
Letter to the Romans 
Study 10: Slaves of God

The apostle Paul has just offered his explanation on how the Christian is 
someone who has been set free from the reign of sin in their life on account of 
what Christ accomplished. Therefore, it is unimaginable that a Christian would 
even consider the idea that we could casually continue in a life of sin. Paul 
exhorts:

Do not present your members to sin as instruments for unrighteousness, but 
present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life, and 
your members to God as instruments for righteousness. For sin will have no 
dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace. 
(Romans 6:13-14)

This leads Paul to anticipate another question that may arise which is similar to 
the first (v. 6:1). “If we are ‘not under law but under grace,’ then what is our obligation 
in accordance to obeying the law? If we are set free from the power of sin over us and 
under the more abundant power of grace, what difference does it make if we keep on 
sinning or not?”   

And again, Paul’s immediate response is straightforward, “God forbid! That’s 
unthinkable! If you truly understood the gospel you wouldn’t make a statement like 
that!”
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Paul continues his argument by challenging our reason and cross-examining 
our understanding of what it means to be a Christian. “Do you not know that if 
you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you 
obey?” (v. 16). 

He uses the analogy of slavery to point out that Christians are not just simply 
set free from the reign of sin in order that they may now go and do as they wish. 
That’s a perversion of the gospel. It’s unthinkable. The Christian has been set 
free from his slavery to the brutal master of sin, but he now lives as a willing 
and treasured slave of God.  

We may struggle with an analogy from slavery for a variety of reasons, but one 
reason in particular that we struggle with this concept is that we assume the 
right to be our own master. We are easily insulted by the idea that we are not 
our own and free to make our own decisions. However, the truth is simply this - 

We were never meant to be our own master, and we will never find ourselves in 
the position of being our own master.

Now, I do not doubt that a number of people would quickly object to this 
particular position. There are many people ready to protest such an assertion 
because they believe strongly that they are operating independently of any 
other authority in their own life and are truly the masters of their actions, 
decisions and desires. However, the reality is that all mankind is either a slave 
to sin which leads to death or a slave of God which leads to eternal life. Slavery 
to sin is just more subtle. 
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Dr. Timothy Keller writes,

“… we ‘offer ourselves’ to whatever we seek as our highest good in life, whether 
power or acceptance or some cause. Then we become slaves of whatever that may 
be. Thus, no one is in control of his or her life. We are controlled by that to which 
we have offered ourselves. Whether we call ourselves religious or not, we all have 
a god. We are all worshippers.”     1

To continue with the apostle’s analogy, everyone is always in a position of being 
a slave. The Christian has been set free from slavery to sin and now presents 
himself to God as a willing slave to righteousness. 

A quick comment on the institution of slavery might be helpful in 
understanding what the apostle is emphasizing. Due to the brutality and 
dehumanization that takes place under the institution of slavery, we struggle 
with Paul’s imagery here in this passage. However, it does somewhat help our 
understanding of this example to realize that the institution of slavery during 
Paul’s time was actually more complex than what we think of as slavery. Now 
to be sure, slavery was brutal and dehumanizing under the Roman Empire as 
well. Slavery is certainly brutal no matter the time and culture. However, it’s 
worth pointing out that there were two types of entrances into slavery under 
the Roman Empire that isn’t necessarily the case in other forms of slavery.  

1. Involuntary slavery (a forceful action that leads to slavery - born into it, 
captured into it, or judicially sentenced into it)

2. Voluntary slavery (a willing choice to become a slave - often a decision 
made to escape some sort of poverty)

 Tim Keller. Romans 1-7 For You. (The Good Book Company: 2014) 150.1
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Upon looking at these two types of entrances into slavery, we begin to gain a 
better grasp of what Paul is attempting to explain. We are involuntarily born 
into our slavery to sin, but on account of Christ paying the costly price to 
purchase our freedom, the Christian will then possess the desire to use his 
freedom to voluntarily offer himself as a slave to God.

Slavery to God begins at our regeneration when the grace of God displayed 
through the gospel of Jesus Christ melts our hearts leading to a new motivation 
for embracing obedience. The cross of Christ offers the Christian a new incentive 
for being obedient. It is no longer an obedience of obligation but rather an 
obedience of the heart (v. 17). Obedience is no longer viewed through the lens of 
oppression but now as an opportunity.  

Whereas our slavery to sin leads to more sin and inevitable death, our slavery to 
God leads to our sanctification and it’s end, eternal life. Slavery to sin leads to 
our digression. Slavery to God leads to our progression. For the wages of sin is 
death, but the free gift of God is eternal life. Sin as our slave-master pays us 
what we deserve. God as our slave-master gives us the gifts we don’t deserve. 

Consider the comment made by Keller concerning the wages paid out by sin:

“If you are enslaved to approval, you will constantly experience self-pity, envy, 
hurt feelings, inadequacy. If you are enslaved to success, you will experience 
driven-ness, fatigue, worry and fear, and so on. Anything you worship besides 
God promises much, but delivers worse than nothing. It is slavery: a constant 
treadmill of seeking to grasp, or keep hold of, something which can never really 
deliver.”2

 Keller. Romans 1-7 For You. 155-1562
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It is this that leads the apostle to ask, “What fruit were you getting while you were 
living the life as a slave to sin? (v. 21) Is this what you wish to hold on to or go back to? 
How could you?” And that is why he gives the exhortation and application for us 
to now present ourselves as slaves to righteousness which leads to the fruit of 
sanctification and the eternal prize of future glorification. 

As slaves of God, we don’t operate on a pay scale. We recognize ourselves as 
who we are - unworthy servants just living and working to glorify the Master 
we’ve come to love because of His love for us displayed through the cross of 
Christ. We don’t earn anything; we are given everything. And love, joy, self-
control and kindness are some of the gifts we are given here in this life and get 
to experience for all eternity. It literally begs the question, “How could the 
Christian consider any other Master?”
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