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Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. 
Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to Him as instruments of righteousness. 
For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace.



What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace? By no means! 
Don’t you know that when you offer your​selves to someone to obey him as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey—whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness? 
But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you whole​hear​tedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were entrusted. 
You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righ​teousness.


The Lord’s apostle Paul makes a point here by means of the illu​stra​tion of slavery, and most Americans still to this day have difficulty under​standing that illustration.  Our view of slavery is colored by the Civil War, which ended 149 years ago; that means that next year will be the 150th anniversary of the ending of the Civil War.  I have not heard that anything special is yet planned to mark that event, but I would think that the ending of a war is always something worth celebrating.  Most nations throughout his​tory have not had a war about slavery.


Our American view of slavery is also colored by the book that was written about slavery before the war began.  Harriet Beecher Stowe pu​blished Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1852, 162 years ago, as a description of what slavery was really like in America.  Our view of slavery is guided not so much by a reading of this book, but by reports we have heard about the last of the slaveowners mentioned.  When slaves were “sold down the river,” that is, the Mississippi River, they ended up being sold to a slaveowner like Simon Lagree, who lived in the general area of New Orleans, the end of the Mississippi River.  The Simon Lagree type of slaveowner bought older, run​down slaves cheap and worked them to death.  The book describes several other kinds of slaveowners who were all much better than Simon Lagree, but he is the one remembered.  Based on the book, we would have to con​clude that the majority of slaveowners in America before the Civil War cared about their slaves and did the best they could to provide for them; their chief fault would be incompetence, because they mismanaged their plantations and had to sell their slaves.


Slavery in America was also different from most of the world’s his​tory because it was almost exclusively racial slavery.  People were captured in Africa, brought mainly to the South, and sold as slaves there.  Throughout most of the world’s history, slavery has not been racial.


Finally, in the Roman Empire at Paul’s time, slavery was not the bottom of the economic ladder; there was a life worse than slavery; in fact, people had been known to sell themselves into slavery, because it was a better life than they had outside slavery.  Consider that a wise slaveowner would realize that he would not get quality work out of his slaves if he did not adequately provide for them; therefore, for most slaves, the worst condi​tion they could be in still provided them with adequate food and shelter.  The bottom of the economic ladder was occupied by the freeman who was free to sink deeply into poverty.  If he could not earn enough to provide ade​quate food and shelter for himself and his family, there was no slaveowner to turn to for help.  He was free to starve to death.


If we are to grasp the point that Paul is making here, we need to un​der​stand that slavery in the Roman Empire was not an entirely negative thing, as we in America view it to be.  When the runaway slave named One​simus met the apostle Paul in Rome, Paul did not say that Onesimus should not be a slave; instead, Paul sent the runaway slave who had become a Christian back to his master Philemon.  He did, however, strongly hint to Philemon that he should consider freeing Onesimus from slavery.


Paul’s point in this section of Romans which he makes with his illu​stration about slavery is that we are all slaves.  As he puts it, we are either “slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righ​teousness.”  Insofar as we have a choice in the matter, he of course urges us to be “slaves to obedience, which leads to righteousness,” that is, slaves who serve our Savior God.


The point Paul is emphasizing with his illustration about slavery is that a slave is not the master of his own schedule; no, the slaveowner is.  The slave does whatever the slaveowner tells him to do, and he does it as long as the slaveowner tells him to do it.  Jesus once said, “Suppose one of you had a slave plowing or looking after the sheep. Would he say to the slave when he comes in from the field, ‘Come along now and sit down to eat’? Would he not rather say, ‘Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me while I eat and drink; after that you may eat and drink’? Would he thank the slave because he did what he was told to do? So you also, when you have done everything you were told to do, should say, ‘We are unworthy slaves; we have only done our duty.’” Lk17v7-10.  The slave must do whatever the slaveowner tells him to do, as long as the slaveowner tells him to do it.


Satan came to Eve and Adam in the Garden of Eden and promised them freedom from slavery to God.  He promised to set them free if only they would become his slaves.  They foolishly listened, and soon became slaves to sin which leads to death.  They passed that kind of slavery on to us, thank you very much.  To this day, people are born without a choice: they are simply slaves to sin, whether they know it or not.  They must serve sin, and there can never be any rest for them from this slavery to sin, death, and the devil.


Jesus made a difference.  Jesus paid for our sins.  Jesus conquered sin, death, and the devil.  Jesus introduces us to another kind of slavery entirely, a slavery that involves rest.  After a hard day’s work, we all look forward to a time of rest, a time to enjoy the fruits of our labors.  After forty years of wandering in the wilderness, after a hard fight, God granted the Israelites rest under Joshua’s leadership in their own land.  Heaven is pic​tured for us as a place of rest, of eternal rest.  Jesus extends the invitation to us to come to Him for that rest in the forgiveness of our sins.


There is a huge difference in our motivation to work depending on who the boss is.  If the boss is our slaveowner, so to speak, if we are wor​king for someone else, doing whatever we are told, whether we agree or not, our motivation for working must be supplied by the paycheck, and even then we will be inclined to sluff off if we can do so and still get paid for it.  If someone tries to work harder, the other workers will quickly instruct him in the way we work here.


However, if we are our own boss, our motivation to work becomes entirely different.  Many who own their own business become their own slaves, working incredibly long hours in the hope of getting their business established.  Or again, if you decide to tackle a project at home, you may well find yourself working much harder at it than you would if you were working for someone else who was paying you to do it.  A couple pastors recently got together and built a ramp for retired Pastor Zimmermann who has been here so many times; he has had some more leg surgery, and needs the ramp while he recovers.  Pictures were posted on facebook, and it looks very nice, like a lot of hard work was involved, for which they were not paid.


Slavery to Jesus involves the freedom to do what you want to do in the service of Jesus.  Slavery to sin involves the obligation to do sin which leads to death.  Everyone knows that there are various lifestyles that will make your life more and more miserable, but people are drawn to those lifestyles because of the sinful nature within them, because of their inborn slavery to sin.  The apostle Paul writes, “Do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness.”  Those who are slaves to sin can only sin, which does not give them any lasting happiness.


Jesus changes things and gives us the freedom to be His slaves.  He changes things so that we want to serve Him, so that we want to do what pleases Him, and as our slaveowner, He can tell us to do what we want to do.  That is a much better kind of slavery than the slavery to sin.  Jesus changes things for us by giving us forgiveness for our sins, by giving us the certainty of an eternal home with Him in heaven, by giving us a very meaningful kind of life during what remains to us of this life on earth.  We no longer need to work so hard for what will only be thrown away; instead, we can work as hard as we want for what lasts forever.


What is only thrown away is sinful pleasures of all different kinds.  They gratify the flesh momentarily, but leave a lifetime of guilt behind, sometimes a lifetime of punishment.  As Paul writes later in this chapter, “What benefit did you reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in death!” Ro6v21.  What lasts forever is what we do for Jesus; since Jesus tells us to love our neighbors, what lasts forever is what we do for those Jesus has given to us, our family, friends, neighbors, fellow believers.  What we do for them lasts forever.  The apostle John recorded these words, “Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on,” for “they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them.” Re14v13.  What we do for Jesus lasts forever.


Paul brings all of this together at the end of the chapter.  He has illustrated our life of service to Jesus as slavery, something that is hard for us Americans to understand because of the kind of slavery we had here.  But Paul sums it all up in this way: “Now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God, the benefit you reap leads to holi​ness, 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.” Ro6v22,23.  May we gladly and freely and willingly live our lives in service to our Savior who loves us and gave His life for us. Amen.
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