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REVIEW 

We have begun to explore the Law (νομός nomós) in the New Testament. We have discovered that the Law is 
not based on a moral code; it is based on love, love for God and love for others. To address legalism from a 
biblical perspective, we will continue to look into three aspects: 

1. The Law as understood and applied during the time of Jesus 
2. The Law as understood and applied to Israeli believers after the ascension of Jesus 
3. The Law vs. grace 

a. To Jewish believers 
b. To Gentile believers 

During the time of Jesus, the Law was taught, explained, corrected, and properly applied. The foundation of 
the Law was to love God and love your neighbor.  

He taught that following portions of the Law but not the more important provisions, using the Law for 
gain or power, or practicing the Law without knowledge, understanding, or belief were all incorrect 
practices concerning the Law. Furthermore, the Jewish authorities (Pharisees, lawyers, and elders) had 
their own rules in place of God’s truth. 

My conclusion is that the problem in the Gospels was not legalism, rather they had an incorrect 
understanding and application of the Law; they abused the Law for their own gain. 

In the immediate time after Jesus’ ascension, the Jewish believers practiced the Law under the knowledge of 
the fulfillment of Jesus Christ.  

The Law was not only their relationship toward God, it was also their constitution. As Jews in Israel and 
the other nations, they followed Jesus and the Law as a witness to both other Jews and Gentiles.  

The unbelieving Jews had two problems: 

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

Paul never told Jews not to follow the Law; he never suggested that Jews should not circumcise their 
children or abandon their observance of the Sabbath or other days of remembrance. On the contrary, we 
see Paul eagerly returning to Jerusalem for the Passover and purifying and sacrificing with four men who 
are being released from a vow. 

The believing Jews during the time of the apostles were following the Law as given in preparation for the 
kingdom of heaven and preparing themselves and others to recognize and endure. 

For the Jews, following the Law was not wrong. The change in administrations and economies was being 
developed but not fully understood until the conclusion of the judgment of Israel in AD 70. With the 
priesthood and the temple still active, the Jews should have been keeping the Law and functioning in light of 
what was next in their prophetic timetable, the day of the Lord. 
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There is a question about the Jews who believe in Jesus and the Law in our current day. Following the 
Law has been impossible since much of the Law focuses upon the Temple and the Priesthood which are 
not in existence today (both are accomplished in Jesus Christ). 

THE LAW VS GRACE 

In Acts 13, Paul tells the Jews that the Law could never free them, but the Messiah can. They reject Paul, but 
many Gentiles begin to believe in Jesus. Word of the Gentiles believing in Jesus reaches the ears of the 
Pharisees that have believed in Jesus, and they begin to do what is according to the Law—they want to make 
them proselytes.  

Act 15:1-5 – This is where the simple observation is made—there is something wrong with applying the 
Law to the Gentiles. Most take this to say that the Pharisees who had believed were saying that, to have 
spiritual eternal life in heaven, Gentiles must be circumcised and follow the Law of Moses. 

The save word group has the root verb “σῴζω sōzō.” When a survey is done of this word in the Gospels 
through Acts 15, one clear point can be made. The word is generally not used in conjunction with initial 
reconciliation to God, eternal life. Three verses in John may mean initial justification, but to limit these 
verses to just that misses the greater point in John (John 3:17, 10:9, 12:47). 

In Acts 1-15, this word group is again often misunderstood as meaning the same as “go to heaven or 
have eternal life.” In evaluating the message in these chapters, there is a complete salvation package 
being offered to the Jews: reconciliation to God, survival of the day of the Lord, and national restoration 
in the Messianic Kingdom. 

**My theory: In Acts 15, the message of the Pharisees who had believed was not adding to the eternal 
life message, but to the salvation message. They believed that they were about to go through the day of 
the Lord and needed to survive the judgment to enter into the Messianic Kingdom. They believed that 
the Gentiles who had believed Jesus unto justification now had to become proselytes unto salvation.  

The Pharisees who had believed did not understand what Paul was revealing, that Gentiles are part of 
this new administration by grace through faith just as the Jews are. Also, under this new administration 
(ekklesia) and the new economy (grace), salvation from the wrath to come is not based upon works, and 
entrance into the kingdom of heaven will be as a glorified human (Romans 5:9-10). 

Romans 5:20 – Law was added to demonstrate the ineptitude of the righteousness of man, but grace is 
more than the multiplication of sin. 

Romans 6:12-14 – We are to live properly, presenting our bodies as instruments of righteousness, because 
we are not under law, that demonstrates the ineptitude of man, but because we are under grace. 

The word under is of extreme importance. “ὑπό hypo.” In this syntax (accusative of situation), it 
means to be under the power of. Grace, not law, has power over the believer. 
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Galatians 3:1-5:6 – This entire section of Galatians deals with the application of the Law to Gentile 
believers. A full and complete review of this book will be completed in the next year. For now, let us 
summarize this section of Scripture: 

1. The Gentiles are completed by grace through faith (3:1-3) 
2. The Law brought sin, and sin brings a curse (3:10) 
3. Christ redeemed us from the curse (3:11-14)  
4. The Law is not the means for being right with God but to bring people to Christ (3:15-27, 24) 
5. Following the Jewish traditions is to return to that which could never make us right (4:8-10) 
6. In the Law we are slaves; in grace, we are free, born of promise (4:21-31) 
7. As Gentiles, if we take on the Law, we are forsaking Christ (5:1-4) 

EVALUATION 

For both the Jew and the Gentile, the Law is ineffective in providing righteousness. That was never the intent, 
and it was never the method. 

The Law was meant for blessing and curses. Under grace, we already have everything by means of grace. 

If we believe that we obtain anything from God by doing right and avoiding evil, that is legalism. 

What we do must be because of what we have from God and not to receive from God. That is what it means 
to be under grace. Grace is what motivates us. 

The commands in Scripture tell us what God would want from us, what He desires for us.  

These commands are not a list of works needed to be right before God and failing to perform does not 
mean that we are under a curse. 

For Jews, following their custom does not place them under the Law, Jewish believers are currently under 
grace. For Gentiles, taking on Israeli customs is wrong since those customs are not better before God.  

CONCLUSION 

What is legalism? The “-ism” is a clue. This is a worldview that is based upon law. Because the Bible does 
contain law and the Law, many in the Bible and those who have used the Bible think that the Law was means 
of righteousness before God. This was never the case. Those who espouse the Law as means of righteousness 
are legalists. 

Some understand that using the Law for righteousness before God is wrong but still place the Law as means 
of blessing and curse avoidance. This was the system under the Mosaic Law, but we are part of a new 
administration under a new economy. Those who espouse following rules or the Law for blessings and curses 
are legalists. 

Should we obey the commandments of God (as delineated in the Greek Scriptures)? Should we make positive 
volition to do that which God desires? Absolutely! But we do them not to gain from God but to honor Him 
because of the grace we have received. 


