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Preface 
Since 1951 Waukesha Bible Church (WBC) has ministered to the Waukesha community.  WBC is 

a Christ-Exalting, Word-Centered, Global-Impacting, Grace-Based Ministry.  As a fellowship we are 

convinced that God is honored in the careful handling of His Word and in the acknowledgment that 

His Son, Jesus Christ, is enough for this life and in the life that is to come.  We are equally convinced 

that God has entrusted us with this message.  It is a message of life and not death; of freedom, not 

bondage.  We wish to take this message to the ends of the earth until worshippers from every tribe, 

tongue, people and nation have been gathered to honor God. 

 

A Word of Introduction 
 

Local Churches have received from God a sacred trust.  This trust is a mission.  This mission is 

defined for us in Matthew 28:18-20, Acts 1:8, and 2 Timothy 2:2.  This same mission is pictured for us 

by the early church in the activity of the apostle Paul beginning in Acts 13:1.  The mission is to 

duplicate herself in the lives of others.  Church health is not defined by numerical size or budgetary 

well-being, but by the degree to which they are intentionally engaging in the reproducing of local 

churches.  Churches birth churches.  God’s safeguard against doctrinal defect and pastoral apathy is 

through the strengthening and establishing of local churches.   

 

What is the Purpose of this Study? 
 

The intent of all study is to ask the hard questions and to seek Biblical answers. Parroting standard 

answers without learning the truth first hand will produce an anemic faith. May it please our 

heavenly Father to open our eyes to the magnitude of His grace so that we might understand all that 

we are in His Son and all that He is for us. 

 

A word about Torn Veil Publications 
 

Torn Veil Publications (TVP) is the distributing arm of WBC and exists to shout the supremacy of 

God in all things by finding, celebrating, and declaring that He is enough in this life and in the life to 

come through the systematic study of Scripture and to share Him with every tribe, tongue, people, 

and nation. It is all designed as part of the WBC vision to spread a Christ-Exalting, Word-Centered, 

Global-Impacting, Grace-Based message to others.  
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An Introduction 
“For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore,  

and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” 

Galatians 5:1 

 

The cross captures the tension between a man-centered view and a God-centered view of the 

Christian life.  The opponents against a grace celebrating life are formidable.  At times, the grip of 

legalism and a works based relationship appear strong and relentless.  Its infiltration is so subtle and 

its deception so pervasive that its influence exists long before it is felt or seen.  Legalism’s success is 

seen in its acceptance as biblical Christianity.  However, let us not be deceived.  Legalism is a spiritual 

counterfeit.  It is a joy robbing, soul starving, parasitical adversary that steals through stealth a Christ-

exalting, Word-centered, Global-impacting, Grace-based expression.  

 

The sinner is saved from sin. The saint must be saved from self.The sinner is saved from sin. The saint must be saved from self.The sinner is saved from sin. The saint must be saved from self.The sinner is saved from sin. The saint must be saved from self. Human depravity loves self 

sufficiency.  It loves human autonomy, independence, the ability to go it alone and the enormous 

gratification that comes from flying solo and accomplishing the task.  Yet the Christian life is not one 

that can exist outside of the believing community or independent of Trinitarian intervention.  It is in 

this selfish desire to merit divine blessing that we encounter the fiercest opponent to grace ― 

legalism.  The legalist is not the standard conforming Christian, but the self-deceived pseudo 

righteous individual who believes their “obedience” is meriting the favor of God.  He is the great 

threat against the grace outpouring power of the cross.  It is for this reason the saint must be saved 

from self.  It is a difficult reflection to see, but when confronted by the mirror of the cross, we find 

ourselves to be legalistic in our relationship with God.   

 

Confronting the legalist within is never pleasant, but not dealing with our own legalism is to remain a 

captive to the sin of self reliance.  For His people to enter into the full power of His cross they must 

shed themselves of self and come into the pervasive nature of His cross work.  I would like to begin 

with a poem whose author and title is lost, but whose theme and subject matter is true. 
 

“Weary, working, plodding one,  

Wherefore toil you so?  

Cease your doing, all was done  

Long, long ago.” 
 

“Till to Jesus’ work you cling 

By a simple faith, 

Doing is a deadly thing, 

Doing ends in death.” 
 

“Nothing either great or small, 

Nothing, sinner, No, 

Jesus did it, did it all, 

Long, long ago.” 
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“Cast your deadly ‘doing’ down, 

Down at Jesus’ feet;  

Stand in HIM, in HIM ALONE,  

Gloriously complete.” 
 

As preachers and congregants, we are confused by grace.  We find it indispensable for our salvation 

from sin’s penalty, but find it woefully inadequate in our salvation from sin’s power.  Yet the grace 

that saves also sanctifies. 
 

Let us examine this holy subject and see the glory of Christ, for Christ is Grace.  There is always 

an ever present danger of seeking salvation from the sin of self-reliance for one’s justification 

but continuing to live under the despotic regime of self-reliance for one’s sanctification.  We 

must persistently abandon our affection for lesser appetites and seek the soul satisfying riches of 

Christ. 
 

It is my ongoing prayer that God’s people would live in the fullness of who He is, what He has done, 

and who they are in Him.   
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“What is Legalism?” 
 “For sin shall not be master over you 

 for you are not under law but under grace” (Rom. 6:14). 
 

 

To be in and under grace is to be free in Christ.  To be in and under law is to be in bondage and 

slavery.  The term “legalist” describes one who is in and under law.  Yet what do we mean by 

“legalism?”   

 

Warren Wiersbe gives us this clear definition of legalism: 

 

“We must keep in mind that legalism does not mean the setting of spiritual standards; it 

means worshiping these standards and thinking that we are spiritual because we obey 

them.  It also means judging other believers on the basis of these standards.  The old nature 

loves legalism, because it gives the old nature a chance to ‘look good.’ ” (Wiersbe, Galatians, 

108-109). 

 

Thus, legalism is not what you do; it is why you do it that makes you a 

legalist.  John Piper correctly notes that “legalism is present whenever a 

person is trying to be ethical in his own strength.”  He equally argues that 

legalism is present whenever we try to make other people ethical through 

conformity to rules.  In so doing, we are lacking confidence in the sovereign 

power of God to complete that which He alone began and He alone can 

finish. (Piper, Brothers, We Are Not Professionals, 153-155). 

 

As I have meditated on these things, I have noted nine observations concerning legalism.  I trust you 

will find this helpful. 

 

1. Legalism believes man’s obedience cooperates with grace instead of believing it is a consequence 

of grace. Any act of obedience on my part is simply a consequence of the Holy Spirit bearing His 

fruit in me and through me to those around me (Gal. 5:22-24). 

 

2. Legalism believes what is received by grace must now be maintained by works. What I could not 

merit by works I cannot now maintain by works.  The Christian life is from “grace to grace” (Gal. 

3:1-5). 

 

3. Legalism believes man’s obedience makes God a debtor to him.  Our legalistic ways cause us to 

believe that God is obligated to “bless” us with “good things” because we have lived exemplary 

lives.  When hardship comes we are shocked because we have done our best to “do right” (Eph. 

1:3; Rom. 8:32). 

 

4. Legalism views the New Testament command as a moral obligation.  The New Testament was not 

written to tell us how to live, but to show us what Christ is like.  The command is the outworking 

of the Holy Spirit bearing His fruit through “earthen vessels.”  To think the believer is now 

Legalism is not 

what you do; 

it is why you do it 

that makes you a 

legalist. 
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obligated to carry out the New Testament command is to place him under a burden he was never 

meant to bear. 

 

5. Legalism believes the saved individual is now capable, with the Holy 

Spirit’s enablement, to work in such a way as to merit divine favor.  The 

truth is found in John 15:5, “without Him we can do nothing.”  We are 

not co-laborers or sub-contractors with God, but rather tools and only 

tools. 

 

6. Legalism fears disobedience because of divine retribution.  The legalist lives in fear of “divine 

chastisement.”  Yet we are assured that “perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18). 

 

7. Legalism believes one’s judgment of others is infallible.  Legalists delight in putting people into 

prearranged categories.  Judgment is immediate and swift.  Everyone is guilty until proven 

innocent.   

 

8. Legalism places demands on others for conformity to their rules.  The legalist must control 

through conformity or he will lose his grip.  Diversity within unity is the great scourge to the 

legalist.   

 

9. Legalism judges others based on their appearance.  Legalists believe everyone must mimic them.  

Yet the infiniteness of God and the diversity of personalities in limitless cultures assure us that 

there is great multiplicity and diversity within the body of Christ. 

 

I have no desire to stand in judgment of the assumed legalist.  How tragic it would be for us to 

embrace grace and, in some twisted way, become legalistic toward those who differ from us. 

 

Perhaps this short study will help us to “see” legalism in our own lives.  May our courage be such that 

we will not rest until every residue of this devilish way has been blotted out of our presence.  Grace 

living is “riskier” because it means we must take our hands off people and place them into the hands 

of Almighty God.  Yet is such a transfer “risky?”  Hardly.  I would rather have us live under the 

watch-care of omnipotence than under the bane-filled eye of impotent man.   

 

The New Testament 

was not written to 

tell us how to live, 

but to show us what 

Christ is like. 
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 “Present Day Slave Traders” 
“But it was because of the false brethren secretly brought in,  

who had sneaked in to spy out our liberty  
which we have in Christ Jesus, 

 in order to bring us into bondage” (Gal. 2:4). 
 

It is hard for us to imagine the abject horror of being awakened in the night by the screams of terror 

as men, women, and children are carried off from knowing the joy of freedom into the chains of 

slavery.  They were becoming the victims of slave traders, people whose livelihood depended upon 

human trafficking.  Our nation poured out its lifeblood to resist and eventually overthrow slavery.  

Yet Paul continues to deal with spiritual slave traders, people whose intent is to make cargo of human 

souls.  Their delight is found in taking captive those who were once free. 

 

What appeared to be the problem in Galatia?  Apparently the believers were being “troubled” (5:12) 

by “false brethren” (2:4).  The agitation created by them was real (4:17).  They were “bewitched” (3:1) 

into leaving their position of liberty to be once more entangled with the yoke of bondage (5:1).  Paul 

saw such a move as shocking (1:6).  Why would anyone abandon a position of liberty for one of 

bondage?  They were running well (5:7), but now were being “hindered” and thus “overtaken in a 

fault” (6:1).  Those who turned back had “fallen from grace” (5:4) and needed to be “restored” (6:1). 

 

Within the book of Galatians, there is a contrast taking place.  On one hand you have the works of 

the law, and on the other you have justification by faith (2:16).  Yet more is included than just our 

justification.  There is a strong contrast throughout Galatians between “a system of works” and “a 

system of grace.”  When laid side-by-side, the contrast is dramatic.  Freedom is what all true believers 

enjoy in Christ.  Why would anyone turn back to a life of bondage, inability and failure?  To betray 

grace and turn back is to fall from a previously maintained position.   

 

This issue in Galatians is inclusive and highly misunderstood.  The 

Christian life is to be one of grace through faith.  Nowhere in the Christian 

life is one's work to be seen as cooperating with God in the dispensing of 

grace.  Neither salvation or sanctification, nor service is a work-based 

activity.  All three are areas in which God's unmerited and undeserved 

activity is taking place.  The Christian life is marked by fruit bearing (John 

15).  It is something inherent within the dynamic of saving faith (Eph. 2:8-

10).  The book of Galatians attacks this whole idea of a man-centered 

theology.  The work is God's work from start to finish.  For us to think we must somehow contribute 

to the work of God is an attack against the very core of God's dealings with us.  To preach a man-

centered work based theology is a perversion of grace and receives Paul's highest condemnation (1:7-

9). 

 

One cannot be saved by embracing a “works attained salvation” (1:6-9).  John MacArthur has 

correctly concluded that, “It is impossible to be a legalist and a Christian.  To do a single thing to earn 

salvation is to vitiate grace.”  (Galatians, 39).  But one can be saved and be embracing a “works 

Nowhere in the 

Christian life is one's 

work to be seen as 

cooperating with 

God in the dispensing 

of grace. 
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attained sanctification and service.”  Such a person needs to be restored to a position of grace.  For 

such a person has fallen from grace (5:4; 6:1). 

 

After reading Galatians, I must ask myself just how free am I?  Do I live like a free man or am I still in 

bondage to the things of this world?  Do I live in fear of what others might think if I fail to measure 

up to their expectations or if I somehow violate one of their “traditions?”  It would appear from 

Galatians, I am far freer than I have ever thought or imagined.  The liberty expressed in Paul's epistle 

is not for the fulfillment of the flesh but the license to love unconditionally.  What an incredible 

message.  We are free to love unconditionally.  A grace life is lived in dependence on Christ and 

manifests itself by an unconditional love. 

Let us guard ourselves and the church from allowing present day slave traders to make cargo of the 

human soul and to sell us once again into slavery. 
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“Learned Helplessness” 
“You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you,  

before whose eyes Jesus Christ was publicly  
portrayed as crucified?” (Gal. 3:1). 

 

The Bible makes a strong distinction between living under the Law and living under grace (Rom. 

6:15), of being in bondage versus being set free (Gal. 5:1).  The vast majority of people live lives of 

quiet desperation not knowing where they came from, why they are here, or where they are going.  

The Christian is to learn to live in the freedom in which Christ has set them free.  This moves us from 

“having to,” to “wanting to.”  It moves us from the sphere of duty to that of desire.  I am not to live in 

the arena of punishment, but of pardon.  I am to cease my doing and begin to enjoy my resting. 

 

One of the glaring tragedies of the Christian life is the pharisaical bondage in which most believers 

live.  It is a subtle slavery that goes mostly undetected by the individual.  The vast majority of 

believers have embraced a freedom from hell’s damnation, only to live in bondage to their daily sin 

and a performance-based acceptance before God.  They have never tasted true freedom.  They are 

like the inmate who upon gaining a complete pardon has no idea how to function in freedom and so 

goes back to finding safety in the routines of his imprisonment.  They are like the slave who has been 

released only to remain as a slave.  Neither knows how to act or behave.  They are both free but still 

act as if they are in bondage.   

 

Have you ever wondered why the elephants in the zoo or at a circus do not just pull the little stake to 

which they are chained out of the ground and go on their merry way?  When the elephant was small, 

the chain was attached to something that they could not move.  Day after day, the elephant would 

pull on the chain wanting to be free, but it never could break the chain or pull the stake free.  After 

several weeks of training, the elephant will quit trying to get free; it has learned to be helpless.   

 

Without understanding my position and identification in Christ before the Father, my walk before 

Him becomes tentative, fragile, and desperate.  It will lack the confidence, assurance, and certainty 

that can and should be mine.   We speak of obedience, service, and the imperatives of Scripture, and 

rightly so.  Unfortunately, such speech is often in the absence of positional truth.  We have made it 

sound as if God is absent from such activity.  Our obedience has become markedly man-centered.  

Yet our acts of obedience, as expressed through our free choices, are the outworking of God’s eternal 

purpose.  If we can intellectually embrace the theology of the cross, then it will be possible to escape 

the roller coaster ride of uninformed emotionalism. The cross, properly understood, provides the fuel 

for a lifetime of obedience.   

 

When one believes in the Lord Jesus Christ for the salvation of their soul, ignorance abounds.  The 

recipient of Christ is often completely ignorant of the tremendous theological truth that had 

transpired and is transpiring all around them.  It is not necessary to know all of these truths to be 

saved.  It is necessary, however, to know all of it in order to “know all you are in Him and He is for 

you.”  It is only when you learn the truth that you can truly rest in His finished work. 
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With regard to the Galatians, Paul stood amazed (Gal. 1:6), afraid (4:11) and perplexed (4:20) that 

anyone would leave the yoke of Christ (Matt. 11:28-30) for the yoke of slavery (Gal. 5:1).  How does 

this happen?  Drifting is almost inevitable if we do not anchor ourselves to the bedrock of positional 

truth.  We drift back into slavery even though we are free.  We place ourselves into bondage through 

our self imposed rules and expectations.  And then, we have the audacity to believe God is the cruel 

slave master keeping us there.  Friend, the tiny stake holding you in slavery can be pulled out at any 

time.  Christ has set you free.  
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“Living Like a Legalist” or 
“Pictures of Present Day Pharisees” 

“And Jesus said to them, ‘Watch out and beware of the leaven 
 of the Pharisees and Sadducees’” (Matt. 16:6). 

 

The Pharisees started well.  Their intentions were noble, but somewhere along the way they lost 

sight of what truly mattered and in so doing their “traditions” took precedence over the very Word of 

God (Matt. 15; Mark 7).  What does it mean to live under the law of legalism?  It is tragic, but Paul’s Paul’s Paul’s Paul’s 

battle with legalism in the Galatian church is not yet finished.  battle with legalism in the Galatian church is not yet finished.  battle with legalism in the Galatian church is not yet finished.  battle with legalism in the Galatian church is not yet finished.  If we learn anything from our Lord’s 

temptation in Matthew 4 and Peter’s statement in 1 Peter 5:8 it is that the devil is a relentless foe.  

Today’s victories are never sufficient for tomorrow’s battles.  We would be foolish to think that 

legalism has not wormed its way into our own lives and into the life of the church.  Legalism is an 

obstinate antagonist that has absolutely no scruples.   

 

What does a present day legalist look like?  Let me make several observations from the biblical text.   

 

First, a legalist believes his upbringing makes him a child of heaven (Matt. 2:9).  He actually thinks 

where he was born, to whom he was born and to what he was born makes him better than others.  

He is more concerned about obedience to rules than about the salvation and deliverance of the 

hurting (Matt. 9:11, 14, 34; 12:2; Luke 14:3; John 9:16).  Rather than break their “traditions,” they 

would rather see the hurting, despairing, and the hungry, die (Luke 7:39).  A legalist loves money 

more than ministry (Luke 16:14).  They have convinced themselves that a price can be put on the 

human soul.   

 

Second, a legalist has become so ensnared by “rules” that they have thrown 

out the proverbial “baby with the bathwater.” They have rejected the chief 

cornerstone (Matt. 21:42).  A legalist, in his pursuit of God, rejects Christ 

(Luke 5:21).  He is always concerned about control, power and conformity (Matt. 12:14).  He will 

always endeavor to crush what he cannot control and alienate what he cannot understand (Matt. 

21:46; 22:15; John 12:42).  They must always attack the character of the non-conformist in order to 

discredit their ministry (Matt. 12:24). 

 

Third, a legalist places more authority on his man-made rules than on the 

principles of Scripture (Matt. 15:1-9).  Because he believes inanimate 

objects can have intrinsic moral value, he believes one can be defiled by 

contact with such things (Matt. 15:10, 11; Luke 11:38 [i.e. musical styles, 

tobacco, alcohol, food, body piercing, tattoos, attending the movie 

theater, etc.]). He is more troubled with taking in “filth” than talking 

filth.  The legalist is so concerned with appearance that he misses the 

essence of godliness (Luke 11:42).  A legalist is worried more about their image than reaching the lost 

(Luke 15:2). 

 

A legalists,  

in his pursuit of God, 

rejects Christ  

The legalist will always 

endeavor to crush what 

he cannot control and 

alienate what he 

cannot understand. 
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Fourth, a legalist is easily offended when confronted with their hypocrisy (Matt. 15:12).  Our Lord 

denounced legalism with some of the strongest words recorded in Scripture (Matt. 23).  Though they 

are proud to be seen of men in the exercising of religious devotion (Matt. 23:5f), legalists are 

incapable of maintaining their own standard (Matt. 23:3).  Legalists are more concerned about 

appearance than ministry (Luke 5:30; 11:39).  They are more concerned about man’s perspective than 

God’s.  Legalists wish to monitor others more than themselves (Luke 6:7; 18:11).  They will strain at 

the “gnat” and swallow the “camel.” 

 

Finally, legalists live for human applause and are offended when no one sees their “service” (Luke 

11:43).  Legalism is to be guarded against and warned of (Matt. 16:6).   

 

Like the Pharisees we started well, but somewhere along the way we lost our way.  We slowly 

replaced a relationship with form and ritual.  The form or ritual was not wrong but it became empty 

of life.  We deceive ourselves into believing spirituality, at least its appearance, is doable.  When we 

equate conformity with spirituality, Christianity becomes plastic and sterile.  How tragic if in our 

pursuit of Christ we settle for the shadow and not the substance.  May God awaken us to the ever 

present danger and may we seek Him above all else.  May our courage be such that we will not rest 

until every residue of legalism has been blotted out of the assembly.   
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“A Misguided Motive for Legalism” 
 “Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom,  

with their self-imposed worship, their false humility  
and their harsh treatment of the body,  

but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgences” (Col 2:23 NIV). 
 

In the second chapter of Colossians, Paul addresses the subject of legalism head on.  He begins by 

stating his reason for writing, “that they may know the mystery of God, namely, Christ, in whom are 

hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col 2:2, 3).  He then goes on to exhort them to 

continue their pursuit of Him (2:6, 7) and not to let anyone distract them by imposing on them 

legalistic regulations (2:8).  The Colossians were so easily distracted and deceived and captivated by 

things other than Christ.   

 

Are we any different?  Often, our motives start out pure.  Traditions and rules are not necessarily bad 

things.  Our finite minds cannot fully comprehend an infinite God and therefore the shadows we 

create enable us to imagine and experience what they ultimately represent.  It is only when the 

shadows replace the reality that legalism rears its ugly head (2:17). 

 

Verse 23 gives us insight into why the Colossians believed their traditions and regulations were 

necessary: “Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom . . . but they lack any value in 

restraining sensual indulgences” (2:23).  They were trying to free themselves from the power of sin 

through their own self-imposed efforts.  They lost sight of the fact that they had already received the 

fullness of Christ (2:10), who alone gives the power to refrain from sin (2:10, 11).  They forgot that 

they already died to sin and were made alive in Christ (2:13).  They already were forgiven from all 

their sins (2:13) and were no longer under obligation to the written code (2:14).  Sin and death were 

already conquered at the cross (2:15).  They forgot what Christ had done, who He is for them, and 

who they now are in Him. 

 

Paul gives three specific ways in which legalism can have the appearance of wisdom in the battle 

against sin (Col 2:23): 

 

FirstFirstFirstFirst, legalism can be present in self imposed worship.  Church attendance, Bible reading and prayer 

are good disciplines we would be wise to practice.  But these forms of worship, as well as all other 

forms, do not earn us favor with God.  They do not obligate Him to give us an extra jolt of power over 

our sinful indulgences.  They do not earn a forgiveness that is already ours.  The activities themselves 

are good, but they are only shadows of the worship we will one day experience in heaven.  They are 

means by which we pursue Christ, not for what He can give us, but in gratitude for what He has 

given us.  The form of worship is never to be legislated or judged by others, thereby, distracting the 

worshipper from the object of worship – Christ.  How do you view church attendance, Bible study, or 

prayer?  Are you so focused on earning God’s favor through these activities that you lose sight of 

Him?  If so, realign your focus.  Worship, in its purest form, is simply a pursuit of Him. 
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SecondSecondSecondSecond, legalism is evident in false humility.  Humility, properly understood, is recognizing who we 

are in relationship to God.  The legalist will try to tell us we are dirty rotten sinners who need to do 

this or that to regain God’s favor.  This is false humility.  Who we truly are, is described for us in 2:9-

15.  Even when we sin, God’s opinion of us is unchanged; we are forgiven 

(2:13).  The grace extended to us in Christ leads us to a “true humility.”  

Humility causes us to recognize we are nothing without Him; yet, we have 

everything in Him.  How do you view sin, confession, or even the 

Communion Service?  Are you introspective and self-abasing, or do you 

celebrate what Christ has done for you with gratitude and praise?  Humility is 

found when you understand who you are in Him. 

 

ThirdThirdThirdThird, the legalist will often focus on “harsh treatment of the body.”  They will impose impossible 

disciplines and unnecessary punishment on anyone who strays from their standards.  Somehow, they 

once again believe this will keep their sinful indulgences in check.  They have forgotten that their 

only source of power over sin is through Christ alone.  Focusing on the avoidance of sin makes us 

captive to the methods of avoidance instead of directing us to Christ.  This is not to say we ought not 

guard against sin and avoid temptation.  These “disciplines” are good practices, but when properly 

exercised, the focus and pursuit is still on Christ rather than on the avoidance of sin.  The punishment 

for our sin was taken care of at Calvary.  Do you live in light of this truth, or do you punish yourself 

for sins committed?  Do you believe that some discipline or ritual will rid you of your guilt?  Friend, 

believe that “It is finished!”  Do not be taken captive by any other claim. 
 

Legalism is insidious.  It is so easy to fall prey to the legalism of others as well as to self-imposed 

legalistic ways in our own lives.  In Colossians, Paul specifically deals with the attempt to use legalism 

to tame our sinful expressions.  Our motive in wanting to have power over sin is good.  Our methods 

of achieving that power are misguided if we look to anything other than Christ.  The activities 

themselves may be good and right if we see them for what they are ― 

shadows, pointing us to Christ (2:17).  But when we look to the activities 

to achieve some benefit, or to judge others according to these activities, 

we have lost connection with the Head (2:19) and slipped into legalism.  

Recognize it for what it is.  Then once again, set your hearts and minds on 

things above (3:1, 2).  He alone is our source of power over sin and He 

alone is to be pursued.  When our focus is on Him, everything else fades 

into the background.  Worship Christ alone, humbly and with gratitude, 

for the freedom He has secured in your behalf.   

Our motive in wanting 

to have power over sin 

is good.   

Our methods of 

achieving that power 

are misguided if we 

look to anything other 

than Christ. 

Humility causes us 

to recognize we are 

nothing without 

Him, yet, we have 

everything in Him. 
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“Freedom from the Formulaic Imagery 
of the Victorious Life” 

 “But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory 
 through our Lord Christ Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 15:57). 

 

How often have you heard someone state “ten” steps to the victorious Christian life?  Or “five” steps 

to living in victory?  Large segments of Christianity have reduced victory to conforming to a certain 

predefined set of rules.  This is a return to a works based acceptance before the Father.  This is 

legalism.  Who would have ever thought the idea of the victorious Christian life would have to be 

freed from  such legalistic tendencies?   
 

In what way has legalism slipped into our thinking with regard to living the victorious Christian life?   
 

FirstFirstFirstFirst, we have a tendency to make our thoughts and ideas into goals to be reached.  With the desire to 

reach the goal, there is an equally strong inclination toward formulizing the means to that goal.  In so 

doing, we become step oriented.  This is a strongly legalistic tendency. 
 

The goal, however, is something that is unattainable in this life.  We pursue Him, but what He fully is 

for us and we are in Him will not be completely disclosed this side of the grave.  Thus we run, 

knowing we will not obtain all there is for us in this life.  
 

There is equally the idea that the Christian life is something formulaic.  There is a strong tendency to 

reduce everything to its bare minimum.  “If only I do this or that, then I too will be walking in 

victory.”  However, what happens when the steps are followed, but “victory” is not the result?  An 

introspective questioning begins as to whether or not the “steps” were adequately fulfilled.  This is 

how hideous and seductive legalism becomes.   

    

SecondSecondSecondSecond, we have a tendency to make what we perceive as the goal the standard for measuring 

everything else.  Non-conformity to the perceived image communicates failure and disappointment.  

This is a second legalistic tendency. 

 

As soon as we say, “This is what victory looks like,” we rush to push everything 

into that mold.  This, likewise, is an expression of legalism.  How many times 

have we judged someone for being less than what is expected, assuming that 

such an individual cannot surely be living the victorious Christian life.  Any 

time we try to push people into our perceived mold we are becoming legalistic.  

Unity through conformity must be avoided at all costs.  There is only one 

standard and His name is Jesus.  Jesus Christ is as diversified as personalities and 

cultures, and as limitless as He is infinite. 
 

ThirdThirdThirdThird, peaks and valleys mark the typical Christian life.  To a legalist, the defining moment of the 

victorious life is a peak day.  Thus, everything that is non-peak is judged non-victorious.  This is a 

third legalistic tendency.  What we fail to understand is that the victorious Christian life is the peaks 

and valleys.  God has yet to waste one moment of His actions in our lives.  What is a peak day 

Any time we try 

to push people 

into our 

perceived mold 

we are becoming 

legalistic. 
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anyway?  We typically define a peak day as the kind of day where everything goes our way.  We are 

well rested, fed, loved, and accepted.  Yet how many of those days actually exist?  Why does this 

define a peak day?  Why could not a valley day be a peak day?   
 

How do we know as to whether or not our brokenness is not the breaking up of fallow ground for the 

receiving of His Word?  How do we know as to whether or not our tears are not the watering of the 

seed received?  How do we know as to whether or not our trials are not the weeding of His garden?  

We do not know, so should we not therefore believe that this is all true?  God is doing a work that is 

always before Him.  He is not wasting a moment or an “ounce” of energy.  Everything is working 

together for His glory and our good. 

 

A popular teaching in Christian circles is that somehow we need to earn a favorable reception by the 

King when we stand before the judgment seat of Christ.  The following comments were made to me 

by a person who obviously sees things differently.  Her thoughts correctly point out the error in this 

thinking. 

   

“Oh, my!  I don't have a ‘moment of divine favor.’  Praise God!  I have an eternity of divine 

favor, because of the worthiness and sacrifice of Jesus Christ.  Grace is undeserved favor.  This 

[idea] seems to focus on how to earn the unearned, how to manipulate the free gift, how to 

deserve the undeserved.  It seems to be trying to provide a recipe for access to God instead of 

realizing access to God is through Jesus Christ alone. It's just incredibly sad.   

 

I don't have a ‘moment in His presence.’  I have an eternity in His presence because of Jesus 

Christ, praise to His name.   

 

Another subtlety of the [idea] is to say ‘there was a bad day’ but ‘it became a good day’ because 

of something I did. ‘Things were going wrong but then started to go right.’  We don't have a 

clue which is which!  We may think ‘this is wrong’ when God is saying ‘oh, no, my child, this is 

right.’  We may think ‘this is bad’ when God is saying ‘oh, no, my child, this is very good.’  In 

fact, God causes ALL things to work together for good to those who are the called according to 

His purpose.  ‘It's all good’ really applies.  I have spent way too much of my life trying to 

evaluate what is ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in what is happening in my life.  An unexpected financial gift 

= good.  A child with health issues = bad.  A day of harmony in my home = good.  A day with 

tension in relationships = bad.  We can't see the truth of our own situations.   

 

I have spent way too much time trying to ‘make my life good’ on my own terms and being 

disappointed and discouraged when what is happening doesn't match up with my perfect 

picture.  It is a way of thinking which leads to depression and discouragement for sure.  To rest 

in the fact that ‘it's all good’ is much needed. 

 

I am overflowing with praise that God has chosen to show me so clearly 

that my access to Him and fellowship with Him is not just a moment, 

but forever.  I have found favor with the King.  That's the very 

definition of grace. 

I have found favor 

with the King.  

That's the very 

definition of grace. 
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Sometimes I ask the Lord why He left me so long in error regarding confession and fellowship, 

because it was so deadly discouraging.  But I know that season was purposeful also.  I can truly 

appreciate the freedom of the truths I've written above because of the contrast.  I long for 

people everywhere to be freed from believing that favor with God must be earned or worked 

for, because that is anti-grace and anti-Christ.  I believe it originates from Satan himself, 

because he wants to deny the sufficiency of Jesus Christ and diminish the extent of God's grace, 

lest God would receive more praise from us. 

  

I really have no other message for the rest of life, however long that may be.  I want to say it 

and say it and say it for the glory of God.”   

 

We are victorious because Christ is victorious.  He imputed His victory to us.  Jesus said, “It is 

finished!”  Are we going to believe him?  Or are we going to try to earn favor when He already 

secured it for us?  Legalism is not only with reference to our initial justification but also in our 

ongoing sanctification and glorification.  Paul makes this clear in both Galatians 3:1-6 and in 

Colossians 2:20-3:5.  We cannot accurately assess our own “success” or the success of others.   We 

need not even try.  Believe that you are right where God would have you.  Your life is a trophy of His 

victory.  Do not let the legalistic judgments of another rob you of the peace and joy that comes with 

resting in the victory Christ secured in your behalf. 
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“The Deeds of the Flesh [versus] 
the Fruit of the Spirit” 

 “Now the deeds of the flesh are evident, 
but the fruit of the Spirit is . . .” (Gal. 5:19-23). 

 

The contrast could not be more dramatic.  Even the word used to describe the outworking of both is 

telling: “Deeds/Works” versus “Fruit.”  In the context of Galatians, the irony of the setting should not 

escape us.  The deeds of the flesh are those activities produced by seeking to gain spirituality through 

a system of rules and regulations, whereas the fruit of the Spirit are those activities produced by 

resting in His finished work.  Let us consider for just a moment the two lists. 
 

The Deeds of the Flesh The Fruit of the Spirit 

   Immorality 

   Impurity 

   Sensuality 

   Love 

   Joy 

   Peace 

   Idolatry 

   Sorcery 

 

   Enmities 

   Strife 

   Jealousy 

   Patience 

   Kindness 

   Goodness 

   Outbursts of anger 

   Disputes 

   Dissensions 

   Factions 

   Envying 

   Faithfulness 

   Gentleness 

   Drunkenness 

   Carousing 
   Self-control 

   And things like these    Against such there is no law 

   Those who practice such things 

   will not inherit the kingdom of God 

   Heirs according to promise 

   (Gal. 3:29) 

        

The two groups are clearly marked.  The contrast is established through opposites.  For example, the 

opposite of love, joy, peace is immorality, impurity and sensuality.  The person who is filled with 

enmities, strife and jealousy is not exhibiting patience, kindness, and goodness.  Likewise, the 

drunkard and carouser do not have self-control.   

 

Only law works, whereas grace rests.  Because it is the fruit of the Spirit, it is not something the 

believer can do.  The tragedy of this is in trying to produce the fruit of the Spirit.  Any attempt on our 

part to produce the fruit of the Spirit manufactures fake fruit which is, in reality, a work of the flesh.  

Hence, what we hope to do in producing spiritual fruit in the end turns against us and will stand as 

our accuser.  The emphasis is not on trying to produce spiritual fruit.  The quest or real struggle is to 

rest in Him, believing He will complete the work He began.  We are to assume and rest in knowing 

fruit is being born by the Spirit in and through the life of His people. 
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The question needing to be addressed is what am I to do if I am seeing the works of the flesh being 

manifested in me?  Because I still have within me an “old nature,” I am going to sin.  At some point in 

time you will, against your desires, exhibit “flesh.”  So what is a believer 

suppose to “do” with sin?  Several actions are stated in the Scripture.  Each 

one of the following is to be viewed as a Fruit of the Spirit.  No one, apart 

from the inward working of the Holy Spirit, can “do” these actions.  In the 

midst of my personal inabilities and spiritual failures, I am to be resting in 

the confidence of His divine strength in performing that which He 

promised (Phil. 1:6; 2 Thess. 5:23, 24).  There are more expressions of fruit 

than listed, but these seven are characteristic of the kinds of actions He is 

producing in me and through me concerning my response to the “flesh.” 

 

FirstFirstFirstFirst, we will see the fruit of laying aside the deeds of darkness (Rom. 13:12). 

 

SecondSecondSecondSecond, we will see the fruit of making no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts (Rom. 13:14). 

 

TTTThirdhirdhirdhird, we will see the fruit of cleansing ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit (2 Cor. 7:1). 

 

FourthFourthFourthFourth, we will see the fruit of laying aside the old self (Eph. 4:22; Col. 3:9). 

 

FifthFifthFifthFifth, we will see the fruit of considering the members of our earthly body as dead to immorality and 

impurity. (Col. 3:5; Rom. 8:13). 

 

SixthSixthSixthSixth, we will see the fruit of abstaining from fleshly lusts which wage war against our soul (1 Pet. 

2:11). 

 

SeventhSeventhSeventhSeventh, we will see the fruit of agreeing with God concerning the nature of our sin, knowing that 

He has, is, and always will be forgiving us (1 John 1:9). 

 

Please do not see the Fruit of the Spirit as a work to be performed or a standard to be attained. Keep 

your focus on the author and finisher of your faith.  Believe that He has and will take care of your sin 

issue for you.  Learn to celebrate all that you are in Him and He is for you.  Learn to stop trying to do 

what has already been done.  Grace enables us to live within the family of our fellowship with love, 

joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Truly, against such 

there is no law.   

Any attempt on our 

part to produce the 

fruit of the Spirit 

manufactures fake 

fruit which is,  

in reality,  

a work of the flesh. 
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“A Friend of Sinners” 
 “The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say,  

'Behold, a gluttonous man and a drunkard,  
a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’” (Matt. 11:19). 

 

Have you ever thought it odd that our Lord embraced “the sinner” but denounced “the religious?”  

Why was this His apparent practice?  I believe the answer can be found in contrasting grace with 

legalism.  Grace is transparent and honest; legalism is hypocritical and pretentious.  Grace can be 

reckless in its identification and commitment, whereas legalism can be rigid, demanding, and 

“starchy” in its love. 
 

Sinners see themselves for who they are in light of God’s rigid standard.  The religious see themselves 

in comparison to their contemporaries.  Sinners have nothing to hide; they are known for who they 

are.  The religious have everything to lose; they are afraid of being known. 
 

To live graciously is to love without condition (Gal. 5:13), accept without requirement (Eph. 4:32), 

forgive without limit (Matt. 18:22), and serve without reward (Luke 6:35).  Christ is gracious.  He 

reaches out to everyone and embraces all who come (Matt. 11:28-30). 
 

A gracious response puts body unity over doctrinal conformity.  Jesus said, 

“He who is not with me is against me” (Matt. 12:30).  Jesus said, “By this all 

men will know that you are my disciples, if you have love one for another” 

(John 13:34, 35). 
 

Within a grace fellowship there is always the potential of “shooting the 

wounded.”  Often we find ourselves condemning the immoral, isolating the flagrant, and denouncing 

the addict while carelessly “winking” at the divisive, the gossip, and the belittler. 

 

Which sin is worse?  Would we rather have the gossip instead of the adulterer?  Are we more willing 

to accept the person who is divisive rather than the person wrestling with an addiction?  Do we really 

want to categorize sin?  It is not the “sin” that is the problem; it is our arrogant self-righteous spirit 

that is the true problem.  Jesus embraced sinners, but He had strong words for the religious leaders of 

His day (Matt. 23).  He called them, “hypocrites.” 
 

• They were “hypocrites” because they believed they were right without humility.  

• They were “hypocrites” because they believed they were right without teachability. 

• They were “hypocrites” because they believed they were right without charity. 

• They were “hypocrites” because they were selective in their love, acceptance, forgiveness, 

and service. 
 

We should always strive for doctrinal precision, but not at the expense of 

body unity.  There is a doctrinal core about Jesus that has to be believed in 

order to be saved.  Everything other than that demands a certain level of 

tolerance and acceptance. 
 

 

A gracious response 

puts body unity 

over doctrinal 

conformity. 

We should always 

strive for doctrinal 

precision, but not at 

the expense of  

body unity. 
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Years ago, when I was a student in Bible College, a man who had seen his share of battles said, “You 

can be so right that you are wrong.”  In our quest for truth, let us not become pharisaical.  Let us 

always strive to invite into our circle the burden bearer, the broken hearted, and those who are living 

in relational disillusionment.   
 

We cannot afford to be so right that we are sterile and impotent.  Living graciously is living in the salt 

mines.  It is rolling up the sleeves of service and washing the feet of the filthy.  I am convinced that 

only when we have entered into spiritual warfare will we begin to see the pettiness of our 

preferential idiosyncrasies and doctrinal clichés and cliques.  May it be said of us, “They are a friend 

of tax collectors and sinners.”  
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 A Final Word 
 

Christian legalism is the attempt to merit favor and avoid sin, yet such attempts are works of the flesh 

when done in the absence of Christ.  Biblical holiness is a consequence of one’s union with Christ and 

thus it cannot be caused by the work of the flesh.  We must desert the fields of sin and let them lay 

fallow at our feet and plant into the rich and fertile fields of delight in Christ.  We must forsake with 

forceful repudiation relationships that tempt us into parasitical bondage and live in the treasures of 

God’s abundant storehouse. 

 

Our own legalistic expressions are as wicked as that of the immoral and the addicted.  Both are 

equally wrong.  May we learn to live in the richness of Christ and in the abundance of His cross 

work. 


