
One of the greatest hindrances to discipleship 
is what the Bible calls “the flesh.” How do we 
overcome the flesh? The Bible declares that to 

be delivered from the flesh we must die. And when we 
turn to Jesus Christ in repentance and faith that is just 
what happens to us. Paul says that all who have been 
baptized into Christ have “died to sin.” Something has 
happened to us as believers so that continuing to live 
as we did before no longer makes sense; it is illogical. 
“We died to sin,” Paul says, “how can we live in it any 
longer?” (Rom. 6:2).1 

How are we to understand this “death to sin”? Some 
see it as a final and complete break: Christians are 
completely cut off from any influence of or attraction 
to sin. But if that is what it means to be a Christian, I’ve 
never met one, and I’m sure none exists. For the truth 
is, Christians still sin. All of us do. And if we had no 
attraction to sin, why does Paul have to keep exhorting 
us, as he does so often, to live godly lives?

Others say this is something that ought to be true of 
us, or that it is a process in us: “we are dying to sin.” 
But Paul speaks of it here as a fact; this is something 
that happened, in the past: we died to sin.

So what does this mean? The key is to recognize 
that Romans 6 comes right after Romans 5. In the sec-
ond half of chapter 5, Paul sees every human being as 
being bound up in solidarity with one of two men—
Adam or Christ. These two function as the representa-
tive heads of two eras or two families. First, by birth 
we were all caught up in the old era, the era of Adam. 
Adam was appointed by God as the representative of 
all mankind. When Adam sinned, we all sinned in 
and with him, and so through his sin, death came to 

us all. We, along with all other 
human beings, were trapped 
under the oppressive reign of 
sin. We were a part of the king-
dom of death.

But the message of the gos-
pel is that that is not the only 
solidarity to which we can be-
long. God has appointed a new 
head, a second Adam, whose 
obedience has powerfully overcome the sin of that 
first Adam. And by faith we can become a part of this 
new era, this new family—the family of Jesus Christ. 
We are transferred into another kingdom, a kingdom 
of grace.

Now in Romans 6 Paul draws out the personal im-
plications of this cosmic reality. If Jesus is now our rep-
resentative head, then His death to sin means that we 
died too. In Christ we died to sin. We are no longer in 
the old Adamic family; we are in the family of Christ. 
We no longer belong to that kingdom of sin and death; 
we now belong to the kingdom of righteousness and 
life. Where once sin reigned in death, now grace reigns 
through righteousness (Rom. 5:21). Or as Paul says in 
Colossians 1:13: The Father “has rescued us from the 
dominion of darkness and brought us into the king-
dom of the Son he loves.”2 It is as if we are now out of 
sin’s rightful territory. We have crossed the state line, 
so to speak. Now the devil may yell across at us, but 
he has no rightful authority over us. 

Again, Paul is not making a statement about our 
experience, necessarily, but about our status. In our ex-
perience we are a lot like some of the American slaves 
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after the Civil War. They were given their emancipa-
tion, but some had lived their whole lives as slaves, 
and they didn’t know what it meant to live as free 
men. They still thought they could be bought and sold 
as property. So we can still act like slaves, under the 
reign of sin, when in fact we died to sin, and we are 
now under the reign of God’s grace.3 Paul’s main point 
in all of this is his statement in Romans 6:14: “Sin will 
have no dominion over you” (ESV).

So if this is now the case, if we died to sin, Paul 
says, “how can we live in [sin] any longer?” We have a 
new status, as those belonging to Christ, and this new 
status must lead to a new way of life. Continuing to 
sin is as illogical as an emancipated slave still toiling 
for no pay under the hand of an oppressive master in 
the cotton fields of Mississippi. It makes no sense. One 
cannot become a Christian without becoming a new 
person, called to live a new life. For in coming to faith 
in Christ, we died to sin.

But how have we died to sin? What is the means 
of this new reality? This is Paul’s concern in Romans 
6:3–11. 

Don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into 
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were there-
fore buried with him through baptism into death in order 
that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the 
glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. (6:3–4)

Paul appeals to the common experience of bap-
tism—every Christian, Paul assumes, has had his or 
her faith visibly expressed in the waters of baptism. 
Baptism was so intimately connected with conversion 
in Paul’s mind that he could speak of baptism as short-
hand for the conversion experience as a whole. And 
baptism, in this sense, is the means by which we are 
joined to Jesus Christ. And since we are joined to Him 
by faith, as exhibited in baptism, what is true of Him 
becomes true of us. 

And what is true of Christ? Romans 6:9–10: “For 
we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, 
he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over 
him. The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but 
the life he lives, he lives to God.”

Becoming a Christian, which is publicly manifest 
in baptism, means being identified with Christ—be-
ing identified with Him in His death, as the believer 
says, “That is the death I deserve.” And it also means 
being identified with Christ in His resurrection, as the 
believer says, “That is the life that I now share and will 
share.” Jesus Christ died to sin—he decisively said no 

to sin—even to the point of death. He triumphed over 
it, by obediently enduring its sting on our behalf. But 
He was raised to life by the Father, never to die again. 
If we are identified with Christ in His death, we will 
also share in His life.

Twice Paul says it: “If we have been united with him 
like this in his death, we will certainly also be united 
with him in his resurrection” (6:5); and again in verse 
8: “Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will 
also live with him.” This is what identification with 
Christ means; what is true of Him is true of me. It’s 
like identifying yourself with a football team: when 
they win, you win; you share in their joy! But when 
they lose, you lose, and you feel their pain!

“We died to sin.” Paul expounds this further in 
verse 6: “For we know that our old self was crucified 
with him so that the body of sin might be done away 
with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin.” There 
is a great deal of discussion among commentators as to 
exactly what the various terms Paul uses here actually 
mean. Let me set forth a way of understanding them 
that I have found helpful.

That “old self” is not a part of me. It is not my “old 
nature.” It is the whole of me as I used to be as a child 
of Adam, as a subject of the rule of sin and death. That 
“old self” died when I was transferred into the king-
dom of Christ. But Paul refers here to another aspect 
of our existence—“the body of sin.” This “body of sin” 
is our embodied existence in this fallen world; it is our 
“mortal body” or our “sinful nature”—“the flesh.” This 
still exists, and it is still related to our former existence 
in Adam. I know that there is something about my 
new existence in this world that is still related to my 
former existence in Adam because my body will die. 
It is a mortal body—a body that is still a part of that 
old era, that sphere of sin and death.

The Christian, you see, is a “new man” in an old 
“mortal body.” We have already died to sin with Christ 
when we were joined to Him in baptism, but we have 
not yet been raised to glory with Him in His resur-
rection. We live between the ages, having joined the 
new era, while still dragging along some of the traits 
of the old.

It is important to emphasize that this is not saying 
that physical existence is bad and that things related 
to material life are evil. Eating good food and enjoy-
ing sexual relations in the context of marriage, for ex-
ample, are good things. As we’ve said, for Paul the 
sins of the flesh are not just gluttony and lust; they 
also include things like greed and envy and pride (see 
Gal. 5:19–21). This “body of sin” that he refers to here 
is the remains of my Adamic existence as I continue 
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to live in this old, fallen world as a new man, now a 
part of a new era. But Paul says that God’s purpose 
in putting to death my old man is that the body of 
sin might ultimately be done away with, taken out of 
commission—which is what He will do. But, for now, 
we still struggle with sin, so long as we are still in this 
mortal body, still this side of heaven and the glories 
of the resurrection. We still struggle with sin; even so, 
we are no longer slaves to sin.

That is Paul’s point in Romans 6, and it is this fact 
that Paul wants us to get straight in our heads, as he 
says in verse 11: “Count yourselves dead to sin but 
alive to God in Christ Jesus.”

We have died to the rule of sin and death: “the flesh” 
is no longer our tyrannical master. Its spell over us has 
been broken. You’ve been emancipated, Paul says, so 
don’t continue to think like a slave. We can never go 
back to that state of captivity, for now we are alive to 
God and His grace in Christ.

Notes
1. Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references in this ar-

ticle are from the New International Version.
2. See also Acts 26:18: “I am sending you to them to open 

their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the 
power of Satan to God.”

3. This illustration is found in the work of Welshman Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones.
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