Why Am I Not Changing?
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Change; Sanctification / Philippians 2:13
This sermon describes whey change is so difficult for a believer and how we can embrace God's will in our lives.
 
       When I was growing up, I always wanted to learn to play a musical instrument. In high school I tried both the trumpet and the clarinet. I enjoyed the idea of playing, but with one teacher trying to teach so many students, there was very little individual instruction. Before long I became discouraged, lost interest, and eventually quit.  It wasn't until I was in my mid-fifties that I decided to try again—this time with the guitar. I had learned an important lesson from my earlier experience: if I was going to succeed, I needed more than a desire to learn; I needed the right teacher.  I wasn't looking for just anyone who could play the guitar. I wanted someone who had mastered the instrument—someone who could play at a level far beyond anything I could ever imagine. My reasoning was simple: if they truly understood the instrument, they would be able to teach me whatever I needed to know. But I also wanted someone with another equally important gift—the ability to teach. I had seen incredibly gifted musicians who could perform with astonishing skill yet struggled to explain even the basics to a beginner. I needed someone who not only knew how to play but knew how to patiently teach someone in his fifties who had very little understanding of either music theory or the instrument itself.  Finding someone with both abilities was not easy. But when I finally found a teacher who possessed both exceptional skill and the gift of teaching, I was thrilled. Looking back, I realize that finding the right teacher made all the difference.
    The Christian life is much the same. If we desire to grow spiritually and walk more closely with God, we need the right Teacher. The moment we place our faith in Jesus Christ, God begins a wonderful work within us. The apostle Paul writes, "Therefore if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new" (2 Corinthians 5:17, KJV). What an incredible promise! At the moment of salvation, we receive the Holy Spirit, our sins are forgiven, and God begins transforming us from the inside out. Yet this new life does not mean our spiritual struggles immediately disappear. Although our "old man is crucified with Him" so that we are no longer slaves under sin's dominion (Romans 6:6–7), sin still seeks to entangle us as we run the race that Christ has set before us (Hebrews 12:1–2). If we are no longer to "be conformed to this world" but instead "be transformed by the renewing of [our] mind" (Romans 12:2), then we need divine help to accomplish what we could never achieve on our own.
     Praise God, He has not left us to struggle alone. Jesus promised to send the Holy Spirit—the Comforter, the Spirit of Truth—to dwell within every believer (John 14:16–17). Who could be a greater Teacher than the One who is God Himself? The Holy Spirit knows the depths of God because He is God, and He also knows our hearts completely (1 Corinthians 2:10–11). He is perfectly qualified to teach us, guide us, convict us, encourage us, and transform us into the likeness of Christ. This is the same God who created the universe, parted the Red Sea, caused the sun to stand still, calmed the raging sea, healed the sick, and raised the dead. If He possesses the power to accomplish all these mighty works, then surely He possesses the power to transform the human heart.  As I have reflected on Philippians 2:13, I have often found myself asking an important question. Paul declares, "For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure." If God Himself is working within every believer, giving us both the desire and the ability to accomplish His purposes, then why do so many Christians seem spiritually stagnant? Why do so many live with little awareness of God's presence? Why do some remain spiritual infants for years, while others seem to grow continually in Christ?
    This morning we will seek to answer those questions from God's Word. First, we will see that the problem is never God's power. Second, we will examine how God gives believers both the desire and the ability to obey Him, yet we can still resist His gracious work. Third, we will consider some of the reasons Christians become spiritually lukewarm. Fourth, we will discover how God rekindles our love for Him and renews our desire to seek His presence. Finally, we will conclude by looking at the encouraging evidence that God is still at work in every believer who truly belongs to Him.

 The Problem is not God’s Power
      The first truth we must establish is this: the problem is never God's power. The God who knit us together in our mother's womb (Psalm 139:13) is more than able to transform the hardest heart. Throughout Scripture, we repeatedly see Him doing what no human being could ever accomplish.  Saul of Tarsus was a violent persecutor of the church until he encountered the risen Christ on the road to Damascus. In a single moment, the man who had sought to destroy Christianity became one of its greatest missionaries (Acts 9:1–22). A demon-possessed man who lived among the tombs, uncontrollable by chains or human restraint, was instantly restored to his right mind by the authority of Jesus (Mark 5:1–20). Zacchaeus, a greedy tax collector whose life had been consumed by wealth, encountered Christ and immediately pledged to give half of his possessions to the poor and repay those he had defrauded fourfold (Luke 19:1–10). A hardened Philippian jailer, who only moments earlier had been prepared to take his own life, believed in Christ and was baptized with his entire household before the night had ended (Acts 16:25–34). A man born blind received both physical and spiritual sight (John 9), and a woman known throughout the city for her sinful life found forgiveness, peace, and a new beginning at the feet of Jesus (Luke 7:36–50).
         These accounts remind us that there is no heart too hard, no life too broken, and no sinner too far gone for the grace of God.  Yet when I think about God's power to transform a life, one man stands above them all—King Manasseh.  Manasseh was the son of one of Judah's greatest kings, Hezekiah (2 Kings 18–20). He grew up with every opportunity to know the Lord, yet deliberately chose a path of extraordinary wickedness. He rebuilt the pagan high places his father had destroyed, erected an Asherah pole, worshiped the stars, built pagan altars within the temple of the Lord, sacrificed his own sons in the fire, practiced witchcraft and divination, sought omens, and consulted mediums and spiritists (2 Kings 21:3–6). Scripture gives this sobering assessment of his reign:
"Manasseh led them astray, so that they did more evil than the nations the LORD had destroyed before the Israelites." (2 Kings 21:9)
As though that were not enough, the Bible tells us that he "shed so much innocent blood that he filled Jerusalem from end to end" (2 Kings 21:16). Humanly speaking, his life appeared beyond hope. Surely, we think, if anyone deserved God's judgment without mercy, it was Manasseh.
         But this is where the story of God's grace begins.  The Lord allowed the Assyrian army to invade Judah. Manasseh was captured, a hook was placed in his nose, he was bound with bronze shackles, and he was carried away to Babylon (2 Chronicles 33:11). There, stripped of his throne, his power, and his pride, something remarkable happened. The king who had spent decades rebelling against God finally humbled himself. He cried out to the Lord in sincere repentance, and instead of receiving the judgment he deserved, he received mercy he could never deserve.  Scripture tells us that "the LORD was moved by his entreaty and listened to his plea" (2 Chronicles 33:13). God restored him to Jerusalem, and from that moment forward the evidence of genuine repentance became unmistakable. Manasseh removed the foreign gods and idols, restored the altar of the Lord, offered fellowship and thank offerings, and commanded Judah to worship the Lord, the God of Israel (2 Chronicles 33:14–16). Although the consequences of his earlier sins remained, the direction of his life had completely changed. The man who had once promoted idolatry now promoted the worship of the living God. Such a transformation could only be explained by the grace and power of God.
        Manasseh's story reminds us that no one is beyond the reach of God's grace. We, too, have "all sinned, and come short of the glory of God" (Romans 3:23). Left to ourselves, "the wages of sin is death" (Romans 6:23). Satan, the great deceiver, delights in whispering that we are too sinful, too broken, too far gone, and too useless for God to redeem. But the Gospel proclaims a far greater truth. Through Jesus Christ, the Father invites us to "come boldly unto the throne of grace" where we receive mercy and find grace to help in our time of need (Hebrews 4:16).  Nor does God simply forgive us and leave us unchanged. Through His divine power He has given us "all things that pertain unto life and godliness," making us "partakers of the divine nature" (2 Peter 1:3–4). He has given us the Holy Spirit—the Comforter—who guides us into all truth (John 16:13). He is the Good Shepherd who leaves the ninety-nine to seek the one sheep that has wandered away (Luke 15:4–7). He patiently teaches even those who are still babes in Christ (1 Corinthians 3:1–3), and like the Potter shaping clay, He continues molding us into the image of His Son (Jeremiah 18:1–6).  If God could transform a man like Manasseh, then the problem is certainly not God's power. The question we must now answer is this: If God is able to change anyone, why do so many believers remain spiritually stagnant?

God Gives us the Desire, but we Can Resist It
     When I was learning to play the guitar, I often resisted my teacher's instructions. He repeatedly told me that if I wanted to become a better guitarist, I had to master the fundamentals. That meant practicing scales, developing finger strength, and repeating the same exercises until they became second nature. To be honest, none of that appealed to me. I wanted to skip the hard work and jump straight to playing my favorite songs. I dreamed of playing like Jimi Hendrix, but I didn't want to spend hours doing what seemed like mind-numbing exercises. Looking back, I realize my teacher wasn't trying to keep me from enjoying the guitar—he was trying to make me into the musician I wanted to become. The problem wasn't that my teacher lacked the knowledge or the ability to teach me. The problem was that I often resisted the very instruction that would have helped me grow. Eventually, after one too many occasions of ignoring his advice, he jokingly told me, "Perhaps you should find another patsy!"
    The Christian life can be remarkably similar. God never lacks the wisdom, power, or ability to transform His children. The question is not whether God is willing to work in us, but whether we are willing to cooperate with His work. Paul declares, "For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good pleasure" (Philippians 2:13). God creates holy desires within His children, but He does not treat us like robots. Having created us in His image (Genesis 1:26–27), He calls us to willingly trust, obey, and walk with Him. Although we can never frustrate His sovereign purposes (Isaiah 46:10), we can resist His gracious leading in our own lives.  Scripture repeatedly illustrates this truth. Jonah resisted God's call and fled toward Tarshish rather than preach to Nineveh (Jonah 1:1–3). Moses argued so persistently at the burning bush that "the anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses" (Exodus 4:14). Jeremiah protested that he was too young and inexperienced to serve as God's prophet (Jeremiah 1:4–8). Gideon questioned God's presence and doubted that someone as insignificant as he could ever deliver Israel (Judges 6:11–17). Abraham, struggling to trust God's timing, fathered Ishmael instead of patiently waiting for the promised son (Genesis 16:1–6). Even Ananias hesitated when God commanded him to visit Saul, fearing the man who had persecuted Christians (Acts 9:10–14). In every one of these cases, God patiently continued His work until His servants finally yielded to His will.
        The same struggle continues in our lives today. Every time the Holy Spirit convicts us to forgive someone, to confess a hidden sin, to spend time in prayer, to open God's Word, to share our faith, or to step out in obedience, we face a choice. We can either yield to His leading or resist it. The tragedy is that many believers ask God to transform them while resisting the very means He uses to accomplish that transformation.  Resistance always carries consequences. Paul warns believers not to "grieve the holy Spirit of God" (Ephesians 4:30). We grieve Him whenever our attitudes and actions contradict His holy character—through bitterness, anger, unforgiveness, slander, or any other sin (Ephesians 4:25–32). Instead, we are called to "walk in the Spirit" and "keep in step with the Spirit" so that we do not gratify the desires of the flesh (Galatians 5:16–25). Nor does our heavenly Father ignore our persistent disobedience. Because He loves us, He disciplines us for our good, "that we might be partakers of his holiness" (Hebrews 12:6–11). His discipline is never an expression of rejection but of love. Like a wise father correcting his child, God lovingly redirects His children whenever they wander from His path.
            Disobedience also leaves its mark. While God graciously forgives every confessed sin, some consequences remain long after forgiveness has been received. Sin often leaves broken relationships, damaged reputations, painful memories, and lost opportunities that cannot simply be erased. It robs us of joy, hinders our fellowship with God, and weakens our witness before others. Scripture even teaches that cherished sin can hinder our prayers (Psalm 66:18; Proverbs 28:9). By contrast, a life of obedience produces peace, joy, confidence, and a growing intimacy with the Lord. The difference between a stagnant Christian and a growing Christian is often not found in God's willingness to work, but in the believer's willingness to surrender.

What Causes Believers to Become Lukewarm?
    While exiled on the Isle of Patmos, the apostle John received a revelation from the risen Christ and was instructed to write His messages to seven churches in Asia Minor (Revelation 1:9–11). Perhaps none of those churches speaks more directly to the modern church than Laodicea. Christ described them as neither "hot nor cold," but spiritually lukewarm (Revelation 3:15). Although they proudly claimed, "I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing," Christ exposed their true condition: they were "wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked" (Revelation 3:17). Their material prosperity had deceived them into believing they were spiritually healthy. Christ therefore offered them true riches—gold refined by fire, white garments, and eye salve so they might truly see (Revelation 3:18). His words carried powerful local significance. Laodicea was famous for its wealth, its textile industry, and its medical school that produced a renowned eye salve. The city also relied on aqueducts that carried both hot and cold water over long distances, arriving lukewarm by the time it reached the city [5]. Just as their water had become lukewarm, so had their devotion to Christ. They had become so comfortable, self-sufficient, and conformed to the values of their culture that the light of the gospel no longer shone brightly through them [6].
          The same danger confronts believers today. Lukewarmness rarely appears overnight; it develops gradually as we neglect our relationship with God. When we fail to intentionally cultivate His presence through prayer, worship, Scripture, and fellowship, our love for Christ slowly cools until He becomes ordinary to us, just as a marriage grows cold through neglect [7][8]. Overwork, constant distraction, and spiritual complacency crowd out living communion with Christ, while affection for Him quietly fades, just as the love between an engaged couple diminishes when they stop communicating [9]. Material prosperity and self-sufficiency can further deepen this spiritual decline by convincing us that we no longer need God's daily help. The result is the very condition Christ rebuked in Laodicea: outward religious activity without inward love, zeal, or dependence upon the Holy Spirit. Yet Christ did not write to Laodicea to condemn them without hope. He called them to return. As we return to Him through confession, worship, service, and faithful meditation on His Word, the Holy Spirit rekindles our love for Christ and restores the spiritual passion that has grown cold [10].

How Does God Rekindle Desire?
    The message to Laodicea did not end with rebuke. It ended with hope. Although Christ exposed their lukewarm condition, His purpose was never to destroy them but to restore them. He lovingly declared, "Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest and repent" (Revelation 3:19). Then He extended one of the most beautiful invitations in all of Scripture:
Revelation 3:20 NIV
Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that person, and they with Me. 
What an incredible picture of God's grace! The very Christ whom the church had pushed to the outside was still seeking fellowship with them. He had not abandoned them. He was patiently knocking, calling them to repentance, promising that anyone who opened the door would once again enjoy close communion with Him.
        Rekindling spiritual desire is therefore both God's work and our response. The Holy Spirit awakens within every believer a hunger for holiness because His great purpose is to magnify Christ by making us more like Him [11]. He produces both the desire and the power for the spiritual disciplines that lead to godliness, yet He never forces us to obey. While we cannot manufacture spiritual desire by our own strength, we can choose to respond to His gracious prompting [12]. This is why Scripture continually calls believers to draw near to God (James 4:8). Even when our hearts feel cold, faithfully opening God's Word, praying, worshiping, and serving Him often awakens desires that seemed long forgotten. Right thinking and faithful obedience frequently precede renewed feelings of affection, for many times our spiritual desires are not dead—they are simply dormant and waiting to be stirred again by God's truth [13]. Reading Scripture and the testimonies of godly men and women throughout history further fans these desires into flame because what occupies our minds inevitably shapes the longings of our hearts. Spiritual disciplines do not earn God's favor; they simply place us where His transforming grace can do its greatest work [14]. As we pray for the Spirit's help, listen for His voice through Scripture, respond to the convictions of our conscience, and follow wise, godly counsel, He faithfully continues the work He began in us (Philippians 1:6). Though the mystery of God's sovereignty and our responsibility remains beyond our full understanding, two truths are unmistakably clear: God is always faithful to supply the grace needed for spiritual growth, and we are called to respond with willing, obedient hearts rather than hardening ourselves against His loving voice [11][12]. Our thirst for God is not sustained by willpower alone, but by continually placing ourselves where His grace can awaken our hearts afresh.

The Evidence That God is Still Working in You
Perhaps as we've studied this passage today you've been thinking, "Pastor, I see some of these things in my own life. I've become distracted. I've neglected time with God. My love for Christ isn't what it once was. Maybe God has given up on me."  Paul says exactly the opposite.  The very fact that you are convicted by God's Word is evidence that He is still working in your heart. Dead hearts do not long for Christ. Hardened hearts do not grieve over sin. If you still desire to know Him, if you still feel the Spirit's conviction when you wander, if you still long to become more like Christ, those desires did not originate with you. They are evidence that God is continuing the work He began when He saved you (Philippians 2:13) [15].  Remember Paul's confidence in Philippians 1:6:
Philippians 1:6 NIV
being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. 
God has not stopped working. He is still shaping your desires, strengthening your obedience, and conforming you to the image of His Son. Even your perseverance through failure is evidence of His grace. The Christian life is not the story of people who never stumble; it is the story of a faithful Savior who never abandons His people [16].
     Perhaps the greatest evidence of God's work is not found in your perfection but in your transformation. There was a time when sin scarcely troubled you. Now it grieves you. There was a time when prayer seemed unnecessary. Now you long to draw near to God. There was a time when Christ held little place in your thoughts. Now you desire Him above all else. Those changes are not the product of human determination—they are the fingerprints of the Holy Spirit upon your life [17].  So, if your heart has grown cold, do not despair. Christ is still knocking. Draw near to Him, and He will draw near to you (James 4:8). Open His Word. Spend time in prayer. Worship Him. Walk in obedience to the Spirit's leading. The God who began His work in you is faithful to complete it. One day, when Christ returns, the work He has been doing throughout your life will finally be complete. Until that day, He continues to work in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure (Philippians 2:13).
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