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5] INTRODUCTION

A loss can be a blessing in disguise. There is an ancient Chinese story that illustrates such
reverse of fortune. Old Mr. Sai was a farmer. One day, his horse ran away. Everyone in the
village felt sorry for him. Mr. Sai responded: “How do you know if it will not lead to a good
outcome?” Several months later, the horse returned home. It brought along a few fine wild-
horses. Neighbors congratulated the old man. But he said: “How can you tell if it may not
bring me troubles down the road?” Later on, the old man’s son tried out one of the new
horses. Unfortunately, he fell and broke his leg. People showed sympathy to the family. Mr.
Sai reacted: ““You never know? The accident may end in a good result.” Soon afterward, a
war broke out. All the young men were drafted to war and some died. Mr. Sai’s son was
waived of the duty because of his injury. The moral of the story is not to draw a conclusion
too soon. How we interpret an incident depends on our perspective. Moreover, the same
event can lead to a positive or negative consequence. Our response will affect the result.
James brings up that intrigue in this chapter. Last week we talked about trials. God uses some
tests to examine our faith. Today, we will discuss temptations. Trial and temptation are the
same Greek word. The same test can be a trial or a temptation depending on our reaction.
The readers of this letter were facing religious persecution. They could yield to the pressure
and deny Jesus. They could also yield to God and overcome hardship with His wisdom. God
intends to build our faith up, while Satan wants to break us down. Whichever side we choose
will lead to different effects.

EXPLANATION

1. SEEZILT Sin Gives Birth to Death (v. 13-15)

James presents his arguments by contrasting two kinds of birth. First, he tells us that sin
gives birth to death. He states outright that God is never the source of temptation. God is
holy and righteous. He will never sin nor will He entice us to sin. If God is not the culprit,
then who should be held accountable? Satan is the ultimate enemy of God and His people.
His goal is to steer us away from God. However, James does not mention the devil in this
passage. He puts the responsibility on us. James says our desire triggers the chain reaction
from considering sin to committing sin. Just like trial and temptation, the Greek word for
desire can have positive and negative meanings. On the bright side, “desire” can refer to a
zeal or an ambition. For example, some people have a strong desire for their hobbies or to
help needy people. In this context, James is talking about the dark side of our desires. For
example, some people crave after money, pride and gossip. If we let any evil desire run its
course, it will lead to sin. The final outcome of sin is death. James uses pregnancy as an
illustration for the progression of sinning. There is a starting point, development and result. A
similar analogy I can think of is seed germination. Seeds require soil and water to sprout.
You planted some trees in your yard. Other trees popped up randomly from seeds dropped



from the trees. You will pull seedlings by their roots if they are in the wrong spots.
Otherwise, given time, seedlings will grow into trees. The bigger the trees, the more effort it
will take to cut them down. Sin is similar to wild trees. We need to get rid of temptations
from their sources, otherwise more drastic actions will be needed to remove sins. What sows
temptation in your heart? Someone said it wisely: you will become the friends you associate
with. Those who use social media have to read posts with discernment. Or else before long,
you will adopt those value systems. You need to set your foundation firmly on God’s Word
first. Then you can evaluate different opinions based on God’s truth. Paul says in 2 Timothy
2:22 — So flee youthful passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along

with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart. Here “passions” is the same Greek word
for desire in James 1. Paul encourages us to run away from fleshy desires and run to godly
friends. They will motivate you to grow in God’s virtues. One of Satan’s schemes is to divide
and conquer. We can easily fall to temptation when we are alone and are away from a faith
community. But we can be stronger when we gather with fellow believers like burning a
bigger fire by stacking wood. James says the outcome of sin is death. There can be different
degrees of death. Unsaved sinners will forever be separated from God. That is an eternal
death. While still living in the world, some people can be so indulged in sins that their
conscience becomes dead. They may justify their acts by claiming that everyone is doing the
same things. They may listen to the lies that they were born with some sinful genes or they
grew up in a bad environment. Remember James was writing to Christians. Jesus has saved
them and they will not be condemned forever in their sins. However, they will fall to sins
repeatedly in this life. God does not put us on an island after He saved us. Rather, He keeps
us in the fallen world to witness for Him. Satan will continue to lure us with temptations. If
you are a follower of Jesus, you can never be sinless. But by God’s grace you can sin less. In
Christ, we can choose our reaction to temptations. Satan tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden.
God told Adam upfront not to eat the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
Violation will lead to death. Then Satan lied to Eve in Genesis 3:4-5 — 4 ... “You will not
surely die. 5 For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will
be like God, knowing good and evil.” Let us analyze Satan’s evil tactics here. Lie number 1:
He said they would not surely die. The idea is that it may happen to others except you. For
example, some people fall to gambling due to greed. They think that others may become
addicted. But they are confident that they can quit any time they want. Lie number 2: Satan
said eating the fruit would actually bring a favorable result. We may think that telling good
from evil is a right thing. The problem has to do with the notion “you will be like God.”
Satan meant: “Why listen to God when you are your own boss?”” We reason that something is
good if it can bring us benefits. Many people lose everything from gambling. But what if by
chance I hit the jackpot? Besides, gambling generates a lot of scholarship funds. Is it not a
good thing? Adam and Eve bought into Satan’s lies. Sin thus entered into the world. In
comparison, Jesus used God’s Word to fend off Satan’s temptations. The devil tempted the
Lord three times in Matthew 4. First, he asked Jesus to turn stones into bread. Second, he
asked Jesus to jump off the roof of the temple. Third, he promised Jesus glory and riches of
the world if the Lord bowed down to him. Jesus quoted the Bible on all three occasions and
said: “It is written” (verses 4, 7 and 10). We need to do the same thing when facing
temptations. We must do a fact-check with God’s Word. Some so-called experts make certain
claims. Your good friends give their recommendation based on personal experience. They



ask you to try this and buy that. But you need to find out what God says in the Bible. Will the
attempt draw you closer to God and pull you away from Him? God gives us freedom to make
decisions. It may not matter much whether you wear blue or red today or eat rice or pizza for
lunch. But other choices such as career, marriage and parenting have long-lasting impacts.
Some results will only gratify us but not glorify God. It makes a huge difference if we follow
God’s Word, Satan’s lies or our selfish desires.

2. tHEEAR A dn God Gives Birth to Life (v. 16-18)

Sin gives birth to death. It will bring chaos and destruction. Whereas, God gives birth to life.
The same Greek word translated as “brings forth” or brought forth™ appear in both verses 15
and 18 to show a stark contrast. Sin leads to death while faith in God leads to life. God only
gives us things that are bright and constructive. James calls God the Father of lights in verse
17. God shows no variation or shadow due to changes. Perhaps James gets an inspiration
from observing the night sky. The moon has different phases. There are new-moon, half-
moon and full-moon. Its shape and brightness vary depending on its position relative to the
sun and earth. Hence, the “shadow” on the moon will change with time. Here is a trick
question for you: what object will not produce any shadow? The answer is a light source. For
example, the sun does not have a shadow because it gives light in all directions. God is the
origin of all light. He will not create a shadow by shifting His positions. He always stays the
same. God is unlike earthly kings. A new leader has different preferences, and that will affect
his policies. In comparison, God’s truth is absolute and perfect. It does not need any revision.
God remains unchanged to the people in the past and in the future, and people in the east and
the west. He is the same yesterday, today and tomorrow. His nature and His will for us do not
change either. That is why He is trustworthy. God is the source of all our blessings. That
reinforces the notion that He will not use temptations to stumble us. God only wants the best
for us. Of all the good gifts that He gives us, salvation is on the top of the list. James says in
verse 18 that God gives birth to us in a new life through His Word. Faith begins from
accepting God’s truth. Paul says in Romans 10:17 — So faith comes from hearing, and
hearing through the word of Christ. “The word of Christ” is another way to say the Bible.
You became a believer because God’s Word entered into your heart. You accepted Jesus by
faith when the Holy Spirit convicted you as a sinner. Therefore, Paul stresses in the context
that messengers must go and share the gospel to others. People will not believe unless they
hear the good news. You accepted Jesus because someone told you about Him. Now the
baton is in your hand. You must pass the blessing to your friends and relatives and help them
become Jesus’ disciples. Going back to the book of James. The author describes our new life
in Christ as “a kind of firstfruits.” He borrows the idea from agriculture. Those who love to
plant crops in home garden look forward to the first harvest as summer is approaching.
Frstfruits indicate two things. First, the plants are healthily growing. Second, there will be
more crops to come. Similarly, we will keep bearing fruits for God when we are connected to
Him. We mentioned about leading people to Christ earlier. They become new fruits in God’s
garden. Besides, believers will produce fruits as they mature in their faith. The Bible calls
those virtues the fruit of the Holy Spirit. Character traits like love, joy and peace will become
more evident as we grow to be more like Jesus. One day those firstfruits will lead to a



bountiful harvest. We have been saved the moment we received Jesus into our hearts. That is
the starting point of our new life. God lives in us. The Holy Spirit helps us understand God’s
Word. He alerts us when temptations come. He convicts us when we fall to sin and He
nudges us to repent. Our spiritual life continues to mature in this cycle of struggles.
Sometimes we may not feel that God is that close to us. We feel ashamed to get near to God
when we sin. Other times our faith may be shaken under trials. Paul describes a longing in us
in Romans 8:23 — And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the
Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.
We are saved the moment we received Christ. Our eternal home has been secured. But
meanwhile, we will still be bombarded by trials and temptations. The Bible never guarantees
us that following Jesus is an easy road. The Lord promises us an abundant life. That does not
necessarily mean a rich, long and trouble-free life. We used to be in the devil’s team. We
were transferred into God’s family after we became believers. Do not be surprised that the
devil will step up his attack on you. That actually proves that you belong to God. In the past,
Satan fools us into believing that the world is a huge playground. He encourages us to grab
all the toys we want and enjoy life as if there were no end. Everything is about the here and
now. Once we joined God’s camp, we realize that the world is a battleground. Satan sees us
as enemies whether we like it or not. We can only win the spiritual warfare with spiritual
weapons. We must use Biblical principles to screen the information we receive. Then we can
discern the crafty tactics from Satan. We must guard our hearts with truth, lest we may fall to
the devil’s lies. We can only become victors and not victims by obeying our Commander-in-
chief. We follow Jesus’ guidance. We use the Bible as our strategic playbook. Trails and
temptations help us realize that the world is not our permanent home. Those struggles should
make us feel home-sick for heaven. The fight will come to an end when we see God in glory.
Temporary joy will become a complete satisfaction as we enter into heaven.

4% CONCLUSION

Trials and temptations may appear to be the same on the surface. Our response will affect the
result. Let me close with a powerful story I read. A man went to the Niagara Falls for sight-
seeing with his family. It was spring time. There were chunks of ice floating in the river.
Dead fish were embedded in some of the ice. That attracted many birds. They landed on the
ice and enjoyed a big feast. When it came to the brink of the fall, those birds would flap their
wings and escape. Then there was one bird that seemed to be so focused on eating that it kept
delaying to take flight. Finally, it opened its wing. It mounted up with great strength and
carried a block of ice with it. Its feet were actually frozen and glued to the ice! Unfortunately,
it could not bear the weight of the ice and it plunged into the water. The image illustrates the
power of temptation. It may give us an initial reward. Those who hooked onto it will suffer
from devastation, defeat and even death. James warns us not to be deceived. We must choose
God and choose life!
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