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Title: Romans and the Future Gospel 
Text: Romans 6:15-23 
Date: February 12, 2023 
 
Main Idea: God is the true slavemaster that gives the gift of 
eternal life. Sin is the imposter slavemaster that pays the wage of 
death. 
 
 

Personal Study Guide 

READ ROMANS 6:15-23 
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Highlight – What stands out? 

1. Compare verse 15 to verse 1. The questions asked are similar – V. 15 “Are 
we to sin because we are not under law but under grace?” and V. 1 “Are 
we to continue in sin that grace may abound?”. Do the following verses 
answer these rhetorical questions in the passage? 

 
 
 

2. In these verses Paul uses the metaphor of slavery. There are two 
competing slave masters, what are they?   
 

 
 

 
3. What does Paul mean in V. 19 when he says “I am speaking in human 

terms, because of your natural limitations”? 
 
 
 
 

4. How do the two slave masters pay?  
 
 
 
 

5. Sanctification is used 2 times in this passage. How does being a slave to 
God practically lead to sanctification in our life? 
 
 
 
 

6. There are three pairs of contrast in verse 23. What are they?  
 

 

Explain – What does this mean? 
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1. Based on verse 15, what is the difference between saying “come as you 
are” but also “die to sin”? Or to put it another way, if salvation is not by 
works, and it is a free gift, can you go on sinning? Why or why not?  

 
 
 
 
See Stott’s commentary on V. 15 – “Since through conversion we offered 
ourselves to God to be his slaves, and in consequence are committed to 
obedience, how can we possibly claim freedom to sin?”. Stott calls this the 
‘logic of our conversion’. 

 
2. The wage that sin pays is death. However, V. 20 says “For when you 

were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness”. This means 
that when we were slaves to sin we did not care about the 
righteousness that God commands. Sin as our master is very deceptive, 
right? Sin feels like freedom.  Based on these verses, what are some 
ways that sin pays us “wages”? What do those “wages” look like in our 
life?  
 
 
 
 

3. Paul uses the term “fruit” in V. 21 in his question asking what is gained 
from slavemaster sin. In V. 22 he uses “fruit” again to describe what we 
receive from slavemaster God. Can there be any “fruit” gained from 
slavemaster sin? What fruit is gained from being a slave to God? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. We know that in the end God has the power and control of the eternal 
state of all people. So we see that in the end, slavemaster sin is no 
master at all. He is a deceptive master, making a claim as a true master. 
Slavemaster sin is an imposter with no power in the end. Death is the 
ultimate wage that sin pays and we are left ‘holding the bag’ before 
God. 
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5. Look up Romans 2:8. What is the ultimate meaning of death? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
6. Look up Ephesians 2:1-8. What similarities do you see between this 

passage and Romans 6:15-23? What is the ultimate meaning of eternal 
life? What do we receive? What is our old life? What is our new life?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. Look up John 8:31-36. How does this help explain what Paul is talking 
about in Romans 6:15-23? What is similar between the two passages? 
What is different? 

 
 
 
 

Apply – How does this change me? 

 

1. We know that the gospel is unique in that it does not involve us 
working our way to God but rather salvation is received – it’s not 
achieved on merit or goodness. So – when you hear this teaching of 
Justification, what is your immediate response? To ask if continuing in 
sin is permissible or to desire to put away sin? 
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2. If we are not slaves to God, the passage says we will be a slave to 
something else. We all live for something. We have a main way to have 
significance/value/security etc. A way to make sense of the world and 
our place in it. What does the Bible say about taking the path of putting 
anything other than God at the top of our priorities? 

 
 
 
 

 
3. As Christians we know that becoming a Christian – becoming a slave to 

God is what we were created for. God really does own us and is our true 
master. How does obedience to the first commandment “You shall 
have no other Gods before me” put our lives in right order with God? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. For Supplement: The 7 Checkpoints curriculum provides 7 principles for 
building a strong faith. One of the checkpoints is “Ultimate Authority” 
and the principle is “Maximum freedom is found under God’s 
authority”.  
 

a. At first take this doesn’t seem true, right? Maximum freedom 
seems like it would be found under slavemaster “sin” because 
slavemaster “sin” makes no claims on me. Slavemaster “sin” 
demands and demands but what is demanded is what our old 
sin nature wants. It feels free. It doesn’t feel like we are working. 
Stott describes this in his commentary on V.20-22 as ‘The 
Paradox: slavery is freedom and freedom is slavery’. 

b. But in this Chapter, Paul discusses the wages of sin and the 
slavery metaphor to say that sin is a slavemaster and he pays 
wages. In sin we are earning the wages of sin, even though it 
doesn’t feel like it.  

c. What does the bible say we are to do in our lives to resist sin 
and to be obedient to God? How can we have victory over sin 
in our lives while we are on earth? 
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5. Does the truth of what the bible says about sin resonate as true in our 
hearts? Do we see the wage of sin in our lives when we continue in sin? 
Does sin leave us with “fruit”? How does sin effect our relationships?  

 
 
 
 
 

6. Look up Matthew 6:24. What master are you serving? What are some 
ways you try to serve two masters? How does that play out in your life? 
 

 

Respond – What’s my next step? 

1. Pray that God would lead you to the freedom of slavery to him (Matt 
11:28-30) and to recognize and flee from the desires of the flesh (1 John 
2:15-17). Pray that you would believe and act on the truths of V. 23. 
 
 
 
 

2. V. 17 says they became ‘obedient from the heart’. How do we respond 
with obedience from the heart? Is it possible to obey outwardly but not 
inwardly?  

 
 
 

 
3. Discuss the fruit that leads to sanctification as discussed in V. 22. What 

does that fruit look like? 
 
 
 

Commentary: Taken from John Stott’s Commentary 
on Romans 

Note to Group Leaders: You also have your F.F. Bruce Commentary on 
Romans you were given on Team Night. You can use that one, in addition 
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to this one, to help you grasp the text. Reach out to Courtney Reissig if you 
need one or haven’t received yours. 

 

b. Enslaved to God, or the logic of our conversion (15–23) 

Verse 15 (Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?) is 
clearly parallel to verse 1 (‘Shall we go on sinning, so that grace may increase?’). 
True, there are differences between sinning and persisting in sin, and between 
sinning so that grace may increase and sinning because we are under grace. 
But these are minor. Substantially the same question is being asked in both 
verses, namely whether grace sanctions sin, and even encourages it. And in 
both cases it calls forth from the apostle the same vehement protest: By no 
means! (2, 15). 

We might say that Paul has rewound the tape, and will now replay it, 
although with two significant shifts of emphasis. First, although he develops 
the same argument that freedom to sin is fundamentally incompatible with 
our Christian reality, he describes this in terms of our being united to Christ in 
verses 3–14 and of our being enslaved to God in verses 16–23. It is not only the 
figure of speech which is different, however, namely ‘dead to sin but alive to 
God’ (11) and ‘free from sin and … slaves to God’ (22). It is also and secondly how 
these radical changes came about. The emphasis of the former is on what was 
done to us (we were united to Christ), while the emphasis of the latter is on 
what we did (we offered ourselves to God to obey him). The passive statement 
alludes to our baptism (we were baptized), whereas the active is properly called 
conversion (we turned from sin to God), although of course only grace enabled 
us to do it. 

What Paul does in the second half of Romans 6 is to draw out the logic of 
our conversion, as in the first half he has drawn out the logic of our baptism. In 
both cases his argument begins with the same astonished question, ‘Don’t you 
know?’ (3, 16), and continues by probing our understanding of our Christian 
beginnings. Since through baptism we were united to 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 to be his slaves, and in 
consequence are committed to obedience, how can we possibly claim 
freedom to sin? 

(i) The principle: self-surrender leads to slavery (16) 

The apostle’s basic question to his readers is this: Don’t you know that when 
you offer yourselves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the 
one whom you obey? (16a). The concept may surprise us because we tend to 
think of Roman slaves as having been either captured in war or bought in the 
marketplace, not as having offered themselves. But there was such a thing as 
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voluntary slavery. ‘People in dire poverty could offer themselves as slaves to 
someone simply in order to be fed and housed.’ Paul’s point is that those who 
thus offered themselves invariably had their offer accepted. They could not 
expect to give themselves to a slave-master and simultaneously retain their 
freedom. It is the same with spiritual slavery. Self-surrender leads inevitably to 
slavery, whether we thus become slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to 
obedience, which leads to righteousness (16b). The notion of slavery to sin is 
readily intelligible (not least because Jesus spoke of it), and so is the fact that it 
leads to death (separation from God both here and hereafter), since at the end 
of the chapter Paul will refer to death as the ‘wages’ which sin pays (23). It is 
less easy, however, to understand his apparently inexact parallels. As the 
alternative to being ‘slaves to sin’ one might have expected ‘slaves to Christ’ 
rather than ‘slaves to obedience’, and as the alternative to ‘death’ the 
expectation would be ‘life’ rather than ‘righteousness’. Yet the idea of being 
‘obedient to obedience’ is a dramatic way of emphasizing that obedience is the 
very essence of slavery, and ‘righteousness’ in the sense of justification is 
almost a synonym of life (cf. 5:18). At least Paul’s general meaning is beyond 
doubt. Conversion is an act of self-surrender; self-surrender leads inevitably to 
slavery; and slavery demands a total, radical, exclusive obedience. For no-one 
can be the slave of two masters, as Jesus said. So, once we have offered 
ourselves to him as his slaves, we are permanently and unconditionally at his 
disposal. There is no possibility of going back on this. Having chosen our 
master, we have no further choice but to obey him. 

(ii) The application: conversion involves an exchange of slaveries (17–18) 

Having laid down the principle that surrender leads to slavery, Paul applies it 
to his Roman readers, reminding them that their conversion involved an 
exchange of slaveries. Indeed, so complete is the change which has taken 
place in their lives that he breaks out into a spontaneous doxology: Thanks be 
to God! He then sums up their experience in four stages, which concern what 
they used to be (slaves to sin), what they did (wholeheartedly obeyed), what 
happened to them (set free from sin) and what they had become (slaves to 
righteousness). 

First, you used to be slaves to sin (17a). Paul does not mince his words. All 
human beings are slaves, and there are only two slaveries, to sin and to God. 
Conversion is a transfer from the one to the other. Secondly, you 
wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted 
(17b). This is a most unusual description of conversion. That they had ‘obeyed’ 
is understandable, since the proper response to the gospel is ‘the obedience of 
faith’ (1:5, RSV). But here it is not God or Christ whom they are said to have 
obeyed, but a certain form (RSV ‘standard’) of teaching. This must have been a 
‘pattern of sound teaching, or structure of apostolic instruction, which 
probably included both elementary gospel doctrine143 and elementary 
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personal ethics. Paul evidently sees conversion not only as trusting in Christ 
but as believing and acknowledging the truth.145 Moreover, Paul writes not that 
this teaching was committed to them, but that they were committed 
(entrusted) to it. The verb he uses is paradidōmi, which is the regular word for 
passing on a tradition. ‘One expects the doctrine to be handed over to the 
hearers,’ writes C. K. Barrett, ‘not the hearers to the doctrine. But Christians are 
not (like the Rabbis) masters of a tradition; they are themselves created by the 
word of God, and remain in subjection to it.’ 

Thirdly, the Romans have been set free from sin (18a), emancipated from its 
slavery. Not that they have become perfect, for they are still capable of sinning 
(e.g. 12–13), but rather that they have been decisively rescued out of the lordship 
of sin into the lordship of God, out of the dominion of darkness into the 
kingdom of Christ. In consequence, fourthly, they have become slaves to 
righteousness (18b). So decisive is this transfer by the grace and power of God 
from the slavery of sin to the slavery of righteousness that Paul cannot restrain 
himself from thanksgiving. 

(iii) The analogy: both slaveries develop (19) 

Verse 19 begins with a kind of apology by Paul for the human terms in which 
he has been describing conversion. For slavery is not an altogether accurate or 
appropriate metaphor of the Christian life. It indicates well the exclusivity of 
our allegiance to the Lord Christ, but neither the easy fit of his yoke, nor the 
gentleness of the hand that lays it on us, nor indeed the liberating nature of his 
service. Why then did the apostle use it? He gives his reason: because you are 
weak in your natural selves (sarx, ‘flesh’), or ‘because of your natural limitations’ 
(19a, RSV). Their natural ‘weakness’ or ‘limitations’ must be a reference to their 
fallenness, either in their minds, so that they are dull of perception, or in their 
characters, so that they are vulnerable to temptation and need to be reminded 
of the obedience to which they have committed themselves. 

In spite of his apologetic explanation, Paul continues to compare and 
contrast the two slaveries. But this time he draws an analogy between them 
(Just as … so now) in the way they both develop. Neither slavery is static. Both 
are dynamic, the one steadily deteriorating, the other steadily progressing. Just 
as you used to offer the parts of your body in slavery to impurity and to ever-
increasing wickedness (literally ‘and of lawlessness unto lawlessness’, or 
‘making for moral anarchy’, NEB, REB), so now offer them (which you have done 
already, but will be wise to do again) in slavery to righteousness leading to 
holiness (19b; hagiasmos, the process of sanctification, that is, of being 
changed into the likeness of Christ). Thus despite the antithesis between them, 
an analogy is also drawn between the grim process of moral deterioration and 
the glorious process of moral transformation. 

(iv) The paradox: slavery is freedom and freedom is slavery (20–22) 



 10 

Still the comparison and contrast between the two slaveries continue. This 
time the apostle points out that each slavery is also a kind of freedom, although 
the one is authentic and the other spurious. Similarly, each freedom is a kind 
of slavery, although the one is degrading and the other ennobling. On the one 
hand, he writes, When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of 
righteousness (20), although that sort of freedom is better called licence. On 
the other hand, he writes: But now … you have been set free from sin and have 
become slaves to God (22a), although that sort of slavery is better called liberty. 
Moreover, the way to assess the rival claims of these two slaveries or freedoms 
is by evaluating their benefit, literally their ‘fruit’. The negative benefits of 
slavery to sin and freedom from righteousness are remorse in the present (a 
sense of guilt over the things you are now ashamed of, or ‘blush to remember’, 
JBP), and in the end death (21), here surely meaning the eternal death of 
separation from God in hell, which is called in the final chapters of the book of 
Revelation ‘the second death’. But now, Paul goes on, the positive benefits of 
freedom from sin and slavery to God are holiness in the present and in the end 
eternal life (22b), surely here meaning fellowship with God in heaven. Thus 
there is a freedom which spells death, and a bondage which spells life. 

(v) The conclusion: the ultimate antithesis (23) 

In this final verse of the chapter Paul continues his stark antithesis between sin 
(personified) and God, whom he has characterized throughout as the 
alternative slave-masters, to one or other of whom all human beings are in 
bondage. Those who are in Adam serve sin, while those who are in Christ serve 
God. He also repeats the warning that these two slaveries are so diametrically 
opposed to each other that the ultimate destinies to which they lead are either 
death or eternal life. What is new is the third contrast, which concerns the 
terms of service on which the two slave-owners operate. For the wages of sin 
is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord (23). Thus sin 
pays wages (you get what you deserve), but God gives a free gift (you are given 
what you do not deserve). Opsōnia normally refers to ‘ration [money] paid to a 
soldier’ (BAGD), but in this context perhaps to ‘the pocket money allowed to 
slaves’.150 Charisma, on the other hand, is a gift of God’s grace. If, then, we are 
determined to get what we deserve, it can only be death; by contrast, eternal 
life is God’s gift, wholly free and utterly undeserved. The only ground on which 
this gift is bestowed is the atoning death of Christ, and the only condition of 
receiving it is that we are in Christ Jesus our Lord, that is, personally united to 
him by faith. 

Here, then, are two lives which are totally opposed to each other. Jesus 
portrayed them as the broad road which leads to destruction and the narrow 
road which leads to life. Paul calls them two slaveries. By birth we are in Adam, 
the slaves of sin; by grace and faith we are in Christ, the slaves of God. Bondage 
to sin yields no return except shame and ongoing moral deterioration, 
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culminating in the death we deserve. Bondage to God, however, yields the 
precious fruit of progressive holiness, culminating in the free gift of life. 

Looking back over Romans 6, we recall that both its halves begin with an 
almost identical question: ‘Shall we go on sinning?’ (1) and ‘Shall we sin?’ (15). 
This question was posed by Paul’s detractors, who intended by it to discredit 
his gospel; it has been asked ever since by the enemies of the gospel; and it is 
often whispered in our ears today by that most venomous of all the gospel’s 
enemies, the devil himself. As in the Garden of Eden he asked Eve, ‘Did God 
really say, “You must not …”?’ so he insinuates into our minds the thought, ‘Why 
not continue in sin? Go on! Feel free! You are under grace. God will forgive you.’ 

Our first response must be the outraged negative, ‘God forbid!’ ‘By no 
means!’ But then we need to go further and confirm this negative with a 
reason. For there is a reason (solid, logical, irrefutable) with which to rebut the 
devil’s devious arguments and with which at the same time Paul brings his 
high theology down to the level of practical everyday experience. It is the 
necessity of remembering who we are, on account of our conversion (inwardly) 
and our baptism (outwardly). We are one with Christ (1–14), and we are slaves 
of God (15–23). We became united to Christ by baptism and enslaved to God by 
the self-surrender of conversion. But whether we emphasize baptism or faith, 
the point is the same. Being united to Christ, we are ‘dead to sin but alive to 
God’ (11), and being enslaved to God we are ipso facto committed to obedience 
(16), pledged to ‘the total belongingness, the total obligation, the total 
commitment and the total accountability which characterize the life under 
grace’. It is inconceivable that we should go back on this by wilfully persisting 
in sin and presuming on grace. The very thought is intolerable, and a complete 
contradiction in terms. 

So, in practice, we should constantly be reminding ourselves who we are. 
We need to learn to talk to ourselves, and ask ourselves questions: ‘Don’t you 
know? Don’t you know the meaning of your conversion and baptism? Don’t 
you know that you have been united to Christ in his death and resurrection? 
Don’t you know that you have been enslaved to God and have committed 
yourself to his obedience? Don’t you know these things? Don’t you know who 
you are?’ We must go on pressing ourselves with such questions, until we reply 
to ourselves: ‘Yes, I do know who I am, a new person in Christ, and by the grace 
of God I shall live accordingly.’ 

On 28 May 1972 the Duke of Windsor, the uncrowned King Edward VIII, died 
in Paris. The same evening a television programme rehearsed the main events 
of his life. Extracts from earlier films were shown, in which he answered 
questions about his upbringing, brief reign and abdication. Recalling his 
boyhood as Prince of Wales, he said: ‘My father [King George V] was a strict 
disciplinarian. Sometimes when I had done something wrong, he would 
admonish me saying, “My dear boy, you must always remember who you are.” ’ 
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It is my conviction that our heavenly Father says the same to us every day: ‘My 
dear child, you must always remember who you are.’1 
 
 

Additional Resources: 

 
 
Sermon: John Piper. Dec 2000 – The Free Gift of God is Eternal Life – Part 1 - 
Desiring God.  
 
Book: Andy Stanley. April 5, 2011. The Seven Checkpoints for Student Leaders: 
Seven Principles Every Teenager Needs to Know  
 

 
1 John R. W. Stott, The Message of Romans: God’s Good News for the World, The Bible Speaks 
Today (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 182–188. 

https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/the-free-gift-of-god-is-eternal-life
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/the-free-gift-of-god-is-eternal-life
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Seven-Checkpoints-for-Student-Leaders/Andy-Stanley/9781439189337
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/The-Seven-Checkpoints-for-Student-Leaders/Andy-Stanley/9781439189337
https://ref.ly/logosres/bstus66ro?ref=Bible.Ro6.15-23&off=14426

