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A number of the commentaries on Luke from the major series were published before the 

consensus on ancient slavery began to change. There are, however, three recent works that we 

might consider for this introduction: FRANÇOIS BOVON (Hermeneia), JAMES R. EDWARDS 

(Pillar), and JOEL B. GREEN (NICNT).244 Like many of the works previously referenced, these 

commentaries cite few if any modern works on slavery and tend toward an older consensus 

understanding of slavery in the ancient world. 

Like the works on Mark and Matthew, the commentaries on Luke lack extended 

treatment of slavery in the ancient world. This is actually somewhat surprising, since Green 

emphasizes the point that the master-slave analogy is a “regular fixture” for Luke and serves as a 

basis for the Gospel’s teachings on “kinship, faithfulness, and status-seeking.”245 The 

prominence of this “household analogy” in Luke would seem to call for a description of the 

historical institution that served as the basis for the analogy. None of our commentators provide 

such a description. 

Instead, the depiction of slavery that one gets when reading these commentaries is varied 

to the point of being chaotic. Edwards talks about Jewish slavery using the older models that 

portray it as benign,246 and talks of servile vocabulary that depicts servants “endearingly as a 

 

244 François Bovon, A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke, trans. Donald S. Dreer, 3 vols, Hermeneia 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002–2013); James R. Edwards, The Gospel according to Luke, PNTC (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2015); Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997). 

245 Green, Luke, 614. A similar statement is made by Luke Timothy Johnson in his commentary on Luke, 
where he says slavery is Luke’s “favorite household analogy” (Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, SP 
[Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1991], 259). 

246 Edwards, Luke, 450. 
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child.”247 On the other hand, he says that enslaved persons were “routinely subjected 

to…abuse.”248 Green’s portrayal of slavery is founded largely on a work by Yvon Thébert, which 

is itself highly influenced by Marxist scholarship on slavery and which therefore describes 

slavery in coercive terms.249 On the other hand, he also follows Martin in placing a great deal of 

importance on the identity of the master when asking questions of an enslaved person’s social 

status.250 Bovon tends to opt for “servant” instead of “slave” in translation,251 and in speaking of 

the “slave” or “servant” of the high priest he says parenthetically that δοῦλος “can be used in a 

flattering way.”252 While these portrayals of slavery may highlight the diversity of the experience 

of enslaved persons in antiquity, they run the risk of being so blatantly contradictory as to say 

nothing about the institution at all. 

This cursory overview of the most recent commentaries obviously does not provide a 

comprehensive look at everything that has been done on slavery in the Synoptic Gospels in the 

last 25 years. A number of helpful studies on individual pericopae or on slavery in specific 

portions of the Gospels (particularly the parables) have been published in recent years. The work 

of Glancy on Matthew’s parables has already been mentioned. I could also mention the works by 

 

247 Edwards, Luke, 209. 

248 Edwards, Luke, 381 n63. Citing Bradley. 

249 Thébert, “The Slave,” 138–174. 

250 He writes of the enslaved that, “the status of the head of the family was extended to all who shared with 
him a relationship of kinship” (Green, Luke, 92 n47). 

251 Though he does so with “hesitation” (Bovon, Luke, 2:612 n68). 

252 Bovon, Luke, 3:217. Here he doesn’t settle on one translation over the other. 
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Mary Ann Beavis, Elizabeth Dowling, and Mitzi Smith on slavery in the parables.253 Authors 

writing recently about slavery in the Gospels beyond the parables include Ronald Charles and 

Christy Cobb.254 These and other similar works represent important progress in the field and will 

be interacted with in more detail in following chapters. The purpose of this overview was to 

demonstrate the general “reluctance” (to use Richard Horsley’s term) in the broader field of New 

Testament studies to accept and integrate the “new consensus” understanding of ancient slavery 

into our understanding of the Gospels as a whole. 

A Path Forward 

This project brings modern scholarly works on slavery in ancient Roman and Jewish contexts to 

the study of one of the Synoptic Gospels, Matthew, in a more complete way. The works of 

Finley, Patterson, Bradley, and the other scholars representing the “new consensus” will be 

seriously considered for what they tell us about the Roman background of the Gospel texts. In 

keeping with the social-science methodology adopted for this work, Patterson’s definition will 

serve as our model for understanding ancient slavery in general. The works of Hezser and Martin 

on slavery among the Jews will also be integrated into this study as I attempt to take seriously the 

multi-cultural context of the Ancient Near Eastern world from which Matthew’s Gospel arose. 

Scholars like Harrill and Glancy, who have already begun this work, will be acknowledged and 

 

253 Mary Ann Beavis, “Ancient Slavery as an Interpretive Context for the New Testament Servant Parables 
with Special Reference to the Unjust Steward (Luke 16:1–8)” JBL 111, no. 1 (1992): 37–54; Elizabeth Dowling, 
“Slave Parables,” 61–68; Mitzi Smith, Insights from African American Interpretation (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2017). 

254 Ronald Charles, The Silencing of Slaves in Early Jewish and Christian Texts, Routledge Studies in the 
Early Christian World (New York: Routledge, 2020); Christy Cobb, Slavery, Gender, Truth, and Power in Luke-
Acts and Other Ancient Narratives (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019). 
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built upon as we apply their work to all of Matthew’s slave texts. Allowing these critical works 

to lay the foundation for our understanding of slavery as it appears in this Gospel will set us up 

to hear these texts as their first audience would have heard them. It will give us a window into 

their world that may allow us, in some small way, to see the same images that they saw as they 

were experiencing these texts for the first time. 

As we have already noted in our introduction, Bradley warns that this picture will likely 

not be edifying. Certainly, it would be easier to continue reading these texts in light of the “old 

consensus” on ancient slavery, secure in the knowledge that the “servants” we see in these texts 

didn’t have it that bad and that they were happy with their lot in life. This picture may be more 

palatable, but unfortunately critical scholarship has revealed it to be a fantasy. However 

uncomfortable it is to view ancient slavery as violent and coercive, however difficult it is to 

reconcile with the biblical texts, modern biblical scholars must engage such work as Finley’s, 

Patterson’s, and Bradley’s or risk simply repeating “tired, old clichés” that render the terrors of 

ancient slavery “so [obscure] as to be invisible.”255 

Adopting from these scholars a “hermeneutic of suspicion,” this project will approach 

Matthew’s text (particularly the references to slavery and the enslaved) with a measure of 

skepticism. It begins with the recognition that the Gospel texts, like many other texts from 

antiquity, were produced by privileged, free men and that the ideologies they embrace and 

promote will often (though perhaps not always) correspond to those of the men who produced 

 

255 Harrill, Slaves in the New Testament, 1–2; Callahan, Horsley, and Smith, “Introduction,” 3. 
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them.256 In regard to slavery, in both Roman and Jewish contexts, the dominant ideology 

involves an institution characterized by violence, coercion, and the absolute domination of the 

enslaved by the slaveholder. This image of ancient slavery is summarized well by Patterson, who 

defines slavery as “the permanent, violent domination of natally alienated and generally 

dishonored persons.”257 This definition will serve as the model in light of which we will attempt 

to understand the text of Matthew, its enslaved characters and its slave metaphors.  

 

256 It is not my assertion that the New Testament texts cannot or will not challenge any of the dominant 
assumptions or ideologies of the world to which they were written. Rather, I propose that the reader should assume 
that the author accepts the dominant ideologies of their world unless the text itself suggests otherwise. 

257 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 13. 
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CHAPTER 3 

SLAVERY AND THE ENSLAVED IN MATTHEW’S NARRATIVE 

Introduction 

The Roman world was populated by enslaved persons. It was only a few decades before Matthew 

was written that the younger Seneca wrote to the emperor Nero about a proposal put before the 

senate that the enslaved be distinguished from freemen by their clothing. “It then became 

apparent,” he wrote “how great the imminent danger if our slaves began to count us.”1 The 

proportion of enslaved persons to free in Rome was so great that the senate, if Seneca is to be 

believed, considered it dangerous information for the enslaved to have. Certainly the enslaved 

population in Roman Italy itself was larger than elsewhere in the Mediterranean world—perhaps 

as high as 25 percent of the total population.2 Yet slavery remained an important institution in 

the provinces outside of Italy as well (as documentary evidence from Egypt shows) and recent 

estimates suggest that enslaved persons made up approximately 10 percent of the total imperial 

population (with higher concentrations in urban centers like Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch).3 

The way these enslaved individuals are portrayed in ancient texts is complicated, as we 

have already seen. Sandra Joshel notes that Roman authors oscillate between expressing love for 

 

1 deinde apparuit, quantum periculum immineret, si servi nostri numerare nos coepissent (Seneca the 
Younger, De Clementia 1.24.1). 

2 Walter Scheidel, “The Roman Slave Supply,” in The Cambridge World History of Slavery, ed. Keith 
Bradley and Paul Cartledge (New York: Cambridge, 2011), 287. 

3 Scheidel, “Slave Supply,” 292. 
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the enslaved, venting hatred or fear toward them, and dismissing or ignoring them altogether. In 

the writings of such authors, she says, “slaves receive whippings or rewards, serve or betray 

masters, [and] stand as moral paradigms” but often enslaved persons are all but invisible in these 

works, “[blending] into scenery of house, city and fields.”4 They appear less as literary 

characters and more as a part of the literary setting (if indeed they appear at all). In this way 

these enslaved individuals might be thought of as “functional characters,” with the narrative 

emphasizing not who does something but rather what is done,5 or simply as “agents” who lack 

individuality and subjectivity.6 

As an example of this “blending in,” consider the poem from Horace which recounts the 

hardships of a man who, when walking through Rome, was latched onto by a talkative and 

irritating acquaintance. 

I was going, by chance, along the Via Sacra, as is my custom, 
Meditating upon some unknown trifle, fully intent upon it. 
A certain man, known to me only by name, ran up and 
Seizing my hand, said “How are you, you sweetest of things?” (Horace, Satires 1.9.1–4)7 

 
The conversation goes back and forth between these two men for a while and we feel the angst of 

the narrator as he tries unsuccessfully to escape. 

Wanting desperately to get away [from him] 
I would walk sometimes more quickly, then sometimes I would stop, 

 

4 Sandra R. Joshel, “Slavery and Roman Literary Culture,” in The Cambridge World History of Slavery, ed. 
Keith Bradley and Paul Cartledge (New York: Cambridge, 2011), 214. 

5 Outi Lehtipuu, “Characterization and Persuasion,” 75. 

6 Petri Merenlahti, “Characters in the Making,” in Characterization in the Gospel: Reconceiving Narrative 
Criticism, ed. David Rhoads and Kari Syreeni (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 49. 

7 Ibam forte Via Sacra, sicut meus est mos, 
nescio quid meditans nugarum, totus in illis: 
accurrit quidam notus mihi nomine tantum: 
arreptaque manu, ‘quid agis, dulcissime rerum?’ 
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And I would speak I know not what in the ear of my slave. (Horace, Satires 1.9.8–10)8 
 
Here for the first time (and also, coincidentally, the last) we hear that the narrator is accompanied 

by an enslaved person. This individual has presumably been present with him the whole time, 

but he appears only when the narrator needs to speak with him in an attempt break off his other 

conversation. Elsewhere in the poem he is completely invisible. So ubiquitous was the institution 

of slavery in the first century that enslaved individuals such as this one tended to “blend in” to 

their literary surroundings; they appear only when the action calls for them and may disappear 

just as quickly. 

As another example of this same phenomenon, consider the story of Jesus’s arrest in 

Matthew 26. In 26:47 we read that Judas arrives in Gethsemane with “a large crowd from the 

chief priests and elders of the people [armed] with swords and clubs.”9 Judas identifies Jesus to 

this crowd with a kiss and then, as they move forward to seize him, we read that one of those 

present with Jesus strikes a man enslaved by the high priest, cutting off his ear (26:51). Matthew, 

it seems, has slipped this enslaved man into the “crowd,” unseen by the audience until he was 

 

8 …Misere discedere quaerens 
ire modo ocius, interdum consistere, in aurem 
dicere nescio quid puero… 

9 ὄχλος πολὺς μετὰ μαχαιρῶν καὶ ξύλων ἀπὸ τῶν ἀρχιερέων καὶ πρεσβυτέρων τοῦ λαοῦ. 
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assaulted.10 Again, as in Horace, the enslaved person only appears as needed and disappears just 

as quickly.11 

In Matthew’s Gospel, we are confronted with a text whose narrative presents very few 

explicitly enslaved characters: the paralyzed man, enslaved by a centurion, who is in need of 

healing (8:5–13), several individuals enslaved by Herod Antipas who hear his concerns about the 

identity of Jesus (14:1–2), and the men and women enslaved by the high priest who figure into 

the passion narrative (26:47–56, 69–75).12 It would be a mistake, however, to conclude from the 

paucity of references that Matthew imagines a world populated by very few enslaved persons.13 

Instead we should consider the likely possibility that Matthew, like other authors of his time, 

highlights the free actors in his narrative and chooses to bring in enslaved characters on a 

selective basis. 

 

10 ὄχλος is a common term in Matthew, appearing 49 times. The appearance of the man enslaved by the 
high priest in one of these crowds prompts the question “How many of the other crowds also contained enslaved 
persons that have remained unseen and unheard?” As fascinating as this question is, there is little that can be done to 
retreive such individuals. Thus our focus must remain on those few enslaved individuals who are identified as such 
in the narrative. 

11 Matthew says nothing more about the enslaved man after his ear is cut off. This could be compared to 
Luke’s version of events, where the man’s ear is healed by Jesus (Luke 22:51), or John’s version of the story, in 
which the man is given a name (Malchus; John 18:10) and a family (John 18:26). 

12 In the first two of these passages (8:5–13; 14:1–2), the enslaved persons are described using the 
polyvalent term παῖς which could also be translated “child.” As I discuss each story below, I will explain why I take 
the term as a reference to status in these pericopae. The term παῖς also appears to describe characters in the narrative 
at three other points in Matthew. In 2:16, Herod gives orders that “all the children in Bethlehem and its environs” 
(πάντας τοὺς παῖδας τοὺς ἐν Βηθλέεμ καὶ ἐν πᾶσι τοῖς ὁρίοις) should be killed. In this context, the clarification that 
these are παῖδες who are “two years old and younger” (ἀπὸ διετοῦς καὶ κατωτέρω) suggests that the term is used 
here as an indication of age and not status. In 17:18, the word παῖς is used to describe a character who in 17:15 was 
called a υἱός, suggesting that παῖς here is an indicator of descent rather than status. In 21:15, during Jesus’s 
triumphal entry into Jerusalem, the παῖδες in the temple court shout “Hosanna to the son of David.” In response to 
this event, Jesus quotes a Psalm likening these παῖδες to νηπίοι and θηλαζόντοι (“children” and “infants”). Again, 
this context would suggest that παῖς is used here as an indication of the age of the characters rather than of their 
status. For this reason, these three stories will not be considered in our study of Matthew’s servile language. 

13 Matthew’s parables, the topic of the next chapter, demonstrate quite the opposite—there enslaved 
characters are a regular fixture. 
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This chapter will focus on those characters, noted above, who are explicitly described 

using “slave” language, examining the way that Matthew portrays them as characters and the 

roles which they play in their narratives. What do these characters do? What is done to them? 

What do they say (if they are permitted to speak at all)? What is said about them? Is Matthew’s 

portrayal of these characters consistent with our model for ancient slavery based on Patterson’s 

definition? If so, what elements are emphasized? If not, where does it deviate? 

The Man Enslaved by the Centurion (8:5–13) 

The first enslaved character to whom Matthew introduces his audience is a man enslaved by a 

centurion in Capernaum. This man is paralyzed, suffering greatly, and his master approaches 

Jesus to ask for healing. After a brief dialogue between master and Lord, which includes an 

interesting note about the former’s assumptions about the place of an enslaved person, Jesus 

performs the healing at a distance with a word. Matthew’s text reads as follows: 

[5]And when he entered into Capernaum a centurion approached him calling out to him 
[6]and saying “Lord, my slave is laying in my house paralyzed, being terribly tormented.” 
[7]And [Jesus] said to him, “Shall I come and heal him?” [8]And responding the centurion 
said, “Lord, I am not worthy that you should enter beneath my roof, but only say the 
word and my slave will be healed. [9]For I too am a man under authority, having soldiers 
beneath me, and I say to this one ‘Go’ and he goes, and to another ‘Come,’ and he comes, 
and to my slave ‘Do this thing’ and he does [it].” [10]And hearing [this] Jesus was amazed 
and said to those following [him], “Truly I say to you, I have not found such faith in 
anyone in Israel. [11]And I say to you that many will come from east and west and will 
recline at the table with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the Kingdom of Heaven, [12]but 
the sons of the kingdom will be cast out into the darkness outside. In that place there will 
be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” [13]And Jesus said to the centurion, “Go. Let it be 
done for you as you have believed.” And his slave was healed at that [very] hour.14 

 

14 Εἰσελθόντος δὲ αὐτοῦ εἰς Καφαρναοὺμ προσῆλθεν αὐτῷ ἑκατόνταρχος παρακαλῶν αὐτὸν  καὶ λέγων· 
Κύριε, ὁ παῖς μου βέβληται ἐν τῇ οἰκίᾳ παραλυτικός, δεινῶς βασανιζόμενος.  καὶ λέγει αὐτῷ· Ἐγὼ ἐλθὼν 
θεραπεύσω αὐτόν.  καὶ ἀποκριθεὶς ὁ ἑκατόνταρχος ἔφη· Κύριε, οὐκ εἰμὶ ἱκανὸς ἵνα μου ὑπὸ τὴν στέγην εἰσέλθῃς· 
ἀλλὰ μόνον εἰπὲ λόγῳ, καὶ ἰαθήσεται ὁ παῖς μου· καὶ γὰρ ἐγὼ ἄνθρωπός εἰμι ὑπὸ ἐξουσίαν, ἔχων ὑπʼ ἐμαυτὸν 
στρατιώτας, καὶ λέγω τούτῳ· Πορεύθητι, καὶ πορεύεται, καὶ ἄλλῳ· Ἔρχου, καὶ ἔρχεται, καὶ τῷ δούλῳ μου· 
Ποίησον τοῦτο, καὶ ποιεῖ. ἀκούσας δὲ ὁ Ἰησοῦς ἐθαύμασεν καὶ εἶπεν τοῖς ἀκολουθοῦσιν· Ἀμὴν λέγω ὑμῖν, παρʼ 
οὐδενὶ τοσαύτην πίστιν ἐν τῷ Ἰσραὴλ εὗρον. λέγω δὲ ὑμῖν ὅτι πολλοὶ ἀπὸ ἀνατολῶν καὶ δυσμῶν ἥξουσιν καὶ 
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Matthew’s παῖς as “Slave” 

We must begin our discussion of this text with a defense of its inclusion in this study at 

all. In 8:6 (and again in vss. 8 and 13) the character in need of healing is called a παῖς, a 

polyvalent term which, depending on context, could refer to a person of enslaved status (without 

reference to age or descent) or to a child (without reference to status).15 If in this text Matthew 

means for us to understand the παῖς as the child/son of the centurion (and Matthew does use παῖς 

in this way elsewhere),16 then this text would belong elsewhere in our study. 

Ulrich Luz follows Bultmann in preferring the gloss “son” in this passage, offering three 

reasons to support his conclusion. First, he notes there is a more explicit term for slave in v. 9 

(δοῦλος), which prevents us from understanding the παῖς as an enslaved individual. Second, 

Matthew has already used παῖς to refer to (presumably) free characters in 2:16 (the children 

slaughtered at the order of Herod). Finally, παῖς clearly means “son” in a healing story in 17:14–

21 (a story Luz refers to as “related”).17 

The argument Luz makes here is a part of his larger argument that, in Matthew, παῖς 

should always be understood as “child” or “son” rather than as “slave.” He writes that the Greek 

term “usually means child, much less often servant,” a preference he sees throughout the New 

 

ἀνακλιθήσονται μετὰ Ἀβραὰμ καὶ Ἰσαὰκ καὶ Ἰακὼβ ἐν τῇ βασιλείᾳ τῶν οὐρανῶν· οἱ δὲ υἱοὶ τῆς βασιλείας 
ἐκβληθήσονται εἰς τὸ σκότος τὸ ἐξώτερον· ἐκεῖ ἔσται ὁ κλαυθμὸς καὶ ὁ βρυγμὸς τῶν ὀδόντων. καὶ εἶπεν ὁ Ἰησοῦς 
τῷ ἑκατοντάρχῃ· Ὕπαγε, ὡς ἐπίστευσας γενηθήτω σοι· καὶ ἰάθη ὁ παῖς ἐν τῇ ὥρᾳ ἐκείνῃ. 

15 See entries in BDAG, GE, L&N, and LSJ, all of which distinguish between the usage of παῖς as a 
designation of age (“youth”), of descent (“child”), and of status (“slave”). 

16 See 2:16; 17:18; 21:15. 

17 Luz, Matthew, 2:10 n17. Luz does not specify what he means by “related” but the similarities between 
these narratives are clear. Both are stories of miraculous healing. In both cases, someone else brings the request for 
the infirmed individual. Also, both notably end with a very similar phrase (8:13, ἰάθη ὁ παῖς ἐν τῇ ὥρᾳ ἐκείνῃ; 
17:18, ἐθεραπεύθη ὁ παῖς ἀπὸ τῆς ὥρας ἐκείνης). 
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Testament and especially in Matthew.18 With one exception, to which I will return below, Luz 

understands every παῖς in Matthew as a “child,” arguing that Matthew even redacted the παῖδες 

καὶ…παιδίσκας that he finds in Q to συνδούλους in 24:49 so that παῖς will not appear in his 

Gospel as a servile term. Again, in defense of this reading of παῖς, Luz quotes Jeremias, who 

writes that Jewish authors of the Hellenistic period were “inclined to understand the παῖς θεοῦ as 

God’s child” rather than as “God’s slave.”19 

Luz’s arguments for preferring this translation are problematic for a number of reasons. 

The first of these is his insistence that Matthew only use the term παῖς in a single way (i.e., to 

mean “child”). Παῖς is a term with a semantic range that allows it to be used in multiple ways by 

a single author and thus it may be rendered faithfully by multiple English terms, depending on 

the context. The “exception” that Luz notes in 14:2 proves this very fact. In that passage, παῖδες 

must be understood as “slaves” (and this is, in fact, how Luz translates it in that context).20 If 

Matthew can insert the word παῖς here where it must mean “slave,” then it stands to reason that 

he can use the same word in the same way elsewhere in his Gospel.21 

Second, I am not convinced by his argument that the presence of the word δοῦλος in this 

narrative prevents us from reading παῖς as slave. Luz suggests that Matthew could not or would 

not use two synonymous words for “slave” in a single story; he would rather choose one term or 

 

18 Luz, Matthew, 2:193. Though it is not explicitly stated, it is likely that Luz comes to this conclusion by 
considering not only παῖς but also the related diminutive παιδίον, which appears 18 times in Matthew (52 times in 
the New Testament as a whole) and always refers to a “child” (see L&N). 

19 Luz, Matthew, 2:193 n30. Emphasis added by Luz. The original passage from Jeremias, which reads 
somewhat differently than Luz’s quoted version of it, is found in Joachim Jeremias, “παῖς θεοῦ,” TDNT 5:684. 

20 Luz, Matthew, 2:305. 

21 We will return to the use of παῖς in 14:2 below when we discuss that pericope in more detail. 
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the other.22 However, Luz goes on to say that Matthew does this very thing in the “related” story 

of 17:14–21 (where we find both παῖς and υἱός referring to a son) and that this is proof that these 

two terms may be used synonymously. If παῖς and δοῦλος cannot both mean “slave” because 

they both appear in the same narrative, as Luz argues, then, by this same logic, παῖς and υἱός 

cannot both refer to a “son.”23 

Third, Luz argues that Matthew’s συνδούλους at 24:49 (where the Lukan parallel has 

παῖδες καὶ…παιδίσκας) shows that Matthew wants to intentionally limit his usage of the word 

παῖς to children and not enslaved persons (something that the “exception” of 14:2 has already 

proven wrong). Even if Luke’s version preserves an older tradition to which Matthew had access, 

Matthew’s redaction shows that he considers δοῦλοι and παῖδες to be synonymous. Luz’s 

proposal that Matthew makes the change specifically to avoid using παῖδες as a servile term is 

not verifiable from the evidence we have, and in fact seems to contradict Matthew’s usage of 

παῖς in 14:2. One could argue just as convincingly that Matthew’s redaction is simply an effort to 

condense the wordy phrase παῖδες καὶ…παιδίσκας.24 

Finally, Luz’s appeal to Jeremias presents a number of problems. As noted above, in 

defense of his own preference for translating παῖς as child rather than slave, he quotes Jeremias 

as saying that Hellenistic Judaism “is inclined to understand the παῖς θεοῦ as God’s child.”25 

 

22 It is worth noting at this point that the present pericope also contains another word for “son” (υἵοι in 
8:12). Following Luz’s logic, this would serve as evidence that παῖς cannot mean “son” in this passage either. 

23 Although Luz translates παῖς at 17:18 as “boy” (Matthew, 2:405), he writes earlier that, in this context, it 
“clearly means son,” (Matthew, 2:10). 

24 It is also entirely possible that Matthew was not aware of the Lukan phrase at all. 

25 Luz, Matthew, 2:193 n30. 
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However, in this particular context, Jeremias is specifically speaking about the interpretation of 

the παῖς θεοῦ of Isaiah. The relevant passage in Jeremias reads “Hellenistic Judaism inclines to 

construe the παῖς θεοῦ of Deutero-Isaiah as ‘child of God.’”26 Regarding the use of παῖς θεοῦ 

more generally in the period after 100 BCE, Jeremias says the majority of the extant texts 

“[describe] the relation of the individual or the people to God less commonly in the figure of 

childhood than in that of servanthood,” and again “In the relevant period after 100 B.C. παῖς 

θεοῦ occurs more frequently in the sense of ‘servant of God.’”27 Thus, an appeal to Jeremias 

would seem to argue precisely against what Luz is trying to say. At least in the context of the 

παῖς θεοῦ, the literary evidence suggests that Hellenistic Jews (like Matthew) tended to think of 

the παῖς as a slave, not as a child. 

The usage of the term παῖς in the Septuagint supports this idea. A number of scholars 

point out that παῖς is “most commonly used” in the LXX as a gloss for ‘ebed, the Hebrew term 

for slave.28 This perhaps understates the overwhelming fact that 90% of the times that παῖς is 

used to translate a Hebrew word in the LXX, that word is ‘ebed.29 The next most common word 

 

26 Jeremias, “παῖς θεοῦ,” TDNT 5:684. Emphasis added. Emphasized words are missing from Luz’s 
quotation of this passage. 

27 Jeremias, “παῖς θεοῦ,” TDNT 5:678. Emphasis added. 

28 See, for example, Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:21. On “slave” as the primary meaning of ‘ebed, see 
entry in BDB. 

29 Of these 371 times that παῖς appears to translate a Hebrew term, 335 of them are translating a form of 
‘ebed. It should be noted that the word παῖς appears 383 times in the LXX, but only 371 reflect a translation of a 
Hebrew term, with the other 12 appearing in passages without direct Hebrew parallels. See, for instance, Judges 
16:26 where Samson asks a young man or servant (na‘ar) to place his hands on the pillars holding up a house. 
Where the Hebrew ends abruptly after the request, the LXX adds δὲ παῖς ἐποίησεν οὕτως (“and the young man / 
servant did so”). 
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for which παῖς appears as a translation is na‘ar, but this only 24 times (6% of the time).30 For our 

present argument, it is notable that παῖς is used as a translation for bēn (“son”) only twice (0.5% 

of the time), both times in the book of Proverbs.31 This leaves the distinct impression that the 

Septuagint translators understood παῖς primarily as a servile term. The only word more 

commonly used to translate ‘ebed is δοῦλος.32 

The larger body of scholars argues, contrary to Luz, that Matthew’s παῖς should be 

understood as an enslaved character. Such an argument has recently been put forward by 

scholars such as Davies and Allison, Harrington, Morris, Keener, Nolland, and France.33 These 

scholars point out that παῖς clearly means “son” only once in the New Testament corpus (in John 

4:51); in all other cases it means “boy” or “slave.” Most convincing for me is the evidence from 

the Lukan parallel, which refers to the infirmed character explicitly as a δοῦλος (Luke 7:2). If we 

take Luke to be Matthew’s earliest commentator, we can see this emendation as a clarifying 

change. If we instead think the two authors wrote independently but relied on a common 

 

30 Lexically, na‘ar is very similar to παῖς in its semantic breadth, covering such concepts as “child/youth” 
and “servant/slave.” See BDB. 

31 See Prov 4:1; 20:7. For point of reference, the word bēn occurs 4,933 times in the Hebrew Bible. The 
other Hebrew words for which παῖς appears in the LXX as a gloss are as follows: ’îš (“man”; Gen 39:14; 2 Sam 
15:22), mal’ak (“messenger”; 1 Sam 25:42), ‘am (“people”; 2 Sam 15:17), yeled (“child”; 2 Kgs 2:24; Eccl 4:13), 
‘ēd (“witness”; Prov 19:28), ḥayil (“strength”; Jer 52:8). In Gen 47:21, the LXX has τὸν λαὸν κατεδουλώσατο αὐτῷ 
εἰς παῖδας (“He enslaved the people to him as slaves”) for the Hebrew w’et-ha‘am he‘ebîr ’ōtô le‘arîm (“And he 
moved the people into the cities”), which it seems to read as a euphemism for enslavement. 

32 Of the 807 occurrences of ‘ebed, it is translated with δοῦλος (or another word using the δουλ- root) 344 
times and with παῖς 335 times. Thus, for the translators of the LXX it would seem that these two Greek words were 
understood as roughly synonymous. The next most common glosses are θεράπων (45 times) and οἰκέτης (35 times). 

33 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:21; Nolland, Matthew, 354; Keener, Matthew, 255–256; Leon Morris, 
The Gospel according to Matthew, PNTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, and Leicester: InterVarsity Press, 1992), 192; 
Daniel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew, SP (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1991), 113; France, Matthew, 311–
312. France also suggests that this “servant” may be a soldier assigned as an aide rather than a truly enslaved figure. 
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tradition (Q) for this narrative, then one author simply replaced the servile term he found in the 

tradition with a synonymous one.34 

Matthew’s use of παῖδες in 14:2 shows that he may choose to use παῖς to refer to 

enslaved characters, despite arguments to the contrary. This usage is consistent with the use of 

the term in the LXX, where παῖς is almost always a gloss for ‘ebed. Luke’s parallel passage 

suggests that the character in question was understood to be enslaved in the early tradition and/or 

by the early communities who recorded these stories. For these reasons I join with the scholarly 

 

34 A few scholars have argued for a pederastic reading of this passage, in which the παῖς is neither the child 
of the centurion nor necessarily his slave but is taken as the junior partner in a male-male sexual relationship 
(Christopher Zeichmann, “Rethinking the Gay Centurion,” The Bible & Critical Theory 11, no. 1 [2015]: 36). The 
standard argument for this position points to the semantic range of παῖς (which may refer to a same-sex lover) as 
well as the presence of other words for “slave” and “son” in the pericope. Also relevant for these discussions are the 
presence of ἔντιμος in Luke 7:2, which is taken to potentially indicate an emotional bond, and the historical evidence 
for such same-sex relationships in the Roman military (Zeichmann, “Rethinking,” 36). Zeichmann notes, “this 
reading is consistently overlooked in NT scholarship; no serialized commentaries even address the interpretation and 
Jennings and Liew’s 2004 article in the Journal of Biblical Literature (“Mistaken Identities but Model Faith,” JBL 
123, no. 3 [2004]: 476–494) remains the only work in a major biblical studies journal to advocate the LGBT 
reading” (Zeichmann, “Rethinking,” 37). 

I am unconvinced by the argument that Matthew uses παῖς here to refer to the “boy-love” of the centurion. 
First, as we have argued previously, the presence of another word for “slave” or “son” in this passage does not 
preclude the use of παῖς to mean “slave” or “son.” An author may use two synonymous terms for the same entity in 
a single pericope. Second, as we will argue below, Luke’s use of ἔντιμος does not necessarily indicate an emotional 
bond but may rather be a reference to the centurion’s financial investment in this enslaved person. It is also 
problematic in my opinion to appeal to Luke to demonstrate the centurion’s feelings toward the παῖς without also 
noting Luke’s explicit use of δοῦλος to describe this character. Finally, Jennings and Liew (“Mistaken Identities,” 
476–494) argue that Matthew’s παῖς should not be taken as synonymous with δοῦλος by comparing the author’s 
usage of the two terms. However, since they purposely bracket out the three uses of παῖς in the centurion pericope as 
well as two other “questionable cases” (12:18; 14:2), their argument rests on just three of the author’s eight uses of 
that specific term and instead relies heavily on the use of its diminutive form (which in our period lacks any 
connection to status). Thus, they note 10 occurrences of παῖς language in Matthew 2, all of which “refer to or [are] 
used in connection with Jesus as a small boy,” and 11 additional uses of παῖς language elsewhere in the Gospel 
which refer to children. This usage, they argue, demonstrates clearly that παῖς and δοῦλος are not synonyms in 
Matthew. Of these 21 combined occurrences of παῖς language, however, only three are actually the word παῖς while 
the other 18 are forms of the diminutive παιδίον. It is my contention that, while παιδίον never appears in Matthew to 
refer to persons of enslaved status, παῖς is used in precisely this way both here and in the two “questionable cases” 
noted above. 

Ultimately, the translation of παῖς as “slave” is not a critical part of the argument of this section. Even if we 
understand the centurion’s παῖς as his child or as his “boy-love,” the passage still makes a clear statement regarding 
how enslaved persons are expected to behave by those who enslave them (in 8:9, where δοῦλος, a term which 
definitively refers to enslaved persons, is used). 
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majority in taking the παῖς of this pericope to be an enslaved character and thus relevant for the 

current study. 

Against παῖς as a Term of Endearment 

Scholars who identify this individual as being enslaved35 often argue (whether explicitly 

or not) that the relationship between the centurion and this enslaved person was a positive one 

and that the use of παῖς rather than δοῦλος demonstrates a certain level of fondness or familial 

affection. Nolland uses the word “lad” in his translation in order to “[catch] something of the 

affectionate family link sometimes established with household servants/slaves.”36 Keener says 

that “this slave was probably the centurion’s entire ‘family’” and states definitively that “his 

interest in the servant’s welfare is certainly not merely economic.”37 

I find these statements about the “affectionate” relationship between the centurion and 

this enslaved man to be suspect. The implicit argument for this understanding of παῖς goes like 

this: (1) the term παῖς can be used to designate an enslaved person or a child; (2) parents regard 

their children with affection; (3) therefore, ancient slave owners thought of the people they 

enslaved with the same fondness or affection one would feel toward their children. However, 

more recent historical work on slavery has recognized in terms like παῖς a diminutive force that 

is not affectionate but is instead demeaning; the enslaved person conceptualized as a παῖς is 

 

35 It should be noted that, although many scholars understand this character as enslaved, most seem to 
prefer the term “servant” to “slave.” 

36 Nolland, Matthew, 354. 

37 Keener, Matthew, 266. This argument is based on data for the base pay expected by centurions compared 
to that of the average soldier. 
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incapable of becoming a mature, functioning adult and is doomed to remain a “boy” all his life.38 

The use of the English term “boy” by slave-holding Americans in the antebellum United States 

provides a useful, if not uncomfortable, parallel. 

This is not to say that the word παῖς in Matthew (or in the broader Roman world) must 

necessarily be understood as derogatory when used to refer to the enslaved. What I am arguing 

instead is that it should not be assumed to be a term of endearment. Such an assumption has 

colored the way this story and the world it portrays have been understood. Luz notes that older 

interpretations have wrongly found in this story “an expression of solidarity between masters and 

slaves.”39 The understanding of παῖς as an endearing term has helped to propagate such a 

reading, leading to an interpretation of slavery, at least as it is presented in this story, as benign 

(in keeping with older models). That interpretation, however, is based entirely on a 

misunderstanding of the term παῖς and not on anything that is said in the story itself. It is to the 

specific features of the story that we will now turn. 

Identifying the Centurion and Reading the Audience 

It is not the enslaved man to whom we are first introduced in this narrative but rather his 

enslaver: a centurion in Capernaum. Details about this character are difficult to discern. He is 

clearly a soldier (perhaps a veteran) and a slaveholder. He is a man who understands authority 

structures and who, according to Jesus, has great faith. Any further information about the 

character must be filled in by the audience and interpreters. 

 

38 See Harrill, who gives as an example of the dishonoring of the enslaved “the common address of male 
slaves of any age as ‘boy’ (Greek παῖς, pais; Latin puer), denigrating them as infantile adults” (Harril, “Paul and 
Slavery,” 2:305). 

39 Luz, Matthew, 2:10 n17. 
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It is widely accepted that the centurion should be understood as a Gentile. Harrington 

says that the man is certainly a Gentile, though probably not Roman, and that he may be either 

stationed at a garrison in Capernaum or perhaps retired.40 Nolland argues that the centurion’s 

statement about unworthiness makes the most sense coming from a Gentile.41 France says that 

this is one of two stories in Matthew (the other being 15:21–28) which “explore the paradox of a 

Gentile’s expectation of help from a Jewish healer.”42 

Attempts to narrow down more clearly who this centurion was have gone in two 

directions. One group of scholars, focused on the historical setting of the story during the 

ministry of Jesus, argue that this centurion was likely a soldier in the service of Herod Antipas. 

Evans points out that Galilee was not a Roman province until 44 CE, making it likely that this 

man is a part of Antipas’s “provincial militia.”43 Luz notes the importance of Capernaum as a 

border town and appeals to Josephus for evidence that Antipas had his own troops.44 

Schnackenburg locates one of Antipas’s garrisons in or near Capernaum and suggests that it 

probably consisted mainly of Syrian mercenaries.45 

 

40 Harrington, Matthew, 113. 

41 Nolland, Matthew, 355. 

42 France, Matthew, 309. France notes a number of parallels between the two stories, writing that in both 
“Jesus’ initial reluctance to respond is overcome by the faith of the suppliant, which refuses to be put off and which 
in each case draws Jesus’ admiring comment. Significantly, these are also the only two stories in Matthew involving 
a healing from a distance.” 

43 Evans, Matthew, 187. For another commentator who takes the centurion as a solider under Antipas, see 
Morris, Matthew, 192. 

44 Luz, Matthew, 2:9–10 n16. 

45 Schnackenburg, Matthew, 82. 
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A second group of scholars argues that Matthew intends for this soldier to be identified as 

a Roman centurion, the sort of soldier with which his audience would be the most familiar. 

Keener reads the soldier in this way, using Roman rules about the family life and payment of 

Roman officers to interpret different elements of the story.46 Davies and Allison, writing about 

the strangeness of the scene presented in this narrative, say “The scene is an odd one. A Roman is 

asking for help from a Jew, a commander is playing the part of a supplicant.”47 Concerning 

Jesus’s surprisingly favorable reaction to this Roman commander, they write that it is actually 

typical for the New Testament. “Roman centurions not only merit respect but are also pious. This 

is somewhat surprising given the hostility many first-century Jews felt towards the invincible 

Roman army.”48 

This last point is expanded upon by Keener in a way that is worth noting. He writes 

When Matthew is writing (especially if somewhere in the decade following 70), his 
Jewish readers in the vicinity of Syria or Palestine would be tempted to hate Romans 
passionately, especially Roman soldiers, and perhaps especially their basic 
officers…Many in Matthew’s audience undoubtedly had relatives or knew of close 
relatives of friends who had died in the siege of Jerusalem or whom the Romans had 
enslaved after Jerusalem’s fall.49 

 
Here Keener raises the important question of how Matthew’s intended audience would have 

heard this text. What was their experience with Roman soldiers and their officers (and the 

individuals whom they enslaved) and how might that impact the way that this text was received? 

 

46 Keener, Matthew, 266. 

47 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:18. Emphasis added. 

48 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:19. For another commentator who takes the centurion as Roman, see 
Turner, Matthew, 232. 

49 Keener, 264–265. 
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And, if we can assume that Matthew was aware of the experiences and biases of his intended 

audience, how might the Antiochene experience of the Roman soldiery impact the way that we 

understand what Matthew wrote? 

Antioch’s position on the navigable Orontes River and at the intersection of several major 

trade routes gave it incredible economic import. Its location near rebellion-prone Judea and the 

eastern nation of Parthia (with whom Rome had a troubled relationship) made it strategically 

significant as well.50 For this reason, Rome stationed four legions—approximately 20,000 

soldiers—in Antioch (a city of roughly 150,000).51 Legio III Gallica, Legio IV Scythica, Legio 

VI Ferrata, Legio X Fretensis, Legio XII Fulminata, and Legio XVI Flavia Firma were each 

garrisoned in Syria at some point between 23 and 138 CE (that is, from the beginning of 

Tiberius’ reign to the end of Hadrian’s).52  These soldiers were an ever-present reminder of 

Rome’s control of the region, as were the hardships arising from levies, taxation, and the 

requisitioning of “animals for transportation, of labor, and of lodging for soldiers” that came with 

the army’s presence.53 

The relationship between these soldiers and Antioch’s Jewish population must have been 

fraught with difficulties since these legions “played an active role in Judean crises through the 

 

50 Warren Carter, Matthew and Empire: Initial Explorations (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2001), 
40. 

51 Carter, Matthew and Empire, 40–41. 

52 H. M. D. Parker, The Roman Legions, rev. ed. (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1958), 118–168. For an 
overview of the Roman legions stationed in Syria from the reign of Tiberias through the reign of Hadrian, see 
appendix B. 

53 Carter, Matthew and Empire, 41. Carter also notes that, when these taxations and levies were raised to 
support campaigns against Galilee and Judea, it caused strife between Antioch’s Syrian and Jewish populations 
(Carter, Matthew and Empire, 40, 42). For Matthew and his audience’s familiarity with the requisitioning of labor, 
see 5:41 (καὶ ὅστις σε ἀγγαρεύσει μίλιον ἕν, ὕπαγε μετ’ αὐτοῦ δύο). 
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century.”54 Josephus recounts the mobilization of the Syrian legions against Judea in 40 CE, 

again around 50 CE, and again from 66 CE until the destruction of the last holdouts at Masada in 

73 CE. Vespasian and Titus, who commanded the Syrian legions against Judea (and who both 

would later become emperor), visited Antioch on a number of occasions during and after their 

campaigns against Judea. Josephus writes that in 71 CE, when Titus was broadcasting his victory 

over Jerusalem, he “presented costly spectacles in all the cities of Syria through which he went, 

making use of [his] Jewish captives in the exhibition of their own destruction.”55 Imperial 

coinage circulating in the region at the time, with imprints like JUDEA CAPTA and JUDEA 

DEVICTA,56 served as a constant reminder to the Syrian Jews of the subjugation of their 

people.57 

When Matthew’s original Antiochian audience heard that a centurion approached Jesus, 

no doubt they could formulate a very clear picture of such a person. When they were told “a 

centurion had a slave,” it was likely not difficult for them to imagine. One major mechanism for 

enslaving people in the Roman world was capture in war. Bradley refers to the enslavement of 

defeated enemies as “one of the principal mechanisms by which Rome provided itself with 

slaves.” These war captives, taken from all corners of the Empire, were not necessarily shipped 

to Rome. They may instead be sold to the “itinerant dealers” who followed the legions, or they 

 

54 Carter, Matthew and Empire, 40. 

55καὶ δι᾽ ὧν ᾔει πόλεων τῆς Συρίας ἐν πάσαις θεωρίας τε συντελῶν πολυτελεῖς καὶ τῶν Ἰουδαίων τοὺς 
αἰχμαλώτους εἰς ἐπίδειξιν τῆς ἑαυτῶν ἀπωλείας ἀποχρώμενος (Josephus, B.J. 7.96). 

56 “Judea Captured” and “Judea Conquered.” 

57 Carter, Matthew and Empire, 44. 
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might be “distributed to the troops as a form of payment or bonus.”58 As an example, consider 

Livy’s description of the sack of Fidenae in Rome’s war with the Etruscans,59 in which he writes 

The following day lots were drawn by the cavalry and the centurions for single captives, 
or two for those [soldiers] of exceptional valor, while the others were sold at auction. The 
triumphant dictator led his army to Rome, victorious and rich in plunder.60 

 
For the sale of enslaved persons by the legionary commanders, see Cicero’s letter to Atticus, 

written in 51 BCE after his victory at Pindemissum as governor of Cilicia: “To [the soldiers] I 

relinquished the plunder, with the exception of the slaves…As I am writing there is about 

120,000 sesterces on the platform.”61 

In her book on slavery among the Jews, Catherine Hezser writes “Enslavements of Jews 

by Romans seem to have happened particularly often during the first and second Jewish revolts 

[that is, between 66–136 CE]…In Bellum [Josephus] states that ‘the total number of prisoners 

taken throughout the entire war amounted to ninety-seven thousand’ ([B.J.] 6.9.3, 420),” most of 

whom would be sold into slavery.62 As noted above, these enslaved individuals were not 

 

58 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 32–33. 

59 The reported battle took place in 526 BCE, but Livy’s description of the aftermath, written near the end 
of the first century BCE, may reflect early imperial military practice. 

60 Postero die singulis captivis ab equite ac centurionibus sorte ductis, et quorum eximia virtus fuerat, 
binis, aliis sub corona venundatis exercitum victorem opulentumque praeda triumphans dictator Romam reduxit 
(Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, 4.34.4). Scheidel notes that the exact meaning of the standard term for this sort of 
immediate sale after capture, sub corona vendere (translated above as “sold at auction”), was “unclear by the second 
century BC” (Scheidel, “Slave Supply,” 294). For another example of a commander distributing enslaved captives to 
their soldiers, see Suetonius, Divus Julius 26.  

61 Quibus exceptis <captivis> reliquam praedam concessimus…cum haec scribebam, in tribunali res erat 
ad HS 𝐶𝑋𝑋 (Cicero, Letters to Atticus, 5.20.4). Of particular note is the way Cicero dehumanizes these captives by 
numbering not the persons but rather the sum of money their sale was likely to produce. 

62 Hezser, Jewish Slavery, 230. Hezser notes that even if Josephus has exaggerated his numbers, the number 
of enslaved must have been in the tens of thousands. It is perhaps worth noting that one of those individuals captured 
and enslaved by the Romans was Josephus himself. 
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necessarily sent to Rome itself. Some would be sent to slave markets in non-Jewish Palestine, in 

Egypt, and in Syria,63 while others may have been distributed to the soldiers who fought in these 

conflicts as payment. 

Of the six legions noted above, four of them took part in the First Jewish War (66–73 CE) 

(one had not yet been created; the other remained garrisoned in Syria in full force during the 

conflict). IV Scythica and VI Ferrata both sent contingents to support Cestius Gallus and XII 

Fulminata in their fight against the Jewish rebels at the outset of the conflict in 66 CE. XII 

Fulminata and X Fretensis both fought under Titus in the siege of Jerusalem (X Fretensis also 

fought at Masada). Of the legions garrisoned near Antioch at the time Matthew was written (III 

Gallica, IV Scythica, and VI Ferrata; perhaps also XII Fulminata64), only III Gallica did not 

directly participate in the First Jewish War. What’s more, the influx of enslaved Jewish persons 

into the regions around Judaea after the war make it very likely, I think, that Matthew’s 

Antiochian audience would imagine the man enslaved by the centurion as a war captive, and 

perhaps a (fellow?) Jew. 

This background would seem to set up in the audience a predisposition to think of the 

centurion with hostility and to think of the enslaved man with sympathy. Indeed, if Keener is 

correct in his claim that many in Matthew’s audience would have acquaintances who were killed 

or enslaved by the Romans during the recent conflicts in Judea then it is hard to imagine them 

 

63 Hezser, Jewish Slavery, 230; Gideon Fuks, “Where Have All the Freedmen Gone? On an Anomaly in the 
Jewish Grave-Inscriptions from Rome,” JJS 36 (1985): 27; William V. Harris, “Towards a Study of the Roman 
Slave Trade,” Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 36 (1980): 122. 

64 XII Fulminata returned to Syria after the Jewish war but was transferred to Cappadocia in the last 
decades of the first century, perhaps before Matthew was written (J. Brian Campbell, “Legio,” BNP, accessed 
online). 
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viewing these two characters any other way. Yet as we move through this text it is the centurion 

(the outsider, the oppressor, the slaveholder), and not the enslaved individual, who is presented 

by Matthew as the sympathetic character. He comes to Jesus with a request for healing, 

responding with humble persistence when Jesus expresses a reluctance to help. His apparent 

grasp of Jesus’s authority and his faith in Jesus’s ability to bring about healing even from a 

distance are praised by Jesus and are set up by the author as qualities to be imitated. 

The Role of the Enslaved: Submission to Authority 

When compared to the centurion, the enslaved man is a relatively minor character in this 

narrative. His illness prompts his master to seek out Jesus and the report of his miraculous 

healing draws the story to a close. This is the extent of his involvement in the pericope as a 

simple agent. 

Commentators often see an indication of affection in the centurion’s appeal for the man 

he has enslaved. Keener writes that the centurion shows an “interest in the servant’s welfare” that 

is “not merely economic,” and that this enslaved man “was probably the centurion’s entire 

‘family.’”65 Nolland too talks about the “affectionate family link” between the master and the 

enslaved.66 While that is a possibility, there is nothing in the text of Matthew to indicate the 

centurion’s motives in coming to Jesus. As Gundry points out, Matthew’s text lacks the clause ὃς 

ἦν αὐτῷ ἔντιμος (found in the Lukan parallel in Luke 7:2), which may be read as an expression 

of affection.67 Indeed Matthew’s text gives no indication as to what motivates the centurion to 

 

65 Keener, Matthew, 266. 

66 Nolland, Matthew, 354. 

67 Robert H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Handbook for a Mixed Church under Persecution, 
2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 142. I say that this clause may be read as an indication of affection 
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come to Jesus with this request for the enslaved man. Is it genuine concern for the man’s 

wellbeing that brings the centurion to Jesus? Is the request more self-motivated, since an 

enslaved person who is “laying in the house paralyzed” cannot adequately serve his master? The 

text is ambiguous on this point. 

The text is explicit on one point: how the centurion imagines his relationship with an 

enslaved person should be characterized. In his response to Jesus’s hesitation to come and heal, 

the centurion says, “I too am a man under authority, with soldiers subject to me, and I say to one 

‘Go’ and he goes, and to anther ‘Come here,’ and he comes, and to my slave ‘Do this,’ and he 

does it” (8:9).68 Many commentaries are content to ignore the move from “soldiers” to “slave” in 

the centurion’s statement.69 Morris notes the shift, but only to say that is has “no great 

significance.”70 While it may not represent a significant shift in the substance of what the 

centurion is saying, it does represent a significant and relevant assumption of his time. It is a 

statement of the most basic belief of the slave-holding class; when an enslaved person is given a 

command, it should be obeyed without question. The task of the enslaved person is to do what he 

is told. It is this sort of “domination” of will that Patterson claims characterizes slavery. From the 

master’s perspective, the enslaved person has no will of their own. Rather the will of the master 

 

because ἔντιμος can also mean “valuable” in a financial sense, thus the Lukan centurion may be expressing a 
financial concern rather than true concern for the life of a valued individual. Consider the Vulgate translation which 
renders ἔντιμος as pretiosus (“expensive”/“costly”; from pretium, “price”) rather than honoratus 
(“honored”/“esteemed”). 

68 καὶ γὰρ ἐγὼ ἄνθρωπός εἰμι ὑπὸ ἐξουσίαν, ἔχων ὑπʼ ἐμαυτὸν στρατιώτας, καὶ λέγω τούτῳ· Πορεύθητι, 
καὶ πορεύεται, καὶ ἄλλῳ· Ἔρχου, καὶ ἔρχεται, καὶ τῷ δούλῳ μου· Ποίησον τοῦτο, καὶ ποιεῖ. 

69 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:24; Luz, Matthew, 2:10; Harrington, Matthew, 114; Keener, Matthew, 
267–68; Nolland, Matthew, 355–56; France, Matthew, 314–15; Schnackenburg, Matthew, 82; Turner, Matthew, 232. 

70 Morris, Matthew, 194. 
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is imposed upon them. The enslaved should not act of their own accord but should simply do 

what the master tells them to do.71 Harrill writes “Mastery over slaves was an absolute, 

personalized form of power, known in Latin as auctoritas, which involved a series of specific 

modes of domination to make the subordinate not only comply with individual orders but also to 

anticipate the master’s wishes.”72 In this particular narrative, the enslaved person is expected to 

obey orders. We will see in the parables the expectation of anticipation which Harrill describes. 

The expectation of obedience is not only repeated by the evangelist, it is met with 

amazement and praise from Jesus. His own authority to heal is compared to the centurion’s 

authority to command his soldiers and to dominate those he enslaves.73 Jesus responds by telling 

those who were following him that he has not seen this sort of faith in Israel (8:10) and then by 

healing the enslaved man according to the centurion’s request. It is worth noting that, even here, 

the enslaved man is presented in a secondary way. The healing is carried out for the centurion’s 

benefit, not for the benefit of the infirmed man (8:13, “let it be done for you”). Matthew’s 

presentation of this story accepts as true the basic assumption of the ancient slaveholding class: 

enslaved persons exist to serve their masters. 

 

71 This could, perhaps, give us an indication of the centurion’s motivation in coming to Jesus. If the 
enslaved person is imagined as one who does what he is told to do, what could be worse for the master than an 
enslaved individual who suffers from paralysis? The man enslaved by the centurion was laying at home, unable to 
carry out orders. Could this be what brings the centurion to Jesus? Like other interpretations, this is speculative at 
best but has as much or more support from the text as other proposed interpretations. 

72 Harrill, “Paul and Slavery,” 2:315. See also Harrill, “The Metaphor of Slavery in the Writings of 
Tertullian,” Studia Patristica 42 (2003): 387, where he writes that the “distinctly Roman form of domination known 
as auctoritas…recognizes the subjectivity of subordinates and sees that true authority consists not just in obeying 
individual commands, but in the subordinate’s compliance to the personal power of the master, even anticipating the 
master’s will.” 

73 Keeping in mind, as was previously noted, Matthew’s audience may likely imagine those enslaved by 
this centurion as Jewish war captives. 
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While the enslaved man is visible in this story, he is only barely so. He appears in order 

to set up the story with his infirmity and his healing brings the story to a close.74 He is not 

permitted to speak. He is unable to act. Combining these elements of the story with the 

centurion’s description of the enslaved and their lot in life (i.e., to obey orders as they are given) 

we have a portrayal of ancient slavery that conforms to Patterson’s model of domination. The 

enslaved person is secondary in this narrative in every possible way. His miraculous healing is 

ultimately a service to the master, who will once again have the use of an enslaved individual 

who can do what he is told to do. 

Those Enslaved by Herod the Tetrarch (14:1–2) 

Matthew introduces another enslaved character (or group of characters) in 14:1–2. In this brief 

text, Herod Antipas expresses curiosity regarding the identity of Jesus. It serves as an 

introduction to the story of the execution of John the Baptist at Antipas’s command. Matthew’s 

text reads as follows: 

[1]At that time Herod the Tetrarch heard the news about Jesus, [2]and he said to his slaves 
“This is John the Baptist; he was raised from the dead, and for this reason the powers are 
at work in him.”75 
 

Matthew’s version of events is markedly shorter than the Markan report, which shall be provided 

here for comparison. 

[14]And King Herod heard, for his [i.e. Jesus’s] name was becoming well known, and they 
were saying “John the Baptist had been raised from the dead, and for this reason the 
powers are at work in him.” [15]And others were saying “He is Elijah,” and others were 

 

74 In this way, the enslaved man is as much a part of the literary setting as he is a true “character.” 

75 Ἐν ἐκείνῳ τῷ καιρῷ ἤκουσεν Ἡρῴδης ὁ τετραάρχης τὴν ἀκοὴν Ἰησοῦ, καὶ εἶπεν τοῖς παισὶν αὐτοῦ· 
Οὗτός ἐστιν Ἰωάννης ὁ βαπτιστής· αὐτὸς ἠγέρθη ἀπὸ τῶν νεκρῶν, καὶ διὰ τοῦτο αἱ δυνάμεις ἐνεργοῦσιν ἐν αὐτῷ. 
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saying “[He is] a prophet like one of the prophets.” [16]Hearing [this] Herod said, “The 
one whom I beheaded, John, this one was raised” (Mark 6:14–16).76 
 

It is immediately apparent that Matthew has condensed Mark’s story substantially.77 The note 

about Jesus’s name becoming well known and the various opinions about him are summarized 

simply as τὴν ἀκοὴν Ἰησοῦ (“the news about Jesus”). The identification of John as “the one 

whom I beheaded” is taken out78 in favor of the detail about “the powers” being at work.79 

The most notable of Matthew’s changes for our purposes is his addition of τοῖς παισὶν 

αὐτοῦ to the Markan text. In Mark, Herod considers the reports he has heard and wonders aloud, 

presumably to himself, about Jesus’s identity. Matthew has, without explanation, added a group 

of silent interlocutors—“his slaves.” 

Herod the Tetrarch and His παῖδες 

The “Herod” in question in this story would be Herod Antipas, appropriately identified 

by Matthew as a τετραάρχης,80 ruler of Galilee and Perea from 4 BCE until 39 CE.81 He was the 

 

76 Καὶ ἤκουσεν ὁ βασιλεὺς Ἡρῴδης, φανερὸν γὰρ ἐγένετο τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ, καὶ ἔλεγον ὅτι Ἰωάννης ὁ 
βαπτίζων ἐγήγερται ἐκ νεκρῶν, καὶ διὰ τοῦτο ἐνεργοῦσιν αἱ δυνάμεις ἐν αὐτῷ· ἄλλοι δὲ ἔλεγον ὅτι Ἠλίας ἐστίν· 
ἄλλοι δὲ ἔλεγον ὅτι προφήτης ὡς εἷς τῶν προφητῶν. ἀκούσας δὲ ὁ Ἡρῴδης ἔλεγεν· Ὃν ἐγὼ ἀπεκεφάλισα Ἰωάννην, 
οὗτος ἠγέρθη. 

77 Matthew’s text contains 34 words compared to Mark’s 54. 

78 This detail is retained in some manuscripts (D, a,b, ff1, h, vgmss), likely an editorial attempt to conform 
Matthew’s text to Mark’s. 

79 Other editorial changes by Matthew are his addition of the transitional phrase Ἐν ἐκείνῳ τῷ καιρῷ at the 
beginning of the story, and his correction of Herod’s title (from Mark’s βασιλεὺς to the more accurate τετραάρχης). 

80 As opposed to Mark, who calls this character βασιλεὺς. 

81 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:466. 
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son of Herod the Great82 and his fourth wife, the Samaritan woman Malthace.83 Antipas was first 

married to the daughter of the Nabataean king Aretas IV Philopatris but divorced her in favor of 

Herodias, daughter of his half-brother Aristobulus IV and former wife of his half-brother Herod 

Philip.84 Antipas was exiled to western Europe after he unsuccessfully petitioned the emperor 

Caligula for the royal title “king” which his nephew and brother-in-law Agrippa had been 

awarded. 

Antipas was thus succeeded by his nephew, Agrippa. None of our sources tell us whether 

or not he had any children of his own. We know nothing about children by his Nabataean wife 

(indeed, we do not even know her name). Josephus tells us that Herodias followed him into exile 

but says nothing about children (either sent into exile or executed to ensure a smooth transition 

of power).85 The only “child” associated with Antipas in the New Testament is Salome, who is 

called not the child of Herod but “the daughter of Herodias.”86 

This brings us once again to the question of how best to translate παῖς. It seems unlikely, 

based on the other surviving historical data we have, that Matthew is providing us with evidence 

here that Antipas had multiple, otherwise unknown offspring. It is equally unlikely that Matthew 

intends for us to imagine this Herod speaking with a group of young children. It seems most 

 

82 The Herod of Matthew’s infancy narrative. 

83 David C. Braund, “Herod Antipas,” ABD 3:160. See also Josephus, A.J. 17.20. 

84 The name “Herod Philip” is a modern reconstruction based on two sources. In Matthew, Antipas’s half-
brother is called only Philip (14:3). Josephus, on the other hand, refers to Herodias’s first husband simply as 
“Herod” (A.J. 18.5.1). 

85 Josephus, A.J. 18.240–55. 

86 ἡ θυγάτηρ τῆς Ἡρῳδιάδος (14:6). Josephus specifies that Salome was the child of Herodias and her first 
husband (Josephus, A.J. 18.5.4). 
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plausible that when Matthew refers to the παῖδες of Herod in this passage, he is instead referring 

to the enslaved attendants and retainers that often accompanied and served kings and other 

wealthy persons in the ancient world.87 Sandra Joshel writes that “without proper servants, a 

person of substance or someone with aspirations to social standing could not live nobly,”88 and 

that for such enslaved persons, simply “being on hand…was part of their work.”89 She also notes 

that, during the reign of Augustus, individuals sent into exile “could only take twenty servants—

a number meant to be punitive.”90 That a person of Antipas’s status should be surrounded by 

enslaved attendants is historically quite likely. 

The Septuagint frequently attests to such a usage of παῖς. Davies and Allison note that 

παῖς is used of a ruler’s “attendants or courtiers” in Gen 41:10, 37–8 (the servants of Pharaoh), 1 

Kgdms 16:15–17 (the servants of Saul), Jer 43:31 (the servants of Jehoiakim), Jer 44:2 (the 

servants of Zedekiah), and 1 Macc 1:6, 8 (the Diadochi).91 Their list is by no means exhaustive. 

One could add to this list the servants of David (2 Kdgms 10:2–4), of Solomon (3 Kgdms 10:5, 

8), and those attending to Nebuchadnezzar (Dan 2:4, 7), among others. 

 

87 It is telling that even Luz, who insists that Matthew never uses the word παῖς to refer to enslaved 
characters, opts to translated παισὶν here as “slaves” (Luz, Matthew, 2:305). For other commentators who opt for the 
translation “servants” here, see William F. Albright and C. S. Mann, Matthew: A New Translation with Introduction 
and Commentary, AB (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1971), 175; Evans, Matthew, 290; Schnackenburg, Matthew, 
138; Gundry, Matthew, 285; Nolland, Matthew, 579; Morris, Matthew, 368; France, Matthew, 551; and Harrington, 
Matthew, 214. The παῖδες here are also referred to as “attendants” (Turner, Matthew, 363; Davies and Allison, 
Matthew, 2:467), and “courtiers” (Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:467; Schnackenburg, Matthew, 140). 

88 Joshel, Slavery, 184. 

89 Joshel, Slavery, 186. 

90 Joshel, Slavery, 184. 

91 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:467. Jeremiah references reflect LXX numbering. In MT, see Jer 36:31 
and 37:2. In all cases except 1 Maccabees (which has no Hebrew archetype), παῖς serves as a translation for ‘ebed in 
the Hebrew. Diadochi is the term used for the rival generals of Alexander the Great who fought for control of his 
empire after his death in 323 BCE. 



 
 

123 

 

A closer look at these occurrences of παῖς demonstrates a further difficulty in 

understanding this term. Although in each of these cases παῖς can (and should) be translated as 

servant/slave, the individuals to whom the word refers are quite diverse. In 2 Kgdms 10, the 

παῖδες of David are messengers who are harshly mistreated by those who receive them.92 In 1 

Macc 1, the individuals designated as παῖδες are not literal “slaves” but are soldiers—important 

generals, in fact.93 The παῖδες of Solomon seen by the Queen of Sheba in 3 Kgdms 10 are 

notably seated and are listed alongside those who are standing to serve (λειτουργός, as a 

translation of the Hebrew mešartaw). This has led translators to understand these παῖδες as royal 

officials and the λειτουργοί as servants, though it may be better to understand both groups as 

serving, albeit in different capacities.94 Daniel presents a particularly interesting case. In Dan 2:2 

the reader is introduced to a group of magicians (ἐπαοιδούς), enchanters (μάγους), sorcerers 

(φαρμακούς), and Chaldeans (χαλδαίους) whom the king summons to interpret his dream. In v. 4 

and again in v. 7 these individuals call themselves the king’s slaves. In this instance, παῖς is 

probably meant to indicate the place of these men vis-à-vis their sovereign (i.e., individuals who 

are bound to serve him) and not their actual social status.95 

 

92 A similar depiction of enslaved messengers who are vulnerable to violence will be seen in Matthew’s 
parables. 

93 For a similar use of παῖς to refer to fighting men in a king’s service, see 2 Kgdms 2:12, 13, 15, 17, 30, 31 
and 4 Kgdms 6:8, 11, 12. Again, in each of these instances παῖς serves as a translation for ‘ebed. 

94 See translations in the ESV (officials…servants), NIV (officials…servants), NRSV (officials…servants). 
Similarly, NABre (ministers…waiters). Uniquely, the NASB takes both roles as servile (servants…waiters). This 
seems to be a faithful rendering of the Hebrew (where the difference between šarat and ‘ebed is the difference 
between ministerial service and menial service; see BDB) and is also an appropriate way to read the Greek.  

95 That is, these men were bound to serve the king, as are all people in his kingdom, but they were not 
necessarily of enslaved status. 
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Thus, even though Matthew’s text and its context make it clear that παῖδες in 14:2 should 

be translated as “slaves” rather than “children” or “youths,” we cannot be certain what sort of 

individuals our author intended for his audience to imagine. Mark imagines this same Herod 

surrounded by “his courtiers, military officers, and the most prominent people of Galilee.”96 

Does Matthew imagine the παῖδες of 14:2 as such high-status individuals? Or are they persons of 

enslaved status? The LXX evidence would suggest that both are possibilities, but Matthew gives 

us little if anything to indicate that one option should be preferred over the other. For the 

purposes of our exploration of the narrative, however, these characters will be read as enslaved 

since the author refers to them using a servile term. 

The Role of the Enslaved: Unnecessary Interlocutors 

One could justifiably ask why Matthew thinks it necessary to insert these enslaved 

characters at all. It is one of the few editorial additions made to a Markan passage that is 

otherwise substantially shortened, but the reasoning behind the addition is not readily apparent. 

Indeed, a number of scholars writing on this pericope ignore Herod’s παῖδες altogether since they 

seem to contribute nothing to the narrative.97 When Davies and Allison list the “most significant” 

changes which Matthew made to Mark’s account, the insertion of τοῖς παισὶν αὐτοῦ is not among 

them.98 

The commentators who do mention these persons enslaved by Herod in this passage 

argue that they were inserted by the author to provide the tetrarch with interlocutors. Holland 

 

96 τοῖς μεγιστᾶσιν αὐτοῦ καὶ τοῖς χιλιάρχοις καὶ τοῖς πρώτοις τῆς Γαλιλαίας (Mark 6:21). 

97 See Keener, Matthew, 398; Harrington, Matthew, 214–16; France, Matthew, 553; Albright and Mann, 
Matthew, 175–6; Turner, Matthew, 363; Evans, Matthew, 291; Talbert, Matthew, 182; Luz, Matthew, 2:306. 

98 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:464. 
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writes succinctly “Where the other Gospels provide no audience, Matthew identifies the logical 

hearers for Herod’s words: the servants who attended him.”99 Morris and Gundry make similar 

observations.100 Their point is clear enough. In the Markan and Lukan accounts, Herod is talking 

to himself (Mark 6:16; Luke 9:9). In Matthew, he speaks to “his slaves.” 

The question remains “What role do these enslaved individuals play in the narrative?” 

Again, Matthew gives us very little to work with. These individuals are apparently added to the 

narrative by Matthew but don’t seem to add anything of substance to the narrative by their 

presence. As simple agents, they move the story forward simply by being present to hear Herod’s 

concerns (though they offer no insights or response). It would be a stretch to call such agents 

“interlocutors” since there is no dialogue in this passage, only Herod speaking and these 

enslaved persons standing by to hear him. 

It is not surprising that we find enslaved individuals portrayed in such a passive way. 

Harrill writes that ancient authors often imagine the enslaved “as a mere extension of the 

master’s self.”101 As extensions of the master, wholly subordinate to his or her will, enslaved 

persons are able to act as “managers and business agents…[engaging] in commerce on behalf of 

elite owners,” going where a master does not wish to go and carrying out tasks as a stand-in for 

the master.102 In these cases, we see the enslaved portrayed as passive vessels through which the 

master might enact their will. Harrill notes that when Pliny the Younger voices “concern” for his 

 

99 Nolland, Matthew, 579. 

100 Morris, Matthew, 369 n4; Gundry, Matthew, 285. 

101 Harrill, “Paul and Slavery,” 2:302. 

102 Joshel, Slavery, 165. 
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ill lector, the enslaved Encolpius, he actually “voices his own desires as though they belong to 

the slave.”103 This is appropriate if one believes, as the ancient slave-holding class seems to, that 

the enslaved should not exercise their own individual will but should rather “subordinate 

[themselves] to the master’s will.”104 Those living in slavery in the Roman world, Bradley 

argues, must have always been conscious of the tension between their independent personhood 

on the one hand and the total domination of their will by the master on the other. He writes 

To greater or lesser degree, slavery presented all Roman slaves with an unavoidable 
dilemma—the dilemma of reconciling their active human potential with a social 
categorization that in theory denied them all possibility of exercising independent 
judgement and freedom of the will.105 

 
From the slave-holders perspective, however, the dilemma was how to restrain the active will of 

enslaved individuals and to keep them subordinated to the master.106 

In light of such attitudes, one could understand Matthew’s Herod as, in essence, talking 

to himself as he does in the Markan and Lukan parallels. Although Matthew has added the 

enslaved persons to this passage, they serve no real function as characters. They hear Herod’s 

concern but offer no response. The story is not meaningfully changed by their presence; indeed, 

Luke has no problem following Mark and omitting them. They are merely an extension of their 

master, serving here as the recipient of Herod’s otherwise aimless dialogue. 

Any conclusions about the enslaved characters in this narrative must remain tentative 

because of the lack of evidence. The passage offers very little and we are left to conjecture. The 

 

103 Harrill, “Paul and Slavery,” 2:301. 

104 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 176. 

105 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 178. 

106 The dynamics of this relationship is detailed at length in Bradley, Slaves and Masters. 
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reading offered here highlights the domination of the will of the enslaved in antiquity, 

subordinating them to the point that they are denied personhood and become a mere extension of 

their master. In this way it conforms to Patterson’s model of slavery as domination. However, it 

must be readily admitted that this reading is more speculative than conclusive. 

Those Enslaved by the High Priest 

The arrest of Jesus brings the reader into contact with three more enslaved characters. First, in 

26:51 we encounter a man enslaved by the high priest who comes with the arresting party and 

whose ear is cut off by one of Jesus’s companions. Then, in 26:69, 71 Peter is confronted by two 

enslaved women who accuse him of being with Jesus. Ronald Charles highlights the uniqueness 

of these enslaved persons among the others present in Matthew’s Gospel; unlike the enslaved 

persons discussed previously, these individuals are “present and/or tangible in the narrative.”107 

The two enslaved women of this chapter are the only slaves in Matthew’s narrative who are 

permitted to speak, and the physical presence of the δοῦλος in the garden is highlighted by the 

assault on his body. 

Identifying the Enslaved Man in Gethsemane (26:47–54) 

[47]And while he was still speaking—behold! —Judas, one of the twelve, came and with 
him a large crowd from the chief priests and elders of the people [armed] with swords 
and clubs. [48](Now, his betrayer had given a sign to them, saying “He is the one whom I 
will kiss. Arrest him.”) [49]And immediately upon coming to Jesus he said “Greetings, 
Rabbi,” and he kissed him. [50]And Jesus said to him “Friend, [do] what you are here for.” 
Then, coming forward, they laid hands on Jesus and arrested him. [51]And—behold!—one 
of those with Jesus extending his hand drew out his sword, striking the slave of the high 
priest and cutting off his ear. [52]Then Jesus said to him “Return your sword to its place, 
for all who take up the sword will die by the sword. [53]Do you think I am not able to call 
my father, and he will at once put at my disposal as many as twelve legions of angels? 

 

107 Charles, Silencing of Slaves, 103. 
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[54]How else will the scriptures be fulfilled [which say] that it must happen in this 
way?”108 

 
There has been a surprising amount written about the potential identity of the individual 

whom Matthew simply calls τὸν δοῦλον τοῦ ἀρχιερέως. Luz states, most correctly, that Matthew 

shows no interest in who this enslaved person is,109 but this has not prevented scholars from 

speculating. Norbert Krieger wrote a short piece in 1957 suggesting that “the slave of the high 

priest” was not of slave status at all but was actually Judas.110 Krieger argues that, for the 

disciples of Jesus who recorded the Gospel stories, Judas served as a guide for those arresting 

Jesus (Acts 1:16) and had “presented and sold himself to the High Priest as a ‘servant of 

obedience’ (Rom 6:16).”111 “For this reason,” he writes “the servants of the Lord have branded 

his traitor as the servant of the High Priest.”112 Regarding the traditional name, Μάλχος, Krieger 

says that the fourth evangelist “invented [it] freely” and has, because of his “tremendous 

authority…[blurred] the original tradition in the consciousness of the church.”113 

 

108 Καὶ ἔτι αὐτοῦ λαλοῦντος ἰδοὺ Ἰούδας εἷς τῶν δώδεκα ἦλθεν καὶ μετʼ αὐτοῦ ὄχλος πολὺς μετὰ μαχαιρῶν 
καὶ ξύλων ἀπὸ τῶν ἀρχιερέων καὶ πρεσβυτέρων τοῦ λαοῦ. ὁ δὲ παραδιδοὺς αὐτὸν ἔδωκεν αὐτοῖς σημεῖον λέγων· 
Ὃν ἂν φιλήσω αὐτός ἐστιν· κρατήσατε αὐτόν. καὶ εὐθέως προσελθὼν τῷ Ἰησοῦ εἶπεν· Χαῖρε, ῥαββί· καὶ 
κατεφίλησεν αὐτόν. ὁ δὲ Ἰησοῦς εἶπεν αὐτῷ· Ἑταῖρε, ἐφʼ ὃ πάρει. τότε προσελθόντες ἐπέβαλον τὰς χεῖρας ἐπὶ τὸν 
Ἰησοῦν καὶ ἐκράτησαν αὐτόν. καὶ ἰδοὺ εἷς τῶν μετὰ Ἰησοῦ ἐκτείνας τὴν χεῖρα ἀπέσπασεν τὴν μάχαιραν αὐτοῦ καὶ 
πατάξας τὸν δοῦλον τοῦ ἀρχιερέως ἀφεῖλεν αὐτοῦ τὸ ὠτίον. τότε λέγει αὐτῷ ὁ Ἰησοῦς· Ἀπόστρεψον τὴν μάχαιράν 
σου εἰς τὸν τόπον αὐτῆς, πάντες γὰρ οἱ λαβόντες μάχαιραν ἐν μαχαίρῃ ἀπολοῦνται· ἢ δοκεῖς ὅτι οὐ δύναμαι 
παρακαλέσαι τὸν πατέρα μου, καὶ παραστήσει μοι ἄρτι πλείω δώδεκα λεγιῶνας ἀγγέλων; πῶς οὖν πληρωθῶσιν αἱ 
γραφαὶ ὅτι οὕτως δεῖ γενέσθαι; 

109 Luz, Matthew, 3:419. 

110 Norbert Krieger, “Der Knecht des Hohenpriesters,” NovT 2, no. 1 (1957): 73–74. 

111 Krieger, “Der Knecht,” 73. 

112 “Darum haben die Knechte des Herrn seinen Verräter gebrandmarkt als den Knecht des Hohen-
priesters” (Krieger, “Der Knecht,” 73). 

113 “frei erfunden… es seiner gewaltigen Autorität gelungen, die ursprüngliche Tradition im Bewusstsein 
der Gemeinde zu verwischen” (Krieger, “Der Knecht,” 73). 
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Benedict Viviano offers another interpretation, arguing that the δοῦλος of this passage 

should not be thought of as a “lowly domestic” but rather as the segan hacohanim—the prefect 

of the priests, the chief assistant or deputy of the high priest.114 This is the same individual, 

Viviano states, who is referred to in Luke as the στρατηγὸς τοῦ ἱεροῦ (Luke 22:4, 52), though he 

does not explain how he arrives as this conclusion, saying only that “the same usage prevails in 

Josephus.”115 

Further, Viviano argues that cutting off this man’s ear was intended to disqualify him 

from priestly service.116 Daube made a similar point several years earlier. He wrote that, though 

Rostovtzeff and Lohmeyer after him were right to look for significance in the incident of the 

enslaved man’s disfigurement, they went to the wrong sources for analogies (Egyptian for 

Rostovtzeff; Assyrian and Babylonian for Lohmeyer).117 Daube presents as more appropriate 

analogs two stories: in Tosephta Parah 3.8, where Johanan ben Zaccai cuts off a Sadducean High 

Priest’s ear “in order to make him unfit for the cultic service he was about to perform,”118 and in 

Josephus, who says that in 40 BCE Antigonus removed the ear of his uncle Hyrcanus II “in order 

to deprive him forever of his High Priesthood.”119 Of the assault in the Gospels, Viviano writes 

 

114 Benedict T. Viviano, “The High Priest’s Servant’s Ear,” RB 96, no. 1 (1989): 73. 

115 Viviano, “Servant’s Ear,” 73. Viviano gives a reference to Josephus, B.J. 6.5.3, which speaks of a 
στρατηγὸς overseeing the temple, though this individual is not called δοῦλος τοῦ ἀρχιερέως at any point. It is also 
notable that στρατηγὸς τοῦ ἱεροῦ is always plural in Luke (Luke 22:4, 52) and so cannot be the unique designation 
for a single, “chief assistant” as Viviano claims. For its use in the singular, see the above citation from Josephus, as 
well as Acts 4:1; 5:24, 26. 

116 Viviano, “Servant’s Ear,” 74–80. 

117 D. Daube, “Three Notes Having to Do with Johanan ben Zakkai,” JTS 11, no. 1 (1960): 61. 

118 Daube, “Three Notes,” 59. 

119 Daube, “Three Notes,” 61. In one text, the ear is cut off (A.J. 14.13.10) while in another, Antigonus bites 
it off (B.J. 1.13.10). 
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It was a well-chosen insult, the wound was of a type which, had it been inflicted on the 
servant’s master, would have forced him from office. And there can be nobody who 
didn’t understand… One could not lay hands on the master, and there is, of course, no 
question of his having become unfit. But at least he was not so far out of reach as to 
escape altogether: he would be seriously and suggestively disgraced by having his servant 
mutilated in this particular manner.120 
 

Keener doubts that this is the case, arguing instead that “the disciple was probably aiming for a 

more substantive target (like the man’s neck) and missed because he had no practice striking 

what rapidly became a moving target.”121 

France and Morris both point out that this enslaved person is designated not simply as 

δοῦλον but as τὸν δοῦλον (with the article). France suggests that this could indicate that the 

enslaved man should be thought of as the leader of the arresting party.122 Morris notes that “all 

four Gospels say that this was the slave, not a slave, of the high priest, but with our ignorance of 

the high priest’s household we cannot tell whether this is significant or not.”123 It is unclear what 

Morris hopes to draw from this but his assumption that the presence of the Greek article requires 

that we understand this as “the slave” (perhaps the only slave?) is, in the end, unhelpful.124 

 

120 Daube, “Three Notes,” 61. See a similar argument from G. W. H. Lampe, “The Two Swords (Luke 
22:35–38),” in Jesus and the Politics of His Day, ed. E. Bammel and C. F. D. Moule (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984), 335–351. 

121 Keener, Matthew, 643. Morris writes similarly that “Peter struck a lusty blow in the general direction of 
the enemy but managed to inflict only minor damage” (Morris, Matthew, 675). France also expresses doubt that the 
intention of the injury was to disqualify the enslaved man (or, symbolically, the high priest) from temple service  
(France, Matthew, 1013 n21). 

122 France, Matthew, 1013. A similar suggestion may be found in Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:511. Luz 
notes that interpreters have made the enslaved man “an especially brave fighter or even a leader of the enemy hoard” 
(Luz, Matthew, 3:419). 

123 Morris, Matthew, 675 n97. 

124 The presence of the article in Greek does not require the presence of a definite article in English any 
more than its absence in Greek requires an indefinite article. 
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These arguments for the identity of the δοῦλος seem to stretch what is actually found in 

the text and appear at a certain level to be attempts to avoid the obvious conclusion that this 

δοῦλος is, in fact, a person enslaved by the High Priest. Ultimately, in agreement with Luz, I 

think the most we can reasonably say here is that Matthew is not interested in the identity of this 

enslaved man beyond the stated fact that he belongs to the High Priest. While this idea (i.e., the 

idea of a Jewish religious leader enslaving someone) may seem strange or even scandalous to the 

modern reader, it is unlikely that it would have bothered the Gospel’s original audience. 

Jospehus, writing about the disagreements between the high priests and the rest of the priesthood 

during the reign of Nero, says 

Such great shamelessness and recklessness seized the High Priests that they even dared to 
send slaves to the threshing floor to carry off the tithes meant for the priests. And it 
resulted that the poorer of the priests died because of the deficiency (A.J. 20.8.8).125 
 

In the Talmudic tradition we read in b. Pesachim 57a the following: 

Woe is me due to the servants of the High Priests of the house of Yishmael ben Piakhi; 
woe is me due to their fists. The power of these households stemmed from the fact that 
their fathers were High Priests, and their sons were the Temple treasurers, and their sons-
in-law were Temple overseers. And their servants strike the people with clubs, and 
otherwise act inappropriately.126 

 
We know from various early sources (both in Hebrew and in Greek) that the High Priests could 

and did enslave people. The injured man of our story was one of them. 

 

 

 

125 τοσαύτη δὲ τοὺς ἀρχιερεῖς κατέλαβεν ἀναίδεια καὶ τόλμα, ὥστε καὶ πέμπειν δούλους ἐτόλμων ἐπὶ τὰς 
ἅλωνας τοὺς ληψομένους τὰς τοῖς ἱερεῦσιν ὀφειλομένας δεκάτας, καὶ συνέβαινεν τοὺς ἀπορουμένους τῶν ἱερέων 
ὑπ᾿ ἐνδείας τελευτᾶν. 

126 Translation from the William Davidson Talmud, accessed online through sefaria.org. 
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The Role of the Enslaved: The Locus of Violence 

What is more interesting to me in this passage is not the identity of the enslaved man, but 

what happens to him. We read that an unnamed individual who is with Jesus strikes off the 

enslaved person’s ear with a sword. In commenting on this passage, Davies and Allison write 

that the “disciple is unaccountably not arrested.”127 Indeed if this δοῦλος were actually Judas or 

the segan hacohanim or some other important person, perhaps “the leader of the arresting 

party”128 then it would be surprising that the armed crowd didn’t take the offender into custody 

along with Jesus. Instead, the offender faces no consequences simply because the individual 

assaulted was no one of consequence. The injured man is not Judas, nor a priest, nor any other 

free individual. As Nolland puts it, “The scale of the opposition is paltry… Only one person is 

hurt, and that one person [only] a slave.”129 Thus the violence inflicted upon him (as the narrative 

is told) is not presented as problematic. 

Interpreters have rightly shown a progression in the way the story of this enslaved person 

is told from one Gospel to the next. Davies and Allison write that in Mark “Jesus fails to respond 

verbally to the cutting off of the slave’s ear: the event has no commentary and no obvious 

meaning. In Matthew…the commentary becomes the whole point.”130 Ronald Charles has 

recently highlighted the different reactions in the four Gospels to the violence done to this 

individual. Mark’s story is characterized by indifference; “nothing is said or done about the 

 

127 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:511. 

128 France, Matthew, 1013. 

129 Nolland, Matthew, 1112. 

130 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:511. 
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cutting of the slave’s ear.”131 In Matthew, Jesus responds by teaching that violence begets 

violence, words often taken to imply pacifism.132 However, Charles rightfully points out that “in 

Matthew, there is still a general indifference toward the actual situation of the slave bleeding.”133 

Jesus’s teaching about non-violence is directed at the disciple and at the armed crowd who has 

come to arrest him, not to the enslaved man who has recently been the victim of violence. This 

figure provided an appropriate occasion for the lesson, but the message of peace does not heal 

the damage already done to his vulnerable body. 

Here we may see another basic assumption of the Roman institution of slavery; the 

bodies of the enslaved are always vulnerable to violence.134 Various indignities were carried out 

against enslaved persons in the ancient world, first by slave dealers,135 and then by the 

individuals who purchased them, whose prerogative to abuse the enslaved physically was 

practically limitless.136 Any injury an enslaved person might receive from a third party entitled 

the master to redress because of “damage suffered by their property”137 but would not call for 

legal action equivalent to the assault of a free person. As Bradley writes, “any Roman slave, as a 

 

131 Charles, Silencing of Slaves, 119. 

132 See Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:511. 

133 Charles, Silencing of Slaves, 119. Charles goes on to say that Luke’s story advocates for a 
compassionate response to violence as his Jesus heals the enslaved man, while John’s story teaches that “violence 
against a known slave who belongs to a powerful owner should not be pursued because his master is powerful” 
(Charles, Silencing of Slaves, 119). 

134 Recall Patterson, “Slavery is…violent domination…” (Slavery and Social Death, 13). 

135 Bradley, Slaves and Masters, 114–116. 

136 Bradley, Slaves and Masters, 118. 

137 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 49. 
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matter of course, could become the object of physical abuse or injury at any time.”138 Although 

Galen wrote against striking the enslaved in anger, he goes on to say “[The master] could have 

waited a little while…and inflicted as many blows as they wished with a rod or whip and 

accomplished the same deed with a level head.”139 Bradley summarizes Galen’s discussion, 

saying, 

Galen continued with remarks on how common it was for slaves to be punched with the 
fists, to be kicked, to have their eyes put out, on how he himself had once seen a man stab 
a slave in the eye with a reed pen in a fit of anger, and on how his own mother had been 
so quick to lose her temper that it had been her habit to bite her maidservants.140 

 
His point, writes Bradley, is that “there was nothing untoward in abusing a slave, only in doing 

so in an uncalculated and undisciplined fashion.”141 The assumption of the slave-holding class 

was that the enslaved were acceptable targets of abuse. 

We can see echoes of this assumption also in Matthew’s Gospel. Consider the enslaved 

characters in the Parable of the Tenants (who are beaten and even killed) and the “unfaithful 

slave” who, in the parable in Matthew 24, is literally cut in two (διχοτομέω, 24:51).142 The 

violence inflicted on the enslaved in these parabolic cases is not presented as exceptional, nor is 

it emphasized in our scene in Gethsemane. The violence against this individual is largely passed 

over as mundane. Though Matthew’s text attempts to problematize the cycle of violence, it 

 

138 Bradley, Slaves and Masters, 4. 

139 ὅπου γ᾽ἐξῆν αὐτοῖς καὶ νάρθηκι καὶ ἱμάντι μικρὸν ὕστερον ἐμφορῆσαι πληγάς, ὅσαις ἠβούλοντο τῇ 
βουλῇ τὸ τοιοῦτον ἔργον ἐπιτελεῖν. Galen, On the Passions and Errors of the Soul 4.6. 

140 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 28–29. 

141 Bradley, Slavery and Society, 28. 

142 The enslaved persons described in the parables will be dealt with in more detail in the next chapter. 
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exhibits an indifference toward those who are forced by a violent institution to suffer abuse 

regularly. 

Identifying the Enslaved Women in the Courtyard (26:69–75) 

Matthew leaves the man enslaved by the High Priest bleeding in Gethsemane as the 

attention of the reader is taken up immediately by Jesus’s arrest. The disciples scatter and Jesus 

is brought before the High Priest. Only Peter follows, taking a seat in the courtyard outside to 

await the outcome of the trial (26:58). It is here that we meet the final enslaved characters of 

Matthew’s narrative: two women who question Peter in the courtyard of the High Priest’s home. 

[69]Now Peter was sitting outside in the courtyard, and a slave woman came to him, 
saying “You were also with Jesus of Galilee.” [70]But he denied it before everyone, saying 
“I do not know what you are saying.” [71]Another [slave woman] saw him as he went out 
into the gateway and said to those who were there “This man was with Jesus of 
Nazareth.” [72]And again he denied it with an oath, [saying] “I do not know the man.” 
[73]After a while those standing there approached and said to Peter “Truly you too are one 
of them, for your speech gives you away.” [74]Then he began to curse and swear oaths, 
[saying] “I do not know the man.” And immediately the rooster crowed. [75]And Peter 
remembered the words of Jesus when he said, “Before the rooster crows you will deny 
me three times.” And going outside he wept bitterly.143 
 
While Jesus is being questioned by Caiaphas and the rest of the Sanhedrin, Peter is 

interrogated by two enslaved women (παιδίσκη). As we noted in our discussion of παῖς above, 

the diminutive nature of παιδίσκη should not be thought of as affectionate, nor does it necessarily 

indicate age (as we see in Morris, “not a mature woman but a girl”144). Conversely, the 

 

143 Ὁ δὲ Πέτρος ἐκάθητο ἔξω ἐν τῇ αὐλῇ· καὶ προσῆλθεν αὐτῷ μία παιδίσκη λέγουσα· Καὶ σὺ ἦσθα μετὰ 
Ἰησοῦ τοῦ Γαλιλαίου· ὁ δὲ ἠρνήσατο ἔμπροσθεν πάντων λέγων· Οὐκ οἶδα τί λέγεις. ἐξελθόντα δὲ εἰς τὸν πυλῶνα 
εἶδεν αὐτὸν ἄλλη καὶ λέγει τοῖς ἐκεῖ· Οὗτος ἦν μετὰ Ἰησοῦ τοῦ Ναζωραίου· καὶ πάλιν ἠρνήσατο μετὰ ὅρκου ὅτι 
Οὐκ οἶδα τὸν ἄνθρωπον. μετὰ μικρὸν δὲ προσελθόντες οἱ ἑστῶτες εἶπον τῷ Πέτρῳ· Ἀληθῶς καὶ σὺ ἐξ αὐτῶν εἶ, καὶ 
γὰρ ἡ λαλιά σου δῆλόν σε ποιεῖ· τότε ἤρξατο καταθεματίζειν καὶ ὀμνύειν ὅτι Οὐκ οἶδα τὸν ἄνθρωπον. καὶ εὐθέως 
ἀλέκτωρ ἐφώνησεν· καὶ ἐμνήσθη ὁ Πέτρος τοῦ ῥήματος Ἰησοῦ εἰρηκότος ὅτι Πρὶν ἀλέκτορα φωνῆσαι τρὶς 
ἀπαρνήσῃ με, καὶ ἐξελθὼν ἔξω ἔκλαυσεν πικρῶς. 

144 Morris, Matthew, 688. 
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diminutive παιδίσκη (much like παῖς) may be pejorative and represents a prejudice of the free 

that presumes an inherent lack of maturity on the part of the enslaved.145 Nolland helpfully 

observes that the diminutive force of παιδίσκη is a mark of social status rather than age.146 

France suggests that, in this context, the diminutive “probably carries a dismissive connotation—

only a servant girl.”147 

The Matthean telling of this common pericope has two notable features that set it apart 

from its Markan exemplar. First, it is interesting to note that Matthew does not tell his audience 

to whom these enslaved women belong. In Mark we are told that Peter is sitting in “the High 

Priest’s courtyard” (τὴν αὐλὴν τοῦ ἀρχιερέως, Mark 14:54) and that he is questioned by “one of 

the slave women of the High Priest” (μία τῶν παιδισκῶν τοῦ ἀρχιερέως, Mark 14:66). Matthew 

brings Peter to the same courtyard (τῆς αὐλῆς τοῦ ἀρχιερέως, 26:58) but interestingly introduces 

Peter’s accuser only as μία παιδίσκη. One could infer by her location within the High Priest’s 

home that she was a part of his household, but this is not explicitly the case and Matthew, it 

seems, intentionally avoids a direct association between this woman and Caiaphas. 

A second distinction between the Markan and Matthean versions of this story is the 

number of women involved. Mark is aware of a number of enslaved women in the household of 

the High Priest but is concerned with only one of them (μία τῶν παιδισκῶν τοῦ ἀρχιερέως, Mark 

14:66). This single enslaved woman accuses Peter directly (Mark 14:67) and then, after his 

 

145 Translations of παιδίσκη as “servant girl” or similar terms which indicate the presumed youth or 
immaturity of the servile subject unintentionally reflect the values of the privileged and slave-holding elite (in 
antiquity and today). For this reason, I have chosen in this passage and elsewhere to translate παιδίσκη as “slave 
woman.” Charles has argued for a similar translation in Silencing of Slaves, 126 n25. 

146 Nolland, Matthew, 1139. 

147 France, Matthew, 1032–33. Emphasis original. 
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denial, brings her accusation to the larger crowd who is standing by (Mark 14:69). Matthew, on 

the other hand, has divided the two accusations between two distinct enslaved women, the first 

introduced in 26:69 (μία παιδίσκη) and the second in 26:71 (called only ἄλλη).148 

The most notable quality of these enslaved characters, shared across all four Gospels, is 

that they are allowed to speak, and not only to speak but to bring an accusation against one of 

Jesus’s disciples. In Matthew, the two accusations leveled against Peter by the enslaved women 

have to do with Peter being with Jesus (Καὶ σὺ ἦσθα μετὰ Ἰησοῦ τοῦ Γαλιλαίου, 26:69; Οὗτος ἦν 

μετὰ Ἰησοῦ τοῦ Ναζωραίου, 26:71). Nolland notes that our author offers no clues “to suggest the 

basis on which [the enslaved women made their] claim.”149 Perhaps they were invisibly present 

with the crowd that had come to arrest Jesus (26:47), or the crowd who a few days earlier had 

witnessed Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem (21:1–11). Perhaps they were present when Jesus was in 

the temple overturning tables (21:12–17) or debating with the chief priests and elders (21:23–

27).150 Ultimately, Matthew does not tell us how the women have come to their knowledge. We 

have only their accusation that Peter was “with Jesus.”151 

 

148 ἄλλη could simply mean “another woman” without necessitating that the second woman was also a 
παιδίσκη. However, in this context the presence of μία in 26:69 suggests that Matthew intended his audience to 
understand “one slave woman” and “another [slave woman]” (see France, Matthew, 1032). In addition, ἄλλος is 
most often used to denote “another of the same kind,” as opposed to ἕτερος, which indicates “another of a different 
kind.” For commentators who argue that the woman of 26:71 is “another slave woman,” see Nolland, Matthew, 
1140; Harrington, Matthew, 378; Morris, Matthew, 688; Keener, Matthew, 654; Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3.546. 
France has simply “another girl,” (France, Matthew, 1033) and Luz, similarly, “another woman” (Luz, Matthew, 
3.455). 

149 Nolland, Matthew, 1139. 

150 Such possibilities are offered by France, Matthew, 1032; Nolland, Matthew, 1139. 

151 This phrase bears some importance in chapter 26 where “it portends nothing good” (Luz, Matthew, 
3.454). Davies and Allison highlight Matthew’s redactional use of μετὰ in this chapter, writing “Those physically 
“with” Jesus are in another sense not “with” him at all. The disciples are in Gethsemane, but they fall asleep and so 
leave Jesus alone; and in 26:69ff Peter, although he has followed Jesus to the courtyard, denies that he has been with 
him. In effect he denies his discipleship” (Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:547). 
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The Role of the Enslaved: Lowliness in Contrast to Power 

The narrative role of these enslaved women is evident in the parallel nature of their 

questioning of Peter here and the questioning of Jesus by the Sanhedrin in 26:57–68. Nolland has 

pointed out that 26:58 is meant to prepare the audience to take Peter’s questioning by the 

enslaved women as a “negative counterpart” to Jesus’s interrogation before the High Priest. 

These two events, he says, “are to be seen as taking place at the same time.”152 A number of 

other interpreters have pointed to this same parallel. For Luz, Peter is a “negative contrast to 

Jesus.”153 For Keener, “Peter’s denial contrasts starkly with Jesus’ faithful confession.”154 For 

Harrington, “Matthew picks up the story of Peter…in order to contrast Jesus’ heroic fidelity and 

Peter’s cowardice.”155 For Evans, “The embarrassing story of Peter’s denial provides…a stark 

contrast between the courageous figure of Jesus…and the cowardly figure of Peter.”156 On this 

point, I claim to offer no novel insight. 

The word προσῆλθεν in 26:69 serves as an echo that will remind the attentive listener of 

26:60, where the same word is used twice (προσελθόντων, προσελθόντες) to describe those who 

came forward to accuse Jesus before the Sanhedrin. The same word is also used in 26:73 

(προσελθόντες) when the bystanders come to Peter with the accusation prompting his third 

denial. So, just as Jesus is facing false claims before the High Priest and the Sanhedrin, Peter is 

 

152 Nolland, Matthew, 1137. 

153 Luz, Matthew, 3:455. 

154 Keener, Matthew, 654. 

155 Harrington, Matthew, 380. 

156 Evans, Matthew, 444. 



 
 

139 

 

facing true accusations before the enslaved women and unnamed bystanders. And, whereas Jesus 

will be shown to be faithful, Peter will fail. 

More specifically, the narrative function of the enslaved women in these parallel stories is 

to highlight the contrast between Jesus and Peter: Jesus’s faithfulness before a powerful figure 

(Caiaphas) with Peter’s failure before a powerless one (the παιδίσκη). Evans notes that Jesus 

“stands before Israel’s most powerful men” and is faithful, while Peter “quails before a servant-

girl, Israel’s least powerful person.”157 For many interpreters, the contrast between the politically 

powerful Sanhedrin and the powerless enslaved women is an important part of these parallel 

scenes and their presentations of Jesus and Peter respectively.158 The terminology used by 

commentators to describe these enslaved women is telling: “one of minimal social status,”159 

“anonymous…merely a slave.”160 Morris notes that this challenger is “as gentle as could be 

imagined… Not a man but a woman, not a mature woman but a girl, not a free woman but a 

slave.”161 

In order for Matthew’s Jesus-Peter contrast to resonate with the audience in the way that 

commentators suggest, Matthew’s audience has to accept the basic slave-holding assumption that 

enslaved persons occupy the lowest social position—a place of absolute powerlessness. Jesus 

 

157 Evans, Matthew, 444. 

158 See Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:545; Luz, Matthew, 3:455; Keener, Matthew, 654–5; Morris, 
Matthew, 688; Turner, Matthew, 227. 

159 Keener, Matthew, 654. 

160 Luz, Matthew, 3:455. 

161 Morris, Matthew, 688. Again, the insistence that this παιδίσκη be understood as a young woman or child 
is to buy into ancient slave-holding ideology about the enslaved and their inherent lack of maturity. However, 
Morris’s point is still valid. Culturally, this woman was as powerless a figure as one could imagine. 
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must prove faithful before the most powerful while Peter is seen to fail before the least. Any 

elevation of the status of the παιδίσκη would weaken the stark contrast rightly identified by so 

many interpreters. This may seem to go without saying, and the above cited interpretations 

offered by scholars hinge on this assumption as a crucial point. However, as our previous chapter 

has shown, many older historians (and many biblical scholars who rely on older historical 

models for understanding slavery) would dispute this point. Arguments for the benign and even 

benevolent features of ancient slavery, and arguments that the enslaved were in many ways 

“better off” than the free poor, would undermine what we see Matthew doing in this narrative. 

Here we see Matthew using the character of the παιδίσκη as a counterpoint to the high priest: on 

the one hand, a man with absolute power, and on the other hand a woman with absolutely none. 

We should also briefly note the purpose behind the distinctly Matthean elements noted 

above: the removal of any reference to their ownership by the High Priest and the multiplication 

of the enslaved women. On the first point, it is possible that the reference to the powerful owner 

was removed in order to facilitate the contrast between Jesus and Peter. Keener has suggested 

“though the high priest’s servants wielded considerable power, a ‘slave girl’ would have quite 

little.”162 It is doubtful that by “high priest’s servants” Keener is thinking about Mark’s version 

of this narrative which identifies the enslaved woman as belonging to the High Priest, however 

the point is still valid. Any person, male or female, enslaved by an influential person might 

exercise some authority in their master’s name. By removing the reference to the elite master, 

Matthew has ensured that these enslaved women will indeed hold the lowest societal position. 

 

162 Keener, Matthew, 654. 
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The question of Matthew’s purpose in duplicating the enslaved woman is a more difficult 

one. On the one hand, it may simply be an example of Matthew’s penchant for doubling (two 

demoniacs, 8:28–34; two blind men, 9:27–31 and 20:29–21:27; two donkeys, 21:2). On the other 

hand, Charles suggests that Matthew’s change is intended to rehabilitate the memory of Peter.163 

Unlike in Mark, Matthew’s Peter does not lose his cool under “the intense gaze and examination 

of a [single, bold] female slave. [He] appears more composed in this text.”164 He goes on to write 

If the scene in Mark is intense, with Peter standing one-on-one with the scrutinizing and 
accusatory slave maid, the scenes in Matthew seem to increasingly detach Peter from the 
slave figure(s) and place him as an individual facing an angry mob.165 
 

For Charles, dividing Mark’s single enslaved woman into two seems to move the focus away 

from her as the accuser in a position of power and towards the gathered bystanders. It is the first 

step in a process of erasure through which the bold enslaved woman of Mark eventually 

“disappears without a trace, losing her piercing gaze and her identity, although still retaining her 

voice.”166 This “process” extends through Luke (where one of Matthew’s two enslaved women 

becomes a man) and John (where the gathered crowd brings the second accusation, and the third 

is brought by an enslaved man who was present in the garden). While this process may have 

begun in Matthew’s redaction, it is far from finished and the enslaved women still play a 

prominent role in this Gospel’s contrasting portrayal of Jesus and Peter. 

 

163 Charles, Silencing of Slaves, 116. 

164 Charles, Silencing of Slaves, 110. 

165 Charles, Silencing of Slaves, 111. 

166 Charles, Silencing of Slaves, 117. 
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Conclusion 

Matthew’s narrative, like many other literary works of the time, spends very little time focused 

on enslaved characters. While the world that he and his audience inhabit is pervaded by the 

institution of slavery, the world of the text tends to focus more on the free actors, with the 

enslaved characters appearing only occasionally. In this chapter we have seen that Matthew’s 

portrayal of these few enslaved characters conforms to the model for slavery established by 

Patterson’s definition. 

The story of the centurion’s request (8:5–13) contains an enslaved individual who is 

barely present, functioning as much as an element of the setting as he does a character in the 

narrative. Though the enslaved man is not permitted by the narrative to speak or act, the pericope 

gives us a glimpse of Matthew’s attitude toward slavery when the slave-holding centurion 

comments on the role of the enslaved: they must do as they are told. The miracle returns the 

enslaved man not only to health, but also to work. 

The individuals enslaved by Herod Antipas (14:1–2) are similarly peripheral characters. 

They are added by Matthew to provide the tetrarch someone to talk to (cf. Mark 6:14–16) but 

they themselves are not permitted to speak. They provide no perspective or insight in response to 

Herod, acting instead as an outlet for Herod’s personal thoughts. In a certain way, Herod might 

still be imagined talking to himself, as the enslaved are conceptualized merely as extensions of 

their master’s person. 

The man enslaved by the High Priest appears out of the crowd in Gethsemane (26:51) in 

order to become the victim of a violent attack from one of Jesus’s followers. In Matthew’s 

narrative, this assault serves as the impetus for a teaching from Jesus on the ill effects that 

violence has on the one perpetrating said violence. Matthew does not seem interested, however, 
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in the victim of the narrated attack (in this way, he mimics Mark). For our author, a violent 

attack committed against an enslaved person was no cause for concern. 

The enslaved women in the courtyard (26:69–75), on the one hand, have their voices 

preserved and are given the task of confronting an important male figure (Peter). On the other 

hand, Matthew’s contrasting parallel between the faithful Jesus and the unfaithful Peter relies on 

an understanding of these enslaved women as inhabiting the very bottom of the social hierarchy. 

Jesus is faithful when confronted by the most powerful men is society while Peter denies Jesus 

before the least powerful women. 

These portrayals of slavery emphasize two elements of Patterson’s model: the domination 

of the enslaved by the master, and the general dishonor in which the enslaved were held. The 

centurion understands enslaved persons as completely subordinate to the master’s will. The 

individuals enslaved by Herod are so completely dominated that they cease to act as separate 

persons and instead exist merely as extensions of their master. The enslaved man in the garden is 

held in such low esteem that an assault on his person is completely ignored by the author, who 

uses the attack as an opportunity to make a moral/theological point. The enslaved women in the 

courtyard, although given a voice, are characterized as the most dishonorable members of society 

in order to make a pointed contrast between Jesus and his disciples. In each case, Matthew 

portrays these enslaved characters in a manner consistent with our model. 
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CHAPTER 4 

SLAVERY AND THE ENSLAVED IN MATTHEW’S PARABLES 

Introduction 

As noted in the previous chapter, though enslaved characters appear only a few times in 

Matthew’s broader narrative, one should not make the mistake of thinking that he imagines a 

world inhabited by very few enslaved persons. For proof of this, one need look only as far as 

Matthew’s parables, where images of slavery and the enslaved play a prominent part. Indeed, of 

Matthew’s eleven longer narrative parables, enslaved characters play a primary role in six: the 

parables of the Tares (13:24–30), the Unforgiving Slave (18:23–35), the Tenants (21:33–46), the 

Great Feast (22:1–14), the Faithful/Wicked Slave (24:45–51), and the Talents (25:14–30).1 

There is, of course, a wealth of scholarship available on the subject of the parables and 

their interpretation, much of which is not germane to the current study. Rather than presenting 

another lengthy survey of previous scholarship, it will be sufficient for our present needs and 

purposes to point to some of the more immediately relevant developments in parable studies and 

then to some of the difficulties that arise when one focuses specifically on the slave parables. 

 

1 The other five long narrative parables are the Parable of the Sower (13:1–9), the Workers in the Vineyard 
(20:1–16), the Two Sons (21:28–32), the Ten Virgins (25:1–13), and the Sheep and the Goats (25:31–46). As will be 
discussed later on, even though the Parable of the Ten Virgins does not contain any explicitly enslaved characters, 
Mitzi Smith has argued that its titular characters would have been understood as enslaved persons by Matthew’s 
audience (Smith, Insights, 77–97). None of the shorter parabolic sayings (e.g., the Two Gates of 7:13–14, the Wise 
and Foolish Builders of 7:24–27, the Mustard Seed of 13:31–32, etc.) include enslaved persons or other servile 
language. 
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On Parables in General 

First, parable studies may be roughly divided between scholars who are interested in the parables 

as spoken by Jesus and those who are interested in the parables as recorded by the evangelists. 

This is one of the primary points made by Adolf Jülicher in Die Gleichnisreden Jesu, first 

published in 1886, and is an idea that has been picked up by many scholars since.2 This 

important observation was adopted, for instance, by C. H. Dodd in his book Parables of the 

Kingdom (1935; rev. ed. 1961) which was primarily concerned with answering the question 

“What was the original intention of each parable in its original historical setting?”3 That is, what 

did the historical Jesus mean when he first spoke this parable in his original Sitz im Leben? 

Joachim Jeremias follows Dodd in his attempt to retrieve the “original parables,” arguing in 

Parables of Jesus that the early Church (represented in the canonical Gospels) altered the 

parables of the historical Jesus using “certain definite principles of transformation” which 

allowed the careful exegete to reliably reconstruct the original sayings.4 These scholars studied 

the parables of Jesus and aimed through their work to take the parables as they were found in the 

Gospels and to reconstruct the parables as Jesus originally spoke them. 

A second group of scholars, taking a more literary approach, has chosen instead to focus 

on the parables as they are found in the Gospels. J. D. Kingsbury5 and Charles Carlston6 are two 

 

2 Adolf Jülicher, Die Gleichnisreden Jesu (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchsgesellschaft, 1969). Jülicher 
is also responsible for moving parable studies away from allegorical interpretations. 

3 C. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom, rev. ed. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1961). 

4 Joachim Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus (London: SCM, 1972), 8. 

5 J. D. Kingsbury, The Parables of Jesus in Matthew 13: A Study in Redaction-Criticism (London: SPCK, 
1969). 

6 Charles E. Carlston, The Parables of the Triple Tradition (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975). 
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scholars whose interest in redaction has led them to ask questions about how the Gospel writers 

shaped the parables. They demonstrate in their works that the Gospel authors were active 

participants in the forming of the Gospel (and especially the parable) traditions. That is, the 

Gospel authors did not simply write down verbatim the words spoken by Jesus, but they shaped 

them to fit their own literary and theological needs. They were “far from passive conveyors [or] 

mere editors” but were “theologians who selected, arranged, shaped, elaborated, and interpreted” 

the traditions they received to suit “their own theological perspectives” and agendas.7 

In keeping with the narrative critical reading strategy adopted by this project, I am not 

interested in the parables of Jesus so much as I am interested in the parables of Matthew. For this 

reason, I will avoid all attempts to “recover” the parables as originally spoken by the historical 

Jesus. I will not attempt, as Dodd and others, to discern “the original intention of each parable” 

or their “original historical setting[s].” Instead, my focus will be the parables as they are found in 

the Gospel of Matthew, in its own historical and literary contexts. I make no claim to be plowing 

new methodological ground here, as biblical scholars have made use of such literary approaches 

to the parables for several decades.8 I mean only to situate my own methodological aims within 

the broader context of parables scholarship. 

 

7 David B. Gowler, What Are They Saying About the Parables (New York: Paulist, 2000), 10. 

8 For other biblical scholars who take a similar literary approach to the parables, see John Dominic Crossan, 
In Parables: The Challenge of the Historical Jesus (New York: Harper & Row, 1973); Bernard Brandon Scott, Hear 
Then the Parable: A Commentary on the Parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989); John Drury, The Parables 
in the Gospels: History and Allegory (New York: Crossroads, 1985); Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of 
Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation, vol 1 (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986); David Gowler, Host, Guest, Enemy, and 
Friend: Portraits of the Pharisees in Luke and Acts (New York: Peter Lang Press, 1991); John Donaue, The Gospel 
as Parable (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988). For a literary approach to the parables of Matthew specifically, see 
Warren Carter and John Paul Heil, Matthew’s Parables: Audience-Oriented Perspectives, CBQMS 30 (Washington, 
DC: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1998). 
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A second point of importance for our study, made especially by Dodd, is that parables 

tend to reflect elements of lived experience. Dodd defines a parable as 

a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting its hearers by its 
vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise 
application to tease it into active thought.9 

 
Whether or not Dodd’s definition is to be preferred above others is not the point here.10 What is 

important to notice is his insistence, highlighted above, that the pictures presented in the parables 

are “drawn from nature or common life.”11 Every parable, he writes, “is a perfect picture of 

something that can be observed in the world of our experience,” and, although the parables may 

contain surprising elements, overall, they convey “a singularly complete and convincing picture” 

of life in first-century Palestine.12 

Glancy picks up this element of Dodd’s definition while pointing to the difficulty raised 

when one attempts to study the slave parables. She writes, “Think of all the summaries of Jesus’ 

parables commenting that they reflect everyday realities of first century life among farmers, 

shepherds, and fisherman, summaries that neglect to mention the presence of slaves and 

slaveholders in the parables.”13 If the parables reflect the lived reality of their audiences in some 

way, as Dodd and others have argued, then it seems clear that slavery was a familiar part of that 

reality. In this chapter, we will highlight the main features of Matthew’s characterization of 

 

9 Dodd, Parables, 5. Emphasis added. 

10 Consider as an alternative the definition offered by Bernard Brandon Scott, who writes that “A parable is 
a mashal that employs a short narrative fiction to reference a transcendent symbol” (Scott, Hear Then the Parables, 
8). 

11 Dodd, Parables, 5. 

12 Dodd, Parables, 9–10. 

13 Glancy, “Resistance and Humanity,” 498. Emphasis added. 
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slavery and the enslaved in these parabolic narratives in an effort to better understand the 

realities that they reflect. 

The importance of understanding the historical elements of the parables cannot be 

overstated. Amy-Jill Levine writes, “In order to better hear the parables in their original contexts 

and so to determine what is normal and what is absurd, what is conventional and what is 

unexpected, we need to do the history.”14 Levine goes on to say, 

If we get the context wrong, we’ll get Jesus wrong as well. The parables are open-ended 
in that interpretation will take place in every act of reading, but they are also historically 
specific. When the historical context goes missing or we get it wrong, the parables 
become open to problematic and sometimes abusive readings.15 

 
Before we can hope to understand or interpret Matthew’s slave parables, we have to understand 

the ancient institution of slavery as Matthew and his audience understood it. Thus the parables 

will inform our understanding of ancient slavery (as Dodd and Glancy suggest) just as a proper 

understanding of the historical context of slavery will inform our understanding of the parables. 

In keeping with the social science methodology of this project, I approach the parables 

equipped with Patterson’s model of slavery in order to see how such a model might help us 

better understand the world of (and the world behind) Matthew’s parables. My readings of these 

texts attempt to discern if the depictions of slavery and enslavement in the parables conform to or 

deviate from the norm which Patterson defines. As Gowler writes, “Social-scientific criticism 

allows us to understand better the first-century social, cultural, and historical contexts of the 

 

14 Amy-Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi (New York: 
HarperOne, 2014), 8. 

15 Levine, Short Stories, 8–9. 
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parables.” These models “give glimpses of these ancient cultures.”16 Such social science studies 

of these texts are only possible because the parables are themselves a reflection of their author’s 

and audience’s world. 

On the Slave Parables in Particular 

The parables that are of particular interest here—those which include enslaved characters or 

servile images—have themselves been the subject of a number of studies. This section begins 

with a look at the contributions of Mitzi Smith and Jennifer Glancy, who have both written 

crucial and enlightening works on slavery in the parables and especially the parables of 

Matthew’s Gospel.17 I will then point to some of the ways that this study departs from previous 

work on the slave parables. First, I will differentiate what I am calling the “slave parables” from 

what John Dominic Crossan calls “servant parables.” Second, we will consider the work of 

Bernard Brandon Scott and others who have classified the slave parables using the “patron-

client” model from the social sciences. Finally, we will look at the work of William Herzog and 

Winsome Munro, who both argue (albeit in different ways) that the parables reflect the voice and 

concerns of the oppressed. With this context set, we will then turn to our own exploration of 

Matthew’s slave parables. 

Smith and the Kingdom Rhetoric of the Matthean Slave Parables 

In her 2017 book Insights from African American Interpretation, Mitzi Smith presents a 

reading of the parable of the Ten Virgins (25:1–13) in a chapter entitled “Slavery, Torture, 

 

16 Gowler, Parables, 84. 

17 The influence of Glancy’s work on slavery, and on slavery in the Matthean parables specifically, on my 
own thought cannot be overstated. My dependence on her excellent work in this area will be evident throughout the 
remainder of this chapter. 
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Systematic Oppression, and Kingdom Rhetoric.”18 Here she interprets the titular characters of 

that parable as enslaved brides and describes the text as part of a trilogy of slave parables 

(together with the Faithful/Wicked Slave of 24:45–51 and the Talents of 25:14–30) which all 

rely on stereotypical portrayals of the enslaved characters. She writes that in these three 

connected parables, 

Slaves are expected to respond to their master’s whims…to be “wise,” but only with 
regard to fulfilling their slave duties and not foolish in falling short of expectations; to 
expect cruelty from their masters, especially when they fail to perform; to be dispensable 
if they do not perform in ways that furthers that master’s economic interests and physical 
desires; and to be concerned only with pleasing the master…The kingdom of heaven is 
revealed in the loyalty, vigilance, and wakefulness of slaves…19 
 

Her analysis of the Ten Virgins includes discussions of marriage practices involving enslaved 

war captives, sleep deprivation as a method of torture, gender issues surrounding “wisdom” 

language, and the use of slave language in Matthew’s rhetoric of the “kingdom-of-the-heavens.” 

This last point is of particular interest for the current study and merits further attention 

here. Smith has noted that Matthew uniquely describes the kingdom of God/Heaven in parables 

that make use of slave imagery; that is, while the other Gospels contain slave parables and 

metaphors, none of them utilize such metaphors explicitly to describe God’s kingdom.20 She 

writes, “The Matthean Jesus’s use of parables comparing the kingdom of the heavens to the 

stereotypical interactions between masters and slaves is tantamount to conforming the gospel and 

the character of God/Jesus to the master-slave paradigm, rather than transforming relationships 

 

18 Smith, Insights, 77–97. 

19 Smith, Insights, 86. 

20 Mitzi J. Smith, “The Historical Jesus and the Problem of the Kingdom of God and Slavery” (paper 
presented at the annual meeting of the SBL, Boston, MA, 18 November 2017). 
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and oppressive systems into the likeness of a loving, compassionate God.”21 The systematic 

oppression portrayed in the slave parables is “baptized in kingdom-of-the-heavens rhetoric” 

which “promotes stereotypical slave behavior and oppressive relationships as ideals worthy of 

imitation and transcending time and space.”22 

For Smith, Matthew’s rhetoric of kingdom building mirrors secular kingdom building, 

which is almost always accomplished on the backs of the enslaved: “few kingdoms, nations or 

empires have been built without the use of slave labor.”23 In this way, Matthew does not oppose 

the status quo of the Roman imperial system, as some have argued. He simply seeks to put 

someone else in the proverbial driver’s seat, “filling the same old oppressive structures with 

different people.”24 Smith speculates, 

I wonder whether Matthew could have been a slaveholder like Philemon. Perhaps 
Matthew was a wealthy slaveholder who was as prosperous as the “relatively wealthy 
urban community” reflected in his Gospel. Or maybe Matthew was neither a slaveholder 
nor a wealthy person, but simply a victim of colonization who unintentionally coopted his 
own oppression by inscribing slavery and kingdom-of-the-heavens rhetoric in his text.25 

 
Regardless of which of these may be the case, Smith rightly notes “When oppressive structures 

are not dismantled but are occupied by even well-meaning folks and replicated, some will be 

 

21 Smith, Insights, 94. 

22 Smith, Insights, 94. 

23 Smith, Insights, 96. 

24 Smith, Insights, 95. 

25 Smith, Insights, 96. Smith’s description of Matthew’s social setting as a “relatively wealthy urban 
community” comes from M. Eugene Boring, “Matthew,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol 8: General Articles on 
the New Testament, Matthew, Mark, ed. Leander Keck (Nashville: Abingdon, 1995), 104. 
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oppressors and others will be oppressed.”26 This leads Smith to question the “appropriateness of 

‘kingdom’ language as a metaphor or descriptor for a justice- and love-oriented community.”27  

For our present purposes, Smith’s analysis helpfully brings an awareness of the 

oppressive, pro-slavery perspective reflected in the Matthean parables which must be kept at the 

forefront of our interpretations of these texts. It also challenges us to consider difficult questions 

about our author’s complicity in upholding a violent system of oppression or in reinscribing it in 

“Christian” terms which served only to secure the privileged position of the slaveholding class. 

These questions will be considered as we read each parable below. 

Glancy and the Matthean Portrayal of Parabolic Slavery 

Jennifer Glancy has written two of the most critical pieces on slavery in the Matthean 

parables to date: first, “Slaves and Slavery in the Matthean Parables” in the Journal of Biblical 

Literature, and second, the chapter “Parabolic Bodies: The Figure of the Slave in the Sayings of 

Jesus” in her book Slavery in Early Christianity.28 In these works, Glancy highlights three 

features that are prominent in Matthew’s parabolic representation of slavery: the prevalence of 

managerial slaves, a particular definition of servile faithfulness and wickedness, and an emphasis 

on the slave body as a site of abuse. 

Glancy first notes that “the assortment of work performed by [the] parabolic slaves is 

heavily skewed toward managerial tasks.”29 These enslaved managers administer, or are at least 

 

26 Smith, Insights, 95. Emphasis original. 

27 Smith, Insights, 94–95. 

28 Glancy, “Matthean Parables,” 67–90; idem, Slavery in Early Christianity. 

29 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 112. 
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involved in, household finances and business transactions. They are often seen conducting 

business on their master’s behalf, earning profits and incurring debt. Such slaves, she argues, 

“constituted the most visible sector of slaves in Greco-Roman society” and thus “were more 

likely than other groups of slaves to attract the attention of various authors, erect monuments, 

and to engage in the kinds of transactions that created a documentary trail.”30 

Second, she demonstrates how the parables describe the “faithfulness” of an enslaved 

person in terms that betray the slave owner’s perspective. The “faithful slave,” she writes, is one 

who has “internalized the master’s interests to the extent that he will work unsupervised when 

his master is away.”31 Notably, the reward for faithful service is not manumission for the 

enslaved, but additional responsibilities. The “wicked slave,” on the other hand, “abuses the 

property with which he has been entrusted.”32 Thus, in the parables, “slave morality is 

inextricably identified with the master’s interests.”33 

Finally, Matthew’s parables highlight that the enslaved are constantly under threat of 

physical violence. Glancy writes “the slave’s body as the locus of abuse is…pervasive in the 

Matthean parables, constituting the most prominent dimension of Matthew’s representation of 

slavery.”34 Of the six parables we have already identified as slave parables, the enslaved 

characters are abused in all but one of them. This holds true despite the managerial positions in 

 

30 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 112. 

31 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 115. 

32 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 115. 

33 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 115. 

34 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 112–13. 
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which many of these enslaved characters are portrayed. Such “household stewards and financial 

agents embody what may be the most basic and pervasive reality of ancient slavery: the slave’s 

absolute corporal vulnerability.”35 

As noted at the outset of this section, I have found Glancy’s arguments regarding slavery 

in Matthew’s parables to be convincing and particularly helpful. Her observations about the 

vulnerability of the enslaved in these texts, even though many of those individuals are placed in 

managerial roles, are crucial to grasping the way Matthew understands and portrays slavery. This 

observation is in keeping with Patterson’s model for slavery which serves as the basis for our 

larger project; ancient slavery, even in these biblical parables, is characterized by violent 

domination.36 

Crossan and “Servant Parables” 

As noted above, this project departs from previous works done on the slave parables in 

some significant ways. First, in order to define the scope of this exploration, it is necessary to 

distinguish what I am calling “slave parables” from what Crossan had called “servant 

parables.”37 He writes that for a parable to be identified as a “servant parable” it must meet two 

criteria: “[1] a master-servant relationship or superior-subordinate relationship and [2] a moment 

of critical reckoning between them.”38 These criteria lead Crossan to identify the following as 

 

35 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 114. 

36 My own critiques of Glancy’s work on these parables are minor and will be noted in the discussion of the 
parables themselves. 

37 See, for instance, John Dominic Crossan, “The Servant Parables of Jesus,” Semeia 1 (1974): 17–62. 

38 Crossan, “Servant Parables,” 19. 
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“servant parables” in Matthew: the Unmerciful Slave (18:23–35), the Vineyard Workers (20:1–

13), the Tenants (21:33–39), the Faithful/Wicked Slave (24:45–51), and the Talents (25:14–30). 

While each of these parables does contain characters in a superior-subordinate 

relationship, these are not necessarily a master and an enslaved person. Take for example the 

parable of the Vineyard Workers (20:1–13), in which the subordinate characters are paid day-

laborers. Consider also his treatment of the parable of the Tenants. Even though this parable does 

include enslaved characters, Crossan’s principal concern is with the relationship between the 

landowner and the tenants. The tenants, not the enslaved characters, are the “servants” of this 

servant parable in Crossan’s analysis. It should also be noted that Crossan’s list does not include 

every parable that includes enslaved characters. In Matthew, he does not interact with the 

parables of the Tares (13:24–30) and the Great Feast (22:1–14) because they lack the requisite 

“critical confrontation between servant and master” for him to classify them as “servant 

parables.”39 

In contrast to Crossan, when I speak of the “slave parables” of Matthew, I am referring to 

any parables which include characters that are explicitly identified as “slaves.” Using this simple 

criterion, we will engage with the following parable texts: 

The Tares (13:24–30) 
The Unforgiving Slave (18:23–35) 
The Tenants (21:33–46) 
The Great Feast (22:1–14) 
The Faithful/Wicked Slave (24:45–51) 
The Talents (25:14–30) 

 

 

39 Crossan, “Servant Parables,” 19. 
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This study will not spend significant time on those parables identified by Crossan which do not 

feature enslaved characters, nor will it focus on those parables featuring characters who may be 

enslaved but who are not explicitly said to be enslaved in the text.40 

Scott and the “Patron-Client” System 

A number of scholars, particularly those making use of social science criticism, have 

approached slavery in the parables using the anthropological “patron-client” model.41 Studies of 

patronage emphasize the importance of “personal and interpersonal relations, quasi-groups, 

networks and power relations.”42 Bernard Brandon Scott writes that the patron-client model 

“delineates the regulation of crucial aspects of a social order: allocating resources, exchanging 

power and wealth, and legitimating the societal structure.”43 He goes on to say, 

In a sense, the patron-client model represents a primary mode by which Mediterranean 
people organized, thought about, and envisioned the world. Patron-client relationships are 
not part of the capitalist model of employer-laborer. The relationship is more familial 
than contractual. It is voluntary and requires a long-term relation in which roles and 
responsibilities are carefully defined. Solidarity is strong, and bonds extend beyond legal 
to even extralegal requirements.44 

 

 

40 Such as the Ten Virgins of 25:1–13. See Smith, Insights, 77–97. 

41 Einstadt and Roniger outlined the nine core characteristics of patron-client relationships: (1) they are 
usually particularistic and diffuse; (2) they involve the simultaneous exchange of resources (both economic and 
social/political); (3) the exchange of these resources is a “package deal,” i.e. the exchange is all or nothing; (4) they 
involve unconditionality and long-term obligations; (5) they involve an element of solidarity, often expressed in 
terms of loyalty (even though the relationship may be ambivalent); (6) they are based on informal yet binding 
agreements, not legal or contractual ones; (7) they are entered into voluntarily and may, at least in theory, be 
abandoned voluntarily; (8) they are understood as vertical relationships rather than horizontal; (9) they are based on 
inequality and the difference in power. S. N. Einstadt and Louis Roniger, “Patron-Client Relations as a Model of 
Structuring Social Exchange,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 22, no. 1 (1980): 49–50. 

42 Einstadt and Roniger, “Patron-Client Relations,” 47. 

43 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 205. 

44 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 205. Note particularly here Scott’s observation that the patron-client 
relationship is “voluntary” (Einstadt and Roniger’s seventh core characteristic), which will be an important point for 
the critique below. 
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I have already noted in the first chapter that this model, along with models for ancient 

understandings of honor-shame and of the family, has been important in shaping modern biblical 

interpretation. 

Jennifer Glancy has written that “the idea that we can account for ancient master-slave 

relations in terms of patronage networks” has “[seized] the imagination of New Testament 

scholars.”45 As an example of this impulse, she points to Crossan’s work on the historical Jesus 

which “claims to consider the institution of slavery” but which “[subsumes] it within the practice 

of patron-client relations.”46 Similarly, Dale Martin “elides the differences between patrons and 

slave owners, clients and slaves”47 when he argues that “[i]n order to understand the dynamics of 

Greco-Roman slavery…we must recognize that it functioned within the dynamics of Greco-

Roman patronage.”48 Bruce Malina, who has written extensively on the social world of the New 

Testament, mentions slavery only in the context of patrons and clients.49 

In keeping with this trend, when Scott turns to “Masters and Servants” in the Gospel 

parables, he immediately sets these parabolic relationships within the context of the “patron-

client” model.50 He first demonstrates what he considers the benefits of this model by briefly 

discussing the Parables of the Faithful/Wicked Slave (24:45–51; Luke 12:42–46), the Man Going 

 

45 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 126. 

46 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 124. 

47 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 125. 

48 Martin, Slavery as Salvation, 25–26. 

49 See Bruce Malina, The Social World of Jesus and the Gospels (New York: Routledge, 1996), 146. For 
Glancy’s detailed critique of these scholars’ work, see Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 123–26. 

50 “Masters and Servants” is the title given by Scott to the section dealing with slave parables (Scott, Hear 
Then the Parable, 205–300). 



 
 

158 

 

on a Journey’ (Mark 13:34–36; Luke 12:36–38), the Creditor with Two Debtors’ (Luke 7:41–

43), and the so-called Worthless Slave (Luke 17:7–10).51 He then gives more detailed treatments 

of five parables, three of which are of particular interest here: the Talents (25:14–30), the 

Tenants (21:33–46), and the Unforgiving Slave (18:23–34).52 

Scott’s work on “masters and servants” in the parables presents a number of difficulties 

for our present study, which seeks to understand Matthew’s characterization of the enslaved in 

the parables. First, like Crossan, Scott blurs the line between enslaved persons and free persons 

in his description of both as “clients.” Consider some of the examples of “clients” in the parables 

which Scott provides in order to demonstrate how he sees this model working: the steward of 

Luke 16:1–9, who is almost certainly not understood by Luke’s audience as an enslaved 

person;53 the vineyard tenants of Matthew 21:33–44, but not the enslaved messengers whom they 

kill as the story progresses; the hired day-laborers of Matthew 20:1–16. Of the nine parables 

Scott spends substantial time discussing, three do not contain enslaved characters at all and the 

enslaved persons in a fourth are completely ignored. 

Related to this is a second issue with Scott’s presentation: the apparent assumption that 

all asymmetrical relationships fit the “patron-client” model. In discussing the parable in Luke 

17:7–10, Scott writes that this text “[exhibits] clearly the assumptions of the hierarchical world 

 

51 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 208–15. 

52 The other two parables treated by Scott are the Rich Man’s Steward (Luke 16:1–8a), which is distinct to 
Luke and so is not of interest here, and the Vineyard Workers (20:1–15), which, though it is Matthean, is not 
germane to our discussion because the “servants” involved are paid day-laborers and not enslaved persons. 

53 The punishment expected by this steward is more in line with what might be expected by a free (or freed) 
client than by a slave. Consider, as a point of comparison, the steward of Luke 12:42–48 who is explicitly depicted 
as enslaved and who is punished for malfeasance by being “cut to pieces.” Glancy (Slavery in Early Christianity, 
109) similarly argues that this individual should be understood as a freedman rather than as enslaved. 
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of patrons and clients. It is a world of dependency and inequality, of clearly worked out relations. 

It is a world of order in which the patron-client model spells out one’s ordained place in that 

world.”54 It is true that the relationship between patron and client in the ancient world was 

unequal, with a majority of the power and influence falling disproportionally to the patron.55 

However, it does not follow that, because all patron-client relationships were asymmetrical, all 

asymmetrical relationships should be defined using the “patron-client” model. The patronage 

system was one way that social order was maintained but it was not necessarily the only way. 

Finally, and perhaps most difficult, Scott’s states that patron-client relationships are 

necessarily voluntary by nature. Richard Saller, who is frequently cited in studies dealing with 

ancient patronage, defines patronage as “voluntary associations between freeborn men.”56 

Einstadt and Roniger list the voluntary nature of these relationships among the core 

characteristics of patronage.57 Can the relationship between an enslaved person and their 

enslaver be called “voluntary” in any sense? And if not, how can such relationships be 

categorized under the patron-client model? Scott does not address these questions. In her critique 

of Scott’s work, Jennifer Glancy writes, 

Although crucial to Roman social relations, the patron-client structure is an unsuitable 
category for the analysis of slavery… Despite certain similarities, including the 
asymmetry of power relations, a slave was not a client, and an owner was not a patron. 
By collapsing master-slave relations into the patron-client paradigm, Scott and other New 
Testament scholars distort the parabolic representation of slavery.58 

 

54 Scott, Hear Then the Parable, 215. 

55 See Einstadt and Roniger’s eighth and ninth characteristics in n41 above. 

56 Saller, Personal Patronage, vii. 

57 Einstadt and Roniger, “Patron-Client Relations,” 50. 

58 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 124–25. 
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Discussing slavery, in the parables or elsewhere, under the rubric of patronage does not provide 

modern readers with additional insight. Instead, it muddies the waters by paralleling a 

completely oppressive institution with a voluntary one. 

Herzog, Munro, and “Views from Below” 

Two other modern studies of the parables and their social contexts, those written by 

William Herzog and Winsome Munro, argue each in their own way that the parables describe the 

ancient social world “from below.” Herzog, in his work Parables as Subversive Speech, argues 

that “the focus of the parables was not on a vision of the glory of the reign of God, but on the 

gory details of how oppression served the interests of a ruling class.”59 Munro’s book Jesus, 

Born of a Slave asks “how would it affect our reading of some problematic early Christian texts 

if we considered the hypothesis that Jesus may have been a slave or a former slave, born of an 

enslaved woman?”60 

Herzog’s reading of the parables is based on a social analysis of advanced agrarian 

societies and the bureaucracies of traditional aristocratic empires. He adopts theoretical models 

from sociology which can be applied to ancient Palestine in order to “supply a coherent 

construction of social reality.”61 After carefully defining these models, Herzog demonstrates how 

they may impact our understanding of nine specific parables. His analysis leads him to a 

 

59 William R. Herzog III, Parables as Subversive Speech: Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed 
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1994), 3. 

60 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 127. Munroe’s argument is being revisited by Mitzi Smith, who 
recently gave a lecture entitled “Lost in Translation: Jesus, Slavery, and Freedom” in which she suggests that Luke 
intentionally depicts Jesus as born of an enslaved mother (UGA Howard Lecture in Religion, April 22, 2021). 

61 Herzog, Subversive Speech, 54. 
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“materialist” reading of the Gospel parables which, he says, avoids the generation of more 

“idealistic” readings of the parables like those produced by both historical-critical and literary-

critical traditions.62 

While the models that Herzog uses can offer beneficial insights into some aspects of life 

in Palestine under Roman rule, they fail to account for the peculiar institution of slavery. Herzog 

writes in his introduction that the parables present scenes which are “codifications of how 

exploitation worked in Palestine.”63 Glancy rightly notes in response to this assertion 

Curiously, in considering systems of exploitation in first-century Palestine, Herzog 
evinces no awareness of the operations of slavery as a system of exploitation; most 
curiously, because slaves and their bodily vulnerabilities figure prominently in the 
parables about which he writes.64 

 
Indeed, in his discussion of the social stratification of ancient agrarian societies, Herzog 

mentions slaves only once, and only in passing.65 The “expendables” and the “unclean and 

degraded,” groups which occupy the lowest rungs of the social ladder in society as he defines it, 

are still made up of the free poor. 

A brief look at Herzog’s analysis of the Wicked Tenants is telling for how his study 

marginalizes the enslaved even as it claims to highlight the voices and experiences of the 

 

62 Herzog, Subversive Speech, 13. Herzog clarifies that “idealistic” readings focus on the ideas generated by 
a parable, whereas “materialist” readings emphasize the “social, political, and economic conditions” present in the 
texts (Herzog, Subversive Speech, 13 n2). 

63 Herzog, Subversive Speech, 7. 

64 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 126. 

65 Herzog, Subversive Speech, 63. Here the “have-nots” of society are defined by Herzog as “little better 
than slaves.” So, although he marks these free poor as the bottom of the social ladder, he does indicate that there are 
people even below them—the enslaved persons who are otherwise invisible in his analysis. 
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oppressed. In describing the identities of and relationships between the owner, the tenants, and 

the enslaved characters of the parable, Herzog writes, 

[This] exploitive economic situation…did not breed good relations between tenants and 
the landowners whose continual encroachment on peasant lands escalated the tensions 
already present in an endless struggle for subsistence that governed most peasant villages. 
It is in this context that the “servants” must be seen. They are “retainers” in the 
landowner’s house, the household bureaucrats and visible functionaries who carry out the 
decisions of their master.66 

 
The beatings received by these “servant-retainers” (Herzog never calls them “slaves”) are 

described as “a rejection of the owner’s claim to the vineyard,” as “one of the liabilities of their 

job,” and as “a peculiar form of bargaining.”67 Ultimately for Herzog this parable is about the 

oppressed peasantry revolting against the elite. The violence perpetrated against the “servant-

retainers” is thus imagined as an attack against agents of the upper class, not as an oppressive act 

against society’s most vulnerable. 

Although Herzog’s analysis may provide some beneficial avenues for thinking about 

different social elements of the parables, the sociological models he chooses to utilize are 

insufficient if one wants to explore the role of slavery in these texts or in the world they reflect. 

Herzog claims to focus on systems of exploitation and the voices of the oppressed, but the 

sociological model upon which his work depends ignores the pervasive institution of slavery, 

which I find exceptionally problematic.68 Herzog may have intended to present a view “from 

 

66 Herzog, Subversive Speech, 105. 

67 Herzog, Subversive Speech, 105–6. 

68 See Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 127. 
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below,” but his models did not allow him to dig deep enough and those who inhabited the lowest 

rungs of the social ladder are thus ignored in his analysis. 

Winsome Munro’s Jesus, Born of a Slave is described by Glancy as “an ambitious 

thought experiment” that considers how we might understand problematic texts differently if we 

considered that Jesus himself may have been a slave or former slave.69 Regarding the parables, 

Munro argues that their focus on enslaved characters and their experiences presents a “slave’s 

eye view” of the world which is then offered as evidence for the possible enslaved status of the 

one who taught them.70 She notes that “in parables where a slave or slaves play a key role, it is 

always the slave characters and experiences with which the hearer/reader is to identify.”71 The 

parables highlight the experiences of slaves (their labors and their punishments) and also details 

about their relationships. For instance, she writes concerning the parable of the Unmerciful 

Slave, that it betrays a familiarity with “slave quarter gossip about what is fair and unfair” which, 

for her, is suggestive of an enslaved author.72 Although some parables may reflect slaveholding 

perspectives, this is to be expected as all subordinate peoples learn “the epistemic vantage points 

of their superiors.”73 

 

69 See Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 127. 

70 Similar arguments have been made about other historical figures. Roberta Stewart writes of Plautus (the 
Roman comedic playwright) that ancient commentators have suggested, based on the portrayal of slavery in his 
plays, that he had been enslaved himself. She writes that these claims “cannot bear scrutiny, and follow a general 
pattern of conjuring biographical detail from an author’s writings.” However, she continues, such suggestions from 
the ancient biographers signal their “recognition of Plautus’ acuity in perceiving and representing accurately slaves 
and slave behavior” (Roberta Stewart, Plautus and Roman Slavery [Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012], 18–19). 

71 Winsome Munro, Jesus, Born of a Slave: the Social and Economic Origins of Jesus’ Message (Lewiston, 
NY: Mellen Biblical Press, 1998), 355–56. 

72 Munro, Born of a Slave, 352. 

73 Munro, Born of a Slave, 327. 
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Glancy offers a fair critique of Munro’s contribution to the study of slavery in the 

parables. Positively, she notes that Munro “successfully [outlines] the centrality of the figure of 

the slave in Jesus’ parables” and that she has “demonstrated that anyone who wants to come to 

terms with the material dimensions of Jesus’ symbolic world has to take seriously his pervasive 

reliance on the trope of slavery in the parables.”74 Munro has rightly recognized and highlighted 

that “Jesus’ parables rely as much or more on the imagery of slavery as they do on any other set 

of images.”75 

Ultimately, however, Glancy rejects Munro’s hypothesis that the parables express a 

“slave’s eye view” for a number of reasons. First, against the notion that the parables contain 

details that would only occur to slaves, she writes “Anyone who had contact with the slaves in 

such establishments could have been aware of [such details].”76 Second, while Munro focuses on 

parables “where a slave or slaves play a key role,” Glancy invites the reader to focus on parables 

where enslaved persons are incidental characters. She offers as an example the Prodigal Son 

(Luke 15:11–32), in which the reader/hearer might identify with one of the (free) sons but is not 

likely to identify with the enslaved characters “whose labor barely attract the attention of 

commentators. Indeed, the presence of the slaves emphasizes the chasm between the submissive 

bodies of slaves and the honored body of the son.”77 

 

74 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 128. 

75 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 127. 

76 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 127. 

77 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 128. 
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Finally, Glancy writes that she is “ultimately unconvinced” that the parables offer a 

slave’s perspective because “they uncritically accept the liability of the slave’s body to violation 

by slaveholders, by other slaves, and even by outsiders to the household.”78 As noted above, 

Munro concedes that such slaveholding perspectives will necessarily infiltrate the subordinates’ 

worldview. However, Glancy states convincingly, 

I find no way to recount Jesus’ parables…without repeating the violence against slave 
bodies that they iterate. If this is a slave’s eye view, it is a perspective that has been 
subordinated to the dominant viewpoint of the slaveholding society to the extent that we 
can make no meaningful assertions about the distinguishing marks of a slave’s 
perspective.79 

 
In other words, if enslaved persons are willing to accept and repeat even the idea that their own 

bodies are vulnerable to violence, then it is essentially impossible to distinguish between a 

“slave’s eye view” and the “vantage point of their superiors.” Ultimately, I find myself in 

agreement with Glancy here. Although Munro’s work helpfully highlights the centrality of 

images of slavery in these texts, her conclusions about their presentation of a “slave’s eye view” 

are unpersuasive. 

Enslaved Characters in Matthew’s Parables 

Having set this study within its proper context, we can now approach each of Matthew’s six 

slave parables in turn. The aim of this reading will be to identify who are the enslaved characters 

in each, drawing specific attention to the roles which they fulfill in their respective parables. It 

will be demonstrated that these texts overwhelmingly portray their enslaved characters as highly 

responsible managerial agents who are, more often than not, subjected to violent abuse, in 

 

78 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 128. 

79 Glancy, Slavery in Early Christianity, 128. 


