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Text 
The two of them, sent on their way by the Holy Spirit, went down to Seleucia and sailed from there to 
Cyprus. 5 When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the Jewish synagogues. John 
was with them as their helper. 6 They traveled through the whole island until they came to Paphos. There 
they met a Jewish sorcerer and false prophet named Bar-Jesus, 7 who was an attendant of the proconsul, 
Sergius Paulus. The proconsul, an intelligent man, sent for Barnabas and Saul because he wanted to hear 
the word of God. 8 But Elymas the sorcerer (for that is what his name means) opposed them and tried to 
turn the proconsul from the faith. 9 Then Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked 
straight at Elymas and said, 10 "You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right! You 
are full of all kinds of deceit and trickery. Will you never stop perverting the right ways of the Lord? 11 Now 
the hand of the Lord is against you. You are going to be blind, and for a time you will be unable to see the 
light of the sun." Immediately mist and darkness came over him, and he groped about, seeking someone to 
lead him by the hand. 12 When the proconsul saw what had happened, he believed, for he was amazed at the 
teaching about the Lord. 13 From Paphos, Paul and his companions sailed to Perga in Pamphylia, where 
John left them to return to Jerusalem. 14 From Perga they went on to Pisidian Antioch. On the Sabbath they 
entered the synagogue and sat down. 15 After the reading from the Law and the Prophets, the synagogue 
rulers sent word to them, saying, "Brothers, if you have a message of encouragement for the people, please 
speak." 16 Standing up, Paul motioned with his hand and said: "Men of Israel and you Gentiles who 
worship God, listen to me! 17 The God of the people of Israel chose our fathers; he made the people prosper 
during their stay in Egypt, with mighty power he led them out of that country, 18 he endured their conduct 
for about forty years in the desert, 19 he overthrew seven nations in Canaan and gave their land to his 
people as their inheritance. 20 All this took about 450 years. "After this, God gave them judges until the time 
of Samuel the prophet. 21 Then the people asked for a king, and he gave them Saul son of Kish, of the tribe 
of Benjamin, who ruled forty years. 22 After removing Saul, he made David their king. He testified 
concerning him: 'I have found David son of Jesse a man after my own heart; he will do everything I want 
him to do.' 23 "From this man's descendants God has brought to Israel the Savior Jesus, as he promised. 24 

Before the coming of Jesus, John preached repentance and baptism to all the people of Israel. 25 As John 
was completing his work, he said: 'Who do you think I am? I am not that one. No, but he is coming after 
me, whose sandals I am not worthy to untie.' 26 "Brothers, children of Abraham, and you God-fearing 
Gentiles, it is to us that this message of salvation has been sent. 27 The people of Jerusalem and their rulers 
did not recognize Jesus, yet in condemning him they fulfilled the words of the prophets that are read every 
Sabbath. 28 Though they found no proper ground for a death sentence, they asked Pilate to have him 
executed. 29 When they had carried out all that was written about him, they took him down from the tree 
and laid him in a tomb. 30 But God raised him from the dead, 31 and for many days he was seen by those 
who had traveled with him from Galilee to Jerusalem. They are now his witnesses to our people. 32 "We tell 
you the good news: What God promised our fathers 33 he has fulfilled for us, their children, by raising up 
Jesus. As it is written in the second Psalm: "'You are my Son; today I have become your Father.' 34 The fact 
that God raised him from the dead, never to decay, is stated in these words: "'I will give you the holy and 
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sure blessings promised to David.' 35 So it is stated elsewhere: "'You will not let your Holy One see decay.' 
36 "For when David had served God's purpose in his own generation, he fell asleep; he was buried with his 
fathers and his body decayed. 37 But the one whom God raised from the dead did not see decay. 38 

"Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to 
you. 39 Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by 
the law of Moses. 40 Take care that what the prophets have said does not happen to you: 41 "'Look, you 
scoffers, wonder and perish, for I am going to do something in your days that you would never believe, 
even if someone told you.'" 42 As Paul and Barnabas were leaving the synagogue, the people invited them to 
speak further about these things on the next Sabbath. 43 When the congregation was dismissed, many of the 
Jews and devout converts to Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas, who talked with them and urged them to 
continue in the grace of God. 44 On the next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the 
Lord. 45 When the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and talked abusively against what 
Paul was saying. 
 
Introduction 
 Last week we noted how the spread of the gospel message to Antioch was the 
result of a church that was on the move and that the movement didn’t stop in Antioch.  
The church in Antioch was so touched and transformed and transfixed by the gospel that 
it was willing to let go of some of its best people to keep the movement going.  They sent 
Barnabas and Saul (and, as we find out today, John Mark) off to plant more churches in 
other cities of the Roman Empire. 

What I was hoping and praying would happen last week is that it would intrigue 
non-Christians and stir those who are a part of this church to make it a church on the 
move; a church that’s not just going through the motions of religion but where people are 
leaving all the time.  People are leaving, not because they get bored with this church and 
in a consumer mentality go looking for a better product elsewhere and not because they 
get upset with someone here and leave with hard feelings.  That’s not the kind of church 
in flux that is good and healthy.  But rather, we want people to be leaving to plant other 
churches throughout the city and world… to so love the gospel and the God of the gospel 
that they abandon the mindset of religion and want to see something different, something 
more, something infinitely better go forward. 
 What happened in Antioch, we saw last week, was unprecedented.  I said that the 
reason why people had to come up with a new name for the church there – “the disciples 
were called Christians first at Antioch” (11:26) – was that this phenomenon was not just a 
function or an outgrowth of one particular culture or ethnicity.  That’s what every other 
religion up until that point had been.  That’s what religion is today, really, but true 
Christianity is not like that.  The church in Antioch was made up of people from several 
different ethnicities.  Now, I misspoke last week about something that I just want to clear 
up.  I mistakenly said that if you’re Pakistani, then you’re Hindu and actually if you’re 
Pakistani then you’re most likely Muslim. 
 But the point I was making is that then and today, religion is many times simply 
tied to ethnicity or culture – I’m Indian so I’m Hindu, I’m Thai so I’m Buddhist, I’m 
Scottish so I’m Presbyterian, I’m Dutch so I’m Reformed, I’m German so I’m Lutheran, 
etc…  This is the way ‘religion’ tends to work.  But the gospel transcends ‘religion’.  
Maybe you’re here today and you’ve kind of been trained to think that there’s irreligion 
and there’s religion.  Maybe you would consider yourself irreligious, maybe you consider 
yourself religious.  But I want to tell you today that the gospel is a third option; it’s a 
message for the irreligious, but it’s also a message for the religious. 
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 Obviously irreligion is at odds with the gospel – “I’m going to live my way and 
nobody’s going to tell me what I should think or do.”  But you now what?  So is religion.  
And that’s what we’re going to see today as Saul and Barnabas take the gospel out from 
Syrian Antioch and proclaim it in the cities of Salamis and Paphos and Perga and Psidian 
Antioch.  What we’re going to see is just this: religion can sometimes get in the way of 
the gospel. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Elymas – Religious Syncretism (vv. 4-12) 
 Here’s where we’re at in the story: after their commissioning, Barnabas and Saul, 
following the clear leading of the Holy Spirit, went to Seleucia, the nearby port on the 
Mediterranean and sailed to Barnabas’s home of Cyprus.  John Mark, we see at the end of 
v. 5, was carrying their bags – an intern of sorts.  Now one book I read this week said 
Cyprus was to the Mediterranean world like what Hawaii or the Bahamas is for us – a 
lush island with the climate of paradise.  Andrea has a colleague who is from Cyprus and 
I asked Andrea to ask her if that was true and she said, “There is a lot of green on the 
mountains.  There are many fields with grapes.  In the north part of the island, it is well 
known for the orange trees.  There are many olive trees everywhere.  The main ‘colors’ 
you can see in the island is a mixture of gold (-corn) and green (in the mountains).”  So it 
sounds like a beautiful place.  Maybe John Mark thinks it will be a vacation.  Well, after 
a relatively brief sea voyage, the threesome from Antioch landed at the island’s largest 
city – Salamis.  There “they proclaimed the word of God in the Jewish synagogues” (v. 
5).  This is Saul’s modus operandi – “first for the Jew, then for the Gentile” (cf. Rom. 
1:16). 
 We don’t hear of anything amazing happening in Salamis.  We just read that from 
there they traversed the whole width of the island (about 100 miles), crossing over the 
countryside to get to the capital city, Paphos – the seat of government.  Again: they’re 
concerned with reaching cities.  It’s in the city where you find influential people like 
Sergius Paulus, the proconsul – the leading Roman bureaucrat over the province of 
Cyprus.  It’s also in the cities where you find religious nuts like Bar-Jesus. 

Bar-Jesus also went by Elymas and the name Elymas actually means sorcerer or 
magician.  Luke calls this guy a “Jewish sorcerer and false prophet” (v. 6).  So he’s a 
religious guy.  His religion is a mixture of Judaism with magic.  Now such sorcery was 
strictly forbidden by the OT (Dt. 18:9ff), so obviously for him to be called a Jewish 
sorcerer indicates that he has concocted a religious stew – a little of this, a little of that; 
some Jewish mysticism, some magic arts.  Does that approach to religion sound familiar?  
It’s the eclectic spirituality de jour in postmodern America!  It’s the kind of mishmash 
religion that you can find right here in Chicago with Oprah. 

Saul and Barnabas find a receptive audience with the inquisitive and intelligent 
Sergius Paulus, but their proclamation of the gospel upset Sergius Paulus’ quack spiritual 
advisor, Elymas.  He “opposed them and tried to turn the proconsul from the faith” (v. 8).  
Why did it make him so mad?  Well, you see Elymas had made up his own religion, one 
that suited his tastes; one that made him feel good; one that still met the need for a 
religion in his life, but was free from outside control, where he could set his own 
parameters; one that gave him a sense of power/control/influence, and one that was thus 
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threatened when these two came in preaching salvation through Christ alone.  Why?  
Because the gospel says religion doesn’t cut it.  “Elymas, sorry but these things won’t 
work.”  The gospel says you’ve got a disease that can’t be solved by your own self-made 
medicine. 

Saul was not very politically correct because he stood up to the diabolical tactics 
of Elymas.  He looked him straight in the eye and, under the control of the Holy Spirit 
mind you, called his religion evil, wrong, deceitful, a perversion of the right ways of the 
Lord.  This man-made religion was not a precursor to the gospel or a companion or an 
improvement upon it.  It was in opposition to it.  It got in the way.  It tricked people into 
thinking they were okay, when they were not.  Elymas was spiritually blind.  And Saul, 
who for the first time is called Paul (his Roman name) predicted or pronounced a 
judgment of God upon Elymas – he would become temporarily blind. 

And he was.  “Immediately mist and darkness came over him, and he groped 
about, seeking someone to lead him by the hand” (v. 11).  And Sergius Paulus, already 
softened by the unique message of grace and hope proclaimed in Jesus, saw this and 
converted to Christianity himself; he saw a difference between Paul’s gospel and Elymas’ 
man-made, man-centered spirituality.  Preeminent biblical archaeologist, Sir William 
Ramsay, has found inscriptions from this time period in Cyprus bearing Sergius Paulus’ 
name and indicating that indeed he and his entire family became Christians.1 

Maybe you’re kind of like a contemporary Elymas – you’ve got your own 
customized religion that you’re holding onto and it’s getting in the way of you coming to 
Christ.  I’m going to show you a little bit more of how that is in just a little bit.  Maybe 
you’re irreligious/agnostic, but seeking like Sergius Paulus.  Don’t let the appeal of New 
Age or the new spirituality or eclectic religion obscure or get confused with the message 
of the gospel.  How is that message so distinct from the pop religion of the day?  We’re 
going to get to that, but first let’s look at another kind of religion that gets in the way of 
the gospel. 
 
The Jews – Religious Orthodoxy (vv. 13-52) 
 In Paphos Paul had a showdown with a religious man named Elymas, in Psidian 
Antioch Paul runs into opposition with the Jews.  In the first case it’s religious 
syncretism.  In the second case it’s religious orthodoxy.  In both cases it’s religion getting 
in the way of the gospel.  Also notice that as a result of Paul’s taking the lead in boldly 
and powerfully confronting Elymas we see a shift starting to take place in the dynamic 
between him and Barnabas.  Whereas previously it was always Barnabas and Saul, now 
in v. 13 we read something subtle, but laden with significance: “From Paphos, Paul and 
his companions sailed to Perga in Pamphylia…”  So Paul has now taken the lead and we 
can be sure from what we know of Barnabas that he was delighted to see this happening!  
But while one person is rising in his leadership status, another is suffering a major 
setback.  Luke goes on to report that “…John left them to return to Jerusalem” (v. 13).  
Most likely he couldn’t handle the hardships of travel and the spiritual warfare involved 
in moving the church into uncharted territories.  Cyprus wasn’t a vacation.  So he bails.  
We’ll dig into that sub-theme a little more on another day. 
 Now after leaving Paphos they arrive at Perga and Perga is a major city just 
inland from the coast of Asia Minor.  From there after John Mark left to return home, 
Paul and Barnabas traveled further inland to the city of Psidian Antioch which lay along a 
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major line of communication.  What do they do?  The go first to the Jews; they go where 
they can most easily receive an audience.  They go to the synagogue.  They were 
comfortable there.  Talking about the things of God would not be too hard to do in a 
place where the things of God were talked about.  Plus, they knew they would have a 
platform.  Visitors were allowed to speak in the synagogues if they had something to say 
– “a message of encouragement for the people” (v. 15). 
 So Paul responds to the invitation by standing up, getting the people’s attention, 
and giving a speech.  It’s a speech that resembles many of the gospel presentations earlier 
in Acts, like for instance Stephen’s speech.  Paul recounts the story of redemption, the 
history of salvation.  He hits many of the highlights of the OT and brings it right up to 
Christ.  I won’t belabor the point that I’ve tried to make many times that we are part of a 
story.  The message of salvation is not a message of a few timeless, spiritual truths.  It’s 
not about an individualistic experience.  It’s about a cosmic plot, about God acting in 
time and space, in human history to step in and redeem people. 
 I won’t go over this story as recounted again by Paul in too much detail, but I just 
want to point out one thing.  Notice how God is the primary actor.  At least 11 times Paul 
attributes the guidance of these human events to God.  It’s God who’s at the helm of 
history, not man.  It’s his-story.  11 times!  (1) v. 17a, God who chooses Israel; (2) v. 17b, 
God made the nation of Israel grow in Egypt; (3) v. 17c, “with mighty power he led them 
out of that country;” (4) v. 18, God sustained Israel during the wilderness wanderings; (5) 
v. 19a, ultimately it was God who destroyed the seven nations in the land of Canaan, the 
people didn’t really conquer on their own; and (6) God gave the Israelites the land, the 
land was his to give; (7) v. 20, “God gave them judges,” their leaders were raised up and 
appointed by God; (8) likewise v. 21, God gave them their first king, Saul; and (9) God 
removed him from power, vv 22a; (10) v. 22b, then God made David king; (11) v. 23, the 
culmination of all that God was doing beforehand – “God… brought to Israel the Savior, 
Jesus, as he promised.”  God did it! 
 Then Paul continues to sketch the life and significance of Jesus, showing how his 
death happened according to plan; even though people killed him, “they fulfilled the 
words of the prophets” (v. 27) and “carried out all that was written about him” (v. 29).  In 
other words God was guiding the events of Jesus’ death and we read, “God raised him 
from the dead” (v. 30).  Paul wants to remind his hearers – Jews and God-fearing Greeks 
– that God is sovereign over history.  That God saves.  That man does not save himself.  
Modernism and subsequently post-modernism, thanks in part to Darwin, has lost this 
sense of God’s purposeful direction of history.  We have “replaced divine design and 
providence with natural selection and adaptation.”  As David Wells states, “Today, the 
idea of providence survives for many only in the word goodbye, the contracted form of an 
old benediction, ‘God be with you,’ but, needless to say, it has no providential overtones 
any more.”2 
 The irreligious are forced to see history as purposeless and meaningless, the result 
of random chance.  But the religious many times, subconsciously perhaps, see human 
history as determined by human beings, and even more brazenly they believe that they 
are somehow in the driver’s seat.  Whatever mess the world is in or my life is in now, I 
can change the course, I can pull myself out of it.  Paul says No.  God is in control and he 
has wonderfully, lovingly brought human history to its climax in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus in space and time.  Many of the Jews in Jerusalem who should have 
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recognized Jesus as the fulfillment of what God had promised their fathers did not.  And 
Paul is appealing to these Jews in Psidian Antioch to not do the same thing. 
 Why?  Why would the Jews reject the long-awaited Jewish Messiah?  The answer 
is found in vv. 38 and 39.  Paul brings his speech to a conclusion: “Therefore, my 
brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins in proclaimed to 
you.  Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be 
justified from by the law of Moses.”  God has orchestrated human history to lead to Jesus 
– his sacrificial death and his victorious resurrection – and in Christ God has made the 
forgiveness of sins possible.  Apart from him and his sovereign grace it’s not possible.  
You simply cannot be justified by keeping the law, by being religious.  You can’t save 
yourself.  Your religion won’t make you good enough, it won’t earn forgiveness.  God 
has to do it and he has in Christ and we can either rest completely in that or continue to 
believe that we can do it by our own merit, by our own rule-keeping, by our own 
religious efforts. 
 Paul warns against failing to trust in Jesus and accept God’s grace and continuing 
to trust in religion by quoting an OT warning.  The OT is fraught with examples of 
people failing to recognize God’s activity because of religion.  At one place God even 
says this, “I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies.  Even 
though you bring me burnt offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them.  Though 
you bring choice fellowship offerings, I will have no regard for them.  Away with the 
noise of your songs!  I will not listen to the music of your harps” (Am. 5:21-23).  In 
another place he says of religious types, “These people come near to me with their mouth 
and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  Their worship of me is 
made up only of rules taught by men” (Jer. 29:13).  So Paul lets them know that it’s not 
about religion, about us doing things to draw near to God, it’s about God coming down to 
save us through Jesus on the cross.  It’s about being justified by grace alone, through faith 
alone, on account of Christ alone. 

Grace – as Bono says, “It’s a thought that changed the world.”3  And after the 
service wrapped up many wanted Paul and Barnabas to come back next week and talk 
more about this astounding concept of grace.  Many swarmed around them to talk 
afterwards and Paul and Barnabas kindly encouraged those whose hearts were warmed by 
such a message to continue in the path of grace, to not get sucked into the path of 
legalism, of works righteousness, of religion. 
 The next Sabbath came and many people gathered to hear the gospel and we read, 
“When the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and talked abusively 
against what Paul was saying” (v. 45).  So many of the religious people, the orthodox, 
that is the Jews, vehemently opposed this message.  They didn’t want to have anything to 
do with it.  They were trying to be justified by the law of Moses.  As Paul says elsewhere 
at the end of Rom. 9 and beginning of Rom. 10, they had taken the law which was 
supposed to point them to Christ, and abused it as a means of attaining righteousness “not 
by faith, but as if it [were attainable] by works” (Rom. 9:32); they “sought to establish 
their own [righteousness]” (Rom. 10:3). 
 
Conclusion 
 So Paul and Barnabas were proclaiming the message that through Jesus there is 
forgiveness of sins which cannot be attained by any other means.  And this message was 
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fiercely opposed by the religious: both the mix-n-match, new fangled religion of Elymas 
and the conventional, storied religion of the Jews.  Because the gospel is radically, 
marvelously, wonderfully different than religion.  Religion says, “I do, therefore I’m 
accepted.”  The gospel says, “I’m accepted, therefore I do.”  Those are two utterly 
different frames of mind. 
 Maybe you are like Sergius Paulus: you’re not a religious person, but you’re 
open, you’re interested, that’s why you’re here today.  When you hear the message of 
Christianity and think of Christians you probably immediately think in terms of religion, 
moralism, dos and don’ts, fuddy duddy rules and you’ve probably met a lot of 
“Christians” who came across as very self-righteous and you don’t want anything to do 
with religion… and I don’t blame you.  But I desperately want you to know that that’s not 
what the gospel is about.  The very word gospel means “good news.”  It’s the good news 
that you don’t have to be good, that you don’t have to fit a certain mold, that rigidly 
obeying a set of rituals and rules can’t save you.  Only Jesus can and he loves you just the 
way you are. 

You’re like someone who never cared to learn how to swim who’s lost and 
drowning in the middle of the Pacific Ocean drifting in meaninglessness, just trying to 
stay afloat.  You may be able to tread water for a little while, but eventually you’re going 
to die and Jesus comes in dangling from a helicopter piloted by his Father like one of 
those men from the Coast Guard that we saw after Hurricane Katrina.  As long as you 
keep flailing and kicking there’s nothing he can do for you.  It’s only when you give up 
and in complete trust be still and lie limp that he can grab you and lift you out and take 
you to his estate on Hawaii where you can learn to swim in his Olympic size pool. 

Maybe you’re like Elymas: you’re not a Christian.  You may think that Christians 
are closed minded and socially regressive.  You think Christian and you think big-haired 
televangelists.  But you’d like to think you’re a good person.  And you do do many good 
things.  You’re in touch with your spiritual side.  You practice meditation.  You give to 
charity.  You listen to your inner light.  But you’re really doing that to feel good about 
yourself.  You have an innate sense that something’s wrong, with the world and with you, 
but refuse to believe that the answer ultimately lies outside of you.  You think deep down, 
you’re really good, maybe even divine and that divine spark needs to be unleashed or 
realized.  The answer lies deep within and with the right combination of spiritual tools 
combined with self-determination you can do it. 

You’re like someone lost in the middle of the Pacific with no land for a thousand 
miles.  You know it’s not a good place, but you don’t really realize how bad.  And so you 
start doggy paddling to California – a little doggy paddling and a little back stroke.  But 
it’s impossible that you’d ever make it.  And Jesus comes in to rescue you, but you have 
to stop your feeble attempt to get yourself there.  You have to admit you can’t do it and 
fall into the arms of Jesus and let him pull you out and take you to his palace where you 
can really learn how to swim in the safety of his pool. 

But maybe some of you are like the Jews in Psidian Antioch.  You’re the 
evangelical Christian.  On paper, you believe the right things about God.  You go to 
church and Bible study.  You serve dutifully.  You’re on the Worship Team.  You teach 
Sunday School.  You like to go and dispense charity at the Joshua Center (but you can’t 
accept charity yourself).  You watch Oprah or those spiritual gurus that are sometimes on 
PBS and you scoff.  You’ve never smoked pot or had sex outside of marriage.  In fact, 
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you don’t associate with any who do.  You keep your nose clean.  You work hard and get 
straight A’s in school.  You work hard and provide for you parents and kids.  You’re like 
the guy Mark Twain described as “a good man in the worst sense of the word.”4 
 You’re like someone lost in the middle of the ocean with no possible way of 
getting to shore.  You don’t feel like you belong there and so you start swimming and 
you’ve taken lessons.  You’re like Mark Spitz or Michael Phelps.  You’re cruising along 
with perfect freestyle mechanics.  Jesus comes along dangling from the helicopter so you 
don’t have to keep swimming and he can rescue you and you say, “God, Jesus, look at 
my form!  I left that doggy paddler way back there and that guy treading water.  You can 
go on ahead.  I’m almost there.”  And Jesus replies, “No you’re not!  You’ve only gone 1 
mile!”  But you refuse to accept that and you keep swimming and you start to get worn 
out as you run out of energy and dehydrate and get muscle cramps, but you keep 
swimming even though you’re all out of breath and your arms and legs are not in sync.  
You’re exhausted, but you just keep swimming and won’t give up and let Jesus wrap his 
arms around you and lift you out to take you back to paradise where you can swim for 
pleasure instead of to stay alive. 
 This is so easy to slip into, isn’t it?  Religion is, as Martin Luther pointed out, the 
default mode of the human heart.  Howard Hendricks once said, “I reputed legalism 
intellectually and theologically in 1946, but in 1982 I am still wrestling with it 
emotionally.”5  I know I slip into this all the time.  I know many of us may think we’re 
cruising along just fine doing all the Christian stuff and I know many of us may be 
exhausted, utterly worn out from our perfectionism which is just another form of 
legalism.  We can start to swim again as if we’re out in the middle of the ocean.  Oh how 
we need the gospel… everyday!  The gospel is not the A, B, Cs of the Christian life; it’s 
the A to Z!  We never move on from it.  It should never grow old.  Forgiveness of sins is 
proclaimed in Jesus Christ for through him you can be justified from everything you 
could not be justified from by the law of Moses, which is everything. 

My small group is reading an interesting book together right now entitled Blue 
Like Jazz: Nonreligious Thoughts On Christian Spirituality.6  I’m all in favor of 
spirituality without religion,7 as long as it doesn’t become spirituality without 
theology/doctrine.8  But Christianity is distinct from religion and my plea with you today 
is that whether you’re irreligious, religiously eclectic, or religiously orthodox, may you 
not let religion get in the way of the gospel. 

Let’s meditate on this… 
 
Benediction 
May you continue in the grace of God. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 19, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 
find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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2005), 240-41. 
3 Bono, “Grace,” on U2’s All That You Can’t Leave Behind, © 2000 Universal International Music BV. 
4 Qtd. in R. Kent Hughes, 1001 Great Stories and Quotes (Wheaton: Tyndale, 1998), 253. 
5 Qtd. in R. Kent Hughes, 1001 Great Stories and Quotes (Wheaton: Tyndale, 1998), 253. 
6 Donald Miller, Blue Like Jazz: Nonreligious Thoughts On Christian Spirituality (Nashville, Thomas 
Nelson, 2003). 
7 See Tim Keller, “Religion-Less Spirituality,” in Leadership Journal (Oct. 1, 1999). 
8 “…to those who seek spirituality without religion, as so many in the postmodern world do, [seeker] 
churches are offering spirituality without theology.”  Wells, Above All Earthly Pow’rs, 269.  I doubt Wells 
would disagree with Keller, he just gives a scathing indictment of churches that in seeking to throw out 
idolatrous religiosity, replace it with another idol – doctrine-less, therapeutic ‘spirituality’.  Donald Miller 
may come close to this in some ways, but I really don’t think he succumbs to a spirituality without theology 
in his “nonreligious thoughts on Christian spirituality.”  See my review of his book on our website. 


