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LEGALISM

RECAP

▸ Auchterarder in 1717 

▸ “It is not sound and orthodox to teach that we must 
forsake sin in order to our coming to Christ.” 

▸ Wording may be less than perfect, but the main 
contention is that it is a mistake to teach that one must 
forsake sin before one comes to Christ for salvation. 

▸ Many devious permutations precede and extend from this 
camel’s nose.



LEGALISM

RECAP

▸ Christ separated from his benefits. 

▸ A conditional offer of the gospel. 

▸ The character of God itself is distorted. 

▸ Our attitude toward one another is distorted. 

▸ Pastoral ministry is distorted.



LEGALISM

HOW TO DEFINE LEGALISM?

▸ An eagerness to adhere to the law? 



LEGALISM

GENESIS 3

▸ The temptation 

▸ “Isn’t it true that God has placed you in this garden full 
of delights and has now denied them all to you? - vs. 1 

▸ Dislodging Eve from the clarity and authority of God’s 
word (also vs. 4) 

▸ More importantly, as attack on God’s character. “If you 
are to receive anything from this misanthrope deity, 
then it must be paid for and earned.”
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GENESIS 3

▸ “The root of Eve’s antinomianism was actually her 
legalism.” 

▸ “A divorce between God’s revealed will and his gracious, 
generous character.” 

▸ “He-whose-favor-must-be-earned.” 

▸ “A failure to see the generosity of God and his wise and 
loving plans for our lives . . . lies at the root of legalism 
and drives it.”



LEGALISM

A CORRESPONDING DEFINITION
▸ Legalism is a peculiar kind of submission to God’s law, 

something that no longer feels the personal divine touch in 
the rule it submits to. - Gerhardus Vos 

▸ “Legalism is simply separating the law of God from the 
person of God. Eve sees God’s law, but she has lost sight 
of the true God himself. Thus, abstracting his law from his 
loving and generous person, she was deceived into 
‘hearing’ law only as negative deprivation and not as the 
wisdom of a heavenly Father.” 

▸ This is the distortion, the “lie about God,” that has entered 
the bloodstream of the human race.”



LEGALISM

A CORRESPONDING DEFINITION

▸ “Thus the essence of legalism is rooted not merely in our 
view of law as such but in a distorted view of God as the 
giver of the law. . . 

▸ God becomes a magnified policeman who gives his law 
only because he wants to deprive us and in particular to 
destroy our joy.” 

▸ “The ‘lie’ that we now believe is that ‘to glorify God’ is not, 
indeed cannot be, ‘to enjoy him forever,’ but to lose all 
joy.”



LEGALISM

A CORRESPONDING DEFINITION

▸ Contrast Psalm16.11: You make known to me the path of 
life; in your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right 
hand are pleasures forevermore.” 

▸ This is why legalism and antinomianism are non-identical 
twins that emerge from the same womb. 

▸ Deeper than the intellect. How do I think about God? What 
is my emotional response to him? How do I feel about 
him?



LEGALISM

A CORRESPONDING DEFINITION

▸ “[Legalism] is multidimensional and multilayered. It takes 
many forms and has many faces. It’s presenting symptoms 
can be hard to diagnose, analyze and treat. It can prove to 
be almost intractable.” 

▸ “Legalism, then, is almost as old as Eden itself. In essence it 
is any teaching that diminishes or distorts the generous 
love of God and the full freeness of his grace. It then 
distorts God’s graciousness revealed in his law and fails to 
see the law set within its proper context.”
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▸ I myself have been preaching and cultivating it [the gospel 
of God’s free and loving grace] through reading and 
writing for almost twenty years and still I feel the old 
clinging dirt of wanting to deal so with God that I may 
contribute something, so that he will have to give me his 
grace in exchange for my holiness.  Still I cannot get it into 
my head that I should surrender myself completely to sheer 
grace; yet [I know that] this is what I should and must do. - 
Luther



LEGALISM

WHITHER REPENTANCE?

▸ Not penance. 

▸ Before or after faith? 

▸ WCF 15: Repentance unto life is an evangelical grace . . . 

▸ In a word, gospel repentance doth not go before, but 
comes after remission of sin, in the order of nature. - 
Thomas Boston
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WHITHER REPENTANCE?

▸ “Repentance is suffused with faith; otherwise it is legal. But 
then without repentance, faith would be no more than 
imagination.” 

▸ Repentance and faith cannot be divided chronologically, 
but the order of nature is such that repentance cannot 
take place outside the context of faith.
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LUKE 15

▸ The prodigal first imagines how good it is at home - vs. 17 

▸ But he still is enthralled by the lie of the devil (“Edenic 
poison”); His father is “He-whose-favor-must-be-earned.” - 
vss. 18, 19 

▸ The father breaks all social convention, acts in an unseemly 
manner - vs. 20 

▸ The father dismisses the son’s confession and 
repentance (!) - vss. 21-24.
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LUKE 15
▸ The point of the parable is the older brother - vs. 2 

▸ The father’s loving response is heartbreaking - vs. 31 

▸ “What Jesus unmasks here is a legalistic heart, one that 
has imbibed the poison of Eden. . . What is particularly 
illuminating is that we are given the impression that only in 
the context of a lavish display of grace did the hidden 
poison of the elder brother’s legalistic disposition fully 
manifest itself.” 

▸ The alarming reality is that the legalistic disposition is 
found close to home, not in the pig sty.



LEGALISM

WHITHER THE LAW?

▸ Covenant of works or rule of life? 

▸ A standard to be met for acceptance by God or a guide 
for Christian living? 

▸ The curious logic of Romans 3.27 

▸ It is grace that eliminates boasting, not the law; “grace 
suffocates boasting.” 

▸ Understanding grace is to understand God himself.



LEGALISM

WHITHER THE LAW?

▸ The law must not be abstracted from the character of the 
person who gave it. 

▸ If the law convicts us of sin, it should not be reduced to 
being merely a rod intended exclusively to beat the backs 
of sinners. 

▸ To distinguish truly and clearly between the law as a 
covenant and the law as a rule is, as Luther expressed it, 
“the key which opens the hidden treasure of the gospel.”
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SUSPICIOUS SYMPTOMS

▸ A self-righteous temper 

▸ Luke 18 

▸ The grace exposé 

▸ Matthew 20 

▸ The spirit of heaviness 

▸ Isaiah 61


