TWO KINDS OF SLAVERY
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 wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. 18 You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness.
19 I put this in human terms because you are weak in your natural selves. Just as you used to offer the parts of your body in slavery to impurity and to ever-increasing wickedness, so now offer them in slavery 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.
                                                                                                                                              Romans 6:15-23
The opening verse ‘Shall we sin because we are not under the law but under grace?’ (6:15) parallels verse 1, ‘Shall we go on sinning that grace may increase?’ The same question is being asked in both verses, whether grace sanctions sin or even encourages it. In each case Paul answers with the same, ‘By no means!’ (6:2,15).

How are the two halves of Romans 6 different then? Although he develops the same argument that freedom to sin is incompatible with the Christian life, Paul describes this in terms of our being united with Christ in 6:3-14 and of our being enslaved to Christ in 6:16-23. A second difference between the two halves is how these changes came about. The emphasis in the first is on what was done to us (we were united to Christ) while the emphasis in the second is on what we did (we offered ourselves to God to obey Him). The first is essentially passive and relates to our baptism (we were baptised) while the second is active and relates to our ‘conversion’ (we turned from sin to God).
What Paul does in the first half of the chapter is to draw out the logic of our baptism while in the second he draws out the logic of our conversion. He begins both sections with ‘Don’t you know’ (6:2,15). Because through baptism we were united to Christ and so are dead to sin and alive to God, how can we possibly live in sin? Because through conversion we offered ourselves to God to be His slaves and so are committed to obedience, how can we possibly claim freedom to sin?
‘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?’ (6:16). Volountary slavery had occurred in the Middle East for centuries. People in dire poverty could offer themselves as slaves to someone just to be fed and housed. They obviously lost their prior freedom. The same happens with spiritual slavery, whether we become ‘slaves of sin which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness’ (6:16). We would expect the contrast with ‘slaves to sin’ to be ’slaves to Christ’ rather than ‘slaves to obedience’. Paul is emphasising that the essence of slavery is obedience. Conversion is an act of self-surrender; self-surrender leads to slavery and slavery demands radical obedience. No one can serve two masters (Matthew 6:24). Having chosen our master we have no further choice but to obey Him.
Having laid down the principle that surrender leads to slavery, Paul now applies it, reminding his readers that their conversion involved an exchange of slaveries. He sums up their experience in four stages.

First, ‘you used to be slaves to sin’ (6:17). All human beings are slaves and there are only two masters, sin and God. Conversion is a transfer from one to the other.

Secondly, ‘you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted’ (6:17). It is not God or Christ they are said to have obeyed but a ‘form of teaching to which you were entrusted.’ Paul might be contrasting Christian teaching to Jewish teaching or just describing basic Christian doctrine. Conversion to Paul was not only trusting Christ but also believing and acknowledging the truth. Paul doesn’t say they were committed to this teaching but that this teaching was committed to them. The same word here translated ‘entrusted’ is used in Matthew 26:15,16 of Jesus being ‘handed over’ to the Romans. This teaching was ‘handed over’ to them.

Thirdly, they ‘have been set free from sin’ (6:18). They have been decisively rescued from the lordship of slavery of sin into the lordship of God, out of the dominion of darkness into the kingdom of Christ (Colossians 1:13).
Fourthly, in consequence they have ‘have become slaves to righteousness’ (6:18). This transfer from slavery to sin to slavery to righteousness is full and complete.

‘I put this in human terms because of you are weak in your natural selves’ (6:19). Paul might be thinking slavery is not the best picture of the Christian life. While it accurately portrays our exclusive allegiance to Christ, it doesn’t touch on the love, grace and care of our Master or of the freedom we find in slavery to Him. The limitations of our humanity have made it necessary for Paul to use an analogy like slavery though he recognised its shortcomings.

In spite of this, he continues to compare and contrast the two slaveries. This time he draws an analogy in the way each develops. Both are dynamic; neither is static. One steadily deteriorates while the other steadily progresses. ‘Just as you used to offer the parts of your body in slavery to impurity and to ever-increasing wickedness [literally ‘and of lawlessness unto lawlessness’], so now offer them in slavery to righteousness leading to holiness’ (the process of sanctification, of being changed into the likeness of Christ) (6:19).
Paul now takes the comparison and contrast between the two slaveries a step further. Each slavery is a kind of freedom and each freedom is a kind of slavery. ‘When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness’ (6:20). We would call this licence. On the other hand, ‘you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God’ (6:22). We would call this liberty. What are the fruits of each? Where does each lead? Slavery to sin (which is freedom from righteousness) leads to remorse, guilt over the things ‘you are now ashamed of’ (6:21) and in the end, ‘death’ (6:21 the eternal separation from God in hell). In contrast, freedom from sin (which is slavery to God) leads to ‘holiness’ in the present and in the end ‘eternal life’ (6:22 fellowship with God in heaven).
‘For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (6:23). In this final verse of the chapter Paul continues his contrast between sin and God whom he has characterised through their respective slave masters – Adam and Christ. He repeats his warning that these two slaveries are diametrically opposed and that the destinies to which they lead are either ‘death’ or ‘eternal life’ (6:22).

What is added is a third contrast relating to the terms of service on which the two slave owners operate. ‘For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (6:23). Sin pays ‘wages’ (you get what you deserve) but God gives a free gift (you are given what you don’t deserve). God’s free gift can only be given because of Christ’s atoning death and the only condition for receiving it is that we are ‘in Christ Jesus our Lord,’ meaning we are united to Him by faith.

Here are two paths utterly opposed to each other, pictured by Paul as slaveries. By birth we are in Adam, the slaves of sin; by grace and faith we are in Christ, the slaves of God. Slavery to sin brings shame and on-going moral deterioration and culminating in the death we deserve. Slavery to God yields the fruit of progressive holiness and culminating in the free gift of life.  
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