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INTRODUCTION 

In	the	past	two	lessons,	we	have	examined	“legalism”	as	defined	by	the	world	and	various	organizations	within	
Christendom.	We	began	with	the	word	itself,	looked	at	definitions,	and	then	analyzed	their	use.	We	have	
discovered	that	most	of	the	definitions	leave	a	large	amount	of	subjectivity.	All	agree,	and	rightly	so,	that	this	
word	deals	with	law.	But	then	they	add	words	like	“excessive,	strict,	precise.”	What	is	strict	to	one	may	not	be	
strict	to	another.	Others	define	this	word	with	terms	like	“more	than.”	“Keeping	external	laws	without	a	truly	
submissive	heart.”	How	is	that	understood?	Who	is	the	arbiter?	What	is	a	truly	submissive	heart?	

In	the	process	to	discover	exactly	what	is	problematic,	we	must	examine	the	Bible	text	and	let	it	speak	for	itself.	
We	examine	all	passages	that	have	law	in	the	text	and	find	where	law	is	seen	as	negative,	problematic,	or	in	
opposition	to	the	will	of	God.	 

GREEK WORDS 

νομός nomós –  

a procedure or practice that has taken hold, a custom, rule, principle, norm. 
constitutional or statutory legal system, law 
a collection of holy writings precious to God’s people, sacred ordinance, the Law 

This word has many cognates and in total this word group has 333 uses in the New Testament (picture). 

FOLLOWING THE LAW IN THE GOSPELS 

During the ministry of Jesus, He spoke of the Law and declared the hypocrisy of those who controlled the 
Law in Israel.  

Matthew 7:12 – The foundation of the Law is to love others.  

Matthew 22:35-40 – This passage further explains that love of God and love of others is the foundation of 
all commandments.  

Love is not acceptance but a desire for and actions that are for the benefit of the other. In other words, 
this is NOT “following the Law from the heart, not from the head.” That is not found or inferred in 
Scripture.  

What we do see in Scripture is rule-keeping without understanding: religious activity without 
meaning, cultural tradition without believing, and ordinances of men in place of God speaking. 

Matthew 23:23-28 – Focus on the statement “you should have done these without neglecting the other.” In 
the Law, tithing is legal, and doing it fully is important for the priests to live. Tithing without looking at all 
your possessions was lazy and not honoring to God. Enforcing these minor provisions is not wrong. 

But the intent of the Law and the more important provisions of the Law was justice and mercy and 
faithfulness. God demonstrates this in the sacrificial system and atonement. 

The Pharisees and scribes ignored these provisions to make sure they get their money, to the point of 
excess. Justice, mercy, and faithfulness never entered their minds in their application of the Law. 
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In Luke 2, the birth of Jesus, Joseph and Mary followed the Law precisely and they are praised for it. 

Luke 11:45-52 – A lawyer was one who is characterized by the Law, the Law-keepers, the ones in charge 
of both interpreting and enforcing the Law. These men held back knowledge and were the gatekeepers to 
the truth about the Law. 

John 7:19-23 – Jesus properly explains the Law in accordance with the rules for the Sabbath. 

Matthew 5:17-18 –The presupposition is that Jesus was trying to lessen, undermine, or destroy the Law. 
But Jesus came to tell the people that He will complete the Law to its intended purpose. The word for 
fulfilled doesn’t mean to “do all the things” in the Law, but to properly explain how to understand the 
Law, demonstrate a proper function under the Law, and complete the Law. 

Without Jesus, there is no point in the Law. With no Messiah, there is no hope for Israel. 

The intended purpose of the Law was to have Israel properly function under the Law so that Israel 
would be restored, accept their King, live in peace, and be the representatives to the world for God (a 
nation God chose to be His nation). 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 – Is the Law gone under the New Covenant? No! The Lord does not say He will 
give a new law, but that His Law will be written on their minds, being fully understood and observed. 

EVALUATION  

Is following the Law seen as a bad thing during the time of Jesus Christ?  

What was seen as negative was following portions of the Law but not the more important provisions, using 
the Law for gain or power, and practicing the Law without knowledge, understanding, or belief. 

Is this legalism? I would argue that the problem in the Gospels is not legalism, rather this is simply an 
incorrect understanding and application of the Law.    

THE LAW AFTER CHRIST 

In Acts, Stephen was accused of preaching an alteration of the Law (Acts 6:10-15). In his defense, Stephen 
gives a summary of their history and concludes with a scathing chastisement (7:48-53). 

Acts 13:13-16, 26-39 – The Law could never free. The Jews had two major errors during the time of Jesus and 
the apostles. As stated in this text: 

1. The Jews did not understand the Law and the prophets enough to recognize the Messiah. 
2. They believed that following the Law meant righteousness before God (Romans 10:1-4). 

 

So far, after the time of Christ’s death, is it wrong for the Jews to follow the Law? 


