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To A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

Alive to God

Romans 6:12-23

This is the final class of our 2007-2008 E91 study on Romans.  Join us next Wednesday, May 21, 6:30 p.m. in The Hall for our Carry-In Supper (details at class and via email).  Please also hang around after class this evening for our Ice Cream Sundae Social.

Romans 6:12 Therefore, do not let sin rule in your mortal body to obey its desires,

13 And do not give sin control of your constituent parts as weapons of unrighteousness. But give God decisive control of yourselves as being alive from the dead and of what you are and do to God as weapons of righteousness. 

14 For sin shall not exercise lordship over you; for you are not under the law but under grace. 

15 What then, should we sin because we are not under the law but under grace? Certainly not.

16 Do you not know that when you give control of yourselves as if you are someone’s slave and you have to obey him, you are the slaves of the one you obey, whether of sin resulting in death, or of obedience resulting in righteousness? 

17 But thanks be to God, that when you were slaves of sin you gave your obedience from the heart to the one whom you were handed over to as a pattern of teaching. 

18 Having been set free from sin you became enslaved to righteousness – 

19 I speak in human terms on account of the weakness of your flesh.  For just as you handed over what you are and do as slaves to uncleanness and to lawlessness which results in lawlessness, so now hand over what you are and do as slaves to righteousness which results in consecration,

20 For when you were slaves of sin, you were free in relation to righteousness.

21 What fruit did you have then?  Things of which you are now ashamed, for their end result is death.

22 But now having been set free from sin and enslaved to God, you have your fruit which results in consecration, and the end product is eternal life. 

23 For the wages of sin is death, but the gracious gift of God is eternal life Christ Jesus our Lord. 
Romans 6:12 – Sin’s Rule

1.  The use of the aorist (present and continuous) form of the verb “to rule” means in actual, real practice.  The “sin ruling as a king” recalls Romans 5:21; so sin’s rule is not merely a possibility, but a reality to be dealt with all the time (present tense). 

2. “Mortal body” is neither simply identical with the physical organism, nor does the exhortation amount to Gnostic disparagement of the material body.  Sin would rule over not merely part of our humanity, but over our being as a whole in its belongingness to this age, hence as “mortal.” i.e. vulnerable, to the power of sin that plays upon human weaknesses, and hence is called “body of sin.” 

Mortal Body or Body of Sin in Modern Commentaries:

Transient quality of bodily pleasure (Flatt)

Egotistical instinct of the soul (Godet) 

The body caught in sinful relationship (Kasemann)

Mortal Body in Ancient Writings

Sin brought death to human life, and sin became mixed in us with every thing and with it death. (Origen of Alexandria)

The fall brought us to our self-definition without any communion with God. (Athanasius of Alexandria)

3. “To obey its desires.” This is the purpose sin has in seeking to influence and control human beings.  Sin can only rule when one obeys it.

Philemon 

“I know that what St. Paul is saying here is that sin becomes what shapes our identity and becomes the vision of what we see and what we know.” 

4. The verb “to obey “as part of the great themes of Romans is noticeable in Romans 1:5.  Paul looks for an obedience which answers to the obedience of Christ (Rom 5:19).  Note the parallels “lusts of heart” (Rom 1:24), “lusts of mortal body” (Rom 6:12), and “lust of flesh” (Gal 5:16), all expressing not merely physical but also the mental attitude which seeks mentally how to satisfy immediate needs, including  physical, emotional, intellectual, social and even religious needs. 

Philemon

“Whenever you see two or more quarrel over something, watch for the satisfaction of the lust. It is the lust that puts heat in any quarrel and it is the lust that kills any possibility of a dialogue.

“There is no lust with truth because truth can wait. Truth has two wings: love and hope. But lust has two wings: pride and self-gratification.”

5. Our dependency on anything brings us into slavery, since natural appetite can so easily become an overwhelming urge (see Rom 7:7).  In spite of our freedom, what urges us comes from different sources:

a) Our delusion that our lust is self-preservation

b) Our false conception that lusts are part of our being

c) That we are seeking what is good.

The opposite to that:

a) Sharing everything with Christ

b) We are preserved by our communion with the crucified and risen Lord

c) We have a new being and hence a new identity.

Why is it difficult to undo or abandon a habit?

1. All our habits have a place in our memory as something good and useful to the extent that we think that life is impossible without them.  We need to abandon them by doing something different or even opposite.

2.  Freedom from our bad habits is not acquired by satisfying ourselves with what we desire, but by gently abandoning them for the sake of our love for Christ.

Christian Identity 

We are called to become what we are, the free children of God the Father.  This means to retain the active cooperation of God to live out what has been given to us by grace.  But defection to sin is a very real possibility, for the Christian lives with a constant decision to be in communion with God.  What we say and do daily by the grace of God directs our thoughts and feelings to this important part of our being, our “identity.”  If we are ashamed of the commandments of Christ or are being timid about our belonging to Jesus Christ, we enter the zone of sin unaware that the loss of courage destroys our identity.

The Struggle – Romans 6:13 

“And do not give sin control of your constituent parts as weapons of unrighteousness.” 

“Put at the disposal of” was repeated here twice in v 13 and twice in vv 16, 19.

1. What is the image?  It is that of slave-owner (vv 16-18), or of military force.  The aim is the same – acknowledgment of a superior power and authority to whom our only proper response is submission and obedience. 

2. Note again the present of the verb “put on” suggesting a daily submission and the determination not to give up.

3. “Part of the body,” referring both to limbs and organs, but familiar also to individuals as members of any community, in Paul (Rom 12:4-5; 1 Cor 12:12-27; Eph 4:16 ,25; 5:30; I Cor 6:15); otherwise, as here (Rom 6:13, 19; 7:5,23; Col 3:5). The meaning is our human “faculties” where our capabilities or natural capacities reside. This means that “your mortal body” - with all that belongs and the faculties that are the wholeness of our being - must be mobilized. 

Philemon 

“Those who are Christians only on Sunday should not expect to have a taste of anything. They live in two worlds – one belongs to God on Sundays, and the second is what they think to be the proper world.  Here feasts like Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost and the rest are just stations for a brief joy.  This division is due to the fact that the Incarnation and the Dwelling of the Holy Spirit are but once a year events, not a revelation of the constant coming of God the Father in his Son and in the Holy Spirit to us.

“Because of the Incarnation, there are no two worlds.  Our humanity has been united to the Godhead always and forever to bring into communion with God the Father all humans.  So also because of Pentecost God’s dwelling in us to wash us constantly and to revive us here and forever is not an empty promise but the Gift which is sealed by the blood of his Son our Lord Jesus Christ.”

4. “Your constituent parts as weapons” or “tools to implement” often specifically means “implements of war, weapons.”  In Paul it is used only in the plural (Rom 6:13; 13:12; 2 Cor 6:7; 10:4) and is used once in John (18:3).  Paul has no embarrassment in using such military metaphors (Rom 13:12; 1 Thess 5:8; Eph 6:13-17). The main point is that all that stands in opposition to God’s righteousness must be subjected to God.

5. The personification of the power of sin becomes obvious and vigorous.  This personification has one point that there is no middle ground, or neutral position in the war in our inner desires.  We are either on God’s side or on the other side.  No neutrality exists between unrighteousness and righteousness

6. “But give God control of yourselves.”  The switch to aorist may imply not a once and for all surrender (cf. v 16), but it is in some way a contrast to the present tense of the preceding clause and presumably indicates deliberate and decisive commitment.  We are those who are alive and brought from among the dead, now alive in Christ, after being dead in Adam.  When Paul writes “as if” and “as though,” it should not be emphasized as though Paul would have them pretend to be something which is not true.  The decisive event of Christ’s resurrection has happened, making possible an actual change of the attitude and motivation from which ethical conduct derives for those who have been with Christ in his death and resurrection.  We can live as being sharers in Christ’s resurrected life (Rom 6:4).  At the same time, the “as though” prevents us from concluding that for Paul participation in Christ’s resurrection was already past (Rom 6:5 and 6:8).  The antithetical opposites are:

a) instruments of unrighteousness to sin,

b) instruments of righteousness
to God.

This is a constant participation because of, as we see in Romans 5:20-21, “grace” which stands opposite to “sin.”  Paul does not envision an ultimate dualism between sin and God; but sin has such  power over the individual and in the society that only God is sufficient to overcome it; and God does so as an act of grace which has power over sin.  It is noticeable that even in this antithesis, Paul prefers to speak of the power opposed to God as “sin” and leads the reader to focus on the heart (Rom 16:20). 

The Lordship of Sin 

Romans 6:14
“… for sin shall not exercise lordship over you.” 

The future tense here which Paul chooses so carefully is part of the promise of what will certainly be for believers when they fully share in Christ’s resurrection.  But it is not merely a tantalizing promise; rather it is a promise already being enacted by grace and righteousness, that is, by enabling God as an act of grace to live now as one who will live with Christ now and in the future.

1. Does this mean that we will never sin?  Paul never said that.  “For you are not under law but under grace.”   Note how once again Paul immediately balances the preceding future by the present tense.  The future is a firm promise since they already have a share in the salvation-history transition from an epoch dominated by sin and law to the epoch dominated by grace.  Those who put themselves under the lordship of Christ no longer owe allegiance to sin and law, even though the rule of sin has still to have its final say in death (Rom 5:21).  The imagery is still that of a power exercising effective authority.

2.   As in Romans 5:20-21, the law is put together with sin and death as a way of characterizing the dominant powers of the old age, the age of Adam.  “Under the law” in particular characterizes the position of the Jewish people as a whole (1 Cor 9:20; Gal 3:23; 4:4-5, 21).  By putting themselves so fully under the law as peculiarly theirs,  they have treated the law in effect as a spiritual power appointed by God to be, as it were, their national guardian angel (read, Gal 4:3 and 4:9).  Their being “under the law” therefore characterizes the form of life under the old age as it has been experienced within Judaism (Rom 2:1-3:20).

3. Consequently these verses say that there is no continuity between the covenant given to Abraham and later on to Israel. “Under the law” can stand as a general characterization of the old epoch of Adam which came to an end in Christ. 

4. “Under the law” can be a warning to the gentile who had (previously) been attracted to Judaism; that is, attracted by the customs and standards embodied in the law, and so were in danger of thinking they could only participate in the covenant promises by “judaizing,” their living and becoming like the Jews, that is, by putting themselves “under the law.”

5.  Paul does not put law and grace in conflict anywhere.  The “law” here is read as an abbreviation for “works of the law”.  Paul’s point then is that in the new epoch ushered in by the death and resurrection of Christ, the terms of grace are different from what they had come to be in practice within his own (pre-Christian) Judaism.

Not to Sin:

A Case Study from the NT of our Hypostatical Presupposition of Perfection

1. Peter was an apostle, he saw Jesus raising the dead and saw Jesus transfigured on the mountain.  Peter also was given the authority to cast demons and heal the sick (Mark 3:13-19).  

2. Before the death of our Lord, this same Peter, when he heard Jesus foretelling his death and also his resurrection, Peter “took him aside and began to rebuke him” (Mark 8:32).  Please note: the verb “rebuke” is used for casting out demons.  So Peter must have said something harsh to Jesus. 

3. At the trial of Jesus, after Peter’s encounter with the slave girl, Peter denied twice, but on the third time, “he began to invoke a curse on himself and to swear, “I don’t know this man of whom you speak”(Mark 14:66-72).

4. 50 days later on the day of Pentecost, it was Peter who was the first one who stood up to witness.  Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit.  But some days later, Peter went back to his Jewish roots, and only God could cure him by a vision (Acts 10:1-16).  Notice the length of the story which continued on (Acts 10:34-48). 

5. This was not the end of the Jewish roots in Peter.  It must have been some time, maybe a year later that Paul reported, “When Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned.  For before certain men came from James, he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party.” (Gal 2:11 -14).

Compare Grace and the Spirit 

Romans 6:14  for you are not under the law but under grace. 

Galatians 5:18  you are not under the law, if you are led by the Spirit 

The parallel between them is a reminder that “grace” and “Spirit” are near synonyms in Paul (Please await treatment of his theme in Chapter 8).

Grace Is Not a License for Sin 

Romans 6:15  “what then?” marks a break in the argument and is designed to keep the argument lively, “should we sin because we are not under law but under grace? “Certainly not!”
a) If we sin because we are under grace, this means that we have not participated in the death and the resurrection of Christ.  We still have a kind of a mental fascination with grace but no real commitment.

b) Grace is an act of free love, and if we accept God’s grace we have to build up our free love for God in cooperation with grace.

Being a Slave in the Roman Empire 

Romans 6:16  “do you not know that to the one you give control of yourselves as slaves for obedience; you are slaves to the one you obey.”
This imagery of slavery now appears to dominate the rest of the chapter.  The discourse takes the well known facts about slavery which was part of the social life of the chief urban centers round the Mediterranean.  In both Greece and Italy, some who were poor sold themselves into slavery.  In first century Corinth, from where Paul was writing, at least one-third of the population would have been slaves, and almost as many again may have been freedmen, or freed slaves (S. Scott Bartchy, slavery, Anchor Bible Dictionary 6, 1992, pages 58- 59).  And the Christian community in Rome was probably made up of a majority of slaves and freed-persons.

1. Although slavery as an institution was taken for granted and as such neither constituted a mark of social degradation nor was clearly marked off in economic terms from other social classes (Bartchy), the distinction between slave and free still remained fundamental in typical Hellenistic self-perception, slavery being antithetical to the Greek idealization of freedom (Wayne A Meeks, The First Urban Christians; The Social World of the Apostle Paul, 1983, pages, 20-21).

2. For Paul to call freemen “slaves” could therefore be regarded as insulting, but Paul makes his point: if you show by your conduct that you are obeying the mandates of a certain authority, then by submitting to that authority, you are in effect and in reality its slave.  Many commentators note the parallel in emphasis with Matthew 6:24; John 8:34; and 2 Peter 2:19).  Paul was aware of a Christian tradition, going back to Jesus, of using the imagery of slavery for disciples.

3. This slavery is to sin and death and the personification of both sin and death hits both the readers and the hearers with the ugly side of the reality of our human life. Enslavement to sin was, is and continues to be enslavement to death, also for Christians who return to their former sins.  Romans 5:21 says that death is the final and most complete expression of sin’s power over humanity.  The power of Christ is that Christ abolished sin’s worst part and turned it into the victory of life (Rom 6:7-10).  Christians are warned not to go back to their former life.

Obedience  

1. Paul discusses obedience to sin and death, and obedience to righteousness.  Here the two, slavery and obedience, dominate these two verses (vv 16-17).  Slavery and obedience are twin concepts.  For the slave, obedience is the only way of life.  A slave is the property of his or her master.  There is no other option but obedience. Everyday submission is the fact.  It could of course be that Paul intends a different relationship here, slave of obedience = slave marked by obedience.  Paul hints at the obedience of Christ (Rom 5:19 and Phil 3:6).

2.  “Obedience resulting in righteousness.”  Paul does not use “works righteousness” because Paul has no thought of a self-achieved righteousness, but rather of the obedience of a slave as the obedience which he has no option but to offer.  Nevertheless it should not escape notice that Paul here has no misgivings about putting “righteousness” as the “goal;” a condition or state or relationship yet to be realized (as elsewhere, most clearly in Gal 5:5).

3. “Righteousness” here should not be squeezed to fit a particular dogmatic scheme, in spite of Paul’s demand of obedience which should not be separated from love.  Paul’s criticism of  Judaism (in his time) is not aimed at putting the Gospel at the same level of the Law or even as an alternative to the Law but his main thrust  was directed against the view that by obedience one could come to or attain righteousness. He would never have expressed himself as he does here (see again Rom 2:17—29; 3:27—31; 4:4). 

Slave’s Love

“To be called the slave of Jesus Christ gives me infinite joy.”

1. I have one and only one good master who died for me.

2. He purchased me by his blood. I belong to him and he can’t let go of me or abandon me.

3. I know you are going to ask, what if I abandoned him?  My words are his words,

“I am the Good Shepherd and the Good Shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (John 10:11).  If you read the rest of his words, “I am in his hand which is also the hand of the Father” (John 10:30) no one can snatch me from his hand. He promised to leave the 99 and come after the lost sheep. 

4. My obedience is not just that of a slave but is that of a free son.  I am a slave under obedience in time of temptation but the free son when I approach the divine throne of grace.

5. Obedience of love has three qualities:

a) It is the obedience of trust not of fear

b) It is the obedience of a slave who knows the will of his master and submits

    because the master is also his Savior.

c. It is the obedience of a slave who shares the life of the True and Free Son of 

   God who took the form of a slave to lift up the true slave to the highest honor. 

Philemon

Slave of Sin

Romans 6:17  “but thanks be to God” – a regular form, in Christian prayer mostly expressing gratitude to God or Christ. “You were slaves of sin but gave your obedience from the heart.”
“Slave of sin” implies a contrast with an obedience of sin with the obedience “to the pattern of teaching to whom you were handed over.”  Most NT Scholars understand the phrase to refer to a fixed catechetical formulation or creed, already so well established and so well known due to Paul (J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds and O Cullmann, Early Christian Confessions) where you may read detailed analysis of forms of confessions in the NT).

On the other hand, the Pauline corpus provides examples of Christian life of particular individual (or individuals), and provides a pattern or example of conduct (Rom 5:14; Phil 3:17; 1 Thess 1:7; 2 Thess 3:9; 1 Tim 4:12; Titus 2:7; so also 1 Pet 5:3).     

Slavery vs. Christian Freedom

Romans 6:18 “having been set free from sin you became enslaved to righteousness.” 

For the first time in Romans the important theme of Christian freedom is struck (Rom 8:2).  Here it appears wholly within the metaphor of slavery (vv 18, 20, 22), Paul thus demonstrating his awareness not only of the fundamental slave / free antithesis in the society of his time (Rom 6:16), but also of the characteristic aspiration of the slave for freedom (Meeks, Urban Christians, 20-21).  We can see Paul’s conjunction of the two infinitive verb forms of “to be” here – “having been freed … you were enslaved.”  That his readers would think of “manumission” (slave transaction) whereby the slave would be sold to the god in whose temple the purchase price had been deposited (Gustav Adolf Deissmann, Light from the Ancient East, 1965, pages 29-30), thus to become the god’s slave, is less likely.  The god (or the god’s temple) functioned more as an intermediary than as a new owner; and the characteristic emphasis of the manumission contract was the purchase of the slave for freedom.

Three Qualities of Christian Freedom

1. Freedom of a crucified love is fixed to the cross of Christ.  It moves freely within the circle of that sacrificial love.  It does not loose its way and if it stumbles, it is redeemed.

2. Christian freedom looks for the good, loves that good, and goes for it.

3. It is a freedom that prefers the eternal to the temporal, and by choosing the eternal our freedom in the eternal Son of God has its power and goal.” 

Philemon   

Wages of Sin – Correctly Understood

Romans 6:23 “For the wages of sin is death. But the gracious gift of God is eternal life Christ Jesus our Lord.”

This is the most misunderstood verse.  Some think that it is God who pays the wages but this is not so.

“For the wages of sin is death.”  Paul rings one further change of metaphor: the Greek word for “wages” is hepsonion, originally denoting a soldier’s  payment or ration money.  It was still largely used to describe a soldier’s payment in particular (as in its LXX 1 Macc 3:28; 14:32; and in two of the three other NT uses, Luke 3:14 and 1 Cor 9:7); but it had broadened beyond that to denote “salary, wages, allowance” in general (cf. 2 Cor 11:8).  Here the meaning is clear which can be seen as part of the thematic treatment of slavery.  It is known that slaves could earn a daily wage (Bartchy, 42, 74).  Paul thinks of death as merely a payment, but the payment was death (Gen 3:4-5)

Romans 6:23

Origen of Alexandria - The Oldest Commentary on Romans

When he said, “the wages of sin is death,” it is similar to what he had said above, “But the end of those things is death.”(Rom 6:21).  Of what things?  Doubtless of those things on account of which “you are now ashamed,” whose fruits he does not even deem worth mentioning.  And again, “But the grace of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord,” (Rom 6:22) is similar to what he has said, “You have your fruit in sanctification, but the end is eternal life.” This admirably preserves the metaphor, i.e., the military figure he set down at the beginning, as he says that the wages owed to those serving as soldiers under King Sin, or rather  those who submit to his tyranny are discharged in death.  But it was not worthy of God to give his soldiers wages as something owed, but as a gift and a grace, which is “eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.  In my opinion even what he has added to “eternal life,” namly, “in Christ Jesus our Lord,” is not void of meaning.  But perhaps he wanted it to be known that “eternal life” alone is one thing, whereas “eternal life in Christ Jesus” is something else.  For even those who will rise in eternal disorder and disgrace certainly have eternal life, yet not eternal life in Christ Jesus, but in eternal disorder and disgrace.  The righteous, on the other hand, who rise in eternal life, have eternal life in Christ Jesus.  So then, sin pays out fitting wages, mainly death, to his soldiers, over whom he reigns.  The death we are speaking of here is not bodily death, but the kind concerning which it has been written, “The soul that sins shall die.”(Ezek 18:4).

In the Scriptures “death” is a single term, but signifies many things.  For the separation of the body from the soul is called death.  But this cannot be said to be either good or bad; it is neutral … And again the separation of the soul from God is called the death that comes through sin.  This kind is plainly bad and is named “the wage of sin.”  This death “God did not make, nor does he delight in the destruction of the living;”  “but through the devil’s envy this death entered the world” (Wisdom 2:24 LXX).  Further, the very author of this death, the devil, is called death; and he is also said to be Christ’s last enemy, who will be destroyed (1 Cor 15:26).  Moreover, the place below in the underworld where souls were being held by death is also named death. There is even a praiseworthy kind of death; namely, that by which someone dies to sin and is buried together with Christ (Rom 6:2-4), through which correction comes to the soul and eternal life is attained.

Since then so many shades of meaning are contained in this single word, “death.”  When you hear God saying, “I shall kill and I shall also make alive,” (Deut 32:29) you need to understand what kind of death it is that befits God to inflict.  Doubtless, it is that sort of death that confers life, i.e., that a person should die to sin and live to God.  For it is in this sense that David too says to God, “While he was killing them, they were searching for him,” (Ps 78:34) ‘‘teaching with absolute clarity that the one who God kills, he kills with the intention that the person might die to sin and seek God.”  It is in this sense that I understand what has been written, that God killed Er, because he was wicked (Gen 38:7), and anything else of this sort written about God that we read.  It is also in this sense that the Apostle was handing over the sinner for the destruction of the flesh in order that his spirit might be saved’’ (1Cor 5:5).  That is to say, in order that he would die to sin and live to God (Rom 6:11).”

Origen, On Romans, the Fathers of the Church, Vol 104, pages 17-19
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