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ANTINOMIANISM:
THEN AND NOW

Rick Brumback

INTRODUCTION1

While the word “antinomianism” may be unfamiliar to some, what
it represents is well known even to those who are not religious.
Antinomianism is at times a problem in every nation, every society, and
every community. It has been and continues to be a persistent problem
with which humanity has had to cope throughout its history. And yet
it is a problem that could be remedied and wiped out like the medical
plagues that have been eradicated in modern times.

The purpose of this essay is to introduce the topic of antinomi-
anism, identifying its manifestation and root cause. Then, attention will
turn to its presence at various stages of human history, as well as its
presence today. The hope is that the reader will recognize the phenome-
non while becoming aware of its destructive power. From this
approach, we will be set to destroy its presence in our lives as we live
in a fashion suitable for God’s creation.

WHAT IS ANTINOMIANISM?
Even the word itself sounds strange, and it is not one we often use.

However, it signifies something far too common in human experience.
“Antinomianism” is a compound word; the prefix “anti” means
“against, opposed to,” and “nomianism” has to do with “law.” So,
“antinomianism” is the state of being against established laws or
expectations appropriate to a particular setting. From a religious point
of view, antinomianism is being against God’s established laws,
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whether in Old Testament time periods, or in the New, and in fact
asserts that there is no need for God’s law in life.2

Antinomianism has a long history, owing its beginning to the
serpent’s work in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:1-15). There, when
Adam and Eve had clear instructions from Jehovah concerning His
expectations for the conduct in the Garden, the serpent enticed them to
violate those standards. This episode reveals the root of antinomi-
anism—it owes its existence to Satan’s evil influence.

When the serpent first spoke to the woman, he challenged both
God’s goodness and His rightful rule. The challenge to the Lord’s
goodness came in the form of the serpent’s accusation that God was
being penurious, limiting what Adam and Eve could eat and barely
providing for their physical needs—“Yea, hath God said, Ye shall not
eat of every tree of the garden?” (Gen. 3:1). The challenge to the Lord’s
rightful rule as the highest authority in Heaven and on Earth rests upon
Satan’s charge, “God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then
your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and
evil” (Gen. 3:5). With this simple statement, the serpent planted the
seed of thought that God was somehow oppressing Adam and Eve, not
allowing them to attain their full potential. Instead, he encouraged them
to eat, rising to a level equal to God Himself. This is antinomianism,
because it sets aside the Lord’s rightful rule in favor of having each
person become their own deity. Sadly, many have accepted this lie and
become participants in the devil’s antinomianism. Such forays into
antinomianism are actually forays into subjectivism, as each person
considers himself the self-determining subject both entitled to and
capable of choosing only what one desires, in defiance of Yahweh’s
wishes. This subjectivism and antinomianism are at the heart of the
complaint leveled against the Israelites in Judges 17:6 and 21:25—“In
those days there was no king in Israel, but every man did that which
was right in his own eyes.”

ANTINOMIANISM IN THE OLD TESTAMENT
We turn attention to the affairs of the nation of Israel, those chosen

people of God who had pledged themselves to obediently and humbly
follow the Lord’s guidance (Ex. 19:4-8). Their allegiance to Him was
relatively short lived, however, and their deeds, whether private or
national, reflected their far-too-common antinomian desires. As the
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writer of Hebrews said, their actions and experiences become instruc-
tive for the modern era concerning the need for submissive service:

Therefore we ought to give the more earnest heed to the things
which we have heard, lest at any time we should let them slip.
For if the word spoken by angels was stedfast, and every
transgression and disobedience received a just recompence of
reward; How shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation;
which at the first began to be spoken by the Lord, and was
confirmed unto us by them that heard him; God also bearing
them witness, both with signs and wonders, and with divers
miracles, and gifts of the Holy Ghost, according to his own will?
(Heb. 2:1-4).

What aspects of antinomianism can be observed in relation to the
Israelites?

When Jehovah gave the Ten Commandments at the beginning of
Exodus 20, one of the ten was: “Thou shalt not take the name of the
Lord thy God in vain; for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that
taketh his name in vain” (Ex. 20:7). This is often understood to mean
that the Israelites were prohibited from using the Lord’s name in a
flippant or callous way:

To “take” the name of the Lord is to use it in an oath or vow.
Hence, the third commandment prohibits swearing falsely by the
name of the Lord or making empty (unfulfilled) vows in His
Name (sic). (See Lev. 19:12). By extension, any unworthy,
flippant or profane usage of the divine name is condemned. (See
Lev. 24:15, 16). This prohibition sets forth the basic principle of
reverence for God and respect for His authority. From this
principle may be derived general respect for authority.3

While this is a common and reasonable reading of the meaning of this
commandment, it is not the only possibility.

In discussing “The Pride of Man,” Karl Barth, like other figures
before him, interpreted the meaning of this commandment as prohibit-
ing one to “empty His self-revelation by religious self-will.”4 By this
is meant the very basis of antinomianism, viz., that the individual has
taken, or adopted, the name of God for self, thus elevating the individ-
ual to the status of deity. This is exactly what the serpent promised in
the Garden, but which can never be fulfilled. Human beings were never
to be the sole and supreme arbiters of their own will, but from their
creation were meant to be subject to and blessed by the counsel of
Yahweh.
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In every instance in which Israel stopped listening to and obeying
the voice of the Lord, they engaged in antinomian behavior and
suffered the consequences. While there were numerous occasions when
the Israelites murmured against God and His care for them (Ex. 15:24;
Num. 16:41; 17:5), there were also those occasions when they ignored
the Lord’s commands in favor of their own agenda. For example, when
the twelve spies returned from spying out the land and Jehovah
pronounced the penalty for their faithlessness, the people advanced
their own plans to reenter the land in a vain attempt to conquer.

And Moses told these sayings unto all the children of Israel: and
the people mourned greatly. And they rose up early in the
morning, and gat them up into the top of the mountain, saying,
Lo, we be here, and will go up unto the place which the Lord
hath promised: for we have sinned. And Moses said, Wherefore
now do ye transgress the commandment of the Lord? but it shall
not prosper. Go not up, for the Lord is not among you; that ye be
not smitten before your enemies (Num. 14:39-42).

In spite of the instructions given through Moses, the people attempted
to reenter Canaan, suffering the promised defeat for their efforts. This
was indicative of their frequent willingness, as a nation, to boldly and
brazenly violate the law and decrees of Heaven. Every such occasion
resulted in their suffering and loss.

In the days of the kings of Israel, two opposing trends were at work
among the monarchs of Israel and Judah. David was held forth as the
standard of comparison for the spiritual goodness of the kings of Judah
(1 Kgs. 11:4; 15:3, 11). In contrast, the kings of Israel had their level
of spiritual wickedness measured by comparison with Jeroboam, the
first ruler of the northern kingdom who led it into idolatry and sin
(1 Kgs. 14:16; 15:25-26, 30; 16:2, 7, 19, 26, 31; 22:52). Jeroboam’s
great sin was the instituting of an alternate religion in the northern
kingdom, which was meant to replace the lawful worship of God at the
temple in Jerusalem. His antinomian efforts helped lead an entire
kingdom into a spiritual anarchy which was never overcome (1 Kgs.
12:25-33). The Bible records that such developments were those
“which he had devised of his own heart” (1 Kgs. 12:33). This statement
reveals the inherently subjective nature of antinomianism.

ANTINOMIANISM IN THE NEW TESTAMENT
The challenge that arises from antinomianism is not one that was

limited to the days of Adam and Eve, or the national life of Israel, but
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has in fact been problematic for all people, including Christians. The
early church was not immune to the temptation to forge ahead without
due regard for the law of God, the Gospel. To the Roman brethren, Paul
wrote: “And not rather, (as we be slanderously reported, and as some
affirm that we say,) Let us do evil, that good may come? whose
damnation is just” (Rom. 3:8), and “What then? shall we sin, because
we are not under the law, but under grace? God forbid” (Rom. 6:15).
In both these passages the suggestion is that adhering to the standard of
God’s law would in some way be too restrictive, and good would be
better advanced by violating His law. However, this is clearly rejected
by the inspired apostle.

Closely related to the topic of antinomianism is that of lawlessness,
which means “no law” or “being without law.”5 On numerous occa-
sions Jesus and the New Testament writers indicated the Lord’s
rejection of those who lived as though under no law. Examples include:

Matthew 7:21-23—“Not every one that saith unto me, Lord,
Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth
the will of my Father which is in heaven. Many will say to me in
that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy name? and
in thy name have cast out devils? and in thy name done many
wonderful works? And then will I profess unto them, I never
knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity [lawlessness].”
Matthew 23:27-28—“Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees,
hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed
appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men's
bones, and of all uncleanness. Even so ye also outwardly appear
righteous unto men, but within ye are full of hypocrisy and
iniquity [lawlessness].”

The key to both of these references is that they focus on individuals
who have an overt religious association, but who are opposed to the
practice of the Divine law, in favor of their own initiatives. This is not
only lawlessness, but such stretches the meaning of the word “lawless”
to become convertible with antinomianism. It reminds us of Jesus’
words of Matthew 15:9—“But in vain they do worship me, teaching for
doctrines the commandments of men.”

Such could be a problem not only for Jewish citizens of Jesus’ day,
but for the early church as well. Paul noted that there were those who
had set themselves up as the standard of expectations, especially in
regard to the worship of God—“Which things have indeed a shew of
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wisdom in will worship, and humility, and neglecting of the body; not
in any honour to the satisfying of the flesh” (Col. 2:23). “[W]ill
worship” signifies that which the individual embraces as an expression
of worship irrespective of God’s commands. In fact, it connotes the
violation of God’s law in favor of practices which the individual
prefers. It is unfortunate that the early church struggled with this
matter, just as the modern church faces the challenge of those who
continue the trend of “will worship” by changing God’s practices to
pursue their own ends. Such are highly subjective because they are
predicated upon the whims and desires of the individual, rather than the
decrees of God.

ANTINOMIANISM TODAY
Unfortunately, moderns have not learned from the examples of the

past, as God has willed for them to. Some may think that Christianity
really represents oppression, that it steals all fun from life, and that God
is just trying to keep people firmly ensconced within His tyranny.
However, this mistaken notion is simply the ongoing work of the father
of lies (cf. Jn. 8:44-45). Recalling Genesis 3:5, truly there is a kind of
“opening the eyes” that we do not want to experience. This is knowl-
edge that goes beyond theory, and that now involves personal experi-
ence. Adam and Eve already knew good and evil, because God told
them what was good to do, and what was evil. With their sin, they came
to know good and evil in a personal way of experience, and it was not
what they wanted.

Consider that Satan wants people to know about abuse in such a
way, whether a husband to a wife, a boyfriend to a girlfriend, an adult
to a child. But, we do not want to know about abuse that way. Satan
wants each person to know about peer pressure and what it costs, only
in a very personal fashion. Our “friends” encourage us to take a drink,
to learn how your head and body hurt, how a person sobers up and
learns what they have done while in a stupor. In addition, Satan wants
people to know about drug abuse, which causes people to become
addicted. They neglect their families and often steal just to support this
habit that holds them. Satan wants people to know about sexual
promiscuity. Young men and young ladies who give their bodies to
another before marriage, and now they “know” sexual sin in a way they
did not know before. Save yourself for marriage (Heb. 13:4)! God
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counsels people to manage their physical bodies within the framework
of purity (1 Thess. 4:1-8).

In these and other areas as well, Satan wanted to make God sound
harsh, but it was a lie! God is trying to save us and give us the best
life—“I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it
more abundantly” (Jn. 10:10). This is Jesus’ response to the devil’s
antinomian lies. God’s intention is to provide the 2 P’s: to provide for
humanity’s needs, and to protect people from the ravages and conse-
quences of sin by steering them to that which is right and healthful.
Paul wrote: “Brethren, be not children in understanding: howbeit in
malice be ye children, but in understanding be men” (1 Cor. 14:20).
With these exhortations, the readers are encouraged to have a mature
understanding of the wisdom provided by God, while at the same time
remaining ignorant of evil and wrongdoing, not as a general topic, but
as it pertains to personal experience. This is directly the opposite of the
charge from the serpent to gain experiential knowledge through sin.
What Satan proposed was an antinomian opposition to God’s sover-
eignty, resulting in the losses suffered not only by Adam and Eve, but
by all subsequent figures that have followed their footsteps into sin.

Sadly, we hear of congregations of the Lord’s people engaging in
“will worship” just like those mentioned in the epistle to the Colos-
sians. The more recent decisions by the Richland Hills Church of
Christ, North Richland Hills, Texas, and the Quail Springs Church of
Christ, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, to add instrumental music to their
worship services are manifestations of the spirit of subjectivity and
antinomianism which mistakenly claim that God has not spoken on
such matters. Indeed Jehovah has spoken, but hardened hearts do not
wish to hear His counsel (cf. Heb. 3:8-19).

It is not a large step from such antinomianism within the church to
a subjective equalizing of Christ and Christianity with other religious
figures and religions of the world. More recently Oprah Winfrey has
given prominent voice to such religious subjectivism and pluralism,
arguing that there are many ways to “god,” however one envisions
“god.” This is antinomian and clearly in opposition to the teachings of
the New Testament, as Brad Harrub and Dewayne Bryant have shown.6

However, this paradigm fits the postmodern conception of religion as
a self-directed enterprise which rests its authenticity, not upon any
objective standard, but upon the preferences of the individual. Human-
ity continues to live according to Judges 17:6—“In those days there
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was no king in Israel, but every man did that which was right in his
own eyes.”

CONCLUSION
Antinomianism and its subjective approach to life and religion

represent a dual failure. On the one hand such a scheme removes God’s
own legitimate and appropriate laws for life from the landscape. It is
nothing less than an attempted overthrow of that which rightly
expresses the Lord’s complete sovereignty of the universe. On the other
hand, antinomianism offers what it cannot deliver. People simply do
not have the capacity to direct their own lives successfully (Jer. 10:23).
Sadly, Satan’s lies in the Garden are being perpetuated, and men and
women believe that they subject God to judgment and appraisal.
Nevertheless, He is the One who will judge humanity, and His laws
cannot be set aside with impunity. This dual failure evokes memory of
the prophet’s words in Jeremiah 2:13—“For my people have committed
two evils; they have forsaken me the fountain of living waters, and
hewed them out cisterns, broken cisterns, that can hold no water.”

Such subjectivism would, if legitimate, permit every person to
define their own standard for life, a completely untenable arrangement.
Law is necessary to set the boundaries and expectations that make it
possible for people to live and interact positively. Divine law, itself
above all other authorities, is God’s expression of what is and what
ought to be. It is meant to be honored by all people, regardless of race,
nationality, economic status, or any other consideration. It is only His
Word which will judge humanity in the last day (Jn. 12:48-50; Rom.
2:16). True submission and humility mean that each person would
honor and obey Jehovah’s wishes, as recorded in His Book, throughout
life. This is the key to true freedom and prosperity.
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