
June 16, 2013 Proper 11 C
Text: Galatians 2:15-21 Rev. Douglas Reble

“Religion That Is Real”
In the name of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, grace to you and peace.

We live in a time when we constantly run into people who think they are not religious, but really are.
They will tell you that they had a bad experience with the church as a kid. They will name some
Christian belief or doctrine that they find hard to swallow. They are too smart for religion. Religion is
for intellectual dullards who don’t have a big enough brain to figure out what hooey all this spiritual
mumbo jumbo really is. Or they are too strong for religion. Religion is a crutch for people who cannot
make it on their own without a little help from “God.”

But then, when you see these very same folk in action, well, they look religious, very religious indeed.
They are always working out in the gym, boring you to death with statistics of their weight, fat content,
caloric intake, and other data that documents their physical fitness virtues.

Then there are those who are big, very big into health food of various kinds and consistency. They are
on macrobiotic diets, or they are gulping down oat bran by the bucket, or they eat only young sprouts.
They will gladly evangelize you for their faith, just love to condemn you for your eating of red meat or
doughnuts. They are convinced that they’ve seen the light and the rest of us poor souls are in the
dark, still gulping down garbage despite what some doctor warned on TV.

It’s difficult not to feel guilty, or at least distinctly second rate when you are around such folk because
that’s part of the appeal of their religion. They have seen the light, are among the few truly
enlightened, and you are still wallowing in sin, or at least cholesterol. Their judgmental, self
righteousness would make the sternest Puritan look nice by comparison. They’ve got their rules and
regulations, their moral codes, the dozens of commandments that they follow down to the most minute
jot and tittle.

The irony of it all is that they claim they are not “religious,” that they have no use for any of that
backward, old fashioned, conservative religious stuff. Yet it takes one to know one and, if we church
people know anything, it’s a religion when we see one. They don’t like to admit that they are following
a religion with its own creed and commandments, its taboos and constraints, but if you are trapped
by them at a party while they explain to you the glorious redemption that they have found – by eating
or drinking this, by pumping iron or jogging miles, by practising yoga or playing golf – it sure feels as
if you are getting evangelized for some sort of religious cult.

 
“Listen to me while I tell you how I changed my whole life simply by...” fill in the blanks – by playing
cricket, doing kung fu, listening to classical music, perspiring heavily three times a week, whatever it
is that has “saved” them. If you took a course on world religions in school, if you have ever sat down
and had a long conversation with someone of another faith, then you know that religions can differ
greatly from one another. They can have vastly different beliefs and practices. But every religion that
ever was always has certain distinctive beliefs and practices all of which have common purpose – to
make you right with God.

Oh, maybe they don’t call it “God.” Perhaps they tell you that by following their sacred rotes, you’ll be
in touch with the world, you will feel better about yourself, you will have the perfect marriage, or your
heart rate will be excellent, however this “religion” defines “salvation.” But all religions have some list
of duties that you must do if you want to get it right, if you want to be righteous, as this religion defines
such matters.



Every religion has beliefs – a list of eternal truths that give you the inside truth of what’s really going
on in the world. All religions have rituals – rotes that you absolutely must get right if you are to be, well,
right. All real religions have ethics – lists of do and don’t’s that are known only to the faithful and make
sense only to insiders, rules that must be obeyed if you are to be saved, happy, successful, fulfilled,
live forever, good looking or whatever it is that this particular religion defines as being right.

Now, friends, here’s the shocker. The more I think about it, Christianity is not a religion. You heard me
right. Though some have tried to lump us in with the yogurt or wheat germ crowd, the work out six
days a week club, Islam, Buddhism, and all the rest, Christianity is not a religion. Religion, remember,
is something that we do, some set of right beliefs that we hold, some prescribed set of rituals that we
must follow, a list of right behaviour that must be observed if we are to be right.

Christianity is not in to any of that because we believe that religion is something that God does.

You heard me right. Religion is what God believes, how God acts, what God does before it is anything
that we believe or do. And that’s because there is absolutely nothing that you or I can do or believe,
can think or say that can make it right. We admitted it at the first of this service when we prayed a
prayer of confession. We admitted, right up front, that we were not right. In fact, every time we try to
think right, do right, be right we invariably end up wrong. That’s the way it is with us. Even our best
intentioned deeds turn out wrong. So, if things are going to be set right between us and God, then
that’s up to God.

Did you hear Paul in today’s second reading?

We know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we
have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ, not by doing
works of the law, because no one will be justified by the works of the law. Okay, this might sound
confusing, here is what I take it to mean.

Paul is dealing with a congregation, in Galatia, that has become confused about religion. There are
Jewish Christians in the congregation who are saying of their Gentile Christian brothers and sisters,
“They can’t be Christians until they first become Jews. They must be circumcised, if they are males,
and all of them must keep the dietary laws of Judaism or they are not doing religion right.”

To them Paul writes, in effect, “You who where you are, in the church, part of the kingdom, through
adoption, through the loving work of God in Christ. Nothing that you have done – all your keeping of
the laws, all of your righteous activity – none of that has made you right with God. Your relationship
with God is something you have been given, a gift. It’s called grace. The word grace means “gift.” You
haven’t earned it, merited it. You can only receive it and enjoy it.”

In other words, Paul told them to forget their “religion” and live on the basis of the good news that
Christ has already made them right with God.

You can see why Paul called this “gospel,” that is, good news. Religion is the bad news that you have
got to believe real hard or think real deeply, or act very righteously or there is no way for you to be
right. Religion leads ultimately to exhaustion or disappointment when we are forced to admit that we
can’t get it all together on our own. We can’t do it every time and that all our efforts to save ourselves
fail.

The good news is that God in Jesus Christ does for us that which we cannot do for ourselves. We
come to church, sing these hymns, pray these prayers, read this scripture, listen to this sermon, try



to live good lives, not in order to get somewhere with God but rather because we have already arrived.
Jesus has done for us that which we could not do for ourselves – made things right between us and
God. That means that religion, as something we do, is over. What we call “religion” is just our joyful,
thankful response to what Christ has done for us on the cross.

When Jesus hung there on the cross, in mortal agony, do you remember his last words? “It is
finished.” He did not mean that only in the sense that his life was finished, the end. He meant also 
– and this is what Paul learned and proclaimed – that our earnest, feverish efforts to get right with
God, all “our” religion, that was finished. Over. Complete. Done with. Religion, as something we do,
is finished, made silly through the powerful work of God in Jesus on the cross.

My brothers and sisters in Christ. You will probably hear this off and on until I leave here as your
pastor in mid-September. If there is anything that you remember from my preaching let it be this. That
we are justified, made right with God, not on the basis of who we are or what we do but rather on the
basis of what God has done for us, despite us, in Jesus Christ. Our relationship with God is dependent
upon the actions of God, not upon our actions. We are saved by the grace of God. Thanks be to God.
AMEN.


