
Is “Religion” A Bad Word? 
Introduction. Political pundit and comedian Bill Maher said, “We are a nation 

that is unenlightened because of religion … I think that religion stops people from 
thinking. I think it justifies crazies. I think that flying planes into a building was a faith-
based initiative. I think religion is a neurological disorder.” Maher went on to say he was 
including all religious people. He said religion “is a crutch for weak-minded people.”


In answer to our title question, yes, apparently to some, “religion” has become a 
bad word. We hear it all the time: “I’m spiritual, but not religious.” Regardless of what 
they may mean by “spiritual,” it’s fairly apparent that what they mean by “not religious” 
is anti-church. In many ways, who can blame them for feeling this way?


However, while the actual word is not frequently used, there is a biblical view of 
religion. It is one that if people are properly instructed, they will not hate.

I. Religion Today 
A. “Religion” today is mostly man worshiping himself: his own thoughts, desires, 

and emotions, and then expecting God to accept and approve them (Philippians 
3:18-19). Modern “religion” has, in effect, become man-centered rather than 
God-centered.


B. Today’s “religion” has become impotent to produce true spirituality, and I can 
understand the unbeliever’s criticism of religion, for several reasons:

1. It is too busy entertaining through secular and carnal means.

2. It has become a money-grab business and tax shelter. The faith healers that 

prey on the weak hoping for a miracle, and the televangelists beg for money 
for ministry while living lavish lifestyles.


3. It is trying to be a “one-stop shop” for everything from child care and 
education to a youth and adult social center.


4. It has been the source, or provided cover for, unthinkable atrocities and 
ungodly activities.

a) Islamic terrorism.

b) Holy wars through the years involving Protestants and Catholics.

c) The sexual scandals among Catholic priests involving young boys.


C. It’s no wonder that many people want nothing to do with religion. It has, at least 
in the form that most see it, become divisive, corrupt, and secular — if not 
downright carnal. This devolution is the result of man’s wisdom and ways being 
substituted for the truth of scripture. We shouldn’t be surprised since such an 
apostasy was predicted in multiple New Testament passages (1 Timothy 4:1-3; 
2 Timothy 3:1-5; 4:3).


II. True Religion 
A. In the New Testament, “religion” in its multiple forms is most often translated 

from the Greek word, threskia, which refers to religious worship, ceremonies, 
and discipline. The word is a derivative of another word which means “fearing or 
worshiping God,” and includes the idea of being fearful and even trembling 
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(Deuteronomy 10:12; Ecclesiastes 12:13). This attitude puts into practice (the 
discipline part of the definition) what He says (James 1:26-27).


B. Therefore, what the New Testament calls “religion” is very different from what 
modern man sees parading as religion.

1. It is unmixed and uncontaminated by the self-promoting religions of men.

2. It is ethically free from corruption, depravity, and selfish desires.

3. There is nothing vile, evil, or heinous about the religion of Jesus Christ 

(Matthew 5:8; John 15:3; 2 Timothy 2:22).

C. The exciting part is that the church can (and I believe does still) exist in non-

denominational form, and can practice “pure religion” in both worship and 
discipline. It’s actually quite simple to accomplish.

1. To practice “pure and undefiled religion,” Christians (and the church) only 

need the pure and undefiled word of God (Galatians 1:6-8; 1 Peter 1:22-23). 
Get rid of every catechism, manual, or discipline written by man and use 
only the New Testament as the standard for doctrine and worship.


2. Then, eliminate every church “office” that can’t be found in the New 
Testament, install those that you do find, and demand that they function as 
specified by the dictates and patterns therein (Acts 6:1-6; 14:23; Philippians 
1:1; 1 Timothy 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9; 1 Peter 5:2).


3. Next, understand that what you think or how you feel doesn’t equate to or 
exceed what God has said (1 Peter 4:11). Then, do what God says, when 
God says, how God says — both in and out of worship (Luke 6:46; John 
14:15). Be a doer of the word (James 1:22; 2:18-20).

a) Some dislike religion because it emphasizes rules. Some have argued 

that because we are under grace, we have no law (Romans 6:14-15). 
However, we are under “the law of Christ” (Galatians 6:2).


b) Not only did Jesus teach and command His apostles to teach obedience 
to His commandments (Matthew 28:19-20), He outlined what to do when 
disciples disobeyed the law (Matthew 18:15-20).


III. What Can True Religion Accomplish? 
A. It restricts our baser desires.

1. True religion is not the agent for out-of-control evil doers. To enjoy true 
religion, Jesus wants self-control and self-mastery of the works of the flesh 
(Romans 6:6, 12; Galatians 5:16-17, 24-26; 1 Peter 2:11; 4:2).

2. This means that we will not try to kill or coerce others with our religion. It 
means that we will have control over our sexual appetites. It means that we 
will not be consumed by “greed of money” (1 Timothy 3:3, 8; Titus 1:7; 1 
Peter 5:2). Baser desires also mean that we will not seek revenge or 
retaliation for wrongs done (Matthew 5:38-41; Romans 12:19-21).

3. This is taken even to the point of moderating the very words we speak. The 
tongue is important and it is so easy to mishandle what we say (Matthew 
12:36-37; Ephesians 4:29; 5:4; James 3:5, 8).

B. It produces ministry toward others.
1. Pure religion commands a love for ourselves and for our neighbor (Romans 

13:10; Galatians 6:10; 2 Thessalonians 3:13). It cares, feels compassion, and 

 of 2 3



shows concern for the less fortunate. Compassion means “to feel passion 
with someone” or “to enter sympathetically into one’s sorrow and pain” (cp. 
Acts 28:2). James specifically mentions “the fatherless and widows” (1:27).

2. Real religion helps instead of hurts (Hebrews 5:1-2; 10:34; 13:3; 1 Peter 3:8). 
It builds instead of demolishes. It saves instead of destroys. The religion of 
Christ lifts the fallen, serves the needy, and provides for the disenfranchised.

C. It is validated by a virtuous lifestyle.
1. It is different from the world. “Unspotted” means being without what might 

mar one’s moral character (2 Peter 3:14). We need to be uncorrupted, 
unpolluted, and untouched by the world.

2. Those who have been converted to Christ have been cleansed by His blood 
and free from the impurity of sin and its associated motivations. True 
Christians seek to live “soberly, righteously, and godly” (Titus 2:12).

3. To many people, living virtuously is equivalent to “legalism” or “Phariseeism,” 
but Christ commanded that the righteousness of a Christian has to be greater 
than that of the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 5:20).
a) The Pharisees were very loose in their personal moral code of ethics. The 

contrast between the standards of Jesus and the Pharisees is apparent.
(1) Jesus shows that they looked pure but were altogether different inside 

where God sees their true character (Matthew 23:3, 25-26).
(2) Jesus shows that they were often dishonest in their dealings (Matthew 

23:4). Furthermore, they did not care about the lost (Matthew 9:11).
(3) They ignored the Law on key moral issues like keeping oaths, murder, 

and covetousness (Matthew 23:16-22, 27-33; Luke 16:14).
(4) They brought a woman guilty of adultery before Jesus but could not 

throw a stone because they were guilty themselves (John 8:3-4).
b) When people claim to love God but hold to loose moral standards, they 

are Pharisees. Strict moral standards were never criticized by Jesus, and 
therefore cannot correctly be called “legalism” or “Phariseeism.”

Conclusion. When Christians worship in this way, and live as they should, 
“religion” can and will have a much better connotation than it does now. Perhaps then, 
it won’t be such a bad word to society any longer, and may actually be something they 
desire and seek instead of avoiding.


As we take to heart these truths, we are equipped to proclaim to people real 
religion as God designed it. And this will not be something scoffed at or avoided, but 
can attract and penetrate the skeptical heart. May God bless all of us to be able to give 
appropriate answers to legitimate inquiries.


I am deeply indebted to Philip Strong for the use of his material.
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