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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

In this present decade much has been done and is being
done by the Christian Church in an attempt to speak to the
racial revolution in our country. While the Church, at
times, has given substantial biblical reasons for her stance
and involvement, she has often grasped for "biblical straws"
in an effort to vindicate her role.® This has been due in
part to the fact that the contemporary problems are indige-
nous and find no biblical precedent, but in greater measure,
I suspect, to the fact that she has not carefully examined
the biblical perspective on social issues. Consequently,
not having a clear upderstanding of the social directives
in the New Testament, she has been gt a loss to answer her-
meneutical questions of today. One possible point of de-
parture is the New Testament understanding of slavery, for
the marks of slavery are deplorably still a present reality.

To attempt to discuss the whole of the New Testament
evidence on slavery is too broad for a paper of this nature.
Therefore, I have 1imitea myself to an exegetical study of
I Corinthians 7:21 and some of its implications. This pa-
per will specifically seek to isolate the thrust or message
of the pericope and its relationsﬁip to the total Pauline

corpuse I shall discuss the various textual problems,
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especially the meaning of KA a oty and the construction
HE:\AOV Kpﬁﬂw— o Then I shall consider the pericope
in its various contexts (the immediate context [}erses 17-2%],
the seventh chapter, the entire bock of I Corinthians, and
the whole Pauline corpus)e

This paper doez not propose to resclve all the textual
problems of the pericope, for "The translation of I Corin-
thians 7:21 is still an insoluble problem."2 It will, how-
ever, present the various possibilities or alternatives and

suggest, when possible, what interpretation is most likely.
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CHAPTER II
THE TEXTUAL PROBLEMS OF I CORINTHIARS 7:21

I Corinthians 7:21 is a good illustration of how onetla
understanding of the text and context affects what punctua-
tion is employed. The majority of Greek New Testament edi-
tions and translations place a question mark (3) after
éKl\ri 9"5,1 indicating that there is a major break at this
point in the verse. TLuther, however, for reasons which
will be made clear later on in this chapter, in his trans-
lation of the text inserted a comma and thus betrayed his
understanding of the text. The verse, however, carries
much more of an impact if one punctuates it with a question
marks Paul, in addressing himself to those who are slaves
in the Corinthian congregation, employs a rhetorical ques-
tion to introduce his advice to those perplexed by their
predicament. He reiterates a question which they themselves
had not resolved: "Am I to remain a slave now that I am
called into the fellowship of Jesus Christ (cf. I Corinthi-
ans 1:9)2"

One other preliminary consideration is the syntactical
placement of Aﬁx:' following éa s in 21bs Although there is
no manuscript evidence for shifting the k&tf'to.pracede the
el » it would greatly simplify the meaning of the verse,

for eé Huéf generally introduces concessive clauses,
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whereas k&&. &{ appears in textually certain readings only
as M"and if." Another possibility is to omit the MH{.alto-
gether, which is what the ninth century manuscripﬁ'G
(Boernerianus) did.2 Neither of these suggested changes,
however, can be utlilized, due to the lack of substantial
support. MNoreover, in textual eriticism, the more difficult
reading is generally acknowledged to be the correct one, un-
less there is significant evidence to the contrary. It re-
mains for us, therefore, to interpret the text in its ac--

cepted structure, i.e., SoUAﬁ éﬂx"jg'ﬁj Hl{ oot
ye/\é"rtu' o':,\,\’nd_ Kol Sdvecend. éf\et')Qe.Poj
yevérQur, MxAdov XpA owc.

Eric Malte has correctly pointed outs that the word

SQZ)AQT should be translated 'slavee.'! When the New Tes-
tament wants to designate a person who is employed and who
can be discharged or who may freely resign, it designates
such a person by the words &.eé Ko VOT s L')ﬂ'l'lPE,qu s OT
1Ta{iy. In fact, Calvin in his commentary on Ephesians 6:5
says, "To be sure the apostle is not speaking of hired ser-
vants such as are in use to-day (sicl), but of those who in
ancient times were in perpetual slavery unless they were
freed by the kindness of their owners. For their owners
bought them for a money price, so that they could be employed
upon the meanest services, and indeed they had a legal right

of life and death over them."? The point, then, is that the
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New Testament loses its vividness and the striking distinec-
tion between slave and free, if an understanding of the
slave is not kept in mind. MHoreover, it is generally recog=
nized that Paul lived in a society in which more than half
of the inhabitants belonged to the slave class. In fact,
Paul employs the word &0 Aoﬁ more than twenty Times in
his epistles., Corinth itself, with an estimated 600,000
people, is thought to have had two~-thirds of its population
among the slave class.5 So it is not surprising that Paul
often employs Soﬁf\oi and its antonym éz\ecggepaj -
Galatians 4:1 gives further evidence that &e 6)“’7 is "the
classical picture of bondage and 1imitation."®

The picture Paul gives us of slavery most likely refers
to household slaves. Such is certainly the case when he
writes to Philemon concerning Onesimus (Philemon 2). More-
over, in Paul's other epistles he 1s speaking to those with-
in the Christian Community in the relationship between
slaves and masters. Paul worked principally in the Hellen-
ized citles, and there seems to be no evidence that Chris-
tianity penetrated the slave-gangs of the great estates, or
the mines. One can say this despite I Corinthians 1:26-29
and 1ts stress on the ignorance and obscurity of the major=-
ity of converts in the Corinthian congregations. Paulls
letter to this group of Christians does not suggest inar-
ticulate and i1lliterate people but rather many who boast of
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their knowledge and wisdom (cf. 4:83 8:2; 13:2)s Thus
there was an admixture of people at Corinth which was par-
tially responsible for the divisions and resentment toward
one another; and those who were household slaves found them=
selves a part of this conflicte

One might expect to hear the New Testament at least
occasionally speak disparagingly of the slave class, as was
common in the Greek and Hellenisbtic worlds. On the contrary,
"the judgment on the slave 1s always material, and it re-
mains so even when it is severe. The Soalid’j' is never des-
pised or rejected simply because he is a slave."’ This is
most likely due to the fact that slavery wes a legal insti-
tution in the days of the apoatles. Consequently, since the
Church was not in any position to abolish it, she incorpor-
ated it into the order of interdependence, i.e., churches
received slaves into the fellowshlp of the Church and rec-
ognized them as human beings, & stabus which had been de-
nied them by the law. This is hiphlighted by the fact that
slaveholders were held responsible toward their slaves
(cf. Ephesians 6:9; Colossians 4:1).

One other thing which should be mentioned at this point;
in.order that one might understand the import of 5‘ 08‘:\05 2
is the matter of manumission. A slave might be manumitted,
i.e., set free, via a number of channels. A provision in

the will of hils master could entitle him to freedom upon
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his master?!s death. Secondly, a grateful master might re-
lease a slave for a particular service rendered. Thirdly,
a master might liberate a slave whom he found less expen-
sive to free than to provide for. Fourthly, a slave might
pay a certain sum to his master to purchase his liberty.
Although in some cases a slave might find himself less well
off financially upon gaining freedom, as a rule he coveted
manumission, even though by Roman law he still owed some
service to his patron. For example, although in business
relations with the world, the former slave was a freedman
(libertinus), he had to take his patron's name, adding his
own name to 1%, and belong to his household., He no longer
belonged to a dominus, but he was tied to a gatronua.s
Such a semi-servile relation, to be sure, is not what is
generally recognized as freedom todaye

A key word in Paul's advice to the slaves at Corinth
is K,\ ascs' o [MHuch of one's understaending of verse twenty-
one hangs on its meaning. Interpreters have been particular-
1y puzzled over Paul's use of K,\ﬁgc.g‘ in I Corinthians
7:17-24, Tuther, Lietzmann, Héring, among others, have un-
derstood Paul in verse twenty to mean K,\aa't.s in the
sense of Beruf, or one's status or position in 1life. On
the other hand, H. Meyer, Robertson-Plummer, and K. L. Schmidt
understand this verbal noun in the sense of Berufung, or

one's call to be a Christian. Although both definitions of
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K,\ﬁGLS are possible, usage of the word in the Pauline
corpus leads one to understand the term as "one's call to
be a Christlan." This is said for a number of reasonse
First of all, commentators who interpret K/\ﬁb"‘-j' as Beruf
offer no solid substantiatlon for their choice. They mere-
ly think it fits the context better. Secondly, there are
no parallels in Paul's writing to corroborate such a2 mean-
ings In the third place, there seems to be no necessity
for suggesting a special sense in one verse when the nor-
mal meaning of the word is possibles Finally, Paul, espes-~
¢ially in I Corinthians, is primarily concerned with God's
call in Jesus Christ (cf., 1:1, 2, 9, 24, 265 7:22),

Historically, it is understandable that Luther came to
identify KAH©t§ in verse twenty with Beruf rather than
Berufunge Luther "had to demonstrate and prove that not
only the monk has a vocation, but every Christian in the
world and in secular employment as wello"® However, in
view of the whole Pauline corpus and the fact that K'At';f &5
like Koct\ EZV, is a technical term, describing those who
are the called ( Ke KA# ,Me’;/oc.) by God (the Ked®Y ), it
appears most likely that Paul intended the same meaning in
our pericope. One other consideration, however, is "the
possibility that Paul is purposely ambiguous in a kind of
gontle irony."lo

) ’
The use of £¢ Kit in verse twenty-one is also prob-
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lematical. How is one to understand this construction? In
addition to the occurrence under discussion, Paul employs
this exact construction only four times in his writings
(IT Corinthians 4:16; 5:16; 7:8; 12:11). In these four lo-
cations eZ Keu./ has a concessive sense, i.e., the apodosis
iIs fulfilled in spite of the completion of the protasis,
In terms of our pericope, this would mean that "although"
or "even if" would properly convey the sense of ei kﬁx:ra
It is in this sense that J. Héring follows the interpreta-
tion of John Chrysostom, Peter Lombard, and Bengal.ll

It is, however, also possible to understand 62 Idxz

as a conditional construction, such as one finds in the

Revised Standard Version and New English Bible translations

of I Corinthians 7:21 (i.es, RSV--"But if you can « » "3
NEB-="s « obut if a chance « « »")es E. D. Burton gives
evidence of such a usage when he cites I Corinthians 4:7
» \ / 1\ SA /
(ec 8¢ Kwl) and I Corinthians 7:11 ( €xV &€ Koett ) gg
Yapr) gy /7
cases "in which €t (€etV ) is conditional and Kb means
tand! or 'also,! or is simply intensive, emphasizing the
following word and supggesting a supposition in some sense

nl2 Robertson and Plummer advocate such an inter-

extremea.
pretation of this construction in our pericope when they

& 2/ ) Wl3
say, "The Kw¢ affects & ¢yolOol, not &¢ " What has
led commentators to seek an alternative to the nermal ren-

P
dering of eE k%t as a conceasive is the difficulty con-
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fronted by the construction ‘uﬁl\f\ol/ X Pﬁ‘ﬂoﬂ, in the
apodosis. A concesszive rendering of the protasis almosat
decides one!s interpretation of the apocdosis since, if
62 ﬁh&s undsrstood as falthough' or 'even if," the apodosis
would then suggest Tn EOU/\eLn( after HaltHoI/ Xqu'bcc.,
Gonvinced, though, that XPI16°<¢- should be followed by T"l
QAEUQE P (_,{_ » Some commentatora have said that the use of
€L k@cL in I Corinthians 7:21 is an exception to the normal
rendering and, therefore, should be understood conditionally.

The verb )(P nL,o MucC , 'to make use of! or 'employ,' is
regularly supplied with a dative in order to complete the
thoughte As has been alluded to above, in the history of
interpretation some commentators (e.g., Chrysostom, Bousset,
Lietzmann, J. Weiss, H. D. Wendland, Goodspeed) have supplied
TE‘ Sovde ;,,%, while others (e.g., Erasmus, Luther, Calvin,
Lightfoot, Zahn, Schlatter, Moffatt) have preferred its an-
tonym, 'r:;i ;l\ eaﬂe/)c,nbi o1% There are good reasons why
many scholars have maintained that !'freedom! is the implied
objecte First of all, the word \(P?]D‘NL is an aorist imper=-
atives As C. F. D. loule points oub,15 if Paul meant for
a slave to remain in his present circumstances, he would
have employed the present 1mperat1va,XP55. The aorist im-
perative denotes a point action, whereas the present impera-
tive refers to a repeated or protracted action. Consequent-

ly, Paul is urging the Corinthian Christians to make use
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once and for all of the opportunity to be free. IMoreover,
"Freedom was the last thing mentioned; and 'make use of!
suits a new condition better than the old condition of slav-

16 ZAX
. Then, too, MU AAAV is understood in an elative

ery
sense (i.e., to intensify the verb) rather than concessively
and so is translated 'by all means.!

Interpreters who maintain that 1ﬁ S'OUAG:?_! is most
likely the object of )(P?,Bnu_ offer the following reasons,
First of all, they view the context (verses 17-24) of the
verse as a reflection of Stoic ideas. " /.“{ oot yeAe’Tw
echoes a common Stoic phrase, Why mind that?! which was
applied to external things as being indifferent to the inner
freedom of the soul. This is the point of Paul's reminder
that the Christian slave enjoyed spiritual freedom with his
Lord, however he might be the thrall of an earthly Lorde"t?
Thus one belonged to a spiritual city, a city not made by
hands, the citizenship oI" which was gained through spiritual
insight, whether one was in bondage or free. Moreover,
verses twenty and twenty-four are cited as evidence for main-
taining the status quo. A concessive rendering of ét’- l{of-l.,
is also put forward for such a rendering. TLikewise, UeAAor
_is also understood concessively.l8 Then too, Paul's dis-
cussion of the imminent Parousia in verses twenty-nine to

thirty-one suggests that obtaining freedom is comparatively

unimportant and paltry in view of the Parousia believed to
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be at hand. Furthermore, "The tendency of the Fathers cer-
tainly was to urge the slave to be obedient, rather than to

urge the master to set him frea."lg

Heinz Bellen, in a rather recent article,zo proposes
an interesting explanation for HEJ\I\DV XP;I‘O'KL » favoring
Tﬁ SovA ec’,u‘_t o He begins with a reference to Paul’s dis-
cuasion of marriage in the opening verses of chapter seven,
in which Paul says it is Ko(.AolV for a man to remain un-
married. One may marry but the higher gif't iz continence.
Bellen says the same analogy applies in verses eighteen to
twenty-four. Either tc remain a slave or to be free is pos-
sible, but the higher gift ( MQt\AoV being the comparative
of the adverb Hou\o’( ) is to remain as one is--a slave.

He also suggests linguistic grounds for his position.
600,\01 corrasl;onds in its function i;‘l the sentence %o
TTepL TeT My MeVos (used instead of €V 'ﬂ'éP'-Tale ) in
verse eilghteen. Verse nineteen begins with r] ﬂeptn//7,
wvhich presupposes eV 'ﬂ‘ep(.‘nf(r,, since 7 vﬁk’fopuo'-ng
in verse nineteen refers to €Y MKpaﬁ(J&"r‘coLc. in verse
eighteens Therefore, since 508)\05 in verse twenty-one
correaponds with eV wf-K' popue Tt.e-( (in the same way tha.t
e pe Térﬂv/(évaj corresponds with v w’-zpopw--rw ¥s
it would suggest remaining a slave just as Paul advises the

uncircumcised not to become circumcised. NMoreover, since

-~ /
806,\05 equals AV TZ) (YOUA éLD‘f by this analysis, the
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parallelism of the context suggests 'TH 800 /\Ef—b'_'- after
)(Pﬁga,(.. o One has to grant that Bellen has a tightly wo-
ven linguistic argument. However, it is questionable whether
the parallelism in structure is as clear-cut as he maintains.
If Paul intended such correspondence with the question of
circumcision, one would expect him to complete the analogy by
the inclusion of TE] 8ovA é‘-lﬂé- rather than leaving i1t open-
ended. Moreover, Bellen does not really address himself to
the aorist mood of XP;’TO‘KL .21 Being a Roman Catholic
from Koeln University, his presuppositions concerning vir-
ginity and celibacy somewhat obstruct his interpretation of
the texts In fact, the title of his article gives him away--

Verzicht Auf Freilassung Als Asketische Leistung? (i.e.,

Renunciation of Freedom As An Ascetic Achievement?).

It is apparent, then, from a consideration of 'the tex-
tual aspects of I Corinthians 7:21, that the pericope is
fraught with various problems, ambiguities, and possible
alternatives in interpretation, To begin with, the text
_haa major punctuation or syntactical problems to resolves.
It is evident that S’OSZ\oS means one who is in the des-
picable state of slavery over againat just a servant or
hired hands The meaning of Kt\ﬁﬁcs, however, is not en-
tirely clear., Should one interpret it in the usual sense
of one's calling to be a Christian or is Paul, in verse

twenty-one and the immediate context, employing the word in
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the speclial sense of one's state or position in 1life? 1In
addition, the construction GL‘ ‘49“/ can be rendered in two
different ways. It can either be understood concessively
and translated talthough'! or feven though,' or it can be
interpreted conditionally and rendered 'if also.! Finally,
we have examined the ambiguities of the construction
/lbu\l,\o\/ XP}’IGOCL » to which elther T/ SovAedss o
TVI eAev @ "PCM should be added. We have not suggested
definitive solutions at all points, but we heve tried to
indicate a certain direction when the evidence has been

sufficiently weighty.
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CHAPTER III
I CORINTHIANS 7:21 IN ITS CONTEXT

One can see some merit to F. W. Grosheide!s suggestion
that 'your vocation' should be supplled after /J:(Af\m/
)(P;isba,,l for the word 'ecall! in either its verbal or noun
form appears nine times in the space of eight verses (i.e.,
in I Corinthians 7:17-24). Although one finds it difficult
to accept Grosheide!s radical proposal, due to the obvicus
antithesis of &u/\étfbl- and 6,/\ eugepl-/ul- in verse twenty-
one, nevertheless, the significance of this concept cannot
be minimized in the immediate context of our pericope. In
fact, Paul states a general principle in verse seventeen,
which, he goes on %o say, was part of the "ground rules"
for all those who became members of the Body of Christ:
"Each person was to continue leading the 1life which the
TLord assigned him and in which God called him." Then, after
giving an illustration of what he means, he has an emphatic
repetition of the rule in verse twenty. He follows his rule
once again with a concrete example of how it is implemented
and finally concludes with a second reiteration of his gen-
eral principle in verse twenty-fours.

There are several observations which can be made from
the context. First of all, Peul certeinly must have wanted
his readers to get the major point, for he goes to great
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pains to enumerate 1t three times. Secondly, his examples
stfike one as no hypothetical constructions but live is-
sues which perplexed the congregation. Thirdly, Paul is
not introducing an ad hoc rule to quiet his disgruntled
readers but one which he apparently employed wherever he
went, Fourthly, Paul does not appear to be laying down a
hard and fast rule, even though he employs it throughout
the churches (verse 17), but rather he stresses the rule in
order to comfort those in such predicaments and encourage
them to be responsible Christians. The question still re-
mains, however, whether verse twenty-one is meant to coin-
cide with Paul's general principle or whether he is possibly
presenting an exception, to demonstrate that his rule is not
a subtle form of legalisms If one understands K)\?ls'ci in
the usual sense pf God's call in Jesus Christ, the possibil-
ity, of course, of a "Pauline exception" is heightened.
Paul is then saying that the important thing is one's in-
corporation into the Body of Christ. One is not to over-
throw his position in life just because he has entered a new
and more meaningful relationship, but at the same time,
there is nothing which binds one perpetually to the same
status. If, as a slave, one is given the opportunity to be
free, he should take.advantage of 1t.

On the other hand, I Corinthians 7:20ff also fits well

into the broad context of the Gnostic problem which' plagued



17
Corinth.2 The Corinthian Gnostics apparently bemoaned the
fact that their freedom must take into account the edifica-
tion of others (cfe. I Corinthians 10:29f). They wanted to
exercise their freedom to the fullest extent and ignore the
responsibility they owed to the whole church, especially the
weaker Christian, Paul has to remind them that love pre-
empbs knowledge (efs I Corinthians 8:1ff). The possible in-
discriminate use of freedom by manumitted slaves is perhaps
one thing which concerns Paul. Moreover, he sees "the dan-
ger that in striving after freedom there will be entangle-
ment in claims upon men, and therefore unselfish readiness
for others will be 1mpossible."5 Then, too, Paul introduces
a high religious motif in verse twenty-two. The phrase
'freedman4 of the Lord! brings out the thought that the in-
ner relationship of the spirit is a service in perfect free-
dome The Christian stands in the paradox of being both free
and yet a slaves He is a libertinus, but he still belongs
to a Dominus rather than a patronus., Paul, then, in verse
twenty-three continues to invest a well-known word with a
deeper meaning. He says Tt /ll"iﬁ r’]'b’oPDZG'QqTe, which
brought to mind the fact that many pagan slaves obtained
freedom when they were purchased by a temple divinity in the
market place (&Ya Po{'. )e The Christian slave, however, has
been bought with the price of Christ's own blood and, there-

fore, should not be dependent upon men.
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In the whole seventh chapter of I Corinthlans, one
finds a social conservatism and somewhat ascetic appeal.
In his principles of marriage (verses 1-9), only by way of
concession (verse 6) does Paul approve of marriage. He
would rather have individuals maintain the status quo (cf.
7:8, 20, 40). Concerning those who are married, he appeals
to a Loglon of Jesus (verses 10-11l), but when he addresses
mixed marriages (verses 12-16) he offers only his own con-
sidered advice. It is pertiﬁgnt for our pericope that Paul
says an unbelieving husband or wife is consecrated by his or
her spouse (verse 14). If such is the case, the Christian
partner should not seek to dissolve the marriage, for some-
thing salutary is being effected through the union. Such a
thought perhaps is implicit in his advice to slaves. An
ﬁnbelie?ing master might well be consecrated by a Christian
slave. Since the master-slave relationship was a close one,
Paul mey be advocating a continuance of it, due to the
wholesome influence of the s}ave. It must be said, howavgr,
that w;th regard to marriage, Paul has a higher principle,
namely, "God has called us to peace (verse 15)." If the
friction between a Christian and non-Christian spouse 1is
too great, he views a separation as permissible. Perhaps
such a similar conflict 1s envisioned in verse twenty-one,
and Paul may be making & provision for the slave so that he

does not feel unreservedly bound to his master, if he wants
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to set him free.

It is undoubtedly true that "Nowhere do the social im-
plicaticns of Paul'!s eschatolcgical outlook come to view as
plainly as in I Corinthians 7:26—35."5 As one man aptly
put it, "Every Christian, as it were, is all packed up for
a trip, and simply waiting for the bus to arrive.“s The
Parousia in Paul'!s mind is right arcund the corner. There-~
fore, he manifests & reserve sbout marriage because "the ap-
pointed time has grown very short (verse 29) and the form
of this world is passing away (verse 31)." In other words,
because of the imminent eschaton, merriage and any other
radical change should be avoided. "Everyone should remain
éV Tﬁ KA '{Gél-in which he was called (verse 20)." More-
over, to be concerned about anything but T:c o0 KUP‘-INJ
1s to be hampered by Tw TeO Ko,fjﬂov(verses 32-34). So
good order and undivided devotion are essential (verse 35)
lost the gospel be impeded and the chureh become fragmented
through a spiritual schizophrenia.

One finds a concern for unity and & catholic sensitiv-
ity throughout I Corinthians. In the opening chapter of
this personal letter, Paul urges the saints at Corinth to be
in harmony and allcw no schisms (cfXJﬁ}hCﬁ%) (verse 10).
He has heard personally that there was strife among them
(12113 11:18) as groups began to pitch their tents in the
camp of Paul, Apollos, Cephas, or Christ (verse 12), and
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this greatly disturbed him. Some people in the congrega-
tion were even filing public lawsuits against their brothers
and thus adding to the divisiveness in their midst (6:1-6),.
Tbere was allagk of sexual and moral restraint at Corinth
(chapters 5-6) A Feminist movement was afoot (11:2-16),
and a self-assertive movement in worship (11-14) had dis-
rupted their sense of community. So Paul rightly sought
to weld the congregation together again and give them a
sense of cohesiveness and unity. Twlce he has to add a
correcfive to their concept of freedom by saying, "'All
things gre_lawful for me,' but not all things are helpful
(6:12; 10:25)." One does not have a license to do whatever
he pleases. Rather he must be concerned about the whole
body and what effect his action would have on the rest of
its members. Paul continually tries to make clear that the
Church is the Body7 of Christ and every member is-of crucial
importance if the Body is to function effectively (cf. es-
pecially chapter 12). Thus personal freedom takes its shape
and definition from the more encompassing concern of unity
and corporate harmony.

Paul cites himself as a concrete example of how one's
1life in Christ is to be implemented. In chapter nine, he
demonstrates how he has refrained from using all the free-
doms anﬁlprivileges which are his. Of particular Signifi-

cance for our pericope is verse nineteen, in which he says,
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"For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a
slave (1.8., é&s(;/\wdoi ) to all, that I might win the
more." Paul exercises self-denial for the sake of the gos-
pel (verse 23) in order that the body might grow rather than
diminish. He 1s entitled to many rights bubt would "endure
anything rather than put an obstacle in the way of the Gos-
pel of Christ (verse 12)." Slavery, it would seem, is of
little significance when the unity of the Church and the
proclamation of the Gospel are at stakes For after all,
according to Paul what is really important is that "by
one Spirit we were all baptized into one body--Jews or
Greeks, slaves or free--and all were made to drink of one
Spirit (12:13)." Paul is not insensitive to the plight and
conditions of men, but he is convinced that what the Cor-
inthian c¢ongregation needs to hear and respond to is the
call to unity. "God is not a God of confusion but of peace
(14:33)," and unless all things are done decently and in
order (cf, 14:40), freedom from slavery or from any other
burdening position will be meaningless, for the church will
be so divided and fragmented that her impact on the city
will be drained of 1%s powers

Fortunately,for the present-day reader, Paul does not
1limit his thoughts about slavery and freedom to the Corin-
thian congregation. He speaks to the problem explicltly
in at least seven of hils epistles. In Galatians 3:28, Paul
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demonstrates that the Torah has been transcended in Christ
in at least three reSpects.8 First of all, the wall of par-
tition which existed between the Jews and Greeks has been
torn down. Secondly, the line of demarcation between slave
and free is conquered; and thirdly, the division pade at
creation (cf. Genesis 1:27)vbetween male and female has been
eradicated. In other words, in Christ "the dichotomy is
overcome ; through baptism a new unity is created, and that
is not-only a matter discerned by the eyes of faith but one
that manifests itself in social dimensions of the church

(Galatians 2:11-14)."°

To limit these statements solely to
man's relationship 'coram Deo! would be to render them prac-
tically meaningless. Moreover, all three sets of antitheses
can bé potentially implemented in the soclal and practical
1life of the church. There is no need to assume that they
are spiritual ideals which offer comfort but no realistic
hopees In Jesus Christ the Law has been radicalized, and
people at Galatlia are enjo;néd to concretely demonstrate
their new life by love (Galatians 5:14=15),

To propose such an interpretation of Galatians 5228,
however, does not resolve the Pauline understanding of slav-
erys In fact, such an understanding flies in the face of
what Paul says elsewhere. For example, in Ephesians 6:5-9

and Colossians 3:22-25, Paul enjoins slaves to obey their

earthly masters. In I Timothy 6:1 he even suggests that
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slaves should regard their masters 'as worthy of all honor,!
and in Titus 2:9, Paul advocates that slaves 'be submissive
to their masters and give satisfaction in every respect.!
Paul's advice, however, will not seem quite so brutal to a
modern reader if one understands the perspective from which
he speaks., In Ephesians-~Colossians Paul stresses the idea
that through his service the slave is serving the Lord and
not men. Besides, the Lord will reward him for his faith-
ful service. So Paul gives his ethical injunctions an ex-
plicit theological basis, insisting that a servant'!s obedi-
ence is really rendered to Christ, who is the true Master
of all Christians, Then too, if one is to be an imitator
of him, as he is of Christ, one can expect.suffering.

Both I Timothy 6:1 and Titus 2:10 mention the favor-
able effect on men?!s attitude to Christianity which'a slave!s
good conduct may exert., This is one reason, perhaps, why
Paul does not suggest the overthrow of the institution of
slavery. In addition, those who have belleving masters are

10 since those who benefit by their

to 'serve all the better
service are believers and beloved (I Timothy 6:2).' Paul
may have given this latter advice to curb already existing
problems rather than to prqvgﬁt future problems arising.

It 1s difficult to ascertaine One further consideration is

~ that "Paul's theological argument may have a humane base in

the fact that for many slaves freedom would simply not be
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an option. He wishes them to see their.own value even in
their base lot."*!

It should also be noted that Paul addresses himself
to masters as well as to slaves. His words, mofeover, are
equally strong. Slaves and masters have mutual duties and
responsibilities and if the slave is to be obedient td his
master, the master is to treat his slaves 'justly and fair-
ly! (Colossians 4:1) and not threaten them, for Christ is
Master of them both and with Him there is no partiallity
(Ephesians 6:9).

It remains for us to consider one more crucial letter,
that of Philemon. Morton Enslin suggests that if Paul
really opposed slavery, "he would have urged manumission
even though he might have hesitated to proclaim these views
abroad for fear of inciting Christian slaves to insurrec-

nl? He thus understands the létter as advocating

tion,
neither the abolition of slavery nor the approval of it.
Instead, Enslin submits that Paul was not even entertain-
ing the question. Paul saw no real difference between slav-
ery and freedom. After all, one is a slave only according
to the fleshs Such an interpretation is extremely inade-

quate; It is true that "the letter of Philemon is equally

hard to assess as a witness to how Paul thought of Christ
w13

goes on to say, that "the tone of the letter is best under-

and slavery, but it 1s also true, as Krister Stendahl
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stood as a plea for having Onesimus set freeo"l4 In verse
eight Paul says he is bold enough in Christ to command
Philemon to do what is required but he prefers to appeal
to him, for then he will make his decision not by compul-
sion but of his own free will (verse 14)s Onesimus is
Paul's !'very heart! (verse 12), 'one who is a beloved broth-
er o o o both in the flesh and in the Lord! (verse 16), and
thus, within the social structure of slavery, he appeals to
Philemon to accept Onesimus as a brother in every sense.
Paul seeks to destroy every vestige of paternalism.15 Al-
though it is generally true in the Pauline epistles that
the institution of slavery is not questioned but that "the
whole interest is in the right conduct of an existing family

nl6

relationship, Paul's letter to Philemon seems possibly to

be an exceptions One is led to such an understnading not
only because -the tenor and tone of the letter suggest that
interpretation but also because Paul'!s existential confron-
tation with Onesimus must have had a tremendous impact on

him to evoke a letter of this nature.
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSIONS

To posit ahny dafinitivé interpretation of I Corinthi-
ans 7:21 ﬁould be at bést wishful thinking, if not unten-
able, for there are too many textual problems, not to men-
tion the contextual ambiguities. So, of necessity, what one
concludes is tentative and somewhat generﬁl.

When Paul addresses himself to slaves in I Corinthians
7:21ff, he is undoubtedly dealing with a special case which

had special significance for the Corinthians, for there

- were apparently many slaves among the members of the Church.

When the slaves heard about Christian freedom, they most
likely related such liberty as being in the first place
1ib9rty from their humen bondagé and rightfully so., Slave
ery, as we have indicated, was no enviable position. Paul,
therefore,.seeks to cope with this problem of a young and
struggling church as it seeks to define itself in a pagan
culture.

Paul does not appeal to a Loglion of Jesus in the im-
mediate context (I Corinthians 7:20-24) but gives his own
counsel. Although it is possible, especially oh textual
grounds, thﬁt Paul in verse twenty-one is making a paren-
thetical remark,1 similar to verse eleven, the whole con

text of chapter seven seems to suggest otherwise. More
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significant for Paul is the importance of being a respon-
Ssible Christian where one is and disseminating the Gospel

in the time that remains (verses 29-3l). Moreover, in Cor-
inth a more pressing concern than'élavery was that of unity,
and Paul felt compelled to check the abuses of fragmentatioh
and discord before he sought to explicate a thorough social
ethic. Then too, since it is generally acknowledged that
Paul is addressing himself to the problem of household slav-

ery, his principle concern 1is with the relations of slaves
and masters rather than with the institution itself. So a
slave who has been grasped by the redeeming iove of Christ
has a tremendous opportunity in a smell and intimate com-
munity, where he is.not reduced to a completely méehanieal,
sub-human condition, to bring a powerful witnéess to bear.
Furthermore, in the context of a Christian community, Paul
leaves no room for any distinctions (Galatians 3:28, Colos-
sians 3:11)., "Contempt or a feeling of superiority or lack
of forbearance is unthinkable in such a situation because
1t is directed against a brother for whom Christ died, and
strikes a death blow at the whole structure of Christian
fellovis'hipo“z

One can designate such an understanding as an interim
ethic, not i1n the sense that Paul's view has no application
for the following generations, but in the sense that he re-

alized that the present is always an interim in God's redemp-
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tive activity in history and therefore sought to speak only

to his own existential situation.3

Such an understanding,
at least, seems to correspond with his advice to the Corin-
thians,

With the possible exception in Philemon, it is certain-
ly evident that Paul shows no urgency in the abolition of
the institution of slavery. Yet today there are few Chris-
tians who would limit the implications of what Paul says to
a strictly spiritual attitude without resultant social and
political changes. How then is one who finds himself in the
Twentieth Century to reconcile the apparently incongruous
viewpoint of Paul? Being confronted by this dilemma in the
past, the church has often offered false solutions. Some
Christians have 1o€ded their arsenal with biblical proof-

texts ahd maintained that the church can concern herself

only with mant's relationship before Gode Thus they have

supported a laissez faire policy with regard to social and

moral incongruities. On the other hand, Christians, who
were sensitive to social injustices and felt constrained to
relate the biblical message to them, usually ended up with
such a harmonized New Testament that it was devoid of 1ts
tensions and richness. Walter Rauschenbusch, in the opening
years of 6ur century, is a good example of this latter ap-
proach. In contrast to both of these extremes, one asks

whether there is not still another alternative which is both
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faithful to the New Testament and, at the-same time, seeks
to eliminate man's inhumanity to man. Krister Stendahl,
whom we have considered before, suggests such an alterna-
tive. After his discussion of Galatians 5:23 he suggests,
first of all, that althoﬁgh the New Testament shows no ur-
gency in the matter of'emancipation of slaves, it does con-
tain "elements, glimpses which point beyond and even 'against!
the prevalling view and practice of the New Testament Churcsh.“-4
Furthermore he says, "It should not be such a strange idea
for us that the full consequences of the new life in Christ
are not immediately drawn and applied. Few are those who
want to or can find a developed doctrine of the Trinity in
Paul; and it helps 1little in this connection to appeal from

no Rather what we find in the

Paul to Jesus and the gospels.
New Testament is that "When Paul fought those who defended
the old--as in Galatia--his bold vision of the new expressed
itself most strongly, as in Galatians 3:28, When he dis-
cerned the overstatement of the new he spoke up for the old,
as in Corinthians, Our problem is not to harmonize the two
tendencies into a perfect systeme It is--as always is (sic!)
truiy Christian theology--to discern where the accent should
lie now, the accent in the eschatological dramg which we
call the history of the Church and the world."® If we fail
to do this, and choose rather to operate either with bibli-

cal'proof-texts or a superficial harmonization of the New
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Testament, we have ignored nineteen centuries of history in
which God has been working through his people.

Thus while Paul does not address himself, except re-
motely, to the emancipation of slave classes, certainly that
is a proper and logical extension of his concern for indi-
viduals. Besides, it might well be that he would have spoken
differently if -he had concerned himself with that problem.
That, however, is in the realm of speculation. ' What is more
important is that Christians today are called to live out
our lives in the arena of God's world, and "there are no
bleachers from which to observe the battle or the race. Our

place is in the middle of events."7
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