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INTRODUCTION 
 

This thesis focuses on Paul’s view on freedom for believers in the context of 

slavery. Paul’s understanding comes through in his metaphorical usage of slave 

language in 1 Cor 7:20-24. In this thesis, a comparison between the teaching of 

Paul and that of the Stoics Seneca, Musonius, and Epictetus will support my 

interpretation of Paul’s opinion regarding slavery and freedom. I first explore how 

Paul and the three Stoics advocate for their understanding of freedom for slaves, 

and then I compare Paul’s theological interpretation with the moral values of the 

three Stoics. There is no doubt that Paul, Seneca, Musonius and Epictetus were 

aware of the cruel physical judgments and hardships, which slaves suffered in the 

context of slavery. Though neither Paul nor the three Stoics expressed an intention 

to terminate the existing hierarchical social structure and slavery system, they also 

did not ignore the physical judgments and hardships placed upon slaves. The 

teachings of Paul, Seneca, Musonius and Epictetus testify that they had a common 

will to end, or at least reduce, the exploitation and dehumanization of slaves. Their 

common interest is to promote the possibility of freedom, equal fairness and kindly 

treatments for slaves. Both groups preferred freedom and dignity for human beings 

by ignoring the social standards and social identification of the Roman society. 

However, they emphasized inner freedom rather than the social freedom of the 

slaves.  

Aim of thesis: To compare Paul’s attitude to slavery and his metaphorical 

language   of slavery and freedom with that of the Stoic philosophers, Seneca, 

Epictetus, and Musonius. 
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Background to the problem: The slavery system, patronage culture, hierarchical 

social order, and social distinctions were a social reality in the Greco-Roman 

context.1 Paul and the three Roman Stoics, Seneca, Musonius and Epictetus, were 

contemporaries in the first-century Greco-Roman world of slavery. It is assumed 

that the teachings of the three Roman Stoics were publicly available to people of 

the Greco-Roman world, at least to the literate and educated. The Pauline epistles 

testify that Paul’s teachings were addressed to Christ-believers of various faith 

communities. They have their own unique teachings for their respective audiences 

but they also share common ethical teachings. Stoics2 generally believed that no 

man is a slave by nature while Aristotle’s notion of natural slaves seems to support 

a slavery system.3 It seems that Stoic teaching on slavery is slightly different from 

that of conventional philosophy. The teachings of the later Stoics were mostly 

related to moral philosophy in the Roman society.4 Especially, the moral teachings 

of Seneca, Musonius, and Epictetus could be assumed as an inclusive, ethical 

context within which we should read and interpret their statement about slavery. 

They raised their voices for the slaves who were not regarded as human beings.  

                                                
1 Everett Ferguson, Background of Early Christianity, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: William 

B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003), 55-71.  
2 Rymke Wiersa, Stoic Notes: The Stoics and Other Classical Philosophers as a Source of 

Inspiration for Happiness and a Better World, translated by Stuart Field (Utrecht: Atalanta, 2014) 
44. “In their philosophy, the Stoics were nevertheless clear in saying that (in essence) there are no 
slaves, neither from birth nor from customs, and that a (so-called) slave was equal to a citizen, a 
king or any other person.” 

3 Aristotle, Politics, translated by C.D.C. Reeve (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1993), 2. For Aristotle, slaves are born to serve, cf. Politics, Book I, chapter 2, where 
human slaves are addressed as natural slaves.  

4 John Sellars, Stocism (Durham: Acumen, 2006), 12.  
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For Seneca the human soul is free though human beings are in the condition of 

social slavery. Seneca believes that every human being is a kind of slave if he/she 

is enslaved to fears.5 Slaves lived in fear of physical punishments. Similarly, free 

people lived in fear of losing life ambitions, emotional desires and all physical 

circumstances. Thus, when human beings let their inner mind be overpowered with 

fear, they are not free. For Seneca, as long as human beings can control their fear 

or as long as human beings are free from fear, they are free.6 Similarly, Epictetus 

believes that the inner mind is naturally free because of divine reasoning in the 

mind. Thus, as long as human beings can maintain the freedom of their inner self, 

nothing can hinder what human beings will, and human beings cannot enslave each 

other.7 Musonius’ ethical teaching is also unique in his own ways. Though he did 

not express either the social or inner freedom of slaves, his exile experience and 

ascetic belief empowered him to prove the possibility of life without properties, 

which slavery was classified as. Musonius was enthusiastic to raise his voice for 

the sexual rights of female slaves. He claims to achieve freedom of speech without 

                                                
5 According to Seneca, “there is a soul [inside human being] that seeks to free itself from 

the dross of the body.” Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Anger, Mercy, Revenge, trans. Robert A. Kaster & 
Martha C. Nussbaum (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2010), xix.  

Seneca states “He is a slave. But shall that stand in his way? Show me a man who is not a 
slave; one is a slave to lust, another to greed, another to ambition, and all men are slaves to fear.” 
Seneca, Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales (Moral Epistles). Translated by Richard M. Gummere. The 
Loeb Classical Library, ed. E. Capps (London: William Heinemann, 1925), 311.  

6 According to Seneca, “Liberty is having a mind that rises superior to injury, that makes 
itself the only source from which its pleasures spring, that separates itself from all external things in 
order that man may not have to live his life in disquietude, fearing everybody’s laughter, 
everybody’s tongue.” Seneca, Moral Essays, trans. John W. Basore, The Loeb Classical Library, 
ed. T.E. Page (London: William Heinemann, 1928), 103. 

7 Epictetus, Epictetus: The Discourses as Reported by Arrian, the Manual, and Fragments, 
trans. W. A. Oldfather (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,1956-1959), 2: 145, 147. 261, 
263. 
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fear. He regarded fear as the hindrance to have freedom of speech against all of the 

unjust treatments towards slaves.8  

In his letters, Paul does not explicitly oppose the slavery system. However, we note 

that Paul was enthusiastic to create a kind of community where people were free 

from all social evils. In 1 Cor 7:20-24, Paul metaphorically illustrates the theme of 

freedom by using slavery language. According to common textual analysis of the 

text (I Cor 7:21-24), which I will analyze in later in the thesis, it seems that the 

hierarchical system is still maintained within the Corinthian faith community. In 

society, all believers were supposed to remain in their social levels. However, 

within the faith community, God/Christ is assumed as the highest authority or the 

one patron of all believers, however socially diverse. By assuming God/Christ as 

the highest patron, every believer is equally subordinated under God and no-one is 

in the slavery system any longer. 

Research Questions: In order to compare Paul’s understanding of slavery with 

that of the Stoics, I will need to ask a number of research questions.  

- What are the social realities related to the slavery system of the early 

first-century Greco-Roman context?  

- What are the ethical contributions of the Roman Stoics: Seneca, 

Musonius, and Epictetus in the slavery context?  

- What is the life setting and who are the Christ-believers in the Pauline 

congregations?  

- How does Paul reflect and identify Christian freedom within the 

framework of the Greco-Roman patron-client culture?  
                                                

8 Cora E. Lutz, “Musonius Rufus: The Roman Socrates,” Yale Classical Studies 10 (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University, 1947), 73, 75, 87, 89. 



5 

 

- What are the similarities and the differences between the teaching of 

Paul and the three Stoics on slavery and freedom?  

Structure: The thesis contains four sections. I will first discuss the social reality of 

the slavery system and patronage structure of the first-century Greco-Roman 

world. In the second chapter, I outline how Seneca, Musonius, and Epictetus 

advocated their understanding of freedom for the slaves of the Greco-Roman 

society. The third chapter will explore Paul’s teaching on freedom within the 

socially diverse Corinthian faith community. The thesis will be concluded with a 

comparison between the teaching of Paul and that of the three Stoics.  

Limitations of the Study: The Greco-Roman context of the first century was the 

historical setting for both Paul and the Stoics. The slavery system and patronage 

structure of that period is the common background studied in my research. To 

uncover Stoic ethical teachings for the freedom of slaves, I focus on the ethical 

teachings of the Roman Stoics Seneca, Musonius, and Epictetus. I focus on some 

specific portions of their texts that express consideration of a benevolent treatment 

of slaves. These are:  

Seneca’s Moral Epistle 47 (“On master and slave”) and his Moral Essays (“On the 

firmness of the wise man.”) 

Musonius’ Diatribe IX (“That exile is not an evil), Diatribe XII (“On sexual 

indulgence”), Diatribe XIV (“ Is marriage a handicap for the pursuit of 

philosophy”), and Diatribe XVI (“Must one obey one’s parents under all 

circumstances?”). 
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Epictetus’ Book I.1 (“Of the things which are under our control and not under our 

control”), Book I. 29 (“Of steadfastness”), Book III. 22 (“On the calling of a 

Cynic”), and Book IV.1 (“Of freedom”).  

The Corinthian context will be the primary source for discussing the Pauline 

understanding of freedom for both slave and free believers. Through textual 

analysis, the kind of freedom Paul introduced within the Corinthian faith 

community will be explored. Freedom along with the value of equality are 

significant Pauline theological themes and they can be identified in several epistles 

such as Romans, Galatians and Corinthians. It could be generally said that 

Romans, Galatians and Corinthians are the places where Paul highlights his 

understanding of the freedom of believers. Among these epistles, Romans and 

Galatians are noticed as the evidences for freedom. 

In Romans and Galatians, Paul’s teaching on freedom is illustrated as freedom 

from law and sin by references to religious and social elements of Judaism and the 

pagan backgrounds from which the believers came from. His passion for equality 

for the people is obviously supported by some texts such as Gal 3:28 and 1 Cor 

12:13. However, it is observed that depending on particular texts and the social 

background of the faith communities, Paul’s specific teachings on freedom and 

equality vary.  

Though my research emphasizes believers’ freedom, I will not discuss Pauline 

theological themes from Romans and Galatians. Thus, when dealing with Pauline 

metaphorical usages for the chosen themes, the research will primarily focus on the 
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literary context of Corinthians and then, some Galatians texts will provide 

supportive arguments for the primary text. 

The specific texts which will appear in the exegetical section are 1 Cor 7:20-23; 

Gal 3:28; 5:1, 13. According to the textual analyses, these texts suggest different 

Pauline opinions on freedom and equality. The interpretation of Christian 

liberty/freedom and equality in the above texts will be explored within the 

framework of the slavery system and the patron-client relationship of the Greco-

Roman world. 

Theory and Methodology: I will take a comparative approach and make use of a 

social historical perspective. The thesis consists of four sections and each section 

will apply particular methodologies to reach its goal. In the first chapter, a social 

historical approach will be used to survey religious, social and political 

experiences of slave society. To explore the ethical teachings of the Stoics for the 

slaves, editions of Stoic literature are primary tools. Thus, in chapter two, literary 

and argumentative analysis will help us to understand how the Stoics offered 

ethical teachings in the context of slavery. In chapter three, linguistic analysis, 

literary criticism and social-scientific criticism will be utilized for textual analysis. 

The textual analysis will help us to understand Paul’s metaphorical interpretation 

of the themes within the framework of Roman Stoic moral philosophical tradition. 

The concluding section of chapter four will simply use a comparative approach to 

describe the differences and similarities between Paul and the three Stoics.  
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Previous research: The present thesis attempts to reveal Paul’s understanding of 

slavery and freedom within the context of the Corinthian community. It also 

attempts to study Paul and the three Stoics, Seneca, Musonius, and Epictetus, in 

parallel, with regard to their respective opinions on freedom for the slaves. The 

comparative study supports our understanding of how Paul and the three Stoics 

offered their teachings on slavery and freedom in the Greco-Roman context. I 

apply insights about the social institution of slavery in order to better understand 

Paul’s metaphorical use of slave language. In order to explore the social reality of 

slaves in Greco- Roman times, I make use of secondary literature, such as the 

multi-authored work on slavery in the societies of the ancient Mediterranean 

world, edited by Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge, The Cambridge World History 

of Slavery,9 and Jennifer Glancy’s Slavery in Early Christianity.10 The CWHS is a 

comprehensive work that gives concise information about the institution of slavery. 

In her book, Glancy discusses the pervasive presence of institutionalized slavery 

and its influence on the emergence of Christianity and Christian literature. Glancy 

focuses on slaves as bodies and highlights the life and work of those bodies in 

Early Christianity. She discusses violation and subjection of enslaved bodies. For 

scholarship on Christian slavery, Glancy’s work is a reminder not to overlook 

those bodily experiences of the slaves in Early Christianity. Other resources to 

understand the social reality are J. Albert Harrill’s Manumission of Slaves in Early 

                                                
9 Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge, eds., The Ancient Mediterranean World, vol.1, The 

Cambridge World History of Slavery (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
10 Jennifer A. Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 

2002). 
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Christianity. 11 and Sandra R. Joshel’s Slavery in the Roman World.12 These books 

also contribute general information about slavery as an institution. 

The use of slavery language as a metaphor to illustrate the relationships between 

Christ and God or believers and Christ is commonly discussed by scholars. The 

recent study by Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, The Slave Metaphor and Gendered 

Enslavement in Early Christian Discourse adds new knowledge to slavery 

studies.13 For Bjelland Kartzow, slave metaphors are not just simple figurative 

language. They reflect “bodies, relationships, life stories and memory in complex 

ways.” In her introduction, Kartzow challenges us to rethink “the potential 

meaning of the slavery metaphor in early Christian discourse.”14 The metaphor, 

“slave of Christ” is popular to use among various authors of slavery studies. For 

instance, in an article, John Byron proposes “slave of Christ” as the “freewill 

servant of Christ.”15 For Dale B. Martin, “slave of Christ” is a reflection of the 

social reality of slave leaders or slaves in high positions who had leadership roles 

among their fellows.16 In real life, some slaves of the imperial court had advanced 

and enjoyed higher positions among their fellows since they were the 

representatives of their masters. When “slave of Christ” is used for Paul or for 

                                                
11 J. Albert Harrill, The Manumission of Slaves in Early Christianity (Tübingen: Mohr 

Siebeck, 1995). 
12 Sandra R. Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2010). 
13 Marianne Bjelland Kartzow, The Slave Metaphor and Gendered Enslavement in Early 

Christian Discourse (London and New York: Routledge, 2018) 
14 Kartzow, Slave Metaphor, 1. 
15 John Byron, “Slave of Christ or Willing Servant? Paul’s Self-Description in 1 

Corinthians 4:1-2 and 9:16-18.” Neotestamentica 37.2 (2003): 179-198. 
16 Dale B. Martin, Slaves as Salvation: The Metaphor of Slavery in Pauline Christianity, 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990). 
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other believers, the addressees are assumed to regard them as leaders or 

representatives of Christ.  

A parallel study of the teachings of Roman Stoics and Paul is nothing new. Since 

Paul and the three Stoics lived during approximately the same period, this is 

motivation enough to explore differences and similarities among them. One 

example of a comparative study is Paul and Epictetus on Law: A Comparison, by 

Niko Huttunen.17 Will Deming’s article “A Diatribe Pattern in 1 Cor. 7:21-22: A 

New Perspective on Paul’s Directions to Slaves” is an example of a comparative 

study of Paul and the two Stoics, Epictetus and Seneca, though Deming’s main 

focus is to discuss literary style, the so-called diatribe pattern.18 Deming compares 

the Pauline diatribe pattern with that of Epictetus and Seneca.  

To discuss Paul’s diatribe pattern, Deming analyses 1Cor 7:21-22. He situates the 

place of freedom for slaves within the faith community, but he suggests that slave 

believers “should not… forgo an opportunity to gain their freedom.”19 Harrill also 

discusses Paul’s view on freedom for slave believers, based on 1 Cor 7:21. Harrill 

argues that Paul was encouraging slave believers to take the opportunity for 

manumission. Though my primary discussion is Paul’s preference of inner freedom 

for both slave believers and free believers, I do not ignore the fact that Paul did not 

prohibit the social freedom of slave believers, in case the slaves had this 

opportunity. However, I could not find any of the above-mentioned scholars, or 

                                                
17 Niko Huttunen, Paul and Epictetus on Law: A Comparison (London and New York: T 

& T Clark International, 2009).  
18 Will Deming, “A Diatribe Pattern in 1 Cor. 7.21-22: A New Perspective on Paul’s 

Directions to Slaves.” Novum Testamentum 37.2 (1995): 130-137. 
19 Deming, “Diatribe Pattern,” 137.  
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any others I have come across, who discuss the fact that the Pauline understanding 

of freedom for slaves also includes the concept of equal subordination of all 

believers under Christ, their common patron. 



 

 

CHAPTER 1 
Slavery System, Patronage Culture and Social Classes in the  

Greco - Roman World 
 

Slavery has always been part of ancient societies, so that it was a legal and 

common system for the societies of the Greco-Roman world. It was the worst 

social evil of the Greco-Roman period. Primary sources to survey the Roman 

slavery system are the literature of both Latin and Greeks texts, the legal texts of 

Roman law, a variety of stone inscriptions, and archaeological remains.20 

However, literary evidence is limited by the lack of the voices of the slaves 

themselves. It is the perspective of the free people or the slave owners which is 

mostly reflected in the literary works on slavery.21 Social classes in the Greco-

 Roman period were so clear that social divisions or boundaries among the people 

were obviously preserved. The highest social class was composed of the elites of 

the society, such as the senatorial order, the equestrian order, and municipal 

aristocracies. However, not more than three percent of the Greco-Roman 

population belonged to the elite class.22 Some were free citizens who did not 

belong to the upper ranks. Then, freedmen, that is, freed slaves, made up another 

social class. The rest were slaves who were at the lowest level of the social 

structure and constituted a big portion of the population. The estimated slave 

                                                
20 Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 13. 
21 Ilaria L. E. Ramelli, Social Justice and the Legitimacy of Slavery: The Role of 

Philosophical Asceticism from Ancient Judaism to Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 5 

22 Carolyn Osiek and David L. Balch, Families in the New Testament World (Louisville, 
KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997), 37. 
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population in Rome, according to Moyer V. Hubbard, was around 33 to 40%.23 

Social, political and economic opportunities usually went to the upper-class 

people. Lower-level people hardly received those opportunities. 

Greco-Roman society was an extremely hierarchical society and was built on 

social kinship through which everyone was related to each other. Their 

interconnectedness was not by blood but by a kind of relationship through a 

hierarchical way of relatedness. This particular way of social kinship was 

illustrated by the patron-client relationship of the social classes. The Roman 

emperor was at the top of hierarchical society and he was the highest patron of the 

whole society. People were either superior or inferior in terms of their patron-client 

relationship. However, society did not count slaves as one of the social classes of 

the Greco-Roman society, because they were neither patron nor client until they 

received their freedom. 

1.1 Slaves, Freed persons, and Free persons in Patron - Client Relationships  

Orlando Patterson defines the slave as “socially nonperson” or “socially dead 

person.”24 Slaves in Greco-Roman times had no social identity or social integrity 

and no legal right to have social ties with family and relatives. The only legal 

social relationship was between slaves and their owners. The owners had full 

authority over their slaves and their destiny, in matters of life and death, including 

their sexuality and productivity.25 Slaves were regarded as living objects that were 

                                                
23 Moyer V. Hubbard, Christianity in the Greco-Roman World: A Narrative Introduction 

(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publisher, 2010), 191. 
24 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1982), 5. 
25 Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 38, 40.  



14 

 

the property of their masters. Regardless of the number, every free person or free 

citizen owned slaves. Slaves were chattel slaves or human chattels rather than 

human beings. According to social law, slaves were classified as the property of 

the slaveholders because they were just “things,” but the status of the slave 

population was listed in the census of the state, so that they seemed to be “persons” 

by Law.26  

 Everett Ferguson states that the slave supply generally resulted from “war, piracy 

and brigandage, exposure of a child, the sale of a child or self to pay debts, 

condemnation in the law courts, or birth to a slave mother.”27 The slave population 

was made up of slaves who came from diverse ethnic backgrounds, who belonged 

to different language traditions, and who had different personal skills.28 The 

primary slave supply to the slave market came from wars. Prisoners who were 

defeated in battles were forced into the slave market. Sometimes, male victims 

were killed but children and women were kept to live as slaves. According to 

Roman law, a child born to a slave mother was a slave or a property of the 

mother’s owner. The number of “home-bred slaves” became another source of 

slave supply for the Roman society. The culture of “child exposure” also served as 

a source of slaves for Roman society. If the biological father did not legally accept 

his newly born baby, the baby was removed from the mother and exposed outside. 

Most of those exposed children were collected by slave dealers and raised as 

                                                
26 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 11. 
27 Ferguson, Background of Early Christianity, 59.  
28 Jonathan Edmondson, “Slavery and the Roman Family,” in The Ancient Mediterranean 

World, ed. Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge, vol.1, The Cambridge World History of Slavery, ed. 
Keith Bradley et al. (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 337-361, here 344. 
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slaves.29 Free citizens or free people sometimes sold themselves and their children 

into slavery. The author of 1 Clement mentions: “Among ourselves, we know 

many who put themselves in prison in order to ransom others; many placed 

themselves in slavery and fed others with the purchase price they received.”30 

Though Roman slaves came from different national and ethnic backgrounds, they 

had to surrender their ethnicity along with the rest of human social identities. The 

identity of their earlier ethnicity was applied only for commercial purposes in the 

slave market. Slaves might have biological families but Roman law did not legalize 

slave families.31 Children in Roman families could become legal children only 

with the recognition of their fathers. However, male slaves had no right to 

recognize their family and children. Slave status passed through the slave mothers. 

The slaveholders owned all the children born in their household.32 However, 

Roman law accepted the illegitimate child of a slave man and a free woman as free 

and citizen until 52 CE.33 

Most of the slaves were used as domestic helpers in households and as ordinary 

laborers in farms of the slaveholders. Some slaves, as the representatives of their 

masters, managed several economic sectors of the slaveholders in the society. 

Thus, the performances of the slaves were everywhere and in everything, except in 
                                                

29 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 7, 8. 
30 Bart D. Ehrman, ed. & trans., The Apostolic Fathers, vol 1: I Clement, II Clement, 

Ignatius, Polycarp, Didache, Loeb Classical Library 24 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2003), 133. 

31 Jane F. Gardner, “Slavery and Roman Law,” in The Ancient Mediterranean World, ed. 
Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge, vol.1, The Cambridge World History of Slavery, ed. Keith 
Bradley et al. (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 414-437, here 424. 

32 Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 38, 40. 
33 Gardner, “Slavery and Roman Law,” 424. 
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the functions of politics and the military.34 Some slaves had advanced professional 

skills, such as “physicians, architects, craftsmen, shopkeepers, cooks, barbers, 

artists, thespians, magicians, prophets, teachers, professional poets, and 

philosophers.” They could earn their wealth through their professional skills.35  

Freed persons or freedmen were former slaves who received liberation from their 

former slaveholders. The freedom located the status of the freedman as a client in 

the hierarchical social system. The former master became the patron of the 

freedmen. Thus, to some extent, freed persons as clients had to stay loyal to their 

former owner or patron. In other words, they remained in a kind of social bonding 

through which both sides were obliged to do mutual responsibilities. The freedmen 

paid their reverence, gratitude, and service to their former masters. As a return, the 

former masters supported the freedmen to do business and also provided them with 

social protection.  

Freedom could not help the freedmen to receive back their former ethnicity and 

legal fatherhood or parents because they still lacked social identity in Roman 

society. However, they had the opportunity to earn citizenship, and their children 

became legal children in Roman society.36 The freedmen were limited with regard 

to official positions, but the generations that came after them were no longer 

limited in this way. Later generations often reached higher social levels such as 

                                                
34 Edmondson, “Slavery and the Roman Family,” 353, 354. 
35 Harrill, Manumission of Slaves, 47. 
36 Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 42-44. 
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equestrian orders and senators.37 However, imperial freedmen were found in 

prominent positions of the imperial bureaucracy. Some moved up to become 

equestrians.38 They had been in the “highest bureaucratic” position of Claudius’ 

empire. 39 Inscriptions give evidence that many of them became wealthy and 

powerful persons in the society. Not only was their later status proudly mentioned 

on their tombstones, but their former slavery status was also inscribed in those 

funerary inscriptions.40  

According to Sandra R. Joshel, “all freeborn Romans” were naturally Roman 

citizens41 regardless of their wealth and social status in the social hierarchy 

structure of the first century Greco-Roman context. They were merchants, soldiers, 

artisans etc. However, depending on wealth and social ranking, ordinary citizens 

and elites were divided. The core criterion of the patronage culture, “submission to 

authority,” was applied in every sector of the Roman society. Every free person 

had the responsibility to obey magistrates of the Roman state. Within the free 

                                                
37 Neville Morley, “Slavery Under the Principate,” in The Ancient Mediterranean World, 

ed. Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge, vol.1, The Cambridge World History of Slavery, ed. Keith 
Bradley et al. (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 265-286, here 283.  

38 Morley, “Slavery Under the Principate,” 282. 
39 Ferguson, Background of Early Christianity, 58.  
40 Morley, “Slavery Under the Principate,” 281, 283. 
41 Markus Sehlmeyer, “Citizenship in the Greek and Roman World,” in The Encyclopedia 

of Ancient History, 1st edition, ed. by Roger S. Bagnall, Kai Brodersen, Craige B. Champion, 
Andrew Erskine,and Sabine R. Huebner (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 1524-1527. 
Regarding Roman citizenship, Markus Sehlmeyer mentions that “Caesar extended citizenship to the 
Transpadane Gauls. Civil wars and provincial uprisings required the recruitment of many soldiers: 
auxiliary troops were often granted citizenship. Single persons could gain citizenship for special 
abilities like writing poetry. Under Octavian/Augustus a differentiation between Roman citizenship 
and local civic obligations began… Claudius began to naturalize foreign elites; he coopted Gallic 
nobles into the Roman Senate. The emperor also introduced military diplomas. Provincials who 
held office in the growing number of municipia with Latin rights earned citizenship.”  
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family, the pater familias was the supreme authority over the wife, children, and 

slaves. Thus, a wife had to pay total submission to her husband. The father had 

“the power of life and death over his children as well as his slaves.” 42  

1.2 Manumission or freedom of slaves 

Manumission, according to J. Albert Harrill, means the “procedures and 

ceremonies performed by a master, … to effect a slave’s liberation.”43 

Manumission gave freedom to slaves. If slavery meant social death for the slaves, 

manumission was a kind of “social rebirth” for them.44 Though slaves had no right 

to their ethnicity and their own names, manumission brought back all those social 

identities together with other social values to the new life of the freed slaves. The 

practice of manumission in Roman society was an obvious mark to highlight the 

social line between slaves and free Roman citizens. The social gap between slaves 

and free citizens was so obvious that the achievement of freedom was the ultimate 

life-goal for the slaves. It is no doubt that every slave had the dream of freedom 

while they were still alive. Sometimes the masters freed the slaves when the slaves 

were dead. It means that the slaves were supposed to receive back their social 

integrity even though they had died.  

Slaves had two options to pursue their freedom. Freedom could be bought either by 

own money or by a common fund of a particular group or institution. The most 

common offer of freedom came from the slaveholders. Manumission was done 

formally or informally. Formal manumission took place before the Roman 
                                                

42 Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 32, 33.  
43 Harrill, Manumission of Slaves, 4. 
44 Joshel, Slavery in the Roman World, 42. 
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authorities and the process of informal manumission was held before slaveholders’ 

friends who were assumed as witnesses for the particular manumission event.45  

The possibility for a slave to become a citizen relied on the manumission but the 

right of citizenship did not follow every manumission event. This means that not 

every freed slave gained full citizenship. Informal manumission offered freedom 

without citizenship. The freed slaves who went through the particular informal 

manumission did not become citizens, and could not legalize their children. Thus, 

their children remained slaves.46  

Depending on several conditions, freed slaves could become legal Roman citizens. 

Depending on age, manumission was different for males and for females. For 

manumission, a male slave should be already thirty years old, he should be under 

the ownership of a particular slaveholder, and the manumission process must be 

legal manumission.47 Female slaves were not often manumitted in their thirties. 

The manumission of female slaves happened only after their menopause period, 

because slaveholders benefited from slave children of female slaves. However, 

manumission for female slaves often arrived after a slave woman had given birth to 

four sons.48 

 

 
                                                

45 Ferguson, Background of Early Christianity, 61. 
46 Keith Bradley, “Slavery in the Roman Republic,” in The Ancient Mediterranean World, 

ed. Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge, vol.1, The Cambridge World History of Slavery, ed. Keith 
Bradley et al. (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 241-264, here 255. 

47 Harrill, Manumission of Slaves, 54, 55. 
48 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 17. 
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1.3 	Slaves	as	bodies		

The Greek word σώµα, flesh or body, was often used in reference to the δούλος, 

the slave, in first century Greco-Roman society.49 According to Greek philosophy, 

human beings’ rational thinking is related to the human soul. While free persons 

were regarded as having rational souls, slaves were designated as bodies.50 Did the 

fact that slaves were called σώµατα, bodies, mean that they were assumed as 

humans without rational souls? Although some slaves were given important 

responsibilities in households and even high position in society, slaves in general 

were judged as incapable beings, and thus not treated as human beings, but as 

chattel or livestock. Slaves were unprotected and vulnerable bodies that the 

slaveholders abused and sexualized. They were raped because they were bodies for 

the sexual use of the slaveholders. They were marked and branded with tattoos 

because they were chattel like the livestock. Even manumission could not 

ultimately protect slave bodies from all those harassments.51  

Slaves were not only tortured by their slaveholders, but were also abused and used 

“as surrogate bodies to buffer” violent attacks to protect their masters. The service 

of the slaves to their slaveholders, according to Glancy, was the doubled service of 

the bodies.52 Regardless of gender and age, slaves were the sexual objects of their 

slaveholders. Female slaves and young male slaves were the targeted victims of 

                                                
49 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 3, 10. 
50 V. Gitte Buch-Hansen, “‘Permit the Slaves to Come to Me’: Re-imagining Markan 

Household Ethics” (Unpublished paper), 3.  
51 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 14. 
52 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity,10, 12, 15 
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sexual assaults, sexual discriminations, and sexual violence.53 Regarding the same 

sexual body, family tensions happened to occur between family members.54 For 

instance, the same female slave could be sexually connected with both father and 

son. Female slaves, by gender, were the worst victims of sexualized bodies because 

their “biological capacities of reproduction and lactation” were used to breed new 

generations of chattel slaves.55 An evil truth in Roman society was that a free 

woman’s duty was to give birth to legitimate children; a slave woman was obliged 

to increase the slave population. 56  

1.4 	Slaves	as	Christ-believers	

It is hard to find historical records about Christian slaves and Christian 

slaveholders in ancient texts. According to Glancy, “the earliest Christian writings 

are laced with images and metaphors borrowed from the rhetorical domain of 

chattel slavery. However, she states that “evidence concerning Christian slaves and 

Christian slaveholders is typically fragmentary.” 57 Some of the New Testament 

writings and other Christian literature use slave language metaphorically to 

describe Christian beliefs concerning the relationship between believers and 

God/Christ and between Christ and God the Father. Among the twenty-seven 

writings of the New Testament, the Pauline epistle to “Philemon” is the only one 

which was written on the ground of social conflict between a slaveholder and a 

                                                
53 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 9 
54 Edmondson, “Slavery and the Roman Family,” 353. 
55 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 9. 
56 Anna Rebecca Solevåg, Birthing Salvation: Gender and Class in Early Christian 

Childbearing Discourse (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2013), 53. 
57 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 3. 
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slave. The fugitive slave, Onesimus, is one of the concrete evidences of a slave 

believer in the first century, though the letter to Philemon does not give the readers 

a picture of the social reality embedded in the slavery system of the first century 

Greco-Roman world. 

Several Pauline and Deutero-Pauline texts testify that slaves were among the 

members of the churches. The early Church was enormously diverse, not only in 

ethnicity but also in social status. Col. 3:11 states that “Here there cannot be Greek 

and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free, but 

Christ is all, and in all.” According to 1 Cor. 7:20-24, slaves as members of the 

Church are seen together with their masters, though the participation of slave 

believers in the Church did not mean that the slaves had any particular social 

freedom. “…Were you a slave when called?... In whatever condition you were 

called, brothers and sisters, there remain with God. (v. 21, v. 24).” Paul’s opinion 

regarding every individual of every social class was to remain in the Church as 

they were before.  

Specific teachings on the duties of slaves and masters in several texts are also part 

of the internal evidences to prove the existence of slave believers in the early 

churches. The teachings in Ephesians and Colossians were mostly addressed to the 

slaves’ responsibilities towards their masters: “Slaves, be obedient to those who 

are your earthly masters, with fear and trembling, in singleness of heart, as to 

Christ (Eph 6:5).” “Slaves, obey in everything those who are your earthly masters, 

not with eye service, as men-pleasers, but in singleness of heart, fearing the Lord 

(Col 3:22). The author of 1Timothy explains the duties of the believing masters 
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and slaves (1Tim 6:1,2): “Let all who are under the yoke of slavery regard their 

masters as worthy of all honor, …Those who have believing masters must not be 

disrespectful on the ground that they are brethren; rather they must serve all the 

better since those who benefit by their service are believers and beloved. Teach 

and urge these duties.” On the one hand, slaves are required to keep and maintain 

their respect, honor and obedience to their masters. On the other hand, slaveholders 

are reminded to teach their slaves to remained in submission.  

In the Pauline letters and the Acts of the Apostles we find references to a number 

of households that included slaves. Slaves of big households usually lived in 

separate small units, which were under the same roof as their master’s rooms. 

However, in small households, no particular or private places were reserved for the 

slaves. Slaves were not family members but they were subordinate members of the 

household or part of family.58  

The texts prove that slaves of Christian slaveholders or householders became 

believers. If slaveholders or householders converted or took baptism, the 

conversion event involved the entire household, as all (probably-adults) family 

members and slaves were also baptized. Household baptism is mentioned four 

times in the Acts of the Apostles: (1) Acts 10:7, 44-48 - Peter baptized Cornelius 

and the members of his household, including slaves. (2) Acts 16:14-15 - The 

second event had happened in the house of Lydia. Luke records that Lydia and the 

entire household were baptized at the hands of Paul. (3) Acts 16:27-34 - After 

seeing the miracle of God which led Paul and Silas to be released from prison, the 

                                                
58 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 58 
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jailer and his household members, took baptism. (4) Acts 18:8 - The fourth account 

is about the household conversion of the synagogue official Crispus. The four 

narratives testify that slaveholders’ conversion in the early church period let the 

slaves become Christ-believers.  

Peter met slave believers in the houses of Christian slaveholders who welcomed 

him. Acts12: 2-14 tells about a young female slave named Rhoda. Rhoda was a 

slave in the household of a believer named Mary. Peter met Rhoda at the gate 

entrance of the house. When she opened the gate and saw Peter, she joyously 

returned to the house to tell the people who were gathering for prayer meeting 

about the release of Peter from prison.  

Paul and his companions met an unnamed slave girl in Philippi. She was possessed 

by “a spirit of divination and brought her owners a great deal of money by fortune-

telling.” She followed Paul for several days and testified about their status as “the 

servants of the Most High God.” Paul cast the spirit out of the slave girl. Paul and 

Silas were imprisoned as the slave girl was liberated from the spirit, which made 

the slaveholder unhappy. The literary context of the text (Acts 16: 16- 18) does not 

mention that the slave girl became a Christ believer. However, one might suggest 

that the narrative implicitly presents her as such, since she calls Paul and his 

companions “servants of the most high God.”  

Another evidence of slave believers is seen in 1 Peter 2:18-20. The author instructs 

a group of slaves to endure all the sufferings they were receiving unjustly.  

Several works of Christian literature of later centuries recorded the existence of 

slave believers. Hermas, the author of The Shepherd of Hermas, a Christian 
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apocalyptic writing of the early second century, revealed himself a former slave in 

the introduction of his literary work, though it is not mentioned when and how he 

became a Christ-believer. He states, “The one who raised me sold me to a certain 

woman named Rhoda, in Rome.” 59  

The Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas is an early second century Christian text 

about the martyrdom story of a free woman, Vibia Perpetua, and her slave woman, 

Felicitas. Felicitas was thrown to wild beasts along with Perpetua for confessing 

their faith.60 In order to become members of the congregation, questions 

concerning sexual morality were raised in the early Christian churches. According 

to The Apostolic Tradition, attributed to Hippolytus, “the enslaved concubines” 

were received in the Christian community on one condition: if they were faithful to 

their masters and raised the children. However, slaveholders who had several 

sexual counterparts, probably with their female slaves, were required to legalize 

their sexual partner.61 

The Acts of Thomas says the apostle had experienced violence as a slave.62 That 

work also mentions a slave woman named Marcia who asked for baptism. Marcia 

had been the loyal wet nurse of the free woman Mygdonia during her childhood 
                                                

59 Bart D. Ehrman, ed. & trans., The Apostolic Fathers, vol. 2: Epistle of Barnabas, Papias 
and Quadratus, Epistle to Diognetus, The Shepherd of Hermas, Loeb Classical Library 25 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 175. 

60 Bart D. Ehrman, The New Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early Christian 
Writings, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 438.  

61 Aline Rousselle, Porneia: On Desire and the Body in Antiquity, trans. F. Pheasant 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), 104, quoted in Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 50. Neither 
male nor female slaves could control their slaveholders’ sexual advantages over their bodies. 
According to Roman Law, all children born from slave women were slaves or properties of their 
masters. The master or the biological father was the one who decided to legalize or expose the 
child. 

62 The Acts of Thomas, 6. 
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days. It was a common practice of free families to have a wet nurse or nurses for 

the purpose of lactation and taking care of their newborn babies. Slaveholders’ 

children grew up with their own wet nurses, so that this kind of intimate 

relationship between the child and the wet nurse was natural. According to the text, 

when Mygdonia was baptized, the wet nurse Marcia also asked for baptism.63 

 

                                                
 63 The Acts of Thomas 119- 121. 



 

 

CHAPTER 2 

Stoicism and Stoic Ethics in the World of Slavery 

 

The First century of the Common Era was a flourishing period for the 

philosophical schools in the Greco-Roman world. Among these schools, the Stoic 

school was the most prominent along with the Epicureans and the Platonists.64The 

Stoic philosophy emerged out of the Hellenistic Age around 300 BCE. Stoicism 

was popular until the end of the second century of Common Era but by the 

beginning of the third century it lost its influential status. Zeno was the founder of 

Stoicism and started his teaching in the Agora (market place) of Athens. He chose 

the colonnade, called “the Painted Stoa” or Stoa of the Agora for his daily 

philosophical teachings. The name Stoics was given after the place, Stoa, where 

the philosophy was first taught. The time when Stoic teaching was first taught by 

Zeno, was also the flourishing period of formal philosophical academies. The 

schools of Plato and Aristotle kept their influences and they were situated in the 

center of Athens. The contemporary Epicureanism had already set up its academy 

in the periphery of the city when Stoicism earned its place among the philosophies 

through its informal way of teaching in the public place.65 

2.1 Stoic philosophy in the Greco- Roman World  

The history of the development of Stoic philosophy is divided into three periods 

namely Early Stoa, Middle Stoa, and Late Stoa. Several remarkable Stoics 

                                                
64 Ehrman, The New Testament, 33. 
65 Sellars, Stoicism, 2, 3. 
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influenced the particular Stoic ages.66 The founder of Stoicism, Zeno was primarily 

influenced by the teachings of his Cynic mentor Crates. Thus, it can be said that 

the origin of Stoic philosophy is rooted in Cynic philosophy. The primary teaching 

of the Cynics was to live according to nature. Instead of becoming a follower of 

traditional Cynicism, Zeno continued his philosophical education by learning the 

popular philosophies in Athens. He integrated his understanding of various 

philosophies with his philosophical foundation.67 Zeno developed the Cynic way of 

life into an ethical system, which he integrated into a comprehensive philosophy. 68  

The Stoic philosophy was subsumed under three foundational concepts: physics, 

logic and ethics. The Stoic worldview was “material pantheism”: the Stoics 

claimed the existence of a single material world. Thus, it is different from Plato’s 

two worlds philosophy of reality and shadow. In Stoic thought, nothing exists 

outside the world; there is no separate place for a spiritual world. It is assumed that 

every single object, including god/God, is a constituent of the universal cosmos. 

The divine logos or divine reason is inherent in every single object. Everything is 

permeated/imbued with the reason or logos so that the process of nature can be 

                                                
66 Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity, 3rd Edition, 354, 356, 360-368. 

The influential Stoics in the early age were Zeno of Citium (335-263 BCE), Cleanthes of Assos 
(331-232 BCE), Chrysippus of Soli /Cilicia (c.280-207 BCE); Aratus of Soli (c.315-240 BCE). 
Panaetius (c. 185-109 BCE) and Posidonius (c. 135- c. 50 BCE) were the middle age Stoics. The 
Roman Stoicism occupied the later Stoa. It was a transformation period from traditional Stoic 
philosophy to Roman Stoicism. Seneca (c.1- 65 CE) Musonius Rufus (30-101CE), Epictetus (c. 55-
135 CE), Marcus Aurelius (121-180 CE) were representatives of the late Stoic age and they were 
Roman Stoics. 

67 Sellars, Stoicism, 5, 6. 
68 Luther H. Martin, “Greco- Roman Philosophy and Religion,” in The Early Christian 

World, ed. Phillip F. Esler (London: Routledge Taylor and Francis Group, 2000), 1:64. 
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understood through the universal reason or logos.69 Virtue is at the center of Stoic 

teachings and “[f]or the Stoics, the goal or end of life is being happy, but this 

consists in living in accord with virtue.”70 Stoics understood virtue as the wisdom 

which guides people how to live. Likewise, the role of virtue was regarded as a 

means of governing people. Thus, people are supposed to live according to 

virtue.71 Happiness in life was emphasized and they believed that “virtue alone is 

sufficient for happiness.” The Stoics did not believe that “external goods and 

circumstances,” such as health or richness, would be helpful to bring happiness in 

life.72 Instead, they emphasized the internals. Angela Marie Funk states that  

Stoic education helps individuals to distinguish between the things under 
one’s control (internals) and outside of one’s control (externals). Once the 
individual can distinguish between internals and externals, he can concentrate 
only on the internals. The internals are conceptions or opinions, impulses to 
choose, desires, and aversions. These are all the things an individual can 
change based on his decisions. The externals are body, possessions, parents, 
brothers, children, and country.73 

 
2.2 Roman Stoic Literature  

Nearly all the texts of the early Greek or Athenian Stoic literature were lost. Only 

fragments from the period of the early Stoa are found among the Stoic collections. 

Later Stoic texts and a variety of ancient authors quoted the lost works so that 

some of the earlier Stoic literature could be collected. The earliest accounts of the 

                                                
69 Johan C. Thom, “Stoicism,” in Dictionary of New Testament Background, edited by 

Craig A. Evans and Stanley E. Porter, 1139-1142 (Downers Grove, IL: Inter Varsity Press, 2000). 
70 Ferguson, Background of Early Christianity, 359.  
71 George Tanner, Stoicism: A Detailed Breakdown of Stoicism Philosophy and Wisdom 

from the Greats (n.p.: George Tanner, 2017), 5. 
72 Sellars, Stoicism, 3. 
73 Angela Marie Funk, “Epictetus, Stoicism, and Slavery” (undergraduate honors thesis, 

Boulder, CO, University of Colorado, 2011), 22, accessed March 15, 2018, 
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Stoics were revealed in the writings of the Roman state official, Marcus Tullius 

Cicero (106–43 BCE). Cicero presented summaries of Stoic philosophies to the 

Latin-speaking world.74 Though Cicero’s philosophy on matters of Stoic physics 

and Stoic logic differed from the earlier Stoics, he followed their opinion on ethics 

and politics. The later Stoics Seneca, Epictetus, Musonius Rufus and the emperor 

Marcus Aurelius left their own literary works. Except for Seneca, who wrote in 

Latin, the writings of the later Stoics were written in Greek.75 

Among the collections of the Stoic literature, Seneca’s primary works are the 

largest number of corpus. John Sellars provides a list of Seneca’s literature.76 The 

teachings of Epictetus were put into written form by his disciple, Flavius Arrianus 

(Arrian). Arrian’s work on Epictetus is the second largest group of teachings in the 

Stoic collections.77  

Musonius did not leave his own writings. One of his disciples, Stobaeus, preserved 

the first collection of the series of his lectures. 78 The second collection of 

Musonius’ fragments is composed of “a series of thirty-two short apothegms, 

precepts, and anecdotes,” recorded by Stobaeus, Epictetus, Aulus Gellius, and 

                                                
74 Sellars, Stoicism, 2, 20, 25. 
75 Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Anger, Mercy, Revenge, trans. Robert A. Kaster & Martha C. 

Nussbaum (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2010), x. 
76 Sellars, Stoicism,13. They are a series of Moral Letters; a series of Dialogues; On 

Providence; On the Constancy of the Sage; On Anger; To Marcia on Consolation; On the Happy 
Life; On Leisure; On Tranquility of the Soul; On the Shortness of Life; To Polybius on 
Consolation; To Helvia his Mother on Consolation. On Benefits; On Mercy; the Natural Questions; 
a series of Tragedies; and a satire on Pumpkinification.  

77 Sellars, Stoicism, 12. 
78 Sellars, Stoicism, 14. 
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Aelius Aristides. All these writings about Musonius’ teachings were probably 

published after his death.79 

Epictetus’ discourses and philosophical teachings were gathered in Arrian’s 

literature. According to John Bonforte, Arrian wrote Epictetus’ discourse into eight 

books.80 Arrian recorded Epictetus’ discourses and philosophy into two groups of 

written work. The first group is a series of Epictetus’ discourses –Dissertationes. 

Arrian’s other work on the handbook of Epictetus’ philosophy is Encheiridion. 81  

2.3 Stoic Ethics in Roman Slavery Society: Freedom and Equality  

Later Stoics emphasize practical ethics, although traditional Stoic philosophy 

emphasized three foundations such as physics, logic and ethics.82Although ethics is 

at the center of Stoic philosophy, the Stoics paid little attention to slaves and 

slavery. Among the late Stoics or the late Roman Stoics, especially, Lucius 

Annaeus Seneca, Musonius Rufus and Epictetus were the ones who expressed their 

concern over the freedom and equal human status of slaves. 

 2.3.1 Seneca  

Lucius Annaeus Seneca was known as a Stoic moral philosopher. Seneca was born 

around 4 BCE at Corduba as the second son of wealthy parents with equestrian 

social background. His father (Seneca the Elder) was a Roman rhetorician. His 

mother, Helvia, was of Spanish origin and was described as “a lady of native 
                                                

79 Lutz, “Musonius Rufus,” 8. 
80 Epictetus, The Philosophy of Epictetus, trans. John Bonforte (New York: Philosophical 

Library,1955), vii, viii. Elizabeth Carter first translated all four books and Encheiridion from Greek 
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81 Sellars, Stoicism,16. 
82 Sellars, Stoicism,12. 



32 

 

intelligence, some culture and many virtues.”83 His elder brother, Novatus became 

a proconsul of Achaia with the new name, Julio Gallio. According to Acts 18:12, 

he was the one the apostle Paul met. His younger brother, Mela was the father of 

the well-known Roman Poet, Lucan. Seneca was interested in rhetoric and went to 

rhetoric school in Rome and became “a high ranking financial clerk.” In 41 CE, he 

was exiled during the emperor Claudius time. After Claudius was murdered in 49 

he returned to Rome with the permission of Agrippina, mother of Nero, and was 

appointed as the tutor of Nero. Later he became Nero’s advisor but in the end was 

killed by Nero’s order. As a child of a wealthy Roman family, young Seneca 

moved to Rome for his education. In Rome, he received series of academic training 

that involved “ substantial reading of literary and historical texts and rhetorical 

practice.” In addition, he learned philosophy through various teachers who molded 

him to become a Stoic moral philosopher. Seneca learned not only “Stoic moral 

doctrine” but also “a wide range of other intellectual influences” under those 

teachers in philosophy.84 

Seneca’s opinion of freedom for slaves is recorded in several verses of his works. 

Seneca’s work especially, Moral Epistle 47, proves that he had great concern for 

slaves. However, there are no direct sayings of Seneca about social freedom. He 

did not claim social freedom for slaves and did not seem to advocate the abolishing 

of the slavery system. He kept maintaining the Roman hierarchical system of 

society and accepted the existing culture. As Sandra R. Joshel states, Seneca 
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“reconstructs the traditional Roman aristocracy as an aristocracy of virtue.”85 

Seneca seems to propose a particular social platform where slaves and masters are 

able to live in a mutual understanding of their social relations. He proposed the 

concept of benevolent care to be integrated in the relationship between masters and 

slaves. In such a social environment, masters are responsible to initiate benevolent 

care or kind treatment of slaves. This type of treatment was unusual in his society 

but Seneca anticipated a new social relationship where slaves would be able to live 

with the masters without fearing violent punishments from the masters. Then, 

slaves could have an equal sense of human value and would be able to live with the 

spirit of freedom.  

 In his Moral Epistle 47.13, Seneca suggests that slave owners should live with 

their slaves in close and kind relationships, though they usually did not have that 

type of relationship with slaves.  

Associate (vive = live) with your slave on kindly, even on affable, terms; let 
him talk with you, plan with you, live with you. I know that at this point all 
the exquisites will cry out against me in a body; they will say: “There is 
nothing more debasing, more disgraceful, than this.” 86  

 
Seneca implies that slaves deserve to have an equal social treatment like free 

people have. Slaveholders’ benevolent treatments towards the slaves are advocated 

in several verses of Moral Epistle 47. Seneca urged for the equal or fair 

opportunity for slaves because slaves are human beings, housemates, humble 

friends, and fellow slaves. In Moral Epistle 47.1 Seneca writes: 
                                                

85 Sandra R. Joshel, “Slavery and the Roman Literary Culture,” in The Ancient 
Mediterranean World, ed. Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge, vol.1, The Cambridge World History 
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I am glad to learn, through those who come from you, that you live on 
friendly terms with your slaves. This befits a sensible and well-educated man 
like yourself. “They are slaves,” people declare. Nay, rather they are men. 
“Slaves!” No, comrades. “Slaves!” No, they are unpretentious friends. 
“Slaves!” No, they are our fellow-slaves, if one reflects that Fortune has 
equal rights over slaves and free men alike (tantundem in utrosque licere 
fortunae).87 

 

Instead of using cruelty towards slaves /inferiors, Seneca regards slaves as 

deserving fair treatment. In the hierarchical Roman society, not only slaves, but 

everyone, regardless of social class, was subordinate (subdued to their patrons) to 

somebody. Thus, slaveholders overpowered their slaves but the slaveholders were 

also being overpowered by their own patrons. Even the higher-class officials and 

rulers had a responsibility to respect, obey, and subordinate themselves to their 

respective patrons, rulers and gods/goddesses. In Moral Epistles 47.11-12, Seneca 

thus reminds the masters not to treat their slaves in harsh ways. 

I do not wish to involve myself in too large a question, and to discuss the 
treatment of slaves, towards whom we Romans are excessively haughty, 
cruel, and insulting. But this is the kernel of my advice: Treat your inferiors 
as you would be treated by your betters. And as often as you reflect how 
much power you have over a slave, remember that your master has just as 
much power over you. “But I have no master,” you say. You are still young; 
perhaps you will have one. 88  

 
Moreover, Seneca supported treating slaves kindly and friendly in the households 

because slaves were members of the household (familiares). Seneca anticipated the 

benevolent treatment of slaves by their masters/fathers. Roman society literally 

accepted a slave as a member of the household. A master or a slaveholder was 

naturally the father of the whole household (pater familias). Thus, slaves also 

called their master father of the household. By mentioning slaves as family 
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members, in Moral Epistle 47.14, Seneca raises the question of whether the slaves 

deserve to be treated like the other family members.89 

Do you not see even this, how our ancestors removed from masters 
everything invidious, and from slaves everything insulting? They called the 
master “father of the household (patrem familiae),” and the slaves “members 
of the household (familiares),” a custom which still holds in the mime. They 
established a holiday on which masters and slaves should eat together, – not 
as the only day for this custom, but as obligatory on that day in any case. 
They allowed the slaves to attain honours in the household and to pronounce 
judgment; they held that a household was a miniature commonwealth. 90 

 

 Masters/patrons were encouraged to initiate friendly treatment of their slaves so 

that the slaves may return love, respect and obedience without fear. For Seneca, 

every human being is symbolically a slave to personal fears. People might be 

enslaved to someone or something in a particular circumstance. Not only slaves, 

but even high-ranking people, had their respective masters/patrons that they could 

be assumed to be slaves under. Moreover, everyone is enslaved to personal 

emotions, physical desires, life ambitions and all sorts of physical sufferings. Thus, 

people live with fears for many internal or external matters. People cannot avoid 

fears and those fears push them to enslavement. Thus, masters/ patrons should not 

be proud of themselves for their dominant positions. Instead, they are supposed to 

show good attitudes towards their slaves. Then, slaves would no longer need to be 

afraid of their masters and they would dare to relate to their masters without fear. 

                                                
89 Seneca is not the only one who mentions slaves as members of the household. Already 

Homer portrays slaves “as loyal family members.” Plato’s expression of slaves as “brothers or 
sons” assumes slaves as members of the house or as “immediate family members.” Peter Hunt, 
“Slaves in Greek Literary Culture,” in The Ancient Mediterranean World, ed. Keith Bradley and 
Paul Cartledge, vol.1, The Cambridge World History of Slavery, ed. Keith Bradley et al. 
(Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 22-47, here 28.  

90 Seneca, Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales, 309. 



36 

 

Living with no fear makes the slaves obtain a kind of emotional/inner liberation. 

Seneca states in Moral Epistle 47.17 

“He is a slave.” But shall that stand in his way? Show me a man who is not a 
slave; one is a slave to lust, another to greed, another to ambition, and all men 
are slaves to fear. I will name you an ex-consul who is slave to an old hag, a 
millionaire who is slave to a serving-maid; I will show you youths of the 
noblest birth in serfdom to pantomime players! No servitude is more 
disgraceful than that which is self-imposed. You should therefore not be 
deterred by these finicky persons from showing yourself to your slaves as an 
affable person and not proudly superior to them; they ought to respect you 
rather than fear you (colant potius te quam timeant). 91  

  
Thus, instead of keeping fear (timeant) as a tool to control slaves, the value of 

respect “…” was expected to improve the relationship between slave and master. 

In Moral Epistles 47.18, Seneca also encourages the freedmen or freed persons 

who are mentioned as “clients and early morning callers” in the text, to pay the 

same respect to their former slaveholders.92  

Some may maintain that I am now offering the liberty-cap to slaves in 
general and toppling down lords from their high estate, because I bid slaves 
respect their masters instead of fearing them. They say: “This is what he 
plainly means: slaves are to pay respect as if they were clients or early-
morning callers!” Anyone who holds this opinion forgets that what is enough 
for a god cannot be too little for a master.93  

 
Seneca preferred to treat slaves as human beings though society regarded slaves as 

property or chattel. He stood for a humanitarian view of the slave because he 

believed in the existence of the human soul or free soul in the slave. He says, “He 

                                                
91 Seneca, Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales, 311.  
92 Although freedmen or freed persons were no longer slaves they were supposed to be 

submissive to their former masters. The freed persons did not cease their service for their former 
masters’ benefit. To show their faithful loyalty to their new patrons or former masters, they were 
supposed to present themselves before the masters in the early mornings. In Rome, clients were 
expected to arrive at the patron’s house early in the morning to greet him formally. Dale B. Martin, 
Slaves as Salvation: The Metaphor of Slavery in Pauline Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1990), 24.  

93 Seneca, Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales, 311.  
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is a slave. His soul, however, may be that of a freeman.”94 Seneca’s argument for 

the free human soul of the slave supports the fact that he believed in the equal 

human value of slaves and the inner freedom of slaves. It seems that Seneca 

advocated the common ground of freedom for everyone. For him, all are equally 

slaves and thus, are equally able to attain the freed state of moral virtue. Thus, he 

defines freedom as a state of the human mind or an internal state of mind. A free 

person is a person with no fear of anything. Living in fear of someone and failing 

to control one’s fears keep human beings in enslavement. He also describes his 

understanding of freedom in his Moral Essay On the Firmness of the Wise Men 

19.2:  

Liberty is having a mind that rises superior to injury, that makes itself the 
only source from which its pleasures spring, that separates itself from all 
external things in order that man may not have to live his life in disquietude, 
fearing everybody’s laughter, everybody’s tongue.95 

 
Thus, for Seneca, the free person in a liberated state of mind is free from fears, and 

is not defiled with everything of external circumstances such as injuries, 

judgments, pleasures, desire etc. It is noticed that, by following the Stoic 

philosophy, Seneca emphasized the internal rather than externals. With the help of 

the virtues, individuals are able to make the right choices in life and to handle their 

inner mind so as not to be enslaved by their own desires for all the external 

luxuries and circumstances, which people cannot achieve control over in life.  

 

                                                
94 Seneca, Ad Lucilium Epistulae Morales, 311. 
95 Seneca Moral Essays, trans. John W. Basore, The Loeb Classical Library, ed. T.E. Page 

(London: William Heinemann, 1928), 103 
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 2.3.2 Musonius  

Caius Musonius Rufus, the son of Capit was born in the city of Volsinii, probably 

before 30 CE. He was not only a teacher of philosophy but also belonged to the 

high social rank of equestrian in Rome. The time of Nero was his ultimate period 

of influence. On account of his philosophical critique of the politics of the empire, 

he was banished from Rome several times. During Nero he was exiled twice the 

second time to “the desolate, waterless island of Gyara in the Cyclades.” After 

Nero’s death, he returned to Rome. However, he experienced another exile 

probably during Vespasian’s reign and was freed later by the order of Titus. 96 

Epictetus was his student when he taught philosophy in Rome. It is difficult to 

know the exact date of his death. He probably died before 100 CE.97 

No explicit teaching on the freedom of slaves is found in Musonius’ diatribes, 

written by his followers. It seems that there is no direct statement of renouncing 

slavery or advocating for the freedom of slaves by Musonius. But as one who lived 

an ascetic lifestyle during his periods of exile, Musonius could survive without 

slaves and without any other possessions, and he does not encourage the slavery 

system. During his exiles, he experienced living with fewer possessions and 

learned that it was possible for him to survive without family and slaves.  

As an ascetic, he surrendered his properties, including slaves, and subsequently did 

not encourage the oppression of fellow human beings. Ilaria L.E. Ramelli presents 

Musonius as a “Cynic-Stoic” and as an ascetic philosopher who founded the 

                                                
96 Lutz, “Musonius Rufus,” 10:14-17. 
97 John Sellars, Stoicism,14. 
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paradigm of self-sufficiency.98 The Cynic teaching about renouncing properties 

and the exilic experiences without possessions seem to have strengthened 

Musonius in his ascetic life. Ramelli also states that ascetics renounced “slave 

ownership” because of their ascetic philosophy.99 Musonius’ willingness to abstain 

from owing slaves  and his emphasis on self-sufficiency could also be interpreted 

as a renunciation of oppression and injustice. In Diatribe XIV on Is Marriage a 

Handicap for the Pursuit of Philosophy? Musonius’ opinion on self- sufficiency is 

described. 100  

Though he did not specifically teach the freedom of oppressed slaves, Musonius’ 

humanitarian concern is partially glimpsed in several passages. Cora E. Lutz thinks 

that Musonius is “the spiritual and ethical leader and apostle of moral liberty” and 

his “teachings were his own humanitarian interpretation of the fundamental 

principles regulating human conduct…”101 It is assumed that his humanitarian 

spirit is a result of his many encounters with the desperate conditions of exile as 

well as with his belief.  

 It could be claimed that Musonius argued for the rights of the slaves. Especially, 

he mentioned his concern for the slave women’s moral standard in regard to 

sexuality. In society, both male and female slaveholders had the right to exploit or 

sexually abuse slave bodies. However, Musonius defended the sexual right of slave 

                                                
98 Ilaria L. E. Ramelli, Social Justice and the Legitimacy of Slavery: The Role of 

Philosophical Asceticism from Ancient Judaism to Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 53-59. 

99 Ramelli, Social Justice and the Legitimacy of Slavery, 3. 
100 Lutz, “Musonius Rufus,” 10: 91, 93.  
101 Lutz, “Musonius Rufus,” 10: 4. 
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women by pointing out the sexual ethics of men and women in society. He states 

that “not only women, but also men had to abstain from intercourse with their 

slaves, and that a master’s adultery with a slave woman was no less serious than 

adultery with a free woman, even of the highest ranking.”102 In Diatribe XII, On 

Sexual Indulgence, his concern for slave women is explicitly expressed:  

In this category belongs the man who has relations with his own slave-maid, 
a thing, which some people consider quite without blame, since every master 
is held to have it in his power to use his slave as he wishes. In reply to this I 
have just one thing to say: if it seems neither shameful nor out of place for a 
master to have relations with his own slave, particularly if she happens to be 
unmarried, let him consider how he would like it if his wife had relations 
with a male slave. Would it not seem completely intolerable not only if the 
woman who had a lawful husband had relations with a slave, but even if a 
woman without a husband should have?103 

 

 In addition, his arguments for the freedom of speech for everyone can be 

understood as related to the teaching for the freedom of the slaves. In the narrative 

of Diatribe IX, on That Exile is Not an Evil, it is stated that human beings have 

freedom of speech (παρρησία) in whatever life conditions.  

But that one point, it seems to me, is not well-taken, that exiles do not have 
freedom of speech, if to you freedom of speech means not suppressing 
whatever one chances to think. For it is not as exiles that men fear to say 
what they think, but as men afraid lest from speaking pain or death or 
punishment or some such other thing shall befall them. Fear is the cause of 
this, not exile. For to many people, nay to most, even though dwelling safely 
in their native city, fear of what seem to them dire consequences of free 
speech (παρρησία) is present. However, the courageous man, in exile no less 
than at home, is dauntless in the face of all such fears; for that reason also he 
has the courage to say what he thinks equally at home or in exile.104 

 

                                                
102 Ramelli, Social Justice and the Legitimacy of Slavery, 167-168. Ramelli is here 

comparing with John Chrysostom. 
103 Lutz, “Musonius Rufus,” 10: 87, 89.  
104 Lutz, “Musonius Rufus,” 10: 73, 75  
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According to the above text, Musonius understood that human beings’ fear of 

“pain or death or punishment or some such other thing” of external circumstances 

hindered individuals from speaking the truth, about injustice and all the evil doings 

in society. The hierarchical society hardly allowed clients, inferiors or slaves to 

talk back to their superiors, patrons, masters and lords. The free clients would 

probably have had the right to express freely what they determined in their mind 

but the slaves did not have such rights. Musonius urged that everyone, probably 

including slaves, should be courageous to say what he or she “thinks equally at 

home or in exile.”  

Again, in Diatribe XVI, on Must One Obey One’s Parents Under All 

Circumstances? Musonius’ similar opinion on freedom of speech is recommended 

in the relationship between children and parents.  

That everyone should obey his mother and father seems a good thing, and I 
certainly recommend it. However, let us see what this matter of obedience is, 
or rather, first, what is the nature of disobedience, and let us consider who the 
disobedient person is, if in this way we may better understand what the nature 
of obedience is. 
 
And so you, my young friend, do not fear that you will disobey your father, if 
when your father bids you do something which is not right, you refrain from 
doing it, or when he forbids you to do something which is right you do not 
refrain from doing it. Do not let your father be an excuse to you for wrong 
doing whether he bids you do something which is not right or forbids you to 
do what is right. For there is no necessity for you to comply with evil 
injunctions, and you yourself seem not unaware of this.”105  

 

Children are encouraged to be free from fear and to disobey their father when their 

fathers did wrongdoings or treated their children unjustly. In Greco-Roman 

society, the father was the superior of the whole household and Musonius’ teaching 

                                                
105 Lutz, “Musonius Rufus,”10: 101, 105.  



42 

 

seems to go against culture. Slaves were regarded as family members of the 

household and the father was not only the father of biological children but also of 

the slaves. Moreover, as Gitte Buch-Hansen points out, the Greek term παιδία 

(children or young children) may also be translated as “(young) slaves.”106 

Musonius’ teaching in the context of the father and child relationship can be 

understood as an indirect support for the freedom of speech for slaves, too. It might 

mean that slaves are supposed to express their own decisions freely without fearing 

the usual body punishments and other external sufferings. Thus, slaves need to be 

courageous when their masters’ orders for punishments are unjust toward them. 

Daring to talk back to the masters for all unjust acts means that the slave’s inner 

mind is free from fears. Thus, he or she is free.  

 2.3.3 Epictetus  

Epictetus did not write anything himself. All the literature that remains in history 

was the result of work written by his student, Flavius Arrianus (Arrian). Arrian 

recorded Epictetus sayings, lectures and teachings and turned them into written 

works. Information about Epictetus’ life is very limited. However, tradition 

testifies that he was physically lame and was a former slave. The assumed date of 

his birth was between 50 and 60 CE and the possible birthplace was Hierapolis in 

Phrygia where he spent his childhood years. Later, as a young slave, Epictetus was 

taken to live in Rome under the slaveholder, Epaphroditus. He learned philosophy 

under Musonius Rufus. After Epictetus received his freedom, he lived as a teacher 
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of philosophy in Rome.107 He moved to Nicopolis on the western coast of Greece 

when emperor Domitian expelled all the philosophers from Italy in 95 CE. 

Epictetus founded a school in Nicopolis. He continued his philosophical teachings 

and ended his life in Nicopolis around 130 CE. Arrian’s collection of philosophies 

probably derive from that time.108  

Although Epictetus had a concern for slaves, his teachings do not explicitly call for 

social freedom of the slaves. Regarding human freedom, Epictetus did not lay 

emphasis on external circumstances or social circumstances. Despite the fact that 

he obtained social freedom for himself and became a prestigious teacher of the 

Stoic school, Epictetus preferred inner freedom to social freedom. Almost all 

slaves in the Roman empire dreamed of social freedom or manumission but very 

few were able to achieve it. Epictetus’ teaching of inner freedom is about freedom 

for both slaves and free. The circumstance of the slave is not really seen as 

different from that of the free person.109 Epictetus argues that every human being is 

equal on one level because the divine gift of rational thinking or divine reason has 

been equally given to everyone. He states: “Who are you, and for what purpose 

have you come? Did not He bring you into the world? ...Did not He give you 

senses also and reason?” (Discourse IV.1.100-104). As he believes that the inner 

self (τι ἐν ὑµῖν) of a human being is naturally free (ἐλεύθερον φύσει), he 

                                                
107 Frances Kanes Hazlitt and Henry Hazlitt, Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius 

(Langham, MD: University Press of America, 1984), 4, 5. 
108 Sellars, Stoicism, 15. 
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emphasizes the liberation of human instinct or inner freedom. In Discourse III. 

22.41-42 he says:  

“Have you nothing that is free?” “Perhaps nothing.” “And who can compel 
you to assent to that which appears to you to be false?” “No one.” “And who 
can compel you to refuse assent to that which appears to you to be true?” “No 
one.” “Here, then, you see that there is something within you (τι ἐν ὑµῖν) that 
is naturally free (ἐλεύθερον φύσει).”110  

 

In Discourse IV.1.1, Of Freedom, Epictetus’ understanding of freedom is clearly 

described. He says about the people who are free: “He is free who lives as he wills 

who is subject neither to compulsion, nor hindrance, nor force, whose choices are 

unhampered.” 111 As long as a human being lives according to his/her own will 

which is permeated with the divine reason, he/she is free. Moreover, Epictetus 

mentions in Discourse IV.1.55-60 that freedom makes people to be “independent 

and self-governing.”112 Thus, no one can hinder the choices or decisions of 

somebody who is internally free. Contrarily, if someone’s inner mind is subject to 

any condition of being controlled, he/she is not free. Epictetus’ concern is the 

human being’s tendency to submit under compulsion (ἀναγκάσαι), hindrance and 

unhappiness. In Discourse IV.1. 51-59, he describes those who are not free:  

When, therefore, you see men unhappy, miserable, grieving, declare 
confidently that they are not free. … 
When, therefore, you see one man cringing before another, or flattering him 
contrary to his own opinion, say confidently of this man also that he is not 
free. … 

                                                
110 Epictetus, Epictetus: The Discourses as Reported by Arrian, the Manual, and 
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Of course, when, therefore, it is in another’s power to put hindrances in a 
man’s way and subject him to compulsion (ἀναγκάσαι), say confidently that 
this man is not free. 113 

 

Moreover, as his definition of freedom depends on how slaves and free people 

rationally decide, Epictetus does not agree that human beings can overpower other 

human beings. He states in Discourse I. 29. 57-65, Of Steadfastness: “For what is a 

‘master’? One man is not master of another man.”114 Slaveholders could control 

only the slave bodies but not their rational soul or reason. For Epictetus, social 

slavery or enslavement under external conditions is not real enslavement. Thus, as 

long as a slave does not submit under the power of the bodily punishments or the 

external things, that slave is morally free and experiences freedom.115 Epictetus 

mentions that all those bodily punishments and harms are only external threats in 

the Discourse I.1. 19-27, 

“Tell your secret.” I say not a word; for this is under my control. “But I will 
fetter you.” What is that you say, man? Fetter me? My leg you will fetter, but 
my moral purpose not even Zeus himself has power to overcome. “I will 
throw you into prison.” My paltry body, rather! “I will behead you.” Well, 
when did I ever tell you that mine was the only neck that could not be 
severed? These are the lessons that philosophers ought to rehearse, these they 
ought to write down daily, in these they ought to exercise themselves.116 

 

Thus, a slave who achieves inner freedom does not mind all the physical 

punishments in life. Matters of the physical body are external things and they are 

beyond a human being’s control. This means that human beings cannot control 
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external circumstances such as social level, wealth, poverty, physical suffering and 

death. Thus he asks in Discourse IV.1.121-127: “How, then, does it come about 

that he suffers no harm, even though he is soundly flogged, or imprisoned, or 

beheaded? Is it not thus if he bears it all in a noble spirit…”117 

If a person prefers external qualifications, he or she is in slavery to those external 

things. Human beings’ unending desire for physical things keeps them as slaves 

within those layers of bondage. Even free and former slaves would not stop their 

desire to achieve higher social levels until they reach the highest positions in their 

society. Slaves were also supposed to ignore all the unjust treatments of 

slaveholders over their bodies because bodily sufferings were considered to be 

external things.118  

Though Epictetus does not mention the possibility of equal human status for slaves 

in society, his teaching about inner freedom is an inclusive teaching of freedom for 

everyone. Epictetus’ teaching about freedom of the slaves seems to concern 

freedom for an inner state of mind. For Epictetus, the inner mind is what human 

beings can deal with by themselves while physical hardships and external 

conditions cannot be overcome or fulfilled with self-potential. Thus, both free 

people and slaves could achieve freedom when they controlled their internal 

minds. 
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CHAPTER 3 

A Pauline Understanding of Slavery and Freedom 
 

3.1 Paul’s Corinthian Congregation 
 

During Paul’s time, Corinth was not only a capital city of the Achaian province but 

also a cosmopolitan city where various kinds of religious and philosophical 

teachings flourished. Moreover, it had been a prosperous city because of its two 

major ports and the location, which made the city a major center of trade and 

communication. According to 2 Cor 1:19, Paul together with his colleagues 

Timothy and Silvanus began ministry in Corinth. Acts also provides evidence that 

Paul did his ministry in Corinth by running a leather tent shop and settled down 

there for some period. In addition, Acts 18: 4-11 suggests that the first converts 

whom he evangelized were Jews from the local synagogue. However, in 1 Cor 

12:2, Paul mentions that the members of the congregation came from a pagan 

background: “You know that when you were pagans, you were enticed and led 

astray to idols…”119 Paul himself does not talk explicitly about Jewish converts in 

his letters to the Corinthians.  

The epistles to Corinth give some hints about the social status of the community 

members. Specifically, some teachings and particular problems of the Corinthian 

church, mentioned in the letters, give us glimpses of the social reality of the 

community members. According to 1 Cor 1:26, the majority of the community 

members were uneducated people who probably belonged to the lower social 
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classes, (lower levels of society) “… not many of you were wise by human 

standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.” However, it 

can be assumed that some of them came from the upper classes. Again, in 1 Cor 

7:20-24, which will be discussed below as the main Scriptural text for analysis, it 

is very obvious that the congregation of the Corinthian Church was composed of 

people from various social classes: free-born and slaves.  

The communal meal problem in 1 Cor 11:17-22, 33-34 also suggests something 

about the social status or social economic levels of the members. According to the 

narrative of the text, some of the community members were probably rich and 

belonged to the higher social classes. They could leave their house early for the 

communal gathering, and bring lots of food for the communal meal. Some 

members might have been ordinary poor people and slaves who could not bring 

food and could not come early to the gathering because they were too poor and had 

lots of work to accomplish. 

Moreover, the problem of eating meat, sold in the market (1 Cor 8:4-8;10:25-28) 

also provides evidence which helps us to understand the social levels in the 

congregation. The congregation probably had arguments about eating food offered 

to idols. Those kinds of meat and food could be bought at a cheap price in the 

market. The poor and lower-class people would be the consumers of those cheap 

foods but the rich could afford fresh meat and food and thus avoid eating those 

kinds of religiously unclean foods.  
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3.2 Pauline Metaphorical Application 

Slavery, partly the result of the victories and defeats of war, was an important 

institution in ancient society and politics. Especially in Greco-Roman times, 

elements of the slavery system and slavery language were metaphorically used in 

Greek and Latin literature such as comedies, epics and dramas of that time. Roman 

literature often used slave language and referred to the treatments of the 

slaveholders towards the slaves. Sometimes, free people were symbolized as 

slaves. One example of this is when authors metaphorically use slavery language to 

describe the relation between the emperor and his subject clients.120 As a product 

of Greco-Roman culture, the New Testament is full of slave language. Both 

apostles and believers are often identified as slaves of Christ/God/Lord. It is 

significant that slave language is one of the crucial elements portraying the relation 

between believers and Christ. Paul’s metaphorical applications can be explored 

throughout his epistles. In the main text I choose for my analysis (1Cor 7:20-24), 

Paul’s understanding of the freedom and equal status of believers is articulated 

through slavery language. However, before we turn to Paul’s metaphorical 

interpretation of freedom and equality of the believers, it is necessary to learn 

about Paul’s self-identification as a slave of Christ.  

 3.2.1 Paul as Slave of Christ 

In translations of the New Testament, “slave” or “servant” are used almost 

interchangeably to translate the two Greek words διάκονος and δοῦλος. The term 

διάκονος denotes someone who is “in an inferior social, political, or economic 
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position” who “subjects him-or-herself to the authority and will of another person 

who…possesses a higher rank in the same community.”121 The word δοῦλος 

specifically indicates a male slave. While the διάκονος can possess the rights of 

citizenship, the δοῦλος is a property and lacks autonomy. A δοῦλος must serve and 

obey his master. Paul uses δοῦλος to identify himself as a slave of Christ. Paul 

often mentions himself as a slave of Christ in his epistles.  

In his letters, Paul designates himself as “a slave of Jesus Christ” (Rom. 1:1); as “a 

slave of Christ” (Gal 1:10); and the title “slaves of Christ Jesus” is employed for 

both Paul and Timothy (Phil. 1:1). In Rom. 1:1, the two titles “a slave of Jesus 

Christ” and “an apostle” are juxtaposed in one sentence. In Gal 1:10, though he 

mentions himself as the slave of Christ, Paul states that his role of being a slave is 

not necessarily to please what human beings wish. He emphasizes what Christ 

wants and follows Christ’s will. Paul’s self-identification with slave language in 

the Galatian context is similar to the Romans text. In Gal 1:1a, he describes 

himself as an apostle who is “not from human authorities, but through Jesus Christ 

and God the Father.” He not only calls himself the slave of Christ but also 

addresses his fellow companion, Timothy as the slave of Christ Jesus. Moreover, 

Paul often calls believers slaves of Christ.  

Some Deutero-Pauline texts adopt this Pauline usage by calling Paul and his 

companions the slaves of Christ/the Lord. They repeat Paul’s own usage of δοῦλος 

to address Paul (Titus 1:1), Epaphras (Col. 4:12), and Timothy (2 Tim. 2:24) as 
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slaves. In addition, the authors of some of the General Epistles such as James, 

Peter and Jude also name themselves slaves of God/the Lord/Christ (James 1:1; 2 

Pet. 1:1; Jude 1).  

Paul framed this expression for the relationship between Christ and himself or 

between Christ and the believers in the social and linguistic context of slavery. A 

general interpretation of the title is based on the meaning of the word δοῦλος itself, 

and takes it to symbolize an attitude of humility. Another interpretation of the title 

“slave of Christ” might be related to an understanding of the true nature of a slave 

in the real social world of the time. Slaves had no right to follow their interests and 

desires. Instead, as chattel properties, slaves were inevitably needed to perform 

what the slaveholders commanded with “unconditional obedience and 

unquestioning loyalty.” Slaves could not avoid the demands of their master, 

independently of whether the master was a good or bad master. Slaves were 

supposed to live according to the will of their masters. Being the slave of Christ, on 

the one hand, a person belonging to Christ/the Lord was supposed to respond to 

Christ with the faithful loyalty. On the other hand, a slave of Christ was dependent 

on the mercy and goodwill of Christ, the Lord.  

In addition, naming oneself as slave of Christ/the Lord/God can be interpreted 

against an Old Testament background. In the Old Testament, several Israelite 

leaders were addressed as servants or slaves of God such as Moses (Josh. 14:7), 

Joshua (Josh. 24:30; Judg. 2:8) and several prophets (Amos 3:7; Jer. 7:25; Dan. 
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9:6). These servants of God were understood as representatives of God and crucial 

for the interpretation of this usage is the meaning of humility before God.122  

Another example of using the title “slave” for someone who was not a slave is 

related to the existing culture of the Greco-Roman world. It is likely that calling 

oneself a slave of somebody, especially of a god or of a superior, did not indicate a 

shameful or humiliating status for people in Greco-Roman times. This tradition 

seems to derive from the East. Easterners, such as Persians and Babylonians, used 

to call themselves “slaves of a great king.” Thus, the tradition of those easterners 

might have influenced people in Greco-Roman times and the early believers 

also.123  

 Dale B. Martin thinks that Paul, when calling himself a slave of Christ, also claims 

a certain kind of authority.124 Thus, for Martin, the meaning of the title is related to 

a leading role within the early Christian community. Martin’s argument is based on 

the slavery system itself in which particular slave agents or slave leaders were the 

representatives of their masters. Those slave leaders had a representative authority 

of their owners and were given a kind of leading role in relation to their fellow 

slaves.125 The slaves, regarded as bodies or chattel had to live their whole life 

under the rule of slaveholders. However, depending on the social and moral 

                                                
122 Martin, Slaves as Salvation, 55. 
123 Martin, Slaves as Salvation, 57. 
124 Martin, Slaves as Salvation, 22. 
125 Martin, Slaves as Salvation, 58. 
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condition of the slaveholders, some slaves might have become leading figures.126 

Just as slaves can be representatives of their master, it seems that the early 

Christians, as part of the patronage structure, saw their leaders as representatives of 

Christ/God.  

 3.2.2 Textual Analysis of 1 Cor 7:20-24 

To explore Paul’s understanding of freedom in the chosen pericope (1Cor 7:20-

24), the textual analysis section is categorized in three topics: Christians as slaves 

and freed-persons; equality or equal subordination under Christ; and inner or outer 

freedom. Instead of following a strict verse order (from v20 to v24), the textual 

analysis will follow a thematic order. Based on these three themes, particular 

clauses and verses will be integrated into the textual analysis. 

1 Cor 7:20 ἕκαστος ἐν τῇ κλήσει ᾗ ἐκλήθη, ἐν ταύτῃ µενέτω. 21 δοῦλος 

ἐκλήθης, µή σοι µελέτω· ἀλλ’ εἰ καὶ δύνασαι ἐλεύθερος γενέσθαι, µᾶλλον 

χρῆσαι. 22 ὁ γὰρ ἐν κυρίῳ κληθεὶς δοῦλος ἀπελεύθερος κυρίου ἐστίν, 

ὁµοίως ὁ ἐλεύθερος κληθεὶς δοῦλός ἐστιν Χριστοῦ. 23 τιµῆς ἠγοράσθητε· 

µὴ γίνεσθε δοῦλοι ἀνθρώπων. 24 ἕκαστος ἐν ᾧ ἐκλήθη, ἀδελφοί, ἐν τούτῳ 

µενέτω παρὰ θεῷ.127 

Translation: 20In the call in which each one was called, let him remain in this. 

21You were called as a slave, let it not bother you. But if you also/even are able to 

become free, rather make use [of it]. 22For the slave who was called in the Lord is 

a freedman of the Lord, likewise the free person who was called is a slave of 

                                                
126 Martin, Slaves as Salvation, 56. Depending on the lower or upper levels of the owners, 

the power authorities of slave agents varies in the society. The authority of the slave agent in the 
imperial house would be greater than that of the slave agent of the regular class slaveholder.  

127Novum Testamentum Graece, based on the work of E. and E. Nestle, edited by Barbara 
and Kurt Aland, et. al. 28th rev. ed. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2012).  
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Christ. 23You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men. 24Each 

one, in that [condition in] which he was called, brothers, let him remain before 

God. 

 3.2.2.1 Slave Believers: Slaves or Freed Persons 

As has already been mentioned, the Corinthian faith community was a place of 

different ethnic groups and different social classes such that slaves were part of the 

congregation. The chosen pericope 7:20-24 is opened with Paul’s general 

instruction without specific addressees. The literal translation is, “In the call in 

which each one was called, let him (her) remain in this (call).” According to 

Joseph A. Fitzmyer, the expression ἐν τῇ κλήσει, “in the call” or “in the calling,” is 

“the status or condition of being a Jew or a Gentile, slave or free, in which the call 

to Christianity has come to the individual involved.”128 The second Greek word for 

“call,” ἐκλήθη, is the action of call for someone unto God.129 Though Fitzmyer 

mentions the status of “Jew and Gentile” in this literary context, the text seems to 

call attention to the situation of slave believers and freeborn believers. Paul might 

no longer be addressing the issue of circumcised and uncircumcised in this 

particular text (v 20), because the following verses (21-24) keep focusing on the 

themes of freedom and equality within the faith community. It is noticed that the 

believers are asked to remain in the social condition in which they were called to 

                                                
128 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians, The Anchor Yale Bible (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 2008), 308. 
129 The similar expression has been applied in vv 17-18 to remind Jews and Gentile to 

remain in their circumcised or uncircumcised condition. 
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the faith community.130 Moreover, the present imperative of the third person 

singular, µενέτω, explicitly demands the addressees to engage in the continuous 

action to remain in the same social condition. Then, the same word, µενέτω, is 

used again in (v 24) for both slave and free: “Each one, in which he was called, 

brothers, in that (condition) let him remain in the presence of God.” The intention 

of Paul in the chosen pericope is obviously to urge both slaves and freeborn 

believers to remain in their social places.  

In v 21a, Paul certainly addresses a δοῦλος, a slave, by repeating the expression, 

“you are called” (the expression is mentioned in v 20). The slaves were called to 

remain in the same social condition. The word δοῦλος, a slave (nominative noun) 

is juxtaposed as a noun in apposition to the implied subject which is “the implied 

personal pronoun you” of ἐκλήθης (the indicative passive second person 

singular).131 Thus, according to v20 and v21a, the ones whom Paul is addressing to 

remain in their former social status, are the slave believers. The text confirms that 

those slave believers had slavery status in the social reality. Moreover, the second 

portion of v21b, “let it not be a care for you…” seems to urge slave believers not to 

give any concern to their status. The slave believers are supposed to ignore or 

“forget” the condition in which they were invited to become believers. Thus, it 

could be said that slaves who were believers participated in the faith community 

with their slave identity.  

                                                
130 Depending on the interpretation, especially due to the literal expression of v 20, Paul is 

usually understood as not talking about freedom of the slaves. The text of v21 is ambiguous, 
however, with regard to whether or not Paul advocates freedom for the slaves.  

131 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the 
Greek Text (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000), 553. 
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However, in v 22a, Paul identifies “the slave who is called in the Lord” as “a freed 

person.” This is a literary transition point where Paul integrates the social reality of 

slavery with the language of slavery in a symbolic way. As a result, within the 

immediate literary context, Paul upgrades the social status of the slaves to the 

status of freed persons. This corresponds to the real social reality, in which the 

slave who was manumitted by the slaveholder could only become ἀπελεύθερος, a 

freedman/a freed person. In other words, the slave can never be leveled up to the 

status of a freed person until he was manumitted. However, Paul addresses the role 

of slave believers in the faith community as the freed persons of the Lord/Christ. 

Then, what is the role of a slave believer as freed person within the congregation?  

Before the role of freed person believers in the faith community is discussed, it is 

necessary to clarify the role of freed persons in the patronal structure. When a slave 

was given manumission by the slaveholder, a patron-client relationship begun 

between the former slave/freed person and the former master/new patron. As freed 

persons, former slaves could start a new social relationship or social bonding with 

their former masters whom they started to regard as patrons. The freed persons 

were physically free but they were not socially free in the hierarchical social 

structure. Their social position was lower than that of freeborn persons in the 

society. However, freed persons reached a stage or level where they were socially 

recognized as human beings. The freed persons were no longer properties or bodies 

of their masters. On the one hand, the freed persons paid voluntary service to their 

patron by keeping faithful loyalty and obedience. On the other hand, the patron 

provided for the physical needs and social protection of their former slaves. 
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However, depending on the attitude of the patron, the freed person’s life benefits 

varied. Not every freed person had the benefit of a benevolent patron.  

Paul creates a new relationship between slave believers and Christ/Lord by 

applying the cultural elements of patron-client relationships. Slave believers were 

supposed to receive the spirit of freedom by symbolizing them as freed persons so 

that they may live with the dignity of a human being through their faith and in the 

faith community.  

In v24b, Paul states again that “you were bought with a price; do not become 

slaves of men.” The slaveholders were not only the ones who bought slaves, but 

they also had the authority to free their slaves. Positively, it could be said that the 

slaveholders had invested for both life-events of the slaves: to buy slaves and to 

free slaves. The crucial point is that the benevolent new patron would not want the 

new client or former slave to be enslaved again under another master.  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, some freeborn persons might enslave 

themselves for some reasons. According to Martin, a slave could have a patron-

client relationship with somebody who was not his/her master while he/she was the 

slave of someone else.132The highest benevolent patron, Christ the Lord wants 

slave believers who were already upgraded to clients, in order to serve Christ with 

faithful loyalty. The slave believers were supposed to be convinced that they 

belonged to the patron, Christ.  

  

                                                
132 Martin, Slaves as Salvation, 25. 
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3.2.2.2 Equality or Equal Subordination Under Christ?  

The teaching of equality is often considered as one of the main themes of Paul’s 

theology. It is significant that the Pauline understanding of equality is usually 

discussed in the context of different ethnic groups, different cultural backgrounds, 

different social levels, and different genders. The text of Galatians reads: “There is 

no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and 

female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28).” Moreover, Paul expresses 

the same opinion in 1 Cor 12:13 “For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into 

one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and we were all made to drink of one 

Spirit.”133 Both texts prove that the faith community was composed of different 

ethnicities and social classes. Some scholars, such as Richard N. Longenecker134 

and F. F. Bruce135 describe Paul’s presentation of the inequality of the three pairs 

as a response to the morning prayer of a male Jew who thanked God that he was 

not made as a Gentile, as a slave or as a woman. The inclusion of inequality among 

the three groups is not the only purpose to respond to the divisions/inequalities in 

the Greco-Roman context but Paul specifically wants to point out the conventional 

divisions in Jewish tradition.136  

                                                
133 The Deutero-Pauline epistle, Colossians, also follows the certain opinion of Paul: “In 

that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 
slave and free; but Christ is all and in all” (Col 3:11).  

134 Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians, Word Biblical Commentary 41 (Dallas, TX: Word 
Books, 1990), 156. 

135 F. F. Bruce, The Epistle of the Galatians: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1982), 187. 

136 Longenecker, Galatians, 156. Longenecker states that the description is “a pre-Pauline 
Christian confession, either in whole or in part.” 157. He comments: “When early Christians spoke 
of being baptized into [one] Christ they also spoke of the old divisions between Jew and Gentile, 
slave and free, and male and female having come to an end.” 156, 157. 
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Paul is willing to build, according to Pheme Perkins’ statement, “harmony in a 

divided [faith] community…of diverse members…”137 The believers of different 

ethnicities, genders and social classes within the faith community are to be 

regarded as equal ones through the Spirit of Christ. Marion L. Soards suggests that 

the diverse believers are unified by the “the unifying work of the Spirit,” “despite 

[their] differences.”138 The distinctions among the different conditions of the 

believers are suspended by the power of the Spirit and the diverse members are to 

be united into a single body of community. Instead of finding a solution for 

individual social rights and equality, Paul wants to form a harmonious community 

under or into “one body” of Christ. The same baptism every believer received is 

the mark of equality among the diverse believers to be unified in the same Lord.  

The chosen pericope 1 Cor 7:20-24 deals with the theme of equality in its unique 

way of equality in the faith community. However, the text does not explicitly talk 

about equality among the believers. In the text (v22), while the slave believers are 

represented as freed persons of the Lord, the freeborn believers are symbolized as 

slaves of Christ. The social levels of the two groups were different not only in the 

social reality but also in the textual metaphorical presentation. Thus, it is necessary 

to find clues as to how Paul tried to create a platform where the slave believers and 

free-born believers could be seen as not different from each other. By applying the 

principle of equality in Christ in the context of patronal culture, Paul seems to 

highlight the equal subordination of the individual believer under Christ. As 
                                                

137 Pheme Perkins, First Corinthians, Paideia Commentaries on the New Testament 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 148. 

138 Marion L. Soards, 1 Corinthians. New International Biblical Commentary (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1999), 264. 
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Michael Parsons also states: “slaves and masters are equal in standing in Christ and 

are equally responsible to him.”139 

Paul portrays the slave believer as ἀπελεύθερος κυρίου, the freed person in v22a. 

Upon receiving their freedom in Christ, Paul apparently considered the former 

slaves as clients under the patronage of “the Lord.” Having received the 

metaphorical title “freed persons of the Lord,” slave believers were assumed to be 

confident in their socially recognized status. According to the patron-client 

relationship in Greco-Roman time, those freed persons or clients were naturally 

subordinate to their patrons. Thus, the slave believers as freed persons are 

supposed to be subordinate under Christ the Lord.  

Again, another metaphorical expression for the freeborn believers, mentioned in 

v22b is, “ὁµοίως ὁ ἐλεύθερος κληθεὶς δοῦλός ἐστιν Χριστοῦ.” It is assumed that 

the title “slave of Christ” for the freeborn believer is reminiscent of the same title 

which Paul used for himself as the slave of Christ. Fitzmyer also refers to the fact 

that Paul addresses himself as the slave of Christ in his epistles (Rom 1:1; Gal 

1:10; Phil 1:1).140 The title does not indicate social shame or humiliation. For a 

freeborn person to name himself/herself as the slave of a god or a superior was not 

a shameful act in ancient times. In addition, we found that the title is related to the 

household culture of the patronal structure, in which some particular slaves were 

selected as the representatives of their masters. Those kinds of slaves were given 

the authority of their masters so that their status was higher than their fellow slaves 

                                                
139 Michael Parsons, “Slavery and the New Testament Equality and Submissiveness,” Vox 

Evangelica 18 (1988): 7. 
140 This has been already discussed under the subtopic “Paul as the slave of Christ.”  
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in the household. To some extent, they were independent because of the authority 

they received from their master. However, they were socially dependent or 

subordinate unto their masters who had the sole authority in the household. Thus, 

designating the free-born believers as slaves of Christ is understood as a signal of 

invitation to share in the work of the master in a new household or in a new faith 

community where the master is Christ, the Lord. In addition, the free-born 

believers were supposed to oblige the responsibilities of the Lord with the slave 

nature of humility and faithfulness. According to the patronage structure of the 

Greco-Roman world, it is not possible to compare the social criteria of the slaves 

and free persons. However, Paul implicitly puts the two social groups on the same 

level of equal subordination unto the same Lord, Christ.  

3.2.2.3 Inner or Outer Freedom 

It is hard to find evidence that the New Testament authors advocated the social 

freedom of slaves. Including Paul, all the New Testament writers must have been 

aware of the cruelty of the slavery system in Greco-Roman times. However, the 

writers explicitly or implicitly maintained the social hierarchy of the Greco- 

Roman world. The household codes in the deutero-Pauline writings are obvious 

evidence of this, as they ask the audience to remain in the conventional social 

hierarchical orders. Michael Parsons comments that Paul seems “unconcerned with 

[the slavery] institution.”141  

Among the New Testament writers, Paul is regarded as radical as he describes the 

themes of freedom and equality among the socially diverse believers (Gal 3:28). 

                                                
141 Michael Parsons, “Slavery and the New Testament Equality and Submissiveness,” 7.  
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However, most of the Pauline evidence for Christian freedom is articulated by 

using the language and context of slavery. For instance, Paul states: “For freedom 

Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of 

slavery (Gal 5:1).” Another Pauline expression about freedom is found in 2Cor 

3:17: “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is 

freedom. And all of us, with unveiled faces, seeing the glory of the Lord as though 

reflected in a mirror, are being transformed into the same image from one degree 

of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit.” It is understood that 

whenever believers encounter God or the spirit of the Lord, they may receive 

freedom. According to Scott J. Hafemann, the text is a Pauline reference to Moses’ 

experience of encountering God, mentioned in the narrative of Exodus (34:34).142 

Thus, Paul’s opinion on freedom in the context of 2 Cor 3:16-18 is related to the 

metaphorical expression of removing the veil before the presence of God. The 

expression of Exodus implies the act of turning towards God. Mark A. Seifrid 

comments on this as a response to God’s goodness.143 Hafemann interprets 

freedom in 2 Cor 3:17 as a freedom from the veil of hard-heartedness that is unable 

to enter into the presence of the Lord.144 

Again in the chosen text (1 Cor 7:20-27), Paul does not explicitly express a 

message about literal freedom. Analyzing the language and context of slavery, 

which are applied to the text, Christian freedom for both slave and freeborn 

                                                
142 Scott J. Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Zondervan, 2000), 159. 
143 Mark A. Seifrid. Second Letter to the Corinthians, The Pillar New Testament 

Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 177. 
144 Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, 159. 
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believers are to be explored. Paul seems to talk both about spiritual and social 

freedom in the immediate context. However, the textual analysis proves that Paul’s 

focus is spiritual freedom.  

In v 21b, Paul encourages slave believers (who are called to the faith community) 

not to be bothered about their slave status. Then, the immediate shift of Paul’s 

expression (intention) is noticed in v21c: ἀλλ᾽ εἰ καὶ δύνασαι ἐλεύθερος γενέσθαι. 

The description in v21c may address a new intention different from v21ab. The 

aorist imperative clause (v21d) µᾶλλον χρῆσαι (use rather) comes after v21c. The 

sentence is incomplete because no object follows the short clause µᾶλλον χρῆσαι 

to provide clarity as to what Paul means. Moreover, v22 does stand to complete the 

clause so that the particular short clause (v21d) is probably the continuation of the 

previous clause (v21c). Thus, the clause, µᾶλλον χρῆσαι can be assumed to support 

Paul’s intention in v21c “ἀλλ᾽ εἰ καὶ δύνασαι ἐλεύθερος γενέσθαι.”  

A literal translation of the whole sentence ἀλλ᾽ εἰ καὶ δύνασαι ἐλεύθερος γενέσθαι, 

µᾶλλον χρῆσαι is: “But if you are also/even able to free, rather use.” However, 

depending on the meanings of καὶ (either even or also) in v21c, the implicit object 

of the clause in v21d might vary and the interpretation of the whole sentence (the 

combination of v21c and v21d) can render two different interpretations.145 Some 

scholars such as Hans Conzelmann,146 Joseph A. Fitzmyer,147 and Anthony C. 

                                                
145 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 553. 
146 Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the 

Corinthians (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1975), 127. 
147 Fitzmyer, First Corinthians, 309. 
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Thiselton148 explain that two objects are possible to supply after µᾶλλον χρῆσαι. 

These would be in dative form th|/ doulei,a| and th|/ evleuqeri,a|.149  

If “even ” is applied for καὶ , the short clause v21d should be supplied with th|/ 

doulei,a|. The translation would be “Even if you are able to become free, use your 

opportunity as a slave.” Slave believers are encouraged to make better use of their 

present condition, which is according to “faithful Christian living.”150 If “also” is 

applied, th|/ evleuqeri,a should follow the clause, µᾶλλον χρῆσαι. Then the 

interpretation would be “But if you are also able to become free, use your 

opportunity to be freed.”151  

Though Paul clearly urges slave believers to remain in their social status and 

ignore their actual social status, he would surely know the possibility of 

manumission for slaves. Thus, he seems to remind slave believers that the 

opportunity of manumission may appear. The specific phrase v21c seems to 

support Paul’s consideration for the social freedom of slave believers. Paul would 

surely be convinced of the cruelty of the slavery system so that he might want his 

community members to obtain social freedom. The possible object to complete the 

                                                
148 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 553-554. 
149 Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, 175. 
150 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 554. 
151 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 553-554. “Those who supply th|/ doulei,a 

include patristic, medieval and post- Reformation writers and numerous modern scholars, from 
Chrysostom and Peter Lombard to Senft and Collins.” “Those who supply th|/ evleuqeri,a include 
patristic and Reformation writers and numerous modern writers from Origen and Jerome to Fee and 
Wolff.” 
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sentence seems to be, “the opportunity to become free” which is all about the 

dream of manumission.152  

Another supportive fact of the latter interpretation is the syntactic nature of the 

aorist imperative χρῆσαι. The aorist imperative mostly emphasizes the present or 

definite condition, but the short clause µᾶλλον χρῆσαι can hardly refer to the actual 

social reality of the slave believer. Instead, the aorist imperative clause must refer 

to the clause that immediately precedes it in the literary context, v21c, according to 

which the possible present action is freedom for a slave. Moreover, as the aorist 

imperative does not indicate a repeated or continuous action, the natural object 

would be the one-time life opportunity of manumission – to make use of social 

freedom.  

Even when v21c and v21d are regarded as Paul’s endorsement of social freedom of 

the slaves, the remaining parts of the pericope focus on inner or spiritual freedom 

of both slave and free-born believers. Several commentators comment in a similar 

vein. J. Paul Sampley states in the New Interpreter’s Bible: “Slavery and freedom 

are indifferent matters in the Lord.” For Sampley, freedom does not rely on social 

status.153 Joseph A. Fitzmyer also asserts that the freedom of a slave who is leveled 

up to ἀπελεύθερος κυρίου, the freed person of Christ, is freedom “from the powers 

of darkness, the slaveholders of this age.”154 Chrysostom also mentions that freeing 

                                                
152 Richard A. Horsley, 1 Corinthians, Abingdon New Testament Commentaries 

(Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1998), 102. 
153 J. Paul Sampley, “The First Letter to the Corinthians: Introduction, Commentary, and 

Reflections,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, ed. Leander E. Keck (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 
2002), 10:771-1003, here 880. 

154 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians, 310. 
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“from the passions and diseases of the mind” is freedom of a slave. 155 They all 

address the inner freedom of believers. For Origen, slavery is the “affair and care” 

in which human being are enslaved. He considers Jesus Christ as the only one who 

can free human beings from that “most unseemly slavery.” 156  

The expression in v23, τιµῆς ἠγοράσθητε· µὴ γίνεσθε δοῦλοι ἀνθρώπων (you were 

bought with a price; do not become slaves of men), is a supportive argument for 

inner or spiritual freedom. The sentence has no particular addressee for the subject 

“you.” If the clause follows the literal expression of the previous verse (v22b), Paul 

seems to indicate the free believers whom he has symbolized as slaves of Christ. 

The fact of social reality in which slaves could be bought, also supports the free 

believers to be the addressees of v23. However, it can be assumed that Paul 

addresses both the slave believers and the free believers of the faith community in 

v23. Both slave believers and freeborn believers are urged not to be enslaved under 

any man or any master. Can a slave become the slave of another master at the same 

time? Can a freed person become the slave of another master?  

The slave of a slaveholder cannot be a slave of another master in the social reality. 

The free-born believers (slaves of Christ) are already bought by Christ, the 

slaveholder, with a price (with Christ’s blood) so that they are expected to remain 

as the faithful slaves of Christ, the slaveholder. The symbolic meaning of “men” 

(or human beings, ἀνθρώπων) in the phrase “slaves of men” must be understood as 

the powers of the earthly world which might be related to human desire and greed. 
                                                

155 Gerald Bray, ed., 1 Corinthians, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, New 
Testament 7 (Downers Grove, IL: Inter Varsity Press, 1999), 66. 

156 Bray, ed., 1 Corinthians, 65. 
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The free-born believers are encouraged to be freed from all those worldly desire 

and interests.  

In the social reality, some freed persons could have more than one patron though 

their former slaveholder had manumitted them.157 However, the slave believers 

who are designated as freed persons in the community, are expected to remain as 

the faithful freed persons of one patron, the Lord. The patron did not buy the client 

but the patron surrendered his/her slaves for the sake of the freedom of those 

slaves. In other words, the patron had surrendered his/her property for the sake of 

manumission of his/her own slaves. Thus, in honor of the patron who had 

sacrificed his/her property, the slave believers (the freed persons) should not 

follow the wills and interests of another patron or another master. Instead, they are 

expected to focus on the interests and the wills of the Lord.  

Thus, Paul is inviting each one in the faith community to remain before God 

ἕκαστος ἐν ᾧ ἐκλήθη, ἀδελφοί, ἐν τούτῳ µενέτω παρὰ θεῷ because Paul’s 

understanding of freedom mostly leans towards spiritual or inner freedom which 

can be received through Christ the Lord.  

 

                                                
157 Martin, Slaves as Salvation, 25. There was a possibility that in the social reality, freed 

person could have a patronal relationship with someone other than the former owner.  



 

 

CHAPTER 4 
Similarities and Differences Between Stoics and Paul on Freedom and 

Equality: Concluding Discussion 
 

In the previous chapters, I have described the teachings of the three Stoics, Seneca, 

Musonius and Epictetus, as well as Paul’s teaching on the themes of freedom and 

equality. All of them contributed with their specific moral teachings on freedom 

and equality in their own ways. In this concluding section I discuss and compare 

the teaching of the three Stoics and that of Paul. A general observation is that the 

places and contexts in which they developed their teachings were different. The 

Roman Stoics generally addressed their moral teachings in the larger context of 

Greco-Roman society and Paul’s teaching was aimed specifically at the faith 

community. Nevertheless, the teachings of Paul and the Stoics have similarities in 

the area of moral or inner freedom. However, the ways in which they emphasize 

and present social freedom and equality are different.  

4.1 The Context  

The Stoics addressed people of the whole Greco-Roman society. Their aim was 

seemingly to reform the traditional Roman aristocracy into an ideal society of 

virtue. Even if the teachings of Seneca, Musonius and Epictetus publicly had 

claimed freedom and equal rights for the slaves in society, they would not have 

been able to convince the slaves directly. Their teachings were probably addressed 

to the free people who could initiate changes in society because slaves were merely 

considered properties of the society and they could not reform the society. The 

benevolent treatment of the slaveholders, which Seneca proposed, is regarded as 

one of the crucial factors that eventually reformed the traditional Greco-Roman 
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society. According to his teaching, people were encouraged to treat slaves as 

fellow human beings. Seneca believed that if masters or patrons initiated 

benevolent treatment of their slaves, the slaves would return love, respect and 

obedience without fearing their masters. These specific teachings aimed to build a 

harmonious hierarchical society under the leadership of benevolent patrons.  

The Pauline epistles indicate that the contexts in which Paul addressed his 

teachings were faith communities. It can be assumed that Paul was trying to reform 

the people of a particular patronal faith community while the Stoics were trying to 

reform the whole Greco-Roman society. They both had similar objectives but the 

contexts in which they apply their teachings and their approaches were different. In 

Greco-Roman society, Stoics taught slaveholders or fathers or patrons or masters 

to be benevolent for the sake of a harmonious society. Paul presents Christ the 

Lord as the benevolent patron of the faith community. Stoic teachings emphasize 

the rights of people within households of patronal structure. Paul focuses on a 

sense of harmony within congregations composed of different social groups.  

4.2 Inner Freedom 

Both the Stoics and Paul prioritized a kind of moral or internal freedom. Among 

the three Roman Stoics, Seneca and Epictetus taught particularly about internal 

freedom. For Seneca and Epictetus, the teaching on inner freedom is an ethical 

teaching for everyone in Greco-Roman society. The crucial point for inner freedom 

according to Seneca is liberation from fears. Seneca believed that regardless of 

social status, people can be enslaved to someone or something under particular 

circumstances. In society, slaves were real slaves who lived under the fears of daily 
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punishments, sufferings and injuries. Free people were also a kind of slaves who 

were enslaved under their patrons or deities and lived under the fear of losing their 

wealth, desires, passions, and the like. Thus, for Seneca, living with fears of 

someone and failing to control fears, keep human beings in enslavement. Thus, 

free persons are expected to control their desire of wealth, riches and luxuries. For 

Epictetus, the human being’s inner mind is naturally free. Thus, Epictetus believes 

that as long as human beings follow their inner will they are internally free. 

Persons who are internally free can control their mind and have self-autonomy to 

rule their mind. They can govern their inner self which they cannot be forced to 

subjugate under any power. For Seneca and Epictetus, both slaves and free are 

supposed to earn inner freedom. Slaves could not control cruel physical judgments 

and could not deny their social status but they could control their inner mind and 

they could be internally free. Free persons are socially free but not all free persons 

are internally free.  

 Like Seneca and Epictetus, Paul’s understanding of freedom mostly relies on inner 

freedom rather than freedom from social slavery. For Paul, inner freedom is the 

spiritual freedom of believers, received through the Spirit of Christ. However, 

spiritual freedom is not for the purpose of individual social liberty. As Paul 

presents the faith community as the body of Christ (“one in Christ Jesus” Gal 3:28; 

“baptized into one body” 1 Cor 12:13) the message of spiritual freedom is thought 

to apply to the community. By receiving the Spirit of Christ, believers are 

supposed to reflect the benevolent image of Christ among each other in the faith 

community. Moreover, the believers of the community are required to be faithful 
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to the patron, Christ, so that they are no longer under the rule of other masters. It 

means that they are freed from the rule of worldly desires, greed, sufferings, 

passions and all power of evil.  

4.3 Social Freedom 

It seems that Stoics did not specifically suggest the abolition of the slavery system. 

However, among the three Roman Stoics, Musonius had a concern for social 

justice, social dignity and social rights of the slaves. He strongly urged social 

freedom for slaves in terms of human rights. Musonius’ own preference of 

renouncing slaves and properties is a kind of renunciation of unjust acts against 

fellow human beings. He proposed that children should have freedom of speech 

towards unjust treatments of their fathers, although children were fully under the 

control of their father. Slaves were members of the household, too, so that they 

were supposed to have freedom of speech like the children of the household. 

Moreover, his teaching supports the sexual rights of slave women. Though male 

and female slaves had no right to decline the sexual demands of slaveholders, 

Musonius’ teaching argues that slave women’s sexuality should not be exploited.  

Like the Stoics, Paul’s specific teaching does not oppose the slavery system itself. 

Even in the Letter of Philemon, Paul asks Philemon to receive Onesimus again 

instead of asking for the freedom of Onesimus. However, in the pericope (1 Cor 

7:7-24) a glimpse of the social freedom of the slaves is included. According to the 

textual analysis, 1 Cor 7:22 is the verse where Paul gives a hint about social 

freedom for slave believers. The phrase “but if you are also able to become free, 

make use (of the opportunity to be freed)” suggests the possibility of social 
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freedom. We should assume that Paul would have looked positively on the social 

freedom of the slave believers.  

4.4 Equality 

The concept of equality was beyond the understanding of people belonging to the 

traditional hierarchical society of Greco-Roman culture. Not only the hierarchical 

structure of the society but also the diversity of religions and ethnic groups created 

distinctions between groups of people in Greco-Roman times. Those distinctions 

were so evident that no one would imagine transcending those social boundaries. 

Instead of teaching equality in society, Seneca advocated acceptance of slaves as 

members of the family, as colleagues and as friends. Musonius introduced an 

understanding of equality in the sense of something like human rights and tried to 

retrieve the human dignity of voiceless people. It is clear that Musonius’ teachings 

on freedom of speech for children and sexual right of slave women must have been 

experienced as quite radical among the contemporary ethical teachings. The 

teachings of these Stoics prove that they did not agree with the conventional notion 

of slaves to be regarded mainly as properties. Since slaves were not fully regarded 

as human beings in society at large, the discussion of equal rights and sexual rights 

for slave women was beyond the imagination of most people of Greco-Roman 

times. Similarly, free-born children who were regarded as minors had no rights at 

all in the families; they were under the total control of the father. These later 

Roman Stoics raised their voice for the voiceless of their society.  

Paul’s teaching of equality does not provide a particular interpretation of social 

equality among believers. Instead, it aims to create a unified community under the 
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same patron, Christ the Lord. Paul’s method of leveling the people in his 

communities is by applying the unifying work of the one Spirit of Christ, the Lord. 

Thus, for Paul, equality among the believers is the sense of equal submission under 

the same Lord. Paul, as a person who came from the Jewish tradition where social 

distinctions were too evident, and as a person who belonged to the Greco-Roman 

society where a system of slavery was firmly established, seems to be fully aware 

of the boundaries between races, genders and social classes. Not only the chosen 

text in current research but also the other Pauline epistles do not testify to Paul as 

an outspoken social reformer who would change all those social inequalities of 

slavery and patronage culture in Greco-Roman society. Though Paul could not 

reform the whole society, however, I think he displays a certain tendency in the 

way he develops his ideas about equality for all believers. 
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