
 
Servants… slaves. Servants are hired, slave are owned. Agreed definitions throughout history. 
When it comes to the Bible, it’s not always that clean cut. Servant…slave. Those words 
historically have been tricky. But an understanding of them will change… everything. 
 
Ah, the 21st century American mindset. You bristle at both servant and slave, and you have good 
reason to. Slave history from ancient times to now is brutal. And as far as “servant”, current 
culture perpetuates the idea of everyone as captain of the ship. Nobody wants to be told what to 
do or when to do it, everybody wants to be in control of their own lives, 
 
I’m not judging you. You live in an incredibly affluent time when you seem to have control over 
everything: sources of food, the light, the temperature?! Things we couldn’t dream of controlling. 
You don't need anyone. But, reality crashes in: weather disasters, medical emergencies, 
economic hardships, even relationship failures, you discover that you have virtually no control 
over any important aspect of your life. But I digress, back to servant/slave. 
 
The Bible uses these words over and over in regard to God’s relationship with his people. A clear 
understanding of the meaning of these words is in order. Parting with pre-conceived notions of 
these words and their meanings may also be in order. The servant/slave issue? The story of my 
life.  
 
My name is Eliezer, I am the first person in the Bible who is actually called a servant…of the 
renowned patriarch, Abraham.  One theory is that I was born into Abraham’s household, as were 
his 318 trained men,1 another theory is that I was purchased in Damascus. Either way, I am what 
you with your 21st century mind would call a slave. Uh oh, not servant as it says in your Bibles. 
But wait, there’s more: I was Abraham’s heir. If there was no child, I would inherit Abraham’s 
entire estate.2 And yet he is my master, and I obey him completely. Owned, but an heir. A new 
definition of slave for you, I would imagine. Abraham eventually did have a son, and I was the 
one Abraham trusted to find a wife for his son, Isaac.3 So while no longer the heir, I was still a 
trusted person by the family. Slaves were tightly woven into societies in ancient times.   
 
The Bible is an ancient book in modern times. And in the translation of the Bible to modern 
people is where the servant/slave confusion starts. Most Bible translators of the last few 
hundred years, chose not to use the word “slave.” For modern people, the term slave conjured up 
images of the 1700 and 1800’s slave trade where Africans were kidnapped and shipped to 
places where they worked endlessly, lived appallingly, and died in unspeakably horrific 
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circumstances. For this reason, out of respect, many translators chose the word servant instead 
of slave.  
 
The word in Greek used in the original New Testament writings is “doulos”, and it means slave, 
but many translators use “servant” to denote slavery. One translation goes so far as to mention 
this exception in the introductory pages of the translation, essentially saying "We're using 
servant not slave even though we know it means slave." In some cases, servant was not-at-all the 
correct or acceptable translation, so they used bond-servant. But it doesn’t change the fact that 
servants are hired, slaves are owned. Servants have freedom, slaves have no freedom. Servants 
have autonomy, slaves are property. A servant is not a slave.  
 
Half of you are thinking, “Uh-oh, you mean it’s not servant of God, it’s slave?!” The other half of 
you are more like “What difference does it make?” So how about both of those 21st Century 
mindsets go with me to the Old Testament. 
 
In the time of Moses, Hebrews were allowed to sell themselves into actual slavery to another 
Hebrew. It was a feature in their culture. They did this when they had a debt they couldn’t pay, 
or it meant a better life than they could provide on their own. A slave was provided with what 
was necessary to live: food, shelter, security.   
 
At the end of seven years, good news and bad news: Good news, the slave was to be released. 
Bad news, if the slave married during the seven years of slavery or had children during that 
seven years, the wife and children were to stay with the master. But wait yet again, the books of 
Exodus and Deuteronomy cover the issue with a special provision.  
 
If the to-be-released slave says he loves the master, or the master’s family, or his own family, the 
slave can voluntarily choose to remain a slave. A slave… has a choice? This means in that 
moment after the seven years of slavery, the slave is free, a person not owned and with 
autonomy. This person can voluntarily make a one-time choice to be with their master, forever. 
To be completely obedient for the rest of their lives. Regardless of hardships, suffering, good 
times or bad, they will endure, and they will be completely obedient. They give up the right to 
live how they want to or to change their mind. Not kidnapped, not captured, they choose to be a 
life-long slave. Not a paid servant or bond-servant. Slave. The word is slave. 
 
That example sets the stage perfectly the relationship of people with God that the Bible 
describes over and over. Whenever you read of someone as a “servant of God” or a "servant of 
Jesus,” it means the person has voluntarily made a choice for God to forever be their master. To 
be completely obedient to him for the rest of their lives. Regardless of hardships, suffering, of 
good times or bad, they will endure, and they will be completely obedient to God. They have 
given up the right to live how they want to or to change their mind. They choose to be a lifelong 
slave. God owns them, he is their master. Slave. The word is slave.  
 
Stay with me a little longer, here's where it can change everything. 
 
Historically, there have been evil masters…brutal, inhumane. The atrocities of the slave trade are 
known but can hardly be fathomed. God is not that, oh no. God is powerful beyond all 
comparison, yet he is love. And when you understand the kind of master God is, you will become 
like Moses or Paul or Mary, or any of the multitude of people you read about in the Bible who 
were known as servants, slaves of God. Just like they did, you will recognize that only God is all-



powerful and has the ability to do what he promises to do. And his promises are magnificent. 
Just like they did, you will recognize that God is good and wants the best for his people. Just like 
they did, you will recognize that belonging to God is an opportunity beyond comprehension, the 
best position to be in. Being obedient to God is essential, and it will yield a life filled with joy.   
 
The Apostle Paul has an observation, it’s in his letter to the Romans, chapter six: “You are slaves 
of the one you obey – whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, 
which leads to righteousness. But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin to 
evil, to all that would destroy you, you have come to obey from your heart the pattern of 
teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. You have been set free from sin and have 
become slaves of righteousness.” 
 
According to Paul, you’re going to be a slave. You are going to serve someone or something, a 
master. If you choose to serve God: life, abundance, love, that's what you will receive. If you 
choose to serve yourself, your desires, or anything else: death. 
 
That’s clean cut if you ask me. Life, or death. Not exactly a trick question for anyone, even in the 
twenty first century. If you make a voluntary decision to follow God for the rest of your life, it 
changes everything. So, servant, slave. The bottom line, you no longer belong to yourself, you 
belong to God. 
 


