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Listen to God’s word from the third chapter of Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy: 
 

Mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days.  People will be lovers of 

themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their 

parents, ungrateful, unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-

control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of 

pleasure rather than lovers of God – having the form of religion but denying its 

power.  Have nothing to do with such people. 
  

Now, don’t worry.  I’m not going to preach on the last days.  And I’m not going to 

preach against people who are money-lovers, abusive, ungrateful, unholy, 

slanderous, treacherous or pleasure-lovers.  Let me simply summarize by saying, 

“These are not good ways to be!” 
  

What I am going to preach on is the final phrase in this passage – when Paul 

identifies people who “have the form of religion while denying its power.”   
 

*   *   * 
  

This Scripture passage – people who have the form of religion while denying its 

power – popped into my head back in April when I was reading one of those 

obligatory “It’s Easter, so I have to write about something religious” newspaper 

articles.  I was reading a column by Nicholas Kristof in the New York Times.  

Kristof has been a columnist at the Times for several years, and he writes about a 

whole gamut of issues just like other columnists.  But Kristof also has a particular 

interest in religion.  He was raised in the church, and although he fully admits his 

beliefs have become somewhat vague as he’s grown older, it’s also clear he’s 

searching for a version of Christianity that keeps its best parts while allowing a 

large degree of freedom of belief.   
  

On Easter Sunday, Kristof’s column was the latest in his occasional series of 

conversations with Christian leaders.  It was an interview with Serene Jones, who 

is a Protestant minister, a theologian, and the president of Union Theological 

Seminary in New York since 2008.  Here’s an excerpt from the interview: 
 

KRISTOF: Happy Easter, Reverend Jones! To start, do you think of Easter as a 

literal flesh-and-blood resurrection? I have problems with that. 
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JONES: When you look in the Gospels, the stories are all over the place. There’s no 

resurrection story in Mark, just an empty tomb. Those who claim to know whether or 

not it happened are kidding themselves. But that empty tomb symbolizes that the 

ultimate love in our lives cannot be crucified and killed. 
 

KRISTOF: But isn’t a Christianity without a physical resurrection less powerful and 

awesome?  When the message is about love, that’s less religion, more philosophy. 
 

JONES: For me, the message of Easter is that love is stronger than life or 

death. That’s a much more awesome claim than that they put Jesus in the tomb and 

three days later he wasn’t there. For Christians for whom the physical resurrection 

becomes a sort of obsession, that seems to me to be a pretty wobbly faith. What if 

tomorrow someone found the body of Jesus still in the tomb? Would that then mean 

that Christianity was a lie?  
 

It seems to me the first thing one needs to say to President Jones is to ask if she’s 

ever read 1st Corinthians 15, where the Apostle Paul answers Kristof’s question 

quite differently: 
 

Since it is preached that Christ has been raised from the dead, how can some of you 

say that there is no resurrection of the dead?  [I]f Christ has not been raised, our 

preaching is useless and so is your faith. … If Christ has not been raised … you are 

still in your sins.  It would also mean that those who have died in faith are lost.  If we 

have hope in Christ for this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied.  (15:12-

19, ed.) 
 

And it seems to me that the second thing one needs to say to President Jones is that 

she has failed to answer Kristof’s follow-up question: “Isn’t a Christianity without 

a physical resurrection less powerful and awesome?  When the message is just 

about love, that’s less religion, more philosophy.” 

Or, if he was asking the question in the vocabulary of Second Timothy, “Isn’t 

Christianity without resurrection simply maintaining the form of religion while 

denying its power?” 
 

*   *   * 
  

In our passage, Paul lays out for Timothy a list of 19 egregious sins.  And what’s 

surprising is that Paul saves people “having the form of religion while denying its 

power” for last.  Because all of the other sins he lists – people who are self-lovers, 

money-lovers, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, 

unholy – these kinds of people do real damage to others.  And all of the other sins 

he lists - loveless, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, 

treacherous, rash, conceited, pleasure-lovers rather than God-lovers – these kinds 

of people do real damage to themselves.  But someone who “has the form of 

religion while denying its power” – the damage isn’t nearly so evident.  On the 
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other hand, it’s indisputable that “having the form of religion while denying its 

power” is just extremely sad. 
 

  

*   *   * 
  

And I think it’s the most tempting sin in Paul’s list.  Because the truth is that we 

are good people, all of us, decent people.  We know what it means to be good and 

kind and considerate and helpful.  And, most of the time, we make it our aim to be 

good and kind and considerate and helpful.  Certainly, when we’re here at church, 

but most of the time Monday through Saturday as well.  The fact is, very few of us 

are even tempted to be self-lovers, boastful, abusive, ungrateful, unforgiving, 

slanderous, brutal, treacherous, rash, conceited, or pleasure-lovers. 
  

But I think we are tempted – it’s a real temptation, for all of us – to be “formal” 

Christians.  “Formal” Christians: people who look like Christians, who sound like 

Christians, who most of the time act like Christians while all the time being people 

who – deep down – do everything we can to keep God at arm’s length.   
  

What does it mean to be a “formal” Christian?  It’s a person who goes to church, 

who says grace at meals, who lives a moral life, who is helpful to other people, 

who knows their Bible.  Someone who basically lives the Boy Scout code, with a 

little prayer added in.  And yes, the world could use a lot more people like that, the 

world would be a much better place with more people like that. 
  

But this kind of “formal” Christian life falls so short of how the New Testament 

describes the new life in Jesus Christ.   
 

• Because the New Testament – from cover to cover – believes in the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, not only for what it says about who Jesus is, but 

just as much for what is says about the power of new life that Christ has 

released into the world.  The word “power” here is the Greek word dunamis, 

from which we get the English word “dynamite” – that’s the kind of power 

the crucified and risen Christ has given to his disciples – it’s the saving 

power to transform us into new life.   
 

• And the New Testament, from cover to cover, also believes in the presence 

of the Holy Spirit in the Christian’s life, the Holy Spirit who is not some 

“Jiminy Cricket” that helps our conscience be our guide, but Who is the very 

presence of God’s transforming power at work within us. 
  

You see, when the New Testament talks about the Christian life, it doesn’t use 

words like “good and kind and considerate and helpful”.  It uses words like this: 
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I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. 

(Galatians 2:20) 
 

I pray that God may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner 

being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being 

rooted and established in love, may be able to grasp how wide and long and high and 

deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge — that you 

may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. (Ephesians 3:16-19) 
 

If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has gone, the new is here! (2 

Corinthians 5:17) 
 

That’s how the New Testament describes the new life in Christ:   

• It’s a life that’s not about being good, but about being sold out in love for 

God – “with all our heart and soul and strength” (Deuteronomy 6:5).   

• It’s a life that’s not about following the 10 commandments, but about letting 

the power of God’s Spirit re-shape us from head to toe. 

• It’s a life that’s not about having “just enough religion”, but it’s about letting 

go of our need to control our religion and contain our religion and manage 

our religion and letting God do his work of salvation within us and through 

us. 
 

*   *   * 
 

When our youngest child, Emily, was a toddler, there were times when she was 

sick or scared, and she ended up sleeping in bed with Becky and me.  And at some 

point, in the middle of the night, Becky and I would wake up clinging to the edge 

of the bed, trying not to fall out, because Emily had taken over ALL of the bed – 

she was sleeping SIDEWAYS in our bed.  In the same way, when we invite Christ 

into our lives, when we open the door and welcome him in – and can’t keep him 

confined to the entryway.  Because He is the Lord, which means He wants to be in 

charge – in the living room and the dining room and the kitchen and the den and 

the bedroom and the closet – because He has bought us, and He wants all of us. 
 

*   *   * 
 

We are tempted to “have the form of religion while denying its power”.  Here's 

what this looks like for me: 

• I’m tempted to be a “good enough Christian”, because most of you are fine 

with that. 

• I’m tempted to put off for another time the change the Christ is commanding 

for me today. 
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• I’m tempted to presume upon God’s grace, focusing on how His love 

forgives me when I fall short rather than committing myself to the ways His 

holiness wants to change me. 

• I’m tempted to be a lazy Christian, because it’s easy to keep up the form – 

but it’s scary to let go to the power. 
 

*   *   * 
  

The theologian Karl Barth used this image.  Barth wrote that the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ is the transforming, free, unbridled power of God for our salvation.  He said, 

picture the gospel as a wild, untamed horse, who has broken out of its corral and is 

galloping furiously straight at you.  Barth suggests that there are three kinds of 

inadequate responses to this.  The first is flight, to get out of the way of stampeding 

horse – that’s the response of unbelief.  A second inadequate response is 

domestication – to try to talk the horse down, to “soothe it with friendly words” – 

very much like Serene Jones.  A third inadequate response is to be audacious 

enough to try to control the bronco – to “jump on its back and become its rider” – 

to manage it, to rein it in. For Barth, each of these responses is inadequate.  For 

Barth, there’s only one faithful response to the unbridled power of the Gospel – to 

grab onto the horse’s tail and hang on for dear life.1 
 

*   *   * 
  

Friends, here’s the good news:  I don’t think any one of us is a self-lover, a money-

lover, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to our parents, ungrateful, unholy, 

loveless, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, treacherous, rash, 

conceited, or a pleasure-lover rather than a God-lover.  In fact, I don’t think any 

one of us is even tempted by these kinds of sins. 
   

But here’s the question I leave with you – and with myself – today: is the 

temptation we face the temptation to “have the form of religion while denying its 

power”?  AMEN 
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