 

The word legalism is not specifically a Biblical word and should be used very carefully since it has conflicting meanings that are often emotionally charged. Below are some often mis-used meanings and possible responses to be patiently given only in humility and gentleness for the loving benefit of the hearer.                          II Tim 2:24+

 LEGALISTIC rightly describes someone who is…
( trying to earn his own salvation by attempting to keep the Law, as he sees it, in his own energy  instead of trusting in the finished work of Jesus Christ’s atoning blood. he may be tempted to arrogantly say, “now, You owe me, God.”  "By the works of the law shall no flesh be justified" Gal 2:16    Jesus said, "I am the way...no one comes to the Father, but through Me.     John 14:6

(   placing pressure on others to conform to external standards or practices that are according to the traditions of men  [NOT according to the Bible] or that are a misapplication of God’s intent for His Law    'But in vain do they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.'  Mark 7:6-7   The early church ruled, "Therefore …we do not trouble those who are turning to God from among the Gentiles, but that …they abstain from things contaminated by idols and from fornication and from what is strangled and from blood. Acts 15:19-20     Circumcision was merely to be a sign of faith in God, “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything, but faith working through love. Gal 5:6   Paul asked the foolish Galatians, "Having begun in the spirit [by faith], are you now ‘made perfect’ by the flesh?" Gal 3:3

because this term is so misunderstood, a true believer may falsely be accused of “Legalism”. In rejecting a holy lifestyle or message, the accuser neglects his own wicked behavior or heart by wrongly claiming…
 “Your standards are just too high”
Response:  Are my standards higher than God's?  He said, 'Be ye holy, for I am holy."  1 Pet 1:16  "Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Matt 5: 48.  Examine yourself in the light of God’s Word.
"You are trying to force your standards on me"

Response:  Are they just my standards or am I speaking the truth from God's Word? Remember the command to "exhort one another daily lest any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin"   Heb 3:13
"The Old Testament doesn't apply to believers today"

Response: "All Scripture is ...profitable..."  2 Tim 3:16  The OT was written for our instruction. 1 Cor 10:11.  The OT is also summarized in the NT commands: Love God; love your neighbor . Mt 22:37-40. Jesus said, Until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass away from the Law, until all is accomplished. Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and so teaches others, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven.   Mt 5:18-19

"Christ did away with the Law"

Response:  Jesus said,  "Think not that I am come to destroy the law; I am not come to destroy, but to fulfill." Mt. 5:17  Christ fulfilled the whole Law and continues to lead us in harmony with it, by His Spirit. Rom 8:1-2     (Christ did away with the EXTERNAL nature of the Law, but wrote it on the hearts of believers,  Jeremiah 31:33)

Anyone who has set aside the Law of Moses dies without mercy on the testimony of 2 or 3 witnesses.   Heb 10:28  

“We Gentiles are not under the Law”

Response: But if you are led by the Spirit [INTERNALLY], you are not under the Law [EXTERNALLY]. Gal 5:18  The New Covenant which Christ instituted for Gentiles, as well as Jews, promised the empowerment to keep His Law, "And I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances. Ezek 36:27
"Christ removed the curse of the Law so there are no consequences for breaking it"

Response:  Christ became a curse to pay the penalty of sin [death]"  Gal 3:13, but the moral Law continues to reveal God's character of holiness.  "What shall we say then" Is the law sin"  God forbid...No, I had not known lust, except the law has said, Thou shalt not covet." Rom 7:7 God disciplines those He loves, Heb 12:5-11. But if one continues to sin willfully... after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins,  but a certain terrifying expectation of judgment, and the fury of a fire… Heb 10:26-27;  Also see 1 Cor 6:9, Gal 5:19-25, Eph 5:5-8, Rev 9:21, 19:20, 21:8, 21:27, 22:15
"The Law is excess baggage"

Response:  The Law is a "schoolmaster to bring us to Christ."  Gal 3:24 A ‘schoolmaster’ was a trusted slave who brought a child of nobility to his teacher.  The ‘schoolmaster’ was a strict disciplinarian who was responsible for the safety, manners, and life-long disciplines that would benefit his student. But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless? Jam 2:20 But we know that the Law is good, if one uses it lawfully, realizing the fact that law is not made for a righteous man, but for those who are lawless and rebellious, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane, for those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murderers and immoral men and homosexuals and kidnappers and liars and perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound teaching, 1 Tim 1:8-10
"Now, we are under grace"

Response:  Grace is NOT the freedom to do whatever we want, but it is the desire and power that God gives every believer to do His will.  Phil 2:13 For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all men, instructing us to deny ungodliness and worldly desires and to live sensibly, righteously and godly in the present age, Titus 2:11-12  The ungodly  view God's grace as a ‘license to sin’ and deny our Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.  Jude 4

"God is love, not law"

Response:  Jesus said, "He that has My commandments, and keeps them, he it is that loves Me; and He that loves Me shall be loved of My Father, I will love him, and will manifest Myself to him. John 14:21 Love will not cause another to stumble because of my “liberty”.  Do not tear down the work of God for the sake of food. All things indeed are clean, but they are evil for the man who eats and gives offense. It is good not to eat meat or to drink wine, or to do anything by which your brother stumbles. Rom 14:20-21

"The Mosaic Law is just too harsh"

Response:  The New Testament Law of Love is actually stricter than the Mosaic Law. Mt 5:28  Those who falsely judge others of legalism should be more concerned about Jesus' condemnation of those who explained away His Law.  "for God commanded, saying, Honor thy father and mother, and He that curses father or mother, let him die the death, But ye say, Thus have you made the commandment of God to none effect by your tradition. You hypocrites honor me with your lips, but your hearts are far from me.”  Mt 15:4,6-9

 And by this we know that we have come to know Him, if we keep His commandments. The one who says, "I have come to know Him," and does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him; 1 John 2:3-4
A Word of Caution

If you are one who does walk by the Spirit in obedience to God with His standards of holiness,

Please  do not become ensnared by your own flesh like the Pharisees with their errors of …

· Externality: More concerned with outward conformity, that with the inner condition of the heart.

· Ostentatiousness: Showing off with some personal act of  “piety” for the purpose of public praise.

· Hypocrisy: The false appearance of virtue or deceitful show of good character when your heart is not in fellowship with God. "Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, 'This people honors Me with their lips, But their heart is far away from Me.”  Mark 7:6-7 Examine yourself; might you have any ‘blind spots’ that others  have already pointed out or for which you could be criticized? 
· Divisiveness: The one who has been called to higher standards should not cause disharmony in the body of Christ by continuing to complain about the  non-conformity to external “rules” by others who do not live up to them. Love them and PRAY that the Holy Spirit will also show them what you believe is true!  Let not him who eats regard with contempt him who does not eat, and let not him who does not eat judge him who eats, for God has accepted him. Who are you to judge the servant of another? To his own master he stands or falls; and stand he will, for the Lord is able to make him stand. Rom 14: 3-4
