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CHAPTER 9  
WHY IS LEGALISM SO WRONG? 

Luther, like Augustine before him, experienced religious torment. 
When in the monastery he was plagued by the feeling of the wrath 
of God. This continued over years. As a monk he did everything 
he knew how to overcome this terror. Neither daily confession nor 
ascetic exercises helped. Luther, the monk, cried out to God for 
relief because he felt God was putting demands upon him that no 
human could fulfill. He suffered infernal terrors, after which his 
bones felt as if they had been burned to ashes. As he described it, 
in these moments of dread he saw not the slightest gleam of 
light.
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What makes legalism so wrong that God might take his salvation away from a 

legalist? Let’s first remember how we’re using “legalism.” One is not a legalist for 

insisting on a law of God—even in error. Rather, one does not become a legalist until he 

makes a work other than obedience to the gospel (which is not really a work) a condition 

of salvation. If you and I disagree over whether Christians should celebrate Christmas, 

we disagree but neither of us is necessarily a legalist. However, if one of us denies the 

salvation of the other because of this disagreement, then he becomes a legalist. 

In other words, a legalist insists that grace must either be replaced or 

supplemented by works. In the Churches of Christ, legalists insist that certain doctrines 

be held in addition to the gospel as a condition to salvation. Typically, the doctrines 

include how the congregational worship is conducted, how the church is organized, and 

the name of the church. Moreover, many add any number of additional doctrines to the 

list of doctrines beyond the reach of God’s grace. These essential doctrines are referred to 

as “marks of the church” or “tests of fellowship.” 

There are basically two ways that we might respond to being taught a works-

based salvation. First, we can be as Martin Luther was before he discovered grace. We 

can very honestly examine ourselves and conclude we plainly do not merit salvation. If 

so, we’d live our lives in constant fear of hellfire—a truly miserable condition. 

But most of us, unable to bear the thought of damnation, respond to works-based 

salvation by rationalizing that we really aren’t all that bad, that we certainly aren’t as bad 

as the lost people who surround us, and we are actually better than most. Worse yet, we 

go looking for concrete evidence that we are indeed better than others. As we often can’t 

prove our superiority by our morality (are we really morally better than Mother Teresa? a 

better evangelist than Billy Graham?), we turn to doctrine and claim we in fact have an 

absolutely pure and perfect understanding of Scripture—at least the parts that really 

matter—and so we surely merit salvation. 
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 Quoted, with minor editorial corrections, from Alan G. Hefner, The Mystica (2002), 

http://www.themystica.com/mystica/articles/l/luther_martin%20.html. 
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Note the following quotation from a Church of Christ publication that is popular 

in this part of the country— 

Fellowship is limited to those who walk in the light. “But if we walk 
in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship one with 
another, and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from 
all sin” (1 John 1:7). Also, to those who abide in truth, “Whosoever 
transgresseth, and abideth not in the doctrine of Christ, hath not 
God. He that abideth in the doctrine of Christ, he hath both the 
Father and the Son” (2 John 9).  

Fellowship is prohibited to those who are in Biblical error. 
Error in the Bible is designated as “darkness.” “And have no 
fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather reprove 
them” (Eph. 5:11).
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As this very typical quotation demonstrates, many within the Churches of Christ 

insist on an absolutely correct understanding of all doctrinal issues for that person to be 

saved. If someone is in error on any point at all, he is damned and not to be associated 

with. Thus, all doctrine becomes a mark of the church or test of fellowship. I suppose that 

insisting on agreement on all doctrines avoids the embarrassment of having to defend 

why you insist on some doctrines and not others. 

Now this kind of thinking presents at least two dangers. First, it makes us 

extremely intolerant of those who disagree with us on even the smallest doctrinal issue. 

Indeed, we feel duty-bound to warn and rebuke and ultimately disfellowship those who 

disagree with us, as their error will cost them their very souls! 

Second, this thinking elevates doctrinal purity far above moral purity. And so, I 

may find myself completely ineffective at spreading the gospel, entirely unloving to other 

Christians, unwilling to help the poor, the widows, and the orphans, and yet feeling fully 

justified because I am right on the age of the earth and the penalty for divorce. I admit my 

failings are sin but praise God for forgiving my sins while he refuses to forgive the sins 

of others! 

Legalism inevitably leads to the sin of division. After all, if I have to be right on 

every point of doctrine, and if I can’t treat those who disagree with me as saved, then I 
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 Italics in original. Steve Miller, “Fellowship in the New Testament Church,” vol. 11, no. 1, Seek The 

Old Paths (January 2000), http://www.eastcorinth.org/stop100.htm. The author misuses every Scripture 

cited. 1 John 1:7 does not use “light” to refer to doctrinal purity, but to the all-forgiving grace of God found 

in Christ. 1 John 1:8-10 states that all Christians are also sinners. Why would doctrinal sin be outside grace 

and moral sin within grace? 2 John 9, referring to the “doctrine of Christ,” does not refer to every single 

teaching in Scripture by or about Christ, as though doctrinal perfection were required to be saved. Rather, 

“doctrine of Christ” is better translated as the “doctrine about Christ,” that is, the gospel. This is clear from 

verse 7, which condemns those “who do not acknowledge that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh.” Plainly, 

such people lack saving faith and will be condemned. Eph. 5:8-11 is not addressing doctrine, but rather 

“goodness, righteousness and truth” as opposed to things “done in secret,” that is, sin. We really can’t take 

a simple statement opposing sin and declare that it means that any and doctrinal error is outside grace but 

that grace can cover other kinds of sin. 
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soon find the church an awfully lonely place, as there will be very few who completely 

agree with me. 

The divisions have often been hidden by the use of a common name, but every 

congregation knows the unofficial list of local Churches of Christ that don’t recognize 

that congregation’s salvation, that refuse cooperation, and that bitterly attack the others in 

their bulletins and from their pulpits. If we can’t see this as evil, then we really haven’t 

been reading our Bibles. 

This is all in marked contrast to Jesus’ teachings on the unity of believers. In fact, 

just before his crucifixion, Jesus prayed for the unity of all believers— 

(John 17:20-23) “My prayer is not for [my apostles] alone. I pray 
also for those who will believe in me through their message, that 
all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in 
you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that 
you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, 
that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. 
May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know 
that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved 
me.” 

One of Jesus’ reasons for desiring unity among his followers was so the world 

would recognize us as his followers. He knew that division and discord would only make 

us look foolish to those we seek to convert. 

Some contend that we’ll one day achieve the unity that Jesus prayed for by all 

reaching the same conclusions on every single issue, and yet 2,000 years of history 

plainly disprove that notion. We are weak, fallible, fallen people who will never save 

ourselves, and so we need a Savior, a Savior who saves us despite our sin, our 

imperfections, and our foolishness—and who teaches us to love and accept all whom He 

has saved, even those other sinful, imperfect, and foolish Christians. 

When Jesus came in the flesh, he confronted both Pharisees and Sadducees. The 

Sadducees were the “liberals” of the day, rejecting all teaching of the afterlife and 

blending Judaism with Grecian philosophy. Indeed, they were in many senses 

collaborators with the pagan Roman rulers of Palestine. Jesus condemned them, but He 

saved His strongest language for the Pharisees—the people who sought to diligently 

uphold the Law of Moses, who studied Scripture with zeal, and who insisted that the 

Sabbath and other practices commanded by God be followed. Indeed, many historians 

credit the Pharisees with having preserved the original Jewish faith against pagan 

corruption in the years between the Old and New Testaments! And so, why did Jesus 

condemn them? 

(Luke 18:10-14) “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a 
Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood up and 
prayed about himself: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other 
men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax 
collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.’  
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“But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look 
up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, ‘God, have mercy on 
me, a sinner.’  

“I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified 
before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and 
he who humbles himself will be exalted.” 

It’s hardly obvious to our modern minds, but humility is of the essence to our 

salvation. How can we claim to have an absolutely perfect doctrinal understanding and 

practice and yet claim to be humble? Indeed, isn’t such a claim the very definition of 

arrogance? Isn’t it the very sin that condemned the Pharisees?  

(1 Cor. 8:2) The man who thinks he knows something does not yet 
know as he ought to know. 

I speak with particular anger (and I hope it comes through) because of my 

experiences in the college town I live in. Census numbers reflect that about 5% of the 

population of Alabama consider themselves members of the Churches of Christ. If 5% of 

the students at the University of Alabama grew up in the Churches of Christ, that 5% 

would be 800 or more souls. And yet each year only about 300 admit to being in the 

Church on their registration forms (2%). And of those, only about 100 attend a local 

Church of Christ more than half a dozen times (often being those Sundays when their 

parents are in town!) 

Did the atheistic university destroy these kids’ faiths? No. They never came to 

church. Not once. No school is so venal and corrupt that it steals kids’ faith in less than 

seven days! Did the local congregations fail to reach out to these children? Absolutely 

not. Great efforts go into trying to reach new students in town. 

These kids didn’t come to Tuscaloosa to go to church. Most came to get away 

from church. I can’t count the number of people I know who tell me they grew up in the 

Church of Christ and have either been completely soured on religion or who have 

converted to some other group.  

We are not even converting and retaining our own children! The statistics plainly 

support my personal experience. According to Flavil R. Yeakley, Jr., the Churches of 

Christ had a membership decline of 1.3% from 1990 to 2000.
35

 And, of course, the -1.3% 

figure includes converts from outside the Churches of Christ as well as our own children. 

Thus, we aren’t even converting enough from among the lost to replace those of our 

children who leave the church.
36
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 “The Growth and Decline Among the Churches of Christ,” Gospel Advocate (Feb. 2003), 21. 
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 This is true notwithstanding the astonishing article by Robert K. Oglesby, “The Sky Is Falling,” 

Gospel Advocate (Sept. 2005), 17. Oglesby points out that we’re doing much better than most other 

religious groups so things really just aren’t all that bad. But he fails to point out that most American 

denominations are shrinking dramatically. The goal is not just to do better than the Episcopalians! Surely 

we aren’t going to be satisfied with negative growth! It’s long past time to get over denial and honestly face 

our problems. 
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I suppose we can go on thumping our chests and proclaiming how proud we are 

that we have every nuance of doctrine exactly right—and taking great pride in that 

claim—or we can recognize that we have presided over an unmitigated disaster in bad 

theology and arrogance that is costing us our souls and our children.  

Discussion questions— 

1. Have you ever felt as the young Martin Luther felt in the story? Do you still 

feel that way? Why or why not? How do we feel justified before God? 

2. How many of you know people who’ve left the Churches of Christ? What 

caused them to leave? 

3. How many of your own children or children of your friends have left the 

Churches? 

5. Why did Jesus condemn the Pharisees? Can you think of other verses where 

Jesus criticizes them? Was it just for hypocrisy or was it more? 

6. Are we honoring Jesus’ prayer for unity today? Do those we seek to convert see 

us as a unified people? 


