
Letter to the Romans  
Study 9: Set Free From Sin

The gospel of our justification by God’s grace alone apart from any works we 
can accomplish on our own will always run the risk of raising the question, 
“Well why worry with trying to be good then?” 

A good measure of whether or not we are preaching the gospel correctly is 
whether or not we are running into this type of question. A works-based gospel 
will never lead to this type of question. And this was the accusation made by 
the old Roman Catholic Church against Martin Luther and the Protestant 
Reformers. They believed that teaching a doctrine of justification by grace alone 
through faith alone was teaching a license for sin. The apostle Paul was well 
aware that this type of question would be raised, and therefore, he takes time 
over the next two chapters to break away from his train of thought to address it.  

Paul has just concluded his argument concerning our condition as either in 
Adam or in Christ by declaring:

For as by the one man's disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one 
man's obedience the many will be made righteous. Now the law came in to 
increase the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, so 
that, as sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness 
leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. (Romans 5:19-21)
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Now, Paul anticipates the natural question, “If grace increases where sin increases 
then why worry about sin? The more I sin then the more God will forgive and then His 
grace will be magnified and the more God will be glorified. Right?”

Paul’s immediate response is straightforward, “By no means! God forbid! 
Certainly not!” Basically, “If you truly understood the gospel you wouldn’t make a 
statement like that!” After this initial response, the argument is then presented 
that those who have been justified through faith will consider themselves as 
they now are — dead to their old ways and resurrected into a new life under a 
new Leader. God’s grace sets us free from sin and leads to our sanctification.

For many of us, we fail to grasp the depth of sin’s control over us, and therefore 
we struggle with this principle that says, ‘Apart from Christ, we are slaves to 
sin’. Perhaps the greatest problem that the modern man faces is the same 
problem that man has always faced: We simply fail to understand and highly 
underestimate the control that our sin exercises over our lives. 

We tend to think of sin as strictly being actions or momentary lapses of wrong 
behavior. So we convince ourselves, “As long as I’m not doing too many bad things 
then I’m not necessarily sinning, and therefore I’m not in a situation of desperate need 
for someone to save me from something that I don’t seem to be struggling with all that 
much.” 

However, sin is not simply an action; it is a condition of the heart. It is a 
terminal condition of a man’s heart that left untreated will bring about a man’s 
ultimate death and eternal destruction. It is slavery because sin keeps us 
satisfied with our current condition, and it keeps us from truly seeking the life 
that we were made for and that is only found in Christ.    
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Christians are described as those who have ‘died to sin’ and have been ‘baptized 
into Christ.’ This means that on account of what Christ accomplished, we were 
set free from a realm in which sin reigns supreme, and we entered a new realm 
in Christ where grace reigns supreme. Therefore, sin lost the authority and 
control over us that it once possessed. And again, it ought to be brought to our 
attention that Paul is not speaking about a process here. He is speaking of a one-
time act that has been accomplished and done for those with faith in Christ. 

The Christian is not someone who is struggling and fighting to be set free from 
the reign of sin. The Christian is someone who was set free from sin’s reign at 
once. We died to sin. This does not imply that we are no longer affected by it. It 
still has the power to provoke us and persuade us, but it is no longer the 
reigning power in our lives. The Christian’s struggle is not the effort to be set 
free, but rather the effort to live as someone who has been set free in Christ.    

We ought to intimately understand (‘know’) that the ‘old us’ is now dead. The 
‘old us’ no longer defines who we are. When those apart from Christ act in sin, 
they are simply acting in accordance with their natural born identity. However, 
when the Christian acts in sin, he is now acting contrary to who he is and his 
new identity in Christ. Sin still exists and manages to exercise itself in and 
through the Christian, but it is no longer the natural action to who I am as a 
Christian. As a Christian, sin is no longer the choice I truly desire to make.

And that is why Paul considers this question unthinkable. We ought not ask, 
“Can the Christian continue in sin?” but “How can we who died to sin still live in it?” 
Paul says, “How can we?” It’s unimaginable. We’re free men. Why would we live 
as slaves? 
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Even though we may continue to choose sin periodically, an authentic Christian 
will not continue to live in sin. He will not find himself able to simply tolerate it 
and fail to make any progress with it. He can no longer deliberately disobey the 
will of God with indifference or without a distaste for doing so.

So now it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that 
nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I have the desire to do what 
is right, but not the ability to carry it out. For I do not do the good I want, but 
the evil I do not want is what I keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want, it 
is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells within me. (Romans 7:17-20)  

 
The man who intimately understands the gospel of justification by grace alone 
must consider himself as he is — dead to his old ways and resurrected into a 
new life under a new Leader. We must continually remember, recall and reflect 
on who we are and who we are no longer.

Suppose a man has been set free from prison, and the gates have been closed 
behind him leaving him free to walk the streets and move on with a fresh start 
on a new life. Who in their right mind would turn back, walk through the gate 
and seek to return to his position in prison simply because he ran into a police 
officer on the street? Only someone who has failed to understand their new 
position as a free man would ever be so foolish as to return through those 
prison gates. 

To return to our old condition reveals that we have failed to intimately 
understand the implications of the gospel. 
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We need to make it a habit of remembering, recalling and reflecting on the 
following implications of what God has done for us in Christ: 

❖ We’ve been purchased. We have been bought for a price that Christ paid 
costing Him the humiliation and suffering of the cross. Remembering this 
will make us realize that we owe Him much more than a life of casual and 
continual sin. 

❖ We’ve been set free. We no longer have to sin. Although sin is still 
powerfully trying to exert itself over us, we now have the power of the 
Spirit within us enabling us to overcome it. 

❖ We’ve been saved to be sanctified. Christ “gave himself for us to redeem us 
from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who 
are zealous for good works” (Titus 2:14).

If we consider the implications of the gospel, and yet continue in a life of sin, 
then we must question whether or not we have properly understood 
justification by grace and whether or not we remain dead in Adam instead of 
alive in Christ.

No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God's seed abides in him, 
and he cannot keep on sinning because he has been born of God. (1 John 3:9)
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