
 Why Christianity and Religion Don’t Mix
Christianity is a relationship, not a religion.  The difference between Christianity and religion is in the spelling.  Religion is spelled D.O.  That means do works to get to heaven.  Christianity is spelled D.O.N.E. That means Jesus has done everything for us, by dying on the cross, and all we need do is trust Him and His finished work.  Every religion in the world can be characterized as a system designed to help man reach God (or some ultimate reality).  Christianity teaches that man is helpless to reach God, and that God reached down to man.  

The world has come to Toronto, and with it has come all the world’s cultures and religions.  Jesus said, “Go into all the world and make disciples.”  Someone has noted, “The church in North America hasn’t done that very well, so God brought the world to us.”

The Apostle Paul stood in the Areopagus, in Athens, in Acts 17, and said, “Men of Athens, I see that you are very religious, and worship many gods.”  Paul could have said the same thing to the residents of Toronto.  All over our city you can find Hindu Temples, Islamic Mosques, Jewish Synagogues, Buddhist Temples, and New Age Centres.  Toronto is a religious city. Many people believe that all religions are right, and that all religions lead to heaven. 

The Religious leaders of Jesus’ day who were so hostile to Jesus, did have one thing right.  They knew that Jesus and religion didn’t mix.  They knew that the gospel of Jesus, and their system of religion were like oil and water.  The two were irreconcilable. In Mark 2:13-28, the Pharisees, the religious leaders, ask Jesus three questions.  Actually, they’re not really three questions.  They’re more like three accusations, which tended to be the way the religious leaders typically responded to Jesus.  They didn’t really ask questions motivated by a sincere desire for an answer, or because of a sincere desire to learn and grow.  They were questions driven by an increasing hostility towards Jesus, because they could see that Jesus was so counter to their religion.  

These three questions all have to do with food.  The first has to do with the people with whom Jesus eats food.  The second has to do with why Jesus’ disciples don’t abstain from eating food.  The third has to do with why Jesus’ disciples harvest food on the Sabbath. 
Here’s the first question. In v 16, Mark says “and when the scribes and Pharisees saw him eating with the tax collectors and sinners, they said to His disciples, ‘How is it that He eats and drinks with tax collectors and sinners?’”
Then, in v 18, Mark gives us the second question, and tells us, “The disciples of John and of the Pharisees were fasting.  Then they came and said to Him, ‘Why do the disciples of John and of the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?’”
Then, the third question is in v23 -24. “Now it happened that He went through the grain fields on the Sabbath, and as they went His disciples began to pluck the heads of grain.  And the Pharisees said to Him, ‘Look, why do they do what is not lawful on the Sabbath?’”  

Three questions about food.  The first has to do with relationships, the second has to do with rituals, and the third has to do with work. These three questions illustrate that the Pharisees could clearly see that Jesus was incompatible with their religion.  Jesus is incompatible with any religion.  Jesus never taught that all religions are right, and that all religions lead to heaven, and that all religions can embrace Jesus.  Jesus clearly rocked the religious boat of his day, that was Judaism, and the religious leaders knew that their religion was incompatible with him.  And Jesus is counter to every religion today. He doesn’t embrace any religion that is practiced today, whether it is Judaism, Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism, Confucism, Taoism, or New Age.  

Let’s take a look at some of the things we learn about religion from this section.

1.The Marks of Religion.

The three questions posed by the Pharisees highlight the main characteristic of religion, which is external conformity to a set of rules.  Notice in Mark 2:16, they ask why Jesus is associating with sinners and tax collectors, because the mark of religion in that culture was associating with only the favoured and reputable people in the culture.  That’s external conformity.  Then they ask why Jesus doesn’t fast.  Because religion is about performing rituals like fasting.  Again, that’s external conformity.   Then they ask why the disciples do something (plucking the heads of grain) on the Sabbath that is unlawful.  All this is external conformity to a set of man-made rules.  That’s a classic definition of religion.  Religion says “Here’s a list of rules, now obey the rules.”  And every religion in the world, teaches external conformity to a set of rules, in order to access heaven.  

The problem of course, with keeping rules, is that rule keeping doesn't touch the heart.  Like the little boy who wouldn’t sit down in class. And the teacher stood behind him and gently pressed him down into the seat.  The boy replied,  “I’m sitting down on the outside, but I’m standing up on the inside.”  That’s the problem with external conformity.  You can keep the rules on the outside, but the inside can still be contaminated.  God wants your heart, not simply external conformity.  God said, “You worship me with your lips but your heart is far from me.”  Jesus said, “The greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength.”  External conformity without inward heart transformation is worthless.

2. The Limitations of Religion

Jesus responds to each of these three questions.  First, he says in response to the question about associations-about eating with tax collectors and sinners- in verse 17, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.  I did not come to call the righteous but sinners to repentance.”  Here’s the first limitation of religion.   Religion masks the sickness of the human condition.  The Bible says we are all spiritually sick, with a terminal disease worse than cancer, called sin. In fact, the Bible goes so far as to say we’re not only sick, but “we’re dead in our trespasses and sins”(Ephesians 2:1).  And external conformity to a set of rules can’t cure us.  What is worse, religious people can’t admit it because they’re steeped in the belief that religion is all they need. 

The second limitation of religion is an absence of celebration. Jesus answers the second question about ritual and fasting, abstaining from food, by asking another question. “Can the friends of the bridegroom fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bridegroom they cannot fast.”  Jesus is using a simple cultural illustration to make a very profound point here from the easily identifiable picture of a wedding celebration.  Wedding celebrations in that culture lasted a week, and began when the bridegroom arrived in town.  He and the attendants, the best man, etc, would party all week.  Ecclesiastes says “there is a time to laugh and a time to mourn.”  Clearly a wedding was a time to laugh and celebrate, whereas fasting was reserved primarily as a time of mourning, or serious crying out to the Lord.  Jesus is saying that He is the Bridegroom, and the disciples are his attendants and while He is still with them, it is a time for celebration.  Then He goes on to say, “but the days will come when the bridegroom will be taken away from them, and then they will fast in those days.”  This is a reference to his crucifixion.  And in that day surely the disciples fasted.  But when He appeared to them after His resurrection, He would have told them to break the fast, which is likely why on several occasions after He appeared to the disciples after His resurrection, we read that Jesus gave them food.  Presumably to break their fast.  Here’s the point.  Religion marked by conformity to a set of rules, has little to celebrate.  There’s little joy.  People who live life believing in moral scales, and that when we stand before God He will weigh our good works against our bad works, on His scales,  and on that basis decide who gets into heaven, is a dreary way to live. And that’s what most religious systems teach.  Hinduism believes in karma.  Your works determine whether you progress up the ladder in the next reincarnation or down the ladder to the level of a cockroach or worse.  There’s no cause for celebration.

Then the third limitation of religion, is this.  Religion produces burden, not grace.  You should know a little bit about how fanatical they were about the Sabbath so that you can understand this. The word “Sabbath” comes from sabbaton.  Its root is the verb “to cease.” The double beta like the double B in Sabbath is an intensified form, so it's a complete cessation. It was God who defined Sabbath in Genesis 2:3. He ceased completely from the work of creation. And so, Sabbath came to refer to that day when people ceased working. That's all the Old Testament says. It simply says you're not to work. It doesn't give any particular detailed minute prescriptions.  You're not to work.  You're to rest. It's to be a day of joy.  It's made for man, a day of rest, recuperation, restoration, worship.

But the hypocritical Pharisees and scribes had developed all kinds of things to make Sabbath worse than every other day because of its unbelievable restraints.  John MacArthur references a historian by the name of Edersheim in his classic work, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah. He says this:

“You couldn't travel more than three thousand feet...some say you can't go more than nineteen hundred and ninety-nine steps, if you take the two thousandth step, you've violated Sabbath. This would be from Friday when the sun goes down till Saturday when it goes down. The only way you can go further than that is if you put some food nineteen hundred and ninety-nine steps away on Friday before Sabbath and once you got to the food, you'll get another nineteen hundred and ninety-nine steps.  Wherever there were narrow streets, according to the Talmud, you could lay a piece of wood or a piece of rope over the entrance to the street between the dwellings on each side and you could make the street like the entrance to a house so you could go another three thousand feet or nineteen hundred and ninety-nine steps beyond that.

In the Talmud there are 24 chapters of Sabbath laws. Things like this. You could lift something up and put something down, but only from certain places to certain places. You could lift it up in a public place and put it down in a private place, or you could lift it up in a private place and put it down in a public place, or you could lift it up in a wide place and put it in a legally free place and on and on. No burden could be carried that weighed more than a dried fig, or half a fig carried two times. If you put an olive in your mouth and rejected it because it was bad, you couldn't put a whole one in the next time because the palate had tasted the flavor of a whole olive. If you threw an object in the air and caught it with the other hand, it was a sin. If you caught it in the same hand, it wasn't. If a person was in one place and he reached out his arm for food and the Sabbath overtook him, he would have to drop the food and not return his arm, or he would be carrying a burden and that would be sin. A tailor couldn't carry his needle. The scribe couldn't carry his pen. A pupil couldn't carry his books. No clothing could be examined lest somehow you find a lice and inadvertently kill it. Wool couldn't be dyed. Nothing could be sold. Nothing could be bought. Nothing could be washed. A letter could not be sent even if it was sent via a heathen. No fire could be lit. Cold water could be poured on warm, but warm couldn't be poured on cold. An egg could not be boiled even if all you did was put it in the sand.

If you've been to Israel, you know there are times in the year when the sand is so hot you could boil an egg. That was not allowed. You could not bathe for fear when the water fell off of you it might wash the floor. If a candle was lit, you couldn't put it out. If it wasn't lit, you couldn't light it. Chairs couldn't be moved because they might make a rut. Women couldn't look in a glass or they might find a white hair and be tempted to pull it out. Women couldn't wear jewelry because jewelry weighs more than a dried fig. A radish couldn't be left in salt because it would make it a pickle and that's work. No more grain could be pickled than you could put in a lamb's mouth. It goes on and on.

Laws about wine, honey, milk, spitting, writing, getting dirt off your clothes, you could use only enough ink for two letters, not two written letters, two alphabetic letters. You could have a wad in your ear but you wouldn't put false teeth in your mouth. What was forbidden? Sowing, plowing, reaping, binding sheaves, threshing, winnowing, sifting, grinding, kneading, baking, washing wool, beating wool, dying wool, spinning wool, putting on a weaver's beam, making threads, weaving threads, separating threads, making a knot, untying a knot, sewing two stitches...on and on and on. You talk about heavy laden...the system was oppressive and it was all unscriptural and horribly ungodly and brutally unkind.”
All God had said was, “Don’t work on the Sabbath.  Take the day off rest, and get replenished, use the day to reconnect with me.”   It was supposed to be a day of grace, not burden.  
Jesus, in response to the question about doing what was unlawful on the Sabbath, gave an example from the Old Testament, when David was a fugitive and took bread that was set aside for use in the ceremony of worship, and gave it to his men for food.  Jesus was teaching that the preservation of life takes presidence over ceremony.  In other words, He’s teaching that God is a gracious God. Not a burdensome God who chooses ceremony over life. 
Then, in verse 27 he adds, “I am Lord of the Sabbath.”  Religion puts you in slavery to the burden of the Sabbath.  Jesus is saying in effect, “You should be in submission to me for I am Lord of the Sabbath.”
The incompatibility of religion.
In v21-22 Jesus gives two illustrations.  One is about clothing the other about wineskins.  Very simple.  The idea is the incompatibility of two quantities.  In the first He says you can’t sew a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment that is already shrunk, because the patch will shrink and tear the stitching and you’ll be worse of.  The two are not compatible.  Then he says, “You can’t put new wine in old wineskins that have dried up and cracked, because if you do, they’ll leak.  You put new wine in a new wineskin that is soft, supple and waterproof.  The two are not compatible.  

The point is that you can’t mix Jesus Christ with religion.  The gospel and religion are irreconcilable.   You can’t say, “I believe in the gospel of Jesus Christ and also say that conformity to a set of rules is my hope for getting into heaven.”  If you have lived a life of religious activity, you need to break free.  

The Comfort of Religion

Luke tells the same story in his gospel with the same context, when the Pharisees ask the same questions, and Jesus gives the same illustration about the cloth and the wineskins.  Then he adds a third illustration not included in Mark’s account.  Here’s what he says in Luke 5:33.  “And no one having drunk old wine, immediately desires new, for he says “The old is better.”  

Clearly the context tells us that Jesus is describing people who are in the old religious system, keeping all the rules of the Sabbath etc.  And they’ve been doing it for so long, grown up in families that have done it for so long, that it’s more comfortable to say, “I like the old better.”   So many people practice religion because that’s the way they were raised.  So many reject the new wine of the gospel, because they have become so accustomed to the old wine of the traditions of their past.

The Missing Ingredient In Religion

In verse 28, Jesus says, “I am the Lord of the Sabbath.”  It was God who made the Sabbath, and Jesus is here making Himself equal with God.  He’s declaring His deity here, and claiming to be God in the flesh.  The Jewish religion had put the people in bondage to rules about the Sabbath, to such a degree that they completely missed the whole point of the Sabbath.  The Sabbath was supposed to assist in bringing people into a more intimate relationship with God.   But they couldn’t see the one who had made the Sabbath, because rules eclipsed relationship.  They couldn’t see the forest for the trees. 
Sometimes in the church that happens. A tragic story ran in the newspapers some years ago, when a family had a baby shower and invited friends and family over to celebrate the birth of the new baby. The guests’ coats were taken upstairs and laid on the bed in one of the bedrooms.  Tragically, the baby was sleeping on the bed under the coats, and was found several hours later, smothered to death.  The one for whom the celebration was planned, had been forgotten and ultimately suffocated to death.   So it sometimes is with Jesus. It’s possible for Christians to become preoccupied with lesser things in the church and smother the One who said “I will build my Church.”
Christianity and the Gospel and Jesus Christ is all about an intimate relationship with the Sovereign Lord of the Sabbath. We obey Scripture, not to get to heaven, but because the Lord of the Sabbath has already promised us heaven.  We obey Scripture, not to make good works balance out bad deeds, but as an expression of gratitude and love for the One who died, so that we could live.

You don’t have to keep rules in a religious system to get to heaven. You can’t anyway. The standard to get into heaven by keeping religious rules is 100% perfection from birth till death-from crib to crypt. And it’s such a joyless grind to even try. It’s like a hamster on a wheel.  No matter how hard you try, you never feel like you’ve arrived. Religion is spelled D.O. Do works. Christianity is spelled D.O.N.E. Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Sabbath, has done it all on the cross and has forgiven you completely.  All you need do, is receive this gift. The Scriptures say, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved.”   
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