from their family members. They were, without doubt, in many or even most cases,
subjected regularly to terrible and inhumane abuse (see for example, Matt. 18:34; 25:30; Luke 12:47-48,
etc. See also the excellent Excursus on “Slaves And Slavery” in Craig Keener’s Acts Commentary, Vol. 2, for
more details from an author deeply conversant with the primary sources, or the standard articles in the IVP
Dictionaries, or the relevant sections of commentaries like those by McKnight, Marshall, and others. There
are also several major monographs/book length treatments which I don't recommend here simply because I
haven't finished them.) 

    I explain all this not to glorify the evil of sin and sinful institutions, but that the harsh historical realities
might be honestly met. We need to hear, and I think, empathize painfully with, those who find passages in
the New Testament that relate to slavery deeply troubling. However much we might wish it otherwise,
none of the NT authors were abolitionists. It probably never would have even occurred to them to question
the inherent morality of a practice that was so ingrained in the warp and woof of the society around them.
When Paul and Peter give exhortations to slaves to be submissive to their owners, it is quite easy to
understand how they could be accused, from today’s perspective, of perpetuating what is undeniably an
inherently evil institution. 

    To speak specifically of our text in I Peter, understand well that some of Peter’s readers had almost
surely been abused in some of the common ways we have described above. (Peter himself makes this clear
when he explains that they are to submit, not only to, “the good and gentle” owners, but also to the
“unjust” owners.) While he comes to suggest his own unique approach to the issue, N.T. Wright highlights
the problem well, 

“In the ancient world, more or less everything that today is done by electricity, gas and motorized
engines was done by slaves. That is not, of course, a defense of the system of slavery. Slavery was a
form of systematic, legalized dehumanization. A slave was the ‘property’ of his or her owner, who
would provide enough board and lodging to enable the slave to work the next day, and the one after
that. But, as ‘property’, the slave could be ill-treated, physically and sexually abused, exploited in a
thousand different ways…Peter addresses these Christian slaves. Instead of telling them (as we might
prefer) that they should rise up in revolt against their masters, he tells them to obey, and to show
respect. And he stresses this, not only when the masters in question are kindly and fair-minded, but
also when they are unjust.

Here, from our point of view, he sails very close to the wind. Putting up with unjust suffering looks, to
us, very much like colluding with wickedness. Many a violent household, many an abusive workplace,
has been able to continue acting wickedly because people have been afraid to speak out, and have
kept their heads down and put up with the abuse.” (Wright, N.T., Early Christian Letters For Everyone,
pg. 69-70).

    But perhaps more troubling than Peter’s urging them to submit, (even to their abusers!) is his logic and
statement in verse 20. He explains that when a slave endures injustice for the name of Jesus, he earns a
heavenly grace. But, perhaps to avoid the conclusion that all suffering a slave endured was noble, he
qualifies, “For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure?” Understand that Peter
speaks these words directly to slaves, some of whom have almost certainly endured, and will endure again,
the common kinds of sexual and physical abuse described above. It is almost impossible to avoid the
implication that behind such a sentiment lies Peter’s latent (and unchallenged) presupposition that
sometimes a slave, because he was a slave rather than a citizen, simply deserved a good beating for his
wrongs. In his own time and context, a different attitude could hardly be expected of him. And to the great
shame of the Church through the centuries, Peter’s words (and others like them in the NT) have at times
been used to suggest that God placed his stamp of approval upon horribly inhuman and inherently evil
institutions.

So what do we do with these texts? If it is not historically appropriate to pretend that the slavery behind
them "wasn't all that bad," and if it is not exegetically appropriate to pretend that the texts condemn or
oppose slavery itself (they do not), then how do we read such texts? What is appropriate? In the next blog
post I will suggest seven factors we must consider to read such slavery texts well. Stay tuned!
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Schaff Writes, 
"To Christianity we owe the gradual extinction of slavery.
This evil has rested as a curse on all nations, and at the time of Christ the
greater part of the existing race was bound in beastly degradation—even in
civilized Greece and Rome the slaves being more numerous than the free-
born and the freedmen. The greatest philosophers of antiquity vindicated
slavery as a natural and necessary institution; and Aristotle declared all
barbarians to be slaves by birth, fit for nothing but obedience. According to
the Roman law, “slaves had no head in the State, no name, no title, no
regi… See more
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Mark Strauss probably goes slightly too far when he writes,

“Slavery was common in the Roman Empire, although the status and
privilege of slaves varied enormously. While some first-century Christians
kept slaves, the New Testament provides clear indications of the evil of
slavery and the need for its abolition."

(4 Portraits, 1 Jesus, pg. 165).
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