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Several years ago, Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas released a documentary about his life 
story.  Thomas was raised by his grandfather, Myers Anderson, a man who was raised by freed 
slaves and only received nine months of formal education in his entire life.  Mr. Anderson’s impact on 
Clarence Thomas was a significant factor in Clarence Thomas’s commitment to become a highly 
educated and successful expert in the law. 
 
For instance, Myers Anderson was pulled over by a police officer who charged him with the made-up 
crime of wearing too many clothes.  But, since Mr. Anderson was illiterate, he had no way of knowing 
that it was a bogus law and felt compelled to obey the orders.  Thomas witnessed his grandfather live 
through events like that in a sort of captivity to men who abused their authority and imposed rules on 
him that he wasn’t legally obligated to follow. 
 
Seeing those dynamics at work in the life of someone he loved fueled a fire in Clarence Thomas to 
not only learn the truth for himself but to spend a lifetime seeking to protect the God-given rights of 
others. 
 
And that paradigm is what we find in our next passage of study in the book of Colossians.  The 
Apostle Paul is writing this letter to a group of Christians who were being infiltrated by false teachers.  
Those teachers were trying to force them to live in spiritual captivity by imposing rules and regulations 
on their lives they weren’t obligated to follow.  Though Paul had never met these brothers and sisters 
face to face, he is burning with passion to see them set free from the spiritual captivity of legalism.  
So, he writes this second chapter of Colossians to protect the God-given freedom that is ours in 
Christ. 
 
So, look with me at our text for this morning. 
 
Colossians 2:16-23 
Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard to a 
festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. 17 These are a shadow of the things to come, but the 
substance belongs to Christ. 18 Let no one disqualify you, insisting on asceticism and 
worship of angels, going on in detail about visions, puffed up without reason by his sensuous 
mind, 19 and not holding fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit 
together through its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from God. 20 If with 
Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the world, 
do you submit to regulations— 21 “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” 22 (referring to 
things that all perish as they are used)—according to human precepts and teachings? 
23 These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion and 
asceticism and severity to the body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the 
flesh. 
 
In our text last week, we saw that when we place our faith and trust in Jesus, He raises us up to a life 
of forgiveness of sin and freedom from Satan.  It’s a work Jesus does in and through us, not a work 
we do for Him. But false teachers were trying to draw these believers away from simple faith and trust 
in Jesus to a religious scheme commonly referred to as legalism. 
 



Legalism is the belief that we have to keep certain rules, or laws, to earn God’s favor and be 
acceptable to Him.  It’s about something we do in our own power for God so that we can be saved 
from the punishment for sin and the patterns of sin.  And that flies in the face of what Paul says is at 
the heart of the gospel.  The gospel is about a work Jesus does in us by His grace through our faith in 
Him.  That’s what Paul’s says on repeat in this letter, including the verses before our text. 
 
That’s why the first word of this morning’s passage is “therefore.”  Since Jesus has raised us up to a 
new life BY HIS POWER AND NOT OUR OWN, therefore, don’t fall for the lies of legalism.  Only 
Jesus can save us from the punishment and power and patterns of sin.  So, hold on to Jesus. 
 
That’s the heart of what Paul is saying in our text this morning.  And that’s our big idea for today. 
 
Big Idea:  We hold fast to Jesus as our only source of spiritual life by rejecting the lies of 
legalism. 
 
Legalism isn’t a harmless, secondary issue.  Legalism is a lie.  Legalism is a scheme of Satan to keep 
people from enjoying the life Jesus died and rose again to give us.  So, Paul doesn’t mess around 
and he tells us not to mess around, either. So, let’s walk back through our text and see four things 
Paul teaches us about legalism and what He calls us to do about it. 
 
1. LEGALISM JUDGES SPIRITUALITY THROUGH EXTERNAL RULES 
 
Colossians 2:16 
Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard to a 
festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. 
 
Paul lists four things that are all rooted in Old Testament laws in God’s covenant with Israel. 

• When Paul refers to food and drink, he is most likely referring to the Old Testament dietary laws. 

• Festivals were celebrated by Jews all throughout the year in feasts like Passover. 

• The new moon was the first day of the month when burnt offerings were sacrificed at the Temple. 

• The Sabbath was the day God set aside for rest and worship among the people of Israel. 
 
And the legalist teachers were telling these Gentile Christians that they had to conform to those 
external laws in order to be acceptable to God. 
 
But notice what Paul says in verse 17. 
 
Colossians 2:17 
These are a shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ. 
 
Even though the Old Testament ceremonial laws were given to Israel by God, Paul says they were 
shadows that pointed to Jesus.  You know the difference between a shadow and the real thing, right? 
 
I have a motorcycle that I ride to work every once in a while.  When I go to the parking lot at the end 
of the day, there’s always a shadow on the ground next to my bike.  When you look at the shadow, 
you know that it’s being cast by a motorcycle – you can see the wheels and handlebars and the 
overall shape of the bike.  But I’d have a real problem if I tried to ride the shadow home.  The shadow 
has no actual substance, no power or ability to do what the real thing can do. 
 
And Paul says that’s the same thing at play here.  The ceremonial laws of the Old Testament are 
shadows that point to Jesus.  From the very beginning of the Bible, before Israel was a nation and 



before God gave them the law, God promised to send a person to crush Satan and reverse the curse 
of sin.  His promise was always about a person through Whom God’s blessings would come to men. 
 
Go back to verses 11-12.  
 
Colossians 2:11–12 
In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the 
body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, having been buried with him in baptism, in 
which you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised 
him from the dead. 
 
Paul brings up two examples, circumcision from the Old Testament and baptism from the New 
Testament.  He says that both point to something that only Jesus can do.  Only Jesus can remove the 
sinful flesh.  Only Jesus can raise us from the dead. 
 
And notice the operative phrase in verse 12:  we are raised with Christ “through faith in the powerful 
working of God.”  Water baptism is a picture of Jesus rising from the dead and us being raised with 
Him.  And how is that spiritual reality experienced in our lives?  Not by the work of water but through 
faith in the powerful working of God. 
 
That’s the key difference between legalism and actual godliness.  Legalism is lived by our own power.  
The True Christian life is lived by faith in God’s power through Jesus. So, even when the rules are 
taken from the Bible, if we try to do them in our own power as a way to make us acceptable to God by 
our works, then they aren’t good works.  They become self-righteous legalism. 
 
But legalism isn’t limited to rules that are found in the Bible. 
 
Colossians 2:18 
Let no one disqualify you, insisting on asceticism and worship of angels, going on in detail 
about visions, puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind, 
 
The false teachers didn’t limit their rules to things they found in the bible.  They were also making up 
their own rules. 
 
They insisted on asceticism.  That word “asceticism” is a word that is referring to self-abasement or 
self-denial.  Some versions translate it as false humility.  The legalizers were teaching that you had to 
live in self-denial by abstaining from things God doesn’t command us to abstain from.  This can 
include everything from certain foods or drinks to material possessions and enjoyable experiences in 
this life.  Asceticism can take the shape of a vow of poverty or even celibacy. 
 
1 Timothy 6:7  
As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes on the 
uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly provides us with everything to enjoy. 
 
God wants us to enjoy His gifts.  Yes, we need to enjoy them in a way that honors God and doesn’t 
make an idol out of them.  Yes, we need to enjoy them without becoming greedy.  But there’s nothing 
wrong with enjoying the provisions of God.  But legalism makes a law out of self-denial in a way that 
quickly becomes asceticism. 
 
Paul says the legalizers also insisted on the worship of angels.  This is a difficult phrase to interpret.  
Paul could mean the false teachers were calling them to worship angels or they may have been 
claiming to know how to worship like the angels.  Given the distinctly Jewish tone in this section, it 



seems unlikely that this is a call to worship the angels.  It seems these legalizers were saying that 
their way of worshiping God was more holy and heavenly and spiritual, more like the way angels 
worship God. 
 
And this is a very subtle form of legalism.  It convinces us that the way we worship God is superior to 
the way other Christians worship God.  We think our preferred style of music is the only music that 
glorifies God.  Some people think raising their hands when they sing makes them more spiritual than 
the lifeless people who sit still and sing.  Some people think the churches who stand and raise their 
hands are just trying to have a rock concert.  And we insist that everyone else worship the way WE 
worship.  Then, we make it a law – thou shalt sing my songs the way I say, or you are a pagan.  
Beware of legalism creeping into your expressions of worship. 
 
Paul says the false teachers were also going on in detail about their visions.  They claimed to have 
insights into spiritual truths that aren’t found in the Bible and took pride in their way of thinking, but 
their way of thinking was sensuous.  That word, sensuous, just means flesh.  They based their 
thinking on human reasoning and not clear teaching of the word of God. 
 
Legalism lays down a list of laws, some that are distortions of the Word of God and some that are 
simply made up by men.  Then, it judges spiritual maturity by that list of external behaviors. 
 
2. LEGALISM FOSTERS PRIDE IN THOSE WHO PROMOTE IT 
 
Colossians 2:18 
Let no one disqualify you, insisting on asceticism and worship of angels, going on in detail 
about visions, puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind, 
 
Paul says the legalizers are “puffed up.”  They are arrogant and proud.  And that’s what lays at the 
heart of legalism.  It’s rooted in pride.   
 
Going back to the phrase “insisting on ascetism,” the word “insisting” is a word that means “delighting 
in or enjoy.”  They took enjoyment in being able to say they didn’t do what everyone else did.  They 
were literally proud of their self-denial.  The point is that legalistic people enjoy exalting themselves 
more than they enjoy exalting God. 
 
It’s pride that causes us to think that we can work our way into good standing with God. 
It’s pride that causes us to impose our standards on other people.   
It’s pride that causes us to want others to focus on our works. 
 
At the end of the day, Legalism wants to say, “Look at what I’ve done and glorify me.”  The gospel 
says, “Look at what Jesus has done and glorify Him!” 
 
Legalism fosters pride in the hearts of those who promote it.  And that brings us to the next thing we 
see about legalism. 
 
3. LEGALISM IS WORTHLESS IN OUR BATTLE AGAINST SIN 
 
20 If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in 
the world, do you submit to regulations— 21 “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” 
22 (referring to things that all perish as they are used)—according to human precepts and 
teachings? 23 These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion 
and asceticism and severity to the body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of 
the flesh. 



Legalizers have the appearance of wisdom.  They seem like experts in spirituality and holiness.  But, 
since their hearts are filled with pride and their dependence is on themselves and not Jesus, their 
religion is of no value – it’s worthless.  It does nothing to stop our sinful flesh. 
 
And many of us have experienced this firsthand.  We’ve lived in some form of legalism where we 
focused all our attention and efforts on keeping a list of rules.  And all it produced was religious 
sinners who wore suits to church on Sunday that were filled with a spiritually dead men.  Alcohol 
never touched their lips, but their mouths were full of criticism and complaining and gossip.  They 
didn’t watch R-rated movies, but their hearts were full of lust.  They were such great financial 
stewards that they never bought a lottery ticket, but they were calloused toward the plight of the poor 
and were so stingy that they never helped out their struggling neighbors. 
 
And, before you hit send on your email, I’m not advocating that you plan a drinking party to watch a 
rotten movie with your buddies and follow it up with a game of high-stakes poker.  What I’m saying is 
that a religion that is centered on a list of rules will never solve the actual sin issues of your heart. 
 
That’s why we need Jesus.  And we don’t just need Him, we have Him when we place our faith and 
trust in Him.  And that brings me to the last thing we learn about legalism in our text. 
 
4. LEGALISM IS DANGEROUS TO OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH JESUS 

 
Colossians 2:19 
and not holding fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together 
through its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from God. 
 
The inevitable result of legalism is that we don’t hold fast to Jesus.  Only Jesus can nourish us 
spiritually and bring about spiritual maturity.  Only Jesus can save us from the penalty and power of 
sin.  Only Jesus can raise us up to the kind of life that honors and exalts God.  Like we saw in chapter 
one, our only hope for glory is Christ living in us. 
 
Paul is saying that as long as we hold on to our list of rules we think we can keep to be acceptable to 
God we will never hold on to Jesus.  Legalism isn’t a harmless preference.  It isn’t an ultra-
conservative Christianity.  Legalism is a false religion that replaces the work of Jesus with the works 
of our flesh.  It’s paganism.  It’s anti-Christ.  It’s a lie cloaked in a law.  It’s from hell, not heaven.  And 
it’s a danger to our souls because it will ultimately keep us from trusting in Jesus and only Jesus. 
 
So, what do we do? 
 
1. Have No Part in Legalism 
 
There are only two commands in this passage. 
 
First command: 2:16  
Therefore let no one pass judgment on you… 
 
This is kind of an awkward command.  I mean, how can you keep judgmental people from passing 
judgment on you?  I believe what he is saying is not to live like they are your judge.  Don’t become a 
people pleaser who yields to the unbiblical expectations of people rather than yielding to God. 
 
Second command: 2:18 
Let no one disqualify you… 
 



The word “disqualify” is a word was used for an umpire or referee in a sport.  And what a fitting 
description of legalistic people.  They walk around like the referees in the game of life just waiting to 
blow the whistle.  They love to make up rules in the middle of the game.  They love to have power 
over people. 
 
The only way they can really disqualify you is if you play their game and believe their lies. So, Paul is 
saying to have nothing to do with legalism.  Reject it. 
 
On that note, that means don’t be the judge.  Don’t live like the referee for everyone else’s life.  Don’t 
give in to the spirit that watches the people in your church or your job or your school or your family 
like you’re the umpire at a baseball game – just looking for a chance to call strike three against them. 
 
Have no part in legalism. 
 
2. Hold on To Jesus 
 
Colossians 2:19 
and not holding fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together 
through its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from God. 
 
If legalism causes us to let go of Jesus, then the only way to let go of legalism is to hold on to Jesus.  
Believe the truth of the gospel that only Jesus can forgive your sin and give you power to live a life 
that’s pleasing to God.  Look to Jesus in faith and ask Him to graciously expose where legalistic 
tendencies are getting a foothold in your heart and life.  Invite the Holy Spirit to show you what your 
list of rules are that you are using as your ladder to climb to be more acceptable to God. 
 

• Are you trusting in your baptism or church attendance to be the things that make you right and 
keep you right with God?  If so, let go of them and trust only in Jesus. 

• Is your hope for spiritual growth the fact that you keep a list of do’s and don’ts?  If so, let go of 
performing for God and trust only in the work of Jesus. 

• Do you feel better about your standing with God when you think your works are better than the 
people you compare yourself to?  If so, let go of comparing yourself to others and trust only in 
Jesus. 

 
The Christian life is lived by God’s grace alone flowing to us and through us through faith alone in 
Jesus Christ alone. 
 
3. Hate Sin by Hoping in Christ 

 
This is where we are going to pick up in chapter 3, but I want to end here this morning.  It’s the 
counterbalance to this morning’s teaching.  You see, there are more wrong extremes than just 
legalism. 
 
What I mean is that some people reject legalism by embracing lawlessness.  As if there are no 
biblical standards or expectations for how we should live.  They take freedom in Christ to be a free for 
all toward sin.  Anytime someone mentions sin, they call it legalism.  If someone says drunkenness is 
a sin, they call you a legalistic teetotaler.  If someone says fornication or homosexuality are sins, they 
say you’re a hatemongering legalist.  They distort God’s grace to mean God doesn’t care how you 
live or what you do. 
 



And that view of life is just as wrong and damaging as legalism.  Titus 2:11-12 says that the grace of 
God that brings salvation trains us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions and to live sober, 
upright and godly lives. 
 
When Jesus lives in you, He lives like Jesus in you.  And Jesus doesn’t live in sin.  Jesus doesn’t 
disobey God the Father.  Jesus fulfills righteousness.  He came to give us forgiveness of sin and 
freedom from Satan so that we could live a life that…that’s where we will pick up next week in chapter 
3. 
 
For this morning, would you ask Jesus to be Jesus in you today?  Teaching you to turn away from sin 
and empowering you to step into godliness?  This week, read through chapter 3 and ask the Holy 
Spirit to give you wisdom to see the difference between depending on Jesus to put off sin and 
depending on your ability to keep the rules so that God will accept you. 


