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Romans 6:22-23
“But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the
fruit that you get leads to sanctification and its end, eternal life. For the wages of
sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Slaves of God

Slavery was common in the ancient world. Most of the great monuments from
antiquity were constructed by slave labour. People marvel at the achievements of
the ancients in Stonehenge and Egypt and wonder how such heavy stones could
have been transported from distant quarries and raised to such heights. Some
speculate it was done with the assistance of extraterrestrial beings. The reality is
far less glamourous. It's amazing what hundreds of slaves can accomplish when
threatened with death and goaded with a whip. The reason we can’t accomplish
the same engineering feats today is because we have a more fully developed sense
of human rights and dignity which came into the world with the advent of Christ
and Christianity.

Slavery could be a dismal existence, or it could provide people with provisions,
such as shelter, food and clothing, which they would otherwise have been denied
in life. Captives were forced to perform the back breaking work of antiquity, but
others who were born into slavery, or who entered into servitude in exchange for
food and shelter, often lived dignified lives and sometimes came to hold prominent
positions in society. The ancient Babylonians and Persians employed slaves in their
bureaucracies, some of them like Daniel in the Old Testament, rose to occupy
positions of power in the government. Some people suffered tremendous hardship,
but others were comfortable and content in being slaves.

Slavery was part of the biblical world and forms the background of the bible’s
message of salvation. The word ‘slave’ appears frequently and is used in both a
positive and a negative sense. The Hebrew and Greek words for ‘slave’ can refer to
a person forced into servitude, or to a person who entered into service voluntarily,
as a form of employment, or in order to pay a debt. The same words can be
translated as ‘slave’ or ‘servant’, depending upon the context of a passage, or the
preference of the translators. Modern translators seem to prefer the word
‘servant’, perhaps because people now days are uncomfortable with the word
‘slave.” Paul in his letters commonly refers to himself as the ‘servant’ or ‘slave of
the Lord.” People think of servants as being free to come and go, kind of like



employees. Yet, Paul never considered himself anything less than the ‘slave’ of the
Lord. He was not an employee, but rather a person who belonged to the Lord Jesus,
body and soul. The Lord had redeemed Him from slavery to sin and servitude to the
devil. The Lord had redeemed him from the condemnation of death that hangs over
the heads of all who serve the devil, the world and their own sinful nature. He
belonged to the Lord; the Lord had purchased him at the cost of His blood shed on
the cross. And so, Paul sought to serve the Lord whole heartedly, soul and body.
Servants and slaves received wages. The pay wasn’t great, but they received
something for their service. Spiritually we are either servants of sin and Satan, or
servants of the Lord and His righteousness. The wages of servitude to sin is death.
The gift of serving God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. In Christ we are set
free from slavery to things that bring death. In Christ we are set free to serve God
in righteousness. In Christ we are blessed to receive the wages He earned through
His righteous blood shed on the cross, the free gift of eternal life.

Slavery is common in our world, whether we realize it or not. As in the ancient
world there are places where people are sold into slavery. You might be surprised,
but Canada is one of those places. Slavery of a more subtle kind affects all of us in
various forms. How often do we check our cell phone for messages? Chemical and
psychological dependencies enslave many people in our society. Ours is perhaps
the most addictive society in human history. This is ironic when you consider the
importance we place in freedom as individuals and as a society. Canada is proud
and free. As Canadians we are free to make our own choices of lifestyle, religion
and politics. We are free to choose life, or death. Yet, many of our choices actually
undermine the freedom we so proudly proclaim. We have the freedom, to do
things and take things that rob us of freedom, enslave us and bring death.

Slavery is a common word and important concept in the bible not just because
it was part of life in the biblical world, but mostly because it expresses the human
condition in bondage to sin, in servitude to the devil and under the condemnation
of death. The bible teaches that from the first moment of our existence we are
separated from God, and His righteousness and enslaved to sin. Human nature has
no choice but to choose things that serve sin and please the devil. In Psalm 51 King
David says, “Surely, | have been a sinner from birth, sinful from the moment my
mother conceived me.” Paul’s point in our text is that Christ has set us free from
the slavery into which we were conceived and born through the sin of Adam. He
writes, “you, who once were slaves of sin have become obedient to the standard of
teaching to which you were committed, and having been set free from sin, have



become slaves of righteousness.” We are slaves to sin through birth; we become
slaves of righteousness by the rebirth of the Spirit through faith in Jesus Christ. One
is a servitude that brings death. The other is a relationship with God that gives life.
“The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our
Lord.”

Folk singer Bob Dylan had a hit song in the 1979 called “Gotta Serve Somebody.”
He sang “It may be the devil or it may be the Lord, but you got to serve somebody.”
You may agree or disagree with Bob Dylan’s politics, you may like or dislike his
music, but in this song, Bob Dylan hit the nail right on the head and is in accord with
the words of our text in particular and the bible in general. God created human
beings to be His servants, caring for the garden and all the creatures that lived in it.
God created Israel to be His treasured possession out of all the nations of the earth,
to serve Him in righteousness and make Him known among the nations in steadfast
love and faithfulness. Adam and Eve had no choice as to their creation. The Lord
formed him from the dust of the earth and her from the flesh of his side. He put
them in the garden to serve Him. The only choice they had was to continue in
service to the Lord, or give themselves into the service of sin and the devil. The
same choice was set before Israel in ancient times, to continue in service to the
Lord, or to give themselves into the service of sin and the devil. We are created to
serve somebody, either the devil or the Lord.

St. Paul writes to people like us, who have been set free from slavery to sin. Set
free not to do as we please, but set free to serve the Lord. The moment we consider
ourselves free to do what we please, we are choosing to make ourselves slaves to
sin. In the ancient world there were good masters and there were task masters.
People who lived in subjugation to a brutal owner rejoiced if they were purchased
by a kind and loving master. They offered their service, not under threat of
punishment and fear of retribution as previously, but now out of love and
thankfulness. Christ has purchased us from slavery to the cruellest task masters;
the world, the devil and our own sinful nature. We serve Him, out of love and
thankfulness. To serve the devil, the world and our sinful nature is death. To serve
the Lord is righteousness and eternal life.

Jesus said, “You did not choose me, but | chose you...” Jesus choses and calls us
to Himself through the gospel. He purchased us from sin, the devil and our own
sinful nature through the blood He shed on the cross. He washes away our sins and
cleanses our souls with the water of Holy Baptism. He gives the Holy Spirit to open



our hearts to faith, to dwell within us and make our bodies His holy temples. Jesus
chooses us, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have a choice. Each day and many
times in a day, we have a choice; to serve the Lord in righteousness, or to serve sin.
In the language of our text, we have the choice of offering our bodies as slaves to
impurity by the things we say, think and do, or of offering ourselves as slaves to
righteousness, serving the Lord in our thoughts, by our words and with our actions.

The works of the sinful nature bring pain and lead to ruin. Paul lists several of
them in Galatians 5:19 saying, “The works of the flesh are obvious, sexual
immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, fits of anger,
rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy and drunkenness, orgies and things like these.”
Since the fall of the first people, sin seeks to rule in our lives and expresses itself in
actions and attitudes that bring sorrow in time and death in eternity. In time and
for eternity, “the wages of sin is death.” Yet, God desires not the death of sinners,
but rather that we would be set free from the chains of sin, live according to His
righteousness, be a blessing to others and be blessed with the gift of eternal life for
the sake of Jesus’ blood and righteousness. The effect of Christ’s righteousness is
righteous living in time and life in eternity.

Speaking to the religious Jews in Jerusalem, Jesus said, “If you abide in my word,
you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth and the truth will set you
free.” The religious Jews protested, saying they had never been slaves to sin and as
far as they were concerned, they had no need to be set free. Jesus saw things
differently. He knows what is in the human heart. He knows that since the sin of
the first people, we are all by nature slaves to sin and slavery to sin leads to death.
Jesus came to set us free from sin that we would have life, abundantly and
eternally. He said, “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin...but If the Son sets you free
you will be free indeed.” The Son has set us free from the condemnation and control
of sin. The Son sets us free to serve Him in thought, word and deed. The Son sets
us free to serve Him in love by loving and serving our neighbours as ourselves.
Christ sets us free from the power of sin and empowers us by the Holy Spirit to live
as servants of righteousness, keeping God’s commands, all of which are summed
up in one word, “Love”; all of which are expressed in two phrases, “Love the Lord
your God” and “Love your neighbour as yourself.”

The Father who has blessed us with His righteousness in forgiveness for the sake of
Christ Jesus, empower us by the Holy Spirit to serve Him in righteousness. In Jesus’
Name.



