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Romans 6:20-23

For when you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard 
to righteousness. 21 What fruit did you have then in the 
things of which you are now ashamed? For the end of 
those things is death. 22 But now having been set free from 
sin, and having become slaves of God, you have your fruit 
to holiness, and the end, everlasting life. 23 For the wages 
of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ 
Jesus our Lord.1 (Romans 6:20-23).

Introduction

As is commonly known, the second section of the 
Declaration of Independence reads:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 
that among these are Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness.

There is, apparently, some disagreement as to what 
Jefferson had in mind when he wrote these words.  Some think 
Jefferson was influenced by John Locke who believed that the 
primary purpose of a political system was to protect property; the 
way Locke stated it “life, liberty, and estate.”  So the second 
section of the Declaration could have read, “Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Property.”  Whether or not that would have been a 
superior phrase is a matter of some debate; suffice it to say for 
now that ‘happiness’ is a very abstract word.

What does it mean to be happy?  People ask me if I’m happy 
and the very question makes me uncomfortable.  I feel kind of 
awkward when I say ‘yes.’  There might even be a pressure to feel 
happy when I’m not in the mood.  Of course I want to be happy.  I 
want my children to be happy.  I want everyone to be happy!  But, 
again, what does it mean.  Some suggest, and I would tend to 

1 The New King James Version. 1982 (Ro 6:20–23). Nashville: Thomas Nelson.
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agree, that happiness today has a significantly different meaning 
than it did to Jefferson and his contemporaries.  Happiness, today, 
falls akin to hedonism—that which is pleasurable.  

When it gets right down to it, I can think of a number of 
attributes that I would place higher on my list of desires for those 
who I love than happiness—things like faithfulness, goodness, 
integrity and character—these are on my prayer list above 
happiness.  Happiness, I must say, has become a bit of a golden 
calf in the modern west.  It is the rally cry of those who would 
supplant the goodness and wisdom of the loving Triune God as 
the source of that which is best.  

Francis Hutcheson was an Irish reverend and philosopher in 
the 18th century who offered his explanation as to why political 
systems exist.  I have seen his words used many times by those 
who have a very calculated system by which they would extract 
the word of God from the playing field of collective human 
conduct.  Hutcheson said:

That Action is best which accomplishes the 
greatest Happiness for the greatest Numbers; 
and that worst, which in like manner occasions 
Misery.

The words resonate powerfully in a debate to those who 
don’t care to examine the implications.  For example, if the 
“Action” which accomplishes the greatest happiness for the 
greatest number is the action of annihilating the smaller number 
and viciously and illegally seizing their property, that action, 
according to Hutcheson is by his definition “best.”  In light of 
these things, the wisdom of the Apostle Paul by the Spirit of God 
becomes crisp in its focus.

For when you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard 
to righteousness (Romans 6:20).

Free of Righteousness

Thomas Schreiner makes the obvious observation found in 
this verse:
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But those who are free of righteousness are 
inevitably slaves of sin. We confront again the 
idea that no middle ground is possible. 2

Recently watching an athletic contest, one of the players, in 
his frustration, blurted out the Lord’s name in vain.  An observer, 
commented, “The third commandment says not to take the name 
of the Lord in vain.”  It may not have been the best timing to 
address the issue.  Nonetheless, I found the player’s response to 
be of interest:  “It’s not my command!”  He felt himself to be free 
of the constraints of God’s law and declared his independence.   

Paul calls this being free in regard to righteousness.  It 
almost has an insulting feel to it, like being free of intellect or 
talent.  Someone might say, “It must be nice to be liberated from 
the shackles of clear thinking.”  Although I don’t think Paul is 
using this in a pejorative sense.  He is merely making the 
statement.

It’s no stretch to understand Paul’s words to mean “entirely 
free in regard to righteousness.”  This is not to say that, in a 
certain sense, there isn’t human conduct that “slaves of sin” 
engage in that is preferable to other conduct—I would prefer my 
neighbor be an engineer than a meth dealer.  But every un-
tethered boat, regardless of its current location, will end up on the 
rocks of ruin.

There is a way that seems right to a man, but its 
end is the way to death. 13 Even in laughter the 
heart may ache, 
and the end of joy may be grief (Proverbs 14:12, 
13).

We may be able to temporarily assuage our guilt by 
preferring engineering to dealing drugs, but the bungee of our 
natures is pulling us rapidly to the end of those things, which Paul 
calls “death.”

2 Schreiner, T. R. (1998). Vol. 6: Romans. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New 
Testament (338). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books.
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What fruit did you have then in the things of which you 
are now ashamed? For the end of those things is death 
(Romans 6:21).

Ashamed

Perhaps it has been a tactic to remove shame from the 
vocabulary of valuable experiences.  We often hear shame in the 
context of a judgmental socially imposed disgrace which should 
be ignored.  But shame, like pain, has its purpose.  Not the least 
of which is to enter into a time of self-examination to find if the 
pain or shame is legitimate and in need of treatment or 
repentance.  To ignore pain can be fatal.  To ignore shame can be 
even worse.

When Paul writes of the things “of which you are now 
ashamed” he is appealing to the reasonable response of those 
who recognized what they have delivered from.  He is not merely 
addressing the normal feeling of guilt that any person might have 
when they’ve done something they feel is wrong.  What would 
Paul look back on that would now be a matter of shame?

And I said, ‘Lord, they themselves know that in 
one synagogue after another I imprisoned and 
beat those who believed in you. 20 And when the 
blood of Stephen your witness was being shed, I 
myself was standing by and approving and 
watching over the garments of those who killed 
him (Acts 22:19, 20).

Jamieson, Fausset and Brown comment that Paul is writing 
of…

…that ingenuous feeling of self-reproach, which 
pierces and weighs down the children of God, as 
they think of the dishonor which their past life 
did to His name, the ingratitude it displayed, the 
violence it did to their own conscience, its 
deadening and degrading effects, and the death
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—“the second death”—to which it was dragging 
them down, when mere Grace arrested them. 3

“What fruit?” what true good was produced by a life 
governed by sin?  Independence from righteousness is 
independence from life, or as Paul would put it, “the end of 
those things is death.”

These things are not brought to our attention as mere 
indications of a morbid nostalgia, but to preface the awareness of 
a current condition and a current direction.

But now having been set free from sin, and having become 
slaves of God, you have your fruit to holiness, and the 
end, everlasting life (Romans 6:22).

Set Free

For weeks we’ve discussed what it means to be set free from 
sin so I won’t labor the point here.  Suffice it to say that 
deliverance from death as an eternal destiny includes deliverance 
from sin as a life controlling master.  The true believer will ever pit 
himself against the world, the flesh and the devil—and the fight 
does not end until glory. What should be obvious in a passage 
like this is how we should not continue in, or imitate those 
fruitless behaviors that are a source of shame.   

We’ve also addressed the metaphor of slavery to God 
(synonymous with slavery to righteousness—vs 19) so I will only 
briefly repeat that autonomy is a fantasy and the only true 
freedom is found in the willful submission to the One, the only 
One who is “holy, just and good.”  Not knowing who your master 
is does not mean you don’t have one.

Fruit to Holiness

The passage under our consideration this morning offers two 
directions of behavior and two destinations: slavery to sin which 

3 Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., & Brown, D. (1997). Commentary Critical and 
Explanatory on the Whole Bible (Ro 6:21). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research 
Systems, Inc.
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brings shame and death or slavery to God which yields good fruit 
toward our holiness or sanctification (being formed into the image 
of Christ).  These are things Paul will elsewhere identify:

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 
longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
23 gentleness, self-control (Galatians 5:22, 23).

Schreiner again states the obvious:

Slavery to righteousness is greatly preferable to 
slavery to sin, since the former yields good fruit 
and leads to sanctification and eternal life, 
whereas the latter produces shame and has as its 
consequence eternal punishment.4

It might be healthy from time to time to take inventory, to 
ask ourselves which direction we’re going.  John Calvin, in his 
passionate, perhaps tactless, but keenly sharp and poignant style 
wrote of this passage:

As he had before mentioned a twofold end of sin, 
so he does now as to righteousness. Sin in this 
life brings the torments of an accusing 
conscience, and in the next eternal death. We 
now gather the fruit of righteousness, even 
holiness; we hope in future to gain eternal life. 
These things, unless we are beyond measure 
stupid, ought to generate in our minds a hatred 
and horror of sin, and also a love and desire for 
righteousness.5

Two directions and two destinations, but Paul here will make 
an ever important distinction:

4 Schreiner, T. R. (1998). Vol. 6: Romans. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New 
Testament (338). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books.

5 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed.). Calvin’s Commentaries (Ro 6:22). 
Albany, OR: Ages Software.
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For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal 
life in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 6:23).

Wages or Gift?

What would you prefer, wages or a gift?  I guess it all 
depends on what the wages are for and/or who is giving the gift.  
The last thing on earth or heaven we want from God is justice—for 
us to receive our due—for death is a merited wage, it is what we 
have earned and deserve.  But eternal life is a gift of God and it is 
found in Christ Jesus our Lord.  It’s been written:

This concluding verse—as pointed as it is brief—
contains the marrow, the most fine gold, of the 
Gospel. As the laborer is worthy of his hire, and 
feels it to be his due—his own of right—so is 
death the due of sin, the wages the sinner has 
well wrought for, his own. But “eternal life” is in 
no sense or degree the wages of our 
righteousness; we do nothing whatever to earn 
or become entitled to it, and never can: it is 
therefore, in the most absolute sense, “the gift 
of God.” 6

In view of this, who that hath tasted that the 
Lord is gracious can refrain from saying, “Unto 
Him that loved us, and washed us from our sins 
in His own blood, and hath made us kings and 
priests unto God and His Father, to Him be glory 
and dominion for ever and ever. Amen!” (Rev 1:5, 
6).7

6 Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., & Brown, D. (1997). Commentary Critical and 
Explanatory on the Whole Bible (Ro 6:23). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research 
Systems, Inc.

7 Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., & Brown, D. (1997). Commentary Critical and 
Explanatory on the Whole Bible (Ro 6:23). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research 
Systems, Inc.
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Death and life are before all men who hear the 
Gospel: the one, the natural issue and proper 
reward of sin; the other, the absolutely free “gift 
of God” to sinners, “in Jesus Christ our Lord...” 
Ye that read or hear these words, “I call heaven 
and earth to record this day against you, that I 
have set before you life and death, blessing and 
cursing, therefore choose life, that both thou and 
thy seed may live!” (De 30:19).8

Questions for Study

1. How would you define happiness?  How important is it to be 
happy?  What is more important?  How has the pursuit of 
happiness been used in a destructive way and what does 
that tell us about the nature of man (pages 2, 3)?

2. Can you give some examples of how people are “free in 
regard to righteousness (page 3)?

3. What is the inevitable destiny of those who are “free in 
regard to righteousness” (page 4)?

4. Is shame always bad?  Explain your answer (page 5).

8 Jamieson, R., Fausset, A. R., & Brown, D. (1997). Commentary Critical and 
Explanatory on the Whole Bible (Ro 6:23). Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research 
Systems, Inc.
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5. What two slaveries are man’s only options?  To whom are 
you enslaved and why (page 6)?

6. What does being a slave to God produce (pages 6, 7)?

7. The Apostle Paul wrote of two directions and two 
destinations, but made a very important distinction between 
them.  What distinction did he make and why is it important? 
Which would you prefer (pages 7, 8)? 
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