Religion –vs- The Church

Today’s title may sound like I am announcing the world heavyweight boxing championship. As the contenders come out of the dressing rooms and down the corridor the crowd waits in anticipation, and then explodes as they enter the ring! In the red corner hailing from Saint Louis Missouri and a direct descendent from the family of the Pharisee’s is RRRRRRReeeligion, Religion!  The announcer turns he introduces the blue corner. Coming from every town in the world, the very Bride of Jesus Christ, the Church! And the crowd goes crazy. Well maybe not. 

 In reality, we have several world religions all with different points of view. Islam has 1.5 Billion followers, Hinduism has 785 Million, Buddhism has 360 million, Judaism has 17 Million and Christianity has 2 billion followers and theses are the top five world religions. Islam teaches that Jesus was merely God’s servant, a prophet, and not equal to Allah. Hinduism and Buddhism have no reference to Jesus at all. Judaism contends that God will send a Messiah (a deliverer) to lead them in His way. Christians believe that Jesus was the Messiah. Jewish people do not. Within Christianity there are many denominations with some differencing points, but we all share a faith in Jesus Christ, the Son of God. The resurrection of Jesus from the dead is the central fact of Christian history. On it the church is built; without it there would be no Christian church today. 

 Jesus did not come to a create institution, he came to make relationships. In fact Jesus pointed out that the Pharisees were good at making more laws than necessary and keeping their institutionalized religion safe. 
Going on from that place, he went into their synagogue, and a man with a shriveled hand was there. Looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, they asked him, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?" (Matthew 12:9-10)

As the Pharisees pointed to the man with the shriveled hand, they tried to trick Jesus by asking him if it was legal to heal on the Sabbath. Their Sabbath rules said that people could be helped on the Sabbath only if their lives were in danger. Jesus healed on the Sabbath several times, none of which were in response to any danger. If Jesus had waited until another day, He would have been submitting to the Pharisees’ authority, showing that their petty rules were equal to God’s law. If He healed the man on the Sabbath, the Pharisees could claim that because Jesus broke their rules, His power was not from God. But Jesus made it clear how ridiculous and petty their rules were. God is a God of the people.
He (Jesus) said to them, "If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out? How much more valuable is a man than a sheep! Therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath." (Matthew 12:11-12)
Institutionalized religion does not put the Love of God first; it puts rules above human needs. The Pharisees were so concerned about Jesus’ breaking one of their rules that they did not care about the man’s shriveled hand. This type of religion does not care about the love of people.
The Pharisees had compiled a long list of religious rules which people needed to maintain so they could be seen as clean. The Church today can become institutionalized when it has a long list of religious rules added to those given by God. These rules cannot and never could change a person’s heart. Only Jesus Christ can do that.
This week focus on your relationships. Find one neighbor within your world of influence, and make an effort to create or deepen a relationship with that person. After all, Jesus made a relationship with you! 

