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Three scholars discuss slavery in the Old Testament and a Christian view 
of slavery. They argue, that slavery in the OT had not much in common 
with Roman-Greek, Muslim or modern European slavery, as the slaves 
where protected by the legal system. They believe that there is a road 
from the humanization of slavery in the OT through the soft opposition 
against slavery in the New Testament to the abolition of slavery by Chris-
tians and in Christian nations.

The last essay contains a longer section on “The Role of Evangelicals in 
the Abolition of Slavery”, that summarizes the research of the last de-
cades showing that the uncorrupted oppositions by pious people and 
the power of the masses without direct political influence changed 
history, the first major human rights campaign of history.
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Foreword 

The Moral Structure of the Condemnation of Slavery 
in Amos 

Thomas K. Johnson 

Amos quoted God, “For three sins of Gaza, even for four, I will not turn 
back my wrath. Because she took captive whole communities and sold 
them to Edom.” (Amos 1:6) The readers knew that Edom was where one 
went to sell slaves. As God’s representative, Amos condemned slave trad-
ing and human trafficking in antiquity. Amos continued, “This is what 
the Lord says: ‘For three sins of Tyre, even for four, I will not relent. Be-
cause she sold whole communities of captives to Edom, disregarding a 
treaty of brotherhood, I will send fire on the walls of Tyre that will con-
sume her fortresses.’” (Amos 1:9-10) Gaza was not the only city guilty of 
selling human souls. 

These descriptions of slave trading in the Bible and those that follow 
in this book should shock our hearts; we should feel sick because of what 
is happening. But we must not turn off our minds if we wish to follow in 
the footsteps of Amos. We must notice the ethical structure of the cri-
tique of slavery in the Bible and in Christian history. This is what I see: 

On the one hand, Amos was directly quoting God’s special revelation 
to Amos; while doing so, he also was applying principles found through-
out God’s special revelation in those parts of the Hebrew Bible (which we 
call the Old Testament) which had already been written in his day. The 
global condemnation of slavery coming from the mouth and pen of Amos 
was deeply rooted in God’s special revelation, both as that special revela-
tion had been received long in the past and also recently received direct-
ly by Amos. On the other hand, when Amos was speaking to the people of 
Gaza and Tyre, he condemned the abuse of humans on the basis of God’s 
natural or general revelation of the moral law, not only on the basis of 
God’s specially revealed moral law in the Bible. The particular groups of 
people to whom Amos was speaking had not yet received the Bible, yet 
Amos expected them to know something about the difference between 
good and evil and to know that buying and selling people was wrong.  

A classic evangelical commentator on the prophet Amos, Alec Motyer, 
observes about the nations surrounding Israel addressed in Amos chapter 
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one, “They have one negative common denominator: none of them had 
ever received any special revelation of God or of his law; He had never 
sent prophets to them; there was no Moses in their historical past; . . . 
they were without the law written upon tablets of stone, but they were 
not without the law written on the conscience.”1 It was the presence of 
God’s moral law as it is naturally or generally revealed among the nations 
that should have enabled them to perceive the wrongness of their actions 
when they abused the rights of the weak. They were justly condemned 
for doing what they knew was evil. 

Observing the moral complexity of the proclamation of Amos and his 
successors may help our modern efforts against slavery and human traf-
ficking. To emphasize the point: when Amos addressed the nations sur-
rounding Israel about their gross inhumanity, he directly quoted God in 
such a manner that his message was deeply rooted in God’s special reve-
lation to Israel and to Amos; at the same time, his message should have 
found traction among the nations that had not received God’s special 
revelation because they had already received (and perhaps partly sup-
pressed) God’s general revelation of his moral law. And this moral com-
plexity is what we see in the history of Christian anti-slavery efforts.  

To take only one example, William Wilberforce: his personal faith in 
Jesus, and therefore his reception of God’s special revelation in the Bible 
and in Christ, was the starting point for his leadership in ending the 
abomination of slave trading; at the same time, the message of Wilber-
force (and of the thousands of Christians who shared his moral convic-
tions arising from the Bible) had an effect in the broader societies of their 
day, because even those citizens and members of governments and par-
liaments who did not recognize Jesus or the Bible could begin to perceive 
the wickedness of slavery. As Amos assumed long ago, even people with-
out the Bible should be able to see that selling and abusing people is 
wrong, though they might need a prophet to remind them of what they 
should already know and also to bring God’s wrath to mind. Wilberforce 
and friends wanted people to end slavery and to come to faith in Jesus, 
but either order was acceptable, whether rejecting slavery before (or 
perhaps even without) coming to Jesus, or coming to Jesus and then re-
jecting slavery as a result of repentance and faith. 

We hope this little book will add strength to the new efforts to ad-
dress the abominations of slavery and human trafficking. We need to add 

                                             
1  Alec Motyer, The Message of Amos, in the Bible Speaks Today series edited by John 

Stott, Alec Motyer, and Derek Tidball (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1974), 
pp. 36-37. 
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heat to our efforts, but that heat needs to be informed by the light of wis-
dom, the point of a book like this. The long-term efforts needed to once 
again abolish the slave trade and slavery will need biblical, historical, and 
moral studies both to motivate and to guide us. 





 

THE HUMANISATION OF SLAVERY 

IN OLD TESTAMENT LAW2 

David L. Baker 

Abstract: The existence of slavery seems to be taken for granted in the Old 
Testament, as elsewhere in the ancient Near East, and Christian readers to-
day often wonder why it is not more clearly condemned. This paper dis-
cusses several Old Testament laws relating to slavery, especially Exodus 
21:20, 26-27; Leviticus 25:39-41; Deuteronomy 5:13-15; 15:12; 23:15-16; 24:7. 
It is shown that these laws challenge the status quo by humanising the in-
stitution, treating slaves as human beings rather than property. If these 
laws were followed, the result should have been a reduction in the number 
of people held as slaves, and improved conditions for those remaining. 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, British slave-ships 
transported tens of thousands of slaves from Africa to America each year. 
Altogether millions of ordinary Africans were captured, put in chains, 
and taken away – never to return home. In 1784 Peter Peckard, vice-
chancellor of the University of Cambridge, preached a sermon entitled 
‘Am I not a man and a brother?’ which became a motto of the abolitionist 
movement. He then held an essay competition with the title, ‘Who has 
the right to enslave someone against their will?’ The competition was 
won by Thomas Clarkson, who was later one of a group of twelve Chris-
tians who committed themselves to the abolition of this trade in human 
beings. They persuaded a young politician called William Wilberforce to 
become their parliamentary spokesman, and for twenty years they wrote 
pamphlets, organised petitions, and held debates. Eventually the slave 
trade was made illegal in the British Empire in 1807, just two hundred 
years ago. 

                                             
2 This article was originally published in Ethics in Brief 12.4 (2007). For a detailed 

study of the laws on slavery, in their ancient Near Eastern context, see my 2009 
book: Tight Fists or Open Hands? Wealth and Poverty in Old Testament Law (Eerd-
mans): chapters 5 and 6. I have made my own translation from Hebrew of the 
laws quoted in this article. 
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It was a wonderful achievement. A noted nineteenth-century histori-
an described it as one of ‘the three or four perfectly virtuous pages in the 
history of nations’ (Lecky). However, an issue arises concerning the role 
of the Bible in this achievement. On the one hand, opponents of Clarkson 
and Wilberforce argued that both Old and New Testaments approve of 
slavery, or at least assume its existence without criticism. On the other 
hand, the abolitionists believed that their campaign was based on biblical 
principles. The present paper is concerned to examine this issue in rela-
tion to the Old Testament, especially its laws. Does Old Testament law 
support the continuance of slavery, or its abolition? 

At first sight, it is not difficult to make a case for the former view. As 
elsewhere in the ancient Near East, the existence of slavery seems to be 
taken for granted in Israel (Gen. 15:3; 16:1; Judg. 6:27; 2 Sam. 9:10) and it is 
never condemned categorically as an institution. War captives are rou-
tinely enslaved (Gen. 34:29; Num. 31:9; Deut. 20:10-11). Existing slaves are 
bought and sold, and their children become slaves too (Gen. 17:12, 13, 23, 
27; Exod. 12:44; Lev. 22:11; 25:44-46).  

Nevertheless, the predominant attitude towards slavery in Old Tes-
tament law is negative. One of the primary motivations for obedience in 
the laws on care for the poor and oppressed is the exodus, God’s libera-
tion of his people from slavery in Egypt (Lev. 19:34, 36; 25:38, 42; Deut. 
5:15; 15:15; 24:18). Unlike neighbouring countries, Israel had no social 
stratification, and all Israelites were considered brothers and sisters (cf. 
Lev. 25:39-43; Deut. 15:7-11; 17:15, 20). The Hebrew word translated ‘slave’ 
means literally a ‘worker’, whereas the Akkadian equivalent means ‘one 
who has come down’ in social position. Slavery did not fit well with the 
ideals of Israelite society, and laws were designed to reduce the number 
of people in slavery and protect slaves who were not actually freed.3 

                                             
3 Only one law permits chattel slavery (Lev. 25:44-46a), and even this does not en-

courage it, but limits it to those outside the covenant community: residents of 
other countries and foreign residents in Israel. The law permits buying slaves, 
not kidnapping; so it concerns acquisition of those who are already slaves, or are 
offered by sale by their families, not forcible enslaving of free people. In fact, it is 
part of a longer law, the main point of which is to prohibit slavery for Israelites 
(vv. 39, 42-43, 46b). 
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Provision for Holidays 

Among all the ancient Near Eastern laws known to us, only those of Israel 
give workers the right to free time for worship and recreation. For exam-
ple: 

Six days you shall labour, and do all your work. But the seventh day is a 
sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work, you or your son 
or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey 
or any of your livestock, or your resident alien who is in your town, so that 
your male or female slave may rest as you do. Remember that you were a 
slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from 
there. (Deut. 5:13-15; cf. Exod. 20:9-11) 

It is striking that the sabbath is to be observed by the whole community, 
including slaves. The expression ‘as you do’ is significant in granting 
equal rights to all human beings with respect to this weekly holiday. If 
this point had not been emphasised, it is very likely that slaves would 
have been expected to continue their work while more privileged mem-
bers of society enjoyed their holy days. The same point is made clear in 
regulations for observing festivals (Deut. 12:12, 18; 16:11, 14). 

Protection from Abuse 

There are two laws about slave abuse. The first concerns beating, and its 
essence is as follows: 

When a man beats his male or female slave with a stick, and the slave dies 
from the beating, he shall certainly be avenged. (Exod. 21:20)4 

Beating with a stick or rod was a common method of discipline, especially 
for children (Prov. 10:13; 13:24; 22:15; 23:13-14). The law assumes slaves 
will be disciplined in this way, while insisting that masters are sensitive 
to the physical condition of their slaves and administer punishment ac-
cordingly. If they misjudge the situation and a slave dies, they are to be 
punished. The term ‘avenged’ probably implies the death penalty, which 
means that a master who kills his slave is treated as a murderer and re-
ceives the same punishment as for killing a free person. Thus the law 
provides some protection for slaves from cruel treatment by their mas-

                                             
4 The following verse is difficult to interpret and is discussed in detail in my book. 
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ters, and recognises the life of a slave to be of equal value to that of any 
other human being. 

A second law deals with the case of a slave who suffers permanent 
bodily injury at the hands of his or her master: 

When a man strikes the eye of his male or female slave and destroys it, he 
shall let the slave go free [as compensation] for the eye. And if he knocks 
out the tooth of his male or female slave, he shall let the slave go free [as 
compensation] for the tooth. (Exod. 21:26-27) 

This ruling compares very favourably with the Babylonian Laws of Ham-
murabi (§199), where masters are compensated for injury to their slaves 
by third parties but nothing is said about compensation for the slaves 
themselves. In Israel the master himself is punished for abuse of his slave 
by being made to forfeit a valuable worker. What is more, the slave is to 
be freed, even for a relatively minor injury like loss of a tooth. 

This pair of laws is unique in the ancient Near East because slave 
abuse is considered in terms of human rights rather than property rights. 
Elsewhere slaves were treated as chattels, and abuse laws were designed 
to compensate the master for loss or damage to his property. Old Testa-
ment law, however, emphasises that slaves are to be treated as human 
beings and ownership of slaves does not permit a master to kill or injure 
them. 

Asylum for Fugitives 

A major problem faced by slave-owners was how to stop slaves running 
away. To make this as difficult as possible, slaves in the ancient Near East 
were often restrained with fetters or shackles. Many were distinguished 
by a distinctive hairstyle, or a mark which was branded, incised, or tat-
tooed on their flesh. Inevitably some slaves still escaped, and rewards 
were offered to anyone who returned a runaway slave. The Laws of 
Hammurabi demanded capital punishment for anyone who enabled a 
slave to escape or harboured a fugitive. 

When we turn to the Bible we find something completely different:  

You shall not give up a slave to his master, who comes to you for protec-
tion from his master. Let him stay with you, in your midst, in the place he 
chooses in one of your towns, wherever suits him best; you shall not op-
press him. (Deut. 23:15-16) 
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Deuteronomy provides one of the most striking contrasts between Old 
Testament law and other ancient Near Eastern laws by prohibiting what 
was elsewhere a fundamental obligation (v. 15). Members of the covenant 
community are not to return fugitive slaves to their masters, but must 
provide them with hospitality and a safe refuge (v. 16a). What in Babylon 
is a capital offence, in Jerusalem is to be an opportunity for kindness and 
generosity. Like other marginal people, fugitive slaves could very easily 
be oppressed, but this is forbidden to the people of God (v. 16b). 

This law is not only unique in the ancient Near East; it deliberately 
contradicts the common view that it was a serious offence to help a run-
away slave. The principle elsewhere was to maintain the status quo, de-
fending the rights of slave owners to keep their property. In contrast, 
biblical law focuses on the slave as a human being, emphasising compas-
sion for someone in distress. This echoes Old Testament traditions about 
Israel’s escape from slavery in Egypt, which should make them sympa-
thetic to others in a similar position. As God showed his mercy to them, 
so they must be merciful to others. 

Prohibition of Kidnapping 

No-one has the right to deprive another member of the covenant com-
munity of their freedom: 

When a person is caught kidnapping a brother, one of the people of Israel, 
and treats him as a slave or sells him, that kidnapper shall die, and [so] you 
will purge the evil from your midst. (Deut. 24:7; cf. Exod. 21:16) 

Old Testament law prohibits kidnapping, the main purpose of which 
would be to enslave free citizens or sell them as chattel slaves to others. 
In practice, in the tightly-knit society of ancient Israel, a kidnapper 
would be unlikely to keep someone in their possession for long, or try to 
sell them to another Israelite. Probably they would sell them abroad as 
soon as possible (cf. Gen. 37:25-28), thus also depriving them of the bene-
fits of living in the covenant community. Forcible enslaving of a free per-
son like this is considered such a serious offence that it carries the death 
penalty. 

Voluntary Slavery and Bonded Labour 

The prohibition of forcible enslaving does not rule out the possibility of 
voluntary slavery. Occasionally serious financial difficulty could result in 
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an Israelite becoming a slave, to pay a debt or provide for their family. 
The law insists that even voluntary slavery is only to be for a limited pe-
riod: 

When your Hebrew brother or sister is sold [or ‘sells him/herself’] to you, 
and serves you six years, in the seventh year you shall let them go free 
from you. (Deut. 15:12; cf. Exod. 21:2) 

At the end of that period, they are to be provided with capital to enable a 
successful return to an independent life (vv. 13-15). This may be seen as 
an attempt to break the cycle of poverty that would otherwise quickly 
result in the freed person becoming a slave again. Such temporary slaves 
are also given the option of becoming permanent members of the house-
hold at the end of their six years’ service, implying that slaves would be 
looked after so well that they might prefer to continue in that status ra-
ther than claim their freedom (vv. 16-17). 

Another possibility for paying off debt was bonded labour, also for a 
limited term. In this connection, it is emphasised that the labourer is not 
to be treated as a slave:  

When your brother becomes poor beside you and ‘sells’ himself to you, you 
shall not make him serve as a slave. He shall be with you as a hired worker 
or temporary resident; until the year of jubilee he shall serve with you. 
Then he shall go from you, together with his children; and he shall return 
to his own clan, and go back to his ancestral property. (Lev. 25:39-41) 

The rules for bonded labour imply that they were intended for a family-
head who made the agreement together with his whole family, whereas 
temporary slavery generally applied to individuals. 

Limited-term slavery and bonded labour was made realistic by the Old 
Testament policy of interest-free loans (Exod. 22:25; Lev. 25:35-38). Else-
where high interest rates would often mean that such arrangements 
merely covered interest payments and resulted in lifelong bondage for 
unfortunate debtors. 

Conclusion 

The Old Testament portrays Israel as a people who experienced famine in 
their own land, followed by marginalisation and slavery in a foreign 
country, and eventually liberation. Those whom God had freed were not 
to be enslaved again, and were to be compassionate to marginal people in 
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their own country. As a result, slavery was discouraged in the covenant 
community, though never abolished completely. 

Elsewhere in the ancient Near East slavery was accepted without 
question, and slaves were subject to property law, which focused on the 
rights of slave owners over their property. Against this background, Old 
Testament law challenged the status quo by humanising the institution. 
In Israel slaves themselves had rights and were not considered property 
but human beings. For example, as we have seen, slaves were entitled to 
holidays and masters were not allowed to abuse their slaves. Fugitive 
slaves were to be given asylum instead of being returned to their masters. 
Forcible enslaving was strictly forbidden, and voluntary slavery was lim-
ited in term and ended with generous provision for the freed slave. If 
these laws were followed, the result should have been a reduction in the 
number of people held as slaves, and improved conditions for those re-
maining. 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, we have celebrated the 
bicentenary of the abolition of the slave trade, and yet there are more 
slaves in the world today than at any other time in history.5 Perhaps we 
should not be too quick to criticise the Old Testament for failing to elimi-
nate slavery! It is arguable that Old Testament law was simply being real-
istic. Rather than outlawing slavery completely, it established principles 
for care of the poor and needy, emphasising the individual worth of eve-
ry human being and treating slaves as persons rather than property. If 
these humanising principles had been practised consistently, slavery 
might well have disappeared long before Wilberforce. 
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SLAVERY, HUMAN DIGNITY 

AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

John Warwick Montgomery 

I. The Paradox 

When, a quarter century ago, I taught at the International School of Law, 
Washington, D.C., we lived in Falls Church, Virginia. I could always get a 
laugh at Commonwealth parties (Virginia must be so designated—never 
as a mere “State”) by observing that I was having great difficulty finding 
slaves to proofread my book manuscripts. In today’s climate of political 
correctness, such attempts at humour would be regarded as offensive at 
best, obnoxious at worst. 

In the modern world, every one, everywhere condemns slavery. The 
formal opposition to it is as powerful as is the universal acclaim for hu-
man rights (which are lauded both by doctrinaire liberals and by the 
worst of dictators). Indeed, the international legal instruments could not 
be more specific—from the Slavery Convention of the League of Nations, 
which entered into force 9 March 1927, through Article 4 of both the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights and the European Convention of Hu-
man Rights, to the Supplementary Convention on the Abolition of Slav-
ery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions and Practices Similar to Slavery, 
adopted in 1956 under UN sponsorship to reinforce and augment the 1927 
Slavery Convention. Not only is traditional, chattel slavery declared to be 
unqualifiedly illegal (“No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery 
and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms”—Universal Dec-
laration of 1948), but the category of slavery is expanded (1956-1957 Sup-
plementary Convention) to include: 

1) Debt bondage, that is to say, the status or condition arising from a 
pledge by a debtor of his personal services or of those of a person under 
his control as security for a debt, if the value of those services as rea-
sonably assessed is not applied towards the liquidation of the debt or 
the length and nature of those services are not respectively limited and 
defined;  

2) Serfdom, that is to say, the condition or status of a tenant who is by 
law, custom or agreement bound to live and labour on land belonging 
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to another person and to render some determinate service to such oth-
er person, whether for reward or not, and is not free to change his sta-
tus;  

3) Any institution or practice whereby:  
a) A woman, without the right to refuse, is promised or given in mar-

riage on payment of a consideration in money or in kind to her par-
ents, guardian, family or any other person or group; or  

b) The husband of a woman, his family, or his clan, has the right to 
transfer her to another person for value received or otherwise; or  

c) A woman on the death of her husband is liable to be inherited by 
another person;  

4) Any institution or practice whereby a child or young person under the 
age of 18 years, is delivered by either or both of his natural parents or 
by his guardian to another person, whether for reward or not, with a 
view to the exploitation of the child or young person or of his labour.  

The countries ratifying these international treaties cover virtually the 
entire globe. Thus—to take but one example—the Supplementary Con-
vention just quoted has been ratified by 119 States-parties, from Afghani-
stan in l966 (!) to Zimbabwe in 1998 (!!). The de jure situation, then, ap-
pears entirely unambiguous: slavery, direct or indirect, anywhere and 
everywhere, is a legal wrong in every respect, whatever the terminology 
applied to it.  

Paradoxically, however, things are much different de facto. Responsi-
ble anti-slavery organisations cite innumerable instances of the continu-
ing enslavement of human beings by their fellows. The American Anti-
Slavery Group (www.iabolish.com) cites the documented prevalence of 
carpet slaves (especially child labourers in the weaving trade) in India6; 
debt slavery in Haiti’s sugar industry; sex slaves in Southeast Asia; and 
even literal chattel slavery persisting in Mauritania and Sudan. From the 
website just given, here is a sobering list of “slavery hotspots”: 

 THAILAND: Women and children forced to work as sex slaves for tourists 
 IVORY COAST: Boys forced to work on cocoa plantations 
 INDIA: Children trapped in debt bondage roll beedi cigarettes 14 hours a 

day 

                                             
6 Cf. Joanna Watson, “Modern Day Slavery,” The Christian Lawyer: The Journal of the 

Lawyers’ Christian Fellowship [U.K.], Summer, 2004, pp. 10-11. A useful popular ar-
ticle on the continuing problem of slavery (“21st Century Slaves”), with biblio-
graphical references, may be found in National Geographic (September, 2003). For 
a scholarly journal devoted to studies in the field of the present paper, see Slav-
ery & Abolition: A Journal of Slave and Post-Slave Studies (Routledge). 
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 SUDAN: Arab militias from the North abduct black African women and 
children in slave raids 

 DOMINICAN REPUBLIC: Haitians lured across the border are forced to cut 
cane on sugar plantations 

 ALBANIA: Teenage girls are tricked into sex slavery and trafficked by or-
ganised crime rings 

 BRAZIL: Lured into the rainforest, families burn trees into charcoal at 
gunpoint 

 UNITED ARAB EMIRATES: Little Bangladeshi boys are imported to be jock-
eys for camel racing 

 UNITED STATES: 50,000 trafficked in each year, as sex slaves, domestics, 
seamstresses, and agricultural workers 

 BURMA: The ruling military junta exploits civilian forced labour for in-
frastructure projects 

 GHANA: Families repent for sins by giving daughters as slaves to fetish 
priests 

 PAKISTAN: Children with “nimble fingers” are forced to weave carpets in 
dark looms 

 MAURITANIA: Arabo-Berbers buy and sell black Africans as inheritable 
property 

That this catalogue of inhuman activities is by no means exaggerated is 
illustrated by a 21 February 2004 Times (London) news article, “Brazilian 
Slaves Are Freed in Jungle Raid”: 

Forty-nine men, women and children, who had been subjected to months 
of enforced labour, clearing jungle vegetation from the Fazenda Macauba 
cattle ranch were freed after telling inspectors that they had spent at least 
80 days working 10 hours a day, without pay. . . .  

The raid on the Fazenda Macauba was triggered after [an escapee] re-
ported the conditions to the Pastoral Earth Commission, a Roman Catholic 
organisation that campaigns against slavery in Brazil. . . . 

The raid . . . is the latest in a recent crackdown on modern slavery, a 
practice still common in Brazil, especially in the cattle ranches of the Ama-
zon and sugar and coffee plantations in the states of Bahia and Maranhao. 
. . .  

President da Silva has pledged his Government to freeing at least 25,000 
people estimated to be in slavery. “A modern Brazil cannot tolerate such an 
archaic practice,” he said. 

Slavery, in short, is by no means a dead issue. Such statistics as “the six-
ty-six slaveholding societies in the Murdock world sample” and the clas-
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sification of “the large-scale slave systems” presented by sociologist Or-
lando Patterson, though valuable historically, do not by any means ex-
haust the subject.7 

The widespread continuation of slavery practices, paradoxically com-
bined with universal condemnation of the phenomenon, is highlighted 
by a passage at the end of one of the works of the most distinguished 
English-language historian of slavery, David Brion Davis of Yale Universi-
ty: 

As Conor Cruise O’Brien has pointed out, the United Nations is political 
theater dominated by an institutional tone of “lofty morality” perfectly 
suited for the dramatic exploitation of guilt—in particular, “Western guilt 
feelings toward the non-white world.” The influx of new African states en-
abled the nonwhite members to win hegemonic control over the “moral 
conscience of mankind.” Unfortunately, condemnations of colonialism and 
apartheid as the twentieth-century equivalents of slavery sometimes 
served to shield forms of oppression for which whites bore no responsibil-
ity. In a complacent report of 1965, the Republic of Mali contended that a 
benign, paternalistic servitude had preceded European colonization and 
that national independence, accompanied by genuine social democracy, 
had brought the final abolition of slavery and similar institutions. Yet 
slave-trading continued to flourish in Mauritania, Mali, Niger, and Chad, 
along the drought-stricken southern fringe of the Sahara. Historical my-
thology minimizing or denying African and Arab involvement in the slave 
trade has fostered the false assumption that slavery depended for its sur-
vival on colonial regimes.8 

The source of the paradox of continuing slavery is not “colonialism” or 
any other related stereotype; its roots lie much deeper, in the concep-
tions of the human person and in the Weltanschauungen which inform 
those conceptions. In a syllabus for a graduate course in “Slavery As a 
Critique of the Concept of Human Rights,” Professor Raymond Fleming of 
Florida State University’s Department of Modern Languages and Linguis-
tics, put it well:  

                                             
7 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982), pp. 345-64. 
8 David Brion Davis, Slavery and Human Progress (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1984), pp. 318-19. Cf. Davis, Challenging the Boundaries of Slavery (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003), and Thomas Bender (ed.), The Antislavery 
Debate: Capitalism and Abolitionism As a Problem in Historical Interpretation (Berkeley, 
Ca.: University of California Press,1992) [with contributions by David Brion Da-
vis]. 



Slavery, Human Dignity and Human Rights 25 

Our attention to the various forms of slavery will enable us to focus upon 
what Western culture wishes to affirm or deny about the notion of a hu-
man subject. Whether it is the Scholastics in the Middle Ages affirming 
man as a res sacra, a sacredness, or Pico della Mirandola in the Renaissance 
asserting the dignity of man, or Thomas Jefferson proclaiming the self-
evident character of specific human rights, we will note along this contin-
uum just how society and Realpolitik invariably undermine such declara-
tions. We will see how slavery provides us with an effective critique of the 
rhetoric of "high culture," and also how the existence of slavery in the face 
of such sentiments reveals what these utterances leave out of their formu-
lations. What are often left out, what Roland Barthes terms, “what goes 
without saying,” are the ideologies informing such declarations.  

Though we shall certainly not engage in the deconstruction here sug-
gested, we shall indeed focus upon the “ideologies” which underlie both 
the attitudes and the declarations relating to slavery. Our purpose will be 
to discover what kind of foundation, if any, can put paid to the hypocrisy 
so often met with in treatments of the phenomenon of slavery. 

II. Philosophical Opposition to Slavery 

The chief modern philosophical arguments against slavery have been 
those of Enlightenment natural law theory and Kantian and neo-Kantian 
universalism. These, alone or in combination, have provided the under-
pinning for most contemporary human rights philosophies and their op-
position to all forms of slavery. The question remains, however: Are these 
theories adequate? 

The jusnaturalism of the French philosophes and American “founding 
fathers” such as Jefferson maintained that there is a built-in ethic of hu-
man dignity which all must recognise. The human person benefits from 
“certain inalienable rights,” including the rights to “life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness.” Both the French Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and the American Bill of Rights endeavoured to summarise the essential 
civil liberties of the citizen. These rights were supposed to be justified by 
the agreement of all rational persons. After all, did not the 18th century 
Enlightenment usher in an “Age of Reason” (Thomas Paine’s profoundly 
influential book title), elevating mankind beyond prior centuries of theo-
logical superstition? 

Unhappily, this humanistic version of jusnaturalism was—and is—
incapable of providing the needed bulwark against slavery. In classical 
Roman jurisprudence, to which the Enlightenment advocates of the 
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viewpoint frequently turned for their main historical precedent, slavery 
was allowed by way of the Ius gentium (“law of nations/international 
law”) even though it was directly contrary to the natural law: “Slavery is 
the only case in which, in the extant sources of Roman law, a conflict is 
declared to exist between the Ius Gentium and the Ius Naturale. It is of 
course inconsistent with that universal equality of man which Roman 
speculations on the Law of Nature assume.”9  

The same ambivalence was present in the thinking versus the practice 
of French and American Enlightenment revolutionaries. The Marquis de 
Condorcet, biographer of Voltaire and committed anti-Christian progres-
sive, ruefully admitted that “only a few philosophes have from time to 
time dared raise a cry in favour of humanity [over against slavehold-
ing].”10 Thomas Jefferson’s views of equality did not preserve him from 
anti-Semitism11—much less from a quietist maintenance of the status quo 
where slaveholding was concerned. It appears likely that he fathered ille-
gitimate children whose mother was one of his slaves.12 Even a Jefferson 
hagiographer has to write: 

Jefferson’s perception of slavery was determined by several ambivalent 
circumstances: he was a planter-slaveowner, a Virginian whose strongest 
allegiance, when the test came, was to his state and section, and withal a 
man of the eighteenth century Enlightenment. This circumstance created 
in Jefferson’s mind an ambiguity and a dissonance which he never suc-
ceeded in resolving to his own satisfaction. While Jefferson regarded slav-
ery as a “hideous evil,” the bane of American society, and wholly irrecon-
cilable with his ideal of “republican virtue,” he was never able wholly to 
cast aside the prejudices and the fears which he had absorbed from his sur-
roundings toward people of color; he did not free himself from dependence 
upon slave labor; and, in the end, he made the expansion of slavery into 

                                             
9 W. W. Buckland, The Roman Law of Slavery: The Condition of the Slave in Private Law 

from Augustus to Justinian (reprint ed.;Cambridge, England: Cambridge University 
Press, 1970), p. 1. 

10 M. J. A. Condorcet, Remarques sur les Pensées de Pascal, in Condorcet’s Oeuvres (12 
vols.; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1847-1849), III, 649. 

11 Cf. Arthur Hertzberg, The French Enlightenment and the Jews (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1990). 

12 Cf. Lucia Stanton, Slavery at Monticello (Monticello, Virginia: Thomas Jefferson 
Memorial Foundation, 1996), pp. 20-22, 50 (note 21 and the literature there cit-
ed). In his Preface to this monograph, Julian Bond writes that the “gross imbal-
ance he [Jefferson] represents between national promise and execution remains 
our greatest state embarrassment today.” 
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the territories a constitutional right, and a conditio sine qua non of the 
South’s adherence to the Union.13 

I have pointed elsewhere to law professor and distinguished Federal 
judge John T. Noonan’s demonstration that “Jefferson and his legal men-
tor George Wythe aided in perpetuating a forensic vocabulary that 
classed blacks as transferable property, thereby permitting whites to car-
ry on slavery while ‘democratically’ supporting human freedom and dig-
nity in the founding documents of the nation.”14 

Why did these Enlightenment thinkers suffer from such a disparity 
between their principles and their practice? As with the Roman jurispru-
dents, the reason lies surely in the vagueness and ambiguity of their 
“natural law” principles.15 Nowhere is the content of the natural law set 
forth with sufficient explicitness to counter the indignities suffered by 
those in slavery. Thus rationalisation could easily enter the picture when 
concrete questions were raised as to the ethical treatment of slaves and 
the proper criteria of manumission. 

Eighteenth-century secular jusnaturalism was later to suffer a devas-
tating blow when in the 19th and 20th centuries anthropologists demon-
strated the wide diversity of cultural patterns in non-Western societies. 
Apparently, not everyone agreed with the “rationality” of enlightened 
Europeans. Slavery was practised and condoned in many cultures; was it 
therefore really contrary to the “natural law”? And suppose everyone had 
been against it—would general agreement (consensus gentium) suddenly 
have become a satisfactory test of truth? 

As for the ethical theories deriving from Immanuel Kant’s Categorical 
Imperative (“act only on that maxim which you can will to be a universal 
law”), they have fared no better as a bulwark against slavery. When neo-
Kantian John Rawls tells us that we should act under a “veil of ignorance” 
as to our special advantages and therefore follow utilitarian “principles 
of justice,” treating our fellowmen as equal in rights and dignity, the his-
torical response has generally been that our special advantages are pre-
cisely our ground for not treating others (such as potential or actual 

                                             
13 John Chester Miller, The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and Slavery (New York: 

Free Press, 1977), pp. 2-3. Cf. Matthew T. Mellon, Early American Views on Negro 
Slavery (Boston: Meador, 1934), especially pp. 120-22. 

14 John Warwick Montgomery, The Shaping of America (revised ed.; Minneapolis: 
Bethany, 1981), p. 54. See Noonan’s Persons and Masks of the Law (New York: Far-
rar, Straus & Giroux, 1975). 

15 John Warwick Montgomery, The Law Above the Law (Minneapolis: Bethany, 1975), 
especially pp. 37-42. 
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slaves) as we would want to be treated. When Alan Gewirth insists that 
you rationally “act in accord with the generic rights of your recipients as 
well as of yourself,” not because you are someone special (“Wordsworth 
Donisthorpe”), the slaver will invariably respond that it is precisely be-
cause he is “Wordsworth Donisthorpe”—or someone else of superior 
power, influence, or connections—that he is in a position to function as 
slavetrader or slaveowner. The Genghis Khans of this world have seldom 
been impressed by arguments of rationalistic universalisation.16 

Kantian and neo-Kantian arguments suffer from the same difficulty as 
claims made on the basis of humanistic jusnaturalism: they do not define 
adequately the content of ethical action; they do not specify which specif-
ic actions and activities are good and which are bad. Recently, the interna-
tional press has had a field day with the trial of one Armin Meiwes, who 
advertised on the net (his occupation was computer programmer) for 
those who would like him to eat them. After having consumed a number 
of willing victims, Mr Meiwes was arrested on the charge of having mur-
dered at least one of them. However, he was not convicted of murder but 
was sentenced by a Kassel court to a mere eight-and-a-half year prison 
term on the ground that—to quote the judge—“this was an act between 
two . . . people who both wanted something from each other.”17 Suppose 
that we grant that the eator would have been willing to become the eat-
ee, or vice-versa; would such universalisation of cannibalism therefore 
establish the ethics of anthropophagy? Surely not; but this means that 
one must be able to set forth and justify solidly grounded ethical stric-
tures against cannibalism—and slavery—in order to oppose those prac-
tices. Merely stating a formal principle of “generic consistency” will 
hardly be adequate. 

Moreover, even supposing that one could successfully demonstrate 
the correctness of a natural-law ethic or categorical imperative, would 
this mean that people would necessarily follow it? Must one be rational, 
when rationality goes against self-interest? History certainly does not 
support the view that just because one can show that a course of action is 
right, people will take that route. Quite clearly, to deal with the issue of 
slavery, one must change the slavetrader’s or slaveowner’s value-system. His 
                                             
16 On the neo-Kantian attempts to establish a foundation for ethics, see our de-

tailed critiques in John Warwick Montgomery, Human Rights and Human Dignity 
(rev. ed.; Edmonton, Alberta, Canada: Canadian Institute for Law, Theology and 
Public Policy, 1995), especially pp. 92-98, 183; and Tractatus Logico-Theologicus 
(rev. ed.; Bonn, Germany: Verlag für Kultur und Wissenschaft, 2003), 5.5 – 5.6 
(pp. 171-74). 

17 Washington Times, 31 January 2004 (UPI dispatch). 
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or her motivations must undergo radical alteration. In traditional termi-
nology, what is required is conversion. But this is precisely what—in spite 
of all the good will exercised—humanistic ethics has never been able to 
produce. Doubtless this is why the abolition of slavery, insofar as it has 
been accomplished, stemmed not from Roman law, naturalistic ethics, or 
the Enlightenment, but from the impact of Christian faith. 

III. Slavery and Christian Witness 

Christianity—Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant—has always maintained 
that (1) God has spoken revelationally, providing absolute standards for 
human conduct, and (2) through a personal relationship with Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God, who died on the Cross to expiate human sin and 
selfishness, one can be transformed ethically, receiving a “new spirit” 
and a new value-system which will result in treating the neighbour as 
oneself. In principle, therefore, the revealed Christian gospel has the 
needed answer to the slavery problem. Has this been the case in practice? 

Jewish scholar E. E. Urbach asserts that neither “in classical Greek lit-
erature, in the writings of the Stoics, and in the Christian Scriptures . . . 
nor in the Jewish sources is there the slightest suggestion of any notions 
of the abolition of slavery.”18 We would agree as to all of the above—save 
“the Christian Scriptures.” To be sure, no call to social revolution occurs 
there (and the immediate elimination of slavery in the Roman world 
would have produced just that). But the central teaching of Jesus to 
“treating the neighbour as oneself,” coupled with the changed hearts of 
those who came to believe in him, meant the eventual death of a system 
based on treating the slave as a chattel and not as a human being worth 
as much as his master. 

In such an economic context [that of the Roman Empire] it was virtually 
impossible for anyone to conceive of abolishing slavery as a legal-economic 
institution. To have turned all the slaves into free day laborers would have 
been to create an economy in which those at the bottom would have suf-
fered even more insecurity and potential poverty than before. To be sure, 
according to all known traditions, neither Jesus nor His immediate follow-
ers owned slaves; nor did Paul, Barnabas, or Timothy. So both the example 
of Jesus and His great concern for the poor proved to be a challenge for 
many early Christians to conceive of themselves as living already among 
themselves in an alternative social-legal environment (note how Paul ap-

                                             
18 E. E. Urbach, The Laws Regarding Slavery: As a Source for Social History of the Period of 

the Second Temple, the Mishnah and Talmud (New York: Arno Press, 1979), pp. 93-94. 
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peals to Philemon to release Onesimus sooner than he may have planned). 
For the author of 1 Clem. 55:2 Christ’s love working through humble spirits 
has motivated some Christians to sell themselves in order to have money 
to buy the freedom of others (see Shep. Henn. Mand. 8:10; Sim. 1:8; Ign. 
Polyc.4:3).19 

*     *     *     *     * 

Le maître devait ménager les esclaves comme ses égaux en liberté; il devait 
les ménager encore comme étant lui-même leur frère en servitude; c’est 
une autre face de la verité chrétienne que les Pères développent à l’envi, 
pour mieux faire entrer dans les âmes le sentiment des devoirs de l’egalité. 
Nous sommes tous nés en servitude, nous sommes tous rachetés en Jesus-
Christ. . . . 

Ainsi, du moment oû le christianisme eut révélé sa doctrine, la cause de la 
liberté avait vaincu. Le jour du triomphe devait se faire attendre, il est vrai; 
et déjà le signe du salut dominait dans le monde, qu’on l’attendait encore. 
Mais pendant ces retards forcés l’Eglise n’oublia point les esclaves; et, en 
même temps qu’elle leur préparait des ressources désormais honorables 
après l’affranchissement, elle prétendait leur faire donner une place au 
foyer domestique, dans 1’éducation de la famille, dans l’estime publique; 
elle réclamait pour eux tous les droits et les traitements de l’homme libre, 
sauf le droit de disposer de soi, que l’homme libre d’ail1eurs cessa bientôt 
presque généralement d’avoir lui-même.20 

                                             
19 S. Scott Bartchy, “Slavery,” International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, ed. Geoffrey 

W. Bromiley (rev. ed., 4 vols.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1979-1988), IV, 546. 
See also Markus Barth and Helmut Blanke, “The Social Background: Slavery at 
Paul’s Time,” in their The Letter to Philemon: A New Translation with Notes and Com-
mentary (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2000), pp. 1-102. 

20 Henri Wallon, Histoire de l’esclavage dans l’Antiquité, ed. Jean Christian Dumont 
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redemption from slavery in Jesus Christ, see an important study of the New Tes-
tament use of slavery motifs to characterise every human being’s bondage to sin 
and the primary need to be freed from it: Dale B. Martin, Slavery As Salvation: The 
Metaphor of Slavery in Pauline Christianity (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University 
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lines is to the soon-to-come barbarian invasions of the Roman Empire and the 
establishment of feudal serfdom as a desperate attempt at economic stability in 
the decentralised chaos of the early Middle Ages. 
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It is an unarguable historical fact that the abolition of slavery in modern 
times stems directly from Christian influence.21 We shall briefly review 
the pertinent ideological background, with special reference to the An-
glo-American struggle against slavery and its worldwide repercussions. 

The stage was set for the British outlawing of the slave trade and 
American abolition by Christian theologians, pamphleteers, and preach-
ers from Reformation times to the 19th century. The distinguished Ger-
man Lutheran theologian J. F. Buddeus (1667-1729), author, inter alia, of 
Selecta juris naturae et gentium, argued that even if some blacks were legal-
ly captured or received criminal convictions leading to slavery, their off-
spring should not be subject to bondage by inheritance.22  

Quakers were especially strong in condemning slavery per se. Benja-
min Lay declared in 1736: “As God gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever 
believed in him might have everlasting Life; so the Devil gives his only begot-
ten Child, the Merchandize of Slaves and Souls of Men, that whosoever be-
lieves and trades in it might have everlasting Damnation.”23 Quaker John 
Woolman, in his Journal and his Some Considerations on the Keeping of Ne-
groes, devastatingly set forth as a Christian argument the selfishness, im-
morality and greed inherent in the slave trade and prophetically predict-
ed dire consequences for the future of America if slavery was not 
eliminated.24  

In England, Bishop Warburton likewise condemned slavery in the 
American colonies. Before the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel 
he declared: “Gracious God! To talk (as in herds of Cattle) of Property in 
rational Creatures!”25 Christian apologist William Paley characterised 
slavery as an “abominable tyranny” and “an institution replete with hu-
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(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 2001), chap. 11 (“Slavery Abolished: A Chris-
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22 See the biographical article in the Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie. 
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1737), p. 10-13. 
24 David Brion Davis concludes his magisterial study, The Problem of Slavery in West-

ern Culture (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1966), with “Epilogue: John 
Woolman’s Prophecy” (pp. 483-93). 

25 William Warburton, A Sermon Preached Before the Incorporated Society for the Propa-
gation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (London, 1766), pp. 25-26. The Warburton Lec-
tures, devoted by the terms of Warburton’s bequest to the defence of the Chris-
tian faith, continue today at Lincoln’s Inn (one of the four barristers’ Inns of 
Court), London. 
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man misery” which could no longer possibly be justified, even on utilitar-
ian grounds.26  

John Wesley, the Anglican founder of Methodism, asserted that “the 
dreadful consequence of slavery is the same amongst every people and in 
every nation where it prevails.” To the slaveowner he declared: “Thy 
hands, thy bed, thy furniture, thy house, thy lands are at present stained 
with blood” as a result of using slave labour, and only repentance before 
God and emancipation could put things right.27  

John Newton’s dramatic conversion from slave trader to clergyman 
had tremendous impact in changing the English climate of opinion. It was 
Newton who not only composed such classic hymns as “Amazing Grace,” 
“How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds,” and “Glorious Things of Thee Are 
Spoken,”28 but who also spoke uncompromisingly against the unchristian 
activity with which he had formerly been connected.29 Newton’s autobi-
ography was circulating in a cheap, popular edition in France in the years 
immediately prior to the abolition of slavery in the French colonies 
(1848).30 Wesley and Newton are excellent illustrations of what David Bri-
on Davis has termed the “important connection between evangelical reli-
gion and antislavery.”31 
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These believers from a wide variety of confessional traditions provid-
ed the backdrop for the political action that finally succeeded in destroy-
ing slavery in England and America.32 The chief names associated with 
that activity in England were Granville Sharp and William Wilberforce. 
Both of them were directly and centrally motivated by their Christian 
convictions.  

Granville Sharp (1735-1813) is still a household name in New Testa-
ment scholarship, for he formulated the rule bearing his name which 
recognises that “when two personal nouns of the same case and connect-
ed by the copulate kai, if the former has the definite article and the latter 
has not, they both belong to the same person.” This rule is of tremendous 
theological importance, for it establishes, in passages such as 2 Thessalo-
nians 1:12, the identity of Jesus Christ with God the Father.33 Sharp was 
one of the founders of the British and Foreign Bible Society and of the So-
ciety for the Conversion of the Jews.  

But Granville Sharp’s undying fame rests on his success in abolishing 
the slave trade. As the inscription on his monument in Poets’ Corner, 
Westminster Abbey has it: 

He took his post among the foremost of the honourable band 
Associated to deliver Africa from the rapacity of Europe, 
By the abolition of the Slave Trade. 
Nor was death permitted to interrupt his career of usefulness, 
Till he had witnessed that Act of the British Parliament 
By which the abolition was decreed.  

In 1767, Sharp encountered a West Indian planter’s slave named Jonathan 
Strong who had been brought to London and badly beaten by his master; 
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once recovered, he was sold by the master to a third party. Sharp was so 
incensed by this that he examined the legal situation for himself and fi-
nally, five years later, in the Somersett case, succeeded in obtaining Lord 
Mansfield’s judgment: “The state of slavery is so odious that nothing can 
be suffered to support it but positive law, and there is no law.”34 This 
meant, in effect, that a slave must forthwith receive freedom the moment 
he or she set foot on English soil.35  

The forty-year-long, ultimately successful struggle of William Wilber-
force (1759-1833) to obtain a Parliamentary act abolishing slavery is too 
well known to require detailed discussion here; the literature is exten-
sive.36 What needs to be stressed is Wilberforce’s root motivation in en-
gaging in this formidable task: his Christian conviction that slavery was 
an offense to almighty God and a detriment to the effective spread of 
Christ’s gospel.37 Wilberforce experienced evangelical conversion in his 
20’s and came under the influence of former slave trader John Newton. In 
1787, he declared: “God has set before me two great objects: the abolition 
of the slave trade and the reformation of manners.” From that point he 
never looked back. As one of the leaders of the so-called “Clapham 
Sect”—evangelicals who promoted political, philanthropic, and ethical 
causes—he championed prison reform, Bible distribution, missionary en-
deavour, and charitable work of many kinds. In his crusade against slav-
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ery as a Member of Parliament, he first succeeded after eighteen years in 
seeing the slave trade outlawed (1807-1808), and then, after another 
twenty-six years, the passing of the Emancipation Bill (in 1833, just three 
days before his demise).  

The efforts of Wilberforce and likeminded English opponents of slav-
ery had an impact far beyond Great Britain. Their “transcendent belief 
stirred abolitionists in the United States during the antebellum and Civil 
War periods, in France during the 1840s, in Cuba during the Ten Years’ 
War (1868-78), and in Brazil during the 1880s.”38  

In America, the English evangelical impact is clear, for example, in the 
writings of Thomas Branagan of Philadelphia (1774-1843), like Newton 
personally involved in slaving and subsequently converted to Christian 
belief.39 In his essay on “Human Slavery,” he refers specifically to Wilber-
force’s Parliamentary struggles and declares: “Slavery, hateful to God and 
man, and the greatest evil and sum-total of all evils under the sun, and 
inflicted by Americans, the most favoured people, and, may I not say, the 
most enlightened and highest in profession of liberty and Christianity, 
must render us the most inexcusable, and draw down, unless expiated by 
sincere repentance and undoing heavy burdens, the just indignation of 
Him who does not even let a sparrow fall without his notice.”40  

The American abolition movement drew its power directly from 
Christian sources. Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
(1851-52), the most influential anti-slavery fiction ever written, selling on 
publication a half a million copies in the United States and double that 
number in Great Britain, was the daughter of the Revd Lyman Beecher, 
president of Lane Theological Seminary; wife of a Lane Seminary profes-
sor; and sister of the celebrated preacher Henry Ward Beecher. She began 
writing her novel following a church service in which she had a mystical 
experience; afterwards she said that “The Lord himself wrote,” i.e., was 
the real author, of her book.41  

The impact of the Lane Theological Seminary on the abolition move-
ment was considerable.  
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In 1833 Oberlin College was founded in northern Ohio. Into some of the 
first classes there women were admitted on equal terms with men. In 1835 
the trustees offered the presidency to Professor Asa Mahan, of Lane Semi-
nary. He was himself an abolitionist from a slave State, and he refused to be 
President of Oberlin College unless negroes were admitted on equal terms 
with other students. Oberlin thus became the first institution in the coun-
try which extended the privileges of the higher education to both sexes of 
all races. It was a distinctly religious institution devoted to radical reforms 
of many kinds.42  

Far less well known than Harriet Beecher Stowe were an influential num-
ber of Christian writers who condemned American slavery. As early as 
1816, George Bourne posed the rhetorical question, “Can you conscien-
tiously believe, that a slaveholder exhibits that assimilation to the meek 
and lowly Jesus, which is indispensable to an enjoyment of the inher-
itance of the Saints in light?”43 Slavery was also to be condemned, argued 
Bourne, because it undermined the God-given institution of marriage.44  

Charles Elliott (1792-1869), Methodist missionary to the Indians, aboli-
tionist and sometime president of Iowa Wesleyan University, maintained 
that (1) slaves could not help but hate their oppressors and therefore 
slavery promoted hateful and murderous thoughts—directly contrary to 
Jesus’ teachings (e.g., Matthew 5:21-22)45; (2) slaveholders break up fami-
lies and necessarily maltreat little children—one of the most heinous of 
sins according to Jesus (Matthew 18:2-6; cf. Revelation 18:21)46; (3) slavery 
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keeps the blacks in ignorance, whereas the gospel message requires 
Christian education (Luke 11:52; John 5:39)47; (4) Christ—in Luke 4—
effectively incorporated into his teaching and expanded upon the Old 
Testament special year of Jubilee (when slaves were freed), such that he 
“established, in his public administrations, a foundation for the universal 
emancipation of slaves”48; and, most important of all, (5) since Jesus re-
deemed everyone, there can be no justification for one person’s enslaving 
another: 

All men are redeemed by the same blood of Christ; and therefore, this 
common and general redemption by the blood of Christ is at variance with 
slavery. . . .  

The same great sacrifice has been made for the slave as for the master; 
and therefore, the soul of the slave is worth as much as the soul of the mas-
ter.49 

The collected volumes of American slave cases also evidence the pro-
found influence of the Christian message on the institution of slavery in 
the years preceding the American Civil War and emancipation. For ex-
ample, one Thomas Reynolds of Virginia, a Methodist believer, prepared 
a testamentary instrument in which he declared that “for certain good 
causes, but more especially that it is contrary to the command of Christ 
to keep my fellow creatures in bondage, I do hereby liberate all my 
slaves.” When the slaves in question ultimately sued for their freedom, 
the lower court refused on the ground that the instrument had not been 
proved and recorded in a proper court. The case then went to Virginia’s 
Court of Appeals, and its President, the great Henry St. George Tucker 
(1780-1848) spoke for a unanimous court: “It would be monstrous to say 
that where a testator retained, till his last breath, the anxious purpose to 
give effect to a previous deed of emancipation, that purpose should be 
defeated by his casual death before the session of the probate court.” The 
former slaves were granted their freedom.50  
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The historical and ideological background of such cases is clarified by 
Philip J. Schwarz: 

Quakers and their associates provided an even better method of escape for 
some slaves in 1782 when they successfully lobbied in the Old Dominion’s 
legislature for the law that thereafter allowed white emancipators to free 
any slaves they wanted to by deed without having to petition the state 
government for a private law. As Quakers, Methodists, and others began to 
take advantage of this legislation, they created one more ambiguous situa-
tion for slaves. The increasing number of individual manumissions for 
slaves encouraged early abolitionists to put more effort into advocating a 
general emancipation of the state’s slaves.51 

IV. Concluding Caveats 

What do we learn from history for our continuing battle against contem-
porary forms of slavery? At least four important truths: 

First, we must oppose, root and branch, all forms of modern relativism. For 
the post-modern relativist, there are, a priori, no absolutes. Therefore, 
there is nothing inherently wrong with slavery—though it may be evalu-
ated and perhaps critiqued on (fluctuating) sociological grounds. This 
will simply not do. Was it not the Third Reich that endeavoured to justify 
its enslavement (and worse) of Jews by claiming Aryan superiority and 
therefore sociological, Nietzschean, Übermensch exemptions from proper 
humanitarian standards? Sobering is an argument presented by the emi-
nent Ugaritic scholar Cyrus Gordon: 

. . . that it was no crime for men to copulate with animals in Ugarit is indi-
cated by the fact that the favorite god Baal impregnated a heifer (67: V: 17-
22), a myth, which, for all we know, may have been enacted ritually by 
reputable priests. To the Hebrews, on the other hand, copulation with 
beasts was a heinous crime calling for the death penalty (Ex. 22: l8; Lev. 18: 
23; Deut. 27: 21). Moreover, the Bible tells us that the Hebrews’ pagan 
neighbors practised beastiality (Lev. 18: 24), as we now know to be literally 
true from the Ugaritic documents. All this implies that if we discuss He-
brew criminology, we should include beastiality, for in Hebrew society it 
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was a crime. However, there is no basis for including beastiality in a treat-
ment of the criminology of Ugarit, since it was not a crime there. . . . The 
test of the significance of a social phenomenon is this: Does the group in 
question make an issue of it?52  

This may well serve as an adequate description of social phenomena; it is 
certainly not an adequate way of handling serious ethical issues. If besti-
ality is wrong, it is wrong under all conditions and in any society. If slav-
ery is to be condemned, it is to be condemned wherever it occurs. 
Though tolerated (like divorce) “for the hardness of hearts” under cer-
tain past circumstances (Mark 10: 2-9), a moral evil does not become a 
moral good owing to such concessions. Wrong is wrong, and sociological 
considerations do not change that fact. 

But, secondly, this leads us to the vital point (made earlier) that a 
transcendent source of ethical principles is the only adequate bulwark 
against the trivialising of slavery and comparable moral evils. Any other 
attempted justification of anti-slavery will be no more than human opin-
ion, which, if set forth by humans, can be revoked by humans as the soci-
ological context changes. Thus, we need a religious foundation for our 
opposition to slavery—and not just any religion will do. David Brion Davis 
notes that when, in the 1840s, British civil servants told the Turkish sul-
tan in no uncertain terms that slavery had to be eliminated or there 
would be negative political consequences, Viscount Ponsonby, the am-
bassador to Turkey, reported that the message was heard “with extreme 
astonishment accompanied with a smile at a proposition for destroying 
an institution closely interwoven with the frame of society in this coun-
try, and intimately connected with the Law and with the habits and even 
the religion of all classes, from the Sultan himself down to the lowest 
peasant.”53 Davis puts it starkly: “Like algebra and knowledge of the 
Greek classics, racial slavery appears to have been one of the Arabs’ con-
tributions to Western civilization.”54 In a word, one must choose one’s 
transcendental foundation very carefully.55 

Thirdly, even if one arrives at absolute moral principles, one must dis-
cover a way of interiorising genuine human dignity: the heart will need to be 
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changed, or one will not regard one’s neighbour as oneself and enslave-
ment of the neighbour will remain a live possibility. In one of the most 
pregnant interchanges in Jesus’ ministry, the following dialogue took 
place: 

Then said Jesus to those Jews who believed in him, If you continue in my 
word, then you are my disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth, and 
the truth shall set you free. 

They answered him, We are Abraham’s seed, and were never in bond-
age to anyone: how do you say, You shall be made free? 

Jesus answered them, Verily, verily, I say to you, Whosoever commits 
sin is the slave to sin—and the slave does not remain in the house forever; 
but the Son abides forever. If the Son therefore shall make you free, you 
will be free indeed.56 

Jesus’ hearers, ironically, were in hopeless bondage to the Romans, who 
had subjugated Israel and would, in A.D. 70, destroy the Temple and cause 
the dispersion of the Jewish people for millennia. But their immediate 
problem was their lack of recognition that their worse slavery followed 
from their own self-centredness. They needed changed hearts—which 
Jesus offered to them as an entirely free gift. It is that transformation 
which alone can provide the essential motivation to give up slaving prac-
tices. No philosophy, ideology, or humanistic panacea can achieve this—
and without it all the moralistic rhetoric in the world will achieve little, 
as past history has abundantly demonstrated. 

Finally, one must see the larger picture. Slavery is but one affront to hu-
man dignity. Its basic error is not to recognise the humanity of all those 
who benefit from the same genetic-chromosomal nature. Slavery refuses 
to treat genuine human beings as such; it reduces them to things, to chat-
tel. This is precisely what occurs in other realms, and we must see the 
pattern, so that we do not engage in limited crusades instead of fighting 
the problem at its core. 

When legal philosopher Ronald Dworkin’s book, Life’s Dominion, was 
published, the author gave a public lecture, followed by discussion, in 
London. The argument of the book is that, owing to the need for the state 
to allow for religious differences, the civil law should stay clear of the 
abortion issue, since it is a religious matter (some arguing against it on 
the basis of their convictions, others arguing the other way according to 
their value-system). I posed the question: “Like the slave, the fetus satis-
fies the entire genetic-chromosomal definition of a human being, but is 
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incapable of defending his or her rights, including the right to life. I as-
sume, therefore, on the basis of the argument in your book, that you 
would have stayed clear of the fight to emancipate the slaves and would 
have opposed efforts to legislate against slavery—since the acceptance or 
rejection of slavery likewise turns on conflicting ideological values?” 
Dworkin would not accept the logic of the analogy—overwhelming as it 
is—so, needless to say, my question did not receive a satisfactory reply.57 

Fundamental moral questions are always interlocked. We must there-
fore fight modern variants of slavery with the clarity which comes from a 
transcendental perspective—and at the same time recognise the need 
simultaneously to battle against the multifarious parallel affronts to hu-
man dignity which mask as “choices” rather than what they really are: 
devices to reduce human persons to the status of means rather than ends. 
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SLAVERY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT, 
IN THE NEW TESTAMENT, AND TODAY 

With special research on  
“The Role of Evangelicals in the Abolition of Slavery” 

Thomas Schirrmacher 

1. The Term ‘Slave’ in the Old Testament 

The term slave in Bible translations is given to misunderstanding, because 
it is all too easy to mistakenly read the cruel slavery of the Greeks, Ro-
mans, Muslims, Europeans, and Americans into the Old and New Testa-
ments. For this reason, to describe what was allowed in the Bible, one 
should use terms other slave and rather speak of bonded labour (albeit on-
ly for real debts), labour service, or with Georg Huntemann speak of serv-
ant-hood work.58 Alan Richardson has formulated it as follows: 

“The ‘house-tables’ deal with domestic slavery, not the criminal slav-
ery of the galleys and mines. It should not be thought of in the light of 
modern slave-trading practices. Indeed, one must sympathize with the 
English translators in their efforts to render doulos: the ‘servant’ of the 
English Versions is too weak and colourless; the ‘bond servant’ of the Re-
vised Version margin is accurate but archaic: while ‘slave’ is too apt to 
suggest to modern ears the inhumanities of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. ‘Workers’ is 
perhaps the best modern rendering of douloi, even though it does not car-
ry with it the suggestion of being tied to one’s occupation and to one’s 
employer.”59 

The Hebrew expression for slave, ‘ebed (pl. ‘avadim) is a direct deriva-
tion of the verb ‘db, which means ‘to work:’ consequently a slave is a 
simply a worker or a servant. The ‘ebed is distinguished from hired work-
ers (sakhir) in three ways: he does not receive a salary for his work; he is a 
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member of the household of his master (comp. Genesis 24:2; Leviticus 
22:11 and below); and his Lord exercises a fatherly control over him . . .”60 

The legal position of a slave/servant in Israel, over against the posi-
tion of slaves among other peoples, was extraordinarily good. “The lot of 
slaves does not appear to have been particularly harsh.”61 This is demon-
strated in the fact that there is no word for ‘slave,’ but rather the same word that 
was used for ‘worker.’ “The Bible uses the same word, ‘ebed, for servants as 
well as for slaves, such that it is often difficult to determine which mean-
ing is meant in a particular section.”62 

In German the word slave (German Sklave) describes the misuse of the 
object. Servant is definitely a better rendering, which does more justice to 
the Old Testament institution. For that reason, the Jewish scholar Benno 
Jacob wants to completely dispel with the term slavery, because “A slave 
for a period of time is legal nonsense.”63 

Leviticus 25:6 distinguishes between four dependent types of labour: 
the “manservant” (slave), the “maidservant,” the “hired worker,” and the 
“temporary resident.”64 In other passages there is a distinction made be-
tween the salaried “hired worker” and the “temporary resident” (both in 
Leviticus 22:10; 25:40). 

2. Slaves’ Rights in the Old Testament65 

Even prior to the covenant at Sinai66, one reads in Job 31: “If I have denied 
justice to my menservants and maidservants when they had a grievance 

                                             
60 H. H. C. “Slavery.” cols. 1655-1660 in: Encyclopedia Judaica. vol. 14: Red-Sl. Enyclo-

pedia Judaica: Jerusalem, 1971, here col. 1655 (emphasis excluded). 
61 “Slavery,” p. 566 in: Isaac Landman (ed.). The Universal Jewish Encyclopedia. 10 vols. 

vol. 9. Universal Jewish Encyclopedia: New York, 1948; comp. ibid. on similar 
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62 “Slavery,” p. 566 in: Isaac Landman (ed.). The Universal Jewish Encyclopedia. 
63 B[enno] Jacob. Auge um Auge: Eine Untersuchung zum Alten und Neuen Testament. 

Philo Verlag: Berlin, 1929, p. 6. 
64 Comp. Hans Walter Wolff. Anthropologie des Alten Testaments. Chr. Kaiser: Mün-

chen, 19773, p. 289. 
65 Comp. the comprehensive study from a historic-critical point of view Gregory C. 
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the Old Testament, Supplement Series 141. Sheffield Academic Press: Sheffield 
(GB), 1993. 

66 I assume that the Book of Job reports from a time prior to or during Abraham’s 
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Ancient Wisdom, Scientific Accuracy, and Life-Changing Message of an Amazing Book. 
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against me, what will I do when God confronts me? What will I answer 
when called to account? Did not he who made me in the womb make 
them? Did not the same one form us both within our mothers?”  

There is a central social meaning to the fact that in the Sabbath com-
mandment servants/slaves were also expressly freed from work for the 
day (Exodus 20:10; 23:12; comp. Deuteronomy 5:14-15). In the first form of 
the Ten Commandments one reads: “Remember the Sabbath day by keep-
ing it holy. Six days you shall labour and do all your work, but the sev-
enth day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any 
work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or 
maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates. For in six 
days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in 
them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the 
Sabbath day and made it holy.”  

In this context it should also be considered that in the Old Testament 
the masters of the slaves (as well as the rulers and the local masters) and 
their families always worked as well and that in the Bible, work is part of 
what makes up the dignity of a person. Gustav Warneck observes in this 
regard, “. . . Christian mission demonstrates via word and example that 
the brand of shame that is seen upon work due to slavery rests upon a di-
vine command . . .”67 

A slave/servant in the Old Testament was not a possession of his or 
her master without rights as was the case in Greek, Roman, Islamic or the 
varieties of modern colonial slavery68. Rather, the servant was a person 
with full rights in the presence of a judge. As Job made clear, this is the 
case because the servant is just as much created by God as every other 
person. Also, because the servant is an image of God, he or she may not 
be infringed upon (comp. 9:6). For this reason one reads: “If a man beats 
his male or female slave with a rod and the slave dies as a direct result, he 
must be punished . . .” (Exodus 21:20). 

                                                                                                                                           
Baker Book House: Grand Rapids (MI), 1988; comp. my review in “Querschnitte” 
4 (1991) 2: 17. Hans Möller. Sinn und Aufbau des Buches Hiob. Evangelische Verlags-
anstalt: (Ost-)Berlin, 1955 defends the unity of the book against critical views. 

67 Gustav Warneck. Die Stellung der evangelischen Mission zur Sklavenfrage. C. Bertels-
mann: Gütersloh, 1889, p. 67. 

68 Comp. on the history of slavery, above all modern slavery: Susanne Everett. Ge-
schichte der Sklaverei. Bechtermünz Verlag: Augsburg, 1998 and Milton Meltzer. 
Slavery: A World History. Da Capo: New York, 1993 (revised edition in 2 vols. 1971 & 
1972); abridged version for youth: Milton Meltzer. All Times, All Peoples: A World 
History of Slavery. Harper & Row: New York, 1980. 
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As John Murray presented rather fittingly, in the Bible the master 
does not own the slave/servant but rather his or her work.69 For that rea-
son a slave could have his own possessions (e.g., 1 Samuel 9:8; 2 Samuel 
9:10, 12; 16:4; 19: 18). That was the only reason why, should the occasion 
arise, he was able to buy his own freedom, and indeed then, when he had 
to provide his own possessions as payment (Leviticus 25:29-30 would 
have applied to slaves). 

Generally speaking, there were numerous protective measures relat-
ing to slaves/servants.70 No master was to “rule . . . ruthlessly,” neither 
over slaves (Leviticus 25:43, 46) nor over hired workers (Leviticus 25:53); 
Exodus 21:1-11 has been titled “Regulations for the Protection of Slaves” 
in certain German translations.71 Accordingly, an Israelite slave was to 
serve for six years at most (Exodus 21:2, also see Deuteronomy 15: 12, 18). 
If he wanted to offer lifelong service, the slave had to conclude an eternal 
covenant with his master (Deuteronomy 15:16-17). This condition 
demonstrates once again just how great the relationship of trust between 
master and servant could be. Israelite slavery could not have been so bad 
if people voluntarily expanded it through an agreement from six years to 
a lifelong arrangement. 

A slave/servant was able to be corporally disciplined as one’s own 
children were (which in Europe was also common with employees until 
around 1900), but if he suffered harm, for instance by losing an eye or a 
tooth, he had to be freed (Exodus 21:26-27). After the end of the period of 
slavery, the master had to give the slave/servant enough property so that 
he could establish his own existence: “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” (Deuteronomy 15:13-14). The reasoning, expressed next to 
the reminder that Israel was once itself oppressed as slaves, is of great 
importance (Deuteronomy 15:15): “Do not consider it a hardship to set 
your servant free, because his service to you these six years has been 
worth twice as much as that of a hired hand [that is, arguably, the profit 
gained and the salary saved]. And the Lord your God will bless you in eve-
rything you do” (Deuteronomy 15:18). The work of a slave is worth his 
wages. The wage consisted mostly in working off debts; however, it was 

                                             
69 John Murray. Principles of Conduct: Aspects of Biblical Ethics. Wm. B. Eerdmans: 

Grand Rapids (MI), 1978 (1957 reprint), pp. 97-98. 
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also expressed in the form of a generous endowment to establish the 
slave’s future. 

Next to this there was a “right of redemption” (Leviticus 25:48) for 
slaves/servants, who had to be set free when they either bought their 
own freedom or when someone else bought their freedom (Leviticus 
25:47-55). There even existed a “redemption duty” upon the “uncle” or 
the nephew, that is to say, the closest relatives (“his closest blood rela-
tive”) (Leviticus 25:49). 

This right of redemption shows that slavery was a state that always 
needed to be ended as soon as possible. Paul writes similarly: “. . . alt-
hough if you can gain your freedom, do so” (1 Corinthians 7:21). Paul 
would never have been able to make such a statement about marriage 
and family which had been founded by God (“. . . although if you can gain 
your freedom . . .”). 

A slave could be named as an heir, which as a rule occurred via adop-
tion (e.g., Genesis 15:2-372; 1 Chronicles 2:34-3573) and indeed not only in 
the case of childlessness, but rather also in the place of the biological 
heirs (Proverbs 17:2). Abraham had a servant Eliezer (Genesis 15:2), who 
was “the chief [or oldest] servant in his household” and was “in charge of 
all he had” (Genesis 24:2). What trust Abraham placed in his 
slave/servant! This servant of Abraham was charged with searching out a 
wife for Isaac, that is to say, of his future master (Genesis 24). Further-
more, the slave/servant could become an heir by marrying a daughter 
who was to receive an inheritance (1 Chronicles 2:35). Complete upward 
mobility was possible for a slave. 

A slave/servant was circumcised (Genesis 17:12-13; Exodus 12:44) and 
with that action was completely accepted into the covenant with God. He 
took part in the Passover (Exodus 12:44) as well as in sacrifices and fel-
lowship meals (Leviticus 22:11). He was to expressly rejoice in worship 
(Deuteronomy 12:12, 18; 16:11, 14). 

One of the most astounding commands regarding the limitations on 
slavery is in Deuteronomy 23:15-16: “If a slave has taken refuge with you, 
do not hand him over to his master. Let him live among you wherever he 
likes and in whatever town he chooses. Do not oppress him.” Hans Walter 
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Wolff writes in this connection: “This law is, as far as the ancient Orient is 
concerned, unique.”74 

Due to the fact that God wants men to be free, as Leviticus 25: 39-43 
shows, slavery was not generally viewed positively: “If one of your coun-
trymen becomes poor among you and sells himself to you, do not make 
him work as a slave. He is to be treated as a hired worker or a temporary 
resident among you; he is to work for you until the Year of Jubilee. Then 
he and his children are to be released, and he will go back to his own clan 
and to the property of his forefathers. Because the Israelites are my serv-
ants, whom I brought out of Egypt, they must not be sold as slaves. Do not 
rule over them ruthlessly, but fear your God.” Slavery was to be avoided 
if at all possible. The poverty of a person was not to be exploited in order 
to bring him under a condition of slavery. For this reason, Amos strongly 
rebukes the selling of the poor (Amos 2:6). (Gentile slaves comprise the 
exception in Leviticus 25:44-46.) 

With all of this I do not want to say that the Old Testament already 
understood the legal protections we have today in the 21st century for 
those employed and dependent. However, the Old Testament set itself 
apart from its surrounding environment as far as legal protection for de-
pendent employees was concerned and was far ahead of its time in this 
morally sensitive area. In no case, in light of this legal protection, can a 
view be supported that says Old Testament slavery corresponded to later 
European and Islamic slavery. The way that Christian slave owners in the 
south of the USA used the Old Testament up into the 19th century was 
misguided and unjustified. If slave owners had held to the Old Testament, 
they would have had none of their slaves, alone for the very facts that the 
slaves were where they were as a result of robbery and were unable to 
become free. 

3. Female Slaves in the Old Testament 

The protective provisions for female slaves/maidservants with respect to 
marriage should be specifically outlined (Exodus 21:7-11). To this end I 
will borrow a section from my chapter on polygamy in my book Ethics. In 
that place I demonstrated that polygamy was tolerated in the Old Testa-
ment but was not regarded as the ideal, and that a number of passages, 
among them the following regarding maidservants, have been wrongly 
applied to polygamy. 
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Exodus 21:7-11 

In my opinion the correct translation would literally read: “If someone 
sells his daughter as a [female] slave, she should not be treated like the 
[male] slaves. If she is not pleasing to her master, who will not take her 
for himself, he has to redeem her. He has no authority to sell her to a for-
eigner, because he has broken faith with respect to her. And in case he 
wants her for his son, he has to give her the rights a daughter has. If he 
marries another woman [in her place], he should not reduce her suste-
nance, clothing, and time [or oil]. If he does not provide her with these 
three things, she should move out for free, without any amount of money 
being paid” (Exodus 21:7-11).  

It is not until one looks at the usual translation (excerpted) and inter-
pretation that the problem becomes clear: “If she does not please the 
master who has selected her for himself, he must let her be redeemed. . . . 
If he selects her for his son, he must grant her the rights of a daughter. If 
he marries another woman, he must not deprive the first one of her food, 
clothing and marital rights. . . .”75 

On the basis of this translation one assumes that what happens here is 
that a man takes a slave as a wife, that she later becomes displeasing to 
him, and that he takes another woman as an additional wife. In that case 
he should provide for her and not reduce the marital rights for the first 
wife if he marries a second. 

To begin with, even if the passage were to have to do with polygamy, 
the passage says nothing about whether God allows polygamy. In the Old 
Testament there are many ‘if-then’ regulations, in which after the situa-
tion described as the ‘if’ in no way corresponds to the will of God. 

In our passage it additionally hints that the initial situation is not de-
sired by God, because the very reason the master should treat the slave 
well is because he has already broken faith with her (Exodus 21:8). 

Admittedly the usual translation cannot clear up several problems. 
First of all, why does it have to do with the situation where the woman 
has been selected for someone (Exodus 21:9)? Why is there talk of the 
possibility of her freedom being purchased or of her having the right to 
move without their being any cost, if that is practically tantamount to 
divorce? What does the fact that the slave was intended for the son have 
to do with the marriage to a second woman? Does not everything speak 
for the idea that what is being addressed here is a case in which the mas-
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ter or his son has not married the slave, and where if one of them does 
not eventually marry her, she is still to be provided for and treated well? 

The reasons for the first translation confirm this suspicion. There are 
three points, because of which another translation becomes necessary or 
possible. 

1. A note in the quoted German Bible translation76 notes that the 
translation in Exodus 21:8 “the master who has selected her for himself” 
is only found in 6 Hebrew manuscripts. In addition to that, there are the 
Greek Septuagint, the Aramaic Targum, and the Latin Vulgate. All other 
Hebrew manuscripts as well as Syrian, Persian, and Arabic translations 
have handed down a letter differently77: instead of “for himself” (Hebrew 
lo mit Wav), they read “not” (Hebrew lo mit Aleph). Instead of that it is 
therefore “who does not select her” and not “who selects her for him-
self.” The master therefore does not marry the slave, but she should nev-
ertheless be treated well because he has promised to marry her. 

2. When in Exodus 21:8 it reads that “he marries another woman,” 
this other woman has to be the first wife, since he does not marry the 
slave. 

3. The translation of the word that is rendered “marital rights” (He-
brew onata) is taken solely from the context and from interpretation, 
since it appears only at this point in the Old Testament.78 The basis for 
this translation is the Greek Septuagint, which renders the word with 
“her companionship” (Greek homilia). Admittedly the Greek word can al-
so generally mean “contact,” “association,” “friendship” (in the New Tes-
tament it is otherwise only found in 1 Corinthians 15:33: “bad company”). 
The Hebrew word onata has been variously explained. In this way it has 
been derived from the “particular time” or draws parallels, as in Shalom 
Paul,79 to old oriental texts. These texts contain the triad of “sustenance, 
clothing, and anointing” as the basis for life, whereby the oil stands for 
health. In any event the translation of “marital rights” is pure specula-
tion, which, in my opinion, is derived from a false interpretation. 
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4. Releasing Slaves in the Old Testament  

We have already become familiar with the right of redemption that a 
slave himself had, or that anyone else had who wanted to buy the slave’s 
freedom. 

The release of a slave was considered a good thing to do. The libera-
tion of Israel from slavery in Egypt remained unforgotten, and it was 
simultaneously a liberation from spiritual slavery in Egypt as well as a 
liberation from the visible slavery of compulsory labour (e. g., Exodus 
13:3, 14; 20:2; Deuteronomy 6:12; 7:8; 8:14; Psalm 81:6-8; Jeremiah 11:4; 
34:13; Micah 6:4). This becomes particularly clear in the reasons provided 
for the protective regulations for slaves in Leviticus 25, as several ex-
cerpts will show: “Because the Israelites are my servants, whom I brought 
out of Egypt, they must not be sold as slaves. Do not rule over them ruth-
lessly . . .” (Leviticus 25:42-43); “. . . for the Israelites belong to me as serv-
ants. They are my servants, whom I brought out of Egypt. I am the Lord 
your God” (Leviticus 25:55). 

Freeing a slave was above all called for when the reason for the en-
slavement was unjust: “Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to 
loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the 
oppressed free and break every yoke?” (Isaiah 58:6). The actual year to 
set free was the Year of Jubilee. (Jesus quoted this text in Luke 4:16-22 to-
gether with Isaiah 61:1 et seq. at one of his first public appearances and 
proclaims that the fulfilment of the year of freedom had begun with 
him.) 

The most comprehensive chapters having to do with proclaiming 
freedom are found in Jeremiah and Nehemiah. In Jeremiah 34:8-22 a 
“covenant” (mentioned repeatedly in 34:8-22) was made under King Zed-
ekiah to release all slaves in the course of the Year of Jubilee, that is to 
say, to “proclaim ‘freedom’” (Jeremiah 34:17). When the “leaders” take 
back their slaves, their sin brings God’s anger on them (Jeremiah 34:19-
22). In the process God expressly reminds them of his law of the Year of 
Jubilee (Jeremiah 34:14-15, 17) and of the liberation of Israel from Egyp-
tian slavery (Jeremiah 34:13). 

Alongside this there were times slaves were set free when it was not 
the Year of Jubilee, such as the second Old Testament report of a large-
scale release of slaves shows. Nehemiah 5 reports a major action to for-
give debt by the wealthy, by which many slaves were given their freedom 
and additional people were prevented from becoming slaves. 
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In summary, one can say the following: The Jews “differentiate them-
selves from all peoples of antiquity . . . in that they had the most highly 
advanced protective legislation for slaves.”80 

5. The Death Penalty for Slave Thieves and Slave 
Traders  

How did one (legally) become a slave/servant in the Old Testament? 
There was no situation where it was legal to bring someone into slavery 
through theft or through sale. The death penalty was the punishment for 
such actions: “Anyone who kidnaps another and either sells him or still 
has him when he is caught must be put to death” (Exodus 21:16).81 “If a 
man is caught kidnapping one of his brother Israelites and treats him as a 
slave or sells him, the kidnapper must die. You must purge the evil from 
among you” (Deuteronomy 24:7). Alone this instruction condemns Greek, 
Roman, Islamic, and the varieties of modern colonial slavery. Practically 
all the blacks in North and South America were made into slaves by ab-
duction. The slave traders and their financiers in genteel banking houses 
and aristocratic families assaulted the lives of others and thus, according 
to Old Testament law, forfeited their own lives. 

Gary North points out correctly that this did not only apply to the 
brutal slave hunters, but rather also to the respectable English and Amer-
ican citizens who financed the slave trade.82 

Michael Parsons writes: “It should be emphasized that the New Tes-
tament writers did not overlook the errors of slavery. The Pauline list of 
lawbreakers includes slave traders (1 Timothy 1:9-10). John includes slav-
ery in his analysis of the errors which permeated Babylon, whereby the 
city would be judged (Revelation 18:13).”83 
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6. How did an Individual become a Slave according to 
the Old Testament? 

Let us return to Old Testament slavery. How did someone (legally) be-
come a slave according to the Old Testament? 

A person could become a slave by obligating oneself to remain a slave 
for life (Exodus 21:5-6) or by being born as a slave (Genesis 15:3; 17:12-13, 
27; Exodus 23:12; Leviticus 22:11; Genesis 14:14). Both, however, presup-
posed already existing slavery. This also applied to the purchase of non-
Israelite slaves (Leviticus 25:44-45; Genesis 17:12-13, 27; 37:28-36; 39:1). 
Here the issue is likewise the sale of slaves who in some other manner 
had become slaves. Normally only the following individuals could (invol-
untarily) become slaves/ servants: 

1. Prisoners of War (Numbers 31:7-12; Deuteronomy 20:10-14; 21:10-
14; Genesis 14:21). According to Deuteronomy 20:11, Israel always had to 
first offer peace to a besieged city, which then meant “forced labour,” 
that is, slavery with all its associated rights. If peace were to be refused, 
they came down on the city with the ban. Given this situation, slavery 
was therefore an act of grace. This type of slavery is no longer possible in 
New Testament times, because, I believe, God no longer gives any people 
the command to come down upon a people with the ban.  

2. Individuals unable to pay debts. Here lies the focal point of slavery. 
In slavery one serves to work off what one owes to another, so that one 
can also speak of “debt servant-hood.”84 In this case a person could resort 
to putting himself into a position of slavery (Leviticus 25:39-55; Deuter-
onomy 15:12-15; comp. Exodus 21:2-6) or give his children over into slav-
ery (Exodus 21:7-11; Nehemiah 5:5) and then also, of course, to redeem 
his family and himself. In 2 Kings 4:1 a “creditor” takes two sons of a 
woman as slaves. However, the process of slavery was not only a burden but al-
so social welfare for an individual who for no fault of his own goes bankrupt. “As 
elsewhere in the old Orient, slavery attributable to debts, in which the 
family would then get involved, was not actually a penalty; rather, it was 
civil law compensation to the creditor from the debtor for his inability to 
pay.”85 

This Old Testament system must not be confused with the most com-
mon type of slavery in present times, debt servant-hood. Nowadays debts 
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are wrongfully caused and cannot be repaid, for instance when fictitious 
user fees for tools in India exceed wages. In the Old Testament we are 
dealing with real debts which have to be duly paid off or worked off. 

3. Criminal Offenders. In addition to the aforesaid, an individual una-
ble to pay his debts could above all be placed into slavery by a court or-
der.86 Insofar as criminal offenses are concerned, slavery fulfilled the 
function that financial penalties and imprisonment should have today. 
This applied especially for thieves (Exodus 22:1-3; Leviticus 25:40). Exodus 
22:2 reads as follows: “A thief must certainly make restitution, but if he 
has nothing, he must be sold to pay for his theft.” 

7. Slavery in the New Testament  

There have been many who have stumbled over the fact that the New 
Testament asks slaves/servants to work particularly well and honestly 
for their masters (e.g., Titus 2:9-11; Ephesians 6:5-9; Colossians 3:22-4:1; 1 
Timothy 6:1-2; 1 Peter 2:18-25; 1 Corinthians 7:21-24). However, the justi-
fication is important: “. . . not only when their eye is on you and to win 
their favour, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord. 
Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, 
not for men . . .” (Colossians 3:22). It is not the payer of the wages who is 
the actual employer; rather, it is God! The slave knows that in God’s eyes 
his work is good and worthy. Was this type of request to work to the 
tastes of the masters? Hardly. 

Additionally, the New Testament turns against the slave trade. Let us 
repeat the statement by Michael Parsons: “It should be highlighted that 
the New Testament writers do not overlook the mistake of slavery. The 
Pauline list of lawbreakers includes ‘slave traders’ (1 Timothy 1:9-10). 
John includes slavery in his analysis of errors that pervade Babylon, and 
these are errors whereby the state is judged (Revelation 18:13).”87 

The sharp admonitions that were given to masters can only be under-
stood if based on this basic attitude. The admonitions reminded the mas-
ters of their lawful responsibilities, because God does not look at a per-
son’s standing: “Anyone who does wrong will be repaid for his wrong, 
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and there is no favouritism. Masters, provide your slaves with what is 
right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven” 
(Colossians 3:25 – 4:1). 

The same Paul who encouraged slaves to work well and to prove their 
Christian faith as slaves was able to write: “Each one should remain in the 
situation which he was in when God called him. 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” (1 Corinthians 7:20-22). In Philemon Paul vehe-
mently engages himself for the freedom of a slave.88 Is that a contradic-
tion? No. 

There is another translation of the passage that is now generally 
viewed as wrong – “even if you can become free, rather stay all the more” 
– and it is often viewed as the reigning view of the early church. Alphons 
Steinmann, however, demonstrated as early as 191789 that to think that 
only in modern times there was a desire for slaves to see freedom is false, 
since this view can also be found in scores of church fathers and theolo-
gians across the centuries. 

In the Bible mankind is a slave of sin and is caught in rebellion against 
God. If he accepts that God is justified in his judgment and accepts the 
substitutionary, sacrificial death of Jesus Christ, he is one who is called by 
God. Forgiveness of sins is what frees that individual to experience a new 
life. Not all external, life circumstances have to immediately take a turn 
for the good in order to have this new life with God. Even as a slave a per-
son can wholeheartedly serve God. It has absolutely nothing to do with 
whether one finds slavery agreeable or justifiable. Paul clearly recom-
mends the emancipation of slaves and even fights for it. However, belief 
in God reprioritizes one’s values. It is not work that makes life valuable, 
but rather the Creator and Redeemer who gives the work. The penetrat-
ing power of Christianity consists in the fact that by pointedly calling up-
on the righteousness of God, there is a call for and promotion of right-
eousness; and even then when this is withheld, in thankfulness towards 
God, the call continues and does not make itself dependent on external 

                                             
88 Comp. Herbert M. Carson. The Epistle of Paul to the Colossians and Philemon. The 

Tyndale New Testament Commentary. Wm. B. Eerdmans: Grand Rapids (MI), 
1979 (1960 reprint). In part. pp. 21-24. 

89 Alphons Steinmann. “Zur Geschichte der Auslegung von 1Kor 7,21.” Theologische 
Revue 16 (1917): 340-348. 
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circumstances. Internal freedom can and should precede external free-
dom.  

To repeat: The Old Testament sharply condemns slavery as we know 
it from Greek, Roman, Islamic, or from modern, colonial history. It im-
poses the death penalty on human traffickers, and the New Testament 
follows this condemnation (see the passages above).  

8. Slavery and Christians: From the early Church to 
Abolition 

It is no coincidence that the early church unsettled the Roman world and 
Hellenistic civilization, in which slavery was an inherent part of the 
structure of society.90 It did this when it began to make it possible for 
slaves to have complete participation in their congregations and when it 
set slaves free or bought their freedom on a large scale.91 

“With the demand for equality before God, which always taught 
Christians to see in other Christians only another individual with whom 
one was a slave of the Lord, the lowest standing became the standing of 
the Christian.”92  

“Slaves were even able to become clerics, indeed even bishops.”93 The 
most famous example is Bishop Kallist (d. 222 A.D.), who went from slav-
ery to become the highest representative of the church as Bishop of 
Rome.94 “All the Roman bishops up to Victor I (189-198) may very well 
have been former slaves or Orientals.”95 Freeing slaves counted in the 

                                             
90 Comp. Elisabeth Herrmann-Otto. Sklaverei und Freilassung in der griechisch-

römischen Welt. Hildesheim. Georg Olms, 2009; Stefan Knoch. Sklavenfürsorge im 
Römischen Reich: Formen und Motive. Hildesheim: Georg Ohlms, 2009; Elisabeth 
Hermann-Otto (ed.). Unfreie Arbeits- und Lebensverhältnisse von der Antike bis in die 
Gegenwart: Eine Einführung. Hildesheim: Georg Ohlms, 2009. 

91 Comp. Henneke Gülzow. “Soziale Gegebenheiten der altkirchlichen Mission,” pp. 
227-243 in: Heinzgünter Frohnes, Uwe W. Knorr (eds.). Die Alte Kirche. Kirchenge-
schichte als Missionsgeschichte 1. Chr. Kaiser: München, 1974, here pp. 207-208. 

92 Hennecke Gülzow. Christentum und Sklaverei in den ersten drei Jahrhunderten. Rudolf 
Habelt: Bonn, 1969, p. 173. 

93 Adolf von Harnack. Die Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums in den ersten drei 
Jahrhunderten. VMA-Verlag: Wiesbaden, o. J. (1924 reprint4), p. 193. 

94 His life is presented in Hennecke Gülzow. Christentum und Sklaverei in den ersten 
drei Jahrhunderten. op. cit., pp. 146-172. 

95 Johannes Neumann. “ Bischof I: Das katholische Bischofsamt,” pp. 653-682 in: 
Gerhard Krause, Gerhard Müller (eds.). Theologische Realenzyklopädie. vol. 6. Wal-
ter de Gruyter: Berlin, 1980, p. 659. 
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early church as a good work, Christians were publicly engaged in efforts 
relating to the destiny of slaves,96 and slaves had full rights in the 
church.97 (It is to be pointed out at this juncture that slavery in antiquity 
differed from later Islamic and then from ‘Christian’ slavery in that being 
set free and the purchase of freedom [also by the slave himself] were 
both possible.)98 

Gary North quotes William L. Westermann’s question in his investiga-
tion of Greek and Roman slavery as to why it was specifically Christianity 
that abolished slavery in the long run.99 His answer is that slavery actual-
ly found its end in Christ on the cross but that it was only in the course of 
the development of the Christian church that it grew in its realization.100 
This view is not to be dismissed. The Christian faith has made several 
contributions to history within and outside of the Christian world that 
are not traceable back to an expressed biblical command or prohibition. 
Examples include work-free time on weekends, the end of the degrada-
tion of women, the prohibition against child-labour, and all the regula-
tions that arise from the view of equality that sees human beings as made 
in the image of God, such as the abolition of slavery. 

North wants to demonstrate that slavery is a component of the year 
of Jubilee and for that reason it found an end every 50 years.101 Since Je-
sus Christ saw himself as the fulfilment of the Year of Jubilee and pro-
claimed a permanent Jubilee Year (both Luke 4:17-19 and 21), slavery and 
bonded servitude were abolished, even if they were not forbidden in the 
their biblical form, and even if it took some time until this salvific truth 
prevailed in Christianity. 

                                             
96 See Hennecke Gülzow. Christentum und Sklaverei in den ersten drei Jahrhunderten. 

op. cit., pp. 173-176. 
97 Adolf von Harnack. Die Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums in den ersten drei 
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98 See in this connection in particular Elisabeth Herrmann-Otto. Sklaverei und Frei-
lassung in der griechisch-römischen Welt. Hildesheim. Georg Olms, 2009. 

99 Gary North. Tools of Dominion: The Case Laws of Exodus. Institute for Christian Eco-
nomics: Tyler (TX), 1990, p. 186. Also William L. Westermann. The Slave Systems of 
Greek and Roman Antiquity. American Philosophical Society: Philadelphia (USA), 
1955, p. 159. 

100 Gary North. Tools of Dominion. op. cit., pp. 186-187. 
101 Gary North. “The Jubilee Year and Abolitionism.” Biblical Economics Today 11 

(1988) 2 (Feb/Mar): 1-4. 
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Even if it was the case that the end of slavery was achieved prior to 
the end of the 19th century, it was something that had always been dis-
puted among theologians and legal experts102 – completely in contrast to 
Islam, which will be treated in more detail in Section 10. 

“The Synod of Châlons in France declared the following in 650 A.D.: 
‘The highest piety and religion demands that Christianity be completely 
freed from the chains of slavery.’ In 922 A.D. the Koblenz Synod in the 
East Frankish Empire came to the resolution that the sale of a Christian 
was to be considered murder.”103 

The first legal book in history to reject servitude and – a fortiori – 
slavery is the Sachsenspiegel (literal English translation is ‘Saxon Mirror’), 
dated 1235 A.D. It was composed by Eike Repgow. In it the lack of freedom 
is seen as an injustice which by practice of habit comes to be seen as just. 
Jesus’ teaching on paying taxes to Caesar indicates that a coin belongs to 
the person whose picture it bears; since man bears God’s image, he be-
longs to God and no one else.”104 

The discussion of the conquest of the Indians in Latin America is no-
table. In the surrounding discussion, the Pope – unsuccessfully – spoke 
out for the human dignity of the Indians and against their enslave-
ment.105 

On account of this, it was only consistent for Protestant world mis-
sions and missionaries such as David Livingstone or Elias Schrenk to en-
gage in massive efforts to end the slave trade and slavery.106 This slavery 

                                             
102 Comp. Alvin J. Schmidt. Wie das Christentum die Welt veränderte. Gräfelfing: Dr. In-
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griechisch-römischen Welt. Hildesheim. Georg Olms, 2009, pp. 209-214; for the 17th 
century Bernd Francke. Sklaverei und Unfreiheit im Naturrecht des 17. Jahrhunderts. 
Hildesheim: Georg Ohlms, 2009. 

103 Egon Flaig. Weltgeschichte der Sklaverei. op. cit., p. 157. 
104 Ibid., p. 158. 
105 Egon Flaig. Weltgeschichte der Sklaverei. op. cit., pp. 164-165; Thomas Schirrma-

cher. Rassismus. Hänssler: Holzgerlingen, 2009, p. 59; Matthias Gillner. Bartolomé 
de Las Casas und die Eroberung des indianischen Kontinents. Theologie und Frieden 12. 
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106 Comp. Gustav Warneck. Die Stellung der evangelischen Mission zur Sklavenfrage. C. 
Bertelsmann: Gütersloh, 1889; Chapter “The Spiritual Warfare Against Slavery,” 
pp. 204-224 in: Timothy L. Smith. Revivalism and Social Reform in Mid-Nineteenth-
Century America. Abingdon Press: New York, 1957 and as practical examples Al. 
Michelsen. “Der Sklavenhandel Ostafrica’s.” Allgemeine Missions-Zeitschrift 2 
(1875): 518-527 and 3 (1876): 335-348+383-392; Theodor Arndt. “Was können wir 
deutschen Protestanten zur Unterdrückung des Sclavenhandels in Afrika tun?” 
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had absolutely nothing to do with what was allowed in the Old Testa-
ment. Missionary societies and British Evangelicals were also significant-
ly involved in the abolition of slavery.107 If anything it is to be borne in 
mind “that the anti-slavery movement in the 18th and 19th centuries did 
not primarily take its argumentation and inspiration from human rights 
convictions but rather above all from religious beliefs and convictions.”108 

But let us start a bit earlier.109 While African peoples had long en-
slaved each other,110 and things had so developed that Arab princes had 

                                                                                                                                           
Protestantische Kirchenzeitung für das evangelische Deutschland Nr. 16 dated April 17, 
1889: cols. 375-382; “Sklaverei und Sklavenhandel II.” Neue Evangelische Kirchen-
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107 Comp. Jonathan Hildebrandt. History of the Church in Africa. Africa Christian Press: 
Achimota (Ghana), 1981, pp. 7-79; Garth Lean. Wilberforce: Lehrstück christlicher 
Sozialreform. Theologie und Dienst 3. Brunnen Verlag: Gießen, 1974. Walter Bienert. 
Der überholte Marx. Evangelisches Verlagswerk: Stuttgart, 19742, pp. 96-110 cor-
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108 Jozef Punt. Die Idee der Menschenrechte: Ihre geschichtliche Entwicklung und ihre Re-
zeption durch die moderne katholische Sozialverkündigung. Abhandlungen zur Soziale-
thik 26. F. Schöningh: Paderborn, 1987, p. 168 (with additional literature); comp. 
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Against Slavery and Caste: The Life and Times of John G. Fee. Associated University 
Press: Cranbury (NJ) & London, 1996; Howard Temperley. British Antislavery 1833-
1870. Logman: London, 1972 (on the Christian argumentation against Slavery see 
pp. 14-15). 

109 Comp. on the history of slavery Christian Delacampagne. Die Geschichte der Skla-
verei. Wiss. Buchges.: Darmstadt, 2004; Egon Flaig. Weltgeschichte der Sklaverei. 
München: C. H. Beck, 2009; Susanne Everett. Geschichte der Sklaverei. Bechter-
münz: Augsburg, 1998; especially on the USA: Jochen Meissner et al. Schwarzes 
Amerika: Eine Geschichte der Sklaverei. C. H. Beck: München, 2008; John Hope Fran-
klin, Alfred A. Moss. Von der Sklaverei zur Freiheit: Die Geschichte der Schwarzen in 
den USA. Ullstein: Berlin, 1999; Hugh Thomas. The Slave Trade: The History of the At-
lantic Slave Trade: 1440-1870. London: Phoenix Books, 2006; Harm Mögenburg, 
Heinz-Peter Rauckes. Sklaverei und Dreieckshandel: Menschen als Ware. Diesterweg: 
Frankfurt, 1988; 1996 (paperback) and my book Rassismus. Hänssler: Holzger-
lingen, 2009. 

110 According to Tidiane N‘Diaye. Der verschleierte Völkermord. op. cit., p. 32-33 the 
thesis that as a consequence black African society was not familiar with servi-
tude or forced labor is difficult to maintain. From time immemorial there was al-
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slaves (or slaves of the crown) and the much harder working field servant, 
whose fate was in fact everything other than enviable. Those who achieved the 
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become the masters of the African slave trade (see in this connection the 
more comprehensive Section 10), European involvement began in 1444 
when a Portuguese expedition unloaded 235 slaves from Mauritius in La-
gos. It was in 1510 that for the first time 50 black slaves were brought 
from Spain to Haiti in order to work in the silver mines, and it was in 
1619 that for the first time slaves were brought to the land which is now 
the USA. 

The transatlantic slave trade was born,111 which was a business trian-
gle in which cheap goods, hard liquor, and weapons from Europe, 
through the inclusion of Arab slave traders, were often exchanged for 
slaves from Europe and these then exchanged for American colonial 
goods. With this it was taken for granted that there would be a social and 
physical death of a portion of the slaves, since slaves were valued and 
treated as goods. Between 1450 and 1900 it is estimated that 11.7 million 
slaves from Africa were carried off to the Americas. Of this total, 9.8 mil-
lion actually found America to be their country of destination. Between 1 
and 2 million slaves died during what was approximated to be 50,000 pas-
sages.112 

9. The Role of Evangelicals in the Abolition of Slavery 

From one day to the next, the British let go of 800,000 slaves in 1834.113 
How did this happen? 

In addition to other economic and social factors, Evangelical Revival-
ism was significantly involved in bringing an end to slavery. Indeed it is 
at this point that the designation Evangelicals came about in the first 
place.114 This applies to the legal abolition of slavery in Great Britain as 
well as to the anti-slavery movement in the USA.115  
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111 Comp. I part. Christian Delacampagne. Die Geschichte der Sklaverei. op. cit., pp. 
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It was in 1688 that Quakers in England and the USA first demanded 
that all slaves be released. By 1780 all Quakers had released their slaves.116 
George Whitefield und John Wesley, who set “Methodist” revivalism in 
motion in England and the USA, fought vehemently against the “sin” of 
slavery. Wesley published his book Thoughts upon Slavery in 1774. Begin-
ning in 1784, slave owners were excommunicated by Methodists. In Eng-
land many friends of Wesley who were involved in politics became active 
in opposition to slavery. The most famous of these is William Wilberforce 
(1759-1833).117 
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In addition to William Wilberforce, the long underrated Thomas Clark-
son118 should be mentioned.119 Additionally, the former slave trader John New-
ton, who wrote a book against the slave trade120 as well as the “national an-
them” of the anti-slavery movement, “Amazing Grace,” is also noteworthy. 

The abolition of slavery was carried out by religious fanatics against 
Modernism, which had pointed to the priority of economic concerns and 
found that it had to bow to the reality of moral concerns. “Human rights 
developed in the fight against slavery.”121 “Thus it was not enlightened and 
revolutionary France but rather pious England that brought about the end 
of slavery.”122 Egon Flaig writes that this “is indebted to the longest and 
most intensive fight for the liberation of mankind. Those who carried on 
this battle are not to be found in Enlightenment philosophy; where one 
makes a find is in the spiritual realm of Protestant minorities . . .”123 

“That scientific racism, which expressly or tacitly assumes polygene-
sis, was not able to establish itself until the second half of the 19th centu-
ry, lies primarily in a strong Evangelical movement that was present 
there and whose followers believed that all people descended from Adam. 
. . . The ethnological discourse in France was able to develop without any 
influence from a Protestant Evangelicalism and for that reason took a 
more radical turn than in Great Britain or even in the United States.”124 

It was in the 1830’s at the latest that an increasing number of Evangel-
icals in the northern United States became active in the abolitionist 
movement. Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) is the most outstanding example. The 
book was written by the daughter of the famous Evangelical revivalist 
preacher Lyman Beecher. And it was not even the most radical book 
against slavery by Harriet Elizabeth Beecher Stowe (1811-1896), even if 
was by far the most successful.125 The South – admittedly also due to its 
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Catholic dominance which was made co-responsible for slavery – became 
the embodiment of the (enslaving) anti-Christ. “Evangelical abolitionists 
developed the doctrine of ‘higher law,’ a law that was higher than the 
United States Constitution. What was meant was a peculiarly vague mix-
ture of biblical and natural rights-philanthropic arguments,”126 which 
justified a right to resist slavery. However, as a general rule, there was no 
violence perpetrated by Evangelicals, as was the case with other aboli-
tionist powers. The Evangelicals were rather in favour of secession. Ac-
cording to Hochgeschwender, of the 1218 violent disturbances that have 
been shown to have occurred between 1828 and 1861, there were only 
eleven that can be traced back to Evangelicals. For this reason, Egon Flaig 
begins the chapter “The Fight for the Abolition of Slavery” with the sec-
tion “Evangelical Abolitionism. The first Prohibitions.”127 

Alvon J. Schmidt estimates that in the USA two-thirds of the anti-
slavery movement consisted of Evangelicals.128 Jochen Meissner writes 
“that the Evangelical-sectarian origins of many European settlements in 
the territory of the present day USA offered fertile ground for the spread 
of ideas which condemned slavery.”129 He continues: 

“Part of the abolition movement became radical in the 1830s in the 
north and won new advocates in the printer (and publicist) William Lloyd 
Garrison (1805-1879) or in Evangelicals, such as Theodore Weld. Garrison 
published The Liberator in Boston (1831-1865), which declared slavery to 
be a sin and campaigned against its reform and against financial compen-
sation for slaveholders. Instead, it advocated the immediate abolition of 
slavery. Weld (1803-1895) also supported the immediate abolition of slav-
ery. He composed influential pamphlets on the topic – The Bible Against 
Slavery (1837) and American Slavery As It Is (1839). The latter is supposed to 
have been the most read anti-slavery document read next to Stowe’s Un-
cle Tom’s Cabin.”130 

Evangelicals in Great Britain led the first large campaign in history. 
The first wave was in 1783/1787/1788. In 1807 its successes set in. The 
second wave came in 1791/1792, and the successes of the second wave 
arose in 1833. It resembles present day campaigns by Amnesty Interna-
tional, for example, and it was demonstrated here for the first time how a 
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political minority without influence can assert its human rights concerns 
through mobilizing a population. At first they collected almost 400,000 
signatures for the second campaign, and then 750,000 to 1,275,000 signa-
tures. This was respectively 1/5 and 1/3 of all those who were able to 
sign. This is due to the fact that there were about 4 million men under 16 
years of age.131 The sugar campaign also became well-known after a book 
by William Fox, which struck large segments of the population.132 All of 
this was led by innumerable local committees133, in which Evangelical 
women above all played a role.134 

William Wilberforce had been a representative in the British House of 
Commons since 1780. He converted to Evangelical Protestantism in 1784 
on a trip through continental Europe and founded the Abolition Society in 
order to elevate morals and especially abolish the slave trade. In a par-
liamentary meeting in 1789, Wilberforce, along with William Pitt, peti-
tioned for the first time in the House of Commons to abolish the slave 
trade. Again in 1792 a petition was filed, this time successfully. Yet im-
plementation was prevented due to war and the situation in the colonies. 
It was not until 1807 that an act of Parliament ended the British slave 
trade. Slave traders within the British sphere of control were viewed as 
pirates and punished. The United States of America followed, whereby 
beginning in 1808 the slave trade was forbidden. 

At that point Wilberforce set his sights on implementing this prohibi-
tion in the rest of the civilized world. Upon his urging, Lord Castlereagh 
successfully raised this as an issue at the Congress of Vienna. Finally, 
there were agreements in which France, Spain, and Portugal obligated 
themselves to forbid the slave trade 

After the slave trade was abolished, Wilberforce finally became active 
in ostracizing and eliminating slavery itself. In 1816 he presented a mo-
tion in Parliament to reduce the number of slaves in the British West In-
dies. The government began preparing the emancipation of all slaves in 
1823, and Wilberforce held impassioned speeches throughout the fierce 
debate until in 1825, he had to retire due to health reasons. He died in 
1833 and was buried in the church of the British crown, Westminster Ab-
bey. 
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Next to all the moral considerations, slavery was also not a profitable contributor 
to the economy; rather, in economic terms it produced a loss. If slaves had been 
replaced by oxen, tools and a feudal levy system at the time that sugar 
cane plantations sprang up, the revenues and the profits would have 
been much higher.135 Slaves could not earn anything. Any additional ef-
fort was pointless, and thinking for themselves was of no benefit. Rather, 
in the best case, it was only of value to the master. “During all of human 
history, slaves’ passivity always led to the downfall of the system that 
made use of their services.”136 

“In 1776 the abolitionists received additional support from an unex-
pected direction – from a standard work of economics, Adam Smith’s The 
Wealth of Nations. Smith came to the conclusion that slavery was uneco-
nomical, on the one hand due to the fact that it ruined the country, and 
on the other because the subsistence of slaves was more expensive than 
that for a free worker. However, he made it clear to which basis slavery, 
according to his own conviction, could be traced back: ‘The pride of man-
kind misguides man to enjoy domination . . . he will generally prefer the 
services of a slave to the services of a free man.’”137 

The American South, with its slave-based society, was poor when 
viewed as a whole in contrast to the slave-free American North. However, 
the fact cannot be hidden that some slave and plantation owners wal-
lowed in wealth.138 This should, however, not lead to the assumption that 
slavery was abolished because it was already in the grips of demise. More 
recent research shows that slavery was at a highpoint with respect to its 
profitability for those participating in it and that the number of trans-
ported and engaged slaves was higher than ever before. Additionally, 
slavery was abolished at the time when British pride was at its highest 
level.139 

More recent authors are correct that the abolition of slavery was 
above all forced through by moral purists (whom we might today call 
‘fundamentalists’140) to whom the continually stated economic conse-

                                             
135 Details in Henry Hobhouse. Fünf Pflanzen verändern die Welt. dtv: Frankfurt, 1987, 
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Geschichte der Sklaverei. Bechtermünz Verlag: Augsburg, 1998, pp. 74-75. 

136 Henry Hobhouse. Fünf Pflanzen verändern die Welt. op. cit., p. 233. 
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138 Comp. ibid., pp. 233-235. 
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quences did not matter when compared to the human dignity of those 
affected by slavery.141 The French Revolution left slavery in the colonies 
untouched and put down uprisings by slaves. Thus the Enlightenment did 
not make any significant contribution to the abolition of slavery.142 

In 1975 Roger Anstey defended and documented the thesis that Evan-
gelicals were so strongly opposed to slavery because they understood 
conversion and redemption to be from the slavery of sin into the freedom 
of the gospel, and for that reason could only view slavery negatively.143 
The fight against slavery was an “end in itself”144 for Evangelicals and a 
moral truth that could not be surrendered. For this reason it neither im-
pressed them that they actually did not have any political power, nor 
that the abolition of the slave trade would have alleged or actual grave 
consequences for the economy. 

Christopher Leslie Brown writes in his monumental history of the 
abolition of slavery, Moral Capital (2006), that the role of Evangelicals has 
been blocked out and indeed at times renounced since the last compre-
hensive investigation written by Roger Anstey in 1975.145 Seymour 
Drescher is of the same opinion in his monumental history of the anti-
slavery movement,146 whereby he additionally points out that the role of 
William Wilberforce has especially been suppressed. 

This is due to the fact, among others, that from about 1975-2000 one 
above all saw the abolition of slavery accounted for in economic and so-
cial terms. It was not until most recent times that a differing opinion on 
the part of researchers gained the upper hand. That opinion says that 
slavery was abolished at the time of its high point, that without the anti-
slavery movement it would have still been able to continue for a long 
time, and that the decisive reasons were not primarily economic but ra-
ther coming from intellectual history.147 Additionally, Christopher Leslie 
Brown points out – and this might astound many today – that Evangelical 
women played a central role in the anti-slavery movement. This is be-

                                             
141 So also Seymour Drescher. Abolition. op. cit., pp. 331, 205-206. 
142 So also Seymour Drescher. Abolition. op. cit., pp. 161-165; Jochen Meissner et. al. 

Schwarzes Amerika. op. cit. 
143 Roger Anstey. The Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition 1760-1810. op. cit., pp. 

157-183 “The Evangelical World View”; this is affirmed by Christopher Leslie 
Brown. Moral Capital. op. cit., pp. 336. 

144 Christopher Leslie Brown. Moral Capital. op. cit., p. 388. 
145 Roger Anstey. The Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition 1760-1810. op. cit. 
146 Seymour Drescher. Abolition. op. cit., pp. 377-380, 335-337; comp. the literature 

also with John Wolffe. The Expansion of Evangelicalism. op. cit., pp. 195-196. 
147 So for instance also Jochen Meissner et. al. Schwarzes Amerika. op. cit., p. 174. 



Slavery in the Old Testament, in the New Testament, and Today 67 

cause it was an uprising of lay people and not of ecclesiastical or political 
office holders.148 

William Gervase Clarence-Smith has depicted how the great religions 
of the world stood in reference to the abolition of slavery.149 The first 
large scale rejection was found in the Protestant world. In terms of the 
Catholic side, there were repeatedly popes who turned against slave trad-
ing in other individuals, but even in the papal states there were slaves. It 
was not until 1839 that Pope Gregory VI turned against the trading of 
slaves (not yet against slavery in itself). And it was not until 1888, when 
Brazil as the final Catholic country abolished slavery, that Pope Leo XIII 
turned against slavery itself and did this by condemning Islamic slav-
ery.150 Orthodox churches needed even longer.151  

In Buddhism (as in most Eastern religions), there was as in Christiani-
ty predominantly an early shift from slavery to serfdom. More official 
Buddhist rejections of slavery only began in the 19th century.152 

10. Slavery in the Islamic World 

Without wanting to downplay slavery by Europeans, it has to be pointed 
out that slavery within the realm of Islam was vastly more brutal than 
“Christian” slavery. “The largest slave traders and owners of slaves in 
history were the Arabs.”153 On account of better treatment, many de-
scendants of European slaves, however, survived, while the slaves of Is-
lamic peoples were seldom able to increase and thus perished. The result 
is that today, as a result of descendants of slaves in the “Christian” world, 
there is the impression that practically only western peoples held 
slaves.154 Tidiane N’Diaye writes: “While the transatlantic slave trade last-
ed four hundred years, Arabs plundered the African continent south of 
the Sahara for thirteen hundred years. The largest portion of the millions 
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149 William Gervase Clarence-Smith. Islam and the Abolition of Slavery. Oxford/New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2006, pp. 219-234. 
150 Ibid., pp. 223-227. 
151 Ibid., pp. 227-228. 
152 Ibid., p. 229ff. 
153 Walter Krämer, Götz Trenkler. Lexikon der populären Irrtümer. Eichborn: Frank-

furt, 199712, p. 288 (with literature references). 
154 Vgl. Walter Krämer, Götz Trenkler. Lexikon der populären Irrtümer. op. cit., p. 289. 



68 The Humanisation of Slavery in the Old Testament 

of deported Africans died as a consequence of inhumane treatment and 
systematically used castration.”155 

That Islamic slavery was worse than the European model is above all 
brought forward by Egon Flaig in his Weltgeschichte der Sklaverei (World 
History of Slavery)156 and from an African point of view by Tidiane 
N’Diaye.157 Egon Flaig writes: “When Muslims seized their world empire, 
they erected the largest and longest lasting system of slavery in world 
history. Islamic slavery has been glossed over since the 19th century.”158 

“This first world economic system – as the largest system of slavery in 
world history – called for a steady and enormous influx of slaves. It was 
also for this reason that permanently fighting wars and incessantly at-
tacking non-Muslim neighbors was of decisive importance.”159 

“In the process, slavery in antiquity was not prominent from a quanti-
tative point of view. The Islamic form was the most comprehensive in 
history; the transatlantic form is significant because from the beginning 
it was opposed and because its political and in part violent abolition was 
the lever for defeating it around the world.”160 

Tidiane N’Diaye writes in a similar vein: “While the transatlantic slave 
trade lasted from the 16th to the 19th century, Arab Muslims plundered 
black people groups from the 7th up into the 20th century. For almost ten 
centuries they even possessed the monopoly in this ignominious business 
and thereby deported almost ten million Africans. It was not until then 
that Europeans appeared, since the black continent had only been known 
to them since the return of Vasco de Gama from India in 1499. Thus the 
arrival of the Arabs, who were in Africa long before the Europeans, did 
not provide the kick-off to ‘one hundred years of isolation’ for black peo-
ples but rather to ‘one thousand years of martyrdom.’”161 
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“Millions of Africans were attacked, massacred, taken captive, or cas-
trated and taken under inhumane conditions through the Sahara in cara-
vans or deported from east African trading posts for human commodities 
via the sea route to the Arab-Islamic world.”162 

“Long before the Europeans entered into the business of slavery, Ar-
abs conducted an endless holy war with bloody raids, which for the sake 
of the splendor of the Oriental harem brought disaster to complete peo-
ple groups, men, women, and children from the heart of the black conti-
nent.”163 

In the process, it was not only a question of the enslavement of Afri-
cans – which was bad enough – but rather a question also relating direct-
ly to the enslavement of Europeans. This was part of the reason for Eu-
rope’s panic when the Turks stood before Vienna. For example, from 
1580-1680 there were 7,000 Europeans enslaved every day and carried off 
to the Maghreb states.164 

Additionally, it has to be said that a centuries long theological discus-
sion for and against slavery such as occurred in Christianity never took 
place in the Islamic world.165 This is shown in the most comprehensive 
history of the abolition of slavery in the Islamic world.166 Tidiane N’Diaye 
summarizes it: “Simply stated, in the Arab-Islamic world a tradition of 
critique or even of self-criticism has simply been always missing, espe-
cially when it has to do with non-refuted practices of Islam.”167 “One 
wonders, however, why innumerable authors become fixated on ignoring 
this and limit their research to the slave trade that was once conducted 
by western nations?”168 

Western authors predominantly treat the history of Islamic slavery 
with a velvet glove, and the topic is simply ignored by Muslim authors. 
Muslims have long denounced Christian slavery, but they forget to men-
tion their own. As an example, William Gervase Clarence-Smith mentions 
Hamdan ben Uthman Khoja in the year 1833.169 At the World Muslim 
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Congress in Mogadishu in 1964-1965, 33 Islamic countries maintained 
that they could not have fellowship with countries which operate impe-
rialistically and conduct slavery, since these are un-Islamic. However, in 
this connection they only mentioned western countries and ignored their 
own, Islamic examples.170 At the UN anti-racism conference in Durban, it 
was of all people the Justice Minister of Sudan who amid applause from 
other Islamic states called for reparations from the west for the time of 
slavery, although Sudan is supposedly that country on the globe where 
slavery is most widespread.171 “As early as 1996 the special envoy of the 
United Nations to Sudan pointed to a ‘terrifying increase in slavery, the 
slave trade, and forced labor in Sudan.’”172 

11. Slavery and Human Trafficking today 

Since slavery still exists,173 even if is forbidden almost everywhere, the 
Old and New Testament ban against hunting for slaves, upon the threat 
of the highest form of punishment, is still a current topic. Forbidding 
slavery occurred recently in Saudi Arabia, in 1962, and in Oman in 1970.174 

Today slavery means to force someone to work by using physical or 
psychological force or by threat, and thereby to treat and trade that indi-
vidual as a possession and to restrict that individual’s free movement, 
even if lawful possession is avoided. A widespread, brutal form of debt 
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servanthood, by which families incur larger debts with their employers 
for means of labour than they receive as payment, is the most widespread 
form of slavery and particularly affects many children.175 (As mentioned, 
this is something different from the debt servanthood in the Old Testa-
ment, by which actual debts were worked off in instalments.) 

The reasons for slavery are, according to Kevin Bales: easier profit, 
missing or ineffective punishment, poverty, restrictive immigration laws, 
missing information on those affected. Globally there is USD $32 billion 
profit made on trafficking people, and slavery generates income that to-
tals USD $42 billion.176 

 
Differences between old and new slavery177 

Not globalized Globalized 
Legal possession Legal and illegal possession avoided

Long-term relationship Short-term relationship 
Racial differences important Racial differences less important 
High purchase price Low purchase price 
Low profit High profit 
Scant number of potential slaves Abundant number of potential 

slaves 
Slaves held for a long time Slaves can be exchanged at any 

time 

The oldest human rights organization in the world, the British organiza-
tion Anti-Slavery International, uses a broad definition of slavery and 
reckons that there are 100 million slaves worldwide.178 (For sake of con-
trast, one should recall the estimate that between 1450 and 1900, 11.7 
million people from Africa were enslaved, of whom 9.8 million arrived in 
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the country of destination.179) The leading researcher with respect to pre-
sent day slavery, Kevin Bales, uses a very precise definition of slavery and 
comes to a number of 27 million slaves worldwide, which is more than at 
any time in history and more were carried off and enslaved in the past 
350 years of history.180 Slavery today, since it is illegal everywhere, is 
more or less hidden but can be detected without much effort. 

According to studies by Bales and others, there are 20 million slaves in 
South Asia, of which 10 million are in India, namely in households, in 
forced marriages, in forced prostitution and in debt servanthood. In the 
latter they are primarily in brickworks, in rice mills, and in agriculture.181 
In addition, there is primarily slavery in Southeast Asia and North and 
western Africa. 

80 % of slaves are privately held, and 20% are held by government in-
stitutions or armies involved in civil wars. 8.4 million slaves are children, 
of which 5.7 million work, 1.8 million are ensnared in prostitution and 
pornography, 0.6 million are in gangs committing petty crimes, 0.3 mil-
lion are child soldiers. Globally, 1.2 million have been abducted. Thou-
sands of boys from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sudan and Mauritania have 
been taken to the Arab Emirates to be camel jockeys. In Haiti poor fami-
lies send their children to rich families, where they often work 14 hours 
per day in a household and are frequently abused. The government esti-
mates the number at 90,000-120,000, ILO 250,000, and UNICEF 300,000. In 
Pakistan 500,000 child slaves work in the rug industry, and in India the 
number is 300,000. 

In the USA there are 40,000 slaves, of which 49% are in the sex indus-
try, 27% work in households, and 10% in agriculture. According to the 
government in the USA, between 14,000 and 17,000 slaves are abducted 
annually.182 

The Lagogai Research Foundation assumes that in China there are 1 
million people who are under forced labor in 1,045 camps, and ILO sets 
the number at 260,000.183 
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800,000 people are traded across national borders annually, of which 
80% are women, In turn, 50% of them are children.184 No continent is ex-
cluded, Europe as well!185  

Ironically, some of the worst slavery is found in the Dominican Re-
public among Haitians, although this is the only country in which African 
slaves were successful in taking over the government. Approximately one 
million slaves still work there on the sugar plantations. 

A 1981 UN Report186 estimated the number of slaves in Mauritania at 
100,000. Here one is dealing with the question of slaves who are abducted. 
This is to say that it has to do with a type of slavery that was most sharp-
ly condemned in the Old Testament, where it carried the threat of capital 
punishment. However, nothing has changed in Mauritania since that 
time. In addition to Mauritania, one can mention Kuwait, where slavery is 
primarily known though Kuwaitis in London. There, slaves have escaped 
and informed the police.187 Ironically, in the First Gulf War the UN, and in 
particular the USA, acted to defend and maintain a society that holds 
slaves.188 Slavery in Africa and in Islamic countries in Northern Africa was 
indeed strongly curtailed in the 1960s, but it flourished around the Saha-
ra, namely in Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Sudan, and Chad as it had before, 
whereby the owners were mostly Muslim Arabs and the slaves mostly 
black.189 In Niger, Mauritania, Mali, and other areas of West Africa there is 
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still slavery from birth, which means that the offspring of slaves are au-
tomatically counted as slaves and as children are already forced into 
slave labour. 

In addition, comprehensive slavery enables prostitution. Global, cruel 
trafficking in girls is the most widespread form of modern slavery,190 yet 
with the global growth in homosexuality there are increasingly more 
boys who fall into the trap of the slave mill in spite of all the propaganda 
to the contrary. It is a matter of millions of child prostitutes. And the sex 
tourism that is enabled through this slavery is becoming an increasingly 
important component of Western tourism and source of foreign currency 
for countries in the Third World. According to Will Durant, Ancient 
Greece experienced its downfall through a combination of sexual exploi-
tation and slavery,191 and Western Civilization is well on the way to re-
peating this. 

According to Amnesty International, 500,000 young girls are abducted 
to Europe.192 In Thailand,193 Brazil, and India194 it is primarily children 
who are enslaved, with many of them in the prostitution trade.195 

Trafficking African women in Europe – according to comprehensive 
studies of two Austrian researchers – rests in the hands of pimps (mad-
ames), predominantly themselves former slaves.196 In front of the Vienna 
trade fair grounds everyone can see long rows of black girls and women 
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from Nigeria. The method is as follows: women pay large amounts for 
rent, food, and clothing which they are unable to repay. The best pres-
sure is thereby a “pact with the family at home in Africa,”197 and “the 
most effective means . . . are magic rituals.”198 A true interest on the part 
of the authorities to dry up this type of slavery cannot be detected by re-
searchers: “Only all too often the state plays into the hands of the human 
traffickers.”199 “It is strange that after several months of research we 
were able to identify the madams, while the police apparently were grop-
ing in the dark.”200 

The customers remain completely unchecked, whereas actually there 
should be legislation, criminal prosecution, and prevention. “The market 
produces trafficking in women.”201 “Without customers who are indiffer-
ent to the destiny of women whom they rent, there would be no forced 
prostitution and no trafficking in women.”202 After surveying customers, 
researchers come to the conclusion: “That trafficking in women is a basis 
for street walking is something that whoremongers know.203 

The African Nobel Prize winner in literature, Wole Soyinka, gives as an 
example the system in Ghana disclosed by the CNN journalist Christiane 
Amanpour, according to which a girl has to live as a bride of the gods and 
as a slave of a priest until she is no longer beautiful. The priest owes her 
nothing, and she owes him everything. In the process rape is the rule.204 

The Old and New Testaments did not totally outlaw slavery in all cir-
cumstances, but the comprehensive provisions for the legal protection of 
servants and maidservants, as well as the right to be redeemed through 
the use of a slaves’ own possessions or by others, fundamentally distin-
guishes the slavery that is described there from the later slavery of the 
15th to the 18th centuries and from the present day, illegal slavery that oc-
curs everywhere. It is no wonder that in spite of all the twists and errors within 
Christianity, the thought established itself that God was completely against mod-
ern slavery and that all slaves should be set free. 

                                             
197 Ibid., p. 51. 
198 Ibid., p. 52. 
199 Ibid., p. 155. 
200 Ibid., p. 48. 
201 Ibid., p. 214. 
202 Ibid., p. 59. 
203 Ibid., p. 75. 
204 Wole Soyinka. “Kulturelle Ansprüche und globale Rechte.” pp. 45-58 in: Verspro-

chen – Verletzt – Gefordert: 50 Jahre Allgemeine Erklärung der Menschenrechte. Forum 
Menschenrechte Materialien 12. Forum Menschenrechte: Bonn, 1998, here pp. 
45-46. 
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