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Nothing frustrates me quite as much as when something doesn’t work the way it’s supposed to work.  As part of my morning routine I typically turn on the TV in our bedroom to check the stock market before I head off to the gym for my morning workout.  The remote we use is programmed to turn on both the TV and the satellite box at the same time.  On this morning, as sometimes happens, only the TV turned on.  So I turned off the TV and tried again – same result.  I then tried to turn on the satellite box manually; that worked and finally I got a picture.  Then I used the remote to turn up the volume a little bit, which worked just fine.  But then I tried to change the channel so I could check the market, and nothing happened.  This was not making sense.  I tried changing the batteries in the remote.  In fact, I was pretty proud of myself for thinking of doing that.  It didn’t help.  The remote would change the volume, but it wouldn’t change the channels and it wouldn’t turn the satellite box on or off.  I tried using a different remote, the one we use for our downstairs TV.  Same problem.  This simply didn’t make any sense – how could the remote work for some functions but not others?   In case you’re wondering, to fix the problem I had to reboot the satellite, but this whole process took about an hour and it got my day off very much on the wrong foot.  I hate it when things don’t work the way they’re supposed to work.
Here’s another illustration – I had a taillight out in my car.  That’s a simple fix, right?  There are three bulbs back there – the brake light, the taillight and the turn signal.  I found the one of the three that was clearly burnt out, took it to the auto part store, had the owner of the store help me find the right replacement bulb, put the new bulb in … and it didn’t work.  So I replaced the other two bulbs, the ones that didn’t look burnt out.  That didn’t work.  So I went to the dealer.  The service manager was very kind.  He could have looked at me and said, “This guy is too dumb to change a light bulb; we can make some serious money off of him.”  But he didn’t.  He said, “For us to do this will cost $125 to diagnose the problem, plus labor and parts.  But I think I know your problem.  I think you need a slightly different bulb than what you’ve tried, and we have it in the parts department.”  And lo and behold, on my fourth try to change a light bulb, I finally got it right.  But I have to admit that it frustrated me to no end when the first three bulbs, the ones I was told should work, didn’t.  So let me ask you guys something – if you see me driving with a burnt out taillight, just don’t tell me.  I hate it when things don’t work they way they’re supposed to work.
We tell people that Jesus has changed our lives.  We tell folks that we are better people because of Jesus.  We tell people that our faith is a faith that works.  So when it doesn’t seem to work, when our faith doesn’t seem to make a difference, when our lives don’t seem to be any different from anyone else’s, people have a reason to be disillusioned with us and with our faith.  Last week, as we began our study in the book of James, we said that if our faith really works the way we say it works, we are going to handle the tough times in our life with dignity and grace and courage.  And this week we will learn from James that if our faith really works the way we say it works, we are going to respond to temptation with integrity and honesty and purity.  If our faith really works, it’s going to work when temptation knocks.
Let me show you our text for the morning, from James 1:

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 1:12-18)
Have you noticed that there are particular times when you are most vulnerable to temptation?  People who struggle with addictions of various kinds are particularly tuned in to this.  They are well aware that they are more vulnerable to indulge in addictive behavior when they’re tired or when they’re hungry or when they’re angry or when they’re hurt.  James is also well aware of this, which is why he transitions quite seamlessly from talking about trials in verse 12 to temptations in verse 13.  The time we are most vulnerable to temptation is when we’re facing a trial.  
By the way, let me remind you of a resource that I know many of you have at home that you might want to review on this whole matter of temptations.  Nine years ago our church participated in a nationwide spiritual growth campaign called 40 Days of Purpose, and during that campaign we each read through a copy of Pastor Rick Warren’s best-selling book called “The Purpose Driven Life.”  Do any of you remember that?  If you go home and pull that book off your bookshelf and look up Days 26 and 27 you’ll find two short chapters called “Growing Through Temptation” and “Defeating Temptation” that I think you’ll find tremendously helpful.  In those chapters Pastor Warren gives us a bit of an overview of the Bible’s teaching on temptation, and he offers some very practical suggestions for how to deal with and defeat temptation.  
And by way of preview, I want to let you know that we will be participating in another nationwide spiritual growth campaign in January that Pastor Warren calls 40 Days In The Word.  The goal of the series is to help us to love the Word, to learn the Word and to live the Word.  All of our groups will be going through the same material and watching the same DVD lessons, we’ll be memorizing verses together, and we will be learning together how to study the Bible in some depth on our own.  You’ll be hearing much more about that series later in the year.

Temptation Take Aim In Times Of Trial
Let’s get back to the text.  James ends the first section of chapter one and begins this second section of chapter one in verse 12 with these words: “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.”  And then James says this: “When tempted …” It almost seems like he’s changing the subject, doesn’t it?  But of course he’s not, because it’s in times of trial that we are most severely tempted.  Temptation takes aim most acutely in times of trial.  

Think about it – what are some of the ways we’re tempted when life is tough?  Some of us are tempted to medicate.  Life is hard, we’re hurt, and we don’t want to deal with it.  So we turn to medication.  For some it’s drugs, for some it’s food, for some it’s alcohol.  We know that it’s not going to solve our problems; we know that the trial is still going to be there when the medication wears off.  But it’s just so tempting; it’s seems like such an easy fix and a quick one.  And please don’t think I’m pointing fingers at anyone who’s in a recovery program of some kind, because the truth is that all of us do this.  We don’t all use drugs or alcohol, but in one way or another we’ve all used something to temporarily numb the pain and to escape the cold reality of our lives.  And we’ve all learned this lesson – ultimately, it only makes things worse.
Here’s something else we’re tempted to do when life is tough – we’re tempted to commiserate.  Instead of dealing with life’s hardships, we find an audience willing to listen to us whine.  After all, what good is it to go through hard times if no one else knows about it?  And frankly we Christians have turned whining into a spiritual art form.  It’s called “sharing prayer requests.”  Now it’s perfectly OK to ask people to pray for your hardship; we are called, after all, to bear one another’s burdens.  But sometimes we don’t really want anyone’s help or anyone’s prayers – we just want to complain.  We want to dump.  We want everyone to know just how unfair life is and how hard life is and how bad we feel.  And in the end it doesn’t help anyone a bit.
And here’s one more thing we’re tempted to do when life is tough – we’re tempted to allocate, to allocate blame.  If life is hard, then someone must have made it hard.  And if we can’t find anyone to blame – if we can’t blame our wife or our husband or our boss or the President or the Congress or the media – then by default we blame God.  We’re tempted to blame God and we’re tempted to doubt God – to doubt God’s goodness and to doubt God’s power and even to doubt God’s existence.  

Treat Temptation As Serious But Normal
So how do we deal with trials and temptations in healthy, productive ways?  How is our faith supposed to work when temptation knocks?  Here’s step one – treat temptation as serious but normal. 

Notice again how James begins his discussion of temptation, with the words “When tempted.”  James assumes that you and I are going to be tempted.  Temptation is normal.  Everybody is tempted, and frankly we’re tempted all the time.  And we can particularly expect to be tempted when we’re facing a time of trial, when in some way or another we’re under the gun.

Now let’s clarify something – being tempted isn’t a sin.  Guys, you’re working on your computer, it’s a Wednesday afternoon, and it occurs to you that the Giants are playing.  So you click over to the Sports Illustrated website to check out the score, and out of the corner of your eye you notice a picture – it’s a picture of a model in a bathing suit inviting you to check out the Sports Illustrated swimsuit site.  Now are you tempted to click on the picture?  Look, I realize you’re sitting next to your wife and you can’t say yes to that.  But here’s my point – the temptation isn’t a sin.  Some of us feel guilty just for feeling that temptation, but temptation isn’t sin.
And the reason we can say that with complete confidence is that the Bible is very clear that Jesus never sinned and yet was severely and frequently tempted.  Matthew 4:1 says this: “Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil.”  The tense of that verb “tempted” in the Greek communicates that Jesus was being continually tempted, that it was an ongoing experience.  And notice that Jesus’ temptation came at a time when he was following the leading of the Spirit of God.  You can be at a highpoint in your spiritual life, and you’re still going to be tempted.  It’s normal.  Expect it.  But the temptation isn’t sin.  It’s only when you give in to the temptation that you cross over into sin.  Hebrews 4 says this about Jesus: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet was without sin.” (Hebrews 4:16)  Think about what that verse is saying for a second.  Was Jesus tempted to lust?  Well, are you?  Then so was Jesus.  Was Jesus tempted to use bowling words?  I was tempted to use bowling words when my remote control wouldn’t work, so I think it’s safe to say Jesus, who was tempted in every way, just as we are, was tempted to do the same.  Do you remember who James, the author of this letter, was?  He was the brother of Jesus, born to Mary and Joseph.  He grew up with Jesus.  He knew that Jesus was tempted in every way, just as we are.  So in James 1:13 James begins his talk on temptation by simply saying, “When tempted.” Temptation is normal.
But it’s also serious business.  It’s not something to mess around with.  Here’s what else James says about temptation: “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.” (James 1:14-15)  Death is pretty serious, isn’t it?  James doesn’t say, “Be careful, because when you cross over from temptation to sin, it will make you sad for a little while.”  No, the consequence of sin is death.
Are any of you “Lord of the Rings” fans?  Do you remember the character Gollum?  Gollum’s original name was Smeagol; he was a hobbit, as the story goes.  But Smeagol the hobbit could not resist the temptation to possess the Ring.  The Ring was his “precious,” the Ring gave him power that he just had to have.  “Wants it, needs it, must have the precious,” is how Gollum puts it.  Gollum is about as ugly a character as you’ll ever see in a movie.  He’s ugly to look at, and over time his soul has become just as ugly.  And it’s a great picture of just what James is talking about – we’re tempted, we’re dragged away and enticed, our desire gives birth to sin, and sin gives birth to death.  J.R. Tolkien, the author of “The Lord of the Rings” uses Gollum to illustrate what happens to us when we repeatedly give in to temptation.  It’s serious business; it does serious damage to our hearts and our souls.  Temptation is normal, James says, but it’s also serious, and we need to take it seriously.
Take Ownership Of Temptation
Here’s step two in how our faith should work when temptation knocks – take ownership of temptation.  James says this: “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.” (James 1:13-14)  James knows that our knee-jerk reaction when we give in to temptation is to say, “It’s not my fault.  I couldn’t help it.”  Sometimes we blame our little brother or sister.  Adam blamed Eve.  Eve blamed the serpent.  
Do you remember the song a few years ago by Daniel Powter called “Bad Day”?  “Cause you had a bad day, you’re taking one down.  You sing a sad song just to turn it around.  You say you don’t know, you tell me don’t lie. You work on a smile and you go for a ride.”  It’s a catchy tune, but you have to admit the lyrics don’t make much sense.  But here’s my point – have you ever blamed your sin on the fact that you had a bad day?  We all have.  You come home and you’re mean to your wife and to your kids, you’re grumpy and whiny, and finally after you say something particularly hurtful your wife says, “What’s your problem?”  And what do you say?  “I had a bad day.”  As if that’s an excuse; as if it would be impossible for you to act in any other way, because after all – you had a bad day.  And when we use that excuse we’re essentially saying, “It’s God’s fault.  God brought these hard things into my life, so I can’t be blamed for being grouchy and hurtful.”

And James says, “Take some ownership.  Don’t blame this on God.  God doesn’t tempt anyone.  This one’s on you.  So man up and take some responsibility.”

Now I’m not saying that temptation is all our fault.  Temptation comes both from inside us and from outside us.  In fact, the Bible is quite clear that there is a supernatural power at work in our world tempting us to disobey God.  In 1 Thessalonians 3:5 the Bible refers to this supernatural being as “the tempter.”  This being is given the name Satan, which means “adversary.”  Here’s how Paul describes our struggle with the tempter in the book of Ephesians: “Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” (Ephesians 6:11-12)  And in addition to Satan, the Bible tells us that there is a system called “the world” that also brings temptation into our lives.  In a book called 1st John we read this: “Do not love the world or anything in the world … For everything in the world – the cravings of sinful man, the lust of the eyes, and the boasting of what he has and does – comes not from the Father but from the world.” (1 John 2:15-16)  And we all know what he’s talking about.  We see the values of the world on TV; we see it all over the internet; we see it pretty much everywhere we go.  And it’s tempting.  It’s tempting to believe that if we just buy this product, then we’ll be happy, if we could just look like that, then we’d be loved, if we could just get that drug, then we’d feel better.  
Trust That Temptation Can Be Tamed
So temptation is normal – everyone is tempted.  It’s not a sin to be tempted.  But it’s serious business, because temptation too often leads to sin, and sin always leads to death.  We need to take ownership of our temptation.  We need to understand that while there are forces outside us that bring temptation into our lives, God would never tempt us, and we need to acknowledge that no one – not even Satan – can make us give in to temptation.  Sin is our choice; it’s our responsibility.
But here is the good news.  Our faith really does work when temptation knocks.  The third step in this process is to trust that temptation can be tamed.  This is a battle that we are equipped to win.  We as followers of Jesus have everything we need to overcome temptation and to live with integrity and honesty and purity.

Here’s a great verse to memorize, from Paul’s first letter to the church at Corinth: “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.” (1 Corinthians 10:13)   Notice just how closely God is paying attention to your life.  Not only does God know when you’re tempted, he knows exactly how much you can handle.  And he makes us this promise – “I will always provide a way out for you.  There will always be an escape hatch.  You will always have the help you need.”
Let me show you one more verse to make sure we get this point, to make sure we understand that God promises to give us everything we need to tame temptation.  It’s from the pen of Peter and it says this: “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness …” (2 Peter 1:3)  What he’s saying is that God has given to we who follow Jesus supernatural power to enable us to live godly lives, to empower us to live authentically Christian lives.  
Let me close by being as practical as I can about this.  Let me suggest three things we can do to put our faith to work when temptation knocks.  I said earlier that when times get tough we are tempted to medicate, to commiserate and to allocate, to allocate blame.  Let me suggest three healthier and more productive ways to respond.  First, rather than medicate, a healthier way to handle temptation is to meditate.  Meditate on God’s promises.  Meditate on the fact that God promised he would always provide a way out.  Part of what it means to meditate is to visualize a truth.  So try visualizing a way out of the temptation.  The Bible tells us that the way we can live with purity and authenticity is by meditating on God’s word.  Listen to how the Psalmist says it: “How can a young man keep his way pure? By living according to your word … I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.” (Psalm 119:9, 11)  So instead of medicating, try meditating on God’s promises.

Second, instead of commiserating, try communicating.  Instead of complaining to your friends, communicate your need to your friend.  Tell your friend, “Hey, I am really struggling.  Things aren’t going well, and I am really tempted to do something that I know isn’t right and isn’t healthy for me.  Can you help me?”  Ask any of our folks who are in a recovery program of some kind and they will tell you how much they need other people to help them when they’re tempted to give in to their addictive behavior.  They call their sponsor, they dial up a partner and they say, “I need help.”  Instead of keeping their struggle to themselves, they communicate their need to a friend.  And I think most of us who have ever done this would agree that just the act of communicating our need, just getting the fact that we’re tempted out in the open, is often all it takes to help us tame the temptation.  Think about it.  Imagine you call a friend one afternoon and tell him about your temptation.  He talks you through it; he reminds you how destructive this will be; he tells you he’s there for you to do whatever you need.  The next day comes around and he asks you how it went.  Do you really want to look him in the eye and say, “Oh, yeah, I did it anyway.  I cheated on the test; I lied to my spouse; I took the drug.”  Once you’ve communicated your temptation to a friend and you know they’re going to hold you accountable, you will be powerfully motivated to tame your temptation.
Third, instead of allocating blame, try alternating options.  Here’s what I mean.  Don’t just tell yourself, “Don’t do this, don’t do this, don’t do this.”  That’s like saying, “Don’t think about pink elephants.”  If you keep saying that, that’s all you’ll be able to think about.  You need to think of alternatives to the temptation.  You need to think of other things you could do besides the destructive thing you’re tempted to do.  Remember, God promised that he would always provide a way out; he promised he would always provide an alternative.  So ask God to show it to you; ask him to help you find the alternative, the option, the way out.  He’ll do it.  He’s on your side.  And when you trust him to do it, you will discover that your faith works.  
One last thought – none of us, no matter how authentic a Christian life we live, will triumph over every temptation.  That, in large part, is why we’re here today, why we keep coming back, because we are very aware that we are sinners in need of grace.  And because of what Jesus did for us on the cross, God is able to offer us the grace we need.  Let’s never be ashamed to communicate to each other that we need help when we’re tempted, and let’s never be ashamed to communicate to God our need for his grace when we fall.
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