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Reading The Cross Centered Life: Chapter 3 
 
Read and Discuss Romans 5 
 
Are you a legalist? If you quickly answered “no,” then please keep reading and let this 
chapter sink deeply into your soul. “The legalist isn’t just someone with higher standards 
or more rules than you.” Don’t miss the clear and careful definition of legalism by 
Mahaney; it points the finger squarely at every human heart, not just those with their 
lists of “do’s” and “don’ts.” This is serious business, because what many may have 
praised you for and called “discipline” or “faithfulness” in your life, may in fact be the 
very thing that is insulting the cross and practically treating the cross as insufficient. Any 
act, thought, or behavior done to seek greater acceptance by God is trusting self over 
the completed work of Christ. Flee legalism, my friend, with all you heart! 
 
Questioning The Cross Centered Life 
 
How does Thomas Scheiner describe legalism on p. 25? What does self have to do with 
legalism? (p. 25) 
Legalism is seeking to achieve forgiveness and acceptance from God through 
obedience to God. - The focus of legalism is self. When we try to earn favor with God 
through works, we make salvation all about what we do rather than what God has done. 
 
How does legalism make the death of Christ on the cross as either unnecessary or 
insufficient? How do your works invalidate and insult the work of the cross? (pp. 25-26) 
Legalism makes the life and death of Christ unnecessary, because it says that man 
does not need the forgiveness and righteousness that the work of Christ accomplished. 
The gospel provides forgiveness of sin and an applied righteousness for all who believe 
(Romans 3:22). Legalism denies the need for this. When we believe that we can earn 
salvation, we are saying that we do not need the forgiveness and righteousness that the 
gospel offers. This is an insult to the majesty of God. 
 
Do you know how to discern legalism in your life? Where does it creep up for you? 
Calls for personal response  
 



“Legalism claims that the death of Jesus on the cross was either unnecessary or 
insufficient.” C. J. Mahaney, The Cross Centered Life, pg. 25 
 
Spinning Plates ... A Spinner Named Stuart 
What comparison is Mahaney making between plate spinning and the Christian life? 
How does legalism make life frenetic? (p. 26) 
On page 28 in the book, plate spinning was how the young boy kept the audience 
entertained on the Ed Sullivan show. He appeased the audience by how well he 
performed. This is similar to legalism. Legalism is seeking to appease God by how well 
we juggle the rules. Living this way makes life frenetic - wild, crazy, and without peace. 
When we feel like our acceptance from God comes from how well we juggle the rules, 
we will be motivated by fear rather than grace.  
 
What plates are you currently spinning? Why are you spinning them? Are they helping 
or hurting your spiritual life (not are they good or bad)? What might a “wobbling” plate 
mean? 
Calls for personal response  
 
How does legalism undermine your confidence in the Gospel? How does it tweak your 
perception of what God thinks about you? How has your thinking gone wrong due to a 
legalistic spirit? (pp. 29-30) 
The focus of legalism is on our own performance rather than Christ’s performance for 
us. This undermines our confidence in the Gospel, because it leaves us without 
assurance of salvation. 
 
Justified: The Finished Work ... Sanctified: The Ongoing Work ... Don’t Confuse 
The Two 
What does Mahaney say is the key to “doing the good things” without plate spinning? 
What does it mean to be justified? How do you get righteous? (p. 30) 
The key to obeying the law without becoming frenetic is the Gospel. When we 
understand and believe what it means to be justified by faith, we will obey God’s law out 
of love rather than fear. There is a reservoir of power in the Gospel of God. God 
energizes us to obey when we properly respond to the Gospel. - To be justified is to be 
counted righteous. Sinners are declared righteous when they believe on the saving 
work of Christ. We “get righteous” when we repent and believe the gospel (2 Cor. 5:21). 
 
 
 
 



If you are righteous already, why do you still sin? How does your work and the power of 
the Gospel work together? (p. 31) 
The Bible is clear that believers still sin (1 John 1:8). Being justified means that we are 
free from the condemnation of sin (Romans 8:1) but not the presence of sin (Romans 
7:23). Therefore, we must actively strive to put to death the deeds of the body (Romans 
8:13). The good news is that because we are new creations in Christ, we now have the 
ability to say “no” to self and “yes” to God. 
 
Describe the difference between justification and sanctification. How will a right 
understanding of these help defeat legalism? (pp. 32-33) 

● Justification is being declared righteous. 
● Sanctification is being made righteous - being conformed to the image of Christ. 
● Justification is our position before God. 
● Sanctification is our practice. - You don’t practice justification! It happens once 

and for all upon conversion. 
● Justification is objective - Christ’s work for us. 
● Sanctification is subjective - Christ’s work in us. 
● Justification is immediate and complete upon conversion. You will never be 

more justified than you are the first moment you trust in the Person of and 
finished work of Christ. 

● Sanctification is a process. You will be more sanctified as you continue in 
grace-motivated obedience. 

 
The Legalist’s Mistake ... Put Down Your Plates 
How does the legalist confuse justification and sanctification? (pp. 33-34) 
The legalist believes their sanctification plays a role in their standing before God. They 
do not understand that justification is the only way sinners are made right with God. 
“In other words, he thinks that godly practices and good works somehow contribute to 
his justification.  But God’s Word is clear when it says - Romans 3:20.  None of us earn 
God’s approval and love by our good works.” 
 
How might the statement, “We’re never more saved or more loved by God,” change 
your approach to God? 
Calls for personal response  
 
What do you need to consider in your own life to battle legalism? 
Calls for personal response  
 
 



Conclusion 
Legalism is one of the most effective weapons of Satan to subvert your attention away 
from the main thing, away from the cross. My friend, you can do nothing to gain greater 
access, love, or approval from God than what Christ has done through the cross. Your 
“good things” become your god when you fail to rest in the all-sufficient, glorious work of 
Jesus on your behalf. The honest question is not are you a legalist, it is where are you 
the legalist? 






