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APPENDIX B 

 

Is This Antinomianism? 

 

 

Antinomianism has always been a trumped up charge that 

is apparently passed on as an ad hominin attack against any view 

perceived by another as inevitably encouraging licentious living.  

Gerstner admits,  

 

Romanists have always tried to hang antinomianism 

on Protestantism.  They seem incapable even of 

understanding ‘justification is by faith alone, but not 

by the faith that is alone,’ though that formula has 

been present since the Reformation.
1
 

 

So, the Roman Catholic Church hung on the Reformers the attack 

in their understanding of sola fide that they were “antinomian,” 

promoting an unaccountable life before God.  The Reformers also 

have tried to hang antinomianism on others.  Particularly 

noteworthy is the controversy involving Ann Hutchison and John 

Cotton, in which the Puritan divines in New England attacked 

Hutchinson’s teaching over the question of justification by faith 

through free grace and the significance of sanctified behavior.
 2

  

Naturally, this controversy is debated until this day, and echoes 

from an attack on the Puritan divines as legalists by teaching a 

covenant of works.
3
  In either case, this accusation of legalism 

versus lawlessness, or antinomianism, is common.  Those who 

hold to a walk in the grace of God, as opposed to a legal 

obedience, are always susceptible to the accusation of 

antinomianism.  Of course, the true antinomians are the 

universalists who believe that all are “universally” saved without 

regard to any decision, choice, faith, action, etc.  Moo addresses 

this well,  

                                                 
1
 MacArthur, et al., Justification by Faith Alone, 113. 

2
 Timothy Larsen, D. W. Bebbington, and Mark A. Noll, Biographical 

Dictionary of Evangelicals (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 323. 
3
 Ibid. 
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An approach that eliminates the Mosaic Law 

as binding authority for Christians is sometimes 

accused of being ‘antinomian’ and opening the door 

to ethical relativity.  But two replies to this 

accusation must be made.  First, the position 

outlined here holds that Christians are not under the 

Mosaic Law, not that they are free from all law.  

The distinction between the Mosaic Law, which is 

clearly what the NT writers mean 95 percent  of the 

time when they use the word ‘law,’ and the 

theological concept of “law” needs to be carefully 

observed.  We have seen that the distinction has its 

roots in the NT, where Paul can distinguish between 

the Law of Moses and the Law of God (1 Cor. 9:20-

21).  Failure to observe this distinction has resulted 

in considerable confusion and misunderstanding.  

Second, in the fear about ethical nihilism, one 

senses a failure to appreciate the power of God’s 

Spirit operative in the believer. When the 

‘antinomian’ implications of Paul’s teaching were 

raised as an objection against that teaching, Paul 

responded not by introducing a ‘new law’ but by 

pointing to the Spirit (Gal. 5:16ff.) and to union 

with Christ (Rom. 6). To be sure, there needs to be 

recognition of the fact that Christians often fail to 

walk in accordance with that Spirit and need ‘law’ 

to correct and discipline them (Luther is eloquent on 

this point).  But any approach that substitutes 

external commands for the Spirit as the basic norm 

for Christian living runs into serious difficulties 

with Paul.
4
 

 

So, the Roman Catholic Church believes “faith alone” 

encourages antinomianism because the constraint of law and 

                                                 
4
 Douglas J. Moo, “The Law of Moses or the Law of Christ,” in 

Continuity and Discontinuity: Perspectives on the Relationship Between the Old 

and New Testaments, ed. John S. Feinberg (Westchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, a 

division of Good News Publishers, 1988), 218. 
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accountability are absent.  The Reformers and Puritans likewise 

accuse others of teaching antinomianism for the same reason.  

While it is certainly true that some theologies do encourage sinful 

living, such is not the case in the Roman Catholic, Reformed, or 

Free Grace views.  Perhaps a new term should be introduced, such 

as “necra-nomianism.”  Necra-nomianism would argue that the 

believer is dead to the law (Rom. 7:2), but certainly not against the 

law (antinomianism).  The truth is that anyone who agrees with 

Paul must believe that the law is holy and just and good (Rom. 

7:12).  However, to preach grace truly means to run the risk of 

being accused of license as Paul was in  Rom. 3:8, “And why not 

do evil that good may come?—as some people slanderously charge 

us with saying. Their condemnation is just.”  Any approach to the 

gospel which cannot be misunderstood as promoting licentious 

living is probably mis-stating the true gospel.  Nonetheless, it is 

not the nature of any of these views to encourage a posturing 

against God’s law or godly living. 
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