The Spirit is Willing But the Flesh is Weak
Punchline: We should treat our spirituality like training for a race – we need to practice, work out, and stay strong.

My favorite description of the human condition: “Romans 7:15  I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.”  <Slide> To me this is such a fitting description of what it’s like to be a sinner.  How many times have you woken up in the morning and said, “Today I am going to <whatever>.”  Eat healthy, read the bible, stop procrastinating, only check your e-mail once an hour instead of every 5 minutes, exercise, read a book whatever…and how many times have you gotten to the moment of decision and you find your resolve and willpower weakened.  I really relate the disciples because that happens to me all the time.  How many times have I wasted an entire afternoon just playing “one more game” of solitaire on the computer?  How many times have I neglected people in the church because I’d visit them “tomorrow?”  Colton made an excellent point last week in the Children’s sermon when he asked, “Well, you can just slip a little, right?”  How many times has, “Just a little bit” or “Just this once” turned into the very thing I promised myself I wouldn’t do.  In my experience, there is no such thing as “Just a little bit” or “Just this once.”  It’s never “Just this once.”
<Slide>

I can just imagine the disciples in this story keeping vigil since it’s the Passover and Jesus saying he was going to go pray.  I imagine it this way because I know it’s what I would do.  There’d be three of us and first we’d decide that only one of us had to stay awake.  If Jesus comes back, he’d wake the other two up.  So now there’s just one awake and he’d be pacing back and forth for a while, smacking himself on the face, shaking his head.  And he’d think…”You know, I’m just going to sit down for a minute.  My legs are tired. It’ll just be for a minute.”  So he’d sit down and lean up against a tree with his eyes pulled wide open.  But they’d start getting really heavy.  And he’d say, “I’ll just ‘rest’ my eyes for a second.  It will only be a second.”  And before you know it he’s asleep.
The truth is that the human will is actually very weak.  We all have good intentions.  We all want to pray more, we all want to read the bible more, we all want to help our neighbor more, give away more, share our faith more…we all want to get angry less, gossip less, worry less, take ourselves less seriously, loosen our need for control, but Jesus tells us “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”  Most of the big problems in our lives are not simply matters of will.  Most of us cannot simply make a decision to change and then stick to it.  “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”

So what can we do?  If our willpower is so weak, should we just give up?  Will our best intentions be defeated in moments of crisis?  I don’t think so.  We see later in the book of Acts these same disciples enduring persecution, trial, and even death for their faith.
We see two tools we can use to stay on track:

#1 – Use the willingness of the spirit: “Make the decision easy”  <Click>
My wife goes to the gym and she talked to the trainer there about who comes into the gym regularly and who doesn’t.  Any guesses about which people make it to the gym every day and which don’t?  The people in the early morning make it every day.  See, by the end of the day, there are all kinds of excuses to not go to the gym.  We’re tired from work, we’ve got errands to run, we’ve procrastinated and have to do extra work from home, dinner’s waiting – and so we don’t.  But the people who go in the morning the decision to go before all the pressures of the day start adding up and once they get into a rhythm, it’s easy to keep it going.
If you’re trying to diet, throw out the donuts now, not later.  If you’re trying to get out of debt, cut up the credit cards now, not later.  
A corollary of this “Making the decision easy” – Don’t try to do it alone.  <click> Get an accountability partner.

If you’re trying to pray more or read scripture more – get a prayer partner or study partner and do it together.  It’s much harder to slip or backslide when someone else is involved than when it’s just you.  Do you have a Lenten discipline or fast?  Tell someone about it now so you don’t decide to change it when it’s starts getting tough (I’ve done that).  Use the willingness of the spirit to make a good decision when the decision is easy.  Use the willingness of the spirit to get an accountability partner now.  Don’t wait until the decision is hard.  

<click>

#2 – Strengthen the flesh: if we can train ourselves ahead of time to make hard decisions, then we stand a much greater chance of surviving the crisis.  Paul was a sports fan.  He talked all the time about “running the race.”  He knew that in order to win an athletic competition, you had to prepare and you had to be disciplined about your training and he told his churches to do the same. Though our good intentions will always be stronger than our good actions, we can build up our flesh so that it we’re able to make better decisions in the time of crisis.  If we seriously engage in spiritual practices now – reading, prayer, meditation, worship, fellowship, Sunday school, service, evangelism – then when the time comes for us to make those tough decisions, our flesh will be stronger and will ready for the challenge.  
Brothers and sisters, this is what Lent is about.  

Lent is the morning when we make the choice to go to the spiritual gym.  We can make the easy decision to build up our spiritual strength now, but if we put it off even just a little bit, even just this once - we will create all kinds of excuses to keep putting it off and when a moment of crisis suddenly hits us, we will be unprepared and we will fall right back into our old patterns.   Lent is a chance to get in shape spiritually, to practice, to train, to build up our flesh when we’re not in crisis so that we will be ready when that crisis comes.  We do not know the time of our death, we do not know the time of Jesus return, we do not know when we will be faced with a crisis.  Take this time, while the decision is easy, to strengthen your flesh.  Our spirits are willing.  How strong is our flesh?
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