Religious Ritual or Right Relationship
Pastor Dan Southern
What is more pleasing to God, religious rituals or a right relationship with Him? While there may be nothing wrong with rituals in religion, what God desires most from us is a right relationship with Him! Sometimes we can lose God in our religion. If we focus more upon keeping religious rituals than seeking to know God personally we miss what Christianity is a about. 

Jesus modeled for us a relationship with the Father. He was in constant communication through prayer without it becoming only a habitual practice without real meaning. On one occasion after Jesus finished praying, His disciples asked, Him, “Lord teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). Evidently, His followers must have been greatly moved by the way Christ prayed. He prayed not as the Pharisees or religious leaders of His day. His prayer was so intimate that it touched His disciple’s hearts. The relationship between our Lord upon the earth and the Father in heaven was one of closeness, oneness, and love. There was an intimate factor not seen in the religious leaders of their day. The life of Jesus was one marked with a passion for His Father and an intense desire to do and accomplish the Father’s will upon the earth. (John 4:34; 5:30; 6:38)

Religion has long been the enemy of God when traditions and man-made ideologies are imposed into the relationship between God and man. It was to the Jewish religious leaders that Jesus said, “Why do you also transgress the commandments of God because of your traditions?...Thus you have made the commandment of God of no effect by your traditions.” (Matthews 15:3, 6) The Pharisees and scribes were guilty of placing human tradition above the divine revelation of God’s known word and their relationship with Him. However, Jesus was not condemning all tradition in this passage of scripture, only those which conflict with God’s word. Any traditional thought which causes anyone who earnestly seeks after Him to not encounter the reality of God’s presence or truth is in contrast to the Lord’s heart. All tradition or rules must be based on corresponding truths found in Scripture (2Thessalonians 2:15). Religious traditions, human wisdom or contemporary customs which are exalted above the Bible must be resisted. It is not a quest for religion that should fuel our passion after God but the consuming desire in our hearts to be in a right relationship with Him. Nothing else will satisfy the heart-beat of a loving Creator. 
God so longs for a relationship with us that He has made provision for mankind to respond to His love through the sacrificial atoning death and resurrection of His son Jesus Christ. (2 Peter 2:9; John 3:16; Romans 5:8) Immediately after the creation of the first man and woman in the Garden of Eden, God would come down in the cool of the day just to be with them (Genesis 3:8). But mankind entered into rebellion by siding with the serpent and chose to disobey God (  ). The relationship was marred. Sin became the ruling force of man’s dominion. Thankfully, God did not give up on His creation; He loves us enough to make provision for man to still approach God, albeit on a limited level. After the fall of man, God instituted a set of rituals, rules and laws through the Levitical system passed down through Aaron’s sons as priest (Leviticus chapters 1 – 9) with the sacrifice of bulls and goats (Hebrews 10: 1-4) which could never take away sin. The rituals and the Old Testament law were provided because of sin and were to be used as a school-master to bring us to Christ (Galatians 4). There sole purpose was to point to the time where God would liberate men from their sins and once again enjoy the presence and fellowship of God. Thus, by Old Testament rituals, religion was birthed! 

Someone has defined religion as man’s attempt to know God. But God could not be known without revealing Himself to us. Jesus said, “No one can come unto Him unless he is drawn by the Father (John 6:44). Man is totally incapable of entering into a right relationship with God through religion. Religion could not and can not restore the broken relationship mankind entered into when we fell into sin. It takes God’s initiative to bridge the gap between God and man (1 Timothy 2:5). The gap of sin can only be restored through a relationship with God’s only begotten son, Jesus Christ. He came to seek and save that which was lost (Luke 19:10). He became the propitiation for our sins (1 John 2:2). 
Religious rituals were not intended for men to become dependant upon for a right relationship with God. The prophet Ezekiel prophesied concerning the new heart that would cause us to walk in God’s statues (Ezekiel 36:25 -27). This is also restated in Hebrews 10:19 – 22. God never intended for us to just hold to a pattern of religious rituals. The book of Psalms states, “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but my ears you have pierced, burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not require… I desire to do your will, O my God; your law is within my heart (Psalm 40:6 -8)." God said, "The time is coming," declares the LORD, "when I will make a new covenant…"This is the covenant I will make…," declares the LORD, I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people (Jeremiah 31:31 – 33). 
On one occasion, Jesus encountered a Samarian woman who desired to debate the place of worship. Jesus informed her that the hour is coming and now is that the true worshippers of God will not be concerned about the place of worship but they will worship in spirit and in truth (John 4: 21 – 24). Consider the significance of this statement! Everything was related to the rituals of worship formulated in the Old Testament law. However, Jesus redefined worship not in terms of rituals but in relationship. It was unusual to approach God in a relational manner as a Father, much less to suggest that the Father is seeking such worshippers. When Jesus died upon the cross He not only did away with our sins but He restored our relationship to the Father. Now we can come before the throne of God at anytime (Hebrews 4:16). The only mediator we need is Jesus Christ who has provided entrance into the very presence of God the Father (Hebrews 9:11 – 15). We are now free to worship God (since we now have the liberty to worship our Heavenly Father we should feel free to express ourselves to God openly). It is not about religious rituals but about a right relationship with God! We do not need religion in order to accomplish this! We do not need useless rituals. All we have to do is to come to the Father through Jesus Christ, open our heart and pour out our devotion and love to Him. 

How to have a personal relationship with God!

1. Confess that you are a sinner and that you cannot save yourself. "For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God…" (Romans 3:23). This means that even though you try to do your best, you still fall short because you are a sinner. Romans 6:23 says that "the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord." Salvation is the gift of God to you. That's the way He planned it.

2. Confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, He is the Son of God, and that He alone can save you. "Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved" (Acts 4:12). The Bible declares, "For there is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all men–the testimony given at its proper time" (1Timothy 2:5-6). Isaiah 53:6 says that "We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all." Jesus took our sins upon Himself when He died on the cross. He paid the penalty for our sins so that we would not have to. He was raised from the dead, showing that He has victory of sin and death. Romans 10:9 say, "If you confess with your mouth, 'Jesus is Lord,' and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved."

3. Acknowledge that salvation will be yours if you put your faith in Jesus Christ. Ephesians 2:8 says that "For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith–and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God–not by works, so that no one can boast." By accepting the grace of God offered to us we can then place our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ for our salvation.  When we place our faith in Christ you will be saved by faith alone–there is nothing more for you to do.

4. Ask Jesus Christ to come into your life and be your Savior and Lord from this day forward. 2 Corinthians 5:17 says that "Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!" This is what is known as "new life in Christ," or as John 3:3 puts it, being "born again."
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