
A Short Expostion of Romans 6  

Part 5:  

Verses 15-18  

"Free to do the right"  

 

Introduction  

This passage begins the third section within this chapter. You 
will notice that verse 15, "What then? Shall we sin because we 
are not under law but under grace? By no means!" is almost a 
repeat of the statement made in verse 1, "What shall we say, 
then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?".  

The abuse of grace is Paul’s main theme as he handles the 
teaching on sanctification. It is a common problem and one that 
must be addressed. By nature we are apt to presume upon 
God’s kindness and grace and allow this to cause us to treat sin 
casually. It is so easy to think that sin does not matter because 
God’s grace will always be there to forgive.  

Paul now approaches the matter from the standpoint of slavery 
to sin. He touched upon this theme in verse 6, "For we know that 
our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might 
be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin", 
but now he is developing it in more detail. The point is this, if we 
continue in sin and abuse grace, we are simply showing that we 
are still slaves to sin and have not really been converted.  

Verse 15  

"What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but 
under grace? By no means!".  

Paul’s "What then", is a kind of exclamation as is also his, "by no 
means". There is a kind of shocking surprise expressed in these 
words, he is amazed that anyone should consider it. But, we are 
human, and it becomes part of our experience and for this 
reason must be addressed.  

One could be led to think that because we are no longer "under 
law but under grace" we have reason to sin with ease. The 
phrase "not under law" carries with it the sense of not being 
under the condemnation of the law. In addition to revealing sin, 
the law also condemns. The law says "Thou Shalt", and "The 



soul that sins it shall die". The law speaks of the judgements of 
God, the wrath of God. He had already stated this in chapter 
4:15, "law brings wrath". Being "under law" means we are 
dominated by the law, held responsible for breaking the law and 
consequently condemned by the law.  

But, as we know, Christians are not "under law", rather, they are 
"under grace". This is the exact oppose of the previous 
statement. Being under grace means that we are controlled by 
grace, receivers of grace and within the realm of God’s grace. 
We are clearly not "under law" for our salvation, but "under 
grace". This is the glory of the Christian message.  

But, such teaching could lead us to think that we can continue in 
sin and develop a careless attitude towards holiness. We may 
enjoy grace, feel the benefits of grace, rejoice in the knowledge 
of salvation by grace through faith and yet misuse this grace as 
a basis for sin. This is the meaning of the words, "Shall we sin 
because we are not under law but under grace?".  

Although this is a rhetorical question, and one that we may 
ourselves not actually put into words, yet this perspective can 
easily be held and used to control our lives. We must 
understand that sin is insidious, the Devil will use any means 
possible to cause us to sin. Sin will take something as precious 
and vital to our salvation as grace and turn it into something evil 
and destructive. Don’t underestimate the subtlety of Satan. Like 
an angel of light he will come and tell you of the glories of grace 
and how wonderful it is to be under grace and not under law and 
how liberating this is. And then slowly he will entice you to begin 
to abuse and misuse one of the greatest blessings God has 
bestowed upon you. He will encourage you to think that because 
God is there with an abundance of grace to cover all your sin it 
does not matter how much you sin and you can go on enjoying 
sin.  

Christian! Wake up to the reality of sin. Don’t be fooled, 
understand Satan’s strategies and be prepared to argue back 
against such suggestions with the teachings you find in Romans 
chapter 6.  

In dealing with this problem, Paul, in the following section, lays 
down some basic facts to which we must pay attention. In this 
section you will notice that Paul is not exhorting nor is he 
commanding us to do anything. He is simply setting before us a 
number of important facts from which we have to make an 
important deduction. The teaching found in the following three 
verses will show whether or not we have ever been converted. It 
is a most solemn section of scripture. We must now consider a 



number of basic facts which will prove the genuineness of our 
salvation.  

Verse 16  

"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--
whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to 
obedience, which leads to righteousness?  

Those who continue in sin must take careful heed for such a 
practice shows that they have probably never been converted.  

Once again we come across Paul’s emphasis upon knowledge, 
"Don’t you know…". This is the fourth time he has emphasised 
the need for Christians to know certain truths. You find the same 
point mentioned in verses 3, 6, and 9. He is either assuming that 
these things are common knowledge amongst Christians, or he 
is reprimanding them for not knowing these things. Whichever it 
is, it is clearly important for us to be aware of certain truths, to 
be well taught, as it is vital to our being able to deal with sin. Our 
sanctification, according to Paul, rests upon knowing certain 
truths. But equally important, this teaching is essential so that 
we can test whether we are really Christians.  

The following words are not only powerful but also quite 
frightening, "when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him 
as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey".  

His point is that if we are continuing in sin "because we are not 
under law but under grace" then it only shows that we have 
never been converted for we are still slaves to sin. The whole 
point about the Gospel is that we have been delivered from 
slavery. Freedom! This is the key to Christianity. Remember the 
words of Jesus, "…then you will know the truth, and the truth will 
set you free", (John 8:32). He was arguing with a group of Jews 
who supposedly had "believed in Him" (John 8:31) but of whom 
Jesus had His doubts. He then went on to say, "So if the Son 
sets you free, you will be free indeed" (verse 36).  

In verse 18 of Romans 6 Paul makes a plea to his readers 
telling them that in their conversion they were "set free from sin", 
and again in verse 22, "but now you have been set free from 
sin". This is the truth about being a Christian. Listen still further 
to the Romans 8:2, "…the law of the Spirit has set me free from 
the law of sin", and then Galatians 5:1, "it is for freedom that 
Christ has set us free". You see this is the hallmark of the 
Christian. He or she has been set free from sin, by nature of 
their conversion they have been set free and are no longer 
slaves to sin. This is a fact.  



Now, if you were to "offer yourselves to someone to obey him as 
slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey". The word 
used here for "offer" is the same term used in verse 13 where 
the Greek paristanete (paristanete) can be rendered "dedicate, 
provide, place at someone’s disposal". Paul therefore, is saying 
that our very actions, the way we approach sin, our very 
attitudes towards sin will demonstrate whether or nor we have 
ever been delivered from sin. Obedience to sin shows that we 
are still slaves to sin. This is what Jesus was talking about to the 
Jews in John 8:34, "I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a 
slave to sin". If we continue in sin then we are really saying that 
we have never been set free from sin, we are still slaves to sin. 
It is as logical and simple as that.  

The point that is being made here is both simple and yet 
frightening. How do we know that we are Christians at all? How 
do we know that we have genuinely been converted? The 
answer to this is not to be found in our verbal testimony, rather it 
is to be found in the way we approach sin. The reality of our 
conversion is not found in words but in actions. The key word 
here is "offer". In verse 13 Paul said "..offer yourselves to God", 
in verse 16 he is speaking about offering yourselves to sin. The 
question we must put to ourselves is both simple and yet 
profound. To whom are we offering our bodies? To God or to 
sin? The answer to these questions will tell us whether or not we 
are truly Christians.  

Now, it may see that I am pushing this point too far in saying 
that such behaviour will determine whether or not we are truly 
Christians. My answer to that is an invitation for you to consider 
the following words of the apostle, "whether you are slaves to 
sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to 
righteousness?". Look at the dreadful words you have in front of 
you, "slaves to sin which leads to death…..obedience which 
leads to righteousness". Paul is not saying that if we continue to 
serve sin as slaves whilst professing to be Christians it is simply 
that we will loose a few blessings in this life and rewards in the 
life to come. No, he is talking about "death". In other words, if we 
are continuing in sin, oblivious to the demands of grace and are 
abusing grace, then we are still slaves to sin and the end result 
for us will be nothing short of spiritual "death". This is what he 
says again in his summary verse 23, "the wages of sin is death". 
This is indeed a terrible and frightening statement.  

This statement shows that there are only two alternatives facing 
us. Either we are obedient to God which "leads to 
righteousness" or we are obedient to sin which "leads to death". 
You see there is no in between position. There is no halfway 
position. It is not possible to say that although we are not really 
obedient to God, nevertheless, we are still Christians and will 



still be able to obtain eternal life. It is one or the other. Jesus 
made a similar statement, "No one can serve two masters. 
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 
both God and Money" Matt 6:24. You see this is the same 
teaching, the two states are mutually exclusive, they are 
different, contradictory, it is impossible to be in one and the 
other at the same time. You cannot at the same time be 
obedient to sin and be obedient to God. If you are continuing in 
sin then you are a slave to sin and you are not obedient to God. 
If this is the case you cannot call yourself a Christian for the end 
result will be "death".  

Let us take this word "obey" and "obedience". It is this that 
determines whether or not we are Christians. It is not our 
ministry, our testimony, our enthusiasm or evangelism. It is all 
about our "obedience". Remember the solemn words of Jesus 
when He said, "Not everyone who says to me, `Lord, Lord,' will 
enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of 
my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, 
`Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your 
name drive out demons and perform many miracles? Then I will 
tell them plainly, `I never knew you. Away from me, you 
evildoers!' ". Notice the words , "but only he who does the will of 
my Father". It is all a matter of what we "do" in terms of 
obedience. Sanctification will determine whether or not your are 
a Christian.  

If "death" means that eternal death which follows the 
Judgement, what is meant by "righteousness"? One would have 
expected to read "life" as the opposite of "death". I suggest that 
this "righteousness" cannot mean imputed righteousness that 
comes through justification otherwise it would be teaching 
justification by means of sanctification rather than by faith, ie, 
justification by works! It must mean imparted righteousness, that 
righteousness which is imparted to the believer through 
sanctification. In other words, it is teaching holiness. Obedience 
to God leads to "righteousness". If Paul had said that obedience 
leads to eternal life he might have been accused of teaching a 
form of salvation by works. Our sanctification does not earn us 
eternal life.  

Verse 17  

"But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, 
you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you 
were entrusted".  

After having made such a frightening statement Paul wants to 
assure his readers that he believes positive things about them, 



he does not want to suggest that he thinks that they are slaves 
to sin. This is the meaning of the "But". Here is the contrast.  

"Thanks be to God". Paul is a thoroughly God centred individual 
and always attributes conversion to the initiative and intervention 
of God. In this statement he is assuring his readers that they are 
converted, but in so doing he wants to begin by praising God for 
their salvation. He will comment on their part in salvation later in 
the statement, but first he begins with God. This is a common 
expression of Paul and can be seen in Romans 1:8, 1 Cor 1, 
Eph 1:3, (slightly different expression but same concept), Phil 
1:3, Col 1:3, 1 Thess 1:2, and 2 Thess 1:3. There is a message 
here for us. Before we congratulate an individual upon their 
conversion we must first acknowledge the hand of God. Of 
course we recognise the action and decision made by the 
individual but let us consider the divine activity first, as Paul 
does so often when writing to these Churches.  

"……. , though you used to be slaves to sin". The position of 
every person outside of Christ is a "slave to sin". Let us begin to 
see unconverted people as "slaves to sin", and not as free 
individuals. This is not a popular teaching today. We like to think 
in terms of freedom and independence. When we evangelise we 
like to think that we can appeal to people who are free to make 
choices of their own and emphasis this "free will" ,(see my paper 
on Free Will under Evangelical Resources). But in reality this is 
not what the Bible is teaching.  

The important point to notice here are the words "used to be". 
Notice Paul’s subtle emphasis. Due to his comments in the 
previous verse he must describe a Christian as one who "used 
to be" (Vhte ate) a slave to sin. The true Christian must be able 
to say, and prove by conduct, that he or she "used to be slaves 
to sin", implying that they are no longer in this position. It was a 
thing of the past but is no longer true now.  

How did Paul’s readers cease to be slaves to sin? They 
"wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were 
entrusted". The phrase, "wholeheartedly obeyed" (Greek 
ùphkousate de evk kardiaj upakousate de ek kardias), can be 
rendered, "obeyed from the heart". This is Paul’s way of 
explaining how they became converted. It began when a "form 
of teaching", i.e., the Gospel (Greek didach didacha) , was 
"entrusted" to them (Greek paredoqhte paredothate) and then 
they received and obeyed this Gospel message from their 
hearts.  

The word which is rendered "to which you were entrusted" is 
written in the passive form in the Greek (paredoqhte paredothate). 
This means that Paul is not actually saying that the form of 



teaching was entrusted to them, but rather the reverse, they 
were entrusted to the teaching. The New King James reads, 
"you obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine to which you 
were delivered" which is a change from the original Authorised 
Version.  

What does it mean? It is speaking about these people being 
actually handed over, or delivered over to a form of teaching. 
The teaching was not delivered to them, they were delivered to 
the teaching. The use of this phrase is indicating that salvation is 
clearly a work of the sovereign God. This is why Paul began this 
verse in a God-centred fashion, "God be thanked". When a 
person is converted, even though that person makes a clear 
decision and actively repents and believes, fundamentally it is 
God who is enabling that conversion to take place. You see the 
Bible teaches that by nature we are blind to the truth (see 2 Cor 
4:3-4, "But even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who 
are perishing, whose minds the god of this age has blinded, who 
do not believe"), and we were spiritually dead (see Eph 2:1, 
"And you He made alive, who were dead in trespasses and 
sins"), thus we were unable to respond to the Gospel message. 
When the Gospel was preached to us it was not merely that the 
message had to be conveyed to us, but that we had to be 
conveyed to the message. Something had to take place in our 
experience so that the message could register in our hearts. 
God had to work in us, He had to take us and deliver us to the 
message and not merely the message to us. Only when we 
were "entrusted" to the message were we in a position to "obey" 
the message of the Gospel.  

As you reflect upon your conversion it is important that you give 
all the glory to God. You must say, "God be thanked that 
although I was once a slave to sin, by His grace I have been 
enabled to understand the Gospel message, I have been 
delivered over to the message with the result that I obeyed it 
from my heart".  

Notice next how the Gospel is described as "teaching" (Greek 
didach didacha), doctrine. I suggest that essentially evangelism 
begins with imparting doctrine, a "form of teaching". People are 
informed of the facts and truths of the Gospel message. And 
then through this message the heart is persuaded, they "whole 
heartedly obey" the message. Whilst the Gospel is itself truth, 
the message must be accepted by the heart and not the mind 
only.  

The "heart" can be described as the man or woman themselves, 
the soul or the spirit as distinct from the mind. This is how Paul 
puts it, "obeyed from the heart" . It was not simply a message 
received by the mind, the heart was also involved. The heart 



within the New Testament can represent the mind, will and the 
emotions. The message is not merely received intellectually, or 
emotionally, the whole person receives it, the mind, will and 
emotions are involved.  

The other term to consider here is "obeyed". This is the human 
element. Whilst the person had to be delivered to the message, 
it was vital that a personal decision took place for which the 
individual was responsible.  

It is not unusual for the New Testament writers to speak of 
believing the Gospel in terms of "obeying". For example, 
Romans 1:5, "we received grace and apostleship to call people 
from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from 
faith", and then Romans 16:26, "but now revealed and made 
known through the prophetic writings by the command of the 
eternal God, so that all nations might believe and obey him". 
What is the significance of this term? The word itself in the 
Greek ùpakouw (hupakouo) comes from two words, avkouw 

(akouo) meaning "to hear" and ùpo (hupo) a preposition 
meaning "under". The verb can be translated as "to hear under" 
and thus it came to mean "obey" and also "submit", or "to listen 
to a command with a view to obeying". When the Gospel is 
preached it is insufficient to merely listen to the message. There 
has to be this strong element of "obeying", doing what the 
message commands. The Gospel message urges people to 
repent and believe in Jesus who died for sinners. It calls, no, 
more than this, it commands people to repent and believe, "but 
now he (God) commands all people everywhere to repent" (Acts 
17:30). In a sense the Gospel is not merely an invitation, it is a 
command that must be obeyed. The message calls for 
submission to the Saviourhood and Lordship of Christ. Whereas 
the whole of the Christian life must be characterised by 
"obedience" (Romans 6:16), so it begins with obedience.  

Verse 18  

"And having been set free from sin, you became slaves of 
righteousness".  

Paul is still talking to his readers and describing the details of 
their conversion. Once again notice the passive voice that is 
used to describe salvation, "And having been set free from sin, 
you became slaves of righteousness". It seems as if Paul is 
determined to demonstrate the divine actions within their 
salvation. As we saw in the previous verse, this does not 
remove the importance of the human element in salvation for 
their action was to "obey" the Gospel message. However, when 
one begins to see the actions of God that He performs for us, 
human actions begin to recede into the background.  



"And having been set free from sin". This time Paul does use the 
proper Greek word for "free"  (Greek evleuqerwqentej from 
evleuqerow eleutherow) meaning "set free, liberated, set free from 
bondage", and is not the same word ( as we have noticed) in 
verse 7 where Paul uses "justification" (Greek dedikaiwtai ). Paul 
has used this concept of slavery before and it was found in 
verse 6 and 17, however, he is now talking positively "set free", 
and is building on the previous verse where he emphasised their 
freedom by saying "you used to be slaves to sin".  

We also noticed that "freedom" is an important New Testament 
definition for a Christian. Indeed, this is a truth that describes all 
Christians, we have all been "set free from sin". In that case, our 
lives should reflect this fact. It does not mean, of course, that we 
are set free from the temptation to sin nor are we free from the 
attacks of Satan and his forces. Rather it means that we are no 
longer under the dominion and tyranny of sin. In a sense this is 
the same as his previous statements about being "dead to sin". 
In particular notice verse 14, "For sin shall not be your master". 
That is saying the same thing. As a result of having died to sin in 
Christ, sin no longer has any claim over us, we died to sin, it 
cannot master us and as a consequence we have been "set free 
from sin".  

Christians, we do have the ability to stop ourselves continuing in 
sin. The fact is, we have all been "set free from sin", so let us 
live like free people. Let your life and conduct demonstrate that 
you have been "set free from sin". Don’t put yourself into any 
kind of temporary bondage again. Tell yourself this fact, realise 
this fact, appreciate this fact every time temptation comes to 
you.  

But, now let us consider the positive element. Christianity does 
not leave us in a vacuum, we are not merely to consider 
ourselves being "set free from sin", because in so doing, we 
have become slaves once again. This time we "have become 
slaves to righteousness". This is the exact oppose of the 
previous statement. Yes we are free but we are slaves at the 
same time. We have been set free so that we can join another 
slavery.  

What does this mean, "slaves to righteousness"? It means that 
God has laid hold of us in His grace and brought us into the 
realm and sphere of "righteousness". It means that we are under 
the domination, control and influence of God’s righteousness. 
Once we were dominated and controlled by sin, but now it is 
righteousness. Let this term "righteousness" stand for holiness, 
godliness and obedience to God’s Word. In brief it stands for 
sanctification.  



In practice, therefore, being a slave to "righteousness" means 
that as Christians we are fully committed to sanctification. Just 
as sin once claimed our attention, our allegiance and our 
dedication in that we sought our own interests oblivious to God’s 
law, now righteousness claims our attention, our allegiance and 
our dedication. We now live to please, honour and obey God. 
We are captivated by righteousness.  

You see, this is the true Christian. The true Christian cannot 
present a superficial and careless attitude towards holiness and 
sanctification. Such a notion is contrary to the very definition of a 
Christian for such a person is a "slave to righteousness". He or 
she is captivated by "righteousness".  

I said at the beginning that we would be considering "facts". This 
teaching is all about facts. Paul is not talking about experience, 
or feelings, rather he is stating truth. These things are true of us 
or they are not true of us, it is as simple as that. We are either 
slaves to sin or we are slaves to righteousness. Christian, to 
which master do you belong? The proof of this will be shown by 
your "obedience". Are you continuing in sin, do you have a 
superficial attitude towards sin, does not sin really matter to you, 
do you find yourself "obeying" without a care in the world 
thinking that God will forgive anyway, grace will abound? Or, are 
you concerned about sin, does it trouble you when you sin, do 
you really want to obey righteousness, is the matter of your 
sanctification important to you? Your answer to these two 
questions might reveal whether or not you are a Christian.  

Richard Lee.  


