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Philemon and alavery

Dave Miller, Ph.D.

American abolitionist, editor, orator, au-
thor, statesman, and reformer, Frederick Doug-
lass, himself a former slave, was invited to de-
liver a speech in 1852 (eight years before the
Civil War) to a women’s anti-slavery society
in Rochester, New York. His assigned subject?
“What, to the Slave, is the Fourth of July?”
His remarks demonstrate forcefully that the
Bible and the Christian religion were not to be
blamed for the existence or perpetuation of
slavery. In his brilliant oration, Douglass dem-
onstrated that those “Christians” and church-
es in America at the time that used the Bible
to sanction slavery were misinterpreting and
misrepresentingit. He stated:

But the church of this countryis noton-
ly indifferent to the wrongs of the slave,
it actually takes sides with the oppressors.
Ithas madeitself the bulwark of American
slavery, and the shield of American slave-
hunters. Many of its most eloquent Divines
[preachers—DM], who stand as the very
lights of the church, have shamelessly
given the sanction of religion and the
Bible to the whole slave system. They
have taught that man may, properly, be a
slave; that the relation of master and slave
1sordained of God; that to send back an
escaped bondman to his master is clear-
ly the duty of all the followers of the
Lord Jesus Christ and this horrible blas-
phemy is palmed off upon the world for
Christianity.... Fellow-citizens! I will not
enlarge further on your national incon-
sistencies. The existence of slavery in this
country brands your republicanism as a
sham, your humanity as a base pretence,
and your Christianity as a lie.... Stand-
ingwith God and the crushed and bleed-
ing slave on this occasion, I will, in the
name of humanity which is outraged, in
the name of liberty which is fettered, in
the name of the constitution and the Bi-
ble, which are disregarded and trampled
upon, dare to call in question and to de-
nounce, with all the emphasis I can com-
mand, everything that serves to perpet-
uate slavery—the great sin and shame of
America! (1852, emp. added).

Douglass was insistent and adamant: to prop-
agate the form of slavery in America at that
time was to disregard and trample upon the
Bible, and to misrepresent and deny the very
essence of Christianity and the will of Christ.

Douglass surely understood the New Tes-
tament correctly. In a succinct personal note
to a fellow Christian (Philemon), the apos-
tle Paul presented a fascinating glimpse into
the Christian attitude toward slavery. In a mas-
terpiece of pathos, Paul blended together ten-
der affection, encouraging commendation,
unanswerable logic, heartfelt sympathy, and
respectful persuasion to convince Philemon
to exude Christian compassion.

In examining the successive thoughts that
Paul offers in verses 1-15 and 18-25, one is apt
to miss the primary point that the apostle was
making. Stripping away the side points that
he musters along the way in building his ap-
peal, allows the central purpose of the letter to
come into view as a result of Paul’s triple rep-
etition of “receive him” in verses 12, 15, and
17. He folds the culminating objective in be-
tween the latter two verses. The climax is seen
in his explicit allusion to the nature of the
reception: to get Philemon to receive Ones-
imus back “nolongerasaslave” (vs. 16).

Here is the real message of Philemon—and
the Christian stance on slavery: God would
have slaves not to be treated as slaves! This di-
vine intention effectively eradicates the forms
of slavery that are deemed objectionable. To
treataslaveasan equal (“more than a slave”—
vs. 16), and to treat him the way one wishes to
be treated himself (Matthew 7:12), strips the
institution of slavery of its objectionable traits.
Who would not want to be the “slave” of a per-
son who treats you as a dear, beloved broth-
er? Paul’s directives to masters elsewhere in the
New Testament focus on this same necessity
of being just, fair, impartial, and non-threat-
ening (Ephesians 6:9; Colossians 4:1). Recog-
nizing that slavery would continue in the Ro-
man Empire until Christian principles were
able to gradually permeate and infiltrate its
institutions, Paul gave sensible advice to Co-
rinthian Christians:

Let each one remain in the same calling

in which he was called. Were you called

whileaslave? Do not be concerned about

it; but if you can be made free, rather

use it. For he who is called in the Lord

while a slave is the Lord’s freedman. Like-
wise he who is called while free is Christ’s
slave (1 Corinthians 7:20-22, emp. added).

A Christian can bea Christian anytime, any-
where. His commitment to Christ is unaffected
by his environment or what others may do to
him. If he can (ethically and scripturally) im-
prove his physical circumstances, then certainly
he is authorized to do so. But if not, “let each
oneremain in the same calling in which he was
called,” that is, one must fulfill one’s pre-bap-
tism (legitimate) obligations (which, in the case
of slavery, may entail financial or other matters).
The Christian’s focus is to remain on being faith-
ful to God—even in the midst of very unjust or
inhumane circumstances. This is the consistent
portrait given in the New Testament (e.g., Ephe-
sians 6:5-8; Colossians 3:22-24). It certainly is
no overstatement to insist that if Christianity,
in its pureand accurate form, were implement-
ed throughout the world, the evils of slavery
would be eradicated.
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OUESTION & ANSWER

Does Ephesians 2:8-9 teach that faith
1sagiftfrom God?

“For by grace you have been saved through
Jaith, andthat not of yourselves; it is the gifi

of God, not of works, lest anyone should boast.™

A For centuries, various Bible commen-

tators have differed on the precise ref-
erence of the pronoun “that” in Ephesians 2:8.
Does “that” (fouto) refer to faith, as many have
stated (e.g., Augustine, Chrysostom, Lenski,
etal.), or, does “that” refer to salvation from
sin? Is faith the “gift of God,” or is this gift
salvation by grace through faith?

Admittedly, from a cursory reading of the
passage in Ephesians 2:8, it may appear that
the relative pronoun that has faithas its gram-
matical antecedent. Those who advocate the
view that faith itselfis a gift (i.e., a miraculous
imposition) from God, often point out that
in this verse, “faith” is the nearest antecedent
of “that” (“For by grace you have been saved
through faith, and that not of yourselves; it
isthegiftof God”).

However, when one examines Ephesians
2:8 in the language in which it was originally
written (Greek), he learns that the pronoun
that (fout0) is neuter in gender, while the word
faith (pistis) is feminine. Since the general rule
in Greek grammar is for the gender and num-
ber of a relative pronoun to be the same as its
antecedent (Mounce, 1993, p. 111), then some
extenuating linguistic circumstance, special
idiomatic use, or other similarly mitigating
factor would need to be demonstrated to jus-
tify linking “that” to “faith.” If such reason-
able justification cannot be made, then one
is compelled to continue studying the passage
in order to know assuredly what “that” gift
of God is.

When no clear antecedent is found within
a text, Greek scholar William Mounce wisely
recommends that the Bible student study the
contextof the passage in question in order to
help determine to what the relative pronoun
(like “that”) is referring (1993, p. 111). The over-
all context of the first three chapters of Ephe-
sians is man’s salvation found in Christ. Ex-
amine, for example, the following passages
from the remainder of the book.

e “In Him we have redemption through
His blood, the forgiveness of sins, accord-
ingto theriches of His grace” (1:7).

e The heavenly “inheritance” is found in
Christ (1:11).

e After believing in, and acting upon, the
good news of salvation through Christ,
the Christians in Ephesus were “sealed
with the Holy Spirit of promise” (1:13).

e Sinnersare made “alivewith Christ,” and
aresaved “by grace” (2:5).

e Sinners are brought near to God “by the
blood of Christ” (2:13).

e Paul became a servant of Christ “accord-
ing to the gift of the grace of God...by
the effectiveworking of His power” (3:7).

Notonlyis the theme of salvation the overall
context of the first three chapters of the book
of Ephesians, but the immediate context of
Ephesians 2:8-9 is salvation, not faith. These
two verses thoroughly document how a per-
sonissaved, nothowa person believes.

e Salvation is by grace.

o Salvation is through faith.

e Salvation is not of yourselves.
e Salvation is the gift of God.
e Salvation is not of works.

Paul was not providing an exposition on
faithin his epistle to the Ephesians. Rather
salvation was his focus. Faith is mentioned as
the mode by which salvation is accepted. Sal-
vation is through faith. Just as water is received
into a house in twenty-first-century America
through a pipeline, a sinner receives salvation
through obedient faith (cf. Romans 1:5; 16:26).
The main focus of Paul’s message in Ephesians
2:8-9 was salvation (i.e., the living “water that
springs up into everlasting life”—cf. John 4:
14), not the mode of salvation.

Admittedly, faith might be categorized as
agift from God in the broad sense in which
all things come from God (e.g., the bread for
which we work is an indirect gift from God—
cf. Matthew 6:9-13), but faith is not a direct
gift from God given to some and not to oth-
ers. As Paul wrote in his letter to the church at
Rome, “faith comes by hearing, and hearing
by the word of God” (Romans 10:17). Faith
in Christ as the Son of God is found only in
those who have first heard the Word of God,
and then believed (cf. John 20:31).
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