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To every believer who’s been called a legalist
or Pharisee for simply obeying Scripture:
May you never confuse obedience with performance,
nor let the fear of man silence your pursuit of holiness.








  
  Abstract


This book critically examines legalism as both an ethical and salvific system, exposing its theological flaws while acknowledging its practical appeal. Though often used loosely in Christian discourse, legalism is a coherent moral framework, one that offers structure, clarity, and a high view of obedience. Yet Scripture consistently portrays it as a distortion of true righteousness. By analyzing legalism’s strengths and weaknesses, this work demonstrates why it must be rejected: not because it values obedience, but because it replaces relational faithfulness with rule-based righteousness. 
Drawing from biblical texts, historical theology, and contemporary ethical theory, Legalism argues that God demands not mere outward conformity, but inward transformation motivated by love. True obedience flows from relationship, not rigid systems. This work challenges the modern church to rethink the simplistic binary of legalism versus antinomianism and calls for a biblical ethic grounded in love, loyalty, and divine authority.
While this book stands on its own as a critique of legalism, it also serves as an intellectual and theological foundation for the forthcoming volume Salvation by Faith Alone?, where the relationship between faith, works, and salvation will be examined in greater detail.






  
  Preface


The book you are reading is the result of scholarly research presented in a format accessible to the general public. Normally, a work like this would not be published in this form. It would almost certainly appear as a journal article—technically accessible, but realistically out of reach for most Christians. This is simply because very few Christians who haven’t attended Bible college read academic journal articles in their pursuit of God. However, many do read books. 
Even pastors often find it difficult to engage with journal articles regularly, though they may have a large collection of books. Presenting research in book form, similar in depth and length to a journal article, means it can potentially reach a much broader audience. That is why virtually all of my journal-length writings are, or will be, published as short books. My goal is to provide solid academic research without requiring readers to locate or gain access to academic journals.
Additionally, I hope more authors and scholars will join me in this endeavor. Independent publishing offers many benefits and only a few significant drawbacks, namely, the lack of peer review and brand recognition. Authors who are not yet widely known often depend on the credibility of the publisher’s name. Peer review, for its part, plays an important role in academic publishing, acting as a gatekeeper to prevent poor scholarship from reaching publication. Where possible, I welcome peer-reviewed engagement with these ideas in journal articles, responses, and academic dialogue.
However, peer review does not guarantee high-quality work, just as the absence of peer review does not necessarily imply poor quality. In many ways, true peer review begins after publication, when the broader academic community has the opportunity to evaluate and respond to the work. In this model, peer engagement happens post-publication, as scholars interact with the material in print, online forums, public reviews, and future publications.
While still largely untested, this publishing model shows promise as an alternative method of making academic research accessible. The majority of scholars continue to view independent publishing as significantly inferior to peer-reviewed articles or works released by traditional academic presses.

The following note expands on the mission behind Lamad Press and my broader goals as an independent scholar-publisher.


Theological Publishing with Purpose

L. J. Anderson is pioneering a new approach to theological scholarship, one that is academically rigorous, biblically faithful, and institutionally independent.
Through Lamad Press, he is constructing a publishing model that restores Scripture as the primary authority in theological method while engaging seriously with the philosophical and historical challenges of Christian doctrine. His work seeks not merely to critique existing systems but to build constructive theological models that speak to the most enduring tensions in Christian thought.
At the heart of this mission is Anderson’s development of Structural Theism, a theological framework that accounts for the internal identity of God by emphasizing divine structure over classical simplicity. Structural Theism affirms the reality of Trinitarian distinction, upholds the relational depth of God revealed in Scripture, and seeks to avoid the conceptual pitfalls of both eternal generation and impersonal metaphysics. It is a model designed to preserve God’s oneness and threeness without collapsing into modalism, metaphysical abstraction, or tritheism.
One key expression of this model is the Incarnational Monogenetic Model, which offers a biblically grounded alternative to the doctrine of eternal generation by locating the Son’s identity not in timeless derivation, but in his incarnational role and mission as uniquely begotten of the Father.
Unlike traditional academic pathways bound by institutional gatekeeping and publishing delays, Anderson’s independent model allows for timely, coherent, and accessible scholarship, published through Lamad Press and distributed by Lamad Christian Books. His aim is to demonstrate that it is possible to do theology that is both deeply scholarly and uncompromisingly biblical, outside the confines of conventional academic systems.
Rooted in Tradition

Independent theological publishing is not a modern innovation; rather, it is a return to Christian tradition. From the Church Fathers to the Reformers, many of the most influential theologians operated outside formal institutions, writing and distributing works grounded in theological conviction, fidelity to Scripture, and service to the church. Lamad Press stands in that same stream, reviving a historic model for a new generation of biblical theology.






  
  Chapter one
A Brief Introduction and History


Legalism is a concept nearly every Christian has heard of, yet few take the time to define. It is a term that gets thrown around loosely. Sometimes it is to shame anyone who takes obedience seriously, other times to condemn traditions that seem overly rigid or outdated. But what exactly is legalism, and why is it so problematic? More importantly, why does Scripture seem to condemn it so strongly? 
This book takes up that challenge. Legalism is not just a historical footnote in Pharisaic Judaism or a personality trait in overly zealous Christians. It is a full-fledged ethical system—a way of framing right and wrong, salvation and condemnation. And while it offers clarity, consistency, and even a surface-level respect for obedience, it ultimately replaces the authority of God with the authority of rules. It shifts the focus from the heart to external behavior, from divine relationship to human performance. And in doing so, it subtly redefines what it means to follow God with terrible consequences.
Historically, this system has crept into the church again and again, sometimes dressed in ritual, sometimes in doctrine, sometimes in cultural morality. Jesus' interactions with the Pharisees were not merely about misapplied laws; they were a direct confrontation with legalism as a counterfeit system of righteousness. When he said, “You tithe mint and dill and cumin, but neglect the weightier matters of the law” (Matthew 23:23), he wasn’t calling them too obedient. He was calling them misaligned in their understanding of what obedience actually means.
Yet even with all its dangers, legalism persists for a reason: it offers benefits. It gives clear rules for what someone can and cannot do. It offers ethical simplicity, structure, and moral confidence. And in a world filled with ambiguity and compromise, that kind of clarity is attractive. We shouldn’t pretend those benefits don’t exist. But we also can’t let them blind us to the deeper problems legalism creates, especially when it’s allowed to distort our view of salvation.
This book begins by acknowledging the strengths of legalism so that we can dismantle it honestly. Then it exposes the deeper flaws: its inflexibility, its superficiality, its inability to address the human heart, and most of all, its contradiction of Scripture. Legalism ultimately presents itself as a path to righteousness; however, it cannot deliver. God hates true legalism not because he hates obedience, but because he demands something far deeper: love-motivated, Spirit-empowered, Christ-centered faithfulness. Legalism offers rules; God wants relationship. Legalism offers control; God calls for surrender.
What follows is not just a critique of an ethical system. It is a call to reframe how we think about obedience, ethics, and salvation itself. Legalism must be rejected, but not in favor of lawlessness. Rather, it must be replaced with a biblically grounded model of faith and obedience that flows from love for God and is grounded in the truth of his Word. As we will see, the problem isn’t that legalism demands too much, but that it demands the wrong things and offers a false hope in return.
This book sets the stage for a larger and more urgent question: If legalism is not the answer, what is? If we are not saved by rule-keeping, are we saved by faith alone? And if so, what does that faith look like—and does obedience still matter? Those are the questions I take up in Salvation by Faith Alone? For now, we begin with the system many believe they’ve already rejected, but few truly understand.






  
  Chapter two
Positives of Legalism


Though many might argue that there is nothing positive about legalism, the fact remains that this is simply not true. The positives do not outweigh the negatives by any means; however, it cannot be denied that legalism has benefits. It is imperative not to go misrepresent legalism in this. Sinclair Ferguson writes, “‘Isms’ (such as legalism and antinomianism) can be dangerous, not only for those who espouse them but also for those who employ the categories. They too easily become ‘one size fits all’ pigeonholes.”1 This pitfall is something that ought to be avoided.
It Is Simple to Follow with 
Definite Answers to Ethical Problems

Legalism is all about having a rule for every possible situation. Of course, this is impossible in that we cannot account for every situation; however, the situations that an adherent has accounted for are no-brainers. Simply follow the previously thought-out rule for said situation. Life is so much simpler if one can blissfully flip to the right page of the rule book to answer challenging situations. Much of life is built this way. For example, sports adhere to previously laid out rules otherwise they quickly devolve. Break the rules and there are consequences. That said, if we spend enough time learning the rules and what they look like on the court/field, we can follow the rules without even thinking about it. Of course, one challenge to this is the volume of rules for a complete legalistic moral system is massive. The Pharisees, for example, added some fifteen hundred laws to prevent people from breaking the
It Is Easy to Know Where One Stands

Emphasizes Obedience









