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 God has always been concerned about man's obedience to Him. Jesus said, "And why do 
you call me Lord, Lord, and do not what I say?" (Luke 6:46). In I John 5:3 we read "For this is the 
love of God, that we keep His commandments." 

Surely, disobedience to God's commandments can "never be commendable. And yet, in some 
parts of the brotherhood one who stresses the need to conform strictly to God's will in all matters of 
faith and practice is held up to ridicule as being a shallow thinker, narrow minded, and a "legalist." In 
actuality, this kind of name calling often serves as a convenient smoke screen to justify departures 
from sound doctrine and innovations which have no scriptural authority. 

This, is not a new tactic. When we look at Restoration history we see good and courageous men 
being the objects of unfair attacks because of their defense of the truth. Such men as "Raccoon" 
John Smith, Jacob Creath, Jr., Benjamin Franklin, Moses Lard, J.W. McGarvey, David Lipscomb, as 
well as many others, knew well the sting of unkind and unwarranted accusations which were hurled at 
them by brethren who wanted to change the church to be more like the denominations. 

The word "legalism" is an interesting word. It can be used in more than one way. The difference 
in the usage usually has to do with the attitude and motivation of the individual who is using it. It 
seems rather presumptuous for one to denounce their loyalty to God on the part of a brother on the 
basis of what he judges the other man's motivation to be. Too often the word is used to discredit 
another without having to respond to Biblical positions which differ with his own. 

One of the dictionary's definitions of "legalism" is "Strict adherence to the law." Would this not 
be a noble goal for every Christian? Faithfulness to God should be the desire of every child of God, 
but faithfulness is obedient trust or loyal compliance with the requirements of God's will (James 2:17-
18). By this definition of "legalism" could we not accurately say that Abraham (Gen.26:5) was a 
legalist? Moses (Deut.4:2) could also be called a "legalist". So also could the apostle John (I John 
5:3) and the apostle Paul (Rom.6:16) be called a "legalist" in the noble sense of the word. 

One generally thinks of the Pharisees as an example of "legalism" in the bad sense. They were 
hypocritical (Matt.23:2). They went to great lengths to appear righteous, but they did not actually 
follow through with loving obedience to God (Matt.23:4-7, 25-28). They gave attention to some 
Biblical matters but neglected others (Matt.23:23-24). They misrepresented the Law of Moses 
(Matt.5:17-48) and even bound their own interpretations, and elevated human tradition, laws, and 
doctrines to the level of the Scriptures (Matt. 15:1-9; Mark 7:1-13). Jesus condemned the Pharisees 
because they taught things to others which they did not do themselves (Matt.23:3). He did not 
condemn them for observing the Law, even the most minute things, but rather because they failed to 
observe the weightier matters such as justice, mercy, and faithfulness. Jesus said, "these are things 
you should have done without neglecting the others" (Matt.23:23). 

While we do not want to be like the Pharisees in the areas that displeased Jesus, this most 
definitely does not mean that it is unimportant for us to try, to the best of our abilities, to obey Him in 
every way. 

It seems to me that the church today is in great need of more "legalists" like Abraham, Moses, 
Joshua, John and Paul. 
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