FAITH THAT TRANSFORMS

#4 Win Over Temptation
January 24th, 2010 – James 1:12-18
I want us to look at what God has to say about man’s oldest problem: temptation. It goes all the way back to Adam! Sometimes even when you know what’s right to do it’s difficult to say "No". Someone once said, I don’t struggle with temptation, I just yield to it!  Mark Antony was known as the "silver-throated orator of Rome." He was a brilliant statesman, magnificent in battle, courageous, and strong.  As far as personal qualities are concerned, he could have become a world ruler. He had a very vulnerable and fatal flaw of moral weakness. On one occasion his personal tutor declared: Oh, Marcus, oh colossal child! Able to conquer the world, but unable to resist temptation.
A mother told her son not to go swimming. When he came into the house his mother noticed that his hair and bathing suit were wet. Mom said, I told you not to go swimming. He defended himself: I couldn’t help it mom the water looked so good. Mom: But why did you take your bathing suit with you?  Boy: In case I was tempted.
Let’s read James 1:12-18: Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him.  When tempted, no one should say, "God is tempting me." For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.  Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.  Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers.  Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.  He chose to give us birth through the word of truth that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.
James gives us the process by which we can WIN OVER TEMPTATION! There is a prize, a reward, for enduring temptation. Those who endure temptation are blessed – in other words they are happy – and that they will receive the crown of life. This literally means "life itself".  Happiness comes from having a life that is under control. When you say no to temptation it produces happiness in your life. James gives us three thoughts on how to win: 
DON’T BE SURPRISED, EXPECT IT!
If we are going to successfully handle temptation, we must not be surprised by it. We must expect it. James says, "When tempted..." He did not say, "If tempted." He doesn’t say, “Should you be tempted.” He says, “When you’re tempted.” There is an old saying that goes Opportunity knocks once, but temptation beats on the door everyday. What a true statement, for we live our lives constantly surrounded by temptations. There is no place on earth that we are able to go and escape temptations.  Temptation will happen. What is temptation?
The Greek word for "temptation" in our Bible reading is the same word James used in verse 2 for "trials." The word

is peirasmos. It means to solicit, to seduce, to persuade to do evil.  Trials and temptations are very similar to each other. They both cause hurt and pain and struggle. However, trials are meant to be positive, they are meant to bring out our good points; God allows them so we can mature in the faith. Temptations are meant to be negative, they are meant to bring out our bad points; they come from Satan or those around us so we will fall into sin. Miss the mark!

Everyone is tempted – even Christians are tempted. You will never out grow it. You will never become so spiritual that you are never tempted. Throughout the Bible believers are tempted. Even Jesus was tempted!. We all have struggles. We all have weaknesses. 1 Corinthians 10:13a   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…he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it. Good verse to reflect on this week! That means that we are all in the same boat. 
Temptation is universal. If you meet someone who is never tempted by anything, there is one conclusion that you can draw about that person. He or she is dead. Only dead people aren’t tempted.  Temptation is inevitable. If temptation comes to every person, which it does, then it is inevitable that it will come to us. If you’re not being tempted right now, just hold on because it’s coming. Temptation is personal. We are all vulnerable in different ways. We have our pet sins. Some things that do not tempt you tempt me. And some things that do not tempt me may tempt you. And you can be sure that your temptations will be tailor made for your weaknesses. Temptations occur when we feel compelled to satisfy or fulfill our God given desires in an ungodly way.

For example you are going down the street and you find a purse with a great deal of money in it, there is also the person’s driver’s licenses in it and several credit cards. You pick up the purse and see the contents of the purse. This establishes a temptation. You could say well I found it therefore it is mine and keep the money or you can find the person it belongs to and return it. Now the temptation wasn’t a sin, but your actions after you found it would either be or not. The sin is when you give into that temptation.  Just because you are tempted don’t feel that you have failed God. Many Christians are intimidated by temptation. They think How could I have such a thought?
The normal Christian life is a life of conflict. There are opposing forces constantly trying to draw us in the opposite direction of the life that God wants us to live. There is a war raging against us. Even though we strive to follow Christ, there are powers that will always try to drag us down. Luther said, You can’t prevent the birds from flying over your head, but you can keep them from building a nest in your hair. As long as we live in this flesh and on this world we will face temptation. It’s not a sin to be tempted.  It’s a sin to give in to temptation. Don’t be surprised!
DON’T BE CONFUESED, UNDERSTAND IT!

If we are going to successfully handle temptation we must not be confused by it. We must understand it! James says, When tempted, no one should say, "God is tempting me." For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.. When temptation assails and you reach the point of yielding, we may look for a scapegoat. When no one else can be blamed we may even accuse God. No matter the circumstances, temptation is not from God.
We Love To Pass The Buck:  People love to blame someone else for their problems. When things go wrong we love to blame others for it. We blame the government, we blame the environment, we blame the church, we blame our upbringing, we blame neighbors, we blame our spouse, we blame our kids, we blame the devil, we blame God, blame . . . blame . . . blame! A four year old was caught by her mom standing in a chair eating cookies, after she had been told not to, here is how she explained it, Mom it’s not my fault, I just climbed up to smell them, and my tooth got caught.  In other words, Don't blame me! Will Rogers talking about American history said there were two great events that have changed the face of America. The first event was the passing of the buffalo. The second event was the passing of the buck. We love to blame others for our problems. We love to pass the buck.
The first time that God is blamed for a man’s problem is found all the way back in the book of Genesis chapter three? Adam disobeyed God. He ate from the tree that God told him not to eat from. After Adam disobeyed God – God came looking for Adam. When He found Adam – God asked Adam if he had eaten from the tree that He had told Adam not to eat from. Do you remember Adam’s response? The woman which You gave me – she gave me the fruit and I ate it. If you read the scripture closely you will see that Adam is blaming two people for his sin. First he blames Eve – obviously she was involved – she gave him the fruit - but he also blames God. Did you catch that? "You gave her to me" – it’s Your fault too! 
Robert Burns, the poet wrote: You know that You have  formed me with passions wild and strong; and listening to their witching voice has often led me wrong. He essentially blamed God for his misconduct, saying he behaved as he did because God made him that way.  James coins a word used just this once in the entire New Testament. He writes literally, “untempted” is God. God is untemptable. He is so holy that there is nothing in His nature to which evil can appeal. It is against His nature to tempt someone to do what is morally wrong. God could never take such action.   Don’t even remotely suggest that God has anything to do with our temptation.  If I’m going to deal with the temptations in my life – I have to realize that I am responsible for what I do with temptation when it comes my way.
Temptations Process: One way of not being confused by temptation is to realize that there is a process that takes place when temptations come. James shows us what the process is: but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.  Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death. Let’s take a brief look at the process. I call it the look, the lure, and the lie… 
First the LOOK:  James tells us that it is our own evil desire that begins this process. The desire to sin is already within us.  It’s an inside job. On first glance, you might think that sin is some sort of a magnet. But that is not true. The magnet is within you. It is our desire. Desires are extremely powerful. Not all desires are wrong. Many desires keep us alive and cause us to be healthy, well adjusted human beings. Even good desires, taken to excess, can cause us great harm. The desire for food, fun, work or relief from pain can turn into obsessions that control our lives. Legitimate desires when out of control can become a problem. Temptation is like steel in a magnet. There’s an inward and outward part. There’s an outward circumstance but there’s an inward desire. If it wasn’t for the inward desire we wouldn’t be tempted. It’s often the fulfillment of a legitimate desire in the wrong way at the wrong time. 
Then the LURE:  James tells us that because of our desire we are dragged away and enticed. He uses a couple of terms from the sports world. The word dragged away is a hunter’s term which literally means snared in a trap.    The word enticed is a fishing term that means to lure by bait. The purpose of bait is deception. If you bait your hook with a nice juicy worm, you have two purposes in mind. The first is to lure the fish. The second is to hide the hook. We are enticed by sin, in part, because we do not see the consequences. The fish does not see the hook. And neither do we but the hook is there. We are simply deceived into believing it is not. Consequences of sin are real. We are blinded to them by the strength of our desire. If we saw them clearly, we might make another choice.
C. S. Lewis wrote a book titled The Screwtape Letters. The book consists of 31 letters from a senior devil named Screwtape to his nephew, a junior devil named Wormwood. Screwtape gives advice on how to tempt a young man, whom he calls a “patient.” Here is Screwtape’s advice in letter 12:  My Dear Wormwood, Obviously you are making excellent progress. My only fear is lest in attempting to hurry the patient you awaken him to a sense of his real position. For you and I, who see that position as it really is, must never forget how totally different it ought to appear to him. We know that we have introduced a change of direction in his course which is already carrying him out of his orbit around the Enemy [i.e., Christ]; but he must be made to imagine that all the choices which have effected this change of course are trivial and revocable. He must not be allowed to suspect that he is now, however slowly, heading right away from the sun on a line which will carry him into the cold and dark of utmost space.  With incredible insight, Lewis shows how the devil is ever so cunning in tempting us to take his bait.
A businessman decided that it was time to lose weight. He took his new diet seriously, even changing his driving route to avoid his favorite bakery. One morning, however he arrived at work carrying a big gigantic coffee cake.     A  very special coffee cake he explained. He accidentally drove by the bakery that morning and there in the window was a host of warm goodies. He felt this was no accident so he prayed, Lord if you want me to have one of those delicious coffee cakes, let me find a parking place directly in front of the bakery. Sure enough the 8th time around the block, there it was! Because of our desire we are dragged away and enticed. What kind of bait does the devil use on you? He knows your hot button. He knows your weakness. He hides his hook in his bait and the bait appeals to our weakness. The crazy thing is that often we see the hook and we know it’s a temptation but we keep right on nibbling. We have heard people use phrases like, What harm could it do? or I’ll never get caught.? Don’t be fooled into thinking that they won’t make much difference - they will. The look and the lure finally lead to…
The LIE: James then says that desire after it has conceived gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death. The look and lure lead to disobedience and death. The Greek term for conceived literally means to take together. It’s the word for the beginning of the birth process. When our desire and temptation’s bait meet they produce a birth, and that birth is called sin. What starts in your mind eventually comes out in your life. It always begins in the imagination. People say, What’s the danger in a harmless fantasy? What you flirt with, you will fall for. That’s the whole purpose behind television advertising. They try to get you to imagine something. They know if they can get it in your imagination they’ve got you. If that didn’t work nobody would advertise. You think you haven’t done anything but you have. The Bible says what starts in your mind eventually comes out in your lifestyle. Desire leads to deception, deception leads to disobedience. Disobedience leads to death.  
Even though sin sometimes brings a temporary period of pleasure, it always leads to death although this is not immediately apparent. Losing the battle causes -- devastating results. Max Lucado wrote about this: Guilt creeps in on cat’s paws and steals whatever joy might have flickered in our eyes. Confidence is replaced by doubt, honesty is elbowed out by rationalization. Exit peace. Enter turmoil. Just as the pleasure of indulgence ceases, the hunger for relief begins. Our vision is shortsighted and our myopic life now has but one purpose – to find release for our guilt. Romans 6:23: But the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. We must not be misled about the ultimate result of sin because of God’s mercy. If we continue to sin and do not respond to God’s mercy we will lose the joy of our salvation much like David did.  We will die inside. Our spiritual life will die.  Don’t be confused!
DON’T BE DECEIVED, RESIST IT!
If we are going to successfully handle temptation we must not be deceived by it. We must resist it! Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers.  Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. Do you see what James does in this passage? He turns his attention away from the desire and the deception and he refocuses on "the Father of lights". The tense of the word, coming down indicates an unending succession of gifts. The key, of course, is seeing it for what it is. We need to see that it is not good no matter how it appears. Satan does not give good gifts. Only God gives good gifts. We must change what we are looking at. Look to Christ not the temptation! See the fullness of His blessings!
Abraham Lincoln once told of a farmer trying to teach his son how to plow a straight line. He told the boy to keep his eyes on some object at the other end of the field and plow straight for it. The boy started plowing and the farmer went about his chores. When he returned after several hours to check on the boy's progress, he was shocked to find instead of straight rows something that looked like a question mark. The boy had obeyed his father's instructions. He had fixed his eyes on something at the other side of the field -- a cow. Unfortunately, the cow had moved! Evidently, that father forgot to tell his son to look for a fixed object, one that wouldn't shift or move around. That's one mistake we don't have to make. The key to overcoming temptation is not to fight the temptation – but simply to refocus our thoughts on something better. Instead of looking at what is tempting you  we start thinking thoughts like: He gives us unlimited blessings. There is no deceit in Him. He is looking out for my good. He has my total welfare in mind. He is gracious. He is merciful. He is abundant in loving kindness. No - there is no shadow in Him. Jesus loves me. 
A survey taken by Discipleship Journal asked its readers what they had found the greatest assets in resisting temptation to be: prayer (84%), avoiding compromising situations (76%), Bible study (66%), and being accountable to someone else (52%). On the old TV show Hee Haw Doctor Campbell is confronted by a patient who says that he broke his arm in two places. His wise advice, Well then stay out of those two places. Don’t be surprised by temptation. Expect it! Don’t be confused by temptation. Understand it! It may seem desirable, but it leads to deception and disobedience, and eventually death. Think about the consequences. Don’t be deceived by temptation. Resist it!. When temptations come don’t think about how weak we are  think about the supply of grace that comes down from His hand. If God is for us who can be against us? That’s why we can win over temptation.  Amen! 
