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 (During the Children’s Sermon a marshmallow was given to each child with the instructions that they 
could either eat it now or wait until after worship  and there would be an opportunity to get a second 
IF the first wasn’t eaten). 
 
 As you noticed during the children's sermon, I'm conducting an experiment this morning in 
delayed gratification. It's not original. The actual, scientifically engineered experiment was conducted 
at Stanford University a number of years ago. They used pre-schoolers in that experiment. The kids 
had to wait 15 minutes to get the second marshmallow. The experiment was designed to specifically 
investigate the power of temptation. Preschoolers were left alone with instructions that they could eat 
one marshmallow right away, or wait 15 minutes and get two marshmallows. 
 
 Some went for the immediate payoff; others held back, distracting themselves from the puffy 
white treat by singing, trying to sleep or covering their eyes. A decade later, researchers tracked 
down the children and, according to news reports, found that those who had waited for the second 
marshmallow were doing better in school and were more self-confident. 
 
 What this research scientifically demonstrates is the same thing that the book of James, 
written a couple thousand years ago, suggests in our scripture lesson for today: that there is great 
benefit in resisting temptation and often great consequences to yielding to it. DISCIPLINE – delayed 
gratification – is something worth developing in our children and in our own lives… Perhaps the 
biggest lesson children needed to learn in school and in their daily lives is how to stick with something 
– how to have discipline – how to NEVER give up – to NEVER GIVE IN - how to WAIT if waiting is 
called for. 
  
 James begins our passage today with a phrase that must not be overlooked. He says, “When 
you are tempted…” He didn’t say “If you are tempted…” or “If temptation comes your way…” He 
KNOWS that temptation will come to each and every one of us in some form or another on a fairly 
regular basis. So he says, “When you are tempted…” just assuming - KNOWING -  that temptations 
will come… Then his first statement about temptation -- it doesn’t come from God – period. It just 
doesn't. In fact, he goes even further and suggests that, even if you believe in Satan and the evil 
forces that are in opposition to God, THAT’S not where our temptations come from either. No one 
should ever be allowed to say, “The Devil made me do it.” Our temptations, he says, come from 
within ourselves as we encounter various allurements that happen to be around us. 
 
 I got one of those forwarded emails that we all get from one another this week. It was an 
interesting story that was trying to make a political point, but the story fits in today’s sermon topic. It 
seems that, for some reason, a man is telling another man how to catch wild pigs. The first man was 
from South America where they have wild pigs, so he knew… He said that the first thing you do is to 
put a pile of corn out in a clearing – and wait. Wild pigs will come along eventually and eat the corn. 
Do this for several days. Continue putting the corn in the same spot every day, but on about the fifth 
day put up a fence on one side of the clearing. The pigs will be wary at first but will still return to the 
corn – they can’t help it. The corn is too much to resist. Do the same every few days, gradually 
building an enclosure – the final one with a gate in it. On the last day, simply close the gate while the 
pigs are eating.  
 

James says that temptations come because we have inside of us a propensity to do what we 
know to be wrong. There is nothing wrong with having temptations – they are quite natural. But giving 
in to them makes us like the wild pigs – before long we simply can’t help yielding to those temptations 



even if it means we become captive to them… and that IS what happens. We get caught in the trap of 
sin. If we keep giving in we will find it easier and easier to partake - - then harder and harder to resist, 
ultimately even convincing ourselves that there is nothing wrong with what we are doing…  
 
 One of the greatest challenges of living the Christian life is trying to overcome temptations. It 
can be very discouraging at times. We have it tough. Temptation is all around us. It's not easy being 
us! On one hand, we know we are forgiven when we sin and we know that we WANT to do right and 
please God, but we encounter temptation and, before we know it, there we are again… 
 
 Thankfully, James gives us some advice regarding temptation. First, he says, we need to 
acknowledge where it comes from – not from God - not from the devil - it comes from our own internal 
desires and those desires are normal and natural so don't worry about that - everyone is tempted... 
But we have to understand how it works.   
 
 From the very first temptation and the first sin (back in the Garden of Eden), we see that the 
desire to blame someone else comes quickly to our minds. “The serpent made me do it!” says Eve. 
“Eve gave it to me. It’s not my fault,” says Adam… James says, “Look. Temptation doesn’t ever come 
from God. It doesn’t originate with Satan (although He may egg us on). It comes from YOU and ME 
and our desire for something we know isn’t supposed to be. So – if we want to overcome temptation 
we  mustn’t try to pass it off as being anything other than our own sinful nature coming to the 
surface… “God, I’m facing this temptation. I know you built me this way but I also know that the 
temptation itself is not coming from you…  God, I know that what comes from you is the power and 
strength to overcome it. Give me strength.” (I Corinthians 10:13). If you will pray a prayer something 
like that, God WILL give you strength to resist any temptation you face. 
 
 I’m always fascinated when someone commits some horrendous crime and is caught and the 
neighbors and family are interviewed. “Oh, Rusty never had a violent bone in his body. He was the 
most gentle person around. He couldn’t have done this…” But he did. 
 
 What happened? He was tempted. He allowed his baser nature to take over. He gave in to it. 
 
 James describes the progression: First, he says, a person is tempted in the natural course of 
things because we have needs and we have desires. To be tempted is quite natural. But then we 
entertain those temptations instead of nipping them in the bud. “Hmmm. I wonder… I’d really like that 
jacket I saw in Kohl’s today. It’s a bit expensive (and I don’t have any money), but it really is nice… I 
wonder how I could get it? No. I know I can’t, but what if I could?” And your mind won’t leave it alone. 
It begins to become almost an obsession for you. You can’t stop thinking about it…. you even start 
thinking about shoplifting… Temptation, when left to grow, becomes lust – for that coat or whatever 
temptation it is you entertain.  
 
 To desire something is not inherently bad, but contrary to what our society will tell us, to lust for 
something, is. Lust is a craving or a longing for something that is forbidden. TV ads and many sitcoms 
are all about that… There was even a TV reality program a few years ago titled, “Temptation Island” 
where the object was for young, beautiful people to seduce one another… We need to squelch the 
temptation before it gets to that point of yielding, says James, because the next step (and I love the 
way he words it) is that we get “dragged away” into sin. In other words, there is a point at which all the 
self-discipline and desire to be Godly in the world simply won’t help. Nibbling the marshmallow WILL 
result in eating the whole thing. 
 
 I think of all the famous Christian evangelists and preachers who have been caught in scandal. 
These were not bad people. They loved God and desired, more than anything, to live righteous lives. 



I believe that. Few, if any, of them have been hucksters or charlatans.  99% of what they did was in 
service to God and His church. But they allowed temptation to take hold of their lives – to become 
lustful (for money or sex or political power, or whatever) and it ”dragged them away" into disgrace. 
 
 There is an old saying that goes “Opportunity knocks once, but temptation beats on the door 
everyday.” What a true statement. We live our lives constantly surrounded by temptations. There is 
no place on earth that we are able to go and escape temptation. You've got to be dead! 
 

One of the most blatant temptations in today’s world is pornography. It is everywhere.  A 
recent survey indicated that 90% of born-again male Christians have said that they have had 
problems in relating to God or to other people because of shame and guilt over pornography. 
Temptation. Unless it is not quickly handled, drags you away and ruins your relationship with God and 
with those you love… Men only? No. I’ve seen some of those “romance” novels women read… Not 
visually pornographic but certainly are in the written word. Women, it seems, respond more to mental 
images and men to visual – but either way, it all amounts to the same thing… 
 
 I want to say it one more time, just in case someone misunderstands. Temptation is not sin. 
Jesus was tempted. In another book of the Bible we read that Jesus is sympathetic with us because 
He was tempted in every way – yet he did not sin (Hebrews 4:15). And that is the hope before us. We 
CAN be tempted but we do not have to allow it to cause us to sin. 
 
 Of course, there is another tack you might want to take… That is to limit your temptations. Sue 
and I were watching one of those news-magazine programs on TV where the subject was Billy 
Graham. The reporter said that Graham had a lifetime rule that he would never be in a room alone 
with a member of the opposite sex. The reporter, female, said that even applied to her. Graham, even 
when in his 80’s, would not be interviewed by her privately. It’s pretty hard to be tempted (let alone 
yield to temptation) when you have put up those kinds of safeguards to make sure temptation doesn’t 
even come… 
 
 In the Lord ’s Prayer we say, “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” Ever 
wonder that that’s about? Would God lead us into temptation? James says, “No.” Look at it like this: A 
father and son are out walking on a cold winter day. The sidewalk is a bit icy and the father tells his 
son to be careful. But the little boy loves the winter wonderland he finds himself in and goes running – 
until he hits a patch of ice and falls down hard. When he stops crying, he gets up and now holds on to 
his dad’s hand and says, “Dad, keep me from the slippery spots so I don’t fall again.” That’s what we 
are praying – that God will hold our hand and guide us around the dicey spots on our journey through 
life… 
 
 William Baur once said, “Don’t fall into the ditch and cry to God to help you get out; keep away 
from the ditch.” So many of us are flirting daily with the ditch, giving ourselves the opportunity to be 
tempted. Don’t. What you are tempted with is NOT as good as it seems – it never is…  
 
 I would be remiss if this sermon stopped without giving just a hint of what James will say later 
on that relates so much to temptation and yielding to it and to sin. He reminds us that God is gracious 
and amazingly forgiving and that, whatever you’ve done in life – whatever temptations you’ve fallen 
to, God will forgive you if you just ask Him to. “God, I’ve messed up. I’ve been undisciplined and given 
into temptation. I take full responsibility for my actions, but I need your forgiveness.” He’ll say to you, 
“You are forgiven. Go – and sin no more.” 

------------------------ Call: The Lord reigns! Let 
the heavens rejoice, let 



the earth be glad; let the 
sea resound with joyful 
song. Let God’s people 
sing His praise! 
 
 


