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INTRODUCTION 

Have you ever been accused of legalism? Have you ever accused others of legalism? Do we understand this 
term? This is a word that is thrown around loosely, sometimes without any context. Believers need to be 
careful not to use terms as pejoratives but still identify thoughts and beliefs that are incorrect.  

By the end of this series, you should be able to use this term properly, understand how others use it, and have 
a clear understanding of the biblical issue and the solution. With this, we should also be able to recognize 
legalism when we hear it and be confident in the biblical truth. 

As believers we need to be able to both understand our own theology and, when discussing His truth, avoid 
terms that do not communicate a clear thought.   

DEFINITIONS 

Notice that this is part 1. This is because this word is very disputed, from the definition to the application of 
the term. The idea of legalism is clear in Scripture, but the word does not appear in any major translation. So, 
when we look at this word, we need to understand what people mean. We will evaluate definitions and 
application against Scripture, then at the end, we will evaluate Scripture to find out what is the most accurate 
understanding of legalism and how to apply the warning found in the Bible.  

The English definition consolidated from Webster and Oxford is as follows: 

1. Strict, literal, or excessive adherence to law or formula 
2. Theologically: 

a. Dependence on moral law rather than on personal religious faith 
b. Belief that salvation is gained through good works 
c. Judging of conduct in terms of adherence to precise laws 

3. Chinese philosophy - the principles and practices of a school of political theorists advocating strict 
legal control over all activities, a system of rewards and punishments uniform for all classes, and an 
absolute monarchy. 

These definitions add some clarity but still do not provide a clear standard. This term is normally seen as a 
derogatory term. Notice the definition uses “strict, literal, and excessive;” as opposed to what? Is there non-
excessive conformity to law? Is there just the right amount? Who is the one who decides the proper amount of 
adherence? The main definition creates a framework that is subjective, without any standard. 

ACCORDING TO CATHOLICS 

“Legalistic is not the same as law-abiding. To be law-abiding means obeying just laws.” 

“A legalist…tends to think of moral norms as if they were merely a body of rules. One result of that, he says, 
can be seen in the suggestion that the Church might or should change its moral teaching, as if it were 
changeable law rather than unchangeable truth.” 

The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) “calls for a reform of moral theology. Taught ‘in the light of faith, 
under the guidance of the magisterium of the Church,’ it says, moral theology should be more Christocentric, 
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should ‘draw more fully on the teaching of holy Scripture’ and should show the duty of Christians ‘to bring 
forth fruit in charity for the life of the world’ (Optatam Totius, 16). 

According to Catholics, a legalist takes this direction and attempts to find ways to work around moral 
truths. “They have treated doctrines—the Church’s teachings on matters of sexuality are a good 
example—as if they were rules, rather than understanding them as moral truths. On that basis, they have 
urged either changing the rules or else simply ignoring them in light of private discernment and, it seems, 
something akin to individual illumination by the Holy Spirit.” 

“…trying to lessen the obligations of Christian life…. Doing as one pleases is then called ‘following one’s 
conscience.’” 

According to Catholics (Pope Francis certified), legalists try to change the rules so they can do what they 
want in opposition to truth. Legalists believe that they can change the law, permit homosexuality for 
example, as long as it is church-sanctioned, even if it violates a moral standard set in Scripture.  

Another Catholic writer states, “Lawyers make the key distinction between law and legalism. The first is 
good: drafting and following laws deemed by an intelligent legislature to be needed for basic order in the 
community. The second is the “gagging on a gnat while swallowing a camel” method of the Pharisees who 
connived ways to evade responsibility while appearing to be law-abiding stalwarts. Do the letter of the law, 
forget about the spirit.”  

“…modern-day legalists chiding Pope Francis for breaking liturgical laws by his Holy Thursday washing and 
kissing the feet of non-Catholics and – would you believe? – women. Rubrical laws specifically state that 
priests may only wash the feet of men because, it is supposed, only men attended the Last Supper.”  

A person that wants Pope Francis to perform feet washing to Catholic men only, in their definition, is a 
legalist because they miss the point of the ritual and insist on strict adherence to their own unbiblical rules. 

EVALUATION OF LEGALISM ACCORDING TO CATHOLICS 

We read many quotes and explained their meaning. They believe that following the law in order to be 
accepted by God is not wrong but following the law without understanding the morality behind it is 
problematic. Catholics believe, through Vatican Councils, rules can be changed, but the moral found in 
Scripture is never violated. They can do this because they are the ones who state what the Bible means. 

The first thing we need to recognize is that they used no verses, no biblical examination or explanation. 
They claim to be biblical without actually dealing with the Bible. 

The only biblical reference they use is “gagging on a gnat while swallowing a camel,” applying this to a 
legalistic issue. This is taken from Matthew 23:24. The greater context is Matthew 23:13-36. In this text, 
Jesus is pronouncing eight woes to the Scribes, Pharisees, and hypocrites. 

The passage demonstrates that the Pharisees had an external display of righteousness but not an 
understanding or proper application of the weightier facets of God’s truth. Jesus does not accuse them of 
“legalism” or following the law too precisely. The problem is that they are choosing the portions of the 
Law that benefit them and disregarding the portions of the Law that they feel would disadvantage them. 
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Also, Jesus was scolding them for adding their own traditions to the Law. Most of the woes are due to the 
fact that they added and changed details of the Law to meet their own desires and act unjustly toward the 
people. Is this legalism? Is this an over-emphasis of the Law? Is this “tends to think of moral norms as if 
they were merely a body of rules”? Did they “…trying to lessen the obligations of Christian life…doing as 
one pleases is then called ‘following one’s conscience.”? 

We have not discovered what legalism is biblically, but we have demonstrated that the Catholic church 
has manipulated legalism so that it fits within their religion. The woes in Matthew 23, I believe, fit the 
Catholic church because they, themselves, add rules that are not in the Bible and use the Law in such a 
way that benefits them while ignoring the truth of the Law. 

If their definition of legalism is Matthew 23, then they are still guilty of it, even though neither legalism 
nor the thought of legalism is found in this section. 

In their own words they damn anyone who does not believe and work for salvation and to preserve salvation: 

If anyone says that the sinner is justified by faith alone, meaning that nothing else is required to cooperate 
in order to obtain the grace of justification, and that it is not in any way necessary that he be prepared and 
disposed by the action of his own will, let him be anathema. (Council of Trent, Canon 9, 1563) 

If anyone says that the justice received is not preserved and also not increased before God through good 
works, but that those works are merely the fruits and signs of justification obtained, but not the cause of its 
increase, let him be anathema. (Council of Trent, Canon 24, 1563) 

ACCORDING TO LORDSHIP SALVATION ADVOCATES 

The	Good	

“The	self-righteous,	or	works-righteous,	legalist	thinks	that	salvation	hinges	entirely	on	his	ability	to	meet	
God’s	legal	requirements	for	right	standing	with	Him.	He	insists	that	good	works	are	either	the	sole	cause	of,	or	
contribute	to,	justification	before	God.”	(grace	to	you	website)	

“Human	works	do	not	blend	together	with	Christ’s	finished	work	to	achieve	salvation.	It	is	not	a	collaborative	
effort.	Short	of	perfectly	fulfilling	the	entire	Mosaic	law,	you	and	I	cannot	make	a	contribution	to	our	right	
standing	with	God.”	(grace	to	you	website)	

“condemning	someone	for	not	keeping	manmade	rules	or	religious	rituals	is	legalism.”	(grace	to	you	website)	

The	Bad	

"Eternal	life	is	indeed	a	free	gift.	Salvation	cannot	be	earned	with	good	deeds	or	purchased	with	money.	It	has	
already	been	bought	by	Christ,	who	paid	the	ransom	with	His	blood.	But	that	does	not	mean	there	is	no	cost	in	
terms	of	salvation's	impact	on	the	sinner's	life.	This	paradox	may	be	difficult	but	it	is	nevertheless	true:	
salvation	is	both	free	and	costly.	Eternal	life	brings	immediate	death	to	self.	'Knowing	this,	that	our	old	self	was	
crucified	with	Him,	that	our	body	of	sin	might	be	done	away	with,	that	we	should	no	longer	be	slaves	to	sin.'	
Thus	in	a	sense	we	pay	the	ultimate	price	for	salvation	when	our	sinful	self	is	nailed	to	a	cross.	It	is	a	total	
abandonment	of	self-will,	like	the	grain	of	wheat	that	falls	to	the	ground	and	dies	so	that	it	can	bear	much	fruit.	
It	is	an	exchange	of	all	that	we	are	for	all	that	Christ	is.	And	it	denotes	implicit	obedience,	full	surrender	to	the	
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lordship	of	Christ.	Nothing	less	can	qualify	as	saving	faith.”	(John	MacArthur,	The	Gospel	According	to	Jesus,	p	
140)	

“Jesus	is	Lord	of	all,	and	the	faith	He	demands	involves	unconditional	surrender...He	does	not	bestow	eternal	
life	on	those	whose	hearts	remain	set	against	Him.”	(John	MacArthur,	Faith	Works,	p.	25)	

“The	demand	is	for	repentance	as	well	as	faith.	Knowledge	of	the	gospel,	and	belief	of	it,	is	no	substitute	for	
repentance.	(False	believers	have)	no	realistic	recognition	of	the	real	claims	that	Christ	makes,	there	can	be	no	
repentance,	and	therefore	no	salvation”	(Packer,	Evangelism	and	the	Sovereignty	of	God,	p	72-73).	

“Repentance	means	turning	from	as	much	as	you	know	of	your	sin	to	give	as	much	as	you	know	of	yourself	
to	as	much	as	you	know	of	your	God,	and	as	our	knowledge	grows	at	these	three	points	so	our	practice	of	
repentance	has	to	be	enlarged.”	

“There	is	both	indifference	and	hostility	toward	repentance,	even	though	it	is	a	centerpiece	of	the	Christian	
Gospel.”	

John	MacArthur	quotes	the	Westminster	Catechism	in	His	understanding	of	repentance:	

“Repentance	unto	life”	-	that	is	onto	eternal	life	-	“is	a	saving	grace,	whereby	a	sinner	out	of	a	true	sense	of	
his	sin,	and	apprehension	of	the	mercy	of	God	in	Christ,”	-	that	is	he	understands	truly	his	sin	and	he	
understands	truly	the	Gospel	of	God	in	Christ	-	“does	with	grief	and	hatred	of	his	sin,	turn	from	it	onto	God,	
with	full	purpose	of,	and	endeavor	after,	new	obedience.”	Further,	said	the	catechism,	“Repentance	unto	life	
doth	chiefly	consist	in	two	things:	One,	in	turning	from	sin,	and	forsaking	it.”	And	“two,	in	turning	onto	
God.”	That’s	precisely	what	repentance	is.	It’s	turning	from	sin	to	God.	

Furthermore,	Lordship	Advocates	say	to	follow	Christ	is	a	commitment	to	follow	the	instructions	of	Jesus	
Christ:	

• Obey	Christ	commandments	
• Take	up	your	cross	and	follow	Jesus’	example	
• Love	God	more	than	your	family	
• Love	your	enemies	
• Seek	God’s	Kingdom	above	all	
• Love	others	as	you	love	yourself	
• Go	and	make	disciples	

How	do	they	say	in	one	breath	that	legalism	is	wrong	but	mandating	these	requirements	is	not	legalism?		

“God’s	legal	requirements;”	“Mosaic	law;”	“manmade	rules	or	religious	rituals.”	The	workaround	is	to	
redefine	what	is	legal	obedience	versus	what	is	faith	obedience.	They	play	a	game	of	semantics	but	end	up	
at	the	same	place.	Lordship	Advocates	trade	one	form	of	legalism	for	another;	in	the	end,	they	are	still	
promoting	legalism.	

Today,	we	have	worked	through	two	of	the	most	prominent	belief	structures	in	Christendom.	The	topic	can	be	
summed	up	as	problems	with	legalism	in	justification	before	God.	Next	week,	we	will	discuss	legalism	in	the	life	
of	the	believer	(works-based	sanctification).	Then,	we	will	exposit	the	passages	that	discuss	legalism	and	
identify	what	the	biblical	definition	is	and	how	to	identify	legalism	with	the	Bible	being	the	standard.	


