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LEGALISM, LAW, AND LOVE
Tyler Young

INTRODUCTION1

“But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not
eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die”
(Gen. 2:17). So far as an explicit, recorded command, this was God’s
first law to man. God created man for a relationship with Him and that
relationship is experienced in the context of His law. The law becomes
the opportunity for man to be tested, to exercise his free will—for man
to be man, and so to embrace or reject God. It is the law of God that
connects God’s will to man’s; it is the expression of God’s will, the
means of man’s probation, the framework of his interaction with God.
It is the condition of fellowship with God; its violation, the occasion of
God’s grace. The climax of the divine drama of redemption—Christ’s
crucifixion at Calvary, along with His resurrection—was God’s
gracious response to the transgression of His law.

From the time of Christ and throughout the centuries since, the
relationship of man to God’s law has been a subject of concern and
controversy. Jesus addressed misunderstandings of the law of God in
the Sermon on the Mountain (Mt. 5-7) and on numerous other
occasions (Mt. 15:1ff; 23:1ff). The subject of the law, particularly the
Christian’s relationship to the Law of Moses, was divisive in the early
church, at one point requiring urgent attention (Acts 15:1ff) and
addressed at length in several of the New Testament epistles, especially
Romans and Galatians. What is the relationship between the grace of
God and the law of God? What about the Law of Moses and the
Christian? Is there law under Christ? If so, what is the content and
nature of that law? How does it differ from God’s law under previous
dispensations? These are not issues on the periphery of the Christian
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experience, but foundational matters linked in an essential way to our
very salvation. Our attitude toward and knowledge of the law of
God—especially our understanding of how the law relates to the will
of God and our relationship to Him—are of crucial concern.

Our focus in this chapter deals with particular perversions of the
law of God which constitute, ultimately, a rejection of God’s law, and
therefore a rejection of God Himself and the salvation He offers. The
errors we are addressing here fall under the general heading of
legalism. What exactly is legalism? How might we be guilty of it
today? How do people use that term incorrectly? Why are those who
desire to uphold and keep the Law of Christ sometimes mischaracter-
ized as legalists? Does love preclude a careful concern for keeping
God’s law? Can a blind zeal for keeping God’s law ever be unhealthy?
If so, in what way? How do the spirit of the law and the letter of the law
relate? How do law and love relate? These are questions worth
considering if we desire to know God and enjoy the salvation He offers
to us by His grace through His Son.

The Law Of God and The Extreme Of Antinomianism
Frequently, God admonished His people not to depart from His law

“to the right hand or to the left” (Deut. 5:32; Josh. 1:7, et al). Jesus
spoke of the narrow way which leads to life (Mt. 7:13-14). This kind
of imagery in Scripture suggests that God has set out boundaries for us,
and the basic point of it is that we must not deviate from God’s will in
any way. Though we should use care not to press the language too
literally, it is helpful to categorize departures from God’s will in terms
of different and opposite directions. One way we might think of
movement to the left or right of God’s truth is: 1) becoming too
“loose,” allowing what God does not (the “left”), or 2) becoming too
“strict,” forbidding what God allows (the “right”). This can happen
when it comes to our attitude toward the law of God. As we navigate
the narrow way which leads to eternal life, we must avoid the extremes
of antinomianism on the one hand, and legalism on the other. Both are
dangerous distortions of God’s will.
Against The Law

The word antinomianism is a compound term from the Greek word
for law (nomos), with the prefix anti, meaning “against.” Hence, its
basic meaning is to be against law. In Biblical theology, it refers to the
idea that we, in the Christian age, are not under law in the New
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Testament in any binding way.2 It is not our purpose to deal thoroughly
with this error (a different writer has addressed it in detail elsewhere in
this volume). However, we comment on it here in order to understand
how it is an opposite extreme to legalism, and to demonstrate how
those who condemn a proper respect for God’s law as “legalistic” are
operating from an antinomian spirit.

It is a serious error to contend that, because we are saved by grace,
we therefore are not under law of any kind or in any way in the New
Testament age. If this were the case, we could not even sin, for “sin is
lawlessness” (1 Jn. 3:4), or living in violation of the law, and “where
there is no law, neither is there transgression” (Rom. 4:15). The Gospel
of Christ is called “the law of Christ” (Gal. 6:2), “the law of the Spirit
of life in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:2), “the perfect law, the law of liberty”
(Jas. 1:25). Paul clearly stated that he was “under law to Christ” (1 Cor.
9:21).

Yet, we find repeated affirmations in the New Testament that we
are not “under law” or “under the law.” Of the New Testament writers,
Paul especially labors to impress this upon his readers. He tells the
churches of Galatia: “[Y]e are not under the law” (Gal. 5:18). To the
saints in Rome, he declares: “[Y]e also were made dead to the law,”
adding, “we have been discharged from the law” (Rom. 7:4, 6). Our
freedom from law is contrasted with salvation by grace in Romans
6:14—“For sin shall not have dominion over you: for ye are not under
law, but under grace.” Jesus is the focal point of the contrast between
grace and law in one of the more notable and dramatic texts on the
issue. That text states: “For the law was given through Moses; grace
and truth came through Jesus Christ” (Jn. 1:17).

To take any of these statements in the absolute sense—i.e., that we
are subject to no divine law under Christ—is grossly erroneous,
requiring us to ignore or pervert the texts already cited which conclu-
sively indicate that, even under the dispensation of grace in the New
Covenant of Christ, we are indeed subject to law in some sense. Even
the most cursory examination of Scripture shows this to be the case.
For instance, when Paul said to the Galatians, “ye are not under the
law” (5:18), he went on to list the works of the flesh, warning that
“they who practise such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God”
(v. 21). Then, after delineating the fruit of the Spirit, he added, “against
such there is no law” (Gal. 5:21-23). The implication is clear—while
God’s law does not prohibit love, joy, peace, et cetera (in fact, it
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enjoins these things), it does prohibit fornication, uncleanness, “and
such like” (5:21). This can only mean that we are bound by law from
God.
In What Sense Are We Not Under Law?

If there are things which are unlawful for us, we must be under
some law, or under law in some sense. What, then, are we to make of
the New Testament’s declaration that we are not under law? Several
points need to be considered in this connection. First, most of the texts
informing us we are not under law are referring to, directly or indi-
rectly, the Law of Moses. The contexts of the relevant passages bring
this out. There has been, according to the Book of Hebrews, not an
absolute elimination of all law, but “a change also of the law” (Heb.
7:12), meaning an end of the Old Law of the Mosaic era and the
beginning of the New Law under Christ. The “law of commandments
contained in ordinances” which was a “middle wall of partition”
between Jew and Gentile was the Law of Moses and it was abolished
by Christ (Eph. 2:14-15). In the context in which Paul told the
Galatians they were “not under the law,” he spoke of circumcision, part
of the covenant God made with Abraham which was incorporated into
the Law of Moses (Gal. 5:2-13,18). That law which “passeth away” and
has been “done away in Christ” was the law “written, and engraven on
stones” delivered through Moses (2 Cor. 3:7-14). When John tells us
the law came through Moses, but grace and truth through Jesus Christ,
he was not suggesting that there is no law under Christ, anymore than
he implied there was no truth under Moses. But notice that “the law”
to which he has reference is that which came through Moses. So it is
with other texts which pronounce that we are “dead to the law,” or no
longer under “the law.”

If we are not under the Law of Moses, which included the Ten
Commandments, does that mean, then, that we are free to worship
idols, take God’s name in vain, to murder, commit adultery, et cetera?
We realize that matters of this kind—of a moral nature—are still as
binding on us today as when they were delivered to Israel by Moses.
The moral content of the law, which stems from the unchanging
character of our Holy God, was binding before Moses came down with
the tablets of stone from Mount Sinai, and is still binding under the
Law of Christ. When we are told that we are not under the Law of
Moses, this does not mean there is nothing found in the Old Testament
which is binding upon as part of the New. What it does mean is that we



240 Legalism, Law, and Love

are not under the civil, ceremonial, or dietary aspects and rituals of the
law which were unique to it. It means the sacrificial system of the law,
including the priesthood and temple worship, was also only temporary
and typical, pointing to and done away by the perfect and final sacrifice
of Christ. The book of Hebrews, particularly chapters seven through
ten, provides a veritable treatise on this issue.

Yet, there is another and particularly important sense in which we
are not under law today. Not only are we not under the civil, ceremo-
nial, and sacrificial aspects of the Law of Moses, but we are not under
law at all as the basis of justification. In his letters to the Romans and
Galatians Paul places special emphasis on this crucial point, namely,
that justification is based on God’s grace and received by faith, not on
the basis of law-keeping. “[B]y the works of the law shall no flesh be
justified in his sight”; therefore, we are “justified freely by his grace
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus,” for “a man is justified
by faith apart from the works of the law” (Rom. 3:20, 24, 28). To try
to claim a right standing with God solely on the grounds of keeping His
law is to deny the need for His grace. In line with this thinking, Paul
says: “Ye are severed from Christ, ye who would be justified by the
law; ye are fallen away from grace” (Gal. 5:4). The apostle previously
stated, “a man is not justified by the works of the law” (2:16).

Our preachers and teachers, in the pulpit and in print, typically tell
us that these passages are referring strictly to the Law of Moses. It is
certainly true that no man can be justified by keeping the Law of
Moses. But there is a broader, more fundamental point being made by
the Holy Spirit in these texts. The definite article, though present in
English translations, does not appear before the word “law” in the
original Greek texts of the passages cited in the previous paragraph.
What is the significance of this? The point is not merely that no one is
justified by the works of the Law of Moses (which might leave open the
possibility that we could be justified by keeping the works of some
other law), but that no man is justified “by works of law” (not “the
law,” but “law”). This would include the Law of Moses in particular,
but it encompasses the broader concept of law in general. To say it
another way, no man can be justified on the basis of keeping the works
of the Law of Moses because no man can be justified on the basis of
keeping the works of law.

Does this mean that there is no sense in which works are an
essential part of the process of justification? No. James tells us there is
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a sense in which we are justified by works. He expressly says “by works
a man is justified” (Jas. 2:21-24), meaning that obedience to commands
of God is a condition to the reception of salvation, as well as evidence
of the possession of genuine faith. Our salvation is based on God’s
grace, and is received by faith, but not by “faith only.” Saving faith is
always obedient faith. We are, therefore, justified by works in the sense
that obedience is required. We are not justified by the works of law,
however, in the sense that we cannot stand right with God on the basis
of that obedience. Such would require perfect obedience (Jas. 2:10;
Gal. 3:10-11).

The law cannot save us, for it condemns us when we break it (Rom.
7:7ff), and our obedience to it cannot make up for or clear us from the
curse brought upon us by breaking it. This is why the apostles
concluded that binding the Law of Moses on the Gentiles, as some Jews
were trying to do, was to “put a yoke upon the neck of the disciples
which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear” (Acts 15:10). This
is the sense in which, as Paul said, “the letter [the law] killeth” (2 Cor.
3:6). If we could stand right with God on the basis of law-keeping, then
righteousness would be earned or merited (Rom. 4:4; 11:6; Eph. 2:8-9),
making void or unnecessary the grace of God. “I do not make void the
grace of God: for if righteousness is through the law [the Greek text is
actually, “through law”], then Christ died for nought” (Gal. 2:21).

The relationship of the Christian to the Law of Moses in particular
was a critical issue which generated considerable controversy and
division in the early church, and gave occasion for addressing the
greater point of how grace and law relate to salvation. Certain Jews in
the church sought to cling to the old law and bind the whole of it on
Gentiles. For this reason, the Holy Spirit through the inspired pen of
Paul stressed in no uncertain terms that we are not under law as the
grounds for our justification. In Christ, we are not under the curse or
condemnation of the law (Gal. 2:16; Rom. 8:1-2). We are not, then,
under the Law of Moses (in fact, no one but Israel ever was—Deut.
5:3), though the moral law incorporated into it is still binding on us
under the Law of Christ. The antinomian selectively isolates some of
the texts addressing these matters, perverting them to argue that we are
free from all law in Christ. This is an extreme view which amounts to
anarchy. Peter tells us we are “free,” but warns us not to use our
freedom “for a cloak of wickedness” (1 Pet. 2:16; cf. Gal. 5:13; Rom.
6:1). Those characterized by an antinomian mentality are essentially
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guilty of this very thing, appealing to our freedom in Christ to justify
a disregard for the law of God.

THE LAW OF GOD AND THE EXTREME OF LEGALISM
The rejection of the law of God is as old as the Garden of Eden.

Man still desires to be his own god, to live unfettered by the restrictions
of God’s law. Though a perennial problem, some scholars suggest that
the current state of “Christendom” is perhaps more antinomian in
disposition than ever before in its history. The idea that there are no
absolute commandments for the Christian, or that God does not really
require obedience, is widely appealing in our postmodern age of moral
relativism, with the rising popularity of self-serving, self-constructed
religion of convenience. But equally pernicious, if not as prevalent, is
the other extreme toward the law of God: legalism.

Legalism is a broad term and it is often used pejoratively to create
prejudice against those seeking to uphold God’s law, or to denounce
the idea that obedience is essential to salvation. The legalist mentality
may be manifested in varying degrees and in different ways which,
though distinct, are all related to an underlying attitude that distorts our
relationship to God and His law. Some forms of legalism are relatively
subtle, but destructive nonetheless. We must use great care to define it
properly, to avoid it studiously, and to refute diligently the false
accusations of legalism against the faithful.

What is legalism? In what ways does it manifest itself? There are
several ways in which we can categorize this unhealthy philosophy
toward God’s law.
Reduction To Rule-Keeping

In our discussion of this point, let us be clear. Obedience to God is
essential to salvation (Mt. 7:21; Rom. 2:5-11; Heb. 5:9; 1 Pet. 1:22).
The New Testament is the Law of Christ, which contains a “rule” or
standard by which we must walk (Gal. 6:16; Phil. 3:16). We have
exposed above, in no uncertain terms, the popular error that we are not
under law to Christ. We affirm again that there are rules or commands
for us to obey under the New Testament. There are those who, desiring
to worship and serve God on their own terms, contend that “Christian-
ity is not about rules but relationship.” They argue that a right relation-
ship with God is a kind of subjective, existential, emotional, esoteric
“encounter” and that we need not be concerned with the specifics of
His Word. They denigrate “commandment-keeping,” and disdain any
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kind of rigidity in doctrine or proclamation of Christ’s demands. But,
the Word of God tells us that keeping His commands is essential to
knowing Him, and to experiencing a relationship with Him.

And hereby we know that we know him, if we keep his com-
mandments. He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not his
commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him; but whoso
keepeth his word, in him verily hath the love of God been
perfected. Hereby we know that we are in him (1 Jn. 2:3-5).

There is no relationship with God apart from a proper respect for His
rules.

That being said, there is a type of legalism which stems from a
preoccupation with rule-keeping for the sake of rule-keeping. Its
advocates reduce the vibrant, personal nature of the Christian faith to
a mere list of rules. Yes, there are rules to keep in following Christ, but
faithfulness to God is more than rote, mechanical externalism that
isolates or abstracts the law from the God who gave it. This can lead to
a sense of self-righteousness, where one prides himself because he does
do this, or does not do that. He has his list of God’s rules and checks
them off, confident of his salvation—not because of God’s grace, but
because of his careful compliance with all the essentials. His assurance
is more in himself than in Christ. Perhaps, he is like the Pharisee Jesus
described, who went to the temple and “stood and prayed thus with
himself, God, I thank thee, that I am not as the rest of men, extor-
tioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican. I fast twice in the
week; I give tithes of all that I get” (Lk. 18:11-12).

While we should be concerned about keeping God’s law, the
properly motivated child of God wants to keep the law, but not merely
for the sake of keeping it, nor for personal pride (though certainly it is
right for us to feel good about ourselves—in proper perspective—when
we are walking in the light of God’s Word). He does so, as we will
emphasize later, because he loves and wants to please the Lawgiver. He
understands that all of his rule-keeping does not make him worthy and
that he has no grounds for boasting (Eph. 2:8-9). He knows that he is
nothing without the grace of God. In this respect, he identifies with the
great apostle Paul. Despite his abundant labors, and even after all that
he suffered for Christ, Paul still humbly acknowledged: “[B]y the grace
of God I am what I am” (1 Cor. 15:10). He dared not glory in himself;
his only glory was “in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14).
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We will comment momentarily and more fully on our attitude
toward law-keeping. If we truly understand what it means to be a
disciple of Christ, we know that, as essential as it is to respect God’s
rules, there is much more to the abundant life in Christ than a list of
“thou-shalts” and “thou-shalt-nots” (Jn. 10:10), and there is a higher
purpose in keeping God’s rules that is critical for us to understand.
Elevating Ritual Over Regard For Fellow Man

All of God’s commands are important, none is optional. Though we
err if we undermine or neglect any aspect of the law of God, there are
matters which are weightier. We sometimes encounter a tendency,
though, to elevate lesser matters—typically ritual or external
items—and emphasize them over other, equally essential issues which
may be, in certain senses, of greater import. We might think of this as
“majoring in minors.” While seemingly “minor” elements of God’s law
are indeed essential, reducing faithfulness to God to externals or
scrupulous concern for only selective features of the law of God is a
form of legalism.

The Pharisees of Christ’s day epitomized this mentality, and Jesus
frequently exposed their skewed perspective of the law of God. In Jesus
time, the Pharisees were pridefully preoccupied with strict observance
to the ceremonial law, while shamefully ignoring more important
obligations under the law. Jesus decried their hypocrisy: “Woe unto
you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye tithe mint and anise and
cummin, and have left undone the weightier matters of the law, justice,
and mercy, and faith: but these ye ought to have done, and not to have
left the other undone” (Mt. 23:23). To the Pharisees, punctilious
keeping of the command to tithe—right down to the small plants used
for their household spices—was proof of their devotion to God, despite
their utter indifference toward the welfare of their fellow man. Notice,
Jesus was not suggesting that as long as we keep the “weightier
matters”—as long as we are just, merciful, and have faith in God—the
implied lesser matters were unimportant. Of the latter, He clearly said:
“[T]hese ye ought to have done.” The problem was in thinking that
compliance with the minutia of the ritual aspects of the law composed
the very essence of what it means to please God, and guaranteed God’s
approval despite the blatant disregard for other, enormously significant
requirements concerning our treatment of others and our trust in God.

We see this attitude frequently in the Gospel accounts. In the
parable of the good Samaritan (Lk. 10:27-37), as Jesus expounded on
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what it means to love one’s neighbor, He spoke of how a Levite and a
priest—supposed paragons of faithfulness to the law of God—passed
by a fellow Jew in need. When Simon the Pharisee invited Jesus into
his home, he and his other guests were appalled that the Lord allow a
sinful woman to touch Him (Lk. 7:26-50). They objected at other times
to the Lord’s interaction with sinners (Mk. 2:15-17). When Jesus
healed on the Sabbath, rather than rejoicing that God was working
signs in their midst and that crippled souls were made whole, they were
outraged over what they perceived to be a violation of the Sabbath law
(Mt. 12:9-14). When they delivered Jesus over to Pilate, they would not
enter the Praetorium “that they might not be defiled, but might eat the
passover” (Jn. 18:28). They asked the Roman governor to break the
legs of Jesus and those crucified with Him to hasten their deaths so
their bodies could be taken from the cross before the onset of the high
Sabbath before Passover. They were blind to the fact they were
murdering an innocent man—the very Son of God!—but maintained
conscientious concern for avoiding any ceremonial defilement.
Apparently, to them God was more concerned about keeping the
Sabbath than He was about justice. (Of course, God was concerned
with both.)

Jesus rebuked the Jewish leaders’ legalism and hypocrisy as well
in His citation of the prophet Hosea: “I desire mercy, and not sacrifice”
(Mt. 9:13; 12:7). God did require sacrifices to be offered under the Law
of Moses, but often the Jews fell into an empty ritualism in which they
felt their observance of ceremonial and sacrificial laws compensated for
their cruel exploitation of the weak and vulnerable. Centuries before
Christ, God expressed His disgust for this through the prophet Isaiah,
saying:

What unto me is the multitude of your sacrifices? saith Jehovah:
I have had enough of the burnt-offerings of rams, and the fat of
fed beasts ... Bring no more vain oblations; incense is an
abomination unto me; new moon and sabbath, the calling of
assemblies ... Your new moons and your appointed feasts my
soul hateth; they are a trouble unto me; I am weary of bearing
them. And when ye spread forth your hands, I will hide mine
eyes from you; yea, when ye make many prayers, I will not hear:
your hands are full of blood. Wash you, make you clean; put
away the evil of your doings from before mine eyes; cease to do
evil; learn to do well; seek justice, relieve the oppressed, judge
the fatherless, plead for the widow (Isa. 1:11-17).
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When our strict observance of ritual is not accompanied by genuine
love for God and fellow man, our religion is not only vain (Jas. 1:26-
27), it is an abomination which disgusts our Holy God. The Lord’s
reference to Hosea 6:6—“For I desire goodness, and not sacrifice; and
the knowledge of God more than burnt-offerings”—means that
sacrifice and burnt offerings are not sufficient; they cannot substitute
for doing good and truly knowing God.

How might this type of legalism be manifested in the church today?
We sometimes encounter brethren who seem to believe that as long as
they have been Scripturally baptized, are taking the Lord’s Supper
every Sunday, singing a capella in worship, and attending all scheduled
services of the church, then all must be well with their souls. Whether
or not they are making any serious effort to serve others, reach the lost
with the Gospel, pursue holiness, cultivate compassion in their personal
relationships, study the Scriptures, pray on a daily basis, or love their
spouses and lead their families to worship and serve God in the home
is of far lesser concern. Perhaps they are not as forgiving, patient and
kind as they ought to be, or are not giving of their money and their time
to the Lord as they should, but they have the right baptism, right
doctrine, right worship and that is what really matters. They would
never compromise the truth on the plan of salvation, fellowship with
false religion, or issues like divorce and remarriage. Certainly that is
necessary and commendable. However, it is shameful to act as though
it is the only measure of what constitutes faithfulness to Christ.

Another area where we see something akin to this type of legalism
is in the manner some brethren deal with controversial issues in the
church. Yes, we must “contend earnestly for the faith” (Ju. 3); “mark
... and turn away from” those who cause division (Rom. 16:17);
identify false teachers (2 Tim. 2:16-18); expose soul-damning error and
withhold fellowship from those who persist in it (Eph. 5:11; 2 Jn. 9-
11). The Lord boldly and firmly condemned those who perverted the
Word of God, and brethren who refuse to do so are not pleasing to God.
However, some seem to think that militancy against error is the sum
and substance of what it means to follow Jesus. While certainly it is
necessary to do so, is there not more—much more—to the Christian
life? Assessing the preaching and writing of some of our preachers
leaves us wondering.

It is a time of widespread apostasy in the brotherhood, and there is
no excuse for silence when it comes to standing against the error that
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is corrupting the bride of Christ. We should emphasize the need to hold
fast to the truth in the midst of the escalating departures from it. But
brethren are sometimes quick to draw lines of fellowship and then
condemn others who hesitate to acknowledge those lines, leaving no
room for personal judgment, patient evaluation, or time for growth in
those whose discernment may not be as developed as our own.
Sometimes situations are complicated, information is unreliable,
perceptions are incorrect, the facts unclear or in question. Should we
not give the benefit of the doubt in such cases? There is a time for sharp
reproof (Mt. 23:1ff; Acts 13:9-10; Tit. 1:13; 3 Jn. 9-10), but there is
also a place for meekness. Paul told Timothy:

[T]he Lord's servant must not strive, but be gentle towards all,
apt to teach, forbearing, in meekness correcting them that oppose
themselves; if peradventure God may give them repentance unto
the knowledge of the truth, and they may recover themselves out
of the snare of the devil, having been taken captive by him unto
his will (2 Tim. 2:24-26).

Paul was here addressing strife that is gendered over “foolish and
ignorant questionings” (2:23). Some issues are critical; however, others
are pointless and should be avoided. The challenge, of course, is telling
the difference, and even here we need to exercise patience.

Is it not a sign of weakness or indifference when we choose not to
inject ourselves into every dispute or decline to line up with certain
preachers or congregations every time they wag the finger at someone.
A segment of our brotherhood—shrinking, we hope, but still exercising
some influence—seems preoccupied with wrangling over every nuance
of every disagreement between preachers, and issuing decrees based on
their conclusions. A few exhibit a combative, caustic spirit that is
contrary to the spirit of Christ. Instead of walking “with all lowliness
and meekness, with longsuffering, forbearing one another in love;
giving diligence to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”
(Eph. 4:2-3), striving patiently to repair breeches of fellowship, they
seem more concerned with scanning the horizon for any deviation from
their own orthodoxy that they might strike with venom as soon as the
opportunity arises. This they equate with vigilance against error. Those
who dare to disagree with them or even question their methods are
scorned and roundly disfellowshipped.

Surely we can see the problem with such a disposition. But how is
it legalistic? It appears to us to be a tendency toward the kind of
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legalism we are here discussing in its elevating particular aspects of the
Law of Christ—the obligation to oppose error—to the status of greatest
importance. Though not explicitly affirmed—and perhaps even
explicitly denied—this attitude plaguing the church in some quarters
tends to treat militant opposition to false teachers as the quintessence
of Christianity, the highest criterion for faithfulness to God. Jesus
commended the church in Ephesus for standing against false apostles,
but reproved them for leaving their “first love,” and commanded them
to repent (Rev. 2:2-6). If we act as though marking false teachers is the
sum and substance of Christianity or that it compensates for a lack of
emphasis on other weighty—perhaps even weightier—matters, we are
moving perilously toward an unscripturally legalistic mind-set, if we
have not embraced it already.
Missing The Spirit Of The Law

Once more, we do not want to be misunderstood. We are obligated
to keep the letter of the law. By that we mean we must respect what
God’s law explicitly states or implies, right down to the details or
specifics. Properly understood, the law of God is consistent in all
respects; there is no tension between the letter—the exact require-
ments—and spirit—the principle(s) behind—the law. We use care in
discussing the distinction between the letter and spirit of the law
because of the way in which many appeal to the latter to dismiss the
former. That is, they claim we may—or even that we must—disregard
some specific law of God to keep the perceived and more important
spirit or attitude behind it, which ultimately is “love.” As long as we
maintain a spirit of love—which is reduced to mere sentimentality—we
need not be concerned about following the law of God exactly. Jesus
has set us free, it is alleged, from a slavish and unquestioning confor-
mity to every particular of God’s law, which is now not only unneces-
sary, but un-Christian.

Take Jesus’ teaching on divorce and adultery, for instance (Mt.
19:1-9). We are told that, according to a strict reading of the Lord’s
words, a man who has divorced his wife for some reason other than
fornication and has remarried is in adultery. This, it is argued, may be
technically correct, but to say that this man must therefore end this
“adulterous marriage” would be pressing the letter of the law over the
spirit of the law, which is simply the more general point that God wants
us to treat the marriage bond seriously. The spirit of the law is that we
should not divorce, but love our spouse’s and stay married. To require
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a man to divorce from someone he loves—even if the letter of the law
condemns his “marriage” as adultery—would be cruel and unloving, a
violation of the more important spirit of the law. The principle or spirit
of love and forgiveness precludes a strict, unyielding enforcement of
the letter. As appealing as this thinking may be, it amounts to a
rejection of the Lord’s teaching.

This is but one example of many similar cases in which people try
to justify a rejection of the law of God on the grounds of keeping some
higher, nobler spirit behind the law. Consider another, this one in the
area of worship. What constitutes acceptable worship has become a
leading issue in the church today, as more and more of our brethren are
introducing innovations intended to entertain worshippers and attract
the world to our assemblies. The use of instrumental music in worship
is a part of this trend. Some advocating the “spirit-over-the-letter”
mind-set may admit that, technically, there is no authority in the New
Testament for instrumental music in worship. But not all of us agree on
that point. How should we deal with this problem? Unity, they tell us,
is more important than disagreements over the specifics of worship, and
so as long as we offer our worship in love for God and each other, we
should not divide over exactly how we do it. The higher goods of unity
and church growth trump any strict reading of the letter of the law.

While we must recognize this mind of thinking for what it is—a
perversion of God’s will—there is a sense in which a misplaced zeal or
distorted emphasis on the letter of the law may lead one to violate both
its letter and spirit. Think again of those who are militant, but fre-
quently hostile and obnoxious, in opposing error. At times, they try to
justify harsh or rude behavior on the grounds that they are doing
exactly what God’s law requires—marking false teachers. But what of
the spirit of humility and love that should characterize us? One of the
reasons we oppose error is because we love souls (1 Cor. 16:14; Rev.
3:19), and does not love compel us to strive to be kind and patient, even
when we must be uncompromising in defense of truth (1 Cor. 13:1-13)?
We understand and acknowledge again that some situations called for
pointed rebuke and strict, direct discipline (1 Cor. 4:21; Gal. 2:11ff).
We realize there is considerable room for judgment in this area, and
recognize that confronting the advocates of error is frequently misinter-
preted as hateful (Gal. 4:16). Too, we must use care not to judge
motives in the absence of sufficient evidence. Yet, we do see those who
appear to pride themselves in championing an exaggerated emphasis on



250 Legalism, Law, and Love

the letter of the law, who seem to relish attacking or condemning others
in the name of keeping the law of God, all the while neglecting the
spirit behind the law. This itself is a rejection of the law.

At other times, we find some violating the spirit of the law because
they believe they are keeping the letter of the law, though actually they
are keeping neither. The Pharisees condemned the disciples for eating
with unwashed hands (Mt. 15:1-20). This was not an actual violation
of the Law of Moses, but they were more concerned with such
externals than they were with the needs of hurting souls around them.
This is related to the point we have already made about the elevation of
ritual to highest importance, for they cared more about cleansing cups
then serving people (Mk. 7:3-4; Mt. 12:1-9). Their emphasis was on
what they thought to be the letter of the law to the neglect of the spirit
or foundational principles of the law regarding love for God and fellow
man.

Presbyterian theologian R.C. Sproul offers an interesting illustra-
tion of the way the letter of the law may be kept while violating its
spirit. Suppose a man likes to drive his car at exactly fifty miles per
hour, and does so everywhere he goes. While driving in a zone marked
fifty-five miles per hour, he might be commended for conscientious
compliance with the law, and his conduct considered exem-
plary—especially when so many others are speeding by, violating the
law without compunction. But when this man enters a school zone
marked thirty-five miles per hour, he continues right on through at his
usual fifty, insisting on doing so simply because that is what he prefers.
Even though he may technically be obeying the law going fifty when
the speed limit is fifty-five, he is only doing so because it suits him, and
not to keep the spirit behind the law, a concern for the safety of his
fellow citizens.

In similar fashion, a zealous insistence on doctrinal or moral purity
may belie a high regard for God’s law that is betrayed by one’s
abrasive or callous treatment of others or indifference on other issues.
Are we ever really keeping the letter of the law on any particular matter
if we are not loving as the Bible defines love (1 Cor. 13:1-13), or if we
are not concerned about “the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27)?
Binding Where God Has Not

We can also be guilty of legalistic distortion of God’s law if we
require or forbid what God does not, equating our traditions or opinions
with God’s law, or even elevating them above God’s law. The
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antinomian looses where God has bound; the legalist binds where God
has not.

Once more, the Pharisees perfected this perversion, combining their
preoccupation with externals with their own traditions. In his account
of their confrontation with Jesus over this issue, Mark offers this
explanatory note:

For the Pharisees, and all the Jews, except they wash their hands
diligently, eat not, holding the tradition of the elders; and when
they come from the market-place, except they bathe themselves,
they eat not; and many other things there are, which they have
received to hold, washings of cups, and pots, and brasen vessels
(Mk. 7:3-4).

They confronted Jesus for His disciples’ disregard for their ritual hand-
washing tradition. They asked: “Why do thy disciples transgress the
tradition of the elders? for they wash not their hands when they eat
bread” (Mt. 15:2).

Jesus replied with a rebuke: “Why do ye also transgress the
commandment of God because of your tradition?” (15:3). He con-
demned a loophole they had created (another manifestation of legalism
that could be treated as a separate point) to free themselves from having
to keep the fifth commandment of the Decalogue, adding: “[Y]e have
made void the word of God because of your tradition. Ye hypocrites,
well did Isaiah prophesy of you, saying, This people honoreth me with
their lips; But their heart is far from me. But in vain do they worship
me, Teaching as their doctrines the precepts of men” (15:3). Here is a
virtual summary of legalistic offenses: externalism (concerned only
with the outward appearance, rather than genuine devotion to God);
hypocrisy; circumvention of God’s commands; binding man-made
traditions. They were guilty on all accounts. Combining the language
from Matthew and Mark’s accounts, their legalism was characterized
by the Lord as transgressing, leaving, rejecting and making void the
Word of God (Mk. 7:8-9).

There are different ways we can end up doing, in essence, the same
thing today. Considerable division and destruction has been caused in
the body of Christ over the past generation or so by those who erred in
forbidding what God’s Word authorizes, binding where God has not
bound. We label as “anti” those brethren who condemn the use of
multiple communion cups, Bible classes, located preachers, congrega-
tional cooperation in evangelism, eating a meal together on church
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property, having a kitchen in the church building, supporting orphan
homes or paying for benevolent aid for any non-saint from the church
treasury. Just as the apostles did not tolerate those who sought to bind
circumcision and similar aspects of the Law of Moses (Acts 15:1ff), so
we cannot countenance modern efforts to forbid what God allows.

The Word of God tells us to be separate from the world (1 Jn. 2:15-
17; 2 Cor. 6:17-18). What things, then, are “worldly” and therefore to
be avoided? Can we publish a list of the multitudinous applications of
the principle of purity? There was a time when certain professing
Christians practically did that. They were known for what they banned:
No card playing. No makeup or pants on the ladies. No coffee. No
soda. No movies. No television. No secular music—especially rock
music. We still encounter groups who make laws regarding things of
this nature. Not only do some presume to legislate on these things, but
they act as though observance of these man-made laws constitutes the
very essence of discipleship. True, the Lord’s people should be known
for their purity, unashamed to be considered strange for living a
radically different lifestyle from the world (1 Pet. 4:3-4). Still, it is
unfortunate if we leave the impression that the defining characteristic
of a Christian is not listening to rock music or never wearing shorts.
What about being known for “radical” manifestations of mercy,
forgiveness, compassion, and selflessness? Is not loving each other as
Christ loves us an essential identifying mark of God’s people (Jn.
13:34-35)? Yes, we must strive to abstain from sin, and worldliness in
the church is a grave problem we should not hesitate to denounce in the
clearest of terms. But the desire to be moral can descend into mere self-
righteous moralism that is unhealthy and legalistic.

In the form of binding where God has not, legalism shackles men,
robbing them of true liberty in Christ, chaining men where God has set
them free. At best, it is a sincere but misguided misrepresentation of the
law; at worst, it is an arrogant alteration of it which presumes to speak
for God. That is why we should be as wary of departing from God to
the radical right as we are drifting to the liberal left.

LAW AND LOVE
False Charges Of Legalism

One of the most odious accusations hurled about in the church is
the charge of being a Pharisee. This sect of Jewish leaders was the
object of some of Jesus’ sternest criticism. They were enraged by the
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sting of His frequent rebukes—“Hypocrites!” “Fools!” “Serpents!”
“Offspring of vipers!” (Mt. 23:13-33). Though there were exceptions
(Jn. 3:1-2; 7:50-51), as a class they were enemies of Christ. They hated
Him, actively opposed Him, and ultimately were instrumental in
murdering Him. Little wonder, then, that the term “Pharisee” is a
byword—an insulting epithet reserved for the ungodly. But in the
church today, that word is used to label those who take God’s Word
seriously, who actually believe we must do what God says. Unwavering
commitment to upholding the law of God is castigated, branded as
Pharisaical legalism.

But Jesus never condemned the Pharisees for a scrupulous concern
for keeping the law of God. The Lord Himself had the highest respect
for the law, never undermining it in any way, but always urging others
to keep it (Mt. 8:4; 19:17-19; Lk. 10:25-28; Mt. 23:23). He did not treat
it lightly, but “fulfilled” it, complying with it completely (Mt. 5:17). He
did “always the things that are pleasing to” God (Jn. 8:29), which
means He kept God’s law perfectly. He understood that “the law is
holy, and the commandment holy, and righteous, and good” (Rom.
7:12). In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus addressed the erroneous,
superficial view of the law, emphasizing a profound sense of duty to
the whole depth and import of the law. We have shown that Jesus’
condemnation of the Pharisees was not for a desire to keep the law, but
for their self-righteous hypocrisy, binding of human tradition, callous
unconcern for others, zealously keeping the minute rituals of the law
while ignoring the deeper things of the law such as justice, mercy and
faith.

Today, though, Pharisaism, or legalism, has been reconstructed as
the belief that we are bound by God’s law, that there is an absolute
standard to which we must adhere, that obedience is essential to
salvation, that there are any commandments to keep other than the
command to love. Following Christ, we are told, is about relationship,
not rules; it is a matter of love, not law. This antithesis between law and
love is used to free us from the law of God to do as we please. It
amounts to rebellion.

Obedience to God is not optional. Our God is The Sovereign Ruler
of all things to whom we must render complete and unquestioning
obedience. He is not only our Loving Father, but our Law-giving Lord.
He is not only a compassionate God, but a commandment-giving God.
But God’s commandments are not antithetical to His love; they are an
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expression of it. Through Moses, Jehovah emphasized this point
repeatedly when He rehearsed the law to Israel in Deuteronomy. He
assured His people of His love for them:

And because he loved thy fathers, therefore he chose their seed
after them, and brought thee out with his presence, with his great
power, out of Egypt (4:37).
Jehovah did not set his love upon you, nor choose you, because
ye were more in number than any people; for ye were the fewest
of all peoples ... but because Jehovah loveth you, and because he
would keep the oath which he sware unto your fathers, hath
Jehovah brought you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you
out of the house of bondage (7:7-8).

Moses reminded them: “Jehovah commanded us to do all these statutes,
to fear Jehovah our God, for our good always, that he might preserve
us alive, as at this day” (Deut. 6:24). It was because He loved them that
He delivered them and gave them His law for their benefit. And He
called upon them to love Him in return, that He might bless them. How
would they do that? By keeping His commandments:

[T]hou shalt love Jehovah thy God with all thy heart, and with
all thy soul, and with all thy might (6:5).
Know therefore that Jehovah thy God, he is God, the faithful
God, who keepeth covenant and lovingkindness with them that
love him and keep his commandments (7:9).
Thou shalt therefore keep the commandment, and the statutes,
and the ordinances, which I command thee this day, to do them.
And it shall come to pass, because ye hearken to these ordi-
nances, and keep and do them, that Jehovah thy God will keep
with thee the covenant and the lovingkindness which he sware
unto thy fathers: and he will love thee, and bless thee ... Thou
shalt be blessed above all peoples (7:11-14).
And now, Israel, what doth Jehovah thy God require of thee, but
to fear Jehovah thy God, to walk in all his ways, and to love him,
and to serve Jehovah thy God with all thy heart and with all thy
soul (10:12).
Therefore thou shalt love Jehovah thy God, and keep his charge,
and his statutes, and his ordinances, and his commandments,
alway (11:1).
[Y]e shall hearken diligently unto my commandments which I
command you this day, to love Jehovah your God, and to serve
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him with all your heart and with all your soul (Deut. 11:13; cf.
11:22; 13:3; 19:9; 30:16, 20).

God’s love for us is seen in giving His commandments; our love
for Him, is seen in our keeping them. This was true under Moses, and
just as true under Christ. Contrast the aversion to commandments on
the grounds of “loving” God with the words of Jesus,

If ye love me, ye will keep my commandments (Jn. 14:15).
He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that
loveth me: and he that loveth me shall be loved of my Father,
and I will love him, and will manifest myself unto him (14:21).
If a man love me, he will keep my word: and my Father will love
him, and we will come unto him, and make our abode with him.
He that loveth me not keepeth not my words (14:23-24).

John, the “disciple, whom Jesus loved,” recorded those words, and in
his own epistle, the “Apostle of Love,” as he is known, reiterated the
teaching of his Savior: “[W]hoso keepeth his word, in him verily hath
the love of God been perfected. Hereby we know that we are in him ...
For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments: and his
commandments are not grievous” (1 Jn. 2:5; 5:3). How can we think we
can exchange the law for love when John tells us our love for God is
manifested—and His love for us is perfected—in keeping His word?
Paul tells us as well that love is “the fulfilment of the law” (Rom.
13:10), not a substitute for it. In Scripture, law and love—love for God
and for others—are not contrasted, but inseparably linked.

Notice again John’s statement that God’s commandments “are not
grievous.” Those who regard respect for God’s law as legalism miss
this point. Tragically, they see the commands of God as an undue
restriction on our freedom, and for that reason they deny we are under
them. How different is the perspective of Moses, Jesus and John, who
tell us God’s commandments are not a burden, but a blessing. They do
not unduly restrict us, but free us from the bondage to our own lusts,
and the awful consequences that come from unrestrained indulgence in
them. “Whoso despiseth the word bringeth destruction on himself; But
he that feareth the commandment shall be rewarded. The law of the
wise is a fountain of life, That one may depart from the snares of death.
Good understanding giveth favor; But the way of the transgressor is
hard” (Pro. 13:13-15). God’s law is not to make us miserable, but to
provide for and protect us. It does not oppress us, but keeps us from
oppression.
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While we have exposed the legalistic frame of mind that reduces
Christianity to mere rule-keeping, the “relationship, not rules” (or
“man, not the plan”) thinking is grievous error, for it fails to understand
there can be no right relationship with God apart from keeping His
word. If we claim Jesus as Savior, we must also acknowledge Him as
Lord, and that means we are not at liberty to ignore what He com-
mands. He asks: “And why call ye me, Lord, Lord, and do not the
things which I say?” (Lk. 6:46). When He said, in John 12:48, “He that
rejecteth me, and receiveth not my sayings,” Christ equated the refusal
to receive His word with a rejection of Him personally, which in turn
is a rejection of the Father who sent Him (Lk. 10:16). Our relationship
to Him is tied inextricably to our attitude toward His rules, His
commands, His law. Let us consider further what that attitude should
be.
Our Attitude Toward God’s Law

Proponents of the “love, not law” philosophy contend that
obedience is an outgrowth of love for God—a result, not a condition,
of salvation. If submission to God’s law were in any sense required,
they argue, then we would be submitting to God because we have to,
not because we want to. This raises an important question: “Do we
obey God because we must do so, or because we want to do so?”

This question presents us with a false dichotomy. It involves a
logical fallacy known as a complex, or loaded, question, meaning it
contains an assumption that is not necessarily true. The assumption in
this case is that our response to God is out of either duty or desire, not
both. It is not an either-or situation. The fact is we obey God because
we must obey and because we want to obey. Duty and love are not
incompatible. Consider a father providing for his children. He does so
out of a sense of duty, but the more he loves his children, the more his
duty is a delight to him. That is how our relationship with God should
be, as it was for the Psalmist, who said: “I delight to do thy will, O my
God” (Ps. 40:8).

To have the right attitude toward the law of God, we must
understand the relationship of God to His law. The law—and here we
mean basic morality—does not exist independently or abstractly from
God. He does not operate sub lego, or under the law, so that it is
something higher than God to which He owes obedience. Neither does
He exist ex lex, “outside” or “apart from law,” so that the law is
something He invents, which would reduce morality to God’s whim,
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and God’s will to mere caprice. God is neither under nor apart from
law. The law is not above God or beneath Him, but extends from His
very character. It is not merely what God commands, but is an
expression of who God is.

God’s law, then, is a type of revelation of Himself. If we analyze
the law of God, we find that it has several functions. First, it restrains.
That is, it tends to keep sin in check by spotlighting what is evil,
condemning it and commanding us to refrain from it. Second, it
reflects. By this we mean that it serves as a mirror of sorts, allowing us
to peer into it and see ourselves—not as we might like to think of
ourselves or as others might think of us, but as God sees us. It allows
us to compare ourselves to God’s perfect standard and evaluate
ourselves in light of it. But the law has a third, revelatory function. It
reveals to us the moral character of God, providing us with an under-
standing of His nature, His person.

This is extremely important, because if the law is the expression of
God’s Person, then my attitude toward the law is my attitude toward
God Himself. Contempt for the law of God is contempt for God. That
is why the Word of God says: “He that turneth away his ear from
hearing the law, Even his prayer is an abomination” (Pro. 28:9). When
Paul spoke of the one who epitomizes sin, the personification of evil
itself—the mysterious “man of sin” (2 Thess. 2:3)—he identified him
as “the lawless one” (2:8). That is how the Word of God defines sin:
“sin is lawlessness” (1 Jn. 3:4). And lawlessness is the most serious of
matters because to violate the law of God is to violate God. To act
lawlessly is to act in contempt for God.

Conversely, love for God is love for His law. To delight in God is
to delight in His law, not merely for the sake of the law, but knowing
that the law is the expression of His will. Of the blessed man, we are
told: “[H]is delight is in the law of Jehovah; And on his law doth he
meditate day and night” (Ps. 1:2; 119:70). In Psalm 119:97 we see this
attitude dramatically articulated: “Oh how love I thy law! It is my
meditation all the day.” The first word of this text is an outburst of
emotion. It is not “Oh,” but “Oh!” The Psalmist is enthusiastic and
emphatic about his love for God’s law. He rejoices in it (119:14). It is
sweeter than honey to him (119:103). If we love God, the law of God
is not an intrusion or annoyance, but a source of unparalleled enjoy-
ment. We take pleasure in learning and keeping God’s law—not only
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out of duty but because, as we have already stated, we want to please
the Lawgiver.

It is love for God, and not a mere abstract concern for law-keeping,
that arouses indignation in the faithful when God’s law is ignored or
perverted. “Hot indignation hath taken hold upon me, Because of the
wicked that forsake thy law” (119:53). “Streams of water run down
mine eyes, Because they observe not thy law” (119:136). “I beheld the
treacherous, and was grieved, Because they observe not thy word”
(119:158). These sentiments remind us of when Paul was in Athens,
and “his spirit was provoked within him as he beheld the city full of
idols” (Acts 17:16). Those who pride themselves in their indifference
over the perversion of God’s law by false teachers in and out of the
church reveal a shameful lack of conviction for Truth. If we love God,
we will not be apathetic toward the violation of His law because we
understand that such is an affront to God Himself. Love for God and
for souls will compel us to stand against any defiance of His law (Ju.
3).

We often hear people speak of their love for God or their love for
Jesus. But seldom do we hear anyone say: “What I truly love about my
Christian experience is God’s law. How I love the law of God!” They
may say they love the Bible, that they love the Word of God. In
Scripture, though, the Word of God is equated with the law of God (Ps.
119:1, 11, 16, 18, et al). God’s law, then, is God speaking to us. To
love God’s Word is to love His law. And to love His law is to love
Him.

CONCLUSION
There is no tension between love and law. As we sometimes sing:

“Give me the Bible, holy message shining, Thy light shall guide me in
the narrow way. Precept and promise, law and love combining, till
night shall vanish in eternal day.” That is what we have in the Bible,
and ultimately what obedience to God is—“law and love combining.”
Obedience to God’s law is the expression of God’s will—of God
Himself—in our lives. It is ignorant and wicked, therefore, to condemn
all concern for obedience to the law as legalism.

The fundamental problem we have in the world and in our own
lives is sin. The transgression of God’s law is our greatest problem,
presenting us with our greatest need, which was met by the greatest
expression of love ever known when God gave His Son at Calvary.
Therefore, when we deal with the matter of the law of God and our
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relationship to it, we are not distracting ourselves with some tangential
question. This is not a mere academic exercise, but a discussion which
comes to the very core of who we are, and what God’s will is for our
lives. Legalism, often misunderstood, is a distortion of God’s law, and
is ultimately a rejection of God. Even if we do not embrace it outright,
for various reasons we may at times unintentionally drift toward it.
When we do, we must be honest enough to recognize it and correct our
course. That is no small challenge, but if we would walk in God’s way,
we must be wary of departing to the left or the right.3

ENDNOTES
1 All Scripture references are taken from the American Standard Version
unless otherwise noted.
2 The term antinomianism has traditionally been used more specifically of the
idea that Christians are not under the Law of Moses, in any part or to any
extent. In this sense antinomians may believe we are under some kind of law
in the New Testament, denying only that we may appeal to anything in the Old
Testament as binding today. We are using the term, antinomianism, however,
of the denial that we are under either law—the Law of Moses in the Old
Testament or the Law of Christ in the New Testament.
3 I am greatly indebted to a series of lectures delivered by R.C. Sproul on this
subject, which were helpful to me in the preparation of this material.
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