Questions We Ask God #3

“Why Did You Allow That?”

selected Scriptures
This morning we resume our series on questions we ask God. This question was first raised several weeks ago, but last Sunday someone mentioned another question that, while it is a distinct subject, has virtually the same answer, so we will consider both. The first question asked, “Why did God allow polygamy, when His design for marriage was one man and one woman?” The second similarly asked, “Why did God permit slavery?” 

We might think polygamy and slavery are merely relics of the ancient world, but that is not quite accurate. Polygamy is rare worldwide. According to Pew Research, only about 2% of the global population and less than 0.5% of Americans live in polygamous households (despite what shows like “Sister Wives” might have you believe). Even in Muslim countries that legally allow men to have multiple wives, fewer than 1% of Muslim men do so. The practice is most common in sub-Saharan Africa, where 11% of the population lives in arrangements that include more than one spouse.

Unfortunately, slavery continues today at a higher rate, with 28 million people worldwide trapped in slave bondage (50 million if forced marriages are counted), from sex trafficking to forced labor. Poverty victims are most vulnerable.

Most Americans—including non-Christians—condemn both polygamy and slavery. This makes the Bible’s stance on these issues troubling to many. This is especially true when Bible scholars say things like, “While the Bible clearly condones slavery…”
 and,

Though Paul never outright said slavery is acceptable, he never condemned it, either. And when a runaway slave showed up, Paul converted him to Christianity and then returned him to his slave owner. Runaway slaves who returned were not usually welcomed with a hug. They were punished, sometimes executed, as an example to others.

The apostle’s decision to send Onesimus back not only put the slave at risk, it seemed to condone slavery, and it certainly set back any movement that would have outlawed this flesh-peddling institution. It took nearly 1,000 years for the church to discover that there’s nothing Christian about slavery.

This can give critics of Christianity ammunition to use against us, and at the very least put us on the defensive…if it were true. 

I’m not willing to concede such ground. 

Let’s take a deeper look into the question, “God, why did You allow that?”

The Harsh Realities

First we consider the harsh realities. Both polygamy and slavery were practiced in the Bible. The first recorded instance of polygamy is found in Genesis 4:19, “Lamech married two women, one named Adah and the other Zillah.” Lamech’s arrogance is clear, showing him to be a true descendant of the murderer Cain. His practice of polygamy, then, is to be understood as typical of the wicked whose willful pride seeks to be satisfied by the multiplication of wives or other symbols of status and acts of self-indulgence.

Later, Abram was married to Sarai, who was unable to bear children. In Genesis 16, Sarah suggested an alternative. Verse 3 states, “So after Abram had been living in Canaan ten years, Sarai his wife took her Egyptian maidservant Hagar and gave her to her husband to be his wife.” In this scheme, Hagar became Abram’s concubine, or a wife of secondary rank.
 Abraham’s taking Hagar as a second wife was perfectly legal according to the marriage code of that day.
 There was a custom in that day that if a wife could not bear a child, she could select a servant girl for her husband to marry who would serve as a surrogate mother. The child born to the servant would belong to the first wife. But, as Chuck Swindoll points out, “just because something is socially acceptable doesn’t make it part of God’s plan.”

Esau and Jacob both married multiple wives, though in Jacob’s defense he was tricked into it. (How ironic is that!) Samuel’s father Elkanah had multiple wives, and later David married several women. According to 1 Kings 11:3, Solomon had 700 wives and 300 concubines. Godly men and ungodly men practiced polygamy, yet nowhere does God prohibit polygamy explicitly. We wonder why.

Slavery is also mentioned early in the book of Genesis. Noah cursed his grandson Canaan in Genesis 9:25-27 to become “the slave of Shem.” Slavery was known in the time of Abraham. Truth is, slavery was practiced by every ancient people of which we have any historical record: Egyptians, Sumerian, Babylonians, Assyrians, Phoenicians, Syrians, Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Greeks, Romans, and all the rest. Slavery was as integral a part of ancient culture as commerce, taxation, or temple service.
 

It must be noted that the slavery mentioned in the Bible is not the same as the slavery in the antebellum southern United States or even in its modern manifestations. The institution of slavery was different in the ancient near east of the Old Testament or in the Roman Empire in the New Testament, and different in turn from any contemporary context.
 This does not excuse slavery, though. Human beings were made in the image of God and should never be owned by another. Accordingly, slavery had its roots in sin.

Yet the Bible does not ban slavery itself.
 Again, we wonder why.
The Heavenly Respect

I believe the answer, in part, can be attributed to the heavenly respect for human freedom. God created human beings with freedom of choice. God wanted them (or us) to choose to love and obey Him, but to have freedom of choice, there must be alternatives. The first humans—Adam and Eve—were given the power to choose between loving and obeying God or going their own way. As we all know, they chose the latter.

While they were free to choose, though, they were not free from the consequences of their choice. God clearly instructed them in Genesis 2:16-17, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” Notice the freedom of choice: “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden”; the opportunity to obey: “but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil”; and the consequence of disobedience: “for when you eat of it you will surely die.” When they disobeyed, however, they not only brought consequences on themselves; they brought consequences on the plants, animals, and the earth itself. Furthermore, they brought consequences on each other and future generations of humans. Sin is that destructive—it not only affects the sinner but those around him or her. This principle became evident with the first siblings, when Cain killed Abel. Human history is replete with the horrors of hostility, subjection, and exploitation down throughout the centuries.

“Why doesn’t God stop all of that?” you may wonder. In order for God to do that, He would have to take away human freedom, and He is not willing to do that. Instead, God allowed certain things—such as polygamy and slavery—even though they were not part of His ideal plan from the beginning.

Turn to Matthew 19:3-9, where Jesus takes on yet another subject that fits into this discussion.

Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?” 

“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.” 

“Why then,” they asked, “did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?” 

Jesus replied, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning. I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery.”
I don’t want to delve into the whole divorce issue, but rather what Jesus says about it. The Pharisees brought up the matter in order to test Him. They asked if it was lawful (we might say “legal”) to divorce his wife for any reason at all. At the time in Jewish culture, the answer was “yes”; divorce was allowed for any imaginable excuse. 

Jesus, however, did not discuss the legality of divorce, but rather the morality of it. His argument predated the law and brought up God’s original design in creation.

The Pharisees responded by appealing to Deuteronomy 24:1-4, where God gave restrictions and regulations on divorce. That text did not explicitly command or even approve divorce, but it certainly accepted it as a reality, and the Pharisees took this as divine sanction for the practice. But Jesus picks up the Pharisees’ verb: divorce was not commanded but allowed, and that concession was an accommodation to human hardness of heart.

The Law acknowledged that men and women, in their fallen, weak condition, had already been divorcing and would continue to do so. Jesus rightly noted that the wording in Deuteronomy was not expressing a command but a concession. Because of the hardness of the human heart, divorce had been permitted by God under a specific circumstance, but this was only a concession in view of a lost ideal. Jesus didn’t budge one inch from the ideal established in Genesis 2. Don’t miss this important line in verse 8, “But it was not this way from the beginning.” In short, the Pharisees argued that Moses had commanded divorce, while Jesus countered that Moses had merely permitted divorce. One biblical scholar offers this great illustration: 

Just as a car is made to drive safely on the road, not to skid around colliding with other cars, so marriage was made to be a partnership of one woman and one man for life, not something that could be split up and reassembled whenever one person wanted it…. Moses didn’t say, as it were, “when you drive your car, this is how to have an accident”; rather, “when you drive a car, take care not to have an accident; but if, tragically, an accident occurs, this is how to deal with it.”
 
When it comes to handling difficulties, there’s a major difference between commanding and permitting, whether it’s driving your car on a road where wrecks occur or dealing with your marriage when troubles intensify. Moses didn’t command the Jews to wreck their cars and get new ones. And he certainly didn’t allow for men to simply trade in their car when they wanted a newer model! Rather, the Law given to Moses gave a few rules for minimizing the damage caused by a wrecked marriage.

The same can be said for polygamy and slavery. Neither fit the ideal of God’s original design, but when sin entered the picture both practices became commonplace. I also believe we should take into consideration the culture of the times. In the ancient world, men were often killed in battle, at work, or while hunting to feed their families. This left a lot of widows who were unable to support themselves, since they were not educated or allowed to work outside the home. Polygamy allowed for them to survive. Slavery was also used in Jewish culture to pay off debts or as restitution for crimes. It was never meant to be a permanent condition (unless the slave chose to make it that way.) In a fallen world corrupted by sin, sometimes the choices are not between good and bad; sometimes it is between the lesser of evils. This may help to explain why God allowed such things as polygamy and slavery to exist in the ancient world.

The Humane Regulations

This is not to say that human beings were allowed to do whatever they wanted. God sometimes allowed what was less than ideal because people’s hard hearts made the ideal unattainable. To be able to exercise some restraint over human injustice, God’s civil laws provided humane regulations rather than seeking to abolish them altogether.

For example, God commanded in Exodus 21:10-11, “If he marries another woman, he must not deprive the first [wife] of her food, clothing and marital rights. If he does not provide her with these three things, she is to go free, without any payment of money.” The law presented here is not meant to condone polygamy. It is not an expression of God’s ideal, but a concession to humanity’s hardheartedness. The law recognizes the male’s sinful inclinations, but seeks to limit the injury to women that could result; all wives must be given adequate food, clothing, and intimacy. Far from approving of polygamy, the law discourages it by placing high demands on anyone who chooses this option, and it preserves the essential rights of polygamy’s potential victims.

God temporarily allowed polygamy to occur without giving explicit commands against it, even though it did not conform to his original purpose for marriage as indicated in Genesis 1–2. But we get some hints from the narrative passages that polygamy was not in line with God’s purpose, because in every example where a man has more than one wife—Abraham, Jacob, Esau, Elkanah, David, and Solomon—the situation led to significant difficulty in the marriage relationship.

Even regarding divorce, God’s law sought to protect the women from being exploited by their husbands.
 Yes, men could still subjugate women—and still do—but that was a direct result of sin, as God told Eve in Genesis 3:16, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” The phrase “rule over you” in the original language gives the idea of a tyrant keeping a victim under his thumb.

The same can be said for slavery. When God gave the law to Moses, slavery was a part of the world, and so the law of God recognized slavery. But this does not mean that slavery was God’s original intention. The law of Moses was given to fallen man. Some of the ordinances deal with things not intended for the original creation order, such as slavery and polygamy. These will be eliminated completely only when sin is eliminated from the earth. God’s laws concerning slavery provided parameters for treatment of slaves, which were for the benefit of all involved. God desires all men and nations to be liberated. This begins internally and will be manifested externally to the extent internal change occurs. The Biblical slave laws reflect God’s redemptive desire, for people and nations.

The Bible does not condone slavery any more than it condones polygamy or divorce. Instead, it establishes humane limits for an existing, evil system. Slavery had long been a feature of human society. Israelite slave owners were to treat their slaves in a fair and charitable manner. They were to be given a day of rest every week and, as beings created in God’s image, were expected to attend religious festivals. Israelite slaves were to be released after six years or in the Year of the Jubilee, whichever came first. Female slaves who became wives to their owners or owner’s sons were to be treated with all the respect and rights of a regular wife. When an Israelite’s term of slavery had ended, he was to be given a gift. If slaves were physically abused by their owners, they were to be granted immediate freedom and, unlike animals, the killing of a slave constituted a crime.

Through these measures the law of Moses made it clear that slaves were to be treated as persons with God-given rights and standing before God. Furthermore, slavery for Israelites was to be a temporary state, not a lifetime condition. The law of Moses laid the groundwork for the eventual demise of one of the most demeaning institutions in human society.

Furthermore, the Old Testament banned slave catching in Exodus 21:16, “Anyone who kidnaps another and either sells him or still has him when he is caught must be put to death.” 
 The practice of capturing humans and selling them—as the African slave trade did—was expressly prohibited in the Bible.
When we get to the New Testament, slavery was still practiced in the Roman Empire. In the first century, there were sixty million slaves.
 Yet neither Jesus nor any of His disciples expressly condemned slavery or called for its abolition. Why? For one, slavery was sanctioned by the Roman Empire and was part of the social makeup. To abolish slavery would have led to a revolution, one the fledgling Church was ill equipped to fight. Second, the Gospel is about saving the souls of people, not merely changing their station in life. Political or societal change was not the top priority, nor should it be.

It is interesting to note, however, that in the brief letter to Philemon, Paul did not command Philemon to free Onesimus. Paul didn’t condemn or condone slavery, but he worked to transform relationships. The gospel begins to change social structures by changing the people within those structures. Paul was not interested in trying to change Roman culture; he wanted to build the church as a new community.

The Bible records many things of which it does not approve.
 The harsh realities show that such abhorrent practices as polygamy and slavery were the result of human depravity, the fruit of human beings abusing their God-given right to make choices. God displayed heavenly respect for that decision-making, not directly interfering with the consequences of human choice. He did, however, establish humane requirements to limit the damage and protect the potential victims. I believe this is why God allowed such things as polygamy and slavery in biblical times, and other unsavory practices today.
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