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A Needed Reading as a Participant in This Study
A Word on Slavery in Paul’s Letter to the Church of Colossae

In chapters three and four of Paul’s letter to the Church of Colossae, he
addresses the relationship between Christian slaves and Christian slave
owners. In this letter, Paul addresses this relationship as it existed at his time
rather than addressing the overarching morality of slavery, especially in light of
all people being created in God’s image and equally redeemed in Christ Jesus.
For further study on this matter, Paul does write a companion letter to this
letter to the Colossians where he addresses a Christian slave owner, Philemon,
with regard to a runaway Christian slave, Onesimus. Philemon was a member
of the Colossian Church and Onesimus had come to Paul and had become
useful to his ministry. For a further study on Philemon and the matter of
slavery as it related to early Christianity, I heartily recommend the Concordia
Commentary: Philemon from Concordia Publishing House.

Certainly, without a deeper understanding of slavery in the Roman Empire and
with our more recent experience of race-based slavery within our own country’s
history, the section dealing with slaves and masters can lead to great
misunderstandings regarding Paul’s instruction in this letter. It may be helpful
to note a few things about slavery in the Roman Empire before your group
reaches that point in this study:

a. Race had little, if anything, to do with slavery in the Roman Empire.

b. While slaves were considered property of their owners, children were
considered property as well, so such regard did not guarantee poor
treatment by slave owners.

c. Slaves worked in a variety of ways in the empire, beyond laborers and
domestic servants only. Other slave roles included being managers and
administrators, tutors, scholars, and even doctors.

d. While slave owners had the power of life and death over their slaves,
slaves theoretically had the right to protest cruel treatment, although
true access to legal protection certainly varied throughout the empire
and at various times in history.

e. As much as 85 — 90% of the population of the Roman Empire were either
slaves or had slave origins.

f. Slaves did have the hope and possible outcome of being set free by their
owners after a certain period of service.
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g. Given the fact that rebellions and calls for the abolishment of slavery
(even from slaves themselves) were rare throughout the history of the
Roman Empire, it is likely that slavery was not seen as negatively as it is
in other periods of history.

h. While Paul does not condemn slavery, he does place the service of slaves
and the oversight of slave owners under the watchful eye of the Lord who
is over both. He now ties service as slaves to serving the Lord Himself in
this vocation, giving it a godly dignity. Paul also references the fact that
slaves, as they serve the Lord, will receive the inheritance of eternal life.
This is significant because in the Roman Empire slaves could not legally
receive an inheritance.

Paul’s counsel on slaves and slave owners would best be seen in our modern
terms as Christian counsel given between employees and employers. Both
groups should be mindful that they serve their Savior as they deal with one
another and therefore seek to do so in a way that brings honor to Him. This
goes both ways. Not only are employees [slaves]| to serve their employers [slave
owners| in sincerity because they are truly serving their Lord Jesus (who has
called them to their various stations of life), but likewise employers [slave
owners| are not to treat their employees [slaves] unfairly or cruelly because
they too are accountable to the Lord who is their Lord.

May this brief explanation help provide clarity for your group when you come to
that point in your study. May our Lord give to you and your fellow study
participants His wisdom and a Christlike patience with one another as you
address this challenging section of Paul’s letter.
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