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We looked in a previous post at some poor readings of the texts in the NT about slavery. Readings that
pretend that the slavery of the NT world was "not that bad" and basically is akin to "employee/employer
relations" hide from history. Readings that pretend that the NT writers opposed slavery outright, and were
early closet abolitionist hide from the biblical texts. And I would like to suggest here that readings that
pretend that these texts are an objection to the Christian faith are hiding from the truth. How should we
read such texts? Here are my suggestions;

Reading The Slavery Texts Well - Some Important
Factors To Consider:

The Slavery That Stands Behind New Testament Texts Must Be

Condemned As Evil
First, we need to own our wrongs, and call evil, evil. Pretending that such texts have never furthered the
cause of abusers is a failure to own, call out, confess, and repent of, wrongs that the Church has sadly at
times been complicit in. Presuming that the biblical texts, or the latent attitudes of the biblical writers,
represent a divinely ordained moral ideal is, I think, to short-circuit the complex processes necessarily
involved in biblical theology, biblical hermeneutics, and Christian ethics. Claiming that such texts should
be read literally today represents, I think, a terribly naive, and morally dangerous, mishandling of the Bible.
While I recognize that many will disagree with me, (and often out of a genuine, deep-seated, and well-
motivated love for the Bible), I think we need to acknowledge that both the attitudes, and admonitions, of
the NT writers sometimes fall far short of the ethical ideal. And we need to wrestle with the question of
whether they are even, at times, due to the unavoidable influence of the culture around them and the
upbringing behind them, just blatantly wrong from a moral and ethical perspective. This is not at all to
suggest that the Bible, the Word of God, is wrong. Christian theology has always held in tension both the
human and divine nature of Scripture. And we can maintain that Scripture itself remains without error,
without being so naive as to think that this means that every stray thought and latent value of the
humans God used to write it suddenly became free of moral faults and failures. Scripture itself takes great
pains to remind us of the very human nature of its own authors. The very same Peter who wrote our text
denied Jesus three times, a moral failure, and had to be directly confronted by Paul for doctrinal failure.
But none of this means that the Voice of God in Scripture is itself errant. It means only that we must take
pains to read the Bible well, and as God intended us to, which leads me to my second observation.

The New Testament Texts Should Be Read In Light Of A Redemptive

Hermeneutic 
Second, we need to read the NT texts and evaluate them in comparison to similar attitudes in their own
day. Peter and Paul were not abolitionist. They saw slaves as the human property of their owners, and they
clearly encouraged submission of slaves that, at least initially, enabled continued abuses to take place. But
once these factors are admitted, practically everything else that they say is absolutely stunning when
compared to the attitudes of their contemporaries. And it is stunning because of how forward-thinking
and freeing it was when compared to the culture around them. They both address slaves directly, as free
moral agents, an unthinkable perspective in their day. Paul is so bold as to claim that slaves and masters
who are both Christians are made equally “brothers” by the cross of Christ, and their status as slave or free
should fade into the background of their Gospel identity (Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11; Philemon 15-16). He may
even suggest that if a slave could legally achieve his freedom, he should do so (I Cor. 7:20-23, though the
relevant phrase is capable of a different interpretation). And in his letter to Philemon, many think that he
comes very close to suggesting that Philemon should free his now believing slave Onesimus (though we
must admit that he doesn’t directly say this, that recent scholarship, like McKnight’s NICNT commentary,
presents challenges to that interpretation, and that Paul still upholds Philemon’s technical right to retain
ownership of Onesimus). In a world where almost no mistreatment of a slave was off limits, both Paul and
Peter were willing to claim that some treatment of slaves was unjust (Eph. 6:9; Col. 3:25-4:1; I Pet. 2:18),
giving a dignity to Christian slaves unparalleled in the ancient secular world. 

"Both Paul and Peter gave a dignity to Christian slaves
unparalleled in the ancient secular world. "

(Tweet This)

Tom Schreiner (who probably wouldn't agree with all of my own assessments) notes along similar lines
that,

When Paul asserts in Galatians 3:28 that there is neither slave or free, he is not denying the social
realities of the Greco-Roman world. His instructions to slaves and masters in Ephesians (Eph 6:5–9)
and Colossians (Col 3:22–4:1) and the letter to Philemon reveal that he was no revolutionary—the
social pattern of Greco-Roman society is maintained. At the same time the Pauline gospel transforms
the social world, in that slavery was viewed in a new way. In Christ Jesus it is irrelevant whether one is
slave or free. Belonging to Christ is the fundamental and decisive reality.
(Schreiner, T. R. (2006). Paul, Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ: A Pauline Theology (p. 433)). 

These realities aren’t the all out establishment of equality or call for abolition that we might hope for, but
they are an incredible move towards such a liberating perspective. And in this movement is, I think, the
most important hermeneutical element that must come into play regarding such texts. NT texts on slavery
don’t take us to the point of the moral ideal we might hope for, but they undoubtedly point us in that
direction, and they move us a long way from their origins along that track. Employing what has sometimes
been termed a “redemptive hermeneutic,” it seems clear to many (myself included) that the Spirit did not
intend for God’s people to stop with the letter of every biblical text as written (approving of slavery or at
least viewing it with indifference, and commanding slaves to submit to their owners). Rather, he intended
for us to continue along the trajectory that these texts put us upon, until we reach the ethical end towards
which they only provisionally pointed. William Webb explains, 

When these biblical texts are read against the ancient Near Eastern and Greco-Roman context, the
issue of movement becomes increasingly clear. These biblical alterations brought greater protection
and dignity for the slave compared to the treatment of slaves in surrounding environments. Cyrus
Gordon summarizes biblical slavery in this manner: “The general picture emerges. . . that the lot of a
slave in ancient Israel was far better than that of a slave elsewhere.” This improvement in the
conditions of slaves relative to the original culture was a redemptive action by the biblical authors.
However, it was not redemptive in any absolute sense. Scripture only moved the cultural “scrimmage
markers” so far. Yet, that movement was sufficient enough to signal a positive direction in terms of
where further improvements were possible for later generations. In reapplying the text to later
generations, we can easily stumble over the isolated words on the page if we do only what the text
says and fail to let its underlying spirit carry the application further. It is the redemptive spirit of the
text in its original context that we once again want to reapply in our modern context. 
(Webb, William J., Slaves, Women & Homosexuals (p. 76), Kindle Edition)

    And in fact, a move further upon this trajectory is precisely what happened historically in the Church.
Immediately following the NT era, we find some noble Christians who selflessly sold themselves into
slavery in order to purchase freedom for other believing slaves. For example, Clement notes, “We know that
many among us have had themselves imprisoned, that they might ransom others. Many have sold
themselves into slavery, and with the price received for themselves have fed others” (I Clement 55,
Holmes). And apparently, the establishing of a “fund” within local churches specifically for the purchase
and freeing of slaves among their membership became common; so much so that Ignatius sought to place
checks on slaves presuming this of the church, “Do not treat slaves, whether male or female,
contemptuously, but neither let them become conceited; instead, let them serve all the more faithfully to
the glory of God, that they may obtain from God a better freedom. They should not have a strong desire to
be set free at the church’s expense, lest they be found to be slaves of lust” (Ignatius to Polycarp, 4.3; see
also Ignatius to Smyrna. 6.2). In the Shepherd of Hermes, we find the exhortation, “So, instead of fields
buy souls that are in distress, as anyone is able, and visit widows and orphans, and do not neglect them;
and spend your wealth and all your possessions, which you received from God, on fields and houses of this
kind” (Hermes, similitude 1.8), as well as the encouragement,

“Next hear the things that follow these: serving widows, looking after orphans and those in need,
delivering God’s servants from distress, being hospitable (for the practice of hospitality results in
doing good, I presume), opposing no one, being quiet, becoming more needy than all other men,
respecting the elderly, practicing righteousness, preserving brotherhood, enduring insults, being
patient, bearing no grudges, encouraging those who are sick at heart, not throwing out those who
have stumbled but returning and encouraging them, admonishing sinners, not oppressing debtors and
those in need, and whatever else is like these” (Hermes, man. 8:10).

To be sure, not all early Christians felt compelled to move beyond the biblical texts in pursuit of the end
toward which they pointed. Some, like Chyrsostom, found in Paul’s words to Philemon a demand that
slaves not be liberated, even viewing manumission as blasphemy. But overall, the early Church seems
clearly to have moved further towards abolition than the biblical texts themselves take us.  These historical
realities suggest that early Christians didn’t stop with the letter of the biblical texts; they moved further
than the NT itself goes, along the trajectory towards freedom that it provisionally pointed to. 

    Further, when slavery was finally deemed sinful, as an institution, in the ancient world, and even when
abolition was sought in the New World, it was explicitly on the basis of Christian principles. Philipp Schaff
noted in a previous century (perhaps too optimistically), 

To Christianity we owe the gradual extinction of slavery...This system of permanent oppression and
moral degradation the gospel opposes rather by its whole spirit than by any special law. It nowhere
recommends outward violence and revolutionary measures, which in those times would have been
worse than useless, but provides an internal radical cure, which first mitigates the evil, takes away its
sting, and effects at last its entire abolition. Christianity aims, first of all, to redeem man, without
regard to rank or condition, from that worst bondage, the curse of sin, and to give him true spiritual
freedom; it confirms the original unity of all men in the image of God, and teaches the common
redemption and spiritual equality of all before God in Christ; it insists on love as the highest duty and
virtue, which itself inwardly levels social distinctions; and it addresses the comfort and consolation of
the gospel particularly to all the poor, the persecuted, and the oppressed. Paul sent back to his earthly
master the fugitive slave, Onesimus, whom he had converted to Christ and to his duty, that he might
restore his character where he had lost it; but he expressly charged Philemon to receive and treat the
bondman hereafter as a beloved brother in Christ, yea, as the apostle’s own heart. It is impossible to
conceive of a more radical cure of the evil in those times and within the limits of established laws and
customs. And it is impossible to find in ancient literature a parallel to the little Epistle to Philemon for
gentlemanly courtesy and delicacy, as well as for tender sympathy with a poor slave. This Christian
spirit of love, humanity, justice, and freedom, as it pervades the whole New Testament, has also, in
fact, gradually abolished the institution of slavery in almost all civilized nations, and will not rest till all
the chains of sin and misery are broken, till the personal and eternal dignity of man redeemed by
Christ is universally acknowledged, and the evangelical freedom and brotherhood of men are perfectly
attained.
Schaff, P., & Schaff, D. S. (1910). History of the Christian church (Vol. 1, p. 446). New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons.

And much more recently, on the basis of detailed and close sociological and historical study, noted
sociologist Rodney Stark points out, 

“Just as science arose only once, so, too, did effective moral opposition to slavery. Christian theology
was essential to both. This is not to deny that the early Christians condoned slavery [as we have seen
in this blog post above, they surely did]. It is to recognize that 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. When Europeans subsequently
instituted slavery in the New World, they did so over strenuous papal opposition, a fact that was
conveniently “lost” from history until recently. Finally, the abolition of New World slavery was initiated
and achieved by Christian activists.”
(Stark, Rodney. For the Glory of God: How Monotheism Led to Reformations, Science, Witch-Hunts,
and the End of Slavery (p. 291). Kindle Edition. He goes on to demonstrate these claims at length.)

The Submission Called For In New Testament Slavery Texts Was Not

Absolute
    Third, we need to recognize that, even as written, Peter and Paul were not demanding an absolute
submission in any of these types of texts (whether of slave to master, wife to husband, child to parent, or
citizen to government). While it is easily missed in a superficial reading of the text, we need to recognize
that the customs of the day (and the similar “house codes” that Peter and Paul likely draw from) would
have demanded that a wife, child, and slave, would all follow unquestionably the religion of the patriarch.
And something similar could be said of most citizens to Rome (Jews excepted). “Converted slaves and
wives would come into unavoidable conflict in the domestic sphere if the master or husband had not also
become a Christian. Those within the household were expected to follow the religion of the head of the
household (usually, but not always a male) as part of their recognition of the respect due the head. The
Christian’s avoidance of idolatry would automatically bring tension as the wife or slave refused to
participate in the domestic rites that involved invocations of the household gods.” (DeSilva, D. A. An
Introduction To The New Testament, pp. 855–856). The moment Peter or Paul write to a Christian slave,
child, wife, or citizen, who live under an unbelieving master/husband/parent/governor, they are already
sanctioning a kind of open rebellion. They are already urging a kind of civil disobedience to the standing
social order, because no human loyalty could stand higher than the believer’s loyalty to Jesus. When
obligation to any human ruler contradicts obligation to Jesus and his calling on a believers life, the believer
must answer as Peter himself did when standing condemned by the Jewish rulers for preaching Jesus, “But
Peter and the apostles answered, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29, ESV).

Interpretation And Application Of I Peter Must Take Into Account

Peter’s Context And Purpose
    Fourth, we need to understand something about the context in which Peter in particular writes, and
heed some cautions about how we move from such texts into the modern world. David deSilva explains
well;

“Peter joins several other New Testament voices in calling believers to dispel the prejudice against
them through moral, virtuous living (see also 1 Thess 4:11–12; 1 Tim 3:7; 6:1; Tit 2:5, 8). This includes, in
large measure, making every possible concession to the norms of the non-Christian society in order to
show that Christians can fit in with conventional morality (save for specific points of conflict, like
idolatry) and thus avoid conflict over matters nonessential to the Christian confession. This should
lead us to take great care in our application of New Testament codes of conduct for slaves, wives, the
governed and so on, lest we take what was a concession to first-century culture and read it as a
mandate for twenty-first-century Christianity.

Converted slaves and wives would come into unavoidable conflict in the domestic sphere if the master
or husband had not also become a Christian. Those within the household were expected to follow the
religion of the head of the household (usually, but not always a male) as part of their recognition of
the respect due the head. The Christian’s avoidance of idolatry would automatically bring tension as
the wife or slave refused to participate in the domestic rites that involved invocations of the
household gods…The expectation throughout is that Christians can overcome the prejudice against
them by showing that discipleship does not make people subversive of the social order. In fact, it
makes them better subjects (in every sphere, both public and domestic).

Once they are divorced from their original context, it is easy to see how these texts could become
manifestos for maintaining the status quo, even under oppressive and unjust conditions. Such uses,
however, lose sight of the author’s goal for giving these instructions (as well as the arenas in which he
calls for “civil disobedience”) and make the prophetic Spirit a cipher for domination systems. Peter
tells slaves to be the best slaves they can in this situation; a few decades later John denounces the
domination system—the great whore—built on the backs of slaves (Rev 18:11–13). We need great
discernment to know how God would have us speak at any specific time and in any specific situation.”
(deSilva, D. A., An introduction to the New Testament: contexts, methods and ministry formation, pp.
855–856).

It may be helpful to imagine the following scenario. Let’s imagine that there is an ancient pirate ship
sailing the seven seas. These are the days before cell phones and wifi. And this ship never returns to land. It
simply sails the sea, pillaging, pilfering, stealing, and slaying. It has sailed for so long that whole generations
have been raised from birth on this ship, and now have their own children, who’ve never known life
anywhere but this boat, and don’t even know that such a life exist. Now imagine that someone on that
boat finds a copy of the Gospel of John. This young man (let’s call him Pete), reads the Gospel of Jesus and
follows Jesus. He shares his faith, and soon there is a small community of brand new Christians. How do
they follow Jesus in their context? Their very day to day existence is lived in service of evil. Every bite of
food they take is stolen from the mouths of the murdered. Should they start a revolution? Such a move
would surely cause the death of each of them. From their perspective, Christianity itself would die with
them. One has the responsibility of sharpening the swords every day that he knows will take lives in violent
piracy. Should he rebel? Does another refuse to swab the decks, because the whole purpose of the ship is
evil? If they did, this whole “Christianity” idea would gain a bad name all across the boat. Becoming a
Christian would mean becoming a bad pirate. Pete has a different idea. He writes a letter for all the new
Christians, having the mind of God, and urges them, “Be the best pirate that you can be. Obey the masters
who are over you. Swab the decks and sharpen the swords for Jesus. Let us show them that being a
Christian makes one a better citizen of this ship, not a worse one.” This advice would make perfect sense
in the context of this young, isolated community. But it would be a great tragedy if Christians two-
thousand years later came across his letter, as a part of their Bible, and took it as a modern day word from
God directly to them. “God established piracy” some might conclude. “God wants us to be pirates” another
urges. “We should be ok with pillaging, stealing, and slaying” another thinks. “We cannot claim to the world
that rape and murder and theft are wrong today - after all, isn’t this word clear? God obviously endorsed
such things on that ship long ago.” The fact is, our situation is not the same as that small infant
community on that pirate ship so long ago. And our situation is not the same as the one that Peter’s
readers face. And so we must be extremely careful with how we bring such texts into the present.

Slavery Became A Fitting Metaphor By Which To Describe The

Christian’s Relation To God
    Fifth, we need to take account of how often the metaphor of “slavery to God” came to be employed by
NT writers and other early Christians to designate the believer’s spiritual relation to God. Much about the
institution of slavery that makes it inherently evil, is evil because it elevates one human above others,
giving them unjust power over an equal. But precisely what makes such an arrangement evil when one
human lords over another makes the perfect picture of God’s rule over us. The Christian message is
adamant - we are not our own. We are bought with a price. We belong to God. We are His. (On this theme
see at length Murray J. Harris, Slave To Christ: A New Testament Metaphor For Total Devotion To Christ.)
This metaphor stems from two different sources. First, it partly stems from OT language that describes the
great prophets and leaders like David and Moses as “Servants of God.” In this case the image is a very
positive one. But second, it also stems partly from the context of Roman slavery we are examining here,
and the application of that imagery as a metaphor for Christian devotion. The use of this metaphor must
be allowed to say something about the NT slavery texts. 

The Gospel Heaps Honor Upon Every Mistreated And Abused Slave,

Because God Himself Came As A Slave
    Sixth, we need to recognize the incredible mercy, dignity, and honor that the incarnation and crucifixion
bestow upon every believing slave. Even as Peter exhorts slaves to submit to unjust masters (2:18-20), he
goes on (2:21-25) to highlight the theology that stands behind his exhortation. Jesus himself died the
death of a slave. In the ultimate act of the greatest injustice possible, God himself came as a lowly man,
was beaten and flogged, and executed in the way common to slaves rather than citizens, for crimes of
which he was patently innocent. Peter does not ask slaves to endure a condition to which God was
indifferent - he asks them to patiently endure the injustices that God himself had been on the ultimate
receiving end of. 

“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.”
(1 Pe 2:21–24, ESV)

One can’t but think of Paul’s similar words in Philippians 2, against which all of Paul’s exhortations to
slaves must be read; 

 “Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of
God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but emptied himself, by taking the form of
a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in human form, he humbled himself by
becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 9 Therefore God has highly exalted him

and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus every knee
should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is

Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 
(Philippians 2:4–11, ESV).

The Gospel Of Jesus Is Always The Highest Ideal, By Which All Ethics

Must Be Judged
    Seventh, and finally, we need to understand that if this and some other biblical texts fail to represent a
moral ideal (and I think they do, though some would no doubt disagree), and if Peter and other NT writers
held to latent presuppositions that were less than morally and ethically perfect (and I think they did,
though some would disagree), this is not because of any fault in the Christian Gospel or the Christian
faith. Despite what is commonly claimed, there simply is no objection to the Christian faith or the
teachings of Jesus here. Rather, precisely at any point that they (or anyone) fails to fully reflect the Gospel,
the fault lies with them precisely because they had not allowed the Gospel to fully saturate their thinking
and shape their ethic. (And who among fallen men has ever perfectly apprehended the Gospel and its
every implication for the social structures that they are a part of?) The apostles were apostles indeed, but
this didn’t mean that they were not also imperfect humans. 

    In fact, I think that the most startling words about slavery in the NT come on the lips of Jesus himself.
Each of the Synoptic Gospels presents a “summary” of Jesus’ entire ministry and message right after the
baptism and wilderness testing of Jesus (Mark 1:15; Matt. 1:17). But Luke, characteristically, does things in
his own style. Rather than simply a summary statement as his source Mark had, he includes in the same
position a narrative of Jesus preaching in the synagogue at Nazareth. The story is out of chronological
order, but Luke places is here, in the position where the other synoptics give a summary statement of
Jesus’ ministry, because he recognizes this event to have represented well the very essence of who Jesus
was and what he had come to do. Darrel Bock summarizes the implications of its placement here by Luke, 

 “…the citation from the Old Testament stresses his mission and what he brings as much as or more
than who he is. It is God’s actions that Jesus carries out. It is his program that is being proclaimed and
realized. Jesus portrays himself as an anointed agent who declares release, making an analogy with the
year of Jubilee (Lev. 25:8–13). However, unlike the Old Testament, which merely proclaimed the
release, Jesus effects that deliverance. Those in need, the poor, the blind, and the captive are the
beneficiaries of his work. Forgiveness of sins, which is what is required to reverse such captivity, is at
the center of his work. Jesus’ work seeks to restore God’s people to their proper place. When Jesus
says, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing,” he is declaring an end to the nation’s judgment
and that the promise of God’s long-expected deliverance has come in his message and acts. God’s
Spirit has enabled him for this task. The implication of this declaration, when it is placed alongside the
call that will be a part of the mission of the disciples in Luke 9–10, is that Jesus calls for the people to
embrace the approaching kingdom program of God. This message of kingdom arrival is Jesus’ gospel
(see Luke 9:2, 6). (Bock, D. L., Jesus according to Scripture: Restoring the Portrait from the Gospels (p.
96).)

In this sermon, among other things, Jesus takes the
words of Isaiah (LXX) and applies them to himself;

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he has anointed me 

to proclaim good news to the poor. 
    He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives 

and recovering of sight to the blind, 
to set at liberty those who are oppressed, 

    to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 
 (Lk 4:18–19, ESV)

    Jesus claims to be the one in and through whom the promised kingdom of God has come. While there
is some debate about the intention of Jesus’ words, I think he is claiming that the eschatological jubilee
(Lev. 25; Deut. 15) has now finally been inaugurated in him and his kingdom ministry. The long awaited
prophecies begin to be fulfilled right before his hearers’ eyes (Luke 4:21). And this means that the King
proclaims “liberty to the captives,” for he has come “to set at liberty those who are oppressed.” Darrel Bock
further explains, 

“The idea that Jesus actually brings liberty rather than merely proclaiming it alludes to Isaiah 58:6.
Jesus actually uses this text in a contrastive way from its original setting. In Isaiah 58, God is making a
complaint against the nation of Israel for not living out her calling in proper Sabbath worship. She has
failed to be a source of liberty for those who are oppressed. The rebuke and call are especially clear in
58:13–14. Jesus will therefore do what Israel has failed to do: He will bring about the salvation of God
and free those who suffer from the oppression that is a part of life (cf. also Luke 11:14–23, 31–32;
18:38–39; 19:37–38). This is why Jesus can speak of the arrival of “the year of the Lord’s favor,” the
phrase that explicitly alludes to the release that came in the Jubilee Year.” (Bock, Darrell NIVAC Luke,
p. 137)

    Here, I think, in Jesus’ own self-understanding, are the most radical words in the NT about slavery. I
think they contain within them a vision that encompasses not only manumission, or emancipation into an
impoverished lifestyle, but total and complete freedom and equality. Far more than simply suggesting that
Christian slaves and masters are bothers; far more than acknowledging that it is possible to treat a slave in
a way that is unjust; far more than simply making concessions to an ubiquitous institution, here, in the
Gospel of the Kingdom preached by Jesus, is a radical vision of freedom for the oppressed purchased by
the self-sacrifice of the King himself.

The Gospel of the Kingdom preached by Jesus contains
a radical vision of freedom for the oppressed,

purchased by the self-sacrifice
of the King himself.
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If Peter and Paul failed to represent in their thinking, and in some of their admonitions, a moral and
ethical ideal (as I believe they did), then they did so not because of anything inherently deficient in the
Christian faith or message. They did so not while following the steps of Jesus. Rather, they did so precisely
because they had not followed him far enough. These slavery texts are not blights on the Christian faith.
They are not objections to the Christian faith or the Christian Gospel. (They might be objections to some
construals of the doctrine of inerrancy, and I think they are patent objections to the kind of shallow
biblicism that treats such texts as commands for today.) They rather, if anything, give us striking examples
of the realization that the full implications of the Gospel of Jesus had not yet been fully realized and lived
out, even by those who walked with the very Son of God. And this realization challenges us to take up that
same Gospel, to follow that same crucified and risen Savior more fully, and to pause and consider all the
ways that we have still failed to fully realize the revolutionary and counter-cultural implications of that
same Gospel. It challenges us to think through the Gospel again from the beginning; to bring it anew and
afresh into our own lives and theology, and to walk further along the road Jesus left for us than we have as
yet traveled. The radical words of a simple Galilean carpenter-turned-rabbi are still echoing through the
halls of history. And we have not yet listened closely enough. 

The radical words of a simple Galilean carpenter-turned-rabbi
are still echoing through the halls of history.

And we have not yet listened closely enough. 
(Tweet This)
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