
February 28, 2021   Meditation 1:  “Religion verses Faith” 

Scripture Lesson 1:  Romans 4:13-25 
13For the promise that he would inherit the world did not come to Abraham or to his descendants through 

the law but through the righteousness of faith. 14If it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, 

faith is null and the promise is void. 15For the law brings wrath; but where there is no law, neither is there 

violation. 16For this reason it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be 

guaranteed to all his descendants, not only to the adherents of the law but also to those who share the 

faith of Abraham (for he is the father of all of us, 17as it is written, “I have made you the father of many 

nations”) —in the presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into 

existence the things that do not exist. 18Hoping against hope, he believed that he would become “the father 

of many nations,” according to what was said, “So numerous shall your descendants be.” 19He did not weaken 

in faith when he considered his own body, which was already as good as dead (for he was about a hundred 

years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. 20No distrust made him waver 

concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, 21being fully 

convinced that God was able to do what he had promised. 22Therefore his faith “was reckoned to him as 

righteousness.” 
23Now the words, “it was reckoned to him,” were written not for his sake alone, 24but for ours also. It will 

be reckoned to us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, 25who was handed over to 

death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification. 

 

 Two days ago, a sign caught my eye.  It was outside a local business, one of 

those markee-type signs with the block lettering you move about to make words 

and phrases.  The words on this sign said, “Life is short; buy makeup.”  And I 

thought, there it is!  The solution to the challenge of finitude, the temporary 

fragility of our lives, the sense of emptiness we all feel welling up in our souls 

when we realize our time upon the surface of this planet is limited – whenever 

these feelings overwhelm us, whenever we consider our mortality, buy makeup.  

Well, now we know what to do! 

 I absolutely mean no disrespect towards that business, for that sign is 

nothing unusual; in our marketplace reality in a capitalistic society based upon 

consumerism tactics to make our economy function, it is the standard of our day – 

to advertise is essential, to advertise well is progress, to advertise with 

enthusiasm is commendable.  But to advertise with integrity, for a purpose truly 

worthy of the lives God has given us – that’s another matter entirely. 

 This brings home a point that I find essential to lift up regularly regarding 

the practice of the faith we hold dear, as well as the religious systems we use to 

give it expression and life.  So very often, I think that religion is treated as 

something to advertise rather than something profoundly fundamental to life.  I 

think this is where religion gets into trouble the most – in its being packaged as an 

enhancement of life, what one needs to be complete or saved, what gives us that 

extra something that we need in order to be righteous, justified, and sanctified; 

what we need to be the best people we can be. 



 I think this understanding of religion has it precisely in reverse.  Religion 

that is pure and honest and true is not something added to life; it should reflect 

what life is in the first place.  And so very often, it simply does not. 

 This is precisely the point Paul is making in this scripture lesson before us, in 

his letter to the Romans.  It is easy to get caught up in a bit of confusion here, 

for Paul uses the term “law” where we would more likely use the word “religion” in 

reference to the packaging of faith.  It is not exactly that the two terms are 

interchangeable, but the emphasis Paul places on these terms is to identify their 

subserviency to what they were meant to embody – both the law and religion have 

no value if they do not reflect what Paul calls “the righteousness of faith.” 

 In other words, faith outranks religion.  Or, to use Paul’s terminology, faith 

surpasses the law. 

 Here’s how Paul puts it with the word “religion” replacing the word “law:”  

“16For this reason [religion] depends on faith, in order that the promise [religion 

was meant to live into] may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his 

descendants, not only [to those who practice religion] but also to those who share 

the faith of Abraham.” 

 In other words, it is not the religion that ever justifies us, or sanctifies us, 

or saves us.  It is the faith religion was meant to express, shape, and grow that 

provides these things, never religion itself. 

 What soul dying of thirst would ask for a cup alone? 

 Would someone starving to death ask for a recipe? 

 A traveler needing to achieve a destination would never demand a road, but a 

car. 

 We would consider it quite foolish for someone needing protection from 

covid-19 to ask for an empty syringe. 

 It would be a poor gift indeed if it consisted of a nicely-wrapped box with 

nothing inside. 

 Thus is religion alone – empty, pointless, insubstantial.  Religion needs faith 

to make sense of itself.  Faith sets the bar. 

The life that God invites us to live is perhaps packaged by religion, or what 

Paul calls “the law,” and packaging is important, to preserve, protect, present, and 

otherwise embody the practices and activity of the faith.  But packaging should 

never be considered more important than what it contains.  When we forget 

religion’s packaging function, and make the tenets of religion more than what it 

was meant to embody, we introduce a great imbalance in the life of faith.  In 



other words, if we make the building too important, if we make our rituals to rigid, 

if we make our doctrines too inflexible, if we make our prayers too polished, if we 

make our finances more important than our function, if we put denominational 

standards above interfaith relationship, if we use our professions of faith for 

political agendas, if we condition our love based on who follows our religious 

practice correctly – we have a human-derived measurement of righteousness that 

God won’t recognize nor accompany.  To put it bluntly – if we make religion more 

important than faith, we lose the value of both. 

 God’s way, Christ’s manner, the Spirit’s counsel, is to start with who we 

believe in, who we trust, who we recognize as worth pursuing and following, and 

shape all things accordingly.  Who we have faith in must set the standard for how 

we shape our lives in community and as individuals, be it church, denomination, or 

religion.  It should never be the other way around. 

 

Meditation 2: “The Cost of Discipleship” 
Scripture Lesson 2:  Mark 8:31-38 

31Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief 
priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. 32He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him 
aside and began to rebuke him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, 
Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” 
34He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves 
and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for 
my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their 
life? 37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 38Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this 
adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father 
with the holy angels.” 

 

 If you are like me, you find there are some scriptures you love – “The Lord is 

my shepherd,” “Blessed are the peacemakers,” “Joy comes in the morning,” “Peace 

I give to you,” “In my father’s house are many rooms,” “Let the children come unto 

me,” “For God so loved the world……” 

 And then, there are scriptures which you find difficult to love, even ones you 

wish were not included in the Bible – “Unless you repent, you will perish,” “Woe to 

you who are rich, for you have received your reward,” “Unless you lose your life 

you will not gain it,” “the first shall be last, and the last shall be first,” “sell all you 

have, give all to the poor,” “turn the other cheek,” “do not hate, but love your 

enemies……..” 

For many people, today’s scripture lesson embodies a narrative that 

exemplifies the latter.  It is filled with things that are not pleasant to the ear or 

the heart; Jesus prophesies his suffering, rejection, and death; he is blunt in his 

prediction.  Peter rebukes Jesus; this is more radical than we realize in our 



present-day context, for back then this was seen as something a disciple never 

does towards his master.  It would be like a servant on Downton Abbey challenging 

the head of the family, Earl of Grantham; it would be like Lebron James 

confronting Los Angeles Laker’s head coach Frank Vogel; it would be like one of 

our youth group members correcting pastor John during a youth group online zoom 

meeting a couple of weeks ago – IT JUST ISN’T DONE!  (Youth group members – 

are you listening? – actually, this really did happen when I said something 

incorrect – and it was a very good thing the youth corrected me!). 

But the awkwardness and shocking value of this passage doesn’t end there.  

After Peter does the unthinkable, Jesus does likewise.  There, in front of all the 

disciples, Jesus throws Peter’s insulting behavior back into his face in no uncertain 

terms.  “GET BEHIND ME SATAN!”  It’s hard to think of a more debilitating 

response, especially towards one who seemed so especially attached to his master 

as to express such horror over his predicted passion. 

Then, Jesus lets it all out – and makes it about more than Peter and the 

disciples.  His next words are meant to be understood and accepted by all who 

would follow Jesus in the living of their lives.  That means you and I; that means 

us, as the body of Christ.  And this is where we may find ourselves wishing to pull 

out our bottles of white out and hide this harsh message:  “If any want to become 

my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow 

me. 35For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their 

life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 36For what will it 

profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?” 

Upon first reading, it sounds as if all is loss to those who would follow Jesus.  

For to follow Jesus means to deny ourselves, to pick up our crosses, and do what 

Jesus did, go where Jesus went, live like Jesus lived – and so very often, these 

are not pleasant things to do.  The main point Jesus is making is that discipleship 

is costly; while we can readily agree to such – and here is the most difficult point – 

THAT COST IS NOT DETERMINED BY US, BUT BY GOD – and God has some 

very exacting, extreme ways of measuring discipleship that cause us to squirm, 

much as Peter did, and likely the disciples did.  We know the mantra – 

unconditional love, forgiveness of all, love for the enemy, justice for the 

oppressed, standing for truth over falsehood, mercy over judgement; these are 

the hallmarks of an authentic human, authentic Christian life.  Where we struggle 

is in the translation of those hallmarks into consistent, committed living, such 

translation being impossible if we are not willing to struggle, not willing to suffer. 



Ironically, that last point is where we begin to see the hopeful point of all 

this interchange between Jesus and his disciples, a hopefulness that may help us 

improve the integrity of our faith.  The strongest clue is given in the rest of the 

response of Jesus’ rebuke of Peter, where Jesus says “Get behind me, Satan! For 

you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”  To me, this is 

strangely freeing for my faith, in that there is no requirement of the things I 

fear most, but an insistence on what I need most, to make my life complete.  More 

God.  More Spirit.  More Jesus.  More truth.  More justice.  More love.  It is with 

the “more” of these things that come expected struggle, even as they give us 

more of life’s value. 

It is not that we are to seek out the suffering mentioned by Jesus – but 

that insistence on God’s will invites suffering we must be prepared to face. 

It is not that we are to deny ourselves as beings of no worth, but that 

embracing Jesus demands putting ourselves in proper alignment with God’s 

hierarchy, which has the priorities important to Jesus put in higher regard than 

those important to us personally. 

It is not that we are to lose our lives for the sake of martyrdom or self-

destruction, but that we can only gain Christ fully if we lose ourselves in him by 

replacing our motivations for life with His – and to be ready to face the 

consequences of a life lived not for ourselves, but for a higher purpose. 

These are very costly things to a life; but they are things that purchase the 

only life worth living.  Jesus came to the world to tell us and show us what it 

means to be fully human, to demonstrate the paradoxes involved, and to let us 

know God’s will cannot be assumed.  Yet, it can be accepted.  And with that 

acceptance comes the things that make life much more than it could possibly be 

without divine intervention.  Ask anyone who has been loved deeply, forgiven 

thoroughly, prayed over earnestly, or helped profoundly; ask anyone who has loved 

deeply, forgiven thoroughly, prayed earnestly, or helped profoundly.  It is the 

doing of these things, or having been the recipient of these graces, that justifies 

the measure. 

  


