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Legalism   
Legalism is unbelief in the goodness and grace of God that results in a joyless rule-keeping 
mindset or a rebellious law-breaking mindset.  
 
One of our greatest problems is that we naturally see God as a harsh, hard-driving Lawgiver 
instead of a gracious, giving Father and we relate to God on the basis on Law (following rules in 
order to earn blessings) instead of Grace (resting in what He has freely given and living to love 
and please the Giver). 
 
1. We are all afflicted with a legal spirit. (25) 
 And a lawyer stood up and put Him to the test … (25) 
 
In reality, we are all ‘lawyers’ – in spirit: all of us are concerned about the law in our 
relationships with God and others. 

 “In the best of the children of God here, there are such remains of 
the legal disposition and inclination of heart to the way of the covenant of works that as they 
are never quite free of it in their very best duties, so at times their services smell so rank of it 
as if they were alive to the law and dead to Christ.” – Thomas Boston 

 
2. A legal spirit is focused on what we must do (ie, Law) rather than what has been freely 

offered to us or done for us or given to us (ie, Grace). (25) 
 … Saying, ‘Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?’ (25) 
 
Kinds of legalism: 
  Seeing the keeping of the law as an end in itself. (Luke 13:10-17; Matthew 23:13-14; 

Luke 11:42)  Trying to obey the law as ‘rule keeping’ not ‘relationship’ with God. (Luke 18:9-14)   Trying to keep the law in order to earn salvation. (Luke 10:30-37; 18:18-27)   Thinking that God’s blessing is the result of my performance instead of a gift of 
grace.  (Luke 15:11-32)  

How does a legal spirit/legalism support someone’s attempt to ‘justify himself’ (Luke 10:29)? 
 
 But wishing to justify himself … (29) 
 



 = to show oneself to be or to be regarded as righteous 
  Keeping the letter of the law while violating the spirit of the law. (Matthew 5:20-28; 
23:25-28)  
Are you content with looking good in the eyes of people even if you are privately very 
different?  

  Adding man-made laws to or in place of God’s law. (Mark 7:1-13)  
Do you make up or submit to man-made rules with little concern with what God actually 
commands?  
  Majoring on the minors and minoring on the majors. (Matthew 23:23-24; Luke 
11:42)   
Do you take pride in minor areas of obedience and ignore major areas of disobedience? 

Conclusion  
If we try to jump to Hawaii, even if we jump further into the surf than anyone else, we still will 
fall far short of reaching our goal! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


