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How to Deal With Tough Times:

Handling Temptation
A Study of James 1:13-18
Characteristic of Completeness:  Self Control
Big Idea:  In trials, God tests and Satan tempts.
Related Scriptures:  Genesis 22:1; Hebrews 11:17; 1 Corinthians 7:5;

Matthew 4:1; Genesis 3:1-13; James 5:19-20; Acts 5:5;


1 Corinthians 11:30; 1 Peter 1:3; 1 Corinthians 10:13

Introduction:

A.
 Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German pastor and an opponent of the Nazis during World War II.  He was also a noted author, and he writes of something experienced by every person in this room.  He  says,
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 . . . Joy in god is . . . 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 fill us with hatred of God, but with forgetfulness of God. . . .  The lust thus aroused envelops the mind and will of man in deepest darkness.   The powers of clear discrimination and of decision are taken from us (Bonhoeffer, Temptation, quoted by Swindoll, The Tale of the Tardy Oxcart, 566).

That’s Bonhoeffer’s description of temptation.  We all face temptation week in and week out.
B.
 How can we handle temptation?  How can we resist the urge to do what we know is wrong?  How can we experience victory instead of defeat?

Last week, we began to study our way through the book of James.  We come today to a text that deals specifically with handling temptation.  The text is  James 1:13-18.  And we’re going to be talking about self control in the face of temptation.   Self control is our key characteristic of completeness this morning.
I.
The  first verse of our text, James 1:13, says,
NAU James 1:13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone.
On the face of it, this verse does not appear to be too complicated.  The point is God doesn’t tempt anyone to sin.  But, if we consider the context of this verse, some very important questions arise.

For example, last week, we learned that the first 12 verses of James have to do with trials and testing.  Specifically, we learned about a process that God uses to make us complete in Christ.  God  uses our faith plus our trials to produce endurance in us.  And our  endurance in the face of trials produces completeness.  It’s the God-ordained process whereby God actually uses trials to refine us, to mature us, to complete us.

In light of this context, what does temptation have to do with it?  Is there some connection, or is James just abruptly changing the subject?  What is the relationship between trials and temptation?  And why is it important to realize that God doesn’t tempt us?
Another thing raises questions.  The original Greek word for,  “tempt” in Verse 13 is pay-ROD-zo.  It’s part of a word group that includes two other synonymous words derived from the same root:  pay-ros-MOS and ek-pay-ROD-zo.  In the Bible, the verb form of the word group is variously translated as, “tempt,” “try,” or “test.”  The noun form is translated, “temptation,” “trial,” or “test.”

Here’s the kicker:  The word for “tempt” in Verse 13 is from the very same group as the word,  “trial” back in Verse 2.  So, how can God be in our trials, but not in our temptations?  If “trials” and “temptations” come from the exact same Greek word, how can God be in one and not the other?
Some of you are thinking, “There goes Bob; completely confusing a perfectly clear verse.”  Hey, it’s what we pastors are trained to do:  confuse the obvious.

Let me spend a few moments trying to unravel this mess I’ve gotten myself into.  In the unraveling, we’re going to uncover something that is crucial to understanding how to deal with temptation.

Let’s consider some ways the word group is used in the Bible.  This morning, I want to consider two of the primary ways the word group is used.  Each usage is distinguished by the person and the purpose behind the temptation, trial, or test.

A.
First, the word group is used to describe a process whereby  God tests people to complete them.  Sometimes, God is the subject doing the testing and His people are the objects of His testing.  God’s goal is to complete them, to make them more like Christ.
1.
For example, you may have heard of the biblical account of God testing Abraham by commanding Abraham to sacrifice his son, Isaac.  God is clearly identified as the One doing the testing in  Genesis 22:1.  It says,

NAU Genesis 22:1 Now it came about after these things, that God tested Abraham . . .
Looking back on the event from the New Testament,  Hebrews 11:17 says,

NAU Hebrews 11:17 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac . . .
The word, “tested” comes from our same word group.

2.
 James 1:2-3 provides another example of God testing or trying His people.  James 1:2-3 says,

NAU James 1:2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance.

Here, the word, “trials” comes from our word group.  The implication is that God is in such trials and that they are good.  They produce endurance.
3.
Whenever God is the agent of testing, the purpose of the testing is positive.  It’s good.  God tests His people for the purpose of refining and revealing the character of Christ in us.  God uses trials to bring us to completeness, or to demonstrate our completeness to the on-looking world.
4.
Because God’s tests are always good, whenever the Bible speaks of God doing the testing, our word group is normally translated, “test,” or “trial,” not “temptation.”

B.
In  stark contrast, the very same word group is also used to describe a process whereby  Satan tempts people to destroy them.  Here, Satan is the subject doing the tempting; people are the objects being tempted.

1.
Satan’s purpose is always bad; he wants to entice people to sin.  He wants to entrap people.  Whereas God wants to complete us, Satan wants to destroy us.
2.
Because Satan’s purposes are always bad, whenever the Bible speaks of Satan doing the testing, our word group is normally translated, “tempt,” or “temptation.”

3.
For example, Satan would like to destroy families through adultery.  That’s why  1 Corinthians 7:5 warns married couples to satisfy each other physically, saying,
NAU 1 Corinthians 7:5 Stop depriving one another . . . so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.
(This is my life verse! ()  The word, “tempt” comes from our word group.  In fact, it’s the very same word Hebrews 11:17 uses to describe God testing Abraham.  The difference in meaning stems from the person and purpose behind the word.

4.
 James 1:13 of our text is another example in which Satan is in view.
NAU James 1:13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone.

The words, “tempted” and “tempt” are from the very same word group.  In fact, James 1:13 says that God Himself does not pay-ROD-zo anyone.  But Hebrews 11:17 says that God did indeed pay-ROD-zo Abraham.  What gives?  The same word is used with different persons and purposes in mind.  God tests Abraham for the positive purpose of refining and revealing his faith.  But, God never tempts anyone as an enticement to sin; that’s what Satan does.

C.
Well,  what do God’s trials have to do with Satan’s temptations in our text?  Why does the same word have opposing meanings like two sides of a coin?  Why does James seem to talk about tests and temptations in the very same breath?  Here’s the important reason:  In any given trial faced by the believer, God tests and Satan tempts.  The very same trial in your life that is used by God as a test will usually be used by Satan as a temptation.  On any given occasion, God may be trying to accomplish one thing, while Satan is simultaneously trying to accomplish just the opposite.  In fact, that’s the big idea of my message this morning:   In trials, God tests and Satan tempts.

So, it is quite logical for James to tell us in one breath to look for God’s lesson on the one hand and to watch for Satan’s temptation on the other because they generally happen at the same time.  That’s the way it usually works.

1.
Let me give you an example.  At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry on earth,  Matthew 4:1 records,

NAU Matthew 4:1 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.
Who is doing the leading here?  God is leading in the person of the Holy Spirit.

Why is the Spirit leading Jesus into the wilderness?  God is testing, and He’s doing it for a positive purpose.  In this case, it’s not to make Jesus more complete, as if He is somehow deficient.  This test is to reveal and authenticate Christ’s character that is already complete.  
What is the devil doing at the very same time?  He’s tempting Jesus to fall.  Satan is enticing Jesus to sin.

2.
 Let’s bring this idea closer to home.  Let’s suppose you contract an illness.  Could this be a test from God?  Yes, it could.  God may want to purify your motives, or to depend on Him more, or to focus more on heaven and less on earth.

Could Satan also be at work in your illness?  Yes, he could.  Satan might be tempting you to despair, anger, or bitterness.  Or he might be inviting you to turn away from God.

What God intends for good, Satan tries to use for evil.

3.
Let’s suppose you have lost your job.  Could this be a test from God?  Yes, it could.  Maybe God has something better for you.  Maybe He wants to weed out some materialism that has crept into your life.  Maybe He wants you to be a little less self-reliant.

At the same time, Satan may be at work, tempting you to curse God for your misfortune.  What God intends for good, Satan tries to use for evil.

4.
The conflicting and simultaneous purposes of God and Satan shed important light on  Verse 13 of our text.  In the midst of hardships, we should pray with our eyes open—one eye on the test, the other on the temptation.  We keep one eye on the test, praying to learn whatever needful lesson or character refinement God may have for us.  And we keep one eye on the temptation, praying to avoid or to be protected from whatever lie or deception Satan may be using to trip us up.  Focusing on one and not the other is dangerous.

a.
For example, failure to keep a prayerful eye on Satan’s temptation in the midst of hardship can spell trouble.  Let’s say you’re struggling with a chronic illness or disability.  If you forget about the possibility that Satan could be working on you in the midst of your hardship, I think you will be more open to discouragement, depression, even bitterness toward God.  You might begin to believe the lie that God is not really good to you, that He doesn’t care, or that He’s punishing you.

Once you recognize that’s exactly the kind of thinking Satan would promote, it dawns on you, “Hey, I’m being duped here.”  Then, you can more easily pray against deception, and replace those lies with the truth that God works all things for the good of His children, He does care for you, and there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ.

b.
It works the other way, too.  Forgetting to focus on God’s test in the midst of hardships can lead us to demonize everything and to miss the lesson God may have for us.

Let’s say you’re struggling in some relationship.  Maybe you’re struggling with your spouse or your children or with a colleague or friend.  Say you feel victimized by something they have done or are doing to you and it’s created a real hardship for you.

If you chalk this up to nothing more than evil being foisted upon you, you may miss what God wants to teach you.  Keeping one eye on God’s test views hardship as teacher, not torture.  What does God want to build into you?  What does God want to refine out of you?

In the midst of hardship, God tests and Satan tempts.  So, pray with your eyes open—one eye on the test, the other on the temptation.

II.
In  Verses 14 and 15 of our text, James reveals the method by which Satan tries to destroy us.  He explains the process of temptation.  He says,
NAU James 1:14 But each one is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his own lust. 15 Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death.

We could use the idea of a fish in relation to a baited hook as a word picture for temptation.

A.
The process  begins with desire.  Our text calls it  lust.  The original Greek word is e-pi-thu-ME-ah.  The word by itself is morally neutral; it is neither good nor bad.  How it is used determines whether it’s good or bad.  For example, the apostle Paul uses the term in 1 Thessalonians 2:17, when he says,
NAU 1 Thessalonians 2:17 we . . . were all the more eager with great desire to see your face.

There, our word, e-pi-thu-ME-ah, is translated, “desire,” and it’s a good thing.  Here in our text, however, the word is translated, “lust,” which makes it sound like a bad thing.  The New International Version makes it sound bad, too, saying it’s an “evil desire,” although there is no word for “evil” in the original Greek text; the translators just inserted “evil” as their own interpretation of what kind of desire it is.  I favor the word, “desire” without any negative modifiers or connotation because, as we’ll see in a moment, the desire of which James speaks doesn’t seem to become a sin until a certain condition is met.
In our fish example, the desire would be the hunger of the fish.  Hunger is not bad; it signals a legitimate need for food.

B.
The desire  leads to temptation.  James says we’re tempted when we are “carried away” or “enticed” by our desire.  In Greek, these two terms are common fishing terms.  To entice literally means, “to lure by the use of bait” (BDAG).  To carry away means to be drawn to something after some initial reluctance (BDAG).  Clearly, some kind of illegitimate bait is in view.  The temptation is to satisfy a legitimate need in an illegitimate way.
In our fish example, an unseen fisherman is trying to exploit the hunger of the fish by offering deceptive bait with a hook.  The fisherman is trying to fool the fish into thinking that the worm on the hook is a legitimate way to satisfy the fish’s hunger.  But it’s not legitimate at all; it’s a deception.  The fish is tempted when it is attracted to the bait.
Satan is the fisherman; we are the fish.  Satan tempts us with a baited hook.  It’s disguised as a short-cut to completion.  It’s presented as a way to satisfy our desire.  What does this look like in real life?

1.
We can go back all the way back to the Garden of Eden.  Adam and Eve had a desire to be fulfilled.  We all feel it.  It’s not bad; it’s a legitimate desire. God introduced a test by forbidding them to eat the fruit of a certain tree.  The forbidden fruit was attractive.  God was trying to build into them a sustained and growing dependence on Him as the way to be fulfilled.  Learning to trust in God is His way to satisfy our deepest longings.
But in the midst of the test, Satan brought temptation.  His fundamental strategy was to deceive Adam and Eve into believing that God was holding out on them, that God was actually keeping them from being fulfilled by His rule against eating the fruit.  Satan presented the forbidden fruit as the way to fulfill their desires.  The bait looked so good.  The bait was so easy.  And they were so tempted.
2.
Here’s another example.  Think of the trial faced by a single woman.  She’s a believer in Jesus.  And she has a strong desire to be loved and accepted.  We all have that desire; it’s a legitimate desire.  God is testing her, inviting her to trust Him fully as the source of love and acceptance.  And in His word, God has warned her not to marry an unbelieving man.  It’s a trial.  And it’s hard.
Satan is there, too, whispering things like, “You’ve got to have a man.”  “Time is running out.”  “You’re going to be an old maid.”  “You want to be alone for the rest of your life?”
Then comes the bait:  an unbelieving man.  He’s attractive and attentive and charming and available.  Satan says, “Here’s your ticket to love and acceptance.”  And she is sorely tempted.

3.
In countless other ways, Satan tempts us by offering an illegitimate way to satisfy a legitimate need in the midst of our trials.  Satan has a tackle box full of lures.

Pornography and extra-marital sex is an illegitimate way to satisfy our desire for intimacy.  It’s a deception; pornography will not bring intimacy.  But it’s tempting.
Vengeful retaliation is an illegitimate way to satisfy our desire for justice.  Getting even will not bring justice.  But it’s tempting.
4.
Satan even tempts us to take good things to excess.

For example, slavishly packing our children’s schedules with one sporting event after another can be an illegitimate way to satisfy our desire to be competent as parents or to succeed through our children.  Sports will not raise your kids or make you somebody.  But it’s tempting.
Obsessively striving to be successful at work can be an illegitimate way to satisfy our desire to be significant.  Being a workaholic will not satisfy in the end.  But it’s tempting.
C.
Then temptation  leads to sin.  James explains, “then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin.”  The word, “conceived” literally means to catch.  Carrying through with our fish example, it would be perfectly legitimate to say, “when desire has been caught, it’s sin.”  I don’t mean caught in the sense that we’re found out; I mean caught in the sense that we’ve acted on the temptation and taken the bait.
This is significant because it indicates that neither desire nor temptation is sinful in themselves.  Temptation only leads to sin when we take the bait.  Sin occurs when we act on our temptation and pursue the illegitimate way to satisfy our legitimate need.
D.
Finally, sin  leads to death.  What does this mean?  Let’s consider the alternatives.
1.
It cannot mean spiritual death which culminates in going to hell.  This is not a possibility for the people to whom James writes because they are believers in Jesus Christ; they have eternal life.  We will see that Verse 18 of our text actually provides assurance of this fact.
2.
The only other time James uses the term, “death” suggests that he’s using it in a physical sense, not a spiritual one.  In  James 5:19-20, he says,

NAU James 5:19 My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back, 20 let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death . . .
Notice that the one who strays into sin is a brother; he’s a believer.  When another brother turns the straying brother from his sin, the straying brother’s life is saved.  Here the word, “soul” can simply mean earthly life (BDAG).
This raises the question:  How might sin kill a believer?  The believer who abuses alcohol may die in a car accident or of liver disease.  The believer who is gluttonous may die of a heart attack.  The believer who abuses drugs may die of an overdose.  The believer who constantly worries may shorten his life from the corrosive physical effects of anxiety.  The believer who is promiscuous may die of AIDS.  Moreover, the Bible records some instances where God takes believers home as a result of their sin (Acts 5:5; 1 Corinthians 11:30).  In all of these cases, the believers who die are still going to heaven; they’re just going sooner rather than later as a result of their sin.
In our text, James is referring to physical death as the logical and ultimate result of our sin.  If we continue to sin, we’re going to die sooner rather than later.
3.
In the fish example, if we keep on taking the bait, sooner or later, we’re going to end up in a frying pan.  Sometimes we might snatch the worm off the hook.  Sometimes we might get hooked but wriggle free.  Sometimes we might get caught and released.  But, if we keep it up, sooner or later, we’re going to get hooked and cooked.
4.
I believe there’s a relational dimension to death as well.  Our persistent, unrepentant sin robs us of experiencing relational intimacy with God more fully.  For believers, an unexamined, unrighteous, unrepentant lifestyle can be death-like in the sense that we do not enjoy close fellowship with God.
III.
 The bait Satan offers is intended to be a very attractive alternative to what God wants for us.  James tells us not to be fooled.  Despite the attractiveness of the bait, God’s way is always the best for us.  In Verses  16 and 17, James says,
NAU James 1:16 Do not be deceived, my beloved brethren. 17 Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow.
Here, we’re told some things we need to remember about our heavenly Father in the midst of trials and their accompanying temptations.

A.
First, our Father is the Creator of the universe.  The term  Father of lights is a probable reference to God as the Creator of the “lights” in the sky:  the sun, the stars, the moon.  If God is the Creator of the universe, is He big enough to sustain us in our trials?  Is He powerful enough to protect us?  Does He really know about what we’re going through?  Yes.  He’s the Father of lights.
B.
Also our Father is unchanging.  In Him,  “there is no variation or shifting shadow.”  So, does He still care?  Yes, He does.  Do the guidelines of the Bible still apply?  Yes, they do.  Is He always, always good even when I can’t see it in the midst of my trials?  Yes, He is.  Will He satisfy our deepest longings in heaven, even though we are never completely satisfied on earth?  Yes, He will.  His promises stand.
C.
And our Father is the Giver of  every good thing and every perfect gift.  So, we have every reason to embrace our trials as God’s perfect gift of refinement.  And in the midst of them, we have absolutely no legitimate reason for taking Satan’s bait.
IV.
James  concludes our text by giving the supreme example of a perfect gift.  It’s the gift of eternal life.  In  Verse 18, he says,
NAU James 1:18 In the exercise of His will He brought us forth by the word of truth, so that we would be a kind of first fruits among His creatures.
A.
In the phrase,  “brought us forth” there is the language of new birth.  It speaks of our being born again as a free gift received through faith alone in Christ alone.  First  Peter 1:3 says,
NAU 1 Peter 1:3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His great mercy has caused us to be born again [or brought forth] to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead,

B.
James recalls for us how God revealed this eternal life to us.  God shows us by the  “word of truth.”   Ephesians 1:13 explains,
NAU Ephesians 1:13 In Him, you also, after listening to the message [or word] of truth, the gospel of your salvation—having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise,

C.
In describing himself and his readers as,  “a kind of first fruits,” James is simply saying that they are among the first converts of many God will save by His love and grace.  In  Romans 16:5 the term, “first fruits” is used in precisely that way.
D.
So,  in the midst of your trials, who are you going to trust?  Are you going to trust the One who created you, the One who loved you so much that He died for you, the One who gave you eternal life, the One who always has your best interest in mind, the One who is working through trials to complete you, to make you more like Christ?  Are you going to trust Him?
Or are you going to trust the one who offers a plastic worm with a hook in it, the one who intends to drag you off to your destruction?

In the midst of trials, God tests and Satan tempts.

Concluding Example:

 Let me tell you how all this has played out in my life recently.  In the past couple of weeks, I’ve been extraordinarily busy.  Normally, I like being busy.  But recently it’s been more like a trial than usual.  I’ve been busy with stuff that I think is very important.  So, I feel that the pressure’s on.  To be honest, I’ve felt a little panicky at times.  I always get up early in the morning, but recently I’ve been staying up late, too.
The big idea of my message last week was, “Trials are our teacher, not our torture.”  So, I’ve been looking for the lesson.  I’ve been asking God, “What do you want me to learn in all this?  What are you trying to build into me?  What are you trying to weed out?”
The problem is I’ve been oblivious to the reality that Satan was tempting me at the same time.  And he caught me off guard.

In retrospect, I can see that, in the midst of my trials, God has been trying to teach me, saying, “Bob, you are self-obsessed; I’m your God, not your agenda.  I’m going to let your agenda work you over to make this clear.  I love you too much to let you go on like this.”
At the same time, it is equally clear that Satan has been tempting me, and I have taken the bait.  Satan has been saying, “Bob, your agenda is the most important thing.  In order for you to feel good about yourself, you need to get through your to-do list whatever it takes.”  The idea was so tempting that I took it, hook, line, and sinker.  
For the past couple of weeks I’ve felt like a slalom ski racer going as fast as I can, pressing toward the end of my to-do list, slapping aside the gates as I pass them.  Only some of the gates are people.  Like my daughter.  And my wife.
About ten days ago, my daughter, who is a fourth-grade school teacher, called me up, asking for some advice in producing some computer images that she wanted to transfer onto some t-shirts for her students.  Long story short, I was trying to give her advice over the phone, and her computer just wouldn’t do what I thought it should do.  So, she had to come over to our house to print off the images.  While she was at the house, I just wouldn’t let my irritation go.  I said, “There is no reason why this shouldn’t have worked on your computer.”  The statement could have been rightly translated, “How dare you jeopardize my agenda and waste my time by your incompetence.”
And throughout the last two weeks, I’ve been in a focused trance.  My wife, Cathy, asked me to do take out the trash, which she shouldn’t have to do; it’s my job.  And I reluctantly complied.  But I was so distracted by my agenda that I only took out half the cans in the house and forgot to put in the liners.  The whole two weeks was like this, and I could sense that I was neglecting Cathy, and that she was pulling away from me, but I figured I’d take care of her later.  After I got my stuff done.  Then she asked me to go to a conference on Friday and Saturday.  I reluctantly agreed, thinking that if I don’t go to this I’m really going to be in the doghouse.
So I’m sitting at the conference yesterday.  And the speaker says something like, “Sin can be viewed as self-obsession.  It shows up most in relationships.  This self-obsession establishes my agenda and how I experience life as the top priority.”
I here this, and I am broken.  And I confess and seek forgiveness.  And I repent.
The bad news is that I yielded to temptation.  I was fooled.  The good news is that God redeemed my failure.  I finally got the lesson that I think He intended for me.  I’m going to need more tests because this self-obsession thing in me is awful.  But for now, I can get back up a forgiven man with a renewed resolve to remember that in trials, God tests and Satan tempts.
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