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Fearless 3.5 -- Fearlessness instead of legalism 
(week of 1/17/2016) 

Text:  Luke 11:37-54 
 
Big Idea:  Don’t let legalism scare you into a spiritual life of fear. 
 
Icebreaker:  Give us your worst horror story about restaurant dining. 
 
We’re in the middle of a sermon & study series called “Fearless”, learning to live a life of faith that is free from 

fear of anyone or anything but God.  From the beginning, Christianity has had plenty of people willing to 
“scare you into Heaven”, by making you so fearful of breaking a rule and making God mad that you would do 
whatever they told you to do.  A more formal name for that is “legalism”.   

Jesus hates legalism because it only deals with the “outward show” of our lives, and makes us afraid that we 
might do just the wrong things, or that we might not do enough of the right things.  That kind of fear destroys 
any hope we have of living with joy and hope. 

When Jesus came on the scene, there were a couple of legalistic groups of Jewish leaders who specialized in 
controlling other lives, while they cut themselves plenty of slack. These lawyers and Pharisees were 
consistently among Jesus’ worst enemies, and it was them who eventually got him killed. 

This week’s study shows Jesus publicly standing up to a crowd of Pharisees and lawyers, so that other Jews 
listening would learn to not live in the fear that those leaders tried to put into them.  If we pay attention to 
what he tells them, we can also learn to live in greater fearlessness and freedom in our faith.  (Unless otherwise 
noted, quotations in this study come from Steven Cole.) 

 
Q:  Tell us about a time when you were scared by someone else (or you scared yourself) into doing 

something you wouldn’t have otherwise done. 
 
Jesus showed 5 ways that the Pharisees and lawyers led people into legalistically living in fear: 
 
(1)  Setting external standards that didn’t match their internal character     
Luke 11:37-41  As He was speaking, a Pharisee asked Him to dine with him. So He went in and reclined at the table.  (38)  When 

the Pharisee saw this, he was amazed that He did not first perform the ritual washing before dinner.  (39)  But the Lord 
said to him: "Now you Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside you are full of greed and evil.  (40)  

Fools! Didn't He who made the outside make the inside too?  (41)  But give from what is within to the poor, and then 
everything is clean for you. 

 
“Religion apart from God is always trying to fix the outer man to look good to other men, but it neglects the 

fact that the Lord looks on the heart. Jesus confronted the Pharisees with the fact that although they went to 
great lengths to clean their cups and platters, they neglected to cleanse their hearts, which were full of 
robbery and wickedness.  Jesus compares this to washing the outside of a bowl and then eating out of it, 
even though the inside was filthy!” 

 
Q:  What modern-day examples can you think of that illustrate cleansing the outside of the bowl but leaving 

the inside unwashed? 
 
Q:  What does fear have to do with the fact that some people care more about how they look or what they 

appear to be than what they are really like inside? 
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Q:  There has been lots of debate about the meaning of verse 41.  What do you think it might mean?  

[““Give first the offering of the inward man. Give your heart, your affections, and your will to God, as the first 
great alms which you bestow, and then all your other actions, proceeding from a right heart, are an 
acceptable sacrifice, and a clean offering in the sight of God.”  (J. C. Ryle)] 

 
 
(2) Majoring on minors, minoring on majors 
(Luke 11:42)  "Woe to you Pharisees, because you give God a tenth of your mint, rue and all other kinds of garden herbs, 

but you neglect justice and the love of God. You should have practiced the latter without leaving the former undone.   

 
The Pharisees were meticulous about giving a tenth of everything,  even going so far as to carefully count the 

number of leaves and seeds used from plants and vegetables, setting aside every tenth leaf to give to God.  
Yet they often favored friends or prominent people, in matters of law, over the poor or insignificant;  justice 
could be bought and sold for special favors and reciprocal favorable decisions.  And because they had tithed, 
they saw little reason to give further help to the poor or hungry around them. 

 
Q:  Have someone find and read Amos 5:21-24.  Why do Amos and Jesus both sound like they’re saying that 

our Sunday morning worship is meaningless without Monday-to-Saturday obedience and generosity? 
 
Q:  How might a church leader make it easier to be more afraid about not “getting tithing right” than about 

following God’s prompting on matters of kindness and justice? 
 
 
(3)  Subtly corrupting others 
(Luke 11:43-44)  "Woe to you Pharisees, because you love the most important seats in the synagogues and respectful 

greetings in the marketplaces.  Woe to you, because you are like unmarked graves, which people walk over without 
knowing it." 

 
[Numbers 19:16  Anyone in the open field who touches a person who has been killed by the sword or has died, or who even 

touches a human bone, or a grave, will be unclean for seven days.]  “Here, Jesus accuses the Pharisees, who were 
meticulous about such laws of cleanliness, of defiling the Jewish nation through their own spiritual death! The 
application is that the sin of legalism contaminates unsuspecting people [like unknowingly walking over an 
unmarked grave]. It turns off unbelievers and keeps them from the truth of the gospel, because they can see 
the hypocrisy of the legalists. It contaminates young believers, who are mistakenly taught that if they do 
certain things and do not do other things, they will grow in holiness and be pleasing to God. But invariably, the 
things that they are told to do and not do are not the important issues of the Bible, such as the love of God 
and neighbor.” 
 
Q:  It’s clearly possible to think that you’re living faithfully when you’re really not.  The Pharisees weren’t 

intentionally leading people away from God;  they thought they were doing everything in just the right way.  
How can we be sure that we’re really living by faith, and not fooling ourselves and leading others astray?  

 
Q:  What can we do to avoid falling into “surprise sin” (like a Jew unknowingly walking on a grave) without 

constantly fearing that we might fail?  [The best answer would involve trusting that God’s grace in Jesus will 
cover whatever unintentional failure we might fall into.]  
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(4)  Burdening with peripheral commands 
(Luke 11:45-46)  One of the experts in the law answered him, "Teacher, when you say these things, you insult us also."  

Jesus replied, "And you experts in the law, woe to you, because you load people down with burdens they can hardly 
carry, and you yourselves will not lift one finger to help them. 

 
“Jesus is speaking of the lawyers' role in making Jewish Law. Since the Torah didn't cover every single situation 

that could come up in everyday life, the scribes would extend their understanding of the Law to other 
situations. Often their laws were a very great burden. Because of the scribes' theological construct, not the 
actual Mosaic Law, many people just gave up trying to observe the Law. Notice that Jesus faults the scribes 
for not assisting people fulfill the law. They are shepherds who create barriers but don't help people get over 
them. It is a kind of detached, arbitrary, "ivory tower" role. And Jesus faults them for it.”  [Dr. Ralph Wilson] 

 
Q:  If it has happened to you, tell us of a time when trying to live the way someone else wanted you to 

became such a burden that you just quit trying. 
 
Q:  What requirements (or burdens) does the church place on people that tend to take the place of a 

relationship with Christ?  
 
Q:  Why are seemingly wise rules of behavior the cause of such weariness and fear? 
 
 
(5)  Holiness not even skin deep 
(Luke 11:47-52)  "Woe to you, because you build tombs for the prophets, and it was your ancestors who killed them.  So 

you testify that you approve of what your ancestors did; they killed the prophets, and you build their tombs.  Because of 
this, God in his wisdom said, 'I will send them prophets and apostles, some of whom they will kill and others they will 
persecute.'   Therefore this generation will be held responsible for the blood of all the prophets that has been shed since 
the beginning of the world, from the blood of Abel to the blood of Zechariah, who was killed between the altar and the 
sanctuary. Yes, I tell you, this generation will be held responsible for it all.  Woe to you experts in the law, because you 
have taken away the key to knowledge. You yourselves have not entered, and you have hindered those who were 
entering." 

 
“The religious leaders of Jesus’ day did not submit their lives personally to the message of the Old Testament 

prophets, but they built monuments to them to make it look as if they honored them. But Jesus lumps the 
current leaders with their ancestors who killed the prophets. He is saying that the current leaders are 
finishing off the job that the earlier generations started. As in all the other woes, the underlying problem is 
that though outwardly they act as if they honor the prophets, inwardly they do not repent of the very sins 
which the prophets condemned.” 

 
“Perhaps Jesus most biting criticism is that the scribes have taken away the "key of knowledge." He means 

that they themselves possess a tremendous amount of knowledge about the scripture, and have set 
themselves up as experts. But now as experts they do not sincerely seek out God themselves, and because of 
their "expert" role, discourage others from seeking out God either.”  [Wilson] 

 
 
Q:  Thinking back through this study, which of these problems tends to bring you the most worry or fear 
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about your spiritual life and health? 
 
 
NEXT STEPS:   
If you didn’t answer the last question for yourself, go back and do it when you get home.  And then single that 

answer out, and ask a friend or family member to help you pray about it and watch for it in your life. 
 
 
 
 
FURTHER STUDY NOTES 
The lawyers (also called “Scribes”) weren’t like lawyers as we think of them today.  They were the copyists of 

Scripture and the teachers of the Law. Their job was to read, copy, explain, and protect the law. They were 
professional scholars on and interpreters of Scripture. They lectured on it in synagogues, taught it in schools, 
debated it in public and private, and applied it in judgment on specific cases.  Because of their familiarity with 
the law, they also served as judges. 

The scribe held one of the most distinguished position of the day. He wore a special long robe and was always 
given a seat of honor at public gatherings, such as the synagogue, in the marketplace, and at weddings; they 
were looked up as living models to be followed.  

While the Scribes were so very carefully paying attention to keeping every minute detail of the law that they 
tended to neglect more abstract issues of value.  For instance, charity and benevolence wouldn’t have been 
high on their list - - after all, if a person deserved good things, it was because he had kept the law, and God 
would reward him - - so why should they help people to whom God had sent misfortune?   

Forgiveness was a HUGE difficulty, because forgiveness, especially when applied to the obviously unworthy, is 
a direct threat to any purely legal system.  If you know the novel or the movie Les Miserable, then you know 
what that looks like.  The law enforcement officer Javert pursues a relentless campaign to arrest and punish 
the former criminal Jean Val jean, even though Val jean has become a completely different person.  Javert 
would have been a lawyer in the old Jewish systems. 

 
The Pharisees -- There were about 6,000 Pharisees in first century Palestine.  The Pharisees were the "cream 

of Judaism" at the time of Jesus. Every Pharisee was one of the lawyers.  For them, the Torah (the books of 
Moses) was the wall that protected Israel from corruption from pagan influences. They believed that exact 
and perfect obedience to the Law of Moses in all its details was the only way to bring the kingdom of God. 

But they didn’t stop there. They were strict observers of external rituals and ceremonies that went beyond the 
requirements of the law. They placed the traditions of the elders on an equal footing with the law itself. The 
Pharisees based their faith and practice not only on the written Law, the scriptures, prophets and sacred 
writings, but also on the oral tradition had come down through the centuries as well, which they regarded as 
the true interpretation of the Scriptures. They believed that men would only be allowed to enter God’s 
kingdom if they had proven their devotion by obeying every one of the hundreds of religious laws that had 
accumulated around the original law over the centuries. 

 


