
Romans 6:12-23 

12 Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. 13 

Do not offer any part of yourself to sin as an instrument of wickedness, but rather offer 

yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer every 

part of yourself to him as an instrument of righteousness. 14 For sin shall no longer be 

your master, because you are not under the law, but under grace. 

15 What then? Shall we sin because we are not under the law but under grace? By no 

means! 16 Don’t you know that when you offer yourselves to someone as obedient 

slaves, you are slaves of the one you obey—whether you are slaves to sin, which leads 

to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness? 17 But thanks be to God that, 

though you used to be slaves to sin, you have come to obey from your heart the pattern 

of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. 18 You have been set free from sin 

and have become slaves to righteousness. 

19 I am using an example from everyday life because of your human limitations. Just as 

you used to offer yourselves as slaves to impurity and to ever-increasing wickedness, so 

now offer yourselves as slaves to righteousness leading to holiness. 20 When you were 

slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness. 21 What benefit did you 

reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in 

death! 22 But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, 

the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life. 23 For the wages of 

sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 

We begin our reflection today with lyrics of a poem sung by the Nobel Laureate Bob Dylan. 

Could you make them out? “You gotta serve somebody. You gotta serve somebody. It may be 

the devil, or it may be the Lord, but you gotta serve somebody.” 

These words come from his album “Slow Train Coming.” Slow Train was the first album Dylan 

released after becoming a Christian and getting baptized. Many of the songs deal with Dylan's 

new faith and Christian teachings. This alienated some of Dylan's longtime fans. In fact, John 

Lennon said the song was "embarrassing" and he wrote another song, titled “Serve Yourself,” 

to respond to it. Lennon’s song rebukes Dylan's and says instead: “You gotta serve yourself. 

Ain't nobody gonna do it for you.” 

Lennon speaks for a lot of us, I think. We like to believe that our freedom means autonomy and 

self-determination. But experience has taught me that we are often our own worst masters! 

I can imagine the Apostle Paul sitting in the audience while Dylan sings, though.  I can hear him 

shouting his own enthusiastic “Amen!” by the end. If we can condense today’s reading from 

Romans into a digestible thought, I think it goes something like this: everybody has a master. 

Somebody owns us. 



What do I mean? Well, it helps to remember that our reading today builds off the good news 

that Paul has just shared in the first eleven verses of chapter 6. There we read how, by God’s 

grace, Christians mysteriously participate in the death of Christ. Our baptism shows how we are 

dead to sin and “alive to God in Christ Jesus.” (v. 11) 

Our lives are lived in light of that that. When we trust Christ, we trust that we have already 

been freed from sin.  But does that mean that there’s nothing more for us to do as Christians?  

Does that grace mean we’re already perfected? No, not yet, say verses 12-23. Today, we’re 

reminded that that the power of sin is still active in the world, even in the world of believers. 

Christians are relentlessly confronted by the risk of falling back into submission to sin, sin that 

leads to a believer following the more basic human instincts instead of God's will and God’s 

leadership. 

Paul proudly identifies as a slave of Christ Jesus (1:1). He says that’s our identity, too. That’s 

strong and dramatic language, to be sure. But it’s also an image that was recognizable by those 

who first read and heard these words. We’re all slaves, Paul says, and there are two kinds of 

slavery: either slavery to sin or slavery to righteousness. You gotta serve somebody. 

The picture is similar to the way professional sports used to run, before free agency. Athletes 

were bound to the team that first signed them. They were the property of that team. Players 

were not free to move to another team or shop themselves around to the highest bidder. 

Owners offered contracts, they withheld contracts, they traded players. Players didn’t have 

many options. They could sign a contract and play, or they could leave the game. If athletes 

wanted to play, they had to be owned by one team or another. 

Paul celebrates how, in Christ, believers have been released from their former slavery to sin 

and they’ve now "come to obey from [their] heart." (v. 17), obey the message of Jesus.  The 

result comes not with total freedom, though. Just the opposite. The result is that believers now 

"become slaves to righteousness." (v. 19) You gotta serve somebody. And in Jesus, your release 

from the bondage to sin binds you to righteousness. 

Paul reminds the Romans of a time when they weren’t bound to righteousness. But were they 

really free? What “benefit did you reap…from the things you’re now ashamed of?” he asks 

(literally – what fruit did you have). (v. 21) What fruit, indeed? 

It’s a good question. Even in a land of liberty, this close to the Fourth of July, might we also be 

able to recognize the shackles on our lives, large ones and small ones? 

• Some people are slaves to their jobs. They don’t like their jobs, but the company is paying 

them too much to quit. Their chains are made of platinum, but they still hold you tight. 

• Some are slaves to greed. They answer only to the bottom line. 

• I have a good friend who is a slave to pain medicine. If he doesn't have some moving 

through his system, his mind & body drive him crazy. He was in the hospital recently getting 



some heart issues addressed, undoubtedly connected to his addiction. We hope it's a wake-

-up call, but that stuff is a powerful master. 

• Some people are slaves to feeling full. Some are slaves to acquisition. Some are slaves to the 

past, or to an ideology, or tp their own stubborn self-centeredness 

Paul says he is a slave of Jesus. He struggles with his own urges, just like anybody else. But he 

knows in his spirit that no good can come from listening to his own desires. He belongs to Jesus 

Christ. That gives him purpose – and the promise of a future. 

He says this because he knows if the only thing he does is what he wants to do, if the only 

opinion he listens to is his opinion or his friends' opinions, if the only purpose for his life is to 

survive and advance, then he is in a whole world of trouble. 

The power of sin is so pervasive that it can take and twist even our best impulses into 

something foul. There are so many kinds of sin that work on us, that bind us. It's hard to be free 

of all of it. 

But it is possible, when we as the church gathers around this word from God and commits to 

live it out. It is possible, together, we learn what it means to be “a slave to God,” reaping 

holiness and eternal life. 

There are things in church that bind us. When we worship and pray for forgiveness, we’re 

assured that we're forgiven. Then we remember somebody we'd rather not ever spend any 

more time with, maybe someone even in church!  "Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive 

those who trespass against us." That’s how we are taught to pray. Then we think, "I'm not going 

to forgive him or her. I don’t even know how" But we've said those prayers. We’ve pointed our 

hearts and lives to it, and we are bound to those words. 

Sharing life in church can feel like a burden. We get to know one another. We get to know 

another person, we find that they are hurting, and we don't know how to help. It would be a lot 

easier to look the other way and ignore them. But we can't, because we are bound together in 

Christ. Even when we'd rather go our own way, we are bound…together. 

There are some times when the church decides it has to do something. A new family comes to 

the neighborhood. They speak with an accent, they have nothing to go on. The church doesn’t 

know what supporting them will cost, and what more might be required. But it's the right thing 

to do, and the whole church is tied to the work of justice and new beginnings. 

There are a lot of times when it would be easier to do our own thing, to play it safe, to back 

away, to retreat to comfort. Then – as the church – we remember that we are bound to Christ. 

And, more importantly, that he has bound himself to us. 

We are never free from him. And the good news is that kind of bondage, there is great 

freedom. 


