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15 What then? Should we continue to sin, because we are not under law 
but under grace? Absolutely not! 16 Do you not know that when you offer 
yourselves to obey someone as slaves, you are slaves of the one you are 
obeying—whether slaves of sin, resulting in death, or slaves of 
obedience, resulting in righteousness? 
17 Thanks be to God that, although you used to be slaves of sin, you 
became obedient from the heart to the pattern of the teaching into which 
you were placed. 18 After you were set free from sin, you became slaves of 
righteousness. 19 (I am speaking in a human way because of the weakness 
of your flesh.) Indeed, just as you offered your members as slaves to 
impurity and lawlessness, resulting in more lawlessness, so now offer 
your members in the same way as slaves to righteousness, resulting in 
sanctification. 
20 For when you were slaves of sin, you were free from righteousness. 
21 So what kind of fruit did you have then? They were things of which 
you are now ashamed. Yes, the final result of those things is death. 22 But 
now, since you were set free from sin and have become slaves to God, 
you have your fruit resulting in sanctification—and the final result is 
eternal life. 23 For the wages of sin is death, but the undeserved gift of 
God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
 

Sometime during the month of February, probably in the year 1818, 
Fredrick Douglass – a name you might recognize from American history – 
was born in Maryland as a slave.  During his childhood he bounced around 
from master to master, living a childhood filled with varying levels of 
hardship due to slavery.  The wife of one of his owners taught him the 
alphabet and a few basics of language, and over the next few years, 
Douglass taught himself to read and write.  Literacy opened his eyes to a 
wealth of knowledge and information, and in his autobiography he writes 
how he began to dream of freedom.  Eventually, Douglass did escape and 
is today remembered most famously as a leader in the American 
abolitionist movement, a skilled public speaker, and a diplomat, working 



tirelessly for the freedom of slaves and rights for the slaves after they had 
been set free.  

The whole concept of life in slavery is difficult to imagine for us today, 
even if you take the time to read the autobiography of a man like Fredrick 
Douglass, but in the history of the world that’s somewhat unusual.  For 
most of history, slavery in one form or another has been a part of 
society.  In some eras, it has been the race-based slavery found in the more 
recent history of our country and others in western civilization.  In other 
eras, like in bible times, slavery was based more around warfare and the 
practical question of what to do to prevent continual rebellion among 
people living in a nation that has just been conquered.  But whatever 
historic causes might be attributed to slavery, and however mild or 
horrible the conditions might be, slaves of all time no doubt dreamed of 
one day obtaining freedom.  The desire to be free, to make decisions as you 
see fit, to live your life in the way that you want to live it and to take care of 
yourself – these are somewhat basic desires common to pretty much 
everyone.  

The bible often uses terms like slavery to describe our natural state and 
freedom to describe what Jesus does for us.  There are two reaction that 
people sometimes have to this idea, and neither one is particularly 
good.  Maybe you’ve heard them before.  You sometimes hear the 
contention that the Christian’s life after knowing Jesus is still slavery – I 
mean, look at the moral code Christians are expected to live up to!  Is that 
really freedom?  And perhaps on the days when temptations to sin are 
strong, you’ve felt that idea ring with a bit of truth. 

Or, maybe in a slightly different direction, you find yourself wondering, “If 
God’s forgiveness really is completely free, then why does it matter so 
much how I live my life?  God will forgive whatever I do anyway!”  Even if 
you would never be caught actually saying such things, perhaps you can 
recall times when you’ve faced the choice to do or say something you 



know is sinful, but figured to yourself – no one else would get hurt, surely 
God won’t really mind all that much, and if he does, he’ll forgive me 
anyway because he promised to.  

These ideas are not in any way new – Christians of all ages have struggled 
with similar concerns.  Paul anticipates that these things will be on the 
minds of some among his readers in Rome, and in future generations like 
you and me, and so he tackles these ideas in Romans 6.  But first, it’s worth 
thinking about the idea of slavery and freedom in general.  In America, we 
like to think of freedom in terms of having a lot of options – in contrast to a 
slave like Fredrick Douglass who had every detail of his life dictated by his 
masters.  Freedom is the complete opposite – life that is guided by nothing 
except your own plans and desires.  Sounds very appealing, of course, but 
is it actually accurate?  Is there really such a thing as a life that isn’t guided 
by anything?  

In Fredrick Douglass’ autobiography, he describes the change that came 
over him when he learned to read and began to absorb new information in 
printed form.  Whether it was current events of that time or material 
printed by the abolitionist movement, reading opened his mind to see that 
there were other ways of life beyond slavery, and that knowledge changed 
everything for him.  There was no going back.  It’s not that he had ever 
particularly liked being a slave, but until he learned to read it had never 
really crossed his mind that there might be another option.  He could never 
look at his life as a slave in the same way again, because he knew that it 
didn’t have to be that way.  In a sense, you could probably even say that 
Douglass was enslaved to this new knowledge, because it guided and 
influenced his life and his opinions and his decisions from that point 
forward just as completely as his physical owner had.  There was no way 
for Douglass to “un-know” what he had learned by reading, and so, in a 
sense he was enslaved to this knowledge – even in his freedom.  



That’s not a bad way to picture what Paul is telling us about the Christian 
life in Romans 6.  Like Douglass, we are all born in slavery to sin.  By 
nature, we are all headed in the same wrong direction – in lock-step with 
the devil, and we don’t even realize it.  We chaff under the demands of 
God’s laws about morality, we hate him for making impossible demands 
on us, even the morally good things that we might do by nature usually 
have some sort of self-seeking interest way down at the bottom.  And God 
tells us what the outcome of this slavery to sin is: “For the wages of sin is 
death” (Romans 6:23a).  Not physical death, but eternal death in hell – 
destruction with everyone and everything else that is unholy and unfit for 
life in God’s kingdom.  

But with Jesus, we learn that there is an alternative.  Not only does he live 
his life perfectly in our place, earning God’s pleasure, not only does he 
make payment for all the sins we commit in rebellion against God by 
suffering God’s wrath on the cross, he sends his Holy Spirit to put faith in 
our hearts and show us everything he has done for us.  He creates in us a 
new desire to fight against sinfulness, to forsake the slavery, and because of 
that our lives will never be the same again!  We can’t possibly look at sin in 
the same way as we did before!  Paul described it like this: “What then? 
Should we continue to sin, because we are not under law but under 
grace? Absolutely not! Do you not know that when you offer yourselves 
to obey someone as slaves, you are slaves of the one you are obeying—
whether slaves of sin, resulting in death, or slaves of obedience, 
resulting in righteousness? Thanks be to God that, although you used to 
be slaves of sin, you became obedient from the heart to the pattern of the 
teaching into which you were placed” (Romans 6:15-17).  

And so we find ourselves enslaved to our new teaching, a new knowledge, 
telling us that there is an alternative to sinful defiance of God leading to 
death.  All too often, the question we find ourselves asking are ones the 
devil would use to trick us – really instead of asking, “Am I free,” we 
should be asking “whom do I serve,” because everyone serves 



something.  Instead of asking “Do I have a master,” we should be asking 
“Who is my master?”  Because we all have one – either sin or God.  There is 
no other option.  Paul wrote: “After you were set free from sin, you 
became slaves of righteousness” (Romans 6:18).  

Slavery to freedom, to righteousness, is entirely different than what we 
were rescued from.  If you had asked Fredrick Douglass if he felt 
oppressed and burdened by the knowledge that he had gained when he 
learned to read, knowledge that his life was enslaved to, he would have 
laughed in your face!  That knowledge was what empowered him as he 
dedicated his life to sharing that freedom with as many others as he could, 
working with single-minded focus to abolish slavery and promote civil 
rights for the rest of his days, bringing about great benefit to many other 
people.  

Being enslaved to righteousness as a Christian is exactly the same.  Just as 
Fredrick Douglass found that his life could never be the same once he 
knew what else was out there, so also you and I have been changed forever 
by what Jesus has done for us. Paul says: “Indeed, just as you offered your 
members as slaves to impurity and lawlessness, resulting in more 
lawlessness, so now offer your members in the same way as slaves to 
righteousness, resulting in sanctification” (Romans 6:19b).  

No slave who has been set free would voluntarily choose to return to his 
former way of life – there’s no benefit in doing so!  In the same way, as 
Christians, despite what the sinful side of us might try and say, there’s no 
benefit in returning to a lifestyle of defying God, there’s no benefit to be 
found in sinning, in marching lock-step with the devil down the road that 
leads to eternal death in hell.  

Paul puts it this way: “For when you were slaves of sin, you were free 
from righteousness. So what kind of fruit did you have then? They were 
things of which you are now ashamed. Yes, the final result of those 
things is death. But now, since you were set free from sin and have 



become slaves to God, you have your fruit resulting in sanctification—
and the final result is eternal life. For the wages of sin is death, but the 
undeserved gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 
6:20-23).  

That’s freedom worth dedicating your life to – not the rudderless freedom 
guided only by the whim of how you’re feeling on a given day, led by your 
former master – the sin that enslaved us.  And think about what that 
means!  We have been set free from the pressure to always have as much 
fun and as much success as possible before the clock of our life runs out, 
because we know that because we have been set free from sin, our life will 
continue with God in heaven.  We have been set free from a pointless and 
unwinnable war against the almighty creator of the world, and instead 
have been adopted into his family and walk with him every step of our 
lives.  We have been set free from a pointless existence with the goal of 
serving ourselves, and have been given the privilege of serving in God’s 
kingdom by showing love and kindness to those around us and sharing the 
message of freedom through Jesus.  

Enslaved to righteousness – so much different from being enslaved to sin 
that the two aren’t even worth comparing.  Who is your master?  By God’s 
grace, our answer to that question no longer is sin and no longer pushes us 
into eternal death – our master is Jesus Christ our Savior.  May he continue 
to guide and influence and give purpose to our lives, and may he continue 
to bless many others through us.  Amen. 

 

 


