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“Enslaved by whom?” / Romans 6:12-23    

We are continuing in Romans, with what is the second half of chapter 6.  This is a typical transition 
by Paul between this passage and the previous one.  In last week’s passage, Paul is writing as a 
mystic – the mystery of union with Christ.  In essence, we live so close to Christ, we can claim to 
live in Christ.  In today’s passage, Paul gives us a more practical application. Christianity is not an 
emotional experience – it is a way of life.  It is great to sit in church and let the waves sweep over us 
– but we have to out of our seats and go out into the world!  Emotions must be translated into action   

Last week we read that in baptism, we are in union with Christ.  Through our baptism, we are 
baptized with Christ in his death.  If we are united with him in death, we will also be united with 
him in his resurrection.  Listen to what he has to say in verses 6-11:  We know that our old self was 
crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved 
to sin.  7 For whoever has died is freed from sin.  8 But if we have died with Christ, we believe that 
we will also live with him.  9 We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; 
death no longer has dominion over him.  10 The death he died, he died to sin, once for all; but the 
life he lives, he lives to God.  11 So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God 
in Christ Jesus.      

And now to the practical application, the consequence of being dead to sin, and alive in Christ:   
Romans 6:12-23: 12 Therefore, do not let sin exercise dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you 
obey their passions.  13 No longer present your members to sin as instruments of wickedness, but 
present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and present your 
members to God as instruments of righteousness.  14 For sin will have no dominion over you, since 
you are not under law but under grace. 15 What then? Should we sin because we are not under law 
but under grace? By no means!  16 Do you not know that if you present yourselves to anyone as 
obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of 
obedience, which leads to righteousness?  17 But thanks be to God that you, having once been slaves 
of sin, have become obedient from the heart to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted,   
18 and that you, having been set free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness.  19 I am 
speaking in human terms because of your natural limitations. For just as you once presented your 
members as slaves to impurity and to greater and greater iniquity, so now present your members as 
slaves to righteousness for sanctification.  20 When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to 
righteousness.  21 So what advantage did you then get from the things of which you now are 
ashamed? The end of those things is death.  22 But now that you have been freed from sin and 
enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification. The end is eternal life.  23 For the wages of 
sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.       

Paul has just told us in verses 1-11 that, because of our baptism with Christ and our participation in 
his resurrection, our old self has died, and we are now dead to sin, and alive in Christ.  It is now 
impossible, because we are dead, for us to sin.  Since by baptism we were united with Christ, and in 
consequence are dead to sin and alive to God, how can we possibly live in sin?  Since through 
conversion we offered ourselves to God as his slaves, how can obey anyone else?   

And what does verse 12 begin with?  Therefore!  Romans 6:12-14: Therefore, do not let sin exercise 
dominion in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions.  13 No longer present your 
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members to sin as instruments of wickedness, but present yourselves to God as those who have been 
brought from death to life, and present your members to God as instruments of righteousness.  14 For 
sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace.  

As usual, Paul is his usual 2x4 alongside the head self.  Verse 13: No longer present your members 
to sin as instruments of wickedness.  Quite frankly, I found this passage somewhat shocking.  We 
all are familiar with his famous words in Ephesians, chapter 6, where he encourages us to “Put on 
the whole armor of God, so that [we] may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil.”  That 
sounds wonderful – we are giving ourselves over to God, acting as his soldiers, to stand against 
evil!    

But what has Paul just said to us in verse 13?  No longer present your members to sin as instruments 
of wickedness.  Has anyone ever thought of us doing the presenting?  It was always more 
convenient to think of myself as the victim, not the presenter!   

It’s like that old favorite, Take My Life 
Take my life, and let it be consecrated, Lord, to Thee. 
Take my moments and my days; let them flow in ceaseless praise. 
Take my hands, and let them move at the impulse of Thy love. 
Take my feet, and let them be swift and beautiful for Thee.  

Instead, shocking as it may be, it’s as if we are saying to Satan, here my arms, my legs, my voice, 
my heart, my very self, presented to you as an instrument of wickedness.  William Barclay writes, 
“Sin is looking for [persons] who will by their words, or example, seduce and invite others into 
sinning.” This is what Paul is saying we used to do, and he is telling us that we are to do this no 
longer.    

But, thanks be to God, because we are dead to sin and alive in Christ, we are no longer present our 
members to Satan.  Instead, we are to present ourselves to God.  Remember the Flip Wilson 
character, Geraldine?   “The Devil made me do it” – this does not work!  We are no longer under 
his power!  The power of sin has been broken, we are no longer enslaved to it.    

Verse 14: Why?  [Because] sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but 
under grace.  Did you notice the future tense?  For sin will have no dominion over you.  Paul does 
not look to the present, but the future – he sees the glory that awaits us, and sees clearly what we are 
to become…  

Verse 15: What then? Should we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means!   
So, where have we heard the question in verse 15 before?  That’s right, last week!  And the answer?  
By no means!    

And again, Paul begins his argument with “Don’t you know?”  Romans 6:16-19: Do you not know 
that if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you 
obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?  17 But 
thanks be to God that you, having once been slaves of sin, have become obedient from the heart to 
the form of teaching to which you were entrusted, 18 and that you, having been set free from sin, 
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have become slaves of righteousness.  19 I am speaking in human terms because of your natural 
limitations. For just as you once presented your members as slaves to impurity and to greater and 
greater iniquity, so now present your members as slaves to righteousness for sanctification.    

Last week, Paul began his argument by saying we were united with Christ.  This time, he speaks of 
being enslaved to God.  We were once slaves to sin, and we are now slaves to God.    

What are we to make of his remarks about slavery? Verse 16: Do you not know that if you present 
yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, 
which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?  This is not servanthood, it’s 
slavery.  There is a big difference between a servant and a slave.  Many of you may recall the PBS 
series, “Upstairs, Downstairs,” or the series, “Backstairs at the White House.”  They followed the 
lives of servants at these places.  A servant had a different life than a slave – during working hours, 
the servant worked for the head of the house.  After hours, he had his own life.    

A slave is different!  It is impossible to serve two masters, because a slave is totally owned by only 
one!  We cannot serve sin and righteousness – Paul is using logic to encourage us that we are to no 
longer present ourselves to sin.      

Paul uses this analogy often in his letters, but as we know, Christianity is not really slavery.  Paul 
did not want to compare the Christian life to any kind of slavery – what kind of master could we 
imagine?  But the key is we cannot be servants, giving one part of our life to God and another part 
of our life to something else.    

There is so much here – look at verse 17: But thanks be to God that you, having once been slaves of 
sin, have become obedient from the heart to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted.  
WOW! Another challenge!  Are we obedient from the heart to the form of teaching to which we 
have been entrusted?  Or do we read Scripture and say to ourselves, “Gee, that doesn’t sound too 
good – I really don’t want to accept that part…”    

Have we ever thought that, as we (hopefully) hear God’s word each week, that something is being 
entrusted to us, and we are to be obedient from the heart?  Just a comment – Martin Luther has 
translated this passage “…to which you were committed.” Conversion is not only trusting in God, 
but hearing, believing, and acknowledging the truth.  From my point of view, as your pastor – and I 
speak for all of our teachers, past, present, and future.  We are humbled to hear that what we are 
teaching is something that has been entrusted to us, and for us.  Continue to pray for us, and for our 
humble efforts to pass along what we are receiving.    

Let’s finish the passage: Romans 21-23: So what advantage did you then get from the things of 
which you now are ashamed? The end of those things is death.  22 But now that you have been freed 
from sin and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification. The end is eternal life.  23 For 
the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.       

Another practical, but good question – what advantage did we get from the things for which we are 
now ashamed?  WOW!  Again, we all are praising God when we know that he is near us, walking 
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with us, hearing our prayers, and everything else we are so glad to claim.  But how do we feel, 
knowing that God was there also when we were doing something for which we are now ashamed?  

But now that you have been freed from sin and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is 
sanctification. The end is eternal life.  23 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is 
eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.       

Before I finish, I need to make a confession – my sermon title is incorrect.  I need to change it from 
Enslaved BY WHOM – to – Enslaved TO WHOM.  If we look closely at the language, one title 
suggests being under power of something, someone acting over us ENSLAVED BY SOMETHING 
OR SOMEONE.  The other title suggests being willing submitters to a particular master – 
ENSLAVED TO SOMETHING OR SOMEONE.  ENSLAVED TO WHOM is a better title – the 
difference is significant.  Are we ENSLAVED BY SIN, but we talk about being ENSLAVED TO 
GOD?   How self-centered is that?  We want to take credit for our being enslaved TO GOD, but we 
want to (as Geraldine would do), blame Satan as we are ENSLAVED BY SIN.  Paul has already 
told us we were willing presenters of our members!  My friends, we are enslaved to sin.    

My beloved sisters and brothers, we have been freed from sin.  Once again, there are the words, 
enslaved to God – we are now enslaved to God.  Now that we are freed from sin, and enslaved to 
God, the advantage we receive is sanctification – the end is not death, but eternal life!  

The advantage we receive is sanctification.  In the Greek, the word for sanctification is in the 
present perfect tense, meaning that we are in process – sanctification is a journey to holiness. 
And notice we receive it – we do not earn it.    

Speaking of earning, look at our last verse, well known to all of us: For the wages of sin is death, 
but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.  The Greek word for wages comes 
from a soldiers pay.  Usually, wages are proportional, resulting from an agreement.  On the other 
hand, the Greek word for gift is charisma – totally free and unearned gift.     

So what are we to make of this?  Everyone, especially Paul (and Christ), knows that we sin – we sin 
all the time!  Are there any words of hope or encouragement here for us?  Let us again look at our 
old life, and our new life.  One example I came across talked about someone who had been released 
from prison.  The person had a new life, but there was always the temptation to move back into the 
old life.  It’s always possible to slip back into the old ways.    

Another example was about fish – a person moved his fish from a small bowl to a larger aquarium.  
In the bowl, the fish swam around in small circles.  When they were moved, they still swam in 
small circles until they got used to the new tank!    

And what about this thing called sin?  I once knew of a man, in another church, who claimed he was 
not in need of God’s forgiveness, since he had never sinned.  Fortunately for him, his pastor (not 
me) able to convince him of the error of his ways.  By the way, if there is anyone here this morning 
who believes he or she is not in need of God’s grace, we need to talk.    
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Paul speaks about our sinful nature earlier in his letter, paraphrasing Psalm 14: Romans 3:9b-18: 
For we have already charged that all, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin,  10 as it is 
written: "There is no one who is righteous, not even one;  11 there is no one who has understanding, 
there is no one who seeks God.  12 All have turned aside, together they have become worthless; there 
is no one who shows kindness, there is not even one."  13 "Their throats are opened graves; they use 
their tongues to deceive." "The venom of vipers is under their lips."14 "Their mouths are full of 
cursing and bitterness."  15 "Their feet are swift to shed blood;  16 ruin and misery are in their paths,  
17 and the way of peace they have not known."  18 "There is no fear of God before their eyes."   

My friends, no one is righteous, not even one.  But because of the one who is righteous, Jesus 
Christ, we who were once enslaved to sin are now enslaved to him.  Thanks be to God.   


