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Romans 7:1-6

Or do you not know, brethren (for I speak to those who know 
the law), that the law has dominion over a man as long as he 
lives? 2 For the woman who has a husband is bound by the law 
to her husband as long as he lives. But if the husband dies, 
she is released from the law of her husband. 3 So then if, while 
her husband lives, she marries another man, she will be called 
an adulteress; but if her husband dies, she is free from that 
law, so that she is no adulteress, though she has married 
another man. 4 Therefore, my brethren, you also have become 
dead to the law through the body of Christ, that you may be 
married to another—to Him who was raised from the dead, 
that we should bear fruit to God. 5 For when we were in the 
flesh, the sinful passions which were aroused by the law were 
at work in our members to bear fruit to death. 6 But now we 
have been delivered from the law, having died to what we 
were held by, so that we should serve in the newness of the 
Spirit and not in the oldness of the letter (Romans 7:1-6).

Introduction

Anyone who picks up a Bible and begins reading in the New 
Testament will draw the rapid conclusion that the Pharisees are the 
bad the guys.  We comfort ourselves that we are not like them—
hypocrites, self-righteous, desiring to have their good works seen by 
men, opportunists who take advantage of widows and don’t care 
about the lost, etc.

With these things in mind, it appears an easy task when Jesus 
offers the exhortation:

For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds 
that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never 
enter the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:20).

Yet one can also begin to make the argument that, as misguided 
as they were, the works of the Pharisees were quite impressive.  They 
tithed “mint and dill and cumin” (Matthew 23:23).  The last stat I 
heard was that only 5% of Christians in the west tithe.  Not only did 
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the Pharisee tithe on his income, he tithed on the growth of his spices. 
My wife bought a plant for our kitchen that, as it turns out, is an herb 
she uses in her cooking.  I have never once measured its growth to 
tithe on the increase.  

Jesus chastised the Pharisees because they did “all their deeds 
to be seen by others” (Matthew 23:5).   Of course this indicates 
that they were doing deeds.  They weren’t too busy to show up for the 
ministries of their church.  They “loved the place of honor at 
feasts” (Matthew 23:6) from which we can extract that they were 
at all the potlucks.  These Pharisees would “travel across sea and 
land to make a single proselyte” (Matthew 23:15) whereas the 
modern Christian can’t seem to fund the gumption to invite their 
neighbor to church.  We see yet another backhanded compliment 
from the mouth of Christ when He chastises the Jews with the words 
“You search the Scriptures” (John 5:39).  In other words, they 
read their Bibles, went to studies, regularly attended church, etc.  

These Pharisees had gold stars on almost every category on the 
poster in their Sunday (Saturday) School classroom.  Yet we are told 
that our righteousness must exceed theirs!  How do we comfort 
ourselves in this race for righteousness that, at least at some level, 
we seem to be losing to the Pharisee?  We generally ignore the 
backhanded compliment and focus on the criticisms (of which there 
are many), but seem to be summed up with Christ’s words:

So you also outwardly appear righteous to others, 
but within you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness 
(Matthew 23:28).

So we console ourselves with the notion that we have a 
righteousness that lies within—an imputed righteousness—the 
righteousness which is not our “own that comes from the law, but 
that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness 
from God that depends on faith” (Philippians 3:9).  And I 
certainly hope that it is that righteousness of which Jesus speaks, 
when He tells us our righteousness must exceed that of the Pharisees 
(although it is not rapidly apparent by the context)1.  I say this 
because, at the risk of sounding self-deprecating, it certainly appears 

1 Since in Matthew 5:21 through the end of the chapter He launches into a list of behaviors that 
He seems to feel need addressing.
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that endemic to modern western Christianity is just the opposite 
problem that the Pharisees had—we outwardly appear unrighteous, 
but we comfort ourselves with the notion that within, we are full of 
sincerity and obedience.

We don’t tithe like the Pharisees; we don’t do deeds like the 
Pharisees; we don’t interact with the brethren like the Pharisees; we 
don’t evangelize like the Pharisees and we don’t study the Bible like 
the Pharisees, but we, nonetheless have a righteousness that exceeds 
theirs!?  Is that the way it’s supposed to work?  Is that what it means 
to “serve in the newness of the Spirit?”  Should the spiritual man 
be the one who has no gold stars on the poster board in his Sunday 
School classroom?

Or do you not know, brethren (for I speak to those who know 
the law), that the law has dominion over a man as long as he 
lives (Romans 7:1)?

The Dominion of the Law

There is no doubt that the Pharisees were missing something 
critical to their own soul’s well-being.  When Jesus chastised them for 
tithing yet neglecting the “weightier matters of the law: justice 
and mercy and faithfulness” (Matthew 23:23), He certainly 
wasn’t merely raising the bar of the requisite righteousness for 
entrance into the Kingdom of Heaven.  One can easily make the 
argument, looking at the whole of the gospel and the whole of 
Scripture, that Jesus was seeking to bring their hearts to aspects of 
the law that would reveal to them their own spiritual death, as it had 
done to Paul (Romans 7:8-11).  True and deep considerations of 
justice, mercy and faithfulness will, no doubt, leave us desperate for 
help.

Paul is teaching here that the law has dominion kurieuei over a 
man.  The law is man’s master.  To what law is Paul referring?  Roman 
law?  Ceremonial law?  The context indicates the moral law of God 
(Romans 7:7)2.  But whether it is the moral law summarily 
comprehended in the Ten Commandments, natural law (which would 
be the same as the Ten Commandments only skewed by sin), pagan 
law, the law of false gods, etc., the conclusion is the same—that law is 
2 Coveting.
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a master.  And as a master it will make demands, but will in no way 
enable obedience or offer deliverance.  It is like a bad, bad marriage—
being married to a smart, but cold, heartless, despotic, demanding 
tyrant!  As the Apostle illustrates:

For the woman who has a husband is bound by the law to her 
husband as long as he lives. But if the husband dies, she is 
released from the law of her husband. 3 So then if, while her 
husband lives, she marries another man, she will be called an 
adulteress; but if her husband dies, she is free from that law, 
so that she is no adulteress, though she has married another 
man (Romans 7:2, 3).

If Her Husband Dies

This metaphor is simple and complicated at the same time.  First, 
it should not be taken in such a way to encourage wives to kill their 
husbands.  Secondly, it is not an exhaustive treatise on justifiable 
divorce and remarriage.  If you observe it closely it doesn’t entirely go 
step for step with Paul’s point.  In a moment we’ll read that we, as 
Christians, have become “dead to the law.”  But in the metaphor, it 
is the law that dies.  So we see that it is a bit complicated if we try to 
push the metaphor too far.  Paul’s point though is simple—death 
dissolves a relationship and the obligations thereof.  Paul continues:

Therefore, my brethren, you also have become dead to the 
law through the body of Christ, that you may be married to 
another—to Him who was raised from the dead, that we 
should bear fruit to God (Romans 7:4).

Put To Death

Here we read that it is the Christian who has “become dead.”  
Literally what Paul is saying is that the Christian was “put to death” 
ethanatothete, since it is in the passive.  Not to push too far, but it is 
not a spiritual suicide as much as it is a sort of cosmic homicide by 
the grace of God.  God saw that we were in a bad marriage to a 
demanding task master who could only promise death.  The table was 
set for the marriage supper of death—but the death was assumed by 
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Christ—Paul writes that we became dead “through the body of 
Christ.”

Paul appears to be repeating and building upon something he 
wrote earlier:

Therefore we were buried with Him through baptism 
into death, that just as Christ was raised from the 
dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also 
should walk in newness of life (Romans 6:4).

We have been made dead to the law, but we don’t just remain 
dead.  We have been made dead to the law through the body of 
Christ, why?  That we “may be married to another.”  

Married to Another

Some of you may recall that one of the unintended 
consequences of the Reformation was the un-tethered madness (at 
least in the minds of some—including Luther) of the Anabaptists.  
They were free from Rome and became like teenagers on Spring 
Break.  

Going back to Paul’s metaphor, the woman whose husband dies, 
does not remain some kind of swinging widow.  She marries another.  
She marries “Him who was raised from the dead.”  No longer a 
task master, but one whose “yoke is easy…and burden is light” 
(Matthew 11:30).  She will marry the one who is truly the provider; 
the One whom by His own death has ensured His bride’s 
sanctification, cleansing and washing—a husband who, will not fail 
(who has not failed) to make certain that His bride will be presented 
“without spot or wrinkle.”  That she “might be holy and 
without blemish” (Ephesians 5:27, 28).  This might be a good 
time to ask yourself if this includes you.  I am not sure it can be asked 
much better or made much clearer than the third question of our 
membership vows:

Do you confess that because of your sinfulness you 
abhor and humble yourself before God, that you 
repent of your sin, and that you trust for salvation 
not in yourself but in Jesus Christ alone?  
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Now the fourth question is meaningless apart from an affirmative 
answer to the third.  

Do you acknowledge Jesus Christ as your sovereign 
Lord, and do you promise that, in reliance on the 
grace of God, you will serve him with all that is in 
you, forsake the world, resist the devil, put to death 
your sinful deeds and desires, and lead a godly life?

It is this fourth question which is a long way of addressing how 
Paul ends this verse.  We have been wed to the risen Christ, “that we 
should bear fruit to God.”  This is the great contrast to those who 
have not yet called upon the Name of the Lord:

For when we were in the flesh, the sinful passions which were 
aroused by the law were at work in our members to bear fruit 
to death (Romans 7:5). 

Aroused by the Law

Here we observe a very brief thesis of fallen human nature—“in 
the flesh” en te sarki.  When it gets right down to it, the law of God 
(being an extension of the character and nature of God) is something 
that the natural mind has hostility echthra (Romans 8:7) toward

Because the carnal mind is enmity against God; for it 
is not subject to the law of God, nor indeed can be 
(Romans 8:7).

A mere system of ethics (as perfect as it may be and which 
many people want from a religion) simply doesn’t work.  We see it 
does at least two things revealed in this chapter:  It arouses the 
natural man’s sinful passions because of the fallen sinner’s natural 
enmity toward God and it makes our sinfulness all that more 
apparent; as Paul teaches:

Has then what is good (the law) become death to 
me? Certainly not! But sin, that it might appear sin, 
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was producing death in me through what is good, so 
that sin through the commandment might become 
exceedingly sinful (Romans 7:13—parenthesis mine). 

Simply, the law reveals sin for what it is—rebellion against God—
the wages of which are death (Romans 6:23).  

Fruit to Death

And this is all the fruit which leads to death, or as written “to 
bear fruit to death.”  A life which displays no repentance, which 
lives in unchecked rebellion, is a life that is not life at all.  A man 
should observe his own life—his own heart—and if he sees rebellion 
against the God who made Him and that God’s wise commands, he 
should view that as toe-tag of his own death.  But in this life there is 
hope.  By faith in Christ the shackles of death can be loosed and he 
can enjoy the marriage supper of the Lamb (Revelation 19:9).

But now we have been delivered from the law, having died to 
what we were held by, so that we should serve in the newness 
of the Spirit and not in the oldness of the letter (Romans 7:6).

Delivered from the Law

Paul begins the final section with the words “But now” nuni de, 
indicating his heading toward his main point (or at least a main point). 
The Christian has been “delivered” katergethemen (again, in the 
passive) from that awful marriage—“having died to what we were 
held by” kateichometha (literally held down by—controlled and 
constrained).  That old master, what Paul calls the “oldness of the 
letter” is a religion reduced to externalism—going back to the 
Pharisees, something at which they were quite excellent.  But if I can 
put it in simple terms, they had not taken their faith to heart.  Or as 
Jesus taught:

This people honors me with their lips, but their heart 
is far from me (Matthew 15:8).

I certainly pray that these words aren’t descriptive of us.
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Newness of the Spirit

Christians are now called to serve in the “newness of the 
Spirit.”  What should be obvious to all is that the serving in the 
newness of the Spirit should not be inferior to serving in the oldness 
of the letter.  The Pharisee should not out-study, out-obey, out-serve 
or out-love the Christian.  For various reasons the newness of the 
Spirit has come to mean, to many Christians, a free-wheeling, impulse 
driven life and ethics.  But to serve in the newness of the Spirit is not 
an alteration in the ethics or law of God.  Calvin taught well:

…for as far as God has in the ten commandments 
taught what is just and right, and given directions 
for guiding our life, no abrogation of the law is to be 
dreamt of; for the will of God must stand the same 
forever. 3

Or, as Jesus taught:

Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the 
Prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfill. 
18 For assuredly, I say to you, till heaven and earth 
pass away, one jot or one tittle will by no means pass 
from the law till all is fulfilled (Matthew 5:17, 18).

To serve in the newness of the Spirit, it is a change of husband; is 
to serve as one who has been married to another.  Think of the wife 
who runs her household—who does good and not evil, works with her 
hands, buys and prepares food, acts industriously, aids the poor, 
raising the children and watching over the ways of her household—
only to dread the sound of the door opening and the callous and 
ruthless greeting of a husband who will never be satisfied at her 
greatest efforts—who provides nothing in her heart to aid toward her 
virtue.

To serve in the newness of the Spirit is not a change of ethics, 
it’s a change of heart; to serve with the knowledge that we are not 

3 Calvin, J. (1998). Romans (electronic ed.). Calvin’s Commentaries (Ro 7:2). Albany, OR: 
Ages Software.
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grasping for a straw of approval from a reluctant God who will never 
be satisfied with our inept efforts at righteousness.  But we are 
serving a God who loves us and sent His Son to ransom us.  There is 
nothing we can do to make Him love us more than He does.  And our 
service, our obedience and our love should reflect that we are just 
beginning to understand that.

Questions for Study

1. How were the works of the Pharisees impressive?  What was a 
summary of Christ’s criticism of the Pharisees (pages 2, 3)?

2. In what way do you think your righteousness exceeds the 
righteousness of the Pharisee?  Are there any ways that it 
doesn’t?  What critical element were the Pharisees missing 
(pages 3, 4)?

3. In what way can the law of God be a cruel master (page 4)?

4. What is Paul’s point in the metaphor of the marriage in verses 2, 
3 (page 5)?

5. What does it mean to be dead to the law?  How does that 
happen to a person (pages 5, 6)?

6. When the marriage to the law ends, what marriage begins?  
What is the difference between the two husbands?  To whom are 
you wed (pages 6, 7)?

7. What is the natural man’s response to God and His law?  What is 
meant by “fruit to death” (page 7)?
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8. Does deliverance from the law mean God’s ethics change for the 
Christian?  What is the difference between serving in the oldness 
of the letter and the newness of the Spirit (pages 8, 9)?
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