· Shawn Shoup & Barb Salminen share
· FRESH STORIES OF WHAT GOD IS DOING IN THEM.  
· Simple Spirituality :: Discovering the power of love at the heart of true religion.  

· I really enjoy talking with people.  

· Having lots of conversations recently about God, religion, belief, spirituality

· With people who consider themselves Christians and those don’t

· IL – In Denver last week, invited to interact with Pastors and share a bit.

· Friday night, met up with friend who starting a church in Denver

· Went out together for dinner, then to Jazz club.

· Talking with someone outside of the club

· They asked me, “Are you a Christian?”

· Well, that’s a hard question

· If you are asking if I am a North American cultural Christian,

· Answer is firmly no – lots of baggage with what that means.

· I am absolutely committed to living my whole life learning to love and follow Jesus.  

· IL – Interacting with a few people recently who been Christians for while.

· Seems like my faith has gotten kind of complicated. 
· Feel like my connection to God is fuzzy.

· I want to simplify, what do I reduce things to?
· Many times, question for both is same, 

· What is at the heart of Jesus teaching?
· What is the central thrust of the Bible, of Jesus’ teachings, of pure “Christianity / of the followers of Jesus through the centuries?  
· Jesus as the ultimate spiritual teacher, breaks it down for us clearly.
· What is the most important thing for us to focus on?

· Matthew 22:35-40

· One of them, an expert in the law, tested [Jesus] with this question: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”  Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.’  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’  All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.”
· Loving God is the heart of true religion.

· Background

· Two groups of religious leaders trying to trap Jesus.
· Pharisees and Saducees – keepers of the law.  

· They did not like Jesus – he revolutionary, did not fit in box

· Asked him, “What is the most important law to follow?”
· What is most important activity to PROVE religious?

· 613 laws in the OT that had to keep = be religious.

· Most VIP argued circumcision, phylactaries, keep Sabbath.

· What do you say Jesus?

· His response :: Love God with all you are, love self, love others.

· Reduced it to one simple, yet profound theme = LOVE 
· “All of the law and prophets summed up in this.”
· When you are loving God, self and others you doing rest.
· TODAY, people from inside and outside faith ask same question.
· How demonstrate we are religious, that we Christian, follow Jesus?

· Read Bible, pray, attend church, give money, serve others.

· What is it?

· Simple Spirituality = It all comes down to love.
· Loving God, loving our self, loving others.  
· Why LOVE?

· God has never been interested in our activity or actions alone.

· Storyline:  God created us have relationship with us.

· Biblical narrative = God interacting with people out of love.
· What is at the heart of true relationship?

· LOVE.  Relationship has to start from the heart.

· God does not want our sterile obedience, he wants relationship.
· For God, it all comes down to what we are in love with.

· Are we just doing something out of obligation.
· Or are we responding to his invitation to relationship?
· Argue that God does not care about sterile obedience

· Read Bible, pray, attend church, give, serve.

· IF your heart is not in it, just religious activity.

· IL - Shoveling roof this past Saturday.  Mad.

·  “I am doing this for you, God, for my family.”

· I felt such freedom doing it, when sifted. 
· Realize that all heartfelt obedience starts in our affections.  

· Our actions will follow what we are in love with.  

· The more we are in love, the happier we are to do.

· IL – Krista in awesome season of marriage

· Been in downward spiral where don’t serve

· Be selfish to get needs met, leads to nada.

· Start serving, desire to fall in love, 

· More I love, the more I want to serve.

· TS - At the heart of religion, Christianity, following Jesus.

· Are we in love with God, pursuing our relationship with him?  
· Loving God with every part of us leads to a life of freedom.

· This statement to love God is not new to Jesus. 

· Jesus knew it well, from the OT – first of Ten Commandments.
· Exodus 20:2,3   
· “I am the Lord your God . . . You shall have not other God’s before me.”  
· Then became known as the Shema in OT

· Deuteronomy 6:4,5 (NIV) :: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.”
· Repeated at meal times, prayer sessions, corporate.

· God defines what loving him looks like.  

· Love God with all heart – seat of understanding & our passion.
· Soul – will and personality :: all our decisions and actions.  
· Strength – all of our energies.

· Hebrew = whole self = All of us.  All that we are.  Every part of being.
· Through this, God shows us that all true love is exclusive.

· We can’t say we love God and love other things more than him

· Or even on an equal level.  

· IL – If you had a friend, met this really great guy.  He is so full of love.

· He loves me and three other women.

· We would have a serious talk with her.  

· What are other things that we could be tempted to love more than God?

· ASK COMMUINITY

· Possessions – house, car, toys.

· Barb – when things are going well, easy to distracted.
· Hobbies – big one in culture.  We pursue God if we have time.

· Career – demands of work, crowd out energy, time to love God.

· Question what our work culture tells us is normal.
· Self – living for own needs, desires, rather than God.
· Relationships – looking for them to meet our ultimate needs.
· At first glance, God’s instruction seems kind of self-centered

· God asking us to love him above all else.

· God invites us to see value of all of his instructions.

· God does not just arbitrarily call us into obedience.
· Not narcissistic - He does not need or depend on our love.

· He has a powerful REASON for WHY he instructs us in this:
· For our benefit, freedom.  

· There are severe and negative consequences if we love anything other than God.
· What happens?  It leads to slavery, emptiness and longing. 
· We NEED that thing, person, job as part of our identity. 

· That thing owns us, rather than we owning it.

· We are attached to that thing to give us worth.

· If we are honest, those things not able to deeply fulfill us.

· They are not able to meet our deepest needs.
· IL – With financial collapse, found that American Dream does not fulfill.  Bigger, better, more not last.

· IL - All Things Shining – Philosophers - Look at modern literature and Western Philosophy and make argument that culture we created not making people happy!  
· Remember, as humans, we are not just physical beings.

· We are a hybrid of physical and spiritual.

· Certain things that meet the needs of our physical side.

· Food, water, warmth, security, love, exercise.

· But our spiritual needs have to be met in a different way.  
· Relationships have limits on fulfilling us.
· Physical pleasure has limits.

· The enjoyment of possessions has limits.
· Offers us two amazing promises related to this.
· Deuteronomy 4:29 (NIV) :: “But if from there you seek the LORD your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul.”
· Deuteronomy 30:20 
· . . . “love the Lord your God, listen to his voice and hold fast to him.  For he is your life . . .”
· God promises to fulfill us when we put him at center of our life

· He calls us to love him alone because nothing else will satisfy.

· He is a good father who wants to see our needs met.  
· Loving our self and others is the overflow of God’s active work in us.
· Following the love God with every part of who we are.

· Second part to Jesus instruction :: simple spirituality

· “Love neighbor as we love our self.”

· Seems to be a priority here, 
· We cant love others if don’t love our self.
· Makes sense, right?  

· We have to be secure in order to put the needs of someone else before our own.

· One of main reasons why love & relationship at heart of true religion

· Is that activity or actions wont produce any lasting change 

· Obeying religious practices is powerless to change our lives.

· If we just DOING religion, the acts of Christianity

· They won’t in and of themselves change us.

· Read Bible, pray, attend church, give, serve.

· All great things, but in themselves will not produce change.

· Has to be in relationship with the God who created us.

· Opening our lives up to God and all he is and has

· Inviting him to interact with us, transform us.
· He fulfill us, meet us at spiritual level, who we are. 
· Allow God to speak to us about WHO we are.

· Heal our insecurities, fears, self doubt, past hurts

· SO THAT we can love other people well.

· Nothing more frustrating than wanting to love s/o

· And feeling trapped by own junk

· IL – Having kids has caused me to press in God

· More and more healing in my own life.

· SO THAT I can love self, feel confident

· TO LOVE THEM.

· THEN, live from that place of security – knowing we loved by God.

· And love those who are our neighbors.  

· Loving others is only possible when Jesus is at the center of our lives.

· Why?  Because, if I am at the center of my life and you at yours

· Conflict of interest because working for own desires.

· I want what I want and that’s not compatible with you want.

· I want my needs met / You want your needs met

· We can’t have both. 

· IL - Marriage.  I can’t love my wife if I am at center.  
· When we love God with all we are, place him at center or our lives.

· Then, we are no longer working for our interests.

· Recognize that God will meet our needs in relationship

· Feel secure to meet the needs of those around us.
· This is the only hope of bringing peace into the world. 
· 1 John 4:20 (NIV) :: “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a 
liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.”
· Our love for others shows us if we are in love with God.

· Litmus test of whether or not that connection really there.

· Can we love coworker who annoys us?

· Can we love friend when they disappoint us?

· Can we love our roommate when they are messy?

· Can we love our spouse when rude to us?

· Can we love those we don’t agree with? 
· God’s love in us produces an active love for others.  

· TS – Loving self and others is a byproduct of God’s work in us. 
· Loving God, our self and others is cooperating with God in his work of repairing the world.  

· All of this goes back to the beginning of the story of man in Genesis 3
· God creates life and it’s perfect.  Knew no shame.  Had everything.  
· Don’t touch the tree of knowledge of good and evil.

· They disobeyed because they wanted to try to be like God.

· Which is the most basic sin – we want to be God.

· Consequence is that sin was introduced into the world.

· See affects of sin right away in three main areas.  
· Disconnected from self – They felt shame, sowed fig leaves.

· Disconnected from God – Tried to hide from God.  
· Disconnected from relationship – Blame = this woman.
· This, by definition is HELL

· Hell not so much a physical location below the earth that God send us
· That idea from Greek culture, rather than Bible.
· Bible speaks of it in terms of spiritual alienation at work now

· Alienated from self, others and God

· That continues into eternity.

· What elements do you see at the heart of Jesus’ statement?

· What do you see in his instruction?

· Jesus is at work destroying all aspects of hell

· By repairing the three main areas that broken in our life

· As a result of the Garden.  

· Love God

· We can experience deep forgiveness so no shame

· Don’t have to spend our lives running from God.

· Realize that he loves us, THEN connect deeply to him.

· Love your self 

· God can take away shame that we may feel about self.

· Help us to understand that he deeply loves us.

· Feel confident in his love and live out of this security.

· Love others – 
· Rather than blaming others, we can take responsibility 
· Knowing that God is not going to reject us 

· Secure enough to know that God going to meet our need

· We can begin to look to the needs of others.

· Try to see them loved, served, cared for.  
· When we live out this Scripture, we are living out the work of heaven.

· This is the mission of Jesus and the point of Christianity.  
· We are bringing heaven into the now.

· We are seeing “God’s kingdom come and will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

· GOD, “You want to be spiritual, do spiritual work?”

· Then give your whole life to loving God, living his ways.
· Surrendering more and more of your self.

· Listening to the ways of Jesus.

· Love your enemies.

· Blessed are the peacemakers.

· Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouth, but only what is helpful to build others up.
· Love your self in healthy way from place of acceptance f/ God.
· Know your value from God, so live confident, whole.  

· From place of security, be instrument of God to world.
· Demonstrate your love for God by actively loving ALL those around you.  
· Look for opportunity to SHOW JESUS to people by love.

· Especially those who have been rejected or alienated by the church or the wider culture.

· “You have a place in the family of God.”  
Suggestions for further discovering the power of love at the heart of true religion.
· Assess whether the foundation of your religion is based in love or activity.
· Are you in love with God or are you just doing things for God?

· Are you responding to God’s desire for relationship with you?

· Or are you living cultural Christianity?

· Doing supposed religious activity disconnected from relationship with God?
· Respond to God’s deep desire for relationship and commit to do all things from that place of relationship.

· Tell God that you long to connect with him  in relationship.

· That you want to fall in love with him, be moved by him.

· Live your life out of that place of relationship with God.

· Where you do things out of response to loving God, his direction.

· Ask God to help you to fully love yourself and overflow with his love for all people.  
· Engage in all the ways that you feel fear, shame, guilt, self-hatred 

· Ask him to repair those areas and help you to love yourself.

· Ask him to show you your infinite value and how he sees you.

· Ask him to make you an instrument of his love in the wider world.

· That out of his love flowing in you, that you can love everyone on the sphere around you.

· Cooperate with God’s work in the world by working to repair alienation and bring connection.

· Connecting others in the wider world to God.

· Especially those who have felt alienated from God.  

· Connecting people to each other and the community of the church.

· Especially those who have felt alienated from others and church.

· Connecting people to themselves

· That they are valuable, lovable,  
Instruction:   Invite musicians // Always end with few songs // time to reflect & respond.  

· Prayer Teams :: Up front // under the clock :: pray with you COME UP NOW
· We have Confession & Prayer request table that you can come up to during music,

· After a few songs, when you feel that God is done, feel free to slip out quietly.

· JAY will be in the back.  REMEMBER to give him your Connection Form.
· Response

· God wants to free some of you from religion.

· Connect you with him in deep relationship.

· “I want that”  RAISE HAND.

· God wants to heal you so you can love yourself fully.

· Deal with rejection, shame, fear, isolation.

· “I want that”  RAISE HAND

· God wants to use each of us as instruments of connection.

· Connecting people back to God.

· Connecting people to one another and to community of church

· Connecting people to selves – God who can heal you.

· “I want to fight for heaven”

· Questions for further thought and discussion

· Reread Matthew 22:35-40

· What do you see at the heart of Jesus statement?

· Do you feel that your “spirituality” or “religion” is based out of activity or following rules or out of love for and relationship with God?

· Which do you feel is more important and why?

· How does loving God before anything else bring freedom in our lives?

· Why is it critical that we love our selves before we love others?

· What stops us from loving others well?

· Is it helpful for you to know that loving others comes out of a place of connection to God and not just pure willpower?

· How is living out this scripture “doing the work of heaven?”

· What do you feel led to do as a result of talking about these things?   
