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1. Introduction: Paul places a curse on those who preach a false gospel. It is an urgent matter in 

the Christian life to discern the true gospel from a false one. However, the relationship between 

grace and works is notoriously difficult. For example,  

 Is it OK to follow rules not found in the Bible, or is that legalism? 

 Should we try to keep the 10 Commandments, or is that legalism? Should we observe the 

Sabbath on Sunday? What about 7th Day Adventists?  

 Do we have to obey God to be saved? 

 Are we saved by grace, and sanctified by works? 

 How can I tell the difference between true legalism and passionate obedience? 

My goal is to look at the topic of legalism, grace, and works in Galatians, and see if we can gain 

some clarity about the issue. I believe that this is important because: 

1. It is imperative that as Christ’s followers and leaders in the church we safeguard the faith 

“once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3). We don’t want to compromise the gospel 

by adding legalistic works. 

2. On the other hand, we want to be obedient to Christ, and we don’t want to throw around 

the term “legalism” recklessly. 

I hope that when I am done, you have greater clarity for how you think about this topic in your 

own lives and teaching (even if you don’t ultimately agree with everything I say). 

 

 

2. Legalism in Galatia: There is an interesting development of the question of the relationship 

between the admission of the gentiles and the question of the law of Moses. This changes as 

Christianity develops from a sect of Judaism to a multi-ethnic faith. Data from the narratives of 

Acts and Galatians:  

 The church started off as a “Jewish sect” 

 At Pentecost, many Jews are converted, including Priests (6:7) and Pharisees (15:5).  

 Many of these converts from Judaism found it difficult to admit gentiles into the church 

(Acts 11:1–3). Even Peter is slow to grasp this issue, but God pushes the church to 

recognize gentiles as fellow Christians apart from law observance (Acts 10). 

 Some of the Jews who had been converted still resisted this. For example, some men 

from James came down and caused problems in Antioch by causing the Jews to withdraw 



2 

 

from table fellowship (Gal 2:11–14, sometime after Acts 12:25). Even Peter stumbles and 

is rebuked by Paul (Gal 2:14–21). Men came from Judea and taught the brethren that 

circumcision and keeping the law of Moses was necessary for salvation (Acts 15:1–5) 

 The definitive moment comes at the Jerusalem council, when the church reaches a 

consensus that the gentiles are not to be put under the law of Moses. 

 While the opponents in Galatians may or may not have been the exact same group that is 

seen in Acts pressing the gentiles to be circumcised, there are some similarities that at the 

very least testify to the general tendency among some Jewish Christians to be slow to 

work out the implications of the gospel with regard to the question of the gentiles and the 

law.  

References to the opponents in the letter: 

 The men:  

o “certain men” are “troubling” and “casting a spell on” the Galatians (1:7; 3:1; 

5:7–12) 

o Claiming to represent the Jerusalem church, and denigrating Paul’s authority as an 

apostle 

 The message:  

o Adding to the gospel in such a way that it ceased to really be the gospel of Jesus 

Christ (1:6–9; 3:3). These additions include:  

 Circumcision (5:2–3) 

 Sacred calendar (4:10), most likely the “Jewish liturgical calendar” (Moo, 

19).  

o Note: apparently the identity of Jesus as the Christ is not an issue. These are 

different than simply “Jews,” because the Jews did not try to add law observance, 

they just tried to persecute Christians. In contrast, Paul’s opponents had evidently 

tried to come in after Paul and add law observance to the lives of gentile 

Christians.  

o However, because of the curse that Paul levies against them and the similarities 

they bear to the men he calls “false brothers” in 2:4, even if they themselves and 

others thought of them as Christians, Paul apparently considered this a significant 

misunderstanding of the gospel and did not consider them to be true Christians. 

 The motivation: 

o Boasting (6:13) 

o Trying to avoid persecution (6:12) 

 Some have recently seen in the comments about trying to avoid 

persecution an indication that these were Jews who had embraced Jesus as 

the Messiah, but were feeling the pressure from their fellow Jews to 

uphold the law of Moses. Christianity was early on viewed as a sect within 

Judaism, and it may be that they were trying to show their loyalty to non-

Christian Jews who would have viewed them as abandoning God’s law. 

Under this reconstruction, their solution was to have the gentile converts 
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circumcised as a show that their allegiance to Jesus did not change their 

allegiance to the law. 

Conclusion:  

 “. . . Paul writes Galatians to combat people who are pressuring the Galatians to undergo 

circumcision and submit to the law of Moses as a means of completing their Christian 

experience” (Moo, BECNT, 19). 

 These opponents have been traditionally called “Judaizers,” because Paul says that they 

attempted to make the gentiles Ἰουδαίζειν (live according to Jewish religious 

regulations). 

 

3. Paul’s Response: Paul responded sharply because the gospel itself was at stake. He argued 

two points: 1. that his opponents misunderstood the place of the law in redemptive history; 2. 

that salvation by grace through faith in Christ and works of the law were by their very nature 

mutually exclusive.1 By means of contrast, he demonstrated to the Galatians that there are two, 

and only two options available to them: 

 2 Ages: (Theological framework) 

o This present evil age (1:4) 

o characterized by slavery to sin and the law 

o The age to come, or new creation (6:15) 

o Those who have been redeemed by Christ are rescued from this present age, 

become part of the new creation, and are members of the “heavenly Jerusalem” 

(1:4; 4:26; 6:15). 

 2 Gospels:  

o Paul’s gospel, which comes from God and centers on the work of Christ received 

by faith (1:11–12). 

o The Judaizers’ gospel, which is not really a gospel, but centers on obedience to 

the law (1:6) 

 2 Ways to be justified: By what way can I be declared righteous before a holy God, both 

now and in the last day? Contrast between works of the law and faith in Christ 

o A central contrast in the letter is between faith and works as a way to be justified 

before God (2:16, 21). 

 Other related contrasts are between faith and the law’s ability (or not) to 

obtain the Spirit (3:2), “the inheritance” (3:18), and 4. life (2:21). These 

are different facets of our salvation, and the message is clear: the law 

cannot give salvation. 

o 2 Reasons that support this contrast: 

 1. The law cannot make justify 

                                                 
1 It is important to distinguish these two issues, though they are no doubt related. 
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 First, the law, in its very nature, is a matter of “doing” (3:10, 12; 5:3). It is 

always a matter of human performance, or “merit.” The law measures 

what a person deserves at the final judgement. 

 But human “doing” is insufficient. It is impossible for sinful man to keep 

the law (3:10). That is why all men are under the curse. 

 “Gal 3:10, then, along with the indisputable stress on human ability 

in Romans 1-3 (which is capped with two denials of the ability of 

“works of the law” to justify; 3:20, 28), strongly supports the 

notion that “works of the law” cannot justify, not because they are 

inherently wrong, nor only because a decisive shift in salvation-

history has occurred, but fundamentally because no man is able to 

do them in sufficient degree and number so as to gain merit before 

God.” (Moo, “ ‘Law,’ ‘Works of the Law,’ and Legalism,” 98). 

 2. The law cannot be mixed with grace and faith 

 Second, faith is incompatible with law (3:11–12). Faith in Christ is the 

way of grace, which is by nature a gift. It is given without regard for 

human performance or merit (2:21; cf. Rom 4:4–5). As Paul says in 

Romans 11:6 [quote here]. 

 Conclusion: Paul’s negative appraisal of man’s ability to obey God’s law, 

and his view of the antithetical nature of law and grace (with regard to 

salvation) make it impossible to add works of the law to faith in Christ for 

justification. They are mutually exclusive. A person can only be justified 

before God by trusting in Christ’s sacrificial death and resurrection. As the 

old Hymns say, “Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling,” 

and “My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus blood and righteousness.”  

 2 Powers for living: By what power can I obey God and live righteously? Contrast 

between the Spirit and the flesh 

o The flesh 

 It is incapable of pleasing God. It produces the attitudes and conduct that 

are detestable (5:19–21) 

 Even obedience to the law in the power of the flesh results only in human 

boasting that is in contrast with boasting in Christ (6:13–14).  

 Furthermore, human attempts to obey God’s law by the power of the 

sinful nature simply result in further slavery to both sin and the law (3:22; 

4:9, 25; 5:1; cf. Rom 6:14ff and Rom 7–8). 

 The outcome of the works of the flesh is exclusion from the kingdom and 

ultimate destruction (5:21; 6:8) 

 The flesh cannot be reformed, it must be crucified (5:24). 

o The Spirit 

 He bears good fruit (5:22–23). Negatively, no charge of lawbreaking can 

be laid against the kind of attitudes and conduct that the Spirit produces 
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(5:23). Positively, he stimulates the kind of righteous lives that the law 

points to, but is unable to produce by ere human effort (5:14).  

 Obedience propelled by the Spirit is: 

 Obtained by faith 

 motivated by the desire to please God (1:10) and love one’s 

neighbor (5:6, 14) 

 produces boasting in Christ and the cross (6:14) 

 Furthermore, through faith in Christ we are freed from the condemnation 

and slavery to the law, and freed to love and serve others by the power of 

the Spirit (2:20; 5:1, 13–14; cf. Rom 6–8). 

 The outcome of the fruit of the Spirit is eternal life (6:8). 

 

4. Legalism Today: with regard to Salvation: Now we will see if we can bring Paul’s teaching 

to bear on our own situation.  

 First, it is important to note that very few of us struggle with whether we should be 

circumcised and keep all of the Mosaic Law. 

 However, the underlying principle that this letter teaches is universally applicable: to try 

to be justified before God on the basis of our works is fundamentally at odds with the 

gospel. 

 As we said above, with regard to the Mosaic Law, Paul’s negative appraisal of man’s 

ability to obey God’s law, and his view of the antithetical nature of law and grace (with 

regard to salvation) make it impossible to add works of the law to faith in Christ for 

justification. However these two principles apply to any attempt to be righteous before 

God on the basis of works, regardless of the exact nature of the works. (See Moo, 

BECNT, 25ff). 

 “. . . underlying Paul’s polemic against doing the torah in Galatians is his concern about 

human “doing” in general. The problem with human doing is that it is always and 

necessarily inadequate: sinful humans are incapable of rendering to God the obedience 

that God deserves. “Works of the law,” like any other human “work,” always fall short of 

what God expects of his creatures, leaving incorporation into Christ by faith as the only 

means of achieving righteousness.” (Moo, BECNT, 27). 

Conclusion: According to Galatians, anyone who teaches a gospel that introduces human works 

as the basis for righteousness before God is anathema (under the curse of God). Some examples: 

 Because all of us are hard-wired with God’s law written on our hearts, natural man’s 

religion is legalism. We all find a way to think of ourselves as in the right, and anyone 

else as in the wrong. You can see this even in children. 

 Most people I have met think that they are good enough to “go to heaven when they die.” 

The religion of the broader American culture is, from my experience, legalistic.  

 This is likewise true of cultural Christianity. 



6 

 

 I am not an expert in the various cults and world religions, but I am inclined to suspect 

that each of these, has at its heart the necessity of “works righteousness.” 

 We need to be honest with people and tell them that God’s demands for goodness cannot 

be met by sinful human beings (3:10). We need to tell them that they are sinners who are 

under the just judgment of God because of their sin. This is actually crucial! Unless a 

person sees themselves as a hopeless sinner, the gospel makes no sense (2:21). 

 

5. Legalism Today: with regard to Sanctification and Ethics: So far, we have been speaking 

of legalism with reference to salvation. However, some people appear to genuinely trust in Jesus 

for their justification before God, but live functionally on the basis of works. We might call this 

legalism with regard to sanctification and ethics. 

 

For people who struggle with ethical legalism, performance (“doing”), whether my own or 

others, receives an unhealthy focus. 

1. It can create a self-focus with regard to the good things we do (boasting in self) that is 

opposed to the “God and others” focus that is found in an obedience stimulated by the 

Spirit 

2. This can lead to an emotional rollercoaster in which my own performance is the key to 

having a “good day.” 

3. Toward others, this can lead to habitually comparing ourselves with others, pride and 

judgmentalism, favoritism (judging others by their good or bad qualities), and lack of 

forgiveness. 

4. Any good thing can be coopted: 

a. Prayer and spiritual disciplines 

b. moral obedience (loving my wife) 

c. Right doctrine  

5. Also, there can be a tendency in “grey areas” issues to impose rules on others more 

adamantly than Scripture does 

a. Examples: 

i. lifestyle choices (how I school my children) 

ii. Christian convictions (what kind of movies I will watch) 

b. This can be evidence of a focus on externals to the neglect of deep, character 

change. Rather than moving into maturity, which require wisdom and character, 

we prefer to reduce everything to a matter of obedience. 

Ethical legalism is ultimately incompatible with the gospel. While someone can be a genuine 

Christian and not under the curse of Gal 1:6–9, attempting to live out the Christian life in terms 

of ethical legalism is not consistent with the gospel. Some possible results (think of movement 

on a spectrum):  

1. In a person or community the legalistic principle can come to predominate, in which case 

the gospel can become more and more obscured and watered down. The result is cultural 



7 

 

Christianity, in which there are Christian overtones, but the gospel is not present in any 

understandable form. This can eventually turn into soteriological legalism. 

2. In a person or community the grace principle can come to predominate, in which case the 

legalistic principle is pushed out. This can often be a matter of a slow growth in learning 

to live by grace that takes place as people mature in the Christian life. 

3. In some cases, people or churches seem to be able to live with inconsistencies. The result 

is a person or community that is genuinely Christian, but is marked by areas of 

inconsistency. 

It is important to note that Christians who struggle with ethical legalism are not false teachers 

under the curse of God, but people who are immature in Christ. What is the cure for ethical 

legalism? It is Jesus Christ! It is a matter of learning to apply in my daily life the good news 

about him. For example: 

1. There are no sins which can cause me to lose my righteous standing before God in Christ. 

There are no good works that I need to perform to be loved by God. These general truths 

need to be worked out in specific situations in which we are tempted to act inconsistently 

with the gospel. 

2. Also, rather than turning to my own natural efforts at moral improvement, I need to learn 

to grow in obedience by confessing my sins to God and seeking him for the power to love 

him and others. 

 

6. Works and the Christian Life: Let’s now turn and look more positively at obedience in the 

Christian life. We have argued that legalism is the teaching that we can be justified by our own 

works which we do in our own natural strength. However, we believe that a person is justified 

before God by grace through faith in Christ, and that our good works are empowered by the Holy 

Spirit. What else can we say about the role of works in the Christian life? 

1. Good works are both required and enabled in the Christian life. 

a. As a response to legalism, some people erroneously misunderstand that good 

works are optional in the Christian life. 

b. However, works are not optional or unnecessary for a Christian. Scripture 

commands and expects good works. However, these good works are a result of 

the Holy Spirit, and are carried out by faith, and are never the basis of our 

standing with God. 

i. Note: with regard to justification, our works play not part. Our standing 

before God is always and only based on the righteousness of Christ (2:21). 

ii. With regard to our sanctification, we work because God is at work in us 

(cf. Phil 2:12–13). We are active and exert grace-driven effort that is 

produced in us by the Holy Spirit. 

iii. “Galatians knows nothing, then, of autonomous works or of works 

produced by the virtue of the human being. Good works are energized and 

accomplished by the Holy Spirit, being rooted in the cross-work of Jesus 
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Christ by which believers have been freed from the old creation and have 

been inducted into the new creation. Galatians makes it clear that these 

works are necessary for eternal life. Those who don’t sow to the Spirit will 

not experience eternal life. Those who practice the works of the flesh will 

be excluded from the kingdom. Clearly Paul did not think emphasizing the 

necessity of works compromised his gospel of grace, and if he did not 

think so, neither should we.” (Schreiner, “Justification apart from and by 

Works,” 83). 

c. The important thing is to distinguish between justification and sanctification. 

While we do not contribute any works to our justification, we do work with God 

in our sanctification. 

2. God’s commands still play a part in our sanctification. 

a. Some have claimed that the problem with the Mosaic law is that it is external and 

commands obedience. Since the Holy Spirit has come to produce His fruit in our 

lives, we no longer need external commands. Therefore to command obedience is 

revert to legalism, because true obedience springs from the heart naturally. 

b. This is often portrayed as sanctification by the gospel. If we really want to grow 

in Christian behavior, we should think on the gospel rather than on our duty 

before God. 

c. Another way that this manifests itself is the view that we are passive in the 

Christian life, and the Holy Spirit works obedience apart from our participation. 

d. While it is true that the Spirit comes to motivate obedience internally, this does 

not mean that there is anything wrong with commands in and of themselves. 

e. In fact, both Jesus and Paul give a number of commands. 

f. The idea that we no longer need commands suffers from “overrealized 

eschatology.” It does not deal adequately with the “not yet” dimension of our 

salvation. 

g. God uses the internal motivation of the Spirit and the external push of the 

commands to put to death the sinful nature and conform us to Christ. 

3. The OT speaks to us in terms of the question of what our obedience to Christ ought to 

look like. 

a. There is legitimate disagreement among orthodox Christians regarding how or 

whether the OT law can be used to instruct and measure Christian conduct. 

b. For example, it is not totally agreed upon by Christians as to whether Sunday is 

the Sabbath. It is also not agreed upon among Christians as to whether we should 

divide the Mosaic law into three categories (moral, civil, and ceremonial), or 

whether we are only accountable to keep the laws repeated in the NT. I am not 

going to solve that question for you. 

c. But as long as Christians realize that their righteous standing before God is based 

on Christ and not their obedience, disagreements of these kinds do not constitute 

legalism. 
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d. Paul says that at least one of the laws of the OT are normative for us today 

(namely, loving our neighbor as ourselves). However, at various places in his 

letters one can find appeals to the OT for instruction in obedience to God (e.g. 1 

Cor 10:6; 2 Tim 3:16–17). 

e. Key distinction: the law as a way to earn my salvation vs. the law as a 

measurement of my obedience. 

4. Christian obedience can be compatible with following extrabiblical rules when it doesn’t 

confuse the gospel or misrepresent the  

a. This does not mean that it is always wrong to have extrabiblical rules. Sometimes 

it is simply a matter of applying the principles of God’s word to situations that 

Scripture does not address (“wisdom issues”) 

b. Other times it is a matter of “house rules.” Institutions (homes, churches, schools) 

have a right to establish behavioral policies as long as they are clear that they are 

not speaking from God on these issues. 

c. It can also be possible that I need to establish a particular rule because I am weak 

in an area.  

d. However, we always recognize that we are not infallible interpreters, and we are 

less dogmatic toward others when we have less Scriptural certainty about a 

matter. 

 

7. Conclusion: Paul rightly pronounced a curse on those who would preach another gospel, one 

characterized by a dependence on works of the law for justification and dependence on one’s 

own abilities to empower obedience. He contrasted this with the gospel of Jesus Christ, in which 

Christ’s redemptive death for our sins, appropriated by faith, results in the gracious justification 

of sinners before God, and enables them to obey God by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

While few people today struggle with whether we ought to be circumcised, the natural heart 

religion of fallen man is justification by good works, and so we must likewise preach the gospel 

to those who would justify themselves before God, starting with the negative picture of our 

ability to satisfy God’s requirements. Only in this light can the good news make sense.  

 

Furthermore, some Christians struggle with inconsistency in terms of attempting to live out their 

Christian lives on the basis of works. The cure for this inconsistency is learning to apply the 

gospel in every area of life. 

 

Finally, we see that even though there is no room for works in our justification, there is an 

important role for good works in our sanctification. May the Lord continue to teach you and I to 

find our security before him and our empowerment to obey him in Christ alone. 


