What in the World is God Doing?
Part 22: Tale of Two Owners
Romans 6:15-23 [p. 613]
5 What then? Are we to 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 who were once slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart to the standard of teaching to which you were [delivered], 18 and, 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 lawlessness leading to more lawlessness, so now present your members as slaves to righteousness leading to sanctification. 

20 For when you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. 21 But what fruit were you getting at that time from the things of which you are now ashamed? For the end of those things is death. 22 But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the fruit you get leads to sanctification and its end, eternal life. 23 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.
The great songwriter Kris Kristofferson once wrote, “Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose.” According to Kristofferson the line is about, “The two-edged sword that freedom is. He was free when he left the girl, but it destroyed him.”

But if we trust what Paul says this morning, there is no such thing as absolute freedom for any human being. No human is free to do everything he or she may want to do.  Everyone is ultimately limited or enslaved by someone or something. The only biblical question is who or what are you serving?

Romans 6:15-23 is Paul’s statement about the impossibility of ultimate human freedom in light of mankind’s two unions: union with Adam or union with Christ.  If believers are free from God’s wrathful judgment and from the guilt of the Mosaic Law, does that mean we are free to live any way we please?
Paul’s familiar emphatic answer is, “May it never be!”  Why? Because no human being is truly, ultimately free.  Everyone serves something.  Everyone lives for something. Everyone worships something. In the end, people either serve what destroys them or they serve God.  Our new software enables us to serve God.  We are free to not sin because we are enslaved to a new owner, the only totally-free Being.
Paul’s letter to the church in Rome is his explanation of how any human being, Jew or Gentile, gets right with God (“justification”). To explain justification, Paul has discussed two unions. In chapter 5, he wrote that all humanity is guilty of sin regardless of their relative morality because they are judged guilty in Adam.
Adam was our federal head, our union representative, who violated God’s terms for earning eternal life by failing to perform the good works God demanded. Adam and Eve’s life in the Garden of Eden was the ONLY point in human history where human beings were able to earn eternal life from God. And what they earned for themselves and all humanity to follow was eternal separation from God, God’s righteous judgment, and death for themselves and all their offspring.

In order to set things right, to bring heaven and earth together again, to bring God and men back into a peaceful and loving relationship, there had to be another Adam who would perfectly perform all of God’s righteous demands and suffer the penalty of God’s wrath Adam earned for all humanity regardless of their relative morality. To perform perfectly, the Last Adam had to be God.  To atone perfectly for man’s sin, he had to also be a man.
That Last Adam was Messiah Jesus, the God-Man. His perfect life and sacrifice for sin is applied to God’s people by means of their trust into his perfect performance and perfect sacrifice. Once you are “in” with Christ, you stay “in.”  Christ has earned EVERYTHING for his people.  There is, Paul teaches, nothing left for the believer to earn when they are united to Christ and all his benefits.
The theme of union with Christ dominates chapters 5 through 8. In 6:1-14, he has written of the believer’s judicial union. We have been transferred out from under the dominion of Adam, sin, and judgment and declared righteous in Christ. That is the reality represented by baptism, it brings a new identity and new relationship (new software installed in our old hardware).

The believer’s response to this judicial union is trusting, reckoning, accounting ourselves dead to sin.  The same trust that brought forgiveness of sin’s guilt and penalty will bring freedom from bondage to sin because every good thing comes ultimately from the cross.

In 6:15-23, Paul deals with moral union, the new life principle of a transfer of ownership.  Once, believers were owned by sin.  Now, they are owned by God in Christ Jesus.  In chapter 7 he will write of our marital union.  In chapter 8, he will write of our spiritual union.

I. INTERROGATION (6:15a)
A. Sin Question
1. Two questions are the key to chapter 6. The first question we looked at over the last couple of weeks is found in verse one.
2. It is Paul's response to an objection against his teaching of salvation by grace alone. If God's grace deals with sin fully and completely, if there is no need to perform acts of penance, if doing things for God earns us nothing, then why not live any way we please?
3. That question suggests Paul is against the Mosaic Law. It is always the response of people who believe salvation can be earned in whole or in part by human performance.

4. The apostle’s answer uncovers the meaning of judicial union with Christ. By means of faith in Christ Jesus, believers are transferred from the realm of sin and death to the realm of grace and life and given the freedom to live and not sin.
B. Law Question (14-15)
1. At the conclusion of Paul's argument on this sin issue, he made this statement in verse 14: 14 For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace. 
2. Imagine what a radical statement that must've been to people raised from birth to find their identity in God's holy commandments given through Moses. Is Paul claiming that God changed his mind? Is he saying that the Mosaic Law is wrong, outdated, and unnecessary?
3. If one is not under the law, then surely he or she can sin without fear of condemnation. So the question to Paul is, "shall we sin since we do not have the condemning instrument of the law with which to contend?"
4. The question in 6:1 contained a present tense verb “Shall we go on sinning,” or “be staying on in the sin….” 
5. But here in 5:15, Paul uses and undefined aorist tense to mark a simple event.  It is possible to read this tense as an isolated event: “might we sin every now and then since we’re no longer under law but under grace?”

II. ARGUMENT(6:15b-22)
A. First Answer (15)
1. Paul's answer is to dismiss the very idea of ultimate human freedom. There are only two alternatives open to human beings: to have sin as one’s master; or to have God as one’s master.
2. The person who imagines he or she is free because they acknowledge no god but their own ego is deluded. Service to one’s own ego is the very essence of slavery to sin.

3. So Paul's first response to the question of whether a Jesus follower is free to sin since they are no longer under the Law is his familiar emphatic, By no means!
4. The idea is unthinkable; it is blasphemous. It is a monstrous thought. Good heavens no!
5. Those who are united to Christ by trust no longer live under the Law as a system of “do good to earn good.” Christian conduct is not directly regulated by the law. Under Jewish premises, such a “law-less” situation would be assumed to foster sin. Christians would be no better than “Gentile sinners” (cf. Gal. 2:15). 
6. But Paul sees in God’s grace not only a liberating power but a constraining one as well: the constraint of a willing obedience that comes from a renewed heart and mind and, ultimately (cf. Gal. 5:17–24; Rom. 8:4–9), the impulse and leading of God’s Spirit.

B. Second Answer (16)
1. Paul second response to the question of sin and freedom from the law is that man is the moral subject of his actions. 6 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? 
2. Paul's argument comes from the nature of human will, and of voluntary agency. Sin and union with Christ are opposites; they have opposite purposes, opposite inclinations, and opposite end results.

3. Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money” (Matt. 6:24)

4.  Union with Christ has brought new software into the old, sinful hardware of sin-corrupted flesh. We have received a new will, new affections inclining us away from sin and death toward holiness and life.
5. The new software comes complete with instructions. Those instructions form the basis for Paul’s third answer.
C. Third Answer (17-22)
1. “17 But thanks be to God, that you who were once slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart to the standard of teaching to which you were committed….”

2. Paul’s third reply is that the believer is no longer a slave to his or her own sins, but a slave to righteousness. Reckless and unrestrained sinning is incompatible with the reign of grace.

3. Once they were in a state of constant slavery to sin. Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who is practicing sin is a slave to sin” (Jn. 8:34).  
4. But now the new software has brought them a new nature, a new heart. Slavery is not merely a legal status (judicial union), but a moral status (moral union) as well.
5. Our new Master does not leave us to the imaginations and feelings of our old hardware.  The word standard (“form,” “type”) refers to a definite body of teaching, to doctrine.

6. This is the fifth time in chapter 6 that Paul has appealed to what the Roman believers know (v. 16, “Do you not know…?”). No human can reach the one true God of scripture without doctrine (the standard of teaching).
7. The last phrase of v. 17, “the standard of teaching to which you were committed,” means the Roman believers were “given over” or “delivered to” this teaching.
8. The picture behind the words is that of a slave transferred from one master to another.  The Romans had been transferred from the doctrine of “my wants, my demands, my glory” and given over to the apostolic teaching of God’s glory in Christ Jesus.

9. Their lives were molded by new operating software, new instructions. They are placed under the authority of apostolic teaching rather than the authority of the “do good to earn good” teaching of the Rabbis and the Judaizers for Jesus.
10. No longer are they slaves to self-glory but to righteousness (18).  “In a world in which “freedom” has taken on all kinds of historical and social baggage, we must remember that Paul’s concept of freedom is not that of autonomous self-direction but of deliverance from those enslaving powers that would prevent the human being from becoming what God intended. It is only by doing God’s will and thus knowing his truth that we can be “free indeed” (John 8:31–36).”

11. Paul explains that his slavery metaphor is “manlike” language. The believers’ old hardware (the weakness of your flesh) hinders their new software (3:5; 1 Cor. 9:8; Gal. 3:15).

12. Slavery to God is not the humiliating and degrading thing that the institution of human slavery is.  But Paul uses such a forceful idea to communicate to our weak understanding the total ownership, total belonging, total obligation, total commitment, and total accountability which characterize the believer’s life in moral union with Christ.
13. The converted are delivered from original sin’s dominion, but not free from its molestation and trouble. It is no longer a hidden and uncontrolled force, but it still troubles and annoys us until that day when earthly death frees the believer from sin’s harassing power.

14. That makes the godly person not only content to die, but desirous of it as the final cure.  To be free of faulty hardware and with Christ is far better. But believers are now free from sin as a nature or principle, though its remnants still hinder (Jn. 8:32, 36; Ps 114:45; Ja. 1:25; 2:12; Gal. 5:1; Rom. 8:2; Is. 56:1).

15. Paul says believers look back at their former slavery under the reign of sin with shame and the knowledge they were bound over to death.  But during that reign of sin they were free from God’s boundaries; they could color outside the lines all they wanted and never even KNOW they were outside the lines.
16. But only the servant of righteousness is truly free. So Jesus promises that those who abide in him will know the truth and be set free (Jn. 8:31-32).

17. But note how the legalists answered him in v. 33,“We are offspring of Abraham and have never been enslaved to anyone. How is it that you say, ‘You will become free’?” 
18. Never been enslaved to anyone? They were slaves in Egypt.  At least 7 times in the book of Judges, the Israelites came under foreign rule. They were subservient to the political powers of Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon following Solomon’s reign.  
19. They were taken captive by Assyria and Babylon. And these good, rule-keeping men are speaking to Jesus in Chaldee (Aramaic), the very language of their Babylonian captors!

20. Do you see the deceit of sin? These were good men, men who worked very hard to earn favor with God and keep all of God’s good and holy rules. Their whole identity was about coloring within the lines to earn more and more of God’s approval. 
21. They had taken what was good and turned it into evil.  We are completely deceived by our own sin until the Spirit convicts us of it. Only when we are no longer deceived by that sin can we begin to see how ugly and enslaving it was.

22. But these good men were SO enslaved by their own egos and their own desire for glory; they refused to recognize God standing before their very eyes speaking the words of freedom: “Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin. 35 The slave does not remain in the house forever; the son remains forever. 36 So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” Matt. 8:34-36).
III. CONCLUSION (6:23)
A. Salary
1. Finally says Paul in summation of his case so far, “23 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
2. The structure of this wonderful statement reminds us of the end of chapter 5, “but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, 21 so that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.”
3. Both are a contrast between the reign of sin and the reign of God’s one-way love for sinners desperately clinging to rebellion and death. 
4. Sin pays a salary.  That’s an interesting concept for a master/slave relationship, isn’t it? Slaves are owed no wages; they are entirely owned by their master. The master is free to treat slaves well or cruelly.  A master could kill a slave because slaves were property, not persons.
5. But here, the slave earns a wage; they are employed. It implies that death is something the worker of sin merits. What does union with Adam earn? Union with Adam earns death. Those outside of Christ have a right; they have the right to demand the death they have earned in Adam; it is their reward.

B. Reward
1. But contrasted to what is earned in Adam is that which is given in Christ: eternal life. In speaking of this contrast, Paul DOESN’T say that eternal life is earned; It is the free gift of God.
2. The righteousness of Christ is entirely imputed, completely reckoned or accounted to the ones given trust into Christ and all his benefits. Whatever inherent righteousness you have obtained in your Christian life is completely a product of new software, the Holy Spirit working in and through Word and Sacrament – Christ in you, the hope of glory.
3. Because righteousness is not self-generated is must be gracious and not related to any merit but that of Christ Jesus. So it’s reward must be entirely imputed, freely given in Christ Jesus our Lord.
My question for you is, “Are you in Adam or in Christ?”  The holiness with which no one will see the Lord (Heb. 12:14) is found only by trusting into Christ who gives it freely to all moved by the Holy Spirit to repent of seeking their own glory and raise their dirty, empty hands to Jesus to take hold of his unconditional gift.
In Adam, there is only death.  In Christ there is life abundant and eternal for those he owns, those purchased by his precious blood and sealed by the Holy Spirit.
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