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In the Name of Christ Jesus, Dear Christian Friends, 

 

Someone once made the claim, “Religion is like owning a car. There are a lot of different kinds, but as long as you have one to 

drive it will get you where you want to go.” Some people are of the mindset that it doesn’t really matter what you believe as 

long as you believe in something. But is that true? Are all religious people going to end up in the same place? Is one’s faith life 

really like owning a car; as long as you have one, it will get you where you need to go?  

 

It’s no secret that there are a lot of people in the world who would consider themselves religious, that is to say, they have a 

devotion to some type of a god; maybe that god is an idol, maybe that god is an ideology. It is true, many people may be indeed 

religious, but are they Christian? Some would ask, “What’s the difference? I drive a Ford and you drive a Chevy. They both 

have four wheels, two headlights, a trunk for my groceries and they get me and my family to the soccer game and back home 

again. So what’s the difference?” In the words of our sermon text today the Apostle Paul helps us examine the difference 

between being religious and being a Christian. There is a difference and faith in Jesus makes all the difference. 

1. There is a difference 

The words of our text find Paul in the city of Athens waiting for his fellow-missionaries, Timothy and Silas. Ancient Athens 

was a magnificent city when it came to beauty, culture, architecture and education. Many famous people like Socrates, Plato 

and Aristotle had made their presence known in Athens. As Paul was waiting for Timothy and Silas he went sightseeing. But as 

Paul took in the sights, we are told, “He was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols.” The Greeks living in 

Athens were very religious people. They had false gods and idols for everything in life. Paul even said the Athenians: MEN OF 

ATHENS, I SEE THAT IN EVERY WAY YOU ARE VERY RELIGIOUS. Paul knew that such heathen idol worship would 

only lead the religious people of Athens to hell, so wherever he went he preached about Jesus Christ and his resurrection. Paul’s 

message about a man who died for all people’s wrongdoing and then came back to life intrigued the wisdom-minded Athenians. 

Since the Athenians were religious but not Christian, they had never heard this message before and so Paul drew their attention.  

 

Here in America Paul would see a lot of outward beauty, magnificent architecture, and much culture and education. Paul would 

also see evidence of a lot of outward religion. He would see mosques and cathedrals, synagogues and kingdom halls, little white 

country churches and big city churches with high steeples. If Paul came to Fond du Lac today and Goggled “Churches” he 

would find advertisements for over 70 churches, including our own. If the Apostle Paul were to talk with the average resident of 

Fond du La County and ask them their beliefs, many would say, “I am a very religious person, I believe in God.” And if Paul 

were to take that conversation a bit further and ask how people think they can have a good relationship with God and get into 

his heaven when they die, again many would say, “I have been baptized. I am confirmed. I go to church when I feel the need to 

be close to God. I talk to him all the time. I pay my church dues. I try to live the best life I can. God couldn’t ask any more of 

me than that, now could he?” It wouldn’t be hard for the Apostle Paul to say, “People of America, I see that in every way you 

too are very religious.” But is it good enough just to be religious when God says, “Be perfect”? 

 

As Paul viewed the Athenians he went to explain to them that there is a big difference between being religious and being 

Christian. Paul said: THE GOD WHO MADE THE WORLD AND EVERYTHING IN IT IS THE LORD OF HEAVEN AND 

EARTH AND DOES NOT LIVE IN TEMPLES MADE BY HANDS ... WE SHOULD NOT THINK THAT THE DIVINE 

BEING IS LIKE GOLD OR SILVER OR STONE - AN IMAGE MADE BY MAN’S OWN DESIGN OR SKILL. Paul wanted 

to impress upon the Athenians that there is only one true God. He’s the Creator of all things. He made each of us and has 

determined when we would be born and where we would live. Everyone knows by nature that this Creator God exists. The 

human conscience also testifies to this truth that God is real and that he is holy. The Athenians were so religious because this is 

all they knew about God, that he exists and that he is holy.  That’s also why people still today are so religious. As religious as 

someone might be, there are certain things that we by nature don’t know about God. Being religious may mean we know God 

created the world and that he is holy and we are not, but merely being religious will never tell us the most important thing about 

him. Being just a religious person will never tell us that he is our Savior-God and he loves us. Only being a Christian will tells 

us that. 

 

And so Paul points the Athenians away from their gods of silver, gold and precious metals. He offers them the only alternative 

to being religious. Paul shares with them the good news of Jesus Christ. Paul says: IN THE PAST GOD OVERLOOKED 

SUCH IGNORANCE, BUT NOW HE COMMANDS ALL PEOPLE EVERYWHERE TO REPENT. FOR HE HAS SET A 

DAY WHEN HE WILL JUDGE THE WORLD BY THE MAN HE HAS APPOINTED. HE HAS GIVEN PROOF OF THIS 

TO ALL MEN BY RAISING HIM FROM THE DEAD. 



 

The unknown God wasn’t unknown anymore. He could be found and worshipped in the Person of God’s own Son, Jesus the 

Christ. He’s the Savior of the world, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. The Son of God came to this world 

to do two things. He came to live in perfect obedience to God’s will in our place, thereby doing what we could never do. Then 

the Son of God let his Father’s righteous anger against our sins crush the life out of him on Calvary’s cross. Jesus rescued us 

from the just punishment of our sins, by being punished himself. By Jesus living and dying, he earned peace and pardon for a 

whole world of sinners and that includes you and me. 

 

Paul says this Jesus proved this about himself when he rose from the dead. In effect Paul was say to the Athenians, “Men of 

Athens, without Jesus you have no God. Look away from all you false ideas about God, repent of your sins, and trust in Christ 

for salvation.”  What a wonderful invitation Paul gave to the Athenians. But with this invitation, Paul also extended a warning 

because he knew these wise Athenians wouldn’t all accept something so simple. Paul told them in no uncertain terms that one 

day the risen Jesus who redeemed all people would also judge all people. What would determine that eternal future of these 

Athenians would not be how religious they were, but whether they believed in Jesus as their Savior from sin. That’s the bottom 

line - the real difference between being religious and being a Christian is faith in Jesus.  

  

 2. Faith in Jesus makes all the difference 

We’ve talked about the religious Athenians, the religious picture in America and of Fond du Lac County, but what about us, the 

members of Faith Congregation? Are there times when we too are merely religious? Do we make laws in areas where God’s 

Word gives no law? Do we feel we have the right to exercise Christian freedom with no regard for God’s command to love and 

avoid spiritual offense? Do we ever like to write our own definition of sin depending on how it fits into our lifestyle? Are we 

the one’s who like to determine what is right and what is wrong, despite what God may say in his Word? God’s Ten 

Commandments aren’t debatable or just 10 suggestions. They are his unchangeable will about right and wrong until the end of 

time. And God says, “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the book of the law.” 

 

Does the devil ever make it sound appealing to believe that we can have our own way of making things right with God? Does 

he ever lull us into thinking that promising to change or trying harder or doing more good than evil will be good enough to get 

us into heaven someday? That may sound very religious, but it’s anything but Christian. You see, no amount of good we do will 

ever earn us a second chance at heaven. Jesus said, “Wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many 

enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow is the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.”  

 

Jesus makes it crystal clear that religion is not like owning a car; not all of them will get you wear you need to go. Only one 

road leads to heaven. Jesus Christ is the only way. Religious or Christian? There is a difference. Jesus makes all the difference. 

Left to ourselves we could be as religious as we want, but our sins would still be with us. But faith in Jesus’ perfect life and 

innocent death makes all the difference. No matter what’s gone wrong in our lives or what sins we’ve committed in the past, 

Jesus is there to say today and every day, “Be of good cheer, your sins are forgiven.” Because Jesus is a living Savior - not an 

idol or an idea - our Christian life is not a dead end. Our Christian life is not something we must simply grin and bear. No, our 

living Savior has a purpose for our life. That purpose is heaven. Paul said to the Athenians: GOD HAS SET A DAY WHEN 

HE WILL JUDGE THE WORLD. Yes judgment day is coming. Everyone faces God in judgment the day they die. All that the 

religious people of the world have to fall back on is there own religious record, marred as it is. But for the Christian, judgment 

day is far different and Jesus makes the difference. You and I won’t have to stand before God resting on the record of our 

imperfect religious life. No, we will stand before God with the perfect record of Jesus’ life. We won’t be wearing our filthy rags 

of sin but Jesus’ robe of righteousness. And we will hear him say, “Come, you who are blessed by my father, inherit the 

kingdom prepared for you.”  

 

Religious or Christian? There is a difference! By God’s grace, the Holy Spirit has made us Christian by giving us saving faith in 

Jesus. May God keep us from every believing that somehow all people are going to end up in the same place no matter what 

they believe. Jesus himself said, “I am the way ... No one comes to the father except through me.” Amen.  

 
 

 


