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Faith and freedom - Modern day slavery.  John 8.31-36.  

Cockfield, 11 October 2020 

 
Aim: to help my hearers to understand how the Bible addresses slavery at a deeper level than we often 

think and that Jesus came to make us truly free 

__________________________________________________________ 

Liberty and freedom are values that human beings have always most treasured. There 

have been countless struggles for freedom: political freedom, free speech and a free 

press, freedom from tyranny, freedom of trade and so on.  In exactly a month’s time we 

remember all those who fought for freedom during 2 World Wars.   Freedom is also a 

central theme of the Bible and the Gospel we proclaim.   

One of the greatest enemies of human freedom: slavery and especially as it manifests 

itself today.  It’s a sobering reality that slavery has always been with us – from the 

ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia, China, Greece and Rome onwards.  It declined a 

little in the Middle Ages, thanks to the influence of prominent Christians like St Patrick, 

but increased massively with the Trans-Atlantic slave trade from 1400s onwards.  But 

we need to face the awful truth that it despite all the efforts to eradicate it today – it’s 

now legally banned in every country in the world – it still continues all over the world 

including the UK.   And the statistics are horrifying.  

It exists in factories, on farms, in retail outlets, at car washing venues, private 

homes and – worst of all – the sex trade.  Because it’s illegal, it’s hidden from view.  

I don’t need to tell you that how thoroughly dehumanizing it is and I’m not going to 

weary you with horror stories or lots of statistics! (if want to know more see references 

at end of service).  Suffice it to say, that it’s shocking and still harms millions of lives. 

The horror of slavery came home to me some years ago when I had some work with an 

organization helping to rescue enslaved women in West Africa.  In remote parts of 

Ghana and Togo, some tribes still practice a form of criminal punishment – called 

Trokosi – that leads to young girls being enslaved as sex workers in their shrines.  After 

a crime is committed and the culprit presumably unknown, the chief shrine priest uses 

divination to decide which family is to blame….  
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Then that family has to yield up one of it’s the virgin girls to the shrine priests – plural 

– as their slave.  The girls would be in their early teens but would have to stay in the 

shrines for the rest of their lives – out of fear of the ribal gods as well as the priests.      

 

We’re right to be shocked by such things.  It’s clearly evil – every sinew in our 

bodies says so and we stand firmly against it.   But how do we respond as Christians?  

Are we just meant to be more enthusiastic campaigners against it?  In particular, can 

the Bible helps us to shape our response and motivate us?        

1. In trying to answer those questions, I want to look briefly at the bigger picture – 

God’s big picture!  The same when you visit an art gallery and are looking at some 

great painting, eg the Haywain:  come up close you only see part of it, maybe a bit 

unclear.  Stand back 20 feet and you see thing in all its magnificence.  Likewise, the 

Bible gives us a broad perspective on life as God intended than we should live it. 

There are 2 bookends: 

• One bookend: creation.  Gen 1 tells us of God’s creation, and in first reading, how 

He created ALL human beings in his own image.  Everything was created GOOD.  

No difference here between men and women, between different races or social 

background. ALL were created in the image of God, meaning every human being 

was given intrinsic dignity and worth.  And God judged it to be very good.   

• We know what happens next. Adam and Eve disobey God, sin comes into the world. 

God’s relationship with human beings is broken and so are humans’ relationships 

with each other.  It’s downhill from then on as we read of murder, fear, pride and 

unbelief.  Human beings become less dignified, less worthy, less human.  And 

slavery soon follows.  Joseph is cruelly sold as a slave by his brothers, the whole of 

the Israelites become slaves in Egypt – and we’ve only just finished Genesis!   

• At other bookend, the book of Revelation, we read of the end of the age when 

Christ will come again and finally take charge over His kingdom.  Wonderfully 

there will be an end to all evil.  Slavery will finally end then, but only then…  

• Such a perspective gives us both realism and hope.  REALISM because evil 

entered the world right at the start and wont finally be conquered until the end of the 
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age.  Despite the wonders of many human achievements, evil will always be with us 

till Christ comes again.  Part of our human condition.  

• But there’s also HOPE – God originally purposed good, he gave all people 

everywhere intrinsic dignity and worth – that was his plan. Although we’ve messed 

up, he’s done something to restore us to Him and to each other. And one day He will 

come again to establish His kingdom fully on earth.   Our Christian hope. 

   

2. In between those 2 bookends is whole Bible narrative.   Which is about HOW 

God has restored this broken world, especially through Jesus Christ.  It’s all 

about our relationship with God and with each other and how we are then to live out 

our lives in the light of those restored relationships.   

3. That helps to explain why the Bible deals with social injustices like slavery 

indirectly rather than directly. It’s clearly contrary to God’s original plan, against 

any form of justice and goodness – it’s clearly sinful. Yet we find that slavery is 

permitted in the OT albeit in a relatively benign form.  Turning to the NT, again we 

might expect to find slavery directly condemned.  But instead we find Peter and Paul 

instructing slaves to obey their masters ‘with sincerity of heart’ and telling slave 

masters to be kind and considerate to their slaves.  More important than getting rid of 

slavery is how they are to live under it, within the system. 

4. In our Gospel reading, Jesus speaks of a different kind of slavery and freedom – 

John 8.34-36.  Everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin….But if the Son makes 

you free, you shall be free indeed!  The Jews thought they were free but they were 

muddling up physical freedom with spiritual freedom.  Spiritual freedom is about 

being free from things like selfishness, pride, immorality and unbelief; all these 

things can enslave us.  Sin has a way of enslaving us, controlling us, but Jesus 

came to free us from such things. 

5. Earlier I mentioned the Trokosi practice in Ghana. To finish the story: under 

international pressure some 4000 women were released from shrines – it was a 

wonderful moment!  I was later privileged to visit a residential training centre (built 

by a Christian charity) for some of those women.  There were over 100 of them, the 

youngest still in her teens with a baby, the eldest woman was 54 - she’d been a slave 
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for 40 years.  They were now being trained in various skills (weaving, catering, soap 

making) so they could start a life of their own.  And they were accepted back in their 

villages.   It was a success story – they were free at last!   Sadly the Trokosi 

practice still continues. It’s so deeply embedded in tribal culture and it seems that the 

police are reluctant to enforce the law. Truth is that they also fear the tribal gods… 

they’re also enslaved by the system. A reminder that ‘success is not final’ – we live 

in a world in which evil will be with us to the end of the age.  

So how do we apply all this to ourselves?  

1. Apply to our own hearts.  Make sure that we know spiritual freedom for ourselves, 

this true freedom that only Jesus can offer through the forgiveness of sin. More than 

that, the power of the Holy Spirit empowers us to we can know freedom from all the 

things that might enslave us.   We still struggle with sin, the battle isn’t over yet but 

we can know something of that freedom from sin that Jesus offers us now. 

2. Our faith has to be lived out in practice.  William Wilberforce and other 

committed Christians like him took action over 200 years ago to abolish both the 

salve trade and then slavery itself throughout the British empire.  Brave men! We 

need to do the same today – to stand out against the evils of modern day slavery and 

do what we can through local and national or international agencies…  

3. I much enjoyed joining the World Mission Conference yesterday, organized by 

Richard, 2 very good presentations! One of the take-aways for me was that when it 

comes to influencing others for good we’re in a spiritual battle. That reminds us of 

the importance of prayer: perhaps the first thing we can do in fighting against 

slavery and other injustices is to PRAY.  Pray for our governments, for our MPs that 

they will indeed promote justice and goodness in our society.  Pray to for 

organizations involved in combating modern day slavery, and get involved with 

them as far as you can.  

4. Finally let’s give thanks to God for the freedom we do enjoy ourselves.   For 

physical freedom and especially for spiritual freedom in Christ.  This is Cockfield’s 

Freedom Week!  Let’s both give thanks and with the power of the Holy Spirit seek 

to honour God in all we do.   For His names’ sake.  Amen.  


