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Romans 6:1-4 

 

[1] What shall we say then? Are we to remain in sin so that grace may increase? 

[2] Absolutely not! How can we who died to sin still live in it? 

[3] Or do you not know that as many as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his 

death? 

[4] Therefore we have been buried with him through baptism into death, in order that just as 

Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too may live a new life. 

 

 Romans 6:1-14 is one of the most complicated and controversial parts of Paul’s letter. 

The difficulty lies in Paul’s statements about baptism and the relationship between the baptism 

and the “with Christ” language that is so characteristic of the paragraph.
1
 What significance does 

Paul ascribe to baptism? Is it merely symbolic or sacramental? The goal of this paper is to 

determine baptism’s role in Paul’s overall argumentation in the early stages of Romans 6 (vv. 1-

4) and seek to determine baptism’s role in the process of sanctification in the believer’s life. 

Rom. 6:1-4 seems to provide the most specific information on Paul’s understanding of baptism, 

even though, as is widely recognized he does not present baptism as a topic of discussion in it 

but introduces baptism as an argument in support of his second negated rhetorical question (vs. 

2).
2
 Because baptism is not the main focus of the pericope, it’s role will be ascertained through 

exegesis of the passage. 

 Romans 6 is essentially how the grace offered by God in Christ to sinners ultimately 

triumphs over the power and presence of sin in the believer’s life. The Christian’s realm transfer 

leads to a new relationship with sin and the subsequent power it yields over humanity because of 

Adam. The stories of Adam and those in him and of Christ continue to undergird and underlie 
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the discussion leading up to ch. 8.
3
 Justification by grace alone through faith alone does not lead 

to an antinomian system where believers sin because God guarantees grace. The grace offered is 

so prevailing that it ruptures the dominion of sin in the Christian’s life. Christians do not 

continue to sin because they have died with Christ and are enabled by the power of the 

resurrection to walk in the newness of life. Paul’s logic from the passage is clear:  

Christ died to sin (vv. 8-10) 

We died with Christ (vv. 3-7) 

Therefore: we died to sin (vs. 2).
4
  

Within the author’s statements about the death of the Messiah and his followers lies his 

statement about baptism. 

 Paul begins his argumentation with the questions “What shall we say then   re we to 

remain in sin so that grace may increase ” (    ὖ         ;                        ἵ           

        ;). It is clear from the flow of the letter that this question arises from Paul’s assertion in 

Rom. 5:20-21. If the multiplication of sin sets in sharp relief the matchless character of God’s 

grace, then sin would ultimately seem to be beneficial.
5
 Paul likely introduces the question for 

rhetorical purposes to advance his argument and also to answer any of his opponent’s objections 

to his gospel. The verb             (remain) does not mean to occasionally choose to sin but 

rather denotes a perseverance or staying involved in sin (Col. 1:23; 1 Cor. 16:8; Phil. 1:24; Rom. 

11:23).  in (       ) is seen in Romans 6 as more than individual acts of evil (though it includes 
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them). In the immediate context the phrase is most likely equivalent to “remain under the 

lordship of sin.”
6
 Validity to this idea is seen in how sin is personified throughout the former and 

immediate passage: sin enters the world through Adam and exercises its sway over people (Rom. 

5:12-19), it reigns in death (5:21), those outside of Christ are “slaves” to sin (6:6), believers have 

been liberated from the sin that once enslaved them (6:16-18, 20,22), believers must not let sin 

reign over them (6:12), believers are told not to present their bodies to sin (6:13), and sin is said 

to no longer rule over believers (6:14).
7
 

 Paul answers forcefully and unapologetically with “ bsolutely not ” (           .). It is 

utterly unthinkable for believers to remain in sin to Paul. There is a great inconsistency for a 

Christian to remain under the lordship of sin. Why? Paul answers the question with a question. 

Believers cannot, do not, and should not remain in sin because they are “we who died to sin” 

( ἵ                           ). Paul uses the relative of quality ( ἵ     ) to invite his readers to 

reflect on what it means to have become Christians.
8
 Dead men do not continue to live in sin. 

The rest of the passage is concerned with unpacking what “dead to sin” means. Paul uses the 

verb “die” because (1) it creates an immediate tie with the death of Christ, central to the believers 

own “death to sin”; and (2) it connotates a decisive and final break in one’s state of being.
9
 What 

does it mean for believers to have died to sin? There are four options for the phrase: (1) we died 
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to sin in God’s sight, that is, in a forensic or judicial sense; (2) we died to sin in a baptismal 

sense, in that we died with Christ and were raised with him in baptism; (3) we die to sin in a 

moral sense, in that we mortify sin in our bodies; (4) we die to sin when we actually die 

physically.
10

 The second option does the most justice to the text.
11

 We died to sin when we died 

with Christ in baptism (vs. 3-4). 

 Verse 3 begins with a question. “Or do you not know” (ἢ         ) could be simply a 

polite way of passing on new knowledge, but most agree that Paul is appealing rather to familiar 

tradition, at least from the Hellenistic church, if not from the primitive church.
12

 Paul may in fact 

be building upon the tradition. The parallel with 7:1, however, suggests that some element of 

further or fuller teaching is in view- either a point that is obvious (as soon as one thinks about it) 

rather than a point already familiar, or that Paul deduces an obvious corollary (“baptized into 

Christ”) from an already accepted form of speech (“baptized into his death”), or that he draws 

attention to an aspect of a familiar teaching which has been overlooked or neglected.
13

 Paul 

certainly has water baptism in view within this passage when he remarks that believers have 
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128-129.  

11 Option one is rejected because the power of sin is the context of the passage, not the 
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because the statement is indicative (you have), not imperative (you must). Option four is 

rejected because it is painfully pointless and redundant.  
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been baptized into Christ Jesus.
14

 What is the significance of being “baptized into Christ Jesus”   

(                           ᾿      )? Most believe it is a short-hand for being baptized “into 

the name of Christ Jesus” which functioned as a baptismal statement in the early church.
15

 Those 

who are baptized belong to Christ and are united with him. Arguments that favor this 

interpretation are the “with Christ” expressions that permeate the passage (vv. 4-8), the 

conclusion in vs. 4 that implies a union (therefore…), and the closest parallel in Gal. 3:27 (“For 

as many of you as were baptized into Christ, have put on Christ.”).
16

 The focus of the text is our 

union with Christ that leads to our inevitable disdain for living in sin. Being baptized into his 

death means believers are immersed together with Christ in his death. A spiritual transaction 

happens in the life of the person who is uniting himself with Christ such that he is freed from the 

                                                           
14 Some posit that  a  sm is meta horica    unn  or it refers to  a  sm in the   irit 

  ar n   o d  ones .  au  norma    uses the  er          ) to refer to water baptism (1 Cor. 

1:13-17, 12:13, 15:29; Gal. 3:27). The Roman Christians would have immediately associated 

 au ’s words with the initiation rite that was common to a    e ie ers.  

15 Is Paul drawing a parallel between dying with Christ and immersion, burial and 
submersion, and being raised with Christ and emersion? Some scholars have answered in the 
affirmative (Most Baptists do and it becomes an easy explanation for the significance of 
Baptism). Others object. Reasons for the objections are the following: (1) the text does not 
explicitly connect the  e ie er’s resurrection with emergence from the water, (2) burial was 
typically not under the earth but in caves or tombs, and so some say baptism is not an obvious 
symbol for death, and (3) the analogy between baptism and death, burial, and resurrection is 
found only in later church history. Those who answer in the affirmative object to the objections 
for the following reasons: Col. 2:11 seems to support such reading (contra 1), baptism is a 
metaphor for death, signifying the chaos and destruction of death which makes the exact 
location of the dead bodies really irrelevant (contra 2), and such an interpretation can actually 
be found early in church history (contra 3). Regardless of what position one takes, the 
comparison between baptism and death and resurrection is not the burden of the text. Those 
who stress this parallel unduly may begin to emphasize our death, burial, and resurrection in 
this text, whereas Paul’s purpose is to emblazon on the reader’s minds the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Christ and our participation with it.  
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reign of sin, in particular the tyranny of passions and desires that do not glorify God.
17

 

 Paul draws a conclusion ( ὖ ) that we have been buried with him through baptism into 

death (             ὖ       δ  `                       `         ).  A multitude of 

theological questions arise from the text (Why has Paul introduced the image of burial, what is 

the meaning of the believer being “with” Christ, and how does baptism mediate this being with 

Christ?). The burial language is used for three possible options: (1) it is a metaphor for the 

believer’s complete break with the old life that sees baptism as a symbol of that transfer,
18

 (2) it 

is a metaphor of the break that occurs that makes baptism a mediator for that transfer, or (3) it is 

a description of the participation of the believer in Christ’s own burial, a participation that is 

mediated by baptism.
19

 The third option is to be accepted because the other two do not do 

sufficient integrity to the text. The problem with the first option is that Paul makes baptism the 

means by which we were buried with Christ (through baptism), not the place in which we are 

buried with him. Further, the focus on Rom. 6 is not the ritual of baptism, but the simple event of 

baptism.
20

 The burial is Christ’s burial. It is not that the believer is laid in his own grave, but that 

through that action (baptism) he is set alongside Christ Jesus in his. Burial should not been seen 

as distinct from death. Death and burial constitute a formula (1 Cor. 15:3-4) to indicate death.
21

 

 What does Paul mean when he utilizes “with Christ” language   gain, it should be noted 

that this language is participation-based or into union with Christ Jesus. What does baptism 
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20 Ibid., 362.  
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signify for Paul? From the outset, it seems as if baptism is efficacious. However, this 

interpretation should be rejected for various reasons. The thrust of the text is not on the baptism 

itself but the historic and definitive death and resurrection of Christ. Baptism is only the means 

or instrument for which believers participate in the death and resurrection of Christ. After 

mentioning baptism in vv. 3-4, Paul never picks it back up in Romans again. Surely if such an 

efficacious view of baptism is supported in the text it would be explicitly mentioned again. A 

subsidiary role of baptism in our union with Christ is confirmed by the fact that Paul can 

elsewhere claim a “being with Christ” that is not related to baptism (Gal. 2:19-20; Eph. 2:5-6).
22

 

Baptism refers to a simple explanation of the conversion event. For Paul baptism, faith, reception 

of the Spirit, repentance, and confession of Christ are one complex event that all occur at 

conversion.
23

 At conversion (or baptism) the death of the Messiah becomes ours because we 

share the benefits of his death by virtue of our incorporation into him. Baptism, according to 

Paul, while it is no magical rite effecting mechanically that which it signifies, is no empty sign 

but a decisive event by which a particular man is powerfully and unequivocally claimed by God 

as a beneficiary of his saving deed in Christ.
24

  

 Paul’s statements about baptism again are not baptism-centered. The purpose clause 

which follows (ἵ  ) contains a comparison between (ὥ    ) Christ’s resurrection and the 

believer’s walk in a “new life” (              ).
25

 In some sense, our incorporation or union 

with Christ through baptism enables believers to live a new kind of life in the age of redemption 
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25  oug as  oo, “Romans 6:1-14." Trinity Journal 3(September 1, 1982):216.  
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which has dawned. The verb               (we too may live) implies a conduct or way of 

living. The verb is infrequent outside of Paul and John (Mark 7:5; Acts 21:21; Heb. 13:9), but is 

also in its more frequent appearance in John (8:12, 11:9-10, 12:35), and in the predominantly 

Pauline usage (Rom. 8:4, 13:13, 14:15; 1 Cor. 3:3, 7:17; 2 Cor. 4:2, 5:7, 10:2-3).
26

 The reference 

to the newness betokens an eschatological reality, for Paul speaks of a new covenant (1 Cor. 

11:25; 2 Cor. 3:6), a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 6:15), a new humanity (Eph. 2:15, 4:24), 

and a newness of the Spirit (Rom. 7:6).
27

 Because of the believer’s incorporation into Christ, 

they are able to act according to God’s commands. Paul’s gospel of free grace does not lead to 

sinfulness but offers a divine initiative to overcome and resist sin. Christ was raised “through the 

glory of the Father” (δ        δ               ). Glory is synonymous with power. The phrase 

may refer to the fact that there was a manifestation of the divine glory in the risen Jesus, but it 

could mean through the powerful outreaching presence of the Father.
28

  

 Paul ultimately says Christians cannot and will not remain under the dominion or 

lordship of sin because they have died to sin when Christ died. Baptism is mentioned but again 

does not receive primacy from the text. Richard Carlson notes that: 

Part of Paul’s reason for using baptism at this juncture of his argument is to show how all 

Christians are transformed by God (note the repeated passive verbs in 6:3-4) from the 

dominion of sin and death to the dominion of Christ. Baptism into Christ’s death is how 

this transformation occurs. But true as this is, it is important to note that it is the Christ-

event that gives meaning to the rite of baptism and not vice versa. For Paul, Christ’s 

death, not our baptism, negates sin. Likewise, Christ’s death is a once-for-all-time event 

that is not repeated in baptism (6:10). That our existence in sin’s dominion is negated in 

baptism only occurs because part of baptism’s role is to incorporate us into the salvific 

                                                           
26 Dunn, 316.  

27 Schreiner, 311.  

28 Witherington, 158.  
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event of the cross.
29

  

 

Paul goes on to further unpack what it means to be dead to sin. The rest of the passage includes 

indicatives and imperatives. The imperatives serve to show that though the penalty and power of 

sin is broken off because of our new incorporation into the death and resurrection of Christ, the 

presence of sin still lingers.  

 Though the passage does not specifically concern baptism, some applications concerning 

the doctrine can be ascertained.  

 For Paul, baptism is a divinely-wrought event that entails negation, inauguration, and 

anticipation. Baptism entails negation, for in it the candidate is removed from the 

enslaving dominion of sin and death. It entails inauguration, for the candidate 

henceforth lives in a right relationship to God under the dominion of Christ. And it 

entails anticipation, for the candidate henceforth awaits the Parousia of Christ and the 

resurrection and glorification attending it.
30

 Because of this, it assumes more than the 

simple, symbolic view of baptism (contra Baptists and other “Free” church 

traditions).  

 The reference to those who have been baptized is introduced as a designation for 

those who are believers in Christ. Since unbaptized Christians were virtually 

nonexistent, to refer to those who were baptized is another way of describing those 

who are Christians, those who have put their faith in Christ.
31

 Because of this, it 
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30 Ibid., 255.  
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assumes that faith is involved with baptism. This precludes an infant who lacks faith 

in Christ from being administered the rite (contra Presbyterians and other Reformed 

traditions).  

 In Romans 6, the pericope is focused on the event of Christ’s life, death and 

resurrection and our union with him in that. Because of this, it assumes that if the rite 

is efficacious, it is solely because of those events. It does not have any benefits 

outside of the historic occasion of the death of the God-man, Jesus Christ (contra 

Catholics and other Sacramentalist traditions).  
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