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“Slaves of Righteousness” 
Romans 6:15-23 

February 16th, 2020 

 

   Though it was a workday for many of us, this past Wednesday, February 12th was an Illinois state 
holiday – the 211th birthday of one of our great Presidents, Abraham Lincoln.  A story is told of a time 
when he went to a slave auction and was appalled at what he saw.  He was drawn to a young woman on 
that auction block. 
 
   The bidding for her began, and Lincoln bid until he purchased her—no matter the cost.  After he paid 
the auctioneer, he walked over to the woman and said to her, “You’re free.” 
 
   “Free?  What is that supposed to mean?” she asked.  “It means you are free,” Lincoln answered, 
“completely free!”   
 
   “Does it mean I can do whatever I want to do?”  “Yes,” he said, “free to do whatever you want to do.”    
 
   “Free to say whatever I want to say?”  “Yes, free to say whatever you want to say.”  “Does freedom 
mean,” asking with hope and hesitation, “that I can go wherever I want to go?” 
 
   “It means exactly that you can go wherever you want to go.”  With tears of joy and gratitude welling 
up in her eyes, she said, “Then, I think I’ll go with you.” 

 
   When we Americans think of the term ‘slavery,’ what often comes to mind is the form of 
indentured servitude many endured over the first 100 or so years of our nation’s existence.  
This is not typically the kind of slavery mentioned sacred Scripture.  Yes, the Bible speaks of 
slavery – but, often, it speaks of slavery in terms of which master we serve – whether that 
master is sin, or that master is righteousness. 
 
   And, connected with this there is a reality we must face.  We must realize that each of us is a 
slave.  You’re a slave and I’m a slave, and so is everyone else with whom you come into contact.  
Every human being is a slave to something.  God created us as beings that must worship.  The 
fall of humanity, through Adam and Eve’s disobedience in the Garden of Eden, has twisted and 
broken that capacity to worship.  Oh, as sinful people, we worship – but we don’t worship God 
in our fallenness.  Rather, we worship at the altar of self.  And, in worshipping self, we live for 
our own comfort, our own fulfillment, and, eventually our own destruction.   
 
   We come today to the final portion of Romans Chapter 6.  Six down, 10 to go in our continuing 
Sunday morning sermon series on the New Testament Book that the Apostle Paul wrote to the 
church in Rome.  This book we call Romans is the Apostle Paul’s theological magnum opus.  It is 
possibly the most important letter Paul wrote.  As we’ve seen over the past several months, 
Romans contains a rich presentation of the doctrines of grace, and it is the closest thing we 
have to a systematic theology of any book of the Bible. 
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Romans 6:15-23: 
   “What then?  Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?  Certainly not!  16 Do you not 
know that to whom you present yourselves slaves to obey, you are that one’s slaves whom you obey, 
whether of sin leading to death, or of obedience leading to righteousness?  17 But God be thanked 
that though you were slaves of sin, yet you obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine to which you 
were delivered.  18 And having been set free from sin, you became slaves of righteousness.  19 I speak in 
human terms because of the weakness of your flesh.  For just as you presented your members as slaves 
of uncleanness, and of lawlessness leading to more lawlessness, so now present your members as slaves 
of righteousness for holiness. 
 
   20 For when you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness.  21 What fruit did you have 
then in the things of which you are now ashamed?  For the end of those things is death.  22 But now 
having been set free from sin, and having become slaves of God, you have your fruit to holiness, and the 
end, everlasting life.  23 For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” 

 
   It’s striking how often we find the word “slaves” mentioned in these 9 verses.  Seven!  Nearly 
once every verse!  Given that fact, along with the discussion a few moments ago, I’ve entitled 
this message “Slaves of Righteousness.”  That is what we are if we are children of God, or as 
Paul also says here in verse 22, “slaves of God.”  The teaching of the Bible is that every one of us 
was conceived and born into this life as Paul describes here, as slaves of sin, slaves of 
uncleanness, slaves of lawlessness.   
 
    There are three points to this message: 
  
     MP 1 – Freedom from the law is not a license to sin! 
     MP 2 – To be set free from sin is to become a slave of righteousness. 
     MP 3 – The aim of slavery to righteousness is holiness! 

 
   Look again with me at verse 15 – “What then?  Shall we sin because we are not under law but 

under grace?  Certainly not!”  In other words, freedom from the law is not a license to sin.  We have 
to go back to what Paul says in the previous verse to get the full impact of his statement here in 
verse 15.  Verse 14 reads, ”For sin shall not have dominion over you, for you are not under law but 

under grace.”  When we become children of God by faith in Jesus Christ, our lives are no longer 
dominated by the burden the law places upon us.  Not that we no longer must obey the law; we 
must.  But, we realize the law is no longer burdensome for us. 
 
   “You see, being saved from our sin doesn’t mean we are free from having a master.  You can 
be a slave to sin or a servant of God; but you cannot be neither, and you cannot be both.” 
(Keller, 150)   
 
   Jesus said as much in the Sermon on the Mount.  This is the Gospel According to Matthew 6:24, 
“No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or else he will be loyal 

to the one and despise the other.  You cannot serve God and riches” (or anything else for that 
matter)! 
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   All people offer themselves to something or someone.  We are all serving some cause.  That 
something or someone becomes a master and we become its slaves.  In her book Out of the 
Saltshaker, Rebecca Manley Pippert writes, “Whatever controls us is our lord.  The person who 
seeks power is controlled by power.  The person who seeks acceptance is controlled by 
acceptance.  We do not control ourselves.  We are controlled by the lord of our lives.”  
 
   Tim Keller notes here, “Paul’s main argument is this: anyone who wonders if a Christian can 
sin is ignorant about sin’s enslaving nature.  Put another way: a Christian does not have to obey 
the Ten Commandments in order to be saved, but a Christian does have to obey the Ten 
Commandments in order to be a free (and thus godly) human being.  If you don’t obey the law 
of God, you become a slave to selfishness and sin.” (Keller, 151) 
 
   So, dear ones, I ask you a question of application – whose slave are you?  Are you still 
controlled by your sin nature?  Or are you controlled by the new nature of God’s great grace? 
Ask a trusted, Christian friend or elder.  Seek to please Jesus, and in so doing, you’ll find your 
little kingdom of one crumbles.  
 
   So, freedom from the law is not a license to sin.  Paul takes this thought further when we move 
into our second point:  To be set free from sin is to become a slave of righteousness.  This is Paul’s 
thought in verse 18 – “And having been set free from sin, you became slaves of righteousness.”   
 
   What’s Paul saying here?  Essentially, once we have passed from our former unbelieving state 
and become a Christian, we have no choice but to go forward in the Christian life.  
 
   I think this is best understood by way of illustration. 
 

   In 1838, on the night when the slaves were set free in Jamaica, a large mahogany coffin was made and 
a grave was dug.  Into that coffin the liberated slaves threw the reminders of their former life of slavery-
whips, torture irons, branding irons, coarse frocks and shirts, large hats, fragments of a treadmill, and 
handcuffs.  Then the lid of the coffin was screwed down.  At the stroke of midnight the coffin was 
lowered into the grave and buried.  Then the liberated natives sang the Doxology: 
 

“Praise God from whom all blessings flow, 
Praise Him, all creatures here below, 
Praise Him above ye heavenly host, 

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost!”   

 

   The new nature we receive when God by His grace has saved us from the slavery of sin (our 
old nature) doesn’t mean we do whatever sinful thing we can imagine.  That isn’t freedom at 
all; it’s bondage to sin!  We are not autonomous beings who created ourselves and answer to 
no one else.  God is Who created us, and if you’re a Christian, He also saved you from the 
eternal punishment due your sins in hell.  That understanding is what is meant here by slavery 
of righteousness. 
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   We come now to our third point – The aim of slavery to righteousness is holiness!  This is verse 
22, “But now having been set free from sin, and having become slaves of God, you have your fruit to 

holiness, and the end, everlasting life.”  In using the term “fruit”, Paul teaches that we will see 
certain godly behaviors developing and growing in our lives.  He calls them “fruit to holiness.”  
What could they possibly include? 
 

   We find several lists and descriptions of this fruit to holiness in Scripture.  I’ve chosen just one 
for this message.  Paul wrote a New Testament letter to the saints and faithful brethren in 
Colossae, we call it Colossians.  In the third chapter, Paul lists certain behaviors that need to be 
put to death in order for the “fruit to holiness” to appear.  This is Colossians 3:5, 8-10:”…put to 
death your members which are on the earth: fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and 
covetousness, which is idolatry…But now you yourselves are to put off all these: anger, wrath, malice, 
blasphemy, filthy language out of your mouth.  Do not lie to one another, since you have put off the old 
man with his deeds, and have put on the new man who is renewed in knowledge according to the image 
of Him who created him,” 
 

   As we continue in our walk together with Jesus, we will see fewer such behaviors as 
fornication (sex between two not married), uncleanness, evil desires, covetousness, 
unrighteous anger, profane language, and lying.  Instead, our lives as those redeemed in Christ 
will be marked with sexual purity, clean living, righteous desires, contentment, righteous anger, 
speech that builds others up, and telling the truth.”   
 
   In other words, purity and holiness will be our goal and our daily practice.   
 

   In the forests of northern Europe lives a little animal called the ermine, known for his snow-white fur 
in winter.  He instinctively protects his white coat against anything that would soil it. 
 
   Fur hunters take advantage of this unusual trait of the ermine.  They don't set a snare to catch him, 
but instead they find his home, which is usually a cleft in a rock or a hollow in an old tree.  These hunters 
smear the entrance and interior of the ermine’s home with dirt and mud.  Then the hunters set their 
dogs loose to find the ermine.  The frightened animal flees toward home but doesn't enter because of 
the filth.  Rather than soil his white coat, he is trapped by the dogs and captured while preserving his 
purity.  
 
   For the ermine, purity is more precious than life.   

 
   What do our lives say about us?  Is purity more precious to you than life?  Do we trust that God 
is able to provide for our needs?  Or do we live like the sinful culture around us, and rationalize 
our sinful behaviors because we don’t want to stand out, or (shudder) we don’t really care what 
God says in the first place? 
 
     MP 1 – Freedom from the law is not a license to sin! 
     MP 2 – To be set free from sin is to become a slave of righteousness. 
     MP 3 – The aim of slavery to righteousness is holiness! 
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   This week, I came across something I tucked away in my Bible many years ago.  This is a Sunday School 
paper of our son Zach’s when he was in junior high Sunday School class at Trinity Church many years 
ago.  I knew I would have use of it at some point in time, and today is that point in time. 
 
   Are you familiar with the poem ‘Invictus’ by William Ernest Henley?  Henley realizes that he has a 
master; and he’s certainly not alone in who his master is. 
 

“Out of the night that covers me, 
Black as the pit from pole to pole, 

I thank whatever gods may be 
For my unconquerable soul. 

 
In the fell clutch of circumstance 

I have not winced nor cried aloud. 
Under the bludgeonings of chance 
My head is bloody, but unbowed. 

 
Beyond this place of wrath and tears 
Looms but the horror of the shade, 

And yet the menace of the years 
Finds, and shall find, me unafraid. 

 
It matters not how strait the gate, 

How charged with punishments the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate; 

I am the captain of my soul.” 

 


