
Aren’t We Better Off without Religion? 
Proverbs 19:23 

 
Series: Confronting Christianity – Summer 2021 
Preaching Date: June 6, 2021 
Worship: Lord, You Have Been Good 
Key Sentence: Christianity offers many proven opportunities to thrive 
Outline: 
I. We are better off with the fear of the Lord (Proverbs 19:23) 
II. Seven Biblical Principles 
 a. It is better to give (Acts 20:35) 
 b. Love of money disappoints (1 Timothy 6:10) 
 c. Work works when it’s a calling (Colossians 3:23-24) 
 d. We really can be happy in all circumstances (Philippians 4:12-13) 
 e.  Gratitude is good for us (1 Thessalonians 5:16–18) 
 f.  Perseverance helps us thrive (Hebrews 12:1–2) 
 g. Forgiveness is foundational (Matthew 18:21-22) 
 
Proverbs 19:23 The fear of the LORD leads to life, and whoever has it rests 
satisfied; he will not be visited by harm.  
Acts 20:35 In all things I have shown you that by working hard in this way we 
must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he himself 
said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’ ” 
1 Timothy 6:10 For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through 
this craving that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves 
with many pangs. 
Colossians 3:23–24 Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for 
men, 24knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. 
You are serving the Lord Christ. 
Philippians 4:12–13 I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In 
any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, 
abundance and need. 13I can do all things through him who strengthens me. 
1 Thessalonians 5:16–18 Rejoice always, 17pray without ceasing, 18give thanks in 
all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. 
Hebrews 12:1–2 Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of 
witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and 
let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, 2looking to Jesus, the 
founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured 
the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. 
Matthew 18:21–22 Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how often will my 
brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” 22Jesus said to 
him, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy-seven times.  
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Aren’t We Better Off without Religion? 
Proverbs 19:23 

 
Last week we began our summer preaching series, “Confronting Christianity.” We 

listed some of the common criticisms of the world’s largest religion: 
“Christianity is oppressive, and Christians are racist, sexist, and hate LGBTQ 
people. Christianity promotes violence. Christians believe in a book of myths 
and primitive ideas, totally disproven by Science. Christianity ridiculously 
claims there is only one true faith and condemns to hell anyone who doesn’t 
conform.” This summer we’re exploring some of the questions implied by 
these criticisms, looking for reasonable and compassionate answers. In 
addition to Scripture, our guide is a book by Rebecca McLaughlin, called 
“Confronting Christianity,” which I highly recommend that you read.  

Her first chapter is called “Aren’t We Better Off Without Religion?” and she starts 
by telling us that as a Christian, she stuck out when she attended Cambridge 
University in England, one of the top schools in in the world. But it was a 
valuable experience, as she learned to talk with very smart skeptical people. 
Many assumed that “full-bodied Christian belief was longer viable in a world-
class university.” That was in the early 2000’s. “Since then,” she says “New 
Atheists have spun a credibility-killing web around faith. In 2004, Sam Harris 
published The End of Faith: Religions, Terror, and the Future of Reason, 
followed in 2006 by Letter to a Christian Nation. That same year, Richard 
Dawkins released The God Delusion, which remained on the New York Times 
best seller list for fifty-one weeks. In 2008, the late Christopher Hitchens 
launched his tour de force of new atheist persuasion, God Is Not Great: How 
Religion Poisons Everything. These rhetorically gifted men preached that 
Christianity was neither plausible nor desirable. Dawkins ridiculed a faith 
disproved by science. Hitchens sought to puncture the sagging balloon of 
public opinion that imagined Christianity was a force for good.” 

So the New Atheists think we’d be better off without religion?  John Lennon thought 
so. In 1971 he wrote Imagine, which became the anthem of the New Age and 
the New Left: “Imagine there's no heaven. It's easy if you try. No hell below 
us. Above us, only sky. Imagine all the people livin' for today. Imagine there's 
no countries. It isn't hard to do. Nothing to kill or die for. And no religion, too. 
Imagine all the people. Livin' life in peace. Imagine no possessions. I wonder 
if you can. No need for greed or hunger, a brotherhood of man. Imagine all 
the people sharing all the world.”  That’s the vision: we would be better off 
without religion, nations, property. But Lennon’s solution has been tried and 
found disastrous.  
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In the communist and socialist countries that have come to power since the 1917 

Russian Revolution, there has been much to kill and die for, little of living life 
in peace. No possessions, but much greed and hunger. Very little brotherhood 
of man. About 100 million lives were lost in the Red Terror, the Ukrainian 
genocide, the Gulag, Mao Zedong’s cultural revolution, Pol Pot’s Cambodia. 
More lives  are being lost today in communist Venezuela. It turns out countries 
with no religion are often worse off than those with a deep religious heritage.  

Yet that heritage has less and less hold on our culture. Rebecca McLaughlin talks 
about the shrinking numbers of college students who identify with faith of any 
kind: “the proportion of religiously unaffiliated students in the US is growing 
fast. So, are today’s students simply waking up to the fact that we do not need 
religion anymore? At an empirical level, the answer seems to be no.” The key 
word is empirical. The evidence says religion does good. She quotes a USA 
Today article “Religion May Be a Miracle Drug.” “If one could conceive of a 
single elixir to improve the physical and mental health of millions of 
Americans, at no personal cost, what value would society place on it?” The 
authors outline the mental and physical benefits of regular participation. 
“Research suggests those who regularly attend services are more optimistic, 
have lower rates of depression, are less likely to commit suicide, have greater 
purpose in life, are less likely to divorce, and are more self-controlled.”  

This should not surprise us. The Bible is filled with practical, if counter-cultural, 
teaching that promises to make life better. This is summarized in our theme 
verse for today, Proverbs 19:23 The fear of the LORD leads to life, and whoever 
has it rests satisfied; he will not be visited by harm. Most moderns would say 
that fear is uniformly bad and damaging. If you grow up in family fear or in 
racial fear or in fear of bullies or abusers or oppressors, this does more damage 
than physical hurt. So why should we celebrate the fear of the Lord? Because 
it’s not that kind of fear. It’s reverence for who God is. It’s awestruck wonder 
at what he has done. And it is true fear of what we rebellious sinners deserve 
from his hand. But not a fear that leads to running away, not a fear that leads 
to death. This fears leads us to turn to him for compassion and rescue and to 
find life. When we learn to fear the Lord, that’s when we begin to be truly 
satisfied. That fear is where we thrive, human flourishing. And in that fear we 
find safety from all other fears that might harm us. The fear of the LORD leads 
to life, and whoever has it rests satisfied; he will not be visited by harm.  

Remember that Proverbs like this are not promises. They are statements of the way 
the world normally works. The Bible Project does a superb job describing how 
Proverbs teaches that we are better off with religion, “the fear of the Lord.”    
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“There are three books in the Bible that have come to be called the wisdom literature 

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Job, and all these books are addressing the same 
set of questions. ‘What kind of world are we living in, and what does it look 
like to live well in this world?' So how to be good at life? Yeah! So each of 
these books tackles these questions from a unique perspective. You could 
actually imagine each of these books as a person. So Proverbs would be like 
this brilliant young teacher and Ecclesiastes the sharp middle-aged critic and 
Job would be the weathered old man who has seen a lot in his day.  

We're gonna start by meeting the book of Proverbs the brilliant teacher. And she's 
not just smart, she's smart about everything, work, relationships, sex, 
spirituality. Proverbs can see things that most people don't see. She believes 
that there is an invisible creative force in the universe that can guide people 
and how they should live. You can't see it, but it affects everything that we 
do. So what's this force? In Hebrew, it's called hokmah and it's usually gets 
translated into English as wisdom. It's an attribute of God that God used to 
create the world and hokmah has been woven into the fabric of things and how 
they work. So wherever people are making good or just or wise decisions they 
are tapping into hokmah, and whenever someone is making a bad decision 
they're working against hokmah. Right! Or as it says in Proverbs chapter one 
“the waywardness of fools will destroy them but the one who listens to 
wisdom lives in security.” So it's like a moral law of the universe. Yeah!  

Proverbs personifies all of this as a woman. Yeah! Lady wisdom. Right! She runs 
around the earth calling out making herself available to anyone who's willing 
to listen to her and to learn. Anyone can access and interact with wisdom and 
use it to make the beautiful life for yourself or others. In fact, hokmah in 
Hebrew isn't simply intellectual knowledge. The word is also used to describe 
the skilled artisan who excels at their craft like woodworking or stonemason. 
So you show you possess hokmah when you put it to work and develop the 
skill of making a Good Life. OK! That makes sense. So let's do this. Let's go 
find some wisdom. Before you do, Proverbs has one more really important 
thing to consider. Hokmah isn't some impersonal force it's an attribute of God 
himself and so in Hebrew thought, your journey to becoming wise has to begin 
with what Proverbs called the Fear of the Lord. It's this healthy respect for 
God's definition of good and evil and true wisdom means learning those 
boundary lines and not crossing them.” 

The videos go on to teach how Ecclesiastes addresses the issue that life appears 
meaningless, because Proverbs aren’t promises, and good people sometimes 
experience tragic outcomes. Which lead to the book of Job, which addresses 
the issue of God’s justice and fairness. We’ll talk about those things later. 
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For now the thing to recognize is that the Bible claims that the fear of the Lord, or 

‘religion’ in the Old Testament sense is good for you, because normally if you 
live as the Old Testament teaches, you get good outcomes. This is Rebecca 
McLaughlin’s main line of argument today, but she makes the argument from 
the New Testament. She says “I want to explore seven counterintuitive 
biblical commands and how they relate to the findings of modern psychology. 
This is not an exhaustive list, and I make no claim that Christianity holds a 
monopoly on these principles or that a positive effect on heath and happiness 
is the litmus test for truth. But as this chapter is entitled “Aren’t We Better 
Off without Religion?,” it seems logical to examine some of the principles of 
the world’s largest religion and see how they impact our ability to thrive.”  

She begins with Acts 20:35 In all things I have shown you that by working hard in 
this way we must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, 
how he himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’” The Apostle 
Paul is giving a farewell address to the elders of the church in Ephesus, and 
he concludes it by quoting Jesus, a saying that doesn’t appear in the Gospels, 
but which must have been well known to those who remembered his words. 
McLaughlin says “The claim that “it is more blessed to give than to receive” 
cuts against the grain of our individualized, success-focused mind-set. But a 
growing body of research suggests that giving is good for us. Volunteering 
has a positive impact on our mental and physical health. Actively caring for 
others often yields greater physical and psychological benefits than being 
cared for. Helping others in the workplace improves career satisfaction. And 
financial generosity has psychological payoffs.” She quotes Jonathan Haidt’s 
book The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth in Ancient Wisdom. 
“Surveys have long shown that religious believers in the United States are 
happier, healthier, longer-lived, and more generous to charity and to each 
other than are secular people. . . . Religious believers give more money than 
secular folk to secular charities. They give more of their time, too.”  

Her point: Christian behavior is good for you. And the world would not be better off 
without it. An example of this is Chuck Feeney, who you may remember from 
our series  in the Sermon on the Mount. At one point in the 1980’s he had an 
eight billion dollar fortune. He set up a charitable foundation and gave almost 
all of it away to education, science, health care, aging and civil rights in the 
U.S., Australia, Vietnam, South Africa and Ireland. No living person at his 
wealth level has ever given their fortune away so completely. He’s also 
encouraged others to give. He says “I see little reason to delay giving when so 
much good can be achieved through supporting worthwhile causes. Besides, 
it’s a lot more fun to give while you live than give while you're dead.” 
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Next useful principle? 1st Timothy 6:10 For the love of money is a root of all kinds 

of evils. It is through this craving that some have wandered away from the 
faith and pierced themselves with many pangs. For those raised on a steady 
diet of capitalism, the Bible’s critique of wealth is tough. But Jesus taught that 
it was harder for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God than for a camel to 
go through the eye of a needle. Paul calls the love of money “a root of all 
kinds of evil.” The idolatry of wealth leads people away from the worship of 
God and into many related sins that money can buy. A little money can make 
a big difference to the truly poor—a reality reflected in the Bible’s unrelenting 
demand that those with extra share with those without. But there is evidence 
that beyond a basic level of security, increased wealth is only slightly 
correlated with an increased sense of well-being. As economist Jeffrey Sachs 
notes in the World Happiness Report 2018, in the US, “income per capita has 
more than doubled since 1972 while happiness or subjective well-being, has 
remained roughly unchanged or has even declined.” The biblical warnings 
against the love of money turn out to be more true than we realized: invest 
your life in money over relationships, and the returns will not satisfy. 

We see this often in the NFL.  How many of you remember Johnny Manzeil, “Johnny 
Football” as he was called? He had a tremendous year at Texas A&M as a 
red-shirt freshman. Won the Heisman trophy. But he was already in trouble 
for partying and arrogance. Then he decided to enter the NFL draft. He was 
picked in the first round by the Cleveland Browns and signed an eight million 
dollar contract. Instant wealth and lack of personal discipline shipwrecked 
him. He entered a drug treatment program during the first off-season. He got 
arrested for fighting with his girlfriend while drinking and driving. He was 
suspended for four games for drug use. At the end of his second season the 
Browns cancelled his contract. About that time his father said “It's not a secret 
that he's a druggie. Hopefully, he doesn't die before he comes to his senses. I 
mean, I hate to say it, but I hope he goes to jail. I mean, that would be the best 
place for him.” A love of money and fame pierces you with many pangs. 

A third example of how the world would not be better off without the ethics of the 
New Testament is work. Rebecca McLaughlin says “work works when it’s a 
calling.” Colossians 3:23–24 Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord 
and not for men, 24knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance 
as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ.  

If our work is entirely focused on personal gain, we’re back in the love of money. 
But if work is a calling, a concept Christianity invented, it is a blessing. Here 
in Colossians the apostle Paul is willing to say this even to slaves. You’re not 
serving men, you’re serving the Lord Christ.  
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McLaughlin says that the Bible “tells a story in which humans are made to be in 

relationship with God and with each other, and to pour themselves into 
meaningful work. Christians are called to see work as part of their worship, 
whether they are designing a building or sweeping its floors.” Psychological 
research suggests that we need meaningful work to thrive. If we work just for 
money, we tend to find it unsatisfying. If we put our hearts into our work and 
see it as a calling that connects us to people, and fits within a larger vision, we 
experience joy. Psychologist Angela Duckworth illustrates this: “Three brick-
layers are asked, ‘What are you doing?’ The first says, ‘I’m laying bricks.’ 
The second says, ‘I’m building a church.’ The third says, ‘I’m building the 
house of God.’ The first has a job. The second has a career. The third has a 
calling.” We can apply this to the least glamorous jobs. I’ve always loved the 
story Jim Dutton told about his work as a NASA astronaut. One of the most 
influential people in his time there was a janitor, a believer, who put such love 
and care for others into his work that he made Jim envious – and humbled. 

This view of work ties into a yet more counterintuitive biblical claim. After multiple 
experiences of physical and psychological trauma, the apostle Paul wrote this 
from prison, Philippians 4:12–13 I know how to be brought low, and I know 
how to abound. In any and every circumstance, I have learned the secret of 
facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need. 13I can do all things through 
him who strengthens me. McLaughlin says “We really can be happy in all 
circumstances.” Would the world be better off without that? No. Yet this kind 
of psychological health grows out of a Christian world view.  

McLaughlin gives a good example of this. She quotes an atheist, Daniel Gilbert, who 
calls this ability to be happy despite circumstances our “psychological 
immune system.” But Gilbert quotes 17th century thinker Thomas Browne: “I 
am the happiest man alive. I have that in me that can convert poverty to riches, 
adversity to prosperity.” What the atheist doesn’t mention is that Browne was 
drawing on his Christian faith in these assertions. The atheist is quoting a 
memoir built around the Christian virtues of faith, hope, and love. Gilbert 
highlights other individuals who have found joy in adversity, including 
Moreese Bickham, an African American who was dubiously convicted of 
murdering two police officers and spent thirty-seven years in prison. On his 
release, Bickham declared: “I don’t have one minute’s regret. It was a glorious 
experience.” The atheist doesn’t mention that Bickham was sustained by his 
Christian faith, or that he thanked God for the circumstances. “I never had a 
personal relationship with God,” Bickham reflected, “until I was laying at the 
point of death with a bullet shot through the top of my heart.” McLaughlin 
sees a remarkable correspondence between the psychological immune system 
Gilbert describes and the biblical promise of contentment in all circumstances. 
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Fifth, gratitude is good for us. 1 Thessalonians 5:16 Rejoice always, 17pray without 

ceasing, 18give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ 
Jesus for you. Give thanks in all circumstances? This is yet another counter-
intuitive biblical ethic. It seems unrealistic, even insensitive. Paul was writing 
not from an armchair but from profound experiences of suffering: beatings, 
shipwreck, rejection, sickness, and the prospect of execution. And he doesn’t 
tell us to give thanks for all those circumstances, but in them. Why?  
Psychologists have discovered that conscious, daily gratitude is good for you. 
In experimental comparisons, those who kept gratitude journals on a weekly 
basis exercised more, reported fewer physical symptoms, felt better about 
their lives, and were more optimistic about the upcoming week than those who 
recorded hassles or neutral life events. Psychology professor Robert Emmons 
calls gratitude “the forgotten factor in happiness research.” McLaughlin says 
“Gratitude is buried at the heart of Christianity. Christians believe not only 
that God created us and every good thing we have, but also that he offers us 
salvation as a free gift, won for us by Jesus’s death in our place. For the 
Christian, therefore, thankfulness is not just a positivity technique: it is a deep 
disposition toward a life-giving and life-saving God.” Whether it is Betsie ten 
Boom giving thanks for the fleas at Ravensbruck, or Joni Erickson Tada being 
thankful even for her paralysis, we can see this in Christian lives. Gratitude is 
good for you. Would the world be a better place without that Christian insight?  

Sixth, self-control and perseverance help us thrive. Much contemporary culture 
revolves around instant gratification. But Christians are called to live lives of 
long-term endurance and costly self-control. The apostle Peter said “make 
every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with knowledge, 
6and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with steadfastness.” You 
remember from the Sermon on the Mount that Jesus called the Christian life 
a “hard” road. The writer to the Hebrews urges, Hebrews 12:1–2  Therefore, 
since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside 
every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance 
the race that is set before us, 2looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of 
our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising 
the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God.  

Once more, the Bible judges the human condition well. Unglamorous as they are, 
perseverance and self-control appear to be key predictors of flourishing across 
a range of indexes. Angela Duckworth suggests that the quality of grit, which 
she defines as “passion and perseverance for very long-term goals,” can be 
more predictive of a person’s success than social intelligence, good looks, 
health, or IQ.  
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One of the books I read for last week’s message showed that human beings, rather 

than being fragile and harmed by most of life’s stresses, are anti-fragile, 
requiring stress for healthy growth. They cited the famous study in which trees 
were grown in a biosphere. Before they reached maturity, they toppled over. 
There was no wind in the biosphere. They needed that stress to grow strong.  

Seventh, and last, forgiveness is foundational. Matthew 18:21–22 Then Peter came 
up and said to him, “Lord, how often will my brother sin against me, and I 
forgive him? As many as seven times?” 22Jesus said to him, “I do not say to 
you seven times, but seventy-seven times. Jesus taught us to pray “Forgive our 
sins as we forgive those who sin against us.” As he was being nailed to the 
cross, Jesus prayed for the soldiers executing him, “Father, forgive them, for 
they know not what they do” Jesus grounded human forgiveness in the radical 
forgiveness of God, arguing that forgiven people must forgive. This is 
countercultural and radical. But again, it turns out for our good. Forgiveness, 
particularly forgiveness not dependent on the actions of the offender, has been 
linked to multiple positive mental and physical health outcomes and healing. 
Whole books have been written on the scientific research into this subject. 

Do you see what she’s done. The question is “aren’t we better off without religion?” 
But when you imagine no religion, and none of the teachings of Christianity, 
you end up with a world, harder, harsher and less healthy. McLaughlin says 
“There is compelling evidence that many individual and social goods arise 
from religious participation, and that Christianity in particular is well aligned 
with the findings of modern psychology. Does this prove Christianity is true? 
Certainly not! Rather, it should raise a hundred questions in our minds, 
questions the chapters following will explore. But the positive effects of 
religious participation should give us pause before we buy the claim that 
religion poisons everything.” Wouldn’t we be better off without religion? No.  

But the question I want to close with is, are you and I reaping the benefits of our 
faith. If these things work in a purely psychological sense, how much better 
for those who do believe, who found their faith on the saving work of Jesus 
Christ, and who lean into these commands through the Holy Spirit. We, of all 
people, should thrive as we live out the truth that it is better to give, that love 
of money is a dead end, that we were made for a calling to work, that 
happiness is not about circumstances but about Jesus who cares for us, that 
gratitude is good for us, that perseverance helps us thrive and that forgiveness 
blesses the forgiver. When we address this question “aren’t we better off 
without religion,” we get to address it not just with our words, but with the 
witness of our lives, better off because of our faith. “The fear of the LORD 
leads to life, and whoever has it rests satisfied” 


