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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

The Reign of Eternal life and the Reign of Death

Romans 5:20-21; 6:1-11

First part

Romans 5:20 The law came in (was given) to increase the trespass; but where sin increased, grace overflowed in abundance

21 in order that as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Notes on Romans 5:21-22

“The law came in to increase the trespass.”  This is consistently stated in the Jewish law, the Torah (see Rom 2:12 and 14).  Paul raises this once again, as in v 13.

1.   If Adam is the universal man, and Jesus is the universal Savior, why does the reference to the law appear here?  The Torah is the book of the nations, not only of the Jews.  This is the foundation of the proclamation which began in Romans 4 and centered on Abraham.  

2.   The contrast between the two epochs of Adam and Christ leads to the law.  This part of the whole story can’t be forgotten and rather brings the force of the Adam story to exact reality.

3.   Paul is now ready to round off the first major section of his treatise.  The law is not left out of the picture.  What is the link between Adam’s trespass and later sins?   Adam’s sin brought condemnation (v 18) and it made all humans sinners (v 19), but the multiplied trespasses become more obvious under the law.  If we follow the train of thought, the reason for bringing the law is that the law defines sin.  

4.   This role which Paul actually ascribes to the law must have seemed shocking to most of the Jewish members of the Church in Rome.  Paul here turns the role of the law completely on its head.  Before Romans 5:20-21, Paul had already distanced the law from being the cause or the righteousness of God which Abraham received through faith (Ch. 4).  But now, Paul redefines the gap between law and grace into outright antithesis.  The law is far from being an answer to sin.  It is like an x ray; a diagnostic tool but not the cure.  The Jews who assumed that the law could save are told that the law increased sin.  The law is not an instrument of healing; it is lumped instead with sin and death, and being a power like them, came in from “off stage” to reinforce the power of sin and death over Adam’s race. 

5.   For Paul to put the law, God’s good gift to Israel so emphatically on the wrong side as the judge must have seemed like the blackest of treachery to many of his countrymen, including Jews at Rome who were hearing his exposition of the Good News ( Gospel) as something totally against their background.

     What Paul means by asserting that the law’s function was to increase sin is that it turns sin into transgression of the divine-human relationship.  The divine logic in providing the law would then be that only when sin is out in the open can it be dealt with; only when the poison has come to a head can the boil be lanced.  He could also think of sin as being increased quantitatively, with the law being seen actually to provoke sin, just as the command of Genesis 2:16 could be said to have provoked Adam’s transgression by encouraging him to see that which had been forbidden as desirable.  This is a contentious line of thought he developed later in Romans 7:7-12.

6.   But more likely here Paul is recalling the actual effect of the law on his own people – their pride in keeping the law which caused them to identify righteousness too distinctively and their pride in Jewish rituals, particularly circumcision, which caused them  to lose sight of the deeper, less easily definable righteousness which could be ascribed to Gentiles as well as Jew, to the uncircumcised as well as the circumcised, and which therefore could not be defined simply in terms of such “works of the law.”  By letting their dependence on the law obscure the more direct and fundamental dependence on God’s generous grace, they were no better off than the Gentiles (Rom Ch. 2); indeed they were much worse off, since having the law should have made them all the more conscious of their condition as sinners than Gentiles who have not the law (cf. Rom 3:20).  In this one phrase of Romans 5:20 Paul sums up the whole critique of his people’s attitude to the law and gives it a still sharper point.

7.   For Paul the answer to the multiplication and domination of sin is not the law, but grace – and not grace as expressed in the law, but grace apart from the law (Rom 3:21).  He could state the plight of those belonging to the old epoch in such stark terms because he drew his confidence from the revelation of grace in Jesus Christ as now the only sufficient healing of both sin and death. 

8.   If the first chapter of the universal history of mankind is that the first man Adam is the origin of this darkest tragedy of sin reigning in death, then the gospel of Christ is the new chapter.  It is the new beginning because it is the power that breaks the bond of sin and death.  God’s grace can’t be matched by sin taking the law as a shield to defeat death.  The law can define sin but can’t give sure promise of life beyond the cold grasp of death. 

9.   The different tenses used for the work of grace should be noted. Grace “has become present in greater abundance” and also “shall reign” would remind his readers that Paul is talking in terms of a whole epoch.  As sin and death encompass the whole of the old epoch, so grace encompasses the whole of the new epoch. 

10. As grace became present in its overflowing abundance as the gracious act of Christ, so the rule of grace will continue on into the future into life eternal.  Once again the perceptive reader would catch the sound of the typical Pauline balance between that which has already been accomplished for and in the believers’ lives and the future or the eschatological (end times) not-yet.  So too he would also recognize that the righteousness through which grace rules is not to be seen as a once for all package (analogous to Israel’s election), but as the status of one accepted by God and sustained by God in continuing dependence on his grace, till its final and complete outworking in eternal life.

11. And always, Paul ends all great statements with his catch words “through Jesus Christ as Lord.”  Adam’s trespass gave free reign to sin and death, but now Jesus continues to defeat sin and death in the lives of those who believe in Him.  Jesus also sustains the believers now by his reign to reach finally triumph.  The one man who lost his way condemned those like him to fall short of the destiny intended for man; the one man who refused to live for himself and rejected the wrong turning away from God and completed man’s intended destiny thereby made it possible for those who come after him to fulfill that destiny too through the grace which was and is preeminently his.

Conclusion of Romans 5

Thus Paul finally brings the first main stage of his argument to a resounding conclusion, with ringing phrases of “the reign of grace” and “eternal life” and this is not in an abstract way but “through Jesus Christ our Lord”.

Please note that the heart of Paul’s preaching and the reign of grace is meaningless and impossible without a firm faith in the divinity of Jesus who is called very often, “Our Lord” which is a declaration of the common faith of the community where Jesus the risen Lord provides eternal life through grace.

Dead to sin in Christ - Romans 6:1-11

Romans 6:1 What then shall we say? Are we to persist in sin in order that grace may increase? 

2 No!  Since we have died to sin, how can we still live in it?

3 Or are you unaware that all we who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 

4 So then we were buried with him through baptism into death in order that as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father we also should walk in newness of life.

5 For if we have become knit (joined together) in the very likeness of his death, we shall certainly also be knit together (joined together) in the likeness of his resurrection. 

6 Knowing this, that our old man (obsolete self) has been crucified with him, in order that the body of sin (sinful body) might be done away with (destroyed), so that we might no longer serve sin. 

7 For he who has died is declared free from sin. 

8 Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him,

9 knowing that Christ having been raised from the dead no longer dies, death no longer exercises lordship over him. 

10 For the death he died, he died to sin once and for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God.

11 So also you must reckon yourselves dead indeed to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus 

Introduction to Romans Chapters 6-8

Sin:
  6 times in 5:12-21



16 times in 6:1-23


 
15 times in 7:1-25



  5 times in 8:1-13

Death:       5 times in 5:12-21


   
  7 times in 6:1-23


    
  5 times in 7:1-25


    
  2 times in 8:1-13

Law:         3 times in 5:12-21



  2 times in 6:1-23



23 times in 7:1-25



  5 times in 8:1-13

Content

From the above figures we can tell that sin, death, and the law are the three main powers operating in human life before the advent of Jesus Christ our Lord.  This according to the accumulation of the three words: sin, death and the law as the climactic conclusion of 5:20-21, that as a consequence of Christ’s saving grace has swamped sin, and sin’s rule in death has been overcome by grace’s rule through righteousness to life.  This must have raised the questions:

a)  Has the believer been wholly removed from the reign of sin and death?

 b) Have sin and death lost their power or reign over the believer? 

Paul’s answer clearly is in the affirmative (vv 1-11), but the consequent exhortation indicates that the believer is vulnerable and must continually choose between them (vv 12-23).

Initially Paul provides his answer in a modified diatribe style.  This is indicated also by the transition from the third person treatment of 5:12-21 – not simply to the first person of 6:1-11 – but with the second person of exhortation beginning to come to the forefront (vv11).  At the same time the carry-over in thought from 5:20-21 is indicated both by the pairings of subject matter: sin and grace, death and life.

The Structure 

Presentation of the argument in the form of questions and answers in chapter 6:1-11.

a) Question in v. 1

b) First answer in v. 2

c) Support of the first answer from church practice, baptism v.3-4

Then

a) Appeal to common faith and life v. 5-7 and 8-10

b) Conclusion restating the first answer

Key points:

a) obedience and slavery

b) relationship to the crucified and risen Christ

Hebrew way of thinking;

a) walking

b) body of sin or sinful body

Notes on the Greek Text

6:1 “what then shall we say?” 

The phrase is Paul’s way of acknowledging that what he has just said is controversial and requires further elucidation to avoid possible misinterpretation (cf. particularly Rom 7:7).  

“Are we to persist in sin?”

The unexpected subjunctive requires a more forceful translation than the simple future.  The verb “to persist” has the overtone of stubborn determination.  Neither good nor bad in itself (like Col 1 :23), the verb can have the force of “remain in the sphere of,” as in  Romans 11:22.  In the immediate context the phrase is most likely equivalent to “remain under the lordship or the reign of sin” (5:2 1; 6:14).  This is parallel to Galatians 2:1.1 ff. Here Paul disputes this understanding of being under the lordship of sin so that grace may increase.  Here it also becomes evident that the question has been prompted by Paul’s immediately preceding formulation: the multiplication of sins brought an overflow of grace (5:20).  We may assume that since the law is no longer the mediator which regulates divine-human fellowship some may have assumed a kind of freedom with no commitment.  But here Paul asks if those who wish to remain in (under the rule of) sin [understands that it] means death (5:21).  The fact that the same question emerges both here and in Romans 3:7-8 is significant.

a) In 3:7-8 it was prompted by Paul’s double assertion that his people had been unfaithful, and yet God remained faithful.  Here it is prompted by his double assertion of the universal rule of sin and death, yet surpassed by the superabundant provision of grace.  This underlies once again that these two double assertions are equivalent in Paul’s mind: Israel’s failure is a piece with the sin of humankind as a whole; God’s faithfulness to Israel is no different from his grace open to all.

b) If any misunderstanding should arise out of this question, Paul appeals to reductio ad absurdum, the folly of putting the law as the ally of sin (5:20).  It was the grace of God which made sinners under the law see the grace as saving them from the law.

If “works of the law,” or even good works can’t wipe out human transgression (Rom 3:20), then sin has been given free rein, a blank check.

6:2  “Seeing that we have died to sin, how are we still to live in it?” 

Here for the first time in the NT we read that the death of believers as something which has already happened (so also in different variations in Rom 6:8; 7:6; Gal 2:19; Col 2:20; 3:3).  What does it mean “died,” so that the sinful act is no longer possible; but again the context (5:21) implies more strongly that what Paul had in mind is a death which puts the individual beyond the power of sin (as in 6:7, 10), and so unable (because we are dead!) to live “in” sin; that is, in its realm, under its authority.

In going behind 5:21 to frame his objection to 5:20, the crucial factor is that sin’s rule was in death; but death has already occurred, and where death has already occurred sin’s rule is past.  Something decisive has happened to the believers.  The language of Paul in Romans 5:12-21 implies a transformation has taken place and will continue to happen, for death is the only and inevitable way in which the rule of sin can be ended.  Sin’s end is death.  This becomes clearer if we remember that we are no longer living in the domain of Adam.  The believer is here living under the one lordship of the one who has in fact passed our death and our age to bring us to the dominion or to the life which is that of Christ (vv 7-10).  Because it is possible for the believer in the here and now to identify with that One (Christ, vv 3-5, 11), Paul assumes that he speaks for all who have believed (Christians as a whole) since our common commitment to Christ has this new life.  It is a transferal from one domination to another.  Believers by definition “have died to sin.”

And if to this quote we add one word from Paul, “have died to sin as Adam,” the  fundamental interpretation here is the recognition that Paul’s thought is still determined by the Adam/Christ contrast of 5:12-2 1.  The death here spoken of is the death of Adam, and of those in Adam and of the Adamic epoch. 

Baptism

In view of the important role this passage (Rom 6:1-11) has played in discussions of baptism, it is important to note the following:

1.  Baptism is used to prove that the goal of baptism is death to sin and life under grace, which is behind the use of baptismal language in (vv 3-4), and also for different elaborations of the death/life theme (vv 5-6).

2. Humans have the habit of looking at past events as something which comes to an end by the passing of time.  The work of God the Father in his Son does not come under the power of time.  In time and in the personal history of each one of us we begin to receive new life which is the work of grace.  This does not end because it happened in the past.  Time does not play any part at all in our relationship with Christ. “We have become knit (joined together) in the very likeness of his death, we shall certainly also be knit together(joined together) in the likeness of his resurrection.”  This is a journey of life which has no end because the end is our resurrection.

Crucified with Christ

Dialogue with Philemon

George: What does it mean to be crucified with Christ?

Philemon: It means what is said, “to be with him on the cross.”  If you avoid that, you avoid the whole teaching of Jesus our Lord.

George: But Jesus our Lord said that we carry our cross, not his cross, and follow him.

Philemon: You forget to quote the first part of his saying and that is to deny ourselves.

George: That too is hard to understand.

Philemon: Yes, because Jesus our Lord pointed to something which we love even more than God and that is the self.  So to renounce your self means at least less love or I may put it in a moderate way, love God the Father as you love yourself.  My dear brother, self love is the ground of our being.  On this ground our eternal destiny is shaped.  I may say, “Love your self in God and not without God.”

George: Good.  If this is so, how can I love myself and at the same time renounce it?

Philemon: What sort of love are we considering here?  The cross is the flag of true love and that is the sacrificial love.  If we look at another saying, such as “forgive those who trespass,” this belongs to the crucified love; and the sacrificial love alone is the true communion with the crucified Jesus.  We let go of our own being.  We let go of the self and take the self of Jesus.

George: What is the self of Jesus?

Philemon: It is that life that is shaped by his teaching which is embodied in his sermon on the mount.  There you can see what it means to renounce yourself.  This is not something you contemplate but it is what you have to do.  Or I may say, to study and contemplate in order to do.

George: You are not saying that we are saved by our works, are you?

Philemon: No certainly not, but our Lord told us that the door of the Kingdom is narrow and the way is hard.  This means that two cannot pass through the door.  Jesus our Lord said in the gospel of John “I am the door” and later “I am the way.”  Jesus means that if he is the door and the Mediator and the Way and the Bread of life and the resurrection, this leaves no room for salvation by good works.  If Jesus our Lord is everything, then we can add nothing and we have nothing to add to what Jesus our Lord gives to all of us.

George: Thank you, but what does it mean to be crucified with Him?

Philemon: Please pay attention to this word (phrase) “with him.”  We cannot crucify our self without him.  If we do that without him, we plunge our lives into self- hate.  There are three basic major differences between self-hate and self-renunciation.

1. Self-hate is the fruit of sin and guilt.  Self-renunciation is the fruit of free love which comes through faith and through love.  It is the work of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of love.

2. Self-hate is the child of despair and despair is the fruit of pride.  Self- renunciation is the fruit of hope and that too comes from faith and love.

3. When we hate our self, we allow hatred to be part of our ruling negative forces which separate us from truth.  Truth is found only in love and love does not allow hatred to be part of its operating power.

George: I need time to think about what you said.  But for the time being, in a nut shell, what is the heart of the cross?

Philemon smiled and said: George, the heart of the cross is in one word and that is divine love (agape).  If you read the great chapter of 1 Corinthians 13 where St. Paul presents the negative side of love and the positive side, you can see only a glimpse of the divine love in the positive.  When St. Paul says what love is not, he is curing our inclination toward Paganism.  When he says love is this and that, he is drawing for us an icon of divine love.  What love is not is the old self which we must renounce, but what love is, must be seen as the new creation which is the very self of Jesus our Lord.  If you look carefully to all the positive sides of love, you will be able to see the cross or rather the very face of Jesus himself.

George: Abba, when I ask you a question, you take me around a very wide circle and leave me there.

Philemon: I had no intention to do that, but you have to see how things are related.  Let me start again.  To be crucified means that there is in us something that must die because it hinders us from being truly human.  Let us look at lusts.  We all have them.  Some are for self-preservation and some for self-gratification.  Sexual desire is that lust of my parents which brought me to this life.  As a married man, you have to be careful and not to neglect your family under the pretext that you are seeking holiness.

There is one fine point which re-directs our lusts and that is if [whether] we do things just for our gratification or as part of fellowship.

What is directed to our ego alone and comes from the ego is a deadly position.  But what comes from our ego and is used for service and is part of our love for God is redeemed by God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

My dear brother, if you think that any lust including your sexual desire will ever be healed out side Christ, you have deluded yourself. Let “the all of you” become part of Jesus our Lord, I mean the bad and the good. There you will find your cross and when you carry it daily it means you are seeking healing as you follow him.

Please read the list of St. Paul where he asked us to mortify our earthly members, (Col 3:5) and please notice what Paul called “covetousness  idolatry”. What is the link between idolatry and covetousness? We love to possess idols to make them the source and the centre of our gratification. Idols are not only made of Iron or Copper, but also are our mental concepts which we worship. The Creed can become an Idol if we kill those who don’t share it with us. Covetousness is one of the sides of our mortality; we think that we fortify our life by adding to it, but in reality our life becomes suffocated by what we add and what we add can become idols. 

Let the cross of Jesus be the measure of your cross and when your cross and his cross are no longer two but one, then and only then you can say I have been truly crucified with Jesus our Lord.

George: My cross can’t become one with the cross of our Lord because he died to redeem the world but my death will not redeem even me.

Philemon: You are right, what I mean is the cross of our Lord Jesus becomes also the way of your life, then you meet him where he meets you.

George: Where do we meet?

Philemon: In the pit of your life, where the Lord likes to be with you till you are resurrected.

George: I wish I had your courage. Where do you read that in the NT?

Philemon laughed and said, “I will not leave you as orphans, I will come to you….. because I live, you also will live” (John 14:18-19). You know an orphan is the one who has lost his or her parents, but Jesus our Lord will come to us after he goes through the valley of the darkness of death to extend his power and victory to the heart of every believer.  However, ask for the courage of love and the Lord Jesus will open your understanding to see that there is more in the divine love, much more than we can fathom or perceive.

Philemon stood up and walked away as it was his custom for ending any discussion. 

 30 Jan 1970

My Self is That of Jesus

My Dear Brother,

May the peace and the joy of God the Father be with you and dwell in your heart.  You left the Monastery earlier than you said.  I hope that everything is fine and that you have the joy of the Lord in your heart.  When the world around us troubles us, we have only one way of salvation and that is the Lord himself.  Jesus is our life which no one can take for us, not even when we sin.  Jesus came to give us life because we were “dead in our trespasses” (Col 2:13).  This takes place in the whole of our life.  I know that you object to my words, “that Jesus is myself.”  And that because of your custom, you will ask for the NT declaration.  I think that I need to quote the whole NT, but this is impossible because I don’t enjoy writing.

What does the name Jesus mean to you?  And above all as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive (1 Cor 15:22).  If you think that we have had our mortality from Adam and around it we created our mortal self, why is it hard for you to accept that in the Last Adam we have our immortal self and by the power of the Holy Spirit, we work together with the Lord to have his life, his immortal self and around it we make with him that very self of Jesus.  I mean his very life. 

I am afraid to ask you, “Why do you receive the great Mystery of the Body and the blood of the Lord?”  If not to be one with the Lord, why then do you eat that food of immortality?  Jesus is the wine and we are the branches and Jesus added, “Every branch of mine that does not bear fruit the Father will cut off” (John 15:1-2).  How is it possible for you and for me to be branches and to have a separated life from the root or even a different life?  Everything which belongs to our new life does not only come from the Lord, but is the Lord’s very life.  

Eat, drink, do your work, look after your family and do all what is required of you.  The Lord Jesus is the Creator of our humanity and of the world, so let us enjoy living in the world which He has created for us and in which he began the process of its redemption.  A life which is fully human is that one which Jesus is waiting to see in us and is that one which Jesus will share with us as the Lord of creation.

May our Lord guide you and the Good Shepherd lead you.

Philemon

6 Feb 1964
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