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“For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,

and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.”       II Cor. 4:5

 WHY AM I STILL STRUGGLING WITH SIN?
Jonah 4:1-3
 But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was very angry.  Jon. 4:1

Sermon preached at Lake Osborne Presbyterian Church
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WHY AM I STILL STRUGGLING WITH SIN?

Jonah 4:1-3
But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was very angry.  Jon. 4:1

The people of Ninevah repented, so God didn’t destroy them as He’d threatened.



But this made Jonah very angry, and He got mad at God.



In fact, He was so angry, he told God he was tired of living.



He was so upset, he was ready to check out.


That’s where we find Jonah this morning ... sulking on a hill.



He’s pouting, with his lower lip dragging the ground.



And you know what God says to him?



He says in effect, “O come on, Jonah; grow up!”


Haven’t you had to do that with your kids, sometimes?



They can act so childishly.



You have to tell them to stop acting like a baby.

How could Jonah do something this stupid?



I mean, he’s a preacher, for goodness sake.



He should know better!


Jonah has just finished the most successful evangelistic crusade in history.



He ought to be absolutely ecstatic.



Instead, he’s miserable, complaining that he doesn’t even want to live any more.


Jonah’s back to square one.



We thought he’d learned about grace, from God’s dealings with him in the fish.



But, instead, here he is with the same sinful attitudes he had when we first met him.

That’s the issue we’re going to think about today.



We’re mature Christians who know what the Bible teaches, right?



So how come we’re still struggling with some of the same old sins?


Like Jonah, we’ve been walking with the Lord long enough to learn a lot about Christian living. 



We’re not babies in Christ anymore.



We understand much more now about spiritual disciplines and overcoming temptation.


So how come we still lose our temper with our kids?



How come we still have a hard time forgiving people?



How come we still get scared and worried and anxious?

Reading Jonah for the first time, you’d expect the story to end with chapter three, wouldn’t you?



“The Ninevites turned to the Lord and were spared.”


“Jonah learned his lesson and went home victorious.”

But instead, we get this surprise ending.



It’s a good thing, too, because we still blow it, just like Jonah.  



Christians can still sin, and sin big.


There’s a serious misconception floating around out there.



One that both Christians and non Christians hold.



It’s the notion that Christians are a lot better than everyone else.



That when they fall, they don’t fall far.

I wish it were true, but it just isn’t.




Christians are different from non Christians.



But the difference is not that they’re better.


There are two things that make Christians different.



One is that they’re strong enough to admit their weaknesses.




That they know they’re in a battle they can’t win on their own.




That’s what we’ll be looking at in the first point.



The second is that the Spirit of God has been planted in their hearts.




That means they can be certain that victory will eventually come.




That’s what we’ll be looking at in the second point.

1.  The BATTLE is Tough
First of all, Christians know they’re struggling with sin because they’re in a fierce battle.


What makes us different is not that we’ve been strong enough to win.



It’s that we’re dealing honestly with the reality of our sinful nature.


And we know how that has affected our relationship to God.



We know we’re too wicked to come to God without a Savior.



And we know we’re too incompetent to run our own lives without a master.

Are you comfortable saying this to yourself?



“I’m too wicked a person to be accepted by God.”



“I’m hopelessly corrupt, especially in the private thoughts of my imagination.”


Does that seem too harsh; that it will destroy your self-esteem?



Or does it feel right to express it that strongly?



Is that really how you feel about yourself?

The honest recognition of the seriousness of our sin is one of the marks of a Christian.


If you don’ feel comfortable speaking that way about yourself, you’re probably not a Christian.


Let me show you three things this passage teaches us about the sin we’re struggling with.

a.  The presence of sin
Next week, we’ll look more closely at the precise nature of Jonah’s sin.



It was very serious.



Not just his spiritual pride in not wanting the Ninevites to be spared.



But also the arrogance of getting angry when God didn’t do what he wanted.


But today, I want to ask a different question.



Where did it come from?



What was the source of this terrible thing that He did?


It came from within His own heart.



All Jonah could think about was how wicked the Ninevites were.



He failed to recognize the wickedness in his own heart.

God has an uncanny way of orchestrating circumstances that will bring out whatever is inside us.



Here, He deliberately put Jonah in a situation that would reveal his character.



And Jonah’s reaction betrayed a proud, uncaring, conceited, mean-spirited heart.

That really sounds terrible, doesn’t it?




But where else did those attitudes come from?



All that sin came from within Jonah, himself ... a “mature” believer, a preacher no less!

We don’t like to face those things in ourselves.



We want to think that we’re not really all that sinful.



Or at least, that now that we’ve come to Christ, all that old stuff is gone.


But it’s still there.



There is no sin I am not capable of committing ... murder, adultery, robbery.



It’s only the gracious power of God that restrains what lies dormant inside.


When those sins do ooze out, like pus from an infected sore, we prefer to shift the blame.



We’ve become what Charles Sykes described in his 1993 book as A Nation of Victims.



Anything wrong in our lives is because we’re victims of something or someone else.

But the Bible doesn’t let us off that easily.



Adam blamed Eve, and Eve blamed the serpent.



But God blamed Adam and Eve themselves.


Unless you’ve faced how vile the sin in your heart is, you’re unprotected from attack.



You’re vulnerable to all the wickedness that festers in the dark recesses of your heart.  



You’ll have no strategy for dealing with it when it starts bubbling up inside.

b.  The perversity of sin

Not only did that sin come from within Jonah’s own heart.



It also perverted his senses.



It kept him from seeing the truth.


God had done a fantastic work in the hearts of the people of Ninevah.



Rebellious teenagers started communicating with parents.



Abusive husbands started treating their wives with affection and tenderness.



Stingy employers started paying their workers generously.


Most importantly, as Jonah 3:5 says, The people of Ninevah believed God.


They turned their backs on the old idols they’d worshipped for generations.



And they started calling out to the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.



That’s incredible!


It would have been like sending a Jewish rabbi from Jerusalem to Tehran, the capitol city of Iran.



Having him preach that the Iranians should abandon their Islamic faith.



That they should plead for forgiveness from the God of Israel.



And then seeing the whole city do just that ... overnight.



From President Ahmadinejad all the way down to the street merchants.

But Jonah couldn’t see that.



His own sinful heart had blinded him to the beauty of God’s salvation.



All he could think about was that these were terrible people.



They didn’t deserve to be forgiven.


Not only that, his sin also perverted his thinking about himself.



He forgot that he didn’t deserve to be forgiven.



In fact, he forgot that his sin was worse than theirs, because he knew better.

The contrast between what Jonah saw and what God saw is quite dramatic.




God saw what the Ninevites did ... and He had compassion on them.



Jonah saw what God did ... and He got angry, angry enough to want to die!

Sin twists our perception of things.



It keeps us from seeing what God is doing in the world around us. 



Instead, it focuses on how our selfish desires aren’t being met.


Can you see the difference the Lord is making in the lives of people around you?



Think of some of the people here at Lake Osborne who are really growing in Christ.



Can you see how He’s changed them as they’ve been surrendering their lives to Him?


If you recognize that pattern in your own heart, don’t despair.



It doesn’t mean you’re still under the control of sin.



The fact that you see it, proves that God is in the process of liberating you.

c.  The persistence of sin

Here’s the real issue.



We all know there’s sin in our hearts.



We all know sin keeps us from seeing God’s work.


But we sometimes forget how persistent that sin is.



As much as we wish it would go away, it doesn’t.



In fact, the more we grow as a Christian, the harder the struggle becomes.


This is another of the myths floating around about the Christian life.



Anybody who tells you that it gets easier to live for Christ has got their head in the sand.



It’s just the opposite.

Look at the Apostle Paul.



Think about how he described the Christian life.



He didn’t call it a pleasure ride to heaven.



He said we’re engaged in mortal combat every day of our lives.


In fact, the longer he lived, the more he used the language of warfare and athletic struggle.



He talks about a war raging in his body (Romans 7:7-25).



He talks about beating his body into spiritual submission (1 Corinthians 9:24-27).



He talks about fighting the good fight (2 Timothy 4:7).


The old nature hangs on, persistently.



It’s like a staphe infection in the bloodstream that never goes away. 



It’s not something we’ll ever be free from in this life.



That’s why it shouldn’t surprise us that we’ll be doing battle with it until our dying day.

Here’s another myth about the Christian life that needs to be debunked.



We sometimes think of a person becoming a Christian like turning on a light switch.



They were in darkness, and then, with a flip of the switch the light of the Gospel came on in their life. 


That’s only partially true.


A better illustration would be to think of becoming a Christian like punching a rheostat.



The light is there instantly, but it’s still very dim at first.



For the rest of our lives, we’ll be turning the knob and seeing the light increase.



But some of that darkness, though it diminishes, will be stubbornly hanging on to the very end.  
Here’s what all that means.




Don’t get discouraged when you realize you’re still struggling with those same old sins.



Don’t expect to be what you can’t be in this life.



Don’t be surprised when you fall in sin, or when you see another believer fall.


Don’t be content to allow sin to have its way in your life.



Fight it all the way, to your dying breath.



But don’t give up when you stumble and fall, thinking you’re a failure.



The battle isn’t over yet.

2.  The VICTORY is Certain

Remember that I said there are two things that make Christians different.



It’s not that they’re better.



It’s that, first, they’re strong enough to admit their weakness.



They know that they’re in a battle that they can’t win on their own.


Here’s the second thing that makes them different.



It’s that they’ve not only admitted the level and degree of their sin.



They’ve also turned to Christ, transferring the title of their life over to Him.



And the Spirit of God has taken up residence in their heart.


That means that even though they’re still in the battle, now they can be certain of victory.



Not because of themselves.



But because of the Lord.


That victory isn’t here yet, but it’s getting closer.



We’re still struggling, because our old nature is dying a little more each day.



But we’re winning, because our new nature is growing stronger every day.

a.  Your old nature is still dying
There’s a paradox in the New Testament when it comes to understanding our nature.



As a non Christian, we had an old nature, a corrupt nature that was dead in sin.



When we became a Christian, we got a new nature, a nature that was alive to God.


The problem is this.



Some passages speak as if that old nature was gone.



But other passages speak as if it were still hanging on.


For example ...



- in 1 Corinthians 5:17, Paul says that if anyone is in Christ, old things have passed away;



- in Galatians 2:20, he says we have been crucified with Christ; our old nature no longer lives.  


That sounds like the old nature is dead, it’s gone.


And yet ...



- in Ephesians 4:22-23, Paul says we’re to put off the old and put on the new;



- in Romans 7:23, he says he’s in a battle between the old nature and the new one.


That sounds like the old nature is still there, and we have to work at putting it off.

The answer is that both are true.



We’re legally dead to sin, but not actually.



The old nature no longer controls us, but it still influences us.

I had a seminary professor help me by offering this illustration.




He said our old nature was, indeed, put to death when we were crucified with Christ.



But the corpse is still there, stinking up our lives until we get to heaven.


So it shouldn’t surprise us that we struggle over some of the same sins we used to as a non Christian.  


I remember a friend telling me how he was genuinely converted in Las Vegas.



But for quite a while he continued to slip back into his old problems with drugs.

Not only is the old nature still hanging on.



The fact that it’s been mortally wounded makes it even more dangerous.



It doesn’t lie there passively, but it erupts violently.


What happens to an animal when it’s mortally wounded?



It might have been safe to be around before.



But now it’s extremely dangerous, isn’t it?


That’s what’s happened to our old sinful nature.



Now that it’s dying, it claws and bites more viciously than ever before.



As I said before, there’s no sin I’m not capable of committing, even as a Christian.


That doesn’t excuse it.



It’s still sin.



But that should help me not to give up in despair.

b.  Your new nature is still growing

The reason you shouldn’t give up is that you also have a new nature in Christ.



It was planted in your heart by the Lord when you were regenerated.



1 Pet.er 1:23 says,  you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable.

And that new nature is growing stronger each day.



Just like a seed that sprouts and gradually grows tall.



At least, it is if you’re feeding it with worship and Bible study and prayer.


The Bible uses a couple of illustrations to help us understand that process.


The first illustration is what we just referred to ... that of a seed.



That seed that goes into the ground is almost too tiny to see.



But as you water and fertilize it, it begins to grow.



In time, it matures and produces fruit.


The second illustration is that of yeast.



The new nature is like yeast in the heart.



When you first prepare a loaf of bread, you can’t see the yeast, there’s so little of it.



But over time, the yeast spreads and changes the whole loaf, little by little.

I loved working in the yard in Ohio.



But I learned about crab grass very quickly.



It’s a real scourge the way it grows and strangles out everything else.



Before you know it, it’s taken over the whole yard, just like sin takes over a whole life.


There are lots of possible remedies.



You can go around and pull the plants out, one at a time.



Or you can use weed killers to poison it.



But it’s so stubborn, and so embedded in the soil, it just keeps coming back.

That’s what will happen with sin, too.
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A non Christian may try all kinds of remedies to get rid of it.



But it keeps coming back, again and again.


You need something that will crowd it out.



Here in Florida, that’s St. Augustine grass.



It spreads rapidly, with thick green blades. 



And if it’s healthy, its runners are so tightly intertwined that there’s no room for crab grass.

That’s what the new nature is in the process of doing in our lives: crowding out the old.



When you plant St. Augustine grass, you don’t have to cover the yard with sod.



All you have to do is plant little two inch square plugs every few feet.


The weeds are still there, and will continue to grow for a while.



But now the crab grass is living under a death sentence.



Little by little, those grass plugs spread out.



After a couple of years, the yard is solid grass.


That’s what your new nature is doing, if you’re keeping it healthy.



And, again, it takes the water of worship, 




- and the fertilizer of prayer, 




- and the sunshine of the Word of God to keep it growing strong and healthy.

c.  Your Savior still loves you
In the meantime, we’re going to continue to sin.



If we’ve been born again, sin won’t be fun like it used to.



In fact, we’ll also struggle with feelings of guilt when we realize we’ve sinned.


But we won’t continue living in that guilt, any more than we’ll be dominated by that sin.



Not any more.



And that’s because now we know that God loves us unconditionally.


Has this ever happened to you?



You do something really terrible.



And a little voice inside you whispers, “And you call yourself a Christian?!”


You need to answer that voice this way.



“Yes, I am a Christian, because I know what I did was wrong.”



“But I also know that even though I’ll continue to sin, God still loves me.”

That’s what Jonah was learning here.



He ran away from God, but God came after Him in love to teach him about grace.



He got angry with God, and God patiently worked with him to teach him compassion.


Isn’t it something that even as Jonah was complaining about God’s sparing Ninevah,



- he said, I knew that You are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger



- and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster.


Saying that made Jonah angry, because he wanted the Ninevites to pay for their sins.



But he’d forgotten that God didn’t make him pay for his sins!


It was that grace and compassion that had relented from sending calamity to him!

That’s the Good News of the Gospel ... that God still loves you, despite your sin, for Jesus’ sake.

