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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. 
When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness. 
What benefit did you reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in death! 
But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life. 
For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.


Four times in these verses, the apostle Paul talks about “slavery” or “slaves,” both with a negative meaning, which we can easily understand,a nd with a positive meaning, which is more difficult to understand.  We fought a war about that, didn’t we?  Yes, just a hundred and fifty years ago.  In fact, just a hundred and fifty years ago today, President Abraham Lincoln first presented his Emancipation Proclamation to his cabinet.  It granted freedom to the slaves in the Confederate States on January 1, 1863.  We have learned from little on in school that slavery is a bad thing, because we fought a very bloody war about that.


The view we have of slavery is defined by Simon Lagree.  Simon Lagree is a character in a novel by Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published in 1852, just nine years before the Civil War began.  In the book, she describes the life of Uncle Tom, a slave, under several different masters.  The masters range from the good and kind and competent to the good and kind but incompetent, all the way down to Simon Lagree who is mean and nasty and works his slaves to death.  We have been taught to view all slavery as of the Simon Lagree type, even though most was of the other kind, good and kind masters.


How can the concepts Paul is writing about best be represented in our language?  That fits into the Bible translation issue which is so impor​tant to us.  You see, when Paul wrote about slaves, he did not have a Simon Lagree type person in mind.  What we hear in the word “slaves” is not what Paul intended with that word.  We hear something that is totally bad, while Paul wrote about economic conditions at his time.  We hear something that involves race, since most slaves in America were of a different race than their masters, while that was not the case at Paul’s time.  Then Africans en​slaved Africans, Caucasians enslaved Caucasians.  It could be that those captured in war were made slaves.  It could be that those who went into debt became slaves.


Perhaps, in order better to understand Paul’s words to us, we might think of our kind of employment as a sort of slavery.  When I hired onto the loading dock at Roadway as a summer job, I was a slave to the boss for the eight hours of my shift.  After two hours, I could sit down for ten minutes.  After four hours, I could sit down for a half hour lunch.  But during the rest of the time, I had to do whatever the boss told me to do.  My time was not my own.  My time had been bought by my boss.  Actually, the boss hadn’t yet actually paid for my time, but had only promised to do so.  And I had accepted that promise.  So I slaved away for my boss, and at the agreed-upon time, I received the money he had promised to pay for my time.  Most jobs can be thought of in a similar way.


What if I had kept on thinking of my time as my own?  What if I had decided that part of my eight hours on the job should be spent reading a book?  What if I didn’t want to do a particular job, and so claimed that I was sick?  I soon learned at that job that even my time off still in a sense be​longed to the boss.  I learned that when I was called into work for another shift sooner than I had expected, that is, before I had gotten a good night’s sleep in.  I soon learned that after I finished my eight hour shift, I needed to eat and sleep, and then my time was my own until the boss called me into work again, since the loading dock ran 24/7.  If I wasn’t willing to do what the boss told me to, the boss would have agreed with me and said that my time really should be my own, and that I didn’t need to show up for work there any more.


In that sense, we are slaves, or we have been slaves, or we look forward to a life of slavery.  Put in modern terms, we have a job, or have had a job, or look forward to getting a job.  We will hire ourselves out to a boss and thus agree to do whatever the boss says.  If we don’t like what the boss says, we can always quit, but we have to know that it won’t be so easy to get a job the next time.  If we think of what Paul says about slavery in those terms, it should be easier for us to understand.


Paul says that we are slaves of one of two masters.  We are either in “slavery to impurity and to ever-increasing wickedness,” or we are in “slavery to righteousness leading to holiness.”  There is no third choice.  All the people in the world are slaves to one of those two, either slaves to sin or slaves to holiness.  Paul says, “When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness.”  Yes, as a slave, you were free.  You were free from anything good, only enslaved by the bad.


There is a commercial about drug addiction I’ve seen a couple of times now.  The drug addict makes the point that from the time that you first use the drug on, you always have that craving for more.  The only way to avoid that craving is never to start.  That describes our life in slavery to sin.  From the time we start, we only crave more.  Unfortunately for us, we do not have the option not to start, for Adam and Eve already made that choice for us.  But we know the craving to do wrong, to find new old ways to do wrong, to cover up what we have done wrong.


Paul makes an appeal to our logic and our common sense.  “What benefit did you reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of?”  Obviously, the answer is no benefit at all.  Paul provides a slightly different answer, “Those things result in death!”  They don’t just make us ashamed, they kill us!  As Paul says, “The wages of sin is death.”  Plain and simple, if you sin, you die.  After you have put in your time as a slave to sin, then at the end you receive your paycheck, which is death.  “The soul who sins is the one who will die.” Ezk18v4.  That will happen.


They did an experiment recently.  They attached a GPS device to 2000 cars, and set up a program to compare the speed the cars were driving to the posted limits.  Each infraction over the speed limit led to an imme​diate penalty.  They used a very small penalty, only pennies, but it was an immediate penalty which covered every time they sped.  Because of the absolute certainty of punishment, those cars, really those drivers, rarely sped at all.  It was the certainty of punishment that caused that.  So God promises with absolute certainty that death awaits all sinners.


What gives us the power to change is not our logic and common sense.  Paul writes, “But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life.”  But what makes that change in us?  What sets us free from sin?  What makes us slaves to God?  How do we get that eternal life?  Paul spells it out for us, “The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  “Christ Jesus our Lord” makes all the difference in the world.


What we could not do He did.  While we were born sinning, He was not.  While we were born addicted to sinning with a craving for ever more, He was not.  While each sin only whet our appetite for more, He never did the first sin.  He kept Himself pure and holy, not for Himself, since He did not need that, but for us, since we needed it very much.  He was, in a sense, a slave to righteousness from day one.  He went out of His way to keep every last commandment perfectly for us.  He offers now to give us His per​fect record as our own, to replace our much less than perfect record.


The wages for our sins is our death, but Jesus also changed that.  He took our place.  He made it be that the wages for our sins is His death.  He willingly took that onto Himself.  When it came time for that paycheck to be issued, He stepped forward and allowed them to lead Him out to the place of execution.  There the guilt of all our crimes was loaded onto Him, and in a few long hours He atoned for all that guilt.  That’s why He cried out, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” Mt27v46.  I can understand why You would forsake these people who have turned away from You so much, but why would You forsake Me, Your holy and pure Son?  The Father forsook Jesus because all our sins were piled onto Him.  That was real death, being forsaken by God.


“The benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life.”  The benefit we reap from what He did leads to our own holiness and gives us eternal life.  We do not become holy in and of ourselves in this life, but we are credited with His holiness.  We do not earn our own eternal life, but we receive His gift to us of eternal life.


I hope we can think of slavery in terms similar to those Paul used.  If we think of slavery only in the way we have been taught to think of it in America, the beautiful pictures in these verses from God’s Book will be lost on us.  We will be blind to the beautiful truths He speaks here.  But if we can think of slavery as Paul thought of it, then we can appreciate what he is saying here.  Paul did not seek to abolish slavery in his world.  He often gave advice for how Christians slaves should act, and also for how Christian slaveowners should act.  At one point in his life, he was confronted by a runaway slave.  He told the runaway slave about Jesus, and led him to faith in the Savior.  Then he wrote a letter to the slaveowner, and sent the runaway slave back to his master.  In his letter to the slaveowner, Paul offered himself to make good any damage the runaway slave had done, and suggested that the master, whom Paul knew personally, actually owed Paul some gratitude, and could perhaps pay that debt by freeing this runaway slave.  The slaveowner’s name was Philemon.


My dear fellow slaves, let us be devoted to serving our Savior all our lives, for He devoted Himself to serving us in His life and on His cross.  Amen.
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