CHRISTIAN LIVING

HOLDING THE FORM OF RELIGION (GODLINESS)

“They hold the form of religion (godliness) but deny its power.” (2Tim.3:5)

Like so many others of my time and locale, I grew up surrounded by religion. It decided everything that was right and wrong in my life.
In a sense, through my parents, it controlled everything I did, said, and thought. It certainly had the "form of religious godliness", but like all of man's religions it had no power to deliver on its great promises.
Most of all, it had no power to change what was inside me. It was totally unable to set me free from the dominion of sin. (Rom.6:17a)  And while it had the "appearance of wisdom in promoting rigor of devotion, self abasement, and severity to the body" (Col.2:23a), through its enforced fastings and penances, yet, like all other human religions, "these were of no value in checking the indulgence of the flesh". In fact, as one version of the bible puts it, "these serve only to indulge the flesh" (Col.2:23b), to make it feel good about itself.
On the other hand, true religion, which comes to us from God, by his Word, exposes the vileness of the flesh (Heb.4:12-13), that old nature we were all born with. (Eph.2:3)
It then provides the remedy, and the power we need; that remedy being the simple fact of God's Word, which tells us that he sent Jesus Christ to take our sin, and our sin nature, on himself at Calvary. He came to die in our place (Rom.6:10), so that we, by faith in what God's Word says he did, can have our old nature die with Christ (Rom.6;8), and be raised to a new life, with a new nature, no longer enslaved to, or dominated by, sin. (Rom.6:3-4) We can say 'No' to all the things we're ashamed of, and walk away free. (Rom.6:11, Jh.8:36)  Mind you, we have to do this not just once, but continually, many times every day. (Rom.8:13, Eph.4:22)

While I followed man's religion, I never knew this liberty. I didn't even know it existed. So many still don't. But when the Son of God set me free, I found I didn't need man's religion, only God's. (Jh.8:36)
I found I was no longer under, or ruled by, the regulations and rules of man's religion (Col.2:20-22), but by the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus. (Rom.8:2a)
I had been set free from the "law of sin and death." (Rom.8:2b) I now live under the law of love (Matt.22:37-40, Jh.13:34-35), God's type, strong and pure. Not man's type, soppy, sentimental, and weak, at best.
God's kind of love, a shadow of which can sometimes be seen in a worthwhile friend who isn't afraid to tell us when we're doing something that's no good for us; a friend, rare indeed, who is more concerned about our good, than in possibly upsetting us. A friend who's willing to lose our friendship, if that's what it takes, to protect us from ourselves.
Very sadly today, it's not only man-made religion which is holding this form of religion or godliness, and at the same time denying the power of God's religion to set us free. Many of those church groups which, in past generations, did know this liberty, have now surrendered to the enticements of man's precepts and doctrines (1Tim.4:1-3), and gone the same way.
Much of what's happening throughout the church today seems to entail being "born again", without first dying with Christ. (Rom.6:8) There is much talk, both for and against, being "baptised in the Spirit", without firstly being totally immersed in a "baptism of repentance". Of course, for this type of repentance to occur, there must be a real awareness of sin. I don't just mean the sin we've been personally guilty of, but more importantly, the sin nature we've been born with. (Pro.29:15 & 22:15)
Without this awareness we can never begin to fully appreciate what Jesus Christ did at Calvary. We can have no idea of the real meaning of the words of Jesus when he said, "You must be born anew". (Jh.3:7)
Yet Jesus said, "Unless one is reborn of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of heaven." (Jh.3:5) He also said to his disciples, "You are already made clean by the words which I have spoken to you." (Jh.l5:3) And again the Word tells us that we, the Church, the Bride of Christ, have been and are continually being, cleansed by the "water of the Word". (Eph.5:25-27)
But just being washed and made clean is not enough. A dead body is usually washed before being shown to grieving relatives, but it's still dead. And because we were all dead in our sin (Col.2:13), we need to be made alive in Christ. (Rom.3:9) Remember, it is the Spirit who gives life. (Jh.6:63) But there is only one Spirit that is from God. (Eph.4:4) He's given many names in the scriptures: The Spirit of God (Rom.8:9, Gen.l:2), the Holy Spirit (Acts 16:6), the Spirit of Jesus (Acts 16:7), the Spirit of God's Son - the Word (Gal.4:6, 1Cor.15:45), etc.
He is not given by measure. (Jh.3:34)  We must be continually filled by him. (Eph.5:18)  We must be fully immersed in him, which is the real meaning of being baptised in the Spirit. (Luk.3:16)  We need to possess, and be possessed by him. (lCor.2:13 R.S.V.)  This is a relationship which begins with obedience (Acts 5:32), is sustained by obedience to God's Word (Jh.l4:15-17, 21 & 23), and is brought to full fruition through patient endurance. (Luk.8:15)
This is true religion, God's religion. A relationship where each gives totally, and as a result, each receives totally. Our God, our Father, has so much to give us. We have so little, to start with. It's just like a parent-child relationship. But as we grow in him, as we begin to mature in his family, we find we have more and more to give, simply because we receive more and more from him.
Just as in a true human family, where the parents count whatever one of their children does for another, as being done for them, so it is with our Lord and Master. (Matt.25:40)
True religion means not being haughty. It means associating with the lowly. (Rom.12:16)  It is to count others as better than self. (Phil.2:3) It is caring for those who have no one else to care for them. The Word of God tells us that true religion is to care for real widows and orphans. (Jas.l:27)  If we would pull our minds off the natural realm for a moment, we would surely quickly see that, in the spiritual, widows and orphans are those who lack protection, support, encouragement and love. They are those people who are on the fringes of our ‘spiritual’ society.
Of course there shouldn't be any fringe dwellers in the spiritual. But the fact is that there are great numbers of such people. They don't belong to, or fit into, the inner circles. They are often spiritually weak, lame, blind, deaf, or leprous, i.e., full of sin, and treated like lepers. Some are even spiritually dead, having being saved from sin, but not having been reborn, have never received the breath of life. Like a drowning person, who, having been pulled from the water, was never resuscitated, never given the breath (spirit) of life. (Jh.20:22)
But these are the ones that Jesus came to seek out. (Matt.18:11 & 10:6) What else is the Word talking about when he says in Luke 4:18-19, "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed and to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord."
Surely we don't think he was only talking about physical things. No!! These are the true widows and orphans of our time. The world, through its social systems, in this country at least, generally takes care of the natural ones.
We are meant to follow in Jesus' footsteps (1Pet.2:21), doing as he did. This is why we need the fullness of the Spirit - the anointing of the Spirit - the power of the Spirit. It's why Jesus told the first disciples that they were to wait in the city till they were clothed with power from above. (Luk.24:49)
It's why we need to ‘pant’ for Living Water. (Jh.4:10, Ps.42:1-2)  But who are those that, in the natural, pant for water? Isn't it those who are weak with thirst?
Without the Living Water of the Spirit of the Word we are so weak in the spiritual realm (Jh.7:37-39), in the same way that we become physically weak and lethargic, with no energy, when we suffer from natural dehydration.
Don't the symptoms of natural dehydration describe how so many of us feel spiritually? No strength. No drive. No zeal, half dead, with no spiritual energy. Every little thing requires so much effort. We have no fire (Luk.24:32), no real joy in the Lord. (Neh.8:10) We have anxiety instead of peace, fear instead of complete rest and confidence in the Lord, and so on.
We lack God's type of religion. We lack his Spirit. Are we willing to let go the restraints and forms of man-made religion and wholeheartedly embrace God's. The kind the first disciples had when it was said of them that they were turning the world upside down. (Acts 17:6)
We surely must be willing, if we're to fulfill the vital requirement, laid out in God's Word, of bearing much fruit. (Rom.7:4)  To do this, we must abide (live permanently) in the Vine - Jesus Christ, the Word of God. (Jh.l5:5)  And we must have the Spirit of that Word abiding in us. (Gal.4:6) Then we will truly bear much fruit, and our God and Father will be glorified in us. (Jh.l5:8)
True religion is the glorious joy and liberty of pouring ourselves out for one another, and for the lost. It is only in this total giving of ourselves, as Jesus did, that we can be genuinely identified with him.
Total giving, because of total love, the love he has so freely poured into our hearts. (Rom.5:5) Never looking for any kind of selfish gain, sense of achievement, boast, or satisfaction, whether for us personally, or for the church group we're involved with!
If we don't have the same joy in some one else, or some other group, being used by God to snatch a soul out of the fire (Jude V23), as we do when he uses us, or those we're directly involved with; if we don't feel as much pain when a brother or sister we're not directly involved with, stumbles or falls, as we do when it's someone close to us; then we don't even begin to understand what was in God's heart when he caused Paul to write "count others as better than yourself". (Phil.2:3)  Instead, we may very well be guilty of that dreadfully exclusive "party spirit". (Gal.5:20, R.S.V.)
True religion is surely best described by the words applied to love.  It is patient and kind. Not arrogant or rude. Not insistent on its own way. Not irritable or resentful. Not rejoicing when someone else is wrong but when they're right; bearing all things; believing all things; hoping all things; enduring all things (1Cor.13:4-11); everything done joyfully for love of the Master who loved us and gave himself up for us all. (lTim.2:6, Gal.2:20 & 1:4, 1Jh.3:16)
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