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Set Free From Sin 
Romans 6:18-19 

 
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 (Romans 6:18-19). 
 
Introduction 
 
 Years ago I was engage in a running dialogue/debate with an elderly 
gentleman I had befriended at the gym where I exercised.  We met one day 
while standing in line at the water fountain.  Emblazoned across his t-shirt were 
the words BORN AGAIN ATHEIST.  His bold and tireless enthusiasm in 
promoting his life and world view was impressive.  I remember telling him 
“Neal, if you ever came to faith in Christ, you’d make an amazing Christian!”  I 
thought I had detected a faint smile before he proceeded to tell me how that 
was never going to happen. 
 Of course it might happen.  It happened to the Apostle Paul who was 
engaged in unbridled persecution of the church “breathing threats and murder 

against the disciple of the Lord” (Acts 9:1).  He became kind of an amazing 
Christian.  He was zealously running in one direction, causing great harm to the 
church (Philippians 3:6).  When he repented, when he turned around, it wasn’t 
as if his zeal came to a grinding halt.  He would work as hard at being a 
Christian as he did at being a Pharisee.  But that does not seem to be the way 
things always unfold.   
 It does seem at times (especially in the times in which we live) that those 
who take rank against the “Lord and His Anointed”, those who say “Let us 
break Their Bonds in pieces and cast away Their cords from us” (Psalm 2:2, 3) 
are operating with much more gusto than those who are called to be “slaves of 

righteousness for holiness.”  This seems to be, at very least, implied in verse 
19.  So it is likely a perennial problem—one that is not unique to any one 
generation.  Why this problem? 
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 In answering this, Paul has presented and will continue to present two, 
and only two, options for humanity: “slaves of sin” (Romans 6:17) and then 
our current verse: 
 
And having been set free from sin, you became slaves of righteousness 
(Romans 6:18). 
 
Slavery 
 
 The metaphor of slavery used by Paul was something that most people in 
that generation would have been very familiar with.  It’s possible that half of 
the congregation at Rome were, or were at one time, slaves.  A solid third of the 
Roman Empire were slaves.  There were so many slaves that the suggestion that 
slaves should wear a type of clothing to mark them out as slaves was rejected 
because it would make them aware of the power by virtue of their numbers.  
That being said, Paul’s metaphor was simple.  Slaves were owned by someone 
and did what their master’s told them to do. 
 Our modern culture would resist this on many levels.  I recall in one of 
my early college classes an older student rolling his eyes in disgust at the notion 
of following religion like a “bunch of sheep.”  We live under the highly 
promoted fantasy that we are not slaves at all—that we are autonomous (the 
word meaning self-law).   

In the 60’s 70’s and 80’s highly popular films promoted this cutting edge 
thinking.  I recall a very dynamic scene in a movie entitled A Man Called Horse 
(1970) starring Richard Harris, where he was confronted with the notion of the 
will of God.  He gave a very dramatic and awe-inspiring response “I never 
much agreed with the will of God.”  Agnes of God starring Jane Fonda in 1985 
took it a step further where Agnes was given what the writers viewed as the 
great liberty “to hate God.”  This type of dialogue in our culture has now 
moved from edgy to common.  But it must be asked, from what structure does 
one say such things?  Who is whispering this in your ear and what are they 
offering as an alternative? 

The idea that there is some freedom that can be obtained (or maintained) 
when our tether to God is severed is more popular than ever.  What we seldom 
see presented is the clear alternative (what Paul calls slavery to sin).  Slavery to 
sin should be a very easy doctrine for anyone to believe.  If it weren’t so sad it 
would be humorous when reading the impressive consistency of anti-Christian 
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rhetoric.  It’s not necessarily rational but it is consistent; as if they have been 
well catechized from a singular dark think tank.  And all the while they are 
more than convinced that godless conclusions seize the intellectual high ground 
and are independent and liberating. 

A book I was advised to read by a friend who falls into the above category 
is entitled When Religion Is an Addiction.  The book describes the Christian (or at 
least the extreme Christian right-wing) as a “process addiction.”  The book 
summary explains,  

 
Crucial to the addictiveness of such religion is its obsession with 
human depravity, the ultimate expression of low self-worth. The 
emotional "high" of righteousness functions to eliminate the 
addicts' sense of personal responsibility for their teachings, their 
actions, and their actions' painful toll on other human beings… 

And the current right-wing obsession with political campaigns 
and victories is the even stronger fix the addiction demands to 
cover growing fears of failure. Too often the responses of liberals 
have been like those of enablers in an addict's family who 
through their reactions prevent the addict from hitting bottom. 
Arguing about religion, for example, only promotes the addiction. 
In the final chapter Dr. Minor reveals a non-enabling way to 
respond to those people for whom religion functions as an 
addiction.1 
 
With this astonishingly condescending approach as a backdrop, we can 

see where it is easy for the world to think this way (that they are actually free—
liberated) because slavery to sin is a mere psychological disorder, from which 
we can be delivered through a sort of collective/cultural therapy.  Add to that 
the basic human experience—that slavery to sin (as Paul has informed us 
earlier) is not a matter of outward coercion (the way we would think of slavery 
in the human sense).  Slavery to sin involves doing what we feel like doing—as 
Paul wrote, obeying sin “in its lusts (cravings or desires)” (Romans 6:12).  
People can tell themselves with all their hearts that they are not slaves because 
they have not identified why they do the things they do or believe the things 

                                                           
1
 Could not another physician make the exact same argument about the extreme (or not so extreme) left if the source of 

their convictions were clearly placed on an altar for all to see and critique? 
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they believe, but they are barking from the confines of their own crate.  And 
there is only one exit—that the grace of God by the blood of Christ. 

 
Free Yet Enslaved 
 
 Paul is telling Christians that they have been “set free” eleutherothentes yet 
they are still slaves.  It’s as if Paul recognizes the shortcomings of his metaphor 
(metaphors always have shortcomings) when he explains that he is using this 
illustration because of “weakness of their flesh” (or their lack of capacity to 
grasp the point).  Clearly the Scriptures paint the relationship between the 
believer and God as something superior to slavery.  Jesus taught: 
 

No longer do I call you slaves, for the slave does not know what 
his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all things 
that I have heard from My Father I have made known to you (John 
15:15). 

 
 And one can barely read a paragraph in the New Testament without a 
reference to a believer as a “child of God.”  But the context here is not of 
adoption or even justification but of human conduct.  Therefore the illustration 
of slavery fits well.  A leopard inability to change his own spots (Jeremiah 13:23) 
is used in Scripture to illustrate our inability to defy our own natures (or even 
evaluate if our nature should be defied).  Human beings, by the very nature of 
the case will be subjects—of either to sin leading to death or obedience leading 
to righteousness.   
 Our master will either be the vicissitudes of our own carnal instincts (the 
flesh), the massive pressure of societal norms (the world) or/and the primary 
source of these things (the devil).  It is from these harsh taskmasters that 
Christians are set free and they have a new, loving, wise and omni-benevolent 
master—one who has expressed His great love in sending His own Son to die to 
rescue us from both the consequences and expressions of sin.   

And neither is this slavery a matter of coercion—as if God is forcing us 
against our will to be faithful.  It is more akin to the opening of eyes or 
regenerating of hearts.   

A story is told of a female slave in 19th century America who was owned 
by man very unlike other slave owners.  He treated his slaves like his own 
children.  He gave them comfortable shelters, good food and allowed them to 
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stay together and function as families.  He made sure they had medical 
attention and even gave them an education.  Their lives were superior to most 
that were free.  But they were slaves.  The benevolent slave owner finally came 
to realize that it was wrong to own people like cattle so began to systematically 
set them free.   

But being a free black man in the early 19th century in America was no 
easy affair.  Work was difficult to find and employers (though not owners of the 
free slaves) could be vicious.  Freed slaves would often die of exposure and 
starvation.  The time came for this female slave to receive her freedom.  Having 
gone through the legal process of receiving her freedom, she was now 
confronted with where she would go.  The government lawyer informed her of 
her freedom and asked her, “So where do you want to go?”  Very aware of her 
environment and the cruel nature of the options, it was with great wisdom that 
she pointed her finger at the man who had owned her—“I want to go with 
him.”   

We live in a world saturated with very willing tyrants—most of them 
hiding in shadows and unwilling to show their face, to offer their credentials or 
demonstrate their willingness sacrifice themselves for those over whom they 
would rule.  Paul is teaching us that we have been set free.  He himself had been 
set free by Christ who taught: 

 
Jesus answered them, “Most assuredly, I say to you, whoever 
commits sin is a slave of sin. 35 And a slave does not abide in the 
house forever, but a son abides forever. 36 Therefore if the Son 
makes you free, you shall be free indeed (John 8:34-36). 

 
 There are not too many questions in this life more important to ask 
ourselves than this—who is my master and from what have I been set free?  In 
verse 21 Paul will teach that the natural man is free “in regard to 

righteousness.”  That is not a desirable freedom; it is rather the ultimate 
bondage. 
 
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 (Romans 6:19). 
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Exponential Lawlessness 
 
 As mentioned, Paul taught in such a way as to accommodate the capacity 
of his students.  We also addressed the call in repentance to exercise the same 
zeal for righteousness as a Christian as we did for lawlessness prior to our faith.  
Paul here writes about exponential lawlessness—“lawlessness leading to more 
lawlessness.”   
 It’s been said that the road to hell is not a cliff.  We put our head down 
and walk into the forest of rebellion, only to look at once, surrounded by 
darkness, lacking direction or any semblance of theme and ask ourselves “what 
have I done—where have I arrived?” 
 In the next chapter Paul will extol the law of God—that it is “just holy 

and good“(Romans 7:12); that the law is “spiritual” (Romans 7:14).  And James 
teaches that it is the very nature of the law to liberate (to free).   
 

But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty and continues in 
it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the work, this one 
will be blessed in what he does (James 1:25). 

 
 So often, even among Christians, the law of God is viewed as restraining 
and harsh.  But David didn’t understand that way. 
 

The law of Your mouth is better to me Than thousands of coins of 
gold and silver (Psalm 119:72). 

 
 Certainly the law of God exposes our sin and need for a Savior—and 
apart from the blood of Christ the law will most certainly condemn.  But the law 
of God is at the same time the great framework by which all human conduct 
should be directed and by which we, as a people, will most properly function in 
joy, peace and true freedom. 

Woodrow Wilson was the 28th President of the United States (1913-1921) 
and was also, at one time, the President of Princeton University.  He was a 
Presbyterian (although there were directions he took that I might not entirely 
embrace).  Nonetheless, he had a definition of freedom or liberty I found to be 
very thoughtful and profound: 
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I have long had an image in my mind of what constitutes liberty.  
Suppose that I were building a great piece of powerful machinery, 
and suppose that I should so awkwardly and unskillfully 
assemble the parts of it that every time one part tried to move it 
would be interfered with by the others, and the whole thing 
would buckle up and be checked.  Liberty for the several parts 
would consist in the best possible assembling and adjustment of 
them all, would it not? If you want the great piston of the engine 
to run with absolute freedom, give it absolutely perfect alignment 
and adjustment with the other parts of the machine, so that it is 
free, not because it is let alone or isolated, but because it has been 
associated most skillfully and carefully with the other parts of the 
great structure.   
 
What is liberty?  You say of the locomotive that it runs free.  What 
do you mean?  You mean that its parts are so assembled and 
adjusted that friction is reduced to a minimum, and that it has 
perfect adjustment.  We say of a boat skimming the water with 
light foot, “How free she runs,” when we meant, how perfectly 
she is adjusted to the force of the wind, how perfectly she obeys 
the great breath out of the heavens that fills her sails.  Throw her 
head up into the wind and see how she will halt and stagger, how 
every sheet will shiver and her whole frame be shaken, how 
instantly she is “in irons,” in the expressive phrase of the sea.  She 
is free only when you have let her fall off again and have 
recovered once more her nice adjustment to the forces she must 
obey and cannot defy.”2 

 
Human liberty consists in nothing less than the skillful adjustment of 

humanity to the perfect law of God.  The more we are perfectly aligned with the 
law of God the more our freedom.  When we obey the breath out of heaven our 
sails are full.  When we throw our heads back and stiffen our necks to the law of 
God, we too shall halt and stagger until we repent to the force that we must 
obey and cannot defy. 

 
 

                                                           
2
 Essie Chamberlain, Essays, Old and New (Harcourt, Brace and Company, New York, Chicago, 1926), pp. 112,113. 
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Questions for Study 
 

1. In what ways have you observed zeal in those who oppose the Christian 
faith (pages 2, 3)? 

2. How does Paul use the zeal of lawlessness as a lesson for Christians 
(pages 2, 3)? 

3. What are some characteristics of slavery (page 3)? 

4. How would our current culture resist the idea that they are slaves at all?  
Have you observed a trend toward freedom via godlessness?  Explain 
(pages 3, 4). 

5. How would slavery to sin, at least at first, feel like freedom (pages 4, 5)? 

6. What are some of the shortcomings of the slave metaphor (page 5)? 

7. Is spiritual slavery a matter of outward coercion?  Explain (pages 5, 6). 

8. Explain exponential lawlessness.  What is the danger here (page 7)? 

9. How is the law of God liberating (pages 7, 8)? 
 

 


