
 

What’s the difference between legalism and authentic obedience? 

 

Definition of legalism: Seeking to earn favor with God, either in salvation or 

sanctification, through self-effort in keeping God’s law or by following man-

made rules 

 

Galatians 2:16-3:14 (New Living Translation) 

16 Yet we know that a person is made right with God by faith in Jesus 
Christ, not by obeying the law. And we have believed in Christ Jesus, so 
that we might be made right with God because of our faith in Christ, not 
because we have obeyed the law. For no one will ever be made right with 
God by obeying the law.” 

17 But suppose we seek to be made right with God through faith in Christ 
and then we are found guilty because we have abandoned the law. Would 
that mean Christ has led us into sin? Absolutely not! 18 Rather, I am a 
sinner if I rebuild the old system of law I already tore down. 19 For when I 
tried to keep the law, it condemned me. So I died to the law—I stopped 
trying to meet all its requirements—so that I might live for God. 20 My old 



self has been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives 
in me. So I live in this earthly body by trusting in the Son of God, who loved 
me and gave himself for me. 21 I do not treat the grace of God as 
meaningless. For if keeping the law could make us right with God, then 
there was no need for Christ to die. 

3 Oh, foolish Galatians! Who has cast an evil spell on you? For the 
meaning of Jesus Christ’s death was made as clear to you as if you had 
seen a picture of his death on the cross. 2 Let me ask you this one 
question: Did you receive the Holy Spirit by obeying the law of Moses? Of 
course not! You received the Spirit because you believed the message you 
heard about Christ. 3 How foolish can you be? After starting your new lives 
in the Spirit, why are you now trying to become perfect by your own human 
effort? 4 Have you experienced so much for nothing? Surely it was not in 
vain, was it? 

5 I ask you again, does God give you the Holy Spirit and work miracles 
among you because you obey the law? Of course not! It is because you 
believe the message you heard about Christ. 

6 In the same way, “Abraham believed God, and God counted him as 
righteous because of his faith.” 7 The real children of Abraham, then, are 
those who put their faith in God. 

8 What’s more, the Scriptures looked forward to this time when God would 
make the Gentiles right in his sight because of their faith. God proclaimed 
this good news to Abraham long ago when he said, “All nations will be 
blessed through you.” 9 So all who put their faith in Christ share the same 
blessing Abraham received because of his faith. 

10 But those who depend on the law to make them right with God are under 
his curse, for the Scriptures say, “Cursed is everyone who does not 
observe and obey all the commands that are written in God’s Book of the 
Law.” 11 So it is clear that no one can be made right with God by trying to 
keep the law. For the Scriptures say, “It is through faith that a righteous 
person has life.” 12 This way of faith is very different from the way of law, 
which says, “It is through obeying the law that a person has life.” 

13 But Christ has rescued us from the curse pronounced by the law. When 
he was hung on the cross, he took upon himself the curse for our 
wrongdoing. For it is written in the Scriptures, “Cursed is everyone who is 



hung on a tree.” 14 Through Christ Jesus, God has blessed the Gentiles 
with the same blessing he promised to Abraham, so that we who are 
believers might receive the promised Holy Spirit through faith. 

 

1. Performance-based obedience to human traditions or God’s 
laws cannot save us or make us more spiritual 

Galatians 2:16-21 

16 Yet we know that a person is made right with God by faith in Jesus 
Christ, not by obeying the law. And we have believed in Christ Jesus, so 
that we might be made right with God because of our faith in Christ, not 
because we have obeyed the law. For no one will ever be made right with 
God by obeying the law.”… 21 I do not treat the grace of God as 
meaningless. For if keeping the law could make us right with God, then 
there was no need for Christ to die. 

Galatians 3:1-11 

Oh, foolish Galatians! Who has cast an evil spell on you? For the meaning 
of Jesus Christ’s death was made as clear to you as if you had seen a 
picture of his death on the cross. 2 Let me ask you this one question: Did 
you receive the Holy Spirit by obeying the law of Moses? Of course not! 
You received the Spirit because you believed the message you heard 
about Christ. 3 How foolish can you be? After starting your new lives in the 
Spirit, why are you now trying to become perfect by your own human 
effort? 4 Have you experienced so much for nothing? Surely it was not in 
vain, was it?5 I ask you again, does God give you the Holy Spirit and work 
miracles among you because you obey the law? Of course not! It is 
because you believe the message you heard about Christ…11 So it is clear 
that no one can be made right with God by trying to keep the law. For the 
Scriptures say, “It is through faith that a righteous person has life.”  

 

2. God saves us and grows us up spiritually on the basis of the 
work of Christ 

Galatians 3:13-14 



13 But Christ has rescued us from the curse pronounced by the law. When 
he was hung on the cross, he took upon himself the curse for our 
wrongdoing. For it is written in the Scriptures, “Cursed is everyone who is 
hung on a tree.” 14 Through Christ Jesus, God has blessed the Gentiles 
with the same blessing he promised to Abraham, so that we who are 
believers might receive the promised Holy Spirit through faith 

 

Galatians 2:20 

20 My old self has been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ lives in me. So I live in this earthly body by trusting in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 

 
3. The work of Christ is applied to our lives through the ministry of 

the Spirit 

Romans 8:1-11 

So now there is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ 
Jesus. 2 And because you belong to him, the power of the life-giving Spirit 
has freed you from the power of sin that leads to death. 3 The law of Moses 
was unable to save us because of the weakness of our sinful nature. So 
God did what the law could not do. He sent his own Son in a body like the 
bodies we sinners have. And in that body God declared an end to sin’s 
control over us by giving his Son as a sacrifice for our sins. 4 He did this so 
that the just requirement of the law would be fully satisfied for us, who no 
longer follow our sinful nature but instead follow the Spirit. 

5 Those who are dominated by the sinful nature think about sinful things, 
but those who are controlled by the Holy Spirit think about things that 
please the Spirit. 6 So letting your sinful nature control your mind leads to 
death. But letting the Spirit control your mind leads to life and peace. 7 For 
the sinful nature is always hostile to God. It never did obey God’s laws, and 
it never will. 8 That’s why those who are still under the control of their sinful 
nature can never please God. 

9 But you are not controlled by your sinful nature. You are controlled by the 
Spirit if you have the Spirit of God living in you. (And remember that those 



who do not have the Spirit of Christ living in them do not belong to him at 
all.) 10 And Christ lives within you, so even though your body will die 
because of sin, the Spirit gives you life because you have been made right 
with God. 11 The Spirit of God, who raised Jesus from the dead, lives in 
you. And just as God raised Christ Jesus from the dead, he will give life to 
your mortal bodies by this same Spirit living within you 

 
 

4. We experience the ministry of the Spirit by faith 

Galatians 3 

Oh, foolish Galatians! Who has cast an evil spell on you? For the meaning 
of Jesus Christ’s death was made as clear to you as if you had seen a 
picture of his death on the cross. 2 Let me ask you this one question: Did 
you receive the Holy Spirit by obeying the law of Moses? Of course not! 
You received the Spirit because you believed the message you heard 
about Christ. 3 How foolish can you be? After starting your new lives in the 
Spirit, why are you now trying to become perfect by your own human 
effort? 4 Have you experienced so much for nothing? Surely it was not in 
vain, was it? 

5 I ask you again, does God give you the Holy Spirit and work miracles 
among you because you obey the law? Of course not! It is because you 
believe the message you heard about Christ. 

6 In the same way, “Abraham believed God, and God counted him as 
righteous because of his faith.” 7 The real children of Abraham, then, are 
those who put their faith in God. 

8 What’s more, the Scriptures looked forward to this time when God would 
make the Gentiles right in his sight because of their faith. God proclaimed 
this good news to Abraham long ago when he said, “All nations will be 
blessed through you.” 9 So all who put their faith in Christ share the same 
blessing Abraham received because of his faith. 

 

5. Faith-based obedience to the Spirit’s leading and written Word, 
produces authentic growth 



Galatians 3 

5 I ask you again, does God give you the Holy Spirit and work miracles 
among you because you obey the law? Of course not! It is because you 
believe the message you heard about Christ.6 In the same way, “Abraham 
believed God, and God counted him as righteous because of his 
faith.” 7 The real children of Abraham, then, are those who put their faith in 
God. 

Romans 8 

11 The Spirit of God, who raised Jesus from the dead, lives in you. And just 
as God raised Christ Jesus from the dead, he will give life to your mortal 
bodies by this same Spirit living within you.12 Therefore, dear brothers and 
sisters, you have no obligation to do what your sinful nature urges you to 
do. 13 For if you live by its dictates, you will die. But if through the power of 
the Spirit you put to death the deeds of your sinful nature, you will 
live. 14 For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.15 So you 
have not received a spirit that makes you fearful slaves. Instead, you 
received God’s Spirit when he adopted you as his own children. Now we 
call him, “Abba, Father.” 16 For his Spirit joins with our spirit to affirm that we 
are God’s children. 

Galatians 5 

16 So I say, let the Holy Spirit guide your lives. Then you won’t be doing 
what your sinful nature craves. 17 The sinful nature wants to do evil, which 
is just the opposite of what the Spirit wants. And the Spirit gives us desires 
that are the opposite of what the sinful nature desires. These two forces are 
constantly fighting each other, so you are not free to carry out your good 
intentions. 18 But when you are directed by the Spirit, you are not under 
obligation to the law of Moses. 

 

 

 


