
We saw lots of reaching for God today. A great way to begin the Christmas season! 

Love y'all. 

 

Pastor Heard 

 

Part 33: Elevate Your Life! 

 

Texts: 

Ephesians 2:6 (NIV) – “God raised us up with Christ and seated us with 

him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus.” 

 

Proverbs 4:23 (NIV) – “Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do   

 flows from it.” 

 

Deuteronomy 6:4-5 (NKJV) – “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is 

 one!  You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, 

 and with all your strength." 

 

A. In his effort to meet God, the best Moses could do was climb to the top of Mount 

Moriah. However, God still had to condescend, or lower Himself to meet Moses.  

1. When man does his best and stretches as high as he possibly can, God's 

grace is still required for the two to meet. 

2. Like the painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, man can never 

stretch high enough to touch God unless He extends His hand to man. 

3. After Moses’ meeting with God, how well had Israel learned to love Him, 

fifteen hundred years later? Notice what Jesus said: 

a. Luke 18:9-14 (NKJV) - "And he spake this parable unto certain 

which trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised 

others: Two men went up into the temple to pray; the one a 

Pharisee, and the other a publican. The Pharisee stood and prayed 



thus with himself, God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men 

are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican. I fast 

twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess. And the 

publican, standing afar off, would not lift up so much as his eyes 

unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God be merciful to 

me a sinner. I tell you, this man went down to his house justified 

rather than the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be 

abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted." 

4. Based on the phenomenal changes Israel had observed in Moses' life after 

his encounters with God, they chose to 'reverse engineer' their own style 

of relationship with God.    

a. 'Reverse engineering' is the study of an object to learn details of its 

design and operation—and then produce your own inferior version, 

such as the Apple computer products copied by China.  

b. What Israel didn't understand was that Moses' changed life was the 

RESULT of meeting God—not his efforts of being worthy to meet 

Him.   

c. This divine relationship might be compared with a couple on their 

honeymoon. Because they’re so madly in love, they have no 

interest in someone who's flirting to get their attention.  

5. Our theme for this year has been “Elevate Your Life.” How strange that   

religion could prevent us from attaining this goal. While it should be 

helpful, religion often stands in the way. In this “Soul Detox” series, let's 

examine ways toxic religion can produce pain and emptiness.  

 

Toxic Faith: The Bitter Fruit of Bad Religion 

 

B. Religion can be—and usually is—detrimental to our spiritual well-being. Yet, I 

am convinced that most religions began with a sincere effort to help people find 

and connect with God.  



1. But somewhere along the way, religious groups seem to become toxic. 

They change from restoration to destination; from fellowship to a 

formula; from grace to goodness, and from sanctification to self-

discipline.  

2. Somehow, religion tends to confuse rules with righteousness, loving the 

faith more than the Faithful Father, and emphasizing Christianity 

without knowing God. 

3. Jesus had a way of ‘shocking’ the Pharisees’ religiosity: 

a. Matthew 23:15 (NIV) - “Woe to you, teachers of the law and 

Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel over land and sea to win a 

single convert, and when you have succeeded, you make them 

twice as much a child of hell as you are." 

b. In other words, religion’s "fix" was more deadly than being lost!          

4. Rather than encouraging people to know God, religion focuses on their 

particular ‘denomination’ and the importance of judging one another. 

5. Joke: “Heretic Scum” 

 Did you hear about the Baptist man who was crossing a bridge when he 

spotted a guy standing on the rail, preparing to jump? Quickly he rushed 

to his side and began to plead, "Stop! Don't do it!" 

 "Why shouldn't I?" he asked. 

 "Well, there's so much to live for!" 

 "Like what?" the guy asked. 

 "Well, do you believe in God?" questioned the stranger. 

 The man who was about to commit suicide said, "Yes." 

 His would-be rescuer said, "Me, too! Are you a Christian or Jewish?" 

 "Christian." 

 "Me too," came the quick response. “Are you Catholic or Protestant?" 

 "Protestant." 

 "Me, too! Are you Episcopalian or Baptist?" he asked. 

 "Baptist." 



 "Wow! Me, too! Are you Baptist—Church of God, or Baptist—Church of the 

Lord?" 

 "Baptist—Church of God." 

 "Me, too! Are you original Baptist—Church of God, or Reformed Baptist—

Church of God?" his rescuer inquired. 

 "Reformed Baptist—Church of God." 

 "Me, too! Are you Reformed Baptist—Church of God (Reformation of 

1879), or Reformed Baptist—Church of God (Reformation of 1915)?" 

 He said: "Reformed Baptist—Church of God (Reformation of 1915)." 

 With a sneer, his rescuer said, "Die, heretic scum!" and pushed him off 

the bridge. 

 

C. Jesus showed little mercy for those who prioritized religious structure above   

developing a deep, abiding relationship with Him. 

1. Because the Pharisees promised a relationship with God, but only offered 

an empty, dead religion, they were harshly condemned by Jesus. 

2. The real tragedy of accepting religion rather than relationship is that after 

accepting religion, most people cease to search for God.   

3. Another example of the Pharisees' toxic faith was when Pilate sought to 

release Jesus. This so infuriated the crowd, they began to shout: 

a. John 19:7 (NIV) - “…..We have a law, and according to that law 

he must die, because he claimed to be the Son of God.” 

b. The Word of God was used to condemn to death the Living Word, 

who had manifested Himself in physical form! 

c. Imagine how twisted religion had become! The Bible was used to 

condemn the very God who gave them the Bible! 

4. No wonder Jesus warned us to beware of 'the leaven of the Pharisees' 

(Luke 12:1, NASB). Their brand of religion, which appeared so righteous 

on the outside, was actually deadly—and very contagious!     

5. We all desire a healthy, spiritual life. But the sad truth is that many are 

barren and unfruitful because of these hazardous 'additives.'  



6. At one time, many in our congregation believed a different gospel, a 

performance-based religion laced with legalism and salvation by works, 

forgetting that Christ alone is our only source of life! 

 

D. Through the years, outsiders have often been abused by Christians who 

promoted religion above relationship.  

1. Three things—Church, the Bible, and religion—have been used to wound 

and hurt people. I'm sure that was not their intention, but it happens! 

2. When I first met Acacio Viera, I was impressed by the purity of his love 

for God and desire to help people. While sharing his story, he made a 

statement that shocked me: "When I met Jesus, I fell in love with Him! 

But I couldn't stand Christians!" 

3. Mahatma Gandhi said, "I like your Christ—but I do not like your 

Christians." After interacting with many of them in his law practice in 

South Africa, Gandhi found Christians to be more concerned about religion 

than relationship.  

 

E. God is all about relationship—not religion! 

1. Both God and man seek for relationship. Religion plays on this human 

need by using intimidation to accept you into their group.   

2. Any group that fails to offer intimate relationship with God is toxic. If your 

commitment to religion or people is stronger than to Jesus, it's toxic.  

3. If a group only accepts and considers you holy—if you live according to 

their rules—stay away. It’s toxic!   

4. In our study of Jacob, I believe his worst problem was failing to become 

God's friend, like his grandfather Abraham.  

a. James 2:23 (NIV) - “And the scripture was fulfilled that says, 

“Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as 

righteousness,” and he was called God’s friend.” 

5. According to scripture, we know that God loved Jacob:  



a. Romans 9:13 (NIV) - “Just as it is written: “Jacob I loved, but 

Esau I hated.” 

6. But instead of returning God’s love, Jacob feared Him. 

a. Genesis 28:16-17 (KJV) - “And Jacob awaked out of his sleep, 

and he said, Surely the Lord is in this place; and I knew it not. And 

he was AFRAID, and said, How DREADFUL is this place! this is none 

other but the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven." 

7. Fear may draw a person to God, but it cannot sustain a relationship with 

Him! 

a. The old song “Amazing Grace” says, "'Twas Grace that taught my 

heart to fear, And Grace, my fears relieved!" 

8. Jacob must have struggled his entire life to know God—which is the bitter 

fruit of bad religion. 

9. It’s not about our good works, miracles, going to Heaven, how loud we 

shout, or how pious we may appear. What matters is our relationship with 

God!  

a. Matthew 7:22-23 (NIV) - “Many will say to me on that day, 

‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and in your name 

drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ Then 

I will tell them plainly, ‘I never KNEW you. Away from me, you evil 

doers!" 

 

F. A legalistic, religious spirit is dangerous! Test yourself to see if you’ve been 

infected by this wrong thinking: 

1. God is viewed as a cold, harsh, distant taskmaster, rather than an 

approachable, loving Father. 

a. When our relationship with God is based upon the performance of 

spiritual duties, we have denied the power of His grace.  

b. God's love for us is not based upon how often we pray, read the 

Bible, attend church, or share the Gospel. Yet millions of Christians 



are convinced that He will be angry if they fail to perfectly perform 

these and other spiritual duties. 

c. As a result, they constantly struggle to find true intimacy with 

Jesus. 

2. To show others that God has accepted you, emphasis is placed on 

external activities.  

a. If we believe God's approval is based upon a religious dress code, 

certain spiritual disciplines, styles of music, or even a doctrinal 

position, we are deceiving ourselves. 

3. Traditions, customs, and dogmas are mandatory, such as: liturgies, 

denominational regulations or man-made creeds.  

4. True joy is replaced with a cynical, hypocritical attitude, which produces a 

very sour atmosphere in a home or church. Should someone express 

genuine joy or love, it becomes a threat to those who have lost the 

simplicity of true faith. 

5. Once religious people become prideful of their personal righteousness, 

they begin to isolate themselves and refuse to associate with those who 

have different beliefs and standards of living. 

  a.  Churches that allow such attitudes to exist often become elitist and  

       dangerously vulnerable to deception or cult-like practices. 

6.  A harsh, judgmental attitude is developed toward sinners, yet those who 

have ingested this poison typically struggle with sinful habits they dare 

not admit to anyone else.  

a. To prevent their own superior morals from being tainted, religious 

people rarely interact with nonbelievers. 

7. When religious groups reject God’s progressive revelation and refuse to 

embrace change, their members eventually become irrelevant to society.  

 a.  Strictly focusing on what God did 50 years ago, they become   

          stuck in a time warp and fail to move forward when the Holy  

          Spirit begins opening new understanding. 



b. Religious groups that refuse to shift with God's new directives   

become "old wineskins." God must then select more flexible vessels 

who are willing to implement change. 

8. All who disagree with their self-righteous views are persecuted. Should 

the message of grace threaten to undermine their religious beliefs, they 

become very agitated and offended!  

a. Angry, religious people will use gossip and slander to assassinate a 

person's character. To prove their point, they may even resort to   

violence.  

b. Jesus warned His disciples: "There will even come a time when 

anyone who kills you will think he's doing God a favor" (John 

16:2, The Message). 

 

G. The conclusion of succumbing to a religious spirit is an empty, unfulfilled life.  

1. We were created to know God and enjoy a loving relationship with Him. 

When people really see Him, they can’t help but love Him! 

2. Those who have a religious spirit are unattractive and will never win 

people to God. In fact, their own children usually refuse to accept their 

faith. This is tragic since Jesus, the most beautiful, precious Person in the 

world, has called us to be His witnesses! 

3. Encouraging people to know Christ should be the church’s highest priority. 

 

H. Healthy faith can be recognized by these characteristics: 

1. Focused on God 

2. Growing 

3. Respectful 

4. Freely serve 

5. Staunch self-worth 

6. Trusting 

7. Relationship-oriented 

8. Balanced 



9.   Non-defensive 

10. Non-judgmental 

11. Reality-based 

12. Embraces human emotions 

13. Embraces their humanity 

14. Loving attitude 

 

I. Life Application Points: 

1. You don't have to accept the bitter fruit of bad religion. 

2. If toxic religion has contaminated your walk with God, ask for a fresh 

understanding of His grace, and then expect His new life to begin flowing 

through your barren spirit! 

3. Seek to know God! Pursue and hunger for Him—and then keep it that 

way! 

4. Spend your life introducing others to our AMAZING God! 

 


