
Slavery 

 
By the New Testament era slavery was the foundation of the economy of the 

Roman Empire.  Rome was one of only a few true slave economies known to world 

history.
1
  It was a widespread and acknowledged institution and its morality was seldom 

questioned.
2
  The number of slaves has been estimated from fifteen percent to one third 

of Roman population.
3
 

A person could become a slave in a variety of ways.  Historically, most slaves 

were prisoners from Rome's wars of expansion or victims of kidnap by slave traders or 

pirates.  However, by New Testament times, few became slaves by this manner.
4
  Forced 

slavery for indebtedness was also forbidden before the first century.
5
  By the time of the 

New Testament, most slaves were thus because they were born to slave women.  One 

could also raise an abandoned newborn to be a slave.
6
  Also, many people sold 

themselves into slavery.
7
 

The status of slaves in the Roman empire was different from the modern 

understanding of slavery in the American south.  While slaves had the legal status of a 

thing
8
- a tool-, practically, they were treated as well as a freeman.

9
  A slave could be 

punished more severely for a crime than a freeman could.
10

  But there was a radical 

improvement in the way slaves were treated by the first century.
11

  They were protected 

by law against severe cruelty
12

 though still liable to corporal punishment.
13

  Some suggest 

that household slaves were treated with goodwill and affection.
14

  Slaves had most of the 

legal rights of a freeborn person.
15

  There was no difference in dress or racial markers to 
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signify a person as a slave.
16

  Slaves held responsible positions both in the household and 

in civil service.
17

  Slaves played a wide range of social and economic roles.
18

   

In many ways, slaves were better off than the poor freeborn laborers.
19

  They had 

a guaranteed room and board, often their own room in the master's house.
20

  Educated 

slaves were prized for their usefulness.  Therefore, slaves were educated at their master's 

expense.  Many slaves were more educated than their masters.
21

  Slavery was also not a 

permanent condition.  A slave could expect to be freed around age thirty.
22

  Manumitted 

slaves of Roman citizens were usually granted Roman citizenship.
23

  For this reason, 

many people sold themselves into slavery in order to gain security, education or a trade, 

or to secure an inroad into social position and advancement.
24

   

Two factors greatly influence our understanding of First Peter.  First, the father of 

the household exercised full legal control over all in the household.
25

  Therefore, the 

quality of a slaves life depended almost entirely on the owner.
26

  An owner would treat 

his slaves better or worse depending on his mood or character.  Thus Peter felt the need to 

address both those with good masters and those with bad.  Secondly, slaves usually 

shared the same culture and religious traditions as the owner.
27

  Therefore, as a slave 

became a Christian while the owner remained pagan, Christianity would be perceived as 

a threat to "traditional kinship ties and patriarchal family structure."
28

  The Christian 

group may have been perceived as a different family or kinship demanding loyalty and 

thus challenging loyalty to the owner.  This may account in part for the slander and 

persecution suffered by the Christians in general and slaves in particular to which Peter 

felt the need to speak.   
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