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Pulling the Weeds of Legalism 
 

Colossians 2:16-23 

“So let no one judge you in food or in drink, or regarding a festival or a 
new moon or sabbaths, 17 which are a shadow of things to come, but the 
substance is of Christ. 18 Let no one cheat you of your reward, taking 
delight in false humility and worship of angels, intruding into those things 
which he has [c]not seen, vainly puffed up by his fleshly mind, 19 and not 
holding fast to the Head, from whom all the body, nourished and knit 
together by joints and ligaments, grows with the increase that is from God. 
20 Therefore, if you died with Christ from the basic principles of the world, 
why, as though living in the world, do you subject yourselves to 
regulations - 21 “Do not touch, do not taste, do not handle,” 22 which all 
concern things which perish with the using—according to the 
commandments and doctrines of men? 23 These things indeed have an 
appearance of wisdom in self-imposed religion, false humility, and 
neglect of the body, but are of no value against the indulgence of the 
flesh.” 

Almost every state in our nation still has laws on their books that 
would surprise most people. Let me give you some examples of actual 
laws:  

In Florida, a woman may be fined for falling asleep under a hair 
dryer.  

 
In Indiana, citizens are not allowed to attend a movie house or 

ride in a public streetcar within four hours after eating garlic. That 
seems like a good law.  

 
In Eureka, Illinois a man with a moustache may not kiss a 

woman.  
 
In Normal, Illinois it’s against the law to make a face at a dog.  
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Colossians2:16-23&version=NKJV#fen-NKJV-29513c
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In Wisconsin, in an effort to help the sale of butter, margarine 
was considered illegal. It is also against the law in Wisconsin to serve 
apple pie in public restaurants unless there is cheese on top of it.  

 
In Nicholas County, West Virginia no member of the clergy is 

allowed to tell jokes or humorous stories from the pulpit.  
We may laugh, or groan, at these out-of-date laws, because 

many of them seem absurd and ridiculous. But, if we were to list all 
the rules, expectations, and laws that are on the books in many 
churches today, chances are we would stop laughing pretty quickly. 
Most of these religious regulations are not written down anywhere but 
many of us either attempt to keep them, or expect others to do so. 
 
 In our last study of Colossians, we looked at the ministry of 
reconciliation and how Christ, through His finished work of the 
Cross-, has set us free from the bondage of sin and death. But, in this 
week’s study, Paul reminds us that our newfound freedom and 
spiritual growth can easily be stunted, or even choked to death by the 
weeds of legalism. Legalism can be defined as a strict adherence to the 
law. Specifically, as it relates to faith, a legalist is one who believes 
that performance is the way to gain favor with God. Legalism is the 
human attempt to gain salvation or prove our spirituality by outward 
conformity to a list of religious “do’s” and “don’ts.” Legalism is often 
disguised in Christian terms and behavior.  

Before we get into tonight’s study, I want to make a couple of 
observations about legalism.  

 
1. We tend to think others are legalistic, but that we’re not. The 

fact is that we’re all legalistic by nature. We tend to judge others by our 
own standards of what is acceptable and what isn’t. In essence, we think 
our sins smell better than other people’s. As I have said many times 
from this pulpit, we have very little tolerance for people who sin 
differently than we do.  

 
2. Legalism is highly contagious. While it is usually less 

conscious and systematized in our minds than it was among the 
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Pharisees, legalism can spread like a bad virus through an entire 
congregation. That’s why Jesus reserved some of his harshest criticism 
for legalistic list-makers in Mark 7:6-8, “These people honor me with their 
lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in vain; their 
teachings are but rules taught by men.”   

 
3. Legalism can take a vibrant faith and make it dull and lifeless. 

It can evaporate enthusiasm, jettison joy, and stifle spirituality. 
Instead of finding freedom through Christ, many believers become 
burdened by the church.   

 
4. Legalism produces large quantities of self-righteousness, 

judgment and condemnation. It majors in guilt and misguided 
sacrifice, urging its followers to evaluate their relationship with God 
on the basis of standards and scores  and expects others to do the 
same. Superficial spirituality always short-circuits the work of grace.   

 
5. Legalism makes us narrow and divisive. The legalist insists 

that everyone live up to the standard they have adopted. In other 
words, everyone needs to be like me. When we think this way, we miss 
the delight of diversity in the church.   

 
6. Legalism makes it impossible for people to see Jesus. There is 

nothing that pushes a lost person away faster than a list of rules and 
regulations. We inadvertently portray Jesus as a drill sergeant instead of 
the Savior. 

 
Legalism is subtle and sneaky. Its roots are under the surface in 

each of our lives. In short, if we’re not careful we will begin to judge our 
fellow brother’s and sister’s in Christ spirituality based on their 
performance instead of their relationship with Christ.    

 
And that is exactly what was starting to happen in the church at 

Colosse. The New Testament books of Romans, Galatians, and 
Hebrews also strike at the very heart of legalism. We must be taught 
over and over that everything is by grace. We are saved by grace and we 
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grow by grace. In our text, Paul argues that if we want to pull the 
weeds of legalism, we must focus on two truths: 

 
First, he says we are to remember our legal standing. Look at 

verses 9-15, “For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily; 
and you are complete in Him, who is the head of all principality and 
power. In Him you were also circumcised with the circumcision made 
without hands, by putting off the body of the sins of the flesh, by the 
circumcision of Christ, buried with Him in baptism, in which you also 
were raised with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised 
Him from the dead. And you, being dead in your trespasses and the 
uncircumcision of your flesh, He has made alive together with Him, 
having forgiven you all trespasses, having wiped out the handwriting of 
requirements that was against us, which was contrary to us. And He has 
taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross. Having disarmed 
principalities and powers, He made a public spectacle of them, triumphing 
over them in it.”  

 
Second, he says we are to resist the lures of legalism. Look at 

verses 16-23, “So let no one judge you in food or in drink, or regarding a 
festival or a new moon or sabbaths, which are a shadow of things to come, 
but the substance is of Christ. Let no one cheat you of your reward, taking 
delight in false humility and worship of angels, intruding into those things 
which he has not seen, vainly puffed up by his fleshly mind, and not 
holding fast to the Head, from whom all the body, nourished and knit 
together by joints and ligaments, grows with the increase that is from God. 
Therefore, if you died with Christ from the basic principles of the world, 
why, as though living in the world, do you subject yourselves to 
regulations - Do not touch, do not taste, do not handle, which all concern 
things which perish with the using - according to the commandments and 
doctrines of men? These things indeed have an appearance of wisdom in 
self-imposed religion, false humility, and neglect of the body, but are of 
no value against the indulgence of the flesh.”  

 
First, he says that we are to remember our legal standing. The 

best defense against a performance-based faith is to remember our 
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legal standing before God. If we understand God’s divine decree as a 
result of what Jesus has done on our behalf, we will experience amazing 
grace and live with the freedom that is ours in Christ. As Jesus said in 
John 8:36, “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”  

 
At conversion, God issues four rulings, or decrees.  

 
First, we are complete. Look at Colossians 2:9-11, “For in Christ 

all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given 
fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority.” The 
phrase, “in Christ” shows us that Jesus is the center of God’s saving 
activity. When we put our faith in Christ, we are included in what He 
has done. All the fullness of deity lives in Him. As we have already 
established in Colossians, if you want to know what God is like, then 
look at Jesus. The phrase, “lives in bodily form,” means to “dwell 
permanently.” Jesus is not just a way to God; He is the only way 
because He is God Himself. 

 
Listen carefully. Not only does all the fullness of God dwell in 

Christ, all believers are filled with the fullness of Christ. The tense of 
this verb in Greek indicates that this fullness is a permanent 
experience. One translation puts it this way, “And you are in Him, having 
been completely filled full with the present result that you are in a state of 
fullness.” If you have put your faith in Christ for forgiveness of sins, 
then there is nothing lacking in your relationship with God. There’s 
not some extra blessing or another experience you need to have.   

 
You have everything you need if you have Christ because the 

fullness of God comes into your life when you receive Jesus. Child of 
God, you do not need anything more than you already have! You 
merely need to understand and appropriate that which you’ve already 
been given.  

 
Second, we are alive. Look at verses 11-13, “In Him you were also 

circumcised with the circumcision made without hands, by putting off the 
body of the sins of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, buried with 
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Him in baptism, in which you also were raised with Him through faith in 
the working of God, who raised Him from the dead. And you, being dead 
in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He has made alive 
together with Him, having forgiven you all trespasses.”   

 
God initiated circumcision in the Old Testament as part of His 

covenant with His people in order to set them apart and identify them 
as true followers. One of the problems at Colosse was that some 
legalists were demanding that Christians submit to circumcision and 
obey the Old Testament Law. These false teachers were a bit different 
than those Paul refuted in Galatians. In that context, they were insisting 
that circumcision was necessary for salvation. In the church at 
Colosse, the false teachers were suggesting that obedience to Old 
Testament regulations would help them become more spiritual.  

 
Though circumcision was a physical procedure, it had some 

sacred significance. The trouble was that Old Covenant followers 
insisted on the physical act without emphasizing a change of heart. It 
had become a religious ritual. That’s why Jeremiah 4:4 states that 
believers were to circumcise their hearts. Physical acts are never 
meant to be the substance of our faith. Instead, a spiritual change on the 
inside, accomplished only through the redemptive work of Christ, is what 
God demands.   

 
Third, our sins are canceled. Look again at verses 13-14, “And 

you, being dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, 
He has made alive together with Him, having forgiven you all trespasses, 
having wiped out the handwriting of requirements that was against us, 
which was contrary to us. And He has taken it out of the way, having 
nailed it to the cross.” Notice that Jesus forgave “all” of our sins. That 
means every single one, even those that you have a hard time 
forgiving yourself for. The “written code” is the Law. Jesus not only 
took our sins to the cross, He also took the Law and nailed it there, 
forever out of the way. The Law was against us and stood opposed to 
us because all it could ever do was point out our sinfulness. In Romans 
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7:7, Paul concludes that he “would not have known what sin was except 
through the law.”  

 
Four, we have victory. Look at verse 15, “Having disarmed 

principalities and powers, He made a public spectacle of them, triumphing 
over them in it.” The word for “disarmed” is literally “stripped,” as in 
stripping a defeated enemy of armor on the battlefield.  

 
The powers and authorities of this evil world stripped Christ of 

his clothing and popularity, made a public spectacle of him on the 
cross, and thought they had triumphed over him by putting Him to 
death. Little did they know that the victory actually belonged to Jesus. 
Child of God, evil no longer has any power over you because Christ has 
stripped Satan’s weapons from him. He is disarmed. The only power he 
has is what we give him when we allow him to deceive us and create 
fear in our lives.  

 
Therefore, based on these truths, Paul says we are to resist the 

lures of legalism. Philips translates Galatians 3:2-3, “I shall ask you one 
simple question: Did you receive the Spirit of God by trying to keep the 
Law or by believing the message of the Gospel? Surely you can’t be so 
idiotic as to think that a man begins his spiritual life in the Spirit and then 
completes it by reverting to outward observances!”  

 
Therefore, Paul gives us these warnings:  
 
First, refuse to judge based on externals. Look at verses 16-17, 

“Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with 
regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. 
These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, 
is found in Christ.” Whenever you see the word “therefore” in the 
Bible you should always ask what it’s there for. Paul is drawing a 
conclusion based upon what he has just written previously. Since 
Jesus has done what was necessary for our salvation, don’t let other people 
evaluate your spiritual life by their external standards.  
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Second, reject false authority. Look at verses 18-19, “Do not let 
anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify 
you for the prize. Such a person goes into great detail about what he has 
seen, and his unspiritual mind puffs him up with idle notions. He has lost 
connection with the Head, from whom the whole body, supported and 
held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to 
grow.” Paul is simply reminding us that the Legalist want you to live 
by a set of rules that they themselves cannot live by.  

 
Let me close by asking you this question, “What is your Christianity 

like?” Is it focused on yourself or on Christ? Are you a list-keeper, or 
a grace-giver? Is your faith anchored to personal experiences or on the 
Word of God? Has it set you free or tied you up?   

 
Christianity is not a matter of what you do or what you don’t do. 

When Jesus died on the cross, He said, “It is finished.” The price has 
been paid. The debt has been erased. You are complete in Christ. You 
are alive. Your sins are forgiven. And you have the victory! 

 
 
 
 


