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RELAPSING INTO LEGALISM 

SCRIPTURE: Galatians 3:1-9 

INTRO: "MARK TWAIN" WAS THE PEN NAME OF SAMUEL 
CLEMENTS. AS A YOUNG MAN HE FELL IN LOVE WITH A 
BEAUTIFUL CHRISTIAN GIRL NAMED LIVY AND MARRIED HER. 
BEING DEVOTED TO HER LORD, SHE WANTED A FAMILY ALTAR 
AND PRAYER AT MEALS AFTER SHE AND SAM WERE MARRIED. 
THIS WAS DONE FOR A TIME AND THEN ONE DAY SAM SAID, 
"LIVY, YOU CAN GO ON WITH THIS BY YOURSELF IF YOU 
WANT TO, BUT LEAVE ME OUT. I DON'T BELIEVE IN YOUR 
GOD AND YOU'RE ONLY MAKING A HYPOCRITE OUT OF ME." 

FAME AND AFFLUENCE CAME. THERE WERE COURT APPEAR
ANCES IN EUROPE. SAM AND LIVY WERE RIDING HIGH AND 
LIVY GOT FARTHER AND FARTHER AWAY FROM HER EARLY DE
VOTION TO HER LORD. THE EVENTUAL FALL CAME. IN AN 
HOUR OF BITTER NEED SAM CLEMENTS SAID, "LIVY, IF YOUR 
CHRISTIAN FAITH CAN HELP YOU NOW, TURN TO IT." LIVY 
REPLIED, "I CAN'T, SAM: I HAVEN'T ANY: IT WAS DES
TROYED A LONG TIME AGO." 

BIT BY BIT THROUGH THE YEARS SAMUEL CLEMENTS 
CHIPPED AWAY AT HIS WIFE'S FAITH, UNTIL AT LAST SHE 
SUFFERED A SPIRITUAL RELAPSE. SHE, LIKE THE LEGAL
ISTS OF PAUL'S DAY, BEGAN TO FEEL THAT SO LONG AS 
LIVED A GOOD AND RESPECTABLE LIFE, ALL WOULD BE WELL. 
BUT NOT ALL WAS WELL. SHE LEARNED TOO LATE THE TRA
GEDY OF RELAPSING INTO LEGALISM. 

IT IS OF THIS VERY DANGER PAUL WARNS THE 
IN THE FIRST NINE VERSES OF CHAPTER THREE. 
GUILTY OF RELAPSING INTO LEGALISM, AND PAUL 
RESCUE THEM. 

GALATIANS 
THEY WERE 
SEEKS TO 

I. THE FOLLY INVOLVED IN RELAPSING INTO LEGALISM 
--Vs. 1 

--NOTE: These are strong words, "Bewitched you." You 
do not read this anywhere else in the Bible. "To 
fascinate, to mislead, to charm." (Vine). "What has 
happened so that you have suffered a relapse back 
into legalism?" 

No one captures the real thrust of Paul's words 
quite like J.B. in his translation of 
verse 1. 

"Oh you dear idiots of Galatia, who saw Jesus 
Christ the crucified so plainly, who has been casting 



a spell over you?" 
It is with great emotion that Paul writes these 

words. He wants them to see the folly ("foolish
ne ss") involved in relapsing into legalism. 

Paul did not write these words out of anger but 
from his position as an apostle. He loved these 
people! He cared for them! And he could not bear 
see them relapse into a legalism that had left them 
so empty, and joyless before their conversion. 

--NOTE: "What Is Legalism?" (Charles Swindoll): 
"Legalism is conformity to a standard for the purposE 
of exalting self." "A wrong attitude toward the 
of laws under which a person lives." The laws may 
ever so good, but our attitudes an our mot·ves are 
wrong--"to exalt self ... " 

--NOTE: Liberty and Legalism are not exact opposites 
We tend to miss this fact. · For instance some think 
that Christian liberty gives a person the option to 
live anyway he pleases. That is not "liberty"--that 
is "license." . 

Liberty means that a person is now free to live 
God wants him to live. Liberated living is not un
restricted living. And if you are carrying the ban
ner for liberty and you're thinking, "That means I 
can do as I please," you're marching down the wrong 
road! This misconception of liberty is as dangerous 
as legalism. 

--NOTE: The Galatians ad been tched into re-
verting legalism. 

is 
why the 

u i th his evil sorcery to exchange . 
the priceless gospel of grace for a worthless gospel 
of works? 1 ' 

Many unstable folk are fairly begging for a ride 
in every newfangled substitute f o r the gospel that 
comes along. Almost every day we hear that gullible 
victims are being swindled out of funds by smooth
tongued crooks who induce them to invest in worthlesi 
e nterprises. 

Put no trust in anyone who ,seeks to lure you away 
f rom a simple reliance upon your all-sufficient Sav
ior . It cannot be insisted upon too strongly that 
subjection to works is rejection of grace. Self-
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righteousness is spiritually fatal. He who turns his 
back upon Christ as his one and only Mediator with 
God loses everything--The Folly of Relapsing into 
legalism! 

--Vs. _,Greek "publicly portrayed" means 
"placarded you used to see the meaning 

Christ's death as clearly as though I had waved 
a placard before you with a picture on it of Christ 
dying on the cross." Yet in the face of their 
clear knowledge that the "Gospel" is Christ crucified 
and risen for our sins, they fall into the folly of 
relapsing into legalism. 

II. THE FACTS IGNORED BY RELAPSING INTO LEGALISM 
--NOTE: In verses Paul fires a volley of ques
tions skillfully designed to build up an indisputable 
argument for justification by faith only. 

In each question, Paul points out a basic fact 
that is ignored by the person who relapses into leg
alism. 
vss. 2-5 

1. The Holy Spirit Is Faith--Not 
Works 
"Let me ask this one question: Did you 

receive the Holy Spirit by trying to keep the Jewish 
laws? Of course not, for the Holy Spirit came upon 
you only after you heard about Christ and trusted 
to save you." 

--NOTE: The question in verse 2 points to the manner 
in which the Galatian believers had become children 
of God through the miracle of the new birth and the 
reception of the Holy Spirit. If the Holy Spirit 
was received in their hearts through the mighty work 
of God in response to their simple faith in Jesus as 
Savior, how can there possibly be any place for 
works? 

2. Salvation Continues As It Began--By Faith! 
--vs. 3 
--NOTE: Sanctification, no less than regeneration, is 
the work of the Holy Spirit, conditioned by faith on 
the part of the Christian. 



i 
t 
j 

il. I:6 "Being of this very thing, that 
hath begun a good work in you will perform 

it until the day of Jesus Christ." 
--NOTE: Paul is saying, "You are ignoring the fact 
that salvation continues on the same basis on which 
it began--FAITH AND FAITH ONLY." 

--ILLUS: Pushers not drivers, illus. of Swindoll -
Gal. 4-A Tape #362 

3. Suffering For the Faith is Not to Be Squan
dered 

--vs. 
--NOTE: The Galatian converts had been called upon 
to endure persecution in defense of their new-found 
faith. But if, Paul contends, this salvation could 
have become yours through conformity to Judaistic 
practices, and not by faith entirely apart from 
works, then you have needlessly gone through great 
sufferings. 

The suffering we have experienced for the 
is not to be squandered by giving in to a gospel of 
works--by relapsing into legalism. 

4. Miracles come Through Faith--Not Works 
-- s. 5 
--NOTE: The apostle offers the fact of miracles 
wrought in their midst in response to faith as fur
ther evidence that justification must be by faith 
and entirely apart from works. 

--ILLUS: To the fallen woman who washed the feet of 
Jesus with her tears of remorse i n Simon the Phar
isee's house Jesus said, FAITH has saved you: 
go in peace." (Luke 7:50) 

To the Woman with the issue of blood, after she 
touched Christ's robe, Christ said, "Your FAITH has 
made you well." (Matt. 9:22) 

To the two blind men who followed Christ, crying 
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out after Him, He said, "Be it done to you according 
to your FAITH." (Matt. 9:29) 

--APPLY: Paul is reminding them that even as mirac les 
come by faith and not works, so the miracles o f sal

a nd s anctification c ome b y FAITH and not by 
works! 

To relapse into legalism is to ignore 

III. THE FAITH THAT INSURES AGAINST RELAPSING INTO 
LEGALISM 

--NOTE: Paul draws on the classic example of Abraham 
to illustrate the faith that insures against relap
sing into legalism. 
-vss. 6-9 

1. It Is A Faith That Obtains Righteousness 
-:vs. 6 

--NOTE: When it is said that Abraham believed God, 
what is meant is his personal trust in God, his 
acceptance of God's Word absolutely, simply because 
it was His Word. 

This famous verse (Gal. 3:6) was first recorded 
in the chapter which tells of God's covenent with 
Abraham. The patriarch believed that God would give 
him the promised son, through whom the nation should 
come which would give to the world the promised 
Redee1. 
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Many a man is destined to be cruelly and 
eternally disillusioned when he appears at the judg-
ment bar of God laden with the worthless stock of . 
his own 

2. It Is A That efiildren of 
--vs. 7 
--NOTE: The legalists were saying, "We are the true 

'] 

b 
sons of Abraham, the Children of God because of our 
racial heritage and because we keep the law!" Paul 
says, "Not faith that are P 

-NOTE: Many Jews counted 
from Abraham in the flesh 

upon their racial descent 
to guarantee them against 
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all condemnation and to procure for them eternal 
blessings, namely, that birth is not worth, and that 
rites do not in themselves confer ri hts. An we 
must keep view it is faith alone which 
saves. Forms without truth are plat es without food. 

The faith against relapsing into 
legalism is a faith that makes us children of God! 

3. It Is A Faith That Opens Salvation To All 
--NOTE: The legalists had a " c l osed salvat i on. " It 

was available only to those who kept the law. They 
said, "You must become a J e w first and then a Chris
tian," and that led to relapse into legalism. 

The faith that insures against such a devastatin 
relapse opens salvation to all. 

a _ 
--NOTE: "Preached the gospel ( "good news") beforehan, 
to Abraham, saying ALL NATIONS ... " That's good news 
It's the news of an open salvation ... "Whosoever 
will may come!" 

--NOTE: Paul says, "The message that we are justifie, 
that opens salvation to all is no new mes 

sage. It goes all the way back to Abraham." 
of faith are blessed 

Abraham (the the 
--Believer: Not intellectual, detached, uninvolved 

and uncommitted belief. 
Rather it means, trusting our all on Christ, 

giving Him our all without reservation. Totally 
accepting all He has to offer and totally rejecting 
all you are trying to do for Him! 

CON: Three Lessons--(Chas. Swindoll) 
1. Legalism is an enemy--Don't make 

friends with it. 
When you spot it, get away from it, whether 

' it is a legalistic salvation or a legalistic sancti

2. Backsliding (relapsing into legalism) is a 
Temporary Insanity--Don't to Reason With 

--NOTE: You'll never understand the thinking of a 
backslidden person. As Paul puts it in this 
passage, it casts a spell, it "bewitches" people. 

3. Salvation is a Free Gift--Don't Try to Earn 
It 

--NOTE: To attempt to earn it is to relapse into 
legalism. 
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We do not participate in the least with Christ 
in our 

"Jesus paid it all, 
All to Him I owe; 
Sin had left a crimson stain, 
He washed it white as snow." 

c/-' 

SOURCES: 

Bartlett, C. Norman, Galatians, Freedom For Modern 
Man, Moody Press, Chicago, 1948. 

Tan, Paul Lee, Encyclopedia of 7700 Illustrations, 
Signs of the Times, Assurance Publishers, Rockvil l e, 
Maryland, 1979. 
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A Study of Galatians 
Relapsing Into Legalism 

Galatians 3:1-9 

I. The Folly Involved In Relapsing Into Legalism 
t>vs. 1 

• "Bewitched" = "To fascinate, to mislead, to charm." 

Handout#6 

• "Legalism" = "Conformity to a standard for the purpose of exalting 
self." 

• Liberty means that a person is now free to live as God wants him 
to live. Liberated living is not unrestricted living. 

II. The Facts Ignored By Relapsing Into Legalism 
t>verses 2-5 

1. The Holy Spirit Is Received at Salvation by Faith 
t>vs. 2 

2. Salvation Continues as It Began--By Faith! 
t>vs. 3 

3. Suffering for the Faith is not to be Squandered 
t>vs. 4 

4. Miracles Come Through Faith 
t>vs. 5 



Ill. The Faith That Insures Against Relapsing Into Legalism 
1. It Is A Faith That Obtains Righteousness 

t>vs. 6 

2. It Is A Faith That Makes Us Children of God 
t>vs. 7 

3. It Is A Faith That Opens Salvation to All 
t>vss. 8 & 9 

Three Lessons 

1. Legalism is an aggressive enemy--Don't make friends 
with it 

2. Backsliding is a Temporary Insanity-- Don't try to reason 
with it 

3. Salvation is a Free Gift--Don't try to earn it 
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