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Sin To Death—Obedience To 
Righteousness

Romans 6:15-17

What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but 
under grace? Certainly not! 16 Do you not know that to 
whom you present yourselves slaves to obey, you are that 
one’s slaves whom you obey, whether of sin leading to 
death, or of obedience leading to righteousness? 17 But 
God be thanked that though you were slaves of sin, yet 
you obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine to which 
you were delivered (Romans 6:15-17).

Introduction

It’s been said that we might be surprised by who we see 
when we get to heaven.  Similarly we might be surprised by who 
is not in heaven.  These kinds of determinations, while in this life, 
are very difficult, if not impossible to make.  It can be heart 
wrenching when a loved one is lost and you have such limited 
assurance of where they now are.  Someone might say, “Well it’s 
simply not for us to judge” and, in a certain sense, that’s true.  I 
am certainly not the one who decides such eternal things.

At the same time, to fully extract ourselves from boldly but 
lovingly addressing the beliefs and actions of others is the acme 
of negligence.

My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from 
the truth and someone brings him back, 20 let him 
know that whoever brings back a sinner from his 
wandering will save his soul from death and will 
cover a multitude of sins (James 5:19, 20).

We are, sometimes, so afraid of a negative reaction—of 
being accused of being judgmental—that we are lifting the very 
guardrails of hell and watching our neighbors slide like an opened 
pack of grain.  One wonders if such pastoral concern was present 
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in the Apostle Paul as he wrote the words in this morning’s 
passage.  Little doubt Paul would have been familiar with Ezekiel:

If I say to the wicked, ‘You shall surely die,’ and 
you give him no warning, nor speak to warn the 
wicked from his wicked way, in order to save his 
life, that wicked person shall die for his iniquity, 
but his blood I will require at your hand (Ezekiel 
3:18).

There would be no blood on the hands of the Apostle.

Review

In quick review, throughout the course of this chapter, Paul is 
addressing the behavior of those who consider themselves 
Christians.  He has made it clear that it should be unacceptable 
for the faithful to view the forgiveness found in Christ as a license 
for continued sin (Romans 6:1).  By virtue of our union with Christ 
(signified by baptism) we died to sin and are to walk in newness 
of life (Romans 6:2-4).

Paul has offered a list of indicatives (statements of what is, 
rather than what should be) informing Christians of who they are 
and what has happened, not merely for them, but to or in them.  
Christians are united to Christ (Romans 6:5), our old man is 
crucified with Christ (Romans 6:6), we’ve been set free from sin as 
a master (Romans 6:7), and in the same way Christ has overcome 
sin (died to sin) and lives to God, we should reckon ourselves 
dead to sin and alive to God (Romans 6:9-11).

We are not to let sin reign and obey its lusts (Romans 6:12).  
Our thoughts, words and deeds are not to be put at the disposal 
of unrighteousness.  We rather should ever present ourselves to 
God, by the blood of Christ, and we should ever view ourselves as 
those who would serve Christ in all things (Romans 6:13).  The 
grace of God has fallen upon us.  We are no longer under law as a 
covenant (a covenant of works) but under grace, i.e. a gracious 
covenant where the righteous requirements of the law were 
fulfilled in us by God sending His own Son (Romans 8:4).  But 
what is important to our context is that with that grace (included 
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in that grace) is the deliverance of the dominion of sin as a life 
controlling force.

Paul now continues to address what had become a common 
misunderstanding of sin and God’s grace.

What then? Shall we sin because we are not under law but 
under grace? Certainly not (Romans 6:15)!

Under Grace

Again, there is much we can say about being under law or 
under grace.  Enough to say right now that being under grace 
does not alter the ethics of God’s immutable law.  The passage 
calls us to abstain from sin and sin must be defined.  It seems 
almost unnecessary, but since there are a variety of systems of 
Christian ethics proffered which denounce the law of God, let us 
appeal to the Apostle John, who wrote:

Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also 
practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness (1 John 
3:4).

It might also be of value to stop and ask ourselves if we are 
under grace.  Do we confess that because of our sinfulness we 
abhor and humble ourselves before God, do we ever repent of our 
sin, and do we trust for salvation not in ourselves but in Jesus 
Christ alone?  Do we acknowledge Jesus Christ as our sovereign 
Lord, and do we ever promise that, in reliance on the grace of 
God, that we will serve him with all that is in us, forsake the 
world, resist the devil, put to death our sinful deeds and desires, 
and lead a godly life?

If this is true, then Paul has valuable information designed 
for our continual transformation:

Do you not know that to whom you present yourselves 
slaves to obey, you are that one’s slaves whom you obey, 
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whether of sin leading to death, or of obedience leading to 
righteousness (Romans 6:16)?

Whose Slave Are You?

I have heard this passage taught in such a way as to address 
addictions—being enslaved to certain behaviors.  This may be 
helpful for the Christian life.  No doubt, if we flirt with sin it can 
begin to dominate us as a sort of master.  It was to Christians that 
Paul wrote not to “give place to the devil” (Ephesians 4:27) 
which involved accommodating our own sinful desires.

But it doesn’t seem to me that Paul, here, is addressing the 
power of a particular sin.  It would appear, rather, that Paul would 
have his readers take inventory of who their actual master is by 
virtue of the path they are walking.  If they are a slave to sin, they 
are on a path leading to death.  If they are a slave to obedience, 
then they are on a path leading to righteousness which can be 
equated to life and eternal peace with God.  We can conclude 
that,

Paul wanted to emphasize that life under grace is 
characterized by obedience, by specific and 
concrete submission to the will of God. 1

As Schlatter (1995: 152) says, “Life is not for 
everyone who belongs to the community, every 
hearer of the word, and every recipient of 
baptism, but for those who do his will.” 2

Sometimes within the Reformed community we wish to so 
isolate works from justification (being acquitted before God) that 
we send works straight to the moon.  I recall a conversation with a 
member of a Reformed church who explained to me what, in my 
opinion, was rude behavior to his neighbor (his neighbor would 
occasionally walk across his lawn and he would snap at him).  Not 
1 Schreiner, T. R. (1998). Vol. 6: Romans. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New 
Testament (331). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books.

2 Schreiner, T. R. (1998). Vol. 6: Romans. Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New 
Testament (332). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books.
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that it is right to allow the poor behavior of others to go 
unchecked, but what struck me in this conversation was that he 
was bereft of any concern for his neighbor’s spiritual welfare.  And 
when I addressed that, I found it quite difficult to help him make 
the connection.

A Sure Indicator

According to Paul we are all slaves and the path we are on is 
the sure indicator of who our master is.  The Apostle John uses the 
phrase “walk in darkness” or “walk in the light” (1 John 
1:6, 7).  It might be helpful to understand that the walk is not a 
hill we climb in order to obtain heaven.  It is God’s heavenly act of 
changing the direction of those for whom Christ died.  

Years ago I went to a family camp.  There was a young family 
who had a child (I think his name was Ben) with a disorder of 
some type.  He was about four or five years old with thick, thick 
glasses and tons of energy and a very lovable personality.  I recall 
picking him up and he would rub my chest and say “bear.”  His 
disorder involved an absence of fear of danger; he might touch a 
fire or cut himself with a knife.  One day I heard the mother 
screaming for Ben and for help.  Whoever was watching Ben 
turned away for just a second and he was running full speed 
toward a side of camp that ended with a cliff.  Being younger and 
faster in those days I took off running and grabbed him before he 
injured or killed himself.  I turned him around and headed him 
back to his mom.  

Ben didn’t earn his mother’s love by turning around.  He was 
turned around because of his mother’s love.  God does not save 
us or love us because we somehow manage to avoid the cliffs of 
sin and death.  It is because He loves us that we’ve been turned 
around.  And if we are living a life that indicates that we have not 
been turned around, then we need to ask ourselves if we are truly 
under grace.  This was Paul’s collective estimation of the 
recipients of his letter.

But God be thanked that though you were slaves of sin, 
yet you obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine to 
which you were delivered (Romans 6:17).
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God Be Thanked

It is not by virtue of some thin coat of politeness that Paul 
thanks God that Christians have been rescued from the slavery of 
sin.  We are to be continually reminded for a variety of reasons 
(humility, the glory of God, assurance of perseverance, etc.) that 
if we have faith, if we are seeking to walk in righteousness, if we 
know we have life eternal, it is all by the grace of God and God 
alone is to be thanked.

We will speak more on this illustration of slavery next week, 
for now we will conclude with a short discussion of obedience 
from the heart and the form of doctrine to which Christians were 
delivered.

From The Heart

People will often comfort themselves with the words, “Well 
God knows my heart.”  Of course, in a certain sense, that is the 
bad news for “the heart is deceitful above all things and 
desperately sick” (Jeremiah 17:9).  But this does not mean 
that the heart is not to be considered at all when it comes to 
peace with God.  

In a few moments we will go to the Lord’s Table and you will 
be asked to participate in self-examination in order to avoid 
eating and drinking in an “unworthy manner” (1 Corinthians 
11:27, 28).  Some of the preconditions for participation are 
outward and visible.  Have you been baptized (since that is the 
initiatory sacrament), are you a member in good standing of a 
Christian church (since the responsibility for the sacraments are 
given to the visible church).  These preconditions are put forward 
because it is the desire of our church that the Lord’s Supper not 
be a curse to any, along the lines of Paul’s warning (1 Corinthians 
11:29).  

But there is a question that only you can answer from the 
examination of your own heart; do you believe that the body of 
Christ was broken for you and His blood shed for you to pay for 
your sins.  Paul does not shy away from using the word “obey” in 
relation to the gospel (see Romans 10:16), since to reject the 
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gospel is an act of rebellion, to say ‘yes’ to the gospel, albeit a 
result of God’s grace, is an act of submission—an act of 
submission granting eternal peace and the riches of heaven.

A Form Of Doctrine

Christians have been delivered to a form of doctrine, to stay 
with Paul’s metaphor, the way a slave is delivered from one 
master to the other.  It’s as if we have been lovingly and 
irresistibly drawn into a sacred legal library wherein the 
documentation of our true and eternal status lies.  We are not, by 
our nature, interested in such things.  I recall receiving a package 
last year.  Rapidly opening it, I saw it was full of books.  Not that I 
am not interested in books, but I just wasn’t in the mood to rifle 
through them so there they sat.  

Finally, I had an idle moment so I thought I would have a 
look.  I picked up the first and saw that it was in Chinese.  I was 
about to put it down, but when I turned it over I saw a familiar 
photo.  The author was me!  About a half a dozen books, all 
written in Chinese, and I wrote them all—though I don’t speak a 
word of Chinese!  Not to get into what had happened, suffice it to 
say it caught my attention.  Similarly, when the grace of God falls 
upon a sinner, the gospel irresistibly gets his attention.    

But it is the gospel—the word of God—what Paul here refers 
to as a “form of doctrine.”  The true message that proceed 
from the true church is a pattern of sound words that is not 
merely cogent (that is compelling) but coherent (consistent, 
logically connected).  There is no greater quest for humanity than 
to wrestle through and seek to arrive at a proper understanding of 
the God who made us, who delivers us and who has revealed 
Himself in His word.

There is a litany of ungodliness (murderers, sexually 
immoral, homosexuals, enslavers, liars) that is simply summed up 
in that which is said to be “contrary to sound doctrine” 
(1Timothy 1:8-11).  It earmarks an apostate generation “when 
people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching 
ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit 
their own passions (2 Timothy 4:3).  God’s desire to protect 
His people is demonstrated by His requirement that elders “must 
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hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he 
may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also 
to rebuke those who contradict it” (Titus 1:9).

Paul will write to his young protégé in the ministry: 

Follow the pattern of the sound words that you 
have heard from me, in the faith and love that 
are in Christ Jesus (2 Timothy 1:13).

The means by which God delivers us from judgment, slavery 
to sin is by delivering us to His message, wherein is found the 
faith and love that are in Christ Jesus—a message we are to obey 
from the heart.

Questions for Study

1. To what extent should we concern ourselves with the 
behavior and beliefs of others (pages 2, 3)?

2. Review Roman 6:1-14.  What are some of Paul’s main points? 
How have these affected your behavior or your thoughts 
about your own faith (page 3)?

3. What does it mean to be under grace rather than under law? 
Where do you find yourself (page 4)?

4. Verse 16 talks about enslavement.  Is everybody a slave?  
Who are our potential masters?  Is there any avoiding this?  
How does this work itself out in terms of our behavior (pages 
4, 5)?

5. What is the difference between walking in darkness and 
walking in the light?  Is walking in the light a mountain we 
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climb to heaven?  Do we acquire God’s love by walking the 
right way?  Explain (pages 5, 6).

6. Why should we thank God for our deliverance (page 6)?

7. What does it mean to obey from the heart?  What other kind 
of obedience can there be (page 7)?

8. What difference does sound doctrine make (page 8)?
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