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God, Slavery, and Early Christianity

Ancient Christians understood themselves to be enslaved to God, an

attitude that affected their ethics, theology, and self-understanding. This

widespread belief is made especially clear in the Shepherd of Hermas, an

overlooked early Christian text written by an enslaved person, which

was nearly included in the New Testament. In this book, Chance Bonar

provides a robust analysis of the ancient discourses and practices of

slavery found in the Shepherd of Hermas. He shows how the text

characterizes God’s enslaved persons as useful, loyal property who

could be put to work, surveilled, and disciplined throughout their lives –

and the afterlife. Bonar also investigates the notion that God enslaved

believers, which allowed the Shepherd to theorize key early Christian

concepts more deeply and in light of ancient Mediterranean slavery.

Bonar’s study clarifies the depth to which early Christians were

entrenched – intellectually, practically, and theologically – in Roman

slave society. It also demonstrates how the Shepherd offers new

approaches to early Christian literary and historical interpretation.

Chance E. Bonar is a College Advising Fellow at the University of

Virginia.
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SBL Press, ), –, all other abbreviations used here can be

found in the list below.
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BICS Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies

Cult. Rel. Culture and Religion

COMSt Bulletin Comparative Oriental Manuscript Studies Bulletin

ICLQ International & Comparative Law Quarterly

JEH Journal of Economic History

JGS Journal of Global Slavery

JIH Journal of Interdisciplinary History

JSCE Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics

J. Soc. Hist. Journal of Social History

LPP La Parola del Passato

MTSR Method & Theory in the Study of Religion

NHMS Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies

NECJ New England Classical Journal

OS Organization Studies

PAPS Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society
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Enrico Ariani, .
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RAG Religion and Gender

RÉGC Revue des études géorgienne et caucasiennes

RHT Revue d’histoire des textes

RPL Res Publica Litterarum

RRE Religion in the Roman Empire

SGDI II Baunack, Johannes et al., Hermann Collitz, ed. Sammlung der

griechischen Dialekt-Inschriften, II. Epirus, Akarnanien, Aetolien, . . .

Göttingen, –.

SLA Studies in Late Antiquity

VCSup Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae

VetC Vetera Christianorum

ŽA Žiža Antika
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