Losing Your Religion, Finding Your Faith

“Going Through the Motions”

Introduction: The day my religion died
· Went thru divorce / Felt like such a failure / God could never use me again / I no 


longer measured up / couldn't be forgiven / such shame, such guilt

Connect:

· Want to hang on to the faith of your family upbringing, struggling / feeling nothing / motions

· Been part of a church – hurt deeply

· Lost your faith during College or High school; you don't believe any more, but want to believe

· There is pain, there is emotion; not against Christianity – it's just not there any more

· Maybe you haven't lost your faith, but you feel like it's dying, or you're struggling

· disillusionment / sense of failure, not measuring up  

· prayers unanswered  / didn't understand, got frustrated or bored  / the “new” wore off

· come to a place in your life – feel like you've plateaued, not growing, stagnant

· When you were younger began to feel like you were “missing out on life” and just walked away 

· Maybe you, or someone you know struggles with church and Christianity because of the whole “religion” thing

· Religion: bad connotation / study history / crusades / every kind of abuse has been done and tolerated in the name of religion / torture / 

· Scandals in our culture, nation, state, cities – money, abuse, child abuse, affairs

· When you dig beneath the surface, men who are supposed to be representing God and His glory, you find out it's all about their glory, their money, power, desire to control people

· Maybe you've seen hypocrisy and phoniness and politics and power plays

· With these thorny issues, it's not too difficult to give up on religion: It's easy to build a case against religion, church, “organized religion”  

· Maybe you have tried to leverage religious knowledge to get God to do your bidding, and he didn't – it didn't work

· Maybe you've tucked religion and God away in a box, but then got into trouble – you still pray...

The true issue isn't really religion – we know God is bigger than all that – the real issue is God Himself...  Does He hear?  Does He care?  Does my pain mean anything to Him?  Does He listen or act when I pray?  And to what extent?

Perhaps the problem is that we're looking for God in all the wrong places.  Perhaps you've embraced an some beliefs / system / that associates God with things He's not really associated with, and we placed expectations or even demands on God that He never promised to fulfill... looking in all the wrong places

A Story about a guy who de-converted from his religion, traditional Judaism to being a follower of Jesus.  It's revealed to Him what is the starting point of what is a very real beginning of a deeply spiritual and even emotional relationship to God; starting point to knowing Him in an undeniable way.

Acts 26.9-18    (Part 1)

Acts 26:9  "I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of  
Jesus of Nazareth.

· So convinced of his “rightness” vs. others' “wrongness” that he persecuted others.

– sure sign of “religious behavior”.

Acts 26:10  And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them.   cf. Acts 8.1-3

Acts 26:11  Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme. In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them.   Intense Religious zeal and emotion doesn't mean you're right.

Acts 26:12  "On one of these journeys I was going to Damascus with the authority and commission of the chief priests. 

Acts 26:13  About noon, O king, as I was on the road, I saw a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions. 

Acts 26:14  We all fell to the ground, and I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, "Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.'

· You're fighting a fight you can't win / fighting a losing battle

Acts 26:15  "Then I asked, 'Who are you, Lord?' ""I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,' the Lord replied. 

Acts 26:16  "Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me and what I will show you.

· servanthood/humility is a hallmark of an encounter w/ Jesus

· when these are missing in your life, you may be relying on religion rather than relationship

· our witness is connected to being a servant to Jesus and to people

· people are much less willing to listen to “the religious” rather than a humble servant 

Acts 26:17  I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles.  I am sending you to them

Acts 26:18  to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.'

“Receiving forgiveness of sins is the starting point

of all real relationship with God.”


– lifelong process / opening our eyes – turning from darkness – turning to God, his




     truth, His principles – from Satan's deception and destructive power 




     to God's truth and restoring power


– restart / if you have been away from God and need to return to Him


– jump start / if your relationship (interaction/friendship) with God is stagnant and




  there's nothing real or significant happening there

Vision / Application

1Jn 1:8  If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 

1Jn 1:9  If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  (doing things that are wrong)

· Imagine your life free from all guilt, from all shame, from all sense of not being acceptable to God... imagine KNOWING you are forgiven, not just hoping – and knowing you are in right relationship with Him, and experiencing the presence of God Almighty Himself with you.

· Challenge you to memorize this verse, and this week & all through this series – every day, confess your sins, ask for His forgiveness from your heart – end by saying, Lord, I accept the forgiveness you offer me, and I thank You.  Do it with all your heart.  

Forgiveness is the starting point

of all real relationship with God.
Story/Close

Author Unknown

One rainy afternoon I was driving along one of the main streets of town, taking those extra precautions necessary when the roads are wet and slick. Suddenly, my son Matthew spoke up from his relaxed position in the front seat.

"Mom, I'm thinking of something."

This announcement usually meant he had been pondering some fact for a while and was now ready to expound all that his seven-year-old mind had discovered. I was eager to hear.

"What are you thinking?" I asked.

"The rain," he began, "is like sin and the windshield wipers are like God, wiping our sins away."

After the chill bumps raced up my arms I was able to respond. "That's really good, Matthew."

Then my curiosity broke in. How far would this little boy take this revelation? So I asked... "Do you notice how the rain keeps on coming? What does that tell you?"

Matthew didn't hesitate one moment with his answer: "Even if the sins keep coming, God just keeps on forgiving us."

I will always remember this whenever I turn my wipers on. Isn't it comforting to know that God does keep forgiving us when we fail, and He will keep washing our sins away.

