
LAVERY, ABOLITIONISM AND THE 
ETHICS OF BIBLICAL SCHOLARSHIP is a 
superbly detailed and wide-ranging exposé of the 
dubious and often disingenuous nature of bibli-

cal exegesis regarding the issue of slavery in the Bible. Pro-
fessor Avalos has produced the one book on slavery that 
Christians will not want to read. It’s a powerfully convinc-
ing indictment.
      Avalos’s critique begins by pointing out the thoroughly 
benign manner in which biblical ethics are often repre-
sented and defended while ignoring how the Bible endorses 
horrific ideas and practices. Thus, on page 4, he says, “One 
of these horrific practices is slavery, one of the most tragic 
and vicious institutions ever devised by humanity. For 
about 1900 of the last 2000 years of Chris-
tian history, it was self-described Chris-
tians who kept slavery, in some form or 
another, a viable institution. Yet, many 
modern historians and biblical scholars 
still claim that the Bible was a main factor 
in abolition”. It’s this claim that the bi-
ble’s influence ended slavery that the 
author deconstructs and suitably finds 
wanting  – to say the least.
      The fact that the Bible has been used 
throughout Christian history in maintain-
ing and defending slavery, because it up-
holds and supports the practice, is some-
thing that Christian scholarship  – espe-
cially in conservative or traditional circles 
 – is still unwilling to face. Avalos’s prose-
cuting style is passionate in not letting 
such pious views go unchallenged. As he 
says: “Reliance on biblical authority was 
instrumental in promoting and maintain-
ing slavery far longer than might have 
been the case if we had followed many pre-Christian no-
tions of freedom and anti-slavery sentiments” (p1).
       This is a treasure trove of fascinating information on 
the subject of slavery in the ancient world. Chapter 3, for 
example, deals with how slavery was regulated in Near 
Eastern cultures, which include those of Mesopotamia, 
Egypt, the Hittites of Anatolia (modern Turkey), Greece 
and, of course Rome, and how Christian scholars distort, 
erase or hide the accomplishments of such cultures in or-
der to paint the Bible in a more favourable light (p.38). 
      Having this information reveals the unethical attitude 
that lies at the heart of much of biblical so-called scholar-
ship. With such fiction at their disposal, it’s no wonder we 
have Christans today who think there’s nothing wrong 
with the Bible. Chapter 4, ‘Slavery in the Hebrew Bible/Old 
Testament’, and the next chapter, ‘Slavery in the New Tes-
tament’, tackle many of the pro-slavery verses therein, and 
the way Christian scholars strain, by ducking and diving, 
to ignore the nasty reality of slavery in their holy book. 
       Their tactics are a sight to behold. Like your average
Christian, they’ll often say anything for their faith. It’s a 

shame, really, that such obvious intelligence is wasted in 
defending the indefensible.
      The book has 19 chapters in all, and nothing is over-
looked or left out. For example,  he refers to papal docu-
ments that were used to defend the Church’s stance on 
slavery and informs us that some of the highest officials of 

the church were slaveowners (p.163). Prot-
estant figures like Martin Luther(1483-
1546) and John Calvin (1509-1564) both 
endorsed slavery.
       The book also discusses British aboli-
tionists, the Quaker view of slavery, 
African-American abolitionists, and of 
course William Wilberforce and Frederick 
Douglass. Avalos argues that many factors 
led to the abolition of slavery, the aban-
donment of the Bible as an ethical author-
ity being one of the most important. 
       In conclusion, he says, “This book 
began with the premise that, if slavery is 
regarded as inexcusably wrong, then bibli-
cal ethics stands or falls on its attitude 
toward slavery. Judged by the United Na-
tions Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, which expresses the widest consen-
sus available on ethics, the Bible does fail 
miserably. The Bible’s stance on slavery 
alone is sufficient to confirm the New 

Atheism’s general stance that this collection of books has 
been one of the greatest obstacles to human ethical pro-
gress in history. The Bible is part of a world whose ethics 
and values are best left in the past. Accordingly, the mod-
ern world must completely unshackle itself from using the 
Bible as any sort of ethical or social authority” (p.288). 
And I couldn't agree more.
      Although, at the moment, this is a expensive book to 
buy (£70 in the UK), it should be owned by anyone who is 
interested in this subject. Yes! it really is that good.           
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