
5. How should our identity as children of God and siblings of Christ shape how we 
live together in Christian community? 

6. Why is it important to respond to questions like the ones addressed in this sermon in 
a way that avoids simplistic, insensitive, ignorant, or arrogant responses? 

7. Outline how you might address the question of why the Bible doesn’t prohibit 
slavery in a conversation with a person investigating Christianity.  

God’s Prisoners (Part 6) 
“Challenging Questions for Christians: The Bible on Slavery                                    

and Racist Christians” (Part 1) 
Philemon 

“Having thus tried to show the best side of slavery that I can conceive of, the 
reader can exercise his own judgment in deciding whether a man can be a 
Bible Christian and yet hold his Christian brethren as property, so that they 
may be sold at any time in market, as sheep or oxen, to pay his 
debts.” (Henry Bibb, 1815-54, leading abolitionist and fugitive slave) 

Why addressing this subject is vitally important:  

• These issues are a ________________________ to a lot of people, 
including the next generation in our churches, often keeping them from 
following Jesus.  

• It can’t be _________________ by a church seeking to be multicultural 
and multiracial.   

• Our ____________________ to offer simplistic, insensitive, ignorant, 
or arrogant responses.  

Background on Philemon: 

Why doesn’t the Bible prohibit slavery? 
The first thing you need to notice with this question is that the Bible 
___________ prohibit slavery. 

Ethnic-based, chattel ______________ in the Old Testament law: 

Leviticus 25: 44 “‘Your male and female slaves are to come from the 
nations around you; from them you may buy slaves. 45 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. 46 You 
can bequeath them to your children as inherited property and can make 
them slaves for life, but you must not rule over your fellow Israelites 
ruthlessly. 
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Missional Application 
God calls us to express joy and confidence in God’s plan, no matter what 

circumstances we encounter as a witness to the gospel. 

Christ Connection 
Far from seeing his imprisonment as an obstacle to God’s mission, Paul trusted that 
God’s sovereign plan over his life was working to further God’s kingdom and build 

up his church. Because salvation for our sins came through the redemptive     
suffering of Jesus, Paul understood that God’s mission would go forward         

through the redemptive suffering of God’s people. 



1. The OT law for Israel as a whole _____________ abuses of 
foreign slaves. 

Exodus 22: 21 “Do not mistreat or oppress a foreigner, for you were 
foreigners in Egypt.” 

2. Slavery in biblical times was not as open to the _______________ of the 
chattel, race-based slavery of our nation’s past. 

3. Ownership is always about ______________________ in the Bible. 

4. God reveals more of himself and of his wisdom and will as the Bible 
_____________________.  
Philemon 15-16; 1 Timothy 1:8-11; Galatians 3:26-29 

5. The Bible completely ________________ the practice of slavery and 
actually provided the strongest arguments and motivations for ending 
slavery. 

“The New Testament argues against slavery the way Portia argues against 
Antonio’s death: by cutting the legs out from under it. Jesus inhabited the slave role. 
Paul calls himself a slave of Christ, loves a runaway slave as his very heart, 
and insists that slave and free are equal in Christ. With no room for superiority, 
exploitation, or coercion, but rather brotherhood and shared identity, the New 
Testament created a tectonic tension that would ultimately erupt in the abolition 
of slavery.” (Rebecca McLaughlin) 

Personal Reflection & Small Group Questions 

Please complete this study on your own, then bring it to your small group for discussion.  

1. Looking back over your notes from this week’s sermon, what particularly caught 
your attention, challenged, or confused you?  

2. Was your mother good at making you feel guilty?  

3. Read Philemon. As you read, note some of the ways Paul pulls out all the stops 
when seeking persuade Philemon to accept Onesimus back without penalty. 

4. Paul tells Philemon that he could order him to do what he wants, but that he 
prefers to appeal on the basis of love (Philemon 8-9). How can we lean to obey 
God from love instead of obligation? 

Family Discussion Questions  
1. How has God used one of family’s difficult experiences for our good and his 

glory? 
2. How does our family’s identity as children of God affect the way we treat each 

other and people outside of our family? 
3. How can we lean to obey God from love instead of obligation? 


