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10. The Law and the Gospel (4Q 2012—Growing in Christ) 

 

Biblical material: Ps. 19:7, 8; Exod. 23:1–9; 1 John 5:3; Rom. 3:19, 20; Exod. 20:11, 

12; Deut. 5:15; 1 John 2:3, 4. 

 

Quotes 

• When the law of God is written on our hearts, our duty will be our delight. 

Matthew Henry 

• The law discovers the disease. The gospel gives the remedy. Martin Luther 

• The needle of the law must precede the thread of the gospel. Charles Spurgeon 

• To be risen with Christ means not only that one has a choice and that one may 

live by a higher law—the law of grace and love—but that one must do so. The 

first obligation of the Christian is to maintain their freedom from all superstitions, 

all blind taboos and religious formalities, indeed from all empty forms of 

legalism. Thomas Merton 

• God saves us from the reductionism of such legalism which enshrines spirituality 

as a series of wooden laws and then says, “If you can do these six, sixteen or 

sixty-six things, you will godly.” Christianity, godliness, is far more than a 

checklist. Being “in Christ” is a relationship, and like all relationships it deserves 

disciplined maintenance, but never legalistic reductionism. R. Kent Hughes 

 

Questions 

 How do we explain the issue of the law and the gospel? Why is legalism such a 

challenge for us? Why is the law important? How can we preach grace without becoming 

permissive? What is the law for, and how does it operate in the life of the Christian? How 

do we make sure the gospel is truly good news? 

 

Bible summary 

 Ps. 19:7, 8 tells us that the law of the Lord is perfect and that his precepts are 

right. Exod. 23:1-9 gives us more laws beyond the Ten Commandments that tell us how 

to live right. Exod. 20:11 is the Sabbath commandment that is repeated in Deut. 5:15 with 

a different reason. John tells us “Loving God means that we follow his commands, and 

his commands are not hard to bear.” 1 John 5:3 FBV. In 1 John 2:3, 4 he explains that we 

know Jesus as we follow his commands. Paul in Romans 3:30 FBV explains “For no one 

is made right before God by doing what the law requires. The law only helps us 

recognize what sin really is.” 

 

 Comment  
For the legalists, the freedom offered by Jesus is heresy of the worst kind—for it 

undermines their elaborate structure based not on grace, but on rules and observances and 

traditions. Such a system blinds them, and provides them with a justification for hatred 

and anger—for Jesus is seen as the destroyer of all they value.  

The emphasis of the religious leaders in Jesus’ time was on legality and form of 

religion, the very opposite of Jesus’ life and teachings. Their attitude led to the killing of 

Jesus precisely because he did not appear to obey the letter of the law.  
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Their belief structure is one based on what is lawful. That’s the first question “Are 

you allowed to…?” This is not legalism necessarily, but a stress on legality—the first 

point of reference is to ask what the law says. So the disciples’ action of simply picking 

and eating grain is to them a violation of Sabbath law. They see no farther than what they 

perceive to be a clear breaking of a holy law. Nothing more needs to be said. The law is 

beyond debate. 

Theirs is a fatal logic. Since picking a head of grain is to be equated to reaping, 

and rubbing the grains between hands is the equivalent of threshing, the disciples are 

working on the Sabbath. They do not think to ask if this is real work. They would not 

even dare to inquire why work on the Sabbath was prohibited by God in the first place. If 

they had done so, they might have decided that picking and eating a few ears of grain was 

not the same as everyday manual labor. For why did God say not to work? Was it not so 

we could spend time with him? And the disciples were already with God in Christ, 

speaking and listening to him throughout the Sabbath day. 

In his answer Jesus points to the higher “law” of fulfilling not legal requirements 

but rather fundamental principles, referring them to the actions of David and of the 

“work” done by priests on the Sabbath, concluding that:  “I tell you that someone is here 

who is greater than the temple! If you’d known the meaning of this Scripture, ‘I want 

mercy, and not sacrifice,’ you wouldn’t have condemned an innocent man. For the Son of 

man is Lord of the Sabbath.” Matthew 12:6-8 FBV. 

Jesus is quoting Hosea 6:6, “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, an acknowledgment 

of God rather than burnt offerings.” (NIV). Even the system given by God is not 

expressing what God really wants, says Jesus. For sacrifice without thought, as a legal 

and ritual ceremony, brings the worshiper no closer to God, and provides no 

understanding.  

“Enough!” says God. “You do not get the point. No amount of sacrificial blood or 

ritual practice or legal observance can provide what I want—a true relationship with each 

one of you.” 

 

Comment 2 

“You want to mess up the minds of your children? Here’s how—guaranteed! Rear 

them in a legalistic, tight context of external religion, where performance is more 

important than reality. Fake your faith. Sneak around and pretend your spirituality. Train 

your children to do the same. Embrace a long list of do’s and don’ts publicly but 

hypocritically practice them privately... yet never own up to the fact that its hypocrisy. 

Act one way but live another. And you can count on it—emotional and spiritual damage 

will occur.” Chuck Swindoll 

 

Ellen White Comments 

The law and the gospel are in perfect harmony… The gospel recognizes the 

power and immutability of the law… In his need man may present the mighty arguments 

furnished by the cross of Calvary. {AG 15} 

The law cannot cleanse from sin, it condemns the sinner. The sinner may stand 

justified before God only through repentance toward him, and faith in the merits of Jesus 

Christ. The law is a great mirror by means of which the sinner may discern the defects in 

his moral character. But the mirror cannot remove those defects. {ST, July 18, 1878} 
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