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In the beginning…
God made people to freely enjoy life in his 
good world. He generously supplied his 
people with everything they needed for 
flourishing, in his good creation (Genesis 
1:29). People were designed to live in 
relationships of loving community with 
each other, and with God, in this freedom. 
Adam and Eve were given the run of the 
garden, free to enjoy God’s goodness – free 
to do anything except break this loving 
community by consuming what they were 
asked not to consume (Genesis 2:15-17). 
They were free to enjoy his good rest in his 
good creation. The seventh day does not 
end like the others – there is no evening 
and morning mentioned (Genesis 2:2-3), 
God’s people were meant to enjoy this 
lasting rest. 

By the seventh day God had 
finished the work he had been 
doing; so on the seventh day he 
rested from all his work. Then God 
blessed the seventh day and made 
it holy, because on it he rested 
from all the work of creating that 
he had done. – Genesis 2:2-3

Adam and Eve were created as free people 
in a world where God provided freely 
and generously, acting with selfless, 
life-creating, love. Adam and Eve were 
created to act with the same love, in their 
relationship with one another and with 
God. 

Where things go 
wrong
Adam and Eve give up this freedom when 
they become slaves to their desire to be 
“like God,” becoming slaves to the lies 
of the Serpent (Genesis 3:1-6). The result 
of this decision is that we, as Jesus later 
describes it, become slaves to sin (John 
8:34). The Serpent, Satan, is the first 
human trafficker. He promises a new and 
better future, and delivers slavery and 
death. 

What The Church 
Gets Wrong 
About Human 
Trafficking, But 
Jesus Makes 
Right...
Human Trafficking is 
modern day slavery. 
It involves the 
commoditisation of 
people who are enslaved 
in forced labour, or various 
forms of the sex industry. 

The Church has long 
been at the fore in the 
fight against slavery 
and human trafficking. 
However, we get slavery 
and human trafficking 
wrong when we fight 
against the industry while 
ignoring the behaviours - 
our behaviours - that fuel 
demand for the industry. If 
we want cheap products, 
then somebody has to 
pay. 

Jesus makes this right 
by generously deciding 
to pay the cost for others 
at the cross, rather than 
making others pay for his 
decisions.

The Bible is the story of 
God rescuing people from 
slavery and oppression, 
which are symptoms of 
our rejection of Him and 
our slavery to sin. At the 
Cross, Jesus pays the 
cost for our freedom and 
brings us rest.

With this slavery comes fear, shame, 
and broken relationships (Genesis 3:7-
10). Work is no longer a free expression 
of co-creating in God’s good Garden 
(Genesis 2:15), but an exercise of sweat 
and frustration (Genesis 3:17-19). The 
conditions which lead selfish people to 
enslave others are created by God’s curse 
in response to our disobedience. 

“Cursed is the ground because 
of you;  through painful toil you 
will eat food from it all the days 
of your life. It will produce thorns 
and thistles for you, and you will 
eat the plants of the field. By the 
sweat of your brow you will eat 
your food until you return to the 
ground, since from it you were 
taken; for dust you are and to dust 
you will return.” – Genesis 3:17-19

When God confronts Adam and Eve in the 
Garden, Adam’s response is not selfless, 
but selfish, he received the instructions 
from God concerning the tree, but he 
blames his wife for their disobedience 
(Genesis 3:12).

Our rejection of God resulted in us being 
enslaved to sin, our hearts are “only evil 
all the time,” from birth (Genesis 6:5, 8:21). 
As a result, the way we live reproduces 
slavery. Rather than relying on God’s 
good provision, we enslave others as we 
consume the world and pursue our desires. 
We do not rest, or give one another rest. 

Our intuitive, selfish, response to the 
broken world isn’t to attempt fix our 
broken hearts (and our relationships), but 
to make the broken world more enjoyable 
for ourselves at the cost of others. This 
is the pattern of relationships in the Old 
Testament story.

 We saw, in week four, that sin leads 
us to abuse others for the sake of our 
desires. This extends to the way human 
relationships are structured. 
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As people move further and further away 
from the Garden of Eden, slavery becomes 
more and more significant as a problem. 
After Noah and his family disembark from 
the Ark into a scene reminiscent of Eden. 
God commissions Noah and his family 
(Genesis 9:6-16), just as he commissioned 
people in Genesis 1, but we see that 
the Flood hasn’t fixed humanity’s heart 
problems or our relationships with each 
other. 

Noah is “a man of the soil” and a gardener, 
just like Adam, but his family relationships 
aren’t what they should be. Noah gets 
drunk and passes out, naked. When his 
sons discover him, Noah experiences 
shame, and brings forth curses reminiscent 
of those in Eden.  Brokenness and 
frustration continued to be passed down. 
Noah curses Canaan for shaming him, 
saying “Cursed be Canaan! The lowest of 
slaves will he be to his brothers.” (Genesis 
9:20-27). This is the first mention of slavery 
in the Bible’s story and it shows that 
slavery is a curse. Any slavery that happens 
in the Bible from this point onwards is 
meant to be understood in the light of the 
breakdown of relationships. We repeat the 
problems of The Fall over and over again in 
our interactions with each other. 

Slavery is part of the way people, affected 
by God’s curse, curse one another. We use 
each other to feel better about the world. 
We pass the misery of God’s curse on the 
world on to others to minimise its impact 
on our own lives. We create new misery as 
we fill our appetite for all sorts of evil; as 
we consume. 

This pattern of relationships plays 
out in the Bible, and it’s the pattern of 
relationships driving the human trafficking 
industry to enslave and oppress people to 
fill the demand for cheap goods and cheap 
sex.

God’s plan to fix 
things… 
God’s rescue plan begins with the 
promise that a descendant of Eve will 
crush the serpent’s head (Genesis 3:15), 
and continues as God promises to bless 
Abraham’s descendants, Israel. God 
demonstrates his commitment to rescue 
by forming Israel through rescuing them 
from slavery in Egypt. This rescue is a huge 
part of Israel’s identity, and a huge part of 
the story of the Old Testament.

People sometimes suggest that the Bible 
supports slavery – but there is no slavery 
in Eden, and none in the New Creation. 
When the Old Testament describes 
and legislates for life in this world it is 
describing and legislating for humans 
who are fundamentally broken. While the 
Old Testament Law allows slavery, and 
provides laws for how slaves might be 
taken, and how they must be treated, this 
is not the same as supporting slavery. 

We saw a few weeks ago that the Law is 
the ‘floor’ when it comes to Old Testament 
ethics, while loving God, imitating him, 
and remembering that he acted to deliver 
Israel from slavery and oppression, by 
loving one’s neighbours is the ethical 
‘ceiling.’ That’s what Israel is meant to 
aim for with the Law. It is to prevent 
them from becoming like the godless, 
idolatrous, nations that God booted out of 
the Promised Land. For Israel, becoming 
like God, and representing him to the 
nations, meant remembering who they 
were, that they weren’t chosen because 
they are particularly good or Godly, and 
it means remembering where they came 
from. Slavery in Egypt. This is the specific 
rationale given time and time again when 
Israel is told how to treat slaves. 

When God loves people and acts to save 
them he doesn’t add misery to misery, he 

generously liberates and restores. 

When Israel is in Egypt we’re told, over 
and over again, as though it’s really 
important to understanding the story, 
that the Pharaoh set slave drivers over 
them to oppress them (Exodus 1:11, 5:6, 
5:10. 5:13-14). And this is the reason Israel 
cried out to God, to be delivered from this 
oppression, to be freed (Exodus 2:23). 

The Israelites groaned in their 
slavery and cried out, and their 
cry for help because of their 
slavery went up to God. – Exodus 
2:23

We’re told that God hears this prayer 
(Exodus 3:7), and so acts to free them 
from slavery (Exodus 6:6). This is a key 
part of Israel’s identity. When they are 
finally released from slavery they are 
told to commemorate, to remember and 
celebrate, God delivering them from 
slavery by participating in the Passover, 
where they should:

“Commemorate this day, the day 
you came out of Egypt, out of 
the land of slavery, because the 
Lord brought you out of it with a 
mighty hand.”  – Exodus 13:3 

This festival becomes a key part of Israel 
telling the story of their rescue, and 
remembering God freeing them from 
slavery – it’s repeated, year after year, 
and still celebrate it when Jesus is killed 
thousands of years later. Moses says that 
this Passover is to be a reminder that 
passes from generation to generation: “On 
that day tell your son, ‘I do this because of 
what the Lord did for me when I came out 
of Egypt.’ This observance will be for you 
like a sign on your hand and a reminder 
on your forehead that this law of the Lord 
is to be on your lips. For the Lord brought 
you out of Egypt with his mighty hand. You 
must keep this ordinance at the appointed 
time year after year… In days to come, 
when your son asks you, ‘What does this 
mean?’ say to him, ‘With a mighty hand the 
Lord brought us out of Egypt, out of the 
land of slavery.’ (Exodus 13:8-10, 14). 

The festival, this Passover meal, is to be 
like a “sign on your hand and a symbol 
on your forehead” representing God’s 
deliverance. Slaves in Israel could also 
participate in this shared memory of God 
acting to free the slaves in Egypt – so long 
as they were circumcised (Exodus 12:44). 
When God establishes circumcision as a 
sign of his relationship with his people, he 
commands that it be carried out on anyone 
who belongs to Abraham’s descendants 
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– including those who are “bought with 
money from a foreigner” (Genesis 17:9-
14). Foreigners residing in Israel had to 
participate in the Passover (Numbers 9:14).

Moses later says Israel should view God’s 
Law in the same way as the Passover, for 
it too is based on God delivering Israel 
from Egypt, and it should be written out 
in every house as another reminder so 
they “do not forget the LORD, who brought 
them out of Egypt, out of the land of 
slavery” (Deuteronomy 6:1-12). The Ten 
Commandments open with the reminder 
that they are commandments from the 
God who “brought you out of Egypt, out 
of the land of slavery” (Exodus 20:2, also 
Exodus 19:3-6), a reminder repeated when 
Moses passes on the Commandments to 
next generation of Israelites on the cusp of 
entering the Promised Land (Deuteronomy 
5:1-6). In fact, Moses’ whole sermon to 
Israel as they are about to enter the land 
zeroes in on God’s saving actions in their 
history – specifically His rescuing Israel 
from slavery (Deuteronomy 5:15, 6:12, 
21, 7:8), which they are told to remember 
(Deuteronomy 5:15, 15:15, 16:12). They 
are to reject the temptation to worship 
idols, for this will not only mean turning 
away from the God who brought them 
out of slavery (Deuteronomy 13:5, 10), but 
also result in a return to slavery, or worse 
(Deuteronomy 28:58-68).

Israel’s history is recounted as a rationale 
for the call to love and provide for the poor, 
the foreigner, widow, and orphan in their 
midst (Deuteronomy 24:17-18, Leviticus 
25:35-38). 

Do not deprive the foreigner 
or the fatherless of justice, or 
take the cloak of the widow as a 
pledge. Remember that you were 
slaves in Egypt and the Lord your 
God redeemed you from there. 
That is why I command you to do 
this. – Deuteronomy 24:17-18

These provisions would prevent the 
poor from a need to enslave themselves 
(Deuteronomy 24:10-22). The Law, for 
example, prevents Israelites from taking 
advantage of each through loan-sharking 
– they’re to charge no interest (Exodus 
22:25–27, Leviticus 25:36–37, Deuteronomy 
23:20–21), there are rules about what 
can be taken as security against a loan 
(Deuteronomy 24:6, 10-13, 17), and how 
workers – especially poor workers, are to 
be paid (Deuteronomy 24:14-15). The poor 
are to be helped so they may “continue 
to live among” Israel  (Leviticus 25:35), 

they are to be sold food at cost price 
(Leviticus 25:37), and not the source of 
profit for those helping out (Leviticus 
25:36). Slavery, in Israel, is a last resort 
(Leviticus 25:39-43), and temporary – 
slaves can be redeemed at any time, or will 
be freed in the Year of Jubilee (Leviticus 
25:39-42, 54, Exodus 21:2). Israelite slaves 
were to be cared for, treated like a “hired 
worker” (Leviticus 25:40), because they 
too belong to God who freed them from 
Egypt (Leviticus 25:55). The Law insists that 
slaves from outside Israel, though they 
might be “property” (Exodus 21:21), should 
be treated as human, that these slaves can 
choose to become part of Israel’s story 
and be treated as such, and that Israel 
should approach slavery with caution, 
remembering that they were once slaves 
themselves (Exodus 23:12). 

If imitating the God who frees people 
from slavery, not just keeping the Law, is 
understood as the basis for Godly living, 
then we can’t interpret the laws about 
what masters can or can’t do to their slaves 
as rules for the proper treatment of slaves, 
but rather, rules to determine how slave 
owners who mistreat their slaves should 
compensate them (eg laws like those in 
Exodus 21:20-32). 

While the Old Testament contains laws 
about how to treat slaves, the Law 
unequivocally condemns slavers - those 
who traffic others. Any person who 
kidnapped someone and sold them into 
slavery against their will - was to be put to 
death (Exodus 21:16, Deuteronomy 24:7). 

“If someone is caught kidnapping 
a fellow Israelite and treating 
or selling them as a slave, the 
kidnapper must die. You must 
purge the evil from among you.”—
Deuteronomy 24:7

Slaves were people who belonged in 
Israel and participated in the life of the 
nation, they celebrated Passover, they 
were protected by, and benefited from 
Israel’s Law, and enjoyed the rest and 
refreshment of the Sabbath (Exodus 23:12, 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15), and they shared the 
hope of Jubilee, the time when everything, 
including relationships, in the Promised 
Land was, as much as possible, to be 
restored to how it was when God gave it 
to them. When an Israelite was released 
from slavery the master was to provide 
for them lavishly (Deuteronomy 15:12). 
These shared elements of Jewish life are 
all reminders of God’s saving goodness to 
Israel, including his goodness to slaves in 
Israel. 

The Bible’s approach to ancient slavery, 
which is different to modern slavery in 
some key ways, is much more complicated 
than modern critics of Christianity might 
allow. 

The challenging part of the Law for us 
to understand is that Israelites were 
permitted to buy slaves from foreign lands 
and nations, and these slaves could be 
treated as property (Leviticus 25:44-46). 
However, this law also occurs within the 
context of the rest of Israel’s law, and the 
way Israel treated foreign slaves was also 
shaped by Israel’s story. We’ve noted, 
already, that there was an expectation 
that foreign slaves would be circumcised, 
becoming part of the household of 
Israel, and that circumcised slaves could 
celebrate Passover, and the laws about 
giving refuge to escaped slaves were not 
specific to Israelite slaves. Ethical Israelites 
were to be shaped by God’s story of 
freeing the slaves, to remember that they 
were once slaves, they were to love their 
neighbours, love the foreigner, and to treat 
slaves, even foreign slaves, as people who 
participate in God’s story of rescue. 

These laws regarding slavery in Israel are 
part of the bigger story of the books Israel 
called “The Law,” the story of God acting 
to rescue his people and create them as 
a nation different and distinct from the 
nations around them. 

When we read passages like this and we’re 
offended by the existence of slavery in 
the Bible – that’s a good thing to feel – we 
should remember, as Israelites who read 
the Law should have remembered, that 
slavery wasn’t part of God’s design for 
the world, for humanity, or for his people. 
Slavery is a product of sin and curse. It 
shows that relationships are broken. 

We should remember that Israel was to 
understand itself as a blessing to the 
nations (Genesis 12), a nation of priests 
whose interactions with the nations were 
to point them to their God, and away from 
idols (Exodus 19, Deuteronomy 4). The 
nations Israel drove out of the Promised 
Land, were people who worshipped idols 
and did all sorts of evil and destroyed 
by God to serve as a warning to Israel 
(Deuteronomy 4, 7). Yet God’s plan for the 
other nations once Israel settles in the 
land, is that they be drawn back to him. 
This would happen if God’s people, Israel 
lived out its calling. 

God’s people were to live as people 
liberated from slavery, people enjoying 
the sort of freedom Adam and Eve 
were created to enjoy in his good land 
(Deuteronomy 6, 8:1-18). 
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God promises Israel that if they don’t live out 
this story, if they turn to gods that enslave, 
idols (Jeremiah 17:1-4), they will be removed 
from the land and taken into a captivity worse 
than their original slavery (Deuteronomy 8:19-
20, Deuteronomy 28:58-68).  

“Because you did not serve the 
LORD your God joyfully and gladly 
in the time of prosperity, therefore 
in hunger and thirst, in nakedness 
and dire poverty, you will serve the 
enemies the LORD sends against 
you. He will put an iron yoke on 
your neck until he has destroyed 
you.” – Deuteronomy 28:47-48

Despite the story of rescue being 
fundamental to their identity and way of life, 
Israel behaves just like the nations around 
them, just like Adam, their dark, stony, 
hearts produce lives that enslave rather 
than lives shaped by God’s love. So Israel is 
judged, and punished, by God. 

We see this when Israel asks for a “king like 
the nations” - a rejection of God as king in 
favour of one who would eventually enslave 
his own people (1 Samuel 8:8-18). Israel 
forgets God, and their rescue from slavery as 
they turn to idols (Jeremiah 2). They ignore 
the laws that reflect their story, especially 
the Jubilee Years (Jeremiah 34). Israel forgets 
their story, they’re horrible at keeping the 
law and living out this story (Ezekiel 22), 
and so they’re sent back into slavery in exile 
(Jeremiah 27, Nehemiah 9:36-37), where 
they long for the freedom and restoration 
God promised in the Law (Deuteronomy 
30, Leviticus 26:40-48), and through the 
Prophets (Ezekiel 36-37, Jeremiah 30-33). 
Israel’s story unravels because they use their 
freedom and prosperity to enslave others 
and become enslaved to idols (Ezekiel 36:16-

19). They forgot who they were, and where 
they came from. The nations who take them 
into captivity don’t have the same loving 
approach to slaves, the same commitment 
to God’s rest, the Sabbath, or to enjoying 
God’s gift of freedom in the Jubilee years.

As the Prophets reflect on why Israel is in 
exile they have particularly strong words 
for Israel’s shepherds, the leaders of God’s 
people, who are condemned because they 
“only take care of themselves,” oppressing 
others to enjoy the best of everything – the 
best clothes, the best food. They enjoy these 
luxuries while ignoring the real needs of 
the flock (Ezekiel 34:1-9). But God remains 
committed to giving rest, and freedom, so 
He promises to step in and rescue the flock 
again, to be a true shepherd, through a good 
king (Ezekiel 34:10-31). 

This picture of Israel’s failed shepherds 
sounds very similar to the way we behave 
in our pursuit of cheap comfort or luxury, 
comforts that come at the expense of those 
whose labour produces the things we enjoy. 

But despite Israel’s failing, God remains 
faithful to his commitment to free people 
from slavery and to mend our pattern of 
relationships so that we create life again, as 
we live in his world, rather than enslaving 
others. He promises judgment against the 
nations who took Israel into exile because 
enslaving others earns God’s judgment, he 
condemns the nations for how they treat 
Israel in exile - the prophet Joel says the 
nations “traded boys for prostitutes and sold 
girls for wine to drink” (Joel 3:3), as a result 
the slavers become enslaved (Joel 3:7-8). 
This sounds a lot like human trafficking as we 
experience it, and is the pattern of broken 
human relationships in this world. 

God remains committed to Israel enjoying 
the year of God’s favour – Jubilee (Isaiah 

61) – and to restoring his people to his 
place, where they might enjoy good rest – 
the Sabbath – again (Ezekiel 34:11-31). The 
Passover, where God rescued his people 
from slavery because the price for their sin 
was paid by a lamb’s blood remains a story 
that Israel is to celebrate again when they 
are restored (Ezekiel 45:21), because this 
restoration will come from God, and it won’t 
be at their cost or through their efforts.

How Jesus makes 
things right
Jesus came to end slavery - both spiritually, 
and by fixing our capacity to relate to one 
another. He came as a different sort of 
king, not a king who enslaves, but a king 
who brings an end to misery and curse. He 
came to liberate. While we’ll experience 
the fullness of this liberation as we enjoy 
the New Creation, we get a taste of Jesus’ 
mission to liberate in his relationships with 
others as he proclaims the good news of his 
Kingdom.

When Jesus begins his ministry he links 
his arrival with the year of Jubilee, the 
year of God’s favour (Luke 4:16-21, quoting 
Isaiah 61). Jesus lives in a way that does not 
consume others, nor he does not place a 
yoke, or burden, on others, unlike previous 
shepherds or kings of God’s people (Exodus 
1-2, 1 Samuel 8, Ezekiel 34), but rather, he 
takes on the burdens of others, gives rest, 
healing, and justice as “Lord of the Sabbath” 
(Matthew 11:28-12:21). He is the good 
shepherd (John 10), separating “the sheep 
from the goats” - those who oppress or fail 
to provide for others from those who follow 
him (Matthew 25:31-46). He comes to end 
our slavery to sin, breaking the hold on our 
hearts exercised by the slave driver – Satan. 
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Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell 
you, everyone who sins is a 
slave to sin. Now a slave has no 
permanent place in the family, 
but a son belongs to it forever. 
So if the Son sets you free, you 
will be free indeed… You belong 
to your father, the devil, and you 
want to carry out your father’s 
desires. He was a murderer from 
the beginning, not holding to the 
truth, for there is no truth in him. 
When he lies, he speaks his native 
language, for he is a liar and the 
father of lies. – John 8:34-36, 44

He isn’t just the good shepherd, and Lord 
of the Sabbath, who brings rest for those 
who follow him, he is the Passover Lamb, 
who pays the price for our failures, in 
order to redeem us. We live just like Adam, 
and just like Israel, selfishly inflicting 
pain on others in the pursuit of our own 
pleasure. Jesus’ death, at Passover, after 
he has celebrated a Passover supper with 
his disciples where no lamb is served, 
implies what Paul later makes explicit (1 
Corinthians 5:7). Jesus says “As you know, 
the Passover is two days away—and the 
Son of Man will be handed over to be 
crucified” (Matthew 26:2), the disciples 
break bread together, and share wine, in 
the presence of God’s ultimate Passover 
Lamb (Matthew 26:26-29). And just as Israel 
is told to remember that God freed them 
from slavery at the Passover, and that 
they are to live a life that tells this story, 
those who follow Jesus are told to break 
bread and share wine in remembrance of 
Jesus and his sacrifice (Luke 22:14-20, 1 
Corinthians 11:23-26). Like the Passover, 
this is no empty ritual, but is meant to 
shape the way we live, and the way we love 
(1 Corinthians 5:6-8).

Jesus is God’s ultimate plan to end slavery 
– our slavery to sin, and to lives that 
enslave others. He is the ultimate Passover 
Lamb, the ultimate reminder that God is a 
God who brings forgiveness, rescue, and 
freedom. He is the one who brings the 
ultimate Jubilee, the everlasting Sabbath, 
and the one who lives the life that not only 
meets God’s Law, but the truly ethical life 
that imitates God. And he invites us to join 
our story to his story, to live lives as his 

people, the Church, that tell the story of his 
rescue. 

When Paul talks to the leaders of the 
Ephesian church he calls them to be 
“shepherds of the church of God, which he 
bought with his own blood” (Acts 20:28), 
he appeals to his own example, when he 
was their shepherd, saying “I have not 
coveted anyone’s silver or gold or clothing. 
You yourselves know that these hands of 
mine have supplied my own needs and the 
needs of my companions. In everything I 
did, I showed you that by this kind of hard 
work we must help the weak, remembering 
the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It 
is more blessed to give than to receive.’” 
(Acts 20:33-35). We are meant to use the 
freedom that Jesus purchases for us for 
the sake of others (1 Corinthians 9:1-23). 
This is the sort of loving life that following 
Jesus creates in us, this is the approach 
to material things that comes from being 
a member of God’s kingdom, this is the 
sort of approach to others that stops us 
enslaving people through our choices. 

The Gospel transforms how people in the 
Roman world are to approach slavery - 
rather than overturning the status quo in 
an Empire that is not God’s kingdom, both 
Peter and Paul say Christian slaves should 
love their masters and serve them in a way 
that testifies to their freedom in Christ and 
their participation in his kingdom, just as 
masters should love their slaves in a way 
that reflects the slave is equal before God 
(1 Peter 2:9-21, Ephesians 6:5-9, Colossians 
3:5-14, 3:22-4:1, 1 Timothy 6:1-2). This does 
not amount to them endorsing slavery, as 
much as dealing with the reality of a world 
where slavery exists. Paul tells Christians 
who are slaves to be content, but to seek 
their freedom if the opportunity arises - 
because that reflects their status in Christ 
(1 Corinthians 7:21-24), and, in his letter to 
Philemon, Paul writes about Onesimus, 
an escaped slave who has become a 
follower of Jesus, he asks Philemon to free 
Onesimus from slavery and treat him as a 
brother (Philemon 1:8-21). Paul is adamant 
that one implication of the Gospel is that 
the Church is “all one in Christ Jesus” so 
the things which are used to divide people 
are no longer important - that we are no 
longer slaves, but heirs of the household 
(Galatians 3:26-4:11). This approach to 
slavery made the Church radically different 
from other groups of people in the Roman 

Empire. In the third century, the Church in 
Rome was led by a former slave, and his 
former master, one of the Emperor’s key 
staff, was a member of the congregation. 
The Gospel really changed relationships 
as it showed that all people are equally 
valuable to God, equally made in his image, 
and equally in need of the salvation that 
can only be found in Jesus. 

We live out the story of the Gospel as 
we help people see that we all have an 
equal standing before God, and God’s 
commitment to freeing all people from sin 
and slavery, into a future of eternal life and 
rest, through Jesus. 

The Bible has been used to justify or fight 
against slavery, but it is clear that God’s 
story of salvation is one of liberation from 
slavery, slavery to sin, and relationships 
that enslave. Historically, the Church 
has strongly opposed slavery. William 
Wilberforce fought for the abolition of 
slavery in England with his friend John 
Newton, a former slaver, who wrote the 
song Amazing Grace. Many modern church 
organisations are on the front line in the 
fight against modern slavery, especially 
human trafficking. While fighting the 
symptoms is important, the underlying 
issue is not always in the mind of individual 
Christians, or the Church, when we choose 
how to spend out money. The issue 
creating the demand for slavery is that we 
are selfish. We want to look after our own 
needs, not the needs of others, and our 
consumption comes at the cost of others. 

The reality is that if we want cheap clothes 
or luxuries, then somebody in this world 
pays. If we continue creating demand 
for pornography and prostitution, then 
young women from around the world will 
continue to be enslaved in order to meet 
this demand.  If we don’t stop consuming 
others, or start paying the true, fair, cost 
price for the products we enjoy ourselves, 
someone else pays. At the Cross, Jesus 
models what it looks like to pay the price 
for others. He pays the real price for our 
sin. He pays to redeem us. As we love like 
him, as our love is shaped by the Cross, 
and the story of how God rescued us, we 
can no longer pursue luxuries and comfort 
at the expense of others. We must work 
to help the weak and supply the needs of 
others. We should act more like redeemers 
than people who enslave.
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Slavery in  
the Old 
Testament
There are a few things to be mindful of 
when, as Christian, we approach what the 
Bible says about slavery – and in particular, 
laws about slavery in the Old Testament.

First, while the story of the Old Testament 
is part of our story, as Christians, but must 
remember that we are not Jewish, so these 
laws are not there for us to draw ethical 
principles from, directly, today. The Laws 
of the Old Testament served to mark Israel 
out as God’s chosen people, helping them 
to live out God’s story. Yet they served 
another function that is most relevant to 
us – they were written about Jesus, and 
fulfilled in him (Matthew 5:17, Luke 24, 
Romans 10:4). 

This means we read and understand 
the Laws through the lens of the life and 
death of Jesus. God’s story about his 
nation, Israel, which in a sense begins with 
liberating his people from slavery in Egypt, 
continues through to Jesus, who liberates 
us from something greater than slavery 
in Egypt, he liberates us from slavery to 
sin. When approaching the Old Testament 
laws are slavery, they must be framed by 
the bigger picture of God’s story of rescue. 
There are tricky parts to this story which 
must be understood and wrestled with 
as we respond to modern day slavery and 
human trafficking.

Second, as we work through these texts to 
see how the Bible views slavery we need 

to remember that the image the word 
“slavery” conjures in our minds is not the 
same as slavery in the ancient near east. 
In modern times we have witnessed the 
horrors of slavery, which is a different 
picture from slavery in the Old Testament 
or Roman Empire. This doesn’t mean that 
slavery was pleasant for those who were 
slaves in these times For example, one 
of the first slaves we meet in the Bible is 
Eliezer, Abraham’s slave, who stands to 
inherit Abraham’s wealth if Abraham dies 
without a biological heir (Genesis 15). 
Slaves were, in some instances, members 
of the household, or family, they belonged 
to. This relationship warped over time, 
and throughout the Old Testament 
narrative, where sinful people treat slaves 
in sinful ways, just characters in the Old 
Testament who have power often use it 
to abuse those they have power over. In 
Abraham’s frustration about his lack of an 
heir, his wife, Sarah, turns to Hagar, a slave 
in his household, to solve this problem 
(Genesis 16). Again, this treatment is not 
the ideal, Sarah’s behaviour is described, 
but not affirmed – in fact, it’s condemned, 
because Sarah’s attempt to help fulfil 
God’s promises to Abraham, through 
Hagar, is not where God’s promises are to 
be fulfilled, even as Ishmael, Hagar’s son, 
is blessed by God (Genesis 17:15-27). The 
fact that it’s hard to imagine a modern 
sex slave or sweatshop labourer being 
considered part of the slaver’s family who 
stands to inherit, or the slaver wanting the 
child of a slave to share in their inheritance 
with their own children, should alert us to 
some differences as we approach slavery 
in the Bible.

Third, we need to remember that the 
Old Testament Law isn’t given to Israel 

as a bunch of rules about how to hate 
people, but how to love people. So, when 
we read laws about slavery, despite 
our experiences of slavery (and our 
experiences of how these laws have 
been used to justify hateful treatment of 
people), we should read them charitably 
and imagine how a person might turn to 
them as a last resort in order to love and 
provide for those around them, rather 
than a way to dodge obligations, to deal 
with an inconvenience, or punish an unruly 
family member. We should think the 
best of fathers who make arrangements 
for their daughters to marry a master 
or his son (ala Exodus 21:7-11), realising 
that there are many other laws that are 
designed to ensure situations like this do 
not need to arise (Deuteronomy 15:1-17, 
24:10-23). Any situation where an Israelite 
is in poverty through the actions of other 
Israelites represents a failure, from people 
within Israel, to love with generosity. There 
are plenty of examples of such failure 
throughout the Bible – examples like 
Joseph’s brothers selling him into slavery 
against his will – and these examples are 
condemned (Genesis 50:20).

Probably the hardest part of the Law to 
grapple with on this issue, are the laws 
permitting Israel to own slaves from the 
countries around them. 

“Your male and female slaves are to come 
from the nations around you; from them 
you may buy slaves. You may also buy 
some of the temporary residents living 
among you and members of their clans 
born in your country, and they will become 
your property. You can bequeath them to 
your children as inherited property and 
can make them slaves for life, but you 
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must not rule over your fellow Israelites 
ruthlessly.” – Leviticus 25:44-46

This is pretty tricky. Some things to keep 
in mind when trying to understand how 
following this law could possibly be good 
are:

1. Slavery is the result of sin. 

2. The Law is written for sinful people, 
and it often functions more to limit 
behaviour by defining wrongdoing 
than to show people how to live 
rightly. Just like our laws. 

3. Living rightly meant imitating God, 
and for Israel, the much greater 
obligation to the nations was 
created by God’s promises, and their 
understanding of their role in God’s 
promises – specifically the promise 
that Abraham’s descendants would 
be a blessing to the nations, who, as 
part of Israel’s story, are also people 
who are Adam’s descendants and are 
made in God’s image. 

4. The people God calls to follow him, 
and to imitate him, are not him. 
People are naturally sinful, and 
human structures are naturally sinful. 
The Old Testament Law functions 
to point people towards God, but it 
also deals with the reality of life in 
a broken world in broken societies 
where people do broken things to 
one another. The Law acknowledges 
the gap between our capacity for 
perfection and God’s. There are 
many laws in the Old Testament that 
deal with the right thing to do in 
non-ideal situations, like what to do 
with women who have been sexually 
assaulted to ensure they are provided 
for, this doesn’t amount to permission 
to run around assaulting women. 
There are laws that seem wrong to 
us that are simply allowing Israel to 

function like a nation in its time and 
place, but the call to imitate God, in 
the context of his promises, is what 
sets the expectation for how these 
laws will be applied. 

5. The reason we intuitively abhor 
slavery, as Christians, is because 
of the influence of a Christian 
understanding of humanity on our 
history. This seems foreign to us 
because it is.  

6. The picture we see of this sort of 
slavery in Israel’s story is a picture 
of inclusion in the family (eg Hagar 
and Eliezer), and in God’s family, not 
exclusion from humanity. 

7. Slaves were often secured through 
conquest as an alternative to death, 
so at times, slavery is presented as 
choosing life for a person, which is 
a theme of the Law (see the final 
chapters of Deuteronomy). 

The easier version of slavery to address in 
the Old Testament Law is slavery within 
Israel. There are essentially two types of 
slavery that Israelites can enter that are 
not condemned explicitly, or as a result 
of Israel’s ethics being shaped by God’s 
character and his story of redemption:

a)        Entered into voluntarily, always with 
an end in sight through the jubilee laws, 
and for the purpose of alleviating one’s 
debt (Exodus 22:1-3). While there are laws 
about slavery, there are other laws that 
are specifically designed to stop Israelites 
getting into debt to each other to the point 
that they become enslaved (Deuteronomy 
15:1-17, 24:10-22). Any Jewish slave is 
potentially an indicator that these laws 
are not being kept. Slaves who lose the 
capacity to continue working off their 
debt through injury were to be released 
immediately (Exodus 21:26-27), slaves who 
ran away from their masters were to be 

given refuge (Deuteronomy 23:15).  Slaves 
could redeem themselves, or be freed if 
the debt they owed was paid by another, a 
“redeemer” (Leviticus 25:47-55).

This sort of treatment is consistent with 
Israel’s liberation from slavery by the God 
who gave them refuge, and is another 
reminder that slavery in the Old Testament 
is not what we see in modern slavery.

b)       Slavery for the purpose of marriage, 
where the father of the daughter makes 
an arrangement with family, either for the 
household owner or his son. While we find 
this morally reprehensible in the modern, 
western, world, this relationship is more 
like an arranged marriage to improve 
a daughter’s social standing than sex 
slavery. This sort of arrangement would 
be entered into between an impoverished 
father and a wealthy neighbour. We need 
to be careful not to draw modern parallels 
here – and while this law was doubtless 
abused even in its time – the father would 
be one who considered it necessary to 
take such an action to ensure his daughter 
would be loved and provided for when 
he himself was unable to provide. We get 
this sense from the law itself as it secures 
rights for the for the woman – she is to 
be treated as either a wife, or a daughter, 
in the household, and the woman in 
question is free to leave if the relationship 
is not as promised, such a breakdown in 
relationship is a case of the man “breaking 
faith” with the woman in question (Exodus 
21:7-11).

While there were laws about how to treat 
slaves that seem to allow slavery, the 
Old Testament unequivocally condemns 
slave drivers – those who traffic others. 
Any person who kidnapped someone and 
sold them into slavery against their will 
– was to be put to death (Exodus 21:16, 
Deuteronomy 24:7).
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