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FAITH & RE A SON  are at odds in our culture. For many, 
faith has come to mean little more than wishful thinking and 
blind belief. Such a concept is completely foreign to the pages 
of Scripture and historical Christianity. As Edward Feser notes, 
“In short, reason tells us that there is a God and that he has re-
vealed such-and-such a truth; faith is then a matter of believing 
what reason has shown God to have revealed. In that sense faith 
is not only not at odds with reason but is grounded in reason.”

WHAT IS R ATIO CH RISTI?

Ratio Christi, Latin for the reason of Christ, wants to help reverse this 
trend of anti-intellectual Christianity. We organize apologetics clubs 
at colleges, universities, and even for high school groups in order to 
strengthen the faith of Christian students and faculty and challenge 
the rampant atheism and secularism on most campuses. Our mission 
is to fill the intellectual gap, to make Christianity something worth 
thinking about, both personally and in the public square.

R ATIO CH RISTI  IS  HIRING APOLOG ISTS .

Ratio Christi isn’t just another apologetics organization. We use our 
theological training to share the Gospel on college and university 
campuses across the globe. We reach the people that nobody else can 
– and we need your help.
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No problem has been more vexing than wrestling with why, if God exists, he allows 
evil, pain, and suffering. New Testament (NT) Historian, Bart Ehrman, an ex-evan-
gelical who has written several best-sellers, is a popular Bible critic. Many are shocked, 
however, to discover that what led him to become an agnostic was not at all related to 
the historicity of the Bible. In his own words, “The big issue that drove me to agnos-
ticism has to do not with the Bible, but with the pain and suffering in the world… I 
don’t know how we can say that God exists given the senseless pain and suffering in 
this world.”1 Indeed, even the conversion of the most notorious atheist philosopher to 
theism stopped short of him becoming a follower of Christ because of the acuteness of 
the problem of evil.2

What makes the problem of evil so dramatic is certain background assumptions 
we hold about the nature and character of God. If God is all good, then he would want 
to stop all the evil in the world but since evil exists, he apparently must be impotent to 
stop it. If God is all powerful, then apparently, he must be malevolent for not stopping 
evil in the world which he supposedly could stop. Either way, a God viewed as all good 
and powerful cannot, or likely does not, exist given the kinds and amounts of evil in the 
world. Or so go the arguments. 

Of course, theists have responded by providing rebutting or undercutting defeat-
ers to such general arguments against God’s existence. The logical problem of evil has 
very few supporters these days even if the inductive problem enjoys broader support by 
non-theists. The latter problem seeks to show that the existence of evil, although logical-
ly consistent with the existence of God, counts against or lowers the probability of the 
truth of theism. But even supposing such non-theist objections have been successfully 
rebuffed, and the existence of “God” remains unscathed, why think it is the biblical 
God that exists as opposed to some other god especially when considering troubling 
Bible passages that, on the face of it, seem to leave God as anything but unscathed?

1 Bart Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus: The Story Behind Who Changed the Bible and Why (NY: Harper-Collins, 
2005), 248.
2 Antony Flew, There is a God: How the Most Notorious Atheist Changed His Mind (NY: Harper-Collins, 
2007).
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THE BIBLICAL PROBLEM OF EVIL 

The “Biblical problem of evil,” as I’ll call it, is distinct from the classical, more 
general, problem of evil above by virtue of its focus on issues found in the Biblical text 
itself. The widespread focus on this issue began not long ago.  

“New atheism” (or neo-atheism) emerged shortly after September 11, 2001 based 
on sentiments against contemporary religious evils done in the name of God. America 
and the West began to learn about Islam. While it was an Islamic terrorist attack on 
America that motivated this broad sweeping new movement, all religion was painted 
with a broad brush, including Christianity. Christians attempted to evade the broadly 
negative charge against religion by showcasing the moral differences between the lives 
and teachings of Mohammed and Jesus. But critics cleverly connected Jesus, a Jew, to 
the God of the Old Testament (OT) whom they charge is every bit as nasty as the god 
of Islam.

Questionable moral behavior by professing Christians throughout the centuries can 
be legitimately relegated to the inconsistent or illogical out workings of the teachings of 
Jesus and hence branded as hypocrisy, i.e., not genuinely Christian. Further, even genu-
ine Christians sin. Thus, it doesn’t create a problem for the veracity of Christianity per 
se because that would require a successful attack on Jesus himself who has virtually zero 
moral criticism. The critic bears the burden to demonstrate otherwise. 

But the same cannot be said about Mohammed and his followers since he engaged in 
vast amounts of violence. While the Crusades can be causally disconnected from Jesus, 
which were at best defensive and at worse hypocritical, Jihad is intimately linked with 
Mohammed, his first several generations of leaders who understood him, and Quranic 
teaching on jihad emphasizing its most recent chapters which are the most relevant in 
Islamic tradition. But it is the OT connection to Jesus that some see as fatal because the 
deity in the OT seems every bit as questionable as the god of Islam. But is he? 

Neo-atheism denotes a very vocal and venomous group of contemporary atheists 
who’ve pervaded pop culture with memorable sayings and slogans against religion via 
best-selling books. They’ve drawn a new kind of interest to biblical texts with certain 
acute interpretations. Take, for example, the most (in)famous tirade by anti-theist Rich-
ard Dawkins: 

The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous 
and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic 
cleanser; a misog ynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, 
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megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.3

Clearly, these are strong words. But is there any substance to them? This booklet 
will look at the two most significant charges often invoked: slavery and genocide. Before 
we examine those formidable targets concerning the biblical problem of evil, it is helpful 
to point out that atheists too—not only Christians—must struggle to explain how evil 
is a problem.

3 Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2006), 31.
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ATHEISM ’S VIEW OF OBJEC TIVE MOR ALIT Y

Every position needs to be able to reconcile how the evil in the world fits within its 
worldview. Some worldviews are better equipped to give robust explanation than others 
given their metaphysical resources. For instance, when an atheist invokes the problem 
of evil and points to some act like slavery or genocide reported to be in the biblical text, 
we are led to ask whether the atheist construes slavery or genocide as objectively evil or 
only as subjectively evil? If the latter, then the complaint amounts to a mere subjective 
rant on something simply not preferred. This is akin to one’s preference or disdain for a 
specific flavor of ice cream. But personal preferences are not subject to appraisal as are 
good and evil.

Some things, however, cannot not be known. Objective moral values seem to be 
candidates. We know that human sex trafficking, for example, is evil. Don’t we? We 
know that taking a bat and hitting a homosexual over the head just for fun is an absolute 
injustice is it not? Don’t we all know that rape and murder are evil and unjust rather 
than mere personal preferences? We often confuse preference claims with moral claims. 
Consider two statements:

1. I like chocolate ice cream.
2. Human sex trafficking is wrong.

The first is a subjective truth claim, true for me perhaps. The second is an objective 
truth claim, allegedly true for all people at all times and in all places. The first describes 
a preference that, even if true, is held personally. The second prescribes a view that all 
people ought to hold. A claim of preference tells us nothing about what one ought to 
think or do. This “oughtness” is a distinguishing characteristic of moral truths in con-
trast to empirical or mathematical truths. 

The statement “I do not like sex trafficking” tells us nothing about its rightness or 
wrongness. It is a preference claim. It tells you something about me, but not about the 
world. “Human sex trafficking is wrong”, however, tells us about the world and has little 
if anything to do with what one likes or dislikes. One ought to not traffic human slaves, 
much less sex slaves, because that is an absolute injustice. Moreover, everyone, even the 
corrupt pimp, knows it is wrong. The argument from evil deployed to argue for God’s 
nonexistence typically assumes evil in an objective sense. Otherwise it has no substance 
to it. But to reject God because of objective evil merely multiplies an atheist’s problems. 
Injustice without absolute or objective justice is conceptually absurd. 
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To ground any notion of objective good or evil apart from God’s existence seems 
implausible. Consider the perspectives of non-theist thinkers. Pantheistic religions (e.g. 
Hinduism, Buddhism, etc.) regard evil as ultimately unreal or illusory (Maya). Human 
suffering is simply a product of spiritual ignorance, a state brought about from previous 
lives in accordance with karma. 

Non-theism in general (atheism or pantheism) seems defective in being able to 
account for evil. Philosopher Alex Rosenberg admits that in atheism there is no funda-
mental difference in moral categories of good and evil. He asks, “What is the difference 
between right and wrong, good and bad? There is no moral difference between them. 
Why should I be moral? Because it makes you feel better than being immoral.”4 Further, 
“In a universe headed for its own heat death, there is no cosmic value to human life, 
your own or anyone else’s.”5

Rosenberg is a moral nihilist; in other words, he believes there are no ultimate ob-
jective values. He writes, “Nihilism rejects the distinction between acts that are morally 
permitted, morally forbidden, and morally required,” and goes on to claim that this does 
not commit atheists to moral relativism where anything goes, or to moral skepticism 
where we cannot figure out the more productive things to do, because evolution pro-
duces in us a sense of survival and cooperation.6 

About that, the famous biologist and ardent atheist Richard Dawkins says:

If the universe were just electrons and selfish genes, meaningless tragedies… are exactly what 
we should expect, along with equally meaningless good fortune. Such a universe would be nei-
ther evil nor good in intention… The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should 
expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind piti-
less indifference. DNA neither knows nor cares. DNA just is. And we dance to its music.7

So, how can there even be a “problem” of evil if there is no objective evil? If good 
and evil are not objective but are instead relative and subjective much like personal pref-
erences over ice cream, then it amounts to nothing more than emoting one’s preference. 
Second, there is no objective notion of “good” on this atheistic account. There is only 
what works for survival in accordance with natural selection. At worst, this amounts 
to a kill-or-be-killed sort of jungle morality or, at best, a mere “good” for the sake of 
furthering the species. 

Rosenberg, like others, might appeal to a universal moral code that virtually every-
one recognizes, but even the idea of a near universal moral code is something that for 

4 Alex Rosenberg, The Atheist’s Guide to Reality: Enjoying Life without Illusions (New York City, NY: Norton 
& Company, 2012), 3.
5 Ibid, 95.
6 Ibid, 97.
7 Richard Dawkins, River out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1995), 
133.
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him, “nature just seduced us into thinking is right. It did that because that made core 
morality work better—our believing in its truth increases our individual genetic fit-
ness.”8 Ironically, the subtitle of his book contradicts his view on morality since, accord-
ing to him, morality is an illusion. He admits there is ample evidence natural selection is 
not very good at picking out true beliefs about reality including ethical beliefs:

There are lots of moral values and ethical norms that enlightened people reject but which 
Mother Nature has strongly selected for. Racism and xenophobia are optimally adapted to 
maximize the representation of your genes in the next generation, instead of some stranger’s 
genes… male competition for access to females selects for the biggest, strongest males and so 
makes the males on average bigger than females… [Natural selection] sometimes selects for 
norms we reject as morally wrong. Therefore, it can’t be a process that’s reliable for providing 
us with what we consider correct moral beliefs.9

Leading sociobiological evolutionary ethicist Michael Ruse demonstrates his agree-
ment in this memorable classic piece:

The position of the modern evolutionist…is that humans have an awareness of morality… be-
cause such an awareness is of biological worth. Morality is a biological adaptation no less than 
are hands and feet and teeth…Considered as a rationally justifiable set of claims about an ob-
jective something, ethics is illusory. I appreciate that when somebody says “Love thy neighbor 
as thyself,” they think they are referring above and beyond themselves…Nevertheless… such 
reference is truly without foundation. Morality is just an aid to survival and reproduction…
and any deeper meaning is illusory.10

In contrast, the theist has a good explanation for why we all (including atheists) 
recognize core moral beliefs across cultures. God created man in His image with an em-
bedded moral law. But the non-theist picture is weak in terms of accounting for an ob-
jective morality. It seems open to justifying something like rape in evolutionary terms. 
Indeed, two evolutionary biologists, Randy Thornhill and Craig Palmer, have claimed 
that rape can be explained biologically—naturalistically.11 A man is driven by the sub-
conscious drive to survive and reproduce to force himself upon a female. The strongest 
male in a species seeks to spread his seed by penetrating as many females as possible in 
order to perpetuate his DNA. It boils down to this: penetrate in order to perpetuate. 

8 Alex Rosenberg, The Atheist’s Guide to Reality: Enjoying Life without Illusions (New York City, NY: Norton 
& Company, 2012), 109.
9 Ibid., 110-12.
10 Michael Ruse, “Evolutionary Theory and Christian Ethics,” in The Darwinian Paradigm: Essays on Its 
History, Philosophy, and Religious Implications (London: Routledge, 1989), 262, 268-69.
11 Randy Thornhill and Craig Palmer, A Natural History of Rape: Biological Bases of Sexual Coercion (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000).
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In a radio interview, Thornhill said that rape “is a natural phenomenon that is a 
product of the human evolutionary heritage” comparable to “the leopard’s spots and 
the giraffe’s elongated neck.”12 So either rape and sex trafficking are not evil and there 
is no problem of evil with respect to God’s existence, or objective evil exists and reveals 
something profound about the universe. 

12 Randy Thornhill, “Controversial New Theory of Rape in Terms of Evolution and Nature,” National Public 
Radio, 26 January 2000.
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WHAT DOE S THE EXISTENCE OF EVIL REVE AL? 

Historically, the problem of evil has been taken to be the most formidable argu-
ment used by non-theists and indeed it was used by C. S. Lewis prior to his conversion:

My argument against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But how had I 
got this idea of just and unjust? A man does not call a line crooked unless he has some idea of 
a straight line. What was I comparing this universe with when I called it unjust?13

Lewis came to see evil is a departure from the way things “ought” to be. This 
assumed a kind of design plan. After all, if nature is all there is, then why is there any 
“ought” at all? If at the foundation there is no evil, then pursuing justice makes no sense. 
We would just dance to our DNA. 

The fact is we do apprehend objective values, and we all know it. Actions like 
rape, child abuse, human sex trafficking, and beating a homosexual just for fun, are all 
obvious injustices rather than simply socially unacceptable behavior. That some people 
fail to see this is no reason to allow their impaired vision to call into question what we 
otherwise see clearly. The existence of objective moral values points to the existence of 
an objective moral Lawgiver.  

The fact that evil is a departure from the way things ought to be tells us two things. 
First, there is a way things ought to be. Good is basic and evil is parasitical or dependent 
on good in both concept and reality. Second, this knowledge fits theism, a worldview in 
which good is basic because it is grounded in the goodness of God. But it does not fit as 
a recalcitrant anomaly of non-theism, especially the sort which attempts to have moral 
absolutes without God.

Some atheists reject moral relativism. They do not think God’s existence is nec-
essary to ground moral properties like justice. But reflection on this reveals problems. 
Justice simply existing as an absolute is incomprehensible. It makes no sense to say 
justice simply exists. Where? What does it taste like? Does it have a smell? How much 
does it weigh? If it’s not sense perceptible, then perhaps it is a timeless, spaceless, uni-
versal moral principle. But what does that mean? A universal moral principle set by 
whom or what? Is justice simply “floating” around out there somewhere? We under-
stand what it is for a person to be just. But we are completely baffled how justice might 
exist impersonally. 

No. Moral properties, like justice, are properties of persons, not abstractions devoid 

13 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: MacMillan, 1952), 45-46.
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of persons, and persons are fundamentally moral. Non-theism cannot adequately ground 
the nature of moral properties and our obligations, but Christianity can easily ground 
it in God’s nature who is essentially good. Additionally, our moral obligations are laid 
upon us by God’s moral commands. But if we deny God’s existence then it is implausible 
to make sense of moral duties or absolute rights and wrongs. 

A duty is something that is owed. But something can only be owed to a person or 
persons. There is no such thing as duty in isolation. The concept of moral obligation is 
unintelligible apart from the notion of God. Evil, like injustice, is conceptually bank-
rupt without a concept of goodness because evil is the privation of good. And a moral 
law adjudicating good and evil implies a moral law giver to ground it. Thus, for the 
atheist to object to the existence of God by invoking the notion of evil requires God’s 
existence as a ground for good. The presence of evil reveals the presence of goodness, 
and the presence of goodness reveals the existence of God.

So is the Biblical God evil? We are now able to consider the skeptic’s charges in 
accordance with the Biblical problem of evil. The existence of evil does not negate the 
existence of God per se. But is the God described in the Bible a good God? Two prom-
inent biblical topics are the most common objections to God being good: slavery and 
genocide. 
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DOE S THE OLD TE STAMENT ENDORSE SL AVERY ?

When Christians and non-Christians alike read about “slaves” or “slavery” in Israel, 
they often think of the antebellum slavery leading up to the American Civil War—with 
its participation in the Atlantic slave trade and associated cruelties. Many, including 
neo-theists, have bought into and propagated this terrible misperception. Atheist Sam 
Harris writes that slaves are human beings who are capable of suffering and happiness, 
yet the OT regards them as “farm equipment,” which is “patently evil.”14

The key to Biblical understanding is always context, context, context. A text ripped 
from its context is a pretext for someone’s false proof-text. To better understand Biblical 
texts within the context of “the Mosaic Law” first consider some interesting “American 
Laws.” 

First example: An old city ordinance in Cleveland, OH prohibits women from 
wearing patent leather shoes in public. Put in context, patent leather shoes reflected up 
ladies’ dresses during a time when most ladies in America wore dresses and that is why 
the law, which still exists today, was made a law. One would think it strange today unless 
the context was first understood. 

Second example: When parking your elephant at a meter in Orlando, FL, be sure 
to deposit the same amount of change as you would for a regular motor vehicle. Again, 
very strange until one understands that Orlando was once the circus capital of the world 
and elephants walked around with their owners unlike today. 

Similarly, understanding the OT law, its purpose for Israel, and its relationship to 
the modern Christian contributes to rightly interpreting objectionable Biblical passages. 
Many of these objections dissolve once the historical and Biblical context is understood. 

Exodus 21:2 says, “If you buy a Hebrew slave, he must serve for six years; but on 
the seventh he shall go out as a free man without payment.” That seems to say the Bible 
condones or promotes slavery. The larger context is Exodus 20-24, God’s Covenant 
with Israel leading out with the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20. Chapters 21-23 are 
called the “book of the covenant” and the Ten Commandments are unpacked there as 
applications for their particular society. Exodus 24 is the affirmation of the covenant 
where the people agree to abide by it and seal it with sacrifices. Another context in con-
sidering Biblical passages mentioning slavery is how slavery was part of the economic 
society in the Ancient Near East (ANE).

The following considerations go some distance at providing a rebuttal via con-
textual understanding and perhaps develop a pathway for handling similar objections. 

14 Sam Harris, The End of Faith (New York: W.W. Norton, 2004), 18.
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One moral philosopher and biblical scholar whose thoughts will help illuminate the 
section on slavery is Paul Copan, author of Is God a Moral Monster?15

1. Hebrew Servanthood as Indentured Servanthood

The Hebrew term for servitude (ebed ) has the sense of dependence rather than being 
the property of another. Further, the word is not a degrading one. After Moses died, he 
was called the “ebed of Yahweh: the servant of the Lord” (Deut. 34:5; Josh. 1:1; etc.). The 
theological problem in the book of Exodus is not that Israelites were ebed, but that they 
were bitterly oppressed. In Exodus 5:21, the Hebrew foremen tell Moses he has made 
them odious in the sight of Pharaoh “and his [Egyptian] servants.” Earlier, the Hebrews 
were called Egypt’s servants (5:15, 16). In Exodus, Israel is going from one state of ser-
vitude to another: Exodus 4:23 says, “Let My son go that he may serve Me.” 

Second, Hebrew debt-servanthood (i.e., “slavery”) was voluntary—much like the 
indentured servitude during America’s founding. In colonial America, paying fares for 
passage to America was too costly for most people. Copan observes that between 1/3 to 
1/2 of white immigrants to England’s colonies in America were made up of indentured 
servants who contracted themselves. People would work for about seven years to pay 
off the debt for their passage to the new world before going free. This was a hand up, 
certainly not a hand-out—and was thus intended to be helpful rather than harmful. 
Similarly, an Israelite strapped for cash might become an indentured servant to pay 
off his debt to a “boss” or “employer” (Hebrew adon). Even today, sports players get 
“traded” to another team, which has an “owner,” and they “belong” to a franchise.  
This language hardly suggests slavery. It is a formal contractual agreement that had to 
be fulfilled—like in the OT.  

Through failed crops or other disasters, debt impacted whole families, not just indi-
viduals. One would voluntarily enter into a contractual agreement (i.e., “sell” himself) to 
work in the household of another: “…one of your countrymen becomes poor and sells 
himself” (Lev. 25:47). A person had no collateral other than himself, which meant either 
service or death. A wife or children could be “sold” to help sustain the family through eco-
nomically unbearable times—unless kinfolk “redeemed” them (paying their debt). They 
would be debt-servants for six years.16 Family land would have to be mortgaged until the 
year of Jubilee every fifty years.17 Today, in America, we have 30- and 40-year mortgages 
where people are in debt to the bank for their homes. Indentured servants could be “hired 
from year to year” and weren’t to be ruled over “ruthlessly” (Lev. 25:46, 54).  

15 Paul Copan, Is God a Moral Monster?: Making Sense of the Old Testament God (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2011). Readers are encouraged to see the book for detail as we’ll trace major points.
16 From Tikva Frymer-Kenski “Anatolia and the Levant: Israel,” in A History of Ancient Near East Law, vol. 
2, ed., Raymond Westbrook (Leiden: Brill, 2003).
17 See Gregory C. Chirichigno, Debt-Slavery in Israel and the Ancient Near East, JSOT Supplement Series 141 
(Sheffield: University of Sheffield Press, 1993), 351-54.
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Unavoidable lifelong servanthood was prohibited—unless someone loved the head 
of the household and wanted to attach himself to him by piercing his ear (Ex. 21:5). 
Servants were to be granted eventual release every seventh year with all debts forgiven 
(Lev. 29:35-43). God reminded the Israelites constantly of their captivity in Egypt and 
that they’d better treat their “servants” differently. Their legal status was unique. It was 
an improvement to other ANE nations where a slave was absolute property owned by 
another and where the slave was stripped of identity (racial, familial, social, and marital).

Third, servitude in Israel is aimed at helping the poor, not harming them. God is 
concerned about the poor, and he commands Israel to look out for the needs of the poor 
(Deut. 15:4-10: “there shall be no poor among you”). An Israelite servant’s guaranteed 
eventual release within seven years was a control or regulation to prevent the abuse and 
institutionalizing of such positions.

2. The Dignity of Servants in Israel

Israel’s servant laws were concerned about regulating rather than idealizing certain 
work arrangements. Israelite servitude was voluntary albeit not optimal. The intent of 
Israel’s laws was to combat potential abuses, not to institutionalize servitude. Upon 
being freed from his servant obligations, a person had the “status of full and unencum-
bered citizenship.”18

OT legislation sought to prevent voluntary debt-servitude. Much of Mosaic Law 
was given as preventative so that the poor didn’t have to enter voluntary indentured 
service. The poor were given opportunities to glean the edges of fields from their fellow 
Israelites’ harvest (Lev. 19:9-10; 23:22; Deut. 24:20-21; cp. Ex. 23:10). Fellow-Israelites 
were commanded to lend interest-free to the poor (Deut. 15:7-8; Ex. 22:25; Lev. 25:36-
37). When debt-servants were released, they were to be generously provided for—with-
out a “grudging heart” (Deut. 15:10).  

Exodus 21 required treating servants as persons, not property. Genesis 1:26-27 af-
firms that all human beings are God’s image-bearers. Job himself states that master and 
slave alike come from the mother’s womb and are ultimately equals (31:13-15). Joel says 
that God will pour out his spirit on “male and female slaves” (2:29). For the Hebrew, all 
lives matter and are deserving of dignity.

 
3. Provisions in Israel

Some provisions in Israel are incomparable to the ANE. First, consider anti-kid-
napping laws. Mosaic Law condemned kidnapping a person to sell as a slave and was 
punishable by death: “He who kidnaps a man, whether he sells him or he is found in 
his possession, shall surely be put to death”  (Ex. 21:16; cp. Deut. 24:7). Africans who 

18 John I. Durham, Exodus (Waco, Texas: Word, 1987), 321.
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kidnapped other Africans to sell in the transatlantic slaved trade, which made the ante-
bellum south slavery in America possible, would have been put to death in the OT. This 
sort of slavery was unacceptable. 

Second, consider anti-harm laws. Jews were required to release injured servants 
(Ex. 21:26-7). When an employer (“master”) accidentally gouged out the eye or knocked 
out the tooth of his servant/employee, then he was to go free. No bodily abuse of ser-
vants was permitted. If an employer’s disciplining his servant resulted in immediate 
death, that employer (“master”) himself was to be put to death for murder (Ex. 21:20). 
This is unlike other ANE codes.19 In fact, in the Laws of Hammurabi, one code permit-
ted the master to cut off his disobedient slave’s ear. Typically, in ANE law, masters—not 
slaves—were merely financially compensated for injuries to their slaves. The Mosaic 
Law, however, held masters to legal account for their own treatment of their own ser-
vants—not simply another person’s servants.  

Third, consider anti-return laws. Unlike the antebellum South, Israel was to offer 
safe harbor to foreign runaway slaves (Deut. 23:15-16)—a contrast to the Southern 
states’ Fugitive Slave Law. Hammurabi’s Code demanded the death penalty for those 
helping runaway slaves. In other less-severe cases—in the Lipit-Ishtar, Eshunna, and 
Hittite laws, fines were exacted for sheltering fugitive slaves. In these “improved” sce-
narios, the slave was still just property; the ANE extradition arrangements still required 
the slave be returned his masters.20

OT scholar Christopher Wright observes: “No other ANE law has been found that 
holds a master to account for the treatment of his own slaves (as distinct from injury 
done to the slave of another master), and the otherwise universal law regarding runaway 
slaves was that they must be sent back, with severe penalties for those who failed to 
comply.”21

As Copan points out, if these three clear laws from Exodus and Deuteronomy had 
been followed in the South (and in “Christian” Europe), abhorrent slavery would not 
have been permitted. What’s more, Israel’s treatment of servants (“slaves”) was unpar-
alleled in the ANE. While perhaps not ideal, Israel’s laws on servitude are a marked im-
provement in the ANE and point back to God’s ideal in the beginning where all humans 
are made in God’s image and have intrinsic dignity and worth (Gen. 1:26-27). Israel’s 
laws can hardly be labeled “human trafficking” or treating them like “farm equipment.” 

19 Christopher Wright, Old Testament Ethics and the People of God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2006), 292.
20 ANE legal texts references are from William W. Hallo, ed., The Context of Scripture: Volume II: Monu-
mental Inscriptions from the Biblical World (Leiden: Brill, 2003); Martha T. Roth, Law Collections from 
Mesopotamia and Asia Minor, 2nd ed. (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997). See also Elisabeth Meier Tetlow, 
Women, Crime, and Punishment in Ancient Law and Society: Volume 1: The Ancient Near East (New York: 
Continuum 2004).
21 Wright, Old Testament Ethics, 292.
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EX AMINING BIBLICAL SL AVERY TEX TS 

We’ve looked at the general nature of OT servitude. Now, let’s look at three of the 
most challenging OT servitude texts. 

1. Beating Slaves to Death

If a man strikes his male servant or his female servant with a staff so that he or she dies 
as a result of the blow, he will surely be punished [naqam]. However, if the injured servant 
survives one or two days, the owner will not be punished [naqam], for he has suffered the loss 
(Ex. 21:20-21 NET). 
 
The OT affirms each person’s full dignity (e.g., Gen. 1:26-27; Job 31:13-15; Deut. 

15:1-18). If the servant died after “a day or two,” the master was given the benefit of 
the doubt that no murderous intent was involved. But the master’s striking a servant 
so that he immediately dies means the master would be tried for capital punishment: 
“he shall be avenged” (ESV). This verb naqam always involves the death penalty.22 This 
theme reinforces the “life for life” theme (21:23-4), which follows the servant-beating 
passage. The servant was to be treated not as property, but as a dignified human being. 
We’ve already seen that if an eye is gouged out or a tooth knocked out, the servant gets 
to go free (vv. 26-27). The context is promoting the prevention of abuse to servants, not 
taking advantage of them.

 
2. Leaving Wife & Children Behind?

If you buy a Hebrew servant, he is to serve you for six years, but in the seventh year he will go 
out free without paying anything.  If he came in by himself he will go out by himself; if he had 
a wife when he came in, then his wife will go out with him. If his master gave him a wife, and 
she bore sons or daughters, the wife and the children will belong to her master, and he will go 
out by himself.  But if the servant should declare, ‘I love my master, my wife, and my children; 
I will not go out free,’ then his master must bring him to the judges, and he will bring him to 
the door or the doorposts, and his master will pierce his ear with an awl, and he shall serve 
him forever. (Ex. 21:2-6 NET).

22 Gregory C. Chirichigno, Debt-Slavery in Israel and the Ancient Near East, JSOT Supplement Series 141 
(Sheffield: University of Sheffield Press, 1993), 155-63.
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Above, we noted that, out of desperation, a man might contract to hire out tempo-
rarily (“sell”) his wife or children or even himself to help get the family out of debt—a 
voluntary servitude, quite unlike antebellum slavery. The man, wife, and children 
would have a roof over their heads with food and clothing supplied by the employer 
(“master”). As for this particular law, some critics complain that a woman and children 
are disadvantaged—even trapped—but the man gets to go free, and this reflects an 
anti-woman bias—or it traps the man into staying with the master if he marries a fellow 
servant woman.  

First, we have good reason to think this passage isn’t gender specific. This is an 
example of case law (“if such-and-such a scenario arises, then this is how to proceed”), 
and case law was typically gender-neutral. Furthermore, Israelite judges were quite capa-
ble of applying laws to all. An impoverished woman who wasn’t given by her father as a 
prospective wife to a (widowed or divorced) man or his son (Ex. 21:7-11) could perform 
standard household tasks, and she could go free by this same law.23

Second, this scenario isn’t as harsh as it appears. Say the employer arranges for a 
marriage between this unmarried male servant and a female servant. (In this case of 
debt servitude, the employer’s family would now engage in marriage negotiations.) By 
taking the male servant into his home to work off a debt, the boss has made an invest-
ment. He would stand to suffer loss if the servant walked out on the contract. In military 
service, even if a soldier marries, he can’t simply walk away as he still owes the military 
his time. It wouldn’t make sense to let the man go with his family without paying off 
the debt.   

Third, the released man has three options: (a) He could wait for his wife and kids to 
finish their term of service while he worked elsewhere. They could be released when the 
wife worked off her debt. Yet if the now-free man worked elsewhere, this would mean 
he would have been separated from his family, and his boss would no longer supply him 
with food, clothing, and shelter. On the other hand, if he lived with his family after 
release, he’d still have to pay for room and board. So this scenario created its own set of 
financial challenges. (b) He could get a decent job elsewhere and save his shekels to pay 
his boss to release his wife and kids from contractual obligations. The problem is that 
it would have been very difficult for the man to support himself and to earn enough 
money for his family’s debt-release. (c) He could commit himself to working permanent-
ly for his employer—a lifetime contract (vv. 5-6). Or he could stay with his family and 
remain in fairly stable economic circumstances, formalizing his intent in a legal ceremo-
ny before the judges (“God”) by having his ear pierced with an awl.  

Westerners shouldn’t impose modern solutions on difficult ancient problems; 
rather we should try to better grasp the nature of Israelite servitude and the social 
and economic circumstances surrounding it. We’re talking about voluntary servitude in

23 Gregory C. Chirichigno, Debt-Slavery in Israel and the Ancient Near East (Sheffield: University of Sheffield 
Press, 1993). See chapter 6.
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unfortunate circumstances during bleak economic times. Israel’s laws provided safety 
nets for protection, not oppression.  

3. Owing Foreign Slaves?

Leviticus 25:42-46 addresses this issue in an illuminating way. 

[Israelites] … are not to be sold in a slave sale…. As for your male and female slaves whom 
you may have—you may acquire male and female slaves from the pagan nations that are 
around you. Then, too, it is out of the sons of the sojourners who live as aliens among you that 
you may gain acquisition, and out of their families who are with you, whom they will have 
produced in your land; they also may become your possession. You may even bequeath them to 
your sons after you, to receive as a possession; you can use them as permanent slaves. 

This text seems troubling. But consider the following five points. 
First, according to Leviticus 19:33-34, Israel was to love the stranger/alien (gerim) 

in the land. 
Second, the verb “acquire” (qanah) in Leviticus 25:39-51 need not involve selling or 

purchasing foreign servants as property. This verb appears in Gen. 4:1 (Eve’s having 
“gotten a manchild”) and 14:19 (God as “Possessor of heaven and earth”),24 and Boaz “ac-
quired” Ruth as a wife (Ruth 4:10)—clearly a full partner and no inferior. And we 
should remember that “slave” has the sense of “dependence relationship.” Also, foreign 
servants would be acquired as war captives or with Gibeon, through a treaty under false 
pretenses ( Josh. 9:21-27) and would chop wood and carry water (Deut. 29:11: aliens 
chop wood and carry water). 

Third, in this context, the very “sojourners” and “aliens” in servitude (v. 45) are the 
same category of persons (“sojourners”/“aliens”) who are to receive the same compas-
sionate treatment as poor Israelites.

Leviticus 25:23 says, “The land, moreover, shall not be sold permanently, for the 
land is Mine; for you [Israelites] are but aliens and sojourners with Me.” NB: The Israel-
ites themselves are aliens/sojourners and their land belongs to God. In Leviticus 25:35 
the Israelites were to be treated compassionately—like they would treat strangers; they 
were not to be treated harshly; both have the same status before God. It says, “Now in 
case a countryman of yours becomes poor and his means with regard to you falter, then 
you are to sustain him, like a stranger or a sojourner, that he may live with you.” 

Additionally, in Leviticus 25:47 strangers and aliens can become persons of means 
in Israel: “Now if the means of a stranger or of a sojourner with you becomes sufficient, 
and a countryman of yours becomes so poor with regard to him as to sell himself to a 

24 Goldingay, Israel’s Life (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2009), 464 and note.
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stranger who is sojourning with you, or to the descendants of a stranger's family,….” 
Strangers and sojourners could accrue financial “means” making it possible to purchase 
their own freedom. It appears they weren’t inevitably stuck in lifelong servitude. The 
terms stranger (ger) and sojourner (toshab) are connected to the terms used in v. 45 (and 
vv. 23 and 35). That is, these “acquired” foreign servants could potentially better them-
selves to the point of hiring servants themselves (An alien’s hiring an Israelite servant 
was to be avoided). In principle, all persons in servitude within Israel could be released, 
unless they had committed a crime.25

Fourth, Israel was required to give foreign runaway slaves protection within Israel’s 
borders and not return them to their harsh masters (Deut. 23:15-16), and kidnapping 
slaves was also prohibited (Ex. 21:16; Deut. 24:7). Thus, Leviticus 25 should be under-
stood with these general humanizing protections in mind. 

Fifth, since non-Israelites weren’t to acquire land in Israel, homeless and landless 
foreigners wouldn’t have much choice but to attach themselves to Israelite households 
as servants, which might have been the only alternative possible—and not necessarily 
a bad alternative.  

While foreign slaves—perhaps from wars—could end up as lifelong slaves the laws 
regarding the general treatment of slaves applied equally to them (Lev. 24:22, Num. 
15:15-16). The law made it clear that foreigners were not inferiors who could be mistreat-
ed (Ex. 23:9); instead they were to be loved just as fellow Israelites were (Lev. 19:33-34) 
as beings created in God’s image.

Jesus explicitly opposed every form of oppression. Appealing to Isaiah 61:1, Jesus 
described his mission: “to proclaim release to the captives…to set free those who are 
oppressed” (Luke 4:18). 

While he didn’t create a plan of economic reform, he did address the more funda-
mental heart attitudes of greed, envy, and generosity that might undermine oppressive 
economic social structures. Likewise, NT writers often addressed the underlying atti-
tudes regarding slavery. Paul’s general stance appeals to the intrinsic equality of humans 
in creation and in salvation, including how masters ought to treat slaves and how slavery 
wasn’t permanent (Gal. 3:28; Eph. 6:9; I Cor. 7:20-22).

As for the New Testament in a cursory way, Paul and Peter didn’t call for an upris-
ing to overthrow slavery in Rome. Generally, they both charged that Christians ought 
to respect government (Rom. 13:1-4; I Pet. 3:18-20). Likewise, early Christian apolo-
gists made the case that Christians were good citizens. They didn’t want the Christian 
faith to be perceived as opposed to social order and harmony for their broader pur-
poses. Spiritual status was more fundamental than social status. But clearly the early 
Christians undermined slavery indirectly and rejected many Greco-Roman assump-
tions about it. Their leavening behavior effected more permanent change over time. 

25 Walter C. Kaiser, “A Principlizing Model,” in Four Views of Moving Beyond the Bible to Theology, eds. 
Stanley N. Gundry and Gary T. Meadors (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 40.
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Like Lincoln’s main goal was to hold the union together rather than try to abolish slav-
ery immediately, the early Christians attempted to be model citizens to allow Christian-
ity to spread, rather than create social unrest. 

Paul’s letter to Philemon about his runaway slave was a case in point. He could have 
ordered him to do what is proper (i.e. set him free), but instead persuasively made the 
case of what Philemon ought to do for love’s sake given that Onesimus, the slave, was 
a beloved brother. 

In summary:
Servitude in Israel was voluntary, except possibly in the aftermath of war. 
Kidnapping and mistreatment of persons was prohibited.
Treatment of any servant was to be done knowing they were created in God’s image 

and with the memory of Israel’s own slavery in Egypt.
Servants could gain their freedom.
Servitude was a means of helping the poor get back on their feet.
If the laws of the OT had been followed in the USA, slavery as practiced by the 

early colonists would not have been legal.
Far from advocating slavery, the Bible’s version of indentured servitude is hardly 

cruel or inhumane. 
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DOE S THE OLD TE STAMENT
ENDORSE GENOCIDE ?

The next most common major criticism of the biblical God’s character is the claim 
that the Bible advocates genocide.

In the Bible God commanded the Israelites to go into the land of Canaan and 
slaughter every man, woman, and child. Why would a loving God do this? How can 
we call this God good? In the narrative, God held Israel in Egypt for 400 years before 
bringing them into the Land of Canaan because the iniquity of the Canaanites was 
not yet complete (Gen. 15:14-16)—meaning, not as evil as they would become. These 
Canaanites had a chance to repent just as the Ninevites did in Jonah’s time, but became 
progressively wicked instead. So, God finally used Israel to bring judgment on them just 
as he used Babylon and Assyria against Israel later.

Jesus says, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your 
enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies …” (Matt. 5:43). At once, some passages in 
the OT give both believers and non-believers alike, room for pause.

Referring to the Conquest of Canaan by Joshua, the Bible says:

When the Lord your God brings you into the land where you are entering to possess it, and 
clears away many nations before you…you shall utterly destroy them. You shall make 
no covenant with them and show no favor to them. Furthermore, you shall not intermarry with 
them…For they will turn your sons away from following Me to serve other gods. Then the 
anger of the Lord will be kindled against you and He will quickly destroy you. (Deut. 7:1–5) 

Further,

Only in the cities of these peoples that the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, you 
shall not leave alive anything that breathes. But you shall utterly destroy them, the Hittite and 
the Amorite, the Canaanite and the Perizzite, the Hivite and the Jebusite, as the Lord your 
God has commanded you, so that they may not teach you to do according to all their detestable 
things which they have done for their gods, so that you would sin against the Lord your God. 
(Deut. 20.16–18)

And also,

Now go, attack the Amalekites and totally destroy everything that belongs to them. Do not 
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spare them; put to death men and women, children and infants, cattle and sheep, camels and 
donkeys. (1 Sam. 15:2–3)

These words are enough to make one wonder if the Bible posited one or two God’s, 
one for each covenant. One thinks of terms like “genocide” or “ethnic cleansing.” Could 
this command really come from an all-loving God? 

Moral philosopher, Paul Copan has argued that taking these commands entirely 
at face value would be to misread the genre. God gave the directives, but one must ac-
curately understand God’s intention before he can accurately assess God’s commands. 

First, the wording should be understood in the context of ANE military narrative. 
Ancient writings commonly traded in hyperbole (exaggeration for emphasis) especially 
when it came to military conquest. The practice is evident throughout battle reports of 
the time. “Joshua’s conventional warfare rhetoric was common in many other Ancient 
Near Eastern military accounts…”26 Therefore, phrases like “utterly destroy” (haram), or 
“put to death men and women, children, and infants”—as well as other “obliteration 
language”—were common idioms used even when women or children were not present. 
It decreed total victory, not complete annihilation (see Deut. 2:34 and 3:6).

Second, Copan argues, women and children probably weren’t targets since the at-
tacks were directed at smaller military outposts characteristically holding soldiers, not 
noncombatants (who generally lived in outlying rural areas). Further, he claims that all 
of the archaeological evidence indicates that no civilian populations existed at Jericho, 
Ai, and other cities mentioned in Joshua.

Third, on Copan’s view the main purpose of the conquest was not annihilation, but 
expulsion—driving the inhabitants out—and cleansing the land of idolatry by destroy-
ing every vestige of the evil Canaanite religion. Further, this process would be gradual, 
taking place over time: “The Lord your God will clear away these nations before you 
little by little. You will not be able to put an end to them quickly, for the wild beasts 
would grow too numerous for you” (Deut. 7:22).

Finally, the text shows Joshua fully obeyed the Lord’s command:

Thus, Joshua struck all the land, the hill country and the Negev and the lowland and the 
slopes and all their kings. He left no survivor, but he utterly destroyed all who breathed, just 
as the Lord, the God of Israel, had commanded…. He left nothing undone of all that the 
Lord had commanded Moses. (Josh. 10:40, 11:15)

Still, at the end of Joshua’s life it was clear many Canaanites continued to live in the 
land, left to be driven out gradually by the next generation ( Josh. 23:12–13, Judges 1:21, 
27–28). According to Copan, if Joshua did all that was expected of him, yet multitudes 

26 Copan, Is God a Moral Monster, 171. For detail, see the other major work on this topic where Copan coau-
thored with Matthew Flanagan, Did God Really Command Genocide (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2014).
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of Canaanites remained alive, then clearly the command to destroy all who breathed was 
not to be taken literally, but hyperbolically, just as “no” survivor.

If these arguments go through, if God did not command the utter and indiscrimi-
nate destruction of men, women, and children by Joshua’s armies, but simply authorized 
an appropriate cleansing military action to drive out Israel’s (and God’s) enemies, then 
the critic’s challenge is largely resolved, it seems.

Thus the “genocide” charge is based on an inaccurate understanding of what the 
text actually means. But not everyone agrees. Another view deserves praiseworthy 
consideration.

Dr. Clay Jones sees it differently.27 He understands these passages primarily in 
terms of judgment (annihilation or not), not displacement or expulsion. Even if some 
hyperbolic and stereotypical language is evident—which it seems to be—still there’s no 
escaping the implications that a major incentive for the conquest was judgment. 

God told the Israelites in Deuteronomy 9:5: 

It is not for your righteousness or for the uprightness of your heart that you are going to possess 
their land, but it is because of the wickedness of these nations that the Lord your God is 
driving them out before you, in order to confirm the oath which the Lord swore to your fathers, 
to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

Their sins were made abundantly clear. They were of the worst sort imaginable: 
idolatry, adultery, child sacrifice, homosexuality, and bestiality. The Canaanite pantheon 
was incestuous. Consider El the father of the gods. He had seventy children by Asherah 
one of whose names was Baal. Baal had sex with his sister. When he told his father El 
that Asherah, his mother, had seduced him, he was encouraged by his father to have 
sex with his mother to humiliate her. He later had sex with his first daughter, Pidray.28

The Israelites didn’t commit genocide, but capital punishment. The same thing 
would happen to the Israelites, God warned, if they followed suit… and they did… and 
it did. God hates sin because of the vast amounts of evil and suffering that follow from 
it, the opposite of human flourishing. Israel was warned not to let them live in the land, 
but to utterly destroy them (Ex. 23:33; Deut. 20:16-18). Otherwise, they would learn and 
mimic the Canaanites and be vomited out of the land just as the other nations before 
them (Ex. 34:15-26; Num. 33:56; Lev. 18:28). 

Judges 1:28 shows that Israel didn’t displace the Canaanites. Subsequently, they fol-
lowed suit in virtually every way becoming like them including their destiny. They wor-
shiped other gods ( Judges 3:5-6; II Kings 17:7) and in much of the Old Testament we 
read of the consequences connected to their idolatry. It led them to incest, idol worship, 

27 Clay Jones, “Why We Don’t Hate Sin so We Don’t Understand What Happened to the Canaanites: An 
Addendum to ‘Divine Genocide’ Arguments,” Philosophia Christi 11 (2009): 53-72.
28 For many of the beliefs and practices surrounding the ANE people see James Pritchard, The Ancient Near 
East (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1969).
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adultery, and even to sacrifice their own children. Consequently, given that virtually 
every king in the northern kingdom of Israel was evil and half in the southern kingdom, 
God displaced Israel’s northern kingdom in 722 BC via the Assyrians and the southern 
kingdom in 586 BC by the Babylonians.

God was furious with good reason. Even by ancient standards, the Canaanites were 
hideous. Their culture was grossly immoral, decadent to its roots. Its debauchery was 
dictated primarily by its fertility religion that tied eroticism of all varieties to the success-
ful agrarian cycles of planting and harvest.

In addition to idol worship and temple sex, Canaanite idolatry encompassed a host 
of morally disgusting practices that mimicked their gods including incest and child 
sacrifice. The Conquest of Canaan came centuries after the judgment of the Canaanite 
cities Sodom and Gomorrah, where God conversed with Abraham who pleaded with 
God not to destroy the city if only ten righteous were found there. And soon after God 
rescued a handful, we have Lot’s daughters get their father drunk and sleep with him 
imitating one of the sexual practices of the city just annihilated (Gen. 19:30-36). Things 
progressively worsened over the centuries. God was patient, waiting until their deprav-
ity reached a certain point.  

Worst of all, Canaanites practiced child sacrifice. There was a reason God had 
commanded, “Do not give any of your children to be sacrificed to Molech” (Lev. 18:21 
NIV). Molech was a Canaanite underworld deity, bull-headed with a human body in 
whose belly a fire was stoked and in whose outstretched arms a child was placed that 
would be burned to death. Infants and children as old as four were sacrificially mur-
dered by the thousands.

It seems unimaginable to us today that anyone would sacrifice their own children to 
be burned alive to a god via fire. But then on further consideration, one realizes that in 
“civilized” America we have a growing record of 60 million abortions whose methods 
range from cutting off limbs and heads alive, burning alive with saline, and even suck-
ing out brains while alive. As Clay Jones has said, “Arguably, the ‘gods’ deserving of the 
sacrifice are varied: my career, choice, and ‘I wanted a boy.’”29

The Canaanites had been reveling in debasements like these for centuries as God 
patiently postponed judgment (Gen. 15.16). Here was no “petty, unjust, unforgiving 
control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty, ethnic cleanser” (to use Dawkins’s words). In-
stead, here was a God willing to spare the Canaanite city of Sodom for the sake of just 
ten righteous people (Gen. 18:32), a God who was slow to anger and always fast to for-
give (note Nineveh, for example).

What would we say of a God who perpetually sat silent in the face of such wick-
edness? Would we not ask, “Where was God?” Would we not question His goodness, 
His power, or even His existence if He did not eventually vanquish this evil? Yet when 
God finally does act, we are quick to find fault and call Him a “vindictive, bloodthirsty, 

29 Jones, 69.
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ethnic cleanser.”
The conquest was neither ethnic cleansing nor genocide. God was not concerned 

about skin color or ethnicity. Aliens shared the same legal rights in the commonwealth 
as Jews (Lev. 19:34, Lev. 24:22, Deut. 10:18–19). Foreigners like Naomi and Rahab were 
welcome within their ranks. God was concerned with sin. The conquest was an exercise 
of capital punishment on a national scale, payback for hundreds of years of idolatry and 
unthinkable wickedness. 

In the process of executing His sentence against the Canaanites, God would be 
cleansing the land to establish a land of spiritual purity and religious truth so God’s 
strategy to save all the nations of the world could go forward (Gen. 12:3). God’s rescue 
plan to save mankind depended on the theological purity of Abraham’s seed, Israel. 
The cancer of idolatry needed to be cut out. Syncretism with pagan religions would 
have corrupted Israel’s theological core. By purging the land of this evil God ensured 
redemption would be available in the future for people of every nation.

Unfortunately, instead of completing the conquest of Canaan and driving its people 
out as commanded, the Jews capitulated ( Judges 1:28–33). Blending in with their en-
emy’s godless culture, they quickly were corrupted by it. Before long the Jews had ad-
opted all the degrading and detestable habits God had condemned Canaan for in the 
first place. The book of Judges, a book that shows the “Canaanization” of Israel, ends 
by lamenting: “In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in 
his own eyes” ( Judges 21:25). Eventually, the same judgment that fell on the debauched 
Canaanites, fell upon the corrupted Jews for the very same reasons. In fact, this is what 
half of the OT is about. 

God deals not with individuals, but with nations as a whole when grand designs 
are in play. Since Canaanite sin was regular and systematic—the entire adult population 
participated in the idolatrous system—God judged the entire nation. Women were no 
less guilty than men.

When a community sins, there are consequences for every member of the popula-
tion, even children. Consider the bombings of Berlin and Hiroshima. When Israel did 
evil and God brought famine and drought, adults and children suffered alike. Every act 
of corporate judgment has collateral damage.

The Canaanite adults got justice. Regarding the children, while disputable, those 
who die before the age of accountability are ushered into Heaven and thus God mer-
cifully saves them from a life of disaster. If the conquest took place as the narrative 
describes, if God needed morally sufficient reasons for killing the Canaanites, he had 
them in abundance.

People often have a problem in culture when they see other people playing God. 
Why? Because there are certain prerogatives intuitive about the kind of authority God 
would have if God exists, namely, making and taking life. Though we shouldn’t play 
God, certainly God can “play” God. 
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In summary, God did not commit genocide in the Old Testament. He was con-
cerned with sin, not with ethnicity or race. He is patient. But eventually, grace rejected 
is grace denied. While we may wonder about God’s justice relative to particular acts, 
simply because we don’t know of a morally sufficient reason doesn’t mean there isn’t a 
morally sufficient reason. As in the case of the Canaanites, we can see reason in abun-
dance. If people were offering their children to the fire today, even Richard Dawkins 
would demand they be punished. Sometimes people charge that God is unjust because 
he punished evil doers. But those same people turn around and wonder why God 
doesn’t punish evil doers (like rapists, etc.) When God does, they aren’t satisfied. When 
God doesn’t, they aren’t satisfied. The Bible teaches that God is just (Gen 18:25) and will 
eventually, in His timing, bring forth absolute justice. For those who wonder about why 
God doesn’t punish the evil doer or punish him soon, we can ask the question, “Do you 
want Him to start with you?”   
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CONCLUSION

The complaint about slavery in the Bible is completely misunderstood because of 
failure to understand the context and cherry-picking certain words or verses out of 
context. 

Our misconception of God’s directive to destroy the Canaanites arises because we 
don’t hate sin like God hates sin. We often fail to realize the depth of our own depravity. 
It’s therefore unsurprising that our hearts protest when we see God’s judgment on those 
who committed some of the sins we commit. 

There is a God and we are not God. God is God and is not to be measured by our 
standards. We are to be measured by His, which brings us to the heart of the problem of 
God’s judgment of the Canaanites, our hearts. The Conquest of Canaan shows that God 
punishes evil. But to our relativism crazed culture, the Canaanite offenses are not offen-
sive. Virtually every sin on the Canaanite list is commonplace in our communities or a 
click away on the internet. While there is hyperbole in the Conquest narratives, God’s 
clear message was that punishment was coming upon all the inhabitants of a corrupt 
nation that had reveled in its debauchery for centuries. Yet, this was not genocide, but 
rather a capital punishment and expulsion directive limited in time to the conquest, to 
the scope of the Canaanites, and in location to the Promised Land.

In hyperbolic fashion, Joshua claimed that he finished the job. But the Canaanites 
remained and created massive problems. In the process of God’s judgment, He would 
be cleansing and clearing out a safe place for bringing the blessing of Abraham to all 
peoples, Jew and Gentile. Jesus paid the price He did not owe because we owed a price 
we could not pay. It is the just for the unjust, the innocent for the guilty. In the end, “the 
Biblical problem of evil” is the problem of man’s deep depravity and how a holy and just 
God addresses it with grace and mercy. 
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