
The opportunity to show the difference between

Christianity, religion, and irreligion

We have learned so far that irreligion - Western secularism  - is very seductive. As Christians we need 
to keep following a self-giving Lord, not become self-pleasing. We have also learned that religion 
‘works’ like this: “I obey, therefore I will be accepted”. Christianity is not this. It is “I am accepted, 
therefore I will obey”. Outwardly the obedience may look similar (a moral life, church attendance, 
acts of goodness, etc,) but the motivation is very different. In one it will be ‘slavish’ and ‘driven’ by a 
need to perform well. In the other it is fuelled by a delight to please the one who has loved me at such 
cost and yet so freely. But we need to realise that religion too can attract us away from following the 
way of the Lord.

1) Danger – religion is attractive!

Religion is a danger to us because it is the ‘default setting of the human heart’. We think we can 
impress God, or attract God by what we do. If not that, at least he should respond because we are 
trying to be sincere, or truly sorry. Like the rich young ruler we think “what must I do to inherit 
eternal life?’ Religion the world over is spelt ‘D O’. Our efforts put God in our debt; he should give 
me what I want – either a nice life on earth, or acceptance into heaven and deliverance from hell. It 
appeals to our innate self-righteousness and pride at achieving something that can have an effect on 
God.  But religion breeds two types of responses in people:

a) If successful. If we are good at carrying out religious observances then we can easily become 
proud of what we achieve. We can become judgemental of others who either don’t agree with 
us, or don’t do as we do. We can be self-righteous and have a critical spirit towards others. 
Others can be seen as ‘the enemy’ who are opposed to ‘God’s ways’. At best we can become 
complacent about their salvation; at worst we can persecute them. Successful religious people 
can also become very protective of what they see as their ‘territory’ or ‘turf’. So in church life 
this may be a clique that opposes change, or a group that vote down a pastor because of 
something they don’t like. 

b) If unsuccessful. If actually the religious person knows they are failing in observances – poor 
personal habits of prayer and Bible reading, or weak church attendance, let alone serious 
moral lapses, it tends to a different result. The person can become very guilt-ridden, prone to 
feeling useless, and always sensing they are letting God down. They can become full of 
insecurity, worrying that some sort of judgement is about to ‘get them’. Such an individual 
may be given to pretending that things are better than they are. The resulting sense of 
hypocrisy only makes the tension greater and deep anger, frustration ,and bitterness towards 
the religion can result. For some it all gets too much and they leave organised religion 
completely, bringing down on their heads the ‘tut-tuts’ of the successful religious critics. 

Either way the product of such a religious life is unattractive; either slightly (or even very smug) 
people with a definite sense of superiority over others who don’t follow the way as they do, or guilt-
ridden and anxious people who feel that they are never ‘good enough’, and who may have to pretend 
that they are alright in order to keep in with the religious group they belong to.
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1)Real Christianity is very different

In true Christianity the individual is saved by God’s grace. Two notes constantly need to be sounded:

a)A sufficient atonement. God’s wrath against sin is completely satisfied by the work of Christ. It 
is a ‘finished work’. God’s rejection of evil was experienced by Christ for his people in the 
darkness of Golgotha and the ‘cry of dereliction’. The resurrection is God’s testimony of his 
acceptance of the work that Christ did as sin-bearer in the place of others. The penal and 
substitutionary nature of the atonement is critical – it is what the ‘power of the cross’ is all 
about. He thus wins by losing, saves by being rejected. There is also a wonderful 
‘whosoever’ about the invitation to come and trust this great Saviour, whose work saves 
completely from death, judgement, and hell. 

b)An imputed righteousness. But is it not ‘just’ that God forgives. As sinners we need to know 
more – will he welcome us and how can we be secure? 2 Cor 5:21 tells us of a reckoning of 
our sin to Jesus (‘he was made sin for us’) so that we may be the righteousness of God. Not 
only did he die the death we deserved; he lived the life that we should have lived. That ‘active 
obedience’ is reckoned to us and is ‘taken on trust’.  On that basis, God justifies the sinner – 
he declares the sinner righteous in his sight – covered by the ‘robe’ of Christ's perfect 
obedience. In one sense we cans say that Christ took every heartbeat of his life for you, for he 
loved God with all his heart, mind, soul, and strength , and his neighbour as himself. That 
inward, as well as outward, obedience is reckoned to the believer's account. This guarantees 
acceptance.  This is where true security comes from. It means that, at the same time, I am both 
an imperfect sinner in my conduct, but righteous in God’s sight. This stops the person being 
‘driven’ to perform either for God’s approval or for other people's recognition and acceptance. 
It results in humble but confident people; humble because I have nothing to be proud about 
nor can I boast in anything I have contributed to my salvation. But confident in God’s 
acceptance based on Christ’s perfect obedience. 

This righteousness is a gift of grace – you receive it ‘empty-handed’, and don’t have to earn it. 
Neither do you have to ‘pay God back for it’.  We are his debtors, but it is important to note 
that this does not imply a ‘debtor’s ethic’ for our conduct now. It is not as if ‘we owe him’ and 
have to pay him back or make up to him for what he did for us. The Bible sounds a ‘joyful 
response to grace’ note as we delight in one who so selflessly, and for such sinners as us, gave 
up all that we might have life. To find such a person worthy and live then for such a One is the 
highest privilege imaginable. This is the ‘fuel’ that motivates Christian obedience. This 
produces a ‘happy obedience’; something that we ‘want to do’ because we love him who first 
loved us. Here there is not the grudging effort of the religious person  ‘trying ever harder’ to 
be better, but the glad determination to open more and more of my life to the One Master 
whom to serve is true liberty.
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2) What does this mean in church life?

The gospel of grace, with these two emphases constantly being made, will have all kinds of 
implications. Let me look at several of them as they work out in the life of the church.

a) The Mission of the church. There can be a renewed confidence in gospel/mission work.  Only 
this gospel is good news for all the world. It can come to the irreligious and the religious, the 
successful and the failures, the deeply scarred and the brightly optimistic, and because the 
good news is about what God has DONE, it is applicable to all. Religion (‘Try harder to be a 
better person’) tends to attract those who are quite successful and haven’t messed things up 
too much, or it concentrates on the children of devotees who get large doses of it so that they 
can’t ‘escape’ its influence. But the gospel is for all.

At my home church we have tried to work this out. First, we encourage individual believers to 
be ‘in the game’ and not just spectators. This can start in their prayers. We encourage a 
growing concern for people they know who are outside the Kingdom at the moment. At our 
home group meetings and in general conversation we keep encouraging a personal 
commitment to wanting to share the good news with others.

Then as a church we have a 3 part plan. i) We prepare people to ‘Go and tell’. There are all 
kinds of useful ways of training people to simply tell their own personal conversion story in a 
jargon fee and clear way. There are ways of explaining the Bible’s message and the work of 
the cross to help someone understand it. We encourage people to prepare and then trust that 
God will give opportunities for personal witness in the ordinary comings and goings of life. It 
isn’t enough to ‘just hope it will happen’ without any kind of help being given. People need 
lots of encouragement to go out and to get to know more ordinary people than they often do. 
We use a phrase ‘Just walk across the room’ and greet new people.

ii) We arrange ‘Come and see’ events. We are always encouraging Christians to invite 
unbelievers to things. Some things will ‘just be’ friendship building. Recently I led a party to 
visit the battlefields of N France and Belgium. Men came and grew in the trust they have in 
believers. Other events will have a Christian message; perhaps after a meal a sportsman may 
tell his testimony. Others will be to the main meetings of the church, or a course we run. Too 
many Christians are very nervous about asking people to things. Yet non-believers often 
appreciate being asked even if they can’t come.

iii) Third we encourage ‘Care and serve’ in the community. We are involved in various 
community projects that just serve people where they have needs. Sometimes this results in 
good conversations, sometimes it doesn’t. But they know that people from the church are 
caring and loving. Over a period of time this builds a lot of credibility for the gospel.

Is this important? Well, in Acts 16 we are told the story of how three very different 
individuals came to faith. One came through ‘Word ministry’. Lydia heard the message and 
the Lord opened her heart. The slave girl was touched by ‘deed ministry’ as Paul took a huge 
risk to confront her demonic and human slavery and free her in every way. The gaoler was 
reached by ‘life ministry’. He saw men living in a very different way than he had ever seen 
before and it brought him to want the gospel for himself. These different ‘pathways’ were 
used by the Lord for the gospel. A churches we need to have ‘pathways’ so that the Lord will 
touch all kinds of people with the good news.

b) The Meetings of the church. The church can meet for joyful and reverent worship. But these 
meetings can be ‘accessible’ so that non-believers can come in and be struck by something 

Talk 3

3



they won’t see anywhere else – humble/confident people who know God. In 2 Cor 14:23-25 
the Apostle Paul illustrates the impact Christian worship can have on an outsider;  they will be 
convicted by the reality of God’s presence and by the reality of your relationship with him 
and exclaim, “God is truly among you!” 

But notice some conditions he attaches. First, worship must be intelligible. In their day the 
gift of tongues/languages could lead to tremendous confusion. Paul wants intelligibility so 
that when ordinary outsiders come in, they can understand what is going on. The church must 
work much harder at this than we often do. We may not cause confusion through a misused 
charismatic gift, but we can be terribly ‘sub-cultural’ with in-bred ways of doing thing and 
using language in such a way that no one can penetrate it. Have you ever felt like that when 
two technical computer people start jabbering on? Paul says don’t do ‘obscurity’ in the 
church. 

Second, there has to be ‘reality’. Christians must be in a real, believing, and heartfelt 
relationship with Christ, and not just going through dull routine. To keep our hearts close to 
Christ is a challenge.

Third, Paul wanted ‘good order’. Now that can be twisted all kinds of ways. It can be used to 
justify the maintenance of ‘the same old things’ for century after century. But what he has 
more in mind is a thoughtful and considerate ordering so that people can follow. He is not 
arguing for ‘long, boring and dull’. But he does want ‘clarity’. For us we may want explain 
simply what will be happening. Why not act 'as if’ the whole congregation is made of new 
people, and maybe you will find slowly that it becomes more ‘accessible’ to outsiders and 
God sends them along?! When meetings are like this, believers more confidently will say 
‘Come and see!’ to their friends.

At home we carry out a ‘quality review’ procedure on all that we do to ensure these goals are 
met. We take a long, hard, reflective look at the services – whether they were led well, was 
the preaching clear and helpful, were the greeters friendly and welcoming, was the notices 
sheet given to everyone, was the coffee tasty (some will ask, ‘Can the English ever make 
good coffee?’ – well by reviewing what we do, we at least try to). We try to get all those 
involved to see what could be done better and aim to serve God and people more helpfully 
next time. 

c) The message of the church. I have already touched on this, but may I expand a little? As well 
as the two emphases mentioned earlier, it is important that Bible teachers remember several 
things.

First, they need to remember that they are dealing with people's ‘hearts’ -what really goes on 
inside of someone deep down and not just their ‘superficial’ behaviour.  Religion can’t reach 
the parts that Christianity can; it will always focus on conforming to a certain outward 
behaviour. It may use dire threats and terrible punishments to obtain conformity, or it may 
offer rewards to the obedient. But it can’t change the heart. The Bible tells us, to use Calvin's 
term, ‘The heart is an idol-making factory’. People will always look to someone or something 
to be a ‘God-substitute’ to them rather than trust the living God. Such ‘idols of the heart’ need 
to be uncovered AND the beauty and glory of the Lord needs to be described so that people 
respond to him. People are always trying to find their needs for security, comfort, recognition, 
acceptance, purpose, values etc somewhere else. It may be their job (“I work hard and 
colleagues recognise that”); it may be their church (“I play a key role in the church, I don’t 
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know what I would do without that”); or their family (“My children mean everything to me”).  
Those things are good, but they are not God, and if people live for them, letting them function  
as God , they will get hurt, and displease the Lord.

Second, ‘Christ in all the Scriptures’. People need to see the wonder of the God who has 
saved us. Too often teaching amounts to a description of ethical behaviour and then an 
exhortation to try to put it into practice. Much Old Testament narrative is about heroes of faith 
that you try to emulate, or failures that warn you. Obviously there is truth in that. But we must  
learn to show people Christ in all the scriptures. For example on a passage such as Esther 
coming before the King at the risk of her life, we should be not only describing that event, but  
pointing to an ‘ultimate Esther’ – the one who didn’t just risk his life when he came before the 
Judge of all, but knew he would lose it. The sceptre that was held out to her, spared her, but to 
Jesus the sentence was ‘death’ – and what a death! It is him we follow, and it is for him that 
we are now willing to risk our lives as we trust and serve.  We need to make that connection 
from every ‘hero’ to the ultimate hero, showing how Jesus’ choices, his work, his sacrificial 
death, is so much more wonderful than any other hero of faith, and that it touches us deeply 
because he did it all ‘for us’. So we don’t just preach an ethic and say ‘try harder’, but we 
point to a person and inspire people to ‘Follow him’.

Third, we nee to use the gospel to solve people’s problems. Instead of just exhorting, we need 
to encourage a deeper belief in Christ. People’s lack of growth as Christians is because they 
do not believe as deeply in him as they should. So , for example, if they are struggling with 
anxiety, we need to show the root problem is not their circumstances, but that they are not 
trusting the all-knowing, all wise Saviour who died for them. Although there may be things 
that upset them, by trusting him more they will not be overcome with fear and worry – how 
could they because their life is safe in his hands. We need to constantly encourage not only 
unbelievers to trust Christ, but also to show believers that they too should trust Christ more.

d) The values of the church. The church needs to demonstrate in the values that it lives by that it 
experiences a new power that neither irreligion nor religion can apply – the power of the 
sacrificial love of Christ.

So, for example, the church needs a very different way that it approaches the use of money. In 
the world wealth is often used selfishly. People even may give so that their reputations are 
enhanced. The church must promote a radically generous commitment of time, skills and 
wealth. This must mean spending on the poor and needy, the marginalised and those ‘left 
behind’ by all the people that ‘make it’. The immigrant, the housebound, the unemployed, the 
physically weak should know there is a church in the area if Christians are being generous 
with their wealth. The church should be trustworthy in all its financial dealings.

The church needs to model a different view of sex. In traditional and religious communities 
there is a fear of sex, all is taboo! In secular society sex is idolised. We can celebrate God's 
good gift, but be a place where people are ‘safe’ from any kind of predatory behaviour. The 
church also models love, rather than hostility and fear towards those who sexual choices are 
very different.

One other area the church should be very different in is the use of ‘power’.  Too often 
outsiders see the same ‘power wars’ as everywhere else. They see people who are cross 
because they didn’t get their own way, they see heated arguments about matters of preference 
(often dressed up as a ‘principle to die for’). 
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Instead the church should model power-sharing, and strong relationship-building between 
people who are very different in terms of socio-economic status, racial background, age, and 
ability.

e) The training of the church. The church needs to only to prepare people for outreach and 
personal piety; it must prepare them for ‘ministry’ in the wider world.  

Believers today need help to think through the gospel implications for the way they work and 
live ‘out there’ in the world. What does a Christian shaped healthcare worker look like, and by 
what values are they going to practice? What does a businessman, or an architect, or an 
advertising person, or a cleaner, or a school governor ‘look like’. How can we help workers 
bring God’s values to bear in the place where they serve him for the vast majority of their 
waking hours? Too often the church retreats into the ‘private sphere’ of a ‘personal walk’ with 
God and does not consider how it can promote gospel values. Yet people like Daniel, 
Nehemiah, Joseph, and Esther all served God and their communities well, even though those 
communities were not based on Biblical values.

3) Conclusion

As the gospel goes ever deeper into our lives, it will also surface in many ways in what we do as 
Christian believers. I have outlined some of them. It is hugely important to demonstrate that the 
gospel is different.  Then the irreligious will realise that there is something other than either their own 
‘empty way of life’ or hypocritical religion, and the religious will come into an experience of the 
grace of Christ that makes all things new.

 There are really 3 ways to live, let us make sure we clearly show how amazing Christ's third way is.
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