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INTRODUCTION 

Last	time,	we	saw	the	definitions	and	word	games	that	both	Catholics	and	Lordship	Salvation	advocates	play	so	
that	they	can	get	around	legalism	when	approaching	salvation	unto	eternal	life.	The	topic	can	be	summed	up	as	
problems	with	legalism	in	justification	before	God.	They	manipulate	definitions	so	that	their	theology	matches	up	
with	passages	that	refute	them.		

Today,	we	will	look	at	others	who	have	defined	legalism	and	see	how	legalism	plays	a	role	in	the	typical	teaching	
within	Christendom.	We	can	sum	up	this	topic	as	legalism	in	the	life	of	the	believer	(works-based	sanctification).		

In	lessons	following	this,	we	will	exposit	texts	in	Scripture	to	develop	a	biblical	definition	and	how	to	identify	
legalism	using	the	Bible	as	the	standard	and	then	deal	with	legalism	in	our	own	theology	and	personal	lives. 

ENGLISH DEFINITIONS 

Review of the English definition as consolidated from Webster and Oxford: 

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 

These definitions add some clarity but still do not provide a clear standard. The term legalism 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 and without any standard. 

ACCORDING TO EVANGELICALS 

R.C. Sproul – Christianity.com 

1. Focusing on God’s laws more than a relationship with God. 

Legalism forms “where one is concerned merely with the keeping of God’s law as an end in itself.” Sproul 
points out that legalism divorces obedience from God’s love and redemption. “The legalist focuses only 
on obeying bare rules, destroying the broader context of God’s love and redemption in which He gave His 
law in the first place.” 

2. Keeping external laws without a truly submitted heart. 

Closely linked to the first, Sproul says legalism “obeys the externals while the heart is far removed from 
any desire to honor God, the intent of His law, or His Christ.” Legalism divorces obedience from our 
relationship with God. 

3. Adding human rules to divine laws and treating them as divine. 

What Sproul calls “the most common and deadly form of legalism,” is when we add “our own rules to God’s 
law and treat them as divine… Jesus rebuked the Pharisees at this very point saying, ‘You teach human 
traditions as if they were the word of God.’ We have no right to heap up restrictions on people where He has 
no stated restriction.” 
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“We concede that we must also teach about good works and love. But we only teach these at the proper time 
and place – when the question deals with how we should live, not how we are justified.” 

EVALUATION OF ACCORDING TO EVANGELICALS 

Most Evangelicals agree that adding works to the salvation plan is legalistic. “If we depend on our own 
merits, our own efforts, even our own rituals, to make us acceptable before a holy God, then we have become 
legalists” (Michael Kruger). Except for evangelicals that advocate a Lordship Salvation position, even those 
in the reformed camps agree that “salvation-legalism” is a damnable error. 

If we all accept this as settled and “the given,” then we must evaluate the definitions provided above and see 
how they expound and apply their understanding of legalism. 

Beginning with the third definition, “Adding human rules to divine laws and treating them as divine,” is 
something we can agree upon as a general understanding. I do not think I would call that legalistic; I would 
simply call it an egregious error and heresy. Again, because the Bible does not use the word legalists, a 
semantic argument cannot be clearly settled. No doubt, there were some in Scripture who did this (Mark 7:6-
8), but is this legalism? If one wants this to be part of the definition of legalism, fine. 

If we go back to the first definition, “Focusing on God’s laws more than relationship with God,” what is the 
message? The definition has built in the idea that following God’s Law is required but not disproportionate 
with a relationship. How does that work? What is the appropriate amount? 

The second definition is “Keeping external laws without a truly submitted heart.” This is explained as “a form 
of legalism that divorces the letter of the law from the spirit of the law. It obeys the letter but violates the 
spirit.” “This second kind of legalism obeys the externals while the heart is far removed from any desire to 
honor God, the intent of His law, or His Christ.” 

The passage that is normally used to illustrate this is Matthew 12:9-14. Does Jesus explain the spirit of 
the Law? Are the Pharisees following the letter but not the spirit? Are they misunderstanding the Law? 
Is this text about legalism?  

Because legalism is an English word that does not appear in the Bible, defining it can prove difficult. 
But these definitions and the biblical examples do not always line up. Jesus’ dealings with the Pharisees 
are not lessons about Christian life. Jesus was dealing with unbelievers who believed that their birthright 
and external display of piety and enforcing a faulty understanding of the Law was righteousness before 
God (Romans 10:1-4).  

ACCORDING TO GRACE ADVOCATES 

By	their	own	definition,	the	typical	grace	advocate	stands	unified	against	any	law,	rule,	or	requirement	
for	eternal	salvation	or	justification	before	God.	They	identify	rules	or	laws	for	salvation	as	legalism.	
“They	deny	the	truth	that	eternal	life	is	obtained	by	simple	faith	in	Jesus	and	they	substitute	some	form	
of	legalism	as	a	replacement	for	that	truth”	(Zane	Hodges).	Even	with	all	the	splinters	that	occur,	this	is	
the	one	place	they	all	stand	together.	
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Another	aspect	of	legalism,	according	to	grace	advocates,	is	to	add	rules	or	commandments	to	the	
Christian	life.	“It	is	the	belief	that	one	can	earn	eternal	salvation	by	their	own	set	of	rules,	or	that	if	one	
keeps	these	rules	they	are	being	successful	in	their	Christian	living”	(Kenneth	Yates).		

Louis	Berkhof	stated	in	1957,	“The	law	is	a	rule	of	life	for	believers,	reminding	them	of	their	duties	and	
leading	them	in	the	way	of	life	and	salvation.”	This	statement	is	obviously	denied	by	grace	advocates	
but	the	topic	of	discussion	is	not	the	“way	of	life	and	salvation”	position,	but	for	the	“rule	of	life	for	
believers.”	

“But	sometimes	the	teaching	of	legalism	shows	up	after	someone	has	embraced	the	gospel	of	grace	by	
faith.	The	new	believer	asks,	“What	do	I	have	to	do	to	please	God?”	Then,	instead	of	reminding	the	new	
believer	that	God	is	already	fully	pleased	with	him	because	God	sees	Jesus	in	him,	he	receives	these	
instructions:	“Go	to	church,	abstain	from	evil,	be	generous	with	your	money,	etc.”	That	would	be	
another	variation	of	legalism.	It	isn’t	legalism	with	the	aim	of	attaining	salvation;	it’s	legalism	with	the	
aim	of	moving	forward	in	sanctification	by	doing	good	works”	(Kenneth	Berding).	

EVALUATION OF ACCORDING TO EVANGELICALS 

But	this	is	where	it	gets	a	little	confusing:	“they	told	the	new	converts	that	they	had	to	get	circumcised,	
eat	only	kosher	foods,	celebrate	Jewish	festivals,	etc.	(Galatians	1:6)—that	was	legalism.”	“But	when	
Paul	told	those	same	believers	living	in	Southern	Galatia	that	they	needed	to	lovingly	serve	each	other,	
stop	arguing,	crucify	the	passions	of	the	flesh,	and	carry	one	another’s	burdens…that	was	not	legalism.”	

They	often	refer	back	to	the	definitions	of	the	typical	evangelicals	“because	it	is	not	done	from	the	
heart.”		

“We	need	to	resist	the	teaching	of	those	who	lead	with	the	law	and	thereby	eclipse	the	good	news	of	
God’s	free	gift	of	grace.	Their	orientation	to	God	is	through	what	they	do—and	expect	you	to	do.”	

“But	we	also	need	to	resist	the	teaching	of	those	who	prickle	whenever	anyone	challenges	other	
Christians	to	live	a	holy	life	that	includes	self-sacrificial	service.”	

“The	only	appropriate	response	to	receiving	such	a	gift	is	wholehearted	gratitude,	not	just	coming	
from	our	lips,	but	also	flowing	out	of	lives	transformed	by	the	gospel.	Don’t	let	anyone	tell	you	
differently.”	

In	other	words,	works,	following	rules,	following	the	law	does	not	sanctify	you.	But	if	you	do	not	
have	good	works,	follow	the	rules	and	commandments	in	the	Bible,	you	are	not	sanctified.	

It	is	hard	to	determine	what	they	mean.	They	often	resort	to	a	subjective	understanding	to	determine	
what	would	be	and	not	be	legalism.		

Next	lesson,	we	will	begin	our	biblical	survey	on	legalism	as	discussed	within	the	context	of	the	church.	
What	were	the	major	issues	with	the	Law	in	both	Acts	and	the	Epistles?	We	will	exposit	all	aspects	of	
legalism,	and	at	the	end,	we	will	define	legalism	according	to	how	the	Bible	defines	an	incorrect	use	of	
law.	


