
E R I C  O L D E N B U R G  AN S W E R S :  
 
In the Wednesday morning men’s Bible study we sometimes ask Mark Miller (The father-in-law 
of Eric, our missionary to the Ukraine) to ask Eric about a topic that we discussed. Here is an 
example: 
 
Eric, don’t want to take up too much of your time, so I am really looking for a quick response to 
the following amazingly complex question that came up in our Bible Study: 
  
What do you think the infallible truth is that the Bible teaches about (1) the morality of slavery 
and (2) the orbit of the earth around the sun.  We are trying  to sort out how literal to take the 
Scriptures. 
  
Mark (Miller) 
  
After some clarification on both Eric’s and Mark’s questions we received the following: (Part of 
this you will have to go to the website to finish because of its length). 

 
Mark, 
I’ve been trying to get to this email for a few days. Both of these questions, as you know, are 
deep and wide. I’m giving just brief answers that represent the best way that I’ve been able to 
make it all work in my mind and heart.  
 
I would say 3 things about the Bible’s comments on slavery and our relation to it. Continue 
reading by clicking on “Adult” at the “home page” of MHPC.org and then clicking on “Ask Eric”. 
 
(Lynn, for CONNECTIONS stop the article here. We will ask Stefan to put the whole article on 
the website. I will talk to him about this.) 
 
1. It is almost impossible for us to do this as Americans but we have to not think of our country’s 
history of slavery when we read the Biblical texts about slavery. If you study the way slavery 
was prescribed in the Old Testament and the way it was practiced in first century Greco-Roman 
culture, you will see that there is very little in common. In the Old Testament, the Israelites were 
told to take certain people as slaves. On the one hand, we can see this as part of the way that 
God used Israel to judge the pagan nations around them. On the other hand, there was a whole 
system in the Old Testament for how to treat slaves and, by comparison, I would say that the 
Old Testament prescriptions come out as pretty favorable towards slaves in comparison to the 
slavery practices of the surrounding peoples. One instance is the whole system of Jubilee 
wherein people were released from slavery after 7 years. How irregularly the Israelites practiced 
Jubilee is another piece of the puzzle of human depravity. In the Greco-Roman world, slavery is 
much more like employment than it is like American slavery. It was not uncommon for people to 
put themselves into slavery and then buy back their freedom with relative ease. And while there 
were certainly abuses in Greco-Roman slavery and a class distinction between slaves and non 
slaves, there wasn’t anything like the debate we were having about whether or not black people 
were people or not. So, in summary, my first comment is that comparing Biblical forms of 
slavery to American slavery is apples to oranges. 
 
2. The next thing is hard for many believers to get their head and heart around, especially 
covenant theologians, i.e., most Presbyterians. WE ARE NOT UNDER THE OLD COVENANT!!! 
God’s prescription to the Israelites of slavery over various peoples is not a prescription to New 



Covenant believers in any way, physically or spiritually. Israel had her own functions and the 
Church has her own. Sometimes they are the same. Many times they are not. Slavery is one of 
the glaring examples of discontinuity between the covenants. When you come to the New 
Covenant, slavery is not prescribed. Commands are simply given to those either in slavery or to 
masters who own slaves. If you keep in mind that the master-slave relationship is much closer 
to an employer-employee relationship than it is to an American master-slave relationship, it’s not 
as hard of a pill to swallow. Telling masters to treat slaves well does condone the first century 
institution of slavery to a degree but, at the same time, slaves are told to free themselves if they 
can, which definitely tempers the aforementioned condoning. 
 
3. Lastly, as I’m sure you are aware, there was a strong religious element to the abolition of 
slavery movements in England and America. Many of the abolitionists used a Christian 
worldview, and Scripture itself, to show that the radical form of Anglo-American slavery was 
against Christian values. And slavery was eventually abolished. It’s hard to argue that the 
abolition movement is a successful example of Christian worldview victory if the institution of 
slavery is actually fully condoned in Scripture. I think the above points make it clear that we can 
claim the abolition movement as an outworking of Scriptural principle against a thoroughly 
debased and debasing institution which had very little in common with the ancient forms of the 
institution. 
 
I would say 2 things about how literally to take the Bible’s language in general and 1 thing about 
how to take the Bible’s language when speaking about cosmology. 
 
1. I used to say that I was a literalist when it comes to the Bible. In doing so, I was trying to say 
that we could take the Bible as truly meaning what it says. But that’s not really the best way to 
state it. The Bible speaks literally in some places, figuratively in others, typologically in others, 
apocalyptically in others, etc. The form of speech that the author intended us to understand the 
Bible in is the form of speech we should interpret and understand it in. Once you know what the 
author was trying to say and the form of speech that he used to say it you can figure out what is 
being infallibly communicated. In Song of Solomon 4:4 we don’t literally think that his lover’s 
neck was “like the tower of David, built in rows of stone” with warriors shields hanging over it. 
We understand that he thought his lover’s neck was awesome. And infallibly we know that it’s 
totally OK for a husband to think his wife’s neck is awesome. 
 
2. Man is the pinnacle of God’s creation and we are the ones He’s chosen to be His 
representatives on this earth. God is very pro-man and so it’s not too surprising to find very 
man-focused concepts and ideas in the Bible. This can sometimes mean that the Bible will 
focus on the theological/philosophical aspect of a question rather than on the scientific aspect of 
a question. Western culture has given pride of place to the scientific for centuries and, 
scientifically, we’re just a part of the makeup of the universe. The pro-man and man-focused 
stuff in the Bible rubs our scientific sensibilities the wrong way and seem to prove the Bible 
wrong and thus fallible. But if we look at those issues from a theological/philosophical 
perspective the issues sometimes clear up and the Bible proves to be infallible. 
 
3. Speaking specifically about cosmology, as I said in my earlier email, the Bible takes a very 
“earth-looking-into-space view.” The Biblical authors had no choice but to see the universe this 
way. Now that we have satellites and telescopes, we know our physical place in the universe 
much better, i.e., we know how small we are. So we read about the sun standing still, demand 
scientific accuracy out of it, and claim the Bible fallible. But if we do 3 things, I think the issue 
clears itself up significantly. First, the passage of the sun standing still is told not in a scientific 
report but in a historical narrative. The language of the passage is to convey what happened as 



God helped Joshua and the Israelites to defeat their enemies. What we need to know is that 
God cosmologically assisted Joshua and the Israelites defeat their enemies, not the scientific 
technicalities of how He did it. It appeared to everyone present that the sun stood still then to 
say that it did is perfectly adequate to convey the historicity of the event. Second, we still call it 
“sunrise” and “sunset” and we live in the 21st century!!! And we say the sun rises in the East 
and sets in the West!!! Are we proving ourselves fallible every time we do so? Of course not. It’s 
just how we speak and that’s OK. The Bible should be allowed to speak the way people spoke if 
we want it to be a document that puts people in touch with the God of the universe. Third, (this 
last one needs to be looked into more) your Bible might have that section (Joshua 10:12b-13) 
formatted differently than the rest of the text around it. That’s an indication that it’s likely in a 
poetic form of some kind and not just standard historical narrative. This means possibly that 
something literary is going on to describe the historical victory that God gave to the Israelites. 
I’m not ready to buy this one yet but I wouldn’t be surprised if there was an explanation stating 
that the phrase “the sun stood still and the moon stopped” had some kind of figurative, literary 
meaning instead of a literal, historical meaning. At present, the first and second things I mention 
are enough to allow me to say that God did a cosmological miracle and that Bible infallibly 
records that miracle even though we all know that the sun stands still and we’re the ones hurling 
through space. 
 
OK, let me know if these scratch the itch or if you need more. 
 
In Him, 
 
Eric 

 


