Why Am I Here? #25

“Triumphing over Temptation”

James 1:12-15

Marcus Antonius—better known as simply Mark Antony—was a famous Roman statesman from 83 to 30 BC. A supporter of Julius Caesar and eventually one of three co-rulers of the empire, that silver-tongued orator could sway the masses like no other man in his day. Not only did he have the gift of dynamic public speaking, but he also was a cunning general and a brilliant thinker. Yet his military and intellectual skills lacked the power to conquer moral weakness. In fact, an exasperated tutor—frustrated with the prospect of such a gifted youth being spoiled by moral failure—shouted in his face, “O Marcus! O colossal child! Able to conquer the world…but unable to resist temptation!”


A host of men and women throughout history can be described in a similar fashion. Samson—the man of superhuman strength—could not resist the lure of Delilah. King David—described as “a man after God’s own heart”—succumbed to his sensual urges with Bathsheba. Demas, one of Paul’s trusted companions, deserted the apostle because “he loved this world” (2 Timothy 4:10). Even today, people with tremendous ability and charisma who seem to have unlimited opportunity for success come crashing down, victims of their own choices when faced with temptation.


In our continuing study, “Why am I here?” we considered last week that we can be transformed by trouble. When problems arise in our lives—and they will—we can either become better people or bitter people because of them. All of life is a test—sometimes we are tested by sickness, conflicts, even by death. The purpose of God in these trials of life is that we might be strengthened—that all of the waste of our lives might be removed and the good refined—so that we might reflect the image of Christ.


We concluded that message in James chapter one, where James tells us to count the difficult times in our lives as opportunities for spiritual growth. In verse two James refers to “trials” that enter our lives that can be beneficial. Later in the same chapter James speaks of “temptation” which can result in death. The term translated “trials” in verse two and “temptations” in verses 13-15 is the same Greek word, peirasmos, but the meaning is different. A trial is an outward circumstance over which we have no control, whereas a temptation is an inward compulsion to do wrong over which we have control.

We may wonder, “Why did James connect the two? What is the relationship between testings without and temptations within?” Simply this: if we are not careful, the testings on the outside may become temptations on the inside. When our circumstances are difficult, we may find ourselves tempted to complain against God, question His love, and resist His will.
 The Christian is to be transformed by trials, but to be triumphant over temptation.

Understanding the Development of Temptation

We must first understand the development of temptation, including what it is, who is tempted, where it comes from, and how it develops. 

What is temptation? Simply put, temptation is the invitation to do wrong. The temptation in and of itself is not wrong. Sin is the voluntary action of doing wrong. It is not sinful to be tempted, but it is sinful to yield to temptation.
 Hebrews 4:15 states that Jesus was “tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” He did not lose His holiness by being tempted; He retained His holiness by resisting every temptation.
Who is tempted? Every person—every “son of Adam” and “daughter of Eve,” as C. S. Lewis put it—is tempted to sin. James 1:13 reveals the only character not to be tempted, and that is God. How, then, could Jesus be tempted to sin if He was fully God? He was tempted because He was fully human, and He resisted because He was fully God. For the rest of us, temptation is always present; no one is exempt from it. Like the trials of verse two, temptations are inevitable. There is no spiritual vaccine, no “get out of temptation free” card, no alternate route to avoid the traps along the trail. Not a person reading these words is immune or innocent. The aging monk in the monastery is no more safe from temptation than the young man at the mall.

Where does temptation come from? James answers this negatively and positively. Negatively he states in verse 13, “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.” If we find ourselves up against temptation to sin, don’t even bother asking, “Why is God doing this to me?” He isn’t. Rather we see positively in verse 14, “…each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.” We might expect to hear James say, “The devil made me do it!” but he doesn’t. Temptation dwells within, that evil desire within a person. Now it can be safely and scripturally argued that Satan is the one who “drags away and entices” the person to sin, but he uses the person’s own evil desires from within to bait the trap.
How does temptation work? It helps to know that Satan is entirely predictable. He has used the same strategy since Creation. All temptations follow the same the pattern. As Paul writes, “We are very familiar with his evil schemes” (2 Corinthians 2:11 nlt).

I like the wording of 1 John 2:16 in the King James Version: “For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world.” Three elements: the lust of the eyes—it looks good; the lust of the flesh—it feels good; and the pride of life—it makes me look good to others. Three biblical examples follow this pattern. We read in Genesis 3:6,
When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it.

Here in the Garden of Eden, the serpent tempts Eve to eat the forbidden fruit. She saw that the fruit was “good for food” (lust of the flesh), “pleasing to the eye” (lust of the eyes), and was “desirable for gaining wisdom” (the pride of life).


Earlier I mentioned King David’s affair with Bathsheba. How did that develop? He saw her (lust of the eyes), he had her brought in and slept with her (lust of the flesh), and then murdered her husband to cover up the affair (pride of life).


When Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness in Matthew 4, he used the same three lures: he tempted Jesus to make bread of stones (to satisfy the lust of the flesh); he offered Jesus the kingdoms of the world (to satisfy the lust of the eyes); and he tempted Him to jump off the temple in front of a crowd who would watch and be amazed (to satisfy the pride of life).

The target of Satan is our will, for until we make a choice to do wrong there is no sin, only temptation. He will attack us through our emotions with desires, he will attack our intellect with deception, but his ultimate goal is for us to exercise our will to choose disobedience, which is the essence of sin.

We must understand that Christian living is a matter of the will, not the feelings. I often hear believers say, “I don’t feel like reading the Bible” or “I don’t feel like going to church.” Children operate on the basis of feeling, but adults operate on the basis of will. They act because it is right, no matter how they feel. This explains why immature Christians easily fall into temptation: they let their feelings make the decisions. The more we exercise our will in saying a decisive no to temptation, the more God will take control of our lives.

Temptation, like Satan himself, is very subtle. Dietrich Bonhoeffer graphically depicts how this happens in the life of a believer:

In our members there is a slumbering inclination towards desire which is both sudden and fierce. With irresistible power desire seizes mastery over the flesh. All at once a secret, smouldering fire is kindled. The flesh burns and is in flames. It makes no difference whether it is sexual desire, or ambition, or vanity, or desire for revenge, or love of fame and power, or greed for money, or, finally, that strange desire for the beauty of the world, of nature. Joy in God is in course of being extinguished in us and we seek all our joy in the creature. At this moment God is quite unreal to us, he loses all reality, and only desire for the creature is real; the only reality is the devil. Satan does not here fill us with hatred of God, but with forgetfulness of God.


Rarely does Satan hit us with a frontal attack. Obvious temptations to commit blatant sins can be easily resisted. No, Satan prefers hitting us from our blind side, sneaking up from behind, and ambushing us before we know we are under attack.

Undertaking the Defeat of Temptation


Now that we understand the development of temptation, we can undertake the defeat of temptation. A number of steps can be taken in this process.


First, realize your pattern of temptation and be prepared for it. While it is true that Satan uses the pattern outlined above, we should also recognize that each of us has a unique sin nature, even as we have a unique personality. Certain sins are more alluring to us than others. Some people may work at a bank handling thousands of dollars that is not theirs, and they never for a moment think of taking any of it, while others seemingly cannot help themselves from taking what does not belong to them.


We need to understand our own tendencies. If we are prone to gossip, we may need to avoid certain people who seem to bring out of us negative comments about others. If lust overwhelms us, we need to stay away from movies, television programs, magazines, or websites that cater to those desires. An ounce of moral prevention can be worth much more than a pound of cure!

Second, refuse to be intimidated. When it comes to sin, no Christian can honestly say, “I can’t help it!” Oh yes, you can! The Holy Spirit lives within you, and as 1 John 4:4 promises, “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” Earlier in that same book we read in 1 John 2:1, “My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin.” This does not mean that the Christian will live without ever sinning, as the very next verse states, “But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.” But we should never use the age-old excuse, “I couldn’t help it—I’m only human!” May God deliver us from excuses!

Third, resist the devil. James 4:7 says, “Resist the Devil and he will flee from you.” Don’t passively resign ourselves to his attacks; fight back! The New Testament often describes the Christian life as a spiritual battle against evil forces, using war terms such as fight, conquer, strive, and overcome. Christians are often compared to soldiers serving in enemy territory. And we are guaranteed victory if we stand our ground!

Fourth, recognize the escape route. God promises in 1 Corinthians 10:13, 

No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it. 

Every public building has a lighted “EXIT” sign that remains illuminated even if the power goes out, showing the way out in case of emergency. In the same way, God always provides an escape route when we are tempted to sin, often through our last step in this process.

Finally, refocus your attention on something else. This is the principle of replacement. It is not enough to resist the evil; we must replace it with something good. Paul writes in Titus 2:11-12, “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.”

The same “amazing grace that saved a wretch like me” also gives us the power to defeat temptation. This is the original “Just Say No” campaign! Yet notice that Paul does not stop with “Just Say No” (for which many criticized the anti-drug abuse campaign of the 1980s’). The Christian is to say “no” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and is to say “yes” to living a self-controlled, upright, and godly life. 


Paul emphasizes the principle of replacement in Ephesians 4:25-32,

Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and [instead] speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body…. He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but [instead] must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need. Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but [instead] only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen…. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice [but instead] be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.


Where I inserted the word “instead” shows the replacement of bad with good. We should see that every temptation is an opportunity to do good. On the path to spiritual maturity, even temptation becomes a stepping-stone rather than a stumbling block when you realize that it is just as much an occasion to do the right thing as it is to do the wrong thing. Temptation simply provides the choice. While temptation is Satan’s primary weapon to destroy you, God wants to use it to develop you. Every time you choose to do good instead of sin, you are growing in the character of Christ.
 Every temptation is an opportunity for us to draw nearer to God.

Bishop Taylor Smith, who was chaplain-general to the British army, was very blunt with men who gave the impression that when it came to temptation and their response to it they could not help being like the flotsam and jetsam carried hither and thither by the tide. “If you go to Portsmouth,” he said, “you will see ships going East and ships going West, and only one wind driving both. When men say to me, they cannot help themselves falling, I reply:

 

One ship drives East, one ship drives West

By the self-same wind that blows;

It’s the set of the sails, and not the gales,

Which determines the way it goes.


There is no excuse for a Christian constantly living in sin! We can be triumphant over temptation. It takes determination and direction—it will not happen automatically or even easily—but it can be done. 


Ultimately it is a matter of the will. Which means, the choice is ours. 
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