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Responding to racism is a daunting task. In fact, the reason I didn’t post 
material last week was because I wanted to take the extra time to deal with this 
one. I’ve gone back and forth a dozen times in an attempt to say the right thing 
until finally concluding that whatever I say won’t be perfect and I just need to go 
for it. What follows is my imperfect response to the question: What does the Bible 
say, or not say, about racism?  

A warning! I want to begin by stressing how careful we need to be as 
moderns when we read our current situation back into the past without thought for 
the differences that exist between now and then. When dealing with racism, we 
have to realize that the term “racism” as most understand it today would not have 
been the understanding of Greco-Roman and Ancient Near Eastern cultures (the 
major cultures in the Bible). Not only that, but the idea that there are multiple races 
is counterfactual. In reality there is only a singular human race as created by God 
in His image (Genesis 1:26, 3:20; Malachi 2:10). If this be the case then racism is 
a form of discrimation against a certain people group, not prejudice against a 
sub-race of humans.  

A couple years ago I was in a college Bible class, and a black student asked 
why the Bible doesn’t condemn slavery. To be honest, I had not given this issue 
much thought. Is this because I am white? I don’t know. In any case, it was a good 
question and like every good question, got me thinking. And I think this thoughtful 
question is a good place for us to start, don’t you?  

If we read the Bible, we do find lots about slaves and slavery. Most notably, 
perhaps, is the Egyptian’s subjugation of the Israelites (Exodus 1:11) or Joseph’s 
being sold into slavery by his brothers back in Genesis before rising to power. But 
Egyptians weren’t the only slave owners. The Israelites had slaves too. As did 
every other society on the face of the earth. According to the Baker Encyclopedia 
of the Bible, “By Roman times Slavery was so extensive that in the early Christian 
period one out of every two people was a slave.” In fact, a great deal of the early 
church was made up of slaves! Yet, according to Encyclopedia Britannica, “There 



is no consensus on what a slave was or on how the institution of slavery should be 
defined.” This is because in North America we almost exclusively think of slavery 
in terms of the Euro-American slave trade but the practice of slavery predates the 
European people as we know them by thousands of years. The truth is, people of 
all creeds and colours throughout history have owned and sold slaves. Does this get 
the slave-traders off the hook? By no means, as Paul would say. It’s just a matter of 
providing context.  

So if slavery during Bible times was different than the slavery we usually 
think of, what exactly did it look like? For starters, many people in Bible times 
were voluntary slaves. Meaning, for whatever reason (usually to work off a debt) 
they gave themselves over to indentured servitude. In many cases, slavery was a 
form of security, because being a slave meant the constant provision of food and 
shelter. Furthermore, in some ancient cultures like Sumeria, slaves often had legal 
rights and could engage in business ventures and according to Mosaic Law, 
Hebrew slaves were to be freed after 6 years of service and the physical abuse of 
slaves was prohibited (Exodus 21:2, 26-27). Taking a countryman captive and 
selling them into slavery, as happened to Joseph, was also a major no-no and the 
perpetrators were to be killed for it (Genesis 37:28; Exodus 21:11; Deuteronomy 
24:7).  

Thanks to Christian men like Wilberforce and his fellow abolitionists, we 
can look back on the practice of slavery with abject horror and think: How did it go 
on for so long? Yet, we cannot become self-righteous in our appraisal of the past. 
If we were members of a past society, can we say for certain that we wouldn’t be 
involved to some extent or another? I would like to think not, but if slavery was 
such a widely accepted aspect of human civilization, it’s impossible to say for 
certain. Therefore, we need to thank God for raising up the men and women who 
fought to end the slave-trade, an institution and practice that was considered 
nothing less than a fact of human existence for thousands of years. In this sense, 
they truly were ahead of their time.  

Does this answer the question, Why doesn’t the Bible condemn slavery? Not 
quite. I simply wanted to emphasize that we need to be careful when reading our 
modern understanding of things into the past. To answer the question more 
directly, I would respond by saying that athough the Bible does not explicitly 
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condemn slavery, it sets a trajectory that will eventually see it abolished. In fact, 
the language used by the authors of the New Testament with regard to slavery 
would have been radically opposed to their pagan counterparts and we know from 
the the Apostle Paul that in Christ there is “neither Jew nor Gentile, slave nor 
free…” (Galatians 3:28). Despite many slave-traders making arguments for 
slavery from the Bible, once slaves got their hands on the Bible, they were able to 
see that their owners were wrong in their interpretation and the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ served to give spiritual freedom to many African slaves and provide them 
with the hope of a better, freer world.  

In addition, we need to realize that just because the Bible doesn’t contain the 
phrase “slavery is wrong” doesn’t mean it says “slavery is right.” An argument 
from silence is not much of an argument. As it’s been said, “evidence of absence is 
not absence of evidence.” If I accused you of being a racist just because you’ve 
never publicly declared racism is wrong, that would be rather unfortunate and 
logically problematic.  

Sometimes the question comes to Jesus Himself. Instead of saying “the 
Bible says or doesn’t say something”, people will say, “Jesus didn’t say x or y.” 
Yet the same principle above applies to this scenario. Jesus didn’t say a lot of 
things. We don’t have a record of everything that Jesus ever said. However, a good 
Biblical hermeneutic (a fancy word for interpretation method) will help us here. 
I’ve heard it said that we must interpret the implicit from the explicit. In other 
words, can we get Jesus’ opinion on something he didn’t explicitly mention by 
looking at what he did? I think to some extent, yes. An example is his teaching on 
divorce (Matthew 19:1-9). Jesus tells the Pharisees that divorce was a concession 
due to hardened hearts in a fallen world, not the ideal or initial purpose of God. “It 
wasn’t so in the beginning,” He says. We can apply the same principle to slavery. 
Had humans not sinned back in Genesis 3, we can say with absolute certainty that 
slavery never would have existed. In fact, the command that slaves were to be 
liberated come the year of Jubilee is a sign of a greater, future liberation. This is 
the liberation we all look forward to, is it not? Furthermore, Christ did say he 
would return, and in Revelation we are given a glimpse of what the world will look 
like when He does. Is it a racist world? Absolutely not. The effects of the Fall will 



be totally reversed, and people of all tongues, nations and tribes will live in perfect 
harmony together forever. 

Okay, so we’ve talked a little bit about slavery in the Bible, but what about 
racial prejudice more generally? Well, we see that the Israelites themselves were 
often at odds with the Edomites who descended from Isaac’s son Esau (Genesis 
25:25), and in the New Testament it is evident that the Jewish people had a strong 
dislike of the Samaritans (John 4:9). However, this was not so much the result of 
perceived biological differences like skin colour, but had more to do with a 
difference in culture and religious practice. When Moses led the people out of 
Egypt, it says that a “mixed multitude” went with him (Exodus 12:38). This 
suggests that a mixture of different “types” of people, or what we might refer to as 
different races, were counted among the covenant people of God. Furthermore, it 
was much more likely for ancient peoples to be associated with their geography, 
not biology. Boundaries existed between the nations, and these boundaries were 
used to define people groups. The Egyptians were frightened because the Israelites 
were taking up space in Egyptian territory, not because they looked different.  

Another important aspect of the Bible’s dealings with ethnic differences is 
the relationship between Jews and Gentiles. The New Testament teaches that 
salvation is not only for the Jewish people, but for Gentiles as well. God wishes all 
people to be saved. This would have been seen by many as a radical concept. Peter 
says in his first epistle, “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood.” A chosen 
people? Wasn’t the church filled with slaves? That’s right, and yet in God’s eyes 
they are nothing short of a special people He has chosen for Himself. And so even 
though the world has regarded people as less than human for various reasons, 
including skin colour, such an attitude is beneath God. God created all of us in His 
image, and therefore all of us are endowed with the same value and this is clearly 
the message of all Scripture.  

I know this wasn’t an exhaustive survey on the issue of racism, and I am not 
an expert on the issues, but I hope it has been somewhat informative. If anything, 
maybe it will serve to encourage the reader to engage in further study. I plan for 
Friday’s piece to be more prescriptive, whereas today was more descriptive. 
Meaning, I want to look at how the teachings of Scripture might inform how we 
respond personally to the issue of racial inequality in our modern world.  



In Love,  
Bryce  


